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Knight Empire, Book 2

 

By

 

Lily Zante


Author’s Note

 

DEX, is the second 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 

 

DANI

 

I try to hide it, the fear and worry which sticks like a tight ball in my chest every time I see my father. 

He used to be unstoppable. 

A loving giant. A man who could command a boardroom and inspire his employees with a vision. Now he lies weak and frail before me, but it’s his uncharacteristic quietness which disturbs me. He used to be larger than life, a jovial man whose laughter would bounce off the walls of a room and fill it completely.

He has a reputation as a visionary investor and business magnate, having expanded the company rapidly into international markets. He would regale me with stories about how he built up AO Eletronica from nothing, to becoming one of the largest mobile network operators in the world. It’s not doing too badly, but it was once a powerhouse in Latin America, though lately it’s started to slide. 

The company isn’t where it used to be. Investors are backing off, profits are falling, but we’re working on fixing these things. Still, I can’t shake the feeling he’s hiding something deeper. Something worse. And whatever it is, it’s breaking him in slow motion before our very eyes. 

There’s a heaviness in his eyes, as if he’s troubled. I noticed it soon after an alliance he’d pinned his hopes on, fell away. A few months ago, out of nowhere, Paul Knight, a billionaire from the US, visited my father and suggested an alliance between our families, one that could help both our companies. It felt like a miracle, so timely and apt. Like my father’s prayers had been answered. 

Paul Knight suggested to my father that a marriage of convenience could be helpful. It would be a purely transactional arrangement, with rules to keep emotions out of the equation. A proposal in which I would marry his son, Jett Knight, for a year, thereby securing a high-profile merger between the Oliveiras and the Knights. 

My father would get injections of capital, the shareholders would be appeased, and it would strengthen the public image of the company. From what I understand, Paul Knight would get access to a major emerging market. 

I remember the day my father asked me if I would be willing to take part in such a scheme. He couldn’t even look at me. But I took his hands and told him I would. For one year? A purely transactional arrangement. A marriage only on paper? I could do that. How could I not?

My parents have given me everything in life. They’ve supported, encouraged and loved me. Asking for a paltry year of my life to do this was nothing in the grand scheme of things, especially if it helped the business.  

But the deal fizzled away and with each passing week thereafter, my father seemed to slip into himself, retreating from us. 

My mãe sits across from me, worry etched into every line of her face. My parents mean the world to me, and as an only child, I feel the weight of their worry and sorrow. I came back home after attending college in the US, and I still live with them in the home where I’ve grown up, here in São Paulo. Once upon a time this place used to feel grand, untouchable. Now, it feels like a little faded, a little old, like it needs a little more care and love. Just like my father’s business.

“Papai,” I whisper. “It’s going to be okay.” But my father’s gaze is distant, like he’s already given up. I hate seeing him looking so helpless and adrift. 

As the VP of Brand Strategy and Corporate Communications, I can see that we’ve not quite managed to keep up with global tech giants, rising competition and the heavy costs of maintaining our infrastructure. Our business practices are outdated and, to our detriment, we haven’t adapted to the changing market. Revenue has started to fall and investors have started to pull out. I see these as temporary setbacks and we’re working on fixing these issues.  We’re not as bad as my father fears. The world is changing, and we can’t remain at the top forever, but we’re in a pretty good position, nonetheless. 

He lost hope after the Knight deal never fully got off the ground. I told him we’d find another way. I told him not to lose hope, because there is another way, but he won’t listen to me. He refuses to even consider my offer.

“I’ll do it,” I say, my voice firm. “I’ll marry Oscar.”

I hesitate, swallowing hard.

Oscar Ramos. 

“You will do no such thing, filha.” Daughter. They love me so much. I am so deeply aware of how much it hurts my father that the only way to help him might be through an alliance with a rich and powerful family. 

My mother inhales sharply. 

Oscar Ramos is a fifty-three-year-old billionaire, the head of a dynasty with questionable business practices. He’s been circling around my family like a vulture, asking for my hand in marriage. He must have caught wind of the Knight deal, and mistakenly believed I was still available. 

But seeing my father’s health go into decline, I’m now seriously considering this option, even though my heart aches. I once saw a photo of Jett Knight online. He was  handsome, and young. The idea of marrying him didn’t seem scary. I prayed that the deal with Paul Knight would go through. 

It gave us all hope. 

My father kept saying, “Paul Knight is a good man, Daniela. A good man. He will help us. He wants business in Brazil, but he doesn’t know the market, the people. We do. We will be saved.”

Jett Knight was younger than that dinosaur, Ramos. I feel like I could have married him and made it work, somehow. He also has a daughter I could have focused my attention on, but then he pulled out and now my father won’t let me marry Oscar. 

But what other choice do we have?

My mother stiffens. “Ramos is old enough to be your father, Daniela. He’s bald, and so big, and …” She shivers in disgust.

“Looks aren’t important, Mãe “ I should know. I’ve been plagued by my looks. People don’t look any deeper when they look at me. They assume I’m a princess, an airhead, that I have nothing of importance to say, that I’m just something to look at and desire. 

Men especially. 

I hate it. 

Oscar Ramos scares me, and he makes me shiver for all the wrong reasons. I don’t want to be with him, but we’re out of choices now. I grip my father’s hand tighter. 

“Please. I just don’t want anything to happen to you. I’ll do whatever it takes to help our business. It will only be for a year, Papai. And we’ll go back to how things were.” When my father was strong and well.

“You will not marry him,” my father says weakly.

“I will,” I insist. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“You will not ever marry Oscar Ramos,” my father cries. 

I swallow, my throat burning. Because if I don’t form an alliance, my father might spiral into depression and become so ill, I fear the worst might happen. 

“What about someone else, like the Knights? Another  rich and powerful family?”

My father shakes his head. “Paul Knight never suggested anyone else.”

I frown. “How many sons does he have?”

“Five.”

I sit back, stunned. “Five? And he didn’t suggest any of them for the alliance? You never thought to mention it, Papai?”

“He only mentioned the oldest son. He was eager for an alliance because this son was a widower with a daughter who needed a mother. I didn’t want to go back and beg, Daniela. People aren’t as agreeable for arranged marriages in the US, Daniela. They don’t need to make alliances.”

“But Paul Knight approached you, Papai! He needed you.”

My father closes his eyes and lets out a murmur. “He did.”

“The other sons … are they married?” My brain goes into overdrive as I try to find a lifeline away from Oscar Ramos. 

“None of them are married, but as far as I understand, they are… not available.”

