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Chapter One



prologue


Adrianna Kensington smoothed her couture wedding gown, adjusted a shining lock of chestnut hair, and balled her fists.


‘This will work,’ she breathed. ‘I will be married, and this will work.’


The grand staircase blossomed, in airy clouds of white roses. The floristry team, like black-clad bees, hummed at the edges, inserting the twenty thousand blooms, adjusting the invisible wire frame beneath.


Uniformed fitters, in plastic shoe covers, were temporarily recarpeting the entire downstairs floor of the hotel, rolling a snowy-white deep-pile over the regal red colors of the steps. They stapled the edges with rapid determination.


‘Oh God!’ The head florist, usually unflappable, made a brief, panic-stricken perfect ‘O’ of rich red lipstick. ‘The bride! The bride is here! Everybody off the steps. Now!’


Already they could hear it. The gunshot ricochet of a diamante heel on the marble floor.


The head florist cast about. Where was the planner? No one wanted to deal with Adrianna Kensington without the wedding planner to hand. The dark-haired heiress was poison in a fifty-thousand-dollar bridal dress.


A rustle of raw silk told everyone they were too late. Adrianna had arrived. Every last crew paused, all eyes turned to the slim figure, in the doorway to the grand stair. Her bridal gown ran in folds along her narrow body, pooling in thick wide skirts, like fresh-poured cream. Her usual team of assistants and staff were nowhere to be seen. Sweat prickled on the florist’s palms. This wasn’t good.


‘Miss Kensington,’ stammered the florist, catching a gulp of Adrianna’s signature, custom-made perfume. ‘We were told to be ready for you by ten.’


Adrianna’s sapphire-blue eyes took in the clouds of roses. The unfinished carpet.


‘Where is my head bridesmaid?’ she asked, in a tone they had all learned to dread.


‘I think … she was in the ballroom earlier,’ managed the florist. ‘But we’re not ready yet, in there, and the floor can’t be walked on in heels right now, so …’


Adrianna’s lithe, honey-hued arms picked up the heavy skirts. She strode up the staircase, encrusted heels peppering the freshly laid pile. Weight of silk skirts rustling like a felled tree across a forest floor.


The entrance to the ballroom was marked by a half-complete floral archway. A scaffold had been erected to access the crystal chandelier, handmade in Venice. Adrianna had agreed with the wedding planner that the golden light of real beeswax candles was essential.


Tables for five hundred guests were arranged and partially dressed. Gilt-framed mirrors lined the walls, reflecting the bride’s face – a hundred dewy pink lips, sculpted eyebrows and artfully contoured cheekbones.


Adrianna rarely enjoyed seeing her features in mirrors, but today, she absorbed herself appraisingly, taking in the three hours she had just spent in the hair and make-up artist’s chair. Her glossy brunette hair curled artfully around her shoulders.


‘Dream it, believe it,’ muttered Adrianna, eyeing her reflection. ‘Dream it, believe it.’ Her palms, she noticed, unclenching them with distaste, were sweaty. She took a long steadying breath and nodded. Along the mirrored walls, two hundred sleek-jawed, blue-eyed women nodded along with her.


Why was nothing ready? Where was her head bridesmaid?


Adrianna twisted to leave, the rustling volume of her dress turning with her. It was then she noticed that one of the mirrors reflected a different color to her white and black scheme.


A flash of red.


Frowning, Adrianna took a step deeper into the room. Hanging at the back, high on the stage, were three wedding dresses. She recognized them from the five she was to wear on the second day of festivities. Planned meticulously with no less than two famous designers.


The crystals of her shoe caught in the unfinished underlay on the floor and she staggered. Even as she regained her balance, she knew what she was seeing.


For a few moments at least, she was certain it was some kind of prank. In terrible bad taste, and bizarre. Reality set in like waves washing onto a strange shore. Adrianna’s throat tightened in a silent scream.


Blood. Hanging limbs. A familiar, lifeless face.


One of the three hanging wedding gowns had been used to dress a corpse.


Adrianna glanced about the room, heart drumming at her ribcage. A choking sound broke from somewhere deep inside her.


The battered body of her former bridesmaid turned slowly, suspended above the stage, the Swarovski crystals of her floating hemline plugged deep red.


Adrianna could never explain, after the fact, why her first action was to raise the latest-model cell clamped perpetually in her hand, and telephone her father.


‘Daddy?’ she breathed. ‘Daddy. He’s back.’





Chapter Two



HOLLY


There’s an oil and kerosene smell to the back alleys of New York’s Queens in the early hours. It matches the searing yellow slash of POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS, and the steady white solar pulse of evidence photography.


A blare of police radios clouds the air as I approach; the orchestra of my working life.


As I slip quietly below the crime scene tape, an officer I’ve never seen before heads in my direction.


‘Excuse me. Miss? You can’t be in here.’


I flash him my ID. ‘I work for Liberation Law,’ I explain, politely. ‘You have our client under arrest. I’m Holly Stone.’


