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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gabriela

      

      

      
        
        Stefan Sabbioni showed up uninvited in my bedroom on my sixteenth birthday. He stood in the shadows smelling of whiskey and death and wrapped a broken, blood-crusted necklace around my neck.

      

        

      
        I thought he’d strangle me with it.

      

        

      
        That night, he left a message for my father. He said he’d be back to take something precious.

      

        

      
        I never delivered that message, though. I wonder if things would be different if I had because now, two years later, he’s back. And he’s not hiding in any shadows.

      

        

      
        He’s come to make good on his promise.

        He’s back to take that something precious.

        Me.

      

      

      
        
        Stefan

      

      

      
        
        Marchese is the manipulator of my family’s tragedy. I won’t just bring him to his knees. I’ll bury him for what he did.

      

        

      
        Taking his daughter is only the beginning. I’ll do it knowing I’m starting a war. I’ll do it knowing my enemies will become his allies. They’ll stop at nothing to destroy me and he’ll stop at nothing to get her back.

      

        

      
        I’ve never shied away from war, though. I’m not one to play nice and I don’t share my toys. I’ll demolish you if you touch what’s mine.

      

        

      
        And she is most definitely mine.

      

        

      
        Collateral is Book 1 of the Collateral Damage Duet.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Gabriela

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      It’s almost one in the morning when we drive up to the house in the posh Todt Hill neighborhood of Staten Island. The tall iron gates stand open, which surprises me. Security isn’t something my father takes lightly.

      As we slow to a stop, the guard greets the driver then shines his flashlight in through the open car window.

      I turn away from the bright light when he flashes it in my face.

      “You’re to take her directly to her room. She’s to stay there,” he tells the driver.

      Translation: lock her in.

      “What’s going on?” the driver asks.

      I catch the guard’s eye. “He’s got company.”

      The driver nods then pushes the button to close the window and we drive toward the house. It’s a beautiful mansion, one many people stop to look twice at, but I’ve always thought of it as more of a prison.

      And tonight, I’m being brought back like an escaped convict.

      Two SUVs I don’t recognize are parked alongside the circular drive. I can see from here there’s a driver sitting inside each one. Cigarette smoke wafts out of the open window of the first vehicle.

      “Who’s here?” I ask.

      Neither my driver nor John, the man my father sent to retrieve me, answer. Instead, we pull to a stop and John climbs out, opens my door.

      I step out, grab my duffel bag.

      He takes it from me in one hand and closes the other around my upper arm.

      “Don’t touch me,” I tell him.

      He neither lets me go nor bothers to reply. Why should he? He doesn’t answer to me. He answers to my father and he knows what happened to the other soldier who tried to help me. I’m sure they all know.

      Tonight, an example was made to show what happens when someone crosses Gabriel Marchese.

      Guilt makes me nauseous. He made me watch. Part of my punishment. Only the beginning of it, I’m sure. I’ll take what I have coming but Alex didn’t deserve what they did to him. That’s on me.

      We climb the stairs to the wide portico, John’s grip harder than it needs to be as I walk along, my steps slower than his. I’m in no hurry to get inside.

      The men stationed at the door open it, only sparing me a quick glance because I don’t matter, even if I am the daughter of the boss. I’m just a pawn and everyone knows it.

      Once inside, I glance down the hall toward my father’s study. Two men I don’t recognize stand just outside the door. They don’t work for him. I know it just from the way they’re dressed.

      When we near the stairs, the study door opens and my father’s attorney, Mark Waverly, steps into the hallway. He takes a few steps toward us, studies me for a long moment before turning to John.

      “Bring her in here,” he says.

      “I was told to take her upstairs.”

      “Change of plans.” He gestures to the study with a quick sideways nod of his head.

      My father doesn’t often call me into his study and certainly not when he’s doing business.

      When I don’t move, John tugs at my arm.

      “Gabriela,” Waverly says. “You’ll want to walk in.”

      “Then tell my father’s goon to get his hands off me.”

      Waverly gestures to John to let me go.

      I brush my hair back, steel my spine. I try to ignore the splatters of red on my white T-shirt. My father ordered the beating, after all. I’m sure his business associates will neither be surprised nor offended by the evidence of such violence.

      But as I near the study, I feel my heartbeat pick up. I force a bored expression on my face.  I’ve worked on it for years and still, I don’t know if they see right through it.

