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    Chapter One


    Erika Lancaster caressed the ruby choker with her fingers, and the jewel sparkled in response. Sighing, she clasped it. It felt cool and heavy against her skin. She gave herself a once-over in the full-length mirror, admiring the long, dramatic train of her forest-green dress. Then she let go of the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and made a face at her reflection. Why did her father do this to her?


    Seriously. She could be doing way better things than receiving his Business Man of the Year award. Why wasn’t he here? What was so important that he’d asked her to go in his place the day before the event?


    Whatever. Being the chairman of the Amelia Lancaster Charity meant having to do this once in a while, and if that also meant helping those in need, that was fine with her. She glanced down at the ring on her index finger.


    Too bad Mom isn’t here to see all this. That’s why I have to keep her spirit alive.


    What better way to honor her amazing mother than to make the charity that carried her name successful?


    A knock yanked her from her thoughts.


    She walked to the door, took a deep breath, and opened it. “Yes?”


    “Ms. Lancaster, are you ready to go?” A man impeccably dressed in a black suit with a tiny earpiece wire trailing from his ear was standing before her along with two other guys dressed the same. Her father had insisted she used the services of a security firm to attend the event, which was ridiculous. Who could want to harm her?


    She grabbed her purse from the console table. “Yes.”


    “This way, please,” he said, gesturing with his hand. There was something oddly familiar about him. Could it be his tall, broad-shouldered figure? Or maybe the way his alluring hazel eyes merely spared her a glance? Her stomach clenched. When they reached the hotel elevator, she was about to touch the lobby button when he outmaneuvered her and leaned next to her, quick to punch the button for parking lot.


    His scent found its way to her nostrils. Vibrant notes of bamboo, rum, and spice teased her. She squared her shoulders instantly as if there was a way she could fight this strange reaction to a man who was simply doing his job.


    “Do I know you? You seem familiar.” She glanced at him then glanced away.


    The other two guards took a step back in the elevator, their posture stiff and focused like Buckingham Palace guards.


    The hint of a smile curled his lips, as if she had just asked him if they’d slept together before, but the idiot said nothing.


    Heat flushed her cheeks. Did he misinterpret her? “I mean, have you worked for my father before?” she asked, tilting her head.


    A whitened scar started on the side of his neck and narrowed down toward his crisp collar. His nose wasn’t exactly perfect; it seemed a tad crooked, although not ugly. Her blood thrummed in her veins. No. Mr. Security Guy was anything but unattractive.


    His brown hair was military style short. The planes of his face were strong and decisive. She had met her share of VIPs, including powerful men with regal postures. If she hadn’t known the hottie next to her worked in security, she would have pegged him for a more influential occupation. Maybe he owned the firm.


    “Yes, I worked for your father a few times in the past,” he said with a heavily accented South American drawl—deep, masculine, and sexy.


    Adrenaline surged in her bloodstream. She shook her head. What was she doing? She had met the guy a second ago, and her ovaries were about to combust.


    I really need to date again.


    Over two and a half years ago she had fallen for the wrong man and in an effort to get over him, ended up getting engaged to Bruno Duarte, a Brazilian tycoon. But thankfully she had been smart enough to call that off. Ever since, she’d dedicated her time and efforts to the charity she ran in her mother’s name. People and places that actually needed her, unlike her personal trainer Randall, who just bolted when things got too complicated. And broke her heart.


    “I’ve never watched you,” he said. “I would have remembered.”


    She parted her mouth, desperate to find something to say, but moisture evaporated from her throat, and she clamped her lips. I would have remembered. The way the words left his sexy lips was promising. Intriguing. Even a bit…threatening?


    Her heart raced like she’d just tumbled out of a Zumba class.


    Maybe he was good at what he did. Really good. Her father only hired the best—even the personal chef he’d stolen from an up-and-coming restaurant. Well, good or not, she had gotten involved with an employee once and certainly wouldn’t do it again. She was the chairperson of a well-known charity, for crying out loud. What if this guy slept with her and created a scandal?


    He may not even want to sleep with me. Old insecurities lurked around her like some evil black smoke from a sci-fi movie.


    “This way,” he said.


    She blinked and followed him out of the hotel. The other two bodyguards surrounded them and whispered into their mics. A black limo parked at the curb as the evening stars descended upon the Boston skyline. Mr. Security Guy opened the door for her.


    She grabbed the hem of her dress, but the rich silk seemed to spill out of her fingers. Without a word, he held the end of her train, and she ducked into the vehicle, carefully. The two bodyguards nodded and joined the driver at front.


    “Is there a briefing?” she asked as the car merged into traffic. “Something I should know about?”


    He looked straight ahead. “What do you know?”


    “I usually have one bodyguard to escort me to this kind of event, just, as you know, routine security.” Her father had taught her from an early age that wealth didn’t come without sacrifices, and some business partners couldn’t be trusted. Even though she never viewed property development as a mafia generic, she preferred to be safe than sorry. “But tonight there are three of you,” she said, and couldn’t suppress a nervous laugh. Not even in her hometown of New York did she have to worry about her safety to the extent of needing extra security for an event.


    “Don’t worry, Ms. Lancaster.” She didn’t miss the hint of disgust when he pronounced her surname, like he was cussing her out. “You’re in good hands.”


    Instinctively, her gaze dropped to his large, tanned hands. His long fingers rested on the side of his leg while his index finger tapped on his knee. To pull herself out of that reverie, she looked out the window. Droplets of water started to descend against the glass, and she noticed the car moved away from the twinkling city lights. “Does the driver know the way to the convention center?”


    “Yes.”


    “Hhhmmm…” she cleared her throat. Something wasn’t right. She shifted in her seat and watched him in silence. His eyes turned challenging, the gold flecks gleaming. He scratched his square chin and didn’t flinch. It was like a conversation without words. She reached for the door handle, and her hand sat there, gently, as a chilly sensation shot up her arm. She glanced outside the glass one more time. Her blood froze. “Hey, wait a minute. This isn’t the right way.”


    He didn’t stutter. “No. It’s not.”


    Mongrel.


    She tried to open the door, pulling the handle in a frantic motion, but no such luck. “I want out!” she shouted, her heart racing for an entirely different reason than a few minutes ago. What was happening?


    He shook his head, the flicker in his eyes defying her. “You’re coming with me.”


    “What? W-who are you?” she asked, and slapped on the window, hoping someone would notice her. But the glass was tinted, and the rain didn’t help. Besides…the vehicle picked up speed as they exited downtown. When she stopped, she shook her hands and noticed her palms were clammy. Fear brewed inside her belly.


    “Call me Emanuel.”


    “Emanuel,” she repeated more to herself than to him. She’d heard that name before, but where? And that face. She must have seen it before. She was usually good with faces, and especially someone as striking as him. She chewed on her lower lip. Oh shoot. He’d told her his name, and she obviously saw his face. If he had any intention of asking for ransom, he wouldn’t have done those things. Yep. She had watched her share of Liam Neeson movies to know how these situations worked. I’m dead. He’s going to kill me.


    “What have I ever done to you?” she asked, her voice trembling.


    “Nothing.”


    “Then why are you kidnapping me?”


    “Because you mean a lot to your father, and unless he plays by my rules, he’s not ever seeing you again,” he said, his voice more menacing than if he’d held a knife at her throat.


    …


    “Of course. You want money. How much?” she asked, with a trace of sadness in her voice.


    Emanuel stared into Erika’s beautiful cocoa eyes. Pine-green specks twinkled deep into the irises, adding more allure. Was she scared? Yes. She leaned all the way back into the seat, her posture stiff. Her fingers trembled when she folded her arms. A pang of guilt stabbed at him, and he almost reached out to her and told her everything would be okay. But lying wasn’t in his plans.


    Obviously he would never hurt her in any way, but that didn’t mean things would be easy. Silas Lancaster would go ballistic when he found out his only daughter had gone missing. Then the negotiations would take place. Would family finally mean more than money to Silas?


    “How much do you think you’re worth?” he asked, to entertain her capitalistic train of thought and buy time distracting her. He glanced at his watch. They would have to be fast, so the real security team wouldn’t figure out she was gone and trail behind them. But he had worked it out carefully. For months, ever since he’d stepped into the role of president of a nonprofit organization to help his sister-in-law Addie, he’d seen Silas Lancaster’s smart moves to embezzle money. He could think he fooled the world, but not him. Not Emanuel. He wanted the man to pay for those families whose homes had collapsed and killed innocent women and children. Because, even though he had been advised by his engineer that the construction material was expired and outdated, Silas still went ahead and used it. And for the past three weeks, that chief engineer and the only witness to Silas’s crime had gone missing.


    She shrugged, making him wonder if she was more at ease discussing money than real problems. How much was she like her father? “I… I don’t know. I’m sure you have some number in mind, otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”


    “Maybe I have something in mind, something that’s not money.” He didn’t need money. As a successful financial investor he had more cash than he could spend. That was why he used some of it to help find resources for the ones without a voice. He had been working with Brazilian Native Indians, a cause that was dear to Addie, when he’d visited the rainforest and learned about Silas’s wrongdoing. He had already known enough about Silas to despise him, but as he started to pay close attention, Emanuel decided he couldn’t just ignore that type of injustice.


    “Well, then. What is it?” she asked, her face pale.


    He popped his knuckles, unsure if he should tell her. What if she shouted something about his plan while they got her in the private jet waiting for them at the airfield? Best to wait until everything was certain—until they were both inside the plane to Brazil.


    He gazed at her as she hid in the corner of the car. The smoothness of her skin…earlier he’d been tantalized by the sweet sway of her curvaceous hips. Now her chestnut hair fell in waves onto her bare shoulders, and a need to stroke the softness surged into his fingertips, making his palm itch.


    There was no doubt if Erika Lancaster had a different surname, he would be asking her out for dinner and more. But those nine little letters drew a line between them. “What can you offer me?” he asked, his voice coarser than intended.


    “I can’t believe this.” She massaged her temples and closed her eyes.


    The slight raise of her breasts against the fabric was distracting. From the waist down, her dress was flowing and soft. From the waist up, it was more form fitting, outlining her amazing shape. Her breasts strained against the corset and, if he were a less determined man, he would love to trace his tongue over her.


    Her eyes opened with a start, and she pointed at him. “Wait a minute. I do know you. You’re Bruno Duarte’s younger brother, aren’t you?”


    Emanuel smirked. He had supposed at some point she would recognize him. Even though he had never met her in person, she had briefly dated his brother a couple years ago, before Bruno met Addie. Perhaps she’d seen a picture of him.


    “Yes.”


    She blinked and rubbed her forehead. “This makes zero sense. I ended on good terms with Bruno. I heard he’s happily married. Does he know you’re doing this? Did he put you up to this?”


    “No and no.” His older brother would give him some serious trash for jeopardizing the organization. Although, Emanuel’s plans were clear—kidnap Silas’s daughter and use her as leverage in exchange for Raul, the chief engineer.


    “Then why?”


    “Because your father has something—someone—in his possession I want. Since you’re his darling daughter, I’m sure he’ll come running when he finds out you’re gone. And the exchange will take place. Then you can go back to your frivolous little life like none of this ever happened.”


    “You’re a jerk.”


    He chuckled. “I’ve been called worse.”


    “I bet it was all true.”


    Emanuel pondered. He guessed growing up dirt poor, then dealing with the aftermath of the scandal when his older brother Bruno left for the States hadn’t been easy. His other brother Leonardo tried to shield him from the disgrace that had fallen upon his family, but the neighbors and kids from the street and school wouldn’t let him forget. He’d gotten beaten more than he could count.


    “Call my father now. I’ll talk to him, and we’ll straighten this out.” She looked for the clutch that she had placed next to her when she sat.


    “No.” He lifted her clutch, the same one he’d slipped from her when she’d been looking out the window. “Not yet.” There was no way she’d run the show and call Daddy so he’d come rescue her. The plan was clear—Emanuel would take her out of Boston, heck, out of the U.S. for a while, and then contact her father.


    “Give me my purse,” she said, and before he could deny her, she launched onto him, her warm, soft body colliding with his. She raised the hem of her dress to give her a clear advantage and reached for his hand. Playfully, he passed it from one hand to the other, and she followed his movements, until he placed it behind his back, and she straddled him.


    He swallowed, inwardly cursing his cock for responding too quickly. So, so eagerly. He placed his hands on her hips, bringing them into a perfect position to ride him. She gulped, her eyes widening. “Careful,” he said. “You make me think of other things I’d like to give you. And maybe you wouldn’t oppose given your current position.”


    Even under the dim lighting of the limo, the pink staining her cheeks was visible. “What? You wouldn’t dare.”


    He shouldn’t, for sure. Would he? The thought played in his head like a lazy, melodious Bossa Nova song. “I would never take a lady against her will,” he said, but couldn’t help the smile spreading across his face. “Although in your case maybe it would be mutual.”


    She lifted her hand and slapped his face. The sound of her palm hitting his cheek sliced the air. An annoying sting burned his flesh. “You’re…crazy. To think I would ever…”


    Instead of scowling at her for the smack, he stroked her buttocks, making invisible circles and watching her blush deepen. “Sleep with the enemy? Don’t they say love and hate walk together? Lust and repugnance aren’t far behind,” he said, and leaned into her, the fresh scent of daisies filling his head.


    She widened her eyes and jerked away from him. He could have grasped her if he had wanted to emphasize his point, but she seemed scared enough. Or was it fear of her reaction to him?


    “Well, in this case lust is about three hundred miles behind. I guarantee you. So you’re not going to let me call my father. Who is this person you think my dad has in his possession?” She crossed her legs and smoothed her hand over her dress.


    “Someone who knows the truth your father doesn’t want exposed,” he said, hoping that much would be enough for now.


    She frowned. “What truth?”


    “All in good time, Erika.”


    “That’s too vague. I’m free right now.”


    You are anything but free. He’d never imagined he’d keep someone against her will, but the stakes were too high. He had to find Raul and bring justice to those affected by Silas’s mistake. The limo rolled to a stop, and he glanced at the window. “As it happens, we’ve arrived.” The driver opened the door for her, and she rushed to get out, but Emanuel clasped her elbow. “No one is going to hurt you, Erika. All you have to do is keep calm.”


    “Keep calm? Are you quoting those internet memes that turned into coffee mugs? I can’t,” she said, and jerked away from him, but he caught her and clasped her elbow before she could move far.


    She had smacked him in the limo and was glancing around, skimming the surroundings, no doubt planning an escape. Acting fast, he retrieved the handcuffs from his pocket, slid one onto his wrist, then slapped the cuff around her wrist.


    “Hey.” She motioned to disengage from him, but when she glanced down at the cuffs linking them together, her eyes widened. “What are you doing?” she asked, and shook the short chain.


    “We’re staying together. I can’t trust you.”


    “You gotta be kidding me. This is insane. Let me go. Do you have any idea the kind of problem you’re creating for yourself? When I’m out of here, I’ll call the police and throw your rear in jail.”


    “Rear? Hhhmm. Didn’t know a socialite like you used such lowly words,” he said, and waved at the pilot.


    “You don’t know me. And you will be sorry you did this,” she said, tears bordering the corners of her eyes.


    His blood cooled for a moment. She had a point, didn’t she? From what he’d researched about Silas, his daughter was his only weakness.


    Carly, the flight attendant, walked up to him. “We’re all ready for you, Mr. Duarte.”


    “Help me,” Erika said. He tugged at the cuff, hoping she’d shut up. He’d pay the team enough money not to question his reasoning, but the last thing he needed was for her to draw any unwanted attention. “He’s taking me against my will.”


    Carly offered her a professional smile, gesturing at the short ladder leading up to the jet. “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of you.”


    Erika balked, refusing to walk. “No.”


    He sighed. “Don’t you want to make that phone call to your father? If you cooperate, I’ll let you do it.”


    “When?”


    A part of him admired her determination, even though she was a lot more of a pain in the rear than he thought she’d be. When he’d asked Bruno about her temperament, his brother had said Erika was mild mannered, agreeable, and easy to get along with. Yeah, right. Maybe she was all of those things when she wasn’t being kidnapped.


    “When we’re somewhere safe.”


    She frowned.


    “Enough questions. Come,” he said, and pulled the cuff. “It’s time to take off.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “I need to use the restroom.” Erika tugged at the cuffs, pulling his hand from the keyboard.


    Emanuel closed his MacBook and let out a long sigh. Two hours into the flight, and she had gotten no answers. His threat still rang in her ears, and a shiver skated down her spine every time she remembered the dangerous words. Unless he plays by my rules, he’s not seeing you ever again. What kind of crime did he think her father committed that would justify committing one of his own?


    “What? Are you going to deny me that, too? Doesn’t letting a hostage use the bathroom follow the basic code of kidnap ethics?”


    He angled so he could watch her intently, and she shifted in her seat. Didn’t matter what she tried; in the end, she could only do so much. She felt his breath close to her. “You talking about ethics? Interesting.”


    “Why would you say that? You’re obviously mistaken,” she said, annoyance leaking into her voice. Emanuel had refused to tell her where they were going and the real reason why he captured her. The flight attendant had served them food and stayed in the back, hanging by the restroom. The woman probably received a pretty penny to keep her mouth shut and pretend she saw nothing.


    Emanuel lifted an eyebrow, his hazel eyes intensifying with dark gleams encircling the irises. Wow. Fire coiled in the pit of her stomach. What was going on? The man kidnapped her, and he’d threatened that she’d never see her father again. And she was…attracted to his brutamonte in a Dolce & Gabanna suit? If I survive all this, I’ll need therapy.


    She needed to find a way out, to be ahead of the game, and away from his six-foot-plus hunk of grumpy, bad boy hotness. “I have the right to go to the bathroom. I have needs. Unless you want me to relieve myself here and stain this nice leather seat.”


    “We don’t want that.” He reached for his pocket and produced a small key. Within two seconds the click reverberated through her, and she massaged her free wrist. “Don’t try anything stupid, Erika.”


    She stood, flexing her fingers. “We’re in your jet. What could I possibly do?”


    “I had them change the silverware to plastic, just so you know. Stabbing me is out of question.”


    She slapped her forehead and sighed dramatically. “Garbage. There goes my plan.”


    With a smirk, he cocked his head in the direction of the bathroom. The silent cue she needed to stride to the restroom. Once inside, she did her business, and when she washed her hands, she raised her gaze to the ceiling. After she dried them, she tapped it, but nothing moved.


    She adjusted the straps of her dress, arguably the worst outfit for any kidnapped woman as it made her feel vulnerable and exposed. Think, Erika. She skimmed the bathroom. First-class accommodations were nothing new to her, but this one exuded modernism with an old world elegance. The D monogrammed on the gold hand towel caught her attention.


    D for Duarte. She doubted her ex-fiancé would agree to this. Sure, he could be ruthless at business, but this seemed so…personal. A smart guy like Bruno would never be a part of something that could jeopardize his entire career as one of the world’s best software developers. Maybe if she found a way to contact Bruno, he could set his brother straight—and her, free.


    She heard a knock from the other side.


    “Is everything okay?” asked a soothing female voice that could only belong to the flight attendant.


    Do something. This was her shot at being alone with someone. “I need help with my dress. My zipper caught on the fabric and got stuck.”


    She unlocked the door, her fingers slightly shaking. When the coifed blonde entered with a closed-lipped smile, Erika shoved her against the sink and locked the door behind her. If she hesitated, she would lose that battle.


    “What—” The woman’s blue eyes widened.


    Erika squeezed the woman’s shoulders, keeping her pinned against the wall. Carly squirmed against her, trying to move, but Erika tightened her grip. “Where are we going? Tell me.” She raised her voice. “Now.”


    “Madam, this isn’t necessary.” Carly’s voice wavered.


    “I’m being kidnapped, and when this whole situation is over, I’ll throw you in jail for helping him. Now answer me: where is this plane taking me?”


    Frustration stirred in her belly, but she refused to back down. The woman breathed heavily, unbecoming to her petite frame. Erika almost felt bad for her, then realized Carly had ignored her plea for help.


    “We’re flying to…Manaus.”


    What was in Manaus, besides the Amazon? The Amazon? A cold shiver ran down Erika’s spine. Why in the world would he take her to the jungle, the middle of nowhere? He wants to keep me for a long time. “Do you know his brother Bruno Duarte? I need you to send him a message.”


    “What?” Carly shook her head. “No.”


    “Here’s what you’re going to do…” Erika started, but before she could voice the thoughts racing in her mind, the thump on the door announced Emanuel’s entry.


    Her heart leaped to the base of her throat, and her blood pounded fast and hot. He had kicked open the door and towered over her. A threatening stance settled on his face, his eyes narrowing at her and lips thinning into one fine line.


    Distracted, her hold on Carly loosened, and in a blink, he was gesturing for the flight attendant to leave the restroom. Smoothing her hand over her topknot, Carly obeyed him, her shoulders brushing with Erika’s on the way out of the narrow path.


    Erika motioned to move, but Emanuel pushed her against the sink. Incredible. She tried to swallow and had to clear her throat twice.


    “Here’s what you’re going to do, princesa,” he said, leaning closer. She jerked away, her back plastered against the mirror. “You’re going to do as you’re told. No more harassing the staff. Leave Carly and anyone else alone. This is between me and your father. You’re just a temporary commodity.”


    “And you’re an idiot if you think I’ll be Pollyanna.”


    “Why not? That would make my life so much easier.”


    “That is not my goal. Why are we going to the Amazon?”


    He sighed, visibly annoyed. “Because it’ll be a great place to keep an eye on you while still remaining close to some of my business affairs.”


    She snarled. “You mean you want to isolate me from civilization. When my father discovers what you’ve done, you are history, Emanuel. Whatever you want, he can get it for you. But there’s no coming back from this. I give you my word.”


    “There’s no going back.” He shrugged. “We agree on something. If your father agrees to my terms because of you, there will be change. If he doesn’t…”


    “He will.”


    “You don’t know him well, do you?”


    Her muscles quivered with anger. How dare he talk about the type of relationship she had with her dad? Silas wasn’t perfect, but he had done the best he could after her mother passed away. And Erika wouldn’t let this lunatic spread lies.


    Rattled, she lifted her hand and smacked her open palm across his face. The sound reverberated through her, her palm warm and achy. His face was like freaking marble. She gasped, trying to remember when was the last time she’d hit anyone once, let alone twice on the same day. Never. This is survival.


    Emanuel touched his cheek, and she sucked all the oxygen around them in a long inhale. His jaw clenched. Garbage. What had she done? What if he returned the favor and slapped her?


    “If you lay one finger on me…” she started, but her voice trailed off as she had reached her quota of empty threats for the day.


    A smile broke his lips and warmed his face. “I assure you if I ever lay any finger on you, or in you, it will be for your benefit.”


    He dipped his head down, and his gorgeous hazel eyes came too close to hers. She blinked, hoping this was a nightmare. He tipped up her chin. His finger outlined her jaw, and if she didn’t know better, she would have labeled it a caress. A lingering, tantalizing caress that ignited a hot pulse between her legs.


    She parted her mouth to protest, but her vocal cords betrayed her and a moan escaped her parched lips. Emanuel took advantage of her bewilderment, and soon the tip of his finger traced over her mouth. Her flesh softened in response as a trail of goose bumps raised on her arms. She wanted to clench her thighs together, but his imposing body stood between them in a far too intimate position.


    “Take off your dress,” he said gruffly.


    “Excuse me?”


    He disengaged from her, and a sense of loneliness assailed her when his fingers ceased the touch. She licked her lips and shook her head. Did Stockholm syndrome kick in this soon? There had to be an explanation for this insane attraction to the man who was clearly a criminal and belonged behind bars.


    He opened a compartment to her left and handed her a black bag. “Wear this.”


    She opened the bag and stared at its contents. A pair of jeans, a white tank top, a gray baseball cap, and some lingerie. Ordinary clothes so she would blend in. She clenched her ruby necklace. “I’m not changing.”


    He cocked his head to the side, and a devilish grin formed on his face. “Fine. Then I will do it for you. Turn around,” he said, and twirled his index finger in a gesture for her to do as told.


    Her stomach sank to the floor. Incredible. This guy wasn’t backing down. “Fine,” she said between her teeth. “I’ll do it.”


    Emanuel winked at her. “Too bad. I would’ve enjoyed helping you out.”


    She wished she could wipe the mockery off his face. “Are you asking for another slap on the face?”


    “If you slap me on the face, I’ll slap you on the rear.”


    Her brows shot to her hairline, and she managed to show outrage even though her inside nerves sizzled with the idea. “You leave my rear alone.” She wished her voice had sounded more resolute. Dang it.


    He sized her up. His gaze traveled from her eyes down to her breasts, with blatant approval, and she crossed her arms. Her pulse spiked, and she wished she could kick him where it hurt, but the promise of his retaliation scared her more than anything.


    “That’s a promise that will be hard to keep,” he said.


    She shuffled her weight from one foot to another. Why did they have to have this conversation in a bathroom of all places? “Not that I believe anything you say, anyway. But I demand to know what’s going on. You told me I could call my father.”


    In two steps, he reached the broken door. “We’ll arrive at our destination, and once we’re settled, you will call him. I will explain to you then exactly why I captured you. Then you can choose who to believe.”


    …


    Several hours later the jet finally touched the ground in an airfield just outside Manaus. Emanuel wanted to get away from the capital of the Amazon state as soon as possible to the small house he had rented in a less populous area, somewhere away from the tourists and the noise. Wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, he touched the handcuff he’d shackled her with in a silent attempt to get Erika moving.


    “I’m assuming this isn’t sight-seeing?” she said as Carly waved good-bye.


    The humidity swirled around them like they had just stepped into a sauna. The climate was not new to him, but as they headed to the sedan that waited at the tarmac, she smacked her neck several times. Less than a minute in, and the mosquitos already feasted on her.


    The driver, whom he’d paid to bring the car, greeted him. Emanuel took a wad of cash from his pocket and gave it to the short man, who smiled and handed him the key.


    “How are you going to drive handcuffed?” she asked.


    “Get inside.” He made her sit in the passenger seat, then twisted the lock and removed the cuffs from her. She glanced at him, somewhat surprised at her freedom. “Don’t move, otherwise that phone call is out of the question.” He finished uttering the words, dashed to the driver’s seat, and closed the door. Erika must have known he could outrun her if she jetted from the car.


    He drove through the large streets filled with houses and buildings, passing the street vendors and fruit stands on the sidewalks. She watched people crossing the streets, and he wondered if she registered the colorful contrast of people and concrete.


    She slapped her neck again.


    “Reach to the backpack behind you. There’s some insect repellent in there.” He gestured at one of the bags he had organized a few days prior. Everything had been orchestrated ahead of time to guarantee the success of his mission.


    She slid toward the backpack, studying the contents inside. While he… Emanuel cleared his throat, and tried to ignore the delectable rear up in the air as she leaned down. Merda.


    On the plane he’d almost kissed her. Almost shredded the last thread of his control. Thankfully, his common sense rose to the occasion, and he prevented his toe from causing any damage. He didn’t need to confuse either of them by acting on his impulse. She should respect him. Fear him, even—whatever worked so he got his goal. If he softened up, he’d lose the upper hand and compromise his entire plan. He’d promised Raul’s family he’d bring him back to them. They counted on him.


    “Found it?” he asked.


    She returned to her seat with the bottle on her lap. “Yep. So we’re here, and you promised to tell me why you kidnapped me.” She sprayed the repellent on her arms and neck. “I’m all ears.”


    “Your father built some houses in the name of the Lancaster foundation in the Amazon,” he started, even though she had to be familiar with the project. Heck, she was going to get a prize in her father’s name the previous night.


