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Author’s Note

 

RIO is the third book in the KNIGHT EMPIRE series, a steamy, contemporary romance saga based around a family of six brothers and their tyrannical father. 

 

The series begins with the prequel, THE DARKEST KNIGHT. The first book is JETT, followed by DEX, and then RIO. 

Each book can be read as a standalone, and is about one couple, but it is recommended to read these books in order for the best reading experience.

 

THE DARKEST KNIGHT

 

JETT

 

DEX

 

RIO

 

ZACH (pre-order, releasing in February 2026)


Chapter 1

 

 

RAQUEL

 

Caraca. My stomach feels all fluttery. 

I have a Knight in my hotel room. It feels so dangerously wrong on so many levels, and yet I’m the one who invited him in. 

A Knight of all people. 

He was kind enough to see me back safely, and that scorching hot chemistry between us is as strong as ever. That surprises me. Shocks me, that someone like me could ever feel anything for something like him. 

I don’t know why this man has such an effect on me, but he does, and I haven’t stopped thinking about him  since that night at the Manhattan bar when I was spying on Dex and Dani. Tonight, at their wedding reception, it was impossible to ignore how much in love they are, but it still strikes me as odd that everything has happened so fast. 

The Dani I know wouldn’t do this. She’s not just a friend, she’s like a sister to me, even though we were from such different worlds when we met. Against the odds, we became best friends at the private school I was lucky to attend. Our paths would never have crossed were it not for the government-funded scholarship I got to one of São Paulo’s most elite schools. The type of school I never knew even existed. The type of school that had what I imagined only the grandest homes would have: marble staircases, tennis courts, swimming pools and perfectly landscaped grounds.

When I stepped into that school, I entered a world that was alien to me. A world I didn’t belong in. In my early days, armed with nothing more than a sharp tongue and death stares, it made me more determined than ever to rise. To show these people that I was more than my tattered shoes and clothes. That’s when I met Dani. She was nothing like the others, even though she looked perfectly at home here. 

I taught her how to swear and she taught me how to control my anger and use it to fuel something I could control. I vowed then to be someone who could make things better.

We grew close and kept in touch through the years, and then we lived together in the U.S. while I was doing my Master of Laws degree at Georgetown. We’ve always known what was going on in each other’s lives, but I never thought she’d keep something like this from me. Her marriage to one of the Knight billionaires. She kept Dexter a secret for so long, I wonder if she fell in love and lost her head. 

Some women do.

But the way Dex kissed her this evening, in front of everyone, it was plain to see that they’re in love. I’m so happy for her. I am. But I’ll be watching Dexter. He’s a Knight, so he doesn’t get a free pass from me. 

“Nice room, princesa.”

“Why do you keep calling me that?” I ask, turning to the Knight in my room.

“Because you are.”

I kick off my heels to find Rio stands, taking up the space like he owns it. Hands in his pockets. Calm. Relaxed. He laughs. His voice is too low, too smooth, too flirtatious. He’s the kind of man who’s hard to forget, and I know he’s bad for me. I know he spells trouble, which is why I keep my distance. But now, he’s only a few strides away, filling the room with his aura. His magnetism. 

He’s Dani’s new brother-in-law. I mustn’t forget that. I was tempted to kiss him in that Manhattan bar when I thought he was just another sharp-dressed, cocky businessman. Then I discovered who he was. 

As a corporate environmental lawyer, I know all about the dirty tactics Knight Enterprises uses. I’ve seen too many cases where they’ve wreaked havoc across the globe.

The Knights mean trouble, and I’ve only let this man in to be polite. I’m going to send him back to the wedding reception soon. Dani might not realize I left the celebrations early, but I had to. 

Work commitments, unfortunately.

The law firm where I work, Tovey & Roth, is one of the best firms in Miami. It was founded by two partners, but only my boss Pierce Tovey remains at the helm. William Roth retired years ago and faded quietly from the legal scene.

Pierce has been on my back all week. Pressure from the job, I can take. But a shiver of revulsion slithers through me every time I think of him. He’s a corrupt, misogynistic blot on my day. The subtle innuendos he makes when others aren’t around, the way he looks at me, how he brushes past me “accidentally” are all things that can’t be used as evidence against him. He’s careful, and knows exactly what he’s doing, but he knows how to stay clean.

I love what I do. It’s my passion. It’s what fuels me. I’m a corporate environmental lawyer who occasionally takes on pro bono cases, though Pierce prefers I stick to billable hours that keep the firm’s profits flowing.

Having Rio around is a little distraction. A little harmless fun. Nothing will happen, but I’m curious, and I have been, about him, for months. This one is rare, I feel it in my gut, but I’ve just got to find a way to stop thinking about him. 

Though sometimes I can’t help but wonder what he’d be like in bed. I don’t usually think like that. But with him? I haven’t been able to stop. He should’ve been easy to dislike. Easy to walk away from. I knew we’d meet at the wedding and I managed to keep away from him for most of the day, but then he found me in the gardens. And now he’s here.

“What’ll you have to drink?” I head toward the wet bar.

“You’re offering me hospitality?”

“Just one drink. Knight, before I send you on your way. What will it be?”

“I’m not going to drink. I just wanted to make sure you got back to your hotel room safely.” 

He’s chivalrous, if a little forward. I turn around to see if he’s joking or being real and his eyes dip down to my bare feet. I’m suddenly feeling hot and bothered. I reach up and undo the big bow at the side of my high neck; not that it’s going to help much. This dress which tapers in at the waist and fans out into a wide skirt, is elegant and perfect for a wedding, but now, with its full sleeves and that neck, it feels suffocating. The silky fabric clings to my skin, too hot and sticky, even though the air conditioning is on.

“You don’t need to strip for me, princesa,” he murmurs. The corners of his lips turn up into a lazy smile. 

“In your dreams. I’d never strip for you.” 

“You have no idea of my dreams.” His voice, thick and raspy, makes my brain fog over because his words sound like a confession. I’m suddenly too afraid to fire back. My mouth usually doesn’t let me down. I can match wit and humor, easily. But tonight? I’m at a loss.

