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NOTHING TO…

 

Nothing to Hide

Nothing to Lose

Nothing in Between: One

Nothing to Declare

Nothing to Us

Nothing to Say

Nothing to You

 

 

Read them in order for maximized reading pleasure.

For other titles from Scarlett Finn, please read on after the story.

 

Click here if you’d like to leave a message for Scarlett.

 

 

Enjoy!
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ONE

 

 

“You’ll be okay, Jane, honey,” Toria said, giving her a hug.

“Are you sure you want to party with… rock stars?”

Her friend was too excited to contain her glee. “Oh, God, yes!”

Crimson LA. One of Zairn Lomond’s exclusive nightclubs. As if just being there wasn’t enough, they’d spent most of their evening in a central private pod. A restricted room in the middle of the VIP area that could only be accessed by appointment or certain individuals. Exclusive within exclusive. Their roommate Roxie Kyst was their “in” because Zairn spent most of his time in Roxie… and he’d put a ring on their best friend’s finger.

Their engaged friends had departed not long ago. Obviously, the allure of alone time outweighed the couple’s interest in being social. 

Now her other best friend, Toria, was running out of the private pod to go party with rock star, Logan Lowe, and his entourage at someone’s “crib.” Was there a more terrifying prospect? Not many. Nope, not for her. Such an event went way far beyond her comfort zone. Way far, like light years beyond her comfort zone. Maybe if she had more liquor in her system. Only then did her confidence rear its head… and her stupidity. 

“Just be careful.”

“You can come if you want,” Toria said. “He said you can.”

Jane was already shaking her head. “No. That’s a hard no.”

“Okay,” Toria said, laughing as she gave her another quick hug. When they parted, Toria leaned sideways to look around her at the only other remaining member of their group. “You make sure she gets home safe, Knox.”

The billionaire media mogul offered a two-fingered salute in reply. His opposite fingertips rested on the rim of the glass on the wide arm of his leather chair perpendicular to the couch. Toria kissed her cheek and dashed out, leaving her and Knox alone in the enclosed space.

This was it. The moment she’d have to face what she’d done with him. To him.

A whole nightclub of people danced and drank beyond the exit in front of her. Escape was right there. If she just reached out and took the handle… she could save herself more humiliation. Except it would always be there. Her audacity. She could run but hiding from it forever was out of the question. 

Damnit.

In the private pod, she and Knox were cut off from everyone else. Cut off from distractions that might prevent her from doing something stupid. Something like she’d done the only other time they’d been alone. Why had she done it? Since when was she so brazen?

The transparent walls of the private pod were great until she was by herself with one of the world’s most eligible bachelors. What would the ogling Crimson patrons think? They’d wonder why she was with him. Not that she was with him, they were just—

“You going to stand over there all night?” Knox asked. 

If it was that or turn and face him, the former was preferable. Women across the world would fall over themselves for the chance to be alone with Knox, middle Collier son, heir to more than half the planet’s media corporations if the internet was to be believed.

Knox was one of Zairn’s best friends. Roxie was one of hers. If the two were to be married, she and Knox would be spending more time together. That meant one thing…

Swallowing her pride and shame, it was time to apologize. 

She took a deep breath and spun on the spot, forcing herself to look at him before releasing the air from her lungs. “I’m sorry.”

He frowned. “It’s okay, take your time.”

“No, I…” Pursing her lips, she took tentative steps toward the seating area. “For the other night… the night Roxie was missing.”

Roxie and Zairn had broken up three nights ago. On the back of that, Roxie vanished, freaking everyone out. And it was that night, in her fear and grief that she’d lost her mind, grabbed Knox, and kissed the bejesus out of him in a hotel suite restroom. They barely knew each other. No, actually, they didn’t know each other at all. And she’d taken serious liberties, which was not like her. 

“In the restroom.”

“Right,” she said, gliding down to sit at the far end of the couch. Far, far from him. Out of kissing radius. “I was worried and you… You just wanted to use the bathroom and found me in there… I was a mess. You were trying to comfort me, being nice. I took advantage of—”

“It was a kiss,” he said, an almost snicker in his words. “We were talking, and we kissed.”

This guy was a gentleman. “I kissed you. You came into the restroom and… I have to apologize. Please let me apologize.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, raising his glass from the arm of the chair to drink the liquid within. 

“I’m not that type of woman. I don’t… I’m never bold, and I shouldn’t have… I’m sorry.”

He put his glass on the end table. “My family pays a lot of money for security to protect us from threats. Enough that we could wage war against a small foreign nation.” That was probably a joke, but she was wound too tight to laugh. “You’re not a threat, Jane.”

His cool smile soothed some of her guilt. When their friends were present, it was easier to relax. With Roxie, Zairn, and Toria around, she’d avoided looking at him, pretending, probably, that he wasn’t there at all. But alone, there was no escape. The glow in his receptive eyes drew her in. Just like that night in the restroom. What had he been saying? Had she heard his words? 