    “Yes, I heard about it.”


    He clenched his hands on the steering wheel. “Your father embezzled the money. He wanted a tax write off, and he pocketed a lot of cash while choosing expired, cheap material to build those houses. The cement, bricks, everything were made poorly.”


    “That is not true. My father is an excellent builder. He would never—”


    “He would never do that to his million-dollar-plus properties. But this is a community for the poor. People without a voice.”


    She let out a sarcastic laugh. “You’re delusional. I help with his charities.”


    He pushed his foot on the gas pedal. Anger clenched his gut. Did she speak the truth she believed, or the truth she’d been taught to believe? Was she that naive? Erika seemed like a smart woman. “I’d be careful if I were you. You’re probably touching dirty money. But that isn’t my point,” he continued. A quick sideways glance showed she’d been scrutinizing him, but he just shook his head and returned his focus to the road ahead. “An engineer called Raul Souza told him about his concerns, and Silas decided to ignore him. After the houses were built, one of them quickly fell apart after the first storm. People died.”


    “I’m very sorry. Unfortunately, natural disasters do happen.”


    He shook his head. He never expected this to be easy. She would never be in his corner. “Yes, but that one was no tsunami. The houses didn’t have a strong foundation.”


    “Didn’t it go through any type of inspection?”


    He slated her a glance, then snorted. “People get bought, Erika. All the time.”


    She drummed her fingers on her legs. “Then why did that engineer keep quiet? If he was so sure about what happened?”


    “Raul has been missing for weeks.” Emanuel voiced what Raul’s family had told him. Of course Raul could have been the good soul who warned Silas off and didn’t accept any bribes. But Emanuel never crossed off the possibility of Raul happily taking the money after all was said and done, and simply deciding to stay off the grid.


    “Maybe he’s hiding because he’s guilty. If he knew the material was problematic, why did he go ahead with the project?”


    Guilty. How many times had Emanuel earned that title as a child? He’d stolen to help his family. And he’d been good at it, too. “He needed to earn a living to support his family. When he brought his concern forward, his boss shut him down and threatened him. After a couple of families died and dozens lost their homes, Raul called my organization and told my assistant.”


    “Very altruistic to wait until there’s damage to come forward.”


    He sighed. “Since that day he’s been missing. He never made it back home from the site.”


    “I am sorry,” she said, her voice sincere. “How do you know he’s one of those who didn’t accept bribes?”


    I don’t. Finding Raul would help expose Silas no matter what. “It doesn’t seem like it so far. Either way, that doesn’t change the fact that your father was well aware of the situation and chose to ignore it. For money. He gets a Businessman of the Year award while across the world people suffer because of him.”


    “What do you expect my father to do?”


    “I want him to return Raul to his family.” He also wanted Silas to own up to his fraud, which wouldn’t happen, of course. But he’d still be content with the return of Raul to gather concrete evidence against Silas. Sharing that possibility would keep her from complying, so he clamped his lips.


    “Less than twenty-four hours ago I was visiting Boston from New York to attend a boring event. And now, look at me, in the middle of international intrigue,” she said sarcastically.


    She turned her face to the window, no doubt watching the lush scenery as they drove away from the city. It would take him over two hours to get to where he wanted to go—a small, less populated town where they couldn’t be easily found. “Aren’t you going to feel bad when all of this is over and it turns out to be a series of misunderstandings?” she asked.


    “I don’t believe in misunderstandings,” he said in a tone that left no room for questioning.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “You don’t need these,” Erika said, when he cuffed her hands again after opening the car door.


    Emanuel lifted his eyebrow and shot her a smile filled with amusement. Okay, so maybe he couldn’t trust her yet—not when she had tried to jump out of the idling car less than an hour ago. Not when he’d handcuffed her to the steering wheel at the gas station, and she honked the horn like crazy. Sadly, honking was commonplace in Brazil, and no one made a big deal. No one came to her rescue.


    She stepped on the unpaved road. Ever since her arrival she’d noticed the beautiful, chaotic Manaus filled with life, traffic jams, and people. Then, as they exited the capital and drove through various towns, the scenery changed. A blend of raw and primitive countryside took over. Even though she didn’t see water, she could feel the proximity to a river. Bugs buzzed on the tips of the knee-length grass, and the road became unpaved, with fewer and fewer people driving trucks or hitchhiking.


    Emanuel tugged at her cuffs and locked the car. Then he slid the backpack over one shoulder and gestured with his head in the direction away from the road. The sun shone brightly, almost blinding her. Although the repellent helped her cause, the buzz of mosquitos continued stubbornly around them. Grass swooshed as she stepped on it. “Are you going to kill me and bury me somewhere?” she asked and only wished this was a joke.


    “We have to work on trust, don’t we?”


    “Yes. I say let’s do one of those practical exercises where you fall and I’m supposed to catch you. I just need one shot.”


    Emanuel laughed, the sound hearty and infectious. Still…manly. Powerful. “You’re quite the entertainer, Erika. I’ll pass on that test for now.”


    “If you ever change your mind, I’m one captivity away.” She wished she could run from him, but she had no idea where she was. She spoke nada in Portuguese. How would she find a way out?


    “Home sweet home,” he said, pointing at a small white house with a red roof that came into view.


    Erika blinked. A small dirt path led to the place, which had no one around. A couple of metal chairs occupied what had once been a decent porch. She raised her gaze to the sky and found no power lines in sight. Goodness. She’d watched scary movies before, but this was… Her stomach clenched. She could joke all she wanted, but reality hit her like a punching bag. She was in serious danger.


    “I know this isn’t much for the daughter of a real estate giant, but it’s just what we need.”


    He nudged her elbow, and she quivered. Goodness. She hated when he touched her unexpectedly. Not because Emanuel was repulsive, though he should be. Every time his fingers brushed with hers accidentally, or he palmed the small of her back to set the pace, she had to deal with a conflicting state of awareness. Some inconvenient emotions that had no place in her current conundrum.


    What I need is to wake up from this nightmare. What happened back home? Her father certainly had to be aware of her kidnapping at this point. Was he worried? Silas Lancaster wasn’t the most touchy-feely guy, but he would worry about her. After all, besides work, she was all he had, too. “I want my phone call.”


    He unlocked the door, opened it, and gestured for her to enter. “Welcome to your castle, princesa.”


    The little hairs on her nape stood on end.


    She stepped into the shack. A couple of old-fashioned rugs covered parts of the cement-stained floor. The living room consisted of two chairs, a round coffee table, and a TV. A generator stood against the closed window. “There’s no electricity?”


    “Not in this area.”


    Incredible. “What’s there?” She pointed at the threshold. There was no door, but she could tell by the arch that it led to another room.


    A spark hit his eyes. “The bedroom.”


    The bedroom. “I’m not staying long enough to have my own bedroom.” The thread of apprehension zapping down her spine reminded her she had no control over what would happen.


    He plopped the backpack on the floor and fished his cell from his pocket. “That’s what we’re about to find out.”


    He dialed a number. “If you tell him where we are, I’ll cut the connection, and we’ll hike to the next town over. Trust me, you don’t want to hurt your pretty feet.”


    Jerk. She cleared her throat. “Okay.”


    He leaned closer to her, and she sucked in a breath, inhaling his delicious scent. Whew. Focus, Erika. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to cuff you to the chair and restrain you for a little bit.”


    Restrain her? What exactly did he mean, like gagging? Her hands trembled in response, and the cuffs clanked against each other. The annoying noise quaked her insides. “What? Excuse me?”


    He grabbed a roll of duct tape from his backpack. “I don’t want you to shout anything to your father as I speak to him first.”


    Panic filled her. She shook her head violently. “I won’t. I swear,” she said, and meant it. The fluorescent light from a hospital room flickered in her mind, and she closed her eyes as if it happened again.


    He scratched his chin and looked up to the ceiling. Then his gaze returned to her. “Relax, this is a special fiberglass tape. I promise I’ll put it on for a couple of minutes max. It won’t hurt.”


    “Please, don’t cover my mouth,” she said, her voice wavering. Didn’t she read somewhere that potential victims gave away personal info to keep serial killers from pulling the trigger? She reached for his hand and squeezed it. Her cuffs dangled, the sound of metal on metal echoing in her ears. “I… I had my stomach pumped before, and I had tubes down my throat. I hate not having the ability to speak. It reminds me of that day.”


    He tilted his head to the side, probably digesting her confession and deciding if she’d lied or had told him the truth. She parted her lips but hesitated. Why would he believe her? Her pulse raced madly. When she’d been younger, she’d pretended to overdose on dieting pills to get her father’s attention.


    The intensity of his stare made her straighten her shoulders. What would she say if he asked her why she’d been pumped? Dang it. She’d already bared a weakness. No way would she give him further ammunition.


    For a moment, the contours of his striking face softened, and a powerful energy passed between them. She glanced down at her hand, and she realized it still squeezed his.


    She withdrew with an apologetic smile, although she had no idea why she was sorry. Shaking her head, she continued, “I’ll stay put.”


    “You win this one. Don’t disappoint me, princesa. The quicker we solve this situation, the sooner you will be able to go home, back to your life.”


    How could she argue with his pragmatism? “Sounds good to me.”


    He sat next to her, his index finger clasping the chain. She focused on his long, dark olive fingers sliding over his iPhone. He put the phone on speaker. After a ring or two, she heard her father’s voice. “Hello.”


    How did Emanuel get Dad’s personal cell phone? He must have been truly invested in this—and he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would go all in unless he believed in the cause. Which was crazy, of course. A saint her father was not, but he wouldn’t have anything to do with those horrendous allegations. His career meant everything to him, but he would never gamble with people’s lives.


    “Mr. Lancaster, I’ve got something you want.”


    “What?”


    “Your daughter.”


    Silence. She could hear her father drawing a breath, and a thump on his desk. “Who is this? When I put my hands on you—”


    “Nothing will happen. This is merely an exchange. You give me back Raul and your daughter will be returned to the United States immediately,” Emanuel said, his tone resolute.


    More silence.


    Her heart thumped, and she glanced down at the phone. What would happen if she shouted I’m in the Amazon? Emanuel would probably disconnect the call, decreasing her chances of getting out of there quicker. She bit the inside of her cheek. Control turned out to be much like good health: you didn’t appreciate it until you’d lost it.


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” her father finally said.


    “The engineer who went missing three weeks ago. Did you bribe him? Did someone off him? Unless he shows up, you’re not seeing Erika again,” Emanuel said.


    This is getting out of hand. Now he’s accusing my father of killing this Raul guy. She chewed on her lower lip. Hard. Half of her expected her father to be outraged with the preposterous insinuation. Then she remembered her father never lost his cool.


    Her father grunted. “I have nothing to do with what happened to that conniving man.”


    “Then what exactly happened, Silas?” Emanuel asked.


    She clamped her lips shut.


    “I…I don’t know. You mentioned he went missing. He abandoned the project after it went belly up and took off like a coward. I’ve got nothing to offer you. And even if I did, how can I be sure you have my daughter and she’s alive and well?” Her father asked, and there was a pang of concern in his voice.


    Her heart thumped against her ribcage. Dang it. He was worried. She could tell. And in the depths of her mind, she wondered, for a second, if he thought she was still that same teenager desperate to get his attention. Would he believe Emanuel?


    She rubbed her palms together.


    Emanuel nodded at her, encouraging her to speak.


    She stared at Emanuel. His eyes glinted. “Dad, I’m here.”


    “Erika? Are you okay? Where are you?”


    “I’m good. I—”


    Swiftly, Emanuel clicked the speaker option off, and put the phone to his ear. “I’ll give you one week to bring me Raul if you want to see your daughter again.”


    …


    Emanuel slid his phone in his pocket. “Got you the hint you needed.”


    Erika shifted on the chair. “Excuse me?”


    He rolled his eyes. What other proof did she want? If she was so virtuous as she pretended to be, she should suspect by now her father was involved in Raul’s disappearance. “C’mon… He called him conniving and talked about what happened to him.”


    “After you mentioned Raul had been kidnapped.” She let out a breath. “Besides, maybe he didn’t like him. Maybe this Raul person is a lying mongrel. How can we know for sure? Just because you don’t like someone doesn’t mean you’re going to kill that person.”


    “Oh trust me, I can relate.” He ran his fingers through his hair. He didn’t like her one bit, especially when she dared to defend her sleazy father with such passion. Yet, common sense didn’t stop him from wondering what she would be like between the sheets. Was she agreeable and submissive? Ardent and loud? Hmmm. Maybe a mix of both. “You don’t know your father well, do you? You were closer to your mother.”


    The vein in her neck pulsed. She looked away, drew in a breath, restless. He stood up, hands on his belt. His work wasn’t just to make her father believe he wouldn’t see her again if he didn’t admit to kidnapping Raul. Emanuel had to show Erika the naked truth about her father. Perhaps she knew it already, but lived in denial. Or she was completely fine with it and acted like she was this righteous individual.


    She shot him a disdainful glance. “You don’t know a thing about my relationship with my father.”


    “I know he always meddled with your relationships. He gave money to that idiot personal trainer to leave you. You got hurt. And then he introduced you to my brother Bruno in the hope of you marrying him for business purposes, but you had a change of heart.”


    “Randall didn’t leave me for money. He loved me but needed some space. Told me something about finding himself,” she said in a small voice.


    “He found himself in the new BMW he bought. I’ve done my research, Erika. If you want, I can show you a picture of him riding it in New York City.”


    Her facial expression tightened, and tears formed in the corners of her eyes. Incredible. He’d been so focused on keeping it real he didn’t calculate the collateral—that, instead of becoming mad at her dad, she’d feel embarrassed. Humiliated.


    “For what it’s worth, he’s an imbecile for doing that, Erika. You deserve much more.”


    She dipped her head and lifted her hand as much as she could to wipe the tears from her eyes. An odd sense of protectiveness washed over him, and his fingers itched to soothe her. The unfamiliar image of him giving her a hug and stroking her hair formed in his mind.


    “How do I even know you’re telling me the truth? My father always wanted what was best for me in his own way. He introduced me to Bruno to mend my broken heart, and of course I knew he wanted to unite his wealth to Bruno’s. I’m not an idiot. Now, to think he would go that far and pay someone off?” She shook her head. “That can’t be true.”


    He bent and leaned in front of her. “Then why are you crying, princesa?”


    She glanced down, a side of her he was getting to know better: the one that didn’t admit defeat. Proud. Resilient. Something stirred inside him, something other than his cock. He turned her face to him and stared into those gorgeous chestnut eyes. With his index fingers, he wiped the tears from her cheeks. Perhaps it was just his impression, but had she leaned into his hand? Or did he press it against her flesh, wanting to prolong the contact? Dang it. Merda.


    None of it made sense. He couldn’t get emotionally entangled with Erika or anyone. He’d watched his two older brothers and knew how much work a relationship entailed. How could he continue his work, his mission, if he had the responsibility of a wife and kids?


    Not to mention…she was his enemy’s daughter, and he had to hand her back on a silver platter when Silas folded.


    She cleared her throat. “I need…to shower. I’m dirty and sticky.”


    “I’ll arrange it for you. Come.” He offered her his hand, helping her stand up. He had visited the place a couple weeks in advance and ensured it had all they needed: privacy, remoteness, and a working generator.


    He gestured for the bathroom, and she entered.


    “I need privacy,” she said. “And free hands would be best.”


    He’d already checked the small bathroom. There was no window, so she could not escape. “There’s a change of clothes for you inside the cabinet.” He pointed. “Also fresh towels and toiletries.”


    “A captor who thinks ahead. Nice.”


    He reached into his pocket, grabbed the key, and released her cuffs. “Fifteen minutes.”


    “Thank you,” she said, and closed the door behind her. Within seconds he heard the shower turn on and the sound of water splashing against the plastic shower stall. Incredible. The image of her naked body under the shower as water slid down her delicious body invaded his mind like a bad dream.


    Emanuel shook his head. That’s what he got for spending a long time without a woman. He locked the bathroom door from the outside, an idea that had occurred to him when he inspected the place. Quickly, he dashed to the front door and locked it, then checked to guarantee a small back door behind the kitchen offered no chance for her to flee, either. The windows offered iron bars bolted in typical fashion to keep burglars away.


    He rummaged in his backpack where his real cell phone buzzed, not the untraceable one he’d used to call Silas. Ten text messages. He scrolled through them. Even though he’d told his assistant in his Rio office he’d be out of the country and off the grid for a while, she still insisted on asking him questions. And Addie…incredible.


    He read the message from his sister-in-law. Where have you been? Is everything okay?


    He clasped the phone. Addie and her passion had ignited his own need to give back and help others. Suddenly, he had found a new purpose like he’d been recently converted to a new religion. Wouldn’t this be a great way of paying back for all the crimes he committed as a child? As a teen? Didn’t matter if he wanted to help put food on the table at the time. Wrong was wrong.


    He’d given not just his money but time to help ostracized Brazilian Indians. He’d helped them by buying land and transferring some people from overcrowded reserves. He’d brought a doctor to hard-to-get locations, as long as the tribe agreed, to treat members with chronic diseases. He’d hired agriculture specialists to make their soil more favorable to growth.


    Ignoring Addie would be worse. Dang, the woman never stopped until she found out whatever information she wanted. He sighed. I’m taking care of some stuff. I’ll call when I get a chance.


    He crossed the living room. Time to deal with his other problem.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Erika smoothed her hands over the gray T-shirt and slipped into the jeans. She appreciated the denim to keep bugs from biting her legs, but the heat didn’t help any. She had barely left the cold shower and sweat already formed on her forehead. Their proximity to the jungle and its humidity made her feel like she was locked inside a sauna.


    She squared her shoulders and glanced at her reflection in the oval mirror. The climate did her no favors. Making a face, she touched the frizzy tips of her hair. Goodness, she needed to look half decent if she wanted a way out.


    You can always count on money to show people’s true colors. Her father used that phrase a few times, and while she refused to be as cynical as he when the subject was money, right now she wished she could offer Emanuel an amount in exchange for her freedom. Emanuel had enough money. What else could she give him?


    She cleared her throat. You know what he wants. It had occurred to her when he had looked deep into her eyes after the phone call. Her captor desired her, and she had to use the little bit of leverage she had over him to her advantage. Emanuel was clearly demon-bent on making her father admit to a crime he hadn’t committed. Who knew for how long he’d keep her? She shuddered.


    She ran her fingers through her hair, then tried to rock the wavy look. Not happening. Emanuel no doubt dated women much more exotic and adventurous than her. Yet…he seemed interested. Would he act on it?


    Am I going to act on it?


    A knock on her door made her jump. Garbage. She sucked at seduction. She needed all the missing props: fancy lingerie, candles, slow stripper music, shamelessly high heels. All she had was…was… What are my assets again?


    “Are you done?” he asked from the other side of the door. She heard the click of the door being unlocked.


    She palmed the handle and twisted it. He leaned against the threshold, sizing her up like she was some sworn enemy rather than a woman he wanted to sleep with. Sigh. If she wanted a way out of this, she’d have to change her tune—subtly. Emanuel could be a lot of things, but dumb didn’t make the list.


    “Since we don’t have dinner reservations, this is as good as it gets.” She shrugged.


    He let out a sound, one she couldn’t peg for mockery or annoyance. Then he lifted his finger and curled it, inviting her to follow him into the bedroom. She swallowed, walking alongside him. Things were looking up. So far, no sign of the cuffs. But he didn’t compliment her or even joke about how she scrubbed up well. So much for him being attracted to her. Did she really expect it?


    No. She cleared her throat. She wanted it. Irritation expanded in her lungs. Girl, relax. This is just all too confusing.


    “I made you a sandwich.” He handed her a ham and cheese club.


    “Thanks.” She took a bite, and then realized she’d been hungry.


    “We’ll go to sleep soon.”


    “Go ahead. I highly doubt I’ll be able to,” she said. She’d been trying to will away the idea of Randall breaking up with her for money—her father’s money and idea. Could she have been that naive? Don’t forget this is what your enemy wants you to believe.


    “As your personal guide and host, I promise to do whatever I can to improve your experience,” he said.


    “What do you mean?” She scanned the small room. The minimally decorated space had white walls, a full size queen bed, and a wooden dresser. No windows. A ceiling fan that only shifted the humidity in the air.


    He pointed at the bed. “Get on it.”


    “Like this?” She pulled at her jeans. “I don’t think I can be comfortable in these. They are about a size too small as they are.”


    “They don’t look small.”


    “Well, I’m all for skinny denim, but I like to be able to breathe when I sleep.”


    “You said a second ago you didn’t expect to close your eyes.” He turned down the thin bedspread. “Princesa, once you’re under the covers, I don’t care if you strip down naked. It’s your choice. I just need you to get in bed.”


    Naked. A cold shiver zapped down her spine. The idea of seducing him seemed a good strategy, but executing it?


    Under his scrutiny, she slid under the covers and pulled the beige sheet up her neck, while she fussed to remove the jeans. Once done, she shoved them to the side. Where would he sleep? He took off his shoes, and she gasped when he slipped in next to her.


    He slapped the cuffs on her wrist, and she jumped. “The whole idea of me taking off my pants was because I wanted some normalcy. These shackles defeat the purpose, wouldn’t you agree?”


    “These will guarantee you will still be in the same spot in the morning.”


    “Why? Are you used to women racing out of your bed as soon as possible?” She managed to say it steadily.


    He chuckled. “No, madam, I guarantee you there’s no fleeing from my bed. Ever.”


    “How can I be so sure?” she said boldly, then licked her upper lip. A fire stoked in her belly, and she turned to face him. Restraint wouldn’t help her in the beginning, but if she got his trust—even on a sexual level—she would be one step closer to freedom. Her nipples puckered, and she didn’t know if it was because he excited her, or if the idea of using her sex appeal to escape did. Either way, she would keep at it. “Your type is more about taking than giving.” Not that she had any experience with super sexy kidnappers before.


    His brows furrowed, and he propped himself on his elbow. A dark glow hit his eyes. “What are you doing?”


    “Maybe I need a bedtime story.”


    A smile played at his lips. “I have one for you.” He dipped his head closer, and she closed her eyes to soak in that wonderful manly scent. He talked into her ear, his breath causing the little hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. She squirmed and anticipated his hands on her. Her breath caught in her dry throat. “Once upon a time, a sexy, beautiful princess who lived in a land far, far away…” he started, and with his free hand, he tipped her chin.


    Gathering all her strength, she opened her eyes and gazed at him. Wow. The man was gorgeous. She opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated. What could she say? In that moment, any reasoning or hidden agenda faded into the background. The fast beating of her heart surpassed the creaking from the old ceiling fan. Her heart throbbed in her ears, in her mouth, and in the most feminine part of her. “Tell me more.”


    He stroked her jaw, the touch light yet branding. She moaned. “The princess had a very naughty secret. She liked to get kinky with the henchman.”


    A wave of heat spread across her cheeks and neck. The image of Emanuel splitting wood and guarding a palace settled in her head. She could see his strong biceps shifting and sweat glistening over his dark olive skin.


    He slid his hand down her neck. “At night, when everyone slept, he climbed up to her room and joined her in bed. She always kept ready for him. Wet…and naked.”


    A sigh flew past her lips. “What did he do to her?”


    Emanuel sneaked his palm under her panties. She arched into him, wanting to lose herself in his caress and forget about anything else. “He touched her in the one place that was his alone, where it didn’t matter about her title, or his wrongdoings… When his finger entered her, it all came together.”


    He palmed her hot sex. The scent of arousal found its way up to her nostrils. She lifted her head, in hopes he’d kiss her. But Emanuel digressed, withdrawing, his hand halted on the part of her that most needed attention.


    “No…no…don’t stop. Please. I’ll do anything you want,” she said, unable to stop the words from spilling out of her. A lie, certainly, a small voice inside her alerted. Right? She wouldn’t need to do anything with him. Once he wanted more and uncuffed her, that would be a start. Maybe not this time, but soon. He would trust her.


    “How willing, minha princesa,” Emanuel said in an amused tone, and she wondered if he mocked or revered her. He moved his fingers and she mellowed, his index finger languidly fondling her slick folds. Goodness. She was burning up with need. He thrust a finger into her, the sensation so freaking good it sizzled all her nerve endings. She bucked into his hand, clenching her inner muscles around it. He flicked her clit and added another finger to her pussy.


    “So. Good.” She grasped the sheets with her free hand. A powerful sensation built in her core, spreading through her like flames on timber. Turning her head from side to side, she gasped. The pressure was too strong for her to fight it—not that she wanted to.


    With admirable mastery, he intensified his rhythm, flicking her faster and plunging his fingers in and out of her while she thrust her hips into him. A string of moans filled the air, her moans. The sounds so raw, so coarse she barely recognized her own voice. Spasms nearly lifted her body from the bed, as ripples of pleasure shifted into a huge wave, washing over her—and stealing her breath.


    “Let me touch you, too. Let me taste you,” she said, unsure if that was her primeval female need talking, or just a pragmatic idea to get rid of the cuffs.


    “You want me in your mouth?” He kissed her eyebrow. A final tremor traveled through her, starting at her neck down her body as if Emanuel was some kind of accomplished maestro, dictating the direction and intensity.


    “Yes.”


    He groaned. “Should I uncuff you?”


    “It would be more comfortable.”


    Emanuel disengaged from her, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Good night, Erika.”


    Say what? She blinked once, twice, three times. Disappointment cooled her bloodstream. “W-what?” she whispered, light headed and her body still tender.


    He barked out a hearty laugh. “Did you really think I’d fall for your charms and jeopardize my mission? Sleep with you and set you free so you can run?”


    Erika flushed. Garbage. Garbage, garbage. “Yes, I would go somewhere naked at night, in the middle of nowhere without speaking the language. The bugs would kill me before I managed to walk three feet.”


    “Why did you come on to me like that? I thought I repulsed you.”


    Did he really have to make everything so complicated? Men were supposed to be simple. She swallowed the lump of pride in her throat. “Not physically.”


    “And you know how to separate things? You’re not some romantic lady who wants a lot?”


    She was exactly that lady, but not with him—even her attempt at seduction failed. The guy meant trouble to her father, the organization she ran and everything it entailed—her career, her name. “I’m a foolish woman who gave in to an impulse.”


    He frowned. Did she think it would be easy? Incredible. “I don’t know if I believe you.”


    “Well, I used past tense. Your change of heart turned me off.” She fluffed her pillow with her free hand and closed her eyes, pretending to yawn. “Good night,” she said, even though sleeping would be nearly impossible.


    …


    Emanuel watched her sleep. She’d have a heck of a surprise when she woke up to find herself free. Well, somewhat free. He’d ensured he had the key to the only door leading outside sitting in his pocket. Rays of sunshine trespassed through the cracks of the pieces of wood bolting the window, and the handcuffs on the nightstand sparkled.


    He coughed. The previous night he could have screwed her and put an end to the inconvenient throbbing of his cock whenever she was around. That would have been quick, easy, and practical. He’d address the itch and move on.


    After all, she told him she wasn’t looking for anything else. He surged to his feet. Why did sleeping with her seem like a solution rather than a problem? His rational side laughed. Screwing her would muddy the waters. It would make it much harder to hand her back to her father once the old man provided them with the truth of what had happened to Raul. Only if I didn’t know how to separate things. Based on his experience, saying good-bye shouldn’t be a problem.


    “Morning.” The soft, feminine voice had him turning to see her.


