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Walk Between the Raindrops

When June’s twin sister July was murdered at seventeen, only Scrye’s love and strength kept June going, even as her world fell apart around her. That very love means she can never reveal to him the dark secrets she harbors surrounding that stormy night. 

Or what she did to make things right.

Years before Mark was known as Scrye the rope guy, he’d loved June completely and knew he’d marry her. July’s murder shatters June and her family, leaving Mark, only nineteen, to step forward and take charge. Over twenty years of marriage later, he loves June more than ever and knows he’ll do whatever it takes to keep protecting his wife. 

Especially from things she can never know about.

When her painful past is dredged from a river, June has to face demons from that horrible night that threaten to take everything from her. Can she hold the lies together without her sweet sadist ever learning the horrific truth?
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Chapter One

 

Recent history

 

It was a gorgeous, sunny, warm Florida morning, the kind that the chamber of commerce loved to promote for their tourist brochures. What could be better than a walk along the beach?

That morning, it meant murder.

June’s hearing was ruined from the gunshots, but she was more worried about making sure Betsy was safe. After kicking the knife free from Jack’s hand and picking it up carefully by the tip to toss it away, she took in the scene.

“Betsy? Are you okay?” she yelled.

Witnesses. Please, god, let there be other witnesses.

In her peripheral vision she spotted people running toward them.

Good.

Backing up without taking her eyes off the man’s prone body since she could see he was still breathing—although she wasn’t sure how with six goddamned bullets now lodged in his torso—she waved her left hand around, trying to locate Betsy.

Somewhere behind June, Betsy grabbed her hand. June hauled her to her feet despite her back’s protestations to the contrary.

“Are you okay?” June screamed as she glanced at her, certain that Betsy’s hearing was probably as ruined as her own.

Betsy looked stunned, but she nodded.

Still, June kept herself and her gun between Jack and Betsy. She hadn’t emptied the magazine into him, having seen plenty of horror movies in her life where the bad guy gets up one last time.

Having been through a real-life horror show of her own in the past made her very, very careful.

She kept her left hand clamped around Betsy’s wrist and backed them up a couple of feet, finally lowering the gun but keeping it in her hand.

Focus. Story.

“Oh, my god, he attacked us!” June told the first guy who ran up to them. “He came out of nowhere with a knife!”

She added tears for effect. Adrenaline had her trembling, so that was fortuitous. “He’s her ex and going on trial for attacking her. He’s supposed to be in jail! He jumped out with a knife and said he was going to kill her!”

As more people arrived, June finally holstered her weapon and kept a tight arm around Betsy’s shoulders. As first deputies, then wildlife officers arrived, June slowly and carefully removed her weapon from the holster when ordered and handed it over after emptying and clearing it, locking the slide open.

Fuck.

It was her favorite gun, one Mark had bought her on their first wedding anniversary.

Poor Betsy, on the other hand, had gone still and quiet, likely shock setting in. June knew she’d have to call Mark and let him know what happened and, meanwhile, hold it together for Bets, if nothing else.

To act…normal.

To not act like she’d just committed premeditated homicide.

 

* * * *

 

June had finally started processing the events and thought she was doing a pretty damned good job of holding herself together under Bill Thomas’ watchful eye—and keeping a solid front for Betsy—when Betsy’s guys finally arrived. Betsy had refused to let the EMTs take a look at her, screaming any time someone besides June tried to touch her.

Bill, a Charlotte County Sheriff’s detective—and a kinky friend of theirs—had interceded on their behalf and asked for them to await the arrival of Betsy’s men, who were on their way.

Finally able to hand Betsy off to her men, and only after Betsy asked June if it was okay, June slid over the ambulance bumper to the far end and perched, within reach of her, not wanting to leave her alone yet, even with Kenny and Nolan.

She was also worried about making sure she was acting “right.” It was understandable someone would be upset or even sort of numb after a trauma like this.

But when Mark pounded up, sweaty and out of breath, she didn’t have to fake her tears of relief as she flung herself at him and he caught her in mid-air.

“It’s okay, baby,” he whispered in her ear, one hand cradling the back of her head and the other around her waist. “I’m here. Daddy’s got you.”

With her head buried against his chest, she felt him turn and then sit, not paying any attention to what he said to others or even who he was talking to.

He wasn’t talking to her.

Therefore, it didn’t matter.

“My good girl,” he whispered in her ear. “My very good girl. I’m so proud of you.”

That only made her cry harder, but probably not for the reasons he’d think.

He could never know those reasons.

She’d go to her grave doing her damnedest to keep those reasons from him.

 

* * * *

 

One year later

 

June sat across the table from Sully and stared out at the murky waters of the Anclote River flowing just outside the restaurant in Tarpon Springs. Mark didn’t know she was there. He thought she was visiting with Clarisse. Which, technically, she would do that, too, once she and Sully finished talking.

A year since killing Jack, and she still had nightmares. Not of the actual act itself. Her conscience rested easy in regards to putting that abusive fuck in his grave. Especially since he came at them with a knife. He would have attacked and killed them had she not shot him.

The authorities—and Mark—didn’t know, however, that she’d lured Jack there once she’d spotted him following them and confirmed it was him.

But she saved the state of Florida the expense of a trial and housing him for ten to twenty or more years.

You’re welcome.

Maybe she’d revealed too much to Sully, though, talking about Matt. Telling Sully about July’s murder.

Although she knew damn well that Sully, former cop or not, wasn’t exactly innocent when it came to rendering home-grown justice. She didn’t know the exact details of how Clarisse’s ex had come to die, but she knew from a comment Clarisse had once let slip to her after a pitcher full of mimosas during a girls-day-out brunch that the circumstances surrounding her abusive ex’s death had more to it than met the eye.

And that Clarisse’s ex was directly responsible for her parents’ deaths.

Hence why June had come to Sully, at Ross and Loren’s recommendation, hoping that by talking to him it would relieve her of the nightmares.

Scenarios where her shots went wild and she hit Betsy, or a bystander, instead of Jack. Or where the plan went wrong and he jumped them before she could draw her weapon. Any multitude of errors where it ended with him standing triumphant over their bodies and left June trembling in a cold sweat when she awoke.

Sully glanced around and leaned in close, dropping his voice. “Anything you tell me today, that goes to my grave. I meant that. Understand?”

She nodded. “I appreciate it.”

“But…I won’t lie to Scrye and tell him I didn’t talk to you if he outright asks me. The content of our conversation, that’s different. He’s not just your husband, he’s your Master. I’d be a hypocrite of the worst kind if I didn’t honor that, and not only because he’s my friend. I mean, if he was abusing you, that’d be different—”

“He’s not. He never has. He never would. He might be a sadist, but he’s amazingly gentle when it comes to emotions.”

Outside, the afternoon had clouded up, a typical Florida afternoon thunderstorm rapidly building. “I don’t want him bearing any of this knowledge. Any of it.”

“Plausible deniability?”

She harshly laughed. “Fuck yeah, plausible deniability.” She played with her glass of iced tea. “Does it make me a horrible person, that I don’t have nightmares about that?”

Maybe she never should have disturbed this grave, but in a way, it was a relief to have someone else know about it and not condemn her.

“It doesn’t change my opinion of you, if that’s what you mean. My glass house needs to stay firmly intact, thank you very much.” His lips curved in a smile. “But I will say sometimes justice needs to happen swiftly when one is absolutely positive they’re in the right and not just being ruled by emotions.”

“Like when someone admits they committed the crime they should face justice for?”

He held up his glass of tea to her in a toast. “Precisely. Especially when they admit to taking a life. Or lives, plural, in some cases.” His expression darkened. “And try to kill someone else in the process.”

She clinked glasses with him. “So I’m not a sociopath?”

“If you are, then you’re in good company.” His right eyebrow arched over his glass as he took a sip of tea. “I prefer to consider it a very selective kind of artisanal justice. Reserved for extra-special situations.”

“That’s good. You should put that in one of your books.”

He grinned. “I already did. It’s coming out next month.”

“Ah.” She started playing with the condensation on her glass. “I rode my girls hard when they were kids. I never wanted them to become victims, if they could avoid it. Girl Scouts to help with their self-esteem and skills. Self-defense classes. Taught them a work ethic and to be self-reliant. I did my best to never think about that day from that point on. Except, it colored every aspect of my life from that point on, even when I didn’t realize it. I also wondered what was wrong with me, that I felt zero remorse for what I did.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you, except that you’re human like the rest of us.”

 

* * * *

 

Of course the bottom dropped out of the sky as they were getting ready to leave. She’d left her umbrella in her car.

“Guess I need to run between the raindrops, huh?” she tried to joke.

“Walking’s probably better. Don’t risk falling.” Sully was obviously in no hurry to leave the safety of the awning covering the restaurant’s entrance.

“What if the nightmares don’t stop?” she asked.

“I think they will. I think maybe you needed to hear someone tell you you’re not a horrible person.”

“So I’m not a horrible person, right?”

“Not about that, at least. Not in my opinion.” She caught the hint of a smile on his lips. “You’re not secretly a puppy-kicker, are you?”

That drew a laugh from her. “No.”

“Cool.” He jingled his keys. “Want me to bring my car around and drive you to yours?”

“No, I’ll be okay.” She stared at the rain. “Not the first time I’ve gotten soaked, and won’t be the last. Hasn’t killed me yet.”

Although one night years ago wasn’t very healthy for someone else… 


Chapter Two

 

Then

 

“You aren’t even trying,” July scolded her sister.

June rolled into a sitting position where she’d landed on the mat following her failed double double and flipped her sister a bird.

“We’ve been at this for nearly three hours. I’m exhausted.” Trying to cram several days’ worth of practice into one evening wasn’t going very well for them.

“You’re the one who insisted we’re going to make Nationals,” July reminded her.

“That’s because we are. It’s the only way we’ll make the US team. Nationals, World, Olympics.”

Their older sister, May, sat at the far edge of the mat. Three years older than the fifteen-year-old twins, she was also involved in gymnastics, but she knew she wasn’t at a world-class level and had no desire to be. She’d focused more on dancing and did better with that.

She was, however, happy coaching her little sisters during their practices when their regular coach wasn’t around and May wasn’t focusing on her studies. Now that she was in college, May treated gymnastics and dancing as hobbies, not as an obsession the way her little sisters did.

“You’re both going to kill yourselves, if you don’t kill each other first,” May said. “When was the last time you two took a day off?”

The girls looked at their older sister. “Screw you,” they said in stereo before giggling. They didn’t get gym time every day, like they wanted to, but they did practice for a couple of hours every day, even if out in the backyard, on the springy grass behind the pool lanai.

It wasn’t the same. June would be in the gym every day, seven days a week, if their parents would let them.

May rolled her eyes at them as she climbed to her feet. “The problem is, you’re in a rut. You’re trying too hard. You need to do something different. Shake it up a little. You’re focusing so hard on what you’re doing that you’re kind of missing the fact that there’s a whole forest around you because you’re trying to climb one particular tree.”

May glanced at her watch. “Okay, it’s six thirty. Mom wanted us home by seven. Pack up. Let’s get moving.”

It was a Monday evening, and usually the gym was closed then. But because May worked part-time for Cara Jones, her sisters’ teacher and the owner of the place, she had given May a key so the girls could get in extra solo practice.

They were definitely on track to try out for the US team if they could keep it up. Nationals first, then World. They’d wanted to take the track to Nationals before the last Olympics, but they’d only been thirteen and their parents had nixed that, saying they were too young and needed to focus on school and keep their grades up first. They’d be sixteen in a few months. Yes, they’d be a little older than many of their fellow competitors, but age didn’t matter if they could produce results.

They’d just loaded into the car, June in the backseat, when July let loose with snark. “Yeah, we need to get Miss Mystery Chick home so she can watch cheesy TV shows and call Marrrrrrrk.”

June rolled her eyes at July and pulled a paperback from her bag, an Agatha Christie mystery she was reading for the fourth time. July’s favorite pastimes—after gymnastics, studying, and her boyfriend Matt—were teasing June about her love of mystery books and shows, and teasing her about Mark.

Mark was a year ahead of them in school and almost two years older than them. They weren’t exactly dating, but June suspected that’s what he wanted to do. One of the things she adored about him was he didn’t try to pressure or guilt her into spending time with him, the way Matt did to July, and she seemed to be the only girl he wanted to spend time with. They were friends first, with a lot in common.

Laid back, smart as hell, and not bad-looking, either, despite the fact that he was already over six feet tall and towered over her tiny frame.

“Oooh, June’s got that look again,” July teased. “Red in the face. Must be right about Mark.”

“Shut up,” June muttered.

“June and Mark, sitting in a tree. K-I—”

“Yeah, that’s real mature, July.”

“Both of you knock it off, or I won’t do this for you anymore,” May threatened. “I have studying I could be focusing on, you know. College isn’t frigging high school. You two have no idea how lucky you’ve got it right now. I’ll be up until midnight hitting the books just because I took you two bickering idiots to practice this afternoon.”

“Sorry,” the twins mumbled, knowing she was serious. It’d taken copious amounts of begging on their parts, and agreeing to shoulder her burden of chores around the house in exchange for her shuttling them to practice. Their parents’ work schedules wouldn’t allow for it.

They were only two months into their junior year of high school. On the first day of their second week of school that year, June had met Mark, during lunch.

“That guy’s staring at you,” July hissed at June after elbowing her in the side.

“Who?”

“That guy over there. The tall one.”

June started to look.

“Don’t look!”

“Why not?” June tried to look nonchalant. When she locked eyes with the cutie, who she didn’t recognize, she felt her heart flip. They’d had a huge influx of students to their school that year due to a massive building expansion project, so there were plenty of unfamiliar faces, and not just the underclassmen.

Every time June glanced his way, she caught him watching her.

“How do you know he’s looking at me and not at you?” June asked July. “We are twins.”

“Because he is.” Before June could stop her, she watched in complete and utter mortification as July bounced up and sauntered over to the guy.

June was torn between watching and wanting to crawl under the table and hide.

Another difference between them—July had no problems randomly meeting and talking to people. June preferred her books.

“Oh, no, no, nonono!” June softly groaned.

The guy got up and picked up his tray, following a very smug-looking July back to their table.

“You’re welcome,” July whispered at June as she retook her seat.

He looked as nervous as June felt as he stood there, holding his tray. “Um…hi.”

“Hi.”

“Is it okay if I join you?”

June nodded, her face feeling impossibly aflame.

July rolled her eyes. “Mark Jarette, this is my sister, June Corden.” She elbowed June. “Relax, doof. He’s a senior in AP Algebra II with me, and he knows I have a boyfriend. Duh. That’s how I knew he was looking at you, because he never looks at me like that. And I might have told him I have a twin sister and been talking you up to him last week, especially since Mom and Dad won’t let me go on solo dates with Matt yet. If you have a date, you can stop arguing about why you can’t come with, and me and Matt can finally start to escape the living room. You’re welcome.”

June was hoping a hole would open in the cafeteria floor and swallow her, but none appeared forthcoming.

She was also torn between wanting to shove July out of her chair, or hug her in thanks for introducing them. He was even cuter close up than he had been from a distance.

He noticed the book on the table next to her lunch tray. “I love Agatha Christie,” he said. “I’ve read all her books at least twice. Have you read anything by Dashiell Hammett?”

“I love those books!” She thought maybe she was just a little bit in love with him already. “And Sherlock Holmes, of course.”

“Aaannd they’re off.” July flashed a grin as she stood and grabbed her tray. “I see Matt over there. I really hate this mixed-up, spread-out lunch period. I hardly ever get to see him in school now.”

June watched her sister walk away before her focus returned to the very tall guy in front of her. “Sorry she’s not subtle.”

“No, hey, that’s fine.” He offered up a nervous smile. “Will you think I’m a total dork if I admit I love Murder, She Wrote?”

“That’s my favorite show!” She extended her hand across the table. “June Corden. Hi. I’m not brainy like July is.”

He shook with her. While he didn’t squeeze her hand, she sensed he was holding back, not wimpy. “You seem pretty smart to me, if you read mysteries.”

“I mean, not math smart. I pull straight As in English and Social Studies, but I’m barely keeping my head above water in Geometry, and there she is in AP Algebra II.”

“She seems pretty driven. Intense.”

“I am, too, but about gymnastics.”

“Oh, that’s cool. I’m in drama. And I’m planning on being an accountant. Does that totally make me nerdy?”

“Not if you do one thing.”

“What?”

She smiled. “Promise not to laugh when you help me out with my math homework.”

“Your sister doesn’t help you?”

June rolled her eyes. “She can’t understand why I don’t understand it. She just makes it worse.”

June was shaken out of her memory when they pulled into the driveway at home. Their house wasn’t on the river, but across the road from it. It sat on a deep, wide lot an acre large. Lots of old-growth pine and oak trees around the house and down by the road meant once they turned off their road and into the yard, heading up their winding dirt driveway was like being alone in the world. The whole neighborhood was like that, very rural and quiet.

It’d rained earlier, so May parked off to the side, on the grass, so they didn’t have to slog through mud to get to the side door of the garage, where they’d go inside.

Yes, it was hard to believe she’d only known Mark a few weeks. They talked every night on the phone, and now ate lunch together every day.

While she’d wanted to kill July that day just a few weeks ago, now she couldn’t imagine Mark not being in her life.

It didn’t hurt that he also hated July’s boyfriend, Matt, as much as June did. She thought Matt was a jerk, a bully, and would end up causing July a lot of heartache one day.

Their mom had dinner almost ready when they arrived, just enough time for them to grab showers. After dinner, and then getting their chores done, June and July settled in to do their homework. July preferred to spread out on the dining room table, while June camped out on her bed in their shared room.

By the time she’d finished that, she barely had time to call Mark before she had to go to bed.

He answered on the second ring, sounding out of breath. “Hey, June.”

She grinned. “I love this new Caller ID stuff.” It was easy to tell who was calling.

“Yeah. How’d practice go?”

That was another thing. Not once did June ever remember hearing Matt say anything about their gymnastics, except to bitch about how much of July’s time it took up.

Mark, on the other hand, was fascinated by it.

“Good. We’re having some trouble with a couple of things right now, but it’ll come together before our next meet.”

“So, I have a question.”

Her heart raced. “Yeah?”

“My parents said I can pick you guys up early in the mornings on weekdays and take you to practice and then school, as long as my grades hold. I can’t do afternoons because of drama club and work, though. Would that help?”

She blinked. It wasn’t what she’d expected, but in some ways, it was even better. Besides the weekends, they could only make Friday mornings right now because of May’s class schedule, and one or two evenings a week. If they could go every morning, and be there when Cara was there to coach them, it would really help their performance.

“Let me ask Mom and Dad if that’s okay.” She laid the handset down and walked out to the living room, where they were sitting on the couch and watching TV. As she was repeating it to them, July perked up and walked over.

“Why didn’t you ask me first?” July said. “I need to find out if Matt’ll be okay with that.”

June and her parents, as one, swiveled their heads to stare at her. Their father spoke first. “Matt doesn’t get a say in this,” he said. “Frankly, neither your mother nor I are fond of that boy.”

July’s face reddened, but for once she had the sense to shut up.

Their mom chimed in. “If Mark wants to get up early and take you two to practice and school, I’m okay with that. As long as he’s willing to commit to it and not suddenly leave you two in the lurch. I like Mark. He seems like a nice, responsible young man. Plus it means you’ll have more time for homework in the afternoons.”

June fought the urge to stick her tongue out at July. “Thanks. I’ll go tell him.”

The gym was open every morning at five for anyone who wanted to train. June also knew being able to train every morning, when they were fresh and not exhausted, would be a huge help.

“They said yes.”

July had followed her down the hall and June sensed her standing in the doorway.

“Okay, cool. What time do you need me to pick you both up?”

“Four thirty. You’re sure you don’t mind?”

“I almost pass the gym on my way in anyway.”

“But it’s out of your way to come get us.”

“You’re only ten minutes from me. I can study while you’re practicing. I’ll just go to bed a little earlier.”

“I really appreciate this, Mark.”

“No worries. Listen, I need to get off here and get to bed. So, four thirty tomorrow morning?”

“Yeah, thanks.” She hung up and didn’t move until July cleared her throat behind her. June turned. “What?”

“You should have asked me first. So I can ask Matt.”

“Matt can go screw himself. I want to train in the mornings.”

“I’m not going to have any time with him at school now before class.”

“That’s not my problem,” June said, sinking onto her bed. “I thought you’d like having more time at night to study. And we can practice every morning now instead of a couple of nights a week.” She stared at July. “So what if Matt gets upset? He can come over after school and spend time with you.”

“You heard Mom and Dad. They don’t like him.”

“Yeah? Well, honestly? Neither do I.” She stood and headed for the door. “I’m getting ready for bed. Morning will come awfully early.”

July blocked her path. “What has he ever done wrong? Why won’t you give him a chance?”

“I have. He’s mean, and he’s a bully, and he treats you like crap.” She ducked around July and locked herself in the bathroom. This wasn’t a conversation she’d wanted to have with her tonight, but she was also done lying to her about not caring about Matt one way or another.

She did care—for her sister.

And she cared that she got a bad vibe from Matt every time she was around him. Creepy.

Like maybe he was the polar opposite of Mark. 


Chapter Three

 

Now

 

June closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose, desperately grateful this conversation with her younger daughter was taking place over the phone and not in person. Outside, thunder rumbled, a summer storm settling in far earlier than usual due to unsettled tropical weather patterns. It was only a little after nine a.m. that Wednesday morning, and June knew it would be a stormy day.

Hell, apparently it was already storming at her daughters’ Tampa apartment.

“Maren, I don’t know what to tell you. You girls are adults. When I tried to get between you two in high school, you both turned on me and claimed you wanted me to treat you like adults. So I’m treating you like adults.”

“Mom, please! I’m begging you! Sonya’s driving me absolutely crazy. I swear I want to wring her neck.”

A flashback swept through June’s mind, unbidden, of her saying something similar to her own mother about July.

Just as quickly, she shoved it back, hard, and locked it away.

“So I’m going to tell you what I think you should do, and you’re going to actually listen to me?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Let her handle all the laundry.” Silence met her suggestion. “Maren?”

“Seriously, Mom? That’s the best advice you’ve got?”

“You hate the way she folds towels, and she hates the way you fold towels. If she’s just going to refold them anyway, let her. Why should you do the work for nothing? Let her do it. Why? What’d you think I was going to say?”

“I thought you were going to offer to do something sensible, like tell her to knock it the heck off for me because she’s being a butthead.”

“Nope. Let her do it. Besides, that’ll leave you more time for practice, right? She can’t complain about that.”

The sisters were sharing an apartment not far from USF, where they were attending. Sonya had graduated with her four-year, but was now going to grad school. Maren was there on a swimming scholarship and in her final year of undergrad studies. But she was seriously considering going for a medical degree instead of settling for being a sports therapist.

“But she’ll fold them wrong!”

“Does it really matter how she folds them as long as they’re clean and folded?”

“But she doesn’t fold them the way you fold them! That’s the way you taught us to fold them.”

“I fold them the way I do because of our bathroom shelves. If I fold them any other way, they’d hang off the edge and when you stack them, they’d fall off. If the shelves were wider, I’d fold them however I wanted.”

More silence.

“Maren?”

“I was hoping you’d back me up.”

“There is no super-secret moms’ guide to folding towels, honey. Is that all you needed me for today?”

“Yeah.” She let out a frustrated sigh. “She’ll do my laundry wrong just to piss me off.”

“And risk you doing hers wrong and ruining it? Doubtful. I’m sure you two can settle this. Compromise. Do the damn dishes or something. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

June hung up and let out an aggravated groan.

Not that she minded talking to her daughters. Except now that they’d been a kid-free household for a couple of years, it was nice not being interrupted all the time. Especially during sexy time.

Doubly especially over bullshit sibling rivalry like this. Sonya and Maren had ended up rooming together in the same apartment to save Mark and June money. Sonya had—past-tense—a tennis scholarship to UF. But when she’d finally admitted to them how much she was struggling, both academically and with her tennis, they’d dug into their retirement savings to pay for her to go to USF for her final year and then grad school.

And she’d have to pay them back. Mark had even drawn up official loan paperwork and everything. She had to work a minimum of twenty hours a week part-time to help pay their bills for the apartment, and to make a monthly payment to them. Once she graduated from grad school, she still had to make the minimum payment for a year. After that, it rose to a higher amount.

They would hold her to it, or they’d withdraw their support and force her to handle it on her own.

Maren, on the other hand, had June’s drive, her fire. She not only didn’t need to be told what to do, she frequently grabbed the tiger by the balls all on her own and exceeded expectations.

Sonya, not so much.

But as Mark had finally convinced June, there was no way to force Sonya to be…as intense as her mother and younger sister. They had to let her be herself and try to help her in healthy ways and hope for the best.

Upon starting USF her last year, she’d pulled her grade average up to a 4.0 and had nabbed a paid internship.

A win June would gladly take, considering Sonya had not had any contact with her ex-boyfriend, another good reason to support her transfer from Gainesville to Tampa.

June didn’t have a yoga class to teach that morning, so she’d been sitting on the couch, sipping hot tea and watching the local cable news channel, which she’d muted when the phone rang. A crack of thunder sounded close by, making her jump. Staring out the window, she saw the downpour had started.

Grabbing the remote, she turned the volume up and nearly choked on her tea at their next headline.

 

“Partial human remains have been located in a small branch off the eastern section of the Manatee River, near Parrish. A skull, and several other bones, were uncovered by divers doing an underwater survey of the area. Authorities don’t yet know how long the remains have been there, but they have been sent to an FDLE forensics lab for possible DNA testing…”

 

She had to set her mug down because she was shaking so hard when they helpfully displayed a map graphic showing exactly where they’d been found.

Well, at least he drifted farther downstream than I thought he would.

Then again, maybe it wasn’t him. It could be someone else.

I hope.

Whatever happened, she knew she couldn’t say anything, couldn’t mention it, couldn’t bring it up unless someone else did first.

Not without risking her carefully constructed alibi falling apart around her and Mark.

Especially not Mark.

 

* * * *

 

“What’s wrong?”

In the middle of struggling to get her umbrella closed just inside the doorway, June turned at May’s question. “Huh?”

May rested her fists on her hips. “What’s wrong? Why do you look so horrible?”

“Fighting a migraine.” At that point, it wasn’t even a lie. “And had to help settle a laundry dispute this morning.”

May smiled. “Trouble in Tampa?”

“Towels.”

“Towels?”

“Towels.” At least telling May about the conversation she’d had with Maren helped take her mind off her painfully tight gut. She finally got the stupid umbrella closed and dunked it in the holder next to the door.

“You sure you feeling up to teaching? I can take the class, if you want me to. This is the gentle yoga class, right?”

“I’ll be okay. I rubbed peppermint oil on my forehead and took something for it.” She held up the Starbuck’s cup in her hand. “And caffeine always helps knock them out, too.”

May laughed. “Just remember to keep it slooow. You on caffeine is a dangerous thing.”

None of her students, most of them retirees, had arrived yet. After setting her bag down and kicking off her shoes, June hooked her iPod to the classroom sound system and pulled up one of her own personal playlists to start stretching and loosening her muscles ahead of them arriving.

Not even ten seconds in, she knew that wasn’t going to help.

She needed to recenter herself.

Opening and stepping through the door between the yoga studio room and the main gymnastics area, she took a deep breath. Many days, she struggled not to think back to those years in high school, to Mark looking adorably out of place sitting on the sidelines with other kids’ parents for the morning practices while he waited for her and July to finish so he could drive them to school before he headed to his college classes. Sometimes he studied while he waited, sometimes he watched them.

Sometimes he napped, depending on how late he’d gotten to bed the night before.

Never complaining. Not once.

Always glad to pick them up at home and drive them to practice before school that last year, despite the obscenely early hour.

She walked over to the beam. So much had changed in the past couple of decades since she’d last competed. Not just to the rules and scoring system, but to the sport itself.

To the kids competing.

Now, many parents assumed their little precious princess or prince was perfect and would automatically make the Olympic team with only two hours of practice per week after school, instead of getting them there at the ass-crack of dawn to practice a minimum of two hours every morning before school, with afternoon practices following, and their entire weekends consumed by it.

Not a sport for the weak or lazy.

June executed a simple press handstand mount instead of risking the springboard.

She felt unsettled, not stupid.

Closing her eyes, she breathed in and blew out, no longer in her sister’s gymnastics studio in Sarasota, but over twenty years in the past, when she and July were still trying to imitate Liu Xuan and Shannon Miller, and Russia was still a part of the USSR and produced their greatest competition.

She raised her arms, then started a routine she knew by heart, one she’d performed many times herself in addition to teaching it to kids there at May’s school.

Front walkover…front handspring…double turn on one leg. Back layout step-out salto…half illusion turn…wolf jump—

“You don’t think you’re a little old to be on the beam?”

June ignored May’s voice from the yoga studio doorway, and instead chose to cut the routine short. She did a Gainer stretched back salto with a full twist, neatly landing next to the beam, back arched, feet together, arms up, both middle fingers extended.

Nailed it.

May rolled her eyes. “The Russian judge deducts 0.1 for the nonstandard hand salute. Your first student’s here.”

 

* * * *

 

At the end of the hour, June rolled her yoga mat and put it away as her students slowly filed out. She kept a mat here and one at the house, rather than toting it back and forth.

May stood in the yoga studio doorway, arms crossed. “Ready to talk?”

“What?”

“Your neck muscles are so tight you could be carved out of rock like one of those dang Renaissance sculptures.” She walked in, stopping in front of June. “Talk to me, sis.”

She couldn’t.

That was the problem. There was only one person she could talk to, and she really shouldn’t.

She’d already talked to him more than she should have as it was.

“I’m still fighting the headache.” Outside, thunder cracked. “And I think this weather is getting to me. You know storms sometimes give me headaches.”

May stared out the window at the rain. “This is weird weather we’re having. They said it’s a good thing it hit land when it did, or it might have had more time to strengthen and develop into a tropical storm. Go on home. I have plenty of help for the rest of the night. Seriously.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. It’s okay. Hug Mark for me. When you guys coming for dinner?”

June smiled at the familiar banter. “When you invite us.”

“I’d invite you Saturday, but I’m sure you’re busy.”

Yeah, they were. They were meeting over at Sigalo’s. Tilly was back in town for a brief time, and June wanted Tilly time.

Needed it.

“Sorry. Friday?”

May nodded. “Seven. Jim will fire up the grill.”

