
  
    
      
    
  


  
    What happens in the Big Easy doesn’t always stay in the Big Easy. Thank goodness.


    The Billionaire Bargains, Book 3


    When billionaire Emily Steele breaks off her eight-year relationship with the only boy she’s ever dated, she quickly realizes she has a lot to learn. About the world. About herself. And men. Definitely men.


    A friend’s bachelorette party in New Orleans is the perfect place to get in touch with her inner vixen. Trouble is, she’s never actually met her inner vixen. Worse, her overprotective uncle’s determination to keep her safe means she’s going to have a babysitter for the weekend. A tall, handsome babysitter who makes her tingle from head to toe.


    Will Weston has always thought his boss’s niece was special, and now that she’s single, he’s even more acutely aware of her beauty and charm. Her uncle’s insistence that he accompany her to the world’s sexiest city has mistake written all over it—until she offers his best friend a million dollars to be her date.


    Now there’s no way Will is staying behind, even though he knows something crazy is going to happen. Because falling in love in a weekend is definitely crazy.


    Warning: Contains a woman with enough money to buy a date for a weekend in New Orleans, a guy who’s never going to let that happen, a bachelorette party on Bourbon Street, hot sex to slow jazz, and beignets… because there has to be beignets.

  


  
    All That Matters


    Erin Nicholas

  


  
    Dedication


    To my street team, Erin’s Entourage. You girls keep me going! You support me, make me laugh, swoon over my heroes, tease me about my crafting attempts and never post spider pictures to me on Facebook—I couldn’t love you more.


    Many of you have been waiting for Emily’s story the longest. I hope it’s all you wanted and more.

  


  
    Chapter One


    “She’s too good for you.”


    Will pulled his attention from the woman he’d thought he was covertly watching and looked at his friend Gus. “I know.”


    Of course he knew that. Emily Steele was too good for three fourths of the men Will knew and two thirds of the men in the room at the moment. Even if it was a birthday party with an astonishing number of millionaires on the guest list.


    Will had felt that way even before he’d realized he had a little crush on his boss’s niece.


    Gus laughed and tipped back his cup of punch. “You do have good taste though.”


    Will leaned in, resting his elbows on the white linen tablecloth. “She looks really good, right?”


    Gus glanced over to where Emily was dancing to a series of love songs that the live band was playing. “Um, yeah.” He looked back to Will. “But that’s nothing new.”


    Will pivoted to watch Emily again. Her long dark hair hung nearly to the curve of her low back in gentle waves. The deep-blue silk of her dress emphasized the delicious curves that he had apparently taught himself to ignore over the four years he’d know her. The color matched her eyes almost exactly. Not that he could see her eyes from here. But he knew that they were midnight blue. Something else he must have stuffed into the do-not-consciously-notice box in his mind.


    Good Lord. That box had been thrown wide open five months ago. The moment he’d heard that she’d broken up with her almost-fiancé, her boyfriend of eight years, Chad Owens.


    Eight years.


    Emily had been taken—very taken—as long as Will had known her. He’d always thought of her as his boss’s niece, a girl a little too young for him, a friendly acquaintance at best.


    But apparently the only thing that had actually been standing in the way of a full-blown infatuation had been her relationship status.


    She and Chad had been serious. Very serious. Owens had been the only boyfriend Emily had ever had and they’d been together since she was fourteen. It had been well established that they would get married as soon as she finished college.


    Their break-up had shaken the family up. As her uncle Tony’s right-hand man, Will was in on a lot of family business and drama simply because he was always around. He was such a fixture at this point that he knew the family practically considered him one of their own. And he’d protect their privacy with all he had. He liked, trusted and respected the Steeles. All of them.


    But apparently, he liked one of them more than the others.


    And she really did look gorgeous in dark blue silk.


    Will turned back to Gus. He’d known Gus since they were ten. They’d had big dreams of becoming billionaires together. Their inventions were going to take off…eventually. Probably.


    Gus was the brains behind their dreams and Will was the PR and business guy. Gus was brilliant, but he had no interest in things like negotiations and spreadsheets. He just wanted to tinker with his tools and toys. Will, on the other hand, could handle basic algebra and trigonometry, but much beyond that and his eyes glazed over. He barely knew which end of a screwdriver to use. But business proposals and marketing plans and social media—he was all over all of that. And he’d used his time as Tony Steele’s assistant well. He’d witnessed the running of a billion-dollar business from the front row.


    Though he was the first to admit that Tony Steele’s way of running a business might not be…typical.


    It seemed that Tony just attracted money. Still, Will had learned a lot, met a lot of people, networked and made connections. All of which would pay off big time. Someday.


    “Maybe she had a makeover or something to help her get over the break-up. Maybe that’s why she suddenly looks so good,” Will said. He could tell Gus anything and he really needed to figure out how he’d gone from barely aware of Emily to thinking about her almost non-stop.


    Gus gave him a are you kidding look. “It’s not new that Emily Steele is gorgeous.”


    “I’ve seen her in a swimming suit,” Will said.


    “Lucky bastard.” Gus took another shot of the punch that was, actually just punch.


    “That is my point,” Will said. “How was I not completely into her then?”


    Gus set his punch cup down and leaned in. “You really want to know?”


    “Yes,” Will said with feeling.


    He wasn’t entirely sure his new obsession was appropriate. Emily was twenty-two. And single. And confident and strong. But he was twenty-eight. And employed by her uncle. And absolutely, without a doubt, not her type.


    Will was smart and capable and also confident. He owned his own business on the side where he was a pilot and skydiving instructor. He had numerous interests and loved to travel. He got along with his parents. He was a good brother. He was a good friend. He could cook.


    But he lived with Tony and his wife, Reese. Not because he had to, but because Tony preferred to have Will at his beck and call, and it really did make Will’s life easier to be on site when Tony had a three a.m. brainstorm or the need for help with his computer.


    And Will didn’t mind it. He liked the excitement, the fast pace, the rubbing elbows with guys who threw money around like they were simply playing Monopoly.


    But it did mean he lived with his boss. And jumped when Tony said jump. Working for Tony was fun a lot of the time and, even on the worst day, was certainly never boring. Fortunately, he and Tony were more friends than they were just a boss and employee, and Tony asked Will for his opinion on things, valued and encouraged his input and listened to his advice.


    Still, no way would Emily Steele go for a guy who was more or less her uncle’s yes man.


    She would go for a self-made millionaire, or the heir to some big global company, or a guy who had his sights set on the White House. The guy would have to be sophisticated and would know his wines and would speak at least one foreign language.


    “The reason you’re suddenly interested in her when you barely noticed her before is—” Gus paused for emphasis, “—you’re a good guy.”


    Will narrowed his eyes. “What?”


    “You’re a good guy. If a girl is seriously dating someone else and is genuinely happy, you’re not going to make a move. And if that girl is gorgeous and amazing and under your nose constantly, you’re going to somehow turn off all awareness of her so that you don’t go crazy. Or do something stupid, like hit on her and piss off her uncle.”


    Will sat back in his chair and thought about Gus’s words. He had a point. “Getting involved with her would be a sure-fire way to fuck things up with Tony, huh?”


    “Oh, yeah,” Gus agreed.


    Emily had been raised by Tony’s brother, Adam, with Tony’s help until she was fourteen and her dad had met and married Jaden. Emily was also a cancer survivor. She’d been diagnosed with bone cancer as a young teen and had subsequently undergone surgery to remove the lower portion of one leg. No one who didn’t know her well could tell she was a below-the-knee amputee if she had pants or a long dress on. She was graceful and confident. But the fact remained she’d overcome some incredible things. To say that her father and uncle were protective of her was a gross understatement.


    “But the fact that it will piss Tony off hadn’t changed,” Will pointed out. “Yet I’m completely aware of her suddenly.”


    Gus shrugged. “You’re a good guy, but you’re only human. It’s pretty hard to turn that off entirely when she’s gorgeous and amazing and right under your nose constantly.”


    Will nodded. If the past five months were any indication, it was impossible to turn it off entirely. “But it’s stupid.”


    “Well, her being single has something to do with it, I’m sure,” Gus said. “Before, she was off-limits for a lot of big reasons. Now one of those has been removed. The force field you put up between you has been weakened.”


    Right. A weak force field. Exactly the kind of analogy he’d expect from his Syfy Channel addict buddy.


    But it wasn’t a horrible analogy.


    It was like the wall he’d constructed between them now had a window in it.


    And Will was pressing his nose against the glass pretty damned hard.


    Will stood in the doorway to the kitchen the next day, unable to move or come up with a word or phrase other than holy shit.


    Even a bonafide nice guy could be forgiven for not nice thoughts when confronted by a hot young brunette and an array of vibrators.


    Even if the hot young brunette was a longtime friend and the niece of said nice guy’s boss.


    Seriously.


    Emily sat at the table, a huge blue phallus-shaped dildo in hand, her gaze locked on Will, her cheeks bright red, clearly speechless as well.


    The three vibrators, two pieces of lingerie and a set of silk ties on the table in front of her seemed to be calling his name though.


    What the hell—


    “I found the catalog.”


    Reese Steele, Emily’s aunt, came into the kitchen through the doorway that led to their private wing. Reese was eight months pregnant but looked to be at about eleven months. She was, quite frankly, huge. She had a booklet propped open on her belly as she walked.


    “Maybe some flavored oil or something instead.”


    Reese looked from the booklet she was holding to Emily, noticed Emily staring at something and turned.


    She looked startled for a moment and then gave Will a smile. “Hey. You’re back already.”


    Will managed to nod. He and Tony had just gotten back from skydiving. They did it every Thursday morning. They usually got back around eleven. Today they’d cut things short because of a conference call Tony needed to be on.


    Clearly they missed a lot at home on Thursday mornings.


    Reese’s presence shook him out of his stupid Emily-holding-a-sex-toy daze. Kind of. That wasn’t the kind of daze easily shaken. And a part of him didn’t really want to be shaken out of it, if he was honest.


    “Sorry to interrupt,” he said gruffly, holding up his coffee cup. Though he wasn’t exactly sorry. It seemed to Will that more mornings should include a chance encounter with beautiful women and sex toys. “Just came for a refill.”


    But his feet stayed rooted to the carpet outside the kitchen door.


    Reese looked amused. “Maybe you can help us.”


    Okay, no. To whatever it was.


    “I need to get back to the office.” His stupid feet still wouldn’t move.


    “Come on. We need an opinion. We’re trying to find a gift for Emily’s friend’s bachelorette party.”


    Will cleared his throat. So the toys weren’t Emily’s or Reese’s. That was probably good to know. Of course, he was a guy, so his imagination didn’t really care who the toys were intended for. It only cared about who was currently holding them.


    “I don’t think I’ve ever been to a bachelorette party,” Will said, finally forcing his feet to move toward the coffee pot. He filled his cup and lifted it for a casual sip as he turned back to the women, bracing himself to ignore the vibrators and everything else.


    He’d just focus on Reese. Yeah, that would work. She was beautiful too, and closer to Will’s age, but she was Tony’s wife. And she and Tony were crazy about each other. Not to mention that Will considered Reese a good friend. And she was very, very pregnant. She and Tony had gotten together two years ago, and from the beginning, Will had seen that Reese was exactly what Tony needed. And vice versa.


    For all of those reasons, Reese and sex toys didn’t really do anything for Will.


    “You don’t need experience with bachelorette parties,” Reese said. “Just with vibrators and stuff.”


    Will’s coffee went down the wrong pipe and he started hacking and coughing. The jerking sloshed coffee over the edge of his cup and onto his hand, burning him. His eyes began to water and he lunged for the sink where he dropped his cup and braced his hands on the edge, coughing harder.


    Clearing breakfast blend from his lungs took a few seconds.


    When he was finally able to draw a deep breath without his lungs protesting, he ran cool water on his hand, wiped his eyes and turned to face Reese.


    She was grinning.


    “You should probably ask Tony about this, don’t you think?” Will asked.


    “Oh, Tony likes everything,” Reese said with a wave of her hand.


    Will couldn’t help his laugh. She said it so matter-of-factly. Will glanced at Emily.


    Her cheeks were bright red and she quickly averted her gaze.


    But she’d been watching him.


    And something about that made Will move closer to the table.


    It was stupid and meant nothing. She had been watching him to make sure he didn’t need her to call 9-1-1 because he’d aspirated coffee. But maybe she was just a little bit interested in the topic of Will and vibrators?


    “What do you want to know?” Will asked cautiously.


    It wasn’t that he didn’t have the experience Reese was looking for. It was that he didn’t generally share that kind of experience with his boss’s wife and niece.


    “Which one do you think would be appropriate for the bachelorette party?” Reese asked, stepping back to give him a good view of the selection.


    There was a tiny pink bullet vibrator, a straight sleek purple vibrator and a clear vibrator with an extra external vibrating nub. And of course, the big blue one Emily was holding.


    “That one an option too, or are you keeping it?” he asked.


    What had made him say that? Why point out the one thing that was making him the most nuts? Maybe an attempt at levity to cut the holy-hell hotness he was feeling. Maybe just to get her to drop it and diffuse the holy-hell hotness?


    Except that when she did drop it—actually, she more or less threw it onto the table like it was a hot potato—it really didn’t do much to cool Will off. It was too late for that.


    “No…no…that’s, um, yeah, an option,” Emily stammered. Her gaze jumped from the vibrator to Will and then skittered away again. But the rest of the items on the table weren’t any more innocent than the vibrator.


    Finally, she just closed her eyes.


    Will stood watching her, a bit dumbfounded.


    She was clearly flustered. That seemed so out of character that Will wasn’t sure what to say.


    Emily was…well, she was Emily Steele. Thanks to both nature and nurture, she had confidence and poise in spades. Her father and uncle were both well-known, widely respected, incredibly successful businessmen who were both worth billions. Emily had grown up in the lap of luxury, surrounded by class and culture. She’d also been told since she was an infant that the world revolved around her.


    And it wasn’t just her dad and uncle who thought she could do no wrong. She’d been the center of her boyfriend’s world for eight years.


    Eight years.


    Who dated for that long anyway?


    Of course, they’d been kids when they’d gotten together… Hell, she was still a kid.


    But in spite of her age and being spoiled, she was one of the most poised, confident, in-control people he knew. He’d seen her present. He’d heard her on conference calls. He’d watched her during grant-proposal presentations. She was incredibly articulate and sophisticated and professional without being intimidating or condescending.


    Even without knowing that she and her uncle played paintball once a month or that Tony kept a stash of peanut butter M&M’s in his bottom right desk drawer for her or that she and Tony shared a love for off-Broadway plays, Will would have found her easy to like and talk to.


    She was actually his favorite gaming partner.


    Even Tony couldn’t give Will the competition that Emily did in Call of Duty.


    So seeing her rattled was as out of the norm as was seeing her holding a vibrator.


    “What do you think?” Reese asked, clearly assuming that his long silence meant he was seriously studying the selection for Candace.


    He cleared his throat. “Um, newlyweds right?”


    “Right,” Reese said.


    “How long have they been together?” Why he was going along with this conversation was beyond him, but he couldn’t make himself leave that kitchen.


    When would he next have Emily and sex toys in the same vicinity?


    His imagination notwithstanding.


    No one said anything for a moment.


    “Em?” Reese finally asked. “How long have Candace and Scott been together?”


    Emily’s eyes flew open. She had evidently not realized they were talking to her. Or had her mind been somewhere else? And where was that exactly?


    Will was more interested in that than he should be for sure.


    This was Emily.


    “Um, three years,” she finally answered.


    “And they…” Will trailed off.


    Jesus. He was a grown man. These were two grown women he knew well. People had sex. People did kinkier things than using lingerie and vibrators. And both of these women knew that. Why was this difficult to talk about? And why did he know that if it was only Reese, he’d have no trouble talking about it?


    Maybe because he was kind of afraid that something might come out of his mouth involving his interest in Emily’s experience with the things on the table.


    “They what?” Reese asked.


    “They’re obviously having sex already,” Will said. “No virgins right?”


    Reese looked over at Emily. “Em?”


    “No virgins,” Emily confirmed, her eyes on the wall clock above the kitchen table.


    “Well, Candace is the one that wanted a naughty bachelorette party in New Orleans,” Reese said. “So I’d say if she’s not into this kind of stuff, she wants to be.”


    Will had to agree. New Orleans bachelorette parties weren’t known for their tea and crumpets and innocent white floor-length nighties.


    They were mostly known for their penis paraphernalia.


    Not really Will’s thing, but he’d enjoyed dancing and a little bit of making out with some tipsy bridesmaids. More than once.


    “Hell, take her to the Hustler store on Bourbon and let her pick something out for herself,” he said.


    Emily swung to face him. “You know Bourbon Street?”


    Didn’t everyone know Bourbon Street? “Yeah.”


    “You’ve been there?”


    A few times. Once for a bachelor party that he even kind of remembered. He definitely remembered taking a swamp tour severely hungover. The bus trip to the bayou had not been fun. He nodded. “Yeah. Love New Orleans.”


    Emily said nothing else.


    “So which one?” Reese asked him.


    “Are the silk ties and lingerie part of the gift?” he asked.


    Reese glanced at the table. “Should they be?”


    “I don’t know Candace or Scott,” Will said. “But the bro code kind of says I need to tell you that yes, they should be and you should go for the blue one. Go big or go home.” He looked at Emily, who was now making eye contact. Now that he had pointed out his vibrator preference. “Of course, that’s just my opinion. You want to be sure it’s not too much. You don’t want to make Scott feel bad.”


    Emily’s eyes got wide, her cheeks got pink and her mouth dropped open.


    Reese snorted. “But you’d have no problem unwrapping that if you were the groom?” she teased.


    “None at all.” He was still looking at Emily.


    And damned if her gaze didn’t scan south for just a second.


    Her blush got deeper and Will felt a surge of hell yeah.


    Then he sobered up. Holy hell, he couldn’t be standing here thinking about Emily thinking about how he measured up next to big blue. That probably wasn’t what she’d been thinking about anyway, and even if it was…he could not go there.


    “When’s the bachelorette party?” he asked, moving toward the door.


    “This weekend,” Reese said.


    Emily’s expression went from embarrassed to miserable in a snap.


    She didn’t want to go?


    That confused Will. Who didn’t want to go to New Orleans?


    But it was none of his business. None of this was. Not Candace’s party, not Emily’s feelings about the party, not the penis paraphernalia or the penis-shaped gifts or Emily’s feelings about the paraphernalia or gifts. Or anything else having to do with Emily and penises.


    Yeah, he needed to get out of here.


    “See ya later, ladies,” he said, heading for the door.


    “Thanks for the help, Will,” Reese called after him.


    He lifted a hand in acknowledgement and picked up his pace back to Tony’s office as it sunk in that he’d just teased Emily about a big blue vibrator and she’d just checked him out.


    Seeing her later might actually be a bit of a problem.


    Emily stared at the bowl of strawberry ice cream Reese had just set in front of her. Then she glanced at the vibrators they’d pushed out of the way.


    She felt like crying.


    “You okay?”


    Reese sat down with a bowl of something gooey and chocolaty.


    “Actually, I don’t think so,” Emily said, her stomach dropping at the realization.


    “What’s going on?”


    Without a word, Emily reached out and took a spoonful of Reese’s ice cream.


    Chocolate with a marshmallow swirl and little bits of dark chocolate. It was delicious. She set her spoon down. “Dammit.”


    Reese’s eyebrows were high. “What’s going on?”


    “That’s really good,” Emily said, indicating Reese’s bowl.


    “Yeah, I know.” Reese took a bite.


    “I always eat strawberry.”


    Reese nodded. “Yeah, I know.”


    “Do you know why?”


    Reese took a taste of Emily’s ice cream. “Because it’s delicious?”


    Emily shrugged. “Yeah, it’s the best. As far as I know.”


    Reese laughed and took another bite from her own bowl. “What’s that mean?”


    Emily sighed. “I eat strawberry ice cream because I’ve always loved it and don’t want to risk picking something else and not liking it.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with having a favorite.”


    “But how do I know that I’m not missing out on my actual favorite. Mocha toffee almond crunch might be my all-time favorite. It might be the best ice cream I’ve ever had, but I will never know because every single time I get strawberry.”


    Emily was aware that her voice had risen progressively. As had Reese’s eyebrows.


    “What is going on?” she demanded. “This is not about ice cream.”


    It wasn’t. But it was sad that her ice-cream choices were a perfect analogy for…pretty much everything else in her life.


    “I was with Chad for eight years,” Emily said and took a deep breath.


    Reese nodded, looking as if she’d known this might be where the conversation was going. “That’s a long time.”


    “And I’ve never been with anyone else,” Emily added. Reese knew this, everyone knew this. “Chad was my first kiss, my first date, my first Valentine’s Day, my first…” She sighed. Emily had given this speech—perhaps a bit paraphrased—to her whole family after she’d broken things off with Chad. “We went out for ice cream,” Emily said, looking at Reese.


    She saw only empathy and understanding there. She really loved Reese. Not only because Reese was a sweet, warm, do-anything-for-the-people-she-loved person. Not only because Reese made Emily’s uncle Tony—one of Emily’s favorite people in the entire world—incredibly happy. Reese was her aunt by marriage and relatively new to the family. That meant she hadn’t had any responsibility or experience with raising or looking out for Emily. Emily had been twenty when Reese had met Tony, already an adult, and Reese didn’t have any preconceived notions about Emily. She also didn’t have an eight-year relationship of her own with Chad.


    “Who went out for ice cream?” Reese asked.


    “Chad and I,” Emily said. “We went to our favorite place, he ordered for me—strawberry, of course—and then he sat down and said we should go look for engagement rings. Just then, this other girl walked by the table with this gigantic chocolaty sundae thing with whipped cream and fudge and nuts and…” Emily took a deep breath. An ice-cream sundae was a really stupid thing to have a panic attack over. “And I realized that if I went and picked out engagement rings, I’d never have a chance to try that sundae.”


    She knew that sounded silly. But she saw Reese nodding.


    “I get it, babe,” Reese said.


    “You do?”


    “Of course. Chad is the strawberry ice cream and you realized that you haven’t been out there trying new things and checking out other flavors. How can you know that strawberry is the one and only flavor for you if you’ve never tried anything else?”


    Emily nodded. It had been five months since she and Chad had gone to that ice-cream shop. Five months since she’d broken off one of the most significant relationships in her life.


    To be fair, they were just taking a break. A twelve-month break to make sure that they were really ready to get married.


    Strangely, she and Chad had thought they were ready to get married for a couple of years now. Emily’s father had insisted they wait until she graduated from college and Chad finished his internship, but they’d been talking about it and planning for a long time. Everyone assumed they’d get married. Including her and Chad.


    Until she’d seen that ice-cream sundae.


    Of course, she didn’t know that the sundae would be better than the strawberry.


    Strawberry ice cream was wonderful. Part of her believed she really could eat that flavor, only that flavor, every day for the rest of her life. But shouldn’t she know for sure? Didn’t it just make sense to try some fudge brownie and some lemon sorbet and some mint chip? Because then, if she really, truly loved strawberry best, she’d eat it happily with complete satisfaction forever. But she needed to at least try a dish of peanut-butter swirl or orange cream or birthday-cake batter or… She made herself breathe.


    “You broke up five months ago,” Reese said. “How’s the flavor sampling going?”


    “I haven’t tried anything new,” she admitted.


    “You haven’t gone out with anyone?” Reese asked. She seemed confused. “I thought you had been to a couple of fundraisers and coffee with a couple of guys?”


    “I went to the fundraisers with you and Tony,” Emily said.


    “But you talked to some guys, danced and stuff right?” Reese asked.


    Emily nodded. “And the minute they wanted to find a quiet table to talk, just the two of us, I panicked.”


    Reese looked sympathetic but also concerned. And frankly, Emily was concerned as well.


    “What about the coffee dates?”


    “Cancelled. Both of them.”


    “No one’s asked you out for dinner or anything? I can’t believe that,” Reese said.


    “I’ve had excuses why I couldn’t go.”


    Reese was starting to look alarmed now. “I know Jaden had a guy she wanted you to meet.”


    “Ryan,” Emily said. “He and his parents came over for dinner. I didn’t spend even two minutes alone with him.”


    Reese reached out and took her hand. “You’re beautiful and confident and funny and sweet. What’s the problem?”


    “I don’t know how to do it,” Emily said softly.


    “How to do what?”


    “Any of it.” Emily took a deep breath. She’d been telling herself that this was all normal, that anyone in her position would feel this way. She’d been fourteen when she’d met her first and only boyfriend. In some ways now, even though she was eight years older, she was still that fourteen-year-old girl. She knew nothing about men and relationships other than Chad.


    “I’ve never flirted,” she told Reese. “Chad asked me out after the first time we met, and I said yes. I never had to flirt. I don’t know how to make conversation or how to read a guy’s body language.” Emily leaned closer to Reese. “I feel like an idiot. My first date was eight years ago. That first awkward dance and the awkward first kiss and the awkward first…you know…was forever ago. I was just a kid when we started going out. I never had to worry about what he was thinking or if I should make the first move or what he meant by something he said. And now I can practically read Chad’s mind.”


    Reese sighed and gave her a little smile. “That’s kind of nice, you know.”


    Emily hesitated. She thought about that. Yeah, okay, it was kind of nice. “Strawberry ice cream, Reese,” she finally said.


    Reese nodded. “I know.”


    “And it’s not fair to Chad either. He deserves to know if I’m the one he really wants forever or if there’s someone else.”


    “I don’t disagree,” Reese said. “And if you both see other people and then realize you want to be together, you’ll be stronger for it.”


    “You think so?” Emily really wanted to believe that. In her head, it made sense. But the butterflies that kicked up every time she thought about even kissing another guy disagreed.


    “I do,” Reese said. “But you have to give it a real try.”


    Emily blew out a breath. “I know.” She did. But staying home in her PJs with Hart of Dixie on DVD was a lot easier. “I’m dating for the first time at age twenty-two,” Emily said. “And I have no idea what I’m doing.”


    “You need to just jump in. It’s going to be awkward, I suppose, until you have some practice.”


    And that was the problem. “Turns out I’m not so good at just jumping in.” She took another big bite of ice cream.


    Chad was comfortable. He knew everything about her. He made her feel secure, encouraged her to try new things, and with him, she did. And that was all well and good, nice even, probably a positive thing for the most part in a relationship. But he also encouraged her to lean on him. She hadn’t done anything new or risky without him.


    Emily was not proud of the fact that she was hesitant about anything that didn’t involve Chad. She hated that she got nervous thinking about doing something on her own. She was angry with herself, and him, when she constantly wondered what his opinion would be about everything she wanted to try or thought sounded exciting or fun.


    She had become totally dependent on him and he’d encouraged every bit of it.


    She now wanted to try new things and to learn to rely on her own gut and her own ideas.


    But it had been five months and she hadn’t done one adventurous thing on her own.


    “I feel like I need to ease in rather than jump,” Emily said.


    Reese laughed. “Well, sugar, you better get on it. It’s been five months. In seven more, Chad’s going to come back with a big old diamond ring and get down on one knee.”


    Her words made Emily’s stomach clench. Oh, God, Reese was right. Emily couldn’t tell him that she still wasn’t ready then. He’d given her a year. The clock was ticking. Even if her answer was still no to his proposal, she owed it to both of them to really know.


    And hey, maybe she’d want to marry him. Maybe she’d figure out that Chad was all she would ever want or need.


    That would be nice. And easy.


    But she had to do the hard stuff first. She had to flirt with another guy.


    And she really, really wanted to do that in New Orleans. The bachelorette party had come up at a perfect time.


    She’d never been to the city and had always wanted to visit. And meeting and flirting with guys from out of town was the best setup. She needed to meet guys who didn’t know the name Steele. Who didn’t know she was a billionaire.


    That narrowed things down a bit. Especially in Kansas City.


    She could go out and find a guy in a local bar, flirt with him and maybe start something. But as soon as she said the name Steele, he would assume she was at least related to Adam and Tony. The Steele name showed up all over the city on hospital wings and community projects and on grants and such. And it wasn’t like she could say just call me Emily and then take him home with her. Her silver 2014 Ferrari F12berlinetta would be a big tip off that she had some money. It’d be a done deal when she pulled the car up in front of her apartment…the south wing of her father’s mansion.


    So that meant going out with guys with money of their own, guys who were too altruistic to care or guys from outside a few hundred mile radius of Kansas City.


    She was pretty damned unimpressed by the guys from rich families that she knew and incredibly noble guys were, unfortunately, hard to find. Which left the guys from out of town.


    Not to mention the added plus of never having to see him again.


    That meant going to New Orleans.


    By herself.


    Sure, once she was there she’d be with the other girls at the bachelorette party, so she wouldn’t really be alone. But she knew a lot of the girls were bringing boyfriends, and she knew that the plan was to meet up with Scott and his groomsmen at some point. Being surrounded by other couples in a sexy, anything-goes city as a single…well, there wasn’t enough rum in the city to make that okay.


    Emily studied Reese. Reese knew something about almost marrying the wrong guy. Emily’s Uncle Tony had been the best man in that wedding even. But Reese’s fiancé had cheated on her and had confessed to Tony just before walking down the aisle. Literally the night before the wedding.


    And Tony had come in, swept Reese off to Vegas and married her himself.


    Emily loved the story. It was so something Tony would do, for one thing, and for another, it was just plain romantic. To be so caught up in emotions, so crazy about someone that in a defining moment nothing else matters but that person…Emily sighed just thinking about it. She wanted some of that. Sure, she’d fallen in love with all the dizzy-head, heart-flipping stuff that went along with it, but she’d been too young to truly appreciate it.


    “Why can’t I have a brother with a cute friend I’ve known my whole life and had a little crush on?” Emily asked. “Or a guy friend that could easily turn into more than a friend with just a little nudge? Or a hot guy next door?”


    There were no people of any gender next door. There were no houses next door. She’d grown up—and still lived in—a mansion surrounded by twenty private acres.


    Reese nodded. “Right. Someone you know really well. Someone you trust and can be comfortable with.”


    “Exactly.” Emily took a bite of ice cream and wrinkled her nose. She really did want something new. She really wanted to try something else. She just didn’t know what.


    “Someone you can practice flirting with,” Reese went on. “Someone who can teach you.”


    “Teach me?” Emily laughed. “Yes. Actually that’s exactly what I need. A flirting tutor.”


    “Someone who can play the part of a boyfriend so you can get used to being intimate with someone who’s not Chad.”


    Emily raised an eyebrow at the word intimate. “I can barely talk to a guy other than Chad. I think I’m a long ways from sex, Reese.”


    Reese tipped her head. “Maybe. But there are lots of ways to be intimate, close to someone, that isn’t sex. And a lot of times those things lead to sex.” She regarded Emily closely. “That wouldn’t be all bad anyway would it?”


    Emily drew in a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. I mean, Chad and I were together for almost four years before we got to that point. I don’t have that much time.”


    “No, you don’t,” Reese agreed. “But then again, you won’t be a virgin flirting with a virgin either.”


    Emily gave a surprised laugh. “No, I guess not.” It was true that everything that had been a first for her had been a first for Chad as well.


    Her gaze flickered over to the vibrators and silk ties on the table.


    There were still some firsts left too.


    And her mind immediately went to Will. Her whole body got hotter and she felt her cheeks flush.


    Dammit. Reese was sure to notice that.


    And what was that anyway? Emily had known Will for four years, and while she found him good looking and liked being around him, she had never gotten flushed just talking to him.


    Okay, she’d also never talked to him with a vibrator in her hand. And she hadn’t talked to him alone—on purpose—since finding some things out about his love life. Or at least his sex life. Like about the hot weekend he’d spent with Emily’s friend’s sister, Samantha, a year ago.


    That had been made easier by the fact that she’d already been avoiding being alone with him since she’d turned him down for a foundation grant two months ago. She couldn’t play favorites. She couldn’t have chosen him just because she knew and liked him personally. But she’d still felt bad and awkward about saying no.


    Still, the flushing just because he’d walked into a room was going to be very inconvenient. Especially because he walked into lots of rooms she was in.


    She could not get flustered and lustful around Will. He was Will. He was…not quite a friend, but he was more than an acquaintance. They’d known each other, been around one another, spent time together for four years.


    She and Will ran into each other all the time at Tony’s. Tony’s office was in his home and Will lived in the east wing of the mansion so he was always on call for Tony and his whims.


    Emily saw him whenever she came over to hang out with Reese or to use Tony’s state-of-the-art game room. The high-definition big screen alone was amazing, but the gaming chairs and the high-tech controllers and the not-even-available-on-the-market-yet headphones all made gaming at Tony’s a whole new experience.


    Emily also worked with Tony and Will. As part of her transition into the family business, Tony had asked her to lead his entrepreneurial foundation and his charitable foundation. She worked with Reese on the charitable side, but she and Tony worked together on choosing the right businesses to back.


    So she and Will were hardly strangers. She liked him. She respected him. She loved the way he handled her uncle. She even found him attractive. He was built more like a runner or a swimmer than like Chad’s football physique, but she would have always called Will good looking.


    Still, she’d never really thought about him much beyond that.


    He was smart, articulate, funny and the go-to guy for her entire family. He was one of Tony’s closest confidants and one of probably five men that her father trusted implicitly. And Reese loved him. He’d always been a fixture. Always there. And she’d been involved with Chad.


    Then one night over margaritas three months ago, two months after her breakup, her friend Mona had commented how her sister, Samantha, had spent a hot weekend in Will’s bed. She’d talked about his big hands, his smile and the fact that he’d rocked the world of an experienced, sophisticated, sexy older woman. Okay, Samantha was only two years older than Will. Still, she apparently hadn’t shut up about it until Mona had threatened her with bodily harm.


    It was like a light switch inside Emily had been turned on.


    The next time Emily had seen him, she’d been hit by a startling wave of awareness, and all she could think about was his mouth and his hands. She’d wondered what he would do if she grabbed him and kissed him.


    That had startled her so badly that she’d avoided him completely for two weeks.


    And just when she’d thought she was over that craziness, blaming it on the breakup and hormones and anything else she could come up with, he’d stood up in his suit and tie to present to the entrepreneurial board for a grant for something he and his friend Gus were developing. And that was about all she really remembered. She’d found it impossible to concentrate on what he was saying.


    He’d looked really, really good.


    And now today he’d talked about vibrators. Big ones.


    She needed to get a grip.


    She also needed to avoid him for another couple of weeks until she could get that grip.


    She did miss Call of Duty with him though.


    “What you really need is an experienced guy, maybe a little older, someone you know and can trust, someone who will treat you well, to teach you how this goes,” Reese went on.


    Emily took another bite of ice cream, hoping it would cool her off, and focused on her aunt. The look on Reese’s face was thoughtful. No, devious. Devious was a better word.


    “Why do I feel like you have someone in mind?” Emily asked, her heart beginning to beat faster.


    She did not want to be set up. Did she? Maybe that would be easier. Jaden had introduced her to Ryan, and she could admit she’d been less anxious about meeting him because Jaden knew him. Maybe Reese knew someone great.


    “It needs to be someone who doesn’t want to get serious,” Emily added. That was one thing she felt strongly about. She needed to figure guys out and date around a little bit. A lot. She didn’t want just a new flavor. She wanted multiple new flavors.


    She figured that if she hadn’t been so serious with Chad, she would have had between five and seven boyfriends by now. And, yes, she had put a lot of thought into that number. She’d looked at a cross section of girls she knew, compared their dating habits to her own personality and decided that if it hadn’t been for Chad, she would have had three not-so-serious boyfriends that she would have dated for a short time each, one summer fling and probably two more serious boyfriends that would have lasted between six to fourteen months each.


    “I agree,” Reese said. “No one serious and no one who wants to get married. Just someone who wants to have a good time.”


    Yes, exactly. Someone who liked to go out and who wasn’t looking to get tied down. Someone Reese trusted so Emily could trust him too.


    There was one guy who fit that bill perfectly.


    Emily’s eyes grew wide. “No, Reese… No. That is a really bad idea.”


    Reese’s smile grew. “It’s perfect. You’re already comfortable with him, you know him, you like him.”


    Comfortable wasn’t quite the word Emily would use. Anymore anyway. There had been a time when she’d been perfectly comfortable with him. And then she’d found out he was something of a sex god.


    “I can’t date Will,” Emily said firmly. “No.”


    “So don’t date him. Take him to New Orleans with you.”


    “A weekend fling?” Emily raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think that could potentially be even worse in some ways?”


    She was going to see Will again. Often. Anything that happened between them would always be…between them.


    But dammit, her gaze went to the vibrators on the table again. Particularly the blue one.


    “He knows and loves New Orleans and you’re stressed out about going alone. This could be perfect. He could help you get your groove back.”


    Emily rolled her eyes. “I don’t even know what that means.”


    “You kind of do.”


    Yeah, she kind of did. “I don’t think I’m…” She again looked at the vibrators. “I don’t think I’m ready for Will.” Samantha had been very descriptive and Mona hadn’t missed a single detail when retelling the story.


    Reese looked very interested in Emily’s answer. “Oh, really?”


    “I don’t know if I can go from a plain single scoop of strawberry ice cream to a triple dip of double-chocolate peanut-butter-swirl with candy mix-ins, whipped cream and a waffle cone.”


    Reese was staring at her. “Wow, I think I need to hear this story.”


    Emily swallowed. “There was a weekend with Mona’s sister that involved a blindfold and vibrator and some ice cubes.”


    Reese’s eyes got wider. “Will?”


    Emily nodded.


    “Okay.” Reese sat up straighter and took a deep breath. “Well, you might be right. For your first fling, maybe you should probably start with something tamer. Something like the mocha toffee almond crunch.” Reese seemed lost in thought for a moment.


    “You’re thinking about ice cubes aren’t you?” Emily asked.


    “Well, there’s always room for some candy mix-ins,” Reese said with a smile.


    “I’m not ready for candy mix-ins,” Emily said. She was pretty sure that was true.


    But then why had she googled sex with ice cubes, and why couldn’t she get the thought of blindfolds out of her head?


    “So I can’t take Will and his waffle cone to New Orleans.”


    Reese giggled. “Well, you still can. He can just…tone it down.”


    Emily snorted. “Yeah, a guy who likes—and can get—blindfold-ice-cube-vibrator sex is going to tone it down for me.”


    “He might.”


    “I’m not going to ask him for that.”