    She stretched like a lazy cat after a long nap. Erika had mellowed under his touch. What would she do if he did more to her? If they actually—


    “No restraints? I’m starting to believe you have a soft side.” She massaged her wrists with a seductive smile. Dang.


    “Don’t.” He grabbed his handcrafted hunting knife and the sleek handgun he’d bought before this mission and secured them in his backpack. The act reminded him he was her captor, and not her boyfriend. He’d have to keep thinking that way, or he’d fail. “Get dressed, and meet me in the kitchen.”


    He nodded at her before she answered, headed to make them coffee, and gathered some breakfast items from the pantry: croissants, cheese, apples, and bananas. Those would have to do the job for now. For the next couple of days, he’d prefer to lay low rather than venture to the next town to gather supplies and food. The more they stayed under the radar, the better. Silas had the means to hire topnotch private investigators to find his heiress.


    Emanuel heard the sound of her opening the bathroom door and lifted the small white cup of coffee to his lips. The taste was strong, even a tad bitter. Incredible. He sucked at this domestic stuff. Back in his mansion in Rio, he counted on a gifted, longtime housekeeper who managed everything.


    Erika appeared a few minutes later, her hair brushed and denim covering the legs he’d yearned to see. He bet they were long, toned, sensual.


    “I’ve made you some coffee.” He gestured for her to sit at the round table and gave her a cup.


    “Thanks.” She raised it to her lips, then coughed and covered her mouth. “This is horrible. Is the bad coffee part of my hostage punishment? Some subtle form of modern torture? I’m telling you, you should patent this flavor and sell it to North Korea.”


    He bit back a smile. Keep your composure. “There’s also orange juice and water.”


    She grabbed a bite of croissant and poured herself some juice. “For a Brazilian, your coffee skills are not impressive.”


    He winked at her, and for a fleeting moment wondered how their relationship would evolve if they’d met at a bar or a beach. Would it be different than his other ones? No. Couldn’t be. “One of my few flaws.”


    “What are the other flaws? Inability to fully satisfy a woman? Need to kidnap people to prove a point? Arrogance? Bad kisser?”


    Inability to resist a challenge. The response burned at the tip of his tongue, but he bit it. Maybe she sensed how hard it was not to answer, for she studied him intently. Her gaze trailed down his face, his shoulders. An energy passed between them, and he had to clear his throat to swallow. His gut clenched, and not pulling her to him and screwing her against the wall, fast and dirty, seemed impossible. “I’m sure you will find out in good time.”


    She glanced at the bowl of fruit and picked an apple. “How long until this situation is solved?”


    “It all depends on your father.”


    “Have you ever wondered what you’d do in case he doesn’t give you what you’re searching for? You can’t keep me a hostage forever,” she said, and bit into the apple.


    He leaned against the countertop. Of course he’d considered all options. There was a good chance her father would try and find them within a couple of days, which was why Emanuel had gone above and beyond with a good share of bribing to secure their location. Silas Lancaster needed his daughter, and that had nothing to do with love. Erika’s leadership in his charity added warmth and good PR to his ruthless ways; a link to old family values, since they had named it after his deceased wife. Once Silas realized finding her would be impossible, he would try to negotiate—and Emanuel didn’t need Silas to tell him the whole truth. All he wanted was for his version of the truth to give Emanuel enough substance to gather evidence against Silas, and return Raul to his family. Emanuel also needed Raul’s testimony to sue Silas. And win.


    “Your father needs time to realize he can’t buy everyone. He’ll try to buy me.”


    “You really think the worst of him.”


    He popped his knuckles. “I’m a realist.”


    She shook her head. “Look, my father isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. I’ll give you that. He’s consumed by his work and often crosses the line of making people feel like they take a backseat on his priority list. But to assume he’s—”


    “He does it to everyone. Remember Randall? Your father bribed him so he’d get out of your life because Silas thought a personal trainer wasn’t good enough and brought nothing to the table. The sleazeball took the bait.” And proved her father right, Emanuel added inwardly.


    “How…how do you know all that? How can you be really sure?” she asked, her voice wavering. “I’ve tried not to think about it ever since you told me. You talk about it like you mean it.”


    Emanuel drew in a breath. Hurting her wasn’t his goal. Yet, whenever she defended her father, she gave him no other option but to be honest. “I did my homework before I kidnapped you,” he said. Researching the kind of relationship that she had with her father had been crucial to using it as a weapon. Now the strategy made him feel cheap, wrong, and defeated.


    She shifted in the chair. “So my boyfriend never wanted me. He never loved me.”


    Silence. If Erika was his woman, Emanuel would never have exchanged her for any amount of money. He squared his shoulders. Such possessiveness never appealed to him, so why did he have that stupid—and hypocritical—thought? The very idea of a kidnapping meant he’d exchange her for what he wanted in the end, but did his noble goal make him any less wrong?


    Erika crossed her arms over her chest, shoulders sagging against the wall. “When I was growing up, I dreamed of becoming Dad’s priority. He was always busy. My mom did all she could so I wouldn’t realize he was absent most of the time. After she died…I thought we were good. Working with him brought us closer in a sense. But if what you’re saying is true…”


    “He didn’t think Randall was worthy of you.”


    She massaged her temples, her fingers trembling. “I guess hoping someone would stick with me without my father’s interference is a lot to ask these days.”


    He glanced down at the floor and fiddled with his belt. How could he even try to deny he was part of the problem? The whole reason why he’d strode into her life revolved around her father’s doings. And why did a part of him want to be different? Just so he wouldn’t feel like a scumbag for being one more man who used her?


    He stared at her and sadness flickered in her mocha irises. His chest tightened. “I’m sorry about your father. But remember, you are a sexy, vibrant, smart woman who can get anyone she wants.”


    “Coming from the guy who made me feel like an idiot when I foolishly tried to seduce him last night.” She lifted a hand in a silent plea for him to shut up. He cleared his throat, unwilling to let the regret well up inside. Incredible. Too late. “You don’t have to tell me these things. That’s okay.”


    She stood and turned in the opposite direction from him, but he caught her elbow before she could step farther away.


    He grunted. Back away, man. The voice inside alerted him with the urgency of a house fire. “Curse you, Erika, I’m still talking to you.”


    She lifted her chin, the defiant attitude clashing against the hurt in her eyes. He would have liked to think Randall put it there, but what kind of coward would that make him? Bringing up her ex had saddened her, and Emanuel was to blame. Frustration stung him bad.


    “I thought you were done.”


    “No.” He pulled her closer, snaking his arms around her waist until she gasped against him. The collision stiffened his muscles, his body quickly shifting into a mass of tension. His cock throbbed. “I tell you when I’m done.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Erika’s heart leaped into her throat. She wanted to run from the humiliation, but Emanuel held her steady. His large, strong hand was plastered against the small of her back. The desire to look away and avoid that tension altogether pumped in her bloodstream, but she’d come too close to give up now.


    When he’d woken, she’d stolen a few surreptitious glances in his direction without him noticing. She’d seen a set of keys bunching in his pocket. If she managed to get him to part with those jeans, she could find a way to set herself free. She’d run. All she needed was a payphone, or to find someone who spoke English, or at least understood her enough to lend her a cell phone to make a call. She would deal with that problem later—and she’d call Bruno. International calls would be harder to make, especially from a random payphone. But if she called Bruno, he’d find a way to help her out. She had no money, no contacts besides him in the country. As long as Emanuel hadn’t lied about Bruno not knowing about the kidnapping, she knew Bruno would assist her.


    Emanuel dipped his head. A dangerous glow flickered in his espresso eyes, and she parted her lips, welcoming him. Would he go ahead with it? He held the back of her neck with his other hand, and unless he had a super rifle in his pants, he was incredibly aroused. She swallowed.


    He traced her lips with his index finger, searing her flesh with his touch. Sexual urgency like she didn’t know existed roared within her, and she moaned. He held the back of her neck, and at last his lips touched hers.


    Every nerve in her body throbbed. A heady sensation moved through her.


    She opened her mouth wider—eager, anxious, willing. He didn’t move his lips for a moment. She could count on one hand how many lovers she’d had in her twenty-seven years. None of them provoked so much arousal with such minimal efforts.


    Emanuel. He was a complex opera orchestrating her senses.


    When he slid his tongue in her mouth, she quivered and planted her hands on his chest so she wouldn’t dissolve into the warmth of his embrace. He intensified the rhythm of the succulent kiss, his tongue stroking her faster, neglecting no part of her. She writhed against him.


    Soon gentleness gave way to a powerful force gluing them to each other. Their teeth grazed as they kissed madly, breathlessly. He linked his arms around her, and she buckled, giving him a boost when he placed his arms against her knees and picked her up off the floor.


    A small, nervous laugh floated up her throat. He said something in Portuguese, something perhaps she wasn’t meant to understand, but it did the job—it sounded dirty and sexy. Emanuel continued the kiss and walked the short distance to the very same bed they had slept on.


    “So you’re not a bad kisser,” she said when he eased her on the mattress.


    He stopped kissing her and nuzzled her ear. Goodness, if someone could bottle up his sex appeal and sell it, they’d make billions. Sadly, she’d be first in line. “How can you know for sure, princesa? It may be beginner’s luck,” he said, his accent thicker. And hotter.


    “You’re right. We should keep trying in case you’re a fraud.”


    He nipped her ear. Curse the man. She couldn’t let him win again. The previous night he’d made a point. He could stop at any moment. He had control. Did she? What kind of woman was she if she missed the opportunity to escape?


    Groaning, Emanuel slid his hand under her shirt. Her nipples hardened, and she soaked in the glorious sensation of having the most virile man she’d ever seen caress her blatantly. “Goodness,” she murmured, and he made invisible circles on her breast, his palm hot against her skin.


    Her breasts felt full and heavy. Why not enjoy him just a little bit longer? He cupped her breast. If his hands veered lower on her body, she’d forget about fleeing. Outsmarting him, she flipped him over and straddled him. He propped himself on both elbows; she had to act fast before he realized what she was about to do. The handcuffs on the nightstand wouldn’t shackle his wrists by themselves.


    “I think now it’s time I proved what a great kisser I am.” She ran a finger across his square jaw, and then down his neck. “Take this silly shirt off. I want to lick you all over.”


    He pulled it over his head, then flung it across the room. She drank in the sight of his gorgeous pecs for a moment. A good amount of smooth hair arrowed down his chest, and the way his muscles contracted under her fingers told her she did things to him, too. He wanted her, and it didn’t matter what he thought of her.


    She kissed his face, his neck. When she closed her mouth around his taut nipple, he thrust his hands in her hair and stroked the strands. Vigorously. Her scalp sizzled with awareness, and she almost gave in to the idea of going through with this thing and screwing him. She wouldn’t be free afterward but would probably enjoy the best sex of her life, the savage, shameless kind she’d never experienced before.


    “You’re proving it all right, but I say some more experimentation is crucial.”


    “I agree.”


    She glided down his body and pulled down his jeans. Black boxer briefs barely contained his massive cock. She kissed the hem of his underwear, her teeth grazing his flesh. He thrust his hips into her, offering himself to her. She licked her lips, and her clit throbbed with need.


    She cupped his member. Even over the fabric, she felt the heat of his body, the veins pulsating on the side of his cock. She kissed it, and he moaned. The coarse, hearty sound reverberated through her.


    A rush of adrenaline pumped into her veins. “You’re so big, Emanuel. So hot. If I rubbed myself right now, I’d come instantly.”


    He closed his eyes and sucked in his breath. He was probably trying his hardest to keep control and not come in his underwear. “Making you come is my job,” he said in a tortured voice.


    “Ditto.” Smiling, she traced her tongue over the outline of his shaft, which hardened even more. Pure heat boiled between her legs. She hoped her freedom was worth it, because right now it was tough to name other things she wanted on top of this gorgeous specimen of a male who prickled her every nerve, awakened her every cell.


    She spotted the handcuffs on the nightstand. If she acted fast, she could do it. He was distracted, eyes closed. Raising from him, she slid her hand into his briefs.


    “Take off your shirt. I want to see you.”


    She chewed on her bottom lip. He planted his hand on her waist. She brought his wrists over his head. “If you close your eyes and open your mouth, you will do a lot more.”


    “I like the way you think.”


    She leaned over him and moaned like she was about to do something delicious. He moved, and she grabbed both his arms and descended as if she was about to kiss him. Within a couple of seconds she reached for the shackles, slapped a cuff on his left wrist and the other on the metal frame.


    Snap. The sound of metal clinging on metal had him opening his eyes, startled. She quickly disengaged from him and dashed out of bed.


    “Tell me you’re not foolish enough to try and restrain me. Tell me what you really want is to realize some weird dominatrix fantasy and ride my cock into the sunset.” A pang of annoyance leaked into his voice, like he didn’t believe his own words. The contours of his face set into a hard line.


    “Your idea sounds lovely, but I’m taking a rain check.” She shoved the linens away and grabbed his jeans from the bottom of the bed. She jammed her fingers into the back pocket and fished out the key ring that would grant her freedom.


    Scanning the room, she searched for his backpack—where he’d hidden the knife and gun. She doubted she’d need weapons, but being a woman in the middle of nowhere, it was better to be safe than sorry.


    Fear pumped through her veins. Emanuel started to rattle against the wall, and she knew that soon he would rip through the frame and set himself free. By then she would be gone. She searched in the pockets of his backpack for the cell phones he’d been using, but couldn’t find them. Incredible.


    “Uncuff me. Now!” he shouted. A sheen of sweat slicked on his forehead, and the desire that had fogged his irises moments earlier had disappeared.


    “I can’t.” She reached the threshold, then glanced back. “Sorry,” she said, even though she had no clue why she apologized. He kidnapped her, lied to her about her father, and who knew what else. But why did a strange feeling nag at her, shooting a nauseating sensation in her stomach? She shook her head and scurried to the entrance. She couldn’t afford to waste any time. If the sound of his body slamming against the frame was a hint, he would be running after her soon.


    She slid the key in the door handle and twisted it.


    The sun blinded her. She started to run, but suddenly strong arms grabbed her, and calloused hands covered her mouth.


    “Ssshhhh…you’re safe.” Someone whispered. “Your father sent us.”


    A burly man materialized in front of her. It took her a couple of seconds to register he just mentioned her father. Somehow her heart kept hammering on. “You’re safe now.”


    The man’s grasp around her loosened enough to give her room to breathe. She blinked. “What?”


    “Tony’ll take you back. And I’ll go in.”


    Tony took her elbow and cocked his head in the direction of a black sedan. He opened the door for her. “Get inside.”


    She stared at the door with hesitation. “Where are we going?” The two men seemed legit enough. Why would a third party want to kidnap her? “Shouldn’t we call the police first?” She had no idea how these procedures worked, but why would Tony rush her away while the other one stayed? Was it because the guy would call the police and have Emanuel arrested?


    Tony shook his head, somewhat annoyed. Obviously he had expected her to jump into his car without asking questions. Her father must have already had a clue about her whereabouts when Emanuel called him the previous day. Otherwise, how would he have found her so quickly and sent these two men after her? They had showed her no special badge, so she assumed her dad hired them privately. Why would he keep her disappearance a secret when he had done nothing wrong? Her stomach clenched. Unless…


    A unpleasant smile spread across the man’s oval face. “There aren’t any police involved. Your dad ordered me to fly you home ASAP, and Harry will handle your kidnapper.”


    Her chest tightened. “What do you mean handle? Listen, I think this is a huge misunderstanding…”


    Tony mocked her and waved his hands in the air. “Mr. Lancaster was very clear about it. He wants no loose ends. Emanuel Duarte must be eliminated. Now, if you get in the car, you can put this nightmare behind you, and you’ll be having brunch with your friends tomorrow.”


    Nightmare? She pushed down the lump in her dry throat. The guy who walked in would kill Emanuel if she didn’t stop him. He’d die for kidnapping her because he wanted to help someone he believed was wronged. He shouldn’t have taken her, but he claimed he had good reason, and he didn’t deserve to die. She couldn’t allow that to happen, nor could she live with that kind of knowledge.


    She slammed the door and stepped back, her hand fumbling in the backpack. She palmed the gun, the weapon heavy and cold. “I can’t go.”


    He opened the door and pointed to the inside of the car. “That’s not your choice.”


    Her dad couldn’t have told these men to kill Emanuel, could he? Misunderstanding or not, leaving Emanuel behind was not an option, not if she had anything to say about it. Determined, she grabbed the gun and aimed it at him. “Get away from me.”


    He laughed. “Why wouldn’t you want to go home? Listen, I can call your father, and you can talk to him after we get a head start. Get in the car, or you’ll make life harder for all of us,” he said, and reached for the inside of his vest.


    “Don’t.”


    He launched at her, and she pulled the trigger. The sound sliced through the air, as Tony touched the fresh blood seeping through his pants. “Jerk. You got my leg.”


    …


    Emanuel punched the intruder in the face, and he stumbled back against the nightstand. The guy must hurt and kill people for a living, he’d give him that. Ever since he’d broken the wooden frame and gotten out of the bed, the cuffs still clasped against his wrist, he’d realized the restraint would be the least of his worries. The idiot had stormed into the room and clocked him before he even registered his presence.


    “I should have shot you, but I got paid extra to make it slow and painful,” the man said, panting and wiping blood from the side of his mouth.


    The thug stood up, but before he could throw a punch, Emanuel shoved him against the wall, curled his fingers into a fist and hit his jaw. Once. Twice.


    “You’re overpriced. I’m killing you for free.” Emanuel shoved his elbow on the man’s shoulder, dropping him to the floor. The guy groaned. Did this idiot expect Emanuel not to be such a good fighter? He’d learned his ways as a young boy and knew every dirty trick in the book, even though in his adult life he seldom used them.


    A squirming noise yanked him from the moment, and he dashed out of the room. Erika. He left the house and found her fighting with another man who kept pushing her into the backseat of an idling car.


    “No.”


    “You’ve done enough for a day,” he grunted. “Now shut up and get in the car, you rich jerk.”


    Emanuel launched at them and pushed the man off her. He tried to protest, but Emanuel punched him and he fell to the ground.


    “Let’s get out of here,” he said to Erika.


    She nodded, and he circled around the car and slipped onto the driver’s seat, turning on the engine. She shut the door and stayed in the back. Within seconds, they were driving away from it all.


    A tremor of anger skated down his spine. If he had been a second later, that man would have taken her away along with his last chance to get Raul. He’d been a fool for letting her trick him with a fake seduction. And that had distracted him from his goal, nearly costing him everything.


    “You’re not going to say anything?” she asked.


    He gazed at her in the rearview mirror. “Last time I saw you, you chained me to the bed and escaped.”


    She tilted her head and lifted her eyebrow. “Can you blame me?”


    No, he couldn’t, which was why he’d have to be extra careful with her from now on. The woman had wits, smarts, and a sexy body to match. Trusting her wasn’t just a mistake; it was a liability. “It seemed to me you didn’t want to get in the car. Why?”


    She sighed. He turned his attention back to the road. A mixture of dusty pick-ups and big trucks crowded the highway. Hopefully by the time those two hit men composed themselves and found Emanuel’s rental car, Emanuel and Erika would be long gone.


    “When that man said the other one would kill you…I couldn’t in good conscience leave.”


    He exited the highway and stayed on the road until he came to a stop sign. “So you believe me now? That your father is at fault?” he asked, making a right turn onto a street filled with sugar cane plantations. A couple of men riding donkeys waved at him, and he nodded.


    She removed her seat belt, shifted in her seat, and leaned closer to him as if their conversation could be recorded or something. Her natural, clean scent swirled around him, and he sucked in a breath, soaking in her sweet fragrance. Incredible. Get it together, man. She could have ruined his plans, and he couldn’t afford that kind of weakness again.


    “This whole thing is crazy confusing. Why would my father have you killed?”


    His shoulders sagged a notch. Would they go back to the same conversation again? “Because then it would be like nothing ever happened. I wouldn’t be a threat.”


    “What about me? What if I still knew?”


    Emanuel suppressed an ironic laughter. Was she really that naive? “He would say he never meant for me to die, that those men acted impulsively against his orders.”


    “Isn’t there such a possibility? He wanted a low-profile recovery, and those guys didn’t care?” she said, her voice strained at the end. “They went rogue.”


    “Face the facts, Erika. Those men flew here from the U.S., and your father sent them. Do you think they’d throw in a free execution for the heck of it? They follow orders and are paid for it.”


    “I can’t believe it.”


    He was about to protest but hesitated. How could he expect her to be on board with all the information he loaded on her in such a short time? After all, her father had fed her lies for twenty-seven years. “Do you see my point at least?”


    “Yes.”


    He slanted her what he hoped passed for a reassuring look. “Good. I’m taking you to the place where you can talk to Raul’s family. You’ll see for yourself that I’m not lying. But you’re done running from me. If you want to find out who your father really is and not the trash he’s been feeding you, you have to cooperate.”


    “I’ll go with an open mind just so I won’t feel like I didn’t talk to both sides. But don’t expect me to believe everything people tell me. I’ll make up my own mind, either way.”


    He sighed. Her fair resolution made him proud—even if by not accepting the truth immediately she’d make his life more difficult. “That’s all I’m asking for.”


    “Are we going there now?”


    “No. There’s more driving involved, and I don’t want to stay with this car for much longer. That’s what those thugs will be looking for. We’ll stop somewhere else for a couple of days first, show your dad we’re not in a hurry. Something tells me they may anticipate we’ll go to Raul’s family anyway, and we need to be prepared before we get there,” he said.


    Two weeks prior, he had sent Raul’s relatives to an off-the-beaten-track area where the Itopis lived in the jungle. Sure, he could have sent them to a hotel or rented them a house. However, he assumed once Silas found out his motivation, it would be a matter of time until he tried to reach out to Raul’s parents with either a settlement or a threat. Emanuel couldn’t take any chances. He’d hoped Silas wouldn’t find them in a place so remote, but after his thugs discovered them, he couldn’t take that chance.


    She frowned. “What do you mean by prepared?”


    He’d have to contact the leader of the tribe of Brazilian Indians, and that could take time. They didn’t have any cell phones where they lived, which meant he’d have to rely on one of the Indians who worked as a tour guide and had access to a payphone. Calling Raul’s family to ensure no one from Silas’s camp had visited them was a must. “Leave it up to me.”


    She snorted. “Not a chance.”


    “Why can’t you go along for once?”


    She flashed him a condescending smile that said forget you more than any words could. “Sorry I don’t live up to your expectations of me being a passive, lifeless Bratz doll.”


    “A what doll?”


    She shrugged. “They’re like Barbies, but cooler.”


    “I didn’t know you had small ones in your family,” he said. The image of his two nieces came to mind. Addie and Bruno’s daughter was a riot. And Lyanna, Leonardo, and Satyanna’s kid didn’t fall far behind. Both of them were younger than two and didn’t play with those types of dolls yet. He would know, because when he visited, they always made him sit at a ridiculously small pink table for teatime. Hats included.


    “I don’t. I’m an only child. I volunteer at a couple of children’s hospitals and play with them.”


    “That’s…nice of you.” His chest heaved. From his research, he knew she visited the places her father’s company wrote checks to. But he had imagined quick, impersonal interactions more than actually volunteering her time.


    “Do you see why it’s hard for me to believe my father is such an awful man? Because if it is…I’m not only losing my dad, I’m losing my career. I’m losing everything.” She glanced at him, then looked out the window. Her hands stroked the glass, the tip of her fingers slightly trembling.


    He clasped the steering wheel. Getting what he wanted meant screwing her over. But she would get over it. And she would get over him. “Sometimes you have to lose everything you have to get something you need.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    When the cab stopped in front of a hotel, Erika inhaled. They had left the car, and he had called a cab from a local payphone. Emanuel had insisted on dropping the car, and going back to the shack to pick up his rental wasn’t a possibility. Those thugs had probably used his rental anyway.


    “We’ve arrived at the hotel,” Emanuel announced.


    The cab came to a stop on the side lot of a white building with a distinguished green tile pattern on the side. She reached for the door handle, but before she could pull it, he had gone around the car and opened her door. Chivalry? She shrugged. He probably would keep her even closer after her last escape attempt. Although…how could they be closer? I kissed his toe. That’s pretty freaking close.


    They walked into the lobby, and she scanned the ample area. Her shoes squeaked against the polished, shining wood floor. A couple of tourists spoke in French and pointed at one of the pamphlets they picked from the rack. She wished she wore something a little fancier. A dash of regal, old money surrounded the place.


    The receptionist talked to Emanuel, who showed her the fake passports as identification, and he paid with cash. They were the same passports he’d used for their entry in the country. Did he even know he kept breaking the laws? He must really believe in his cause.


    Did she? She swallowed. A nagging feeling stabbed at her like a lurking fly she couldn’t swat. If she had believed her father’s innocence, she wouldn’t be here. Yet, the last day had turned into a puzzle with missing pieces.


    Emanuel said something to the receptionist and squeezed her shoulder. Her mind screamed at her to jerk away and give him a clear message that seduction no longer had a place in this game, but her body seared with longing. Heat coiled low in her belly, brewing into blatant desire.


    The female clerk smiled and handed them the keycards. “Enjoy your stay. And congratulations,” she said in heavily accented English.


    “Congratulations?” she whispered to Emanuel, frowning.


    “The only suite they had was the honeymoon one. I joked and said we’re newlyweds anyway.”


    “Excuse me? Do we need to be married to have that suite?”


    “No, but I’d rather the staff think of us as a couple who’s traveling to celebrate a month wedding anniversary than two outcasts who are on the run.”


    “Makes sense. How big is said suite?” she asked, unable to hide the fear from her voice. The last time they’d shared a room… She wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. What if he wanted to punish her for her behavior? Worse, what if she liked the punishment?


    “We’ll find out.” He placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her through the hallways. A floor to ceiling glass wall showcased the lush green trees and bushes outside. A couple of monkeys hung out on the branches, and she wondered if they enjoyed or dreaded human interaction.


    A group of young folks and children ate at the lobby restaurant. They all chattered, taking pictures and exchanging glances. A little girl whispered something in her mother’s ear, and the mother’s lips broke into a delighted smile. Longing twisted hard in her chest, and sadness clogged her throat. She would give up anything for one more moment with her mother.


    “Are you okay?” Emanuel asked, maybe sensing her change of mood.


    She nodded quickly, glanced at the ramp ahead. He gestured for her to go. Vulnerability blazed in her stomach, and she quivered. He never trusted her, but after all that went down, they’d have to spend time together. Still, she willed herself to walk and followed him to the end of the hallway on the upper level.


    He opened the door for her. “This way.”


    She sucked in her breath, then let out a long exhale. A white sofa stretched along the space. The wood from the floors and wall blended with the pastel drapes quite harmoniously. A leather folder containing flyers and menus sat on the oval coffee table. The uncluttered, minimalist, chic style accentuated the large four-poster bed on the end.


    Emanuel dropped the backpack on the floor, tossed the keycard on the couch, and started to remove his shoes. She remained still, her eyes glued to that dreamy ambiance—for honeymooners. To them, the idea of sharing that impossibly romantic room should be repulsive.


    A basket of fresh fruit and a couple of bottles of water occupied the old-world writing desk. She expected a suite, by definition, to have a small room leading up to the bedroom. Nope. Not this one.


    This one offered a large, airy place. Of course couples celebrating anniversaries or special dates wouldn’t need much privacy from each other.


    “What’s troubling you, Erika? You changed when you saw those people at the restaurant.”


    “I’m good.”


    “I need to know. Did you recognize anyone there?”


