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    This one is for all my fans and loyal

    readers around the world.

    On Twitter, Facebook, my website –

    You all rock!

    Keep on reading . . .

  
    Introduction

    I first met Jackie Collins in Dorset. She was in the carousel bookstand of a campsite newsagents, and I was fourteen, searching for a good holiday read that’d help fill the rainy week in our six-berth caravan. As American Star’s silver embossed cover lured me into picking it up, there, above the blurb, was she; power-dressed in black and animal print, with big dark hair; a cross between a sleek jungle cat and a star from Dynasty, the old 80s TV soap that my mum and me had lived for, back in the day. Not yet having joined the sisterly dots between Joan and Jackie, I skimmed the intro, hoping for a story might live up to that glamourous cover. Sex in chapter one? Sold!

    The rags-to-riches story of A-list siblings Nick Angel and Cyndra sent me head-over heels in love with Jackie Collins. American Star became my baptism into the land of the racy page-turner, and my week in that leaky static van became infinitely brighter for it. The holiday flew by, and once back at home, I hit the library for a full-on Jackie Collins binge. Lovers and Gamblers, The Stud, The World is Full of Married Men, and then Chances.

    Lucky Santangelo’s strong, sexy, traffic-stopping sense of self was a fantastic escape from my typically average teen existence. Lucky was beautiful and rich, but she was likeable, too, with just the right combination of brains and sass. And I was delighted to find that each Lucky adventure worked as a standalone story, too; a blessing for a girl like me with neither the access nor the funds to read the series chronologically. I could be living the life of young Lucky – the highs and the tragedies of her mafia style family and father Gino ‘the Ram’ Santangelo – or reading about Lucky, the hot-shot career mother of two, desirable always, with no sign of ever slowing down. Who does things on her own terms, just like her father.

    Not only did I love reading Jackie’s books, but they inspired me, too. I’d write, churning out hot scenes of seduction that I’d keep hidden in an old ring binder folder, under my bed. Teenage me hadn’t yet set foot in another country, was still clueless as to who I was or what I wanted to become, yet with Lucky Santangelo and my small electric typewriter, I became a global jetsetter; confident and empowered, all through the gift of fiction. Because in Jackie’s world, even girls like me could have it all. An assassin of gender stereotypes and patriarchal double-standards, Jackie made sure in her books that women like Lucky succeed in all the places a man can – and do things better, too. Trailblazing. Bad ass. Wildly Beautiful. Who doesn’t want to be described like that?

    Goddess of Vengeance is the eighth book in the Santangelo series. Here, Lucky’s got lucky, and we find our heroine basking in one of life’s sweet spots; she has success and contentment – still happily married to film producer Lennie Golden, she’s now the owner of a luxury Las Vegas resort complex called The Keys. And as for the kids, Bobby’s managing nightclubs, and Maria – now Max – is on the cusp of her eighteenth birthday, bad ass and grown enough to be making her own questionable choices in life. Lucky’s world is turning nicely until Armand Jordan, billionaire businessman and future King of Akramshar – one of the most uncomfortably misogynistic and ruthless men ever to disgrace Jackie’s pages – makes it his mission to buy The Keys. But Armand has a huge problem; Lucky’s not selling, certainly not to someone that gives her ‘very bad vibes’ from the off. Armand, alien to the word no, especially from a woman, refuses to accept Lucky’s decision, and so begin the games and depraved attempts to take The Keys by whatever means possible. But only a man with an ego as big as Armand Jordan’s would consider crossing Lucky Santangelo, and it was this that kept my eyes popping and fingers page-turning until the end. I was again right at home with Jackie's wild child alter-ego. ‘A moron who hates women, and I'm about to show him who’s boss.’ This is what Jackie Collins does best; a character-driven lightning plot, set around a contest of wits, wealth and power play – a battle of the sexes like no other. One thing’s for sure, Lucky’s survived far worse than Armand Jordan before – and come out on top. So will Lucky reign as the Goddess of Vengeance this time too, or will it take a real-life Prince to knock her crown?

    With all my blessings, enjoy the tale and the ride, as only Queen Jackie can tell it.

    ‘Always expect the unexpected,’ is straight out of the Santangelo rulebook, and it amazes me that I can apply it to my own story, through writing this. It is my very great pleasure, to pen this forward for Goddess of Vengeance, dressed in my own animal print ensemble, sporting my own big dark hair. Sadly, I’ll never get to tell Queen Jackie of the impact she had on my teenage years and early writing, or of the impression she left on me as a person as well. I’ll never know if my love of the leopard-print is Jackie’s influence or more of a homegirl Essex Girl influence, but I do know that she is never far away. Jackie Collins can be found in my kitchen these days, in the form of the Lucky Santangelo Cookbook. She smiles down from my bookstand always, like some writerly glamourous godmother, a crowd of red jewels at her throat, still inspiring my writing and inspiring me, always, to #BeMoreJackie.

    Eva Verde
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    Chapter One

    It was early evening and the garden restaurant was only half-full. The patrons were trying to play it cool, because after all, this was L.A. and stars abounded. However, most of them couldn’t resist an occasional surreptitious glance over at Venus, the platinum-blonde, world famous superstar, as she picked at a chopped vegetable salad.

    Sitting at the table with her was Lucky Santangelo, a dark-haired beauty who’d experienced her own share of controversial headlines and scandals over the years. Lucky – the former owner and head of Panther Studios – was a businesswoman supreme, who currently owned the luxurious hotel, casino and apartment complex, The Keys, in Las Vegas.

    The two of them made a formidable couple. In Hollywood, where looks were everything, Venus and Lucky ruled. Venus with her in-your-face blondeness, startling blue eyes and toned and muscled shape. And Lucky – a dangerously seductive woman with blacker-than-night eyes, deep olive skin, full sensuous lips, a tangle of long jet hair and a lithe body.

    ‘I’m beginning to think you’re a sex addict,’ Lucky said lightly, smiling at her close friend.

    ‘Excuse me?’ Venus retorted, raising a perfectly arched and pencilled eyebrow. ‘Last week you called me a Cougar, and now I’m a sex addict. Seriously, Lucky?’

    Pushing back her mane of unruly curls, Lucky grinned. ‘Yeah. I’m so wrong,’ she drawled sarcastically. ‘It wasn’t you who slept with your twenty-two-year-old co-star last week, and it wasn’t you who screwed your sixty-year-old director two days later.’

    ‘Oh please,’ Venus said, dismissively waving her hand in the air. ‘I’m getting a divorce, what do you expect me to do? Join a convent?’

    ‘That might be a touch extreme.’ Lucky smiled as she thought about Venus wreaking havoc in a convent. ‘But anyway – I’m sure you know what you’re doing.’

    ‘You bet your fine ass I do,’ Venus answered vehemently. ‘Billy is all over the internet and the magazines with that juvenile skank he’s supposedly hooked up with. Just like Cooper.’ She paused for a long thoughtful moment. ‘Another cheating rat. I sure know how to pick ’em.’

    ‘You certainly do,’ Lucky agreed, thinking that Cooper Turner, Venus’s husband before Billy Melina, was a whole different ball game. Cooper was a much older movie star with a Warren Beatty-style track record, and everyone had known that Cooper would eventually cheat. Billy – not so much. Even though Billy was thirteen years younger than Venus, he’d seemed thrilled to be with her. And why not? Like Madonna, Venus was a true original with legions of worldwide fans.

    ‘I cannot believe Billy turned out to be such a loser,’ Venus said, determined to verbally trash her soon-to-be ex.

    ‘Hardly a loser,’ Lucky couldn’t help pointing out. ‘His current movie has grossed over a hundred million. Not too shabby.’

    ‘Yeah, yeah, rub it in,’ Venus snapped irritably. ‘Billy’s career is on fire, but as a man I can assure you he turned out to be a big waste of space.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘And what’s up with you today? Shouldn’t you be agreeing with me, not regaling me with his box office?’

    ‘Hey – don’t say I didn’t warn you about marrying a much younger man,’ Lucky responded.

    ‘Billy isn’t that much younger,’ Venus insisted. ‘Anyway, it’s sure working for Demi and Ashton. Besides, I thought you liked him.’