    “I still don’t like the idea of you going to New Orleans on your own,” Reese argued. “And I think this is a great opportunity for you to step out of your comfort zone. A little. Maybe he could…coach you.” Reese started nodding as the thought occurred. “Yeah. He can help you build up your confidence and get comfortable interacting with other guys by being there, giving you pointers, giving you things to talk about, maybe critiquing your technique.”


    Emily looked at her aunt in disbelief. “Are you kidding? Critiquing my technique?” Did she even have a technique?


    “Yes.” In fact, Reese looked quite enthusiastic now. “That’s what you need, honey. Someone to help you navigate all of this. Who better than Will? He knows all about guys your age. He is a guy your age. He hears guys talk. He dates. A lot. I’m sure he’s been flirted with a million times. He can totally tell you what works and what doesn’t. You can practice while you’re in New Orleans, get some confidence and then come back here and try some different ice-cream flavors before Chad shows up with the diamond.”


    That all sounded…not as crazy as Emily would have expected. It might be good to look at Will as a dating coach versus as a…guy with a blue vibrator and blindfold.


    She felt her face flush again.


    “Well, assuming he is willing, it might work,” Emily conceded. “If I hadn’t turned him down two months ago.”


    “Wait, he asked you out? And you turned him down?”


    “He didn’t ask me out.” But that idea made her a little warm again. She shook that off. “He applied for one of the foundation grants.”


    Reese straightened. “He did? That’s awesome. I was hoping he would.”


    “You were?” Emily frowned. “You know about his project?”


    Reese smiled. “Yes. I think it’s genius. It might be hard to sustain. Or even get running. But you have to admit that the potential is huge.”


    Emily stared at her. She recalled that the project had something to do with a new spin on recycling and something about food and grocery stores, but she couldn’t remember the specifics. Which was terrible. She read through hundreds of applications each year so didn’t recall every detail of every submission, of course, but once a project got to the stage of presenting to the board, she was usually engaged enough to remember the damned things.


    But she’d been distracted.


    It had been so different seeing Will like that—animated, excited, focused, passionate about the project. She was used to him being in the background, sometimes rolling his eyes or giving Tony a hard time, but he was pretty quiet in general and always seemed to have his mind in a million different places. Which, working for Tony and trying to keep him on track, was probably accurate.


    She had also been recalling the ice-cube thing and her Google searches while he’d been presenting though.


    That was terrible.


    She didn’t remember the details of the project she’d turned down because while Will talked she’d been too caught up in thinking about the other things his lips were apparently very good at?


    That was completely unprofessional. And unfair. She was embarrassed. Had she turned it down because she’d missed some vital detail that would have made her choose it?


    She couldn’t go to New Orleans with Will. But it was hard to explain why she couldn’t. Emily sighed. She’d spent so much time with Chad that she didn’t have really close girlfriends she could talk to about this.


    “You know,” Reese said thoughtfully. “I was really impressed by your breakup.”


    “Impressed?” Emily laughed. “Well, that’s a new one.”


    “Seriously. That was brave. It’s not just the whole world that’s seen you as Chad and Emily for a lot of your life. You have too. Breaking up after that long, when you knew that everyone expected the complete opposite…that was brave.”


    Emily took a deep breath. “It didn’t feel brave. It felt crazy. And scary.”


    “Of course,” Reese said. “Which is why it’s great you did it. Comfortable and routine and status quo are easy. But doing things the hard way is how we grow and learn. Now you get to figure out who you are and who you want to be, separate from Chad.”


    Emily bit her lip and thought about that. That was what she was hoping for. To grow and learn. And if she ended up back with Chad, then she’d be sure. And if she didn’t, well, then she’d be sure about that too.


    Because in the past five months, she had most definitely learned that she didn’t like being unsure.


    “Well, there’s a problem. A big one,” Emily said, stoically not looking at the big blue vibrator.


    “What’s that?”


    “If Will coaches me in how to flirt with other guys, I’ll be practicing some of it on him.”


    Her heart rate accelerated at even the thought of that.


    “And?” Reese asked.


    “I might end up asking for the candy mix-ins and then…”


    Reese’s eyebrows were up. Way up. “And then?”


    “Regretting it.”


    Reese’s expression fell. “Oh.”


    “I have no idea how to handle the morning after.” She looked up at Reese. “A guy once asked me to a school dance and I spent the next eight years with him.”


    Reese laughed and then sobered quickly. “Sorry, honey.”


    “Well, it’s true. I have no idea how to do the casual-relationship thing. How do you run into someone all the time that you had a bad sexual experience with? How can I act normal and natural after that?”


    Okay, so maybe she’d given this some thought. Like after one particularly long night where all of her dreams had involved Will and in the next sleep-deprived not-quite-lucid morning, she’d thought that just doing it with him would cure her of her nighttime lust.


    “I understand,” Reese said, scooping up a huge spoonful of somewhat melted double-chocolate-marshmallow ice cream. “But there’s something else you have to consider.”


    “What’s that?”


    “You might really like it.”


    Emily groaned. That might be even worse. She had no idea how to act with someone after an amazing sexual experience either. Other than to stay with him for four more years and talk about engagement rings over ice cream one afternoon. “I’d probably want to marry him.”


    Reese laughed. “There are worse reasons.”


    Emily frowned. “Seriously, Reese. What if it’s so amazing and I fall in love with him? What if I can’t go through with it? What if I do go through with it and I hate it and I can never look at Will again? What if I love it and want it all the time and there’s no way Chad or any other guy can ever live up?” She stopped, pressed her lips together and worked on breathing normally. “Basically, New Orleans with Will is a very bad idea,” she said. “Every way you look at it.”


    Which was kind of too bad.


    She was so confused.


    Emily took another big spoonful of strawberry ice cream, but in the end she couldn’t quite bring herself to eat it and it dripped from the end of her spoon back into the bowl in a sad runny pink line.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Will worked on acting normal when he walked into Tony’s office the next day and found Emily sitting on Tony’s leather couch surrounded by manila folders. She had one open in her lap and was reading the short stack of papers inside it, a black ballpoint pen between her teeth and adorable little wrinkle between her eyes.


    Jesus. Now she was adorable? The whole wow-she’s-hot thing that had been going on lately was strange and completely unwelcome. Adorable was possibly even worse.


    There was nothing really new about this scene. Emily often worked in Tony’s office when they were going over details about one or both of his foundations. Reviewing applications and then following up on projects took them a lot of time because they truly cared and went over everything regularly and carefully. Even though she’d passed on Will’s proposal, he could appreciate the consideration she gave each project and her ability to pick winners.


    He was, admittedly, a little annoyed about not being chosen. He couldn’t help it. Gus’s pet project was a revolutionary recycling initiative. He’d been working on it on and off since college. He was to the stage where he needed additional funding to continue development of his prototypes. No, it wasn’t ready to implement or market. But they needed more work with materials and tools that Gus couldn’t afford otherwise.


    Will was annoyed on behalf of his best friend. But he could also admit that the business the board had chosen, a mobile health clinic, was impressive.


    So having Emily around was nothing new. Having Emily around wearing a tank top and shorts was nothing new. But noticing the way her ponytail lay against her shoulder, the way the soft cotton of her top hugged her breasts, the long expanse of smooth skin of her right leg, the bright purple toenail polish on her bare right foot, or the sleek curves of the black and silver sports prosthesis she wore on the left was definitely new.


    In the past, he’d probably catalogued all of those things. That she was a beautiful woman was a fact. That she was a brunette was a fact. That she wore a below-knee prosthetic leg on the left was a fact.


    But he’d never noticed all of that before. He’d never let all the details really sink in. And he’d never had the urge to run his hand through all that long silky dark hair, run his hand over all that soft golden skin or cup those perfectly shaped gorgeous breasts in his hands.


    He knew all about her leg and had always admired how graceful and athletic and confident she was with the prosthesis. It was a part of her. Like her blue eyes or the shape of her mouth. But just like he’d never really let himself focus on the exact hue of blue or how full and pink her lips were, he’d never really thought about what that leg meant and how unique it made her. And he’d definitely never thought about how amazing it would be to have those eyes looking up at him, filled with lust after he’d kissed those full, pink lips and he’d definitely never wondered if she’d be able to balance on that leg if he pressed her up against her uncle’s desk, lifted her other leg and plunged into her while—


    “Hey, Will.”


    He was staring. Fuck. He was standing in the middle of her uncle’s office, staring at her like he’d been imagining taking her hard against the desk.


    Which he had been.


    Holy shit, he was in trouble.


    “Hey.” His voice sounded funny. He hoped like hell she wouldn’t realize that.


    “You okay?”


    Okay, she’d realized it. He shook his head. “Sorry, was thinking about something and…got a little lost.”


    She gave him a smile. “Okay. Am I in your way here?”


    Will glanced down at the pitcher of water he held in his hand, then at the huge potted plant that sat on the other side of the couch she was on. She had her feet propped up on the coffee table and to get to the plant he’d have to step over her legs or ask her to move.


    Five months ago, he would have just done one of those things without a second thought. Now though, with dirty, inappropriate thoughts in his head and unexpected lust coursing through him, Will wasn’t sure getting any closer to her at all was a good idea.


    “No, you’re fine. I’ll do this later.”


    “Here I’ll just shift.” She pulled her knees up, propping her heels on the edge of the cushion she was sitting on.


    It gave him plenty of room to walk past. Technically. But being within twenty feet was making him think all kinds of naughty things. Being less than twenty inches from her was going to be…a bad idea.


    But he couldn’t exactly tell her that.


    He swallowed and nodded. “Okay, thanks.”


    He slid between her and the coffee table. Close enough to smell the air around her.


    Dammit.


    Her scent shot heat straight to his gut.


    He leaned and sloshed some water into the pot, and onto the carpet, then straightened and quickly moved away from her, banging his knee on the table and bumping into her foot.


    “Sorry,” he mumbled.


    “No problem.”


    It sounded like she’d mumbled too, but he was way too intent on not letting her see the front of his khakis to really concentrate on her responses. He turned away from her, sidestepped to move past the table and headed for the built-in countertop and cupboards across the room. Not because he needed anything on the countertop or in the cupboards, but because it was across the room.


    “I can, um, leave,” she offered.


    He heard the rustling of papers and turned, holding the pitcher awkwardly in front of him. “No, that’s not necessary at all.”


    God, he hadn’t had this much trouble controlling his hormones since he’d been a pre-teen. He was hardly new to this, to women, to attraction, to sex. He was sure that it had to do with the fact that Emily was completely off-limits. He wasn’t stupid. He understood the whole wanting-what-he-couldn’t-have thing. But it was damned inconvenient.


    “Seriously, I can go. I thought Tony would be back by now but—”


    “Can’t do New Orleans this weekend, Em, sorry.” Tony breezed in, tossed his phone on the planner on his desk and tossed a plastic baggie of chocolate chip cookies to Will.


    Reese must have been baking. Will loved when Reese baked. He opened the bag and withdrew a cookie immediately.


    Emily had been in the process of gathering papers and folders and rising from the couch. Now she slumped back onto the seat. “You don’t want to go to New Orleans?”


    “I can’t,” Tony said. “We promised Maggie we’d be at her dance recital.”


    Emily groaned. She and Will both knew that a promise to eight-year-old Maggie wouldn’t be undone.


    Maggie was a little girl who had lived in Reese’s building before she and Tony had gotten together. Maggie’s mom was Reese’s best friend and she, her kids and several other people who had lived on the same floor in the building were like Reese’s family. And Tony had been welcomed into their midst. Interestingly, these down-to-earth, regular, average people were incredibly good for Tony. They grounded him. They made him more of a regular, average person. As regular and average as a billionaire who had more charm than common sense could be anyway.


    “We’ll go next weekend, okay?” Tony asked, rounding his desk and taking a seat.


    “Next weekend doesn’t do me any good,” Emily said. “It has to be this weekend.”


    “Why?” Tony was tapping on his keyboard and frowning at his computer screen.


    Will took another cookie out, stuck it in his mouth and tossed the rest of them onto the countertop behind him. Any second, Tony was going to—


    “Dammit, Will, where’s that spreadsheet we were looking at?”


    Will chewed as he crossed to Tony’s desk, leaned in behind him and clicked to open the window with the spreadsheet. “You have too many windows open,” he told his boss. But he’d said those six words a hundred times before. Tony always had too many windows open. It was just Tony. He couldn’t do only one thing at a time. Hell, he couldn’t do only three things at one time.


    “What’s the name of the hotel you usually stay in when you’re in New Orleans?” Emily asked from the couch.


    Will glanced over. She was sitting forward, her elbows on her thighs, typing into her phone.


    Tony didn’t even bother to answer. Everyone in the room knew that Will was the one who would know.


    “Usually the Ritz,” Will said.


    “I want a balcony though,” she said, staring at her phone’s screen.


    Tony looked up. “Will, be sure to find one with a balcony when you book us.”


    “No, I’ll do it,” Emily said.


    “Will can do it in half the time.”


    Emily rolled her eyes. “I know how to use the internet too,” she said.


    Will was offended. “I do not use the internet.”


    He called Debbie, the best travel agent in the city. Who then used the internet.


    “I’m fine,” Emily said.


    “Well, be sure you get one that has beignets on the room service menu,” Tony said. “And if balcony means no AC, then forget it.”


    “God, you’re such a diva,” Emily said with a laugh. “And don’t ever tell me you’re eating beignets anywhere but Café Du Monde.”


    “AC, beignets,” Tony repeated. “Seriously.”


    “Will can book you all of that some other time. I’m going this weekend,” Emily said.


    Tony frowned. “Why?”


    Emily sighed and looked up. “Bachelorette party.”


    Tony sighed. “Are you sure this has nothing to do with Chad being back in town this weekend?”


    Will watched Emily’s face carefully. He couldn’t explain what he was looking for or expecting exactly. But he did want to see how she reacted to that.


    She looked up from her phone. “How did you know that?”


    “His dad told me. I saw him at the club yesterday.”


    Emily went back to studying her phone. “The bachelorette party has been scheduled for months.”


    “And Chad was originally invited to the bachelor party down there this weekend too,” Tony said.


    Emily nodded without looking up. “I know.”


    “He’s thinking about going.”


    Will frowned at that. God, couldn’t the guy back off a little? They were taking a break. How hard was that to understand?


    “No, he’s not,” Emily said firmly.


    “His dad said—”


    “His dad must not know that I told Chad that if he shows up in New Orleans, I’m never speaking to him again,” Emily said, now looking up.


    “You don’t want to see him at all?” Tony asked. “You don’t miss him a little?”


    Will gritted his teeth. He knew that Emily’s family loved Chad. As far as Will knew, everyone loved Chad. It was also popular belief that Emily and Chad would eventually get back together.


    He wasn’t sure why, but every time he heard that he had the urge to slug someone. And now it seemed that Tony would be in favor of Emily taking Chad to New Orleans in spite of her wish for a year off.


    “I do miss him,” Emily admitted.


    Will ground his teeth harder and tried not to think about why he was so bothered by Emily missing Chad.


    “But that’s why I need to do this now,” she added.


    “Do what?” Tony asked, pushing back from his desk and swiveling to face his niece full-on.


    Yes, do what? Will echoed silently, trying to pretend that he was interested in the phone messages he was going through for Tony.


    “Have adventures, get out of town, have some fun.”


    “You can’t have adventures, get out of town and have fun with Chad?” Tony asked.


    “I don’t want to do that stuff because I miss an eight-year habit or because being with him is easier,” Emily said. “I want to do that stuff with him because I want to be with him and I want to know that I want to be with him because I’ve actually spent time doing things without him.”


    Will liked the sound of that.


    Tony seemed confused. “So you’re going to New Orleans without Chad to see if maybe you’d rather go to New Orleans with Chad?”


    “Yes, kind of,” Emily said.


    Made total sense to Will as he went back through Tony’s phone messages for a second time since he hadn’t really absorbed any of the information the first time.


    “Okay, fine. But you can’t go alone,” Tony said.


    “I won’t be alone once I get there.”


    “I’d rather you have someone with you the whole time. Will can go with you.”


    Will looked up quickly.


    “Will can go with me where?” Emily asked.


    Okay, yeah, maybe Tony meant Will could take her to the airport. He supposed he could—


    “To New Orleans,” Tony said.


    A bolt of…something…went through Will. Something like surprise, but also a little like temptation. Or a lot like temptation.


    That was a really bad idea.


    “Will can’t go to New Orleans with me,” Emily said quickly.


    Too quickly for Will’s ego actually.


    She shot Will a smile that looked apologetic.


    He arched an eyebrow. Apologetic? Really? Was she apologetic for not wanting to spend any time with him or for her uncle just volunteering him like that?


    Okay, so him going to New Orleans with her was a bad idea, but Emily didn’t know he had a thing for her. As far as Emily knew, he was a hell of a guy with only pure, friendly intentions. He shouldn’t go, of course, but she should want him to.


    So what was it about New Orleans that Emily didn’t want him along for? Was there a guy there waiting for her? Or was she hoping to meet someone? Or was she thinking—and hoping—that Chad would actually show?


    Will felt a frown forming.


    “Why not?” Tony asked, rolling his chair back up to his desk as if the decision had been made, the conversation was over and he was ready to move on to something new. “It’s a party right? You need an escort? You wanted me to go. Will can fill in for me.”


    “But…” She trailed off as if not sure how to explain it. Probably because she didn’t want to offend Will by saying out loud that she had no desire to spend time with him.


    Will tucked his hands into his pockets and just watched her. He had no desire to jump in and rescue her from the situation. That was probably what a nice guy would have done. If he was a gentleman, he probably would have thought of a way to let her off the hook. But suddenly he didn’t want to make it easy for Emily Steele to get out of taking him to this party.


    “Will works for you, Tony. He has no obligation to escort me anywhere,” she finally said.


    Obligation, no, not exactly. Desire to…well, that was something else altogether.


    Dammit. Okay, so the thought of spending a weekend in the Big Easy with the hot girl he couldn’t stop thinking about wasn’t exactly unappealing.


    “Well, I want Will to go with you,” Tony said, clicking on another of his open tabs…that was not the spreadsheet he was supposed to be working on. “And since he works for me, that counts.”


    Emily shifted uncomfortably on the couch and was now avoiding eye contact with Will. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”


    Will was used to conversations going on around him as if he wasn’t there, but this one was about him. “Actually, that’s exactly how it works,” he said easily. “Have you ever read my job description?”


    Emily cleared her throat and shook her head, glancing at him, but then looking away quickly. “No.”


    “It says do whatever Tony wants you to do.” He was serious. That was what it said. There were a couple of other paragraphs after that, but that very sentence was actually in his contract. “I signed on the bottom line knowing what I was getting into.”


    Emily laughed lightly, but it sounded forced. Interesting.


    As far as Will could tell, he and Emily had always gotten along. They had been friendly acquaintances, polite, even more than polite at times. They’d shared some funny stories. They’d laughed at Tony’s expense more than once. She’d attended Will’s last birthday party and he’d made an appearance at the reception her father had held after her college graduation. They played Call of Duty at least twice a month. “Die, you son of a bitch, die,” weren’t exactly friendly words, but they had still given them a sort of bond. They were both certainly big enough fixtures in Tony’s life to make it impossible to not know at least a few basic things about the other.


    But now she was acting very uncomfortable.


    They weren’t close, but at least she knew that he wasn’t a serial killer. She could feel comfortable about him escorting her to this party even if she wasn’t thrilled.


    Will wouldn’t act on any of his inappropriate thoughts about her lately. Probably. But he did have a sudden urge to know why exactly Emily was squirmy around him.


    “I told you I love New Orleans,” Will added. If Emily wanted to get out of taking him on this trip, she was going to have to come right out with it.


    She looked startled when she finally met his gaze. “You would be willing to go?”


    “Absolutely. But I prefer Café Du Monde at midnight versus in the morning, just so you know.”


    Her eyebrows rose in clear surprise. “I, um, can…um, deal with beignets any time of day or night.”


    “Then you’ve got yourself a date.”


    And, yes, he’d used the term on purpose. And, yes, he made note of the pink stain on her cheeks when he said it.


    Very interesting.


    “I’m going to go take care of bookings and organizing you for the weekend,” Will told Tony. He’d fly them down personally, so needed to get the plane ready to go and arrangements made. And, yes, that might have something to do with wanting to impress Emily Steele a bit.


    There were still a lot of reasons why this was a bad idea. But while he was mostly a good guy, more importantly, he was a guy. And a hot brunette needed a date to New Orleans. He couldn’t say no to that. Especially when he really needed to know what that hot brunette had planned for this trip.


    Emily watched Will disappear through the door and then swung back to her uncle. She came off the couch and stomped to his desk. “Why did you do that?”


    Tony looked up from his screen and blinked. “Do what?”


    Emily frowned at him. “You made Will agree to take me to New Orleans.”


    Tony glanced at the door where Will had exited. “It’s a great solution.”


    “It is not.” For so, so many reasons.


    “Em, you said you had to go this weekend, I can’t go with you and you shouldn’t go by yourself. Will was willing and able. He said he loves New Orleans.”


    “Will couldn’t say no to any of that.” Emily couldn’t believe this. Talk about awkward. “You’re his boss. You practically ordered him to go.”


    “I did not.”


    “You said that he works for you and you wanted him to go.”


    Tony took his hands off the keyboard and focused all of his attention on her. “Em, how long have you known Will?”


    “Four years.”


    “And how many interactions have you witnessed between Will and me over those four years?”


    She shrugged. “Hundreds.”


    “And you’re seriously standing there telling me that I’m making Will do something he doesn’t want to do?”


    She had to admit that it often seemed that Will was more in control of their situations than Tony was. But that was actually what Tony paid him for. Tony loved having someone take care of the details. Tony was definitely more a big-picture guy. To say the least.


    “Will always ends up doing what you want. He said himself that it’s in his job description.”


    Tony chuckled. “Will does what I want his way. If he didn’t want to take you to New Orleans, he would have come up with another solution and somehow convinced me that I liked that one even better.”


    Emily chewed on her bottom lip. There was no way Will wanted to take her to New Orleans.


    Was there?


    Maybe. In a we’re-kind-of-friends-and-I-don’t-want-you-mugged-or-raped way.


    But that was good. That was the right way to keep it between them. God only knew what she’d say or do or ask of him if she thought he saw her as more than Tony’s niece.


    Still, being around him in the sexy city during a naughty party? Not to mention the likelihood of her blood-alcohol level being high? She could very well embarrass herself badly.


    And she couldn’t shake the memory of the look on his face when he’d said he’d have no problem at all being compared to the big blue vibrator. He’d looked…well, hot.


    The way she was flushing and daydreaming and stammering around him meant she was going to do something stupid in New Orleans for sure. Like admit that she might have some feelings for him. And then she might act on them. And then…all of the things she’d told Reese yesterday.


    Bottom line was Emily wasn’t cool and sophisticated enough to handle having sex, good or bad, with someone that she saw regularly and had to interact with on other levels afterward. She just wasn’t. She was the go-to-a-school-dance-and-spend-the-next-eight-years-with-the-same-guy kind of girl.


    If she was going to have more sex, it had to be with someone she trusted, but that she would rarely, if ever, run into again afterward.


    Pretty much an impossible situation.


    She should probably just call Chad and resign herself to strawberry ice cream forever. She might think she wanted the whipped cream and the waffle cone, but she wasn’t sure she could handle it.


    “Well, it’s Will or nothing,” Tony said.


    Will or nothing. Yeah, she was kind of afraid of that. But not in the way Tony meant. “I’ll just go alone.”


    “Don’t make me tell your father.” Tony’s eyes were on his computer screen, but Emily knew he was hearing everything she said.


    “Dad knows about the party.”


    “But he doesn’t know you’re going alone.”


    “How do you know?”


    Tony snorted. “I’ve met your dad.”


    Okay, so her dad tended to be a little protective. And, no, he wouldn’t like her going alone.


    “Go with Will or don’t go to New Orleans this weekend.” Tony shrugged. “Sorry, kiddo. Those are the only options.”


    So be pathetic and stay home because she was scared of new, exciting, out-of-her-comfort-zone ideas—again—or go to New Orleans with the guy she’d been having erotic dreams about and make an ass of herself. Great options.


    Well, at least there were beignets in New Orleans.


    Will had just stripped his shirt off and was about to shuck his shorts as well when he heard the knock on his door the next morning after his run.


    It was unusual for him to have unexpected visitors. He lived in the east wing of Tony’s mansion and the only people who came to his door were friends. And they never came without calling.


    He wiped his face with the towel he held and then slung it around his neck and padded barefoot across the room.


    The door swung open and Will just stared.


    “Hi.” Emily gave him a big smile.


    Then she took in his appearance and her smile died. Her gaze tracked down over his bare shoulders and chest, over his abdomen, paused at his waistline before continuing down his legs to his feet and then finally came back up to focus on his face.


    Every nerve ending in his body jumped to life and Will gripped the ends of his towel, fighting to not give away the way her gaze on his body affected him.


    He’d never been anything less than fully dressed around Emily. Even the time he’d seen her in a bathing suit, he’d been fully clothed. His running shorts were about to give away everything he’d been trying to hide from her for the past couple of months.


    “What’s up?” he asked, forcing himself to sound normal and nonchalant.


    “I, um…just…um.” Her gaze again dropped to his chest and then quickly bounced back up to his face. She blushed. She cleared her throat.


    And Will felt a surge of satisfaction course through him.


    Okay, he was affected by her—embarrassingly so at times—but she wasn’t unaffected by him.


    New Orleans seemed like a hell of an idea.


    Of course, the only way it would work was if he could keep his hands, and his thoughts, to himself. If he could truly escort her to the party as a friend, more specifically, a friend of her uncle’s, then it might be okay. They could have a good time. They could drink a hurricane or two, hear some great jazz, eat a couple beignets. Then they’d sleep off the hangover, get back on the plane and come home.


    Seemed simple enough.


    But if his thoughts could wander into dangerously inappropriate territory in the middle of her uncle’s office on a random Thursday, how was he going to keep himself in check alone with her, with liquor and music and the if-it-feels-good-do-it that was in the air in New Orleans?


    “Did you need something?” he asked. Normal. Nonchalant.


    “I came up to talk to you about New Orleans,” she finally told him, her eyes staying on his. The little wrinkle between her eyebrows said that perhaps that wasn’t as easy as it should have been, however.


    Yeah, they should definitely not go to New Orleans together.


    And she’d come up to tell him that. It was for the better. It was a strange arrangement even without his unfortunate attraction to her.


    “It’s okay, Emily. I understand. I think it’s probably the best decision.”


    Her eyes widened. “You do? Gus told you?”


    “Gus?”


    She nodded. “I just talked to him a little bit ago. He told you?” Then she frowned. “Or not?”


    Will shook his head. “I haven’t talked to Gus since—” He counted back. “Breakfast two mornings ago. He’s been holed up in the lab.”


    “Oh.” She looked past him, maybe hoping Gus would materialize.


    “What did you talk to Gus about?”


    “New Orleans.”


    “Our trip to New Orleans?”


    “Um, yeah…yes.” And there was the flustered Emily that somehow made his heart beat even faster than the poised, confident Emily he was used to.


    They should definitely not go to New Orleans together.


    “Can I come in?” she asked. “I have something for you. Well, for Gus. But if he’s busy…”


    “It’s fine.” Will stepped back—way back so she had plenty of room to pass without even the slightest possibility of them touching—and motioned for her to enter.


    She stepped through the door.


    It didn’t matter that he’d given her enough room to pass. Her scent wafted to him on the air currents and he took a moment to breathe deep.


    Damn, she smelled good.


    He shut the door, took a second to try to school his features and turned to face her.


    “Do you want something to drink?”


    “No, I’m fine. I guess. Well, water. It looks like you were working out. You probably want water,” she rambled.


    Rambling from her and heart pounding from him. Not workout-related pounding.


    “Water would be good,” he agreed and started for the kitchen. He probably should have grabbed a shirt, but if he stopped and turned to go back, he’d run smack into her. And that would be a bad idea. Because he really wanted to be smack into her.


    Damn, this was bad.


    He motioned for her to take a seat on one of the stools lined up beside the countertop that separated the kitchen from the dining room.


    It was ridiculous that he even had a dining room. He was a single guy who worked twenty-four-seven for a guy who lived in the same house. The house that had two other dining rooms.


    But after the first year of thinking it was completely stupid for one guy to live in an entire wing of a mansion—a wing that was larger than the average home for a family of four—he’d decided to enjoy it. He entertained, he had friends come and crash for a week or so at a time, he had set Gus’s lab up in one of the five bedrooms so his friend didn’t have to pay rent for his work space. And then two years ago, Gus had just moved in. He was there most nights working his strange nocturnal hours in the lab anyway. And the less money Gus needed for things like rent and utilities, the less time he needed to work at a paying job and more time he could spend in the lab on the things that were going to one day make them rich.


    Will got two bottles of water from the fridge and set one in front of Emily.


    She slid a manila folder across the marble countertop to him.


    “What’s this?”


    “It’s actually for Gus. I told him I’d bring it over.”


    Will flipped the front cover open.


    Inside was a letter of acceptance, a copy of their proposal and a check. For a million dollars.


    He looked up at Emily. “What the hell is this?”


    She crossed her legs, folded her hands on top of the countertop and gave him a level look. “That is the official notification that your proposal is being funded.”


    Will took a long drink of water and let his mind spin for a moment. A million dollars for the prototypes. Funding for the project.


    Payoff for going to New Orleans with her.


    He set his bottle down hard, closed the folder and slid it back to her. “No.”


    Her eyes widened. “No?”


    “No. This is unnecessary. It’s not a big deal.”


    She took a deep breath, uncrossed her legs and leaned in on her forearms. “Actually, Will, it is a big deal. It’s a very big deal. To me.”


    He took in the sincerity in her gaze, her long, slender fingers, the way her long hair lay over her shoulders. Her scent drifted to him again and he breathed it in.


    Long slender fingers? Really?


    “You don’t have to pay me to take you to New Orleans, Emily.”


    It was strange, but he was suddenly aware that they’d had very few private conversations over the time they’d known each other. They’d rarely been alone for any significant amount of time, and if they were alone it was for only a few minutes or it was playing Call of Duty. And it had always been in places where someone could walk in at any moment. Even if he had been tempted to kiss her before she’d broken up with Chad, Will would have never risked it.


    But now, here, no one was going to walk in on them. Gus, his flaky scientist best friend who, when deeply involved in a project could have entire conversations without remembering any of it the next day, was up in the lab. Her uncle and aunt would never think to look for her here. And no one else really ever came up here.


    She was frowning at him. “I’m not paying you to go to New Orleans with me.”


    Well, that was good. “Okay so then—”


    “I’m paying Gus.”


    Will froze with his water bottle halfway to his mouth. He set it back down hard on the counter again. “What?”


    “Gus is going to do me a favor by going along, and I’m funding your project. It’s a win-win.”


    Will’s mind was spinning. How had Gus gotten involved in this? And why would Emily even think to ask him? And what was Gus doing agreeing to it, money or not? Of course, Gus didn’t know Will’s side of it. That he wanted to take Emily to New Orleans.


    “What exactly is it that you’re paying Gus for?” Will asked.


    “To escort me to a party.”


    Oh really? And what about him?


    “And Gus said he wouldn’t do it without being paid?” Will knew better than that. Gus would have been shocked that Emily had asked, but he wouldn’t have wanted her going to the city by herself either, and Gus liked a good party as much as the next guy. More actually.


    Gus worked hard and played hard. He might spend two months solid in his lab, but when he emerged, he was always ready to blow off steam, and he did it big. It was common for him to ignore his baser needs for weeks at a time while he was working on something. He barely ate, slept or had human interaction. But when he was ready for a break, it was like he’d just been released from prison—he’d pig out, get drunk and get rowdy. Then he’d sleep for three days straight. It was almost like a strange form of bipolar disorder. Intense, deep concentration followed by a euphoria that was borderline dangerous.


    “No. I mean, he didn’t say that. I offered the money up front.”


    “What did you say?”


    Of course, the million dollar figure was what they’d asked for in their grant proposal a few months ago. Which Emily would obviously know.


    “I said that I wanted to hire him for the weekend.”


    Something about that made Will grit his teeth. “For what exactly?”


    “To go to the party with me,” she said. “To dance with me, maybe flirt a little…” She trailed off and glanced over her shoulder toward the stairs. “Gus said you wouldn’t be here.”


    Oh, she’d shown up when he was supposed to be gone on purpose?


    “I was out for a run.”


    Her gaze wandered over his bare chest again. “Yeah, I see,” she said softly. Then she must have realized how that sounded. She sat up straighter and cleared her throat. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”


    Will took a long drink of water and contemplated how to respond to that. Telling her that she’d been bothering him over the past few months was probably not the way to go. Telling her that this was fine, that he hoped she and Gus would have a good time was a complete lie. “Well, the thing is,” he said after he’d swallowed. “This does bother me. I thought I was going to be your date to the party.”


    There. Might as well lay it out. He loved Gus and he had no problem with his buddy hanging out in New Orleans with them. But the idea that Gus was going along specifically to be Emily’s date, rubbed Will the wrong way. Very, very much the wrong way.


    Emily’s eyes widened. “It’s very nice that you’re willing to do that, and I hope you’ll still come along. Tony will probably insist on it, anyway. Gus and I don’t know each other that well, so if you’re there it will be more comfortable. But I don’t…I just kind of…I can’t…”


    Will watched her struggle to find words and felt a mixture of amusement and concern. It was a little funny to see this woman not completely smooth and confident, but it was alarming just how flustered she kept getting around him.


    And then it hit him. Like someone had slapped him across the face. He flustered her. Not vibrators, not thoughts of Gus. Him. And that was new. They’d hung out many times without anyone stammering or losing their words. And there was really only one reason she might possibly be scattered around him…she was attracted to him.


    He knew exactly how that went. He’d left out a huge hunk of material during his presentation to the grant board because she’d looked so damned good that day.


    He’d had one job. To present their idea and Gus’s invention to the board for the foundation. Gus had done the hard work. Gus was the brains. Will’s job was to sell it.


    But Emily had distracted him.


    She’d been single for about two months at that point and she’d looked more beautiful than he’d ever seen her. He’d tripped over his feet coming to the front of the room, he’d stumbled over his words and he’d left an entire section of the presentation out. He had to really think to recall what that section had been, but he could easily picture the dark green dress Emily had worn, the way she’d had her hair twisted up, and the peach color of her lipstick that day.


    He made a quick decision. Maybe not the best decision ever, but he went with it. He rounded around the end of the counter and faced her without any marble between them.


    “You can’t what?” he asked.


    She licked her lips.


    She needed to stop doing that.


    “I can’t pay you a million dollars to be my date.”


    Well, that was for damned sure. There were all kinds of things wrong with that. “Why not?”


    She took a deep breath. “For one, you’re being forced to go. For another—”


    “I am not being forced to go, Emily,” he said firmly.


    “But Tony—”


    “Came up with one possible solution to a problem. A solution I agreed with. If I didn’t want to go, I would have come up with another one.”


    She blinked up at him. “That’s pretty much what Tony said.”


    “It’s true. So that’s not part of this discussion.”


    “We work together. We see each other all the time. We…play Call of Duty. It feels weird to think about paying you to go out with me.”


    Will moved closer, very aware of the long expanse of golden thigh bared by her short skirt. “That should feel weird with anyone.”


    “No, I don’t think so. I don’t know Gus as well as I know you, but I know he’s a nice guy. He’s your friend, which is more than enough of a recommendation in my book.” She gave him a little smile. “But I’m asking him to do me a favor. It’s not something I could ask just anyone, and so I want to compensate him for it.”


    Emily had learned to throw her money around from her dad and uncle, so it wasn’t even worth going into how ridiculous the amount was or the fact that no man, least of all a good guy like Gus, would expect any amount of payment for taking Emily out.


    “So what exactly is Gus going to be required to do for the million dollars?” Will tried to ignore the tension that was setting in through his neck and shoulders. Why did he care what Emily Steele did with her money? Hell, this was a good thing. He’d failed to get Gus the million dollars he needed to move the project forward. Now Gus was going to get the money and get to spend a weekend in New Orleans with a beautiful woman.


    If Will was a good friend, he’d be thrilled for Gus right now.


    And if it was any woman other than Emily, he probably would be.


    “Go out with me during the bachelorette party, dance with me, hold my hand, maybe some…” she cleared her throat and looked at Will’s collar bone instead of his eyes, “…kissing.”


    Will straightened. “Kissing? You want to kiss Gus?”


    She frowned, still not meeting his eyes. “I don’t not want to kiss Gus, and right now, that’s enough.”


    Will pulled in a long breath and worked on relaxing. It was stupid for him to not be relaxed about this, and it would be impossible—well, awkward at least—to explain to Emily why he was worked up about it.


    “You want to spend the weekend with Gus as your date because you don’t not want to kiss him?”


    She nodded.


    “That sounds crazy.”


    She looked up at him, her expression a mix of sadness and irritation. “It’s not crazy. I’ve…been floating out in the middle of the ocean, but I’ve had a life preserver on this whole time.”


    Will blinked at her. Had she been drinking? It was nine in the morning.


    “Now the life preserver is gone,” she went on, “and I need to swim by myself, but I need lessons. And I need to start in the shallow end before diving into the big waves.”


    She stopped talking and looked up at him as if imploring him to understand.


    He wanted to understand. In part, because she clearly needed him to. For some reason, he wanted to be and do what she needed. It likely came from the fact that his job was to do the same for her uncle, though he wasn’t so sure it was quite that simple with Emily.


    But he also wanted to understand because he was very intrigued at this point. Something was going on with Emily, and he just couldn’t shake the feeling that understanding this was important to him.


    “I don’t really know what that means,” he finally admitted slowly.


    She took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ve been eating strawberry ice cream for eight years, and now I want to try something new, but I don’t think I should go straight for the double-fudge-brownie sundae with whipped cream and nuts. I need to start smaller—maybe a double scoop of white chocolate with some colored sprinkles or something.”


    Will leaned on the counter top with one elbow and tried to be cool. He wanted to be patient, make her feel comfortable opening up to him, but there was a tension coiling in his gut, pushing him to figure this out. “Sorry, you’re going to have to spell it out more for me here.”


    She looked annoyed. “Chad is the life preserver,” she said. “Now I’m swimming without him there to make me feel safe. I need to start swimming on my own, take some lessons, figure out what I can do and what I’m comfortable with, but I need to start in the shallow end. That’s Gus.”


