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Prologue

 


RED ROCK CANYON, NEVADA

TEN YEARS EARLIER

 


Deep in the underbrush of the Red Rock
Mountains, The Hunter crept through the rugged terrain, a landscape
of sharp twists and turns, toward the mansion nestled in the
foothills. A moon hung low in the dark, desert sky. His eyesight as
keen as the surrounding night predators, he slipped through the
thicket, focused on his mission. The fragrant yellow flowers of the
creosote bushes filled his senses. Power surged through him as he
stalked through the dry carpet of the forest, pinecones crunching
in his wake. A slight breeze stirred through the ponderosa pines,
sounding like the wise, old whispers of the Paiute Indians buried
thousands of feet below in the windblown sand.

He fingered the weapon in his hooded dark
jacket, a shuriken, a Ninja star, a throwing death star
laced with poison. His heart jackhammered in his chest, adrenaline
pumping at a wild rhythm. He licked his lips in eager anticipation.
From deep in the woods, a coyote howled, barely discernible over
the wild beat of his heart.

He spotted the mansion in the distance,
torch-lit lanterns casting willowy shadows on stained-glass
windows. A bell tower loomed in eerie silence. Smooth marble lions
with their mouths open in silent roars guarded the entrance gate.
He scoffed to himself. As if they could keep him out. It would be
poetic justice to wield the death sword into the old man’s throat,
watch his face twist into an ugly grimace as the poison seeped into
his jugular vein and into his system, just the way he’d taught him
to do when he’d trained him to be his number one assassin.

Adrenaline surged through him, filling him
with a sense of power as potent as a deadly panther. How his
fingers itched to hurl the death star into the betrayer’s throat.
Easy now, he warned himself as he emerged from the thicket
and into the sagebrush-lined trail, crouching low in the shadows of
the undulating pine branches. Don’t blow it, keep your
cool.

Despite the cold night air of the Mohave
Desert, sweat trickled down his spine. But his insides remained
cool. Blending into the shadows of the mansion, he shimmied along
the red bricks of the estate, camouflaging himself in the swaying
branches of the towering pines. From deep in the thicket, the
throaty call of a raven screeched, foreboding an eerie warning.
How befitting, The Hunter thought. And just like the poem,
soon he’d be rapping at his chamber door, and DeVeccio would be
nevermore.

Keeping low to the ground, the sounds of the
night predators at his back, he crept up the stone steps leading to
the mansion, sheathed his hands in latex gloves, and inserted a key
in the heavy, mahogany door. He stood in the foyer of the two-story
mansion, contemplating his moves. He glanced at his watch. Quarter
to midnight. And when the clock strikes twelve, the death star will
hit the mark. Bull’s eye.

Water gushed from the gaping mouth of a lion
head fountain, giving the foyer the look of a Greco sanctuary. A
grand sweeping staircase led to upper wings. From upstairs, the
sultry vocals of Patsy Cline drifted down, the bittersweet lyrics
laced with heart-wrenching pain. A lamp in the parlor cast an amber
glow on tiger skin sofas. A large screen television and wet bar
took up an entire wall.

Creeping along the marble floors to the sleek
mahogany bar, The Hunter liberated a bottle of finely-aged bourbon
from the shelf, wishing he had time to indulge in a premium cigar
from the walk-in humidor. He raised the jug in a silent toast and
slugged some back.

Cocktails over, he strutted down the hallway,
the lyrics of his favorite song playing in his head. A hunting
we will go, a hunting we will go. Heigh ho the dairy-o, a hunting
we will go. We’ll catch a fox and put him in a box. Heigh ho the
dairy-o, a hunting we will go.

Reaching the great room, his majesty’s
private domain, he stalked across the threshold and entered the
hall, giving a mock salute with his middle finger. The roiling
presence of Carlos DeVeccio filled the room, making his nerve
endings twitch. His fingers tightened around the death star as
vivid memories flashed through his head.

The Hunter sneered at the twelve leather
chairs surrounding the large ebony table where the big man presided
over meetings every Saturday. Then he looked up at the wall where a
pair of sabre swords gleamed in the moonlight. Directly above the
king’s throne, presenting a daunting aura, a fleshless face mask
hung. The Hunter scoffed, envisioning the big man ruling the world
with his big shot fist from behind his masquerade. He thought about
the coming attractions and smiled. In three easy strides, he
reached the wall. With lightning speed, his jack-be-nimble fingers
removed the skull mask from its hook and fastened it around his
face.

Sneaking up the staircase, focused on his
mission, The Hunter blended into the shadows of the dark wood
paneling, concentrating on every sight, scent, and sound, just as
the old man had taught him. From the bathroom, pellets of water hit
the glass shower door as steady as a hard rain. The old man was
singing, his low voice echoing through the corridor. From behind
his mask, The Hunter grinned.

Entering the master bath, The Hunter
silhouetted himself behind the doorjamb, crouched down low, and
waited, fingering his Ninja weapon. The water stopped with a
jarring screech. The Hunter’s heart danced a wild rhythm, his
fingers tightly coiled around the death star, ready to wield it at
a second’s notice. Hurry up, he silently urged. Come on,
come on out.

Just as Carlos DeVeccio stepped out of the
shower, the bell in the tower gonged out twelve piercing chimes.
Programmed to execute the betrayer at midnight, The Hunter’s
heartbeat accelerated. His fingers tightened and released,
tightened and released. Come on, you bastard. You deserve to die
for what you did. Turn around.

Still singing, Carlos DeVeccio did an about
face when he caught sight of the Ninja star whizzing through the
air, the deadly blade aimed straight for his throat. With a hissing
zing, it hit its mark.

Stunned, he fell to the floor with a heavy
thud, his face twisting in pain as the poison seeped into his
jugular vein and into his system. Lying on the cold, tile floor,
belly up and dying, his eyes grew wide with shock when The Hunter
removed his mask and grinned at him.

Still smiling, The Hunter shrouded the
corpse, whistling the tune to his favorite song.

 



Chapter One

 


Present Day Las Vegas

 


Pouring himself two fingers of finely-aged
bourbon, billionaire business tycoon Michael DeVeccio walked onto
the verandah of his mansion and gazed into the foothills. The raw
beauty of the Red Rock Mountains encompassed him with miles of open
valleys, rugged terrain where rock formation changed from a
startling white limestone to an iron-rich red, and lush forests
full of petrified logs and wildlife. What a rush to climb to the
top of the mountain and survey the dazzling Vegas Strip like king
of the jungle.

Fishing a Marlboro from the pack, he tapped
it three times on the parapet before lighting it. He inhaled
deeply, allowing the nicotine to filter into his brain.

Under The Hunter’s moon, night predators
slithered out of the underbrush, just on the periphery of the
jagged twists and turns of the canyon. A coyote howled from deep in
the woods, its keening wail slicing through the quiet. Michael
loved the call of the wild. The primitive cries got under his skin,
arousing him. Dominant and defiant, animals fought to protect what
belong to them. He especially admired the sleek moves of the
panther. With its keen eyesight, acute hearing, and uncanny ability
to sneak up on its prey unnoticed, it pounced on its victim in one
slick move. Michael understood the moves of the night predators. He
was one of them.

Michael DeVeccio had it all. A billion dollar
construction company that built luxury resorts all over the world,
a twenty-four room mansion with servants at his beck and call, the
most dazzling club on the Vegas Strip, a fleet of outlandishly
expensive sports cars, a private jet, and more money than he could
use in ten life times. He had it all with the exception of one
thing: a son, an heir to his vast domain. And once he found the
perfect woman to carry the heir to his dynasty, the DeVeccio Empire
would rule the universe.

He envisioned the ideal woman as being
flawless in every way. She’d have an inner beauty that would shine
as much as her outward appearance, she’d have proper etiquette with
impeccable manners, and she’d be cultured in fine arts. His perfect
woman would be well educated on current events when hosting parties
and galas for his business associates. She would be honest and
sincere and loyal to him and only him. And she would not be a woman
beguiled by his wealth and fortune. Yes, he mused, taking a final
drag of his cigarette. This perfect woman would be angelic and
worthy of producing the heir to his kingdom.

The time had come to find that woman.

And it would happen.

He ruled it so.

