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      One

    

  
    
      What would you think if you saw a woman walk out onto the George Washington Bridge in the middle of the night with a mysterious black bundle under her arm? Especially if you saw her clutching it in her arms like a baby, bent into the rain and wind. Who goes out for a walk on a night like that, with thunder roaring, cradling a package as if it’s precious? What errand was so urgent that it couldn’t wait for dry daylight? I can tell you her trench coat is leather but it does nothing to stop the rain from pelting her hair, her face. It’s her face that would probably set your opinion, though. Do you see distress there? Angst? Or just a mask of determination. Arriving at this moment has not been easy. Above the bridge’s handrail, there is a gap in the decrepit chain link fence—too small for a person, but big enough for this. 


      Would you think better of her if you could hear the scream she lets out as she heaves the leather-wrapped bundle off the bridge? Does she sound angry or merely afraid? There is lightning in the sky as her burden falls, as it disappears into the river far below. 


      What do you think of her now? 


      If you would have looked away and pretended you’d never seen her, then you’re not ready for these words. They’re for Niko and Saira, Kish and Jair, and whoever comes after them. 


      After you read this, if you see yourself on that bridge, then these words are for you. 

    

  


  
    
       

  
      Two

    


      Let’s start with the night I met Clive—boots laced up, my corset cinched, and a bag of whips on my shoulder. I’ll start somewhere you might recognize: a nightclub with an upstairs dance floor. The city is full of clubs like it—a thousand different vibes to suit a thousand different crowds. Upscale, downtown, psychedelic, cyberpunk, Bollywood, cowgirl, you name it. 


      A shirtless man would grab my attention in any of them, but especially in Purgatory. 


      Before I saw him, I had been asking myself why the hell I was there. The place was goth, but once a month the dance floor turned into a dungeon. People go to these places—all of these places—to hook up. Not just for sex. People go to bars when they’re lonely, when they’re looking for connection. 


      I wasn’t ready for connection. Not so soon after severing ties with Ethan. But there I was, anyway. 


      Clive—I didn’t know that was his name yet—was standing by the empty deejay booth, looking comfortable in his bare skin. A typical darkwave dance-trance playlist was on, but that night was for a different sort of dance. Two leathermen had been flogging a third on the St. Andrew’s cross, but they were mostly done, just running their hands up and down his bare back and buttocks. One of them snapped the elastic waistband of his thong and all three of them laughed. A witchy long-haired androgyne smiled in their direction and then glided down the stairs. A few mixed-gender couples nursed drinks at the tall cocktail tables along the far wall. It was early, not yet crowded, and the spanking bench and other play stations were empty. 


      I should have been sizing up the possibilities, psyching myself up to meet someone new, but I was trying hard not to think about my ex—which of course meant I was thinking of him—but what would I do if he showed up? I told myself he wouldn’t. Ethan had always said club nights were for posers. He preferred to play at private parties, where one could wear less and do more—even sex, if that was your thing. 


      Parties where you could draw blood. 


      If you’re reading this I probably don’t have to tell you why that’s sexy. But I will. After all, assumptions are what got us into this mess, and so much has already been lost. 


      For some of us, sex and attraction and lust are wrapped up in power, and invoking that power through pain or pleasure is what we do. It’s how we connect and it’s why people arrange club nights like that one, so like-minded souls can meet. 


      I remember looking at the empty palm of my hand, splashed red by the dance floor lights. Even if Ethan turned his nose up at club play, I might still run into someone who’d been at that party, that disastrous night when he had torpedoed our relationship (and I’d tried to send him down with the ship). What would they say? That I had no right to set foot in a “safe space” like Club Purgatory? 


      Don’t let anyone tell you BDSM is “safe.” It’s safety-focused, but—like parachuting and mountain climbing—danger is part of the attraction. The thrill is the point. 


      My worries were all in my head: I didn’t see anyone I knew. Just that rather enticing-looking guy in black jeans and engineer boots and nothing else. He had a lean-muscled chest and black tousled hair and I closed my hand like I was taking a fistful of that hair and getting ready to drag him to that then-vacated St. Andrew’s cross. 


      He looked up right then. Right at me. 


      I tightened my fist and read a flicker in his eyes—when you’re a thrill-seeker does fear look the same as desire? Was he looking for a goddess in black leather, ready to smite any she chose? And was that what he saw? As I held his gaze, his interest intensified rather than waning. So. 


      It had been so long that I’d forgotten how to do the next part, the two-steps-forward, one-step-back dance that was flirting. 


      I’ve always preferred negotiation over flirtation, anyway. If you could call marching up to him and saying “I have three whips in my bag. Are you interested in seeing them?” a negotiation. 


      He reflected my courage back to me: “I might be more interested in feeling them than seeing them.”  



      A surge of emotion flooded me at his answer—excitement, lust, curiosity, hunger—I don’t know a single word to describe the feeling that comes over me when a potential partner shows their willingness to play—to submit. All I knew was I hadn’t felt it in far too long. 


      I tried to tread lightly—didn’t want to scare him away. “Might?”



      But there was no scaring Clive. His voice held a touch of bravado. “If you’d like to use them, I’d like to feel them.” The lights shifted to white and I saw his eyes were startlingly pale blue. 


      Me. “I haven’t even told you what kind they are.”



      Him. “And you don’t have to.” 



      So. He was either too naive to know what he was in for, or he was extremely confident about how much punishment he could take. Confidence is sexy. Overconfidence equals disaster. 


      That was when he told me, with a slight smile, “I like surprises.”



      Well. He was at least a masochist, a slightly cheeky one at that. But was he submissive? I liked self-confidence, but I wasn’t into brats. 


      I told myself it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like I was vetting him for a relationship. I was just going to flog him for a bit of fun. We probably weren’t even going to exchange phone numbers, right? He was pretty and he was willing. That should have been enough. 


      But I never know when to leave well enough alone. “How are you at following directions?”



      “Give me some directions and you can judge that for yourself.” Rather than being cheeky, these words were delivered with a respectful nod of his head. “Is there a form of address you prefer?”



      Good manners. Not a brat, then. “One has to earn the right to call me by a title. Address me by my name, which is Mira.”



      He drew my name out—“Meerah”—like he was practicing to get it perfect. “Mira, I’m Clive.”



      I repeated his name back to him, too, liking the way it felt in my mouth, the way my tongue brushed the roof of my mouth before my teeth, a spoonful of something delicious. I held out my hand, fingers angled downward. He took the hint, lifting my hand gently but surely to his lips. That kiss sent a delicious shiver up my arm and I resolved—if he took the beating well—to kiss him on the mouth when his lips would be ripe from surrender. 


      I asked for his safeword. 


      He chuckled a little as he said it: “Divinity.”



      I was sure there was a story behind it, but that wasn’t the time to hear it. It was time to set the rules of engagement. “The three whips in my bag are two floggers and one single tail.”



      He nodded. “Yes, Mira.”



      “When I meet someone new, I only use the floggers.”



      “Yes, Mira,” he repeated, but did I imagine I heard a hint of disappointment there? 


      “What are you wearing under your jeans?”



      His Mona Lisa smile returned. “I’m legal, if that’s what you’re asking.”



      “That is, in fact, what I am asking. Put your boots next to the cross, strip your jeans, take hold of the handles, and then wait.”



      “Yes, Mira.” Again that deferential nod, which almost made my name into a title itself. The thing that really cranked up my anticipation right in that moment, though, was the way he followed my instructions. Sometimes independence and initiative are sexy, but right then total obedience was like a balm on my soul. He did exactly as I asked, no more, no less, and then he got up onto the X-shaped cross and waited. 


      And waited. I knew from my early experiences in the scene—back when I didn’t know the difference between being attracted to a hot dom and being submissive—that a minute of waiting on the cross could feel like twenty. So I didn’t intend to have him stand there for too-too long. Just long enough to ratchet up the anticipation. 


      A little voice of doubt yammered in the back of my head: Get on with it, Mira. Don’t wait. He just wants you to flog him. Not everything has to be a test. You’re setting yourself up for disappointment when he gets bored and breaks character… 



      The minute, which I was counting out in my head, had almost passed when a voice behind me said, “Watch out. He’s a tough little thing. Your arm may get tired.”



      I didn’t have to glance back to know one of my least favorite people in the scene was standing behind me, a man I knew by the name of Ira Dayton. I didn’t know at the time if it was his real name or a scene name. I’d served with Kanna, his wife, on the board of Gotham Kink United, and I liked her just fine, but Ira… Here’s what I did know about him: He was a doctor who liked extreme blood play. He would bring his own tarp, scalpels, and matched set of gay submissive puppy players to parties. There was nothing wrong with that. What was wrong was Ira’s disregard for the rules. 


      No, it was worse than that. Ira could couch his penchant for breaking the rules in such a way as to make it seem like he was upholding them. That was my conclusion after one time he had set up one of his extreme scenes right there at Purgatory. Afterward, when the club tried to ban him, he pointed out that in their rules prohibiting fluid exchange they’d failed to mention blood by name. When they pointed out that anyone sensible would know full well you shouldn’t be doing anything of the sort, he claimed he only did it to force the club to update their rules “for everyone’s safety.”



