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Chapter 1
 
 
Emma scowled. They were about to be descended upon by the hedonistic hordes. The end of April, beginning of May was always a busy time in wine country. The see-and-be-seen crowd would arrive at their second (or third, or fourth, or who-knew-how-many) homes and throw their spring charity balls, and wine tastings, and soirees. And Emma would have to work them. She stared down at the list of functions for which she still had to write up releases. She’d been working for Picture Perfect Promotions for the last three years: three years of biting her tongue and helping the filthy (and wasn’t that an apt term) rich spend their money on lavish parties to impress each other. 
 
She lived in a one-bedroom house on Montecito Boulevard that cost more than she could really afford. She scraped and saved, going without, and then she had to come to work and order cases of caviar and 800 thread count napkins. 
 
Her phone chirped. She ignored it. It had to be Todd. No one else texted her—anyone from work who needed her would call. She still wasn’t ready to talk to him. She was too mad. What kind of job was ‘professional poker player’? It was just another one of his mad schemes, like the time he was going to be a bounty hunter or go on the rodeo circuit. He always got so excited about each new idea, so sure that this was going to be the one that made him rich. And if she could just lend him a small initial investment. . . .
 
Well, she couldn’t. Not again. She loved her brother with her whole heart, but she couldn’t keep bankrolling his crazy projects. He’d already wiped out most of her savings and the little she had left was going to stay in her account. But Todd always had a way of wheedling her. So she was just going to ignore his texts. For now. It’d been two weeks. If she could hold out for just a little longer, he’d move on to his next plan. Hopefully that one wouldn’t cost her anything.
 
The phone chirped again. And again. Emma sighed. 
 
“Emma, have you finished those press releases yet?” Clarice Davenport’s silver bob swished as she ducked her head into Emma’s tiny closet of an office.
 
Emma plucked the last one out of the printer and shuffled them into a neat stack, trying not to roll her eyes. The woman was monumentally impatient. “Here you are, Ms. Davenport. I was just getting ready to bring them to you.”
 
Clarice brushed her fingers over the top of the rubber tree plant inside the door and then straightened the already straight Renoir print on the wall. “Well, good. Can you please go oversee Peter now? You know he always makes a hash of the catering schedule.”
 
Emma stood, tugging her facial muscles into a pleasant smile. “Of course, Ms. Davenport.” Her head was pounding. The teal paint on her office walls always gave her a headache when she was stressed. She wanted to press her fingers to her forehead and into her eye sockets, but she kept smiling. 
 
Clarice flicked bony fingers through her silver hair. “You’re a jewel, Emma. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
“Get along just fine, I suspect, Ms. Davenport.” Emma patted her own French twist, smoothing back a few stray, fine brown hairs. “I’d best go check on Peter before the desserts get served with dinner wines.”
 
Emma made her way down the hall toward Peter Ostrander’s office, trying to ignore the once again chirping phone in her pocket. But it kept going. With a deep sigh, she pulled it out. Five missed messages, all from her brother, all begging to see her. An icy hand gripped her heart as she texted back. Tonight. My house. I’ll cook.
 
She hit send, slipped her phone back into her pocket, and strode into Peter’s office with her head high and her heart shivering.
 
 
She made grilled chicken and vegetables, but decided at the last minute to make some mac and cheese for Todd, too. It was his favorite. Though why she was bothering, Emma didn’t exactly know. Except he was her little brother and the only family she had left. No matter how many times he got into scrapes and dragged her into them with him, she couldn’t resist the urge to mother him. She’d look into his eyes, the same bright, emerald green as her own, and remember him as a boy in footy pajamas, crying his seven-year-old heart out when their father died.
 
“Hey sis.”
 
Emma jumped about a foot straight in the air, spinning around at the sound of Todd’s voice. Normally he flung open the door upon arrival, grinning, with a loud “Knock, knock!” But he’d entered quietly this time and leaned against the doorjamb, face drawn, with dark circles under his eyes. He chewed at a thumbnail, not meeting her eyes.
 
“Geez Todd,” she exclaimed, clapping a hand to her chest. “You scared me half to death. Come sit down.” Emma pulled out a chair for him and turned to the stove to start dishing up their plates.
 
He eyed the plate as she set it in front of him, his expression growing even bleaker when he saw its contents. “My favorite,” he said, but his voice was low and uninflected. “Thanks, Ems.”
 
Emma’s grip on her own plate was practically white-knuckled. This must be bad, if Todd was acting so subdued. Really bad. She sat across from him, sipping at the glass of wine she’d poured herself. A local vintage, very good. It was one of the perks of her job. She figured she’d probably need the alcohol before this conversation was over.
 
“I can’t stake you, Todd. That’s what it’s called, right? You need money to buy into one of these big poker games? I’m sorry, but I can’t. My savings are almost gone.” She’d done a little Googling after their fight. Nothing she’d found had changed her mind about the viability of Todd’s scheme.
 
He forked up a mouthful of mac and cheese, shaking his head as he chewed. His gaze met hers briefly and then slid away. “No, I don’t need you to stake me. I got into a game already. A big game.”
 
That didn’t make her feel any better, but she tried to smile. “Well, that’s good, right?” Please god, let it be good. “Was it one of those tournaments in Vegas?”
 
Todd coughed, sipping at his water and glancing around the small kitchen. It was all beige and white, empty but for the appliances. What little she spent on decor was reserved for her bedroom, her sanctuary, leaving the rest of the house as neutral and impersonal as it had been the day she’d moved in. Watching her little brother study the bare walls as if they held something of interest, Emma felt that cold hand on her heart again.
 
“Not Vegas,” Todd said, flashing her a quick look before returning to his perusal of the stove. “It was a local game, right here in Napa. Up at the Owens’ place.”
 
She gave a low whistle, impressed despite herself. Joshua Owens was a Hollywood producer, drop dead gorgeous and practically local royalty. He was also ridiculously, stupendously rich. More-money-than-he-could-spend-in-a-lifetime rich. That Todd had managed to get an invitation to a private game in Joshua’s home was actually pretty outstanding. But then reality came crashing in on her.
 
Her fingers clenched so tightly around the stem of her wineglass, she thought it might shatter. Because if Todd had already been in the game up at the Owens’ place, where she could guess the play was deep, and was now looking like a man the day after his own death, it could only mean one thing. 
 
“How much?” she croaked. 
 
Todd flinched at the ragged tone of her voice. Emma cleared her throat, took a deep breath, and repeated herself. “How much did you lose, Todd?” Her brain was frantically scrambling, calculating how much was left in her savings account. Not enough to cover Todd’s losses, she was sure. Maybe she could sell her car. Not that she’d get much for the ’97 Camry. Clarice might be willing to give her an advance on her salary, too, but that still probably wouldn’t be enough. Her stomach did a lazy roll, the few bites of chicken she’d taken sitting like a lead weight. There was always her great-grandmother’s ruby necklace. The stones were tiny, but she knew it was worth a decent amount. 
 
Not as much as it was worth in memories. though.
 
“Not how much,” Todd muttered, ducking his head. “What.” He shoveled in another bite of food, as though clearing his plate might make this go over better. 
 
Emma frowned, his words not making sense. Then she thought back over what she’d said first, and the hand on her heart squeezed so hard she dropped her silverware. “What did you lose, Todd?”
 
He set down his own silverware, hands knotting on the table in front of him. He did finally meet her eyes, but the grief and anxiety she saw in those emerald depths was like a physical blow. 
 
“Dad’s watch.” The words fell from his lips like cannonballs, exploding into the charged silence. 
 
Emma sucked in a sharp breath at the impact. Dad’s watch. By which he meant the antique pocket watch that had been passed down from father to son in their family for the last hundred years. That and the necklace were all they had left, besides each other. And he’d lost it in a poker game. The very first poker game of his so-called ‘professional’ career.
 
She shoved back from the table and snatched up her still half-full plate. She could feel the heat burning high in her cheeks as coldness gave way to the burn of anger. She scraped the food furiously into the trash with jerky movements, trying to quell the urge to strangle her brother. Once the plate was clean, she chucked it into the sink, not caring if it smashed to pieces, and whirled on her brother.
 
“I can’t believe you—”
 
“I can get it back!” he yelled, raising his hands up in a placating gesture. “I swear, Em. I know a way to get it back.”
 
She breathed heavily through her nose, hands clutching spasmodically at the cool porcelain of the sink at her back. “And how do you propose to do that? Are you just going to march up to Josh Owens and say ‘Pretty please, Mister Owens, can I have my watch back?’”
 
He slumped in his chair, rubbing one hand against the back of his neck. “Well. . . .” He trailed off and cast her a look she recognized well. He’d perfected it on their father as a chubby toddler. It was beseeching and beguiling at the same time. 
 
“Oh no.” Emma shook her head. “Whatever you have in mind, forget it.”
 
Todd stood, reaching for her. “Listen, Em. It’ll be easy. I have a plan!”
 
She crossed her arms over her chest, one brow quirking at that. “And your plans always work out so well.”
 
He flinched, and she saw the genuine hurt in his green eyes. If she wasn’t still so angry she would have apologized. She knew Todd meant well. He just wasn’t very good at thinking anything through. He scrubbed a hand through his hair now, and Emma remembered brushing it for him when he was little. It was several shades lighter than hers, closer to their mother’s dark blonde. At least, that’s how it looked in the pictures they had of her.
 
Todd’s birth had been a difficult one for their mother. She’d died of complications when he was only a few days old. Emma had been only two at the time and had only the vaguest recollections of Marian Ness. They were more like impressions, really. And then their father had been in a multi-car pile-up on the interstate seven years later, leaving them in the care of a very elderly great-aunt whose idea of raising children mostly involved ignoring them unless they required food, discipline or first aid. They’d only really ever had each other. Emma sighed and sat back down at the table.
 
“Tell me your plan, T-rex.”
 
He grinned at the nickname. It had been a long time since a dino-obsessed nine-year-old Todd had dubbed his big sister Emmaceratops and proclaimed himself T-rex, king of all reptiles. “I know where Owens is keeping it. The bastard made a big show of putting it in his damned trophy case. So all we have to do is sneak into his office and take it back. Easy as that.” He snapped his fingers.
 
Emma stared at him, blinking in astonishment. “That’s your big plan? Steal it back?” She lowered her head into her hands. “Todd—”
 
“He’ll never know it’s gone! Josh Owens doesn’t care the tiniest bit about that watch. It’s just a symbol of a win. It’s the win that matters to him.” He grinned.
 
“Even if I was agreeing to go along with this plan, which I’m not, how do you propose to get in and out of his office without him figuring out what you’re up to?”
 
Todd actually leaned back in his chair, as if this was the question he’d been waiting for her to ask. “I can’t. He won’t let me anywhere near it. I made a bit of a scene the other night when I lost.” 
 
That leaden feeling in the pit of Emma’s stomach returned. She had a bad feeling she knew where this was going. Todd reached forward suddenly and grabbed her hands, squeezing tightly. “You, on the other hand, can just sashay right into his office, pocket the watch and slip right back out again. He’ll never suspect you.”
 
“Okay, one,” Emma said, tugging her hands free, “I don’t ‘sashay’ anywhere. And two, how exactly am I supposed to explain my presence in Joshua Owens’ house to begin with?”
 
Todd’s grin was Cheshire wide, showing off the deep dimples in both cheeks. “I’ve got that covered.”
 
 




Chapter 2 
 
Josh climbed out of the pool, smoothing his wet blond hair back from his forehead, and reached for the phone his assistant handed him. “Owens,” he barked, peeved at the interruption. He’d been in the middle of his laps, enjoying the rush of blood through his veins, the feel of the water on his skin and the steady slapping sound of his arms cleaving the pool’s surface. He found swimming relaxing, and he could use a little relaxation.
 
“Geez, tone down the growl a little buddy,” his best friend Ben replied. “I’ve got good news for you.”
 
Josh plucked his towel from the nearby lounge and began rubbing himself dry. “Please tell me you’ve found something — anything I can use to get Ransler on board.”
 
He glanced up sharply as his assistant Martin’s cell rang, but the skinny man caught his look and waved him off, stepping to the other side of the pool to answer his phone. 
 
Ben cursed under his breath, and Josh heard a car horn honk in the background.
 
“Maybe,” Ben said. “Ransler’s on the board of a charity, Children of Hope. They do a lot of work with orphans, foster kids and low income families.”
 
Josh stretched out on the lounge, letting the sun warm his slightly chilled skin. “And you’re thinking if I donate a big enough chunk of change, Ransler might change his mind about me?” Ben was one of the few people who knew how much time and attention Josh gave his charitable work. 
 
In Hollywood, image was everything. Most of his peers only involved themselves with charity just as much as they had to do to keep up their brand. But Joshua Owens was a brand that stood for personal extravagance and a strong hand in business matters. He was considered a shark. So, naturally, no one had any idea that he donated anything more than money.
 
“Well. . . .” Ben paused. “I don’t know if just writing a check, however hefty, will do it. The man thinks you have the morals of a snake. And not just a regular snake, but like, a Garden of Eden tempting-Eve-with-the-apple type snake.”
 
“Why? Honestly, what did I ever do to him?”
 
Ben chuckled. “Nothing. But he’s apparently really good friends with Lolly Tate.”
 
Josh groaned at the mention of the actress’ name. He’d met Lolly while working on a film four years ago. She was blonde, buxom (thanks to her surgeon) and gorgeous. She also happened to be a really great actress. They’d dated briefly. He’d known she wanted to use him to boost her career but it hadn’t bothered him. He wasn’t in love with her. 
 
Unfortunately, she had a bit of a substance abuse problem. When she began making crazier and crazier demands of the production team, using his name as a cudgel to get her way, he broke it off. She had not been pleased. The tabloids had a field day with the stories she fed them. Almost all of them were untrue, but no wonder William Ransler thought Josh was Satan in a suit, if that’s where he was getting his information.
 
“Maybe we should go with Tom Cruise. He’s just as big a name as Ransler.”
 
Ben snorted. “And currently in New Zealand filming that new sci-fi thing for the next ten months.” Josh heard Ben’s car door slam.
 
“Damn. Okay, so I can’t just write a check. What about a fundraiser?” He motioned to Martin to bring him something to drink. The day was growing warmer. “I could do a poker tournament and donate all proceeds to Children of Hope.”
 
Ben strode out of the house, eyeing Josh’s bare chest and legs sardonically as he hung up his phone. “Can’t you put on some clothes? You’re making the rest of us schlubs self-conscious.” The stocky brunette patted his belly beneath his button-down shirt, which showed no signs of a paunch. “And I thought you were over poker.”
 
Josh ignored the jibe about his physique. He kept in good shape mostly because he had the time and money, and felt that, with his height, even the smallest amount of excess weight made it look like he had a beer gut. “Over poker? After that win last week I’m hardly likely to give it up. I’m on a roll. I raked in nearly ten thousand that night, all told.”
 
Ben relaxed back in another lounge chair, crossing his arms beneath his head. “I thought you referred to anything under a million as ‘chump change’?”
 
“It’s not about the money. It’s about winning.” Josh accepted the fruit smoothie Martin handed him, quirking a brow at Ben to see if he wanted one. The other man shook his head.
 
“But you want to win over Ransler. Maybe gambling to convince the guy you’re a saint isn’t the best move?”
 
“Mr. Purefoy called again, Josh,” Martin informed him. “I told him you were in a meeting.”
 
Josh sighed. He knew what Arnold Purefoy was calling about. It was the same thing he’d been calling about every day for the last week. The studio head wanted to know if he’d gotten Ransler to sign on yet. “Thanks, Martin. I’ll call him back later.”
 
Martin nodded and disappeared back into the house. Josh turned back to Ben. “Okay, so no poker tournament. You got any ideas?”
 
“What about that masquerade you attended in Paris last year? You said they raked in donations hand over fist.”
 
He thought back to the ball. People had enjoyed the anonymity and intrigue. And it had seemed to loosen their checkbooks, all right. The patron, who’d been fundraising for an art gallery, had made almost five million dollars in one night. “Ben, my boy, this is why I keep you around,” Josh said.
 
Ben grinned. “You keep me around because I’ve known you since you wore braces and Star Wars t-shirts and couldn’t get a date. I keep you humble.”
 
Josh shook his head. “Speaking of the Holy Hollywood Trinity, I need to call George. He’s talking crazy talk about a remake.”
 
“I’m going to ignore that, because I know you won’t let it happen.” Ben reached over and plucked Josh’s smoothie from the low table, downing the dregs. “So, charity ball. How do we go about putting that together?”
 
“We? Since when do you worry about planning my events?”
 
“Since this one was my idea. And I don’t want you to blow this Ransler deal. I invested too, you know. It may be chump change to you, but it’s most of my savings.” Ben cracked his knuckles, gazing out over the sparkling pool water. Josh studied his face, trying to read his expression. He didn’t think Ben was really worried about his investment. He knew Josh was good for it. 
 
“I don’t know,” Josh admitted. “I’ve been to hundreds of the things, but I’ve never actually put on a ball myself. I’m sure Martin will know where to start. The man’s a genius at event planning.”
 
“Thank you, sir,” Martin said suddenly, from behind him. Josh jerked in his chair. Ben sputtered laughter. 
 
“Told you to get him a bell.”
 
“Jesus, Martin!” Josh exclaimed.
 
The slender man smiled, his long face managing to look slightly melancholy even with the cheery expression. “What am I planning this time?”
 
Josh glowered at him for a moment before relenting. “A charity ball. A masquerade, specifically. And I’m planning it.” His assistant cocked a surprised brow at that and Josh shrugged. “Well, I’m helping at least. Ideas?”
 
“First, you need a theme or a color palette. I mean, you could have just a plain old ball, but where’s the fun in that?” Martin tapped his fingers against his lips.
 
“Red,” Josh answered without thinking. 
 
His assistant frowned. “Why?”
 
“I don’t know. You say ‘masque’ and I think red.” Josh shrugged. 
 
Ben chuckled. “As in ‘The Masque of the Red Death’? Cheery, buddy.”
 
“Oh,” Josh scowled, realizing his friend was right. “Maybe not then. Not a great message for a children’s charity.”
 
But Martin was squinting into the distance, as if already seeing the ball before him. “No, no. It’s good. Not the death part, but red is a great color. It’s very dramatic, and striking, which works well with a masquerade. Plus,” Martin added, grinning, “you can call it your Little Red Ball. Like a child’s toy. It’s perfect!”
 