      When I’m a few feet from the door, I take a deep breath in, hoping it will calm me. It doesn’t.

      I take two steps into the dimly lit study and stop. John and Waverly enter behind me and close the door.

      There’s an older man I don’t recognize sitting in one of the armchairs. He’s dressed in a three-piece suit and I wonder how he’s not burning up even with the air-conditioning. But maybe it’s anxiety that has me sweating.

      My father is seated behind his huge desk leaning back in his chair. If he’s trying to look relaxed, it’s not working. I see how the corner of his left eye is twitching. It’s his tell. I wonder who else has picked that up.

      I watch as he scans my face, takes in my shorter hair. I cut about six inches off since he last saw me. I hated to do it, but I didn’t want to risk being found.

      And still, I was found.

      But disappearing when you’re Gabriel Marchese’s daughter is not an easy thing.

      On the upside, I do like my new bangs, although they’re a little too long and I keep having to tuck them behind my ear.

      I shift my weight to one leg and look back at him.

      He eyes my dirty T-shirt, shorts and army boots. It’s not my usual attire, and I know he hates it. There are expectations for how his daughter should be seen, after all.

      “Gabriela,” he says, his voice elegant and rich. “How’s Alex?”

      “You know how he is.”

      His reply is a mean grin.

      “I’m tired. If you don’t mind, I’ll go to bed. You can punish me tomorrow if that’s why I’m here.”

      For as close as I was to my mother, so am I distant from my father.

      Someone clears their throat and my head snaps to the far-right corner.

      There’s a man standing there, leaning against the wall. I hadn’t realized there was anyone else in the room. I can’t tell who it is. His arms are folded across his chest and his face is hidden in shadow.

      He’s tall, and built. I can see the thickness of his arms, his wide shoulders. He’s dressed in a dark suit and from here, I can see his shoes are expensive.

      He moves, unfolding his arms, checking his watch. When he drops his hand to his side and I see the ring on his finger, I gasp.

      I know this man.

      “The McKinney deal is off,” my father says, forcing me to turn my attention to him.

      “What?” I ask, my gaze shifting back to the stranger.

      To his hand.

      To that ring on his finger.

      What’s he doing here? In my father’s study in the middle of the night?

      “McKinney. The contract with the boy. It’s off,” my father says.

      I face my father, confused. By contract, he means my forced marriage because to my father, everything is business, even his daughter’s life.

      Not that I’m surprised.

      And that contract he’s referring to is why I’d run.

      I’ve had to do a lot of things in my life that I didn’t want to do, but I won’t marry someone just because my father deems it good for business.

      “Waverly has drawn up a new contract.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. I can’t seem to process what he’s saying.

      There’s a sound behind me and I turn to find the man stepping out of the shadows. He’s adjusting the cuff of his shirt and a gold cufflink glints in the lamplight.

      I can’t seem to drag my eyes away from his hands. From that ring.

      And I don’t want to look up. I don’t want to see his face.

      “The marriage will take place in one month’s time,” my father’s words are slow to sink into my brain because I have to do it, have to look up at this man’s face. “In the meantime, you’ll be taken to the Sabbioni estate in Sicily for safe-keeping.”

      Still, the words, they’re like physical things. Like they’re lining up, waiting just outside my ears for when I’m ready to hear. To process. Because he can’t be saying what he’s saying.

      “Mr. Sabbioni,” Waverly says, his tone neutral.

      Mr. Sabbioni.

      Stefan Sabbioni.

      “We’ll need your initials on this modification,” Waverly continues. He must have moved around the desk when I wasn’t paying attention.

      The man—Stefan Sabbioni—takes a step forward and I have to look at him now. I have to meet his strange hazel eyes. And when I do, I think they’re darker than they were that night. Or less bloodshot. Maybe it’s just that tonight, he’s not drunk. Not raging.

      “What’s happening?” I ask. I don’t know who I’m asking as I can’t drag my gaze from Stefan Sabbioni.

      He gives me a smirk and when he moves past me, I don’t know if it’s on purpose that his arm brushes my shoulder. I smell his cologne and I remember how he smelled that night.

      God, I don’t think I’ll ever get that smell out of my head.

      He stands taller than all the men here and I watch him lean down, pick up my father’s favorite fountain pen. I see my father’s jaw tighten and I know Stefan did it on purpose, choosing that particular pen.

