






Madison saw him watching her with heavy-lidded eyes and she knew he felt it, too



This urging, yearning to be joined.


Jake’s eyes danced with inherent naughtiness and when he dropped his backpack, she dropped hers. Then he slowly stripped off his black T-shirt and when she got a good look at his honed, muscled chest, her heart slammed into her rib cage.


“C’mere,” he murmured.


In a dreamlike state, Madison moved toward him, pulled by a force she didn’t understand and could not resist.


He slipped his arms around her, pulled her down on the grass in the clearing, kissed her tenderly as if she were as rare and precious as the orchids around them.


Madison’s cell phone rang, the sound echoing in the forest.


“Your friends,” he said. “What about the bet?”


She crawled across the grass, fumbled for the cell in her backpack, answered it and gasped, “I’m out.”
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Dear Reader,


Normally my Blaze heroines are rather inexperienced and looking to stretch their sexual wings, but with Sweet Surrender, I asked myself, what if there was a group of friends who’d all had their hearts broken the previous summer and swore this year would be different? What if they even made a bet that they could stay celibate during their summer vacations? That’s how the idea for this book was born. Four friends, three stories, no sex on their vacations, winner take all.


In the first novella we travel to sexy Rio de Janeiro with Bianca St. James as her job puts her in close quarters with playboy Thomaz Santos. The second novella features brainy, introverted Madison Garrett who’s certain she’s going to win the bet in the jungles of Costa Rica. What she doesn’t count on is gorgeous orchid thief Jake Strickland…who will stop at nothing to get what he wants. Then it’s down to Emma. But what she’s surprised by is sexy wilderness guide Trent Colton—the one who once got away. The same guy who’s now sending Emma sizzling looks over the campfire underneath the Colorado night sky.


I hope you enjoy Sweet Surrender. And don’t forget to check out all the other great Blaze novels available this month.


Much love,


Lori







Lori Wilde

SWEET SURRENDER
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Prologue


Once upon a time there were four sexy single women in the city looking for love in all the wrong places…






“A MODERN-DAY chastity belt? You gotta be freakin’ kidding me.” Izzy Montgomery hooted and stabbed her fingers, adorned with numerous rings, through a mass of loose blond curls. “You’ve got the coolest job in the world, B.”

“Well,” said Bianca St. James, “it’s not so much a chastity belt as a sex toy.” She and her three best friends, Izzy, Emma and Madison, had met for their last girls’ night out before they all dispersed to various parts of the globe for their summer holidays. Bianca’s trip was more of a working vacation. But then again, she’d never had a vacation, vacation and that’s the way she liked it. She didn’t know what to do with herself when she wasn’t working.

They were dining at Jackdaw’s, midtown Manhattan’s latest “hot spot.” Izzy had picked the restaurant. Trust her to go for loud, flashy and overpriced.

Accompanied by the throbbing beat of hip music from the sound system, they’d already slurped down a pitcher of pomegranate martinis and noshed their way through pan-seared black truffles and quail grilled with an orange fennel glaze. They were all feeling a little tipsy and making fun of the item sitting in the middle of the table.

Everyone that is, except for Bianca. She’d expected jokes, yes. But this was her livelihood, and she took it very seriously, even if the product in question was of a frivolous nature.

“So honestly, would you buy this? And if not, what would make you buy it?” Bianca asked, trying to keep them on task. She held up the silky lingerie fitted with a GPS tracking device and an electronic sensor that measured the body temperature and pulse rate of the wearer.

The lingerie came as a set that included a lace bodice, sexy string-bikini bottoms and a faux pearl belt where the body temperature sensor was sewn in. The tiny GPS device lay nestled against the waist in the gossamer part of the see-through bodice. This model was purple and white, but it came in four different colors.

Madison tilted her head and looked over the top of her snazzy red-framed spectacles, eying the garment with studious intent. She had coal-black hair and smooth porcelain skin. She’d make a perfect Goth girl, but she was simply a total brainiac with a sharp appreciation for heavy-duty sunscreen. “No way. I sleep in T-shirts and boy shorts. That thing would cramp my style.”

“The point of this…um…thing,” Izzy interjected, “has nothing to do with sleeping and everything to do with sex.”

“Or the lack thereof,” Emma added.

Emma took the last bite of quail from the communal appetizer plate and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. With her petite frame and soft, caramel-colored curly hair that fell to her waist, in the dim lighting—and through the haze of a couple of pomegranate martinis—Emma looked as if she could have stepped out of a renaissance painting. Although she had an Austen-like belief in romantic love.

“What woman would get that for herself?” Madison arched her ebony eyebrows. “It’s something an insecure guy gives to his woman because he’s terrified she’s going to cheat on him.”

“A girl would only buy that if she was in a relationship,” Emma said. “It’s not like the undies come with handcuffs, Mace and a rottweiler to fend off attackers.”

