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      She's always been his only queen.

      USA Today Bestselling Author delivers yet another HOT, heart-melting story in the Knight's Edge series.

      Ricardo Alcantara, lead singer of Knight's Edge, has a secret carefully hidden by his mask of playboy extraordinaire and serial dating routine. His heart belongs to one woman, the one who ran away. Now, his grandmother is gunning for him to settle down to avoid smearing the Brazilian royal family's good name. Problem is he doesn't want a fake marriage to some European heiress. The only woman he wants is Nessa.

      

      Vanessa Foster, a tenacious foreign correspondent covering Brazilian politics, has rubbed some powerful people the wrong way. When she gets close to the truth, her life is threatened, and the only man who can help her is Duke. Problem is she walked away from him in college and never looked back. She never stopped loving him, but has Duke forgiven her for leaving him? 

      

      Fans of Kylie Scott, Jaine Diamond, and Piper Lawson will devour the steamy rock star romances in the Knight's Edge series. No cheating or cliffhangers.

      

      One-click this book today and follow Nessa and Duke’s journey to healing and second chances. Warning: Their road to happily-ever-after is paved with danger and steamy love scenes.
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      In her leather suitcase laying open on the bed, there was no room for much else. Still, Vanessa threw in two more bikinis with matching cover-ups. A woman could not spend two months in the Amalfi Coast without as many bikinis as her luggage could carry. Despite top-less being a common practice in European beaches, that was one habit Vanessa had not picked up in the years she had lived in the Old Continent. If she were to be honest, that behavior would have been unacceptable during her stint at the Swiss boarding school. Now that she was studying in Cambridge, nobody would have cared if she gave topless a try.

      Nobody except her. And she had never considered it.

      She added a light cashmere blouse and a pair of pants to the suitcase. Nights could get chilly, even at sea level. With a last glance around the room to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, Vanessa pulled the lid down to lock the suitcase. Closing the overflowing piece of luggage proved hard, though. There was a loud knock on her apartment front door. She jumped. “Come in!” she called, pressing a hand to her chest. “It’s unlocked. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      A moment later, the bedroom door swung open and in came six-foot-five worth of trouble, also known as Ricardo Alcantara, also known as Duke, Vanessa’s best friend and confidant for the past three years. His green eyes took in the scene and he shook his head in dismay.

      “Looks like a disaster zone in here, Nessa. Are you sure you’re ready to go?”

      “I’m ready. As soon as I manage to close this freaking thing, that is.”

      “Here. Let me do that for you.”

      “I’ve got this.” She struggled with the latch, but the bulging top wouldn’t cooperate. “Thank you,” she groaned, as the latch refused to align with the lock.

      Duke grinned in clear amusement. “Seriously? People won’t think less of you if you cannot close a suitcase. You are a kick-ass, brilliant young woman. Now could you please let me help you?”

      Vanessa’s fingers lingered on the lock as she straightened her back and stepped aside. “I appreciate you doing this for me. I suck at accepting help.”

      “You don’t say!” His wink confirmed his good humor.

      Duke bent one knee and pressed it against the top lid, employing his powerful muscles, but still struggled with the task.

      Vanessa dragged her stare from Duke’s profile to her bag on a nearby table and checked its content. She shouldn’t allow her mind to wander into dangerous territory, such as imagining how Duke’s tawny muscles would feel around her body. Or what it would be like to have his long fingers glide over her skin.

      Do not go there, an inner voice screamed in her ear.

      Her shoulder bag didn’t hold that many items to keep her attention, so Vanessa’s gaze returned to Duke. His curly black hair falling on his broad forehead always begged for a stroke from her fingers, which she often did in a playful way.

      Duke and Vanessa had long ago decided they were just friends.

      Duke was a good friend.

      Her best friend.

      Duke was a friend and nothing more.

      Maybe, if she repeated the words often enough, the idea would sink in and her body would stop tingling in inconvenient places whenever her best friend was around.

      “All set. You don’t mind it if I take this to the car, correct?” He tipped his head toward the suitcase he had settled on the floor as he tested its four wheels.

      She couldn’t resist an impulse and kissed his cheek. “Thank you,” she muttered, combing her fingers through his stubborn curls and getting them out of his eyes.

      He grinned and ambled toward the exit. That smile could make any woman’s knees weak, which would probably explain why her knees turned to jelly as she followed him down the three flights of stairs.

      Duke’s driver, held the door for her to climb into the limo, Duke followed her, and the driver placed her suitcase in the trunk before settling behind the steering wheel.

