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			Dedication

			To all the wonderful, amazing, and fascinating blind and visually impaired people out there. If you never hear it again, know that you are an inspiration.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“This will never work,” Victor Grimaldi said.

			He stared at the red-haired woman standing at the grave site. Guilt gnawed at his insides as he watched her lower her head. Her hair fell forward, veiling her tears from his scrutiny. Is this really worth it? How could he look Amelia in the eye after this? After all, she was his friend.

			Victor looked away unable to witness her grief any longer. “She doesn’t deserve this,” he murmured. “It’s not too late to find a better way.”

			“A better way!” his companion scoffed. “And you deserve to be left alone? Surely, there’s a better way to be included in their family.” His companion stepped closer, the voice a little more cajoling than before. “Look at them. All sharing in her grief. A family mourning the loss of a respected if despised family member.”

			Victor shook his head, not wanting to hear the words, yet knowing there was a thread of truth in them. He swallowed hard.

			“He’s grieving as much as she is, and you can’t even comfort him,” his companion said with disdain. “Look at them. All the family is there, and where are you?”

			Victor once again fastened his gaze on the gravesite and the couple standing there. He could just make out the corner of the American flag peeking from beneath her left arm. Her back was ramrod straight despite her thin shoulders quavering up and down. His heart thudded a little faster when he caught sight of Gage Bedford, a gangly, somewhat awkward youth standing beside the woman.

			He towered over her smaller frame. Even at this distance, the youth’s stance spoke of comfort and shared sadness. He watched the teen’s lips move. She acknowledged the words with a faint nod before he walked away and left her alone again. A faint drizzle misted the air while thunder rumbled in the background.

			“At a distance, watching.”

			The soft words jerked him back to reality. “He doesn’t deserve this either,” Victor muttered.

			“And you do?” the companion demanded. “Quit your whining. She’s never gonna know the difference.”

			Victor swung his gaze back to his companion. “But I know the difference!” He drew a stuttered breath. “She’s going to find out.” He dragged nervous fingers through his short, cropped hair. Gareth Bedford, a well-built black man and his lover, stepped close to the woman and leaned in. As the man wrapped an arm around her shoulders, a stab of jealousy sliced through his gut. Victor had no right to feel that callous emotion, since he was the source of her pain. Yet…it persisted.

			“It’s very simple, Victor.” The speaker lifted sunglasses and glared through brown eyes. “She’s blind; she’s grieving. By the time she discovers what happened, things will have progressed too far for her to prevent anything. And if she does find out,” Long, thin fingers flicked lint from Victor’s shoulder, a cold smile creasing equally thin lips, making Victor flinch, “I will know exactly who to blame. Understand? She’ll marry Gareth Bedford in three or four months, and no one will be the wiser. And no one will know your secret either.”

			Slowly, Victor nodded. He glanced back at the man and the grieving woman, just as she crumpled to the ground. The man lifted her in his arms and cradled her close. The gangly teen hurried forward. The man shook his head, then nodded toward a line of cars. The youth took off in that direction.

			A fresh surge of guilt swamped Victor. There was no way he could keep this from them, but the next words chilled his blood.

			“Of course.” They watched the couple as well; Gareth was carrying Amelia to a waiting limo. “If she ever learns the truth, before the culmination of my plans, you will know what it’s like to grieve for your lover.” Returning glasses to face the speaker spun on snazzy heels. “And her death will be on your conscience too.”
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			Three Months Later

			The deep, bass line thrummed through the club. Gareth Bedford patted his face with a cotton towel, before he picked up a small bottle of water. Around him, soft moans of delight, whether in pain or pleasure, vied with the resounding smack as a solid implement struck against bare, human flesh.

			For a little while, at least, he could forget the grief burdening him the last few months. All around him were the sounds of life, the sounds of adults at play—safe, sane, and consensual kinky activities which stimulated the mind and body in a variety of ways, with a variety of implements: hard, soft and everything in between.

			He drew in a steadying breath as he glanced to his left, to where his partner Victor Grimaldi was sprawled in a chair behind a table filled with colorful coils of rope. He was demonstrating a knot to two men. Both appeared to be enthusiasts by the carabiners and safety scissors clipped to the waistbands of their pants.

			Gareth hadn’t been sure they would participate in the club’s annual fetish conference. But one look at the despair in Amelia’s eyes, he knew they had to come to the club.

			Since becoming a demonstrator at this week-long conference, Gareth had managed to unload most of his inventory of toys; specialty paddles of wood, leather, and Lexan—a form of high impact plastic—were doing brisk sales. Even the rope and leather floggers he typically favored were nearly gone.

