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PRAISE FOR MURDER ON THE DANCE FLOOR

‘I loved it! I’m quite convinced I’ve danced with Lily Richmond, and if anyone can solve a few crimes she can…’ Anton Du Beke

‘Packed with intrigue, bed-hopping and backstabbing’ Woman’s Weekly

‘Gripping… Dramatic’ The i Paper

‘Impressive… Will delight lovers of crime novels’ Independent

‘A fun-filled romp of a book… If you enjoy a leisurely read with lots of saucy shenanigans, this is the book for you’ Take a Break

‘Fabulous… A murder mystery at the Blackpool Tower Ballroom’s Dance Festival – what’s not to love?’ Prima

‘A murder mystery like no other… Fierce, fast-paced and deadly’ Pick Me Up

‘A sparkly, sassy murder mystery’ My Weekly

‘A sequin-spattered crime caper… Packed with intrigue, this racy read will have you watching Strictly in an entirely new light’ Woman & Home

‘A dazzling, sequinned, sexy crime novel with lashings of glitter’ Peterborough Telegraph
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For all of you fabulous readers who’ve made it through to the second round of the Sequin Mysteries, and to all of you joining us for the first time. Behind the scenes of the ballroom awaits. Enjoy!
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PART ONE










Prologue

Midnight, 1 December

Royal Albert Hall

Persephone Keats loved surprises. Receiving them was nice but, as she was rich and talented and cute as a button, she was also super humble. Meaning, she preferred giving to receiving. Especially at this time of year. As ever, she was buzzing in the lead-up to her charity’s annual I Want Candy™ Treasure Hunt. But tonight? Tonight, she was beside herself with anticipation as her guests gathered for the ultra-exclusive, hush-hush scavenger hunt she was staging here at the Royal Albert Hall.

Once they’d assembled at the statue of Prince Albert in the piazza, she AirDropped everyone digital nondisclosure agreements and accompanying health and safety waivers – sadly obligatory even though suing someone at Christmas would be extra mean.

While everyone pretended to read the fine print, Persephone sent her father a text so his lawyer could confirm receipt. Then she sent him a screenshot of her charity’s rapidly filling coffers. She’d totally nail her target. Her daddy was so clever. How else would people know that the epic wealth the Keatses enjoyed wasn’t obscene? It was just God’s way of signposting that they were genuinely good people. And anyway, who wouldn’t want to win a year’s worth of sweeties?

No one. That’s who.

But those competitions were for the masses.

Tonight’s was special. A bespoke treasure hunt she’d personalised to each and every guest.

Teehee.

Forms complete, Persephone made a show of pressing her keycard to the pad beside the discreet doorway nestled under the Prince Consort. The studded door slid open and, to the group’s delight, revealed a secret lift. They all crowded in together because weight limits were for normal people, not dancers. That, and FOMO. Down they plunged into the maze of corridors and chambers hidden beneath the historic building.

Persephone couldn’t wait to see everyone’s faces when they realised she’d not only loaded their I Want Candy™ Treasure Chests with the deluxe holiday selection, but with real hidden treasure.

She handed each guest a map, then skipped up to her family’s private box on the loggia level to watch.

Barely an hour passed before nearly everyone had found their gifts and, with Persephone’s blessing, headed home for some much-needed rest. Only one treasure hunter remained. Persephone offered to help, because, hey!, supporting one another was at the heart of the ballroom dance community. To expedite the search, they took a shortcut: another secret door leading to a little-used stairwell. There, Persephone found herself at the receiving end of the biggest surprise of all.








Chapter One

Five Hours Earlier

Lily Richmond was regretting her decision to decline the instant handwarmers many of the ballroom dancers were slipping into their bodices. If only she’d predicted that Trafalgar Square would be this wintry and that the Lord Mayor of Westminster’s ‘brief’ introductory speech would morph into a long-winded affair on municipal minutiae. Surely he could see that the thousands of people bundled up for the tree lighting and dance display were keen to get on with things. The nearby holiday village offering mulled wine, candied peanuts and hot chocolate would soon prove more alluring. Perhaps he, too, had been told that the King and Queen were watching tonight’s ceremonies and was capitalising on his moment in the sun.

The mayor paused.

Lily brightened, broadening her smile in anticipation of his invitation to light the tree.

‘The holidays,’ he continued without so much as a glance at Lily, ‘are not only a time of celebration, but an opportunity to take stock of one’s life. Join me as I take a trip down memory lane …’

Oh, dear heavens.

If he was wearing what she was – a spaghetti-strapped, backless dress (in a froth of delicious evergreen that gave her violet eyes a distinctive pop) – he would’ve greeted the assembled masses with a cheery wave, escorted Lily to the theatrically large switch charged with bringing the tree to life and had done with it. Northern lasses like herself were practical like that.

Lily glanced at Veronica beside her. Her long-term frenemy’s smile was stoically bright. Frozen in place. For once, extensive plastic surgery was not to blame. Disturbingly, Veronica’s lips were turning the same shade of blue as her satin frock. It was a beautiful gown but, on closer inspection, wouldn’t have looked out of place on a certain Disney ice queen. It gave Lily pause. This wasn’t like Veronica. This wasn’t like Veronica at all.

Veronica caught her eye and nodded out at the ever-increasing crowd. ‘Nervous?’

Lily reflexively performed a double take. Surely Veronica didn’t think she was daunted by the prospect of flicking a pretend switch for a Christmas tree and teaching the crowd the cha-cha-cha? She’d been performing since she was eight years old. Over the decades she’d navigated every high and accompanying low – championship wins and losses, blisters, torn muscles, endless rehearsals, not to mention the impassioned, reckless pre- and post-competition lovemaking, backstabbing, broken heels, sabotaged gowns, and, of course, the anguish of more than one shattered heart. Perhaps she’d misheard.