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Drawing on her extensive experience as head
curator to one of Chicago’s most prestigious art museums, Margot
Montgomery prepared for an exhibition with the meticulous precision
of an automaton. Everything had to be perfect. If the focal point
of a show was murals, she would negotiate for the ideal portraits
from a limited collection, using the skills that had earned her a
reputation as a sharp buyer. For the rare and exotic, she’d travel
to Europe and Mexico, recruiting paintings that had never been
displayed on this continent.

Exhibits featuring the unusual and impressive
captivated people, drawing them in with their mysterious and
enchanting aura. By combining existing collections with innovative
outreach, the audience interaction was vastly increased, keeping
the museum doors open to newcomers as well as those who frequented
the gallery.

Using her most cunning assets, Margot
prepared for an exhibit by selecting an appropriate theme, placing
the focus on viewer interpretation. This could not be achieved
without first understanding the artist. There was a myriad of ways
in which to expand on this particular gala, and Margot’s goal for
the Frida Kahlo show was to bring the artist to life by exposing
her broken spirit and bleeding heart.

The display room in the east wing of the
museum was the chosen site for the upcoming exhibit. Large and
spacious, it was simultaneously inviting. Muted light from the
windows mingled with gilded light from the candelabras,
illuminating the paintings in foreboding, shadowy figures.
Depending on the featured artist, dismal days added to the
theatrical atmosphere.

Margot stood back and observed while her crew
prepared for the exhibit. Her curatorial staff had gone far and
beyond the call of duty, working overtime until all was done to
perfection. As prior to every show, she looked at the paintings
through the speculative eyes of a viewer, surveying them
systematically from the doorway.

The east wing of the museum was enshrined
with self-portraits of Frida Kahlo. Characteristic of her
self-murals, her penetrating eyes seem to consciously and directly
meet with the gaze of the viewer. The paintings illustrated an
unflattering glimpse of her broken spirit, sense of hopelessness,
and the hand-wringing anxiety with which she lived her life.

From across the room, Sophia Andretti didn’t
miss a trick. Assistant curator for the past two years, she was
developing excellent interpersonal skills under the tutelage of
Margot, her mentor and friend.

Margot’s eye for detail and sharp focus had
served her well in the art world. Between her amazing ability to
meet challenging deadlines and her savvy sense of fashion, she was
a woman to be admired and respected. Not a thread of her
strawberry-blonde hair was out of place, each tress secured in a
neat chignon at the nape of her neck. Beneath the burgundy wool
skirt of her stylish Gucci suit, her Prada pumps clicked with
authority as she undulated through the gallery. Cool and
professional, Neiman Marcus personified.

Clipboard in hand, Sophia joined Margot.
“This will be the best exhibit, very moving. I can’t even imagine
what Frida Kahlo must have gone through.”

Before responding, Margot scanned each
portrait, her sharp green eyes raking every corner. “That’s her
claim to fame. Frida Kahlo was notorious for expressing her pain
through her self-murals. It all started after the bus accident that
resulted in her broken spine, collarbone, and countless other
injuries. But the worst was the steel handrail which pierced her
body, skewered her womb, and came out through her vagina, leaving
her unable to have children.”

“Ouch,” Sophia cringed. “That must have been
horrible! And to think she began painting while in the hospital,
lying on her back recuperating. I can’t believe that she had a
mirror bolted to the ceiling, studied her reflection, and painted
herself. The courage it must have taken to reveal her physical
torment and anguish that way.”

“She was preoccupied with mortality and the
fragility of her body,” Margot stated. “A lot of her murals focused
on funerary imagery. And in other murals, she painted herself
bleeding, injured, wounded, or victimized.”

Sophia sighed sympathetically. “I guess she
was looking for refuge. And if her physical pain wasn’t bad enough,
she had a husband who couldn’t keep his pants on. All those
affairs, even with her own sister. It must have rocked her
world!”

Margot shrugged. “They supposedly had quite a
tempestuous love life. Her husband was renowned for his worldly
philandering. But even after a divorce, Frida never stopped loving
him, wanting him.”

Passing the “Two Fridas”, the most symbolic
of the artist’s self-murals, Sophia and Margot stood in front of
it, transfixed by the mirrored image.

Totally lost in the double self-portrait,
Margot said, “Frida painted this shortly after her divorce from
Diego Rivera. He asked her for the divorce after he had the affair
with her sister, ripping Frida’s heart in half.”

Sophia didn’t hold back. “I’d castrate my
Tony if he did that; put an end to his messing around.”

Margot laughed. “Before you become the next
Lorena Bobbitt, let’s stick to business. The significance behind
the double image is a split identity. It’s a true portrayal of
Mexican surrealism. The Frida in the wedding dress represents the
woman Diego loved; and the other Frida, the woman betrayed, was in
jeopardy of bleeding to death. Diego’s affair with Frida’s sister
was the ultimate betrayal. It broke her in half. The blood seeping
out of her heart clearly signifies that she is slowly bleeding to
death emotionally; the mirrored image reflects her soul. This
portrait fascinates people because it conjures up different images
in different people about their own lives. I think this will be our
best show yet. And after I get the final mural in the collection
tomorrow at the art auction in Vegas, everything will be
complete.”

On her way to her office, Margot was so
enmeshed in her own thoughts she nearly passed her door. The
haunting self murals of Frida Kahlo were embedded in her head, all
those fragmented glimpses of dual imagery. With a Master’s degree
in art from the University of Chicago, Margot’s minor in psychology
complemented it nicely. The complexity of the mind fascinated her.
Because the various interpretations of Frida Kahlo’s state of mind
were revealed through her self-murals, the exhibit would be a real
show stopper. And after her trip to the art auction in Vegas the
following day, the gala would come full circle. As an added bonus,
she’d also get an up close and personal look at the art sculptures
and paintings at DeVeccio Plaza.

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Flaming copper finials bordered the entrance
of DeVeccio Plaza, drawing guests in with its regal appeal.
Standing tall and mighty in a sky of midnight blue velvet, the
flaming torches gleamed like shooting stars with tails. The
interior of the grandest resort on the Vegas Strip gave chase to
marble staircases with elaborately turned balustrades and high end
sculptures behind beveled glass enclosures. Rushing down the
corridor after snagging the mural she bid on, Margot fought the
urge to kick off her high heels and walk barefoot down the plush,
red carpeting.

The beckoning wail of sax drifted out of the
piano bar; the bluesy sound of jazz getting into her skin. After
spending the better part of the afternoon negotiating at an art
auction, unwinding over a chilled martini sounded like utter bliss.
Seduced by the sound, she sauntered up the three steps leading to
the mezzanine and ordered a Pomegranate martini.

“You got it, doll,” the bartender winked.

“Whatever the pretty lady wants is on the
house,” the man approaching the bar said in a buttery soft voice.
“And give me a bourbon on the rocks, Jazz.”

Margot turned around and came face to face
with the billionaire tycoon of DeVeccio Plaza. His shocking blue
eyes left her breathless. With his sharply defined features, full
sensual lips, and all that black wavy hair, he reminded her of a
Greek god.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “I’m
Michael DeVeccio. Welcome to my palace.”

Every pulse in her body was as charged as an
electrical current. Michael DeVeccio, legendary for building luxury
resorts in every continent, exuded strength and power from every
pore. His world renowned success preceded him. And here he stood in
front of her in all his glory, one hundred and eighty pounds of
raw, sexual energy. Mesmerized by his hypnotic blue eyes, she met
his gaze. “I’m Margot Montgomery. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Your
resort is everything it’s rumored to be, simply breathtaking.”

“Thank you.” he edged a bit closer. “I’ve
always fancied it to be the jewel of the Strip. I didn’t think
anything could outshine DeVeccio Plaza. But I was wrong. Nothing
could possibly compare to the sparkle I see in your eyes.”

Margot felt the heat all the way to her toes.
The intensity of his gaze left her feeling wild and reckless. She’d
known this business mogul for less than a minute, and was totally
beguiled by his charismatic personality. She traveled abroad at
least once a month to galas and exhibitions. She had been wined and
dined by movie stars, celebrities, and sheiks. But not one of them
had the illuminating presence of Michael DeVeccio. An energetic
force seemed to radiate from him, making her feel as if she had
been drinking champagne.

“You’re very beautiful,” he said. “So, is the
woman with the intriguing green eyes married?”

Captivated by him, Margot answered a bit
breathless. “Ah…single. I came here for an art auction, the one in
your ballroom. I’m a curator for an art museum in Chicago, and came
to bid on a mural for the exhibit I’m hosting.”