    Not in the way you think. What kind of sappy, pathetic girl would he peg her for if she admitted she saw herself in that little girl, exchanging secrets with her mom? And she missed her mother. Missed anyone who would listen to her, care for her. Goodness. Tears filled her eyes, burning her lids, but she blinked them back. If she fell apart right now, she would never piece herself together again. “No. Just this whole thing is taking a toll on me,” she said, settling for generalization.


    He opened his mouth and quickly shut it. Shaking his head more to himself than to her, he ran his fingers through his hair. Did he have something to get off his chest, too? Did she imagine the compassion flickering in his eyes and softening his features for a moment?


    “You should take it easy today. I don’t know what the next few days hold for us, but for now we are staying put. And if you make any attempt to contact your father, you will sabotage your own discovery.”


    Whatever happened, she would deal with it. Denial was a luxury she couldn’t afford. “I won’t. I promise.”


    “Good. I want to give him some time to understand we’re not a sure thing. He can’t just send his goons and expect us not to react.”


    “You don’t have children or a significant other, right?” she asked, even though her blood cooled in apprehension. A little bit too late to ask that, wasn’t it? When she was engaged to Bruno, he’d told her all his siblings were unmarried.


    “No.”


    “Then you must not know what it’s like to worry about someone. Despite my father’s many flaws, I’m his daughter, and I’m sure he worries about me. That’s what you do when you care for someone. What would you have done if your wife or daughter went missing?”


    He ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t dwell on hypotheses. Besides, I’m not marrying or having children.”


    How original. “And you have a crystal ball to know that for sure?”


    “I just know myself.”


    “Well, good for you. At least you’ll keep from breaking someone’s heart,” she said, and hoped he didn’t detect the pang of annoyance in her voice. What difference did his views on marriage and children make for her? It had no impact on her life whatsoever.


    Emanuel inhaled and gave her a lingering glance. Nostalgia darkened his hazel irises, and she wished she knew why. “Exactly. I like to be honest,” he said.


    What a convenient time for him to be honest. Why did guys think it was cool to be complete jerks as long as they waved the honesty flag? “Except when you’re kidnapping someone and need to use false pretenses to get her into the van,” she said, her voice more bitter than she would have intended.


    He gave her a carefree smile that sent a thrill of excitement down her body. “Exceptions occur.”


    She shrugged. “Of course.” She had to remind herself when it came to getting close to Emanuel, she was the rule and not the exception, even if such truth bothered her a little more than it should.


    …


    Emanuel checked his messages. Dang it. Several texts from Addie and a few from Bruno flashed on his screen. At this point he doubted they hadn’t discovered he had Erika with him. Incredible. He grabbed the untraceable phone and dialed his brother’s cell. He would do anything to keep from talking to Addie about this for the time being. Addie’s skillful ability to drill anyone in the family for answers was her trademark. They usually teased her about it at gatherings and birthday parties.


    “What’s going on?” Bruno asked when he picked up the phone on the second ring, allowing no dilly-dallying. “Silas contacted me about Erika, and Addie said you’re MIA. If you have anything to tell me, Emanuel, do so now.”


    Emanuel sighed into the phone. Oh shoot. Erika had gone to take a shower in the lavish bathroom. “Calm down, man. I’ve got it under control.”


    “Where are you?”


    Emanuel toyed with the edges of the in-room dining menu. If he told his brother, not only would he compromise his goal, but he’d also put his family in danger. Emanuel banked on Silas not sending his people to search for them at a resort. “I can’t say. I’m safe and so is Erika. I guarantee it, brother.”


    He heard Bruno inhale on the other end of the line. “Emanuel, what the heck have you gotten yourself into? Silas isn’t known for his forgiving character. He could throw you in jail for kidnapping and heaven knows what.”


    Such fear never crossed his mind. He tossed the menu to the other side of the bed. If Silas wanted to expose Emanuel as the prime suspect in a kidnapping, he would have done so already. Silas was a smart man…who knew if he brought Emanuel down, he’d be vulnerable, too. His business. His freedom. “Won’t happen. He threatened Raul, and now the engineer has disappeared. I won’t release Erika until he admits to it. That’s the least I can give Raul’s family.” A vulnerable family who had no chance unless he helped them. When he’d been a kid, he’d known those feelings well. But he couldn’t count on anyone and didn’t want to burden his ailing mother, overworked father, or stressed out siblings. Every man must fight his own war.


    “Why didn’t you tell me about your plans?”


    “Because you have a wife and a daughter.” And I don’t. The words tingled at the tip of his tongue. He had the time to dedicate to causes without worrying about the repercussions on his lifestyle. He didn’t need additional responsibilities to complicate his life.


    “How do you think your business partners will react when they find out you’re moonlighting as an outlaw?” Bruno said. He hated when his brother had a point. If the story went public, it would look bad for him and certainly discredit his ability to make sound decisions—a must for the head of one of the country’s largest investment firms. Thankfully for him, if he had his career destroyed overnight, he’d still be in a very comfortable financial situation—and hopefully not behind bars.


    “They won’t. Trust me on this,” Emanuel said, clinging to confidence. Why would Silas want to smear his public imagine just to bring someone else down?


    “I’m trying, meu irmão. But you have to understand, it’s tricky.”


    “Tricky it is.”


    Bruno sighed into the phone. “Put Erika on the phone. I need to know she’s okay.”


    Emanuel glanced at the steam filtering the door. No way he’d let his brother talk to Erika with so much tension between them. What if she gave Bruno their location or blurted out his plans? His brother didn’t like to sit and wait, but Emanuel would make him. He cleared his throat. “She can’t come now. She’s in the shower.”


    Silence.


    “You’re not hiding anything from me, are you?” Bruno asked.


    “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


    “I’ll find out.”


    Emanuel bit back a smile. “You’re starting to sound like Addie.”


    “She wants to talk to you,” Bruno said.


    “I’ll call her later when we can discuss everything, including business stuff. Tchau.” He hung up and flicked the phone off. He supposed at some point he would talk things over with Addie. He owed it to her for showing him a new world. Before her he was too busy making money to make a difference. Thankfully, she slowly introduced him to nonprofit organizations, and after helping her when she was pregnant, he’d formed his own foundation.


    Erika stepped out of the bathroom, and he squared his shoulders. He’d called reception and had them send up a couple of outfits from the small boutique downstairs. The yellow dress with an embroidered white pattern didn’t cling to her curves like a sexy nightgown. Yet, somehow the effect on his body was even worse. Fresh faced and with her hair damp and falling down her shoulders, Erika couldn’t possibly look more delightful. Perhaps sensing his gaze on her, she fixed the spaghetti straps, then smoothed her hand over the fabric.


    She twirled around. “This dress makes me feel young and carefree.”


    As long as I’m not carefree. He needed his every cell to be on high alert around her like she held the key to open a gate he preferred nicely shut. “Looks good.”


    “Thanks. What’s the plan?”


    “We’ll stay here for today, and leave tomorrow,” he said, opting to tell her as little as possible.


    She rubbed her palms together, eyes looking up. “When are we calling my father again? I just want him to know I’m good. Alive.”


    “Oh trust me, he knows that, princesa. Those guys filled him in by now.” He walked up to her. “He knows I’m not going to do you any harm. You are far too precious to me.”


    “I guess.” Her shoulders sagged a notch and disappointment leaked into her voice. Dang it. “One way or another that’s all I am to men. A hot commodity, a way to get to my father and his wealth.”


    “That’s not true,” he rushed to say. Was he lying to her or to himself?


    She waved him off. “Forget it.”


    Garbage. His chest tightened. “Let’s go out to eat.”


    “Really?” she said, eyes widening at his suggestion.


    Keeping her locked in that room would be easier, but a strange need to distract her from bitterness and show her a brighter side to things filled him. He couldn’t deny he needed her to get to her father. Why did he want to show her she was more to him than just a commodity when he didn’t know what that meant? Didn’t want to know—shouldn’t want to.


    “Yeah, we could both use some time off.” It’s just food. That’s all it is.


    “Are you going to handcuff me to you?”


    Desire stirred in his groins. “No. You’ll be a willing participant in…the events of the day.” He cleared his throat. She chewed on her lower lip, as if expecting him to take that sexual innuendo further. He shook his head. Focus. “You’re a smart woman. If you are who you say you are—someone who has been misled by her own father—you won’t spoil my plan and call him before my approval. Because you want to see for yourself what’s going on.”


    She curled her lip. “Of course.”


    He hoped she’d be able to deal once she found out the truth.


    …


    “This is pretty amazing,” Erika said, as they strolled on the deck overlooking the Amazon River. They had shared dinner at the hotel restaurant, and after feasting on grilled seafood, he decided they should go for a walk to stretch out.


    What he really wanted was to be in a public setting to avoid staying alone in the room with her. Every time she flashed him an easy smile or commented on the vibrant surroundings with genuine interest, his blood thrummed in his veins. Why couldn’t his mind and toe ever agree about Erika Lancaster? That’d make things so much easier.


    “If you come earlier in the year, the water in the river is high, but not too high. It’s better for floating around.”


    “That sounds heavenly. Do you come often?”


    “Not as a tourist. I oversee some nonprofit organizations in the state,” he said, glancing around them. A few couples snapped some pictures while a teenage girl sold handmade jewelry. As far as he could tell, no one followed them. His plan had worked—Silas’s men had probably driven in the opposite direction.


    “Does your charity work have happy endings often?”


    He gazed at her. Unsaid truths clogged his throat. He never talked much to women he dated about his own hard days. He wanted to avoid getting too personal and giving them the wrong idea. His neck vein pulsed, and the need to tell her about a carefully hidden part of himself vibrated through him. But why? Was it because she was a temporary aberration? Goodness. They didn’t even live in the same country. “Sometimes. Every day is different.”


    She shrugged. “Sometimes it’s tough visiting the children’s hospitals. When you go to their beds, you can see the ones who are part of a loving family. They have letters, stuffed animals, handmade quilts.” She smiled a little. “Then a few are from not so lucky backgrounds. Or maybe they are in foster care. They have the blankets and books from charities or the hospital ward.”


    “It must be difficult. But they have you.”


    “Yes, but will they still have me? If my father goes down, so will the Amelia Lancaster Foundation.”


    “You can visit them, even when you’re not writing the checks. They will still like to see you.” They’ll still want you without the money and the last name. The words dangled at the tip of his tongue, but he bit the inside of his cheek hard to keep from going there.


    “You have a solution for everything, don’t you Emanuel Duarte?” She nudged his elbow, but what should have been simple teasing turned into the start of a roar in his body.


    Whatever she might think, he still had no good solution for the type of longing burning in his chest. Their intimate conversation—something that usually sent him running for the hills—only made her more endearing. “I’m resourceful.”


    She slowed her pace, contemplating him with her pretty brown eyes. “You’re different than your brother. He uses his charm to get his way. You’re more straightforward.”


    What did she mean? Didn’t he have an ounce of charm in him? “I really don’t want to talk about Bruno. Neither should you. He’s married now.” Despite knowing Bruno and Erika’s brief engagement had been more of a business venture than a love affair, a strange possessiveness assailed him. It was something he’d never experienced before, and that unnerved him more than he’d expected.


    She furrowed her brows. “I’m aware he’s married. You’re not jealous, are you?”


    What a stupid concept. Why would he waste time being jealous of things he wouldn’t want anyway? Well, he wanted her of course. He couldn’t possibly care about her past relationships because that wasn’t in his DNA. “Me? Jealous? Nope. Never happened. Isn’t happening now.”


    She smiled and nudged his elbow again. If only she knew what her touch did to him. “Good, because that would be ridiculous.”


    He squared his shoulders. “Yeah.”


    “Since that’s settled, can we move on?”


    “Of course.”


    They continued their stroll, and he allowed her to walk a couple of steps ahead. Not because of any gentlemanly reasons, but because he wanted to keep an eye on her. That the soft sway of her hips excited him was an added bonus.


    Jealous. He snorted. What a joke. He dated one woman at a time and expected the same. But he had never pondered on his former girlfriends’ past lovers.


    He curled his fingers into a ball.


    “Did you love him?” he asked before he could stop himself. “I know you called it off, but some emotions are as powerful as love. Some people…evoke certain reactions in others.”


    She raised her gaze to his, the combination of defiance and honesty cutting the last thread of self-control holding him together. “Like the ones you evoke in me?”


    His jaw clenched, and his body stiffened like a concrete wall. Inside, the barriers melted and boiled. She lifted her chin, hands perched at her waist. Challenging him to own up to that crazy pull between them.


    “Last time you told me that you tried to escape.”


    “I’m not handcuffed now. Are you attracted to me? Will sleeping with me make you feel like you’re screwing your enemy’s daughter? Because if that’s the reason behind it…then I don’t want it.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Trust me, princesa, you want it.” He pulled her into his arms, and the collision with his hard, manly chest stole her breath away. Taking advantage of her parted mouth, he dipped his head and captured her lips.


    She wanted every bit of him. Who cared if they didn’t have a future together? All her life she had done things by the book and even invested in relationships that supposedly would offer her the happily ever after she saw in movies and read about in books. Why not let loose for a night? Having sex didn’t change how they perceived each other, nor their reality. But at least it’d remedy the arousal pumping in her veins.


    She linked her arms around his head just in case he changed his mind and disengaged. His fingers dug into the sides of her waist, bringing her closer, making her feel the hardness of his cock, the quiet assurance he wasn’t going anywhere. She moaned into his mouth, her entire body sizzling with pent-up desire. Her clit swelled and throbbed harder than her own heartbeat. If they continued like this, she’d come right there and then in the middle of a walkway.


    A couple pedestrians catcalled, which should really have been their cue to stop that hungry kiss. She didn’t know how—with every stroke of his tongue, graze of his teeth on hers, her longing for him grew tenfold.


    “Come,” he whispered.


    Before she could react, he hooked his hands under her knees and lifted her from the ground, carrying her in his arms.


    She planted her hand between her legs to keep her dress decent and chuckled. “What on Earth are you doing?” she asked even though she knew the answer. They were playing newlyweds, and the result could be catastrophic if she didn’t stress the word play to herself.


    His eyes gleamed. “I’m finding a quick way back to the suite.”


    A thrill of excitement bolted through her, spilling heat into her belly. “I can run.”


    “Yes, but I don’t want to let go of you.”


    “Then don’t.” Happiness bubbled through her. When was the last time someone carried her like this? Never. He kissed her cheeks, reigniting those delightful sensations she didn’t want to part with.


    I don’t want to let go of you. Goodness. His words sounded more delicious than a fresh from the oven chocolate chip cookie. Just like her favorite treat, she doubted one taste would be enough. She found solace in the curve of his neck and kissed his salty, warm skin. “Emanuel…”


    “Almost there, baby,” he said, and she scanned the area around them as he kept walking.


    They entered the hotel lobby, and a few guests watched them with amusement. There needed to be a reason for what happened. This kind of sexual connection wasn’t typical, right?


    She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of his large body, shielding her from curious glances. When they made it to the room, she thought he’d let go of her to grab the keycard, but no, he swiftly switched her weight from one side to the other, reached into his pocket for the key and scanned it quickly.


    “What if I had fallen from your arms?”


    “No chance,” he whispered into her ear, and his breath fanning her flesh prickled all the little hairs at the back of her neck. She sucked in a breath, afraid if she exhaled, her heart would leap from her mouth. “You’re mine tonight.”


    A heady sensation hit her, and she held onto him tighter to make sure she wouldn’t melt away. He kicked the door open, and then slammed it behind him. The last steps between them and the poster bed took longer than she could handle.


    When he kissed her again, her tongue welcomed, punished, encouraged his invasion. He put her on her feet, and maybe his own balance was off, too, for he leaned into her to intensify the kiss, and they both stumbled onto the large bed.


    She chuckled.


    “If we fall, we fall together,” he said, his words more powerful than a rocket.


    He slid down her body and pulled down her panties. She shivered. Emanuel had sliding her underwear down to an art. Her flesh prickled, awakened at the hint of his touch. At last he tossed the fabric away and smiled.


    She bit the inside of her cheek. Why did he have to be so irresistibly sexy? Handsome she could survive. Irresistibly sexy…not so much.


    The moment his tongue traced over her thighs, she squirmed. The delightful sensation sensitized her skin as he nudged her legs apart for better access. She tried to plant her feet on the linens to gain some ground, but he placed them on his shoulders, and her toes curled.


    His tongue worked its way into her pussy, shamelessly outlining her folds at first, teasing her. She couldn’t help but shake her head from side to side on the pillow, completely in awe of him, her wet center swelling, anxious for more.


    He said something she couldn’t quite understand, abandoned in the world of pleasure he gave to her. Then the motion stopped, and her body quivered. She was about to spill out coherent words when he raised his voice. “What’s my name?”


    Oh. She smiled to herself. “Emanuel. Emanuel,” she chanted with reverence, knowing at that point there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to keep him devouring her with such abandonment.


    She couldn’t see his handsome face but imagined he grinned when his lips kissed her sex again. Strands of pleasure formed inside her, like invisible arrows racing madly in all directions about to short circuit. She bucked into him, rocking her hips against his mouth, mimicking the movements she wanted him to do to her very soon.


    Emanuel lapped at her folds with more intensity, flicking her clit with his thumb until the strands seared inside her, and she could no longer control her own body. Spasms of ecstasy rode through her relentlessly, her heart beating a tattoo against her ribcage.


    She held his head, and even as the convulsions subsided, he continued to taste her like a thirsty man in the desert who had finally found a well. “You’re amazing,” she said, pretty sure she would later regret complimenting him and sounding so vulnerable. If that was the price to come undone in his arms, she would gladly pay it.


    In response, he nipped at her thigh, and she bucked against him. “I want you inside me, Emanuel. I need you.”


    “There are many ways to be inside you.”


    Goodness. His accent was so thick she could barely understand him. He had to be as turned on as she was—or more. Wait. Was that possible?


    She quivered. “And I want to try all of them, but now I want your cock inside me.”


    Pounding me. Hammering me. Me. Dirty expressions she didn’t have in her everyday dictionary inundated her brain. Her cheeks flushed, but instead of shame, she reveled in her newfound naughtiness. If there was a guy to lose herself with, it had to be Emanuel. No matter the consequences. She needed this.


    “Wish granted.” He withdrew from between her legs, leaving a cold draft behind. She wanted him to jump her and take her already, but he decided to pepper a few kisses on her stomach, working his way up while heat coiled low in her pelvis. Goose bumps rose on her skin, and when he traced the tip of his tongue over her puckered nipple, she whimpered.


    He cupped her other breast, and she arched into his touch. Until then, sex had been a pleasurable way to show emotion in a relationship. But this…this was emotion. Exhilarating, liberating, crazy sensations teased her every sense. Tingles of excitement surged through her body, and sweat slicked her skin.


    She scratched his shoulders in a clear demand for him to cover her with his body and take them both to the peak—the only one where they could coexist together without doubts or insecurities.


    “You’re so hot, Erika.” He left her breasts and nudged her legs with his knee. “I’ve wanted you ever since I first laid eyes on you.”


    He raised his head, and his gaze collided with hers for a second. She parted her lips but hesitated. He’d been wanting her the entire time? The confession had her blood rushing through her veins. A flicker of recognition sparked in his big hazel eyes, like he realized what he’d said, and he blinked.


    He broke the stare, like some inner force shook him from it, and licked the valley between her breasts all the way to her jaw. She opened her mouth, desperate, thirsty, achy for a kiss to answer the questions she didn’t know how to articulate.


    Groaning, he positioned himself between her thighs, the tip of his length rubbing against her clit and causing little electric shocks to dart through her. “Yes, baby. Feel this.”


    “I want more,” she said between her teeth, afraid if she gave in to the ardor she would scream so loudly they would hear her all the way down at the front desk.


    Fascinated, she glanced down at where their bodies joined. Emanuel’s cock began to fill her, with his hand still easing it into her. Instinctively, she parted her thighs, without remembering he blanketed her with his large frame, his legs keeping her hostage. She could have laughed at the irony. The kind of blazing arousal certainly didn’t make her wish for a way out.


    He pressed into her, and she moaned. Dang it. She’d asked for it, and now she bit her lower lip, confused by the achy sensation in her sex. “You’re tight,” he said, with a pang of approval.


    No, you’re insanely well endowed. She bit her tongue before those words popped out. Kissing her forehead, he rubbed her clit, and she found herself relaxing, enjoying him inside her without moving, filling her and completing her, creating a need that until then she didn’t know she had.


    She lifted her head, angling her mouth toward his so their lips would touch. Given their torrid make out session, she expected a fiery kiss. Emanuel brushed his lips on hers, with the tenderness of a chaste first kiss, and the reaction he evoked caused a tingle to bolt through her from her curling toes to her sensitized scalp. She opened her mouth, to grant him access, and at the same time worried if they full on kissed she wouldn’t experience the gentleness sizzling her nerve endings.


    When their tongues meshed, he moved inside her, plunging all the way into her only to withdraw a second later right when she was getting used to his girth. She barely had time to gasp in protest, and he returned to her, thrusting even deeper. They continued the passionate delicious dance for as long as she could take it. Soon, her tunnel vision focused on him and the rest around her became blurry and foggy like a glass window on a rainy day.


    Not him. Emanuel gazed at her with those eyes that welcomed and pushed her away at the same time. The intensity of his rugged face matched the intensity of his thrusts, and she closed her eyes. Tremors overpowered her, and she allowed the roaring in her core to spread through the rest of her. Later she would worry about the consequences of their sexual rendezvous, but now she would let go and enjoy the fascinating experience of rapture in his arms.


    


    “You know this complicates things, right?” she said when she regained rationality.


    He stroked her hair. “It doesn’t have to.”


    She sighed into his warm chest. The cocoon of sheets around them, her limbs tangled, and her head resting on his pecs took away any problems she could think of. A sense of peace filled her—a tranquility she never knew she always missed. “True. It’s very noble of you to want to help that family so much. Not many others would, especially when they have money and a career.”


    The bark of a laugh cut through the air. His body tensed under hers. “Oh trust me, Erika…I haven’t been noble for a long time.”


    Intrigued, she raised her head to watch him. “Maybe kidnapping me wasn’t the most legal way to go about it, but your end goal is selfless.” Whether Raul had been kidnapped by her father, or intimidated like Emanuel had said, they still needed proof. Either way, the reason behind Emanuel’s actions were noble.


    He looked away. “Some days I feel like a criminal of the worst kind.”


    She nudged him. “C’mon. That’s not true.”


    Emanuel’s eyes returned to her, and this time sadness darkened his irises. She drew back, and he sat against the frame of the bed. The expression on his face sobered. She pulled the sheets and sat up next to him. Had she said something wrong? “Why would you be the worst criminal?”


    He sucked in a breath, shoulders stiffening. “When we were growing up, a lot happened. After Bruno left for the U.S., I had to help my sick mother, my father, not to mention my siblings. My older brother Leonardo did a great job taking care of my mother and our baby sister Camila, and he did what he could, but I wanted to help out. We weren’t homeless, but things got tight after my mother’s illness.”


    She nodded. “And?”


    He cleared his throat. “One day, I saw this rich lady fumbling for her keys when she approached her car. I thought to myself, ‘How easy would this be?’ My mom had severe lupus and no access to decent medical care. I watched as a young boy how that horrible disease spread across her face and neck. Her joints hurt all the time.”


    Erika swallowed. By the way he curled and uncurled his fists, she could tell the rest of this story didn’t end well. She placed her hand on his leg, a non-sexual touch. She wanted him to know she listened and understood his pain even if she couldn’t relate to it. Or could she? She’d been the poor little rich girl, vying for her father’s attention, while he had seen the dark side of life at far too early an age. “Did you do it?”


    “No. I walked back home and thought about the idea. The next day, I loitered at the parking lot of a street mall and waited for the right moment. I didn’t want to hurt anyone of course. Now I know I stole their sense of security, and that costs more than any expensive watch.”


    She ran her fingers through her hair and tossed it to the side. He’d taken her sense of security, too, when they first met. How does it feel now? After sex? Should be the same. She shook her head. Dwelling wouldn’t help any. “Is that why you’ve helped people? Why you want to find Raul and give his family closure? You’re righting your wrongs?”


    “I was young, impulsive, and needed cash. I did things I regret now, but I had to do it to survive,” he said unable to hide the edge in his voice despite the nonchalant wave of his hand. “Besides, I took from those who had money. Nowadays I won’t allow those in power to benefit illegally or unethically from oppressed people. I’m committed.”


    “I understand. You know, if you weren’t such a prick sometimes, I’d say you have some redeeming qualities, Emanuel Duarte.” She slid her finger across his thigh, and his body responded. She smiled. “Some pretty amazing qualities, I must add.”


    He shook his head and flashed her a smile. “You have no idea.”


    Swiftly, he flipped her down on the mattress and pinned both hands over her head. She bucked toward him. A hot throb reenergized her clit. She lifted her head to kiss him, but he withdrew and tightened the grip on her wrists.


    “Don’t be greedy,” he said.


    “Aren’t I supposed to be? According to all your research, I’m merely living up to my reputation.”


    He blew air over her neck and chest. She tried to keep still, but her legs moved restlessly… Everything inside her was restless for him. Her nipples puckered, the rose buds achingly tight.


    “I’m greedy, too,” he said.


    “I can help you with that.”


    “Not now.” He loosened his hands, and before she could relax her wrists and flex her fingers, Emanuel turned her around so her rear was up in the air, and her face pressed into the pillow.


    She felt the tip of his cock rubbing against her entrance. A delightful shiver worked its way down her spine, and her nerve endings scorched with want. He made a circular movement at her entrance. She inhaled. She expected his cock to enter her, but when he thrust two fingers into her slick pussy, she moaned loudly. Goodness. What else did she need? Nothing. At that moment she didn’t need one more thing in the entire world.


    He nudged her thighs apart, and she mellowed. The rhythm of his digits sliding in and out of her, each time deeper, quickened her pulse, but the torture didn’t end there. He flicked her poor clit with his thumb, sending thrills of excitement through her that resonated with every rub.


    “Goodness. Please. I need you,” she said between her teeth. That primeval urge to have him thrust into her scared the heck out of her. Coming so quickly with him—when orgasming in general was never an easy feat—should mean she’d lost control over herself. Yet it only empowered her to want and yearn for more.


    “I can relate,” he said, and thrust deep inside her.


    She arched back, her inner muscles clinging to him. She let out a gasp of air, willing herself to relax for a moment, buying time to enjoy his impressive manhood. A sense of completion washed over her, but as he started to move against her slick walls, she realized she was far from satisfied. She wanted more, as much as he could give her.


    Heat coiled in the pit of her stomach. Without disconnecting his thumb from her clit, he played her like a Stravadarius. Emanuel plunged into her depths, withdrew, returned to her wetness, quickly disengaged again. The hard thrusts became more powerful, faster, almost unbearable. Pleasure built in her core, assailing her.


    “This…is…madness,” she whispered when she managed to string words together again. But madness had never been more liberating.


    …


    “Wow. Is this really what’s left of the housing community?” Erika asked.


    Emanuel glanced at the abandoned site. The combination of wood, debris, and rocks tossed on the ground shouldn’t still squeeze his lungs. The cement around houses split, bringing out the dirt from underneath. Rats scurried away as they walked farther into the mess.


    He exhaled into stale air, then glanced at the overcast sky. After they’d woken up the next day, he’d been cordial, but he wanted to ensure she knew where they stood. And hell, this had to do with the job. Compromising his goal because of earth-shattering sex wasn’t cool. “Yes. We transferred the residents to a temporary site elsewhere, on my dime. We want to make sure they’re safe. See, your father wants to blame weather conditions for the state of the site, but it’s really because of his endless ambitions.”