‘Nervous about … ?’ Lily whispered back, almost certain that this was one of Veronica’s trick questions. Oh, Lilian, isn’t it wonderful you can trust your husband to dance with such beautiful women? Isn’t it clever wearing your skirt inside out? And her recurring favourite, Isn’t it hilarious how everyone thinks I’m younger than you? Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha.

Hilarious.

The penny finally dropped. Veronica was asking Lily if she was nervous about something untoward happening tonight. And by untoward, she meant another attempt on her life.

The chill she’d been trying to keep at bay swept in.

Seconds earlier, the thousands of rosy-cheeked faces looking up at her glowed with joy and innocence. Now, they appeared charged with malevolence, intent.

Her eyes darted from person to person, frantically trying to divine if someone, anyone, here might wish her harm. An impossible task. There were fifteen thousand punters crowded into the square and even more trying to push in from Whitehall, the Strand and beyond. The makeshift backstage area was no less crowded, chock-a-block with television crews, the mayor’s team and fifty-odd competitive ballroom dancers. And here she was in the limelight. A target. With nowhere to hide.

Security precautions were flimsy at best. The Lord Mayor had dismissed her concerns when she’d mentioned it.

Lily’s heart was pounding now. Her breath clouded in quick, shallow huffs. Perhaps if she discounted the scores of parents balancing toddlers on their shoulders as threats she could breathe more easily. And the elderly. But what about the rest of the sprawling crowd? Experience had taught her that even the kindest of faces could hide hateful, even evil, intentions.

When her vision began to narrow, Lily remembered a tool she’d learned in therapy. She forced an icy inhalation deep into her abdomen and counted down from ten as she exhaled. Her focus cleared. See? Nothing to worry about.

She reminded herself that she’d prepared for this day, proactively attending smaller events to see if any issues cropped up. Dance camps, group lessons and regional competitions had proved a salve to her frayed nerves. Particularly the tango intensive she and Javier had taught aboard a luxury cruise ship pootling about the fjords. They’d all passed without incident, assuring her that what happened in Blackpool had been out of the ordinary. A one-off encounter with a murderous serial killer never to be repeated. Her mother’s recent move into her house had also helped.

No one kept a soul more grounded than an eighty-seven-year-old woollyback. No one.

‘Not nervous in the slightest,’ Lily said.

Veronica offered a dubious sniff in response.

Because it was their way, Lily stuck the knife in. Just a little. ‘I told you about the letter I received from the Queen, didn’t I?’

Veronica, as expected, instantly pooh-poohed it. ‘I imagine she delegates that sort of thing.’

‘Oh, no,’ Lily said lightly. ‘It was handwritten. Quite personal. She was ever so gracious.’ She could have gone on. Quoted the line about Lily serving as the nation’s much-needed symbol of resilience and positivity, but at just that moment her eyes lit on her lifelong nemesis. Marmaduke Fitzgerald.

The self-proclaimed Duke of Dance was trying and failing to wheedle his way into the nearby VIP viewing area. As she took in his thinning hair and larger than usual paunch, he glanced up at the stage. Their eyes caught. To her surprise, he paled beneath his spray tan and mouthed, You.

What on earth?

They’d hardly seen each other since May. She’d been so numb back then, so raw, perhaps she’d forgotten to properly thank him. It wasn’t as if there were etiquette manuals outlining best practices to thank the man who had tortured, bullied and belittled her for some fifty years only to heroically save her life atop the Blackpool Tower.

Lily had recommended a student to him a few months back. Occasionally suggested his name in place of hers when she was unable to judge a competition. Reluctantly honoured Veronica’s decision to whitewash the financial devastation he’d wrought on the Global Dance Council. Quiet, but supportive, gestures showing a willingness to look forward rather than dwell on their combative past.

You.

What did that mean?

She looked over at Veronica. She’d caught the exchange.

‘Oh, dear,’ Veronica tutted.

Lily stiffened. Did Veronica know something she didn’t?

‘Time to clap, darling,’ Veronica prompted.

Mechanically, Lily pressed her hands together and pulled them apart, furious with herself for allowing Veronica to slam a tin opener into her well-contained bundle of nerves.

‘I told security to keep an eye on him,’ Veronica whispered.

Relief replaced rage. Veronica was looking after her. Supporting her, even. Perhaps, like Lily, Veronica had changed, too.

‘That’s your cue, Lily.’ Veronica nodded at the mayor who was beckoning to her to join him.

‘What an absolute pleasure,’ he crowed, ‘to introduce the Queen of Latin herself, Ms Lily Richmond!’

Lily hesitated. Accepting the roar of applause on her own felt wrong somehow. She held out her hand to Veronica. The surprised who me? look Veronica gave in return pierced Lily’s heart in a way she couldn’t quite explain. The life of a dancer could be incredibly lonely. Competitive rivalry turned too many friendships into a long string of cautionary tales. Their shared history was no different. Perhaps it was knowing the eyes of the nation were upon them, or perhaps the spirit of Christmas truly was in the air, because to their mutual surprise, Veronica accepted Lily’s extended hand.

Together, they walked to the enormous switch at the centre of the stage. Veronica put her icy cold hands atop Lily’s and, with a smile, Lily said, ‘Let’s light this thing up.’

They pulled the switch.

The pair gasped with the crowd as an infinity of lights swept up the ballroom-themed tree. Mini–mirror balls and sequinned baubles glittered and glinted in an upwards swirl. At the peak of the Nordic spruce, golden beams of light poured out of the glitter-encrusted star.

‘Thank you,’ Veronica whispered, withdrawing her hands from Lily’s. ‘I enjoyed that.’

As they stepped aside for a group of carollers, her eyes dropped to Lily’s gown.

‘New?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Lily confirmed, surprised it had taken Veronica this long to mention it. Normally, she pounced upon anything Lily wore, delighting in her role as resident fashionista to undermine it.

The gown was a ‘small token of thanks’ from Lily’s newest student, Persephone Keats. Handmade from the finest of silks, velvets, crystals and who knew what else, it was a far cry from a ‘token’. Lily had bartered in the end – scoring out some coaching fees despite the fact that Persephone, the daughter of a multibillionaire, could easily afford a dozen gowns at twice the price.