Her lips parted, her breathing slowed and grew deeper at the same time. Geez, he was hot… the square jaw, the almost dimple… the severity, the unbreakable shell. Every part of him was loose in its confidence. What was it like to exist with such certainty? Could a woman ever break through? Maybe she’d be around to see it. 

Her mind was wandering, her imagination too. Somehow, he enraptured her. What was it about the allure of his mystery that transfixed her? 

Even as she stared, his smile faded to something much more intense. Something harder yet just as tempting. It was insane. She was insane. Without a touch or word passing between them, warmth gathered within, her sense and hormones reacted all on their own.

Tingling swept across her, beneath her clothes, in every most intimate part of herself. Her breasts grew heavier, her nipples tightened, sweet stimulation woke between her thighs.

Gorgeous. Could a person really be that attractive? Grabbing him and kissing him in that restroom had set her into a spiral of insanity. And it was still going. The crazy was rising, volatile and eager within her. 

“Would you like another drink?” he asked. 

If only the words were enough to break the spell. “No, that’s not a good idea.”

“Then I should apologize to you.”

Confused, she asked, “Why?”

“Can’t have been that great a kiss.”

If only he knew… “It wasn’t,” she said, startling him, which startled her. “I mean it… it wasn’t a great kiss.”

“You’ve had better?”

“Never,” she said on a lustful sigh. “It wasn’t a great kiss. It was an epic kiss. An incredible, unreal, completely panty-melting kiss.” 

Her jaw moved, but the words had stopped. Her mouth watered as she replayed how it felt to grab his face, pull him down, and plant her mouth on his. Their forbidden kiss in a secret corner. It was so out of character. So wild. So bizarre. So incredible. In that second, she’d needed his kiss. Needed it like the blood in her veins. 

Her friend had been missing. Being carnally overcome in such an intense moment was so inappropriate, which may be why she hadn’t told a soul. She, Roxie, and Toria had lived together for years, and usually told each other everything. But she’d kept her shame to herself. The guy just needed to pee. It wasn’t like he’d sought her out. Their paths crossed by chance, and she’d assaulted him. She was an assaulter.

“Okay,” he said, clearing his throat as he shifted to retrieve his phone from his inside pocket. 

“Oh, God, I’m sorry…” Her palm rose to her forehead. “That was inappropriate too. I’m sorry. Maybe I’m sick.”

“I don’t think you’re sick,” he said, typing into his phone, then slipping it back into his jacket. “Let’s get out of here.”

What did that mean? She didn’t have time to ask because he stood up and came over, holding a hand toward her. Should she…? He wasn’t even looking at her, he was intent on the door. Her hand met his, and he swept her up into his momentum. On the approach to the pod door, a guy in a black suit opened it for them and stayed close as another appeared in front, leading the way from the club down into an underground parking garage she hadn’t known existed. 

The first guy opened the front passenger door, and Knox guided her inside. The hotel was close by, if she could keep her mouth shut long enough—Knox got in beside her. The rumble of the engine was… arousing. As she processed the vibration rumbling through her, he gunned it, grabbing her attention. 

His smile slid into view. “You’re hot.”

What did that…? He revved the engine again before speeding out onto the LA streets. 

Breathing in, she was enlivened just by the freedom of living to feel. To experience each moment. Each second. Sometimes she’d been terrified of him, but when she let herself just be around him, liberation infused her. 

“Was that inappropriate?” he asked.

Being so caught up in her own fantasy, she hadn’t even heard him. “Hmm?”

He flashed her another dazzling smile. “I said you’re not sick, you’re hot.”

“Like attractive?”

“Like turned on,” he said. “But you’re that kinda hot too.”

Flattered, she smiled, but he was only being polite. “You have excellent manners.”

“My parents thrashed them into me.” Horror hit her, but he laughed. “I’m kidding, relax.”

“You must get women throwing themselves at you all the time,” she said, figuring that was why he was so casual about it. “Do women line up outside your house? Do you have a house of your own? Do you and your brothers stay with your parents in a big mansion somewhere?”

“I’m thirty-five,” he said. “There isn’t a house big enough to contain the Colliers… not that any of us could survive in together for more than a day. Sometimes just getting through a meal is touch and go.”

From the curl of his lips, she guessed he was kidding with her. Was he kidding with her? “I don’t have brothers and sisters… Well, not blood anyway. Rox and Toria are my sisters.”

“I get that. I have friends I consider brothers. We don’t see each other every day, but if the shit hits the fan, we’re there.”

“Like Zairn,” she said, clasping her clutch in both hands on her lap. “I don’t think he has a house. He has a building, so I guess that’s… I’ve never been in a billionaire’s house.”

