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Before You Read


It is highly recommended to read All Tied Up (Book 1) before reading this story. This is the second and final installment of the All Tied Up duet.

This book is intended for audiences aged 18 and older.     
   
If you like your romance dark, chances are you’ll find this book to be rather tame. If you don’t read dark romance, this book may or may not have you clutching your pearls. 

The intimate scenes between the two main characters are graphic, but they are safe, sane, and consensual. 

Some of the content in this book may be triggering for some readers. Content warnings have been added for this sequel, so please review them on the author’s website before you proceed:
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Chapter One

Cat


A Year-and-a-Half Later 
Metal digs into my flesh as I struggle against my restraints. When I try to free my wrists, the short chains above my head clink against the wall, but the handcuffs don’t allow for escape.
I try to kick my legs, but each ankle is also attached to the wall with metal cuffs.
“Where do you think you’re going, Kitty Cat?”
With a silk blindfold over my eyes, I can’t see him, but I can feel him standing only inches in front of me. His familiar, delicious musk overwhelms my senses as his hot breath fans my neck.
Evan.
A gasp escapes my lips as his jaw grazes my cheek, teasing me with a kiss that he won’t give me yet, and his stubble is rough on my skin like sandpaper.
“Let me go,” I hiss, yanking at the wall restraints. Once again, the chains clank as I wriggle in place, but it’s no use.
Evan’s nose presses into my hair, and he inhales my scent before whispering into my ear.
“I’ll never let you go. You’re mine.”
My nipples peak at his words, and my naked body grows still when he presses his hips into me. The hard erection grazing my thighs is unmistakable.
“Is this what you want?” he asks.
Yes.
“No, please don’t…”
He steps away from me, replacing his erection with his hand, and drags it in slow, torturous movements up to the junction of my thighs. When he reaches the entrance to my womanhood, he runs his finger across the slit, which wrenches a shudder from my entire body.
“You are mine to do with as I wish,” he says in a low voice. “You are my prisoner, and I’ll keep you chained to this wall for as long as it pleases me.”
He slips a finger inside my opening, and I moan as my head lolls back against the wall.
“But I assure you,” he adds, “it will please you as well.”
Evan begins to probe and explore my inner walls, taking his time at first. My breath grows shallow as he teases me, and I’m desperate for him to bring me relief from the pressure building up inside.
“Don’t touch me!”
And yet, my hips shift forward to meet his hand.
“Admit that you are mine,” he says. “Admit that I am your master, and I’ll reward you.”
“Mmm, yes, I am yours, Master…”
His finger slides out, but before withdrawing the tip, he shoves it back inside. He continues to ravage my pussy like this, increasing his tempo and the force behind his movements as I grind my hips against his hand with greed.
Just as he hits my sweet spot, I become undone, and the full power of my release rushes through my veins. I let out an incoherent cry toward the ceiling as the euphoria weaves through my body, making me quake and tremble under the weight of my searing pleasure.
He removes his finger when I crest over the precipice, leaving me weightless as I drift down from my high. I slump against my restraints, too exhausted to hold myself up any longer, and when Evan’s arm wraps around my waist to support me, I sag against him.
“Tired already?” he asks with a chuckle. “I’m just getting started with you. Spread those legs so I can feel your tight pussy around my—”
He stops before finishing his sentence, and I sense his body tensing against me.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
“Shh.”
His finger presses against my lips to quiet me, but he doesn’t say another word. I want to rip the blindfold off to see what’s going on, but my arms are still tied above my head.
That’s when I hear it—the familiar voice calling out to me from the living room with a sing-song lilt.
“Cat? Honey, where are you?”
The blood beneath my skin turns to ice in an instant, and I’m pretty sure my heart just stopped.
“Oh, shit,” I whisper under my breath. “My mom’s here!”
Evan releases me as though my skin burned him, but before I know it, his deft fingers are unlocking the handcuffs with a key. As my first arm falls, I reach up to yank the blindfold off my eyes.
“Cat?” my mom calls again. “You can’t possibly be sleeping still? It’s almost 11:00 a.m.”
“Just a second, Mom!”
I lower my voice to talk to Evan, who is kneeling at my feet to release my ankles. “Hurry!”
“I’m trying,” he hisses through gritted teeth.
His dark hair is disheveled as he works with expert precision, but his blue eyes are round, betraying his state of panic.
As the last cuff breaks loose, the bedroom door flings open to reveal my mother’s figure—and my father standing right behind her.
Evan jumps to his feet, bringing his hands to hide his erection as he backs against the wall. My arms wrap around myself to cover my sensitive areas.
I scream. 
Both my parents stand frozen in the doorway with wide eyes and open mouths, staring at their daughter surrounded by cuffs and chains at the hands of her boyfriend.
“Get out!” I make a mad dash for the door and slam it closed in their faces.
[image: image-placeholder]Is there anything more awkward than this?
Evan and I sit next to each other at my rectangular kitchen table, and my parents sit opposite us. The four of us are silent, waiting for someone to speak first as we avoid eye contact.
It’s excruciating. The seconds seem to stretch into hours as the wall clock ticks the passage of time, and it’s the only sound in the room.
When I bought this house, I picked neutral colors and natural textures for the remodel, which I finished with uncluttered, bohemian-chic décor. The goal was to create a calming living space for me to come home to, but right now, I’m the exact fucking opposite of calm.
My father clears his throat, and my eyes dart his way.
“You two have been dating for a while now. And Evan, we’ve come to think of you as a son, which is why I think it’s time to ask what your intentions are with our daughter.”
Evan stiffens in my peripheral vision.
“Well, Mr. Gallagher, I, uh…” Evan sputters, grasping for a response to the question.
When they first met Evan in college, my parents insisted on being called by their first names, Paul and Lori. But when Evan addresses him as Mr. Gallagher, my dad doesn’t correct him.
That’s not a good sign.
As much as I want to intervene on his behalf, my mouth has gone dry, and the words stick to the back of my throat.
“I love your daughter,” Evan manages to say. “What you saw in there doesn’t reflect how I treat her in real life.”
“Yeah.” I nod my head. “He’s a great boyfriend, I swear.”
“So, do you two plan on getting married soon?”
If crawling under the table would save me this humiliation, I would do it right now, but my parents are staring us down, waiting for an answer I can’t give them.
Do I want to marry Evan? We haven’t really discussed what’s next for us in our relationship, but I’m not in a hurry to get married.
Am I?
“We’re just taking things at our own pace,” Evan says.
If I’m not in a hurry, why does his answer disappoint me this much? A lump forms in my throat, which I struggle to swallow.
Mom and Dad exchange serious looks as Evan and I wait for their response. There’s a cold sweat clinging to my forehead as my heart hammers against my ribcage, and if I glanced in a mirror right now, I’m sure my face would be flushed beet red.
No one wants to sit through the uncomfortable what-are-your-intentions-with-my-daughter conversation with their dad and boyfriend. It’s awkward enough without the added humiliation of your parents walking in on you with said boyfriend while chained to a wall—naked—acting out a sex slave fantasy.
The corner of my father’s mouth twitches upward, and that’s when Mom’s hand flies to her mouth. She tries to stifle a laugh, her eyes dancing with sudden humor as Dad relaxes back in his chair. He joins in with her laughter, clutching his stomach while devolving into a fit of stitches.
“Oh, you should see your faces!” Mom says between breaths.
Evan throws me a confused sideways glance, but I’m as bewildered as he is.
“Um, what’s going on?” I ask.
Dad wipes a tear from his eye as his face colors red. “I was just messing with you two.”
I sit with that for a moment, knitting my brows together.
“Wait? So, you’re not mad?”
“Of course not, honey,” Mom says. “You know, your dad and I experimented a lot in the 80s. We even went to a swingers party this one time—”
I clap my hands over my ears. “Ew, I did not need to know that.”
Growing up, my parents were very open about displaying affection. They always wanted me to step out of my comfort zone and date boys—or girls, if I wanted—and explore my feelings. Safe sex over abstinence was the education in our house, and when I became an adult, my mom wanted me to share my sexual experiences with her.
Not that I did, because gross.
Besides, Dad always was a prankster, so I should have seen this coming from a mile away. Still, the relief that settles over me is a soothing balm after that uncomfortable exchange. I know now this entire conversation was a practical joke, but Evan doesn’t seem to get it, and his apprehension is palpable.
I’m going to have some stern words with my parents later for putting Evan on the spot like that.
“Why are you even here, anyway? Just because you have a spare key doesn’t mean you can waltz into my house whenever you feel like it. Evan lives here too, you know.”
They never knocked on my bedroom door as a kid, and bad habits die hard. Boundaries are a difficult concept for them to grasp.
“I’m sorry,” Mom says, laughing it off. “We’ll keep that in mind for next time.”
“We stopped by to take you out to lunch,” Dad adds.
“How about this? We’ll go out to lunch with you when you stop abusing your spare key privileges.”
Mom rises to her feet and puts a hand on my dad’s shoulder.
“Come on, Paul. Let’s leave these two lovebirds alone. I’m sure they want to get back to—”
“Too late, Mom. You killed the mood.” Folding my arms, I lean back against my chair, and if I wasn’t too humiliated to meet her eye, I would pin her with a heated look.
My dad stands up and comes over to clap Evan on the back.
“Sorry for the hazing ritual. It’s our way of accepting you into the family.”
Evan nods with a grimace on his face.
When my parents reach the door, my mom calls out over her shoulder.
“Bye, honey! We love you.”
“Yeah, yeah, love you, too,” I mutter.
The door shuts behind them, plunging Evan and me into another uncomfortable silence. A sigh whistles past my lips.
“I’m sorry about them,” I say.
“It’s okay. It just caught me off guard.”
“Yeah, me too.”
Evan pushes his chair back from the table, and the sound of the leg scratching against the wood floor pierces the quiet.
“I’ll go make us some lunch,” he says, rising from his chair. “I’m starving.”
He crosses to the refrigerator door, his back turned to me as he peruses its contents. My fingers start to fiddle with the handcuff charm dangling from my silver necklace, the one that Evan bought me for my birthday. I never take it off.
Evan seems to be growing further and further away. He spends his days at his job, and when he comes home, he disappears into the home office to work on his app. All our conversations are about his passion project, and his eyes light up whenever he talks about it. And when he isn’t talking about it, he’s thinking about it with that faraway look of his, like his body is present, but his mind is elsewhere.
All I want is for him to apply more of that passion to our relationship. Sure, the sex is fantastic, but it’s starting to feel like a mere distraction for him between long computer sessions.
The honeymoon period is over, and some might say we’ve fallen into a rut. We’re living like an old married couple, except there’s no ring or marriage certificate to make it official.
We’re stuck; we’re not moving forward, but we’re not moving backward, either. We said, “I love you,” then moved in together. And I was content with that.
So, what’s the next step for us?
Marriage. 
I assumed that Evan would propose to me one day, but based on his reaction to my father’s question, I’m starting to wonder if that’s not the case. What if Evan Simmons isn’t interested in marrying me at all?
Why, for the love of God, could my parents not keep their mouths shut?




Chapter Two

Evan


I glance up from my sandwich and notice Cat fiddling with her necklace—it’s a nervous habit she picked up recently. 
“You haven’t touched your food,” I say. “Did I make it wrong? Turkey and lettuce with provolone and light mayo, right? Or are the chips stale?”
At my words, she startles and drops her hands to the table.
“No, the food’s great. I’m still reeling, I guess.”
Yeah, you and me both. I doubt I’ll be able to look Cat’s parents in the eye again after that humiliating moment.
The two of us fall back into silence as we eat our lunch.
Are her dad’s words bothering her as much as they are me? I’m not ready to go down that rabbit hole with her just yet, because talking about it would mean I have to admit I’m a failure.
I never thought that a woman earning more money than me would bother me, but dating Cat exposes those insecurities that are so ingrained into my psyche—and my kink.
Cat Gallagher is the girl who always has it together, and she’s following the life plan she’s set for herself to the letter. At twenty-nine, she’s already an assistant director of HR at a major firm, her 401(k) is solid, and she’s the sole owner of her home. In this housing market, that’s nothing short of impressive for someone her age.
Hell, she’s even got an 800 credit score.
But me? I’m an entry-level app developer strapped with student loans and living in my girlfriend’s house. My only asset is my 2013 Honda CR-V. What do I bring to the table in our relationship?
Nothing, except my ability to blow her mind with my mouth and my cock.
When you boil it down, Cat’s my sugar mommy, and that just won’t do.
I’m the man of the relationship, and the woke part of my brain says that shouldn’t have any bearing on how much money I bring home. But the deep-seated, primal instinct to protect and provide for her is roaring at me to get my shit together. Cat deserves better than what I have to offer, and I need to prove to her—and myself—that I can care for her needs both in and out of the bedroom. 
And that’s why I’m hustling to make that happen.
I pick up my empty plate and walk it over to the sink.
“I’m getting back to work. Holler if you need anything.”
Cat nods as I head into the home office and close the door behind me.
I can’t help but chuckle every time I walk into this room. On one side is a tidy, white desk with rose gold office accessories and picture frames, which sit beneath a macrame succulent planter hanging from the ceiling. Cat’s laptop sits closed on the surface with a thin layer of dust on top. She never comes in here because outside of work, the last thing she wants to do is stare at a computer screen.
And then there’s my side of the office, which looks like a tech geek’s paradise. My black gaming chair sits in front of my PC setup with four monitor screens, and my keyboard emits a soft red glow from beneath the keys. The curtains are drawn closed because the only light I need is the electronic illumination of the honeycomb LEDs on the wall.
Empty beer bottles and food wrappers adorn the desk, and I keep telling myself I’ll get to it later. I’m a tidy person, but lately, all my focus has been on my app. No time to clean when there’s work to do.
My screen saver disappears when I jostle the mouse, and the prototype for KinkE is just how I left it. The black and red homepage is coming together, but it’s missing something I’ve spent weeks trying to put my finger on.
In fact, I’ve spent so much time on this app over the past year, I’m sure I’ll need reading glasses soon. KinkE is a project I’m passionate about, and it’s a tool I wish I had as a younger guy entering the scene for the first time.
I believe KinkE will be a game-changer for the kink community. Sure, plenty of BDSM-specific dating apps exist, but nothing out there offers a one-stop shop like this.
When I was finally old enough to go to sex clubs, I would go to whichever club happened to appear in my online search results. In my experience, most of them were dirty and seedy, and I figured it was no different from going to a dive bar or a back-alley strip club. And I settled for it without question.
But when I started getting invitations to sex parties and clubs in other states, I realized there were safe, clean, and high-end options available to explore bondage if I knew where to look.
That’s what KinkE aims to be: a directory of vetted sex clubs and parties. Users will be able to rate their experience and receive push notifications of events in their area that match their interests, which removes a lot of the secrecy and word-of-mouth these parties rely on. It’s a win-win for both users and hosts, and this app will be the liaison linking them together.
What’s more, KinkE is also a dating app that allows people with similar fetishes to meet and connect. And if anyone reports a negative experience with a user abusing the app, we’ll have the means to block that individual.
It’s ambitious, but it will allow people to explore their kinks in a safer, controlled environment. And it has the potential to be a successful business venture.
But innovative business ideas need capital to get off the ground. Otherwise, they are just that: ideas.
An app like this needs staff, extensive marketing, a travel budget to vet clubs across the country, top-notch security and data hosting, insurance… I could go on and on. I can save some money on the engineering and development of the app by doing it myself, but my skills can only take me so far with this.
That’s why I need an investor. I thought the old marketing motto, sex sells, would make this an easy pitch, but so far, it’s been difficult to find an investor who isn’t spooked. Too much liability, apparently.
But a venture capitalist in Los Angeles is interested—Benjamin Al Rashid. He comes from an oil dynasty in the Middle East, so the guy possesses more money than God. I’ve been working on this lead for weeks, and right now, he’s my only option.
The last email I sent him included the pitch deck, so all I can do is wait. I’ve checked in here and there, but I don’t want to come off desperate or pushy and implode the deal.
It reminds me of when Cat needed space to think about my deepest, darkest bondage fantasy. I spent an entire week glued to my phone, waiting for her to call or text, while I drove myself insane with anxiety.
This feels the same. Once again, I’m waiting on a yes or no answer which will change the course of our future together. The stakes are high.
If I can get this app funded and launched, I will buy Cat the engagement ring of her dreams, and then we can move forward together with the next phase of our lives.
That’s the plan: launch the app, make money, and marry Cat. In that order.
If she wants to be a stay-at-home mom, I’ll have the financial means to support her, but if she wants to keep working, we’ll be able to afford a full-time nanny. With money comes options, and I want Cat to have all options available to her. I want our children to have what I didn’t growing up.
Our family will want for nothing. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it over and over again: Cat deserves roses and champagne. My girl will know all the pleasures the world has to offer, because I’m going to punish her sweet pussy night after night for the rest of our lives, and every punishment I dole out deserves a reward. 
But first, it’s time to get to work.
[image: image-placeholder]A pinging sound yanks me awake. I’m groggy as my eyes blink open, and I realize my cheek is pressed against the glass surface of my desk. With a wince, I peel my skin from the table and sit up, but there’s a crick in my neck from sleeping at a weird angle, making it hard to turn my head forward. 
Rubbing my shoulder, I glance down at the bottom right corner of my computer screen, where it reads 10:13 a.m.
Fuck, I fell asleep at my desk last night. That’s what I get for these long, focused work sessions. When I go into my zone, I can go for hours.
There’s a new email in my inbox, and when I see it’s from Benjamin Al Rashid, I hurry to click it open with clammy hands.
My eyes scan the brief email, and then I read it again, because I’m not sure I understand it right. After the fourth time, I start to believe my aching, bloodshot eyes.
“Cat!” I shout. “Cat, pack your bags! We’re going to L.A.!”
I leap up from my desk and fling open the door to the office.
“Cat?”
When I rush into the living room, there’s no sign of her, and my excitement deflates a little. I peek around the corner into the kitchen, and when she isn’t there, either, I decide to check the bedroom.
Walking past my office, a flash of neon pink appears in the corner of my eye. Attached to the door is a sticky note, and I peel it off to inspect it more closely.
Left to go shopping with my mom. See you at dinner tonight. —Cat
This app is taking time away from Cat, and even though she’s been supportive, I know it’s been hard for her. That’s why I planned this date night, to give me a couple of hours to devote my full attention to her. Fuck knows we need it.
As much as I wanted to share this exciting news with her, it works out better this way. I’ll surprise Cat with a trip to Los Angeles over a romantic dinner.
But I still have the entire day before I need to meet her, which gives me plenty of time to start preparing for my investment pitch.




Chapter Three

Cat


When my phone starts ringing, I glance down and see Evan’s name flash across the screen. His picture is set to a selfie of us kissing on Valentine’s Day last year. 
It should make me happy whenever I look at it, but right now, I only see red.
After arriving home five minutes ago, I turned on a true crime documentary I’d started last night about a woman who killed her boyfriend, and it’s only riling me up more. I’m starting to think the woman was justified in murdering her boyfriend. 
I mute the television before picking up the phone. “Yes?” My tone is icy on purpose.
“I’m here; where are you?”
“I went home,” I say. “I left twenty minutes ago.”
Evan goes quiet for a moment, and I hear busy restaurant chatter and the clinking of dishes in the background.
“Am I missing something?” he asks. “I thought we were supposed to meet here at seven for dinner?”
“No, we were supposed to meet at six.”
“Hold on, just a sec.”
An annoyed scoff escapes from my lips before I can stop it. The din of the restaurant grows softer, and I assume he’s stepping outside.
“I’m pulling up my calendar right now, and… oh, shit.” He lets out a low hiss. “Cat, I am so sorry. I got the time mixed up.”
“Yeah.”
“Why didn’t you call me before you left?” he asks.
“I did. Three times.”
Once again, he falls silent, and I guess it’s to confirm this information for himself.
“Fuck,” he says. “I’m sorry; I had my phone on silent while I was working.”
“Of course you did.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks, but his voice remains gentle. “Talk to me.”
“Maybe we should discuss this when you get home.”
“Okay. I’ll be home soon.”
“‘Kay. Bye.”
Without waiting for him to say goodbye, I hang up the phone and throw it onto the sofa beside me. I unmute the television, but I’m too busy seething to pay attention.
[image: image-placeholder]The sound of the key in the lock makes me jump, and when the front door opens, it reveals Evan’s lean figure walking over the threshold.
“Hey,” he says. “Did you have fun shopping with your mom today?”
He locks the door behind him and comes over to give me a kiss, but I turn my cheek away. With a heavy sigh, he sits down on the sofa beside me.
“I am really sorry,” he says. “I feel awful for standing you up like that. It wasn’t intentional.”
“Let me guess. You were too caught up in your app to pick up your phone or check your calendar?”
“It’s no excuse, but yeah. I just get into my workflow and zone out all distractions—”
“Including me? I’m just a distraction to you now?”
“No, that’s not what I meant—”
“Then what did you mean, Evan?” I ask, my voice rising in anger. “Because from where I’m sitting, you keep choosing this app over our relationship. You’re always holed up in your office, and I only see you when you come out for food, work, or sex.”
“I’m not choosing the app over you,” he insists. “I love you, Cat.”
“This isn’t the first time you were late because of that app. Remember how you showed up late to the Christmas party at my office? This isn’t like you.”
Evan places his elbows on his knees and bows his head, running his fingers through his hair.
“Of course, I remember, and I apologized then, too. How long are you going to hold that over my head?”
“Until your apologies mean something,” I say. “When you start making our relationship more of a priority.”
What I say is meant to hurt him, but as soon as the words are spoken, I regret their harshness. 
The air is sucked from the room as an uneasy silence falls between us. His eyes bore into the side of my head, but I refuse to meet his gaze.
“Sorry,” I mutter. “That was bitchy.”
“No, you shouldn’t be sorry. I know this app has been taking time away from us, so I’m the one who should be sorry. It feels like I’m working two full-time jobs right now, but once this app is off the ground, I can quit my stupid day job and spend more time with you. In fact, there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.”
“Is that so?” I ask, though I make my skepticism known in my tone.
“I was going to tell you this tonight at dinner, but remember that investor in Los Angeles I told you about?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, I heard back from him this morning. He wants to fly me out for a meeting, so I know he’s serious.” He takes my hands into his, which starts to melt some of the anger away. “And I want you to come with me.”
At last, I meet his intense gaze, which begs me to understand.
“I know this has been hard, but all I’m asking is for you to be patient with me just a bit longer. You’ve been so supportive of me, and I love you for that.”
This app means a lot to him, and the passion driving him to spend so much time on it is evident. KinkE isn’t just a side project for him; it’s a path to independence, to enable him to work for himself and cut ties with his toxic work environment.
When we were in college, he talked about his dream of designing his own apps, and the last thing I want to do is stand in the way of those dreams. He’s worked too hard.
We’ve both sacrificed time with each other for this, but it would be worse if all that lost time was in vain.
“That’s amazing,” I say. “I’m so proud of you.”
His face lights up with a broad grin at my praise, which fills me with guilt for giving him such a hard time.
“Not only is he flying us out, but he’s putting us up in a resort in Beverly Hills for a whole week. It’s a free vacation! It’ll be good for us to get away together, even if it’s for a business trip.”
“Yeah, that does sound nice. When are we leaving?”
“A week from tomorrow.”
I do a double-take. “Are you serious? I can’t take an entire week off work on such short notice. You know that.”
“Yeah, the timing isn’t ideal—”
“Ideal? Evan, you can’t expect me to drop everything to hang out in L.A. for a week. And what about you? What about your job?”
The grin on his face falters. “Once this app starts making money, I’m quitting my job, so it doesn’t really matter if I piss off my boss.”
I let out a long sigh, and I’m pretty sure my eye is twitching as he talks about quitting his job sooner rather than later.
“Please?” He takes my hands in his. “I could really use your support while we’re out there. Besides, you haven’t taken time off since Jackie’s wedding.”
Excitement fills his bright, blue eyes. I’m thrilled for him, but a small, selfish part of me wonders if this deal will demand even more of his time—which means less time for us.
“I suppose I can ask about getting the time off,” I concede.
The grin returns to his face in full force, stretching across his chiseled features to make him even hotter, which I didn’t realize was possible. I haven’t seen him this happy in a while.
“You won’t regret it,” he says, bringing my hands up and placing kisses on my knuckles.
“Since you’ll be working a lot, maybe I can call up Jackie and make plans to hang out.”
“Yeah, definitely. I’m sure I’ll be busy, but I’d like to see her and Drew at least once while we’re out there.”
“Just make sure to pencil in some alone time with me, too,” I tease.
His gaze turns molten, making me swallow hard.
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he says, his voice thick. “I plan to fuck you every which way in that hotel room.”
His dark promise sends a thrill of excitement down to my core, and I clench my thighs together to stem the liquid arousal caused by his words.
I forget I was annoyed with him only moments ago.
As I lean in to capture his mouth, he stands up, leaving me bereft. He got me all worked up and didn’t even notice my intention to follow through.
“Oh, shit, I forgot to run another test for the user interface!” he exclaims, pacing the room. “Those glitches need to be worked out before the investment pitch…”
Evan starts rattling off a to-do list as he disappears down the hall, and when I hear the office door close, I fall back against the sofa cushions. A small groan of unmet need hums in my throat as I close my eyes.
So much for our date night.
Perhaps this trip to Los Angeles will inject some romance back into our relationship. I imagine he’ll be busy during the day, but at night, he’ll be all mine, without an office to disappear to or his computer to distract him. Instead, I can distract him with a new set of lingerie.
I pull out my phone and start browsing for intimates, and it’s a temporary distraction from the ache between my legs. There are three different sets I’ve had my eye on for a while now, but I hadn’t found an excuse to buy them.
After snapping a couple of screenshots, I send them off to Jackie in a text message.
Me: Evan’s surprising me with a vacation. Which one do you think will get him hot and bothered?
Jackie’s reply comes within seconds.
Jackie: Why choose? Buy ALL THE SEXY THINGS! Where’s he taking you? ;)
Me: Well, SURPRISE! We’ll be in L.A. next week! If I can get the time off…
Jackie: WHAT?! Girl, make it happen! I need to see my best friend ASAP.
After these tense few months, I could really use some girl time with Jackie. She’s always full of sage advice, especially when it comes to my relationship with Evan, and perhaps hearing her perspective will help me feel better about it.
Me: Let’s plan a girls-only dinner, ok? You, me, and a big bottle of wine.
Jackie: Haha, I’ve been cutting down on alcohol lately, but I will cheer you on! 
Me: Let me guess, you’re worried about a beer belly? I’m rolling my eyes HARD right now. 
Jackie is a tiny rail of red hair and freckles, and she couldn’t put on weight if she tried. On the other hand, I could look at a cookie and gain five pounds. It’s so unfair.
I just hope I’ll be able to fit into my new lingerie for vacation. Evan needs to find me hotter than ever if we have any chance of reconnecting.
Thinking about all the ways we could reignite that flame makes my body temperature rise again, and I debate whether I should go into the office, sit on Evan’s lap, and demand the attention I was supposed to receive tonight.
After rising from the sofa, I tiptoe down the hall, but the office door is still shut, which means he’s shutting out all distractions—though he just assured me I wasn’t one of them.
I open the door, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark room. Evan is sitting at his computer with his trap music playing on low, but he’s already too absorbed in his work to notice me walk in.
When I place my hand on his shoulder, he jumps.
“Jesus, you scared me, Cat!”
Ignoring him, I swing my leg around to straddle his lap, making sure to grind myself against his hips.
“I believe you still owe me after standing me up,” I whisper in his ear. “So, I’ve come to collect.”
“Is that so?” His gaze dips down to my chest as his hands find my hips.
My fingers slip one of the straps down on my dress.
“I want you,” I purr.
As I reach to slip the other strap off, his hand comes up to stop mine. The effect on me is similar to having a bucket of ice water dumped over my head.
“Fuck, I want you too,” he says. “But can you give me twenty minutes? I’ll meet you in the bedroom.”
For a moment, all I can do is blink at him as I sit on his lap, my breasts nearly exposed for him. 
“You know what? Don’t bother,” I say, climbing off him. “I’ll take care of it myself.”
“Cat, come on—”
I race toward the door to the office, and I can hear him shuffling behind me as he follows. I burst into the dark bedroom and slam the door in his face, but he’s opening it before I can stop him.
“Cat, I’m sorry. You know I want you; I always want you.”
“Oh, you want me?” I repeat, whipping around to face him. “Just not right now?”
He opens his mouth to speak, but when I put my hands on his chest, he stops. Smart boy. 
As I start to back him up toward the wall, I fiddle with the buttons on his dress shirt one by one. By the time his back hits the wall, I’m halfway down his chest.
There’s heat in his hooded gaze as he watches my face, and I lean up to give him a blistering kiss. My tongue darts into his mouth, and he responds in kind as we fight for dominance.
A sharp click echoes between us, and he pulls back. His expression is confused, which I meet with a victorious grin.
“Cat? What are you doing?”
I fasten the other wall cuff around his wrist, binding his back flat against the drywall.
“You don’t get to touch me tonight,” I say, stepping away from him. I reach up to the straps of my dress and slip it down, exposing my breasts and underwear. His eyes drop to my peaked nipples as he rakes his bottom lip between his teeth.
“Cat…” His voice is full of warning.
I cross over to my side of the bed and open the drawer to my nightstand.
Sitting on top is my new vibrator, the one I’ve only owned for a couple of months. My old vibrator died after Evan used it too many times to make me come, or at least bring me to the edge before finishing me off in some other way.
These days, I’m getting more use out of it when I’m alone. Like last night, when he didn’t even come to bed.
“You want to know how this app is affecting me?” I ask. “Let me show you what I do to myself, night after night, while you’re locked away in your office, ignoring me.”
I yank my underwear off, baring my naked pussy to him. As expected, his eyes drop to the junction of my thighs as he licks his lips.
“You get to watch while I fuck myself.”
I slip the head of the vibrator past my lips to get it wet. The silicone is soft, and I swirl my tongue around the head to warm it up, the same as I would do to Evan’s thick cock. When I glance down at his pants, he’s getting hard watching me tease him like this.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, I pop the vibrator out of my mouth and spread my knees apart. Evan lets out a soft groan as he watches me, and a mixture of need and rage twists his face.
It’s the reaction I was going for.
“Are you frustrated that you can’t tie me up and fuck me?” I ask, injecting false sweetness into my tone. “Because I’m frustrated too, Evan.”
When I turn the vibrator on, my body reacts to the sound of the electric hum. A soft moan escapes my lips as I push the head of the device against my opening, rubbing it against me in slow circles as my breathing grows shallow.
“Oh, God, that feels good,” I say. Arching my back, I lean into the pulsations to chase my pleasure.
Through my lidded gaze, I watch Evan shift in discomfort, his eyes glued to my performance. 
“Wish you could jack off right now?”
“You don’t want me to fuck that tight pussy?” His question comes out like a growl.
“I can take care of myself.”
Yes, I want him to fuck me, but I’m too angry and hurt by his rejection. This is payback, and he’s going to have learned his lesson when I’m through.
But seeing him cuffed to the wall, getting hard at the sight of me pleasuring myself, is hot as hell.
An incoherent cry is wrenched from my body as pleasure seeps through my veins. However, the climax is fleeting and subsides too quickly, so close to the pinnacle of pleasure but not quite attaining true satisfaction.
As I open my eyes, a vindicated smirk rests on his smug face.
My body wants more. I want more—and Evan knows it.
“It’s not as good without my cock inside you, is it?” 
When I click the vibrator off, it plunges the room into a deafening silence, and it hits me how alone I am in this moment. Hot tears spring to my eyes, and I try to wipe them away before he can notice, but it’s too late.
“Cat…”
“No,” I whisper with a shaky voice. “I’ll let you out.”
I drop the vibrator onto the bed beside me and stand up, crossing the short distance between us to release Evan’s wrists. Once he’s free, he reaches his hand toward me, but I slap it away.
“Don’t touch me.”
I walk over to my side of the bed, yank the bedcovers back, and climb in. I roll over to face away from Evan, but the mattress dips as he takes a seat beside me.
“I’m sorry,” he says.
He lays his hand on my arm, and I shrink away from his touch. “I’m going to sleep now.”
I miss him, perhaps even more than I missed him in the five years we didn’t speak. What I wouldn’t give to have him back, for him to be mine not just because we live together, but because we own each other, body and soul.
I long for that all-consuming love we used to have in the early days of our relationship. There was a time when I could interrupt his tasks without shame and beg him to fuck me, and he wouldn’t be able to resist.
But I guess those days are over.
He remains on the bed next to me until sleep starts to take hold. As I drift off, I hear him say something in a low voice, so low I almost miss it.
“All of this is for you. It’ll be worth it; I promise.”