“It’s not really a modern-day chastity belt,” Bianca reiterated, gently trying to steer them back to her question before they got sidetracked by rottweilers or something equally off-topic, as their conversations tended to do on girls’ night outs. “That’s only what naysayers have dubbed it, and because of the misleading nickname, people have gotten the wrong idea about the Catch Me if You Can lingerie line. In Brazil the product is jumping off the shelves, but our billionaire client is upset by dismal US sales and he’s hired Stillman, Burke and Hollister to find out how we can change the trend. Hence my bit of marketing research with three potential customers in our target demographic—single, young, urban professionals.”

“If you threw in an R word, you’d have the acronym SYRUP,” said Madison, who loved word games.

“Randy,” Izzy readily supplied. “Single, young, randy, urban professionals. We’re syrups.”

“Speak for yourself,” Emma muttered. “If I never have sex again it will be too soon.” She was in the dumps because the guy she’d been dating on and off since their hot fling on a Greek cruise the previous summer had abruptly broken things off with her and gotten engaged to a woman who was Emma’s polar opposite.

Izzy slung an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “Ryan was a jerk, okay? I didn’t want to say anything at the time because you really seemed to be into him, but he was cruel to string you along. At least my summer fling told me right off the bat he was only interested in sex. That way, I didn’t get emotionally invested.”

“You never get emotionally invested,” Bianca pointed out.

Izzy waved a hand and took the last swallow of her martini. “That’s beside the point.”

“It’s precisely the point,” Emma argued.

Izzy ignored her and reached out to stroke the glamorous lingerie Bianca passed over to her. “So tell us about the dude from Brazil who came up with this thing.”

“You’re letting your fantasies run away with you,” Madison said. “Chances are he’s old and wrinkled or he likes men.”

Izzy raised an eyebrow. “Whoever designed this lovely piece of fluff definitely likes women. Look at the detail in the cup of the bra and the expert stitching.” She switched her gaze to Bianca. “Is he hot?”
 
“Thomaz Santos?”

“Is he the designer?”

“Yes. He is young, however, only thirty-one. He inherited his grandmother’s swimwear company and he’s branching out into lingerie.”

“Thomaz Santos,” Madison mused. “Where have I heard that name?”

“Polo,” Emma said. “He used to play at a professional level and from what I’ve heard, he’s also something of an international jet-setting playboy.”

They all looked at her and said in unison, “How do you know that?”

She shrugged. “Ryan was a polo enthusiast.”

“Don’t get started on him again,” Izzy said to Emma, and then remarked to Bianca, “This is quite promising indeed. Rich and powerful and clearly a master of a woman’s body—”

“And he’s a spoiled playboy,” Bianca said. “Not my type. You know how I feel about men who’ve had everything handed to them.”

Izzy covered her ears. “Yeah, yeah, you have no use for guys who didn’t have to scratch and claw their way to the top. You’re a reverse snob. You do know that, don’t you?”

Okay, so Bianca did have a prejudice against rich, lazy, immature men who lived off family money. She wasn’t going to deny it. Bianca had a nose-to-the-grindstone work ethic. She set a high standard, both for herself and others, and she wasn’t going to apologize for it.

“I hear that in Brazil,” Izzy said, adding a phony Latin accent to the last word, pronouncing it Braaazil. “The men are muy macho.”

“That’s Spanish,” Bianca corrected. “In Brazil they speak Portuguese.”

“Really?” Izzy looked surprised.

“Why do you think my company put me on the account?” Bianca asked. “I’m the only one at the agency who speaks Portuguese.”

On Monday, Bianca’s boss had called her into his office to give her the account she’d been working toward her entire career. If she could make a success of Thomaz Santos’s lingerie in America, she’d be in line for a promotion to head of marketing, making her the youngest female department head in the history of Stillman, Burke and Hollister. Just thinking about it made her shiver. And the opportunity was due to the fact she had Brazilian blood running through her veins. Way to go, Mom. Bianca had to remember to give her mom a big kiss when she saw her on Sunday to thank her for being born in Brazil and making sure Bianca knew how to speak Portuguese.

But her boss had also made it clear that if there was a repeat performance of what had happened to her the previous summer, not only would she not get the promotion, she’d lose her job. It was a test, really. To see if she’d shored up her flaws. Remembering the Big Mistake of last summer sent a flush of embarrassment running though her.

But they were giving her a second chance. They were sending her to Brazil for however long she needed to nail the account. Santos Enterprises was their largest and most lucrative new client, and her firm was banking on this campaign leading to more business in Brazil and South America.

“So how do you say muy macho in Portuguese?” Izzy asked.

“Muito macho.”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “Oh, it’s so the same thing.”

“The difference may be subtle, but it’s important,” Bianca said.

“That makes me want a mojito.” Emma hiccuped and then giggled.

“No more alcohol for you,” Bianca warned. “Ryan’s not worth the price of a hangover.”

“Besides, mojitos are Cuban.” Izzy shifted in her seat.

“In French,” Madison added, apropos of nothing. “It’s très male.”

“In Italian it’s molto maschio,” Emma piped up.

“Show-offs, the lot of you. Not everyone could afford to go to college and study foreign languages.” Izzy pretended to pout.

She might be teasing in that devil-may-care way of hers, but street-savvy Izzy had come up the hard way and she’d never let her lack of a formal education stop her. After years of struggling, she was finally gaining the reputation she deserved as a syndicated cartoonist.

