
The Seven Veils


Table of Contents

Title Page

Seven Veils

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Masquerade Series

The Last Ancient Trilogy

Four Seasons/Sisters Dark Series

Stand-alone novels

Novellas

Darkness Falls Series

Stand-alone novels

Novellas:

The Fractals Series:

Novellas:

Standalones:

Alien Romance Series:

Ivory Quinn

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organisations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright© 2026 Rivka Spicer

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

For further works by this author, please see the bibliography at the end of this book.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The month from hell

Pushing through the door, I stopped when I realised who was in there and my heart sank. If Jamie Dirks, the manager of the gym, had called all of the staff and trainers in, it could only mean bad things. The last time we’d had a meeting like this it was because they were putting the room costs up and slimming down the timetable.

“Come in, Kaetrin,” Jamie gestured at an empty seat next to Sarah and I slid into it, letting the door shut behind me. “Is that everyone?” A quick glance around the room seemed to satisfy him that we were all present and he leaned against the front of his desk, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “I had an email from head office yesterday. Despite all your valiant efforts to increase profitability and scope, they’re pulling the plug on the gym. We have a month to wind down all our programs.”

A month? As the room erupted into chaos around me, anxiety squirmed like a nest of snakes in my chest. How was I going to find anywhere with a big enough dance studio to take my classes? Sadness followed on the heels of the anxiety, swelling over it like a tidal wave. This was where I had taken the first mistimed and uncoordinated steps that had led me to the dance form that was the love of my life. I couldn’t move. The weight of my emotions was crushing me.

For several long moments it felt like I couldn’t even breathe and then anger slowly rolled in a soothing blanket over my anguish.  I couldn’t believe the Leviathan Corporation was going to do this to us. It wasn’t bad enough that they’d forced the previous owner, kind old Jones, to sell out to them in a hostile takeover, but now they were doing us out of our livelihood. 

I’d grown up in this gym. So had many of the other teachers and trainers. It was both heart-breaking and infuriating.

“Can we appeal?” Like me, Sarah had remained in her seat with a look of horror on her face. She was responsible for the pole fitness classes so, also like me, she was going to struggle to find a new venue. Most of the established gyms with pole facilities in the area already had teachers. At least the personal trainers would be fine – if the worst came to the worst they could take on private clients and train out in the streets.

“There is no appeal process.” Jamie was grim. “The email was signed by Levi Cameron himself. LevCorp owns the gym. They can do whatever they want with it.”

“Bastard.” Sarah wasn’t the only one swearing and I couldn’t bear to sit and listen to it. If there was no hope, I needed to start looking for a new studio as soon as possible. 

This was the worst time of year this could have happened for me. I was less than two months from going on a world tour with the Shimmy Megastars and I had four performances for various events to perfect between now and then. I had to get my tribe up to snuff because Tribal Wild was two weeks after I arrived back in the country and we were running workshops as well as performing. The huge bellydance festival at Earl’s Court was the jewel of the British bellydance scene’s crown. Dancers would be flocking there from all over the world to take part and shop, so my girls had to be spot on. Being one of the most famous bellydancers in the world put a lot of pressure on my tribe to match up.

Luckily I had my laptop with me for the afternoon class, so I spent some time searching for studio space, or even a nearby gym with a large enough class room. It didn’t look promising. After an hour, I gave up and closed down the search engine, knowing I needed to loosen up before my students came in. Maybe one of them would know someone who knew of a space I could rent.

The class went well and the students promised they’d pass on our need for a dance place to all and sundry. The youngest pupil, Saiya, said I should contact the school she attended to see if they would allow us to use the sports facilities there, but I didn’t think they’d agree. 

When the door closed behind the last of them, I slumped. This was going to be the month from hell. I was of half a mind to cancel my engagement for the evening, not really in the mood to perform to paying guests, but I’d been asked by a charity I hadn’t been able to say no to. Letting them down at the last minute would be a horrible thing to do. At least it was just one piece and I’d been working on it for weeks, so it wasn’t going to take much thinking about.

Locking up, I put the studio key back into the office and said goodbye to Jamie, who was slumped behind his desk, the air of defeat surrounding him thick enough to be almost tangible. It was time to go home and get ready.

***
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This was the moment I lived for – the quiet hush of anticipation before the lights came up and the music crashed in. It was the moment when I stepped out and no-one could see me; I commanded a still and silent stage, bounded by the soft susurrus of excitement. This was the moment of infinite possibility, where the calm descended and everything else drifted away until there was just me and the ageless centuries, dancing hand in hand. I loved this silent stillness. It was the moment I really connected.

The first strains of the familiar, eerie music drifted across the stage and I closed my eyes to drown in it, ignoring the lights as they rose, pouring my body into the dance instead. My back was to the audience as my arms flowed through the intricate shapes, my torso moving in isolation from my hips. 

The silence around the music was absolute and I could almost have believed I was on my own until I stretched out into a layback, opening my eyes as I leaned backwards to see a massive venue full of rapt faces gazing up at me. 

They didn’t have the faintest idea how hard this move was, or how much core strength it took, but they still appreciated the beauty of it. That was the magic of bellydance.

Returning upright, I worked my way around to face front in a sinuous, winding movement, letting the music roll through me as I undulated to the tune. This was my favourite kind of dance. Although I’d started out learning the traditional Turkish and Egyptian dance with all the shimmying and hair flinging, tribal fusion was my favourite. It was a modern and contemporary dance style, interpreted in a hundred thousand different ways by a hundred thousand different tribes across the world. Bellydance was the mother of all modern dance, with moves popping up in everything from hip-hop to ballet. It made sense to take those modern styles and retrovert them back with a twist. I’d seen bellydance fused with ballet, contemporary dance, even tap at one point. The thing I loved most was the music. I wasn’t a huge fan of the traditional drum and voice accompaniment. It was nice to mix it up with the weird and esoteric, as well as the industrial and rock beats.

The bass dropped and the music changed to something darker, with a heavy beat. It thrummed through my body in pops and locks, until I was expressing the deep vibrato of the bass line in a full shimmy. The audience whistled and cheered as I layered moves, one on top of the other; the shimmy, the flutter with undulation, the snaking tribal arms. It was almost impossible to maintain and yet I’d practiced enough to make it look effortless. It was a relief to draw up into the graceful stillness of a move affectionately (and inappropriately) dubbed ‘the camel’.