“Until tonight.”

“Zairn’s apartment is lovely, New York is amazing but—what did you say?”

“We’re going to my place,” he said. Glancing around, she didn’t see anything familiar. Not that she was an LA aficionado. “Unless you have any objection.”

“I…” She should object. Cool air crossed her tongue, a shiver of excitement joined the vibration in her belly. “Rox and Toria will be out all night.” She’d only worry about them. “I’d rather not be alone.”

“Not something you have to worry about in this city.”

“I don’t want to impose. Maybe I take a peek and call a cab?”

“You’re a real delicate thing, always worrying about something,” he said, picking up speed. “Tonight, you get whatever you want.”

Whatever she wanted. She shouldn’t want. Shouldn’t be thinking about satisfying her curiosity. Shouldn’t be letting her imagination creep into inappropriate territory… again.

“Do you know Logan Lowe?”

“We run in different circles, but there’s no report he’s dangerous,” he said, his brow hardening as he pressed a button on his steering wheel.

“Boss?” a disembodied voice echoed from the speakers.

“Put a couple of our paps on Toria Lovell.”

“Boss.”

He pressed the button again. “She’ll be looked after.”

“What does that mean? Paps?” She gasped. “You don’t mean paparazzi! Don’t they hunt people down and cause accidents?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “But these are our paps. They only look like paps, they won’t hurt her, and they won’t let anyone else hurt her either. The only person they report to is me.”

“And you’ll print details of what she does to the world?”

He laughed. “What do you think of me, Jane? No, no reporting. Logan Lowe’s antics are below my paygrade. Unless you want me to ruin him.” She gasped again. “That I can do in a heartbeat.”

Indignation faltered in the face of the truth. “You really could…”

“If you want me to.”

She wasn’t the type of person to make that sort of request. Maybe Toria and Logan would hit it off, or maybe… “If he hurts her,” she said, relaxing. “Maybe then.” 

When he glanced at her smile, his grew again. “I don’t believe you’d ask even if he did.”

“No,” she said and laughed. “But Roxie will.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t do it for Roxie.”

Why would he say that? Why wouldn’t he? He’d do it for Zairn. Maybe that’s what he meant. There would be no need for Roxie to ask, or for her to ask. Zairn would take care of it. Thank goodness they didn’t run in the same circles as Logan Lowe. It didn’t bear thinking about how they’d deal with one of their posse hurting someone Roxie loved. That could cause real problems.

Which brought her up short.

What was she thinking about kissing one of Zairn’s best friends? Going home with him? They weren’t going home for anything that was… nothing intimate, it was just… Unless he thought different. Maybe Knox believed she was the kind of woman to go home with a strange guy. But, uh… that’s sort of exactly what she was doing.

They slowed at a pair of huge wooden gates that were already opening. If this was it, if they were there, she had no time to figure out how to tell him she wasn’t one of those women. 

On the other side of the gates, they drove up a curved, gleaming driveway. How did they get the road so white and shining even in the night? The moment the beautiful house came into view, she forgot everything else. Two floors, maybe three, maybe more if there was a basement. Glass and white concrete, it was modern, and the roof tilted various different ways. She hadn’t taken it all in when they stopped just beyond the front door. 

“Stay there,” he said as he got out.

She wasn’t sure where she’d go. It didn’t seem right to approach something so magnificent without a guide. 

Knox opened her door and reached in to take her hand from her purse. Had she been resisting? Maybe that was why he was laughing as she stood. 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” she said as he guided her up the shallow slate stairs toward the full-height glass frontage showcasing the front door.

“I disagree,” he said without disguising his amusement.

“You’ll have expensive things in here, what if I break something?”

“I’ll replace it.”

“What if you can’t? What if it’s irreplaceable?”

He touched a panel and the door opened. Her heels clacked on the marble floor inside. The door closed, distracting her, so when she turned back and he gave her a tug, she fell against him. 

“There’s only one thing in this house that’s irreplaceable,” he said, coiling their joined hands around her to hold her tight against him as he descended. “That’s you, delicate blossom.”

“I’m not so delicate,” she panted in a whisper, mesmerized by his mouth. 

“No? Let’s find out.”

“I didn’t think this through,” her words came out in one breath.

“Thinking is overrated,” he said, tilting his head to press his lips to hers. 

Shit.

Her purse fell from her fingers as he boosted her up to wrap her legs around him. She wasn’t aware of much but the slick heat of his talented tongue corrupting hers. But it wasn’t his fault. Her hoochie body wanted him to take her upstairs. Her hormones craved satisfaction that could only come from him. The guy had a hundred percent success rate. Each time they kissed, every part of her responded.

The pulse between her legs screamed for completion. The void within her prepared for him as she tightened the circle of her legs, rubbing herself against his impressive body.