    ‘I did,’ Lucky said carefully. ‘I mean, I still do. Only marrying a younger guy . . . it’s kind of a given that they’re bound to cheat.’

    ‘Oh thanks!’ Venus said, frowning. ‘When did you turn into Miz Cynical and a half?’

    ‘Not cynical, merely practical.’

    ‘Says you,’ Venus snorted.

    ‘You know I tell it like it is,’ Lucky said, picking up her wine glass and taking a sip.

    ‘Oh yes, we all know that about you. Nothing’s off limits.’

    ‘Very true. I believe in the truth.’

    ‘And I guess it works for you.’

    Lucky regarded her brilliant friend, and wondered why any man who was fortunate enough to be with Venus would ever want to stray. Venus had it all – beauty, brains, and talent.

    ‘Exactly why are you divorcing Billy?’ she asked.

    ‘’Cause he—’

    ‘Cheated!’ They both finished the sentence together, then broke up laughing.

    ‘Well,’ Venus said sagely, ‘it was fun while it lasted. Eighteen months together and six months married. Now I’m almost free again, and believe me, it’s not such a bad thing. I enjoy being on my own. Living with Billy was like doing time in a frat house. It’s such a pleasure that I don’t have to pick up dirty socks and underwear from the floor, no endless midnight snacks everywhere, and I get full control of the remote.’

    ‘Surely you always had that?’

    ‘Actually I didn’t. You know me – when I wasn’t working I was busy playing wifey to the hilt, and you can see where it got me.’

    ‘Free to fuck your co-star, and your director,’ Lucky commented. ‘Not so bad.’

    Venus gave a wicked smile. ‘I know. Shame we just finished shooting.’

    ‘You should fly to Vegas this weekend,’ Lucky suggested. ‘It’ll take your mind off all things Billy.’

    ‘What’s going on in Vegas – apart from your fantastic hotel?’

    ‘A board meeting of all my investors, and since you were one of the first, it would be great if you showed your face; everyone would really love it. And – even better – I’ve decided to throw an eighteenth birthday party for Max, although the brat is driving me crazy. She’s still carrying on about moving to New York.’

    ‘I cannot believe that Max is about to be eighteen. Little Maria, all grown up.’

    ‘Tell me about it,’ Lucky sighed. ‘Time goes too fast.’

    ‘You do realize that at eighteen there’s no way you can stop her from doing anything she wants?’

    ‘Unfortunately I understand that,’ Lucky said, nodding. ‘And if I know my Max, she’ll take full advantage.’

    ‘Hey – you were married young,’ Venus said brightly. ‘So maybe she’ll turn out to be street smart like you.’

    ‘Married off, you mean, by dear daddy Gino,’ Lucky said, shaking her head as if she still couldn’t quite believe that Gino had forced her into a marriage she didn’t want. ‘Can you imagine that Gino thought he was protecting me from my wild ways? What a joke that turned out to be!’

    ‘How come you didn’t fight it?’

    ‘I was sixteen,’ Lucky said, remembering the overwhelming rush of helplessness and dread she’d felt on her wedding day. ‘I guess I considered myself powerless to say no.’

    ‘C’mon, Lucky, it didn’t do you any harm,’ Venus said. ‘Just look at everything you’ve accomplished. You’ve built hotels, run a movie studio, had three kids, and you’re married to Mister Amazing. Admit it, you’re goddamn superwoman!’

    ‘No,’ Lucky answered after a thoughtful pause. ‘I’m a woman who took chances every inch of the way. I had to fight for my independence.’ A long beat. ‘Believe me, it wasn’t easy.’

    ‘Right,’ Venus said. ‘And that’s exactly why you and I understand each other so well. We both know that being a strong successful woman in this town can be a lonely and difficult path.’

    ‘Agreed,’ Lucky said. ‘You gotta kick ass like a guy, and get called a bitch for your trouble.’

    ‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Venus said.

    ‘But you know something?’ Lucky added. ‘I know who I am – and I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

    ‘Me too!’

    ‘I think we should drink to strong invincible women,’ Lucky said, raising her glass.

    ‘You got it, sister,’ Venus murmured.

    They clinked glasses and smiled at each other.

    ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you,’ Lucky said. ‘Who’s getting the apartment at The Keys, you or Billy?’

    ‘Me, of course,’ Venus answered firmly. ‘I’ve already told my lawyer there’s no way I’m giving it up. It’s mine. Billy can go piss in the wind to get his hands on that piece of real estate.’

    ‘Glad to hear it. In this world you gotta claim what’s yours.’

    ‘Hell, yes. The apartment is in your hotel, and you’re my friend, so screw Billy.’

    ‘Right on!’ Lucky said, nodding her agreement.

    After coffee and more conversation – mostly about what an asshole Billy was – Lucky signaled for the check.

    A young waiter who’d been watching them all night, edged toward their table and presented it to her. Lucky threw down her black American Express card.

    ‘I guess that means it’s your turn,’ Venus said, removing a small gold compact from her oversized Chanel tote, and inspecting her flawless image. She knew there’d be a pack of paparazzi waiting for her exit, and there was nothing they liked better than catching a celebrity looking like crap. She wasn’t about to give them that pleasure.

    The waiter hovered and cleared his throat. Although he was nervous, he saw an opportunity and he was seizing it – even if it meant getting fired should the manager catch him bothering a guest.

    ‘Excuse me, Miz uh . . .Venus,’ he ventured, stammering slightly. ‘I’ve uh, written a script that is so right for you. I was uh, hoping you might find time to read it.’

    Venus threw him a look – the famous cool as an iced Martini look – her blue eyes raking him over.

    Oh no, Lucky thought. Here we go. The diva is on the loose.

    Venus didn’t disappoint. ‘Do I look like an agent?’ she purred. ‘Really?’

    The waiter blanched, quickly picked up Lucky’s credit card plus the check, and slunk off.

    ‘Poor guy,’ Lucky said sympathetically. ‘He was merely taking a shot.’

    ‘Well, let him take a shot elsewhere,’ Venus said grandly. ‘I can’t stand being harassed when I’m trying to relax.’

    ‘Oh my God, you can be such a queen bitch!’ Lucky admonished. ‘Wouldn’t want to get on your wrong side.’

    ‘So be it,’ Venus said with a wry smile. ‘Shall we go?’

    *   *   *

    Seventeen-year-old Max Santangelo Golden could somehow or other wrangle her way into any club she wanted. Fake I.D. No problem. Lavish tips to the doormen. No problem. Cultivating a friendship with one of the promoters. No problem.

    ‘When it comes to getting in anywhere, I rule,’ Max often boasted.

    Her two closest friends, Cookie, the chocolate-skinned daughter of soul-icon Gerald M., and Harry, the gay son of a TV network honcho, agreed with her. Ace, her on-again off-again boyfriend, was not so pleased. The L.A. club scene failed to enthrall him. He wasn’t into drinking, drugging and spotting out-of-control celebrities. But Max, at seventeen, loved every minute. Not that she drank much or did drugs, but she did get off on people-watching and dancing on tables. Music was her special thrill – especially rap and unknown British groups with wasted-looking lead singers. Oh yes, she was totally into lean and mean. Ace was way hot and sexy, but sometimes Max considered him too nice a dude, and she often craved a more edgy relationship. Besides, Ace didn’t live in L.A. so he wasn’t always around when she wanted to do something with him.

    ‘Where’re we goin’ tonight?’ Cookie asked as she sat cross-legged on her messy bed picking at her green nail polish.

    ‘There’s a rave for some old rock group at the House of Blues,’ Harry said, speaking up. ‘’Spose we could crash if you’re up for it.’

    Harry was the palest boy known to man, pallid-faced and skinny, with gelled and spiked hair dyed a ruthless black. It was only recently he’d emerged from the closet, although Max and Cookie had always known and totally accepted that he was gay. He had yet to come out to his controlling father who would probably disown him.

    ‘No can stand the House of Blues,’ Max opined, her brilliant green eyes flashing disapproval. ‘It’s always full of major wannabes; besides we’ll never make it into the Foundation Room.’

    ‘Why not?’ Cookie inquired, leaning over and reaching for a can of 7UP balanced precariously on the edge of a table.