“Not bad.” Ben pulled out his cell phone, perusing an incoming text. “I have to go. I’ll let you know if I get any more info on Ransler.”
 
Josh waved briefly before turning his attention back to Martin. “Okay, great. Theme settled. I’ll need caterers and waitstaff. And we’ll need to make up a guest list.”
 
“Just call Picture Perfect,” Martin said, rolling his eyes. He did that a lot. Josh didn’t know what he’d do without his efficient, energetic assistant, but he often got the impression the other man thought he was hopeless.
 
“Picture Perfect?”
 
“They’re an event planning-slash-promotion company here in the Valley. They handle all the big local events. That’s who I use for all your Napa functions.” Martin handed him the phone, which was already ringing. “Ask for Clarice Davenport.”
 
Josh took the phone, feeling the familiar thrill of excitement in his chest at the prospect of putting something together. It was what he loved about producing: making something out of nothing. Usually it was a film; this time it was a masquerade ball. He’d show William Ransler just what kind of man he really was. He grinned as the receptionist answered. “Clarice Davenport, please. Tell her it’s Joshua Owens.”
 
 
Josh strolled into the office of Picture Perfect Promotions the next day at eleven. His appointment wasn’t until half past, but he liked to be early. It gave him a chance to scope out his surroundings. Clarice Davenport, owner and CEO of the company, practically leapt through the phone and crawled into his lap when she heard he was personally planning an event. Martin assured him Picture Perfect was the best, but Josh wasn’t taking this lightly. He wanted to prove to William Ransler that he cared about the projects he was involved in.
 
He approached the receptionist, a pretty blonde girl, and gave her his Hollywood smile. She blushed. Josh placed one hand on the polished wood of the reception desk and touched her sleeve lightly. He glanced at the placard in front of her. “Karen, I’m Joshua Owens. I have an eleven thirty appointment with Ms. Davenport. I am a little early, I know. I was wondering if someone, maybe you, could give me a tour of the building beforehand?”
 
“I—I don’t know, sir. I’m not supposed to leave my desk,” she squeaked. She blinked at him rapidly, as if trying to shake herself from a trance.
 
He placed his whole hand on her arm and she stilled, a goofy grin spreading across her face. He didn’t think she was more than twenty. “That’s all right, Karen. I understand. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
He stepped back, prepared to take his seat. 
 
“Is everything okay, Karen?” a woman purred from behind him.
 
Josh turned, taking in the new arrival’s flirty skirt and stiletto heels. She grinned at him in welcome, tilting her head the slightest bit, drawing attention to the impossibly red shade of her hair. “Is there something I can help you with, sir? I’m Sascha. I work in marketing.” She extended her hand.
 
He took it, shaking firmly. She held on a little too long. Josh extricated himself neatly. “Nice to meet you, Sascha. I have a meeting with Ms. Davenport shortly, but I was just asking Karen if she knew of someone who could give me a little tour first.”
 
“Oh, you could do it, Ms. Cadigan. Couldn’t you?” Karen asked, wide-eyed.
 
Sascha’s smile was predatory. “I’d be happy to show you everything, Mr. . . .” She trailed off, quirking one perfectly groomed brow. 
 
“Owens,” Josh said, letting her take his arm. “Joshua Owens.”
 
She led him down the corridor, doing a fairly decent job of giving him a rundown of the company while maintaining a steady come-on. Josh flirted back. He wasn’t really interested—he hadn’t had the urge to attempt a relationship with anyone lately—but  there was no harm in flirting. It was fun.
 
“Let me show you the warehouse.” Sascha pulled him toward a flight of steps leading down. Josh got the distinct feeling she was going quite beyond a little innocent flirting now.
 
“Perhaps later. It’s nearly time for my meeting with Ms. Davenport.”
 
“Nonsense,” Sascha purred, pressing her chest against him arm. “Clarice is always late. You have tons of time.”
 
When a petite brunette in a sleek business suit stepped out of a nearby doorway, Josh almost grabbed her. Her dark brows knit together when she saw him but her expression went carefully blank as she switched her gaze to Sascha.
 
“Excuse me, Sascha, but Mr. Olivet is looking for you. He says it’s urgent.”
 
Sascha sighed and relinquished her grip on his arm. “I’m sorry, but I have to go deal with this. Perhaps we can pick up where we left off after your meeting.”
 
“Unfortunately I have a very busy schedule. Could you direct me to Ms. Davenport’s office?” He didn’t want to be rude, but there was nothing about the redhead he found appealing. Maybe a few years ago he would have been impressed by her sexy facade, but in recent years he’d grown tired of the Hollywood dating scene. All the women who expressed interest in him were . . . well, like Sascha. Hyenas, willing to prey on anything. Sharp, fashion-conscious, overtly sexy hyenas.
 
He saw the flicker of anger in Sascha’s eyes at his refusal. Her voice was a lot brusquer when she answered. “Just go—”
 
“I can show him,” the brunette offered softly. 
 
Josh looked at her again. The business suit was finely tailored to her slender frame, accentuating her trim waist and the feminine curve of her hips. Her glossy brown hair was tied up in a sleek chignon. She was pretty in a quiet way, with very delicate features, almost waifish. She didn’t meet either Sascha’s or his gaze for very long, eyes darting away frequently. Timid, he decided. 
 
“I’d appreciate that.”
 
She cast another quick look at Sascha. It was clear there was no love lost between these two women. Sascha glanced at her watch and gave a small harrumph.
 
“Fine, Emma. Take him straight to Ms. Davenport’s, then come help me with whatever Olivet’s on about now.”
 
Emma nodded to the other woman and then briefly raised her eyes to Josh’s. “If you’ll follow me.” She motioned him back the way they’d come and scooted around him. 
 
Josh smiled a little, marveling at the myriad reactions he seemed to be engendering in women today. “Thank you, Emma. I appreciate it. I’d hate to miss my meeting.”
 
She ducked her head. “It’s not far.”
 
“I’m Josh, by the way. Josh Owens.” He extended his hand once again, wondering if she’d have the temerity to shake it.
 
Her shoulders hunched forward a little, as if she wanted to fold in on herself, but she took his hand and shook it quickly. Her hands were as small as the rest of her, he noticed. 
 
“I know who you are,” she said, her voice still hardly a murmur. “Everyone does. Ms. Davenport’s had everyone in a whirl preparing for your arrival.”
 
He chuckled. “I hope I’m not causing a terrible inconvenience. But my assistant assures me Picture Perfect is the very best when it comes to local events, and I’m planning one of particular importance, so I need the very best.”
 
She stopped abruptly, indicating wide doors across the hall. “Ms. Davenport’s office is just through there.”
 
Josh touched her shoulder, and she twitched in surprise. He drew his hand back quickly, smiling kindly at her. “Thank you again, Emma. I appreciate it.”
 
“It was nothing,” she mumbled. Then, she turned and scurried away like a mouse. Shaking his head, Josh opened the door to Clarice Davenport’s office.




Chapter 3 
 
Emma raced to the ladies’ room and locked herself in a stall, pressing her forehead to the cool metal door while her heart galloped like a champion stallion. Acid churned in her stomach. Last night, Todd had outlined his plan to get her into Josh’s mansion. It involved getting her a fake invitation to a ball Josh was going to give, information her brother had obtained god knew how. It sounded far-fetched, honestly, like the plot of some spy thriller he’d seen on TV. She’d listened incredulously, half-expecting to wake up and have it all be some strange dream. 
 
She had not at all been expecting to see Joshua Owens himself at her place of business. It had fleetingly occurred to her that Picture Perfect might be working the ball Todd had told her about. They’d worked on things for Owens before, but they’d always dealt with his assistant, a nice man named Martin Kellar. Joshua had never had anything to do with the planning aspect before. Some of the society women came themselves, but most of the too-rich-to-bother crowd sent their assistants to do the dirty work.
 
Emma briefly wondered what he was doing here personally, but she shoved the thought away. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Todd had been right about the ball. This would probably be their only chance to get into the mansion and retrieve Daddy’s watch. She could sneak in with a delivery of champagne or something, find his office, get the watch and get out. With a valid reason to be in the house, she should be fine. In theory. Which was all it was, at this point. She wasn’t actually going to steal anything. Even if she could easily get into Joshua Owens’ office, now.
 
Except Todd didn’t exactly remember where in the house the office was, and Emma could hardly go wandering around the premises. Not unless— 
 
The chirping of her phone startled her. She almost dropped it into the toilet while attempting to answer it. “Hello, this is Emma.”
 
“Emma.” Her boss’ clipped voice was loud in the small stall. “Can you come to my office please?”
 
Her heart, which had begun to slow down its pace, suddenly became a show jumper. There’s no way Josh Owens was gone yet. Which could only mean Clarice wanted her to sit in on the meeting. She did that occasionally, for larger projects. Clarice was big on delegation and delegated a great portion of her work to Emma. 
 
“I’ll be right there,” Emma sighed. 
 
Her boss didn’t say anything else; she just hung up. Emma exited the stall and splashed some cool water on her face, trying to prepare herself to sit in the same room with the man she was planning to rob. Not that she would actually go through with it.
 
“It’s not stealing,” she whispered to her flushed reflection, repeating the words Todd had uttered last night. “It’s retrieving.” 
 
The face looking back at her didn’t look any more convinced than she felt. 
 
 
Todd stared at her, a wide smile breaking out on his boyish face. “That’s perfect!” He leaned back in his chair at her kitchen table, stretching his arms behind his head.
 
“Perfect?” she hissed, fingers twisted into knots. “I’m working lead on the ball! You think he won’t recognize me if I show up the night of? Come on, Todd. We’ll have to figure something else out. Maybe if I talk to him. . . .” But she trailed off, because she knew that was just as ridiculous as this plan of Todd’s.
 
“No.” Todd shook his head emphatically. “It’s got to be the ball. That way there will be too many guests there for him to be suspicious of any single person. And Ems, don’t be silly. He won’t recognize you. It’s a masquerade ball! And you’re, like, the master of disguise. Which one of us was it who convinced Aunt Margaret they were their own best friend, an English girl named Penelope? I’m pretty sure that was you.”
 
“I was fourteen. And Aunt Margaret had cataracts.”
 
“And that summer the old witch sent me away to that horrible camp, who posed as our Aunt and came and got me out? The director had even met her before! C’mon, Emma. You’ve been doing the dress rehearsal for something like this your whole life.”
 
Emma slumped. When Clarice put her in charge of the team planning Josh’s party, Emma thought for sure Todd would give up his scheme. But Todd just seemed more determined than ever.
 
“You don’t think he’ll put it together that I’m your sister and find it awfully suspicious when the watch you lost to him disappears the night of a party I planned?” The sooner she got him off this absurd track, the sooner the two of them could figure out a better way to get the watch back.
 
Todd’s face fell. “You told him you were my sister? Geez, Em!”
 
“Of course not! But—”
 
“Did you tell him your last name?” he asked. Emma opened her mouth to answer, then shut it again. She thought back over the day and realized that at no point had either Sascha or Clarice addressed her by her surname. 
 
“No.”
 
His shoulders relaxed and the smile began creeping back. Todd was incorrigible. “Then we’re fine. He has no reason to associate a professional gambler with a chick who sends out press releases for wine tastings. Plus, while you’re planning the party, you can scope out the house, get the lay of the land. Then, we score you a ticket to the ball and dress you up in a disguise. The place will be full of people in masks; there’s no way he’ll recognize you.” 
 
Emma bit back a snort at his characterization of himself as ‘a professional gambler’. She stared at her brother, wondering what she was going to do. Todd could be relentless. And she couldn’t leave her father’s watch in Joshua Owens’ hands. They had to get it back where it belonged. But surely there was another way.
 
“Why don’t you have one of your buddies try and buy it off him? He could pose as a watch collector or something.”
 
Todd rolled his eyes. “You got the money to pay for that? Owens knows how much it’s worth. That’s why he let me use it as my stake. C’mon, Ems. This is the best way, and you know it.”
 
“It’s not, and I don’t. There are a million other ways we could go about—”
 
“Name one,” Todd shot back. Emma narrowed her eyes at him. He was getting cocky. He thought he had her.
 
“I just did.”
 
Her brother blew a raspberry at her, the annoying ‘thhppppt’ sound making her teeth clench. He knew she hated that. 
 
“Yeah, and we could fly in on dragons and release a cloud of sugar plum fairies to tiptoe in and get the watch. Name one other valid idea.”
 
“You think me disguising myself and sneaking into a millionaire’s house during a charity ball to steal a watch you gambled away is valid?” she practically hissed. 
 
Todd flinched. “I know I screwed up, Ems. You don’t have to rub it in. But you were born to do this.”
 
“Rob someone? Gee, thanks.”
 
He rolled his eyes. “Avenge the little guy. Stick it to the rich man. Wear a disguise! Man, a few years ago you would have been jumping at the chance. What happened to that Emma? Adventurous Emma. I bet she’s still in there. Let her come out and play.” He grinned.
 
She took a deep breath. He wasn’t giving this up. He’d always been stubborn. Maybe, Emma thought, just maybe she could play along with his ludicrous scheme. She’d pretend she was on board, let him keep making his far-fetched plans. Eventually he’d either lose interest, or she’d come up with a better idea. One of the two had to happen. Resolved, Emma sighed, slumping in her chair.
 
“It’s not stealing, it’s retrieving,” she repeated again.
 
Todd grinned. “That’s the spirit, Ems.”
 
 




Chapter 4 
 
It was almost eleven when Josh finally got off the phone with Arnold Purefoy. He’d had to talk the man down from backing out of the project. Again. He needed to get Ransler on board as soon as possible. And in order to do that, this ball had to come off without a hitch. He’d spent over an hour in Clarice Davenport’s office this morning detailing what he hoped for with this event. The older woman had said ‘no problem’ or some variation to every single concern he’d listed.
 
The little assistant, Emma, sat quietly almost the whole time, furiously scribbling notes. She’d only spoken up once or twice to ask a question or, in one memorable instance, to actually tell him it wouldn’t be possible to get the sweet, red, golf ball sized yangmei fruit.
 
“Unless you want them flown in from China, which is the only place they grow. Or at least, the only place they grow it where we can legally do business.”
 
He’d assured her that’s exactly what he wanted. She blinked emerald-colored eyes at him slowly. He hadn’t realized, until then, what a remarkable shade of green her eyes were. And then she’d bent her head back to her notepad and continued her mad scrawl. Timid or not, he liked her for some reason. Her questions, though quiet, were intelligent and insightful. And she’d had the wherewithal to tell him ‘no’, which not many people (including her own boss) could do. There was a spine under there somewhere, he’d wager.
 
Still, Josh had been more than a little surprised when Clarice announced Emma would head the team handling his party. He couldn’t imagine this mouse of a girl in charge of a passel of event planners. But Clarice had assured him that Emma was her right-hand woman, and that Clarice would oversee every detail. However, it hadn’t escaped Josh’s notice that Clarice gave him Emma’s cell phone number and not her own. He’d had to ask for that.
 
Clarice and her team were supposed to come out to the house tomorrow and ‘assess the venue’ so they could determine where the food tables would be set up, where the band would go, how many tables they could fit, etc. Emma commented that maybe he could think of some other events, aside from food and dancing, to keep the guests occupied. 
 
Her statement stuck with him all day. The masquerade he’d attended in Paris had included a ‘Living Art’ costume contest, a silent art auction and a well-known artist on hand sketching portraits. All in keeping with the gallery for which they were raising money. He’d almost expected some sort of set-up that allowed the guests to test their painting prowess.
 
The memory sparked an idea, and he was dialing Clarice Davenport’s cell number before the thought could dissipate. Clarice had assured him her company would be available day or night.
 
“‘Lo?” The sleepy husky feminine voice on the other end of the line sounded nothing like the silver-haired executive.
 
“Ms. Davenport?” he asked, confused.
 
There was a sigh, a throat cleared and then he recognized the quiet voice of Clarice’s assistant, Emma. “She has her calls forwarded after 8 p.m. Is there something I can help you with?”
 
“I’m sorry to disturb you so late, but I had a thought regarding the ball, and I wanted to pass it on before I lost it.”
 
There was a long pause. When Emma spoke again she sounded fully awake. “Mr. Owens? Give me just a minute to find your folder.”
 
He heard her set the phone down, followed by muffled shuffling. Unbidden, an image of her petite figure dressed in a nightie with pillow-tousled hair and those bright green eyes drowsy with sleep popped into his mind. He pictured her sitting up in bed and felt a surprisingly bright spark of lust. Her voice came back on the line, and Josh reluctantly pushed the mental portrait away.
 
“Okay,” she said. “Shoot.” He heard the click of a pen.
 
“Finger painting.”
 
“Pardon?” she asked, surprise evident in her tone. He could almost see her thin, dark brows arching upward in his mind’s eye. 
 
He grinned. “Finger painting. Hide and Seek. And maybe Tag, or something like that. Children’s games. Innocent fun that we often neglect as we get older.”
 
Joshua listened to the faint scratch of her pen and the soft sound of her breathing.
 
“Okay,” she said. “Was that all?”
 
He felt his good mood inexplicably deflate. The idea had felt like a stroke of genius, and he’d wanted to share it with someone. But her quietly indifferent tone popped his bubble, and now he felt a little disgruntled. “You said I should come up with some other events. Besides the dancing.”
 
Josh could practically see her nodding. Her hair whispered against the phone. “And these are good ones. Except maybe for the finger painting. All the expensive clothing, you know.”
 
He felt somewhat mollified. “You may be right. And we can discuss it more at length tomorrow, with the rest of the team.”
 
“Can I ask?” she said, “why children’s games? Because of the charity you’re raising money for?”
 
Thought she wasn’t there to look at him, he shifted a little uncomfortably in his seat. He really didn’t like to talk in depth about his charity work. “Just. . . .” He trailed off, trying to think of something to say that wouldn’t prompt any more questions. “Seemed thematic, I guess.”
 
“Ahhh. I see. Well then, if you don’t have anything else for me, I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow.” She didn’t sound at all enthusiastic. Poor thing probably preferred staying in her office and handling paperwork to being out in the field dealing with people. Promotions seemed an odd line of work for someone so shy. Then again, look at him. Once upon a time he’d been shy, as well. It occurred to him that maybe that’s why he liked her. She reminded him of a young, well, him.
 