June grabbed her iPod and bag and keys and headed out, almost forgetting the stupid umbrella in the process.

Rather than open it, she opted to run for her car and get rained on, hitting the key fob to unlock the driver’s door so she could dive right in.

This sucks.

But, it could be worse.

She thought about the three graves in Sarasota Memorial Park, all of them put there far too early.

Much worse. 


Chapter Four

 

Then

 

“Sure you don’t want to go with us, July?” their father asked after he made a final tour through the living room to make sure they hadn’t forgotten to pack anything. “You’ve never been hunting before.”

July let out a derisive snort. “Maybe when the apocalypse hits, sure.”

“You never know,” June chided her. “Might need to know this stuff one day.”

“I will hunt my food in the meat aisle of Publix, thank you very much.” She flopped down onto the sofa with a couple of schoolbooks. “And I want to study for my French test on Tuesday.”

June shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She’d already known July wouldn’t want to come with them, but had to ask.

That meant time alone with her dad and Mark.

It was a late Thursday afternoon in early December, and they wouldn’t return until late Sunday night. She was getting to skip a day of classes since she didn’t have any tests tomorrow.

Mark, now in college, didn’t have a class tomorrow. It also meant June was missing training, but she’d had a bad landing on a beam dismount earlier in the week and tweaked her right knee a little. Nothing serious, nothing torn, but the doctor told her to take a few days off from training, just to be on the safe side.

Hence the hunting trip. Yes, some walking, but lots of sitting and waiting for a deer. They’d arrive in the hunt camp late that evening and be able to get started first thing tomorrow morning.

June loved camping, loved the outdoors. She rarely got to do it anymore with all her training and school. She’d get even less time as she and July advanced to a world-class level and started competing internationally.

Even though that wasn’t guaranteed, June wouldn’t let herself think any other way.

Meanwhile, this weekend would be a good mental reset for her. She loved shooting, and was really good at that, even though she wasn’t fond of the actual killing part of hunting. It was very satisfying to eat something she knew she had taken by her own hand. Plus, her father was adamantly against trophy hunting and had nothing but bad things to say about people who killed sheerly for fun. Fishing she was fine with. For some reason, it made a difference to her, where hunting was difficult for her in some ways.

It did make her respect the process more, made her less wasteful of her food in general.

They also didn’t hunt small game. Her father was partners with some friends of his in a hunt camp up in the Florida panhandle, and they went deer hunting a few times a year. She’d been coming on these trips with her dad for years, and even knew how to gut and completely field-dress a deer.

Her father loved to brag to his buddies how his “little girl” was better at it and less squeamish than most men he knew.

Mark had become really good at that part, too. Many times, her father would make the actual kill and then carefully oversee them doing the butchering. Which, ironically, she didn’t have a problem doing. She wasn’t squeamish at all. At least once a year he made her—or Mark, now that he was going on these trips, even when she didn’t go—do the shooting.

“It keeps you respectful of the process and the animals,” he told them. “If you lose respect for life, any life, that’s when you lose part of your soul.”

She was content to settle in the back seat of her dad’s SUV with one of her mystery books and read during the whole trip. She could have brought textbooks, sure, but she didn’t want to study. She was already holding a solid 4.0 GPA. Unlike July, she wasn’t trying for an academic scholarship when they had already secured gymnastic scholarships for both of them to USF. July believed in having contingency plans to the extreme. Just because July had not one but two scholarships lined up didn’t mean June needed to.

Plus June knew once they were in college that weekends off like this would come few and far between. If they weren’t practicing or competing, they’d be studying.

Unless, of course, they made the US team.

She’d taken May’s advice a year ago to heart about how lucky they were right now. July might not have seen that, but June sure did.

Then again, she’d also loved Girl Scouts while July…hadn’t. At least their parents had that method of telling them apart. Her mom had joked since they were little that all she had to do was send them outside and wait two minutes. Whoever started whining to come in first was obviously July.

On the other hand, July was an expert in the kitchen, tackling complex recipes from some of their mother’s cookbooks like she was born with a whisk and a spatula in her hands. To an enviable degree. June could grill things, having learned that from her father, but baking anything other than a boxed cake mix usually ended in disappointment, sadness, and a growling stomach.

June had tuned Mark and her dad out, trying to immerse herself deep in her paperback. At least she knew July wouldn’t be spending a lot of time with StupidMatt that weekend, as she was starting to think of him. His grades had been so bad, he’d barely graduated high school. His parents paid his rent for him to live in an apartment with a buddy of his while he worked full-time for one of his father’s friends. And he had to work most weekends.

It wasn’t that he didn’t have the brains to study, but he was lazy and thought things should be handed to him, because his rich parents had basically done just that for him all his life.

Like his parents helping him pay his bills and getting him a job. They’d also bought his truck for him, a brand-new one, not even a used one, after he’d wrecked his last one street-racing.

And they paid for his insurance.

When she thought about the differences between Matt and his family, and Mark and his, the contrast couldn’t be more striking. Mark’s family had pretty much adopted June and her sisters. Mark was an only child with reasonably well-off parents, but they were sweet people she adored. Both her parents and his frequently went out to dinner together, or went to each other’s houses for meals and cookouts.

And her parents loved Mark, whereas they hated Matt, even though they knew if they forbade July from seeing him, that would likely be the fastest way to drive her into his arms.

So, they waited, and hoped that July would see the truth about him in her own time.

Her father’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts. “I want to talk to you about that meet you and July want to go to next month.”

She perked up and listened. “Yes?” Killing it at that regional meet would probably make them eligible to move on to Nationals, and get them noticed by the US coaches so they could advance to the elite international level.

But it was in Atlanta. And while she and July were sixteen, their parents wouldn’t let them drive themselves that far.

“That’s a lot of money. Your mother and I can’t take the time off to drive you. We both have to work. May can’t take the time off from school or work, either.”

Her heart sank. If they couldn’t go, she and July had no chance of making Nationals, no matter how good they were.

Lots of girls were good. She needed every chance possible to secure herself a slot at Nationals. And it was not only an overnight trip, but two nights, Friday and Saturday.

“I talked to your coach today. She seems to think you guys have a good chance. But she doesn’t have room in her van for you, because she has other girls going, and another coach.”

She’d also known that and wished her father would hurry up and get to the point.

“Your mother and I talked to Mark’s parents and to your coach. Cara said she’ll have the other coach stay in the room with you three. Mark will have to sleep on a cot while you girls share a bed. But…he can drive you, and we’ll give you money for food, gas, and for the hotel. We trust him with both of you. He’s never given us a reason not to. Ed and Kelly said they feel comfortable with it since there will be a coach staying with you guys.”

She wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. “Oh, my god, thank you, Dad!” She had to force herself not to rip off her seat belt and reach across the seat to hug him. “And thank you, Mark!”

He smiled. “It was your dad’s idea.”

“There is a catch,” her father said. “This is the last big meet your mother and I pay for. From now on, you and July need to earn the money to get you to Nationals and beyond. I’m talking hotel, transportation, food, entry fees, coaching—everything. You girls have college scholarships. That’s a sure thing. So your mother and I will let you and July start working for Cara part-time at the gym. As long as you keep your grades up.”

Now she let out an excited squee. “Thank you, Dad!”

“Don’t thank me yet, honey. I ran our budget. We won’t be able to afford to send both of you around the world. I don’t know how we’d even manage to help one of you travel to events overseas. So even if both of you make it, I don’t know how we’ll afford it. I don’t know how you can earn that much money, either. I’m not trying to be cruel, but I want you prepared for reality. I don’t want you getting your hopes up and then hating us.”

 

* * * *

 

June’s excitement had been so strong she could barely sleep that night once they did reach the hunt camp and set up.

The next morning, her dad and one of his friends were out on a different section of the property while June and Mark climbed up onto a permanent tree stand platform to hunt from there. They were scanning the woods for any signs of antlered deer, their rifles at the ready, when Mark broke the silence.

“I meant what I said last weekend.”

She stared up at him. “What?” She’d been torn between trying to find a deer and thinking about her beam routine for regionals.

“Waiting to have sex. I mean it. I love you.”

They hadn’t slept together yet, although they’d played around with each other quite a few times. No way would she blow her chances at Olympic gold just because she wanted to get screwed and then accidentally got pregnant.

“I love you, too.”

She knew July and Matt slept together, more at his insistence than her desire, but June hadn’t ratted her sister out.

Yet.

June tended to get migraines every month, though, and July had used the opportunity to fake getting them as well when their doctor suggested they go on the pill to help with that.

It might be enough insurance for July, but it wasn’t for June.

She loved Mark even more for understanding and not pressuring her to take things all the way. She’d been the one to take things to the level they were now. He was excitingly take-charge in the good ways, yet in other ways, he was sweetly kind and considerate. In other words, he was everything Matt wasn’t.

“I’ve got some money saved up. If you and July don’t have enough by Nationals, I’ll give it to you, if it’ll help. I’ll even borrow against my salary from my dad. He’ll loan it to me.”

Now he had her full attention. “But aren’t you using that money for a new car?”

Like July, he had an academic scholarship. Majoring in accounting and having fun with a drama minor to balance life out, he’d been unofficially working for his father for years. An accountant, Mark’s dad put his precocious son to work a couple of years ago as a numbers checker, especially during tax season. Verifying the math of the tax accountants on simple tax returns to save them processing time.

If he found an error, he flagged it and returned it to the accountant. If he didn’t, the return was noted for a final review by the preparer before being presented to the customer.

His father was looking into a new computer system that would automate a lot of the process, then instead of numbers-checking, Mark would be doing data entry.

“My car will be okay for a while. Besides, I have my motorcycle if I need a backup. It’s cheaper on gas, anyway. I can ride that if I have to. You guys deserve a chance to go to Nationals. I can always get another car. You won’t get another chance like this in your lifetime. I want you to take it. You’ve earned it.”

Unlike Matt, Mark was supportive of their efforts. Both of them. And not in a creepy way with July, either. She was the little sister he’d never had.

Although Matt despised Mark with a passion and never failed to take a chance to gripe to July about how much time Mark spent driving them to practice in the morning despite the fact that Mark was in college now and not attending school with them any longer. And Mark frequently drove them to weekend practices, or even meets within the state.

Despite Matt now working and not going to college, not once had he volunteered to drive them to an afternoon practice, much less a morning one.

The girls had their driver’s licenses, but there wasn’t an extra car for them to drive. May needed her car for school and work, and their parents both worked.

She finally found her voice. “I don’t know what to say.”

He shrugged, in that easy way he had. The way that always made her feel good, because with Mark, what you saw was what you got.

Real.

Safe.

“Just say yes.” He met her gaze. “Promise to work hard. And I promise to wait as long as I have to until you’re ready. Because I love you.”

 

* * * *

 

Mark wanted June. He’d be lying if he denied it.

His parents, however, had set a good example for him. Never force a woman. Ever.

Not that he had any desire to force June.

But there were lots of ways of forcing someone, including manipulating them. Like the way Matt manipulated July all the time. He hadn’t understood that at the time, when his dad was having “the talk” with him, but now…yeah, he got it.

Matt forced July to do all sorts of things without her seeming to realize it was force.

The last person he wanted to imitate was Matt.

He knew some friends, if they knew he and June weren’t sleeping together, might think he was stupid for waiting. That he could find another girlfriend who’d put out.

He wanted June, had been in love with her almost from that first week when July had introduced them in the cafeteria last school year.

He had known then that he wanted to marry her.

Watching her and July do gymnastics was like watching magic. July was damned good.

June was even better, a force of nature, clouds and tornadoes and lightning and thunder and sweet rainbows following a storm, all in one beautiful body. He wanted to ride the waves of her tsunami and walk between her raindrops as she commanded everyone’s attention when she performed. Her solid, lithe body flowed in ways that looked impossible for humans to move. The world stopped when she stepped into the arena.

At least, it did for him.

And he had no doubts June would make the US team if she had a chance.

She deserved every bit of that chance.

Meanwhile, he would wait for her if she did, supporting her however he needed to, until she finally came home for good.

His parents got married when his mom was nineteen and his dad twenty, and they were going on close to thirty years together, and happy.

That’s the kind of marriage he wanted, and he knew June was that woman.

And if his father had kept his mother happy for thirty years, the man obviously knew what the hell he was talking about.

Her sweet brown eyes stared up at him. In the early morning light, he caught tiny flecks of green and amber in their depths.

“Yes!” she whispered.

Touching his forehead to hers, he smiled. “Just think, when you finally tell me you’re ready, you’re going to need all those gymnastics skills to finally get away from me.”

She giggled, soft, light, airy. “I don’t want to get away from you. Ever. But why are you so okay waiting?”

His smile faded. No reason to lie. “My parents did things right. I can see how wrong Matt is. It’s really not a hard choice to make.”

 

* * * *

 

Not quite as far back in the past

 

“Maren! Sonya! Would you two please move it?”

Trying to get her daughters somewhere on time was increasingly becoming a Herculean feat.

Sonya emerged from the hallway first. She’d just turned twelve and her attitude was starting to head downhill.

“I’m coming.” The expression on her face looked like she’d rather eat a bug. She wore jeans and her Girl Scout T-shirt, her vest on over it, but not the full uniform.

“What is your problem?”

“I don’t want to do macramé. That sounds boring.”

“You’re going to do it, and I don’t care if you like it or not, the rest of the troop is doing it. Including your sister. And since I’m the troop leader, I’m pulling rank. You guys will be able to earn a badge for it. Mrs. McManus is being generous enough to come teach you guys, and you will be gracious and pay attention and learn something.”

Ten year-old Maren blasted out of her bedroom in full uniform, her backpack slung over her shoulder.

Even her beret sat perfectly arranged on top of her head. “Let’s go, loser.”

“Maren!” Mark roared from his study.

Both girls froze.

June crossed her arms over her chest. “Uh huh. Now you did it.”

She sensed Mark appear in the hallway behind her. She didn’t need to see he stood there, because she felt him.

The way she always felt his presence when he was close.

“Apologize to your sister right now, young lady.” Mark rarely needed to use that voice with them. Neither of them had ever so much as laid a hand on either girl. But Mark’s two years spent as a drama minor served him quite well as a father. Especially when combined with his height, bulk, and beard and mustache.

It was a no-brainer that he was the disciplinarian when the girls wouldn’t listen to June. Most of the time, all it took was a raised eyebrow or a scowl to keep them in line.

Both girls’ eyes widened. “Sorry, Sonya,” Maren said.

Mark stalked down the hallway, June effortlessly flattening herself against the wall to get out of his way before he ended up standing in front of the two girls.

“What’s the first rule in this household, Maren?”

“Always be kind, sir.”

“Was that a kind thing to say to your sister?”

“No, sir.”

“No TV for two days. That includes movies or the Internet.” He pointed at her. “You are sisters. Just because you get irritated at each other doesn’t mean you can be cruel to each other. Now hug.”

June felt the unexpected prickle of tears hit her and quickly blinked them back. The girls resembled her more than Mark, although they had his gorgeous green eyes.

In moments like this, it was impossible not to think about July.

About what her babies might have looked like.

“Out to the car,” he ordered. “Not another word out of either of you until your mother says so.”

They scrambled past June to head for the garage.

He walked back to her and enveloped her in a hug. “Better, baby?”

She stared up into his eyes. “Better, Daddy. Thank you.”

He smiled down at her. “Maybe when the girls go to May’s this weekend, you and I can practice some macramé.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.

“Oooh, kinky.”

He kissed her, then delivered a light swat to her jeans-clad ass. “Daddy wants to play tonight, baby. Once they’re asleep.” He nipped the shell of her right ear. “Be ready for me, my sweet little slut,” he whispered.

She practically melted into a puddle right there in front of him. Almost fourteen years married, and he could still do that to her.

Every.

Damn.

Time.

“Yes, Sir,” she said.

Unlike her daughters, she used a capital S when addressing him like that.

She wouldn’t have it any other way. 


Chapter Five

 

Then

 

June stared at her sister. “I don’t like this plan at all. I’m sure Mom and Dad wouldn’t, either.”

It was eight o’clock on a Friday morning. They’d already spent three hours at the gym together training and helping coach, came home, showered, and had to go to classes today. All in miserable rain from an unsettled tropical system that was moving in.

Tonight was a rare night they didn’t have to be at the gym after classes, because Cara was heading to a small regional meet for some of the littler kids tomorrow. June, July, and Mark would have to be there tomorrow morning, though, to open the gym and supervise the practice session before the other part-time coaches arrived.

July crossed her arms over her chest while her gaze studied the cheap carpet in the duplex they lived in. “You promised not to say anything to them.”

“I know. I won’t. But it’s a good thing they’re out of town this weekend.” They had flown to Atlanta that morning, May driving them to the airport and then taking their mom’s car for the weekend.

“I’m breaking up with him for real this time, okay? I swear.”

“It’s about damn time. Because if I see him even look funny at you again, I’m going to put a hurting on him. Or Mark will. And I’ll tell Dad, and you know how badly he wants to gut Matt already.”

July sniffled. “Please don’t come by until later, okay? I want to talk to him alone and tell him we’re through.”

“You sure you don’t want me and Mark here? Because, honestly, I think being alone isn’t a good plan.”

“He won’t do anything except probably get upset. I can handle that.”

“If he hits you, we’re calling the damn cops and filing a report.”

“He’s not like that—”

“July. I’ve seen him get angry at you before. The only reason he hasn’t hit you yet is because he’s afraid of me and he’s terrified of Mark.” Mark had nearly a head in height on Matt.

And June had once gone out of her way to explain to Matt, in excruciatingly graphic detail, how to gut and butcher a deer.

From that moment on, he’d always seemed to be more than a little wary around her.

Which was fine with June.

July didn’t answer, at first. “You know, if we compete at Worlds and make the US team, you’ll have to give up your college scholarship. How are you going to make it through college later?”

“Who cares? I can make enough money to get—”

“How, June?” July turned on her. “You’ve always had it in your mind some magical windfall will hit, and it won’t. Making the team is a major if no matter how good you are. Yes, you’re good. Damn good. But I’m not willing to throw away my education when there’s life after gymnastics. Or what happens if we get hurt? Can’t compete and earn, can’t afford college?”

“But you’ll throw away your life for Matt?”

“No. Not anymore. I see what you all see now. Yesterday was the last straw, the way he was telling me he wanted me stop texting with Mark, even when I showed him my texts and proved there was nothing to hide. I never understood why he hated Mark so much. Matt’s jealous and insecure and controlling. I get it.”

She rested her hands on June’s shoulders. “But listen to me. Nationals weren’t some magic gateway. Lots of gymnasts are competing for the US coaches’ eyes, too.”

“Watch me shine. I want that gold. Don’t say you don’t, too. You heard the coach in Myrtle Beach. He said if we do as well as we did there, we’ll have no problems being picked. He’s going to be in Indy. Don’t lie to me and tell me you wouldn’t like that.”

They had killed it at Nationals. And now they were traveling to an elite camp in two weeks, where coaches were going to be selecting the world team.

From there…Olympic gold could be theirs.

Right now they were seventeen and not even two months into their freshman year at college, sharing a two-bedroom duplex apartment close to campus and the gym. Their parents had given them the choice of buying them used cars, or paying for their rent and utilities for the school year, if they didn’t want to live at home.

Mark had quietly nudged them toward taking the cars. Then he kicked in five hundred of his own money to them for rent every month, paid from his pocket. He not only worked for his dad, he’d started working as Cara’s bookkeeper at the gym, plus making cash money on the side tutoring other students. Since he still lived at home with his parents, they weren’t charging him rent, so he had the extra money to spare for them.

June knew it was another point of contention for Matt, who didn’t give July any monetary support. Hell, he rarely bought dinner for her, or picked up the tab when then went out to the movies. And his parents were rich, his mom always giving him money when he ran short at the end of the month, in addition to paying for his truck.

June and July made money working at the gym for Cara, and there was a little leftover from their scholarships, but Mark’s help made it possible for them to save over an hour of driving time every day by living on their own. Their neighbor was an old friend of Mark’s parents, a snowbird currently up in Ohio until November, and the owner of the duplex.

June suspected Mark’s parents had asked their friend to do them a favor and charge the girls less than they normally would rent it for.

She wasn’t going to question it, though. It was in a quiet neighborhood with little crime, and it wasn’t like they threw parties. Heck, if they were home and not studying, they were likely asleep. Especially when they had to be up around four every morning for practice.

“I absolutely would love it.” July sadly smiled. “But let’s be honest. You’re ten times better than I am. What comes effortlessly for you is hard for me.”

“So? You’re good!”

“Good isn’t good enough. I know you’ve always had this dream we’d stand on the podium together in the Olympics somewhere, first and second. But I gotta tell you, I have a feeling I’ll either be on the coaching staff, or in the stands, watching. Plus, Mom and Dad can’t afford for us both to go. You know that. They took out a credit card to pay for us to get to the camp even though they’d told us they wouldn’t do that anymore. I feel bad about that. I want to pay them back.”

“We’ll get sponsors.”

“And lose my college scholarships?” July slowly shook her head. “I’m not willing to make that gamble, sis. I’m sorry. I love you, and I’ll support you every step of the way, but I want my degree. That’s my passion. I want to teach math classes, especially to girls. I’d love to coach gymnastics on the side as a hobby, but I want security. After the camp, I think I’m done. Especially if I don’t make it. There’s nowhere else to go, and I’ll be competing in college. I don’t want to be killing my body trying to stay at a world level. I hate waking up in pain every day.”

“It takes pain to—”

“I get it.” She hugged June. “But I’m not like you, June. I don’t handle the pain like you do, able to shake it off like you do.” She sighed. “And you’re stalling. I’ll be fine. Go on. Go have fun with Mark or something tonight after you get done taking care of the fuzzball.”

With their parents out of town for a trip for their father’s work that they were making use of as getaway time, the twins were taking care of their cat.

But…this felt…wrong. Sooo damn wrong. Wrong at every level in June’s body. “What if I promise to stay in my room and pretend I’m not here?”

July smirked. “Nice job, Jessica Fletcher. If your car’s parked out front, he’ll see it.”

“Say I’m with Mark.”

“He knows Mark’s got classes today until five. Matt’s supposed to be here at four, after he gets out of work at three thirty. Mark’s smart, but he doesn’t have time travel down pat yet. And neither do you. You won’t get here before Matt does, and don’t you dare skip class.” July hugged her. “You still want to do laundry tonight when you go to feed the fuzzball? I can do it tomorrow during my turn.”

“I’ll do it. I don’t mind.”

“Okay. Thank you. I’ll do it next week.”

June closed her eyes, not quite ready to let July go. She knew how hard it was for July to finally break up with Matt—if she really did it this time. “Love you, sis.”

“Love you, too. Go on and get moving before you’re late for class. Don’t forget to take the laundry with you.” She smirked. “No excuse for coming back early and ‘checking’ on me.”

“But what about you tonight?”

“I’ll be fine. Classes first, then I’ll come home to talk to Matt. I kind of want to be alone after we talk anyway. For a little bit, at least. I know he can be an ass, but he does have his good points. Unfortunately, I can’t overlook the negatives any longer. Besides, the rain’s supposed to be horrible tonight and tomorrow. In fact, if you want to stay over at Mom and Dad’s tonight after you do laundry, it’s okay. Maybe you shouldn’t be driving in that slop. Come home in the morning and grab me on the way to the gym and we’ll ride together.”

“No, I’d rather come home tonight. Closer to the gym anyway. I can sleep later.”

“Suit yourself.” She stepped away. “Thank you for not giving up on me, sis.”

“Never. I’ve always got your back, July.”

“And I’ve always got yours.” She smiled. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

June grabbed her backpack with her purse and books and notebooks she’d need for classes today, and then dumped her tote bag with spare clothes in it on top of the dirty laundry in the basket. At least she could swim at their parents’ house tonight while the laundry was going, get another short workout in that way.

She headed out to her car, ducking her head and damp hair against the drizzling rain, and dumped the laundry basket and tote bag into the trunk before climbing in and setting her backpack on the passenger seat.

July, whose first class today started an hour after June’s, waved from the doorway, sending her a smile. June waved back, not sure why the bad feeling only grew stronger, not better, when July stepped inside and closed the door.

Trying to shake it off as just an effect of the dreary, grey day and nasty weather moving in, June started her car and headed off to class.

Maybe I’ll come home after class anyway. Claim I forgot to get something for the wash.

She thought about it, the smile setting in.

Yeah. I need to wash my sheets. Perfect!

Happy and relieved that she’d be able to drop in, even if it would irritate July, she tried to push it out of her mind so she’d be able to focus on classes when she arrived.


Chapter Six

 

Not quite as far back in the past

 

Mark stared at the illustrations in the macramé instruction book and struggled not to have totally inappropriate thoughts while his daughters were sitting right there.

Not inappropriate thoughts over them, obviously.

Where his mind went was thinking about how he could use some of these skills while tying up June in bed, a pastime they both enjoyed a lot and didn’t get to do nearly enough of.

“I still think it’s stupid,” Sonya groused. “I don’t get it. And it’s boring.” She’d chosen a flowerpot hanger for her project.

“Then why did you pick this instead of one of the smaller projects?” he asked, growing increasingly irritated at her bad attitude.

“Because I don’t want to wear the stupid thing, and the other projects were stupid-looking.”

Maren, on the other hand, sat at the far end of the table and needed zero help from him. She was intently focused on her project. Instead of picking from one of the pre-packaged kits, she had, of course, decided to go her own way. She’d asked June to stop at the craft store on the way home to get her supplies, using her own allowance money to buy them.

Now Maren was currently figuring out how to modify the knot patterns for a belt pattern and turning it into a custom harness and leash for one of her stuffed animals, a dog about the same size as their own small dog. As she worked, she was writing it down so she could create her own pattern and modify it for different sizes.

Leave it to Maren to blow the bell curve.

Another glaringly obvious way the girls were different. Maren was definitely her mother’s daughter, a bundle of drive and fire and intensity, while Sonya had inherited too much of Mark’s own laid-back attitude and not enough of the take-charge portion of his personality. 

Maren wasn’t satisfied simply meeting expectations. She usually exceeded them at stratospheric levels. She wasn’t a show-off, because she wasn’t doing it deliberately. It was just…her.

Sonya, on the other hand, seemed to operate with a work smart not hard philosophy. Definitely smart, but lacking the inner fire and determination her mother and younger sister possessed.

That same attitude, while fine with Mark, tended to be a massive source of friction between Sonya and June at times.

Although, occasions like this, it was a source of friction between him and his daughter, too.

June was out in the garage doing laundry, and he knew if she was standing there she likely would have already laid into Sonya for her attitude.

“Do you want to quit Girl Scouts?” he flat-out asked Sonya, interrupting her in mid-grumble as he was trying to figure out the knots for her project to show her how to do it.

She scowled. “No. I just don’t want to do something stupid like this.”

“Was anyone else complaining about doing this?”

“No,” she finally mumbled.

He arched an eyebrow at her at that second slip on her part.

“No, sir,” she corrected herself, realizing her mistake.

“I hear you call this project stupid or dumb or anything like that one more time, I’m pulling you out of Scouts, and you can spend that time every week studying right here at this table. Do you understand me? I’m not going to sit here and listen to you whine about doing a project everyone else wants to do. Besides, you said next month is the baking project, and you were looking forward to it. Sometimes in life you have to do things others want to do, even if you don’t. It’s not going to harm you, so suck it up, honey.

“Your mother works and then spends hours every week doing Girl Scouts with you, on top of taking care of us and the house. She didn’t have to volunteer to take over. She did it because you two asked her to become your troop leader. Not once has she ever whined about having very little free time. And not once have I ever whined about her and I not having much alone time on the weekends now.”

She blew out an aggravated breath, but didn’t comment, other than to say, “Yes, sir.”

He glanced over at Maren to see if she was going to chime in and get herself in trouble by smarting off to Sonya, but she was too engrossed in what she was doing to even pay attention.

Finally, he realized what time it was. “Okay, you two. Bedtime. Brush your teeth and get your stuff ready for school in the morning.”

They both gathered their things and headed down the hall to their rooms. Once he was alone at the table, he sat back and stared at the macramé booklet in his hand.

I wonder how June would look in red rope…

Once the girls were asleep and Mark and June had locked their bedroom door and put some music on, he pulled her to him, kissing her, bending her back until her soft, needy moans soaked into his soul.

“Strip,” he whispered.

She quickly did, falling to her knees in front of him.

His cock was already hard, throbbing. Sure, he could appreciate a pretty woman, but June was the only one he desired. She took everything he gave her and met him more than halfway, always wanting more.

He couldn’t have loved her any more if he tried.

Sometimes, he’d come home at lunchtime when the girls were in school, pull June over his lap on the couch, and give her a nice bare-handed spanking that left her hot and horny while she gave him a blowjob and had to wait until that night for her own relief.

Things like that they couldn’t do when the girls were home. They had to sneak time in or send the girls to May’s house to spend the weekend with their cousins while they got alone time.

Which was only fair, because he and June took May and Jim’s two girls for weekends and overnights to give them free time.

That’s what families did for each other—and family was everything to him.

“Say it.”

“I belong to Sir, mind, body, heart, soul, cunt, and ass,” she whispered. “I serve Sir at His wishes, at His whim, whenever and wherever He demands. Everything I have and am belongs to Sir, to give to Him when He demands.”

He stroked her blonde, shoulder-length hair, gathering it in his right hand and using it to tip her head back so he could smile down at her. “Was my sweet little slut horny tonight?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Hands.”

She tucked them behind her without hesitation. He stepped in and pressed her face against the front of his shorts, her mouth working the outline of his stiff cock through the fabric. “Ass or pussy tonight, baby?”

“Ass, Sir, please,” she answered without hesitation.

“Such a good girl.” He released her, holding his hands out to help her stand. She climbed onto the bed on her hands and knees, shoulders down, ass up in the air. When he reached between her legs and fingered her pussy, he found her wet and ready.

“Daddy likes it when his good girl chooses to get her ass fucked.” She wiggled her ass a little in reply, making him chuckle.

After withdrawing his fingers from her pussy, he reached around to her mouth and she immediately sucked them clean.

Then he stepped away from the bed and retrieved the box marked Old Tax Records from the top shelf in their closet.

Hidden safely inside lay their growing sex toy collection.

With the girls now older, they were less inclined to randomly pry.

I’ll need to get some more rope.

He had a few short pieces good for tying her to the bed, but he’d have to invest in more if he wanted to get really creative. He had a thought, then reached over and patted her on the ass.

“Don’t move.”