    ‘Yeah, why not?’ Harry repeated. ‘Thought you could get in anywhere.’

    ‘Anywhere I want to,’ Max answered pointedly, tossing back clouds of wavy black hair. ‘Who needs the freaking Foundation Room? It’s always full of ancient rockers gulping down handfuls of Viagra. So not cool.’

    Cookie let forth a manic giggle. ‘I bet my dad takes Viagra,’ she said, swigging 7UP from the can. ‘Bet he pops those pills by the dozen.’

    ‘All old guys do,’ Harry said with a knowing smirk. ‘They can’t get it up without ’em.’

    ‘Gross-out!’ Cookie squealed. ‘Don’t wanna think of my dad with a boner!’

    Max decided that sometimes Cookie and Harry could be too much of a good thing. The three of them had grown up together, attended the same school, and shared some interesting and sometimes frightening experiences, but in a way she felt she’d outgrown them. As soon as she was eighteen, she planned on making a break for New York and freedom. Not that her parents weren’t great, but the two of them were a lot to live up to. Lucky – who’d achieved absolutely everything she’d ever wanted. And Lennie, a multi-talented writer/director who helmed all his own independent movies. Max was tired of being referred to as their daughter. Fed up with the pressure it put on her to do something spectacular with her life.

    Big brother Bobby was her role model – Bobby, who had escaped and made his own way. He was definitely her inspiration, and she adored him. Although now he had a permanent girlfriend, Denver Jones, and much as she reluctantly admired Denver, a Deputy D.A., she missed having Bobby all to herself when he was in L.A.

    ‘Got it,’ Max said at last. ‘Whyn’t we hit the Chateau for dinner? There’s always something going on there.’

    ‘S’long as I don’t bump into my old man,’ Cookie said, wrinkling her nose. ‘He’s got himself another dumbass girlfriend, an’ I think she stays at the Chateau when she’s in town.’

    ‘What’s the deal with this one?’ Max asked.

    ‘English, complete with uptight accent and a bug up her ever so tight British ass,’ Cookie said, making a disgusted face. ‘She thinks she’s like the second coming of Keira Knightley. As if.’

    ‘Your old man sure covers the waterfront,’ Harry remarked, pulling up the collar of his long Goth-like coat.

    ‘Tell me about it,’ Cookie said with a weary sigh. ‘I’ve had more almost step-moms than you’ve had filthy thoughts about Chace Crawford!’

    ‘Okay, okay,’ Max said, interrupting them. She was into making fast decisions, not screwing around and vacillating about what to do. ‘We could check out a new club that opened a couple of weeks ago. River. I’m sure we can get in.’

    ‘Let’s do it,’ Cookie said, fiddling with the dark chocolate-brown dreadlocks that framed her exceptionally pretty face.

    ‘D’you think Chace Crawford’ll be there?’ Harry asked hopefully.

    Max threw him a look. ‘Calm down,’ she said. ‘Surely you know? Chace Crawford is so into girls.’

    ‘That’s what they all say,’ Harry muttered. ‘But I know better.’

    *   *   *

    ‘Lucky has invited us to Vegas next weekend,’ Bobby Santangelo Stanislopoulos said, stretching his six foot three frame on Denver Jones’s shabby chic couch. ‘She’s planning a party for my sister Max’s eighteenth birthday, one of her big family events.’

    Denver regarded her boyfriend of several months with slight trepidation. Oh, man, the longish black hair, dark-as-night eyes, Greek nose, and strong jawline got her every time. If only he wasn’t so damn handsome. If only she hadn’t harboured a crush on him since high school. If only he wasn’t such a fantastic lover with all the right moves.

    ‘Your mom intimidates me,’ she said at last, stroking the belly of her dog, Amy Winehouse, who lay on its back making happy sounds. Amy was a mixed breed that Denver and her ex, Josh, had found wandering on Venice Beach. They’d named the dog Amy Winehouse because of its low throaty growl. Plus the fabulous Miz Winehouse was one of Denver’s favourite singers.

    Bobby laughed – he had a fantastic laugh. Naturally. ‘C’mon,’ he chided. ‘I’m sure Lucky thinks you’re the greatest thing that ever happened to me.’

    Denver raised an eyebrow. ‘Thing?’ she said coolly.

    ‘Y’know what I mean.’

    ‘The problem is,’ Denver said, desperately searching for a suitable excuse, ‘I’m moving over to the Drug Unit next week, so there’s a ton of stuff I feel I should research.’

    ‘You’ll bring your laptop – that way you can do all the research you want. It’s a forty-eight-hour trip, sweetheart. I’m calling for the plane’.

    She hated it when Bobby said things like ‘I’m calling for the plane.’ It was so elitist, so exactly who she wasn’t. Some girls might get off on all the luxury, but private planes, lavish parties, and hanging with Bobby’s illustrious family was not for her. Plus she wasn’t that fond of Vegas, and she hadn’t told Bobby – but she hated spending time at his ultra-happening club, Mood. She especially hated the way women fawned all over him, and flirted outrageously, ignoring her as if she didn’t even exist.

    The truth was that she loved Bobby. But she didn’t love the trappings that came with him.

    Bobby stretched again and yawned. ‘Whaddya say?’

    ‘I say I’ll think about it.’

    ‘Sounds good,’ he said, reaching up to pull her down on the couch beside him.

    She acquiesced. It was early evening and they had no plans, so what was wrong with relaxing for the moment?

    They’d been seeing each other on and off for the past three months. The on was when Bobby was in L.A. The off was when he had to spend time at his two clubs. Mood in Vegas, and Mood in New York. The on was the best of times. The off was missing him and wondering what he was doing, and trying to have some decent phone sex which left them both in a hysterical state of laughter.

    Neither of them had uttered the L word. Although they had conducted the talk about being exclusive.

    Both of them were wary about getting too involved. Secretly they couldn’t wait. But playing it semi-cool seemed to be the name of the game they were currently into.

    Bobby began stroking her hair. Denver felt good about her hair; it was long and thick, chestnut brown with natural golden highlights. She knew that her hair was one of her best assets, along with her widely spaced hazel eyes and full lips. If she lived in any other big city she’d be considered a ten. In L.A. she felt she barely made it as a seven.

    She was wrong.

    Bobby’s hands moved down to her breasts, and with a quick move under her T-shirt he released her bra and began playing with her nipples. Oh yes, unusual for L.A., her breasts were actually real.

    Sighing with anticipation, she leaned into him. It made no difference that they’d already made love in the morning. Desire was desire, and they were both in the mood.

    Sometimes she couldn’t help wondering how long it would last. Her previous serious boyfriend, Josh, had been a pretty decent lover for the first six months of their three-year relationship, then after that it was a total slump.

    ‘What’re you thinking?’ Bobby whispered in her ear, giving her a little tongue action at the same time.

    ‘That’s such a girly question,’ she murmured, fiddling with the zipper on his jeans.

    ‘You calling me a girl?’ he asked, mock serious.

    ‘You do have some female tendencies,’ she teased.

    ‘Like what?’ he responded, challenging her to come up with something.

    ‘Oh,’ she said vaguely, dragging his jeans down, delighted to find that he wasn’t wearing underwear. ‘You have soft lips . . .’

    ‘All the better to kiss you with . . .’ And with one swift movement he flipped her so she was trapped beneath him. ‘Soft lips and a hard cock,’ he joked. ‘How female is that?’

    ‘Bobby!’ she exclaimed.

    Then the banter stopped and the passion began. He had a way of making love to her that forced her to lose every inhibition she’d ever possessed. One moment he was slowly caressing her, the next he was all hard driving action. The combination drove her nuts. She wanted more and more and more . . .

    After it was over, they were spent, wrapped up in each other’s arms, sleepy and content.

    Denver often wished that those precious times would last for ever. Just the two of them. No outside world to interfere.

    But the outside world was a big presence, and they both lived in it. Tomorrow Bobby was driving to Vegas before flying to New York for a few meetings. And she had her job as a Deputy D.A. to attend to, which right now was especially exciting and challenging since she was transferring to the Drug Unit. Once more they would be separated.