      Before signing, he reads the text, nods, then quickly puts his initials down.

      “Dad?” I ask, because I’m starting to understand what my father meant when I watch Waverly turn the page and Stefan puts his signature in the designated spot.

      He hands the pen to my father and I take a step backward.

      “Dad,” Stefan says, his tone mocking me or my father or both of us.

      My father takes the pen and turns the document around to sign it.

      When I move backward toward the door, John grips my arm. Maybe he knows that I’m about to bolt, even though I know there’s nowhere for me to go.

      “Gabriela,” my father says, holding his pen out for me to take it.

      I shake my head as all the men turn to me and my eyes are drawn to Stefan’s. He’s watching me with such intense curiosity I feel like he can see right inside me, see the chaos, the panicked beating of my heart.

      “We need your signature, Gabriela,” Waverly says.

      Sweat collects under my arms and beads on my forehead. “I’m not—”

      “Bring her over here,” my father orders John.

      John begins to drag me to the desk, and I know it’s useless, but I dig my heels in and try to pull him off.

      “Get off me!”

      Waverly and my father watch, expressionless. I can’t see the other, older man’s face. Stefan’s blocking him. But Stefan’s eyes narrow as they zero in on where John’s hand is digging into my skin.

      “Let go!” My voice is higher, thinner than usual, and I hate that they must hear the panic in it.

      Stefan steps forward almost too quickly for me to process and an instant later, he clamps his hand over John’s wrist. At first, all I can do is look at that ring and remember that night. Remember him the night of my sixteenth birthday.

      “Let. Her. Go.” He pauses between each word as if each is its own command.

      “How chivalrous,” my father’s words are pierced with a strange sort of laugh, but I can’t drag my eyes from Stefan to look at him now. I can’t look away from Stefan’s face as he cows my father’s soldier.

      Stefan squeezes his fist and John’s grip on me loosens. Then it’s gone, and he’s got a pained expression on his face as Stefan twists his arm.

      “You don’t touch her again, am I clear?”

      “John,” my father interjects.

      But Stefan doesn’t relent. “Am I clear, John?”

      “Fuck. Yes.”

      Stefan shoves him backward, releasing him, then shifts his gaze to me.

      I watch his eyes drop to my blood-splattered T-shirt then back to my face. I touch my cheek, wondering if there are specks of blood there too.

      I can’t read him. He’s completely closed.

      He steps to the side, making a path for me to move toward the desk.

      “Your signature is required,” he says, tone level, the words cold.

      I turn to Waverly, to my father.

      “Don’t be fooled, Gabriela,” my father starts. “He’s not going to save you. He’s the beast in whose bed you’ll sleep.”

      An icy chill runs down my spine.

      I don’t know if my father means to insult Stefan with his comment but if that’s his point, then he fails. Stefan just smiles, checks his watch for the second time that night, then looks at me.

      “Sign,” he says, like maybe I’m keeping him. Like maybe he has somewhere else to be.

      I turn to my father and for a moment, I see something I have never seen before. It’s fleeting and I know no one else sees it, but for the first time in my life, and for as awful as he is, I’m scared.

      Because that look on his face, in his eyes, it’s defeat.

      “Daddy?”

      He blinks and it’s gone, and I don’t remember the last time I called him daddy when I wasn’t being sarcastic. Maybe when I was five.

      Before I can think, Stefan’s back at my side and his grip, I think it’s harder than John’s. Or it can be, at least. Maybe he’s letting me know it can be.

      He takes me by my wrist and walks me to the desk. Snatching the pen out of my father’s hand and pushing it into mine, he closes his fist over my fingers, forcing my signature on the contract and I feel that rage inside him again, like I did that first night I met him in the shadows of my bedroom. I feel that terrifying, deep hate.

      “Dad?” I ask.

      But it’s done.

      Whatever this is, it’s done.

      And my father with all his power can’t save me now. I know it. I’m sure of it.

      Because Stefan Sabbioni is more powerful.

      Stefan drops my hand and I have moments to look at the scratchy signature, at the blob of a teardrop that lands on it before he collects the pages and the other stranger in the too-heavy suit stands.

      “I’ll be back for you early in the morning. Be ready,” Stefan tells me.

      Then, without another word, the two of them are gone and all I can do is watch the empty space. I listen to the sound of their retreating footsteps and remember his whispered promise from two years ago.