As the music slowed and stilled into the eerie refrain from the beginning, I wound my way around to face the back once more, reflecting a mirror image of the moves I had started with until I faded into the stillness and silence.

The audience went crazy and I smiled, hoping my performance was worth all the time and effort I’d put into choreographing it. I’d waived my fee for the event, since it was for charity, so it was warming to know it had been well-received. 

I moved off the stage under the cover of darkness without returning for an encore. Mine had been the last performance of the evening and I knew they were waiting to get the gambling tables out and start pouring the champagne to entice people to give more money. The organisers had told me how tight the schedule was and I wasn’t going to mess it up.

“Kaetrin!” Michael, the man who had booked me to perform after seeing me at another event, stuck his head backstage before I could start removing any of my outlandish accessories. “That was brilliant! Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome,” I grinned, still on a high. “How’s the fundraising going?”

“Well, I think.” He shrugged. “We won’t know the total figures until tomorrow, but I’ve had the nod that we’ve met our target already so everything else we collect tonight is a happy bonus.”

“That’s great news!” I was delighted for him.

“I was wondering if you’d mind coming out and speaking to some of the patrons. It seems you’ve caused quite a stir.” His eyes twinkled merrily, full of joyous sparkle, and I couldn’t find it in my heart to turn him down.

“Sure.” Accepting the arm he offered, I allowed him to lead me out into the swirling throng of partygoers. We did a circuit of the room and I smiled politely and answered questions from the people he introduced me to until my cheeks were aching from forced gaiety. Most of the fascination was about my costume and I gave up explaining anything in detail after the fourth time I was asked. By the tenth time, I had a sentence about ‘tribal style fostering an elaborate blend of vintage and nomadic fashion’ down pat. I understood people’s fascination – tribal fusion costuming is elaborate. Layers of tiered skirts, heavily chained and decorated bras, chunky jewellery and a huge headdress...it’s designed to be eye catching and colourful.

We were on our second circuit when Michael finally recognised my need for a drink and he kissed my hand. “Stay here. I’ll go and fetch you some champagne.”

“Thanks.” I took advantage of his absence to gently massage the back of my neck. The adrenaline from the performance was wearing off and I was starting to cool down, despite the crowd.

“You were exquisite,” a man murmured right behind me. The voice was so deeply rich and close that it felt like it licked into my ear and the hairs on my arms rose in response. That was one sexy voice.

“Thank you.” I turned to see who it was and found my eyes travelling up a well-muscled frame. This was the body of a man that worked out and knew what he was doing with it. My appreciation continued up a considerable height, at least six foot two, until I arrived at his face and felt like I’d been doused in ice water. “You!” I snapped, recoiling from him.

“Me...?” He looked puzzled. Perhaps this wasn’t a reaction he got from women very often. It didn’t surprise me, with his movie star looks and suave charm. God... he smelled so good it hit the back of my throat and coiled down the length of my spine straight to the juncture between my thighs. I forced the lust down.

“Yes, you,” I snarled. “Levi Cameron. The man that’s riding roughshod over my livelihood.”

“I know something I’d like to ride,” he smirked, clearing his throat when the joke fell flat. “It can’t be all that bad?”

“You’re closing the gym where I hold my dance school.” I narrowed my eyes. “It’s alright for you up in your glass tower. I bet you can buy buildings like most of us buy groceries, but that gym is my livelihood. I can’t just go out and find a new venue.”

“Ah.” He nodded as though my ire now made sense. “You teach at the Camden Gym.”

I was about to lay into him about how he was nothing but a vampire, sucking the soul out of the local community to replace it with his homogenous, glass and chrome franchised monstrosity, but Michael reappeared with my champagne and I ground  my teeth to refrain from causing a scene.

“Kaetrin, I see you’ve met our benefactor, Mr Cameron,” Michael beamed at us. “He’s generously footed the bill for this evening’s festivities. Didn’t she provide excellent entertainment, Mr Cameron? I did tell you.”

“And you were right, as always, Mike,” the charm radiated from him. “Ms...” He paused, but I just glared at him.

“Wentworth,” Michael supplied helpfully and Levi nodded.

“Ms Wentworth’s performance was truly a pleasure to watch.” His teeth actually sparkled when he grinned. He was so polished and charismatic I was surprised he wasn’t glowing. “I can’t believe you’ve kept such a gem hidden from me for so long, Mike.”

“Now, now, my boy,” Michael laid a respectful arm around my shoulders, “You leave this one alone. She’s a keeper, not one of your here-today-gone-tomorrow dollybirds.”

The suave bastard actually pressed a hand to his chest in hurt. “You wound me, Michael!”

“No, I just know you.” The older man shook his head. “In any event, it’s a terribly ungentlemanly thing to have this conversation in front of the lady herself. Forgive me, my dear.”

“Of course, Michael,” I smiled, trying to project sweetness. He had been defending my honour and telling Levi to leave me alone after all. “Was there anyone else you wanted me to meet?”

“Oh yes!” With a smile and a nod to Levi, he steered me away to a fan that had actually seen me on tour and I could finally relax away from that wolf in lion’s clothing. Smug bastard. Underneath my wreath of smiles, I seethed.

***
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I couldn’t have been more surprised when Levi strolled into my class the next day, looking almost edible in his charcoal gym sweats and sleeveless white tee. “What are you doing here?” I demanded, startling some of the girls that had already arrived.

“I came for the class.” I wanted to smack the amusement from his face. “This is the beginner’s class, isn’t it? Four-thirty pm, bring water?” He held up his bottle of some brand of water I’d never even heard of, no doubt outrageously expensive and distilled from the tears of virgin mermaids.

“You want to learn to bellydance?” I kept my voice flat, otherwise I knew I’d start shouting.

“Well, I have to say, you’re a fantastic advertisement for the sport.” He grinned, his eyes twinkling with charm, and several of the students sniggered. “Men can bellydance too, can’t they?”

I hesitated, wondering if he’d have gone so far as to check online. There were a lot of male bellydancers out there. “They can,” I conceded, deciding that honesty was the wisest course of action here. Getting caught out in a lie wouldn’t help whatever was going on and I wasn’t going to start off on the back foot.

“Then you just do your thing and I’ll do my best to keep up.” He rolled his shoulders and neck. “I’ll blend right in. You won’t even notice I’m here.”