      Yeah, right. It had been a dick move and I’d had the sound of puppies whining stuck in my head for weeks afterward. 


      With a little “excuse me” tossed in Ira’s direction, I began to swing the first of the floggers in the air. I figured I’d warm up my arm and maybe drive him away. If he was standing too close and got caught with a backswing it would be his own damn fault. And what did he mean by “little”? That word didn’t seem to apply to any part of Clive that I could discern. I’m sure it was just supposed to get under my skin. Being short myself, even in heels, has never bothered me, but Ira didn’t know that. 


      Clive had not moved a muscle. Another jolt of powerlust surged through me. (How’s that for a word?) I hadn’t bound him to the cross. Above his head, padded handlebar grips were attached to the wood and he was holding them tight as instructed. His shoulders curved enticingly. I don’t know who invented the St. Andrew’s Cross, but I said a little prayer of thanks to them before I let the suede tails of the flogger come into contact with Clive’s skin. Not hitting him hard at all, just swinging the flogger around and around in a circle, thwapping him lightly on each pass, to wake up his skin and get him ready for more. 


      Every flogging has a rhythm to it, whether you synch up with the beat of the music or let your own body set the tempo. I tend to start with the beats coming quickly but lightly—tap-tap-tap—but as I start to hit harder, I slow down and give more time between the blows. It’s all about judging when the moment comes to go to another gear. Has my dance partner been lulled into a sense of security that I want to shatter? Or are they literally aching to be pushed harder, to take more? 


      Clive was one of those who wanted more. He arched into the strikes, muscles bunching and tensing, skin turning a lovely shade of pink. I went from criss-crossing with my wrist to swinging from my elbow, laying longer strokes across his shoulders and his bare buttcheeks. Eventually I used my whole arm, letting all the suede tails thud against his back in unison until his breath was coming in quick gasps. 


      When his breath lengthened again, as he lost himself in the sensation, it was time to switch floggers. He shivered a little as I trailed the cool tails of the second one down his back, letting him guess what it would be like. The second one had a hide with a stiffer finish; it could sting or leave marks depending how I wielded it. I stepped up to the cross and pulled his hair the way I’d imagined, tipping his head back and taking a quick kiss before he realized I was going to. He brimmed with vigor, his mouth taut with energy. 


      Number two genuinely caused pain. It did not damage, but it did hurt. 


      The body always resists pain at first, even with a masochist who craves it. That would be when Ethan would pull at his bonds like he was trying to get free and shout “no!” at me and curse me. But it was an act. He knew that to stop me for real, all he had to do was utter his safeword. Ethan just “needed” to struggle, he told me. At the time I had thought he needed to be relieved of the guilt over wanting to feel something, and lay the responsibility on me for “making” him feel that way. 


      At the time I failed to understand the true depths of his guilt. 


      But though I’m comparing the two of them now, at that moment I was not thinking of Ethan or failure. Clive was alive and present in front of me in a way I hadn’t connected with another human being in months. (Years, really, if you counted that E. and I had stayed together long past any true connection.) Clive captured my full attention. And as I began laying into him with the leather, harder and harder, he got past the struggle and into that place where all sensation is welcome, where each stroke is another step toward ecstasy. His breath and mine fell into synch, and although he never let go the handholds entirely, his fingers flared against the padding, like tiny fireworks blooming on the horizon. 


      When I stopped flogging him, it was to lick clean, freshly earned sweat from the back of his neck. Then I kissed him again, and this time the fight was gone. His lips felt supple and yielding in a way they only ever are after surrender. Like he was completely wrapped up in the state of mind known as subspace. 


      Completely mine. 


      He opened his eyes slowly—I’d forgotten they were blue. 


      “Welcome back, angel.” That was when I made the decision. “Remember how I said I wouldn’t use the single tail on you?”



      “Yes…?” Oh, what a hopeful note he struck! 


      “Be honest. Did you want me to use it?”



      “I want you to do whatever pleases you most.”



      Pure bullshit. I tightened my grip in his hair. “I said ‘be honest,’ not ‘tell me what you think I want to hear.’” (There’s a difference.) 


      “Yes, Mira.” He swallowed. “Yes, I would like to feel it.”



      “I normally won’t use it on anyone unless I’m sure they can take it.”



      “I’m sure I can take it,” he said, eyes glittering. Such a courageous heart. “In fact, it would be an honor to.”



      “An honor, eh?” It was like he knew exactly what I needed to hear to have my choices validated. “All right, angel.” That was the moment I decided to take him home. 


      Just like not using my signal whip on a new person, bringing home someone I’d just met at a club was against my usual rules. You were supposed to have a sober conversation in a coffee shop, and check their social media, and ask around about them before you let a person you just met into your place or went solo to theirs. But he felt too different from all the others—so intriguing, so perfect for me—for the old rules to apply. 


      Or maybe I was just too desperate. I made him “remind me” of his safeword (“Divinity”) and he gave me a nod that seemed to say he knew I wasn’t reminding myself of it so much as reminding him that he could use it. 


      Me. “I’m going to give you three strokes.”



      Him. “Three?” Plaintively, as if that were far too few. 


      Me. “I’ll give you the chance to opt out after each one and there will be no dishonor in that.”



      “Ah.” He understood. This was going to be a challenge to get through. This was going to hurt. And then he asked, “Is this… is this how people earn the privilege to call you by a title?”



      So sharp and engaging! He clicked with me on every level. “It’s not the only way, but yes, if you take it well, I’ll allow it.”



      “Thank you, Mira.”



      “Don’t thank me yet, angel.” I stole another quick kiss, prompting a pang of lust deep in my gut. It had been ages since I wanted anyone that much. I felt almost hollow with hunger for him, and that feeling alone felt like a miracle. 


      I pulled the braided leather whip from the bottom of the bag, where it lay coiled like a snake. Once upon a time I’d gotten good enough to do demonstrations for BDSM community groups. I could slice paper—or a banana—with it. (It was especially fun if a volunteer held the banana at their belt buckle. I could wrap the end of the whip harmlessly around the fruit from a distance, and then for a truly wicked finale, slice the tip clean off.) 


      I ran a hand down Clive’s bare back one last time, feeling the heat and welts left by the flogging, and letting him know I was there. Then I stepped away, pacing out my distance. I took my stance, left foot forward, whip swaying in my right as I rocked back and forth, preparing myself. 


      On the cross as he was, back bared to me, Clive couldn’t see me, but his head swayed in time with me. I figured it was probably just the rhythm of the music, but I liked the thought that we were in synch. The lights shifted to blue and it was like we were in a bubble under the sea, just the two of us. 


      The first blow cut diagonally across his right shoulder and I heard the breath go out of him—not a scream or cry, just a breath—followed by a shiver, a tremble. I gave him time to process it and there was no sign he wanted to stop. 


      I matched the first cut with one on the left, and this time a little cry came forth, and he shook, hands opening as if he could let the pain out faster through his palms. 


      I drank in that agony, like I could soak it right down to my bones. 


      When he was still again, and breathing in synch with my swaying once more, I knew he was ready for the third and final blow. The dark red welts from the other two were clearly visible. I knew where the third would go. 


      My own breath went out of me as I laid a line of fire straight across his shoulders. The welt crossed the previous stripes and made him sing out clearly, an animal cry with a guttural end. A kind of phantom orgasm swept through me at that sound, a shiver of longing so intense it felt like relief when it passed. I pressed myself against Clive, then, tasting the sweat on the back of his neck once more… and sneaking a swipe of my tongue at the blood that beaded on his right shoulder where the two blows had crossed. I hadn’t intended to draw blood. No one did that at Purgatory, not since Ira’s little stunt. 


      But no one had to know. 


      Clive practically vibrated against my tongue, legs shaking, pressing himself back against me. Alive and in the moment with me in a way that was more precious than I can express. 


      And then he hung his head. It felt almost like a different kind of heat was coming off of him, then. Was he… ashamed? 


      I ran my fingers into his hair, waiting to see if he’d speak, to see if he’d tell me about the change that came over him. 


      “Do I… Did I still earn the right to call you by a title? Even though. Um.” He trailed off, trying to hide his face. Where had his bravado gone? Had I beaten it out of him? 


      I turned his head so I could look into his eyes. “You may call me ‘my lady.’ The fastest way to lose that privilege is to lie to me. What’s wrong, angel?”



      “Just… my lady, you didn’t give me permission to come.”



      He came from that? No wonder he’d made such a sound. How could he think I wouldn’t be thrilled that I could make him come that way? Good god. Another ghostly shiver of near-satisfaction flashed hot and cold through me and I clenched my fists, as if I could grab what I needed from the air. 


      But what I needed was much more solid than air. “Did I say that was a rule? My rules include no such thing. I have only one absolute rule, and it is that you always tell me the truth, the whole truth, with absolute honesty.”