      “Tell your father I’ll be back to take something precious too.”

      Tonight, Stefan Sabbioni made good on his promise.
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            Stefan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome, Italy

        Past

      

      

      

      I’ve been inside morgues. Several times, in fact. Still, I never will get used to the smell.

      This is Rafa’s first time and he’s gagging.

      “Put your shirt over your nose and breathe through your mouth,” I tell him.

      “How the fuck do you stand it?”

      I don’t look at him as I follow the kid to the last room in the dark corridor. This building must be a hundred years old. I wonder if they’ve ever renovated. I guess the dead don’t care, but fuck, you’ve got to have a stomach of steel to be able to stand it.

      “He’s in here,” the kid says.

      I look at him. He’s barely twenty. And if it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t fucking know.

      “I hid his things in door seven. I was told to destroy them.”

      “You did the right thing. Thank you,” I say, reaching for my wallet and taking out two hundred-dollar-bills. I fold them and discreetly hold them out to him.

      “It’s my duty, sir,” he says, bowing his head a little, hesitant to take the money I know he needs.

      “Take it,” I tell him.

      He does.

      “Don’t let anyone into the building until I’m finished, understood?”

      He nods and I hear his footsteps on the stairs. I wait until the door’s closed to turn to Rafa, my first-cousin, and one of the few men I trust.

      “You don’t have to be down here,” I tell him.

      “I want to see him,” he says, determined.

      “It’s going to be bad, Rafa.”

      He glances over my shoulder at the door that separates us from my brother’s body. He nods. “I’m ready.”

      I pat his shoulder and turn the doorknob, then push the door open.

      The smell is stronger in here and it makes me sick to think about it, about my brother in this place.

      My brother, the traitor.

      But still, my brother.

      My eyes narrow as I take in the figure covered with a cloth on the table. I hear Rafa gag behind me.

      It takes all I have to keep my shit together and walk toward what’s left of Antonio under there.

      Rafa follows close behind and all I can think is I’m going to have to burn this suit because I know I won’t be able to get the smell out.

      Without letting myself think about it, I look straight ahead at the wall of lockers and lift the sheet. This time Rafa’s gag tells me he’s about to puke.

      I don’t turn when he runs from the room. I’d rather be alone anyway.

      The door closes and when I look down, I see why he gagged.

      My stomach heaves but rage settles it as I look at my brother’s brutalized, headless body. Headless and handless.

      Whoever did this didn’t want him identified.

      My jaw tightens.

      Did they know it would bring me here even with the threat of arrest upon leaving Sicily?

      I push the sheet to the floor and make myself look, really look.

      Of the six bullets in his body, it was the one to the gut that killed him, and it killed him slow.

      At least his head and hands were cut off after the fact.

      If some sick fuck is keeping them as fucking trophies, I will decapitate him slowly and I won’t give him the mercy of a bullet first.

      In fact, the only reason the kid here knew to contact the Sabbioni family was the tattoo over Antonio’s heart. Our family crest.

      I walk around the table to look at it and I remember the day he’d gotten it. Every man in our family gets this particular tattoo on his sixteenth birthday. Even me and I fucking hate tattoos.

      I remember when he came home. He’d been drunk off his ass. My brother did not like needles. I’d told him he was a pussy, but I’d kept his secret.

      That night we’d gone out to the cemetery. He wanted to talk to mom. He did that a lot. And the family cemetery was about a fifteen-minute walk from the house in Palermo, so it was easy enough to do.

      I remember when we got there, Antonio stumbling the whole way, how he’d opened his shirt to show her. Well, show her tombstone.

      And as I look down at the tattoo on the man on the table, I remember that night.

      I peer closer.

      The door opens. “I’m sorry, man,” Rafa starts, interrupting me.

      I straighten, shift my gaze to his.

      He’s got his eyes turned up to the ceiling.

      “I can’t do it, Stefan,” he says.

      “It’s all right. Go wait for me outside.”

      I wait until the door’s closed before returning my attention to the tattoo, study it, and momentarily close my eyes. I guess I was hoping.

      The night at the cemetery, I’d had to laugh when I’d seen the tattoo because it was wrong. The numerals on the clock, the IX for nine, the artist had reversed them. He’d tattooed XI on Antonio’s chest. A small detail no one noticed, but a detail nonetheless. And I’m looking at that same detail now.

