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      She’s a pawn in his game; he’s the key to her freedom.

      Together, they’re a dangerous match

      

      Gabrielle belongs to a world where love is a luxury and trust is a gamble.

      Grant sees her as nothing but a tool in his carefully orchestrated plans.

      Yet beneath her guarded facade and his unyielding resolve lies a dangerous connection neither anticipated.

      
        
        In a game of power and control, hearts aren’t supposed to be at stake.
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      Master of Deceit is a work of fiction and I make no apologies for playing fast and loose with facts, legal shit, anachronisms, or any other inconvenient realities that threatened to get in the way of the story.
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      Master of Deceit travels through some very dark places and includes some disturbing subject matter. If you have the potential to be triggered, this may not be the book for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For every woman who sounded the alarm and was told,

        “you're overreacting”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabby

      

      Late May, 2003

      

      My heart pounds like it’s going to burst through my chest when I walk through the front door and spot the letter lying open on the hall table. It’s just my luck that my father got home early.

      I’d been so excited when I got accepted into a master’s program at Stanford earlier this year.

      The economics degree had been forced on me, but it still counted as the first step toward my dream of becoming a history professor.

      During my senior year of high school, my father found out I’d not only been accepted to both Stanford and Berkeley with full-ride scholarships, but that I hadn’t applied to any New York colleges.

      He completely lost his shit.

      By the time I returned to school two weeks later, he’d bought me a place at Columbia as an economics major.

      I’d learned a lot since.

      I got myself a post office box, a prepaid cellphone, and a secret email address. I faked plenty of extravagant spending so he wouldn’t suspect I was saving to move out.

      I’d been so careful.

      I’m terrified by the time I get to my father’s office, but if I don’t stick up for myself now, I never will.

      “I’m going, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” There, I said it.

      He’s out of his chair in a flash, and before I can process what’s happening, he’s got a fistful of my hair and is forcing me to my knees.

      “Nothing? You couldn’t be more wrong, Gabrielle. I will upload pictures and video of you being the sexual deviant you are to every porn site there is, and make sure it’s leaked to the press. It won’t matter what you say to defend yourself—nobody will believe you. So, this is how it’s going to go. You’ll stay on at Columbia and get your MBA, then you’ll take over as CEO of Sieger Broadcasting. You don’t get to leave until I decide you can.”

      Hours later, as I’m lying in bed, I distract myself from the pain by evaluating every possible escape scenario I can come up with short of patricide. Sadly, every option leads to the same inevitable conclusion.

      There is no escape. Not without help.

      And even if I did know where to look for the kind of help I’d need, my father is right—nobody will believe me. That became clear when he showed me some examples of the footage he threatened to upload. All of it after I turned eighteen. And none of it featuring anything identifiable as him.

      For the first time in my entire life, I’ve lost hope for a future free of my father.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m entirely without choices. I spend a sleepless night contemplating the sorts of action I can take on the down-low that he’d absolutely hate if he knew.

      And that’s when an idea sparks.

      My father absolutely loves and encourages obscene displays of wealth. So much so, he would be horrified at the very idea of his wealth being used to give another human being a leg up.

      There are far too many women in New York City who can’t escape their abusers because they are unable to access help.

      And since all the money I have and earn originates from my father in some form, what better way to use it than to give women a chance to escape men like him…
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      April, 2015

      

      Grant

      

      I lead two very different lives. To the world, I’m Grant Preston, sole heir to one of the oldest and largest privately owned corporations in the country. In private, I’m Sebastian Quinn, investigative reporter with a reputation for digging the dirt and exposing the truth.

      The master’s degree in business administration from Harvard was necessary to ensure my family legacy continues to thrive.

      I bought The National Evening Gazette to feed my passion—and give Sebastian Quinn a voice.

      I suppose my ownership of the paper could be regarded as a vanity project. And in a way, maybe it is. But not for the reasons you might think. I’ve worked hard to make it a fully independent news source with a stellar reputation for journalistic integrity and unbiased reporting.

      After I took over the company, I put together an amazing management team to run it. I mostly make major decisions and provide oversight, which allows me to take whatever time I need when I’m working on a story.

      And right now, I’m working on something explosive.

      I began investigating Fred Sieger and his network of corruption nearly a year ago when I discovered one of my employees was selling confidential information.

      Sieger is one of those too big to fail types with connections that run deep and wide, so my articles exposing what little dirt I managed to dig up were just minor annoyances to him.

      The investigation started as a side project, but then I heard rumblings that he intends to run for president.

      Even with all the extra time and resources I’ve been throwing at my investigation, I haven’t had any luck finding anything substantial enough to take him down because very few people are willing to talk to me—on or off the record.