      “Yes, my lady,” he almost whispered. 


      I slid a hand between the cross and his abs, until just under the waistband of his thong, my fingers found the truth in his words. A masochist who could literally come from being whipped. What a treasure. I lay a line of kisses along his jaw. “I’m not disappointed at all that you came. The only thing that’ll disappoint me is if you don’t come home with me tonight.”



      His breath caught in his throat, his eyes almost starry with hope and anticipation for a moment, before he grimaced, a flare of hot shame enflaming his cheeks. 


      Here it comes, I thought. 


      “I’m sorry, my lady.” He really looked pained. But I’d just told him I required absolute honesty, and there it was: “I… have another commitment tonight.”



      The bubble burst. His gaze never left my face but I started to feel the people around us, hear the laughter and voices from the bar. The next couple, impatient to use the cross, lurked beside us. “Oh, really,” I heard myself saying, mind whirling. That connection I’d imagined had snapped like a lifeline and sent me tumbling back down the mountain. Reality, like gravity, would not be denied. “Another commitment.” That was the sort of thing I would say to slip away from an unwelcome advance. 


      Had it all been my imagination? My desperation? Maybe he wasn’t into me, after all. Maybe he didn’t give a damn about me or my rules and was only there to see how many tops he could charm. 


      Or maybe he was afraid. He’d wanted to earn something from me. Had I coerced him into taking those three stripes and afterward he regretted it? If he wanted to, he could easily accuse me of assault. 


      I still wonder why Ethan never did. 


      “I’m truly sorry,” Clive went on. “I didn’t expect to… to connect to you so well. And even so, I didn’t expect an invitation.”



      He was right. I was far from the only one with a “Starbucks rule.” I was the one jumping the gun. 


      And I could handle disappointment like an adult. I stepped back from him and pointed at the tip of my boot. He hurried to kneel, to place one firm and respectful kiss on the leather, sending shockwaves up my legs. (Good god, I wanted him to place that kiss somewhere else.) 


      I held out my fingertips, still damp with his issue, and he licked them clean. By rights I should have just said good night, gone straight home, and forgotten all about him. 


      But before I went home to a vibrator and a pint of fudge ripple, I did one more thing. I gave him my card. He stayed on his knees to receive it. 


      “That is my number. Let me make one thing clear. I do not chase men. I expect you to call.”



      “Yes, my lady!” Good god, those eyes. “I’ll call!”



      Reader, he did not call. 

    

  


  
    
      

  
      Three

    


      After that fateful night at Purgatory, we can skip forward to April before there’s anything worth noting other than the fact that every day that went by was another drop into the bucket of evidence that Clive wasn’t interested in me. And every day I tried not to think about him. Some days I even succeeded. 


      But once I’d been plied with alcohol, I found myself talking about him. Again. 


      The cocktail bar we were in was so hip I couldn’t even make out the name in the artistic neon lettering over the bar. (I think it started with the letter M?) Wexel—my best friend—had already heard the story of the mystery man who had ghosted me, but he gamely listened to me recount the whole thing. Again. 


      “I just can’t shake the feeling that something really special was about to happen,” I told him. “Those times when it’s like… magic... are so rare. I even gave him my card. But, not a peep.” I kept thinking if he had lost my number, all he’d have to do is ask around in the community and chances were good someone could point him in my direction. 


      But of course if he asked around about me, someone might have warned him not to end up like my last submissive. 


      Wex was pragmatic about it: “Anything over a month without contact is definitely him ghosting you.” He rolled his eyes and waved his empty martini glass toward someone behind me. “It’s been what, six weeks?”



      “Three months.” 



      “Not like you’re counting or anything, though.” He caught the attention of the bartender and rapped a fingernail against the glass to signal for another, then focused on me, brushing recently frosted blond bangs out of his eyes. “Seriously, mija, forget him. He’s probably one of those dicks who gets scared off by confident, competent women. Maybe he was just passing through town. Or some Wall Street type slumming for hot chicks in leather or whatever.” 



      I tried to let his supportive words soothe me, but I knew Wex was wrong. Clive—was that even his name? I wondered—wasn’t from out of town and he wasn’t slumming; Ira had known him. “It’s just that he seemed so perfect.” Especially because he wasn’t scared off when I projected confidence. 


      But maybe he’d seen through me. 


      “Every toad looks like a prince when you’re horny enough. Speaking of which.” He made eyes shamelessly at someone further down the crowded bar. 


      I held up my own glass, which had a mix of aged whiskeys in it and one muddled cherry. “What was this one called again?”



      “You’ve got the Lolita.”



      I was suddenly less interested in the drink. “Ugh, points off for tasteless naming. Why do hipster bars think that’s ‘edgy’? It’s just rapey.” 



      Wex shushed me nervously. “They might hear you!” 



      No one could hear us over the din of the crowd or the eclectic worldbeat playlist, but here’s why he was concerned. Wex’s main gig was as a “secret shopper.” A company paid him to visit various establishments—bars, restaurants, hotels, theaters, even a massage parlor once—and write reports on their service. He was supposed to go to great pains to keep his role a secret, of course. One rule of camouflage was he couldn’t go alone, so my job was often to pose as his date. 


      Wex’s hobby, though, was definitely hooking up with whatever men he happened across at the sites he reviewed. I didn’t know how well the secret shopping gig actually paid, but my guess was the side benefits made it well worth it to him. Being able to take a friend out for free drinks and console her over her love life—or lack thereof—was another perk. 


      “But he seemed so perfect,” I said again, my mind sinking back to the thought I couldn’t escape, the name I couldn’t forget. “Is that my problem? I’m too much of a perfectionist?”



      “No.” He accepted a fresh drink—and a wink—from the burly, bearded bartender. “It’s that you’re not even trying. Have you even been out of your apartment since the night he turned you down? You’re not even going to Fitworks anymore, are you?”



      I grudgingly admitted that no, I hadn’t set foot at my so-called place of employment in months—since even before the night I’d met Clive. I’d been working there as a massage therapist for two years, and after getting certified as a personal trainer I was supposed to switch from the spa to the gym side of the business. But I hadn’t scheduled a single training client. I hadn’t even been going to Sensei Jack’s seminars, and I really liked those. “I just need a break from that place. I’m taking a couple of massage clients a week at my apartment for cash under the table and that’s enough for now.” Thank god for rent control and a super who wouldn’t report me. (I was fixing his frozen shoulder.) 


      “You know what you’d be really good at? Professional dominatrixhood.” He sipped the very pink liquid in his glass, then made a face like it was castor oil. That about matched what I thought of his idea. “Go pro and get out all your frustrations on Wall Street types who’ll pay through the nose to be treated like dirt. Or was that what your plan was for being a professional athletic trainer in the first place?”



      “Having a whip in your hand doesn’t make it any more fun to deal with overprivileged assholes.” In fact it would probably take whatever joy I had in domination right out of it. A bad idea in every respect. 


      Wex tried his drink again. “This is truly awful. Taste it.”



      I took a sip from Wex’s glass and made the same face he had. “Ugh, that’s so bitter.”



      “It’s called ‘The Ex.’”



      “Well, they got one name right, then. There should be one called ‘The Sub’ and it should seem great at the time but you’ll nurse it so long you’ll miss the last train home.”



      He whipped out his phone and made a note for his review. “Not every sub is an overprivileged asshole, you know.”



      “I’m not talking about you, dear.”



      “I’m not submissive, I’m a painslut,” he sneered, then bit his lip flirtatiously at someone behind me at the bar, maybe the same one as before, maybe someone different. It was too crowded for me to turn around and see. 


      “Or maybe just a slut.” Wexel enjoyed hookups all across the spectrum from kinky to utterly vanilla, so long as the guy turned him on. I patted him affectionately on the arm. 


      He flinched away. “Mira! Careful. You might scare him off if he thinks I’m bi.”



      “Oh, honestly. As if he might catch bi cooties from you?”



      “Look, I don’t make the rules, I just follow them. Some guys can be purists.” Yes, they could, and I suspected Wex himself might be one of them. What he said next cemented my suspicion: “It’s really too bad women don’t turn me on, because the two of us would be so perfect for each other in some ways. Then again, I guess that’s why we’ve never messed up our friendship by sleeping together.”



      Though I agreed with him about that, I felt it necessary to declare, “Friends with benefits works perfectly well for a lot of people.”



      He sniffed skeptically. “I prefer strangers with benefits.” 



      Hearing him say it like that gave me the urge to lecture him about safety—not just “safe sex” stuff like condoms but having a safe call check-in—but we’d had that argument before and he’d insisted he had it handled. (Should I have made my point more strenuously?) “As long as you know what you’re doing.”



      “Don’t change the subject. We’re talking about you, and how you never get out anymore. How are you going to meet the perfect sub—or even one that even meets your minimum standards for getting off—if you never go out?”



      “The club scene just isn’t for me.”



      “And you don’t go to classes or meetings anymore because you got burned out on leather politics, and you don’t go to the parties you used to because you think you’ll run into Ethan.” He took my hand in his. “I’m going to make a suggestion now. Promise me you won’t scream.”