Despite my earlier resolve, I need a drink, so I reach for a small bottle of white wine, but then I remember I can’t have it. I need a clear head, for work but also because I also can’t let my guard down, not with this man in my room, looking like he wants to eat me. 

How I want him to. 

I shake my head, hating myself for feeling so hot, and tingly all over and grab a bottle of sparkling water instead. He hasn’t even touched me yet, and already my breasts feel heavy. Heat begins to coil low in my belly. 

Needing to show that I’m in control, even if I don’t feel it, I turn around, place a hand on my hip and stare at him. He’s made himself at home, dropping onto the edge of the armchair like he owns this room, but now his gaze trails over me slowly, and I fold my arms in disapproval. We stare at each other, tension crackling in the air. Suddenly everything feels too intense. The hot, sultry night fills with heated anticipation. 

“I’ve changed my mind. I’ll have uh …” He pauses. “I don’t suppose they have much in there?”

“Stale peanuts or overpriced chocolate?” I ask him. Then, “There’s no aged tequila.”

That earns me a grin. “You remembered, princesa.” 

Me and my mouth. “Jack Daniel’s?”

“That’ll do.” 

I grab a mini bottle of the Jack Daniel’s, walk over and hand it to him. The rough calluses of his fingertips scrape lightly across my skin. It’s heat and fire. Electricity and shock. Just from one touch. A delicious shiver tingles along my spine. I assumed that as a pampered Knight, with his smooth suits and inherited money, his cocky self-assuredness and not a worry in the world, he’d have baby smooth skin. But now my imagination runs wild as I wonder what it might be like to have those big, rough hands all over me. 

I immediately step away. 

“You been thinking of me, huh?” He twists of the cap and downs half of it without blinking.”

I don’t bother replying, but move away, needing to keep some distance between us, even as my heart hammers in my chest and I try to phase out sinful thoughts running rampant in my head. My breasts feel heavy, and as I stare at Rio looking so comfortable, so casual, I wonder if he can tell I want him. He looks so at home with his legs wide apart, one hand resting lazily on the armrest, the other holding his Jack Daniel’s. 

“I see you’ve made yourself at home.”

“You haven’t kicked me out.” His gaze slides over my body again. If looks could undress, I’d be naked now. I shift from one foot to the other, feeling the need to squeeze my thighs together, to relieve the buildup of pressure making my insides combust. “I think you like me being here but you’re too stubborn to admit it.”

The audacity of the man. “My mother raised me to have manners and I’m too polite to kick you out just yet.”

He’s nothing but a pompous, confident ass, sitting on my armchair, looking like he’s never going to leave. I almost, almost, look him over again. 

“You’re not nervous are you, princesa?” He grins before taking another gulp. 

I laugh. “I don’t scare easily—”

“I didn’t  say you were scared. I asked if you were nervous.”

“Same thing, Knight.” I sip my water, the bubbles fizz as they go down my throat. He watches me so intensely, I feel goosebumps skittering across my skin.

“We’re two adults in a hotel room, alone. Very innocent, princesa.”

“I said no flirting.”

He holds up a hand. “No flirting. Just sitting. Watching you pace around barefoot like some kind of goddess who hates me.”

I snort. “Goddess?”

He nods. My eyes avoid his, but it’s the heat I feel, from everything being so overpowering—his gaze, his presence, his cockiness.

“You hot?” he asks.

I stifle the sigh threatening to cut loose from my throat. This man can read me like a book, and this is something I’m not used to. This is why he intrigues me. Why he’s constantly in my head. I feel sweaty all over, with a dampness under my arms, between my legs, down my back. 

He sits forward. “You left your best friend’s reception early. Why?”

I shrug. “Too many people. Too much noise. And I hate small talk.”

“Hmm.” He studies me, like he doesn’t believe me. “That wasn’t all of it.”

Damn him. I have work to do. Pierce is going to call soon and demand an update. But Pierce and work are the last thing I want to think about right now. “Dani’s happy. She has someone who sees her. Fights for her. It made me realize … how lucky she is.”

He frowns, and I feel like I’ve said too much. “You could be lucky.” He winks. “All you have to do is not push me away.”

“I know what kind of man you are.”

“You know what kind of man my father is. Please don’t ever make the mistake of thinking that I’m another version of him. I’m not.”

He stands up and places his now empty mini bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the table next to him. My heart thunders inside my chest, but I manage to hold my ground until he closes the distance between us. 

“You think I’m dangerous, arrogant, and spoiled,” he challenges, his husky voice reverberating through me.

“I don’t think you’re spoiled. I know it, Knight. You brothers with your billion-dollar trust funds.”

“We’re not trust fund brats, but you have been thinking about me.” He reaches out and brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. Gone is the cocky grin, replaced by a more serious, intense look. He’s looking at me like I’m the only woman in the world. Like we’re already intimate and he knows everything about me. I look up into his eyes—so dark they look black, just like his hair, slicked back today. He looks sharp and dangerous, like he could sling me over his shoulder, and walk out of here, and no one would dare stop him. That charm of his sometimes borders on predatory, and my insides heat up in a way they shouldn’t.

My eyes go to the soft dimple in his chin, and I’m tempted to touch it; to run my fingers over the dip. But I don’t. I scarcely breathe. His tone is softer now, almost a whisper. 

“You still let me into your hotel room, and I have a feeling you’re not about to tell me to leave anytime soon.”

My breath hitches, but I don’t move away.

He’s right. 

“What are you doing?” I manage to say, feeling a trail of heat where he touches me. 

His hand lingers around my jaw. “You can keep hating me tomorrow, but right now, tell me you don’t want this.”

I swallow, and my voice is barely a whisper. “I don’t.”

“What’s changed, princesa?” He walks back a few steps like the shock of my words physically punched him. “When we first met in Manhattan, you were all smiles and flirtation.”

“I didn’t know who you were back then.”

“But you shut me down fast enough.”

I don’t flinch. I don’t smile either. “Because once I found out, everything changed.” It’s not that I hate the rich. I don’t. There are many rich people who do good, but the Knights are not those people. I was raised by a single mother in a favela on the outskirts of São Paulo. I’ve seen poverty up close. I’ve experienced the struggle and the injustice. 

