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        For my mum.

        If you could just skip over chapter 29…thanks.
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            PROLOGUE - PART 1

          

          DIAMOND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You know it’s love when your feelings don’t leave, even if the person does.
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        * * *

      

      It started off as a better than normal day. I’d go so far as to call it good, because when I finished my session with Alex—the ex-Spetsnaz sadist my husband had lovingly appointed as my personal trainer—I managed to walk out of the gym rather than having to crawl.

      “You should do more squats,” Alex said, following.

      I flipped him the bird. “I have a meeting.”

      Speaking of my husband, he was due back from California later that morning. He’d flown there to review staff performance at the LA branch of Blackwood, the security firm we ran along with two close friends, Nate Wood and Nick Goldman.

      We’d flipped a coin for the trip, but I’d called tails and ended up spending two nights in New Jersey.

      My phone chirped as I pulled a smoothie out of the fridge, letting me know Black had touched down in Virginia, just in time for our lunchtime appointment with a potential new client. Black hadn’t elaborated on who. That meeting couldn’t be over fast enough for me, because in the afternoon, to turn a good day into a great day, the two of us were heading off to our chalet in France.

      According to the weather forecast I’d checked over breakfast, there had been fresh snowfall in Chamonix overnight, leaving a couple of inches of beautiful powder. Happy days. Work had been crazy lately, and the thought of a few days of skiing without ringing phones or meetings or emails or people asking me what to do was bliss.

      “I’ve put clothes out on the bed for you.”

      Bradley, my assistant, wandered past carrying one of those little books of paint swatches. Now what was he planning? Last time he got it into his head to decorate, he’d created a replica beach at the edge of my swimming pool, and the sand got on everything, not least my nerves.

      But when I got to the bedroom, I couldn’t criticise his choice of outfit. A practical yet elegant trouser suit, single-breasted, black. I’d never cease to be amazed at the way he always bought me clothes that fitted perfectly without me ever trying them on. On the rare occasions I did go shopping myself, I couldn’t manage it, even if I spent hours in the fitting room.

      Black called me as I hopped up and down, trying to put on a pair of knee-high stockings. I laddered one, gave up, and answered the phone instead.

      “All right, Chuck?”

      I could picture his scowl, and it made me smile. His given name may have been Charles, but he hated it, and ever since I’d known him, he’d been Black. His surname and now mine as well.

      “Still feeling bitter about your trip to Newark?”

      “Whatever gives you that idea?”

      He sighed, something he’d done a lot over the years. “I’m in a cab, and I should get there for twelve. Are you on your way?”

      “Just pulling out of the driveway right now.”

      “I don’t hear a car engine.”

      Trust him to be so observant. “Would you believe I’m driving quietly?”

      “Just hurry up, Diamond.”

      Satnav said the drive to the Green Mountain hotel on the outskirts of Richmond should take thirty-five minutes, but if I paid lip service to the speed limits, I’d shave ten minutes off that. The sun shone from a blue sky as I walked to the garage, whistling out of tune. It would be rude not to take my Viper out for a spin, wouldn’t it?

      My good fortune held when I reached the hotel without hitting any traffic or getting a speeding ticket. Five minutes to spare, not bad. Where was Black? I couldn’t see him outside, so either he’d gone in already or he hadn’t arrived yet. My competitive streak hoped for the latter.

      I winced as a woman pushing a buggy clipped the mirror of a Ford Taurus parked a few feet away. No way was that happening to my baby, which was not only shiny but also a present from Black. The corner of the lot beckoned, well away from toddlers, careless elbows, and swinging handbags. A minute later, I’d swapped out my trainers for high-heeled instruments of torture and made it to the hotel entrance. The decorative clock above the door told me I was bang on time.

      Congratulations, Emmy. Take a bow.

      A battered yellow cab drove into the parking lot, and I paused with one foot over the threshold. Was that Black? Oh, please let that be Black.

      The car pulled up at the kerb, and sure enough, he was in the back seat. My lucky day. He reached one tanned, muscular arm out to pay the driver, and it was my turn to sigh. How did he go brown so quickly? It took me a week to get a healthy glow. Fifty bucks said he’d been doing too much surfing and not enough work.

      We’d be having words about that. If Black planned on slacking when Alex had made me run seventeen miles yesterday, he had another think coming.

      Black needed a haircut too. He’d said that three weeks ago, but clearly lazing around in the sun had taken precedence and now his hair was curling over his collar. I’d just stepped forward, trying to think up some pithy remark about him being a beach bum, when movement to my left caught my attention.

      Thirty yards away, the side door of a white van slid open. The “Flowers 2 You” logo emblazoned on the side in Pepto-Bismol pink peeled around the edges, but that wasn’t what bothered me. The door was opening all on its own, or at least it seemed to be. Where was the delivery guy?

      That picture wasn’t quite right.

      Something poked out from the gloom inside. A cylinder with a bulbous tip. Dark grey or green, perhaps. As I focused, the figure of a man inside became clear, holding...