      “Scream? What are you about to say, Wex?”



      “I’ve been playing with a guy off and on for a couple of months. He’s into knives, and I know you’ve been avoiding that kind of scene—”



      “Knives are fine for other people to use.” Besides me. 


      “He’s started throwing a very exclusive party at his house in Westchester every month. Ethan is not on his invite list—I checked.” Of course he did. Such a dear. “I’m sure I could get you okayed on the invite list for this month. Please say you’ll come.”



      But he seemed overly earnest. I could tell there was something he wasn’t telling me. “And you’re worried I’m going to freak out if I see you doing a knife scene with this guy? Is that what you’re not telling me?”



      He broke into a grin. “No, no. He and I don’t have plans for this party.”



      “When is this party?”



      “Saturday. I’ll text him tonight to get the okay. Okay?” When I didn’t answer right away he repeated it more urgently. “Okay?”



      He must’ve really meant it to be holding my hand like that. Something still felt off, though. If it had been my birthday I might have suspected it was a setup to surprise me. Wex wouldn’t hide something from me without a reason. “Okay.”



      “I’ll send you the address and the rules.” He put his credit card down on the bar and it was whisked away far more quickly than our empty glasses. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, opportunity beckons.” He scribbled his name onto the credit card slip and then snaked off his barstool and into the crowd. He disappeared in the direction of the men’s room. 


      I took that as my cue to leave, as well. I wrapped myself in my long leather coat and headed to the subway. The bar had been shoulder-to-shoulder, but outside? The sidewalk was empty. I made my way down a quiet side street lined with old residential buildings, each one skirted by trash cans chained to low iron fences. I’d been raised with the adage that the city is safest when you’re in a crowd and most dangerous when you’re alone, but no bogeyman leapt out of the trash. 


      Underground, the subway station was noisy with multiple buskers—an electric violinist, a saxophonist, and a rapping puppet/puppeteer with a portable beatbox—all their sounds bouncing off the grimy tile and girders running through the platform. 


      Those girders are the bones of the city, you know. Old and creaking and you have to dig down to expose them. 


      A half hour later I was on the train home, one arm wrapped around a pole, the other holding my phone, when the train pulled into a station with cell signal and his text came through: 


      



      You’re on the list! 7pm Saturday. Take Metro North to Rye and they’ve got a limo to shuttle folks to the house. 


      



      He still hadn’t told me everything, but that hardly mattered compared to the fact that was the last text I got from him. 


      By Saturday morning I was calling the police and hospitals. 

    

  


  
    
       

  
      four

    


      Okay, which should I go into first, Wex or the party? 


      At first blush it might seem weird that I was going to a play party when my best friend had turned up at a hospital a few hours before, but it made sense, I promise. I wasn’t going there to play. 


      Wex had been found on the Lower East Side, comatose from loss of blood, and he was still unconscious. The police had ruled it a robbery since his wallet was missing, but what kind of mugger leaves cuts all over their victim? He was listed as a John Doe, so when the staff at Beth Israel had put together that I’d been calling around ERs looking for my missing “brother,” they’d asked me to come down and ID him. 


      I hadn’t even been expecting it to be him. And I definitely hadn’t been expecting to find him marked up like that—thin lines on his arm, shoulder, neck. Like someone had gotten artistic with a razor. 


      That was when I knew I had to go to the party. There would be blood players there as well as people who knew Wex. They might also know who could’ve done it to him, and they needed to be warned. It doesn’t happen often that we get a wolf in sheep’s clothing inside the community, but there are those who prey on kinky folk because they think they can hide among us. 


      Making sure they can’t is the best reason to put up with leather community politics. 


      The trip downtown to the hospital and back had taken all day, so all I had time to do was throw on clothes before I caught the train as directed. I considered myself barely acceptably dressed for a play party: flat-heeled boots, sweater-dress, and jeans, with my everyday leather jacket. I’d grabbed my whip bag out of habit and I clutched it in my lap the whole ride up the Hudson. The tracks went right along the river, out of the city and through the string of towns rich folks traditionally escaped to. A handful of people exited with me at a little commuter station. I was the only one being met by a limousine, though. 


      Nothing like arriving at a party looking like crap, eh? The limo driver had a sort-of Russian accent and finishing school manners, so he didn’t bat an eye at either the fact that I was on the last possible train to make it there before the party doors closed nor that I looked like I hadn’t slept in days (because I hadn’t). 


      I was the only party guest picked up on that last run, so I sat alone in the back of the leather-upholstered car with my thoughts. A chilling one hit me: what if the sicko who’d left Wex for dead was at the very party I was headed to? I had wracked my brains for the details of who he’d met at the bar the last time I saw him, but I’d never gotten a look at the guy. Would I recognize him if I saw him? The stats say most victims of assault know their attackers. Had Wex known his? Had he been preyed on, or was it just that the scene went wrong, and the top panicked and dumped him in an alley instead of calling 911? Maybe someone was so afraid of being outed as kinky or queer, they’d risk a life. 


      The limo driver interrupted my thoughts. “Pardon me, but I received word that we must take a slight detour to pick up a guest.”



      “Okay.” Kink parties like these often have an arrival window, after which additional guests are not allowed in. It fosters a feeling of community and togetherness and ensures the hosts don’t have to keep answering the door when they’re in the middle of something fun. All I could think was I hoped I’d have time to suss out if a killer was present. “Will we still be there in time?”



      “Oh, yes. Don’t worry,” the driver said. “They won’t start until after we arrive.”



      Before I could think of how to explain what my concern actually was, he was pulling the car over behind an SUV with its blinkers on. Someone on their way to the party had broken down. We were on a twisty two-lane road with woods on one side, and hilly fields divided by rustic stone walls on the other. Not even a half hour outside Manhattan and we were in millionaire country. 


      The driver got out. I looked at the leather bag in my lap and wondered why I had bothered to bring it, when I had no intention of playing at that party. Autopilot or… fate? 


      It was full dark by then, and the night was turning chilly. Typical early April in New York: unsure if winter was truly on the way out the door or if it should have one more round. When the driver returned and opened the door for our new passenger, a cold gust of wind came in with him. 


      “Thank you, Stefan!” said a familiar voice as he slid into the car. Then he turned toward me with a chipper smile on his face. “So sorry about that! Hi, I’m—”



      “Clive,” I finished for him, as his face froze. 


      He at least had the good grace to look chagrined. “Mira. I’m so sorry.”



      I shouldn’t have gone right for the jugular, but after no sleep from worry, I was in no mood to be nice. “You said you’d call.”



      “I know. That’s why I’m sorry.” The limo pulled off the shoulder and Clive glanced back as we left his vehicle behind. He tried to be delicate: “I got pulled into, ah, something that precluded me getting in touch.”



      Remember that feeling I had that Wex wasn’t telling me everything? I felt it even more strongly at that moment. “You met some self-styled Goddess or dom asshole who forbade you to even text to say ‘thanks, but no thanks’?”



      He swallowed, but didn’t wither under my attack. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Mira.”



      “Is that what it is, jealousy? Who told you not to contact me?” Perhaps some friend of Ethan’s…? 


      He set his jaw, the first time I ever saw his stubborn side. “I won’t be interrogated about this, Mira.”



      …Or a dangerous top who was picking up pretty men and cutting them up. My blood ran a little cold as I realized what my eyes were fixating on: a thin line on his neck, a little behind his ear, the same kind of scar that Wex was covered with. Abusers always isolate their victims, forbidding them to contact others, to leave them without support. 


      I reached for him and he shied back, as if I were going to hit him. That alone was cause for concern. I threaded my fingers into his hair gently and lifted it off his neck, revealing more of the mark, which disappeared under the collar of his bomber jacket. “What’s this?”



      He sat perfectly still, like he was holding himself back from something. “I just told you I won’t be interrogated.”



      I withdrew my hand slowly. “Fine. Then just listen. I literally just came from a hospital downtown where my best friend has been in a coma for days from blood loss. And he’s got marks that look exactly like yours. Someone cut him up and left him to die. So you tell me if I’m overreacting to the fact that now you won’t tell me who you’ve been playing with.”



      His eyes went wide and his attitude softened suddenly. “Oh, god. I’m sorry about your friend. But, this is not like that. It’s not some top keeping me from telling you.”



      “Your wife, then. Or husband.”



      “No. I’m not a cheater.” He seemed a bit offended that I’d think it. “It’s not a relationship thing at all. All right? Please just trust me on this, Mira? I’m sorry. I’m truly truly sorry, both to have disappointed you and for my own sake for missing out on connecting with you. Because I felt like we had… something going on, that night.”



      That made me feel marginally better about myself. It hadn’t been my imagination. And he wasn’t avoiding me because he didn’t like me. It was something else that he couldn’t talk about. The mafia? The CIA? 


      Before I could let my thoughts go too far down that path, though, he asked, “Your friend. Will he be all right?”