    The good news was that she loved her job. It was extremely gruelling work, but the end results were incredibly rewarding. She was so glad she’d changed tracks. From working at a high-powered law firm as a defence attorney, she’d scored a job as a Deputy D.A. prosecuting people, and she was thrilled with the switch. One of her high-profile cases was a movie star who’d arranged his wife’s murder – then walked. He was the catalyst for her change of plan. Why defend the probably guilty when she could be doing meaningful work – such as putting the bad guys behind bars? How rewarding to go after the dregs who distributed drugs and got kids hooked at an early age. Talk about job satisfaction!

    ‘Hey,’ Bobby said, ‘wanna catch a movie and grab a pizza?’

    Yes, that’s exactly what she wanted to do. Normal activities with her man.

    If only things could stay that way.

    Somehow she had a strong suspicion that this was not the case.
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    Chapter Two

    Prince Armand Mohamed Jordan rarely used his full title, only when he visited the country of his birth, Akramshar – a small but lucrative Middle Eastern country located somewhere between Syria and Lebanon.

    As a naturalized American, and a mega-successful businessman, he felt it more prudent to keep his title to himself, deciding it wasn’t business savvy to advertise his heritage.

    Most of the people he dealt with knew him only as Armand Jordan, a sometimes ruthless and extremely powerful man who expected everything to go his way, and usually it did. None of his business associates were aware that his father was King Emir Amin Mohamed Jordan, a man who ruled his small oil-rich country with a stern fist. A man with six current wives and sixteen children.

    Armand was suspicious of friendship. The only person he trusted was Fouad Khan, the right-hand man whom he’d imported from Akramshar many years previously. Fouad knew all his secrets and kept them to himself. He was Armand’s sounding board and confidant, always there to do his bidding.

    Fortunately or unfortunately for Armand, he was the King’s ninth son, and therefore considered not at all important. So when his American mother – Peggy – a former Las Vegas dancer – had begged to take her son back to America at the age of eight, the King had offered no objections. King Emir was bored with the leggy American redhead and her strident accent. Happy to see her go. And much as Peggy had enjoyed the adventure of living in a harem and being lavished with expensive gifts – enough was enough, and she knew it was time to return to civilization. At twenty-six, the rest of her life was ahead of her, and she planned to live it. The King’s only request was that the boy be returned every September to Akramshar so that young Armand could celebrate the King’s birthday – the most important day of the year in Akramshar.

    Peggy complied. The cash pay-off she received was compensation enough for her to do anything the King required.

    So Peggy and her son relocated to New York, and Armand soon adapted to the American way of life. It didn’t take him long to love everything about America. The endless TV shows full of fun and adventure, the violent action-packed movies, the loud vibrant music, and the girls. Ah yes, especially the girls, who were far more forward than the girls in Akramshar.

    Every September his mother dutifully put him on a plane back to Akramshar, and for several weeks he played the role of a young Prince, mingling with the half-brothers and -sisters he barely knew any more. They failed to get along.

    The juxtaposition of his two lives was exciting; it made him feel special, different from the other kids who attended the same private school in Manhattan. He was a Prince, and they were nothing. He felt superior to all of them.

    At the age of thirteen, on one of his yearly visits to Akramshar, his father had taken him to one side and informed him it was time he became a man. Immediately one of the King’s minions had ushered him into a room where two prostitutes lounged on a bed waiting for the young Prince.

    The following experience with the two older women left an indelible impression on Armand. Although he’d fooled around with girls at school, this encounter was quite different. The prostitutes – one Russian, one Dutch – were in their twenties and heavily made-up. They wore sexy lingerie and high-heeled shoes, and they introduced him to a variety of sexual acts, some of which he enjoyed, some of which disgusted him. When they felt he was fully initiated, they informed him that all sexual acts should be paid for. Not that they were asking him for money – the King’s people had already taken care of them – it was simply something they thought he should be aware of. ‘Women have to be paid for sex,’ they said, exchanging amused glances. They were words of wisdom he never forgot.

    Emerging several hours later, his older brothers had jeered and laughed at him. He’d ended up fighting one of them, and gotten a broken nose for his trouble. He hated his siblings; they were all jealous of him because he was different.

    His mother – an extremely striking redhead – remarried a month after his eighteenth birthday. This time Peggy chose wisely, she married Sidney Dunn, a very successful investment banker twenty-five years her senior.

    Armand respected Sidney; he felt he could learn a lot from the old man, and learn he did. Instead of college he chose to go to business school, and Sidney was always there with his wise counsel.

    On Armand’s twenty-first birthday the King summoned him to Akramshar for a special visit. Armand went – reluctantly – for surely once a year was enough? However, it turned out to be a memorable trip, for the King’s closest advisor informed him that in the future the King might – from time to time – need him to take care of various business transactions in America.

    Armand, eager to please his father, agreed. And as a twenty-first birthday gift the King presented him with a cheque for one million dollars, money he immediately put to good use. On Sidney’s advice he invested in a parcel of derelict buildings in Queens, which a year later he turned into several apartment complexes, eventually selling them and tripling his initial investment.

    After that there was no stopping him. He formed Jordan Developments, and began buying up properties, renovating them, and selling for a large profit. He was also taking care of business for his father, who from time to time needed large sums of money legitimized. Apart from Jordan Developments he formed several subsidiary companies, including an import/export business that he had nothing to do with except in name. By the time he reached the age of thirty he was acquiring hotels and apartment houses up and down the East Coast.

    On his yearly visit to Akramshar his father looked on him kindly and beamed with pride. ‘You are the son I can be proud of,’ the King boasted. ‘You are smart, and clever, and trustworthy. You are the son who one day should be inheriting my kingdom.’

    These words did not sit well with his half-brothers, who now regarded him with suspicion and even more hatred.

    But one thing puzzled the King. ‘Why have you never married?’ he demanded. ‘At your age it is tradition that a man should have many wives and children.’

    Armand shrugged. Sex to him was a distraction he didn’t need. His sexual desires were fully met by a series of call girls who serviced his every whim whenever he picked up the phone and summoned them. Women were inferior human beings, something his father had taught him at a very early age. ‘Females are merely vessels to be used for gratifying one’s sexual urges, and bearing children,’ the King had informed him. ‘Never trust them. And never give them your heart.’

    His father was right. Women would do anything for money – absolutely anything. And they were stupid creatures too.

    A year after his father questioned his marital status, he’d arrived in Akramshar for the usual birthday celebrations, and the King had immediately whisked him off to one of his private palaces. Once there, the King had announced that Armand’s birthday gift to him would be to marry the daughter of a close family friend with whom the King conducted business. ‘You’ll have no responsibilities,’ the King had assured him. ‘Your wife will stay here and, God willing, bear your offspring. This is my desire for you, my dear son. This is my gift.’

    The girl was fifteen and a beauty. Her name was Soraya.

    Later that day there was a lavish wedding ceremony, and that night Armand had deflowered the innocent Soraya. She was trembling and scared, which didn’t faze him because he had no intention of going against his father’s wishes. Her nervousness was not his problem. She was there to do his bidding, and that was that. He rode her hard, ignoring her startled cries of pain. She was merely a vessel for him to fill, and that was the extent of her usefulness.

    A week after his wedding ceremony he flew back to America.

    *   *   *

    Upon returning to Akramshar one year later, he was surprised to discover that he had a son. Eleven years later he had fathered three more children, all girls, which didn’t particularly please him, but it made the King happy.

    In his mind he regarded Soraya and her brood as his fantasy family. They lived in a place called Akramshar. A place where women were docile and obedient and did as they were told. A place where men ruled.

    He lived in a Park Avenue penthouse in New York, where money was his aphrodisiac, and women were his paid playthings. The two worlds only came together in September when the King celebrated his birthday. And that’s the way it should be.

    Now Armand was forty-two and becoming restless. He’d conquered the East Coast, and he desired more. His latest plans were to cement a firm position in Las Vegas, a city he’d spent some time in. He was an avid gambler, and the call girls in Vegas were raunchy and used to fulfilling any request – however decadent. Besides, in Vegas he considered that he had family ties. His mother had danced at Caesars Palace, the King had spotted her there and whisked her back to Akramshar. Family ties had to mean something.

