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	Unlike Jack in Titanic, who decided to drown,

	my Jack will always make sure I am found.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	Design For Murder

	 

	 

	 

	The driving beat of the music pounded from the speakers placed throughout the factory. The lights strobed and flashed, spun and clashed with each colour as they flared out. Models strutted their attitude down the catwalk, one after the other, showing off the newest designs by the hottest designer in Australia, and the audience wildly applauded each outfit as it passed.

	Mackenzie Cruz, fashion and accessory designer, stood behind the curtain watching her designs strut back and forth. She watched the audience’s reaction to each, gauging whether they’d be buyers, or were voyeurs of the latest parade. A couple of women flashed their phones out for photos; items banned at the door, and Mackenzie saw her guards quickly rush over and remove the phones from their hands. They argued, and one was escorted out amidst the flashing lights.

	Influencers irritated the hell out of her, and rules were rules.

	The last models rushed past her and took their turn down the runway, spinning at the end to come back. Once they were off the stage, the music changed, the lights flashed back and forth along the runway, and the announcer came over the sound system.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage, the creator of today’s show and designer of the hour, fashion and accessory designing extraordinaire, Mackenzie Cruz.”

	The audience went wild as Mackenzie walked onto the stage and stood nodding at them. She waved to a few people she knew to her left and put her hands together prayer style in front of her before bowing and walking down the catwalk, waving to everyone. She was in her element and soaked up every ounce of the electricity in the air. It gave her life; it gave her excitement to continue. It gave her an idea.

	“Thank you, thank you. Thank you so much for coming here today to Factory Roulé on the beautiful and incredibly sunny Gold Coast. They were gracious enough to host this event for me, to showcase the upcoming range I have which will be available next month in department stores and selected boutiques, including my own outfit.” She held out the sides of her kimono and waved them to make the embellishments glitter in the lights. “I’m wearing the latest range from my boots to my jeans, top, kimono, and jewels. I wanted to take a moment to thank all of the people who buy my products, year after year who support me by doing so. Many of you are here today. Thank you.” She gazed across the thousand strong crowd and a shiver of excitement cramped her spine.

	At forty-five, Mackenzie Cruz had been in the business for twenty-five years, and while it still excited her, as moments like this did, she also had other entertainment to fill her days and nights. She was about to announce one of these.

	“I’d like to let you all in on a little secret, and I think now is as good a time as any.” She clasped her hands in front of her and grinned as the crowd went wild. This was going to be good! “I have a little secret to reveal, about a hobby of mine. Something that’s going to…well…maybe it will surprise you, maybe it won’t. But I’ve had this hobby for some time now, about ten years, and have been very successful at it. The reason I’m revealing it now is this; it’s the ten-year anniversary since the first one came out, and the twenty-fifth anniversary since my first fashion collection came out. So, it’s a little serendipitous.”

	She paused as the crowd applauded and waved to the music operator to cut the sound. 

	“Rosco, if you could put the photo up on the screen above the stage so everyone can see.” 

	She turned around to see an image of nine bestselling book covers flash onto the screen then turned back to the perplexed audience. 

	“Don’t be confused. As you can see, these are the books by bestselling author, Mercedes Marlowe. Surprise, surprise, for the last ten years I,” she pointed to herself, “have been writing those books as Mercedes Marlowe. I’m the genius behind the Blake River novels and I have my tenth book, A Corpse Came A Calling, coming out this month. It’s completely serendipitous that I have a new line and a new book coming out at the same time for their anniversaries.”

	She noted the expressions on those in the audience. Some were confused; others applauded wildly, a mixed bag of reactions. Mackenzie smiled at them. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t mean I’m giving up designing. I needed another outlet for my creativity, and I found it in writing. The exciting news is, I’ll be writing a trilogy set in the glamorous world of fashion. And who knows, maybe I’ll try macramé next and make a full collection of macramé clothing.” She laughed, but the crowd didn’t. “Either way, I wanted to announce it to the world, so you all know I’m celebrating my anniversaries. Now, we have the showstopper to go, and I hope your reactions will be a lot better than the one you gave me for my books. I’ll get off the stage, the music will come back on, and we can bring this show to a close. Rosco, the music, and thank you everyone for coming.”

	She strutted back down the catwalk holding out the sides of the celestial kimono she was wearing to make it flutter and show off the design on the back. Ankle-length, it was a deep royal blue, with stars and moons printed in silver foil. She stepped behind the curtains. “Is everyone in place for the final outfit?”

	The crew around her nodded and she clapped her hands.