      Holy fuck! He was holding a fucking RPG launcher.

      “Black! Blaaaaaaack! Get out!”

      The world moved in slow motion as I spun and ran towards the car, but my bloody heel broke and I went down on one knee. I scrambled up just as Black turned his head and looked at me, probably wondering why the hell I was making so much noise. As our eyes met, a streak of flame flew past me and hit him.

      Dead centre.

      He didn’t even see it coming.

      Glass shattered all around as the car exploded into a ball of fire, then to make doubly sure nobody walked out of it, a second grenade followed the first, causing the flames to jump even higher.

      It took a second for my brain to register what had happened, then Black was gone. Nobody could have survived the inferno raging in front of me. The blaze was so intense I couldn’t even see his outline, and there was no sign of the driver either. My heart beat in a crazy rhythm, a stubborn refusal in Morse code to accept what my head knew was true.

      Two lives had just been lost.

      Three, if you counted mine.

      A blur of pink and white shot past as the van peeled out of the parking lot, and the training Black had spent the past thirteen-and-a-bit years drilling into me took over. I didn’t have time to think, and I didn’t have time to feel. That would come later. Right now, I gave chase. My first thought was to run for my car, but the huge expanse of tarmac between it and me quickly put an end to that idea. Instead, my gaze landed on a kid sitting astride a Yamaha R1 motorcycle. He’d stopped to stare at the fireworks, eyes wide behind his visor.

      “Get off!” I yelled, belting in his direction.

      He took one look at my hand and leapt to the side. Why the horror? I glanced down myself and saw the gun I was carrying. When did I get that out of my bag? I shoved it into my waistband to free up my hands then caught the bike before it toppled to the ground. The engine was still running, and I revved it, leaving a black streak of rubber as I accelerated after the van. By the time I hit the road, I already had my red phone, the one I used for emergencies, clamped against my ear.

      One ring, two, then Nate picked up.

      “Black’s dead. I’m going after the shooters. Send help.”

      I didn’t wait for his reply. I didn’t need to. Nate knew I’d never kid about something like that, and he’d track my phone to find me. No, I only had one job to do now, and that was to catch the van. It already had a good head start, and if the driver had taken one of the multitude of small tracks that branched off the main road, there was every chance I wouldn’t find it.

      I sped along the highway, putting myself in the shoes of a fleeing murderer. Left? Right? Straight on? They’ll want to disappear. The tyres squealed as I took a left-hand turn towards Richmond. Please, say I’ve guessed right. A minute later, I flew over the brow of a hill and spotted a van ahead in the distance. It might have been travelling fast, but the bike was faster.

      Was it the right vehicle? Or just a plumber running late for a job?

      I’d memorised the licence plate as the bastards drove away from the hotel, and those digits burned in my mind as I leaned into the bends, my one goal to get close enough to confirm my suspicions.

      What if I was right?

      Well, I’d hang back and wait for the cavalry to arrive. For once in my life, I hoped the cops would get there before my own guys. Team Blackwood would have murder on their minds, and I didn’t want any of them going to prison. Not only that, I wanted Black’s killers alive for questioning, and after I’d found out what I needed to know, I planned to peel their skin from their bodies, piece by fucking piece.

      And I’d smile while I did it.

      Why? That was the question I wanted to ask. Why had they killed my husband? Something told me this was bigger than just two men.

      But you know what they say about best-laid plans? Yeah, that happened. The arsehole driving must have looked in the mirror, because the back door of the van opened and a hail of bullets came at me, that shooter hanging on so he didn’t fall out. I returned fire, aiming wide. I wanted to stop him temporarily, not permanently. That would come later.

      The fucker disappeared from view, and I thought my warning had worked, but it turned out he’d just gone to get the grenade launcher. It looked like Lady Luck was at home with her feet up while Mr. Murphy, of Murphy’s Law fame, rode pillion.

      The asshole let one fly at me, and I swerved to the left, swearing under my breath as the grenade took out a tree at the edge of the road. I eased off the throttle to put some space between us, but rather than speeding away, the van mirrored me. The gap closed, and door guy started up with the pistol again.

      Well, it wasn’t the first time someone had tried to kill me, and I was good at playing that game too.

      My first shot hit to the left. Another squeeze, red blossomed across his shoulder, and he stumbled back inside. Then I shot out the right rear tyre. Slow down, asshole. Trying to balance the bike and shoot and dodge flying bullets while zipping along at a hundred miles an hour didn’t look good for my life expectancy. One wild fishtail and I’d be joining Black in hell.

      The good news was, my plan worked. But unfortunately for the men in the van, it worked a bit too well, because when the tyre popped, the van swerved right, left the road, and hit the side of a bridge. I slammed the brakes on, barely keeping the bike upright as it went into a skid. As soon as it stopped, I leapt off and ran towards the wreckage in a crouch, hugging the treeline so they couldn’t get a clear line of sight.