    His people had done a financial analysis of most of the big hotels. While Steve Wynn’s empire was intriguing and lucrative, and the Palms, the Four Seasons, and the Harrah’s hotel groups were a possibility, the hotel complex he’d finally decided he had to have was The Keys.

    Yes, The Keys was perfect. A magnificent structure built to extremely high standards less than two years previously. Not Vegas flashy, but incredibly luxurious and classy. A stunning casino. World-class restaurants and stores. Exquisite gardens, and park-like grounds. A magnificent apartment complex. Multiple swimming pools. Two spas. A manmade lake. A lush golf course. And then there was the hotel itself.

    The Keys was it for Armand.

    He wanted it, and therefore he would have it.

    He had no idea that The Keys was owned by Lucky Santangelo.

    And Lucky would never give it up.
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    Chapter Three

    By the time she drove her distinctive red Ferrari down Pico Boulevard and along the Pacific Coast Highway to Malibu, Lucky had forgotten about Venus and her man-related issues. Her mind was more focused on Max and her imminent departure. Lucky was wise enough to realize that there was no holding her smart, gorgeous, green-eyed daughter back. Max was going out on her own whether she and Lennie liked it or not. And truth was she didn’t like it, but there was nothing she could do. As everyone was quick to point out, she herself had been running wild at sixteen. After ditching her strict Swiss boarding school and taking off to the South of France, her father Gino had tracked her down and hurriedly married her off to the irritating and boring Craven Richmond – Senator Peter Richmond’s son. Craven was a weak loser she hadn’t loved, and even worse, had no respect for. But she’d refused to be trapped. She’d bided her time, and when Gino left the country as a tax exile, she’d broken all ties with the Richmond family and swiftly moved in to take over Gino’s lucrative hotel business. She’d gotten a divorce, and never looked back.

    Now Max was ready to fly, but did her only daughter possess the street smarts to survive all the sharks who’d be circling such a major catch? And if Max chose to move to New York, how was Lucky supposed to protect her?

    ‘You’re not,’ Lennie had informed her, always the voice of reason. ‘You gotta let Max go. She’s ready to make her own mistakes and learn from them.’

    Even Gino agreed. ‘Let her loose, kid,’ he’d said. ‘She’ll find her feet just like you did.’

    So be it.

    Even though it was past midnight, Max was not home.

    Determined not to worry, Lucky picked up the phone and called Lennie who was on location in Utah. They talked for a while; he soothed her fears about Max, told her not to obsess, and that he’d see her in Vegas for the birthday party.

    Lucky decided that for once she’d listen.

    One big Vegas party coming up. And after that she’d send Max on her way with her blessings and hope that everything worked out.

    *   *   *

    ‘Frankie?’ Max yelled, making a wild dash toward the guy emerging from a Grand Sport convertible Corvette. ‘Is it really you?’

    Frankie Romano stopped mid-stride, slowly lowering his mirrored Ray-Bans – an unnecessary accessory because it was dark out and the shades were merely an affectation.

    ‘Jesus!’ he exclaimed, after scrutinizing her up and down. ‘Little Max?’

    ‘Not so little any more,’ she answered boldly, remembering the last time she’d seen her brother’s friend, the irascible Frankie Romano. He was thinner than she remembered but his outfit was cool – all leather, retro shades covering his eyes, his dark hair pulled back into a tight pony-tail. Very L.A.

    She gestured toward the entrance of the new club where a restless gathering of girls dressed to seduce, and a rowdy bunch of guys hoping to get laid, attempted to talk their way past three burly security doormen. ‘Can you get me and my friends in?’ she asked, throwing Frankie a winning smile.

    ‘Hey,’ Frankie said, with a nod of his head. ‘If I can’t, nobody can. Follow me.’

    Max grabbed Cookie and Harry’s arms, and without hesitation they marched in behind Frankie.

    The doorman gave him a respectful salute.

    ‘Wow!’ Max exclaimed, suitably impressed. ‘They’re acting as if you own the place or something.’

    ‘I do,’ Frankie boasted, although not truthfully. ‘It’s mine, all mine.’

    Max widened her eyes. The last she’d heard of Frankie, he’d been dumped by Annabelle Maestro, his longtime girlfriend, and was looking for a job. Now he claimed to own this happening new L.A. club. She wondered if Bobby was aware of it, because as far as she could recall, the two of them had fallen out due to Frankie’s over-the-top drug habit. Too bad. She’d always sort of liked Frankie in a weird way, even though he’d tried to letch after her when she was sixteen and staying with Bobby in New York.

    ‘Does Bobby know you’re in the club business?’ she asked, as Frankie guided them straight to a booth.

    ‘You think Bobby has dibs on running clubs?’ Frankie responded, his left eye twitching beneath his shades. ‘I was dee-jaying before he ever got into the whole club scene. I would’ve given him a chance to invest in River, but we’ve been out of touch. His loss.’

    ‘Guess he missed out,’ Max said vaguely, checking out the club, which resembled a poor rip-off of Mood.

    ‘Since your brother hooked up with that lawyer bitch, you gotta know he’s totally pussy-whipped,’ Frankie said gruffly. ‘We no longer connect.’

    ‘Denver’s not a lawyer, she’s a Deputy D.A.,’ Max pointed out.

    ‘Even worse,’ Frankie snorted. ‘She’s got his balls in a clench. Came between us big time.’

    ‘I thought it was—’

    ‘What?’ Frankie said, shooting her a sharp look.

    ‘Nothing,’ she mumbled, biting down on her bottom lip. Bobby had told her that Frankie’s addiction to coke was not something he could deal with any more, especially as Denver was a Deputy D.A.

    ‘So . . . little Max, all grown up,’ Frankie said, moving close, his thigh pressing up against her leg. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?’

    ‘Amazing,’ Max replied, edging away because the last thing she needed was Frankie coming onto her.

    ‘You’re looking hot,’ he continued. ‘Smokin’ hot.’

    ‘Thanks,’ she said, feeling uncomfortable. Was he stoned? Probably.

    ‘Wow!’ Cookie exclaimed. ‘This place is totally bangin’.’

    Frankie turned his attention to her. ‘You like?’ he said. ‘I designed the place myself.’ Another lie.

    ‘We like,’ Cookie answered, nudging Harry while wondering how old Frankie was, and if he was too old for her. ‘Can we score a drink?’

    ‘You got it,’ Frankie said, snapping his fingers, grabbing the attention of a half-naked waitress with long talon-like nails and a fixed smile. ‘You all have your fake I.D.s on you, I hope.’

    ‘Wouldn’t be without them,’ Cookie replied, licking her generous lips and fluttering her purple-tipped eyelashes.

    ‘That’s what I like to hear,’ Frankie said, thinking that this one might be young, but she was certainly ready.

    And what the hell – young was his flavour of the night.

    *   *   *

    Pizza and a movie turned out to be sushi at Matsuhisa, a favourite of Denver’s.

    ‘I love this restaurant,’ she said, helping herself to a California roll.

    ‘Why do you think I chose it?’ Bobby said, reaching for her hand across the table.

    ‘’Cause you wanted to surprise me?’

    ‘Ah, but she’s so smart,’ he said, dazzling her with one of his special smiles.

    ‘And she’s dressed for pizza and a movie,’ Denver said ruefully.

    ‘And she looks gorgeous,’ he assured her.

    ‘Thanks, Bobby,’ she said, taking a sip of warm Sake.

    ‘For what?’

    ‘For always making me feel good.’

    ‘That’s easy.’

    ‘It is?’

    ‘You know it is.’

    ‘Well, don’t you always know the right thing to say.’

    ‘And speaking of the right thing – you are coming to Vegas with me next weekend for Max’s party. Yes?’

    ‘I . . . I’m going to try,’ she said, still hesitant.

    ‘Whaddya mean, try?’

    ‘Well, y’know, work . . .’

    ‘I told you,’ he said insistently, ‘we’ll go Friday, come back Sunday. You won’t miss a thing.’

    ‘You have to understand, Bobby, transferring to the Drug Unit is kind of a big deal. I want to be fully prepared.’

    ‘Like I said – you’ll bring your laptop. We’ll have plenty of downtime.’

    ‘Can I think about it?’ she asked tentatively.