He blinks once. Twice. Matching my appearance to my words. My hair is deep blue, and my lipstick violet. The lacy cuffs of my black skull-print dress, its ribbon ties drawn around my curving frame, and a whole clutch of skull and pentagon silver jewelry.


‘You’re … A lawyer?’ he manages. His eyes sweep my lip piercing and the unnatural hue of my shoulder-length hair, before landing back to my ID.


‘I’m a freelance forensic,’ I explain. ‘And I’m really not a morning person,’ I add, ruefully, delving in my studded backpack and unearthing a breakfast Twinkie along with my crime scene coveralls.


The officer’s uncertain expression hasn’t wavered, but he lifts the tape, and begins explaining the scene as I put on my protective gear, while demolishing the last of the Twinkie in two short bites.


‘Whew,’ I say, yanking the coveralls up and over my waist, ‘they don’t make these for curvy girls, I’ll tell you that much. OK. Tell me what’s going on with the scene.’


‘The victim looks to have been stabbed,’ he says. ‘Your client was seen fleeing the scene by a reliable witness.’


‘No witness is reliable,’ I tell him. ‘I’m here to look at the data.’


The officer leads me to the remains. The victim is a young man in a hooded top, jeans and sneakers. His legs are splayed on the damp ground, blood soaking a wide pool underneath him. He hasn’t yet been loaded into the body bag laid out at his side.


I squat down. It’s a strange thing about death. The lifelessness of a corpse always cements in my mind the vibrancy of life. All those cells and vessels lying quiet hold a beauty that never fails to motivate me.


‘Whatever happened,’ I promise him quietly, ‘there’s evidence here somewhere.’


I tune out the background noise and let my attention rest on the key areas. Knife wound to the chest. Something about his sneakers. There’s a degree of blood-soaking that doesn’t correspond to what I can see of his socks. A rusting iron fire escape just above us. An arc of blood on the wall behind the body. I stand and walk closer to this last detail, until I’m inches away, looking close at the blood droplets. My finger traces the air. Left to right. Right to left.


‘Holly?’ A familiar voice breaks the spell. I twist to see Lieutenant Howard Green, his mischievous smile belying the age of his lined features. He used to take me on ride-alongs back when I was a kid. ‘What are you doing here? Doesn’t that hot-shot law firm keep you busy enough?’ He grins.


My smile wavers, and I rub the back of my neck. ‘I kind of quit.’


‘You quit working for Attorney Simone Walters?’ His face couldn’t channel more disbelief if he tried. ‘The two of you were inseparable.’


‘TV changes people.’ I can’t meet his eye. ‘Simone started choosing cases for publicity instead of justice.’


He frowns, unconvinced. ‘You sure you didn’t just want an excuse to miss the awards dinner last week?’


‘You know how I am with fancy dinners. All that cutlery.’


He sighs. ‘So buy a dress. Learn how to use a fork, already. Holly, you won two out of three categories in forensic breakthroughs, and you weren’t there to pick up your own trophy.’


I shrug. ‘I had work to do. You can never examine evidence too thoroughly.’


‘Spoken like a true forensic. And for the record, Holly, you might be locked in a basement, examining twenty thousand blood-stains in pursuit of truth, but not everyone in the private system is a purist.’ He levels an accusing stare.


To my immense relief, we’re interrupted by the same nervous-looking young officer who was reluctant to let me on the scene. ‘Miss Stone?’ he says. ‘There’s a delivery guy on the other side of the crime tape.’


‘For me?’ A million questions rise up. In my line of work I often get urgent documents, but delivered straight to the scene is a first.


‘Says he’s got a package he can only give to you directly,’ confirms the officer.


I turn to see a man in a liveried uniform looking in my direction. Tapping my lip piercing distractedly, I head toward him.


‘Any thoughts on the victim before you flee the scene?’ shouts Howard, cupping his hands and shouting after me.


‘Blood arc is oval,’ I shoot back. ‘High-pressure exit. Consistent with a left ventricle wound, right-handed killer. My client is left-handed. And the shoes were put on the victim after he died. Your perp probably stole the victim’s sneakers and left barefoot. Get to Sneakerheads on Upper East today, you might catch them selling them on.’


‘You’re wasted in a private law firm,’ Howard calls back. ‘When are you going to join the good guys, Holly?’


‘When you let me keep my piercings in and choose my own hours.’


The delivery guy wears a box-fresh tan shirt emblazoned with the crown logo of his company, and looks very out of place in the dark alley. The morning sun is coming up, lighting him from behind like an angel of destiny.


I recognize the branding on his shirt. His company delivers ultra-secure, ultra-valuable items, with a price-tag to match. My law firm uses them occasionally for State documents. But never to employees.


I swallow uncertainly. He’s holding a black cardboard box – the same size as one of the heavy legal books that form a jerry-rigged nightstand in my walk-up apartment.


Legal documents? They come in envelopes.


‘Holly Stone?’ he asks.


‘That’s me.’ My eyes drop to the box. ‘How did you know I’d be here?’


