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Chapter One




SENECA




Seneca Graves steadied her hand and her heart before drawing back the eight-foot braid of leather. When everything—her target, her thoughts, her body, and most of all, the audience—was ready, she shot her arm forward. The motion was so much more than that. She knew it without thinking it. Even as she swung the leather with her arm and shoulder, her wrist both twisted and flicked. Following through with her whole body allowed the full mass of the leather to fly freely. All the power of her muscles and the grace behind them ran through the wave that accelerated down the long taper of supple leather. The last-moment shift of weight and draw of her wrist gave the final burst of speed that sent the tip of the whip supersonic.

She watched the whip flash across the stage, cracking like a lightning strike. The sound was sharp as hate and as startling as profanity in church. Seneca heard it and felt it jolt through her. If the audience hadn’t already been silent before the sound, she was certain they would have been after.

She gave them another flash of leather and another snapping strike. Many in the audience jumped, but they didn’t make a sound. The amazing thing, and the most satisfying to Seneca, was, the man against whom the whip was being trained made no sound either. Just a few minutes before, she had introduced Devon Hans. After he smiled at the audience, he had removed his shirt and stepped up to be shackled to two crossed beams on a pallet. The beams, called a St. Andrew’s cross, resembled a large X. The man, chained to it with his back exposed to the audience, looked like a tragedy waiting to happen.

His back was red and crossed all over with the tracks of other strikes. First there had been the beltlike leather striker. Then he had been flogged with a nine-tail whip. Then the long flashing single tail that cracked with threat.

“See that?” she asked the audience. She gave them a moment, then walked to the man. Her whip was now draped around her neck. “Right here.” With a sharp nail, she traced one of the tracks. The mark on the man’s back was red but not bloody. Seneca took pride in her ability to make the whip appear deadly without allowing it to do real damage. “I like to call those red kisses.”

The crowd chuckled in the weird way they always did when they weren’t exactly sure what was real and what was true. Quickly, she strode back a few paces, then cracked the whip again. “Think of them as love bites—with attitude.”

They laughed again. Some murmured to partners, a kind of nonverbal expression of interest. Seneca always thought of the sound as a collective shiver running up the back of her audience.

Between the impacts of hard leather on soft skin, there had been another kind of contact. Seneca had touched Devon freely and possessively. It was as rehearsed as everything else but had the added value of public intimacy. She kissed his neck. She made a small show of rubbing her breasts on his back. Wrapping her arms around his body, she caressed his hard abdomen. When she let her hands trail lower, she put her face to his back, shielding her touch from the eyes of the audience but telegraphing so much more than it was to their imaginations. More than once she had asked loudly if he would do as she told him—everything she told him.

The answer, always, “Yes, Ma’am,” spoken by Devon, in a clear, even joyous voice, seemed to disturb some in the audience as much as the sound of the whips striking him. Earlier, Seneca had made him lick her boots and kneel at her feet quietly as she spoke. She had used him to show off the whips and a few other things that had delighted some and, as always, shocked many.

She drew back her arm and let the leather fly again. Again it cracked. Again. Again. Finally in a flurry of five ripping strikes of leather lightning, she finished. She knew how much they loved and feared the whip.

It was theatrics, though. All of it was theatrical—done for effect and to provoke. And the last part—that was complete illusion. Devon had not been touched. The single tail braided bull-skin whip would have sliced to the bone if it had made contact with that kind of velocity. The other strikes, those from the flat leather striker and nine tail—those were real. As were the paddle slaps she had begun the demo with. It was fun. It was a lot of fun and sexy to do such things with an audience, many of whom were not completely comfortable with the interplay of a Dominant and submissive in a bondage/flogging scene. Theatrics, though, the sound, the genuine reaction of Devon, showing it all as a loving and playful expression, was what she was here for.

“Trust,” said Seneca Graves as she turned away from Devon, still chained on the cross. “That is the element that everything comes down to in this world.” She coiled the whip and set it on the table beside the full assortment of other strikers, whips, floggers, and paddles. At the other end of the table were a selection of restraints in leather, metal, and high-tech-looking black plastic and nylon. Between the whips and bonds, an orderly array of toys was arranged about a large pink phallus, standing proud in the middle of the display.

She walked downstage, taking full advantage of the light and her proximity to the audience. Her hips were liquid smooth in their movements, accentuated by the tight black textured silk skirt that terminated just below the knee. The heels she wore—glossy red and high as a Texas oil derrick—ticked on the floor. They set a steady time like a slow back beat that made each step important and telegraphed the shifting of her hips. Above, swaying in gentle counterpoint, were her breasts. It would have been an easy choice to strap them up and push them out to show the deep valley of cleavage under her white silk top. Instead, Seneca, always aware of the power of movement, chose a bra of filmy and sheer nylon with lace inserts and an underwire. Everything was kept where it should be, but there was still almost nothing between her and the rest of the world. Let them look, she always said. Make them look, was what she meant.

Downstage center she stopped. “A lot of people will tell you it’s about power. You hear words like dominance and submission, power exchange, discipline—it seems natural. It’s false reasoning, based on the assumption that there is a unidirectional flow of desire from the Dominant to the submissive. The truth is, these are relationships, just as strong, as meaningful, and messy as any other in your life.”

As she spoke she scanned the audience. The size was a surprise. Not long ago her talks were given in smaller rooms holding no more than fifty people. Once, she had spoken to a group of only three women and a seventy-year-old man. The auditorium she looked out over was full. Despite the capacity, it was still the usual assortment for a conference crowd—practitioners, observers, students, wannabes, and the ever-growing troop of haters. There were two kinds of these. The first, and easiest to deal with, were bondage lifestyle veterans who found themselves for the first time acting as the establishment in opposition to Seneca’s brand of feminism and to the ideas in her latest book, Counterfeit Dominance.

The other group was more difficult. They were politically and personally conservative UWPs—Uptight White People. Those who seemed to think any lifestyle choice other than roast beef and mashed potatoes on Tuesday night and missionary sex on Saturdays was wrong. There were always some UWPs around, but it had become much worse after she published Counterfeit Dominance. In the book, she had also claimed that many male-oriented dominance tropes, from military uniforms and swagger, from warfare itself down to professional sports, even rape culture, were a form of misdirected sexual display. No one had really cared, or even paid attention for that matter, until she had ended up on television. First she said publicly, in an interview on ESPN, of all places, that those displays had more effect, culturally, as homoeroticism. In football, she had said, pads accentuate the male form while skintight clothing reveals it. Then, she added, the costumed men wallow together in ritualistic activity that is both hyper-aggressive and sexualized while at the same time absurdly homophobic. Things really got going after she appeared on a late-night talk show. Sitting between a conservative politician and that year’s champion quarterback, she had said that sexual displays of dominance ultimately give power to the person to whom the display is directed. When the candidate and the athlete tried ganging up on her, Seneca calmly offered to hold the ruler if they really wanted to get the measure of things.