I wasn’t going to notice a six foot something hunk of all-male gorgeousness shaking his ass at me in a group of teenagers that barely came up to his waist? I looked pointedly at his sweats and then at the other girls, who were all dressed in eighteen yard skirts, coin belts and sports bras.

Following my gaze, he shrugged. “I’ll try harder to blend in tomorrow.” He gave me an easy smile.

“You won’t be here tomorrow,” I snapped, losing grasp of my temper. “I don’t know what joke you’re playing, Mr Cameron, but you’re not funny.”

“I wasn’t trying to be, Kaet.” Ugh! And he had the cheek to shorten my name! “Can we please just start the class? I don’t want us to run late.”

He was clearly determined not to go anywhere and it wasn’t fair to deprive my real students of half a class, so I decided to back down with grace. “Fine. Everyone spread out and we’ll start with a warm up.” 

Ignoring him, I started the music and took my place at the front of the room, running them through exercises that would loosen and stretch their muscles. When they were all ready, we started in with where we’d left off in the previous class. We were halfway through the course and had already done the classes on chest isolations, so now we were on the basics of arms.

I demonstrated the basic positions, one to five, explaining how so many dance styles had similar roots. Bellydance shares many of its standard basics with ballet and it was always rewarding to see the smiles on girls’ faces when they realised the ballet classes they’d laboured through as young children without enjoyment weren’t going to waste. We went over the differences in posture in the various styles of dance and then began work on snake arm variations. 

To his credit, Levi paid close attention and did the moves as instructed, although he had trouble with the chest slides, having missed earlier classes. I watched him struggling for a few moments but couldn’t find it in me to let him hurt himself. I didn’t know what he was doing here or what game he was playing, but I was a teacher through and through and the last thing I needed was to give him more ammunition to shut us down.

“Carry on, girls.” I corrected one or two movements on my way to the back of the class and then stood in front of him. “The issue is that you’ve locked your hips.” I couldn’t look at his face for fear of losing myself. The devil shouldn’t be so beautiful. The thought almost made me smile. From here on out I was going to call him Lucifer Cameron instead of Levi; both biblical names, but the one I chose suited him more than his given one. “You need to correct your basic posture.” Inserting my foot between his, I nudged them until they were further apart. “Good. Now you need to put a little bounce in your knees. Let them soften slightly.” He relaxed his legs and immediately his posture improved. “Great. Now don’t tuck your tailbone, just kind of let it hang from the base of your spine and engage your core muscles. Don’t tense them, just be aware of them. The looseness in your pelvis is what allows the fluid movement.”

Without thinking about it, I treated him exactly as I would any of my female students and placed his hands on my hips, demonstrating a basic hip circle. “You need to imagine your pelvis being a bowl half filled with water and you’re rolling it around so that the surface of the water runs around the edge of the bowl. Can you feel here how the bounce in my knees and the looseness in my spine allows for a full rotation in isolation without any sideways motion?” I asked, making the mistake of looking up at him.

He’d had to lean down to reach my hips, bringing his face just inches from mine. For a long moment we shared the same breath and then his hands tightened on my hips. “Yeah, I’m feeling it,” he whispered. 

Up close, his eyes were extraordinary. I couldn’t even decide what colour they were. It was somewhere between olive and amber with streaks of gold. A girl could get so easily lost in them. They were hypnotic.

“If you kiss me, we’re going to give these girls one hell of a show,” he murmured, his lips coming even closer, but the sheer breath-taking arrogance of it brought me right back to earth with a crash. Me? Kiss him? Not a hope in hell.

“I wouldn’t kiss you if you were the last man on earth,” I snarled, leaning back. 

“You’re gorgeous when you’re fiery,” he smirked, not releasing my hips. Behind me I could hear a couple of the girls giggling and I closed my eyes, counting to ten and praying for patience.

“Let me go.” I tried pushing his hands away, but he held firm.

“Well now you’ve hurt my feelings.”

“Mr Cameron, as the only two adults in this room can we at least set an example for these young ladies about how a gentleman should treat a lady?” I retreated into icy haughtiness as a last resort and at last it seemed to get through to him.

“This conversation isn’t over.” He released me and I stepped back, brushing my sides and making a show of fixing my skirt as I headed back for the front of the class. What did he mean, it wasn’t over? What else was there to say?

I spent the rest of the hour studiously avoiding his section of the room as we ran through drills and new moves. It was a productive class and the students had picked it up quickly. By the time we were done, they’d all memorised positions one to five and their movements were a lot more fluid. They all skipped out after our cool down stretches with a bounce in their step and it made me smile. I loved it when they were enthused by our time together. They’d be a great tribe someday, if they all stuck with it. If we could find a gym. The thought cast a pall over my good mood as I remembered my unwanted visitor and the position he held in my life.

The door slammed shut behind my last student and I turned to face him with reluctance, knowing he wasn’t going to leave until he’d said whatever it was he’d come here to say.

“You’re a great teacher.” He raised the water bottle to his mouth and took a long swallow. A small trickle escaped his lips and I couldn’t stop myself watching its progress south.

“Cut the niceties, Mr Cameron.” Lucifer. “Why did you come here? You don’t want to learn to dance.”

“On the contrary, I think I could learn a lot from you.” He smiled in such a disarming manner that a small seed of doubt sprouted up in my mind. What could he possibly hope to learn from me? “But you’re right. I didn’t come here today because I wanted to learn to dance. I came because I wanted to see if what you’re fighting for is worth the price you’re willing to pay. I believe it is. You clearly love teaching and your students adore you.”

“What price am I willing to pay?” I had no idea where this was going. 

“I have a proposition for you.” He offered me the water bottle and I shook my head, not breaking his gaze.

“What proposition?”

“Spend a night with me and I’ll give you your dance space.”

“Excuse me?” I couldn’t have heard that right. He wouldn’t have asked for something so outrageous in such a calm and self-assured manner. No-one was that arrogant.

“You heard me.” He took a couple of steps towards me and I backed up until the heated skin of my back crashed into the cold mirror of the wall. “One night, no holds barred, completely at my mercy, and I’ll give you your dance space.”

“I’m not some whore you can buy with a building!” My voice came out as an enraged squeak.

“I didn’t say you were.” Strong, large hands came to rest against the cool surface on either side of my head. “But you see, you present something of a dilemma to me, Ms Wentworth. I want you something fierce and our situation is such that I know you won’t come to me willingly. I am not accustomed to not having the things I desire and, right now, what I desire is you.”

“You can’t do this!” I blurted out, feeling more helpless than I ever had in my life before this.

