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Dedicated to every woman and girl who has ever been told to be careful, instead of being allowed simply to be free.

Author's Note

This novel is fiction.

The reasons for writing it are not.

Every woman and every girl has the right to bodily autonomy. The right to say no and have that no respected. The right to walk home after dark, to jog at midnight, to wear what she chooses, to laugh with friends, and to accept a drink without wondering if it has been tampered with.

These should not be acts of courage.

They should simply be an ordinary life.

If this story encourages even one conversation about consent, respect, or the freedom to live without fear, then it has served a purpose beyond its pages.

For every woman who has ever been told to be careful, this book asks a simple question.

What if the world expected others to behave, instead of expecting women to live in fear?
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​CHAPTER 1: A QUIET DESPERATION
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By the time the cursor began to look alive, Shelby Thorne had forgotten how long she had been staring at it. It blinked from the laptop screen in a pale blue pulse, lighting the hollows beneath her eyes and waiting, patient as a threat, for her to make the code obey. Across the kitchen, onions softened in butter, mince browned in the pan, and rosemary cut through the warm fug of supper with the sharp, homely promise of shepherd's pie. Her mother hummed at the hob, tuneless and steady, the sound of an ordinary evening trying very hard to remain ordinary.

She registered Grace, though. She always registered Grace.

The front door opened and closed with the particular soft click that meant her sister was trying not to be heard. Footsteps paused in the hallway. A bag set down too carefully on the floorboards. Shelby's hands stayed where they were, but her attention had already left the screen, tracking the small sounds of Grace moving through the flat, cataloguing them the way she catalogued system logs: searching for anomalies.

Grace appeared in the kitchen doorway and stopped, one hand still on the frame as though she needed it for balance. She wore the same cardigan she had worn for three days running, a soft grey thing that hung loose on her shoulders, and her hair was pulled back in a way that made her face look smaller, more exposed. She did not look at Shelby. She looked at the floor, at the table, at the window where the early evening light was going grey and thin.

"Good day?" Annie asked, glancing over her shoulder from the hob. She held a wooden spoon in one hand, and a smear of tomato clung to her wrist.

"Fine," Grace said.

She crossed to the table and sat down opposite Shelby, pulling out the chair with a scrape that seemed to cost her something. Her phone went onto the tabletop face-up, and she stared at the dark screen as though waiting for it to deliver news she did not want to get.

Shelby watched her sister's hands. They rested on the table, fingers loosely curled, and the nails were bitten down to the quick. A small raw patch showed on the thumb where Grace had been picking at the skin. Shelby knew that patch. She had seen it grow over the past two weeks, a tiny wound that never quite healed because Grace kept returning to it, worrying at it in unguarded moments, in lectures, on the Tube, sitting at this very table while their mother asked questions she could not answer.

"Just fine?" Annie turned the heat down under the mince and wiped her hands on her apron. "Nothing interesting at all?"

"Not really."

"No lectures? No seminars?"

"I had a lecture." Grace's thumb moved to the raw spot and pressed. "Cognitive psychology. It was fine."

Annie nodded, accepting the answer with the ease of someone who had learned not to push. She turned back to the hob and began mashing the potatoes with a concentration that seemed slightly too deliberate. The fork clinked against the side of the pan in a steady rhythm.

Shelby let her gaze drop back to her laptop. The code was still there, waiting, but the lines had blurred into a meaningless smear of syntax. She pressed her thumbnail into the edge of the space bar and felt the plastic give slightly, a tiny resistance that did nothing to loosen the knot of tension settling between her shoulder blades.

She knew what a lecture in cognitive psychology meant. It meant Grace had been in a room with two hundred other students, sitting somewhere near the back, taking notes she would not look at later. It meant she had walked across campus with her head down and her phone clutched in her pocket, avoiding the courtyard outside the student union where the benches filled up with people who did not know what had happened to her. It meant she had come home exhausted from the effort of appearing normal, and now she was sitting at the kitchen table with nothing left over for conversation.