Bianca was so proud of her. Personally, she’d put herself through college, working two jobs and still graduating with a 3.8 GPA, but she knew not everyone was as driven to succeed as she was, and Izzy had come from a truly impoverished background. “Yes, but how many people can say they make a living as a cartoonist? You’re one of only a handful of people in the world.”

“You do have a point. My cartoon alter ego, Cherry, gets to do everything I don’t, including owning a summerhouse in the Hamptons. So.” Izzy propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her palm. “Back to the guy. Do you suppose Thomaz Santos is muito macho? He sounds like he’s muito macho. Maybe I could use him as a new love interest for Cherry.”

Bianca snapped her fingers. “Forget about the guy for a minute and concentrate on the lingerie. What could provoke you to buy it?”

“Let me get this straight so I can make an informed comment.” Madison pushed her plate aside, sat back and looped her elbow over the arm of her chair. As the scientific one in the group, she was always the first to apply analysis and logic to a topic. “This tiny bit of lingerie comes equipped with a vital-signs sensor and GPS tracking. So if you’re getting all hot and bothered, your lover will know what’s going on with your body and come looking for you with a sexual tryst in mind?”

“Exactly.” Bianca nodded.

“What if he doesn’t come looking?” Izzy asked.

“Then I guess he’s just not all that into you.” Madison canted her head.

“Or what if he comes after you and catches you with someone else?” Emma asked breathlessly.


“Why are you worried about that?” Izzy snorted. “You’re loyal to a fault.”

“I’m just asking on general principle,” Emma retorted, “and maybe I’ve just decided loyalty is for the birds.”

“Well, there’s the rub,” Bianca interjected. “That’s why some people are calling it a modern-day chastity belt. But in reality, all a woman has to do is turn off the device if she doesn’t want to be found. It’s really about sex games, like Izzy said, not preserving one’s chastity.”

“But you could use it that way,” Izzy postulated. “If you wanted.”

“I suppose.”

“How much does it cost?” Madison inquired.

“She’s always so practical.” Emma shook her head.

“Which is why she has money in her savings account and we don’t.” Izzy passed the lingerie to Madison.

“Two hundred dollars,” Bianca supplied.

Madison’s eyes widened. “It would take a lot for me to spend that kind of money on what’s really nothing more than a glorified sex toy.”

“Ah,” Izzy reiterated, “but what a way to go broke.”

“There’s two opposing options for marketing this product,” Bianca continued. “We either pitch it to women as a sexy nightie that enhances foreplay, or just go with the nickname that’s already out there and admit that, yeah, it’s a modern-day chastity belt and market it to guys. If you want to keep tabs on your woman, buy this lingerie and you’ll sleep better knowing that she’s not sleeping around.”

“Do they make a male version of this?” Emma asked. “’Cause I sure would have loved to strap one on Ryan. Then it might not have been such a shock when he suddenly told me he was getting married. Now that product, I’d pay for.”


Bianca shook her head. “No male version yet. But maybe I’ll bring that up to Senhor Santos when I see him.”

“You know what would make me buy it in a heartbeat?” Izzy mused.

Something in her voice caught Bianca’s attention. Something told her for once, Izzy was being serious. Bianca sat up straighter and studied her friend. Izzy had a wealth of sexual experience. On this particular topic, her opinion was the most valuable. “What?”

“If I had some assurance that it could really work as a chastity belt.”

Bianca, Madison and Emma stared at her with dropped jaws.

“What?” Izzy frowned. “Why are you all staring at me?”

“You? Not wanting to have sex?” Emma said. “Since when?”

“When it lands me into trouble like last summer. How was I to know Jackson was married to a congresswoman?”

“Um, you could have had a long conversation with him before popping into bed,” Madison pointed out.

Izzy snapped her fingers. “Exactly. When I get aroused there’s no stopping me. It’s as if hormones switch off my brain and caution flies right out the window.”

“It doesn’t when you’re around Hunter,” Madison said, mentioning Izzy’s next-door neighbor.

“Oh, it does.” Izzy nodded. “Believe me, when I see that man working out at the gym, whew.” She licked her lips.

“So why not go for it? Hunter is a great guy.”

“Because we’ve been friends for so long, I can’t risk spoiling it. Besides, he’s got a girlfriend.” She sighed. “It’s always been that way with us. When I have a boyfriend, he’s free and when I’m free, he’s got a girlfriend. I think it’s the universe’s way of telling us we’re better off friends.”


“That’s a shame.”

“If that thing—” she pointed at the lingerie Emma was now investigating “—could help me get control of my impulses, I’d happily shell out two hundred for it.”

“You mean if you had someone to monitor you while you’re wearing it, like, maybe one of us.” Bianca toggled a finger from Emma to Madison to herself, “and when we detected that your vital signs were going up, we’d just give you a call and tell you to cool it.”

“Yes, and even if I turned it off you could call and talk some sense into me. You know,” Izzy said, “sort of like an intervention.”

“Isn’t that a bit intimate?” Madison asked.

“Hey, as highly sexed as I am, I need all the help I can get,” Izzy exclaimed.

“So you really would use it as a chastity belt, and not a sex toy?” Bianca questioned.

