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Some men will unlock your heart,

Others will release the devil inside.

- Emmy Black


























​CHAPTER 1 - EMMY

“DIAMOND? DO YOU want the good news or the bad news?” my husband asked from the cockpit of our jet.

We’d just boarded at Cairo International Airport, ready for a short hop over the Med to Italy to dispose of a particularly pesky oligarch’s son who’d developed a penchant for bumping off competitors to his daddy’s business. Whether it was to help the old man or simply to protect his inheritance, we weren’t sure, but either way it didn’t matter. Sonny boy’s last murder had been on American soil, and the powers that be had deemed he needed to go.

“Gimme the bad news.”

Get it over with.

“We’re not getting paid a million and a half bucks to dispose of Anton Ludovich.”

“Oh?”

“That’s the good news. He died all by himself.”

“How?”

“Drove his Ferrari off a bridge. Cocaine was mentioned.”

“So where does that leave us? Should I file a new flight plan?”

More bloody paperwork. The bane of my life. What do you think it’s like to be a jet-setting assassin? All glamorous parties and car chases and silenced pistols? I wished. No, mostly it was meetings and planning and occasionally, I got to crawl in mud. Then there was the time I almost died in the desert, but that’s a whole other story.

“Yes. We need a new flight plan.”

“Virginia?”

Virginia was home. Or at least, it had been for the last seventeen years—more than half of my life. At heart, I was a London girl and always would be, but I’d moved to the US after a job offer I couldn’t refuse, and look at me now—I’d clawed my way to the top of the ladder, leaving chaos, destruction, and piles of bodies in my wake. And still inconsiderate assholes dicked with my plans.

“We’ll need more fuel,” Black said, followed by a tiny hesitation. Most people wouldn’t have seen past my husband’s poker face. Me? I sensed there was a “but” coming. “But we do have a gap in our schedules now.”

See? “And?”

“We could take a…vacation?”

He said the word tentatively, testing it out. Black didn’t take time off as a rule. The occasional minibreak, maybe, or undercover work in sunny climates, but not proper holidays. In the fifteen years we’d been married, we’d only been on one bona fide vacation, and that was more of a recuperation period than anything else.

“Are you feeling okay?”

“We’ve got two weeks before our next job starts.” A joint security exercise with the Secret Service. We’d been hired to play the bad guys, hurrah. “We’re apart too much, and just for once, I’d like to spend some time doing nothing. See how it feels.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Since we’re already in Egypt, why don’t we go to Dahab? How long since we visited?”

Two and a half years had passed since I last set foot in the tiny town, but the memories of dragging myself up the beach in my underwear after trying to start World War III on the other side of the Gulf of Aqaba were as vivid as if it had happened yesterday. For Black? It must’ve been three or four years since he’d been there.

Together, we ran Blackwood Security along with two of Black’s old Navy buddies, and over the years, it had grown to be the second-largest security and investigations firm in the world. Thousands of employees and offices on six continents meant vacations were something other people took, although Nate, my husband’s best friend and one of our business partners, did threaten to send me to Antarctica on a regular basis. 

Sometimes, I felt tempted to take him up on the offer. Business was booming, which meant our schedules barely allowed enough time to shit in the mornings, let alone go sightseeing. Black oversaw the investigations division while I ran Special Projects, which basically meant I got sent all the crap nobody else wanted to touch. Everything from rescue missions to spying to common or garden assassination came across my desk.

And I was tired.

“It’s been too long. A vacation? Are you serious?”

Stupid question. He was always serious.

“Change the flight plan. I’ll call Bob and let him know we’re coming. Actually, speaking of coming…” He eyed up the tiny bedroom at the back of the plane. “The admin can wait for ten minutes.”

“Only ten minutes? What happened to your stamina, old man?”

He picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, slapping me on the ass with his free hand. Any other man would have died for that, but with Black, I only giggled. Giggled. What was wrong with me? This whole vacation thing was already messing with my mind.

But who cared? A fortnight on the beach doing nothing but my husband sounded like heaven to me. Sun, sea, sand, and sex—the perfect combination as long as we didn’t mix the sand with the sex, because that could get painful.

I landed on the bed in a heap, but I was smiling. “Love you, Chuck.”

“Love you too, Diamond.”

[image: Image]

Three hours and as many orgasms later, we sped along the dual carriageway between Sharm el-Sheikh and Dahab. Not so long ago, the town had been nothing more than a Bedouin fishing village clinging to the coast halfway up the South Sinai Peninsula, but over the last few decades, it had morphed into one of the world’s premier water sports destinations, although it still managed to retain a lot of its original charm. And its goats. There were goats everywhere.

I glanced in the rear-view mirror, and the driver Captain Bob had sent with the pickup didn’t look particularly happy in the back seat. Neither was I. The “too fast” warning chimes had been going for thirty minutes now, and I didn’t have any earplugs. But eighty kilometres of smooth tarmac with only half a dozen other vehicles in sight was too good an opportunity to pass up, and if it hadn’t been for the tour bus we got stuck behind at the second police checkpoint, I might have beaten my record for driving the route.