Chapter Four

Cat


One Week Later 
“Cat, come on, get up.”
Evan’s voice pulls me into that strange state between sleep and consciousness, and I’m not sure if this is still a part of my dream or not. It’s a lovely vision I don’t want to wake up from.
I’m standing in a meadow of grassy hills and wildflowers of all colors, and beside me is a lake sparkling beneath the sun. The fluffy, white clouds are reflected on the surface of the water like a rippling mirror as they drift by. Evan is behind me, his arms wrapped around my waist, and he whispers into my hair.
Marry me, Kitty Cat…
“Cat! You’ve slept through three alarms already. Get up.”
A rough shake on my leg jostles me awake, and my eyes open to find Evan looming over me with a stern expression—and deep, dark circles under his eyes.
“We need to leave in fifteen minutes,” he says. “We talked about this last night.”
“Did you get any sleep?” I ask.
“Not really.”
He storms out of the bedroom, flicking the light switch on as he leaves. Groaning, I cover my head with the bed covers to block out the brightness hurting my eyes.
“That was a dick move!” I call after him.
My hand snakes out from beneath the blankets to fumble around for my phone on the nightstand.
Evan’s right: I did sleep through three alarms.
Gingerly, I roll out of bed and slump into the bathroom. I’ll have enough time to get dressed and throw my hair up into a ponytail. Forget makeup.
At least I managed to finish packing last night, so all I need to do is throw my hairbrush and toothpaste into the bag. Fifteen minutes later, I’m standing by the car in sweatpants and a baseball cap, waiting for Evan to lock up the house.
He throws our bags into the trunk and comes around to the driver’s side door.
“Actually, I think I should drive,” I say. “You’re clearly exhausted.”
“Fine, whatever.”
Wow, he’s snippy this morning.
Once we’re on the freeway, it isn’t long before we encounter Monday morning rush hour traffic. Evan lets out a frustrated groan when we roll to a stop.
“Goddammit. This is why I wanted to leave earlier.”
“We left when you said you wanted to leave,” I point out. “Don’t put this on me.”
“I wasn’t.” He lets out a long sigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that.”
“It’s fine.”
A tense silence settles over the car as we inch forward, and we remain like this for a while. 
“I really appreciate you coming on this trip,” he finally says. “It’s going to be fun.”
“Is it? Because you’re already stressed out and we haven’t even reached the airport.”
“I know. I stayed up to finalize my presentation, and before I knew it, my alarm was going off.”
“I get you’re under a lot of pressure right now, but you’ve done all you can to prepare. You know this app inside and out, and I’m sure you’ll dazzle the investor. Just relax.”
“Yeah, I’m trying.”
This is the longest we’ve gone without sex since he moved in with me, and the sexual frustration is rolling off him in waves. He’s been respectful of my space since the night he stood me up—perhaps too respectful. 
He didn’t outright reject my advances that night; he just wanted to push it off until later. But it still felt like a rejection, even if he’s been sweeter than usual since. Lots of hugging and kissing, but that’s about as far as it goes.
We need to sit down and talk about it, but on top of preparing for this investment pitch, he’s been pulling late shifts at his day job to make up for his time off this week.
By the time we reach the airport, Evan’s eyes are closed as his head rests against the window. We’re running behind for our flight, so I pull into the premium parking garage. When I turn the car off, Evan startles himself awake.
“This isn’t the economy lot,” he says, looking around in confusion.
“We don’t have time to take the train in from economy. This way’s faster.”
“But it’s twenty-four dollars a day to park here, and we’ll be here an entire week.”
“Well, it’s either that or we miss our flight.” I huff. “Let’s go.”
Evan looks displeased, but he knows I’m right.
We unload our bags, and Evan begins to head into the terminal, but I struggle to keep up with his frantic pace.
Airports are not for people who can’t relinquish control. Air travel is fraught with delays and changes, and it requires patient flexibility to make it through.
Evan does not enjoy relinquishing control, nor is he a flexible person. 
He follows me through bag check and security without any issues, but when we arrive at the gate, he mutters a string of curses.
“Our flight’s been delayed for an hour.” He runs his fingers through his hair, giving himself a sexy, I-just-rolled-out-of-bed look. Even if he’s getting on my nerves this morning, I can still take time to admire how hot my boyfriend is.
“That’s fine,” I answer. “You’re not meeting the investor until dinner tonight, right?”
“Yeah, but—”
“So, we have plenty of time to spare. Come on, let’s go eat breakfast while we wait.”
I grab his hand and lead him out of the waiting area, but he keeps glancing over his shoulder at the gate.
We find a coffee shop, and Evan goes up to the counter to place our order while I find a table. When he rejoins me, he sinks into his chair with a scowl on his face.
“What’s wrong?”
“They’re out of blueberry muffins, so I ordered croissants for us instead.”
“That’s why you’re upset right now?” I ask with a snort. 
“It’s just…everything keeps going wrong this morning.”
“Evan, we’re doing fine. We’re going to get on our plane and be in California before noon. This airport experience is completely normal.”
“I guess I wouldn’t know, would I?” He folds his arms across his chest and stares a hole into the table.
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean, I’ve never been on a plane before.”
It’s a good thing my coffee isn’t ready yet, because if it was, I would be spitting it out.
“Wait, really? This is your first time flying?”
“Yeah.”
I have no words as I stare at him in disbelief. I thought we knew everything there is to know about each other, so how did I not know this? Although, I suppose him hiding his erotic lifestyle from me up until last year is also an exception to that.
Are there other things I have yet to discover about him? I thought I knew Evan—my best friend and now my boyfriend—but maybe I’m still learning.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.
“I don’t know. It’s embarrassing, I guess.”
“Hey, look at me.” I reach across the table and grab his hands. “You don’t have to be embarrassed about that. Are you nervous?”
He shrugs, still refusing to meet my gaze. “Yeah, maybe a little.”
“It’s a quick flight,” I say. “Only ninety minutes. I’ll be next to you the entire time, holding your hand.”
Finally, he glances up at me, and the exhaustion and stress are etched onto his face.
“You know my family didn’t have a lot of money growing up,” he says.
“Yeah, I know.”
Evan worked his way through college as IT support for the university. I knew he didn’t have financial help from his parents, but he did have scholarships, student loans, and a federal grant for low-income students.
He worked so much while in school, but he always made time to hang out with me.
“Well, we didn’t take a lot of family trips when I was younger, except for road trips here and there. We’d stay at roadside motels to save money and visit national parks because they were cheap.”
“You don’t really talk about your parents much,” I say.
Evan hasn’t introduced me to them since we got together. They never came to visit him at school, so I’ve never actually met them, and Evan isn’t making it a high priority to make plans. 
“Yeah, I guess I don’t. I mean, I love my parents. They worked hard to provide for me, even if I had to eat Top Ramen a lot or sweat out the hot summers because we couldn’t afford to run the AC 24/7. But my dad is still working as a security guard, and my mom is on disability for lupus, so I send them money from time to time.”
This is the most he’s ever revealed to me about his childhood and his family, so I let him pour his feelings out without interruption.
“This is fucked up to say, but sometimes I resent my dad for not trying harder to find a better job. I used to get teased in school for my cheap clothes and bagged lunches, and it was easy to turn the blame onto him for it. We don’t really get along.”
He squeezes my hands as his gaze bores into mine.
“But I became complacent, too, settling into my job without moving forward. I don’t want to be stagnant. I want more for me, and for you.”
“Evan, you know I don’t care about that—”
“But I do. I grew up without much, and I don’t want to be in that situation ever again.”
Before I can respond, the cashier calls out our order number. Evan gets up to grab it for us while I stew in stunned silence.
Evan never shared any of this with me. Sure, I knew he didn’t come from money, but I didn’t realize how severe his situation was. I had no clue how deeply it affected him or how much he was embarrassed by it. 
And I hate that he felt the need to hide it from me.
As I fiddle with the handcuff charm on my necklace, I think back to the beautiful cabin he rented last year in Crestline. That must have been a splurge for him.
This conversation has me looking at every financial decision of his in a new light. He makes decent money at his job, even though we both agree he’s worth more, and we split the bills evenly without issues.
Sure, I make more money than him, although that doesn’t bother me. But I’m starting to think it bothers him more than he lets on.




Chapter Five

Evan


I should kick myself for pulling an all-nighter. In my defense, I didn’t intend to stay up all night, and when I get into a flow state like that, it’s hard to keep track of time. 
But I’m paying for it today.
The exhaustion makes it difficult to think straight, and there isn’t enough coffee in the world to perk me up. I’m so exhausted I don’t even remember what Cat and I were talking about, but I know I’ve been irritable with her, so I shut up and don’t say anything at all for the remainder of breakfast.
Cat checks the time on her phone and says it’s time to walk back to our gate. Bile rises in my throat when I realize we’re about to board an actual airplane, and I have no idea what to expect besides what I’ve seen on TV.
There’s something weird about flying through the sky in a metal container with flaps and expecting to land a few hundred miles away without a hitch. I don’t trust it.
We stand by the gate for a few minutes, and when the door to the jet bridge opens, I gulp.
“Come on,” Cat says. “They just called our boarding group.”
I spot a person napping in a nearby seat, and for a moment, I wish I could stay behind and sleep, too.
Eyes on the prize.
It’s time to suck it up because if I land this investment, I’m going to be doing a lot more travel for business. But a small part of me wonders if this is all worth it, making me doubt myself and the uncertain future ahead.
The easy thing would be to turn around and go home, to play it safe and forget about KinkE. If I go back to my job, I have a reliable, steady income, even if it’s not much. I could live with that, couldn’t I? Besides, it would allow me to devote more time to Cat.
She grabs my hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I glance sideways at her face and remember why I’m making the risky choice.
All of this is for you, Kitty Cat. 
I don’t want to be complacent like my dad. I want more for myself and for her. For us. 
It takes a few minutes to file onto the plane and find our seats. The investor booked us in the back of business class, so Cat and I have a two-seat row to ourselves.
“Do you want the window or the aisle?” she asks.
“Aisle.”
Looking out the window during takeoff is too much, too soon, and I’d rather keep my gaze forward in ignorance of where the ground is at any given moment.
Blankets folded inside shrink wrap sit on our seats. When we settle in, Cat rips it open and lays the blanket across her lap, and a flight attendant comes over to offer us champagne.
“Compliments of Mr. Al Rashid,” she says.
Cat and I accept the drinks, and the flight attendant walks away.
“Wow, he’s really giving you the first-class experience, isn’t he?” Cat says.
“Yeah, I guess so.” I hold my glass up and clink it against hers. “To taking risks.”
“Cheers to that.” She gives a dazzling smile that’s meant only for me, and it lightens up some of the anxiety swirling around inside.
By the time everyone finds their seats, Cat and I are finished with our drinks, and when the flight attendant returns to clear our glasses for boarding, I grab her attention.
“Excuse me, but do you have anything stronger than champagne?” I whisper.
“We do, but we’ll have to wait until after takeoff for the next beverage service.”
“Ah, never mind then. Thanks.”
The flight attendant moves on and closes the curtain behind us, separating our section from economy class. Cat reaches over to grab my hand. “Try to get some sleep.”
“I think that’s going to be difficult.”
As much as I’d prefer to be knocked out until we’re on the ground in California, the adrenaline and cortisol pumping through my veins keeps me on edge. The plane begins to move, and I suck in a sharp gasp.
Cat pulls the shade down, but I can still see out the window of the opposite row.
The pilot steers the plane on the tarmac, rolling us slowly toward the takeoff zone. My forehead is clammy as my heart hammers against my ribcage, and my mouth goes dry when I try to swallow.
“Ouch, you’re squeezing too hard,” Cat says.
“Sorry.” I take my hand back and rub my sweaty palms on my pants.
Her fingers touch my chin, turning my face toward hers.
She leans in and gives me a kiss, her lips lingering on mine for a moment before pulling back. Hovering just inches away, she waits to see if I want more.
God, yes, I want more. I’ve had blue balls since the night she chained me to the wall and made herself come without my help.
My mouth captures hers, deepening our kiss and showing her how much I need this right now. If we weren’t surrounded by other people, I’d pull her onto my lap and tell her to ride me, but instead, I grab her wrists and pin them to the armrest between us.
Trapping her arms in one hand, I use the other to snake beneath the blanket. There’s a wall behind our seats, so no one in coach can see us. One person sits in the row across the aisle, but he’s engrossed in his tablet with headphones on.
“Evan,” she whispers against my mouth. “What are you doing?”
“What do you think?”
My hand finds the waistband of her sweatpants and slips inside. The thin lace of her thong is easy to move, and I run my fingertip along her opening. Cat breaks our kiss to gasp, but no one can hear her over the engines revving up.
“We can’t,” she says in a low voice, but her breath hitches as I slip a finger inside.
Her warm, wet sheath clenches around me as I push in and pull out, and I watch every subtle reaction that crosses her face. Cat’s hazel eyes flutter closed as she bites her lip, stifling a moan into a whimper only I can hear.
“I want to touch you,” she purrs in my ear.
“No. Be a good girl and take it.”
As long as I restrain her wrists, I’m satisfied. Besides, I don’t want to jizz all over my boxer briefs.
I’ll find my release later once we’re in the hotel. This is just a teaser.
Cat’s breathing quickens as I move faster inside of her. She glances around to make sure no one’s watching as I finger-fuck her pussy, and her body quivers at my touch. Her greedy hips push forward against my hand, and I grin at how hungry she is for me.
“Kitty Cat wants to come,” I say, nuzzling her ear.
“Yes,” she whispers. “Yes, yes, oh—”
When I graze her sweet spot, I descend upon her mouth, stifling her moan as she releases all over my finger. Cat falls apart, melting back into her seat as she soars, and the euphoria makes her complexion glow.
She’s fucking exquisite when she comes.
I thought the excited flip in my stomach was in reaction to her, but I realize now it was from the plane taking off. We’re already in the air, and I was so focused on Cat, I didn’t even notice.
After a few minutes, the pilot turns off the fasten seatbelt sign, and if I wasn’t so tired, I’d go finish myself off in the bathroom.
I glance out the window in the opposite row to find blue skies and clouds. There’s something enthralling about the sight, making it difficult to tear my eyes away.
I’m flying. 
Maybe this isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.
The anxiety of air travel seems to have passed, and the loud roar of the engine starts to lull me to sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]“Evan, wake up. We’re here.”
When I open my eyes, the people around us are getting out of their seats to reach for their bags in the overhead bins.
“I missed the landing?”
“Yeah, you were completely knocked out,” she says. “So I let you sleep. Feeling better?”
Actually, I’m groggy and a bit disoriented, but the flight wasn’t very long. I’ll need more than a power nap to be sharp and alert for tonight’s dinner.
Cat and I wait until the jet bridge is open to file off the plane, and then we head through LAX to the luggage carousels. This airport is much bigger than the one in Phoenix and is much busier, too. People of all colors and nationalities speak in languages I don’t understand, and my eyes are glancing every which way while I try to soak it all in.
It makes me want to visit their countries and experience their culture firsthand. International travel is expensive, but once my business takes off, I can afford to take Cat wherever we want to go.
I want to see the world with her…and fuck her in every country I can. I have this fantasy where we’re alone on a white sand beach, surrounded by crystal blue waters while I tie her up to a palm tree and—
“Who’s that?”
Cat points out a man standing among a group of people waiting on the other side of the security exit. He’s dressed in sunglasses and a black suit, and he’s holding a small sign with my name on it.
And the guy is massive, like a basketball player and a heavyweight wrestler were thrown together in one terrifying body.
“I have no idea.”
Even though I’m apprehensive about this bulky guy dressed like Men in Black, we approach him.
“Mr. Simmons?” he asks in a deep, baritone voice.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Mr. Al Rashid has sent me to drive you to your hotel. My name is Rafi. If you point out your bags, I will collect them and show you to the car.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks.”
I glance over at Cat, who gives me a shrug before we set off to our assigned carousel. It doesn’t take long for our luggage to arrive, and when I reach for Cat’s bag, Rafi beats me to it.
Cat packed a large suitcase and, being the prepared person she is, stuffed it to capacity with every outfit and toiletry item she might possibly need. But Rafi picks it up like it’s no heavier than a loaf of bread and sets it on the floor. I point out my bag, and he plucks it off the carousel as well.
“Follow me.”
As Rafi leads the way, Cat watches him with what I can only describe as fascination. I don’t know why it bothers me, but I reach out to grab her hand as we follow him outside to the pickup curb.
Rafi comes to a stop beside a colossal, black Cadillac Escalade with windows so tinted, I’m not sure how they’re legal. He pops the trunk and starts loading our suitcases inside while another man jumps out from the driver’s seat. The guy is dressed the same as Rafi, and he opens the passenger door for us to climb inside with a swift bow.
I let Cat slide in first before I take a seat in the luxurious, leather interior. Soft classical music plays through the stereo system, and two chilled water bottles are waiting for us in the cupholders.
When the two men climb back into the vehicle, Rafi turns and offers us a small, silver tray.
“Hot towel?”
“Uh, thanks.”
I grab one of the rolled-up washcloths off the tray, and Cat follows suit, visibly impressed. I’m not sure what to do with it, but Cat wipes her hands with it, so I do the same. A floral scent lingers on the cloth which I can’t quite identify.
The ride to the hotel is silent as the two men stare straight ahead at the L.A. traffic. Cat pulls out her phone, and at one point, I glance over to catch her answering a work email.
“You’re on vacation,” I scold. “Put that away and don’t think about work.”
“But you’re here for work,” she points out. “It’s a bit hypocritical, don’t you think?”
“Don’t worry about me. I want you to relax and enjoy yourself this week, okay? So promise me, no work emails.”
“Fine, Mr. Bossy.”
My lips tug up into a smirk as she concedes and puts her phone away.
I want Cat to live a life of luxury this week, to get a taste of what I can provide her in the future, and I don’t want her to lift a finger.
Let me do all the heavy lifting from now on, Kitty Cat. 




Chapter Six

Cat


My nose is glued to the window as the Escalade navigates along Rodeo Drive. Lush foliage and palm trees line the sidewalks in front of iconic fashion brands and upscale restaurant concepts, and I could see myself spending the entire week here just eating and window shopping.  
The traffic is slow, but people don’t seem to be in a hurry. A number of convertibles are out in the streets with the tops down, enjoying the balmy Southern California weather, and the people coming in and out of stores are relaxed and laughing with shopping bags in their hands. 
It’s Monday morning, so I have to wonder if any of these people actually work or have jobs. How else do they pay for Louis Vuitton handbags and Hermès scarves? 
There isn’t much time to dwell on that, because the SUV turns into a small, nondescript driveway marked by a wrought-iron arch. Driving down the narrow alley, we’re encompassed by trees, but when we pull closer to the porte cochère, they open onto a view of the resort. 
It’s like we’ve been transported to the golden age of Hollywood. A crystal chandelier hangs over the entrance of the hotel, and a large fountain sits opposite the front doors surrounded by flowers. The bellmen are dressed in red jackets, and they open the doors for us once we stop. 
Rafi gets out and directs the staff toward the trunk, and he pulls some cash from his pocket and slips it to one of the bellmen. Evan and I exit the vehicle and stand on the sidewalk, watching as everyone makes a fuss over us.
After a few moments, Rafi approaches and hands a small business card to Evan. “Mr. Al Rashid has instructed that I be available to drive you anywhere you would like during your visit. And here are your room keys. You are already checked in, so no need to wait in line.”
“Wow, thank you for everything,” Evan replies. 
“Mr. Al Rashid will join you for dinner this evening in the lobby restaurant.”
Rafi gives a curt nod before turning back toward the car, leaving Evan and me in stunned silence. 
“Just how rich is this investor guy?” I whisper to Evan. 
The bellman gestures for us to follow him into the bustling hotel lobby. 
“He’s from an oil dynasty, so I imagine he’s got plenty of cash.”
If the investor can afford to put us up in a luxury hotel like this for an entire week with a personal driver, he must be a billionaire. 
I would think it’d be the other way around, with Evan trying to impress the investor, but he must really want to fund Evan’s app if he’s going to such lengths. 
We take the elevator to the top floor, and the bellman leads us all the way down to the end of the hall. He opens the door with his key before rolling the bell cart inside. 
My jaw drops to the floor at the sheer size of our suite.
This is more of a penthouse than a hotel room. A long dining table sits next to a sprawling seating area, and floor-to-ceiling windows give us a panoramic view of the city below. The bedroom is through another set of double doors, but my eyes are glued to the balcony. 
A jacuzzi tub sits outside beside a café table and chairs, and the only thing I want to do is sit there all week long, sipping on wine and reading a book. I don’t even need to leave the room. 
Everything I could want is right here. 
“Enjoy your stay,” the bellman says. 
He sets our suitcases beside the door before wheeling the cart into the hallway, and the door shuts behind him. 
“Holy shit,” Evan mutters. 
“This is incredible!” I squeal and run toward the balcony to throw the doors open, and fresh air rushes inside. “This week is going to be amazing!” 
I pull out my phone and start snapping pictures of the suite and the view. Evan rolls our suitcases into the bedroom, so I follow him to check out where we’ll be sleeping.
Or not sleeping, if I’m lucky. 
The giant king-sized bed looks welcoming with crisp, white sheets and down pillows. Out of the corner of my eye, a gift basket sits on one of the nightstands, so I cross over to open the notecard and read it aloud.
Evan, I hope you enjoy your stay. Please let me know if there is anything I can do for you. I look forward to meeting you tonight. —Ben
“Damn, he’s pulling out all the stops,” I say, inspecting the gift basket. A bottle of wine, a fruit tray, and some chocolates sit inside, along with a pair of stemmed glasses and a corkscrew.
Evan glances over my shoulder. “That looks like expensive wine. Too bad I’m more of a beer guy.”
“That’s fine. That just means more for me.”
I glance up to find him smiling at me, and for a moment, we’re connected in a way we haven’t been in a while. Our eyes lock as the air turns charged between us. 
“Why don’t I go slip into something more comfortable?” I say. 
“Yeah. You do that.” His gaze is lidded and his voice husky.
Biting my lip, I turn around and grab my suitcase to wheel it into the marbled bathroom. There isn’t time to admire the luxurious bathtub and rich fixtures, so I shut the door behind me and get to work. 
I fling my suitcase open and find one of the lingerie sets I bought: a red corset-type bra with a matching thong. When I put it on, the underwire makes my boobs defy gravity. 
Evan won’t be able to resist me in this. 
Once I dig my toiletry bag out, I run a comb through my hair and tussle it a bit to give a sexy bedhead appearance. I brush my teeth, apply some makeup, and give myself a once-over in the LED mirror. 
With a satisfied nod, I try to hide the stupid, excited grin on my face with a more sultry expression, and then I step out into the bedroom. 
Evan is lying on the bed in his boxer briefs with his back to me. I prowl closer, exaggerating the sway of my hips.
“Eat your heart out, Evan Simmons.”
I pause at the edge of the bed, waiting for him to roll over and drink me in. But when he doesn’t move, I frown.
“Evan?”
His chest rises and falls with rhythmic breathing, which fills the quiet bedroom, and when I come around to the other side of the bed, I find his eyes are closed. 
He’s fast asleep. 
I know he’s exhausted, but after our encounter on the airplane, I’m all wound up. I need something more than his fingers to satisfy the yearning ache between my legs. 
A part of me wants to wake him up by sucking him off, but he needs rest before his meeting tonight with the investor. 
I need to remove the temptation to fuck him awake, so I decide to change into my swimsuit and head down to the pool for a while. Maybe the water will cool me off. 
With the room key in hand, I check my bag one last time for sunscreen, my book, and my sunglasses. 
When I arrive downstairs, a set of glass doors leads out onto the pool deck. A few lounge chairs are still available, so I find one underneath an umbrella and set my things down. 
A row of bungalows sits on the far end of the pool, and hotel staff in polos and khaki shorts are delivering drinks to people nearby. I pull my sunglasses on beneath my wide-brimmed hat and untie my swim wrap, laying it out on the recliner. 
Once I settle into my chair, I angle myself so my body is peeking out from the shade of the umbrella from the neck down, and then I pull out my phone to dial Jackie’s number. 
She picks up after two rings.
“Hey! Hold on for a second.” I hear her mutter something to another person, and after a few moments, she returns to the line. “Sorry, I’m at work, so I stepped away from my desk. Are you at the hotel yet?”
“Yeah, we just checked in,” I answer. “We have the most amazing penthouse. You have to come see it!”
“Ooh, sounds like you’re living in the lap of luxury this week.”
“Oh, I definitely am. I’m sitting poolside right now, and I’m about to order a margarita and read a book.”
“Ugh, I’m so jealous. I’d rather be there than here at work. Mondays suck.”
“Then play hooky!” I say. “Come hang out with me.”
“Isn’t Evan with you? I bet he can hardly keep his hands off you in your bikini.” 
“Uh, not exactly. He’s sleeping.”
“Sleeping? You just checked into a fancy hotel, and he doesn’t want to fuck you all over your swanky penthouse suite?”
“He didn’t get any sleep last night,” I say, but it feels like I’m making a lame excuse for him. “Anyway, if you aren’t going to join me, let’s meet up for dinner when you’re off work.”
“Yeah, what sounds good to you?”
“How about sushi?” I suggest. “We’re near the beach, so some fresh seafood sounds delicious.”
“Eh, I’m not really feeling raw fish tonight. What about pasta? I know a great Italian place near the Santa Monica Pier.”
“Sure, that’s fine.” I’m a little disappointed about the sushi, but I’m sure I can find some seafood at the restaurant. 
“Okay, let’s meet there at seven. I’ll text you the address. I gotta get back.”
“Yeah, see you then.”
The call ends, and I slip my phone back into my bag. 
Now what?
I glance at the people around the pool laughing with their friends or sitting with their partners. One guy is massaging sunscreen into his girlfriend’s skin, and she slips her bikini straps down her shoulders. The way she moans at his touch is almost pornographic. 
Once again, the loneliness starts to settle in. Evan and I are on vacation, but here I am, alone, trying to find ways to fill the time—and distract myself from my sexual frustration. 
Reaching into my bag, I fish around for my sunscreen, pull it out, and start to apply it to my arms and legs. I rub it onto my stomach and chest, but when I try to put some on my back, it’s a struggle to reach. With a wince, I wrap my arms around myself, rolling my lip between my teeth in concentration. 
God, I’m going to pull a muscle at this rate. 
“Need some help there?”
His voice makes me jump in surprise, and I tilt my head up. A tall figure stands at the foot of my lounger, but the sun is directly behind him, making it hard to see his face as he’s rimmed in a halo of light. I squint up at him through my sunglasses, bringing my hand up to shield the sun from my eyes. 
His silhouette comes into focus, and for a moment, I’m astonished by how hot he is. He’s wearing a tight pair of swim shorts, and I have to keep my eyes from dropping down to the fabric straining below his waist. A strong set of bronzed pectorals adorn his chest above his cut abdomen, and his head of thick, black hair makes me want to run my fingers through it. The same dark hair covers his sharp jawline in a well-trimmed beard around his full, pouty lips.
He removes his sunglasses to reveal a pair of honey-brown eyes, and I’m speechless. 
“May I sit?”
His tenor voice is lightly accented, giving him an air of exotic mystery as he sits on the end of my lounge chair. He reaches out for the sunscreen in my hand, his fingers brushing against mine as he takes it. Without a word, he twirls his finger for me to turn around, and since I’m at a complete loss for words, I obey. 
I hear him squeeze the lotion into his hands before rubbing them together. When he places his palms on my back, it sends a shiver down my spine that I enjoy way too much.
He works my back slowly, moving in firm circles to rub it into my skin, and when he slips his hand beneath my bikini strap, I suck in a sharp breath.
I really hope he didn’t hear that.
His strong hands move up toward my shoulders, massaging my muscles with expert skill, and the tension there starts to melt away. 
“What is a beautiful woman like you doing all alone on vacation?”
My mouth has gone completely dry, so no words come out. I lick my lips to wet them, swallow, and try again. 
“I’m here with my boyfriend. He’s here on business.”
“I’m here on business too,” he replies. “But if you were mine, I would never let you out of my sight.” 
His hands leave my back, and he stands up, handing me the bottle of sunscreen. I turn around to take it from him with a dumbstruck look on my face. 
He nods at a cocktail server, who comes rushing over when he beckons him. 
“Please get this lovely lady whatever she wants. Put it on my tab.” The mysterious stranger glances down at me, and his fingers reach out to touch my chin. 
“I hope to see you again soon.”
And with that, he drops his hand, turns around, and walks away. I watch the muscles in his back move as he leaves the pool, and my eyes descend to his tight ass. 
“Ma’am? What can I get you?”
I blink up at the cocktail server, who is waiting for me with an expectant expression on his young, handsome face. He’s probably an aspiring actor if he’s living in L.A. with looks like that. I swear his gaze drops to my chest, which should make me uncomfortable…but it doesn’t. 
Turning around, I lie back on the lounger, letting him get a good look at all of me as I sprawl out beneath his gaze. 
“I’ll take a frozen margarita,” I say. “And what do you recommend for lunch?”
“The BLT with avocado is my personal favorite,” he says. “It’s quite popular.”
“Sounds great. I’ll take that, too.”
He nods and heads off to put my order in, leaving me alone once again. 
What the hell is wrong with me? Am I so desperate for male attention that I let a stranger rub sunscreen all over my body? And the way I let that cocktail server ogle me? 
Perhaps I’m feeling rejected after Evan fell asleep on me upstairs. He tells me he loves me, and when we’re intimate, sparks fly. 
But the time between those intimate moments is growing further and further apart, which makes me wonder if Evan and I are growing apart, too. 
This isn’t how I thought this would go. I thought our feelings would deepen as time went on, and that we’d be headed toward the next step in our relationship. 
Instead, marriage seems more out of reach now than it did when we first became a couple. I didn’t realize how desperately I longed for it until my father brought it up, and now it’s all I can think about. 
Flirting with other men and letting them put their hands on me is wrong, especially when Evan is sleeping upstairs. 
But it felt good to be desired. Really good. 




