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Only a vampire can love you forever…







CHAPTER 1 - VEE


IT WAS AN unusually cold December night in Las Vegas when my life fell apart for the fourth time. A Friday. And the evening had started out so well…


“Hey, Vee!” The security guard leaning against the wall outside the back door of Club Dead raised his hand in greeting, ash from his cigarette flaking to the ground. “Nice hair.”


I smiled. An old acquaintance once nicknamed me Mona Lisa because I’d mastered her tight-lipped, mysterious little quirk of the lips, thanks in no small part to the hours I’d spent in the Louvre. 


“Thanks, Darrell.” In truth, my sleek bob had ended up a little pinker than I expected, but that was the risk I took shopping for dye—and indeed everything else—on the internet. On the plus side, if people were looking at my hair, they weren’t looking at my face. “Got long left on your break?”


“Ten minutes, but I ain’t waitin’ out here to freeze. Reckon I’m gonna catch Good Omen’s first song.”


We had two bands playing tonight, with Good Omen warming up for the main act—Serenity Strange and the Sinners. If the line along the block was anything to go by, the place was packed, and that meant two things—tips and blisters. I could live without both, but I enjoyed my job. When the alternative was sitting at home alone, I’d gladly put up with a few sore toes.


“Where do you want me tonight?” I asked Pandora, the club’s manager, as I swapped my tennis shoes for pumps in the break room and carefully refreshed my lipstick. Focus on your mouth, Vee. I hated looking at myself in the mirror.


“Can you work the VIP area?”


“Sure. Is there anyone interesting in tonight?”


“Half of the Canyon College football team—as in the ones who are old enough to drink—Dalton Cooper, and that blonde from the purse show. You know, the one where the designers compete to be number-one bag lady? What’s her name?”


“I have no idea.”


“Damn, I should know it. I’d look it up, but I’ve been too busy ogling Jerome Keller.”


“Jerome Keller is here? Seriously?”


Jerome Keller was Hollywood’s latest action hero. Rumour said his Lycra suit wasn’t even padded. I’d seen every one of his movies, but I never thought I’d get to meet him in the flesh. Dalton Cooper wasn’t bad looking either, even if I preferred rock music to country.


“Yup. His group’s got two tables, and they’ve drunk eight bottles of champagne already.”


“Does my hair look okay?”


“Perfect. Knock ’em dead, sweetie.”


As I left the staff area, the lead singer from Good Omen leapt off the stage and landed among the crowd, barely missing a beat as the women clawed at him. Some of the men, too—Club Dead was all about equality. I skirted around the edge of the room, heading for the sweeping staircase that led to the VIP area. One of Darrell’s buddies grinned as he unclipped the velvet rope to let me past. 


“Just yell if they start getting too rowdy up there.”


“Always do, Trayvon.”


I’d only joined the team at Club Dead eight months ago, but when winter came, I’d increased my hours, and now I worked the night shift six days a week. Eight until four, dusk until dawn. My colleagues had become my family, and on Mondays, my usual day off, I got kind of lonely. 


At Club Dead, I was never alone.


Eyes tracked me as I climbed the stairs, and I didn’t have to look up to feel the gaze of Lucian Blane, the club’s owner. He often stood on his private balcony, hands spread wide on the rail as he surveyed his domain. Of all the men in all the world, Blane confused me the most. A dark aura enveloped him, a presence that rippled through the cavernous building, yet he had a heart.


But enough about Blane. It was time to work. Where was Jerome Keller’s party? Predictably, he had prime position at two long, low tables in the far corner overlooking the stage, his entourage draped across leather couches as they waited for the show to start. I’d need to clear some of that glassware so I could serve them more drinks.


But before I managed to get there, Dalton Cooper snapped his fingers at me. “Hey, pink. Running low on beer here.”


Good thing he had a pretty face and a sexy voice because he wouldn’t have won any fans with his charming personality. Such a shame that fancy packages so often hid disappointing gifts.


“What can I get you?”


“Two American Pilsners and something for the lady. What’re you drinking, sweetheart?”


Serenity Strange was sitting next to him, her stool close enough to press her thigh against his. Or was it the other way around? I’d gotten to know Serenity during my time at the club, and she didn’t usually go for pretend cowboys, especially rude ones. I avoided the Coopers of this world too. The plain guys—the unmemorable ones—served my purpose much better.


“Just water for me,” Serenity said.


“Water? No way. Bring her a glass of champagne.”


Serenity gave her head a tiny shake. Rather than cause an argument, I decided to fetch her sparkling grape juice instead. It looked pretty much the same, and I bet Dalton wouldn’t notice. Men like him never did.


Down below, the singer from Good Omen jumped back onto the stage, minus his shirt and one of his shoes. Still, he looked as if he was having a good time. I gave Dalton Cooper’s order to Kristy at the bar, then went to check on Jerome Keller. American royalty, or so he thought. Someone had even given him a crown, a wonky gold plastic thing that perched atop his scruffy brown hair. The women on either side of me glared when I got close.


“Any more drinks?”


“You’ll have to clear this mess away first,” one of the harpies trilled, her voice saccharine and her words anything but.


“I’ll do that in just a second.” Don’t grit your teeth, Vee.


“Easy, Trixie,” Keller told his groupie. “She can’t write the order down if she’s carrying a tray, can she?”


The woman flicked her hair in a huff and went back to stroking Keller’s chest.


“Thanks,” I mouthed. 


“Used to wait tables myself,” he said. “Although not in shoes like those.”


I was short, okay? And if I didn’t wear heels, I practically got trampled in crowds. Still, I wasn’t about to admit to my insecurities, so I did my Mona Lisa thing again. 


“Drinks?”


“Keep the champagne coming, sweetheart.”


I didn’t mind Pandora giving me nicknames, but when Keller did it, I wanted to smack him with my tray. Perhaps because he was looking at my cleavage the whole time. 


“I’m anything but sweet, your highness, but I’ll get your drinks. Is there a particular brand of champagne you’d prefer?”


“High-end, darlin’.”


Darlin’? Gah.


The back of my neck prickled again, and I knew Blane was still up there. I’d only spoken to him a handful of times, and never about anything of consequence, yet still he watched me. Didn’t he trust me? If not, I couldn’t blame him.


Every other club in Vegas relied on a network of security cameras watching with their beady eyes, and the casinos were worse. You couldn’t blink in a casino without someone recording it, and I wasn’t fond of being caught on film. Just the thought made me twitchy. But Club Dead’s security consisted of a single camera at the front entrance and Lucian Blane. 


An hour passed. Good Omen finished their set, and the DJ took over while the tech guys set up Serenity’s equipment. My shoes began pinching, and we ran out of Krug Grande Cuvée. The football team drank half of it out of a fancy gold cup they passed around, and the rest ended up spilled on the floor. And me. The quarterback tripped over a cheerleader and threw a glassful over my top, then offered to help me out of it before he keeled over.