I exhale sharply. Five sons. Surely one of them might be single and agreeable to an arranged marriage? On paper only.

An idea forms in my mind.

I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to save my father’s business. I was ready to marry a man like Oscar, but if there is another way …

I remember the picture of Jett Knight. He was handsome. If he was good-looking, then maybe his brothers aren’t so bad either.

Also, there are potentially five of them to choose from.

If I can meet and marry a Knight, I can save my family and it won’t even seem like a big sacrifice. 

 


Chapter 2 

 

DEX

 

I left my apartment hours ago, losing myself in the gym until my arms and legs were cramping from exertion, and my t-shirt was soaked with sweat. I’d tried to exhaust my body and mind, tried to throw off my sullen attitude and utter boredom with life in general. 

Lexi would have helped. And I could have called her even now but phone sex isn’t really my thing. I’m more of a physical guy. 

Our friends with benefits arrangement worked fine when she was here, but she took off a few months ago to work in Spain as a nanny and she’s not planning on coming back for a while.

I haven’t met anyone since she left. No one who would be worth hooking up with. It feels like too much effort. 

But after sweating out my ennui, I step out of the gym, still feeling restless, and decide to go upstairs to the penthouse, to Jett’s place. I’ve got something on my mind, business, mostly, but I also just want a distraction. When I knock on Jett’s door, Cari opens it.

“Oh. Hey,” I say, surprised.

She’s always here. Feels like she spends more time at Jett’s place than her own. Not that I hate her. I don’t. But I do want my brother back. Before I can say anything else, my little niece runs toward me.

“Uncle Dex!” she squeals, before wrinkling up her nose. “You’re smelly!”

I scoop her up and cuddle her. “That’s because I’ve been working out at the gym, and now you’re going to be smelly, too, princess,” I tease, sniffing the air. 

She giggles as I set her down. I glance at Cari. “Hey, Cari. How’s it going? You opened your new flower shop yet?” She quit as Jett’s assistant, and is now opening her own small flower shop inside a café. 

“I’m still finishing off a few things. I’m opening next week.”

“Good luck.” 

“Thank you.”

Before I can ask for Jett, he steps into the living room, looking half-distracted. He’s dressed casually but sharp. Obviously going somewhere.

“You’re dressed up,” I state.

“Hey,” he drawls, buttoning his cuffs. “We’re going to see Brooke’s school play.”

“Why don’t you come along?” Cari offers, her tone teasing.

“I’d rather scrape my nails along a blackboard.” I flash Brooke a smile. “What are you this time, sweetie? A chicken or some other farmyard animal?”

“I’m singing,” she says, shyly.

“She’s got a great voice.” Jett says with pride. There’s a warmth in his expression that wasn’t there a year ago. He’s happy. Stupidly, annoyingly ecstatically so. I’m happy for him, but right now, I just want to grab a few beers with my brother. I need to talk and find a way to distract myself from this feeling of restlessness that I can’t seem to shake. 

I glance at the time. The night is young. I’ve still got a few more calls to make. “You guys look busy, so I’ll get out of your way.”

“You sure?” Jett asks. “Stay. Have a drink.”

“I was thinking of heading to a bar.”

“Can’t tonight.” Jett studies me. “Something bugging you?”

“Nope. Work is work.” I shrug. “Lexi’s still away. My evenings are mostly always free. Just wanted to see if you wanted to grab a drink.” 

“Sorry, maybe another time.”

“It’s cool. Enjoy the play,” I tell him, but honestly, I feel worse now than when I first walked in. Jett playing happy family and exuding happiness leaves me feeling melancholy, and I can’t explain why. I’m over the moon for Jett. If anyone needed to find happiness, it was him. Losing his wife like he did, and having to bring up Brooke, has been hard.

Feeling agitated with the mundanity of it all, I call my youngest brother as I leave, needing to hear a familiar voice. He picks up on the third ring, and I can tell from the noise in the background that he’s outside somewhere.

“Hey, where are you?” I ask.

Zach laughs. “Nowhere you’d want to be.”

Now I definitely don’t want to know. “I called to see if you wanted to grab a couple of beers.”

“You called Jett first, didn’t you?”

I grin. “No.”

“I bet you did.” Zach knows I would. He feels left out, but he shouldn’t. I love him just as much as I love my older brother. Feels like I can talk to Jett more, though, about life stuff. 

“Alright, fine. I did. You busy?”

“Got my hands full at the moment.”

“Understood.” I don’t want details. Zach is a bit of a ladies man. But then, we all are. Even the Italian Knights, given some of the stories I hear from Rio. 

Zach pauses. “You good?”  

“Yeah,” I say, even though I feel like I’m wasting my damn night. “Catch you later.”

I hang up, exhaling. Both of my brothers have a life. They have things to do. I go back to my apartment, get dressed, and step outside. There’s a sharp bite in the November air. Too cold to wander around, but I’m too restless to stay in. I still need a drink. I need to let off some steam after today’s meeting with all of us, and our father. That old man has been pissing me off lately. 

I pull out my phone and make a call. “You in?” 

Rio answers straightaway. “Yeah. What’s up?”

“Wondered if you might want to grab a few beers. At The Oasis?” A stylish rooftop terrace in Manhattan, that’s been around for almost a decade. It’s become our regular haunt. Where none of the others hang out. 

A beat of silence. He sounds tired. “You wanna come over to mine instead?”

“Sure.”

A few minutes later, I drive across town to SoHo where the Italian Knights live, my half-brothers. The secret family my father had when he cheated on my mom. The secret which drove her to her death when she found out. 

But it was really me that put the nail in her coffin. It’s a burden which weighs on me. A burden I try to forget by having fun with women like Lexi. 

I knock on Rio’s door and he answers in an instant, already holding a beer. “Hey, dude. Come in.”

We’re just a short drive away in Tribeca. It’s done by choice, not theirs, not ours, but the old man’s. 

Like us, the Italian Knights also have a luxury four story building. Rio, like Jett, gets the penthouse, because he’s the oldest in his set of brothers. The guy’s got a rooftop pool and garden. 

I step inside the penthouse, which I’ve visited more times this last year than in all the time we’ve known each other. He’s been over to my place a few times, and so far, we haven’t been caught, by either sets of brothers.

It’s a crazy situation, to have to hide the fact that my half-brother and I get on, but I have a sneaky feeling, Rio does too, that the old man likes this setup. He has us attending those painful Knight family dinners every so often, but we believe he likes keeping us divided, with just a thin veil of unity. A unity that’s needed for the Knight empire to continue its global domination. With six sons, the old man’s legacy is assured, and by encouraging our division, he’s safe in knowing we’ll never unite and take him on together.