She had to admit, it was a joy to wear. Shimmering gold thread accented the cream bodice which had been exactingly fitted to her curves. At the tuck of her waistline, an opulence of forest green velvet dappled with hand-stitched snowflakes bloomed out into a full Cinderella meringue. The hem was higher at the front to show her feet – freshly pedicured size-fours nestled in a pair of gold Latin heels – and dipped in the back to a delightfully swishable train. It was beautiful in a way that made her feel beautiful, too.

‘You know what would make that outfit really shine?’ Veronica asked.

Lily was fairly certain it already shone as it was, but put on a curious expression nonetheless.

‘The Mistletoe Kiss.’

Lily laughed. How like Veronica to pick a necklace worth half a billion pounds. ‘Not exactly in my price range, darling.’

Veronica pulled a face. ‘Drop a hint to Javier. Christmas is coming.’

Not in a million years. Lily’s beau was incredibly generous, but she would never ask him, or anyone, to drop half a billion pounds on a folly. Besides. It was a moot point. The Mistletoe Kiss – an antique showpiece sagging with rubies, diamonds and emeralds – had hit the headlines weeks ago after reports surfaced that it had been stolen after a mysterious auction on the dark web. Lily kept her tone bright. ‘I think I’ll set my sights on a clementine.’

Veronica frowned. ‘Surely, you think you’re worth more than that?’

The comment caught Lily short. It lacked the usual fistful of salt Veronica so often ground into her wounds. Perhaps Veronica had felt worthless when her very public love affair with Scouser Sam ended in tears a couple of months back. Then again, this was the season of miracles. Perhaps Veronica was finally offering an olive branch, hoping to put decades of vicious rivalry behind them in order to forge a friendship.

‘Then again,’ Veronica added, ‘Javier wouldn’t likely see it as a wise investment.’

‘Why?’ Lily asked.

‘Oh, darling.’ Veronica gave her a pitying smile. ‘Because of your inability to hold down a man.’

More fool me, Lily thought, and looked away.

When the mayor invited her back to the centre stage, Lily made a show of teasing off her elbow-length gloves then tossed them to Veronica to hold. She strode into the spotlight. ‘Anyone out there fancy heating things up?’

The whole of London, judging by the cheers.

‘I don’t know about you,’ Lily said to the crowd, ‘but I’m feeling a little overdressed.’ With a wink, she unclipped a hidden hook holding the folds of her skirt together, took a dramatic step forward and flung the billows of velvety evergreen fabric behind her to reveal a barely there Latin dance dress dripping with Swarovski crystals, gold beading and a deliciously silky fringe that teased at her thighs the way her lover’s lashes flickered against her bare skin before bringing her to orgasm.

‘Who’s up for a bit of cha-cha-cha?’

The crowd went wild.








Chapter Two

The one thing Ruby Rae Coutts wanted most in life was unconditional love. That, and to win a ballroom championship.

Destroying Persephone Keats was coming a very close third.

The crowd was in hysterics, crashing into one another, too wasted or stupid to discern their left from their right.

Ruby Rae’s partner, the Italian stallion more commonly known as Dante Marelli, was unfazed. ‘Smile, cucciola. You’re on camera.’

No, they weren’t. That was the problem.

She bared her teeth at him and growled. It wasn’t his fault they were freezing their tits off in the farthest reaches of the square instead of basking in the limelight with Lily. It was Persephone’s. And, though she hated to admit it, a little bit her own for taking the bait. FOMO got her every time.

‘Side, close, side,’ Lily instructed.

Bash.

‘Side, close, side,’ Persephone trilled.

Bash.

Surely to god these morons knew their left from their right by now.

‘Wonderful!’ Lily beamed. ‘Let’s try again.’

On the off-chance her mentor could see her, Ruby Rae made an exaggerated show of pointing at her left foot then took a gigantic sidestep—

‘Shhhugar on a biscuit!’

Dante yanked Ruby Rae back onto the platform as Lily and Persephone laughed and danced on the sprawling stage à la Judy Garland and her beloved little Liza.

Nearly plunging to her death in the far reaches of Trafalgar Square was the latest in an ever-increasing string of ignominies Ruby Rae had suffered at the hands of Persephone Keats. Not quite the way she’d envisioned their relationship panning out when they’d first met at Lily’s studio back in Liverpool.

‘This better be worth the sacrifice,’ Ruby Rae grumbled as they continued to dance.

‘It will be,’ Dante assured her. The voice of experience. He’d known Persephone since she was six. ‘If not,’ he added with a complicit wink, ‘I know people.’ He aimed a finger gun at the stage. ‘Say the word and I’ll make a call.’

‘Cha-cha-cha!’

When Lily had first told Ruby Rae that Persephone was joining the studio, she’d seen red. Vowed total annihilation. She’d been promised Lily’s undivided attention in her quest to win a championship and she’d rather be eaten alive by squirrels than let someone else sideline her the way Susie Cooper had. But from the moment they’d met, Ruby Rae had fallen prey to an epic girl crush.

Not only was Persephone down to earth, funny, generous, hard-working and an impressive dancer, she smelled amazing. Ruby Rae had been mesmerised. Her oxytocin-saturated brain had blinded her to an ever-growing list of slights. The gifts helped too. What a difference a personalised cashmere dressing gown could make.

‘You’re all so talented!’ Persephone cooed to the crowd as they bungled the dance for the umpteenth time. ‘I love each and every one of you!’

Persephone was forever saying that. How much she loved everyone.

Discerning truth from fiction was something Ruby Rae’s therapist referred to as ‘a growth opportunity’.

‘I love you and you and you—’

Ruby Rae lost her footing again.

Dante caught her wrist and turned the near-fall into an underarm twist.

‘Just testing you,’ she lied. His deft move boded well for the competition. Judges loved a smooth recovery. ‘You passed.’

