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For Lesley...

For possessing a heart as mighty as the river Tay and as pure as Loch Katrine.

Thank you so much.

The author of this book is British. As such this book has been written using British English, British phrases, and slang.

For the reader’s reference: A brief explanation of some of the words used, potentially unfamiliar outside of the UK.

~

“Wanker” ~ an offensive and vulgar insult for ‘idiot, stupid or a very dislikable person. Can also mean ‘to masturbate’. Used as a slur in both a confrontational setting, and as a jest amongst friends.

“Flat” ~ An apartment/dwelling.

“Bellend” ~ Vulgar slang, depicting the tip of a penis. Similar to naming someone a “dick or dickhead” or “stupid.” Can be used as an insult or informally amongst friends.

“Cunt” ~ Highly offensive insult/term, relating to female genitalia. Context and tone are important as friends may freely use this word amongst each other. Generally used to describe a despicable unpleasant person, “extreme contempt.”

“Missus” ~ Slang for “wife or girlfriend.”

“Squaddie” ~ Slang for “soldier.” 

“Nob” ~ Slang, meaning like “wanker”, “dickhead,” “stupid”. Also used as an alternative word for “penis.”

“Alright” ~ Slang term for “hello,” “how are you?”, “are you okay?” All-in-one greeting. Can also mean “okay or fine.” 

“Pint” ~ Meaning a “beer.” Served in a glass, normally from draught. Barrelled beer. Grab me a pint mate.

“Mate” ~ Meaning “friend or pal.”

“Shag” ~ To have sexual intercourse with someone. Like to “fuck.” Fancy a shag darling? (Do you want to have sex?) See that girl over there? I shagged her. (I fucked her).

“Aye” ~ Scottish word for “yes.”

“Bollocks” ~ Meaning “bullshit.” What a loads of bollocks. Also means “testicles.” 

“Boot” ~ The “trunk” of a car. 

“Laters” ~ Slang for “goodbye,” “see you later,” “another time”. I need to go, laters yeh. 

“Nae” ~ Scottish for “not” or “no.”

“Dinnae” ~ Scottish for “did not” or “do not.”

“Cannae.” ~ Scottish for “cannot.”

“Twat” ~ Derogatory slang for someone who is obnoxious. You stupid twat. Can also mean to “hit.” He twatted me. (He hit me.) Also refers to female genitalia. Did you see her twat? (Did you see her vagina?) However, given the vulgarity associated with the word, it more closely relates to the usage “pussy” as opposed to “vagina.”

“Shattered” ~ Commonly used to express exhaustion. ‘I’m absolutely shattered.’

“Plank” ~ Someone who is an “Idiot.” Did you see that plank? (Did you see that idiot?) 

“Solid” ~ Used to describe the act of asking or giving a “favour,” Do me a solid. (Do me a favour). Can also be used to describe someone who is “dependable.” See her, she’s solid, you can trust her. 
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‘It’s so hot,’ I complain, wiping my brow for the hundredth time since leaving camp.

What a stupid idea to come traipsing halfway around the globe for a damn plant. Never mind the fact it could potentially save millions of lives, I’m not convinced it’s worth it. 

The heat from the jungle is almost unbearable, a cathedral of endless trees providing shade but not the slightest bit of relief. Everywhere I look, I am surrounded by greenery, exotic, Jurassic plants and flowers, covering the ground in a lush, living, and far too flipping dangerous, blanket of vegetation.

‘You’ll get used to it sweetheart, you’ve only been here a week, give it time, you will adjust.’ Dean promises, a slow grin claiming one side of his mouth.

Not sold on his reasoning, I mumble a curse.

What am I doing here? 

Sighing, close to pouting like a moody child, I curse again, swatting furiously at the giant blood craving insects that keep landing on my exposed arms and neck. 

Losing the battle with nature, I cut back at the dense undergrowth instead. The machete makes light work of clearing a path but layers me in a film of sweat so thick, it makes me even more desirable to the ravenous bugs.

‘Why did I agree to this again? I hate warm weather. Much easier to warm up than it is to cool down.’ I pant, unimpressed with the humidity. 

‘True, but it is an adventure, just what you need to clear your head.’ Dean chuckles warmly.

He’s right. I’m so on edge about running into a massive spider, scorpion, snake or jaguar, I haven’t thought about the idiot once. I smirk evilly, thinking I can box up a tarantula and send it to him through the mail, or better yet, I can ask the Embera tribe for some of their poisonous darts and shove one up his cheating arse.

Dean starts laughing, his deep baritone disturbing the canopies above. Birds and animals noisily screech. ‘I know that look, what evil plan are you concocting?’

‘Me? Evil...? Never.’ I claim innocently, a smile daring to curl the corner of my mouth.

‘No one does evil better than a woman, I swear, there are times my wife scares the living hell out of me, just one look and I’m running for the hills.’ He chuffs, his age lined eyes twinkling with affection.

Besides my father, Dean has to be the nicest guy I have ever known. Nearing sixty, he is a font of knowledge when it comes to plants and their medicinal properties. He has one of those voices, a bit like Anthony Hopkins. It grabs your full attention, not letting you go until the story ends, even if that story is nothing more than a “what would you like for breakfast”, “did you remember the bug repellent?”  

‘Speaking of your wife, how is Mary? I haven't seen her since the charity ball.’ 

‘She’s doing well. She is in remission, all very exciting, no more chemo,’ he explains, immense love pouring from every word.

I smile, his love for her making my chest do silly little contractions, my throat moving oddly. I would give anything to be loved like that, to be someone’s entire world. Instead, I seem to attract gold digging imbeciles, imbeciles who lack even the basics of intelligence. 

What flipping plank goes and flaunts his mistress at public events, and then expects me not to learn of it? 