After weeks of publicity, people who had never read her book, or any book of psychology and sexuality, were loudly denouncing her and ideas they didn’t really understand. The positive thing was that it filled the halls for her talks on BDSM, sexuality, and culture. The very negative thing was that it filled them with the wrong kind of people—those who already knew their answers and had no interest in any others.

“This,” she said, gesturing back to the table with the leather and toys, “is what you all think about when we talk about BDSM and the roles of Dominant and submissive.” There was a titter through the audience that confirmed today’s crowd had many wannabes, but she loved the curiosity seekers. Those minds could transform and grow.

A movement offstage caught her eye. Seneca took a quick look and saw that it was Mark Robinson. He was one of the two rent-a-cops that the event organizer had hired. One white and one black man, just like a PC television show. Mark was the white one. They were a new addition to her appearance, brought on when the controversy around her reached the point of death threats. Never mind that in America today, publicly saying climate change was a concern, or that evolution was more than a simple theory, could earn anyone death threats. Still, more than most people, Seneca understood the power of passions out of control.

“But these things are not bondage. Gun-freedom advocates are fond of saying ‘guns don’t kill people; people kill people.’ Think of that here. Ropes don’t bind people; people bind people. And like I said a moment ago, it comes back around to trust. Forget the toys and the accoutrement. It’s people. You would be foolish to use these things on someone with whom you did not share more common intimacies. I hear horror stories every day of someone posting an ad on a classified site or social networking, meeting a stranger to be bound. I’m here to tell you, that is not BDSM. It may not even be sane.”

Gesturing backward with a hand whose gleaming red nails matched the shoes and lipstick, she pointed again to the man on the cross. “Devon there has given, through trust, his consent to allow me to treat him as I see fit. That is a responsibility that I am compelled to live up to. It is the interplay between trust and responsibility that gives both of us a power in the relationship. Yes, he has power. Forget the images of dark dungeons where someone is imprisoned and flogged. That’s brutality. Not Dominance.”

From the audience, there was a humph of derision. It came from a thick cluster of leather-clad men. In the middle of them, Seneca could just make out one face with a slack-jaw grin like a joker on heavy downers. Her gaze locked with his for an instant, and in that time he communicated a sense of hatred and dark loathing that went beyond anything inspired by the recent publicity. He ran his fingers under his unshaved chin in a movement so deliberate that it could have only been intentional. Was it a hanging motion or a throat-cutting motion, though? Seneca couldn’t tell. What she could tell was that the crazies were out.

For a few minutes more, she spoke. The man in the audience was no longer in view. There was no telling if he had moved or if she had lost him in the glare and the milling faces. It didn’t matter, she told herself as the curtain closed. She was glad to be rid of him.

In the new quiet and dim backstage light, she relaxed and released Devon from the cross but not before she slipped a hand in front of him and squeezed the erection through his pants.

“Better get that thing settled down,” she whispered. “Or don’t. It never hurts to raise a few eyebrows.”

“I will if you want me to,” he said, looking at her mouth as he spoke, avoiding her eyes. “Or it could take care of you—I mean, I. I could take care of you.”

Seneca put a finger under his chin and guided his face up. “You know I don’t insist on that. When we’re talking, like this, just talking and not…well…not everything else, I need to see your eyes.”

He nodded with her finger still under his chin. “I still have a lot of work to do. I need to get out front and make sure everything is ready. Then I have to come back here and get everything put away.”

“There’s time, Devon.” Seneca put her hands to each side of his face and held his gaze. “You want to make me happy?”

“More than anything.”

His look was earnest and needy. Seneca saw a childish nature that bothered her slightly. He was not like most of the men she let into her life. Devon was younger and less sure of himself. There was a potential she’d seen in his compliance that she had hoped to mold into a spine that could be both strong and flexible. When he looked at her with so much need, she wasn’t sure the boy would ever become the man. “Then I need you to find the joy in the things you do for me,” she told him.

“I do. I live to make you happy.”

“Not my joy. Yours.” She released his face and did a little twirling motion with a finger.

“I don’t understand,” he said as he turned his back on her. “I have a lot to do.”

“That’s the problem,” she said, walking to the table set with all the toys and floggers. Rather than taking anything from the display, she retrieved a bag from under it and pulled out a bottle of lotion. “You think only about the job, the doing. Never the being. Understand?”

She squirted a pool of aloe-and-vitamin-E lotion into one palm as she returned to where Devon stood with his back to her. With one finger she hooked the pocket of his pants and slipped the lotion bottle in. Rubbing her hands together heated things. Once warmed up, she put her hands on his neck stroking downward. With her thumbs on his spine, she spread the slick cream outward.

As she worked she brought her face close to his ear and whispered, “It puts the lotion on its skin…”

“That’s not funny.”

“Come on. It’s a little bit funny.”

He didn’t say anything more, but the stony tension of his muscles refused to ease. It stayed stubbornly under her fingers as if Devon was fighting against his own pleasure.

“You know, Devon…” Seneca ran her nails under his ribs, tracing the spot she knew was his most ticklish. “Why are you squirming?”

He laughed and twisted away but didn’t try very hard to escape. “Because you’re tickling.”

“Not me. I’m not tickling. Hold still.” She jabbed him under the arms and dragged her fingertips down like gentle claws. “Don’t move.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t what?” She poked again. “Can’t hold still?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Seneca walked her fingers across his ribs and around his front. Her nails were like the kisses of teeth on sensitive skin. When she reached around and threatened his nipples, Devon finally broke into a full laugh.

Seneca laughed with him and said, “That’s it. That’s the smiling, happy Devon we wanted.” She smacked his ass with a firm finality and, with the laughter still in her voice, said, “Now hold still for real.”

“I’m trying, but you’re still tickling.”

“You know”—she picked up her earlier thought as she rubbed his skin more tenderly—“I couldn’t do this without you. You know that, don’t you?” With one finger, Seneca rubbed at a red streak she hadn’t noticed before, then realized it was a scratch from the tickling. She dabbed it with lotion and smiled. “You do very well, Devon. Everything. In every way, you’re doing a great job for me. Thank you. Not just for today…” She thought about the tasks and the man. She was proud and honestly honored by the work he did and the effort Devon put into pleasing her. He needed, deserved a reward.

I’ll have to think of something special.

“Thank you.” She repeated the thanks with special emphasis, then, realizing that she had let her hands stop working, got back to task.

“May I ask something?”

“Relax,” she said. “Then you may. This is important. You skin needs care, and it’s not just about your skin. Your mind needs care.”

“Mind?”

“Think of it like bonding. You do what I tell you, and that’s one bond and one kind of trust. But you have to understand that there is another kind of care and trust. You need to know that I will care for you, no matter how hard I push you first.”

“But I want to do for you. I don’t feel right when you do something for me.”

