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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 “reliable”. See her, she’s solid, you can trust her. 

For everyone who feels like they are in a constant state of survival.

Don’t give up.

There are better days ahead.
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In the Shadows
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‘Come on Grace, quickly.’ My friend Lauren calls, the loud music drowning out her shout.

I smile, enjoy the liveliness of the club, the low lighting and positive vibes reverberating throughout. Keeping my bag pressed to my chest, I push past a hen party to follow her onto the dance floor. 

Side-stepping people to avoid drink spillage, a few cheeky hands grab my backside. I sigh, hating the liberties. Perverts. 

Taking a deep breath, I eventually catch up to Lauren, a heavy blast of stale alcohol wafting up my nose.

‘Grace!’ My best friend Tom, singsongs. ‘Happy Birthday!’ He beams, pulling me in for a hug, my vodka and Irn-Bru sloshing over the rim of my glass. 

I tut, switching my drink to my other hand before licking the spilt beverage from my coated fingers. Unsteady on my feet, a little tipsy, I can’t get annoyed with him. He’s the best, the light of every party, and my most trusted friend.

‘I see you started the shots without me.’ I grin   at him. Tom chuckles warmly, his dishevelled blonde hair and tanned skin, making him look as though he has just stepped off a Californian beach.

‘Of course, babe. If we were to wait for you to grace us with your...’ He spits out his drink on an unglamorous chortle. ‘Grace us, your name is Grace.’ He laughs, Lauren rolling her eyes at me before giggling at our clearly plastered friend.

I smile, cheeks hurting. The upbeat dance tempo vibrates pleasingly through my body, humming in my head and demanding I join in. It’s exciting. 

I don’t go out often to let my hair down and just have fun. I deserve a break from the norm, welcome it even.

‘How much have you had?’ Lauren asks Tom, smiling but deeply concerned at the same time. Her little black dress is the envy of every girl in the club, myself included.

‘A fair few.’ He mumbles, his blinking eyes unable to focus properly. Pulling a face that said he is about to throw up, he leans against me. ‘Too many.’ He admits.

I look him over, starting to worry he could fall and hurt himself, if he continued to drink. 

An injury was our biggest fear. It could literally end our career in a flash. I bit my lip, mine and Lauren’s eyes locking together, a silent sigh passing between us.

‘I think I should take him home.’ I tell her, Lauren shaking her head, mouth pouting unhappily.

‘It’s your birthday... The one time of the year you actually come out with us.’ She complains. ‘Please Grace, a bottle of wine while we were getting dressed is hardly a party. We just got here.’

I sigh, a slow frown falling over my face.

‘I’m going to be sick.’ Tom heaves, his face paling. 

‘The bathroom, quick.’ I order, half panicked.

I push him away from me, petrified he will throw up on my new dress, and head to the back of the club and the toilets. Lauren grabs the strap of my bag as we nimbly weave through bodies.

Reaching the men’s bathroom, I fall forward as I shove Tom towards the doors. He enters swaying, steps uneven. Tutting, I steady myself as Lauren leans against the wall just outside of the entrance. 

Her long blonde hair is held up in a messy bun, her expression downtrodden. I feel bad. I know how much work she has put into getting everyone together tonight.

‘Hey, I’m looking forward to tonight too, and I see no reason why it has to end. I will quickly drop him home and then come straight back.’ I offer, taking another sip of my vodka and Irn Bru. I love the mixture, the small orange bubbles popping in my mouth before immersing my tongue in its unique fruity flavour. Nothing is as good as Irn Bru. Another ace invention from the Scots. 

‘But we’re supposed to meet the others. Everyone is coming out for your birthday.’ She sulks, chewing the inside of her cheek.

The club is nice, expensive, black walls and bright red seating. I hope she didn’t have to pay anything...

‘You will be here to greet them, and I will be back in less than thirty minutes. I’ll grab a taxi, it’s not a problem, and besides, he said Jeremy is back, so he can look after him. I won’t need to stay and babysit.’ I point out, her shoulders relaxing a little.

‘You promise to come back? I know what you’re like, you hate clubbing.’

‘I promise.’ I smile reassurance. ‘And I don’t hate it, I just... I don’t like being around drunk people too much. It makes me uncomfortable.’ I tell her, thinking of my sisters ex, and his abusive behaviour. How much worse it got when he had been drinking. The things he did... 

I shudder at the memory, the man and his time living with us, the entire reason I’ve never had a boyfriend. You can’t trust anyone, no matter how good they appear publicly. 

‘Okay fine, but straight back.’ She concedes, her quick smile daring to get bigger as hope for the remainder of the night sparkles in her eyes.

‘Thank you, by the way, for tonight, you shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble for me.’ I flash her bright smile as I realise just how lucky I am to have such good friends. 

‘It’s not like you’re twenty-three every year.’ She grins back cheekily.

I chuckle. ‘You said that about my twenty-second birthday, and my twenty-first, twentieth.’ I remind her.

‘Much better.’ Tom announces, catching me by surprise as he wobbles up behind me.

‘I’m taking you home. We start rehearsals tomorrow. If you fall and pull something, you’re as good as replaced.’ I tell him, a slight rebuke hedging my voice. 

‘But you just got here.’ He slurs, Lauren clicking her teeth as a little weave of irritation shapes her mouth.

‘Come on, don’t make me ring Jeremy. He will only end up coming down here all macho and commanding before carrying you off embarrassingly.’ I tease. Tom lifts his arm to hang around my neck. He tuts and whines. ‘Fine.’ 