	“Okay, let’s get this showstopper out there.”

	From behind the curtain she watched as Angel, the model wearing the showstopper who was suspended from wiring above them, was moved towards the end of the catwalk. She wore huge white feathered angel wings that moved up and down to give the illusion she was flying, and a white Swarovski covered corset and plain white slinky knickers.

	The room’s lighting was dark, but punctuated by strobe lights, which meant the audience wouldn’t see her clearly until she was at the end of the runway. But it made the Swarovski gems sparkle brilliantly as the lights bounced off them.

	When she reached the end of the runway, the strobes turned off, and the spotlight hit her front and centre to showcase the outfit, the wings, and the model.

	Screams cut through the music, and Mackenzie craned her neck around the curtains to see what was going on. Those in the first few rows were rushing from their seats, pointing in horror to the woman dangling from the ceiling.

	“What in the hell is going on?” Mackenzie looked over her shoulder. “What in the hell is going on?” she repeated.

	“Something’s wrong with Angel,” one crew member called out. He was staring at his tablet getting the live feed from the camera in front of the stage. “She’s not moving and something dark’s dripping from her chest.”

	Mackenzie frowned. “What?” She flung back the curtain and strode down the catwalk towards her suspended model. Many in the audience had fled, but many had stayed to stare. When she was standing below her, she looked up, saw Angel’s arms out, head tilted, like Jesus on the cross, and felt something hit her forehead. She wiped it off and saw blood on her fingers. “What the fuck?”

	Mac carefully stepped back and stared at Angel, seeing the oozing dark liquid pouring from a chest wound. “Holy fuck! Get her down, get her down,” she screamed. “Call the ambulance, get her down.”

	She waved to the crew and watched as Angel was lowered to the catwalk. Stage hands rushed in to help remove the harness and wings, and lay her flat on the runway.

	Mac checked her pulse. “Barely there. Cover the wound, call the ambos; someone do something.”

	She held a towel someone had given her to the model’s chest and watched while everything else went by in a blur.

	The paramedics arriving, declaring her gone.

	The police arriving, holding her back.

	The audience being escorted outside, the coroner turning up.

	Everything was blurred to her eyes and muffled to her ears. She heard nothing, just stood to the side by the bar, staring at everyone doing their jobs.

	“What do we know?” Detective Jack Calloway asked his team as they walked across the carpark towards the front door of the building. They’d received the call to a dead model in a fashion show at Factory Roulé.

	Craig Thompson answered. “A model pretending to be an angel was found dead, hanging from a harness over a catwalk.”

	At thirty-two, six three, blond and blue-eyed, he didn’t mind dating models, but the world of modelling itself bored him. As did fashion shows.

	Addison Kelly mocked him. “Goes to show what you know. Angel, the model, is big in the industry and always models the showstopper for Mackenzie Cruz, the designer who’s putting this affair on.” She pushed her curly blonde-brown hair behind her right ear, and along with her colleagues, flashed her detective shield at the cops at the door. They walked inside and stopped to take in the scene. “Mackenzie’s the hottest fashion and accessory designer in Australia. She’s been in the industry for twenty-five years; Angel started with her and owes her career to her. That’s why she models in every parade for each new collection.”

	Jack and Craig stared at her, and she blushed.

	“What? I’m a chick. You think I dress in this stuff on my time off?” She pointed at her black blazer and pants, sturdy shoes, and white shirt that covered her five foot eight incredibly fit physique. “I like girly stuff, too.”

	Jack grinned and looked around. “They got her down. Why?” He headed for the stage and the coroner. “Doc, cause of death?”

	Melvin Griffith, a thirty-year vet in the coroner’s office looked up. “From the looks of it, a long sharp object. I don’t think it was a knife, but I’ll know more back at the morgue.”

	“And time of death?” Jack stared at the brunette victim still clothed in the outfit she’d been modelling. “Clearly after changing into that outfit. How long ago was that?”

	“About thirty minutes.”

	All three detectives spun around to see who’d spoken and Addison gasped.

	Jack took in the ashen face of the brunette woman before him and stepped forwards. “Detective Jack Calloway, and you are?”

	“Mackenzie Cruz,” Addison replied, nervous to be in the presence of her favourite designer.

	“Ah.” Jack held out his hand to shake hers. “Ms Cruz, what can you help us with?”

	“Angela.” Mackenzie ignored him and his hand and pointed to the girl on the runway. “Stage name Angel. She was set to wear the outfit as the showstopper.” She inhaled a shaky breath and turned her gaze to the detective, noticing the light green eyes staring intently. She exhaled slowly. “She changed into it, was strapped into the harness, and lifted. The crew who dealt with her said she was alive and well half an hour ago. We also have footage as we were filming it.”