      “I don’t know. I wasn’t even going to come to the party tonight, but I want to make sure people know what happened. He told me he was doing knife play regularly with someone right before he disappeared. Maybe… maybe it’s someone people will know. Plus, he was supposed to be here tonight. Have you been to this party before? Maybe you’ve met him. His name is Wexel.”



      Clive’s mouth hung open slightly. “Wex? Yes, we’ve met.” He touched the spot on his neck where the thin scar snaked. “Listen, Mira, I don’t want to be a doubter. But he got marks like this one on the same night I did. In the same scene, in fact.” He blushed a little, like he hadn’t meant to reveal such an intimate detail. His voice remained calm, though. “So maybe, just maybe, the scars you saw weren’t incurred at the same time as the injuries that put him in the hospital.”



      I looked out the window at the trees going by in the dark. “You’re saying I jumped to conclusions.”



      “Knife play and blood play tend to cause people to. The cops probably would, too.”



      A bitter laugh caught behind my breastbone and refused to come out. Clive was talking to me like I didn’t know anything about knife play. Ha. That told me that he didn’t know my history after all. 


      I decided not to enlighten him. “Is that so.” 



      “I’m not saying it’s not a factor. I’m just saying… Be careful, I guess. You’re right. People tonight will want to know what happened.” He looked out his own window, as the limo turned off the road onto a curving driveway. “Wex is a favorite of our host.” 



      I caught sight of the mailbox at the edge of the road, the letter D styled into wrought-iron scrollwork, and felt a sudden chill run down my back. “Who’s the host of this party, anyway?” I asked. “Is that who put those marks on you and him?”



      “Yes,” Clive answered. “Ira Dayton.”
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      I suppose it would be accurate to call that house a McMansion. Not quite large enough to be an actual mansion, but it had the trappings of grandeur, including a sweep of wide, shallow front stairs leading up to the front door like the ostentatious train of a Met Gala dress. The front door was flanked by two columns that looked like they belonged on a Roman coliseum, not in the suburbs. 


      Clive somehow made it out of the car and around to my side faster than the driver—Stefan, Clive had called him—and as Stefan opened my door, Clive held out his hand to help me out. I took it, but I was thinking: Why so service-oriented all of a sudden? Still trying to apologize for ghosting me? 


      I made a point to thank Stefan for his service as a driver, and to ask, if I needed to leave early, if he’d be available to take me back to the train. He told me he’d be parked on the far side of the tennis court, where the cars of other guests who had driven were parked. “Feel free to come find me if you need.” I must have looked very inquisitive because before I could ask the question on my mind, he went on: “I don’t go inside. I only drive.”



      I couldn’t even see the tennis court. There must have been more to the property than we could make out from the front. 


      Clive offered me his arm. “Let me introduce you to some people,” he said, as we climbed those ridiculous stairs. “You seem a little nervous.”



      I was about to snatch my hand back—and lecture him about how I’d no doubt know plenty of people there because I’d been in the New York scene much longer than he had—when I realized he was right. My apprehension level had shot up when he’d said Ira’s name. I settled for, “I know the hosts already. Kanna and I used to volunteer together.”



      “Oh, great.” He smiled and seemed relieved. “She’s fun, isn’t she?” he enthused. “And wicked. She’s joining our scene tonight.” He suddenly realized that perhaps that wasn’t the most tactful thing to tell me and went on a bit more soberly: “Ira and mine, I mean. They, um, haven’t told me what they’ll be doing to me, exactly.”



      “Because you like surprises.”



      Clive looked slightly shocked. Had he forgotten he told me that? Or was he surprised I remembered? 


      A trans guy I recognized from around town, whose scene name was Cricket, was working the door. He gave Clive a quick hug of greeting and then asked if he could hang my jacket. 


      I told him no, thanks, since I wasn’t planning to stay very long, plus I was still a bit chilly. It was really too light a jacket for how cold the night was getting. 


      “If you smoke, you’ll want it to wear on the pool deck, anyway,” he replied. “That’s the only place smoking is allowed.” Cricket drew a breath like he was about to start a long spiel. 


      “I’ll show her around,” Clive said, forestalling whatever recitation of the house rules was about to come forth. 


      “Great. Nice to see you, Mira.”



      “You, too. The beard looks really awesome on you.” I smiled as he stroked his Van Dyke villainously and then cracked up and waved us into the living room. 


      The living room had a white shag carpet so thick and luxurious it was like they’d skinned and bleached a hundred Pomeranians. How did they keep it so clean? Especially when they were into blood play? Even the couch was white. White leather. 


      Clive had the explanation: “The living room, kitchen and dining room are for food and socializing only. The main play area is the great room that opens onto the deck.” We passed through the too-white living room into the dining room, where the sideboard was covered with foil chafing dishes. My stomach growled at the scent of Sterno and rich spices. I’d been too upset to eat more than a container of yogurt earlier in the day. 


      I lifted the cover off one of the dishes. “Is that lamb saag?”



      “Probably. There’s usually chicken tikka masala, too. Later, there’ll be cake.” A side table by the sliding glass doors to the great room held pitchers of ice water and bottles of soda. Kink is thirsty work. 


      My stomach growled again, much more audibly. “Did Kanna make all this?” 



      As if conjured by the sound of her name, Kanna bounced up behind me: “Mira!” 



      Kanna is a hugger. She squeezed me hard, squishing her boobs between us. She was wearing a black corset over a frilly white shirt, her eyes dark with kohl, her black hair drawn back into tight bun. She wore a silver nose ring that I didn’t remember seeing before, but maybe I’d just forgotten about it. “Haven’t seen you in forever! But for the record, no, the food’s catered. The only thing I’m raking over coals tonight is this guy right here.” She went on tiptoe to give Clive a peck on the cheek. “You ready?”



      “Always,” Clive said. 


      “Well, I’m not.” She laughed. “I better go finish my prep!”



      She hurried away and Clive looked around for the plates and silverware, as if I couldn’t find them myself. “If you’re hungry, don’t wait.”



      “Indeed,” said a voice from the doorway. Backlit by the bright fluorescent lights of the kitchen, Ira stood there in a getup I can only describe as full vampire regalia, from his floor length leather duster and white ruffled shirt right down to the metal claws on the tips of his fingers. Everything short of fake fangs. “As toothsome as delayed gratification may be, we encourage you to satisfy every carnal need without hesitation here. Speaking of which—”



      I cut across him. “I have something to talk to you about.” Did he really not know Wexel had been missing? And would he be faffing about a play party if he did? 


      Ira moved faster than I expected from a surgeon, seizing Clive by the hair. “So sorry, Mira. It’ll have to wait. This one is late for a scene.”



      “Late?” Clive yelped in surprise. “But you said—!”



      A quick slap across the face silenced him, and before I could interrupt any further, Ira had dragged him away. I’d have to wait until they finished to tell him about Wex. I got a plate and served myself some rice and spoonfuls of various dishes, my mind quietly seething. There wasn’t anything wrong with what I’d just seen. Springing something on them suddenly—like making them think they were late, even if they weren’t—was a classic technique to get a bottom off balance. Was it all part of Clive’s “surprise”? Or had Clive actually lost track of the time between the car breaking down and then showing me around? 


      Or had Ira decided he just had to literally pull Clive away from me? 


      I took my plate and sat at the dining room table where I could look through the sliding glass doors into the great room. All the rest of the party guests were in there, chatting and murmuring, while some kind of soothing cello music played. Although I could see a flogging frame against one wall and a spanking bench, no one was playing yet. They all seemed to be waiting for something, which I supposed was Ira and Clive’s scene. I made out a few familiar faces. A statuesque blond man with a woman in a ballet tutu. A cheerful-looking triad—two women and a large man with a ponytail—I seemed to recall were from Boston. Or maybe they just looked like people I’d met before. 


      I could only eat a few bites of the food, even though I was hungry. The thought of having to tell everyone about Wexel made my insides clench uncomfortably. What if Clive was right, and the markings were from a recent scene and had nothing to do with how he ended up in the hospital? Would I get everyone freaked out over nothing? Was I overreacting? 


      I knew I could easily overreact to anything involving knives. Not that I considered wrapping all my knives in leather and heaving them into the Hudson River an overreaction. No, that had been the most reasonable course of action. 


      My skin prickled as the music in the next room changed. Intensified. Did the lights dim a bit, as well? The twenty or so guests standing and sitting all around the room fell quiet as if they had, anyway. I got up from the table and slipped inside the glass doors. 


      From the doorway I could see the whole room. A cathedral ceiling with exposed beams vaulted overhead, a stone fireplace along one wall. The lights did dim, and the glow of the swimming pool lights from outside filled an entire side of the room that was floor-to-ceiling glass. At the center was a multi-level sunken living room but at the bottom, where there should have been a massive 1970s sectional sofa, there stood a steel bondage frame. 


      The frame was a cube, taller than a person, with rings at each corner for attaching chains or slings or whatever to. 