    Will studied her face, thinking back over her analogy. “Who are the big waves?”


    She blushed.


    “Me?” he asked, hoping it was him.


    She nodded and the tension let go slightly.


    Will felt his mouth stretch into a grin. “I’m the big waves, huh?”


    She rolled her eyes. “Yes.”


    He really liked that. Except… “Wait, you’re scared of the big waves?”


    She focused on the water bottle again, pressing her lips together.


    He reached out and picked the bottle up, bringing it up next to his face so she had to look at him.


    “You’re scared of me, Emily?” He tried to say it gently, but he had to resist the urge to growl the question. He hated that idea. And he didn’t understand it. He’d never done anything to make her feel she couldn’t trust him.


    Her blush deepened. She shook her head. “Not scared.”


    He breathed.


    “Intimidated maybe,” she said. “I’m just not sure I’m quite…ready for you.”


    Ready for him. His imagination took that in all kinds of directions. Directions that, yeah, would probably intimidate her.


    Okay, intimidation. He didn’t like that any better though. What had he done to make her feel anything less than comfortable around him?


    But then he recalled something she’d said. “And who’s the double-fudge-brownie sundae?”


    Double-fudge brownies weren’t scary. They were tempting. Maybe bad for you in some ways, but also very good in many ways. His heart started thumping. He was really hoping there wasn’t someone else that she was tempted by but not ready for. But it was him. He knew it was him.


    She sighed, not looking intimidated at all. “You know it’s you. And Gus is the double scoop with colored sprinkles.”


    Will started to reply, thought better of what he was going to say but then said it anyway. “Are we talking about sex here?”


    Her gaze dropped to the counter top. “Kind of.”


    Holy shit, they were talking about sex. And her being tempted but not ready for him. And her wanting Gus instead.


    Will’s eyebrows slammed together. “So you’re asking Gus to be your date in New Orleans because you’re trying to start slow on the sex thing?”


    There was no way in hell that Gus was having sex with Emily. No. Fucking. Way.


    She shook her head quickly. “Not sex. That’s why Gus is a good choice. I can relax with him, we can dance and flirt and stuff, but it won’t be more than that.” Suddenly, she straightened and frowned at Will. “You think I would pay Gus to have sex with me?”


    He held his hands up. “I’m just trying to get on the same page here.”


    “Not sex,” she said firmly. “That’s just it. I’m not ready for that.”


    And a huge, tempting, horrible realization hit Will directly in the gut. She wasn’t ready for him. That meant she’d been thinking of him sexually. She wasn’t ready but that meant she’d considered it. That meant she’d been tempted by it. She was turning down the brownie sundae but that didn’t mean she didn’t want it.


    Will pulled in a slow breath, trying to cool off.


    “This will be the first guy I dance with or flirt with or even spend a lot of time with since Chad.”


    “But you and I couldn’t dance and flirt and spend time together?” And in that moment, Will wanted all of that.


    Her cheeks were still pink when she nodded.


    “Because…” he prompted.


    “I don’t think it would be just that.”


    Heat hit him hard. She was attracted to him, tempted, had given it enough thought to decide that he was too much for her. Just the idea that Emily had contemplated what it would be like to be with him made him hot and bothered.


    “It could be just that,” he assured her. “If that’s what you want and need. I wouldn’t push you.”


    She swallowed and nodded. “Actually, I know that.”


    “You do?”


    She met his eyes. “Yes.”


    That made him feel a lot better. And confused him further. “So what’s the deal?”


    “It’s actually not you…” She traced her finger through the condensation on the countertop from the water bottle.


    “Then what is it?” He really, really wanted to hear this.


    She chewed on her bottom lip for a few seconds. Will waited. He was going to hear this and then he was going to explain to Emily that Gus was way more than sprinkles. Gus was the big wave. For sure.


    “Mona told me about your weekend with Samantha.”


    Working for Tony Steele had thrown Will some major curve balls over the years. But he prided himself on being able to adjust on the fly and think on his feet and handle every situation.


    This conversation with Emily, however, made him doubt he could even spell composure.


    He knew Emily and Mona were friends, of course. And he’d known that Sam was Mona’s sister. But it had never occurred to him that Samantha might tell Mona who would tell Emily about their sex-fest.


    He cleared his throat. “About me and Samantha?”


    Emily nodded. “Samantha told Mona about it and Mona told me.” She paused and pressed her lips together. Then she said softly, “In great detail.”


    Oh. Damn.


    The sexy redhead had been a lot of fun that long weekend almost a year ago. They’d been at a function at the same time, started talking, had a few drinks and gone back to her place. For a couple of days. Nothing more had ever come of it. They were still friendly. They rarely saw each other, but when they did things were completely comfortable.


    It was very strange, however, to think that Emily knew about them. About him. In bed. And the kitchen counter. Not unlike the one they were standing next to.


    That was…


    He frowned. “Listen, what happened between Sam and I…that’s…I wish she hadn’t told you that,” he finally finished. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed exactly, but that was not really knowledge that Emily needed to have. And that was what was making her want Gus in New Orleans with them.


    Emily’s eyes widened. “Trust me. She was very complimentary.”


    Taken aback, Will laughed. “Well, fine. But still. You don’t have anything to worry about.”


    Okay, that was a stupid thing to say. Why would she be worried? It wasn’t like he’d done anything bad to Samantha. And none of things he’d done to Sam would be happening with him and Emily.


    She seemed to be thinking about that for a moment. “Worried isn’t the first word that comes to mind when I remember what Mona told me.”


    For a split second, Will knew looking into Emily’s eyes would be a very, very bad idea.


    But he did it anyway.


    “What is the first word?”


    Dumb, dumb, dumb.


    She leaned in a little, looking into his eyes. “Wow.”


    The temperature in the room shot up ten degrees. Will knew he was staring at her but…how was he supposed to respond to that?


    “I think there’s something you should know,” Emily said.


    “Okay.”


    “I have a little thing for you.”


    Heat and desire and a huge shot of trepidation hit Will low and hard in the gut. “You do?”


    “I do. And it started when I heard that story.”


    “Um.” That response was pretty good considering he had less and less blood going to his brain.


    “So you see why Gus should go with us to New Orleans?”


    Gus. New Orleans.


    “You don’t have a thing for Gus?”


    She shook her head. “No. I like Gus. And I know he dates and goes out, so he can help me ease back into it.”


    Jealousy hit him hard. And he knew it was stupid. Nothing would really happen between Gus and Emily. Emily was way too sweet and way too young for Gus. Gus preferred women about fifteen years older than Emily and with a hell of a lot more experience. Besides, he had no right to be jealous anyway. Emily wasn’t his girlfriend. Emily could never be his girlfriend.


    He was still jealous.


    “Are you attracted to him?”


    “I’m, um…”


    Dammit, she was. Thank God, Gus knew that Will had a thing for her too. He wouldn’t make a move on her.


    But he had, apparently, agreed to go to New Orleans. For a million dollars.


    Will was going to have to have a chat with his best friend.


    “Are you?” he asked more firmly. He needed to know. She had a thing for him, she’d said so. But she was intimidated by him.


    Okay. That meant that she was too sweet and innocent for him anyway.


    “I find Gus attractive,” she finally said. “But not attractive.”


    That was a relief.


    “So he’s the right one to hang out with me in New Orleans.”


    “And not me, because…” He really wanted her to fill in that blank even though he knew it would make things much more complicated between them. Or at least a lot harder on him this coming weekend. Because, yeah, Emily wasn’t going anywhere without him. Maybe she wanted Gus to dance with her and play the boyfriend, but Will was going to be right there. The bodyguard so to speak. Or the chaperone.


    “Because I do find you attractive and I know you won’t push me, but I might push you and I might really—” She broke off and licked her lips again.


    Will’s gaze was firmly on her shiny bottom lip. “You might really what, Emily?” he asked, his voice a little husky.


    “Hate it.”


    His eyes were back on hers in a millisecond. “Hate it?” he repeated. “You think you would hate sleeping with me?”


    Hell, no. There might be some complications the next morning, but there would be nothing about them being naked together to be hated.


    She nodded. “I don’t think I’m the blindfold kind of girl. I might try it, but I could hate it. Or I might chicken out and then I’d hate that. And I’d hate disappointing you. And I’d hate how horribly awkward it would be the next day. And forever after that.”


    Will worked on sorting his thoughts out so that he sounded like a rational human being with a brain when he responded. He took a couple of deep breaths. He forced his shoulders to relax. And he pushed the image of Emily in a blindfold in his bed out of his consciousness because, God knew, he couldn’t concentrate on anything else with that picture in mind.


    “Blindfolds are not a deal breaker,” he finally managed.


    She seemed to be considering that.


    “Hello, darling, are you ready for our weekend getaway?”


    Emily swung to face Gus as he came down the stairs, effectively interrupting their moment.


    Maybe that was for the best. But Will didn’t feel like it was good at all.


    He frowned at his friend. Gus had some explaining to do.


    “Hi, Gus,” Emily greeted.


    Did she sound relieved? Will wished he could see her face. How glad was she to see Gus?


    Gus and Emily barely knew one another. They’d spent some time together here and there, but nothing significant. That Will knew of. And Gus would have told him. They told each other everything.


    Gus and Will had never competed for a woman, ever. They didn’t go for the same type, for one thing. For another, there had never been a woman who would have been worth even five minutes of tension between them. Gus was doing this as a favor to Emily. Sure, the million dollars was probably part of it. He did really want and need that money. But Emily was important to Tony who was important to Will who was important to Gus. That made Emily important to Gus.


    He was doing her a favor.


    He wouldn’t want her off in New Orleans on her own either, and he would certainly be willing to hang out on Bourbon Street with…almost anyone.


    In fact, Bourbon was more Gus’s speed than Will’s anyway. The ability to take risks and not worry about consequences that made him a brilliant inventor also made him a hell of a good time when he cut loose. He just did what felt good, at work or at play.


    Emily evidently felt good.


    Will gritted his teeth and worked on not acting like an ass.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Emily was relieved to see Gus. Not that she and Gus were best friends, but because being alone with Will—a half-naked Will on top of it—was getting confusing.


    Well, maybe not confusing. She knew and understood everything she was feeling. She wanted him. But she didn’t want to.


    She wasn’t lying to either him or herself when she said she was worried that a night with him would turn out badly.


    She was intrigued, curious even, about sex that included ice cubes, but she was also intrigued by people who climbed Mount Everest. That didn’t mean she wanted to actually do it.


    So Gus was her date now.


    She’d had no problem writing the million-dollar check either. She’d reviewed their proposal and Reese was right, it was great. She should have pushed for it before. Or at least not dismissed it as easily. Besides, in the overall scheme of things, a million wasn’t that much.


    Her dad had paid Jaden a million to be Emily’s physical therapist. Tony had offered Reese a million a month to stay married to him. A million to take Emily to New Orleans for this bachelorette party had to fall somewhere in the middle of those two offers.


    As she’d thought about the trip, it had become clear that Gus was the perfect choice. She didn’t want to go with someone she didn’t know at all. A weekend in New Orleans at a party with some of her friends from college was hardly a good blind-date situation. And she didn’t want to pick up a stranger. Sure, she could flirt and dance with someone she didn’t know, but she didn’t want it to go beyond that.


    Gus was the perfect combination of stranger and friend. She didn’t know him well and wouldn’t have a lot of opportunity to be around him after the trip, but she knew of him and knew people in common with him. Being Will’s best friend ensured that Gus was a good guy and she could trust him.


    And hell, she wasn’t asking him for a kidney. She was asking him to go to a party with her. She was offering him an all-expenses-paid trip to a great city. And a million-dollar paycheck for helping her out.


    “What time are we leaving, sweet stuff?” Gus asked, lifting Emily’s hand and kissing the back of it.


    She smiled. Sweet and charming. That’s what she needed for this first foray into the dating world without Chad.


    “I’d love to get there early tomorrow,” Emily said. She looked over at Will. “If that works?”


    Will was frowning at Gus. He looked at her. “Whatever you want.”


    “The bachelorette isn’t until Friday night,” she told them. “But I’d love to see some of the city beforehand.” And maybe get over her initial nerves so she didn’t act like an idiot once her college friends were present.


    “Just the three of us then?” Gus asked, reaching past her for an apple from the bowl in the middle of the counter.


    It wouldn’t be weird for there to be three of them. Several of the other guests were bringing friends along as well.


    Gus kept an elbow on the counter next to her, facing Emily with a big grin.


    She took the opportunity to study him up close. He was good looking, there was no denying that. Dark hair, green eyes, he was shorter than Will and wider through the shoulders. He was actually built more like Chad. Dancing together with her in heels, they’d be about the same height. With Will, her forehead would be about level with his earlobe even if she wore three-inch heels.


    She gave Gus a smile. “The three of us until that night. Then there will be a big group. My friend Candace has six bridesmaids, and they’re all bringing friends or their significant others. And we’ll be meeting up with the groomsmen later, who are also all bringing people along.”


    “Sounds like a great time.” Gus took a big bite of apple and chewed, watching Emily. “Tell me again what you need me to do for you, sweet stuff.”


    “Jesus, do we really need the nickname?” Will muttered behind him.


    “Emily needs a boyfriend. I plan to deliver.” Gus glanced at his friend with a small smile. “If this is going to irritate you, Em and I could probably handle the trip without you.”


    “I’m going,” Will said flatly. “And she needs you to be a good guy. Think you can handle that?”


    Emily looked back and forth between the men. There was a weird tension suddenly. She wanted to study Will’s face more closely but had a feeling that might not be a good idea actually.


    “Of course. I can be whatever Emily needs me to be,” Gus said smoothly.


    Emily opened her mouth to respond to that but Will beat her to it.


    “How long’s it been since you slept?” Will asked.


    Gus glanced at the wall clock above the sink. “About thirty-eight.”


    Emily felt her eyes widen. “Hours?”


    Gus nodded and finished off the apple. “Don’t worry. I’m heading to bed now. I’ll be rarin’ to go tomorrow.”


    “Is this trip going to get in the way of some work you need to do?” Emily asked.


    “I’m good. I’m all yours,” Gus assured her. “We’re gonna have a great time, I promise.”


    Emily nodded. “I appreciate you going along.”


    “Not a hardship, sweets,” Gus said. “Not a hardship at all. And New Orleans is the best. Anything in particular you want me to be for the masquerade?”


    She shook her head. “Tux and a mask is all you need.”


    “Awesome.” Gus glanced at Will. “You coming to the masquerade too?”


    “I didn’t know about the masquerade,” Will said. His voice sounded tight.


    Emily so wanted to look at Will. Instead, she picked up her water bottle and took a long drink and swallowed. It only seemed like Will didn’t like the idea of her and Gus together. It was actually all no big deal to any of them. “There’s a masquerade on Saturday night,” she told Will without looking directly at him. “It’s their official engagement party. They’re lumping everything together in one weekend since so many of us are traveling from a distance.”


    “I’ll be sure to pack my tux.”


    For some reason, that made her stomach flip. She’d seen Will in a tux once at a big fundraiser. It had been jarring how different, and how good, he’d looked. She’d still been with Chad then, but it had made an impression because she could recall it clearly now.


    His usual attire was khakis and a button-down shirt, no tie. He also often wore a harried look. His hair got mussed from running his hand through it, he wore glasses that habitually slid down his nose, and he typically had his shirt sleeves rolled up.


    Emily stood straighter. How did she know all of that? How had she catalogued so many details?


    “You don’t have to go,” she told him. “If you don’t want to.”


    “Oh, I’ll be there.”


    Something in his tone made her look at him directly. He looked determined and not exactly happy.


    Well, the million dollars had to help a little.


    “I’d better go,” she said, sliding off the stool. She pushed the manila folder to the center of the counter. The guys could deal with that. “What time should I be ready tomorrow?” she asked.


    “We’ll leave for the airport at nine a.m.,” Will said.


    Perfect. She nodded. “I’ll be ready.”


    She’d be packed and out front anyway. Ready for this trip might not actually be possible.


    They were airborne by ten a.m. the next day.


    Will was happy to have the flight to concentrate on. He had so many mixed feelings about Gus and Emily and this trip that he was going crazy. Gus had gone straight to bed after Emily had left the day before and Will had a mile-long list of things to take care of for Tony before he was gone for the next few days, so he hadn’t had any more conversation with his friend about how the trip would go. But there would be time for that before they hit the town. He’d make sure they had time for it.


    The trip to Louisiana was eventless and there was a town car waiting for them when they landed. They were in the hotel by one.


    Emily had booked the rooms and Will had to admit that he was impressed. Tony liked things modern and high end and extravagant. When Will accompanied Tony on trips, he was also booked into a suite with all the amenities.


    The hotel, Le Coeur De La Ville, was not modern or large or extravagant. It was beautiful, charming…old. The exposed brick on the interior, including in the rooms, was original. The wood floors and brass light fixtures were well cared for but clearly several decades old. The décor in the rooms consisted of fresh flowers, a basket of local treats including pralines, chicory coffee and Cajun pretzels and several black and white photographs of the city of New Orleans.


    But the rooms were more than a typical hotel rooms. There was a small living room area, a kitchenette with a coffee pot, sink, microwave and refrigerator, a table and chairs and two bedrooms.


    Of course, there was also a set of French doors that led to a balcony.


    Emily was staying in a room on the floor above them and Will assumed her room was similar. However, when the bellman took her suitcase up with her, Will couldn’t come up with a great reason for him to go up and check her room out.


    For safety reasons? Maybe. He should know exactly which room was hers. And if the deadbolt and chain worked well.


    But he needed to have a private conversation with Gus, and he wasn’t sure when the two of them would be alone together again.


    “Hey,” he said, propping a shoulder against the doorway to Gus’s room.


    Gus leaned out from the closet where he was hanging his tux. “What’s up?”


    “What’s going to happen this weekend?”


    Gus came out from behind the closet door. “What do you mean?”


    Gus knew exactly what he meant. “With Emily.”


    “Whatever she wants.”


    Will narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have any plans?”


    “Look, she called me up, made me this offer, and how could I say no?” Gus asked. “It’s the money we need, and like I told her, not exactly a hardship to hang out with her for a few days.”


    That all sounded fine. Innocent. Like nothing to worry about.


    “And do you know why she wants to do this?”


    Gus crossed to the bed and pulled more clothes out before turning to the dresser. “What do you mean? She didn’t want to show up here alone.”


    “Do you know why she asked you?”


    “She thought asking you would be awkward.”


    “She thinks I’m too…fast for her.” God, that sounded stupid out loud.


    Gus snorted. “Fast?”


    “She thinks I’m into sexual stuff that will make her uncomfortable.”


    Gus turned to face him. “Why does that matter?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “This isn’t a sex thing. She needs a date to a party.” Gus was frowning now.


    “Well…” And this part made him feel equally frustrated and full of himself at the same time. “She thinks for her and I…that if we did the date-to-the-party thing, it would turn into more than that.”


    Gus thought about that. “Would it?”


    “I…don’t know.” That was the God’s honest truth. Will would like to think he could keep it together and be a good guy and not act on the chemistry, knowing that it would complicate everything. She was right. The morning after would be awkward. The next several mornings after, not to mention the afternoon meetings and evening social events, would all be awkward.


    He’d never been in that situation either. He’d had mornings after, of course. He’d run into ex-lovers, even ex-girlfriends, before. But he’d never worked in close proximity on a regular basis with someone he’d been intimate with.


    And he wasn’t so sure it would be awkward for the reasons that seemed most obvious.


    Just two days ago, he’d had a hard time leaning past her to water the plants. That was without having seen her naked, without knowing how she tasted, without being able to conjure how she sounded when she came.


    Yeah, there was no way he’d be able to be alone with her for even five minutes without wanting more.


    And they hadn’t even slept together yet.


    Looking at his best friend now, the person he’d known longer than anyone other than his family, and knowing that Gus was taking Emily out as a favor to her, Will was still jealous and still kind of wanted to slug him.


    If Will had Emily in his bed for even one night, how would he ever be able to watch her with another man at a fundraiser, or at her uncle’s next birthday party, or at the various functions they would both be invited to?


    Yeah, the mornings, afternoons and evenings after for him and Emily would be difficult.


    All the more reason to stay far, far away.


    Gus put his hands on his hips and gave Will a serious look. “If you take her to bed, you better be prepared to keep her.”


    Will looked at Gus in surprise. “I’m not taking her to bed.”


    “That’s not what that looked like to me.”


    “She doesn’t want to be kept,” Will said, ignoring the little rush of heat at the idea of keeping her. “She’s just out from an eight-year-long relationship. She wants to date around. And she should. She needs to have some fun. She’s young.”


    Gus rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’m not the one that needs to remember all of that. Em’s a nice girl. She wants to have some fun in New Orleans, and I’m here to help her with that.”


    “But not too much fun,” Will said.


    “I don’t want to be kept either,” Gus said. “And she is definitely a forever, keeper kind of girl.”


    Will’s gut tightened at that. “But she wants to date around,” he repeated.


    “Yeah, I don’t really see that happening.” Gus closed his empty suitcase and tossed it into the closet.


    “You don’t?”


    “I know that’s what she’s telling herself, and rationally it makes sense. This weekend that’s all it will be. I’m safe, and she knows that,” Gus said. “But I’ll bet she falls head over heels for the next guy who kisses her.”


    Will felt alarm race through him. “You do?”


    “I mean, it’ll have to be a hell of a kiss, not just average, everyday stuff, but yeah, I can see her getting swept up in that.”


    Will groaned.


    Gus laughed. “We don’t run into them often, I know, but there are women out there who are just made for long-term, committed, sweet, romantic relationships. Emily is one of them.”


    “But what if the next guy she kisses isn’t the one?” Will asked. “She wants to go out a lot, date a bunch of guys, figure out what she’s really looking for. She’s going to kiss someone in the process.”


    Gus nodded and headed into the bathroom that adjoined his room. “She probably will.”


    “And what if it’s good?”


    “Then she’ll probably think they should get married.”


    Will knew that Gus was being dramatic to prove a point, but Will really hated this point. Because he knew Gus was right.


    “The only thing that will keep it from being serious,” Gus said, “is if the guy keeps it from being serious.” Gus arranged his toiletries on the vanity. He had more bottles and tubes than a lot of the women Will knew.


    Gus was a dichotomy. He would go days in the lab without showering or shaving. He would resort to only grunts and texts for communication. He would exist on peanut butter and jelly and frozen pizza. And then, when he shook it all off and stepped away from his tools, he would clean up like he was on his way to a GQ photo shoot, would want to have long, philosophical conversations and would insist on going to only the best restaurants.


    Emily had timed her need for him as her date perfectly. Gus had been in the lab for the past couple of weeks. He was ready to go out and he was going to look good while doing it.


    So, Will didn’t have to worry about this weekend. Emily wouldn’t be kissing Gus and Gus wasn’t going to lead her on.


    But what about when they got back to Kansas City? When she felt more comfortable and confident? What if the guy knew who she was and was after her money? What if he didn’t and was just after her body? What if he was a jerk, or a scum bag, or a liar?


    Emily deserved the best. Will wasn’t a huge fan of Chad Owens, but he could say that he liked how the guy had treated Emily.


    “So the only way Emily is really going to go out and live it up and try new things is if she doesn’t meet, kiss and fall for some guy who’s ready to tie her down,” Will said. “You think if she runs into some guy who thinks she’s amazing, he could talk her into something serious, even if he’s the first guy she goes out with?”


    Gus nodded. “I do. I know that makes her sound naïve and innocent,” he said. “But she is. And I kind of love that about her.” He pushed past Will and headed for the living area. He pulled a complimentary soda from the fridge and popped it open. He took a long drink and then went on. “There are all these women out there who are sexy and confident and know what they want. They’ve been around the block. They’re feisty and demanding—in bed and out—and they don’t take any shit from anybody. And that’s awesome. I love those women. I’m completely attracted to those women. Because those women can take me on. They’ll tell me when I’m being an ass. They’ll get up and walk out on me. They might even slap me or kick me out. But Emily isn’t one of them. She’s…nice. She would never tell someone to fuck off. She would never be sleeping with two different guys at the same time. She would never walk out on someone.”


    “How do you know all of that?” Will dropped into the chair perpendicular to the sofa Gus claimed.


    Gus laughed. “I’m alone a lot. I do a lot of thinking.”


    “You’ve been thinking about Emily?” Even that annoyed Will. Stupidly.


    “After she called me about this weekend? Well, yeah.”


    Will wanted to tell Gus to stop thinking about her. Immediately. But that was ridiculous.


    “And you came up with all this insight?” Will asked.


    “And I talk to Reese when she brings me smoothies.”


    “You and Reese have smoothies together?” That surprised Will. A lot. For some reason.


    “She brings one over two or three times a week when I’m in work mode. She worries that I don’t eat well. And it’s like she’s allergic to anything anti-social.”


    “You don’t eat well. And she is,” Will agreed. Reese was a social worker. She took care of people. Gus needed to be taken care of at times. None of this should surprise him.


    “So she brings me smoothies and we talk.”


    “And you talk about Emily?”


    “Sometimes.”


    Will narrowed his eyes. “Do you talk about me?”


    “Of course.”


    Will didn’t want to delve into that any further. Gus and Reese probably knew him better than anyone did. He could only imagine the notes they’d compared.


    “What about Emily?” he asked.


    He was quite interested in Reese’s insights at least. No one knew Emily as well as Reese did. Other than Chad, of course. She was close to her father and Jaden and Tony, but Reese and Emily had become more girlfriends than aunt and niece. Will was also aware that Emily didn’t have a lot of girlfriends her age. Maybe Emily had opened up to Reese about her feelings about love and dating and relationships.


    “Well, it’s not like you need a psych degree or even her favorite aunt to figure out that she’s all about love and home and family,” Gus said. “For one, she had an unusual family unit for a long time—just her and her dad and uncle. It wasn’t until she was a teenager that she had a mother figure, and she was an adult when Reese came along. So now she can truly understand and appreciate a solid, full family. And she’s wired for that. She was with the same guy for eight years. The only guy she’s ever been with. This is just who Emily is.”


    “But she’s smart. She knows that she needs to broaden her horizons, that she shouldn’t settle,” Will insisted.


    Gus nodded. “I don’t think she would mean to fall in love with the first guy she goes out with. She just might not be able to help it. If he’s sweet and romantic at all. I know she’s not going to think she can change some player. But if a guy comes along who’s interested in getting serious, I think that’s actually what Emily wants deep down.”


    Will knew that Gus was right. Emily was all about family. All the Steeles were. In spite of their mega-millions, the Steeles were a typical family with their quarrels and celebrations, good times and bad. They’d been through a lot together and they were stronger for it. That was probably why Emily’s break up with Chad had been hard on all of them. Chad had been one of them. The Steeles were a protective bunch, but once you were accepted, you were part of the family, and they didn’t let go easily.


    And was that why she’d stayed with Owens so long? Because he’d fit in to her family? Because she could imagine him and their family unit down the road?


    “These are some smoothies you and Reese have,” Will commented, trying not to let on about his own deep thoughts about Emily.


    Gus grinned. “We talk about superficial stuff too.”


    “Oh?” Will had had no idea that Gus and Reese had gotten to be friends, but he could see them enjoying each other.


    “Yeah, her work, my work, just the average, blah, blah stuff.”


    Will laughed and pushed up out of the chair. Neither Reese or Gus did any average blah, blah stuff in their work.


    “Where are you going?” Gus asked.


    “I’m going to take Emily out for lunch and for a walk along Decatur Street.”


    Gus started to get up. “I could go for a Po’ Boy.”


    Will pushed him back down onto the sofa. “You’re not invited.”


    “But I’m Emily’s date this weekend,” Gus said with a knowing smile.


    “You’re her date to the party. No one said anything about lunch.”


    “Uh, huh.” Gus picked up the TV remote and aimed it at the set. “Bring me back some crawfish.”


    Right. Gus’s lunch order would be the most important thing on his mind. “You might want to order some delivery.”


    The knock on her door came just as her stomach rumbled. Good, the guys were ready for lunch. Emily swung the door open to find only Will on the other side.


    He gave her a smile that made her stomach flip. “Hi.”


    Or maybe she was reading something that wasn’t there into the smile. “Hi.” She tried not to smile up at him too enthusiastically.


    “Want to go out for a while?”


    “Sure. I’m starving.” She stepped back and went to grab her purse from the coffee table. Will followed her through the door and took a blatant look around. She watched him. “How’s your room?”


    “Good,” he said absently. He made his way toward the French doors that led to the balcony, looked out and then sidled toward the bedroom door.


    Emily felt her heart thump looking at him in the doorway to her bedroom. “I assume it’s a lot like this one?” she asked.


    He seemed to take a big deep breath and then turned back to her. “Two bedrooms, but otherwise identical.”


    “You’ll have to try to talk Tony into this place when he and Reese come down.”


    “Yeah, it’s nice.” His eyes wandered around the room again.


    “Are you looking for something specific?” she asked, amused. Was he uncomfortable in her room? If so, what did that mean? She knew she felt a little jumpy with him here but it wasn’t an unpleasant jumpiness.


    He focused on her. “Just making sure the room is safe.”


    “Safe?” She looked around. “Of course it’s safe.”


    “Well, just be sure to close and lock the doors to the balcony at night.”


    “Of course.”


    “And make sure you use the deadbolt and the chain on the main door.”


    Her eyes widened slightly. “Okay.”


    “I mean it, Emily. I’m going to come up and check.”


    And something about that made a little swirl of warmth dance through her stomach.


    “Will, you are welcome up here at my room any time,” she said before she thought better of it.


    The look on Will’s face made the swirl of warmth heat up several degrees.


    “I think we should probably go. Out. Away from here,” he finally said.


    They probably should. But she didn’t want to.


    It made a lot more sense for her to have Gus take her to the party. Mostly because she didn’t have a huge crush on Gus. Like she did on Will.


    But she’d basically admitted as much to him the day before. She’d told him she had a thing for him, and that she didn’t think she could keep up with him sexually, and he’d said that blindfolds weren’t a deal breaker…and then Gus had interrupted them.


    She and Will hadn’t been alone together, had barely talked really, since then.


    And now he was standing in the doorway to her bedroom.


    “Emily, are you okay?” he asked, and she realized she’d been standing there staring at him without saying a word for several long seconds.


    She wanted to kiss him.


    She had to know.


    She was going to take Gus out as her date. She was going to dance and flirt with Gus and maybe a handful of random strangers. Because she was not going to be tempted to do anything more with any of them.


    With Will, she was going to be tempted. Obviously. Will and his ice cubes and blindfolds and God knew what else were not what she wanted, not really.


    But one kiss wouldn’t hurt. And maybe it would help. Maybe it would be nothing like she was imagining. Maybe she’d built all of this up in her mind as some crazy, hot fantasy. Maybe it just sounded erotic but would actually do nothing for her. Maybe kissing Will would be like kissing a brother.


    Then he ran his hand through his hair and she felt her stomach flip.


    She’d seen him do that a million times, easily.


    But at that moment, when her mind was spinning and her heart was thumping and he messed up his hair in that familiar gesture, it was like she felt…attracted but comforted.


    Which had to be the stupidest thing that had ever gone through her mind.


    But it still calmed her. This was Will.


    “I’m fine.” Her voice was scratchy.


    “You sure? Are you comfortable staying here?” He looked concerned but there was a hint of purpose in his expression and tone.


    That was sexy. If she needed something, she knew Will would get it or make it happen or fix it.


    “I do need something,” she finally admitted.


    Will closed the distance between them. He was still frowning but he smelled really good. And his eyes were a gorgeous deep brown. And his mouth—suddenly she needed to know what it was like to kiss Will. Or, actually, to have him kiss her.


    “Are you feeling okay?”


    She nodded. Hot and tingly, but definitely okay.


    “Are you nervous about staying here alone?”


    Legitimate question. She had never, in her entire life, spent the night away from home in a room by herself. “I don’t know.” She hadn’t really thought about it. She’d been too busy thinking about Will. Right now, in the middle of the day, she was fine. She wasn’t really sure what tonight would bring.


    Will tensed and his frown deepened. And Emily felt that hot swirl in her stomach again. Dang, protective Will was sexy. Especially when he was being protective of her.


    She supposed being protective of Tony looked different. It wasn’t like Tony would need Will to take anyone on physically for him. But she had the definite sense that Will would do that for her.


    She kind of wanted to see that.


    That wasn’t very nice, she knew. And she would never pretend she was being harassed just to see Will get all alpha and protective of her. Probably.


    Will stepped closer to her. The air around her warmed with him so close and she really wanted to press against him. Which was crazy.


    She took a deep breath. She knew what she wanted from Will. She just wasn’t sure she could tell him. But she had to. She was tired of sitting around, unsure, waiting for something. The new ice cream wasn’t coming to her. So she was going to have to go out and get it.


    “Do you—” He cleared his throat. “Do you want to take one of the bedrooms downstairs? Gus or I could stay up here.”


    She wet her lips. “That’s not what I’m worried about right now.”


    He frowned. “What are you worried about?”


    “That you won’t kiss me even if I ask you to.”


    Will froze. He stared at her. His mouth moved, but no sound game out.


    That lasted for about ten seconds.


    Then he leaned back. Then stepped back. Then he started shaking his head.


    She frowned at him. Wow. Talk about an overreaction. “Thanks a lot.”


    “You don’t want me to—” He coughed. “K…kiss you.” It sounded like he was forcing the words out.


    “I do.” She really did. She wanted to kiss someone. Someone not Chad. But she wasn’t going to kiss Gus or any random stranger. If it wasn’t Will, it was going to be no one.


    “Emily, that’s…not a good idea.”


    Her eyebrows both lifted. “Why?”


    “Because…” He was clearly casting around for an argument. “I’m…me. And you’re…you. And that’s…”


    She watched him floundering. Seriously? “What’s that mean that I’m me? That doesn’t sound complimentary.”


    He shook his head. “It’s more that I’m me.”


    She frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


    “It does. Trust me.”


    “I do trust you,” she said sincerely. “That’s part of why this is so great. I need to kiss someone. But there’s no one I want to kiss. Except you.”


    His head stopped shaking. He moved in a step closer, almost as if it happened without him thinking about it.


    She took a deep breath. “I really want to kiss someone new. I’ve never kissed anyone but Chad. And I’ve been out and around all these guys for five months, and tonight Gus will be there, but you are the only one that I want to kiss.”


    His eyes searched hers.


    Emily knew she was staring back, but she couldn’t stop. There was a heat in Will’s eyes she couldn’t look away from. Her whole body responded to just the way he was looking at her. Wow.


    “Did Gus or Tony put you up to this?”


    Why would Gus or Tony put her up to this? “As far as I know, Gus and Tony are both unaware of my feelings for you.”


    Will took another step closer, one that put him almost on top of her. “Your feelings for me?” he repeated. She’d told him she was attracted to him. But feelings were, well, feelings. That was different. More. “You have feelings for me?”


    She wet her lips again and nodded. His gaze dropped to her mouth and lingered there.


    “What are those feelings exactly, Emily?” he asked softly.


    Oh boy, there was that hot, swirling stomach thing again.


    “I feel…very attracted to you,” she said. “I feel like I can trust you. I feel like I like being around you. I feel like you’re someone I’d like to spend more time with. And…”


    His gaze hadn’t left her mouth but when she trailed off, his eyes lifted to hers. “And?”


    “I’d really like to kiss you,” she said softly, like he had before.


    Something flickered in his eyes and she sensed a little hitch in his breathing.


    That was good. Wasn’t it? Maybe not. Maybe she was just confusing him. She had no idea how guys reacted to—anything. At least not any guys other than Chad.


    It was the weirdest thing. After months of feeling nothing but nerves and frustration in her interactions with guys, suddenly this felt…tingly.


    That was the best word for it.


    And addictive. Like she wasn’t sure there would be a time she wouldn’t want to feel this way. Like she’d do whatever she could to keep feeling this way.


    She stepped forward, bringing her close enough that the front of his shirt brushed the front of her dress. “Help me out here, Will. Please. It’s just a kiss. I really need to know that I can want to kiss someone other than Chad.”


    Will swallowed hard. “This is crazy. How did this happen?” he asked. But he lifted his hand to her face.


    The heat and tingles intensified with that one simple touch. “I told you I’ve been thinking about you.”


    Will slid his hand from her cheek to the back of her head, sinking his fingers into her hair.


    Even that much felt so good.


    Maybe she was just touch deprived. Not that she and Chad never touched, but he hadn’t been big into public displays. They’d held hands, they’d hugged. And more, of course, when they were alone.


    But she didn’t remember Chad ever cupping the back of her head and looking at her the way Will was looking at her. That she could get used to too. He looked…hungry. And affectionate. Strange combination maybe, but there it was.


    “This feels different than just wanting to sleep together.”


    She’d have to take his word for it. She’d only ever wanted to sleep with Chad. And that had been less about wanting and more about being together for four years and it seeming like a natural step in their relationship.


    Now she wanted Will. “I have no idea. Doesn’t it always feel like this?” she asked.


    Will’s gaze roamed over her face. “Feel like what?”


    She took a deep breath. “Like I’ll die if you don’t kiss me.”


    He looked at her in disbelief. But he also brought her a little closer with his hand on her head. “This is like I’m having a dream.”


    Emily felt her eyes widen. “That sounds like a good thing.”


    “Ever since you broke up with Chad I’ve been…” He trailed off and Emily knew she had to hear the rest of that. She gripped the wrist of the hand that held her.


    It was a simple touch on an innocent body part, but it jolted her. She’d never touched Will before. That realization, along with the warmth and hardness of even his wrist, made that heat swirl in her belly again. “You’ve been what?” she asked, sounding breathless even to her own ears.


    Will looked like he was struggling with something. “I’ve been thinking about you.”


    “Worrying about if I’m okay?” she asked, somehow knowing that wasn’t it.


    The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Not exactly.”


    “Thinking about what then?”


    “How damned beautiful you are.” His voice was husky.


    She loved his voice like that. “I’ve been thinking about you too,” she said.


    “I can’t do this, Em.”


    Oh God. The swirling heat thing had been only in her stomach before, but hearing him call her Em made that heat swirl through her whole body. Lots of people called her Em, but there was something in Will’s voice when he said it that made it sound…intimate.


    And he had never called her Em before. Miss Steele when they’d first met, Emily as they’d gotten to know each other. Never Em. And that it came from his lips so easily made her think that his thoughts about her had been intimate too.