He looks uncomfortable. ‘I went to your apartment first. Your room-mate told me you’d been called out to a crime scene.’


‘But how …?’


‘My client was extremely clear, these must only be delivered to you personally. Would you mind looking into the display?’ he asks. ‘Face recognition.’


I wait motionless until he nods, then lowers the device.


‘Never seen such a high-tech security before,’ I say conversationally. ‘Couldn’t risk this falling into the wrong hands, huh?’ I add. His eyes follow my black-painted fingernails as I take the box.


‘Let me get you a tip,’ I tell him.


He raises his hands, appalled. ‘No. No. That’s all taken care of.’


I frown. I’ve never known a delivery guy to refuse a tip before.


‘Are you sure, because …’


He shakes his head so vehemently I wonder if I’ve offended him.


‘The tip is included in the delivery,’ he says, backing away. ‘And perhaps mention to your apartment block manager that there are some … drugs people … junkies … outside on the street. You probably don’t want them hanging around your building.’


‘That’s Burt and Emerson,’ I assure him. ‘They’ve been there forever. Never cause any trouble unless their methadone scripts get refused.’


He retreats, with an uncertain expression. I lever off the top of the box, taking extra care, since the contents could be valuable. Growing up in a shabby tenement, my quiet anxiety of damaging something expensive has never quite gone away.


But as the contents are revealed, I see to my surprise it isn’t documents.


There’s another box inside emblazoned with two names, picked out in foiled curling golden letters.


Adrianna & Mark


I stare at them for a moment.


Adrianna Kensington, famous nightclub heiress and her millionaire fiancé, Mark Li.


Must be a mistake. There’s no way in the world those people would be mailing me anything. As I peel back the lid, unease ripples through me.


It’s a wedding invitation.


The strangest wedding invitation I’ve ever seen.





Chapter Three



ADRIANNA


The sun is rising in uptown Manhattan, and I am surrounded by cake. Tiered, towering, perfectly frosted cakes. The boutique patisserie has cleared out their entire display before opening at 9 a.m., and filled it with potential versions of our wedding masterpiece. Our first masterpiece, I should say. We’re having three. One for each day of the festivities.


I’ve dressed down for the occasion. My usual high-shouldered blazer swapped out for an unstructured black jacket, over a loose silk cami with swinging pearl necklace, and a casual little peplum skirt in a light blush. I’ve traded my heels for a pair of black velvet wedges. Overall, the effect is casual – Hollywood starlet headed out for lunch. Now I’m here I wonder if I should have made more of an effort.


I let my gaze sweep the sugary constructions. Candy colors and glittering gold Rococo flourishes. I’m disappointed.


‘The brief was dark Versailles,’ I say, taking in the various decorations. The sugarcraft roses and golden swirls. ‘This is more like … Disney or something.’ I point to a frosted gold twist.


The pâtissière – a glossy-haired brunette in an apron – looks devastated. She plucks out her phone, and scrolls.


‘We designed those elements based on the cornice in the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles Palace,’ she says, hopefully, showing me a picture. ‘It’s actually an exact replica. We had the molds made especially.’


I wrinkle my nose. ‘Yeah. I guess, but …’ I take in more cakes. ‘I wanted kind of the vibe of Versailles, rather than just a copy of the interior. It’s a Kensington wedding,’ I add. ‘Think, dark glamour. Sophistication. Decadence. We own nightclubs.’


I’m fully aware I might seem picky to some, but like my father says, you want to be a special kind of person, you need special kinds of standards. And like my father, I have perfect faith in my visions. Even though he might not appreciate that about me just now.


The pâtissière nods in that way I’m used to people doing. Mark – my fiancé – isn’t used to this yet. People agreeing with things that regular people might feel are unreasonable. He would likely be gushing with praise. Speaking of which. I check my watch: 6.30 a.m. Where is Mark? He is never late. Memories of yesterday bubble up. The body. Cops.


We agreed to try and put it behind us but …


I pull out my cell. Unable to help myself, I quickly check the news.


Nothing nothing nothing. Dad’s injunction has worked. No one is allowed to report on what happened.


When the police piled into the ballroom of the Plaza, you could tell they were completely overwhelmed. None of them were prepared to see what had happened to my bridesmaid.


They asked a lot of questions about who arrived at the Plaza and when.


‘You’re telling me you’re not getting married at the Plaza today?’ asked a young policeman who was obviously completely out of his depth.


‘I’m not getting married today, or at the Plaza,’ I said exasperatedly. ‘This is a demo,’ I explained to him patiently for the second time. ‘The planner has set it up so my fiancé and I can get an idea of how the wedding breakfast will look.’


His colleague kept looking around at the mirrors and tables.


‘You had the New York Plaza hotel recarpeted in white,’ she said finally. ‘For a demo of your wedding?’


‘Are you going to find who did this?’ I demanded.


They exchanged glances.


The young police officer cleared his throat. ‘Here’s the thing, ma’am,’ he said, emphasizing the ma’am pointedly. ‘Your bridesmaid. She died in a very strange way. And you don’t seem all that upset, if you don’t mind my saying.’