As I step out of the Taxi, a pleasant curl of early spring air sweeps past my face, catching my red hair and shooting it over my shoulders. 

I gather it back, running my fingers through the mass of silk as a mild scent of freshly cut grass, cuts across my nose, refreshing my senses. 

The taxi had been stuffy and sweet. 

I draw a long breath, enjoying the evening sky and the quiet such a late hour brings.

‘Keep the meter running.’ I instruct the Taxi driver, Tom practically falling out the cab. 

Steadying him on the pavement, I close the car door, spinning around in time to see the taxi pull away.

Damn it.

‘Wait!’ I call out, tapping the passenger side window. Not slowing, the taxi picks up speed, its tail lights quickly vanishing around the corner. 

‘What the fuck? I haven’t even paid him.’ I scowl after the car as Tom grunts incoherently. ‘What?’ I ask him.

‘I paid him. Nice guy, don’t think he speaks much English though.’ Tom mutters, releasing me to tumble up to his front door. ‘I’m so... sorry... Gracie.’ He rolls his tongue on a slur, squinting as though he is struggling to see, even though his porch light is on. 

‘Don’t worry about it.’ I reply, knocking on his front door and trying not to giggle at his comical attempts reach it. 

The door opens with a light thud, Jeremy’s stern and disapproving expression a complete contradiction to his worried eyes. Placing his hands on his hips and feigning displeasure, he runs his gaze over Tom. Tom winces, holding both of his hands out in front of him in a gesture of surrender.

‘I’m so sorry Grace, and on your birthday too, I’ll take him from here. Go and enjoy the rest of the night.’ Jeremy clucks at Tom.

I smile. ‘Don’t worry about it. What are friends for? And besides, he comes to my rescue plenty of times.’ I share. Jeremy nods, an apologetic smile lighting up his face, none the less. 

Sighing, he pulls Tom through the door. Inside, Tom turns and waves me a giddy goodbye. His expression makes me laugh, even Jeremy cracks a grin.

‘What am I going to do with you?’ Jeremy sighs, Tom grinning at him cheekily.

‘I love you.’ He beams proudly. ‘Look how gorgeous you are, and your hair... You had it cut.’ Tom coos, running his hand over the top of Jeremy’s head. 

‘Will you stop that.’ Jeremy puffs a laugh, ‘For goodness’s sake.’

I laugh with him, winking at Jeremy before waving goodbye to them both.

‘Good luck.’ I call out to Jeremy. ‘Love you, Tom.’ I add, backing up their narrow path towards the street. 

‘Love you too.’ Tom fires back, his front door shutting as soon as Jeremy is able to pry him inside.

Smiling to myself, I pull out my phone and ring for another Taxi, the light from a neighbouring lamppost skittering across my screen.

‘56 56 56.’ A woman answers.

‘Hi, can I get a taxi from Middleton Road to Shades nightclub please?’ I ask, having to take a double take, when I swear, I see a glimpse of a person crossing the road towards me. I frown. 

No one’s here. 

‘It’s about a thirty-minute wait at the moment, what’s your name please?’

‘Thirty minutes?’ I repeat, holding back a curse. 

Lauren will kill me if I’m that late. 

Shit.

‘On second thoughts, I will walk. Its only fifteen minutes away. Thank you anyway.’ I say as I hang up.

I pull in a breath before sighing heavily. At least I had the good sense not to put on high heels tonight. Lifting my bag further onto my shoulder, I make my way back into town. 

Nights are lighter in March but close to ten p.m. the sun is completely faded, a few stars poking through broken clouds. The half-moon captures my attention. I love the moon, something about it resonating in my heart. 

Victorian terrace houses line the street on either side of me, a few windows lit but mostly dark like the night beyond. 

Nearly at the end of the street and the junction I will need to cross. I catch shadowy movement behind me. Turning abruptly, I jump in my skin, heart launching into my throat. 

What the fuck? 

Anxious, I pick up the pace, clocking a man less than seven feet behind me. His looming reflection ghosts the car window next to me causing a nasty shiver to dart up my spine. 

I miss a step and halt, a moment’s worth of panic making me space out. Freeze.

What am I supposed to do in this situation? 

I’m still a couple of minutes away from the busy high street, only me and the stranger around. 

I click my teeth irritated with myself... Tongue speeding out a moment later to lick my lips.

Just because someone is walking behind me, it doesn’t mean they’re following me... 

Does it? 

I cross the road, logic telling me that is the saftest thing to do. That it will shield me. So long as they don’t follow me. I will be okay.

I make it several feet up the opposite path before I pluck up the courage to look back. A dark clothed male, his hoodie pulled up to conceal his face, is right on my heels. 

He crossed over... 

Why? 

Fear slams into my chest, my mind leaping straight to serial killers, muggers and rapists. 

Terrified with my own train of thought, I pull out my phone, my heart futtering. 

Convincing myself it’s a good move to speak to someone on the phone, I open my contacts. Surely, if his intentions are bad, he will back off, right? 

That’s how movies play out, soap dramas...

He won’t want his crime overheard... right?

Walking faster, I stick to the lightest parts of the street, deliberately walking at the edge of the pavement, closer to the road, and directly beneath the lampposts. Shaking, freaking myself out, I dial Lauren. 

No answer. 

‘Shit.’

‘Hello Grace.’ Jace grates my name, terror stealing my breath away.

