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    Newly single and fired from her job, scuba instructor Carys heads to the Red Sea to work on a luxury dive yacht. She soon finds herself attracted to its captain, the gorgeous Zaid, and the feeling is mutual – but, as he’s under pressure to put duty before pleasure, their budding romance soon sails into stormy waters. And that’s before her ex arrives, with a girlfriend from hell in tow, to stir things up even more. Can Carys handle all the complications and unfinished business – or has she sunk out of her depth this time?
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    Chapter One




    From my vantage point on the upper deck, I watched as Zaid emerged from the night-darkened waters of the sea. Effortlessly, he climbed the ladder at the stern then stood, wet and naked, on the floodlit dive platform just metres below me. In the short time I’d known him, this was as happy as I’d ever seen him – exhilarated, unselfconscious, joking around with the other guys.




    As he towelled himself dry, with his back to me, I scanned him from head to toe – tall, naturally athletic, golden-skinned. His dark hair, in its usual low ponytail, snaked down between his shoulder blades, bisecting the strong “V” of his back. Turn around, I willed him, as I gazed at his taut arse – and soon he obliged.




    ‘Captain, my captain,’ murmured Sarah, nudging me in the ribs as we got a better look at his cock, long and thick, bobbing out of its nest of dark pubic hair.




    ‘Shh …’ I said. There was no way he could have heard us over all the shouts and laughter but, sensing he was being watched, he glanced up. His dark-hazel eyes met mine until, blushing, I turned my gaze away. Then he ducked out of view, and when he passed us on the way to his wheelhouse cabin, he’d acquired a bathrobe.




    ‘Swizz!’ said Sarah, once he was out of earshot again. ‘But you and he are so going to end up –’




    ‘In my dreams,’ I sighed.    




    *               *               *




    ‘Carys, can I have a word, please?’




    Jake had been grim-faced – well, about as grim as his teddy-bear looks allowed – when he’d called me into his office. At the time, I’d felt relieved. It was Friday afternoon and I had been bracing myself for trouble ever since the weekend; and this was a less scary prospect than facing Maynard Lewis, our boss at SubMerge, a scuba centre in the London suburbs.




    ‘As you know … er, concerns have been expressed,’ Jake said. ‘About what happened at Rockmount Quay.’ He ran nervous fingers through his close-cropped, sandy hair. Great though he was as a general manager, stern and formal had never been his style.




    I nodded. No point denying it.




    ‘Isabel said she heard you and Simon arguing at the B&B on Friday night – loud enough to wake her.’




    ‘And did she mention the angry make-up shag we had right after that?’ I asked snarkily.




    ‘Too much information,’ he muttered, but I knew that Isabel, a trainee instructor at the centre, got on his nerves at least as much as she got on mine.




    ‘Bet she had her ear to the wall by then,’ I griped.




    He sniggered. ‘Yeah. But it’s more about what went on the next day. We can’t have instructors losing it with students. Yelling abuse at paying customers –’




    ‘Hey!’ I interrupted him. ‘You do know that was Simon? Or did Isabel try to pin that on me too?’




    He shook his head. ‘No. Andrea – Mrs Leeson – called Maynard on Monday.’




    ‘Great.’ I let out a sigh.




    ‘She was nice enough about it. Just said she was worried that you both seemed stressed and distracted. Not what we want when you’re teaching students at 30 metres. But obviously it came out that the two of you were bickering in front of them. And that Simon –’




    ‘Asked Mr Leeson how effing dense he needed to be to forget his effing weight belt for the 50th effing time that day?’




    Jake gave me a “need I say more?” shrug.




    ‘I’ll apologise to her again, for both of us. Call her up, send her a grovelling email.’




    He shook his head. ‘Maynard’s sorted it. Offered the two of them another course, gratis.’ My stomach knotted. Maynard was so spectacularly tight he hated giving away as much as a free snorkel-clip. This was a bigger deal than I’d anticipated. ‘Sorry,’ continued Jake. ‘I fought your corner. Seriously. But what with this, and things slowing down now the summer season is ending – well, Maynard thinks it’d be best if…’




    I didn’t want to hear him say it. I glared at him, too angry to appreciate any pleas he’d made on my behalf.




    ‘What about Simon?’ I spat. ‘He’s the one who …’




    Jake swivelled his chair around to sit sideways on to me, staring blankly ahead. ‘Maynard saw him earlier, to get his side of it. Simon threw a big strop, threatened to walk. Said he’d get a job with the opposition like that.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Long story short, he’s been offered a renewed contract. And a pay rise.’




