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Prologue

Rock Goddess

[image: image-placeholder]

When I think back on the first time I saw you perform, chills rush down my spine. I realize I was stung long before you graced me with your presence. It was your voice… The moment I heard your voice, I surrendered my soul to you.  

Hips swaying, she sashayed across the stage with her electric guitar, Venom, in tow. 
Her swarthy complexion shimmered like dark diamonds under the spotlights. Chestnut-colored dreadlocks adorned with blonde tips cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. Made of leather and lace, a crimson corset hugged her torso, doing little to cage her bountiful breasts. A short plaid skirt flared out over her hips. Completing her ensemble, skin-tight, high-heeled leather boots clung to her legs. 
She swept a gaze over the eager crowd. The illumination caught the spark in her haunting eyes, adding to her seductive allure. This woman was a rock goddess haloed in lights. Wielding her mighty guitar, she ruled the stage and everyone beyond it. 
Our mistress, Queen Sting. 
Stirring with great anticipation, the crowd waited. Not one person shifted their attention from her. 
A minxy smirk graced her face. Positioned at the microphone, she whirled Venom in front of her and teased the strings with her scarlet-painted nails. Her glossy lips parted, and her tongue slid out, revealing a sparkling guitar pick. She plucked it off her tongue and cooed in a husky timbre, “S’up, you sexy bitches.” 
A voluminous roar bounced off the club’s walls as the sea of people went into a frenzy. 
“Allow me to introduce my band of badasses!” With one hand wrapped around Venom’s neck, she ripped the pick across the taut strings. The electric guitar released a rebellious cry. It soared through the large speakers like a thunderous strike. “On bass is my Californian playboy…Chase.” 
To her left, the bright-eyed, floppy-haired kid strummed the golden beauty hanging from his neck, drawing screams from the women in the audience.  
“On keys, the sexiest man you’re ever gonna lay eyes on. Becca.” 
Lengthy hair draped over the sides of his face, the guy to her right flashed an enticing smile as he fingered the keys on his instrument. The crazed shrieks only grew louder. 
“And on drums, my brotha with the sick rhythm. Slice, hit it, baby!” 
The muscular man in the fedora whipped his stick from one drum to another, delivering a brutal beating to the shiny percussion set. A wild cadence resonated through the building. 
“I’m Monalisa, and we are Scorpion Tail!” The band thundered into a hard-edged rhythm with their mistress leading the way. “Fall to your knees and say your prayers, ‘cause we’re about to rock you ‘til death!” Her raspy voice surged into song, “It courses through your veins, my sweet, poisonous kiss. Take me again like that, fill me with your painful bliss. Let me thank you for your pretty lies and smiling deceit. I’ll remember you, only for the days of pain and nights of grief…” 
The lyrics she delivered were ominous, but her voice was hypnotic. Spellbinding. 
Stuck in complete awe, Toshiro watched her strum her magnificent guitar, with her two-toned dreads swaying wildly under the flashing lights. 
Her gaze locked on him. A sultry smile followed. “Tell me you wanna die, baby, just for a taste. Give me your soul and fall into my embrace…” 
Can she see me through the blinding lights and sea of jerking bodies? 
The idea she could separate him from the mob was a fool’s fantasy. Still, the possibility sent an unrelenting shudder down his spine. Even though the building was packed from wall to wall with people caught under her spell, he felt like he was the only one in the club. 
She’s singing and playing just for me. 
His bones vibrated with the heart-thumping pulse as his blood ran hot. The taste of her lips lingered in his memory and tightened his groin. He couldn’t rip his eyes away, no matter how hard he tried. From that moment on, he couldn’t deny it. He was enthralled, bound to her in body and spirit, and he would never be able to live without her. 
Monalisa.




Chapter 1

Street Vendors
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Two Weeks Earlier 

Toshiro wavered between the two photos. 
Sliding the pad of his finger across the tablet’s screen, he flipped from one to the other. 
One a woman; the other, a man. 
Similarity? They’d been killed in the same manner, a month apart, stabbed and slashed until they were barely recognizable, with the same katana. 
“What’s your angle, Hanikashi?” Toshiro muttered, fiddling with the spoon in the teacup.  
There were no connections between the two murders. There’s never a connection! On top of that, they were committed in distant locations, so there was no routed pattern he could follow. To the untrained eye, these kills might seem random. But he knew better. 
It was the same scenario last year in London, and the year before that in Logos. Now, here in America, two more bodies. The only commonality, which was blatantly obvious, was that someone had to die at the tip of his sword every month. Just one. 
Days after Hanikashi committed the first murder in the states, Toshiro rushed across the Atlantic after him. Throughout the years, as he pursued the Japan-bred killer, he never lost focus, even though he had yet to catch him. But now, it was wearing on his nerves and damaging his pride. This perp was cunning and smart, always a step ahead. He left no traces of his presence, only a mutilated body in his wake. 
The bell chimed and snatched him from his distant thoughts. The chiming commingled with the melodic tones wafting from the ceiling speakers, signaling the arrival of another patron. 
“Welcome…” Hovered over the stove behind the bar, the cook glanced over his shoulder, did a double take, then waved his spatula. “Oh heeey—what’s up, girlie?” 
A slender brunette strutted into the diner, wearing a snug dress that barely covered her hips. The many layers of makeup on her face were a shade darker than her actual skin tone. A pair of high-spiked heels clacked loudly on the tile flooring. “Hey there, Remy.” 
“Making that money, honey?” 
“Well the money ain’t making me,” she replied with a wink as she tapped the bar counter with her long nails. “My usual.” 
Toshiro slowly sipped his green tea, hoping the woman would continue to stride by. Unfortunately, he rested on high hopes. 
The steady cadence of her heels meeting the tile and the potent fragrance coating her skin drew closer. The click-clacking rhythm suggested she would walk by. But then her steps faltered. 
Here we go again. 
He didn’t bother to glance up. He just turned the tablet’s screen down and took another sip of his tea. This sip lasted longer than the first one. 
“Don’t mind if I sit down, do ya’, darlin’?” Without awaiting his response, she slid into the booth facing him. “Sorry to be so forward, but you look like you could use some company.” 
Considering this had been the third night a working girl dared to approach him in this manner, he must’ve appeared pretty desperate. Or, more fitting, lonely. 
He retrieved the carafe of hot water sitting at the edge of the table and poured some into the strainer for his second cup of tea. As the steaming liquid flirted with the tea leaves, he lifted his head and fixed his gaze on her. 
She gasped as she pressed her hand to her chest. “Jesus H Christ.” Her green eyes stretched wide as a shade of red colored her cheeks. “I can’t believe you’ve got me over here blushing. Darlin’, it’s unreal how beautiful you are. I couldn’t just walk by without at least getting your name.” 
A simple ‘thank you, but not interested’ would’ve sufficed. Or better yet, he could’ve presented his badge and sent her scampering for the door, but he decided against both options. “Toshiro,” he offered softly, placing the strainer over his cup. 
“Ooh, I adore your accent. Japanese?” 
“Mh-hm,” he hummed, watching the brew trickle into the ceramic dish. “And your name is?” 
“Bambi.” Gaze narrowed provocatively, she nibbled on her lower lip. She tilted her hips in the seat and crossed her legs. “So, are you here permanently, or are you just here for business?” 
“Business.” 
“Mind if I ask what kinda business?” 
“Yes,” he responded flatly. 
A fraught silence hung between them. It didn’t last very long. 