I freeze on the spot, hands trembling as tears instantly build in my eyes. His voice brings back a multitude of painful memories, my sister’s screams. 

She warned me he might come after me, but I didn’t believe her. Holding back a strangled sob, I turn to face my sister’s ex. The bastard cop who beat her daily and ruined our lives. How has he found me?

‘Jace.’ I manage to say calmly, my thoughts far from calm. ‘I don’t know where Merida is. The police told her not contact anyone, even me.’ I explain, his cold eyes matching his smirk.

Taller than me, he steps closer, forcing me to look up at him. 

‘I don’t believe you, you’re everything to her, her only family, and I know for a fact she isn’t staying with Lilly.’

‘You’ve been following us?’ I ask, holding back the accusation I want to throw at him. 

I know Jace, and any kind of hostility will make him violent. He doesn’t need much of a reason, and I’m not going to give him one.

‘Where is she?’ He spits, eyes creasing with anger.

I take a step back, my lungs constricting with fear. The faint evening light makes him look even more menacing than I remember, impenetrable shadows covering one side of his face. Amused with my retreat, he takes another step towards me, a cold sneer warping the corners of his mouth. 

‘I told you, I don’t know where she is. She has a cop friend who is hiding her, that’s all I know... I don’t know who he is... She wouldn’t say because she thought you would come and look for me.’ I stutter weakly, backing away and urgently scrolling through my contacts, my phone hidden behind my bag. 

Lilly’s name comes into view. She lives close by. I hit dial, dropping my phone and bag to the side when it shows the phone answered. He cracks his head to the side and leans forward, forcing me to take yet another step back. I grunt, hitting the lamppost hard. 

‘I’m not going to ask you again. Where the fuck is your bitch of a sister. where is she?!’ He seethes, bits of spittle hitting me in the face.

Vileness distorts his face, his manner murderous. 

I scrunch my eyes closed, instinctively turning my head to the side, needing to escape him in whatever way I can. Terrified, my shaking grows worse, every instinct insisting I make a run for it. 

I can’t breathe, a lump forming in my throat. 

‘I’m not lying, I don’t know.’ I shiver, Jace boiling over with rage. His stance intimidating and lethal.

Before I can react, he reaches out and grabs my hair, dragging my face to his. Scalding breath scrapes across my nose. 

‘Let go’ I yell frantic, hoping one of the houses will hear me, that someone is still awake. ‘I’ll scream.’ I warn, the bedroom light of a nearby house turning on.

He quickly turns in the direction of the house. Annoyed, he lets go of my hair and takes a step back.

Trying to hold myself together, a few stray tears stain my cheeks, gathering at my jaw.

‘I know where you live Grace. Where you work. That bitch needs to fucking pay for what she did to me. I’m not going to let this go. Tell me where she is, and I will leave you alone.’ He threatens, his fists clenching, hooded eyes shifting between pissed off and demonic and unhinged. 

‘I don’t know-’

I don’t get to finish my sentence, his balled fist flying out and connecting with my mouth. My head rattles sickly, his punch slamming me back into the lamppost with a resounding snap of bone on metal. 

I heave a sob, my stomach flipping with pain. Blood coats my tongue, my legs folding as dizziness rolls around my head. Weakness hits every limb. 

I stagger, slumping as the fogginess grows and layers my thoughts, bile burning the back of my throat.

‘I told you not to fucking lie to me! Now look what you’ve made me do.’

‘Oi, get away from her. We’ve called the police.’ Someone shouts, my head, faint, unable to determine whether my rescuer is male or female. Time slows.

I splutter, dropping the phone hidden behind my bag. It pings against the pavement, my backside plummeting to the cold ground a fraction of a second later. 

‘I’ll see you soon.’ Jace promises before stalking off, disappearing into an alley.

I lift my hand to nurse my mouth, traces of blood clinging to my fingers. Dazed, in shock, a mixture of relief and disbelief escapes on a loud groan. I inhale sharply, holding onto the oxygen longer than necessary before folding in on myself. 

I start crying. 

Spotting my phone, I manage to gather myself enough to lean forward and retrieve it, the line still open and connected to Lilly. 

‘Lilly.’ I cry into the phone’s receiver before it even reaches my ear.

‘Grace. Sassy is on his way. I knew it was a good idea to put a tracking app on your phone. I’m so sorry Grace, are you okay, what did he do, are you hurt?’ Lilly rattles off quickly, her voice overly worried and borderline frantic.

‘It was Jace.’ I say.

‘I know. I would recognise his voice anywhere, are you hurt, did he hurt you?’ She asks again, her genuine worry warming my heart, making me feel better.

‘He hit me, but someone heard it. They told him they had called the police. He’s gone.’ I explain, still too scared to pry myself off the pavement. 

‘Bastard...You remember Sassy right, what he looks like. He’s driving my Land Rover.’ Lilly sighs, sounding as though she is crying too. ‘He left as soon as you called, he should be there soon.’

‘Yes.’ I sniff, wiping at my face, my lip stinging. ‘He said he knows where I live Lilly, where I work. He said he would come back. He means it Lilly.’ I cry harder, a fresh wave of terror crashing through me. Jace doesn’t make idle threats, he means it. He will be back.

‘Don’t worry, we will sort something out, he won’t get to you again, I promise.’ She claims, an incoming call from Lauren flashing up on my phone. 

I ignore it, trying to roll my jaw, wincing as I do so.