Chapter Seven

Evan


When I wake up, I’m hard as a rock. My hand reaches across the bed for Cat, but I’m met with an empty spot where she’s supposed to be. 
“Cat?”
I sit up, yawning, as I glance around the bedroom. For a moment, I’m disoriented from the unfamiliar surroundings, but then it starts to sink in.
The last thing I remember is waiting for Cat to…
“Oh, fuck.”
With a groan, I throw myself back against the pillows and cover my face with my hands.
I can’t believe I fell asleep on Cat. Not only do I feel awful about it, but she was hinting at some sexy lingerie she brought, and I could use a good release before the meeting.
To say I’m disappointed is an understatement, especially given the throbbing erection I’m dealing with right now.
I’m going to have to make it up to her later.
When I grab my phone off the nightstand, a missed text from Cat lights up the screen.
Cat: Left early for dinner with Jackie. Good luck tonight.
I really wanted to see her before the pitch for…I don’t know. Support? Reassurance? A morale boost?
All I know is I want her here, to feel her calming presence, because things are always better when Cat’s around. She’s my best friend for a reason.
According to my phone, there’s still plenty of time for me to shower and rub one out, which will give me a clearer head walking into this investor meeting.
With a sigh, I roll out of bed and head into the bathroom to turn on the water. While I wait for it to heat up, I notice Cat’s suitcase sitting on the floor with the zipper open, and I can’t help myself.
When I lift the lid, her clothes are folded into neat piles inside—with the exception of an outfit wadded into a ball on top. It’s made of red lace, so I pluck it out of the suitcase and let it unfurl in my hand.
Goddamn. 
Is this what I missed out on today? Fuck me.
Instead of returning it to her bag, I hang it over the towel rack next to the shower. There’s a glass door I slide open to step inside, but I angle myself under the water so I’m facing the lingerie.
As I grab the base of my throbbing cock in my hand, I begin to stroke while I imagine Cat standing there, touching herself while watching me. If she were here right now, I’d invite her to join me in the shower.
But keep the lingerie on, I’d say.
I want her clad in fine lace while she gets on her knees. I want her hair soaked, clinging to her wet face, and her nipples pebbling beneath the sheer fabric as she replaces my hand with hers. Her hazel eyes would gaze up at me through the water as steam billowed around us, and she would lick her lips while stroking me with her delicate fingers.
My palm comes up to rest against the shower tile as I bow my head.
I would grab her wrists and pin them above her to the wall, holding them firmly in place with one hand while the other wrapped her hair around my fist, keeping her still as I shoved my entire length down her throat.
And then I’d regain control of the situation, fucking her mouth hard and fast, making her take every inch of me like the good girl she is.
Her lips feel incredible around my dick. The girl gives blow jobs like a professional whore, and there’s no better feeling in the world except when I’m buried inside her tight pussy.
I’m pumping so hard my balls are slapping against my hand, wishing it was Cat’s mouth instead. Her tears would mix with the water as she choked on my cock.
Just before coming, I’d pull out and spill all over her breasts, which probably look delectable in that lingerie.
With a groan, I release all over the floor. My hand slows down, and I give myself one or two more languid strokes as I spurt the remainder of my seed. I rest my head against the wall, and the water on my back sends my sensitive body into a shudder that rolls down my spine.
I needed that. But I need Cat more.
[image: image-placeholder]Anxiety clinches every last nerve in my body as I approach the restaurant. I try not to grip the pitch deck in my hands because presenting a potential investor with crumpled paper would make me look like a sloppy amateur, so instead, I busy my hand by adjusting my tie.
The lobby restaurant is bustling with activity. I wait in line at the host stand while peering inside for any sign of Al Rashid—I only know what he looks like from photos online. 
When I reach the hostess, she gives me a bright smile. “Good evening. How many in your party?”
“Actually, I’m meeting someone. It should be under the name Benjamin Al Rashid.”
She nods in recognition without even checking her list. “Of course. Right this way.”
I follow her into the restaurant, which is dark with modern finishes, and trendy, electronic house music pumps through the speakers. We pass the bar, which is full of people milling around with intricate craft cocktails that look very expensive.
This seems like a place I’d take Cat on a date because the booths are dark and intimate.
However, the hostess doesn’t sit me at one of the booths. Instead, she takes me back to a private room, sectioned off from the public with glass doors.
“Please, have a seat. Mr. Al Rashid will be here any minute.”
“Cool, thanks.”
“Enjoy your meal,” she says before closing the doors behind me.
A round table is set up in the middle of the small, quiet room with two place settings, and the din of the restaurant is dulled in here. I cross over to a wide window that overlooks the patio, where more people are sitting at café tables beneath umbrellas, surrounded by abundant landscaping.
Just as I start to relax in the silence, the door opens once again, and I wheel around on high alert.
“Mr. Al Rashid?”
The man is tall, taller than me, and he’s wearing a tailored suit that probably costs more than my car. When he extends his hand, his gold Rolex glints in the soft light of the chandelier.
“Please, call me Ben,” he says in a lightly accented voice. “It’s great to finally meet you, Evan. I’m very excited about this app.”
His golden-brown eyes are discerning, but he gives me a genuine smile. “Come, let’s sit and order drinks.”
We both settle into our chairs at the table, where a cocktail menu sits waiting for us.
“Is there anything you recommend here?” I ask.
“I’m partial to the smoked Manhattan, but that’s because I insisted it be put on the menu.”
Like an idiot, I blink at him for several seconds, and he appraises me with a soft chuckle.
“The hotel owner and I go way back,” he says. “I gave him the loan to buy this place. But the hotel business isn’t what I’m interested in.”
Yeah, this guy really does have more money than God.
“The room upstairs is amazing, by the way,” I say. “Thank you so much.”
“It’s my pleasure. I’m very intrigued by your app, and I’m sure you have investors knocking down your door to invest. I want to ensure you decide to partner with me by giving you a first-class experience.”
He gives a wink while flashing a dazzling white grin, and in response, I give him an awkward laugh.
Smooth. Real smooth. 
Before he grills me any further about his competition—or lack thereof—I’m saved by a waitress slipping in through the doors. She gives us a demure smile as she begins to pour water for us from a glass bottle.
“Good evening, gentlemen. Have you decided on drinks?”
“Yes, I’ll take my usual,” Ben says. “Evan?”
“Oh, uh, I’ll take the smoked Manhattan,” I tell her.
“Two smoked Manhattans coming right up. Would you like to start with any hors d’oeuvres?”
“Sure,” Ben says. “Have the chef prepare something special. Surprise me.”
The waitress nods and leaves the room to put in our order.
“Oh, by the way, here’s a copy of the pitch deck for you,” I say. “I know I already emailed this over, but I figured you might want a hard copy to look at tonight.”
I slide it across the table, but he doesn’t move to take it.
“Before we dive into specifics, I really want to get to know you on a personal level,” he says. “I like to know who I’m handing my money to.”
Why did I jump into business talk so fast? Stupid amateur move.
“Oh, yeah, of course,” I say quickly. “What do you want to know?”
“For starters, where you’re from, how you grew up.”
“Well, I was born and raised in Phoenix, and I went to college for a degree in software engineering. I’m an only child, so I spent a lot of time on my computer teaching myself coding.”
“And did your parents support you financially?” Ben asks.
“Uh, not really. I worked to support myself through school, but not because they were bad parents or anything. They just didn’t have a lot of money.”
“So, you’re a hustler.” He says it like a statement rather than a question. “I like that.”
“Yeah, I guess I am.”
Ben folds his hands on the table and leans forward.
“Let me tell you something, Evan. I don’t invest in products; I invest in people. And I like investing in people who work hard and hustle to make things happen, and I can tell you’re that type of guy.”
“Thank you,” I say. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”
“I like to think I have good intuition about people, and the moment I walked into this room, I knew I liked you. I think what you’ve developed here is innovative, and I could tell from the pitch deck how talented you are. That’s why I want in.”
A thrill of excitement keeps me on the edge of my seat. “Yeah, it’d be great to have you on board.”
I try to keep my voice steady, but on the inside, I’m cheering like I’ve won the Super Bowl, so I reach for my water to give my hands something to do.
“I think this app has the potential to fit with one of my existing businesses, which is why I am so interested in your proposal.”
“Is that so?” I ask.
“Yes. I run an exclusive members-only sex party network, and I’ll be upfront: I want to use KinkE to expand this business. It’s a pet project of mine.”
It’s not something I expected him to be involved in, but if that’s the case, this app would benefit from a built-in membership already in place.
“Sounds like a win-win situation for both of us,” I say.
“Indeed.”
The waitress opens the door, and we fall silent as she comes in with a cocktail tray. She sets our drinks on the table, and smoke still wafts from the glass.
Without a word, she tucks the tray under her arm and leaves the room.
I take a sip, and the smoky flavor of the bourbon gives a delicious burn on the way down.
“So,” Ben says, “what’s your kink?”
I choke on my water, sputtering and coughing as I set my glass down. Ben just watches me with mild amusement.
“Uh, I’m sorry; did you just ask…?”
“Yes. What’s your kink? I imagine a guy like you developed this app for a reason, right? Otherwise, you wouldn’t be so passionate about it.”
His directness takes me aback. I’ve never met anyone so open about their kink unless they were at a sex party, so the question is jarring in a business setting like this. I spent most of my life trying to hide it from my friends and family, but Ben is asking about my kink the same way he’d ask what my favorite flavor of ice cream is. 
“Um, I’m a rigger.”
I pause for his reaction. Most people don’t know what a rigger is unless they’re involved in BDSM, but Ben nods.
“Intriguing. Are you experienced with aerial shibari, by chance?”
“Yeah, actually, I am. It’s been a while, but I’d love to get back into it.”
The fact that Benjamin Al Rashid—angel investor and oil dynasty heir—knows about shibari is nothing less than shocking. It’s one of the more extreme forms of bondage, which makes it risky, too. Some people use silks or slings, but I prefer rope, the way the Japanese intended for this art form. I suppose I’m a traditionalist in that sense.
“Are you single, Evan? Married?”
I’m getting whiplash from his questions jumping from topic to topic.
“I have a girlfriend,” I say. “She’s the one I brought on the second plane ticket you provided.”
“Oh, is that so? How delightful. And does she share your kink with you?”
I haven’t introduced true shibari to Cat because I don’t have the extensive equipment required, but also because I’m not sure how she’d react to it. It’s a form of edge play that comes with long-term consequences if you don’t know what you’re doing.
Sure, Cat likes to be tied up, but I don’t think she’d enjoy the ropes digging into her skin from gravity, or the box tie affecting her breathing. She’s not a true rope bottom, and I knew that going into this relationship with her. Cat’s fine with bondage as long as it’s a way to spice up our sex life. But she doesn’t need it the way I do.
“To an extent,” I answer.
“The reason I ask is because I’m hosting a party tomorrow night. I’d love for you and your girlfriend to come.”
“Oh, uh, I’ll have to talk to Cat—“
“I think it would be a valuable experience for you. I want you to see what I can bring to the table as an investor, and how my business would fit into yours. I have so many ideas on how to take this app global, and I think this is the first step to enhancing KinkE’s reputation before going to market.”
“It sounds great, but—“
“Please, I insist. You’ll be my guest of honor.”
Is this a test? Because it sure feels like it. Ben stares at me with his intense gaze, waiting for me to say yes, and I suspect this is a man who isn’t used to hearing the word “no.”
And if I say no, I could jeopardize everything I’ve worked so hard for.
“I’d be delighted.”
“Wonderful!” he exclaims, clapping his hands together. “It will be a night you’ll never forget. Make sure you bring your girlfriend, too.”
Picking up my glass, I give him a smile before bringing the drink to my lips.
Cat might kill me when she finds out what I just signed her up for.




Chapter Eight

Cat


The Escalade rolls up in front of the restaurant, and when Rafi jumps out to open my door, I receive quite a few stares from passersby on the sidewalk. I tug my short bodycon dress down as I slide out of the vehicle. 
The sun casts brilliant hues of orange and pink across the sky, and I can make out the Ferris wheel on the Santa Monica Pier in the distance. The briny breeze drifts off the ocean, so I take a moment to enjoy the view and bask in the perfect weather.
“I will be close by,” Rafi says. “Call me when you are ready to be picked up.”
“Okay, will do. Thanks.”
I give him a small wave as he climbs back into the car, and I watch the massive SUV inch into traffic along the busy street.
My phone buzzes in my clutch, so I pull it out to find a text from Jackie.
Jackie: I see you through the window! I got us a table, so take a left when you come inside and you’ll see me. :)
I head past the queue of people waiting for a table and feel their jealous stares at my back.
When I get inside, I can see why there’s a line. The restaurant is small, but the exposed wood beams on the high ceiling help make it appear more spacious. Tables covered in white cloth dot the floor, and a brick oven sits in the corner behind the bar. There isn’t an empty table in the whole place.
Jackie stands up from a table for two by the window and flags me down, but she’s hard to miss with her fiery red hair.
I hurry over to her with a huge grin on my face, and Jackie squeals when she pulls me in for a hug.
“Oh, my God, I can’t believe you’re here!”
“Me neither,” I answer. “I’ve missed you so much.”
Jackie breaks apart from me to sit down, and I take the seat opposite her.
“Who was the hot Uber driver?” she asks, glancing out the window.
“That’s Rafi, my personal driver.”
I pause for dramatic effect, which makes her eyes go round.
“Okay, I’m gonna need you to spill all the details.”
I explain how the investor is paying for everything, and I start recounting every detail from the moment we left for the airport, including the fact this was Evan’s first time on a plane. However, I leave out the part where I allowed another man’s hands on me earlier at the pool.
A server comes up to our table to greet us.
“Sorry about the long wait,” he says. “Can I get you started with anything to drink?”
“Can I get a glass of your house Pinot Grigio?” I ask.
“Of course.” He turns to Jackie. “And for you?”
“I’ll just stick with water and lemon.”
When the waiter disappears, I raise my eyebrows at her. “Okay, who are you, and what have you done with Jackie?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Water with lemon?” I repeat. “Who even are you right now? And why are you making me drink alone?”
“Uh, well…” Her voice trails off as she bites her lip, but I can tell she’s holding back a smile.
“Jackie?”
“Oh, fine, I was going to wait until later to tell you, but if you insist…I’m pregnant!”
“What? Really?”
“Yes,” she says, her cheeks flushed pink. “Drew and I have been trying for a few months now. I only found out a couple of weeks ago, and when I found out you were coming to L.A., I wanted to tell you in person.”
“Oh, my God, get over here!”
I scramble up from my chair to give her another hug, and we’re both laughing and beaming.
After I sit back down, I smack my head.
“Duh, that’s why you didn’t want sushi!” I exclaim. “I should have figured it out.”
“I’m glad I was sneakier than I thought,” she says. “I feel like I’m being so obvious.”
“I’m assuming Drew was thrilled when you told him?”
“Oh, yeah, he’s so excited to be a dad. Actually, there’s so much going on with his family right now. Layla just got engaged on Saturday.”
“What? How did I miss that?”
“I don’t know. It’s all over social media.”
“I didn’t even realize she was dating anybody,” I say.
When I saw Drew’s sister a year ago at their wedding, she was single, which means her relationship is newer than mine and Evan’s. I didn’t think something like that would bother me, but the way it turns my stomach to knots tells me I care about marriage much more than I realized.
“Here it is,” Jackie says, sliding her phone across the table.
A closeup of Layla’s diamond ring fills the screen, which possesses a brilliant sparkle in the photo.
“Wow,” I say, swiping through the other engagement photos. “That’s a huge rock.”
“Yeah, her man’s loaded.”
A lump rises in my throat as I pass the phone back to her. Layla is three years younger than me, but she’s already engaged, and now Jackie is light-years ahead, married with a baby on the way.
Panic starts to set in. Thirty is fast approaching, and while all my friends are reaching major milestones in their adult lives, I’m stuck in limbo, not moving forward with my life.
Like I’m being left behind.
“Any other news?” I ask, desperate to switch topics.
“Not really. Vanessa tried reaching out to me a few months back, but I shut that down pretty quick. Drew hasn’t heard a thing from Brandon.”
“I thought for sure they’d end up together.”
“Yeah, those two are made for each other. They’re both miserable people.”
Jackie’s quip makes me laugh, and the heaviness that’s settled over my heart begins to dissipate.
“Who else from the wedding party are we missing?” I ask.
“Just Joe. He’s auditioning for some reality dating show, but I think he just wants to party with Instagram models and get wasted.”
“Vanessa and Brandon should join him,” I say. “They’d make for some good TV drama.”
“Ooh, yes, the ones people love to hate.”
The waiter comes by with our drinks, and since we’re by the beach, I order halibut, but Jackie gets a giant bowl of pasta.
For someone who was always conscious about her tiny frame, it’s refreshing to see her let go and enjoy herself. Perhaps pregnancy will be good for her.
The rest of our meal steers clear of baby talk as we catch up, and by the time the restaurant starts to close, we’re still chatting away.
“Oh shit, we lost track of the time!” I whisper, glancing at the empty room. One of the servers is sweeping the floor with a broom as a line cook turns off the brick oven to clean it.
We pay for our meal and head out into the balmy night, so I shoot a text off to Rafi to come pick me up, and Jackie volunteers to wait with me.
“Are we still on for sightseeing tomorrow?” she asks. “Drew and I both took the day off to be your tour guides.”
“Yeah, I’m in, but I’m not sure about Evan. He has his big investor dinner tonight, and I assume there’ll be more meetings this week.”
“No worries. If it’s just you, I get more of you to myself.”
She gives me a tight hug as the Cadillac pulls up to the curb.
“This was so fun,” I say. “I really needed a girls’ night.”
Being with Jackie always makes me feel better. I didn’t go into detail about my insecurities with Evan, but for a couple of hours, I was able to push it aside and focus on lighter topics.
Jackie is full of sage advice when it comes to relationships, but I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it just yet.
Because the moment I admit how much I want Evan to marry me, I won’t be able to pretend anymore that everything is okay.
[image: image-placeholder]When I return to the hotel room, there’s no sign of Evan anywhere. I assume he’s still with the investor, and I have no idea how much longer he’ll be.
By the time I finish getting ready for bed, he’s still not back. I climb beneath the sheets wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt instead of the sexy pajamas I brought. It’s pointless to waste that outfit on a night I’m sleeping alone.
Curling up into the fluffy pillows, I stare out the window at the city lights until I fall asleep.
I don’t know if minutes pass by or hours, but I awaken to a pair of lips pressed against my neck.
“Wake up, Kitty Cat,” Evan whispers through the darkness.
“What time is it?”
“Almost eleven.”
His lips descend further down, and he speaks between kisses against my chest.
“How’d it go?” I ask, my voice still groggy from sleep.
“Very well. And I want to celebrate.”
Now I’m awake. “It’s about damn time.”
Evan yanks my shirt up over my head, but instead of ripping it all the way off, he stops at my wrists.
In one swift movement, he’s straddling me and pinning me to the bed. When his thick erection presses against me through his pants, I let out a breathy moan, and he hinges forward to tie my t-shirt around my wrists. A hint of smoky alcohol lingers on his breath as he hovers over me, but I don’t hate it.
My nipples peak at the ambient temperature of the room, and his kisses start to trail down my arms, peppering my jaw and neck, and finally moving to one of my breasts. Taking it into his mouth, he swirls his tongue around my nipple to warm it up, and my body jolts with pain and pleasure as he takes it between his teeth with a gentle tug. 
“Oh, God… don’t stop.”
Evan begins to descend further, sweeping his tongue along my stomach in slow, torturous movements. One of my breasts is cold, while the other is warm from his hot breath, giving me conflicting sensations as he continues to work against my skin. He’s keeping my body guessing by warming some parts of me while leaving the rest begging for his attention.
When his tongue reaches my belly button, he sits up and slides back toward the end of the mattress, keeping my ankles trapped beneath his weight. His fingers hook into the waistband of my sweatpants, and he begins to peel them down my legs to expose my glistening slit.
I am more than ready to take every last inch of him, to have him fill me up until I’m full. My body aches for it.
Evan removes my legs from the sweatpants, but instead of tossing them to the side, he uses the fabric to tie an intricate knot around my ankles. I suck in a sharp breath when he lifts my legs up, letting them rest against his shoulders while he reaches for my wrists.
In a matter of seconds, he has me hogtied in my own clothing with my limbs in the air above me.
“Get on your knees,” he says, his commanding voice sending shivers rolling through my entire body.
He stands up and begins to strip, but his eyes are glued to my exposed pussy, considering all the bad things he wants to do to it. It takes a moment for me to figure out how I’m going to roll over, but when I tuck in my knees, I’m able to manage it.
My cheek is pressed against the mattress with my ass in the air, and my arms are trapped beneath my own weight. In this position, I can’t leverage my arms to lift me up again, so I’m stuck this way.
“Fuck, Kitty Cat, you look irresistible like this.”
The bed dips as Evan climbs onto the bed, and his hands reach around me to spread my knees apart. His hot breath fans my sex as he crouches behind me, and his fingers dig into the flesh of my rear, widening my cheeks to give him better access.
When his tongue pushes into my pussy, I cry out from the onslaught of sensation.
Evan’s mouth begins to suck as he explores my sex, and when he hums, I shudder with need.
We might not be on the same page outside the bedroom, but in here, Evan knows exactly how to press my buttons and take me to the greatest heights of my pleasure. My body is being played like a violin, and he’s the concertmaster leading the strings in symphonic harmony.
Tied up like this, I’m at his complete mercy, and I love handing him my trust and succumbing to him as he takes control.
He finds my nub and sucks, giving me an explosive orgasm that makes me quake against his face. My arousal coats his mouth before he leans back, and I hear him licking his lips behind me.
“You taste delicious.”
I’m still coming down from my first climax as he notches the head of his cock at my slick opening. His fingers thread through my hair, holding my face down into the mattress while his other hand presses against the small of my back to keep me still.
Without warning, he drives into me, and molten heat erupts in my core. My pussy is extra-sensitive as he slides in and out, creating friction that puts me on the express train to my second orgasm.
He picks up his pace, lubricated in my juices as he slams into me over and over, never letting up or giving me time to adjust. I’m barreling toward the edge of the cliff because, in this position, the way his cock fills me up is intense, but it feels damn good.
The next time he impales me, I fall to pieces, screaming his name as bedsheets stifle the sound. My vision turns white as stars dance behind my eyelids, and the pleasure jolts through my nerves at lightning speed.
Evan hastily withdraws right before he coats my ass with cum. He groans at the release, bringing his hand up to milk the last of it from the head.
The ecstasy is replaced with a calming aftereffect, which spreads slowly through my veins like warm honey. My body is weak and begins to shake, and he reaches beneath me to unknot the clothing binding my hands and feet.
As my limbs are freed, I collapse sideways onto the sheets, completely spent. The bed creaks as he climbs off, and after a moment, the water starts running in the bathroom sink.
Soon, Evan returns with a warm washcloth to clean the evidence of his release all over my backside.
“How are you feeling?” he asks, wiping my skin with gentle strokes.
“Fucking spectacular.”
I can practically hear him grinning behind me. “Me too. I really needed that.”
When he finishes, he takes the washcloth back into the bathroom before rejoining me in bed. He slides in so his front is pressed against my back, and wraps his arm around my waist.
My eyes flutter closed as I focus on his chest rising up and down with his slowing breath. As I fall asleep, he whispers into my hair, “I love you.”
Right now, everything is as it should be—curled up in Evan’s comforting embrace.




Chapter Nine

Evan


Cat is still asleep by the time I wake up in the morning, and her brunette hair is splayed across the pillow like she was well-fucked last night. 
It’s hard to tear my eyes off her, but I’m starving, and I imagine Cat will be hungry, too, when she wakes up. A room service menu sits next to the phone by the bed, and even though the prices are outrageous, I figure a celebration is in order.
The meeting with Ben Al Rashid went well, and he’s eager to invest in KinkE. Soon, the money will be flowing in, and when that happens, I can spoil Cat more often.
Egg whites and fruit for me, and pancakes for Cat. She needs carbs for what I plan to put her body through this week.
And since pancakes always put her in a good mood, I hope they will soften the blow when I tell her we’re going to a sex party tonight.
As I finish up the call to room service, she stirs awake beside me.
“Did I wake you?” I ask, hanging up the phone.
“I heard something about breakfast.”
Her voice is raspy from sleep as she stretches out beneath the bedcovers, and there’s a sexy quality to it that makes my dick twitch.
How long do we have until breakfast arrives?
Before I have a chance to make up my mind, Cat slides out of bed and crosses over to the bathroom. She’s still naked from last night, and the way her ass sways as she saunters away makes me hungry for more than food.
“Don’t tease me, Kitty Cat.”
She responds to my warning by throwing a demure glance over her shoulder at me.
“We don’t have time for that,” she says, although her eyes say she wants it just as much as I do. “Jackie and Drew are coming to pick us up at nine. That is if you’re not busy?”
“Yeah, my schedule is clear until tonight.”
I hesitate for a moment, and even though the pancakes haven’t arrived yet, this is my opening to tell her.
Cat disappears into the bathroom, and I grab my underwear off the floor.
“By the way, the investor invited us to his house tonight for a party. He asked me to bring you.”
“Really?” she calls back. “Will my cocktail dress work? If not, I can pick something up while we’re out today.”
After tugging on my boxer briefs, I come to stand in the doorway of the bathroom, folding my arms and leaning against the doorframe.
“Uh, it’s not cocktail attire, no.”
Her eyes glance up at me through the mirror as she washes her hands. “Black tie?”
“No.”
“Then do you mind cluing me in so I don’t embarrass you in front of your big investor?”
I run my hand along my jawline as I muster the courage to tell her. “He invited us to a sex party.”
Cat pauses for a long moment, blinking as the words set in. “Did you just say…?”
“Yeah. But don’t worry, you don’t have to do anything that’ll make you uncomfortable. We can pick out an outfit together if you want, or I can send you some photo ideas.”
“Wait, hold on. We’re going to a sex party? With other people?”
I can’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, that’s typically how parties work. Multiple people attend.”
“Don’t be cute, Evan. Am I expected to prowl around in lingerie and let other men proposition me for sex?”
“Fuck no,” I answer, my voice more aggressive than I intended. “No one will touch you. I’ll make sure of it.”
“I don’t know about this.” She breaks our eye contact and moves to twist the shower handle. While the water warms up, she turns back to me and lets out a long sigh, but she still refuses to meet my gaze.
“Like I said, you won’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. You can just sit back and observe, and you can keep all your clothes on.”
“Why is he even inviting you to this?”
“Well, this is part of the business—you know, vetting sex party operators before we recommend them to app users. Ben Al Rashid has a sex party network that he wants to incorporate into it, so he’s showing me what he brings to the table as an investor. But if this makes you uncomfortable, you don’t have to go. I’ll make up an excuse for you.”
Cat stands still, raking her lip between her teeth as she mulls it over. “Well, if I don’t go, I’ll be thinking all kinds of wild things about what you’re getting up to.”
“Hey, listen to me.” I cross over and put my hands on her arms. “Look at me. You don’t ever have to worry about me cheating on you. I’d never do that.”
A different emotion flashes across her face, and she winces at the word cheating. But she recovers before I can prod her further about it.
“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she says. “I just don’t trust other women not to throw themselves at you. Even if nothing happens, it’s still a sexually charged environment.”
“It’s all about consent,” I explain. “That is the number one rule, and if anyone breaks that rule, they’re thrown out. If you want to come tonight, you can see it for yourself to put your mind at ease. And Ben specifically invited you, so you can charm him with your beauty and wit and help me close the deal. We’ll be too focused on business to worry about what everyone else is doing.”
When I wink at her, Cat’s lips tug into the slightest of smiles, and her shoulders start to relax.
“What does one even wear to a sex party, anyway?”
I grin. “I have a few ideas.”
[image: image-placeholder]While Cat is in the shower, room service arrives with our breakfast and sets it up in the living room for us. After doing a quick search on my phone, I have some screenshots of outfit ideas for her to wear to the party tonight. All of them are sexy while giving her enough fabric to be comfortable.
Cat joins me at the table once the room service attendant leaves, and she’s wearing nothing but a towel as her damp hair clings to her bare shoulders.
“You could show up like this tonight, and you’d still be the most beautiful woman in the room.”
She blushes at my words. “I’m not going to a party in a towel.”
Cat peruses the food on the table as she sits down. I pass her my phone as she takes the first bite of her pancakes.
“These are some inspiration photos I pulled together,” I say. “You can get an idea of what you like, and then we can find something similar while we’re out today.”
“This will be fun to explain to Jackie.” She lets out a hollow laugh as she swipes through the images on the screen with her finger. “This one looks okay, I guess.”
She points at a black outfit that consists of a one-piece lace teddy and a long, sheer skirt. It might even pass as a dress she could wear to a nightclub, although I’d prefer her to cover up a bit more when out in public.
At least if she’s at a sex party, the environment is more controlled. I don’t have to worry about drunk frat boys putting their hands all over her.
“That’s perfect,” I say.
I can’t wait to see her wear something like this. Tonight, when the party is in full swing, I’m certain Cat will be turned on by all the couples exploring their sexuality without shame or judgment.
Cat will be begging me to touch her, but I’ll deny her until we’re alone. I’ll make her watch everyone else getting off until she can no longer stand it, and only then will I whisk her away somewhere private to satisfy her. The face she’ll make when she comes is for my eyes only.
I haven’t been on the scene for a while, so I’m excited to get back into it and share this part of me with Cat. If tonight goes as well as I hope, she’ll be asking me to take her to another party, and I’ll be more than happy to accommodate her.
When you tell people you’re into bondage, they either look at you like a masochist or think you play with fuzzy handcuffs in the bedroom with your partner on occasion. So, there’s something freeing about being yourself around other people who are just like you, expressing your raw, sexual nature and sharing your kink with people who understand.
I used to feel out of place when my friends would talk about their Tinder dates, and when they’d describe their encounters, they’d be met with high fives.
But if I were to tell my friends about my latest conquests, describing how I tied women up with rope or chained them to the wall, they would’ve looked at me like a pervert who keeps girls locked up in the basement.
So, I kept my mouth shut. My lifestyle remained a secret all these years, even from Cat, who was the one person I wanted to tell most.
Having her know me on this level is something I never imagined. 
If I had a relationship bucket list, attending a sex party with Cat would definitely be at the top. I want to share this with her, to bring her further into bondage and show her deeper aspects of my kink. 
This party will be a night to remember. 
[image: image-placeholder]I recognize Drew’s car when it pulls up beneath the porte cochère, coming to a stop where Cat and I are waiting on the sidewalk. A bright smile stretches across Cat’s face when Jackie jumps out from the passenger seat, her eyes twinkling with excitement.
“I know I saw you last night, but I still can’t believe you’re here!” Jackie squeals, rushing at Cat for a hug. I resist the urge to plug my ears at her shrill voice, which only riles up Cat, too.
“I missed you so much!”
“I missed you more!”
“Okay, ladies, let’s do this in the car,” Drew calls out from the driver’s seat. “Other people are waiting behind us, and that valet looks like he’s about to punch me.”
Jackie climbs into the back with Cat, leaving me the front passenger seat. When I slide in, Drew is wearing a huge grin on his face.
“Long time no see,” he says, reaching out for a handshake.
“Yeah, man, it’s good to see you. How’s married life?”
“It’s awesome. I highly recommend it.”
He gives me a mischievous wink, and I know what he’s hinting at. I glance in the rearview mirror to check if Cat heard that not-so-subtle remark, but the girls are too busy chatting in the back to notice.
“So, where are we headed?” I ask.
Drew pulls forward toward the street, then takes a right onto the main road. “We figured we’d do the Hollywood Walk of Fame first, stop for lunch somewhere, then end the afternoon shopping here on Rodeo Drive. Jackie’s idea, not mine.”
Jackie grins. “And if we have time, we’ll drive up to Griffith Observatory.”
“Yeah, that sounds great,” I say. “Cat and I just need to be back before four o’clock. Investor party.”
“How’s the app going, by the way?” Drew asks.
When word got around at their wedding that I’d brought handcuffs in my suitcase—and no date to use them on—I was humiliated. I’m still not sure how much Drew and Jackie know about my lifestyle, but they understand my sexual tastes are…unconventional.
But they’ve been nothing less than supportive about it, and it hasn’t changed my friendship with Drew. In fact, it’s made us closer because I’m more honest with him now. It’s a strange feeling to have my lifestyle outed after keeping it secret for so long, but now, I’m able to relax more around Drew. I’ve kept him apprised of my progress with KinkE when we catch up on the phone from time to time.
On the way to our destination, I give him the highlights from my dinner with Al Rashid, but the girls lose interest and start chatting about something else in the backseat.
The drive from our hotel to the Hollywood Walk of Fame is only twenty minutes, and Drew finds a parking garage nearby. We make the rest of our journey on foot, and when we round the corner, Cat’s eyes go round like saucers as she stares at the sidewalk.
Concrete turns to black, speckled tile as far as I can see through the throng of people. Just like I’ve seen on TV, there are stars embedded into the tiles, alternating left to right like footprints. We follow Drew and Jackie down the sidewalk, and I have to pull Cat out of someone’s way because her eyes are glued to the ground. 
“Oh, my God, look,” she says, tugging my hand. “It’s Michael Jackson!”
Cat reminds me of a kid in a candy store as we round the corner into an open pavilion, and when we glance up, the TCL Chinese Theater towers above us, imposing and opulent.
“This is where they host all the big movie premieres,” she whispers.
“Why are we whispering?” I ask.
“I don’t know. Maybe because we’re standing where so many famous people have stood. It’s so…magnificent.”
I chuckle as Jackie and Drew direct us to a spot in front of the theater’s entrance, and we snap a few group photos.
“The area is full of tourists,” Jackie says, “but if you follow us, we have a surprise.”
They lead the way out of the pavilion and continue down the sidewalk, and Cat’s head remains bowed toward the ground. Grabbing her hand, I pull her out of the way of oncoming people as needed and safely navigate her through the crowd.
We veer off Hollywood Boulevard and into another pavilion, but this time, we’re surrounded by a three-story shopping complex. They lead us toward the opposite end, where a massive arched structure stands with walkways stretching across it on each floor. 
An elevator takes us up to the third level, and when we step out, we follow them across the breezeway. They stop in the middle, and Jackie points out something in the distance.
Cat and I follow her finger toward a mountain on the horizon, and she emits a surprised gasp.
“This is supposedly one of the best places to view the Hollywood Sign,” Drew explains.
“And you can’t come to Hollywood without seeing it,” Jackie adds. “Surprised?”
“Very,” Cat says. She can’t tear her eyes away from the view, and I have to say, neither can I. The letters of the sign appear small from this far away, but they’re clear enough to read: Hollywood.
“Come on, you two,” Jackie says. “Go stand right there and pose for a picture.”
I wrap my arm around Cat’s waist, pulling her close to me as I smile for the camera. The way her body fits perfectly into mine confirms what I already know: Cat was made for me.
“Give her a kiss!” Jackie says.
With a laugh, I reach for Cat’s chin and tilt her head up toward me, giving me the perfect angle to capture her lips with my own.
Everything feels right. Cat and I haven’t hung out like this without distractions in a long time. The tension I always carry with me melts away, my shoulders relaxing without secrets or work burdening me.
As I deepen our kiss, I make a silent promise to take her on more trips like this, even if it’s just to see that breathtaking smile of hers.