      I tried the driver first, but someone should have told him to wear a seat belt because his brain had created a Jackson Pollock masterpiece on the inside of the cracked windscreen. Not only that, his bowels had let go, and the stench of shit mingled with smoke as the first flames licked out of the engine bay.

      With him a lost cause, I ran to the back. Had asshole number two fared any better? The door swung in the breeze, and I approached cautiously. Would he be in any state to fight back?

      No, was the short answer. He lay motionless among piles of broken flowers with a tyre iron protruding from his stomach. Fuck. Blood bubbled from the wound, leaving a scarlet trail as I dragged him out onto the damp grass verge. Just in time, because the fire had taken hold in the cab by then, and the flames were spreading fast. The smoke made me cough as I checked for a pulse. Nothing. I fought down the bile rising in my throat, made sure his airway was clear, then started chest compressions and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      Why, you may ask, did I try to save my husband’s killer? Good question. Let me tell you, I’d have liked nothing better than to give him a good kicking and leave him to rot, but I only had one connection between the man who pulled the trigger and the person who hired him, and right now, that connection’s life was seeping away into the muddy grass at the side of the road.

      How did I know he was a hired gun and not just some lone wolf with a grudge? I didn’t at that point, not for sure, but I’d had enough experience in the business to suspect it was the most likely scenario.

      Rarely did two amateurs carry out a hit as organised as that one. The men knew who Black was and where he would be, and the killing itself had been dramatic but precise. Not to mention they had access to some pretty nasty weapons. If I hadn’t been there, they’d have made a swift exit in their no doubt stolen van and be heading straight to the nearest bar in a non-extradition country to celebrate a job well done. So I figured they had to be professionals.

      And professionals got paid. I wanted the person holding the purse strings.

      To me, these men were nothing. Nothing. Just tools hired to do a job. For them, it was nothing personal, and I could identify with that. So, seeing the bigger picture, even with grief starting to set in, I did what I could to make the asshole breathe again.

      Several cars stopped, and their occupants gathered to watch, hovering in front of the trees. Ghouls. Not one of them offered to help. They just wanted to get their sick kicks by watching someone else struggle, and I almost emptied a clip at them.

      After what seemed like forever but was probably only a few minutes, Nick arrived. His Ferrari was swiftly followed by blue lights then red as cops and an ambulance turned up too.

      Nick took hold of my arm and gave me a gentle tug. I tried to shake him off, but he pointed at the medics fast approaching behind him. They could take over now. I let him pull me to my feet and got in a sharp kick to the bastard’s side before I stepped back.

      “Breathe, you piece of shit.”

      The emergency crew did their thing while Nick carried me to his car. In one of those strangely irrelevant thoughts, I noticed his hair was wet and smelled of shampoo. How many more lives would be disrupted before the end of the day?

      “Sorry I dragged you out of the shower.”

      He gave me a “What the fuck?” look then deposited me in the passenger seat, my legs haphazardly stuffed into the footwell. I’d started shaking when he wrapped me in the blanket he always carried in the trunk.

      “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.”

      He perched on the door sill and drew me close, stroking my hair.

      “It’s not okay, Nicky. It won’t ever be okay. He’s dead.”

      And I might as well be.
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          DIAMOND

        

      

    

    
      Nick drew back and tried to look me in the eye, but I couldn’t meet his gaze.

      “You don’t know for sure that Black’s dead.”

      He clearly hadn’t been to the hotel and seen the carnage outside reception.

      “Yes, I do. Nobody survived that explosion. Trust me; I know.”

      Nick went quiet. Any words he could have offered would have been inadequate. Instead, he tucked me in his arms, shielding me from onlookers and two dozen cops who didn’t have an ounce of tact between them. One tried to approach, full of questions, and got the sharp end of Nick’s tongue.

      “Back off and leave her the hell alone. She’s not speaking to you today.”

      The guy from the back of the van was loaded into the ambulance and shipped off to the hospital, but I barely noticed. Even the fire brigade who came to extinguish the burning vehicle hardly registered. The only thing I was vividly aware of was the burning smell of human flesh from the barbecued driver. That stayed with me for weeks afterwards.

      “Nate’s at the hotel,” Nick said, after a brief phone conversation. “Do you want to go there?”

      I couldn’t. I didn’t want to see the mangled, charred wreckage of the car my husband had burned to death in, especially since it would be accompanied by the same stench.

      “Can you take me to the hospital instead?” I wanted to be first in line if tyre-iron guy survived.

      But he didn’t.

      “Massive internal injuries, I’m afraid,” the bespectacled doctor told me, feigning sympathy. “He was gone before we got him out of the ambulance.”

      I sank onto a hard plastic seat in the waiting room, my mind black. Empty. In less than half a day, my whole world had twisted into a nightmare I’d never wake up from.

      Nick must have taken me home although I had no recollection of the journey. By the time he carried me upstairs and put me to bed, I’d gone numb. His lips moved, but I heard nothing. I couldn’t speak; I couldn’t move; I couldn’t think.