Beside me, Black tapped away at his tablet, letting everyone know of our change in plans. There’d be a few raised eyebrows at Blackwood, and probably some cursing too, but it was time to practise what we preached and improve our work/life balance. They’d cope.

At last, the third and final checkpoint came into view, and I smiled as we were waved through.

“Such incompetence,” Black muttered.

“Good for us.”

Although we’d left most of our hardware on the plane, there were still two guns and a selection of sharp things in the luggage strapped down in the bed of the truck. Be prepared, that was our motto. Or at least, it would have been if the Boy Scouts hadn’t trademarked it.

The whole town was just a couple of miles square, and it wasn’t long before we drove up to the gates of the Black Diamond Hotel. As you can probably guess by the name, we had an interest in it. A decade ago, we’d provided the bulk of the money to purchase and renovate the sprawling estate on the edge of the laguna, a beautiful blue bay sheltered from the worst of the waves by a spit of sand reaching across its mouth in the distance. The renovation project had been the brainchild of Captain Bob Stewart, a colleague of Black’s back in his days as a Navy SEAL, and Bob still ran the place with his wife, Sondra.

When we first laid eyes on the place, it had been derelict, the victim of an investor who’d mortgaged himself up to the hilt then made a series of spectacularly lousy business decisions. Not many owners had wanted to buy chicken-flavoured water for their pets, and his range of fashion burkas flopped too. 

We’d picked the land up for a song and rebuilt, and now sixty guest villas nestled amongst tropical gardens, complete with a spa, two restaurants, two bars, a tennis court, and a conference centre. No high-rise buildings for us. We kept it traditional with arched windows, domed roofs, and mosaics made by local craftsmen.

Honestly, I loved the place. It had a feeling of peace about it, and my only regret was that I didn’t get to spend more time there.

Of course, we had an emphasis on security too—it was in our blood—and Bob strode towards us as a guard stepped out of the gatehouse with a mirror to examine the underside of the pickup. Blackwood’s people were slightly better trained than the police.

“Chief Petty Officer Black.”

“Captain Stewart.”

Black climbed out of the car, and the two men saluted each other while I turned to check on the dude in the back seat. 

“It’s okay—you can get out now.”

A tiny nod.

“Shall I help you with the door?”

Another nod.

The instant he got free, he scuttled into the main building. Captain Bob stared after him.

“What happened to Ahmed?”

“He’s not such a good passenger.”

Bob gave a surreptitious sniff, but the smell of burning rubber had all but dispersed by then. I grabbed my suitcase out of the back and headed for the tiled path at the side of the lobby with Black and Bob following behind. Both knew better than to ask if I needed a hand with my luggage.

The smell of the sea air soothed my senses, and that tight knot of tension that lived in my gut—the force that drove me—loosened just a little. Despite being in the desert, the gardens were lush and green thanks to a sprinkler system that came on each day before dawn. Fragrance washed over me as I strode along the path to our seafront villa.

“I haven’t touched the place since you were here last,” Bob said. “Let me know if you want me to send housekeeping over.”

I took a mental inventory of the place. Yes, anything interesting was locked up in the floor safe. 

“If someone could give the place a freshen-up while we have dinner, that’d be good. Want to join us?”

“And ruin your romantic getaway?”

I refrained from pointing out that Black had fucked me quite thoroughly before we left Cairo airport. A sideways glance, and his tiny smirk showed he’d had the same thought.

“Always good to catch up with old friends,” he said.

“Wish I could, but I can’t.” Bob overtook me as we walked up the steps to our Egyptian home, the key in his outstretched hand. “Lynn’s here, and I promised I’d eat with her tonight. But I could ask the chef to set a couple of extra places…”

Lynn was Bob and Sondra’s only daughter. In her mid-thirties, if I recalled correctly, with a high-pitched voice, a love of crochet that bordered on an obsession, and a tendency to sniffle if things didn’t go her way. The last thing I wanted to do was share a table with her.

“No, it’s fine. You enjoy your family dinner, and we’ll drive into town. We’ve already planned to go to that Mexican place by the bridge if it’s still there?”

“It’s still there. The tacos are still every bit as good as they used to be.”

“How long is Lynn staying?”

My real question: could we put off a Black-Stewart get-together until after she left?

“A month.”

Shit. “That’s a long trip.”

“She’s here to get married. The pair of them figured they could combine the wedding and the honeymoon to save money. They’re tying the knot on the beach in two weeks, and you’re invited of course.”

Black raised an eyebrow. “I thought she was already married?”

“She was. This had better be third time lucky because I was this far…” Bob held his thumb and forefinger a millimetre apart. “From a murder charge with number two.”