Seneca pulled the bottle from his pocket and added a line of the cold lotion down his spine. “There is always time to take a little care, Devon. And I can’t live in a one-way street. There’s no humanity in it.” She spread the lotion and gave individual attention to each of the freshest marks. At his belt line, she wrapped her slick hands around his hips and rubbed up across his belly, ending at his nipples. They hardened. His breath caught before deepening. “You wanted to ask a question. And I think I know what it was.”

“You do?”

“You want to know why I let you shine my boots and shave my legs, why I let you get hard but I only tell you to take care of it yourself.”

Devon nodded and left his head hanging.

“You’re not ready,” she said, bringing her hands around to the stripes on his back. “You still think it’s a goal. You still think everything will work and you will be complete if I fuck you. Happiness isn’t fucking any more than fulfillment is doing the things I tell you. The sex should come from the joy, not the other way around. And I’m trying to help you find the joy.” She patted him on the shoulders and then pulled him around to face her. “Okay, get a shirt on, and get to the things that need doing.” She smiled, but Devon kept looking down.

“Yes, ma’am.” He went to retrieve his shirt from the floor behind the cross.

He seemed to be a little sullen about the talk. There it was, she realized, the reason she hesitated advancing to the next level with Devon. One moment he could be the sweetest man, the next, a cranky boy who felt sorry for himself over small disappointments.

She wondered if he she might have been mistaken about his potential. Some people came to submission and dominance with the mistaken idea that it was a wall to hide behind only to find it was a way of living. And there was only one way to escape life.

“I need you to get a shirt on, though. Then go out front and make sure everything is set up there. After that, come back here and put everything away.”

Devon nodded and went to put on his shirt, which he left untucked.

Seneca stopped him before he could walk out to the front of the stage like that. Twisting him by the hips to face her, she opened his pants. With her gaze locked on his eyes, she worked her hands, tucking in the shirt. “You’re disappointed,” she said.

He tried to look away, but she followed, keeping her face in front of his.

“I understand that,” she told him. “I really do. But I need—I expect—your understanding as well.” Still without looking down, she closed his pants and pulled up his fly. “You get that, don’t you?”

He nodded.

“And you’re good? Not sore? Not hurting?”

“I’m good,” he said.

“Okay. Then buckle your belt.” Before he could reach for the belt, Seneca kissed him. It was quick, but it was warm, and when she leaned back, she smiled at the trace of lipstick she left behind. With her thumb she wiped away the crimson tracks. “And let’s try for better than good. How about happy? Now go.” She turned him around and gave him a little push.

Buckling his belt, Devon went through the curtains into the hall. Seneca remained backstage. She always took a few minutes to rest and relax while Devon headed to the next room to check out the small riser on which she would be signing books and answering some audience questions.

The stage curtains billowed inward as someone looked for the gap. Mark, the security guard, pushed through, then stood looking around the gloom for a moment before spotting Seneca. “There you are,” he said. “That was a heck of a show and a lot to take in.”

“What did you think?” she asked as she walked over.

“What do I know?” he answered. “You and me,” he said, pointing back and forth from his chest to hers with a thick finger. “We’re in different worlds.”

Seneca smiled. “You’d be surprised how close all the worlds are. My world, yours, the president’s, a preacher’s, or a rodeo clown, they can all be bridged with a handshake.”

“Maybe so. But my bridge leads pretty much to my wife, and she is not as open-minded as me.”

“Open-minded as you?” The question came from a large black man who had just pulled aside the curtains. Delray Adam was the second of Seneca’s security guards. As he crossed the stage, he said, “The only thing open about you is your mouth when dinner’s served.”

“How about you then?” Seneca asked Delray. “What do you think about all this?”

“I think you’re dead-on,” he said without hesitating. “I think it’s just people. Everything else is just a way to get other people closer or keep them back.”

“You do listen.”

“Mrs. Adam may not have raised the smartest boy, but she brought him up to listen. And to keep his judgments to himself.” He winked as a genuine grin spread over his dark face.

Seneca upped the volume behind her smile and noticed his gaze flit to her chest once she began to turn to Mark. When her attention came around to him, Mark’s eyes were moving up from her backside.

Men. Predictable and wonderful.

“You could learn something from him,” she said to Mark, tilting her head toward his partner. “He’s a wise man.”

“Oh, he’s something, all right,” Mark responded.

Seneca laughed again as she turned away from both men walking toward the stage stairs. She let her behind sway for a moment before stopping to put each thumb under the broad black belt that cinched her waist. She leveraged the belt away and squirmed under it for a moment, giving herself a deeper breath of air and playing with the men she knew were watching. When she started walking again, she asked, “Coming, guys?”

“Just about,” Mark said so quietly she never would have heard if she wasn’t listening for it.

The event was held as a part of a larger lifestyle gathering that had taken over the convention center. To get to the lobby atrium where the signing was being held, they had to walk through a long space packed with vendors of gear, clothing, books, and videos. As they passed, people shouted Seneca’s name, trying to call her over to get an endorsement or just to be seen with her. She was embraced and selfied by leathermen and body-paint girls. Her shoes were kissed by men who insisted on kneeling to her. Seneca took it all in stride and with a smile. Attention was like a warm drug shot right into an artery. It felt good. It was wonderful to know as well that she had something to do with the numbers here and opening up to new ideas. She believed in tolerance and was gratified for any chance to spread the word and goodwill.

At one booth she stopped to admire a group of three women wearing only tiny panties and strategic rope bonds. They were suspended from a structure of steel trusses, dangling like sexy wind chimes. As soon as Seneca paused, fans asked for pictures. The hanging girls, at least the pair not gagged, invited her to pose with them.

Seneca, standing with the trussed-up girls, was like chum in the water. More people gathered, snapping pictures that were immediately appearing on social media feeds. A tide of conference goers began to surge in her direction. A small following became larger and louder. Flashes from cameras and phones attracted more attention. A boisterous knot gathered around the small display booth, sucking away the fun. As raised phones captured everything, more people tried pushing in.

With more people came a jittery edge to the mood. The hanging girls lost their smiles first. They were helpless in the rising mass. Seneca noticed the eyes of the gagged girl showing the first tinges of panic.

“Okay,” Seneca said in a half shout that barely pierced the din. She raised her arms for attention, calling out, “Be careful!” When that didn’t work, she shielded the girls with her body and fully shouted. “Stand back!”

It might have worked, but a new group, rowdy party boys, came around a corner pointing and laughing. They surged into the throng, changing the energy from raucous to simply dangerous.

Seneca shouted again. This time she called for Mark and Delray.

They had already seen the trouble and had started shoving aside the newcomers crowding the front of the mass. They twisted arms and shoved aside the cameras in their faces as they worked to clear a path to their client.