“Because of my last name?”

“Because your last name destroys rainforests and bribes politicians,” I snap. “Because Knight Enterprises is the kind of monster I’ve built my whole career fighting.”

The words seem to land harder than I expect.

“Then tell me, what am I doing in your hotel room?”

I narrow my eyes. “I know how to keep my distance.”

“By letting me in?”

“By being nice to you because you saw me back to my room safely.”

“You think you’re safe from my charm here?” he murmurs. “I think you still want me.”

He’s infuriating, and not wrong. But I’d rather die than admit that. I tilt my chin up in defiance. “You think very highly of yourself. All of you Knights do.”

“I think very highly of what I see, and what I want.” He does it again, his gaze taking its sweet time trailing over me, slow and deliberate, every cell in my body vibrates. Heat flares at the base of my belly. I want to lift my dress up and have him be on his knees, pleasuring me. 

Damn this man.

Damn my thoughts. 

I force a light laugh, but it’s laced with challenge. “You’re wasting your time here. I don’t do men like you.”

“Do? That’s an interesting choice of word, princesa.” His eyes glisten with mischief. “What exactly do you mean by men like me?”

“The type of men who think the world revolves around their name, their money, and their ability to get whatever they want.”

His smile is lazy, full of undisguised interest. 

“What type of men do you do, then, Raquel?”

My name on his mouth sounds like temptation and sin. I love the way he says it. Slightly dirty, and in his voice thick, and raspy. Stupidly, I step forward and place a finger on his chest. “I do men who can keep up.”

I start to walk away, but he grabs my wrist, gently, but firm. 

“I can keep up, princesa. What are you offering?”


Chapter 2 

 

 

RIO

 

I told myself I was being polite when I offered to walk her up to her hotel room. 

That I’m not hoping for anything. But the way Raquel’s eyes cut to me over her shoulder—half dare, half danger—makes my restraint unravel one thread at a time.

I take off my jacket and toss it over the back of a chair. “It’s too damn hot for all that formality.” 

I can tell she’s getting hot in that dress. So hot, she had to untie that big fancy bow at the neck. I wonder if she’s planning on getting changed into something more comfortable.

Now that I’ve downed a Jack Daniel’s, I wouldn’t mind downing a few more because of the way she’s looking at me, dark eyes, full mouth, lips stained in a rich red satin lipstick. She makes it impossible for me to look away. Those big, dark Bambi eyes, framed by thick lashes, are hard to look away from. I can see myself falling, deep, deep, deeper into them. Losing my mind and my morals. Her loose hair tumbles over her silky dress in waves, and she’s barefoot. Just seeing her painted toes, oddly intimate, ties me up in knots. 

It’s a teasing glimpse into the woman who seems to keep her walls up around everyone, especially me. Not only is she sensual and beautiful, not only do I find myself immensely attracted to her, but she’s also a mystery. One I desperately want to unravel. 

I want to kiss her, and taste her, and do so many things to her, with her.  But she’s fighting this attraction between us. We could be fucking like wild animals on that supersized bed of hers, but she can’t get past that goddamn moral compass of hers. She hates me, and while I love the thrill and chase when it comes to a beautiful woman, I don’t like wasting my time. 

Clearly, she doesn’t like me. My family. The Knight name. Who knows which of these it is? She’s not seeing me as someone separate. She’s not feeling what I’m feeling so there’s no point sticking around any longer. “I should go.”

“Let’s play a game,” she offers. 

We both spoke at the same time, and now we’re staring at each other. Did I hear correctly? She wants to play a game? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that she can’t fight it, her attraction to me. She doesn’t want me to leave. This woman wants to party. I knew it. I goddamn knew it. 

I’m in. 

“A game, huh?” I swipe a hand over my beard. “What are we talking here? Hangman, Scrabble?” I need to make sure we’re on the same page. 

“You play poker?” 

Hot damn. Her question brings a smile to my lips. Poker? This is my kind of woman. I knew it from the moment she sidled up to me at the bar in Manhattan. “You offering money or something better?” Anticipation makes blood course through my veins and my pants suddenly feel tighter.  

Her brow lifts, cool and lethal. “Clothes.”

She says it like a challenge, as if she’s daring me to break first. And damn me, I’ve never been more ready to lose. 

“Clothes, princesa? You sure about that?” She’s wild, and I’m a lucky, lucky, lucky guy. 

“You scared, Knight?” Her eyes widen. Her mouth parts, just a little. Enough to have me thinking about the things I’d like to do with her. 

Not scared, princesa. Just fucking excited. 

I grin. “Never.” 

She smiles, wide and full. I couldn’t drag my gaze away from her lips if I tried. I want those luscious red lips on mine. Wrapped around my cock, on my stomach, kissing me all over. It’s incredible to think that we haven’t even kissed.

Yet.

We’ve done nothing but dance and bicker around one another. The slow burn, slow-building tension is heating up, and it’s slowly killing me. I’m usually more of an instant gratification kind of guy but this battle of wills between Raquel and I is more intoxicating and dangerous than any foreplay. It makes me wonder how explosive we’d be in bed. 

Would we even survive it? 

I hope I’ll get a chance to find out. 

 “We need a pack of cards.” This night has quickly turned from a near disappointing disaster to something filled with endless possibility. 

“Luckily, I have one.” Raquel walks over to the desk near the window.

“You always carry cards with you? You always play these games when you’re traveling?” For a second it pinches, that I’m not the only recipient of such a night. Of such games. But I wave the thought away. We’re about to have some fun. That’s all this is. Nothing too deep. Nothing meaningful. 

“What if I do?” she throws back. 

I don’t have an answer for that but I wonder if she’s the type of woman who has an insatiable appetite.

“There was already a pack of cards in here. Feel better?” she snaps. “You think I carry these around all the time, playing games with strangers in my hotel room?”

I open my mouth and close it. 

Because she’s damn right. Now I feel like a prick for being so judgy. 

“We get five cards each per round,” I say, taking the cards out of the pack and shuffling. 