‘I’m frightened Lilly, he’s got away with it for so long, and when he did get put away, they released him less than six months into his sentence. I don’t understand... I don’t... His eyes...Lilly.  He will do anything to get to her, do anything to anyone who stands in his way.’ I shudder, lungs hurting. 

‘You okay sweetheart, I’ve called the police?’ An old man asks me, peering over his garden fence wearing a tatty bathrobe.

‘I’ll be okay, thank you.’ My mouth wobbles, grateful he had the courage to leave his house, and defend me.

‘Sassy and I’ve talked about the whole situation at length. He thought something like this might happen. He has a plan. We will sort it out.’ Lilly promises. The old man shakes his head with disgust when he spots my battered mouth.

‘Fucking coward, hitting a woman.’ He mutters, his wife coming out with a cup of tea and a blanket.

‘Open the gate George, she must be freezing.’ She says to her husband.

Complying, he opens the gate with a steady creak, his wife’s pink feathered slippers catching my eye.

‘Here, put this around you. I made you some tea, do you drink tea?’ She asks gently, wrapping the large blanket around my shoulders.

‘Thank you. Yes, I do.’ I reply.

‘A nice cuppa fixes everything.’ The old woman clucks, shaking her head side to side, her pity filled eyes connecting with her husbands.

I look up to the nearly black sky, the once peaceful night, interrupted with familiar, but not in any way comforting, police sirens. 

The distant strobe lights cut through the gaps in the houses, reflecting in every window. Instead of bringing relief, it fills me with dread. I hate the police, and rightly so. 

‘The police are nearly here Lilly, I’ll see you soon.’ I say, voice slightly hitched as trepidation springs up on me.

‘Okay, tell Sassy to call me when he gets there.’

‘I will. Thank you.’ 

Rubbing wet eyes with the palm of my hand, I hang up.

‘Sorry we didn’t come out sooner dear, we’re not in the habit of wearing clothes to bed, it’s too hot with the damn central heating.’ The woman explains, a weak smile gliding over my mouth. It isn’t an image I want to ponder on.

‘You saved me from much worse, thank you so much.’ I reply with a chill as a police car abruptly pulls up outside the house, their siren now off, only the lights flashing an electric blue.

The woman nods gently before rubbing the tops of my arms and back. Two uniformed officers climb out of the car, a series of beeps and clicks sounding from their radios. 

‘Are you okay ma’am? What’s happened?’ One of them asks, his dark eyes taking in my injury.

‘She was attacked by some man, damn coward.’ The old man says to them, his wiggling chin matching the outrage in his voice.

‘Do you know your attacker?’ The bearded officer asks me, his kind eyes insisting I can trust him, but I don’t. 

I will never trust the police again.

I bite my tongue and shake my head. 

They won’t believe me even if I do name him, and if they do turn up at his house to enquire, not only will he deny it, but it will royally piss him off. 

Every time Merida plucked up the courage to get and sort help, press charges against him, he would make her suffer. Punishes her for it. I will not allow that to happen. What if he finds her? What if he comes back for me like he said he will?

‘No, he wasn’t making any sense, kept asking where somebody I don’t know is. When I couldn’t tell him, he hit me.’ I explain, a half-truth, if not the whole truth.

‘What did he look like, can you describe him?’

‘Tall, about your height, dark brown eyes, a low stubble as though he hasn’t shaved in couple of days. Dark trouser and dark top. He has his hood up, a drawstring hoodie with white cords.’ I describe him, not lying about his description. 

The officer scribbles it all down in his notepad, while the other one puts Jace’s description out over the police radio.  

‘Grace?’ Sassy calls me, coming up from behind, his appearance instantly putting me at ease.

‘Strune.’ I try to smile but wince instead. 

I use his real name, not his army nickname everyone else tends to use. 

I feel relieved, safer with him here. 

I don’t know him that well, but Merida trusts him, and he completely dotes on Lilly, is always going out of his way to put a smile on her face. 

He grins back comfortingly, his cool gaze absorbing the scene in seconds. Calm and collected, he stands beside me protectively, scanning the streets for any signs of danger, at least that’s what I think he is doing....

He looks like he’s in combat mode, on high alert. If only he was here earlier. Jace wouldn’t dare touch me, let alone speak to me. Strune is a soldier, a highly trained army commando.

‘You know this man?’ The police officer pries, running suspicious eyes over Strune.

‘Yes, he’s a family friend, I called him.’ I answer, the policeman seeming happy with my account. 

‘Okay.’ He nods. ‘I just need your details, and we will go from there.’ He continues, kneeling to check my injury. ‘You want me to call an ambulance?’

‘No, please, I just want to go home.’

‘Thanks for coming to get me. I didn’t know who else to call.’ I weep into Lilly’s shoulder, Strune closing the door behind me.

She hugs me tightly, her large baby bump getting in the way. I break from her embrace, glancing at her bulging stomach before grinning sheepishly.

‘You look like you are about to pop.’ I joke, Lilly smiling brightly.

‘I feel like I’m about to pop.’ She replies, russet eyes twinkling with love for her unborn child.

‘Head into the living room, I’ll take a look at your mouth.’ Strune instructs in a no-nonsense, no-refusal, tone of voice. I nod, his Scottish accent still strong despite not living in Scotland for years.

He had brought me back to their three-bed semi-detached house on base. 

Every wall is the same as the next one, the layout standard. Kitchen to the back with the dining room linked to the lounge, and a small cloakroom next to the front door. All the walls and carpets are a uniformed cream.

When my sister Merida told me that Lilly had moved into army accommodation so she could be closer to Strune, I hadn’t believed it. 

