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“Your model might be expecting a baby?” I struggle to draw in oxygen as I process what Roane has just told me. “And she’s still in hospital?” Throwing up your guts several times a day is a legitimate way for someone to get out of a shibari session. I guess. But I booked this world-renowned rope bondage team months ago, and their performance is scheduled to be held in front of an international crowd of guests and visiting media in only three days’ time. 

Well, hell. One more problem to add to the growing list. How am I going to fix this?

I take a deliberate slow breath, hoping to convince my heart rate to head back down to somewhere near normal. Then I realize what I haven’t actually said. “Oh. Congratulations to you both.” I sound churlish and I don’t want to, but in my wildest dreams I simply can’t imagine the rope Master leaning casually against my office wall in the role of an expectant dad. My rope Master. At least, he’s supposed to be for the next week or so, until the Avant-garde lifestyle festival I’m in charge of is over and I can finally get some rest.

Who am I kidding? I can’t remember what R&R feels like, anymore. For the first time in its five year history, this festival has caught the attention of the international media, thanks to the reputation of the bondage expert standing across from me, and I haven’t had more than three or four hours sleep a night for weeks.

I lean forward, clenching my hands together on the desk when I notice the tremble in my fingers. I know its stress, but it’s damn annoying. Last week got so bad I finally visited my doctor but she just told me what I already know. “Cut yourself some slack, Ava. If you keep going at this pace you’ll make yourself seriously ill. I know you made a promise to your brother to keep his festival going, but—” I raised my hand and cut her off at that point, not wanting to hear the rest. Her words won’t bring Connor back. And resting won’t help me get things done for this blasted event that seems to have taken over my life.

Since that visit, the muscle tremors have gotten worse. It irks me beyond belief that I can’t control my bodily responses. Don’t show weakness to anyone. That’s what Dad said to Connor and me, over and over when we were kids. If you do they’ll find a way to exploit it. We never knew who “they” were, but it was drummed into us so often that we both tucked away our weaknesses where no one else could find them.

Last year it all became too much for my twin brother and... No. Don’t think about that now. I frown at my traitorous hands, then lift my eyes to the man in front of me, giving him my best executive stare.

“Your show is the keynote performance, Roane. A baby is wonderful news and I’m pleased for you both, of course. It’s a shame Nicole is unwell enough to be hospitalized, but at least she’s getting the right care. Surely—”

“It’s not mine.”

I blink at the blunt statement. “Sorry, I just assumed—”

“Everyone does. Nicole and I don’t have that kind of relationship. She’s my public shibari model, but that’s as far as it goes. She’s married.”

Oh. My brows descend again. How can that be? Nicole, who happens to be slim and beautiful, is naked when they perform, Roane partially so, and quite frankly he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever met in my life. How could there not be some kind of chemistry or spark between them? “Well, um, surely you have someone else you can call on to step in? Someone in the lifestyle, perhaps, who likes being, you know...tied up?”

My voice trails off and I lose my train of thought in the intensity of his gaze. No one has that effect on me. Ever. And yet here I am, drowning in the depths of his stare and wondering what it would feel like to be tightly bound and completely at the mercy of a man like Roane.

He’s a strange hybrid mix of race that I can’t quite pinpoint, and unlike anyone I’ve ever met. His build is tall and lean rather than overly-muscled, with tanned skin and almost black hair cut short at the back and sides. His nose is bordering on too strong and his mouth is wide, with a definite hint of sardonic in the way it lifts at one corner whenever he listens to me speak. His eyes tilt up slightly at the outer corners, and the green of his irises is so intense it reminds me of the fragrant mint my assistant grows in a little tub on the windowsill of our office kitchenette.

Roane is not classically handsome at all, and yet there’s something about him that is so compelling, I can’t tear my gaze away when he enters the room. Neither can anyone else, I’ve noticed. It’s as if he’s found a way to bottle whatever makes a man “alpha,” and then sprayed himself liberally with the heady scent. Every cell in my body wakes up the moment he’s in my vicinity, and even when I try not to think about what he does for a living, my mind slips immediately to a place where I imagine those long, strong fingers working diligently to bind me into submission with a series of intricate, unbreakable knots.

I clear my throat, trying unsuccessfully to break this hypnotic spell he seems to weave. The thought of handing over that much control...complete and utter control...to someone else...and especially to him...