“Not now, but maybe later, okay?” I muttered as I dragged him onto a sofa. I never liked to rule out any options. Little Miss Spontaneous, that was me, and he was pretty. Perhaps a bit high-profile for my taste, but I made an exception every once in a while.


“What happened to you?” Serenity asked as I stood in the staff bathroom, sponging the sticky mess off my skin.


“A football player who couldn’t hold his drink. Are you okay?”


Those dark streaks under her eyes were harsher than her usual stage make-up. Had she been crying?


“Oh, I’m fine.” That’s what she said, but she’d hesitated for too long before answering.


“Want to talk about it? Did something happen with Dalton Cooper?”


“No.” A sigh. “Yes. Sort of.”


I thought she might elaborate, but she didn’t, just grabbed a wad of tissues, dampened them under the tap, and began wiping the worst of the smudged mascara away from her face. Serenity was beautiful in a macabre kind of way. Black hair, black lips, black dress—the only touch of colour was the red rose pinned in her hair. And her voice… She sang like an angel, but her lyrics were written by the devil himself.


“Anything I can do to help?” I asked.


“Ever fallen into a mess you can’t get out of? A pit that sucks you down, down, down until you can’t breathe?” Yup, I most definitely had. “Some days, I feel like giving up.”


“Don’t give up. Never give up. You’ve got so much to live for—your boyfriend, your music, an amazing career…”


“Me and Joaquin split up.”


Oh. Shit. “I’m so sorry.”


“Plenty more fish in the sea, right?” 


Was that why she’d been cosying up to Dalton Cooper? A rebound?


“Yes, but don’t be too hasty. You’ll find the perfect man when the time’s right.”


Her quiet snort suggested she didn’t believe me, and to be honest, I didn’t believe me either. But I couldn’t exactly encourage her to do something stupid with the King of Country. 


“Serenity, just—”


“Here, you missed a bit.” She scrunched up her tissue and wiped a sticky patch off my neck. “I need to go.”


“Is it time for you to sing?”


“Not for an hour. Blane wants to see me.”


“Really? What about?”


Blane rarely spoke to anyone, preferring to issue his orders through Pandora instead. I usually managed to stay out of earshot, but even so, I’d never forget his voice. Deep and husky, yet somehow cold enough to send shivers up my spine. If you looked up the word “intimidating” in the dictionary, there’d be a picture of Blane, glowering out from the page as he lorded over his empire. Pandora would be under “alternate meaning” because she made me nervous as well. Sure, she was always nice, but maybe too nice, as if the sweetness was a disguise for her true personality.


“No idea what he wants,” Serenity said. “Pandora told me to go upstairs before my set. Can’t keep the master waiting.”


And I couldn’t keep the customers waiting. Besides, I was getting hungry, and I needed to find something to eat. Tonight, the dance floor was heaving with Sin City’s great and beautiful, a capacity crowd for Serenity and her band. She’d been playing the club since I arrived in Las Vegas two years ago, but thanks to a series of catchy songs and a viral YouTube video, she’d recently signed a record deal and also made a handful of TV appearances over the past few months. I couldn’t see her sticking around the Strip forever. Would Lucian Blane be sorry to see her go?


“Want to grab dinner after we finish?” I asked Serenity. Dinner and a chat had become a habit of ours, and although we weren’t super close, Serenity was the best friend I had.


She managed a tiny smile. “Wong Fu’s?”


“You bet. I’ll call in the order on my next break.”


Outside, I glanced up at the balcony, but Lucian Blane had vanished back to his lair. Phew. A smidgen of the tension that coiled around my gut unwound.


“Hey, sweetheart.” A sweaty guy in suit pants flicked my hair as I headed back to the VIP area, and his buddies laughed. “Pink. Nice. Does the carpet match the drapes?”


As well as the A-listers on the VIP mezzanine, Club Dead played host to newlyweds, bachelorette parties, socialites, and anyone else who could afford the five-hundred-dollar cover charge to get in downstairs. Unfortunately, that included drunk businessmen with expense accounts.


“Sorry?”


“Huh?”


“I don’t understand what you mean.” Please, explain your shitty comment. “You’re gonna have to break that down for me.”


“Uh, never mind.” 


He backed off, melting into the sea of bodies and taking his colleagues with him. Yeuch. Where were the decent men nowadays? Things had really gone downhill since the 1940s. Come on, there must be at least one delicious guy in the club tonight. That was a perk of the job, after all. An upmarket establishment like Lucian Blane’s generally offered a better range of opportunities than, say, a casino buffet or a hotel bar. Yes, I might have had a rather specific taste in men, but I also had standards, and at least the doormen screened the entrants.


Think that sounds mercenary? Well, in this day and age, it was either eat or get eaten.


I made my rounds in the VIP area, clearing tables, fetching drinks, stopping to chat occasionally, and taking endless photos for the club-goers to put on their Instagram pages. A hefty investment from Lucian Blane had put the club on the map, and lifestyle bloggers kept it there. 


The focal point on the mezzanine was a long brushed-steel bar that ran along the far wall, a showpiece beneath strategically lit shelves filled with fancy bottles of alcohol, staffed by bartenders who’d turned serving drinks into an art form. And Blane liked surprises. The club’s staff included a troupe of performers who appeared throughout the night—magicians, fire-eaters, acrobats, showgirls… Working there was never dull. I dodged a juggler on my way to the bar, which at that moment had a trio of redheads dancing on it.


“Excuse me, do you work here?”


“Sure do,” I said.


The speaker was six inches taller than me, even in my heels, and I stepped back to get a better look at him. Tousled light-brown hair, a strong jaw, and a nice smile, but his eyes looked tired. He hadn’t bothered to gussy up either, and technically, his jeans breached the dress code. How had he got in?


“What time does the show start?” he asked.


“You mean Serenity Strange and the Sinners?”


“Yeah, I guess.”


Wow, such enthusiasm. “In half an hour. Are you a fan?”


“I’m a fan of sleeping, but my friends decided I needed to get out more.” 


He waved a hand at a table in the corner, and I recognised Cecily Shepherd and a man I assumed was her husband. I’d never seen her in the club before, but she regularly made the local news for her humanitarian work. Her presence explained how the guy had got through the door—Cecily Shepherd was part of the Las Vegas elite thanks to her father owning two hotels and a golf course in the city.


“Don’t worry; she’ll only play for an hour. Can I get you a drink?”


“I wouldn’t mind a diet cola.”


Diet cola? This guy sure knew how to have fun. His drink choice also bumped him right down my list of candidates for a little after-hours fun, which was a shame because I kind of liked him. His honesty was refreshing.


“Sure, I’ll be right back. Anything else? Drinks for your friends?”