His penetrating gaze locked into hers. “And
I’d be willing to bet you walked away with the mural you had your
sights set on. You strike me as a determined woman that sets her
goals and achieves them. That’s a trait I admire very much.”

As the hot sound of jazz drifted through the
piano bar, a warm desert breeze blew in from open terrace doors,
the seductive undertone thick and heavy. The sassy wail of sax and
the sweet lilt of piano counterpointed, stirring the air with its
sensual rhythm.

Michael checked her out as he sipped his
bourbon, coolly assessing her. An interesting woman, he
mused, an ideal candidate. He studied her, taking note of
her natural beauty and clear, intelligent eyes. And a genuine
smile, a rare trait in today’s society. With his killer
instinct for judging people, he summed her up. Strong-willed and
dedicated to her cause. A woman who abides by rules and
regulations. Indeed, yes. Margot Montgomery could be the woman
befitting to carry his heir. He would have to definitely get to
know her better. He smiled, displaying a set of perfect white
teeth. “It would be my pleasure to take a walk out on the terrace
with you, show you the view from up here. It’s magnificent, you
know, looking down on all those dazzling lights of the Vegas Strip.
Come on, I’ll show you.”

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Shrouded by a sky of shimmering lights, an
unparalleled view gave way to a sweeping view of the Las Vegas
Strip. DeVeccio Plaza stretched out in front of them for miles and
miles. A cascading waterfall graced the entrance, and a wax museum
of whimsical figures filled an entire block.

Margot sighed. “This is like a castle in a
fairy tale. You must be so proud. Do you live here?”

“I live in the DeVeccio ancestral home, about
fifteen miles or so in Summerlin. It’s a mansion tucked away deep
in the Red Rock Mountains. It’s not too far from Red Rock Canyon,
which has some of the best hiking trails I’ve ever hiked on.” He
touched her face. “Do you have any idea how gorgeous you are? With
all that golden hair, you remind me of an angel.”

She felt his searing gaze. Giving him a shy
smile, she said, “If you keep staring at me that way I fear I might
melt. Your gaze is as penetrating as the artist I’m showcasing in
my exhibit. I’m featuring the self-murals of Frida Kahlo, and
thanks to the art auction held in your ballroom this afternoon, I
have the entire collection to make it a smashing success.”

“I admire a woman who has a fine appreciation
for the arts,” Michael said. “I especially admire a woman who pays
particular attention to detail. It’s an important asset, one
overlooked by many employees. You are a fascinating woman and I’d
like the chance to get to know you better. I hope you’ll consider
going out to dinner with me the next time I’m in Chicago on
business.” He paused, watching her expression. “It would be a
pleasure to wine and dine such an intriguing woman.”

“Are you building a resort in Chicago?”

He stared long and hard into her eyes.
Finding the perfect woman to carry his heir was like searching for
a needle in a haystack. His gut reaction told him he’d just found
her. He sipped his bourbon, watching her over the rim of his glass.
“I’m looking at property in the Lincoln Park area to build one of
my resorts. So I have both an office and a condo in Chicago. I’ll
be tied up in Italy for the next few weeks with my newest
enterprise off the coast of Tuscany. But when I come back, would
you like to have dinner with me?”

“Depending on my schedule and whatever shows
I’m hosting, I’d love to.”

“Excellent.” His gaze locked into hers. “Now,
why don’t you tell me all about yourself?”

Margot sipped her chilled martini, feeling
the heat of his gaze run through her body. She lowered her eyes
before looking at him. “I think those hypnotic blue eyes of yours
are casting a spell on me. I’m finding it very difficult to
concentrate.”

“I like the direct way you have of telling me
exactly what’s on your mind,” he said. “Honesty in today’s society
is so refreshing and very much appreciated. When I’m in Tuscany,
I’ll be counting the days until I come to Chicago. I do a lot of
business there and hope to see quite a bit of you when I’m in town.
Now why don’t you tell me all about being a curator.”

Margot’s expressive green eyes sparkled.
“It’s my passion. I simply love hosting galas and shows for the
museum. It’s so fulfilling and keeps me on the cutting edge of
culture in the art world. Being head curator has a lot of
responsibilities, but I’m very dedicated and up for the challenge.
Creating a theme for a show is so exciting, bringing artists to
life through their work. Take my upcoming show for instance, the
Frida Kahlo exhibit. My goal is to make my viewers feel her pain
through her haunting self-murals. And in order for my job as head
curator to be complete, I have to do everything in my power to get
the entire collection. There was one I couldn’t get, no matter how
many galleries I searched. So when I heard about this hard to find
painting being auctioned in your hotel this weekend, I knew I
wouldn’t stop until it was mine. Now I can rest easy.”

“Just one look at your face tells me how
passionate you are about your shows,” Michael said. “You should see
your eyes. They light up brighter than the neon lights on the Strip
when you talk about them. Your love for the arts radiates from deep
within. I understand. My passion is face masks. I have quite a
handsome collection of them from all over the world. I love showing
them off at my parties. Before my uncle died, he held a masquerade
ball every New Year’s Eve, and I’ve carried on with the tradition.
The masquerade’s a real social event; all the big players of Vegas
dressed to the nines.”

“Sounds impressive,” Margot said. “Your rags
to riches story is legendary. I remember reading about it a few
years back in a magazine article. What a fascinating life you’ve
led. You are an amazing man and you must be so proud of all your
achievements.”

Michael reached into his pocket and fished
out a Marlboro, tapping it three times before lighting it. “I love
living in Red Rock now, but that wasn’t always the case. My heart
was in the small inland harbor off the coast of Tuscany where I
grew up. For a long time, that’s where it stayed. I lived there
until I was twelve, when my parents were killed in a car wreck.
After their funeral, I came to live with my Uncle Carlos, my
father’s brother. That was the day my life did a complete one
eighty. I went from living a simple life in a fishing port to one
of absolute power.

In his day, my uncle was one of the most
feared and revered icons on the Vegas Strip. He built the DeVeccio
Dynasty from the ground up, starting with his first gambling
casino, DeVeccio Plaza. After that, his resorts started shooting up
all over the world like mirages, and within a decade, the DeVeccio
Dynasty snowballed into one of the most powerful business
conglomerates in the world. And since my uncle’s no longer living,
I’m the CEO of the entire DeVeccio Empire.”

“Did the police ever find your uncle’s
killer?” Margot asked, staring into pools of midnight blue. “I
remember his death being broadcasted all over the media. It must
have been so terrible for you, losing the man who raised you as his
own son.”

“It was one of the worst days of my life,”
Michael flicked the ash of his cigarette. “I thought of Uncle
Carlos as my father. I did everything I could to help the police
with their investigation, but nothing ever panned out. Carlos
DeVeccio was a high profile figure at the time of his death. What a
shock to everyone who knew him. He was bigger than life and twice
as bold. He was in great shape and had the mind of a steel trap. To
have his life end that way, murdered in his own home, in his own
bathroom. I think one of his enemies got to him, one of his
business competitors. I found him the next morning, all slumped
over. He’d just gotten out of the shower and was still naked. I’ll
never forget that day as long as I live. As a matter of fact, two
weeks from tonight marks the ten year anniversary of his
death.”

“How awful,” Margot said. “Finding your uncle
that way must have traumatized you. Didn’t the police have any
leads at all?”

“Unfortunately not. The crime was never
solved and remains open to this day. Uncle Carlos was one of the
old time gangsters running Vegas back then, and it was no doubt a
personal vendetta. My uncle had his fair share of enemies, make no
mistake. He was one shrewd businessman. He held meetings every
Saturday in the great room of his mansion, his private domain. The
hall vibrated with his presence the minute he entered the room,
still does as a matter of fact. A life-size portrait remains in
there, a tribute to the big man himself. That’s where I learned
what was expected of me to take over a major construction company.
I can still hear the booming voice of my uncle, loud and
sanctimonious, echoing off the walls, making grown men tremble in
their boots. You can imagine what a shock it was to realize I was
being trained to take over the entire DeVeccio Dynasty. Gambling
casinos and all that money seemed wrong to me at first, against the
morals my parents had instilled in me. But eventually, I was
seduced by all that power.”

“Your uncle didn’t have children, no kids to
carry on his empire?”