Worse, he expects me to forget it happened. It’s a genuine lapse in mental judgment, jitters before our big day, he’s so sorry... Tosser.

‘I’m so happy for you both, truly. Neither of you deserve such trying times.’

‘Such is life I’m afraid, you either let it make you or break you, as they say.’ He starts to smile, the gesture quickly dying when we hear voices not that far ahead of us.

Dean freezes, a cautious and fear-provoking aura flaring up about him. Motioning for me to go to ground, he ducks down quietly. 

Feeding off his fearful demeanour, an alarming chill races down my back. I lick my lips nervously, kneeling and quietly hiding behind a clump of huge plants.

‘Lady Lilliana Rossmore, I know you’re here.’ Someone calls, their pronunciation of my name suggesting English isn’t their first language. 

Who on Earth would be calling for me here? I’m miles away from the nearest village. Confused, I go to stand, thinking they must have been members of the local indigenous tribe, the Embera. They know my name. 

It's common for them to travel deep into the jungle to hunt, or it could be other members of our camp, a guide maybe. Dean grabs my arm, pulling me back down to his level. His fingers fly to his mouth in a gesture of silence. The dire warning frightens me. My nerves on edge. 

I’ve heard the jungle can be dangerous, that anti-government guerrillas patrol the strip of jungle bordering Colombia and Panama, but we’re supposed to be in a safe zone. Our company, the Arden institute, assured us. 

‘It’s probably just locals.’ I whisper, hope. 

Dean shakes his head, panic distorting his features. ‘They are calling out orders, spreading out to find you.’ He whispers back, edging slowly towards me. Unease shoots across my brow, my jaw tensing.

Why do rebels want me? 

They can’t possibly know who I am. Except for work, nobody knows, and I seriously doubt Colombian guerrillas know, let alone care. 

It doesn’t make any sense. 

Reaching my side, Dean leans in close. ‘Somebody must have told them about you, one of ours. The more important you are, the bigger the ransom. You’re important Lilly.’ He warns, using my nickname. 

Startled by his claim, I sit back on my heels, finding his statement chilling. Slowly, I understand the deeper meaning. I refuse to believe it. It just can’t be true. Shaking my head, denial speeds through my body. 

I shiver despite the jungle’s horrid heat, unable to stop staring at Dean. His fearful expression is constantly relaying the fact that this is real, that within minutes, I might potentially become a victim of political warfare, of kidnapping, maybe even worse. 

What do they do to kidnapped victims? 

Beat. Torture... Rape. 

I suck a huge breath, a thousand possible outcomes filling my mind with images I don’t want to ponder on. 

Trembling, I have no idea that’s it was possible to feel such dread. My heart pounds erratically, my normally relaxed body, painfully tense. 

I have always been told I am a quick thinker, some would even say bright. Dad would say “too smart for your own damn good”, but for the first time in my life, my thoughts are failing me, an empty useless mind gluing me to the spot. 

Panicking, my overly wide eyes dart from one bush to the next, every noise, no matter how small, making me tetchy.

‘If they find us, do not resist.’ Dean instructs, his gaze, like mine, darting about, trying to see in every conceivable direction. 

‘Dr Lilliana, Lilliana Rossmore. We know you are here.’ That same male voice calls, the undertone mocking. 

I fling my arms across my chest protectively, tightly wrapping them around me. For reasons unknown, I find safety in making myself as small as possible, silent and inconspicuous. 

The longer I sit unmoving, the louder my heart beats, the irritating thrum screaming at me to flee. It feels like minutes pass, but I know it is only seconds. 

I suddenly recall all those stupid horror movies I have watched, the ones where there is no such place as a good hiding spot and the pathetic woman normally dies. 

I’m that pathetic woman, terrified and completely out of her depth. Not sure what to make of my irrational thoughts, I hear myself promising to never criticise the predictable and cliché victims again. If I survive.

‘You English, yes? I know English story. Let’s see if you know story.’ The unknown man shouts, closer than before. Too close. 

‘Fee, fi, fo, fum...’ He starts, a deafening gunshot following.

Both Dean and I jump, hearts lodging in our throats. The horrific blast echoes around us, The normally loud and busy jungle falls deathly silent. I cover my mouth, afraid to produce any sound that may give us away. I hunch down further, lungs struggling for breath. 

‘I smell the blood of an English man...’ He sneers coldly, the stranger twisting a much-loved fairy tale into something spewed from hell.

Another shot fires, the bullet hitting a nearby tree only metres away from our hiding spot. Petrified, my fingers dig into the damp earth, my body, like Dean’s, flattening to the ground. 

‘Be he alive, or be he dead, I will grind his bones...’ He pauses, the rustling of plants sounding from every direction. 

He must be less than six feet away. How do you defend against an armed and unethical militia of mercenaries? 

My eyes swing to my machete. I had dropped it when the gun first fired. 

Desperate, my shaky hand crawls across the dirt to retrieve it, fingertips gently sweeping the handle. I’ve never held anything so tightly, my knuckles white from the pressure. I drag it towards me just as the bush closest to me shakes, my heart skipping a beat. 

‘To make...’

He is right behind me. I can sense it, a dark swirl of horror, of heart rendering panic, stealing my breath. I try to calm down but can’t, my mind cruelly whispering threats of my impending demise. Shivers pummel my body, despairing emotions sending my mind into a chaotic spin... and he hasn’t even found me yet. 

How much worse will it be when he does, when I am his, powerless, without anyone knowing where I am, not knowing I have been taken? 

Warm tears fall from my eyes, my breathing fluttering between hitched and frantic. I can taste the salt as tears cross my lips, the smell of the earth beneath me dominating my sense of smell.

My mind throws images of graveyards at me, of corpses left rotting beneath brush. All thoughts focused on death. 