Except that Rio and I got talking about a year ago. We were going down the elevator after attending one of the Knight family dinners, and by the time we descended to the base, we were talking like we’d been friends for years.

Brothers, more like it, because that’s what we are. 

We discovered then that we’re more alike than not. People have commented that we look alike, except that my hair is short, if a little longer on top, while Rio’s hair is longer, his skin more olive toned. I’d say my hair is dark brown, but his is a shade darker. He sometimes sweeps it back, and other times he just parts it down the middle, and it hangs, like he’s a modern-day saint, albeit a brooding one.

Now that a few people have commented on it, I can see the resemblance. We do look alike, more than we don’t. We’re also quite similar. Neither of us like authority. We don’t like suits. We both have attitude and we can’t stand the old man. That’s what we call him, too.

“You hungry? We can order in,” Rio suggests, sitting down. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, like I am. 

“Yeah, sure. Jett’s busy with his whole domestic life thing.”

Rio snorts. “Cari’s a regular now at his place, huh?”

“Dude’s practically married,” I say. “I’m happy for him, but it’s impossible to get him out for drinks.”

“You have to be happy when people find love.”

I shoot him a look. “Since when did you turn sentimental?”

Rio just shrugs. I take a beer from his refrigerator and take a seat in one of his big comfortable couches. He sits across from me. 

“How far down the list was I?” he asks, sitting back, beer bottle in hand. 

“What list?” 

“The list of people you called before me.”

I laugh. “Relax, brother. You were top of the list.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He doesn’t believe me, and he knows me well enough to know that he shouldn’t. 

“Lexi and I barely text anymore, and I’m not in the mood for dealing with a stranger at a bar tonight.”

Rio assesses me carefully. “You sound lonely, dude.”

I shrug. “Bored, more like.”

“You need to get out there and find someone new,” he suggests. 

I roll my eyes and take another sip of beer. But before I can respond, something catches my eye. Something sitting on Rio’s fireplace. 

A photo, of a woman. Framed like it belongs there. Like it’s important. I freeze. The image is familiar. Too familiar. I get up, walk over, and pick it up by the edges. “What the fuck is this doing here?” I growl because I know exactly who it is. 

Rio scrubs a hand down his face. “Shit.”

I turn the photo around, studying it. “This has been sitting here for months?” This is the photo the old man had at the last family dinner. 

“I should’ve put it away,” Rio mutters.

I look at him, then back at the picture. 

The heiress. She’s standing outside, near a huge bouquet of flowers. Looks like the backdrop to a fancy event. Head tipped back, she’s laughing, and not looking at the camera either, like she doesn’t even know someone’s taking a photo.

Whoever took it caught a moment, and caught her. The very essence of her. She’s beautiful. Full mouth, pouty lips. Bright green eyes framed by thick lashes. Thick defined eyebrows, too. She’s impossibly stunning, now that I find myself staring at her for longer than is normal. Her hair is medium brown, long and luscious. Loose curls, running riot down her shoulders. She has high cheekbones. Of course she would. A perfect nose, too. 

Of course.

And she wanted to marry Jett. Have a  marriage of convenience. I find it suspicious why someone who looks like her would want to be a part of that. It also disgusts me and makes me wonder what her real motive is.

“Is this your shrine to her?” I look at him in disbelief. The dude looks something I’ve never seen him look before—agitated. 

Rio exhales slowly, eyes flicking to the photo. “She’s gorgeous, right?”

I let out a dry laugh. “No argument there, but you don’t even know her.”

“Do we ever really know anyone?” he counters. “You go to a bar, meet someone, it’s all based on looks anyway.”

I narrow my eyes. “So what, now you’re obsessed with some woman you’ve never met?”

“It’s not like that,” he snaps.

“Really? What conclusion do you expect me to draw from this?” I thought Rio was way cooler than that. This is odd and confusing. I’ve seen this guy in action and he doesn’t go crazy over a woman. As far as he’s concerned, it’s easy come, easy go.

He scrubs his hand over his jaw. “I borrowed it, and I meant to put it back at the next family dinner.” 

He stole it from my father’s penthouse. What the hell was he thinking?

“You borrowed it? Also, you think the old man hasn’t noticed it’s missing?” I snap. I know exactly when he took it. It was that time our father told us about the deal with the Brazilian heiress, when he expected Jett to agree to the alliance between the two families, but instead my headstrong brother turned up with his assistant, Cari, and declared his love for her in front of us all. “It was that dinner,” I state, my mind whirring with the possibilities of what this could mean because this behavior is out of character for Rio, and now I’m starting to get worried. 

“I doubt he’s missed it,” Rio retorts. 

“Why do you have this, brother?”

“Why not?” He takes a big swig from his beer bottle, and I note that he hasn’t answered my question. 

“Are you seriously considering this?” I’m fearful of his answer, of the expression on Rio’s face. This guy looks like he’s seriously considering the marriage deal. I think it’s a sick idea that only someone like the old man could come up with. “What type of woman would agree to an arranged marriage?” I ask when he doesn’t answer. “What type of guy would agree to this?”

“Your brother was going to do it,” Rio pushes back.

I’ve spoken to Jett about this, and he never would have. “He was never going to. The old man thought it would be a good idea, and he tried to get into Jett’s head, by telling him that Brooke needed a mother, and Jett needed a wife, but you should know by now that neither me nor Jett would ever willingly adjust our lives to fit in with something the old man dictates. I can’t vouch for Zach, but that guy’s always had a soft spot for the old man. Me and Jett, not so much. As for you …” I point at Rio with the photo. “This is the last thing I expected from you, brother.”

Rio looks away, and I probe deeper. “What’s going on? Something you want to talk about.” 

All I wanted was an evening chilling and hanging out, taking it easy. Not some existential angst situation. 

“You still getting over the breakup?” I prompt. He was serious about someone, and they broke up a while back. He’s not like me. He doesn’t do hookups or casual relationships. This guy wants something deeper. Meaningful. I guess in that respect we’re different. 

“That’s over. Forgotten,” he says, with a finality in his tone that tells me not to pursue the matter. 

“Okay. And this …” I hold up the photo. “What about this, brother?”

“She’s gorgeous.”

“She’s not bad,” I agree. This woman has movie star looks, for sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that photo has been touched up, just like in celebrity magazines. She can’t be that beautiful. Because, now that I find myself staring at the photo with a little more concentration, she’s really pretty. “But looks aren’t  everything.” 