Carefully cracking their bedroom door open, he listened before heading down to the living room, scooping up two spools of macramé cord from the table, one blue and one red, that June had brought home for herself to use to make a project, and brought them and the instruction book back to their bedroom, where he locked the door behind him.

Dropping them onto the bed, he felt his cock throbbing, aching as he peeled off a length of red cord approximately twenty-five feet long, and then cut it with his pocket knife.

He’d owe June some macramé cord, but suspected she wouldn’t mind.

They’d made some friends locally who had the same kinky interests as them after finding out about a regular dinner munch on an Internet bulletin board.

They didn’t get to attend as many kinky private parties as they’d like due to their schedules and the girls, but they had fun at the ones they did.

There was talk about two of their friends, Marcia and Derrick, possibly opening a BDSM club.

Which would make his and June’s lives a lot easier in terms of playing. They could always sneak in sex at home, but some of their louder play—like spanking—not only had to be carefully done when the girls were not home, but he had to be careful not to leave any marks where they might be visible while June was teaching her kids’ gymnastics classes. An occasional bruise here and there was nothing in the gym.

Cane marks, however, stood out.

But as he studied the instruction book, he patted her on the ass. “Sit up, baby.”

She did.

“Hold your arms out. Wrists and elbows together.”

She did. Working slowly, he started at her wrists and tied an intricate series of knots and wraps up her arms, linking them together, until he ran out of rope. Pleased with himself, he stripped off a length of blue cord from the other spool and wove it in and out of the red, using the rope framework to tie even more knots.

He glanced at June, her brown eyes, her pleased smile as she watched him.

“That’s pretty, Daddy,” she said.

“You like that?”

“Yeah. I never knew it could be so pretty.”

They had some friends who tied, but they used white rope and basic knots to form harnesses and restraints. They’d heard about artistic and functional shibari ties, but considering they had small daughters at home, it wasn’t like they could go ordering those kinds of books and magazines and keep them lying around the house.

The toys, at least, if they were found, they could explain away without their kids being exposed to graphic pictures.

Ironically, it was Mark who was more squeamish about that than June was. All her years in gym locker rooms had made her more comfortable with nudity like that.

Mark, on the other hand, wanted to avoid as many problems as possible, cautious in the extreme.

He knew June wanted him to play with her more often, and harder when he did, but he wasn’t comfortable with that. Maybe if she wasn’t teaching kids he could, but that wouldn’t happen anytime soon.

“Assume the position, baby.”

She turned around, moving a little more slowly and carefully with her lower arms bound together, and wiggled her ass at him.

“Mmm. Yeah.” He stroked her back, his fingers trailing down her ass, where he squeezed her cheeks until she softly moaned. He wanted to smack her ass, leave his handprints there, but didn’t dare risk it with the girls home.

Instead, he leaned in and bit her right cheek, then the left, able to smell how wet she was. Her back arched and she stuck her ass out at him, needy, hungry for him.

After stripping, he got the lube, a glove, a condom, and a towel from the bathroom. It didn’t take him long to get her sweet, tight ass lubed and loosened and ready for his cock.

He took the vibrator from the box and checked it to make sure the batteries were working, then rolled the condom onto his stiff cock. After sliding the vibrator inside her pussy and aligning the clit stimulator, he smiled.

“Oh, baby, I’ve been thinking about this all evening.” He pressed the head of his cock against her rim and reached under her to turn the vibrator on. “You can come for me.”

She clamped her lips shut on the moan trying to rip its way free from her throat as he thrust his cock into her ass all the way to the balls. She was already coming, and hard, the way she always did like this.

He chuckled. “I know why you picked your ass, because you like being double-filled, you sneaky thing.”

June, too busy climaxing to answer, softly moaned. He felt her orgasms, her body squeezing his cock even as he started moving, thrusting.

His hands looked enormous holding on to her hips as he fucked her hard, trying to hold back his own release against the feel of the vibrator in her pussy. Like this, her ass felt achingly tight around his cock.

Digging his fingernails into her flesh, he tried to time his strokes to her body, the way she moved and softly cried out as waves of pleasure shoved her out of her mind for a few minutes.

Anything he could do to keep her mind somewhere else was always a good thing. He’d spent countless hours of their time together over the years trying to do just that.

Keeping her mind off that night.

She wasn’t just letting him fuck her—she was trying to actively fuck herself back against him in time to his thrusts.

“You want it harder, baby, hmm? That what you need?”

“Yes!” she gasped.

He slammed his hips into her, his own release quickly roaring through him as his balls emptied into the condom and one last round of orgasms rippled through her. Breathing heavily, he fumbled his hand under her to find and switch off the vibrator. Then he leaned in and kissed her back.

“Love you, baby.”

“Love you, Daddy. Thank you.” Even her voice sounded different in times like this.

Contented. Sated.

Untroubled and at ease.

He carefully pulled out and quickly cleaned up in their bathroom. Then he returned and helped her up and off the bed, catching the vibrator before it slid out of her pussy.

“Whoops,” he said. “Sorry.”

She wore an adorable smirk.

He quickly untied her in the bathroom before they stepped into the shower, holding each other as the warm spray sluiced down their bodies.

“Better?” he asked.

She pressed her body even more tightly against his. “Yes, Sir. You always make it better.”

“I think we’ll need more macramé cord.”

She smiled up at him. “I like the colors.”

He slowly kissed her. “Then I think my baby better buy several spools in colors she’d like to be tied in. And I guess we’ll need a bigger box for our ‘tax returns.’”


Chapter Seven

 

Then

 

After her last class ended at four, June considered not going back to their apartment. July had asked for privacy. Plus June had a really good book to read, the latest Dick Francis mystery. She’d bought it last weekend but didn’t have time to even crack the spine on it yet.

Or, maybe she should call Mark and see if he wanted to come over to her parents’ house. Except she knew he usually would be studying and then going to bed early so he could get up early Saturday morning to pick them up and come into the gym to help out.

It took June a good ten minutes to talk herself into stopping by the apartment. Yes, July would undoubtedly see through her flimsy excuse of needing to grab her sheets for the wash.

But the rain seemed to be letting up for a little while. And she had to drive almost right past their apartment to go to their parents’ house anyway.

Fuck it. Easing her mind would be worth the ass-chewing July would rightfully give her for invading her privacy.

And if Matt was still there—and they were doing something like sleeping together—then June would be giving July—and Matt—a piece of her mind.

When she pulled into the driveway, she was relieved to see July’s car was the only one parked out front.

Whew.

With her key in hand, she dashed through the rain onto the front porch. She unlocked the knob with her key, but when she went to unlock the deadbolt, which they kept locked even when home, she realized it was unlocked.

“Hey, sorry,” she called out, not seeing July in the living room or the kitchen. “I forgot my sheets. I’ll grab them and get out of your hair.”

She walked past July’s closed bedroom door and hesitated at the thermostat. It felt hot and sticky in the apartment.

June realized the temperature was still set at eighty-two, where July had likely set it when she’d left that morning.

Matt must have been waiting for her, or arrived right when she did, if she forgot that.

She bumped it down to where they usually kept it and headed on to her room.

After quickly stripping her sheets, June realized July still hadn’t said anything in reply.

With the sheets wadded in her arms, June stopped at July’s door and lightly rapped. “Sis? I’m sorry, I forgot my sheets. Do you have anything else for me to take?”

Nothing.

“July?” She knocked harder.

This felt…wrong. June walked back out to the living room, dumped the sheets on the couch, and looked for a note on the notepad they kept on the kitchen counter, in case maybe she’d gone off with Matt or a friend.

No note.

With a growing sense of dread, June walked back down the hall and stopped at July’s door. She reached out and twisted the knob, pushing it open. “Ju—July!”

Her sister lay sprawled on the bedroom floor, her head propped at an odd angle against the low marble windowsill a foot from the floor.

Her face bruised, swollen, bloody.

Eyes open.

The scream locked in June’s throat as she stood there and took in the scene, even not realizing it right then. July had changed out of the shirt and jeans she’d been wearing earlier, the clothes discarded on the bed.

Her jewelry box undisturbed on her dresser.

Two gold necklaces lying on the bedside table, next to her watch.

Her purse sitting on the end of the dresser, and when June peeked inside, she saw July’s wallet there. Pulling it out and opening it, she saw July had thirty-three dollars and change inside it, and her bank card was still there.

This was no burglary.

This was no coincidental crime.

This was a fucker who left, terrified after realizing he’d gone too far, not thinking because of his fear. It also explained the unlocked deadbolt, because Matt didn’t have a key to their place. And July’s keys lay there on the dresser, next to her purse.

June forced her feet to move, even though she already knew.

She knew.

Not only that July was gone, but who took her from them.

That.

Fucker.

June knelt and reached out with two fingers to feel her neck. Her flesh was still warm.

She had no pulse.

“Oh, sis,” she whispered, numb. She started to reach for the phone extension in July’s room to call 911—

Except…

As June stared at her sister’s body, more details snapped into place, slammed home. July’s short fingernails were bloody, one ripped off at the quick. No way Matt couldn’t have marks on him. July was every bit as strong as June was, despite their size. She would have gotten some licks in, for sure.

Every mystery and police procedural she’d ever read or watched flowed through her mind at scary speeds. DNA under July’s nails. Defensive wounds on her arms. Matt would have marks on him. They’d convict him.

But would they render justice?

Real, true justice.

Would he face the electric chair?

White-hot rage coursed through her veins, unstoppable. It felt like her brain snapped back into her body and she rose, knowing what she had to do. Thoughts of going and getting one of her father’s guns was sooo appealing, except she knew that was stupid and would be traced right back to her.

No. This required…

This required a set-up.

First thing—she turned the AC back up to keep the house warmer and slow how fast July’s core body temperature dropped to give June more time to lock in her alibi and set up Matt.

Next—she grabbed July’s clothes that she’d been wearing that day and dumped them on top of the sheets she was taking. Matt must have arrived after July had changed clothes, or she changed while they were talking.

Third—Matt kept some clothes in her dresser. She grabbed a long-sleeved shirt and sweatpants and added them to the laundry pile…after carefully dabbing them in July’s blood.

She’d only been home maybe five minutes, if that, and needed to leave quickly to preserve the timeframe.

Matt would be shaken, scared, and likely vulnerable. If she worked fast, before he confessed to anyone, she could do this. It played out in her mind exactly what she had to do, the plan an amalgam of several different mysteries she’d read, the key elements.

Justice.

But it wouldn’t work if anyone spotted her there when she wasn’t supposed to be. She could say she simply stopped in, grabbed her sheets, and headed out again. Their neighbors across the street worked days, as did the people in the duplexes on either side of them.

Ten minutes after she’d arrived, she was out the door again, refusing to give in to her tears.

There’d be plenty of time for that—later.

After she was safe in Mark’s arms and knew that she’d made things right in a way no legal system ever could.

 

* * * *

 

June drove to her parents’ house, disarmed the alarm, unloaded the laundry from her car, started a load, quickly made her preparations in the garage, and turned around and left again. This time, driving May’s car, which she’d left parked there for the weekend after driving their parents to the airport early that morning.

May would have an alibi, being in class until nearly six tonight before going to a wedding rehearsal dinner for her boyfriend’s cousin. Another reason her parents let May take their mom’s car while they were out of town, because it was nicer.

June knew some stores had security cameras. But there was an old feed store several miles south of her parents’ house she suspected didn’t have cameras, and it had a pay phone outside. As the rain slacked off a little, that’s where she pulled in after scouting and realizing her hunch had been correct.

She called Matt’s apartment, hoping the asshole would pick up and not his roommate.

“Hello?” Matt cautiously said. He sounded nothing like himself, which was even more proof to June of his guilt.

She struggled to stick to her plan, knowing if she fucked up, she could end up hurt or dead herself.

Or worse, in jail without justice truly rendered.

Dead she wouldn’t mind so much, as long as she took the fucker with her in the process.

“Oh, my god,” she hissed. “Matt, it’s me! Something horrible’s happened to June!”

“What? Who is this?” He rightfully sounded freaked out.

“It’s me, July! Please, you’ve got to help me!”

Unlike Mark, Matt had trouble telling the sisters apart when they dressed alike and wore their hair alike. On the phone, he couldn’t tell them apart.

But July’s hair was a little longer than June’s, even though they both wore basically the same hairstyle—long and simple.

When their hair was put up, such as for competition, the average person couldn’t tell them apart.

Matt didn’t reply at first. When he finally spoke, he sounded suspicious. “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

“I’m so scared, Matt! Someone killed June! Please, meet me at my parents’ house. Right now!”

If he screwed this up and called the cops instead of meeting her, he would be their number one suspect, regardless. She’d claim total innocence in the matter, the cops would do a welfare check on July and find her dead, and Matt would look like a clumsy killer trying to cover his tracks with a bullshit story.

If he stupidly told his roommate where he was going now—to meet July—it would also make Matt look guilty.

If this backfired on her and the cops happened to show up at her parents’ house before May’s car engine cooled down, June would claim she snuck by and took it that morning and used it without telling her sister, since it was nicer than her own. They all had spare keys to each other’s cars in case of emergencies, so June wouldn’t have had to go into her parents’ house and disarm the alarm.

“Are you sure she’s dead?”

So he had bolted in fear, run as soon as he’d realized what he’d done.

“Yes, Matt, please, I need you!”

“Sh-shouldn’t you call the cops?”

“They’ll think I did it! Please, just…meet me at my parents’ house. Right now. I need your help. I need an alibi. June and I had a horrible fight this morning at the gym. Just…just come over. I’ll tell you about it when you get there. I’m on my way there now. And don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

She hung up and wiped the phone off with a tissue that she threw into the garbage can on the sidewalk outside the front door before hurrying back to the car. Hopefully he was dumb enough—and desperate and stupid enough to cover his own trail—that he would take the bait.

Only time would tell.

And she’d be eagerly awaiting him. 


Chapter Eight

 

In the recent past

 

June stared at Mark, knowing in her gut this was bad news but still trying to figure out who they were talking about. Tilly was giving him some sort of intensive update. June could hear Tilly’s rapid-fire words, but not make them out from where she sat. When Mark got off the phone, he stood, holding his hand out to her where she sat on the couch.

“We need to get dressed and leave. Now. Leo was in a car wreck. It’s…bad.”

Fear tore through her. “Laurel? Jesse?”

“They’re okay. They weren’t in the car, just Leo.”

Stunned, she reached for his hand and let him pull her to her feet. They left the house ten minutes later, Mark’s expression dire as he drove, June keeping one hand on his thigh to ground her.

At least it wasn’t an act of deliberate violence, like what had happened with Mac that time.

Or Betsy.

She also didn’t divert his attention asking him questions she could tell he didn’t have the answers to. He’d told her everything he knew.

She’d have to wait until they reached the hospital and talked to Tilly to get the full story. While she felt sorry for Jesse, Leo’s partner and slave, there was someone else she felt even worse for.

Poor Laurel.

June adored Leo’s little girl, who was only six. June loved seeing her when the men brought her with them to the family-friendly vanilla Suncoast Society events. They’d even been to a couple of vanilla family barbecues at Mark and June’s house, and June had taught her a few basic tumbling moves in the backyard.

Precocious and funny, Laurel reminded her a lot of herself and July at that age. Even looked a little like them.

Leo and his soon-to-be-ex-wife, Eva, were going through a protracted divorce. Eva didn’t want to get divorced, but Leo had been forced to admit to her he was gay and wanted to move on. Then he’d met Jesse.

And now…

When they arrived at the hospital and found the waiting room, June was relieved to see Tilly, Landry, and Cris already there with Jesse and Laurel. June assumed the other woman was Eva.

As soon as Laurel realized they were there, Laurel started sobbing and reached for June. Torn between wanting to know more about Leo’s condition and the little girl in desperate need of comfort, June opted to hold Laurel, trying to soothe her as best she could.

Meanwhile, she studied the woman Jesse introduced as Eva. She looked…broken. Leo had always spoken in very careful terms about her, especially in front of Laurel. June respected him even more for that, and tried to stay charitable toward the woman.

Laurel made the rounds of other familiar friends who arrived, like Ed and Hope, and Ross and Loren. Then, Tilly, Eva, and Jesse were called back into the ICU ward by a doctor.

June cuddled up against Mark. “I hope he pulls through this.”

He draped an enormous arm around her. “Me, too, baby. Me, too.”

 

* * * *

 

Mark didn’t have a medical degree, but he knew enough from what Tilly’d said—and more from how she looked and sounded saying it—that this was very grave.

The three of them had emerged from the ICU, and Laurel was currently sitting in Cris’ lap. Eva now looked more than shell-shocked, which made Mark’s heart sink.

“Can I go see Daddy now?” Laurel immediately asked when she spotted them.

Tilly and Jesse took her back while Eva slumped in the chair she’d previously occupied, her stare glassy and focused on the floor.

She is not in good shape.

More from what Leo hadn’t said than what he had shared, Mark suspected this woman had a deeply troubled past. What else could explain how long it’d taken Leo to carefully extricate himself from her, and his refusal to speak ill of her, even when Laurel wasn’t around?

They’d been gone for a few minutes when an older couple hurried into the waiting room, looked around, spied Eva, and aimed straight for her.

From the look of fear in Eva’s expression when she spotted them, Mark prepared to stand and intercede.

“Where’s Laurel?” the man angrily demanded. “Let’s get her and get out of here.”

Eva stood, as did Mark, June, Cris, Landry, Ed, Ross, and a few other men and women in their Suncoast Society family. “You shouldn’t have come,” she weakly said.

Mark stepped in to take up the space Landry had just vacated by stepping next to Eva. “And you two would be?” Landry drawled.

The man glared at Landry. “None of your business. This is between us and our daughter. Mind your own business.”

“Ah, but you see, Eva is our business.” Landry spoke to Cris in a clipped tone, something that Mark suspected was French. Cris turned and bolted for the ICU ward doors.

Mark stepped up next to Landry. Landry was already several inches taller than the guy, and Mark had Landry beat by nearly a head. Mark crossed his arms over his chest and practiced his best scary Dom glare as he stared down at the man, who finally backed up a step.

Ed also spoke up. “I’m Leo’s attorney, and Laurel isn’t going anywhere right now until we know more about his condition.”

Mark didn’t fail to notice how Eva tried—and failed—to argue with her father and mother.

Then Tilly burst into the pile from somewhere and physically put herself between Eva and the man, backing him away with a threatening tone.

“Mister, you’d better step yourself back about five feet unless you want to see what I’m made of.”

Mark swore Landry muttered something that sounded like, “That’s my girl.”

Eva’s mother spotted Laurel in Jesse’s arms near the ICU door and headed that way. “You. Give her to me. Right now.”

Mark actually had to reach out and grab June’s arm, almost missing her before reeling her in. “Stay,” he ordered.

“But Da—”

“Stay.” He didn’t know if she was carrying. Frankly, this was not how he wanted to find out.

Jesse turned sideways, putting himself between Laurel and her grandmother.

“No, Gramma. I want Uncle Jesse,” Laurel said.

“He is not your uncle! You come here to me right this instant.”

Mark was having trouble keeping June next to him and desperately worried he might have to bodily pick her up off the floor to keep her from running in and hurting the older woman.

“No! Leave me alone I want Uncle Jesse!” Laurel’s piercing scream shocked Mark and silenced the waiting room.

Then the grandfather tried to get into the act, and that’s when Eva finally found her balls and ordered her parents to leave Laurel alone.

And Mark put together in his mind what he thought the real problem was.

Mark forced June to sit in a chair as he followed the others over to flank Jesse and Laurel and create a buffer between them and the older couple while they once again focused on Eva, with Ed also jumping into the fray.

That’s when two hospital security guards showed up. Eva, Ed, Ross, Tilly, and Landry herded Eva’s parents into a conference room just off the waiting room while Tilly issued Jesse a silent order with an outstretched palm to wait there with Laurel.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Mark found June and gave her a silent head tip that she could join them.

But he knew from the glare in her eyes that he’d likely be paying for that later.

 

* * * *

 

Mark felt exhausted when they finally left the hospital in the dead of night hours later. Leo was critical, but stable. Ed had somehow worked a legal miracle, along with the good fortune that Leo and Eva’s divorce judge happened to be a deeply closeted and long-time member of the Suncoast Society.

Eva’s parents were run off, Eva had inexplicably agreed to finalize the divorce and give Leo full custody of Laurel—and Jesse guardianship of her—and things had calmed down.

I need to talk to Leo when he’s better and see if he needs my help taking care of Eva’s family.

A few things Laurel had innocently said to Jesse while everyone else was in the room, like how Leo had told Laurel she was absolutely not allowed to be alone with her grandparents—especially her grandfather—made Mark relatively certain his suspicions about Eva’s parents were correct. The full details of what had happened in that conference room after Judge Donnelly arrived didn’t matter to Mark.

What mattered to him was Eva’s markedly changed demeanor following those events. She clung to Jesse and Tilly. For his part, Jesse seemed shell-shocked after hearing the details, but had stepped up to take the lead in the situation, with Tilly’s help.

Mark had already volunteered them to take charge of Laurel during the week whenever they needed them to, whether during the day or overnight, shuttling her to and from school—whatever was required. And for June to take turns during the day sitting with Leo at the hospital as needed. Both Jesse and Eva had to work, and it was at least something they could do to help.

Mark didn’t try to get June to talk on the way home. Part of him wanted to confess what he suspected she’d done way back then, and confess his part in the events.

But that had been so many damn years ago. Literally over a lifetime ago.

What did it matter now?

“Thank you, Daddy,” she softly said in the darkness from the passenger seat.

“Hmm?”

“For stopping me at the hospital. Thank you.”

He breathed a sigh of relief and decided to table what he’d thought about discussing with her.

“I can’t have my baby thrown in jail, now, can I?”

“That wouldn’t be good, no, Sir.”

“Were you carrying tonight?”

“No, Sir. We left too quickly. I didn’t think about it.”

“Well, they had signs prohibiting weapons anyway. I know sometimes we conveniently ignore signs like those, but in a hospital, especially when we’re dealing with our friends, you need to obey the signs.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Unlike anyone who didn’t truly know his wife or what she was capable of—meaning most people—Mark was painfully aware that most completely underestimated June and her abilities in nearly every way. People saw a tiny, petite woman.

She wasn’t a Chihuahua, all bark and no bite. She was more like flesh-eating bacteria. Tiny, stealthy, and not noticed until it’d already chewed through some of your limbs and was doing a pretty good job of killing you before you even realized it.

She’d already killed at least one man that he knew of for sure.

And he had…strong suspicions.

With her admission, it meant tonight was not the night to broach that topic.

“How many cane strokes do you think you earned for disobeying me tonight and forcing me to repeat myself?”

He wasn’t sure she was going to answer at first. “Probably a lot.”

Mark smiled, unable to help it. “That’s not a number.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I’ll take as many as you see fit.”

“Do you understand exactly why I grabbed you?”

“Because you didn’t know if I was carrying, and Laurel was screaming. I was reacting and not thinking.”

Wow.

Honestly? He’d thought he would have to slowly draw it out of her. “Exactly. Very good.” He let the silence sit for a moment. “And do you understand why that concerned me?”

“Because innocent people could have gotten hurt. Or worse.”

“Yes. Very good.” More silence. “Twenty.”

He felt her hand come to rest on his thigh. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Why are you thanking me, sweetheart?”

He could barely hear her over the sound of the car and the road noise. “Because you’re always thinking about me first, even when I don’t think about myself.”

When they returned home she stripped and, without him having to even ask, brought him the cane he used only for this purpose, and knelt in front of him in their bedroom.

Before he took it from her, he stroked her head. “Say it, my sweet little slut.”

“I belong to Sir, mind, body, heart, soul, cunt, and ass. I serve Sir at His wishes, at His whim, whenever and wherever He demands. Everything I have and am belongs to Sir, to give to Him when He demands.”

“Good girl.” The daily mantra, recited morning and night, always helped center and focus her.

Hell, she’d been the one to write it, most of it.

Already he sensed some of the tension flowing out of her, the way her shoulders relaxed and the tight, taut lines in her neck eased.

“On the bed.”

She rose and leaned over the edge of the bed, feet on the floor and ass out.

He didn’t drag it out, giving her twenty hard ones without breaking the skin, but leaving marks he knew she’d be smiling over come morning.

He only wished they’d been given in fun instead of as a reminder to her why she gave herself to him like this so many years ago.

Because she’d been scared.

He knew she was scared of losing control…again.

Except…he couldn’t tell her he knew that. And he desperately wished he could.

Tonight, once she put the cane away, he rolled her onto her back on their bed and went down on her, wanting to make sure he rewarded her. He never punished her like this if he couldn’t immediately reward her after. He’d sworn that to himself when they first started this journey, and he never went back on that.

Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding on as she moaned and squirmed and basically rode his face even though he was on top of her.

Tonight he wasn’t sure he’d be able to get one out of himself, no matter how much he wanted to. He wasn’t a spring chicken anymore.

At least she didn’t care if her orgasms came from his tongue or his hands or a vibrator or his cock. He could keep her satisfied and firmly, lovingly in line.

And safe.

Always safe.

He got her over the first time and settled in, keeping her coming, even as she softly squealed and protested that she couldn’t, not again.

But she did.

Some people might think spending twenty-plus years together meant a boring routine in bed. To him, it meant a well-loved and familiar road map he could use to take her wherever he wanted her to go. His tongue knew every roll and dip and sensitive trigger around her pussy and clit. He could unerringly drive her from meh to more! in just a few excited breaths.

Finally, between the sound of her moans and the friction of his cock against his body and the bed, Mark felt he was able to do her justice tonight. He rose and moved up her body, his cock easily sliding home inside her pussy.

June’s brain had hit autopilot now. Her arms and legs clenched around him as her head rose, lips meeting his, mashing against him as he fucked her up the bed, hard, deep, drawing delicious moans from her in the process. He was about to finally tip over, unable to hold it any longer when he felt one more climax ripple through her pussy. Then he could unleash, filling her, finishing with his tongue deeply buried in her mouth as she held his head against hers with one hand tangled in his hair.

Only after she let out a satisfied sigh and relaxed, falling back to the bed, did he sit up. “Not tired of me yet?”

She sat up and kissed him again, her fingers playing with his beard. It was getting a little scraggly, in need of trimming. “Never, Daddy. Where would I be without Scrye the Guy keeping me safe?”

He smiled at the familiar banter. “Never knew that would stick with me all these years.”

“Hey, you’re the one who picked it.”

“I needed a safe nickname for that stuff.”

It’d been a role in a play his first year of college, a wizened old seer prophesying doom to the kingdom, deciphering signs from the heavens and their true portent.

In retrospect, he’d never realized how ironic that was.

The “Seer.”

When AOL had sent them that first little disk, and he loaded it into their computer and discovered the FL-BDSM chat room, he’d needed a fake name and that had been the first thing to come to mind. Scrye.

They cleaned up and returned to bed, June snuggling against him and quickly falling to sleep.

Leaving Mark to wonder if the dark murder in her eyes tonight as he’d had to stop her from interfering had resembled the look in her eyes that day on Manasota Key.

Or that rainy night so many years earlier. 


Chapter Nine

 

Then

 

June stood in her parents’ darkened garage, rage thrumming through her as she tightly clenched the hunting knife. There was just enough light filtering through the clouds from the obscured full moon to barely see by, but even if someone could see the garage from the road, they definitely wouldn’t be able to see inside it.

She’d unscrewed the bulb in the garage door opener and kept the overhead light turned off, so once Matt shut his headlights off, the interior would once again be dark.

The only illumination in the garage was a tiny nightlight in the far corner, by the side door. It cast the garage in deep shadows and silhouetted her from behind while giving her just enough light to see.

When she spotted the headlights sweep into the driveway, she shoved back all other thoughts than the one driving her right now.

Revenge.

Matt drove up and parked his truck in front of the garage and shut the engine and headlights off when he saw June standing there. She’d even put her hair up the way July always did, a way she rarely wore it, which also helped to keep stray hairs from getting loose. She made sure to keep her right hand behind her as she headed for the garage door, stopping just inside.

The rain started pounding down again, much to her relief. It would mask any sounds and make it less likely anyone would spot what happened.

“Matt!” she softly sobbed, reaching out with her left hand, drawing him closer.

“July, what happened? I don’t understand.” His voice sounded…wrong. Too high, too tight.

“It’s…it’s horrible!” He stepped farther inside the doorway, but she still couldn’t get a good look at his face. He wore a long-sleeved hoodie, the hood pulled up, over board shorts and flip-flops.

She needed to draw him inside a few more feet, just to be sure.

“I’m so scared! I know people are going to think I did it, but I didn’t! We got into a horrible fight this morning at practice at the gym, and June went storming out before I did. Everyone saw and heard it. I didn’t see her the rest of the day.”

“W-what’d you fight about?”

“She wanted me to break up with you and I told her no. She said she’d see about that.” She didn’t have to fake her tears, or choking back her sobs. “I haven’t seen her all day until I went home a little while ago, and now she’s dead and they’re going to think I did it!”

“Have you called the cops or your parents?”

“No!” She looked up into his face. “You have to go home with me. Tell the cops that we were together tonight, here, doing laundry, and that you went back to the apartment with me to try to help smooth things over between me and June. Please? Then you’ll be with me and we say we found her together like that. We can get our stories straight now.”

She’d been very careful before, even in her rage, not to reveal any details to him over the phone.

“I can’t believe they’d think you’d do something like that, though. I mean, right? Besides, look at your hands. They’ll see you didn’t beat her. It had to be a random intruder. Someone broke in while she was home. She heard a noise, thought it was you, and surprised them in your room.”

Stupid.

Motherfucker.

She reached up with her left hand and palmed his cheek. “O-okay. That sounds good.” She stroked his flesh with her thumb, touching the fresh marks there. “What happened to your cheek?”

He drew his head away from her touch, the hood falling back and off and exposing more scratches. “Stu’s dog got me. I was on the floor playing with him this afternoon and he clawed me in the face.”

June wondered how long it’d taken him to come up with that excuse.

She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her face against his chest and being careful not to let him feel her father’s hunting knife in her right hand. With her left, she lifted the hem of his hoodie and shirt and reached under them to press her palm against his bare flesh.

What she was really doing was lifting his shirt and hoodie out of the way.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Can I ask you one thing?”

He wrapped his arms around her. “Sure, July. Anything, you know that.”

She twisted her right hand and pulled the knife’s tip toward her, plunging it deep into his left kidney and sawing it through his flesh and around his side, to his front. As he tried to stagger away from her, she hooked her left foot behind his right knee and pulled him off balance, shoving him backward with her left hand, her weight sending him down onto the tarp she’d spread over the garage floor.