      “Are Samantha and Mack meeting us at the airport?” Vanessa asked, accepting, and opening the bottle of water Duke handed to her.

      “Nope. Sam’s mom took a hard fall, broke her leg in a couple of places.”

      “Ouch!”

      “Exactly. Sam decided to stay with her family and help manage her mom. That woman can be a handful.”

      She got the meaning behind his remark. “Mothers detect threats to their kids’ well-being, you know. Maybe, that’s why Mrs. Mock disliked you, when you dated Sam. She knew you were bound to break her daughter’s heart.” She took a swig, letting the bottle hide her sardonic smile.

      “Not funny. I never met the woman, yet she hated my guts.”

      “My point exactly. You and Sam dated for months and you never got to meet her family. A mother worries about that kind of stuff.”

      “Because Sam didn’t want me to meet her family, you know that.” He smiled when she returned the bottle to her lap and realized she had been taunting him. “I don’t remember you having cozy dinners with Mack’s family either, missy.”

      “Fair enough, I attacked first,” Vanessa conceded. “Mack and I never meant to have a committed relationship.”

      “Same was true with Sam and me. We made that decision right off the bat. We were happy being casual. Now, look how well that has turned out for them.”

      She laughed. “True. They met because of us, when we dated them, and they got closer when we dumped them.”

      “They seem happy together, don’t you think?” Duke’s tone was neutral. Like Vanessa, he harbored no resentment toward the other couple.

      “No doubt about it. I’m happy for them.”

      The ten-minute ride to the airport ended when the limo pulled up a few feet from a Gulfstream G550 jet. Duke and Vanessa got out of the car and climbed the stairs to the plane, while the driver handed their luggage to the airport ground crew. Vanessa took a seat by the sofa-bed, Duke sat across from her with a small mahogany table separating them.

      “I could get accustomed to this kind of perk,” she joked, glancing around the comfortable private jet. It wasn’t the first time Vanessa flew with Duke for a fun vacation somewhere in Europe. Or her home country, the United States. She never missed a chance to bug him about his family status though. “It’s hard being part of an imperial family, eh?”

      Duke bobbed his shoulders. “It’s a means of transportation. I like getting to places fast. My family puts much more value on their titles than I do. Too much, in my opinion. Brazil hasn’t been a monarchy for a hundred and twenty years. My relatives should get over it already.”

      “Spoken like a true Political Sciences major.”

      He retorted, “Precisely. I don’t place much credit in dead institutions. You’re the same, both in your beliefs and in your major.”

      Vanessa grinned. “Touché.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the parking lot of the airport in Naples, Vanessa wasn’t surprised when Duke opened the door of a convertible Ferrari for her to climb in the passenger seat.

      She did not.

      Instead, she eyeballed him and hiked an eyebrow. “You drive your own car here, then?”

      He pulled a key from his pocket and dangled it in front of her eyes, a sinful smile curved his lips. “Some pleasures I’d rather not share.”

      She was game. “Not even with your best friend?”

      She reached out a hand, palm up, and smiled back.

      Duke hesitated, a slight shook of his head indicated to Vanessa that he wouldn’t yield. To her surprise, he offered her a broad grin and dropped the key in the middle of her palm.

      “What the hell? We only live once, right?” He jumped in the passenger seat, closed the door, and nodded to the steering wheel. “Make it count, sweetheart.”

      Vanessa had driven Ferraris before, which she would borrow from her father’s and brothers’ extensive collection of luxury cars. Okay, it wasn’t really borrowing since she didn’t have her license, but whatever. The sleek blue Maserati she later got on her sixteenth birthday never made her heart flutter as the Ferraris did.

      Pushing those memories to the back of her mind, Vanessa focused on setting the GPS system. Duke dictated an address for his family’s villa in Positano, one of the brightest jewels in the Amalfi Coast, and she typed the information into the gadget, placing it between her seat and Duke’s.

      She pushed the red ignition button on the left side of the steering wheel, and the powerful V8 engine roared to life. With a wicked smile, and a sideway glance toward Duke, she advised him, “You asked for it. So, buckle up. You’re in for a bumpy ride.”

      She maneuvered out of the parking lot and into the light traffic around Naples International Airport without effort.

      When she stopped at a red light, Duke huffed and taunted her, “Is it the best you’ve got? I’d go faster riding a bicycle.”

      She glanced at the GPS screen, they were close to the freeway entrance. She didn’t bite his bait. Instead, she got on the ramp and into traffic. When the road cleared a few miles ahead, she stepped on the gas pedal, making the spots car reach eighty miles in three seconds flat. Duke’s knuckles turned white as his fingers buried in the leather seat.