My heart sinks looking at Rio’s face. I never had him down for being such a soft guy, not with that dark and dangerous persona he’s always projecting. “If you’re obsessed with her, why don’t you just go for it?”

“What?”

“Marry her. Agree to marry her.”

“Thought the old man said the deal’s fallen through.”

“With Jett,” I point out. “But he hasn’t said anything more.”

“It’s been a few months. Maybe she got another offer?” Rio asks, and the fact that he’s asking, suggests that maybe he’s been thinking about it. 

“If you want her, go for it. Do something, instead of sitting here worshipping this picture.”

“I’m not worshiping that picture,” he snaps. “I just took the photo and I was hoping to put it back at the next family dinner.”

“But you’ve been thinking about her?” I nod at the photo. Rio doesn’t answer. But the look in his eyes tells me everything.


Chapter 3

 

DANI

 

After sitting by my father’s bedside, listening to his worries, I found Paul Knight’s number in my father’s diary and called him. 

Others might have sent an email, but time is of the essence and it feels as if we don’t have time for that.

He answered smoothly, and with great charm, in a voice rich with warmth. Perhaps it was a little too warm, a little too smooth, but I found it reassuring. It was what I needed. 

“Ah, Daniela,” he said, as if he’d been expecting my call. “How is your father?” His voice dripped with concern, so much so that I almost believed it.

I explained, politely but directly, that I was sorry the alliance hadn’t gone through and that my father was still very eager to make a deal. I also mentioned—offhand and casually, as if it wasn’t the real reason I was calling—that I’d recently discovered he had five other sons.

Because I was so worried about having to marry Oscar Ramos, I didn’t dance around the topic.

“Mr. Knight, my father is most anxious for this alliance, and I was wondering if there was any possibility that we could form an alliance, if one of your other sons might be more amenable to this arrangement.”

He paused and I heard my heartbeat thumping inside my ribcage. Then, his voice turned warm again, almost approving.

“It’s certainly worth considering. Why don’t you come over, and we’ll set something up? I’m sure both our families can benefit greatly from a short alliance, especially with a family whose business is as prestigious and as successful as AO Eletronica’s.” 

My heart sank a little at that. I wasn’t going to correct him, but I also don’t fully share my father’s pessimistic view that our business is failing. But a man like Paul Knight would have done his due diligence and gone through everything with a fine-tooth comb. He’s obviously happy with the company. I sense he needs us as much as we need him.

Naturally, my parents were shocked when I told them I was going to New York to meet Paul Knight. My father insisted that he come along, but I told him all I needed was for him to get well again. 

And to believe in me. 

His reply? 

Always, filha. 

 

***

 

I’m sitting in the VIP lounge at the airport, a bottle of still water in my hand, though I haven’t taken a sip. 

My flight to New York boards in less than an hour. I should be going over my talking points for my meeting with Paul Knight. I should be reminding myself why I’m doing this; why I’m about to step into the lion’s den of one of the most ruthless business families in the world.

Instead, I’m staring at my phone, Raquel’s name glowing on the screen.

I should call my best friend. 

I want to call her.

But what would I even say? That I’m flying to New York to discuss a potential business alliance that could help my father’s company. An alliance that involves me marrying a man I’ve never met? That I might walk into that meeting and have my future decided by cold negotiations between men who see me as leverage rather than a person?

That won’t go over well.

Raquel would murder me.

A wry smile tugs at my lips. My best friend from childhood, the person I went to Georgetown University with and lived with while in the US—she wouldn’t just murder me—she’d stage a full-scale intervention, drag me to a law office, and have me signing restraining orders against every single Knight before sundown. She isn’t just protective; she’s relentless. Brilliant. A force of nature wrapped in designer heels and sharp wit.

And I’ve told her nothing.

I never even mentioned anything to her about Jett Knight. 

I thumb at the screen, hesitating. Maybe I’ll visit her before I fly back home. She lives and works in Miami. I could say I have a layover, meet for a quick drink, pretend everything is fine. But Raquel isn’t the kind of woman you can lie to, a least, not easily. She knows me. She reads between the lines, catches the hesitations, senses the things I don’t say.

She isn’t an idiot. And now, if I suddenly tell her I’m flying to New York with no clear reason? She’d know something was up.

I exhale sharply and lock my phone.

The worst part is, she’s going to find out eventually. I can’t keep an entire marriage from her. Should things work out for me on this visit. And when she does find out, she’s going to question it. Hard.

Because men fall for me. They always have. Raquel has seen it happen too many times.

She’s been my shield against them when I needed her to be, my wing woman when I needed an escape. She knows how they stare, how they follow, how they want. She’s spent years teasing me about it, rolling her eyes at the way they trip over themselves to impress me, joking that I should be charging a tax for the privilege of my attention.

So when I have to tell her I’m getting married, to a man she’s never heard me mention, a man she knows I haven’t been dating, she’s not just going to accept it at face value. She’s going to suspect. And if she suspects, she’ll dig.

Which means if this works out and there is a marriage, we have to be convincing.

My stomach twists at the thought. I don’t even know any of the Knights yet, and somehow, I’m supposed to play the part of an adoring wife to one of them? To hold  hands and smile up at a strange man like he’s the center of my world, convince Raquel, and everyone else, that this marriage is real?

I grip the armrest of my chair, my pulse hammering.

It’s not just about fooling my friends. My father and Paul Knight have been clear: no one outside of our families can know this is an arrangement. If the truth gets out, it could ruin everything—the business deal, the fragile alliance, the perception we need to give to the outside world and the investors and shareholders. 

This marriage is one that is made in heaven, but it’s also a merger of two powerful families.

It’s my father’s chance to boost his company. 

I have no choice.

I have to lie to Raquel.

If things work out, and there is a marriage, I’ll have to convince her that this is love, not business. 

And I must make an alliance, because if I fail, if somehow I can’t walk away with a Knight, then I’ll have no choice but to marry Oscar Ramos. 

And that isn’t a choice. 

It’s a death sentence. 

The boarding announcement crackles over the speakers, and I rise, smoothing down my dress. I pick up my phone one last time, staring at Raquel’s name.

Then I tuck it away.

I’ll deal with her later.

For now, I have bigger battles to fight.

 

***

 

Paul Knight paid for my flight, and set me up in a glamorous hotel in New York.

I arrived in New York from Brazil last night. I’ve been here twice, for a weekend with friends when I was studying in Washington and the second time when I ran the marathon. This city isn’t completely alien to me. 

Landing so late, I went straight to bed and have spent the morning getting my bearings, reading up on the Knight brothers again. I’d already done my research before leaving Brazil, but looking at photos of them online now, knowing one of them might end up as my husband, makes it feel different.