Lilly is minted, ridiculously rich. I am used to visiting her in mansions, kitted out in the best décor money could buy. It feels odd and uncharacteristic, seeing her in this kind of environment. 

I smile, wondering if I will ever meet someone, I love so much, I would completely overhaul my life for them...

Sitting on her couch, I drop the thought as the strong fragrance of her plug-in vanilla air freshener glides up my nose, reminding me of my own home. Leaning back into the plush sofa, I lift my knees to my chest, feeling completely at ease with Lilly. 

It is safe. My guard lowering fully.

‘Okay, let’s take a look at that mouth.’ Strune says in a deep voice, returning from the kitchen with a first aid kit in hand.

Biting her lip, Lilly sits in an armchair opposite me, her movements awkward and slow. Strune grins at her. ‘Do you need a hand?’ He asks her, Lilly glaring at him dangerously.

‘No.’ She pouts, Strune’s amusement growing. ‘I might need help getting up though.’ She confesses, not happy with the fact, expression sulky.

I giggle, as Strune’s startling blue eyes connect with mine. Shifting his focus to my mouth, he inspects Jace’s handiwork, a flash of anger ruining his laid-back vibe. 

‘Roll your jaw for me.’ He says. 

It hurts but I manage to do it.

Strune nods slightly, happy, I guess, with the movement. ‘And open and close your mouth.’ He prods and feels along my jaw. ‘Other than bruising and a small cut, I don’t think there is anything broken. The movement is smooth.’

I nod understanding, flipping my eyes to Lilly. She’s dressed in penguin pyjamas, the fleecy material offset with huge fluffy socks with blue snowflakes adorning them. They make me smile. 

Without a doubt, I know they are a Christmas gift from Merida. She has the same exact pair. They buy a matching set of pyjamas and socks every year. 

‘You do nae need stitches, but it’s going to bruise like a bitch. The swelling should ease up in a day or two.’ Strune sits back, closing the first aid kit. ‘You said in the car that Jace has been following you and Lilly. That he knows Merida is nae staying with us?’ He grunts unhappily, Lilly biting the inside of her cheek, attention fixed on Strune.

I nod, Strune clicking his jaw as a look of violence crosses his face.

‘You will stay with a friend of mine until Kyle sorts out Jace.’ He says matter-of-factly, like it is already decided.

‘I can’t. I have to work, or I will be dropped from the show. I need to be close by. I can’t miss even one day.’ I perk up quickly, always worrying I might lose the lead role. 

The base is too far from my work on the opposite side of town, and I don’t have a car.

‘I know all this, do nae worry. He lives near your work, but more importantly, he does nae run in your circles. Jace will have a hard time finding you while you are staying with him.’ Strune reassures me as my mind whizzes with possible problems and nervousness. 

I have no idea who this friend is, nor am I good at trusting men. Except Tom, but he is gay. Totally safe.

‘Is your friend a woman?’ I ask, hopeful.

‘No, but I know him. Twist can be trusted. I would nae agree with it if I didn’t feel comfortable about it.’ Lilly smiles, Strune giving me a quick once over, questions forming in his eyes.

‘Twist?’ I scowl, wondering why he has been given such a nickname. 

Is he twisted, weird?

‘Aye, Jamie. He’s one of my best mates. I trust him with my life, and Lilly’s. He will look out for you, respect boundaries, as well as your privacy.’ Strune vouches for him, his belief in his friend steadfast, trustworthy and believable. ‘I’ll take you home in the morning to get what you need and then take you to work. When I pick you up, we will go back and get the rest of your things.’

‘I’ll come too and help you unpack and settle in. We can grab a takeaway or something.’ Lilly adds, the idea of her being there instantly calming me.

‘You trust him?’ I ask Lilly, even though she has already said as much. 

Try as I might, I can’t stop worrying about the unknown man they want me to stay with. Especially with the name like Twist. 

In what context is Twist ever a good thing?

‘Yes, absolutely.’ She replies, straight-faced and heartfelt.

‘Okay.’ I whisper anxiously, a new wave of panic swirling in my gut.
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Out of breath I make it back to the RV, rendezvous point, live gunfire and explosions going off in every direction. The bone jarring noise penetrates deep, rattling my skull and vibrating through my semi-frozen body. Coated in wet mud, I feel irritable, some of the sloppy earth making it into my mouth. I spit, cursing the rain, my soaked clothing and the harsh winds that are chilling me to the core.

‘Fuck.’ I complain to myself, not impressed with British spring weather. It’s supposed to be getting warmer and drier.

Huddling together with my brick, Sassy turns to me, his blue eyes as cold as I feel.

‘Twist, you’re on point.’ He orders, meaning I am to assume the most exposed position in combat formation. Take the lead and be the first one to walk into the unknown, and the one most likely to take hostile fire. 

I frown, dragging my hand across my face, trying to clear as much rain as I can. I nod, confirming I understand his order. 

I don’t give a fuck about being the first one in. It’s the job, and I love the danger, am confident in my abilities.

Lifting my rifle, I take point, slowly keeping to the ground and utilising cover as I advance. Stopping when I detect movement ahead, I lift my hand, signalling to the others to hold back and keep their eyes peeled.

It's only a training exercise, but we take it seriously, everyone on high alert, as though we are out in the field with real enemies up ahead. 

Licking my lips, I scout the shell of a building ahead of us, scanning every empty window, door and shadow, several times. I spot three men, all armed with rifles, and what looks like grenades strapped to them, a handgun on each of their thighs. 