      That night, I relived the explosion. Over and over and over and over. I lost count of the number of times I woke up screaming. Nick stayed with me, fidgeting on the sofa by the window, undoubtedly ready to make a swift leap off the balcony if the need arose. A long time had passed since he spent a night in the same room as me, and on the last occasion, I’d sent him on a trip to the hospital. It was a testament to how worried he must have been that he stuck it out. I did notice he had a Taser in his lap, though, just in case.

      Things only got worse the next day when the police arrived. I couldn’t get out of bed. If I stayed buried under the covers, perhaps this horror story would turn out to be a bad dream. My three closest girlfriends, Dan, Mack, and Carmen hovered at my bedside, at least one of them there at all times, never leaving me alone. Dan had the hugs, Mack had the tissues, and Carmen had the gun.

      There was a soft knock at the door, and Nick slipped inside.

      “There’s a couple of detectives downstairs.”

      “So?”

      Let them stay downstairs. There was no love lost between me and the local cops.

      Nick sat on the edge of the bed and squeezed my hand. “Baby, they can’t identify Black by sight, and his teeth were too badly damaged for dental records to be an option.”

      “It’s him. I know it’s him. I was right there, Nicky.”

      “I understand, Ems. But they say they have to be sure. They want a DNA sample.”

      Black and I had always guarded our privacy fiercely. Neither of us had fingerprints or DNA on file. On the rare occasions they did pop up, Mack simply hacked in to whatever system they’d appeared in and erased them. But he was dead now, so what did it matter?

      “Fine. Give them the DNA. Then tell them to get lost.”

      While Nick went to Black’s room to hunt for a hair sample, I rolled over and curled up again.

      Don’t think; don’t think; don’t think; don’t think.

      But the police wouldn’t leave. Nate stood outside my door like a guard dog for the rest of the day, and every so often, I heard an angry exchange of words. Eventually, though, after ensuring I was suitably lawyered up, he had to allow the police to question me.

      “Just stick to the bare minimum, Ems.”

      “Do we know anything new?”

      “They’ve identified the dead fucker from the hospital. A wanted hitman, and the driver too. The pair of them had a collection of outstanding warrants from here to California.”

      So I was right.

      “Any news on who hired them?”

      “The money trail’s a dead end. The cops found two hundred thousand in cash when they searched their hotel room, but it could have come from anywhere.”

      “Two hundred? Is that all?”

      How could Black’s life have been worth so little? My rates started at five times that.

      Nate rubbed his temples. “I know. It’s insulting.”

      “Have the cops found anything else?”

      “Not exactly.” Nate walked over to the window and stared out.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means the lead investigator keeps spouting shit about statistics. That it’s always a victim’s nearest and dearest who’s most likely to have killed them.”

      Realisation dawned, and I sat up. “They think it was me.”

      He nodded, and anger flashed in his eyes. Not at me, but at the police.

      On paper it fitted. I had the connections, I had the money, and I stood to gain a massive financial benefit from my husband’s death. But what the idiots obviously didn’t understand was that I’d loved my husband, and as a part of me died when he did, I was hardly likely to have helped him on his way.

      I explained this to my lawyer, Oliver, as well as the fact that I already had more of my own money than I could ever spend and so I didn’t need Black’s as well. Not to mention that if I had wanted something ridiculously expensive, like a new jet or perhaps a small country, I’d only have had to ask and he’d have bought it for me.

      The other thing, which I didn’t put into words because it wouldn’t have helped the situation, was that if I’d wanted Black dead, which I didn’t, then we wouldn’t have been having this conversation. Why? Well, firstly, I’d have done the job myself, and secondly, nobody would’ve suspected it was anything but a terrible accident.

      Between them, the girls got me out of bed and semi-presentable. Call it zombie chic. The police had made themselves at home in my dining room, papers and candy wrappers strewn everywhere. A steaming mug of coffee sat next to one of them, right on the polished oak table. If Bradley saw that, Black’s wouldn’t be the only murder they had to look into. I sat there for over an hour, confirming only my full name and address while my high-priced pit bull of a lawyer ran circles around a pair of detectives and an assistant DA who appeared to have barely graduated from law school and was extremely nervous to boot.

      Luckily, despite the cops’ conviction I had something to do with my husband’s death and the media christening me the Black Widow, my friends didn’t doubt me. I couldn’t have asked for a more loyal or amazing bunch of people in my life, and they had my back. Always had my back. So while I wasted my time listening to Oliver snap “don’t answer that” and “that’s completely irrelevant,” they started the hunt for Black’s true killer.

      Sadly, they didn’t get very far.

      The van had been stolen from a long-term airport parking lot three days previously. Professionals that they were, the hitmen had even bought a few bouquets to maintain their cover story as they drove it around. Unfortunately, they’d also covered up the money trail, and so far, we hadn’t found large payments into any accounts connected with them. We couldn’t trace the origins of the cash either, although the assholes certainly lived well enough.

      Their upstate New York homes were far too nice to be afforded by the insurance salesman and freelance piano tuner they claimed to be, and neither had family money. We found swimming pools, a vintage Rolls Royce, and enough art to make any respectable gallery weep.