When they dropped and she landed in what had to be his bed, he broke their kiss to fight with his jacket.

“Knox,” she whispered as he freed his arms and tossed the fabric away. She grabbed for his shoulders and was delighted by their resistance. Solid, unyielding, the rest of him beneath that shirt was just as formidable. “You work out.”

“I’m about to.”

She’d known he was fit. That was obvious from looking at him across the room… and yes, she might have seen a picture or two of him online, sometimes he and Zairn hung out.

As he ripped open his shirt, he ducked to kiss her again, consuming her with a hunger that couldn’t match hers.

“Knox,” she gasped as his mouth dropped to her throat.

His lips trailed to the side of her neck, up into her hair, kissing behind her ear, down around her hairline, sending her senses into laser mode. Not that she’d experienced anything like it before. How did he do that? Know exactly the right pressure to use, when to kiss, when to lick, when to just breathe against her.

“Oh, my… Knox,” she whimpered. “That’s amazing… I can’t…” the build of pressure in her hips was something new too. The threatening climax was coming from somewhere untouched deep within her. “I can’t breathe.”

He rose, his heavy eyes seeking hers through the shadows. “What do you need, beautiful blossom?”

“To… be here…” Her palms skimmed across his bare shoulders and around to the back of his arms. “With you.”

“What else?”

“Nothing,” she said, languishing in the liberation of being under him, stroking his toned body. A laugh came out with her smile. “This is everything I need.”


 

 

TWO

 

 

Everything she needed? What the hell was that? What a stupid thing to say. 

Light threatened the sky when she woke in his bed. One-night stands weren’t her thing and there was no excuse. She hadn’t been that drunk. Hadn’t drunk that much. She slipped into her dress and found her scattered shoes. It was a blessing he was still asleep. Shameful morning afters weren’t in her comfort zone either. 

Sometime in the wee hours, he’d left her in bed to take a call. She should’ve snuck out then instead of waiting for him to come back and ravish her again. None of her decisions around him were sound. Speaking to him would threaten her sanity. She had to get out while he slept. Had to. It wasn’t rude, it was self-preservation.

Tiptoeing down the stairs, she swept her hair up, holding it on her head as she sought her purse. There on the floor at the foot of the stairs, it was impossible to pick it up without replaying their arrival. His hold. His kiss. His… 

What was wrong with her brain?

The front door opened behind her, shattering her imaginings. 

She shot to her feet as another gorgeous guy entered. All of LA seemed to be filled with handsome suited men.

“Morning,” he said, the door closing on its own behind him. One look at her put a twitch of a smile on his face. “Not many women sneak out on a Collier.” Stunned, her senses were playing possum. “You want a cup of coffee?” Her head moved in a loose shake. His smile grew unashamed. “Eggs? Pancakes?” Another shake. “Steak?” He laughed. “You’re not making this easy on a guy who’s been up all night… Want to tell me your name?” When she didn’t respond, his ease began to ebb. “I’m Zach Kintyre, one of Knox’s oldest friends, you don’t have to sneak out or be afraid. Did you and Knox argue?”

“No,” came Knox’s voice from the top of the stairs.

“Shit, you took your time,” Zach said. “Thought you were going to leave me vamping down here all day.” He passed her as Knox descended the stairs. “It was a pleasure to meet you. There’s a car in the driveway that will take you anywhere you want to go… whenever you’re ready.” 

His smile was genuine, but it dropped fast. Zach went up the stairs, muttering something at Knox as he passed.

By the time Knox got to her, Zach had disappeared. “Sneaking out on me?”

What was she supposed to say? Her mind didn’t want to play ball, not at all. Her shock wasn’t made any easier by her ripped lover wearing nothing more than a pair of black boxer-briefs. Saliva gathered at the corner of her mouth. She swept it away with her tongue, forcing her lips to part.

“I didn’t want it to be weird.”

“Okay,” he said, stepping backward. “Let’s have breakfast.”

Shaking her head, she retreated. “We can’t.”

“We can have sex, but we can’t have breakfast?”

“We shouldn’t have had sex,” she said. “Last night was amazing, but you’re the best friend of my best friend’s fiancé. This is their love. Roxie’s great love. I won’t do anything that might hurt her happily ever after.”

Though it could easily be argued she’d done that by falling into bed with Knox. 

“This will not break their… relationship.”

“You don’t know that. We don’t know that and… Roxie can’t ever be in a position where she has to pick between her friend and her man.”

He chuckled. “No one’s asking her to choose.”

“Not now, but… This is a bad idea.” Because, unlike Roxie, she’d never stayed friends with an ex. Never had to see them every time there was an event, or her friend celebrated some milestone. “We have to forget this ever happened. We can’t ever tell anyone—”

“I’m not ashamed of my attraction to you,” he said, anger strengthening his brow. “And I don’t apologize to anyone for my choices. I won’t apologize for acting on this.”