For Seneca Graves, the hot squirming pile of humanity suddenly became a cold and isolated place. Hands, rough and forceful, grabbed at her from behind. One went up the back of her skirt and gripped the soft skin at her inner thigh. The fingers were like clammy snakes touching and reaching for the secret places of her body. One finger curled under the fabric of her panties and jerked at the elastic. She felt rather than heard them rip.

At the same time as the one hand invaded her skirt, another reached around her waist. It was connected to a strong arm coiled with tattoos that were as rough-hewn and hateful as the embrace.

Seneca opened her mouth to scream at the same time she turned her head to get a look at the assailant behind her. Both actions were cut off by a voice.

“Shout and I’ll slice you.” The mouth that made the threat was pressed behind her ear.

She froze instantly, and all the turmoil of the crowd disappeared from her senses. There was no other sound in the world. Seneca could see the people and their mouths forming words or laughter. She could see Mark and Delray shoving at people, and read the shouts on their lips, but the only words she heard were the whispers of the man pressed against her.

“You fucking bitch,” he said. Then the man’s left hand was on her hip, and he moved it up until he was cupping her breast. He dug his fingers like blunt knives in her skin, searching for the nipple. When he found it, he twisted savagely. With his right hand still under her skirt, he tore at her panties, ripping them further and bunching them to the side over one cheek of her ass. Then he reached deeper to stroke at the skin Seneca had waxed bare only the night before.

“Hairless cunt,” he whispered.

The words were like hammers.

“You don’t know fuck all about being dominant. But you’re gonna damn well learn to get on your knees. ‘Feminist’ is just a word for a whore that ain’t been fucked right yet.”

Then, in a sudden shock of noise, the hands and the voice were gone. All movement in the pile ceased, and everyone was looking at her in stunned surprise. Seneca heard her own voice, shrill and raging, scream, “Stop it! Stop it! Stop! Get the fuck off of me!”

At about the same time, Mark and Delray shoved the last couple of hangers-on aside and reached Seneca. More security guards came running from around the corner. The people crowding around began to wander off, once again laughing. Seneca looked around for the man with the hands and the hate. It was as though he had been a ghost who faded into the mists of night.

She didn’t bother to ask Mark or Delray if they had seen him; she was sure they would say no. She was sure, also, even the other people pressed against her would have noticed nothing.

“Are you all right?” Mark asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. He took it away when she flinched.

“I’m fine,” she answered. “Do you have a knife?”

“I do.” Delray pulled a tactical knife from his pocket and flipped the blade open with his thumb.

“Cut these girls down.” Seneca pointed. “Mark, take her gag off.”

“Just a minute,” a man said. He was the rope master who, before the melee, had been grinning and happy to have the activity around his booth. Once order was restored, he seemed more concerned with his disheveled merchandise than the girls in his living display. “You can’t do that. I spent a lot of time on those knots and bindings. You’re not going to just cut them off.”

“Look at these girls,” Seneca barked at the man, glad to have a target for her anger. “Your girls. Your responsibility.”

“They’re fine.”

“No, they’re not.” Her bark had become a quiet warning that rumbled from the back of her throat. “They were hanging helpless when the crowd almost lost control. They’re afraid. You need to take care of them.”

“Nobody’s hurt,” he said with a creeping petulance to his voice. “But those knots—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Delray said with a sweep of his hand on a support rope.

The girl fell gently into Mark’s arms. He whispered to and held the frightened girl as his partner sliced through the knots.

“What the hell is this?” Delray asked.

“This is Shibari, Japanese rope tying,” the rope master said.

“If you’re going to do something as dangerous as this, you need to know more about what you’re doing,” Seneca said, using the instructional moment to pull back on her anger. “Shibari is not correct. That’s just like saying knot tying. You could be talking about fishing lures or tying up the dog. Kinbaku is bondage tying.”

“Who gives a fuck?” the rope master whined. “This is my business.”

“Well, you suck at it,” Seneca said, then pointed at the center girl, still suspended. “Get her next. Her hands and joints are red and swelling. How long have you had her in that inverted shrimp tie? You should have tied her ankles to the chest harness, not her neck, for a long suspension. These were originally for torture, you know. There’s a reason for that.”

“You’re an asshole, Dave,” the first free girl said to the rope master as she sat on the floor and rubbed her joints.

“Yeah,” Delray agreed as he cut the next girl down. “You’re an asshole, Dave.”

“Whatever.” Dave wandered into his booth and began tossing out the girls’ clothes.

“Why do people do this?” Mark asked as he helped the last girl to the floor.

Seneca was not watching them. She was scanning the faces of people walking the exhibit floor. “It looks sexy,” she answered as she picked through men one by one. “It can feel sexy as hell if the rope master knows what he’s doing. Not just being tied up and vulnerable—that’s a part of it for some—but being a part of a living piece of art that is beautiful inside and out. That can be…” For an instant, a face flashed through a gap of people. Seneca felt the eyes on her like a small violation, an echo of something greater. Then it was gone. “It can be something…transcendent in a way. Beauty, sensation, giving, and possession.” She gave up on the crowd and turned to the men cutting through the knots. “It’s meaningless without trust, though.” To the girls she added, “It’s not something to do for a paycheck.”

When the girls were all released from their bonds and dressed, they asked for a picture with Seneca and the guards. They made Dave take it.

Before leaving the main floor, Seneca stopped at a restroom. She pushed open the door and looked around before she asked, “Do me a favor, guys? Don’t let anyone in. I need to pull myself together.”

Inside, she stood before a mirror and looked into her own eyes. She breathed slowly and deeply, finding a center and the balance that went with it before really looking at herself. Makeup was all right. Hair, would serve. Finally she took a hard look at her clothing. The top was pulled up a bit and bunching out over the cinching belt. She pulled it smooth, tucked it in and then buttoned the neck one place higher. When she looked again at herself again she noticed the button. It had been an unconscious action—defensive as though her clothing or body were to blame for the violations against her. She popped the closure and spread the collar. After that she ran her hands again over her hips feeling the skirt and the clothing underneath.

With a quick tug at the hem, she uncovered her knees and thighs up to the tops of her stockings and the lace-covered clasps of the garter belt. Reaching under the skirt, she then pulled and shimmied out of her torn panties and tossed them in the trash. It was a relief to have them away from her skin.

Three minutes later, Seneca was walking into the book signing with a confident smile. It was pleasing to see, though, the calm and orderly line of people. It was long too, always good. When she climbed onto the small riser and pulled out her chair, the line bubbled with applause. She waved and smiled, then gestured for the first person to come up.

“Can you sign it to Andi?” the young woman asked, handing over the newly purchased copy of Counterfeit Dominance. “With an i.”

“Is that you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Seneca smiled warmly. The girl was small and pretty with big brown eyes. Girl-next-door sexy. “What brings you here today?”

“You,” Andi said. Then she leaned in close and took a conspiratorial glance around. “And curiosity. A lot of curiosity.”