“I can and I will.” Even his warmth was implacable. “It’s my company and my building. I’ll do as I see fit with it. What you want more than anything else right now is to preserve your livelihood and I’m offering you a chance to do that, at a most pleasurable cost to yourself.” He leaned right down so his face was level with mine. “I’m a businessman, Ms Wentworth. I won’t do something for nothing.”

“You’re despicable.”

“And yet you want me.” I turned my face to the side as he came closer and I could feel his lips brushing the shell of my ear as he whispered, “I can see it in your eyes.”

“I don’t want you.” It was a bald-faced lie. The man was sex incarnate and he knew it. Whatever this strange chemistry was between us, it bordered on alchemy.

“I’d believe you if you had the courage to say it to my face.” This time the brush of his lips on my ear was deliberate and I couldn’t stop the thrilling shiver that quivered the length of my spine. “Give in to me, Kaet.” He kissed the side of my neck. “I promise you won’t regret it. I’ll give you a night that will keep you warm until your old age.”

“Kaetrin-...” My best friend Kara pushed through the door of the studio, stopping dead when she saw my predicament. “I’m sorry, I didn’t-...”

“It’s okay; we’re done here.” Her presence had brought me back to my senses and I pushed Levi back, escaping the cage of his strong arms. 

“We’re not done here.” Irritated at the intrusion, he folded his arms. 

“Tell me, Mr Cameron; when you’re negotiating the hostile takeover of a company, do you insist on an instant decision, or do you allow your rivals time to think over the options?” I snapped, feeling the colour rising high in my cheeks.

“We are not rivals, you and I.” He shook his head. “This isn’t a hostile takeover.”

“Isn’t it?” Feeling empowered by the presence of a dear and trusted friend, I stood my ground. “You’re forcing me into something I don’t want to do by threatening to take away something I love. If that’s not hostile, I don’t know what is.”

“You want it,” he smirked. “But you’re right; I wouldn’t expect an immediate answer. I’ll give you a few days to think about it.”

“You’re so generous,” I couldn’t help the snark and he grinned.

“Why yes, indeed I am.” He nodded to Kara and headed for the door. “I’ll leave my number at the front desk. I’ll expect your call.”

I managed to restrain myself until the door had closed behind him and then I lost it, flying into a temper and hurling my water bottle at the one wall that wasn’t covered with mirrors. When that didn’t satisfy my fury, I shrieked in inarticulate rage as my hands balled into fists. The infuriating, misogynist, arrogant prick! How dare he?!

“I’ve clearly missed something.” Bemused by the display, Kara braved my anger to gather me into her arms and, to my horror, I felt tears welling up.

“He told me he’ll save the gym if I sleep with him,” I blurted out. I had to talk to someone about it and there was no-one I would trust more than Kara. We’d studied here under the same dance instructor when I was at college and when I’d surpassed my old bellydance mentor and she had retired, allowing me to start my own tribe, Kara came with me. We’d been the best of friends ever since.

“Excuse me?” She went still. “He said what?”

“He’ll save the gym if I spend a night with him,” I repeated, waiting for an explosion of righteous indignation that never came.

“And you said no?” She sounded amused. “Girl, didn’t you take a good, long look at him? He’s smoking hot!”

“He’s also an arrogant prick and utterly detestable in every way.” I jerked out of her hug since it was no longer comforting. “He’s trying to buy my body with a building.”

“Impressive.” She was struggling to contain laughter and it wasn’t helping my mood. “I don’t know what the going rate for a hooker is right now, but I’m fairly sure it wouldn’t buy a fraction of a building in this city.”

“I will not be bought!” My emotions were spiralling out of control and Kara must have realised that, because her laughter died and her look turned placating.

“I get that it’s against everything you are and a totally inappropriate thing for him to ask of you, but think about it rationally, Kaet.” Rationally? I’d rationalise him, the over-entitled, over-sexualised shit! “Wasn’t it just yesterday that you were panicking over finding a new place? Didn’t you cry into a pint of ice cream for an hour when you got home last night because so many of your friends are losing their jobs if the gym shuts?” Well damn if that didn’t burst my rage bubble, but she was relentless in her logic. 

“You have it in your power to turn that around and it’s not even going to be a horrible experience. He wants you enough to save a building for you – he’s not going to give you a bad time. It’s just one night, Kaet. One night, and you can stop stressing about everything.”

“Go away with your horrible reasoning,” I snuffled. “That’s not the point and you know it.”

“Yeah, I know it.” She shrugged. “But we both know you’re going to go through with it, so all your histrionics and fireworks between now and then are nothing but puff to assuage your shame over it. You might as well just call him right now and get the whole thing over and done with.”

“I hate you.” I glared at her and she started laughing again.

“Only because I’m right. Girl, I’m your best friend in the whole wide world. If I can’t give it to you straight, who can?”

That was true, but still... “Can’t you let me wallow for at least a little bit?” I wailed, tears falling afresh.

“No. You haven’t got time to wallow.” She glanced at her watch. “The rest will be here in a few minutes. Go and clean yourself up. You look like a slug trailed all over your face.”

“Thanks ever so much for your kindness and compassion,” I managed. At least my sarcasm hadn’t deserted me. She was right, though. I wasn’t one of those fortunate girls who could weep and still look pretty. My face was no doubt a puffy, blotchy mess and I didn’t want to have to explain it to the other girls when they arrived. It was bad enough explaining it to Kara, the biggest proponent of tough love at its finest. Torn between wanting to smack her and wanting to fall into her arms and cry for my threatened morality, I gave up and went to wash my face.

I took a few minutes in the bathroom to cool down, splashing my face with cold water and trying to pat it down without smearing mascara everywhere. By the time I arrived back in the studio, everyone else was there and already limbering up.

It was a good rehearsal and when I’d settled into the groove of it, I enjoyed it enough to forget everything that was going on in the background.  This was my first tribe – all girls I’d been training myself for nearly three years. We’d started off with American Tribal Style and then branched out into fusion and now we were busy building a lexicon of our own cue-led improvisational dance. They came from all different backgrounds – for three of them, bellydance was the first form of dance they’d tried, but two had backgrounds in ballet, one had come from a hip-hop class and two more had come from a Latin dancing background, so they could all put their personal flair on their input.

The dream was to build up something fresh and funky and record it well enough to pass it on as a dance style in its own right. I was filtering the moves down to my younger classes and we’d performed it at several shows to general acclaim. 