“Well, you know me…” Izzy shrugged.

“The world is your sex toy,” Emma finished for her.

“After the disastrous romances we all had last summer,” Bianca mused, “Izzy’s idea doesn’t sound so farfetched.”

The previous year Bianca thought she’d found the perfect guy. Richard had been everything she believed she wanted in a man, an eager, competitive, responsible, goal-oriented overachiever just like her. They’d hit it off during a game of water volleyball at an all-inclusive resort in Jamaica. Bianca had been there on a corporate retreat. Richard had claimed he was scouting out investment opportunities. He seduced her with banana daiquiris and long, wet, hot kisses.

One thing led to another and Bianca ended up spilling more than just a little pillow talk. She’d wakened with one helluva hangover and discovered too late that Richard had actually been working for a competing ad agency. He’d stolen her ideas and presented them as his own to the clients she’d been courting. This was the Big Mistake she’d been cautioned against repeating.

The memory still stung. She’d received a strict reprimand from her boss and it had taken her the better part of the year to crawl out of the doghouse. She hadn’t dated since. The truth was she no longer trusted herself around the opposite sex. She’d allowed her hormones to rule her head, something she sorely regretted and had never done before or since. This new client was her opportunity to make amends and fast track her career.

“As if this underwear could stop Izzy from doing whatever she had it in her mind to do,” Madison said.

“I can just imagine how that conversation would go,” Emma threw in. “We call Izzy at one in the morning, ordering her to put her panties back on and go home. She’s just going to tell us exactly where we can stick those panties.”

“Hey!” Izzy grumbled.

Bianca smiled at her. “You know it’s true, Izz. We love you, but you’ve got a mind of your own and you’ve never let anyone stop you from using it.”

“You are a passionate woman.” Emma nodded.

“Celibacy just isn’t in your nature,” Madison added.

“So that’s how it is. And you call yourselves my friends.” Izzy folded her arms over her chest and looked affronted, but they knew she was teasing. Not much fazed Izzy.

“Only your true friends will give it to you straight.”

Bianca took the lingerie from Emma, folded it up and nestled it back inside the box.

Izzy sank her hands on her hips. “So you’re saying I can’t go without sex, but the three of you can?”

“Pretty much.” Bianca grinned and tucked the box underneath her chair.

“Yes,” Madison remarked bluntly.


“Um…well…” Emma hedged.

“I dare you to put your money where your mouth is,” Izzy challenged.

“What do you mean?” Bianca settled her hands in her lap.

“I’m proposing a bet.”

“What kind of bet?” Emma asked.

Izzy notched her chin in the air. “I bet I can go without sex longer than any of you can.”

Bianca tried not to smile, but lost the battle.

Madison snickered.

“You’re serious?” Emma laughed.

“As a heart attack. Five hundred dollars apiece, no sex of any kind for an entire month. Winner take all,” Izzy dared.

“By ‘no sex of any kind’—” Bianca started to ask.

“No oral sex, no hand jobs, and no self pleasuring,” Izzy laid down the ground rules.

“Hard core.” Madison made a face.

“Yes, well, I’m tired of being the laughingstock.”

“We weren’t laughing at you,” Bianca tried to smooth things over.

“But you find the idea of me winning a celibacy contest hilarious.”

“In our defense,” Emma countered, “you do have a lot of sex, Izzy.”

“Maybe this talk about chastity has made me realize I require some perspective about men and relationships. If celibacy can give me a clear head, then I’m willing to give it a shot.”

“Did something else happen?” Bianca asked. “Do you want to spill?”

Izzy made a face. “Never mind about that.”


“You don’t need to be ashamed of your sexuality,” Emma said.

“I’m not ashamed, I’m just thinking maybe I should step back and reevaluate things. So who’s in?”

Madison raised a hand. “This one is in the bag and I could use the money. I’m going to be in Costa Rica for the entire month with a bunch of botanists searching the jungle for rare orchids. No chance for romance there.”

“Hey, count me in,” Emma said. “After Ryan, swearing off men for a month sounds just fine with me.”

“B?” Izzy shot a glance at Bianca.

“I’m Miss Workaholic. When would I have time for romance?” Bianca asked.

“I don’t know,” Izzy said in a sing-songy voice. “Thomaz Santos did design that Catch Me if You Can underwear. He sounds muito macho to me.”

“Phhttt, he’s a client, no way am I falling for him.” Bianca waved a hand.

“So you’re in?” Izzy’s grin sharpened.

“I’m in.”

“And you’re not the least bit worried about Senhor Santos?”

“Why should I worry? You’ll be out in twenty-four hours,” Bianca predicted.

Izzy rubbed her palms together. “We shall see.”

“So how’s it going to work?” Madison asked. “How are we going to keep this thing honest?”

“Can you get your hands on three more of those things?” Izzy asked Bianca.

Bianca nodded. “That can be arranged.”

“Okay, so we wear the lingerie all the time. If we have to take it off for bathing and laundry and swimming and things like that, we simply send out a text letting each other know what’s going on. We set up a rotating schedule to monitor each other. We’ll have everybody’s access codes, so we’re alerted when things are heating up. If we turn off the belt without prior approval, we’re automatically disqualified.”