“Just one son: Luciano. He was killed in an
accident. After his funeral, no one was permitted to mention his
name because it upset my aunt and uncle. Aunt Bella eventually died
of a broken heart and Uncle Carlos threw himself into building his
empire. So when I moved in, he treated me like his son and never
made me feel like second best. I owe a lot to the old man; he made
me what I am today. But enough about me. I’d much prefer talking
about you. So why isn’t an enticing woman like yourself married?
You’re so beautiful and have such a passion for life. What’s wrong
with those men in Chicago?”

Margot’s heart skipped a beat. Something
about this legendary magnate made her forget her own name. She’d
never allowed a man to get to her before. Nothing had ever gotten
in the way of an exhibit. But from the moment she looked into the
brilliant blue eyes of Michael DeVeccio, his intense gaze unraveled
her. Giving him a coy, come hither look, she said, “I guess I never
met the right man.”

“Good answer,” he smiled. “Sometimes fate has
a mind of its own. I’m a firm believer in destiny. And I think we
were destined to meet tonight.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Looking very vogue in her emerald green wool
gabardine suit, Margot hosted the Frida Kahlo exhibit as if it were
the last show she would ever put her name to. Smiling as she led
the tour, she provided guests with information pertaining to the
featured artist.

“For many years, little was known about the
life or paintings of Frida Kahlo. But after a retrospective exhibit
in London, her modest range of paintings was resurrected from
virtual obscurity to world-wide recognition. The artist suffered
many hardships to become one of the world’s most popular female
painters, and her dozens of self-murals illustrate the pain she
endured during her life. Tonight the theme of our show is The
Imagery of Tragedy. You will see as we study each of her
portraits that the pain and heartache she wished to portray through
her paintings is palpable.”

A woman in a black Armani suit cleared her
throat. “Is it true Frida Kahlo began painting her self-murals
while recuperating in the hospital from an accident?”

“My assistant will be happy to answer your
question,” Margot turned to Sophia.

In a long flowered skirt, blue silk camisole,
and a lace shawl, Sophia stepped forward. “That’s correct. Frida
Kahlo survived the accident but underwent numerous surgeries. While
she recuperated, she had a mirror bolted to her hospital ceiling,
studied her reflection, and painted herself.”

With emphasis on deeper layers of
consciousness, the tour group focused on the dream-like quality and
emotional intensity of the self murals which made them
unforgettable.

A distinguished elderly man with snow-white
hair stood before “The Wounded Deer”. The portrait illustrated the
artist depicting herself as a frightened animal, running away.

Walking over to him, Margot smiled. “This
painting suggests that Frida is a timid creature of nature that has
been wounded by fate or an unknown force. She compares herself to a
deer that has been shot by arrows. The broken branch lying on the
ground represents her broken spinal column–or perhaps her broken
spirit.”

“All of her paintings seem to combine fantasy
with realism,” a college student who mentioned studying art and
history commented. “Especially in her ‘Henry Ford Hospital’ mural.
Look how she connects internal organs and other meaningful objects
outside her body with umbilical cords.”

The “Henry Ford Hospital” painting
illustrated Frida Kahlo lying in bed, a tear on her cheek as blood
slowly seeped out of her internally. Among some of the things
painted were a female torso, a male fetus, a snail, a sewing
machine, and a pelvis.

Turning to the group, Margot spoke. “The
general impression of the painting is the absolutely crushing
psychological pain she endured during her miscarriage. The male
fetus represents her hope for a boy, the snail suggests the
slowness of the agony, the sewing machine may indicate piercing
pain, and the pelvis indicates her inability to have children.”

Finishing the tour where it had begun, Margot
graciously thanked her entourage. “Ladies and gentlemen, that ends
our exhibit for this evening. Thank you for supporting the arts. We
invite you to join us in the west wing for wine and cheese as a
tribute of our appreciation.”

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Finishing a glass of Chardonnay as she slowly
unwound after the show, Margot stood in front of the “Two Fridas”
portrait, lost in her own thoughts. Fascinated by the mirrored
image portrayed in the mural, she thought about all the artists
over the centuries whose work depicted their tortured souls.
Mesmerized by the inner demons of the mind, she didn’t notice
Sophia come up behind her.

“You sure are drawn to that mural,” Sophia
tapped her on the shoulder. “Why the obsession with it?”

“It stirs my curiosity,” Margot turned
around. “Psychology was my minor in college and what makes the mind
tick has always fascinated me. The mind is such a powerful tool.
Just think about it. When you feel good about yourself as a person,
you glow from the inside and confidence oozes from every pore. But
when someone makes you feel bad about yourself, it destroys your
confidence and can lead to severe scarring of the psyche. I
remember studying a case in psychology class about a child who was
beaten down by his parents, both physically and mentally. He grew
up with such a destroyed psyche he turned into a demented killer.
It’s been known to happen, time after time.”

“I guess,” Sophia shrugged, more interested
in a person’s outward appearance than inner demons haunting their
psyche. “Hey, did you get a load of the rock that woman in the
black Armani had on her hand? Betcha it was worth a cool quarter of
a million. How about it?”

“I didn’t notice,” Margot laughed, amused by
her assistant’s quirky personality. “Since you are the material
girl of our art gallery, I should have sent you to Vegas to bid on
the portrait at the art auction held at DeVeccio Plaza. The resort
is simply awesome. But then again, if I sent you, I wouldn’t have
had the pleasure of meeting the billionaire tycoon himself, close
up and personal. And let me just say, pictures do not do Michael
DeVeccio justice. He has these midnight blue eyes that are
absolutely mesmerizing, the face of a fallen angel, and his body is
one hundred and eighty pounds of raw sexual energy.”

“Ah, man,” Sophia drooled. “Some blondes have
all the fun. So come on, what’s he like? Is he all that and
more?”

Margot gushed at the memory. “Words cannot
possibly describe him. He has this daunting presence about him that
makes him stand out in a crowd. It’s like an aura that defines him:
strong and bold, and a bit intimidating. It’s no wonder he’s one of
the most powerful men in the world. He could make the strongest of
men wither under his scrutiny. No kidding, Sophie. You’d have to
meet him face to face to see what I mean. Let me just say, he
certainly got my full attention. So much so that I’ve agreed to see
him again. He’s in Tuscany right now building his latest resort,
but when he comes back tomorrow, we’re going to dinner. He has a
condo here in Lincoln Park because he has his sights set on some
land in Chicago.”

“How convenient, a lover’s tryst. Maybe he
has his sights set on you.”

Margot raised a perfectly arched eyebrow.
“Like I said, we’re going to dinner—and that’s all. Can you imagine
how many women throw themselves at Michael DeVeccio? A billionaire
with the jazziest club on the Strip? He could have his pick of a
lot of different women, and I’m sure he does. Just because we’re
going to dinner is no reason to thrust us into a wild love affair.
I’m sure the media does that as soon as they get wind of a story
with someone as high profile as Michael DeVeccio.”

“You never know,” Sophia laughed. “I just
want to see you happily married the way I am. It’s high time you
found something to do with your weekends other than plan exhibits.
Maybe Michael DeVeccio is just the man to knock your socks off, or
your stockings and Prada heels. How about it? But just in case I
get tired of my Tony some day, does this billionaire have a
twin?”

“No way,” Margot laughed, locking up as they
left the gallery and walked out into the crisp Chicago night.
“There is one and only one Michael DeVeccio.”

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Pouring himself a bourbon on the rocks,
Michael walked onto his balcony and gazed into the foothills.
Fishing a Marlboro from the pack, he tapped it on the parapet three
times before lighting it. His trip to Tuscany had gone well, he
mused, blowing a smoke ring into the cool desert night. The
DeVeccio Plaza being built off the coast of Tuscany would be one of
his best resorts yet. And, he thought, a smile curving his lips,
everything was moving along right on schedule for the grand
opening. Absolute power was his.

Master at the game, Michael knew how to
manipulate people into doing precisely what he wanted them to do.
He had the uncanny ability of zeroing in on an adversary’s Achilles
heel and using it for his own gain. It was all about control and
manipulation. All men had a weakness, even the strongest. And once
a weakness was exposed, Michael DeVeccio moved in for the kill.