      But no leads to their employer.

      My clients lent their support as well as my friends and colleagues. The FBI sent a couple of agents to assist in our investigation, the NSA searched through their archives, and the CIA offered to help overseas. Although, as ever with the CIA, they had an ulterior motive. They wanted to get me back on track as soon as possible so I was available to do their dirty work.

      They knew that, I knew that, and they probably knew I knew that. They didn’t care.

      When I did go back to the office, three days after the explosion, I wandered around in a trance. Going through the motions. I checked emails, made phone calls, and spoke to people, but although the wheel was turning, the hamster was dead. With Black reduced to a letter of condolence confirming the DNA match, I didn’t want to work, but I needed to. Work was what I had left.

      Thanks to the FBI, I’d been cleared of any wrongdoing in the van chase. I’d called in a favour and they’d pulled rank, putting pressure on the local cops by claiming an interest in the case. One of their agents stepped in and got everything closed down sharpish. The police were still sniffing around Black’s murder, but Oliver was earning his money there.

      Meanwhile, my team put their all into trawling through Black’s cases, starting with the most recent and working backwards, searching for some kind of connection between his life and his death. The control room ran 24/7, fuelled by caffeine and a determination to see justice done, but ultimately their efforts were in vain.

      There was nothing, not a hint of a clue and no trail to follow.

      At least, not until the day of Black’s funeral when I received the phone call that tipped me over the edge and sent me running to England.
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        Those who know loss once knew love...
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      The voice of the man who’d ordered my husband’s death echoed in my ears, as did the crack my phone made when I hurled it against the wall after I hung up on him.

      As if killing Black wasn’t bad enough, now he had to call me and gloat over it? And not only that, if I tried to do anything about the state of affairs, he’d start taking out the other people I cared for. The situation made me want to break bones. His bones.

      But that was out of the question.

      As I stormed out of the control room and down the corridor, memories of Black’s death flew through my head, as crystal clear as if it had happened yesterday. And I was mad. Mad in a way I’d never been before.

      Employees scattered like bowling pins as I marched along the hallways. One glance at my face and they decided keeping quiet and getting out of my way was the best approach to take. A wise move.

      I needed to get rid of my anger before I took it out on someone who didn’t deserve it, and a punchbag seemed the best way.

      A handful of guys looked up when I walked into the gym, their expressions quickly turning confused.

      “Just leave, would you? I need this place to myself.”

      They filed out as I taped up my wrists, hands, and ankles—I may have been furious but I wasn’t stupid—and I spent the best part of an hour punching and kicking a heavy bag into submission.

      By the end, I’d collapsed in a puddle of sweat, but at least I felt calmer. Movement caught my eye as Nick and Alex appeared in the doorway. Nick looked a little bit nervous.

      “Glad I wasn’t on the receiving end of that,” he said.

      Alex, ever the critic, told me in his thick Russian accent, “Make sure you keep your head up, and your left arm was too straight on your hooks.”

      Thanks for that.

      “I wasn’t exactly worrying about my form.”

      “Just saying. Apart from that, you did all right.” High praise indeed from Alex.

      Nick walked over and sat on one of the weight machines.

      “Nate said you had a call from Black’s killer.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. I have to put it out of my mind because otherwise it’ll make me so angry I won’t be able to think straight.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t want to retaliate.”

      “You think I haven’t considered it? Believe me, the desire for revenge has been eating away at my insides like cancer. And if it was just me that my decision affected, I would go after him. I’d hunt him till my dying breath. But it isn’t just me. He threatened everyone around me last time, and he did it again today. I couldn’t carry on with your blood on my hands. There are enough days when I don’t care whether I live or die as it is.”

      “So that’s it? You’re going to let him get away with murder?” Nick managed to mix disappointment and incredulity in two short sentences.

      “If it means you and Nate, Carmen, Dan, and Mack get to live long and happy lives, then yes, that’s precisely what I’m gonna do.”

      “Every single one of us would be right behind you if you made a move to find him, you know that, right?”

      “Yes. And believe me, your loyalty means everything. Which is exactly why I’m sitting on my hands. I’d rather have you alive and loyal than dead and loyal.”

      “What if he does the same thing to somebody else’s husband? Or son? Or brother?” Nick asked.

      “You think that hasn’t crossed my mind either? The way he is, he’s done it already, many times over. And there’s no doubt in my mind he’ll carry on doing it. But while that’s a tragedy, as long as none of his victims are you guys, I can live with it. Am I being selfish? Undoubtedly.” Nick held my gaze, and I knew my words didn’t please him. “And for fuck’s sake, stop putting me on a guilt trip, will you? I’ve been doing enough of that myself.”

      “Well, someone’s got to say it.”

      “You’ve said it. Now lay off.” I turned my back on him and half-heartedly started on the bag again.

      “I can’t. I’ve talked to the others and we all feel the same. It’s our decision as much as yours.”