“That’s cool. I’ll leave it up to my imagination then. Let’s see…you’re in all black and devilishly hot. You look like the assassin type, a man here to claim his target and nothing else.” She giggled bashfully. 
He almost chuckled with her. She wasn’t that far off from the truth. 
“Ooh, sitting here with you makes me feel like I’m in a movie.” She briefly cupped her breasts and stirred in her seat. “Are ya going to save me from the big bad villain?” 
Somewhat amused, he offered a smirk. 
“Hey…” She reached across the table and brushed her nails over the back of his hand. “Wanna get outta here and go somewhere more comfortable, so we can get to know each other?” 
He cocked a brow. “What’s the hurry?” 
“Time is money.” 
For a moment, he said nothing. He counted the freckles on her nose and cheeks, which she attempted to conceal under many layers of foundation. Thirty-seven freckles in total. He contemplated whether he wanted to indulge her in a pointless conversation or not. Might as well since he had a few moments to spare. “Am I to escort you as your client, or am I a stranger you seek to know?” 
“Well…” She settled back and adjusted the neckline of her dress, which dipped low enough to offer a peek of her areola. “Right now, you’re a stranger who I’m very interested in knowing.” Her hungry gaze drifted down his chest. “But, by the end of the night, I hope we’ll be well acquainted, for a heavily discounted price, of course,” she added, batting her extended eyelashes at him. 
“Of course.” Leaning forward, he intertwined his fingers and propped his elbows on the table. “Let me ask you something, Bambi. Can you offer me anything other than sex?” 
“Sure, sugar. We can do whatever you want. Gimme a hint on what you’d like to do. I can fulfill any desire. We’ll talk money later.” 
“How about a stimulating conversation? How much does that go for?” 
“For you, darlin’? Free. But don’t tell my daddy. I’m not supposed to share my time without charging.” 
He nodded. “My lips are sealed.” Pressing his spine against the seat’s backrest, he crossed his legs. “How long have you been doing this?” 
“Shit, I’ve lost track.” A nervous giggle shook her chest. “Definitely longer than I intended. Why?” 
“You appear to be in your late thirties, maybe older. Isn’t it about time to consider another occupation? I’m not trying to tell you what to do with your body, but I assume you have other talents that don’t require you to degrade yourself.” 
The smile gradually melted from her face. “I do, but I’m not gonna tell you ‘cause that’s none of your fucking business, Toshiro.” 
“Indeed.” 
One would think that would be enough to run her from the table. But she sat there, staring at him, seeming eager to proceed. 
“However, it is the start of a stimulating conversation, something you freely offered only a second ago. Should I continue?” 
Her eyes narrowed as a flirty smirk played on her lips. “Go on. But tread lightly.” 
He hummed out a chuckle. “You may be disappointed. Treading lightly is not my specialty. Feel free to leave the conversation if I’m making you feel uncomfortable.” 
But she didn’t make an attempt to leave. Her gaze deepened, and her mouth twisted as she nibbled on the corner of her lower lip. Was she really hoping to be saved? 
“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” he said softly. “I’m just wondering if you’ve grown weary of this lifestyle. Some women are forced into this occupation, some feel it’s the only thing they’re good at, and then others use it as an opportunity to feed their sexual addiction. Which are you? Can’t be a promising future in this. No medical, no dental. So why continue?” 
Her jaw clenched and brows bunched. “If you keep sailing down this river, I’ll have to charge you.” 
“Don’t get me wrong. I understand women in this profession are needed, but once you reach a certain age, I would think it’d be time to move on to something else. How much do you think you’ll be able to earn in the next few years? Do you think you’ll still be valuable to your daddy?” 
Her eyes glazed over. “Well, at least now I know why you’re sitting here alone. You have asshole tendencies.” 
“Do I?” 
The return question added a shade of red to her face. “I can’t tell if you’re being genuine or trying to piss me off, but you’re a second away from wearing your tea.”
“I’m simply making a point. You choose to take my observation as an insult, which is confounding to me. You are a woman with many years and experience in your eyes. Questions like these shouldn’t move you to anger, unless I’ve touched on a sore subject. Has it been bothering you, where you go from here?” 
Tears veiled her eyes. Her lips parted like she wanted to answer, but she didn’t speak. 
“Well, that was my attempt to save you from the big bad villain.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved his wallet. “Sorry I couldn’t do more.” He placed a hundred-dollar bill on the table and slid it over to her. “For your time. I truly hope you find someone to save you. Maybe that someone is you.” 
She slapped her hand on the bill, jerked up from the table, not without difficulty and definitely not without looking clumsy, and stormed for the exit. She rushed past Detective Byrd as he approached the booth. 
With a bright red folder clasped between his fingers, Byrd glanced over his shoulder. “What was that about?” 
“She wanted me to save her. I did my best.” 
The detective quirked a brow and offered a twisted smirk. “Man, are you harassing the street vendors again?” 
It amused him that Byrd used the term street vendor instead of prostitute. 
“I tell ya’, these girls must be glutton for punishment. Every time I find you, one of them is running away, crying. It’s like they don’t talk to each other. Ya’ know, warn each other about the guys they should avoid.” Rambling on, as he was accustomed to doing, he slid into the booth and flipped the cap off his baldhead. His rotund belly pressed into the table’s edge as he settled into the seat. “Guuurl, stay the hell away from that Asian guy. He’s cute, but he’s a huge dick,” he jested in his best feminine tone. 
Toshiro snorted out a chuckle. 
“You know you are.” 
“Guilty as charged,” he conceded in Japanese. 
“Did she offer you sex for money? If she did, I have to go out there and put her in cuffs, and I really don’t wanna do that. Especially not after you made her cry.” 
He nodded toward the folder. “What do you have there?” 
“What? This?” Waving it at him teasingly, Byrd grinned. “Just a little something for you to salivate over. This one’s fresh.” 
Toshiro perked up. “Hanikashi?” 
“No, well, maybe. Verdict’s still out.” He fanned the crime scene photos out on the table. “The victim was stabbed with a blade thirteen times, straight through, and even suffered a smile on the neck. The forensics team assured me the victim’s neck was sliced before she was knifed, and it was done with a katana.” 
Toshiro studied the photos closely. Every aspect of the scene was imprinted on his mind, every gash and bruise, even the body’s position. The right leg folded suggested it was the first to give out when she went down. Her arms were sprawled at her sides, her face frozen in a state of shock. Yes, this was similar to Hanikashi’s MO, but this wasn’t his victim. “A personal kill.” 
“Yeah.” Byrd waved his hand about to flag down the waitress. “Crime of passion is what they’re leaning on.” 
“This woman was impaled after she hit the ground. See the slices on the floor? A lot of force was used. This was anger-driven.” He tucked the photos back into the folder and slid it across the table. “Similar, but not my perp. He’s met his quota for this month.” 
“C’mon, Matsuda, I already did the legwork on this. I just need your expertise to close the case. You’re gonna leave me hanging?” 
“Yes,” he replied after consuming the last of his tea. “I have to focus on the reason I’m here. I’d like to nail my perp down before another American dies.” 
The waitress arrived with a pad and pen in hand. As she took Byrd’s order, she watched Toshiro with a flirtatious spark in her eyes, a look he was all too familiar with. 
After the waitress left to fill Byrd’s order, he said, “I thought you liked this kinda stuff. The bloodier, the better.”
He’d only been in Georgia for a little over a month. During that time, he’d solved eleven cases for Byrd. Two of which were cold cases. “Not interested.” 