Confident there are no other surprises, I formulate a plan, turning to find Sassy at my back, Hook and Titch out of sight, but close by.

Explaining my strategy to infiltrate, we move as one, each of us knowing our job. We are the best of the best, SAS, but even the best has to exercise caution. 

No one is invincible. 

No hitches, still undiscovered, we make our move to take the building, storming in and catching our lads and fake hostiles by surprise. 

With perfect precision we take them out. Three shots... Three fake deaths, the building now under our control. Knowing better than to be cocky, we navigate the rest of the building, searching for hidden threats, other soldiers that may have evaded my initial head count. 

Every room searched, every door opened, and satisfied the building was safe, I lower my rifle, nodding once to Sassy as we wait for the all-clear from Hook and Titch.

‘Clear.’

‘Clear.’ They comms back to Sassy and me.

Kneeling and pulling out his radio, Titch radios it in.

‘This is callsign Zero-Alpha, building is secure. Over.’ He speaks to HQ. 

Tired, I lean back against the wall, Sassy standing and walking over casually, his rifle lowered.

‘You remember Merida?’ He asks me in his serious tone of voice.

I scowl at him. 

I’ve met her several times, of course I fucking know her. ‘I’m not likely to forget Lilly’s best friend.’ I nearly roll my eyes, Sassy grinning.

‘I need a favour.’ He leads, not going further and stating what the favour is. I frown, guessing his hesitation means I won’t like it.

‘You going to ask, or am I going to have to fucking guess?’ I tut, looking forward to a warm shower and some dry clothes.

‘She has a little sister, Grace. I need you to put her up for a while, look out for her. She was assaulted last night by Merida’s ex. Apparently, he’s been following her and Lilly, trying to find out where Merida is.’ He grunts, clearly pissed off about someone following his missus. 

To be fair, I would be too.

‘What the psycho ex-cop?’ I curse, unable to stop a bolt of anger weaving across my jaw. I’ve heard the stories, know what the prick has done.

‘Aye, I knew he would turn up eventually, but I dinnae think it would be so soon. I told Grace I would sort it out for her, that you would put her up for a while.’ He winces, having not asked me about it at all.

Cheeky fucker. 

‘She’s afraid and she should be. The blokes fucking messed up.’

‘Why the fuck did you say that?’ I fake hiss, grinning a second later. ‘Of course I will help out. Lilly is family, and Merida and Grace are her family. Is she clean? You know I can’t stand mess.’

‘How the fuck am I supposed to know?’ Sassy shakes his head, his kit just as saturated as mine. 

I sniff, grinning widely. ‘Is she pretty?’ I joke, not really giving a shit what she looks like. I’m helping out a friend, and that’s all.

‘Nae as pretty as Lilly.’ He replies, knowing I’m not serious. I cough, swearing beneath my breath.

‘No one is as beautiful as Lilly according to you.’ I snort. ‘You’re so whipped it painful to look at you at times. Seriously mate, what happened to your fucking balls?’ I shake my head at him. Titch and Hook file into the derelict room. 

‘He never had any.’ Titch throws in loudly, Sassy chuckling. ‘Whose round is it?’

‘Yours.’ I lie, knowing full well it’s mine.

‘Like fuck it is you cheap bastard.’ Hook chides, the corners of his mouth lifting with false annoyance. Titch mirrors the gesture.

‘He will have to owe you. We have plans this evening. Got to help Lilly’s friend move to a new house.’ Sassy explains, leaving out the part where her friend is moving into mine.

‘That’s a shit excuse to get out of buying me a beer.’ Titch complains sarcastically, rubbing his chin and stifling a yawn.

‘You know I’m good for it.’ I wink, Hook snorting, obviously disagreeing. ‘Right, now that’s settled, I’m off. I need a fucking shower.’ I wipe at my eyes, holding back a shiver.

‘Right behind you.’ Sassy perks up.

‘I fucking hope not. We’re mates, but we aren’t that close.’ I grunt, Hook shoving me in the back as I pass him, a grin plastered to his face.

‘You fucking wish pretty boy... Shit.’ Sassy turns up his nose, staring at me as though I’m from another planet.

I chuckle, cursing when I step back into the rain. I fucking hate the rain.

‘So where does she work?’ I ask Sassy while I peer out the passenger side window, the town busy with rush hour traffic. 

It’s still raining, large grey clouds dominating the sky. I scowl, running my tongue over my back teeth. I don’t like the smell of Sassy’s jelly-bean car freshener. It overpowers the car with a candy scent.

‘At the theatre. She’s a dancer.’ He says, the word dancer making me sit upright in my seat.

‘Yeah, what kind of dancer?’ I grin, picturing a scantily clad woman gyrating around a pole.

‘Nae that kind of fucking dancer.’ Sassy swears, turning to glare at me. ‘She’s a ballerina. A really good one apparently.’ He explains, tutus and pink leotards flashing through my mind. I sigh, slightly disappointed, not that anything will happen, its Merida’s little sister after all.

‘You’re looking out for her, that’s it. She’s not a fuck buddy.’ Sassy warns.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m just fucking with you.’ I say truthfully. Sassy nods as though he has guessed as much but wants to clarify regardless.

‘This is it.’ He states, turning into the carpark.

The second we’re out of the car, rain pelts me in the face. I curse, lifting my hood. I spot a large banner hanging against the wall, several posters lower down, “Swan Lake, coming to the Adessor theatre, 26th of September- 21st of November.” 