‘I’ve been raised to keep my feelings in check,’ I told him icily. ‘Not to mention I don’t know her all that well.’


‘Excuse me, Miss Kensington.’ His female colleague spoke up. ‘But you’re trying to tell me, you didn’t know the lady who was going to be bridesmaid at your wedding?’


‘What in the hell is all this?’ The silence of my non-reply was broken by a familiar voice. I looked up with waves of relief, to see my father’s short and stocky frame bowling across the white-carpeted floor at speed. He was wearing the Brioni suit, which my half-sister and I think makes him look like a Russian oligarch. Thinning brown hair combed back, and light-brown eyes bulging in fury.


‘Hey! You!’ My father closed in on the policeman, finger-pointing. ‘You don’t talk to my daughter. You talk to me.’


The young policeman visibly bristled, standing a little taller. Likely he’d already seen my father on a ‘Most Wealthy’ list and formed an opinion of him. Men do one of two things when confronted with the legendary Leopold Kensington: fight or fawn. The policeman looked like he was going for fight. It wouldn’t last long.


‘Excuse me, sir —’ he began, in a bored kind of drawl, adopting an alpha-male, shoulders back stance.


‘You don’t excuse me sir, nothing,’ interjected my father. ‘I grew up on the Lower East Side, watching you clowns take pay-backs from mobsters who put bricks through our windows. I got absolutely no time for New York cops. Or any kind of cops for that matter.’


The officer was stunned into momentary silence. My father often has this effect. When I was a little girl, he used to let me sit in on the board meetings for his nightclub empire. I’ve literally seen him make grown men cry. Dad changed his name from Kolowski to Kensington when he married my mom, alienating his Polish father in the process. A lot of people are shocked at how much second-generation immigrant grit he retains beneath the glamorous retitling.


‘Mr Kensington,’ the female officer tried. ‘We’re examining a very brutal … very strange murder.’


‘Tell me something I don’t know, Columbo. I’ve seen the goddamn pictures. What I want to know is what you’re doing to stop the press getting ahold of this, less than a week before my daughter’s wedding?’


The police lady’s mouth opened and shut. ‘You have … pictures … of the crime scene?’ She was looking around, trying to fit this with the reality of having only just arrived on the scene herself.


‘Sure I do. My daughter, Adrianna, has a problem, she calls me. I told her, send pictures. And from what I saw, we have a serious problem keeping this out of the media.’


‘I’m afraid it’s your daughter who has a problem,’ The policeman had regrouped, but wasn’t restored to his former bravado. ‘From the remains. The way they were … arranged in a bridal dress. It looks as though someone means your daughter harm. A stalker, or …’


‘Call the newspapers!’ yelled Dad, making everyone except me jump. ‘Howdy-Doodie here has solved the case. We all know Adrianna has a deranged stalker, genius. You knuckleheads in the NYPD have been failing to catch him for three years.’


My phone beeps, interrupting my thoughts. A message lands. From Mark:


Got held up. Choose without me. See you for dinner.


My initial gut response is hot fury. How dare he stand me up by text, when we’re choosing our wedding cake? Then I remember. Mark is busy finding someone to investigate the crime scene who isn’t NYPD. Like my dad says, you want the best, you pay for it.


I scroll through my image files, selecting a few choice snaps I had taken of myself by a very specialist photographer last week. I zero in on two, where the silk underwear reveals more than it should. I text an accompanying message:


Did you get an independent opinion on the crime scene?


Then attach two of the more risqué pictures and press send.


He texts back in seconds. Two smiling faces.


Yes.


I hate his use of emojis, but I have our whole married life to cure him of it. The important thing, right now, is the wedding is going ahead.





Chapter Four



HOLLY


The New York traffic sounds are starting up in the nearby streets as I stare at the invitation.


Rather than a flat paper or card, the wedding invitation is a small rectangular black box, the size of a slim novel.


The front is a thick flap edged in deep foil filigree, like a greetings card on steroids. As I lift it, a tinkling classical music score begins. Beneath is a clear acetate panel, and underneath, top left, is a tiny golden carriage. The kind Cinderella might have. It looks slightly eerie set against the deep black card. As I watch, the carriage starts to slowly roll across the top of the invitation, revealing a trail of words under the clear acetate as it goes.


‘Leopold Kensington’, it scribes. The carriage backs up. Begins a new line.


‘Invites Holly Stone to the wedding of his daughter, Adrianna Kensington, to Mark Li.’


Mark is the CEO of a highly successful tech company, so I’m guessing this is a little showboating for him. But it still doesn’t explain the mystery of why I’m getting an invitation.


Unless … It occurs to me this could be from my former boss, Simone. She’s a close friend of Leopold’s. Maybe she thinks an invitation to the world’s most famous wedding will smooth things over between us.


I shake my head. ‘Seriously, Simone?’ I mutter. ‘I quit over your obsession with Adrianna Kensington’s stalker case. Do you honestly think an invitation to her wedding will fix things?’