A smirk curled the corner of his lips. “Even if this woman was killed with the same sword?” 
Toshiro stared at him, his eyes narrowed. “Detective Byrd…you wouldn’t falsify evidence to lure me in on yet another case that has nothing to do with why I’m here, would you?” 
Face painted in innocence, he threw his hands up. “I shit you not, my man. They found microscopic shards from the sword embedded in the victim’s flesh. I remember taking a gander at your London cases. One of the bodies had the same material inside, meaning the attacker clipped the blade when he hit something hard.” Nodding, he offered a toothy grin. “Uh-huh, look at ya’. Probably hard for this case now.” 
Toshiro quirked a brow. This was clearly a ploy to pull him in on the investigation. Part of him wanted to refuse so he could keep his focus on his prey. However, the chance Hanikashi could be involved in this recent murder piqued his interest. “Scene?” 
“Ahh, and he takes the bait.” Chuckling, Byrd slapped the table. “Backstage at a nightclub, during a live concert.” 
“Any witnesses?” 
“The bouncers found the body in the janitor’s closet. Other than that, no one saw any suspicious activity. If they did, they’re not willing to talk.” 
“I’m sure with the right pressure, we can get someone to confess,” he said, drawing more laughter from the grinning detective. “Tell me about the victim.” 
“College student, good grades. Not a loner. Had plenty of friends. A huge Scorpion Tail fan, apparently.” 
“Scorpion Tail?” 
“Indie rock band. Pretty big around these parts. This girl followed the band everywhere they went. Her roommate says she had a little thing going on with one of the band members.” 
“Did you interrogate the band?” 
The simple question changed his posture. He stirred in his seat as if he were suddenly uncomfortable. “I don’t think that’s gonna help any. They were performing during the murder. So their alibies are solid.” 
“How do you know that?” Reaching across the table, Toshiro flipped the folder open. He slid the photos aside and pointed to the coroner’s report. “Here, it states the exact time of death is unknown. How would you know she wasn’t murdered before the concert?” 
Dragging his hand over his shiny head, he heaved out a sigh. “Maaan, you and that photographic memory.” 
Toshiro opened his mouth to question the detective further, but the waitress’s approach halted him. In stilled silence, he watched Byrd devour a slice of pie and a cup of coffee while mumbling about his wife and daughters. His attempt to change the subject didn’t go unnoticed. 
Once his plate was clean and his cup was empty, Toshiro brought the conversation back to the matter at hand. “Secrets are for the guilty, my friend. What are you neglecting to tell me about this band?” 
A nervous chuckle shook his chest. “Nothing—nothing. Just was thinking—know what? You’re actually right. We should question them. Maybe they can shed light on why the girl was killed.” A frown bunched his face as if the words he spoke tasted foul. 
“Mh-hm,” was Toshiro’s dry response as he tossed two tens on the table. He stood and slipped his jacket over his shoulder. “Let’s take a trip to the morgue. I need to see that body. Then tomorrow, first thing in the morning, we’re going to visit the band Scorpion Tail.” 




Chapter 2

Cigarettes & Coffee
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A familiar groove pulled her eyes open.  
The whine of an electric guitar joined in with a bluesy croon. Stevie Ray Vaughn. The music washed through her bedroom like a tidal wave. Double Trouble Voodoo Child. 
Stretching her limbs, Monalisa rolled onto her side and gazed at the swaying trees through the large window. She could almost see the scorpion house from here. She slid her phone from under her pillow and squinted at the time beaming from the screen. 
7:43. 
“Da hell?” Why’d Becca crank the tunes so damn early? She tapped on her schedule icon. “Oh yeah, that’s right.” 
Recording day. 
Singing along with Stevie Ray, she reached over to the nightstand and grabbed the sterling case with the red scorpion etched on the top. She flipped it open and plucked out a cigarette. After lighting the tip, she took in a deep, satisfying drag. Laid on her back, she watched the smoky cloud hover above her on exhale. 
Now all she needed was coffee, and breakfast would be complete. 
Soft snoring snatched her attention to the left. An airy giggle fluttered from her lips. 
When the hell did this boy crawl into bed with me?
Chase was curled up next to her in a weird ass position—legs faced down and torso twisted to the side. His disheveled hair flopped over his face. He was shirtless. His dark red leather pants were bunched around his thighs, exposing his boxers. Looked like he tried to undress but gave up part ways through. Dude was probably hammered when he snuck in here. 
Every now and then, Chase would invite himself into her bed. An occasional midnight visit from him was cool, but it’d been happening way too often. 
Time to have a little chat with him. 
She loved the kid to pieces, and yeah, she understood being close to her kept him at ease. But shit, she was still a red-blooded woman with raging hormones, and he was a full-grown-ass man. He was treading in dangerous territory. God forbid she experienced one of her vivid wet dreams and unconsciously rolled on top of his dick one night. That would be tragic! Worst off, it would most likely ruin a great friendship. 
As she enjoyed her smoke, Monalisa watched him slobber all over her pillow. 
Chase had a rough past, as they all did. Only difference was this boy had literally been to hell and back. Severe depression and drugs nearly killed him. 
She raked her fingers through his soft hair, sweeping the icy blond strands back from his face. He looked like a sweet baby boy when he slept. 
His blond lashes fluttered, his eyelids opened half-mast. Those stunning blue eyes glimmered as a smirk touched his lips. “Hey, Sting. Let’s rock the house down…one more time,” he slurred. Then he drifted back off to sleep. 
When they first met years ago, she asked him, ‘why do you wear your hair so long over your face, covering such pretty eyes?’ 
His answer was one she’d never forget. ‘Because my eyes are the windows to my dark soul. I’d rather no one see that ugly side of me.’ 
Such a profound and unsettling statement coming from a kid, who at the time was only fifteen, left her speechless. Good thing she found him when she did. No doubt in her mind he would be dead if he hadn’t followed her to her hotel that day.
Monalisa reached down under the bed and wrapped her fingers around the small whip. She reared back and whipped the thin leather straps across Chase’s backside. 
He lunged out of bed with a gasp, grabbing at his ass. “Mommy!” 
She burst out laughing. “Rise and shine, baby boy.” 
Grinning, he pulled his pants up over his narrow hips, slumped back down, and hiked his booty in the air. “Again, please.” 
“Freak,” she hissed, swinging her legs over the edge. “Get your ass outta my bed.” She handed him her unfinished ciggy and stood. The wood flooring was cool beneath her feet. “Oop, wedgie attack.” Plucking the crotch of her boy-shorts out of her booty, she shuffled toward the bathroom. “Tell the boys I’ll be down in fifteen.” 
“Hey, Sting.” 
She spun around. “Yeah?” 
Blue eyes locked on her, he brought the cigarette to his lips and drew in slowly. His mannish gaze traveled down to her breasts, which were barely covered by a sheer cotton tank top. 
She folded her arms over her girls. “Boy, if you don’t stop staring at my titties…” 
A touch of red colored his cheeks as he quickly averted his eyes. “Shit—sorry.” 
“Whadda ya need? Talk fast. I gotta pee.” 
“Uhm, is it okay I sleep with you?” 
“You’re asking me that now after you’ve been sneaking into my bed for months?” 
“I mean…” Gaze shifting about, he took a couple small puffs. “Does it bother you? Waking up with me in your bed? Does it make you feel weird?” he asked with smoke filtering from his nose. 
What could she say? Lately, I’ve been insanely horny, and you being in my bed makes me want to ruin you. 