“I don’t want you to apologize,” she said, as much to blame for what happened between them. In truth, her burden of guilt was greater. “I kissed you. I started this… that was my mistake.”

“This your MO?” he asked, glaring. “Get a guy on the hook then shut him down? The whole innocent thing an act?”

“What?” she asked, alarmed. “No! I don’t—I wouldn’t… I never have one-night stands, I didn’t want us to be… This is my fault… all my fault.”

The heat of tears gathered in her eyes. She wanted to flee but couldn’t, not until he understood. 

His glare relaxed. “Jane,” he said, coming closer to rest a hand on her shoulder. “Nothing is your fault. This was your personal choice, our choice. Roxie shouldn’t expect you to grovel. We’re consenting adults, we did nothing wrong.”

“Roxie’s an amazing person,” she said, moisture dropping from her lashes. “She wouldn’t ever ask me to apologize for anything, she accepts everyone, but… She’s always the one looking out for me. Protecting me. Standing up for me. If we tried to pursue this, it would put pressure on all of us. On our bonds to each other… Long distance relationships never work. We’d break up and then it would get difficult… No one can know about this. About any of what we did. It’s my turn to protect her. I want her and Zairn to work, she loves him so much. Do you want to sabotage Zairn’s happiness?”

His hand slid off her shoulder. “No. The way he is with Rox… I’ve never seen anything so right. He believes in it. Loves her more than I’ve seen him love anyone.”

Relief came with a smile though another tear fell. “So we agree. We tell no one. No one can know about this. We have to forget it ever happened.” A thread of panic tensed her. “Your friend Zach—”

“I’ll talk to him,” he said. “He’s going through his own shit. I doubt he knows Rox’s roommates’ names, let alone what they look like.” Good point. “He won’t say anything.”

“Thank you,” she said, relaxing into a smile. “Thank you, Knox.”

She started to turn, but he caught hold of her arm to pull her back. “I can’t put a lid on what I feel.”

“I won’t play with you. You won’t hear from me. And if we end up in the same room…” Which they would for Roxie and Zairn’s wedding at least. “We’ll say hello, be polite, but that’s it.”

“I don’t know if I like that idea,” he said, searching her. “You’re really sure this is for the best?”

“I’m really sure.” Though keeping secrets from her best friends was unheard of. “We can’t be selfish for sex. That’s it. Done.” 


 

 

THREE

 

 

Back in Chicago four days later, she couldn’t exactly claim to have found her sanity, but at least there was some semblance of normality.

Toria was still working on edits in LA and Roxie was in New York dealing with some issue for Zairn and his buddy who’d just got engaged. Everyone was making commitments, planning a future, and she was working notice at her job without any idea of what came next. 

Her company had offered to let her transfer to New York. While she hadn’t completely discounted that option, it wouldn’t be a good idea. Graham, a guy from their London office, traveled to New York sometimes. One of those times, they’d met for a date after an extended long-distance flirtation. 

It was a bust. 

Completely. 

She’d expected him to be her forever guy yet had zero chemistry with him. How was it she could be sure of their compatibility when they were apart and so against it when they were together?

She was back at zero.

Lower than zero. 

Without a job, she was relying on Roxie’s goodwill to support her in New York, one of the most expensive cities in the world to live in. Zairn was based in the Big Apple. Without her friends’ support, and agreement they’d move from Chicago with her, Roxie may not have taken the leap into the engagement. Toria was sure happy futures awaited them all. If only optimism would get them through.

Her measly emergency savings wouldn’t last long in New York. Roxie would look after them. Zairn would look after them because they meant so much to the woman he loved. It was romantic, swoon-worthy.

Unless you were the friend without a job, boyfriend, or future up ahead. 

Sitting on the floor, alone in her apartment, she distracted herself filling boxes, packing up their lives. It should be exciting. It was exciting. Moving to New York, her best friend in love, there was so much to be happy about. But what the hell was she doing?

Exhaling, she sank back on her knees to sit on her feet. Thank God for wine. The glass on the floor next to her had been filled more than once, maybe more than twice, since she got back from work. Yes, it was Sunday, but she’d taken time off for the LA trips and, well, she wasn’t that good at saying no. Her colleagues had her for another month and, apparently, planned to make the most of that time by requiring her to work weekends in addition to extended hours during the week.

Someone knocked on the door. 

Her phone was somewhere, maybe Roxie was trying to get in touch and she’d missed a call. 

The only people allowed anywhere near her door were those approved by Trevor and his security team. The bodyguards lived in the apartment next door after being installed by Zairn for Roxie’s benefit. Although her friend wasn’t home, they were still around and vetted anyone who wanted to come inside. They also followed her to work every day, probably because they had little else to do. That and her friends had asked Zairn’s Head of Security and Logistics to keep an eye on her after Graham refused to take no for an answer. He hadn’t shown up yet, but his calls, texts, and emails were enough to give them a scare.