    ‘She’ll think about it,’ he said, quite exasperated. ‘Have I ever told you you’re one stubborn woman?’

    ‘Simply because I don’t say yes to you all the time . . .’

    ‘No, you don’t, do you?’ he said, giving her a long intent look. ‘Is that why I like you?’

    ‘Hmm . . .’ she said thoughtfully, ‘I guess you’re so used to women saying yes at all times.’

    Bobby started to laugh. ‘What women did you have in mind?’

    ‘Remember high school? You and M.J. had it all going on. Girls falling out of trees.’

    ‘Oh c’mon, Denver,’ he said with a quizzical expression. ‘Now we’re reverting to high school? How come you’re remembering that now?’

    ‘’Cause watching Mister Football Star scoring was the main entertainment of the day.’

    ‘Then aren’t I glad it’s all behind me, an’ now I’ve got you.’

    ‘Really?’ she teased. ‘You’ve got me, have you?’

    ‘I do, don’t I?’ he said, grinning. ‘We’ve been together how long?’

    ‘I dunno,’ she said, knowing exactly how long. ‘Three months maybe.’

    Bobby shook his head. ‘Maybe, she says! You’re supposed to tell me to the minute.’

    ‘I am, huh?’

    ‘Yes, you am.’

    They smiled at each other, savouring the moment.

    One of the reasons she enjoyed spending time with Bobby was because they always had so much to talk about. He often regaled her with stories about his deceased father’s family who all resided in Greece, apart from his niece, Brigette. Brigette lived in New York and had once been a top model. Along with Bobby, she had inherited most of the Stanislopoulos fortune. Although uncomfortable talking about money, Bobby had informed Denver that he’d chosen not to touch his inheritance, preferring to make his own money from the success of his clubs.

    She admired him for his desire to make it on his own. Only occasionally did he indulge in any kind of extravagance – such as using the Stanislopoulos plane.

    Sometimes she filled him in on some of her family stories, a family he still hadn’t met. She was reticent about introducing him to her parents – Mom, a political activist – and Dad, a maverick lawyer. Not to mention her three brothers. They’d all been very fond of her ex, Josh, and she didn’t think she should introduce Bobby into the mix until she was sure they’d stay together for longer than a few months.

    Bobby laughed about it. ‘Not good enough to meet your family, huh?’ he teased.

    ‘You will,’ she assured him.

    And yes, one day she would definitely bring him to meet them. But not yet. It was too soon.

    ‘Bobby!’ An exceptionally pretty model type exclaimed, stopping by their table. ‘Oh my God! I haven’t seen you since Graydon’s party in New York. How are you? What are you doing in L.A.?’

    ‘Uh . . . hey,’ Bobby managed. He didn’t have a clue who she was and he didn’t much care. ‘Do you two know each other?’ he asked, gesturing toward Denver.

    The girl threw Denver a cursory glance, then proceeded to ignore her. ‘We must get together,’ she purred, leaning toward Bobby. ‘I miss you. Call me, I’m at the Mondrian.’

    Then she tottered off on six-inch heels looking pleased with herself.

    ‘Nice,’ Denver remarked.

    ‘I swear I don’t know who she is,’ Bobby insisted.

    ‘That’s okay.’ Denver was determined not to throw a jealous fit over nothing. ‘I have exes too.’

    ‘She’s not an ex,’ he said firmly. ‘No idea who she is.’

    ‘It doesn’t matter, Bobby.’

    ‘No, it doesn’t,’ he agreed. ‘All that matters is that I’m sitting here with you.’

    The thing about Bobby Santangelo Stanislopoulos was that he always knew the right thing to say.

    *   *   *

    Max was ready to go, so was Harry, but Cookie was putting up a fight. ‘I wanna stay,’ she said stubbornly. ‘Frankie’ll look out for me.’

    ‘You can’t stay,’ Max argued. ‘We’re in Harry’s car.’

    ‘I’ll get a ride,’ Cookie said.

    ‘Oh, like who you gonna get a ride from?’ Max snapped.

    Cookie shrugged. ‘I’m sure Frankie’ll drive me home.’

    ‘For shit’s sake!’ Max exclaimed. ‘Don’t you know that all Frankie wants is to get into your pants?’

    ‘So?’ answered Cookie with a slightly tipsy smile. ‘Is that such a bad thing?’

    They were arguing in the booth several Mojitos later. Frankie was off meeting and greeting, playing Mister Genial Host, and Max wasn’t feeling it. She wanted out. So did Harry.

    ‘We can’t leave you here by yourself,’ Max said, looking to Harry for some support.

    ‘I told you – Frankie’ll look after me,’ Cookie said, leaning back in the booth.

    ‘Frankie’s a cokehead an’ he’s old,’ Harry sneered. ‘You don’t wanna hit that.’

    ‘He’s so not old an’ he’s hot,’ Cookie insisted. ‘You two better get the fuck outta here, ’cause I’m stayin’.’

    Max decided not to argue; she knew what Frankie was like, and if Cookie was intent on taking that road there was nothing she could do about it. Cookie was hardly a virgin, she’d been around Hollywood all her young life.

    ‘Whatever you do, don’t screw him,’ Max warned. ‘He’s not someone you wanna hang with. Believe me, I know.’

    ‘Thanks for the advice,’ Cookie responded sarcastically. ‘I’ll call you guys later.’

    ‘You do that,’ Max said, checking her watch. It was already two a.m. ‘An’ don’t do anything you’ll regret,’ she added.

    ‘Goodbye,’ Cookie giggled. ‘Shift your asses outta here.’

    Max grabbed Harry’s arm. ‘You cool to drive?’ He nodded. ‘Then let’s go.’

    Sometimes one had to quit on an argument one wasn’t about to win, something her dad, Lennie, had taught her when she was five.

    She’d learned a lot from both her parents, and there were times she appreciated their wisdom. But still, she couldn’t wait to get out on her own.

    Soon. Very, very soon.
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    Chapter Four

    Freedom suited Billy Melina just fine. Being married to a superstar was a major kick for about fifteen minutes, but after a few months of everyone worshipping at her feet, the thrill was gone. He was a huge movie star, but when he was out with Venus nobody gave a crap. This was not a big ego-booster. Oh no, not at all.

    When Billy wasn’t with Venus the attention came fast and furious. Girls galore. Fans everywhere. Respect from agents, managers and lawyers who realized his potential. After all, he had only just hit thirty, his entire career lay ahead of him, and his latest release was already breaking box-office records.

    Billy was over six feet tall, with bleached-by-the-sun hair, and a surfer’s tan all over his ripped and taut body. Abs were his thing. He worked out two hours a day to make sure they were rippling perfection. He liked seeing himself in the magazines under the heading BEST BODY ON THE BEACH. Eat your heart out, Matthew McConaughey. Go crap yourself, The Situation. Billy Melina was King of the Abs. And with his upcoming divorce from Queen of the Divas, he – along with his soon-to-be ex was currently on the cover of every magazine.

    Covers were satisfying. Covers validated his existence. Covers gave him a positive vibe.

    So did blow-jobs. There was nothing like a polished blowjob to put a smile on his face. Lately, now that he was free, his big kick was picking up some random girl, taking her back to his rented house, and having her blow him out by the pool. There was something about strange lips enclosing his cock, with the shimmering blue of the swimming pool in the background, and the sun beating down on his body, that really got him off.

    Venus was under the impression that he’d hooked up with his recent co-star, Willow Price – a bodacious young blonde with pillowy lips and a burgeoning career. But that was not the case. Willow was good to be seen with at parties and award shows, but they were no way involved. Willow preferred her sex served lesbian-style, and he did not fancy her, so being seen together suited them both.

    Feeling horny, Billy hopped on his Harley and set off on a hunt.

    It didn’t take him long to find exactly what he was looking for. The girl he spotted was walking along Melrose wearing a denim skirt that barely covered c-level, a skimpy tee – with I like it fast and sweet emblazoned across the front – and wedge-heeled sandals.

    ‘Yo,’ he greeted, pulling up alongside her on his bike. ‘Didn’t I see you last night at SoHo House?’

    She stopped, checked him out, recognized him, couldn’t believe her luck, and twenty minutes later she was in front of him, on her knees beside his pool, servicing him as best she could.