An image of Simone’s unhappy face flashes in my mind. Despite her tiny frame, pixie haircut and large round eyes, she is a straight-talking, no-nonsense type. Just like me. Last time we spoke, I accused her of putting TV ratings ahead of justice. The memory prickles me with discomfort.


I watch, mesmerized, as the carriage fills out the rest of the invitation.


Day 1. Teterboro Airport, 11 a.m. Drinks Reception, Elysium Island. White Tie.


Day 2. Elysium Island, 11 a.m. Ceremony. Wedding Breakfast. Black Tie.


Day 3. Elysium Island. Celebrations. Dress-up. 3 p.m.–2 a.m.


My mind drifts to the meager rack of clothes in my room. What in the world is ‘white tie’?


A final line scrolls out.


Holly Stone, meet Mark Li at the New York Plaza URGENTLY!


OK … So maybe Simone didn’t send me this invite? Before I can take this in, my cell sounds its goth-rock ringer. I glance at the display.


Could be: Mark Li


I press to answer.


‘Holly Stone?’ The voice is male, loud with confidence.


‘Yes?’


‘This is Mark Li.’


He leaves a pause. I don’t fill it. ‘Did you get the invitation?’


‘The one couriered to a live crime scene?’ I lift the cut-out from its cushion bed for a second time, turning it in my hand. ‘It got my attention.’


There’s a pause. ‘Good. I had twelve staff work around the clock for a week, getting that carriage to roll. Adrianna was insistent the card be a certain thickness and the weight ratios were a nightmare.’


Adrianna. As in The Adrianna Kensington. It’s really weird to hear him say her name so casually. Everyone has heard of the Kensingtons. Adrianna works hard to keep private, with limited success. With a father like Leopold Kensington, her private life is public property.


‘What can I do for you, Mr Li? Why are you asking me to meet you at the Plaza?’


‘I need your help. You work as a forensic, for Attorney Simone Walters?’


‘Not anymore,’ I explain. ‘We had … a disagreement.’


There’s a long pause.


‘Mr Li?’ I try. ‘If Simone is using you as a go-between, you can tell her to talk to me herself.’


‘I wasn’t aware that you and Attorney Walters had had a disagreement,’ he says smoothly. ‘I contacted you because I researched you thoroughly, and determined your qualifications to be excellent. Your self-taught abilities in the field won you a scholarship at New York University. You’re the only student ever to graduate forensics without a high-school diploma. Your two years working with Simone Walters was another point in your favor. But,’ he concludes, ‘I will now strike this merit from the list. What I do know is you are driven by unusual and complicated cases.’


‘Mr Li,’ I say, trying to maintain an even tone, ‘I’m flattered you researched me. But you should know that I quit Simone’s law firm because I want to solve criminal injustice, not garner TV ratings. Simone wanted exclusive access to Adrianna’s stalker case. I didn’t. I’m just not interested in picking over a dead case for publicity purposes, so I don’t think I’m the right person for you.’


‘One of our bridesmaids has been murdered.’


The words send a jolt right through me. Adrianna’s upcoming wedding to her tech billionaire boyfriend has been featured in every glossy magazine, and the family employs the best security in the world. The idea of one of their bridesmaids being murdered is as bizarre as it is unlikely.


‘I’m … so sorry to hear that,’ I manage. ‘I’d advise you to trust the police …’


‘We have good reason not to,’ says Mark.


‘Because the Kensington nightclub empire is notoriously shady, and Leopold Kensington is three parts businessman to one part mobster?’ I suggest.


‘I’m sending you pictures. They’ll self-delete in a few minutes.’


I can’t match his flat voice and emotionless delivery to a man whose bridesmaid was recently murdered.


There’s something not quite right about Mark Li.


‘Mr Li—’ My phone pings as files arrive. I snatch a look and recoil in shock. The images are close-ups of a gruesomely murdered woman. Her face is obscured, but I can see heavy injury detail to the head and temples. Her body has been displayed in a way that is grotesque, even to a person who routinely visits crime scenes. The forensic expert in me can’t help but be intrigued.


‘The police haven’t been able to remove the body,’ adds Mark. ‘They’re sending in a specialist team this morning, so we only have a few hours.’


‘The body is still there?’ My mind is whirring, wondering at what could possibly be preventing the police from removing it. I glance again at the pictures, but nothing gives it away.


‘I can tell you more,’ says Mark. ‘But it needs to be in person. Meet me at the New York Plaza, seven a.m.’ I glance at the time on my phone: 6.30 a.m. ‘Please.’ The word is heartfelt. ‘We don’t have much time. You’re the only one who can help.’


Defeated, ‘OK,’ I sigh. ‘But I can’t get there for seven a.m.’


There’s a pause and I hear keyboard tapping. ‘It’s a twenty-six minutes, drive to the Plaza from your location.’


‘Some of us use public transport,’ I explain to him.


‘I’ve sent a car,’ he says. ‘It will be with you in five minutes.’


He hangs up.