    “Please, Will,” she said. “I have to know that I’ll get those good feelings back. No one has made me feel anything in five months. I have to know that Chad wasn’t my one and only. I have to—”


    Will’s lips met hers softly but definitely without hesitation. There was an intensity in the way he kissed her, but it was also gentle, almost like he was taking care of her.


    Or holding back.


    He was kissing Emily Steele.


    Holy shit. Will couldn’t think of anything ever that had been such a bad idea and felt so damned good at the same time.


    She was too good for him. She was too innocent for him. She was his boss’s niece, and yet he was kissing her. And he didn’t ever want to stop.


    With a mantra of you only live once going through his head, Will tipped her head to one side so he could more fully press against the sweetest lips he’d ever pressed against in his life.


    She made a soft little sound in response and everything in him tightened.


    She pressed closer and gripped the front of his shirt in her fist. Then she opened her mouth and ran her tongue along his lower lip.


    And he was lost.


    He turned her and backed her up against the wall. The hand not in her hair ran down her back to the curve of her ass. He lifted her more firmly against him as he stroked her tongue with his, tasting a combination of fruit and mint.


    Emily’s fingers fumbled at the first button on his shirt, undoing it and then the next. Once three buttons were open, she ran her hand inside his shirt along the base of his throat and over his upper left pec. It wasn’t the biggest erogenous zone on his body, or even where he desperately wanted her hot little hand, but it still made a shudder of desire go through him.


    Emily Steele’s hand was on him, skin to skin, touching like she just needed to touch him—somewhere, somehow.


    Without thinking, Will ran his hand from her butt to her upper thigh. Her sundress only hit mid-thigh to start with, and when his hand encountered hot, silky, bare skin, he groaned. He pulled her leg up to his hip as he pressed closer, his rock-hard erection fitting perfectly against the sweet spot between her thighs.


    She gasped. He groaned.


    Her head fell back against the wall and Will happily moved his mouth to the long sweet expanse of her throat.


    “Exactly what I wanted,” she said breathlessly as he kissed down the side of her neck to her collar bone. “Better than what I wanted.”


    He paused and took a deep breath of her. “God, Emily,” he said roughly against the sweet skin that went perfectly with her sweet lips.


    She ran the hand on his chest over his shoulder, up the side his neck and into his hair. Her fingers curled against his scalp and Will’s fingers answered by curling into her thigh. He ran his hand back up to her butt, pressing her closer still.


    She lifted his mouth to hers again. “This is so…” She pulled in a deep breath instead of finishing that thought with a word.


    And it was. It really was.


    Will kissed her again, drinking in everything about it. The way she tasted, the way she sounded, the way she felt in his arms.


    The skin he had felt and tasted made him hungry for more. Much more.


    Emily pulled back and drew in a deep breath. “Wow. This totally answers my question.”


    He blinked at her. And breathed again because she smelled so damned good. “Your question?”


    “Kissing you doesn’t intimidate me.”


    He wasn’t following, and he was sure it had something to do with the delicious butt cheek he still had in hand and the lusty look in Emily’s eyes.


    “Intimidate you?”


    “It makes me want to try more with you.”


    More. Kissing. Intimidated.


    Emily thought he was too much for her, she was sweet, she would fall in love with the first guy to act serious…


    All of those thoughts and conversations came flooding back at once.


    He abruptly let go of her leg, released her hair and stepped back. Way back.


    “Uh, no. That’s a bad idea.”


    Her hands were flat on the wall behind her, presumably holding her up since he’d more or less dropped her.


    She straightened, ran a hand over her hair and pressed her lips together.


    Will’s gaze dropped to her mouth and he felt a surge of I want that. He shook his head. What the hell was he doing? He’d kissed Emily Steele?


    Will ran a hand through his hair. And took another step back.


    She was watching him with clear disbelief. “How is any of that a bad idea?”


    He shook his head. “It just is. The only good idea is us never being alone together again for any reason ever.” Because keeping his hands to himself had just become impossible.


    Emily put her hands on her hips. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “I’m serious, Emily,” he said. He was. Clearly, she could make him crazy, quick.


    “You said the blindfold wasn’t a deal breaker.”


    The blindfold.


    Dammit, he had said that.


    Because it was true. He didn’t need any of that stuff. With Emily…he didn’t need anything more than her. Clearly. He could be adventurous, of course, but he was just fine doing things the old-fashioned way too.


    “It’s not. This isn’t about just that,” he said.


    “What’s it about then?”


    She was giving him a look that Will knew meant she was already tired of him not agreeing with her.


    Right. Emily was a Steele. Which meant she was used to getting her way. In all things from all people. Pretty much. Her dad was kind of a hard ass, but he was completely devoted to the three women in his life—his wife, their little girl, Lillian, and Emily. Hard assed and devoted. They had him wrapped around their little fingers, but no one messed with any of them. At all.


    And then there was Tony—Will’s friend and boss. Will wasn’t even sure which of those things he’d be betraying more by kissing Emily. It didn’t matter. Tony was a laidback guy. Until he wasn’t. Tony could absolutely get worked up and hard-assed about things, and Emily would most definitely be one of those things.


    What Emily was forgetting was that Will dealt with Tony on a daily basis. Will’s ability to ignore pouting and stomping and slamming doors and irritated sighs and annoyed frowns was practically a superpower. Emily being irritated with him wouldn’t bother him.


    “It’s about me respecting the fact that you’re emotionally vulnerable right now and that you want some adventure and new experiences and all that might make you make some bad decisions.”


    All of which was true. And he needed to remember it. This trip was the beginning of a new chapter for Emily. She wanted to date around, she needed to get out and meet new people and try new things and…frankly, he didn’t want to be just one of the new things.


    Gus said Emily was actually looking for love and that she could fall easily for the next guy who wanted to be serious with her.


    That guy could be Will.


    The truth had snuck up on him. Or maybe it had taken finally kissing her to really feel it down to his bones. But he would happily and easily get serious with Emily.


    He dated a lot, enjoyed women, was never lonely. But he wasn’t really a player, not at heart. He had always pictured himself married with children, settled with a house and a dog and an annual family Christmas photo card.


    He had to be very, very careful here. He didn’t want to be just one of her random flirtations. He didn’t want to scare her off with what she perceived to be his sexual preferences. But he also couldn’t be completely honest with her and tell her that he would do absolutely anything and everything in his power to make her happy and safe and fulfilled and confident. If she wanted vanilla sex in the missionary position for the rest of her life, he’d do it.


    No, he couldn’t tell her that.


    Because she might fall for him. In fact, she would. Will was already practically a part of her family. He knew and loved her aunt and uncle. He respected and was respected by her father. Her little sister colored him pictures.


    Oh, yes, all he had to do was kiss her like he just had, make slow, easy, sweet love to her and promise her he’d never leave and she would be his.


    And would he ever know for sure if it was real? If he was just the next Chad Owens, the guy who took advantage of the fact that Emily was too sweet and wanted love and a home so much that she would never break up with him?


    “And kissing you is a bad decision?”


    Will would do anything for any of the Steeles. That was just a fact. And Emily was a Steele—a fact that Will would do well to keep firmly in mind.


    He knew she wanted more from him that he should give. Not could. Not would. But should. Because he knew Emily wanted more of what he’d just been giving her. In New Orleans—a city permeated with sexy throw-caution-to-the-wind vibes.


    It wouldn’t surprise him at all if she did, indeed, need some good, hot, crazy sex. Chad Owens didn’t strike Will as the hot, crazy type. And Emily was…God, tempting as hell.


    Will didn’t know where to look. All of her made him want to dive right back in. Her tousled hair—tousled from his fingers. Her pink full lips—full from his kisses. Her hard nipples—hard from…yeah, none of this was helping.


    How could Chad not be hot and crazy with her? But the way she’d kissed Will, like she was starving and he was her first taste of chocolate cake in years, made him pretty sure she hadn’t been getting enough chocolate cake up to that moment.


    And now she wanted more.


    Who wouldn’t? He wanted more.


    Emily was looking at him now with the cool, unamused look of a woman who was not getting the answer she wanted.


    “Kissing me is a bad decision, yes,” Will said.


    “Will, be reasonable.”


    He laughed. “Reasonable? I’m really trying. You and I can’t happen.”


    “You might be the only one it can happen with.”


    Okay, he liked hearing that. Enough that it took him a second to shake his head again. “Then maybe it needs to not happen.”


    And that was stupid. She was a gorgeous, sexy twenty-two-year-old woman. Of course it was going to happen for her. As many times as she wanted it. It was also stupid how much he hated that idea.


    “Will, please. I want…” She stopped, swallowed and looked at his mouth.


    Heat shot through Will and he found himself just barely resisting stepping toward her. Good Lord, a few days ago, she had been just a fantasy. A relatively new fantasy. What the hell was going on?


    He didn’t let her finish the thought. “No.”


    “You’ve taken an oath of abstinence?”


    He sighed. “No.” It must be in the Steele DNA to drive him nuts.


    “You don’t want me?”


    He stared at her. She knew that wasn’t true. He’d been proving that wasn’t true just a few minutes ago. But damn if there wasn’t a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. Still, she held his gaze.


    “You know I do.”


    She lifted her chin. “I’m actually not sure. I don’t have a lot of experience in this area.”


    The Steeles drove him crazy sometimes with their demanding, get-it-done-whatever-it-takes stuff. Will didn’t deal with uncertainty or hesitation.


    So seeing that in Emily threw him off. He didn’t really know how to handle that. He wasn’t great at reassuring or pep talks. Tony didn’t really need those.


    Will took a step closer. “Well, I just about stripped you out of your dress and went down on you right here and now. That should tell you something.”


    He shouldn’t be talking to Emily like this. In fact, he couldn’t believe he was. Up until this moment in time, he had been nothing but respectful and polite to this woman. As she deserved.


    But that was before she’d kissed him like…well, like she wanted him to talk to her like that.


    She sucked in a quick breath and her eyes widened. But rather than shock, she looked interested. Very interested.


    And that turned him on more than almost anything else.


    Uh, oh.


    “You did?” she asked.


    He nodded. It wasn’t like he could really take that back.


    “And by going down on, you mean…”


    She trailed off suggestively and dammit, he really liked her being suggestive.


    “Exactly what you think I mean.”


    Dammit, this was a problem. He wanted her. Now that he’d had a taste, he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop wanting her.


    Emily stepped forward. “That’s just it. I don’t really know what you mean.”


    He shook his head. “Stop it.”


    “Stop what?”


    “Making me talk about it. Yes, that will make me want to do it even more, and I’m trying to be a good guy here.”


    “Will.” Emily’s voice was soft and serious.


    She had a determined look on her face and Will knew that was trouble. When a Steele got determined, the people around them simply started saying yes.


    He backed away. He couldn’t say yes. He wanted to say yes so damned bad he was aching with it. The only thing that might save him was that he was used to another Steele getting all irritable and insistent and trying to use because-I-said-so stuff on him, and Will was very good at resisting and doing things the right way in spite of Tony’s tantrums.


    Of course, Tony didn’t do a thing for Will’s libido and Will had absolutely no desire to see Tony spread out naked on a four-poster bed with beignets on the nightstand and powdered sugar all over his body.


    That mental image alone should have worked to cool Will’s lust, but his imagination stubbornly put Emily on that bed, and nothing he could think, say or do was going to shake it.


    It was going to be a very long night, after a very cold shower.


    “The last thing I want,” Emily said, coming closer, “is for you to be a good guy.”


    Will swallowed hard and held his ground. Maybe that was the key. Maybe if he stopped backing up she’d realize he was serious.


    “I’ve been with a good guy for eight years. I’ve been wined and dined and romanced. I’ve had flowers and poetry and love notes. What I want is someone who will kiss me the way you just kissed me. Who will push me up against the wall. Who will strip my dress off and go down on me right here and now.”


    Yeah, the not-polite-and-not-respectful thing didn’t seem to be bothering her.


    Will gulped in a huge lungful of air. Which did nothing to slow his heart rate or cool his body. “Jesus, Emily.” He shoved his hand through his hair again. “I thought you didn’t know what I meant by that.”


    She took another step forward. He stubbornly stayed where he was. Partly because his body really wanted to be up against hers again, no matter what his brain—specifically his common sense—told him.


    “I guess I could tell you what I hope it means.”


    There was no way that this was happening. Maybe he was drunk and passed out at home and dreaming all of this. How was it possibly real? And he really did think that she would prefer flowers and poetry, but she just didn’t know it. Because she hadn’t had it the other way.


    She was close enough to touch him now and she reached a hand toward his face. If she touched him, he was going to do something he would likely regret.


    Though he wasn’t sure at that moment if turning her away or if giving in to all of his urges would be the thing he’d regret most.


    He ducked away from her hand and grabbed her wrist. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Seriously, where is this all coming from?”


    “I told you,” she said. “I need to be sure that Chad isn’t the best kissing I’ll ever have.”


    Ah, yes, the whole reason Will had given in to the kiss in the first place. Chad.


    He’d been resisting right up to the moment where she said, “No one has made me feel anything in five months. I have to know that Chad wasn’t my one and only.”


    The idea of proving to Emily that Chad Owens was not the best had been tempting. The chance to make her feel very, very good had been too much.


    Will didn’t really know Chad. He’d been around the guy a few times with the Steeles and he’d seemed nice enough. Will knew people who knew Chad. And by all accounts, he was a good guy who everyone liked. Especially Emily’s family. But Will could be honest—he was a little jealous of the guy.


    For one, Chad was a regular guy from a middle-class family who had impressed the Steeles and their inner circle purely with his charm, wit, intelligence and sincerity. Not his money, not his last name, just who he was.


    For another, he’d been the center of Emily’s world.


    They’d already been together as a couple for almost four years by the time Will met Emily. She’d been eighteen and Will had been twenty-four. Those six years had seemed like decades. She’d just been finishing high school. Will had graduated from college three years before. They were from completely different worlds and in completely different places in their lives. And if his first impression was of a beautiful, poised, sweet girl, it was also of someone whose interests were things like shopping and school dances and road trips with her friends. Things that Will had left behind long ago.


    And Chad had always just been there. A detail about Emily like that she was Tony’s niece and had dark hair and was avidly involved in adaptive sports for kids with physical disabilities. Will had been aware of all of that, including Chad, but hadn’t really given a lot of thought to any of it.


    At first.


    As time went on, however, Will had become more and more aware of her. He’d gotten to know her. He’d seen her on a more regular basis, without Chad, and he’d come to appreciate her intelligence and humor and, not insignificantly, her close relationship with Tony.


    No matter how many times Will rolled his eyes or thought there must be an easier way to make a living, he couldn’t deny that he liked Emily even more because she and Tony were close.


    And she rolled her eyes about Tony as often as Will did.


    In fact, they’d often roll their eyes simultaneously and grin at each other.


    Thinking of that made Will realize that Gus had been exactly right. The only reason he hadn’t recognized, or at least hadn’t admitted his attraction to Emily in the past was that he was a good guy and she’d been taken.


    Because she was something. She was everything he looked for in a woman.


    And now she was single. And in New Orleans. And asking him to kiss her. Again.


    “So now you know that Chad is not the best kissing you’ll ever do,” Will said, completely confident that he’d outdone Mr. Owens.


    She smiled. “I want more.”


    That hit Will low and hard. Damn. Was it words or the husky tone in her voice or the heated look in her eyes? Whatever it was, every male urge and instinct in Will insisted that he be the one that gave her more of anything and everything she wanted.


    “Where is this coming from?” he asked again, his voice a little scratchy. “Why me? Why all of a sudden?”


    He’d been having some pretty good fantasies about her, but he hadn’t had even an inkling that she was feeling anything new or more for him.


    She wet her lips.


    She needed to stop doing that.


    “I’m not sure you really want to know.”


    He raised an eyebrow. Oh, he most definitely wanted to know. “Spill it.”


    “Fine.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve recently realized that I’m pathetically dependent on the only guy I’ve ever kissed and now that he’s out of the picture, I’ve found myself hesitant to come to this amazing city for this kickass bachelorette party. And that pisses me off. I want to go out and have fun and have a great time without Chad. It’s also because I wanted to take the break, I was the one who realized we were too serious too young. I was the one who wanted to try new flavors, and I haven’t really tried anything at all. I don’t want to regret my decision to break things off and I don’t want to go running back to him just because I’m too afraid to do anything without him.”


    Will blinked at her as he absorbed all of that. And as he absorbed it, he grew more and more angry. “You regret your decision to break things off?”


    She shook her head. “Not really. But I regret this feeling of hesitation to go out and do things without him. I feel like I lost my security blanket and staying home seems easier, but I know that’s not a good idea.”


    It was a terrible idea. Emily was young and vibrant and she deserved to go have a hell of a good time in New Orleans. Will was gripped with the same desire he’d felt before—to prove that Chad Owens wasn’t going to be her last, best anything. But this went deeper than just kissing.


    He still held her wrist and her pulse was drumming under his thumb. He tugged her a little closer.


    He still had a big question. “Why me? This isn’t exactly us. We’re…acquaintances. Surely there is another guy—” Though Will did have a hard time making that suggestion.


    “You’re the first guy I’ve wanted to…try.”


    It was such a weird thing to be turned on by, but Emily talking about trying him stirred the lust deep in his gut.


    He was in trouble.


    “Try?”


    “Like ice cream.”


    That instantly brought to mind tongues and licking and…he pulled her closer yet. She was nearly on his toes. Her breath hitched and Will liked that. A lot.


    “What about ice cream?” He swore that if she made any reference to blowjobs he was going to put her right back against that wall. For the next hour or so.


    “Remember the strawberry ice cream versus the double-fudge-brownie sundae?”


    Ah, yes. One of her analogies from yesterday.


    Okay, not blowjobs. That was probably for the best.


    “And I’m the double fudge brownie?”


    She nodded slowly. “I’m pretty sure.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Why was he touching her? Why had he brought her close again? This was not making anything easier.


    “Why do you think you suddenly want to—” he coughed, “—try me?”


    That sounded stupid and erotic at the same time.


    “I want to know what that’s like.”


    “With someone other than Chad.”


    She nodded. “Chad and I had something good, but it didn’t feel like this.”


    He knew what she meant. It hadn’t felt like this for him in a very long time either. Which meant they were both at risk for all kinds of trouble.


    “As much as I want this,” he told her, hoping she would see the sincerity in his eyes. “It’s a bad idea.”


    She finally looked something other than bossy or imploring. Now she looked disappointed.


    Which tugged at something in Will. He liked that she was disappointed about not getting to spend time with him. He didn’t like the instinctual urge to make sure she was happy no matter what.


    He needed to use whatever he could to push her away, because Lord knew, he wasn’t strong enough to actually resist her if she turned on any kind of seduction. “The thing is, the blindfold isn’t a deal breaker, but some of the other stuff is. I like toys, I like making things hot and naughty. You should just hang out with Gus this weekend and ignore me.”


    And he’d be sure to tell Gus that if he said or did anything risqué with Emily, Will would kill him.


    She just looked at him for several long seconds. Long enough that he really, really wanted to know what was going through her mind.


    “I thought we were going to lunch?” she finally said, moving to retrieve her purse from the floor where it had fallen.


    Lunch. Okay, well, that was out of this room and away from her bed. Those were pluses.


    “Yes, lunch.”


    “Are we going to call Gus to chaperone?” she asked.


    They probably should. But Will didn’t want to share her.


    He could at least have her to himself for lunch.


    Tonight at the party, he had to share. In fact, it wasn’t even sharing. He needed to be just a random person at the bar, uninvolved, practically a stranger.


    Because he wanted to monopolize her time. He wanted to not let another man touch her. He wanted to absorb all of her sweetness and the mischief he was just beginning to see in her. He wanted to watch her soak in the attention from the other men around her while knowing she was going home with him.


    But all of that was even more reason to be sure that she was with Gus tonight and Will was only the third wheel. He couldn’t monopolize her. She deserved this chance to be out and free. She’d said that she had become dependent on Chad and that had made her hesitant to go out and have fun. That pissed Will off. She deserved to have some fun, and have some memories that Chad Owens wasn’t a part of. She needed girlfriends. She needed to be hit on over and over again, romanced and courted until she realized she was amazing and wanted and she could have her pick of any man.


    Chad didn’t deserve to be the guy just because she’d never realized she had options and was now too nervous to go out and experience that.


    And Will couldn’t take advantage of that either. She felt comfortable with him. She knew him, they had her family in common and she knew she could trust him. That explained why she was feeling more drawn to him, more tempted to be with him than anyone else. He wasn’t quite the security blanket that Chad was, but he was close.


    “We don’t need Gus for lunch,” he finally said. “I thought we’d eat and then we could walk down to the French Market.”


    Her face brightened. “I’d love that.”


    “Great.” He started for the door.


    “And while we’re out, maybe you could teach me to flirt.”


    He turned back with trepidation. “What?”


    “I don’t know anything about flirting, and you seem to think I need to focus on other guys.”


    Everything in him rebelled at that idea, but he kept his expression carefully neutral.


    “You don’t need someone to teach you to flirt, Emily.”


    “I do.” She pulled her purse strap up onto her shoulder. “I don’t know anything about interacting with guys other than Chad. And that’s why I need you. I can’t even get through a basic conversation with another guy. But with you I can…” She trailed off and her smile turned a little sly. “Obviously, I feel a lot more comfortable with you.”


    Will felt his gut tighten. And things lower tighten. It was impossible for him to believe that Emily was having trouble interacting with guys on any level. She was a poised, confident, smart business woman. She ran Tony’s foundation beautifully. She was fun-loving and funny. She was gorgeous.


    And whether or not she could interact with other guys, suddenly Will didn’t want her even smiling at someone else.


    Dammit.


    This was going to be a mess.


    “What do you want me to do, exactly?” he asked.


    “Teach me,” she said with a shrug. “Maybe while we’re out, I’ll try talking to a couple of guys or something. You can watch me and then coach me. Tell me what I’m doing right or wrong. You can give me ideas of what to talk about, what to do.”


    This would kill him. Of that, Will had no doubt. Teach Emily how to be more alluring, more tempting? That idea sucked hard. Watch her with other guys and coach her on how to flirt with them? That seemed like a special type of hell.


    Maybe she was messing with him, knowing this would make him nuts. Maybe this was her way of getting Will to give in to the things she thought she wanted from him.


    Manipulation and negotiating was in the Steele DNA after all.


    “You want me to teach you what to do with other guys?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said. “I just need to get out there, get my feet wet. I need to try these other ice-cream flavors. Lots of them. I have seven months before I have to decide if I can eat strawberry ice cream for the rest of my life.”


    Will frowned. This all sounded so crazy. But she was sincere, he could see it. And it made some sense that she would be less than confident meeting and going out with new guys. She’d never done that.


    It was hard for him to imagine her being nervous about it, but he did know that she hadn’t been out with anyone since the breakup.


    How he knew that he wasn’t sure, but he’d obviously been absorbing info about her.


    “And what about the sex?”


    “I guess I’ll have to get that from someone else. Though probably not today at lunch.”


    Will stepped closer, narrowed his eyes and peered into her face. If she wanted to push him, make him rethink his decision, then the idea of her with another guy was one way to do it. But she met his gaze with a combination of resignation and regret that seemed all too sincere. She was going to sleep with someone else, but she still wished it could be him.


    Well, there was that.


    And he had no right to tell her she couldn’t find another guy. Jesus. If he was turning her down—and he was a fucking saint for it as far as he was concerned—then of course she’d find someone else.


    He was sure he could not stand by and watch her do it though.


    “How about we start with some food, maybe a drink, and see how things feel?” God knew, he could use a drink.


    Today’s taste of her was going to mess with him for a long time to come. He was sure that sleeping at night without erotic dreams of Emily was no longer a possibility, and he was equally sure that it was going to be months before another woman caught his interest in comparison to her.


    She stood looking at him for several heartbeats. Finally, she shook her head. “Okay. Maybe the flirting wouldn’t really work anyway. I mean, one kiss and you’ve already kind of ruined me for other men.”


    The surge of damn right he felt at that was very inappropriate.


    You couldn’t walk more than five steps without finding another unique, interesting shop or restaurant along Decatur Street. Many of the sidewalks and storefronts were underneath the balconies of apartments on the upper levels of the buildings. Lanterns hung overhead, the signage was old and worn, the sidewalks uneven and the shops were tiny and crowded with a colorful abundance of miscellaneous items. There were throngs of people everywhere, but the general feel in the air was relaxed and friendly. It was a warm day and with a fresh shrimp salad and a huge hurricane in her, Emily found herself mellow and happy.


    She stopped in front of a shop where masks and boas seemed to be spilling out the door. “Oh, I do need a mask for the masquerade tomorrow,” she told Will.


    She plucked a gorgeous one from the rack. It was lined in black and was painted a deep purple with swirling touches of glittering pink and gold.


    She lifted it to her face. “What do you think?”


    He’d been quiet for the most part. They’d chatted over lunch, but the music had been loud and the laughter around them had filled the space so they hadn’t felt the need to talk constantly. They’d been strolling now for almost a half an hour without any significant conversation.


    But when Will looked at her directly, studied her mask and her eyes behind it, Emily felt the impact in her gut. And lower.


    She understood what he was saying about not getting involved. It was complicated. And everything she’d said before about not knowing how to handle the morning after still stood.


    But dang, that kiss…


    That kiss made her think that everything else would be worth it. Even if it was awkward. Even if she could never look him in the eye again. Even if she ended up appalled at her own wanton behavior after all was said and done…it might be worth it.


    Because she no longer feared freezing up or chickening out.


    The only thing she feared now was ever getting enough.


    And that was all with them both fully dressed.


    “Will?” she asked. He was just watching her. His expression was unreadable, but it was still making tingles dance through her body.


    “You look gorgeous,” he finally said.


    She pulled in a deep breath.


    There was something about a mask. Something freeing about being hidden, about taking on another persona that made people more honest, more willing to act on their urges and temptations. She knew that authors and poets and songwriters had written about it over the centuries, and now, on a street in New Orleans with a simple mask covering only half of her face, she felt the rush of excitement at being able to take on some bravado that was unfamiliar and yet thrilling.


    “Thank you.”


    “I suppose I should have one too,” he said, glancing over the display.


    She reached for a simple black satin mask near the bottom and held it up over his eyes.


    “Oh, yeah.” Emily didn’t realize she’d spoken the words out loud until Will’s eyes flared with heat and he moved in closer to her.


    “You like this one?” he asked her gruffly.


    He looked like a pirate. Or Zorro. Paired with a tuxedo and…yeah, she liked it.


    “You look very dashing,” she told him with a small smile.


    She’d love to have him wear that in bed. Only that.


    The thought was so out of character for her that she gasped and dropped the mask.


    Will gave her a puzzled look and bent to retrieve it. “Is that a yes or a no?”


    She didn’t have lusty thoughts. She didn’t daydream about sex. She didn’t imagine the men she knew and interacted with naked, wearing only a mask.


    Except for Will.


    Crap.


    “Yes, you should get it,” she told him quickly, plucking it from his fingers. She spun and plunged into the store to pay for both.


    The guy behind the counter gave her a big grin. “Afternoon.”


    “Hello.” She gave him a smile and handed over the masks.


    “You enjoyin’ the Quarter?” the man asked, punching numbers into the register.


    “I am. It’s a beautiful day.”


    “Beautiful day for a beautiful girl,” he returned.


    Emily knew that southern men had a hard time not being charming. She’d gotten smiles, doors held and even a serenade by a saxophone player on one corner today. But she hadn’t thought much of it.


    Now she gave the man a bigger smile. “Thank you. But I bet you see a lot of beautiful women come and go.”


    He wrapped the masks in tissue paper as he gave her wink. “Best part o’ my job. But I’ll remember you.”


    She laughed lightly. “Is it the fake leg that will stick with you most?”


    She really didn’t have a problem with her prosthesis. It was part of her now. It had taken her a long time to accept it and to get to the point where she was comfortable wearing it where people could obviously see it, not to mention being the one who brought the subject up. But she’d been pleasantly surprised over the years that more people were comfortable than weren’t.


    “Your big blue eyes,” the man told her. He put the wrapped masks into a little bag, then leaned over the counter and checked out her leg. “Let me see it up close.”


    She pulled the hem of her skirt up slightly and lifted her left leg and the prosthesis.


    The prosthesis was a modern model, lightweight and sleek. She knew that her father’s money had a lot to do with her being able to wear the latest, most expensive design, and she and Adam both gave a lot of money toward research and helping others afford the best prosthesis for their condition and needs.


    Emily’s was a dark silver color, with a calf-shaped area and a flesh-colored foot on the end that fit into all of her regular shoes. She was strong enough and balanced enough to even wear heels with it from time to time. With long pants or skirts, no one could tell she had a fake left leg. But she’d gotten to the point now where she would go out in shorts and skirts too.


    “Now let’s see the other,” the man said.


    She grinned and shifted to lift her bare right leg.


    He whistled low and long. “I don’t know, honey, they’re both very nice to look at. Maybe I should take a feel.”


    She laughed and took the bag from him. “I apprec—”


    She was cut off by Will taking her by the arm. “Time to go.”


    “Will—”


    But he was hustling her toward the street again.


    “Come back any ol’ time,” the man from the shop called out to her.


    Emily lifted her hand in a wave.


    Once on the street, she pulled her arm from Will’s grip. “What was that?”


    He looked down at her, then farther down, his gaze traveling over her body to her feet and back up.


    “Flirt coaching,” he said.


    Her eyes widened. “Okay.”


    “When they start talking about touching you twenty seconds into the conversation, you get out.”


    She laughed. “He was just teasing.”


    “And if you’d gone around that counter and let him up close, he would have had his hands all over you.”


    “You’re overreacting.”


    He shook his head. “Flirting is subtle.”


    Yeah, maybe it was. She didn’t know a lot about subtle, having been raised by Adam and Tony Steele. Heck, her step-mother was a loud, determined advocate for the kids she worked with and the causes she believed in. She’d once thrown her cell phone at her boss and had called the philanthropist of the year an asshole at a public gala.


    So, no, subtle wasn’t something Emily was particularly familiar with. “Okay, I promise to be careful, but I don’t want to be scared, Will. I’ve been protected my whole life and I appreciate it on one hand, but I also want to learn how to handle myself.”


    He took a big long, deep breath in and then let it out slowly. “I get it.”


    “You do?”


    “I also get why everyone in your life has been protective of you.”


    This piqued her curiosity. “You do?”


    “Maybe they’re not always by your side because they think you can’t handle yourself. Maybe they just really want to be right by your side.”


    Emily wasn’t sure how to react to that. Will kept surprising her with this sweet stuff, and how was she supposed to not want to kiss him anymore when he did that?


    “And you want to be right by my side?”


    He nodded. “Definitely. There’s something about you that makes it really, really hard to leave you alone. And that brings out a protective streak in me.”


    She couldn’t help it. She liked that. She didn’t want to be babysat or watched over to the point that she couldn’t have any fun or learn anything new, but, yeah, Will feeling protective—or maybe even a little jealous at the thought of another man’s hands on her—made her feel good.


    She stood smiling up at him. Finally, he shook his head.


    “Who knew someone so sweet could be so much trouble?” he asked.


    Laughing, she turned and started down the sidewalk. They strolled, stopping here and there along the street. Emily drank in the atmosphere. The laughing people taking in the city like she and Will were, the street performers, the architecture, the vibe. She loved it here.


    She had stopped in the doorway of another shop and was perusing the magnets and trying to decide which Jaden and Reese would like when she felt Will move in close behind her.


    “Do you do that a lot? Bring up the subject of your leg like that?”


    Emily tensed. Her leg was nothing new to Will, but they had never had a conversation about it. She turned and looked up into his face.


    He met her gaze directly. All she saw was curiosity.


    She lifted a shoulder. “It depends. Depends on the person, the feel I’m getting from them, the situation.”


    “You can tell if someone will be comfortable or not?”


    “Usually. Not always. I’ve missed it before and made someone uncomfortable. But I’m pretty good at reading most people.”


    He nodded thoughtfully. He didn’t say anything else.


    She tipped her head, studying him. He didn’t seem uncomfortable. He hadn’t seemed uncomfortable when he was kissing her in her hotel room earlier.


    “Do people give you a hard time about it?” he asked.


    “No. People will stare sometimes. No one ever says anything. Of course…” She trailed off. She never really went anywhere alone. Not anywhere that she was a stranger anyway.


    “Of course what?” Will asked, moving in closer.


    “I’ve always had people, my dad or Tony, Jaden, Reese…”


    “Chad,” Will filled in.


    She nodded. “Or Chad.” She gave a little laugh. “I don’t know if anyone would approach me with one of them there.”


    Will seemed to agree with that. “You haven’t had a bad experience then?”


    “No.” She looked at him directly as she asked. “Are you comfortable with it?”


    She held her breath.


    She wasn’t sure why. Will had been around her—and her leg—many times. He’d seen her leg, seen her on it. But she wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen her without it.


    To his credit, Will took her question seriously. He didn’t laugh it off. He didn’t stumble or fumble with his words.


    “It’s always just been a fact,” he said. “I’ve never thought about it one way or another actually.”


    She frowned slightly. “Really?”


    He shrugged. “Really. I mean, the first few times we met you must have been wearing pants or something. I didn’t know about your leg at first. I remember hearing Tony say something one day and I was surprised. But it didn’t make me uncomfortable. And then once I saw you in shorts.”


    “And what did you think?”


    There was a glimmer of mischief in his eyes when he said, “I was paying a lot more attention to your ass.”


    Surprised, she laughed. “Yeah?”


    He nodded. “I quickly got my mind on something else. But, yeah, I checked you out. Butt, thighs, legs. I was curious about it and wanted to see it up close, but I didn’t dare ask.”


    She thought about that. “I would have loved that actually. The leg I wear now is really cool. Very high tech. I’ll show it to you up close later.”


    They were talking about her prosthesis and yet something about her wording made heat flare in Will’s eyes, and she felt an answering swirl in her belly.


    “Sounds good.” His gaze never left her face. “I also remember thinking it was amazing that you were so graceful on it. By then we’d attended a fundraiser or something together. I remember when I saw you dance.”


    She felt a smile spread. “Really?”


    He nodded. “Really. I think I was more rocked by the idea that you’d had cancer. You’re so strong and alive and vibrant.”


    Strong, alive and vibrant. Three things she was grateful for every day. Things she really wanted to be, tried to be. And in the past five months, she realized she hadn’t been living up to that. Sitting around, hesitant, scared even—that wasn’t alive and vibrant. That wasn’t strong.


    She’d worked so hard eight years ago to regain her strength physically. She had been difficult during that time, hard on the people around her. She knew that. Three physical therapists had come and gone before Jaden had showed up in her life. Of course, her father had been the reason behind them leaving. He had been demanding, unreasonable, he’d expected miracles. Fast ones.


    But Emily had been part of his frustration and the reason he’d put so much pressure on everyone from her doctors to her therapists to Tony.


    Jaden had been the first person to truly understand that it wasn’t just Emily’s physical condition keeping her in her wheelchair and from walking.


    Jaden had helped her get up out of that chair. Emotionally and physically.


    And Emily had never looked back. She’d played wheelchair basketball through high school. She’d gotten back to running. She’d learned to dance. She really had very few limitations. She had to take care of her leg, of course, and the prosthesis was always a consideration, but she was blessed and she knew it.


    “Did Chad know you before your surgery?”


    Emily appreciated how straightforward Will was being.


    “No. We met when I was doing my rehab with Jaden.”


    “So it’s just always been this way.”


    She nodded. “That was one of the very appealing things about Chad,” she admitted. “He was so accepting of all of it. His brother is in a wheelchair and they’re very close. Chad is used to all of that.”


    Will seemed to be thinking. Then he said, “I’m glad you had that.”


    She blinked at him. “Had what?”


    “A guy who didn’t get hung up on that stuff, who made you feel wanted and beautiful and loved.”


    Emily’s heart thumped and she felt warm again, but not like before. Not hot and tingly, but more like…she wanted to hug him.


    “That’s a really nice thing to say.”


    “It’s true. I’m not crazy about him now, but I’m very glad he was there for you then. Fourteen is a tough age even if you haven’t gone through cancer and surgery and rehab.”


    She nodded. Then thought about his words. “You’re not crazy about Chad now?”


    For a second, it looked like Will regretted saying that. He finally shook his head. “No.”


    “Why not?” Whether or not she wanted to spend her life as his wife, there was no denying that Chad Owens was a good guy.


    “Because he’s had you all to himself for eight years.”


    Emily liked the way that sounded. Maybe Will was just a tiny bit jealous? “What if he hadn’t?” She stepped closer.


    Will’s gaze went to her mouth for a moment. “If he hadn’t had you all wrapped up in him when we first met?” Will asked.


    “Yeah.” She was focused on his mouth too.


    “I would have had a crush going for four years instead of five months.”


    She looked into his eyes. “You have a crush?”


    “A mild word for it.”


    Oh, she liked that a lot too. “Just for five months?”


    “Apparently, I’ve been respecting your relationship with Owens.”


    “But now that I don’t have one?”


    “Nothing to keep me from my impure thoughts.”


    She grinned.


    He shook his head. “That shouldn’t make you so happy.”


    She shrugged. “Can’t help it.”


    “Hey, Emily?”


    “Yeah?” she asked, really hoping he was going to kiss her.


    “You don’t need any practice or coaching with the flirting thing.”


    She paused and then grinned wider. “I’m doing okay?”


    He laughed lightly. “Yeah. But I’ll tell you a secret.”


    “Okay.” She leaned in.


    He did too. “Just be yourself.”


    That made her want to kiss him even more. “Maybe that only works on you.”


    He sighed. “No. Afraid not. You’re charming and sweet and interesting and any guy with half a brain will be completely enchanted.”


    Oh, enchanted. That was such a great word.


    “That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time.”


    “Emily,” he said. “That is about to change.”


    “You’re going to keep complimenting me?” She could get used to that.


    He shook his head. “Me and every other single male you run into this weekend.”


    Well, that sounded like a good time. But she knew that Will’s compliments would mean the most.


    “Will—”


    “Let’s keep walking,” he interrupted. “There are daiquiri stands around here somewhere, and I’m thinking I need one. Or five.”


    He started off down the sidewalk again, but not before grabbing her hand and tugging her along with him.


    Emily couldn’t help that she still felt warmed by it all. He might be channeling his desire for her into liquor right now, but the desire was there to channel.


