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      Diamond isn’t polite. She’s got a filthy mouth to go with her dirty mind, and she doesn’t hold back.

      If you like your books a little milder, you might prefer the alternate version of Pitch Black with no on-the-page spice and no swearing.
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            DIAMOND

          

        

      

    

    
      As I sped along the highway, the rain fell harder than the last man to face my faithful Walther P88.

      Ahead, a fork of lightning lit up the sky, closely followed by the angry growl of thunder. I accelerated around a truck driving slowly, or as normal people would say, sensibly, and kept the pedal flat to the floor. The drive to Dulles International Airport usually took two hours, but at this rate, I’d do it in just over one. Either that or end up wrapping my car around something solid.  

      At that moment, I didn’t particularly care which.

      A bend came up, and the back end of the car broke loose, swinging from side to side in a wild fishtail. I grappled with the steering wheel, knuckles white, and managed to keep the vehicle pointing in the right direction. My Dodge Viper didn’t like the weather any more than I did. Metallic black, with an 8.4-litre V10 engine, it looked mean and sounded meaner.  

      Not exactly your typical girl’s car.  

      But, as my husband had pointed out when he handed me the keys on my birthday, “You’re not a normal girl, Diamond.” The nickname he gave me on the night we met had stuck through the years.

      Fuck, I missed him.

      Soon the road evened out, and the car settled back into a more-or-less straight line. The highway was almost empty. Only long-distance truck drivers and a few desperate souls crawling along in the slow lane were crazy enough to be out in this storm. Fortunately, all the cops were most likely tucked up in their squad rooms too, munching on donuts and mainlining coffee, far too busy with the important things in life to worry about little old me, merrily barrelling along I-95 at twice the speed limit.

      I flicked through the radio stations until I found one playing rock. Bon Jovi belted out “Livin’ on a Prayer,” which seemed quite appropriate given how fast I was driving.

      By the time I hit the outskirts of Centreville, the rain had slackened to a steady drizzle. The road was mirrored with puddles, the rippling reflections of the streetlights twinkling up at me. Just in case a stray cop was hanging around, I slowed down to somewhere near legal as I drove through town.  

      I’d kept a careful eye behind me on the way, and I was confident nobody had tailed me, especially with the speed I was driving. Even so, I made four consecutive right-hand turns to be on the safe side, doubling back on myself and driving through a residential area. Only once I was satisfied I was alone did I make my way back to the main road and continue on to the airport.

      The long-term parking lot stretched out before me, and I carried on to the back. I didn’t want my vehicle to stand out, although I appreciated that was wishful thinking with the Viper. Still, it wouldn’t have to remain unspotted for long. I only needed a day or so’s head start to disappear, and I figured it would be a couple of hours before anyone even started looking for me.

      I opened the minuscule trunk and climbed out to collect the leather travel bag that lived in there, then threw it on the passenger seat while I slid back into the driver’s side. Once I’d closed the door, I unzipped the outside pocket and pulled out the wallet I’d stashed there several months before.

      The car’s interior light bathed me in a soft glow as I dumped the contents into my lap and took a quick inventory. Everything that should have been there was present and correct—a United Kingdom passport and driver’s licence; a matching credit card and a few thousand in cash, split between dollars and sterling; plus the other assorted detritus one normally accumulated. The body of the travel bag held spare clothes, toiletries, a Smith & Wesson .38 Special, and a butterfly knife. Everything I might need for an impromptu weekend away.

      I didn’t have all that stuff by luck. The man who trained me spent years stressing the need to be prepared at all times, and I’d taken it to heart. I could have been a fucking Girl Scout, if it wasn’t for the fact that while most little girls were learning the basics of how to cook an egg using a piece of cotton and a safety pin, I was busy learning how to survive in the real world.

      He’d also taught me to act like a cold-hearted little robot, and I called on every one of those lessons now.

      Don’t think, don’t think, don’t think. Just do.

      Lock those damned emotions away.

      The passport photo made me look as if I’d just been rolled out of the morgue, and for good reason. Tramping through the jungle in Belize on a survival training exercise never did much for my appearance, and I’d spent a week living off twigs and berries and nasty-tasting wriggly things while trying not to get eaten myself. I’d gone the final forty-eight hours without sleep as the trainers decided to play a fun new game that involved them hunting us like animals. Anyone they caught got treated to a nice trip to a facility that made Guantanamo Bay look like a five-star hotel.  

      No, I didn’t get caught.

      I figured I’d sleep on the plane on the way back, but the pilot went down with food poisoning. That meant I’d ended up flying the bloody thing instead while the pilot alternated between throwing up and pouring coffee into me. I crawled into work for a meeting straight after we landed, and following that, when I was just about to pass out on the sofa in the corner of my office, my assistant walked in with a make-up artist and photographer for another round of passport photos.  

      All that seemed a lifetime away. Right now, I was barely capable of brushing my teeth, let alone taking on a team of the best special forces the US had to offer.

      From the bottom of the bag, I fished out a wig and a fresh pair of coloured contact lenses that matched the ones in the picture. I’d already had a wig on all day, and my head was hot and itchy. I’d have liked nothing more than to fling the damn thing under a moving car and then climb into the shower to wallow in misery, but I couldn’t allow myself that luxury. Instead, I swapped out the honey blonde bob for something longer in a dull, mousey brown. The fringe tickled my eyebrows. That was going to get old, fast.

