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NICK GROANED WITH DESIRE as Emma whispered the words to him yet again.

“Take me now.” 

He wanted nothing more than to hoist her up, letting her wrap her long, lean legs around him as he carried her off towards his bedroom. But something stopped him. 

“Emma, we can’t,” he murmured as he pulled away from her. 

“Yes, we can,” Emma purred, leaning back into him, tenderly kissing his neck. 

“Urgh,” Nick moaned as it felt so good, but he needed to keep his mind clear. He needed to do the right thing. He took a step back away from Emma, placing distance between them. 

“I’m serious,” he said sternly. “We can’t do this.” 

“Does your nose hurt too much?” Emma asked, and then she fluttered her eyelashes and added saucily, “I can help you forget all about it.” 

“It’s not... not that.” Nick waved a dismissive hand in front of his face. “God, you’re making it so hard for me!”

“Oh?” Emma noted flirtatiously. 

“Not that.” Nick sighed. “Emma, we can’t sleep together because I’m not who you want.” 

Emma froze as she saw the intent behind Nick’s eyes and realized that he was being serious with her. She instantly felt dirtied by the rejection. 

“I mean, obviously I’m attracted to you,” Nick explained. “You’re a beautiful woman, and we really get along! You’re my friend! And that’s just it!” 

Emma listened as her cheeks burned red with embarrassment. 

“I want us to stay friends,” Nick explained gently. “I don’t want to ruin what we have. I would be no good for you. You’ve seen how I treat women.” 

Emma turned away from him. 

“Besides, I’m not the guy you really want,” he concluded. 

“How do you know what I want?” Emma cried heatedly. “I just threw myself at you, and you rejected me!” 

“It’s not like that!” Nick implored her. 

“Why did you even kiss me?” Emma demanded. “If you see me as just a friend?” The label felt ill-fitting yet oddly appropriate, as she’d used it herself before when discussing Damion. She hadn’t realized just how much saying it could actually hurt someone. 

“I like you!” Nick insisted. “I like you enough not to do this. Don’t you see? I’m not going to sleep with you because I respect you.” 

Emma didn’t see. All she saw was rejection and humiliation. Tears burned at the back of her eyes. She needed to leave. 

“Emma!” Nick moved towards her as she headed for the door. “Emma, don’t leave!” he cried. 

“Why should I stay?” Emma cried as she moved through the front door and slammed it shut behind her. 

In the sudden silence within his apartment, Nick sighed wearily and lowered himself down onto a stool by his kitchen counter. 

“Nicely played, Cardelinni,” he lightly berated himself. He could still taste Emma upon his lips, but he knew he’d done the right thing by stopping things from going any further. In time, Emma would see that too. But she was currently hurting. 

“Dammit.” Nick sighed as he reached out to pour himself a fresh glass of scotch, needing something to ease the pain of the encounter.
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EMMA RAN DOWN THE STAIRS within Nick’s apartment building, not daring to use the elevator and have someone register her splotchy cheeks and red eyes. She wanted to be alone with her shame. 

She descended each level, her footsteps ringing out along the stairwell. How could she have been so stupid? Of course Nick didn’t like her like that. No, she’d made a complete fool of herself and possibly lost a friend. 

Her breath began to burn in her chest, so Emma was forced to stop, leaning heavily against the handrail. She was only a few floors from the lobby, but her legs ached and felt as useless as jelly beneath her. 

Slowly she released the handrail, lowered herself onto the step, and let her head fall into her hands. Everything in her life felt like such a mess. Daniel, Damion and now Nick; she’d lost them all. Why couldn’t everything stay as simple as it was during their prep school days when they were all just best friends looking to take on the world together. 

Finally, Emma’s breathing returned to normal, and she picked up her head and wiped at her tearstained cheeks. Glancing back up, she realized with a heavy heart that Nick hadn’t run after her. He’d been happy to just let her go. 

“Who can blame him?” Emma said to herself despairingly as she got back on her feet. When it came to men, she seemed to have appallingly bad judgment. She’d fallen head over heels for Daniel, and look how that had turned out? 

Emma walked the final few flights of stairs, unable to maintain her more harassed pace. By the time she pushed open the door and entered the lobby, her cheeks had returned to their usual pale color and her eyes looked less red. Holding her head as high as she could, Emma left Nick’s apartment building and headed back towards her own. As she walked alone, she made a promise to herself to stop being so stupid when it came to men. Each time she got involved with someone, she only seemed to invite misery in to her life. What she needed to do was to focus on Delacourt Designs and ensure that her company became something great, something wondrous. 

“I’m done with men,” Emma declared brightly as she walked the familiar route through the city towards her own home. The streets were thankfully relatively quiet, so she could walk in peace with only her tangle of thoughts for company. She tried not to think about what she’d currently be doing if Nick hadn’t spurned her advances. Her mind started to feel foggy and confused. She wasn’t sure if she was drunk or just distraught. When she got back to her apartment, she headed straight for her bedroom and bundled herself up in the sheets, eager to block out the world and just get lost in her dreams.
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EMMA BURROWED DEEP within her sheets and tried to ignore the incessant ringing of her doorbell. 

“Go away!” she grumbled groggily as she pulled the bedding tighter around her. She wanted to remain in her bed nest until the end of time. 

The doorbell rang again. 

“Urgh!” With one dramatic flourish, Emma removed her sheets and instantly shivered as she parted from their warmth. Stretching her long legs, she got up and stormed over to the front door, anticipating that she’d open it to find Nick there, having reconsidered his decision to reject her, but he’d be too late. He’d already shamed her too deeply, and now she was sworn off men entirely! 
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DANIEL WAITED NERVOUSLY at Emma’s door, flowers and chocolates in hand. He’d pressed the doorbell several times, but she’d yet to appear. Was she sleeping? Or worse, was she there with someone? Suddenly Daniel was having second thoughts about dropping in on her unannounced. He glanced at the bouquet of roses and the box of imported Belgian chocolates. The lady at the store had insisted that they were the finest she stocked and that any woman would be overjoyed to receive
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