“You could’ve made it look like an accident.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

The door to the villa creaked open, heat radiating from the thick wood in the afternoon sun. The inside, with its domed roof and AC unit, would be cooler, but before I could step into the shade, a voice drifted across from the other side of the thick shrubbery that surrounded our private terrace. Dammit, I really needed those earplugs.

“I’m not wearing that dress!”

“Zena, you chose the design.” No mistaking Lynn’s voice, and she sounded exasperated. “Please don’t argue with me again.”

“No, I said it was the least horrible out of all the ones you showed me, which is totally different. Plus we were in America. This is Egypt, and it’s boiling. I won’t be able to breathe.”

“Zena?” I mouthed at Bob, and he rolled his eyes.

“My granddaughter. From husband number one.”

Ah, yes, the guy who ran off with the babysitter, if memory served me right. Seemed he couldn’t stand Lynn’s whining either, and if my first impression of Zena was any indication, the attitude was genetic. A funny thing, genetics. Bob was a legend, Sondra was sweet as cotton candy, and somehow, they’d ended up with Lynn. If it weren’t for the fact that Lynn had Bob’s pale blue eyes and Sondra’s delicate chin, I’d suspect a mix-up at birth.

“You only need to wear it for a couple hours,” Lynn told her daughter. “And it’s real pretty.”

“If I have to truss myself up in that thing, I’m not going to the wedding at all.”

“But where are we gonna get a different dress? There aren’t any bridal shops in Dahab, and that one took me weeks to make.”

“Can’t I just wear shorts?”

“No, you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a wedding.”

“So? That’s not a proper reason.”

“Okay, so how about because you’re sixteen years old, and I’m your mother. In two weeks, I’m going to become Mrs. Christopher Holt, and I want you there to celebrate with me.”

“I hate you. You’re determined to ruin my life!”

Running footsteps signalled Zena’s departure, and I began to wish we’d gone to Italy after all. Planning a risky, high-profile assassination was infinitely more fun than dealing with a stroppy teenager.

Captain Bob let out a long sigh. “I’d better go and mediate.”

Black edged towards the threshold. “Rather you than me. See you tomorrow.”

The door clicked shut, and I flopped back on the sofa. A cloud of dust puffed up as I landed, and if I wasn’t mistaken, that was a pile of dead ants in the corner under the TV. Yup, the place definitely needed a clean. 

“Should’ve gone to Milan,” Black muttered.

“Don’t worry; if we’re out on the water, they can’t get us. I guess we should probably pick up a wedding present, though. I’ll email Bradley.”

Bradley was our personal assistant, a self-confessed shopaholic who wouldn’t bat an eyelid at the request. The small matter of an ocean and a language barrier wouldn’t stop him from finding the perfect gift.

“Good plan.”

“Is the door locked?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“In that case, you’re wearing too many clothes. Get ’em off, Mr. Black.”

He peeled his T-shirt over his head, and I’d never get sick of the sight of that chest. And the abs… Don’t drool, bitch. We’d had our ups and downs over the years as a marriage of convenience turned into something altogether more sweaty, but now that we were together, properly together, nothing could prise us apart. Occasionally when I drank too much, I was liable to ramble on about two souls joining and becoming one, at least until Black told me to shut up and carried me to bed, but it was true. 

Black had stolen my heart.


























​CHAPTER 2 - BLACK

CHARLES BLACK LASTED thirty minutes on a sunlounger. Sitting still for any longer than that left him bored. Irritated. On surveillance duty in the field, he could control the twitchiness, tamp it down, but it was always lurking in the background, niggling at him. With Emmy reading peacefully beside him, he tried checking his emails to distract himself, but when the damn phone threatened to overheat in the morning sun, he shoved it under his towel and stood up.

“I’m going for a swim. Join me?”

The sea was right there, calling to him. His time in the Navy SEALs had turned him amphibious. Two or three miles in the open water and he’d be calm again, ready to do whatever else a man was supposed to do on a vacation.

But Emmy didn’t look too enthusiastic.

“We’re supposed to be on vacation. You literally used that word yesterday.”

“And?”

“If I wanted to die of exhaustion, I could’ve done that in Virginia. And I’m already shattered from last night.”

No, they hadn’t made it out for dinner, but he had eaten well.

“Swimming isn’t exhausting.”

“It is when I’m trying to keep up with you.”

“We both need to stay in shape.”

“I’ll give you a blow job if you don’t make me swim.”

Black hesitated. Emmy sucked like an inverted hurricane and took pleasure in a job well done. Which was why he called her bluff. 

“You’ll give me a blow job anyway.”

“Dammit, you know me so well. Okay, I’ll go if you agree to let me do nothing all afternoon.”

“Deal.”

“And bring me drinks.”

He wasn’t a fucking waiter. “There are staff here to bring you drinks.”

“That’s not the point.”

Of course it wasn’t. Black liked to be in control. Emmy knew that, and so she pushed the boundaries at every available opportunity. He pretended to be annoyed, but secretly, he enjoyed the challenge. He’d concede on this point, but he wanted something in return.