      I straighten. Bow my head. Turn away from the brutalized body.

      He didn’t deserve this. No matter what, he didn’t deserve this.

      I look up at the doors of the lockers, storage for bodies, I guess, and locate number seven. Walking around the table, I go to it, open it. Inside, I find a trash bag and I lift it out and that, too, makes my blood boil.

      Someone wanted his things destroyed. Would they have buried him in an unmarked grave if they hadn’t been interrupted?

      I walk to the desk and dump the contents of the bag out. Inside are a pair of bloody jeans, a black T-shirt, underwear. The blood has dried to a crust. His shoes too, good shoes, Italian leather—Antonio only wore the best—are splattered with blood.

      I pick up the shoes, turn them over and recognize the name of the designer etched into the barely scuffed soles. They’re brand new and from his favorite designer with a single shop here in Rome. I wonder if he’d just bought them.

      But the fact that he was in Italy at all baffles me. What was he doing back here? Didn’t he know the danger? What had happened? Had someone recognized him?

      It wouldn’t be anyone from my family. They knew I wanted him alive. I’d told them I wanted to do the killing myself. It was only right.

      I still wonder if I could have done it, but I guess that doesn’t matter anymore.

      Putting the shoes back into the bag, I pick up the T-shirt, touch the bullet holes in it. The crusty blood. I shove it back into the bag.

      I pick up the jeans and check the pockets, not expecting to find anything. If he had a wallet, they’d have destroyed it. Leave no way to identify him if they went to the trouble of sawing off his head and hands.

      My stomach turns again, and I remind myself that it happened after he was dead. It’s a small blessing.

      The first pocket turns up empty and I expect the same from the second but am surprised that it isn’t when I slide my hand inside.

      I pull out a thick gold chain. A man’s chain. The clasp broken.

      I hold it high and watch the heavy pendant swing. It’s coated with dried blood. I guess he’d broken it off his killer’s neck before he’d died. Maybe as he’d gone down. The bullets were at close range. Someone he knew?

      I take the pendant in my hand and with my fingernail, scratch away the crust.

      My eyes narrow because I recognize the symbol. It’s one I’ll never forget. Because it belongs to a man I know.

      An untouchable man.

      I fist my hand around it. My nails dig into my palms, but I don’t feel pain. There’s no room for pain when rage takes hold. When vengeance is all I see. The heat of hate all I feel.

      And I make my vow.

      I walk out the door and up the stairs. I know what my men see when they look at me. A man made of stone.

      But I am not that.

      I missed my brother these last few years. I’ll mourn him now.

      And as much as I know I should walk away, walk away like I wasn’t ever here, I won’t leave him behind.

      “Bring him home.”
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            Gabriela

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome, Italy

        Past

      

      

      

      The house is brimming with my father’s friends. It’s almost overflowing.

      The vast gardens are illuminated with beautiful, soft candlelight, the round tables covered in white cloth. Arrangements of roses in every hideous shade of pink decorate each one, their scent thick in the hot night.

      His favorite. Not mine.

      I wanted black callas. They’re more fitting for a family like ours.

      I’m standing on the veranda swallowing champagne from a crystal flute. I’ve had too much already, I feel it, but I have hours to go.

      The soprano sings her solo. I watch her from my place in this corner and her song sends shivers along my spine.

      Pain.

      So much pain.

      I chose this piece purposefully. My father won’t be happy when he realizes I slipped it into the compilation, but I’ll pay that price tomorrow.

      A waiter passes and I halt him, down the remainder of my glass before taking another, daring him to say a word. To tell me no.

      He won’t. He wouldn’t dare.

      I’m Gabriela Marchese, Gabriel Marchese’s daughter. And it’s my party. Tonight is my birthday. Sweet Sixteen.

      Not a single person would dare tell me no.

      The waiter clears his throat. I think he actually blushes.

      I turn back to the soprano and he hurries away.

      The heat of the night feels good. Rome in the height of summer. I do love it here. I love this house much more than the almost clinically modern one in New York. I wish he’d let me stay here.

      I hear my father’s laughter and turn away from the sound. Slipping deeper into the shadows, I watch him pass in his white tuxedo, looking as handsome as ever, his slightly graying hair the only betrayal of his age.

      A woman wearing a horrible fuchsia dress is hanging off his arm. Tonight’s piece of ass, I guess. I bet she thinks she’ll be the one.