    She nodded more to herself than to him. “Why didn’t you consider a class action against him?”


    “A class action was our first option, but without Raul, we lost a key witness,” he said without admitting his deeper concerns. Could Raul be an accomplice? Was that why he was hiding? Or was the engineer scared of the repercussions if he accused Silas publicly? “We need Raul. We won’t go far without his testimony that he knew those materials were faulty and bad quality.”


    “Why would my dad willingly do this? I mean, wouldn’t he think about the consequences? Would he ruin his reputation because of a few million dollars saving?”


    There was no easy way to tell her Silas had been a rich crook for decades. “This isn’t the first time your father has done this, Erika. If you add it all up, it’s much more than a few million dollars. He preys on vulnerable communities, and he didn’t count on someone picking a fight with him. He sure didn’t count on me,” he said, his voice leaving no doubt he meant every word.


    She rubbed her forehead, but reality seemed to sink in as she took in the surroundings. They didn’t lie. The site smelled of urine, dead animals, and despair. No one had tried to occupy the space since the floods, because even a homeless person would have deemed it inhabitable. Silas had preferred not to comment about the devastation besides a trash statement through his public relations team.


    She bent down, picked up a piece of plastic from the ground, and studied it. It resembled the remains of a child’s toy. “What’s next?”


    “We can’t keep on moving. I’m taking you to a safe location where I’ll contact your father again. Maybe when he realizes I mean business and his henchmen won’t find you, he’ll give in.” If she went missing for much longer, her coworkers and friends would eventually suspect something terrible had happened to her. Emanuel gathered Silas lied to them about her whereabouts, but such deceit couldn’t work for long. Besides, her good girl image represented the future of the company.


    She let go of the plastic, surged up to her feet. “Then what?”


    “I’ll make the exchange. Once I verify the information he gives me about Raul, I’ll send you to him,” he said, injecting some much needed energy in the last part. His heart skipped a beat or two. Until now, he never spent any time considering the prospect of saying good-bye to her. In one way, it was a no brainer, because he didn’t want a steady relationship. Then when she met her father and he showered her with lies, she might change sides and believe the worst about Emanuel. Or maybe she’d simply prefer to stay out of it.


    Erika shot him a lingering glance. Her eyes darkened, and this time not because of sexual arousal. Repressed pain gleamed in them. He would have to be an idiot not to notice.


    She cleared her throat and looked away. “And I go on my merry way, I guess.”


    He scratched his chin. Was she upset because of what would happen to her father? Or because they had sex and she expected something more? No. He’d been honest about that at least from the get-go. “Do you see a different outcome? When I’ll be the one bringing your father down, and along with it, the charity you run?”


    “There isn’t dirty money in the charity. I’m the chairperson. I would know.” Her answer cemented his doubt: she hadn’t yet voiced she believed him. That was a problem, and a threat. Could he ever trust her?


    “Like you knew about all this?” he asked, twirling his fingers around. “Who’s your CFO?”


    She rubbed her neck. “Stewart Moss. A friend of the family. We’ve known him for years.”


    Stewart Moss didn’t fall much behind Silas on the embezzler douchebag line as Emanuel’s researched had shown. Slimy man with a lot of skeletons hidden inside the safe of a Swiss bank account. “Exactly.”


    She cleared her throat. “I’ll look into it since my calendar will be free after you get rid of me and get what you want.”


    Why couldn’t he shake the sensation she was mad at him? Maybe she hated him for imploding her perfect little life. Or maybe it had to do with the fact that he screwed her and never addressed the issue. Either way, he had to clear the air. “By the way, you’re not upset at me about what happened last night, right? Did you think—”


    She shook her head and raised her hand in denial. “That it was the beginning of an unlikely love story, and I’m a special snowflake? No. I may be naive, but that’s a bit much, right?” She massaged her temples. “Sorry I snapped at you. I’m just tired. Are we good?” She stretched out her hand.


    He gave her hand a glance before shaking it. His stomach clenched in response, and he wished their sexual awareness didn’t still punch him in the gut when he was with her. He’d wanted to kill the urge to take her, not keep wanting more. “Yes, we’re good,” he lied. Until he found out what happened to Raul, things were anything but good, because that meant spending more time alone with Erika, wanting her when he didn’t believe he could have her.


    


    “Are we far?” Erika fanned herself with her hands even though the AC was on full blast.


    “One more minute,” he answered, making the final left turn that would take them to their destination. The small community of Brazilian Indians he and his organization helped had agreed to foster Raul’s family in the Amazon jungle.


    He could have transferred them somewhere in Manaus or another city, but he avoided such risk after considering the possibility of Silas hurting Raul’s family or trying to extract from them any information. So he’d asked them to hide in a remote area for their safety. The last place Silas would look for them would be in the jungle, especially when they had no links to the Indian tribe.


    When he parked the car next to an overflowing dumpster, he wondered if Erika would be up to the challenge of hiking in the wild terrain. He grabbed the gear and slid on his backpack.


    She frowned at the overgrown grass and bushes, then put her hair up in a ponytail. “Where are we going?”


    “We’ll go to their camp on the other side of the river.” He pointed at the racing water less than a mile away from them. Unfortunately, it crossed the land the Itopis occupied so there was no other way to reach it. The Itopis liked it that way—another reason for him to ask them to hide Raul’s family.


    She looked around. “There are no bridges. Are you saying—”


    He leaned closer and offered her a close-lipped smile. “Yes. We’ll cross the river. Together,” he said, and for some odd reason, a shiver rolled down his spine at the last word.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    She eyed the powerful stream of water flowing down the wide river. “We’re swimming?” Goodness, she sucked at swimming. Bring her a yoga mat or running shoes, and she could hold her own. She even knew a cool trick or two. But swimming in a bacteria-infested river? No way.


    “You may not have to. This one isn’t deep,” he said, and picked up a rock from the ground and threw it in the water to make a point. However, the rock didn’t bounce off the water like she hoped. Instead, it disappeared from view.


    “How comforting.”


    “You’ll be okay. I promise.”


    Can you promise I’ll be okay in the long run? She almost gave him a hard time but decided she’d face the imminent challenge first. The sound of the streaming water would have brought her tranquility if the situation was different. On the other side of the bank of dark green water, countless trees canopied the ground. More than ever, vulnerability clasped her insides. She’d agreed to stay with him until this whole mess untangled.


    He studied the dirt for a moment, then brought her a long stick. “Use this to steady yourself, and stay close to me. Take off your shoes. You may slip on a rock if you wear them.”


    She glanced at the stick before palming it. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”


    He grinned. “Yes. I’ve done it all before.”


    “Is there anything you haven’t mastered?”


    “Not anything I’ve wanted bad enough.”


    She lowered her head as a heavy sigh fled from her lips. Sure, she was cultured and well traveled, but her life’s excitement level couldn’t compare to what Emanuel managed on any given day. No wonder he thinks I’m a privileged socialite. She clasped the stick in her hand, kicked off her shoes, and shoved them inside his backpack.


    She shouldn’t care about what he thought of her. Despite their off-the-charts hot sex, once he achieved his goal he would drop her, and she’d be as rejected as the last broken item in a dollar store bargain bin.


    “I’ve never crossed this with a woman.”


    Her foolish heart skipped a beat. She lifted an eyebrow and tried to keep her dignity intact. “Are you trying to make me feel special?”


    “No, trying to distract you.” He cocked his head in the direction of the river. “Swim with the current, never against it.” He flashed her a gorgeous smile that sent a shiver through her.


    Were they still talking about crossing? “Depends on the current.” She folded her arms and glanced at the stream.


    “I won’t let you drown.”


    “I know you won’t.” With a sigh, she followed him along the border until he reached the area where the water didn’t seem to move as fast. A couple of bigger rocks meant she would have a place to hold on to if needed. Goodness. She’d never thought she’d do anything like cross a river in the rainforest, and certainly not with a man hotter than David Gandy in an underwear ad.


    No. She had never imagined this scenario, and while the man fascinated her, the river scared the garbage out of her. Still, she tucked away her fear and swam into the water. The temperature surprised her, the warmth enveloping her. She tentatively stepped on the ground, her toes scratching against a mixture of rock and sand. A couple of fish swam by her, and her stomach fluttered. She shoved the stick to the ground for balance with every step she took.


    Emanuel did a far better job, as expected, giving her sideways glances from time to time to ensure she didn’t fall behind, or slip. When they reached the middle, the current gained strength, and she sucked in a breath. The water no longer caressed her body as it pushed against her trembling legs. She clasped the stick and moved it ahead, but the stream gained speed, and she had trouble finding even ground to stake the stick.


    “Hold on.” Emanuel stretched out his hand, his voice commanding. “I won’t let you go.”


    She grasped his palm, swallowing her fear.


    “We’ll be side by side. Trust me.”


    Trusting him equaled engaging in a game of well-played chess and discovering the board was made of thin paper and not sturdy wood. Yet, she had no other choice, and for what it was worth, it was in his best interest to keep her alive. “If we fall, we fall together, right?” She repeated what he’d told her the previous night in the throes of passion. She intended to add some sarcasm to her tone but ended up sounding matter-of-fact and hated herself for it.


    Emanuel squeezed her hand a bit, the touch reassuring her to the bone. She switched the weight of her body from left to right, doing as she was told, entranced by the amazing smile on his face.


    Like a fascinated teenager on a date with her first crush, she drank in the sight of him. The full lips, the straight white teeth, the olive coloring. Only when the water became shallow did she glance down to realize the crossing had ended.


    “Wow.” She squeezed the extra water off her shirt while her jeans clung to her uncomfortably. “That was amazing.”


    He winked at her. “You did great.”


    Emanuel was proud of her. A sense of empowerment swirled through her, but she willed it away. No. She had spent her whole life vying for her father’s approval. Transferring that need to another guy was beyond dumb, especially a guy who would say good-bye to her in order to get what he wanted. Did it matter that what he wanted would bring justice and benefit a cause?


    She shook her head. Blurring the lines would not benefit her in the slightest.


    Toughen up, girl. You can do it.


    


    “You haven’t said much since the river,” Emanuel said.


    She cleared her throat. During the last hour, she’d kept her cool, at least on the outside. Her pants were semi-dried but they clung to her skin, and every step she took was like carrying an ankle weight on each leg. The more she thought about her situation, the more silence made sense. Why was she acting like a fool in love when this mission should be emotion free? At the end, she would be the one with a broken heart, not him. Emanuel could survive and probably had done so many times.


    “Yeah.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Nothing. I’m just contemplating that’s all.” She forced a smile and pointed at the trees.


    He shrugged off his backpack and grabbed a water bottle. “Contemplate this,” he said firmly. “I’ve worked with this tribe in the past, and that’s why they agreed to help me out and host these people without knowing them. The camp is wide and some locals will be friendlier than others. Be respectful of their traditions, and follow my lead.”


    Even though the temperature registered triple digits, she shivered. She never visited people unless they invited her. Even with the tension involving her and Emanuel when he first, well, captured her, he had wanted her there. Kidnapped her. “Will they be okay with me in there? I mean, they believe I’m the reason their son is missing. I’m Silas’s daughter. Can you say persona non grata?” After the words fled her mouth, she noticed the negative intonation connected to her father’s name. What do I believe?


    “Not anymore.” Emanuel took a big gulp of water. When he removed his shirt, she gathered every ounce of self-control she owned and kept her eyes above his neck. Anything else would be risky. “I’ll tell them you’re my companion who’s visiting from the U.S.”


    She blinked, and against her will, her gaze slid down his chest. Her throat suddenly felt desert dry. Was focusing on his hotness an escape mechanism to keep her from admitting to herself the truth about her father? Maybe. She could be binge eating or drinking, right? He wrapped the shirt on the handle and slid the heavy backpack on again like it weighed nothing. His pectorals bunched, droplets of water sliding between the taut ridges of his body.


    “Oh.”


    “It’ll be dangerous for you if anyone suspects who you are. However, I doubt anyone will. The locals don’t necessarily follow Silas’s life online. Thankfully, you’ve been a rather quiet heiress.”


    The least sexy way he could describe her. “You mean boring.”


    He shook his head. “I mean you’re not a Paris Hilton.”


    A compliment at last. “Thank you.”


    “We’ll call your father again. After not hearing from you for a few days, he will be more willing to help.”


    She didn’t say much during the rest of the hike. Should she tell him about the chance her father didn’t want her back? Wouldn’t her father feel betrayed if one of the men he’d sent told him she came back for the kidnapper? Would he even try to rescue her again?


    “You’re the face of the charity,” Emanuel said as if reading her mind. “He needs you more than ever, especially with everything that’s about to happen. If this ordeal goes public, how do you think he’ll look to his business partners and the population if he didn’t do everything in his power to get his daughter back? The sweet woman who’s all that is left of his family. After we get Raul back and sue him, Silas’s P.R. team will work with legal. Perception is everything.”


    “Let’s hope you’re right,” she said in a strained voice. A hot tingle pressed the back of her eyes, and if she allowed it, tears would form and fall down her cheeks. She clamped her lips hard until they shifted into one thin line and willed the sadness away.


    …


    Emanuel stepped toward the community of dozens of ocas, or makeshift huts. He wondered how she’d handle the simple shelters built with logs and with rooves of wood and taquara, a type of grass that resembled small bamboo. Would she frown at the mandatory opening of the ocas? He doubted she’d ever slept without a door until he kidnapped her.


    Erika had to be exhausted from their hike, but to his surprise she never complained. In fact, she didn’t say much after they crossed the river. Her silence bothered him, and although his legs heaved with exhaustion, an annoying restlessness worked its way into his freaking gut. “We’re here.”


    She rubbed the back of her neck and stretched out her upper body without taking her eyes off the scenery in front of them. Several members of the tribe worked together, picking fruits and vegetables from a wicker basket and placing some of them in smaller ones.


    Most of them wore their typical attire—men with the fabric hiding their privates with exposed chests, and women with cotton dresses hiding their private parts and breasts. A few of them, older and more traditional, didn’t wear anything to hide their top.


    “Some of them are topless.” She folded her arms. “That’s not a requirement, right? Since I’m just a visitor.”


    He bit back a smile and tried to put on a serious face. The image of her gorgeous, pert breasts swinging free from clothes made his pulse race, and his cock strained against his jeans. “You would make them mad if you refused their most traditional costumes.” Of course he would never allow her to go topless in front of any other males, but the idea of having her again, feasting on her body, made him harder than the wood logs keeping the ocas erect.


    “Are you going to wear that napkin on your crotch, too?”


    A chuckle floated up his throat. “Why? Would you like me to?” The same way I’d like to view you topless for my eyes only?


    “Of course not.” She leaned closer with an unreadable gleam in her eyes. “I get it. You’re joking. I don’t need to go topless.”


    He withdrew, amused. “How do you know?”


    “When you lie…you twitch your left eye a bit. And smile.”


    The comment disarmed him. Lying wasn’t on his everyday agenda, but having her get such a good glimpse about him—and point out something he himself never paid attention to—lowered his defenses further, and the feeling tightened his chest. “I’ll have to remember to be more careful. Maybe we should go back to talking about you getting topless. Only not for public view.” His voice dropped an octave. Dang it. Why couldn’t he control his own reactions to her?


    She lifted her chin. “I’ll pass.”


    Ibaque, the twenty-something man who spoke Portuguese and not just their tribe dialect like most of the others, sharpened his spear in the distance. When he saw them, he placed it on the bench carefully, giving it the respect it deserved, then rushed in their direction. “Oi, Emanuel. I thought you’d call first. Are you here to check on your guests? They have been on the other side of the camp. No problems so far.”


    Emanuel shook his hand. “Thank you, but I’m here because we need to lay low for a bit. Change in plans. This is my friend Erika. She doesn’t speak Portuguese.”


    Ibaque’s eyes drifted from him to Erika. He nodded at her and flashed her a warm smile, greeting her in his native tongue.


    “Nice to meet you,” she whispered.


    “Are we safe with her?” Ibaque asked without dimming his smile at her. “Does she know anything about the people we’re hiding?”


    “Give the girl a break. She doesn’t even speak the language. She’s, hmm, someone who’s very important to me,” Emanuel said. Thank goodness he hadn’t spelled out his plans to kidnap Silas’s daughter to Raul’s parents. The easiest way to screw up a plan was to share it with the world—or in this case, with the people most invested. All he’d asked them to do was trust him—and to stay off the grid while he discovered Raul’s whereabouts.


    “I apologize. If you trust her, so do we.” Ibaque gestured for them to go ahead and walked alongside them.


    “Everything okay?” she murmured.


    “Yes. He wanted to make sure you’re trustworthy.”


    “Am I?”


    “We’ll act like it,” he said in a light tone. What if she changed her mind after realizing the seriousness of the situation? She seemed to agree with him about the destroyed area, but he couldn’t shake the sensation that something changed between them. Puta merda.


    Ibaque took them to an oca that was a bit smaller than the others. “The cacique went hunting with others, but he’ll return later today. You should be comfortable in here. I’ll bring the items you left last time.”


    Never one to make a fuss, Emanuel simply nodded. The round space, uncluttered and carpeted with cut coconut leaves, barely allowed him to stretch up to his full height, but he’d grown used to it.


    “We’re staying here,” she said, and sucked in a breath. “For how long?”


    “Look at the upside. Don’t you do those thousand-dollar mud treatments? Here you’ll experience fresh air, clean living. Good for your health, your hair…” He meant to tease, but the way she frowned hinted she was anything but amused.


    “No offense, but that’s a heck of a commitment to beauty.”


    “You’ll survive.”


    And he would, too. At least he hoped. Sharing an oca with her meant their limbs would touch, or come close to touching, every night. Ever since they’d left Manaus, he’d made a point not to act lovey-dovey so she wouldn’t imagine things. That worked because she’d kept him at arm’s length, too. Great. Why did things going according to plan disappoint him for the first time?


    


    Emanuel wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. After leaving their stuff at the hut, her request to freshen up amused him. A layer of dust from hiking clung to their bodies, and he suggested they visit the waterfalls before meeting the cacique—their leader—later at night.


    “Why is it so far? I’ve done my share of walking for the day.”


    “Because this one is private. I’m assuming you didn’t want to bathe with the locals?”


    “No, that would be weird. I prefer to know people better before taking off my clothes in front of them.”


    He caught himself smiling. A few more steps, and they reached the gorgeous waterfall he’d seen once. Water from a clear spring dropped from the top down a small creek. Several trees and big rocks surrounded them. A monkey jumped from one branch to another, carrying a half-eaten fruit. If he wasn’t there to ensure Erika’s safety, he would find the scenery therapeutic.


    “It’s gorgeous.”


    He slid off his backpack, opened the small zipper, and pulled out bar soap. Standing, he gave it to her.


    “Thanks. Any towels?”


    He laughed. “No. The tribe dries in the sun, and I forgot to pack towels in the duffel bag I brought last time.”


    “Oh.” She put her hand to her lips. “Well, whatever, I’ll figure it out. Thanks for bringing me here. I’ll find my way back.”


    He raised his hand in disagreement. “I don’t think you understand…I’m staying. I’m not some errand boy. I need to keep an eye on you.” Did she expect him to turn around and head back to camp? Not happening.


    She clasped the bar of soap in her hand. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but we’ve been together for a while. I need to be able to indulge in the next best thing to a shower without you looking over my shoulder. I want some breathing room.”


    “Breathe all you want, princesa. We’ll take turns. You can bathe over there.” He pointed at the small dip into the spring. “I’ll turn around and won’t look. But there’s no way I’m leaving you to fend for yourself.” Besides, it’s not like I haven’t seen you naked.


    His body tensed up, the image of her soft curves flooding his mind. Sucking in his breath, he spun around with such determination the sole of his feet scratched against the rough rock.


    The sound of her unzipping her jeans sent a jolt through him, and he almost freaking jumped. Rubbing his eyes, he shook his head. The heat worsened, and he opened the top two buttons of his short-sleeve shirt when snippets of fabric appeared within his field of vision.


    He curled his fingers into a ball. Why was he so riled up? He’d promised he wouldn’t look—he would fulfill that promise, even if his toe threatened to bust his pants open.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Erika hid her breasts with her palms though no one surrounded them. The idea of performing such an intimate everyday task out in the open sent a thrill of fear through her. What if someone caught her?


    She let the air from her lungs out slowly. Carefully, as if it would magically travel and burst Emanuel’s bubble. The man had been standing with his back to her for the past ten minutes, not saying a single word.


    She hoped the awkwardness would ease at some point, but now, seeing how taut his rear looked in those jeans, plus the undeniable tension stiffening the muscles of his spine, she changed her mind. Incredible. She could just leave the spring and let him wash himself, but the sensation of warm water around her, soothing the kinks in her exhausted body, was too good to ignore.


    “There’s no reason why we can’t be adults about it. If you want, you can join me in here. There’s enough space. Just keep your eyes from my shoulder level up,” she said, glad at how confident she sounded.


    “I can wait.”


    “I know, but it’s weird. I wanted to enjoy myself, and right now I feel like I’m this privileged child who’s having an ice cream on a hot day, and you’re the chauffeur waiting outside the parlor.”


    Without responding, he began to take off his clothes. She squared her shoulders and locked her spine into place hoping better posture would make this idea sensible. Why couldn’t she prove to herself that she could resist him? She’d been doing a good job keeping her head in the game and not indulging in sexually charged conversations with him. How much different would it be to share a pool?


    It is different. Otherwise, why would her gaze cling to him like an addict to a drug? He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it to the side, bringing his delicious shoulders into view. She gasped. “No big deal,” she said, unsure if it was to herself or him.


    He pulled down his shorts and briefs at once, without fuss, and her throat grew dry. His rear was amazing. Smooth, hairless, with enough meat to grab on in the throes of passion.


    When he motioned to move around, she glanced at the edges. The water splashed when he joined her, the little ripples making waves around her already engorged nipples. No big deal, my butt.


    “Thanks for sharing,” he said casually.


    “No problem. It’s a story to tell my grandchildren someday.” Except the part where I was naked with a hot Brazilian guy who screwed like no one’s business. “I mean, that I came here and visited the local springs.”


    He chuckled, and her joints weakened. Curse him. “When you’re not trying to be prim and proper, you’re very cute.”


    “Prim and proper doesn’t make for good stories, does it?”


    “I wouldn’t know,” he said with a frown. “I’m not the poster guy for tact and finesse.”


    She let out a small laugh, her body relaxing, as if knots had suddenly untied. Her hands dropped to her side. He didn’t take his eyes off of her, which turned out to be a greater danger than if he peeked at her boobs. Whenever they communicated without words, the part of her responsible for keeping her trash together faltered. She pressed her lips together, wishing the two beads of caramel would leave her alone.


    Her clit throbbed with need. If she didn’t change the course of the conversation—fast—she’d be gone. “Don’t sell yourself short. You can be smooth when necessary. Don’t you work with investments and need to wine and dine people? Maybe find a diplomatic way to keep pretty women from trying to make an honest man out of you, or pretend you’re just the average Joe on church Sundays?


    He grinned. “Yes, work taught me to use my charm to my advantage.”


    “Like when you seduced some short, bald billionaire dude for instance?”


    His hearty laugh filled the space around them. “As trying as it is, I resist those types. I keep my head focused at work, and no church Sundays for me. How about you?”


    “I used to go to church with my mom. Dad never wanted to, so that was a special time we had together. I cherished it.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    She played with the water, making patterns with her fingers. “You’re lucky you have three siblings. I’ve missed having a brother or a sister.”


    “It wasn’t always easy, but we managed. And we’re all at a good place now,” he said with nonchalance, but a flicker of happiness gleamed in his eyes. The thought that he was trying to sound tougher than he was warmed her heart. Despite what he said, Emanuel Duarte was a family man—at least, to his family and to his cause.


    Fool that she was, she sighed in admiration. “Nice.”


    Silence.


    A hint of a sexy smile curled his lips, and she felt her inner muscles squeezing. This is what you get for inviting him in. Idiot.


    “Don’t look at me like that, otherwise there won’t be much of a clean story to tell your future grandkids,” he said.


    She couldn’t help but laugh. “Fear not, my lord,” she said in a British accent. “I shall ensure the chastity of this bath.”


    He threw his head back and chuckled. “You’re something else, Erika.”


    “Maybe. I guess I do okay with the right amount of makeup and workouts. And I dare say I’m adventurous after a few glasses of wine.” Which she rarely drank.


    “You don’t need alcohol to shine,” he said in a rough voice. “You sure don’t need makeup to look stunning, and whatever exercise routine you’ve been doing is working.”


    A warm wave spread across her neck and cheeks. For the first time, his gaze slid off her face and wandered down her collarbone and lower. She watched him watching her, and every inch of her body that he catalogued with his eyes seared in response. Her stomach clenched. Holy garbage.


    “Thanks. What can I say? Your efforts in exercising have certainly paid off, too.”


    He shook his head, amused. “How much longer are we going to beat around the bush?”


    “Meaning?” she asked even though she knew exactly what he meant.


    He sobered. “We want each other.”


    “I thought last night we took care of that.”


    “Me, too. But turns out we were just fueling the fire and not killing it.”


    What a great analogy, especially since they were in the water. She opened her mouth to comment on that, but no sound came out. She licked her bottom lip, willing herself to speak, move, or breathe.


    He curled his lips and stretched to his full height, probably looking for a way to yank answers from her. “Why did you invite me in here? With you naked?”


    “Because I wanted to see if I could resist you. It was a stupid self-imposed test.” And how is that working for you?


    “Then you’ll have to tell me what your secret is, princesa. Because I’m failing that test. Badly.” He sighed with frustration.


    Her heart turned over in her chest. “You are?”


    “Yes. Just being so close to you without touching you makes my chest burn.”


    She chewed on her lower lip, her resolve more slippery than the water around them. Would giving in to the attraction weaken her like she imagined? Or would the power of knowing he suffered like she did give her a boost? No matter how they parted, or how long they stayed together—even if only sexually—they would always share this strong connection. Giving herself to Emanuel would be as unforgettable as the man himself.


    “Come closer,” she whispered.


    “You said you wanted breathing room,” he said, but moved toward her anyway.


    “Breathing is overrated.”


    He lowered his head, and she lifted hers. For a moment, she studied him as their bodies closed the distance between them. His hair was damp, and the combination of his manly scent with nature’s dew and the water’s crispness intoxicated her senses. He lifted his finger, and when he outlined her lower lip, a thrill of excitement surged all the way down to her clit. His finger trembled on her flesh, and she realized he was eager and painfully aroused, too.


    She sucked his index finger, and he hissed. Her knees buckled, and she blinked. He brought her to him, erasing the last inch between them; his cock pulsed against her, and she mellowed.


    “I’ve been wanting this too much. I don’t know if I can be gentle.”


    She glided her tongue on his finger, stroking his flesh up and down. “Then don’t be.”


    …


    Meu Deus, he could harass her every day of his life.


    Emanuel pressed her against the rock slab, then slid his hand between her and the stone to ensure the sharp edges wouldn’t bite into her delicate skin. She launched at him, wrapping her legs around his torso in a perfect mold. She snaked her hands around his neck, her fingers massaging him. His gut clenched.


    He snatched her sexy lips in a kiss and found no resistance. Her tongue welcomed him, and he placed both hands under her rear, massaging her buttocks. The kiss intensified, their tongues stroking, teeth grazing. He sucked on her lower lip then released it with a pop. She moaned and squirmed against his body.


    She wanted him and made no qualms about it.