She snorted out a chuckle. “Weird, huh? Chase, we’re close like blood relatives, no doubt. But sometimes I’m just a woman and you are just a man, and we both have hormones. Shit can definitely get weird. Hope that answers your question.” She swiveled on her heels and hurried into the bathroom. “Make sure you find your way to the guest bedroom next time you stumble off in my pad drunk. Now get out.” She slid the frosted glass door shut behind her. 
It failed to block out his chesty laughter. “You’re not just a woman, Sting. You’re THEE woman.” 
A smile teased her lips as she pushed her shorts down her legs and slumped down on the toilet. Sitting there, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. 
Her strawberry blonde tipped dreads were bundled in a high ponytail and bounded in a red head wrap. Glazy chocolate eyes framed in long lashes gazed back at her. Her deep brown skin, which was probably the only thing she loved about herself, seemed a bit dull under the artificial lights. Nothing a scrub down and lotion couldn’t cure. 
Cupping her cheeks, she tried hard to see what the fans saw. Sure, she was cute, but definitely not drop-dead gorgeous as they would have her believe. The letters, gifts, and declarations of love never really changed her perception of herself. Not even a little bit. They were captivated by the stage image of Monalisa—the tail of the scorpion. 
Would they still admire me if they got a glimpse of me shrouded in the darkness of my past? Hell naw, they wouldn’t! 
She made quick work of freshening up. No makeup today. Not like she would be performing for anyone. Still, a little eyeliner and lip gloss wouldn’t hurt. 
When she emerged from the bathroom, Chase was gone. Good. Didn’t have the mindset to endure another awkward moment with that boy. She slid the closet door open. Now, what to wear? Something comfortable, yet somewhat stylish. 
Ten minutes later, she was dressed in a pair of gray low-cut jogger pants and a black off-the-shoulder shirt with Bitch Better Have My Money scribbled across the front in hot pink. She paired the ensemble with pink wedge-heeled sneakers, a platinum spiked bracelet, and a matching collar. Before walking out the door, she clipped a scorpion cuff onto each ear. 
Let’s rock! 
Peering over the railing, she sauntered down the spiral staircase. 
Hard to believe this place was almost demolished. It was located miles away from the city, surrounded by towering trees and greenery. On the exterior, it carried the appearance of an old firehouse, which was exactly what it was. Despite that, the interior was a modern-styled hangout. Dark hardwood flooring, brick walls, open floorplan, fireplace, loft area… It even had a rooftop terrace. 
Becca—my dark angel—bought this land some years back. Instead of letting the demolition crew have their way with the abandoned firehouse, he hired a renovation company to turn it into a massive livable space. Great thing about this place was she could rock out ‘til her heart’s content, at any time of the day or night, without worrying about neighbors calling the cops. 
Slice lounged in the gaming area with his headset on and controller in hand, per usual. Chase was in the kitchen with his head stuck in the fridge. Again, per usual. And Becca stood at the foot of the stairs, his brows furrowed and lips twisted downward. 
Aw shit. That expression never delivered good news. 
His tall frame was layered in his signature color. Black. His long raven hair made his olive complexion and stark grey eyes stand out. 
“Morning.” Monalisa tried to skip around him, but he sidestepped in her path. Before he could say a word, she grumbled, “Can I at least have coffee first?” 
He nodded toward the kitchen. “On the counter.” 
She perched on the barstool and took a sniff of the brew. “Ahh yeah…” It was strong with a shot of espresso and extra cream. Just the way she liked it. “No one says shit to me for the next ten minutes.” She took her time sipping it while watching Chase devour a plate of blueberry waffles. 
The heat from Becca’s intense stare steamed a hole into the back of her head, but she refused to let it ruin her coffee moment. The first cup was always the best. 
Once the last drop hit her tongue, she swiveled around on the stool to face him. “Okay, bad news first.” 
“Unfortunately, bad news is all I have.” He handed her his phone. “Read it carefully, and take a breath before going off.” Face grim, he took several steps back. “There’s a good reason security rushed us out of the club after the concert the other night. Got the info from Byrd this morning.” 
Monalisa scanned the documents glaring from the screen. After reading the first paragraph, she slid the report aside. A smiling photograph emerged of Kaitlyn, one of Scorpion Tail’s biggest fans. Aww shit! A sickening feeling rose in her gut as she swept left. The next photo sank her heart. “Aw noo…” She blinked and brought the phone closer to her face. A flare of anger exploded behind her eyes. “Goddammit, Slice!” 
Clutching the controller, he craned his head but kept his eyes focused on the game. “What now, Mona?” 
“What now?” She dashed across the room, lunged over the back of the couch, and pounced on him like a cat. 
He grabbed her by the waist and tried to toss her off. His movements were sluggish. Even though he was bigger and much stronger than her, momentum propelled her forward, making it easy to overpower him. Fisting his shirt, she slammed him onto his back and pressed her knee into his chest. 
Slice erupted in laughter, flashing his charismatic grin. He threw his hands up in surrender. “Okay-okay, girl! Whatever I did, I’m sorry.” 
“Look at this.” She shoved the phone in his face. 
His brown eyes grew wide. Grimacing, he whipped his head to the side. “Da fuck, Mona? I don’t wanna see that shit!” 
She grabbed his chin and made him face the screen. “Look closely.” 
He stopped struggling and stared at the image. “Hol’up—whoa, is that…?” He snatched the phone from her and gaped at it. “Kaitlyn?” 
“Yeah. Your Kaitlyn.” Monalisa slid off him and pushed to her feet. 
“Red velvet girl?” Chase mumbled from the kitchen, his mouth full of food. “What happened?” 
“Wait. She’s dead?” Slice breathed out on a shaky sigh. “Like fo’real?” 
“According to that picture…yes!” 
Chase gasped, then huffed, “Holy shit.” 
“No, noo, this ain’t right. She can’t be dead! Oh my God.” With his eyes fixed on the screen, Slice jerked upright. “Yo, you think I did this? Mona, I’m not that dude. I couldn’t do something this monstrous, ‘specially to a female.” 
She sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes. “I know that.”
“Then why’re you glaring at me like that?” 
“‘Cause I gotta take my anger out on somebody! And since you were the one who was smashing her—fuck!” she screamed, fisting her dreads. 
Slice, aka Shane Wilson, was a playboy in every aspect of the term. This boy lived and breathed pussy. He had a thing for cute, ditsy girls with bright eyes. The more naïve and empty-headed they were, the more he liked them. Sure, Kaitlyn fit the criteria, but she was a sweet girl. She loved to cook for them. After a long gig, she was always there to serve up a hot meal and a smile. The girl made a red velvet cake like nobody’s business! She was a doll, a real southern bell with an adorable twang. Only problem was she was crazy in love with Slice, a man who only noticed her when her legs were open. Dude couldn’t help himself. The overabundance of female attention he got as a local rock star granted him certain privileges, and he didn’t hesitate to take advantage. 
“I told you! I told you to leave that girl alone. I begged you to stop playing with her. If you had listened, she wouldn’t have been there to get stabbed all up like that.” 
He launched off the couch. “Hold up, Mona! I know you’re pissed, but you can’t roll this on me.” 
“Whateva! You knew she was fuckin’ obsessed with you!” She jabbed him in his muscled arm, making him wince, then snatched the phone back from him. 
“She was obsessed with the whole damn band, not just me!” he shot back, rubbing at his arm. “It’s not my fault.” 