Flicking the ash of his cigarette, he stared
into the darkness. Under The Hunter’s moon, night predators
slithered out of the underbrush, just on the periphery of the
rugged terrain. In the distance, the eerie howl of a coyote keened,
stirring his blood with the call of the wild. From the time he was
a teenager, his uncle taught him to hunt and kill. Hunting and
killing human predators had bothered him at first, going against
the Christian beliefs and morals his parents had instilled in him.
But as his uncle pointed out, animals killed to protect what was
theirs. And people were no different. Killing to protect was
necessary in a world of absolute power. And once he began thinking
of himself as an action figure in an action movie, killing had
gotten under his skin. He was The Hunter.

His mind drifted to Margot Montgomery, the
perfect woman to carry his heir. Tomorrow night over dinner, he’d
put her to the test to see if she was worthy of such a prominent
role.

The time had come to propagate the DeVeccio
dynasty. When his son was old enough to understand and appreciate
the world of absolute power, he’d teach him the ways of running one
of the most powerful business conglomerates in the world. One day
he’d hand the reigns of the DeVeccio Dynasty over to his son. And
his son in turn would do the same, thus the legacy would thrive for
generations to come. Blowing a smoke ring into the woods
surrounding the estate, he hoped Margot would pass the test. He
wanted a beautiful woman who knew her place in his world. He
thought of Lacy and frowned. She was becoming more of a noose
around his neck every day and the time had come to cut her
loose.

Lacy Diamond had been his obsession for the
past ten years. How he’d lusted after her when she was his uncle’s
lover. As cold and calloused as Carlos DeVeccio was, Lacy had the
old man wrapped around her little finger. His uncle had given her
anything she desired: a stately manor in the Red Rock Mountains,
expensive trinkets, fancy cars, and jewelry befitting of a queen.
Whatever Lacy wanted Lacy got. With the exception of marriage.

Carlos DeVeccio had buried his wife Bella and
had no intention of marrying again. When Lacy realized that, she
started coming on to Michael, figuring if the old man wouldn’t
marry her, the young stud nephew surely would. And while Michael
had given her an engagement ring, he had no intention of marrying a
cheap Vegas showgirl any more than his uncle had.

Although Lacy’s feminine wiles had kept him
interested for the past decade, the wild lust and animal magnetism
he’d once felt for her had run its course. Her selfishness had
destroyed his lust for her, and her betrayal had been the ultimate
sin. Lacy viewed men on their bank account and prestige, always
demanding more. With her recent addictions to narcotics and
gambling on top of heavy drinking, she couldn’t be trusted. With
all the secrets his uncle had spilled to her during their affair,
the ones that could put an end to the DeVeccio Empire, she needed
to be subdued with some heavy-duty tranquilizers. Permanently.

With her outstanding gambling debts, her
insatiable appetite for luxury, and her constant bitching about
setting a wedding date, Lacy Diamond appealed to Michael about as
much as riding a burro through the Mojave Desert. He had given her
the engagement ring before she’d become such a nuisance. Not that
he ever had any intention of marrying her or permitting her to give
birth to his son. Not likely. He’d given her the ring to test her
fidelity. And she’d failed the test miserably.

Desperate for money one night to feed her
gambling addiction, she had sold her body to one of his business
associates. After that, he swore to never touch her again. She’d
betrayed him and would pay for her deadly sin. Michael lived by the
mantra his uncle had taught him: betray me and die by the
sword.

Tonight, he would kill Lacy Diamond for her
sin, just as he’d killed dear old Uncle Carlos ten years
earlier.

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Getting into Ninja attack mode, Michael
crossed the threshold of the great room whistling his favorite
tune. A hunting we will go. A hunting we will go. Heigh ho the
dairy-o, a hunting we will go. We’ll kill a fox and put her in a
box. Heigh ho the dairy-o, a hunting we will go.

A large and imposing portrait of Carlos
DeVeccio graced the wall. His daunting presence filled the room.
With his fist held high in the air, the sense of his undeniable
power reached out from every corner.

Michael studied the painting. Firm jawline,
thin lips stretching over a mouth ready to belittle the largest of
men into little piss ants, raven hair streaked with silver, and
piercing black eyes that saw straight to the soul. His unblinking
stare seemed to follow Michael wherever he went, silently beckoning
him to honor and obey. Michael stood before that portrait and
flipped him the bird.

“You trained me well, Uncle Carlos. Under
your expert tutelage, I learned how to wield the death star into
the throat of the betrayer and then cover the corpse with the death
mask. And wasn’t it poetic justice I should do to you what you
taught me to do to others? You thought you were so clever, ruling
the world with your big shot fist. The whole while you sat at the
head of your table, deciding who had the right to live and die. All
along, it turned out you were the biggest traitor of them all. The
high and mighty Carlos DeVeccio presiding, judge and jury, calling
all the shots from behind a masquerade. What a fake. But I
discovered your dirty little secret and made sure you paid the
price for committing the ultimate sin. And placing your skull mask
on your corpse was indeed sweet revenge. But never fear, Uncle
Carlos. All was not lost. Under your expert tutelage, I learned how
to lie, cheat, and kill. All for the sake of absolute power.”

Depressing a microchip on the gilded frame of
his uncle’s portrait, a secret passageway opened with a slight
hiss. Strutting into the steel vaulted room, Michael tapped the
encrypted code into a hidden keyboard. A small wall vault opened to
reveal a drawer of shuriken, hand-held blades to kill betrayers.
And in a container next to the weapons was a boundless supply of
latex skull masks to place on the corpse. Snatching one of the
Ninja stars, a four point blade the size of a coin, he concealed
the weapon between his fingers. Then with great pleasure, he
removed a mask, grabbed his black hooded jacket from the hook, and
left the room. It was time to go hunting.
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Spotting the mansion in the distance,
adrenaline surged through The Hunter’s blood, filling him with a
sense of power. The sounds of the Mojave surrounded him as he
charged through the foothills of the Red Rock Mountains. As he
neared the estate, his heart pumped with eager anticipation.

Fashioned with old-world charm, arches and
columns made up the Mediterranean-inspired courtyard. Citronella
flame lanterns graced the entrance. A barrel tile roof and copper
gutters adorned the front of the manor, and wrought iron balconies
bordered the stone mansion. Removing his cell phone from his hooded
jacket, he called Lacy. “Listen, doll. Looks like I won’t be over
tonight after all. I flew straight to Chicago on my way back from
Italy and am dead tired. I had some business to take care of and
won’t be in Vegas until morning. So you just enjoy your bubble bath
and you’ll see me sooner than you think.” With a coy smile, he
snapped the lid of his phone, sheathed his hands in latex gloves,
and slid his key into the carved wooden door.

Stopping in the entryway, The Hunter
listened. A cascading waterfall meandered over rocks of lavender
and jade. Other than the sound of gurgling water, the classical
sound of Baroque coming from hidden wall speakers, and the
accelerated beat of his heart, all was quiet.

Descending the steps to the sunken living
room, The Hunter came face to face with the grinning gargoyle. He
grinned right back. Adrenaline pumping through his veins, he
strolled down the long hallway leading to the library. Westminster
chimes played the third quarter hour melody. In one fluid move, The
Hunter entered the room. Under his weight, an old floorboard
creaked. Totally unfazed, he strutted to the desk and turned on the
computer, his nimble fingers typing in the password: DiamondEmpire.
The screen illuminated and he deleted files, removed the hard
drive, and pocketed the flash drive. He’d leave nothing to chance.
Lacy stored everything on her computer. No doubt, somewhere on the
hard drive, there would be enough scandal to wipe out the DeVeccio
Dynasty.

With his blood thundering in his ears, he
pulled out the latex skull mask and slipped it over his face to
conceal his identity. Fingering his weapon, his heart danced a wild
rhythm.

Tip-towing up the Alaskan marble stairway,
his rubber heeled boots didn’t make a sound. A fern-lined corridor
painted willowy patterns on the wall. Camouflaged in the darkness,
he scaled along the corridor. Preceded by his shadow, he blended
into the wooden paneling. Shimmying into the bathroom, he slid
behind the door and waited, his Ninja star ready to wield at a
second’s notice.

Silhouetted in candlelight, she soaked in a
slipper-designed, clawfoot tub, her honey-blonde hair pinned on top
of her head. She was singing, her smoky voice floating through the
scented air. Closing her eyes, her long lashes swept over her
cheeks like fans.

She sank deeper into the fragrant bubbles,
circling the brass gooseneck spout with her big toe. A heavy candle
burned on the pink pedestal sink; a cherub ceiling fan rotated
rhythmically, stirring the heady scent of roses through the steamy
mist.