	Jack nodded and noticed her gaze redirect back to the model. He stepped into Mackenzie’s line of sight to stop her viewing the body. “Ms Cruz, we’ll need the footage to see if we can find a perpetrator. Is there anything else you can tell us?” His gaze slid down over her outfit. Probably one of hers, since she’s a designer, he thought. Royal blue from top to toe.

	She noticed his gaze and arched a brow before glancing over the other two. The blond is fit, but the brunet’s more my style, inappropriately floated through her head. “I know she has a jet-setting lifestyle. Wasn’t dating anyone at the moment, has an apartment here on the coast, and was leaving the day after tomorrow for another show.”

	“And how long have you known her?” Jack asked, taking a step closer.

	“Ten years. Since she was twelve. She used to model my kids’ line. It’s what got her started in modelling.” Mackenzie inhaled another shaky breath. “She then modelled my teen and young adult lines and then my adult. She worked well with others, and I’ve never heard anyone say a bad word against her.” Her gaze stopped flittering around the room and moved back to him. She took in his short brown hair and the tiny mole under his left eye. He was a few inches taller than her. Five ten or eleven. “Anything else, detective?”

	Jack gave her the once over and saw the hidden horror of the moment on her face. He softened. “I need her address, if you have it, and a copy of the footage.”

	Mackenzie waved her assistant over. “Savannah, get a copy of the show footage for the detective. As for her address…” She shrugged. “I don’t have it. I may have something in my files, but I think it’s an old address as she said she’d recently bought a new apartment at the beach.”

	“What was her full name?” Jack pulled out his notebook and scribbled a few things down.

	“Angela Lander. Goes by the stage name of Angel.” Mackenzie walked around Jack to stand at the end of the stage, staring down at such a young life cut short. A sigh left her, and she shook her head. “Senseless murder. Who the hell would do that?” The gaping wound had stopped oozing, leaving a fan shaped stain on the white corset. “I guess I won’t be getting that back. Damn!” She sighed again and scratched the back of her neck. “Not that it matters, in the grand scheme of things, but it’s the only one I have and it’s worth a hundred grand.”

	“It’s what?” Jack moved to her side. “A hundred grand? For a corset?” He studied the white, bloodstained fabric. “Is it covered in diamonds?”

	“God no,” Mackenzie huffed and glanced at him. “I couldn’t afford that even with insurance. It’s covered in Swarovski gems, but considering the labour put into it, and the cost of the gems, it worked out to a hundred grand. A one-off showstopper for the end of the show.” She glanced back at Angela. “And sadly, the end of a young life.”

	“Detective, Mac.”

	They looked over their shoulders to see Savannah waving a flash drive.

	“I copied the show onto it. Was there anything else you needed, detective?”

	“Not at the moment.” Jack took the drive and looked towards the door. “Actually, considering so many people seemed to have disappeared, we’re going to need a list of guests, staff, crew, and extras to interview. Even though the uniforms are doing that.” He motioned to the officers interviewing the bar staff and the few remaining guests. “Guess they stayed around to catch the after show.”

	“Not surprising. We have their phones, which I bet everyone else forgot about when they ran away. They may come skulking back,” Mackenzie said. “Savannah.”

	“Guest list is on the drive,” she replied. “So’s the list of everyone else.”

	“Great, thank you.” Jack handed the drive to Craig and noticed him watching the remaining guests. “Get onto this pronto and get the completed witness statements. I’ll meet you back at the station.”

	“Boss.” Craig nodded at Mackenzie and walked off with a once over of Savannah who raised her brows and pursed her lips in disdain.

	Addison punched him on the arm.

	Jack shook his head and groaned. “Those two.”

	“Subordinates can be tiresome,” Mackenzie agreed and looked at Angela on the stage. “It was all going so well…”

	“The fashion show or her life?” Jack placed his hands on his hips and stared around the warehouse. “Why here?”

	“To answer the first question, both. The show was going well; we were on the final outfit for the night and almost done. Angela’s life was going extremely well, so I have no fucking clue who or how.” She gasped a shuddering breath. “Who would want to kill a model? As for your other question, I know the owners, they’re usually a dance club, but get a kick out of hosting other events. You’ll have to talk to them about their staff.” She watched the coroner’s people cover the body in a white sheet before spreading out a body bag beside her.