      Then last week, Duke called. Even though primaries don’t start until January, Sieger is a lock for the party nomination.

      Word is, in exchange for his closest competition to throw the race, he’s offering up the VP spot on the ticket along with a significant financial incentive. Short of him dropping dead or committing murder, there’s no stopping it. If I want to take him down, I’ll need evidence of a crime even his party can’t ignore.

      Since then, I’ve been studying all the video footage of Sieger I can get my hands on. He’s always surrounded by people, but there is a very small core group that appears with him everywhere. Today’s plan is to study each person in that group for a weak link and a way in.

      I’m walking down the hall to my home office with a mug of coffee when my phone rings. I fish it out of my pocket, check the caller ID, and answer.

      “Heath, what can I do for you this morning?”

      “It’s what I can do for you.”

      “Go on.” I set my cup on my desk and sink into my chair.

      “Sieger wants that building you own on West Fifty-Fifth. Badly.”

      “How do you know that?” I log into my computer and pull up the details on that property.

      “He was in the bar at the Esmonde last night, and I overheard him. He was with some guy I didn’t recognize.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. If he wants my building, why wouldn’t he just contact me about it?”

      “Well, that’s what’s interesting. Sieger is convinced that if approaches you about it directly, you’d know he wants it and use that to your advantage.”

      I nearly shoot coffee through my nose.

      “So, did he happen to divulge his brilliant strategy to keep me from taking advantage?”

      “Turns out, the guy he was talking to is supposed to try and buy it from you for him.”

      “Ah. Anything else I should know?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’ll call if I remember anything.”

      “Thanks, Heath. This is really helpful.”

      “Anytime.”

      I didn’t have any plans to sell that particular property, but I can afford to let it go if he wants it badly enough.

      As soon as I disconnect the call, I pull up the video of Sieger’s presidential candidacy event and focus on the most important person in his circle—his daughter. She’s got this smile pasted on her face that goes from toothy—whenever he looks at her—to pinched as soon as he turns his attention elsewhere.

      I need access, and Sieger’s daughter is going to be my key.
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      May, 2015

      

      Grant

      

      Cigar smoke swirls up from an elaborate gold ashtray as Fred Sieger shuffles papers around the surface of his blindingly garish desk. Jesus, the entire house, at least as much as I’ve seen of it, is an object lesson on how money doesn’t necessarily buy good taste.

      After declining his invitation to sit, I wait patiently for him to make the first move.

      “Name your price.”

      What the fuck? This guy brags regularly to the media about his exceptional negotiating skills, and that’s his opening gambit?

      If this deal wasn’t so important to me, I’d have laughed in his face and walked out. Instead, I take a moment before responding.

      “Gabrielle.”

      His head snaps up, and he stops shuffling. “What?”

      “Your daughter is the only currency I’ll accept. You’ve got until I walk out that door to make your decision.”

      Spinning on my heel, I catch the look of horror on Gabrielle’s face as she stands in the open doorway.

      Shit. I didn’t expect her to be here.

      No matter. She is nothing more than a pawn in what is already a very long game with stakes that are more far-reaching than I originally thought. I can’t afford to let her get under my skin.

      “Fine. She’s yours. How soon can we close the deal?”

      One step?

      Seriously?

      He let me take one single, solitary step before giving in?

      I knew he was eager to get his grubby little hands on that piece of real estate, but I had no idea he was desperate enough to sell his daughter—his only child—with barely a second thought.

      I turn and face him, careful not to let my disgust or surprise show.

      “Gabrielle and I will need to go together for the marriage license, and we can’t legally be married until the following day. So, Tuesday at the earliest.”

      “Vegas. A quick trip to Vegas and it could be done today. My plane can be ready to go by the time you reach the airport.”

      Is this guy for real?

      “No. We’re getting married here in New York. I’ll return on Monday morning at ten.” I pull a sheaf of papers from my briefcase and toss it on his desk. “I expect this pre-nup to be signed and Gabrielle ready to go the minute I arrive. And Fred, if anything about this leaks to the press, the deal is off.”

      When I get to the front door, I’m surprised to see Gabrielle standing there. Her expression is completely blank, but her body says it all. Rage. Resentment. Resignation.

      “Ten o’clock Monday morning. Don’t make me wait.” I suppose I could have been gentler about it, but I doubt it would have mattered.

      She opens the door for me, and I half expect her to slam it the moment I’m outside. Instead, there’s just the slightest snick of the lock.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I thought I was prepared. And perhaps intellectually, I was.

      Emotionally…not so much.

      There was no question I’d win. It was how easily my future father-in-law capitulated that I found both perplexing and disturbing.

      However, Gabrielle witnessing firsthand that she’s worth nothing more than a pile of bricks and mortar is weighing on my conscience.