If we could pull it off at TribalWild, we would be on our way to going global.

We worked until nine and my stomach was growling loudly as we cooled down and grabbed all our gear. I usually tried to eat between classes, but Lucifer’s presence had thrown that all to pot and I was starving. Hurrying everyone out of the door, I locked up and waved goodbye as I went to return the keys to reception, remembering when I got there that there was a business card waiting.

Donna, the girl at the counter, handed me an envelope with a curious look. “Some dude left this for you.” She shrugged and I allowed myself to feel a brief moment of gratitude that he’d had the foresight to hide it in an anonymising envelope and that Donna was too clueless to recognise him. He was number one persona non grata around here so there’d be more than a few eyebrows raised at him leaving a business card for me. I tucked it into my pocket and signed the key back in, leaving as fast as I dared. It was too late to go home and cook, so I headed for a local noodle bar that I knew could feed me in a matter of minutes.

Half an hour later I was at home with a carton of Hoi Sin shredded duck noodles and I was almost too agitated to eat it. The envelope sat unopened on my tiny kitchen counter, mocking me. Forcing myself to pick up a fork, I went through the motions of eating without really tasting the food. Kara was right. I was going to end up doing this, so I should probably just get it over and done with. For whatever screwed up reason, it was on me to save the livelihoods of more than a dozen people and it was just one night.

I chewed and thought and swallowed and then chewed some more, but I couldn’t think of any other way out of it. He was a rich and influential man and I was a nobody in comparison, despite my celebrity in the dance world. Trying to blackmail him into saving the gym with a recording of his deal would no doubt set me on a short path to some serious damage professionally and maybe even personally. If he was ruthless enough to propose this, he was certainly ruthless enough to protect himself at any cost.

I wondered how much room I’d have for negotiation. He’d said one night, completely at his mercy. What did that mean? What if he was into something kinky? There were some things I was not prepared to give up at any cost and it would be good to know before I was halfway through the night and had to chicken out. That would be worse than not trying in the first place – getting halfway through and failing to save the gym and the people who worked there.

Feeling nauseous, I chucked the empty carton in the bin and dragged myself through the shower. It was too late to call him now. He could wait until tomorrow.
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Chapter Two
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The most beautiful of all God’s angels

“Hello.” I spun round so fast that I was surprised I didn’t give myself whiplash. 

“What are you doing here?” I demanded and Levi came all the way through the door, slinging his gym bag to the ground. Damn it, he even made that look elegant.

“Are we really going to do this again?” He glanced at his watch, amused. “I’m here for the class. 4:15 pm, bring water.”

“But why?” I burst out. “You said everything you wanted to say yesterday, Mr Cameron.”

“Please call me Levi.”

“Not a hope in hell,” I retorted. I had no interest in being his friend.

“I’m amazed you have any students if you try to put them all off this assiduously.” He shrugged off the zip-up hoodie he was wearing and began to lift his T-shirt.

“What are you doing?” I squeaked, too astonished to be bothered that I’d lost control of my vocal chords.

“Getting changed.” He paused, shirt halfway to his chin revealing washboard abs. I hadn’t been wrong about a body hard earned in a gym – he might as well have been sculpted from granite. “I did say I’d make more of an effort to fit in today.” He pulled the shirt all the way off. “But seriously, is it just me you have an issue with? Because your other students seem to love you.”

“What do you think?” I couldn’t believe my eyes when he pulled a sports bra from his gym bag and started working his way into it. “What are you doing?”

“Fitting in.” He shrugged, the spandex straining across his broad shoulders. “Why the hell do girls even wear these? There’s not much support in them.” He bounced on the balls of his feet, studying the bra with a kind of horrified fascination. “Women are so weird.” Shaking his head, he reached into the bag again and shook out a tiered skirt. “This is the right kind, isn’t it?” He held it up. “I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to have a ten, an eighteen or a twenty-five yard one, so I went for the middle and got eighteen.”

“You can’t be serious.” There was no way this gorgeous, rich, composed businessman was going to put that skirt on. He was just trying to mess with my mind.

“I’m very serious.” To prove it, he pulled the elasticated waistband of the skirt over his gym shorts and then worked the shorts down and off. “Now this is...unusual.” He swished from side to side. “It doesn’t feel anything like wearing a kilt.” Setting his feet wide apart, he moved his hips in a circle and grinned. “God, this is so weird. It’s so airy down there.”

Despite my anger and confusion, I couldn’t help myself from bursting into laughter. “You look ridiculous!” I snorted and his face fell.

“How could you say that, after I went to all the trouble of having this stuff shipped overnight?” He sounded hurt but the twinkle in his eyes said he was just teasing. “I even got a belt from your range at the Shimmy Megastars Merchandise site.” 

“What?” I didn’t know whether to keep laughing or freak out as he pulled it from his bag, jangling and tinkling. The thought of something I’d designed snaking around those narrow hips of his for the next hour and half was going to drive me crazy, but he just looked so funny. All that masculinity wrapped up in a fluffy skirt and sports bra. If I hadn’t been so worried about his motives, I’d have been doubled over and crying with mirth.

A group of the other students came in together and stopped dead at the scene before them. The bewilderment on their faces was enough to reduce me to laughing helplessly as he struggled to get the belt hooks into the rings.

“Oh come on!” He protested. “A little help please?”

When I made no move to step in, one of the girls shyly approached. “Here.” She took the ends from him and deftly hooked them together. “Does that feel secure?” 

He shook experimentally and grinned. “Perfect, thank you.” He put his hands on his hips and then frowned. “How come you’ve all got ruffles? Why haven’t I got ruffles?” He looked at me. “Kaet, how do I get the ruffles?”

I just lost it. I couldn’t stop myself. I laughed and laughed until my sides were aching and my eyes were watering and then I realised the girls were tucking the tiers up around his hips so he’d have ruffles and that set me off all over again. “I’m sorry,” I giggled, turning around and trying to compose myself, but he kept catching my eye in the mirror and smiling and I lost it again.

It took until the music was set up and we’d finished the warm-up before I’d managed to get control of myself. I couldn’t even look at his corner of the classroom, knowing he was there shaking his hips and looking both ridiculous and hot all at once. I ran three beginners’ classes and this one wasn’t as advanced as the one yesterday, so we were going over the basics of hip work, breaking down the movements into their constituent parts and muscle contractions.