    Teflon Man strikes again. But I’d seen it coming. Simon’s messy, sun-bleached hair and sea-blue eyes might have got a few of our customers swooning, but he was way more than just a pretty face. He was Maynard’s golden boy, a dive “natural” who’d been tutored by the boss since his teens. When Simon had qualified as an instructor, he’d attained a near-perfect, UK record score in the exams. He was an asset to SubMerge, a bragging right that Maynard wasn’t going to give up easily. And it was true that a rival dive centre, one of our fiercest competitors, had been sniffing around, hoping to poach him.




    My own achievements were less stellar but still sufficient for Maynard to take me on as an instructor and dive shop assistant, working on a freelance basis.




    Jake spun to face me again. ‘Maynard says to make this your last day. Can’t have you wreaking vengeance, puncturing all our air hoses …’ I stared at him in disbelief. ‘Aww, hon, I am kidding, y’know …’




    I made to leave and he got up out of his seat, grabbed my hand then gave me a hug.




    ‘Come on, I’ll walk you home.’




    Now the tears flowed freely. Home was the flat nearby that I’d shared with Simon for almost a year.




    Once we’d started dating – a month after meeting at SubMerge – I’d stayed over regularly, after evening courses and before crack-of-dawn starts. And soon after that, we’d agreed I “might as well” move in. Even then, during that early, smitten phase, it had felt like way too soon but I’d told myself it was for practical, unromantic reasons; that it made sense to live two streets away from work rather than across the city. And things had been great – for a while, at least.




    ‘Cuppa?’ I said as I let us in.




    Jake dithered. ‘I’ll probably pass, if you don’t –’




    ‘I do mind. Tea or coffee?’




    ‘Tea, then. But –’ he pointed theatrically at his wedding ring ‘– no inappropriate touching, OK?’




    I deemed a sharp poke in the belly to be appropriate.




    Simon wasn’t in but I’d barely seen him to talk to since Rockmount Quay so that didn’t surprise me. Neither did the sticky note I found on the kitchen door. Out with Maynard and Janine, will crash at theirs – S. No love, no kisses. Pub quiz, I suspected, and I was willing to bet that Isabel had invited herself along. The tears welled up again so Jake sat me down then took over the tea-making duties.




    ‘We’ll give you two weeks’ pay in lieu of notice,’ he said. Better than the zilch they legally owed me.




    ‘Good. ’Cause I’m going to be homeless any day now.’ It was safe to assume Simon and I were history and, as he owned the flat, I’d be the one moving out.




    Jake drew in a deep, sighing breath. I checked myself, trying not to take out my anger and upset on the one person who appeared to be on my side. After what felt like half an hour of silence, he spoke.




    ‘You know what Maynard’s like …’




    ‘Malcolm Tucker with PMS?’




    He grinned. ‘What I meant to say is he won’t back down on this. There’s no way he’ll let you and Simon work together again. If things kick off and you look unprofessional, so does he. And we’re needing to lay off a few casuals until next summer, so …’




    ‘Problem solved,’ I said. ‘Glad I could help.’




    He ignored my sarcasm. ‘He knows the score about Rockmount and deep down he’s a decent bloke. He’ll give you a good reference – maybe even put the feelers out to find you a new job. What d’you reckon?’




    Not a lot, I thought. I didn’t want Maynard doing me any favours after I’d taken the fall for Simon. But I couldn’t afford to be too proud. And he did have some serious clout and contacts in the dive industry.




    As I sipped my tea, Jake swigged his, then stood up and poured the dregs down the sink. ‘Right, I’m off,’ he said. ‘Early start tomorrow. Tealwater. Someone’s got to teach the newbie numpties now you’re … er, indisposed. But I’ll talk to Maynard over the weekend. See what he says, then ring you Monday.’




    ‘I’ll ring him myself. Tell him what you just called his paying customers.’




    ‘Aww, c’mon, you know I love ’em really.’




    Fair comment – he’d even married one a few years back. He stuck his tongue out at me, gave me a bear-hug and a kiss on the cheek, then let himself out.




    As soon as I was alone, the resentment and anger bubbled up once again. Sure, we might whinge about Tealwater, the cold and murky local training lake, but it was like a second home to the SubMerge crew. Even when we weren’t working, or familiarising ourselves with new pieces of kit, most of us would head there at weekends, just for a splash around.




    I thought about going there myself the next day, because why not? For safety reasons, most diving is done in pairs, but even my sudden lack of a “dive buddy” wasn’t a big problem. I had friends, including some of my students – well, ex-students – who would jump at the chance of a fin about and some free, informal instruction.




    Or I could bum a lift to Rockmount Quay – the country’s biggest dive-training centre. Or to the coast. Or … my mind started to tick over. I grabbed my phone and dialled Jake’s number.




    ‘Yeah.’ He was already back at SubMerge.