The stranger pushes through the vegetation where we hide, both mine and Deans eyes fixed to the heavily armed man who now stood before us. He raises his gun, pointing the barrel at Dean’s leg. I hold my breath and pray as a malicious sneer shapes the newcomer’s mouth, tight lines creasing his sweaty brow. 

‘My bread.’ He mocks, pulling the trigger. 

I’m not sure what I heard first, Dean’s cry of pain or the gunshot itself. In shock, it takes a moment to register what’s happened, my gaze locked onto Dean.

The stranger repositions himself, his gun now aimed at me. The initial shock passing, I move quickly to help Dean. I drop the machete and pull off my belt, ready to fasten it around the top of his leg. 

He's bleeding heavily, the iron-rich smell mingling with the heavy odour of damp earth. His warm blood coats my hands. I clasp the belt together, the shooter placing the tip of his gun against the side of my head. I wince, the hot metal burning my temple. 

It hurts but I refuse to let go, afraid to sacrifice the lifesaving pressure Dean needs. 

‘He will live, get up.’ The man orders. 

More soldiers step out from behind the trees, all of them excessively armed, their faces obscured behind various hues of earth-coloured paint, the occasional line of green disrupting the browns. 

‘We’re two miles from camp, he won’t make it back alone, he can’t walk.’ I argue, a sudden wave of bravery deciding to make an appearance. 

Instead of answering me, he motions with his head to his men, two of them aggressively walking towards me. Not thinking, I go to pick up the machete, the stranger, the man in charge, booting me in the face. 

The impact is so hard my whole body gives way, collapsing beneath me. Finding it difficult to focus, my sight wavers, pain stinging my face before radiating down my neck. 

I feel lost, can’t place where I am. 

Before I can regain my composure, I’m shoved to the ground, my face pressed into the soil. Bits of bug-infested grit enter my mouth. I spit, struggling, trying to fight back as memory resurfaces. 

Tears blur my eyes. Dean needs me.

Unable to free myself, my limbs screaming, they drag my arms behind my back, lifting them painfully between my shoulder blades. I cry.

‘Stop struggling Lilly, give them no reason to harm you.’ Dean groans weakly, heartbreakingly.

I freeze, turning my head as best I can to face him. His complexion is deathly pale, the gathering of wrinkles around his eyes suddenly more telling. He looks tired, completely shattered. Looking older than he is, my chest tightens, grief washing over me. 

‘Please, don’t leave him here to die... Please.’ I sob, begging.

I’m so powerless to help him, a man who has just overcome such sadness and who, despite it all, remained good, a much-loved friend...What can I do? 

My sobs turn into agonising gasps, abrupt intakes of air causing flecks of purple to fill my vision, my limbs growing heavy. 

My captor grabs my hair with his fist, pulling my neck back sharply and forcing me to look at him. He had deep brown eyes, a mean and calculating gleam swimming inside their insidious depths. They fall to my mouth, lingering on my lips before slowly moving down my chest. 

He tenses his jaw, a satisfied curl edging a cruel mouth. I shiver, wanting more than anything to cover myself and hide every inch of my flesh from his inspection. 

‘Everything comes at a price, what price are you willing to pay for his life?’ he asks me, his accent exaggerating some of the words, rolling them. 

I lick my lips nervously. I know exactly what he’s suggesting, and it makes me feel sick, a bolt of repulsion flying up my back. I try to keep it from my face, not wanting to provoke him and let him know just how disgusting the idea of him touching me is. 

‘Don’t... Do not give him anything.’ Dean breathes in a pained voice that’s barely audible. 

The stranger grunts, anger flaring across dark pupils before vanishing just as fast. Ignoring Dean, he returns his attention to me. Roughly, he pulls me to my feet, the jerking movement wrenching at my neck. I stumble to the side, the stranger’s penetrating stare travelling the length of my body.

It feels like he’s undressing me, the notion cringe-worthy. A small click of his teeth suggests frustration, the horrible sense that he wants them off me, filling me with dread. 

My feet are unsteady when he lets go of my hair, grabbing my chin between his finger and thumb. His other hand pulls at the zip of my trousers. Alarmed, I pull back, his grip on my jaw tightening as a sadistic grin flashes against his mouth. 

‘Leave her alone.’ Dean hisses, trying to reach me. 

Forever the protector, he painfully crawls towards me, one of his hands weakly wrapping around my kidnapper’s ankle. Not at all interested in Dean’s attempt to stop him, he continues to pull at the waist of my trousers, the fabric gradually revealing my hips, my thighs, my legs. 

I squirm, trying to move away and escape.

Is this really going to happen to me, here, my friend dying beside me? 

‘Don’t.’ I hear myself say, the pathetic attempt of speech not in the least bit threatening. 

Dean reaches for the machete, my attacker catching the movement in the corner of his eye. Not letting go of my jaw, he lifts the gun hanging around his chest and quickly shifts it to land on Dean, the barrel in line with his head. Without the slightest hint of remorse or warning, he pulls the trigger. 

My entire world shakes, the sight of Dean falling back, vacant eyes drifting to the sky, refusing to compute.

‘No’ I choke.

Shocked. Time stops. I can’t tell if its seconds or minutes before his execution finally registers but as it does, it cripples me. 

A scream tears through my body, a tsunami of anguish laying claim to my soul. Shaking, lost in a dark and ever-encroaching void, I can’t look away.

His lifeless body lies at my feet, a pained expression carved into his face. The scent of his blood fills my nose, overwhelming emotion cutting deep. My knees give way as the earth tilts beneath me. I fall hard, my captor chuckling as I hit the ground. 

‘Dean, no... no.’ I weep.

It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have struggled. I should have just let him touch me, should have told Dean it was okay. Instead, I did nothing, froze like a child, a deer caught in the headlights. 