On the title page of the book, Seneca wrote,

Andi,

You have such an adventure waiting. I envy you.

Seneca Graves

As she handed the signed book over, the happy rumble of voices in the room was replaced by the crack of a whip and the scream of a woman. In a weird kind of group reaction, people both turned toward the sounds, then recoiled from what they saw.

On the tile floor was a naked girl trying to execute a full submissive kiss-the-floor kneeling pose with her arms fully extended. Seneca noticed immediately that the girl was an amateur. Her ass was raised too high, and her back was arched downward rather than flat. Worst of all, her head was up so she could peek over her arms to watch the action or anticipate the next strike. On her back was the reddening streak of the whip’s contact. On her face was a look of joy.

The whip flashed and cracked again, this time not nearly as loudly. Most of the effect of the strike was taken by the floor beside the girl. Still she writhed and quivered under the contact. The man using the whip was standing between Seneca and his target, but she didn’t have to see his face to recognize the man who’d had his hands on her.

When he turned, though, it was still a shock. He was the same man she had noticed in the audience earlier. The fact that he’d been stalking her was made even clearer when he raised his free hand to his face and took a long breath from the panties he held. They were the same black panties he’d torn and Seneca had discarded.

Almost as if it had been choreographed that way, he stomped a foot forward, dragging the whip out behind him and ready as she put a foot lightly back and brought up an arm in defense.

The threat was all Mark needed. He rushed at the man who swept the whip around his head and flicked it at Mark’s face. It caught him across the left eye, running from the brow down to the cheek.

“Stop it!” Seneca screamed as Mark fell to the floor, clutching his face.

“Oh, you think you’re in charge again?” the man with the whip asked.

Out of the corner of her eye, Seneca saw Delray creeping around the man to take him from behind. The man saw him as well. He lowered the hand with her panties and pulled at the handle of a long knife sheathed in his pants, making sure she saw it. “Don’t do it, Delray,” she said. “He has a knife on the girl. Call the police. Help Mark.”

“Call who you want,” the man snapped back. He pointed the knife down at the girl on the floor. With his other hand he twitched his whip, keeping it in constant motion between himself and Seneca. “It won’t do any good.”

“What do you want?”

“To teach you.”

“Teach me what?” Seneca stood straighter and calmed her breathing before she took two small steps closer. Just moving was an act of defiance against him and her own terror. She walked slowly, concentrating on her balance. The rubbery feel of her legs made her high heels a tightrope, but she couldn’t look down. Her gaze she kept tethered to his.

“Everything a bitch should know.”

His words, the venom in them, were pure hate. Being the object of this man’s direct attention was like being locked in an oven. Fear and anger, the man’s focused hostility, everything was heat. It was wilting her, but she couldn’t run. She would fall, she was sure. She was equally sure that was the kind of weakness that he wanted. “What’s that?” she asked, trying to keep the turmoil in her chest from erupting through her voice.

He turned his attention from Seneca to the girl on the floor. Drawing back the whip, he struck it across her prostrate form. “Place,” he barked, then added, “and posture.”

The tremble that started in the tightrope under Seneca’s heels rose through her body and threatened to drop Seneca to the floor. She opened her mouth twice before finally getting words out on the third try. “How are you going to teach me that?” she asked carefully. The care she took didn’t matter. The tremble came like a poker player’s tell.

The man smiled at the sound. He swung the whip around his head a couple of times and flicked it in Seneca’s direction but failed to get the crack from the tip. In anger, he lashed out at the girl again, tracking her back and hips with red ribbons.

“Get on your knees,” he said to Seneca.

“No.” The word came without thought. It sounded weak to her ears, but the act of saying it settled her as much as it seemed to unnerve the man.

“The fuck?”

“You don’t have any power here,” Seneca blurted. The words helped take away the heat and gave back a measure of her balance. “Not over me. I don’t think you really have any over that girl.”

“You don’t, huh?” He threw the whip to the floor and straddled the girl’s back. His grin was as sharp as the blade in his hand. With three quick stabs, he pricked her skin, drawing a bright crimson flow of blood from her back. The three trickles formed a single line and dripped to the floor.

The girl moaned softly, but to Seneca it sounded like something more than pain.

The man laughed.

“That’s enough,” Seneca said. When the laugh and the grin disappeared, she added, “There’s no point in hurting her anymore.”

“It’s enough when I say so.” He put her panties in his other hand and shook them out before touching them to his nose. “Pretty, pretty panties. Not wearing any now, are ya? It feel good? Free air on your hairless snatch? Yeah, I know. I could feel it. And I can smell it.” With his knife hand, he jerked the girl’s head up by the hair and stuffed the black fabric into her mouth. “Now she can smell you and taste you too. She’d eat your panties if I told her. Cause she’s my slut, ain’t you, girl?”

He rose from the girl, slapping her ass hard enough to leave a rising red print on the pale skin. “Ain’t that right, girl?”

She nodded and screamed through the panties, but she stayed where she was, even raising her hips for more rather than moving away. The man obliged, slapping even harder.

“See that?” he asked Seneca. Then he turned to the stunned and silent crowd and asked again, “See that?” He turned a full circle quickly, keeping his body and knife poised to cut or kill the girl.

Seneca looked around the room, hoping for a sign of police. Delray was on the floor with Mark. He was holding his hand over the wound on Mark’s face, but his gaze was on the man with the knife.

Seneca wished that she had not insisted on unarmed security. A gun could settle things from a distance. The time it would take to charge the man might allow him to kill the girl. Even so, she could tell that Delray, even Mark, half-blinded and bleeding, wanted to make a run at the guy.

Still turning and talking to the crowd, the man said, “She does what I tell her. She takes what I give her.” Then he came full circle and brought his attention back to Seneca. “You and all your crap about trust. Trust don’t mean shit when you got fear. And it’s about time you learned a little fear.”

“You don’t understand anything, do you?” Seneca responded. She hoped she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt. Thinking of guns and distance had given her an idea. She sidled around in small, careful steps toward the whip laying on the floor to her right. “You don’t understand what you’re doing any more than you know what you want.”

“I know I can do anything I want to her.” To punctuate his point, he ran the tip of the knife across the girl’s bare hip, then twisted it, curving into a slashing cut that opened a dark wound.

She started to cry through her gag but made no motion to get away.

“Is she drugged?” Seneca asked, sliding her foot until it touched the handle of the whip. “Or did you threaten her?”

When the man didn’t answer, she crouched to lift the discarded whip from the floor.

He tensed, gripping his knife tighter.

“Let me tell you what I know.” She settled the grip in her hand, testing the weight and balance. “You’re confusing command with coercion, and fear with respect. I know a little bit about fear myself.” With an effortless flick, Seneca cracked the whip in front of the man’s face. “That’s what you’re feeling right now. Fear.” Again she brought the whip around, this time putting more of her arm into it. The lash cut across his ear, cracking like a gunshot.