“Fine. I’ll bring you drinks if you wear a bikini.”

“Sure. I’ll wear a bikini.”

Hmm. That was easy. Almost too easy…

Black’s phone buzzed, and he moved to the shade of a carob tree to check who’d messaged. Nate, his former Navy SEAL swim buddy, checking whether Black would be available for a videoconference with a client the day after tomorrow. He almost answered in the affirmative, but then he thought of Emmy. The whole reason he’d suggested this trip was because the last three times he’d tried to take her out to dinner, work had got in the way. And he’d noticed the tiredness in her eyes this last month. She’d never have said anything, but perhaps Anton Ludovich’s untimely death had been fate’s way of telling them to take a break.

He tapped out a reply to Nate.

Black: Unless it’s an emergency, neither of us is available for anything for the next two weeks.

But Black still needed to swim.

“Ready?” he asked Emmy, sticking his head around the villa’s front door.

“Almost. Where are we swimming?”

“In the laguna?”

“Can’t. The banana boat’s bombing around, and I like my head where it is, thanks. We’ll have to walk over to Baby Bay.”

She stepped out of the bedroom, and Black let out a groan. He hadn’t thought this through, had he? Emmy had gone with a violet two-piece to match her eyes, and that wasn’t the only thing it enhanced. If she ventured out in public dressed that way, he might be forced to murder someone.

He went inside and rummaged through the closet.

“Here. Wear this.”

“A kaftan? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“In case you get sunburned.”

“Bullshit. You wanted me in the bikini—now own it.”

Black made a grab for her because at that moment, he had absolutely no desire to swim but a hell of a lot of desire to fuck his wife. But Emmy sidestepped and darted out the door, leaving him to lock it behind them.

Logically, Black knew Emmy was his. They’d renewed their wedding vows not so long ago, and she’d never cheat. But every time a man’s gaze lingered on her body, he still wanted to dig the asshole’s eyes out with a spoon then lock her in their bedroom so nobody else could look at her.

Did that stop her from flirting? No. Sometimes, he thought she did it deliberately to wind him up. Like now, for example. She grinned as she strode along the beach, and Black stalked behind her like a shadow, glaring at anyone who so much as looked in her direction as they headed for the spit of land on the far side of the laguna.

Think of the water, he told himself, not Emmy’s ass.

They’d first come to Dahab in her early twenties—his early thirties—before they’d invested in the hotel. Black had wanted to dive at the Blue Hole, a sinkhole just a few yards offshore that plunged almost 370 feet into the depths. It had a reputation for being one of the most dangerous dive sites in the world, and it was true that a number of people had lost their lives there—the wall of memorial plaques right before the entrance was a testament to that—but much of the risk could be mitigated with proper equipment and training.

Almost halfway down the Blue Hole, a long arch led out to the open sea. At that depth, with air much denser and the effects of narcosis hovering around the edges of your consciousness, it was all too easy to burn through the contents of your tank and do something stupid. Beyond forty metres—a hundred and thirty feet—was technical diving territory, not recreational, but too many people still attempted the arch on a single tank and without proper backup. Those were the people who died most often.

Black preferred to think of the process as natural selection.

Back then, he and Emmy had dived the arch and spent the next few days exploring the town. Emmy told him she loved the place, and that was why he’d handed over a million and a half bucks when Bob Stewart came up with a crazy plan to renovate a wreck of a hotel. For Emmy. Because until Black met her, love had just been a word in the dictionary. A mythical mix of chemicals that messed with a man’s mind and destroyed his ability to think rationally. Then he’d stumbled into his future wife on the streets of London one rainy evening—or rather, she’d stumbled into him—and she’d stolen his heart as well as his sanity, the mental bitch. 

On the other side of the bay, Emmy cannonballed into the sea, then trod water as Black dove in beside her. Perhaps they’d only do one mile today. Half an hour, and he’d have her back in the bedroom where he wanted her. 

In the meantime, Black made an effort to enjoy the swim. Stroking lazily through the water with his wife beside him was better than stalking a junior oligarch, and the Red Sea sure was warmer than the places he’d trained in his SEAL days. But that ass…

A quarter mile along the coast, he grabbed Emmy’s hand.

“Let’s go back.”

“You’re quitting already? Are you kidding? I need to do at least another mile.”

“Why?”

“Because of the amount of dinner I want to eat tonight.”

“I can think of another way to burn calories.”

Emmy wrapped her legs around his waist, and his cock hardened instantly.

“And what might that be?”

She released her grip and sank beneath the waves. Black braced for the feel of her lips, maybe the scrape of her teeth, because it wouldn’t be the first time she’d pulled that trick and he knew how long she could hold her breath, but she popped up again almost instantly.

“Shit.”

“What?”

“There’s a group of scuba divers down there.”

Fuck. And now he had a damned daggerboard in his shorts. Emmy was laughing as they took off for the laguna, and he let her set the pace at first, but the sight of her smooth legs didn’t help a certain part of his anatomy, so he soon scooted in front. 