‘Swan lake?’ I mutter under my breath, running trained eyes across the facility. I clock the security cameras at the doors, the direction they are pointing, as well as the poorly lit carpark. ‘The carpark isn’t safe.’ I say to Sassy, the look on his face suggests he has reached the same conclusion as me.

Even though it isn’t dark yet, the grey skies overhead should have activated the automatic lampposts.

The dim evening sun mostly hidden behind thick gloomy clouds. He nods, the metal doors to the side of the theatre screeching before flying open.

Several women and men pour outside, some pulling up jacket zips and hoods while others lift gym bags over their heads to escape the rain. 

They are all dressed in gym wear, Lycra in a rainbow of colours catching my eye, as well as highlighting perfectly toned legs of the female variety. 

‘Nice.’ I grin to myself appreciatively, Sassy swearing at me. ‘Which one is she?’ I ask, ignoring his remark.

‘She’s not amongst them.’ He replies, grabbing the door before it closes. ‘I told her to wait inside. You pull watch, see if you notice anyone hanging around.’ He instructs.

Sighing, but being a good friend, I lift my shoulders to my neck for warmth and squint through the downpour. Doing a once over, I don’t like the deep shadows that creep along the theatre walls. 

Shadows conceal countless threats. 

Not noticing anything out of the ordinary near the carpark, I turn to inspect the busy street, rush hour filling the paths with endless bodies. I sigh, passing my gaze over pedestrians, focusing on anyone who is stationary. A man stands out. 

With short black hair, a dark green hoodie and black jeans, he waits under a shop’s alcove, his cold eyes flipping to mine. Even from across the road I can tell he is assessing me, noting everything about me.

I stare back unfazed, registering him in the same intense detail. Around five-foot-eleven, short black hair, brown eyes, and what looks like the top edge of a tattoo poking out at his neck. Red and green, bird like, a swallow, I guess. 

He clenches his right hand into a fist, his neck rolling before he yanks up his hood and pivots, heading back up the street.

‘Twist?’ Sassy calls.

I turn around, sniffing as the sting of the rain itches my nose. I spot Sassy first, a small red head walking out from behind him a second later. 

Her stunning green eyes and full mouth, even slightly swollen and bruised, knocks me for six...

Fucking gorgeous. 

I pick up on her discomfort instantly.

I smile reassuringly, keeping the fact I find her attractive from my face.

‘You must be Grace, I’m Twist, or Jamie, I’ll answer to both.’ I say, a nervous smile flicking the edge of her mouth. 

Keeping her eyes lowered she nervously searches the street behind me ‘He’s not here.’ I tell her, not mentioning the fact he may have just left.

She licks her lips before peering up at me, her slender shoulders deflating as tension leaves them. With a quick lift of his chin, Sassy motions for us to get in the car.

‘I’ll jump in the back.’ I say to Grace, opening the back door before she can argue.

‘Thank you.’ She mutters quietly, lowering her head as she climbs in.

Inside the car, I remove my hood, rubbing my hands together to warm them.

‘Lilly is meeting us at your place.’ Sassy informs Grace as she fastens her seat belt. 

The sound of the rain as it bounces on the windows is soothing. Briefly meeting Sassy’s gaze in the rear-view mirror, I flip my focus to Grace. 

Her hands are clasped together in her lap, her posture upright and tense. Guessing she isn’t open to conversation, I say nothing as Sassy quietly exits the carpark. 

Before we make it onto the road, a loud smash sounds at my ear, the window shattering as a brick whizzes past my face, landing on the passenger side seat. Sassy slams on the brakes, the sudden action jolting me forward. I curse, shards of glass covering the entire left side of me.

‘Fucking bastard.’ I fume, opening the door and getting out. The glass clinging to my clothes, pings to the ground. 

Fully prepped to confront the prick, and knock his fucking lights out, all I can see is the back of the knob as he sprints up the road. ‘He’s fucking running away, coward.’ I turn to Sassy, Grace doing her best to hold back tears, her eyes wide with fear, hands trembling.

‘No point chasing him down, get in. He’s on foot, he will nae see us move her out.’ Sassy sighs, muttering a curse as he flicks the indicator on.

Quickly brushing of the glass, I get back in, pissed he threw a brick at me only to run away... Cunt.

‘You’re bleeding. Are you okay?’ Grace asks me, her concern genuine. I smile non-plus, wanting to erase her stress.

‘Don’t worry about me darling, are you okay?’ I ask instead.

She nods, running concerned eyes over my face and biting her lip. Her brow creases with a subtle frown. I flash her a grin, liking that she cares. That she bothers to ask if I am okay despite being afraid for herself.

By the time we get to Grace’s flat, Lilly has everything already packed up, boxes and bags lining up her hallway. Filling the car and unloading them back at mine, takes less than an hour. 

I was now officially starving.

Grace and Lilly sit on my sofa while Sassy and me, move her stuff into the second bedroom. Normally, unmarried soldiers remained on base, but after Sassy flew the coop and married Lilly on the fly, moving into married quarters, I can’t stand being the only prick in our brick still living on the block.

It's only a small two-bedroom flat close to town, about twenty minutes from work, but the rental is nice, a new build with a secure entrance and camera entry system, ideal given Grace’s situation. 

No one can get in or out without their face appearing on the flats monitor, and even if they do make it inside, there is dead bolt, chain, and my own personal security system operational, a code required to disarm it.