‘Your face would fail,’ he teased, then stuck his index fingers in the corners of her mouth to push them upwards.

She tried to bite one of them. He laughed and carried on dancing all bright and cheerful while Ruby Rae glowered, ruing the day she’d been singled out as ‘one of Persephone’s chosen ones’. You’d think she’d have learned by now. When the heiress gave with one hand, she always took with the other. Her namesake, after all, was Queen of the Underworld.

As Dante’s hip movements became increasingly erotic, Ruby Rae daydreamed about giving Persephone a dose of her own medicine. But what could she dangle in front of an heiress?

‘I’m taking to the streets,’ Dante announced. He jumped down from the plinth and took a voluptuous young woman by the hand. Ruby Rae knew what was coming. A bit of a dance. He’d cop a feel. If she didn’t slap him, he’d invite her to a nearby alley for a frisky fumble. The woman flushed and giggled as Dante twirled her round like a jewellery-box ballerina. She yelped with surprise, then beamed at him. He gave Ruby Rae a wink. She rolled her eyes. Another day, another woman destined for an STD. He gave the woman’s tush a playful swat then jumped back onto the plinth, not remotely concerned that his stretch foil trousers were distended at the groin. Gross. But also, good for him. He wanted something? He went for it. She should take a page out of his playbook.

‘Let’s go out later,’ Dante suggested as they headed backstage for the second part of the show. ‘I know a place.’

Tempting. The other night they’d gone to a club with cages. She’d bagsied one in the centre of the dance floor, stripped down to her pasties and let the crowd spray her with jumbo bottles of cheap Prosecco. She’d thought she would drown at first but then she’d given into it. Closed her eyes and danced and danced until she was nothing but movement and euphoria.

Suddenly it hit her. She knew exactly what she had that Persephone didn’t.

They reached the backstage area and surprise, surprise, who should they bump into but Persephone and Lily.

‘Hey, hey,’ Persephone said, all super compassionate. ‘Feeling better?’

Lily put her hand on Ruby Rae’s forehead. ‘Is it just the upset stomach, darling?’

Persephone jumped in. ‘Diarrhoea’s horrible, isn’t it? Poor Rubes.’

Ruby Rae shot a furtive glance at Persephone. Hadn’t they agreed on tendonitis?

‘Do you have Imodium in your run bag?’ Lily asked. ‘Hang on, I know who’ll have some. Wait here.’

Persephone gave her a sorrowful look. ‘I wanted you to know how much it meant that you asked me to replace you. You and Lily have such a rapport. Talk about pressure!’

Ruby Rae’s stomach churned. Her eyes locked with Persephone’s as she remembered the ‘super amazing’ electrolyte drink Persephone had given her before the show.

‘I hope you feel better soon,’ Persephone said. ‘It’d be a shame if you had to miss out on tonight.’

‘Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.’








Chapter Three

A bomb exploded at the dancers’ entrance to Trafalgar Square.

Marmaduke Fitzgerald howled with pain as his trick knee crashed into the pavement, hands cupped over his head.

The crowd beyond burst into rapturous applause.

Eh?

‘It’s magic!’ a child shrieked.

The Duke forced himself to look.

Jack Kelly and Arabella Wang were running through a shimmering cloud of red glitter to perform their Viennese waltz.

Bloody Nora. If a glitter cannon could shred his nerves, he’d be in a strait jacket by the end of the night.

Back in the day he would’ve swiped a Xanax or three from Veronica. Not an option now.

He pressed his hands to the ground then squawked like a dying swan as his back seized.

A pair of sparkling Latin heels appeared in front of him. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, he let his gaze travel from the shapely ankles up the curve of her calves, her knees, her thighs—

‘Marmaduke?’

Lilian bloody Richmond.

‘What are you doing down there?’

Taking a sun bath. What the hell did she think he was doing?

‘Dropped a coin.’ The Duke feigned ramming something in his pocket, only to cry out again.

Lily squatted down, her knees pressed close together. A reminder, as if he needed one, that she had never once parted them for him. Not even after he’d saved her life. Her violet eyes searched his baby blues.

What did she see? he wondered. What did she see in the eyes of the man who had betrayed her countless times only to heroically come to her rescue?

Sagging lids, most likely. Jowls. The other day he’d mistaken his own reflection for his mother. Horrific.

He looked away. Lilian didn’t deserve access to the whirling dials of his troubled moral compass.

‘Was it a chocolate coin?’ Lilian gently teased.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he sniped, resuming his efforts to stand. God damn that dickie knee of his.

‘Here. Let me.’ Lily offered him her hand.

He batted her away. ‘I’m fine!’

He wasn’t.

Two stagehands hoisted him into an upright position then stood by, clearly expecting him to collapse into a heap of spent musculature.

‘He doesn’t look well,’ Lily said. ‘Should we call a medic?’

‘For Christ’s sake, Lilian,’ The Duke blustered. ‘Zahara’s nearly on.’

He hurtled his disturbingly large bulk back towards the VIP viewing area only to knock over three sparrow-like dancers dressed as elves.

‘Marmaduke.’ Lilian touched his coat sleeve and gave a discreet nod to one of the mayor’s lackeys to clear out of a nearby chair. ‘Have a seat. Get those cuts on your hands looked at.’

As nice as it was to be fawned over, The Duke drew the line at pity. Especially from Lilian. How dare she speak to him as if he was … infirm. He far preferred their old dynamic: exchanging poisonous barbs and, being crueller than she, relishing the superiority that came with cutting her down to size.

Those days appeared to be bygone. And he had no one to blame but himself. Hobbled by his own heroism.

Lily whispered something to the security guard, and she and Marmaduke were ushered towards two chairs offering a perfect view of the plaza where Jack and Arabella were dazzling the crowd.

‘Aren’t they wonderful?’ Lilian said.

Sublime. The sooner they were out of action the better. With only one couple in his arsenal, he needed the likes of Jack Kelly and partner to drop like flies.