“Fuck this day already!” Palming her forehead, she slumped over the bar. “When this makes it to the local papers, you think they’re gonna leave out the fact that the hoodlum band Scorpion Tail was performing while this girl was getting hacked up? We ain’t ready for that kinda exposure. Not when we’re still in rehab.” 
Silence descended around them as the tension grew. 
From behind, a pair of arms looped around her neck and a warm body pressed against her back. Becca. During moments like these, he would always embrace her. It usually helped calm her frazzled nerves. Not this time. 
Someone she knew had been murdered, and she couldn’t help but want to go on the hunt for the perpetrator. 
Who the fuck would do that to such a sweet girl? 
She hated this unwavering grief and anger squeezing her heart. She released a strangled groan. Walking into the studio with this on their shoulders would be the beginning of a crappy recording session. So, despite how she felt inside, she had to do something to lift their spirits. 
Fighting back tears, she huffed out a heavy sigh. “Well damn. The girls weren’t playin’ when they said you drop that killer bass on their asses.” 
For the longest, no one said anything. 
“Ayy c'mon, sis,” Slice droned, shattering the silence. “Can’t help that.” Propped against the wall, his head dipped and legs crossed at the ankles, Slice shoved his hands into his pockets. “Sometimes the bass is nuclear. Results may vary.” 
Chase burst out in clownish laughter. Becca’s deep chuckles joined in, rumbling against her back. 
An unwelcomed smirk pulled at her lips. 
“I’m gonna miss her serving up that bomb ass red velvet cake,” Chase mumbled from the kitchen with half a waffle hanging from his mouth. “She was a cool chick.” 
“Yeah, she was.” Becca lifted his body off Monalisa and settled on the stool next to her. 
Their voices bled into the background as Monalisa stared at the photo. Anxiousness stormed through her veins at the sight. She couldn’t look away. 
Gashes marred her tawny skin. Blood was splattered everywhere—in Kaitlyn’s kinky hair and all over her clothes. 
Monalisa zoomed in on parts, studying every inch of the crime scene. According to the investigative report, Kaitlyn was killed in a backroom—a closet where they kept cleaning supplies. Her body was found when someone from the security detail noticed a red puddle seeping from beneath the door. 
“How did they get away with it?” Monalisa whispered inwardly. “How did no one see anything?” There were always people moving about backstage. Lighting engineers, sound guys, the show coordinator—the list went on. To get backstage, you had to either work for the club or be a performer’s guest. 
Given the deep slash across Kaitlyn’s neck, she died almost instantly. But still, why all the hacking? 
Fuckin’ amateur hour. 
Monalisa briefly closed her eyes. A scenario played in her mind. Someone called out to Kaitlyn and asked to speak with her privately. Right! It was someone she knew. No. Maybe. 
She glanced over at Slice. He was still propped against the wall with his head down. 
Then it hit her. A woman! The killer is a woman. Probably one of Slice’s obsessed bed bunnies. He had so many. It would be hard to zero in on which one could be the culprit. Shit!
Monalisa studied the cuts in Kaitlyn’s flesh and the scores on the concrete floor near her body. Knife? Dagger? No, would need more force. These strikes were made with an object that had a long reach. “A sword,” she murmured. Yes! Damn, how did that broad get backstage with a fuckin’ sword? 
Suddenly, the phone was plucked out of her hands. 
Reaching for it, she looked up to see Becca standing over her. 
Worry beamed from his piercing grey gaze. He waved a finger in a tsking manner. “Not your prey, Mona.” 
That’s when she noticed all eyes were on her. The three of them wore the same concerned expression. 
“What?” 
They glanced at each other, then back at her. 
“Man, chill. I’m not slippin’, okay,” was all she could say to calm their nerves, as well as her own. She shook the bloody images from her mind, grabbed her guitar bag, and looped the strap over her shoulder. “Let’s go get this grind on. I need to shred before I die.” 
Becca stepped in front of her. “Listen, I know this is a bad time to bring this up, but Byrd informed me earlier that we should prepare for an unexpected visit.” 
“From who?” 
His eyes danced as he wavered in place. “A detective. Or inspector, to be more exact.” 
“From a local precinct?” 
Lips tight, he shook his head. 
“Fan-fuckin’-tastic!” Monalisa knew most of the detectives in their area, from Atlanta to Cumming. No matter the circumstances, they wouldn’t loop the band in on this murder without some damn good proof. Then again, there was the little fact that Slice slept with the victim, probably the night before she died. Couldn’t ask him, wouldn’t dare to. Maybe there’s no way around an interrogation. “Please tell me he’s not FBI or CIA.” 
“No, a foreigner. Probably Interpol.” 
“Even better,” she groused. 
“He’s investigating several homicides. This murder seems to be connected to his cases. Apparently, the first one occurred in his home country. And now, his perp is wreaking havoc in America.” 
“What can we do then?” 
He shrugged. “Nothing. Call our young Gunn, put her on alert, and lay low.” 
“‘Til when? ‘Til this blows over? That could take months. I know we’re not hard up for ends, but the gigs are just as important as shredding for us. Right?” 
“Definitely.” Becca gave his goatee a brief stroke. “Hate to say this, but this awful turn of events may work in our favor. For the band, that is. With the twisted way the world works, I believe a rumor that someone could die when we perform would only drive traffic to our concerts.” 
“You mean drive the psychos to our concerts,” Chase added, rummaging through the fridge for more food. 
“Nevertheless—” 
“Pause.” Thrusting a hand out, she looked over at Slice, who was unusually quiet. 
His head remained down, his posture stiff. He was clearly taking this harder than she expected he would. 
She slipped the guitar bag off her shoulder and handed it to Becca. “Hey, playboy,” she called out, approaching him. “You know if you’re shattered, I’m shattered too.” She stooped a little to look into his face. 
Tears bubbled from his closed eyes, wetting his lashes. “It’s just fucked up,” he murmured. 
She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him against her. His body shook as his powerful arms circled her waist and his head rested on her shoulder. 
Her heart swelled as her eyes stung with hot tears. She tried to absorb every ounce of pain he felt. This hug was her apology, her support, and her promise. Whoever killed that girl wouldn’t get away with it. That’s for damn sure. 
Their embrace lasted for several moments. During that time, Becca remained quiet, and Chase munched on everything in her fridge. 
It’s like that boy doesn’t have food at his place. 
Monalisa drew back and lightly slapped Slice’s face. “Wanna beat the drums or beat the bag?” 
Lifting his head, he swiped the back of his hand over his watery eyes. “Drums. Definitely drums.” 
Becca gave Slice a comforting squeeze on the shoulder. “We don’t have to do this today. We can postpone the recording session and rock it out another day.” Pinning her with a sidelong glance, he winked at her. “What say you, Monalisa?” 
She thought about their options. They could hang back and lay low like Becca suggested, but that wouldn’t fix anything. It would just make them more of a target for speculation. “No. Let’s go on with our plans like we don’t know what happened. If anyone gets the slightest notion we were passed official police documents, Byrd would be in a world of shit. So, practice your shocked faces.” 
“Yes!” Chase pumped his fist. “I’ve been working on my acting. I got this.” 
Snorting, Monalisa rolled her eyes. “This ain’t an opportunity for you to act a damn fool, Chase. Chill, please.” 
“I’m telling you, I got this.” 
“And Becca, I’ll leave it up to you to call our hired Gunn and fill her in on this bullshit we find ourselves swimming in.” 