“That’s reasonable,” Bianca said.

“Let’s make a pact.” Izzy laid her palm in the middle of the table.

Emma stacked her hand over Izzy’s and Madison put her hand on Emma’s and Bianca topped the pile.

“All month, no sex, may the strongest woman win.”








NIGHT WHISPERS 

1


All work and no play makes Bianca a dull girl…or does it?




“FROM A marketing standpoint,” Bianca began, shifting uncomfortably on the plush chaise lounge.

Whenever she moved she felt the silky material of the Catch Me if You Can lingerie glide across her skin like warm water. The sensation was wholly erotic and quite frankly, unsettling. Over the ephemeral garment, she wore a gray, knee-length pencil skirt and a buttoned-up white cotton blouse with sensible gray pumps and pearls. Her hair was swept up in a sleek French twist, giving her what she hoped was an air of up-and-coming young executive on the go. “You have to decide if you’re selling celibacy or sex.”

She still couldn’t believe she was here. Bianca St. James—the woman who in high school was voted most likely to end up CEO of her own company, the woman who had written a mission statement for her life when she was a college freshman, the woman who’d spent the ensuing nine years throwing herself full tilt into her career—was sitting poolside with a near-naked man, a potent umbrella drink getting sweaty in her hand, at two o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon in Rio de Janeiro.

It was a scenario for disaster and, after the previous summer, Bianca had learned her lesson. No summer fun in the sun while she was working—although technically it was winter in Brazil.

They were on the penthouse rooftop of a downtown Rio office building that overlooked the Atlantic Ocean. The place was straight out of Condé Nast Traveler. Sleek and ultra-modern in design, the stark-white open-air interiors possessed clean, smooth lines, while at the same time overtly whispering money, money, money. The roof was no different. Behind them stood a blue-and-white-striped cabana. A bowl of exotic fruits lay on the table between them. The ocean breeze caressed her skin and scattered the scent of the city over them—coffee beans and coconut oil and sea foam and sugar cane.

The pool was a long rectangle, the turquoise water coolly inviting on the warm June day. White chaise longues with cushions to match the water were strategically positioned on the exotic white stone of the pool area. Numerous large potted palms in decorative clay pots added a bit of greenery. A beautiful, dark-haired woman in a pink string bikini manned the mahogany bar a few feet away. The white marble wall behind her was mirrored, reflecting back at them the gleaming array of liquors in their colorful bottles—golden whiskey, pink vodka, blue curaçao, deep-brown rum.

The swarthy man beside Bianca wore nothing more than a pair of darkly tinted sunglasses and swim trunks in a stunning color of azure that matched the peaceful sky overhead and accentuated his darkly tanned skin.

Although she’d met Senhor Santos several times before, it had always been in the buttoned-up offices of Stillman, Burke and Hollister, and Thomaz had been dressed in sleek Italian tailor-made suits that perfectly fitted his large muscular frame.

And she’d never been alone with him.

All traces of the civilized executive she thought she knew had disappeared, leaving nothing but pure, primal man. Here was the earthy playboy she’d heard so much about.

She’d never seen a face quite like this one. His angular cheekbones carved in sharp lines, he was dangerously handsome without a hint of softness. His hair was darker than an underground cavern and his body…oh, damn his body…she’d been avoiding looking at it ever since she’d taken the seat next to him. Trepidation bit at her with sharp teeth.

“In essence, Mr. Santos, you can’t row your boat in two directions at once,” Bianca went on, wondering if his eyes were open or closed on the other side of those expensive designer sunglasses.

She’d been here for a good five minutes and he hadn’t once budged from his lounging position, or given so much as a hint that he was even aware she was sitting beside him. But she refused to let it show that he unnerved her.

“I cannot speak of business while you are so uncomfortable,” Thomaz Santos said.

“I’m not uncomfortable,” Bianca denied.

She crossed her legs and pressed her knees together tightly. The provocative lingerie moved with her, rubbing gently against her bottom. She’d never in her life been so aware of an undergarment and it threw her off-kilter. What was the thing made of? It felt sensual, luxurious. Better question, why had she agreed to Izzy’s silly bet in the first place? “Please, bonita, you are fooling no one but yourself. There is perspiration on your upper lip and you sit as if you have a steel rod thrust up your spine. Relax. Go pick out a swimsuit for yourself.” He waved at the rack of skimpy swimsuits parked nearby. She assumed it was inventory from his business. “Cool off in the pool.” Bonita.

He’d just called her beautiful. It both pleased her and irritated her. “Mr. Santos,” she said waspishly, “let’s get something straight right up front.”

He smiled wryly. “And what is that?”

“In my country calling me beautiful at a business meeting could be construed as sexual harassment.” Not that this encounter was remotely like a business meeting. Dammit, she wished he’d take off those sunglasses so she could read what was going on in his eyes.

His smile deepened. “Ah, but thankfully we are not in your country. We are in Brazil and thus I am free to tell a beautiful woman that she is beautiful without threat of legal action.”

“Please don’t do that. I find it unsettling.”