“I’m not getting it.” Levi caught my attention when I was a few students away, explaining a move. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.” I wanted to ignore him, but the girls were watching with open curiosity and after the lecture I’d given him yesterday about being a good role model, I didn’t want to be rude.

“What’s the problem?” I couldn’t look at his face, so I focused on his hips as I stood before him. “Try the taxeem for me again.” He complied and I saw the problem immediately. “You’re not lifting at the apex of the slide. Here, drop your hip.” He dropped the right one as I’d showed them earlier. “Good, now slide it out.” He did and I caught his left hip, holding him in the move so he couldn’t slide back. “Good. Now contract your oblique muscles.” 

I tapped them with my right hand and they flexed beneath my palm. My mouth suddenly went dry and I registered how good he smelled.

He was putting enough effort into the class to be perspiring, but he just exuded this cool and spicy fragrance. Whatever his aftershave was, it was amazing. “You see how that lifts the hip?” I forced out.

“Yeah.” Was it my imagination or was he breathing more heavily?

“Good. Now slide back into the centre and transfer the weight back, dropping the opposite hip as you continue the slide out to the left.”

He managed it awkwardly, the movement jerky and unpractised. “It’s easier if you show him.” One of the girls piped up, blushing when I glared at her. I know they were all confused about what he was doing in the class, but they didn’t need to try and set me up with him.

“That would definitely help.” He sounded amused and I sighed.

“Fine. Here.” Turning around, I pulled his arms around me and splayed his hands across the bare skin of my stomach. “Feel which muscle groups are contracting as I do it.” His palms were warm and dry against my stomach as I performed several exaggerated taxeems.

“I think it’s because I’m forgetting to relax.” He squeezed, digging his fingers in gently as my obliques flexed and released. “Everything’s lifted all the time.” My eyes met his in the mirror, and he was smiling. The innuendo was clear and I couldn’t understand where the urge to press back into him was coming from. I hated this man. I didn’t care that he’d made me laugh or that he was trying hard to fit into my class. 

He was a despicable, narcissistic sleaze and I wasn’t going to think about him having an erection. Although I bet he was big. He looked like he had a lot to be proud of.

“Then you need to learn to let things relax and go down,” I snapped, annoyed with myself for even thinking about it. “Try it again, with me.” I felt him moving behind me and it looked a lot more fluid. Glancing at the mirror on the side wall, I frowned. “Loosen your knees a bit. It’ll help.” Good job, Kaetrin! I congratulated myself. Stay in teacher mode. We did another four or five and I nodded. “Great, you’ve got it.” 

He resisted slightly when I pulled out of his arms, but he’d obviously learned his lesson the day before about holding onto me in front of the girls.

Finishing up the class, I waved the dancers out of the door and tried not to watch in the mirror as Lucifer stripped out of his sports bra. 

“There are changing rooms,” I pointed out when he reached for the waistband of the skirt, untucking the ruffles.

“I’m not going out there dressed like this.” He carried on removing clothes. “Besides, I’m having far too much fun watching you failing to not watch me taking my clothes off.” My cheeks flamed scarlet as I tore my gaze from his and focused on packing up my water bottles and the extra belts I’d loaned out to my students during the day. “Don’t you have any more classes today?” He asked after a few moments and I straightened.

“No, it’s just the beginners today.”

“Then allow me to take you to dinner.”

“Excuse me?” I couldn’t have heard that right and I turned to look at him, my eyes narrowed.

“Let me take you to dinner. I know a great restaurant not far from here.” His smile was encouraging and friendly and I just couldn’t figure out what the hell he was playing at.

“Mr Cameron, I don’t-...”

“Levi.” He interrupted with that damnable easy smile on his face. “If you don’t start calling me Levi, I’ll make it two nights instead of one.”

He wouldn’t! The smirk on his face said he totally would. I sighed and rubbed my aching neck. As much as I hated to admit it to myself, antagonising him at this stage would only hurt me and the people I worked with. I’d already come to the conclusion that I didn’t have a choice other than to give in to his demand, so making it worse wasn’t helping.

“Fine.” I tried to sound civil, but it still came out sharper than I had intended.

“Fine you’ll call me Levi, or fine you’ll come for dinner?” He prompted and I swallowed my pride.

“Both. I...we need to talk.” I couldn’t even look at his face, instead busying myself with pulling on a vest top and cardigan over my sports bra. I hadn’t brought any other clothes, thinking I’d be going home for a shower straight after class, so he’d just have to put up with my slightly sweaty dance attire. I hoped it wasn’t a posh restaurant but, knowing him, it probably would be. 

“Does this mean you’ve decided to accept my proposition?” He asked, curiosity written clear across his face.

“I don’t see that I have much choice.” I replied, trying not to sound as unhappy as I felt. “But I have limits, Mr...Lu...Levi.”

“Mr Lulevi?” He chuckled. “That’s a new one. Do I even want to know what you were going to say in the middle?”

He seemed amused, so I thought I’d risk it. “Probably not.” I waited cautiously for a slap down, but none came. Instead there was a rustle as he shouldered his sports bag and then mine. It had to be heavy, but he didn’t complain.

“After you.” He gestured to the door and I went along with it. It wasn’t like I had much of a choice, which seemed to be a recurring theme where Lucifer was concerned. Dropping the key into the office, I found him waiting outside on the pavement for me, the bags slung over his shoulder as though they were weightless, and it was an effort not to obsess over his muscular build. He offered me his free arm. I didn’t want to take it, but couldn’t think of a graceful way to refuse since it was obvious that I’d seen it. “It’s such a nice evening; I thought we’d walk. My driver will collect us later.” 

Slipping my arm through the crooked elbow offered to me, I tried not to tense up when I was enveloped by a cloud of that intoxicating masculine fragrance of his. It wasn’t fair that he smelled so good. I wondered if I could sniff myself without him noticing and decided probably not. I’d just have to brazen it out and if it put him off, so much the better. I could well believe that Lucifer had been the most beautiful and beloved of all God’s angels. I bet he’d looked an awful lot like Levi Cameron.

“What are you smiling about?” He asked and I couldn’t help myself.

“Theology and modern interpretation of the Bible.” I couldn’t look at him, knowing that if I did I’d start laughing. “More specifically, the fall of the angels.”

“I wasn’t aware it was a topic of much humour.” Puzzlement crossed his features briefly. “Are you a religious woman, Kaet?”