“Okay.” She eyes her desk, but it’s cluttered. “Let’s just play on the floor.” She sits down, cross-legged.

I sit down, or try to, but it’s not comfortable. Still, I’m not going to make excuses, not now that we’re playing strip poker. “We get five cards each. No bluffing, no bets, just the highest hand wins. Standard rankings. Nothing fancy or convoluted. Just enough to get you in trouble.” I flip the cards in my hands like this is my full-time job and I’m an expert. 

She raises a perfectly shaped brow, then licks her lower lip, making my cock twitch in my pants. “Sounds good to me.”

“Let’s iron out the rules.”

We eye one another like hungry predators. I wonder if she’s imagining me down to my boxers, because I have a visual of what I’m expecting to see before this night is over. My hard-on is becoming painful unbearable and, when she’s not looking, I need to adjust myself in my pants.

“Loser removes an item of clothing,” I say, stating the obvious. 

She looks at me carefully. “They can remove an item of clothing or answer a personal question.”

“Or answer a personal question,” I echo. 

“Remind me again of the hierarchy, Knight?”

“Oh, princesa. I’d be happy to break it down for you.” I gaze at her like I’m going to win. “Top of the food chain? Royal flush. Ace, King, Queen, Jack, 10—all one suit. Untouchable. Like me.”

She scoffs, but her eyes glint with fire.

“Next? Straight flush — five in a row, same suit. Four of a kind? Four cards, same rank. No mercy.”

“Go on.” 

“Full house? That’s three of a kind, two of another.”

Her fingers toy with the hem of her dress. “Okay, I get it. I’ve played this before, Knight. I’m no poker virgin.”

“I don’t take you for one, either.” 

“Want another drink?” 

“I’ll have another Jack Daniels.”

She gets up and walks over to the wet bar again, and I watch her intently, admiring her as she stands with her back to me. I’m still incredulous that I’m here. Playing strip poker.

Wait till I tell Dex. 

She hands me the drink. For herself, she has a small bottle of water.

“You’re not drinking?” 

“I have work to do.”

“What? Work, now?”

“I have a caseload. My sleazy, nasty, boss has cracked his whip.”

“Sleazy?” 

She shrugs, sits back down on the floor again, takes a sip of water then puts the lid back on. There’s more to this than she’s letting on. Something I don’t like the sound of. 

“How old is he? Is he married?”

“Why so many questions?”

“Just answer them, princesa.”

“He’s not married, and as for the “sleazy.” I can deal with him.” She picks at something on her dress. “I have work to do, Knight. So if you want to play, I suggest we get on with it.”

“Okay.”

“And once we’ve finished playing, you’re leaving soon after I’ve gotten you down to your boxers.”

I grin. “Who says you’ll want me to leave once you see me in my boxers?” 

“You’re so sure of yourself.”

“You know you want me. This is just a tactic for getting me down naked.”

She chews her lower lip, then fans her face. I can see the color rising to her cheeks. She mumbles something about it being hot. 

“You keep fanning yourself,” I say. “How about you change into something a little lighter? I’m sure that satin must be hard for your skin to breathe through.”

She flaps around with the high neck of her dress, as if trying to let in some air. 

“You could get changed into your pyjamas or something more comfortable,” I suggest. 

“I’m fine, but I bet you a hundred dollars  that by the end of this evening, you’ll be in your boxers and I’ll be fully clothed.”

“You’ve played this before.” I suddenly realize why she wants to play this. “Do you cheat?”

She gives me a wide smile. “I don’t cheat. That’s something you Knights are  masters at.”

“Five cards. No bluffing, no folding, no excuses.” I ignore her comment and continue shuffling. She thinks the worst of me. Fine. That’s her prerogative. Dani obviously would have told her how the old man tricked her father. It shouldn’t be a surprise to me that Raquel thinks badly of us. 

Still, I’m not my old man, and neither are my brothers. Not even Jett, Dex and Zach. Turns out, we’re surprisingly better, despite having Paul Knight for a father, and given the trauma we’ve all suffered. 

“Fine.”

“I can’t wait to start.” I deal out the cards. 

“We’re not doing anything stupid,” she says flatly.

“Define stupid.”

Her eyes flash. “You. In my bed.”

Now there’s a visual. Did she have to go and put that in my head? “Then let’s keep it safe.”

She picks up her cards and fans her face with them. “You first, since you dealt.” 

I give a lazy grin. “Two pair.”

She studies her hand, her expression unreadable. Then she lays down her cards. “Flush.”

My smile dies in my throat. She beats me. She leans back, lifting her arms behind her head like a queen expecting tribute. “What are you going to do, Knight? Strip or answer a question?”

“I’m going to strip.” I stand up, my hands reaching for the zipper of my pants. Her eyes turn dark. Her lips part. I know that look. I can sense her desire. It’s so obvious that she wants me. I undo a cufflink.

“A cufflink?” she cries, her body sagging slightly. It’s like she’s releasing a breath she’s been holding in. If I’m hard with anticipation, she’s also feeling something too, but it’s such a pity that she’s in denial about it.

“Slow burn, baby. You love the tease.” 

She doesn’t smile. She fights to keep on the mask. Trying to look calm, but I know she’s not. We play again, and three rounds in, I’ve lost a sock and two cufflinks. She’s lost her earrings. 

We’re toeing the line, and the air between us grows heavier by the second. Then I win the next hand, but barely—a lousy two pair. But smile fades, and that tells me everything.

“Your move,” I murmur. “Is that dress coming off, princesa?”

She leans back, arms crossed. “No.”

“I get to ask you a question, then?”

“Maybe.”

I can’t help but notice the tight set of her jaw, the flicker of something defensive in her eyes. “Maybe?” She’s not playing coy. She’s hiding.

Then she bends down, reaches up her dress, and, hot damn if my cock isn’t going to start leaking cum. She hold up her lacy black thong, and my breath stalls. My cock presses uncomfortably against my boxers and if this continues, I’m going to shoot my load right now. 

Damn it if she doesn’t go and dangle her panties from her fingers. My mouth waters at the slip of lace and satin in the stringy thong she’s twirling around. A sharp grunt escapes my mouth before I can stop it. It’s the kind of sound that betrays just how close I am to losing it. My brain hazes over, every thought vanishing before I can grasp it. 