	Factory Roulé was almost silent. No music blared, no lights flashed, and those who had been speaking, stopped. The only sounds were of the coroner’s people moving, the gurney being rolled in, the bag being unzipped and opened.

	“Who the hell would want to do that?’ Mackenzie asked, watching them lift Angela’s body into the bag and zip it up.

	“Sir, we’ve finished searching backstage and found nothing. We’ve also searched the area around the building and also found nothing.”

	Jack turned from watching the body to the constable in uniform. “No weapon of any kind?”

	“No, sir.” The constable shook his head. “Nothing.”

	“Okay, thank you. Get back to the station and process the information.” He stepped aside as Mackenzie backed into him, watching in shock as the body was rolled past. “Ms Cruz.”

	Her head shook unconsciously, and she felt his hand on her arm. “I can’t believe it. I just…”

	“It’s going to be hard to take in for a while.”

	She took a few stunted steps towards the gurney, as if to go after it, but her feet faltered, and her sobs finally arrived.

	Savannah hurried over with tissues for her and a business card for Jack. “Detective, if there’s anything else, here’s my card. I’m the first port of call to Ms Cruz.”

	Jack took the card and slid it between his fingers, noting the smooth gloss finish to the plain white card. “Thank you, Ms Rossiter. Ms Cruz.” He paused and laid his hand on Mackenzie’s arm. “I’m very sorry for your loss; I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.”

	Mackenzie nodded, her face in her hands. She leaned into her assistant.

	“Thank you, detective,” Savannah said, rubbing Mac’s back and helping her into a nearby chair. “Please catch the person who did this.”

	“I’ll try.” Jack nodded and headed for the exit, noting the layout of the factory balconies, exits, and bar placement. He walked out into the sunshine and paused to breathe deeply. It wasn’t easy getting the case of a dead body. Especially a young one. A life snuffed out. So much more to live for.

	He slid his blazer off and headed for his car. When he reached it, he leaned heavily against it for a moment and slowly breathed in, thinking the case through. A young model on the rise, stabbed with a weapon not left on the premises. He opened the door and set his blazer on the passenger seat. Who would do it? Who would want to kill a twenty-two-year-old girl, who at this point, has probably done nothing to anyone? An ex-boyfriend? A family member? Someone who she’d met on Tinder?

	He finally sat in the driver’s seat and started the engine for the air-conditioner. It was a glorious spring day, warmer than predicted, and he needed to cool down. We have Mackenzie Cruz, the designer. Did she have anything to do with it? Anyone who was part of the crew? Possibly, since Angela was strapped in and hoisted up while she was alive, and the crew attest to that. Maybe the video will show something.

	He shut his door and rolled up the sleeves of his mint green shirt. His ex had bought it for him and said it matched his eyes. But the twinkle usually in them had died when their relationship had. Two years ago. Why he’d kept it, he didn’t know, probably because it was still in good condition and wearable. He chuckled and pulled on his seat belt. Maybe it’s time to update the wardrobe? I did just meet a fashion designer— maybe she can help me out.

	He sobered and wondered if Mackenzie’s tears were real. Why wouldn’t they be? She’s known Angela for ten years. I’m assuming they’re friends. She said Angela had modelled the showstopper in every show since hitting it big as a thank-you and had modelled multiple clothing lines. They should be friends, but Ms Cruz didn’t have a current address. I wonder if Craig or Addison’s found anything yet. Time to get back to the station.

	“What do we do?” Savannah asked, glancing around at the clean-up crew. The police and CSIs had cleared the building, and the crews for Factory Roulé and Mac’s business, Cruz Style Emporium, were putting everything back in order. She stared at the white wings lying on the stage. The CSIs were waiting on a truck big enough to take them, but until they did, the wings lay on stage, soaked in blood. “What do we do?”

	Mackenzie rubbed the spot between her brows. She was frowning so hard she’d given herself a headache. “I don’t know. Wait for them to take the wings, then clear everything up and head home. I don’t bloody know.” She stared at the stage. It had been a great afternoon, and everything had gone without a hitch.

	Until…

	“Until Angela was killed by some cunt at my fucking fashion show,” she growled and thrust to her feet. “Whoever did this not only ruined my fashion show they took a life. Angela’s life. Why? Why would someone want to do that?” She paced in time with her words. “Why would someone want to kill her? Who would want to kill her? How did they kill her?” Looking up to the ceiling, she saw the track for the suspension wires. It started from behind the curtains and ran the full length of the runway. “How did they do it if she was alive when she was hoisted up? She got ready backstage; they attached the wings, and the wires, and hoisted her up. When was she killed? It would have had to be in the moments she was up top and waiting to be moved. I need to see the backstage area.”