      I went on autopilot, changing my identity as I’d done many times in the past. The only difference was the quake in my hand as I popped the mud-coloured contact lenses out of their blister packs. Even though I had 20:20 vision, I wore a pair of contacts most of the time because, in my line of work, my piercing violet eyes were far too noticeable. Despite all the practice, it took me four tries to get them in, and I bit my lip hard, trying not to scream in frustration. As the metallic tang of blood filled my mouth, I relished the pain. Anything to distract me from my thoughts was welcome.

      A pair of wire-rimmed glasses completed the effect. When I looked in the mirror, I bore an uncanny resemblance to the morgue shot, which was both a good and bad thing. Good because it meant I was unlikely to get hauled off going through passport control. Bad because it served to remind me of just how horrific the last nine days had been. Things had started out terrible, then this afternoon, they’d progressed into a nightmare of such epic proportions I wasn’t sure I’d ever wake up.  

      Or if I even wanted to.

      Still, I didn’t have time to sit around basking in self-pity. I needed to get moving.  

      I fished my three phones out of my handbag and threw them into the glove compartment. Anything relating to my true identity—credit cards, driving licence, my real passport—joined them, as did the gun and knife. Some say it’s liberating to go without a cell phone, but I didn’t feel that. No, I just felt…lost. Sure, I may have had a habit of going through phones faster than a frat party goes through beer, but I normally managed to keep at least one of them with me.  

      After a moment’s deliberation, I gave in and retrieved one mobile, removed the battery, and returned it to my handbag. I couldn’t use it—turning it on would allow the people I worked with to locate me instantly—but I felt better having it with me. Call it a comfort blanket. A connection, however tenuous, back to my life. I allowed myself that one concession.

      Five minutes had passed by the time I removed my tailored black jacket and stilettos. The jacket in particular, a military style that accentuated my waist and drew attention to my chest, was too noticeable. I hadn’t wanted to wear the outfit, but my assistant picked it out and I was too tired to argue.

      I replaced them with a pair of grey ballet pumps and a shapeless cardigan. My white shirt and black trousers were plain enough to keep. An olive green wool scarf provided the final touch, leaving me looking like a librarian who got dressed in a thrift shop. In the dark.

      Finally, I tugged my wedding ring off and swapped it onto my other hand. I couldn’t show the world I was married, but I wasn’t going to be parted from that last connection to my husband, even if every glance at it made my eyes prickle with tears.

      “I will not cry,” I whispered to myself as I climbed out of the car. “I will not fucking cry.”

      I swung my travel bag over one shoulder and my handbag over the other then headed for the terminal. The rain had slackened but it was still falling, a persistent drizzle that made me wish for an umbrella. I sighed and carried on. The walk would only take a few minutes, and I wasn’t going to dissolve. It was just one more shitty nail in the coffin of the second worst day of my life.  
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        * * *

      

      The airport was busier than I expected, and a quick glance at the departures board showed every flight was either delayed or cancelled due to the storm.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath, as I paid homage to my British roots and headed for the nearest queue.

       Grumpy passengers milled around the check-in desks, berating the airline staff as if it was their fault the planes were running late. To my right, a red-faced man chewed out one poor girl who looked on the verge of tears.

      “I’m holding you personally responsible if I miss my meeting,” he yelled, spit flying as he got in her face.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” What else could she say?

      The old me would have called in a favour to ensure the arsehole got rewarded with a cavity search as he went through security. New me stared blankly into space as I waited my turn.

      When I finally reached the ticket counter, I still hadn’t decided on a destination, but as my passport was British, it seemed sensible to aim for mainland Europe and avoid the need for a visa. Preferably an English, French, German, Spanish, or Italian speaking country as I was fluent in all those languages, but I’d get by anywhere. It wasn’t as if I wanted to talk to anybody when I got there.

      “Where do you want to go?” a harried-looking employee asked. He glanced at his watch, no doubt counting down the seconds to the end of his shift.

      “What tickets are available for Europe? On planes that are actually going to leave soon?”

      He tapped away at his computer keys. “We’ve got…London Heathrow…and…Egypt…and.… No, that’s it.”

      “Egypt isn’t in Europe.”

      “It’s not?”

      His blank face told me I’d be wasting my time with a geography lesson.

      “Are you sure that’s all you have?”

      England was at the bottom of my list as the border controls were stricter, meaning I’d need to be more creative if I wanted to travel outside the country. This passport would be compromised soon, and the way things were, it wouldn’t be as easy as it usually was for me to get another.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he said, glowering at me like I was a mosquito he wanted to swat. “Do you want the ticket or not?” He tapped his fingers on the desk and looked pointedly back down the queue, which grew longer with each passing second.

      I didn’t have a lot of choice. I needed to get out of the US sharpish or I wouldn’t be able to make a clean break, and there weren’t any other viable options.

      “Yes, I’ll take it,” I told him, digging out the cash to pay. It would have to do.
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        * * *

      

      I cleared security without any hitches. I hadn’t been expecting any because the guy who sorted out my passports was the best. Over the years, he’d procured sources for blank documents from any number of different countries so whatever he produced for me was indistinguishable from the real thing.

      As I collected my bag from the scanner, I was pleased to note that karma had raised her ugly head and the obnoxious guy from the check-in line was having his carry-on luggage emptied out by a security guard.

      At least it wasn’t just me that little bitch hated at the moment.

      The departures screen told me I had a while before I needed to head for the gate, so I stopped at a newsagent and bought a couple of magazines to try and occupy myself on the trip. Usually when I flew commercial, I spent most of the time working, but with my employment status somewhat hazy and my head filled with rocks, that wasn’t a viable option. Plus the pounding in my temples at any sudden movements told me thinking wasn’t a good idea right now.