She throws her panties onto the bed, good job, too, because I’m so tempted to reach for them and sniff. And then another rock lands on me. Underneath that dress she’s naked from her waist down. 

“Cheat.” My voice is hoarse. 

“How?” She sits back down. Cross-legged. 

Cross-legged.

But she makes sure her dress covers her legs, spilling onto the floor, so I can’t get a peep.  She’s cross-legged and bare. I want to crawl along the floor, lift up her dress, and feast on her pussy. I’d bet a million dollars, she’s dripping wet.

“How am I cheating?” Her voice is steady and calm, her expression cool as ice. She looks like a movie star from the fifties in that elegant dress which covers everything. Clearly she doesn’t want me asking questions, which means, we need to play a few more rounds, and fast. 

“Because you can take your panties off, while keeping your dress on, and I can’t do that.”

She chortles. “You sound like a little sulky boy, Knight.”

Sentences elude me right now, so I focus on the game. We each pick up our cards. She grins. I groan because I lose. 

“What’ll it be, Knight?”

I stand up and slowly undo the buttons of my shirt. She gives me one of those hungry stares I’m accustomed to. Encouraged, I slowly peel off my shirt, feeling thankful I have a body worthy of her to look at. 

She licks her lips, as I sit down, then clears her throat and twiddles with the high neck. She must be roasting in that dress. A thin sheen of sweat lines her face. I know she’s hot. I’m feeling hot myself. 

We play another round. She sets the cards down, looking jubilant. “Straight flush.” She looks at me, but her gaze soon drops to my chest. 

“Oh, princesa.” I set down my cards. I got super lucky. “Royal Flush.” I lay down my cards, all diamonds, high hands, in order, and look up, feeling gleeful. 

She looks uncomfortable.  It occurs to me later that she’s wearing a watch and a bracelet. She took off her earrings, and she could have taken her watch and bracelet off next, but she chose to take off her panties.

Now there’s a tease if ever I met one. 

We play a few more rounds, and she loses, again. 

I want that dress off. 

 Unless she’s going to fiddle around with her bra and take that off? That’ll only get me more aroused.  I lean forward—as much as my stiff-as-a-rod boner will allow me to. “Are you stripping for me now, princesa?”

She arches a brow, trying to stay cool, but her dewy face, and the tightness around her eyes, gives the game away. She sits upright, her spine stiffening, and I know she’s trying to figure out how to dodge it. 

She doesn’t want to strip.

“How about a question then?” I ask.

She clenches her jaw. “Fine. One question. Make it count.”

She’s all hard edges, with steel walls around her. I sense she doesn’t want me probing, but I so badly want to dig and unearth all her secrets. Even the painful ones, because I know this much. Despite her armor, despite that quick tongue and sharp mind, Raquel’s hurting. She’s hiding something. 

“Why do you invite me in and then push me away, princesa?” She seems to have  an internal battle whenever we’re close together, and her actions confuse me, but I can’t walk away because she’s different. There’s something about this woman that catches my curiosity more than it should. 

“I can’t make my mind up about you.”

“You’re trying very hard to resist me.”

“Not resist. I’m struggling with my morals.”

“Morals? Who needs morals?” I cry. “How about we abandon them for tonight?” 

She laughs, shaking her head and staring at me in disbelief. “I figured you’d be the type of man to do that.”

I sit up, gut hardening. “What type of man?”

“The type who screws around and leaves. Not that I’m looking for anything more than fun from someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” 

“A playboy. Someone who probably has a woman in every city. Someone who uses women for pleasure. Nothing wrong with that, either. Women use men for pleasure. I do, too, sometimes.”

She’s so wrong about that. I like to think of myself as a man of honor. “Then what do you hate about me, apart from my name?” We could both use one another for pleasure, but I have a feeling she’s not the type of woman I’d screw once and discard. 

“Who you are. I have no patience for entitlement.”

“You think I’m entitled?”

“I’ve had to work twice as hard for half the respect, but for people like you it’s guaranteed, just because of your wealth.” 

“Must you always hold that against me?”

I feel like she has a deep buried pain. I can see it, just like I could see it in Mama, in the early days, when the old man ripped all our lives apart. 

She looks at me, eyes sharp. “Do you so badly want to get me in your bed, Knight? Is this the part where you try to get to know me, pretend to care, and listen, so that you can salve the hurt and—”

“No.” I shake my head, slightly confused, trying to figure her out. She could so easily tell me to get lost, but she hasn’t. “I would like to end up on that bed, with you,” I say carefully, “but that’s not my main driver for wanting to be here. I just want to know more about you.” 

She looks at me as if, after all this time, she still needs a reason to validate why she shouldn’t let me in, but she can’t find one. 

“I want to know what makes you look at me like I’m a grenade lying at your feet.” There. I said it. 

She opens her mouth to protest, but I hold up my hand, halting her. “You hate the Knights. Allegedly you hate me because I’m a Knight, and yet not only have you allowed me to come into your hotel room, and offered me a drink, but we’re playing strip poker, your idea, not mine. And now I’m shirtless, while you’re panty-less.” My cock, on cue, twitches again. “All that to say, if you didn’t feel anything towards me, we wouldn’t be here, like this.” I wave my hand between us. 

She swallows, her eyes narrowing. For a second I don’t think she’s going to answer.

“I despise myself for wanting you.”

Not the words I was expecting. They hit hard, like a gut punch I didn’t see coming, and which knocks the breath from my lungs. My quickfire quip would be to grin, and tell her that I knew she wanted me, but there’s a solemnity in her eyes, something raw and unspeakably fragile. Something that makes me take notice, and want to peel back more layers, and get to know her better. 

“Why?” I barely recognize my low whisper. 

“I mistrust men like you, and families like the one you come from. I’ve grown up hearing the very worst about these people, and I know one thing: the rich cannot be trusted.”

“If this is about the old man and AO Eletronica, we outplayed him and managed to get Dani’s father’s—”

“It’s not just that. It’s about the stories I heard, from my mom, growing up in a favela on the outskirts of São Paulo.”