“Cece’s hungry, but she only eats organic food.” He spread his hands helplessly. “I don’t suppose…”


“Are you looking for hot food?”


“More of a snack.”


“We have organic pita chips?”


“Perfect.” He flashed me a smile, and I couldn’t help returning it. Carefully.


If only all the clientele were as easy to deal with as Diet Cola Guy, my job would be a breeze. Dalton Cooper had thrown a fit twenty minutes ago when I brought him gin without a freaking olive. He’d threatened to leave, and I almost escorted him to the door. Where was he now? His table was empty, and I hoped he’d made good on his offer.


Chips… I needed chips. The upstairs bar had run out, and when I asked Jace downstairs, he just laughed. 


“None of this crowd care about organic. Try out back.”


I threaded my way across the dance floor. A cowboy trod on my foot and quickly apologised, so I forced a smile even though my toes hurt like hell. Occupational hazard. The storeroom was right at the end of the hallway behind the stage, and a chill breeze hit me as I headed in that direction. The rush of cool air was pleasant after the heat of the club, but the fire door wasn’t meant to be open like that. Anyone could get in. I slammed it shut, then went to find Cecily Shepherd’s organic chips. So many ways to die in this world, and she was worried about pesticides?


The door to the storeroom wouldn’t budge when I pushed it, and I swallowed a groan. Had somebody locked it? I shoved it harder, and the bang as it hit the wall almost eclipsed my scream.


Almost, but not quite.


Serenity lay on the floor, unmoving, her sightless eyes staring up at the ceiling. A trickle of blood ran across the bare concrete, glistening red under the harsh glare of the strip lights above. Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell. I dropped to my knees, checking for a pulse, although I already knew I wouldn’t find one. I’d seen enough bodies to know when a person was dead, and Serenity’s soul had well and truly departed.


Fuck.


Another scream sounded behind me, followed by several gasps and a man muttering, “I’ll call the police.”


Double fuck.


What should I do? My friend was dead, and I was right there next to the body. Should I run? Or brazen it out? On the one hand, I knew I hadn’t killed Serenity, but on the other, she had two puncture wounds on her neck that looked for all the world as if a vampire had been snacking on the sweet blood within.


And that gave me a problem.


Why?


Because I was the only vampire in Club Dead. And if anyone found out, my life was over.







CHAPTER 2 - JACK


“DID YOU HEAR a scream?” I asked Shep, my best friend, boss, and self-appointed therapist.


He waved at the packed dance floor below us. “Everybody’s fuckin’ screaming.”


“Not that kind of scream.” It had sounded like a woman, panicked. “Cece? Did you hear anything?”


Shep’s wife shrugged, glancing at her watch again. “Sorry, I didn’t. Where is Robert? He’s over an hour late already.”


Like me, Cecily couldn’t wait to get out of Club Dead, although any sympathy I might have felt was tempered by the fact that it had been her idea to come in the first place. Why? Because she was determined to raise a million dollars to provide clean drinking water in Africa, and she wanted Jerome Keller to front the campaign. Robert Page, Keller’s agent, had agreed to a discussion, but due to scheduling commitments, tonight was the only time all three of them could talk. 


Although quite how coherent Keller would be when Page finally showed up, I had no idea. For the last hour and a half, the movie star had been drinking champagne the way I drank coffee—which was to say constantly—and every thirty minutes, he took a trip to the bathroom. Either he had a weak bladder, or a hygiene fetish, or he was indulging in a little extra pick-me-up. It was tempting to follow him and find out, but I worked in the newly restructured CAPERS unit—Crimes Against Persons—rather than Narcotics.


“Maybe Page is stuck in traffic?” Shep suggested. “Why don’t you try asking Keller?”


“Because I’d have to fight my way through his harem again, and I’m not sure I’d manage to be so polite this time.”


“I love it when you get your claws out, babe.”


“See that guy in the blue shirt who just arrived?” She motioned with her head, and Shep and I both glanced in that direction. “He’s a reporter with the Las Vegas Chronicle. I don’t want to see myself splashed across the front page.”


“‘Socialite elbows wannabe model’? Your father would be so proud.”


Yeah, he genuinely would. Maxwell Dorrington pulled no punches himself, which was how he’d risen to the top of the Las Vegas property scene, weathering developer wars and a market crash along the way.


“And that’s a perfect reason to steer clear of Keller until Page arrives. Darn it, we should’ve eaten dinner before we came here.”


I glanced over the balcony at the main floor again. Nobody seemed to be running, so maybe my hearing had been playing tricks on me? Or was it the music? The backup singer on this track sounded like a cougar in pain—had I gotten confused? 


And speaking of cougars, the brunette who’d “accidentally” fallen into my lap earlier made another appearance, and I slid out of my seat before she could start a conversation. I had no interest in getting laid, despite Shep’s best efforts to send women in my direction.


He meant well, but even though he had an IQ in the 130s and graduated magna cum laude with a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice, he sometimes displayed the emotional intelligence of a rock. I had no desire to get involved with a woman, not for an evening or a night or even an hour. 


Never again.


Shep grinned and gave me a thumbs up, but I shot him a warning glare. Not interested, buddy. Cece had her phone to her ear when I headed for the bar in search of drinks and a snack for her to eat. The waitress from earlier had vanished without bringing any chips, and I couldn’t see her downstairs either. That pink hair was hard to miss.


Except when I reached the fancy metal bar, the bartender was on the phone, and rather than hanging up, she waved a hand to shush me when I pointed to the soft drinks in the fridge behind her. What was it with the staff in this place? Premier nightspot in Vegas, my ass. Even the worst bars in New York had better service.


“Think you could finish the conversation later? People are thirsty.”


The blonde finally hung up. “Sorry, I’m so sorry. Something just happened downstairs.”


“What happened?”


A look I’d seen many times before flashed across her face. The momentary panic of a woman who’d said too much.


“Uh, nothing serious. You want a beer?”


“I heard a scream. Is somebody hurt?” When a girl hesitated like that, I knew I was on the right track. “Who’s hurt?”


“Sir, please try not to worry.”


Sir. So we’d gone formal now? I slapped my badge onto the bar, a gold star identifying me as a detective with the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. Back in New York, I’d progressed to being a first-grade detective. Here, I was just lucky to have a job.


The bartender’s eyes widened. “You’re a cop? Uh, then you should probably be downstairs.”


“What happened?”


Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Someone found a body. Out back.”


I didn’t bother to question her further, just grabbed Shep on my way to the stairs. Cece tried to follow too, but I shook my head and mustered up a smile. 


“You should stay here.”


“What’s going on?”


The good thing about knowing a guy since kindergarten was that the two of you learned to read each other’s thoughts. Shep didn’t need an explanation to follow my lead. 