      I wandered aimlessly around the shops, fitting in nicely with the tourists. The amount of crap you could buy at airports never ceased to amaze me. The only reason I went to them was to leave again as fast as possible, but some people seemed to treat the terminals as shopping destinations in their own right. I marvelled as one family staggered past carrying, among other things, two designer handbags, a games console, a surround sound speaker system, and a pair of cowboy boots. Good luck trying to stuff that lot into the overhead lockers.

      With nothing better to do, I bought a hot chocolate with whipped cream in a vain attempt to make myself feel better then slumped into an empty chair outside the cafe to watch the display monitor.

      Twenty minutes passed… Thirty… Why did time go more slowly when a girl’s heart was breaking from the inside out? After an interminably long time, my flight status changed from “Wait” to “Boarding.” I trudged to the gate and joined the rest of the throng as we were herded onto the plane like cattle, turning right into economy class as directed by an overly perky air hostess. Once my bag was safely stowed above my head, I buckled myself into my seat and closed my eyes.

      Please let this trip go quickly.

      Nobody listened, and we hung around on the tarmac for another half hour before the plane took off. I relaxed an infinitesimal amount as the wheels left the ground. The first part of my plan had gone as smoothly as I could have hoped, but now I was left to deal with the worst bit. Loneliness. I only had my thoughts for company now. As soon as the pilot turned out the seatbelt light, I took the only sensible option—pressed the “call” button and ordered a large gin and tonic.

      “Ice and lemon?”

      “Yes, and actually, make it two.”

      I needed something to help me forget.

      Memories and frustrations and pain took over in my mind, and I wished I could flip an off-switch to give myself inner peace. But I couldn’t, so alcohol would have to substitute.

      With little to distract me, my thoughts turned back to earlier in the day. Darkness descended as I recalled the events that led me to be sitting there, eating tiny cardboard crackers out of a plastic wrapper with my arse slowly going numb, instead of being back at home with those I considered my family.
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      I’d say I woke at dawn that morning, the day of the funeral, but the truth is I never really slept. As soon as the sun cleared the horizon, I headed into the office to work on the case that had occupied my every waking moment, as well as my dreams, for the past week.

      The murder of my husband.

      I felt like my heart had been ripped out, set on fire, and then put in a blender. My head told me I should be out looking for his killers, that they needed to pay for what they’d done, but inside I was paralysed.

      My friend Daniela had moved into my house and each morning, she’d herd me out to the car and drive me to the office. We had a routine now.

      “How are you feeling?” she’d ask.

      “A little better,” I’d lie.

      “We’re getting closer. We’ll find them; I promise.”

      Dan was heading up the investigation and had a team of our best people working for her, but so far, every lead had petered out. I offered little help as I sat behind my desk, staring at the wall.

      “Hey, watch it!”

      I looked across as one of our technicians bumped into a chair, waking Evan, who’d been slumped sideways in it.

      “Sorry.”

      Evan shook his head. “No, it’s me who should apologise. I shouldn’t have snapped.”

      Tension crackled through the air. Not a minute passed without somebody yawning, and tempers were frayed. The equipment in the company gym took a battering as the guys tried not to vent their frustrations on each other. The punch bags bore the brunt of it, and we’d replaced two of them already.

      Nick stomped in at ten, wearing a scowl. “Every cop I’ve spoken to in Mexico is either corrupt or incompetent.”

      “You didn’t learn anything, then?”

      “Apart from how to swear more creatively in Spanish? No.”

      He’d been trying to trace the true identity of the sorry excuse for a human being currently on ice with the coroner. The team had narrowed his origins down to somewhere south of the border, but the fact that a good portion of his face was missing left us struggling to pinpoint things any further.

      Nick sat back on the couch in the corner and sighed. I wasn’t the only person my husband’s death was affecting. Nick had been one of his best friends.

      “Do you want me to make you a drink?” I asked. Playing barista was all I was good for at the moment.

      He managed a small smile. “Coffee would be good.”

      At least it gave me something to do, although when the machine flashed the “change water filter” light at me, I wanted to kick it. My tolerance of menial tasks had dropped considerably.

      At 11 a.m. my office assistant, Sloane, gently nudged my arm. “It’s almost time.”

      “Did Bradley bring something for me to wear?”

      “It’s hanging on the back of your bathroom door.”

      Her voice cracked as she spoke, and I knew she’d been crying. She’d tried to hide it, but her puffy eyes had telltale smudges of mascara around them. I wanted to give her a hug, to tell her to cry if it would make her feel better, but I couldn’t. I was afraid that if she started sobbing, then I would too, and I didn’t cry anymore. Ever.

      No matter how much of a wreck I was inside, to anyone looking at me, I was the ice queen. I never got upset, never got emotional. Not in front of anyone but my husband, anyway. He was the only person who saw the real me. And now he’d gone, that girl was locked up inside, and I’d thrown away the key.
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      Sloane had arranged cars to take everyone to the church, but I decided to drive myself instead. I couldn’t take another pity-filled glance or offer of help, no matter how well-meaning everyone was. I collapsed into my Viper and sat for a few minutes, forcing myself to breathe deeply until I was calm. The others had left before me, which was just as well, because when I arrived at the church, it turned out the media circus had come to town.

      We’d suspected a handful of reporters might turn up, but it must have been a slow news day because there were dozens of them milling around in the parking lot. All the local press had arrived, plus a bunch of freelance paparazzi and even a TV crew. When I pulled in, a virtual stampede started towards my car.