It had to be Trevor. She didn’t call for takeout. Groceries had been delivered the day she got home. No one else should be coming to talk to her. She got up and put her wine on the breakfast bar.

Trevor was who she expected to see on the other side of the door. 

Boy was she wrong.

“You’re wrong,” was the first thing he said. 

It took a good ten seconds for her to reply. “Knox… what are you doing here?”

“I’m not here,” he said, pushing the door away from her hand to stride inside. 

This couldn’t be good. Hadn’t they agreed they wouldn’t hear from each other? Showing up was a dozen steps beyond hearing from each other.

She closed the door.

Knox Collier was in her apartment. Right there, standing by the breakfast bar.

“What are you doing here?”

“I have business in Chicago.”

“You have business in Chicago,” she repeated. 

That was an incredible coincidence so soon after they’d parted.

“I’m staying at the Grand,” he said. “Unless you want me to stay here.”

No prizes for guessing why he’d appeared. “As like a… No, you can’t, you shouldn’t.”

“Shouldn’t?” he asked. “Because…?” 

A reason. Yes, that was a valid question, answering it would be polite.

“Because… we can’t.”

“That’s not a reason.”

No, it wasn’t. “We can’t… for our friends… it’ll get messy.”

“No mess,” he said. “Have you told anyone what happened between us in LA?” She shook her head. “I haven’t either and Zach’s forgotten already.” Because Knox had such a trail of anonymous women slipping in and out of his bed that the faces blurred? “That’s proof we can do this without it getting messy.”

Maybe it hadn’t gotten messy with their friends and out in the world. In her head was a different story. 

“Knox, I’m flattered you’d come over here…” If he had business in the city, it wasn’t like he’d flown there specifically for her. Thank goodness! She couldn’t imagine the guilt. “But I make horrible decisions when it comes to men. Really terrible. You don’t want to get involved with that. Men and me… if there’s a chance of something going wrong, it will. It always does.”

“Maybe your decision to cut this off is the wrong one.”

“I…” Okay, there was logic there. “I don’t know.”

Warmth rose in his eyes as his lips curled. “You said you didn’t do one-night stands, wouldn’t want to break your streak, would you?”

“You’re teasing me.”

She wasn’t as good at the flirting and innuendos as Toria and Roxie either. Their confidence, their wit, it got them tangled up with men all the time. Sometimes, like with Zairn, that tangling wasn’t such a bad thing.

“Did spending the night with me feel good?”

Color flooded her cheeks. “You know it did,” she whispered, her chin dropping.

If she tried to claim otherwise, he’d call her a liar and he would be right.

“Look at me, Blossom,” he said. She swallowed as her eyes ascended to his. “Trust yourself. There’s nothing wrong with feeling good.”

Her friends often said the same. “How long are you in Chicago?”

“Ten days.”

Progressing to him, she shook her head. “This can’t be… We can’t, we…”

“No one has to know,” he said. Touching her shoulder, his fingertips floated toward her neck. “You make the rules. You want to fuck and run, I won’t sta—”

Leaping up, she grabbed his head, forcing him to crouch to meet her kiss. They weren’t supposed to wreck their friends’ relationship. But they weren’t there. No one was there. It was a secret. They could keep their trysts to themselves. They’d managed it since LA.

Oh, who was she kidding? She was weak. Powerless to resist the pull of his hands on her waist, his body meeting hers. Proximity to this man intoxicated her.

Her hands dropped to his on her waist, holding them there as she walked backward toward the hall and the bedrooms.

“If you’re in town anyway… Roxie and Toria aren’t home…” She navigated them into her room. “Do you know anyone else in Chicago?”

“No one prettier than you,” he said, giving her a boost onto the bed as soon as they were close enough. “You going to give me a real Chicago welcome?”

He crawled onto the bed. Her hands slid onto his shoulders to link at the back of his neck.

Before his mouth found hers, she spoke. “We hook up, you go back to your hotel…”

“Our secret, Blossom.”

His confidence inspired hers. “We have this under control. We control it, it doesn’t control us.”

Though she wasn’t entirely sure what “it” was.

“No strings. Just fun. Our secret. Totally under control.”

“Good,” she said on a sigh and tilted her head, pulling him down to touch their foreheads. “I’ve never done casual.”

And she’d be lying if she said Roxie and Toria’s ability to split sex from love wasn’t something she’d occasionally been jealous of. This was a fling. Ten days. He’d go back to his life and that would be it. Sex. For the sake of sex. She could do that… this once.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

Saying goodbye after ten days, knowing it was the last time they’d ever be intimate, had been tough.