Chapter Ten

Cat


My head is dizzy from the kiss he’s planting on my mouth. 
We only arrived in L.A. yesterday, but we’re already rebuilding that connection we shared before he set his sights on KinkE. By the time our vacation is over, we’ll be going home more in love than ever.
Jackie clears her throat. “Okay, I said kiss her, not tongue-fuck her. Don’t be gross.”
I’m reluctant to pull away from Evan, and when I do, my mouth is already craving his lips once again. There’s no way I’ll ever get enough of this man. Every touch, every ounce of affection, and even the way he’s looking at me right now makes my heart soar and my pussy clench with need.
I want to feel this way every day for the rest of my life. I want to marry him.
“How about lunch?” Jackie suggests. “I’m starving.”
“Already?” Evan asks. “It’s not even eleven yet.”
I laugh. “Well, that’s what happens when you’re pregnant. You’re hungry all the time!”
“And I have to pee,” she adds.
Drew wraps an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go find a bathroom, then. How about we all meet up at the pizza restaurant at eleven when they open? They have great views of the Hollywood Sign.”
“Yeah, that sounds good,” I say. “Don’t fall in, Jackie!”
She laughs and waves her hand at me as they head off together. I turn back to Evan, and he’s wearing a strange expression.
“What’s up?” I ask.
“Jackie’s pregnant? Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice is full of hurt and disappointment.
“I only found out about it last night.”
“Yeah, and you had plenty of chances to tell me since then. After you, Drew is my closest friend, and this is a major life event for him.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was a little distracted between being woken up for sex and getting blindsided by the sex party.”
Evan scoffs. “I’m just saying it sucked finding out that way.”
“Why are you turning this into a big deal? You know now, so what does it matter how you found out?”
“It does matter!” His frustration is bubbling to the surface. “It feels like you’re leaving me out of things that are important.”
I fold my arms across my chest. “Seriously? That’s rich coming from you.”
“Excuse me?”
“You’re the one who’s holed up in the office all day and all night. And you’re the one shutting himself off from the world, so don’t blame me while life passes you by.”
Evan steps away from me, his lips set into a thin line, and his nostrils flare as he takes a deep breath through his nose.
“Look, I know the time I’m spending with this app has been hard on you, but you keep using it as a weapon against me. And I’m getting really tired of it.”
He turns around and starts heading back for the elevators.
“Where are you going?” I call after him.
“I need to clear my head. I’ll meet you at the restaurant at eleven.”
Evan disappears into a crowd of people filing into an elevator, and I’m left standing alone on the observation deck.
One minute, things are perfect between us, and the next we’re fighting over something so stupid, and I hate it.
There’s a sick, twisted part of me that wants to hurt Evan the way he hurts me, and when it rears its ugly head, I say things I regret later. My words cut him, and now we both feel like shit. What did lashing out accomplish?
Am I still angry with him for rejecting me all those years ago? And for not speaking to me for five years? 
Am I testing him to see how much our relationship can take this time?
I decide to cool off and look at more stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, but as I wander aimlessly up and down the sidewalk, loneliness starts to creep in, despite being surrounded by a sea of tourists.
Evan and I never fought in college—not until feelings got involved.
Every so often, I wonder what our lives would be like if I never confessed my crush on him. Would we still be best friends to this day, going on double dates with our partners? Would we have fallen out of touch anyway after graduation, like many friends do?
My feelings for Evan held me back in every relationship I ever had. If I never developed those feelings, would I be married to someone else right now? With a baby or two?
In all of those scenarios, I’m not with Evan, which makes my heart ache just thinking about it. I’d rather be miserable in my relationship with Evan than not have him at all.
It’s toxic and fucked up, but it’s the truth.
[image: image-placeholder]“Evan says he’s running late,” Drew says, glancing at his phone. “He said to order him a sandwich and salad combo.”
I’m sitting across from Jackie and Drew in a booth, but the seat beside me is empty. I check my phone once again, but there’s nothing from Evan.
He’s so angry he would rather text Drew than me.
“Where did he go?” Jackie asks.
“Honestly?” I say. “I don’t know.”
She clucks her tongue. “Oh, Evan. Always so mysterious.”
The two of them can hardly keep their hands off each other while we wait for our food. I’m trying to look anywhere else but them, but Jackie turns to talk to me.
“Ever since he found out I was pregnant, he’s been so affectionate.”
“It’s because you’re glowing, babe.”
“I’m not that far along,” she protests. “I really doubt it.”
“I don’t know. Knowing my baby is growing inside of you is a massive turn-on. Maybe that’s my kink.”
“A breeding kink?” Jackie asks. “Yeah, I could see that for you.”
I’m about to puke my breakfast all over this table when Evan walks through the door.
“Over here!” Drew calls out, waving his hand.
As he approaches, my eyes drop to the small shopping bag in his grip. Evan slides into the booth next to me but puts the bag on his other side.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Oh, I just went shopping for souvenirs. What’d I miss?”
His hand slides onto my thigh and gives it a comforting squeeze, making my heart squeeze right along with it. 
We’re going to be okay. I didn’t push him to his limits...this time.
“Oh, Drew has a breeding kink, apparently,” Jackie says. “Is that on your app?”
Evan appears taken aback for a moment, but when he blinks, his face relaxes as he lets out a low chuckle.
“Yes, that is an option our users can select when building their profile.”
“I didn’t even know a breeding kink was a thing,” I mutter.
“You’d be shocked,” Evan says. “People are turned on by the most bizarre things, but I won’t yuck their yum.”
This conversation is so embarrassing, and the heat rising to my cheeks must be turning me beet red.
When the server approaches with our food, I send a silent thank you to the heavens. Since I’m supposed to be wearing lingerie tonight, I opted for a salad, but my mouth waters when they set a pizza down for Jackie and Drew.
“Do you want a slice?” Jackie asks.
“No…”
She quirks a suspicious eyebrow at me. “Yes, you do.”
“Fine, yes, I do.”
Jackie breaks out into a broad grin as she passes me a plate.
Evan doesn’t say much for the rest of our meal, but every so often, his hand returns to my thigh. He means it as a comforting gesture, but having his fingers close to my pussy is distracting.
The makeup sex later will be incredible.
Once we finish with lunch, we head back to the car, and since we’re making good time today, we drive up into the hills to the Griffith Observatory.
An uphill walking path leads us from the parking lot to the observatory, and Drew fusses over Jackie the entire way. It’s rather cute how Drew has turned into such a teddy bear now that she’s pregnant, and watching them together gives me a wistful smile.
Kids were something I wanted one day in the distant future, but being around Jackie must be giving me baby fever or something. Because the idea of having Evan’s babies sounds appealing right now.
I often beg Evan to come inside me because I enjoy the feeling, and I know it feels better for him, too. And yeah, I’m on birth control, but it isn’t foolproof, and I’ve thought about the risk of pregnancy afterward.
Oh, God, maybe I’m developing a breeding kink, too.
I throw a sideways glance at him walking beside me, but his eyes are trained ahead on the path. He’s protective and would make an incredible father—if he wasn’t so tied to his computer.
Would I be doomed to raise a baby all by myself while Evan locks himself away in his office?
Dread starts seeping through my veins, and I decide right then and there that we need to be more careful about protection. No more playing it risky.
When we reach the crest of the hill, it opens up to an expansive, green lawn with a tall, art deco spire in the middle, reaching for the heavens. Behind it sits the white, domed building housing the observatory and planetarium.
“I have to pee again,” Jackie complains.
Drew chuckles. “Already? Okay, let’s go find the bathroom. We’ll give the two lovebirds some time alone.”
He throws Evan an obvious wink before taking off toward the main building with Jackie. As we watch them leave, an uneasy silence falls between Evan and me.
“Evan, I—”
“Cat, listen—”
We start speaking at the same time, but when we hear the other, we cut ourselves off. Awkward chuckles fill the space between us.
“I’ll go first,” I say. “I’m sorry about what I said. I was being cruel. And I should have brought up the pregnancy news sooner.”
“No, don’t be sorry.” With a sigh, he runs his fingers through his hair. “You weren’t wrong.”
Reaching out his hand, he holds up the shopping bag he brought from the car. “Here. I bought this for you as an apology.”
He passes the bag to me, and I study it with curiosity. “What is it?”
“Open it and find out, Kitty Cat.”
A thrill shoots down my spine when he calls me by my nickname, and even though other people call me Kitty Cat, his voice is full of sensuality and dark promises. It affects me every single time, and I’ll never grow tired of him calling me that.
Reaching into the bag, my fingers fumble around until I find a small, domed object. I pull out a plastic snow globe with the Los Angeles cityscape inside, and when I give it a shake, the glitter swirls around.
“It’s not much, but I wanted you to have a souvenir to remember this trip,” he says. “The only thing I want is for you to have a good time, and I’m sorry I ruined it.”
“You didn’t ruin the trip,” I insist, holding back a laugh. “We just had an argument, but we’re okay now, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
His face relaxes, and he’s more handsome than ever beneath the California sun. As I stare at him, I have the sudden urge to ask him about marriage, to see if he’s thought about it, too, but…
“Let’s go look out on the observation deck,” Evan says. “I hear the views are spectacular.”
He grabs my free hand and brings it to his lips, placing a gentle kiss before pulling me away.
[image: image-placeholder]My fingers run along a lace corset hanging from a clothing rack, but it’s not what I’m looking for.
“Hey, what about this one?” Jackie holds up a matching bra and panty set from the opposite end of the boutique.
I scrunch my nose and shake my head.
This is the third lingerie store we’ve found on Rodeo Drive, and I’m starting to worry I won’t find anything for tonight—at least, anything I’ll be comfortable wearing in a room full of strangers.
Evan and Drew split off to explore more masculine stores, although Evan whispered in my ear before they left.
Whatever you pick, you’re going to be irresistible. I can’t wait to see it on you. 
“Excuse me, miss? Are you looking for something specific?”
When I glance up, a retail clerk is standing there with a friendly smile.
“Oh, yes, she is!” Jackie calls out, scurrying over to us. “Cat, show her your phone.”
Evan sent me a screenshot of the outfit I liked from this morning, so I pull it up on my phone and turn it to the retail clerk. “Something like this, maybe?”
As she studies the photo, the clerk hums and nods her head. “We have just the thing.”
Jackie and I follow her to a clothing rack near the back, and she thumbs through a few pieces before pulling out a black, lacy leotard.
“This is the closest thing we have to the photo, and I have a black lace skirt I can pair with it. This looks to be about your size.”
My eyes scan the outfit, and though the V-neck is a bit deeper than I’d like, it’s close to the picture.
“Yeah, that looks great.”
She passes it to me, and I check the sizing. It should fit the curve of my hips and cover up the girls, but I’ll need to pick up some boob tape while I’m here.
The clerk heads to another rack and starts searching for a full-length skirt. “Is this outfit for a special occasion?”
“It sure is,” Jackie answers with a smirk. “She’s going to a sex party tonight.”
“Jackie!” My cheeks flare with embarrassment.
“We have a lot of clients who attend sex parties,” the clerk responds. “You’ve come to the right place.”
Those words help soothe the humiliation, but I still shoot daggers at Jackie with my eyes.
“Ah, here it is.” The clerk pulls out a long, sheer skirt with more lace detail than the skirt in the photo. 
After she takes it off the hanger, she reaches around my waist to fit the skirt on me. It ties into a bow at my hip, giving my leg a slit to peek out from beneath the fabric.
“Oh, yeah, that looks fantastic.” Jackie examines me up and down as she hums her approval. “Sexy, but not slutty.”
“That’s what I’m trying to go for,” I admit. “By the way, do you sell any boob tape?”
Jackie laughs as the retail clerk goes to fetch it for me.
We head to the counter to check out our purchases, and while it’s the least amount of fabric I’ve worn in public, it’s the most expensive outfit I’ve ever bought. The clerk wraps everything up into a sleek, black shopping bag before I have a chance to change my mind.
Jackie picked out a sheer teddy dress, which she explained will fit her pregnant belly as it grows and drive Drew wild. It’s difficult to imagine Jackie’s small frame at eight months pregnant, but she’ll pull it off.
We make our way to a frozen yogurt shop around the corner, and after paying for our order, we head outside and take a seat on the patio.
“Are you nervous about tonight?” Jackie asks.
“Honestly? Yeah. I have no idea what to expect.”
“You’ll be with Evan the entire time, and he’s obviously very, uh, experienced with this type of thing.”
“Yeah.”
He hasn’t been to an event like this since we got together, but I get a pang of jealousy knowing there are others he tied up before me. Did he take them on dates to sex parties? Were they better equipped to handle this type of lifestyle?
“I just don’t want to disappoint him,” I say. “It’s important to impress the investor. Evan is supposed to be an expert in this area, but what does it say if his girlfriend wanders around the party like a lost puppy?”
“I’m sure you’ll be just fine.” Jackie lets out a soft giggle. “Besides, if Evan thought there was a chance you’d derail his deal, he’d probably leave you at home.”
“Thanks…I think.” I put a scoop of frozen yogurt into my mouth, letting it melt on my tongue before continuing. “I just feel like I’m having to make a lot of sacrifices for Evan’s app, but he’s not doing the same for me, you know? And I’m stepping out of my comfort zone big time for him.”
“I hear you,” she says. “But as your life goes on, there will be a time when he’ll have to sacrifice more for you. It’s a give-and-take. Sometimes, you’ll require more of him; sometimes, he’ll need more from you, like right now. But I think it’s good he pushes you to try new things.”
My eyes pop wide in surprise. “You do?”
“Yeah. Let’s be honest: you like to play it safe. You’re the girl with the plan, and you don’t like it when something happens that changes the plan. I like that Evan’s come in and blown your life up because you’re more spontaneous and flexible than you used to be.”
“I thought you were supposed to be on my side, not Evan’s.” I launch a blueberry across the table at her, but she swats it away with ease.
“I’m always on your side, Kitty Cat. You know that. Which is why I’m saying Evan is good for you, because you both change each other for the better.”
“You think so?”
“Yeah! Evan was never this ambitious before, but after he moved in with you, it lit a fire under his ass to start this app he’s been talking about since college. You’re rubbing off on him.”
She gives me a sly smile before shoveling another spoonful of yogurt into her mouth.
“If this party makes you that uncomfortable,” she says, “don’t go. Evan will respect your boundaries. But I think you should go. Keep an open mind and try something new, and if you hate it, you don’t have to do it again.”
“I’m not having group sex.”
“Even if you wanted to, I doubt Evan would let you,” Jackie says with a laugh. “If I know anything about him, it’s that he cares about you and will do everything in his power to make sure you’re comfortable tonight. He’s the expert, so follow his lead and you’ll be fine. Let loose and live a little.”
She’s right, but the butterflies in my stomach won’t go away. The thought of being so exposed in front of complete strangers is unnerving.
“Maybe Drew and I should go to a sex party sometime,” she says. “I’ll have to ask Evan about it.”
“Yeah, you can be a beta tester for KinkE.”
We both break out into laughter and when I do, some of the butterflies go away. Jackie has the best advice on relationships, and I always feel better after a pep talk from her.
This is Evan’s moment, and I need to be by his side to support him—even if it means stepping out of my bubble and trying something new. I want to prove to him we’re a team, that I can attend work parties with him and charm money out of investors.
And then I’m going to pluck up the courage to broach the subject of marriage. Tonight.




Chapter Eleven

Evan


“Are you almost ready?” I call through the bathroom door. “Rafi will be here any minute.” 
“Two seconds!”
Two seconds my ass. 
My eyes roll before checking the time on my phone. We’re cutting it close, and Cat’s worrying too much about her appearance.
I check my own in the mirror and adjust my suit for the umpteenth time tonight.
Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, I close my eyes and inhale a deep breath through my nose. My nerves are getting the best of me, and I need to walk into this event calm and collected.
It’s not the sex party I’m nervous about; it’s continuing to build a good relationship with Ben Al Rashid. Everything needs to go smoothly tonight so I get one step closer to closing this deal. Anything could come along and derail this.
When the bathroom door opens, I glance up at Cat.
“Finally. Are you ready…?”
My voice trails off when my gaze is pulled down her body, down to the fitted one-piece teddy plunging deep past her pert breasts, hugging her curves, and to her smooth leg peeking out from black lace, adorned with strappy heels.
“Turn around,” I say in a tight voice.
I twirl my finger and she obeys, turning her back to me in silence. The leotard reveals a bit too much of her ass, but it gives the illusion of longer legs. Moving the fabric aside for access would be so easy.
Cat completes the turn, coming to face me and drawing my gaze up to her crimson lips and smoky makeup. Her dark, chestnut hair hangs over her shoulders in waves that remind me of a 1940s pinup girl.
And around her neck is the silver necklace with the handcuff charm I bought her for her birthday, the one she never takes off.
I run my hand along my jawline. “Fuck.”
As difficult as it is, I tear my eyes away and check my phone once again.
“Damn it, there’s no time.”
“No time for what?” she asks.
“To fuck you.”
A pink hue blooms across her cheeks, and it doesn’t do anything to ease my urge to pounce on her. My cock is straining against my pants as I imagine tying her up to the bed and fucking her every which way, and I’m tempted to skip the party just to have her all to myself tonight.
“Do you have something to wear over that until we get there?” I ask.
She shakes her head, so I stand up and remove my suit jacket. Prowling closer to her, I reach around to place it over her shoulders and catch a whiff of her light, sensual perfume.
“Next time you dress like this,” I say, growling into her ear, “give me enough time to fuck you before we leave. I’ll have blue balls all night because of you.”
The corners of Cat’s rose-red lips curl up.
“Next time, give me more than twelve hours’ notice beforehand.”
She pats my cheek before stepping away, tightening the jacket around her, and I thank my lucky stars it covers her ass because she’ll be turning heads tonight. I can’t stop other men from fantasizing about her, but I’ll be damned if anyone outside the party gets a glimpse of too much skin.
Cat grabs her clutch purse and leads the way to the door, and I follow behind like a hungry wolf stalking its prey.
We take the elevator downstairs, and when the doors open with a ping, I wrap my arm around her shoulder to show everyone she’s mine. When she takes her first steps out of the elevator cab, her heels click against the tile floor, drawing attention from people scattered throughout the lobby.
Their eyes wander her body, watching her legs through the sheer lace with every step she takes. Some men focus on her ruby lips.
Cat tightens the jacket closer to her chest, curling in on herself in an attempt to remain invisible, to shy away from the attention.
Half of me is proud to show her off, competing with the other half that wants to whisk her away from their salacious gazes.
When we head out the front doors, I’m relieved to see Rafi waiting for us—but the limousine he’s standing next to makes me double-take.
“Is that for us?” Cat whispers.
“Yeah, I think so.”
Rafi opens the back door to the limo and gestures for us to climb in. I grab Cat’s hand to help her inside so she doesn’t stumble on the lengthy lace of her skirt. Those heels would rip it to shreds.
Once Cat is settled, I crouch down to crawl in after her, and Rafi closes the door behind us.
The long cabin is dark with blue and purple LED lighting, and a bottle of champagne sits in an ice bucket within reach. On the seat across from us is a black box with a note attached to it.
Wear these tonight. And I threw in a little surprise for your enjoyment. —Ben 
The limo shakes as Rafi’s bulky body climbs into the driver’s seat, but there’s a black divider between us and him for privacy.
“What’s in the box?” Cat asks.
I untie the long, thick ribbon and lift the lid to peer inside. “It looks like they’re providing masks for confidentiality. Smart idea, especially for high-profile guests.”
There’s a delicate, black filigree mask meant for a feminine face, so I pass it over to Cat. Mine is simpler and solid black, but it covers my forehead and most of my nose.
While Cat tries hers on, I reach in again, curious about the surprise he mentioned. When my fingertips brush against the cold metal, it’s a familiar texture, and I don’t even have to pull it out of the box to know what it is.
Maybe I won’t have blue balls all night after all. A release would certainly help calm both our nerves.
I reach over for the bottle of champagne and open it with a loud pop, which elicits a surprised yelp from Cat. A stream of bubbles gushes from the opening, and I hasten to hold it over the bucket to prevent a spill.
Cat laughs as she reaches for the glasses, holding them steady while I pour the champagne into only one.
“Are you not drinking with me?” she asks with a confused look on her face.
“This is for me.”
“Okay, but I want some, too.”
“I’ll share.”
As I take a sip from the glass, she watches me with envy. I study her face as her lips form a small pout, and her eyes are glaring at me from beneath her mask.
“Lie back on the seat, Kitty Cat. And take off my jacket.”
It takes a moment for my command to register with her, but when it does, she swallows with a visible gulp. Without a word, she shrugs the jacket off her shoulders and lies back on the leather, with one of her heels planted on the floor for support and the other on the seat, spreading her knees wide.
Yeah, just like that. 
I set the champagne flute in the cupholder before reaching for the box, and when I pull out the pair of handcuffs, the sound of metal clanking against itself sends all the blood rushing to my dick.
There’s a grab bar above her head, just wide enough for me to slip one of the cuffs through. Cat’s hazel eyes watch me as I tug hard to test the strength. Even with Cat thrashing against her restraints, it should hold. 
My mouth is dry, so I lick my lips before I speak. “Arms above your head.”
Once again, she obeys without question, bringing her wrists together as she stretches toward the ceiling. I slap the cuffs onto her and tighten them as much as she can stand, and she sucks in a shaky breath when they click shut.
“Does this turn you on?” I ask, my voice gruff with need.
“Yes.”
I reach for the champagne glass and bring it to my lips, and Cat watches my every move. The mask around her eyes adds an element of mystery and excitement, even though I’ve memorized each line and curve and freckle on her face.
Before swallowing, I crawl over until I’m hovering above her, and when I lean down to give a kiss, I let the liquid trickle into her mouth. She gulps at it with greed, but a few drops escape her lips and drip down the side of her face. When I pull away, the droplets trail down her neck and toward the swell of her breasts. 
I drink another sip of the glass, but this time I swallow, taking my time to admire her body while I decide how to best tease and pleasure it.
Once I set the glass down, I throw the flap of my tie over my shoulder to move it out of the way. My hand reaches up to her chest, tracing the line of her sternum further and further south. She squirms when I reach underneath the fabric to cup one of her breasts, but as I explore, I feel a strange, plastic texture.
“Do you have a bandage on?” I ask, furrowing my brow in concern. “What happened?”
“No, it’s not a Band-Aid. It’s, uh, boob tape.”
“Boob tape? What the fuck is boob tape?”
“Yeah, it holds them up when you’re not wearing a bra. The structural engineering that went into this outfit is no joke.”
The sensuality of our moment is put on pause as we both start to chuckle, and her eyes sparkle with humor as she gazes up at me.
“I guess I learned something new today,” I say, which only makes her laugh harder.
These are the moments I live for, the ones that remind me why she’s my best friend, when we make each other laugh at the stupidest shit.
I’m head over heels in love with this girl beneath me.
Leaning down, I steal her laughter with my mouth, and I can still taste the delicate champagne on her lips. She meets my kiss with equal fervor, and takes my lower lip between her teeth to give it a gentle tug.
A delicious shudder rolls down my spine in response.
My mouth descends along her jawline, lapping up the spilled droplets of champagne as I make my way down her neck, and then to the curve of her breasts. I pepper her exposed sternum with kisses, alternating between licking and sucking, which wrenches a soft moan from her.
While my mouth works her chest, my hand reaches for her thigh. With slow, torturous movements, I bring my fingertips closer to her center, swirling patterns across her smooth, soft skin. Her hips start to buck in an attempt to meet my hand, inviting me closer and encouraging me to explore further.
When my fingers brush against the thin, lace fabric serving as the only barrier to her sex, I find it drenched with her essence.
“Already wet for me? Good.”
Without another second of hesitation, I shove the fabric aside and plunge my finger into her. She cries out, her body quivering with desire as she fights her restraints.
I slip a second finger in, stretching and exploring her sex. Her chest heaves beneath my mouth, and she grinds her ravenous pussy against my hand, desperately searching for more friction. She’s dripping all over my fingers as I swirl them inside her like I’m drawing honey out of a jar.
The image of all those lecherous men staring at her in the lobby starts driving me wild, and a possessive jealousy begins to grip me as I quicken my pace inside her.
“This pussy,” I murmur against her chest, “is mine, and only mine.”
“Yes,” she says between panting breaths. “Yes, yes…”
I slide my fingers out, and her eyes flutter open to stare at me with betrayal. With a smirk, I hold her gaze as I sit up, towering over her as I unfasten my belt buckle. Her crimson lips form an o as she sucks for air with ragged breaths, and her body squirms beneath me.
After fumbling with the zipper, I manage to undo my pants and yank them down to my knees, along with my underwear. I don’t bother taking them all the way off before settling between her legs, my erection throbbing, seeking her molten heat.
Once more, I move the fabric aside and thrust into her tight hole, which contracts around my length as I bury myself to the hilt. Her head falls back as she gasps, her eyes squeezing shut as she adjusts to our joining.
My thumb comes down to massage her nub as I withdraw to the tip, but at the last second, I thrust forward again, driving her backward on the seat from the force.
“Wrap your legs around me, Kitty Cat, and don’t let go.”
Her smooth legs come around my waist while her arms remain suspended in the air with the handcuffs, and seeing her tied up this way sets something off within me, something primal and raw.
Using my hands for leverage on the seat, I begin to fuck her savagely, pounding into her fast and hard as our skin slaps together with a vulgar sound. Sweat beads on my brow as I spear her, using the adrenaline to surge forward with brutal speed.
But Cat takes it so well, her slick juices allowing me to slide in and out with ease, and having her clenched around me feels like nirvana.
If I died buried balls-deep in Cat’s tight pussy, I’d have no regrets.
As I continue to circle her clit with my thumb, her moans of pleasure crescendo, and I know she’s close. I’ve been holding back my own building pressure, but it’s threatening to spill over.
“Where do you want me to come?” I rasp.
I can’t ruin her outfit, so my only options are to come inside of her or on the floor. And judging by the panic in her eyes, she knows this as well as I do.
“Ah!” she cries. “I-I, um—”
“Cat,” I warn. “I need an answer.”
Her eyes squeeze shut as she crests over the edge, screaming my name while uncontrollable shudders wrack her body.
“Come inside me, Evan!” she exclaims between sobs. “Oh, God, come inside me!”
When she calls me God at the top of the thrust, praying for me to give her release, hot cum explodes out of me, filling her up as I groan with satisfaction. My arms grow weak as the last of my load is leeched out of me. I collapse on top of her, wrapping my arms around her and burying my face into her neck. Both of us are panting hard from the exertion, penetrating the quiet cabin with the ragged sounds of our breath. 
My mind and body are gripped in a euphoric haze I don’t ever want to escape, but Cat’s aftercare comes before my own selfish desires. I reach up to unclasp the handcuffs from her wrists, and when she’s released, her arms fall to her sides.
“Don’t move,” I whisper, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Let me find something to clean you up with.”
A cloth napkin is wrapped around the champagne bottle, and though it’s been sitting on ice, it’s the only option I have. I reach for it, and it unfurls from the bottle with ease.
“I’m sorry, but it’s going to be cold.”
When I press the cloth against her swollen slit, she emits a yelp of surprise and pulls away on instinct. Ropes of cum are leaking out of her, and I need to take care of it before it ruins her outfit—or the leather interior.
“Hold still,” I say. “I’ll make this quick.”
Again, I press the cloth against her, and this time, her body trembles rather than pull away. I sweep the napkin in quick movements, dipping into her opening to catch the remainder of my seed. As I do, she moans with satisfaction, still ultra-sensitive after her orgasm.
She might be ready for round two, but I’ll need a minute to recover. I adjust her leotard to cover her pussy, and then I fold the cloth and wipe my dick clean.
When I turn back to Cat, she’s guzzling the rest of the champagne in the glass to quench her thirst. Her lipstick is smeared across her cheek, and her hair is mussed and full of static from rubbing against the leather seat.
But her disheveled appearance is alluring, especially since I’m the cause of it.
I reach for my pants and pull them back on.
“Evan, we need to talk about something.”
I glance up to find her nibbling on her bottom lip, and her eyes are averted to the floor.
“Sure, what’s up?”
She takes a moment to catch her breath. “I shouldn’t have told you to come inside me. I…I think we need to be more careful from now on.”
“Oh.” I understand what she’s getting at. “Yeah, of course. Sorry about that. Do you want me to get some Plan B tomorrow morning?”
Cat’s face relaxes. “That’s a sweet offer, but I think I’ll be okay with my birth control. I just don’t want to risk it any more than we already have.”
“Sure. I’ll be better prepared next time.”
I don’t know why, but this conversation is making my heart clench, and that’s not the reaction I expected to have.
Cat and I aren’t ready to bring children into our relationship yet. We haven’t even discussed it as a possibility beyond this is a story for the grandkids—the way all couples discuss their future children as a given. Like abstract, intangible ideas to be considered another day in the distant future.
But the idea of getting Cat pregnant, of seeing her belly grow round with our child, does something to me I didn’t expect. I want that future with her, sooner rather than later, but I want the ability to support us financially while she takes as much time off work as she needs.
Right now, I can’t do that; at least, not yet.
But if tonight goes well, I’ll be one step closer to turning this dream into a reality.