“Robert Page will be here any minute, baby. We’ll be right back, and then we can get dinner, okay? Wanna pick up Chinese?”


“From Wong Fu’s? I’d love to, but—”


He blew her a kiss, and a gaggle of women at the table behind fanned themselves. He’d always had that effect on women, which was one reason he’d ended up marrying Cece despite her father’s protests. On the surface, having one of the richest men in Vegas as his father-in-law seemed like a pretty sweet deal, but we both suspected that Maxwell Dorrington didn’t always toe the line when it came to legalities, and that had the potential to put both men in an awkward position. So far, they’d adopted the “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach and avoided each other as much as possible.


“Well?” Shep asked as we jogged down the stairs.


“Rumour says there’s a dead body around here.”


“You’re kidding?”


“Wish I was.”


“Cece’s gonna be pissed. This is my first day off in two weeks.”


“If only the deceased could be more considerate.”


“Just sayin’.”


Days off didn’t matter to me anymore, not now that I was on my own. In fact, I appreciated the overtime because anything was better than being alone with my past.


The bartender had said the body was out the back. Did that mean outside? A service alley? The kitchen area? I spotted a door in the corner behind the downstairs bar, which was a circular brushed-steel arrangement with half a dozen staff beavering away in the centre. 


“Hey, watch it!” 


A girl scowled as I battled across the dance floor, and I regretted not letting Shep go first because crowds always parted for him like the Red fucking Sea. Finally, we reached the door and I shoved my way through it, ignoring the Staff Only sign and the security guard who tried to stop me. He followed us along the hallway.


“You can’t go through there. This area’s private.”


Shep turned without breaking stride, badge in hand, and the guard backed off, palms up.


“Where’s the body?” I asked.


Wordlessly, he pointed forward. The corridor narrowed as it turned to the left, revealing a hallway spanning the width of the building with doors leading off either side. By my estimation, the left side backed onto the stage where the next act was due to perform any minute now. 


The first door on the right led to a kitchen, where a chef was decorating platters of canapés with green shit in the culinary equivalent of “the show must go on.” The next door led to a staircase, and the others were closed apart from one at the far end with a dozen people clustered outside it. As I watched, a brunette dressed as a zombie staggered towards us and vomited.


“Safe to say we’ve found the body,” Shep whispered from behind me. “Either that or she’s drunk way too much.”


It was the former. A black-haired woman lay sprawled on the floor just inside the doorway. Early twenties at a guess, clothing intact, and apart from a neck wound, she looked untouched. I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the morning I’d seen Angie in the morgue. The ME had tried to clean her up, but I’d never get the image of her broken body out of my head. At least this girl’s next of kin wouldn’t have the same memory, although that was a small consolation.


“Safe to say we won’t be watching Serenity Strange sing tonight,” Shep muttered.


“No, we’ll have to secure the scene before anyone leaves. Someone should tell management the show can’t happen.”


“I meant, that’s Serenity Strange lying on the floor.”


The girl crouched next to her let out a strangled sob, and I recognised the waitress from upstairs. This was where she’d disappeared to?


“Who found the body?” I asked.


She looked up, meeting my gaze with watery green eyes. “I did.”


“What were you doing in here?”


Silently, she pointed towards a carton of organic pita chips. Shit.


How long had she been gone? Ten minutes? Fifteen? Stabbing someone in the neck only took a few seconds, and it wouldn’t be the first time a killer had stuck around at the scene of a crime to feign innocence. I leaned in closer. Were those knife wounds? The holes looked round rather than straight. And where was the rest of the blood? A small dark-red pool was congealing around the victim’s head, but it took a lot more than that to bleed out.


“Okay, everyone needs to leave this room. It’s a crime scene now.”


“But don’t leave the club,” Shep said. “We’ll need to speak with all of you. Is there somewhere you can wait? A break area? An office?”


A guy dressed as a werewolf piped up, “We have a break area.”


“Where’s that?”


“At the other end of the hallway.”


In an ideal world, we’d want them farther away because the extent of the crime scene was still unclear, but we couldn’t send them out into the club because we’d probably never see them again.


“Has anyone touched anything in here?” I asked.


Only the pink-haired waitress spoke. “I checked for a pulse.”


“Nobody else?”


The werewolf shook his head, and the others followed suit.


“Could you go and wait in the break area, please, and prevent anyone else from coming this way.” Pink Hair moved to go with them, but I stopped her by the door. “I’d like to speak to you first, ma’am.”


“Now?”


“If you wouldn’t mind.”


“Cavalry’s on its way,” Shep muttered, hanging up his phone. “I’ll stay here.”


That left me to motion Pink out into the hallway, leaving the coppery tang of blood hanging in the air behind us. The sooner you talked to a witness, the more they were likely to remember. Later, time clouded the details and they started to second-guess themselves, and there was also the risk they’d be influenced by friends and relatives. Their first answers were usually the best, and I took out my notepad to jot down her answers.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


“Vee Pelletier. V-E-E.”


“Vee. Is that short for something?”


“Genevieve.”


“Sounds French.”


“My mother came from Paris.”


“Well, Vee, I’m Detective Callahan—Jack Callahan—and I’d like to ask you a few questions if you’re up to that.”


She looked back at the storeroom, a quick glance. Guilty? Nervous? Or merely remembering the gruesome details? If she’d worked real fast, she could’ve run downstairs and killed Serenity Strange, but on balance, it seemed unlikely. Thanks to Cece’s dietary preferences, I already knew Vee’s motive for being in the storeroom.


At this stage, I’d treat her as a witness rather than a suspect. 


“I’m fine,” she said. “I just can’t believe Serenity’s dead. I was only talking with her a half hour ago.”


“A half hour? You’re certain of the time?”


She checked her watch, a cheap thing on a pink band that matched her hair. “Maybe a little longer? She said she had an hour before her set, and she’s due on stage in twenty minutes. Was due, I mean.” A sob burst out of her. “I can’t believe she’s dead.”


“Where did this conversation take place?”


“In the ladies’ bathroom.”


“The public bathroom?”


“No, we have one just for staff.” She pointed along the hallway, and I recalled seeing a black door marked “Gals” as we hunted for the body. “Someone spilled a drink on me, and I went to wash it off.”


“What else did you speak about?”


“Not much.” A hesitation. “She seemed upset.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Because she was crying.”


Yeah, that would do it. “Did she give a reason?”


Vee shook her head, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth. She quickly caught herself and stopped. Nervous, but for what reason?


“Not really. She mentioned breaking up with her boyfriend, but I don’t think that’s what made her cry.”


“Why not?”


Vee definitely liked to consider her answers before she spoke. That wasn’t always a good thing. I wanted the raw truth, not a sanitised version.


“I’m not sure exactly. I guess…after she told me they’d split, she didn’t seem more upset than she was before. Like she was over him, and she’d moved on. And she was with Dalton Cooper earlier in the evening.”