He presented a wry smile, though his posture suggested he’d rather not be the one to call her. Uh-oh, must be trouble in paradise. “Got it. I’ll tell her to show up with her pistols loaded. Also, I’ll get in touch with our friends in the press core to find out what they know.” 
“And I’ll check our socials and make sure everything’s good there. You guys go on to the studio without me. I need to stop by the station and holla at the chief real quick. I’ll be right behind you. No one says anything. We don’t have to answer shit without our lawyer present. Got it?” 
Chase hopped up and slid across the counter to join them in their huddle. “What about the detective? A threat from Gunn might not be enough to keep him from fucking up our day.” 
“Oh, don’t you worry about that. He’s just a minor roadblock. I’ll handle him.” 




Chapter 3

Bitch Better Have My Money
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“Listen, Matsuda, before we go in there…” Byrd’s voice quivered. It went along with the nervousness painted all over his face. “You gotta reel in the cop presence. I don’t think we’re gonna get much from them. Regardless of that, you can’t come at them like a detective or they won’t talk to you at all. Okay? Gotta be cool, ‘specially with Monalisa. Don’t be aggressive with your questioning…”  
Byrd had been on edge from the second Toshiro slid into his car. That proved the morning was going to be quite interesting. 
As Byrd droned on, Toshiro glanced at the building across the street to the strip of shops. Cover Springs Plaza. 
People bustled in and out of the stores, conversing and laughing. Kids lingered around the candy shop, titled Becca’s Sweets, chewing and sucking on their treats. 
Next door was Lincoln’s Tailor Shop. Their destination. The few men that entered the establishment seemed distinguished, arrogant in their gait. However, he couldn’t quite figure out why they needed to come here to meet with the band. 
“…I know you think interrogating them will help us with this case, but I gotta be honest, man…” 
Toshiro stepped out of the car. Hands shoved in his pockets, he strolled across the street. 
By the time Byrd shouted, “hey, hol’up,” Toshiro stepped onto the plaza’s sidewalk. Tires screeched, and horns honked behind him. 
He entered the shop and quickly scanned the surroundings.
A gentleman with a broad smile and fluttering lashes greeted him. “Well good morning, sir.” Clad in a fitted maroon suit, the man slinked from behind the counter. He paused before rushing over to him. A feminine sashay accompanied each step. “Hmm…” His bright eyes drifted up and down Toshiro's frame as his fingers toyed with the measuring tape looped around his neck. “What kind of suit are you looking for today?”
“I’m not looking for a suit.” 
Ignoring his response, the clerk continued his purred inquiry. “Would you like to stay with this same style? A casual cut three-piece, with a white shirt, patterned tie, and white sneakers…?” He boldly fingered the lapel of Toshiro’s blazer and winked at him. “Or perhaps you desire a look with a little more pizazz?” The last word came out in a deep croon. “I have the perfect suit in mind. You would stun God-like in royal blue.” 
Before he could kindly ask the flamboyant gent to remove his hand, Byrd shuffled to his side, wheezing and panting. 
“Hey-hey, pull back on the reins, Gene. He’s not here for a suit or fondling.” Byrd stepped between them and pinned Toshiro with an annoyed glare. “C’mon man, we’ve talked about this. You can’t go running off like that. I have strict orders to keep an eye on you during the investigation.” 
“I didn’t run, I walked. And for the record, I don’t need a babysitter.” 
The clerk peeked from around Byrd’s tall frame. “Well, pray tell, what does the handsome detective need?” He batted his lashes suggestively. “Maybe, I can help.” 
“You don’t ever stop, do ya’, Gene?” Byrd nodded for Toshiro to follow as he headed toward the back of the shop. “This way, Matsuda.” 
They entered a dressing room. Wall-length mirrors and racks full of suits and ties occupied the space. The middle mirror was equipped with a doorknob, which was hardly noticeable given its crystal-like appearance. 
Byrd turned the knob as if he’d done it many times before and opened a hidden door. “That dude is the best tailor in town. He’s also the biggest flirt. Hope he didn’t make you feel uncomfortable.” 
A stunning display of wall art followed the path of the stairway as they descended. Dark hues swirled and twisted, creating a psychedelic design. Spots of bright colors became lost in the shadowy waves. Within the mural were scorpions, some large, some small. 
“Where does this hidden staircase lead to?”
“The dungeon of doom,” Byrd jested with a snicker. “AKA Scorpion Tail’s private studio.” 
“Beneath a tailor shop?” 
“Yep.” Lifting his hat, he stepped off the last tread and rounded a corner. “Under the tailor shop, the candy shop, and the record store. It’s a pretty big studio.” 
He matched Byrd’s steps but stopped once he found himself staring across a lengthy corridor. 
The same artwork that decorated the stairwell embellished the hallway walls as well. Only difference was the mural grew brighter the further down the hall it went. Now there were spots of dark colors lost within the light. 
Byrd stretched the distance between them, waving his hat about, unaware Toshiro was no longer following him. 
“How does an indie band manage to afford all of this?” 
The detective whirled around. “Hey…” He jogged back over to him. “I’ll fill you in later on that. C’mon.” 
Toshiro shoved his hands in his pockets and grounded his stance, refusing to take another step. 
Byrd huffed out a groan. “Really? You’re gonna do this now?” 
“I’m not an idiot, Byrd. So stop treating me like one. I don’t make it a habit to walk into situations half-informed.” 
He ran his hand over his shiny baldhead as he shuffled in place. “Damn, man. You’re so observant, it’s scary.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “Listen, I’m not supposed to tell you this, but Scorpion Tail owns this whole block. Well, one of the members owns it—Beckett Gianni. Get this…” 
Anytime Byrd said ‘get this’ his next set of words would be delivered on speed. He would give this man’s life story in less than sixty seconds without taking a single breath. It was actually pretty entertaining to watch. 
“At twelve, he lost his virginity to his teacher. It was all over the news. After that, he developed a sex addiction. Like a dog off the chain, he banged everybody! The maids, the landscapers, the mailman—yep, I said man—his mother’s business associates, even his father’s mistresses. The boy didn’t discriminate. He clearly had a problem, but his family ignored it. When it got really bad, they dumped his inheritance on him and told him to get lost. Crazy, right? He was sixteen then. They probably thought he’d fly somewhere exotic, blow all that money in one month, then come back home when he had nothing left. That’s what most teenagers would do. Hell, that’s what I would’ve done...” 
“Breathe.” 
Byrd drew in a deep inhale and continued. “He did the total opposite though. He invested in stocks, opened some nightclubs, restaurants, and businesses around the country. As a result, he quadrupled his riches. This is money he doesn’t even have to touch. It just keeps rolling in. That boy is living quite well under the radar off the interest alone. Never went back to his family. Didn’t need to after he established himself. Yeah, he may be a sex addict, and honestly a little weird, but he is smart as hell. He’s a billionaire. No one knows how loaded he is. I don’t think his band even knows.” Winded, he reared back, palmed his round belly, and sucked in a lungful of air. 
“Got it.” Toshiro sauntered past him with a grin. “Let’s go meet this billionaire.” 
A beautiful, haunting melody greeted them when they entered the control room. The low pitch of a bass guitar and the rhythmic clash of a snare drum teased his senses. A seductive, raspy female voice weaved in with the tune. The sound nearly took him to his knees. 
“I feel you standing there, but you don’t exist. A phantom, nothing but a forgotten mist.” The songstress laced the following lyrics with a sultry coo. “I wanna erase you. I’m gonna erase you.” 