      I should head straight to my office and whittle away at the ever-increasing pile of paperwork accumulating on my desk. Instead, I drop in on Heath.

      “Well?” Heath asks as I walk into his office.

      “It’s on.”

      “I guess I’d better pull my tux out of mothballs, then.”

      “Don’t be a dick. A suit will suffice.”

      “Seriously, man, I know you’ll do pretty much whatever it takes to get a story, but I still think marriage is a little extreme.”

      “That corrupt fucker is about to become a presidential nominee. As soon as that happens, the Secret Service takes over his security. I have to get ahead of that if I want any chance at infiltrating his inner circle. Time is short. There’s no indication that she dates. And even if she were to date me, it’s all too easy for her to end it. Believe me, I’ve thought through every possible alternative, and a marriage contract is the only solution I came up with that could give me the kind of access I need.”

      “You’re talking like this is some kind of corporate merger.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No. Or at least it shouldn’t be. This is marriage. Vows to love and honor that are meant to be kept for life. Sure, it doesn’t always happen that way, but it should at least start out with that intention.”

      He’s right. I always thought I’d get married for love, not an exposé and a shot at a Pulitzer. But, I’m a thirty-five year old workaholic and I’ve got an ironclad pre-nup.

      “Oh, please. It’s not like your relationship with Georgia started off all candlelight and roses.” It’s a low blow, but I’m feeling a bit salty.

      He glares at me. “My relationship with Georgia didn’t kick off with a forced marriage.”

      “Fine, I get it. You don’t approve.”

      “Grant, it’s not about my approval, and you know it. I just want you to remember that, unlike the property you traded for her, Gabby is a flesh and blood human being with feelings. You’ve had time to get used to the idea of this marriage and what you expect from it. Meanwhile, she— wait, does she even know?”

      Guilt pricks at me as I tell Heath about seeing Gabby and her reaction.

      And his deep sigh of disappointment adds a layer of shame. “You’re obviously hell-bent on going through with this wedding to take down Sieger. Just don’t let blind ambition make you lose sight of the good man you are.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good. Now, when and where do you need me?”

      “Wedding’s set for ten on Tuesday morning at The Plaza. I managed to snag the Grand Penthouse Suite.”

      “Jesus. That’s awfully swank for a quickie wedding. Why not just fuck off to Vegas? Then you could swing back there for your quickie divorce after your story breaks.”

      “Why does everybody keep suggesting Vegas?”

      Heath raises his eyebrow. “Who else suggested Vegas?”

      “Fred Fucking Sieger, that’s who. Offered up his plane and everything. The thing is, even if I were inclined to marry Gabrielle in Vegas—which I’m not—the fact that he put it out there took that option out of the running. When it comes to his daughter, I’m not doing anything his way.”

      There’s a tap on the door, then a moment later, Heath’s assistant walks in carrying two mugs. She sets one in front of Heath before handing the other to me with a nod and a shy smile.

      She’s had a crush on me for months, and I’ve been careful not to lead her on. Now that I’m about to be a married man, I really can’t risk her misinterpreting my intentions. “Thank you, Nicole.” My tone is brusque, and I don’t return the smile.

      I catch the small flicker of hurt in her expression as she turns and leaves without saying a word.

      “Wow, that’s quite the way you have with the ladies.”

      “Knock it off. Being strictly polite hasn’t done anything to discourage her.”

      “Do you want me to talk to her?”

      “Nah, I expect that should be the end of it.”

      “In that case, as your best man, it is my duty to ensure you have a bachelor party before heading off to wedded bliss. I’m sure I can cobble something together for tomorrow night.”

      “No. No bachelor party.”

      “Just the Geeks on Dover. I promise.”

      “No. I don’t want anymore attention drawn to this than absolutely necessary.”

      “Seriously? You’re marrying Fred Sieger’s daughter, with no sign of you two even dating, and you think you’ll skate through without a media shit-show? Sieger is a social-climbing attention whore and his daughter is marrying into one of the oldest families in New York Society. He’s probably leaking the story to every major news outlet right now.”

      “I’ve already told him if this leaks, the deal is off. He wants that property so badly, he barely hesitated before trading his daughter for it. He won’t run the risk of me following through on my threat. I have a media release ready to go out after the wedding on Tuesday stating that we chose to keep our relationship quiet to avoid drawing attention away from Fred’s campaign. And I mean it, Heath. No bachelor party. No fuss.”

      “Fine. But it would have been the best bachelor party. It would have been tremendous.”

      “Fuck you, Heath,” I say, but there’s no real heat in it.

      He just shrugs and chuckles.
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      Gabrielle

      

      Chattel.

      A commodity to be bought and sold.