    ‘Hey,’ I said, trying to sound more cheerful. ‘When you talk to Maynard, can you ask if he knows of any jobs going somewhere hot and sunny?’


  




  

    Chapter Two




    The second Thursday evening in October saw me perched in what had quickly become my favourite spot on the motor yacht Red Sea Nomad: a comfortable corner seat on her sun deck. Maynard and Jake had certainly come up trumps, landing me a job on this brand new, custom-built liveaboard.




    Liveaboard diving meant exactly that. On Friday evenings, around 20 divers would embark at a marina off the Red Sea resorts of Hurghada or Marsa Alam, depending on our itinerary, then spend the next six nights on the boat, as we cruised between dive sites.




    Leaving terra firma behind was no hardship – the 50-metre vessel boasted luxury cabins, a salon lounge with a home cinema set-up, and a hot tub. Most guests, however, gathered in this outdoor seating area when they weren’t in the water. Pre-dive briefings were given here, then afterwards notes were compared and dive logs filled in. And in the evenings after dinner, people would relax and make the most of the balmy sea air as they socialised over a beer.




    The main attraction, of course, was access to the Red Sea’s more remote and pristine dive sites, which were out of range of the more basic day-boats. Instead of heading back to port after a day’s diving, we’d moor overnight then sail to our next destination by sun-up.




    This was the quietest part of my working week; we’d just waved off the latest group who would spend the final night of their holiday in a hotel. Some of the crew were busy: cleaning, replenishing supplies, and carrying out minor repairs. Others had been granted permission to go ashore for a brief catch-up with friends and family.




    ‘Where’s Fadil?’




    I jumped and narrowly avoided knocking my bottle of beer over my laptop. Even when he wasn’t sneaking up from the rear, Captain Zaid had that effect on me.




    ‘Sorry,’ he said and placed a steadying hand on my shoulder. A shiver went through me. Not an unpleasant one.




    ‘Fadil’s in town, seeing Maya.’




    ‘Leaving you to do all his work.’




    ‘What? No, I’m just catching up with some online stuff while we’ve got a Wi-Fi signal. He’s well ahead with all the details for next week.’




    ‘Yeah, I know,’ said Zaid. ‘Just winding you up. Anyway, I’m off out for some dinner in a bit. You up for joining me?’ I tensed. ‘Nothing fancy, just a local place I know.’




    ‘Er – I … Yeah, sure,’ I stammered.




    ‘No obligation. It’s not a work test.’




    ‘I know,’ I replied. But that wasn’t why I was gibbering like an idiot. ‘OK, what time?’




    ‘Meet you on the dive deck in half an hour?’




    Panic hit me as I headed back to my cabin: small, specific darts of it rather than one big, general wave, but with the same result. Calm down, I told myself. It’s not a date. Just two people sharing a friendly meal. Just me and my boss. My kind-of-hot boss.




    I sighed, wishing I could go back in time to one month ago when Fadil, the first mate and head dive guide, had picked me up from Hurghada Airport. He’d welcomed me aboard then taken me up to the wheelhouse to meet our captain. Not that I hadn’t noticed Zaid’s kind-of hotness at the time, of course, but then I’d still felt raw and cynical. I’d been more able to be objective, to shrug it off.




    In that short time, though, little changes had crept up on me. The sea and sun had lightened my mood, as had the realisation that walking away from all the grief and making a fresh start had been easier than I’d dared hope. I loved the work and Fadil was great.




    We didn’t click as friends in quite the same way as I did with Jake, but he looked out for me, showing me the ropes and helping me to settle in with kindness and patience. And yes, I found myself becoming less immune to Captain Zaid’s charms. The nods and smiles. The compliments he’d pay me as he introduced me to the diving groups. OK, I could tell myself it was just the boss bigging up his crew but often it felt a lot more personal.




    It’s no big deal, just throw on any old thing. It wasn’t like I had too many outfits to agonise over. Anticipating the usual laid-back, no-shoes dress code aboard the yacht, I’d packed practical swimwear, shorts and T-shirts, plus a fleece and jogging bottoms to layer on when the nights got chilly.




    Lurking among these in my wardrobe, however, was one slightly more formal outfit. Black palazzos and a black vest top with a long, royal blue silk shirt to wear over it. It’s not a date. Who cares, I thought. Why not dress up for a change, just for me? Yeah, right.




    A quick glance at my reflection in the bathroom mirror left me pleasantly surprised. My skin, now lightly tanned beyond its usual pasty-pale shade, looked clearer and had a healthy glow. And my mid-brown hair was streaked with sunny highlights, its volume boosted by the salt in the seawater – an effect that lingered even after a shower.
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