    And with it seemed to come some true respect and affection.


    She’d take it.


    For now.


    They made it down the length of Decatur on one side of the street, through the open air market and then back up Decatur on the other side.


    And Will only had one daiquiri. He couldn’t really explain if it was because he didn’t want to dull his senses for the time he was spending with Emily or if it was because he was afraid of what he might do with less inhibitions.


    They passed Café Du Monde, the site of the best café au lait and beignets in New Orleans. Or possibly the world. But Will stuck to his assertion that beignets at midnight were better than any other time of day.


    He did really love sitting in the café at midnight when the night air was cool and there were fewer people crowding on and around the wrought-iron tables and chairs that filled the patio.


    But he was also certain that sitting and watching Emily lick powdered sugar from her fingers would kill him.


    “I have a confession to make,” Emily said as they crossed the street in front of Jackson Square.


    “Uh, oh,” Will said lightly, trying not to let on how his shoulders tensed at her words.


    He’d been feeling a crazy mix of emotions today. There was nothing inappropriate going on here. Okay, he was holding her hand and enjoying it more than he should. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done something as innocent as hold a girl’s hand. He’d taken her hand to keep her with him as he dodged the crowd on the way to the daiquiri bar. But it had felt so natural, so good, that he’d taken her hand again after he’d paid for his drink and he hadn’t let go yet. Still really, overall, it was quite innocent.


    Yet he was more drawn to her, more into her, more attracted to her now than he had been even after their kiss.


    She enjoyed the simplest things—the street performers, the crazy shops, the flirting with him. And she was. She didn’t even fully realize it, but every time she smiled up at him or pointed something out to him or tugged him into a shop to look at something, she was wrapping him tighter and tighter around her finger.


    This might all be more dangerous than later at the bars and clubs. Sexy was one thing. He expected to want her then. Sweet and open and real—that was all something else. Something he hadn’t been truly prepared for.


    And he’d been absolutely truthful when he’d told her that he understood why everyone in her life wanted to protect her.


    She made him want to wrap his arms around her and never let go. She made him want to do anything and everything just to make her laugh. She made him want to try new things just for the thrill of seeing her face light up.


    God, he had it bad. Already. This was the first time they’d spent real time alone. But he supposed that everything, every small exchange in Tony’s office, every game of Call of Duty, everything they knew about one another, had added up.


    “It’s something I was going to just keep quiet about,” Emily told him of her confession. “But I can’t. I want to be upfront about it.”


    “Okay.” Maybe she was going to confess to being crazy about him. Maybe she’d decided that she didn’t need any time dating, that she knew he was the one.


    And just what the hell was that?


    Even if he wanted to be the one, she couldn’t settle down with the second guy she’d even held hands with any more than she could with the first.


    “I didn’t decide to fund the project just because Gus agreed to come to New Orleans with me.”


    Gus. The project. Okay, maybe this was safe territory after all. “Okay,” he said. “Go on.”


    “I might not have given your proposal its fair consideration,” she said.


    “Oh?” He needed to confess too probably.


    “So I reread your proposal.”


    “Uh, huh. That was nice.” Thank God, considering a reread would have ensured she knew even the part he’d left out.


    “There was information in there that I missed the first time around.”


    Right. The information he’d left out because he’d been so distracted by her that day. He cleared his throat. “That, um, might not be totally your fault.”


    “No, it was,” she said. “There were…extenuating circumstances that day.”


    Will stopped walking and turned to face her. He didn’t let go of her though. He wondered if he was ever going to be able to.


    “What are you talking about?”


    She swallowed and met his gaze. “I wasn’t paying close attention during your presentation. I missed some important information that, upon further review, changed my mind about the proposal.”


    “Are you sure you missed it? Maybe it just didn’t make the impact it should have. That was on me.” He couldn’t admit to her that she’d been the reason that he’d stumbled. He had to take the blame here.


    “No, it was me,” she said. “My mind…wandered.”


    Because his presentation had been boring and made no sense without the descriptions he’d skipped. “Really, Emily, the presentation was not what it should have been. You were right to turn it down.”


    “It was my fault for not listening and asking the right questions. You and Gus deserved my full attention. Which is why I wrote that check.”


    She had re-read the proposal. That meant that she now had the information that he’d left out. That meant she was basing her decision on facts and data.


    “Why didn’t we have your full attention?” he asked.


    Emily Steele didn’t strike him as a daydreamer. If she’d been distracted by thoughts of Chad or the huge bouquet of flowers he’d sent or the romantic tryst they’d had the night before, Will was definitely taking her money without an ounce of guilt.


    She licked her lips again. Will sighed.


    “You.”


    His gaze bounced from her mouth to her eyes.


    “Excuse me?”


    She nodded. Her cheeks were faintly pink, but she met his gaze straight on. “You. I was distracted by you.”


    “When?”


    “While you were presenting.”


    “And how exactly did that keep you from paying attention to me?”


    “I know that sounds ridiculous, but I wasn’t paying attention to your presentation because I was…thinking about how great you looked.”


    Will felt her words sink deep. That presentation had been before she heard about Samantha. He moved in closer to her and ran his thumb along her jaw. “How long have you had this thing for me?” he asked.


    Emily’s mouth curled up. “A while.”


    “Since the presentation?”


    “Honestly?”


    “Definitely.”


    “Probably since the first time you shot me in Call of Duty.”


    His hand froze against her face. “We’ve been playing Call of Duty for almost two years.”


    She nodded. “You didn’t shoot me for the first couple of months.”


    “That’s still been a long time. Long before the presentation.” Wow, was he glad he’d worn the suit he’d chosen that day.


    “I didn’t realize it, but I think that’s when it first occurred to me that you’re someone I could really, really like.”


    “Because I shot you?”


    She grinned. “Yeah. No one else I know would have ever done that. Tony doesn’t always let me win, but he would never shoot me.”


    “We were on the same team.” He actually remembered that game too.


    “But I wasn’t following the protocol and I was in your way. You had to shoot me.”


    He chuckled. “But no one else would have?”


    “Tony, my dad, Chad, my friends…they all would have sacrificed the mission to avoid it.”


    Something occurred to Will with that and he leaned in. “Were you testing me that day?” She’d never broken protocol or messed with a mission before that day.


    She nodded. “I was. And you passed.”


    “Because I shot you.”


    “You didn’t let me get my way. You didn’t treat me like I was fragile or a princess or like I couldn’t handle it.”


    “You messed up,” he said.


    “And you didn’t try to fix it or cover it up or go around it.”


    “And you liked that?”


    “A lot.”


    He brought her closer. “But you didn’t break up with Chad and run off with me instead.”


    She was breathing a little faster now and her grip on his hand tightened. “No.”


    He was teasing her. He really was. But for just a moment, that felt very real. “You were too in love.”


    “I thought so.”


    “That wasn’t it?” Now he was breathing a little faster.


    “I was scared. Of taking any chances. That would have been a big chance.”


    He knew that she didn’t really mean she would have run off with him. But it hadn’t even occurred to her because she was scared? “In love a little bit?”


    “Yeah, okay, a little in love too.”


    He nodded. “That’s good. I wouldn’t want you to have been with him without at least a little love.”


    She decreased the rest of the space between them. “But I’m not with him now. And you did shoot me.”


    This was a crazy conversation. “And that makes you less scared of me.”


    “With you things are real. You care for me, you want to keep me from having strange men touch my legs, but you don’t think I’m always right or beyond reproach or beyond being shot if I deviate from the plan. So to speak.”


    He had to laugh at that. “Doesn’t sound like something good.”


    “But it is. And it also makes me like you.”


    This was all such a bad idea.


    He leaned in and kissed her anyway.


    She rose on tiptoe, slid a hand to the back of his neck and arched closer.


    Will wasted no time in opening his mouth and stroking his tongue along her lip. She opened for him and accepted him deep, moaning as she did.


    Damn. It was a hot kiss, but it was just a kiss. Will still felt on fire. He was hungry for her. She made him smile with everything she did from gushing over a painting to over-tipping the man who sang “Amazing Grace” for her on the street corner to the way she tasted like the toffee-coated pecans they’d shared.


    They finally had to separate, breathing hard and staring at one another.


    “I’m also becoming more inclined to think ice cubes could be a good thing between us,” she said.


    He groaned. “I still swear I’m dreaming.”


    “I’m sorry I overreacted.”


    “What do you mean?” He didn’t want to let her go, but he did step back. He kept hold of her hand though.


    “I didn’t need to invite Gus along. I don’t know why I thought I did. I should have thought about Call of Duty and my birthday party or any of the times that you were looking out for me but still letting me be myself.”


    Her birthday party two years ago had to be what she was referring to. She’d turned twenty, not old enough to drink yet and she’d been passed around all night. Chad had brought a bunch of people to the party, her father had a lot of colleagues there, even Tony had some buddies in attendance. It had felt a lot more like a business dinner party than a birthday party.


    He remembered Emily had looked exhausted and he’d gone to the bar, taken a bottle of soda, added some rum and snuck it to her.


    She’d given him a special, this-is-between-us smile that he hadn’t thought of until now.


    Another thing he’d tucked away as something inappropriate to get hung up on.


    Until now.


    “Nothing has really changed,” Will finally said.


    “What does that mean?”


    “You want to try some different flavors.”


    “You’re a different flavor.”


    And damn if he didn’t want to give her a taste. “But unless you want me to be your last, you won’t…taste me.”


    He saw the flicker of interest and heat in her eyes. This was going to kill him.


    “Yet,” she said.


    “What?”


    “I won’t taste you yet.”


    He wouldn’t be able to share her. He wouldn’t be able to let her go off with other guys, date, flirt and more. He was already pretty sure it was going to be torturous to watch. But he only thought he knew what he was missing, and at this point, he could still be a good guy and remember what she wanted. He could understand it, respect it even. But if he had her all to himself, he knew he would be much less understanding and respectful of the whole thing.


    “Emily, you need to go out tonight. With Gus. And have a great time.”


    “You won’t be there?”


    He would be. He wouldn’t be able to stay away. But he was going to try to behave.


    “I’ll probably catch up with you at some point.”


    She looked like she wanted to protest, but finally she nodded. “Okay.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Emily couldn’t help her little flicker of disappointment when only Gus showed up at her door a few hours later, but she quickly squelched it.


    It was good that Will wasn’t there.


    She was acting like a stupid teenage girl and she needed a chance to get her act together. God, if she told Will what she was thinking and what she thought she was feeling, he would turn and run.


    He was twenty-eight. He’d had multiple relationships. He would think she was naïve and silly and dreamy.


    And maybe she was. It had only been a few hours and she was already making her and Will into some fairytale.


    What feelings of affection and attraction she’d felt for him before had now been multiplied by the day date they’d just had, and that was ridiculous. It was the first time she’d been out with a guy other than Chad. That’s all this was. As far as she knew, she would feel this way with anyone she had a great date with.


    Falling for Will was irrational. He just happened to be the first guy to come along who she liked and was comfortable with. She was taking her plethora of emotions—including some panic at being single and not knowing how to be single as well as the occasional question about whether anyone else would ever love her again—and subconsciously talking herself into a new, serious monogamous relationship with the first eligible guy.


    And Will really was a great guy. He liked her. He was attracted to her. But he was reacting to the fact that they were friends, traveling together, and that he enjoyed kissing her. He was probably acting like he would in this situation with any girl he liked and was attracted to.


    She was making way too big of a deal out of this.


    Maybe it would feel hot and tingly and fun and sweet with several guys. She didn’t have enough experience to really know.


    And honestly, that would be fun. She liked the hot, tingly, fun sweet stuff. If it could happen over and over again…well, she might come to understand the girls she knew who were serial daters.


    That was what this weekend was all about—the kick off to her figuring all this real relationship stuff out as a grown woman rather than as a kid.


    She needed to not be naïve. She needed to be smart and rational. She needed to stop looking at relationships from the perspective of a teenage girl. She was twenty-two. She was a business woman. Mature, sophisticated, intelligent. She needed to act it. Or at least try.


    “Ready for Bourbon Street?” Gus asked as they headed to the lobby.


    “I really am,” she said. She was excited about tonight. She was ready to go out, party, hang out with her friends and see how she felt without Chad. She knew it would feel a little strange, but she was already feeling a sense of freedom that was both scary and liberating at the same time.


    “Where are we meeting everyone?”


    “Pat O’Brien’s, but not until ten.”


    “What do you want to do until then?” Gus asked. It was just after eight.


    Emily was hesitant to tell him. It would probably seem immature and touristy. But this was her first trip to New Orleans and she wanted to try a couple of things.


    “Okay, don’t tease me.”


    Gus cocked an eyebrow as they stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Promise.”


    “I want to have a tarot reading.” She held her breath, waiting for him to react.


    Gus nodded. “Cool. I’ve never done that.”


    She breathed out. “Great. And I’d love to check out…the Hustler store.”


    Gus chuckled. “You don’t have to twist my arm for that one, hon.”


    The evening was beautiful and the walk to Bourbon Street was as colorful as the afternoon stroll down Decatur. Music floated on the air along with a combination of scents, including spices from the numerous restaurants and the sweet smell of Night Blooming Jasmine. And fun.


    If fun had a smell, this was it.


    Emily looked around eagerly, avidly people watching, soaking it all in.


    “You look like a kid at your first carnival,” Gus said, holding a door open for her.


    It was a bar. She stepped through the doorway. “That’s exactly how I feel.”


    “Well, the treats here are a little mature compared to the cotton candy and popcorn you might be used to.” He escorted her to the bar.


    “Mature sounds good.”


    She wasn’t a kid anymore. She was ready to be a grownup. Probably.


    They had a quick drink. Emily let Gus order for her and he chose well—a fruity concoction that warmed her stomach and made her feel happy. She didn’t catch the name or the ingredients. Her attention was on the dance floor.


    The music was upbeat with lots of brass, but everyone was dancing close, sharing private conversations and laughs.


    “Let’s dance before we go on,” Emily said, pulling Gus onto the dance floor as soon as he’d swallowed the last of his drink.


    He went along with no protest, taking her into his arms and beginning to sway.


    She’d been right about their heights. They were nearly eye to eye. But she rested her head on his shoulder and let the music wrap around her. It was the kind of music that needed no lyrics to conjure images and emotions. She felt like the music was moving her versus her moving to the notes.


    She closed her eyes and let it happen.


    But it was only a couple of minutes before her mind wandered to Will.


    He was the first guy that she was comfortable with since Chad. That was all it was. And the kissing was amazing, but only because he was the only kissing she’d ever done besides Chad.


    All she really knew was that Will was better than Chad.


    That made sense. He’d had more practice, more years, more women. That’s all it was. It wasn’t a reflection of some major chemistry or connection between them.


    “Hey, Gus?”


    “Yeah?”


    “You’ve probably kissed a lot of women, right?” She pulled back to look up at him.


    Emily could tell she’d surprised him. And amused him.


    “I guess you could say that.”


    “Will you kiss me?”


    That surprised him as well, but he didn’t seem to think that was as funny.


    “What?”


    She nodded. “I need some experience here. I need to do some comparing.”


    “Uh.”


    “Come on, Gus. It’s just a kiss. I need to know what kissing an experienced guy is like.”


    She could tell he was considering it.


    “Does this have to do with Will or just Chad?” Gus finally asked.


    She maybe shouldn’t be surprised that Gus knew there was something going on with her and Will. “Both,” she admitted. “I need to try to sort out what I’m feeling for both of them.”


    “Will kissed you today?” Gus asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Dammit,” Gus muttered.


    “He didn’t tell you?”


    Gus shook his head. “He wouldn’t say anything about your day together. Which I figured meant something happened.”


    “You don’t talk about women?”


    “We do. That’s what made me wonder.”


    She wasn’t sure what to do with that. “I think I fall in love easily,” she said.


    Gus didn’t look surprised at that. “Based on what?”


    “Chad and Will.” She sighed. “I’m worried that all it takes to get my heart involved is someone being nice to me and kissing me.”


    Gus chuckled. “I love how sweet you are.”


    She frowned. “I don’t. I don’t want to be sweet. I want to be experienced. So that I’m not…missing out.”


    That’s how it felt. Like she had to be missing out on something. The chances of her actually falling for the two men she’d ever kissed were a billion to one. Naïve, sweet, innocent…stupid. She was probably all of that.


    “Emily, you can be sweet and still know what you want.”


    “Just kiss me already,” she said, pulling him close.


    And he did. For a few seconds.


    She could feel Gus’s expertise. She could tell he knew what he was doing.


    But it didn’t curl her toes or make her melt into him or make her want to become part of him. It didn’t make her feel like it did with Will.


    He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “You in love with me yet?”


    She smiled and shook her head. “Sorry.”


    He gave her a wink. “You might fall in love easily, but at least it’s with guys who deserve it.”


    Was he telling her he believed she was falling for Will? “You don’t deserve it?”


    “Nah. You’re too good for me,” he said with a grin.


    She knew he didn’t mean that. But he did mean that he wasn’t interested. “What about Will?” she asked quickly before she could think better of it.


    “I thought you were too good for him too,” Gus admitted. “Turns out, maybe he does know how to step up. It just took the right…thing.”


    “Step up?” she asked.


    “Will isn’t very good at taking center stage. But with a girl like you, he has to be willing to elbow other guys—other good guys even—out of the way.”


    Emily looked at Gus, surprised by his words. But she wasn’t sure if the surprise was because of what he’d said about her or Will.


    “You think he might do that for me?” she asked. It wasn’t very mature, probably, but the idea of Will fighting for her—even if it was just throwing elbows—made her warm.


    “I think he’s beginning to realize that he would,” Gus said, almost carefully.


    Ah, so Will wasn’t quite there yet—to the point where he might put in some effort. Emily couldn’t help but wonder what it would take to get that effort from him.


    “Well, maybe you’d be my type if we played some Call of Duty, or if you had shown up in a great suit and presented to the foundation board,” she said to Gus. Why was she feeling what she was feeling for Will? Was it simple familiarity and comfort? Or was it truly something more?


    “I was there,” Gus said with a laugh. “In a suit no less.”


    She frowned. Now that he said that, she did remember that he’d been there. “But you didn’t present.”


    “I covered some of the technical aspects.”


    Seriously? She’d been distracted. She’d been daydreaming and ogling Will, but she couldn’t have missed Gus entirely. Could she? She narrowed her eyes. “You’re messing with me, right?”


    He nodded. “Right.”


    “You didn’t get up in front at all, did you?”


    He grinned. “Nope.”


    They continued swaying for a few minutes. Then Emily asked, “Why not?”


    “Why not what?”


    “Why didn’t you present? You really do know the technical aspects best. Why didn’t you cover that part?”


    Gus looked a little uncomfortable with the question. She bent her knees and looked up into his eyes.


    “Gus?”


    “That was Will’s chance to be up in front and wow people,” Gus said simply. “I want him to have that.”


    Emily thought about that. “He doesn’t work in the lab with you at all?”


    “No.”


    “But he comes up with the PR and marketing plans and makes the contacts with investors. He’s the one who will always be presenting?”


    “Right.”


    “Because you aren’t good at it or don’t want to?” Gus didn’t strike her as the shy type.


    “Yes.”


    Yeah, right. Gus wasn’t selling this.


    “You’re trying to give him something to do,” she said. “Right? You’re trying to keep him included.”


    Gus sighed. “Honey, this is party central. Are we really gonna have a serious conversation?”


    She looked around then back to him. “Yes.”


    He looked her in the eye. “Because you’re so interested in me or because you’re trying to figure Will out?”


    It wasn’t either of those things. “Because I care about Will.” And that was the truth. Besides the hot butterflies he gave her, besides his kisses, besides the way he seemed to take care of her, she cared about him.


    Gus seemed to accept that. “Will is always behind the scenes. He’s the guy with the ideas. The guy who gives the pep talks. The guy who takes care of stuff and makes others look good. He does it for Tony and he does it for me.”


    Emily nodded. That was Will. The go-to guy. The guy who got things done. The guy everyone depended on. She knew Tony bossed him around and ranted and raved at times, but she also knew that Will made Tony feel secure. Tony was able to take a lot of the risks he took because he knew Will was behind him.


    “Will lets you be brilliant, right?” she asked Gus. “You can keep your strange hours and get the work done because you know that he’ll take care of the real world.”


    Gus sighed. “And he never gets his chance to shine, to be up front. When he bought Tony’s skydiving business, I thought that was going to be his thing, his chance to be the big shot and do something he’s passionate about.”


    “But?” Emily sensed there was a but.


    “But he’s turned a lot of it over to Sebastian.”


    Sebastian was Reese’s brother. He was—or at least had been—a bit of a screw up. And a mooch. He’d gotten by for years by charming and taking advantage of people. Tony had seen through his B.S. and had made him an assistant to Will. Sebastian helped Will with some of the strange stuff that Will was truly too busy or too talented to deal with—dry-cleaning issues, for instance, and weird errands or research or driving Tony around when their driver wasn’t available, like in the middle of the night.


    Giving Sebastian some responsibility and trust had worked wonders on the guy. He’d never be as good as Will, but he was no longer a screw up. Tony had brought him into their circle, but Will was the reason he’d had a chance to shine.


    “What does Will have Sebastian doing?” Emily asked.


    “Sebastian is an accomplished sky diver, actually,” Gus said. “He’s got enough hours and training now to be an instructor, and Will’s put him to work. Admittedly, it’s great for Sebastian to have something like this—something he’s good at and can get into. But that means Will has stepped back again to let someone else have the spotlight.”


    Emily didn’t comment on that. She just kept dancing.


    Will was…fascinating. He was all about other people, making them comfortable, making sure they had what they needed, what they wanted. It was like he couldn’t help it.


    The song ended and the band announced they were taking a break. Gus and Emily stepped apart. “Let’s go see what else we can try tonight,” Gus said.


    He led her through the crowd to the door and they stepped back out onto Bourbon a minute later.


    “Hustler store?” he asked, starting down the street.


    Emily’s heart rate sped up. She was equally curious and nervous about checking out the sex store. “Sure.”


    Gus kept hold of her hand, which Emily appreciated. Bourbon Street was closed to vehicular traffic at night, and the crowds spilled off the sidewalks onto the street. There was no missing the revelers, and Emily and Gus would have easily been separated if he hadn’t had a hold of her.


    But holding Gus’s hand didn’t feel like holding Will’s.


    They headed down Bourbon Street, past various bars and restaurants. Emily gawked as they walked. Barely dressed girls tried to beckon them into various clubs. Gus got lots of enticing smiles and even some outright offers, but he simply flashed them smiles and kept going. There was bright neon, raucous laughter and jazzy music everywhere.


    “How about a reading?” Gus asked.


    Emily looked to where he was pointing. An old woman sat on a wooden crate on the corner, wrapped in a tattered purple shawl and huddled over a small table. On the table was a collection of things, including a small skull, several beads and trinkets and a set of cards.


    “She’s a tarot reader?” Emily asked, pressing closer to Gus.


    Laughing, he put an arm around her. “Come on, let’s see.”


    Emily had never believed much in magic or ghosts or potions or telling the future, but there was a mystique in the air of the French Quarter that gave her goose bumps as they approached the woman.


    She looked up at them, her dark eyes bright. She studied Gus and then Emily.


    “You’re curious,” she said to Emily.


    Well, that probably wasn’t really that hard to figure out. Emily nodded but kept her grip on Gus. “Yes.”


    The idea of a Tarot or palm reading had seemed fun while in her bedroom in Kansas City. Now, facing this old woman and her well-used deck of cards on the crazy New Orleans street it seemed a little foreboding. Did she want to know her future? Did she want to dabble even this much?


    She took a deep breath. She hated being scared. She didn’t want to feel overwhelmed or unsettled.


    And her thoughts immediately flew to Will. Hearing about his exploits with Samantha had intimidated Emily, but when she was with him, holding his hand, laughing and talking with him, and most especially kissing him, it had felt…right.


    She took a seat on the rickety chair in front of the folding table and nodded. “Yes, I’m curious.”


    The woman simply handed Emily the deck of cards. “You will shuffle the deck,” she instructed.


    The cards were large, but Emily shuffled them back and forth between her hands a few times, mixing them. She started to hand the cards back to the woman but the reader said, “Think of your question and cut the deck.”


    Emily sat blank for a moment. Her question? What did she want to know from the reading? Then it came to her—she wanted to know if there would be a time when she would feel totally stable and solid.


    It seemed that there had been change in her life for so long. It had started, of course, with her cancer. Cancer, even at age fourteen, had a way of giving a person perspective. Her father had changed during that time. Adam had always been protective and he’d always expected a lot, but during her treatment and rehab, he had turned all of those expectations on everyone else—the doctors, therapists, even her tutors and friends. And he’d stopped pushing her. It had been like he was afraid she might break.


    Then Jaden had come along and she’d been the one—for Adam and for Emily. Emily thought of Jaden as her mother and her friend. But she’d come into their lives like a whirlwind, stirring everything up and changing it all. And then there had been Chad. With him, Emily had entered a new phase of life, one that was fun and exciting, but one where everything was new again. She’d gone from being a girl to being a woman. There had also been college and then Tony marrying Reese and Emily moving from just a daughter and niece to a business associate of her father and uncle. And then there was the break up with Chad.


    The change had been almost constant, it seemed. It wasn’t bad. It was just change. And in the midst of it all, Chad had felt safe, solid, sure. The lack of change and excitement had been nice. After she’d graduated from college, she’d known the changes were going to slow down. She’d known she could count on him no matter what, known that nothing else had to change if she didn’t want it to, and that had been reassuring.


    It had been tempting to just leave everything the way it was.


    But now…


    Emily cut the deck, concentrating on that question—would she be solid and secure again, and if so, did she need to be with Chad to have that?


    “Now turn up three cards.”


    Emily turned them one by one and laid them on the table in front of her.


    The woman leaned in to study them.


    “The Tower—” she pointed to the first card, “—represents sudden change and upheaval in your past.”


    Emily swallowed hard. That was weird. Accurate. And weird.


    “The Sun—” she pointed to the middle card that had a large sun in the center with a child on a white horse beneath it, “—signifies your current state of freedom. Things are well, and you are moving forward. This is time to enjoy, be grateful and feel good.”


    Emily felt her heart thump. She knew that tarot cards were subject to individual interpretation. Even what the woman was saying could be heard and understood differently by different people. But it hit home to Emily for sure, and that was part of the fun. She did feel free, and while she was grateful, she definitely wanted to feel good and enjoy.


    She found herself eager to hear what the last card, the one with the picture of the globe on it.


    “The World,” the woman said, tapping the card. “Completion. What you are seeking is in your future.”


    Emily looked at her, waiting for more.


    The woman looked back at her without blinking.


    That was it? “What am I seeking?” Emily asked.


    The woman gave her a gentle smile. “You have that answer.”


    But…


    She was seeking stability, a feeling of comfort and…rightness. She wanted to stop feeling unsettled and unsure. She wanted to stop doubting herself and her decisions.


    So she was about to find that. Great. When? But she knew the woman wouldn’t answer that question either.


    “Thank you.” Emily rose and pulled some money from her purse and handed it over. “Are you going to do it?” she asked Gus.


    He shook his head. “I decided I like surprises.”


    Yeah, well, Emily didn’t exactly feel like she’d been given any earthshattering insights that would ruin any surprises, but she didn’t say anything.


    “Where’s the Hustler store?” Maybe that would help her feel good and free. She was in a good place right now, and what she was seeking was right around the corner. If the Hustler store was around the corner from where they were, maybe that meant her completion was going to be of a more immediate type than she’d been initially thinking.


    Gus chuckled and put a hand at her lower back. “Right up here.”


    They crossed the street and walked up to the Hustler store. Okay, so not around the corner. Darn.


    “You’re coming in with me, right?” she asked, eyeing the shop front. She’d never been in a sex shop. She didn’t know what to expect—other than not knowing what half of the stuff was.


    “I’ve got this.”


    Emily turned to find Will standing next to his best friend.


    Her heart flipped.


    Will.


    Maybe she hadn’t dated a lot of guys, maybe she had just come off a big break up, but the effect on her heart from simply seeing him standing a few feet away was not something she could ignore or brush off.


    “Glad to see you finally caught up,” Gus said, slapping Will on the shoulder.


    Will was watching Emily. “Tried to be a good guy. Turns out I’m not as good as I thought.”


    Gus laughed. “You’re just good enough. Have fun. I’ll see you later.” He leaned in and kissed Emily on the cheek. Then he glanced at Will and his eyebrows went up. “Or maybe I won’t.”


    Emily wasn’t sure what he meant exactly, but her heart rate had increased and she felt it thumping through her whole body. Her eyes were on Will’s face. He looked…intent. Like he was absolutely sure of something.


    She just didn’t know what it was.


    Gus ambled back up Bourbon in the direction they’d come from. Will stepped up on the sidewalk next to her.


    “You got bored at the hotel?” she asked, wondering why she felt and sounded breathless.


    “I told you, I realized I’m not the good guy I thought I was.”


    “What does that mean?” She had to tip her head back to keep eye contact as he moved in closer.


    “It means that I should let you dance and party and flirt and kiss other guys, but I’m not going to.”


    “You’re not?” She was absolutely okay with that.


    “No. If you’re going to do a bunch of stuff for the first time—and maybe the only time—I want to be the guy,” he said.


    Oh yeah, she liked the sound of that.


    “I know you want to party it up, try some new things, let loose a little while you’re here. But there’s no way I’m letting some guy you’ve just met, who doesn’t know that he doesn’t deserve you, have the chance to do that stuff with you. It’s going to be me. Because I’m absolutely aware that I don’t deserve you.”


    That might have been the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to her.


    “Will—” she started.


    “We’re going to go back to Kansas City in a couple of days, and you’re going to be surrounded by men who are smarter and better looking and have more money than I do. And, fortunately or unfortunately, they will all know who you are and that they are lucky bastards to have a chance with you. You’ll get to pick any of them. You can have anyone. But you want me this weekend, and I’d be a damned idiot not to take the chance to be with you this once before you realize you can do better.”


    Emily felt her lips part and her breathing increase. Will had been sweet and even romantic. He’d made her feel safe. He’d made her feel special. He’d made her feel tingly and hot. Now he was making her feel…like she was in love. And like she wanted to be naughty.


    Instead of all the sappy, in-love things she wanted to say, that he would probably just blow off as the words from a confused, inexperienced girl, she decided to go with the naughty. “Well, you’re just in time for something I’ve never done.” She gestured toward the store.


    “Yeah, this is going to be good,” he agreed. Eagerly.


    She liked eagerly.


    He grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the front door.


    He’d either lost his mind…or found it.


    He was in a sex shop with Emily Steele. And he was thrilled.


    He’d been in the hotel by himself for only about an hour before he realized he was an idiot. He’d been sitting there, stubbornly trying to not think about all of the things Emily was out doing. Flirting being the main thing. With other guys.


    Of course, not thinking about it hadn’t worked at all, and he’d found himself wondering and worrying. She said she wasn’t ready for sex with someone new—well, other than Will himself—but what if she changed her mind? What if she drank too much? What if she met a guy who made her feel like throwing caution to the wind?


    Will trusted Gus to keep her safe, but he also knew the Steele family’s ability to get whatever they wanted from pretty much anyone, and he knew, better than anyone, how hard it was to say no to Emily in particular. She could talk Gus into anything if it came right down to it.


    And then there was the risk that she’d be completely safe, properly appreciated and cared for—and that she would have the time of her life. With someone else.


    That rankled almost as much as the idea of her sleeping with someone else and regretting it in the morning.


    If she was going to have regrets, they were, by God, going to be with Will.


    Okay, that didn’t sound quite right, but he was comfortable enough with his new insights to shower, dress and head to Bourbon Street.


    He’d just hit the pavement when Gus had texted him where they were.


    There was no way Emily was going into a sex shop without Will.


    And now…she was his for the weekend. Yeah, it might be complicated later, but he’d deal with that like he did all of the other Steele messes. He’d clean it up or fix it or gloss over it. It was what he did best.


    If he was careful not to fall completely in love with her, it would work out. He’d be careful not to let her think that it was going to be anything more than a hot, fun weekend. He wouldn’t let her fall in love with him either. They’d have New Orleans and then, just as he’d said, she’d find another guy, a better guy, and she’d live happily ever after.


    If he wasn’t completely in love with her, he might get over her. Eventually.


    But he would forever regret passing up the chance to spend this weekend with her.


    “What are you looking for exactly?” he asked. He was tense, but it was a different kind of tension now. Now that he’d decided he was going to go for it, he wasn’t feeling the stress of resisting her, but rather the tight coil of anticipation.


    Emily was looking around the shop the way she had taken in the sights on Decatur. But with wider eyes. She turned a full circle. “Everything.”


    He laughed. “One of each it is.”


    “I have never seen so many penises in one place at one time,” she said, moving toward the wall of vibrators.


    “That’s probably a good thing.”


    “Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced of it though.


    “Since this is your first visit, you might want to start down on this end.” He led her toward the more basic vibrators, flavored lotions and massage oils.


    She studied the inventory with such seriousness it made him laugh.


    “What?” She looked up at him. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”


    He moved in closer and put a hand against her cheek. “We don’t need any of it, you know.”


    Her pupils dilated and she licked her bottom lip. This time though, instead of groaning with frustration, he gave a little growl of pleasure.


    It felt damned good not to try to deny or hide his feelings any longer.


    “We?” she asked softly. “So that’s a confirmation that I’m not sleeping in that hotel room by myself tonight?”


    Will slid his hand into her hair. “You’re not going to be sleeping much at all, in any room tonight.”


    The breath she pulled in was shaky, and he felt a surge of satisfaction.


    “That’s what I was hoping you would say,” she told him. She reached out, without looking away from him, and snagged a small pink vibrator about the length of his middle finger. “How about this?”


    He didn’t need to study the device either. “That will work.”


    “And this?” She grabbed a tube of edible strawberry lotion.


    He wasn’t going to need it. He wanted to taste nothing but her. But if it made her more adventurous with her mouth and tongue, he was fine with it. “That too.”


    “And we can get ice cubes at the hotel.”


    Those damned ice cubes. “We don’t need those.”


    She looked a little disappointed. “But I Googled it.”


    “You Googled what?”


    “Sex with ice cubes. I know all about it.”


    Making love to Emily was going to be amazing, with or without ice cubes. He couldn’t remember the last time he wanted a woman like this. If he ever had. He didn’t just want sexual release with her. He wanted to absorb her, melt into her, become a part of her.


    The ice cubes were completely optional.


    But he wasn’t going to argue too hard.


    “Whatever you want,” he told her sincerely.


    “I want to blow off the bachelorette party.”


    He did too. He really did. But he also wanted to build the anticipation, romance her a little, make sure that she knew without a doubt that she was gorgeous and amazing and could have anything she wanted from anyone she wanted it from.


    “We’ve got all night.” He leaned in and brushed her lips with his. “Let’s soak it all in. Draw it out. I promise it will be good.”


    She sighed against his lips and her hands came up to grip his biceps. “I’m not worried about how good it will be,” she told him.


    “Then let me seduce you,” he said. “I want to kiss you and touch you and make sure you’re throbbing with need before I slowly strip you out of this dress, push you up against the wall…and go down on you.”


    He was so doing that.


    Emily gave a shaky little laugh. “I can’t wait to see if that’s what I think it is.”


    He kissed her softly. “It is,” he whispered.


    “Holy crap.” Her words were more of a sigh than anything.


    He smiled, feeling quite full of himself suddenly. This was going to be so good.


    He stepped back, took the vibrator and lotion from her and then laced his fingers with hers. He loved the heavy, heated look in her eyes. And this was just the beginning.


    They paid for the items and Emily tucked the small bag into her purse. “I guess we should make a quick appearance at Pat O’Brien’s.”


    “Fine with me.” He took her hand again and turned in the direction of St. Peter’s Street.


    “We can just check in with everyone quickly,” Emily said. “But it’s such a big party, I’m sure they won’t notice if we leave early.”


    Will grinned. He liked that she was anxious to get back to the hotel, but he really did want to draw this out a little. He’d been aching for her for a while now, but he wanted to be sure she wanted it all just as badly. The bar would be crowded and loud, but he could work with that. For a little while anyway.


    As they approached the famous restaurant and bar, they saw part of the wedding party on the sidewalk waiting to go in. They didn’t exactly stand out from all of the other bachelorette parties traipsing around the quarter. They all wore tiaras and bright pink sashes that proclaimed them to be bridesmaids. They all also carried hurricane glasses with light-up bottoms and were balancing—barely in some cases—on high heels. But Emily headed straight for them, so he assumed this was her group. He picked out the bride easily enough. Rather than a tiara, she wore the white wedding veil with tiny plastic penises attached to it.


    “Emily!” she exclaimed, detangling herself from the group of girls she was with and launching herself at Emily. “You’re here!”


    Emily hugged her, laughing. “I wouldn’t miss it.”


    Candace pulled back, holding Emily at arm’s length. “I’m sorry about Chad.”


    Right, these were college friends. Will guessed they would know Chad well.


    “It’s fine,” Emily assured her. “I’m happy. It’s good.”


    Will moved in behind Emily and put a hand on her shoulder. They hadn’t talked about him—or Gus—actually posing as her boyfriend for the weekend, but somewhere between Decatur Street and Bourbon Street today, he’d decided he was her weekend boyfriend. For better or worse.


    “Hi, I’m Will.” He extended his hand to the obviously already tipsy bride.


    “Will,” Candace said with enthusiasm. “It is very, very nice to meet you.”


    “Congratulations on your engagement.”


    “Oh, thank you.” Candace nudged Emily out of the way and pulled Will into a big hug. “You are so cute.”


    Cute? That was definitely pushing it, but she didn’t seem stymied by Emily’s lack of Chad.


    “Thanks. I’m looking forward to tonight.” He was. Not because of Candace’s party, of course, but she didn’t need to know that.


    “Thanks.” With a bright smile, Candace took Emily by the arm, turned her away from Will and leaned in. “I can’t believe you’re in love with someone new and you didn’t tell me,” she said in what Will assumed she’d meant to be a whisper.


    Will heard every word. And the word love rocked through him. Dammit.


    Was he messing with something he shouldn’t?


    Gus was right about Emily—she wanted love. That was who she was—family, stability, a future.


    But none of that was a turn off. Maybe it should have been. Maybe he was even less of a good guy than he’d thought.