      My husband and I had done everything we could to keep a low profile, but when someone got killed in an undeniably attention-grabbing way, it had an unfortunate tendency to entice the media scum out from the rocks they usually resided beneath. There was even a crowd of the public, peering through the drizzle from under hoods and umbrellas, ghoulishly waiting to catch a glimpse of the “Black Widow,” as the press had dubbed me. Give them ten out of ten for originality, huh?

      I hoped they were getting good and wet.

      Barely resisting the urge to drive the Viper straight through the lot of them, I pulled to a halt next to our other cars. My friends were waiting when I got out, and they formed a barrier to shield me from the circling sharks. One held an umbrella overhead, and we moved towards the church as one mass with the guys at the front shouldering any particularly persistent reporters out of the way.

      Their shouts echoed in my ears.

      “Look this way,” one yelled before Dan pushed him aside.

      “Come on, just give us a picture,” another called.

      As if.

      I kept my head bowed, wishing the service was over before it had even started. A couple of my team stayed behind by the doors to keep reporters out of the church. A few of them tried to talk their way in by claiming to be friends or relatives, demonstrating they had as little respect for the dead as for the living.

      I sat down on the front pew next to Nate, my husband’s best friend and business partner. Another of my girlfriends, Mack, took the other side. She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, not as concerned with hiding her emotions as I was. Bradley leaned forward from the row behind and squeezed my shoulder in a show of support. He’d foregone his usual riot of colour and put on a black suit, but his watch was pink, and he had a diamond in his ear. He just couldn’t help himself.

      I nearly lost it when the pallbearers carried the casket in. Six of my husband’s oldest friends shouldered the burden, the grief on their faces mirroring my own. The casket was a plain oak affair, with brass handles and a simple arrangement of orchids on the top. He wouldn’t have wanted something fancy, and it was closed of course. In fact, the whole thing was more for show than anything else, as firstly, there wasn’t a whole lot left of him, and secondly, what was left had pretty much been cremated already.

      The pastor stood up and droned on for a lifetime. Well, about twenty-five minutes, but it seemed much longer. His whole speech came across as insincere—hardly surprising as he’d never met my husband. The part where he said our kids would miss their father terribly was particularly touching, considering we didn’t have any.

      Still, I couldn’t totally blame him. I’d refused to give him any personal details, so he tried his best, and I had to be grateful for that. I blocked out the rest of his words and concentrated on staying calm.

      Just breathing.

      In and out.

      In and out.

      When he’d muttered his final prayer, we all trooped outside for the burial. It was still raining, which at least gave me a good reason for hiding under an umbrella once more. The last thing I wanted was to wake up the next day to find my face plastered across the front page. I wouldn’t put it beyond the reporters to photoshop a big grin on my face to show me “gleefully celebrating” the death of my husband, just to stir things up a bit.

      As I watched the casket being lowered into the ground, my heart sank down with it. Never again could I love anyone the way I loved that man. When he died, my soul died too. I’d been reduced to a shell, mechanically doing the bare minimum to work and stay breathing but not caring whether I ultimately lived or died.

      I was alive but no longer living.

      The pastor sprinkled a handful of dirt on top of the casket then Dan nudged my arm and gestured towards the black rose I clutched in a death grip. A thorn dug into my thumb, and I relished the pain, relished the trickle of crimson blood because it broke through the numbness. But at Dan’s urging, I forced my fingers to loosen and threw the single flower into the grave.

      That was it. Over.

      My soulmate was gone.
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      As those present started to leave, I stayed frozen to the spot. My flesh crawled at the lingering glances from people not sure whether they should come over and speak to me or just go. I was in no mood to talk to anyone, so I was grateful when my closest friends once more formed a wall to protect me from the crowd. Thankfully, their actions deterred most people from coming over.

      I say most, because there’s always one.

      In this case, the “one” was my husband’s Aunt Miriam. Not my favourite person on a good day, and if I’d made a list of the people I least wanted to cross paths with today, her name would have been right at the top of it, written in bold and underlined. She powered in my direction like a super-tanker, mourners scattering out of her way as she dragged her long-suffering husband along behind her, set on a collision course with yours truly.

      Nick’s grip tightened around my elbow, and he silently asked me with his eyes if I wanted him to get rid of her.

      “I’ll deal with it,” I whispered. Despite the circumstances, this wasn’t his battle to fight.

      She ground to a halt in front of me, her ample figure carelessly squashed into a Chanel suit, teetering on a pair of Louboutin heels that I was surprised hadn’t buckled under the strain. I doubted her unsteadiness was entirely due to the unsuitability of her footwear, however. Miriam was fond of a few glasses of wine with her lunch. Or sometimes instead of her lunch. And for glasses, read bottles.

      I schooled my expression into a blank mask as I prepared to face a woman who made the Ugly Sisters look like Cinderella, and who had as much tact as a herd of buffalo. As usual, Miriam got in before me. She always had to have the first word and the last. And most of the ones in between.

      “I thought I should let you know how sorry I was to hear about Charles’s death,” she said, her voice dripping with more insincerity than the pastor’s.

      She was the only person who called my husband Charles. He’d despised the name, but she still insisted on using it even when he continually asked her not to.

      “It was good of you to take the time to come, Miriam. I’m sure he would have appreciated it.”

      Not exactly true, because my husband cared for Miriam about as much as I did. He’d have appreciated it more if she’d moved to the next state. Or better still, the next continent.

      “I always said he’d come to a nasty end if he kept associating with those unsavoury characters. If he’d become an accountant like my William, I’m sure all of this could have been avoided. A man needs a well-respected job to get on in life. You don’t see any of William’s friends at the country club getting murdered,” Miriam said.