      That became my reality on Friday night when my father officially informed me of my impending marriage. He bragged about his negotiating prowess. Told me in excruciating detail how he convinced Grant Preston to transfer this property over without it costing my father so much as a penny, as though I hadn’t witnessed how the deal actually went down.

      By the time I turned thirty, I’d accepted death would be my only means of escape from my father.

      Apparently I’d grossly underestimated the level of his greed.

      I may be moving from one gilded cage to another, but I’ll still be free of this one. And who knows, maybe the next one will be easier to escape.

      Saturday and Sunday were spent being paraded around campaign events like a prize cow—every smile forced, every handshake mechanical. All the while, my father’s rage simmered just below the surface, and boiled over every night, leaving marks where they won’t be seen.

      As I wait for the man I am supposed to marry tomorrow, I think back to our brief encounter on Friday.

      He is devilishly handsome. At best, I’d say he is cold and distant. I try not to think about what he might be at worst.

      I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.

      The pre-nup was straightforward, but seriously one-sided. An affair on my part would result in divorce, forfeiting financial support as well as any joint marital assets, whereas there would be no consequences for him should he prove unfaithful.

      Ha. The joke’s entirely on him. I have absolutely no interest in romantic entanglements. In fact, I’d be thrilled for him to find his physical comfort elsewhere. Hell, I hope he already has a mistress. I could be off the hook entirely.

      At the sound of the doorbell, I slide my feet into my four-inch stilettos before getting up from the sofa. Pasting on my best smile, I do a quick check in the mirror, then open the door to meet my doom.

      “Hi.”

      Grant’s expression is stony. “Are you ready?”

      Nodding, I grab my purse and the envelope containing the pre-nup from the small table next to the door.

      “Here,” I say as I hand the paperwork over. “Signed. Just as you ordered.”

      He takes the envelope from me and places his other hand to my mid-back before escorting me down the stairs.

      The warmth from his skin is almost comforting.

      Once we reach the car, he opens the door and helps me in.

      He may be cold and distant, but he has manners. Which is considerably more than I can say for my father.

      Neither of us say a word during the drive to the city clerk’s office. Once we’re parked, Grant turns off the engine and turns to face me.

      “As soon as we get our marriage license, we are getting blood tests—they’re not required in New York, but they are for my own peace of mind. After that, we’ll go buy rings, then get some lunch before I drop you back at your father’s. Any questions?”

      I want to ask where we’re getting married, but that doesn’t really matter. I only have one burning question, right now.

      “What do you expect of me…as your wife?”

      “I assume you’re asking if I expect sex. And the answer is yes.”

      I turn away from him and stare out the passenger side window.

      A moment later, he places his hand over mine. I’m woefully unprepared for that first touch on my bare skin, and I flinch. I hate that it makes my heart stutter, so I shrug it off as a nervous reaction to this crazy situation I’m in. What else could it possibly be?

      “Gabrielle, look at me. Please.”

      I continue staring out the window. I’d known sex would be part of this, but I suppose I’d tried to pretend it wouldn’t. Of course, I’ll do my duty, but⁠—

      “Gabrielle.” He cups my cheek and gently turns my head to face him. “I’m so sorry. That was appallingly clumsy of me. Let me try again. Tomorrow, I will vow to be faithful to you and I’m a man of my word. So, yes, I expect my marriage to include sex. But, only if my wife is an active and willing participant. I won’t ever force you. Understand?”

      I nod.

      “Words, please. We’re neither of us mind-readers.”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “Good girl.” Those words send my heart racing, and I feel the strangest tingle between my legs. “Any other questions, or are you ready to go in?”

      “I’m ready to go.” Or at least as ready as I’m ever going to be.

      He orders me to wait. After he exits the car, he comes around to the passenger side, opens the door, and helps me out.

      Those manners again. I briefly wonder if they’re just an out in public thing, or whether they’re an all the time thing.

      After enduring a lifetime of my father’s boorish behavior—a lifetime of pasting on smiles more fake than Tara Langston’s boobs while silently begging for the floor to open up and swallow me whole—I’ll be thrilled if it’s only in public.

      I’m not prepared for his palm to slide across the fresh cigar burn on the small of my back and I can’t quite hold back she sharp hiss of pain. And even though it irritates my wound, I like the way the warmth of his hand feels on my body.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine, thank you.”

      I’m smiling now, and for once, there’s a little truth to it.

      Oh, I don’t have any delusions that this is my happily ever after. But so far, I don’t get the feeling Grant wants to hurt me. And I really like that he won’t dance to my father’s tune. So, I’m willing to take a chance that the handsome devil I don’t know might be better than the wrinkled, balding troll with a bad combover and unhealthy reliance on little blue pills.
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