      The music intensified again, drums adding to the track, and then some ghostly vocals. There was no fire in the big stone hearth, but a few candles flickered along the mantlepiece. The music swelled dramatically and Kanna and Ira led Clive straight past me then, right to the frame. She had added a long leather coat to match Ira’s and had put on taller boots. I caught a whiff of a sweet scent in the air and thought it must be Kanna’s perfume. But the scent seemed to build as time went by, so I assumed it was the candles, or maybe incense burning somewhere I couldn’t see. 


      Clive was wearing nothing but a thong, and after they bound his wrists to opposite corners of the cube, Kanna slid a little dagger down one of Clive’s hips and cut even that away. 


      He was beautiful. Every inch of him. Took my breath away. 


      Ira began to pontificate something about initiating Clive to the mysteries of light and darkness. I dismissed it as some kind of vampire role-playing blather and didn’t really listen. All my attention was taken up by Clive. I could hear his breath as Kanna blindfolded him. 


      They flogged him. Kanna in front, Ira in back, using a matched set of floggers with silver handles. Kanna was the one who made him jump and yelp, as her blows batted his nipples and his inner thighs. From where I stood, I could see Clive in profile and how visibly aroused he was. They worked him over thoroughly, while Ira went on about invoking the elements—air, water, etc.—to “purify” him. 


      The flogging was just a prelude, though, to the cutting. They circled around him, each holding a ceremonial blade in one hand and a scalpel in the other. I remember in particular Ira saying that before the initiate could undergo the binding, they had to look into his soul, because any flaw could cause him to shatter under the pressure if he wasn’t pure. 


      I thought to myself: That’s why I don’t go in for role playing: I can’t even fake believing in a pure soul. I started trying to guess the direction of the scene. Were they going to pretend to find a black spot on his soul and cut it out? Or what? Don’t get me wrong: role playing something like that can be incredibly cathartic. And it’s some folks’ idea of fun. 


      But I wanted it to be real. I wasn’t a duchess or a goddess and didn’t like pretending to be something I wasn’t, but if my partner and I agreed on what we were to each other, that became our reality. That’s what I’d wanted most with Ethan: a shared reality. But in the end, he couldn’t even pretend the rules mattered to him. 


      One thing about blood: it’s very, very real. When you see it, smell it, sense it, every instinct tells you not to ignore it. You can shrug off a bruise, ignore a sore spot, not notice when something goes numb, but not when knife parts skin. 


      The marking began. Ira and Kanna stood side by side behind Clive, each one drawing a design on a shoulder with the tip of the ceremonial blade. They were leaving scratches rather than really cutting him, and the moans Clive made were deep and sensual. Each of his groans seemed to ratchet something tighter inside me, where lust and anxiety entwined. 


      Kanna moved in front of him then, adding bursts of pain-pleasure with the tip of her knife swirling across his chest, while Ira prepared his scalpel, showing it to the crowd with a dramatic gesture, like a stage magician. 


      I felt suddenly hot and had to look away. I looked behind me, at the sliding glass door to the dining room, and in the glass I thought I could see a wild-haired woman, eyes aglow, face striped like a tiger, a goddess predator baring her teeth. Had the incense really gone to my head? Then I realized I was looking through my own reflection at the cans of Sterno under the chafing dishes. Nothing mystical about it, right? But everything still felt trance-y and uncanny. 


      I dared a glance back. Kanna and Ira were like yin and yang on either side of Clive. Her: dark, in black leather with her glossy black hair unbound. Ira: light, blond and pale and his ruffled shirt so white. They’d shed their leather dusters and their arms seemed to blur as they moved sinuously, cutting designs in the air with a pair of straight razors. Then Kanna put a hand on Clive’s chest, the other holding the blade at the point where Clive’s neck met his shoulder. Ira had a hand on Clive’s back and his blade was poised at the same point on the other side. I could see the sheen of sweat on Clive’s skin and almost imagine what it would feel like to have my hand on his beating heart. 


      “And now, we Open the Gates,” Ira said. Those razors were so sharp all they had to do was touch them to the designated spot and let them sink into the skin like butter. Clive went rigid and maybe I was hallucinating but I could’ve sworn I heard the sound of a gong. 


      In the next heartbeat, Kanna suddenly slumped to her knees, like she was losing consciousness. And before Ira could get around Clive to catch her, Hell literally broke loose: A gout of flame erupted from the hearth and people screamed. Ira was knocked back on his ass from the explosion and it was like I could see him fall in slow motion. I knew I shouldn’t just stand there, but it was like I was under water, and falling deeper into a trance by the moment. The screams got louder as people realized the fire was real and wasn’t just a part of the show, but I could barely move. I watched as flames crawled up the stone chimney toward the vaulted roof. The sound of glass shattering reached my ears but as if from very far away. The ballerina had smashed one of huge window panes and I watched as her partner swept her into his arms and out onto the deck, in slow motion, like some avant garde interpretation of Swan Lake. 


      And then everything snapped back into real time when for me when Clive screamed “Divinity! Divinity!”



      His safeword. 


      I was in motion almost before I knew what I was doing, reaching into the dining room, as the horror of what was going on sank in. Clive had no idea some fire code violation was about to send him to an early grave. He thought it was all a mindfuck, all part of the scene, and had finally had too much. Everyone had fled toward the pool in the panic to get out. Ira was one of the last, dragging Kanna’s unconscious body in that direction. The flames were spreading, jumping from the wall to the beams overhead and creeping toward the carpet. 


      In their flight, no one had stopped to free Clive. 


      Don’t ask me where I got the idea, but I dumped one of the pitchers of water over my own head and then I guess I leaped down to Clive with the other, because it seemed like I was there in an instant. I doused Kanna’s discarded leather duster and plastered it to his shoulders. He was panicking and couldn’t figure out how to unclip the cuffs himself, pulling at them frantically. 


      “Clive! It’s Mira! Stand still!”



      He reacted to my voice and did as he was told, thank goodness. It only took a second to unclip him, and then I was simultaneously pulling his blindfold off and pulling him away from the rising flames, which had spread along the back of the room, cutting off our escape to the pool. I must’ve been still a bit trippy because the sparks flying looked almost like tiny faces with burning eyes staring at me. 


      You only get a limited number of seconds to escape a fire like that, before the smoke overcomes you. I didn’t dare look up, but I could feel the heat pressing down on us from above. We ran through the dining room. By all that’s holy, I swear the sideboard was engulfed in dancing blue flames, as if the Sterno pots had decided to join the party. 


      The front door was in sight and I thought we were going to make it. But as we were crossing the living room, Clive fell. I don’t mean he tripped; he went limp on that plush rug. I dragged him by his feet as far as the front door but once we were on the stone front stoop I couldn’t go any farther. I sat there gasping air and trying to think. If I dragged him down those stupid stone steps he’d have brain damage by the time we got to the driveway. The house was going up like it was made of tinder. We couldn’t stay where we were, and I couldn’t lift him. 


      But I couldn’t leave him. 


      I couldn’t. 


      P 


      



      I think I cried for a few moments; I’m not sure. I could not make myself leave Clive’s side, lying there on the stone porch. I was startled back to awareness when the suburban night was split by cracking sounds: the roof of the great room collapsing. A column of sparks shot into the sky, sending smoke, ash, and embers throughout the rest of the house. Goodbye white carpet and couch. I kicked the front door shut to try to keep the burning ashes from showering us, but it was only a matter of time before the rest of the place came down. We had to get farther away, but even with all the adrenaline in my system I could not carry him. 


      You know the thing in old movies where they slap someone in the face to wake them up after they’ve been knocked unconscious? As a kid I thought it was just a hokey Hollywood convention, but Sensei Jack, a self-defense instructor at the gym where I worked and who I liked hanging out with, had claimed there’s a grain of truth in it. And I was angry and desperate enough to try anything. I slapped Clive across the face, perhaps a bit harder than I meant to, shouting “Goddamnit, Clive! Wake up!”



      His eyes flew open and he blinked, confused, stammering, “M-M-my lady…!”



      I didn’t have time to question whether it had worked or if it was a coincidence. “Come on!” I grabbed him by the hand and we ran down the steps and then up the sloping, curving driveway toward the road. 


      He stumbled again as we reached a hedgerow at the edge of the property, falling to his knees in the cold, damp grass. I crouched next to him. Both of us were breathing way too hard, but at least out here the air was clear. Behind us, the house was rapidly being engulfed by flames. Another section of roof fell in, sending sparks into the night sky. 


      Once we weren’t in immediate danger of being killed by fire, my attention turned to the cold. It was below forty and still dropping, and Clive was buck naked. The leather duster had been left behind when I’d dragged him onto the porch. My mind was clicking through the possibilities: had anyone had time to call the fire department? How long would it take them to get here? And would it invite unwanted lines of questioning if the first thing they saw was a naked man? How long would it take for Clive to get hypothermia? 


      And would there even be anything left of the place by the time the fire engines arrived? I’d never seen a house go up that fast, and I remarked on it to him.  