“Then you are an oddity.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe such a thing existed. “A woman who does not like to hear she is beautiful.”

That made her feel all tingly. She should not be feeling tingly. She did not like feeling tingly. “Business is business, attractiveness should not enter into it.”

Then he laughed as if she was the most amusing thing he’d encountered all week. “Attractiveness always enters into it.”

For the first time since she’d entered his hedonistic domain, Thomaz sat up, swinging his tanned, muscular, polo-playing legs over the side of the chaise. She dropped her gaze, noticed how he sat casually, his austerely beautiful arms draped on his thighs, his big hands resting between his open knees.

He raised his designer sunglasses onto his forehead, revealing lustrous ebony eyes fringed with dark, heavy lashes. He cast a long, lingering glance over her body.

Bianca swallowed and nervously touched the tip of her tongue to the apex of her upper lip.

Do not look at his chest.

But her eyes had minds of their own and slowly took in from his face to his finely muscled chest and granite-solid stomach. Except for the slight fabric of his swim trunks, Thomaz was practically nude. She could almost feel the velvet of his flesh, the warmth and steel beneath. Could almost taste the tangy salt of his skin. Vitality vibrated off him, projecting like heat rays off the sun.

Her entire body broke out in a sweat and she was inflamed. It’s just the sun, she told herself, but she knew that was a bald-faced lie.

From the bar came the sound of samba music, a steady, seductive beat. Someone had switched on the satellite radio. Bianca’s hips itched to sway in time to the drumming, but she primly resisted the urge.

“I am going for a swim,” he said. “You’ll have to join me if you want to continue discussing business. You can select a swimsuit and change in the cabana.”

Thomaz levered himself off the chaise and with the elegant stroll of a man accustomed to getting what he wanted, he sauntered down the steps of the pool.

He dove into the pool, swam for a minute, and then surfaced, treading water. His dark hair was plastered against his skull. “Come in, the water is fine.”


Bianca hesitated, perched on the edge of her chaise. She didn’t want to go swimming with him, but it appeared to be the only option if she was hoping to get any business done today. Reluctantly, she went over to the rack of colorful swimsuits and browsed through them. Ninety percent were far too skimpy—string bikinis and thongs and even pubikinis, heaven forbid. She hadn’t waxed extensively enough for any of these contenders and besides, she’d never been a two-piece kind of gal. Didn’t anyone in Brazil wear a one-piece? Okay, here was a slingshot, but that was still a bikini.

After much digging, she finally found a keyhole one-piece in vivid scarlet and brash orange. Not something she would have chosen. Bianca only swam for exercise and preferred a sensible maillot in a dark color, but this suit was the best she could do under the circumstances.

With her purse slung over her shoulder and the flimsy material in her hand, she stepped into the cabana to change, but just as she unzipped her skirt, she realized she was going to have to do something about the chastity belt. Fishing her phone from her purse, she simultaneously shimmied out of her skirt. She texted her friends with her thumb while she kicked off her pumps.


Going swimming. Expect to be turned off for thirty minutes. Cheers, B.



That ought to give her enough time to get this over with and get back into her clothes.

She finished undressing and put on the swimsuit. The keyhole was cut out right at her navel. Good thing she did her sit-ups regularly. Otherwise this thing would definitely not be happening.


“Here goes nothing,” she muttered and wrapped a fluffy white beach towel around her waist.

Bianca stepped outside the cabana and noticed someone—most probably the bartender—had moved their drinks poolside. She walked to the water’s edge and dropped the towel on the cement beside the steps just before she got in.

“Ah.” Thomaz gave her a knowing glance. “The keyhole. I am not surprised.”

Irritation nudged her again. “What does that mean?”

“It’s the most modest suit in that particular collection,” he said.

“What is it? The Flaming Harlot collection?”

Thomaz laughed and moved closer. She was standing in five feet of water and found herself retreating up to the edge.

Bianca cleared her throat. Ridiculous, letting him get her on the run. She was taking command of the situation. “So, back to your ad campaign. You have to make a decision. Choose celibacy and market the garment as a modern-day chastity belt to men, or choose sex and market it to women as a bedroom toy.”

His gaze flicked down the length of her legs, the smile on his lips smug. “We cannot do both?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. You need a focus.”

His eyes were on hers now, cradling her in sharply focused study.

Bianca straightened her shoulders, trying to look totally capable and professional—very difficult to do in a keyhole swimsuit in a high-end swimming pool atop a penthouse. She wasn’t about to let this man know how much his sexy masculinity unnerved her. So she stopped moving, stayed very still and stared calmly back at him. In his eyes she spied an amalgamation of amusement, brashness and desire. Her pulse pushed restlessly through her veins, but she managed to drag her gaze away from him.

“Have you tried out my product?” he asked in a husky voice.

“Um…I have.” She decided not to tell him she’d worn his lingerie to the meeting.

“And what do you think?”

“It’s…um…interesting.”

A smirk danced at the corners of his wide mouth. “Damning with faint praise. So what is it for you? Chastity belt or a sex toy?”

“It’s a business assignment, nothing more.”

He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “There you go again, looking at the world from inside the confines of your box.”

That made her mad.