‘That’s everything.’ Sassy announces, walking out of Grace’s room.

The flats buzzer rings. Lilly smiles, awkwardly rising from the sofa. ‘That’ll be the Chinese.’ She beams, Sassy grunting before gently forcing her back down.

‘I’ll get it, if you waddle to the door, it will be cold by the time you get back.’ He teases, Lilly swatting him on the thigh.

‘You’re so mean, and I don’t waddle.’ Lilly replies gruffly, Grace lifting a hand to cover a smile.

‘Aye, you do, but it’s cute.’ Sassy calls back as I go to get some cutlery and plates from the kitchen.

‘Do you need a hand?’ Grace asks me, getting up and walking into the open-plan kitchen.

I turn my head to face her, noting her bruised mouth, and the small cut to her bottom lip. It bothers me... A woman cut up because a man laid hands on her. No man should hit a woman, not ever, unless of course she’s got a gun to his head or something to that effect. That’s completely different, especially in my line of work. Female soldiers are just as dangerous as male soldiers.

‘Sure. I’ll show you where everything is while we’re at it.’ I smile, opening all the top cupboards, and forcing my irritation down.

‘Plates, pans, crockery, bowls, tinned food, sauces, spices, glasses, and mugs.’ I rattle off, pulling four plates from the cupboard in the process.

Closing them again, I open the bottom ones. ‘Cleaning stuff, and other food items.’ I grin, Grace nodding to herself whilst chewing the side of her lip.

She opens the draws.

‘Tea towels, tin foil, cutlery, batteries, bills.’ She looks at me and smiles sweetly. ‘The best place for them, hidden from sight.’ She says, referring to the bills.

I chuckle, trying not to get lost in her eyes, and her soft voice. She’s Merida’s baby sister. 

I need to get a fucking grip. 

She pulls out four sets of cutlery, closing the drawer when she’s finished. ‘Not to offend, but I was expecting your home to be a bit of a mess. I’m surprised it’s not, male stereotyping and all that.’ She confesses, more at ease being around me, like she’s beginning to come out of her shell.

‘The army has a way of knocking the mess out of you. Now I’m a bit of a clean freak, Sassy too.’ I tell her.

She twitches her nose, nodding before scanning the rest of the flat. ‘I promise to clean up after myself. Thank you for letting me stay.’

‘No worries darling. You finish work at six, right?’

‘Yeah.’ She confirms.

‘I’ll pick you up after work from now on. I won’t be able to drop you though as I need to be at base before eight. I’ll sort you out with keys, and the code to set the alarm.’

‘You don’t have to do that, I can get a taxi, it’s no problem.’

‘I’ll drop you to work. Jace can find this address from a taxi firm’s database.’ Lilly cuts in and warns, Sassy dumping the takeaway on the coffee table.

‘But?’ Grace sighs. ‘I’m already being a hindrance, you’re due next month, you need to rest.’

‘Nonsense, I wake up early to see Sassy off anyway, and by then I’m bursting for a pee.’

‘Too much information Lilly.’ I turn up my mouth, Grace frowning before grinning. 

‘Thank you.’ She says to Lilly.

‘You remember what I taught you about spotting whether you are being followed or not? What to do if you are?’ Sassy questions Lilly.

‘Yes, I remember.’ Lilly purses her mouth as she grabs a plate and fork. ‘Enough of Jace, let’s eat, I’m starving.’

My initial assessment of Grace has me peg her as a shy, quiet and reserved. I can’t be more wrong. No longer uncomfortable or thinking about Jace and the assault, it’s clear she is normally confident and social. 

Witty, she has Lilly in stitches, Lilly grabbing hold of her stomach, desperately trying to hold onto the drink in her mouth.

‘Stop.’ She nearly chokes, Sassy laughing at her. Grace beams, her knees up on the sofa. ‘I might wet myself. It can happen when you’re pregnant.’ She claims, the image she has just planted in my head making me choke on my own drink.

‘Shit.’ I shake my head, rubbing my throat to clear it.

‘On that note, we should probably get off. It’s getting late, and I will be mortified if you piss on my mate’s sofa. I’ll never live it down.’ Sassy frowns, a snigger flying past my lips. 

Nor will I let him. That shit will be golden.

‘Okay, okay.’ Lilly holds back another laugh, lightly wiping her eyes. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’ She turns and says to Grace, Sassy lending her his arm so she can get up from the sofa.

‘Good night.’ Grace breathes softly, rising from her seat to give Lilly a warm hug. ‘Thank you again, for everything.’

‘We’re family, no need for thanks. Oh, and don’t forget, you can’t tell anyone where you are staying, not even your friends, and especially not on social media.’ Lilly warns, Grace sighing before nodding solemnly.

‘I won’t.’ She promises as Lilly opens the front door.

‘I’ll see you at work.’ I call to Sassy as he exits my flat, Lilly waddling beside him. 

Lifting one hand, he gestures goodbye. I lock the door behind them, turning to find Grace collecting all the dishes and placing them by the sink.

‘I’ll get that.’

‘It’s okay, I’m already doing it.’ She smiles. ‘And I can manage the dishwasher. Ironing is another matter though.’

‘Yeah?’ I chuckle lightly, placing all the empty Chinese boxes back into the carrier bag before lobbing them in the bin.

‘Yep.’ She bites her lip, clearly re-living an unfortunate ironing moment.

Leaving her to it, and secretly glad she offered, I go to grab her a set of keys and jot down the code for the alarm. When
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