      “It’s not a normal fire,” he told me. Then he suddenly bowed his head. When he raised it again he looked me right in the eyes and asked, “Do you trust me?”



      Me. “That’s a loaded question.”



      Him. “It’s a loaded situation.” His breathing was still rough. “Listen. The thing I couldn’t tell you… I think the fire has to do with that. It wasn’t an accident.” 



      Nothing like an actual life and death situation to reinforce my suspicion he was mixed up in something like the mafia or CIA. Little did I know. “You think people are after you?”



      “Not just me. You told me yourself you think Wex was attacked.”



      I felt like a ball of ice suddenly formed in my throat and I had to swallow. Wex. “And you think it’s related.”



      “Yes. I know I tried to downplay it before, but we can’t take the chance that the same people who tried to kill him and failed didn’t also just try to kill the rest of us.” 



      If there was even a slim chance that was true, then we had to get out of there, and I said so, but first I slipped my leather jacket off, my shoulder bag of whips thudding to the ground. I’d forgotten entirely that I was carrying them. My phone was in the side pocket. 


      “We should hurry,” he urged. 


      “I know. But at least if someone kills you, you’ll have some clothes on.” I pulled my sweater-dress over my head and handed it to him. While he put it on, I zipped up my leather jacket over my bra. 


      The sweater was at least long enough to cover his bare ass. He looked down at his uncovered legs. “Well, I’m a little less conspicuous, anyway.” 



      We could both hear the sirens by then—the fire department on the way. No need to call 911, then. I suggested we try walking back to his car. 


      It was the best plan we had. 


      We hurried along the side of the road away from the house. The next driveway was at least a quarter mile down. A suburb like that is for rich folks who like their privacy. We’d made it out of sight of the house and around a bend when the sound of the sirens died out. The trucks must have arrived at the fire. I glanced back and saw a new gout of embers and ashes rise into the darkness. 


      Clive’s feet were bare, but he didn’t complain as we walked. We turned onto another road he said would bring us eventually to the spot where his SUV broke down. “Maybe it’ll even start,” he said with a hopeful shrug. “The problem kind of comes and goes.”



      “But aren’t your keys back in the fire with your clothes?”



      “There’s a spare hidden under the back bumper in one of those little magnetized compartments.” He tucked his hands under his arms. “My dad loves to send me useless gadgets he buys on TV.”



      “Sounds a lot like my dad,” I said. “The only thing that keeps him from doing it now is he’s overseas.”



      “Yeah?”



      “Yeah. He and my mom relocated to the Philippines. They come back every couple of years, but they run a charity vaccination program. Big crusade to eliminate polio and measles.” Chatting made me feel less chilly. Maybe because it was a distraction. He told me his parents were college professors in Colorado and that he’d been raised in Massachusetts. I nattered on to him about finishing massage school and working in an upscale spa and fitness center. 


      I asked one of the standard questions: “How’d you end up in New York?”



      “I’m doing a postdoc at Columbia.” He looked away, as if bracing himself for criticism. 


      “Studying what?”



      “Ancient languages.” He shrugged. “But I’ve been thinking about quitting.”



      “Because of whatever it is you can’t tell me?”



      “I was getting disillusioned even before that came up,” he said. “I’m looking for… something. In life. And I’m not even sure what it is, but I don’t think I’m going to find it studying Latin.” 



      “You mean a ‘meaning of life’ kind of thing?”



      “Yeah.” He looked up into the murky sky. Between the glow of the big city and the foggy air, not a star could be seen. “Have you ever wanted to be part of something bigger than just yourself?”



      “You mean like dedicating your life to a cause?”



      “Yeah. To something.”



      Or someone, I thought. 


      “Like your parents,” he said. “Doing good in the world.”



      “I suppose. I haven’t found something I believe in that much, yet.” I kept glancing behind us, but no one was following. “I was raised nominally Catholic, but that just meant when I hit the age where kids quit believing in the Easter Bunny and Santa, I quit believing in Jesus, too.”



      He chuckled. “Same. Last time I was in a church was for my older brother’s wedding. Five years ago, I think? I’d just seen a dominatrix for the first time. She put me through a Catholic school scene, caned me so hard I could barely sit the next day. I thought the pew was going to catch fire from my pure wickedness.” 



      I chuckled, too. “Yeah, I bet your ass felt like fire.” It was funny. We’d just been through a near-death experience and were far from safe, yet I felt more relaxed than I had in ages. Maybe part of it was I found Clive’s presence genuinely soothing, as if just being with him made me feel something was right with the world. “Relaxed” is not the right word at all, of course, not when I was so alert for danger. The best way to describe it was that I felt more like myself, I suppose. “Five years ago, hm? That was about when I got into the scene. I mean, I was having kinky sex before that, but that was when I got political and joined an organized community.” 



      “I know what you mean.”



      I found myself saying more than I’d meant to, but somehow talking to him at that moment, I realized something, and said it aloud for the first time. “I thought the BDSM community itself, maybe, was going to be the larger thing I devoted myself to. The thing worth making sacrifices for. To help others. To make a difference. That kind of thing.”



      “But? I hear a ‘but’ coming.”



      “You and your butt,” I teased, swatting him on the sweater. “You’re right, though. I got burned out, I guess.” Ethan had called my activism “crusading” and he didn’t mean it nicely. “Even after I stepped down from an official role, my relationship didn’t recover.”



      “When was that?”



      “Last year.” I shrugged. I didn’t want him to think I was on the rebound. No, I’d long since bounced off the rim and rolled to a stop in a dusty corner. 


      We walked on in silence for a few more steps before he said, “I think I may have found something I can believe in.”



      “May have? Meaning you aren’t sure you really believe it?”



      He laughed. “Yes. That.” Then he glanced behind us, exactly like I had been. “Ira and Kanna introduced me to some people in the city. Sort of ‘spiritual’ people. Um, you know how in BDSM there are people who are into the spiritual side of sex?”



      “Yes.” I had considered myself one of them, once. 


      “These people are into the sexual side of the spiritual.”



      “What’s the difference?”



      “Well, the BDSM crowd has the folks who get spanked and think they see God. These folks… are way beyond that.”



      “So, like kinky Scientology?”



      “No no, nothing like that. They’re not kinksters and they’re not a cult. I’m not explaining it well. I…” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”



      “Then why did you?”



      He pulled me suddenly behind a tall, narrow juniper at the edge of a driveway. The bushes were planted along road and onto the property, lining the drive like a column of soldiers on either side. A moment later a car sped past, the headlights throwing shadows across us. Either we went unseen or that wasn’t a carload of murderers looking for us. Clive drew a shaky breath. “Do you believe me when I say someone out there is trying to kill us?”



      “Yes.” 



      “The people I’m talking about—”



      “The sexual spiritualists?”



      “Yes, them. They told me they have enemies.”



      Even though I was trying hard to believe him, I know I sounded skeptical. “Enemies who are trying to kill them. And you.”



      “And possibly you, now, which is why I’m telling you this. Even though I was sworn to secrecy.” He drew another rough breath and I wondered if he’d inhaled too much smoke. He pulled me deeper between the column junipers. “If you’re contacted by a guy named Roland, you can trust him.”



      “Contacted. What do you mean contacted?”



      Clive sank to one knee, his breath laboring. “They told me if… I ever spoke of them to anyone… they’d know. And that it didn’t matter if I tried to run away or hide. They’d find me.”



      “So they’re the spiritual sex mafia…?” None of this was making sense. “Clive, I should call 911. You look like you’re about to pass out.”



      “Promise me you won’t.” 



      “Call 911?”



      “Promise. This will prove it’s real. The police can’t help with this. The only ones who can help us now are—” He made a strangled sound of pain. 


      “Clive, seriously, you look like you’re about to keel over.”



      “I am,” he said. “But if they show up, we’ll know it’s real.”



      “If who show up?”



      “The Circle of Light,” he said, and, as predicted, promptly keeled over. 

    

  


  
    
  
      six

    

       


      Smacking Clive across the face again did nothing but put a red handprint onto his cheek and make me feel guilty for doing it. Maybe I had to be angrier, or more desperate for it to work, or maybe he was further gone than before. I cursed him and tried to figure out how much danger we’d be in if I called an ambulance. Would it alert nameless killers to our position, or what? There was too much I still didn’t know about who they were and why they might want Clive and Wex—and other people at the party? me included?—dead. 


      I wondered if Cricket, Stefan, and the others had escaped, but I had to focus on Clive and myself right then and worry about the rest later. I considered leaving him hidden by the bushes and then—what, running to his car? That was never going to work. It would take me too long to get there, and then what if it wouldn’t start? I couldn’t leave him defenseless. 


      My heart jumped as I realized the car coming up the road was slowing as it neared. I flattened myself to the ground, the piney scent of juniper and bark mulch filling my senses. I vaguely hoped it was just the residents of the property. 


      It wasn’t. A white van with a logo of a paint can on the door pulled to a stop directly across the road. My choices narrowed to two: If I was interested in saving myself, the thing to do was run (but I knew I wouldn’t). If I was interested in saving Clive, the thing to do would be hide and then catch the person by surprise. 