Outside the building the sounds of sirens rose, getting closer and from both directions on the street.

“Time’s up,” Seneca said. “Time to run.”

The man looked from her to the doors, then up the hall. He was ready to run, she was sure. Seneca decided to have the last word. “Maybe you would rather get on your knees.”

His face changed, dropping the indecision. It solidified with purpose as he nodded at Seneca’s words. Then he smiled before he bent and shoved his knife into the girl’s ribs and side three times.

Her screams were genuine and barely muffled by the panties in her mouth.

Seneca struck with the whip, aiming right at the man’s horribly crooked grin, but it was too late. He had already run.




Chapter Two




SENECA




As soon as the man ran, the spell that held the room broke. Police burst through one set of doors while their prey bolted out another. The people who had been watching like statues around Medusa were suddenly shouting, demanding some kind of action. Most of them pointed after the running man, directing the police. Seneca rushed to the girl on the floor while Delray ran to his fallen partner.

“Get an ambulance!” Seneca called to the approaching cops. She pulled the panties from the girl’s mouth, then put her fingers on the handle of the knife still sticking from the girl’s bloody side.

“Don’t touch that,” Delray told her as he helped Mark to stand. “You can do more damage taking it out than he did putting it in. Wait for the EMTs. Here, let me.” He cautiously released Mark, hesitating to check that he remained upright before kneeling beside Seneca. She moved aside as Delray used his big hands to apply pressure over the wounds and around the blade.

“How is she?” Mark asked. He was still on his feet but wobbling. His hand pressed tightly over his left eye, doing little to stop the blood that flowed between his fingers.

“Two ambulances!” Seneca called to the police again. She left the girl to Delray and stood to put a steadying hand on Mark.

“I’m all right,” he said. “It just hurts like hell.”

“Let me see,” she told him as she peeled away the hand. There was a bone-deep laceration from his brow down to his cheek, but his eye looked to be intact. She couldn’t be sure, though. There was a lot of red, but she couldn’t tell if it was from the eye or the cut.

“I’m so sorry, Mark.”

“Not your fault. You didn’t invent crazy.”

“Is he going to be all right?” The question came from Andi, the young woman who had been very curious. She was still clutching the book Seneca had signed to her. “What about the girl? Can I help?” Andi added.

“Not unless you have bandages in your purse.”

“Not a bandage but…” Andi set down her book then pulled a minipad from her purse.

“Oh hell no—” Mark protested as soon as he saw what was in her hand.

Delray laughed even as he was holding the girl. Then he said, “Hey, give me a couple of those if you got ’em.”

Andi gave the pad to Seneca, who pressed it to Mark’s face. “Stop squirming,” she told him.”

“God, I’m glad I didn’t get shot,” he said. “You’d stick a tampon in the bullet hole.”

“What are you afraid of? You think a mini-pad on your face is going to make you a girl?”

Over her shoulder Delray laughed. He was holding two pads down on the girl’s wounds, and Andi was holding her head.

“Men,” Seneca said.

An officer approached, speaking into a microphone clipped to his shoulder. When he let go of the mic button, he said, “We have ambulances on the way. Is anyone else hurt?”

Delray said, “Just these two, but she’s lost consciousness and a lot of blood. Do you have a description yet?”

“Just white male,” the officer answered. “Jeans.”

“He was mid-thirties, six feet, maybe a touch over,” Seneca said. “White T-shirt and black engineer boots. Reddish-brown hair. He had tattoos on each arm. They looked homemade. On the left was a snake coiling. On the inside of the right one he had what looked like a rope with knots in it. Four I think.”

The officer nodded, then asked, “You folks going to be okay till the EMTs get here?”

“Go,” Seneca said. “They’re here.”

The EMTs came through the door and straight to the wounded pair on the floor. It took twenty minutes to stabilize the girl enough to take her away. As she was being worked on, another pair took care of Mark. Andi was talking to Delray as they watched Mark, leaving Seneca alone to her thoughts for the first time in what seemed like years. She just wanted to get out of this place, find a nice wine to drink, and drift to peace in a locked and secure hotel room.

The solitude didn’t last long. A man in a suit that looked a little snug across the shoulders came across the room with his gaze fixed on Seneca. She looked back, watching for his eyes to drop. They didn’t. They smiled. Just the eyes, though. It was a touch wolfish but otherwise nice, not mean-spirited at all. Suddenly she was hyperaware of how she looked. There was blood on her hands and top. Somehow another button had popped open, showing more skin and the top of her bra. She wanted to at least run fingers through her hair and try to capture some sense of control over her appearance. One look at her hands reminded her again not to touch herself.

As the man stopped in front of her, the smile in his eyes spread across the rest of his face. It wasn’t a grin or a happy-to-meet-you kind of smile. It was friendly and touched with concern. A professional smile, but it still worked. Seneca relaxed.

From the inner breast pocket of his jacket, he pulled a leather ID case and held it open. On one side was a gold badge. On the other was a picture ID that said FBI in big blue letters. “I’m FBI Special Agent Book. I need to ask you a few questions about what happened, ma’am.”

“I like the way you say ma’am, Agent.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Like you were raised right. Someplace Southern?”

“Not too far. The Ozarks.”

Seneca nodded with a smile. “Some people have a problem with sir or ma’am. They’re raised to think showing respect takes something from them. I’d shake, but…” She held up her bloody fingers and shrugged.

Special Agent Book nodded like he was holding a fragile thought in his head. He turned and started walking. “Follow me,” he said. He led her to the main doors and held them open.

She hadn’t realized she was cold until she came out into the sunshine. Once the warmth hit her, it was like a release from ice. Her skin prickled with goosebumps. Then she was suddenly a little giddy and sleepy.

“It feels so good out here,” Seneca said, basking.

The agent continued on to the back of an open ambulance and reached in to pluck a white towel from a pile. “Here,” he said, unfolding it.

Once she saw him with the towel, she reached to receive it. Instead he draped it over her hand, then started scrubbing at the blood.

As he rubbed her wrist and each finger in a tight terry-cloth massage, he looked at Seneca, and she looked back. His smile now, she noticed, was something more than professional. Still not a grin, but no come-on either. She offered her other hand, and he pulled the towel over it.

“You’re Seneca Graves,” he said.

“And you’re FBI Agent Book.”

“John Book. My friends call me Book.”

“Am I your friend?”

His eyes were on their hands, not her eyes, and she took the moment to look him over more. He was tall and broad with a short sandy-blond military haircut. The bearing echoed her first impression, straight and confident. That was exactly the kind of alpha male she was usually not attracted to. But…

He stopped scrubbing, then reached into the inner pocket of his jacket. After a little back-to-business throat clearing, he said, “I have some pictures to show you.” He pulled out a small stack of photos and showed them to her one by one. There were a total of five. The fourth was the man with the whip and knife.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“Positive. I had a lot of time to look at him. Who is he?”