There are five of them. They all look ... impressive. Handsome, powerful, successful. But I don’t care about looks. That’s never been my priority. It’s the person inside that I’m more interested in. 

And the “why?”

Why would someone marry a stranger for a year? I have my reasons, and I’d like to know theirs. 

I’m due to meet Paul Knight at his apartment later this morning. He told me he doesn’t think I should go to his office. He wants to talk about this informally. 

I’d like to believe him, I really would, but for a man heading the multi-billion Knight Enterprises, I’m surprised he’s able to make so much time for me and at such short notice. 

He mentioned that he’s hosting some kind of high-profile event tonight at his penthouse, and I’ll have to come to that. He’s asked me to “Dress to impress,” for that event.

For now, this morning’s meeting is an informal chat about “how we can best help one another” and he’s arranged for a chauffeur to pick me up. 

I’m curious about meeting him. 

I should be grateful that he agreed to meet me so soon. For now I’ll focus on what my father told me: One year. That’s all we need, filha. One year, and the cash injections from the Knights will go a long way to helping with our ambitious plans to boost AO Eletronica.  

I get ready quickly, nerves frayed as my mind buzzes about what to expect. I’m nervous as I get into the chauffeured car. My heart races when I step into the elevator of the building where Paul lives. This sprawling tower symbolizes wealth in a way I didn’t think was possible. As I ascend, shimmering glass and mirrors everywhere, I’m in awe of the magnificent views of the skyline. 

I know this lifestyle well. The wealth, the glitz. I’m used to this life of privilege and security. I’ve grown up surrounded by luxury, attending exclusive events, brushing shoulders with politicians and billionaires.

I shouldn’t be surprised, but this is another level.

Anxiety floods my veins, and I take a few calming breaths and try to imagine my father smiling and healthy again. 

The elevator dings and the  doors glide open. I step into a world of polished marble and large expansive windows overlooking views of places I’ve only seen in films before. 

A maid ushers me in, but I barely take in my surroundings before Paul Knight greets me.

He’s tall. Gray-blue eyes. Not as warm as I expected. Truth be told, he’s nothing like I expected. His voice on the phone had been smoother, more inviting. In person, he studies me with a sharp, assessing gaze. His smile is soft, but I feel as if there’s something calculating behind it. 

I recover quickly, returning his smile as I step forward.

“Daniela,” he says, extending a hand. “Welcome.”

“It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Shall we?” He gestures for me to follow him. 

I pass a few rooms, before Paul Knight leads me into this smaller more informal one, but I don’t see photos anywhere. The entire penthouse reeks of money and mind-boggling wealth, yet there is no color. No warmth. No woman’s touch. Everything is sleek and metal or glass. It’s nothing like my home back in São Paulo. The home that will always have a place in my heart, no matter where I might settle in later years. 

We sit. We talk. He asks about my family, my father, my mother.

“It takes a lot to call me directly,” he muses. “I’m impressed.”

“I understand, Mr. Knight.”

“Don’t call me Mr. Knight,” he corrects, amused. “Too formal. If we’re going to be family soon...”

I force another polite smile, as the picture of Oscar Ramos in my head fades, replaced by a blur of the Knight brothers. I have no idea which one it will be. I look around the room and find it odd that there are no family photos to be seen. Not a single photo up anywhere. 

“I was surprised to hear from you. It’s been months since the previous deal fell through. What prompted this, Daniela?”

I have to be careful. I can’t tell him about Oscar Ramos, or my father being so sick with worry. 

“Well, Mr.—Paul,” I correct myself quickly, “You were the one who approached my father first.” His eyes narrow. He doesn’t like being reminded of that fact. He tilts his head, and I can’t tell if he’s surprised that I said what I did, or if he’s angry. 

I smile, leaning forward slightly. “My father is excited about this arrangement, as am I. It’s an incredible opportunity for both of us. I truly believe we can benefit from each other.”

He tilts his head, considering me. “So, you’re not in it for the relationship?”

I blink. “It’s an arranged marriage, Paul.”

“In some cultures, arranged marriages lead to... fruitful entanglements.”

“Yes, but affairs of the heart can be unpredictable,” I counter smoothly, “It might be better, for both parties, to see this more as a business proposition.”

His smile sharpens, and he seems to like my answer. “I like that you’re pragmatic. Business-minded, too, and you have no delusions about what this is.”

“I am fully aware that this is purely business.” I don’t yearn to meet a man and fall in love. 

Not yet. 

I had two relationships while I was in college here in the US. Nothing serious. Ever since I moved back home, I’ve been focused on proving myself at my father’s company. He gave me a prestigious role, but I work hard, long hours, to prove myself. I don’t want anyone to accuse my father of nepotism. 

But I see what my parents have and I want a marriage as strong and as durable as theirs. I want a man to look at me the way my father looks at my mother, when she doesn’t even realize it. When she’s doing the most mundane of tasks like watering a plant, or sipping her coffee. 

My father looks at my mother as if she were his next breath. 

I hope to have that one day.

For now, I keep mostly to myself. I’ve learned to bury my own needs and focus on my family and our business instead. 

The marriage of convenience is like a task on my to-do list. It’s a goal, something that needs to be done, and once it’s done, I can cross it off.

Most of the men I’ve met see me as a commodity. So it’s going to take a special man for me to open up and trust him. To allow myself to fall in love with him.

I feel a coldness here, sitting across the room from Paul. There’s a lack of spirit here, but I try to remain positive. The Knight brothers are closer to my age than Oscar Ramos, and I should be grateful for that. At least I’ll have more in common with them. 

And it’s only for a year.

Paul tells me the rules. This will be a marriage in name only. Separate bedrooms. No emotions. No feelings. No commitment. It’s a business arrangement, nothing more.

But we will have to live together. 

The outside world will need to see that we are an alliance, that Knights and the Oliveiras make a formidable partnership, Paul enthuses. I look up and force myself to nod, as he talks about the business deal, more than it being a marriage. That’s a good way of looking at it. 

He’s watching me, waiting for an answer to a question I’ve already forgotten.

“I’m family-oriented,” I add quickly. “I love my parents, and I’d do anything for them.”

“Oh?” His eyes darken slightly, as if weighing my words. “You would do anything for them?”

I straighten, careful not to appear too eager. “Of course. My father built this business from nothing. It means everything to him.”

Paul leans back, steepling his fingers. “Is there anything I should know?”

I swallow. Does he already suspect?