“That’s it. Until tomorrow, at least. Goodnight, Emma.”
 
He thought he heard her draw in a small breath. “Goodnight, Mr. Owens.”
 
Josh hung up the phone, pleased with himself.
 
 
The next morning, Josh wasn’t at all surprised when the party planners showed up without Clarice.
 
“Something unexpected came up,” Emma assured him, her cheeks tinged a faint pink. But Josh was beginning to suspect the woman was more of an overseer than a hands-on executive. She’d probably show up a few times, order people around and then disappear again, leaving all the real work to Emma and her team. They were standing in the wide entryway: Emma, three men and two other women. She introduced him to them, but the names flew out of his head again right away. Hers was the name he needed to remember.
 
“Why don’t I give you a quick tour, so you can see the space we’re talking about, and then we can sit down and start spit-balling something?” he suggested, gesturing the murmuring group and the silent Emma toward the vast living room. She walked ahead of him, making quick notes on a clipboard. She was wearing another tailored business suit, he noticed, this one in dove grey. He couldn’t help but admire the way the slim jacket hugged the curves of her small breasts, or the way the skirt clung to the trim line of her hips and butt. She may be a willowy bit of a thing, but she was lovely in a delicate way.
 
“How many rooms are there in the house?” she asked, looking at him with raised brows. 
 
Josh blinked. “I have no idea.”
 
She glanced around, eyes lighting on one of the other planners, a man with pale blonde hair; Josh thought she’d introduced the man as Dagmar, but that couldn’t be right.
 
“Dag,” she said, smiling. “Could you please get me some blueprints?” Her gaze flicked quickly to Josh. “Unless you have some on hand?”
 
“I don’t, no.”
 
“That’s all right,” said the blonde, whose name apparently really was Dagmar. “I’ll get on the phone to Ursula pronto, Ems.” 
 
Emma nodded slightly.  “Thank you, Dag.”
 
He beamed at her and stepped slightly away from the group, pressing his cell phone to his ear. Josh watched Emma study the room around them, noting the windows and the furniture. 
 
“This room would be good for Hide and Seek. Lots of good places to hide. Unless you were thinking of playing that throughout the house? But that might be a problem time-wise. It’s an awfully big house.” She tapped her pen against her clipboard.
 
Josh smiled, picturing masked guests hiding on all three floors and some poor schlub spending the entire night searching for them. “No, not the whole house. Maybe just a few rooms? The library is through there”—he indicated a door past her—“and behind us on the other side is a den of sorts. That should provide enough cupboards, closets, armoires and desks for hiding places.”
 
She nodded, her brow smoothing, and made a notation on her clipboard. “Tanya.” She turned to one of the two women: a tall, nondescript girl. “Would you mind going through these three rooms and ascertaining the number of potential hiding places? Just so we’re sure.” 
 
Tanya bobbed in what might have been a strange sort of curtsey and scurried through the door that he’d indicated led to the library. Josh’s brows crawled up his forehead. “Do you really think that’s necessary?”
 
Emma stared at him, as if she wasn’t sure if he was being serious. “The guest list you provided, which is only partial at this point, includes 300 names. What if 100 people want to play Hide and Seek all at once?”
 
“Then I feel bad for the poor bugger who has to find them all,” he quipped, grinning at her. He saw the corner of her mouth twitch a little, but she didn’t smile. She’d smiled at Dagmar. And Tanya. But she didn’t smile at him. He supposed it wasn’t completely unsurprising. She knew and worked with them. He was essentially a stranger. A rich, handsome stranger. Josh wasn’t vain, but he knew the effect he could have on women at times. Especially shy ones.
 
“Yes, well, my point is that we want to make sure your guests enjoy their time. Which means not running out of hiding places.” She managed to inject her tone with the faintest hint of acerbity. Josh was impressed. 
 
Dagmar rejoined them with a skip in his step. “Ursula’s messengering the blueprints over to the office ASAP.”
 
“Good.” Emma turned her face toward Josh. “Why don’t you show me where you were thinking of having the dancing?”
 
He motioned her to the left with a sweep of his arm. “Actually, there’s a ballroom upstairs.”
 
Emma paused in the doorway to glance back over her shoulder. “Dag, Tanya is in the library. Can you please tell her where we’ll be so she can find us when she’s finished?”
 
“Do you want me to stay and help her?” Dagmar asked. From the adoring way the man was staring at Emma, Josh was beginning to suspect he had a crush.
 
Emma shrugged. “If you like. Just meet us upstairs as soon as you’re done.” She turned and headed for the stairs, trailing the other three planners like goslings. Josh shook his head, chuckling, and followed behind.
 
For the next hour, they trekked from room to room, discussing where the musicians would set up (there was a gallery above the ballroom for specifically this purpose), whether or not the finger painting was feasible (possibly, with either edible or washable paints), where he wanted the food to be served (in the dining room and conservatory), and what other games might fit with the theme (one of the planners suggested a room with things like Jacks and Pick-Up Sticks, and Emma thought Red Rover would probably work better than Tag). 
 
At some point they were rejoined by Tanya and Dagmar, who informed Emma that there were 67 adult-sized hiding places throughout the three rooms, 102 if they included the bathroom and balcony off of the den. Josh marveled at Emma’s calm, quiet demeanor in the face of her buzzing pack of underlings. They all seemed to circle around her constantly, like bees around a bright flower. Anytime she murmured something softly to one of them, they’d dash off to fulfill her wishes and zoom back, grinning triumphantly. He was beginning to think he had to reassess his perception of her timidity. Or maybe she was just shy of him. 
 
Oddly, the thought made him want to take her hand, pat it gently, and tell her he knew exactly how she felt. He remembered his high school days well, when he’d closed up tighter than a clam in the presence of anyone who seemed confident. He’d grown out of it his senior year, with help, but Ben hadn’t been kidding when he’d joked about Josh not being able to get a date. His lack of self-esteem meant he was nineteen before he had his first girlfriend. Most people would never guess he could have such a history, to see him now.
 
“I think we’ve got enough for now,” Emma said, frowning down at her clipboard. “Unless there’s anything else you can think of?” She raised those brilliant green eyes to his. Josh stared stupidly for a second. 
 
“No. It seems we’re off to a good start. But what’s our next step?”
 
She flipped through her papers, chewing on her lower lip. “We need to firm up the guest list and choose invitations. Then, we send out a press release. We need a list of possible sponsors if you want to do gifts. As the date gets closer, there’ll be more to do, but that’s it to start.”
 
“Okay, then. I’ll sit down with Martin and—” His cell phone buzzed. He glanced down and sighed at the caller ID. Arnold Purefoy’s office. “I’m sorry, I need to take this. Do you need anything else from me?”
 
“Not at the moment. I’ll call if we do.” She nodded at him, ushering her gaggle of planners before her toward the front door. 
 
Josh sighed and answered the phone. “Hey, Arnold.”
 
 




Chapter 5 
 
Emma stared down at the blueprints for Josh’s house. The thing was massive. There were 12 bathrooms (including 2 half bathrooms), 10 bedrooms, a living room, dining room, den, kitchen, parlor, conservatory, ballroom, two libraries, a billiard room, an indoor pool and, of course, the office. The office where Josh Owens was keeping her father’s watch. The office that was located right next to Josh’s bedroom. In fact, it had been an adjoining bedroom that he’d had converted when he bought the house, according to the plans on file with the county clerk.
 
They hadn’t visited the office yesterday during the walk-through, but the entire time she’d been in Josh’s house, all she could think about was Todd’s stupid plan. While she tried to picture where and how they’d set up the elaborate ball that she was supposed to be planning, her mind kept piping up with ridiculous observations, like how the various rooms full of games would make for an atmosphere of gaiety, but also for controlled chaos. Todd was right. Josh was unlikely to notice one woman slipping quietly into his office. 
 
And now, looking at these plans, her mind pointed out that Josh’s office was on the same floor as the ballroom. It was, in fact, between the ballroom and the billiard room, which would make for a perfect excuse should she be caught wandering in there. 
 
Not that she would get caught, because she was not going through with this plan! She was just humoring Todd while she thought up with some other method. Something that didn’t involve James Bond tactics. There would be no disguise, no sneaking and no stealing, no matter what her younger self might have done in her place. 
 
Sure, there’d been a time when she had loved dressing in costumes and pretending to be someone else. Todd made friends easily but didn’t keep them, and she’d never had any close buddies, so it had just been the two of them. Playacting had made that not so bleak. Plus, Todd thought it was the height of cleverness.
 
He still did, apparently. Her head thumped down on the blueprint and she gave a sigh. Now she wasn’t just arguing with Todd, she was arguing with herself, too! This was ridiculous. 
 
It’s not, a mischievous little voice whispered. You could pull this off. Owens barely looks at you, and when he does. . . . 
 
Emma knew what the voice was getting at. When Josh looked at her, he pitied her. She’d seen it in his eyes. He was a millionaire many times over, and she had to bow and scrape to the likes of him and Clarice Davenport for an hourly wage. He was always expecting Clarice: at the walkthrough, when he’d called late at night. He thought Emma was a pathetic little peon. A pathetic little unattractive peon, she corrected. It hadn’t escaped her notice that Josh Owens flirted with any female within range of his mega-watt smile. Except her.
 
She didn’t know why that irked her. She shouldn’t care. She didn’t want Josh Owens to find her attractive. She didn’t find him attractive. 
 
Except that was a big fat lie. She found him arrogant, flashy, high-handed, condescending and smarmy. But attractive. In fact, more than just attractive. The man was gorgeous. His thick, wavy hair was golden blonde, and his eyes were a lovely light blue-green. He had a square chin, full lips and broad shoulders. He looked a bit like a young Brad Pitt in that movie Cool World. Only more handsome. And he thought she was a troll, the only woman in Napa Valley he didn’t deem worth flirting with. Heck, he’d even flirted with Clarice!
 
Emma pulled herself upright and squared her shoulders. What Josh thought of her didn’t matter. How convenient the location of his office was didn’t matter. She had to stop wasting her time and energy on pointless thoughts and try and come up with a reasonable plan.
 
As if he could hear her thoughts, her phone buzzed with Todd’s ringtone. She pressed it to her ear, sighing.
 
“I don’t want to talk to you, little brother.”
 
“C’mon Ems, don’t be like that,” he said, cheerfully.
 
Emma considered lifting her head from the desk, but thought it probably wasn’t worth it. “What do you want?”
 
“Have I ever told you that your eyes are a really striking shade of green?”
 
It was so not what she was expecting him to say that she was momentarily stunned. “Aw, thanks T-rex. I was sure you were going to say something—”
 
“We need to get you some contacts. In case you run into Owens at the ball.”
 
“—about the stupid ball,” she finished with a grimace. 
 
“What?” he said. “Look, I doubt you will. There are going to be over 300 people there, right?”
 
Emma sat up, a little surprised. “Where are you getting your information?”
 
“None of your business,” he replied. “Better you not know.”
 
Fear seized her heart at those words. Was her little brother in more trouble than he told her? Bigger trouble? The idea sent an icy shaft of pain through her chest.
 
“Todd—”
 
“Fine, fine. Geez. I have a friend who happens to also be friends with Owens’ assistant.” She could practically hear him preening.
 
“Wait, what? For Christ’s sake, Todd, if that’s the case, why doesn’t your friend just get Martin Kellar to steal the watch back for you?”
 
Todd sighed. “He already asked. Or hinted, anyway. But Martin is a hundred percent pro-Owens. It was a no-go. I don’t know why. Owens probably pays the guy pocket change to do all his dirty work. You know how those types are.”
 
She did know. She had to work with them all the time. She had, in fact, thought that exact same thing about Josh Owens with regard to Martin Kellar in the past. Martin was always hustling somewhere doing errands for Josh. Could the man do nothing for himself? Apparently not. His poor assistant had to do everything. Except plan this particular party, her perverse mind noted. But it’s not like that redeemed Josh. He was probably doing it for the same reason men did most things: to impress one bimbo or another. She snorted.
 
“Fine,” she acquiesced. “Why would I need contacts?”
 
“Color contacts,” Todd clarified. “Brown ones. In the very unlikely event you run into Josh at the ball, your green eyes could be a dead giveaway.”
 
Emma groaned. “Please don’t use that term.”
 
“What term?” Todd asked, bewildered. 
 
“Dead. That’s what we’re going to be if we’re caught.” Which was why she had to come up with a different plan. Fast.
 
Todd scoffed. “Stop being so melodramatic, Ems. The worst we’d get is some jail time.”
 
Emma’s tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling. Maybe she could beseech a higher power. “‘Jail time,’ he says. As if ‘jail time’ were synonymous with ‘Brussels sprouts time’.”
 
“Don’t be ridiculous. Brussels sprouts are awful. Jail is just jail.”
 
Emma could hear the grin in his voice, but her stomach was tied in knots. “Not funny, T-rex.”
 
He sighed. “Okay, you’re right, it’s not. Look, you don’t even have to worry about that because we’re not going to get caught. You’re the master of disguise, remember? And Owens won’t even realize the watch is gone until you’re out of the house. Even if he suspects me, there’s no reason for him to suspect you. And he won’t be able to prove anything against me because I won’t be anywhere near the watch. Hence, the beauty of my plan!”
 
Emma rubbed her temples. “Where do you even get color contacts? Don’t you need a prescription for that?”
 
“I know a guy.”
 
“Of course you do,” she sighed. “Fine. Get the contacts. But only because I always kind of wondered what I’d look like with brown eyes.”
 
“You’re the best sister in the history of siblings,” Todd said, and hung up.
 
 
Emma was absolutely not shopping for an evening gown. She was just enjoying a lazy Saturday afternoon, strolling through the shops, and happened to see it. Anyone would admire it, she told herself. It was a lovely creation: a halter neck with the dress’s front cut into a deep V that would nearly reach the wearer’s navel. The back plunged daringly low, as well. The skirts were full, long and ruffled, but asymmetrical, rising nearly to the thigh on one side, reminiscent of a flamenco dress. The fact that the silk and sequin confection was a deep ruby red was just a coincidence. 
 
She fingered the soft fabric lovingly. Lacking friends and all but the most awkward romantic prospects, Emma had never attended a formal school dance, or even gone to her own prom. The most dressed up she’d ever gotten was—she struggled to recall—six years ago. She smiled, recalling one of Todd’s elaborate lies to a high school buddy. Her little brother had been roped into some scheme (according to him; Emma thought it more likely that he was the instigator) and, in a frantic attempt to extricate himself, he claimed he had to go to his sister’s wedding. When that excuse was brushed aside, Todd called her in a panic, begging for her help.
 
Emma had been almost twenty then, away at college, but she’d dropped everything (including her term paper) to run to his rescue. She raided Aunt Margaret’s attic and found a truly atrocious wedding dress from the 80’s, complete with shoulder pads, hoop skirt and thousands of seed pearls. It fit passingly well after inserting judicious bra padding. She fixed the veil crookedly atop her head and slathered on copious amounts of mascara. It had been a lot harder to make herself cry than she had thought, but by the time she reached Todd’s friends’ house, tears had left smeary black streaks down her face. She’d run into the garage barefoot and wailed— 
 
“Excuse me, miss, are you going to try that on?”
 
Emma jumped, startled by the saleswoman’s voice. “Oh! Well, I’m not sure. I’m not really—”
 
“You should. It would look just lovely on you, I can tell.” The woman beamed at her, revealing blindingly white teeth. “I have an eye for these things, you know? It’s a real asset in this job. I can just look at a woman and know what will work on her. And this will work.” She plucked the hanger from the rack and began ushering Emma toward the dressing rooms. “Trust me.”
 
Emma thought about arguing, but decided it wasn’t worth it. She’d try it on just to appease the smiling, chatty saleswoman. She wasn’t going to buy it. She didn’t need a fancy evening gown. And she certainly couldn’t afford one. But trying it on didn’t cost anything. 
 
“Didn’t I tell you?” crowed the saleswoman, whose name turned out to be Beatrice, as Emma emerged from the changing room. Beatrice clapped her hands and stepped aside so Emma could see herself in the full-length mirror. 
 
Emma blinked, staring stupidly at the reflection. That couldn’t be her. The woman in the mirror was tall, with a long white neck and about a mile of leg. Her hips and breasts curved invitingly in the red silk, and when she turned around, the slope of her bare back and the swell of her butt looked erotic and alluring.
 
“Of course, you’ll need a bit of double-sided tape to keep everything in its right place,” Beatrice was saying as she fluffed out the skirt. Emma shook her head and cleared her throat.
 
“No, I. . . .” She trailed off as the price tag, which was dangling under her arm, caught her eye. “This isn’t right, is it?” There was no way this vision of a dress cost only $200. Emma’s business suits cost more than that. 
 
Beatrice glanced up from her crouched position. When she saw that Emma was indicating the price tag, she nodded. “That’s right, all right. A lady had it custom-made and then decided she didn’t want it after it was finished. Demanded a whole new dress. It was already mostly paid for, so I said ‘what the heck?’ The two hundred dollars covers what was left on the tab.”
 
Emma gasped. “You made this?” 
 
“I told you knowing what will look good on a woman comes in handy in this line of work,” Beatrice said, chuckling.
 
“It’s amazing, really.” Emma stroked her fingers over the silk, turning slightly and marveling at the heavy swish of the fabric around her legs. She smiled. “Did you make the woman her other dress?” Emma could well imagine one of the super rich women who she planned parties for pulling a stunt just like that.
 
The older woman nodded, standing behind Emma and tugging the halter straps a little bit tighter. “Charged her for it, too. So, miss, what do you think? I hope you’ll take it. I’d like to see it go to a good home.”
 
Emma bit her lip. “I’ll take it,” she replied, before she could second-guess herself. “And please, call me Emma.”
 
Half an hour later Emma left Beatrice and her shop, cleverly named Bea-spoke, with the dress and matching pair of dangerously high heels wrapped up neatly in a bag. Still, she assured herself, just because she had a ball gown now didn’t mean she was going to the ball. She just couldn’t pass up a deal, that’s all.
 
She was humming as she popped into a local coffee shop to grab a quick latte. 
 
“I almost didn’t recognize you without the business suit,” said someone behind her. Emma froze. She knew that voice. 
 
“How are you, Miss. . . .” Josh trailed off, blinking. “I just realized I don’t know your last name.”
 