    But if Emily was going to fall in love again—easily or not—he wanted it to be with him.


    That realization didn’t feel quite as shocking as it probably should have.


    “Well,” Emily turned back, took Will’s hand and snuggled up against his side, “we are sleeping together.”


    That wasn’t a true admission or a denial of her being in love with him. But Will liked it a lot.


    He let his hand slide down to cup her perfect ass and soaked in the fact that before sun up he was going to grasp that ass as he thrust into her. His whole body went hot and hard at the thought, and Emily gave a little squeak when he squeezed her.


    “Good for you,” Candace said, eyeing Will from head to toe. “Good. For. You.”


    “Ladies, it’s your turn,” the guy at the door to the bar called out.


    Candace and her bridesmaids, sans Emily, squealed and surged forward. A couple of them were also tugging men along and Will and Emily hung back, letting them all pass. The last in line, however, was a familiar face.


    “Gus?” Emily asked.


    Gus had his arm around a pretty redhead who wore a tiara and an I’m-a-bridesmaid sash.


    He gave them a big grin. “Hey.”


    “Hi, Emily,” the girl greeted. She leaned in and kissed Emily’s cheek. “You look gorgeous.” The redhead also checked Will out from top to bottom. “You’re positively glowing.”


    Something very similar to conceit flowed through Will.


    Emily was glowing just from being with him.


    Wait until they saw her in the morning.


    “I feel great,” Emily said. She smiled up at Will. “This is Will. Will, this is Ashley.”


    “Pleasure,” he murmured. But he was having a hard time looking away from Emily.


    They followed Gus and Ashley into the club.


    The crowd and noise level were both as big as Will had expected. But that meant that as they stood and drank and listened to the dueling pianos and laughed with the wedding group, they had to stand very close together. He quickly tucked Emily in close with her back to his front to keep her from being jostled in the crowd. He wrapped his arms around her in a very obvious show of possessiveness. Not that she seemed to mind. She settled against him, the back of her head on his chest. He could smell her shampoo, feel the silkiness of her skin as he stroked his hand up and down her arm, feel her laughter vibrate through him. It was heaven. Or as close as one could get in a crowded touristy bar.


    Then she nestled her butt more firmly against his fly and Will decided that maybe it was more like hell.


    There was no way to hide his reaction to her now, and he put his mouth to her ear. “Keep that up and we’re definitely cutting this party short.”


    She wiggled against him.


    “Be careful, Em,” he said softly. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long damned time and I’m on edge.”


    She turned her head. “What have you been thinking? Exactly?”


    Okay, they could play it this way. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said he wanted her needy and ready when he got her back to the room. Emily might think she knew arousal, but she had no idea.


    He ran his hand down over her waist, curling his fingers into her hip bone and bringing her back against his erection more firmly.


    “I’ve been thinking about you on that big old wrought-iron bed, you hanging on to the headboard, squirming against those pure white sheets while I lick every sweet inch of your body.”


    “Wow.” It was a whisper only he heard.


    “I’ve also imagined us in the big old tub in the bathroom, you straddling me, facing me so I can suck on your nipples, us sloshing water all over the floor as you ride me nice and slow.”


    She tried to turn to face him, but Will held her in place. He loved this. This was Emily. Sweet, kind-of-innocent good-girl Emily Steele. But something about talking dirty in her ear in public seemed very right. He kissed the side of her neck. “I’m also imagining you up against the inside of the door of your hotel room, this skirt bunched up at your waist, your panties pulled to one side and my tongue on your clit.”


    He felt her jerk in surprise and grinned with satisfaction.


    He kept one hand on her hip but lifted his beer bottle with the other to take a long drink, looking around the bar as if they’d been discussing nothing more than the weather.


    “Let’s go down the street. We can dance there.” Candace was suddenly in front of Emily.


    The rest of the party pushed past them, already on their way out the door.


    “Honey, are you okay?” Candace asked, peering closely at Emily. “You look flushed.”


    Will hid his grin behind his bottle as he finished off his beer.


    “I’m good,” Emily told her. “Really, really good. Dancing sounds perfect.”


    “Yay!” Candace clapped her hands together and let her maid of honor pull her out the door.


    Emily turned to face Will, sucking on her straw as she studied him. When her hurricane was gone, she put the glass down on the nearest surface and looked up at him with a mysterious smile. “Yay. Let’s dance.”


    He’d half been expecting her to tell him she was ready to go back to the hotel. “I’m all yours.”


    “Damn right you are.” She took his hand and they started for the door.


    Will liked that little possessive statement and he happily headed back for Bourbon.


    They followed the group into the first bar that had music spilling from the doorway. Which meant pretty much the first bar on the street. The bridesmaids went straight for the dance floor, but Emily pulled Will along with her to the end of the bar. There was only one empty stool and she slid onto the seat and pivoted to face him.


    “You don’t want to dance?” he asked.


    She glanced toward the dancers. “Not like that.”


    He propped an elbow on the bar, effectively caging her in and blocking her from the rest of the room. At the end of the bar was about a two foot space and then a wall. “What’s that mean?”


    “We’ve been dancing together for a while, don’t you think?” she asked. “Two beers. Anything that’s cold and in a bottle,” she told the bartender. She focused back on Will. “And now I want to take it from easy listening to rock and roll.”


    He grinned. “I don’t know what that means, but it sounds good to me.”


    “This thing between us,” she said, accepting the cold beer bottle from the bartender. She took a sip. “It’s been building, and I think it’s time that we pick up the tempo and really get moving.”


    “Just tell me what you want.” He also drank.


    “Well, I kind of want to push you up against the inside of my hotel room door, unzip you, slather you with strawberry lotion and go down on you.”


    Will’s beer went down the wrong pipe and he coughed hard for a few seconds before he could breathe again. He looked at her with a little frown. “Damn, Em, you’ve got to warn a guy before you’re going to say stuff like that.”


    She crossed one leg over the other and leaned closer to him. “Okay, warning—if you can talk dirty and get me all worked up in public, turnabout is fair play.”


    “I didn’t know you knew how to talk dirty, Miss Steele.” And he couldn’t wait to hear it.


    “Oh, stick around, Mr. Weston. I might surprise you.”


    He wasn’t going anywhere. He leaned in too. “Well, why don’t you start by telling me what you’re going to do when you get down there?”


    How assertive would Emily be? Will felt like he was holding his breath. She was a confident presenter and negotiator in business. She stood up to her dad and put Tony in his place when needed. But Will had honestly painted her as an innocent in all things sexual. He supposed he knew she wasn’t a virgin, that she and Chad had slept together. But Chad had been her first and only. How naughty could she be?


    He couldn’t wait to find out.


    She leaned even closer, put her hand on his hip and dropped her voice. “Will, when I get down there, I’m going to make you beg.”


    Heat, lust and, if he wasn’t mistaken, a little bit of love shot through him. Who wouldn’t love a woman who said something like that?


    “Em, finish your beer. Fast.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Emily felt like she had tiny hot bubbles zipping through her blood stream. Sure, the hurricane she’d downed at Patty O’s could be part of it, but she knew that the man standing in front of her with hunger and desire all over his face was most of it.


    She might be up for learning some new things, but she knew about making a guy crazy. It wasn’t like she believed Chad was the only guy in the world who liked a girl’s mouth near his goods.


    “But I’ve got more,” she told him. “I was going to tell you that I’ve always wanted to make out in public. Like at a bar, acting like I’m just having a normal conversation with a hot guy, but the whole time he’s actually running his hand up underneath my skirt and inside my panties.”


    Will’s eyes darkened and he started to lean in, but his fly bumped against her knee, stopping forward progress. Still, she didn’t mind the bump. Will liked her idea, if she wasn’t mistaken.


    “Something like this?” His big, hot palm covered most of her thigh, and when he ran it up from her knee under the edge of her skirt, the friction of his skin on hers made her catch her breath.


    “Something like that,” she agreed.


    He slid his hand to the side of her thigh as he shifted to further block her from the other eyes in the room. But he continued higher until his whole hand and wrist were covered by her skirt. She swiveled the stool slightly closer to the bar and uncrossed her legs. Will moved in, taking up all the space around her, surrounding her with this scent and heat.


    He wasn’t watching his hand. His gaze was intent on her face. She took a long, deep breath. And licked her bottom lip.


    His eyes heated.


    She’d noticed that reaction earlier in the day. Will liked licking. Duly noted.


    His hand continued higher until the tips of his fingers touched the silk of her panties. He brushed back and forth over the edge as it crossed her hip.


    “What color?” he asked.


    “Red.”


    “Awesome.”


    She parted her legs slightly, her breathing now ragged. She so wanted Will to touch her. This already was so much more than they’d ever done. The kisses between them had been hot and heavy, but he hadn’t touched her. Not like she wanted him to. Not like she needed him to.


    “You really want me to keep going?” he asked.


    He didn’t glance around. It was clear he didn’t care that they were in public or that someone might see. He was only pausing because he wanted to be sure she was okay.


    “I really, really want you to keep going.” She slid to the edge of the stool and spread her legs until her knees were on either side of his thighs.


    “Fair warning—once I start touching you, I’m not going to stop.”


    She grinned, put her hands on his hips and pulled him closer. He slid his hand up under the back of her panties, his palm against her butt cheek. That was good. But it wasn’t enough.


    He fixed that quickly though. He slid his hand over the top of her thigh, bringing his thumb to the middle and brushing over where she was wet and hot for him. He ran the pad of his thumb up and down over the center of her panties, pressing a little each time, sending zings of hot electricity through her.


    She gripped his arm, feeling the muscles flexing under her hand as he touched her. “More.”


    He gave her a downright wicked grin. “Miss Steele, I’m shocked by your behavior.”


    “And you ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” she told him.


    Everything froze for a moment—his smile, his thumb, his body.


    Then he lifted the hand that wasn’t under her skirt, cupped the back of her head and pulled her in for a long, hot kiss. At the same time his tongue stroked hers, his thumb slipped under the edge of her panties and stroked over her clit.


    She clutched at his arms, holding on as her world tipped. He tightened his fingers in her hair and he slid his thumb into her slick heat.


    Yes. That. More.


    It was so sweet and so not nearly enough.


    Her nipples tightened and tingled, her palms itched with the need to touch more of him. She needed to be naked. She needed to be against Will. She needed to be spread out on a bed or pushed up against a wall or…she didn’t even know exactly what she needed, but she needed it.


    Emily arched closer to Will’s hand and she tried to drag him closer.


    “I think it’s time we headed for the hotel,” Will said raggedly, his thumb still stroking slowly, deliciously over her.


    “That’s so far away,” she protested.


    He chuckled. “Well, this might be New Orleans, but the things I want to do to you would not be condoned in public even here.”


    “Yes. Hotel. Now.” She pushed his hand away and slid off the stool, adjusting her panties and skirt before she stepped out of their little corner.


    Will chuckled and shoved a hand through his hair in the gesture that had started making her melt a little each time.


    She grabbed his hand and her purse and started for the door. She detoured through the people on the dance floor and grabbed Candace’s arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.” She kissed her friend’s cheek and was at the front door in two minutes.


    They headed for the hotel without a word. They dodged through the crowd, ignored the offers of drinks and more and were back to the hotel twenty minutes later.


    Emily didn’t think her heart had ever beat as fast as it was as she fumbled with her key card in the door to her hotel room. Will ran his hand up her back to the bare skin of her neck under her hair and she paused for a moment as desire swept through her. From him touching the back of her neck. She wasn’t sure she was going to handle more than that with any kind of poise. She wasn’t sure she could be sultry and seductive. She wanted to use naughty words. Maybe just naughty words. She wanted to beg him to make the ache go away, to do anything he wanted to her. To make her his.


    “Will—” Her voice was breathless and she didn’t know what else she’d meant to say anyway.


    “Open the door.”


    His soft, gruff voice stroked over her skin as if it was another hand, and she felt everything in her straining toward him.


    She finally made her fingers work again and got the card in the slot and the door swung open.


    Will nudged her forward, hardly an inch between them. He took her purse and tossed it toward the kitchenette.


    “We’re going to need the stuff from the Hustler store,” she said with a breathless laugh.


    “Not right now.” He turned her so her back was against the inside of her hotel room door.


    Just like he’d said.


    “God, you are beautiful,” he said, cupping her face in his hands.


    She grasped his wrists, trying to pull the rest of his body closer. “Will.”


    He lowered his head and captured her lips in a soft kiss. Far softer than what she thought she needed, but it worked to stoke the fire in her, bringing up the temperature like slowly turning up the stove.


    He licked along her bottom lip, nipped at the corners of her mouth, pressed softly and then retreated, then did it all over again. All the time, his hands held her face and their bodies barely touched, but soon Emily found herself sagging against the door behind her.


    “Will, please.”


    “What? Tell me.”


    “I want you. Please.”


    He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Damn.” He ran his hands over her shoulder, down her sides to her waist and pressed her back against the door. With his gaze locked on hers, he started to gather her skirt up in his hands.


    She loved the way he looked at her, as if monitoring her responses. She started to move her hands but he shook his head.


    “Not your turn,” he said.


    She put her hands down, flattening her palms against the door, her chest rising and falling as she breathed hard. She remembered quite clearly what he’d said about her up against this door.


    Her skirt rose above her panties, bunched at her waist. “Hold this up. I want to see everything.”


    Her hands went to her skirt without hesitation and held it up.


    Will broke eye contact then, stepped back and took in the sight before him. He breathed in through his nose, desire flaring hot in his eyes. “I can’t believe we’re here.”


    There was sincerity in his tone that made Emily’s heart pound, and she felt like laughing and crying at the same time. Or maybe it was that she was already on the verge of an orgasm, just having him look at her.


    “Will.”


    It seemed that all she needed to say tonight was his name. It pulled him out of whatever his thoughts were and he lifted his gaze to hers again as he sunk to his knees.


    He didn’t say another word. Neither did she. He pressed his lips to her inner thigh and all she could do was concentrate on staying upright.


    It felt so decadent and naughty to be holding her skirt up with him on his knees in front of her. He’d already had his thumb in some very private places, but having his eyes on her now felt almost more intimate.


    She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him when he continued kissing up her thigh, moved over the front of her panties and down the length of her other thigh and then returned to the center.


    There was still silk—hot, damp silk—between his mouth and her, but she felt every breath on every nerve ending. He kissed her first, then flicked out his tongue and licked at the silk. Emily shifted her feet farther apart to keep her balance. Will slid his hands up to her butt, holding her up and also holding her where he wanted her for his mouth.


    “Pull your panties out of the way, Em,” he said.


    Her knees went a little weak. Talk about naughty. It was one thing to have his mouth on her like it was about to be, but he was making her fully participate. She wasn’t just lying back—or standing in this case—and letting him have his way with her. She was helping him have his way.


    But she did it. She held her skirt with one hand and reached down to pull her panties out of the way, exposing herself to Will.


    To Will.


    But it felt good. Very good. Naughty and very, very good.


    “Yes.” Will’s response was heartfelt.


    Emily felt more beautiful than she could remember feeling in a long time.


    “Come here,” he muttered.


    He picked her right foot up off the floor, draping her knee over his shoulder, leaving her balancing on her strongest leg, and spread her open before his eyes.


    Part of her wanted to close her eyes, but a bigger part didn’t want to miss a thing about this. Will was beautiful like this. Desire in his eyes, naughty intent on his face.


    He stared at her for several long seconds and then raised his gaze slowly, tracking over every inch of her until his gaze met hers.


    “Will,” she whispered.


    This was so intense, so much more than she’d ever experienced before.


    There was something else in his eyes, something that went beyond the desire and heat. It looked almost like he was just as overwhelmed as she felt.


    He swallowed hard and slowly began to shake his head back and forth. “I can’t,” he said softly.


    For a second, his words didn’t make sense. Then, as they sank in, she felt cold begin to seep through her. Her throat grew tight as she stared at him. When the meaning finally hit, her whole body jerked and tensed. She tried to pull away from him, but there was a solid door behind her and he held her firmly.


    “No.” He let go of her leg, but rose quickly to frame her face in his hands.


    She tried to turn away from him, but he held her.


    A sob escaped and she pushed against his chest.


    “Em, no.”


    “If you don’t want this—”


    “I’ve never wanted anything more.” He practically growled it.


    She stopped squirming. She probably shouldn’t. She should kick him out. She should cuss at him, deny she wanted anything from him, felt anything for him. But she couldn’t. Not when she looked into his eyes and heard the need in his voice.


    She stopped and stared at him.


    “I want you. But I won’t take you up against the door. I’m not going to fuck you. I’m not going to use lotion or vibrators.”


    Emily felt her lips part as she breathed hard. She felt like everything in her was being wound tight, and she knew she was shaking.


    “I will make love to you,” he said, his thumb stroking over her bottom lip. “Just you and me. Nothing between us, nothing more.”


    Before she could blink or say yes, yes, yes, he stooped and swept her up into his arms. He pivoted and headed for the bedroom.


    “I’m sorry I ever thought you might be someone I could…” He trailed off when they got to the bed.


    “That you could what?”


    He set her on the edge of the bed and immediately began unbuttoning his shirt. She watched him reveal that chest and abdomen that had made her stumble over her words the other day. And that was before they’d kissed and he’d had his hand up her skirt and seen the most private part of her up close and personal.


    “There’s no way I can make this just sex, Emily.”


    She felt her chest tighten and it felt like anticipation. Or doubt. It was kind of hard to tell the difference.


    She pulled her shirt off over her head.


    Will dropped his shirt, removed his belt and unzipped his pants.


    “What is this about then?” she asked, her voice sounding as dry as her mouth felt.


    He stepped closer, between her knees. “Me being only the second man you’ve ever let this close,” he said.


    Her chest tightened further. He was that. And she wanted him with every cell in her body. As if that wasn’t a red flag.


    Still, the bulge behind his zipper made her care a lot less about any niggling doubts.


    “What’s that mean exactly?” she asked. She was all for continuing on, however, so she reached behind her, unzipped her skirt and wiggled to skim it off.


    “How about I show you instead?” he asked. “And stop taking your clothes off.”


    “Stop taking my clothes off?” she asked, her fingers at the hooks to her bra.


    He leaned in, put his hands under her arms and lifted, tossing her back fully onto the bed. He crawled up next to her, stretched out at her side and rested his hand on her stomach. “Because I want to do it.”


    He leaned in and kissed her, deep and long and hot.


    Oh, okay. She didn’t remember what he’d said, but she was okay with it.


    He ran his hand over her stomach, then around her waist and down to her butt, pulling her closer to him. His leg wedged between her knees, and she arched against him, again appreciating that bulge very much.


    His mouth disengaged from hers and he moved his lips down the length of her neck, then along her collar bone to her shoulder.


    Every nerve ending seemed connected to her core, and everything in her heated and melted.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed as much of her against him as she could.


    “God, you smell amazing. You taste amazing,” he murmured against her skin. He trailed his mouth across the upper slope of her breast as he lifted his hand to cup it and lift her nipple closer to his mouth.


    She reached behind her to unhook her bra and he didn’t stop her this time. As soon as it was loose Will leaned back enough to skim the bra down her arms and toss it off the bed.


    Then he paused, his gaze drinking her in.


    He lifted a hand to her breast again, cupped it, stroked his thumb over the hard center.


    Even having his eyes on her made her nipples tighten even further.


    He gave a little groan, lowered his head and took the tip in his mouth.


    “Will!” Her hand went to the back of his head and she curled her fingers into his hair.


    He licked and sucked, the pressure drawing deep inside her, making her clit throb. She squirmed against his thigh, trying to relieve the building ache.


    “Will,” she moaned and squirmed. She slid her hand between them, pressing against his erection.


    He sucked in a quick breath and then groaned. “Em.”


    “Less clothes, more kissing,” she said, lifting his mouth to hers again.


    They kissed, their tongues stroking. Emily fumbled at his pants, tugging and trying to get them down. His hands went to her hips and pulled her panties to her knees. She kicked them free, still trying to get his pants off.


    He dragged his hand up the inside of her thigh until he cupped her wet heat. He stroked his middle finger over her clit and her hands—and brain—stopped everything, absorbing the streaks of fire flicking along her nerve endings. Her head fell back on the pillow and she spread her legs farther apart.


    He slid his finger into her and she felt her body gripping him. His mouth was back on her nipple, his finger—then a second—stroking deep, his thumb circling over her clit. Emily felt heat and want and pure bliss swirling, then condensing into a tight knot right below Will’s thumb.


    She gripped the sheet beside her and arched against his hand and mouth. Will continued stroking, increasing the rhythm, pushing her closer and closer to the climax she felt like she could almost grab on to. Then she was at the peak and everything burst apart and she cried out.


    “Damn, that was beautiful.” He leaned in and kissed her deeply again.


    She was boneless, her body rippling with a combination of warm satisfaction and tingling want. She needed more. She couldn’t move or form thoughts to get more, but she knew she wanted Will’s weight on top of her, his body filling hers, the friction and heat, the sounds, everything.


    Emily felt him shift away and the mattress bounce. She rolled her head, watching him rise and go to the balcony door. He pushed the door open and a cool breeze swirled in through the room and lifted the wispy curtains. The ceiling fan turned lazily overhead. Light from the street below spilled in and Emily stretched on the sheets, the smooth silk caressing her body. It was all so decadent.


    The sound of a saxophone from a street corner drifted up as Will stripped out of the rest of his clothes. He was framed in the doorway, lit from behind from the light outside, and for a second, she couldn’t breathe as his muscles bunched and ripped as he stripped. Then he was gloriously naked—hard and big and seemingly lacking a trace of self-confidence. And hot. He was so hot when he came back to bed and pressed against the length of her body.


    She kissed him again, his mouth on hers never failing to stir everything in her. She ran her hands over his shoulders and chest, down over his stomach. She reached to wrap her fingers around the hard length of his erection.


    He growled. “I’m really trying to hold back here, babe, but your touch almost undoes me.”


    She loved that. “Don’t hold back, Will. I want you. This. So much.”


    He pressed into her hand. “Then squeeze me a little bit and slide your hand up and down.”


    She paused. He was coaching her on how to touch him. Heat shot through her and curled her toes. She did what he told her and was rewarded by another of those growls that made sensations dance up and down her spine.


    He threaded his fingers into her hair and held her as he kissed her. It was hot and deep like before, but this time it was slower. He took his time, tracing her lips, sliding along her tongue, pressing and retreating. It took Emily a moment to realize he was moving in the same rhythm as her hand on his cock.


    She increased the speed slightly, squeezing and dragging her hand along his length. Sure enough, the thrusts of his tongue increased too.


    He moved his hand from her hair to her left breast, circled his fingers around the tip and then tugged gently, then not so gently when her fist squeezed him harder in response.


    She moved her hand down, cupped his testicles and quickly found herself flat on her back and him between her legs.


    “I can’t take much more. I need to be inside you.” He rose onto his knees, a condom from somewhere in hand.


    “Good,” she told him sincerely. She was aching. She needed to feel him deeply, in a place he could only reach one way.


    She watched him roll the condom on, his gaze roaming over her hungrily. The way he looked at her made her hot and needy, while also giving her a little knot in her stomach. He looked…amazed.


    No pressure.


    He had been treating her like a queen, saying the sweetest things, reassuring her at every turn that she was beautiful and interesting and charming and that even buying masquerade masks with her was one of the best times he’d ever had.


    What if she couldn’t measure up to all of that? It felt like they’d been together for days, even weeks, when in reality it had been only a few hours. She felt close to him, but it was all a mirage. It was New Orleans. It was her desire for new adventures. It was this newfound chemistry and the openness they’d adopted in talking about it.


    But did he really know her? Did she know him?


    There was no way she could really meet the expectations she saw in the way he was looking at her.


    Her body began to tighten and she considered bolting from the bed. Not a real mature or probably graceful move, sure, but it would succeed in getting her the hell out of here before she got any deeper into this crazy dreamlike state. He’d said it himself, he’d used the word dream.


    Oh God…


    And then he braced himself over her and slid into her in the most erotic, intense, delicious way.


    He filled her gently, stretching her, making her nerve endings sing, everything in her clamping down and shouting mine.


    She gasped, wrapping her legs around his waist, her hands on his shoulders, hanging on.


    “Holy…yes…Emily…good.” Will was panting, simple words only as he went deep and then paused.


    She had to agree. Holy, yes and good all seemed quite appropriate.


    Then he pulled out, slowly and steadily, and she realized good wasn’t good enough.


    Will kept the rhythm deliberately easy. It was like he was absorbing the moment, drawing it out, lingering over every inch, every breath.


    The decadence of the night air and the muted sounds of New Orleans and the silk sheets seemed to combine with the indulgence of leisurely love making. In that moment, the only pace could be slow and easy. Emily’s body greedily accepted Will’s weight and girth and heat and touch. Her skin seemed more sensitive, her senses were acutely tuned in to Will and this room and this night only. She didn’t recall a moment of doubt or hesitation. She didn’t remember anything about the evening leading up to this. She had no idea what would come next—nothing mattered but those minutes, long and sensual and delicious, with Will.


    The taste of his skin when she kissed his shoulder, the feel of his heavy hand on her hip, the feel of the light hair on his chest brushing her nipples, the sound of his ragged breathing as he loved her…that was all she knew right then.


    “God, I could love you all night,” he said against her ear.


    The roughness of his voice seemed to drag over her skin, making her even wetter around him.


    “This is…so…good,” she told him breathlessly.


    It was so different. So much…more. It was as if the pleasure and satisfaction came from every single stroke, touch, whisper, rather than the strokes and touches being about getting to the satisfaction. Like this was the culmination rather than the build toward the climax.


    “I’m inside of you, touching you as deeply as I can, and I’m still hungry for more,” he rasped against her neck. “I can’t get close enough, deep enough.”


    She knew what he meant. And it was scary.


    Even in the midst of sex, it wasn’t enough? That wasn’t something that happened all the time. There was no way anyone would ever get out of bed and be a productive member of society if this happened with every person.


    As he continued to move, Emily felt her body wrapping itself around him. As if they could get any closer. Still, it felt as if she was taking more of him, all of him. And she could suddenly imagine making love in front of her fireplace at Christmas. Her making breakfast and then ending up on his lap at the kitchen table, having a quickie before work. Him coming home from a run and her slipping into the shower with him.


    Her body responded to those images by tightening around him. “God, Will. Yes. I love you so much.”


    He groaned and picked up the pace.


    Zinging sensations bounced from her scalp to the bottom of her feet with the increased friction. Everything seemed to shoot to her core, building and building where she and Will were joined. Finally, her body pulled him deep and she came around him, her muscles milking him, her fingers digging into his back, her nails marking the skin.


    He groaned her name, pumped deep and hard again and again until he came with a loud shout of yes!


    He barely moved off her as he collapsed onto the mattress, just enough to the side to avoid squashing her. But his hand stayed on her hip and one big leg stayed wedged between her knees.


    He breathed hard for several minutes without a word and Emily felt her eyelids growing heavy. She closed her eyes, feeling her own breathing and heart rate slowing gradually.


    He stroked his hand up and down her back, lazily caressing her skin, massaging the muscles. She felt his lips move to her shoulder blade and the kisses that he pressed along the curve of her shoulder. He brought her more fully up against him and she snuggled in, lying on her right side, fitting perfectly in the curve of his body.


    Several long minutes passed and Emily felt herself drifting off. She thought maybe Will was falling asleep too, but then he moved his hand over her hip to her thigh, then lower. Her left leg was on top and his hand brushed over the area where her prosthesis met the rest of her leg.


    “You said you’d show me up close.”


    She looked over her shoulder at him. “Now?”


    He nodded.


    They’d been as intimate as two people could be. He’d seen, touched, tasted places no one ever had. And yet this felt even more personal. She was matter-of-fact about her leg, and she’d appreciated that Will seemed to be too. At least about what he knew. But, yes, if they were going to have a relationship, he needed to know more details.


    She rolled to her back and he slid over on the sheets to give her a little space. He kept his hand on her thigh though. She lifted her leg. “This is my dress-up leg,” she said with a smile. He’d seen both. He’d seen her sportier leg when they’d been out and around the Quarter and around the house at home. It was a little lighter and was designed for higher-level activities like running and biking.


    The one she wore tonight looked like a leg. It was flesh colored and ended with a foot that fit into the shoe that matched the one on her right foot. Without careful inspection, it was hard to tell the difference between her legs.


    She reached down and pulled the prosthesis off. It was really that easy. It looked a bit like a mannequin’s leg when she laid it to one side. But Will’s gaze weren’t on that leg. They were on her.


    He rolled in slightly, moving closer to her and rubbing his hand up and down her thigh. His attention was fully on her knee, his expression one of curiosity and maybe even a little awe.


    That made her throat feel tight. He was truly interested in all of this.


    “I wear these layers underneath to cushion and to make the socket fit perfectly,” she explained as she peeled off the linen covering and then the thicker rubber-like sleeve that fit over the end of her leg and protected her skin from being directly against the inside of her prosthesis.


    And then it was just her. Skin, scars and all.


    “Can I touch you?” he asked.


    She knew he meant her leg. And she wondered if there would ever be a time when the answer to the question of Will touching her would be no?


    “Yes.”


    He ran his hand down her thigh and over the end of her leg.


    It didn’t hurt anymore, but she had to do regular massages to keep it from being overly sensitive. She was very fortunate and didn’t have much problem with phantom pain. Will’s touch was new though. It had been years since anyone other than her doctors and the prosthetist she worked with had touched her leg.


    She bit her bottom lip. It didn’t bother her at all to have his hand on her. In fact, it felt…natural. He stroked over the end of her leg a few times, feeling the scars and bumps, studying a part of her that very few people had ever seen.


    Then he slid down the bed to get a closer look.


    He was studying it so intensely she gave a little chuckle. She reached down and ran her hand through his hair. “Hey.”


    He looked up at her. “Amazing.”


    She laughed softly. “It’s bone, muscle and skin.”


    “No, Em,” he said gruffly. “It’s so much more than that.”


    Then he shocked her by leaning in and placing a soft kiss on the biggest scar.


    Her eyes filled with tears as he kissed his way up the rest of her leg, to her hip, her belly, between her breasts and finally on her lips.


    But instead of pursuing anything more physical, he leaned onto his side, pulled her up against him again and settled his hand on her thigh.


    Emily soaked it all in, absorbing the feeling of being up against him, completely stripped down to who she really was underneath everything. She was fully naked, legless, and she’d never felt more desired or loved in her life.


    She sighed deeply and felt warmth and satisfaction seep through her.


    “I love you too, Em,” was the last thing she heard as she let sleep take her under.


    The theme song from Rocky woke Will the next morning. This was nothing new. The ring tone was Tony’s.


    Without opening his eyes, Will fumbled for the phone that was always on the left bedside table. His hand knocked against a lamp and what felt like a clock. But he didn’t have a clock on the left bedside table. What the hell? The phone continued to ring and finally he pried his eyelids open and looked around.


    His phone was in his pants. On the floor. Of Emily’s hotel room.


    Emily.


    Hotel room.


    Pants on the floor.


    Everything came back to him instantly, and he grinned, stretched and reached for the woman beside him. Tony could wait.


    Not that Tony would agree. And not that Will had ever really made him wait before. But these were extenuating circumstances.


    Except that there was no woman beside him. Will rolled to look at the empty pillow next to him.


    Damn.


    Will rolled to the edge of the bed and sat up. She might be in the shower. His heart kicked against his ribcage and he immediately started for the bathroom door. He had no problem sharing water.


    But the shower wasn’t running and the bathroom was dark.


    He’d passed the kitchenette—and the empty, cold coffee pot—on his way to the bathroom. It was easy to ascertain that Emily was not in the room.


    His phone started ringing again and this time he grabbed it. “Yeah.”


    “Can you explain to me why my niece is flying home commercial, in coach, today instead of tomorrow with you on your plane?” Tony demanded.


    No, actually, he couldn’t. But that didn’t sound good. Definitely not the morning-after Will had been expecting.


    He ran his hand through his hair. “I can’t really talk right now, but I promise you, I will handle this.”


    “That’s why I called you,” Tony said. “And for God’s sake, at least get her into first class.”


    Yeah, yeah, Tony had an allergy to commercial flights, especially in coach. He’d developed it right after the one and only time he’d ever done it.


    “I’ll handle it,” Will repeated.


    “Do you have any idea what coach is like?”


    “Everyone knows what coach is like,” Will said. He refrained from mentioning that tens of thousands of travelers survived the experience every day.


    Will started to pull on his pants, balancing the phone between his ear and shoulder. He dropped it twice and finally put Tony on speaker and tossed the phone onto the end of the bed.


    The bed he’d shared with Emily.


    Tony’s niece.


    Tony was going on about something to do with sending his plane and pilot down and asking if Will’s plane okay when Will heard Reese say, “Give me the phone.”


    Will sighed. Emily had called Reese. That’s how they knew she was flying home—without Will.


    Will braced himself. He was about to get chewed out big time and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to work up any regret about the night before. Emily wasn’t here and she was going home early. That wasn’t good. Something crazy was going on in that gorgeous head. But he wasn’t one damned bit sorry about the night before and he would help her figure out whatever it was.


    She’d said she loved him.


    He’d heard it. Plain as day. And it had hit him directly in the heart. It had felt completely right.


    Okay, it had been during sex—during damned good sex—so maybe it wasn’t one hundred percent reliable. Still, it was something. He did not for one second believe had it been anyone else with her last night that she would have said the same thing.


    In fact, he didn’t believe for one second there would have been anyone else last night.


    She might have thought she wanted to get out there and experience lots of different ice creams, but Emily was a favorite-ice-cream-every-night-forever kind of girl. She’d just needed to realize her favorite wasn’t strawberry.


    “Emily said she needed to come home today,” Reese said when she got on the line. “She had to call me because she didn’t know how to book a commercial flight. Can you believe that?”


    He could actually.


    “What else did she say?” He pulled his pants on the rest of the way and shrugged into his shirt.


    “So you’re not with her right now?” Reese asked.


    Will could tell from her tone what she meant. She wanted to know if he and Emily had awakened together. He frowned. “No, not at the moment.” But he would have really liked to have awakened with her. And would like to keep on doing it. Every morning. For the rest of his life.


    “So she’s probably just going to wait for her two p.m. flight at the hotel.”


    It was clear that Reese was trying to give Will information while not letting on to Tony that she suspected something had happened beyond shopping and hurricanes.


    Yeah, Tony probably wasn’t going to like what had happened—or what was going to happen—between Will and Emily. But too bad. He was going to have to get used to it. Will wasn’t going anywhere. Will was staying in Emily’s life.


    Tony would have to deal.


    “She’s not in her room,” Will told Reese. He wasn’t sure he wanted to admit that he didn’t know where Emily was. Reese was much more laidback than Tony, but she and Emily were close. Maybe Reese would be okay with him and Emily as a couple, but he didn’t think she’d be okay with him losing Emily in New Orleans.


    “You know that for sure?” Reese asked.


    “Absolutely sure.”


    So that clued Reese in on his present location. First thing in the morning.


    “But I have a pretty good idea where she is,” he told Reese, the realization coming to him as he searched for his shoes.


    “Okay, well…good luck.”


    Yeah, he might need luck actually. Why had Emily taken off right away this morning? Why was she hightailing it home? Well, one of the things that Will was best at was talking Steeles out of crazy ideas. Whatever it was that had taken Emily out of bed the morning after they’d made love for the first time—the first of many, by the way—was nothing he couldn’t talk her through.


    Will tucked his wallet into his pocket, grabbed the phone from the bed and headed out.


    He texted Gus where he was going and was fortunate to hail a cab a block down from the hotel. The Quarter was walkable for nearly everyone, so cabs were a bit scarce unless you were on Bourbon. It was often easier to cart the drunks home than to have them stumbling around the Quarter and potentially getting lost or into trouble, but most visitors and locals preferred to go on foot.


    “Where to?” the cabbie asked.


    “Café du Monde.”


    It was only a few blocks, but the cab was faster than walking, and the sooner he got there, the sooner he could figure out just what the hell was going on.


    It was Saturday morning, so the crowd at the café was significant. The line of people waiting for a table extended down Decatur nearly a block. Every one of the round wrought-iron tables was surrounded by people and covered with plates and cups, the tabletops and cement underneath dusted with powdered sugar.


    The menu here was simple—beignets and café au lait—chicory coffee with milk. There were a few other drink options—water and milk, for instance—but if you were hungry for something other than fried donuts under mounds of powdered sugar, this was not the place for you.


    There was a live jazz band playing on the corner, their instrument cases open for donations. Conversation, laughter, music and the sounds of a busy restaurant filled the air, along with the delicious aroma that could only be found in the French Quarter.


    Will barely noticed.


    He found Emily immediately. She was sitting on the far side of the patio. She had two beignets in front of her and a cup of coffee. She looked beautiful. And young. And sad.


    That was not okay. Damn. Here he had been feeling like the king of the world last night and now, the woman he’d made love to, that he’d slept next to, that he’d told he loved, was sitting by herself looking sad.


    Well, no.


    He made a bee-line across the patio.


    “Hey!” came a few protests from the line he’d cut in front of.


    He stopped the first waitress, said, “Beignets for everyone in line”, and handed her three hundred dollar bills.


    Her eyes widened as she looked from the money to the line of people, but she nodded.


    He knew how to get his way. He’d hung out with Tony Steele for four years after all. Will continued on toward Emily.


    She didn’t look surprised to see him when he stopped by her table. She did, if he wasn’t mistaken, look a little disappointed though.


    He frowned and scraped the chair across from her away from the table. He sat and leaned in, not caring that his forearms were now covered with sugar.


    “How’d you know I was here?” she asked.


    “Only place in the Quarter that you said you’d love to see but haven’t been yet.”


    She nodded and stirred her spoon around in the cup in front of her.


    “How’d you get down here?” he asked.


    She didn’t lift her gaze from her coffee. “I walked out of the hotel, grabbed the first guy I saw and asked if he’d walk me down here.”


    “That’s not funny.”


    “I took a cab. I’m not an idiot.”


    “You’re just a chicken.”


    That got her to look at him. “Excuse me?”


    “We both knew the morning after might be…interesting. But I didn’t think you’d run.”


    He was trying to be cool. He was leaning on the table and frowning. He knew that but couldn’t seem to stop. But he hadn’t swept her up and kissed her. He hadn’t dropped onto his knees and professed his love. He hadn’t yelled. Yet.


    “I was trying to make it easier on you,” she said.