			Maybe the brisk sales had more to do with his willing submissive and their obvious enjoyment of the implements he employed on their willing flesh.

			Gareth slid a practiced finger along the darkening welt between Amelia’s shoulder blades. She stilled at his touch before she continued to wiggle and squirm in the ropes at her wrists.

			He chanced a glance at the crowd. It was a good size, maybe about twenty or thirty spectators—most in some state of undress or fetish wear. He admired the couple in the back. The man wore a mask which hid his entire face, a studded leather collar with the word Pet outlined in crystals attached to a short leash. The man’s torso was bare. The woman holding the leash wore a bad wig and a jeweled half mask. There was something about the set of her mouth he recognized but couldn’t place.

			Movement caught his peripheral. Amelia was working the knots at her wrists. She was still secured to the I-ring on the overhead suspension rig for that purpose. But she would get free from the rope tethering her to the bolt. He bit back a smile. She never failed to amaze him at her skill of undoing the secured knots.

			Even better was seeing her smiling. It assured him he’d made the right decision. Joshua’s death hit them all hard, but it devastated Amelia. She was thinner. Her frame had always been trim and toned, but the recent weight loss gave her an almost gaunt appearance. He didn’t like that. In fact, he was more concerned than he let on. It almost seemed like she was trying to die. But he would never allow that. Not when she still had so much life left to live. Besides, he promised Joshua, if anything should happen to him, that he would take care of Amelia.

			So here they were in an exclusive dungeon and sex club for the week. The adjacent hotel provided conference goers with overnight accommodations.

			He scanned the large room. Most of the time, this room held a bevy of pool tables and several free-standing suspension rigs. The rigs were in place, but a few of the pool tables had been moved away to make room for demonstrations.

			Those who had chosen to follow along as he’d rigged the harness around Amelia were just about finished. From the work displayed, many had a working knowledge of tying, and a few he knew were into shibari—an ancient, artistic form of Japanese rope bondage.

			He smiled as he dragged a simple caress down his partner’s bare arm. She trembled beneath his touch. He briefly admired his handiwork. Ropes of red and purple crisscrossed her torso in a pentagram, then to the harness cinched at her waist, to her thighs and calves.

			“I specialize in comfortable suspension for all sizes,” Gareth explained. “And if you have a sub who likes to wiggle out of her bonds…”

			As if on cue, Amelia lifted her arms, trailing the ends of her ropes. The small cluster of people in the room let out a chorus of laughter.

			“Who is prone to escaping?” Amelia challenged.

			In one hand, he picked up the trailing end of the rope, then grabbed her with the other. She laughed as he pressed her against him. “You are such a brat, Amelia,” he murmured into her ear.
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			Amelia Bedford grinned. “Yes, I am,” she said. It was the first real moment of freedom she’d experienced in months. Nothing could detract her from the heady rush of excitement coursing through her veins. After the funeral, so many of the details still hazy, she had begged for death’s oblivion. The closest she got to that was sleep and that was tormented by dreams of him. Her Joshua.

			As if sensing her thoughts, Gareth plunged his fingers through her hair, then caressing her throat with the rope. The soft hemp fluttered over the sensitive skin, and she sighed.

			“Rope isn’t just something to bind your partner. It’s also a seduction.” He trailed his fingers, then the rope, down her throat, to her breasts, to the apex of her thighs and back again. He walked behind her, his fingers never leaving her body as he reach for a carabiner with his free hand. “And while you employ a bit of seduction,” he clipped the loop to the harness, “you can secure your sub in place.”

			A smattering of laughter and applause filled her ears. “You don’t play fair,” she said with a giggle.

			“Stay in the now with me,” he said to her, for her ears alone. “Since my sub and I are very familiar with one another, you’ll notice I did not use as much rope as we’ve done in earlier demonstrations.” He slowly pulled on the rope, taking up the slack, then tying it off with a square knot, Carefully, he pulled on the rope until Amelia’s feet left the floor.

			Briefly, she sat back in a weightless disorientation until Gareth touched her shoulder.

			“Breathe,” he whispered.

			She did as he commanded, her body adjusting, then welcoming the soft bite of rope as her arms and legs slowly extended until she resembled a starfish. She was open, vulnerable and exposed.

			And she felt alive!

			Gareth’s words faded until all that remained was the gentle cadence of his deep basso, his touch, and the gentle swing of the rope. She was lifted and lowered. Her limbs positioned at will. She was swung slow, fast, and everything in between.

			This was what she needed. Her mind blanked until all that remained was the sensation of exquisite pain and floating. Peace soothed overwrought nerves and emotions. She longed to stay like this forever. The faint scent of cinnamon and apples enveloped her.

			She sighed. “Gareth.”