    “Goodness, yes. Yes.” She glided her hand down his abs, and when she touched his cock, he groaned, quivered.


    He drew in a breath, hoping to regain control so he would come where he belonged, inside her and not on her generous hand. She stroked his length up and down, squeezing the tip until pre-cum leaked out.


    On the brink of an orgasm, he shoved her hand away and slammed into her, letting that intense sensation drive him in and out of her. She gasped but didn’t deny him… She upped the passion a notch, kissing him as if she knew all his secrets, and he knew hers. It could have been thousands of kisses or just one—from the moment their mouths melded, there was no telling.


    He flicked her clit with his thumb, and she started to arch toward him. But it wasn’t enough. He wanted her with ardent intimacy. He wanted to own her in a primeval way so strong it shocked him. She started to orgasm, her body convulsing against his, while his own libido skyrocketed. Grunting, he stroked her rear and slid a finger into her opening, working it. Slowly at first, then faster, as his cock plunged deeper and harder.


    She bit his lip and tensed up.


    An ache surged through him, quickly, and before he could process the pain, a jolt of arousal took over. What a feisty socialite he had in his hands—literally.


    “Don’t stop,” she hissed. “I’m coming.”


    Cornering her against the rock, he thrust in to the hilt, while his finger explored her tight channel. He continued the tantalizing rhythm, torturing them both until he could no longer take it. She quivered and shouted his name in the sexiest way. He finally let go, filling her, knowing deep inside that this wasn’t just good old sex anymore. Even after it ended, the need to possess her, to keep her by his side remained, and that scared the heck out of him.


    


    “Are you dry?” he asked an hour later. They had been lounging on a rock, basking in the glorious rays of sunshine filtering through the trees.


    They could have been on a private island in Greece or in the exclusive backyard of his house in Rio. For a moment it had been nice to throw caution to the wind and enjoy each other, though he couldn’t bank on such an indulgence to last. He had to go back to camp, talk to cacique and the others. Then he’d update Raul’s family, who wanted to avenge Silas, without telling them the enemy’s daughter walked amongst them. Piece of cake.


    She offered him a sideways glance. “In a sense.”


    He swallowed and wrestled the urge to roll on top of her and taste her. “Nice. Who knew you’d be such a tigress?”


    “Was I not up to par last night at the hotel?”


    “No. You were terrific. It’s just that what happened today was…intense,” he said, stumbling to explain exactly how a simple touch of hers sent him into overdrive. Every time they got intimate, something inside him shifted, whether he wanted it to or not. His heart was like a rock covering the entrance of an old abandoned cavern that kept a tsunami from flooding inside, but he hadn’t counted on all the cracks and gaps in a supposedly hard surface. Emotion trickled in like water with every stroke and smile she offered him.


    She winked, waving him off. “I’m learning from the best.”


    Goodness, did he wish he had brought some sunglasses. He probably grinned like an inexperienced boy instead of the seasoned man he’d become. Shaking his head, Emanuel stood and gathered their clothes. After putting his shorts on, he gave her the shirt and denim shorts. They couldn’t spend the rest of the day making love and entertaining each other, although the idea spiked his pulse.


    Sighing, she stood and got dressed. A shade of deep pink stained her cheeks, neck, and shoulders. The breeze kept messing with her hair, and the tousled look made him want to do silly things he saw in sappy movies his sister Camila watched as a teenager, like kissing her nose.


    Get your head back in the game. Silliness had no place in the next few days. And how adorable and carefree would she act when he destroyed her family, her work, and, indirectly, her reputation? Hurting her wasn’t his goal, but it would prove to be inevitable collateral damage to seeing through his plan.


    “Sleeping with you is wrong, but it feels right,” he said out loud.


    She fixed her shirt and smoothed it with her hands. “I’m not sure if that’s an insult or a compliment.”


    Neither do I. Shrugging, he decided not to voice his own insecurity. “I’m a straightforward guy, that’s all.”


    “I appreciate your honesty, Emanuel. You know why? I come from a world where people fly a kite because of my last name. I’m a Lancaster and run the charity. I’ve dated a few guys who screwed me because they wanted something from me, whether they knew it or not. And then I have you who’s screwing me because you want me, even though sleeping with me compromises your operation,” she said in a steady but firm tone.


    He rubbed the back of his neck. “True.”


    She put her hair up in a ponytail, the curly tips swinging from side to side as she lifted her chin and said, “If you’re scared of hurting me, let me tell you something. I may not be able to resist you.” She chewed on her lower lip and looked away for a second, then her eyes returned to his. Two fierce beads of chocolate with golden flecks that warned him and drew him in. “But I will survive you,” she continued, her voice as serious as a heart attack.


    An odd sentiment of disappointment washed over him. “How do you know?”


    “I’ve done it before.” She glanced down at the rock.


    Dang it. She’d lost her mother and had dated slimy men who had taken advantage of her. Silas didn’t strike him as Father of the Year, and Emanuel wouldn’t wish the blood ties to him upon anyone, certainly not someone as caring and amazing as Erika.


    “What can you tell me about the cacique?” she asked.


    He gestured for her to follow him and began hiking back to the camp. Waiting for her would be more gentlemanly, but frustration overpowered him and he found himself striding. “Obajara’s very protective of his people, so letting Raul’s family join them was a big deal.”


    She caught up with him in a couple of steps. “He must trust you,” she said, her voice breathy.


    “I’ve offered aid to his people when they got sick and their natural healing treatments didn’t work,” he said, downplaying the friendship he cemented during the past months. Their tribe had been one of the first he’d assisted on his own after having stepped up to help take care of Addie’s nonprofit organization for almost a year.


    “Okay. So it’s all good. What’s the problem?”


    He balked, turned, and locked his eyes on hers. “We’re calling your father in two days. I want you to talk to him, and he must believe you want to return to him, or my plan won’t work. He can’t know you came here because you have doubts, and he certainly can’t know what happened between us.”


    She chuckled. “You really think I’d tell my dad I slept with you?”


    He opened his mouth but hesitated. He didn’t imagine they had such an open relationship, or much of a meaningful relationship at all, yet he had to ask her, because if her father picked up that his daughter had a soft spot for her captor, all was lost. Assuming, of course, she had a soft spot. Assuming she isn’t playing me.


    “I have a question,” she said, her voice yanking him from his pondering. “What will he say when one of the men tells him I helped you run? I mean, wouldn’t that be a red flag?”


    “No. You tell him you didn’t trust them. You didn’t believe that he was the one who sent them to you, and you preferred to come back to me, because at least you knew I wanted something in his possession.” He resumed hiking, this time at a gentler pace so she could keep up without much effort. It also gave him the opportunity of shooting glances her way, which certainly slowed him down.


    She made a face. “I’ll try to sound convincing.”


    He squared his shoulders. “You’ll do it.”


    “How do you know?”


    He pushed the lump clogging his throat. “Because you’ve done it before.”


    She smiled at him, and his gut contracted. Because she had survived more than he imagined, and she would survive him as she so easily pointed out. A cloud of uncertainty lurked over him. How the heck am I going to survive her?


    


    “Come,” Emanuel called to her.


    A bonfire burned strong in the middle of a circle where people sat and chatted. The way Erika kept a subtle watch on everyone amused him. She had a diplomatic way of learning the customs first before showing any response, as though she wanted to ensure she didn’t offend anyone.


    She cared about people, and that pleased him a great deal.


    “What’s the occasion?” She pointed at the buckets of fresh fruit lined up, the fresh fish baking on the sticks, and the flour-based side dishes.


    “See those two?” he asked, pointing at Peri and Tacira, a couple in their early twenties he’d chatted with a few times in the past. She nodded. “The girl is pregnant. Tonight is their last night in this camp. Then they will go to a farther side of the camp where they will keep to themselves and will only return after the baby is born.”


    She eyed them with interest. “Did they do something wrong? Slept with someone else? Betrayed the tribe’s values?”


    He chuckled. “No. It’s common for a first-time pregnant couple to retreat for the duration of the pregnancy. It’s a rite of passage in some tribes. That means when they come back, they will be parents and have a different role in the community.”


    “Pretty cool. I could totally see some of my friends in New York adapting to this lifestyle. They’d hide as they gained weight, and then reappear with a newborn in tow, with flawless skin and slimmer shape. Some would even get a tummy tuck in the mean time.” She shrugged. “Sad, but true.”


    “Jokes aside, we could all learn from the way they go about life.”


    “Certainly. Do you though? Because you’re all about your cause and no personal entanglements. Yet these men seem to be more invested in protecting their families and wives.”


    He opened his mouth to reply but hesitated. A light flickered in her eyes, an unspoken challenge. She wanted to hear his side. He could say just because he helped the tribe didn’t mean he’d absorbed every aspect of their way of life. Then why did the words clog his throat? “Let’s get something to eat.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    For the next fifteen minutes, she ate everything he offered her with gusto. He half-expected her to ask what was in the food, if it was gluten free or met some other modern-day restrictions. But she squashed his preconceived notions by experimenting, and from what he could tell, she enjoyed every bite. The women he dated in his world, as Emanuel Duarte the financier, wouldn’t be caught dead makeup free, eating dishes made by real people and not five-star restaurants.


    Incredible. Erika was fun, and he’d have to give her up.


    “Are you done with your tapioca?” She pulled him from wondering and pointed at the half-eaten pastry in his hand. He nodded. “Great. Can I have it?” And before he answered, she snatched it from his hand and bit a piece. “Yum.”


    “You really like it, huh?”


    She winked at him. “What’s not to like? I’m giving calorie counting a break. The upside of all this hiking we’ve been doing.”


    He eyed his wooden plate. “Wise decision.”


    “You seemed lost in thought. Everything okay?”


    “Yes. We’ll call your father tomorrow,” he announced, his vocal cords working faster than his brain. Could he think of a better decision? Before he got too attached to Erika, he had to let her go. That was the only way to keep his promise to Raul’s parents. The only way to make things work. Seeing her interact with the tribe and second-guessing his own principles would be of no use.


    “Oh.” She drew back. “I thought you wanted to wait longer.”


    “I think we’ve waited enough. We don’t want to give him enough time to hire a more efficient team who will find us.” The last day with her opened his eyes. The longer he stayed with her, the more she would become a liability to his plans and to his well-ordered life.


    “Of course we don’t,” she said, and he could hear the disappointment in her voice. Dang it.


    She sipped a local-made drink made from Guaraná, a berry from the trees used in soft drinks and energizers because of its high caffeine content. It was time to show her why they were there. “Come.”


    He guided her through the crowd, touching her elbow. His skin sizzled at the contact in an organic spark of recognition. When he’d asked the Indians to have Raul’s family over, cacique Obijara made his rules clear: the new people shouldn’t interfere with the Indians’ everyday life and traditions, which was why their quarters were located a couple of miles away from the Itopis.


    Emanuel couldn’t complain.


    “Why is it every time you say let’s go it always takes us forever?”


    He bit back a smile. “This is important.”


    “Okay, but you’re giving my feet a rub later. Sex or no sex.”


    His body tensed up. “Will do.”


    They strolled side by side while he held a flashlight in the darkness. The sounds from bugs buzzing and animals moving through the woods filled the night. Leaves crunched under their feet. A few colorful frogs hopped out of their way as the walked.


    “I would have doubled my tapioca intake if I had known we were walking after dinner,” she said, cutting the silence when they approached the quarters.


    The camp certainly had its perks. Compared to the Itopis. Emanuel had ensured the Souzas had everything they needed: a couple of large, comfortable tents with portable bathrooms and showers. Modern LED lanterns brightened the area where beach chairs outlined a low crackling fire.


    “Hi,” said Andre Souza, Raul’s father, a fifty-something man who’d worked as a janitor his whole life. A man who trusted Emanuel to find his son. A man who wanted revenge. “I didn’t know you’d come back so soon. Bring good news, doutor?” he asked.


    “Are you a doctor? You never told me,” she murmured.


    “I’m not. It’s customary in some places in Brazil to call people from a higher social class doctors, as a matter of respect,” he said gruffly. He had asked the Souzas not to refer to him as doutor a few times, but none of the six listened. And who was he to insist on something so small when the pain of their missing family member surpassed anything?


    “Too bad.” There was a hint of mischief in her tone, and if he hadn’t been focused on the task at hand, he would have rejoiced in her playful mood. He cleared his throat and gestured to the gray-haired man with wrinkles creasing his eyes. “Meet Andre Souza. He is Raul’s father.”


    She squared her shoulders, and her eyes widened. Should he have prepared her? Yes. He meant to during their walk. However, he’d enjoyed the silence—even if he had to pay a price for it. “I’m sorry. Can you tell him that? Tell him I’m sorry his son is missing,” she finally said.


    He translated, and Andre thanked him. He didn’t speak English but looked at her with a warm smile. “She’s your wife?”


    “What? No. She’s my girl—a very good friend.” He swallowed. A friend of mine who’d become your enemy if you knew who she was. “I hope you don’t mind me bringing her. How have you all been?”


    “Good. No problems with the Itopis. They’re good people,” Andre said, and his wife and four daughters ranging from twenty to ten years old, left the tent and waved at them, heading in their direction. Probably wondering if he had some news, too.


    “Excellent.”


    “Any news about Silas?” Andre asked. He hesitated, looked at the ground, then raised his gaze to Emanuel. The look of pain and despair in the man’s face punched Emanuel in the gut. “My son?”


    “I’m sorry, but I’m still working on it. We’re close to drawing to a conclusion. I have something in my control that’s very precious to Silas, and I will only return it to him when he gives me your son back. I hope to have better news in a couple of days,” Emanuel said. He’d shared the basic aspect of his plans with the Souzas, the eye for an eye part. But, despite their many questions, Emanuel refused to tell them what he had in his possession. It was as if he’d known from the beginning that spreading the word about Erika could do more harm than good.


    Andre let out a long sigh, then ran his hand down his face.


    “We can wait a couple of days,” his wife Lillian said, coming up behind him. The four daughters joined them, all greeting Emanuel with quick hellos. He nodded at them in acknowledgement but didn’t want to interrupt Lillian. “We’ve waited for weeks. A couple more days won’t matter. Anything for our son.” Lillian nudged her husband, who slowly nodded.


    Erika frowned at Emanuel and leaned her head as though if she paid close attention to the words, she would be able to understand the exchange. “What are they saying?” she asked.


    “They know I have something of his in my possession, and an exchange will take place,” Emanuel hissed. “They don’t know who you are.”


    “And who is she?” asked the twenty-something daughter, in English, hands perched at her waist.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Erika’s blood froze. “I’m his daughter.”


    Emanuel cursed under his breath, shaking his head. He’d probably have some interesting words for her later, but she no longer cared. After all, he baited her into coming to talk to Raul’s family with no forewarning. Did he expect her to just stand there like a statue?


    The woman narrowed her eyes. “You…his daughter?” She spoke quickly in Portuguese, no doubt explaining what she had just discovered, because the older woman—her mother—covered her mouth with her hand, and the older man raised his voice, his face tightening and fists curling.


    The man puffed out his chest, but Emanuel stretched out his hand and lifted it in an obvious sign for him to stop. Emanuel began to speak quickly as well, although his voice, even in another language, exuded confidence and control.


    Cold sweat slicked Erika’s palms, and she rubbed them on her shirt. Incredible. The other daughters and the wife talked between them in a low chatter as Emanuel continued his case. Or, should she say, their case?


    She felt like she watched a boxing match with a blindfold on—she heard the noise but couldn’t really understand what happened. “Emanuel,” she called, but he kept talking to the family. “Emanuel,” she repeated, louder. “Enough,” she shouted, and all of them finally shut up.


    “What are you doing here?” the brunette woman asked.


    “I’m looking for some answers. Trust me, I’m not your enemy,” Erika said, and flashed her a nervous smile, but the woman folded her arms in response, unimpressed. “I didn’t know my father could have done what you believe he did. My father sent his men to take me away, but instead of fleeing I stuck with Emanuel because I want to help.” I want to know, a small voice inside her said. Or rather, confirm. During the last few days, hadn’t she wondered about her father? Whenever doubts lurked around her, she redirected her focus elsewhere. For how much longer would she fool herself? And which one hurt less: knowing or faking?


    “What your father did,” the brunette said. “My brother Raul was the only one in our household to attend college. When he applied to work for your father’s company and got hired, we couldn’t believe our luck. But after he started the project, we learned why. Your father thought someone from a poor background would be the perfect person to corrupt. But my brother didn’t accept any money. All he wanted was to warn him.”


    “Your brother told you all this?”


    “Yes. He also mentioned your father laughed at him when he didn’t accept the bribe, and said something about money.” She tapped her finger on her cheek and looked away. “What was it? Something about counting on money.”


    “You can always count on money to show people’s true colors,” Erika said, enunciating every word. She blinked several times, but the blur in her vision didn’t go away, not until she admitted to herself, and others, her father was to blame. Her heart shrunk to the size of a peanut.


    “Yes, that’s it. He expected my brother to agree with him.”


    Erika swallowed the razors in her throat. If she didn’t say it, she would be as good as her father, as good as his lies, and the perfect world he built around them. She’d thought she did something special to honor her late mother when all she’d been was a pawn to his dirty work. How many times had he stolen from the foundation and endangered people’s lives to feed his endless greed? People without a voice. “I believe you. I’ll do whatever I can to help find your brother. You have my word.” She managed to sound steady and in control, and the woman’s features softened a bit.


    Emanuel translated it to the rest of the group, and they all nodded. Maybe her promise plus whatever he had said before appeased them.


    For the next thirty minutes they continued their chat. For some reason, they never invited them to sit on the beach chairs around the fire, even though the woman who spoke English warmed up a bit—Jussara was her name. She had worked as a tour guide, and therefore she spoke English. A fact that not even Emanuel knew, it seemed. Andre, Raul’s father, spoke of his son with pride, and Jussara translated most of it: His son had been so smart and studied so hard; he had secured a place in a government-funded university.


    By the time they said good-bye and Emanuel turned on the flashlight again, her shoulders relaxed a bit.


    “Why did you admit you were his daughter? I was trying to protect you,” he said, annoyed.


    “Excuse me?” She snorted and quickened her pace. If their walk on the way there was anything to go by, she’d have to remember the one straight line back to the tribe. A straight line filled with lizards, bushes, and noises from indistinguishable animals. If she looked back, she could see several sets of bright eyes shining against the darkness of the woods. But now she had another problem to deal with. She shivered. “Why didn’t you tell me who we were meeting? I walked into the lion’s den completely oblivious.”


    He caught up with her quickly, but she didn’t slow her rhythm. “My fault. I meant to talk about it on the way here, but then I enjoyed the peace and quiet.”


    Everything came with a cost given their situation—even peace and quiet. “Well, I’m sorry to break this to you, but the walk back won’t be filled with tranquility,” she said.


    “In a way, it’s better this way. Now you know.”


    Irritation doused over her, but she willed her feet to keep going. “Yes, it’s wonderful. My father is no better than a con artist who used me and my charity to make an extra buck and put people’s lives at risk.”


    “You don’t want to shout at the forest at night,” he said, and as if on cue, the leaves from a tall tree rustled against each other. Probably a monkey swinging from one branch to another.


    She halted and turned to him. “I need to shout. Don’t you get it? I need to repeat this over and over again. For years I’ve been fooled and used. I helped him screw over people. I should have known better.” Like her father’s insistence that she hire his longtime friend as the CFO for the charity. Obviously, Stewart’s qualifications and reputation spoke for themselves, but if she had been smarter, she would have vetted him instead of just agreeing with her father’s recommendation.


    “Erika, it’s not your fault.”


    He stepped toward her, but she lifted a hand to prevent him from coming any closer. One hug from him and she would fall apart. Every part of her throbbed, her skin warm and heart racing. None of it could be due to the attraction between the two of them. Her being was a boiling pot whose glass lid was one second away from falling to the floor and breaking.


    “You didn’t know, and your father is a very smart man. I’m sure he used the right tricks to keep you from finding out the truth.”


    She chewed on her lower lip. “Rationalization doesn’t change the past.”


    “No, but it can change the future if you let it.”


    She remembered the story he told her about his past and concluded he spoke from experience. “I guess you know what you’re talking about.”


    He kicked a few rocks on the ground. “Don’t compare yourself to me. I committed crimes. I robbed people and lied. You have never willingly participated in your father’s illegal activities,” he said gruffly.


    “Somehow it’s hypocritical of you to tell me to move on when it seems you haven’t forgiven yourself, Emanuel.” She touched his elbow, her finger stroking his skin. A mosquito sat on her shoulder, and she didn’t even attempt to swat it away. Was it a good thing she got used to being abused by them? No. “You were a child who didn’t know better.”


    “You are too kind for words, Erika.” He angled the flashlight so it would illuminate her face without blinding her.


    “Then don’t give me words.” Give me more, she wanted to shout. Give me you. The plea floated up her throat, where it got stuck and settled into a stubborn throb. He caressed her cheek, and she leaned into it like they were two lovebirds on a 50s stroll instead of the darkness of the jungle. She let out a sigh, far too romantic for her taste. Far too honest.


    He watched her, how she reacted to him, and that caused her sex to clench in anticipation. Grinning, he outlined her parted lips with his thumb, and tension crackled in the air. She needed him like the first time, the next time, the last time.


    An odd whisper cut into the night, a sound that until then she hadn’t heard. Didn’t seem human. “What is that?” she asked, blinking out of Arousal Land.


    He moved his flashlight toward the south, and a patch of beige coat flashed through her field of vision. She registered an animal. “It’s a puma. Probably looking for food.”


    She squealed. “A p-puma? Are you serious?” Her brows reached her hairline.


    “She eats rodents and capivaras. Very rarely do they hunt humans.”


    “How comforting.”


    “Trust me, it leaped the other way. She’s more scared of you than you are of her.”


    “I seriously doubt it.” She curled her fingers into a fist. “Let me be clear: until we’re out of the jungle, no more nighttime hikes. I can endure mosquitos, all the reptiles I couldn’t even name, and the spider whose haircut is overdue. But large mammals who could eat me for breakfast are beyond my comfort zone.”


    “Is that so?” In a swift move, he swept her off her feet and carried her in his arms.


    “What are you doing?” she asked, nudging his chest.


    “I’m a large mammal who wants to eat you for breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” he whispered in her ear. “And if carrying you will get me a second closer, it’s worth it.”


    “You are crazy.” She meant to reprimand him but found herself laughing without a care. “We’re far from the hut.”


    “Carrying you will be a welcome distraction. I’d rather focus on it than on my painful hard-on.”


    She chuckled. “I should have known you had a hidden agenda.”


    She’d taken pedicabs before, a couple of times at college with friends after a night of fun. The sensation of sitting in such a primitive means of transportation with the breeze caressing her face had made her feel warm and fuzzy. To be in Emanuel’s arms again evoked a much more visceral response.


    The humid air sheened her body with sweat, but another part of her was considerably damper and stickier. She closed her eyes, and the lack of seeing what surrounded her, just hearing, added to the experience. Her body was plastered to his, her hands parked on his chest. The growls that escaped his mouth captured her attention, the sounds inviting and seductive, and made the hooting from owls and chirping from crickets fade into the background. Her tongue clung to the roof of her mouth. She would have to compensate him for all his hard work…but how?


    …


    Emanuel led her inside the oca and put her on her feet. He’d rushed back, at times jogging with her in his arms. He could have run, but he refused to make it uncomfortable for her. He’d made a mistake by not telling her about the Souzas. And even though her admitting to them who she was made him proud—mad and proud—he knew the events of the night took a toll on her.


    She reached for the canteen of water, took a big gulp then handed it to him. “Have some.” He took another gulp, water still dripping down his mouth by the time he sat it on the ground. He should be exhausted from the exercise. His knees throbbed, and sweat coated his skin. The humidity in the air didn’t help. Yet all he wanted was to lose himself inside her. His bloodstream pumped and his nerve endings were on full alert.


    “Emanuel.” She removed her clothes and tossed them on the ground. Flickers of the full moon outside skipped through several cracks. He put the flashlight facing the ceiling and placed a piece of clothing on the lens to keep the lightening sensual and intimate. “I want to take care of you.”


    Before he responded, she erased the gap between them and unzipped his jeans. His cock throbbed, and all of his blood abandoned his brain in a race south of his belly button. “You don’t have to do anything, Erika.”


    “I want to. You showed me what I wouldn’t have seen otherwise. Since sex is all that can be between us, and for a short time, I want to give myself to you until I no longer can.”


    Until I no longer can. The words danced in his head, and he wanted her to elaborate, but he couldn’t think straight. She pulled down his boxers, and he kicked them to the side. Every part of him her fingers grazed quivered.


    “Trust me.” She palmed his length, and he arched back. “And relax.”


    What could he say? She didn’t need to do any of this, but if she wanted to…who am I to stop her? When she got down on her knees with a wicked smile on her pretty face, he almost came undone. Licking the corner of her lips, she squeezed his balls and gave him one last sassy glance before bringing his cock into the delicious warm depths of her mouth.


    He groaned. “Yes.”


    Ever since the first time she teased him, back when she was still a hostage and seduced him but didn’t take off his underwear, he’d dreamed of her silky lips on his shaft. And idiot, it’d been worth the wait.


    She ran her tongue up and down, every so often grazing her teeth over his sensitive skin. He shoved his hand into her sultry mass of hair, his fingers massaging her scalp then bringing her closer to him, so she could fit him—all of him—inside her.


    She moaned and undulated her hips. She was aroused, too, and he couldn’t wait to get her off. She sucked him in and out of her, and he found himself moving, following her rhythm—or trying to. His buttocks tightened, and fire coiled low at the pit of his stomach. He could tell pre-cum coated the tip of his cock, and there wouldn’t be much time if he wanted to make it good for her. She twirled her tongue at his tip, tasting him, and showing approval with another moan that weakened his knees.


    “Enough,” he said, pulling her from him. The moment her mouth disengaged from his length, an ache surged through him. But he couldn’t release himself that way—not this time.


    Would there be many other times? The thought menaced him, like a fly buzzing over a freshly cooked meal. He shook his head, unwilling to give in to reality. They shared reality the whole dang evening. Now he needed her to help him forget everything. And the repercussions of their near future could idiot off.


    He eased her down on the ground, making sure she lay on a blanket. “Spread your legs for me.” He demanded, intoxicated by that delicious scent of female arousal.


    “So bossy.” She pouted playfully but did as instructed.


    He sucked all the oxygen in the hut, so quickly, his stomach contracted hard and nearly cramped. She’s beautiful.


    Smiling, he leaned down and positioned himself in between her thighs. He felt rather than heard her intake of breath the moment he dipped his head and planted an open-mouth kiss on her sex.


    A wave of pride swept over him. Giving her pleasure was the first taste of an aged, rare scotch. He enjoyed it, savored it, and would crave it long after its finish.


    With the tip of his tongue, he teased her swollen clit, making her squirm. His cock jumped, and he hung onto every shred of control he found within him not to release himself too early. Merda.


    “So good,” she said, her head moving from side to side.


    Encouraged, he inserted a couple of fingers into her pussy and scissored her soaking wet folds. Goodness, every part of her was ready for him. He couldn’t promise her a future, or a happy ending for both of them, but pleasure was something he could give her—and he would.


    He sensed the goose bumps rising on her skin. She thrust her hips into his face, grinding, the go-ahead he needed to move his finger in circles and send her to the precipice of climax.


    “Emanuel. Come inside me,” she said.


    He thrust his fingers deeper into her. “Wish granted.”


    “No. I want your cock inside me. Please. I’m about to come.”