“Who?”


“The country singer? He had a big hit with ‘Girls on the Road.’”


“Never heard of him.” 


I was more of a rock fan, but I’d sure be doing some research into country when I got home. 


“They were together in the VIP section earlier, but I noticed he was gone when I last went upstairs.”


“Guy wearing a black cowboy hat?”


“You saw him?”


“Yeah, heading downstairs. He stopped to sign some girl’s…” Some girl’s breasts. She’d been hammered, and when Cooper groped her, she’d only laughed. I hadn’t seen him again after that, which meant his absence was a matter to look into. Surely there had to be security cameras in a place this size? “He signed a girl’s skin. Did Ms. Strange mention him when you spoke?”


“I asked her if something happened with him, and she said, ‘Sort of.’ But it was only a short conversation, and she was trying to fix her make-up at the same time. She said Mr. Blane had asked to see her.”


“She didn’t elaborate on the Cooper issue?”


“No, and I didn’t press her. We were meant to be having dinner together later, so I figured that if she wanted to talk more, we’d do it then.”


“And who’s Mr. Blane?”


“Lucian Blane. He owns this place.”


“I see.” If he owned the club, he’d know his way around the maze of rooms out back. “What was her demeanour like? Did she seem worried about the meeting?”


“No, but…”


“But what?”


“Blane doesn’t often speak with the staff.”


An owner who didn’t speak with his staff? How did that work? When I was a cop in New York, I’d worked a few bar shifts at Billy’s Bar and Grill to make ends meet, and Billy had been out on the floor every night telling us what to do. A place couldn’t run without proper management.


“The meeting was in one of the rooms along here?”


“No, upstairs. Mr. Blane has offices and an apartment above the club.”


“Are you aware of any problems between Mr. Blane and Ms. Strange in the past? Serenity Strange is a stage name, right? Do you know her real one?”


“Sorry, I don’t. I never heard her call herself anything else, and no, she never mentioned any problems. But Mr. Blane comes across as kind of…” Again she paused, searching for the right word. “Intense.”


An intense recluse who was most likely the last person to have seen the victim alive. I knew who was sitting at the top of my suspect list.


“You were friends with Ms. Strange?”


“Friends, yes. But I guess… I guess it was more of a work thing. We often used to have a drink together here after the place closed, occasionally a meal, but we never saw each other outside of the club. I’ll miss her.” A tear rolled down Vee’s cheek, but she didn’t seem to notice. “She was easy to talk to, and she never judged people. Sometimes, good people are taken from us far too soon.”


Her words hit like a punch to the gut, and an image of Angie popped into my head. Not one of the good ones, but of that final night, those agonisingly slow minutes when I’d held her in the freezing slush of a New York winter street as she bled out in my arms.


Get it together, Callahan.


One year, ten months, twenty-five days, and six hours had passed since she died, and I still felt as though my insides had been scraped out with a rusty spoon. I used to count the time in minutes, and Shep assured me the move to hours was a sign of improvement.


“That’s true,” I choked out, then steered the subject away from death. Never the easiest thing to do when you were a homicide detective. That I’d let Shep talk me out of quitting was still a decision I questioned every night. “Uh, when you first came downstairs, did you see anyone else around? Hear anything out of the ordinary?”


“No, nobody, and I didn’t hear anything but the music.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Wait, I almost forgot! The fire door was open, and I closed it. My fingerprints will be on the handle. It was cold, and I didn’t realise Serenity was dead, and I just— What if I ruined some evidence?”


I swallowed a groan. Ruined or not, it wasn’t her fault. “You weren’t to know. Anyone would’ve closed the door if it was open. But I’ll need your prints for elimination purposes, and I’ll also need to take a formal statement. Could you swing by the station tomorrow morning? Say, ten o’clock?”


“I… Uh… Tomorrow morning isn’t good for me. I work nights, and I’ll be asleep.”


“I appreciate it’s inconvenient, but I’ll try to make it quick. We really do need your prints, Ms. Pelletier.”


Vee seemed more unsettled at the thought of going to the station than she did at discovering a corpse. Strange.


“How about I come right now?” she suggested. 


“I’m afraid I need to stay here and process the scene, and that’ll take several hours.”


“Then what if I come tomorrow evening?”


“It’s crucial for us to work fast if we want to solve this case.”


What was wrong with the morning? Surely anyone would lose an hour’s sleep to help solve a friend’s murder? The only difference between morning and night was that the station would be busier, and that made me even more suspicious. Was Vee trying to hide something? There was an odd vibe about Ms. Pelletier, and I couldn’t put my finger on what. Should I force the issue? As a cop, I could pretty much insist she attend at the time requested, and Shep would back me up. Maybe a clue would shake loose? Then again, if it didn’t, I also risked alienating a witness. 


Dammit, all I’d wanted was a quiet night off, and now I’d landed in the middle of a case that every instinct told me would be tricky. 


What’s your problem, Vee Pelletier?







CHAPTER 3 - VEE


DAMMIT, I SHOULD’VE left when I had the chance. Not only was my friend dead, but now a cop unwittingly wanted to kill me too, or at least leave me in agony for weeks. Sunlight and me, we really didn’t get on. I wouldn’t turn to ash, but my skin blistered and burned and peeled, and no, wearing factor fifty didn’t help much. 


I had an emergency burka stashed in my closet, but if I wore that, Detective Callahan would surely think that was a bit odd seeing as I was standing before him in hot pants and a bustier, smelling of alcohol. And on the rare occasions I did wear the burka, people kept yelling at me to go back to my own damn country.


If only I could. I missed France, with its history and culture and green fields that stretched to the horizon. I missed the language of my childhood. I missed red wine served by the gallon, ripe cheese, and fresh bread. In 1839, I’d been there when the first steam oven arrived at the Boulangerie Viennoise. I wanted to climb the real Eiffel Tower again, not a half-size replica surrounded by neon lights. But when my creator had fled from America, he’d gone back to Paris, and Europe wasn’t big enough for the both of us.


“I honestly do want to help,” I told Detective Callahan.


“Then meet me at the station tomorrow at ten.”


“It’s not that I’m trying to be awkward. I have some, uh, health issues…”


Detective Callahan’s expression was a mix of exasperation and forced sympathy. “Sure. Health issues. This can’t wait, so how about I come over to your home instead? I can bring a mobile fingerprint scanner and take your statement at the same time.”


“Uh…”


On the surface of it, that seemed like the perfect solution, right? I wouldn’t have to leave my apartment, Detective Callahan would get what he wanted, and the hunt for Serenity’s killer wouldn’t get delayed.


But there was just one teensy issue.


Detective Callahan absolutely couldn’t see my apartment. 