	Mackenzie rushed backstage to where Angela had been prepped. “It all started here.” She waved her arms across the space as Savannah stopped behind her. “She stood there; x marks the spot.” Pointing to the white gaffer tape x on the floor, she looked up. “The wires were hanging from there and she was hoisted up here.” Studying the set around them, she found there wasn’t much to see. Curtains and wires. It had been sectioned off for the showstopper because of the size of the wings. The models walked out on one side of the stage and exited on the other, skirting the cordoned off part.

	Mackenzie sighed and rested her hands on her hips. “Think, Mac, think. What would Blake River do? What would she do next?” Channelling the protagonist from her novels, Mackenzie looked down at the white tape x. Her gaze travelled across the floor to the stage, and saw a dark stain, shy of the stage. “What’s that?” She walked over to it and knelt down, looking at the stain before looking up, studying the ceiling. She glanced back at the stain, rubbed her finger through it and brought it to her nose. The metallic scent of blood invaded her nostrils. She looked up at the roof again. “See if the CSIs are still here. They need to take a sample and photos. I think this is Angela’s blood.”

	Savannah rushed back to the front and Mackenzie stood up. “If the blood dropped here, and she was already up there, then it happened while she was in the air.”

	“Ma’am, we have a crime scene?”

	Mackenzie glanced over her shoulder at the two CSIs. “Yes, this is a stepped-in blotch of blood.” She pointed to the mess on the floor. “It’s directly below where Angela was hanging while waiting to go on.” She pointed upwards. “This tells me she was shot or stabbed as she waited and the blood dripped down to here.”

	She watched them take photos and swabs. “But how the hell did it happen?”

	“If it’s a bullet, it would have happened during the music, someone who knew the song, knew when to time the gunshot with a beat,” Savannah suggested.

	“That would mean crew, sound engineer, and the factory staff.” Mackenzie frowned. “Anyone who knew anyone at rehearsal. Jesus. That’s a lot of people.” She smiled tightly at the CSIs when they left and paced the backstage area. “That’s what? Forty, fifty people. My crew, their crew…”

	“Other models, make-up and hair artists, same for agents, the thousand strong crowd of invited people,” Savannah added.

	Mackenzie sighed and once again rubbed the spot between her now throbbing eyes. “I know. If it wasn’t a bullet, what then? If it was silent, what was it? An arrow?”

	“There wasn’t one found, especially in her chest.” Savannah flicked through the footage of the show on her tablet. “She came out unmoving, head tilted to the side, arms out in the wing straps. You can see the spot on her chest.”

	“Knife?” Mackenzie asked. “She would have needed to be stabbed before going up.”

	“The time it took to be suspended would allow the time for the blood to flow and then drip as she moved to this spot.” Savannah point to the bloodstain on the floor.

	“The person was standing right in front of her?” Mackenzie looked from the spot Angela was lifted up to the tracks. She was moved along to the waiting spot behind the stage. “A what…twenty, thirty second motion. Up, along, stop, almost dead? Jesus, that means the person in front of her helping her into the wings and wires stabbed her. But with what? And why didn’t the others who were helping to strap her in see it, or see Angela flinch or something when it went in? Fuck, Savannah.” Mackenzie went to her knees on the floor and covered her face with her hands in grief. “Someone killed her right there. On my watch. The last time I saw her was when she walked past me in the outfit. She stopped for a once over and rushed to get the harness on. That means one of my crew, or an extra, fucking killed her at this show. What the fuck! Why?”

	Savannah helped her boss to her feet. “I don’t know. And I know this has never happened before in your career, but I’ve known you since the start of it and I know you’re not going to let this rest. Get your Blake River skills on along with your thinking cap.”

	Mackenzie nodded, wiped her face, and set her determination. She was going to find the murderer if it was the last thing she did.

	 

	*****

	 

	“What do we know?” Jack dropped his blazer onto the back of his chair and faced his team. “Motive. Murder. Perpetrator.” He glanced between them. Addison had a stunned look; Craig, a bored one.

	“None of the above.” Craig leaned back in his gas lift chair and tossed a tennis ball from hand to hand. “You don’t see the murder, just the body flying down the runway, hear the screams, etc.” He tossed the ball at Jack while he wasn’t looking, but Jack’s hand snaked out and caught it. “Damn!”

	Jack grinned and leaned back in his chair. “I’m used to you doing it and I’ve been trained
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