“I just want what’s best for my family,” I say carefully. “And who wouldn’t want to come and live in America?” I throw in a light laugh. “Your sons are all accomplished men. Handsome too.”

“And filthy rich,” he adds.

This feels like a test. “Yes, as am I. My family, I mean.”

He nods.

I sit back, feeling more emboldened now that he’s talking more about business than feelings and emotions. “People use dating apps to find someone compatible. I’d rather align with someone who shares my goals.”

Paul watches me for a long moment. Then, he smiles. “That is exactly the type of woman I’d hope for my sons to marry, but …”  He leans forward in his expensive looking leather chair.  

“I’ve been a businessman for over forty years. There are CEOs, and captains of industry who don’t have the balls to pick up the phone and call me.  And yet, you did.” 

I flash my glitziest smile, hoping to gloss over the desperation he might have sensed in what I did. Why I did it. 

“I’m not shy, Mr. Knight.” I continue, “I just don’t like seeing a good opportunity pass me by. If I want something, I go for it.”

He surveys me for longer than I am comfortable with. This is nothing like what I was expecting. I feel like I’m being chewed to pieces by piranhas. 

“It’s just that people don’t do what you did unless they need something desperately.” It’s like he can smell blood in the water. 

“We both have a lot to gain from this union, Paul. You get access to the number one global telecommunications company in Latin America.” We were, but surely he will be doing his own due diligence.

“I agree, absolutely. I was just curious to know if you were acting out of need. But I see now that you’re not just beautiful. You’re smart, and you’ve got guts.”

I swallow and remain silent, because I was acting out of need. I no longer know how to gauge the success of this meeting. It’s been nothing like I imagined. “And that’s a good thing,” he continues, oblivious to the chaos churning inside me. “Because you’ll need your smarts and guts, especially when it comes to my boys.”

My eyes widen and I wonder if he’s issuing me a subtle warning. 

He chuckles. “Don’t worry. They don’t bite, but … I can’t see them being amenable to something like this.” He stands. “I wouldn’t be able to sell this as an arranged marriage deal, but I’ve been working on this, ever since we spoke. I believe tonight’s event would be the perfect opportunity for you to meet my sons. I’m hosting a special evening tonight.” 

I raise an eyebrow. “Special?”

“A soiree. I didn’t think you’d want to be presented like some prize pony at a gala.” I listen intently, as he continues. “But my sons are headstrong. If I make this about business rather than a matchmaking spectacle, they’ll be more likely to listen.” 

“Is that why your oldest son pulled out?”

Paul’s lips tighten. “He had other ideas.”

He doesn’t elaborate.

Instead, he smiles again, smoothing over the moment. “Tonight will be a networking opportunity for high-profile business partners. Key investors. Industry leaders. And you. The surprise guest.”

I exhale slowly. This is bigger than I expected.

I nod. “I’m … I’m looking forward to it.”

He gives me one last unreadable look. “I do hope this will lead somewhere.”


Chapter 4 

 

DEX

 

It’s rare for all of us to be in the same place at the same time, unless it’s a Knight family dinner. And tonight, while it’s still at the old man’s penthouse, it’s not a family dinner.

This is a soiree, according to the email that was sent out. 

As Zach, Jett, and I approach the elevator, I spot the Italian Knights, Rio, Enzo, and Matteo, already waiting. Rio cocks an eyebrow at me. I nod back. I haven’t had a chance to ask him yet if he’s spoken to our father about the Brazilian Beauty Queen.   

Beside him, Enzo stands stiff, unreadable as always, and Matteo looks as pissed off as ever.

None of us likes coming here. At the dinners the old man hosts every month or so, he forces us to sit through an evening of veiled insults, business talk, and power plays. But tonight, it’s something different. This time it’s a small and intimate soiree and a chance to network with high-worth individuals, high-powered investors, CEOs and social elites. 

At least there’s safety in numbers and the old man will be busy mingling and working the room.

Which means I can stay for a short while, show my face and get the hell out. Jett probably has the same idea. I notice he brought Cari along with him tonight, and I’m still trying to work out if it was a very brave move on his part, or insanely stupid. 

We stare at the elevator, not sure how the seven of us are going to fit in there. The Italian Knights were already here first so, when the doors fly open, they take up the back wall. The rest of us stare, with hesitation, not stepping inside.

“There’s plenty of room,” Enzo says. 

“Let’s just get in,” Zach says, always the only one of us eager to come here. 

We step inside, but Jett and Cari still hover outside. 

“Stop being such an ass,” I mutter, glaring at Jett. Now that he’s all loved up, he’s already acting different. Like he not one of us. “You can squeeze in, even with that big head of yours.”

Jett cuts me a look that has the power to freeze me. Cari steps in and my brother reluctantly follows. He leans against the mirrored wall, surveying us like he’s already figured something out. “A soiree,” he states, flatly. “I wonder what the agenda behind this is.”

“The last thing we’ll expect, no doubt,” I say. “There’s always an agenda, even if it’s just dinner.”

“It’s never just dinner.” Everyone says in unison.

“Are you sure you want to go to this?” Jett asks Cari.

She places her hand on his arm, looks up at him like he’s her world. “Your father invited all of us. It would be rude not to.” 

I frown. “It’s a bit late now, bro, you’re already heading up.” He’s treating Cari like she’s made of glass. When did he turn into such a wuss? “It’ll be easier to get lost among the guests,” I offer, then turning to Cari, after remembering the last time, “Tonight won’t be so bad.” 

“After my last visit …” Her voice trails off. That must have been a baptism by fire. First time she came, and the first time any of us had the balls to stand up to the old man in the way Jett did. 

Jett seems to be overanalyzing this evening. “But why? This is quick. Usually he tells us about these weeks in advance, and he only told us a few days ago.”

“You’re right. The old man usually holds these things in some plush hotel ballroom, not his penthouse,” I say. “Maybe it’s a party. His birthday, or something?”

“Do we even know when his birthday is?” Enzo asks.

Matteo snorts. “Does anyone care?”

The elevator ride falls silent after that.

When we step out into the penthouse, the housekeeper greets us and leads us towards the Great Room, a large, expansive  open space with windows looking onto Central Park. Despite having been here many times, I find myself still awestruck at the views of the Manhattan skyline. 

Before we even round the corner, I hear it already.

Music.

Not just any music.

Live jazz. There’s also dim lighting and the kind of atmosphere that screams wealth and sophistication but I smell manipulation.

“What the hell?” Matteo says under his breath.