How long would it take to get back to the villa? They could jog, but then Emmy’s tits would bounce, and— Wait. Why was Bob waving at them from the beach?

Black didn’t know, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know either.

But since Emmy was already heading for the shore, Black followed, mentally rehearsing excuses not to go for dinner with three generations of the Stewart family. Bob was a good friend, Sondra was tolerable, but Black would rather be waterboarded than spend an evening making small talk with Lynn, fiancé number three, and a teenage brat.

“Is there a problem?” he asked his old boss.

“Always so negative.”

“What can I say? People come to me when shit goes wrong, and you’ve got the look of a man who wants something.”

“This isn’t a problem, more of an opportunity. The small boat’s free, so how would you two like to go diving this afternoon?”

Black glanced in Emmy’s direction, and she flicked her gaze towards the villa. Message understood.

“Emmy wants to take the afternoon off. We can dive tomorrow.”

“Both boats are booked by tour groups all day.”

“Then we’ll dive from the shore.”

For a rare moment, Bob hesitated. This was the man who’d led special forces into battle and received the Medal of fucking Honor for bravery, so why did he seem so nervous?

“Uh…”

“So there is a problem?” 

“A small issue.”

“Which is?”

“Lynn wants me to drive her and Zena to Sharm el-Sheikh to go dress shopping. I don’t mind paying for the damned outfit, but I’d rather get shot in the gut than go on that trip.”

“And you told them you were taking us diving instead?”

“I might have said that.”

On a regular day, diving came second only to swimming on Black’s list of favourite things to do, but with his schedule otherwise clear and his wife gagging for it, he struggled to muster up the enthusiasm. Emmy managed a smile.

“I hate shopping for clothes too.”

“You’ll go?” Bob asked.

“You owe me the mother of all desserts for this.”

“Ice cream, waffles, chocolate brownies… Just name it.”

“Yeah, that lot’ll do for starters.”


























​CHAPTER 3 - EMMY

IT TURNED OUT Captain Bob hadn’t been entirely forthcoming about the extent of his deception. When Lynn had questioned him over why, exactly, he couldn’t just send the regular boat captain on our trip, he’d trotted out some bullshit about needing to escort us personally because we wanted to dive deep and the added danger was something only he was qualified to handle. And since Lynn was watching us from the beach bar as we prepped our equipment, we had to go with the whole shebang. Extra tanks, extra-thick wetsuits, and extra backache.

Out of the three of us, only Bob was smiling as he dragged a super-sized picnic cooler on board the Blue Tang. I’d named the boat after a particularly vivid variety of surgeonfish I once saw on a dive, then Disney Pixar released Finding Dory starring, you’ve guessed it, a blue tang, and now everyone thought I watched too many cartoons.

When Bob described the Blue Tang as small, he was talking relatively. She was nowhere near the size of the Stingray, the live-aboard boat that took guests on overnight trips to dive the wreck of the Thistlegorm and explore the waters of Ras Mohammad National Park, but she still catered comfortably to groups of ten divers. The wet area took up the back two-thirds of the main deck with a salon at the front, and the upper deck held sunbeds and a shaded seating area. The galley and engine room were on the lower deck, as well as a sleeping area for emergencies. 

“How long are you planning to stay out on the water?” I asked, eyeing up the giant cooler.

“It’s important not to get dehydrated, and I haven’t eaten lunch yet.”

Neither had I, and I was starving, but I also hated eating right before a big dive. Once again, I cursed weddings in general and Lynn in particular. 

Black dodged past me carrying yet more air cylinders. With technical diving, redundancy was key. If a recreational scuba diver suffered an equipment failure, they just needed to swim to the surface in a controlled manner, remembering to breathe out slowly as they went so their lungs didn’t rupture as the air in them expanded.

For a technical diver, life wasn’t so simple. Because of the depths involved, decompression stops were needed on the ascent. If your equipment failed without proper backup in place, you had the choice between drowning or surfacing too fast and getting decompression sickness. To avoid that unpleasant decision, we carried two of everything. Two cylinders connected by a manifold, two regulators to breathe through, two air bladders in our inflatable wing, two masks, two computers, two torches, two slates, two knives… Think of a cross between a pack pony and a Christmas tree, and you’ll get the picture.

Now do you see why I wanted to sit on the beach instead?

“So, where are we diving?” I asked. “Ras Abu Gallum? Gabr el Bint?”

Gabr el Bint in the south—its name translated as “Grave of the Girl”—ranked as one of my favourite places in Dahab, but the highlight was the shallow lagoon filled with table coral and pufferfish. Diving there with technical equipment would be the very definition of overkill. Ras Abu Gallum in the north was pretty but twice as far, and I really, really wanted lunch.

“Gabr el Bint’s busy today. Six boats have gone down there already. We could go to Abu Gallum, or…”

“Or?”