Chapter Twelve

Cat


The sun is starting to dip behind the skyline at the edge of the ocean, and it’s a sight to behold through the tinted windows. When the limo turns into a long driveway, a gate opens to let us through. A sprawling Mediterranean-style mansion sits at the top of the hill with unobstructed views of the Pacific, and lush, green landscaping hides the estate from the prying eyes of neighbors. Dozens of cars are parked around the spacious driveway, where Rafi pulls in to let us out. 
“You ready?” Evan asks.
My throat is tight as I turn to look at him, but seeing his face relax helps me do the same.
“Yeah, I’m ready.”
The limo door opens up, and Rafi reaches for my hand to help me climb out. My stomach does a pinwheel when I realize there’s no way in hell Rafi didn’t hear me screaming at the top of my lungs. 
Once out of the car, I pull my hand away like I touched a hot stovetop. Evan climbs out after me, and as Rafi disappears to park the limo elsewhere, I’m thankful we didn’t make eye contact. My cheeks are burning from the embarrassment. 
One of the massive oak doors opens as Evan leads me up the front steps by the hand. A well-dressed butler waits for us on the threshold, wearing a mask as he tips his head in greeting.
“Good evening, Mr. Simmons. Mr. Al Rashid has been expecting you. If you would, please follow me.”
When the butler turns his back to us, I throw Evan a surprised glance, and he shrugs.
We follow into the impressive, two-story foyer. My heels echo against the floor in the cavernous, domed ceiling above, adorned with oil paintings in gilded frames, and a chandelier hangs overhead on a dimmed setting, giving the space the ambiance of a spooky mansion.
The butler leads us down a wide hallway with spacious, dimly lit rooms on either side. Open archways lead into a library, a living room, and a billiards room, all with expensive, dark furnishings. Each room is full of people in masks—but not all of them are wearing clothes. One woman is gyrating her hips on top of a man while other people come up and fondle her exposed breasts, cup her ass, and run their hands over every inch of her bare skin. 
Evan smirks when I gasp. “Did you not expect there to be sex at a sex party?”
“I did, but… not that,” I whisper back. 
Each room we pass is the same, with groups of people engaged in various sex acts ranging from solo performances to full-out orgies. Some are in various states of undress, and some are wearing leather from head to toe. The scent of sweat and sex hangs heavy in the thick air.
A couple passes us in the hallway, and Evan nods to the man holding a leash. On the ground is his female partner, crawling naked on all fours with a collar around her neck.
I try to look away, but it’s difficult not to stare.
We take a sharp turn down a smaller corridor, and this time, there are no open doors. The unsettling sounds of moaning and shrieking fades as we leave the party behind us.
The butler stops outside a massive door at the end of the hall and raps three short knocks before opening the door and motioning us through. Evan takes off his mask when he steps over the threshold, so I do the same.
“Sir, Mr. Simmons is here with his guest.”
The walls are painted a dark shade of gray, almost black, with can lighting illuminating the room in a dim glow. The furnishings are modern and masculine, with dark colors and glass accents.
Set up in the middle of the room is a massive desk, and behind it stands a bookcase stretching the entire length of the wall from floor to ceiling.
But the executive chair behind the desk is empty.
“Thank you, Edgar. That will be all.”
The voice comes from the corner, and I turn my head to find a seated figure shrouded in shadow. His back is turned to us as he hovers over a black, glossy chessboard, and his arm hangs over the armrest as a gold watch glints on his wrist. He holds up a finger to tell us to wait. 
The man lifts a black queen piece and brings it down across the board, knocking over the silver king with a sharp tap. I half expect his chair to swivel around and reveal an evil villain stroking a cat on his lap, perhaps with a twisted mustache and pointed features.
But when the man turns to face us, he isn’t any of those things. His face is familiar, though it takes me a long moment to figure out where I know him from.
When his honey-brown eyes fall on me, they briefly dip down my body before settling on my face.
It’s the hot guy from the pool at the hotel. I never got his name, but it turns out my mysterious stranger was billionaire venture capitalist Benjamin Al Rashid.
Well, fuck.
A shadow of a grin flashes across his face, but it’s gone in a second as his gaze flickers away. He rises to his feet, coming around the desk to give Evan a firm handshake.
“Welcome, Evan. I’m so glad you could make it.”
“Ben, it’s great to see you. This is my girlfriend, Cat Gallagher.”
“You didn’t tell me your girlfriend was so enchanting.”
Is he pretending not to know me? In his defense, I was wearing sunglasses and a hat, so it’s possible I misinterpreted his expression as one of recognition.
He releases Evan’s hand and reaches for mine, but when I extend it for a handshake, he places a soft kiss on my knuckles instead.
And I’m ashamed of the reaction it wrenches from my body.
When he lets go, his warm touch lingers on my skin, and I have to admit, he looks just as good in a suit as he does in swim shorts.
“Did you enjoy the gift I left for you?” he asks, turning to Evan with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
Oh, God, does everyone know we had sex in the limo?
If it bothers Evan, he doesn’t show it, and his face relaxes into a chuckle.
“We did, thank you.”
I shoot him a look that I hope says, shut the hell up about our sex life, but he doesn’t notice.
“I also have another surprise for you,” Ben says. The side of his mouth quirks up, drawing my attention to his lips.
“You’ve been more than generous,” Evan answers. “I’m the one who should be sucking up to you, not the other way around.”
A deep chuckle rumbles in Ben’s broad chest, and the sound is like distant thunder in a rainstorm. It’s comforting, but it also contains an element of danger.
“Actually, you would be indulging me,” Ben says. “I have a suspension rope set up in the main living room, and I would be honored if you and the lovely Cat here gave my guests a demonstration of your unique skills.”
I almost laugh at the outrageous suggestion, but when I glance at Evan, there isn’t a trace of humor on his face.
“Um, I don’t know.” I better turn him down politely before Evan agrees. “I’m only here to observe, not participate.”
“Of course,” Ben answers, unphased. “My guests and I are respectful of boundaries. If you’d prefer, I can offer one of my performance girls to stand in. Anna is very experienced with shibari.”
I balk. “Excuse me? My boyfriend won’t be sleeping with anyone but me.”
“Uh, Ben?” Evan interjects. “Would you mind if I talked this over with my girlfriend for a moment?”
“Of course. I’ll give you the room.” Ben’s gaze lands on me for a moment, but I can’t read the expression on his face. As he strides past us, he makes his way toward the door, shutting it behind him to plunge the study into a loud silence.
I fiddle with the charm on my necklace, but Evan grabs my hands, lacing his fingers into mine as he holds my gaze.
“I’m sorry, Cat. I had no idea he was going to ask me that.”
“Why didn’t you shut him down? You aren’t actually considering it, are you?” I take a step away from him, but he doesn’t let go of my hands.
“There wouldn’t be any sex involved,” Evan says. “It’s just a shibari demonstration for the sake of the art form.”
“What the hell is shibari?”
“It’s Japanese rope bondage, and it’s considered pretty extreme. There are risks if you don’t know what you’re doing, and even though it can be erotic for those involved, it’s more for the enjoyment of the art than for sex.”
“So you want us to say yes?”
“Um, actually, it might not be a good idea for this to be your first shibari experience, especially in front of so many people.”
“But if there’s no sex involved, I’m fine with it,” I counter. “I trust you.”
Evan gives me a look like I’m asking to play a board game I’m not old enough to understand the rules of.
“It’s a serious turn-on that you want to explore this with me. But we need to start with baby steps on the ground first before you’re suspended in the air.”
“But you’ve tied me up plenty of times before.”
“Yes, but the ties involved in shibari can be grueling and will test your endurance. It can be really dangerous for the person being tied up, especially with the added element of gravity.”
I yank my hands away from him and fold my arms across my chest. “So you want to do this ‘erotic art’ with someone else?”
“Like I said, there would be no sex involved.” He steps toward me to keep the distance close between us. “You’re the only one I want to have sex with, Cat; I promise you that. But shibari is really intense and takes a lot of skill, which is why I think Ben is using this as a test. I need to prove I’m knowledgeable about BDSM before he invests his money with me.”
“This is just so…I don’t know. It’s insane.” I shake my head.
“I’m not pleased about it either,” Evan whispers, his eyes flicking toward the door. “He’s completely blindsiding us with this, but I feel like I can’t say no, at least not without risking the deal. But if this makes you uncomfortable, I’ll tell him no. Just say the word.”
I study his serious expression for a moment. He’s being sincere, and if I told him I hated this and wanted to go home, he would respect that boundary without any resistance.
But I also know the importance of impressing Ben Al Rashid. Evan’s worked so hard to put this project together, and we’ve both made sacrifices to make this work.
The whole reason I agreed to come to this party was to be a supportive girlfriend, right? It’s just one test, and then it will be over.
“Okay,” I whisper. “You should say yes.”




Chapter Thirteen

Cat


“Are you sure?” His eyebrows raise with skepticism. 
“Yes. You’ve worked too hard on this to turn back now, so go show him you’re the best damn rigger he’s ever seen.”
Evan lets out a low chuckle, and the tension dissipates between us. “You know I love you, right?”
“Yeah. I love you, too.”
“And you trust me?” he asks.
“Yeah.”
Evan gives me a peck on the cheek before stepping away, and he takes my hand to pull me to the door.
“Let’s get this over with,” he says in a low voice. “Then afterward, you and your body will have my undivided attention.”
He winks at me with those ocean-blue eyes of his, and his promise sends a delicious shiver down my spine.
When Evan opens the door, Ben is standing in the hallway typing on his phone, and he lifts his head with an expectant look.
“I’ll do it,” Evan says. “But Cat’s going to watch from the sidelines. Can I see the setup first?”
Ben’s face stretches into a dazzling grin as he slips his phone into his pocket. “Excellent! I’ll have Edgar show you to the room. Cat, you can sit with me during the demonstration.”
“Uh, yeah. Sure.”
“And can I meet the girl who will be performing?” Evan asks. “To go over boundaries and safety beforehand.”
Edgar appears around the corner, pulling Evan’s focus away. “Follow me, Mr. Simmons. I’ll make the introduction.”
“Evan, wait.” I grab his hand as he starts to walk away.
He turns to me with a confused look on his face, thinking I’ve changed my mind.
“There’s something I want to talk to you about,” I say in a quiet voice. “Something important. We can talk about it after.”
“Yeah, okay.” He leans in to give me another quick kiss on the forehead. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
“Keep an eye on her, Ben, will you?” he asks over my shoulder.
“I won’t let her out of my sight.”
If you were mine, I would never let you out of my sight.
My throat bobs as I release Evan’s hand, and all I can do is watch him walk away as my heart squeezes tight in my chest. As he disappears around the corner, I realize how uncomfortable I am without him by my side.
“So, Cat, is it?” Ben says behind me. “I didn’t catch your name at the pool.”
Folding my arms, I turn to face him with a quirked eyebrow. “So, you did recognize me. Why did you pretend you didn’t?”
He shrugs with nonchalance, but his expression is piercing and intense.
“Evan is very possessive of you. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea.”
“The wrong idea? What’s that supposed to mean?”
Drawing my gaze to his mouth, Ben’s full, pouty lips start to curl, like he’s in on some big secret and I’m not.
“Would you like more champagne?” he asks, and I remember he provided champagne for us in the limo.
Some alcohol might help me endure this stupid party.
“I’d prefer something stronger if you have it,” I say as I put my mask back on.
He laughs that alluring laugh again, and I can’t tell if I should be charmed or uneasy by it.
“Of course. Right this way.”
Ben approaches me, our gazes assessing the other with scrutiny. When he stops, his body almost touches mine, and I have to crane my neck to look at him.
Without a word, he loops my arm around his thick, muscular bicep, his heat radiating off his body, and I’m too stunned to react. Before I can protest, he’s leading me back toward the party as the sounds of sex and sin crescendo with every step we take.
Ben and I walk outside, where a full bar is set up on the sprawling lawn surrounded by immaculate landscaping. There are people fucking in the pool and in the hot tub, and I swear they’re fucking in the bushes, too, when the leaves rustle.
Behind the bar is a shirtless man in a bowtie and cuffs, and he looks like a Chippendale dancer.
“Give me the Macallan on the top shelf. Neat.” Ben glances at me. “And whatever the lady wants.”
“I’ll have the same.”
He hums his approval and gives me a look that says I’m impressed. When I realize my arm is still wrapped around his, I disentangle myself and turn to stare out at the ocean beneath the dusky sky. His lawn ends at a rocky edge, and I’m sure if I peeked over, there would be a sharp drop to the shore below.
“You and Evan don’t seem compatible,” Ben says in a low voice.
“Well, you’d be wrong. We’re very compatible.”
“I mean sexually.”
My cheeks start burning, and though I can feel his intense gaze on me, I keep my eyes ahead on the water.
“I don’t think that’s any of your concern,” I say. “We’re very happy together.”
“Are you, though?”
He doesn’t say it to tease me, but more like he has genuine concern for my well-being. When the bartender sets our finished drinks on the counter, Ben passes me a glass, and our fingertips brush together. 
I withdraw quickly and knock the drink back, and the alcohol burns the back of my throat on the way down.
“Easy there,” Ben says with a chuckle. “One might think you’re drinking to escape your problems.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time.”
He tilts his chin toward a pair of lounge chairs by the pool, which is glowing with LED lights that change the water’s hue from blue to green to red. We take a seat, although, unlike our first meeting, we’re on two separate chairs.
Thank God for that.
“I don’t understand why a woman like you isn’t more secure,” he says. “You could have your pick of men, yet you cling to Evan like he’s slipping through your fingers.”
I scoff. “You’ve known me for all of five minutes, and suddenly you’re an expert on my love life?”
“I’m an intuitive person. I can tell a lot about a person in the first five minutes of meeting them.”
My frustration begins to mount. “Evan and I are in an exclusive relationship, so excuse me if I’m not jumping for joy at the thought of his hands on another woman.”
I throw him a pointed look, and all he does is smirk. “It’s obvious you don’t want to be here. Your tense shoulders are just begging for a massage.”
“And I’m sure you’re more than willing to offer your services again.”
“You didn’t seem to mind having my hands on you last time.” Ben takes a slow sip from his glass as he watches me over the rim.
All I do is shake my head and take another swig of my drink. I don’t have to justify my relationship to anyone, especially to a rich guy with an orgy going down in his pool right now.
“Why aren’t you down there with them?” I ask, nodding at the people in the water.
As his expression grows hooded, he gives off a dangerous energy that makes me shudder. “I prefer to watch.”
“So, you’re a voyeur? That’s your kink?”
“Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy pleasuring the female body, and I’ll admit, I’m quite good at it.” He grins at me from behind his glass. “But exhibitionism is not for me, just like it isn’t for you.”
I roll my eyes at his cocky attitude, but it does make me curious. “Then why do you host sex parties?”
He bends forward on the chair, his elbows resting on his knees as he leans in closer. “Because it’s the most titillating form of foreplay. By the end of the night, you’re wound up so tight from watching others come when you haven’t, and when you’re finally able to release the tension, it’s explosive. Transcendental. Not even the world’s strongest drug can give you a high like a delayed orgasm.”
Evan knows all about edging, but this? This is on a whole different level, and it sounds… intense.
My eyes land on a concrete pad nearby with a giant chessboard, with pieces that appear to be over two feet tall. The landscape lighting casts a soft, mysterious glow across the checkered stone, and Ben’s gaze follows the direction of my eyes.
“You must really like chess,” I say.
“I do. I am a man who likes to indulge my whims in the moment, to get out of my head and partake in the carnal pleasures life has to offer. But chess is an exercise in strategy, and it reminds me that in business, one must always be two steps ahead of his opponent.”
“I think the lessons of chess can be applied to many things in life, not just business.”
“How right you are,” Ben says, his lips curling into a smirk.
“Speaking of being two steps ahead, did you know I was Evan’s girlfriend when you approached me at the hotel?”
“Not at all,” he says. “I just saw a beautiful woman at the pool and decided to talk to her. But when you walked into my office tonight, I realized our paths were destined to cross. One meeting is coincidence, but twice? That’s kismet.”
Someone clears their throat behind us, and I whip around like I’m caught with my hand in the cookie jar. My heart rate jumps sky-high, but when I notice the butler standing at attention, I exhale a sigh of relief. I’m not doing anything inappropriate with Ben, but our conversation is blurring the lines of propriety.
“Sir, the demonstration will begin momentarily.”
Annoyance flashes across Ben’s face, but it disappears as quickly as it came. “Thank you, Edgar. We’ll be right there.”
Ben rises to his feet with his glass in hand. With the other, he extends it to help me stand up, and I accept to be polite. At least, I think that’s why. But as soon as I find my balance, I withdraw from his grasp.
“Why are you the only one not wearing a mask?” I ask in an effort to fill the tense silence. “Do you usually break your own party rules?”
“I don’t feel the need to hide,” he says. “I’ve never been ashamed of letting people know who I am unless my poker face is necessary.”
My mind drifts to Evan, who spent most of his life hiding his kink from the world. He and Ben are complete opposites, but perhaps that’s why they would make ideal business partners.
While Evan is more reserved, Ben says exactly what he feels in the moment, and something intrigues me about that spontaneity.
There’s nothing spontaneous about me, and maybe that’s why I find Ben so fascinating. It’s disarming—and I get a thrilling sense of danger when I’m in his presence, like this man is going to lead me into fire.
And fire doesn’t leave anyone unscathed.
He leads me into a living room with high ceilings, where the lights are dimmed to a soft glow. A metal truss system the size of a gazebo imposes upon the center of the room, and chains hang off the contraption in tidy rows, each with metal hoops dangling from the ends. 
Around the truss are sofas and chairs, giving the audience a view from all angles, and Ben leads me to an empty loveseat to sit down. A crowd is already spilling into the room, with some seated and others standing against the walls. Erotic house music plays in the background, providing an undercurrent for the palpable anticipation among the onlookers.
I drain the rest of my whisky, and when a cocktail server comes near, I flag her down and grab a martini from her tray. Ben’s eyes are boring a hole into the side of my head with his intense stare, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction of showing interest.
Polite applause pops around the room when a side door opens, and Evan steps over the threshold. He’s removed his jacket and tie and rolled up the sleeves of his white, button-up shirt to his elbows, but his mask remains affixed over his face.
Behind him appears a small woman who looks to be our age, and she’s lithe, like a ballerina. Her brunette hair is done up in a chignon bun, keeping it pulled back from her attractive face, and her creamy skin is wearing nothing more than panties and a bra.
If she was hideous or plain, it might make this easier, but knowing that Evan will have his hands on the body of a gorgeous woman causes my throat to constrict.
An unsettling knot sinks low in my stomach. I thought I was okay with this after talking it over with Evan earlier, but now…?
Evan’s eyes find mine, and he gives me a small, reassuring smile.
Ropes are piled in each corner of the truss system. He picks up a roll from the closest pile and runs it through his hands, almost like he’s getting acquainted with it. But there’s no hesitation in his demeanor, only control, and it’s clear he’s stepped into his element.
Outside the bedroom, Evan lacks confidence at times. He hides it well, but his insecurities run deep. However, when it comes to sex, he becomes a different person, one who is assertive and in control. He was made for bondage, and in a way, it brings out the best in him.
Anna stands in the middle and waits, her head bowed in submission. Evan approaches and repositions her arms behind her, with her hands clasping each elbow. Once he’s satisfied, he starts weaving the rope around her arms, her neck, and even underneath her breasts.
He doesn’t graze her, but it still makes my blood run cold, and when I try to swallow the lump in my throat, it remains stuck as a painful indication that tears will soon follow.
I could stand up right now and say the safe word, and Evan would halt this demonstration immediately. It might embarrass him in front of all these people, but he would take me home the moment I utter the word red.
“That is one of the most exquisite box ties I’ve ever seen,” Ben murmurs. “He’s more skilled than I thought.”
There’s no doubt Evan is talented, and I should be proud of him for proving himself to Ben. I wait for the pride to push away the dark, spiraling thoughts in my mind, but it doesn’t come, and I descend further into myself.
A round of soft applause breaks the quiet as Evan steps back, allowing the crowd to admire his handiwork. Even he seems entranced by the ropes and knots wrapped tightly around her skin, almost as if he’s in a meditative state.
I try to imagine Evan binding my chest like that, but my breath grows shallow at the thought of my arms and lungs being constricted in that position. Claustrophobia starts to set in as I contemplate how those tight ropes would feel wrapped around me.
A warm hand rests on my knee, and I glance up to find Ben staring at me with his brow furrowed in concern.
“I’m fine,” I whisper, even though it’s a lie.
Evan picks up more rope and crouches behind the performer. I don’t enjoy watching his face so close to her ass, but his gaze remains focused on the rope as he wraps it around her calves and thighs. He does a matching tie on the other leg before sweeping his hand slowly across it.
I’m sure he’s just inspecting the security of the ties, but it looks like he’s petting her skin, and I fucking hate it.
I trust him, so why is jealousy raging through every nerve ending in my body?
Because you can’t do what she can for him, says a sinister voice in the back of my mind.
Evan stands up as the woman remains upright with her head bowed. He returns with two more ropes and ties one around her chest again, adding more knotting to the box tie, but he loops the ends through the metal ring above her head. He does the same with the other rope, but this time around her ankles.
I hear him murmur something to her, and she nods her head. I want to know what he said.
When Evan steps back, the ropes grow tighter, like he’s spun a spider’s web, and she’s the insect trapped with no hope of escape. He continues to back away, and as he does, her body is hinged into a horizontal position as she’s lifted off the floor.
By the time Evan finishes off the knots, the girl is suspended in an aerial hogtie like an erotic circus act, which draws enthusiastic applause from the onlookers. 
While everyone else admires her body, my eyes are on Evan as he walks in a slow, methodical circle around her, inspecting the art he’s created. His expression is nothing short of fascination, and when I realize I’ve seen that look before, my heart drops into my stomach.
God, you look fucking gorgeous all tied up like this… 
That’s the same look I saw Evan wear the first time he used rope on me. He looked at me the way an artist looks at their masterpiece, full of adoration and awe.
And to watch him share this intimate moment with another brings hot tears to my eyes, and I blink to keep them at bay as my body begins to tremble.
That’s when it hits me: there’s so much more to bondage than Evan told me, and it feels deceptive. I thought Evan’s rape fantasy was the darkest aspect of his kink, but as the demonstration unfolds before me, I realize it was foolish to assume I grasped the depths of his lifestyle.
Sure, I pulled away from him when he first brought up his rape fantasy, but that’s because I didn’t understand it. Is he worried I’ll have the same reaction to trying shibari?
But I came around to it then, so couldn’t I come around to this? I offered to try it earlier, but seeing it now has me second-guessing my intentions.
The ropes dig marks into the woman’s flesh, and her nostrils flare as she breathes in through her nose. Is she fighting through pain? I can’t be sure because I’ve never been tied up like that.
While I can appreciate the artistic, visual allure of shibari, it looks like something to endure rather than enjoy. If I were in her shoes, I don’t think I could stand it, and I’d probably be screaming the safe word right now.
I should scream the safe word right now and put a stop to this, but when I open my mouth, my vocal cords are paralyzed.
I can’t say it because I’m realizing the truth—I’m not made for this world of ropes and suffocating bindings. Evan’s shielded me from the aspects of bondage he thinks I’m not ready for, and that alone is the worst betrayal of all.
But he’s right. I can’t handle it.
When I told him I wanted to talk earlier, I planned to broach the subject of marriage. To tell him I’m ready to take the ultimate step in our relationship and bind ourselves to each other forever. But if he can’t share all aspects of his deepest, darkest fantasies with me, how can I keep him satisfied in the long run? 
Is this why he hasn’t brought up marriage before?
My heart shatters as I face the ugly truth: Evan Simmons doesn’t want to marry me.
The next moment, I’m on my feet, pushing my way through the crowd of onlookers, but my vision is blurred from the tears in my eyes. My body moves on autopilot as I rush through the hallway toward the exit.
I can’t breathe.
I need air…
When I burst through the front door, I suck the ocean breeze into my lungs. It’s like I’m coming up to the surface for air, only for the current to pull me under again. I reach out blindly for a wall to support my weight as I break down, unable to remain upright on my own, and there’s a stone pillar on my right that I grip for dear life.
“Miss Gallagher, are you okay?”
Through my tunneling vision, Rafi approaches with caution as I let out a loud sniff.
“I-I need to get out of here.”
“Of course. Where do you need to go?”
I inhale a shaky breath, but the oxygen doesn’t seem to reach my lungs. Although, I suppose it’s difficult to breathe when it feels like a knife is lodged in my back.
“Anywhere but here.”




Chapter Fourteen

Evan


When I finish tying Anna into the final position of the evening, I lean over to check in once more. 
“Does this feel okay?” I ask in a low voice.
“Yeah.”
“Great. This will be the last one. Are you ready?”
She gives a definitive nod, and I step away, keeping the end of the rope wrapped in my firm grip. As I do, Anna starts lifting into the air, suspended in an upside-down frog tie. I knot the end of the pulley rope through one of the metal rings in the corner of the truss system, and I test the strength of the tie before stepping back.
The audience applauds once again, but I’m too enraptured by the ropes to notice.
I’ve missed this, having an artistic, creative outlet to break up the monotony of software code and numbers. Those things have no life to them, not the way shibari does. And the freedom it gives me fuels my soul and makes me feel alive.
As I admire my handiwork, a sense of pride washes over me. I did this. I created this with my bare hands and made something for others to enjoy for the sake of art and beauty.
Shibari requires laser focus, and when I realize I’ve finished, the applause from the audience is jarring. It takes a moment to come back to reality as I give my head a little shake.
Using ropes turns me on, and all I want to do is find Cat and whisk her away to an empty room. Even though she agreed to let me do this, I know she’ll need some extra reassurance, and all I want to do is hold her in my arms and show her how much I love her.
But when I look at Cat, her seat beside Ben is empty. Disappointment deflates my excitement as I search the room for her, but she’s nowhere to be found.
I wanted to share this with her because it’s her first exposure to aerial shibari, and I’m dying to see her reaction. Does she find the ropes as enthralling as I do?
Perhaps not if she got up to refresh her drink instead of watching the performance. But that’s okay.
“Well done, Evan!” Ben says in a booming voice. “Let’s give him and Anna another round of applause.”
The crowd applauds with enthusiasm, and a couple of people approach to inspect the ropes. Ben comes over to where I’m standing and claps me on the back.
“That was excellent,” he says. “You are very skilled, and you’ve proven yourself tonight.”
“So, this was a test.”
It isn’t a question as much as a confirmation, and it makes Ben break out into a grin with his dazzling, white teeth.
“And you passed with flying colors.”
I glance over his shoulder, sweeping the room once more.
“Hey, where did Cat go?” I ask.
“I’m not sure. She got up and hurried off, so I assume she’s in the ladies’ room.”
“Thanks, I’ll go find her.”
I approach Anna, who’s encouraging people to touch the ropes and ask her questions.
“Does it hurt?” someone asks.
“No,” Anna explains. “It’s a little uncomfortable, but in the same way getting a tattoo is uncomfortable. You start to enjoy it once your body warms up to it.”
“What sort of rope do I need to buy to try this?” another person asks.
“Hemp rope,” I say, jumping in. “But I’d start on the ground first before trying aerial. Take some classes too, if you can, so you can learn the safe way to do it.”
I turn my head up to Anna. “Are you ready to come down?”
“I am.”
It takes a few minutes to lower her to the floor with caution and untie all the bindings. I’m anxious to find Cat, but it’s important to take my time and ensure Anna is taken care of.
“Do you need water?” I ask, undoing the final knot.
“I’m fine. You are one of the best riggers I’ve worked with. It was exhilarating.”
“Thank you. That means a lot.”
“No, thank you,” she says with a smile. “Now, go find your girlfriend and enjoy the party. You earned it.”
I made it clear from the start I wasn’t available or looking for anything sexual, and she was more than fine with that. In fact, she appreciated it since she gets propositioned often while working parties like this.
When Anna and I part ways, I start checking around the house for any sign of Cat. The audience disperses, but she isn’t among them.
I check the bathrooms per Ben’s suggestion, but she’s not there, either.
Worry starts to creep in as I try giving her a call, and when it goes straight to voicemail, I realize her phone is off.
Okay, now I’m really worried.
The lust I felt after the demonstration is replaced with concern. Ben’s house is massive, and I’m hoping she just got lost while exploring, but my gut is telling me something’s wrong. I assumed she’d be waiting for me as soon as it was over, especially because she wanted to talk to me. About what, I’m not sure, but it seemed important to her.
Could she be out front waiting for me? I hurry through the corridors toward the front door, and when I burst through, there’s no sign of anybody—not even Rafi.
“Did she seriously leave me here?” I mutter.
But Cat wouldn’t do that unless something went wrong.
I try calling her again to no avail, and I shoot her a text message for when she turns her phone back on.
Me: Call me ASAP. I can’t find you and I’m starting to worry.
I think it’s time to check the hotel to see if she returned early. If Rafi’s gone, the most logical explanation is he drove her back.
While I wait for a rideshare to pick me up, I head inside to explain my early departure to Ben. I find him chatting with a small group of people, and when he sees me approach, his face lights up.
“And here’s the man of the hour! Evan, come have a drink with me.”
“Actually, I have to run,” I say. “I think Cat left, and I’m worried something’s wrong. I can’t get ahold of her.”
“Hmm, she did look rather pale. Perhaps she felt sick and went back to the hotel.”
“Yeah, I hope that’s all it is. Did Rafi call you?”
“Yes, he had some other business to attend to and hasn’t seen her,” he says. “In the meantime, we’ll search the grounds. It might be a good idea to give me her number, and I can try calling her as well.” He puts a firm hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”
“Yeah, okay, I’ll send you her contact info. Thanks for all your help. The party was great.”
“I’m glad you thought so,” Ben answers. “After tonight, it looks like you and I will be a perfect fit, don’t you agree?”
“Yeah, I do.” I reach out to shake his hand. “We’ll talk soon.”
“Indeed we will.”
[image: image-placeholder]By the time my rideshare pulls up to the hotel, I’ve left about six voicemails for Cat and just as many texts. My emotions bounce between frustration and worry, and she’s going to need a good explanation for why she ditched me at the party without so much as a heads-up.
When I reach the suite, the door beeps as I slide the key into the reader.
“Cat?” I call out as I step over the threshold.
All the lights are turned off, plunging the suite into darkness as I fumble with the switch. Everything is quiet with no sign of her on the balcony or in the bedroom. By the looks of it, her stuff in the bathroom remains untouched from how she left it before the party.
Now I’m panicking.
I pull my phone from my pocket with a mind to call the police, but I stop short of dialing 9-1-1. Instead, I decide to try Drew and Jackie, and if neither of them has heard from her, I’ll take the next step. 
Drew picks up after one ring.
“Hey, man,” he says. “I assume you’re looking for Cat?”
“Yeah, is she with you?”
“Yeah.”
“Fucking thank God.” I sink onto the edge of the bed, running my hand through my hair. “Is she okay?”
“I don’t have all the details, but she’s in the living room with Jackie right now. She’s really upset, dude. What happened?”
“I don’t know. One minute, I had eyes on her, and the next, she was gone.”
“Look, why don’t you come over and—”
Drew is cut off, and I hear shuffling in the background.
“Evan?” Jackie’s voice comes over the line, and she sounds pissed. “Don’t you dare come over!”
“What the hell is going on? I want to talk to Cat.”
“That’s not a good idea right now,” she says. “You need to give her some space. What you did tonight was really shitty.”
“Is this about the shibari demonstration? Because she and I talked it through beforehand. She told me, and I quote, ‘You’ve worked too hard to turn back now,’ and that I should do it.”
“It’s more than that, and you know it, Evan.”
“No, I don’t know! Please enlighten me.” I don’t want to raise my voice at Jackie, but my frustration is mounting, and she’s the gatekeeper between Cat and me.
All I want to do is talk to my girlfriend and figure out what’s wrong.
Jackie scoffs. “I have to go. Cat needs me. I’ll have Drew update you in the morning.”
Before I can protest, she hangs up. I try calling Drew back, but his phone is now switched off, and I assume he has Jackie to thank for that.
“Fuck!”
I throw my phone onto the floor and bury my face in my hands.
My girl is upset, and it sounds like I’m the cause of her pain. If I knew Drew’s address, I’d show up at their door in spite of Jackie’s warning. But right now, I’m powerless. I have no control over the situation.
Cat doesn’t need space; what she needs right now is me, holding her and reassuring her that she is the only object of my desires. I knew I should have said no to the shibari demonstration despite her blessing.
Even though I had zero interest in Anna, I should have known it would cause her pain.
Cat isn’t like me. She doesn’t understand how the ropes themselves are the erotic component for me…not necessarily the person tied up in them. 
And that’s on me. When it comes to Cat, I’ve only used ropes in a sexual setting. With us, I use them to build an intimate connection with her, so I can see why she thought I was doing the same with Anna.
But at the end of the day, I laid my hands on another woman, and it doesn’t matter if I had Cat’s permission or not. It doesn’t change the fact that I hurt her.
If I’m being honest with myself, I’ve been hurting her for months now. KinkE hasn’t allowed me to be there for Cat in the way she needs, and it’s pushed us to a tipping point in our relationship.
All this hard work, the time spent grueling away at my computer, and missing out on precious moments with Cat—it was for her. For our future together.
Cat doesn’t understand what it’s like wondering how to pay the bills at the end of the month, or how financial worries are draining for a marriage and a family. KinkE was supposed to be a means to an end, to enable us to live our lives in contentment.
But will it be the thing that makes me lose her, too?