I wondered for a moment if it would make any difference to his proposition if I said yes, but I didn’t think he’d let me off that easily. “Not really,” I admitted. “I go to church sometimes, but it’s rare. What about you? Are you a religious man?”

“Only when my parents are visiting.” I wished he wouldn’t flash that charming smile. I didn’t want to soften towards him. He wasn’t supposed to be making himself seem more human, but that’s what he was doing. It was hard to think of him as completely implacable and ruthless when he spoke so casually of trying to please his parents. “What are your plans for the rest of the week?”

My stomach dropped into my shoes. I knew why he was asking – he wanted to know which night he could plan for. At least he was courteous enough to ask. He could have just dictated a day and I’d have still gone for the sake of saving the gym, whatever classes I had the next day.

“Tomorrow is my dispatch day and then I’ve got classes after four o’clock. I’ve got a film crew coming on Thursday to film an instructional DVD as part of the SMS tour and then classes after four again.” I paused. “Friday I usually just catch up with office stuff but I have a performance on Friday night, so I’ll spend a lot of the afternoon getting ready for that one.”

“You’re a busy lady. What is it that you dispatch on Wednesdays?”

As if he hadn’t looked me up, I snorted inwardly. He’d bought one of my belts, for god’s sake. “I design and sell a lot of bellydance accessories.” I decided to humour him. “Tribal still isn’t mainstream here so most practitioners have to order things from the States and pay a crazy amount of import tax on top of expensive postage.”

“I’m impressed.” He stopped outside the door to one of my favourite restaurants and I looked up in surprise. Hardly anyone knew about this place – it mostly catered to locals and those in the know about Japanese food. It bothered me that he knew about it.

“Miss Kitty!” the host greeted me when we entered and I smiled, trying to hide my awkwardness.

“Hi, Masaharu, how are you doing?”

“I’m excellent, thank you!” He beamed and I could feel the blush rising in my cheeks. “Table for two this evening? Oh, Miss Kitty, it’s so nice to see you with company!”

“I wish you’d stop worrying,” I replied with uncharacteristic bluntness, following him to a secluded table in the corner. “I’m fine on my own and this is just a business meeting.”

“It’s not a business meeting,” Lucifer announced and Masaharu’s beaming smile shone his way. “I’m trying very hard to court her, but she won’t accept my advances.” The beast had the audacity to pretend to be the wounded party in this mess he had made and I ground my teeth.

“Now, Miss Kitty!” Masaharu looked distressed. “He is a fine man, yes? Lots of money, very pretty. You should not damage your nose for the spite of your face!” Any other time I would have laughed at the mangled proverb, but I was feeling a distinct lack of grace.

“I’m having dinner with him, aren’t I?” I pointed out and he nodded.

“Indeed you are. I shall fetch menus.”

“I’ll just have the nabeyaki udon and a glass of white wine, please.” I waved away the menu. I ate here often enough that I didn’t need to look at it.

“I’ll have the shrimp and shio koji with yakisoba.” Lucifer gave me an odd look and I wondered how I’d never seen him here before. He clearly knew the menu if he was happy to order without seeing it. “You might as well bring a bottle of wine for us to share.” Masaharu nodded and took off to sort out our order as we sat at the small table. “So...” And there was that dazzling smile again.

“Why me?” I blurted out before I could stop myself. “You could have anyone you want, Levi. Why are you going to all this effort for someone who doesn’t even like you?”

“You like me.” It was said with such confidence that it took my breath away. “You just can’t admit it to yourself because you hate that you like me.”

“I don’t know you.” It was the closest I could get to the truth.

“You will.” He leaned back in his chair, the lazy smile affixed to his lips. God, I wanted to slap it from his face. “The truth, Miss Kitty, is that you’re an exotic creature, the likes of which I have never seen before, and I can’t deny that your command of your body fascinates me.”

“Don’t call me that.” I hated the name. Masaharu was the only one I allowed to call me Kitty and it was only because he just couldn’t get his head around my actual name. “And that’s all this is to you? You’d pay the cost of a building to add another notch to your menagerie post?”

“What else would it be?” The smile never wavered. “Some screwed up mummy issue?”

“You tell me,” I challenged. “How is your relationship with your mother? Is this an Oedipal fantasy about forcing a woman who doesn’t care for you to provide you with affection? Am I a maternal substitute? Do you wish she loved you more?” I leaned forward, pressing my point. “Do I look like her?”

“You’re far more beautiful.” There was a sheen of ice overlaying his disarming charm and I realised that something I’d said had hit a nerve. When was I going to learn to watch my mouth? I’d told myself not to antagonise him and here I was accusing him of having mummy issues. I needed to back off before I really upset him.

“What about you?” I tried to get the conversation back on track with our original topic of discussion. “What do you have planned for the rest of this week?”

“Would you believe my schedule is suddenly populated with dance classes?” He smirked and I sighed.

“Don’t you have better things to do? Like, I don’t know, run your multinational corporation?”

“I’ve been taking something of a sabbatical,” he shrugged. “I’ve got a couple of morning meetings over the next few weeks, but other than that my time is my own to do with as I please.”

His calm was exasperating. “But you’ve got what you wanted. I’ve agreed to your one night stand. Why do you have to come to my classes?”

“Have you agreed?” The question was mild. “I thought you came here to negotiate. There’s no saying that I’ll agree to your terms.”

His statement coiled and twisted in my stomach, making me feel sick as Masaharu came with the wine and poured it for us. “I don’t think my terms are unreasonable,” I said quietly when the host had gone.

“Tell me then, Kaetrin,” he exaggerated my name, “what are your hard limits?”

“I won’t let you hurt me.” I lifted my chin. There was no way I was backing down on that one. “If you hit me or harm me or hurt me in any way, I’ll have you arrested for assault.” He probably had the Chief Constable of the Met Police in his pocket if the amused smile on his face was anything to go by, but he just nodded for me to continue. “You’ll wear a condom. I won’t swallow. And no...”  I glanced around the restaurant, blushing furiously as I whispered it across the table, “no anal.”

“No deal.” He lifted his glass and sipped it, studying my expression as I stared at him in disbelief.

“But why? What, out of all of those, could you possibly take exception to?”

“All bar the first one. I have no intention of hurting you.”

“Why would you object to safe sex?” I was absolutely floored by his attitude.

“I’m clean and I fully intend to have you checked over by my private doctor,” He shrugged.