I’ve failed him, failed his wife and with that thought comes a sudden and unexplainable need to join him in death. He has children...

I’m in hell, have to be. Every breeze and bird call is no longer a tropical delight, but a howling demon, a witness to my cowardice. Guilt quickly surpasses my grief, swamping me before firmly dumping me into a nightmare. 

‘What’s taking so long?’ Somebody complains, with better English than the others. 

My attacker’s head swings in their direction.

‘We have her.’ He replies simply. ‘Get up,’ he snarls, dragging me by my hair when I refuse to obey him.

‘Why are her trousers undone?’ The newcomer hisses with an angry glare aimed at Dean’s killer. ‘This one cannot be touched. Her people will not tolerate such acts against a woman of her standing. What is meant to be a straightforward exchange will become war instead,’ he rebukes. ‘You, help her up, blindfold and gag her. I can’t stand the crying.’ He orders, his men storming towards me.

Dean’s killer sneers at me, his emotionless eyes boldly declaring that he isn’t finished with me, that one way or another, he will get what he wants.

Physically sick and dizzy, I’m yanked me to my feet, harshly dragging me along. 

They walk past Dean as though he is nothing more than a pebble, an object with no family or loved ones waiting for him back home.

I’m not religious, but I pray as though my soul depends on it, pray that he will be found and returned to the home he loves. 

My voice leaves me as my prayer ends, what fight I have left in me vanishing. All I can see is the looping moment of his death... 

Destroyed by the vivid memory, all I can do is cry.
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‘Up, up, up! You’re wanted for a briefing at 0400. You have ten minutes. Move out!’

‘Yes, sir!’ We all answer in unison. 

Grunting, I roll out of bed, instantly alert.

‘I swear we just went to sleep.’ Titch yawns, pulling on his trousers and shaking his head to wake himself up.

‘We did,’ Twist complains. 

‘Stop your moaning, you sound like my wife,’ Hook grins groggily, eyes flicking between asleep and awake.

‘She wouldn’t moan if you’d the right thing and let me marry her instead.’ Twist teases, quickly putting on his kit.

Hook starts laughing, his deep voice overly loud. ‘Size might not matter for some women, but trust, it matters to mine. And you are, tiny.’ He chuckles, using his finger and thumb to indicate just how small Twist is.

I grin, Titch in stitches.

‘Fuck you. I’m hung like a god damn thoroughbred,’ Twist winks, fastening his boots, all of us racing to get dressed.

‘More like a Shetland pony,’ Titch counters.

I snort, Hook sniggering.

‘Don’t know what you’re laughing about Sassy, at least our cocks have seen the light of day. Do you even have one?’ Twist raises a questioning brow, his storm-grey eyes mocking.

‘Aye, as your cousin will verify,’ I tease, fastening up my jacket, the sway of the ship messing with my balance.

Not responding to my comment, grins and smiles on all our faces, we leave our cabin, the banter ending immediately. 

Humour is our go-to, our way of dealing with whatever comes next, an antidote for every dangerous situation heading our way. The possibility of impending danger and death is never lost on us. Running for the briefing room, I wonder where we are being deployed to and what we will be facing. 

We have just returned from a sabotage mission and were expecting to go home. I can’t help but feel a little disappointed, but then that’s part of the job, what I signed up for... We are always on call. 

Trained to be the best in the world, I am part of an elite fighting unit or as we say, a “brick,” who, nine times out of ten, get the job done. 

There isn’t a country in the world who hasn’t heard of the SAS, the special air service. We, the four of us, specialise in air drops, extraction, sabotage, “under the radar” in-and-out jobs which are considered by our officials as unofficial. If we get caught, they don’t know us. 

I love my job, every day is different... location, ability, action, risk. Nothing beats the thrill of the unknown.

It’s addictive, demanding and challenging, and I live for it. 

We enter the small briefing room where our commanding officer, and a large screen displaying a high-ranking four-star officer are staring at us. 

‘You all know the drill, everything you hear, you didn’t hear, this meeting never happened.’ Captain Keller scowls, our temporary commanding officer while we are on board his ship. 

‘Yes sir,’ we all acknowledge. 

‘This is General Rossmore, Commander-in-Chief, Land Forces,’ he explains, turning to face the monitor and General Rossmore. ‘Sir.’ Keller finishes. 

‘Thank you, Captain.’ Rossmore says. his attention returning to us. ‘I received word two hours ago that my daughter, Lady Lilliana Rossmore, has been kidnapped by anti-government militia in Darien’s gap, a strip of jungle bordering Columbia and Panama. 

They have offered her release in exchange for arms. To keep her alive, we have asked for time to organise and gather the equipment they seek, however, we have no intention of entering any form of negotiation. 

This is where you come in. As Lilliana is twenty-ninth in line to the throne, I have been granted permission by the government to have her extracted... Our intelligence agencies are in the process of determining their exact location. We have not requested or informed the Colombia government of our mission and will be going in without their knowledge or blessing. When the intel we need comes in, you will deploy immediately and bring her back by any means necessary. It goes without saying, the British government has no knowledge of you being there, if you get caught, you are anyone other than ours. am I clear?’

‘Clear, sir.’

‘Good, Captain Keller will fill you in on the details. Good luck.’ Rossmore tips his head in a small nod, his expression stressed. 

General Rossmore disappears from the screen, my men’s eyes and mine, drifting to Keller’s. Not wasting any time, he throws four folders onto the desk in front of us, each of us grabbing one. Opening the folder, an image of who I assume is our target, stares up at me.

Lady Lilliana Rossmore is a looker. Her hazel, almost golden eyes, carry a multitude of secrets. She automatically piques my curiosity. 

I push the thought aside, remembering that this is work, a mission and not a dating profile. 