      I fixed my eyes on the wall beyond Nick and sighed with a heaviness that matched my heart.

      “I never wanted to have to say this, but I’m now the majority shareholder in this company, so if you want to commit resources to the problem, it has to go through me first. And I’m telling you we’re not pursuing this.”

      There I was, living up to my reputation of being the world’s biggest bitch.

      “I never wanted to have to say this, but I’m disappointed in you.”

      “Fine, join the club. You’re not the only one.”

      I sat down on the nearest weight machine as Nick stomped off. Well, to put it more honestly, I collapsed. His words hurt me. Deeply. But no matter, I was sticking to my guns. I couldn’t feel much worse than I had before, so if everybody decided to be angry with me then that was just the way it was. At least they were alive.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of dwelling on things I wasn’t willing to change, I threw myself into the drugs case I was working on and stayed away from Blackwood as much as possible. I ran the investigation out of my home, Little Riverley, and cultivated the image of a lone wolf. For the most part, people stayed away from me. It didn’t take a genius to work out Nate had told them what happened, and they’d all sided with him and Nick.

      The only people who weren’t annoyed at me were Bradley, who shied away from any form of conflict unless it was on a reality TV show, and Tia, my ex-boyfriend’s sister who didn’t know the whole story anyway. She’d called me from England a few times, moaning about life in general and exams in particular. Just having her talk to me as if I was a normal person cheered me up more than she could have imagined.

      “Exams are so pointless. What use is a polynomial function in the real world?”

      She had me there. I didn’t have a clue what a polynomial function was, and I didn’t feel I was missing out on anything because of that.

      “No idea, but you need to get good grades to go to university.”

      “I don’t know if I even want to go to uni. You didn’t go, and you’ve done all right.”

      “Don’t say that in front of Luke, whatever you do. He’ll think I’ve been encouraging you to abandon your education.”

      I nearly added, “And I’m in his bad books at the moment already,” but I managed to stop myself. Information on a need to know basis only. Her brother, Luke, was dating my friend Mack. Mack was pissed about my stance on Black’s killer, so by extension, Luke wasn’t happy with me either.

      “Okay, I won’t. But I’m not sure I want to spend three years of my life stuck in more lectures.”

      “Promise me you’ll at least try hard in your exams and keep your options open?”

      “Fine, I will.” Tia didn’t sound particularly convinced.

      “Look, if you get straight As, and Luke agrees, I’ll think of something fun for us to do afterwards. How about that?”

      “Like a trip or something?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Got to go. Need to study.”

      Tia hung up in a hurry. Bribery worked wonders for politicians, so why not a teenager? Hopefully, she really would put some effort in.

      I know I did. I worked bloody hard that week, seething about my husband’s killer the entire time. In my head, I’d christened the fucker Blanco—the anti-Black—and I imagined him as an over-the-top movie villain. In my quieter moments, I fantasised about dropping a house on him and seeing his feet shrivel up under the edge.

      At least the DEA didn’t seem to care about what I wasn’t doing to catch him. In fact, the DEA didn’t seem to care what I did at all as long as I got them results. Over the next seven days, I took out three dealers, one supplier, found a decent-sized stash of bad coke stored in what looked like an ordinary suburban house, and gave them a fair few leads to the next step up the food chain.

      I also got shot at twice, attacked with a machete once, twisted my ankle jumping from the second floor of a building, then got hideously drunk in a bar with my new DEA buddies at the end of it.

      After waking up with a headache that convinced me the devil himself was holding a party in my skull, I decided perhaps I deserved a day off.

      What’s more, it was my official birthday, as per my passport and the genuine fake birth certificate Black had supplied me with when we first met, and how better to celebrate than by spending the day in bed with the hangover from hell, feeling sorry for myself and pretending the world outside didn’t exist? Thankfully Alex had the day off, or he’d have thrown cold water over me then dragged me out for a run. I knew this because it had happened before.

      As it was, I managed to sleep until almost noon before Seth in the guardhouse woke me up. My phone blared with the sound of Pearl Jam’s Black, which I’d set as my ringtone after drinking most of a bottle of wine.

      “There’s a guy here with a package for you.”

      “So? Can’t you bring it to the house?

      He ignored my tetchiness and kept his tone professional. “He’s insisting you come and sign for it yourself.”

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      I rolled out of bed, groaning as I pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Shoes. I needed shoes. One of my favourite Converse had a hole in it, but they were comfortable so I didn’t care.

      The guardhouse lay three hundred yards from the main house, and a swarthy-looking man hovered outside it next to a black Mercedes, top of the range. He stood about six feet four, and his black outfit matched his neck tattoo nicely. Not exactly your usual courier, and a complete contrast with the package he held out to me, which was wrapped in pink paper and adorned with bows and ribbons.

      He grinned, well, sort of. On him it was more of a grimace, and sunlight glinted off a gold tooth.

      “Boss said I had to give this directly to you.”

      I held out one hand. He placed the box in it then got into the car and drove off without another word.

      Seth raised an eyebrow.