“You grew up in a favela?” I flinch because she’s hit me with something that I can’t reconcile with the image of the woman I see. I don’t care where she grew up, but her words surprise me, because it’s the last thing I expected her to say. It’s the way she says it, as if it’s a confession shrink wrapped in shame. 

It kills me. She shouldn’t feel ashamed. It’s a shock, for sure, that this polished, glamorous, supremely smart and confident woman—grew up in a favela. My brain short circuits for a while but I’m filled with admiration and disbelief. 

“You’re shocked, and you’re disgusted.”

“No. Not disgusted. In shock, yes, because I would never know. I’d never have guessed.”

“That I clawed myself out?”

“No, because you have balls, and confidence and grit. That’s what attracts me to you, but you telling me about where you grew up, well, that’s a big surprise, a shock, even, but in the best way, not in a way that makes me think less of you, Raquel. You have the wrong impression of me. Give me time to help you see me for who I really am.” I’m scrambling to not piss her off because I can tell she’s judging me, and watching how I react. I get up and sit back in the chair. “Tell me more,” I say softly.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

“I can’t tell you—” 

“Tell me what you can, please.”  

She sits down again, her expression softening, like she didn’t expect this. She shrugs, and I sense that this doesn’t come as easy as her verbal left hooks. Being vulnerable is hard for her, like it is for me. 

“My mom was a teacher by day, and in the evenings she helped out a small volunteer clinic. It was just a tiny operation in our neighborhood and it offered free legal support to the underserved. It was run by a retired judge and a few former law students who wanted to help the people no one else would. As I grew older, I would sometimes go along with her.”

“That’s where you got your love of the law?”

She nods. “My mom taught me that knowledge is power, and that fighting injustice wasn’t about shouting louder, it was about knowing the system better than the people who built it.” She gives me a bitter smile.

“And you push me away because?” This is what matters in this moment. 

“You’re dangerous not just because of who you are, but because of how good you are at pretending to care.”

I take umbrage at her accusation, but I don’t want to get into an argument. She’s feisty and hot headed, and while I’m not one to back down from a confrontation, this moment is fragile. “You think I’m like the other rich people you don’t like?”

“I didn’t grow up disliking them for no reason. I wasn’t biased just because we were poor,” she shoots back. “I’d hear my mom and the judge talking about cases they were involved with, and it told me the rich cannot be trusted.”

“We’re not all like that,” I protest, wondering how I’ll ever convince her to give me a chance. She’s opinionated, and she’s already labeled me. The old man’s manipulation of Dani’s father hasn’t helped. If anything, I’m sure it’s only confirmed her bias. 

“I heard about toxic waste being dumped near a school once. Children got sick, but officials said it was a coincidence. The legal clinic tried to file environmental claims but the multination corporation got away with it. They always do. A young boy died later, because he was so sick.” She looks away, as if the pain is still fresh and when her eyes meet mine again, there’s fire behind those rich, dark irises. “I learned that corporate greed can kill, and no one will be held accountable unless someone fights tooth and nail.”

“And you’re that someone to hold people accountable.” I look at her in admiration. This woman is a warrior. I knew it from the day I met her. I just didn’t figure what type of warrior she was. “Your mom must be so proud of you.” I beam at her, because in that moment, this  stunning beauty with a razor-sharp mind and wit, and with a heart full of love and compassion, is exactly the type of woman I want. Fate led her to sit next to me at an upscale bar, and now with Dex and Dani, fate has linked us together forever. 

“She is.” There’s a soft smile on her lips as she peers down at her feet. “I bought her a nice apartment in a middle-class neighborhood. It’s near a library and a park. She misses the community of the favela, but she appreciates the quiet and the independence.”

She took care of her mom, like I have with Mama. 

“She’s waiting for her grandkids now,” she says, a faraway look in her eyes. “But that’s not what she’s getting any time soon.”

I chuckle. “My mom says the same.”

She looks at me. It’s weird how we have some things eerily in common. 

“I never knew my father,” she confesses, and that bombshell hits hard. Another thing I wasn’t expecting. My mouth opens and I start to wonder if this is also a part of her having her guard up. Her father’s absence must have affected her. Maybe that’s why she’s wary of not just me, because I’m a Knight, but of all men. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. I didn’t know him, never met him. He left before I was born. My mom says he vanished as soon as she got pregnant. She’s never badmouthed him. She’s far too noble and classy for that.” The defiance has gone, but her expression grows distant and somber, as if she’s trying to distance herself emotionally from it all. Her voice turns softer, smaller, hurt leaching into it and softening the defiance, even as she tries to feign indifference. 

My mind whirs with all these little jigsaw pieces, but instead of making a flat cardboard picture, I’m beginning to weave together a rich tapestry of Raquel’s life from the snippets she’s shared with me. It explains so much. 

Yet again, we have something else in common. Daddy issues. She never knew her father, but I know the asshole that is mine. The asshole that turned up at our door one day, looking so different to how we’d usually see him. The asshole who had to tell us that he was a cheater, and a liar. The asshole who’d been keeping a dark and dirty secret.

“Was he rich?” I want to know. 

She lets out a hard laugh. “No, he wasn’t. That’s not where my mistrust comes from. He was like us. He just didn’t want to accept responsibility.” Her eyes lock with mine. “I don’t hate you because my father let me down.” She pauses abruptly. “Did yours let you down?” Her tone changes, like she’s remembered something. I’m sure she knows our family history. I’m sure Dani would have told her.  

“He did, but I expect you already know that.”

“I want to hear it from you.”

“The old man let us all down. Not just my mom and brothers, but Dex’s mom and his brothers.”

She sits taller, leaning forward, looking eager.

“I grew up believing my father was a man of honor until we discovered the truth about him living a double life.”

“It must have been devastating for you all.” Her eyes soften, like she feels the hurt, too. 

“It was. That betrayal wrecked my sense of trust, especially in the old man. After Aurora, his wife, Dex’s mom, died by suicide,  my mom fell apart. I think she felt partly to blame, but she had no idea that he was married. It was a shock to her.”