From the library, the Westminster melody
played sixteen notes, followed by twelve piercing chimes. The
resounding peels sliced through the quiet. Sensing a presence, she
bolted upright. She went to scream–but it was too late. With a
hissing wiz, the spikes of the death star nailed into her jugular
vein, blood gushing into the fragrant pool of bubbles. As the
deadly blade sliced into her voice box, her face twisted into an
ugly grimace, her lips forming a silent scream. Her head rolled
back, hitting the lip of the tub with a muffled thud. Struggling
for breath, her strength ebbing, her eyes grew wide with shock when
The Hunter removed his death mask and grinned at her.

 



Chapter Three

 


Twenty more minutes and he would be knocking
at her door.

Standing in front of her full-length mirror,
Margot checked her look. After spending the entire afternoon at a
boutique on Oak Street getting her hair and nails done, she looked
good. Her dress cost her an entire month’s salary, but the sexy way
it made her feel was worth it. She’d chosen a simple gold necklace
and hoop earrings to go with the red silk gown. A shiver of
anticipation raced up her spine as she sprayed Sachet of Roses on
her throat and wrists. Just as she applied her lipstick, the
doorbell rang. Her heart skipped a beat.

There he stood in a black silk shirt with
thinly defined pinstripes, winter-white pleated trousers, and a
camel leather jacket, looking like he’d just stepped off the pages
of GQ. The subtle scent of his masculine cologne filled her senses.
Under the glow of the moonlight, his dangerously hypnotic blue eyes
caused the pulse in the hollow of her throat to flutter.

“Margot,” he stepped into the foyer, handing
her a bouquet of red roses. “For you.” he perused her from head to
toe. “You look simply gorgeous.”

In a gesture as old as time, Margot brought
the roses up to her nose and took in their sweet essence. She
smiled demurely. “Red roses are my favorite flower.”

He smiled. “Beautiful roses for a beautiful
woman.” Brushing her lips with a feathery kiss, he added, “And you,
Darling Margot, are simply flawless.”

An explosion on the Waterfront could not have
moved her more than his tender kiss. Between his lips touching hers
and the sound of his husky voice, she felt warm and overheated.
Fussing with the cellophane wrap around the roses, she sniffed the
flowers once more. “I’ll just go put these in some water. Would you
care for a drink before we leave?”

“No, thank you. We really ought to get going.
I made reservations and it’s about a thirty minute drive.”

“Of course,” she said, turning on a whisper
of silk. “I’ll be right out.”
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“My chariot awaits.” He held the door open as
she sunk into the buttery soft leather seat of his cherry red
Ferrari. Leaning over, he fastened her seat belt and whispered in
her ear, “The way you look tonight, I’ll be the envy of every guy
in Chicago.”

His warm breath tickled her ear. And when his
masculine scent invaded her senses, Margot nearly swooned. She
looked into his eyes and sucked in her breath. “My favorite flowers
and all this flattery? You certainly know the way to a woman’s
heart.”

The door closed with a gentle swoosh,
mingling the smell of expensive leather with his cologne. Margot
sunk deeper into the luxurious cushioning, running her finger along
the smooth interior. She watched him cross the street in front of
her, his tall lean form silhouetted under the street light. He
moved with ease, sure-footed and confident.

“All right,” he said, sliding into his seat.
He reached over and put in a CD of soft instrumentals. The engine
softly purred as it glided down the icy bricks of the cobblestone
street.

“I love your car,” Margot said, enjoying the
novelty of being swept away for once in her life. “I’ve always had
a secret desire to own a fancy sports car, but as practical as I
am, I know it will never be more than a fantasy.”

“She runs like a dream,” Michael said. “And
since I do so much business here in Chicago, I keep my Ferrari in
the garage of my Lincoln Park penthouse.” he looked over, his blue
eyes sparkling in the glow of the streetlight. “I made reservations
at Crystal’s, the best restaurant in Chicago as far as I’m
concerned. Have you ever eaten there?”

Butterflies danced in the pit of her stomach
every time he looked at her with those amazing eyes. They were as
hot as lasers and just as deadly. She cleared her throat. “I’ve
never had the pleasure, but I’ve heard about it. We were supposed
to have our Christmas party there this year, but the gallery owner
decided to host it at his home.”

Michael’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction.
“Good. It will be my pleasure to take you there for your first
dining experience. You’re in for quite a treat.”

As they neared the loop of Chicago, the
magnificent skyline came into view. The Sears Tower and the
futuristic-looking Marina City Corncobs dominated the sky. The
downtown section shimmered with its dazzling array of Christmas
lights. The shops and boutiques bordering the elevated train track
of the city looked as picturesque as a Norman Rockwell painting.
When they pulled into the parking lot on the dock, Christmas music
echoed on the waterfront.

Located in Navy Pier, Crystal’s stood out as
a true Chicago landmark. A must see for visitors and a standing hot
spot for Chicagoans; it bustled with excitement. Walking down the
dock of the pier hand in hand, Margot and Michael enjoyed the
myriad of attractions. Boutique doors jingled as shoppers scurried
in and out, arms burdened with packages, getting an early start on
gifts. Shrouded by the magnificent skyline of Chicago, the seats of
the Ferris wheel idled back and forth one hundred and fifty feet in
the air.
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“Welcome to Crystal’s, Mr. DeVeccio,” the
hostess greeted him. “The private dining room is ready for you. If
you will please follow me right this way.”

Reaching the top floor, the elevator doors
soundlessly parted and the hostess escorted them down the plush
carpeting. She unlocked the door; the heady scent of pine drifted
out, fresh and fragrant. A Douglas fir stood tall and mighty in the
far corner, beautifully decorated with one of a kind blown glass
ornaments. A crackling log in the fireplace added a warm glow of
hearth and home. A man grinning from ear to ear tapped out a jaunty
deliverance of Lady in Red on the keys of a Baby Grand.

Michael’s gaze swept the room, making sure
all was to his satisfaction. “Thank you, Pamela. Everything looks
perfect.”

“Of course, Mr. DeVeccio,” the hostess turned
to leave. “I’ll tell Pierre you’re ready for drinks.”

“Michael,” Margot gushed. “This is awesome. I
had no idea you were bringing me to the private dining room. I feel
so honored, like a princess.”

“Better get used to it,” Michael helped her
into her chair. “I intend to spend the rest of the evening showing
you just how special you are to me.”

A cranberry scented candle graced a table
decorated with a pleated white tablecloth. The large picture window
opened to the remarkable Chicago skyline, the Ferris wheel, and the
Christmas lights on the dock and waterfront.

With a blast of horns and a regal entrance, a
strolling violinist, chef, and a man pushing a vintage French
flower cart swept into the room.

“Would you just look,” Margot said on a gasp.
“All my favorite things. Well, I must say when you do it up, you
really do it up big. This is spectacular.”

“I wanted to bring an evening in Paris to
you,” he kissed her hand. “This is only the beginning. Pierre?”

With the panache of a French chef, Pierre
uncovered the platters of appetizers. Steam billowed out, sending
the aroma of smoked salmon, toasted crab cakes, and shrimp
bruschetta through the room. While he was dishing out the culinary
delights, another server uncorked a nicely aged pinot. He poured a
little in a glass and set it down.

With expert precision, Michael picked up the
glass, twirled the wine in a swirling motion, held it up to the
light, inhaled it, and brought it up to his lips for tasting. He
nodded his approval and the server filled both glasses.

Over the wine and appetizers, Margot stared
across the candlelit table at Michael. He stared right back, his
hypnotic blue eyes searing into hers. It was the perfect setting—a
snowy night, a cozy ambiance, and a man who knew how to romance a
woman.

“So,” Margot said in a voice she barely
recognized as her own. “Tell me how things went in Italy with your
latest resort.”

Michael refilled their wine glasses, silently
collecting his thoughts. He brought the goblet to his lips. Taking
a sip, he met Margot’s gaze. “Business went well. I’m using a new
approach with my latest resort, combining late Gothic architecture
with Romanesque. The results will be stunning, and the grand
opening is right on schedule. As a matter of fact, things went so
well I was able to come back a day earlier than expected. I got
into Chicago late last night around midnight and stayed at my
Lincoln Park condo. With the time change, I slept most of the day
and feel well-rested for my date with you tonight.”