As she continued gutting him despite his struggles, she clapped her left hand over his mouth and leaned in. “How’d you know July was beaten to death in her bedroom unless you did it, you fucker?” she hissed. “Dog scratches my ass. You really are one stupid fucking moron. College would have been a waste of your mommy and daddy’s money, murderer.”

His eyes widened even as he struggled, but she’d already pulled the knife out and this time she plunged it into his chest, into his heart.

His struggles ceased, eyes open, a trickle of blood escaping the corner of his mouth.

Sitting back on her heels, she stared down at him, resisting the urge to spit on him. Incidental DNA transfer was totally explainable, because, hello, identical twins.

She didn’t want to push it.

Instead, she threw her head back and let out a long, wordless, nearly silent scream of grief and anger.

Finally staggering to her feet and being careful not to step in his blood, she peeled July’s clothes off and dropped them onto the tarps before leaping the short distance over the concrete pad onto the dirt driveway.

No bloody footprints on the concrete, in case she’d accidentally stepped in it. Outside, she walked through the rain and around the side of the house to where she’d left the hose running so she didn’t have to touch the spigot in the dark with blood on her hands.

There, she carefully washed her hands and arms, for the first time in her life grateful her parents didn’t have a paved driveway. For good measure, she rinsed her legs and feet. That done, she turned off the hose and walked around the back of the house to the pool, where she jumped in and scrubbed her body with her hands.

Only after she did that did she get out, wrap a towel around her, and walk around the house again to the garage. He’d left his keys in the truck, so she opened the door and plucked them from the ignition. Then, being careful to step around the tarps, she walked in and punched the button on the wall to lower the door. As it sealed off the remaining dim light from outside, she breathed a sigh of relief.

I got your back, July. Always.

 

* * * *

 

Turning on the overhead garage light revealed the bright scarlet blood pooling around Matt’s body on the tarp and more relief that, yes, she’d avoided stepping in his blood and leaving footprints on the tarp or concrete. She knew she’d have to move quickly, but first she examined her hands to make sure no trace of blood remained on them.

When she got a better look at him, she realized he had quite a few claw marks on him, including on his neck, and even on his hands and arms.

July had fought back hard.

And his knuckles looked bruised, scraped. It made her want to take the knife right then and—

Focus!

She couldn’t afford accidentally spreading cast-off blood droplets. Walking inside the house, after checking herself in the mirror for blood, she grabbed Matt’s clothes that she’d retrieved from July’s dresser and put them on, no panties or bra, and rolled the sleeves and legs up so she didn’t drag them through his blood.

Sooo much blood.

She didn’t want it to taint the spots of July’s blood on his clothes, around the collar and cuffs, where she’d dabbed it into some of July’s wounds. Fortunately, the sweatpants had a drawstring waist, and she used it to keep the huge pants hitched around her hips.

She didn’t dare mop up his blood, though. So far, it looked like the tarps, brand new ones from the shelf in the garage, were containing it all. Instead, she used July’s clothes to do it. Her parents, May, and Mark could independently identify the outfit as July’s, and it only added more weight to Matt being her murderer if they were found with him.

June would testify that the last time she saw her sister that morning, she’d been wearing them. July’s classmates would testify to that, as well. The cops would obviously blame Matt for that. That he changed her clothes after beating her to remove traces of his blood from them. Any of his blood found on the clothes July now wore would be explained as transfer from when Mark changed her clothes.

As she wrapped him in the top tarp and securely tied the bundle with rope from the bed of his own truck, she knew she’d have to be careful loading his body so she didn’t spill any blood. It was risky leaving the knife with his body, but she’d used his shirt to wipe her prints off the hilt. And she’d need it again shortly, anyway.

If she got stopped with Matt’s gutted body in the back of a pickup truck, explaining away a knife would be the least of her worries.

Besides, her prints were all over the damn tarps, and there wasn’t any way around that. She’d have to dispose of them.

Still, she worried about blood seeping through and getting on the truck bed.

That’s when she spotted the bags of mulch and potting soil sitting stacked there on another tarp, an ongoing gardening project that kept getting stalled because of rain. Her mom had made her dad stack them inside because she didn’t want to risk snakes getting into the piles outside, or killing spots in their grass with them.

Of course…

Twenty minutes later, after raising the garage door again, she’d broken open a bag of mulch, followed by a bag of potting soil. She spread them in the bed of his truck, which she’d turned around and backed up to the garage door. The rain had slacked off again for this part, much to her relief.

Shoving the empty bags into the garbage bin where several others already resided, she heaved Matt’s tarp-shrouded body up and onto the tailgate and got him inside the bed without any problems other than twinges in her back muscles.

Just like wrestling a damn deer.

She took the second tarp that had been under him and used his own bungee cords from his truck to stretch it over the bed and secure it.

Nothing to see here.

She was soon driving away from her parents’ house, still dressed in his clothes, but a bag containing a towel, a pair of her shorts and a T-shirt, her driver’s license, and keys sat next to her on the seat.

Minimal.

Less to worry about losing.

The isolated park was only a five-minute drive away, downriver and west of her parents’ house and, fortunately, it’d started pouring rain again. When she pulled in, there was no one there, and no streetlights down by the water. Completely dark and deserted in the horrible weather.

No neighbors, either.

As she turned in, she spotted the large piles of clay dirt that were going to be spread on the new ball fields, taking up several parking spaces and covered with tarps.

Blue tarps.

Like the ones she had.

Of course!

Sometimes, fortune truly did favor the bold.

After driving into the park, she shut off the truck’s headlights and worked her way around to the parking area nearest the water, where she backed into the space closest to the river’s edge. She took his shirt off and left it stashed on the floor of the backseat, sort of tucked under the seat, like it’d been forgotten there.

Topless and working fast, and with her heart now racing, she totally ignored the rain as she opened the tailgate and dragged her grim cargo down the grassy slope and through cypress trees to the water’s edge.

She was starting to shiver despite the warm evening. The rain felt cold, and she didn’t doubt emotional shock might be trying to set in.

Yet she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.

Not now.

Not yet.

Unwrapping him at the water’s edge and retrieving the knife, she rolled him off the tarp and then rinsed it in the river and set it aside. The rope she slung out into the river as hard and far as she could, in case it bore any traces of blood. The bungee cords she left in the bed, where they’d been. As the rain poured down on her, mixing with her tears, she looked around and while she spotted lights across the river, there were no boats out on a night like this.

No one around.

She quickly finished gutting him, slicing through his clothes, making plenty of slashes and cuts lengthways along his arms and legs and puncturing his lungs and other vital organs, shredding long muscles. Including rolling him over to do his back, as well.

Every stab of the blade into flesh, she thought about July, her sightless eyes.

A cut for each year June would have to live without her twin.

For the babies July would never have.

For the nieces and nephews she and May wouldn’t get to play with and watch grow up.

For the grandchildren their parents wouldn’t know.

For all of them.

She lost track of time. When she finally sat back and realized his carcass was little more than an unrecognizable pile of rotten meat and there was no way his finger or toe prints would be even slightly legible after time spent in the water and the Ginsu treatment she’d just given them, she took a deep breath.

No way this fucker will float.

Plenty of alligators in the area. And bull sharks were frequently spotted upriver, since they were so close to the coast. Hopefully, one or more of them would help dispose of him, if the flooded and heavier river current didn’t carry his body out to the Gulf first.

If not…

Well, who would suspect me of something like this?

Now reasonably sure decomposition gasses wouldn’t easily float the carcass in a day or so, she dragged it and July’s bloody clothes into the water, as deep as she could stand, shoving them out toward deeper water where the current moved more swiftly.

She pulled the pants off that she was wearing and carefully wiped the knife with them. Then she grabbed the tip of it pinched between her fingers and the fabric from the pants, and flung it as hard as she could out into the darkness, where she heard it hit the water with a splash. She left the pants in the water, too, the current slowly carrying them out of sight.

Wading back to shore, she rinsed herself off as best as she could. She knew it’d be impossible to see if there was any blood visible in the grass without using a flashlight—which would look suspicious and possibly draw unwanted attention.

Instead, she scooped water with her hands and splashed it up on the grass, hoping with that night and tomorrow predicted to bring even heavier rains, it would do the job for her. At this rate, the river was predicted to rise at least six inches above its usual levels, which would cover the area where she’d finished dressing him out.

There was a spigot up by a storage shed near the clay piles, where she took the tarps. Working as quickly as she could, she pulled the top tarps off the piles, put her tarps on, scooped some clay dirt onto them with her hands like they’d used to hold the top tarps down, smeared it around a little, and then put the other tarps back on, adding more scoops of dirt on top to hold them down. That finished, she rinsed the clay off her hands and returned to the truck. They would look like someone added extra tarps ahead of the weather to better protect the clay piles.

She toweled off and pulled on her T-shirt and shorts before climbing into the cab.

Heart racing, she started the truck and pulled out so she could turn around, headlights pointing toward the water.

As another, heavy rain band swept through, she could barely see the river’s edge.

She couldn’t see any signs, in that light, of justice rendered.

Aware that she was now seriously racing against the clock and an ever-growing gap in her alibi time, she backed out and left, stopping at the closed gas station less than a mile down the road from her parents’ house. The chain link fence was down in two places where people had hit it in car wrecks. The station’s fuel tanks had been found to be leaking, but the owners hadn’t been able to afford to replace them, so they’d been shut down by the state nearly a year earlier.

Fortunately, no neighbors close by, just undeveloped woodland.

No businesses that might have surveillance cameras.

No traffic to see her get out and walk away.

She parked so that the tailgate was facing downhill and remembered to shove the seat all the way back, where Matt had it. She hadn’t adjusted his mirrors.

Using the towel, she wiped her prints from the shifter, steering wheel, windshield wiper switch, headlight switch, keys, seatbelt buckle, the door inside and out, and the tailgate, which she left open. Hopefully, the torrential rains would rinse it out for her if any blood did seep through. Then she ran home with her bag, leaving the truck unlocked with the keys in the ignition. Any stray fingerprints she could explain away as having ridden in the truck with July plenty of times. Just like July’s prints would be in Mark’s car.

If she was really lucky, someone would steal it. She knew she took a huge risk leaving it that close to her parents’ house, but she had an answer ready for that, too.

Matt knew her parents weren’t home that weekend, but wouldn’t necessarily know June was going to be there. Or, maybe he did know and he’d planned to try to kill her, too, instead of hanging around the apartment and waiting on her. But he’d know the alarm code for her parents’ house from July, and know where the spare key was hidden.

Or so June would tell police, if it came to that. An admission once made to her by July.

Again, not that July was there to deny it.

Not that Matt would be contradicting anything, either. June also knew there were enough witnesses, between her and her parents, May, Mark, his parents, the gym, and July’s friends, that they could all testify to the behavior they’d seen him exhibit over the years.

His abusive, controlling ways.

June would not be a prime suspect in his disappearance.

She stayed close to the trees despite it being a muddy slog, in case any vehicles approached. That way, she could duck into cover.

None did.

Back at her parents’ house, she stripped outside the garage side door and used the hose to rinse the mud off her feet and legs, then went onto the lanai and dried off. All her clothes she dumped into the wash together and started another load.

All she had to do was forget about them until morning, in case she needed a stronger timeline. She hadn’t reset the alarm when she’d left, so her parents would insist it meant she’d been there the whole time.

And the Caller ID showed she hadn’t missed any calls from them or May, either.

In fact…

She hustled to the kitchen and looked up the number her mom had written on the notepad, dialing it, her heart racing as she did. When the hotel switchboard operator answered, she asked for Paul and Susan Corden’s room.

Her mom sounded a little out of breath. “Hello?”

June felt guilty she might have been interrupting something…but only a little. “Hey, Mom? It’s June. Do you have any of those pizza roll thingies in the freezer? I looked but didn’t find any.”

She didn’t need to be standing in front of her mother to recognize that tone of voice. Exasperation. “Yes, honey. They’re down in the bottom drawer. Look again. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just couldn’t find them. How’s the hotel room?”

“It’s fine. Um, can I call you back later?”

“Oh. Oooohh! Ohmigosh, I’m so sorry, Mom. No, it’s okay. I’m here doing laundry and taking care of the fuzzball. Please don’t call me back. I’m going to eat and read for a while and then go home.”

Zorro was currently twining himself around her ankles. She added a mental note to remember to scoop his pan and top off his dry food and water. Forgetting to do it would look suspicious.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, seriously.” She weighed letting it “slip” that July had mentioned possibly breaking up with Matt, but decided that was too heavy-handed. “You guys have fun this weekend. Sorry I interrupted you.”

“Okay. Thanks, sweetie. Love you.”

She hoped her voice sounded right. “Love you, too.”

She hung up, hoping that would keep them from calling the house before the cops notified them.

Another reason not to tell them July was thinking about breaking up with Matt? It might screw up her timeline if her parents called the apartment and then called June right back to go check on her. She hadn’t quite finished fixing her alibi yet. She’d bumped up the AC temp in the apartment to eighty-two, meaning July’s body wouldn’t chill quite as quickly and give her a little more wiggle room in the time-of-death window.

If questioned on that, she’d tell the truth—that when they left every morning, they turned it up to save electricity. Everyone who knew them knew they did that. It would lend more credence to Matt showing up immediately after July arrived home, killing her, and leaving just as quickly.

After that, still naked, June tightened the bulb in the garage door opener and used a flashlight to examine the garage floor. Not only had she wanted it dark inside to obscure Matt’s view of her, the knife in her hand, and prevent anyone from seeing inside, she’d also wanted him not to see the tarps on the floor.

He might have been suspicious. He’d been there when she and her dad had butchered a deer they’d hunted locally and brought home to finish preparing. Her dad had laid the tarps down just like that to contain the blood. They’d done it inside because it’d been raining that day.

It might have tipped even idiot Matt off.

Now, all that was visible was the old tarp the bags of mulch and dirt sat on.

No sign of a murder.

Looking up, she carefully played the beam over the ceiling as she examined it for any trace blood spatter. She’d been very careful not to fling the knife up to avoid just that problem.

Nothing that she could see.

Nothing on the garage door, either, or the shelves along the closest wall.

First, they have to find him. Then they have to think I killed him. Then they’d have to think I killed him here. I still need to solidify my airtight alibi.

She wasn’t the only one who’d need an alibi, even though he wouldn’t know that.

He could never know that.

Hurrying inside, she grabbed a shower and dressed, dried her hair, then set the alarm and got in her car and headed to Mark’s. His parents wouldn’t be home until after midnight, having driven up to Tampa to see a play there.

Mark looked pleasantly surprised to see her standing there when he opened the door. “Hey, June.”

She threw her arms around him and kissed him. “Tonight,” she whispered. “Please?” 


Chapter Ten

 

The recent past, a little over a year after Leo’s accident

 

Scrye and June had claimed the large metal A-frame in the old side of Venture, where the social area was. It’d been weeks since they’d really had a chance to play, and June was looking forward to being suspended, beaten, teased, and—if she was lucky—a few orgasms from a vibrator.

Just enough to work her up until they could get home and he could fuck her brains out.

Tonight he’d let her pick the rope color, and she’d gone with red, loving the bright color against her skin. He’d tied her hips and chest, connecting the two harnesses, and got her belayed and up in the air.

That’s when subspace sweetly beckoned and she answered its call, closing her eyes.

Scrye hadn’t finished tying her yet, she knew from experience. She was facedown tonight, and that meant he’d tie her legs bent, tie her wrists behind her, and her hair, too, most likely, before he started going after her with implements and a vibrator.

That’s what she was waiting to happen when June became aware of something going on, Tilly screaming for Marcia’s help. Then someone yelling for Nate.

It was Tilly’s tone more than her words that immediately snapped June back into full focus and shoved away any trace of subspace that had tickled her conscious brain, her eyes opening.

Tilly normally yelled.

Tilly normally yelled a lot.

That was Tilly.

But for all of that, never did Tilly’s voice ever bear the tight, taut tone of fear and urgency as it did then, the command and control nurse voice barking orders and brooking zero resistance.

June unfortunately had heard that same tone before from coaches and paramedics at competitions when a gymnast suffered a serious, gruesome injury and needed immediate assistance.

That was a tone that meant life and limb lay at stake.

From where June hung in the ropes, she saw people running toward the bathrooms there on the old side, where Tilly was helping Eva out of the bathroom and across the space toward the office door. Cris and Landry were now scrambling to change and get packed, and Nate had joined Tilly and Eva.

Everyone else had frozen, the dungeon still and silent except for the music playing.

“Fucking move your asses!” Tilly screamed at her men. “And bring my purse and going home clothes!” she yelled after Landry.

The baby!

June was about to ask Scrye to bring her down when he grabbed her and rotated her torso, head up. “Grab it. Now.”

She realized he’d dead-lifted her high enough to grab the hard point ring he’d used to belay the ropes through to suspend her.

She grabbed.

“Hold on tight. Don’t let go. And do not move.”

Next thing she knew, he reached up and was cutting her down, the sharp gut hook on his knife easily parting the ropes without hesitation. And he didn’t bother trying to save the ropes, quickly cutting them all about halfway to the ring, not one at a time, or only one end by the harness to preserve as much length as possible, or cutting one end and then trying to undo the belaying rope.

Her heart pounded. In all their time together, and during all his time tying, he’d only cut ropes one other time. That had been early on in his suspension tying experience, due to a damn belaying rope knot that had shifted and gotten wedged underneath other ropes and wouldn’t come free. It’d been far easier logistically to cut the single offending rope close to the knot than trying to support her weight while untying that part of the harness.

But he wasn’t even trying to save the rope. She felt her lower body swing free and carefully lowered herself, Scrye grabbing her around the waist and easing her the remaining distance to the floor.

He immediately released her and started shoving stuff into his bags haphazardly, not even coiling his loose ropes still lying on the floor, and leaving the remnants of the cut ropes hanging from the ring. She wondered if he was going to untie her or cut the harness off her when he spoke.

“Let’s go. Put your coat on over your harness and grab your stuff. You can change at the hospital.”

She did, barely getting her hands on her bag while he was already running for the door.

Proctor-Collins Medical Center was literally five minutes from the club. They parked near the emergency room entrance. Before she could reach for the door, Scrye stopped her.

“Get your bag with your clothes.” He handed her his knife. “If you have any trouble getting out of the ropes, cut them.”

She stared at it, the Buck pocketknife heavy in her palm and warm from being in his pocket.

Desperately trying not to think about another Buck knife, another night, a rainy one, she nodded. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

He reached out to cup her face in his hands. “I’m sorry, baby.”

“It’s okay, Sir. I want to be here for them. They’re our friends.” She had a thought. “I wonder if they’ve called Leo and Jesse yet?”

“I don’t know. Let’s get inside and find out.”

It looked like Cris and Landry had managed to beat them there. And Derrick and Marcia hurried up to them from the other side of the parking lot just as they were approaching the doors. Walking in as a group with June trailing behind the other three, she kept one hand on the neck of her trench coat to make sure it didn’t gape open. When they walked in, she quickly darted toward the bathrooms even as Mark, Derrick, and Marcia peeled off and made their way over to where Landry and Cris sat with Nate and Tilly, who’d changed clothes.

Fortunately she had the bathroom to herself. She locked herself in the handicapped-accessible stall and pulled off the trench coat, hanging it on the hook on the back side of the door.

It took her a couple of minutes to get the hip and leg harness removed. Yes, she knew she had permission to cut the ropes, but wanted to avoid it if possible. They were here now, and that was the important part.

She was still struggling, trying to look in the mirror and work on one of the back knots on the chest harness, complicated by the truncated belaying rope knots, when she heard the bathroom door open.

“June?”

Marcia.

“In here.” She reached over and unlocked the door for Marcia to slip into the stall with her.

“Eva’s in surgery right now. No news. I—” A strangled laugh broke free from her friend as she stared at June. June dropped the rest of the rope into the sink for now until she got everything removed. “I’m sorry, but this is funny.”

“Under other circumstances, I’d wholeheartedly agree, but can I get a hand?”

“Sure. That’s why I came in when I realized you weren’t with us. Turn around.”

Marcia was able to get the knots worked free and in a couple of minutes, June pulled her sundress and panties on and then donned the trench coat before they worked to coil what they could of the rope.

June now wished she hadn’t asked him to use red tonight.

It reminded her too much of that night.

Of blood.

Marcia held out the last coil to June to stash in the bag before she zipped it closed. “Well, I guess we now know how to handle emergencies at the club.”

“Something like this,” June said. “If someone got dropped, we wouldn’t be able to move them. We’d have to call paramedics.” Now put together, and feeling the weight of the knife in her trench coat pocket, June and Marcia returned to join the others.

Nate and Tilly were eventually called back by a nurse. Nate’s sister Cherise and her boyfriend, Wade, arrived a minute later. Tilly had updated Wade, a county paramedic, over the phone during their drive in with the latest information so he could take over talking to people in the waiting room.

Including Leo and Jesse when they arrived with Laurel.

It was June who stepped in to take the little girl so the men could talk with Wade without scaring her.

“Aunt June, is Mommy okay?”

“The doctors are working on her, sweetie.” Mark walked over to sit with them and hug the girl in June’s arms. “They’re going to take very good care of your mommy,” he said.

“How’s the baby, Uncle Mark?”

“Very little,” he said. “The baby will have to go to a special hospital for a little while to make sure it gets the best care.”

“Where’s Nate?”

“He’s going to go with the baby to the special hospital.”

“Did they find out if I got a brother or sister yet?” Laurel looked frustrated. “I’ve been wanting to know but they didn’t.”

June couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure someone knows, but they haven’t told us yet.”

“Oh.”

At that moment, another nurse walked out, consulting a note in her hand. “Eva Crawford’s family?”

They all held their hands up—over twenty of them so far with more people arriving every couple of minutes, it seemed like. They pretty much had the entire waiting room to themselves now.

The nurse obviously looked a little surprised. “Oh. Um, well, I guess I don’t need to pull anyone aside then. I was told to please pass the word that it’s a little boy, and he’s in stable condition. He’ll be transported up to St. Pete to All Children’s Hospital’s NICU shortly, though. But the dad said to please let you all know.”

Cheers went up through the group, Leo and Jesse hugging each other as others slapped them on the back.

Laurel snuggled against June. “Good,” she said, nodding. “I really didn’t want a little sister right now.”

Mark appeared to be struggling not to laugh. Only now did June realize that, at some point between Venture and the ER, he’d removed his vest with all his BDSM pins and patches from various conferences on it.

“Why is that, sweetheart?” he asked her when it looked like he’d regained his composure.

Laurel hooked a thumb at her chest. “Because I’m the flower girl in this group,” she said, nodding. “That’s my job.”

 

* * * *

 

They finally returned home a little after three a.m. with Laurel asleep in her booster seat in the back of their car. They’d volunteered to take charge of her. For tonight, they’d stopped by the family’s house with Cherise, who had a key, to get some things Laurel would need immediately.

For the immediate future, June would take care of Laurel, getting her to school and making sure she did her homework, all while coordinating visits to the hospital to see Eva once her mom was strong enough.

They tucked her into bed in what had been Maren’s room. At least she was used to spending the night with them already, from both Leo’s ordeal the year before, and them sometimes taking her and Laura and Rob’s daughter for a weekend here and there to give the adults a little break. They left the bedroom door ajar and the light on in the hall bathroom so she could see if she awoke in the middle of the night. Then they headed to their bedroom.

Once inside, Scrye locked the bedroom door behind them and dropped June’s tote bag onto the bed, digging through it.

“Well,” he said, “I guess I’ll be sorting rope and whipping ends on some really short pieces.”

“Sorry, Daddy. I didn’t cut any taking the harness off. Marcia helped me.” She pulled her panties off and tossed them into the bathroom hamper.

“It’s just rope.” He dropped it back into the bag and carried it to their closet. “Oh.” He turned, stopping her before she could remove her sundress. “Please go do a quick patrol of the living room. You’ll spot stuff better than I will. Make sure we’re totally child-friendly out there.”

She winced. “Good idea.” Heading back out, she was careful to be quiet. She didn’t think there were any stray sex toys or implements lying around, but it never hurt to check.

She did find a rattan cane propped in the corner of the living room, left over from when he’d given her ten quick strokes when he’d returned home from work the other night and she’d been horny and begging him to fuck her as soon as he’d walked in.

He’d traded her strokes for fucking, a deal she’d been glad to take since she’d honestly wanted both.

Win-win.

That finished, she returned to the bedroom, where Mark had finished getting naked already. He pulled her into his arms and backed her against the bed. Before she could react, he’d shoved her back onto the bed, flipped the hem of her sundress up, and had his bearded face buried in her pussy.

Gasping in pleasure and struggling to not make any noise that would wake Laurel, she held on to his shoulders, falling into her first orgasm when he reached for her arms and wrapped his fingers around her wrists, tightly pinning them in place.

He lifted his lips from her clit. “Say it, my sweet little slut.” Then he went back to teasing her, trying to get her to come for him a second time.

She licked her lips and struggled to remember the words. Sometimes he did this to her, jokingly referred to as a “skills test.”

“I belong to Sir…mind, body, heart, soul, cunt, and ass. I-I serve Sir at His wishes—” She gasped as he sucked on her clit, hard, easing up just as she was nearly ready to climax and forcing her to focus on where she’d been and not lose her place. “A-at His whim, whenever and wherever He demands. Everything I h-have and am belongs to Sir, to give to Him when He deman—”

He sucked on her clit again, nearly painfully, but she shot into orbit and bit down on her lower lip in an attempt not to scream with pleasure.

She was still gasping for air when he stood, flipped her over, and fed his cock into her wet pussy, grabbing her hips and fucking her hard.

“Such a good girl,” he softly rumbled. “My very good girl. Now let me fuck one more out of you. Play with yourself if you need to. If you don’t come before me, I’m locking you in that chastity belt you hate so much for two days.”

She slid her right hand between her legs and played with her clit, moaning when he slowed down even as his strokes grew deeper, harder, bottoming out inside her with every thrust.

“Make it quick, slut—”

“Mmmph!” That cry she muffled against the bed as she came, her pussy clamping around his cock as he picked up the pace and fucked her harder. She never faked it with him.

She never had to.

Ever.

And he knew as well as she did that him calling her his little slut only reinforced her subspace. It was a long-running and well-loved joke between them. He knew damn well she’d never cheat on him, much less want anyone but him.

But she could never say no to him.

How many times had they curled up on the couch to watch TV after the girls had gone to bed, and Mark had pulled an afghan over them while sliding his hand into June’s panties to make her come for him right there?

Too many times to count.

That was the extent of his “dangerous” kind of play around them, the risk of one of the girls waking up and them not being safely locked behind the master bedroom door. But they’d have plenty of warning by hearing a door open, and the afghan would easily hide their activities.

They’d never been caught.

But it sure did make it that much more fun, the element of danger of discovery.

Although there was the one Thursday night Kel had given them his key to Venture so they could practice some ties for one of Mark’s rope bondage books. They’d had the place to themselves, and after completing the last tie, while she was secure in the ropes, Mark had unzipped and fucked her right there, making her come several times in the process.

They usually never broke the club’s rules.

However, the opportunity had been too great.

And even Marcia had admitted to June that there were a few times after hours where she and Derrick, the club’s owners, had their own “out of bounds” fun when alone there.

“Good…girl,” he grunted, finishing inside her, falling still, holding on to her hips and now catching his breath.

After a moment, he pulled out and snapped his fingers. She flipped over and slid off the bed, onto her knees, hands behind her and mouth open and ready.

“Good girl.” He held her head as she laved her tongue around his cock. She loved tasting their juices mixed together, and even tried to work her way down to his balls when he chuckled and withdrew his spent cock from her mouth. “Okay, you’re done.”

He helped her up from the floor and leaned in, kissing her, wrapping his arms tightly around her. “Sorry about tonight, baby. I’ll make it up to you.”

“Um, you just did, Daddy.”

“I mean in a ropey kind of way.”

She looked up at him, her big grizzly of a man. She could still see the boy who’d stared down at her that first night they slept together, just as tall although not nearly as beefy, clean-shaven, but the same look of love and devotion in his gorgeous green eyes.

Her Master.

The man she knew she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, even way back then on that most beautiful and horrific of nights.

A night filled with pain, but also the night she knew he was hers every bit as she was his.

A night she’d walked between the raindrops straight to him.

A night he could never know the truth about. 


Chapter Eleven

 

Then

 

Mark closed the door behind June, confused and instantly horny and debating on whether or not he should question her more closely or just go with this and celebrate later.

He loved her. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, even though he knew he was young and so was she.

He didn’t care. The longer he spent with her, the more right he knew he was.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

It seemed like an inner furnace brightly burned inside June, even more tonight than usual. “I am. I was over at my parents’ house doing my laundry tonight and realized what an idiot I am.”

“You’re not an idiot.”

“I meant by not coming here earlier.” She smiled and tipped her head. “Or having you come over to my parents’ place.” She played with his shirt buttons. “We could go swimming.”

“It’s pouring rain.”

“Pool’s heated.” Her lower lip caught under her teeth and he thought he was at serious risk of creaming his briefs right there. “Skinny dipping.”

“Where’s July?”

“Home, as far as I know. She asked me not to stop by after school. She was supposed to talk to Matt this afternoon and break up with him. She also asked me to give her some time and space after. She knows I’m going to be at our parents’ house until late.”

“Wow. She really going to do it this time?”

“I hope so. I offered to be there with her, but she insisted she’d be okay.” She turned and dropped her purse and the windbreaker she’d been wearing onto the ottoman in front of the sofa. “I probably should call her and let her know where I am in case she tries to call me at our parents’ house.”

“Sure.”

She walked over to where the phone sat on a side table between the dining room and living room and picked up the cordless handset.

“Eight and pound,” he said, heat filling his face.

“What?”

“Speed-dial eight, then the pound sign.” Now he felt silly. “That’s your number. Speed-dial seven is your parents’ house.”

She walked over to him and looked up into his eyes. Despite their height difference, he always felt like she towered over him in intensity, strength. “Really?”

“Yeah. I call you a lot. My parents don’t know how to program it, anyway.”

She hit the buttons, smiling up at him as she put the phone to her ear. They stood close enough he could hear it ringing on the other end, and when the answering machine picked up, their father’s voice on their machine stated the generic greeting of their phone number and asking people to leave a message.