He took a stab at regaining the upper hand. ‘It’s a bit awkward, this, Lilian.’

Lily frowned. ‘What is?’

‘This,’ he snapped, instantly frustrated. Surely his point was an obvious one. They were combatants. Enemies. Dance coaches pitted in a lifelong battle for supremacy. Tonight was the first time they’d see each other’s new students in action. A preview for the battle to come. It would be brutal, as his financial future was pinned to a dancer who refused to rehearse unless ‘her muse was flowing’. He should’ve gone with the silver surfer crowd. Easier to exploit.

The Duke curled his hands into fists as his students’ names were announced. The plaza fell dark. A beat. Then the opening trills of his dancers’ music sounded.

Do not let me down, Zahara. Not in front of Lilian.

A flourish of piccolos heralded the spotlights. Zahara Jones and her partner Wilfred appeared in diamond-bright pools of light at opposite sides of the dance floor. As a still-life, they were a sight to behold. She, a gamine mixed-race beauty with mesmeric green eyes and a halo of copper coils, and he, a statuesque Maasai prince. The dance began. To his shock, they were nailing it. Perhaps an audience was the magic spur Zahara had needed to lift her from so-so to sublime. It shouldn’t have surprised him. Americans loved being the centre of attention. He made a note to ring rent-a-crowd for their next rehearsal. Another bill to add to her ever-growing tab. How he missed his blank-cheque students from the Eighties.

The Duke rubbed his hands together in glee as the audience began singing along to the music, a sure-fire sign the performance was a hit. He nudged Lilian. ‘Feeling nervous?’

She gave him a sidelong look. ‘Not in the slightest.’

No. She wouldn’t be. Not with her student roster. Relying on just the one was killing him, but if he could persuade Lilian that working with Zahara was a tactical decision … ‘It must be difficult spreading yourself so thin. When it comes to coaching, I’m an all-or-nothing kind of man.’

Lily cocked her head to the side, fed up now. ‘I do hope this isn’t your special way of telling me the winner is a foregone conclusion?’

‘Lilian. Darling.’ The Duke clucked out a leisurely tsk tsk tsk. ‘I’m hurt you’d think I, of all people, would resort to something so shameful. The simple truth is, Zahara has one advantage neither you nor Jack possess.’

Bemused, Lily took the bait. ‘Which is … ?’

‘Exclusive use of my trademarked Duke of Dance steps.’ He beamed as the crowd applauded an illegal lift he’d rebranded as a Jazzy Jump, thereby making it legal.

‘Oh!’ Lily gave a dismissive flick of her hand. ‘That.’

‘Yes, that,’ he gritted as the debut performance of the Lickety Splickety Quickstep gained traction. ‘You’re watching history in the making.’

Embellished pivot turns. Lightly tweaked Tipsies – left and right. Quadruple Reverse Spinz.

Lily’s eyes stayed on the dancers as she half turned to him and asked, ‘So, you’re enjoying working with Zahara?’

‘She’s like a daughter to me.’ One he would’ve disinherited years ago. The girl was a living nightmare. The sooner he got his hands on her trust fund the better.

‘Good to hear,’ Lily said. ‘Jack was kind enough to take on Arabella. With the studio being as busy as it is, there was no way I could spend so much time in Hong Kong. And then when Zahara came to me, well …’ She scrunched her nose and smiled. ‘I thought you two would make an interesting match.’

A lightning strike of angina struck, incinerating what remained of his bravura.

Zahara had gone to Lilian first?

‘Didn’t you know?’ Lilian pretended to be surprised. ‘My goodness, Marmaduke. I’m surprised she didn’t say. Or does Zahara only communicate by emoji?’

How did she know these things?

The Duke laughed, but they both knew Lilian had won this round. How clever to surmise that he, the Good Samaritan, would be so blinded by the naive belief that Lilian owed him her life to notice she was actively sabotaging him.

A venomous sap began to rise from the stale sludge at the base of his ball sack. A primordial signal his body was, at long last, preparing for battle.

They turned back to watch as Zahara and Wilfred performed a complex lift and spin (again, illegal and renamed). The crowd was lapping it up. With each burst of applause, The Duke punched the air. Zahara and Wilfred were on fire.

The apex of the dance arrived. It would make or break him. Turn him into a gutter snipe or the world’s first ballroom billionaire. He couldn’t look. He had to. Did he dare?

Yes!

The second mortgage had been worth it. Up they flew. Invisible wires lifting them up and away from the paving stones. A pair of angels in formal wear. Wilf in his tux. Zahara in an ethereal, gossamer-thin gown. Costumes alight with countless, firefly-sized lights glimmering and glinting as they soared ever upwards.

The applause was deafening, rapturous as Zahara and Wilfred tripped the light fantastic above them with only the moon and stars for company. He couldn’t wait until the general public discovered that they, too, could learn these signature trademarked steps. For a fee, of course.

Lilian slipped out of the VIP area without so much as a well done.

Game on, Lilian, Marmaduke chortled. Game on.








Chapter Four

Persephone Keats was buzzing. Dancing in front of fifteen thousand people at Christmas time was a seriously off-the-charts endorphin rush.

All thanks to Lily, of course. And Ruby Rae. But really, it was all Lily. She was the most amazing coach. Beautiful, and talented, and driven. She was her own woman. No one told her what to do or pulled her strings. Persephone wanted to be just like her. Respected. Not fawned over by fake friends. She knew why people did it. She was rich. But, unlike the Tin Man, she totally had a heart.

‘Is the Royal Albert Hall even open at midnight?’ Zahara asked.

‘For us it is.’ Persephone beamed.

‘Your driver’s here, right?’ Arabella gave Persephone an accusatory look, then flicked on her camera phone so she could use it as a mirror. ‘Ugh. These contacts are killing me.’

Today’s were a freaky green cobra shape.

‘Why even wear them?’ Zahara asked. ‘I mean, I get that they match your performance gown, but aren’t eyes supposed to be windows to the soul?’