Fascinated by the ever changing hues of his
eyes, Margot barely heard a word he’d said. His eyes changed color
with his moods, going from a hard steely gray when he talked about
business to a shocking blue when he got fired up about his newest
architectural wonder. And when he looked at her with such a searing
gaze over the candlelight, his eyes turned a shade of midnight
blue; she felt the heat all the way down to her ruby-red toenails.
Snapping back to the present, she realized he was now talking about
his past.

“So that’s my life story in a nut shell. A
poor fisherman’s son strikes it rich when tycoon uncle hands over
the reigns of his billion dollar dynasty. I had it all living with
Uncle Carlos. A mansion built for a king, the best educations in
Ivy League colleges, fancy sports cars and more money than I knew
what to do with. But there was a price to pay. Uncle Carlos ran his
ship with an iron fist, demanding family loyalty and respect. He
held meetings every Saturday in the great room, and under his
tutelage, I learned how to become master of the game.”

“And you never married?” Margot sipped on her
wine, wondering why someone hadn’t snatched up this gorgeous hunk
of man.

Michael tapped his Marlboro on the table
three times before lighting it. He took a drag and slowly exhaled a
ring of smoke, watching it curl into the air before answering the
question. “I’m divorced, have been for well over ten years. Candace
was one of the dancers at my club and we married shortly after we
met. What a mistake. The world was hers for the asking, but nothing
ever satisfied her. She had it all: the cars, the staff, the limo,
and more money than an heiress. All I asked in return was a son to
carry on the family name and business. But instead of giving me a
son, she gave me nothing but trouble. While I broke my back making
billions, showering her with gifts and fancy sports cars, she was
out there cheating on me with half the men in Vegas.”

“I’m sorry,” Margot said with genuine
sympathy. She felt for this man who had been taken by a heartless
gold digger with the morals of an alley cat. “That must have been
so hard on you. Whatever happened to her?”

“I kicked her out of Vegas and told her to
never show her face in my town again. I had enough of her
adulteress ways when I had the unfortunate mishap of being married
to her. Believe me, Candace knows better than to ever return. She’s
been duly warned.”

“You should be grateful a woman like that
didn’t have your child,” Margot remarked, wondering how any woman
in her right mind could cheat on Michael DeVeccio. She broke off a
piece of garlic bread and nibbled on it, methodically putting her
thoughts into words. “I’ve never been married, but I think once you
take an oath in front of God and your family to be faithful for the
rest of your life, it should be taken seriously. Those vows are
sacred and should be honored.”

She blushed, catching herself. “Listen to me
go on and on. It’s my moral upbringing. I have very definite ideas
when it comes to fidelity in a marriage. Why get married if you
don’t intend to keep your wedding vows? I have a friend whose
husband cheated on her from their honeymoon on until she finally
had a complete breakdown. She takes anti-depressants now and still
isn’t the same vivacious woman she once was. It’s very sad. I feel
a lot of people go into marriage with the nonchalant opinion that
if it doesn’t work out, just get a quick divorce. Not only is that
a pathetic way of thinking, but what about all the time and money
it took to plan the wedding. Some couples expect a luxurious spread
from parents who can’t afford it, only to toss it all away a year
later. I guess that’s why I never got married. When I say ‘I do’,
it’s going to be for keeps, and I wouldn’t make a promise I had no
intention of keeping.”

Michael sipped the last of his wine,
listening intently to every word Margot spoke. His infallible gut
reaction had never let him down before, and his assessment of
Margot Montgomery was right on the money. She was a dream come true
and would be the perfect woman to carry his heir.

He reached across the table and took her hand
in his. “You’re an incredible woman. I would love to see you again.
With the holidays coming, I intend to spend a lot more time in
Chicago.”

Margot’s heart fluttered with excitement.
Until now, only preparing an exhibit for a show had stirred this
type of emotion in her. The thought of spending the holidays with
Michael filled her with a sense of girlish giddiness that was
totally new to her. She put her fork down and smiled. “I’d like
that, too.”

“You don’t eat very much,” Michael remarked,
noticing how she’d dabbled with her food. “Was something wrong with
your meal?”

“Absolutely not,” Margot daintily dabbed at
her mouth with the corner of her linen napkin. “Everything was
superb. Those sea scallops were to die for. It’s just that I
battled my weight all through high school and college and am now
very calorie conscious.”

“I admire that,” Michael said. “I govern my
life on control and discipline. It keeps my focus sharp and keeps
me well-balanced. I begin my day working out in my gym or with a
run. When Uncle Carlos was alive, part of our nightly ritual before
dinner was fencing in the great room with the swords. My uncle was
the master swordsman and insisted I learn under his tutelage.
Martial Arts is a great way of learning both defense and hand and
eye coordination. That’s the problem with kids today. They spend
far too much time sitting in front of computers playing games
instead of working out. There’s no discipline. My son will be
skilled in Martial Arts, and I look forward to teaching him. My
cousins and I used to fence when I first moved to the Red Rock
Mountains. We fancied ourselves the Four Musketeers.”

“I’ll bet you made quite an impression on the
girls,” Margot teased with a smile. “Do you still fence when you
get together?”

A far away look clouded Michael’s sparkling
blue eyes for a second, turning them a dull steely gray. “No. We
were as close as brothers when I first moved in with my uncle. You
see, my Aunt Monica is my mother’s sister and she and her three
sons lived in the valley, close to my uncle’s mansion. After my
parents were killed in the car crash in Tuscany, my aunt took me
under her wing, wanting me to spend time with her and her boys. So
during my teenage years, I spent my summers hiking the trails of
the canyon with Johnny, Ricky, and Jimmy O’Toole. We were so close
we took an oath to be blood brothers one summer afternoon on one of
the petrified logs in the forest. But as we grew older, we grew
apart because of our family loyalties. You see, Margot, the O’Toole
Dynasty is the DeVeccio’s number one competitor.”

“Family rivals?” Margot asked. “I bet that
was really hard, going from close cousins and best friends to stiff
business competitors.”

“Indeed, yes,” Michael fished a Marlboro from
the pack and tapped it on the table three times before lighting it.
“Truth be told, I took it as a sign of betrayal. And betrayal in my
life is unforgivable, something I simply won’t tolerate. That’s
what my uncle drilled into my head from the time I was twelve. But
enough about the past. I much prefer the present. Now tell me some
of your interests so I know what to plan for our next date. Is
there a play or a symphony you’d like to see?” he winked over the
candlelight. “Or a city anywhere in the world you’d like to dine
in? Just name it and my private jet awaits. The world is yours for
the asking. Don’t be shy about letting me know your heart’s desire.
In the meantime, why don’t we end the evening with a dance. I do
believe they’re playing our song, Always and Forever. I have a
feeling we were put on this earth to make beautiful music
together.”

 



Chapter Four

 


A half dozen officers and plainclothes
detectives gathered at the crime scene to investigate the homicide
in the Red Rock estate. The victim, Lacy Diamond, a twenty-eight
year old Caucasian female, had been stabbed to death in her
bathtub. Las Vegas Metro PD Homicide Detective Diego Santiago was
first to arrive at the scene, looking like a warrior about to do
battle. He did the initial walk through, deep lines edging the
corners of his mouth, his broody brown eyes scanning the scene for
trace evidence. As he walked around, his long mahogany ponytail
swayed from side to side. Part Spanish and part Navaho Indian, his
voice had a steely edge. When he entered the crime scene in the
master bath, he came to a dead halt. “Holy hell.” his eyes
hardened. “Damn.”

The victim sat upright in her bathtub. Her
head, lolled off to one side, rested on the coiled ledge of the
pink tub. Her throat had been slashed, a throwing star with blades
on all sides, wedged deeply into her jugular vein. The face of the
corpse was covered with a latex skull mask. The victim’s left arm
hung over the side of the tub, stiff with rigor mortis, the fingers
skimming the surface of a pink cell phone on the marble floor. A
huge diamond ring on her left finger gleamed in the morning
sun.

Santiago stared at the body. “Looks like a
Ninja assassination. A master wielder with deadly intent. And
whoever did it hit the mark. Bull’s eye.” He turned to his team.
“Let’s get on it. I want the killer nailed. Haven’t seen anything
like this in ten years, since the Carlos DeVeccio murder, my first
homicide case, still unsolved to this day. The Ninja star that
killed him was diced up with poison. We won’t know if this victim
was poisoned until we get the autopsy report.” He noted the time
for the record. “EMT responded to nine-one-one, arriving at 7 a.m.,
pronounced victim, identified as Diamond, Lacy, at 7:03 a.m.”