“Hey, July? You there? July?” An expression crossed her face, but he couldn’t interpret it and didn’t try. “Okay, I guess you’re not there, or not answering, or…whatever. I hope everything’s okay. Listen, I’m over at Mark’s. It’s a little before eight. I didn’t want you to freak out if you called me at the house and I didn’t pick up. I’ll be home later on after I get all the laundry done. If you need me, call me here. Please don’t rat me out to Mom and Dad, huh? I’ve covered enough times for you, so you owe me at least one. Thanks. Love you.”

She hung up but stared at the phone in her hand. For a moment, he thought maybe she was going to cry but then she turned and walked back to the base to replace the handset.

“You okay?” he asked.

She turned, a bright smile on her face. “I’m very okay.” She waltzed over to him and rose up onto her toes to drape her arms around his neck and give him a kiss.

“Do you need to try calling her again later? Or should we go check on her? I’ll drive you over. I don’t mind. I don’t like the thought of her being alone with him right now. Or alone period, if she’s upset.”

In the years he’d spent in June’s orbit, he’d come to love July as a little sister. And May, who was only a few months older than him. The siblings he’d never had.

“Nah, she’s probably in the shower or something. She knew I was going to go do laundry when I took care of Zorro. She even told me to spend the night there, if I wanted.”

“Oh. Should she really be alone tonight?”

“I won’t force myself on her. Who knows if she’ll even carry through with breaking up with him. She might not be answering because they’re busy screwing around. She keeps saying she’s going to break up with him, but then he sweet talks her into not dumping his sorry ass.” She stared up into his eyes. “I really don’t want to talk about Matt tonight.”

He didn’t want to blow this opportunity, but he had to confess. “I don’t have any condoms.”

“I don’t care. I’m on the pill.” Her gaze narrowed. “Why are you worried about condoms?”

“I don’t want to risk you getting pregnant. That would ruin all your plans.”

Her expression softened and she rose up on her toes to kiss him. “I don’t want to wait any longer.” Her smile looked tight, forced. “It might be a long time before we have another uninterrupted night like this together. Especially after we go to Indianapolis.”

 

* * * *

 

June wished she could wave her hand and the next chapter of this story occurred several weeks later, jumping past the emotionally painful parts.

But that’s not how life worked.

Besides, she really did want to be with Mark tonight, even though she wished the circumstances were far different.

Tonight she knew the only thing that could soothe her fevered mind and wipe the image of her dead sister from her memory for a little while was Mark.

And she needed that brief mental respite in a desperate way.

With him, she always felt calm, soothed. Everyone thought Mark was bouncy and hyper, but nothing was further from the truth. She was the high-energy one, and he kept her tethered to Earth.

Now, he’d be keeping her tethered to sanity, even if he could never know it.

Taking his hand, she led him back to his bedroom, where they’d spent hours playing around before. They knew how to make each other feel good, but they’d always stopped short of going all the way.

Not tonight.

So June closed her eyes and focused on the feel of his hands, the sound of his voice, even the scent of his shampoo and deodorant. Everything. She tethered herself to his anchor and held on tight.

A couple of hours later, as she lay safely nestled in his arms, she knew she’d marry him.

Without a doubt in her mind.

His fingers lightly stroked her arm. “I love you,” he whispered. “I hope you and July kick ass in Indy. I wish I could be there to cheer you on.”

She was glad for the room being dark so he couldn’t see how she struggled against her tears. “I love you, too. And thanks. I wish you could be there, too.”

“I’m so proud of you. I know how hard you’ve worked for this. Both of you.”

Okay, now she wished he’d stop talking. She thought about rolling over and kissing him to shut him up, except she caught sight of the clock on his dresser. “Oh, man. I didn’t realize how late it is. I need to get going. I still have laundry at home.”

Outside, rain thundered against the roof. “Let me drive you. Please? We were going to ride together tomorrow anyway. I can bring you back to get your car tomorrow afternoon after we leave the gym. Please?”

She hesitated for a moment, as if considering it. Part of her hated herself for using him like this, knowing he would offer to drive her.

Part of her loved him more than she could ever tell him. “Okay. Thanks.”

They dashed through the rain to his car, then he drove them back to her parents’ house first. “I’ll have to finish the laundry tomorrow,” she said, silently noting the time as she disarmed the alarm.

“I’ll help you. Want me to take it home with me and do it for you tonight?”

She picked up Zorro, who’d come to greet them. “No, because you have to get up even earlier than we do.” Already it was hard to remember to speak like July was still alive. She’d have to remember that and be careful.

He helped her gather the clothes from the dryer. As she followed him back into the house, she couldn’t help but glance toward where the tarps had lain.

Nothing out of place.

Maybe it’s a weird fugue and I imagined it?

Not likely, but she’d console herself with the lie, if she had to.

He helped her fold the clothes and towels and she set the alarm before they returned to his car. The rain worsened, and now June really was thankful for Mark driving her.

The slow journey allowed every nerve in her body, and hundreds she didn’t even know she had, to jangle, rubbed raw, on edge. When he pulled in next to July’s car, he left it running.

“Go ahead and unlock the front door. I’ll leave the headlights on and bring the laundry in for you. I’m surprised she didn’t leave the front light on for you like she always does.”

Her hands shook as she unbuckled her seat belt. “That is weird.”

Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she dashed up to the front stoop and stood directly in front of the lock so Mark couldn’t see that with her trembling hands it took her four tries to get the key into the doorknob.

She’d left the deadbolt unlocked, as Matt had.

With the door open, she reached in and flipped on the porch light. Mark shut the car off and a moment later was joining her in the entryway with the basket of laundry.

He set the basket on the sofa. “Why’s it so hot in here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the AC died? The deadbolt wasn’t locked either.”

“Okay, that’s strange. July?” His voice echoed through the apartment.

She started turning on more lights, working her way down the hall. “The AC’s not even on. That’s odd.” She bumped the thermostat down and seconds later, it kicked on.

Her gaze kept travelling to July’s bedroom door.

Mark joined her in the hallway. “There’s no note. July? Are you okay?”

“Maybe she’s asleep.”

“She’s a lighter sleeper than you.”

June walked down to her bedroom door and stopped in front of it. “July? Sis?” She knocked, waiting.

Part of her hoped July would open the door and June would find, haha, elaaaborate hoax, combined with hooorrible nightmare.

“July?” Mark called out again, louder this time, more forceful.

Finally, June reached out and tried her knob. Of course it turned in her hand.

If it hadn’t, she would have really freaked out.

She pushed the door open, stepped inside, and turned to flip on the light, trying not to steel herself for the sight and also hoping that any inconsistencies she might have left behind earlier could be explained by her and Mark stumbling into her room to check on her.

When she turned, she didn’t have to fake her scream. “July!” She started to step toward her, but Mark grabbed her arm and dragged her back out into the hallway.

“No. Wait.” He walked in, carefully kneeling next to July’s body and checking her pulse. “June, go get the phone and call 911 from outside on the porch.”

“What—”

“Go! Now!” He stood and yanked open the closet, peering inside.

Now she knew what he was afraid of, that there might still be an intruder in the house. But spurred by his tone, she bolted from the room and snagged the cordless handset from the kitchen counter before hitting the porch.

Behind her, she heard Mark opening the hallway closet door.

She knew she should stop him, that logic should tell him to get out now, before he possibly ruined evidence, but she couldn’t make herself do it.

She was supposed to be a distraught sister.

When the operator spoke in her ear, she realized she’d already dialed without realizing she had.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“My…” Her tears started now, for real. “My sister. We just came home and found her…she’s…she’s dead. I think someone attacked her…” 


Chapter Twelve

 

Now

 

Mark stared down at his wife. He’d just arrived home from work and June had greeted him at the door, still dressed, even though she’d been kneeling and wearing her collar as per usual when he walked in. He didn’t know what she’d prepared for dinner, but it had filled the house with a delicious aroma that made his stomach growl.

She’d set the table, him at the head, her to his right, as they always ate. On weekends, unless they were having guests, they usually ate in the living room in front of the TV. But now that she wasn’t teaching kids in the evenings any longer, he’d added this particular weekday protocol to the list, liking the formality.

Reminding him of how his parents ate dinner when he was growing up.

“Are you all right, honey?” he asked after taking her hand and helping her to her feet.

She forced a smile that didn’t fool him in the slightest. “Feeling a little crampy.”

“Really? This soon? Didn’t you have your period two weeks ago?”

In fact, he knew she had, because she kept track of it on the calendar per his order so if she ever needed to know the dates for her doctor, she had them. After his mother’s bout with ovarian cancer, he’d tightened medical protocols with June, making sure she never missed a regular checkup with her ob-gyn and that she made an appointment if there was even a hint of an irregularity.

He spotted her mentally wincing and carefully gauged her response.

“Happens sometimes. Might finally be getting close to menopause. I was working on a migraine earlier before my class. Or maybe this crappy weather is messing with me.”

“Sorry you don’t feel good, sweetheart.” He leaned in for a kiss, waiting until after she’d relaxed to drop the bomb.

It might finally help him learn the answer he’d long wondered about and suspected, but had never outright dared to ask.

“Did you see the news today? About those bones they found in the river not too far from your parents’ old house? That’s crazy, huh? I saw the news alert on my phone before I left work.”

She’d already started turning away from him to head to the kitchen and he saw how her step faltered just a fraction. “Yeah,” she said as she continued on. “Crazy, huh? Dinner’s ready, Daddy. Did you want to change first?”

“Yeah,” he said, watching her disappear into the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”

He headed down the hall, already loosening his tie and pulling it off. One day, he would force the issue with her. Tell her what he suspected, what he knew.

His part in the events.

The bones might not even be Matt’s, but it’d be awfully fishy if they weren’t.

Still, only time would tell.

Until then, he’d have to keep on doing what he did best, and that was love and care for his wife and their daughters. Because without them, nothing else in life was worth living.

Some guys needed to be Doms. He didn’t need to be a Dom—he needed to take care of his family. If he took away no other lesson from his father than that one, it was all he needed to be a true success in life.

The kinky stuff he and June did was a fun bonus. A fortuitous foray into BDSM that worked to help give June what she needed, the safety, the structure.

A secure anchor so she didn’t spin off out of control and self-destruct.

It quieted her mind and restored her sanity.

That? To him, that was what got him off. That she was satisfied.

Ever since that night, he’d sworn she would always be first in his life, no matter what, and he’d die to protect her if that’s what it took.

He’d lie to protect her.

Even if he had to die in the process.

And it was as true today as it was over twenty years ago.

Meanwhile…maybe nothing would come of it.

 

* * * *

 

June was glad Mark had gone to change clothes before eating. She’d needed a minute to stop shaking.

Lying to Mark was forbidden, and not just as an agreement between them.

She’d never lied to him, not once.

Omissions weren’t lies. And the only time she’d ever done that was in the immediate aftermath of that night.

She had, however, lied her ass off to the police, to her parents, his parents, May, and everyone else. That Mark had overheard some of those lies wasn’t exactly the same thing as lying to him.

But since that night, she’d made a vow to herself to always be honest with him. She’d been able to avoid talking directly to him about the events because he’d been there with her.

He didn’t have to ask her details about how she’d found July. As far as he knew, he’d found her with June.

She’d really hoped he hadn’t seen that news story. Except crazy shit of that level didn’t usually happen in their relatively quiet neck of the woods.

And it hit close to home.

Literally.

Once Mark had returned, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, she served him and slid into her chair to await his cue for her to eat.

He leaned in for a kiss. “Thank you, baby. It smells delicious. Please, eat. Although I wish you’d have texted me you weren’t feeling good. I would have brought a pizza home or something.”

She shook her head. “No, Sir. I like you to eat healthy.” She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “You won’t eat salad unless I make you.”

“Well, there is that.” He tucked into his baked chicken. “You take good care of me, baby. Thank you.”

“Well, you take good care of me.”

“Can you trim my beard for me tonight, please? It’s getting scruffy.”

The only reason he had a beard and mustache was because their second year married, he’d taken a week off from work during a break in his classes, and they’d spent it cuddled up together at home. He hadn’t shaved, and as it’d started coming in, she’d loved how it felt when he went down on her.

From that point on, he’d grown it in and kept it neatly styled.

For her.

Even little things like that he did for her.

She knew how damn lucky she was.

Which was why she always wanted to hit someone who even so much as hinted at saying anything derogatory about him and their dynamic.

“Yes, Daddy. I’ll be happy to.” She reached out and stroked it. “I love you.”

He set his fork down and brought her hand to his lips, kissing it. “I love you, too. Have you decided where we’re going on vacation this year?”

She thought about it. “Can we stay home? Order the girls to stay away and lock the door and stock the kitchen so we don’t have to go anywhere?”

“Your choice, sweetheart.” He released her hand and picked up his fork. “Whatever makes you happy.”

 

* * * *

 

Once they’d finished dinner, and while June was cleaning up the kitchen, Mark went to his study to use his laptop. After twenty minutes of careful searching, he couldn’t find any additional news about the human remains that’d been found in the river. If there were any suppositions about who they belonged to, authorities weren’t saying yet.

It’s been over twenty years. There’s no evidence tying her to the case. It’ll be fine. They probably aren’t his bones anyway.

As he shut down his laptop, he hoped he was right and decided not to bring the topic up again unless or until June did.

It would be inviting problems to find them, and the last thing he wanted to do was make her worry.

Friday afternoon, Mark was able to get out of work a little early, giving him plenty of time to come home, spank and fuck June, and then grab a shower with her before arriving at May and John’s right before seven.

Being an only child, June’s family had become his, even before July’s death. He loved May and Jim and their two girls, who were only a year or two older than their own daughters. As Mark settled into a camp chair on their screened lanai next to Jim and they manned the grill, he noticed Jim looked pensive.

Like him, Jim had met May before July’s murder.

Like him, he was devoted to his wife.

Like him, he’d secretly expressed a desire to have a few minutes alone with Matt Gorsky, with a heavy, blunt instrument in his hand.

Unlike Jim, Mark knew his desires could never come true when it came to that.

And that’s the way he kept it.

“Did you see the news the other day?” Jim asked, his voice low. “Those bones they found in the river not far from Paul and Susan’s old house?”

Mark nodded. “Yeah.”

“I always kind of hoped after he did it he killed himself that night.” Jim sighed. “Then again, he had rich, shitty parents. I never believed that bullshit about his truck being stolen and them not recognizing the guy on the video. Come on, it got left in Tampa? A quick cab ride from TIA? Well, Brandon, but still close if they took the Crosstown. How convenient was that? That was well before 9-11. You know damn well they gave him a fake name and put his ass on a flight to the Caymans or Costa Rica or somewhere. His father was always traveling to Central America on business. They had connections.”

Mark nodded and sipped his beer.

It wasn’t the first time Jim had voiced these same opinions. Similar to opinions other friends and family had also stated. It was easy to blame Matt’s parents for his disappearance, and Mark suspected from what the cops said at the time that they weren’t entirely too sure that wasn’t exactly what happened.

The men never talked about it around June and May, though. Not unless the women brought it up first.

Mark wished they weren’t discussing it now, except to rudely cut off the conversation would look suspicious.

Through the years, the two of them had been united in solidarity, supporting May and June and their parents, and later supporting May and June through the loss of their parents. Jim’s siblings and parents had also stepped in to “adopt” May, June, and Mark.

Family was everything.

In a way, Mark hoped the bones weren’t Matt’s. It was better not knowing for sure, in some ways. Because then he could pretend, engage in the same what-if speculations Jim enjoyed.

Jim had never been hunting, had never taken a life of any kind that wasn’t an insect.

He’d also been spared the horror of seeing July’s lifeless eyes staring up at them from where she’d landed on the floor.

Fortunately, Jim also hadn’t been there to see how June briefly closed her eyes before opening July’s bedroom door, as if she already knew what lay behind it.

How even in her mental condition June hadn’t reacted nearly as much to the news of Matt’s disappearance as he thought she would.

As if she wasn’t surprised that they couldn’t find him. Everyone else assumed she was in emotional shock.

He wondered exactly how much she knew.

Like why the apartment AC hadn’t been turned down when July arrived home.

And he wondered if he’d ever know everything.

Or if he even wanted to. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Back then

 

Mark held June. That was all he could do, while they sat on the couch in the living room and the detectives questioned them, having them go through everything.

June sobbed, distraught.

“And you were together tonight?”

Mark nodded. “At my parents’ house.”

“What time did June arrive?”

“I don’t remember, exactly. Around eight, I think. I know she called here and left July a message minutes after she arrived. She didn’t want July to worry if July called their parents’ house and she didn’t answer.”

He turned and pointed to where the answering machine sat on their breakfast bar.

One of the detectives walked over to the answering machine and played the message. “Time-stamp on Caller ID says 7:52 p.m., so that checks.”

The detective talking to them noted it. “Log that tape into evidence, please. Miss Corden, can you prove where you were earlier today?”

“I was at school, then I went to my parents’ house. They’re out of town for the weekend in Atlanta. We’re taking care of the cat and we go there to do our laundry.”

“The alarm logs,” Mark said. “You can check with the alarm company for the exact time.”

“And I called Mom at the hotel from their place with a question,” June said, her tearful voice barely audible. “I need to call them but I don’t have the number here. I need to tell them about…” Her sobs started again.

The detective looked grim as he wrote all that down. “I know this is difficult, and I appreciate you talking to me. What time do you think you reached your parents’ house? It’s okay if you can’t remember exactly.”

“I…I don’t know. I left school and went straight there. Traffic was bad with the rain. My class ended around four, so maybe quarter till five or five o’clock?”

“And then what did you do?”

“Laundry and reading. And taking care of Zorro. The cat.” Her gut-wrenching sobs threatened to break Mark’s heart. “I knew I should have come here first. July asked me not to, but I should have.”

“Why did she ask you that?”

“She said she was going to break up with her boyfriend today. He was supposed to meet her here this afternoon at four, after he got off work. If I’d been here, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

“What’s his name?”

“Matt Gorsky,” Mark answered for her. “He has a roommate, too. Stu. I don’t know what his last name is. They live in an apartment over off Fruitville. I don’t remember the address, but I can tell you how to find it, or take you there.”

“July has it written down in her address book in her purse,” June tearfully said.

“Where is her purse?” the detective asked.

“I…I don’t know. It’s usually on her dresser.”

The detective stepped aside to talk to one of the crime scene techs. A moment later, they brought it out, in a clear plastic bag. “Is this her purse?”

June sniffled as she nodded.

“Okay, Miss Corden, I know this is difficult, but can you go through this and tell us if anything’s missing?” He handed her a pair of gloves.

Mark took them instead, earning him a look from the detective, but he still put them on and reached in to go through the purse, showing June the contents.

“There’s money in her wallet.” He showed them.

“Her address book is blue,” June said.

Digging down, he found it and pulled it out, opening it to Matt’s name so the detective could write down the information.

The other detective got on the radio and called for two marked units to go there and to take Matt into custody for questioning.

“Does anything appear to be missing, Miss Corden?”

She shook her head, more tears falling.

“What does her boyfriend drive?”

“A Ford F-150,” Mark told them. “Last year’s model. Grey, crew cab. No topper. I don’t know the tag number, but it’s a standard state plate, not one of those specialty ones.”

The detective jotted down that information. “Miss Corden, do you think Mr. Gorsky is involved in this?”

“I do,” Mark said, no longer trying to stay calm. “That asshole is abusive. She’s tried to break up with him before and he always talked her into staying. She’s been dating him for a couple of years now.”

The detective focused on him. “Mr. Jarette, can you prove where you were today?”

“I was at school until five, then I went home. I got gas just down the block from my house.” He pulled a credit card receipt from his pocket to show the detective, who noted the information.

“After that?”

“My parents had already left for Tampa when I got home, but my mom called a little before six to ask me to tape a show for her on the VCR. She can vouch for me.”

June spoke up again, but they struggled to hear her. “July told me Matt was supposed to be here at four, after he got off work at three thirty. I should have come home! I just wanted to go relax and read that stupid book because we’ve done nothing lately but train for the gymnastics camp in a couple of weeks. This was the first night off I’ve had in weeks. If I hadn’t been so selfish…” She dissolved into tears again.

“Mr. Jarette, show me your hands, please.”

He felt loathe to release June, but knew why he was being asked. He held up his hands, front and back, for the detective to look.

“Mind standing up and removing your shirt?”

Gently untangling himself from June, he did, without hesitation, turning.

“Okay, thank you. You can put your shirt back on.”

“What was that for?” Although Mark already knew why.

He didn’t want the detective to know he knew, for fear they might suspect him anyway.

The detective glanced at June, then waved Mark into the kitchen. He dropped his voice when he spoke so June couldn’t hear.

“Miss Corden—July—fought with her attacker. She has blood and tissue under her fingernails. And I needed to see if your hands had any wounds on them, or if you had any scratches on your upper body.”

“I would never hurt July. But I bet Matt did. You better catch him first.”

“Mark—”

“I mean it.”

He laid a hand on Mark’s shoulder. “Son, you aren’t the first friend or relative of a victim to make that statement, but I’m going to tell you what I tell them—let the law handle this. Now, do you feel up to looking around and seeing if anything else is out of place so she doesn’t have to?”

He nodded.

They started with June’s bedroom, since the crime scene techs were still processing July’s bedroom and they hadn’t removed her body yet. He turned on the light and looked around.

“Nothing looks out of place.” He walked over to her jewelry box and opened it. “Everything’s still here, as far as I can see.” He pointed to her TV and stereo. “This wasn’t a robbery. Nothing’s missing. And it can’t be a coincidence that July’s murdered on the same day that she was going to break up with that guy.”

“We will be looking at him as a person of interest. Don’t worry. Now, June’s parents are out of town?”

“Yeah, in Atlanta for the weekend. A business trip for her dad, but her older sister, May, lives here in Sarasota. She was going to a wedding rehearsal dinner with her boyfriend tonight. They might be home by now.”

“Do you have her address?”

“Not on me. I know her number, and I know where she lives. It’s probably…” He sighed. “It’s probably written down in July’s address book.” Then he spotted June’s on her dresser. “Wait.” He opened it and flipped through it. “Here it is.”

The detective noted it and May’s phone number. “We’ll send someone over to notify them.”

“Please ask them to come here. And we need to call their mom and dad.” He slumped onto the edge of June’s bed. “Can I call my parents and see if they’re home yet? They’re good friends with June and July’s mom and dad.”

He nodded. “Sure.”

Mark used the extension in June’s room, the detective standing there and listening.

Thankfully, his dad answered. Mark started to speak and then found himself choked up, crying as the reality fully hit him. “Dad…” He couldn’t hold back his sobs, unable to get the sight of July’s lifeless eyes out of his brain. “Dad, I need you to come to June and July’s place, please? Right now. You and Mom both. I…”

He finally handed the phone to the detective, who quickly and professionally took over while Mark sat there and cried.

He didn’t want to cry in front of June. Not when she needed him.

When the detective hung up, he turned to Mark. “Son, I know this is hard, but we need your help if we’re going to catch this guy.”

He nodded.

They returned to the living room, where a technician spoke in whispered tones to the detective.

“Let’s go out into the back for a minute,” he said, reaching down to help Mark get June on her feet.

He knew why—because they needed to move July’s body.

“I want to see her,” June said, her tone soft and dead. “I need to see her again. I need to make sure it’s really her.”

“Honey, not like this,” Mark said, tightening his arm around her waist. “You don’t want to see her like this.”

“Was it really her?”

“Yeah, baby. It was really her.”

“He did this, didn’t he?”

If it wasn’t for the detective on her other side, Mark wasn’t even sure he could keep June from running to be with July.

They took her through the kitchen and out the back door to the small, sheltered lanai that both apartments shared.

“Promise me you’ll catch him,” June begged the detective.

“We will, June. I promise.” He looked toward the other side of the duplex. “What about the people there?”

“Snowbirds, and they’re up north right now,” Mark said. “They own the duplex. They’re friends of my parents. Older couple.”

“Oh. Okay.” Rain blown under the roof by the wind misted them. “I’m going to need you to come give us full statements tomorrow. Both of you.”

“Whatever we have to do,” Mark said. “I’ll even take a lie detector test if that’ll speed things up. Just tell me what you need from me and I’ll do it. I want that guy locked up.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” the detective said. “Not as long as everything checks out.”

“I should have come home,” June mournfully said. “If I’d come home…” More tears. “Then I went over to Mark’s. If I’d come home, maybe I would have found her sooner and gotten help for her…”

“There wasn’t anything you could do,” the detective said. “She hit her head when she fell during the attack. It looks like it fractured her skull. She’s probably been dead since this afternoon. I hate to sound so blunt, but you can’t blame yourself. Nothing you could have done would have saved her.”

The other detective stepped out the back door to call the first one in for a moment. When he returned, he spoke to Mark. “You’re sure Matt drives a grey F-150?”

“He did as of yesterday when I saw him. Why?”

“No one’s answering the door at the apartment, and there isn’t a vehicle matching that description in the parking lot.”

“His roommate drives a yellow VW Bug.”

The other detective headed back inside, then returned a few minutes later and shook his head.

“I’ve met Stu a few times. He seems okay, but I don’t know him very well.”

Then a distraught May and Jim arrived, followed shortly thereafter by Mark’s parents.

When Ed and Kelly Jarette walked in, the lead detective walked over to shake his hand. “Ed? I must be more exhausted than I thought. I wasn’t even putting together Mark’s your boy. Man, when’d he get so tall…”

The detective hadn’t exactly been hostile before in how he’d treated them, but he was definitely far more friendly and relaxed realizing that Mark’s father was a friend of his.

It was nearly an hour later, after Mark and May were able to enter July’s room and verify it didn’t appear anything was missing, before they were all free to leave. Mark’s mother grabbed clothes and toiletries for June from her room. May rode with June and Mark over to their parents’ house, with Mark’s parents, Jim, and the detective following.

Fortunately, the detective volunteered to make the call for them to break the news. Once he had the worst of it out, he passed the phone off to Ed Jarette.

“Paul? Yeah, it’s Ed. Kelly, Mark, Jim, and I are here with May and June…”

They wouldn’t be able to get a flight until morning. With the late hour, Mark’s dad somehow talked them into not trying to rent a car and drive home that night. Especially not as upset as they were. He would go pick them up at the airport tomorrow when they flew in.

The detective left several copies of his card and the case number with Ed Jarette. “I’ll coordinate with you tomorrow about bringing them all in for official statements. Let’s try to make it as easy on them as possible.”

“Please call me here or at home if you find that little bastard before then. Paul will want to know as soon as you do.”

“Will do.” The detective left.

Jim had to say good-bye, too, since he had to be at work at nine in the morning and wouldn’t be able to call off. He would try to get out early after talking to his boss.

One Jim left, Ed turned to his son. “You need to go home and get some sleep.”

“I don’t want to leave June alone.”

“She’s not alone, but someone has to be there in the morning to open the gym. Cara counts on the four of you. We’ll all be here. You take care of the responsibilities.”

“But June—”

“Son, I know you love her. But when she is able to think again, she’s going to tell you I’m right. I wish you hadn’t had to learn these hard lessons at this age, but loving someone sometimes means doing hard things we don’t want to do, because it’s what’s right.”

As much as he hated to admit his father was right…Mark knew he was right.

But at that point, Mark also knew he didn’t dare go to sleep for fear of not waking up in time to get to the gym.

After saying good-bye, he started to head home when he pulled in at the new park not far from June’s house. Alone, he threw back his head and screamed, raged, swore, and finally released a little of the pain building inside him ever since the discovery.

That fucker has to pay.

 

* * * *

 

Mark got the gym open on time a couple of hours later after taking care of a few necessary things, but he hadn’t had any sleep. Maybe in the harsh light of day things would make better sense. Matt was an abusive asshole, yes, but he’d never actually hit July as far as he knew.

Was it possible someone besides Matt broke in and killed July? Maybe caught her off-guard?

He doubted it. There was no sign of forced entry. She’d had time to change clothes from what she’d been wearing that morning, according to June, and those clothes appeared to be missing. That meant she likely didn’t surprise an intruder. Maybe Matt had been waiting for her when she got home, which would explain why she’d been distracted and didn’t turn on the AC. And the deadbolt hadn’t been locked, while the knob was.

As the morning wore on, Mark called his dad a little after seven to check on June and May. The detective had already updated them that they still couldn’t locate Matt, and to be on the lookout for him. His roommate put them in touch with Matt’s parents, who swore they hadn’t seen him.

“Paul and Susan will fly into Sarasota at noon,” his dad said. “I’ll go meet them.”

“Can I talk to June?”

“She’s still asleep. Your mom will stay with them.”

Behind the counter he spotted one of his mystery novels, a book he’d loaned to one of the other part-time coaches, and a flurry of thoughts all hit him at once.

“What if he shows up and tries to hurt June? Or hurts Mom?” He suspected that wouldn’t happen, but he couldn’t give voice to why. Especially when it would mean revealing why he suspected that.

“He won’t,” Ed said. “His parents are probably lying for him. He can’t hide for long. Craig said they’re staking out the apartment, his work, and his parents’ house.”

“Craig?”

“The lead detective. I’ve known him for years. I do his taxes. And they got a court order to search Matt’s apartment. They took some stuff from Matt’s room. Craig wasn’t able to tell me exactly what, but indicated what they found looks like it will prove Matt did it. I’m guessing they’re going to match his DNA to the evidence they recovered, or maybe they even found July’s blood on his clothes. Looks like Stu and his girlfriend weren’t home last night, and they have alibis.”

The rest of the morning passed in a blur, mostly due to stress, grief, and exhaustion. Mark was able to get someone to come in and take over for him once he told them what had happened. Then he stopped by home, took care of a few things, showered, and headed back to the Corden house.

His mom already had the door open when he walked up, a backpack slung over his shoulder.

“Hey, sweetie. May and June are still asleep, and your dad just left.”

“I need to take a nap before we go,” he said.

“Okay. Go crash on the couch.”

He did.

When he awakened, he saw June kneeling there by the couch, looking down at him. “Hey,” she whispered.

He reached out and pulled her in, kissing her. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

“Was it a nightmare?” she asked.

He shook his head.

She shook hers.

He sat up and pulled her into his lap and found his mom sadly watching from the doorway. “You slept for a couple of hours. Your dad called and said they’re on their way back from the airport. He already called Craig and we’ll go to the station at four to talk to him.”

He’d wrapped his arms around June, who clung to him. “Okay. Thanks.”

“May’s in the shower. I’m going to run down to the store and get some food for us. Will you be okay if I leave for a few minutes?”

He nodded.

Once she left, he nuzzled the top of June’s head. “I love you.”