No, I hadn’t modelled my home on a Transylvanian castle or anything, and that was part of the problem. Possibly I could come up with a reason for the blackout curtains and the sound insulation, the understated lighting and the cupboards full of peanut butter and canned pineapple—I got cravings, okay?—but there was literally no way to explain how I was able to afford a six-thousand-square-foot penthouse with views of the Strip on a cocktail waitress’s salary. My four-poster bed alone had cost thousands.


Yes, it was an extravagance, I realised that, but I didn’t get out much, and since I was over two hundred years old—okay, closer to three hundred but I preferred to round down—I’d had plenty of time to build up a cushion of savings and a healthy real-estate portfolio. I’d made good investments. With most acquaintances—my lawyer, my accountant, my agent, tradesmen who visited occasionally—I adopted the snooty persona of a trust fund baby spoiled by Daddy, but that didn’t fit with the waitress thing. Trying to explain to the nosy detective why I lived in an eight-million-dollar home and also worked for minimum wage plus tips would be trickier than coming up with a story for my sunlight allergy. Obviously, I couldn’t tell him the truth—that my job provided me with company and a regular food source.


No, inviting the detective into my home would lead to him focusing on me and not Serenity, and her murder needed to be solved.


Dammit, now he was looking at me funny.


Quick, Vee, come up with a plan.


“Uh, sure. Can you excuse me a minute? I really need to pee.”


Detective Callahan sucked in an incredulous breath, but he couldn’t very well ban me from the bathroom, could he? 


“I’m not going anywhere.”


Stupid, stupid, stupid. I needed to pee? Merde. How could I fix this? 


The staff bathroom was cordoned off with crime scene tape, so I joined the line for the public one. It snaked right out of the door. The lights in the club were blazing now and drunk patrons milled around, annoyed at being detained by the police. Were they planning to question everyone?


While I waited, I looked for Dalton Cooper, but I couldn’t see him, and I had pretty good eyesight. Being a vampire wasn’t just about the blood-sucking—in exchange for my freedom and my soul, I’d gotten upgraded senses, a body that healed itself in an instant, and a perky butt for eternity. My ability to judge a man’s character? That had come through decades of experience, and tonight, it told me two things: Dalton Cooper was a creep, and Detective Callahan was smart. 


I needed to avoid both of them.


Meanwhile, the women in front of me were complaining about everything from the number of bathroom stalls to the police’s stinky attitude to the fact that someone had dared to ruin their vacation by dying.


“It was probably an overdose,” a whiny blonde said. “It’s always an overdose.”


Her friend nodded. “Or a suicide. I went to a party in New York last year, and a guy jumped off the balcony.”


A girl dressed in a bridal veil and a white dress that covered nothing agreed with them. “Some people are so selfish. Why do we have to stay? It’s not as if we saw anything. We’ve rented a luxury apartment for the night, and now we won’t even get to sleep in it.”


The blonde shrugged. “Sleep’s overrated.”


No, it wasn’t. Since I became a vampire, I’d only needed two hours’ sleep each night, and finding something to do for the rest of the time that didn’t involve going outside was more challenging than you might think. Video games bored me to tears, and there was only so much time I could spend in the gym. Most of my days were spent painting or reading or waiting on my cat.


But hold on, what else had the bride said? They’d rented an apartment? They’d rented an apartment.


What if I could rent an apartment? As long as I got there by sunrise to close the drapes, it might work…


I pulled my phone out of the pouch on my belt and tapped in my request. Cheap apartment in Vegas with twenty-four-hour check-in. By the time I reached the front of the bathroom line, I’d found a suitable place not too far from my own building. There were only two pictures—one of a hideous living room and the other of a bedroom barely big enough for a bed—but it had blinds on the windows and the key was in a lockbox outside. The owner would email the access number at any time of the day or night, so the listing said. It was perfect.


Phew.


I didn’t actually need to pee, but I went into a stall and flushed so I didn’t look like an idiot, then hurried back to give Detective Callahan my temporary address. Or at least, I tried. A cop blocked my way, and I thought I’d have to go back and wait with the other club-goers until Callahan spotted me and came over.


“Feeling more comfortable?”


“Much, thanks.”


“So, about tomorrow morning…” He had a notepad out, ready to write.


“Yes, ten o’clock. I live at 1601 Sunset Tower, and thanks for being so accommodating.”


“Sunset Tower, huh?”


I nodded. “The address sounds so much better than the reality.”


“Tell me about it.”


“You know the place?”


“Yeah, you could say that. We’re neighbours. I live on the floor above. The place should’ve been called the Twilight Zone, not Sunset Tower. Still, it makes my life easier—I can visit on my way home.”


He lived in the same freaking building? Shit, shit, shit. Of all the places in Vegas… Was bad luck following me around tonight? What if he decided to pop over and ask follow-up questions? Or borrow a cup of sugar?


I managed a weak, “Great.”


“You’ve just moved in, right? I only ask because the trash chute on my floor got blocked last week, so I had to go down to sixteen, and I’m sure I saw a family of three coming out of 1601. They sounded Mexican?”


Oh, hell. What had I done?


“Literally two days ago. I had to leave my old place in a hurry.”


Damn Cecily Shepherd and her weird food fads.


I willed myself to stay calm as Detective Callahan tucked his notepad back into his pocket and checked his phone. At least he’d seemed happy with my vague answer. How long did murder investigations take? A week? A month? Any longer than that, and I’d be forced to redecorate. Or perhaps move to another state.


“Can I go now?”


There was a grocery store on my way home. I could pick up Lysol and hand sanitiser on the way past. Judging by the photos of the apartment, the landlord wasn’t too hot on cleaning.


“Would you mind showing me where to find Lucian Blane first?”


Pas de problème. “He’s upstairs. Follow me.”


I’d only visited Blane’s domain twice, once for my interview and once with a message from Pandora, and the staircase was just as dark as I remembered. Black tiles, dark grey walls, and dim recessed lighting. It was almost as if he wanted somebody to trip and break their neck.


At the top of the stairs, I pressed the intercom button and waited. 


“Yes?”


“Mr. Blane? There’s a detective here to see you.”


“Show him to my office. Or her?”


“It’s a man. Detective Callahan.”


A pushy, annoying man whose badge and notepad left me with a horrible sense of foreboding.


The door buzzed open, and the tile gave way to thick carpet, a geometric pattern in fifty shades of grey. Blane’s balcony opened up to the left, and his office was second on the right. The door was open.


“In here,” I said to Callahan. 


Blane was seated at his oversized desk, and he barely glanced at me when the detective walked in. The office was another study in darkness, but I liked it. No windows. There was a door at the back, but I didn’t know where it led.


“Close the door on your way out, Ms. Pelletier.”


Dismissed. Thank goodness.