Chapter Five



HOLLY


True to his word, the car arrives within five minutes, the uniformed driver looking distinctly uneasy to be in the neighborhood. It’s a limousine, an actual limousine. Another first.


When the driver sees me in my fishnet leggings and lacy skull dress, with a studded backpack over my shoulder, he does an actual double-take.


‘It’s all right,’ I tell him, climbing in, tucking blue hair behind my ears. ‘I only drink blood at night.’


To my relief, he laughs, gliding away from the dingy backstreets and overflowing dumpsters.


I take in my surroundings, wondering if my day can get any weirder. The strange remains of the dead bridesmaid keep inserting themselves into my thoughts, macabre and disturbing. What kind of person could have done that?


I focus on my surroundings, letting myself sink into the soft leather seat. It’s the first time I’ve ever been inside a real-life limo. The interior is orange-blossom-scented, serene, and bathed in low ambient light. The rich wood door paneling has a complicated-looking array of buttons. I eye them suspiciously.


‘First time in a limo?’ The driver’s voice comes crystal clear. I track its direction from a small speaker just above my head, and try not to feel unnerved that he can see me back here, but I can’t see him.


‘First time in a chauffeured car of any kind,’ I admit. ‘Rich person etiquette is a mystery to me.’


He nods. ‘When I moved to New York, I thought I spoke perfect English,’ he says. ‘It took driving limos to teach me there’s more to language than just words.’


We pass a soaring billboard with an advertisement for Kensington’s New York Club, all red carpet and low lighting, with flashes of designer liquor bottles.


‘Guess that’s the thing about wealth,’ I say. ‘It’s as much about the story as it is about the reality.’


He considers this. ‘Well, you know what they say about truth, right? There’s yours, and there’s mine.’


‘I’m a forensic scientist,’ I tell him. ‘There’s only one way to present the truth.’


We pass by parks and wider streets of Queens, then into deep shade as the car swings under the elevated 7 line – a steel framework of interlacing metal beams, forming a soaring train track over the water to Manhattan. On the road, delivery drivers are making early morning drops. People are hustling to work. Already the city is waking up.


The driver clicks his tongue. ‘Traffic,’ he mutters, spinning the car down a side street I never knew existed. ‘I’ll take the lower bridge route.’


We break out of the oppressive underside of the train track, with its miles of peeling green paint, and glide up onto the elegant spine of Williamsburg Bridge. A sudden flash of deep-blue sky and elevation over the East River makes it feel as though we’re flying. In the middle distance, the iconic skyline of Manhattan never fails to make my heart lift. The glass skyscrapers flash blinding slices of early morning sun, and the Empire State Building and Chrysler Building, with their signature pointed tops, pierce the clouds.


As we descend onto the Lower East Side, the density of people on the street has quadrupled that on the far side of the bridge. The streets are closed in tight, dark between tall buildings.


‘I grew up here,’ I tell the driver, as we pass by the upscale condominiums and trendy boutiques, ‘before it got fancy.’


The driver gives a good-natured guffaw. ‘Lot less safe back then too.’


‘Cops everywhere,’ I agree. ‘I used to hang around crime scenes trying to spot things they’d missed.’


‘Bet they loved that. How do you know Mark Li?’


I hesitate. ‘I used to work for Simone Walters. The forensic attorney. She has a reality law show on TV.’


Through the glass I see his head bob up and down. ‘Wrongly Accused? I love that show! Solve the puzzle, right?’


I smile. ‘Right. Simone sees life as one big treasure hunt, with a murder at the end. You know she was raised in a trailer park? She won a scholarship to Kensington Manor Boarding School. Lost her Kentucky accent. Learned how to act like one of America’s wealthy elite.’ I sigh. ‘She was always trying to teach me how to do the same, but it never stuck.’


Unease ripples through me. Simone is bound to be at the crime scene already. Meeting my former boss is going to be awkward to say the least.


We’ve left the huddled streets of the Lower East for the wider roads and skyscrapers of Mid-Town, its metro stations disgorging teeming clumps of people into the morning sun. The flow thins as we break into the tree-lined grandeur of the upper east, stately townhouses smiling benevolently on the sidewalks of boutiques and glittering glass restaurants. The river of arterial traffic on Madison runs yellow and black with cabs and chauffeured cars.


Ahead, rising majestically from the manicured sidewalk, is the timeless elegance of the New York Plaza. Stretching up into the clouds like a fairtytale castle. It has an iconic vista all of its own, turreted with a regal facade, a thousand rectangular windows detailed in intricate stone carving, and deep blue awnings at street level.


‘You know the Plaza was built on a murder scene?’ I tell the driver, trying to quell the unease I always feel entering grand places with well-dressed people.


A pause. ‘For a pretty girl, you sure talk a lot about death,’ observes the driver, slowing the car.