      She smiled.

      He did not.

      As the Ferrari gobbled up the miles on the narrow two-lane road, swerving along the winding road, speeding through long tunnels, Duke did not speak a word.

      When the silence began to get to her, she asked, “Are you that terrified?” she glanced over. He seemed less tense.

      “Just enjoying the ride.” His relaxed expression convinced her he spoke the truth.

      Vanessa plopped back on the seat and let her tense muscles relax. She kept forgetting he was not a jerk like her father and brothers. They would have given her an earful about her lack of ability as a driver, if they had been in the passenger seat, regardless of how well she drove.

      They did that about everything. It was another reason she avoided going home as much as she could.

      They exited another endless tunnel and she pointed to the right. “Look, that’s a gorgeous view.”

      “I never grow tired of this view,” he muttered, gaze trained on the distant hills etched against the turquoise waters of the sea.

      Vanessa slowed down, both to avoid collisions with pedestrians, cyclists, and other cars sharing the narrow passage, to admire the view. The promontory jutted out into the water in the far distance, but a multitude of colorful buildings populated its high cliffs. The natural harbors were packed full of boats in all shapes and sizes.

      “Welcome to Positano.” Duke’s velvety voice wrapped around her.

      She returned his wide grin with one of her own. “Thanks for twisting my arm to come with you.”

      Duke’s laughter rang in the air. “Let’s go with that.”
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        * * *

      

      In a town built on the slope of a steep hill, with properties stacked upon one another, the higher the lot, the heftier the price. Duke’s family owned a sprawling villa perched on the highest point of Positano, one of the loveliest towns on the Amalfi Coast in Italy. The seventeenth-century abode mansion clung to the cliff, while the fragrant scent of the surrounding lemon trees filled the air. Leaning against the railing, Vanessa peeked at the Marina Grande Beach right below her, the dark gray sand in stark contrast with the impossibly blue Tyrrhenian sea.

      She sat at the table where the house staff had arranged a carafe of lemonade and a plate of cheese for Vanessa and Duke to nibble while they waited for dinner to be ready.

      She asked. “I guess somebody is driving our luggage in, correct?”

      Duke poured the refreshment into two glasses and handed her one. “My chauffer is doing that, yes.”

      He had been quieter than his usual self. That worried Vanessa. She didn’t mind just sitting out on a sprawling patio, overlooking gorgeous landscapes. She didn’t mind silence around Duke because that tended to be comfortable. They enjoyed each other’s company, sometimes just for the sake of being together.

      Keeping her stare on the speedboats crisscrossing the calm waters of the bay, Vanessa commented. “You’ve been quieter than usual.”

      When he didn’t reply, she focused her stare back on him. Duke shrugged.

      “I don’t mind the silence, but something is off about you since this morning. Is it because Sarah and Mack bailed on us, and it’s going to be only you, me, and Angie for two months in an Italian seaside town? I like the idea.”

      He fidgeted with the flowers in a vase on the table between them; but didn’t reply.

      “You fuss like that when something bothers you. What’s the problem?” Vanessa asked.

      “You know me too well.” Duke eyeballed her, then finally let go of the rose petals and whispered, “Just to be clear, this doesn’t bother me, that’s not why I haven’t mentioned it. Angie isn’t joining us either.”

      “Your cousin is so full of it. She keeps cancelling on me.”

      Duke grinned. “I knew you’d be upset. That’s why I was looking for the best way to break it to you.”

      “I’ve got good reasons for being upset. We’re about to graduate, I was hoping to convince her to help me get that internship with Wide World. That magazine is the best one covering international politics at the moment. This trip was the perfect occasion to introduce the subject to her.”

      “You know Angie owns that magazine, right? And she adores you. Just say the word and she’ll give you a job.”

      Vanessa shook her head. “Thanks, but I’ve got to do this on my own merit.”

      Duke’s smile split his full lips and lit up his eyes. “Never expected less from you and I know you will get it.”

      Her eyes widened. “It’s going to be only you and me for two months in an Italian seaside town. I’m not sure I like the idea.” This time the excitement left her voice when she repeated the words.

      He scoffed. “You don’t trust me?”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course, I trust you.”

      I don’t trust myself.
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      Duke nodded and smiled. Good to know she trusted him because he didn’t trust himself. He dragged his stare from her hazel eyes to the far shoreline made of high cliffs, their rugged beauty almost as enticing as Nessa’s exotic eyes.