Chapter Fifteen

Cat


This is the third time I’ve knocked on the door, but still, no answer. 
Anthony texted me earlier to cancel our plans for tonight because he came down with a cold. I figured a hot bowl of chicken noodle soup might help, so I showed up to surprise him with a care package. But what if he’s too sick to come to the door? 
An ashtray sits on a small table next to a patio chair, which has holes in the seat cushion and staining from the elements. I hate his smoking habit, but I’ve put up with it for the last six months since we started dating because relationships are about compromise. 
I pick up the ashtray and find the spare key underneath, and I use it to unlock his second-story apartment. The lights are all off, so I flick the switch for the kitchen and set the supplies on the counter. 
A red purse catches my eye on the dining table, and I figure his roommate has a girl over. 
“Anthony?” I call out.
I walk around the corner toward his bedroom door, which is cracked ajar. Shuffling and shushing noises drift through the opening, so I place my hand on the door and push it open.
“Anthony, are you awake? I brought you some…”
My voice trails off when I see Anthony tugging his underwear on in haste—and a woman sitting on his bed. Her head shoots up when I enter, and she gasps, moving her hands to cover her exposed breasts. 
My body goes numb as I stare at the scene unfolding before me. It’s not registering in my brain, which is slow to interpret the evidence of Anthony’s betrayal.
No, this can’t be happening. I don’t believe it. 
I grab the wall as the room starts to spin.
“Cat!” he exclaims. “This isn’t what it looks like.”
When my mouth opens to respond, no words come forth, and instead, my legs go on autopilot. I’m running from the room toward the front door to escape, to get out of this stifling apartment as fast as I can. 
The signs were there. He’s grown distant lately, and when he doesn’t cancel our plans, he spends our time together on his phone. I had a feeling something was off, but I didn’t want to bring it up. 
Always walking on eggshells, unwilling to test the fragility of our relationship and make him leave. 
But they always leave, anyway. 
Six months is the longest relationship I’ve had, and I didn’t want to lose this and be alone again. 
But I am alone now.
Anthony hasn’t come after me. I even wait at the bottom of the stairs, pacing the parking lot and willing him to appear, to tell me it was a mistake and assure me it will never happen again. 
But he doesn’t. He’s letting me go because I fell short of his expectations in one way or another. Cat Gallagher can’t keep a guy to save her life. 
I’m pathetic.
That image of the other girl, naked in Anthony’s bed, will haunt me. And every time I close my eyes, I’ll see it.
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Startled, I turn my head away from the window, where the streetlights illuminate the quiet streets of Westwood. 
“I brought you some hot cocoa,” Jackie says. She sets a tray on the coffee table with two mugs and passes one to me.
“Thanks.” My voice is flat and unrecognizable.
When I showed up at her apartment, I didn’t have anything with me except my clutch purse and the risqué clothes on my back. She lent me a pair of pink pajamas, but Jackie is much smaller than me, so they’re a little tight and don’t quite reach my ankles.
And the boob tape hurt like hell when I ripped it off.
She pats my arm. “Evan just called. I told him not to come.”
“Good. Sorry for crashing here—”
“I told you, don’t worry about it,” Jackie says. “That’s what friends are for. You can stay as long as you need.”
I take a sip from my mug, hoping the hot steam will burn my tongue and make me feel something. After sobbing for a full hour, I’m left numb inside, and the cocoa tastes like ash in my mouth. I set the mug down.
“Look, I know you’re not ready to talk to him right now, and I don’t blame you. But when you do, I don’t want you to roll over like usual.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” The way I snap makes her jump, but when she recovers, her expression is one of pity.
“All I mean is you shouldn’t be afraid to stand up for yourself and be clear about what you want from him.”
“I don’t know what I want from him anymore.”
I lean back against the sofa cushions and pull my knees to my chest, and I wonder if I look as small as I feel right now.
“Evan said you gave him permission to do the—what was it called again? Shibaku demonstration?”
“Shibari.”
“Right. Is that true?” she asks.
“Yeah, technically, I gave him permission because I was trying to be a supportive girlfriend. He promised there’d be no sex involved.”
Jackie gasps. “He didn’t, did he?”
“No, they didn’t have sex. At least not while I was there.”
She lets out a low sigh, closing her eyes in relief. “Look, I know you have a long history of trust issues when it comes to guys, and I think that’s why you put their wants and needs ahead of your own. You’re afraid to rock the boat and speak up for yourself because you think it will drive them away.”
“Are you my friend or my therapist?” I let out a hollow laugh.
“If I was a talk therapist, at least I’d be putting my psych degree to use,” Jackie says. “But you want to know my psychological analysis of Evan?”
“Not really.”
“Well, I’m going to tell you anyway. Evan is also a bad communicator. You both are. You’re too afraid to speak up for what you want, and Evan is too accustomed to keeping secrets.”
“What secrets?” I ask, tensing up.
“I mean, hiding his kinky lifestyle from everyone for all those years, especially from you. And instead of telling you that in college, he rejected you. It was easier to push you away than let you in, and I don’t think you ever moved past that.”
“I thought I did,” I say. My brow furrows as I think about it. “But when he started getting wrapped up in this app project…”
“…you felt him pull away,” Jackie finishes. “And that scared you. But Evan is not Anthony, nor any other guy from your past. Evan is your friend first and foremost, and he loves you as more than just his girlfriend.”
“Then why hasn’t he proposed?” Even though I have no tears left in me, somehow, my eyes start to well up again.
“I don’t know. Have you asked him that question?”
I sniff. “Not really.”
Jackie gives me an exasperated look. She’s the perfect person to talk feelings with, but she doesn’t sugarcoat things with her tough-love approach.
“Talk to him,” she says, rising to her feet. “But first, get some sleep, okay?”
“Okay. Thank you, Jackie.”
“Anytime. Holler if you need anything.”
She gives me a smile before disappearing into her bedroom, where Drew is waiting for her.
The sofa is my bed tonight, so I fluff my pillow and unfold the blanket Jackie set out for me. As I reach over to turn off the lamp, I catch sight of my phone lying face down on the side table.
Should I turn it back on? At the time, turning it off was a way to get back at Evan, to make him scared of losing me. I wanted to make him feel what I feel. 
Because right now, I’m terrified we won’t make it through this.
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My phone is on my lap, and I still haven’t found the courage to turn it on. The moment I do, it’ll be full of missed calls and texts from Evan, and I’m too nervous to read them. All sorts of scenarios come to mind, and most of them assume the worst: that he’s fed up with me and wants to break up.
But I can’t ignore him forever. Jackie’s right—he and I need to work on our communication.
When Evan revealed his feelings for me at Jackie’s wedding, I thought we would live happily ever after. But life doesn’t work out the way it does in fairy tales. There are obstacles, and the stories we’re told as kids skip over that part. Kiss the girl, fade to black. The end.
The true test is if Evan and I can work through this together.
With a deep breath, I pick up my phone and turn it on. It takes a moment, but when the home screen appears, a dozen missed texts and calls pop up from Evan.
Call me ASAP. I can’t find you and I’m starting to worry.
I need to know if you’re okay. I’m about to call the police. 
Cat, I’m sorry. Just please come back to the hotel so we can talk about what happened. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready. I love you.
As I read through his text messages, I play with the handcuff charm on my necklace out of nervous habit. Guilt stirs in my chest, clenching my heart and making it difficult to breathe.
Am I ready to face him? On the one hand, I’m relieved he still wants to talk to me after what I did, but I need to sit with that for a moment.
I’ve pushed this relationship to the limit, testing the boundaries like never before. But despite that, Evan still loves me, and instead of giving up, he wants to work things out. 
My phone buzzes with an incoming call, but it’s not from Evan. It’s an unknown number, and at such an early hour, it must be important.
Perhaps Evan is calling from the hotel landline. My heart rate jumps.
“Hello?” I say, answering the phone. 
“Hello, Cat. How are you?”
The voice doesn’t belong to Evan. “Who is this?”
“It’s Ben.”
His name sends a jolt of surprise down my spine. “How did you get my number?”
“Evan gave it to me to help look for you.”
“Oh.” So, he knows I ran away from the party—from Evan—like a frightened little girl. All those things he said to me last night about my insecurities with Evan were proven true, and I hate that he was right.
“Listen, Cat, I wanted to apologize for last night. I know the shibari demonstration upset you, and I crossed the line asking Evan to do it. Please accept my sincerest apology.”
“Um, well, I appreciate that. Thank you.” 
“Allow me to make it up to you. Let me treat you to brunch at my home. I would hate your last impression to be associated with a negative memory.”
“It’s six o’clock in the morning. Isn’t it a little early for brunch?”
His deep, sensual chuckle comes through the earpiece. “Fine. Breakfast it is.”
“I haven’t said yes yet.”
“I don’t usually take no for an answer.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” I say, fighting a small grin.
“I’ll have Rafi pick you up in an hour. Will that be sufficient?”
“I’m not at the hotel.”
“I know.”
Rafi must have reported back to his boss like a loyal dog after dropping me off last night.
“Look, I don’t have time for breakfast,” I say. “I need to go back to the hotel and talk to Evan.”
“I’ve invited him as well. It will be the perfect opportunity for you both to speak.”
“You did? Well, I guess if that’s the case…”
“Great. See you soon.”
“But I don’t have anything to wear,” I say, realizing I only have my lingerie outfit from last night.
“Not to worry. I’ll have Rafi pick something up for you.”
“Stores aren’t usually open this early in the morning.”
“They do when you have enough money.”
I can’t help but laugh out loud. “Do you have an answer for everything?”
“Come up with more excuses and find out.”
The challenge in his voice intrigues me, inviting me to test his boundaries. I could push him as much as I wanted to, and I doubt he would ever back down.
But despite how attractive he is, I don’t have feelings for him. This breakfast is a chance for me to work things out with Evan, not to be alone with Ben.
“Fine,” I say. “I’ll see you soon.”
“I look forward to it.”




Chapter Sixteen

Cat


Through the window, the black Escalade pulls up to the curb, and I turn to Jackie, who is sitting on the sofa drinking coffee. 
“That’s me,” I say. “I’d better go.”
She opens her arms to give me a hug. “Call me later and tell me how it goes.”
“Thanks for letting me stay the night. I needed that.”
“You’re welcome anytime, day or night.”
I pull back from Jackie and glance down at the sweatshirt and leggings she’s letting me borrow. “I’ll bring these back to you before we fly home.”
“It’s the perfect excuse to see you again before you leave.”
She walks me to the door, giving me a small wave as I head down the stairs.
“Don’t forget what we talked about!” she calls after me. “I love you!”
“Love you too!”
The front doors of the apartment building lead out to a shady sidewalk lined with trees, and Rafi is leaning against the car waiting for me.
“Good morning,” he says. “Your dress is hanging up in the back.”
He opens the door for me to climb inside, and just as he said, a dress bag hangs from one of the grab bars. When I settle into the leather seat, he closes the door behind me, and the partition is rolled up to give me privacy to change.
I unzip the bag to reveal a baby blue sundress with a floral pattern, and a pair of white wedges sit in a shoebox on the seat. Both items are from luxury designers.
When I slip into the dress, it’s rather short, and the deep neckline shows off my cleavage. I’m not wearing a bra, but the dress itself supports them well enough. 
It takes us a while to fight morning rush hour, so by the time we roll up to Ben’s house, I’m starving. As I climb out, I glance around at the sprawling Mediterranean estate, remembering how eager I was to flee this place last night.
Edgar, the butler, is already waiting for me at the entrance.
“Welcome, Miss Gallagher. Please, come in.”
He leads me along the same path I followed last night, but the rooms filled with naked bodies and sex only hours ago are empty and clean. The house smells like crisp leather instead of sweat.
He leads me out to the back patio, and thankfully, no orgies are going on in the pool. The only person back here is Ben, who is sitting in a chair at the head of a long table loaded with trays and baskets of pastries, fruit, crudites, and cheese.
“Ah, Cat, you look lovely,” Ben says. He rises to his feet and comes around the table toward me. “But I didn’t expect anything less than stunning.”
He leans down to kiss me on the cheek, his lips lingering on my skin a moment too long. Heat rises to my face as he grabs my hand and leads me toward the table, where he pulls out a chair for me.
“How many people are you expecting?” I ask, glancing at the feast on the table.
“Just us.” The corners of his lips turn up as he returns to his seat beside me.
“Is Evan not here yet?”
“He hasn’t responded to my invitation.” Ben lifts his coffee to his lips, and disappointment sinks low in my gut.
“You mean, he might not come?”
“It’s difficult to say.”
“Maybe I should text him,” I suggest, pulling my phone from my clutch.
His hand reaches out for mine, forcing the device down on the table. “No need. I’m sure we’ll hear from him soon. In the meantime, we’ll start without him.”
He picks up a bell and rings it, and moments later, a chef comes out with two plates of food hidden beneath silver cloches. When he sets mine down, he lifts the dome off to reveal eggs benedict and potatoes garnished with a rosemary sprig.
“There’s more food?” I ask.
Ben chuckles. “Plenty. Eat to your heart’s content.”
I pick up silverware to take my first bite, and when I do, I let out a small moan by accident. Ben raises an eyebrow at me, but his amusement is unmistakable.
“Um, it’s really good,” I say, covering my mouth.
“I’m glad. Have you tried ghraybeh before?”
“No, I haven’t. What is it?”
With a grin, Ben picks up a plate near him, which is stacked with puffy cookies, each decorated with a pistachio garnish.
“They’re butter cookies from my homeland. Try one.”
He plucks one off the plate with his fingers, bringing the cookie to my lips. I’m too stunned to react, and all I can do is open my lips enough to take a bite.
“How is it?” he asks, leaning forward.
“Wow, it’s delicious,” I say. The cookie melts in my mouth with a pleasant sweetness that isn’t too saccharine.
Ben pops the rest of the cookie into his mouth, even though I already took a bite out of it. As he chews, he brushes the corner of his lips and hums with appreciation.
“Tastes like heaven.”
I swallow hard.
“This place is beautiful,” I say, changing the subject. “Especially when people aren’t fucking like banshees in your pool.”
Ben’s deep laugh carries on the balmy Malibu breeze as I take in the view. We’re sitting beneath a wooden trellis with purple wisteria hanging from the beams, and the leaves rustle in the trees around the lawn. In the daylight, the colorful flowers line his extensive garden surrounding the pool, and the ocean sparkles from our elevated view on the cliff.
It’s the quintessential Southern California morning, and I imagine this is how celebrities and the ultra-wealthy spend their mornings, too.
“I’d like to apologize in person, now that you’re here,” Ben says. “I never want anyone to feel uncomfortable at one of my parties, and for that, I’m truly sorry.”
“It’s fine. Evan and I will work things out.”
“I’m sure you will.” He takes a long sip from his coffee cup before setting it down again. “But I sense your discomfort also stems from the fact that this was your first sex party, correct?”
I almost choke on my potatoes. “Yeah, it was my first, and I think it’ll be my last.”
“I hope you’ll give it another chance,” he says. “After all, the environment is supposed to encourage freedom and exploration, and you didn’t get to fully immerse yourself in the party.”
“I’m fine with that,” I insist. “Really, it’s okay. It’s just not for me.”
“It might be a different experience for you if you attended without Evan.”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “And what makes you say that?”
Ben sits back in his chair, running his hand along his bearded jaw. But his eyes don’t leave mine as he makes me wait for his response.
“Evan is quite talented with rope; there’s no denying it. It’s an inextricable part of him because it drives his sexuality. So, forgive me, but I imagine when you’re…intimate, it’s all about tying you up.”
“Not that it’s any of your business, but it isn’t always about bondage.” Although it usually is.
“So, what is your deepest, darkest fantasy, Cat? What do you want?”
I recoil, but his question sets off doubt in my mind.
For the longest time, sleeping with Evan was my ultimate fantasy, but in hindsight, my imagination was pretty vanilla. That was before I knew about his penchant for ropes and cuffs.
However, I enjoy that element during sex. It keeps things fresh and exciting between us.
But if I had to blurt out my ultimate fantasy right now, I don’t think it would involve bondage. I’m not sure what my ultimate fantasy really is, but I know what it is not: aerial shibari.
“I don’t know, but if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Why not? I’d be willing to do it for you. If you were mine—”
“But I’m not yours. I don’t ‘belong’ to anyone. I’m with Evan because I choose to be.”
“There’s that fiery spirit I admire so much,” he says with a growing smile. “You are so independent, but you’re compromising who you are to satisfy Evan’s fetish. But you’ve never explored your own.”
“It’s not like Evan’s my first boyfriend. I’ve explored plenty.”
I want to prove Ben wrong about me and my relationship with Evan, but maybe I’m trying to convince myself more than I am him.
“Have you explored choking?” he asks. “A Dom/sub relationship? Blood play?”
“Blood play? That sounds disgusting.”
“Some people enjoy it. I’m not saying you should try it, but your lover should make you feel free to explore your sexuality beyond bondage. But Evan’s kink runs so deep, he might not be able to give what you need, which is equally important.”
I’m not sure how to respond to that, because it’s what Jackie told me last night. It’s about speaking up for what I want.
But what if what I want is in direct conflict with bondage? Where does that leave us?
Is my aversion to particular aspects of his kink, like shibari, a problem for Evan?
Again, that small voice in the back of my head rears its ugly head, whispering I’m not a true match for Evan. That he needs someone who can explore as deep as he wants to go.
And this business deal will only pull him deeper into his world.
“I’m sorry,” Ben says, reaching for my hand. “I’ve upset you. I just hate seeing an incredible woman like you being made to feel inadequate.”
My eyes dip down to where he’s holding my hand in his warm grip.
“Why do you care about my feelings so much?” I ask.
“Because I’m attracted to you.”
He says it without remorse or embarrassment, and I don’t think I’ve ever met a man as forward—or persistent—as Benjamin Al Rashid.
I want to be like that, able to say what I feel in the moment, to express myself in such a straightforward and confident way.
And a small part of me wishes Evan was that way, too.
“That’s really flattering,” I say. “But you’ve just met me.”
“So? Do you not believe in instant attraction?”
“I believe in lust at first sight. But not instant love.”
“What about destiny?” Ben asks, his voice husky. “What about fate, bringing two people together not once, but twice? Wouldn’t you take that second chance?”
“If I was single, maybe.”
My admission hangs in the air between us, and the guilt is instantaneous. If I wasn’t with Evan, I would probably fall into this man’s bed without hesitation.
But I can’t lead Ben on, and I need to go talk to my boyfriend.
“I should go,” I say, withdrawing my hand from his. “Thank you for breakfast.”
I push out my chair and stand up, placing my napkin on my plate. Gripping my clutch, I turn to walk away, but his hand wraps around my wrist to halt me in my tracks.
He steps up behind me, pressing himself against my back.
“Don’t go,” he says, growling in my ear. “I let you go once, at the pool. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”
“Ben, please…”
“I know you feel it too, this magnetic attraction pulling us together. Fate refuses to keep us apart.”
“Is it fate? Or are you the chess master manipulating us like pawns?” I break away from him and spin around. “Did you even invite Evan to breakfast, or did you just say that to get me here?”
For the first time, his confidence falters, and the truth on his face is clear as a cloudless sky.
But it only lasts for a second, and when his eyes flash with dangerous rage, I realize just how stupid I was for falling into his trap.
His hand grabs me by the neck, pushing me against the pillar of the trellis, and the way the wood digs into my back makes me cry out.
“Do you understand what you are giving up to be with him?” he says through gritted teeth. “I would live to serve your pleasure. If you were mine, I would never let you go.”
His hand finds the hem of my dress, slipping underneath to drag his finger along my inner thigh, and as soon as he touches my skin, I freeze in terror.
“Get out of your head, Cat.” He burrows his face into my hair, inhaling my scent. “Stop overthinking and give in to your carnal desires. Give in to me, and let me show you what it’s like to have a real man worship your body.”
I’m shaking, and as his finger slides further up my thigh, I squeeze my eyes shut. Every instinct tells me to run, but his nails are digging into my neck and cutting off my air, making me lightheaded.
“Stop…” I rasp.
“What do you want me to do to you, Cat? Just say the word, and it’s yours.”
“I-I want you to stop!”
My hands come up to his chest to give him a firm push, and as he stumbles backward in surprise, he releases his grip on my neck. As the air fills my lungs, I cough and sputter, gripping the column behind me for support.
“You do not have permission to touch me!” I shout, though my words are hoarse from his grip. “You want to know what I want? I want you to keep your hands off me!”
Shock paints his face as I scream at him, and power grows in my voice as I stand up for myself.
But I’m not stupid, and I seize this moment to run.
My legs break into a sprint to grab my clutch, which is a miracle with the shoes I have on. My steps come down heavy on the travertine tile of the patio, and when I reach the door to the inside, I fling it open so hard it rattles on its hinges.
Edgar steps aside with rounded eyes as I fly past him, pounding down the hallway toward the front door until I burst outside. No one tries to stop me, and the adrenaline pumping through my veins allows me to push Rafi’s hulking body out of my way.
I sprint down the steep driveway toward the road. My blood pounds in my ears, and all I can hear is my heartbeat and my ragged breath.
I’ve almost reached the bottom when I trip over myself, sending me crashing to the ground on all fours. I cry out when my knee hits a large, jagged stone on the edge of the driveway. My clutch goes flying, and all its contents scatter. A tube of lipstick rolls down the driveway toward the road, and my phone hits the concrete facedown with a crunch. 
Even though blood is seeping out of a nasty gash in my skin, I manage to scoop up my room key and my phone, which has a cracked screen in the shape of a spiderweb. 
I pull myself up and keep running, leaving everything else behind.
The single thought driving me forward is to get to safety. To get to Evan.




Chapter Seventeen

Evan


When the door to the suite crashes open, I jolt upright in bed, but the pounding headache reminds me I drank myself to sleep last night.  
Bad idea.
I clutch at my head as I push the bedcovers off me, and I call out in a groggy voice, “Cat? Is that you?”
Please, for the love of God, be Cat, because I need to see her face and hold her in my arms.
As I emerge from the bedroom, I only get a brief glimpse of Cat before she flings herself at me, burrowing her face into my chest. Immeasurable relief washes over me as I hold her tight and kiss the top of her head. 
“I’m so glad you’re back.”
She begins to cry, but something’s off. Her hysterical sobs come between ragged, uneven breaths, and she’s quaking in my arms.
“Hey, it’s okay, I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”
I push her back only enough to make eye contact, but my gaze is immediately drawn to the bruises forming on her neck.
“What the fuck happened?” I demand, checking her arms and legs. “Who did this to you?”
A few scratches mar her skin, but none are as large as the gash on her knee, and dried blood is caked around it.
She steps back into my embrace, clinging for dear life as her fingers dig into my back.
“You’re safe now, okay? Let’s sit down and you can tell me what happened.”
I try to keep my voice calm and steady, but on the inside, I’m enraged, and when I find out who hurt her, I’m going to kill them.
Guiding her toward the sofa is difficult because she won’t let go, but I manage to sit, and she curls up in my lap.
My hand rubs circles on her back as I keep a firm grip on her leg.
“Kitty Cat,” I say in a low voice, “I’m right here. You’re safe now. But I need you to tell me what happened, and then we’re going to take pictures of your neck and file a police report.”
That statement grabs her attention, and she sits up, sniffing and wiping her tears.
“The police?” she asks.
“Yes. Now, start from the beginning.”
She swallows and averts her gaze to the floor, and her lower lip trembles.
“I shouldn’t have left you at the party,” she says, and a fresh wave of tears wells up in her eyes.
“Hey, don’t worry about that right now. I’m not mad. Just tell me what happened.” My finger comes up to brush a bit of dirt off her cheek.
“After I left, I asked Rafi to take me to Jackie’s apartment. I stayed the night there, and when I woke up this morning, I turned my phone on and got a call from Ben Al Rashid. He said you gave him my number.”
“I did. To help me find you.” My voice is cautious, holding back the dam of emotions about to break as a heavy knot forms in my stomach.
“He invited me over for breakfast to apologize. I should have told him no. I tried, but he said you’d be there too, and I was so stupid for believing him—”
“You’re not stupid,” I interject. “Let me check if he called earlier.”
I fish my phone from my pocket, and my chest clenches with guilt at the string of missed calls from Cat over the past hour.
“I slept through your calls,” I say in a tight voice. “Fuck, I’m so fucking sorry. You needed me, and I was…”
Hungover after trying to drown my sorrows.
“But there’s no missed call from Ben?” she asks.
“No, there isn’t. Just yours.”
“I knew it,” she whispers. “It was a trap.”
My phone drops onto the couch as I clench my hand into a fist. I try to envision a calming image, but all I see is Ben’s smug face, begging me to deck him in the nose.
“Cat, I need you to tell me what he did.”
“He knew where I was staying, so he sent Rafi to pick me up and buy a dress for me. Oh, no, I left Jackie’s clothes in the backseat, and I promised I’d return them to her.”
I pat her uninjured knee. “I’m sure Jackie won’t mind. Keep going.”
“So, I show up,” she continues, “and the butler leads me out to the patio, and there’s a huge breakfast set up for like a dozen people. But it was only the two of us. He kept bringing up how you and I weren’t sexually compatible.”
“That motherfucker,” I hiss.
The reason I rejected Cat in college is because I thought she was too innocent for bondage, and he managed to exploit that and reopen old wounds to get to her.
I’m going to fucking kill him. Maybe I’ll wrap my hands around his throat and see how he likes it.
She hasn’t confirmed it yet, but the evidence is on her neck.
“I got up to leave, but then he pushed me against a pillar and choked me, and then he…he…”
Sickness stirs in the pit of my stomach, and I can barely get the next words out. “Did he touch you?” 
“He put his fingers on my thigh under my dress,” she says. “But that’s as far as he got.”
I should be relieved by that statement, that he didn’t get any further than he did, but all I feel is rage. 
He touched my girl. Mine.
“I pushed him off and ran. I tripped on my way down the driveway, but once I got further down the road, I called a rideshare to pick me up and bring me back here.”
“I’m so proud of you,” I say, leaning my forehead against hers. “You handled it so well.”
“I don’t feel like I did. I’m so stupid for walking into that trap.”
“It’s not your fault. Did he try anything at the party last night?”
“Not really, but he was flirty. And he pretended not to know me from the pool.”
“Wait, the pool?” I repeat, pulling back to look her in the eye. “What do you mean?”
Cat’s face falls, and it looks like she’s about to cry again, so I bring my hand up to her cheek.
“It’s okay. You can tell me.”
“Well, the day we arrived, he approached me at the pool downstairs,” she says. “He put sunscreen on my back and that was it. At the time, I didn’t know who he was, and the attention felt kind of nice, but looking back on it now…”
That statement is hard to hear, but if I’d paid more attention to her that day, she would have been having sex with me instead of being lathered up poolside by Ben.
“He said that us meeting twice was destiny,” she adds, “and he wouldn’t let me go a second time. For some reason, he was obsessed with me. I should have been firmer with him, Evan; I’m so sorry.”
“You need to know none of this is your fault, okay? Do you hear me?”
With a sniff, she nods, but it’s unconvincing.
“You didn’t bring this upon yourself, Cat. I did.”
She tilts her head in confusion. “How is this your fault if you weren’t even there?”
“Because I brought us out here.” I sigh. “I’ve been so absorbed with this app, and it’s been at the cost of our relationship. I practically drove you into his arms.”
Without a word, she stares at me, her brows furrowed while listening to my apology. I take both her hands into mine and run my thumbs along her knuckles.
“Can you forgive me, Cat?”
After a long moment, she nods, and I pull her close to me, cradling her as she cries some more. We remain like this for a while until she’s ready for me to take pictures of her.
I snap some close-ups of her neck, but I also capture some full-body shots to show the laceration on her knee and confirm her identity. Cat tells me she didn’t sleep much last night and asks if we can file the report tomorrow. 
When she falls asleep, my calm exterior breaks down. I’m trying to stay strong for her, to be her rock, but the truth is I’m terrified.
What if Ben is untouchable? What if he buries our police report with his money and connections? 
He could show up whenever he wants to harass Cat more, and she might not escape the next time.
If I was wealthy and well-connected like Ben, I could pay someone to rough him up, or maybe even take him out. But I’m nobody. Powerless.
One thing is certain—I don’t want to accept anything else from him, starting with this hotel room. 
”Good evening, Mr. Simmons,” says the front desk agent over the phone. “How can I help you?”
”Hi, am I able to change the credit card on the reservation?”
“Absolutely. You would need to come down in person for us to run the card and confirm ID.”
“Okay, great. And, uh, can you let me know the room rate?”
“Of course.” Typing sounds come through the earpiece before she returns. “It looks like your reservation was booked under the friends and family rate at $3,277 per night.”
“Fuck, are you serious?” My mind starts doing the calculations for four nights, plus tax, and I’m on the verge of a heart attack just thinking about it. There’s no way I can come up with that amount of money. 
“Okay, thanks,” I manage to say. 
When I hang up, I sink onto the sofa and run my fingers through my hair. If it were up to me, I’d pack our bags, leave right now, and stick Al Rashid with the bill—even if he got a discount for knowing the hotel owner. 
But Cat is sound asleep in the bedroom, and the last thing I want to do is throw any more disruptions at her. 
I head in to check on Cat, leaning against the door frame as I watch her sleep. I want to protect her, but I don’t know how, and that scares the shit out of me.
There are still things left unsaid between us, but we made a little progress today.
The whole reason I developed KinkE was to give Cat the life I wanted for her, but instead, it only strained our relationship and put her in harm’s way. And that’s something I have to live with.
I’ve hurt Cat so many times over the years, and I’ve done nothing to deserve her, but she’s still here by my side. Something needs to change, and that’s on me to make sure she understands how much I love her. I could say it until the day I die, but my actions haven’t backed up my words.
As much as I hate to admit it, the app has to go. This only happened because of my greed. 
And Cat is being punished for my sin. 




Chapter Eighteen

Cat


I’m impressed with Evan’s ability to remain calm, with the way he knows exactly what to do in stressful situations like this. He’s a bright beacon on the edge of a stormy sea, guiding me to land before I’m pulled under the violent waves. 
Having him next to me is a soothing balm, and when I wake up from my nap, he’s lying in bed beside me, working away on his laptop. The moment I stir, he closes it with a snap to direct his full attention onto me.
“How are you feeling?” he asks, setting the computer aside.
“Better, I guess. What time is it?”
“Eight o’clock. You slept the entire day. Do you want me to order some room service for dinner?”
“Yeah, I could eat.”
“What sounds good?” he asks. “Steak and potatoes? A cheeseburger?”
“Sure, get me a cheeseburger and fries. I’m going to hop in the shower for a bit.”
He takes my hand and lifts it to his lips, placing a gentle kiss across my knuckles before I climb out of bed. I make my way into the bathroom and shut the door, and when I turn on the light switch, I bring the dimmer to its lowest setting.
Even though I’m hiding in the dark, I’m still able to catch my reflection in the mirror. I’m still wearing the blue dress Rafi bought for me, although patches of dirt are smeared across the fabric, and a small hole is ripped into the skirt. My hair is sticking out at odd angles, and the mascara Jackie let me borrow is streaked beneath my puffy, red eyes. 
But these aren’t the reasons I feel dirty.
I yank the dress off and toss it into the wastebasket beside the sink. My eyes catch sight of my naked body in the mirror, but when I do, I avert my gaze.
It takes a minute for the shower to warm up, and when it does, I step beneath the falling water, letting it run over my head. The water at my feet turns dark as blood and dirt mix before disappearing down the drain. All I do is stand there, leaning my head against the cold tile wall as I watch the water’s trail. 
A tingling sensation starts at the base of my neck, which shoots down through my spine, and I shudder. It’s the same physical response to something disgusting, like a cockroach in the bathtub or a dead fly in a salad.
When I close my eyes, I replay the way Ben cornered me and touched me between my legs, and I can still feel his fingers on my sensitive flesh, inching closer and closer.
Nothing happened, though. It almost did, but I stopped it before it went any further. I found my voice, so I should feel empowered and proud of myself.
So why do I feel the exact opposite?
“Hey, can I join you?”
I jump at the sound of Evan’s voice behind me, letting out a sharp gasp in surprise. In the process, I hit my forehead against the wall, and my hands fly up to press the tender spot.
“Ow!”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you okay?”
When I glance up, he’s stepping into the shower behind me, already naked, and he lowers my hands to get a look at my forehead. His thumb brushes gently against the spot, and it helps lessen the sting.
“If you want to be alone, I understand,” he says. “I can take mine after.”
“No, it’s okay. Stay.” I could use the company to distract me. 
He leans over to press a kiss on my forehead like he’s stealing the pain away with his lips.
“What’s going through your mind right now?” he asks in a low voice. “Talk to me.”
I fold my arms across my chest and lean against the shower wall, resting my head once again on the tile. Even though I’m facing him, I don’t meet his eyes and let my gaze fall to the floor.
“Nothing,” I answer.
Evan leans against the wall, too, leaving only a short distance between us, and he matches my stance.
“Come on, Cat. You went through something traumatic, and it’s okay to talk about it. It’ll help.”
“Traumatic?” I repeat. “Plenty of women have been through much worse, and what happened to me is so minor. He didn’t even touch me like that—“
“It doesn’t matter how far he took it because he touched you without your consent, which is sexual assault. Period. And you have a right to feel whatever you feel.”
“Honestly, I don’t know how I feel.”
“And that’s okay, too.” Evan reaches out to lift my chin, which forces me to meet his gaze. “But I want you to know I love you, and I’ll be here to help you through this however you need me to.”
All I can do is nod because I can’t form a verbal response to that. He’s given me a lot to think about.
“Would you let me wash you?” Evan asks.
“Huh?”
“If you’re okay with me touching you, I want to wash you. I want to take care of you.”
“Uh, sure, I guess.”
“You don’t have to say yes,” he says. “I want you to feel like you can speak up and say no at any time.”
“It’s fine. Just…maybe avoid certain places?”
“I understand. Tell me to stop if you get uncomfortable at any point, okay?”
After I nod, he leans around me to grab my loofah, which he lathers up with body soap between his hands.
“I’m going to touch you now, okay?”
“Okay.”
He presses the loofah against the crook of my neck, and his eyes watch me for a reaction before scrubbing against my skin with gentle strokes. There’s nothing dangerous or threatening about his touch, and when he reaches my breasts, he skirts around them to my arms instead.
“Cat, I owe you an apology for what happened last night. I should have shut down the shibari demonstration before it even began.”
“I mean, I did tell you to go ahead,” I concede.
“Only because you felt like you had to. I didn’t realize I was doing it at the time, but I guilted you into saying yes. It means your consent was dubious at best, and for that, I’m sorry. I didn’t respect your boundaries.”
“But I could have said no,” I say. “I could have stopped things during the demonstration, and I know you would have listened to me. But I kept quiet.”
“It’s no excuse for what I did.”
This is the moment I should tell him why I ran, but when I take a breath, it’s like a boulder is sitting on my chest, and I can’t expand my lungs from the weight of it.
“Talk to me,” he says, noticing my struggle. “Whatever you want to say, I can handle it. Don’t worry about my feelings.”
I take a moment to catch my breath. “I don’t think I’ve told you this, but I had an ex who cheated on me a few years ago.”
Evan stops, his hand dropping to the side, along with the loofah.
“Anyone I know?”
I shake my head. “No, it was a guy I met on a dating app.”
“Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“It’s not a memory I like to revisit,” I say with a bitter edge to my voice. “I’ve been rejected a lot, and seeing the way you looked at her the other night brought up some old issues for me. Stuff I haven’t fully resolved.”
“Like how I rejected you in college?”
“Yeah, maybe. Jackie thinks I haven’t forgiven you for that. I thought I did, but…”
“But lately, I’ve made you question it.” Evan closes his eyes and takes a deep breath through his nose. “I’m so sorry.”
His voice catches at the end, but he presses on. “Is that why you ran? Because of the look on my face?”
“It sounds like a stupid reason when you say it out loud.” I twirl a wet lock of hair around my finger. “But yeah, it was the same look you gave me when we did our first rape fantasy together.”
“I promise you, I did not have sex with her, and nothing sexual happened. It was between me and the ropes, and I know that sounds weird, but it’s hard to explain. 
“I look at rope and see it differently than most people do. Yeah, ropes turn me on, but for me, it’s more about the artistry they create than the person in them. It’s like what paint is to an artist—it creates something beautiful to look at, and when you look at a masterpiece, you don’t see the canvas; you see the art.”
Evan drops the loofah at my feet and takes my hands in his. “But I see you, Cat. With you, I can look past the rope, and you’re fucking gorgeous when you’re tied up. Last night, all I wanted to do was find you when it was over.”
“Then why hide it?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me about shibari? When I asked how dark and deep your kink could get, I thought the rape fantasy was it.”
“I tied you up with rope during that scene, didn’t I? It might not be considered as sophisticated as Japanese rope bondage, but it is rope bondage all the same. We just haven’t worked our way up to aerial shibari yet.”
“But after watching it last night, I don’t think I want to try it. And I don’t know what that means for us.”
Evan’s brows furrow together. “Why would it mean anything for us?”
“Because I can’t give you everything you want when it comes to bondage. I can’t always go there with you.”
With a sigh, Evan steps closer and puts his nose inches from mine, so close that the water droplets fall from his hair onto my face.
“I love you, Kitty Cat. You don’t have to indulge my every whim and fantasy. Lots of guys have a threesome fantasy, but they don’t expect their wives and girlfriends to give that to them, right?”
“Yeah, I guess not,” I say.
He does make a fair point, but I think I need a minute to digest everything he’s explained.
“Wait, do you have a threesome fantasy?” I ask. 
The corner of Evan’s mouth curls up as he chuckles. “No, group sex isn’t my thing. I’m not sharing you with anybody.”
I nod, but my head is still trying to reconcile Evan’s need for bondage with my boundaries. He must pick up on that inner turmoil because his expression sobers.
“Cat, before I fell in love with you, my deepest, darkest fantasy was the forced sex scenario, and you gave that to me. It was everything I wanted it to be and more, and I’ll hold on to that memory forever. But if we never do it again, that’s okay. I don’t have a consensual non-consent kink or an aerial shibari kink. Those things are fun, but I don’t need them the same way I need you.”
“But you also need bondage. It’s part of you.”
“Don’t you understand? You are a part of me. You are my ultimate fantasy now. And you’re the only girl I’ve ever been with who can get me off without being tied up.“ His face breaks out into a broad grin. “I guess you could say I have a Cat Gallagher kink.”
His smile is infectious, and despite the turmoil raging inside of me, I grin back. As I do, it feels like I’m releasing some of the worries weighing me down. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m going to keep tying you up,” he says, and his expression turns mischievous. “But we don’t have to take our sex life to the most extreme edges of bondage. Your boundaries are more important to me, which is also why I’m shelving the app.”
I lean away from him, my eyes growing wide as it hits me what he’s saying. If he would have said that a few months ago, I would’ve been jumping for joy, but now?
“Evan, no, you’ve worked too hard to get to this point, and it means so much to you—“
“I haven’t been there the way you needed me to, but that’s going to change starting right now. You mean more to me than some stupid app.”
“You’ll find another investor,” I say, standing up straighter to look him in the eye. “If you give up this dream because of me, I’ll never forgive myself. We just need a better work/life balance—“
“I already made up my mind, so don’t feel guilty. I’m not passionate about it anymore.”
“Seriously?” I ask. “Just like that?”
“Just like that. It was a means to an end, but it isn’t serving its intended purpose. I should have recognized that a while ago.”
“What do you mean?”
Evan smiles and reaches out for my face, gliding his thumb across my cheek. “Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter now because I’m done.”
I step away from him as my frustration mounts. “Of course, I’m going to worry about it. Our relationship went through fire for this, and for what? For you to throw it all away? If you don’t want to do it anymore, that’s fine, but shouldn’t you at least sell it? You deserve to be paid for all the work you put into this.”
He furrows his brow and stares at me, blinking beneath the water from the showerhead.
“If it’s going to blow up like you say it will,” I add, “then there’s somebody out there who’ll want to buy it. You just have to find someone like”—I take a deep breath before I say his name—“someone like Ben who wants it so badly they can’t afford to say no.”
He continues to stare at me, but his eyes are unfocused, as though lost in thought.
“Evan?”
“Cat, that’s fucking brilliant. You’re brilliant!”
“Thanks, but it’s not really a novel idea—“
A knock interrupts me, although it’s faint beneath the running water.
“That must be our food,” Evan says. “You stay here and finish up while I go handle it.”
He gives me a fervent kiss on my mouth, and in this moment, I forget what happened over the past twenty-four hours. 
When I’m with Evan, I’m safe, and as he kisses me, he steals some of my burden to carry on his own shoulders. 
I can breathe easier now with him at my side. 