During a second walk through, crime scene
investigators took photographs, drew sketches, and documented the
scene before gathering and bagging evidence for the lab. They
searched the entire master suite with flashlights, using an oblique
angle. Ten years on the force with an impressive record, Santiago
saw things other cops missed. His uncanny ability to get inside the
mind of a killer made him shine as one of the teams’ brightest
stars. The room snapped with electricity the moment he entered. His
daunting presence filled the room. With just a hint of a Latin
lilt, his voice vibrated. “Who found her?”

“The maid,” one of the officers said, “got
here this morning just before 7 a.m. Called it in when she stumbled
into this nightmarish scene. Hell of a thing to find. The smell
alone is enough to gag a maggot. This corpse’s been laying around
for a day and a half, easy.”

“Where’s the maid now?”

“Down in the kitchen with one of the female
officers. She doesn’t speak much English and is pretty shook
up.”

After forensics finished with what they
needed, the skull mask and murder weapon were processed. The face
of the corpse revealed green eyes wide with fright, her mouth
twisted into a garish scream. One of the rookie cops backed up and
choked, his hand covering his mouth. “Shit.”

A window seat at the foot of the bathtub
opened to a full spread of the Red Rock Mountains. To the left of
the clawfoot tub, the thick, waxy remains of a candle burned on the
pink pedestal sink. The ceiling fan oscillated in an eerie rhythm,
stirring the smell of decomposing fluids with the funereal smell of
roses.

The lingering scent of perfume filled the
bedroom, expensive and very feminine. A brass canopy bed with a
pink satin ensemble dominated the room. Cheerful bluebirds chirped
in the wake of the newly dawning day, and from open terrace doors,
a gentle breeze rustled, billowing the gossamer curtains out like
angel wings. An empty glass of wine and a pack of Virginia Slims
lay on an antique telephone seat in the far corner. Resting on the
lip of a diamond-studded ashtray was a partially smoked cigarette
marred with pink lipstick. The same shade of pink smudged the rim
of the wine goblet. Several tubes sat upright in a holder on the
vanity, neatly arranged according to color, the last one on the
right labeled pink ice. Santiago gestured to all three. “Bag and
tag those. And check the messages on the phone.”

The art gallery in the suite displayed Mardi
Gras masks of the Veiled Lady, a Crying Mime and the Joker.
Santiago moved in for a closer look. “Seems the victim was a fan of
masquerades. And look what else.” He walked over to the Queen Anne
desk and held up a letter opener. “The Ninja star on the handle is
identical to the throwing star lodged in the victim’s throat.”

CSI dusted for prints, both latent and
visible. Santiago studied the nude corpse. No sign of a struggle or
rape, although results were pending. The victim’s painted red
fingernails made detection of skin or blood beneath them difficult.
“Do a TOX and check the fingernails for any possible DNA. Swab the
inside of the mouth and sweep the body for fibers and hair. Check
for semen.”

Santiago watched the medical examiner check
the body for contusions or pinpoint hemorrhaging on the skin. “Find
anything?”

The medical examiner documented his notes,
then looked up. “Obvious cause of death is internal bleeding. The
TOX report will show if there was any drugs, either prescription or
street. The victim took a single laceration with a blade,
penetrating into the left side of her neck, severing her carotid
artery and internal jugular vein. Her laryngeal nerve was also cut,
the nerve that goes up to the voice box, making screaming
impossible. Death was almost instantaneous, some time around
midnight, night before last, judging by the rigor mortis. No
visible sign of rape.”

Santiago’s eyes hardened into narrow slits,
pupils and irises merging into one. “Some small comfort.” He
studied the victim’s face. She’d been a beautiful woman with long
honey-blonde hair, green eyes, and a heart-shaped face. His gaze
settled on the wound in her throat. “The Ninja star has many names.
It’s sometimes referred to as a throwing star or a death star.
Originally, it was used to slow down an opponent by wielding it
into the arm or hand to dislodge a weapon. But other throwing stars
are meant to kill, and this was one of them. The killer used a
shuriken, a death star. The same type a blade that did Carlos
DeVeccio in. And his face was covered in a skull mask, too, the one
he wore during meetings, according to the nephew. How about the
vic’s family? Anyone we gotta get in touch with?”

“Just her mother,” a female officer said.
“She’s on her way. Two uniforms went to her home to give her the
news.”

Finishing up, CSI placed the corpse in a body
bag and zipped it up. Santiago took a last look at the victim’s
left hand, stiff and bloodless and so garishly white he wanted to
puke. By contrast, her long red fingernails gleamed like streaks of
blood. The team bagged the diamond ring, a rock of at least three
carats, surrounded by an explosion of emeralds. No mention of a
boyfriend or husband. Whoever had placed that ice berg on her
finger needed to be told. His penetrating gaze focused on the
female officer. “Find out who she was engaged to.”

“Already on that. Left a message on the vic’s
cell. Called to cancel a date at a quarter to midnight, night
before last.”

“Who is it?”

“Michael DeVeccio.”

“You gotta be kiddin’ me.”

“Fraid not.”

The hair on Santiago’s neck bristled. Michael
DeVeccio had been the number one suspect in his uncle’s death ten
years ago, but was never convicted.

Carlos DeVeccio had been one of the richest
and most powerful men in the world, proprietor of a billion dollar
dynasty. His nephew was the sole beneficiary. Santiago recalled the
iciness in Michael DeVeccio’s eyes when he questioned him, the same
look he’d seen in the eyes of cold-blooded killers.

His instincts, honed from ten years on the
street, sent a familiar chill skittering up his spine. His blood
tingled the way it did when he was on to something big. The nephew
might have gotten away with killing his rich uncle ten years ago,
but no way in hell was he getting away with it again. This time
Santiago would nail the son of a bitch, lock him up, and throw away
the key.

He raced down the marble steps and out the
door of the Red Rock estate, his ponytail swaying in the breeze. He
yelled over his shoulder, “Let’s go.”

 


ЖЖЖ

 


Santiago and Officer Stevenson tore down
Charleston Boulevard toward the DeVeccio estate. Every nerve ending
in Santiago tingled with excitement. Reaching into his shirt
pocket, he unwrapped a piece of Juicy Fruit and stuffed it into his
mouth.

Stevenson watched him, wondering how long it
would be before he reached for a cigarette. He quit on a regular
basis, at least once a month. She raised an eyebrow. “So what makes
you think the rich boyfriend offed Lacy Diamond?”

“Gut instinct. Never lets me down. It’s like
a sixth sense.”

“How so?”

“Can’t explain it, so don’t ask. I just
know.”

As the unmarked patrol car eased around the
horseshoe bend in the road, the DeVeccio estate came into view.
Fluted pilasters flanked the wrought iron entrance gate. Two lean
and mean Dobermans slinked out of the shadows of the pinyon trees,
snarling and growling as they hurled themselves against the gate.
Santiago flashed his badge under the security camera, and within
seconds, the heavy iron bars lifted with a jarring screech. As they
eased through, the attack dogs eyed them, their ears erect, their
canines fully exposed.

The patrol car careened its way up the long
driveway leading to the mansion. Several sports cars gleamed in the
early morning sun in front of the six-car garage, buffed and shined
like vehicles lined up for a car show. A silver Porsche, a black
Ferrari, a signature red Dodge Viper, and an emerald green Jaguar.
Off to the side, a midnight blue Hummer and a chic black stretch
limousine glowed. Santiago whistled, envying the dream machines.
What he wouldn’t give to own one. Pulling up along side of them, he
turned to Stevenson and smirked. “Think we’ll get towed?”

A quiet serenity surrounded the DeVeccio
estate. Enclosed by a sweeping view of the Red Rock Mountains, the
sprawling mansion overlooked a beautifully manicured lawn. Marble
lion statues guarded the courtyard, their mouths open in silent
roars. Massive columns and a turned balustrade flanked the white
stone porch, and a wrap-around verandah hugged the entire
mansion.

The butler let them in, looking put upon by a
visit from the police. He scowled, his thin lips perched into a
pout. “If you’ll follow me this way. Mr. DeVeccio is in the
parlor.”
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