‘5ft 4 inches tall, 118lbs. Received a doctorate in medical research, herbalism and botany, from Oxford University. Works for the Arden institute, heading up research for the development of antibiotics to combat the ever-increasing strains of superbugs. Highly articulate, intelligent, she is also athletic with various awards in cross-county running. She has been searching for new species of plant with her colleague, a Professor Dean Sandringham. 

Members of her camp discovered his body approximately four hours ago. According to reports, he was shot twice, once in the leg, severing the femoral artery, and then a kill shot to the head. We have been informed by her kidnappers that Lilliana has not been harmed, and will not be harmed, so long as we cooperate. Questions?’ Keller frowns, his expression all business. 

‘Any illnesses?’ Titch pipes up, scanning the pages, absorbing as much information as he can, as quickly as he can. 

‘No known illnesses or allergies.’ I respond, having memorised her entire profile in seconds. 

I’m one of a few people in the world who can claim to have a photographic memory, a plus that could have landed me any job I wanted. “You could be a lawyer, a doctor, a bloody rocket scientist, why the bloody army?” My mum would tut, every time I see her, even though I have been serving for over fifteen years now with zero intention of leaving. Her most recent complaint is, “You turned down another promotion, again. You daft boy”. 

I smile to myself, her disbelieving face ferreting into focus. I have no interest in being anywhere other than with my team, on the ground, and amongst the action. Behind a desk is not an option. When that day comes, age, failed medical, it will be the day I quit the forces, until then, there is nothing else I would rather be doing. 

‘Do we know anything about the men who took her: weapons capabilities, mental states, ideology, their allies and hostiles?’ Hook asks, leaning forward when the ship lunges slightly. 

We are on the HMS Bulwark as guests, transported by the navy as part of a fleet. The assault ship is well geared for sending in troops. Small compared to some of the other ships in the navy’s arsenal, but not to be messed with.

‘Page four,’ Keller answers Hook, checking his watch in the process. 

I’m not a fan of being on open water, the rolling and churning of my stomach far from comfortable. Swallowing a gulp, my gut protests the nauseating sway of the sea. I can’t stop myself from looking at Lilliana’s picture again. 

What is an aristocrat, Lady, 29th in line to the throne, doing in hostile terrain anyway? Surely her family would have prohibited such a risky trip.

‘Why did her family allow her to travel there?’ I ask the air, appreciating Lilliana’s plump mouth in the process. 

‘They didn’t. From what I’ve heard, her fiancé was caught cheating. All very public, and the press, like they do, had a field day over it. To escape it she decided to get up and join some colleagues at Darien Gap without telling anyone where she was going,’ Keller shares with the room, his head lightly shaking side to side as though he finds the whole concept distasteful.

‘The man’s an idiot, if I had a woman who looked like that, there’s no way I would let her slip beyond my grasp.’ Twist grins, constantly reassessing her image like I am. 

‘In those circles it wouldn’t surprise me, marriage is a formality to them, easy money, access to a title. He probably didn’t care to know her personally. Bet he knows her yearly intake however.’ Titch clicks his jaw, a haughty edge to his features.

I don’t say anything, but I’m inclined to agree with him. 

I don’t understand cheaters, never have. If you’re not happy, if it is not working, then have the balls to say it. End it and move on. Stringing them along for self-gain is the worst kind of cheating.

‘She is off-limits, a target. Pretty or not, if there is any inappropriate misconduct, I will have you up for court-martial.’ Keller warns, a stern gleam in his eyes. 

‘It will nae be a problem.’ I say, needlessly flipping through the file again. 

‘Good, if you’re all done, go get geared up, as soon as the intelligence comes in, you’re gone.’ Keller orders, picking up the folders and heading for the door.

Leaving the small room, not a word being said, we run up the small corridors and head to the armoury. 

The Lynx helicopter is deafening, the rotatory blades creating heavy gusts of wind that distort the vocals of my men. 

‘Go, go, go...!’ A Marine Commando, who Is providing cover for us instructs, a quick wave of his hand motioning us forward as the helicopter hovers a few feet above the ground. 

Lifting my rifle, I aim it towards the jungle’s edge, every sense on high alert. 

Imposing trees and lush plants, covers nearly every inch of dirt, the thick wall of living vegetation acting as a shield that hides endless threats. Keeping close to the ground, we run for cover, the helicopter taking back to the sky. 

Its departure sends the nearby animals into a frenzy, monkeys and birds screeching and hissing. 

We are dropped at the Turia river, about three miles north of our intended location. The decision to drop us here and not closer is made to ensure the enemy doesn’t know we are coming and that they won’t hear the Lynx encroaching on their position. 

Using the dense undergrowth as shelter, we enter the jungle, the wild overgrown maze brimming with slithering dangers. Wearing head to toe camouflage, my skin is itchy. 

The heat, humid and overbearing, creates layers of sweat that coat my back, chest and head. Silently, well concealed from unwanted eyes, we assume formation. 

Hook pulls out a map while Twist scans the trees, his weapon following his line of sight, loaded and prepared to take life if needed. 

I have done scores of jungle training, but I always forget how unforgiving the jungle is to those who have no place being here and those who don’t know what they’re in for. Communicating without words, Hook signals us forward, a flash of his hand that says, “that way.” 

My friend and teammate for over six years, he can find anything, anywhere, ice cold or burning hot. Moving forward, we blend in with our surroundings. Our breathing is quiet and controlled. We miss nothing, see and hear everything. 

We received intel not long after we left the briefing room that the group of militia holding Lilliana Rossmore are well known for torture and killing, without cause or provocation. 

Command estimates around fifty-six men within the group that has her, another three to four hundred men in other groups within a twenty-five-mile radius. Men who would and could provide assistance should they need to be called upon. 