Persephone could answer that one. Arabella didn’t have a soul. Or if she did, she definitely didn’t want anyone looking into it.

‘The car seats are heating as we speak,’ Persephone assured her friends.

‘Good,’ Arabella sniffed. ‘Louboutins aren’t made for walking.’

‘Are those ethically sourced?’ Zahara asked.

‘What do you think?’ Arabella snapped.

They looked at Arabella’s snakeskin pumps. The spiked heels were sharp enough to take an eye out. Fitting.

‘Okay, girls.’ Persephone held out her hands. ‘Let’s do the signing and then head over.’

Arabella ignored the offer, but Zahara grabbed her hand and started babbling her usual nonsense as they walked. ‘That was so Gucci. I want a hot chocolate. Aren’t you cold? Did you see that guy in the trench coat? Total perv. I’m pretty sure he flashed me.’ She gave a dramatic shudder, fluttering the foxy tendrils of her faux-fur-trimmed, knee-length down jacket that perfectly complemented her dark gold skin tone and (naturally) light green eyes. A coat almost identical to Persephone’s. She supposed she should be used to the copycat ‘compliment’ by now.

Zahara’s questions moved on to the guest list. ‘Are Lucas and Dante coming?’

‘Sure are,’ Persephone said. The priest and the man whore were coming.

‘Who else?’ Arabella demanded.

‘Lily?’ Zahara held up crossed fingers. ‘What if she sees how fun we are and decides to coach all three of us?’

God no. Lily was a professional. Persephone wouldn’t dream of asking her to skulk around the bowels of the Royal Albert Hall hunting for ‘treasure’. She took scented baths. Or saw her lover. Sophisticated activities suited to a sophisticated woman in charge of her own destiny. Persephone was also nobody’s fool. Protecting her relationship with Lily was paramount. Like her dad said, if you gave people the opportunity to take something precious from you, they would. And stealing from one another was the very fabric of their friendship. It had begun innocently enough. Three little girls amusing themselves at summer dance school by pinching hair bands or shoes or, one absolutely epic time, a show jumping horse. She wasn’t about to let Zahara or Arabella get their mitts on Lily.

‘I asked her,’ Persephone lied. ‘But she was busy.’

The girls made sad ohhh sounds.

‘We’ll still have fun,’ Persephone insisted. ‘My little elves are hiding the treasure chests as we speak.’

Arabella pulled a face and Zahara whined, ‘You know I don’t do sugar before a comp.’

‘Who says they’re full of sweeties?’ Persephone teased. They were. But because she knew their friendship was one hundred per cent conditional, she added, ‘Santa might’ve put some bling in there too.’ That part was supposed to be a surprise, but she could already tell Arabella would back out if she thought the tchotchkes weren’t worth it. Then Zahara would bail, because she was a lemming even though the super-rich adored freebies.

The information had the desired effect. Zahara jigged about like a three-year-old who’d been promised all the sweeties. ‘I want to find me a diamond ring!’

‘Shhht!’ Arabella gritted. ‘Don’t tell the plebs.’

‘Hey, girls!’ a paparazzo shouted. ‘Gi’us a smile!’

‘I think you mean women,’ Arabella snarked, even though Zahara was already assuming their customary pose – arms linked, heads tipped towards Persephone who always stood between them. Ever the diplomat. They blew one-two-three air kisses at the photographer at which point security sent him back out to the press pen where he belonged.

Alone again, Persephone gave Zahara’s cheek a pat, discreetly wiping the residual caramel-coloured glitter off on her tights. ‘Tonight’s treasure hunt needs to be on the down low, okay?’

‘A hundred per cent.’ Zahara gave her a puppy-dog nod. Persephone was kicking herself. She should’ve bought her those ear muffs that looked like dog ears. Oh, well. Next time.

‘How many are coming?’ Arabella demanded.

‘There’s going to be ten of us.’

Zahara’s dimples deepened as she clapped her hands together. ‘I hope I win. I never win.’

‘That’s what happens when you wait for your muse to rehearse,’ Arabella sing-songed as she tapped out something super wordy on her phone.

Zahara’s smile stayed in place, but Persephone knew the slight had, as ever, hit home.

Ruby Rae crashed through their little group, knocking Arabella’s phone from her hand. She didn’t look back.

‘Ow-uh!!!’ Zahara clutched her shoulder in agony, although Ruby Rae hadn’t touched her.

‘You break it you buy it,’ Arabella called after her as she examined her phone for cracks. ‘Not that she could afford it.’

Oh, Arabella.

‘As if anyone would want her autograph,’ Arabella said, pocketing the phone. ‘You’re too soft, Sephy. Letting Lily train her, too. I don’t allow my coaches pointless distractions.’

‘Same,’ said Zahara, although they all knew Zahara was usually the pointless distraction.

Persephone shrugged and smiled. They’d always underestimated her ability to fight her own corner.

You’re too nice, Sephy.

You let your staff get away with murder, Sephy.

You better watch your back, Seph. That big heart of yours will be your downfall.

Numpties.

Hadn’t they heard of the long game? When you wanted to win a competition as much as she wanted to win One Step Ahead, throwing cash at the problem was the worst thing you could do. Especially if you were rich. You didn’t have tantrums or whine or play Mean Girls. You didn’t accidentally on purpose mention to a boyfriend how much you’d like it if someone went for an opponent’s knee with a tire iron. Sometimes, though, just to keep everyone on their toes, you threw the cat amongst the pigeons. Tonight, if she’d played things right, feathers would fly.








Chapter Five

Susie Cooper was an addict. Lily knew it. Her partner Jack knew it. Even their six-year-old son, Kian, knew it. But some addictions simply couldn’t be helped. As Jack was signing autographs with Arabella and Kian had headed off for a bedtime story and hot chocolate with Lily’s mum, Audrey, Susie went in search of a fix. She headed up to the abandoned press platform, flipped the knitted covers off her mittens and tapped her passcode into her phone. She only had to type two letters into the search bar. Autocomplete took care of the rest.