Raquel shakes her head. “She wasn’t to blame.”

“Overnight he went from being this happy, smiling, wonderful man—”

“Paul Knight, happy?” 

“Crazy, right? You can’t imagine Paul Knight ever being happy, genuinely happy.”

“Or laughing, or being wonderful.”

“These aren’t words I’d ever use now.” I breathe in deeply, like I need the extra oxygen to survive the retelling of that terrible time in our lives. “He was no longer the Papa we were used to. I was ten years old, so I didn’t understand why Mama banished us all upstairs, and he and Mama talked for hours. I didn’t know then why Mama looked so sad, why her face was so blotchy, her eyes so red. She told me to keep Matteo and Enzo busy. She never shouted, neither did the old man, but that day, their voices were loud, and angry. I knew something was very wrong. He left, without so much as playing with us, without talking to us, without hugging us. He was a changed man that day.”

She blows out a sigh. “Your poor mom.”

“My mom is the center of my world. She’s the reason I still believe in integrity, and loyalty. I saw her pain that day, saw the way her hands shook, how she tried not to cry in front of us. It etched something permanent in me, and from that day forward, I made a silent vow that no one would ever hurt her again.”

Raquel slumps back. I think I might have heard a “Wow,” from her. Or maybe that was wishful thinking. 

“My mom is too good for the world she got thrown into. Later, she told me, not the others, because they were so young, that we wouldn’t be seeing Papa much anymore.”

“Rio.” Raquel looks like she wants to come over and give me a hug, but we’re not those people yet. We don’t have that easy going familiarity around one another.  “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not anything you have to be sorry about.”

“Did your mom tell you about Jett and the others?”

“Not directly, but I found out by listening to her talking to her friends on the phone, and when they came to the house. Mama thought we were sleeping, but I was wide awake, and sitting on the stairs and listening. That’s when I discovered that Papa had another family. A wife, and three young sons in the US. He and Mama were never together after that. He moved us to the US after that, and put us up in a house in Manhattan. It was tough for her to leave her friends and family in Italy, the only country she’d ever lived in. He must have threatened her, or made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. She stayed with us until we were able to stand on our two feet, then she returned to Italy and lives in Soave now. We visit her as often as we can.” 

“How did they meet?” 

“She was a shop assistant, working in a haute couture boutique. He was shopping for clothes. He wined and dined her, charmed her, but didn’t tell her he was married or that he had children. He cheated on them both. Dex and I are only a year apart in age. He was having babies with both women.”

“Ugh.” Raquel looks horrified. 

I nod. 

The old man is the scum of the earth. 

A most despicable man.

And, unfortunately my father.

“I’m not a playboy. I don’t have a woman in every city. I don’t screw women for pleasure. I like giving them pleasure, and receiving it from them. I guard my heart with steel walls, and I don’t trust easily. I keep my emotions under lock and key, even when it costs me the very thing I want.”

“What’s that?”

“Real connection.”

She stares at me, wide-eyed, like she can’t believe I’ve just said all that. Hell, I can’t believe it either. I don’t have out pieces of myself. I don’t let women peek behind the armor, yet here I am, laying down my cards for her, and I don’t know if it’s because I want her to understand me, or because some part of me wants her to break through those walls. 

Her face hardens as our eyes hold. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me, or underestimate me, Knight.”

“Underestimate  you?” I cry. “Never.” But all the same, I wonder what she’s thinking. 

“The thing I can’t ignore is that you, with your yachts, and jets, and power suits and money deals, you are the embodiment of the stories I’ve heard from my mom, from the clinic. My attraction to you feels like a betrayal of who I am, and a betrayal to all the people whose stories are buried deep in my heart like an ache that’s always there.”

I jolt, because she might as well have slapped me. She hates me because I remind her of all that is wrong, but she’s attracted to me. 

I can’t win. 

She stands, walks over to the balcony door and steps outside, gazing up at the night sky. I follow her. Stars twinkle like shiny orbs of light studded in a rich velvet sky.  Below us, the hotel gardens are softly lit. I can make out the outline of the pool, and the curve of the stone pathway. A couple slow dances under a pergola.

Lucky people. 

“But none of that explains why I still want you,” she murmurs, as I stand by her side. 

My heart explodes. Her words detonate something deep inside. She wants me. Maybe I’m not the only one who’s been obsessed. Just like that, I forget what game we’re playing.

“Look at it this way,” I offer, wanting to lighten the mood. “We have more in common than not.”

“How so?” Her eyes narrow on me.

“We enjoy a nice drink at the bar. We care for our mothers who were let down by abominable men. We have fathers who failed us. We have Dex and Dani in common. And we both just enjoyed a good game of strip poker.” 

Her lips curl in something akin to amusement. “Typical Knight, reducing life events to single bulleted points in a bid to move things on.”

“Move things on?” It takes a few seconds for me to realize. “Princesa, I’m not racing to get you in bed.” 

“You don’t want me in your bed?” She pouts so provocatively, I fight the urge to kiss her. 

I was only half-joking. But the look in Raquel’s eyes tells me she isn’t entirely sure I’m kidding either. She turns her head away from me, taking in the view spread out before us from the balcony, lost in thought. 

A strained silence falls. I touch her arm, wanting her attention, needing her eyes on me. She turns slowly, her dark, penetrative gaze stripping me down. She looks, really looks.

“You’d think I’d have an aversion to sexy, suit-wearing overly-confident assholes by now, yet, I’m confounded by this. By you, Knight. By how irrationally I want you.”‘

I rest my palm against the side of her face, and to my complete shock and relief, she doesn’t move away. My heart skips a beat when she lifts her head, looking up at me. Our lips are only an inch apart, and her hands skate slowly up my chest. Her touch is warm, and soft, like her breath, and when her fingers skitter over my heated skin, I lean in and claim her mouth, my tongue sliding into her mouth and dueling with hers. She makes a little noise. One of those delicious fucking little mewls that tells me she’s feeling it.

I’m feeling it bigtime. Especially when her arms go around my neck and she clings to me like she never wants to let go. Pressing  her sexy body against mine, teasing me. Giving me the mother of all boners. My hands around her waist, and I reel her closer. 