Like nomads they don’t stay in the same location for long, moving camp every twenty-four hours. Which means we have less than ten hours to get her out before they move her again. 

The sun would have set by the time we reach the camp, darkness upon us. With any luck most of the men will be asleep while only a handful remained awake to guard. 

Thermal imaging shows, who we think is Lilliana, in the centre tent. She is kneeling, most likely bound, and is surrounded by a personal guard of four men, north, east, south, and west of her position. 

Under the cover of darkness, our plan is solid. Go in stealthily, slit their throats for a quiet kill, and then obtain the target before moving out to the rendezvous point for extraction. 

It should be that simple, however, you can never tell what is waiting ahead. The minute they realise she is gone, word will spread, the other patrols, every guerrilla, looking for us.

Because of this, our pick-up is not as convenient as our drop-off. Instead of the chopper we will head to the coast for a boat crew to collect us. A planned a twenty-three-mile hike west to the Pacific Ocean and a waiting HMS Bulwark, with her Marine commandos ready to fire on anyone who dared step onto the beach in pursuit. 

The key to out-smarting them is keeping ahead of them. If we execute our timing right, we will have over an hour’s head start before they discovered their men dead and their prisoner missing. 

Not focusing on the heat, the terrain or the potential for death ahead of us, we head deeper into the jungle, determined to fulfil our brief and rescue one Lilliana Rossmore.
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‘Eat,’ Matias’s orders, shoving a bowl of scraps towards me with his foot.

‘I’m not hungry,’ I say, disguising my anger and my hatred for him.

He rolls his jaw, a flash of annoyance weaving its way across his mouth. He gets up from the flimsy stool he was sitting on and stalks towards me. 

‘I couldn’t care less if you eat or not, but my boss insists upon it. If you do not eat, I will be the one he blames. Eat it,’ he demands, not really caring if he gets into trouble at all. 

A defiant, evil smirk enters his eyes. 

I refuse, the pain of losing Dean turning into anger not long after they brought me here. Not saying anything, I turn away from him, closing my eyes and ignoring his presence. 

‘Very well, I’m willing to play this game.’ He taunts, yanking me to my feet by my hair, my scalp stinging. 

I grunt, a deep ache racing from the head down. He places his mouth at my ear, his free hand slowly squeezing my neck. His breath stinks like days of unbrushed teeth. I try not to heave.

‘In less than an hour, Diego is leaving to visit another camp. You and I will be here alone. The more you defy me, the more I will make you suffer.’ He promises, a nasty chill licking over my ear and neck. ‘Eat.’ He orders again, his tone impatient and cruel.

‘You have already taken more from me than I wish to give. I will give and do nothing for you,’ I hiss, fury robbing me of any protective reasoning. 

Too late to take the comment back, I watch as his face struggles for composure. Slowly, a wave of vindictive coldness morphs his entire expression. 

Alarmed I flinch, internal insight making me back away. His grip on me tightens while his hot breath flickers across my face. 

His squeezes my throat, the air to my lungs completely cut off. The pressure from the trapped air pushes painfully against my skin. 

Small, croaking gasps try to escape my lips, my neck swelling and constricting further. He smirks, kicking out my legs and following me to the ground as I fall back. 

Not releasing my throat, a thousand black dots disrupt the colours in the tent, sleep beckoning me to succumb. Just as I think darkness and death will claim me, he let’s go, a desperate gulp filling my lungs near to capacity. 

Painfully, my chest sucks and chokes, a hurried and violent need to draw as much as I can while I can, dominating my thinking. So preoccupied with absorbing life-giving sustenance, I don’t notice his hands trailing my body, his fingers deftly unzipping my trousers. 

‘Get the fuck off me!’ I croak, legs frantically kicking, trying to get him away from me.

Twisting and wrenching, my whole-body seeks escape. He curses, pushing as I twist again, flipping me over with a heavy smack to the side of my face. On my stomach, my hands painfully bound behind my back, he pushes my head to the ground, yanking on the waist of my trousers. 

They come down easily, my gut queasy. 

I gag, wanting to throw up. My mouth waters as a dry heave makes the bruising around my throat feel rawer and inflamed. 

The thought of being raped seems incredulous but at the same time, inevitable. I am powerless. 

It is true what they say, the term, “fight, flight or freeze.” It’s all I can think about, the whole environment, the heat, Matias’s sweaty body odour, forcing me to decide. 

I can’t flee physically but I could mentally. Just shut down and self-induce a silent, numb existence I’m almost one hundred percent sure will break me, or I can fight, retain my dignity and a measure of pride. I did nothing when they attacked me and Dean, too afraid to think, too stunned to act. But now I’m enraged.

The sound of his zipper undoing seems louder than a jet engine, everything else so deadly silent. A terrifying coldness swims across my skin as Matias’s body moves over mine. His large body weighs down my legs and locks them in place. 

I flip through every fictional fight I have ever watched on T.V, or read in a book, hoping that amongst the images, there are tactics and scenarios, similar to mine, that will present themselves and aid me in turning the situation around. Will give me back control. 

Every second feels like an eternity, something eventually coming to me, an old memory of me and my dad. I must have been no more than fourteen as he awkwardly informed me on everything pertaining to sex, boyfriends, and social pressures concerning relationships. 

He handed me a can of pepper spray, a rape alarm and leaflets on contraception before asking me if I knew how to defend myself, knew how to take control of a bad situation and ward off an attacker’s advances. I answered “no,” eager for him to leave my room and forget he ever walked through my bedroom door. Little did I know at the time, that, “no” meant he wasn’t going anywhere. 

‘You must find calm and become an actor.’ My dad says, his face all serious, bright blue eyes studying mine.

‘What?’ I frown, slipping the leaflets he had just given me under my pillow, so I don’t have to look at diagrams of vaginas for a second longer.

