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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.
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