Chapter Nineteen

Evan


“Thanks for the food. Have a good night.” 
I sign the room service bill and add a generous tip before passing the check back. My mind is firing on all cylinders as I put together a new plan in my head.
The answer was so obvious, but it was Cat who made me see it. After everything that happened today, I thought I was powerless to protect her from Ben, but now I see a way to spin the situation to benefit both of us.
The shower is still running. I assume Cat will be in there for a while, and that gives me enough time to set things into motion. We only have one more day in Los Angeles, which means I have to act quickly.
Launch the app, make money, and marry Cat. It was the plan all along, but what if I could accelerate that plan?
Of course, I would grab the opportunity in a heartbeat.
I step out onto the balcony and slide the door closed. Taking a seat on the patio chair, I pull my phone from my pocket and dial the one man I never wanted to speak to again.
And after today, I won’t.
“Evan?” he says on the other end. “This is quite a surprise.”
His tone is pleasant but guarded, not that I expected the prick to take on any liability. Perhaps he’s wondering if Cat told me what he did. 
“I wanted to run something by you,” I answer. My fist is clenched so tight my nails dig into my palm, but it’s a reminder to stay calm.
“Is that so?”
“I want to sell KinkE to you. I want out.”
The line goes silent, but I won’t be the first to break it. Let him mull it over and try to figure out my next move.
“That’s…unexpected,” he says. “You’re so passionate about the app.”
“But I’m more passionate about my girlfriend, which brings me to my conditions of sale. You’re going to make a very generous offer to buy me out. And for the purchase agreement, I want the attorneys to include a clause that stipulates you’ll stay away from Cat. I don’t want you to see her, contact her, or lay your filthy hands on her again without legal consequences. I want all this drafted and signed first thing in the morning and money wired to my bank account by two o’clock tomorrow. Do I make myself clear?”
Once again, the other end is silent, but after a few moments, he chuckles in a way I can only describe as sinister.
“Evan, my dear boy. You think you’re being clever, but you have no leverage. You need my money, not the other way around. So what gives you the idea I’d agree to buy your app with your outrageous conditions?”
“Because you won’t want photos of Cat’s bruises to hit the media,” I say, staring out at the city lights of Los Angeles. “I imagine the major news outlets would love another story outing the rich for their abusive behavior toward women. You’ll be right up there with Jeffrey Epstein and Harvey Weinstein, and the world will remember you as a fallen oil tycoon who abuses his sex party network to corner women like the predator you are.”
I let him sit with that for a moment. As the silence stretches on, I can practically hear the gears turning in his head as he tries to maneuver his way out of this.
“No media, and no police,” Ben says. “Text me your price. I’ll send it to my legal team and have them draft something overnight. Expect it in your inbox before dawn.”
The anger is bubbling beneath the surface of his voice. He knows he’s lost the game. 
Checkmate, you son of a bitch.
I type a dollar amount into my phone and hit send. “Okay, check your messages.”
After a long moment, he comes back on the line. “Your valuation is ridiculous. It’s not worth this when the app hasn’t made any money yet.”
“No, but it will in a couple of years—that is, if you don’t find your name in the news for bad behavior. That might throw a wrench in the business. But, if you don’t want to pay my asking price…”
Ben mutters a string of words in Arabic, which I imagine are curses directed at me. I grin.
“Fine,” he hisses. “You have a deal. But if you double-cross me, you’ll find out the meaning of mutually assured destruction.”
The call drops, and for a moment, I can’t believe it. I shook down Ben Al Rashid for an insane amount of money. 
Even though Ben put up a fight, this money is nothing to him, while for me, it’s life-changing. When I was a kid, I never imagined I’d see that many zeros in my lifetime, but by this time tomorrow, I’ll be a multi-millionaire.
However, to my surprise, it isn’t as satisfying as I thought it would be.
I have leverage that will keep him away from Cat, although I might need to watch my own back. 
He may come after me. He may go after other women. For all I know, Cat isn’t his first victim. 
But I only know how to protect Cat. Even if it means making a deal with the devil and taking his dirty money. 
With a heavy sigh, I dial Drew’s number, and it doesn’t take him long to pick up.
“Hey, man,” he says. “Did you and Cat work things out?”
“It’s a long story, but we’re getting there. Actually, I called because I need a huge favor from you and Jackie.”
I give him the highlights of the day’s events without going into too much detail about what happened with Cat. She’ll fill Jackie in when she’s ready. I also go through my half-baked plan, and when I finish rambling, Drew’s excitement is evident on the other end.
“Oh, hell yeah,” he says. “Count us in.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning passes in a blur, reviewing the contract and getting my attorney to give his blessing. I can tell Cat is suspicious, but I don’t want to ruin the surprise, especially since so many things can still derail my plan. A wire transfer with that much money involved could run into delays, or Ben could find another way to screw me over. 
It has to be tonight because we fly back to Phoenix in the morning. This trip will not end on a low note for Cat if I have anything to say about it.
It’s one o’clock by the time Drew and Jackie show up at our hotel suite. Cat is reading a book on the sofa, and when I open the door, she’s surprised.
“What are you two doing here?” she asks, jumping to her feet. “Don’t you have work today?”
“We took some time off,” Jackie explains. “I couldn’t let you leave town without seeing you one more time.”
She skips over to give Cat a hug, but it’s much more reserved than usual. I didn’t fill them in on everything that happened to Cat, but Jackie knows to treat her with kid gloves right now.
While the two of them are distracted, Drew leans over to whisper to me. “I’ve got everything in the car downstairs. I made a list of a few more things we need to pick up while we’re out.”
“Good. The money hasn’t come through yet, but we’ll leave the big purchase for last.”
Drew claps me on the back with a wide grin on his face.
“Hey, Cat?” I say, catching her attention. “Will you and Jackie be all right if I head out with Drew for a while? The four of us can meet up for dinner later.”
“So, you invited Jackie over to be my babysitter? I’m fine, Evan, really.”
Jackie’s smile falters while Drew finds a spot on the floor to stare at. But I don’t miss a beat.
“I know you don’t need a babysitter. Drew and I already had plans for today, and Jackie wanted to surprise you. That’s all.”
The lie comes through with ease, and even though her narrowed gaze studies me for a moment longer, her shoulders finally relax. “Fine, we’ll see you at dinner.”
“Have fun, you two.” I follow Drew toward the door and wave to the girls on our way out. When I shut the door, I let out a heavy sigh.
“Do you think she has any idea?” he asks.
“She’s suspicious, but I don’t think she has a clue what’s planned.”
My phone pings with an alert, and when I pull it from my pocket, my eyes scan the notification message.
“Holy fucking shit.”
“What?” Drew asks. “What’s wrong? Did something go sideways with the sale?”
Unable to put my emotions into words, I hold up the screen to him instead. He squints his eyes as he scans the message from my bank.
“A deposit has been successfully made to your account in the amount of…dude. Dude.”
I glance back at the screen in disbelief, and I open my banking app to confirm it. Things are going according to plan, but a part of me didn’t believe it would actually work out in my favor.
And yet, the proof is right here. Only half of the funds are available to use today, but it’s more than enough for what I need to accomplish.
“This is surreal,” I say.
“You’re a multimillionaire, man! Your life just changed, so give it time to sink in. But we’ve got to go now if we’re going to make it to the beach in time.”
He’s right. I’ll have plenty of time to celebrate this success later with Cat, once I’ve had a chance to process it.
But for now, it’s time to get to work.
[image: image-placeholder]“Is the food ready?” I ask, glancing at my watch. “They’ll be here any minute.”
Making my way around the small, circular table, I do one last check to make sure everything is in place. The white tablecloth sways with the ocean breeze, grazing against the beach sand, and I smooth out a wrinkle on the top. A massive bouquet of roses sits on the table, which is heavy enough to keep the cloth from flying into the ocean. The sun is starting to dip lower toward the horizon, and by the time our meal is over, the golden hour will be upon us.
Drew emerges from a small grove of palm trees carrying two plates of food covered with silver domes.
“Yeah, it’s ready. By the way, I look fucking stupid.”
It’s no use trying to stifle a chuckle as Drew glances down at his attire. He’s wearing a white, button-up shirt, black slacks, and a gray-striped apron hanging from his waist. He sets the food down on the table at each place setting, along with rolled silverware in cloth napkins.
“I haven’t waited tables since college,” he says. “You know you’re the only person I would do this for, right?”
“And I appreciate it.” I give him a smile that masks the nervous butterflies in my stomach, and once again, I check my watch.
“Do I look okay?” I ask, adjusting my collar. “Should I have worn the tie?”
“You look fine. Everything’s gonna go great, and she’ll love it. Just relax.”
Drew disappears into the grove of trees where a server’s station is set up, and when he reappears, he’s holding a champagne bucket with a bottle on ice. There isn’t much else for me to do except wait, and I resume pacing around the table.
When Drew carries out a pair of champagne flutes, he stops and nods his head further down the shore. “They’re here.”
My heart plunges into my stomach, the same way it does when a rollercoaster crests into a sharp drop. I search the beach for any sign of Cat, and when I catch her walking toward us, excitement pumps through my body.
Her long, brunette hair is worn down, fluttering in the breeze along with her floor-length maxi dress, which is donned in a tropical print of green and blue hues.
As they approach, Jackie notices my stupid grin.
“Did I do good?” she asks me. She nods her head at Cat with a satisfied smirk on her face.
Cat glances at the table setup. “What’s going on?” 
“Come sit.” I reach out for her hand and lead her to one of the place settings, where I pull out a chair for her.
After I take my own seat, Drew lifts up the tops of the domes to reveal a steak and lobster dish, served with a generous helping of mashed potatoes and mixed vegetables.
“Bon appétit,” he says with an exaggerated gesture. “Would the lady like a glass of champagne?”
Cat brings her hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh. “Yes, thank you.”
Drew lifts the bottle from the champagne bucket and cuts the foil.
“What is all this?” she asks, leaning across the table to whisper to me.
“I wanted to do something nice for my girl. It’s been a rough week, and I wanted to end the last night of our vacation on a high note.”
She bites her lip, drawing my gaze to her mouth. “Thank you. This is so sweet.”
I reach across the table to grab her hand. “Like I said, I haven’t been there for you lately, but that’s going to change. This is my way of showing you I’m serious.”
A loud pop startles us both, and when I glance at Drew, champagne is overflowing into the sand.
“Shit, sorry, guys!”
With a snort, I shake my head as Cat starts to giggle. This is the first time I’ve heard her laugh in days, and as her eyes sparkle with humor, I hope she’s not giving a second thought to that scumbag who touched her.
The money will never erase what he did, but at least she was compensated for what he put her through.
“By the way, I took your advice,” I say.
She pauses with a bite of mashed potatoes in her mouth, staring at me in confusion. I tap a couple of times on my phone before setting it on the table, and when I slide it across to her, I wait for her reaction.
However, I should have waited for her to swallow her food, because when she sees the number, she starts sputtering and choking. Drew is at her side before I am, tapping his hand on her back and handing her the glass of champagne to help the food go down.
“I’m okay,” she whispers, holding her hand up. “But I don’t understand—the bank must have made a mistake, right?”
“No, they didn’t. I sold the app.”
“Wait, what? But…how? How did you manage to do that so fast?”
“I had some leverage, and I made an offer the buyer couldn’t refuse.”
She sets her glass down, and the expression on her face is guarded. “Tell me you didn’t sell it to Ben.”
I didn’t want his name to come up tonight, but I suppose there’s no way around it.
“Yes, I sold it to Ben, but part of the contract is that he stays away from you. He can’t bother you anymore, okay? If he does, I’ll expose to the media what he did to you—with your permission, of course. Besides, he offered more than anyone else would be willing to pay.”
Cat sits in stunned silence, staring at the screen of my phone, and when she looks up to meet my gaze, her eyes are round like saucers.
“Evan, this is…wow.”
“So, tonight is a celebration,” I say, lifting my own champagne flute. “To my brilliant girlfriend, for giving me the idea to extort money from rich assholes.”
She scoffs, but the amusement on her face is unmistakable. Bringing her glass up to mine, she clinks the rim before taking a sip.
“I guess we aren’t filing a police report, then?” she asks. 
“If we do, we’ll be in breach of contract. Does that bother you?”
She sits in silent contemplation, mulling over my question. 
“I’m relieved I don’t have to rehash everything with the police,” she says. “But I’m also worried he’ll do it again to someone else.”
My shoulders slump. I wish there was a way I could protect others from experiencing what Cat went through. Security features are built into the app to report slimy individuals, but now that the app belongs to Ben, I don’t know if it will be altered or removed by his new team of engineers.
I can’t protect everyone, but I can protect the woman I love. I have to. She is the most important to me, and her safety is my highest priority.
All we can do is take things one step at a time. 
We let the solemn moment sink in as we dig into our food, which we picked up from a fine dining restaurant nearby.
To my delight, she moans when she takes the first bite of lobster.
And it’s sexy as fuck.
“This is delicious,” she says. “You put all of this together today?”
“I did, with a little help, of course.”
Drew and Jackie have made themselves scarce, although I imagine they’re watching us from the grove of trees.
“Well, well, you’ve been busy,” Cat says. “You’ve put together and closed a multimillion-dollar deal, and set up a romantic meal on the beach in the past twenty-four hours. Is there anything you can’t do?”
“I can’t read your mind, though I wish I could.”
My voice is quiet, and she sets her fork down to look me in the eye. “Why’s that?”
“Because I want to know when I’m making you unhappy. I want to know your every whim and desire, and I want to give it to you. And now, I have the means to do that.”
“I don’t care about how much money you have,” she says. “I didn’t love you any less five minutes ago than I do now, Mr. Moneybags.”
I chuckle. “But I want you to have the whole world, and I was never able to give that to you until today.”
“You are my whole world, Evan. Don’t you know that? I don’t want a fancy car or a mansion or first-class trips. I already have everything I need, right here, except…“ She cuts herself off by shaking her head. “Never mind.”
“No, tell me.” I reach across the table to grab her hand. “We’re supposed to be working on our communication, remember?”
I try to lighten the mood, but her brows remain furrowed. Even her hand feels tense in mine.
“Well, do you remember, at the party, when I told you there was something I wanted to talk to you about?”
In all the craziness of the past couple of days, I’d almost forgotten about that.
“Yeah, what’s up?”
Cat withdraws her hand from mine, placing both of hers in her lap while fiddling with her thumbs, and her gaze is averted to the table.
“So, when my dad asked us about marriage, it got me thinking. Technically, it’s the next step for us, and I want to know if our relationship is headed that way.”
I lean back in my chair. Sure, I expected this to come up in conversation, and I’d prepared a response just in case.
I’m not in a rush, so let’s wait. Let’s enjoy this time together.
It was supposed to buy me some time until I could afford a proper engagement ring for Cat, to prove to myself I have the ability to support her. But now…
“Why haven’t you asked me to marry you yet?” Her voice wavers. “Or at least brought it up? I mean, we love each other, and we live together, so what’s stopping you?”
My small chuckle catches her attention. Her head shoots up to look at me with teary eyes, and her lips are set into a thin, quivering line.
“Oh, Kitty Cat, I’m sorry,” I say, but my laughter only grows. “I don’t mean to laugh. It’s just—you couldn’t have better timing.”
Her head cocks to the side, and her upset expression melts into one of confusion. “Huh?”
“Cat, I’ve wanted to marry you for so long. You have no idea. That’s why I worked so hard on this app, because I wanted to make sure I’d be able to take care of you.”
She folds her arms. “This isn’t the 1950s, you know. Maybe you haven’t heard, but women can work now and earn their own money.”
I shrug. “Call me old-fashioned. But, yeah, maybe I’ve been too focused on the money. I didn’t have it growing up, and I didn’t want you to experience the same thing my mom went through. It’s a tough life.”
“But I don’t need your money, Evan. Honestly, it just sounds like an excuse.”
And perhaps it was. Maybe this app wasn’t about providing for Cat—maybe it was about proving to myself that I’m not my father.
“Well, let me make one thing clear: I want to marry you. I want to spend the rest of my life tied to you and nobody else. And if something is bothering you, especially something this big, I need you to tell me, okay? It might take a couple of times to get through my thick head, but I want you to repeat it until I understand.”
She gives me a slow nod. “I thought we used to tell each other everything. But I hid my crush on you for years, just like you hid bondage from me.”
“We got too comfortable keeping secrets, didn’t we?” I ask. “Let’s make a deal, right here and now—no more secrets ever again. It only poisons this amazing thing you and I have.”
“Yeah, okay. No more secrets.”
When she smiles, a stray tear escapes her eye, and I lean over to brush it away with my thumb.
“And in the spirit of coming clean,” I say, “there’s something I need to ask you.”
My stomach is in knots as I reach into my pocket with clammy hands. I shouldn’t be nervous when Cat just told me what she wanted, but after everything we’ve been through, what if she thinks I’m not ready to take the next step?
Lord knows I don’t deserve her, but I’m going to spend the rest of my life proving how much I love her.
With a dry swallow, I climb off my chair and into the sand, kneeling at her feet on one knee. I grip a small, velvet box in my palm for dear life, and my hands shake when I open it and present a ring to her.
“Cat Gallagher, will you marry me?”




Chapter Twenty

Cat


When Evan opens the small, velvet box, he reveals a brilliant diamond engagement ring that catches the vibrant hues of the sunset. The band is white gold, which holds a halo setting of smaller, tiny diamonds around a  massive center stone.
Did my heart just stop? I think it did.
The noise of the ocean drifts into silence, leaving a ringing sound in its wake, and all I can do is stare at the sparkling ring while Evan’s question sinks in.
Will you marry me?
My jaw is hanging open, and I’m sure I look like a total and complete idiot right now.
“I—I don’t believe it.” I bring my hands up to cover my mouth.
“Believe it, Kitty Cat. I’m ready to take the next step with you—if you’ll have me.”
For some reason, the shock isn’t wearing off.
“This is so…unexpected.”
Evan shifts on the ground as he balances on one knee, and he brings his elbow to rest on his thigh. “I know this is a surprise, but is that a yes? Or is it…?”
He can’t bring himself to finish the sentence, and that’s when I realize he isn’t certain of my response. While I process this major turn of events, I’ve left him hanging.
One moment, I thought he didn’t want to marry me, and the next, he’s down on one knee presenting me with an engagement ring. I’m getting whiplash from the way my emotions are swaying from one extreme to another.
“Of course, I’ll marry you, Evan,” I whisper.
His face breaks out into the most radiant, uninhibited smile I’ve ever seen him wear, and his blue eyes sparkle like the Pacific beneath the setting sun.
Evan plucks the ring out of the box before taking my hand, and as he slides the band onto my left ring finger, I’m surprised to find it’s a perfect fit.
“How did you know my size?” I ask, although my voice ends with a soft sob.
“I measured it last night while you were sleeping. But if you don’t like it, we can always exchange it and let you pick out a new one.”
“Don’t you dare.”
I snatch my hand from his and clutch it to my chest, which makes Evan laugh.
“Can I kiss you now?” he asks.
Before he can rise to his feet, I fling my arms around him, knocking us both backward into the sand. He laughs before stealing my lips with his, and he wraps his arms around my waist to pull me closer.
All I want is to lose myself in our kiss, to bask in this happiness, but one thing is nagging at me in the back of my head.
I pull away from him. “I’ll marry you, but on one condition.”
His smile falters as he quirks his brow. “Okay, what is it?”
“Before we get married, I want us to go to couples counseling. We both agree we need to work on our communication, so we should get professional help before we walk down the aisle.”
His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, but he nods in agreement.
“That’s fair. If that’s what it takes for you to say yes, then I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever you ask me to.”
My heart warms at his promise, but before I have a chance to kiss him again, Jackie and Drew come running over to us. A camera hangs from her neck, and I realize she was capturing this moment with photographs the whole time.
“Congratulations!” she squeals.
Evan helps me to my feet, and before I can brush the sand off my dress, Jackie throws herself into my arms. Drew comes over to shake Evan’s hand, bringing him in for a hug also.
Jackie reaches up to wipe tears from my face and fix my makeup, but I didn’t even realize I was crying. In fact, my face hurts from smiling so much.
“Let’s take some more photos before the sun sets,” she says. “You can come back and finish your food in a minute.”
“Actually, let’s wrap it up and take it back to the hotel,” I suggest. “I don’t think I could put anything down right now.”
“Oh, yeah. Sure.” Jackie gives me a crude wink, and all I can do is shake my head at her and pretend to be exasperated.
“Just hurry up with the pictures,” I say. “Where do you want us?”
I don’t care if she knows what Evan and I are about to get up to. After pointing us to a spot further down the shore, we spend a few minutes taking some photos of us in various poses, and I refuse to let go of his hand.
It still hasn’t sunk in that Evan Simmons, my best friend, the guy I had a crush on for so many years, is now my fiancé.
I wasn’t sure this day would come, but now that it has, it’s more perfect than I ever imagined. This is the way things were meant to be, even if a long, hard road full of challenges and secrets got us here.
And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
Perhaps some divine plan intended it to work out like this. It took us so long to find our way back to each other after college, and we’ve endured the past year of hardships before reaching this point. There’s a lesson to be learned in all of this as we prepare for the next milestone of our lives, although I’m not quite sure what that is yet.
But we have plenty of time to figure it out. Together.
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“When did you have time to do this?” I ask.
“I had the hotel staff come in while we were out.”
Evan gives me a sly grin as he nods toward the window, and shaking my head, I follow the rose petals outside. Dozens of pillar candles sit in cylindrical vases, illuminating the balcony with a dim, flickering glow, and beyond the railing is a panoramic view of Los Angeles lit up beneath the night sky.
The hot tub is already bubbling. Beside it sits a small table with another champagne bucket and a tray of chocolate truffles.
“Do you want to finish our dinner out here on the balcony?” he asks. “Or would you rather skip straight to dessert?”
I grin. “Definitely dessert.”
While Evan heads over to pour our glasses of champagne, I stare down at my ring. On the ride home, I couldn’t take my eyes off it, and now, I hold my hand up to one of the candles as it creates prismatic rainbows inside the diamond. It’s mesmerizing.
“To the future Mrs. Simmons,” Evan says.
He passes me a champagne flute and holds his up in a toast, and I tap the rim of my glass to his.
“I like the sound of that.” I take a sip, letting the bubbles dance across my tongue, and the two of us lock eyes as we drink together.
We can’t seem to wipe the stupid, happy grins from our faces.
Evan sets his glass down and picks up the small platter of chocolates. He plucks one off the plate and brings it to my mouth, sweeping it across my bottom lip with a slow, sensual movement.
“Open up, Kitty Cat.”
A shudder rolls down my spine as I comply, and when he pops the truffle into my mouth, it melts on my tongue with a rich sweetness that makes me hum in appreciation.
“Look,” Evan says, “I don’t want you to feel pressured to do anything tonight. If you need some more time, or if you want to take things slow—”
“No, I want you.”
It’s sweet he’s concerned about giving me time and space to recover, but what I want—no, need—is Evan, for him to help me move past what happened with Ben.
“Are you sure?” he asks. His brows raise in surprise.
Holding his gaze, I set my glass down before taking a few steps backward. As Evan watches me, my fingers hook under the thin straps of my outfit, and when I pull them off my shoulders, the dress slides down my body into a pile at my feet.
Evan’s eyes dip down to the lingerie I’m wearing: a red corset bustier with matching thong. 
“That looks fucking amazing on you.” He runs his hand along his stubbled jawline as his eyes devour my body.
“To answer your question—yes, I’m sure. I need this.”
“What if we tried something a little different tonight?” he suggests. “Why don’t you take the lead to start? You set the pace and let me know what you want from me.”
This certainly deviates from our usual intimacy, which always involves some form of bondage. But he’s hesitant to touch me after what happened with Ben, and if I’m being honest with myself, he’s probably right to hand the control over to me to start.
He’s giving me back my power, and I need to take it.
“Alright,” I say with a nod. “Take off your clothes, then.”
Evan smirks, but he obeys my command and unbuttons his shirt one by one. When he undoes the final button, he shrugs his shirt off onto the floor, revealing his lean, tight muscles.
He takes his time to undo his belt and his pants, enjoying the tease. Each second passes by slowly as I wait to see him in his full, naked glory, and even though I’ve seen him like that so many times, I never grow tired of the sight.
My breath hitches when he tugs off his pants and underwear, first through one leg, then the other. As he straightens, he reveals his growing erection, thick and heavy.
“Now what?” he asks, watching me with his hooded gaze.
“Get in the hot tub.”
I debate whether to take off my lingerie, but I decide to keep it on for now.
When I swing my leg into the water, the hot temperature makes me gasp, but the calming effect is immediate. I take my time to immerse the rest of my body into the water until it’s up to my neck.
Evan is settled on the seat opposite me, his elbows resting on the edge of the tub. Matching his position, I bring my arms up onto the ledge as my legs spread wide.
“Come here,” I say.
The heated expression on his face sends a thrill through my body, and he begins to stalk forward, prowling closer with slow, panther-like movements.
I may be in charge, but I’m also the prey.
He comes to a stop between my knees, keeping his head level with mine as his shoulders peek above the surface.
The hot tub was a good idea. I’m more relaxed and receptive to touch, and I’m going to need that for what I plan to do next.
“Give me your hand.”
My voice is tight as I reach toward him, opening my palm to the sky. Evan places his facedown on top of mine, and for some reason, there’s a heavy sensuality in this touch, even more so than if he’d kissed me right now.
With a deep breath, I submerge our hands into the water, guiding him to rest on my knee. I curl his fingers into a fist except for his pointer finger, which remains connected with my skin.
As I start to drag his finger up my thigh, my breath quickens, and I close my eyes. I wince as I bring him closer to the junction of my thighs, which are still covered in a thin layer of lace.
“Hey, I’m right here,” Evan says in a low voice. “You’re safe with me.”
I open my eyes and seek out his, which have melted from hooded lust to concern. He knows what I’m trying to accomplish, even without me saying it aloud. I want to erase the feeling of Ben’s touch by replacing it with Evan’s, to remind myself it’s okay to enjoy this when I’m with the man I love.
The man who is now my fiancé.
When I’m with Evan, I’m safe, and he’ll give me whatever I want if I ask for it.
I stop his hand just short of grazing the fabric covering my sex.
“Breathe, Cat,” he reminds me. “We can stop if you want.”
Shaking my head, I whisper, “No.”
I need to keep going.
With my free hand, I reach into the water and pull aside the fabric of my thong, and when I do, the bubbles brush against my sensitive entrance. I keep my gaze locked on Evan’s—my guiding light in a dark world—and hold my breath as I bring his finger to my center. 
Ben never got this far. From this point forward, it’s just Evan’s familiar touch making me feel good because I want him to.
When he touches me, there’s nothing villainous or vindictive about it, even when we’re acting out our most depraved scenarios. He always focuses on my pleasure when we’re intimate, and that’s why I can trust this man with my whole body and heart.
“Touch me,” I beg. “Make me come.”
Evan shifts his body so he’s leaning over me, anchoring himself before entering me. His gaze bores into mine for a long moment before capturing my lips with his, and as he does, his finger dips inside my core.
I moan against his mouth as he deepens our kiss, but he doesn’t make any sudden movements. He kisses me slowly while his finger slides all the way in, and he curls it inside me, making me jolt against his hand.
My arms snake up to wrap around his neck to pull him close. When I grind into his touch, he dips another finger inside to explore and draw out my mounting desire.
Evan breaks our kiss, but his mouth is still close to mine.
“You take my fingers so well,” he says in a husky voice. “Such a good girl.”
No one besides Evan has ever spoken to me that way during sex. I’ve been called a naughty slut, a filthy little whore, and every dirty name in between by other men who came before Evan.
But a good girl? Evan has called me that in the past, and it elicited a powerful response every time, just like it does now.
“Yes, I’m your good girl,” I answer.
“That’s right, you’re mine. All mine, now and forever.”
As Evan says those words, he brings his thumb to rub against my clit, and that’s when the climax hits me like a boxer delivering his knockout punch.
“Oh, God, Evan, just like that! Yes, don’t stop…”
When the orgasm charges through my body, my fingers scramble to hold onto something. I dig my fingernails into his back to keep me grounded in the carnal pleasures of the present.
My head lolls back along the ledge of the hot tub as my body shudders against his hand, which draws out every last inch of my release. His eyes watch each convulsion he yanks from my body until he’s satisfied with my pleasure.
He leans down to give me a gentle kiss on the lips as he slides his fingers out, leaving me feeling empty without him inside of me.
I want more from him—all of him—but I need a minute to come down off my high.
Evan shifts to sit beside me, and he pulls my body onto his lap with ease. Cradling me against his chest, he burrows his face into my neck as the hot water envelops us in a comforting, bubbly cocoon.
Between that and the orgasm I just had, I could fall asleep right here.
“How was that for you?” he asks.
It’s a weighted question, but I love him for his concern and care.
“It was good,” I say. “I’m good. Thank you.”
My eyes are closed, but I feel Evan shift, and after a moment, he presses something against my lips.
“Eat,” he says. “You didn’t eat enough for dinner.”
I open my lips as he pops another decadent chocolate into my mouth, and when I bite into it, a creamy filling spills onto my tongue.
“Mmm, chocolate for dinner,” I say. “We should do that more often.”
“I’ll give you all the chocolate you want,” he answers, stroking my back.
A few more moments pass in silence until the candy melts away, and once I’m finished, I open my eyes but remain curled up against Evan.
“I have a question,” I say.
“Okay, shoot.”
“Why do you call me a good girl sometimes? No one else has called me that before.”
Evan chuckles softly, and it rumbles through my body with a comforting and familiar vibration.
“Do you not like it when I do that?” he asks. “Because from what I remember, it seems to get you going.”
“No, I do like it. Maybe a little too much.”
He smiles against my neck. “You might have a praise fetish, then.”
“Huh?” I lean away to look him in the eye. “Is that a thing?”
“Oh, it’s definitely a thing. And maybe you gravitate toward that verbal appreciation during sex. It’s understandable when you’ve been hurt before.” His gentle hand comes up to sweep a wet strand of hair off my shoulder, and his featherlight touch makes me quiver. “Let’s explore that a little more tonight. If that’s what you enjoy, I’ll heap praise onto you.”
I know what he’s doing, and it’s sweet. We’ve spent the majority of our relationship exploring bondage—how I fit into his kink and what my limits are.
But I never put much thought into what I enjoyed beyond getting off. Evan introduced me to a world of new desires, and I discovered I liked being tied up, handing my trust and my body over to Evan.
We have a lifetime of marriage, and even though I can’t get enough of him, there may come a time when we need to introduce new things into the bedroom. And with Evan’s vast knowledge of taboo kinks and fetishes, I have no doubt he’s the perfect partner to explore the depths of my sexuality with.
And I’m eager to try out this praise fetish.
“Why don’t you lavish me in the bedroom? I’m ready for round two.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Cat