‘You must outsmart them and pretend Lilly. Pretend that you’re happy to go along. Let them think they have nothing to worry about, that you will do anything for them.’

‘How would I do that in those situations? I would be tied up or something.’ I scrunch up my face. The nature of the conversation is embarrassing and uncomfortable. 

‘Being tied up doesn’t make you helpless, doing nothing makes you helpless.’ He explains, pausing briefly. I get the impression he is deciding whether he to continue or not. Finally deciding that he will, he nods to himself. ‘Tell them that you are willing to do whatever they want. They will test you and rarely ignore such a comment. You must pass the test. Men who attack women are normally power obsessed. Dominant men who get pleasure from absolute control. Your compliance will please them, make them feel like they have gained more power over you and that they are winning their sick game.’

‘But the chances of me ever meeting one are slim right?’ I ask, suddenly fearful.

‘Yes, I hope you never find yourself in that situation, but it is good to be prepared.’

‘Okay.’ I scowl, feeling sick. ‘What kind of test?’ 

‘Most likely a kiss. It will be paramount that you sell yourself. No matter how repulsed you are, kiss them as though they are your biggest crush, as though you aim to please.’

‘That’s disgusting!’ 

‘It could save your life. More importantly, it could secure their trust,’ he tightens his mouth, jaw clicking unhappily.

Obviously, he’s just as uneasy with the conversation as I am.

‘What you’re really aiming for is a blow job, do you know what that is?’ He asks, half coughs, deep creases lining his forehead. 

‘No.’ I answer to his visible relief. 

‘I’m not going to go into detail. I’m pleased that you don’t know and want that to be the case for many years yet. In short, it is when they put their...’ He coughs again. ‘Penis, in your mouth.’ He mumbles, his face flushing a deep red.

My mouth drops open, the horrifying image filling my mind with the same amount of disgust I would have felt, had I just stepped into a steaming pile of dog crap. Not sure what to say, I can’t hold his gaze, overly inspecting the duvet cover.

‘Why?’ I mutter, heat filling my cheeks.

‘Bite hard Lilly, do not stop, don’t let go. Tear the thing off. He will bleed out in minutes and will be in too much pain to hurt or kill you.’

‘I’m sorry... Please, I will do whatever you want...I promise, my wrists...please.’ I cry and plead.

Matias lowers his mouth to my ear, his heaviness pressing down on my back.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he hisses, his free hand pulling down my underwear. I shudder sickly.

‘I will...please.’

‘Matias.’ Someone calls, the unknown newcomer not entering the tent.

‘Si,’ he grunts in response.

‘Diego se va, quiere verte.’ 

‘Estoy en mi camino,’ Matias replies, relief flooding my soul.

My Spanish isn’t great, but I understand the gist. Diego wants to see him, so for the moment at least, I will not be raped. The unknown man leaves. Matias flips me over, making my wrist catch awkwardly. It snaps loudly. 

I yell in agony, a new wave of nausea rolling around my mouth and stomach. I curse, my breathing quivering. Matias grab me by my jaw uncaring, his empty eyes boring into mine. 

‘Anything.’ He smirks, leering over me.

‘Yes, anything you want.’ Hot tears roll down my face.

‘Eat, when I return, we will see just how compliant you are.’ He stands, redoing his trousers. 

Not wasting any time, I half-fall, half-shimmy towards the plate of food. My bound hands make it impossible for me to eat without lowering my mouth to the plate like a dog. The less-than-appetising concoction, the foul smell, is vomit-inducing, revulsion layering my every action. 

‘Good, I expect the bowl to be empty when I return.’ He orders, walking from the tent.

Anger seethes below my skin, the degrading act of eating like an animal, tied up and barely dressed, brushing me the wrong way.

“Pretend Lilly,” my father’s words flutter through my head, giving me a point of focus and forcing calm. I repeat them like a mantra. 

It’s all I have, my only hope of maintaining the resolve I need to be what I need to be...  An actor. A survivor. 

Every mouthful makes me heave. Every ounce of anger driving me forward. Until this moment, I would never have dreamed of hurting anyone, a do-gooder to the core, but now I understand.

Sometimes there is no other choice, kill or be killed. That’s my situation, the path laid out before me. Everything is primed. The unbearable heat, the living conditions, the threat of torture, death and rape, baiting me to transform. I hear my mind whisper, “what are you going to be Lilly, who are you? Victim, weak, survivor, strong,” over, and over. 

Finishing the food, I sit up, the tears I’ve cried absorbed by the sweltering heat. My wrist is on fire, likely broken. Using my legs, I push myself to the centre of the makeshift tent. I had spent countless minutes searching the small space earlier, trying to find anything that I could use to cut away at my restraints, but nothing, and with a broken wrist, I doubt I can loosen them either. 

Gritting my teeth, my breath tightly held, I try to move it, knowing that I had to at least try. As if someone has just kicked me in the stomach, air rushes past my lips, my body folding in on itself in agony. Excruciating pain shoots up my arm, every nerve engulfed in flame. I want to scream, want to release the pain I seem unable to rid myself of, but instead without breath, I fail even to grunt. 

Falling onto my side, I lay unmoving, eyes drowsily following the small stitches that line the tent roof. I count three hundred and eighteen stitches, hear rain falling outside. The heavy and sudden down pour attracting leagues of scurrying bugs. 

All the bravado thinking of being strong and fighting is slowly diminishing, my mind calculating the risks and probability of me making it out alive. 

Even if I can subdue Matias, what then?

There are others, and I have no idea where I am or how far I am from help. I know enough about the jungle to keep safe, but do I know enough to escape it and evade them? 

Doubt wears on my every thought, emotions chaotically trying to form a conclusion.