‘Occupational hazard,’ I admit. As he pulls to a stop, I see a broad-shouldered man standing by one of the white Grecian pillars that frame the carpeted steps and gold balustrade leading to the Plaza’s iconic Art Deco glass doors. I recognize him immediately. Mark’s mix of Chinese and European heritage is distinctive. The brown hair, light eyes and angular cheekbones are model-handsome. To my relief, Simone isn’t waiting with him. She must be inside.


‘No tip, ma’am,’ the driver says, as I rummage in my purse for bills. ‘It’s all taken care of by Mr Li.’


Second time in one day. The familiar feeling of having breached some unseen formal protocol descends.


‘Well. Thanks for the ride,’ I say, sliding out of the car, without waiting for him to open the door.


Fancy buildings always put me on edge, and nerves are getting the better of me. Whatever Mark Li called me in to do, I may as well get it over with.





Chapter Six



HOLLY


With the Plaza behind him, Mark Li could be a poster-boy for New York city. Immaculate in his designer suit and polished leather shoes, sporting the kind of shave and haircut that likely cost more than my entire outfit. He is holding a briefcase – an actual real-life, shiny leather briefcase – which he places on the ground when he sees me.


As I walk across the broad sidewalk to the hotel, the humid New York summer morning is working to stick my blue hair to my neck. The polyester black lace sections of my skull pattern dress feel like they’re generating their own heat. Glancing at Mark’s delicate handmade brogues, I’m aware of my heavy-soled shoes, clomping across the floor.


‘Ms Stone!’ Mark steps forward, enclosing my hand in both of his, and shaking in a way that should be warm, but feels strangely detached. ‘Thank you for coming. I apologize for the strange circumstances,’ he adds, not sounding sorry at all, and giving me a slightly loaded once-over. I’m guessing he’s not used to doing business with women larger than a size six.


‘You’re telling me it’s strange.’ I look up at the hotel, its American flags hanging above us. ‘Those pictures you sent—’


Mark nods. ‘It gets stranger,’ he says, lifting his briefcase.


‘The 1980s called,’ I joke, to disguise my nerves, ‘They want their luggage back.’


He blinks twice, in confusion, then continues walking as if I hadn’t spoken.


‘What’s with the briefcase?’ I add, to hide my discomfort of the joke not landing. ‘Don’t billionaires use man-bags nowadays?’


He frowns slightly. ‘I’m a millionaire, not a billionaire,’ he says, as if the distinction would mean anything to a girl who survives on cup-noodles in a shared Queens walk-up. ‘And I always carry a briefcase. Since I was a boy.’ He clears his throat. ‘Before we go inside, I wanted to bring you up to point. What do you know about my future wife?’ As he talks, he flicks open the catches of his little case.


I hesitate. Questions like this always catch me out. It feels like a test of protocol I’m bound to fail.


‘Adrianna is … famous?’ I watch his face. ‘Really famous?’ I try. ‘She is the billionaire heiress to an international nightclub empire. And … um. She’s kind of known for being … you know, sort of difficult? Strong-minded,’ I amend, hastily.


He smiles fondly, opening the briefcase a crack and removing a sheaf of print-outs. ‘It’s true, Adrianna really is quite something. But it wasn’t her charisma I was referring to. I imagine you’ve seen her platform?’ His face glows briefly with pride.


‘I’m not really into all that side of social media,’ I explain apologetically. ‘Hair, and … stuff.’ I sweep an explanatory hand. ‘I’m more a dark fantasy gaming-type girl.’


‘Were you aware Adrianna has a stalker?’ He looks anxious now. On edge. I catch a glimpse of the papers. They’re newspaper cuttings. Old ones, from Adrianna’s infamous twenty-first birthday party.


‘Well, yes,’ I say, pointing to the documents in his hand. ‘Adrianna was kidnapped. It was a huge story, a few years ago. Even I couldn’t really have missed that.’


I hesitate, not sure what else to say. The dark details of the kidnap would stick in anyone’s mind.


‘It was three years ago,’ he says. ‘Before she and I met. At the time, Adrianna was receiving sinister letters and texts. Police didn’t take it seriously despite the fact the messenger seemed to always know exactly where Adrianna would be.’ He pauses to let that part sink in. ‘Then she was snatched from her twenty-first birthday party. Adrianna’s stalker held her captive for three days. You must have read that story.’


‘I remember parts of it.’ I say carefully. ‘The party was held on the family’s private island, right? In the end, Adrianna had been held captive in the family panic room.’


‘Correct.’ Mark nods, apparently pleased with my accuracy. ‘It was huge international news. Leopold Kensington flew out to the island to join the search. Poured millions into a global manhunt. But while the whole world was searching, Adrianna was being held in that room, by some … sick individual wearing a Halloween mask.’ His mouth twists in the first recognizably emotional gesture I’ve seen him make.


There’s an awkward silence. Everyone knows what was done to Adrianna in that room. The pictures of her emerging from captivity were splashed over every newspaper in the world.


Mark clears his throat. ‘There was a lot of speculation that it must have been one of the party guests. Adrianna invited her entire prep school, and relations between those girls are incestuous to say the least.’ He straightens his blazer. ‘But the stalker was never caught.’