Emma’s heart was doing its own flamenco dance as she spun to face him, trying to surreptitiously hide the bag behind her back. Which was ridiculous. It’s not like the man had x-ray vision. “Emma’s fine.” She forced a small smile, hoping he’d let it go. 
 
She breathed a small sigh of relief when he shrugged. “Emma, then. And call me Josh, please.” He flashed her that mega-watt Hollywood smile.
 
She flushed, ducking her head to hide her eyes in case they flared with her anger. Now he was flirting with her? He must have finally realized that Clarice would be as involved in planning his party as she was with the price of tea in China. Clearly buttering Emma up, distasteful as it might be, was his next best plan. She kept her voice quiet and even as she replied.
 
“Okay, Josh,” she said, trying to bite back the irritation she felt at his intrusion on her day off. She waited to see if he was going to say more.
 
He motioned her up to the counter ahead of him. “What’ll you have?”
 
“I can get my own—”
 
He held up his hand to forestall her. “Call it a business meeting. I insist.”
 
Of course he did. That’s what people like Josh Owens always did. They insisted. Like spoiled children going ‘mine, mine, mine’. Her back stiff, Emma nodded and turned to the teenage barista. “I’ll have a mocha latte, extra whip, please.”
 
The girl pressed a series of buttons and called the order back over her shoulder before shooting a big smile in Josh’s direction. “What can I get ya, Mr. O? The usual, or you want to try something new today?”
 
Josh chuckled. “I don’t know, Amber. What do you recommend?” 
 
Emma was surprised he knew the girl’s name, and even more surprised at their easy banter. She wouldn’t have imagined Josh was the type to do more than bark his order. Amber made a face, screwing up her forehead and pursing her lips.
 
“I bet you’d like the Zombie,” she said at last, looking triumphant. “It’s two shots of espresso mixed with a Red Bull, garnished with a coffee bean ‘brain’.”
 
“I see,” Josh said. “And it’s called the Zombie because. . . ?”
 
Amber grinned. “One of those and it’ll take a bullet to the head to put you down.”
 
Josh laughed. “Sold. One Zombie and one mocha latte, extra whip. Put it on my tab.” He winked.
 
“Sure thing, Mr. O.” Amber’s fingers flew over the buttons, and then she bustled back to the coffee machines to start making their drinks. Emma watched the whole exchange with interest. She was surprised that Josh talked to the barista like a normal human being, true, but it hardly counted. This ‘normal human being’ was, after all, a pretty young girl. He apparently couldn’t help but flirt, even with girls almost half his age.
 
Josh ushered Emma toward one of the small cafe tables a short distance away. “So,” he said, pulling out her chair, “I’ve been wondering when we get to the part with the decorations.”
 
Emma sat, shoving the bag from Bea-spoke under the table. Her heart was almost afraid to beat, wondering if he’d see it and ask her about it. Did he know the shop? Later, when he discovered the watch missing, would he recall that Emma had bought an evening gown? Not that it mattered, she reminded herself, because there would never be a connection.. The fact that she had bought the dress was just a coincidence. She still wasn’t going to steal the watch back.
 
“Well. . . .” She drew the word out, stalling for time. She’d barely registered his question and needed to scramble for an answer. “Oh. Decorations, right. Normally, I would say that they come after the guest list but before the invitations are sent out. But if you’d prefer to discuss them now, we can, of course.”
 
They both paused as Amber placed their drinks in front of them. Josh handed her a folded bill, but Emma couldn’t see what the denomination was. As soon as the barista was gone, he turned back to her. “That’s fine. I was just curious. I’ve always left this sort of thing to Martin, and I’m not quite sure what I’m doing. Should I be trying to come up with ideas? Because I’m afraid I’m kind of hopeless when it comes to decorating.”
 
She studied his face, trying to determine if he was being genuinely self-deprecating or if he was one of those people who falsely claimed to be really bad at things so people would marvel at how good they really were. She’d dated a guy in college like that. He had always tried to pull the ‘What, this old thing?’ routine when he bought a pricey new toy . . . like a Porsche. Shoving the useless memory away, Emma sipped her mocha.
 
“We do have people on staff who can handle it for you, if you’d prefer. Your level of involvement is really up to you.”
 
He brought his mug briefly to his lips and then set it back down again quickly, with a grimace. Emma quirked a brow. “Not quite to your liking? I’m sure Amber would remake it if you asked.”
 
He shook his head, leaning in conspiratorially. Emma backed up a little, alarmed by his nearness. Josh cast a glance sideways, as if checking for spies. “If I tell you a secret, will you promise not to tell?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “I can’t stand Red Bull. Loathe the smell of the stuff.”
 
“Then why did you order it?”
 
“I’m willing to try anything once,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve never had it with espresso before. But honestly, I would have preferred something closer to what you ordered. I’ve got a massive sweet tooth.” He grinned at her, the smile lopsided. Emma was a little taken aback. This was not the mega-watt Hollywood smirk he usually employed. It looked almost sheepish, as if he felt genuinely embarrassed about the ‘secret’ he’d just revealed. She cleared her throat to rid it of the sudden thickness that had appeared.
 
“About the decorations: I can have Shinae work up some sketches for you, if you’d like. Or I can send her by the house to walk you through what you envision the ball looking like.”
 
Josh sipped at his coffee gingerly, eyeing her half-finished mocha. “Definitely come by. Tuesday at 4 p.m., if that works. I want to be as involved as possible, I’m just not sure how to go about it.”
 
Emma pulled out her cell phone and made a quick note on her calendar so she’d remember to schedule the appointment with Shinae. “Tuesday at four. That should be fine. I’ll give you a call Monday if there’s any problem.” She glanced at the time display on her phone and sighed. Todd was due at her house for supper, and she could just imagine what his dinner conversation topic of choice was going to be. “I really need to get going. Thank you for the coffee.” 
 
She slid from the chair and quickly gathered up her bag, still half worried he’d glance inside and go ‘Aha! You’re planning to crash my ball and steal back the watch your no-good brother lost to me fair and square!’ 
 
But she wasn’t. She’d just bought a very pretty, miraculously cheap, bright red ball gown. She pushed the rest of her mocha at him in the hopes of distracting him with sugar. “Here. For your sweet tooth.”
 
He snatched the cup up and took a big gulp, once again flashing her that lopsided smile. “Thanks, Emma. I’ll see you Tuesday.”
 
She muttered a quick goodbye and hurried out of the coffee shop, heart fluttering aggravatingly fast. It was just a stupid smile, for God’s sake, she told herself. There was no reason for her lungs to go all tight. 
 
Emma was so busy fuming at herself for her ridiculous physical reaction to Josh that she had walked several blocks before his final words penetrated her brain. Obviously he expected her to accompany Shinae to the mansion. Some clients were like that, preferring her hand on every trigger, so they knew who to blame if things didn’t go the way they liked. 
 
Emma slid into the driver’s seat of her beat-up old Camry and sighed. Straight from one demanding man in her life to another. Just what she needed. She started the car and headed home.
 
 




Chapter 6 

Josh sat in his office, twirling the pocket watch he’d won at poker a few weeks ago between his fingers. It was a handsome piece and had a good heft in his hand. He stared moodily at the etched gold case. He’d just gotten off the phone with Morse Goodweather, the director he’d hired months ago for this project. Morse had called him all in a lather, wanting to know why he hadn’t been informed that half their funding was being pulled. It took him almost two hours to calm down the volatile wunderkind and convince him they were not about to sink.
 
He’d curse Arnold Purefoy to Hell, if he believed in such a place. He had no idea how the man had become the head of a large studio with such fragile nerves. Still, Josh needed to get William Ransler signed, or this whole project, the last two years of his life, would disappear in a puff of smoke.
 
He spun the watch again, watching the light glint off it, and sighed. Things were coming along well, he assured himself. He’d been in almost constant communication with Emma in the week since she’d brought the decorator by. They’d made progress by leaps. She’d talked him through the design process with Shinae, helping him refine his ideas for decor until they’d come up with a scheme that all three of them thought was best: understated elegance with small touches of what Shinae referred to as ‘feistiness’. He’d finalized the guest list and chosen invitations, signed off on the press release and read through stacks of catering menus. He’d been a bit lost on that last task, overwhelmed by all the delectable sounding food, but thankfully Emma had stepped in and suggested a tasting, which saved him from blindly selecting something at random.
 
As soft-spoken as she may be—borderline shy at times—Emma was efficient and hardworking as all get-out. Josh thought she could give Martin a run for his money. But the thought of having that slight, waifish woman with her striking green eyes and that mass of dark hair at his beck-and-call floated all kinds of interesting images to the surface of his mind. 
 
Josh wasn’t quite sure when it had happened, but by working so closely with her over the last week, the sympathy he initially felt toward her for her shyness had slowly begun to morph into attraction.
 
He’d even surprised her into a laugh, once. They’d been doing the second walkthrough of the house, the one with Shinae, when the decorator expressed astonishment at the number of rooms the house possessed. She never would have guessed from the driveway, she told him. He’d been unable to resist such a perfect opportunity and nodded, straight-faced, saying, “It’s bigger on the inside.”
 
Emma had hiccupped soft laughter, covering her mouth with her hand. Her green eyes twinkled over the curve of her fingers. She looked young in that moment in a way he hadn’t seen before. Her face was youthful, of course, but she acted so mature that it was hard to guess her real age. But in that moment of laughter, Emma reminded him of a mischievous child. It was a good look for her. 
 
“Strange,” she whispered under her breath. “It doesn’t look like the TARDIS.”
 
He was surprised she was a Doctor Who fan, honestly. But then, the show had experienced a resurgence of popularity lately. “The TARDIS can look like whatever it wants,” he replied. She shook her head, but she was smiling.
 
He’d tried to do it again, several times. But though he’d caught her lips twitching a time or two, she never again uttered that little laugh. As he watched for it, he noticed other things about her. Her hair was dark brown, but there were strands of lighter shades that caught the light when she turned her head. When she wanted to say something controversial but was hesitant, she chewed her lower lip on the left side. She clicked her pen incessantly when she was thinking.
 
It reached the point that Josh contemplated kissing her. Her mouth looked so soft—completely kissable. And they’d been sitting very close as they perused the invitations. But in the end, he refrained. Technically she was his employee, at least until the ball was over, and he didn’t like to smudge that line. Emma didn’t seem like the type of woman who’d appreciate offers of smudging, either. Now, once the ball was over . . . that was a whole different story.
 
“What has you smiling?” Ben asked, strolling into the office. 
 
Josh arched a brow at his friend. “Don’t you knock?”
 
Ben folded himself into the chair opposite Josh. “Nope. Now answer my question. Has this got anything to do with William Ransler?”
 
Josh perked up at the mention of the star’s name, tucking the watch into his pocket. “No. Why? You have news?”
 
“Who loves ya baby?” Ben grinned, leaning back in the chair and propping his feet on the edge of the desk. 
 
Josh scowled. “Well, I would have said you, except you’re clearly enjoying torturing me. Spill it.”
 
“I have it on very good authority that word of your charity project has reached the illustrious Mr. Ransler’s ears. He is paying attention. It’s quite the talk of the town just how ‘hands on’ you’re being.” Ben made air quotes with his fingers.
 
Josh couldn’t help but momentarily think of being ‘hands on’ with Emma, but he pushed the thought away. He had to focus on Ransler now. “And? Did he agree to a meeting?”
 
“No,” Ben shrugged in apology. “But I did get him to agree that we could revisit the issue after the ball.”
 
Josh slumped slightly in his chair. “All the ball gets me is a chance at a meeting? Not even a guarantee of one? I was hoping for more.”
 
“It’s more than you’ve got now,” Ben pointed out. “Oh, I got my invitation in the mail today, by the way. Very swanky. I like it.”
 
“Already? That was quick. Emma only just said she was sending them out two days ago.” Josh tapped his fingers against the edge of his desk, wishing he could fast-forward time to the night of the ball and be done with it.
 
“Who’s Emma?” Ben asked, brows rising beneath the fringe of his hair. “I thought you said the Picture Perfect lady’s name was Clarice?”
 
“It is. Clarice is the owner. Emma is. . . .” Josh trailed off. “Well, I guess I don’t really know her exact job title. Clarice’s assistant or something. But she’s handling the team that’s planning and promoting the ball.”
 
Ben perked up, swinging his shoes back down to the floor. “Is she cute? How old is she?”
 
“Whoa, down boy. She’s not your type.” He tried to picture the quiet, methodical Emma dealing with Ben’s boisterous and often scattered personality and couldn’t do it. 
 
Ben quirked a brow. “I’ll be the judge of that. Just because you don’t want to date again in this millennium doesn’t mean the rest of us are content to spend our lives alone.”
 
“I am not . . . ,” Josh began, but then snapped his mouth shut. Ben loved to poke fun at his love life—whether it was over a lack or an abundance—because he knew it riled Josh quickly. Josh wasn’t going to fall for it this time. “I’m not having this conversation with you. Emma is off limits. That’s all you need to know.”
 
Ben’s brown eyes widened. “Oh. Like that, is it? All you had to do was say, man. You know I don’t poach.”
 
“It’s not. Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not. You’d just overwhelm the girl, is all. She’s a bit shy. Reminds me of myself in high school, and I’d hate to see her bulldozed. So back off. Got it?” Josh watched his friend, waiting for a response. 
 
Ben studied his face in return before finally nodding. “Sure thing, man. Whatever you say.”
 
“Good.” Josh stood and headed for the door. “Now, you up for some tennis? I need to work off a little steam or I’m going to fly to Hollywood and strangle Arnold Purefoy with my bare hands.”
 
Josh could feel Ben’s gaze heavy on his back as his best friend followed him out of the room. He brushed off the look, along with the annoying feeling that he’d made an ass out of himself. He was just protecting a shy young woman, he assured himself. The fact that he found her attractive was neither here nor there.
 
Sure, whispered the back of his mind. You keep pretending to believe that.
 
 
Emma jumped as if she’d been stuck with a pin when the door to her office swung open. She hastily minimized the internet browser window for Mysterium-Masks.com as Clarice stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
“Tell me everything is going perfectly for the Owens ball.”
 
Emma swallowed heavily around her heart, which was suddenly in her throat. “Um. . . .” She flushed as if she’d been caught looking at porn. “Everything is going perfectly!”
 
The silver-haired CEO leaned back against the closed door. “Okay, but don’t lie. Are there any problems?”
 
“I’m not lying. There are no problems. Or none that I can’t handle. You just caught me off guard.”
 
Clarice’s eyes narrowed. “Have you gotten a good response from attendees?”
 
Emma nodded emphatically. “Better than good. We haven’t received a single ‘no’ yet, and Padma’s phone has been ringing non-stop from assistants trying to finagle invitations for people who didn’t make the list. But we planned for that. We’ve set aside 10 invitations per week that go on a first-come-first-served basis.”
 
“And Mr. Owens has some set aside to use at his discretion, I presume?” Clarice asked. Emma knew her brows would be raised if not for her recent Botox injection.
 
“Of course. Shinae’s on top of the decorations, and Dag and Marla have all the games planned out. I’ve booked the musicians. As soon as we finish the tasting and solidify the menu, we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
Clarice pursed her lips. “No sponsors?”
 
“Josh, Mr. Owens, said he’d prefer not to have swag bags.” Emma’s lips twitched. What he’d actually said was that the ‘whole damn point of charity is that you’re giving from the goodness of your heart, not because you get prizes’. His vehemence had surprised her. 
 
Her boss tapped bony fingers against her lips, staring hard at Emma’s face. Emma shifted uncomfortably under the intense gaze. Finally, a smile spread across Clarice’s artificially unwrinkled face. “There’s a man, isn’t there?”
 
“I— Pardon me? Where?” Emma blinked, completely adrift with the change in topic. The CEO leaned her hip against Emma’s desk. Emma stared, trying to remember if Clarice had ever come this far into her office before. The last time might well have been on her first day at Picture Perfect.
 
“There’s been something”—Clarice waved a hand vaguely around Emma’s head—“different about you lately. You’re on edge. It’s been driving me batty trying to figure out why. But just now, you had a sparkle in your eye, which I remember well. There’s a man in your life. No wonder you’re on edge. Love will do that to you.”
 
Emma shook her head so emphatically that several strands of hair slid from her chignon. “No. No! There’s no man. I’ve just been . . . .” She snapped her mouth shut, alarmed at the words about to spill out of her mouth. ‘Planning a heist’ was not a good explanation. She cleared her throat and began again, slowly. “I’ve just been fighting with my brother. That’s all. You know how siblings are.”
 
The corners of Clarice’s mouth twitched downward microscopically in what Emma assumed was a frown.
 
“No, I don’t. I’m an only child.”
 
Emma laughed nervously. “Oh, well, lucky you. They’re a pain!”
 
“You’re sure?” Clarice asked.
 
“Very. There’s no man.” Josh is a man, the snide little voice piped up. Emma snuffed it. Yes, technically, in the anatomical sense, Joshua Owens was a man, (not that she’d ever contemplated his anatomy). And yes, technically, he was in her life. But he wasn’t a man in her life. Not like that. 
 
Clarice straightened and moved swiftly to the office door. “That’s a shame. You’re young, Emma, for all you like to act older. And it’s been a while since your last date. Unless you’re having some secret affair?” Clarice’s eyes twinkled. Emma felt heat sting her cheeks.
 
“No secret affairs either. Sorry to disappoint.”
 
Her boss made a soft tsk-ing noise. “It’s not me you’re disappointing, sweetie. I just hate to see your youth going to waste. Think about it, hmm?” Clarice’s lips tugged upward a bit, and then she glided out of the office.
 
Emma stared at the door long after her boss had exited, wondering where that had come from. Clarice was hardly the maternal type, and their relationship had always been strictly professional: cordial, but nothing beyond that. Certainly not anywhere near the level of personal information they’d just shared. They only ever talked about work, and hardly even that, with Clarice being out of the office so often recently.
 
She shook off the strange encounter, chalking it up to an odd moment of attempted camaraderie on the part of her boss. She pulled the browser window back up and gazed at an elaborate lace mask. It was shaped like a black lace butterfly and covered the model from mid-forehead almost down to her chin. Beneath the black lace was ruby red satin. Only the wearer’s eyes and mouth would be visible. It was simple, but very alluring.
 
Josh had suggested they provide some extra masks, should guests need them. Apparently, that was customary at a masquerade. She could order this one to show to him, to verify the quality before they ordered more. It looked very lovely, but it could be poorly crafted. It was hard to tell online, and they’d never dealt with this retailer before.
 