Submerging herself in the wet heat of the bathtub, the aches of the day waned, and her mind wandered back to her time with him. Too often her daydreams included him; her nighttime dreams weren’t exempt either. 

The way Knox kissed her, touched her, it provoked all kinds of new sensations and excitement. For a long time, she hadn’t understood why no strings was appealing. Now she got it. Now she understood how freeing it was to let loose and give herself to someone without worrying they wouldn’t call the next day.

He wouldn’t call. 

He didn’t call. 

For one thing, she’d said they shouldn’t exchange numbers. The long-distance calling and video thing hadn’t worked out for her and colleague, Graham, a.k.a. London Guy. She didn’t want to go through that again. Didn’t want to go through the excited anticipation of waiting for his call, of being naughty with someone she thought she could trust…

She shuddered. 

Thinking back to what she’d done with Graham, her humiliation flamed. Roxie and Toria reminded her all the time that she shouldn’t be ashamed of anything. As much as she appreciated her friends and their reassurance, her embarrassment was real. 

Counting down the days left with her employer, only three remained. They wanted her to go in on Saturday, which would be fine except she was supposed to be flying to Florida on Sunday to meet Toria. When would she pack? How would she clean the apartment with so little time? 

Sunday couldn’t come quick enough. Oh, she missed her friends. More than she’d anticipated. Living as a trio for so long, they’d become accustomed to having each other around. This being in three different corners of the country was difficult.

Their lives had been on a collision course with these changes since their LA trip, when they watched Talk at Sunset being filmed. How long ago was that? More than eight months. Geez, time went fast. Roxie and Zairn had known each other eight months and were still going strong. Together and apart, business commitments tugged them around the globe, but the couple always came back together, always returned to each other, their love stronger than ever.

Time… it was a funny thing.

Had it really been a month since Knox left her apartment? 

Their affair was over. Finished. She shouldn’t still be thinking about him. 

Maybe it was easier to think about him than Graham or Brendan, the last two love interests in her life. No, actually, there was no maybe about it. Thinking about Knox made her smile, it turned her on, he’d become her favorite fantasy figure. 

And boy was that becoming a routine. Maybe it was being alone in the apartment and the freedom that brought, but in the previous four weeks, she’d pleasured herself almost every day. Way more than usual. No matter how vivid the illusion, it was never as good as the real thing, as his hands touching her, his fingers slipping into her. 

With her eyes closed and her head resting on the edge of the tub, her hand crossed her thigh to rest between her legs. The way she massaged her clit wasn’t as skilled as his caress. She could only conjure memories of the heat he built low in her belly, how the pressure grew and her breathing deepened as he curled a digit within her, massaging her—

“You’re a mind reader.”

She shot upright so fast water sloshed left and right. It got in her eyes though she grabbed for her bare breasts, terrified by the intrusion. 

Except as she blinked her wet lashes, Knox came into view. Already his shirt was on the floor, he toed off one shoe and then the other.

“Knox,” she said, catching her breath. “What are you doing here?”

“You,” he said, unfastening his pants.

“How did you get in here?”

“Your door was unlocked.”

“My door was unlocked?” she asked, leaning back when he braced his hands on either side of the tub to climb in on top of her. 

“We’re going to buy you a new tub,” he said, kissing her forehead and her temple. “Something built for two.”

His arms came around her and he rolled, sloshing the water, switching their positions so he was beneath with her facing him between his legs. His embrace crushed her to him so tight, there was nowhere for her to go. 

“The neighbors will complain,” she said. 

His hands skimmed down her back through the water, yanking her hard against his erection. “Zairn pays the neighbors.”

“Not those neighbors,” she said. “Downstairs. If the water spills—”

“Blossom,” he said, tucking her wet hair back from her face. “Did you miss me?”

Somehow, her imagination had summoned him back to her. “It’s been a month.”

“You forgot about me?” he asked though his drowsy eyes didn’t believe it. He kneaded her ass, using her body to stimulate his. “I missed you.”

Her fingers spread on his chest. “You’re insanely attractive,” she sighed. 

“If that means you’re powerless to resist, I’ll take it.”

“Maybe I drowned.” While pleasuring herself, but she left that part out. “Maybe I’m dead.”

“Is this your heaven, babe?”

Their eyes met. Both her heaven and her hell. “I’m going to Florida on Sunday.”

“For the Bahamas trip.”

“And I have to work the next three days.” Which would take them to Sunday. “Business brought you back here?”

“If that’s what you have to think, yeah,” he said, losing his fingers in her tangled locks. “Business.”

Whatever that meant. They couldn’t have sex in the tub even if they wanted to. 

“Condoms are in my nightstand,” she said.

Had she really been won over so easily? Where were her objections? Shouldn’t she be calm and level-headed? Oh, she just lost herself in the way he made her feel. She could object or resist, but she wouldn’t mean it.