An electric riff from the guitar stormed into the song, taking the beat up several bars. 
His heartrate thundered with the rhythm. His breathing escalated, his body hardened. 
A guy sat at the soundboard, bobbing his head. He hadn’t noticed them enter the room. 
Toshiro closed his eyes and let the rebellious groove wash over him. He felt transported, lost in space and time. This composition was like nothing he’d ever heard before. He was no stranger to rock n’ roll, neither was he a stranger to punk rock, but this tune combined the two genres and took it to another level. The addition of the songstress’ vocals made it magical. 
Suddenly, the music faded to silence. 
No. That couldn’t be the end. He opened his eyes and blinked. 
The soundboard guy swiveled around in his chair and stared at him. “Can I help you?” 
“He’s with me, Jaheim.” Hand on his shoulder, Byrd came up next to him. “Is that a new song? I like that joint already.” 
“Yeah. Recorded it earlier this week.” A heavy British accent colored the man’s tone. “Hey, if you blokes wanna hear their new tunes, you’ll have to catch ‘em at the concerts. No freebee listening sessions here.” 
Byrd chuckled. “It’s cool. I know y’all ‘bout to get on the grind, but we just need a few moments with the band.” 
The man’s eyes flicked from Toshiro to Byrd, then back again. A smile emerged as he erupted into snickering laughter. “Yo, I’m not in a position to approve that. Did you run this visit by Queen Sting first?” 
Flipping his hand nonchalantly, Byrd moved past him. “Eh, she won’t mind if we make it quick.” He pushed through another door leading into the studio. “C’mon, Matsuda.” 
Chuckling, Jaheim turned back to the soundboard. “A’ight. Your arse, not mine.” 
The studio was massive, big enough to accommodate a sizable orchestra. The walls and ceiling were padded and covered with stained wood. Microphones dangled from above. There was an inlay of a stylized scorpion on the back wall. Various guitars—bass, electric and acoustic—were propped on wall racks as mere decorations. A few violins were included in the collection as well.  
Toshiro’s attention drifted back to the guitars. One, in particular, caught his eye. A Fender. The body was ocean blue and white, similar to the guitar he used to play back in the day. A smile touched his lips. Back then, he spent most of his days and nights in Kiroshi’s garage, driving his mother insane. Rock n’ roll ruled his life. 
Those were the days. 
He glanced around the room, seeking a female presence—the owner of that mesmerizing voice, but Queen Sting was nowhere to be found. Pity. 
Three men were setting up and tuning instruments, seeming oblivious to their presence.  
Without waiting for Byrd to announce their arrival, Toshiro stepped forward and loudly cleared his throat. 
Three heads whipped in their direction. 
“Good morning, I’m Inspector Toshiro Matsuda, International Homicide Division. I believe you already know Detective Terrell Byrd. I have a few questions about an incident that took place at—” 
“Whoa!” Hands out, Byrd slid in front of him, facing the band. “Uhh, hey guys. Sorry for the interruption.” He cast a dark glare over his shoulder. “Didn’t I say be cool?” 
The man with lengthy black hair and bright grey eyes presented a small smile. “Long time no see, Byrd.” He dragged his fingers across the piano keys. Chiming notes cried out joyously. “If you’re here, that can’t be good.” 
“What’re you talking ‘bout, Beck. I could be here just to say hi.” 
His smile widened. “Doubtful.” A smooth swagger carried his steps as he approached them. He took Byrd’s hand and pulled him into a one-armed embrace. “So what’s going on?” 
“We’re in the middle of a case and we’re hoping you guys could be of assistance. This here is my boy, Toshi—” 
“Toshiro Matsuda. Yes, I heard when he kindly introduced himself.” He offered his hand. “Beckett Gianni. Pleasure.” 
“Ahh, yes…” Toshiro took his hand and gave it a firm shake. “The billionaire.” 
Beckett cut a glance at Byrd. 
Had Byrd’s complexion been lighter, his face would be flushed red. 
“No one calls me that but okay,” Beckett said, a slight chuckle carrying his tone. “What can we do for you, gentlemen?” 
Toshiro reached into his pocket and retrieved his phone. The face of the victim who’d met a horrible end popped up on the screen. “This is Kaitlyn Winney. She was murdered around twenty-two hundred at Club Caesar’s during a Scorpion Tail concert.” 
“Oh my God, what!” The kid with the shaggy blond hair slumped against the wall, clutching his chest. “Oh noo!” Taking his performance further, he dropped to his knees and reached for the ceiling. “Ahhh! God, why! Red velvet! Why!” 
Beckett stood rigid, his lips folded in, and shook his head. It wasn’t clear whether the news moved him to speechlessness or whether he was restraining laughter due to his band member’s clownish antics. 
Despite the others’ reactions, the guy sitting at the percussion set hadn’t uttered a word. With a fedora tipped low on his forehead, he kept his head down and his sticks twirling. 
The quiet ones always knew something. 
Byrd mentioned the victim had been dating a member of this band. This guy fits the description. 
Toshiro made his way across the room. He sidestepped the kid, who had yet to end his performance, and approached the drummer. “I get the feeling you knew the victim? Mind if I ask how well?” 
The drummer snorted and tapped the snare with a double rap. “I ain’t got nothing to say to you.” The cymbals clashed when the tip of his stick made contact. After that, he stormed into a wild drumming session. The muscles in his exposed arms flexed as the percussion set took the brutal beating. 
Beckett stepped in front of Toshiro and thrust his hand out to the drummer. 
The thrashing came to an immediate halt. 
“This is awful news and we’re truly saddened by it. She was a dedicated fan, an extremely sweet girl. We would love to help you with this case, but there’s not much information we can offer. As you stated before, we were performing—” 
“You can help plenty by stepping aside.” 
“That’s not gonna happen.” 
Eyes narrowed, Toshiro moved in closer. “Are you intentionally impeding this investigation, Mr. Gianni?” 
“Call it what you want, Inspector, but you’re not getting around me. I’m the head of the scorpion. Any questions you have will be directed toward me and our lawyer. So, I suggest you calm down and rethink your approach.” 
“I see.” This was a momentary setback, but it wouldn’t hinder his cause. “The head of the scorpion, you say?” He met Beckett’s steely glare. “If you’re the head, who’s the tail?” 
“Hey, you punks didn’t tell me we were having bacon for breakfast.” 
The sultry voice lured Toshiro into an immediate about-face. 
She strutted into the room like she was gliding on clouds. A pair of stylish sweatpants hung low on her bodacious hips. The bottoms were rolled up around her calves. A loose-fitting shirt left one shoulder bare and displayed a glimpse of her belly. She wore a pair of wedged sneakers, silver, and hot pink, matching the color of the script across her shirt, ‘Bitch Better Have My Money.’ Dangling from a silver chain connected to her spiked choker, a diamond-studded scorpion was nestled between her full breasts. A pink hair wrap held her dreads up in a high ponytail, which showcased her long neckline and stunning Ethiopian features. Strapped to her bare shoulder was a black guitar case. 
A demon resided behind her stormy eyes. She licked her glossy lips. “Mm, y’all know how much I love bacon.” 
Transfixed, Toshiro watched her move across the studio. It was her—the siren who set his soul on fire with her tantalizing voice. 
Queen Sting. 
As she walked past Byrd, she flicked his right ear with her middle finger. “S’up, Terry.” 
At first, Toshiro swore he was seeing things. She wouldn’t outright assault an officer like that, would she? 
Laughing, Byrd grabbed his ear and scrambled away from her. “What’s good, crazy girl?” 