      If she only knew how unlucky she’d be if she were.

      I think about my mother, how elegant she was, and wonder how he can do it. How he can be with women like this. Sluts and gold-diggers who will drop to their knees to worship at his feet at the snap of his fingers.

      No, the real question isn’t that. It’s how did my mother ever fall for him. He’s never hidden his true colors.

      As if sensing me there, he turns his head and spots me. He eyes my glass.

      “It’s cider,” I lie. “Don’t worry.”

      The woman glances at me unpleasantly.

      He lets her go to stalk toward me, takes the flute, sniffs it.

      “Why do you lie, darling?” he asks.

      A different waiter appears as if on cue and my father, without taking his eyes off me, sets the almost empty flute on his tray. He leans in and to anyone looking at us, it looks like he’s kissing my cheek, my doting father, but he’s not.

      “I won’t have you embarrass me, Gabriela.”

      “It’s just a glass of champagne. I’m celebrating my birthday after all.”

      He stands back and looks at me, studies my face, then my dress. “You look so much like her, you know that?” he asks, and if I were a fool, I’d think he seemed almost rueful. Almost sorrowful.

      But he’s neither of those things and I’m not a fool.

      My father is a powerful, untouchable man. One not capable of human emotions.

      “I don’t remember how she looked. You know that.” I feel my eyes fill up at the words, at how true they’re becoming.

      How can you forget someone who once meant so much to you? How can a face be erased? Memories vanish?

      Fuck.

      I won’t cry. I will not.

      I steel my spine and swallow my tears, letting them sit like rocks inside my belly to join the others, adding to the mountain there. I force myself to remember who I’m talking to and I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands until I draw blood.

      At least he has the decency to look down for the briefest of moments. “I miss her too,” he says.

      Lie.

      Liar.

      This is where I get it from. The thing I inherited from him. I’m a liar too.

      I glance over his shoulder. “Clearly.”

      He straightens, angry. I don’t know why I provoke him.

      He snaps his fingers and the same waiter appears. My father turns to him. “Get my daughter a drink,” he says to him before shifting his gaze back to me. “Apple juice.”

      I hate him.

      I hate this man.

      He grins at my embarrassment and leans in close again. “Tonight is important. If you’re going to be ugly, you can go to your room. But know that you will be punished tomorrow.”

      “Won’t I already?” I ask, taking the glass the waiter returns with.

      He straightens to his full height. Gabriel Marchese. The most powerful man on two continents. A ruthless one with a reputation that precedes him.

      He grins. “I don’t enjoy punishing you, Gabriela. You know that.”

      “I have the scars to prove otherwise, daddy.”

      His eyes narrow and my heart is racing because I know I should shut up. I should thank him for the juice and for the party I didn’t ask for and kiss his cheek and shut the fuck up.

      At that moment, we’re interrupted by two men. I know the older one, Abe McKinney, a business associate of my father’s. I know immediately the younger one is his son. He looks just like his father and even though he’s only in his early twenties, my guess is he’ll lose his hair before he hits thirty.

      “There you are, Gabriel,” Mr. McKinney says with his slight Irish accent.

      My father smiles and they shake hands. I remember the time he’d wanted this man dead.

      I shift my gaze from son to father.

      “And Gabriela,” Mr. McKinney says, looking me over, making my skin crawl. He reaches into his pocket to take out a cream-colored envelope with my name etched in gold lettering on the front. “Happy birthday, beautiful,” he says, handing it to me.

      I take the envelope, force a smile. “Thank you, Mr. McKinney.”

      “Gabriela,” my father says, his voice almost tender as he shifts one hand to my lower back. I cringe. “This is Charles McKinney. Abe’s son.”

      My smile is so fake, you’d have to be an idiot not to see through it. But Charles might be that idiot.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” he says, reaching for my unoffered hand and kissing the knuckles.

      Not enough alcohol in the world to numb that creepy feeling away.

      I swallow the contents of my glass then remember it’s apple juice.

      My father’s gaze hardens when I meet it.

      “Excuse me,” I say, stepping out of his grasp. “I need to use the ladies’ room.”

      Charles steps aside and I walk hurriedly away, back into the house, past the soldier standing by the grand staircase and up toward my suite of rooms on the second floor, almost running by the time I reach the doors, wishing I could lock them, but I can’t because the
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