Satisfied she had a totally legitimate reason to purchase the mask, Emma added it to her virtual cart and placed the order. She locked the door on the voice in her head, which was asking why she’d purchased the mask with her personal credit card and not a company account and pointing out that Picture Perfect had verified suppliers who provided the same type of costumes. 
 
She wasn’t thinking about Todd’s plan. In fact, she’d been turning over one of her own. She knew from overhearing some of Josh’s conversations that he was trying to put together some kind of movie deal. Typical for a Hollywood producer, of course. But it meant that after the ball, he’d probably be leaving town. The only people at the house would be a few of his staff members. All Emma needed to do was talk her way into the house and she could get the watch then. Josh wouldn’t be back in town for months. He’d have no way of knowing when it had been taken. And if anyone thought to mention that she’d been there, she was sure Dag or Shinae would vouch she’d had genuine business there for the party follow-up.
 
It was still risky, but not as terrifying as Todd’s crazy scheme. It didn’t involve disguises, for one. She thought of the mask and bit her lip. No, her idea was by far the superior one. As soon as Todd gave up on this masquerade ploy, she’d lay it all out for him. For sure.
 
 




Chapter 7 
 
She was going to stop staring at Joshua Owens’ lips any minute now. Any minute. 
 
“Oh, God,” he groaned. “This one’s amazing. Emma, taste.” He pressed a small hors d’oeuvres against her mouth. She parted her lips instinctively, blinking in surprise as he shoved the bite of toasted brie, ripe fig, and thyme honey into her mouth. The mixture of creamy cheese, sweet fruit and tangy honey was indeed amazing. The flavors lingered on her tongue as she swallowed.
 
“Jean Luc is very good,” she said. “How would you rate it?” She held her pen poised over her clipboard. Josh shook his head.
 
“Emma, Emma, Emma. Food isn’t about a number. It’s about the experience. Here, take a sip of this wine.” He snatched her pen and thrust the slender stem of a wineglass between her suddenly empty fingers.
 
She sighed softly. They were supposed to be finalizing the menu for the ball. With less than a week left, this was the last major detail they had yet to iron out. Josh had narrowed it down to three caterers (from the dozen she’d first presented him with), but now seemed unable—or unwilling—to make the final decision. She’d suggested the number ratings in the hope that it would help.
 
“Joshua—”
 
He held up a finger. “One sip, Emma. And then I’ll give you the number. I promise.” He grinned. It wasn’t the Hollywood mega-watt grin, but it wasn’t the sheepish smile either. This was a new one he’d begun using on her in the last couple of weeks. It confused her more than a little because it seemed sweetly coaxing, as if she was a frightened kitten he was trying to persuade to come out from under the bed. It did funny things to her belly too, every time he flashed it at her, thoroughly disconcerting her.
 
She sighed, sipping at the white wine he’d thrust at her. 
 
“What do you think?” he asked, cocking his head. Emma nodded.
 
“It’s good. There’s a nuttiness that complements the cheese, with elements of fruit and . . . .” She took another sip, contemplating the wine’s complex flavors as they burst on her tongue. “Summer grass. I’d say the hors d’oeuvres by themselves are a 9, but paired with the wine, a definite 10.” She handed him back the glass and held out her palm.
 
He laid the pen in it. “Eleven.”
 
“It only goes up to ten,” she said, frowning slightly.
 
“Eleven,” he repeated. “Jean Luc’s our guy.”
 
“Your guy. This is all for your party, remember.” She made a mental note to buy some Cheese Puffs for Jean Luc. The temperamental chef (who’d been born and raised in Detroit for all his French ancestry) loved the Day-Glo orange snacks. It always helped to have a few bags stashed around in case she needed to appease him.
 
“You’ve done an amazing job, Emma. I really appreciate all your hard work,” Josh said. Emma chewed at her lower lip, shifting uneasily. Thanking the peons for their hard work didn’t sit well with her image of Josh as the Wealthy Playboy. Several things about him didn’t. It made her uncomfortable. She kept shoving those thoughts into that locked room along with the voice that kept insisting there was more to him. 
 
“The hard work has all been you,” she replied, not meeting his eyes. This was something she usually said to her rich employers. They liked to be told something was all their doing. “You know,” she rushed ahead, changing the subject. “Several of the foods you’ve selected, like the brie with the thyme honey, are potentially going to leave guests with sticky fingers. Are you concerned about your things getting ruined?”
 
He shrugged. “Not really. I’ll have anything of real value locked away. The rest I can replace.”
 
“L-locked away?” Her heart did a somersault. “That’s a good idea,” she said faintly.
 
Josh nodded, rolling the wine stem between his fingers. “Martin pointed out the possibility of another kind of sticky fingers when hosting so many people in the house. So all the priceless stuff that’s in potential danger will get put away, and all the non-essential rooms will be locked up. Most of them are already locked anyway when not in use.”
 
“Well. . . .” Emma cleared her throat. “Good, then. I’m glad we got that cleared up. Now, we—” Her phone chirped, making her jump. Her acrobatic heart didn’t calm down when she saw Todd’s number displayed on the screen. Her eyes flew up to Josh’s, but luckily he was perusing her clipboard. “I’m sorry. I have to take this.”
 
Josh nodded and gave her a go-ahead wave. She scurried several steps away from him and pressed the phone to her ear. “This is not a good time. I’m at work.” She stressed the last word, hoping her brother would understand that she meant ‘Joshua Owens is standing right here’. 
 
“Ems,” Todd began, but she bulldozed right over him.
 
“We do need to talk, though. Come by the house tonight. There’s been a . . . development.” Emma cut a quick glance at Josh, but he was on his own phone now. She hadn’t heard a ring, so he must have called someone. That was good; it meant he wasn’t listening to her.
 
“Emma!” Todd’s voice was sharp, jerking her attention back to him.
 
“What?”
 
“I can’t come to the house tonight,” he said, and Emma could hear the slightly disgruntled pout in his voice. She knew that tone. Todd was upset she wasn’t paying more attention to him. But she was as nervous as that proverbial cat in the room full of rocking chairs. She didn’t want to be talking to him with Josh so nearby.
 
“Oh, for God’s sake, are you pouting now? Fine. I’ll come see you. Where will you be?”
 
Todd sighed. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I’m in the hospital.”
 
“You’re . . . what?” Her heart stopped all its acrobatics, seizing in her chest. “What happened?” Her mother died in a hospital, though she’d been too young to remember it. Their father, too, was rushed from the scene of the accident only to die in the hospital a few hours later. Emma really didn’t like hospitals.
 
“I’m fine, Ems. I promise.” The petulance vanished from his tone now. Todd knew how she felt, because he felt the same way. “It’s just some minor cuts and bruises. But they want to keep me overnight for observation, because I hit my head. That’s all.”
 
Tears pricked her eyes. “I’ll be right there.”
 
Todd was still talking, but Emma hung up. She turned back to find Josh still on the phone, engaged in a heated argument. She shifted impatiently from foot to foot, listening to him berate whoever was on the other line.
 
“Look, I don’t care if he’s the Prince of Persia. You tell him he’s signed a contract and I’m holding him to it. If he tries to weasel out of it, I’ll have him in court for so long his great-grandchildren will still be paying legal fees. What’s a few million to me? I will bury him in paperwork.”
 
He’d been doing such a good job of making Emma forget he was one of those rich people she despised, who had more money than they knew what to do with and mostly did nothing with it. But that little diatribe neatly reminded her.
 
“See that he does,” Josh said, and then hung up. He turned back to her and gave her the sheepish smile, but it failed to move her the way it usually did. “Sorry about that.”
 
Emma gave him a short nod. “I need to go, actually. Something important just came up and since we’re finished here. . . .” She trailed off, her feet itching to get a move on. Josh blinked.
 
“Oh. I thought we were going to—”
 
“I’m sorry. It’s very important. We’ll talk tomorrow.” She knew she was being rude, but all she could think about was that both her parents had died in a hospital without her having a chance to say goodbye, and now her only living relative was in one of those places. Fighting down panic, Emma hurried out the door.
 
 




Chapter 8 
 
Todd was sitting up in the hospital bed, a bright white bandage above his left eye, when she skittered into the room. He smiled at her around a spoonful of red Jell-O.
 
“Hey Ems.”
 
She pulled out the bedside chair and sank into it, her heart finally beginning to slow now that she was actually looking at her little brother. She brushed his hair off his forehead gently, careful not touch the bandage.
 
“What did you do, T-rex?”
 
He offered her the Jell-O cup. “You want some of this? It’s cherry. I know that’s your favorite.”
 
Emma narrowed her eyes. “Todd,” she snapped. “What did you do?”
 
“I sort of wrecked a dune buggy. But it’s no big deal!” He slurped noisily at another spoonful of gelatin, avoiding her eyes.
 
“What were you doing driving a dune buggy?” She gritted her teeth as she waited. 
 
He finally raised his gaze to hers, eyes round with feigned innocence. “Racing. But Ems—”
 
“Why on earth were you racing dune buggies?” She quirked a brow, praying she was wrong about the words about to come out of his mouth.
 
Todd fiddled with the Jell-O cup, peeling away a bit of the lid that was still stuck to the edge. “There’s this big race in Las Vegas. The winner gets, like, half a million dollars. All you have to do is place in the qualifying round.”
 
“And pay a ‘small’ fee?” she guessed.
 
“Well, yeah. But it’s only a thousand bucks, and you can win half a million!”
 
Emma rested her forehead against the side of the hospital bed with a sigh. “Where do you plan on getting this thousand dollars, Todd?”
 
“I was going to use the watch as collateral for a small loan. Just until I won in Vegas.” He plucked at the sheet beside her head.
 
She raised her head and blinked in confusion. “The watch we don’t have in our possession?”
 
“But we will soon! It’s only another week until the ball.” He beamed down at her as if she were the brightest child in a gifted class. Emma inhaled deeply through her nose.
 
“Let me get this straight. You’re having me go to all this trouble—commit a crime—in order to get Dad’s watch back so you can turn around and pawn it?”
 
He flinched, his skin paling. “Not pawn it, just use it as collateral. It’s totally different.”
 
Emma shot up from the chair, cheeks burning and fists clenched. “Todd Alexander Ness, what is wrong with you? That is our father’s watch, passed down in our family from generation to generation. It’s not a poker chip, it’s not a down payment on a damn dune buggy race. It was daddy’s!”
 
Todd recoiled, mouth tightening, green eyes dark with hurt. “I know that, Emma.”
 
“Clearly not,” she fumed, “or you wouldn’t be planning to risk it again before we’ve even gotten it back.”
 
“Well I can’t do it now, anyway, so you can stop acting so mad.” He wiped a hand over his upper lip. Emma opened her mouth to retort, but paused to frown. Todd’s hand trembled a little, and beads of sweat stood out on his forehead and lip. Her reprimand died on her tongue.
 
“Are you feeling okay?” she asked instead.
 
“A little dizzy and nauseous, actually.” His eyelids fluttered and Emma’s heart thumped in her chest. She sprinted to the door and stuck her head into the hall, thankful to spot the colorful scrubs of a nurse.
 
“Nurse! Please come here. I think there’s something wrong with my brother!” 
 
The nurse was an older woman with dyed black hair and a kind, seamed face. “What’s the matter, hon?”
 
Emma ushered her into the room, where Todd had begun to breathe in shallow gulps. He was sweating more profusely, and his skin had turned ashy. Emma rushed to her brother’s side, clasping one of his hands in both of hers. The nurse picked up his chart and scowled at it before glancing up at the monitor near Todd’s head. Emma could see that his heart rate was elevated.
 
The older woman curtly ordered Todd to lay back, folded back the sheet, and began to press lightly along his abdomen. Emma bit her lip, chewing it as she watched the nurse work. Todd hissed as the nurse’s fingers reached just below his ribs. He squeezed Emma’s hand tightly.
 
“What is it?” Emma whispered.
 
The nurse covered Todd’s belly once more, yanking the blood pressure machine closer and wrapping the cuff around his upper arm. “Could be his spleen,” she replied shortly. She pressed some buttons and the blood pressure machine hummed to life. She also leaned over and pressed Todd’s call button. Emma felt her own stomach do a lazy roll.
 
“Is he going to be okay?”
 
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” the nurse said. But her terse tone was not at all comforting. 
 
Todd squeezed her hand again. “I’ll be fine, Ems. Promise.”
 
“You better be. I’m not done yelling at you.” Tears pricked her eyes.
 
He smiled. “So, does this mean you’re finally on board with the plan?”
 
Another nurse entered the room. She didn’t even have a chance to speak before the older nurse sent her to chase down Todd’s doctor. Emma tried to bite back the sob that was clogging the back of her throat.
 
“I’ve been on board for weeks.”
 
His eyelids fluttered briefly again, as if he was fighting to stay conscious, but then he chuckled. “Not really. You don’t fool me, Emmaceratops.”
 
“I do too,” she said softly. 
 
He shook his head. The doctor came in and conferred with the nurse. Emma felt a little comforted by the doctor’s smile and her low, firm voice. 
 
“Let’s see what we’ve got here.” The doctor lifted the sheet to prod at Todd’s abdomen herself. Again, he winced when she reached a certain point. The doctor withdrew her hands and folded down his shirt. “Okay then, Mr. Ness, it seems like you might have a small splenic rupture. That can happen when you crash a dune buggy. I’m going to have Arlene here take you to get an ultrasound to confirm, and then we’ll see what we can do about getting it removed, hmm?”
 
“Is that. . . .” Emma had to stop and swallow the lump in her throat. “Is that dangerous?”
 
The doctor nodded, but she kept smiling. “It can be, in the case of a massive rupture. However, Mr. Ness’ blood pressure hasn’t dropped at all, so this appears to be a small one. Once we’ve confirmed that, we have a couple of options for treatment. I wouldn’t worry if I were you.”
 
The doctor patted Todd’s arm and left. Emma continued to worry. She would probably stay worried until she could take her brother home. Maybe even for a few weeks after that. Especially if he rode another dune buggy, she thought with a scowl.
 
Todd tugged on her hand. “I’ll be okay, Ems. Just . . . promise me you’re really on board with the plan. You’re not going to keep pretending you are while you cook up something else behind my back, are you?”
 
She actually chuckled a little through the sting of tears. “T-rex, are you using this vulnerable moment to compel my agreement?”
 
“Whatever works,” he said, his grin a little wobbly but there nonetheless. 
 
“Do you promise me you’ll drop the stupid dune buggy racing idea?” she asked in return.
 
He nodded. “Promise.”
 
Emma stared down at the pale, sweaty face of her baby brother. She stroked the damp hair off his forehead, the way she had so many times when he was little, whenever he was feverish or afraid. He drove her crazy on many occasions and tried her patience to no end, but she loved him and would do anything for him. Anything. 
 
Including, she thought with a sigh, dressing up in costume and sneaking into a masquerade ball she’d planned in order to steal back the watch he’d lost in a poker game. 
 
“I’m on board. I promise. Besides,” she added, smiling wanly. “My idea was even worse than yours.” Todd’s responding smile was beatific.
 
The nurse finished attaching the monitors to the bed as an orderly moved around her to unlock the wheels. “Miss,” the nurse said, not unkindly, “we need to take him now.”
 
Emma nodded, clutching his hand tightly for another brief moment. “I love you, T-rex. Don’t you dare die on me.” She sniffled.
 
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said as they began to wheel him out. “And Ems?”
 
“What?”
 
“There’s something in my coat pocket for you. I knew you’d need ‘em. You never fail me, Em.” He waved as they pushed him around the corner. Stifling a hiccupping sob, Emma crossed to his beside table and picked up the dusty, torn coat he’d been wearing when they brought him in. It took her a minute before she located the right pocket. 
 
Her hand closed over a smooth plastic case and she drew it out, already knowing what she’d find. 
 
A contacts case.
 
Emma chuckled, feeling a sudden burst of optimism. Her brother knew her too well. And he also knew that she’d lose it if anything happened to him. There was no way he’d do that to her. He was going to be fine, and they were going to pull this off. In just one more week, they’d have their father’s watch back.
 
She unscrewed one white plastic lid and smiled at the brown contact floating in its solution. For the first time since Todd told her about his plan, she felt something other than anxiety when she thought about it. Emma recognized the feeling. She’d experienced it enough times when embroiled in one of her baby brother’s mad plans. That spark and fizzle in her veins was excitement.
 
 
There was something different about Emma today, Josh thought as he watched her direct the setup crew. Her normally quiet, even tone was somehow brighter today, bubblier. As if she was constantly on the verge of breaking into laughter. It was in her eyes as well, he noticed. She’d glanced up at him when he came downstairs and found her marshaling the troops to cart the sofas and chairs from his conservatory out to a storage truck, and her eyes sparkled like rare emeralds. 
 
He paused on the bottom step, momentarily stunned by her beauty. He’d noticed she was pretty before, yes, in her own quiet way. But lit up like this, she surpassed merely ‘pretty’. Her smile faltered when she caught his stunned look. He mustered a casual expression as he crossed the room to her.
 
“Things are starting to come together. I was just in the ballroom with Shinae, and the decorations look fantastic.”
 
She nodded, dropping her arresting eyes to her ever-present clipboard. He could see a diagram of table placements on top, but she flipped that page over to peruse what looked like a detailed itinerary. “Good. We’re on track then. Once we’ve got these set up,” she indicated the second line of workers, who were now hauling round dinner tables toward the conservatory, “we can begin dressing the rooms down here.”
 
“What’s left to do tomorrow?” he asked, impressed with the huge transformation Emma and her team had wrought already.
 
“My team and I will get here around 10 a.m. to do a final walk-through of the game rooms and make sure everything is in place. But I’ll be off before the ball starts. Dag will be coordinating the rest of the staff.”
 
Josh rubbed a hand against his slightly stubbled jaw. “What if something happens during the ball? Shouldn’t you be here in case any crises arise?”
 
She flicked an unreadable look at him up through her long lashes. “I have some private family matters to attend to over the next few days. Vince will be overseeing the kitchen and waitstaff. Charlotte is handling the front of the house—the coat check, valets, and footmen. I’ve assigned Ari to the musicians. Should they need anything at all, he’ll arrange it for them. Tanya has the games covered. And Dag can reach me in the event of an emergency. They’re all supremely competent, Joshua. I wouldn’t leave them in charge if I didn’t have complete faith in all of them.”
 