She pressed herself even more tightly against him. “I love you, too.”

“They’ll get the sonofabitch. One way or another, he’ll face justice.”

She sniffled. “I know.” 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Now

 

Mark and June arrived at Sigalo’s a little after seven. June had taught two yoga classes that morning, and another two that afternoon. While she felt mentally drained, she still wanted to join their friends.

Tilly spotted them immediately and stood to greet them with hugs. “How you doing? You okay?”

“This crazy weather.”

“Yeah, I thought London’s weather was shitty, and I come home to Florida to rain.” She smiled. “Maybe I brought it with me. Sorry about that.” It had cleared up Friday, but moved in again early that morning and looked like it would rain until late tomorrow.

“I don’t blame you.”

“I do,” Cris teased.

Tilly stuck her tongue out at him, where he sat on Landry’s other side tonight. “Sit next to me, honey. That seat and the one next to it are empty.”

June settled in. “How’s Leigh doing?”

“Bow-legged and babysitting for us tonight.” She smiled. “And as of yesterday, she’s officially pregnant, I’m allowed to reveal.”

“That’s great!”

“She went to the doctor and they confirmed it. About four weeks along, based on the timing. Likely looking at a Valentine’s baby.” Tilly grinned as she rubbed her hands together. “Now to form a betting pool for size, weight, date—all of that. And to juggle my schedule around so I can throw her a kick-ass kinky baby shower.”

June had heard about what Lucas and Nick were doing to Leigh—with her full willing consent and complicity—to get her pregnant. “Bet she’ll be glad to get a rest now, huh?”

Tilly snorted. “Hell, no. Lucas hasn’t had pussy in a couple of months. Now he’s going after her every time she bends over. He wanted to wait until they were sure she was pregnant so they knew this one would be Nick’s.”

“Oh. Poor Leigh.”

“Yeah, more like poor Tilly. With her out of commission, I’m going to be spending a few months in Jordan with a full production crew and some pissy actors who apparently never became acquainted with the great outdoors outside of a film set.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. Ah. Ooh!” Tilly pointed at her. “You want a job?”

“No,” Mark said from her other side. When they both looked, he sat there with a smile, but an arched eyebrow. “Sorry, Til. I love you like a sister, but I’m not letting you drag my wife off to Jordan for filming. I need her at home.”

She blew him a raspberry. “Spoilsport. I was only going to borrow her for a month or two, not the whole time.” She drew an invisible sign with her hands. “She’d get billed as ‘Yoga Master and Brat-Actor Wrangler’ in the final credits.”

“Sorry,” June said. “Daddy says no. Besides, all kidding aside, I really can’t leave him. He’s just healing up from the last time he threw out his back.”

“There you go using logic on me,” Tilly said.

“Maybe Eliza can help you out,” Mark suggested.

“I already asked and Rusty nixed it. Said his balls would get too lonely without her around to bust them. Rat bastard.”

 

* * * *

 

They were standing outside and chatting after dinner. Some of them were going on to Venture to play tonight. The rest of them were going home or elsewhere.

Tilly hugged June. “You doing okay? Seriously?”

“Yeah. Did I tell you the state finally gave me my gun back?”

“I think so. Glad that got settled. I was worried they might file charges against you. While I can fix a lot of shit in the Hollywood world, I can’t fix shit in the Florida legal system, unless it’s specifically going through Pat Donnelly’s courtroom.”

“Betsy, Nolan, and Kenny are doing well,” June said. “We saw them last week.”

“Excellent. I’ve e-mailed with her but haven’t been able to make the schedules gel to get together.” She smiled. “My little ducklings. Gotta keep ’em all in line.” She snapped her fingers. “Ooh. Yesss. Since your big bear dude won’t let you come with to Jordan, I’ll pass the word you’re now the official head matchmaker. How’s that? I need feet and eyes on the ground. You, Eliza, Abbey, Cali, and Chelbie.” She drew another invisible marquee in the air. “‘The Frightful Five.’”

“Are you trying to abduct my wife again?” Mark teased as he shifted his focus from his conversation with Landry back to Tilly.

“Nah, chief. Just gave her a promotion. Head matchmaker for the Suncoast Society.”

“Ah. What’s her pay raise?”

“Thirty percent of nothing.” Tilly grinned.

Mark pulled Tilly in for a hug. “Damn, it’s been dull around here without you.”

“Yeah, well, some of us don’t have boring day jobs. And you so don’t look like a CPA. I could get you cast as an extra playing a thug or something.”

“It’s my camouflage. Can’t have everyone thinking I’m a big softy.”

“There is that.” Tilly’s smile faded. “So, hey, you talked to Chelbie the past couple of days?”

“No, why?” June said.

“Mal’s in-patient now. A real good place up in Tampa. Looking at a minimum three-month stay. A bed opened up Thursday evening. Kel doesn’t want that to be open knowledge yet, just the inner circle, so to speak. And he asked me to make sure you knew so you could tell May and Jim, in case they want to go visit her. Kel and Mal really appreciated how they talked with them about…the baby. And that’s why Cali and her guys aren’t here tonight. They’re taking a turn working over at the club, so Marcia and Derrick can take a night off finally.”

“If they need to schedule us to volunteer, we can work,” Mark said.

June poked him in the chest. “You will sit your ass in a chair to DM, Daddy-Sir. Your back is still iffy. I’ll be your order giver-outer.”

“Yeah, yeah, fine, fine.” He rolled his eyes at Tilly, but smiled.

After saying their good-nights, June and Mark got into the car, but he hesitated before pulling out of the parking lot. “I know I said we’d go home, but would you mind if we headed over to the club to tell Cali to put us on the schedule to volunteer?”

She stroked his thigh. “You read my mind, Daddy.”

 

* * * *

 

Venture wasn’t just a fun place to escape to. For Mark, it was like a second home, in a way.

Their kinky family.

Family was family.

And family was everything.

Maybe he couldn’t fix things for Mal and Kel, but at least they could pitch in and help out at the club if they were needed.

When they entered the office, they found a frazzled-looking Cali behind the counter with a young woman Mark didn’t recognize.

“Hey!” Cali rounded the counter to hug them. “You here for fun tonight, she asks hopefully with an ulterior motive?”

Mark smiled. “Tilly told us you were looking to pad the volunteer roster.”

“Yeeesss!” Cali walked behind the counter and found their name badge lanyards, where they hung on a hook with the others. “Here you go. Scrye and June. Oh, and this is Skye. She’s a new volunteer. I’m starting her out here because until you showed up, I was the only other person I had here tonight who could run the computer and front desk. And I already have twenty people inside and we haven’t even been open fifteen minutes yet. Plus, Max is giving a newbie orientation to five of them in there, meaning Sean’s by himself on the floor.”

In fact, the outer office door opened, and four more members walked in.

Scrye and June put their badges on and June signed them in on the clipboard. “Daddy, if you promise not to lift anything and to sit down while you DM, I’ll stay out here and help Cali at the counter.”

He kissed her. “Good girl.”

As he headed inside, Cali called out, “Thanks, Scrye! I love you!”

He stuck his head back inside. “Love you, too—”

“Still not doin’ you,” June finished for him with a grin.

“That cracks me up every time,” Cali said.

He continued his journey inside. Sean stood inside the doorway leading to the new side of the dungeon, where he could see all the activity on both sides of the space. A couple was already making use of a spanking bench on the old side, and two other couples occupied St. Andrew’s crosses over on the new side.

He held his hand up to Scrye in greeting when he spotted the name badge and flashed him a wide grin and a thumbs-up.

“Wow, are you a sight for overwhelmed eyes right now,” Sean said when Scrye walked over to hug him.

“What happened? Why don’t you have more help?”

“Tony and Shayla were supposed to be here, but she’s down with food poisoning from iffy lunchtime sushi with Leah, and Tony got called in to work for an emergency an hour ago while he was on his way here. We thought we could handle it without calling Marcia until the other volunteers got here at ten…but apparently, we can’t. This shit is not as easy as it looks.”

“Tell me about it. Listen, my little hellion is riding my ass over my bad back. Mind if I sit on the old side and watch that, in case they need security in the office or something? That way, I’ll be right there.”

“Sure. I’ll handle the new side. When Max is done, he can float, or take care of other newbie talks.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

After getting himself a cup of coffee, Mark settled into a chair at the table closest to the play area, where he could see the scene currently going on and keep an eye on the office door when it opened. As the four people walked in, Mark spotted a line starting to stack up out the outer office door.

Holy crap.

It wasn’t even a night with a special promotion, or a presentation or anything. Experience told him if a night was this busy this early, usually that meant it got even busier later as people finished dinner and decided to come out.

Once Max had released his newbies into the wild, he walked over and hugged Scrye. “Did Sean tell you about tonight?”

“Yeah. Lucky for you, we talked to Tilly at dinner. We hadn’t planned on staying until Cali sent up the SOS when we got here. We were only going to stop by and volunteer to volunteer. But we’ll stay as late as you need us tonight. I don’t want to leave you shorthanded.”

“Well, we owe you.” More people had arrived. “Marcia said this night is usually their slow night.”

“Uh-oh.” Mark pointed to where a guy he didn’t recognize had just attached the sliding chain choker collar of a woman Mark also didn’t recognize to the frame of a St. Andrew’s cross with a snap clip. “Stop him. That’s a snapped neck or a crushed windpipe.”

“Aw, shit!” Max hustled over and quickly explained to the guy why you should never attach a collar—especially one that could constrict and choke and kill the person—to an upright piece of furniture or an overhead suspension hard point.

Fortunately, the guy looked suitably abashed and quickly unclipped it.

Max returned to Scrye. “Thanks, man. See? That’s why we need you here. I didn’t even realize he was doing that. I thought I was a pretty decent DM until tonight, when I’m the lead DM. Waaait…” He smiled, then pointed. “You’re the lead DM tonight. You have seniority.”

“Well, for as long as you need me, I suppose.” He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “So you want to go tell that lady she can’t use a strap-on on her guy here, or you want me to do it?”

He turned. “Son of a—I literally just gave them the damn newbie talk!” He hustled off to stop her while Mark chuckled.

They ended up staying all night, which put a crimp in Mark’s earlier plans to have fucked June into a gooey bliss by that time. When they locked the outer door at two a.m., Cali even had to play the full closing music playlist to get the stubborn people moving toward the exit.

It was The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald that finally broke down the wills of even the staunchest chatterboxes and got them heading for the door.

Mark hauled himself out of his chair and went to turn on the overhead work lights. “Well, there’s another one in the books.”

Max and Sean got busy sweeping and mopping, while Mark started wiping down tables and prayed he finished that before June caught him doing it. By the time she joined them to help, that part was done.

“How’d we do?” he asked her.

“Good night. Cali texted Marcia the total and she called her right back to confirm that wasn’t a typo. I think I know why we were so busy, though.”

“Why?”

“Apparently, a group from down in Ft. Myers came up tonight to check us out. The woman who was throwing a regular monthly play party down there on this weekend had to relocate because of work. I think we’re the new monthly party.”

“Oh. Wow.”

“Yeah. We had about thirty new members join tonight, in addition to regular members.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah. And I hope you don’t mind, but I added us to the volunteer schedule for the next few weeks.”

“Thank you, baby.” He kissed her. “And I sat down most of the night.”

“I know. I peeked a few times when I could.”

When they finally returned home, it was almost three thirty in the morning. He was ready to go to bed, but as they passed through the kitchen, he reached out, snagged June by the hair, and bent her facedown over the table.

He pulled up her dress and stroked her ass. “Ah, my good girl. No panties.” Smack. “Remember the morning after the Christmas party?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Smack. “What’d I do to my good girl?”

“You ate me out here on the table and later made faces at me all through Christmas dinner when Maren and Sonya were here.”

Smack. “Yes, I did, didn’t I?” Smack. He fingered her pussy and found her already wet, practically dripping.

Over twenty years together, and he could still get her wet. “Spread.”

She immediately complied as he hiked the bottom of her dress up around her waist and really started to spank her.

She moaned and squirmed and tried to get her ass up in the air to provide a better target.

He missed their daughters, but this was definitely a bonus of having an empty nest.

Smack.

He kept doing that until his cock finally woke up and cooperated and decided it wanted in on the party, too. Then he unzipped and started fucking her, hard, scooting the table with every thrust until he quickly came and filled her pussy.

Then he reached around to finger her clit. “Come fast, baby, or you don’t come at all.”

She ground herself back against him, not taking long until she was gripping the edges of the table with white-knuckles and moaning his name. All that while her pussy squeezed his cock.

Once he knew she was finished, he withdrew and shoved two fingers into her pussy, coating them before withdrawing them and pushing them into her mouth.

She moaned again, deep-throating them, sucking hard, licking his cum and hers off them.

He chuckled. “My good girl. That weekend I spent fucking you and then making you suck a dildo coated in my cum while I did forced orgasm play on you really rewired your brain, didn’t it?”

“Mmm-hmm!”

He pulled his fingers free and drew her up into his arms. “How do you put up with my twisted mind, sweetheart?”

“Because you’ve never tried to use a Christmas tree on me as an insertable, and you won’t try to draw tiger stripes on me with permanent markers.”

“Is that why Loren calls red on markers?”

“Yep.”

“I love that man, but Ross is a little tetched, as they say.”

“Says the man who got his official start in shibari by doing macramé on his daughters’ stuffed animals.” She grinned.

“Well, when you put it like that.” He yawned. “Let’s sleep late tomorrow,” he said. “I think we’ve earned alone time together doing absolutely nothing.”

“Like that weekend in Indy.”

He turned. “The camp?”

Honestly? He was a little surprised she brought that up. She rarely talked about it.

“Our very first weekend together alone without anyone else.”

“Wasn’t exactly the best circumstances.”

“I know. But now I can look back on it and I love you even more for what you did for me.”

He cupped her face. “Baby, it’s my job to take care of you. Always has been, and always will be.” 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Back then

 

Under the circumstances, June’s parents didn’t object to Mark driving her to Indianapolis to the gymnastics camp and attending with her. If anything, they acted a little relieved to know that he’d be there to protect and keep an eye on her. Even though it was only two weeks after July’s murder, and a week after her funeral, her parents thought they needed to get her away from home and the crazy media coverage that had descended upon them following the crime.

Mark would refuse to let her out of his sight, except for her going to the bathroom or being in a dressing room at the camp.

June suspected they hoped attending the camp would help her, would be a focus for her.

Mark’s parents bought a video camera for him to take with them, so he could film the event for everyone to watch later. They also let him drive his dad’s car, since it was only a year old and in good mechanical condition.

June’s mom couldn’t make the trip because she was barely vertical, and her dad wanted to stay home with her.

June didn’t miss that her dad made Mark take one of his handguns with him, kept locked in the glove box.

May, torn between staying and taking care of their parents or going to support June when Mark’s parents offered to pay her way, finally had the issue settled for her when June asked her to stay behind and help take care of their mom and fill in for them at Cara’s.

On the two-day ride up, June spent a lot of time staring out the passenger window.

At things July rightfully should have been here with her to see.

I’m sorry I didn’t come home earlier, sis.

She didn’t even feel like reading. If she wasn’t staring out the window, she was staring at Mark. He didn’t try to talk when she didn’t feel like it, instead singing along with the radio and some CDs they’d brought with them.

Yes, she loved him.

He had no idea how much she loved and needed him.

Right now, he was her only tether to sanity. No way could she kill herself with him in her life. Besides knowing the grief would likely kill her mom, and it would definitely hurt her dad and May, she had to stay alive to make sure no one ever tried to pin July’s or Matt’s murders on Mark.

She could never allow that to happen.

And she didn’t want Mark’s last memory of her to be him reading a suicide note with her confessing to Matt’s murder.

That wasn’t the last memory she wanted anyone she loved to have of her.

Stuck between a rainy night and a hardened heart, she knew she’d need to come to peace with it.

Somehow.

But love. Love for Mark and her family.

Above all, that helped guide her.

She wondered if during their overnight stay at a hotel on the way up he would want to have sex with her, but he didn’t. Instead, he held her as she cried, making no attempt whatsoever to seduce her.

In his arms, she felt safe, secure.

Loved.

And that night as she went to sleep, she knew she’d be spending the rest of her life with him.

If he’d have her.

All the contenders were staying at a hotel close to the private training facility where the camp was being held. When they arrived late Thursday afternoon before the first day of the event and got checked in with camp officials, the woman at the registration table paused when she found June’s packet, then forced a smile June pegged before the woman even spoke.

“Hold on a minute, sweetie. I’ll be right back.”

She got up and walked away. When she returned a moment later, she brought someone with her, a man. June recognized the coach from Myrtle Beach.

He hugged her. “Cara called me. I’m so sorry.” He motioned for the woman to hand him June’s packet. “Normally, we don’t make exceptions like this. But Cara told me it might be better for you if we did, and this is a camp, not a competition.”

He opened her envelope and handed June two name badges, a red lanyard she recognized as being for the athletes, since she’d seen a few girls wearing them. The other, a blue one, for coaches, with Mark’s name on it.

“Thank you,” she managed, her vision blurring with tears. She felt Mark’s arm wrap around her shoulders, drawing her close.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, sounding choked up. “I appreciate it. I promised her parents I wouldn’t let her out of my sight.”

“Cara spoke very highly of you, young man. Said you are very impressive. Always helping out at her gym, and I remembered seeing you at competitions myself, last few times I was in Florida. Cara doesn’t give compliments lightly, either, and I’ve known her since she was thirteen and a competitor.”

He kindly smiled. “I’ve talked to the other coaches, and our staff. If there is anything you need this weekend, either of you, please let us know. I know how difficult it was for you to make this trip in the first place.”

“Thanks,” she managed, pulling the lanyard over her neck.

Mark donned his and took the packet from the coach. They stepped away from the registration table so he could go through the envelope and find the schedule of events. Tonight was a welcome dinner at the hotel, then tomorrow morning, early, the warm-up session before the first training session.

It might not be a “competition,” but it was definitely a competition. They knew the coaches would be sending out the letters next week.

June knew some of the girls there, but not many. A few people cast odd glances their way at dinner, and she spotted people whispering behind their hands.

More, however, sought her out to hug her and offer their condolences.

In some ways, June thought those were more difficult to endure. But she had to, or risk flying into a rage about the sonofabitch who’d murdered her sister, and then stating her glee that he was dead.

Except…as far as the police knew—and her parents had even notified them that she was going out of town with Mark so they didn’t think it was suspicious—Matt was still alive and on the run.

She hoped Matt was running…through the intestines of gators and fish and whatever else inhabited the waters of the Manatee River.

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, as they arrived for the first session before daybreak, Mark worried about June. Not just her grief, but something seemed wrong even beyond that.

Shattered.

He wasn’t so egotistical that he thought he had some or even any of the answers about what to do to help her.

So he did the only thing he knew how, and that was carry her gear bag, help her with her stretches before the warm-up session, and not interrupt her normal self-talk processes she went through.

Except…usually when she did this, she did it with July. They had a special banter between the two of them, so low and rapidly spoken that he couldn’t make it all out, but they’d always laughed at the end and hugged.

Ending with saying to each other, “I’ve got your back, sis.”

Always.

June had practiced several times with Cara before they’d left, but the past two days they’d been on the road and June couldn’t do anything except stretch.

Even those practices with Cara had been painful to watch. His beautiful force of nature seemed diminished, stiff.

Cracked and in dire risk of falling apart.

Whether he could hold her together remained to be seen, but he’d try.

Oh, how he’d try.

He would always have her back. And he’d spend as much of the rest of his life as she’d let him showing her that and trying to help her rebuild her former fury.

After she unzipped and removed her jacket and slipped off her warm-up pants, she sat and he helped her wrap her ankles and wrists, like he had for her, and July, countless times before. Cara had shown him how, so he could help at the gym.

Before she headed into the practice area, he rested his hands on her shoulders and waited until her jittery gaze settled on his.

“I have your back, baby,” he whispered. “Always and forever. No matter what. I love you. You’ve got this.”

She stared at him for a long moment, her eyes filling with tears. He’d almost regretted saying it when she wrapped her arms around him, squeezing desperately, drowning, pressing her face against his chest.

“Thank you,” she whispered before releasing him and turning to go to the tumbling mat practice area, which was currently not as busy as the beam, bars, and other areas.

The gym smelled of sweat and chalk and hopes about to be made or dashed. Every sound echoed throughout the arena, squeaks and rattles of equipment, flesh smacking mats, coaches offering advice, voices of the girls calling out to friends, and parents urging their girls on from the spectator area.

Mark barely remembered to get the video camera out and start recording.

He knew this tumbling routine. July and June, with Cara’s help, had perfected their routines. Similar, same points value overall, similar elements, but slightly different arrangements and moves. He still wasn’t good enough to pick out a lot of the finer nuances between some of the elements without looking at it on slo-mo on a video.

But…

He frowned, pulling his eye from the viewfinder to watch in real time. The tumbling program June was starting wasn’t her program.

It was July’s.

What is she doing?

Instead of a tsunami, it was like watching a fire tornado tumbling and flipping across the mat as if volcanic lava flowed through her veins instead of blood and heartbreak. Intense and painfully beautiful, her final jump and flip went higher than he’d ever seen her or July previously soar before she stuck the landing, both feet together, hands up, back arched.

A few people nearby even clapped for her.

Far more had been watching, stunned into silence by the lightning storm that had just scorched the mat.

He could see how hard she was breathing as she stepped down and cleared the mat for the next person to practice.

Not trying to speak to her, or make her speak, he shut off the camera and handed her a bottle of water as she returned to their seats along the edge of the arena.

A bad feeling nagged at him.

Beyond the obvious.

Something felt wrong to him. Really wrong. He knew that June hadn’t practiced July’s routines before they left on this trip.

Once she’d pulled on her jacket and sank into her chair, he knelt in front of her. “June?”

Her gaze skittered over his face and down again, away.

He cupped her hands in his and hoped he wasn’t pushing things too hard or fast. “Baby, look at me.”

She finally did.

“You have to do your routines. That’s what you practiced.”

“She should be here.”

“I know, sweetheart. I know. But I don’t want you getting hurt. You’re not prepared for those.”

She nodded, except he suspected she was going to keep on going on, wanting to ensure her spot on the team with July’s routines.

A way to hold on.

He sighed and stood, pressing a kiss to her forehead. As he straightened to move to his chair, she snagged his hand and pulled him in.

“Marry me,” she whispered. “Please?”

He knelt again, holding her hands. “Honey, you’re seventeen and—”

“It’s legal. I’m old enough. And I know Mom and Dad will say yes anyway. Please?”

“What about—” He’d almost said school, except he knew if she made the team and traveled, school was over for her until she finished. “Are you sure? You know I can’t travel with you. I have to go to school.”

“Please? It’ll make it easier on me knowing you’re waiting for me to come home. And traveling would only be a couple of years at the most.”

He reached up to caress her cheek. “We can talk about this at the room tonight. Okay? It’s not a simple yes for me, although yes, I want to marry you. I need to make sure this is because you want to, not because you feel you have to. I won’t pressure you.”

“You’re not. I’m asking you.”

Again, not as simple as that, but this wasn’t the time to have that discussion. In fact, from the way the tendons in her neck stood out, taut, he worried about her stress levels, knew she might be pushing herself toward a migraine at that rate.

“Yes.” He kissed her hands. “But I set the date, and I get to propose the way I want to. Understand?”

At least he was rewarded with the ghost of a smile, the first from her since…then. “Yes, sir,” she teased.

Something stirred deep inside him. He dropped his voice, smiling at her. “Keep it up, baby, I’ll make you call me that. I think I like it.”

Okay, soooo totally worth it to see a real smile finally break through, even as wan of one as it was. “Then maybe I’ll keep doing it.”

Relief washed through him. One more storm safely ridden through. “Then you’d better get back out there and practice beam.”

“Pull my springboard for me?”

He nodded. “Of course. Anything, baby.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Now

 

With Mark, June’d had some wonderfully stable times. He’d never let her down, not once. She couldn’t have asked for a better husband, or a better father to her daughters.

Or a better Master.

Her rock, her lighthouse, her anchor.

Her everything.

Her Higher Power.

She rarely lost sight of how lucky she was, but there were moments which slammed that fact home even harder than usual.

This Sunday afternoon, they sat at June’s kitchen table, her and Chelbie and May. Chelbie looked worn and worried, and it made June very thankful she was able to pay back to the Universe a fraction of the energy she’d sapped from it so many years ago.

The past several weekends, June and Mark had volunteered both Friday and Saturday nights at Venture, and she was even letting Mark stand up now during his DM shifts.

The Fitbit she’d bought for him, when his doctor told him he needed to lose some weight to help with his back problems, had shown he was getting more exercise now than he usually did. He’d lost another five pounds, so she considered it a win.

That it amused him that spanking her and tying her up also showed as “activity” was a happy bonus. In fact, this afternoon, he and Tony were at the club giving a rope demo. Tony was tying Shayla with Scrye’s help and supervision, but when Chelbie had called that morning and asked to talk, Mark had let June stay behind.

“Sorry I’m dumping this on you guys,” Chelbie said. “I needed someone to talk to with experience in this, and Tilly’s back in the UK and about to head to Jordan.”

“How’s Mal doing?” June asked.

“Um, it’s touchy right now. The first therapist they’d paired her with at the inpatient facility turned out to be…unsuitable.”

“Unsuitable how?” May asked.

June had never told May the full depths of her dynamic with Mark. While May and Jim knew they had some friends who had non-traditional relationship dynamics, they had so far managed to keep the BDSM aspect from them.

But when she saw Chelbie reach up and touch her throat, June knew. “The woman thought, based on some things that Mal told her, that Kel was abusing her.”

“That’s ridiculous!” May said. “That man would no more abuse Mal than…well, than Jim would abuse me, or Mark would abuse June!”

June struggled not to laugh. This was definitely no laughing matter, even if what May said was unintentionally funny as fuck.

“Exactly. When the therapist confronted Kel, and Kel turned it around and told her no, they had an unconventional sex life but there was no abuse and everything they did was consensual, that kind of…blew up.”

“Blew up how?” June asked.

“As in Kel immediately went to an administrator and got him involved, and the administrator ended up firing the woman because her behavior was so egregious. But unfortunately, the damage had been done. She’d had over three weeks of working with Mal, and now has Mal convinced not that Kel was abusing her, but Mal extrapolated that losing the baby must have been her fault, because she was totally fucked up and abnormal for liking something other than the missionary position.”

“Well, who don’t?” May said, sounding disgusted. “That’d be a damn boring sex life. So, what, she likes a blindfold or handcuffs or something in bed?”

Chelbie slowly nodded. “Yeah, along those lines. Nothing horrible. And yeah, I knew about it. I am her bestie, after all. But I’m also not exactly a prude in my own sex life. Had I thought Kel was abusive, they’d have never found Kel’s body, trust me.”

“Amen,” June muttered.

They fist-bumped.

“So now the facility is trying to do damage control.”

“I thought they were supposed to be a good place?” June asked.

“They are. The woman had gone rogue and no one realized it. She was a relatively new hire. No one realized that yes, she was great at treating eating disorders, but only for straight monogamous people who aren’t kinky. Now they’re trying to do a hard reset with Mal and undo that damage so they can start making progress again in treating her eating disorder.”

“How can we help?” June asked.

Chelbie sighed. She clasped her hands together, studying them for a long, quiet moment. “I apparently need to start playing the lottery. I confirmed this morning that I’m pregnant.”

“Congratulations!” June and May said almost simultaneously.

Then Chelbie burst into tears.

“Okay, what’s wrong?” June said.

“Uh, my bestie lost her baby, and is now battling an eating disorder, and I wasn’t even trying to get pregnant and bam.”

May kindly smiled as she laid a hand over Chelbie’s. “I know that I was happy for my friends if they had that kind of news for me. The two feelings—grief and happiness—are not mutually exclusive states. It’s possible to feel both at the same time.”

“What’d Rich and Nick say?” June asked.

Chelbie didn’t look up. “They don’t know yet,” she quietly admitted. “I’ve had a feeling this week, and I went out and bought a pregnancy test kit this morning. It confirmed it. Rich and Nick weren’t home.”

“You haven’t told them yet?” June and May asked in shocked stereo.

“I don’t know how. We weren’t trying.”

“Are they going to be unhappy about this?” June asked.

“I don’t know. We honestly hadn’t decided to have that talk yet. It wasn’t something on our radar to discuss. Plus, I’m supposed to go to LA with Rich next week for a recording session with Mevi’s band! This is like the worst possible time for me to have a baby.”

“Are you thinking of getting rid of it?” May quietly asked.

“No.” Chelbie covered her face with her hands. “I’m just…in shock.”

“Let’s back up,” June said. “You’re here today because you don’t know how to tell Mal you’re pregnant?”

Chelbie didn’t uncover her face, but she pointed a finger at her. “That,” she mumbled from behind her hands.

June and May exchanged a glance, both of them smiling. June pointed at her older sister to take the lead, since her words would prove weightier.

“It’s okay to tell her,” May said. “I wouldn’t hide it from her. That’d be far worse.”

Chelbie finally dropped her hands. “We should be celebrating the little M&M’s birth by now,” she quietly said. “They keep the door closed on the nursery. Kel cries any time he goes in there, and Mal refuses to go in there because it destroys her every time.”

“Once Mal gets through her treatment and they can spend time alone together,” May said, “I’m sure that they will start to find healing and get to a point where they can either think about trying again, or they can at least reach a healing plateau. Jim and I had just bought the crib and paint for the room when I lost the baby. That was on the heels of Mom and Dad’s deaths. We hadn’t been trying to get pregnant, either. I’d forgotten to start taking my new pack of pills, and we didn’t have any condoms, so I told him to just pull out.”

May shrugged. “Sooo that didn’t work. Obviously. But once we found out I was pregnant, everything changed and we wanted to have a baby. We decided after I’d recovered that we’d just let nature take its course and see what happened instead of stressing over it and trying to make it happen. Six months later, I was pregnant again, and those cans of paint were still sitting in the spare bedroom, and we hadn’t assembled the crib yet.”

“When did you finally do that?” Chelbie asked.

“Once I hit the six-month mark. I wanted to get past the point we’d lost our first baby and give it some time. We didn’t even tell anyone I was pregnant, except June and Mark, until I was three months along and starting to show.”

“I—” June was cut off in mid-sentence by the sound of the doorbell ringing. “I’ll be right back.”