My mouth falls open slightly. “What is this?” I scan the room. No band, thankfully, just music filtering through high-end speakers. But the champagne towers? The waiters in crisp black-and-white suits, serving gourmet hors d’oeuvres and canapés? This signals something else. 

“Are we about to stage a hostile takeover or something?” Jett asks dryly.

“Guys, calm down. Maybe Dad just wanted to have a nice evening.” Zach looks hopeful. Stupidly hopeful. I can’t shake the stupid out of this one. He thinks our father has a good bone in his body. 

“Nice and Paul Knight don’t sit well in the same sentence,” says Rio, swiping a glass of champagne off one of the server’s trays. 

Matteo grabs a couple of canapés like he doesn’t give a shit. Enzo stands with his hands in his pockets, looking effortlessly detached despite the tuxedos our father insisted we wear. “Glad I dressed up,” he says.

I glance at Rio, who looks just as confused as I feel. What the hell is this about?

Then I see him.

The old man. The patriarchal figurehead of Knight Enterprises. And a bane in our lives. 

He’s across the room, standing in a small circle of powerful men. The type of people who make decisions that shake markets.

Seeing us walk in, he excuses himself from the group and strolls toward us, his suit impeccable, his expression unreadable. “Glad you could all make it,” he says smoothly.

“This isn’t a Knight family dinner,” I say.

“Excellent observation,” he says, in his usual patronizing tone. “Did you not get the memo?”

“I did, but this…” I gesture around. “You don’t tend to do these types of evenings unless you want something.”

Jett’s gaze sweeps over the room. “I see a lot of heads of industry here. Investors. CEOs. Social elites. Why here and not in some swanky hotel? What are you not telling us?”

Paul smiles. “So many questions. So much suspicion. Why not just enjoy a nice event like this for what it is?”

“And what is it?” Jett asks. “You never host an event unless there’s something in it for you.”

“You never do anything unless there’s something in it for you,” Rio counters, just as I was about to say the same thing. 

“So?” Jett waits for the explanation. He and our father still haven’t thawed from their last battle. Paul had tried to push Jett into an alliance with a Brazilian heiress, and Jett shut him down, hard. But what really pisses the old man off is that Jett is in love with his assistant, and he snubbed the old man and his deal completely.

But tonight isn’t about Jett.

It’s about something else and I’m determined not to leave until I find out what. Our father steps to the front of the room, lifting a champagne flute. He taps the rim of his glass with a silver spoon, and a hush falls. 

“My friends,” he begins, his voice rich with authority. “Welcome. I’m delighted to have you all here tonight. Just a small gathering. An informal evening to bring together captains of industry, esteemed investors, and, of course, family.”

Bullshit.

Then he smirks, and I know what’s coming before he even says it.

“Did you know the combined wealth in this room exceeds, oh, I don’t know, a few trillion dollars?”

I roll my eyes. Of course, this asshole would do the math.

Paul Knight doesn’t collect people. He collects power. He likes to own the narrative, make sure every piece on the chessboard moves at his command.

And tonight?

Tonight is a goddamn power play.

I tense as he continues, his voice oozing control.

“Tonight I have a very special guest…” He lifts a hand toward the entryway, that familiar smile of his sharp enough to slice through steel. “As Knight Enterprises looks to strengthen its ties in emerging markets and expand our global footprint, it’s my pleasure to introduce a woman whose intelligence, influence, and heritage align perfectly with that vision.”

The moment she steps into view, I fucking know exactly who she is. 

Jett curses under his breath.

I hear collective gasps around me, from my brothers. 

Daniela Oliveira.

She’s breathtaking. Tall. Voluptuous. Filling out her sparkling, shimmering, sequined dress, like it was made for her.

It’s also completely inappropriate. There are only two other women here, excluding Cari, and they’re both wearing dark business suits. And trousers. As if they need to dress like men to fit in. 

This Brazilian Beauty Queen looks like she ought to be on the red carpet at a Hollywood film premiere. 

“Jesus,” I mutter.

“Fuck,” Jett says at the same time.

“Isn’t that the woman you were meant to marry, Jett?” Zach jokes, elbowing me.

“Is that her?” Cari pipes up. She’s been silent for most of the evening, but she cranes  her neck, her gaze fixated on this woman that Jett was once supposed to form an alliance with. Just like that, Jett slips his arm around Cari’s waist and pulls her closer to him. A territorial move if ever I saw one. 

“Who cares?” he growls. 

“She’s gorgeous,” Enzo adds, nodding.

“Shut up,” Rio snaps. “Shut the fuck up.”

I look at Rio’s face and his eyes are transfixed. Paul stretches out his hand, and Daniela takes it as he leads her to the front. He introduces her as the “the family behind AO Eletronica. All the way from Brazil,” Paul adds, looking jubilant. Like the cat that caught the canary. 

She steps forward, her voice measured but soft. “I’m delighted to be here.” She sounds a little breathless, and she’s not as thin or as fragile as I thought she was. She is literally Amazonian; tall and voluptuous, with the face of a movie star. Full, luscious lips. Dramatic eyes. High cheekbones. Long, wavy dark hair. 

This was the “something” on the old man’s agenda. My attention fixes on Rio again, and I see that his eyes are glued to this woman. 

The heiress is still talking but I barely hear it. Because all the pieces are falling into place. Paul Knight just made this event about her. 

About this deal.

About the marriage alliance. 

Something in the pit of my belly tells me it’s back on. 

I glance at my brothers. “He can’t stop himself, can he?” 

“Never.” Jett drains his whiskey glass. The old man crafted this entire night around her. Then, like the goddamn showman he is, he takes Daniela’s hand and leads her straight toward us.

“Surprise guest, huh?” I snap. 

His expressions smacks of a win. “Daniela was in town, and it seemed like the perfect opportunity to invite her.”

I don’t fucking believe the gall of this man. “She just happened to be in town?” My gaze flicks to the heiress’s wide eyes. She stares back at me, calm and collected, as if she’s seen men worse than me. But that big, wide smile of her soon got wiped off her face.

Matteo sniggers. “Or maybe you put this event together just so you could find a way for her to meet us.”

We’re all thinking the same thing. 

Zach offers her a polite nod. “Nice to meet you, Daniela.” He extends his hand, and the heiress shakes it firmly, but she eyes us with uncertainty. 

“Yeah,” Jett mutters, barely looking at her as he catches another whiskey glass. Rio, on the other hand, can’t seem to look away. He’s transfixed by this woman. 

“This is a bride auction, isn’t it?” I say flatly, glancing at the Beauty Queen, and I swear I see her flinch. “Just call it what it is.” I eyeball the old man.