“The dive team and I have been working our way along the coast hunting for new dive sites. The old ones are so crowded nowadays, and damage from all the visitors is starting to show. A safari boat from Hurghada pulled over the big coral pinnacle at the Canyon three weeks ago.” He shook his head, frowning. “If they try anchoring there again, I’ll be the one to cut their damn line.”

“Assholes.”

“The tour operators just see the dollar signs. Anyhow, the last time anyone did a full-scale mapping exercise was two decades ago, and that focused on the shallow areas. I want to know what else is down there.”

New reef growth, earthquakes, overfishing—they all changed the underwater landscape. If the Black Diamond dive centre could offer its clients something different, that would give us an edge over the competition, plus it would take some of the pressure off the busier areas.

“Where have you got up to?”

“Next on the list is a spot between the Caves and Shahira.”

Closer even than Gabr el Bint. Perfect. “Great. Let’s go.”

Black rolled his eyes behind Bob’s head because he knew exactly what I was thinking. So what? V-a-c-a-t-i-o-n. Ice cream took priority.

Sweat was rolling off me by the time I got into my wetsuit, and I tore a fingernail trying to work the sleeves up my arms. As you can imagine, when I eventually staggered off the edge of the swim platform, I wasn’t in the best of moods. Black didn’t feel the cold as badly as I did—probably because he had Superman genes—so he’d opted for a thinner wetsuit, and since he stood at almost six feet seven, the equipment didn’t dwarf him as it did me. He stepped into the water smiling.

“Don’t forget the camera,” Bob said, bending on one knee to hand Black his GoPro.

On any other day, we’d have preferred memories to pictures, but since Bob wanted everything recorded for posterity, we’d agreed to film. Cold water seeped into my suit as I descended under the shallow waves.

The reef wall dropped straight into the depths. This site was no good for shore diving because although jumping in from land was a piece of cake, there was no easy exit. Without a boat, the only way out was to scramble up vertical rocks—difficult at the best of times, but almost impossible for a diver weighed down by twenty kilos of equipment.

But with a boat… Yeah, it had potential. The reef wall teemed with life, from anemones to shoals of orange anthias fish, sea stars, moray eels, cleaner wrasse. A turtle shot out in front of me and made me jump. I glanced behind, and of course Black had got that on film—the git was grinning as wide as his regulator would allow. He was happy here in his undersea world, and I suppose that made all the effort worth it.

Ten metres… Twenty… We went through a thermocline, a line in the water where the temperature dropped markedly, and the colours dulled. The brightest fish and corals lived near the surface, where the sunlight was strongest. 

A huge grouper swam past in the blue, and Black reached out to squeeze my gloved hand. We’d agreed to go straight down to sixty metres to see what was there, then shallow up slowly, swimming south with the current as we went. Once we surfaced, we’d inflate a bright orange signal tube, and Bob would come to pick us up. 

Thirty metres. Forty. The water got darker, and holy fuck, that was the biggest school of barracudas I’d ever seen. The predators of the ocean, although they rarely attacked humans. Why were they there? What were they hunting?

Black, of course, couldn’t resist getting in closer with the camera. The shoal parted, and… Oh, shitting hell. Just one time—one time—couldn’t I have a freaking day off?

Sightless eyes stared back at me, the sockets swarming with tiny shrimp-like creatures. Under a torn T-shirt, tattered flesh hung in ribbons—the remains of the barracudas’ chosen meal—and white glimmers of rib shone in the light from Black’s torch. 

I checked one of the computers strapped to my wrist. Forty-five metres down. If the backpack the corpse wore hadn’t snagged on a piece of coral, it would have sunk farther into the depths, another twenty or thirty metres at a guess. Even now, another attack by overly enthusiastic fish could easily dislodge the body. How long had it been there? No more than a week, surely, or there’d be nothing but a pile of bones.

Black shooed barracudas out of the way as I pulled out my dive slate and printed a single word.

FUCK.

Black pointed his thumb upwards: ascend. 

Since we’d only been underwater for a few minutes, our decompression stop was short. To avoid damage to the reef, the Blue Tang used a ropeless anchor system that kept the boat in place using GPS rather than a physical anchor, but Bob had hung an actual rope over the stern with depths marked and a pair of oxygen bottles at five metres. Breathing pure oxygen in the shallows reduced decompression time, but deep down, too much O2 caused oxygen toxicity that could kill you. At depth, we used a combination of oxygen, nitrogen, and helium, known as trimix.

Black switched his regulator over, then wrote me a message.

Sorry about the vacation.

I hooked an elbow around the rope as I scribbled out my reply.

You take me to all the best places. 

He smiled with his eyes. Should’ve gone to Abu Gallum.

Right. Instead of Gabr el Bint II?

Bob was relaxing in a fucking deckchair when we surfaced, reading a novel with his feet up on the deck rail. Next time, he could dive and I’d do the supervising.

“That was fast. Nothing down there?”

I left it to Black to explain this one.