Assuming it was going to be a neighborhood kid selling something, or preachy people trying to convert her, she froze when she looked through the viewfinder and saw two men in dress shirts and slacks with sheriff’s badges clipped to their shirt pockets.

They carried sidearms holstered on their hips.

As if watching someone else’s hand, she put the safety chain in place before cracking the door open. “Can I help you?” she spoke through the screen door.

The man in front held up an official photo ID listing him as a detective from the Manatee County Sheriff’s Office. “Hello, ma’am. I’m Det. Colin Sharpe, and this is Det. Drew Westing. We’re looking for June Corden and Mark Jarette.”

“I’m June Corden. That’s my maiden name. Mark’s my husband, but he’s not home. What’s this about?”

But she knew.

Ooooh, did she knew.

Handcuffs in front or back? A quiet rear entry into the building, or a full-on perp walk in front of the press?

Would Mark divorce her before or after her trial?

“We have some information that’s come to light about your sister’s murder that we’d like to discuss with you.”

“Okay. Hold on, let me get the chain.” She closed the door so she could unlock the chain and then opened it and the screen door. “Come on in.”

“June?” May said from where she and Chelbie now stood in the doorway between the kitchen and living room.

“I think you need to hear this, too, May,” she said.

“Did you want me to go?” Chelbie asked.

“No, actually, I think I’d rather you stay, if you don’t mind. In case we need you to tell Mark and Jim what they said if we forget anything.”

In case they arrested her and May was too traumatized to recount the events to Mark.

She introduced the other two women to the detectives.

“Oh,” Det. Sharpe said to May. “That’s convenient. We were going to try to contact you next if we couldn’t locate June and Mark.”

They returned to the kitchen, all of them sitting around the table after she’d offered the men something to drink and they’d declined.

Sharpe appeared to be the lead detective. As June and May held hands, the men laid out pictures and information, including a satellite image of their old neighborhood showing some marks on the river nearby in relation to where their old house was located.

“I don’t suppose you heard about human remains being found in the Manatee River a few weeks back?” he asked.

June and May both nodded.

“Dental records lead us to believe these are the remains of Matt Gorsky, our only suspect in your sister’s murder.”

June paused for a moment to let that sink in. “Are you sure?”

“We’re waiting for a DNA test to be completed, but it appears conclusive.”

“So…he’s really dead?” May asked. “You’re sure he’s dead?”

“Yes, ma’am. We didn’t find a mandible, but nearly all the teeth were still intact in the upper jaw. The medical examiner said he’s 99.9 percent certain.”

June forced herself to say the words, because it’s what anyone else would have asked. “How did he die? And how long has he been dead?”

“It’s impossible to say exactly how long he’s been dead at this time. They’re going to do more testing, but that could take months and not even give us an accurate reading. Over a decade.”

“And how?” May asked.

“We aren’t sure, but there were some marks on a couple of the bones that are consistent with injuries received from being stabbed by a sharp implement. Whether that was the actual cause of death, or injuries sustained post-mortem, is impossible to say.”

“But…you’re sure it’s him?” June asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

May squeezed June’s hand and started crying. “Figures,” May softly said. “Bastard doesn’t even get to face trial for what he’s done.”

The DNA evidence they’d recovered from under July’s fingernails had clearly implicated Matt as being her attacker. Once those results had come back, and they’d proven that drops of blood on a pair of sneakers and some clothes they’d found buried in the back of his closet belonged to July, Matt had become the prime and only suspect in July’s murder.

Except…no one could find him.

“What happens now?” June asked.

“We’ve already notified his next-of-kin,” Sharpe said. “We’re going to be putting out a press release about it. We wanted to notify you and your family first in case you wanted to be kept in the loop if we have a press conference.”

June shook her head. “If he’s dead, then that’s it for me. Too much of my life has been lost to that asshole as it is. I can’t speak for May.”

May also shook her head. “I don’t want to talk to the press. It won’t bring July back. Or our parents. There’s nothing we can do for them, and if he’s dead, we don’t need to implore the public to look for him.” She snorted. “I damn sure don’t want to know who killed him, except to give them a hug and tell them thank you.”

The detective looked uncomfortable. “Well, that’s part of this, as well. We will be holding a coroner’s inquest to present our evidence and officially close your sister’s case, and will likely require testimony from you both, and from Mark, since he discovered her body with you. But now we have an open case regarding the circumstances surrounding Matt Gorsky’s death…”

When they left thirty minutes later, June only felt marginally better about her situation. They still wanted to talk to Mark and Jim, and Mark’s father, who was still alive.

Chelbie peeked through the front windows and watched them drive off. “Well, sounded to me like they’re just going through the motions and don’t really want to find the guy who killed him.”

June stared at her. “It did?”

“Phhp. Uh, yeah. I lost count of how many times they said, ‘This is just a formality,’ and, ‘It’s okay if you can’t remember.’ Those were not cops interested in resurrecting a dead and well-beaten horse. They know Matt killed her and now he’s dead. Case closed.” Her voice gentled. “Sorry. Guess that’s why you asked me to stay, huh?”

“Exactly.”

May looked as stunned as June felt. “I can’t believe he’s dead. I mean, as many times over the years as I wished he was dead, and…he was. All this time.” She finally focused on June. “Do you think he killed himself?”

One of the possible theories the deputies had mentioned was that they thought maybe he’d drowned himself out of guilt, since he couldn’t swim, and that some of the damage to his bones could have also been done by boat propellers, but they wouldn’t state that with any degree of certainty until the ME wrote up his official report.

There was also the theory that Matt had someone with him, a friend or coworker he’d brought to June and July’s apartment, but who maybe stayed outside and didn’t realize he’d killed her. Maybe they’d even driven him there. And when news of the murder broke, that person killed Matt themselves and was the person who’d moved his truck.

Except there wasn’t any proof of that, and it was simply one of many hypotheses. Like perhaps he’d owed someone money, and they killed him when they found out what he’d done to July.

The detectives even asked June and May if Matt had any friends or coworkers who might have wanted him dead before the news of July’s death broke.

At least their parents, and Mark’s and Jim’s, all had airtight alibis.

Apparently, so did June, May, Mark, and Jim.

Even after all these years, no leaks had seeped in.

June sank to the couch and started crying. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Back then

 

Mark walked over to the practice area to stand with June to wait for a beam to become free. They wouldn’t have to wait long, because the routines were no more than ninety seconds long, and everyone was only going through their routine once and then moving on.

Normally it didn’t strike him so hard, but he stood taller by several heads than all the girls—and they were all basically girls, no fully grown women too old to reasonably have a shot—and taller than all but one of the coaches, a man who was about Mark’s height.

In fact, June appeared to be one of the oldest there, except that he knew looks were deceiving. June looked several years younger than she really was, people frequently mistaking her—and July—as his little sister. Whereas people always assumed he was several years older because of his height and how his voice had deepened when he’d hit puberty.

When the girl before June walked up to start her routine, June chalked her hands and feet but she looked nervous and unsettled in a way he wasn’t used to seeing.

“Where do you want the springboard?”

“Side.”

That wasn’t where June usually mounted from. She preferred mounting from the end for her most challenging routines, saving the high-point elements for on the beam and wanting safety for the mount.

Side mounts were July’s preference, usually attempting something with a high level of difficulty so she’d be able to gauge how well she’d have to do the rest of the program.

“June—”

“Side.” She stared up at him and he caught a glimpse of her storms.

“Okay. Side.”

The other girl finished and cleared out while Mark walked around to position the springboard the way he had for July so many times without even asking exactly where June wanted it. He would stand out of the way and then duck in to move it so in case she fell, she wouldn’t land on it.

June nailed the mount, drawing a few head nods of appreciation and respect from the girls and coaches awaiting their turns. As she worked down the beam away from him, Mark moved the springboard and silently prayed in a way that he never did that she didn’t hurt herself.

She hadn’t even walked through the routine, something both sisters did multiple times in warm-ups even before hitting the equipment.

He realized he hadn’t brought the camera over, but he couldn’t have run it anyway, needing to grab the springboard, spot her, and step in if she fell. He also realized he’d been holding his breath when he had to gasp for air as she stuck her landing perfectly, feet together, back arched, arms up and out.

A light spattering of applause sounded nearby from the spectator area, definitely for her.

Of course it was. From what he could see, the other girls were technically good, but June had…something.

Her inner storm.

Still terrified she was going to hurt herself, he hurried to catch up with her on their walk back to their seats.

“So, this marriage thing,” he said, hoping his tone came out light. “Once you’re done traveling for competition, you going to make it up to me by letting me be in charge for a while?”

Because the running joke in his family and hers was that she led him around.

He willingly followed, but that was because he loved her.

Now more than ever, he felt scared for her, worried about her.

Worried about what she’d done and what she might do if she let her grief and anger over July’s death take over.

Worried that she might have overlooked some other detail that would implicate her in Matt’s “disappearance.”

None of these were things he could say aloud, though. Not without revealing his own actions.

Fortunately, she smiled up at him. “Yes, sir.” Her smile faded. “Long as you don’t turn into…him.”

“Never, sweetheart. You have my word. I swear I’ll never be controlling like that. I…” He lowered his voice. “I’m scared for you. I want to take care of you. I want to be able to protect you. I also want your success, and that’s why I’m okay with you doing this. Because it’s what you love, and I love you. But whenever you finally finish this part of your life, please come home to me so I can do my job for you. Like Dad takes care of Mom.”

“I love your parents.” She stroked his cheek. “I’m thinking about getting my coaching certification…after. I’ll still have to travel when I do.”

“And I’ll travel with you as much as I can. The times I can’t, I’ll be worried to death until you’re safe with me again.”

 

* * * *

 

Mark’s mother had a doctorate in literature. She’d held off going to college until after Mark’s father graduated, then he put her through college with his job. She’d had to drop out of college while pregnant with Mark due to complications that forced her on to bed rest. Once Mark was old enough and in school, she’d completed her undergraduate degree so she could become a teacher.

Then, after Mark had started high school, she’d gone back to graduate school for her advanced degree. She was a brilliant woman, and June loved how Mark’s parents seemed to dote on each other.

In fact, that was where June got the “yes, sir” crack from, having heard Mark’s mom say that to his father plenty of times, usually accompanied by a playful, loving smile. He called her “baby” and she called him “Daddy,” and there was always something so tender about it, as if their worlds revolved around each other.

They had a traditional family, and yet she could see how Mark’s father did everything in life with the end of taking care of his wife and making her happy while still sort of being…in charge. But not in a domineering way like…him. In return, she seemed to always defer to him for nearly everything, but she was literally the happiest woman June knew.

Sure, her mom loved her dad, but they bickered like most other parents.

If Mark’s parents ever bickered—and she’d never heard them bicker—then they hid it quite well.

As Mark had pointed out, nearly thirty years together, and they were still going strong and obviously doing something right.

Her own parents, yes, they loved each other, but there was just…something between Mark’s parents that June craved to have in her own future.

Her future with Mark.

The only thing that shed a ray of light into her dark and damaged soul.

A ray of hope that, one day, maybe she wouldn’t hurt as much as she did right now.

She palmed his cheeks. “If you marry me, I promise when I’m done with my professional gymnastic career as a competitor that I’ll be happy to have you be in charge.”

He laid his hands over hers. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“You’ve never given me a reason not to.” She let him pull her in for a hug and closed her eyes, feeling safe.

He always made her feel safe.

 

* * * *

 

Mark tried not to worry as the morning warm-ups progressed. To his less-than-trained eyes, June didn’t appear to make any major mistakes, even though she continued to perform July’s routines.

By the time the breakfast break was announced, she looked drained but grimly determined. She’d done the beam routine three more times, as well as her floor routine, the uneven bars, and the vault.

He drove them back to the hotel so they could eat breakfast and sit through the first meeting, an informal orientation by the coaching staff letting the athletes know what would be expected if they were selected, and the requirements they’d have to meet, in case anyone wouldn’t be able to fulfill them.

He glanced at June during the meeting, the fire blazing within her, nearly scorching him with her intensity. How could anyone else not see it?

Back in the room for a few minutes before they left for the training facility again, June took a couple of minutes to call home and check in with them, talking to her mom and dad and then May last, to get some training pointers.

Then June handed him the phone. “May wants to talk to you.” She disappeared into the bathroom. With the exhaust fan on, and the door closed, it’d be difficult for June to overhear his end of the conversation.

He sat on the bed. “Yeah?”

“How is she really doing?”

He dropped his voice. “I don’t know. She’s performing July’s routines. I tried to talk her into doing hers, but she won’t. She hasn’t even practiced those before this morning. I’m worried about her.”

May sounded like she’d taken the cordless phone into a different room. “I was afraid of that. Just do the best you can with her. Remind her that July would want her to do her best. And June doing her own routines is June at her best.”

“They gave me a coaching badge so I could be on the floor with her.”

“They did? Holy smokes.”

“The guy in charge said Cara called him personally to tell him what happened.”

“Oh…shit,” she whispered. “That’s right, I forgot she trained with him for a while. Well, use that to your advantage, if you can.”

“How?”

“June loves you. She’ll listen to you.”

“She’s not listening to me so far.” He heard the toilet flush. “I have to go. We’ll call tonight.”

“Thanks.”

He hung up just as June emerged from the bathroom. “Ready to go?”

She nodded.

June started to reach for her gym bag, but he grabbed it first and shouldered it. “Nope. You enjoy having your own personal valet this weekend.”

Fortunately, it made her smile. “Personal valet, huh?”

“Mm hmm.”

“Thanks…sir.”

He grinned. “You think I’m kidding, but I’m not.”

She turned and draped her arms around his neck, staring up into his eyes. “I know you’re not. That’s why I love you so much.” She rose up on her toes and brushed a kiss across his lips before stepping away.

He gently caught her hand. “Please, for the afternoon session, do your routines. Your routines got you here.” He thought about May’s words. “July would want you to do your best, and you doing your routines is your best.”

For just a second, he thought he’d screwed up. Her smile faltered then shifted back into place. “I need to represent her. She deserves that. She always had my back. This is the only way I can have hers now.”

He couldn’t tell her what he suspected. If she’d wanted to tell him, she would. “By being here, you are. She’s always with you in your heart. And if she was standing right here with us today, she’d kick your ass for not doing your routines, and you know it. They’ve got that free session on Sunday, before the closing banquet. Do July’s routines then. You need to do yours now.”

A long, ragged breath escaped her. “I know.”

“Please, I’m afraid you’re going to hurt yourself. You almost lost your grip on that third bar routine, plus your timing was off. You nearly missed the change-over, or whatever it’s called. You never do that.”

Today was all about the prep, the coaches working with the girls so that tomorrow afternoon during the exhibition, where the main selections would be winnowed down by the coaches, they could shine their brightest.

“She should be here,” she whispered.

He pulled her to him. “I know. I wish she was, too.”

She pulled away and headed for the door. They had to get moving.

Whether or not she’d follow through and stop trying to do July’s routines…

Well, at this point, he wouldn’t harass her about it anymore. Whatever would be would be. She’d made it here, and that was the important part.

If she failed…

He’d be there to help pick up her pieces, if she’d let him. 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Recent history

 

“Why do you need the practice?” June asked Mark. “You’ve literally done some of these ties hundreds of times.”

“Because I don’t want to waste Kel’s time when we do the photo shoot tomorrow, and I need to perfect the instructions so we get the right pictures in the correct order. This is going to be our first book. I want it to be good.”

“I’m going to kill Kaden for instigating this,” June muttered. “‘Scrye, dude, you should totally write a book,’” she imitated. “‘Derrick, dude, you should totally open a dungeon.’ I mean, I love that Dom to death, but damn, why is he always playing Huck Finn to y’all and instigating and then sitting back and laughing his ass off?”

Mark arched an eyebrow at her. He couldn’t focus on her while he was driving. “For starters, you mean Tom Sawyer, not Huck Finn. Second, he wasn’t the only one saying I should do it. And third, you know as well as I do that he secretly kicked in a lot of his own money and attorney services to help Marcia and Derrick start Venture. Besides, weren’t you the one teasing me I should write kinky macramé books?”

“I never thought you’d take me seriously.” It wasn’t that she minded it. She was actually looking forward to it. Especially since she would be the model, although dressed in a tube top, bikini bottoms, and wearing a mask over her eyes to conceal her identity.

It was the fact that it was their first child-free weekend in two months, Mark had just wrapped up tax season, and she’d been planning on spending this Saturday and Sunday tied up.

Literally.

Alone with him.

At home.

While being well-fucked.

Ironically, she’d get the tied-up part. Except because they were doing this at Venture, and since today Ross and Loren were going to help them, and tomorrow Kel would be doing the photo shoot for them, they couldn’t engage in the rest of it.

Ross and Loren were meeting them at Venture with the key, and would be safety spotters for them. Plus, Loren was going to follow along with Mark’s laptop and the Word document and make notes where Mark wanted pictures taken. And she was helping edit the book. Once Kel took the final pictures, and they had the manuscript ready, they’d already found a professional formatter who would prepare it for publication for them for a reasonable fee. Then they could submit the electronic files to a printer to self-publish it.

Pen names: Scrye the Guy and Little July.

That had been June’s suggestion, and he’d immediately loved and latched on to it. The perfect way to protect their privacy and honor June’s sister, as well as he loved the rhyme.

They’d be there at the club all day, because they were now also teaching a Shibari class at five he’d volunteered them for at the last minute. Then dinner at Sigalo’s. Then back to Venture for the evening.

Meaning by the time they finally returned home late that night, June would likely be too damn tired to want to have an orgasm, and so would Mark. Plus they’d have to get up early tomorrow to meet Kel at eight in the morning.

Ross and Loren drove up just as Mark and June were unloading his rigger bags from the trunk of their car.

“Hey, guys,” Ross said. “Sorry about that. Hope you weren’t waiting long.”

“Just got here.”

With everything toted inside and set up under the A-frame, they quickly got started. Loren dragged a table over from the social area to make it easier on her to work on the laptop.

June started stripping and stood there, waiting.

Mark frowned. “Well?”

“What do you mean?”

He pointed at her. “Where’s your stuff?”

“This is just practice.”

“Uh, it’s dress rehearsal, as we call it in theatre, and that means you wear what you’re wearing for the real thing. That’s why I told you to bring them.”

Rolling her eyes, she grabbed the bag, rummaged through it, and pulled the top and panties on. “Better?”

“No. Where’s the mask?”

“That thing’s stupid. I feel like a kinky Robin.”

“Nana-nana-nana-nana…bon-dage!” Loren sang out, giggling and cracking Ross up.

Mark gave June the look.

Finally, she let out an aggravated sigh and pulled the mask from the bag, putting it on. “There, Sir.”

His arm shot out and he grabbed her braid, wrapping it around his hand and pulling her in close. “What was that?” he whispered.

She swallowed hard. “Sorry, Sir.”

He pressed a kiss to her lips, a long, sensuous one that told her she wasn’t in serious trouble, no matter what his tone. He released her braid and gave her a smile.

“I’ll make this up to you, baby. I promise.”

A tired sigh escaped her. “I know. Sorry I’m bitchy. I just reeeaally wanted alone time with you this weekend.”

He smiled as he stroked her cheek. “I know, baby. I’m sorry.”

After he tied the hard point ring in place, he lifted June so she could test it with her weight. She immediately swung herself up and onto the top of the A-frame where she perched, smiling down at them, making both Ross and Loren laugh.

June wiggled her fingers in a wave. “Hiya.”

Scrye gave her the look again. “You stand up on that thing, and you’re getting caned in the bad way. Down. Now. You know it scares me when you do that.”

She pouted. “It’s as wide up here as a balance be—”

“Down. Now.”

“Fine.” She lowered herself, expecting it when Scrye caught her by the waist and gently set her on the ground.

Ross shook his head, still chuckling. “Even knowing she was a gymnast, it still surprises the hell out of me when she does stuff like that. It’s even funnier watching your big sadist self get scared.”

“You think that scared me? You should have seen her at the gym camp.”

 

* * * *

 

Scrye cut their evening short at ten. He wanted to salvage a little of the night for June. He got it—she was caught in a cycle of teaching kids at her sister’s gym, he’d been stuck in tax season hell, and then there were Girl Scouts and Maren’s swimming lessons and Sonya’s tennis lessons and practices and juggling schedules and…

He got it.

She literally worked harder than he did, all things considered. To him, this weekend was actually play and relaxation, even if it was “work.”

June wouldn’t even be able to enjoy the full benefits of the bondage tomorrow, the shutting off of her brain.

She was quiet during the ride home, and he knew she assumed they’d be going to bed without any play time.

He had saved some energy for her, though.

And as soon as they were through the front door, he dropped his bags and grabbed June by the hair, leading her to their bedroom.

“Someone needs to pay for her mouthiness today, and for scaring me with their little acrobatic stunts.”

During the class, while he wasn’t looking, several times June had jumped up, caught the ring, and struck a funny pose while sticking her tongue out at Mark’s back, which had cracked everyone up.

He didn’t let go of her hair as he rummaged through their top dresser drawer with one hand. “Mmhmm. There they are.” He didn’t let her see what he grabbed, shoving them into his pockets. Then, he let her go. “Strip. Hands and knees on the bed.”

While she did that, he prepared a few other things, knowing she thought this would be an easy, sensuous play session, since he didn’t want to cane her the night before a photo shoot.

Oh, how wrong she was.

He retrieved one of the rope bags from the hall and brought it to the bedroom, noting June had stripped in record time. Sticking two fingers into her pussy proved she was already dripping wet and ready. He worked a third in, which made her moan as he slowly finger-fucked her, driving her crazy.

She moaned again when he withdrew his hand and made her suck his fingers. “Yeah, you’re going to earn that orgasm tonight, baby. I’m going to teach you that Daddy doesn’t play around when he wants you to behave.”

He tied her like that to the bed, her upper arms and thighs connected by ropes keeping her on her hands and knees, and four ropes to the four corners to keep her in place. After blindfolding her, he pulled the hidden items from his pocket and laid them on the bed before he started stripping.

More fingering of her pussy and clit, to get her moaning and rocking against him, driving her need higher, shoving her thinking mind out the door for a few minutes.

Then he put the nipple clamps on her.

She whined but she took them, especially once he started playing with her clit again for a moment to take the edge off.

“Promise Daddy you won’t do that again,” he said. “No more climbing on the top of the A-frame.”

“Y-yes, Sir. I promise.”

He smacked her ass with his bare hands, not enough to leave marks, just enough to sting and keep her subspace rolling. “I’d be caning you if we weren’t doing pictures tomorrow, you know that, right?”

“Yes, S-sir.”

He pulled on a glove, picked up the butt plug, lubed it and her ass, and started working it inside her. “Going to fuck your pussy tonight, baby, but you will be wearing this.”

She moaned, rocking against it, trying to take it in despite how big it was. He’d decided to go with the largest one they owned, and it took her a couple of minutes of fucking her ass against his hand to finally make it past the widest part, where it slid home snugly against her crack.

“Good girl.” He stripped off the glove inside out and dropped it to the floor.

Then he picked up the Hitachi, plugged it in, and turned it on. She jumped even as a moan escaped her.

She knew what was coming next.

Or so she thought.

“Yes, I know what my baby wants.” He ran it over her ass, even pressing it against the base of the butt plug, between her legs, which she couldn’t close because of how he’d tied her, along her pussy lips.

Everywhere but against her clit so she could get off.

He switched it off, silently giggling over her forlorn moan. Her juices were dripping out of her now, running down her inner thighs.

“Someone needs to beg if they want to come for me.”

“Please, let me come, Daddy! I need to come.”

“What will you promise me if I let you come tonight?”

“Anything! I’ll do anything for you!”

“Anything?”

“Yes, Sir!”

He picked up the four clothespins he’d kept concealed from her. “You’re taking red off the table?”

“Yes, Sir!”

“I want fifteen minutes of no red, unless you get a leg cramp or something. And then I’ll make you come nice and hard.”

She knew he would never violate her hard limits. And she knew he wouldn’t cane her.

“Yes, please, Sir!”

He grinned as he reached under her and located her labia. “Good girl. Starting…now.”

He clipped two of the clothespins to each of her pussy lips, now loudly giggling at her pained moan as she realized exactly what she’d gotten herself into.

Her personal best for taking the clothespins was three on each side for thirty minutes. He’d let her trade minutes for cane strokes several times.

And as he knelt behind her and carefully aligned his cock with her pussy, he was cautious not to rub his dick against the clothespins as he slowly fucked her.

She squirmed and moaned and whined, knowing he wasn’t going to fuck her hard enough to get off yet. “You sound uncomfortable, sweetheart,” he teased. “You still have thirteen minutes left.” He stopped with his cock buried deep inside her pussy. “Meanwhile, I have a nice cunt to fuck. I love it when you have a butt plug in.”

June moaned, torn between trying to fuck herself against him and not wanting to move, because of the clothespins and nipple clamps.

“Repeat after me, baby,” he said. “‘I will obey Sir.’”

“I will obey Siirrrr…” She devolved into another moan. The irony, he knew, was that the pain was making her hornier, combined with the butt plug in her ass and his cock in her pussy.

“‘I will always obey Sir.’”

“I will a-always obey Sir.”

“Say it.”

She struggled to make it all the way through her mantra, made even more difficult when he leaned in and started gently tugging on her nipple clamps to distract her.

Once she’d finished, he took another stroke inside her. Now his dick felt like hot iron, throbbing, loving this.

He thought about the kid he was who’d been in love with June in high school and college. Back then, he’d thought wanting to pull her over his lap and spank her was naughty and hot.

Oh, how innocent we were.

“Eleven minutes, baby. You’re doing great.” He pressed on the base of the butt plug. “Will someone get mouthy with Sir tomorrow?”

“No, Sir.”

“Why does Sir order you to behave?”

“So I don’t get hurt.”

“I also would have accepted keeping you safe. That’s my job, and it’s always been my job. Who’s in charge?”

“Sir’s in charge.”

“And who wanted it that way?”

“I do, Sir.”

“So are you going to be my good girl if I let you have an orgasm?”

“Yes, Sir!”

“Good.” He slowly fucked her, struggling to hold his own release in check. “New punishment rule, baby. For the next six months, instead of cane strokes, I’m going to issue minutes spent with clothespins on your pussy and standing in the corner. The worse the infraction, the more clothespins you’ll get, and the longer time you’ll get. Understand?”

Another moan, a mix of pain and pleasure, escaped her. “Yes, Sir.”

“And then to get free from the clothespins, you’ll have to present yourself to me for fucking. Once I come, I’ll let you come and then I’ll take the clothespins off. Understand?”

She nodded her head, her pussy throbbing around his cock. He suspected she was close to orgasming. “Yes, Sir!”

She still had five minutes left, but he knew he was too close to last the rest of the time. Grabbing the Hitachi, he felt around under her with both hands and got it pressed against her clit before turning it on.

She dropped her face to the bed to muffle her shriek as she came. He held the Hitachi with one hand, her hip with the other, and started fucking her orgasming pussy.

“This is my pussy, baby. Remember that. I own it, I own you. My job is to keep you safe and take care of you and when you try to fight me, it makes my job harder.” Another wave of orgasms rushed through her, marked by the way her muscles contracted around his cock. “So now you’re going to have to sit here and think about that for a few minutes.” He thrust one last time, his balls contracting and filling her with his cum, the pleasure intensified by the vibration he could feel through her from the Hitachi.

Still he kept her coming. She had two minutes left.

Her body arched and squirmed, and she cried and moaned, caught between hell and heaven and not wanting to escape either one at that moment.

“One minute, baby,” he said. “Then I’ll take those mean old clothespins off you.” She was still coming, the blessing and the curse of the female anatomy. He’d once wished guys could come multiple times until he discovered the evil joys of forced orgasm torture and started using it on June.

Now he realized he was good with one big one, sometimes a second depending on how he was feeling.

But he loved torturing her like this.

When the clock ticked over, he switched off the Hitachi. First he removed the nipple clamps, sucking on her nipples to soothe them after he did, and also deliberately playing with them, teasing her, tormenting her.

Next her clothespins. And he crawled under her and licked her labia, working up to her swollen, tender clit. Even with the ropes she tried to squirm away.

“Stay,” he ordered, freezing her. She mewed in protest but he clamped his hands around her ass to keep her pussy pressed against his mouth and didn’t stop until she’d weakly moaned her way through one more orgasm.

He slid out from under her and started untying her. “Who’s my good girl?”

“Me, Sir,” she weakly said.

“Who’s going to behave tomorrow?”

“Me, Sir.”

He coiled the ropes and then climbed onto the bed to kiss her. “Who takes care of you and loves you more than anything else in this world?”

She opened her eyes, smiling at him before reaching up and stroking his bearded cheek. “You, Sir.” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Back then

 

Fear filled Mark as he helplessly filmed June’s floor routine that afternoon. He remained out of the way of the coaches working with her, talking to her.

She was still performing July’s routine.

She stood there, nodding, hands on her hips as she listened but her gaze focused on the floor as they talked to her.

Then they stepped out of the way and she started the routine again.

Please, baby, please don’t hurt yourself.

Once her turn was up, they moved to the beam. He could film the entire routine this time because one of the coaches would pull the springboard.

Mark had given up trying to talk her out of performing July’s routines.

She slipped on her mount on the second attempt at the routine, but she caught herself and recovered. The coaches stepped in to stop her and talk to her. Then she got down and they repositioned the springboard so she could start again.

This time, she seemed to rotate even higher in the air than before, even higher than July usually managed, but she landed firmly on the beam and completed the routine before the next round of coaching and performance.

Mark’s stomach felt like a tightly knotted ball of pain as he watched. Her face had gone blank, nothing remaining of the usual joy and expression she showed when performing, or even during training sessions.

Nothing could ever make this right for her, but he knew he’d spend the rest of his life trying to soothe her soul, if she’d let him.

He was able to relax a little for a few minutes before they moved on to the vault. This was his least favorite event to watch, because it seemed, to him, to be inherently more dangerous than the others, even more than the uneven bars. But in this case, June nailed every pass, the coaches’ praise finally drawing a tight smile and nod of her head before they moved on to the uneven bars.

The first and second times she performed July’s routine, she performed flawlessly.

Disaster struck on the third.

She lost her grip during a flying change and he helplessly watched as she landed hard with a gut-wrenching thud, her right leg twisted under her and her head smacking the mat hard enough to sicken Mark’s stomach. He put the camera down and ran to her, as did the coaches, but she was already trying to sit up despite them wanting her to remain still.

“I’m fine,” she angrily insisted, her voice carrying through the now eerily silent gym.

But when she stood, she winced when she put weight on her right leg.