He chuckles. “This is Dexter. You’ll have to watch him, Daniela. He can be quite cutting with his remarks.” 

Her bright green eyes meet mine with surprising ease. What I see now is something else. Not fear. Not even interest. There’s a calmness about her, like she’s assessing me. Trying to figure out what kind of monster I am before deciding how to handle me. 

But even though she plays it cool, I can see the tension in the way her fingers tighten ever so slightly around the stem of her glass. I can see right through her indifference.

I glare at the old man again and don’t care if the heiress hears me. “You planned this.”

“If my sons are too busy running from responsibility,” he says smoothly, “then I have to bring opportunity directly to them.”

I snort. “And by opportunity, you mean something for your own personal gain.”

“That’s up to you.” He scans us all in one swooping one-hundred-and-eighty-degree gaze. “I’ll leave you to make Daniela feel at home.” He pins his gaze on Jett.

“I’m already taken,” Jett growls, and tightens his arm around Cari’s waist. The heiress and Cari talk, before Zach jumps in, just itching to be noticed. 

My father turns to Daniela. “Please, make yourself at home, and report to me if they bite, or are rude. They shouldn’t be. I’ve spent a fortune on educating them.”

I look away, feeling abject disgust and unable to face him. 

“You know what?” I mutter. “I need some fresh air.”

I head towards the balcony, desperate to get away. 

 

 


Chapter 5 

 

DANI

 

A soirée in Paul Knight’s penthouse. I still have to pinch myself. 

This is such a big deal for me, for my family. I can’t believe that I’m here, meeting all the Knights. 

Looking around, the penthouse, it was already so amazing to see during the day, but now, for the evening party, it has a different mood; opulent, rich, and discreet. The smell of money and power pervades the air. 

I’m told that we’re in the Great Room. It’s a large open space with windows for walls on one side of the room, and with stunning views of the city and Central Park. 

The sequined black, figure-hugging dress I’m wearing seems too much. With a high neck, it reveals my bare shoulders even more because I’m wearing my hair up. To make matters worse, the dress catches the light, shimmering as I walk and I suddenly feel overdressed, wrongly dressed, for a room filled mostly by with men in suits. 

I wish I hadn’t listened to Paul Knight. I’m already seeing that he manipulated me into wearing something I wouldn’t have chosen for myself. 

This dress is more for a party and not for an event like this. I wish I’d gone with my gut and worn something demure. like the smart but dressy trousers I’d picked out. But Paul insisted I wear something dazzling, something that would catch the eye of a  Knight.

I feel so out of place, and I’m sure it shows. I don’t know what  to look at, and I know no one, apart from Paul Knight but he’s busy being the host. Luckily the views from this room are stunning, and I look out often, as do most people here, but they’re talking and laughing. The penthouse is a hive of activity, chatter and people circulating. 

There are only two other women here, as guests. The others are servers, and they are so beautiful, in my country they would be on the cover of magazines, not serving food at events like this. 

I arrived early, before most of the guests and Paul tried to put me at ease. He told me that his sons would be here soon and I anxiously awaited their arrival, looking around, standing here by myself. Feeling out of place and out of my comfort zone. Every now and then Paul would take me under his wing and introduce me to his friends. I tried not to shiver in disgust when most of them, not all, but most, raked their eyes over me slowly. I’m sure many won’t even remember my name, but they looked at me like they wanted to devour me. I’ve seen that look in the eyes of many men. 

It’s a hungry look. Men can’t hide their feral desires. 

I approached the women guests. They’re much older, both wearing pantsuits. This is so plainly a man’s world and maybe they wanted to blend in, not stand out in sparkling sequins like me. I tried to make conversation but they were cold towards me, a little wary of me. But this changed when I started talking about business, and AO Eletronica. They soon took interest. It was then that they saw me as someone worthy. Someone more than the sexy dress I had on. 

After that I walked around with a glass of untouched champagne in my hand, trying to be as invisible as I can be in a shimmering dress that hugs my body. 

And that’s when I saw them enter. 

The Knights.

They stood at the entrance of the room. I recognized them from the online research I’d done. It was impossible to ignore how handsome they are. They’re all so good-looking. Too good-looking. And they’re around my age, a little older. 

Not decades older. Not old enough to be my father.

I know all too well that beauty is only skin deep and I planned on getting to know them, to see if they have good hearts and good values, and to see who among them is caring and kind.

Just as I was getting ready for Paul to make an introduction, he told me to hide. I wasn’t sure why, but I did as he asked, and I listened as he addressed his guests, then talked about the Latin American markets. And then, he introduced me.

That’s something I wasn’t expecting. 

He said he didn’t want to parade me like a show pony, but introducing me the way he did, he did exactly that, because I felt like a show pony. I was so nervous walking into the room and I had to keep reminding myself why I was here, why I agreed to this. 

I started to see that what this man does, and says, are two different things, and I’m already unsure of whether I can trust him. 

“Time to meet my sons,” he said, casually opening his arm and expecting me to loop mine through it. Which I did. He then led me over to his sons, and I didn’t know where to fix my gaze because when he introduced me, his sons seemed frozen for a few awkward seconds. 

Then one of them said something about this being a bride auction. He seemed annoyed. So hateful. It unsettled me. Paul introduced him as Dexter and warned me to watch him. I started to understand why Paul had put  on this event, why he’d asked me to meet him at the penthouse instead of the office.

His sons seemed to hate that I was there. And I got the feeling that they’re not too close to their father, either.  

One of the brothers, Zach, I think, was nice and he shook my hand. But Jett, the one I was supposed to marry, seemed especially cold. He barely acknowledged me, yet his girlfriend, I presume she’s his girlfriend, given how his arm was slung tightly around her waist, seemed friendly. 

“Hi, I’m Cari. Nice to meet you,” she said. 

I felt relieved because her warmth felt genuine. “Nice to meet you.”

“Is this your first time in the US?” she asked.

“No. I’ve been here a few times. I also went to college here.”

“That’s so interesting.” We made idle small talk, and I sensed that she was doing her best to make me feel welcome, but I felt more out of place than ever. Worse, I felt  isolated. It’s obvious that I’m not wanted here. Before I started to spiral in misery, a friendly voice cut through my thoughts.

“Where did you study?”

He was young, and smiling, and I breathed a sigh of relief that someone was talking to me. 

“I’m Zach, by the way.” Zachary Knight. I recall reading about him online. 

“Hi, nice to meet you, Zachary.”

“Don’t … don’t call me that. I prefer Zach. I’m the youngest of this set of brothers.”
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