      Assuming they didn’t have guns or firebombs or whatever. I really hated not knowing what I was up against. Made it so hard to plan. 


      I heard two doors open and shut. Okay, two of them. I positioned myself behind the next juniper over from where Clive lay. In the light from the headlights I could see them: two men. The bearded one was in a hoodie—the hood up. The other had straight shoulder-length hair, a leather jacket, and something about the way he walked made me think he was a soldier. A fighter, at least. 



      My gaze flashed to something on his leg. Sticking up above his boot was the handle of a knife. Once I saw it I couldn’t take my eye off it. Knives. Why did there always have to be knives? 


      He looked like the tougher one, so I decided he should be taken out first. I’d deal with the guy in the hoodie after. 


      They bickered a bit as they neared. “Did you bring a flashlight?” “There’s one in the glove compartment.” “What about your phone?”



      My chosen target paused to get the flashlight app open on his phone. I leaped on him and tried to take him down quickly. If the other one drew a gun or discovered Clive, I would have few options. 


      We hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of him, and I elbowed him in the head, trying for that speedy knock-out. But he went with the blow, twisting to one side and getting out from under me. An experienced fighter, as I’d suspected. Before he could get all the way to his feet, I lunged at his legs, trying to both knock him down again and grab his knife. He twisted as he fell so he wouldn’t go face first into the juniper. Twigs cracked and he cursed, kicking out to keep me from getting control of his legs. 


      I punched him in the nuts and he balled up like a pillbug. Sensei Jack would’ve been so proud. That should’ve bought me a few seconds to deal with the other guy. 


      But he had found Clive. His back to Clive’s prone form, he faced me with his own knife drawn, looking like he wasn’t sure what to do next. “Kish!” he shouted. 


      I heard the van door slam again and my heart sank. Three of them? And even if I could knock them all out, then what? Steal their van? Only if I could drag Clive into it. 


      Maybe he’d wake up. “Clive!” I called. 


      The bearded guy glanced back at Clive, who was still out cold, then back at me. “What did you do to him?”



      I couldn’t answer a question that didn’t make sense to me. I hadn’t done anything to Clive and if they were going to kill us anyway, why did they care? I kept my mouth shut, my eyes glued on the guy’s blade, and shifted my feet. Another car came down the road, this one from the direction of Kanna and Ira’s place, and as the shadows of the junipers swung over us, I kicked the knife clean out of his hand and attacked. He cursed as I bore him to the ground. 


      But the first guy had recovered—how?—and got me in a headlock from behind. Something hard ground against my jaw as I struggled to get free. 


      “You feel that?” he growled into my ear. “All I have to do to slit your throat is turn my wrist just a little. Don’t struggle or you might make me slip.”



      I was on my knees, one of his legs trapping mine where they were. I was not about to stop struggling since staying still to get my throat slit didn’t seem like a good option. “If you’re going to kill us, just get on with it.”



      He made a disgusted-sounding huff. “Roland, what should we do with her?”



      That made me stop struggling. “Wait, did you say Roland?” If he was the guy Clive had mentioned, then maybe these weren’t the murderers after all. “Clive told me to trust you.”



      The third member of their party, a Black woman with a leather jacket over her hoodie, helped the bearded guy up. He was rubbing his throat. I guess I had hit him there. 


      His voice was rough. “We’re not going to fall for that. Jair, can you restrain her?”



      The guy with the knife—Jair—held me by the hair, the knife still at my neck, while Kish handcuffed me behind my back. She made a short hissing sound as she clicked the handcuffs in place, like she was whispering to someone named Sue, then stepped back. Something glinted on her face: an almost dainty eyebrow piercing. 


      They began to debate: “Now what do we do with her?” “We should try to pump her for information.” “We can’t bring her anywhere she could be tracked.”



      That made it sound like they weren’t going to kill me. The bickering and indecision reminded me a lot more of a leather community committee than the Mafia. 


      That was my first impression of the Circle of Light. 








  
      seven 

    


      Clive had said I should trust Roland and the Circle, but the problem was that they didn’t trust me. I couldn’t really blame them, I suppose; I’d attacked them first. 


      Roland rubbed his beard and sighed unhappily. He and Kish carried Clive to the van. I tried instinctively to follow, but Jair yanked me back. “You won’t get another shot at him.”



      “How about another shot at you.” I tried kicking behind me, but he was ready for that. 


      “Come on, your turn. Into the van.” He marched me across the road, one hand still firmly lodged in my hair, the other holding the sleeve of my jacket. He was good at keeping control. 


      Kish got into the driver’s seat, Roland beside her, while Jair held open the back doors of the van so I could climb in. A whiff of paint thinner reached my nose, but inside, where I expect to see shelves of paint cans, two benches faced a center aisle. Clive was lying on the floor of the aisle, his head cushioned on a folded drop cloth. I moved carefully, to avoid stepping on him, but with my hands bound behind my back it was tricky. Jair climbed in and shut the doors behind him. The windows were painted mesh so they looked pretty much opaque from the outside, but from inside I could see through the tiny holes. 


      Jair checked that his knife was secure in his boot sheath, then said, “You should let me put your seatbelt on. I don’t want you landing on Clive—or a live blade—if we come to a sudden stop.”



      “Safety first, eh?” I no longer harbored any suspicions that these folks were members of a crack arson-murder squad, but I had to convince them that I wasn’t one either. I could see a nasty scratch above his eye, a fainter one on his cheek, where one of the junipers got him. “Sorry about that.”



      “About what?” He reached across me for the seat belt, and I could tell his shampoo smelled like rosemary. 


      “Your face is scratched.” 



      He dabbed at his cheek with the back of his hand and then examined it. No real blood to speak of. He shrugged. He made the belt a little too tight as he clicked it into place, challenging me just a little. I refrained from commenting that it was the first time I’d let a man put me in bondage since college. 


      Kish pulled the van onto the road toward the house and I warned her, “You don’t want to go that direction.”



      “No?” Roland turned around to look at me. “Why not?”



      I tried to explain. “Clive told me to trust you. So I’ll tell you what he told me. We were at a party up the road. The house caught fire and we fled. He said the fire was no accident and I believe him.”



      Jair let out a “ha” but said nothing else. 


      I kept talking. “I don’t know what’s going on, but if what Clive said is true, the house isn’t a safe place to visit. Whoever set the fire might still be there.”



      “She’s right.” Kish hit the blinkers. 


      Jair eyed me suspiciously. “She could be trying to keep us from rescuing Kanna and Ira.”



      Kish, though, had made up her mind and swung the van into a U-turn. “I’m turning around just in case. We can figure it out as soon as Clive comes to.” 



      Roland looked me in the eye. He pushed his hood back and I saw his sandy hair was longer than Jair’s and tousled. In the glow of the dashboard, he looked like a painting of Jesus, except for the two silver rings piercing one ear. They looked like they matched the one in Kish’s eyebrow. “Tell me everything that happened.”



      I gave him the basic rundown: my first time at one of Kanna and Ira’s parties, them opening the party with a big roleplaying scene with Clive, et cetera. Roland wanted details about the scene. 


      He didn’t laugh when I called it a piece of over-the-top vampire role play. I tried to remember what Ira had been blathering about. “Ira announced that before Clive’s initiation he had to be purified. Something about needing to see into his soul, to see if his soul was pure.”



      Jair and he shared a sharp glance. They were not happy. “So, what did they do to him?”



      “Flogged him first, then used knives to scratch arcane markings on him, and then scalpels and straight razors. They’d only just made the first real cut, though, when the fire started.” And of course they wanted to know how the fire started, but I hadn’t the foggiest. “An empty fireplace suddenly went whoosh, and two seconds later the roof was on fire.” Then I remembered: “The second before the fire broke out, Kanna collapsed.”



      “Did you see what happened to her and Ira?”



      “Last I saw, he was dragging her out by the swimming pool. Everyone pretty much ran out that way, but then the fire blocked that off. I freed Clive and took him out the front door.” I shifted as well as I could in the seatbelt so I could look at both Jair and Roland. “My turn to ask questions.”



      Jair’s jaw dropped. “You’re our prisoner! You don’t get to ask questions.”



      “Sure I do. I’ve already figured out you’re not the murderers.”



      “Oh, yeah? Who are we, then?” Jair sounded almost offended. 


      “You’re the spiritual sex mafia Clive told me about.”



      Kish tried to hold in a snort, but didn’t manage it. “That’s one way of putting it.”



      Roland and Jair were sharing another long look. Jair tried to insist: “We can’t trust her. What if she’s one of them, went with Clive just to try to infiltrate us, and was about to kill him before we came along?”



      “If I was trying to infiltrate you, why would I be trying to kill him?” I shook my head. “Before he passed out, Clive said he would prove to me it was real. That he had sworn not to tell, because if he did, you told him you’d be able to find him wherever he went. So he told me, because he believed if he did, that meant you’d be able to find him.”
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