“Oh.” She pulls back. 

She felt it. My boner against her stomach. 

“Must be painful,” she murmurs, her hot breath on my face. 

“You have no idea.” My hands slide down, under her dress. She moves her face  away a little, and my hands still, as if I’m asking for permission. She nods, and I slide my hands over her skin, my cock stiffening as I find the warm globes of her bottom. 

Hot damn. 

I blow out a sharp breath. She feels like sin. Like a rush of wind that makes it hard to breathe. I can’t wait to feel her all over, not just with my fingers, but with my tongue.

She makes those noises again that let me know how much she’s loving this. We get into it, touching, feeling, kissing, bodies pressed tight like we fit just right. Then  her cell phone buzzes. “I bet that’s my boss,” she hisses. “I was supposed to send him something.” She pulls away and disappears back inside. I follow her. 

“It was him.” She swipes a hand over her neck, looks at her desk, her expression tightening. She’s gone from being so chill, to be so flustered. 

“What does he want?” I hate this guy already. 

“I have to work.”

“Want me to leave?” I ask, because I’m a gentleman.

“You can stay.”

“Stay? But  you said—”

“Stay.”

I start to undo the zipper to my pants, then look at her. “It’s painful.”

She shifts her weight, one hand gripping the back of the chair, like she needs something to hold onto, something to keep her grounded. Her eyes fill with want. 

That’s all I need. 

I strip out of my pants in one smooth motion. Now I’m shirtless and in my boxers. Looking down, I see a small patch of pre-cum on the front. 

“I can go,” I offer. It doesn’t make sense for me to stay here, especially if all she’s going to be doing is working.  And yet it also doesn’t make sense for me to strip down to my boxers and offer to leave. 

“This shouldn’t take too long.” Her voice is a breathless whisper. She sits down at her desk and I settle down on her bed. She really doesn’t want me to leave, and I’ve given her enough chances to let me go. 

“And then?” I ask. “Do we keep playing?

She shrugs. “Why not?” Her eyes fall to my tented briefs. “I wish I could take care of that for you.” Then, she deliberately slides her tongue out, and licks all around her lips. It’s the most suggestive thing I’ve seen in a while. 

“I wish you would,” I manage to rasp, adjusting my cock in my boxers.

“And you look like a big boy, too.”

“You have an appreciation for these things.” 

This woman is exactly who I’ve been looking for my entire life. Beauty and brains, and a wit that is so sharp, she’ll give most people whiplash. And she’s up for it. Doesn’t want me gone. Wants me here. Maybe this night will end well. 

She raises a brow. “Wait for me.”

These are the three most glorious words she could have said to me. 


Chapter 3 

 

 

RAQUEL

 

It’s hard trying to concentrate on my work. It’s too complex. Requires too much of my focus, and that’s the last thing I have.

I glance over at my bed where Rio is lying. A fine figure of a man awaits me in my bed and a shiver runs through me just gaping at him like the horny teenager I become around him. He’s got his earbuds in. Said he’s listening to music while I work. 

Eyes closed and shirtless, he’s wearing only his boxers. He didn’t need to take them off but, if only he had.

Heat coils low in my belly as my gaze inches over the hard, sculpted lines of his body, his wide chest, the mix of muscle, heat and pure masculinity on display. When I see his strained boxer briefs, my thighs clench, and my pulse races into overdrive. 

Must be painful. 

I could take care of that.

I would love to take care of that. 

Pressing my thighs tighter together, I drag my gaze back to my desk and to the report in front of me. My body slumps with dismay. I need to finish this tonight but the kiss we shared, has left me feeling hot and sticky. I’m lit up like a firework ready to explode. 

It’s still not too late and caution has flown out of the window. Rio is a Knight, and Dani just married a Knight. They can’t all be bad, can they?

I shake my head, losing this battle and get back to the report. The quicker I get this done... maybe, maybe we can continue from where we left off. 

Although, glancing at my watch, I see that we don’t have much time.

 

***

 

I yawn. It’s only when I next look at my watch I realize hours have passed.

I stop typing, pinch the space between my brows where the tension builds. 

I’ve had enough. Closing my laptop, I get up and have a good stretch, then walk over to the bed. Rio’s lying sprawled out, the tiny white AirPods case tossed on the nightstand beside him. My gaze naturally falls to his crotch and I can see that his boner has abated. 

Pity. I was so tempted to see him. To see all of him. To have him. To be with him. He looks so peaceful, and irresistible. When he peeled off his shirt, I tried not to gawk. Tried not to let my eyes linger too long. Tried not to let him see the way he was affecting me. But now, I take my sweet time, my gaze inching over every ridge and valley of him, the taut lines of his abs, the curve of his waist, the deep grooves where muscle meets bone. Every inch of him is sculped and real, and mine for the taking. I don’t want to wake him up, and yet I should, because the night is not quite over.

But it would be cruel. It was a long day, what with the wedding and reception, and I’m exhausted.

Rio must be as well. 

I didn’t tell him I had an early morning flight and now I only have a few hours. I’m too tired to try anything. So I decide to let him sleep and take a shower. If he hears the water running and wakes up, well and good. 

And if he doesn’t, I’ll catch some sleep, then slip away in the early hours and fly back to Miami without waking the sleeping prince.

 

 

***

 

RIO

 

My eyes snap open, and I stare at the ceiling. It’s a different ceiling. Then I remember where I am. 

In São Paulo. Then I remember where I am. In Raquel’s hotel room. I bolt upright in bed and look around. My phone is beside me, and my earbuds in their case. The space next to me is untouched.

No sign of Raquel.

“Raquel?” I leap out of bed, and walk around. 

The room looks tidy. Too tidy. The balcony doors are closed. There’s nothing on the desk. No laptop, no legal yellow pad, no pens. Just a few sheets of scrap. The clock blinks 12:00, and my stomach twists, not with dread, but with sharp, rising anger. 

“Raquel?” I quickly check the bathroom. 

Empty.

I open the closets. 

Empty. 

There’s not even her makeup, lotions and perfume
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