    He licked some of the pearly cream coating her sex and traced a path of kisses up her body until he positioned himself on top of her, his throbbing toe poking her entrance. “You’re amazing.”


    He plunged into her faster than he intended, the cocoon of her embrace too much for his self-control. She clenched her inner walls, and he had to fight the primitive urge to delve into her all the way.


    “Yes.”


    She convulsed, and he slipped into her, motioning deeper then retreated a little. His cock was about to explode, and at last, he let go, let himself go, and plunged deep, spilling his warm seed into her and reaching a place he never knew existed. A burst of sensations exploded through him, from the crazy beating of his heart to the exhausted but utterly satisfied state of his body. How can I go back to having sex without all these emotions? The unexpected thought nagged at him.


    She swayed her hips and let out a blissful sigh. Carefully, he withdrew his length from her. “You’re okay?” he asked, spooning her against him.


    “Hhhmmmm.” She hummed. “I can’t speak.”


    “Same,” he said, and kissed her head. Even in the dark, without their usual war of stares, they managed to communicate.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Are you ready?” Emanuel asked, retrieving his cell from his backpack.


    Erika had enjoyed spending time with him and getting to know the Itopis and their traditions. She might not speak Portuguese, but she could tell by their body language they welcomed her. Two days had gone by since he’d told her he’d call her father. She’d avoided the subject and enjoyed the extra time she got to spend with him. Sure, she thought about questioning why he had decided to wait a little bit longer, but inside she just hoped their night together had changed his mind. What if he wanted to get to know her better?


    Her palms slicked with sweat as she took the iPhone from Emanuel. Lucky for her, Emanuel helped her ease her guilt by distracting and ravishing her at night. She quivered, her body parts quickly responding to any memory of his hands on her.


    “Sure.”


    Emanuel dialed it, and after a few rings, her father picked up. Smart old man, probably didn’t want to sound so eager to talk to the kidnapper. Or maybe he doesn’t want me back. Goodness, she hated how pitiful she sounded. Wasn’t it true, though? Once her father learned she didn’t agree with his illegalities and lack of work ethic, she would be of no use for him. Once he learned she knew the truth. A cold shiver rolled down her spine.


    “One day. You have one day to bring Raul back to me,” Emanuel spoke into the phone. His fist curled and uncurled.


    “Four,” her father responded.


    “One,” Emanuel insisted.


    “I need time. I understand you have my daughter, but the logistics of the place where Raul is are rather complicated,” her father said.


    He admitted his guilt. She focused on breathing deeply and settling her nerves. She’d talked to him before, but this time she knew what he’d done. And to protect Emanuel’s plans and possibly the lives of those involved, she had to act as if she still wanted to go back to New York and continue her life as the naive charity gal. Stupid, stupid.


    “Two days and that’s it,” Emanuel spoke into the phone, then handed it to her. “Here.” His brow rose in a cautionary way, reminding her of what they’d talked about.


    “Dad?” she said, insecure. She crossed her legs and squared her shoulders as if he watched her. What would her mom say if she knew her daughter was an instrument in her husband’s downfall? Thank goodness she’s not here to see everything. She wouldn’t handle it well.


    Her father breathed hard into the phone, and she could picture him pacing his lavish New York office. “Erika. Are you okay? Where are you? Has this man done anything—”


    “I-I’m fine. We had to move because some guys invaded his hideout, and I swear I didn’t know you sent those men. Duarte threatened and—”


    He shushed her. “It’s okay, honey, you were probably confused, and those men must have been scary,” he said, and for once in her life she appreciated his condescending behavior.


    “Wrap it up,” Emanuel chimed in, playing his role of ruthless captor well.


    “Please, Dad, just get me out of here.”


    “I will. The charity needs you. Don’t worry—”


    Emanuel took the phone from her, and a pang of relief hit her. “Catch up time is over, Silas,” Emanuel said, regaining control of the conversation. “I’ll call you in two days with the meeting place in Manaus. Bring Raul and don’t screw it up.”


    He tossed the cell onto the bed of coconut leaves.


    The oca seemed smaller, although she knew it was her impression and not reality. The wood logs didn’t close in on her; what shrunk was her sense of security. She crossed her arms and stroked one elbow, desperate to protect herself. In two days, she would say good-bye to the man she’d come to care for against all her common sense. Best not to think about it.


    “You okay?” Emanuel rubbed her back.


    “Somewhat. I’m getting ready mentally. In two days, everything will change, and I can’t stop any of it. It’s my debutante party all over again.”


    He planted a kiss on her bare shoulder. “Don’t dwell on it now.”


    Easy for him to say. When it came to compartmentalizing emotion, Emanuel was North Korea and she was Switzerland. He’d been brutally honest from the beginning, and she had put up a diplomatic front in hopes that she would believe her own farce. Maybe denial is partly written on my DNA. I didn’t want to believe my father was guilty, and now I prefer to avoid thinking about the depth of my feelings for Emanuel.


    “C’mon.” He stood up and held out his hand so she would follow him. “Let’s do something.”


    The last time he’d said those words, they’d had sex for hours. Her vagina clenched, memories of his mouth on her, licking every bit of her. Do something was code for sweaty, skin slapping sex.


    He winked at her, probably reading her mind. “Something outside.”


    Since when had that ever stopped them? “Technically, we are outside. This is the jungle.”


    He rubbed a finger down her nose. “Don’t get cute. C’mon.”


    Sighing, she left the hut and followed him to the maize plantation.


    As far as the eye could see, a plantation of beans, corn, maize, and other vegetables and fruits spread on the soil. She loved to watch her steps as they walked through the corn plantation. The crunchy sound of the corn cutting from the tall stem made her happy. She’d helped with picking food the last few days and was getting good at it.


    “Not that one.” She pointed when Emanuel was about to cut a piece from the tree. “It’s not ready yet.”


    “Look at you, princesa. You’ve found your true talent.”


    “Well, if you insist, I’ve been thinking about opening a fruit stand in Manhattan. That could come in handy on my new lease on life,” she said, desperate to inject humor in a situation she dreaded more than anything.


    He balked and stared at her with a piece of corn in his hand. “Linda,” he whispered.


    She ran her hand through her hair. Beautiful? Sweat slicked between her breasts, on her neck and arms. Recently, she’d acquired a farmer’s tan she doubted any tanning booth or lotion would eliminate. Yet, he found her pretty and looked at her like she was a piece of filet mignon and he hadn’t had a meal in days. Her nipples hardened. Make it weeks.


    Two steps in her direction. Her heart fluttered.


    He offered her a dirty, shameless grin that knotted her insides, then released only to clench harder again.


    A cry startled her, and even though he hadn’t touched her yet, she shook her head and jerked back. The sound reverberated through her, the voice of a desperate woman. “What’s going on?”


    He pointed at the other side of the maize. “It’s coming from that direction. Away from the camp. C’mon,” he said, and made his way through the chops and bushes. As usual, he headed first, using a knife to clear a path. She had never gone to the other side but followed him as the shouts grew louder.


    “What could this be? Some random act of violence?” she asked, catching her breath as he quickened his pace. What if her father had discovered their location and sent those two criminals again? And they ran into someone from the tribe? Her blood chilled. She wouldn’t jeopardize these people’s lives. If that was the case, she would have to go with them—and screw Emanuel’s plan.


    “Stay behind me and don’t say anything,” he said in a low and controlled voice. The sounds became more painful, and Emanuel slowed down. He parted a couple of bushes with his hands, and the rustle from long leaves against one another quickened her pulse.


    It was a wooden tent, square shaped and much bigger than the oval hut they had at the camp. An Itopi man walked inside the tent, then quickly outside, massaging his temples and talking to himself. Visibly nervous.


    “C’mon. That’s Peri,” Emanuel said. She then remembered the face of the young man she saw the other day, the newlywed whose wife was pregnant. Emanuel stretched out his hand to her, helping her out, and she ran her other hand through her hair, shaking off any small leaves or seeds that could have fallen.


    Emanuel talked to the man whose face relaxed for a fleeting moment.


    She braced herself, anxious to understand what was going on.


    “His wife is losing her baby. She’s having cramps and bleeding.” Emanuel turned to her after a few exchanges with Peri.


    “She needs to go to a hospital. We need to get her out of here.” She doubted an ambulance would do the job, but maybe they could airlift her. Dang it. He had money and connections. He could make it happen.


    “We’re too far into the land for an ambulance, and she’d never agree to go on a helicopter,” Emanuel said with a trace of frustration in his voice.


    Another wail from inside.


    She leaned closer, tilting her head to one side as if she misheard Emanuel and needed to listen. Why on Earth would anyone not agree to get the medical care they needed? “Why not?”


    “Because the Itopis believe helicopters and planes are not natural; they call them robot birds. They’d rather die than be transported in one of them. And she can’t cross the river to go to the nearest town for help. She could get an infection.” He shoved his hand in his hair, letting out a sigh of pure frustration.


    “What can we do?” she asked while Peri ran inside the oca to check on his wife. What a rollercoaster of emotions. They got married, then pregnant, and now they’d deal with the loss of the baby. Erika kicked a few rocks out of the way. She wanted to go inside and be there for Tacira, but she’d wait until her husband returned and okayed her to go in.


    Peri returned and spoke in quick Portuguese to Emanuel.


    “There is an old lady in the tribe who helps women deliver. A doula. I’ll go back into the tribe to find her and bring her here,” Emanuel said translating.


    Peri wiped the tears rolling down his cheeks and said something else.


    Emanuel nodded. “He’ll come, too. He knows the doula, and it’ll be faster this way.”


    “Okay, I’ll stay with her. I’m guessing they don’t have a thermometer so I can’t check for fever?” she said, and then a second later felt silly for asking such a question. Her shoulders sagged. “Where are her parents? Are you getting them, too?” They should know about it even if they didn’t know what to do or disagreed on the course of treatment.


    “They are both deceased,” Emanuel said.


    No parents. Seems we have something in common. The thought assailed her as Peri rushed her into the oca again, and explained their plan to his wife, who lay on a makeshift bed on the floor with a couple of blankets on her. She quivered, her face sweaty, and eyes fixed on the ceiling. She looked nothing like the happy bride from a few days ago.


    “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Emanuel popped in.


    Erika kneeled by the woman and touched her forehead. “Yes. Bring the lady who can help her. She needs a thermometer, pads, something to bring down the fever.”


    “Thanks. I’ll also call a local doctor using my cell phone back at the camp. See if we can fly him here so he can give her a better look. For now the doula must do.”


    Erika nodded at him, and he and Peri left.


    Tacira moaned and moved from side to side like she was looking for a comfortable position but couldn’t find one. Erika leaned over her and shushed the same way her mother used to do when she was young and sick. As a little girl, nothing got her better faster than her mother nursing her. As a teenager, though she would never admit it, she appreciated when the social butterfly Amelia Lancaster chose to stay home instead of going to a high-rolling fundraiser because her daughter had a stomach bug or high temperature. “You’ll be okay,” Erika whispered, not caring that the woman didn’t understand.


    The girl turned to her, and Erika picked up a hand towel from beside her, along with a plethora of handmade lotions and other products she couldn’t name, and a bamboo bowl with what looked like fresh water. Maybe her husband had picked it up from a spring. She dipped the towel in the water, then twisted the towel, and placed it on Tacira’s forehead.


    The woman mumbled something, her long lashes fluttering over her eyes.


    “Twinkle twinkle little star…how I wonder where you are.” Erika started to sing, her voice probably so bad it would worsen Tacira’s condition. Resolute, she continued to sing the lullaby her mother used to soothe her with when she fell ill. It was the same lullaby Erika used on the children at the hospitals where she volunteered.


    Emotion welled up inside her throat, and she had to fight back tears as she massaged Tacira’s temple. In a way she grieved, too. This girl lost her baby, and I’ve lost my father. Could she lose what she never had? Silas never pretended to be the touchy-feely type, or the dad type—and that dynamic always gave her a little bit of hope for the future. Hope that now was gone.


    The woman clenched her hand, and Erika squeezed it back. For the time being, a song was all they had.


    …


    “Are we far?” Yara asked. Pushing sixty, the tribe doula had been a trooper when Emanuel had asked her to come. She silently gathered her things in a large canvas bag and followed him and Peri. He expected her to ask more questions about Tacira’s health, but the short lady simply tossed her long braids to the side and kept her pace.


    “No. Ten more minutes at most,” Peri answered. For the last hour, he had barely said a word, his young face aging about ten years. Commitment shifted people’s priorities, and that wasn’t something Emanuel could afford. If he wanted to continue his work, he had to remember that. Juggling the finance world with philanthropy proved hard enough, and adding a wife and kids to the mix would be unfair to all his other roles.


    Why am I even considering commitment and marriage? Why waste time pondering a closed subject? His gut clenched. You know why, a voice inside him snapped. Ever since he’d seen the way she stepped in to help, his heart flipped more than an Olympic gymnast. She’d accepted all he’d told her about her father and was willing to help him. More than that, she’d acted like a partner in crime, someone who would have his back. He swallowed hard, pushing the lump lodged in his dry throat. Could she be someone who would add to his life and not subtract?


    His cell buzzed in his pocket. How much longer would he be able to ignore the voicemails and text messages from friends and family? He fished it out of his jeans and inhaled. Ignoring most people was part of his plan, but that didn’t include Bruno and Addie.


    “About time,” Bruno said when Emanuel picked up. “I know you’re in the Amazon.”


    “How?”


    “Your pilot doesn’t seem to know what a confidentiality agreement is.”


    Incredible. His pilot had a big mouth, though Emanuel paid a lot for his discretion. “Well, at least my secret is safe with you, brother. Did Erika’s father contact you?”


    “Yes. I told him I had nothing to do with it, but I was on your side,” Bruno said. At least their brother Leonardo, the stickler lawyer in the family, was still in the dark. If he’d known, Emanuel’s plan was toast. Leonardo would find a way to get to them and abort the whole mission—or at least he would try.


    “Thanks. Listen, in a couple of days I’ll meet Silas, and I need to be prepared.” The message implied his brother needed to be prepared for the consequences, too. “I don’t want you to get mixed up with what I’ve done, which is why I haven’t told you much.”


    “I understand but I’m still on your side. How’s Erika?” Bruno said.


    Emanuel cleared his throat. Maybe if he and his brother were drinking a beer at the beach or chatting on the porch of Bruno’s house, they could talk about it. Now, as he sprinted to return to Erika and the ailing girl who just lost her baby? Not so much. “She’s good. Does anyone besides us know anything about the kidnapping? The media? I don’t want any information about this to leak and jeopardize our plan.” My plan. Why did he act like Erika was in on it? Well, she agreed to his plan and did everything they’d talked about so far, but a little voice inside him warned him, Be careful. Don’t get ahead of yourself.


    “I’ll keep an eye out for rumors and let you know. Silas is sure quiet.”


    Emanuel snorted. “He doesn’t want to drag his name through the mud.”


    “True, but he hates losing. Are you confident he’ll give you the upper hand and give you Raul’s location or bring him to you?”


    “I think he has a hidden agenda, but he also wants his daughter back for all she represents,” Emanuel said. He doubted the old man recognized how smart and witty his daughter was, how she could light up a dark room with her infectious, easy laughter. How she had a way of paying attention to people’s needs.


    “What about you? Are you leaving on good terms with her?”


    Emanuel clenched the cell in his hand. “What?”


    “It’s not her fault she’s Lancaster’s daughter. I know you can be stubborn at times and wanted to make sure you’re not giving her a hard time because of it,” Bruno said, concerned.


    Snippets of their time together flashed in Emanuel’s mind. The sweet way her plump lips broke into a smile when she teased him. Her honesty-above-everything policy that could have landed her in hot water when she admitted to the Souzas she was Lancaster’s daughter. Air sucked out of his lungs, and he suspected it wasn’t because of the vigorous hike. “I’m trying my best not to give her a hard time,” he said, and hoped he meant it.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    One more day.


    Emanuel left the oca. The blinding sun greeted him, and he ran his hand down his face. In less than twenty-four hours he was supposed to give her away to her dad in Manaus. For that to happen, he’d scheduled the helicopter to take them out of the jungle quicker—the same bird that brought the doctor to check on Tacira the day before. Thankfully, she was recovering well.


    Emanuel had planned everything. In case Lancaster didn’t bring Raul with him, Emanuel would use the team he’d hired to ensure Raul was wherever Lancaster said he was first before handing him his daughter.


    He cleared his throat once, twice, but the pocket of sand lodged in his throat didn’t move. You’re saying good-bye to Erika. Are you ready?


    Of course he wasn’t. The days spent with her reminded him of the upside of romantic relationships—the partnership, the fun, the talking. Those elements also represented his downfall if he grabbed the bait. What if he married a woman, someone like her, and made her life miserable because he was never around? Though with a woman like Erika, he’d want to be around.


    Chances are she won’t want me around. Why would she? He’d always be the reminder of the perfect little life she thought she had and that he ruined.


    “Senhor,” Ibaque called out, running up to him. “I have news.”


    “What is it?”


    Ibaque got to him, scratching his head. “I went into town to sell some handmade items. Raul Souza, the man you mentioned…is dead.”


    His blood chilled in his veins. “Dead?”


    “Yes. They found his body by accident this morning in the abandoned site. Apparently, a clean-up crew was there, and they dug up the body.”


    “Incredible.” Emanuel got on his phone, desperate to look for more information. He typed Raul’s name into a Google search, and in a second the news showed up on his feed. He skimmed the headlines. Body found at the site believed to be Raul Souza’s, the missing engineer. Body must have been stuck since the storm. Authorities are searching for his family to identify the deceased.


    How timely a dead body showed up. Was that Lancaster’s ironic way of giving him Raul and fulfilling his part of the bargain? Emanuel saw red. He curled his fingers into a fist so hard his nails bit into his skin. “Where’s Erika?”


    “She went with the women to wash some clothes by the spring.”


    “Okay.”


    With no time to waste, Emanuel charged to the bank of water. The journey would usually take him thirty minutes, but he cut it in half. He’d need to share the news with the Souzas, which would be heartbreaking. He’d failed them—he’d promised to find their son, and yet Lancaster once again got to the finish line faster.


    Think, think. He’d get a great criminal lawyer involved and see if he could find any holes in the story Lancaster’s company fabricated. But that would take time, and he couldn’t keep Erika for much longer. Unless…he stopped in his tracks when he saw her helping the Itopi women put out their fabrics to dry. Unless he asked for Erika’s help to expose Lancaster once and for all.


    Erika used her hands to gesture something to a couple of women who laughed at her attempt to communicate. She chuckled, too, and looked in his direction. The moment she saw him, she composed herself, still smiling but less relaxed. “Everything okay?” she asked, walking up to him. “You’re serious.”


    “We need to talk.” He grasped her elbow and steered her away from everyone, his fingers turning a practical touch into an unwelcome caress. “It’s important.”


    “What’s wrong?” she asked, wiping her hands on her dress. The same yellow sundress he’d bought for her in Manaus.


    His jaw clenched. “Raul is dead.”


    She took a step back and touched the tree trunk to her left as if for support. “How do you know?”


    Emanuel drew in a breath. “Ibaque went into town and found out. Raul’s body was found at the housing community site. A team went there to clean up the area and they conveniently found his body buried by debris.” The idea became more ridiculous after saying it out loud.


    Sadness flickered in her eyes, and she touched her neck. “How awful. I’m sorry. Do they know for how long he’s been buried in there?”


    He popped his knuckles. “The police are working on it. It seems it’s been there for a while.”


    The irony was they had visited the place where Raul had been. Question was…for how long? Had Silas killed Raul immediately after he went missing? Did he at least try to bribe and negotiate with the engineer? None of it changed the fact Silas needed to pay. “What could have happened?”


    “I don’t have much information yet, but from what I gather, they are trying to spin it like it was an accident when that storm hit. That was about the same time he disappeared.”


    Erika folded her arms. “Have you talked to his family?” she said in a low voice.


    “Not yet, but it’s a matter of time, and I’d rather they hear it from me,” he said. Before talking to them, he wanted to make sure she was on board with his new strategy to expose her father and bring the Souzas some sort of closure. Having buried his parents, Emanuel knew first hand the pain of losing a family member.


    “Of course.”


    Why was she so careful? Why did she skirt around the subject? “Your father did it. He killed Raul,” he said, his tone colder than he would have intended.


    She frowned and dropped her arms to her side. For a moment, she watched him, her eyes locked on his, and he tried to read their message. “My father may have done a lot of bad things, but according to what you just told me, Raul died in the storm because of the poor weather conditions. I guess my father indirectly had something to do with it, of course—”


    “No.” He cut her off. “That’s a lie. Raul knew about the outdated material. Why would he choose to visit the location when a storm was about to hit? Doesn’t seem smart. He was never seen after he left the meeting with your father. When his parents inquired immediately after, your father’s secretary lied and said Raul left the building and waved for a cab. When we asked them for security tapes as evidence, they refused to help. But it’s okay because I have an emergency plan until we can dig up more dirt.” Literally. He’d called Bruno and asked him to get private detectives flown to the area immediately. Heck, they needed to get out of there ASAP and execute the new idea.


    “What plan?”


    “We’re going to Manaus. I’ll call your father and tell him he can have you. I’ll drop you off. However, I want you to tape a conversation with him where he admits to his mistakes,” he said.


    She shook her head. “He won’t do that. If he never told me before, why would he start now?”


    Because before you didn’t know who he was. And now you do. He rubbed the back of his neck trying to alleviate some of the kinks. The past few days challenged him in every way—physically, mentally and—he glanced at her—emotionally. “You’re not the same naive girl I captured in Boston. You’ve learned of your father’s mistakes, and you use your wits to your advantage.”


    “How?”


    “Be straight with him. Tell him you know what happened. He may get defensive or combative at first, but you’ll get it from him. Act like it’s no big deal. That you understand his reasons.”


    She rolled her eyes. “So I’m to become an Oscar-winning actress overnight and fool him?” She shifted her weight from one foot to another, staring at the ground. “I doubt a tape recorded without his knowledge will hold up in court in the States.”


    Leonardo would help him. The one reason why he hadn’t asked him yet was because his brother followed rules too much to help him in the beginning. He’d probably try to talk some sense into Emanuel. However, now the deed was done, he knew he could count on his brother for the legal aspect. “That’s not my point. A tape can go viral, and it’ll be the first step to bring him down. It’ll buy us time. After he admits to it, there will be interest from authorities to look into the accusations, especially now with Raul’s death. Your father’s career is done after this.”


    She lifted her face, and tears brimmed in her eyes. The vein in her long, soft neck pulsed, and his fingers itched to touch it, but instead he shoved his hands in his pockets. They had to come up with a plan and not let emotions get in the way. “And so will mine,” she said bitterly.


    “Wasn’t that the outcome we expected?” She was a smart girl with skills. She’d find another job. Heck, with the amount of money she probably had, she didn’t need to work if she didn’t want to. Why did she care?


    “Just because it’s what we expected, what you expected, I’m supposed to go along with your first suggestion without catching a breath?”


    “That’s not what I said.”


    “That’s what’s happening. Can’t we think of a better way to transition things? I can go back to the U.S., look into the charity, and see if there’s embezzlement. See if my father is connected to it. And I can look into the case. I mean, we can build a case. Don’t forget, I will be on the inside. It’ll be easier for me to have access to documents and information.”


    “You really think your father will let you have access to trash he hid from you all these years?” He massaged his throbbing temples, but a regular aspirin wouldn’t help him. What he needed was for her to get a reality check, and quick.


    “He won’t, but now I know what to look for.”


    “That solution isn’t good enough for me. It’ll take a long time, and there are no guarantees.” What if she returned to her old life, away from him, and just decided that helping him caused too many inconveniences? “Unless…you want a way out.” The thought left a sour taste in his mouth. How easy would it be for her to pretend none of this ever happened, that “they” never happened.


    A bug landed on her shoulder, and she slapped it without delay. “What? No. I mean it. I can help.”


    Help by returning to New York and keeping me posted? Did she think he was some kind of idiot? “Your way of helping certainly benefits you. You’re set free. Your father doesn’t have to sweat his end of the bargain. The subject of Raul is closed, and life goes on as usual.”


    She stepped toward him, her expression sobering. “You really think I’d do that? After all we’ve been through?” she asked in a voice so sad he didn’t know if he should hug her or continue the conversation. I can’t beat around the bush. We need to talk things through. She has to show me what kind of person she is.


    Blood was thicker than water. He’d stolen to help his family in the past. Would she keep quiet or try to lessen her father’s responsibility and downplay his role in Raul’s death? “I have no guarantees otherwise. I’d have to put my trust and those people’s trust in you. You’re asking a lot from me.”


    She shook her head, walking in a small circle. “I shouldn’t have to ask, but you know what, Emanuel? I’m sick of the way you see things. You’re so cynical. You make up your mind and that’s it.”


    “Are you still talking about your father or us?”


    She halted, snarling at him. Her face held a serious expression he hadn’t seen before. “What us? According to you, there isn’t any us. Because you want to make all the decisions alone. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” she said, raising her voice. “When you were a kid and you robbed all those people, you were in control. You didn’t ask anyone for guidance. You took charge, whether you were making the right decision or not. Just like you are right now.”


    He clamped his lips for a second. His heartbeat reverberated in his ears, every part of his body rigid and tense. He’d told her about a part of his life that weakened him to this very day, and now she was rubbing it in his face just because she could. Why did he act so recklessly? Trusting her had been a mistake. Heaven knows what she’d do with that information. “Count on you to bring that up. I must have been stupid to tell you about my past.”


    She drew back, a tad defensive. “I’m merely drawing a comparison.”


    “Which will always come up. Whether you admit it or not, that’s a side of me you don’t like. You’re ashamed. Doesn’t matter how much money I’ve made. I’m not a blue blood with a spotless rap sheet.” He threw the words at her like rocks.


    “You know what you are? You’re scared. You use this risk-taker rogue approach to life when it benefits you, but when it doesn’t, you balk. We could have been your biggest risk,” she said, pointing at her chest.


    We. She finally owned up to it. She’d told him she wasn’t one of those girls with romantic aspirations and dreams of ever afters. She’d lied to him. Worse than that, after all the evidence he gave her about her father, she still didn’t believe Emanuel. She needed to return, to check papers and numbers. Would she even do it or was that an excuse to get out? “Don’t you get it? You are. I’ve made a commitment to myself I almost betrayed because of you. We’re done, Erika. I’m taking you to a hotel in Manaus, and you can call your father then.” You win this battle, he almost added, though the way she looked at him hinted they were both losing.


    …


    “Are you okay, madam?” The muscly bodyguard asked as they entered the elevator of one of the most exclusive buildings in New York City.


    Erika simply nodded her head. She reached for the wad of tissue creased in her palm and wiped her nose. The day before, Emanuel had set her free. He barely said a word after their discussion, and found an Itopi man to guide her out of the jungle where a chauffeured car he had arranged waited for her to take her to Manaus. She’d spent a good length of time in the company of strangers. And now this tall, dark, and handsome man who stood next to her wearing a clean cut suit was another stranger whose help she needed until she got to her father.


    She’d already talked to him briefly on the phone after her release. But now she’d see him in person. A chilly sensation rolled into her stomach. She jammed the tissue in her pocket.


    A part of her had died when she left Emanuel. He hadn’t wanted to hear her out, to follow her plan, to open his mind for her suggestion. The worst thing was he didn’t believe her. Even if they had stayed together, what relationship could they ever build based on doubt with him always thinking she’d do something to hurt his plans? And with her always feeling unheard and like her opinion didn’t matter? A future wasn’t in the cards for them—and that hurt her more than just a little.