King of Bling Denies Stealing Mistletoe Kiss for Missus

A Shocking Reveal: The Grinch Who Stole the Mistletoe Kiss

Missing Necklace Could be Anywhere, Says Met Chief

We Know Who Was Expecting a Birthday Mistletoe Kiss … Look Inside

‘Oh my days!’ a female voice gushed beside her.

Susie started, annoyed with herself for not having heard her approach. The woman looked friendly enough, and familiar. She logged the moment as a wake-up call. Her ‘professional interest’ in the Mistletoe Kiss was overriding more than a decade’s worth of policing and detective training. Not acceptable.

‘Sorry for reading over your shoulder.’ The young woman blushed. ‘I’m ob-sessed.’ She performed a whizzy set of jazz hands. ‘Pippa Chambers. Dance Daily. Britain’s number-one online ballroom dance source. I’d kill to break that story. You’re obviously better placed than me to—’ Pippa’s expression shifted from gleeful to worried. ‘You are Susie Cooper, right?’

Susie considered lying. She was here to keep her relationship on track, not get herself outed in Dance Daily. The press had gone wild after her and Lily’s dramatic encounter with the serial killer who’d wreaked havoc on the ballroom dance scene earlier in the year, but Susie had insisted upon staying in the shadows. Undercover detective work was hard enough. Doubly so if everyone knew what you looked like. But lying didn’t feel right, so she said, ‘One and the same.’

Pippa grinned. ‘I knew it. Obviously I didn’t at first because you look …’ She bit her lip, clearly regretting beginning the sentence.

‘Completely different without a spray tan, a spangly dress and lots of make-up?’ Susie suggested with a smile. Without her hair lacquered back, her face done up and a performance dress on, she knew she blended into the crowd. Which suited her to a tee. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, with a mischievous grin. ‘I’m here incognito.’

Pippa’s eyes widened. ‘Are you on the case? For the Mistletoe Kiss?’

Susie laughed. It was nice to meet someone as obsessed as she was. ‘I wish.’

Pippa’s antlers bobbed about as she nodded in agreement. ‘Can you imagine? I pray every night I find it.’

‘Fancy a bit of Christmas bling, do you?’

Pippa shook her head. ‘I fancy a job on a national paper. Not that Dance Daily isn’t amazing, but …’ She leant in and whispered, ‘if you tell me your theories, I’ll tell you mine.’

Tempting. But counterproductive. Ever since the missing necklace had hit the headlines, Susie had been sternly telling herself that headline-grabbing jewel heists were not her future. Creating a steady work schedule and safe environment for her family was. Which was probably why she was more obsessed than ever.

‘The whole thing is so …’ Pippa swirled her hands between them, ‘… mysterious.’

She wasn’t wrong. A famous, outlandishly expensive nineteenth-century necklace. Origin and ownership: unknown. Its shock appearance at a secret auction on the dark web followed by a well-reported theft. It had sent Susie’s detective brain into overdrive. Who’d originally owned it? Who’d sold it? Who’d bought it? Stolen it? And, most important, where was it now? The questions followed her round like mischievous elves intent on luring her away from the professional path she’d set for herself at Dotiwala’s Detective Agency: a nice, safe desk job.

‘Do you think they’re actually friends?’ Pippa asked.

‘Who?’

She nodded towards the dancers signing autographs. ‘The Billy Babies.’

‘Sorry?’ She’d not heard the term.

Pippa pointed them out. ‘Arabella, Zahara and Persephone are all daughters of billionaires, right? They always look super cosy in the society mags, but I bet they really hate each other.’

Susie didn’t have a clue. She’d met Persephone a few times at Lily’s studio. She seemed much like her public image. Kind and generous. She’d only met Arabella once and while she wasn’t exactly warm, she had been polite. When Jack had been required to sign an airtight nondisclosure agreement Susie attributed Arabella’s cool reserve to a desire for privacy rather than anything mean spirited. Zahara, she hadn’t met. She shrugged. ‘Competitive rivalry’s pretty normal in ballroom. Especially with One Step Ahead coming up.’

‘Competitive?’ Pippa clearly thought Susie was being ultra-naive. ‘They’d be wise to wear body armour.’ She leant in and in a hushed, reverent tone said, ‘As part of our One Step Ahead preview features, I did a lot of research on them and dug up some pretty interesting stuff.’

She paused, eager for Susie to ask her to divulge the juicy bits.

Susie shot a guilty glance in Jack’s direction. The queue of autograph seekers was still quite long. What was the harm in a little nibble? Or was it like being offered an entire chocolate fudge cake and a solitary fork after a bad day.

‘Oh?’ she said.

Pippa beamed then launched into her spiel. ‘They met years ago at Mont d’Or.’

‘Sorry. I don’t know what that is.’

‘It’s this super lush, exclusive dance school in Switzerland,’ Pippa explained. ‘Princesses and all sorts go there. They start training when they’re, like, six years old. And it’s not just dancing. Body language, deportment, manners, etiquette for dining, dressing, RSVPs and boardrooms. My favourite is “Dealing with Rivalry”. They even have a class on eye contact.’ Pippa fixed her gaze to Susie’s. Susie blinked first. Finishing school sounded like a nightmare.

‘Wow.’ Susie tried to look impressed. Apart from dance classes with Lily, Susie’s youth had pretty much been a training ground for joining the Merseyside Constabulary like her brother and father and uncles before her. She’d need a job one day and policing was a good one. But the Billy Babies didn’t need to work. They lived in a world that protected them from absolutely everything. She remembered Jack’s NDA. Everything except public opinion.

‘Want to know what they call Arabella?’ Pippa asked. She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Arabella Fang.’ She curled her index fingers in front of her incisors to illustrate the point. ‘Rumour has it, her bark is not worse than her bite. Jack Kelly better watch—’ Her eyes widened.