“I’m not on the pill.” The arrogance of him was almost unnerving.

“That’s not my problem.”

“It will be when I’m suing you for child support.” I was angry now and he was still smiling with that infuriatingly mild expression on his face.

“You can go on the pill in between now and the time our transaction occurs.”

The cheek of it! “Actually I can’t.” The cutlery clattered as I slammed my glass down. “I tried when I was younger and they just give me horrific migraines and nausea.”

“Well that is...unfortunate.” At last a frown. I felt like cheering for finally having ruffled his calm. We glared at each other across the table as Masaharu delivered our food. “I’ll have you issued with a morning after pill,” he said finally when we were once more alone.

“Fine.” It was a grim prospect but I thought once more of the gym and all my friends who worked there. It was the centre of my childhood, the one place I’d been accepted without question. I could take a few days of stomach cramps and headache for their sake.

“But the rest is non-negotiable.” He set his chopsticks down. “You will take everything I have to give you, wherever I want to put it and without reservation.”

“I can’t. I’ll be sick,” I pleaded with him. “Please negotiate with me. I’m not trying to be awkward; I just know my limits.”

“What are you prepared to give me in return for having this clause in our contract?” His eyes narrowed and I swallowed, my throat going dry. He’d be terrifying in a board room; I could tell.

“What do you want?”

He sucked a noodle through his pursed lips with agonising slowness. I watched it disappear, inch by inch, feeling my cheeks heating yet again, and wished he would just hurry up and put me out of my misery.

“Another night,” he said, after several seconds chewing. “I’ll agree to the swallowing clause if you agree to another night.”

My heart plummeted into my shoes. “Another night?” I wanted to say no, could feel the words rising up my throat, but how could I? I’d brought this on myself. What was I going to do? I could feel myself wavering. It was just the thought of swallowing...the nausea clawed for space with the words in my throat.

“Another night for every clause you put in.” He corrected and I reeled back in the chair, feeling like he’d slapped me.

“That’s not fair!” I breathed and he shrugged.

“I didn’t make my money by obeying arbitrary rules of fairness.” He leaned forward and pinned me with his gaze. “I decide what’s a fair trade for me and then I get it. I think a fair trade for your ‘livelihood’ is one night to do with you as I please. If you can’t get on board with that, I don’t have to negotiate. I’m doing this out of the kindness of my heart.”

What kind of sick, twisted logic was that? He wasn’t doing this out of kindness. He was doing it out of some perverse desire to make me beg for my livelihood. I hated him with a sudden intensity that burned away the nausea and despair, filling me with a cleansing, righteous burn.

“You’ll get one night,” I snapped. “If I throw up on your upholstery, that’s on you. You can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.” He looked slightly disappointed and I found myself wondering anew what game he was playing. A small, quiet voice whispered that maybe he had no intention of making me swallow and had just been bluffing to get another night. 

That raised other ugly questions – if he’d been bluffing, was he really as cold and uncaring as he came across? I shied away from those thoughts. That way lay madness.

“When can I expect an appointment with the doctor?” I just wanted to get it over and done with now and I knew that the tests would take a few days to come back, even if he was getting them done privately.

“Would Friday morning suit?” He asked and I nodded, my neck feeling like a taut strung wire.

“And what night am I to expect your summons?” 

“Well that depends...” And there was that sickeningly easy smile again. “What day do you have fewest obligations in the day time? You’re going to need to rest, Kaet. I intend to work you hard all night.”

“Thursdays and Fridays are my quietest mornings but weekends are probably best. I only have one class after lunch on a Saturday.”

“Then I’ll expect you on Saturday. They can expedite the medical results. I’ll send a car to the gym to collect you. What time does your class finish?”

“Four o’clock.” I had less than a week to get myself together for this. I could do it. Still filled with righteous fury, I focused on my food, barely answering his questions until something he said caught my attention. “You’re going to the Stella Foundation Benefit on Friday?”

“Yes.” He looked delighted. “Is that where you’re performing?”

“Yes.” It was a grudging admittance. How was it that I’d never met him until this week and suddenly we were being thrown together twice in less than ten days? It was almost like someone in charge of the fates was having a good laugh at my expense.

“I look forward to seeing your performance with a better understanding of what it is you do.” Did he have to look so damn delighted? “The beauty of it is plain for anyone to see, but the discipline and control is surprising.”

“It’s the same for nearly all forms of dance,” I reminded him, still smarting from the previous conversation. “You have to train your muscle groups to move in the way that you want them to. It’s a lot like lifting weights for strength training.” Inspiration struck. “You clearly work out. Perhaps dance isn’t something you should get involved in. I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself because your muscle groups are synced to a different discipline.”

“Wouldn’t you?” He looked like he was struggling not to laugh. “From your attitude, I’d think wanting to watch me hurt myself is quite high on your list of priorities.”

I couldn’t argue with that and every smart response that sprang to my lips was bitten back down out of fear of antagonising him enough to change the deal. “Masochism isn’t my sport, Mr Cameron,” I settled with, realising my mistake as soon as I’d said it.

“What have I said about you calling me Levi?” He sighed, but the stern tone was belied by the teasing in his eyes.

“I forgot.” It wasn’t quite an apology but I tried to keep it appeasing. “It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” Now he was all out teasing and I had to fight the anger down again, glad that I could pretend to be distracted by the food. It was as delicious as ever but I just couldn’t give it the attention it deserved. “Will you be doing the same performance as the other day?”

The change of subject caught me by surprise and I had to rewind the conversation to realise what he was talking about. “No. Unfortunately for me most of these charity galas and benefits pull their guest lists from the same pool of names. At least half the people there on Friday will have been at the last one too, you included, so I come up with a new routine for every performance I do.”

“That must be work intensive,” he encouraged the conversation and I gave in, rationalising that at least we weren’t talking about our stupid contract.

“Not really. The hardest part for me is choosing the music and the outfit. When it comes to the dance, there’s a large element of improvisation. I’ll run through the music several times in the days beforehand trying different moves to see what fits and finding out which transitions work best. With a solid grasp on the music, anything is possible. It’s one of the benefits of performing solo.”

“And who mixes your music?”

“Some I do, some a DJ friend does. It depends how complex the mixing is. If I want to just stick two songs in sequence, I’ll do it. If it’s any more complex than that I get my friend to do it.”

“And how long does it take you to get ready for a performance?” If he was faking curiosity, he was doing a damn good job of it. “It’s
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