“What’s good with you?” she shot back, irritation lacing her raspy tone. “Rolling through on a recording day?” She carefully sat her bag down, squatted before it, and unpacked her guitar. The waistline of her pants slid lower, blessing them with an unobstructed view of her tailbone. “And with fresh meat too?” She stood, holding the red and gold guitar by the neck, and waved a finger at Byrd. “C’mon now, man. You know better.” 
“Yeah—yeah, I know. My boy just got a few questions so we can wrap up this case. Shouldn’t take too long.” 
“A’ight, long as it’s quick.” She slid onto the stool in front of one of the hanging mics. Next to her was a smaller stool holding an ashtray littered with cigarette butts. Swiveling on her seat to face them, she spread her thighs and propped her heels on the side footrests. After resting her guitar on the ground between her legs, she crooked her finger. “C’mon over here, fresh meat.” She slipped an unlit cigarette between her lips. “Wha’cha got for Monalisa?” 
Everyone watched him in tense silence like he was about to jump into a lava pit. 
He glanced at Byrd. 
The detective’s eyes danced as his feet shuffled. Despite his jittery actions, he urged him on with a nod. 
Moving forward, Toshiro dared to close the distance between him and ‘Queen Sting’. Staring into her deep brown eyes, he swallowed hard. His heart raced and his mind whirled. Why am I so nervous? She’s just a woman, not some higher being. “As I’ve informed the members of your band, a homicide was committed at Club Caesar during your concert. Our investigation leads us to believe your drummer had a relationship with the victim.” 
“Uhh-huh,” she hummed, running her bold gaze up and down his body. 
This wasn’t the first time a woman looked him over in this manner. However, this was the first time it sent a violent shudder coasting down his spine. “It…” He attempted to clear the anxiety from his voice before continuing. “It would be a tremendous help if I could ask him—” 
“My smoke isn’t lit.” 
“Excuse me?” 
She plucked the cigarette from between her lush lips and waved it at him. “If you want me to hear anything you’ve got to say, I need my smoke lit.” 
He patted his pockets down. “Sorry, I don’t smoke. So, I have no lighter.” 
“Lucky for you, I do.” She gestured to the scorpion hanging between her breasts. 
He gulped back the words, ‘then light it yourself,’ when his gaze drifted downward. 
Her budded nipples pushed against her shirt’s thin fabric. No bra! Jesus, why? Her breasts—a size C cup at the least—were so perfectly pronounced on her chest that she didn’t need to holster them. 
His body pulsated. Clenching his teeth, he pushed out a sigh that could’ve easily turned into a moan. 
A cattish gleam brightened her eyes as she tilted her head playfully. 
Toshiro opened his mouth, prepared to reject such a bold request. Instead, he found himself moving forward. Eyes locked on hers, he reached out and grabbed the scorpion. His knuckles brushed her cleavage’s smooth mahogany skin as he took hold of it. He ran his thumb across the switch. The desired flame ignited from the scorpion’s tail. 
The flame flickered between them as they stared at each other in silence. How strange. As he gazed into this woman’s haunting eyes, he desperately wanted to kiss her. 
Cigarette clasped between her fingers, she placed the end within the blaze. She took a deep draw, then sat back with a smile. “Thank you, Inspector. You may proceed.” 
Toshiro allowed the scorpion to reclaim its position between her breasts then took a much-needed step back. It took a second to steady his breathing. He resisted the need to loosen his tie, which suddenly felt like it was choking him. “You know, smoking is an unbecoming habit, particularly for a woman.” 
“Don’t like me smoking?” Briefly closing her eyes, she wrapped her lips around the mouthpiece and took in another drag. A smoke stream seeped from her nose and swayed before him like a taunting snake. “Then give me something else to suck on.” 
Heat rushed to his cheeks as a throb rippled along his growing erection. Despite his current state, he didn’t dare shed his façade. “Are you done?” 
She cocked a finely groomed brow. “Not even close. I plan to make this ride last as long as possible, baby.” 
“Can we move along, please?” 
“You are certainly nice to look at. And your accent…mmm, so cute. That swag of yours though…” She waved a hand over her shoulder in a signaling manner. “Hey, Becca, check out his drip. Ain’t it tasty?” 
Triggering keys on the keyboard, Beckett cast a devilish grin his way. “Mm-hm, scrumptious.” 
“White Adidas with a three-piece black suit—this is a whole vibe. I mean, even your tie is fly.” She wiggled her finger in an up and down motion. “You modeling or what, pretty boy? Turn around so I can get a good look at you.” 
It could’ve been taken as a compliment if he didn’t instinctively know she was toying with him. “I see. I’m here for your entertainment.” 
She laughed, bearing her pearly teeth. “Don’t get much entertainment these days. Gotta take advantage when I can.” For an instant, a savage gleam sparked in her eyes. If he had blinked, he would’ve missed it. “I would apologize if I actually meant it, but I’m not in the habit of saying shit I don’t mean.” 
And the stinger raises its ugly head… 
“I get it. You see me as a nuisance.” 
She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Wow, it’s like you’re reading my mind.” 
“Let’s get one thing straight, Queen Sting. I’m not here for my pleasure. I’m just trying to solve a crime.” 
“Then solve it, but leave my boys out of it. They can’t help you get any closer to your prey.” 
Prey? That was an interesting term for her to use. 
Eyes narrowed, he bit down on his bottom lip and considered walking out since he clearly wasn’t going to get any answers from this crew. That had to be one of the quickest decisions he’d ever made. “I see that mama scorpion is protecting her baby stingers. However, mama won’t always be around, will she?” Not sure why, but he saw this woman as a wall standing between him and Hanikashi. “Know this, if the drummer has any information pertaining to this case, I will get answers from him one way or another.” 
Her wicked smile widened. “Ooh, what a trashy prince you are. You think you can tango with MonaLisa?” The daggers shooting from her piercing gaze could kill a man a mile away. “I can’t wait to see you try.” 
The sharp, rhythmic clack of heels hitting the wood floor entered the room. “Oh no, sir. I know you’re not interrogating my clients without their legal counsel present.” Chin jutted out and shoulders pulled back, a woman graced with exotic features stepped into his view. Her expression was set hard as stone. A smooth milk chocolate complexion, unwavering forest green eyes, and a pixie haircut gifted this woman with an adorable appearance. However, given her frosty demeanor, she was not to be taken lightly. “Oh, I see you’re new.” She cut a questioning eye at Byrd. 
Byrd shuffled forward. “Uhm yeah, hey Gunn, this is Inspector Toshiro Matsuda from Japan. He’s here on official NPA business—” 
“A word, Inspector Matsuda?” She swiveled on her heels and marched to the front of the studio, her lean hips swaying the whole way. 
“Weeerk, bitch!” Monalisa purred on a smoke-filled exhale, lifting her guitar into her arms. 
Toshiro glanced at Monalisa once more, biting back a growl as he did so. She took another puff from her cigarette and winked at him, which added to his growing frustration. His jaw clenched and his temples throbbed. 
This is not the end, Queen Sting. 
As requested, he met the lawyer, whom Byrd referred to as Gunn, near the front of the room. 
Before he could get a word out, she lifted a finger to cut him off. “I don’t know how they do things in Japan, but here, in America, you don’t dare question someone about a case without their attorney present. Being that you’re not accustomed to our ways, I’ll let it slide, just this once. If you wish to discuss this further, feel free to call my office, and I’ll gladly set up a time to
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