      Even in a situation like this, she couldn’t resist giving me a lecture. Miriam classed any man who rode a motorbike, or had a tattoo, or didn’t have a nine-to-five office job as an “unsavoury character.”

      Most of our closest acquaintances fitted into one of those categories, whereas Miriam’s son, William, was about as exciting as a jellyfish and with slightly less backbone. William’s wife wasn’t too enamoured with him either. Only last week, I’d seen her stumbling out of the Quality Inn on the outskirts of town accompanied by the pizza delivery guy from Giuseppe’s. She’d worn the satisfied smile of a freshly fucked woman as she busily untucked her skirt from her knickers. The Quality Inn was one of those classy establishments where the honeymoon suite came with a mirror on the ceiling, a vibrating bed, and free all-you-can-watch porn.

      Still, this was a funeral, and I didn’t want to cause a scene, so I kept that little story to myself.

      “He made his own decisions in life, Miriam.”

      “Don’t we all know it? Some of them were worse than others.”

      She looked pointedly at me when she said that, leaving me in no doubt which decision of his she was referring to. Miriam thought I was a trophy wife and a gold-digger. I knew this because she told my husband exactly that about a week after our wedding.

      No “congratulations.” No “I hope you have a lovely future together.” I think her exact words were, “You’ve done what? Is she a hooker? I hope you’ve got a good lawyer.” Like I said, Miriam held me in high regard.

      As I forced myself to resist the call of the Beretta Bobcat I knew Nick had strapped to his ankle, she continued, “And as for that security company he started…” She shook her head and her double chin wobbled. “Charles could have been a man of leisure, travelled the world. But what did he decide to do? Install burglar alarms and advise little old ladies on what locks to put on their front doors. A waste if you ask me.”

      I didn’t ask her. And as a matter of fact, he’d made a pretty decent living, as did I, and his life had been a damn sight more exciting than William’s.

      “You’re entitled to your own opinion.”

      She had that smug little smile of a person convinced they were always right down to a tee. Oh, how I longed to remove it.

      “By the way, when is the will being read?” she asked.

      Ahhh. The real reason for her sudden interest became clear. She wanted money, yet she had the nerve to call me a gold-digger. Now probably wasn’t the best time to break it to her that there wouldn’t be a formal reading of the will, because I was the only person included in it, and I already knew what it said.

      “Nothing’s been arranged yet,” I said truthfully.

      I wasn’t about to give her the bad news at the funeral and have her raising hell. The reporters camped outside would have had a field day with that. If we were somewhere else, I’d have told her that her numbers hadn’t come up just to see the look on her face. If I was really lucky, she’d get so pissed she’d give herself a stroke.

      “Well, be sure to let me know when it’s organised. It’s never good to delay these things, you know.”

      I didn’t have to answer because Miriam turned on her heel and left, trailed by her poor hubby. He was a good deal younger than her and had started out as the pool boy before he made the biggest mistake of his life. Another man blinded by money. There wasn’t a lot else to love about her, and unsurprisingly, he seemed to have spent the last decade regretting their union. The poor guy’s only hope left in life was that she’d cark it first so he could finally get some peace. She’d never divorce him because he’d get half of her cash—not that there was much left seeing as she’d drunk most of it. 

      Somewhere in the years since their marriage, the dumb schmuck had lost his hair and gone soft around the middle. Now, he looked more like the Pillsbury Doughboy and less like the arm candy that Miriam originally chose. From the way she always snapped at him, the feeling of disharmony was mutual. They spent most of their time sitting around the country club, bickering. It truly was a match made in heaven.

      I watched Miriam’s super-sized backside disappear towards the parking lot, where she ploughed through the waiting mob of reporters like they were skittles. Strike one for Miriam.

      “Ready to go?” Nick asked.

      I looked up at him. Over the past few days, he’d developed worry lines around his eyes, and the dark circles underneath showed the toll recent events had taken. And it wasn’t just him. I saw the same effect on all the team. After what happened at the Green Mountain Hotel, life would never be the same for any of us.

      I took a deep breath and did a mental check. My hair looked okay, my eyes were dry, and I was calm enough that I wouldn’t lose it at a photographer. In truth, I wasn’t ready to leave my husband for the final time, but I knew I couldn’t stay.

      “Better get it over with,” I replied. 

      My guys immediately formed up again, and we headed back towards the cars. Between the umbrella above and the bodies around me, there wasn’t much for the press to see. I kept my head down, careful not to make eye contact with any of them, but that didn’t stop them yelling more questions as we pushed past. They were worse this time.

      “Is it true you’re being investigated over your husband’s death?”

      Like I was going to answer that.

      “Was your husband an enforcer for the Russian mob?”

      Seriously?

      “Did your husband die over an arms deal gone wrong?”

      That guy must have been on a break from the Hollywood slot.

      “Were you having an affair with another man?”

      None of your fucking business.

      “Was your marriage in trouble?”

      Fuck.

      “Did you hire someone to kill your husband?”

      Off.

      Curses hovered on the tip of my tongue, but I refused to let them fly. Some of the reporters had digital recorders, and they’d have just loved to get my tirade on tape. They were fishing, hoping someone would take a bite so they could splash their trash across the front page. They obviously hadn’t managed to dig up anything good on my husband’s life or death, or on me either, and I refused to get riled or let them see me upset. But that someone could think those things hurt more than I cared to admit.

      We made it over to my car, and I bleeped the locks. Nick pulled open the driver’s door and looked down at me.

      “Still sure you want to go by yourself? I can drive if you like,” he said.