“How many?” he asked.

“How many?” 

Why would he ask that?

“There were ten in the box when I left.”

Whether that was true or not, she couldn’t say. “I haven’t counted them.”

He exhaled a laugh, still caressing her. “That’s my way of asking how many guys you’ve been seeing this month.”

“Oh.” 

Yeah, she’d missed that completely. 

She kissed his chin, relaxing into being near him again now the panic was over. 

“Oh?” he said. “You going to give me an answer?”

“No.” She smiled at him. “That’s breaking news you don’t need.”

Didn’t the Colliers know everything else? It was just a tease. If he really had counted the condoms before he left, he’d find the same number there when they went through to the bedroom. 

“I’d give up the rest to know that.”

“Then take me to bed,” she said, kissing his chin again. 

“You don’t want to do it here?” he asked, wearing a grin as he stood them up. 

Once again water went everywhere. “I don’t want our neighbors to sue.” He lifted her out of the tub first. “And I plan to clean this place to within an inch of its life. We need our security deposit back.”

“Need it for what?”

As he got out, she pulled the plug. “Do you know how expensive it is to live in New York?”

He probably didn’t because he didn’t live there.

“I live for free in New York when I visit. A good friend of mine lives there,” he said, catching her hand when she tried to pick up her towel. “You don’t need that.”

He pulled her out of the room.

“You shouldn’t leave your clothes on that wet floor. They’ll get—”

Sweeping her around in an arc, he rushed her against the wall and crouched to kiss her. Passion, pleasure, desire. The man was a wet dream. Her wet dream and probably that of every other woman in his life. 

The pressure of his kiss grew hard, fast, but it disappeared before she was ready to lose it. Her eyes stayed closed, and her fingertips tried to find his jaw, to tempt his mouth back. 

“Did you miss me?” he murmured.

Air left her lips with the answer. “Yes.”

With the gravity of need inside her, it was unbelievable she hadn’t succumbed already. 

“Want me to fuck you?” he asked. 

A shot of excitement quaked in her pussy. “I… I…” Her mouth dried, she wanted it, wanted him, but her reserve kept her rigid. “I…”

“Don’t be nervous, my delicate blossom,” he growled in a voice that was anything but reassuring, but it spoke to her arousal. “You want it? You want me inside you?”

“Knox,” she whined, her fingertips dropping to his shoulders. 

“That what you were thinking about? In the tub… Were you thinking about my cock?” Her head managed to shake, her wet hair probably marking the wall. “No?”

Her mind was blank until need sped her heart. The fantasy came back to life. Fumbling for one of his arms, she took it from its place bracing him against the wall and guided his hand down to the apex of her thighs. 

Her eyes fluttered open as feral satisfaction pulled at one corner of his lips. 

“I was still at the foreplay,” she whispered and gasped when he slid a finger into her. 

“Then I got here just in time.” 

He swirled his finger within her and withdrew to suck it clean. Wow, her heart might have stopped right there, maybe the whole world did. 

While she was still off-balance, he crouched to grab her up, squeezing her ass as he carried her into her bedroom. 
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“I’m sorry I had to work late today,” she said, loose and sated in her own sheets on their third night together.

Knox shifted, dropping his head back into a pillow. “It’s karma,” he said. “I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve used that line myself… It’s not that late, it’s not nine.”

“What time is it in LA?”

“Almost seven.”

“Dinner time?”

“You want to go out?” he asked. “You hungry?”

Funny joke. How long would their secret stay secret if they went out galivanting together? 

“You satisfied my appetite,” she said, smiling as she adjusted to look at him.

“I could get used to this kept man thing. You should get cable.”

She laughed. “I’m a girl on a budget. Don’t you own a cable company?”

“Oh yeah,” he said like he’d forgotten his heritage. “Several. In various countries… You want cable?”

“In exchange for sex? No, thanks, I’m moving soon,” she said, climbing over on top of him. “You know what I’d kill for?”

“Anything you want is yours, Blossom.”

“There’s wine in the fridge. Do you want some?”

He picked her hand off his torso and pulled it to his lips. “Stay here, I’ll get it,” he said and kissed her knuckles. Holding her hips, he guided her onto her back again and got up to put his sweats on. “Back in a second.”

“There’s a corkscrew in the drawer under the breakfast bar!” she called.

He was already gone but must’ve heard her. The apartment wasn’t that big.

Tomorrow, she had to go back to work for her last day. Official last day anyway, she’d still be on the end of the phone if they needed her.

Knox had been waiting for her when she got home. A man waiting at home after work. A man pleased to see her. He worked during the day. Where? She didn’t know. But paperwork had been spread out on Roxie’s desk the previous evening. He hadn’t talked of a hotel and had been sleeping in her bed both mornings she got up for work. Was he staying with her?
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