“I didn’t mean to insinuate. . . .” He trailed off, backtracking over what she’d said. “Wait, we have footmen? What on earth for?”
 
“Checking invitations and opening doors.” She raised her brows. “You didn’t expect your guests to open their own doors, did you?”
 
His lips quirked at the dry tone of her voice. “Yes, actually. If I’d thought about it at all, I would have.”
 
She shook her head. “That’s why you hired Picture Perfect: to think of these little details. Not only will it impress your guests, but it will help keep the flow of foot traffic away from the doorways. Trust me, you’ll be grateful for the footmen.”
 
“I’ll take your word for it.” He grinned.
 
Emma tucked her pen into her bun. “The rest of the Picture Perfect support staff will be at the office. Think of them as backup if anything goes wrong. Which it won’t,” she assured him. He was about to speak when she spun, catching the sleeve of one of the burly movers. “Wally, make sure they don’t unload all the chairs, please. The ones at the very rear of the truck are going back to Steinem’s.”
 
Wally nodded. “Are they remainders?” 
 
“We always get a few. But Janice is waiting for them, so if you can run them over to her as soon as you guys are done here, she’ll swap them out for you.” Emma smiled at him and patted his muscled forearm. “Thank you.”
 
Josh watched her pluck the pen from her bun and mark a check on her clipboard. He chuckled when she slid the writing instrument back into her hairdo. She glanced up at him.
 
“My mom does that, too.” He gestured toward her bun. “The pen-in-the-hair thing. Sometimes she’ll end up with three or four in there by the end of the day. How do you not feel that?”
 
She blinked at him for a moment, and then a fleeting smile darted across her lips. “Well, I don’t know about your mother, but my hair is very thick. The pen doesn’t even touch my scalp, so there’s nothing to feel, really. Just a tiny bit of added weight. You know,” she said suddenly, “you need to give me those signed releases for the photographers.”
 
He frowned slightly at the abrupt shift in topic but motioned her toward the stairs. “Right. They’re in my office.”
 
Emma bit her lip. Was she nervous to be alone with him? They’d interacted one-on-one plenty of times, but never in a confined space like his office. Not that the room was small, but it was considerably narrower than the great living room or the conference room at Picture Perfect. He watched her straighten her shoulders, apparently shaking off whatever trepidation she was feeling, and turn to climb up the stairs before him.
 
Josh caught himself staring rather adoringly at her firm backside as she moved in front of him. He yanked his gaze away. If she’d caught that heated look, she’d probably run straight out the front door without her precious releases. He cleared his throat, attempting to distract himself from the delectable sight ahead of him. “So, where will the photographers be?”
 
“We’ll have several in front of the house to catch the guests as they arrive and enter, as well as a few in each room to mingle among the guests and take candid souvenir shots,” she called over her shoulder.
 
“I still think that’s kind of off-putting.”
 
She flashed an amused glance at him. “How many charity functions have you been to?”
 
Josh paused with one hand on the stair railing, lips pursed in thought. “More than I can count,” he answered. “Why?”
 
Emma raised a brow. “And have any of them not had photographers snapping pictures the whole time?”
 
“Oh.” He frowned slightly. “Huh. Yeah, I guess I mostly don’t pay attention to them.”
 
“And neither will your guests. What’s the point of giving to charity if people don’t see you doing it?” she asked. There was an edge to her voice that suggested this was perhaps something a client had said to her.
 
Josh chuckled at the statement. He was sure a good portion of his fellow philanthropists felt exactly that way. “I suppose you’re right.”
 
At the top of the stairs, he ushered her toward his office, noting that her back had gone stiff. He made a point to leave the office door open as they stepped inside.
 
“I wanted to thank you again, Emma,” he said, hoping to put her at ease as he shuffled through the papers on his desk for the photo releases, “for helping make this whole endeavor run really smoothly. I don’t mind telling you, given my inexperience, when Martin first suggested a party planner . . . I had some nightmare visions. But you’ve made the process really pleasant, and I appreciate that.” He glanced up at her. 
 
She was standing on the other side of his desk, spine ramrod straight, her hands clasped behind her back like a shy schoolgirl. Her head was down, eyes apparently locked on the surface of his desk. He couldn’t read the look in them through her down-swept lashes.
 
“I was just doing my job,” she said, the quiet tone returning. “But I’m glad you’re pleased. Clarice will be delighted to hear you’re happy with your Picture Perfect experience.”
 
He handed her the release forms, trying not to frown at her subdued demeanor. He liked the sparkling, bubbly Emma much better. But he doubted she’d appreciate him commenting on her behavior change. If she was nervous about being alone with him, it would only make the situation worse. Instead, he smiled. “I’ll be sure to tell her, then. You will definitely be getting more of my business in the future.”
 
Emma nodded, clutching the papers. “I should get back downstairs to make sure those tables are being placed correctly.”
 
“Do what you’ve got to do.” Josh bit back a small grin. He couldn’t deny that he felt a small thrill of masculine satisfaction knowing she was affected by his closeness. As she turned on her heel and hurried from the room, he found himself once again contemplating asking her out after the ball was over. Some part of him couldn’t help but think that if he could get Emma away from the mantle of her job, he’d see more of the effervescent personality he’d only caught glimpses of so far.
 
And Josh really liked the idea of that. One more day, he thought. Then he could nab William Ransler’s signature on the dotted line of a contract and score a date with an intriguing woman all at once. His week was shaping up to be pretty fine.
 




Chapter 9 
 
“Holy moly, Ems. You look amazing.” Todd gaped at her, green eyes wide. Emma spun around in surprise, feeling the luxurious swish of the fabric around her legs, and clapped a hand to her throat, where her heart now resided.
 
“You should be resting.” She’d only picked him up from the hospital a few hours ago. His surgery had gone well, or so the doctor said. Now he just needed to rest and recover. She, on the other hand, had a ball to attend. 
 
Todd sat gingerly on the end of her bed with a wince. “I am resting. It doesn’t take any energy to compliment my big sister.”
 
“Please.” She rolled her eyes. But she smoothed her palms over the silky fabric at her stomach. The double-sided tape she’d used was supposed to be professional grade, but she was still nervous that it would give way at a critical moment. A lot of her bare skin was already on display—legs, arms, back, cleavage—so she didn’t want to hit any extra levels of indecency. “It looks okay?”
 
“Better than okay. Especially with the new hair.” 
 
Emma touched her fingertips to the elaborately coiled updo. She’d taken the precaution of going to a hairdresser several towns over, just in case anyone thought to ask around about her, post-theft. The girl had gone above and beyond the call of duty. Not only was Emma sporting a style that would be the talk of any Red Carpet Event, but the stylist had dyed her long, straight locks a deep, shimmery black. The temporary color would wash out within a few days, but that was all Emma needed.
 
She bent to reach for a pair of slender, black stiletto heels. The tape held firm, and neither nipple made an impromptu appearance. She breathed a sigh of relief as she slipped into the dangerous-looking shoes. “Do you really think I can pull this off?”
 
“Of course I do. And so do you. Now, get your mask on.” Todd grinned, and she could sense his excitement. Her own heart was pounding, too, like it had been since this morning. Her hands had trembled so badly she almost couldn’t paint her toes and fingers in a bright poppy red. But it wasn’t nerves. Todd was right. Emma had to admit she was just as excited as her brother. Maybe more. It had always been this way—when she broke him out of that stupid summer camp or convinced his friends she’d been jilted at the altar. Playing the roles he thought up was fun. And harmless, she told herself. A small part of her argued that Josh might not agree with her assessment, but honestly, what was one old watch to a Hollywood mega-producer?
 
“Hold on. I need to do the contacts first.” She’d practiced putting them in and taking them out a dozen times since Todd had given them to her. It still felt a little odd, having to touch the slippery surface of her own eyeball, but she found she could do it with ease. She did so now, blinking her eyes to situate the contacts and watching her green irises turn suddenly brown. Finally, she affixed some more skin adhesive to the mask’s edges and pressed it into place. 
 
As the picture on the website indicated, only a small portion of her forehead, cheeks, and chin remained uncovered by the black lace butterfly with its red satin underpinning. She turned back to Todd, grinning. “Well?”
 
Her little brother inspected her from head to toe, brows rising high on his wide forehead. “I watched the transformation myself, and I’m still having trouble believing it’s you.”
 
Emma’s lips curved upward in a pleased smile. “That’s just the pain medication talking. But it’ll have to do, I guess.” She knew it would. In her gut, she just knew it. Even if he did somehow catch a glimpse of her across the crowded ballroom, there was no way Joshua Owens would recognize her as the deferential woman who’d planned his soiree. 
 
“Walk me through it again.” Todd watched her affix the large, chandelier earrings and smiled as she clipped their great-grandmother’s rubies around her throat. The necklace complemented the outfit perfectly.
 
She fluttered long lashes at him in the mirror. “I’m going to go in—”
 
“With your fake invitation,” he interrupted.
 
“With my fake invitation,” Emma continued. “First, I’ll locate Joshua. As soon as he’s downstairs, as far from the office as possible, I head upstairs, sneak in, grab the watch and skedaddle.”
 
Todd frowned, eyes a little glassy. “I thought you said the doors were going to be locked?”
 
Damn it, she hadn’t meant to tell Todd that. But she’d been distraught about his surgery and rambling at his bedside before he woke up. She didn’t realize he’d heard it all. She laughed it off. “Why would he bother? It’s not as if he can’t afford twenty replacements if anything gets stolen. We’d really be up the creek if he did, wouldn’t we?” Thank goodness Todd was still fuzzy from his meds, because she didn’t at all want to explain to her little brother how she really planned to get inside that office.
 
She hadn’t even realized she’d been considering it, as she waited for Todd to get out of surgery, until the solution popped into her head. Josh said the hallway doors would all be locked. But the hallway door was not the only one that led into his office. She knew, from looking at the blueprints, that there was one other entrance.
 
Through Joshua Owens’ bedroom.
 
Of course, the hallway door to that would no doubt be locked as well. But if she could convince him to open it. . . . Seducing the gorgeous billionaire was the only way to get the watch back. Partially seducing, she corrected. She just had to get Josh to think she wanted to get him in bed, so he’d take her to said bed. Once inside his room, she would find some excuse to be alone for a minute and slip away into the office. She’d be gone before he knew it and he’d never be the wiser as to her identity.
 
“Hey, what about the hair?” Todd asked suddenly. Emma blinked, sliding a sleek metal cuff onto her wrist. 
 
“What about it?”
 
Todd flapped a hand at her, his pain meds clearly in full gear if the dazed look on his face was any indication. “Won’t Owens notice it’s a different color next time he sees you? Even a guy will spot a thing like that!” His green eyes went wide in alarm. Emma just shook her head.
 
“We went over this, remember? It washes out in a few days, and I took some time off from work, now that the ball is completed, to care for my recently injured bonehead brother. By the time I have to see Josh again for the post-event follow-up, my hair will be back to normal. And I think you need to lie down.”
 
“Did you just call me a bonehead?” Todd’s brows lowered until they almost touched his nose, but the intimidating frown was somewhat compromised by the SpongeBob pajamas he was wearing.
 
“I did,” she said. “And you are. Now, lie down on my bed and rest. I have to get going if I’m going to make it to my pick-up point in time.” She felt a small shiver at the clandestine sound of the words. She’d hired a driver from a limo service Picture Perfect didn’t use and arranged for a car to meet her at a location outside of town, so she could arrive at the ball in a style similar to the other guests. 
 
Todd leaned slowly backward until he was lying flat on her comforter. Smiling, Emma grabbed a quilt off the rocking chair in the corner and draped it over him. His eyes blinked sleepily up at her. She smoothed his hair away from his forehead and dropped a quick kiss there, wiping away the resulting red lipstick print. “Rest, T-rex. I’ll be home in a little while and, dad’s watch will be back where it belongs. I promise.”
 
He nodded, eyes already closed. “Thanks, Ems. You’re the best.” He was snoring before the last word was even completely out of his mouth. Emma watched his relaxed, sleeping face for a moment, remembering who and what she was doing this for, before she gathered up her wrap and purse and closed her bedroom door.
 
In the short hall, she paused, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to steady her nerves. She always got a sudden case of electric butterflies right before launching herself into the thick of one of Todd’s schemes. She cleared her throat briefly and then spoke, her voice a full octave lower than usual, with the edge of a smoker’s rasp. “Watch out, Joshua Owens. Ready or not, here I come.”
 
 
Emma handed the gawky footman her invitation without meeting his eye. She wasn’t worried he’d recognize her. She had very little to do with the staff members, for the most part. But she’d been around the super rich long enough to know they rarely made eye contact with service people.
 
He opened the door with a flourish and bowed low. She’d have to commend Charlotte on his behavior. Only, she couldn’t, she remembered, because she wasn’t supposed to be here. She sighed. She’d think of another way to convey her approval to her teammate. Emma paused just inside the doors, stunned at the full effect of the decorations. She’d seen Shinae’s sketches, and even been present for various aspects of the set-up. But seeing it all put together was breathtaking. 
 
In keeping with both the theme and spirit of the ball, Josh had wanted something very playful, child-like and almost fairy tale. Shinae had delivered in spades, turning his refined mansion into something halfway between Wonderland and Charlie’s infamous chocolate factory. Bright colors (heavy on the candy red, of course) popped out everywhere, from the flickering red globe lights that seemed to float above her head, to the arches of the doorways, which had been made to look as if they were carved out of black licorice. 
 
Stunted trees with chocolate bark and glossy green leaves made of rock candy sat in tubs of crystalline ice grass. Several were heavy with Maraschino cherries. As Emma watched, one of the waiters strolled by and plucked a cherry with a gloved hand, popping it into his mouth surreptitiously. When he caught her eye, he winked through his make-up and twitched a shoulder at her in a shrug, making the discreet gossamer wings on his back seem to flap. 
 
Tchaikovsky’s ‘March of the Sugarplum Fairies’ spilled down the stairs from the ballroom above. Unable to keep from grinning at the lighthearted atmosphere, Emma strode into the foyer, making her way toward the game rooms first. If she didn’t find Josh there, she’d try the conservatory and then the ballroom. 
 
Her heart was flying inside her chest, and she could feel the flush of heat in her cheeks beneath the mask as she slid through the crowd, smiling and nodding occasionally as if she were well acquainted with these other dazzling people. Looking at the other women, she felt under-jeweled in just her great-grandmother’s rubies and the chandelier earrings. Her hands were bare of heavy rings while the other women dripped rubies from their fingers like fat drops of glistening blood.
 
Emma felt confident that her dress, at least, fit in with the designers and bespoke pieces the other guests wore. Red was, of course, prevalent with the women. Some of the men even sported a touch of crimson at the throat or cuff. She saw one brave fellow with carmine colored Oxfords. She smiled widely at the stocky brunette. He winked through his fox mask. A woman in an elaborate fairy ensemble, diamonds glittering in her blond hair, ducked hurriedly around him and scurried into the armoire behind him. She was giggling, cheeks flushed, as she began to pull the doors closed. 
 
The man in the fox mask bent, quickly snatching the tail of her silk skirt before she could close it in the hinge. He presented it to her with a flourish. The fairy woman dipped a curtsey, pressing a delicate finger to her smiling, red-lipped mouth. Mr. Fox winked at her, too, and closed the armoire doors, turning to lean casually back against them. Emma suppressed a smile as she saw him muttering out of the corner of his mouth, obviously whispering to the beautiful woman he hid.
 
While she moved through the chattering, laughing, giddy crowd, Emma pulled her invented persona around herself like a cloak. She wasn’t Emma Ness, mid-level party planner with no one but a younger brother to care about her. She was a social climber, a grifter, a trophy wife to a rich old investment banker. She paused beside a young, handsome man in an elegant tux and an orange-red mask with a long plague doctor nose. He was contemplating the martini he held in his hand with some trepidation, clearly trying to puzzle out how to raise it to his mouth without dipping the tip of his mask’s protuberance in it. 
 
Emma dropped her hand on his arm, sliding it slowly up to his shoulder to turn him slightly toward her. She watched his eyes light up as they traced her face and then dip down into the well of her cleavage. She squeezed his muscular bicep to bring his gaze back to hers.
 
“Here, sugar. Let me help you with that.” She took the glass from his unresisting hand and artfully maneuvered the rim to his lips, leaning into him in the process. She tilted the glass up, not breaking his gaze, stroking his arm in rhythm with his swallows. When the drink was gone, she lowered the glass again, plucking the olive-laden toothpick out and sucking the vodka and vermouth soaked fruit off the wooden skewer before tossing it aside. 
 
“Who are you?” he asked huskily, eyes hungry on her mouth. Emma laughed. 
 
“Madame Butterfly.” She leaned into his chest, dipping her fingers into his inner jacket pocket and lightly touching his wallet. She didn’t take it. Knowing she could have was thrill enough. She brushed a quick kiss on his cheek. “See you later, sugar,” she breathed in his ear, before gliding away into the crowd. Masked Emma liked to tease. She was crass, not very well educated, street smart, and always got what she wanted. And what she wanted right now was Joshua Owens.
 
Her mouth curled slightly, brown eyes scanning the crowd for her target. Everywhere, people were laughing. In the library, a gaunt woman with silver hair in a complex pile on top of her head was counting to one hundred, her ring-bedecked fingers pressed over her eyes. In the wide living room, a middle-aged actor with twinkling hazel eyes was finger-painting a picture of his leggy model girlfriend. Emma wove through them, looking for broad shoulders and the gleam of golden hair.
 
She swiped a glass of white wine from a passing waiter’s tray as she sidled through the conservatory, barely noticing the long, twisting horns sprouting from the server’s forehead. Emma saw a woman for whom she’d planned parties in the past bite into one of the fig and brie hors d’oeuvres and grab the wrist of the waitress to keep her from moving on with her tray. Sheila, the wife of a real estate mogul, was spoiled and petty, and she complained constantly every time Emma worked with her.
 
“Oh my god,” the bottle blonde crooned now. “These are the best things I’ve ever had in my mouth!” 
 
Emma stifled a chuckle and glided to a halt at the woman’s side. The waitress smiled at her, but Emma could read the dread in the girl’s eyes. The waitress didn’t dare move for fear of aggravating Sheila. Emma plucked up one of the treats and popped it into her mouth, winking at the server. The flavors exploded on her tongue, just as they had during the tasting. She chased them with a sip of the wine, as Josh had encouraged her to do. The combination was heady and sensual. She groaned.
 