      “Let you drive my car? Nice try, but you’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Thought that would be a long shot. I can just ride with you if you want company?”

      “I need a few minutes on my own. I’ll meet you back at the house later.”

      In reality, I felt as if I was going to break down, and I didn’t want Nick or anyone else around to witness it. I’d never been good at expressing my feelings. I guess most people learned that sort of thing from their parents, but I’d never had that education. The overriding emotion my mother showed me as a child was indifference, interspersed with the occasional angry outburst.

      The last time I cried was etched vividly in my mind. At eight years old, I’d just had a run-in with my mother’s latest boyfriend, a skinny man everyone just called Dog. I always found that odd because he smelled perpetually of fish and looked like a rat. That evening, he’d just taken his belt to me for the heinous crime of eating the last tin of baked beans.

      “Those were mine, you little bitch. You don’t take what’s mine.”

      “I-I-I didn’t know.”

      I’d felt sick with hunger, and there wasn’t any other food in the house, but he lifted up my top and thrashed me, anyway. One, two, three, four, five lashes. My back burned, and I started to cry.

      That only made him angrier.

      “Shut up. Shut up! You’re always snivelling. If I hear you do that again, I’ll take more than my belt to you.”

      With every word that passed his lips, I shrank back further into the corner. I knew he meant what he said.

      So, I never cried after that.

      Emotions like hope and happiness were foreign concepts to me. At school, I’d always been the outcast. A memory of seven-year-old me flitted through my mind, rushing out the door at the end of another day in hell. Or rather, St. Joseph’s First School. I’d almost made it to freedom when a foot across the threshold sent me sprawling. A dainty foot encased in a pink patent pump with little bows. I followed the leg upwards and found Katie Mitchell sneering at me. As her little gang of cronies looked on, she’d raised her heel and ground it down on my Mickey Mouse pencil sharpener. I’d coveted that thing in the newsagent’s for weeks before I finally plucked up the courage to steal it. 

      Katie’s pretty shoes were no match for my ugly second-hand lace-ups, and when I kicked her in the shin, the teacher came running at her wail. I got sent to the headmaster’s office. Again.

      Even now, I could still feel the condescending looks of those kids, and their cruel taunts would forever play in my head. I never got invited for play dates or to birthday parties, and even if I had been, I could never have reciprocated. My mother resented being lumbered with one child without having to care for somebody else’s for the day as well. Not that she did much caring. I’d been fending for myself for as long as I could remember while also looking after my mother as best I could. She’d never kept a job for long, and money was always tight. A good weekend for me meant finding enough food to have a meal on both days and managing to stay out of range of whichever waste of space boyfriend she’d installed in her bed that month.

      The one emotion I became overly familiar with as a child was fear. Fear is a choice. An important lesson and one I learned too young. First, I worked out how to hide it, and then how to conquer it. Succumbing to fear never helped my situation, but acting scared encouraged people to take advantage of me. Standing up to the school bullies meant they left me alone, even if it did get me labelled as a problem child.

      At home, the most sensible option was to avoid my mother’s boyfriends. The best of them ignored me back. Others took their anger out on me, shouting for every perceived wrong before they raised their fists, but they weren’t the worst. No, those were the men who had a special spot reserved in hell, the ones who started out nice, too nice, but then touched me in ways that even at that age I knew were wrong. I’d spent a lot of time hiding under my bed, and when I outgrew that, the wardrobe became my refuge. By the time I got too big for the wardrobe, I was old enough to keep out of the house altogether.

      As an eight-year-old girl, I’d perfected the art of the blank face and still body. A faultless mask. It served me well as a child, and it continued to do so as an adult. Nick, one of the few people who knew anything about my upbringing, took a good look at me and understood I’d shut down.

      He wrapped me up in a hug and leaned over, dropping a soft kiss on the top of my head.

      “Okay, baby, I’ll see you soon.”

      Please, just leave me alone. If I hid myself away like the scared child I once was, nobody could touch me. Not the hordes who thought they were helping and not the cops, either.

      We’d given them a chance to do their thing in the fortnight since my husband died, but they hadn’t made a whole lot of progress. In fact, they hadn’t come up with a single line of enquiry other than to question me, and I knew I didn’t kill him, so I was already one step ahead of them there.

      I also had access to my husband’s files, which the cops didn’t, and with his line of work, there might be a link in those to whoever murdered him. My investigators were better than the police anyway, of that I was sure. If the killer was going to be found, it would be by us, not them.

      Nick closed the car door, and I started the engine. As I pulled forward, my foot on the throttle giving a warning growl, an explosion of flashbulbs lit up the grey sky. Thanks to my illegally tinted windows, the reporters weren’t going to get much, but I still wanted to jam their cameras into their mouths and force them to chew on the jagged remains. Death by telephoto lens.

      Teeth clenched, I showered the rabble with gravel as I pulled out of the parking lot then floored it towards the highway that would take me home.
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      My home, once my sanctuary but not anymore, lay a half-hour drive from the church. Two weeks ago, I would have enjoyed the journey, but today I barely saw the road. My thoughts kept coming back to how I was going to get through the rest of my life without the man who’d been a constant in it for the last fourteen years. We may not have spent all our time together, but barely a day passed without us speaking. My husband had been the one person who truly understood me.

      He saw my frustrations and failures when they got me down, but made me get back up and try again until I succeeded. He had confidence in me when I had none in myself. He was the one I let off steam to when I got home at night, and he took my grumpiness with good humour, most of the time at least.

      He wasn’t only my husband, he was my best friend. I might have taken his name, but I’d given him my heart.