“You know nothing about me. I’ve won awards for my out-of-the-box thinking. I’m an out-of-the-box-thinking creative wonder.” She huffed. “I’m trying to get to know you,” he said mildly. “In a relaxed environment. Which is why I have a proposal for you.”

He called this relaxing? Maybe to him. To her, it was like toeing a high wire stretched across the Grand Canyon. “What is that?”

“We work by day, but by night you spend your time with me relaxing.”

Oh, no way, no how, dude. Shades of Richard all over again. “Relaxing isn’t my style,” she said curtly. “I work better under pressure.”

“How can you be so sure? Have you ever tried working when you are relaxed?”


Uh, no, no, she hadn’t. “This argument is going in circles.”

“So, you too notice how ridiculous it is for you to argue with me.” He swam even closer, invading her personal space.

He was making her lose her cool in a way no one ever had. He was handsome and charming and accustomed to getting his way—a wealthy playboy who expected women to fall at his feet. Well, he was in for a rude awakening if that’s what he expected from her. To hide her nervousness, she reached for her drink positioned at the edge of the pool and feigned a sip.

“Is your drink not to your liking?”

“Huh?” She blinked, her thoughts fuzzy-edged and murky.

“Your glass is still full. I could have Maria make you another.” He gestured toward the pink-bikinied barmaid who was wiping down the glistening chrome-and-glass bar with a white terrycloth towel.

“My drink is fine, I’m simply not accustomed to consuming alcohol so early in the day or during the week.”

“You don’t enjoy life until the weekend evenings?” He made a noise of disapproval.

“I work a lot.”

“I can tell,” he said, still with the disapproving tone.

“Where I come from, working a lot is considered an admirable thing.”

“No wonder my lingerie is not selling well in your country. Your people have no time for pleasure and play.”

“There’s more to life than just having a good time,” she snapped.

“How would you know?” he asked, “since by your own admission you do not make time to enjoy yourself.”

“I enjoy my job. That’s how I enjoy myself.”

“Are you sure, bonita? Perhaps you work because you are lonely and doing tasks helps fill the empty space inside you.” He fisted his right hand and used it to tap twice over his heart, the water rippling with his movements.

She wished he’d stop calling her beautiful. It was distracting. “We’re getting off track here. I came to Rio to help you find a way to market your product in America.”

“We are not off track. We are precisely on track. You cannot market me or my product until you understand me.”

Bianca blew out her breath. She could feel the account—and her potential promotion—slipping through her fingers. “What are you saying?” she muttered in his native language.

“You may be able to speak Portuguese,” he said, “but you do not possess a Brazilian soul.”

Bianca scowled. “Of course not, I’m American.”

“But your eyes, your hair, your features, they speak of your Brazilian heritage that apparently you aren’t very familiar with. It is a shame.”

He was right about that. Her mother had taught her Portuguese and the samba, but Bianca’s mom had come to America from Brazil when she was only eight years old and she’d quickly adapted, letting go of her old life in order to embrace the new one. She didn’t live in the past, but looked always toward the future.

“As I said, you cannot help me, bonita, until you understand me.” Thomaz’s eyes glittered seductively in the sunlight. “My culture, my world.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. I’m here to sell you to an American audience. I should be the one teaching you about American culture.”

He studied her a long moment. “Perhaps you have a point.”

Whew. At last he seemed to be listening. It took all the willpower she had not to climb from the pool and run away.

“So,” Thomaz said. “Back to my proposal. You are scheduled to be in Brazil for ten days, no?”

“That is correct.”

He cocked his head, came up with another devil-may-care grin. “We spend the nights doing things my way. You learn to relax and learn the Brazilian way of life, and then we spend the days with you schooling me in how American commerce works. Otherwise…” He spread his arms and shrugged, his implication clear. Either do what he wanted or he’d take his business elsewhere.

“I really don’t see the point,” Bianca protested.

“Then you do not agree?”

She wanted to say, Hell no, I don’t agree and I’m not going to let you manipulate me into playing games. But then she imagined having to call her boss and explain how she’d blown the account. “That’s not what I said.”

“Then we have a meeting of the minds.”

“We have a meeting of the minds,” she said grudgingly.

“We must celebrate with a toast.” He reached over to pick up his tumbler from the edge of the pool and raised his glass. It contained the same clear liquid infused with slices of lime that was in her drink. A caipirinha, he’d told her it was called. “To a successful merger between Brazil and America.”

“To America and Brazil,” she echoed, clinked the lip of her glass to his and then took a sip of the sweet, potent beverage.

As the liquid burned an icy path on the way down her throat and Thomaz Santos held her pinned with his wolfish gaze, a startling thought occurred to Bianca.

Had she just struck a bargain with the devil?

 


THOMAZ studied Bianca through half-lidded eyes. The brilliant red of her swimsuit accentuated the gorgeous color of her light-brown skin. He couldn’t stop himself from staring. He’d never seen a woman so in need of good, honest lovemaking. Not just hard-driving sex, either—although the prim, tight way she held herself told him she needed that, too—but this woman was desperate for both tenderness and long, lingering foreplay to teach her exactly what physical delights her body was capable of experiencing.