			His fingers were gentle as he touched her fingers and toes. “A few more minutes, love.”

			“As you can see, she’s quite docile now, well into subspace, or that trance-like state where euphoria is her best friend.” He kept his voice low and soothing.

			“What were you just doing?” a male voice from the back demanded.

			“Could you be a little more specific? I’ve been doing a lot.”

			“You seemed to be pinching her toes and such.”

			“Oh. Checking the circulation. When she’s this relaxed, it’s very important to make sure circulation is maintained. And since we’ve been spinning,” he gave the rope a little shake; Amelia did not move, “it’s important to check often that the lines don’t tangle and become too tight.”

			He patted his shirt pocket, then his waistband. “Call me overprotective, but I typically carry two pairs of safety scissors on my person at all times, while Amelia carries a pair in her bra strap when she’s self-tying.”

			“Will we get to see any of her self-tying tonight?” the man demanded.

			Gareth smiled. “Not tonight. We’ve gone over our time already.” He moved back to Amelia, held her body close as he grabbed the mainline to release the tension. Slowly, he lowered her to the floor, promptly covering her with a light blanket as he knelt beside her. “It’s also important to give your sub time to calm down from your play. Don’t be alarmed when you see grooves left in skin after removing the ropes. Depending on how tight and how long the suspension, the marks will disappear in a few days.”

			Victor set a bottle of water at Gareth’s elbow. “Thanks, love.” He nodded, then returned to his seat behind the table.

			Voices murmured and buzzed around Amelia. She was aware of her breathing, slow and deep. Counting each heartbeat, she settled more into herself. The smooth silk sheet beneath her cheek eased her back to reality. The slight weight of the fuzzy blanket also added comfort and warmth. Now she could focus on the wonderful burn of the rope enveloping her limbs. She traced the braided cotton, her fingers finding the grooves from earlier times. A satisfied smile creased her lips. The marks would be slow to leave her body and that was just how she wanted it.

			When she stirred, gentle hands lowered one corner of her blanket from her face. Cool air kissed her cheeks, and a straw tapped her lips. She drank.

			“So how long does she stay on the floor?”

			“As long as she wants,” Gareth replied, a faint edge in his voice.

			The scent of something sickly sweet and perfumy filled her nostrils. Then, a cold hand seized her ankle, and she gasped. Just like that, she was jerked back into the reality as vibrations from the surrounding music pulsed through the floor and into her. There was no going back to that sweet spot of good feelings.

			“Don’t touch her!” Menace filled the deep basso. “You always ask permission before touching someone else’s toy. Living or not.”

			“I was just trying to get a better look at the marks,” a male spectator said.

			Tension filled the silence, enough to make Amelia lift her head. Her mind was fully alert now despite her body wanting to stay put.

			The male spectator let out an annoyed huff.

			Gareth smoothed her hair from her face. “You’re okay, love. Just lie there as long as you need.” To the man, he said, “You need to back off and give us some space.”

			“I don’t see what the big deal is,” the man muttered.

			“And unfortunately, I don’t have time to teach you,” Gareth snapped. “Two-Z, please give our friend a crash course in Etiquette 101.”

			Once Two-Z, a lithe mocha skinned woman in a curve-hugging leather bustier and stilettos, firmly pulled the offender off to the side, Gareth began untying Amelia’s ropes. As he tossed the ropes aside, Victor picked them up and coiled them into a canvas bag on the table.

			Gareth massaged her arms and wrist before moving to her thighs and ankles.

			Satisfied that she was not injured, he helped her sit, then placed the blanket around her shoulders once more.

			“We pushed that a little far,” Gareth told her.

			She leaned her head against his shoulder. “I needed the release.”

			“I know.” He pushed a bottle of water into her hands. “Hydrate.”

			Voices moved around her as she drank. Once she finished that bottle, another was placed into her hands.

			“We’ll grab a bite after the room clears a bit,” Gareth assured her.

			She sipped her water more slowly. “I don’t think I can eat anything.”

			“You’ll eat something.” His tone was firm. “You’ve lost too much weight since—” He stopped. “Since the funeral. You know he’d come back and kill me if I didn’t take care of you.”

			Tears burned behind her lids. “I just miss him so much.” She fingered the triangular locket at her throat. “I don’t want this moment to end.”

			“I miss him too, Amelia.”

			“I want to do some self-tying later.”

			“Only if you eat something,” he countered.

			She giggled. “Okay.”

			They sat a moment longer, not as many voices in the vicinity and she frowned.

			“What’s wrong?” Gareth prompted.

			“You’re not putting away the ropes.”

			“No, Victor took care of it for me.”

			She sensed rather than heard the hesitancy. “What happened?”