Susie laughed. If nicknames made Jack nervous, he’d be in the wrong business. Maybe it’s ironic. There’s every chance Arabella is actually really sweet.’

Pippa considered the suggestion then dismissed it. ‘I think One Step Ahead is going to be a bloodbath!’

Susie paled.

Pippa clapped her hands over her mouth. ‘I can’t believe I just said that to you of all people. After everything you went through at Blackpool. Words like bloodbath must be triggering. On the plus side, now that you’re not competing, Arabella Wang is a proper leg up for Jack. Not that you aren’t talented. You’re super talented. I mean, not just anyone wins at Blackpool the way you and Jack—’ She stopped herself, then, looking back out at the dancers, sighed. ‘It’s like a real-life fairy tale, isn’t it? It’s so …’ she sought the perfect description, ‘… full of drama. Hey. Do you mind if I abandon you? I need to get a few soundbites from the competitors.’

Susie didn’t mind. ‘Please.’

Alone again, Susie sought her partner’s sky-blue knit hat amongst the dancers. As if sensing her need for reassurance that all was well with the world, Jack turned, grinned and dropped her a cheeky wink. Her heart fluttered.

Help! he mouthed as Arabella commandeered him into another group photo.

The clatter of heels on the press platform steps sounded another arrival.

‘Hello, Susie.’ Veronica Parke-West joined her at the railing then peered more closely. ‘It is Susie, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, indeed,’ Susie said, almost, but not quite, regretting her decision not to join Jack at the spray tan place yesterday.

Veronica nodded towards the dancers. ‘Must be tricky for you, being sidelined by your own lover.’

That wasn’t how she would describe it. ‘Why aren’t you out there?’ she asked.

Veronica sniffed. ‘I’m just a boring old administrator these days.’

‘Hardly,’ Susie protested. She was no saint, but Veronica had stepped up when no one else had after Marmaduke all but bankrupted the Global Dance Council. ‘Without you, there wouldn’t be One Step Ahead. And from what I understand,’ she said, treading lightly, ‘without it, there would be no more GDC.’

‘It’s still a possibility,’ Veronica said. ‘Ticket sales are … sluggish.’

The news came as a surprise, but to ask for details would be stepping into a minefield. ‘I bet it’ll turn around,’ she said. ‘It’s a great idea. A pro-am competition at the Royal Albert Hall? At Christmas? It’ll sell out.’

Veronica batted away the compliment, but the hint of a smile betrayed the pleasure it gave her.

As unpleasant as she could be, Susie felt for her. Even though it had been Veronica who’d convinced the mayor’s team to embellish the annual tree-lighting ceremony with a ballroom display, they’d asked Lily to stand in the spotlight. Lily who had the longest queue at the signing. Lily, the former world champion, who, despite Veronica’s efforts to dethrone her, was still the reigning queen.

Veronica’s expression suddenly contorted. She pointed to the crowd. ‘Look!’

At the farthest end of the cordoned-off area, someone was manhandling Persephone Keats.

Susie took off at a run.

As she shot down the stairs and worked her way around the scaffolders already disassembling the stage, she mentally noted the critical details.

Gloved hands.

Leather.

Dark, navy hoodie disguising the assailant’s face.

Slight figure.

Strong enough to hold Persephone.

Male or female? Hard to tell.

‘Get off!’ she shouted just as a scaffolding pole clanged to the ground. She was close enough now to see Persephone’s hands were sandwiched between her chest and the assailant.

Wait. No, they weren’t.

Persephone was gripping the assailant’s top.

If only Susie could see her face. A worker bashed into her shoulder, entirely obscuring her view. She waved off his apology, intent on pushing through the cluster of dancers heading out into the night. By the time she reached Persephone, there was no sign of the assailant.

‘Are you all right?’ Susie asked, gently touching Persephone’s shoulder.

The dancer whipped round and slapped her hand away. ‘What the hell? Never touch a person without asking permission.’ She glared at Susie then suddenly softened, pressing her hands over her heart. ‘Oh, my days. Susie, you scared me!’ She spread her arms wide then gave Susie a fierce, tight hug. Without asking permission.

Years of policing had taught Susie not to get defensive. Fear and adrenaline rarely brought out the best in a person.

Once released, Susie took a step back. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Fine. Yeah.’ Persephone looked out at the dwindling crowd in the same wild-eyed way someone late for the last train home scanned a departures board. With an edge of desperation.

‘You’re not hurt, are you?’ Susie asked.

‘No.’ Persephone looked at her, confused. ‘You barely touched me.’

‘Not me,’ Susie persisted. ‘The person who was just here. The one who was— ’ She gestured at the crowd. What could she say?

Persephone frowned. ‘Who?’

‘The punter. Just now. In the hoodie.’

Persephone screwed up her pretty features in a display of intense thought, then came up blank. ‘There’ve been so many people tonight. They’re all just …’ she whirled her hands round her head, ‘… blurring together.’

Jack joined them, slipping his arm round Susie’s waist and pulling her in for a kiss on the cheek. ‘All right, love?’

‘You two are so completely adorable.’ Persephone put her hands in a heart shape. ‘Couple goals!’

A loud bong sounded. Big Ben. It was eleven o’clock.

‘Oh gosh! Is that the time?’ Persephone pulled an apology face. ‘I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got to get to bed. Wasn’t Veronica a scamp for setting the Albert Hall tour so early tomorrow morning?’ Instead of waiting for an answer, she looked past them, scanning the area until her eyes lit on something.

Susie turned to see what it was.

A bright pink SUV with a liveried driver at its side.

‘It’s pumpkin time for me,’ Persephone quipped then skipped off to her Chelsea tractor.

‘I guess that’s our cue as well,’ Susie said to Jack. ‘It’s a bit late for drinks. Shall we head back to the flat for hot chocolates by the fire?’

Susie had never been one to crave the finer things in life, but she had to admit, staying in Javier’s flat was a nice taste of how
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