    “Easier?” He gave a little laugh. “Waking up, planning to kiss my way from one end of you to the other in the bright morning sunlight but finding your side of the bed empty wasn’t easier, Em.”


    She sucked in a little breath and Will counted that as a small victory.


    “But I…”


    “What?” he asked when she trailed off. “You what?”


    “I’m sorry about last night,” she said softly. “I didn’t really want to have to say that out loud to you.”


    A mix of emotions grabbed Will by the throat and he had to swallow hard and cough before he could speak. “Don’t you dare be sorry about last night,” he said gruffly. “Don’t you fucking dare.”


    Her eyes widened slightly. “But…that was so…immature and crazy and God, how can you sit there and not want to shake me and tell me to grow up?”


    Will felt his scowl deepen. “What the hell are you talking about?”


    She looked around as if wanting to be sure no one was listening, then she leaned in. “I told you I love you.”


    “Yes. I remember that quite clearly.”


    She sat back, looking exasperated and embarrassed. “Who says that? Who thinks they can fall for someone in one night? Just because we were having sex, I thought I could blurt that out? I knew that I was pretty pathetic at the relationship thing and at being a mature, sophisticated woman. I knew that casual sex would take some getting used to, but I never thought I would do something like that. And then you felt like you had to say it back and—”


    “Dammit, Em,” Will broke in. “I did not feel like I had to say it back.”


    She looked frustrated now. “You’re my friend. We’ve known each other a long time, and you know the stuff I’ve gone through. Of course you felt like you had to say it. And then let me down easy later.”


    Jesus. Will pushed his hand through his hair and took a deep breath. “Emily,” he said carefully and calmly. “I have never said that to a woman before. And I don’t appreciate you making it sound like it was some kind of pity offering last night.”


    He watched her swallow.


    “I just…I realize that…” She swallowed again and started over. “In the sex shop and in the bars, I was acting bold and sexy and like I knew what I was doing, like it would just be hot and casual, one night. And then I go and say that. And I’m sorry to dump that out there like that. With you, I feel comfortable—that’s the only way I can explain it. With you, I just let it all go and…stuff comes out without me thinking about it.”


    Will worked on being calm and cool. He loved what she was saying when he really thought about it. She let go with him. And that meant she’d been real with him. He swallowed back his first three replies before he was able to say in an even, reasonable tone, “So you felt comfortable asking me to put my hand up your skirt and telling me you loved me, and you think that’s a bad thing somehow.”


    Her cheeks got a little pink at the reminder of his hand up her skirt.


    “Sophisticated, experienced women do not tell every man they sleep with that they love them.”


    “Stop it,” he said shortly, making her eyes widen slightly. “Screw being sophisticated and experienced. You’re you. What you feel is what you feel, Emily. You’re not pathetic and you’re not stupid. If you wanted my hand up your skirt and you love me, then that’s what you want and how you feel. Own that. And for God’s sake, stop fucking apologizing for it.”


    Two of the best things to ever happen to him had been his hand up her skirt and her telling him she loved him. Dammit.


    “You didn’t leave Kansas City thinking that either of those things would happen,” she said.


    No, he hadn’t. But he’d hoped. Maybe not consciously, but none of it had felt strange or like he hadn’t been expecting it.


    “No,” he admitted.


    “And when you came to the sex shop. You said that you realized I would go home and date other men, but you couldn’t pass up your chance to be with me one night.”


    He nodded. He’d said that. He’d felt it strong and sure. If he had any chance at all to be with Emily, he had to take it. “Yes.”


    “Which means you thought it would be one night. The weekend at most. Casual, hot, fun. Not deep and complicated with all kinds of expectations afterward from a girl that you can’t avoid and that you can’t hurt because of all the repercussions that could cause.”


    “Last night was definitely hot and fun, but it was not casual,” Will said through gritted teeth. It had been anything but that. Last night had been…everything anyone should ever want sex to be.


    “Well, I wouldn’t know,” she said, crossing her arms and suddenly looking stubborn. “I’ve never had casual sex.”


    “No, you haven’t,” he agreed. Because last night had not been casual. “You’ve only had sex with men that you were in love with and that loved you.”


    She looked like she was torn between wanting to argue and wanting to cry. She went with arguing. Which was only marginally better in Will’s book.


    “That’s impossible Will. And I’m sorry. I fall in love easily. I always think it’s got to be some big fairy tale. For a long time, I was in love with the idea that I’d met the love of my life at age fourteen and that he’d be my one and only everything. I don’t even know when it stopped being about Chad and started being more about this sweet love story and the stability and family that he represented, and the fear of being without that. There were so many reasons I stayed with him for so long besides real love. And now I’m just projecting all of that on to you.” She ran her finger around the edge of her coffee cup, watching it instead of Will. “I guess I don’t want to be alone or something. You are stable, comfortable. We had this wonderful, sweet, romantic day together and then this hot, passionate night together and my imagination ran away with it.”


    Will took a breath and made himself think about her words. In a way, they made sense. An objective third party might look at their situation, hear their story and think all of the things Emily was saying.


    She had never really been without a boyfriend. She loved the idea of love. She loved the stability. She loved the idea of building a family.


    And Will was a guy she knew, felt comfortable with and had crazy chemistry with.


    Seemed like the notion of her latching on to him with some romantic fantasy that might not be real made some sense.


    But that wasn’t it.


    That couldn’t be it.


    “And you take care of the Steele family,” Emily said after a few moments of quiet between them. “You’re programmed to not just make things okay for us, but to go above and beyond and make things great for us. You couldn’t just come to New Orleans and escort me to a party. You had to make this wonderful, fun and exciting for me.”


    Everything in Will protested that as well. Not because he had a rational argument against it, but just because it didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel true. Maybe if the feelings were one-sided. Maybe if he truly had done this just as a favor or as part of his job and he was feeling nothing more than friendship, or even attraction, for her.


    But there was more there. He couldn’t explain it either. Except to say, “I think I’ve been falling a little bit in love with you ever since I first met you. Every time we’ve talked, every time you’ve smiled, every time we’ve played Call of Duty, every time I’ve made you laugh…and now I’ve kissed you, I’ve touched you and tasted you—you can’t ask me to forget that or to call that anything less than it is.”


    She wasn’t avoiding his eye contact now. She was staring at him, her lips parted.


    “It hasn’t been fast, Em,” he said sincerely. “We’ve been working toward this for four years.”


    She wet her lips. “You really think so?” She actually seemed hopeful.


    Will drank in the sight of her. She had her hair back in a ponytail. She wore no makeup. She was dressed in a simple pink T-shirt and denim capris.


    She could pass for seventeen.


    Dammit.


    Will blew out a breath. It did seem fast, but only because he hadn’t let himself think of her like this for so long. But he did believe that he’d been falling over the course of years.


    She hadn’t though.


    He had to admit that, even as painful as it was.


    She’d been in love with another guy. And even if she’d been more in love with being with the other guy than the guy himself, she still hadn’t let herself have feelings for anyone else. Yes, she and Will had a friendship. Yes, they had chemistry. And Will knew that that combination was very hard to find.


    But Emily didn’t know that.


    She hadn’t been out there, dating, trying to find that combination and failing. In fact, she’d done the opposite of fail. She’d found it twice.


    She had no idea how precious this was, how amazing. She didn’t realize she needed to grab on to it with both hands and never let go.


    He blew out another breath. “I do think so,” he finally said, answering her question. “Which is why I’m going to take you home today and you’re going to start dating.”


    “Well, maybe we could—” She stopped and frowned. “What?”


    “Tony will kill me if I let you fly commercial and there’s no point in me staying if you’re not going to be here.”


    She shook her head. “The part about me dating.”


    Yeah. That part. He forced himself to say the hardest thing he’d ever said in his life. “I think you need to date. You need to go out there and compare what we’ve got to what other options you have. This is amazing. But I need you to know that, for sure, for yourself. I don’t want to convince you of it, I want you to figure it out.”


    “So you want me to date other guys?”


    Hell no, he didn’t want that. But he nodded. “Until you’re sure about what you want.”


    She shifted on her chair. “And what if I just changed my mind about dating around and I just want you?”


    He looked at her carefully. “But you didn’t,” he said, seeing that truth in her eyes. She wanted him, she cared about him, he thought she really was in love with him, but there was a flicker of doubt there, a hesitation that would only go away with experience. No amount of romance or talking could make Emily absolutely, one-hundred percent sure that Will was the one for her.


    He needed her absolutely, one-hundred percent sure.


    He deserved that. He deserved to know that she was as completely in love and as sure of him as he was of her.


    “Will you…” She trailed off and bit her lip.


    “What?”


    “This is another immature, silly teenage-girl thing,” she said.


    “Tell me anyway.”


    “Will you wait for me?” she asked in a rush.


    He felt the corner of his mouth curve into a smile. “I’ve been waiting for you for twenty-eight years, Em.”


    Her eyes softened, and Will knew in that moment that he could have her. He could press forward with, “Be with me”, “I’ll be everything you’ll ever need”, “Make me the happiest man on earth right now”. She was a romantic to the bone. He could press his advantage here.


    But he didn’t.


    Because he loved her. And he needed her to love him. Not love his words or romance or the idea of him like she had with Chad at the end. Just him.


    “This is me shooting you,” he said.


    She shook her head. “What?”


    “Like in Call of Duty when you strayed from the plan. I shot you. Didn’t let you make the wrong decision. Because one wrong decision can negatively affect everyone and everything else.”


    “So dating other guys is the right decision?”


    “It is. It was your plan for good reasons. Those reasons haven’t really changed. You still need to know what it’s like to date, to understand that you have choices, to make sure that the flavor you end up with is the one you want for the rest of your life.”


    She just looked at him for a long moment. Then she nodded. “I did really like strawberry—until I tried something else.”


    He nodded too. The six years between them didn’t matter. Except that it did right now. He’d had his time to taste test lots of flavors. He was ready. He knew what he wanted. But she wasn’t there yet.


    “And you know what you need almost more than that?” he asked. “A chance to be you. To be on your own. To do whatever the hell you want. You don’t need other people making decisions for you. You don’t need guidance. You know what you want. You just haven’t realized it yet. You’ve never just been alone and really wrapped yourself up in being you, just you, and making decisions that are about you and no one else.”


    She didn’t say anything for almost a minute.


    “How long do I need to date other guys?” she finally asked.


    “Until you’re sure.”


    Emily sat quietly for another minute. She nodded. “Okay. But you have to promise that when I say I’m sure, you’ll believe me.”


    “Even if it’s some other guy,” he said honestly. It might kill him, but he’d believe her. “I’ll know you’re sure when you say it.”


    She nodded, took a deep breath and pushed her chair back. “Will you take me home?”


    He did.


    But he held her hand on the way back to the hotel. It might be a long time until he could do that again.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Emily tucked her hair back and fingered the earring dangling from her ear. She wondered for the sixth time if it was appropriate or inappropriate for her to be wearing these earrings. After all, her date for the night had given them to her two Christmases ago.


    The hostess led Chad to the table and he leaned in to kiss her cheek.


    “You look gorgeous¸” he told her.


    She smiled at him as he took the chair next to her rather than across the four-person table. She knew the compliment was sincere.


    “You look good yourself,” she told him. He did. Chad had always dressed well. Their favorite restaurant, Marianna’s, was a dress-code kind of place, and he looked great in the dark gray suit and maroon tie.


    As she watched him settle into his chair, she was struck by a strange sense of nostalgia. She knew this man almost better than she knew herself. His postures and habits and smiles were so familiar to her that for a moment she felt a twinge in her heart. She had missed him. The comfort of being with Chad was tempting, even for a split second now. Things were easy with them. There were no secrets, no guessing, no surprises and, frankly, that was nice.


    She knew he’d order merlot, that his steak would be medium well and that he’d ask for extra sour cream for his potato. She knew what cologne she would smell if she put her nose against his neck. She knew that if they went for coffee afterward, he’d order for her and get it exactly right. Even though she’d been falling in love with another guy and she knew that she and Chad both needed more, she’d missed all of this.


    But it wasn’t that she wanted it with Chad. And it wasn’t just that she wanted the comfort and friendship that she had loved about having a serious long-term relationship. She yearned to know all of those things about Will. She wanted to be that close to him, to know him that well, to know that he knew her that well. Yes, she wanted that comfort, that familiarity, that feeling that the other person was really just another part of her. But she had no temptation to get back together with Chad to have all of that. She also had no desire to keep dating other men with the hopes of finding it with one of them. She only wanted it with Will. Was twenty-two too young to know what she wanted and with who?


    Maybe. But it was as strong as the sexual desire she felt for Will, and that was keeping her up at night.


    The waiter approached with wine and water and they perused the menu for a few minutes.


    To Chad’s credit, he hadn’t asked any questions when she’d called and asked him to dinner tonight. He’d simply said of course. She’d heard he was back in town from a mutual friend and she’d realized that he was exactly the person she needed to talk to.


    It had been three months since New Orleans. She’d been trying her best to go out, to give other guys a chance, to not think about Will constantly.


    But it hadn’t been working.


    Once they’d placed their orders and sipped some wine, Emily decided to jump right in.


    “I need some advice,” she told Chad.


    Chad swallowed and placed his wine glass on the table. He gave her his full attention. “Are you okay?”


    She smiled. His concern was nice. She knew he cared about her. She knew that if she needed something from him, he’d be there for her. “I’m mixed up.”


    “Are you mixed up about me?”


    She’d wondered if he’d wonder about that. She shook her head with a soft smile. “Sorry, no.”


    He smiled in return. “Can’t blame a guy for hoping.”


    That was sweet. But she tipped her head and looked at him closely. She knew this guy. Very, very well. “Were you really hoping for that?”


    He shrugged. “Maybe.”


    “Chad.”


    “Okay, I guess part of me hoped that you missed me, that you were thinking about me, but, no. I, um, met someone.”


    Emily sat up straighter. “I do miss you and think about you. But really? Tell me more.”


    He gave her a sheepish grin. “Her name is Megan. She’s actually a lot like you. Sweet, smart, beautiful. She’s a romantic. She teaches third grade.”


    Emily reached out and took his hand. “I’m happy for you. Honestly. Are you in love with her?”


    Chad shrugged. “Maybe. I love being with her. But we’re still getting to know each other. Maybe I’m falling in love. But we’ve only known each other for about four months.”


    Yeah. Four months was fast to fall in love.


    One day was ridiculous.


    “So this isn’t weird?” Chad asked.


    “No. It’s…” What was it? Hearing that Chad had a relationship with someone else should probably feel strange. Thinking that another woman knew him, saw his moods, was there for his challenges and celebrations, heard his secrets…maybe Emily should feel a twinge of jealousy. Maybe she did, deep down. Chad was a great guy. Megan was lucky.


    But Chad wasn’t Will. So no, she wasn’t jealous.


    “It’s great,” she finally said. “I am happy for you.”


    “Thank you. I’d love for you to meet her sometime actually.”


    Emily thought about that. “I think I’d like that.” Chad had been a huge part of her growing up, of turning into who she was today, and she’d been a part of that for him too. Meeting the woman that had fallen in love with the guy he’d turned out to be felt right for some reason.


    Chad squeezed her hand. “Okay, sometime. But that’s not why you asked me to dinner. So what are you mixed up about?”


    “I’m in love,” she said simply.


    Chad looked surprised for only a blink. Then he gave her a big grin. “That’s great, Em.”


    The waiter arrived with their salads, giving Emily a moment to think. It was great. But she was miserable. Because she wasn’t with the guy. She was going to dinner and watching performances and movies with other people. And she wasn’t playing Call of Duty with anyone.


    “I have to ask you a question.” She pushed her salad away after the waiter left.


    “Anything.”


    “You know me better than anyone. Especially how I approach relationships, how I feel about relationships.”


    Chad nodded and took a forkful of lettuce.


    “Would it surprise you to know that I fell in love with this guy in one day?”


    Chad munched and thought about her question. He didn’t laugh, he didn’t respond with are you kidding. He just chewed and thought about it.


    When he’d swallowed, he said, “No.”


    Emily felt her eyebrows go up. “No? It doesn’t surprise you?” She leaned in. “One day, Chad. We spent the day together, shopping and having lunch and stuff and then that night we slept together and I told him I love him.”


    Chad sprinkled salt and pepper on his salad. “But this is you.”


    She frowned. “You mean, I fall in love easily? Because I’m naïve and want a relationship so much that I make myself think that I’m in love when really it’s just a nice guy who made me laugh and is a great kisser?”


    Chad did laugh then. “No. What are you talking about?”


    “I’m twenty-two. I’ve never really dated. I’m young and silly and really like the idea of being in a relationship, which makes me pathetic and dependent.”


    Chad put his fork down, wiped his mouth with his napkin and turned his chair so he was facing her fully. He took her hand back.


    “That’s crazy.”


    She nodded. “I know. I can’t feel this way about him already. But I can’t stop. It’s been three months and I’m trying to go out and meet other guys but I…just want him.”


    “Emily, I’ve known you for eight years, and you haven’t done one silly thing in all that time.”


    She knew she was squeezing his hand hard, but she couldn’t let go. “I haven’t?”


    “We’ve been goofy together and had fun, but silly? As in doing something because you don’t know any better or because you’re immature? No way.”


    She took a deep breath. “Okay, maybe not silly. But pathetic and dependent.”


    Chad chuckled. “No to either of those.”


    “I’ve always been dependent on you. You and my dad and Tony and Jaden—no one lets me do anything by myself or go anywhere alone. I always wonder what you’re going to think about something before I do it. I wonder about your opinion about everything.”


    “Em, we’ve known each other forever. It’s normal to wonder what the people closest to you will think or feel about things that are important to you. That’s not dependent. And of course I wanted to go everywhere with you. I was madly in love with you. I wanted to be with you all the time. And your family is protective, but they also just love being with you.”


    She took another deep breath. Will had said something similar about people always being around only because they always wanted to be with her.


    Chad gave her an affectionate look. “I was a habit for you, Em. That’s normal after eight years. That doesn’t mean you were dependent.”


    “Okay, then how about the pathetic, need-a-relationship thing?”


    “You’re a romantic,” Chad said, lifting a shoulder. “You love relationships—all kinds. You have so many different kinds even within your family. You and your dad are—you and your dad. He needs your approval as much as you need his, I think. You protect him as much as he protects you. You and Tony are like a brother and sister. You and Jaden are more girlfriends than step-mom and daughter. You and Reese are two peas in a pod.” Chad lifted a hand and ran it over her hair in a familiar, sweet gesture. The look in his eye was one of love. Not passionate, romantic love, but the kind of love born of eight years of experiences together and heart-to-heart talks and being best friends. “You, my dear, take relationships seriously. Maybe you’re young, but you’ve been through stuff that showed you the importance of love and relationships early on. Maybe most people don’t learn that until later in life, but they learn it. You just get to enjoy having your stuff together longer.”


    Emily took a deep breath. For the first time in three months, she felt the knot of emotions in her gut loosen.


    “Well, since it’s natural for me to want your opinion, do you really think I can feel this sure about him and what I want in just one day?”


    “Of course,” he said. “You are the most decisive person I know.”


    “I am?” She did not feel like she was decisive. The past three months had consisted of her questioning everything and not being content with anything.


    Chad smiled. “I’ve been dating since we broke up. I’ve met a lot of women. And I’ve thought of you every time I’ve taken someone to dinner. It takes them forever to decide what to order, at least compared to you. You take one look, pick something and that’s it. You never change your mind. You never second-guess your choice.”


    She sighed. Emotions were swirling through her. Chad was telling her some of what she wanted to hear, but she wasn’t quite sure she could trust it fully. “That’s food. That’s not exactly the same thing.”


    “It’s an example,” Chad said. “It applies to everything. You never went back and forth over what to wear, ever, and you always looked amazing. You knew exactly what you wanted to do in college and with your career. You chose your new car in ten minutes. You make decisions about everything from where you want to vacation to which grants you’re going to approve for the foundation. You’re decisive and…right.”


    Emily went over all of that in her mind. She couldn’t remember a time that she’d waffled about something. Except relationships.


    “Relationships are different than shoes and vacations.”


    “But you’re the same way there. You didn’t have to think about it when I asked you to go out with me the first time, when we first slept together or when I asked you to marry me. You knew your answer within seconds every time.”


    He wasn’t wrong. She stared at him. She’d said yes to going out with him, she’d said no to sleeping with him the first time and then yes the second time, and no to the proposal. She hadn’t thought long about any of those questions, and after she’d given her answer, she hadn’t doubted it. She’d had moments of doubt about what she would do instead of marry Chad. But she hadn’t doubted her decision not to. “I don’t feel that confident, but I guess you’re right.”


    “It’s that magical combination of Steele ego and Steele guts,” Chad said with a smile.


    Ego and guts. Huh. She knew exactly what he was talking about as it applied to her father and uncle. Did she have that?


    “What makes you think you’re in love with this guy?” Chad asked.


    Emily let go of his hands and reached for her water. What made her think she was in love with Will? She just was. Like she knew her middle name and that Sunday came before Monday. It just was.


    “I feel it,” she said. “It just feels right.”


    Chad nodded. “I think you should trust that.”


    “My gut?”


    “It works wonders for your dad and uncle and—” he gave her a grin, “—you were never wrong in any of our disagreements.”


    She laughed lightly. “We hardly had any disagreements.”


    He nodded. “It was rare that we fought or argued, but the few times we did, it always turned out that you were right.”


    She rolled her eyes. “That can’t be true.”


    Chad shrugged and took another bite of lettuce. “It is. You don’t get worked up easily. You’re pretty even keel. But if you do get riled, it’s about something important and you always know exactly how you feel.”


    She swallowed and reached for her wine instead of her water. Was this helping? Maybe. It was nice to know that her gut feeling about Will might be right.


    “You seem riled up about this guy,” Chad commented as the waiter arrived with their entrees.


    “I am,” she agreed. “Because it’s so fast. And he agrees. He wants me to be sure.”


    “Who is he?”


    “Will.”


    Chad coughed around his bite of food. He reached for his water and swallowed. “Will Weston?”


    “Yes.” She frowned.


    Chad took another bite and began nodding as he chewed. “That doesn’t surprise me.”


    “Is that why you almost took that bite of steak down the wrong pipe?” she asked.


    “Yes, but as I think about it, Will and you make sense.”


    “Do we?” She liked the sound of that. And Chad knew her. If anyone could pick out a guy that would be good for her, it would be Chad.


    “Will’s a great guy,” Chad said. “And you’ve known him a long time.” He frowned. “I thought you said this was fast. You’ve known Will for years.”


    “Not like that,” Emily said. “I never looked at him like that when we were together.”


    Chad nodded. “That probably made it even better. No pressure as you were getting to know each other. You could just know each other as you were without the politics of dating—trying to impress each other or letting sexual tension distract you.”


    That sounded…rational.


    Will had said he thought he’d been falling for her for four years. Was it possible she’d been doing the same without knowing it? Even without meaning to?


    “You don’t think this is all crazy then?” Emily asked Chad.


    “Em,” Chad said, meeting her gaze directly. “You know who you are and what you want. If you want Will, then you want him. Make the decision and trust yourself.”


    “Get some ego and guts?” she asked, smiling and feeling a hint of optimism for the first time in weeks.


    “You’ve got both,” Chad said. “You just need to show them to Will. Heck, if he’s going to be with you, now’s as good a time as any for him to get used to you being right.”


    That hint of positivity expanded and she felt warmth and happiness spread through her.


    She did know what she wanted. She did make good decisions.


    Will was right to say that she didn’t have a lot of experience, but she didn’t need it.


    “I do seem to have excellent taste in men,” she said to Chad.


    He smiled. “You’re totally the type to fall in love like this,” he said. “Decisively, without a lot of messing around, trusting what you know and feel, knowing that you’re smart and sure of yourself. Some girls need to try on a lot of shoes or hem and haw about the menu, but you know what you want. Just go get it.”


    She nodded. “Thanks, Chad.”


    “For the pep talk or the dinner?”


    She laughed. “I’m paying for dinner. But thank you for your friendship. Those eight years were wonderful.”


    He grinned. “They were. I wouldn’t trade them for anything.”


    “Me either.” And she knew that was true, that being with Chad for those eight years in her life had been the right decision. Just like not accepting his marriage proposal had been the right decision.


    She had no regrets.


    Three months.


    Three fucking months.


    Those were the same thoughts that had gone through Will’s head every time he passed the photographs of Emily in the hallway between the family living area and Tony’s office. For three fucking months.


    He’d wanted her to go out, try new things, be sure. But he’d kind of thought maybe she’d be sure sooner than this.


    He wasn’t in a great mood to start with—a state that had started, not coincidentally, three months ago—but now he was on his way back to Tony’s office at eight p.m.


    It wasn’t unheard of for Tony to need him at strange hours, of course. But Will’s perpetual bad mood and inability to sleep well made the requests far more irritating than they ever had been before.


    The door to Tony’s office wasn’t latched, and Will pushed the door open and strode in. “What’s up?”


    He came up short when he realized that Tony wasn’t alone.


    Adam Steele sat across from his brother in one of the leather chairs that faced Tony’s desk.


    “Mr. Steele,” Will greeted. He looked at Tony. “Is everything okay?”


    “Adam wanted to talk to you about something,” Tony said with a small, unconcerned shrug. He had his feet up on the desk, his suit jacket hung over the back of his chair.


    Well, that meant it couldn’t be anything too serious. Or about Emily.


    “It’s come to my attention that you’re in love with my daughter,” Adam said.


    Or it could be all about Emily. And, considering this was Emily’s very protective, intimidating father, it was serious.


    Will drew himself up to his full height and met Adam’s gaze. There was really only one way to respond to that statement. “Yes, sir, I am.”


    Tony’s feet dropped to the floor with a thud and his chair squeaked as he shifted in it quickly. “What?”


    Adam nodded. “Jaden told me.”


    Tony turned huge eyes on Will. “What?”


    Will nodded too. “I’m in love with Emily.”


    Tony looked back to Adam. “What?”


    Adam shook his head and focused on Will. “Typically, that wouldn’t concern me,” he said. “I’m sure there are any number of men in love with my daughter. From afar.”


    Will couldn’t argue with that. And he understood that Will being right here, all the time, could concern her father if he didn’t approve.


    But Adam was just going to have to approve. Will would make sure Adam approved. Those other men were just wanna-bes. He was the man for Emily.


    “However, it has also come to my attention that she is in love with you as well.”


    Relief washed over him and Will felt himself grin. Emily was in love with him. He knew that but she was clearly telling someone, which meant she knew it too.


    Tony’s hand slapped the top of his desk. “What?”


    “And her being in love with me concerns you?” Will asked.


    Adam pushed to his feet and faced Will, feet apart, arms crossed. “What would your response be if I said yes?”


    Will pulled in a breath through his nose and formulated his words carefully. “I would say that I was sorry to hear that but that it doesn’t change anything.”


    Adam regarded Will through narrowed eyes, arms still crossed, completely imposing.


    Will didn’t blink.


    “Your job has always been to make sure the Steele family’s best interests are protected and their needs are met.”


    “You can expect the same, even more so, with me in Emily’s life,” said Will.


    Damn, Adam Steele could be daunting.


    “What if our interests and needs are in opposition? If you are in a relationship with my daughter, you may tend to comply with her wishes even if they are at odds with Tony’s or mine,” Adam said. “As she grows in the business and has investments or interests of her own, she could even become a competitor of ours in some ways.”


    Will didn’t smile, though he wanted to. Yes, it was true that Emily could invest or develop interests in business endeavors that competed with one or more of her father’s or uncle’s, but they all had so damned many various investments, it wouldn’t matter much. And even if it did, no one would be prouder or more pleased by Emily’s success than these two men.


    Except maybe Will.


    Emily was an intelligent woman with a big heart. She would take that with her into her business practices and he had no doubt she would be wildly successful.


    He knew Adam and Tony knew all of that too.


    Will nodded. “That is very likely,” he said honestly. “I won’t be objective when it comes to Emily. I may not always agree with her, but I will always support her.” He looked at Tony. “I understand if that changes our working arrangement.”


    Tony stared at him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


    “If Emily does something—professionally or personally—that you don’t like, I will support her, whether I agree with her completely or not. That could make things difficult between us.”


    Tony leaned his arms on his desk and frowned at Will. “Can I still call you at three a.m.?”


    “Yes.”


    “Will you still tell me when I’m being a dumbass and give me a better way to do something than what I think up on my own?”


    “Yes.”


    “Will you still be my friend?”


    Will nodded and swallowed hard. “Yes.”


    “Then there’s not going to be anything difficult about this,” Tony said.


    Will gave Tony another nod. If he’d had to choose between the Steeles, he’d choose Emily. If he didn’t have to choose between the Steeles, life was good.


    He turned back to Adam. “Your daughter is amazing and I’m behind her one hundred percent, whether we are romantically involved or not. But I really hope to be romantically involved.”


    Adam’s posture changed. Only slightly. But instead of crossed arms, he put his hands in his pockets.


    Will relaxed. Slightly.


    “Then my only remaining concern is that she is going out on a lot of dates with other men,” said Adam.


    Will wasn’t so crazy about that either. Sure, it had been his idea, but he didn’t want to know the details. Reese insisted on telling him anyway. It was like she was trying to torture him on purpose.


    He and Emily had been mostly avoiding each other. Because it was easier. There was an unspoken agreement between them. They had run into each other four times. Exactly four. And each time it had been clear that they both wanted so much more than a simple greeting and smile.


    But that’s what they had to do right now. So avoiding seeing one another really was easier.


    Emily had mostly stayed away. Her work, even with the foundation, didn’t require her to be in the house or Tony’s office every day and certainly not all day. She was there much of the time because she liked being there and seeing Reese and Tony. And maybe even Will.


    But she could be productive from her home office, and Will had been grateful that she’d kept most of her hours there.


    This was killing him.


    He had to let her do this her way. She had to figure this out for herself.


    But he wanted her more with every day.


    “She is seeing other men,” Will said, “because we don’t want to rush into anything. Considering her big break up with Chad and the fact that she’s so young, I thought it would be best if we take some time so she has a chance to…see what she really wants.”


    Adam was looking at him with exasperation now.


    “I want my daughter with a man who knows what he really wants and who’s willing to go get it.”


    “I want Emily to have what she wants.”


    “Well, this isn’t it,” Adam said shortly. “She’s unhappy, Will.”


    “Good.” Will realized he said that before thinking. “No, I don’t mean that it’s good she’s unhappy. I’m just glad that…no, I’m not glad. I want her to be happy. I just—”


    “Will,” Adam interrupted Will’s rambling and stumbling with just one word.


    “Yes.”


    “Will you make her happy?”


    He pulled in a long breath and nodded. “Yes.”


    “Then let’s stop this. No more going out with other guys. No more frustration or moping around. I want her happy. Now.”


    Will stared at Adam. Was Adam Steele ordering Will to date his daughter?


    “Wait,” Tony interrupted again. “If Will and Emily are in love, why is she out to dinner with Chad right now?”


    Cold swept over Will, chilling him head to toe. He turned slowly to face Tony. “What?” he demanded.


    Tony rose from his chair. “She’s out to dinner with Chad.”


    “Where?” Will asked, starting for the door.


    “Marianna’s. On sixth,” Tony said.


    Awesome. A fancy, candlelight-type place.


    Will was all for Emily dating. Well, he wasn’t all for it, but it was part of the process, part of what they were going through. For her to try new flavors.


    Chad Owens was an old flavor. A flavor she was over. He’d had his chance.


    She could have dinner with anyone on the planet but Chad Owens.


    “You’re going to get her?” Adam asked.


    Will looked back. “Yes, sir.”


    Adam pointed at Will with one finger. “Happy. Now.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Happy was just one of the things Emily was going to be.


    Taken was another.


    She was about to be very, very taken.


    It took forever to get to Marianna’s. It didn’t help that Will drove past it twice. It was a tiny, exclusive place tucked in along a quiet street. The sidewalk that led to the front door was bordered by flowering bushes and softly lit lanterns. It was definitely a place you had to know in order to find it.


    Will finally pulled up across the street. They also had valet parking right in front and no easily accessible parking area. Dammit. He was going to storm into that restaurant, sweep Emily up, carry her out and take off with her.


    He was going to make this big romantic grand gesture, dammit.


    Somehow.


    He was a lot bigger than she was, but carrying her the three blocks to the parking garage might be a bit much, and standing outside waiting for the valet to bring the car back to him would definitely take away some of the impact.


    He looked around. He was parked illegally. That would, of course, be a problem if a cop came by. Or someone from the restaurant called. But he could outrageously tip the valets. That would buy him some time.


    He shut the car off and got out. He pulled his money from his pocket and eyed the valets, trying to decide if they would be accomplices for one hundred or if he’d have to go to two. He only intended to be inside for a couple of minutes.


    Before he even hit the curb, the door to the restaurant opened and Emily and Chad stepped out.


    Chad was holding the door for her, his other hand on her lower back. They were laughing together, obviously comfortable and having a great time.


    Too damned bad.


    Will jammed the money back into his pocket and stormed toward them.


    Emily saw him first. “Will?”


    He stopped in front of her, cupped her face in both hands and kissed her.


    He hadn’t touched her, certainly not with his lips, in three months. He was starving for her. He kissed her deeply, tipping her head so their mouths melded together perfectly, immediately stroking his tongue against hers possessively. He felt her go up on tiptoe and clutch at the front of his shirt, arching closer.


    Damn right. Everything male in him roared to life. She was his and there would be no other men in her life from this moment on.


    He tore his mouth from hers, bent and swept her up into his arms, turning immediately for his car.


    He caught a glimpse of Owens as he turned. Chad was grinning at them.


    Huh.


    “Goodnight!” Emily called to Chad, wrapping her arms around Will’s neck.


    “’Night,” came Chad’s reply.


    He didn’t protest Will carrying her away, didn’t come after them, nothing.


    Idiot.


    Will deposited Emily in the passenger seat of his car, rounded the front bumper, got in and started the engine. He pulled away with a mostly unintentional and completely juvenile squeal of the tires.


    He didn’t know what to say or do exactly. He’d been so focused on getting to her and getting her away from Chad that he hadn’t thought beyond that. Now that he’d kissed her again, thought was pretty difficult anyway. His blood was rushing, his need for her—in every way—pounding through him.


    Emily pulled her phone from her purse, pressed a button and lifted it to her ear.


    “Hey, Stan, I won’t be needing a ride home after all. Have a good night.”


    Stan was Adam’s main driver. He must have brought Emily to meet Chad.


    She put her phone back in her purse and turned on her seat. “You need to pull over,” she told him.


    He glanced at her, but she said nothing else. Did she want to yell at him for showing up like this when it had been his idea for to go out with other men? Did she want to tell him that she and Chad had reconciled? His heart was thumping as if he’d run a mile. He saw a driveway for an office building and pulled in. It was an insurance office and, obviously, closed for the night. He parked on the far side, away from the street lights.


    Emily reached over and shut off the ignition. Then without a word, she climbed into Will’s lap, straddled his thighs and took his face in her hands like he had with hers.


    “Make love to me,” she whispered. “I need you so much.”


    Her lips met his and Will groaned. He should take her home to a bed. Or at least to a hotel. He probably should resist this…for some reason. But hell if he could come up with a good one. Not to mention a shred of willpower. The woman he loved was in his lap, kissing him, asking him to love her.


    No way in hell was he going anywhere.


    He ran his hands up underneath her skirt. He loved that she loved skirts. His hand ran over the side of her knee where her prosthesis and knee met. He swept over it again, so thankful that this beautiful creature had the strength and confidence that she did. Later, when he had her naked and had lots more room and he was kissing her head to toe, he was going to spend a lot of time there. He wanted to know everything about how her leg worked and everything she’d been through.


    But his hands continued up the outside of her thighs and he encountered the warm silk of the panties she wore under her skirt and his thoughts fled. He was going on pure instinct now—the instinct to please and possess his woman.


    “Unbutton for me,” he told her gruffly against her lips.


    She wore a silky shimmery blouse that had five buttons that ran from the scooped neck to just below her breasts.


    She sat back and did so, loosening the buttons as he slipped his hands beneath the tiny scrap of silk that kept him from being skin on skin with her.


    He cupped her ass as she revealed the lacy black bra she wore. With the buttons undone, the blouse gaped nicely, slipping off one shoulder.


    “Pull that side down,” he told her.


    She knew he was talking about her bra. She slid the strap from her shoulder and the cup fell away from her perfect breast and the hard nipple that made his mouth water.


    She was exquisite. At another time, he might have thought that taking her in the front seat of his car was far less than she deserved, but the truth was he loved her. No one would ever appreciate her or want her or pleasure her the way he would. It didn’t matter where they were, what they were doing, Emily would always know that he loved her and wanted her and would do anything for her. It wasn’t about the setting. It was about the emotions between them.


    Besides, they were going to make love together for the next eighty years. This wasn’t going to be the last time in a car. And they’d have plenty of times in bed. And against the wall, on the table, in the shower…


    “Unzip me,” he told her gruffly.


    He wasn’t being poetic, that was for sure. But when he slipped his hand forward and his middle finger encountered her hot, wet center, it didn’t seem that she minded a bit.


    She shifted, lifting her weight up off his lap so she could get to his zipper and Will took advantage of the extra space by sliding his hand under her, cupping her heat and slipping two fingers into her.


    She gasped and her head fell back.


    He watched her lips part and her chest lift with a huge breath. Her hands stalled at his fly.


    “I can move my hand and undo my own zipper or you can do it, babe,” he said, stroking in and out of the delicious tightness he was craving with every inch of his body.


    He leaned in and put his lips around her nipple, sucking and then biting gently.


    “Do. Not. Stop,” she commanded him as her fingers went back to work with renewed speed and dexterity.


    Even as she unsnapped and unzipped him, she moved her hips, pressing against his hand, riding his fingers, and Will didn’t think he’d ever seen or felt something so gorgeous in his life.


    The pressure and pulling on the material over his erection had him beyond ready to go by the time he was finally freed from the denim and cotton. She wrapped her hand around him, squeezing gently, and that was all he could take.


    They had a lifetime for romance. Years for slow and sweet.


    He needed her now.


    “Condom. Pocket.”


    She guessed the right pocket on the first try, thankfully. She was still rolling it down his length as he brought her forward. There was only a heartbeat between her moving her hand and him thrusting upward, sliding into her perfectly.