And he’d wanted to be her teacher since he’d first laid eyes on her two months earlier in the lobby of Stillman, Burke and Hollister. Something about her compelled Thomaz in a way he could not explain. It was more than just her beauty. Brazil was chock-full of beautiful women, and with his money and charm he had no problem getting any woman he wanted. But the distrustful look in her eyes and the stubborn set to her chin told him Bianca was not like other women.

Immediately, he’d been intrigued. This one was different. This one had not only brains and beauty, but moxie to spare. And beneath it all was a hint of old-fashioned shyness. Bianca St. James was the whole package, and he knew at once that his mother would have loved her.

You need a woman with a strong will, Thomaz. Why do you date these vapid Barbie dolls with no substance? she’d asked him on more than one occasion.

“Listen to your mother,” his father would say affectionately and sling his arm over his wife’s shoulder. “She’s always right.”

His mom would nudge Poppy in the ribs, they would laugh and kiss each other. They were both gone now; the smiling mother with soft hands and the hushed fragrance of nutmeg, the doting father with a thick moustache and teasing eyes.


How he still missed them.

Idly, Thomaz wondered what his parents would think of him now. Of what he’d done with his grandmother’s business. How he’d expanded her legacy. Of that, they would be proud. But of his personal life? No doubt they’d be disappointed. Wondering why at thirty-two he hadn’t married and produced a passel of children.

In truth? He’d never found any relationship that could come close to what his mother and father had shared. The playboy lifestyle suited him and for the most part, he was happy. He enjoyed the company of women. Tall ones, short ones, thin ones, curvy ones, blondes, brunettes, redheads. He had no preference. He loved their soft skin and long legs and the illogical way their minds worked, so different from men and yet so disarming.

His gaze flicked over Bianca and he felt a strange pull he’d never quite experienced before. This one, the purling breeze seemed to whisper. She’s the one.

That thought unsettled him and he wondered where in the hell it had come from. It was irrational. He’d never thought such a thing before, and yet there it was, circling his brain like a prayer.

Bianca took a long pull on the straw in her drink. He kept watching her, savoring the way her eyes widened and her tongue flicked out to lick away the drop of caipirinha that had fallen onto her bottom lip.

“There’s just one issue I want to get straight,” Bianca spoke but he could barely hear her, he was so busy staring at her sweet pink mouth.

“Mmm,” he murmured, wishing he could pull her up against him for a hungry taste.

“Our relationship is strictly professional.”

“But of course,” he said, “what made you think otherwise?”


She looked caught off-guard by his question, but then recovered quickly. “Your reputation precedes you.”

“Ah,” he murmured, coming so near that they were almost touching. “That.” He playfully cast a glance over his shoulder as if searching for eavesdroppers and lowered his voice to a teasing croon. Twin spots of pink flushed her cheeks. “What have you heard?”

“I…um…uh…” she stammered. “You know.”

Thomaz liked the way her eyes widened and her lips tightened when she got flustered, but he could tell she was struggling hard not to show that he’d knocked her off balance. “How could I know if the talk is going on behind my back?”

She swept a hand at the penthouse rooftop. “You’re a man who appreciates his indulgences.”

“Any specifics on what those indulgences are?” he teased.

“Drinks in the middle of the day…” She held up her glass.

“And?”

She cleared her throat. “Umm… It’s rumored you’re a flirt and something of a dynamo in the sack.”

“Sack?” Thomaz didn’t quite understand the English idiom.

“It’s slang for bed.”

Intriguing. “So I’m good in bed,” he restated. He arched an eyebrow and grinned.

Bianca shrugged. “That’s the rumor.”

“Where did you hear it?”

“Actually, in the elevator on the way up. Two women were talking about you, one said you were a wonderful kisser and the other…” The color on Bianca’s cheeks darkened and she ducked her head, crossed her arms over her chest. “She said kissing wasn’t even your best bedroom skill.”

“Did she elaborate?”

Bianca squirmed. “Um…the word tantric might have been mentioned.”
 
“Ah.”

“And…um…” She was speaking so softly he could barely understand her. “Something about an hour-long orgasm.”

He could tell she was wondering if such a thing was even possible. “I’m a man who takes his time.”

Bianca gulped visibly. “Anyway, I’m trying to be clear that I’m not going to have sex with you, tantric or otherwise.”

She was lying about that. The pulse jumping at the hollow of her throat gave her away.

“Just because I know how to enjoy myself doesn’t mean I’m interested in you, either.” No way was he confessing the truth; that in his mind he was already making love to her. “You’re not?”

“You’re a beautiful woman, Ms. St. James, but I am not interested in anyone who is not interested in me.”

She blew out her breath. “Oh. Well then, that’s great.”

“It does make me wonder, however, what you’re so afraid of.”

“Me?” She tossed her head and Thomaz had a wild desire to take the pins from her hair and watch the sable strands cascade to her shoulders. There was that blush again, bringing high color to her cheeks, and suddenly Thomaz just knew that this woman had never had an orgasm. At least not with a lover.

“I’m not afraid of anything.”

He couldn’t resist teasing her. “Not even one-hour orgasms?”
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