“Can you tell me anything more about him?”

“I can tell you a lot about him,” she said. “Who is he?”

“Ma’am, please—”

“I’m ma’am again? Well, I always like that.”

He smiled at her again. This time it was a real smile, not just professional and not just a man looking at an attractive face. It was genuine, warm, and the wolf lurking in the eyes was comfortably at bay.

“You always get your way?” he asked.

“You don’t really know me very well, do you?”

“Not yet,” he said. He let the smile and the wolf have a little freedom with his face.

Seneca liked what she saw in so many ways. “Confidence is a wonderful trait.”

“I know.” He let his answer sit, not allowing it to be diminished by laughter or qualification.

That time his smile made her flush with unexpected heat. It felt good but completely out of character.

Certainly out of place, she reminded herself. Still, there was something about the man that was stronger than the horror of the day. She looked at the towel and selected a clean corner to pass over her face.

“His name is Asa Farro,” he finally said.

Seneca took the towel from her face and looked at him again but still said nothing.

“And he may have killed other people.”

“Like a serial killer?”

“We don’t say serial killer.”

“What do you say?”

“He’s a suspect in four murders. He was under surveillance for months until he slipped away a couple of weeks ago. We think the girl he stabbed in there has been his captive at least that long.”

“You said four…” Despite the warmth of the sun, cold enveloped Seneca again. “He has a tattoo on his right arm.”

Book nodded. “Four knots in a rope. We believe he likes to display it. His idea of a secret screw-you-world joke.”

In the back of Seneca’s mind, the menace of Asa Farro was like a stranger kicking at the door to her memory. The front of her mind kept running over the body and face of the man standing next to her. His hands on her were a heated promise.

Those thoughts would have surprised her any other time, but there, in that moment, they amazed her. He was thinking the same things in his own way, she was sure. In his eyes were two creatures, one of kindness and one of hunger. To look into them was to see something like a werewolf, something wild within the gentleman. It was that part of him, the wolf, that stole glances of her body. It flitted over her face with soft movements, pausing at her mouth and her eyes, lingering in her hair.

“Your turn,” he said.

Seneca was pulled back from her thoughts with an abrupt yank. They had already wandered to the point where the phrase, your turn, could have some wonderful connotations. “What do you mean?”

“You said you knew things about Asa Farro.”

She nodded and moved to the open door of the ambulance where she sat down and looked at the scene. There were cars and trucks of all types now with more coming. Emergency vehicles with strobing lights spilled men with guns. Vans with bright lettering and logos from television stations were crowding the edges of the police lines. For the first time she understood this day would assault her for years to come. She was already living in a bit of a spotlight just for giving her opinion. Now some violent, hateful man had tied her name to his. “I know things,” she said. “I’ve seen men like him all my life.”

“Do you know anything that might help us catch him?”

“He’s interested, probably obsessively, with the world of BDSM—bondage, discipline—”

“I know the phrase.”

She nodded and wondered about that statement—I know the phrase. She didn’t hear judgment in it exactly. Maybe there was a touch of impatience. Maybe there was a vein, a current of questioning. She wondered if the question was about her or the world she lived in. “You know the phrase?”

He sat beside her on the ambulance step bumper, close but not intimate. “Even FBI agents in Kansas City don’t live under rocks.”

Seneca nodded again and gave a smile that she almost allowed to break into a chuckle. Then she looked across the street at the parking lot filling with news people and cops. The chuckle remained an almost, and she let the smile wilt.

“Look,” he said, “I get it. I really do.” With both hands, he gestured at himself, running them from chest to knees and back. “Off-the-rack suit. Cop. I’m in the same group with a whole other culture that seems suspicious of you. Hell, I’m the gun hand of that group in some people’s eyes. Cops don’t do well with changes. We enforce rules, and that makes us rigid and…” He seemed to be searching for the word he wanted.

“Unyielding,” Seneca supplied.

“I was about to go with assholes.”

That time the smile broke, and Seneca allowed a small lilting laugh to spill out.

“What I’m trying to say,” he continued, “is that it’s easy for people like me to see others as, literally—Other. Because of that, it’s really easy for us to be seen as something to be protected against as much as protectors. But this is important. Anything you know or feel about this man could save another life.”

“I understand. I understand completely. It’s just not always easy to talk with someone about these things who isn’t in the lifestyle.”

“Try growing up an Ozarks Baptist. I spent most of middle school trying to convert heathens.”

She laughed again, bright and easy. “Then what happened?”

“I finally got the idea that the heathen was the person running around telling everyone else what they believed was wrong.”

“Still believe?”

“I have a belief that does not require anyone’s walls or structures to support them.”

Seneca sat silent for a long moment, trying not to think. She wanted to simply enjoy the man next to her. It was a good feeling. Kind of like when she walked into the sunlight from the building where all the violence had happened. Then, just as she had feared, the image of his face under hers, under a tent of her draping hair, slipped into her mind.

Put that away, she scolded herself.

“Like I said,” she told Book, “he’s probably obsessively interested in BDSM, but he won’t fit in that world. He thinks he does. He thinks the lifestyle is about giving pain and has no understanding of giving support. He believes in chaos and sees that in a world that doesn’t follow the normal society rules. The fact that BDSM has very clear rules and an expectation of personal responsibility confuses him.

“Farro will have tried to fit in with bondage groups and failed. He probably made a lot of enemies and got noticed by a lot of people. You need to talk to the local community.”

“The local BDSM community?”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“It wouldn’t be if I had any idea of who they are. How do I even find the friendly neighborhood bondage people?”

This time when Seneca laughed, it was big and loud with a wonderful feeling of release.

“I guess I said something pretty funny.”

“You’re at a convention for kinky lifestylers. Just go start asking. Someone in there will know this guy.”

Embarrassment rushed across Book’s face, but it passed quickly without a trace of resentment. “Guess I’d better get to work,” he said before rising with a nod and a shy look that wasn’t entirely business. “I’ll want you to stick around.”

“Is that professional or friends?” Seneca asked before she caught the flirt in her question.

He didn’t answer. Instead he stood aside and gave an after-you gesture toward the doors of the center.

Back inside the hall, he left her with Delray and Andi, still waiting beside Mark, who was now stitched.

“How’s he doing?” Seneca asked Delray.

“He won’t go to the hospital. EMT said he needed a plastic surgeon to fix it up without scars.”

“I’m a retired old cop. What do I care about a scar?” Mark asked. “Besides, ladies love a man with scars.”

“They love small, sexy scars,” Seneca said.

“That’s going to be a Bond villain scar,” Andi added.

“Funny girl,” Mark shot right back.

“You sound like my dad.”

“Really funny girl.” Mark sighed.

“Did the detective give up any info on the guy?” Delray asked Seneca.

“He’s someone they’ve been looking for. They think he’s killed other people.”