    Never had she cared for a man so much.


    The elevator stopped at the top floor, and she blinked out of her pondering. It didn’t matter if he hadn’t believed her. She would do what was right anyhow—without his help. She’d stopped at a specialty store and put on the wires before the meeting. Taping her father would be a start, but she’d wait until she had paperwork to back up her accusations. Only then would releasing the tape make sense.


    “This way, madam,” said the bodyguard, striding on the marble tiled foyer.


    She entered, her black Louboutin heels clinking on the polished floor. Her stomach felt like an alien movie pregnancy, about to burst at any moment, exposing all her anxiety and nerves. She smoothed her hand over her tan pantsuit. Thankfully, her straight posture and smooth ponytail projected another image of her. Looks matter, because her father didn’t appreciate mess. Except in business.

    Apprehension knotted her stomach, and she touched her midsection in hopes of willing the agony away. The wire on her bra bothered her, but at least it was nicely hidden under her silk black blouse.


    “Dad?” she called to him, improperly though. A man deserving of such a title didn’t lie to his daughter and certainly didn’t use her for his own dirty schemes.


    “Erika. You look well,” Silas said, and gave her a brief hug. Their bodies barely touched, yet she couldn’t think of another intimate moment they’d shared since, well, forever.


    She nodded. “Thanks.”


    “Come, we have much to talk about.”


    The bodyguard nodded at them, and her father opened the door to the office. “Have a seat,” he said, and she chose the chair in front of the desk, hoping he’d pick his regular seat at the desk so her mic would capture their whole conversation.


    I hope I am doing this right. What if it doesn’t work? A shadow of guilt flickered. No matter what, he was her father, the man her mother loved, and she was about to betray him. Betray her mom. Did her mom know about all this side businesses, or was she too blinded by it all?


    Erika crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, and crossed them again. Creating a plan was easy—executing a plot against her own flesh and blood, a tad harder. This seemed foolproof in my mind.


    Silas pulled out the leather swivel chair and sat in front of her. “Did that man do anything to you?”


    Nothing I didn’t want him to. Except when he’d kicked her out of his life. “No.”


    Her father gave her a close-lipped smile, then picked a paperweight from the stack of folders and clenched it like it was a stress ball. “Good. Well, I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”


    Sorry for the inconvenience. They were a moment away from him changing the subject. Did he expect her to brush off a kidnapping and not question anything? What kind of stupid idiot have I been all these years? “Did you know Emanuel wanted to kidnap you? Was that why you didn’t go to the Business Man Award and hired extra security for me?”


    “I never imagined you would actually be kidnapped, but a man of my caliber can’t be too careful. I didn’t go because someone hacked my virtual calendar for that week, and I didn’t want to be vulnerable. Never for one moment did I know it was Emanuel Duarte. Some nerve that young man has.” He snorted, tossing the paperweight on the dark wood desk.


    She cleared her throat. “What happened to Raul Souza?”


    “Who?” He scratched his chin. “Oh, the engineer. He must have been there when the storm hit. A shame. They said the debris covered his body, and because those people vanished from the land, no one knew what happened to him.” He stood and walked up to the wet bar. She followed him with her eyes, as her father poured himself a tumbler of scotch, then one for her.


    “Interesting. Isn’t it funny how they found him in a timely manner?” She drummed her fingers on her lap.


    He took a gulp of his drink, a tad too fast. “I suppose. Didn’t give it much thought. My main worry was to get you back. The folks at the charity, family and friends, have been calling me nonstop.”


    She surged to her feet and stretched her hand to grab the glass he handed her. “What did you tell them?”


    “I said you were recovering from cosmetic surgery.”


    She took a swig of scotch. Not her favorite choice of alcohol, but once the liquid burned down her throat, a temporary relief poured over her. Very temporary. “Cosmetic surgery,” she parroted him, looking at nowhere in particular.


    “Yes.” He chuckled, pointing at her chest area. “You may want to use some padded bras or something from now on. Honestly, it doesn’t matter anymore. You’re here, and life goes on as planned. The PR person will meet with you later and advise you on how to return to public life.” He sat on the sofa, a self-congratulatory smile on his face, and loosened his tie. “It’ll be like it never happened.”


    The casual way he dealt with Raul’s death and the entire situation made her heart skip a beat. When it resumed its pace, it pounded fiercely. Everything that happened was nothing but an inconvenience. No wonder Emanuel got so frustrated. “What about those people? They lost their houses.”


    He waved her off. “We’ll offer them a settlement. The legal team is on it.”


    “Why didn’t you offer one before?” Because it would have meant he’d made a mistake, and her father hated owning up to them. Maybe his lawyer had advised him to offer a settlement now that the subject resurfaced, to make sure the story would die after a happy note in the press. His name wouldn’t be associated with the accidental death in one of the housing sites he managed. His foundation wouldn’t suffer any backlash because he was making it up to the people who lost their homes—at least financially.


    He removed a piece of lint from his suit, visibly annoyed. Furrowing his brows, he locked his gaze with hers. “Why do you care? Erika, this is business. It was deemed an act of nature. We didn’t have to do anything. Honestly, why do you think I waste so much time visiting with government officials and international politicians? For the scotch and handshaking?”


    She eyed the contents of the tumbler again, her fingers trembling so much the scotch nearly splashed her outfit. Keep it together, Erika. After all, she knew before this conversation who her father was. Why was she so shaken up? Because it’s happening right in front of me. He’s a criminal. But I’m not like him. And there’s only one way to prove it. “Do you ever wonder what mom would say? When you do something like that?”


    “Your mother was a kind soul, but not a business person. She didn’t make tough decisions.”


    She took a drink of the scotch, this one burning less than the other. She placed the glass on his desk and leaned against it. “Since when do tough decisions imply murder?” She tried her best to keep judgment out of her voice.


    Her father shifted on the sofa. “Since never. I merely meant business decisions. As I stated, Raul died in the storm. Now, go back to your life. This nightmare is over. It’ll be like it never happened.”


    Like it never happened. The words filled her like a burning in her chest. “How about Emanuel?”


    “I’ll stay true to my word. I won’t charge him for kidnapping you, and you won’t have to worry about that stupid man anymore. He ought to find better things to do.”


    She flexed and unflexed her fingers. How to do this? She sucked in a breath, then let the air out slowly as if she had all the time in the world.


    “You seem nervous.” He leaned to the edge of the sofa. “What’s wrong?” He reached for his drink.


    “I am nervous. Listen, I have to deal with a lot. I know who you are. You can deny all you want and lie like you have all these years. It’s okay.” She sat on the coffee table in front of him, stared deep into his eyes, and hoped hers exuded honesty. “You always wanted to make a good life for us. I’m not judging you. I’m your heiress, but if you don’t own up to what you’ve done, how can I continue your work? Why don’t you teach me what you really know?”


    He frowned and glanced around the office in search of something. Someone. Then, his eyes locked in on hers again. “I’ve always thought you were a lot like your mother, Erika. A good soul. Someone who excelled at fancy events and fundraisers, but who didn’t have grit to deal with real business.”


    Her lids felt warm and gummy. “You never gave me a chance. You never showed me.”


    “I didn’t think you cared to find out.”


    “Well, Mom is gone, and I want the truth. I can work with the truth. I just can’t work with lies.” She grabbed his hands in hers and gave them a squeeze. “I know you got rid of Raul.”


    He lifted his chin. “How?”


    She swallowed. “Don’t you think Emanuel told me? You’re a smart man. You must have had your reasons.”


    He disengaged from her and rose to his feet. She moved out of his way, and he stared at the beautiful Central Park view out the window. Shaking his head, he coughed. “Erika—”


    “It’s okay. Just tell me so we can truly put this behind us.”


    Silas gave her a slow nod and closed his eyes. She squared her shoulders, telling herself if she kept sweating, the wire in her mid section would slip off. I should have gone with my bra.


    “Raul Souza was hired because he was cheap and no one knew him. When he told his boss about the materials, his boss ignored him. Then he emailed me, and I deleted his email. When I went to the area to take some pictures for a photo op, he pulled me aside and explained.”


    “And you couldn’t persuade him with money?”


    “I tried. Money shows people’s true colors, and that man was plain dumb.”


    “Why didn’t you fire him?” she asked.


    “Because he was a liability. He could go to any newspaper and tell them. Heck, these days with the freaking internet people can say whatever they want.”


    “Maybe no one would have believed him,” she said casually, as if they were discussing a dinner menu instead of the reasons why a life should have been spared.


    Her father poured himself more scotch. “He would open a can of worms. With the current economic situation in South America, the exchange rate benefits me, and I like the market there. If he opened his big mouth, I would lose investors. Worse, I could lose bids on pieces of lands I’ve had my eyes on for years. So I had it taken care of.”


    “It was smart of you to make it look like a storm casualty.”


    “I did what I had to do.”


    “I know exactly what you mean.” She took one final shot of scotch, and this time the smoking sensation didn’t just roll down her throat and stomach; her whole body heated with anger and intent. Maybe that was the last great lesson her father would teach her: do what you have to do, no matter the consequences. Even if the one behind bars would be her own flesh and blood. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself otherwise.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Thank you for coming,” Andre Souza said, squeezing Emanuel’s shoulder.


    The funeral had been a small affair, with only friends and family of Raul’s attending. Per the family’s request, Emanuel had ensured the media would stay out of it by hiring a team of security guards to keep photographers away.


    Emanuel simply nodded. A part of him was numb, while the rest throbbed with an anxiety he had yet to understand. It was like he had lost a limb ever since she walked out of his life days ago. Life without her required getting used to. He’d secretly hoped to hear from her in some way. It was within his right to contact her and request her help since she had so readily offered it before their last discussion. But he wanted to wait and see if she’d contact him, if she’d honor her word. That’s how he knew he was screwed—he’d put his own plan to bring down her father on hold because he, like an infatuated schoolboy, held out to see if she’d meet him halfway.


    “Emanuel,” Jussara called him. He offered her a hug, murmured condolences while she wiped away tears from her blotchy skin. This couldn’t have been easy. “My father told me you’re paying for my and my sister’s education. And he mentioned the job you offered him at your organization.”


    “The very least I could do,” he said.


    Jussara glanced at the stone ground, then folded her arms and faced him again. “Silas Lancaster offered us a settlement, but I don’t think we should take it. The life of our Raul doesn’t have a price. If he didn’t accept any bribes, why should we?” she said, and he wished he could agree. The Souzas were a rare breed. They’d raised their son to be an honest, decent human being, and how had life rewarded him? By having him work for Silas Lancaster.


    Emanuel bit his tongue, willing the bitterness away. “I’m not done with Silas. I’m sorry things took a different turn, but you know I’m never giving up. If we don’t catch him this time, we’ll catch him next,” he said. He omitted the part that his brother Bruno suggested they hire a hacker to get information on Stewart, the CFO of the Amelia Lancaster Foundation. Any traceable paperwork incriminating Silas would help. Sounds like I’m following Erika’s idea.


    “Thank you. My brother, wherever he is, must appreciate your efforts. And so do we.”


    


    Emanuel glanced at his phone, his eyes caressing it while he entertained the daring idea. Call her. It had been three weeks since he’d last seen Erika in the Amazon. Sitting on the oversize leather chair of his office in Rio, he should be busy enough not to think about her.


    Wouldn’t that be nice? Several times a day his fingers glided over his phone, a certain nervousness shooting through him like he was about to ask her to marry him or something. Then, just as he did now, he slid his hand off the phone and returned to drumming the glass and metal desk. And ignoring the emails on his computer, and barely listening to what his assistant said. I’ll survive you, she had said. She’d been right.


    “Mr. Duarte, your brother is here to see you.” The clipped voice of his assistant filtered through the intercom, which was a mere formality. Within two seconds, Bruno strode into his office.


    “I’ve got news for you, meu irmão.”


    He ran his hand down his face. Trusting his brother had been the right thing to do—Bruno had vowed to use his expertise to help him get account information from the CFO. Anything that could compromise Silas would count. “Anything good?”


    Bruno waved the file folder in his hand. “All you need to start a case on Lancaster is there.”


    Emanuel stood up and took the file. Opening it, he glanced at statements of Swiss bank accounts, a transcript from phone conversations between Silas and the CFO, and more. There was no way a hacker alone could do all those things—from the looks of it, someone from the inside had helped. And possibly recorded their phone conversations, too. “How did you get it?”


    Bruno shrugged and sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. “Does it matter?”


    Emanuel clenched the folder in his hands, his heart flipping in his chest like a blasted Olympic gymnast. He plopped on the chair opposite his brother, his shoulders sagging with the frustration of a team who lost a soccer match. A lump lodged in his throat, so strong and hard not even a good gulp of scotch would push it down.


    “Aren’t you going to call a lawyer and get the process started? See what happens next? Since he’s in the U.S. and we’re here, you may need good counsel on it.”


    “I asked Leonardo for help, and he’s getting a team together to make sure we’re all covered,” Emanuel said.


    Bruno nodded. “Why wait? I’ll call Leonardo now and tell him you have the paperwork needed. That’s the beauty of having a lawyer in the family,” he said, grabbing his phone from inside his suit.


    “No.”


    “What do you mean? What difference does it make to wait a day or two?” Bruno asked, speed dialing their brother’s phone number. “Alô.”


    Emanuel launched at his brother, the file opening and sheets falling to the floor. Emanuel grabbed the phone from Bruno’s hand and tossed it away. “I said no.”


    Bruno pushed him. “What is wrong with you?”


    Emanuel breathed heavily like he had done some strenuous exercise, and withdrew. He could take his brother anytime he wanted. Why would he? And why was he acting so irrationally when he had just received all he ever wanted? Maybe not all. “Stop,” he said to himself rather than to Bruno. Stop heart from beating. Stop jumbled thoughts from unraveling. Stop…loving her. “I can’t.”


    “Why? And don’t give me any trash reason.”


    “It’s not an easy decision. If this all comes out, I screw her. Her father’s career is over, but so is hers. Her foundation will go down, and what if she goes down with it, too, even if it’s not her fault? I couldn’t forgive myself.”


    “I thought this was all common knowledge from the beginning?” Bruno asked with a trace of sarcasm in his voice.


    Emanuel popped his knuckles. Merda. Of course he’d known it all along. Yet doing it now that he was able to seemed, no, was plain wrong. How could he ruin her life? That would make his own life even more miserable. “Things changed.”


    “How so?” Bruno said.


    The mongrel was going to make him say it. “Go to perdition.” Emanuel waved him off, cursing his brother for giving him no option but facing and verbalizing the obvious.


    Bruno grinned, unfazed. “Still not a good answer. You know, I have all day. Addie and the kiddo are busy taking some mother-and-me class until later.”


    Stubborn jerk. Why couldn’t he just let Emanuel drown in his sorrows and leave him the heck alone? Either way, Erika probably hated him by now. The look in her eyes when she left was something that haunted Emanuel all the time. He hurt her. He hadn’t believed her. And worse, he’d made it clear he couldn’t give her more than what he had. I was a jerk, and if she has any common sense, she won’t forgive me.


    “I care about Erika. If this comes out, her life will never be the same.”


    Bruno gave him a slow clap. “It’s a start.”


    “What do you mean?” Didn’t his brother find it strange that Emanuel cared for his former captive and daughter of his sworn enemy? The tall, dark-haired man in front of him didn’t even blink. “Listen, I’m an idiot. I promised the Souzas I would fight for their cause, and I never back down from a promise. But, incredible, I love Erika and don’t want to destroy her. Just her father.”


    He’d feared this moment would come, when he’d have to choose between exposing Erika’s father or protecting her by keeping the information secret. He’d worried, because he assumed he would hurt her by setting off a chain of events against her father and her charity—and now his only concern was how easy it’d been to choose her and not his previous goal. Because protecting her, loving her trumped anything else.


    Bruno folded his arms, shifting in his chair. “So you’re not going forth with the accusation.”


    “I can’t. I’m going to have to find another angle to bring justice to the Souzas and destroy Silas, one that’s not linked to the foundation.” His temples throbbed, a part of him hating himself for breaking that promise, but he couldn’t do this to her. Besides, people like Silas kept making mistakes. He was arrogant and self-absorbed.


    Bruno curled his lips. “I’ve got good news for you. You may not have to expose him without her blessing, Emanuel. Erika was the one who gave me all this information.”


    Emanuel jerked his head back, like someone just tried to clock him. “What?”


    “She contacted me a few days ago and mailed me the package. She asked me to give it to you, so you can use it as you see fit. There’s also a tape of her conversation with her father.”


    Emanuel swallowed hard. “So she wants me to use it?”


    “Yes.”


    “Wait. Why didn’t you tell me when you walked in?”


    “Because I thought it was odd how she talked about you, and how you refused to tell me much about her. I talked it over with Addie, and we concluded you two must have feelings for each other.”


    Emanuel ran his fingers through his hair. “Guess thanks to Addie you’re very perceptive nowadays.” And a pain in the rear. “I can’t believe she looked for you and not me.” Why wouldn’t she have contacted him personally? Because she’s mad at me and wants to prove a point.


    “She mentioned you didn’t like her idea,” Bruno said.


    “I wasn’t sure she meant it at the time.”


    “Why wouldn’t she?”


    “Because if she did, she would be good for me,” he said out loud, dragging every word out of the depths of his lungs. “And I didn’t want her to be the girl who came into my life and messed it all up. So it was easier to believe she wasn’t that person.” His heart tightened at the realization.


    “At least you’re being honest.”


    You are scared. You use this risk-taker rogue approach to life when it benefits you, but when it doesn’t, you balk. We could have been your biggest risk. Her words rang in his ears. “No wonder she hates me now.”


    “Are you sure?”


    Wouldn’t anyone in her position? He had doubted her, left her, and not made one attempt to talk to her again. Heck, he’d tried to go behind her back and get evidence against her father on his own—which, he knew now, he probably wouldn’t use if he did manage to gather it. “I’m not used to letting people help me. To sharing the load.”


    When they were together, she had been his partner. Whether they meant to or not, they depended on each other. They talked to each other, waited together, searched for common ground. Though in the last minute, they didn’t find it, but heck, they tried. And what was he doing now to prove his love for her? Not a blasted thing. Nada.


    “Idiot. I’ve been a coward and an idiot.”


    Bruno surged to his feet, offering him a look of compassion. At least his brother wasn’t disagreeing with him, probably because he’d made his share of mistakes before marrying the one for him. “It’s all in the past. What will you do about the future?”


    Emanuel sighed. Was it too late? For a future with the only woman he’d like to share it with?


    …


    Erika added another coat of red lipstick to her lips, then grabbed a tissue and kissed it gently to remove some of it. She glanced in the mirror. She supposed she could have gotten ready in the same hotel as the press conference would take place, but she preferred to do it in her own NYC apartment.


    Her cell phone buzzed so much that when it went silent she found it odd. She took a long, deep breath and smiled at her reflection—beige blouse and a black pencil skirt with minimum jewelry had to do it. Even though someone had advised her to put her hair up, she preferred to leave it down, the smooth waves cascading past her shoulders. She didn’t need to put on a show just to convince people she was right.


    Her lawyer had guaranteed he’d be there by her side. She had spoken with the police the day before and prepared her statement about her father’s affairs and all she knew about them. This press conference would be to make it public and to give her foundation donors a response.


    She heard a knock on her bedroom door. Who could it be?


    She fixed her hair again, tossing it to the side as she headed to her bedroom door. She didn’t expect anyone at this time and hadn’t hired any security to escort her to the hotel. A town car would arrive in half an hour or so to drive her, as arranged, but the concierge would call her to let her know. Certainly the driver wouldn’t pick her up at her apartment, much less go inside without an invitation and knock at her bedroom.


    By the time she opened the door, she didn’t find anyone. Hmmm. Strange. She lifted her hand to her stomach. “Who’s there?” she asked, walking carefully to her living area. “Claudia, is that you?” she said, calling the cleaning lady who’d worked for her the past three years. Every so often, Claudia mistook dates and arrived on the wrong day of the week.


    “It’s me,” said the undeniable voice belonging to the gorgeous man who stood in her living room.


    Her jaw dropped. The guy who’d occupied her mind for the past weeks was in her house, offering her a tight smile and a look so powerful she felt like a hammer just slammed her knees. There was something different about him, and it wasn’t just the cool, smart clothes he wore. The tan coat and the plaid designer shirt paired with faded jeans enhanced his powerful frame, sure, but something else caught her attention.


    There were a couple of dark spots under his eyes. Had he been worried about something?


    “I like your place. It’s very you,” he said, his fingers pointing at the fur rugs and the set of white leather sofas and hardwood floor. “Warm and classy.”


    “I’ll let my designer know,” she said dryly. Her body reacted passionately to his return, and she had to guard herself in case he’d come to hurt her again. A hot pulse spread through her, and every cell vibrated in his presence. “I’m sure you didn’t come all the way from Brazil to check out my place.” She folded her arms, in a vain attempt to calm herself down and slow her heart rate. Thankfully, she managed to keep her shoulders squared and voice steady.


    “No.” He gave her a sad, small smile, and she wrestled the need to erase the distance between them and give him a hug.


    She stepped toward him, keeping a safe distance. Crossing her arms, she gestured for him to sit, but he did not. Neither did she. Sitting would be safer, giving her throbbing legs a rest. But if she stood, they’d be equals. “Then why are you here?”


    “Bruno gave me the folder you provided. I can see why you did it. I was wrong. I didn’t believe you. I didn’t want to.” He peered at her and jammed his hands in his pockets. If she wasn’t so focused on hearing his every word, she’d enjoy how nervous he seemed for once in his life. He reached for a briefcase on the floor, grabbed the chunky folder from the inside, and set it on her coffee table. “I brought back the information you gave my brother, because I can’t ruin your life.”


    “You’re not using it?” she asked, though she had already put the wheels in motion to speed up the process. Didn’t he know that? A shiver surged through her. “Why wouldn’t you use it? That evidence is all you need to make your dream come true.”


    He scratched the back of his neck. “Well, dreams change. When I had the folder in my hands, I knew I could use it, but I didn’t want to anymore. I couldn’t hurt you and your charity.”


    “Why?” she asked, heart pounding in her mouth.


    “Because I love you, Erika. Convincing you we’re meant for each other is my new goal.”


    She leaned on the chair for support so she wouldn’t fall on her rear. Balance was a tricky thing, especially when her system was about to combust. His eyes shimmered with amusement and hope, even though he took a couple of steps in her direction then stopped, probably anticipating her reaction but unwilling to rush her.


    “You made me feel like I could do anything I wanted. Something so strong, so powerful, yet something I had to share with you because you gave me that energy. And I’m not good at sharing,” he said.


    “You’re selling yourself short. You let me help you in the forest.”


    “My point is, minha princesa, I want you for life. I’m sorry for all the pain I caused you. I know you could survive on your own. But I can’t, not without you by my side.”


    She lifted her hand to her chest. “Emanuel.”


    Emanuel closed the gap between them and brought her hands to his. A slight tremble moved his fingers, and a sense of empowerment moved through her. This was a big deal for him. He was taking a risk for her. Her pulse fluttered.


    “I have to tell you something. I appreciate you putting me first. I sent those documents via Bruno to see if you’d make the first move or let me know either way. I couldn’t wait and got things started on this end. I talked to a lawyer, and we’re doing everything right. I’ve talked to the police already and told them what I know about my father. I’m actually on my way to a press conference.”


    His brows furrowed. “You have? Are you sure about this?”


    “Yes. I can’t head a foundation in my mom’s name that’s using people’s weakness for profit. She’ll understand and agree with me, wherever she is.”


    He let go of her hand and reached into the briefcase again. This time he retrieved a long envelope. “I couldn’t be prouder of you. I want you for the rest of my life. As a wife, mother to my children, but more than anything as my woman and partner, which is why I’m asking you to give me a chance by giving you this.”


    She opened the envelope. “What is this?”


    “It’s paperwork that gives you equal rights to my foundation in Brazil.”


    She peeked at the paperwork, all pages dutifully translated into English. His foundation helped minorities and troubled children and teenagers. “You can’t do this. That’s your life.”


    “I’m sharing it with you if you’ll accept me, because from now on, you’re my life.” He lifted her chin, stroking her jaw as his eyes caressed her.


    She leaned into his touch, that heady sensation overpowering her. “I love you, Emanuel.” So much it hurts.


    “I’ve never been as happy as I am now.”


    “Good. Because it’s only the beginning.”


    He enveloped her in an embrace and captured her lips with his. She caressed his hair, wanting to touch every part of him, needing to lick and kiss him madly. Eventually they would have to come up for air, because she had a press conference to attend. But, for now, she gave herself to him, in the most erotic, honest, and vibrating kiss of her life. His tongue teased her, his teeth grazing her flesh. Her sex throbbed with life, longing, and desire.


    An invisible needle burst a bubble of happiness inside her, spreading through her entire being. Sure, she could survive without him, but she didn’t want to. And that made a heck of a difference.

  


  
    Epilogue


    One year later…


    “All ready?” he asked, closing the last cardboard box in her apartment. He put packing tape around it, then set it on top of another one. A moving service she’d hired would transport them to the airfield and load them up. “It seems like you take the expression personal objects a tad too loosely,” he said, glancing around at the several boxes surrounding her furniture.


    “I know. It’s just I couldn’t not take these with me,” she said. “The children crayoned some of those for me and did some handmade gifts.” For the past twelve months, while her father’s prosecution progressed, she continued to visit the cancer wing at the children’s hospital on her own, even though she’d asked to leave her foundation. Many times Emanuel accompanied her. He didn’t just tag along—he read for them, made them laugh, brought them gifts. Though the best gift had been to accept that part of her life as his own.


    “You almost forgot this.” He handed her a big box wrapped in blue and pink polka dots.


    She glanced at it. “I guess. I don’t remember this one.”


    They had thrown her a party two days prior though she had promised she wasn’t moving forever. The idea was that she’d spend more of her time in Brazil, but New York and the hospital staff would always be part of her. She’d see them whenever she could.


    Although it’ll be nice to spend less time in an airplane, she thought, remembering the shuffling they both had done those months to spend as much time as possible with each other. Emanuel had completely changed his schedule for her and never acted guilty or overwhelmed. And as for her, she spent weeks at a time with him—either in Rio, or in the Amazon. The bugs possibly got used to her since she didn’t get bitten that much anymore.


    Her father had been prosecuted and found guilty for Raul’s death and for endangering the entire community. He still had several more years in jail, and she’d cut him out of her life completely.


    “Open it. Let me see it.”


    She opened the box, and from it she produced a smaller box. Interesting. Smiling, she continued to find yet another one. The last one was small. In fact, it fit in her hand. A blue velvety box.


    When she opened it, she found a folded piece of paper inside a drawing. Will you marry me? it said in bold colorful letters. When she raised her gaze to his, he held a gorgeous diamond ring.


    “This last year was the happiest of my life, but it was also the most honest. I never wanted this kind of commitment before because I never thought it existed. Till I met you,” he said, love flickering in his eyes.


    He got onto one knee, and she squealed. “So I asked the kids from the hospital to help me with the letter. Will you marry me, Erika?”


    “Yes. YES!” Oh. My. Goodness. She’d be a liar if she said during the past year she hadn’t dreamed of this moment every now and then. Sure, she already considered him her man, but how wonderful would it be to make it official?


    She jumped into his arms, so happy that they both lost their balance and fell on the floor. “Are you okay?”


    He stroked her hair. “If we fall, we fall together.”


    “Always.” He kissed her, and she held him but not too tight. They had time. And they had forever.
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