    They groaned together as he filled her. His girth stretched her, the friction sending heat and want deep into his gut. Her tightness hugged him and pulled on him, like she needed him and would never let go. And just like the first time they’d been together, even in the midst of having all of her, he was still hungry for more.


    “Want this forever,” he told her, thrusting up deep.


    “Yes, yes, Will, forever,” she said in little pants.


    Forever.


    One single word. But it was everything.


    She moved up and down on him, increasing her pace, and Will felt like she was drawing him into her, physically and spiritually. It was crazy. He’d been with women before, been serious with a couple, but never had he felt anything he would have labeled spiritual.


    With Emily, it felt like the only appropriate word.


    He’d gone to the restaurant after her, but now he felt very much like she was coming after him. She was possessing him. She was loving him.


    He leaned back, watching her take him over and over. Her hair fell around her face, her exposed breast bounced as she moved. He wrapped his hands around her hips and could feel every time her butt muscles clenched and relaxed as she moved.


    There were so many ways he could love her. Things he could say—dirty and sweet. Things he could show her.


    But right now, tonight, like this, he let her take over.


    “I love you so much.” She braced her hand on his chest and met his gaze. “So, so much.”


    He squeezed her hips. “I know, babe.”


    “No more other guys. No more dating. I’m done. I’m yours.”


    “Damn right, you are. Always.”


    His words ignited something in her, because she moved faster yet, and he felt her inner muscles clamping down.


    “Will.”


    “I’m right here.”


    Her climax came on quickly, her muscles clutching him, milking him, and he followed her right into bliss.


    Sex in a car. Dang. She’d been missing out.


    Emily kissed the side of Will’s neck, slid back into her seat and pulled her panties into place and buttoned her blouse.


    Will cleaned up as well. When she thought he was going to start the car, he reached over, curled his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her close and kissed her.


    Really kissed her. As if they hadn’t just had sex. As if she hadn’t just crawled all over him.


    “Wow,” she said when he finally released her.


    “I can’t get enough of you,” he confessed.


    “Good.”


    He finally put the car into drive and turned toward her house. Then he took her hand.


    He had a thing about holding her hand. She loved that.


    Emily leaned her head back against the seat and sighed. She couldn’t remember feeling more content than she did at that moment.


    She closed her eyes and just soaked it all in. And went over her plan for tomorrow night.


    She hadn’t expected to see—and more—Will tonight, but that didn’t change her plans.


    “I’m hoping that you can come to dinner tomorrow night,” she said, rolling her head to look at him. “I have something I’d like to discuss with everyone.”


    “Everyone?”


    “Dad, Jaden, Tony, Reese and you.”


    Emily could tell that Will gripped the steering wheel tighter at that.


    “I should probably tell you that your dad knows about us,” he said.


    She wasn’t surprised. Her father was very intuitive.


    And Emily had told Reese. Who she’d known would tell Jaden and so on.


    “How do you know? Did he say something to you?” Of course he had. It was Adam Steele.


    “Yes. He said he wanted me to make you happy, right now.”


    For some reason, that choked her up. She sat up and cleared her throat. “So are you going to?”


    Will was quiet for a long moment. Too long. Like for the whole rest of the drive to her house.


    They finally pulled into her driveway and he stopped in the circular drive in front of the door.


    He shifted into park and turned toward her, resting his elbow on top of the steering wheel. “I am,” he said in answer to her question from nearly twenty minutes before. His gaze and tone were direct. “No more other guys, Em. No more dating anyone but me.”


    She leaned onto the arm rest between them. “I’m completely fine with that.”


    “But,” he added.


    She sighed. There was a but.


    “I’m going to propose.”


    She stared at him. She tried to swallow. She licked her lips and opened her mouth to reply. But she had no idea what to say.


    Her heart thumped. Yes, with excitement. She started to smile, but she couldn’t make her lips curl. Her heart thumped again and it almost hurt. Her chest tightened and she had a little trouble breathing. Then a lot of trouble breathing.


    Propose.


    Marriage.


    “Why?” she managed. But it sounded like she was choking.


    Will noticed. His jaw tightened. “Because I respect your family. Because you’re not a girl to mess around with. And most of all, because I love you and want to be with you forever.”


    Emily felt tears sting her eyes and she knew she was having a panic attack.


    What she didn’t know was why.


    Dammit.


    She loved him. She did. Definitely. She knew he was the one she wanted, the only one she’d ever want.


    But…marriage. That was so big. Everything had been fine with Chad until he’d mentioned that very thing. Then suddenly all the other ice-cream flavors had sounded good.


    Damn.


    Maybe falling in love easily wasn’t her biggest problem. Maybe it was that she was allergic to marriage.


    Or maybe she was crazy.


    “Can’t we take our time?” she asked. “It’s not that I don’t want to get married.” Though her heart thumped again when she said the word. “I just…”


    Will didn’t look happy. In fact, he looked frustrated and hurt. “Well, Em, here’s the thing. I am going to propose. I guess how you answer me is up to you.”


    The air left her lungs in a huge whoosh. He was going to propose and make her answer. Was there any way she could possibly say no?


    But could she say yes?


    “Let’s just go a little slower.” She knew she sounded pleading.


    Will looked out the windshield, again gripping the steering wheel tightly. They sat silently for several minutes.


    Finally, he said, “I’ve realized something in the past three months.” He looked over at her again. “And tonight, knowing you were with Chad, the guy that almost stole you forever, made me sure of it beyond a doubt. I want you. No matter what. So I’m going to propose. Then it’s all up to you.”


    Emily looked into his eyes and swallowed hard.


    She’d told him she was his forever. She would never be able to say no.


    She’d said no to Chad. She hadn’t thought about it much before saying it, and while she’d thought about it after, it hadn’t exactly been with regret. She’d had moments of doubt, but she never felt deep in her gut that she’d made a mistake.


    Even before Will asked her, she knew she would never be able to say no. He was a regret she could never live with.


    But that didn’t mean she was embracing the idea. It didn’t mean that the idea made her giddy with joy.


    And that was what she wanted to feel when she got engaged.


    She swallowed again, willing herself not to cry.


    Why couldn’t this be easy? Why couldn’t she make up her mind? Why didn’t she want this?


    “Come to dinner tomorrow night,” she finally said.


    He looked like he wanted to say something else. Or do something else. But then he ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “I’ll be here.”


    And something inside her loosened at the sight of his hand in his hair. That gesture. That same thing he always did when he was frustrated or confused or thinking. But he was always there. No matter how annoying the Steeles got, no matter how exasperated Will got, he was always there.


    Emily reached for the door handle, hesitated, turned back and kissed him before getting out.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Once inside, Emily slumped against the door and breathed.


    Will was going to propose. And she was going to say yes.


    She let those two thoughts roll around in her head for a while.


    What was her problem?


    She’d been with Chad for eight years. He’d been comfortable. Familiar. Her best friend. And when he’d talked about getting engaged, her heart had thumped. But not with excitement. It had been with the realization that she’d just run out of time—to be herself, to meet new people to try new things.


    With Will, it wasn’t exactly excitement either. Which sucked. It wasn’t about running out of time though. It actually felt…a lot like it had when she’d been afraid she wasn’t ready for him sexually, when she’d thought she might be getting in over her head. It wasn’t fear, but it was definitely nervousness.


    She straightened and started for the kitchen rather than her bedroom. There was no way she could sleep now. Her dad, Jaden and her little sister, Lil, were all asleep and would never hear her heels clicking across the marble foyer, but she still stepped carefully and quietly.


    As she drew closer to the kitchen door, she noticed a light on. Not the usual nightlight in the outlet by the door, but the light over the sink. It wasn’t enough to banish all of the shadows from the room, but it made it possible to heat cocoa on the stove.


    Something her dad did whenever he was up late.


    “Hi,” she said softly from the doorway.


    Adam turned in his chair with a smile. “Hi.”


    “Everything okay?” she asked.


    “Yeah, just thinking.” He motioned her into the room. “Come on in.”


    “You have cocoa?”


    “Of course.”


    She smiled, feeling some of her tension melt away and kicked her heels off. With the straps hanging from her fingers, she helped herself to the cocoa from the pan on the stove and joined him at the table.


    “What are you thinking about?” she asked once she was settled.


    The cocoa had already cooled enough that she could drink it right away. She swallowed with a happy sigh.


    Her dad might be a billionaire, but the guy sure knew how to make hot chocolate.


    “You.”


    She wasn’t surprised. “And Will?” she asked.


    Adam nodded and leaned back in his chair, his hand wrapped around his cup. “He found you and Chad.”


    “He did.” She cradled her cup between her hands and stared at the creamy-brown liquid. The warmth from the ceramic, the sweet smell of chocolate and her dad’s presence all surrounded her and she took another deep breath.


    “Was that a good thing?” Adam asked.


    She swallowed and nodded. It was. She’d been thrilled to see him. His possessive display in picking her up and carrying her off had made her feel cared for, wanted, loved. It wasn’t very liberated, she knew, but stirring a man’s passions was a powerful feeling. And everything after that had only strengthened those feelings. She loved knowing that he was hers. That his heart and body belonged to her.


    So why did the idea of him proposing to her make her panic?


    “I’m in love with him, Dad,” she said.


    Adam was watching her carefully. His posture indicated he was relaxed, but she knew him. He wasn’t missing a detail about her expression, her body language or her tone of voice.


    “He’s in love with you too.”


    She nodded. “Yes.”


    “He also told me that he was going to make you happy,” Adam said. “You don’t seem happy.”


    She gave a light laugh. “I’m confused. And that frustrates me. Chad and I had this wonderful conversation, and he helped me see that I’m decisive and I have the Steele ego and guts. I don’t second-guess myself. I know what I want.”


    Adam nodded to all of that. “Sounds about right.”


    “And I know I want Will. I love him. I have no doubts about that at all.”


    “But?”


    She lifted her gaze and met her dad’s eyes. “When he said he was going to propose to me, I panicked. I got all jumbled up. I stuttered and stammered. What is that? Why did I do that?”


    Adam shifted and leaned in. “Do you really want me to tell you?”


    Well, he definitely didn’t seem surprised that Will had mentioned proposing.


    “Do you know?” she asked, hopeful.


    “I do.”


    “Then yes. Oh my God, I feel like I’m going crazy.”


    “It’s because Will handles Tony even better than you do.”


    She waited for him to go on, but he gave her a smug smile and lifted his cup.


    “I don’t know what that means.”


    Adam swallowed. “Yes, you do.”


    “Dad.”


    Adam relented. “It means that you’re used to the men around you thinking that you’re amazing and brilliant and sweet and kind and brave and smart. Chad thought all of those things. I’ve thought those things for twenty-two years. Tony believes every bit of that.”


    “And you’re saying I’m not those things?” she asked, shocked.


    “I’m saying that you’re not just those things, and Will knows it. Just like Tony isn’t just eccentric or laidback or a goofball. Will sees beneath all of that.”


    She thought about that. Will had shot her in Call of Duty.


    “But that’s good, isn’t it?” she asked. “That Will sees everything about me?”


    Because her dad was right. Will thought she was awesome, but he didn’t think she was perfect.


    “It is. But that also scares you. Because Will won’t be afraid to push back or to boss you around once in a while. He comes across laidback, behind the scenes, the planner, the organizer, the guy who cleans stuff up. But we both know that he runs Tony’s show.”


    “And you think he’s going to want to run my show?”


    “Yes,” Adam said simply. “And you’ve never had anyone do that before.”


    “Jaden,” Emily said. “Jaden came here to rehab me and she totally ran the show.”


    Adam laughed at that. “She might have been running my show, but I’m not so sure about yours.”


    Emily gaped at him. “I started walking again because of Jaden.”


    “She made you want to,” Adam agreed. “She made you feel emotionally safe to do it. But you didn’t take one step before you wanted to.”


    Emily pressed her lips together and thought about that. That was all probably true.


    “So I like to be in charge.”


    “It’s just that’s what you’re used to. You’ve never had an equal partner. Someone who will disagree with you sometimes or tell you you’re wrong or do something you don’t want him to do.”


    She thought about that too. “Jaden again comes to mind,” she said wryly, remembering rehab and Jaden’s pushing.


    Adam nodded. “And you love her and respect her and you know that everything she did was good for you and because she loved you too.”


    Adam had always been incredibly insightful. But this was scary.


    “But,” Adam went on, “your relationship with Jaden is different than your relationship with me and Tony. And you resisted getting close to her at first too.”


    She had. She’d been drawn to Jaden, she’d admired Jaden from the first and she’d even liked her—not that Emily had let on to that—but Jaden had called Emily on her crap, she’d pushed, she’d seen things in Emily that Emily hadn’t, and it had scared her. They’d battled almost daily.


    “She challenged you and you weren’t used to that,” Adam said. “But even though you fought it, you wanted it.”


    Jaden definitely wouldn’t have been afraid to shoot Emily in Call of Duty if she needed it.


    The ability that Jaden had to see Emily clearly and care so much in spite of the good, the bad and the ugly had been what had finally made Emily trust Jaden fully. And when Emily had finally embraced Jaden and really let her in, Emily had not just started walking—she’d played basketball, and danced, and fallen in love.


    It was a pretty perfect metaphor for her and Will.


    “So I should marry him.”


    “The man you love and who actually gets you and lets you be all you can be but keeps you grounded at the same time?” Adam asked. “Yes. Definitely.”


    Her heart started pounding as all of the things Adam said came together and gelled in her mind. He was right.


    Will wasn’t intimidated by her leg, impressed with her money, or wowed by her last name.


    Will was in love with her.


    And he would challenge her. He wouldn’t be influenced by pouting, yelling or even sweet talk. Will knew her and he knew himself.


    She might have her hands full.


    “Maybe I should propose to him. Maybe I need to feel more in control or something,” she said.


    Adam laughed. He rose, leaned over and kissed her on the head and took his cup to the sink.


    “If you do that, he might say no.”


    He really might. He probably would, in fact. Will probably already had it all entered into his planner. And that meant it was final.


    If her relationship with Jaden was the perfect metaphor for Will’s presence in her life, then his relationship with Tony was an equally perfect comparison.


    He treated Tony with affection and respect. Will let Tony rant and ramble, he let Tony have his hey-let’s-try-this crazy moments, and no one was happier with Tony’s happiness and success than Will. But he also pulled Tony back from the edge, built him up when he needed it, talked him down when he needed that and kept him on plan. There was really no question who was ultimately in charge between them.


    Yes, she supposed she and Will might be a lot like Tony and Will.


    But with sex.


    Lots of sex.


    “Let him do this, Em,” Adam said.


    She pulled her wandering thoughts back to the kitchen. “Okay.”


    “And say yes when he asks,” Adam added.


    That he was supportive of Will’s proposal told Emily everything she needed to know. If she hadn’t already known it.


    “I’m young,” she pointed out one last time.


    Adam stopped by her chair. “I don’t know if you’ve actually been young since you had surgery.”


    She gave him a smile. She knew that he would never totally get over her having cancer and her amputation. And he’d told her that she would understand that someday when she had a child.


    “Oh, yes, I have. I still can’t sleep without a nightlight and I still believe in Santa. By the way, you might want to be sure Will knows that.” Christmas morning was a big deal around here.


    Adam chuckled, the sadness in his eyes disappearing. “Well, look at it this way. Getting married young means you’ll be in a lot better shape for dancing at your fiftieth wedding anniversary party than I will be at mine,” Adam said.


    He kissed her on the head again and then headed for the door.


    Emily watched him. His dad had met her mom when they were very young, but her mom had been gone before Emily turned even a year old. She’d never really missed her mom. Her dad and Tony had given her all the love, attention and support she could have ever needed.


    But he hadn’t met Jaden for fourteen more years. He’d been well past twenty-two years old and had been alone for a long time.


    Yes, having more time with Will sounded like a great thing when she thought about it that way.


    “I love you, Dad,” Emily called after him.


    “I love you too, Em.” He gave her a smile from the doorway. “And of course Santa is real. Don’t ever let anyone tell you different.”


    “Thank you all for coming tonight,” Emily began the next evening.


    She’d managed to get through dinner, but now that dessert had been served, she couldn’t stay in her seat another minute.


    “Keep eating,” she told them from the head of the table. “But I can’t wait to show you what I’ve been up to.”


    Adam sat at the other end of the table, Jaden to his right, Lillian next to her. Tony was to Adam’s left with Reese beside him. Will sat between Reese and Emily and to Emily’s left, between her and Lillian, sat Gus.


    She gave Gus a big smile. He was the only one there who had an inkling about what she wanted to present to them all, and even he didn’t know all the details.


    She crossed to the easel that she had set up and pulled off the cloth covering it with a flourish to reveal the first poster.


    It was a deep-red E interlocking with a silver S and a black W over the word Ventures.


    “That’s gorgeous, Em,” Reese said.


    “It’s my new logo.” Emily couldn’t contain her grin.


    “Your new logo?” Tony asked. “For what?”


    “My company.”


    “You have a company?”


    “As of three days ago, I do.”


    Tony looked around the table. Emily did too. Her father was watching her with a thoughtful look. He didn’t seem surprised. Jaden did, but pleasantly so. Reese looked thrilled. And Will looked…


    Emily had to swallow hard when she looked at Will.


    He looked proud. And possessive.


    Possessive?


    But that was exactly how he was looking at her. And she wanted to climb into his lap and show him possessive.


    “What about my company?” Tony asked.


    Emily faced her uncle with a smile. But she still felt Will’s eyes on her. “I want to stay involved in the foundations, but I want to try some things on my own too.”


    “I’ll let you try anything you want,” Tony said. “I’ll back whatever you want.”


    Emily appreciated that. “I know that, Tony. But…” She looked at her dad. “I’m buying Gus’s prototype and we’re going to fully develop it and start marketing it here in Kansas City within the year.”


    She removed the logo card on the easel to show the model of Gus’s prototype. She turned back to the surprised expressions around the table, but she focused on Gus. “Within the year, Gus.”


    He knew that she was backing the full development, but he hadn’t known she was starting her business and he hadn’t known there was marketing support or such a fast timeline.


    He was staring at her. He was clearly stunned, but there was excitement and…hope in his eyes.


    She grinned. That was the reaction she’d been going for.


    “Your idea is brilliant, and I know that with the right support everyone is going to think so.”


    “That’s amazing,” Gus said.


    “Everything is outlined in these reports.” She began handing the white folders with her new logo emblazoned on the front around the table.


    She would never admit it to her father, who left logos and letterheads and such to someone else, but creating the logo had been one of the most fun parts of this new endeavor for her. It was hers, down to the last swirl on the word Ventures. She couldn’t stop looking at it. And grinning.


    Everyone opened the folders as Emily kept talking.


    “Gus will be the main developer and in charge of all the engineers, but we’ll be bringing more people in to push ahead as fast as we can. I also have some consultants coming in. Will—” She turned to him and took a deep breath. “You will start your new position as head of PR and marketing at the beginning of January, but we’ll want your input, of course, before that time.”


    Will had pushed his chair back and had one ankle propped on his opposite knee. He’d been flipping through the folder, reading over the pages.


    Now he closed it, got to his feet and approached her.


    “This is amazing, Em. Thank you for making Gus’s dream come true.”


    She tipped her head back to look up at him, her heart stuttering with him so close. “Everything Gus has done is deserving of this support. I’m very happy I can provide it.”


    “Everything in your report is right on,” said Will. “Everything that is important and impressive about this project is because of Gus. I had nothing to do with it.”


    She wanted to touch him so badly. Everyone in the room knew how she felt about him. Putting her hand against his chest or his face would be fine.


    But this was a business presentation. If Will was going to head PR for them, they were going to have to keep things separate.


    Or try at least. Some of the time.


    She wouldn’t mind a quickie on her desk. Twice a week.


    “You are the best behind-the-scenes guy ever. But you deserve to be in front once in a while. No one is more passionate about the things that Gus can do than you.”


    He looked at her for several seconds. Then he handed her the folder. “No, thanks.”


    He started for the dining room doorway.


    Whoa.


    What had just happened?


    “No?”


    Will stopped and turned back. “I said thanks.”


    “But…this is what you wanted. This was your and Gus’s dream. I’m giving you a job getting up in front and selling it like you did to the foundation board.”


    Will chuckled and tucked his hands into his pockets. “Yeah. That proved something very valuable to me. I’m very good behind the scenes.”


    She shook her head and crossed the room to him. She was aware they had an audience, but she didn’t care.


    “I’m not doing this because I’m in love with you,” she said. “I mean, I am in love with you. But this is separate from that. I would be backing this no matter what was between us. This is a fantastic business proposal.”


    “I’m aware.”


    “I mean, I had to outbid my dad for it.”


    Will stopped at that and his gaze flickered to Adam. Emily glanced at him too. Adam just nodded.


    “And he drove the price way up,” she added.


    Will looked at her again. “I know you’re not developing Gus’s project because of me.”


    “I thought it was your project too.”


    He smiled at his friend over her shoulder and shook his head. “No. It’s all Gus.”


    “But…this is how you both planned it. This is the dream job you wanted.”


    The look in Will’s eyes softened as he studied her face. “I’m going to be too busy to take that job on.”


    “Too busy?”


    “Well, it turns out I’m at my best when I’m supporting and advising and helping the people I love and believe in. Tony takes up a lot of my time, so does Gus. And now, with you, I don’t see how I’ll have time for any up front PR and marketing.”


    “With me?”


    “You’re the CEO of a brand new fancy business.” He moved in closer. “And, honey, I’m your biggest cheerleader, your best advisor and your strongest advocate.”


    She felt his words—and the emotions behind them—wash over her. She smiled up at him.


    “Plus,” he said, putting his hands on her waist and pulling her forward. “I’m going to keep you on track and push you to do more and more all the time and challenge you to be everything you can. That’s way more important to me than having my name up front on any PR plans.”


    She rested her hands on his biceps. “So you want to be my assistant?”


    He gave her a half grin. “Hell, no.”


    She laughed. “I guess I shouldn’t pay you since we’re going to be sleeping together.”


    His grin died, heat flashed in his eyes and he lowered his head and his voice. “When, Em? When are we going to be sleeping together? Because I want every night, all night, for the rest of your life.”


    Her heart pounded. That sounded a lot like a proposal.


    “I’m in love with you, Will.”


    She was ready. She was ready for him to ask her. She had her yes right on the tip of her tongue.


    Her family was here. Everyone she loved.


    Now was perfect.


    “I love you too.” He leaned in and kissed her on the top of her head.


    Like her dad did.


    Then he let her go.


    “And I’m so proud of you. You are going to rock this new business.” He stepped back. “I can’t wait to see how this goes.”


    He turned again and left the room.


    She stared after him.


    That was it?


    He turned down the job offer and didn’t take the chance to propose?


    What?


    Emily looked back at her family and Will’s best friend. “Give us a minute.”


    Then she headed after Will.


    But she detoured through the kitchen and grabbed the five pound bag of ice she’d picked up on a whim early that day first.


    She stomped down the hall to Tony’s office. Will was behind Tony’s desk, clicking on something on the computer with the mouse. Emily kicked the door shut behind her and stomped to the desk, dropping the bag of ice next to the computer.


    “I want everything with you,” she told him. “Forever.”


    He looked up at her, looked to the ice and then back to her. He reached into his pocket and withdrew something, tossing it onto the desk in front of her.


    It was a purple satin blindfold. “Me too,” he said simply.


    She stared at the blindfold and felt heat and want and happiness and the strangest sense of security flood through her.


    She propped a hand on her hip and feigned annoyance. “So are you going to ask me or not?”


    He turned Tony’s computer monitor to face her.


    He had her new website pulled up.


    “I noticed there was a W here,” he said, pointing to the ornate black letter W in her logo.


    She licked her lips and nodded.


    “So are you going to ask me to put that W in your name or not?” he asked.


    God, that sounded good.


    Emily came around the edge of the desk. Will pivoted Tony’s chair to face her.


    She stepped between his knees. “Even in this you don’t want to be the front man? Ask the big question? Make the big pronouncement?”


    He put his hands on her hips and drew her forward. “Emily,” he said firmly. Gruffly. “Ask me.”


    She put her hands on his shoulders and a knee on the chair between his legs, getting in close. “Well, having been raised by two guys who never pass up a big opportunity or a great risk, I have no problem with this.” She licked her lips and took a big breath. “William Weston, will you marry me?”


    He held her gaze for a long moment. Finally, he said, “Yes.”


    She smiled. “See that wasn’t—” She broke off on a gasp as Will stood, lifted her and turned to deposit her on the corner of the desk.


    He stepped in close, running his hands up the outsides of her thighs, pushing her skirt up and moving in between her knees. “And now I’m going to show you that while I love being in the background and behind the scenes, there are definitely times when I want, and will be, the front man in charge.”


    He kissed her hot and hard, one hand tangling in her hair, the other cupping her butt and pressing her against his erection.


    When they finally came up for air, she took his chin between her thumb and forefinger. “I really like it when you’re the front man.”


    “You’re going to like it when I’m the back man, the bottom man, the top man, the—”


    She laughed. “I get it. And I’m sure you’re right.”


    “So this getting married thing—”


    She looked up at him, her heart full of love and hope. This guy was going to keep her on her toes.


    Exactly where she wanted to be.


    “I don’t want to rush into it. But I’m ready. Honestly.”


    He nodded. “I was thinking. How about I buy you a gorgeous, blindingly huge diamond, and when you’re ready to set a date, you wear that ring to bed? Only that ring.” He bent and kissed her again.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and wiggled deliciously against as much of him as she could get to. “Deal,” she whispered against his lips.


    He pulled back slightly and gave her a grin. “By the way, I might need to borrow some money to buy that gorgeous, blindingly huge diamond ring.”


    She laughed and hugged him close. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”


    All she really needed around her finger was Will. And she was wrapped firmly around his as well.


    They had each other. No matter what.


    That was the only thing that mattered.
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    Two weeks on a beach can deepen more than just their tans.


    Texas Fandango


    © 2014 Cynthia D’Alba


    Texas Montgomery Mavericks, Book 3


    KC Montgomery was eleven when she met the love of her life. Of course, seventeen-year-old Drake Gentry didn’t know she existed, but that didn’t stop her girlish fantasies from growing and changing over the years.


    Now, after enjoying a front-row seat to his breakup with his latest girlfriend, she’s been handed an all-grown-up fantasy come true—two weeks at the Sand Castle Resort. With him.


    Drake most definitely noticed KC a long time ago, but the timing’s never been right. Now that he’s facing a lonely vacation that was supposed to be for two, it seems only natural to accept KC’s offer to fill in. And as far as her terms go… No strings. No expectations. No holds barred. Drake is no fool—he’s all over it.


    But once they’re back in Texas there are invisible strings still hanging between them. Strings labeled attraction, affection…even love. And the more they try to untangle the knots, the tighter they’re bound together.


    Warning: Beware of sunburns, whirlpool sex and sand in delicate places.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Texas Fandango:


    This woman…this beautiful woman had a thing for him?


    His circulatory system shunted all his blood to his groin, which swelled with interest and desire.


    “Drake? What are you doing here?” she repeated.


    For an additional second, he reconsidered why he’d come. What if Leo had been wrong? Crap. What if he made a total fool of himself?


    He cleared his throat. “Do you have a minute? I thought we could talk.”


    She picked up the wiggling dog and cocked her head. “About what? You pretty much made your position clear at Leo’s.”


    He walked down the porch steps to where she stood on her walkway. “Yeah, about that. I need to apologize.” He tapped the side of his head. “Brain fog.”


    “Great,” she said with fake enthusiasm. “Apology accepted.” She swept past him and climbed onto her porch.


    “Wait.” He followed her. “What’s his name?” he asked, stroking her dog’s head.


    The puppy squirmed in her arms. Drake leaned over and the animal licked his nose.


    “Her name is Killer,” KC said.


    “Can I?” Drake held out his hands to take the puppy.


    KC passed her over.


    “Killer? Why, this little lady doesn’t look like a killer.” He nuzzled the dog’s fur. The puppy darted her pink tongue out and tickled his face with tiny licks.


    “You’re just lucky I don’t give the command to kill. She’d rip your lips right off your face.”


    He chuckled. “You mean lick my lips right off my face, right?”


    She sighed and opened her door. “C’mon in, I guess. If you insist.”


    Killer—Drake had serious doubts that was the dog’s real name—and he followed KC into the house. They stood in the foyer as she unclipped the dog’s leash.


    “You don’t have to hold her. She’s done her business outside so she can run around.”


    He set the tiny bundle on the floor. “What breed is she?”


    “Yorkie. She turned six months old last week. Want something to drink?”


    “Just water. I’ve had my beer quota for today.” They turned to the right and he followed her into a large, bright kitchen.


    “I haven’t.” She pulled a bottle of beer and a bottle of water from the refrigerator.


    “Nice place,” he said, taking the water and allowing his gaze to roam. The hardwood floor from the entry continued here. The dark gold and black granite countertops were set off by the glossy white of the cabinets. The black appliances complimented the black swirl in the granite.


    The area behind the sink opened up on the dining room just beyond it. Through that large opening, there was an expansive view of a golf fairway.


    She shrugged at his comment. “Let’s go to the living room and you can tell me really why you’re here.”


    He followed her through the adjacent dining room and then down three steps to a sunken living room. The room had a back circular wall comprised completely of glass, providing the view of the golf course he’d admired from the kitchen. He realized that the sunken room kept the incredible view available to anyone in the kitchen or the dining room.


    She dropped into a plush off-white leather recliner. Killer—that just couldn’t be this dog’s name—followed them, her nails clicking faintly on the hardwood. As soon as KC sat, the puppy stood on her hind legs to be picked up, which KC did. She stroked the dog’s head, sat back and waited.


    A large, butter-yellow overstuffed leather sofa beckoned to him. He sat and took a large gulp of water. First to dilute the beer floating around in his gut. Second, to put some moisture in his mouth and down his throat, both of which had turned to dust the minute he saw KC standing on her walk. And third, to buy him some time as he tried to find the words he wanted to say.


    KC waved her hand in a get-on-with-it gesture. He nodded.


    “Leo said—”


    “Oh God. Leo sent you here?” she snarled. “I’m going to kill him.”


    “Don’t kill him yet. He sort of knocked me upside the head and rattled my brain enough that what you said this afternoon finally sank through my thick skull. You really want to go with me to the Sand Castle?”


    She dropped her head against the headrest. “Great. Just freaking great. You have rattled brains, and because of that you’ve come to see me.”


    He laughed. “Not exactly.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. His movement caught the attention of the puppy, who jumped down and ran over to him. The ball of furry energy danced around his feet and Drake picked her up. If she weighed a pound, he’d be shocked. The puppy wiggled and climbed up to his face, again smearing it with her puppy tongue.


    “Traitor,” KC said.


    “Me or Killer? And what is her name? It isn’t Killer.” He nuzzled his nose on the puppy’s head. “This baby isn’t a killer of anything.”


    “Ha! You haven’t seen the heel of my leather boot.”


    He grinned.


    “Her name is Jasmine. I call her Jazz.”


    At the mention of her name, the puppy’s head snapped toward her owner and she immediately began struggling to get down. Drake set Jazz on the floor and she scurried to KC, who shook her head and picked her up.


    “She’s rotten,” she said, but there was no fire behind her words.


    Drake leaned back on the sofa and crossed an ankle over a knee. “Okay, as I was saying, do you want to go with me on vacation? You sort of caught me off-guard this afternoon, and I’m sorry for being so slow on the uptake. I’d love for you to come with me.” He drained the remaining water and set the empty bottle on the side table. “But you need to know that I reserved a one-bedroom suite. I’ll sleep on the couch, you don’t have to worry. You can have the bed.”


    KC set the puppy down and leaned forward. “You’re asking me to go with you on vacation?”


    “Yep. My treat.”


    “And you’re not going to make me sleep with you?”


    He shrugged and made himself maintain eye contact when what he wanted to do was look anywhere but at her. Damn. Her voice was a little tight and high with that last question. Now what had he done wrong? He didn’t think he’d ever understand women.


    “Right.” He dragged the word out. “No obligation.”


    She drained her beer. The empty bottle dangled from the tips of her fingers. The side of her cheek sucked as she rolled it between her teeth.


    “So no sex. That’s what you’re saying? I just want to make sure there are no misunderstandings this time.”


    He nodded. “Sure.”


    She echoed his nod and then set her bottle on the floor. “Well then, in that case, no.”


    His head popped back. “What?”


    Leaning toward him, she said, “No sex, no trip.”


    This time, he swallowed hard. Crossed and uncrossed his legs. Adjusted his position on the sofa. “Explain exactly what you’re saying. Use small words and short sentences. I don’t think my mind is hearing correctly this afternoon.”


    “Here’s the deal, Doc. I want a vacation with the five S’s. Sand. Surf. Sun. Spa. And sex.” She leaned back in her chair. “And not necessarily in that order.”


    “So you want to sleep with me?”


    “I want a two-week torrid, scorching-hot affair. No holds barred. Then, we walk away. No harm. No foul. Those are my terms.” She stared into his eyes. “Take it or leave it.”

  


  
    The quickest way to love isn’t always a straight line.


    Drive Me Crazy


    © 2012 Jenna Bayley-Burke


    This was supposed to be Xavier Moreau’s long-awaited vacation. A few precious weeks away from his over-scheduled career to see the America his mother loved and still make it to his best friend’s wedding in time. Instead, he’s ferrying the bridezilla’s sister to the nuptials. The luscious Jaime Cruz makes his mouth water, but her near-frenzy to get to Oregon now would scrape on his last nerve—if he didn’t sense that she needs the break as much as he does.


    Fresh off a teaching assignment in D.C., Jaime’s white knuckling it. She’s got only three weeks to get home, find a job and a place to live, and ensure her sister’s big day comes off without a hitch. Except Xavier tosses her three-days-or-bust itinerary out the window. Even more annoying, Jaime finds herself succumbing to his relentless determination to make sure she enjoys every minute of the trip. And falling under the spell of his sizzling touch.


    Three weeks and three thousand miles later, Jaime’s feet are on home ground, but her heart is pulling her in a completely unexpected direction. Toward Xavier and a new journey that will require the ultimate leap of faith.


    Caution! Dangerous curves ahead. Do not enter if you might be spooked by haunted hotels, embarrassed by sex in the great outdoors, or fear you might yield to a devastating Frenchman willing to drive you to distraction.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Drive Me Crazy:


    She plopped down on the bed next to him. “Does suce moi, fumer le cigar mean what I think it means?”


    He coughed, his eyes widening. “Excusez-moi?”


    “That’s why I got a ticket. You talk in your sleep, and I was trying to figure out what you were dreaming about, and who. Since you’re being all high and mighty, tell me, what did you dream about?”


    He shook his head. “You can’t exactly blame me. You’ve been taunting me for days, the way you move, the way you look at me, the way you keep flipping your hair over your shoulder so I’ll notice it.”


    She so did not flip her hair. “I could say the same thing. All these unexpected stops and dallying could just be your way of keeping us on the road until you get me into bed.”


    With lightning quickness, he rolled her onto her back, his large frame looming over her. “Mission accomplished.”


    She squirmed beneath him, raising her knee slightly, just in case he tried anything funny. Being surrounded by the scent of sandalwood and sin might be tempting, if she didn’t want to shake some sense into his block head. “This is not helping.”


    “No?” He dipped his head and grazed his lips over one temple, then the other. “Is it helping you forget how angry you want to be?”


    Her body betrayed her. Her nipples tightened and heat swirled low in her belly.


    His gaze moved down her body and then back to her face. “See, it’s working already. All the problems will be there in the morning, just waiting for you to worry about them then.” The sensual contours of his lips caressed the tension from her forehead, easing her eyes closed as his kiss continued downward.


    “This will make one more thing for me to worry about.” Her protests sounded weak even to her. There was something about proximity to this man that drugged her, released her inhibitions along with her higher-order thought processes.


    “You won’t, I promise.”


    “I’ll worry about what my sister will say.” She turned her head to the side, which he took as an invitation to plant a scathing row of kisses along the column of her neck. Her libido fluttered and stretched like a butterfly about to take flight.


    “Don’t tell her anything you don’t want to.”


    Why was she protesting? She wanted him with an intensity that terrified her. Maybe that was the real problem. Their bodies had been buzzing with attraction for three days. If she kept fighting it she might spontaneously combust. “You won’t tell Trent?”


    “He doesn’t want to know that his sister-in-law has an amazing ass, trust me.” His hand roved down her body, grazing the side of her breast, the soft swell of her stomach, the curve of her hip.


    She giggled and shifted as he tugged the nightgown up over her thighs. “You think my ass is amazing?”


    “I’m dying to find out, but you’ve been so busy hating me I haven’t had a chance.” His fingers snaked below the hem of the nightdress, reaching around to cup her bottom.


    “You’ve been so busy driving me crazy, I haven’t wanted to let you.” She had, but she didn’t want to give in too easily.


    “But you do now.” He rolled to his side, pulling the nightgown up and over her head, leaving her bare before him.


    “I got my first speeding ticket. I’m feeling reckless.” Reckless and making quick decisions, terrified of returning to the girl she used to be and losing the woman she’d become, a woman confident enough to know what she wanted, who cared more about her opinion of herself than the judgments of others.


    She reached for his waistband, and with a firm push, she leveled the playing field. He quickly kicked his shorts off the rest of the way and tossed them to the floor.


    He claimed her mouth in a hot and desperate kiss that was everything she wanted and everything she feared.


    There was something about him that was unlike anything she’d ever known, ever experienced. Perhaps that’s what kept her guard up with him. But it was down now, and the time for worrying would come with the morning light. Now was the time to release her frustrations, to show him who she could be when she wasn’t wrapped up in making everyone else happy.


    Xavier seemed determined to make her happy with his fingers, his mouth and other parts farther south she hadn’t allowed herself a peek at yet. With the slightest push, she rolled him to his back and climbed astride him.


    She set her lips to his in a kiss that burned hotter than any that had come before. Hungry, demanding and possessive to the point of frightening.


    He opened for her, granting her entrance to explore, capture, enjoy. Their tongues writhed in a seductive dance akin to the one happening between their bare bodies. The skin-on-skin contact flamed her desire for more.


    “Do you—”


    By magic, he read her mind and showed her the small foil packet in his hand.


    “You were that sure of yourself?”


    He had the nerve to kiss her again. She thought of biting his lip, but only for a fleeting moment. She looked down into the murky depths of his green eyes and realized there were much better things they could be doing.
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