      “Just a birthday gift from an old friend.”

      He nodded as if it was the most natural thing in the world for a dude who looked like he’d escaped from prison to turn up with a froufrou little parcel for me. Mind you, after some of the things Bradley had brought through those gates, I suppose nothing surprised him anymore.

      Back in my bedroom, I unwrapped the box. Inside, a stunning necklace lay nestled in plum velvet, platinum, an infinity symbol that glittered under the ceiling lights. One half was studded with white diamonds, the other with black. Stunning, unique, and no doubt expensive.

      The card that accompanied it came in a pink envelope, and I slid it out. Nothing special, a cake with candles and Happy Birthday written above. A note fluttered to the floor when I opened it.

      
        
        Dearest Angel,

        I hope your heart is starting to heal after your loss. Somebody once told me that time was a great healer, and although when she said it I didn’t believe her, over the years I found it to be true. I hope you are able to find your closure as I found mine. If there is any assistance I can offer, I will always be here.

        E

      

      

      No sooner had I finished reading when Seth called again. “Emmy, some guy’s arrived with a car, and he says it’s for you. You didn’t mention anything about a delivery?”

      “Nope, I haven’t ordered a car. What kind is it?”

      “Uh, it’s in a truck. Hang on.” Voices mumbled in the background. “A Corvette, apparently. A Stingray.”

      “Sorry, I still didn’t order it. Kind of wish I had, though.”

      After more muffled chatter Seth came back. “The delivery guy insists it’s for you.”

      “Can I speak to him?”

      “Sure.”

      After some fumbling, the phone was handed over.

      “I understand you have a car you’re trying to deliver,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I keep trying to tell these clowns. The paperwork specifically says it needs to be delivered today, to Emerson Black, at this address, at twelve thirty in the afternoon. The guy even paid extra for that.”

      “What guy?”

      “Says Charles Black on the paperwork. Address just down the road.”

      “When was it ordered?”

      I heard rustling as he checked. “Last October. Right after the new model was announced.”

      Shit. Black had bought me a car. A heaviness settled in my chest as I recalled sitting in our office a month before he died, sipping coffee while watching an internet clip of the latest upgraded Corvette. I’d jokingly said I’d have a black one with a dark purple leather interior. And because Black was Black and he didn’t mess around, I bet he’d called to order it the moment I’d stepped out of the room.

      “What colour is it?”

      “Black.”

      “And the inside?”

      “Nightshade leather, special order. I think that’s a fancy term for purple.”

      I leaned against the cool wall, blinking away the prickly feeling from the corners of my eyes.

      “Okay, it sounds like it might be for me after all. Can you put the guard back on, please?”

      When Seth came on the line again, I told him to let the truck driver in, and I’d go down to meet him. Pull yourself together, Emmy. I put the necklace and card away in the safe hidden behind a painting in my room then went back outside.

      In the driveway, I struggled to keep my emotions in check as my beautiful new car was lowered out of the truck. So shiny, and they’d even put a big bow on the top. Ever had a vehicular orgasm before? Let me tell you, they’re a wonderful thing.

      Still, I had to unclench my fists as I signed for the delivery. Black should have been standing by my side, and right now, I missed him more than ever.

      “Cheer up, lady,” the driver said. “Anyone else getting a new Corvette would at least have a smile on their face.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      He shook his head as he climbed back into the truck, no doubt thinking what a spoiled little bitch I was. Black had always tried his best to make me happy, never the easiest job in the world, and even from beyond the grave, he was still having a go. Another wave of grief hit me as I realised this really would be the last birthday gift I’d ever get from him.

      To be on the safe side, because Black taught me to be paranoid, I checked the car with Nate’s electronic gizmos. Clean. And when I ran a mirror around underneath, all I found was a small tag that said Good. Another of Black’s special requests, no doubt, and his way of congratulating me for remembering to do my job properly.

      Now what?

      Well, the car had been delivered with a full tank of fuel, and what better way to cheer myself up than to go for a blast? I shoved the bow into the passenger footwell, hopped in the driver’s side, and took off.

      The sun was shining, the roads were clear, and the car was awesome. The only thing missing was Black. If he’d been alive, he’d have been right next to me, arms crossed as he muttered, “For fuck’s sake, Emmy, brake!”

      After a couple of hours of aimless driving, I returned home with an ache in my chest that even a wild ride in the countryside couldn’t get rid of. Not that I’d truly expected it to. Upon checking my garage, I evicted an Explorer so I could park the Stingray beside the Viper. With Black’s Porsche Cayenne next to that, I had one mean-looking line up of cars, but even that failed to bring me any joy today.

      I was all ready for episode two of my pity party, which involved a box of Belgian truffles and a bottle of red, when I found Luke waiting for me outside the house, leaning against Mack’s car.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi yourself.” What was he doing here?

      “Uh, I was wondering if I could ask a favour?”

      “You can ask.”

      “Can I come in?”