    When it was done he called her a cab and sent her on her way.

    Billy never had any trouble finding girls.

    *   *   *

    Breakfast in Malibu was Lucky’s favourite time of day. She loved to sit out on the deck overlooking the ocean with a glass of fresh orange juice and a dish of cut-up papayas, figs and mangoes. Since she was an early riser, and always up before the rest of her family, she took advantage of the solitude. Early mornings was her time for making plans, deciding what she wanted to do next. Right now everything about The Keys satisfied her. Even Gino was impressed with what she had managed to achieve. She’d built the ultimate prize, the most magnificent complex in Vegas, encompassing everything from a major casino to a one-of-a-kind hotel and luxury condominiums. ‘Put in a racetrack an’ you’re all set,’ Gino had joked.

    She’d smiled. Not such a bad idea. But then Gino always thought big.

    She decided that her next project would be persuading Lennie to take a well-needed break. He was such a workaholic, skipping from one movie to the next. They had a fantastic marriage, but spending more time together would not be a bad thing. There were days and nights she really missed him.

    Her cell rang. It was her New York attorney, Jeffrey Lonsdale.

    ‘Yes, Jeffrey, what’s up?’ she asked, wondering why he was calling her so early.

    ‘Have you been putting out the word that you want to sell The Keys?’ Jeffrey inquired.

    ‘What?’ she said, frowning. ‘Why would you say that?’

    ‘Because I keep getting calls from a man representing Jordan Developments. He claims you’re prepared to sell, and that Jordan Developments is ready to buy.’

    ‘That’s total bullshit,’ Lucky said. ‘And who the hell is Jordan Developments?’

    ‘A big real-estate company. I’m looking into it. Just needed to make sure.’

    ‘Jeffrey,’ Lucky said patiently, ‘surely you know that if I was prepared to sell, you would be the first to know?’

    ‘Of course. But Fouad Khan – the Jordan Development representative – seemed very sure and very persistent.’

    ‘Well, tell Mr Kahn to go persist elsewhere. The Keys is not for sale. Not now or ever.’

    ‘Message received loud and clear.’

    ‘Glad to hear it.’

    ‘I must say, Lucky, I thought it had to be a joke. Everyone knows you put your heart and soul into building that complex, so I was certain there was no chance you’d be putting it on the market.’

    ‘You got that right.’

    ‘I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.’

    ‘We have.’

    ‘Then enjoy your day.’

    ‘You too, Jeffrey.’

    ‘Unfortunately it’s raining in New York.’

    ‘Sorry to tell you, but it’s brilliant sunshine here,’ she said, gazing out at the vast expanse of blue ocean.

    ‘Ah, Lucky, you always know how to stick it to me.’

    ‘You’re the lawyer,’ she said, smiling. ‘You should be used to people sticking it to you.’

    ‘Trust you to point that out.’

    ‘Well, anyway, you’re flying to Vegas for the board meeting on Friday, so you’ll get plenty of sunshine then.’

    ‘In a boardroom?’ Jeffrey said dryly.

    ‘Stay the weekend,’ Lucky suggested. ‘I’m throwing a birthday party for Max, it’ll be fun.’

    ‘Maybe.’

    ‘Not maybe, Jeffrey. Say yes. Bring your wife.’

    ‘We’re getting a divorce.’

    ‘Then bring your girlfriend.’

    ‘I do not have one.’

    ‘Okay, okay, enough about your love-life. But if you do decide to stay over, let my assistant know. He’ll take excellent care of you.’

    She clicked off the phone thinking what a crazy way to start the day.

    The Keys was her ultimate achievement. She would never sell. Never.

    *   *   *

    Bobby got up and left the apartment early before Denver was awake. He had an important meeting in Vegas with Russian investors who, according to his partner M.J., were ready to close on a deal to put up all the money for branches of Mood in Miami and L.A. He’d decided to personally show them the star that was Mood, Las Vegas. The Russians were not easy to deal with, but they were the ones with the money to do things the way he wanted. After finishing with the Russians he had more meetings in New York, then after that he’d hop a plane and be back in time to pick up Denver and take her for a romantic Vegas weekend.

    He was getting in way deep with Denver. The more time he spent with her, the better he liked her. She was so damn normal and way smarter than any girl he’d been with. And she was beautiful – inside and out. There was an incandescent quality about her that he couldn’t get enough of.

    He wanted her to spend more time with Lucky, so that the two of them could get to know each other. It was important to him that his mom approved of the girl he was becoming serious about. Not that he’d told Lucky anything; it was up to her to discover how great Denver was, and the birthday party weekend would be the perfect time.

    The next step he planned was buying a house in L.A. where they could live together. Denver’s apartment was too small for him, he needed more space. He’d brought the subject up a couple of times, whereupon she’d informed him it was too soon to think of living together.

    ‘But sweetheart, I live here when I’m in L.A.’ he’d pointed out.

    ‘No, you stay here,’ she’d corrected. ‘That’s not the same as living together.’

    Man, she could be difficult. Most girls would go nuts if he offered to buy a house for them. But part of Denver’s charm was that she was not most girls, and that’s another thing he loved about her.

    Flooring his new silver Lamborghini Murciélago LP640, he blasted Jay-Z, and headed for Vegas.

    *   *   *

    ‘I fail to understand your problem,’ Denver’s best friend Carolyn said, rocking the stroller next to her in the garden of her small West Hollywood house, situated behind Pavilions supermarket on a quiet street. ‘Bobby is a fantastic guy, and it’s blatantly obvious he’s wild about you.’

    ‘You think?’ Denver said unsurely, sipping from a mug of coffee.

    ‘I know,’ Carolyn responded, pushing back a lock of honey-blonde hair. ‘He’s great, and he’s been so nice to me.’

    ‘Why wouldn’t he be?’ Denver said, placing her coffee mug on a rickety outdoor table. ‘Let’s not forget you were caught in a terrifying situation. Kidnapped, taken hostage, and pregnant . . .’

    ‘Then along came you and Bobby like the cavalry – rescuing my sorry ass,’ Carolyn said, making light of what had been a very perilous situation.

    ‘Couldn’t have done it without Bobby,’ Denver said. ‘He was a big help.’

    ‘Without the two of you . . .’ Carolyn trailed off, trying not to think about the ordeal she’d survived. Working in Washington as an assistant to the very married Senator Gregory Stoneman, they’d become involved in a torrid affair. And just like most married men, the Senator had promised to leave his wife, but of course he’d had no intention of doing so, and when Carolyn had informed him she was pregnant, he’d panicked and set up her kidnapping, in the hope that she would lose the baby. Thank God for Denver and Bobby, they’d found her just in time.

    After spending a few days in a hospital recovering, Carolyn had fled Washington to L.A., given birth to her baby – a boy she’d named Andy – and vowed that she would never speak to Senator Stoneman again. Not that he was exactly running after her, she hadn’t heard a word since she’d left. And she didn’t care. Andy was all hers; she would never allow Gregory anywhere near her son.

    ‘My problem is Bobby’s mom,’ Denver ventured, anxious to vent her feelings. ‘She’s so . . . well, how can I describe her?’

    ‘Go ahead and try,’ Carolyn said briskly.

    ‘For a start she’s drop-dead beautiful,’ Denver began, attempting to paint an accurate portrait of the incredible Lucky Santangelo. ‘I mean she’s tall, olive-skinned, with incredible dark eyes and hair. She’s an absolute knockout in a very earthy Italian way.’

    ‘What’s so bad about that?’ Carolyn remarked. ‘She certainly passed on the good genes to Bobby.’

    ‘She’s also extremely accomplished,’ Denver continued, wondering how she could possibly live up to the force of nature that was Lucky Santangelo. ‘She builds her own hotels, she once ran a major movie studio. She gave birth to three children, and if that isn’t enough, she’s an insane cook, does everything herself, and has a long-lasting and apparently very happy marriage to Lennie Golden.’

    ‘The movie star?’

    ‘He was. Now he writes and directs extremely successful independent movies.’

    ‘Sounds as if Bobby has a lot to live up to.’

    ‘Lennie’s not his father,’ Denver explained, picking up her coffee mug. ‘I thought I told you – his father is a deceased Greek billionaire ship-owner. Hence the company plane whenever he wants it. Something else to intimidate me.’