A mischievous smirk crosses his face, and the next moment, he’s lifting me in his arms from the water. He doesn’t bother to dry us off. 
I squeal with delight as he carries me into the bedroom the way a groom would carry his new bride to their marriage bed. I cling to his neck until he tosses me onto the mattress, which groans beneath the force of my weight. Evan stands at the foot of the bed, towering over me with his erection at full attention as I lay naked underneath his gaze.
“And what should I do with you tonight?” he says, tapping his finger to his chin as he muses. “I’ve brought so many tools with me. It’s hard to choose.”
“Rope,” I say. “Tie me up and have your way with me.”
An involuntary growl rumbles at the back of his throat. “Fuck, Kitty Cat, you can’t say those words to me and not expect consequences.”
“Maybe I want consequences.”
I bring my hand between my legs, spreading my knees as I brush my fingers against my entrance. In seconds, Evan is on top of me and pressing me to the mattress beneath him. He catches my wrists in one hand and pins them above my head.
“I’m the only one who gets to touch you there,” he says in a low voice.
While keeping my body trapped, he uses his free hand to reach under the bed, and after a few moments, he straightens up, holding a smooth, black rope coiled in his hand.
“You want me to lavish you with praise like a little princess?” he asks, leaning close to my ear.
I arch my back to press myself against him. “Yeah.”
“Then a princess needs her throne.”
Evan sits up, pulling me into a seated position in the process. When he hoists me over his shoulder like a sack of flour, I let out a surprised screech.
An upholstered reading chair sits in the corner beside a standing lamp. He carries me over to it, and after giving me a smart slap on the ass, he lifts me off his shoulder and sets me down in the seat.
It’s a simple, wooden chair upholstered in navy fabric, which matches the midcentury modern décor of the hotel. Evan circles like a vulture, examining every inch of me as he caresses the rope in his hands. When he disappears behind me, desire starts to pool in my core, soaking the thin lace of my underwear. No doubt the chair will also be soaked when the night is over.
We’ll need to leave a generous tip for housekeeping.
I let out a breathy gasp when the rope connects with my chest, and Evan takes his time to drag it across the bare skin above my bustier. When he begins to wrap the rope behind my back, securing me to the chair, my breath quickens.
Evan pauses. “Is it too tight?”
“No, the rope’s fine.” The anticipation builds, and my knuckles turn white against the wooden armrests as I tighten my grip.
The rope is woven above and below my breasts, and when he’s finished, he ties off the back into a knot. There’s still plenty of length left on each end, which Evan uses to secure my wrists to the armrests.
I shift to test the rope, but there is no slack for me to move. It’s not so tight I can’t breathe, although it’s clear I’m not going anywhere, and being at Evan’s mercy drives me wild.
His focus doesn’t waver from the rope as he finishes off the final tie around my wrist. Only then does he lift his head to gaze at me, and the unbridled lust in his eyes makes my hips squirm in excitement.
Evan puts his hand on the back of the chair, caging me as he bends forward, and I have to crane my neck to look at him. His other hand comes up to run his thumb across my lower lip.
“You look like a fucking goddess when you’re tied up like this,” he says in a low, reverent voice. “I wish you could see what I see when I look at you.”
My tongue darts out, wrapping my lips around his thumb, and when I suck on it, I hold his gaze.
“Feisty tonight, aren’t we?” he says. “Don’t tempt me, otherwise I’ll stick something bigger in that pretty little mouth of yours.”
I release his thumb. “And what if I want you in my mouth?”
I want to taste every last inch of him.
He caresses my chin. “Soon. But let me worship you first.”
Although I open my mouth to protest, he holds his finger to my lips to keep me quiet. Sinking to his knees, he parts my legs to settle closer to me, and when he crouches eye-level with my pussy, I’m at a loss for words.
“Time to take these off,” he says. “I hope you’re not attached to them.”
Before I have a chance to respond, Evan grips the waistband of my lace thong with both fists, ripping it in two with a sharp tear. When the fabric falls, it leaves my sex completely exposed to him.
He wastes no time grabbing my legs, yanking them to bring my hips forward to the edge of the chair. When he hoists my thighs over his shoulders, his hot breath fans the mouth of my arousal, which clenches in reaction.
Evan dives forward without warning, his tongue pushing past my entrance as his fingers dig into my thighs. His lips kiss and suck my pussy as he lets out an obscene moan; his eyes close as he savors my essence like a sweet dessert.
My hips buck against his face, urging him deeper. Even though I have the strong desire to grab ahold of his hair and fuck his mouth with rough thrusts, my arms are bound, which somehow frustrates and thrills me all at once.
“Oh, my God!”
There’s no buildup to an orgasm as I come hard and fast on Evan’s face. I’m already sensitive from my climax in the hot tub, so all it takes is a flick of his tongue against my clit to make me soar. A strangled cry erupts from my throat, absorbed by the ceiling above, and I throw my head back to let the ecstasy wash over me. Warmth explodes from my core, coursing through my veins and making my toes curl.
His movements slow as I quake against him, and he laps up every drop of my juices like a desperate man who’s found an oasis in the desert. When he’s finished, he withdraws his tongue and rests his head on my leg, panting from the exertion. Closing his eyes, he presses a gentle kiss against the soft skin of my inner thigh.
“Exhausted already?” I tease.
His blue eyes pin me with a challenging stare.
“Exhausted? I’m just getting started.”
He’s on his feet in a flash, circling behind the chair. I glance from side to side, where he comes to grip both corners of the chairback.
When he leans forward, his nose grazes my ear, and his heavy breath quickens my heartbeat.
“You ready to suck my cock like the good girl you are?”
His whispered words send a violent shiver through my body. “Fuck, yes.”
The moment I utter my consent, Evan drops the chair back with a forceful push, and I emit a scream as I tumble backward. I’m certain I’m going to crash to the floor, but he stops the chair just in time.
When I open my eyes, I’m staring up at the white ceiling, and Evan brings his thick, throbbing erection against my cheek. His grip on the chair is the only thing keeping me from falling.
“Lean your head back and take me in deep, Kitty Cat. All the way.”
My heart is still beating faster than a hummingbird’s wings, and spurred on by the adrenaline, I let my head drop back. My throat is still sore from the bruising, but I want him in my mouth. My lips cover my teeth and form an o, letting him know I’m ready.
Evan shifts his hips, positioning the tip of his erection against my lips. With a powerful thrust, he lodges it inside to hit the back of my throat, and I gag on reflex.
He withdraws to the tip, giving me a moment of respite before he shoves himself back in, his face twisted in pleasure.
“Goddamn, you feel so good with your lips wrapped around my cock.”
At this angle, I’m sucking him off upside down, and it’s an unfamiliar sensation. But it doesn’t take long for us to fall into rhythm, and I hold still as Evan fucks my mouth in rough, brutal thrusts.
When Evan uses me for his own pleasure like this, it makes my body sing for him.
“You take me so well in your mouth,” he says with a moan. “Such a good girl.”
His words make me want to do more for him, like reach up to grip the base of his cock or fondle his balls while I suck him to completion. But when I’m bound like this, I’m nothing but his personal fuck toy, and somehow, that alone gets me hot.
I don’t have to do anything to turn Evan on—I’m more than enough for him as I am.
Evan’s breathing grows shallow as it quickens, and each thrust is accented with a raspy grunt. He picks up his pace as he inches closer to his release, and I can taste the pre-cum beading on my tongue.
Suddenly, he pulls himself all the way out, just in time to spurt all over my exposed neck with a long groan. One of his hands comes up to grasp the base of his cock, keeping me balanced on the chair with the other.
When he finishes, he hangs his head and lifts me back up into a seated position, with all four legs of the chair firmly planted on the floor. Evan’s ragged panting echoes in my ear as he undoes the knots. As the rope falls, I take a deep breath and let the air fill my lungs to capacity.
“I want you to come look in the mirror,” Evan says.
He steps around the chair to stand in front of me, extending his hand. I’m not sure my legs will support my weight after coming twice in the span of fifteen minutes. But I accept it anyway, and he helps me to my feet.
When he leads me over to the dresser, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in a mirror hanging on the wall. Gripping my shoulders, he guides me to stand in front of it. His hands slide down to my waist, holding me still while pressing himself against me.
“Look at you,” he says on a breath, his voice filled with adoration. “You are my ultimate fantasy. Do you see it now?”
His finger comes up to the long indent left by the rope along my breasts, tracing it from left to right with a featherlight touch. Above it sits a pearl necklace of cum, which drips over the faint bruises left by Ben’s hand.
They’re a brutal reminder of what happened. But tonight, Evan has done everything in his power to take that pain and fear and turn it into something new and, in the process, make me stronger.
His fingers find the fasteners of my bustier and, one by one, he slowly undoes them until the lace falls forward to the floor.
I may be marred by bruises and rope marks and cum, and my hair is mussed, but I look perfectly imperfect.
Unexpected tears come to my eyes as I gaze at my reflection in the mirror. For the longest time, I’ve had a conflicted relationship with my body, but for a moment, I see what he sees: the beauty in every curve and line.
“You’re so fucking beautiful, Cat. I love you, and I can’t wait to make you my wife.”
My chest swells at his praise, so much so I’m afraid my heart will burst.
There’s so much passion I want to convey that words can’t, so the only thing left for me to do is show him the depth of my love. I spin and fling my arms around his neck, capturing his lips with my own as I melt against his chest.
Evan meets me with equal fervor, his hand sliding up my back to cup my neck while the other wraps around my waist. But even like this, I have this urge to be closer to him, as though our bodies and mouths pressed against each other aren’t enough to satisfy me.
I need all of him right now. For us to become one.
As I deepen our kiss, I start to roll my hips to meet him, and Evan knows what I need without words. Pushing me up against the dresser, he lifts my bare ass to sit me on top, and I swing my legs around his waist for balance.
He doesn’t need time to get ready for our third round of lovemaking, and his hard, thick cock presses against my entrance.
“Hold on tight,” he says against my lips.
That’s the only warning he gives before he thrusts up inside me, and when he does, I moan. But the sound is lost in the chasm of his mouth as he digs his fingers into my ass, anchoring himself as he begins to move.
This is the touch I crave, the touch I need, and I cling to him as though my life depends on it. Evan is about to make me come for the third time tonight, and the pleasure is already mounting in my sensitive clit.
“I want you…to come…inside me,” I whisper between kisses.
Evan’s groan is captured by my mouth. “Are you sure?”
I want him to fill me up until I’m overflowing, to take and feel everything he can give me tonight.
“Yes.”
His pace quickens to the point where we can’t fuck any faster, and our bodies rock so hard that the dresser knocks against the wall with each thrust. The delicious friction on my clit builds and builds until it feels too good, threatening to overwhelm me as I moan into our wild, desperate kiss.
Evan is the first to come, releasing his load inside me as a groan erupts from his chest. When the liquid heat spreads in my core, I follow with my own climax, and my head rolls back against the mirror as I cry out his name like a passionate prayer to the heavens.
The onslaught of sensation is overwhelming and makes me lose control of myself. My fingernails dig into his shoulders as a rush of euphoria lights up every nerve ending, and my body thrashes violently against him.
And then I’m floating, soaring through the clouds, my body weightless.
I’m only vaguely aware of Evan carrying me to the bed. The sheets slide against my naked skin as the pillows cradle my head and neck. Everything feels light except for my eyelids, which are so, so heavy.
Moments later, a warm washcloth presses against my inner thigh as Evan cleans me up, bringing my awareness back to reality little by little.
He finishes up and heads to the bathroom, and I fight to stay awake until he returns. But I’m spent from our vigorous lovemaking, and sleep is calling to me like a siren’s song in the middle of a dark ocean.
I’m barely conscious when the mattress dips beside me, and Evan slides over to press his naked body against mine. His arm hooks around my waist to pull me close, burrowing his face into my neck.
“I love you, Kitty Cat. Get some sleep—we start planning the wedding first thing tomorrow.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

Cat


One Year Later 
“Cat, are you almost ready?” Jackie pokes her head into the hotel suite. “The golf cart is waiting downstairs for us.”
“Just putting on the finishing touches,” Mom answers.
While my mother fiddles with the zipper of my dress, I glance out the window at the serene, crystal blue waters and white sand beach below. The scenery matches my calm mood, though everyone around me is buzzing with urgency and nervous excitement.
“I can’t get this zipper up,” Mom mutters. “Didn’t we get this fitted two weeks ago? Surely you haven’t gained weight since then?”
“Um, Lori, I don’t think that’s helping,” Jackie says. “Here, let me try.”
My mother sighs as Jackie takes her place at my back, but she struggles just as much.
“Suck it in,” she says through gritted teeth. “One, two…”
On the count of three, I take a deep breath while trying to make myself as little as possible, and the zipper slides up with a sharp yank. I should be panicking since my dress is tight in the waist, but the chest still fits fine. I can breathe, and that’s all that really matters.
“Oh, thank goodness,” my mother says. “Let me apply some more powder on your nose—”
I open my mouth to protest, but before I can get a word out, she’s attacking my face with a makeup brush. Stray powder gets caught in my throat, which sets off a coughing fit.
“I’m fine, Mom.” I shoo her away. “Let’s just go.”
“Hold on,” Jackie says. “Let’s do a mimosa toast!”
“Didn’t you just say the golf cart is waiting for us?” I ask. “There’ll be plenty of time to drink after the ceremony.”
She pouts while I give myself a once-over in the mirror. My white dress is simple yet appropriate for a tropical beach wedding in The Bahamas, with spaghetti straps on top and a flowing train in the back.
With a satisfied nod, I grab my bouquet off the table and head for the door, with Mom and Jackie following close behind.
As expected, the golf cart is parked outside the lobby. When the driver spots us, he gives us a friendly grin and helps me step up onto the rear seat.
Once we’re settled in, the cart takes off through the parking lot before taking a sharp right down a sidewalk. Palm trees and lush landscaping grow on either side of the path, and the balmy breeze kisses my cheeks as the resort grows smaller behind us.
Everything is perfect, as though destiny is finally giving me her blessing to be with Evan after all these years. We’ve overcome so many obstacles to arrive at this milestone, but after being forged in fire, our relationship is stronger than it’s ever been.
Perhaps that’s why I’m so unusually calm. When Jackie got married, I was wound up so tight trying to keep everyone on a schedule. But today, I’ve adopted a whatever happens, happens attitude.
The golf cart comes to a stop on the sidewalk behind a shady grove of palm trees. As we climb out, the wedding coordinator appears around the corner with my dad in tow, and when he sees me, he breaks out into a broad grin.
“Oh, Cat, you look prettier than a tulip in spring,” he says, his voice wavering with emotion. 
He walks up to take my hand and gives me a kiss on the cheek. 
“I’ll go find our seats,” my mom says, patting my father’s shoulder before turning to me. “Oh, honey, I love you so much. I’m so proud of you.”
She leans in to give me a hug, and all the gushiness from my parents is threatening my serenity. Tears spring to my eyes, but I swallow the lump in my throat before I have a chance to ruin my makeup. 
When Mom lets me go, she gives me one final wave before disappearing through the grove of trees.
“Alright, Jackie,” the coordinator says, “as soon as you hear the music start, you can head out, just like we practiced yesterday.”
Jackie nods and takes my hands before giving them a squeeze.
“You were my maid of honor at my wedding, and now I get to be here for you,” she says. “I know you’ve waited a long time for your turn, but in this case, the wait was worth it.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right.”
If I say anything more, my voice will start to waver. Everyone is putting on an open display of their emotions while I’m trying to maintain my inner peace, and I’m not ready to break down just yet.
The acoustic guitarist starts to play, his melody carrying on the breeze to reach our ears. Before heading off toward the ceremony, Jackie mouths, I love you.
I watch as she walks away, following the same path my mom took. 
“You ready?” Dad asks.
I nod my head. “Yeah.”
“No cold feet?”
“No. Am I supposed to?”
He laughs while wrapping his arm around my shoulders, and I lean into his embrace. His levity is appreciated at a time like this, especially when my emotions are a sappy remark away from spilling over.
“I didn’t have any doubts on my wedding day,” he says. “I was so certain your mom was the only one for me, and I’m willing to bet the same goes for you.”
It’s true; I have no reservations about marrying Evan. It’s taken a lot of therapy—both as a couple and as individuals—to get to this point.
A year ago, I still had doubts about his devotion to me. But today, I can stand here and say I’m confident we’ll have a healthy marriage with open communication. I am worthy of Evan’s love, and he’s proven worthy of mine.
“Okay, you two,” the coordinator says. “It’s time to walk. Good luck.”
My dad offers his elbow to me, and I wrap my arm around his.
“Don’t let me fall,” I say, and I’m grateful I opted for sandals instead of heels.
“Never.”
He gives me a wink before we set off down the sandy path through the trees, and when we reemerge on the other side, I squint my eyes at the bright sun overhead.
A wide expanse of beach stretches in front of us with bright sunlight reflecting off the white sand. Turquoise water laps against the shore with gentle, rolling waves, and the delicate breeze rustles the palm fronds behind us.
As we make our way closer to the ceremony site, my eyes adjust to the sun, and I can make out a grouping of wooden garden chairs decorated in white sashes and flower arrangements. Our guest list was small, so only our closest friends and family members were flown out to celebrate the day with us.
Evan offered me a big, luxurious wedding, but all I wanted was to elope to a tropical locale—and get straight to the honeymoon.
The officiant is waiting for me beneath a wooden pergola decorated with gauzy, white curtains that ripple in the breeze. Flowers arch across the top and down the columns, framing the wedding party in pink florals and green leaves that match my bouquet.
Jackie is waiting for me on the left side as she beams at me. Drew stands across from her on the right, and between them is Evan, who is watching me with a strange look on his face.
It isn’t until we’re closer that I realize his lip is trembling, and his eyes are red and watery as he takes me in. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Evan cry, come to think of it, so to see him overcome with such emotion unravels me.
A noise between a gasp and a sob escapes me, followed by uninhibited tears, and my free hand comes up to cover my face as I let out a loud sniff.
Dad pats my arm as we approach the altar, but my gaze doesn’t leave Evan’s. This is our moment, and even though I hate crying in front of others, no one else matters right now.
“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” the officiant asks.
“I do.” My father unloops his arm from mine, and when Evan approaches, my father places my hand in his.
“Take good care of my daughter,” Dad says to him in a low voice.
“I will. You have my word.”
Satisfied, Dad steps away to take his seat beside Mom, and Evan guides me forward to stand across from him. I pass my bouquet off to Jackie before turning back to Evan, and when he takes my hands into his, sparks erupt across my skin.
It’s like I’m a teenager holding hands with a boy for the first time, as my heart flutters against my ribcage.
Evan reaches up to wipe away a stray tear on my cheek, and the gesture makes us both laugh with boundless joy.
How is it possible to be this happy? Most people go their entire lives without experiencing the depth of devotion to another and having that passion reciprocated. There isn’t a love quite like ours in the world, and it’s truly a miracle we found each other. I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but I’m taking this gift and never letting go. 
“In marriage,” the officiant begins, “we not only say, ‘I love you today,’ but also, ‘I promise to love you for all of our tomorrows.’ You two have already chosen each other, but today, you are making a promise to choose each other every day until your last breath.
“You have already completed the hardest part, which is finding each other at the same moment of time and space in this vast universe. What began as a beautiful friendship blossomed into love. But what is love? It is the experience of writing your story. It’s not one moment—not even this moment. It’s every moment, whether together or apart.
I don’t hear much else the officiant has to say. It’s too easy to lose myself in Evan’s endless gaze, like we’re whispering silent secrets no one else can understand. Our connection runs so deep that we know what the other is thinking, which is enabled by the fact that there are no more secrets between us.
Except for one, but Evan will find out before the night is over.




Epilogue

Evan


Our wedding reception is held in a private dining room in the resort’s high-end restaurant. Fifteen of us sit around a long table enjoying a seven-course meal, although I’m afraid to eat too much. 
I can’t make love to my wife on a full stomach.
My wife. That title will take some getting used to, though I love the idea of introducing her as my wife to other people.
It wasn’t an easy road to get here. I’ve never done talk therapy before, and at first, it was uncomfortable. It took a while to grow accustomed to spilling my secrets to a therapist, especially after keeping them locked away my entire life. 
But in the end, I’m glad Cat made me go. This past year was full of major life changes, and I appreciated having a sounding board to work through that. 
After going through this experience with Cat, our relationship is now stronger than I imagined possible. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I reach to pull it out and check the screen.
“Who’s that?” Cat asks.
“Work,” I answer, setting the phone facedown on the table. “You would think they’d have the courtesy not to email me on my wedding day.”
“When you’ve made it to this level in your career, there’s no rest.”
“And at this level, I can also ignore those emails without consequences.”
I lean in to capture her mouth, which earns us a few whoops and hollers from the guests. The sound startles Jackie and Drew’s baby, Adeline, who is only four months old, and she starts to cry.
With a sigh, I lean away from Cat, who turns to coo over the baby in Jackie’s lap. I can’t help but watch and imagine her comforting our own child like that one day.
Shaking myself from my reverie, I pick up my phone and slide it to the off position.
After I closed the deal with Ben Al Rashid, I flew back to Phoenix and put in my two weeks’ notice. The windfall from the sale allowed me time to find the perfect job without having to worry about money. It took about six months, but I landed a director position at an app development company. They were so impressed with my work on KinkE that they offered me a six-figure salary, and I have full creative control in choosing the projects I want.
Speaking of Al Rashid, Ben was indicted for five counts of tax evasion and racketeering just a few weeks ago. It was the perfect early wedding present for Cat, even though he’s avoided jail so far. He gets to await trial while on house arrest, but based on the preliminary evidence in the news, it sounds like he’ll be convicted and thrown in prison.
And he won’t be able to prey on another woman from behind bars. 
After what he did to her, Cat was resistant to certain aspects of our bondage roleplay. I never pressured her, but she was determined to take her power back and try out the rape fantasy once again. 
The trust she placed in me to reenact that scenario with her is a responsibility I take very seriously. Her strength is inspiring, and we’re both eager to put this chapter behind us.
I’ve upheld my end of the bargain and kept Cat’s photos to myself, and he upheld his by staying out of our lives. Mutually assured destruction. 
I imagine we’re the least of Al Rashid’s problems right now, but I look forward to the day when the bastard gets what’s coming to him.
The servers come by to clear the dessert course, and our guests take it as an invitation to stand up and mingle. However, my parents remain in the corner, talking quietly amongst themselves. I figure this is my only chance to pull my dad aside for a long overdue chat—though it’s a conversation I dread having.
My mom is sitting in a wheelchair, and my dad is whispering something to her while stroking her back. The fatigue is etched into my mother’s face, and though she isn’t a full-time wheelchair user, this trip has taken its toll on her frail body.
While Cat is distracted with the baby, I stand and make my way around the table. My father notices me approaching and glances up from his seat.
The ceremony preparations have kept me preoccupied on this trip, but right now, I’m getting a good look at his face for the first time in a while. He has more wrinkles than the last time I saw him, and there’s more gray flecking his dark hair.
But what strikes me the most is how weary he looks. The man is in his sixties and still works himself to the bone to supplement Mom’s meager disability income.
“Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?” I ask.
My request takes him by surprise. He isn’t accustomed to having heart-to-heart conversations with me, though I’m partially to blame for our soured relationship. When Cat and I called my parents up to invite them to our wedding, he was surprised we even extended the courtesy. 
And when we offered to pay for their flights and accommodations, he nearly passed out from the shock. They’ve never been out of the country before, much less to a five-star tropical resort.
“I’ll be right back,” my dad whispers, then kisses my mom on the forehead. She simply nods, but her eyes remain unfocused.
He follows me outside onto the patio overlooking the beach, and I close the glass door behind us for privacy.
When I turn to face my father, the expression on his face breaks my heart. It’s as if he’s steeling himself to be berated or judged, like one harsh word from me would make him flinch.
With a heavy sigh, I run my fingers through my hair while I think of the best way to apologize. No wonder the man avoids me nowadays, and it’s on me to change the direction of our relationship moving forward.
No more shutting my father out.
“I owe you an apology, Dad. A big one.”
He cocks his head to the side while adjusting his faded tie. “For what?”
“I haven’t been fair to you, and I treated you like shit over the years. I wasn’t grateful for what you provided for us, and I blamed you and carried so much anger because of it.”
His eyes, deep blue like mine, grow round with surprise.
“You did the best you could with the hand you were dealt,” I add. “And I want to say I’m sorry.”
My father falls into stunned silence, and he stares at me for a long moment as though seeing me in a different light.
It’s a start, but it will take time to repair the damage I’ve caused.
He runs his hand across his jaw. “That means a lot to me, Son. Thank you.”
“I spoke to Cat,” I say. “She and I want to help support you and Mom more. I don’t know what you need, whether it’s a home health nurse or increased financial support so you can quit working, but we want to help. You deserve a break.”
“I don’t want to take any more of your money. You already help out plenty.”
“Yes, you can,” I insist. “Think of it as me paying you back for all the money it took to raise me, plus interest. I know you’re a proud man who isn’t used to accepting help, but this is what family’s for—to help each other when we need it.”
Tears spring to his eyes as he sniffs, and he turns his head away from me to hide his emotions. In his household, I was raised to be a strong man and to not let Mom carry the weight of our burdens.
But that cycle needs to change. We have to lean on each other for support.
“I’m so proud of you, Son.” His voice wavers. “What you’ve managed to accomplish is nothing short of amazing, but it was hard work that got you here. I see that work ethic in you, and if I was able to teach you anything as your father, I’m glad it was that.”
“But I took it too far,” I counter. “I worked so hard I neglected Cat and almost lost her because of it. And I know Mom feels that way, too. So, let me help you enjoy retirement together, okay? If not for you, then do it for Mom.”
He mulls my offer over for a moment, but when he starts to nod his head, I know I’m breaking down that barrier between us little by little.
“I’ll talk it over with your mom,” he says, although the reluctance is still in his voice. “I’ll let you know.”
“Okay.” I nod. “Well, that’s all I wanted to say. I’d better go back in and find Cat.”
“You’ve got a good one,” he says. “I’m glad to see you happy after all these years. Don’t let her go.”
I grin. “I don’t plan to.”
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Cat laughs as I drag her by the hand out of the restaurant and through the lobby, and everyone’s eyes are on her as her wedding dress billows out behind us.
Let them stare. They know she’s mine now.
We get an elevator cab all to ourselves, and as soon as the doors close, I’m pushing her up against the wall and kissing her neck.
“Evan, not here!” she says with a laugh.
“Yes, here.”
My hands roam over her hips, her back, her ass…
The elevator dings moments later, interrupting my ministrations. I grab her hand again and drag her down the long corridor of hotel rooms until we reach our suite at the end. I slide the key into the door, but I block her from entering with my arm.
“Hold on,” I say. “Let’s do this properly.”
Her brows scrunch together in confusion before I lift her into my arms. She lets out a delighted shriek as I carry her bridal style over the threshold, letting the door close behind us.
The tropical sun is still shining through the windows, illuminating the trail of rose petals toward the bed. They’re arranged in the shape of a heart across the white sheets, and a bucket of chilled champagne sits on a tray atop the nightstand.
I don’t let her feet touch the floor until I deposit her on the bed. Although my cock is rearing to go, I settle for a kiss before straightening up.
“Champagne?” I offer.
“No thanks. I’ll pass.”
My hand pauses, hovering over the bottle.
“Are you feeling okay? You haven’t had anything to drink all day except water.”
“I’m fine,” she insists. “But sit down. I want to give you your wedding present.”
“All I want is your pussy,” I say with a growl, stalking toward the bed.
“My pussy is yours when you’re done opening your present.” Cat rolls her eyes, and it makes me want to spank her in punishment. “It’s sitting on the dresser over there.”
She points out a wrapped shirt box across the room, and I throw her a suspicious glance before retrieving it. I sit on the edge of the mattress with the gift in my lap, and Cat straightens beside me, her legs curled up beneath her.
Cat’s present from me was the diamond necklace she wore today, which I delivered through Jackie before the ceremony. It seemed more appropriate for our wedding day than the handcuff charm she usually wears.
The box is too large for a watch or other similar accessory, so I try to guess what’s inside as I rip the paper open. But when I lift the lid off, I pause in confusion.
“Uh, I think this might be too small for me.”
I chuckle as I lift out the tiny, white shirt from the box, but as it unfurls in my hands, I realize it’s a baby onesie. Across the chest are printed the words, Hello, Daddy.
“Wait.” My jaw hangs open as I stare at Cat in disbelief. “Are you…?”
Her eyes sparkle with delight as she grins. “Yep, I took the test right before we left home.”
I glance back at the onesie, then back at Cat as the news sinks in, and my eyes settle on her stomach.
“Oh, my God,” I murmur. “You’re pregnant.” 
Joy overwhelms me as a grin stretches across my face. I tackle her to the bed beneath me, but I’m careful not to crush her stomach. Her wrists are in my hands, trapped above her head, and I press a trail of kisses from her mouth down to her belly button.
I release her arms and rest my palms on her belly. An actual child is growing inside of her—my child. 
“But I thought you were on birth control?” I ask, staring at her face with awe.
“I was, but obviously it failed.” She throws me an amused look like she’s explaining the birds and the bees to a prepubescent boy.
This baby is a true miracle that Cat and I created together. 
“Wow,” I whisper against her stomach. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to be more beautiful than you already are, but knowing you’re carrying my child makes me horny as hell.”
Cat smiles down at me, running her fingers through my hair.
“And being pregnant also makes me horny as hell, so come and get it, hubby. I’m all yours.”
My eyes lock onto her gaze as I descend further south along her body, and I start to gather the skirt of her dress above her waist. “That’s right, Kitty Cat, you’re mine. Forever.”


THE END
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Facebook: Kati McRae
TikTok: @kati.mcrae.author
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Want more behind-the-scenes info about All Tied Up? Come join other readers and authors in The Four Muses group on Facebook!
www.facebook.com/groups/thefourmuses/


Sign up for Kati’s newsletter for exclusive access to bonus content:
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Growing up, I was always unsatisfied with fade-to-black romance scenes in books and movies. So I took matters into my own hands and started writing about what happens after the happily ever after. As I got older, these romantic fanfictions and one-shots became original full-length novels—with lots of steamy action.  
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