There isn’t anything in life that can prepare you for the actuality, the barrage of feelings that war constantly with each other.

Stuck between the desire to fight and be fearless, and the persistent call of defeat and surrender, Matias walks in, my body instantly, mind alert. 

Through the flap behind him I can see that the sun has fallen, a single man stationed just outside. Water rolls down Matias’s darkening face, his cold eyes falling on me before shifting to the empty bowl. 

I lick my lips nervously. Will he care that some food fell onto the floor, will he see it as disobedience? When he doesn’t say anything, turning instead to retrieve the small stool from the floor, I exhale. 

‘Come here,’ he orders, not bothering to look at me as he does so.

“Survive, I want to survive”, my mind piques up.

A decision made, determination settles over my shoulders, lending me new strength. On my knees I shuffle closer to him, feeling a haunting sense of calm now that I have made up my mind. It helps me wear the mask, the disguise that will hopefully secure his trust.

When I reach him, he has one boot removed, the other in the process of being removed. He lifts his head, his tainted gaze meeting mine. A flash of suspicion casts deep shadows over his face and a bout of uncertainty to whizz through my head. 

‘Stand.’ He instructs.

With great difficulty, I manage to, my wrist hurting with every jolt of my body. 

Dead eyes scan me before his arm shoots out, bending around my back to capture my damaged wrist. I lean forward, an eye-watering cry of pain spiralling past my lips. I tremble, my legs feeling like jelly, ripples of nausea weakening every muscle in my body. I gag.

‘What game do you play?’ He breathes against my ear, another disgusting chill racing down my neck.

‘I don’t... I’m not playing.’ I stutter.

‘Interesting fact. You can hide behinds words, a smile, sex, but you can rarely hide behind a kiss. Even the most talented of actresses cannot hide their dislike for a man they must kiss,’ he claims, his mouth millimetres from mine. ‘Do you hate me, Lilliana?’

‘Does it matter? I will do whatever you want...do you care why?’ I reply trembling, hating the sticky heat that clings to me like a second slithering skin.

‘Answer my question,’ he warns, tightening his grip on my wrist, slowly constricting as if the act, my agony, arouses him. I note the pleasure in his eyes, the dark desire that exists only in someone truly evil.

‘Yes, I hate you,’ I answer quickly.

He smirks, pleased with my hatred of him.

‘Sit,’ he orders, one hand pulling at my hips, indicating that his lap is where I am supposed to sit.

Repulsed, I do what he wants. 

Straddling his lap, a lump forms in my throat, a shudder fanning across my chest. Not sure if I can do it, be the actor and pretend, nervousness courses through me, my heart rate jumping. Wishing I was anywhere but here, I have to fight to keep the horror I feel from my face. 

Matias lifts his hand, running his dirty thumb across my mouth. 

‘Kiss me.’

Pushing all emotion to the back of my mind and escaping the present, I lean forward, my eyes shut tightly and place my mouth on his. 

I try to remember every other kiss but this one, try to picture the faces of past lovers at a time when I was in love and lust. Numb to the situation, I do what I need to do and kiss him as though it’s what I want. 

He grunts satisfied, one hand pulling my head closer to make the kiss deeper, his other hand mercifully releasing my wrist. He tastes disgusting, ashtray and mouth decay. One hand free, he runs it around my waist, slowly trailing it up and over my stomach and breasts. I shiver deeply, the unpleasant trill making me feel cheap. It mocks and hurts my pride... So much worse than any physical attack, any hit.

I have no idea how long it lasts, but victory dances in his eyes causing strong and toxic emotions to well up inside me. It angers me... I handed him that victory. 

Ashamed and disgusted with myself, self-condemnation cuts across my back like an angry whip. I keep reminding myself that sometimes to win you must first concede, but it doesn’t appease my need to retain dignity, doesn’t help make it feel okay.

Swallowing a scream, I block out the trail of his hands over my body, his callous fingers scraping along my flesh. With every new inch he explores, I feel my resolve slipping, my horror growing. Panic fills my lungs, my breathing either too quick or held for too long. 

The words, “I can’t do it,” hover dangerously on my tongue, the reasons I’m allowing his touch close to being forgotten. 

I feel like I’ve been submerged into a vat of scurrying insects, my skin crawling, desperate for a tidal wave of clean, pure water to wash them away. Unable to stop it, a painful shudder winds its way across my body, a sob of pure abhorrence escaping trembling lips. 

He doesn’t miss the gesture, his hand flying from my waist to wrap around my throat lightning fast. My wide eyes are forced to meet his.

‘It seems you are not ready to be compliant,’ a nasty gleam enters his eyes.

‘No...Please...I am, I will,’ I try to speak, the pressure around my throat making it almost impossible.

‘No, Lilliana, like the finest stallion, you are the type who needs to be broken in,’ he breathes against my mouth before rising from his stool and flinging me to the ground hard. 

I sob breathless as the weight from my body crashed onto my damaged wrist. My sight wavers, my mind unable to decide whether I should be awake or asleep. Before I can gather myself, he grabs my ankle, dragging me across the floor towards him, grit and dirt scraping my back, 

Positioning himself over me, against me, he smacks me hard across the face, my head whipping to the side with a gut-wrenching tug to my neck. Blood fills my mouth, the iron-rich scent infusing my nose before layering my tongue with its rich coppery taste. 

Dazed, it takes me a moment to realise he has a knife in his hand, the serrated blade cutting through the front of my t-shirt, then slicing through my bra. My panic grows, hopelessness making the world darker, colder. I beg and whimper, Matias smiling at my weak attempt.

Fully exposed to him, I feel defeated, the whole flight or fight thinking dominating my thoughts once again. 

Mentally battling, frantically trying to pull myself out of a dark void, I conclude quickly that I would rather be a victim who tries to
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