    ‘Stop it, Denver,’ Carolyn said firmly. ‘Nothing should intimidate you.’

    ‘So,’ Denver said, grimacing. ‘Bobby’s mom is perfect and I’m not.’

    ‘Oh my God!’ Carolyn said, throwing up her hands in exasperation. ‘Will you listen to yourself.’

    ‘What?’ Denver said, aggravated that Carolyn wasn’t getting it.

    ‘You’re incredible, Denver. You have a terrific career doing something meaningful. You’re young, smart, beautiful, and you have a great boyfriend.’ Carolyn paused for a moment, then added, ‘It’s a given that your cooking skills are nil. But I’ve got a strong suspicion Bobby is not with you for your culinary assets.’

    Denver couldn’t help laughing. ‘I’m not beautiful and I’m not so young any more, but I am smart,’ she admitted.

    ‘Oh yeah,’ Carolyn said. ‘Twenty-seven is really getting up there. And let me correct you – your beauty is not magazine perfect, it’s warm and natural – made all the better ’cause you damn well have no clue how great-looking you are.’

    ‘Thanks, but you should see the girls that hang out in Bobby’s club. Not to mention the ones that come up to him when we’re out. They’re all over him.’

    ‘What do you care? He’s with you, isn’t he?’

    ‘I guess . . .’

    ‘She guesses!’ Carolyn echoed, rolling her eyes. ‘The man is crazy for you, everyone knows it. And about those random girls – let me take a shot: size zero ’cause they never eat. Huge boobs – fake. Huge lips – fake. High cheekbones – fake. And—’

    ‘Stop!’ Denver said, breaking into laughter. ‘They’re in the entertainment business, they have to look their best.’

    ‘Bull!’ Carolyn exclaimed. ‘And don’t take this personally, but I’m changing the subject – to me.’

    ‘Good,’ Denver responded. ‘What’s up with you?’

    ‘I’ve decided to become gay,’ Carolyn announced.

    Denver choked on her coffee. ‘What?’ she spluttered. ‘You can’t just decide to become gay. It’s something you’re either into or you’re not.’

    ‘I’m into it,’ Carolyn said matter-of-factly. ‘Met this lovely woman at yoga. She’s invited me out on a date. So guess what – I’m going.’

    ‘Why would you do that?’

    ‘Because I’m off men forever. First I was with Matt who cheated on me. Then Gregory who turned out to be a lying, despicable piece of crap. I’ve had it with the male sex – I don’t want anything to do with them any more. Not so hard to understand, right?’

    ‘Well . . .’ Denver began, but before she could say anything else Andy began to cry, and glancing at her watch she realized that if she didn’t get a move on she’d be late for work.

    ‘Then you think I should go to Vegas?’ she asked, grabbing her car keys and hurrying toward the door.

    ‘Damn right you should,’ Carolyn said, reaching down to pick up her son.

    ‘Okay, I’ll do it,’ Denver said, deciding that she definitely would. ‘And you have fun with . . . uh . . . who?’

    ‘Vanessa,’ Carolyn said, smiling. ‘And yes, I promise I will.’

    *   *   *

    Groping for her cell while still asleep was nothing new for Max. ‘What?’ she mumbled into her BlackBerry.

    ‘Guess where I am?’ came the whispered reply.

    ‘Cookie?’

    ‘Yes, it’s me,’ Cookie giggled. ‘Little ole me.’

    Max opened one eye. ‘Where are you?’ she asked, although she had a horrible suspicion that she already knew the answer.

    ‘Guess!’

    ‘Don’t wanna guess,’ Max said irritably, kicking off her duvet. ‘Where the fuck are you?’

    ‘I’m in Frankie’s bed, and it was amazing.’ Cookie sighed. ‘Like totally random amazing sex.’

    ‘Crap!’ Max exclaimed, sitting up. ‘You didn’t screw him, did you?’

    ‘’Course I did,’ Cookie said, with a triumphant giggle.

    ‘Oh my God!’ Max scolded. ‘You’re not supposed to screw someone like Frankie.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘’Cause you’re just not. He’s way too sketchy, and a total druggie.’

    ‘But it was soooo great,’ Cookie enthused. ‘Wanna hear the sex-drenched details?’

    ‘No thank you,’ Max said primly. ‘I’d rather not.’

    ‘Hey – you’re no fun,’ Cookie complained. ‘I’m gonna hav’ta call Harry, he’s so into details.’

    ‘Do that.’

    Jeez! Frankie Romano, Bobby’s former drug-addict best friend, and Cookie. This was not welcome news. And it was all her fault because she should never have left Cookie at the club. Frankie was a certified low-life who’d been running call girls with his previous girlfriend, Annabelle Maestro. He’d use Cookie, cast her aside, and the fall-out would be a total pain. She’d have to listen to Cookie moan and groan for weeks on end.

    What a bummer! Why had she gone and hooked them up with Frankie simply to get into his stupid club? She should’ve known better.

    Grabbing an oversized T-shirt, she fell out of bed, wondering what she could do to rectify the situation.

    Unfortunately nothing came to mind.

    *   *   *

    Bobby was all business as he pulled into the private parking sector of The Keys. M.J., who was not only his business partner but also his closest confidant, came strolling over to greet him. They exchanged a macho hug.

    M.J. was African-American and handsome, although slightly short. He was married to Cassie, a young singer with big ambitions. They’d gotten married in Vegas on a whim, and now just under a year later, Cassie was pregnant. M.J., who’d moved to Vegas from New York to oversee the launch of Mood, was delighted. Cassie was not. At almost nineteen, she wanted a career, not a baby. M.J.’s affluent parents – his father was a renowned neurosurgeon and his mother a former opera singer – were perched on the sidelines, waiting to see what happened next. Cassie was not the girl they’d envisioned for their only son, nor was a career opening nightclubs, however successful they might be.

    M.J. didn’t care. He was crazy about his young wife, but now with a baby on the way, there was a catch, something he couldn’t wait to discuss with Bobby.

    ‘Great wheels!’ M.J. exclaimed, checking out Bobby’s Lamborghini.

    Bobby nodded. ‘Yeah – since I’ve been spending so much time on the West Coast I decided I needed to buy me a car. It can get up to 211 miles per hour, man. It’s insane, and I love every minute of it. Denver doesn’t.’

    ‘No shit,’ M.J. said, walking around the car, giving it a full inspection. ‘I wonder why.’

    ‘Thinks it’s too flashy and fast.’

    ‘Well, bro, low key it ain’t.’

    They both laughed, and exchanged an enthusiastic fist pump.

    ‘How is your low-key girlfriend?’ M.J. asked, as they entered the enormous glass enclosed lobby. ‘Still putting away bad guys?’

    ‘Denver’s great,’ Bobby said. ‘She’s a special kind of girl.’

    ‘I’m gettin’ you feel that way. I’ve never seen you so caught up.’

    ‘What can I tell you?’ Bobby said, with a big grin. ‘The woman makes me happy.’

    ‘And that, my man, is all that matters.’

    ‘Right on!’

    ‘An’ talking of happy,’ M.J. said, ‘I got some news of my own.’

    ‘Wanna tell me?’

    ‘Cassie’s pregnant.’

    ‘Jeez, M.J. You ready for that?’

    ‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’

    ‘Told your parents yet?’

    ‘Haven’t got around to it, but I will.’

    ‘You’d better.’

    ‘Don’t think I don’t know it.’

    ‘They’ll be happy for you.’

    ‘Yeah?’

    ‘Sure they will. Now let’s go kick some investor butt. And later we gotta get together an’ celebrate.’
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    Chapter Five

    Once Armand Jordan decided he wanted something there was no going back, whether it be a woman, an unobtainable painting, a special delicacy, a one-of-a-kind car, a building. Nobody ever said no to Armand, and if they did, he merely upped the price.

    Usually he favoured high-class call girls – hookers had tricks that other women did not possess. Little tricks. Dirty tricks. Filthy things a man can only dream about.

    Once in a while he came across a woman who was not for sale. This did not faze Armand, for he believed they all had a price. And sometimes it wasn’t monetary.
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