			“The guy I asked Two-Z to talk with, I don’t like the way he’s been watching you.”

			“Is he the one who touched me?”

			“Yes.”

			“His hands were cold. I didn’t like his vibe, and I’m very glad you covered me with the blanket.”

			“Most of the people here we know. There are only a handful I’ve never met, and he’s one of them.”

			“I think I’m ready.”

			Gareth helped her to her feet, then pulled a silk chemise over her head. She placed her arms through the straps, and Gareth adjusted them on her shoulders while the rest of the garment skimmed her curves and stopped mid-thigh.

			He adjusted the bodice. “For a woman, you are pretty damn sexy!”

			She chuckled. “Coming from you, that’s high praise indeed.”

			He skimmed a finger over the curve of her cheek. “You’re smiling again. He would like that.”

			A single tear escaped. She inhaled a stuttered breath. “I miss him so much,” she admitted. “Some days…it’s so bad my bones ache from missing him.”

			Gareth rested his forehead on hers and placed his hand on her hips. “After you get something to eat, we’ll walk a bit, then grab your private room so you can self-tie.”

			She closed her eyes against the flood of tears.

			Gareth nodded to Victor as Amelia slipped into a pair of jeweled flip-flops. The room was now empty. Two club employees walked in with spray bottles and a vacuum cleaner. The room would be wiped down and cleaned before the next demonstration later that night. “Thank you.”

			“Hey. You two looked great. What was up with that wanker touching AM?” Victor shouldered the canvas bag.

			Gareth swung an arm around Victor’s shoulders “He was just a tad excited.”

			The trio walked from the room into the dim lighting of a wide corridor.

			Music pulsed while laughter and moans punctuated the bass line. People in various garb or women wearing with only pasties or the equivalent of the two roamed back and forth between the rooms.

			As they passed one room, Gareth caught a glimpse of a leather-clad woman wielding a cat-o’-nine-tails whip. Her subject, a naked flabby older man, writhed with each strike. The watching crowd oohed and ached with each hard strike. “Please tell me you two have decided to eat; I’m famished.”

			Amelia snorted. “When aren’t you famished?” she teased. Victor poked her in the ribs. She squealed and wiggled away. “Stop! You know I’m ticklish.”

			“And wasting away on me.” He grabbed her hand. “C’mon, love, the hotel restaurant next door has a positively decadent chocolate cake that is sinful just to even inhale.”

			“Chocolate?” she perked up. “There’s always room for chocolate.”

			Over Amelia’s head, Gareth mouthed, “Thank you.”

			Victor nodded. “And if you have room after cake, they have pulled pork sliders.” Gareth followed their progress up the hall toward the elevator alcove.

			Two-Z fell in step with him. “A word?”

			“Victor.” Gareth waited until the other man turned his head. “Order for me.”

			Victor nodded, then disappeared around the corner.

			“What’s up?”

			“Keep an eye on that guy,” Two-Z warned. “There’s something really off about him.”

			Gareth ran a hand over his scalp. “Did he say something?”

			“Just a feeling. He’s extremely interested in AM. Enough that I wouldn’t leave her unattended.”

			He nodded in understanding. “We’ll be around for a couple of more hours. She needs to do some self-tying and once done, I’ll take her home.”

			Two-Z placed a hand on his arm. “I’m glad you got her to come tonight. We’ve all been grieving for and with her. Sir J was a very good man.” She stepped back. “If she ever needs me in a top capacity or just as a friend, let me know, and I’m there.”

			Gareth leaned down and kissed her cheek. Thanks, I’ll let her know.”

			“Tell her I have a new flogger she’ll like.”

			He walked away, her laughter following him around the corner.
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			Amelia sat on the floor. The light was so low in the room, it almost felt nonexistent. This was her time. Gareth and Victor would be her spotters, but this was her time. She wiggled her toes, then reached a hand to the several bundles of rope at her side. She started with her ankles The stupid buckle knot took her six months to get right. A faint smile touched her lips. She moved to her thighs, working quickly but efficient through each knot and twist to complete her harness. She stood, winding a length of rope around her hips, giving herself enough to complete the rig she needed.

			She held up a hand, reaching for the carabiner on the suspension rack. When it met her fingers, she looped the rope from it through her waist harness.

			“Double check the door,” Gareth told Victor. “I’ll start the music.”

			A soft click reached her ears, even as the opening strains of a Sam Smith song filled the room. The tune was slow, wistful, and hit just the right level of love angst.

			She sighed, then slowly sat back.

			“Hold on, love, you forgot your scissors.” Gareth knelt before her and fastened the shears to her bra strap.

			“Thanks. Now go away.”

			He
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