      For all that, our marriage wasn’t what people thought. Our relationship had evolved over the years, but it never became a traditional husband and wife arrangement, that was for sure. Yes, I wore his ring, but there’d never been any sex, and we’d had our fair share of disagreements. At the end, the trust between us was absolute, but it took us a while to get there.

      For three months after we met, I hated him, then that hostility turned into a grudging respect and over the next year, friendship. Fast forward two years, and I’d found out just how awkward it was to get permanent residency in America. Going back to England wasn’t an option, not when the company I’d helped my beloved tormentor to build was taking off. Then one drunken night in Vegas when I was moaning about all the paperwork and interviews to get a green card, a friend had jokingly suggested we get married and bypass most of it.

      We both had enough alcohol in us that it seemed like a reasonable idea, and two hours later we left the Little White Wedding Chapel as Mr. and Mrs. Our prenup was written on a cocktail napkin—he kept his guns; I kept my knives—and we’d tipsily agreed that if either of us got serious about somebody else, we’d get a divorce. Somehow, that never happened, and nearly twelve years later we’d still been hitched.

      Except now he’d gone, and I missed him more than I’d ever imagined I could when we tied the knot all those years ago.

      I’d driven a couple of miles down the road when my phone vibrated in my jacket pocket. It was standard procedure for me to have three phones, and the same for the other key people I worked alongside. Each of these phones was designated as green, amber, or red.

      The world and his dog had the number of my green phone, which spent most of its life diverted to Sloane. She was pretty busy.

      Employees, friends, and a few clients had my amber number. Mostly I answered that one, but not today. I had no interest in speaking to anybody, let alone someone unimportant. In fact, I wasn’t sure I could summon up the energy to deal with that type of call for the foreseeable future.

      But the red phone was different. It was for emergencies only and was never, ever, turned off or diverted. Not a lot of people had the number, and most who did had been at the funeral with me.

      And it was the red phone ringing.

      Sweat seeped out of my palms as I pushed the button on the steering wheel to answer the call. What could possibly have happened in the five minutes since I’d left?

      “Speak to me.”

      An unfamiliar voice rasped from the speakers, distorted electronically but definitely male. The line crackled, making him sound even more sinister as he barked orders at me.

      “Stop investigating your husband’s death. No more questions, and don’t cooperate with the police. If you stay on your path, everyone close to you will die as he did.”

      “Who the hell is this?” I asked, though I didn’t expect to get an answer. Not when the caller had gone to so much trouble to disguise his voice in the first place.

      “That doesn’t concern you. The only thing you need to worry about is keeping out of my business. Of course, if you insist on continuing, I’ll be forced to demonstrate more of my toys.”

      Even disguised, his voice had a jovial lilt at odds with his words. He was playing a game with me. A deadly game, but I didn’t understand the rules.

      “What do you want?”

      “Nothing. I want you to do absolutely nothing. Do you understand?”

      What should I say? What should I say? If I could have reached across the airwaves and torn his windpipe out, I would have, but instead, bile rose in my own throat as I forced out an answer.

      “I understand.”

      What other option did I have?

      The line went dead as the bastard hung up, leaving me with only the demons in my head for company.

      Fuck, I was a mess. I had been since my husband died. He’d kept me grounded and thinking straight, but with him gone, the monsters locked up deep inside me went for a jailbreak.

      I saw a side road coming up and took it, barely slowing as my heart pounded against my ribcage. The back end of the car kicked out on loose gravel as I slewed round the corner before snapping back into line. I changed down a gear to get some acceleration, and the engine screamed in chorus with the demons.

      A mile along the lane, I pulled over, leaving a trail of rubber behind me. The old ranch house I’d parked in front of looked fittingly desolate for the situation, with the front door hanging off its hinges and the porch sagging under years of neglect.

      My legs shook as I climbed out of the car and started pacing, desperately trying to gather my thoughts together. They rebelled against order, a jigsaw puzzle where none of the pieces fitted.

      I’d very much suspected my husband’s death was arranged by someone who bore a grudge against him, or maybe me, and now that had been confirmed. The men who pulled the trigger were dead, but they were only hired help. The fucker who ordered the hit was still out there, toasting his success and racking up his phone bill.

      I should have been furious, I knew that, but the anger wouldn’t come. The place where it should have been was frozen like the rest of me. Where was the pain? The agony? I’d rather have felt anything but nothing.

      Now I had a decision to make. Did I carry on with a search that had proved fruitless so far or back off? My friends’ lives were at stake, and I couldn’t face another funeral. Not when it might be Nick or Dan or someone else I was close to lying in that casket.

      Dammit, why couldn’t I concentrate? Logic got sucked into a black hole of oblivion as I scuffed my stilettos in the gravel.

      If I told the team, they’d want to carry on regardless, of that I was certain. I could hear Nick’s voice in my head right now.

      “We’re trained professionals. We’ll be okay.”

      Dan would say the same, and so would everyone else. But what if they weren’t okay?

      We may have hit a nerve with our questions so far, but whose nerve was far from clear. We’d put out so many feelers, who knew which one caused the killer to react? Narrowing it down would take time, more questions, and possibly more deaths. The bastard had already proven he didn’t mess around.

      Short of locking everyone I cared about into a nuclear bunker for the foreseeable future while I tripped around chasing leads on my own, I had no way of keeping them safe. I didn’t even have a nuclear bunker, so that option was out, anyway.

      In the end, I gave up and let my broken heart make the decision. I couldn’t risk anybody else getting hurt. I’d already lost my soulmate, and the thought of the others getting picked off one by one was something I couldn’t entertain.