      And classic features.

      And silken blonde hair.

      And endless legs.

      Stop. You’re digging a hole for yourself, a bottomless one at that.

      He forced his gaze to focus on the beauty of the landscape, yet his mind had gotten stuck in a loop. It was going to be pure torture spending two months sharing close quarters with Nessa Foster in a paradisiac dream destination tailor-made for romance.

      He just needed to let his ever-present attraction for his best friend go.

      He had been so naïve when he agreed that they should stick to being friends, when, in fact, all he wanted was to get a taste of her, learn what turned her on, and what made her go wild. Unable to act on those impulses, he had settled for small gestures, such as when Nessa combed his hair with her fingers. Duke loved those moments. From the point of contact between the tip of her fingers and his skin, the sensations spread through his body like wildfire.

      Every.

      Damn.

      Time.

      One of the positive side effects of his platonic relationship with Nessa had been the fact that he had quieted his raging hormones and passionate nature long enough to focus on other aspects. When he dated, things tended to progress quickly to the physical. Although satisfying, that frequently left little time for Duke to get to know his partners in depth. And when he did, he got disappointed and ended the relationship.

      Every.

      Damn.

      Time.

      Now he had a problem. Over the last three years, he had gotten closer to Nessa than he had ever been to any of his ex-girlfriends. And she amazed him on a regular basis. He admired her intelligence, determination, and generosity. Just to name a few of Nessa’s qualities. But, Nessa was unattainable. He had promised not to try to take their relationship to the physical level, he had agreed with her that staying friends was the best route to follow. He wouldn’t recant on his given word.

      That was out of the question.

      He just needed to focus on the joys of having her as his best friend, which were many.

      Too bad they didn’t keep him warm at night.

      The next two months were going to be hell.
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      To his surprise, the first weeks went by without incident. Duke and Nessa drove up and down the coast visiting other equally breathtaking towns and villages on the Amalfi coast. One day, as they strolled through a two-hundred-year-old monastery converted into a quaint mall with elegant galleries and sophisticated boutiques, they walked in on a couple having sex against a wall in the stairwell to the second floor.

      Nessa giggled as they squeezed their way past the couple and to the second floor. “What’s up with Europeans and having sex in public places? Remember that couple we saw in Milan last year, going at it on a park bench?”

      Duke chuckled. “I tried to steer you away from them, but it was an epic failure.”

      Nessa nodded as they stopped in front of an art gallery. She peered into the window and said, “I wanted to cross the damn square to check the ruins on the corner. It’s not my fault you find historical sites every ten feet in Italy.”

      “I can’t argue with that. You’re right. You stumble upon history in Italy.”

      “Still, how the heck was I to know what those two were up to? I mean, they were sitting on the bench, in a freezing winter afternoon, dressed in heavy clothes and wool overcoats. I only realized they were having sex, when we were a couple of feet away, but it was too late to go around them.”

      “Remember that other couple, in Rome? Having sex on the stairs of the hotel?”

      “Exactly. Couldn’t they get a room? It was a freaking hotel. At least, wait until they got to their room, right?”

      Duke ran his hand along his chin. “I can see the appeal, though.”

      “What? I don’t get it.”

      “I can relate to craving another person’s touch so much that you can’t wait.” He strove to keep his tone neutral, as if he were not talking from personal experience, even though the past weeks had been a long example of that exact feeling. He craved Nessa. “It’s like you must have that person right now, right that instant, you know?”

      Nessa deadpanned, “No. It’s just disturbing for bystanders.”

      Duke stepped into her personal space, crowding her against the narrow space between the window and the door of the art gallery. She plastered herself against wall, her eyes turned a dark shade of green, and that reaction spiked Duke’s interest. He had meant the gesture as a joke; but decided Nessa’s reaction was worth exploring.

      “Do you mean to say you’ve never craved a guy’s touch to the point your panties got clammy and you had to feel his touch right then and there?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper.

      Her throat bobbed a couple of times before she replied, “Of course not,” and fake-punched him.

      Although affected by her proximity, Duke reminded himself they were close friends without benefits.

      He’d better behave.

      Still, he was allowed to make her laugh.

      He winked and stepped back. “You need to loosen up a bit. When you visit me in Brazil, I’ll take you to a nudist beach.”

      Her face burned red. “God, no. I feel self-conscious on the beaches in Europe with all the boobs bouncing around free. Do women also go topless in Brazil?”

      Duke shook his head. “Sadly, no.”
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