      I shrugged and swung the door open, and his footsteps echoed on the tiled floor as he followed me to the kitchen. I could hardly start on the wine and chocolate so early in the day with company, so I set about pouring myself a bowl of muesli instead. If nothing else, it would absorb the alcohol I planned to have for a late lunch.

      “Your lawyer’s drawn up the papers for the building lease, but they need your signature. I’m trying to get things moving, so I hoped you’d be able to sign them now.”

      Luke was opening a new branch of his company in the States, and yours truly just happened to own the empty office he’d be basing it in. “No problem. Where are they?”

      “In the car. I’ll get them.”

      Luke returned with the lease agreement, and I settled down to read over it. Not that I didn’t trust Luke and my lawyer, but Black had always taught me to be thorough. Everything was fine, so I signed and handed it back.

      “Tia told me it was your birthday today.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She made a present and asked me to give it to you.”

      Made a present? Nobody had ever made me a present before. Paid someone else to make it, maybe, but not made it themselves.

      Luke held out a parcel wrapped in purple tissue paper, complete with a fancy ribbon.

      “Thanks.”

      Well, it didn’t rattle. I tore off the tissue paper and found a white T-shirt with a picture of a Barbie doll dressed in combat gear and the words “I’m a bad girl” written across it. Maybe not what I’d normally wear, but I loved it.

      “They were doing screen printing in art at school,” Luke explained. “Apparently, she wanted to write ‘Badass bitch’ on it instead, but the teacher wouldn’t let her.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d have been happy either. You’re always moaning about her choice of words.”

      “I’d have had to make an exception this time, seeing as you are. And besides, I’m fighting a losing battle when it comes to Tia’s language.”

      “It could be worse. Hey, if you’d seen me as a teenager, Tia would seem angelic in comparison.”

      “You’re probably right there.”

      Luke tucked the papers into a folder but made no move to leave. Why was he hanging around?

      “Okay, I’ve signed the lease, and you’ve dropped Tia’s present off. Is there anything else or can I get back to what I was doing?”

      Important things, like finding a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon and more headache pills and sitting in the hot tub for a couple of hours.

      “Uh, the others were wondering what you’re doing for your birthday?”

      “As I feel like shit, I’m staying in with a pizza.”

      A big pepperoni pizza, dripping with cheese. If Toby, my nutritionist, dared to utter a peep, he’d lose parts of his anatomy. I wasn’t planning to tell him, but somehow he always seemed to find these things out.

      “Do you fancy some company?”

      “Whose?”

      “Everyone’s. I think they’re all feeling bad about the disagreement last week. I know Mack’s upset you’re by yourself today.”

      “Well, I’m not changing my mind.”

      “Nobody expects you to. Now they’ve slept on it for a while, I think they can see your point of view even if they don’t agree with it.”

      So, Luke had been sent to test the waters. A sacrificial lamb, if you like. I didn’t want to come across as being overjoyed, but secretly, I was thrilled at the prospect of my friends visiting. I’d been missing them like crazy, and I hated it when they were mad at me.

      “In that case, tell them they can come over if they want.”

      Finally, Luke smiled, a mixture of happiness he could leave and relief that I’d agreed to the plan.

      “Great. See you later, then.”

      I gave him a little wave as I backed into the house. Feeling lighter inside, I decided to go out for a ride on my horse, Stan, instead of wallowing in self-pity in the Jacuzzi.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad day after all.
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      Someone must have mentioned the word “party” to Bradley, because he rocked up at four o’clock laden down with bags, boxes, and half a liquor store. The suspension on the hot-pink pickup he was driving groaned under the weight.

      “Bradley, which part of ‘a quiet night in with pizza’ didn’t you understand?”

      I loved Bradley dearly, but sometimes his positive outlook made me want to eat a bullet.

      “Don’t worry, we’re still having pizza. I pre-ordered everything on the menu except the one with pineapple. We’re not having pineapple again.”

      Last time Bradley put pineapple on my pizza, I’d taken it out the back and fired ten rounds dead through the centre of it. Good to see he’d got the message.

      “So what’s in the truck?”

      “I just brought a few extra bits and pieces. Party poppers, balloons, a cake. And games. We can’t have a party without party games.”

      “Yes, we can. I’m not playing strip poker again.”

      “Oh, don’t be so boring. We can just play beer pong and Twister. Now, will you help me carry some of this stuff?”

      Twister. Great. My temples throbbed again, the steady pulse of a Bradley-induced headache. I picked up a grocery sack containing nothing healthy at all and carted it into the kitchen, then went back for another. How much had he bought? There couldn’t be more than ten people coming, surely?

      At least I got a reprieve from carrying duty when my phone rang. Saved by the bell. It was Tia checking I’d received her present.

      “Sure did. Thanks, honey.”

      “You’re so welcome! I can’t believe I’m missing out on a party. Exams suck.”

      “How about I fly you out when they’re finished?”

      Luke seemed to be in Virginia for the foreseeable future, so I didn’t see how he could object.

      “That would be awesome!”

      “You’ve got to study first, though.”
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