“That’s sure not a surprise,” he said, then looked up over Seneca’s shoulder. “Uh-oh.”

“Uh-oh?” she echoed with a question.

“That’s a reporter over there.” He pointed at a woman coming up the hall. Trailing behind her was a cameraman. She was the first of a small wave washing in the side doors and filtering through the lobby. “If you don’t want to be on the news tonight, we should get you out of here.”

“I need to find Devon. He should have everything packed and—”

“What?” Delray asked.

“Have you seen him? Devon. I sent him here to get things ready, and I haven’t seen him.”

“I haven’t either,” Delray said, looking at Mark, who shook his head gently. “Not since we left the stage.”

“A lot has happened since then,” Seneca said.

“No kidding,” Delray agreed. “I’ll go back to the stage and see if he’s there.”

“I’m going with you. He’s my responsibility.”

“And you’re ours,” Mark said, rising slowly from the floor.

“That’s something we should argue. But I’m afraid there’s not time.”

“I’m coming too,” Andi said.

Seneca looked at the men and girl staring back at her. She wanted to tell them no but couldn’t. “I can’t ask—”

“No one’s asking,” Delray said. “Not you. Not us.”

“Thank you.”




Chapter Three




SENECA




The auditorium was a hollow silence when they entered. The velvet seats absorbed both light and sound. The aisle carpets were straight roads of industrial black leading to the wood-paneled proscenium arch. Behind the arch, the stage itself ate light in the curtains of black teeth. At the front was the table of toys and leather, sitting just as it had during Seneca’s talk. Something was different, though.

“The St. Andrew’s cross.” Seneca pointed as she spoke. “It’s gone.”

“I don’t know,” Delray said. “That row of curtains was open before. Someone closed it.”

“You’re right. And the cross was up there, behind where the curtain is now,” she agreed.

“Come on.” Delray motioned forward with one hand and pulled his canister of pepper spray with the other as he stalked up the aisle. “Stay together.”

Seneca checked behind her. Andi was there right alongside Mark, who was scanning warily through his one open eye. Moving as a cautious unit with Seneca in the center, they reached the stairs to the stage. Delray climbed them first, then turned to offer his hand to Seneca.

Seneca didn’t wait for Mark or Andi to climb onto the stage. She left the group behind to approach the break in the curtain alone.

“Wait,” Delray said. “Let me—”

“No!” Seneca screamed. It was a howl of pain and wishing that grated in her throat. The sound went from a high keening to a gravel roughness in the space of a single heartbeat. Before it had faded, she had pushed through the curtain and was at the cross, trying to release the bare and bloody man fixed to it. “Devon?” she called. “Devon?” There was just the question without expectation of an answer.

Delray and Mark were suddenly beside her, pulling her hands from the cuffs, then pushing her away from her friend.

“You can’t,” Delray said. “Wait for the cops.”

“He might be all right. We need to help him.” Seneca was pleading.

“He needs more help than we can give him,” Mark said, holding Andi back. “If he’s even alive.”

“I don’t think he is,” Delray said quietly. “There’s too much blood.”

Seneca looked down and saw the pooling darkness. A thick lake of blood surrounded his body. Where they had walked, blood slowly moved to reclaim the vacancies left by their feet. Well to the side were other splashes of red. More footprints in a hard lug-sole pattern led away and into the deeper folds of curtain and darkness.

“Get out of here,” Delray said with hands on both Seneca and Andi, pushing.

“I can’t,” Seneca said. “I—”

“Do it!” This time it was Mark shouting and pushing. “This could be a trap. You need to get out of here and bring the police.”

“But—”

“I’ll stay with him. Delray, get ’em out.”

Delray put an arm around each woman, sweeping them along as he rushed down the stage and back up the silent aisles. After they burst through the auditorium door, the big man’s mass and speed kept them moving. Delray released them and started running freely. Andi followed right behind. Seneca slowed, watching them race away, then turned around and went back.

She forced herself to move quickly through the silent auditorium. Without other people around her, the full force of dread dragged against each of Seneca’s steps. She needed to know about Devon. She imagined him alone in the dark. He’s my responsibility, she told herself.

When she reached the edge of the stage, she paused at the stairs and called out, “Mark!” It was as much to hear a voice as to make contact. Neither goal worked as desired. Her voice betrayed her fear, and Mark failed to answer.

Climbing the three stairs, she called again with the same result. Now there were two people for whom Seneca felt responsible. She took a long, deep breath and resolved not to run. The first touch of her foot on the stage floor produced a small chirping clack from the heel of her shoe. Had she been in a group, the sound would have been normal, just another foot on a floor. Alone in this room the noise was like sonar that pointed right to her. She pulled off the shoes and tossed them back onto the carpeted audience floor.

There were no more deep breaths or hesitations. In a quick jog, she reached the opening in the curtain and pulled it open. Even though she had seen Devon on the cross earlier, the sight still shocked her the second time. Blood flowing from his savaged back dripped to the floor, making a tiny plip in the standing pool.

“Oh Devon…” Seneca said. Her feet didn’t move, but she reached for him.

He made a sound, a rattling moan that sounded like a far-off train and felt like death in her ears. His head turned slightly. Seneca thought it did, or she hoped. Before she could find out, Mark plunged through another set of curtains and hit the floor.

Mark looked like a dead man even before he landed. Blood rolled in angry dollops from his mouth and nose. It ran in a long red smear from the gaping wound where his new stitches had ripped open. Even the way he fell screamed death. Seneca was certain that live limbs and an intact neck simply wouldn’t move that way. Most of all, death was in his eyes. They were open but looking at something unknowable as he dropped.

As soon as Mark hit the ground, the curtain through which he had fallen billowed again. Asa Farro stormed through. His hands and his face were painted with blood. The blood had turned his T-shirt from white to an awful wasted-pink color. He stretched his gait over Mark’s body, then charged forward.

Seneca turned to run, but her stockings had no traction on the wood floor. Her feet wheeled out uncontrollably, dropping her to a knee. As she fought to get herself upright, she tried to call for help. But her voice was a sharp stone caught in her throat. No sound came.

Asa Farro grabbed her flailing foot at the ankle and jerked. The loss of support dropped her face onto the floor. Her left cheek and the orbit around her eye slammed hard, turning everything into an encroaching darkness that sparkled of gold.

The hard hand on her leg was joined by another, and Farro pulled her toward him. Fear and rage pumped another rush of adrenaline through Seneca’s heart. She kicked. With her hands she scrabbled on the floor. Still she could say nothing.

Asa Farro laughed. “Fear or trust?” He asked the question like it was the punchline of a wonderful joke. “Which is stronger?” With one viselike hand, he pulled the lower part of Seneca’s body up from the floor. The other hand caught her free leg as she tried to kick again. With a hand on each ankle, he raised her higher and spread her legs in his iron grip.

“Woohoo! What do we have here?” he questioned joyfully.
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