“Aren’t they divine?” she asked Sheila. Emma extended her hand. “I think we met at the Caldwell wine tasting. You’re Sheila McNamara.” Emma grinned as Sheila dropped the waitress’ wrist, and the girl scurried away. The socialite’s blue gaze narrowed slightly, sweeping Emma from head to toe as she took her hand.
 
“Oh, of course. You’re Bertram’s . . . wife. Lily, isn’t it?” Sheila’s smile strained. The pause before ‘wife’ made Emma’s lips twitch. Sheila didn’t approve of Bertram’s main squeeze, apparently, the poor girl. Lily Scow was actually quite nice, once you got past all the foul language. Emma’s heart flipped. She was talking to someone she’d worked with closely on many occasions to plan at least a dozen events, and the woman didn’t recognize her at all.
 
Emma chuckled, not answering directly. “That was quite a party. Nothing like this, though!”
 
“I know! Leave it to that snake Joshua Owens to throw the best fête of the year. I don’t know how he pulled it off.” Sheila’s thin brows twitched downward in disapproval.
 
“How I pulled what off, Sheila?” Josh asked, speaking from directly beside Emma. She felt a thrill of surprise and excitement shoot up her back the second he spoke. Her spine tingled at his nearness, and her heart beat nearly as frenetically as the waltz music drifting down from the ballroom upstairs. His mask was fire engine red and covered just his eyes from above his brows, curving over his straight nose and hooking over his ears. In the tuxedo, he looked like a superhero who’d forgotten to remove his mask.
 
Sheila waved a bony hand at the room around them. Emma angled her body toward Josh, looking up at him with a small, sultry smile, waiting for him to notice her. Now was her chance. 
 
“This whole affair,” Sheila answered him, her bitterness as badly masked as she was. The bland plastic mask could have been picked up at any five-and-dime and hung slightly crooked on her face.
 
“I’ve worked with Picture Perfect dozens of times and they’ve never managed anything half this impressive. Clarice must have a real soft spot for you.” The blonde’s derisive tone made it clear what particular spot she was referring to. Emma bristled at the implication that she’d worked harder for Josh than for any of her other clients, but she forced it down.
 
Emma wasn’t a party planner tonight. She was a bored trophy wife, Bertram’s trashy Lily. She sipped her wine, and eyed the cut of Josh’s tuxedo pants instead. She had to admit, the man had a very fine rear.
 
Josh laughed aloud at Sheila’s words. “Actually, I worked with Clarice’s assistant, Emma. I found her very capable, but I don’t think she has any tender feelings for me whatsoever. More’s the pity.”
 
Emma blinked, surprised. He’d never expressed any interest in her mousy work persona in the least. He was always kind, occasionally condescending, but never flirty. Sheila snorted inelegantly, drawing Emma’s attention back to her.
 
“Doubtful. That girl—”
 
Unwilling to hear herself slandered by the likes of Sheila McNamara without being able to retort, Emma laid her hand on Josh’s arm and interrupted the other woman. “That girl is out of luck,” she quipped, grinning up at him. “She probably wouldn’t know what to do with someone like you anyway, Mr. Owens.”
 
There was a flare of light in his blue-green eyes as he smiled down at her. “I think I’ll take that as a compliment. And you are?”
 
Emma fluttered her lashes. “It was meant as one. And I’m dying for a dance. Would you care to?”
 
He chuckled, inclining his head to Sheila. “Would you excuse us, please?” He covered Emma’s hand with his own and turned to draw her out of the conservatory and back toward the living room. His palm was warm against the back of her hand; his thumb stroked the thin skin between her fingers. She shivered.
 
“I don’t think she likes me,” he murmured as they maneuvered through the busy living room to the stairs. She could hear the strains of Vivaldi grow suddenly louder as someone above opened the ballroom doors.
 
Emma pressed closer to his side, feeling the hard muscles of his forearm beneath her fingers. “Sheila doesn’t like anyone.”
 
“Do you know her well?”
 
“Better than some,” she said with a slight shrug and a grin. As they climbed the stairs, his eyes studied her face and then slowly slid down her body like a warm caress.
 
“You look so familiar, but I can’t place your face.”
 
Emma laughed, the sound much throatier than her usual light trill. “Isn’t that the whole point of a masquerade, Joshua?”
 
He cocked a brow. “I hadn’t thought there would be anyone here I didn’t recognize.”
 
“You’re awfully confident in your abilities.” She paused in front of the ballroom, waiting for the footmen to draw the doors open. The lilting strains of a waltz poured out to greet them.
 
“I am,” he agreed as he drew her into the room. There was a decent crowd on the dance floor, but he glided gracefully between them. “If you’re not going to tell me who you are, what am I supposed to call you?”
 
He pulled her into his arms, and Emma silently thanked Aunt Margaret for insisting that both she and Todd take dance lessons—even if it was only to get them out of the house. She followed his lead, skin tingling at the touch of his hands. “I don’t know, Joshua,” she said, breathless, rasping. “Sheila thinks I’m Bertram Scow’s new wife.”
 
He frowned slightly, tilting his head to the side for a second. Then he shook it. “No. Lily Scow isn’t nearly as petite as you are.” His fingers brushed along the curve of her side and rested at her hip briefly.
 
Emma shivered at the caress. “So, I’m not Lily Scow.” She leaned closer, looking up at him through her lashes, her voice husky and dark. “Who am I, Joshua? Name me.”
 




Chapter 10 
 
Josh stared down into the mystery woman’s dark brown eyes, feet moving mechanically through the steps of the waltz. There was something completely captivating about her. He’d never been so immediately entranced by a woman before. And he’d met and bedded Hollywood starlets whom other men only dreamed about. 
 
He’d been crossing the living room, making his way through the throng toward Ben, snickering at his friend’s fox mask, when he’d first seen her. Though her ruby gown blended in with the sea of red and black, she herself stood out. Her sable hair was piled high atop her head, gleaming beneath the sparkling lights as if sprinkled with diamond dust. Her black lace and red silk mask disguised the curve of her cheekbones and brow ridge, making it difficult to tell the shape of her face. But the curve of her lips was sensual and enticing. 
 
‘Name me’ she’d said in her warm whiskey voice. What he wanted to do was kiss her. More than kiss her. The plunging V-neck of her dress bared the soft inner curves of her breasts. He had no idea how the silky material stayed on, but he wanted desperately to test its tenacity. Beneath his palm, he could feel the heat from her satiny bare skin, since the dress left her entire back bare down to the dip at the base of her spine. This was one of Josh’s favorite spots on a woman, and this sultry exclamation point of a dress framed it perfectly for him.
 
Not to mention her legs. Josh spared a brief glance downward as they waltzed, watching the asymmetrical hem swirl to reveal her left leg almost all the way to her hip. The long, smooth, golden expanse of flesh was enough to send every drop of his blood rushing south.
 
“I think I prefer Madame Butterfly. Isn’t that what you told Max Hightower to call you?” 
 
She chuckled, the sound a velvet purr. “Have you been watching me, Mr. Owens?” Her left hand slid further up his shoulder, fingertips brushing lightly against the nape of his neck. The hair there stood on end at her delicate touch.
 
“Most of the men here are,” he replied, his own voice bearing a touch of smoke. She curled her soft fingers around his neck, fingernails scratching gently. Josh inhaled a sharp breath as a needle of heat zinged down his spine. 
 
She batted her long lashes, leaning up to brush her lips against his earlobe. “I’m not interested in most of the men here.”
 
His hand slid to the small of her back, pressing her closer as his blood surged. “Why not? There are plenty of rich men here who I’m sure would buy you whatever you wanted if you’d only dance with them like this.” Was she one of the numerous trophy wives and girlfriends the older men paraded around like acquisitions? Sheila McNamara had thought so. Josh wanted to know. He found he didn’t like the idea of sharing this woman with someone else. 
 
He reached up and touched her hair, running his fingers over a silky curl. He traced her hairline with a finger, wondering who this strange, compelling woman was. She gazed up into his eyes, lashes lowing slowly over her lambent irises. But when his fingertip touched the edge of her mask, she turned her head away.
 
“Ah-ah-ah,” she chastised, looking at him out of the corner of her eye, nails digging into the back of his neck again. “No fair peeking, Joshua.”
 
He slid his hand back around her, stroking his thumb over her back, pressing into the slight dip at the base of her spine. She shivered. Josh smiled. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
She threw back her head and laughed, loud and long. Other dancers turned to look. Josh wasn’t surprised. The sound was rich and carnal and joyous. His body tightened in response to it. She pressed against him, lips curling up in a sinful smile. “Don’t be coy, Joshua. No matter how much money the other men here have, they can’t buy what you’ve gotten for free.” She lifted her hand to trace the edge of his jaw with one finger. 
 
He cocked a brow. “So you want me for my body?” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun flirting with a woman. Madame Butterfly gave as good as she got, bantering confidently. She was verbally jousting with him, playful and sexy at once. It was so tempting. 
 
She arched a dark brow at him. “Well, I can hardly lick champagne off your dazzling personality, now can I?”
 
It was Josh’s turn to laugh, though the sound came out low and husky. He twirled her into a turn, flaring the dramatic skirt of her dress. “Is that a proposition, Madame Butterfly?” He’d been enjoying his ball well enough before he’d seen her. The games were a hit. He’d played a round of Hide-and-Seek himself, and jacks, as well. But neither was half as fun as dancing and sparring with this mystery woman. There was something to be said for adult entertainments, too, after all. 
 
“What would you say if it was?” she asked, her fingers twining in his hair. He inclined his head just a little, bringing his mouth closer to hers. 
 
“I’d say the other men here were out of luck. Because no matter what they might offer to steal you away, I’d top it.”
 
The music faded to a close, and she stepped suddenly out of his arms. The sensual smile had faded from her full lips and her eyes snapped with fire. “Now you’re just being insulting, Joshua. For one thing, I can’t be bought. And for another, I wouldn’t want you or these other cretins to waste your money on me. Though lord knows you’ll all find a way to squander it on something as equally pointless as trying to buy a woman’s affections, regardless.” 
 
For a moment she pressed her mouth together in a disapproving moue. Josh felt a small niggle of familiarity at the expression. He watched her smooth her expression to careful haughtiness and lost the thought almost as soon as he’d found it.
 
He held up his hands as the first faint strains of another waltz began. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to insinuate you were for sale, only that you were worth a wealth of riches.” 
 
She started pushing through the crowd away from him, but he caught her elbow. “Please, believe me. It was a poorly worded joke, that’s all.”
 
Her bare shoulders were still tense, but she allowed him to draw her back into his arms. Her mouth softened from its firm line. “Just. . . . This isn’t about money. Please, don’t ever think that.” She raised her eyes to his. He was struck again by that odd feeling of acquaintance at her quiet tone and the somewhat prickly look in her eyes. He frowned, trying to catch it, but she lowered her lashes over her eyes, and it faded too quickly for him to grasp.
 
“I believe you,” he said. His instincts told him there was something more to her fierce reaction, but she hadn’t even told him her name. He was unlikely to get a personal confession from her. “I didn’t mean to ruin our dance. Please, let me make it up to you.”
 
He had meant with another dance, but she curled her fingers around his lapels, biting her lower lip. “Not here.”
 
“What?” Despite their heretofore passionate flirtation, he was startled by her words. Especially after her volatile response to his last comment. He glanced around, momentarily unsure how to reply. She decided for him by spinning away and disappearing into the crowd. Josh found he couldn’t resist following her.
 
It was his ball. He really should be mingling and schmoozing, pressing the flesh and encouraging people to open their checkbooks. But his mystery woman was far too intriguing to let escape. So he strode after her, nodding and shaking hands with the people who greeted him, but not stopping. He murmured a few words about a catering emergency and slipped out of the ballroom.
 
She was waiting for him by the door, just off to the side, with her back to him. Josh momentarily fought the urge to drop to his knees and press his mouth to the groove of her spine. She turned her head, looking back over her shoulder at him. Her earrings swung back and forth with the motion, brushing the bare skin of her shoulders. Josh suddenly wished he were a painter or photographer, maybe a sculptor, so he could in some way capture the vision of beauty and desire she embodied it in just that moment. 
 
Madame Butterfly completed her turn toward him, extending her hand. He took it, and she drew him into the hall leading toward the billiard room. And his bedroom. Did she know?
 
“No one’s come this way since I came out of the ballroom. We can have some privacy.” Her mouth ticked up at one corner. Josh’s heart pounded. He wanted to grab her, throw her over his shoulder and carry her to his bedroom. She conjured something very primal in him.
 
As soon as she had him in the dimmer shadow of the hallway, she pulled him against her and slid her arms back up around his neck. Her fingers twisted in his hair as she tugged his mouth toward hers. “Kiss me, Joshua.”
 
He knew the hallway wasn’t completely deserted. They were only a few feet from the ballroom. They could be discovered at any moment. But he wasn’t about to argue with the lady. Josh wrapped his arms around her back, pressing her slight body into his, and angled his head. He brushed his mouth back and forth over her lips once, twice, three times, teasing her, before he covered her mouth with his own. She gasped, lips parting. Josh groaned, unable to keep his tongue from tracing the entrance to the moist cavern of her mouth. 
 
Her own tongue emerged to tease his, coaxing him into her mouth, where they rubbed sensuously together. She tasted of white wine and thyme honey, sweet and heady. Her teeth nipped at his lower lip, sucking it into her mouth briefly. Josh growled, walking her backward until he felt the cool wood of his bedroom door. He pinned her against it, returning to her mouth to plunder it further. The kiss was explosive, hotter than anything he’d ever experienced. Nuclear levels of desire detonated inside him.
 
She clung to him, her breath soft on his cheek, her mask rasping slightly against his jaw.  He’d have that off her soon enough, he vowed. The dress too, if he was lucky. He tried to picture the long, lithe body beneath the ruby silk and was instantly and almost painfully hard. His left hand dropped to her thigh, curling around her leg, sliding down. He stroked the silky skin behind her knee before hitching it up, pulling her leg around his hip. The action parted her thighs and Josh wasted no time stepping between them, pressing himself into the warm V of her body. 
 
“Oh God,” she whispered brokenly against his mouth, voice slightly higher than it had been. Josh paused; another tiny flare of recognition sparked in his brain. Then it was lost amid the fog of lust as she arched her hips into him, fingernails scratching through his hair. Josh kissed her hard, their tongues dancing as he ground himself against her. She answered his frantic movements with her own, hooking her heel over his ass and pulling him harder into her.
 
He dug frantically in his pants pocket with his right hand, cursing the thought process that had led to him locking all the doors. He yanked the key free the minute his fingers curled around it and fumbled it into the lock without lifting his head. He slid his left hand over her hip and up to palm her breast, rolling the taut bud of her nipple between his fingers. At the same time, he twisted the key in the lock and heard the click when it opened. 
 
He twisted the knob, shoved the door open and caught her as she stumbled backward. He felt her mask shift against his cheek, and he pulled back, anxious to see her face. But his mystery woman, Madame Butterfly, spun away. Her shoulders rose and fell with her panting breaths as her hands flew to her face. She pressed the mask firmly back into place before turning to him once more.
 
He tugged his own mask off, tossing it aside. “Are you going to keep that on the whole time?” he asked, his voice gruff. She grinned broadly, lifting one hand to the knot that held the dress tied behind her neck. Her slender fingers tugged at the bow.
 
“Uh huh.” She smirked. “Only the mask.” 
 
Josh’s hands clenched and unclenched as she slowly pulled the bow apart. She extended that long, golden skinned leg toward him, cherry red toenails peeping out from her strappy black heels. 
 
“And the heels too, I think.” 
 
Josh groaned. “You’re killing me.”
 
She’d undone the tie, but clapped her hand to her collarbone, holding the sliding straps up. “Do you want me to stop?”
 
“God, no.”
 
She chuckled that deep velvet chuckle and turned her back to him again, dropping the straps and lifting her arms to pluck at the elaborate coils of her hair. The dress caught on her hips and sagged there, barely a breath away from falling to her feet. She glanced back over her shoulder at him. “Well, are you just going to stand there?”
 
He crossed the room in two strides, before she’d even completed the sentence. She laughed again. With her arms up like they were, Josh couldn’t reach her lush mouth. He settled for pressing his lips to her naked shoulders, stroking his hands over the satin expanse of her back. It was hardly any barer than it had been in the dress, but knowing she was half-undressed made it hotter. 
 
Josh kissed his way down her spine, lowering himself to his knees the way he’d wanted to earlier. He slid his hands around to her front, stroking up over the soft plane of her belly. As his mouth continued its journey down to the small of her back and the upper swells of her buttocks, he stretched his arms upward, fingers tracing the delicate undersides of his mystery woman’s breasts. 
 
Her hands came down, catching his as they covered her. She pressed his palms hard against her, pinning his hands. When she spoke, her voice wavered high and low. 
 
“Josh, wait.”
 
He pressed his forehead against her back, his breathing harsh. “What?”
 
“We. . . .” Her voice cracked again. She stopped, cleared her throat, then started over. “We forgot the champagne.”
 
Josh groaned. “You’re kidding, right?” He ran his tongue briefly along her spine. “I promise I don’t need you to be covered in champagne to lick every inch of you. And I don’t mind if you only concentrate on a few key parts of me,” he added with a rough chuckle.
 
She shuddered, but didn’t release his hands. “Please?”
 
He closed his eyes, squeezing them tightly, and took several long, deep breaths. If he was quick and quiet, he could slip down the back stairs, sneak into the kitchen, snatch a bottle of champagne from the cooler and be back in less than five minutes. He took another deep breath, sighed, and tugged his hands free.
 
She let out a long sigh of her own. He was pleased she at least sounded somewhat regretful at the loss of his touch. “You’re sure?” he asked. But he was already rising to his feet. 
 
She nodded. “I need you to get me that champagne. And when you get back. . . .” Her voice trailed off. Josh’s heart, already thundering, nearly stopped as he filled in the rest of her sentence himself. 
 
“I’ll be just a minute. Don’t move.”
 
Her back was still to him, her hands still clasped to her breasts. Her brown eyes were intense and dark as she inclined her head toward the bed. “I’m going to move,” she said, voice soft, low and steady now. “But I promise, you won’t mind.”
 