I started along the hallway, but the quiet murmur of voices made me pause. What were they saying? My hearing was more sensitive than the average human’s, and I backed up a few steps. Should I eavesdrop? On the one hand, it wasn’t any of my business, and I didn’t want to get tangled up in a police investigation either, but on the other hand… Why had Blane wanted to speak to Serenity? Had she left any clues before she died? Or worse, had my boss been involved in her murder?


Curiosity killed the cat, but the nine lives thing didn’t apply to me. Provided I steered clear of sacred wooden stakes, I had an eternity on earth to look forward to. Centuries of darkness. The question was, did I want to spend any more time than I had to near Detective Callahan?







CHAPTER 4 - VEE


OH, SCREW IT—I took a surreptitious look around, and when I didn’t see any cameras, I decided to listen for a minute or two and then make a swift escape before Detective Callahan left. Not only was I curious about Serenity’s murder, but I also had to admit Blane intrigued me.


While once upon a time I might have had to press my ear to the door to listen, thanks to the curse Voltaire had bestowed on me, I was able to lean casually against the wall twenty yards along the hallway and still hear every word my boss had to say. I just had to pop out my custom-made earplugs and slip them into my pocket first. Now if anyone appeared unexpectedly, I was merely being a conscientious employee, waiting to escort the detective back downstairs once he’d finished. How long did he plan on being in there? Not long, I hoped. I needed to find my new apartment and move in by sunrise. And feed my cat. Muse was a night owl like me, and she got annoyed if dinner was late.


At least Callahan got straight to the point with his questions.


“I heard you spoke to Serenity Strange this evening,” he said right after the introductions. 


Blane’s deep rumble came back. “That’s not true.”


Really? She’d told me she was on her way to see him, and why would she have lied?


“Really?” Callahan asked. Mind reader.


Of course, he didn’t truly read my mind. Humans couldn’t. That was Voltaire’s trick, or at least it sometimes seemed that way, but he was probably living the good life in Paris, drinking fine wine and barking orders at his staff in between refining his control-freak ways and preying on young ingénues. And cursing the philosopher he swore had stolen his name to use as a nom de plume several years after they met. A hundred years following François-Marie Arouet’s death, Voltaire the first had still been bitter.


“I sent for Serenity, but she didn’t show up.”


“Did you go looking for her?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because there was no need.”


“No need?”


“The problem resolved itself.”


Problem? What problem? The mess that Serenity had referred to when we spoke? Oh, how I wished I’d asked more questions, probed a bit deeper. Even if I couldn’t have saved her, I might have gleaned information that helped to find her killer.


“The problem being…?” Detective Callahan asked.


I felt kind of sorry for him. Interrogating Blane was like a torturous game of twenty questions, and despite Callahan’s occupation, I wasn’t sure who was in charge during their little exchange. In my experience, Blane had always been a man of few words, but I’d have thought he might be more forthcoming with an officer of the law.


“Dalton Cooper,” Blane said.


“Dalton Cooper was the problem?”


“Yes.”


Although I’d only met Detective Callahan for the first time two hours ago, I could picture the expression on his face as Blane provided him with obtuse answers. Teeth lightly clenched, his grip tight around that fancy silver pen of his. Most cops I’d come across wrote with a cheap ballpoint, but not Jack Callahan.


“Can you expand on that?” he asked Blane. “How was Dalton Cooper a problem for Ms. Strange? Oh, and can you give me her legal name? I’m assuming she wasn’t born as Serenity.”


“Her legal name is Lyla Chavez.”


“Lyla with a Y?”


“Yes.”


“No middle name?”


“Not that I’m aware of.”


“Do you have her address?”


“Yes.”


A pause. Was Blane deliberately being a dick? Serenity had died, and the least he could do was stop wasting police time and answer the damn questions. I found myself hoping that Callahan let him have both barrels, even though I’d be trying to avoid his questions myself tomorrow.


“Mr. Blane, you do realise this is a murder investigation?”


“I do.”


“Then you’ll understand that time is of the essence when it comes to gathering information. We can keep going back and forth like this, but it’ll be a very long night for both of us, and I’d rather be out catching a killer.”


Silence reigned, the sound of my breathing deadened by the plush carpet. Why was Blane being so cagey? His evasiveness made him look less like a witness and more like a suspect. Only half an hour after Serenity went to speak to him, I’d found her in the storeroom, her body cooling and her soul departed. Had she changed her mind about going? Did somebody interrupt her plans? Or was Blane lying?


A whole minute passed before he spoke, and the steady tick of the silver-edged clock on the wall at the far end of the hallway grated on nerves already stretched by the night’s events. 


“My lawyer will be here soon. I’ll talk after he arrives.”


“Why do you feel you need a lawyer? This is just an informal chat.”


Yeah, why did he need a lawyer? Surely Detective Callahan only wanted to ask a few questions. Should I have gotten a lawyer? Mine only handled property transactions and other contractual issues, and apart from one initial, awkward meeting held in my apartment late one evening, we communicated entirely by email. Perhaps I could ask him for a recommendation, or…


“If you don’t know already, you’ll find out when he gets here.”


Well, that sounded cryptic, and it seemed Callahan thought so too.


“Why would I know already?”


“Because you’re here with Cecily Dorrington.”


What did that have to do with anything?


“You mean Cecily Shepherd?”


“Once a Dorrington, always a Dorrington.”


This got weirder and weirder. And coming from a vampire who’d spent two centuries living the very embodiment of bizarre, that was saying something.


“Not that it’s any of your business, but Cece’s definitely not a Dorrington.”


Another pause, and I imagined Blane shrugging in that offhand way of his. “We’ll see.”


With the prospect of the lawyer arriving imminently, I had a decision to make. Should I head for the stairs? If I stayed where I was, I’d most definitely get caught and probably be escorted out of the building, but if I stepped into another room along the hallway, that would take me past the point of no return. I’d have no reasonable excuse for being in there.


Three closed doors, and I didn’t even know where they led. Offices? Storage closets? A bathroom? I tried the nearest, turning the handle quietly, and it opened a crack, revealing a line of darkness. Not locked, then. Should I slip inside? The sensible, cautious part of me—the girl who’d spent the last century hiding in the shadows—knew I should leave, but dammit, I was curious. What was Blane hiding?





CHAPTER 5 - VEE


A BATHROOM. I ended up in a bathroom because the stubborn part of me couldn’t let this go. Serenity—I struggled to think of her as Lyla—had been my friend, and Blane had set the hairs on the back of my neck tingling. What was the worst that could happen? I’d get yelled at? Fired? I didn’t need the money, and it wasn’t as if he could kill me.


I left the door open a tiny crack and peered through, jumping out of my skin when a shadow glided past. No, not a shadow. A dark-haired man dressed in a black suit, swinging a slim briefcase in his hand as he walked silently along the hallway. 


And I mean silently.