The head coach swooped in, but she twisted away from him. “I need to finish my routine!” Limping badly, barely able to put weight on her right leg, she started hopping toward the uneven bars despite the coaches trying to talk to her.

Mark realized she was crying, and that was one thing he’d never seen her do. Not in the gym.

Never.

Her or July, neither one of them. They could be in utter misery, and they’d refuse to shed a tear during training or competition.

He pushed through the throng to scoop her into his arms.

“I have to finish! I can do it!”

“Your knee’s hurt. We need to get you to the hospital to get it checked out. And you hit your head pretty hard.”

“Dammit, Mark! Help me back up!”

He stared down into her eyes. “I do this,” he softly said, “and from now on, from this point forward, you listen to me. I’m in charge. Understood?”

She nodded.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

He reversed course and gently set her back on her feet under the bars. He didn’t miss that she kept her weight on her left leg, her right leg bent at the knee, foot off the floor.

Grabbing her by her waist, he let her count down and lifted so she could grab the bar, then stepped out of the way, watching as she struggled to get back into the routine and pick up where she left off.

The head coach moved to stand next to Mark. “Why did you do that? She’s going to seriously hurt herself. She should be evaluated first. That was a bad fall.”

“Because she’s already seriously hurting herself,” he said, not taking his eyes off her. “Every routine she’s done today? She’s never done them before. Those are July’s routines, not hers.”

“Oh, damn,” he whispered.

A literal pin could have dropped and made more noise than the crowd now focused completely on June.

June’s tears didn’t stop as she performed, slow and uncertain. A shell of her former self, and Mark’s heart breaking for her as he watched.

His precious, beautiful tsunami—destroyed.

Both men were waiting and watching when she approached the end of the routine, stepping in as soon as her left leg crumpled under her one-legged landing. She never even hit the ground. Mark had her scooped into his arms as everyone wildly applauded and cheered her, movement and talking once again resuming throughout the gym.

“That’s it, baby. Let’s go.” He could see her right knee was already swelling.

She clung to him, and one of the female coaches brought him the video camera and June’s gym bag as the head coach waved the paramedic team over.

Mark carried her over to them and set her down onto the stretcher.

“You ride with her,” the head coach said. “I’ll follow in my car.”

“Thanks.”

As a precaution, they strapped her to a back board and fitted her with a cervical collar to immobilize her head due to the way she’d hit her head on the fall. For the entire ride she didn’t speak, staring out into space as silent tears rolled down her cheeks and Mark answered the paramedic’s questions. Her parents had given him a notarized paper to both have June with him on the trip, and to authorize treatment in case of an emergency, since she was still a minor.

As Mark and the coach, whose name turned out to be Phillip, sat in the waiting room while they performed an MRI of June’s leg and head, Phillip sadly shook his head.

“I don’t see how she can realistically compete. Not like this. Perhaps next season. Especially if she’s injured. I don’t want to sound heartless, but I have to think about the team first. The first competition is in three weeks. It might be best if she doesn’t try to compete professionally this season. It probably would have been wisest for her to simply focus on her college career, but I can’t fault her for trying.”

“I understand.”

“But will she?”

“I think she already knows.” He scrubbed his face with his hands, exhaustion setting in. He didn’t want to call her parents until he knew the full extent of her injuries and had actual news for them.

“I’m terribly sorry about July. I truly am. I loved watching both of them compete, and they were extremely talented.”

“I just hope she didn’t blow her scholarship.”

“Oh, dear. That’s right.” He seemed to think for a moment. “If so, I’ll make a few calls. Does she have her official coaching certification yet?”

“She coaches kids at the gym for Cara. Her and July both. And May, their older sister.”

Finally, they were called back.

Mark held June’s hand as the doctor went through the results with them. No sign of a concussion or neck injury. She’d badly sprained her right knee, but there didn’t appear to be any torn ligaments, tendons, or cartilage. Still, he recommended her not putting weight on it for two weeks and light activity for the next two weeks before slowly trying to build up strength.

They’d also administered a shot of pain meds, both for that and to help calm her, once Mark and Phillip had told them the full story before they’d started the MRI.

Now she looked out of it, spacey.

World-worn and weary.

His tsunami—calmed.

They’d given her a knee brace to wear, and crutches. While the doctor left them alone to go finish June’s discharge papers, Phillip kindly smiled.

“June, you were wonderful today, but—”

“But I’m not making the team this year,” she flatly said.

“I’m sorry, my dear.

With his other hand, Mark stroked June’s hair. “Let’s go back to the hotel and I’ll run out and get us some dinner. Okay?”

She closed her eyes and nodded.

Phillip went to bring his car around while they were waiting for the nurse to get June a wheelchair. Now alone, Mark leaned in.

“Marry me,” he whispered. “We’ll get the marriage license when we get home, and Dad’s a notary. He can marry us.”

She stared up at him. “What if I can’t compete in college and lose my scholarship?”

He shook his head. “I don’t care.”

“What if you have to support me because I can’t get a good job?”

He stroked her cheek. “I don’t care. It’s my job to take care of you. Marry me.”

“Even if I’m broken down?”

He kissed her, waiting until he sensed she was completely paying attention to him. “Jim’s cousin was trying to talk him into taking over her lease for her, since they’re moving up to Tampa for her husband’s job. She’s in a two-bedroom house. May’s lease is up next month. The four of us can share the house. You said you’d let me be in charge from now on.”

He caressed her cheek with his thumb. “Marry. Me. Please?”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

The nurse brought the wheelchair and discharge paperwork in. Mark signed for June and in a few minutes, they’d loaded June into Phillip’s backseat and were heading to the facility so they could get their car.

As Phillip helped Mark transfer her into his car, he once again apologized. “June, I’ll make some calls. I know quite a bit of people. If your knee is an issue, I might be able to convince them to let you attend as a student coach and work in exchange for your scholarship. I can’t promise anything, but I will try.”

“Thank you.”

Back at the hotel, Mark didn’t let her use her crutches. He carried her from the car to their room, then made a second trip for their things.

After calling in a pizza and going to get it, he sat propped against the headboard while she snuggled against him to eat.

“I need to call Mom and Dad,” she quietly said.

“I’ll call them in a little while.”

She rubbed her head against his chest. “Thank you, Sir.”

He kissed the top of her head. “You’re welcome, baby. Remember your promise to me today.”

She looked up at him.

“I’m in charge.”

She nodded. “I love you.”

He leaned in for a pizza-flavored kiss. “I love you, too. And I’m not going anywhere unless you tell me you want me to leave. I promise.”

“Don’t make me a promise you can’t keep,” she whispered.

“I will never leave you. You are the love of my life, and I’m going to spend the rest of our lives showing you that.”

For a long, quiet moment she stared into his eyes. “Is there anything I could ever do that would make you leave me?”

He thought about it. “Don’t ever lie to me. Don’t cheat on me. Don’t harm animals or kids, duh.” That drew a little smile from her. “Other than that…no.”

“We both hunt.”

“You know what I mean. I mean don’t be cruel or torture or stuff like that.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

She rested her head against his chest. “Okay. And that goes for you, too.”

“Absolutely, baby. You’re the only woman in my life like that. And I won’t control who your friends are, either. But I’m in charge. Period.”

“I think that’s for the best.”

“Why?”

A shudder washed through her. “Because I’m so…angry. July didn’t deserve to die. She deserved to live. And I’m so angry I feel like I could burn the world down. I don’t think I’m very good at taking care of myself anymore.”

“And that’s why I’m in charge. Because I will always take care of you.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Then

 

“His roommate said he received a phone call,” the detective told them. “They know he answered the phone, but didn’t hear who he was talking to or what he said. Next thing they knew, they heard him leave. He didn’t tell them where he was going or when he’d be back. They didn’t know he’d left until they heard his truck start up and pull out. We traced the call to a pay phone.”

June didn’t have to pretend feeling numb as she listened to the detective. Now, she really felt numb. With May sitting on one side of her on their parents’ couch and Mark on the other, holding her as her parents held each other, June listened to the detective and tried to…

Pretend.

Everyone expected her to be traumatized by the experience, and Mark himself could testify how upset she’d been.

Still was.

It was no difficult feat letting her rage and grief out now.

Well, not at this exact moment. Right now, she was in a legitimate numb phase.

Her father finally spoke. “So you haven’t found that son of a bitch yet? It’s been three damn days since he killed her. How difficult can it be?”

“Not yet. His roommate, Stu, said it looks like Matt didn’t come back Friday night. And the roommate has an alibi. His girlfriend was there with him in his room when they heard Matt leave after receiving a phone call. Then they took Stu’s dog with them and drove to Nokomis to have dinner with Stu’s parents soon after that. They ended up spending the night there because of the weather.

“His parents confirmed their alibi, that they were still there early the next morning. They couldn’t have left without them knowing, because Stu’s mother’s car had parked his in, and she would have had to move it. We had officers waiting for them when they returned to the apartment, and they questioned them. According to Stu, it looked like the apartment was undisturbed from when Matt left before they did. Stu and the girlfriend never actually saw Matt that afternoon when they arrived. He was in his room when they got there, and they were in Stu’s when Matt left.”

A radio chirruped, catching all the cops’ attention. Two of them, including the detective, stepped outside.

When they returned, he looked…confounded.

“Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office just found Matt Gorsky’s truck abandoned at a large shopping mall up in Brandon, right off I-75. No sign of him. They’re pulling video footage from the mall security cameras now.”

June forced herself to stay focused and appropriate and not break into a cheer that someone had stolen Matt’s truck. If the driver on the footage even slightly resembled Matt, that was it, they’d be looking for him elsewhere.

They wouldn’t be looking for him in the Manatee River.

And they damn sure wouldn’t be looking at her.

 

* * * *

 

Now

 

Late that Thursday morning, they weren’t seated at the same table they’d occupied before, but one next to it, by the windows and overlooking the murky waters of the Anclote River.

Sully didn’t speak after the waitress left their drinks and took their food order, waiting for June to start her story.

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel,” she quietly said. “Four months later, his murder is still classified as an open investigation, even though the detectives told me they don’t expect to make an arrest due to a lack of physical evidence and the time that’s passed. They’ve closed July’s murder now that they confirmed it’s him.”

“You feel how you feel,” Sully said. “You aren’t supposed to feel any particular way.”

A shuddering sigh broke free and settled in the air around her. “They questioned me and Mark one more time about that night. At the coroner’s inquest. I told them I couldn’t remember a lot about what happened immediately after we found July. They believed me.”

“Well, it happened a long time ago, and you’d be in shock. That’s natural.”

“I’m angry,” she whispered. “I want to go to his fucking grave and dig him up and piss on his bones.” Her gaze swiveled to meet his. “Can you fucking believe that? They actually buried a skull, a couple of ribs, and a few vertebrae! Going on nearly thirty years dead, and he’s still a fucking waste of space.”

“The parents?”

“The mother. His father died a few years ago, I guess. I hated his parents. They were always making excuses for him. She tried to blame me and Mark for July’s murder and Matt’s disappearance. Fucking cunt. Said we framed Matt. Insisted her precious little baby would never do that, even though it later came out that Matt beat a girl up when he was fourteen, and they put him in a different school and were able to get his record sealed since he was a juvenile. Monster.”

Sully’s grey gaze narrowed even as his lips curled in a smile. “Well, she was technically batting five hundred.”

June couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I guess.” When she felt pain in her palms, she discovered she’d had her fists tightly clenched on the table, which was, she realized, why Sully was watching her so closely.

When she unclenched her fists, she saw the half-moons deeply embedded in her palms from her nails.

“Does this ever get easier?” she asked.

He reached across the table to take her hands in his. Being it was Sully, and she knew him, she didn’t hesitate to let him. “Easier? I don’t know if that’s the right word. But you’re still very angry.”

She nodded.

He gently squeezed. “That kind of anger isn’t healthy. At all. Not this many years out. Immediately after, even for the first few years, yes, absolutely. Periodically, especially around anniversaries of the murder or birthdays or holidays? Sure. That’s normal. But to hold this level of anger when you know justice was rendered…that can destroy you.”

“I want that woman to know what her ‘precious baby’ did.”

“June, literally nothing you do can convince her he was guilty. So what purpose would it serve? The people who matter—the law—proved it was him. His DNA convicted him even without a trial.” His right eyebrow arched. “There was no doubt about what happened, based on what…was seen first-hand, maybe even heard, am I correct?”

She nodded.

“Okay, then.”

“Artisanal justice?”

He smiled. “Exactly.” He squeezed her hands again before releasing them, sitting back in his seat, and nonchalantly glancing around to see where the waitress was. There were no other customers sitting near them, none close enough to hear their conversation. “There comes a time when you have to live for you. July would have wanted that, I’m sure. You had her back, and you made things right.”

June stared out at the water. “There’s no way to make this right. It won’t bring her back.”

“Exactly. You have a good life. Love your girls, your sister, your nieces, and Mark. Love your adopted family. July has been free of Matt for over two decades. Don’t let Matt keep you under his thumb for longer than he was alive. And don’t let him keep you held hostage any longer.”

Outside, raindrops began to spatter on the river, soon turning its surface into a flat, matte carpet in its banks.

“I wish I’d done more. I can’t help but think what if I’d cut class and gone home earlier?”

“He might have killed you, too. Just because you were able to handle yourself doesn’t mean in different circumstances you would have fared any better. Or it might have delayed the inevitable conclusion. Men like that feel entitled and violence always follows them.”

“It didn’t follow him,” she said. “It met him head on and chewed his ass up.”

“Exactly.” When she returned her focus to him, she realized he was staring into her eyes. “If it hadn’t been July, it would have been someone else,” he said. “It always is with guys like that. And you could have video proof of what happened and there will still be at least one or two enablers in their circle of influence who will refuse to believe the evidence. You can’t let them into your head, either. It doesn’t matter.”

“Back to artisanal justice?”

He held up his glass of iced tea. “Exactly.” He took a sip.

“They brought up a phone call Matt received from a pay phone that evening.”

“And?”

“Fortunately, the phone number they had used to get a lot of wrong-number calls. Apparently the guy who’d had it before them was a drug dealer who went to jail. That was…fortuitous. One loose end apparently tied. Tied tightly enough for the cops, at least.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“What if they figure out who took his truck and try to charge them? And from there they figure out…” She didn’t know what else to say and knew she didn’t have to. Sully was a former cop and a very smart man.

She didn’t need to break out the hand puppets for him.

“If they were going to do that,” he said, “they would have long before now. They go through cold cases, especially ones as heinous as that, every few years to see if there are any new testing protocols that might help them out, or new evidence. Like someone finally matching in a fingerprint or DNA database. Didn’t you say they didn’t get any usable prints from the truck?”

“Yeah. The guy was smart enough to wipe things down. They found some old ones of July’s, mine, Matt’s, and even one of Mark’s. Then there were Matt’s parents and some friends of his, including his roommate and Stu’s girlfriend, but none they couldn’t identify and rule out. Even his parents admitted that yes, they’d seen me and Mark with Matt and July in the truck before. But none from the guy who took the truck.”

“Or girl.”

She shrugged. “They have a man on the video at the mall, but it was at night and not clear enough. He parked at the far edge of the lot, in the shadows, and skirted around into the bushes. They never figured out where he went from there or who he was. Rain washed his scent away. Couldn’t track it with dogs. They figure he must have had someone meet him and give him a ride.”

“Well, hopefully that guy never made crime a profession after that night. Maybe hearing he took the truck of a suspected murderer scared him straight.” He leveled a finger at her, smiling. “Think about that. Scared Straight: Florida Edition.”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

“No, I don’t. But why court trouble? Hell, maybe someone who knew Matt, whose prints are in the truck, actually moved it. Maybe one of his buddies found it and thought it’d be a funny joke. Or maybe he confessed to whoever called him at the apartment and they killed him and moved the truck. Maybe he did kill himself, and some drunk or vagrant found the truck and took it, or some teenager went on a joyride. They’re all just as plausible a theory as any other. Occam’s Razor. Sometimes the simplest explanation that fits the facts is the right one.”

“The guy stole a truck. Not exactly a choir boy.”

“Or, he did you a favor. Look at it this way—at least you and Mark are still cleared as suspects because your prints and DNA were in the truck anyway from previously riding in it.”

“That’s the only good thing about all of this.”

 

* * * *

 

After parting ways at the restaurant, June gassed up her car before heading to Sully, Mac, and Clarisse’s house to visit. Mac and Clarisse didn’t know they’d spoken, and it would have looked odd had they arrived at exactly the same time.

Their kids were beautiful, two little boys and twin girls that nearly ripped June’s heart out when she thought about July.

When she arrived home, she immediately started getting dinner ready for Mark. She was waiting in the hallway, naked and kneeling with her collar on, when he walked through the door.

He set his laptop case down and, with a smile, pulled her up into his arms for a kiss. “There’s my beautiful girl.”

June shoved all her worries away, basking in his presence, relieved to have him safely home once more.

He reached between her legs, grinning as she gasped when he played with her clit. “Someone’s getting fucked after dinner,” he said.

In fact, he grabbed her by her hair with the other hand and eased her back down onto her knees, his other fingers sliding into her mouth for her to suck.

“On second thought…” He pulled her face against his hard cock, which pressed against the fabric of his slacks. “Take it out, baby.”

She did, eagerly sucking him to the root, loving the sounds he made as she swallowed him.

“Mmm. Good girl.” His hands clamped around her head and he took over, fucking her mouth, going deep, driving her hard into subspace as she held on to his legs and enjoyed it. “Someone’s…getting…an appetizer.” She tasted his hot cum pumping into her mouth and swallowed every drop, sucking, wanting more, wanting all of him.

Finally, his grip loosened and he stroked her hair. “Good girl.” He helped her up and led her over to the table without zipping up. Instead of pointing her to her seat, he laid her out face up across the far end of the table. Then he sat between her thighs with her legs slung over his shoulders and held on tightly as he started eating her out.

It was only after the third orgasm that he finally let her sit up, shaky, weak.

He stood, a playful smile on his face. “Better?”

She wrapped her body around his as she kissed him. “Always, Daddy.” 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Later that night, once they headed to bed, June curled up in Mark’s arms and pressed her head against his chest, listening to the comforting sound of his heart beating there.

Her rock.

Her grizzly bear.

Her mountain of a man.

Her anchor.

Her lighthouse.

Her Higher Power.

“We really need to have a long and serious talk,” he gently said.

“I know, Daddy.”

Times like this, she couldn’t help but give herself over to him. She knew there were two extremes at war within her, and sometimes the only smart thing to do was to concede the battle to the rage monster and let Mark be Mark.

That meant letting him do what he did best, which was keep her grounded, and—usually—non-homicidal.

“I know you can’t exactly take…everything in our lives to a therapist. But you can talk to me. You can always talk to me. About anything.”

She pressed her cheek even more firmly against him but didn’t answer. There were things she didn’t want him to know. Not just so he had plausible deniability.

Things she didn’t want him to know about her.

The things she was capable of.

Worried that it might be too much for him, and he might want to distance himself from her. For all of his ferocious looks, Mark was a kind, gentle, tender man at heart.

Could he love her, all of her, if he knew the disturbing truth?

He gently tipped her chin so she was forced to look him in the eyes. “I know. I know what happened that night. Not the details, but I’m no idiot. Why do you think I really refused to let you go to Gainesville to talk to Sonya’s boyfriend?”

Shocked, she didn’t reply.

She didn’t have to, because even though she had never told him what happened to Matt, she’d already suspected that was exactly why he hadn’t let her go that night. Because he knew how protective she was of their daughters after what had happened to July.

Her anger issues.

Retribution would have been tempting.

Too tempting.

“You’ve got some serious anger issues, sweetheart,” he said, giving voice to her thoughts once again in a spooky way. “Justifiably. I understand that. What can we do to start working on those? It’s well past time, and our girls are adults. We can’t change history or what happened, but we hopefully have a lot of great years ahead of us. I want them to be nothing but happy ones.”

She wanted to deny it, to rage against the truth, to claim she didn’t need to change.

It would have been lies.

And one of their rules was that she was not allowed to lie to him.

“I don’t know, Daddy,” she quietly admitted.

“I saw what it did to you back then,” he said. “July’s death. What it did to Mom and Dad and May. I’ve seen what it did to you all these years. Matt…‘disappearing’ didn’t heal your anger and grief, did it? All it did was make things right for what happened.”

She still couldn’t answer him.

“I want you to look me in the eyes and tell me the truth—you knew Betsy’s ex was following you that morning when you went to Manasota Key, didn’t you?”

June deflated as she stared into his green gaze. “Yes, Daddy,” she whispered.

“And did it take away your anger, doing that instead of calling the police and having him arrested?”

A shudder rippled through her. She could barely force air out through her throat to make a sound. “No, Daddy.”

“You put yourself in danger. Worse, you put Betsy in danger without her even knowing it. You took her consent from her. And innocent bystanders, had any of your shots gone wild, or he’d hurt someone else.”

“I was—”

He touched a finger to her lips to silence her. “Do not lie to me, and do not justify to me. Yes or no. You put the two of you and others in danger, didn’t you?”

She nodded.

“Sully and I had a brief chat this afternoon over the phone,” he said.

A cold wave filled her, chilling her heart. “And?”

“He started kind of beating around the bush, asking how you were, if anything had changed lately, things like that. Awfully funny timing, all things considered. It didn’t take psychic powers for me to guess that you’d been up to talk to him alone today, but that you’d also talked to him a while back about what happened on the key. I deduced based on what I know and what he hinted at that you had also, in some way, likely unburdened yourself to him about what happened with Matt.”

He didn’t speak, waiting for her to reply.

“What else did he say?” she finally settled on.

“He didn’t. That’s the problem. I love that man, but I swear had he been standing in front of me I would have been tempted to put a beating on him for what he refused to tell me. He is definitely a man of principle and his word. So I played twenty questions with him to finally reach the conclusion of exactly what I’d already been thinking—that we need to find some way for you to work through your anger once and for all. Because that was what he was worried about most—your anger destroying you.

“Your entire life since the night July died has been driven by that rage, your fear of it, your refusal to openly acknowledge and face it. You shoved it away and it became your furnace. Why you pushed the girls so hard. Why you insisted they be able to protect themselves. And I think you’re scared of yourself, which is why you so willingly submitted to me.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Because you and I both know exactly how Matt ‘disappeared,’ don’t we?”

Stunned, she stared at him.

How had she not known he knew all these years?

She should have known. She should have had more faith in him.

In retrospect, he seemed to know her better than she knew herself, and he always had.

“My parents died of broken hearts,” she finally said. “Because of what that bastard did. He didn’t just kill July, he killed them, too. Slowly, but it did. He killed most of my family. I know May miscarried because of how upset she was over losing Mom and Dad, and I don’t give a shit what the doctors say. The timing was too close to be just a coincidence.”

“I know. I agree.”

“I remember his parents, how they acted. How they basically thought he could do no wrong. No accountability. They would have gotten him a lawyer and gotten him off, or had it pled down to something bullshit, a couple of years in jail while she was still dead. I saw it all the time in the parents of my students. That was one of the reasons I wanted to stop teaching kids. Their parents reminded me too much of Matt’s parents. It’s sad when parents who hold their kids truly accountable for their actions and teach them responsibility are the notable exception and not the norm.”

“I agree.”

He finally released her chin so she could once again tuck her head against his chest.

“Starting next week, I want you to make calls,” he said. “Find a counselor who specializes in anger issues. You can tell them everything but leave out the parts about your knowledge of exactly how Matt ‘disappeared,’ and that you knew Jack was following you that day. Maybe someone who specializes in PTSD. Ask Ted or Doyle for recommendations.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He wrapped his arms tightly around her, enveloping her within his love, his safety. “I worry about your anger eating you alive from the inside out, sweetheart. Destroying you. Or driving you to do something one day that causes you to unintentionally put yourself into a situation that gets you or someone else hurt. Or worse. I’m sorry I made you teach kids as long as I did. I thought it was helping keep you busy. I didn’t realize it was only making things worse.”

“It didn’t make it worse,” she said. “It just…kept me from being able to escape some things.”

“I try my best. I’m not perfect.”

“I still love you.”

He chuckled. “Thank god, because I’m not sure anyone else could.”

“That’s not true, and you know it.”

Silence fell between them again for a little while. “Is there anything else I need to know?” he asked. “Chances are, they’ll never tie you to it. That was going on the better part of thirty years ago, now, and you were only seventeen.”

“No, Sir. Nothing else.”

“So we’re in agreement? You’ll find a counselor?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Thank you, sweetheart. Did you ever think about talking to Eliza about martial arts? Not sure what flavor of it she does, but maybe that might help? Or start going to SCA with her and Rusty. They do those mock combats.”

“That might be fun.”

“And safe. I need you to promise me that never again will you ever put yourself into a situation like that. I understand if something happens and you have to respond to protect yourself or someone else, but never again will you deliberately do that. Ever.”

“Yes, Sir. I promise.”

His next statement broke her heart. Not his words, but the fact that his voice cracked as he said it. “I couldn’t handle losing you, sweetheart. Never. So I mean it. You cannot ever risk yourself like that again. If somebody jumps you or something, that’s different. But if you see something happening and there’s a way to get to safety, you retreat, and you do not engage. That’s an order. Understand?”

She looked up and saw the tears in his eyes, shredding her soul. “Yes, Sir.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “That’s my good girl.”

She stared into his eyes. “Do you…” She had to lick her lips. “What…happened. To Matt.” She swallowed hard. “How do you feel about me?”

He cradled her face in his hands and stared down into her eyes for a long, long time. “Sweetheart,” he whispered, “I was prepared to confess to Matt’s death if they even hinted about looking at you as a serious suspect. No way would I have let you go to jail for that. Ever.”

Her vision blurred. “How did you figure it out?”

“The next day while I was waiting for someone to relieve me at Cara’s, I thought back to every detail and went through it in my mind. You weren’t making sure you had an alibi. You were making sure I had an airtight alibi no one could bust through when the cops questioned me. Which they naturally did question me.

“I knew damn well you didn’t kill July. I knew Matt had to be the murderer, long before they matched his DNA. Your parents were out of town, so their house was empty. You knew May was at the rehearsal dinner, and you knew July was dead. No one to interrupt you there.

“A few months later, when that storm came through and I was helping your dad tack down the tarps on the roof where the limb hit? He was aggravated at himself because he thought he had two more tarps in the garage than he did, and I went out and bought two more for him to finish covering the roof. Your dad never was mistaken about something like that. And then when he was going to take me hunting that winter, he couldn’t find his favorite Buck knife, the one he used to gut and dress deer, and he had to buy a new one before we could leave.”

His thumbs stroked her chin even as he still cradled her face. “I’d pretty much known it already, but those two events solidified it and made me set everything aside in a mental closet, close it, lock it, and brick it up behind a wall so I didn’t accidentally reveal anything to anyone. As far as I was concerned, the night happened exactly the way we told it to police when they took our statements. I suspected they might never find Matt’s body, but no way was I ever going to ask you unless you brought it up first.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, hot and heavy. “Why not?”

“Because I love you. I never wanted you to worry that I might one day betray you. I also didn’t want you doing something stupid, like confessing to it. He deserved it. I always held it in the back of my mind what my story was going to be, and I planned. After I dropped you at your parents’ house early the next morning when we finished talking to the police, I stopped by a pay phone at the park down the road from your parents’ house. I knew my parents were with you. So I called my house, let the machine pick up, whispered my own name like I was Matt calling, said I needed help, then hung up. I got home, played the message, and reset the machine after flipping the tape over to save it until I could get a new tape for it.

“If the police had gone so far as to dig that deeply, I was going to say it sounded like Matt’s voice to me, and that he showed up at my house early that morning before I left to open the gym. That he’d been drunk and he confessed he killed July, and in a fit of rage I killed him and then drove to the park and disposed of his body there. I left it vague so I could fudge the timeline.

“I know damn well you dumped his body at that park, because it was close, and that’s exactly what I would have done. That’s the only way the night’s timeline works. The phone call Matt got from the pay phone was you. You left your parents’ house but didn’t turn the alarm on. Stupid bastard never could tell you two apart on the phone. Did you pretend to be July to rattle him when you called? Said you came home and found June dead? Told him to meet you at your parents’ house to work up a plan and an alibi on what to say to the police?”

Stunned, she nodded.

He continued. “Plus there were no security cameras back then like there are now. Not to mention, it was isolated. Nasty weather meant no one to see you at the park. I’m guessing you killed him in the garage at your parents’ house, moved him with his truck, then dumped the tarps right there in plain sight at the park after rinsing the blood off them. Put them with the others covering the piles of clay they were going to surface the ball fields with. Then you left his truck with the keys in it at that abandoned gas station. That’d be a short run on foot back home for you.”

She blinked, gasping. “What?”

He smiled. “What part of ‘drama minor’ did you not understand, baby? You and I loved reading and watching mysteries. Our minds worked nearly identically. Fortunately, the cops never even looked at me as a suspect, because of the time frame and because the lead detective was friends with my dad. In that case, positive prejudice worked in my favor. White college kid, never so much as a speeding ticket, who’s holding down several different jobs?”

He snorted. “I just had to keep you calm so you didn’t think they were looking at me as a suspect. When they went through our phone records and asked about the call from the park, I shrugged and said it must have been a wrong number, because no one had left a message. I’d already replaced the tape by then and knew they weren’t going to look at either of us as suspects in July’s murder or in Matt’s disappearance. And the longer his body didn’t surface, the less likely we were to be suspected.”

“Never knew watching and reading mysteries would come in handy.”

He kissed her forehead before releasing her. “Technology was on our side back then, too. No cell phones like now.”

She realized…it felt like a stone had rolled from her shoulders. Trite, but true.

“Do you hate me?”

He scowled. “No, baby. Of course not. I could never hate you. I love you.”

“Even…knowing for sure now?”

He sighed. “If he hadn’t ‘disappeared’ by your hand, he likely would have by mine, if the cops hadn’t gotten him first. You’re not the only one your dad said was good at gutting a deer.” He pressed another kiss to her temple.

His next sentence stunned her.

“Besides, who do you think hid and then moved his damn truck so it wasn’t found close to your parents’ house? I saw it that night when I left you at your house with my parents. I went back to get it and hid it in the woods behind my parents’ house until I could move it to Tampa the next night.

“Boy, was that a pain in the ass. Thank god my motorcycle was light enough I could roll it up into the bed and haul it. I think the first time I really wanted to spank you was that night, for being so sloppy with that one clue after being so brilliant with everything else.”

 

 

THE END
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