Josh took another deep breath, gripped her chin in his hand, and crushed his mouth against hers. One of her arms flew up, curling around his neck. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him tightly as she kissed him back, moaning. When he drew back, she brushed a closed-mouth butterfly kiss across his lips in parting. 
 
“Champagne,” he said firmly, stepping back.
 
“Champagne,” she whispered. Josh gritted his teeth, spun on his heel, and strode out the door.
 
 
Ignoring the sting in her eyes, Emma began to pull the straps of her dress back into place the second she heard the click of the door latching. Her hands were shaking so badly that it took her several attempts to retie the halter behind her neck. Her whole body was trembling, heat burning in her cheeks, her belly, and between her thighs. Blood pulsed in her veins like molten lava. She had thought she was up to the task of almost-seducing Josh Owens. She’d expected to kiss him. She’d anticipated she might have to go a bit further, maybe some light fondling. Just enough to get into his bedroom, so she could access the watch.
 
She was wrong. She had not been prepared at all. That kiss in the hallway had immediately melted her synapses with its sensual heat. The feel of his firm, warm lips and the wet glide of his tongue had chased every coherent thought from her mind. How could she possibly think, pressed into his bedroom door while he simultaneously ravished her mouth and rocked the hard length of his impressive erection against her quickly moistening cleft? Her mind had very little say when her body was so desperately clamoring for something. And at the moment, that something was Joshua Owens.
 
If her mask hadn’t begun to slip when he pushed open the door. . . . She shivered, finally tugging the knot of her dress tight. It didn’t matter what would have happened. Her mask had slipped, and she’d taken the moment to regain a sliver of self-control. She’d nearly lost it again, when he kissed his way down her spine. The touch of his big, hard hands on her breasts had felt divine. 
 
It had been so long since she’d felt anything like the erotic heat of Josh’s kisses and caresses. In fact, if she were honest, nothing she’d ever experienced before had come close to matching the volcanic fervor she’d felt in those few minutes in his arms. Sending him away had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done.
 
But she had a job. She was here for a reason, and it wasn’t to fall into bed with a gorgeous millionaire Hollywood producer whose kisses set her on fire, no matter how much she might wish that were so. Emma took a deep breath and hurried to the side door, which opened, into the office. She gripped the knob with one shaking hand and twisted it slowly, listening for the sound of approaching footsteps. 
 
She found herself almost wishing Josh would return sooner. She could keep her mask on the whole time. He’d never know it was her. She could wait until he was deep in a post-coital slumber and then sneak into the office.
 
“That’s just your hormones talking,” she chastised herself under her breath. “Apparently, you really need to get laid.” 
 
Her hormones responded with a resounding ‘Yes! Now, let’s just wait for Josh to get back with the champagne, and we can take care of that!’ Emma did her best to ignore them, biting her lip and pushing open the office door.
 
The light was off. She flicked it on, hurrying now. She didn’t know how long Josh would be gone, or how long she had stood in the doorway arguing with her libido. She scanned the room quickly, absently noting that the furniture was masculine, but not heavy or overpowering. Last time she’d been in here, she’d hardly noticed; she’d been trying not to stare at her father’s watch. 
 
She made her way toward it now, in the glass trophy case behind Josh’s desk. She perused the shelves of sports trophies and awards until her eyes rested on the mellow gold of an antique pocket watch. If the case was locked, she was screwed—and not in a pleasant, champagne-soaked kind of way. Her fingers trembled as she grasped the small brass knob and tugged. It didn’t budge. Emma’s breath caught, and her heart climbed into her throat. 
 
“No, no, no. Come on,” she whispered at it, as if she could persuade it to open. She pulled harder. Her blood pounded in her ears so loudly, she wasn’t sure she’d hear Josh coming back. Tears stung her eyes. She was so close. To be thwarted now. . . . Her gaze fell on the lock, and she choked on a hiccupping laugh.
 
The silver of the key gleamed in the overhead light, shining like a sign from Heaven. With her free hand, Emma turned the key and tugged the small knob again. The door opened with a soft click. Muted light glinted off the polished gold case of her father’s pocket watch. She wrapped her fingers around it, drew it out and clenched it in her hand. She couldn’t waste any more time. She had to get out of this room and out of the house before Josh started looking for her. She could only pray he wouldn’t discover the theft until later. 
 
She turned off the light in the office and scanned the bedroom. She didn’t want to leave anything behind that could be traced back to her, no matter how unlikely that might seem. The only thing in the room was Josh’s bright red half-mask, lying on the floor. She stared at if for a second, remembering how he’d looked when she first saw him tonight. Like a superhero in disguise. A smile curved her mouth.
 
She bent and picked up the mask without thinking, tucking it beneath her arm. She opened the bedroom door slowly, peeking out to make sure no one was coming. Although coming out of the host’s bedroom would probably not seem so much suspicious as somewhat risqué, she didn’t want to be remembered leaving. Luckily, the hall was empty. 
 
She slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind herself, and hurried down the hall toward the ballroom. The doors opened just as she reached them, spilling out a group of giggling, chattering guests, most of whom were clearly several sheets to the wind. With her heart in her mouth, Emma slipped in among them, wrapping her hand around one very drunken gentleman’s arm and smiling demurely up at him. He blinked down at her, then grinned woozily. 
 
“’Lo there, sweetheart. What’s your name?”
 
She steadied him as they moved down the stairs in the crowd, watching for Josh from the corner of her eye. “You already asked me that.”
 
The man, who Emma belatedly realized was Sheila McNamara’s husband Sean, frowned. “I did? And you told me?”
 
“I did.” She scanned the living room as they stepped off the last stair but caught no sign of Josh’s wavy blond hair. He was easy to spot in a crowd, as tall as he was. 
 
Sean McNamara suddenly slid his arm around her waist to pull her closer. “Hey yeah! You’re Bertram’s latest bit of skirt.” He leaned down to nuzzle sloppily at her ear. “The wife says you’re one of those trashy girls, used to work at a strip joint. What d’ya say? Can I buy a dance?” His hand dipped down to her ass, squeezing. Emma jerked out of his grasp.
 
“No. And your wife is a vicious twit who should keep her judgments to herself,” she hissed, trying not to draw attention to herself. “Oh, and she has terrible taste in decor, too!” She spun on her heel and wove her way toward the front foyer. She heard Sean muttering, “Geez, Bertram’s new wife is a bitch,” to someone as she stalked away.
 
She gripped the watch with white knuckles as she collected her wrap from one of the footmen. Once she slipped the heirloom into her purse, she felt slightly better. She was nearly home free. With a small sigh, she dropped Josh’s bright half-mask into the purse, as well, and snapped it closed. 
 
Outside, she resisted the urge to tap her foot and chew her thumbnail as she waited for her driver to bring her limo around. She forced herself to stay in character, flirting with one of the footmen, swaying a little as if she’d had a bit too much to drink. Emma guessed she was convincing, because the footman helped her into the car when it arrived and told her to get home safely. He also slipped her a card with his number on it. She took it with a wink at the young man. He couldn’t be older than twenty-one. 
 
She watched out of the limousine’s tinted rear window as they drew away from Josh’s house. Emma wasn’t expecting him to run out after her, shaking his fist, or anything. Still, she watched the front door until it was out of sight. 
 
As soon as they made it down the long driveway, she tossed the footman’s card out the window and slumped back against her seat. “How quickly can you get me back to my own car?” she asked the driver. Now that the surge of desire and adrenaline had faded, she felt exhausted, drained, and curiously empty.
 
“Be about thirty minutes at this time of night, ma’am.”
 
She rubbed at her temple and at the headache beginning to gather there. She should be feeling triumphant. She usually did, after pulling off one of Todd’s mad ideas. But not this time. “That’s fine, thank you.” 
 
She just needed to get home to her brother. Once she recounted the night to him, the thrill of her achievement would kick in. Well, maybe she wouldn’t relay the whole night. Her baby brother hardly needed to know that she’d practically let their mark make love to her against his bedroom door. That part could just remain her little secret.
 
Emma opened her clutch again, pulling the watch out and cradling it in her palm. She opened it, tracing her finger lightly over the engraving on the inside. The watch had originally been a gift from their great-to-the-nth grandmother to their just-as-great grandfather on their 60th wedding anniversary. Their initials were inscribed inside, along with the date of their wedding and a piece of poetry. She’d memorized the poem as a young girl, weaving romantic fantasies about her ancestors. She rubbed her fingertip over the words again, speaking them softly into the darkness.
 
“Only our love hath no decay; this no tomorrow hath, nor yesterday, running it never runs from us away, but truly keeps his first, last, everlasting day.”
 
It was John Donne. She’d looked it up. And while she’d never been terribly interested in poetry, she’d always liked this bit of verse. It had appealed to a lonely, sentimental girl who’d dreamed of a fairytale Prince Charming who would fall in love with her and sweep her off her feet. Of course, she didn’t believe in any of that now. Not that it mattered. 
 
What mattered was that she’d done it. She’d recovered the watch that their father had passed on to her brother, just as his father had once passed it on to him. The watch was where it belonged. It was a reminder of the only family she had left, and that was worth whatever she’d had to go through to get it. Wasn’t it?
 
“Yes.”
 
“Pardon, ma’am?” the driver asked. 
 
“Nothing,” Emma replied, closing the watch and tucking it back into her purse. “Just talking to myself, is all.”
 
The car drew to a halt. “We’re here,” he said, unnecessarily. Emma leaned forward, passing him a handful of bills as a tip. 
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Welcome, ma’am. Want me to get that door for you?” He tipped his hat back and rubbed his nose.
 
Emma shook her head. “I can manage. Have a good night.”
 
“You too. Drive safe.”
 
She waited until the driver pulled away before she climbed into her car and started it. She drove toward home, glad she wasn’t far away. She couldn’t wait to peel out of this dress and mask and crawl into bed. 
 
Emma stifled her still-sullen hormones, which were quick to point out that she could have been out of the dress and curled up in bed beside an equally naked Josh Owens already, if she had just stuck around at the ball. That was not going to happen. Not tonight, not ever. In fact, aside from the post-party follow up, she’d most likely never see the handsome producer again. 
 
She unlocked her front door and slipped inside her quiet apartment, studiously ignoring the pang that shot through her at the idea of never seeing Josh again. She immediately took off her shoes, sighing in relief at the touch of cool tile against her aching feet. But thoughts of her feet reminded her of dancing with Josh, flirting with him. It had been fun. In her masquerade persona, she didn’t need to walk on eggshells around him, constantly concerned about his position as a wealthy client. She’d been able to let down her guard.
 
That’s the way it had always been, oddly enough. Emma was never more herself than when she was pretending to be someone else. She chuckled at the absurdity of it and glanced into the living room. No Todd on the couch. He must still be asleep in her bed. Great. Now, she’d have to fight for space, too. 
 
She tiptoed into her room, setting the purse containing the rescued watch on her bedside table. Tomorrow, she’d see about putting it somewhere safe. She wasn’t about to risk letting it fall right back into her reckless brother’s hands. But, crazy mad schemer or not, she loved Todd. She smiled down at him. He looked so innocent, sleeping with his lips parted in a soft snore. She brushed his hair back from his forehead and dropped a quick kiss there.
 
“We did it, T-rex,” she whispered.
 
 




Chapter 11 
 
“I thought you’d be in a better mood.” Ben put his feet up on Josh’s desk, his legs crossed at the ankles. He puffed on his cigar, brows raised. “Your ball was a huge success. The people at Children of Hope are going to name a building after you once they see how much you took in. Even after you pay for the party, it’s still going to be, what, something like 7 million in donations?”
 
Josh stared morosely at the expensive Cuban in his hand, not even tasting the rich tobacco. “They’ll get the whole 7.6 million.” 
 
Ben shook his head and blew a lazy smoke ring. “Paying for the party out of your own pocket? You’re a hell of a guy, Owens. And Ransler’s going to figure that out when you meet with him. Which, I might remind you, was the whole point of holding the ball.”
 
“I know.” Josh puffed on the cigar, staring up at the smoke undulating against his office ceiling. Ben was right. He’d gotten his meeting with William Ransler. He was one step closer to securing the project he’d been working on for the better part of two years. He should be doing a damn jig.
 
“So, why aren’t you enjoying this mighty fine cigar and delicious glass of brandy with your best friend? Why is there no cat-that-got-the-canary grin on your handsome Hollywood face? Why am I celebrating alone, man?” Ben swung his feet down, his heels thunking on the floor. 
 
Josh’s eyes dropped to his best friend. Ben was leaning forward, elbows on his knees as he studied Josh’s face. Josh wondered what he was saw. His face felt rather numb and stiff, like he’d been out in the cold too long. He wasn’t entirely sure what, if any, expression he had on it. 
 
“What happened last night, man?” Ben asked, his brow furrowed. “You disappeared halfway through the ball, looking for some mystery woman in a butterfly mask, and when you turned back up you looked like someone just broke your Boba Fett figurine.”
 
That surprised a chuckle out of Josh. “Hey, that figure was a collector’s item! If I still had it, undamaged, today it would be worth a nice chunk of change.” 
 
Ben sipped his brandy, the corners of his mouth turning down. “You’re not answering my question, man.”
 
Josh didn’t want to answer it. He didn’t want to think about the playful, sensuous, mysterious Madame Butterfly at all. Sharp disappointment still cut at him. He had practically danced back into his bedroom last night, a bottle of cold champagne in one hand and a bowl of strawberries in the other. Strawberries, because when he’d seen them in the kitchen, he’d imagined eating them off the creamy table of her flesh, licking away the trickle of juices. He couldn’t resist snatching them off the counter and bringing them with him. He threw open the door, his heart spinning like a top in anticipation, his eyes flying to the bed.
 
Throughout his ten-minute journey to the kitchen, he had been picturing her lithe, golden body sprawled on his sheets wearing nothing but her mask and those dangerously spiked heels. The image was so strong in his mind that, for a moment, he did see her, just like that. His heart slammed against his ribs and he was hard as a rock in an instant. Then he blinked. He stood there stupidly, staring around the empty room, until his arms grew tired of holding the champagne and strawberries. 
 
Then, he set them down on top of his dresser and began to hunt. He searched the room, as if she’d be hiding in the closet or under the bed. Hot anger burned the back of his throat at the thought. He’d checked under the damn bed like an idiot. But she’d been gone, no explanation, no sign that she’d ever even existed. 
 
If his life were a movie, she would have left something behind: an earring, a locket, or even a shoe, like Cinderella fleeing the ball. Something he could turn over in his hands, stare at whenever the memory of her seemed like a dream. Something he could use to find her again. But there was nothing tangible except for memories: the feel of her skin beneath his palms, the taste of her lips, the scent of her hair. That’s all she’d left him. That and a sense of frustration and loss.
 
He shook his head at Ben. “I found her. The mystery woman. And then . . . she left.”
 
“Ah.” Ben leaned back in the chair. His lips twitched, and he cocked a brow in surprised amusement. “Like that, is it? She’s the reason you’re moping instead of celebrating.”
 
Josh sipped his brandy and then sucked in a long breath as it spread warmth throughout his chest. It did nothing to melt the ball of ice there, though. “Something like that.” He couldn’t explain it to his friend, because he didn’t really understand it himself. All he knew was that when she kissed him, he felt as if she’d lit him on fire. Now, he felt like ashes. 
 
Ben toasted him with his snifter. “Well, why don’t you just look her up?”
 
He’d thought about it. The second he’d realized she really was not in the bedroom, he’d searched the hall. He’d woven his way through the crowds in the ballroom, ignoring a lot of shouted greetings and claps on the back. Downstairs, he’d circled through every game room, the dining room and the conservatory twice. She hadn’t been anywhere in the house. He didn’t know her name, or even what she looked like beneath her mask. There was nowhere to start looking. She hadn’t left behind a single clue to her identity. 
 
“She doesn’t want to be found, Ben.” Josh spun his chair around so his friend couldn’t see the expression on his face. He was worried it would reveal just how much that bothered him. Apart from the attraction and the incendiary chemistry between them, he’d thought she genuinely liked him. At least, it had seemed that way.
 
He heard the clink of crystal and the glug of liquid as Ben poured himself some more brandy. Ben’s chair creaked as he shifted and sighed. “Is that going to stop you looking?”
 
Josh opened his mouth to reply, to tell his friend to lay off, that he didn’t want to talk about her anymore, when the door to his curio cabinet caught his eye. The open door to his curio cabinet. Josh narrowed his eyes, leaning in closer. It was only cracked the slightest bit, but it was open. He knew he’d left it closed. And locked.
 
Just before the ball last night, he’d returned the watch to its place on the shelf because the weight of it in his pocket made his tuxedo pants sag. He’d closed the cabinet door and locked it but hadn’t bothered to take the key with him, since the room itself would be locked. The key was in the lock, right where he’d left it. The watch, however, was gone. The small stand of polished wood on which it had rested was tipped over.
 
The hallway door had still been locked. He’d had to unlock it this afternoon to let Ben in. There was only one other door to get in here, and only one person who would have had access to that door. Josh felt a brief stab of anger. Is that what prompted her teasing seduction? His hand clenched around the snifter. But, no. Perhaps he was only being vain, but Josh refused to believe it had all been an act. She’d wanted him every bit as much as he’d wanted her. He was sure of it.
 
Still, there was no way this was a coincidence. Madame Butterfly had lured him into his bedroom and then sent him for that blasted champagne so that she could break into his office. So she could get his watch. Well, he thought of it as his. But he’d won it in a poker game not long ago. He remembered the grinning, jittery young man who’d lost the watch. He’d been new to the game: naive and overconfident. He’d gone nuclear when Josh had turned over his cards. Several of the guys had had to escort him out of the house while he yelled about how he ‘couldn’t lose that watch’. And now it was missing. Josh chuckled quietly. It looked like his mystery woman had left him a clue after all. 
 
He spun his chair back around, a grin stretching his cheeks. Ben’s heavy brows crawled up his forehead as he took in Josh’s new expression. Josh leaned back in his chair, puffing the cigar, finally able to enjoy the rich, heady taste of the premium tobacco.
 
“No, Ben. It’s not going to stop me looking at all. Not at all,” he replied with relish. He toasted Ben, raising the glass of brandy to his lips. The warm, mellow explosion of flavor that bloomed on his tongue and slid down his throat tasted a thousand times better than it had just moments ago. And the heat in his chest and belly became the fire of excitement again. “My friend, I’ve got a job for you.”
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