“There’s a good variety of coral, a reasonably large sea turtle, an army of barracudas, and a corpse.”

“A corpse? What do you mean, a corpse?”

“Do you want the dictionary definition or the photos?”

I sat on a bench to release my tanks. Boy, that felt good. “Look on the bright side—at least we weren’t a group of tourists because that would’ve been awkward.”

“A fucking corpse?”

“Dude, you can keep asking the question, but the answer won’t be any different. Yes. It’s a half-eaten, spectacularly ugly corpse.”

“I’m retired. I don’t do corpses anymore.”

“So who do we call around here?” Black asked. “Do you have a contact in the police?”

“I do, but they don’t know a whole hell of a lot about dead bodies either. The last time there was a murder around here… That was the debacle in Fidda Hilal two years ago.” Fidda Hilal was a similar-sized town a half hour north, and although Blackwood hadn’t been involved, one of our clients had got tangled up in the mess, so I was familiar with it. “They got rid of the bad apples, I gather, but they still lack any kind of investigational expertise.”

“How about diving expertise? Somebody needs to bring the body up.”

“By the time they get around to organising that, there’ll be nothing left but bones.”

Bob looked at Black, Black looked at me, and I looked at Bob.

“We’re on vacation,” Black said. “I thought you wanted to get ice cream?”

“I’ve lost my bloody appetite now. And whoever’s down there, they’ve got family.”

“We don’t have jurisdiction.”

“When has that ever stopped you before?”

“We can’t do everybody’s jobs for them. We had precisely this discussion yesterday with Lieutenant General Fakhry.”

Ah, yes, our meeting in Cairo. With all the rumblings going on in the Middle East and North Africa, the Egyptian government wanted to hire a contingent of Blackwood’s former special forces operatives to run an advanced training program for some of their troops. The problem was, their basic training wasn’t good enough, and you couldn’t teach soldiers to sprint, climb, and jump before they mastered walking or they’d fall flat on their fucking faces. 

Last month, we’d run a trial, and it had been a disaster. We weren’t about to risk our reputation or the morale of our people until the Egyptian army put some effort in, and we’d told them that in no uncertain terms. So I kind of understood where Black was coming from, but he had a tendency to think in cold, hard facts when sometimes a little empathy was needed.

Bob was on the same wavelength, it seemed.

“Remember the day after Eid al Adha in Northern Iraq?” he asked. “When Briggs got shot by a sniper and you insisted on going back for the body?”

“I was young and stupid then.”

“Young, yes, but never stupid. You said you wanted him to have a proper burial.”

Black didn’t much like to talk about his time as a Navy SEAL, but I knew he’d been nineteen when that incident happened. He still had the faintest scar on his thigh from the bullet wound he’d received that day, plus a Silver Star tucked at the back of our bedroom safe back in Richmond.

“I can’t argue with both of you.” A pause. Black liked space to think, to mull things over. “Fine. We’ll bring the body up.” He glanced around the boat, and I could see the cogs turning. “Diamond, you’d better empty that fucking ice chest.”


























​CHAPTER 4 - EMMY

FOR THE SECOND time that sunny Wednesday, a chill ran through me, partly due to the water seeping into my wetsuit but mostly because this time, I knew what awaited us at forty-five metres.

We’d spent the last hour and a half talking over our plan to recover the body, watching the footage Black had filmed on our first dive and discussing the logistics, the potential problems, and how to mitigate those problems before they happened.

One thing we all agreed on was that Captain Bob wouldn’t notify the authorities until Black and I were back underwater. The only thing worse than manhandling half a corpse while on vacation was attempting to do that with a dozen men who didn’t know what they were doing barking opposing instructions on the matter.

Black carried Bob’s camera this time, a professional setup with lights that cost more than a small family hatchback and weighed about as much as one too. I guided the picnic cooler into the water, now modified with drainage holes in the bottom and a sturdy rope cradle we’d use to haul it back to the surface again. The cradle hooked to a winch on the back of the Blue Tang, and when we set off the submersible flare Black carried in his pocket, Bob would slowly, slowly start reeling our haul in.

We descended quickly—going down was never the issue, rather it was coming back up that slowed things with pesky decompression stops. Take Ahmed Gabr’s world-record dive if you want an extreme example. Three hundred and thirty-two metres deep, fifteen minutes to get there, and thirteen and a half hours to safely ascend again. 

At forty-five metres, the body was right where we left it, but minus another pound or two of flesh. Since I hadn’t eaten lunch yet, I figured it was safe to take a closer look. Was it a man or a woman? Difficult to tell, but from the size, I guessed at a female, or perhaps a teenage boy. Light brown hair curled around the edges of the skull, wafting in the current. The clothes didn’t give much away. Blue jeans and a red T-shirt hung in tatters, floating eerily in the blue, and the feet were bare. One scrap of the T-shirt had a logo—two fish fashioned into a heart shape.