      I had to shut this down, but how?

      My head throbbed, and I rubbed at my temples, trying to relieve the pressure. The events of the last fortnight were sucking me down like quicksand. I hadn’t felt so out of control of my own mind and body since I was a teenager. Back then, my husband taught me to take all the anger and fear and channel it into whatever was necessary to fix the problem, but this time I couldn’t see a solution. 

      Deep breaths.

      Take deep breaths.

      I forced myself to count to five on each inhale and exhale, but the weight on my chest only got heavier.

      My husband’s voice echoed in my head, deep and gravelly, always so calm. He’d know what to do. He always did.

      “It’s like a fire, Diamond. First you get it under control, then you put it out.”

      He’d told me that more than once.

      But I couldn’t extinguish it, not yet. To do that, I’d have to take out the source, and I didn’t have it in me right now. But I could stop fanning the flames.

      How? By stopping the investigation, at least until I got my head straight and came up with a game plan that gave us a reasonable shot at winning.

      I thought of what waited for me at home—the cops, the pity, and worst of all, the constant reminders of my husband. Memories lay everywhere in that place. I’d never get the space I needed to think things through there.

      Soaked through from the rain, which was no longer a drizzle but a steady downpour, I got back into the car. Out of habit, I had my iPad in my handbag, and it only took a few minutes to log onto the server at work and use my administrator privileges to clear out the files relating to the investigation. That would put the brakes on things. They could stay in my personal cloud storage until my sanity returned.

      As guilt ate away at me, I replaced them with a single document:

      
        
        I have to leave. All this—I can’t deal with it right now. And I need you to put a hold on the investigation. I can’t tell you the reasons why, but I’m safe and I’ll be back to explain. I just need some time. Please. Take care of each other, okay?

      

      

      Looking back, it was a shitty thing to do, but at that particular moment, I couldn’t see a better option. Making stupid decisions is easy when your brain’s fucked.

      Logic—flawed logic—told me that although my friends would be upset, and even more so when they couldn’t find me, being upset was better than being dead. I was doing the best thing for them; at least that was how I saw it at the time.

      With my heart a cold lump of lead, I turned off my red phone, started the engine, and set the navigation system for the airport.

      It’s always darkest right before it goes pitch black.
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      The flight to England was one of the more unpleasant ones I’d taken. Okay, I’ll admit I’d been spoiled over the past few years, first with business class and then my own jet, but that was only so I could deal with my never-ending stream of calls and emails. On the other hand, I’d also taken military transport in some of the shittiest countries in the world, and half of those planes didn’t even have seats, let alone trolley service.

      So when I say it was bad, that meant the flight sucked.

      When I booked my ticket, the only seat left was in the middle of a row of three, near the back. I spent the eight-hour flight wedged between a snoring salesman with a body odour problem and a stomach the size of the national debt, and a teenager who only stopped playing computer games long enough to throw up into a paper bag.

      “Don’t worry,” he told me, after he’d puked for the third time. “It happens every time I fly.”

      Well, if it always happens, I’ve got a suggestion—don’t eat a super-sized McDonald’s in the departure lounge right before you get on the bloody plane. I’d seen him doing exactly that.

      Between that pair, the toddler behind me who reckoned he was the new David Beckham, and the bachelor party in front that managed to drink the plane dry of vodka before we got halfway over the Atlantic, I’d had enough. I was seriously regretting not stuffing my gun into a diplomatic pouch and bringing it along.

      By the time we landed, the entire cast of Riverdance was holding a rehearsal in my head. As I only had hand luggage, I avoided the crush at the baggage carousel and half crawled, half sleepwalked over to the railway station to catch the Heathrow Express into West London. Morning or not, all I wanted to do was sleep, so I checked into some dive of a hotel on a backstreet in Bayswater.

      I slept for most of the day, but not well. Six times, the headboard in the next room banging against the adjoining wall woke me, accompanied by the wild cries of a woman faking an orgasm. Yes, all through the morning and early afternoon. It takes a special kind of desperate to pop out for a quick fuck along with your coffee and McMuffin, but I guess there’s a market for everything.

      Finding a hotel that didn’t rent its rooms out by the hour jumped to the top of my to-do list.

      By evening, I’d found a room smaller than my closet at home, having forked out an obscene amount of money for the privilege. At least I’d had lunch and stocked up on painkillers for my headache, as well as shopping for the essentials.

      I spent the evening dying my hair, and also my eyebrows, careful not to use so much dye I ended up looking like Bert from Sesame Street. Once I was nice and mousey, I chopped the front bit into a fringe and checked myself out in the mirror. I looked bloody awful. Perfect.

      Before I drifted off to sleep, I considered my options. Staying in London long term wasn’t one of them—I knew too many people, plus there was CCTV everywhere. It would only be a matter of time before I ran into someone who recognised me.

      I’d spent my life cultivating a long list of contacts. There was a standing joke among my friends that I could be out walking in the middle of the Amazon rainforest and a local tribesman would appear from behind a tree saying, “Hey, how are you? Long time no see!” Usually my number of acquaintances was useful, but now I found it a hindrance.

      So, if not London, where should I go?

      Europe brought the risk of another border crossing, and there would be too many people looking for me—my own team and fuck knew who else? That left the rest of the UK.

      After I’d slept on it, I decided heading to the countryside would be my best plan. I’d find somewhere to hole up for a few weeks until my mind consented to shake hands with logic again.

      Old me had a plan for everything. And a spare plan. And an alternate plan for the spare plan. And a backup
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