Why hadn’t I heard him approach? I could detect the tiny footsteps of a mouse on tile if I concentrated hard enough, yet this guy had come out of nowhere. A wraith. A ghoul. Was he Blane’s lawyer?


“Joseph Beauregard,” he introduced himself. “I represent Mr. Blane. You must be Detective Callahan?”


Yes, the lawyer. Guess that explained the “ghoul” part. I came across a lot of lawyers in the club, and perhaps I just saw them at their worst, but they rarely left a good impression.


“That’s right. Now, Mr. Blane—will you answer my questions, or would you prefer we conduct this interview in a different environment?”


“Go ahead, Lucian,” Beauregard said. His voice was a little nasal and a lot annoying, the kind of weaselly tone that said he was used to sucking up on a regular basis. There was a hint of a drawl, but it sounded put on, as if he’d picked it up from the TV. “Rest assured, I’m recording the entire conversation so we don’t have any misunderstandings.”


But Callahan spoke again instead. I tried to fathom out his accent. He’d spent time in New York, for sure, but there was something else that snuck in from time to time too. Something softer. “I’m not sure what kind of misunderstandings you’re expecting, Mr. Beauregard. I’m here to talk to Mr. Blane as a potential witness in a murder investigation. Unless he committed the crime, he has nothing to worry about.”


“So you say, Detective. What if someone tried to make it look as though I were responsible?” Blane asked. “Serenity died in my club, and I’ve been involved in some, shall we say, delicate business dealings lately.”


“What kind of business dealings?” Translation: are you up to something shady?


Speaking of “shady,” my eyes adjusted to the gloom, and I saw that the bathroom I was hiding in was very nice indeed. Black marble, white fixtures, gold taps. A row of unlit candles stood by the sink, and while for any human the aroma of blackcurrant, pear, and cedar would have been tantalisingly pleasant, for me the scent was nauseatingly overpowering. And slightly surprising. Blane bought scented candles? I really hadn’t pictured him as the type.


“No need to take that tone, Detective,” Blane said. “It’s all quite above board, on my end at least. I want to buy a casino. The Devil’s Den, to be precise.” 


Really? The Devil’s Den was a smallish hotel and casino just off the Strip, but it had been shuttered six months ago. Financial difficulties, or so I heard. A shame, because I’d hung out there sometimes on my nights off—not to gamble, but to drink cocktails and window-shop the bartenders, who were invariably hot. Occasionally, I got lucky and found a drunken idiot to snack from too. Blane wanted to take it over?


“And?” Callahan asked.


“I’m not the only party interested, but I am the only one with financing already in place. I’ve been pushing to close the deal, and two nights ago, a visitor warned me to back off if I knew what was good for me.”


“And who was this visitor?”


“A good question, Detective. The gentleman didn’t identify himself. But my main competitor in the deal is Maxwell Dorrington, and his reputation precedes him. Now there’s a dead girl downstairs in my club—a girl who was on her way to speak to me before she died—and two cops connected to Dorrington just happened to be drinking in here tonight. Excuse me if I’m a little suspicious of your motives.”


Could it be true? It didn’t take a genius to work out who Blane was referring to—anybody who read the papers knew Cecily Shepherd was Maxwell Dorrington’s daughter, and Callahan had said she was a friend. Were the cops involved somehow? After all, it had been Detective Callahan who’d engineered my trip to the storeroom. Had he known what was waiting for me in there? 


“I’ve got nothing to do with Maxwell Dorrington,” he told Blane.


“You were sharing a table with Cecily Dorrington.”


“Cecily Shepherd. She doesn’t have a whole lot to do with him either.”


Blane’s voice stayed calm, level. “Blood is thicker than water, Detective.”


“Not necessarily.”


“Actually,” Beauregard cut in, “blood has a much higher viscosity than water. Although like ketchup, its flow properties change depending on pressure.”


Hmm, he was right. Did Beauregard moonlight as a scientist in his spare time?


“Let’s get back to the case, shall we? That’s why I’m here. Why did you want to see Lyla Chavez this evening? You mentioned Dalton Cooper before Mr. Beauregard arrived.”


“Yes, I did. I was watching them from the balcony. Cooper had his hand on her leg, and she obviously didn’t want it there. Seemed to me that the easiest way to remove it was to send for her.”


“So you didn’t actually want to speak to her about any particular matter?”


“If she’d shown up, I’d have wished her luck with her set and escorted her back downstairs.”


“What happened to Cooper?”


“I had Pandora tell him that Serenity wasn’t coming back, and he stormed out two minutes later. Problem solved.”


Was it? Or had he merely moved the problem to another part of the club?


Seemed Callahan was on the same wavelength. “You’re certain he left?”


“I radioed the doormen to check.”


But what if he’d come back? Through, say, the rear fire door? I could still feel the gust of wind that hit me before I found Serenity’s body, the chill a premonition. There was security at the front of the club, but not in the alley at the back unless Darrell happened to be smoking a cigarette.


“And what makes you say Ms. Chavez didn’t want Cooper’s hand on her leg?” Callahan asked.


“She removed it twice, but he kept putting it back. And she was clearly uncomfortable. Any man who’s ever paid the slightest attention to a woman could see that.” Blane kept his voice light, almost taunting. “Say, Detective, weren’t you sitting nearby?”


“I was off duty tonight.”


“I see. Protect and serve, but only during working hours?”


“If I’d been aware of a problem, I would have stepped in.”


“So your powers of observation let you down?” Blane tutted quietly. “That doesn’t bode well for your case, does it?”


Oh, Callahan was not amused. He spoke through gritted teeth, his words stilted, and I imagined he wanted to sock Blane in the jaw by that point. I wouldn’t have blamed him, either. Serenity was gone. Why couldn’t Blane quit being an asshole and just help?


“How about we focus on Ms. Chavez? As you so rightly pointed out, she’s lying dead in your club, so it would be in your best interests to help us find out who was responsible. When did you last speak to her?”


“Three days ago.”


“Not tonight?”


“There was no need. Everything was running smoothly. Pandora’s very efficient.”


“Running smoothly apart from Mr. Cooper’s presence.”


“Precisely. And she fixed that. Please, ask her if you don’t believe me.”


“I intend to. What did you speak about with Ms. Chavez three days ago?”


“Her career.”


“I understand she’s had some success lately? Started on YouTube and then signed a record deal?”


“That’s an overly simplified version. Serenity put in a lot of work in between. The record deal didn’t just fall into her lap.”


Blane was right—when Serenity wasn’t performing, she was writing songs, or rehearsing, or talking to her fans on social media, or doing interviews, or taking meetings. I suspected that was why she and Joaquin had split up. More than once, he’d complained about the amount of time she spent working, and lately, she’d looked more tired than usual. Worn around the edges. 


“What exactly did you discuss regarding her career?” Callahan asked.


Blane
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