It was Bob who’d asked the inevitable question: accident or murder? I didn’t know the answer to that yet either. Could the body have drifted with the current? Had a tourist slipped on the rocks above and drowned before they managed to escape? If they’d hit their head…curtains. Or had some sick freak tossed our victim into the sea, assuming their remains would sink straight to the bottom of the abyss? 

Our plan called for me to act as barracuda-blocker while Black documented the scene. I got all the good jobs. Even though I wore gloves, their teeth could still do plenty of damage, so I carried a knife just in case. A five-inch clip-point with a matt-black blade. Barracudas were like magpies—attracted to shiny things—and I didn’t want to encourage them over.

With better lighting, I saw details I’d missed on the first trip down. The silver ring on a bony finger. The pair of flowers embroidered below the left-hand jeans pocket and pink nail polish on what was left of the toes that suggested our victim was female. The words printed on the purple backpack: Love Life, Love Dahab. 

That philosophy hadn’t worked out so well for her, had it?

The tiny shrimps crawled over her exposed flesh, hundreds of them, thousands even, and Black used his spare hand to sweep a bunch of them away before he resumed filming. Odd. The straps of the backpack were tied together with a piece of yellow cord, making it harder for her arms to slip out. Had she done that? Or had somebody else done it for her?

Something silver flashed in my peripheral vision, and the mother of all barracudas swam at me. I turned in what felt like slow motion and punched the bloody thing as it shot past an inch from my face. One chance. I’d give it one chance. 

In front of me, Black focused on the task at hand, panning slowly from left to right, recording every detail of the scene for posterity. Another barracuda—or maybe the same one—glided past me towards the reef wall, and I spotted something twinkling, half-buried in the sand on a ledge just below the girl’s feet. A hair clip. Hers? And where were her shoes? I looked above and beneath us, but I couldn’t see them, so either they’d tumbled to the bottom or she’d gone in barefoot. 

Black beckoned me forward, and I let a little air out of my wing to make myself heavier, then hooked myself to the reef wall. He did the same—we needed stability for the next part—and also clipped the camera onto the rope to free up his hands. Now came the tricky part. First, we manoeuvred the cooler into position underneath the girl’s legs, and I held it steady while Black worked out how best to free her. He tried lifting her backpack, and I caught the surprise in his eyes as he shook his head. Whatever she had in there was heavier than he’d expected.

How was our air? A third gone. At these depths, every lungful was denser than at the surface, so we went through it much faster. Black’s gauge would say about the same as mine, I knew from experience. He may have been bigger, but practice meant he was also better at conserving air.

Now, he studied the scene, head slightly tilted and a knife in his hand. He needed to cut something, but what? 

A barracuda got curious, swimming up to take a bite of its favourite meal as though it realised the table would soon be cleared. I batted it away, and it glared at me through beady little eyes. Good thing we weren’t dealing with piranhas. Finally, Black sawed through the cord, and I grabbed it off him and stuffed it into a pocket as the girl slid free from her bounds and concertinaed into the makeshift casket. Not exactly the ideal procedure, but with time and location against us, it was the best we could do.

I made sure to pick up the hair clip too, then went for the backpack. What the bloody hell was she carrying? Rocks? Black held out a hand, ready to secure the bag to the winch cable, when my hook came loose and I plummeted towards the depths. Ah, fuck. Think, Emmy. I blasted more air into my wing, which slowed me down, but it wasn’t enough. Whatever was in the bag had to weigh at least fifteen kilos. Fifty metres, fifty-five… My ears began aching, and my dive computer beeped helpfully to let me know I was too deep. No way was I letting go of the evidence, though, so with little other choice, I sacrificed my weight belt to the sea. Nine kilos gone, and with a bit of kicking, I began to ascend. At a maximum safe rate of nine metres per minute, it took me two minutes to get back to Black, and when I drew level, the asshole fucking laughed. I gave him the finger as he set off the flare and sent the school of barracudas bolting into the blue.

Since I’d lost my weight belt, I had to hold on to the backpack as we made our way to the surface, and my impromptu adventure meant I had a longer decompression time to look forward to. At ten metres, Bob had hung two small bottles of oxygen to help us out. The winch cable had depths marked at intervals, and he paused the ascent of our grisly cargo too, three bodies hanging in the water while we counted down the minutes.

Black rolled onto his back and studied the ripples on the surface. When I followed his gaze, I saw a shadow off the Blue Tang’s stern, what looked like a small dinghy tethered to the bigger boat. 

Black wrote on the slate strapped to his arm. 

Police?

I nodded. That seemed the most likely scenario. Suddenly, a longer decompression stop didn’t seem so bad. The prospect of answering questions for hours when I still hadn’t eaten lunch didn’t spark joy, as that TV cleaning lady Bradley loved so much kept saying, and it was tempting to leave the cops with the body and swim a little way up the coast. We could hide the gear, walk into town, and come back for it later. Probably no one would steal it. Crime rates were low in Dahab, apart from a possible murder, obviously. 
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