I swallow. ‘Is this why I’m here, Mr Li? You think the person who kidnapped Adrianna, three years ago, has returned?’


He nods tightly. ‘Adrianna’s stalker is back. But they’ve graduated from kidnap to murder.’


A ripple of shock shudders through me. I wonder what Simone has made of this.


‘Is Simone already here?’ I ask Mark, ‘Because—’


Mark spins on a shining hand-made heel, ignoring the question.


‘Follow me,’ he says shortly. ‘I’m going to take you to the scene of the crime.’





Chapter Seven



HOLLY


I follow Mark in, through the high Art Deco doors of the New York Plaza, my feet sinking into the deep carpeted steps as we ascend. He swings his strange little briefcase as we walk.


Since Simone isn’t here in the lobby, she must already be at the scene, I realize. She’ll be immaculately dressed, in her subtle take on the latest New York fashions, short hair blown out perfectly, ten thousand dollars of bling at her throat, fitting into the luxurious hotel like a hand in a glove. She has a confidence so blazing you could heat your dinner off it.


‘Listen,’ I tell Mark, ‘if you want me and Simone to work together … That could be a little awkward.’


‘When did you last speak with Simone?’


‘Um. A few weeks maybe. I’m not really taking her calls right now,’ I admit. ‘She left for a trip to Elysium with Leopold Kensington right after a fight we had last week. Sent me a couple of messages the day before yesterday.’


We’ve reached a doorman uniformed in jet-black with gold accent braiding standing behind a red rope. When he sees Mark, he draws it back with a smile. Mark nods his thanks and stands back to let me through the door first, passing the doorman a bill that looks suspiciously like a twenty.


‘Did you just tip the doorman twenty bucks?’ I whisper as we move through the grand doors.


‘I didn’t have any fifties,’ says Mark.


I’m distracted from a reply by the sheer scale of the lobby interior. Long windows, framed by velvet curtains in a subtle burnt-orange shade, cast portals of morning sun across the marble floor.


My eyes can barely take in all the gold filigree. ‘It’s like someone detonated a stack of bullion,’ I tell Mark.


‘I favor this hotel for meetings and lunch appointments,’ he says, striding along. ‘That was why Adrianna and I—’ He stops, suddenly. Grief? Or something else? I can’t tell.


‘It was why we chose it for the demo,’ he says, collecting himself.


Maybe he does care. He just doesn’t show it. Or can’t, maybe. I’m still trying to figure him out.


We pass a gold-legged glass table set with magazines. Swedish supermodel-turned-photographer Petra Morka lounges on a leopard-print chaise longue, with high-heeled ankle boots, baggy-cropped jeans, and a loose fishnet vest. Her jaw-length white-blonde hair is undercut on one side, and her sea-green eyes hold the camera’s gaze. She dangles a camera casually from her long fingers.


‘She’s one of our bridesmaids,’ says Mark, distractedly as we pass.


‘Wait. You’re going ahead with the wedding?’


His step slows fractionally, and he frowns. ‘We decided we should. There’s a dress-fitting booked here for later today, and it’s all going ahead. You’ll understand when you see what happened.’ He unexpectedly swerves off down an arterial corridor. ‘The manager is a friend of mine,’ says Mark. ‘He’s agreed to take you into the ballroom through the kitchen entrance.’





Chapter Eight



HOLLY


The Plaza manager is a tall man wearing an understated suit I suspect is extremely expensive. He is bald, with short expressive brows, a sheen to his black skin that speaks of expensive moisturizers, and a twinkling expression to his deep brown eyes that make me like him instantly.


He proffers a large hand and encloses mine in it. ‘Miss Stone. I am Mr Cohen, manager of the hotel. ‘It’s good to meet you in person. I’ve read about you of course. Goth-girl Holly Stone. You find things out from crime scene data material that even the best police forensics miss.’


I find myself blushing. I guess a manager of such a prestigious venue has to be charming by nature.


Mr Cohen checks his watch. Glances at Mark. ‘We don’t have very long before professional clean-up begins. If you’ll forgive the imperative, we should go right away.’


He leads us into the ballroom through the kitchen entrance.


It’s like stepping inside a giant Grecian temple. Classical stone pillars line the sides, rising to arches of deep intricate carvings that curve gracefully overhead. The chandelier is a giant undulating river of glass that seems to pour down from the center of the lavish gold ceiling.


I take in the two broad banks of grand tables laid for dinner. They are, in a word, unreal. Thousands of white and black roses have been fashioned into giant globes, hung strategically around the room. The combined effect is otherworldly; a dark fairytale made real. Blooming foliage is artfully snaking over the deep-colored soft-furnishings, as though reclaiming them. I’m momentarily swept up in the theater of it.


It must have been spectacular on the day. But now the edges of the petals have begun to fade to brown, there’s something haunting about it. My stomach turns, recalling the image of the remains. They must have been found somewhere to the back. Where the shining dance floor reflects the light. My nostrils are hit by a familiar smell. The clean-up fluids used by professionals in death.
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