A shiver traverses my skin and sends a strong signal straight to my clit. I don’t understand the sudden aching throb between my legs. This gig was Connor’s, not mine, and I’m only in the driver seat of this festival because I made him a promise last year before he passed away. The BDSM lifestyle isn’t one I’ve ever been particularly drawn to, and even though my brother seemed to get enormous satisfaction from his role as a sub, it isn’t something I’ve considered for myself.

If Roane ever tries to tie me up the way he does to that poor woman, I’d probably have a hissy fit. I’m not that sort of woman. He knows it, and so do I.

Again that betraying pulse of need makes itself felt, as if my body is calling out my mind as a blatant liar. I clench my thighs in an effort to control it, but that only intensifies the sensation and I know there is wetness pooling now in my overheated pussy.

His eyes are amused as he stares at me, and I wonder if he’s aware of his arousing effect. Probably. His lips twitch, doing that sardonic curl. Definitely then. Bastard.

I stare back, trying not to be intimidated even though my nipples begin to harden in an unsolicited confirmation of the burgeoning lust staking its claim on my body.

“No.” His voice is cool but his eyes are still hot with laughter, and my brain shuts down for a moment.

What are we talking about? “No, what?”

He’s wearing a black T-shirt, black jeans, and boots. The outfit shows off his lean physique and muscled arms and shoulders, and my heart skips a beat at the thought of those same muscles rippling with effort as he hoists the rope rigging during one of his shows. What would it feel like, to be bound, and then suspended by an expert rigger?

He raises a brow, then answers with exaggerated patience. “No, there is unlikely to be anyone else available at this short notice.” He pushes off the wall with one shoulder and walks toward me, and once again my breath is temporarily trapped in the base of my lungs. Roane moves with a measured precision that is the opposite of flamboyant, and yet every action is all the more intriguing because of its very restraint. His quiet stillness is so innate that when he moves it seems more profound, more noticeable, than when others do the same.

It takes effort to concentrate on our conversation, especially when he grips the back of my visitor’s chair with those strong hands, and then leans close, only centimeters away. His fresh, understated aroma wafts across my nostrils in a tantalizing hint of clean masculinity. I can’t tell if he’s wearing aftershave, or if that heady, slightly woodsy scent is just part of who he is. Either way he smells delicious and when I inhale I have to consciously stop myself from letting out a pleasurable groan.

“What would you suggest, then?” Now I sound ridiculous, like a breathy schoolgirl with a crush on her teacher.

“I’ll put out a call to my contacts,” he says. “But suspension sessions involve an enormous level of trust and commitment from each of the parties. It can be dangerous if not done correctly, and there’s more chance for things to go wrong if the model and the rigger have no real connection. Other than Nicole, there are very few people I would be willing to put in that position.”

I slump in the chair, disappointment forcing my mind back onto the job as I try to figure out what we can do to salvage this. Oh, Connor. My brother worked so hard, and now I’m right on the cusp of achieving the level of acclaim he craved. If we can just get Roane to cooperate.

When he shifts, I flinch a little. The question that follows drops into the room and lays there between us like a poisonous snake. “Why don’t you do it, Ava?”

A bark of laughter escapes and the mesmerizing effect is finally broken. “Nope. Not going to happen, Roane. I’m sorry, but you’ll just have to find someone else.”

“We have a connection already. I’ve known that ever since you saw my performance in New York.”

He feels it too? I can’t deny there’s something between us, but to take the leap from being aware of each other sexually, to participating in a public shibari session with one of the world’s most well-respected Dominants...

I’m already shaking my head but he just looks at me, and I feel like a twelve-year old who’s been caught out in bad behaviour. Suddenly I’m babbling, the bubble of anxiety rising. “I can’t, Roane. There’s no way. You must know I don’t have a submissive bone in my body. I wouldn’t even know how to—”

“There is no one else. It’s you, or I cancel.” Again, his voice is quiet, but it carries an edge of steel that sends awareness shivering down my spine. He means it. If he cancels, the festival will be ruined, and with it my late brother’s reputation.

“Look.” I speak in a firm yet calm tone, aiming for reason. “Let’s consider this for a minute. Your show sold out within an hour of tickets going on sale. We have media from seven countries here just to see you. Seven, Roane. It would destroy our reputation if you cancel. Please...”

I bite my lip to stop the desperate begging before it really gets started. Connor and Dad would have been shaking their heads in disbelief to see me like this. I’m letting them down. I want to burst into tears, but
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