The drink spiking had happened a few weeks ago. Grace had reported it. The police had taken her statement, had nodded in the right places, had explained with careful, trained words that without witnesses, without CCTV, without a toxicology report that came back fast enough to catch the substance in her bloodstream, there was very little they could do. They had been sympathetic. They had been useless.

Shelby had watched Grace through a Plexiglass while she was interviewed, had watched her sister answer questions she could not hear, had seen the female officer's face settle into an expression of professional concern that did not quite mask the resignation underneath. Another one, that expression said. Another case that will go nowhere. She wished she was allowed to have sat with her twin. She had sat still and silent and felt the guilt settle into her bones like cold water finding its level.

Now she watched Grace stare at her phone and felt the familiar urge rising to act, to fix, to find the shape of the problem and build something that would solve it. The urge was a physical thing, a pressure behind her ribs that made her want to type faster, think harder, push through the exhaustion that had been dragging at her for days. She had been working on something. A platform. A way for women to report what had happened to them, anonymously, securely, without having to sit in a police station and watch sympathy curdle into helplessness. It was still half-formed, still fragile, a scaffolding of code that she rebuilt every night while Grace slept in the next room.

"Dinner in ten minutes," Annie said. She carried the pie dish to the oven and slid it onto the middle shelf with a typical mum motion. The door closed with a soft thump.

Grace did not respond. Her phone screen had lit up with a notification, and she was staring at it with an expression Shelby could not read. Not fear, exactly. Something flatter. Something that looked like resignation worn down to a fine edge.

"Grace."

Shelby's voice came out quieter than she intended. Grace looked up, and for a moment their eyes met across the table. The same dark eyes, the same slight tilt at the outer corners, the same face seen in a mirror. Shelby had spent twenty-one years reading her sister's expressions, and what she saw now was a door closing, a shutter coming down, a careful blankness that Grace had learned to deploy like a firewall.

"I'm fine," Grace said, before Shelby could ask.

"I didn't say anything."

"You were going to."

Shelby opened her mouth and closed it again. The code on her laptop screen flickered as the machine cycled through a background process, and she caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the dark glass: the same fringe, the same sharp eyes, the same face that Grace wore but harder somehow, more angled, as though the same features had been assembled under different pressure.

She turned back to the keyboard and began to type. Not the code she had been wrestling with earlier, but something new. A blank text editor. A cursor blinking on an empty page. She typed a single line and then stopped, her fingers hovering over the keys.

Annie set three plates on the counter and began to lay out cutlery. The flat hummed with small domestic sounds: the ticking of the oven cooling, the gurgle of water in the pipes, the distant rumble of a lorry on the main road two streets away. Outside the window, the last of the daylight was draining into the rooftops, and the streetlamps had begun to flicker on in amber points along the pavement.

Grace picked up her phone and put it down again. She had not unlocked it. She had not read the notification. She was just holding it, Shelby realised, because holding it gave her something to do with her hands, something to look at that was not her sister's face or her mother's careful cheerfulness or the empty chair at the table where their father had once sat, years ago now, before everything had shifted into its current shape.

"Shelby." Annie's voice cut through the silence. "Laptop away, please. Table's for eating."

Shelby closed the lid without arguing. The screen went dark, and the reflection of the kitchen replaced the code: the yellow walls, the copper pans hanging from the rack, Annie carrying the pie to the table with her oven gloves still on. Steam rose from the golden crust, and the smell of it filled the room so completely that for a moment Shelby could almost believe everything was normal. That they were just a family sitting down to dinner. That Grace's silence was ordinary tiredness. That the weight in her own chest was nothing more than hunger.

Annie served the pie in generous portions, the way she always did, as though food could fill the spaces that words could not reach. Grace accepted her plate with a murmur of thanks and began to eat in small, mechanical bites. She did not look up from her food.

"I was thinking," Annie said, settling into her chair, "we might go to the market on Saturday. There's a new stall selling that cheese your aunt likes. We could send her some."

"Maybe," Grace said.

"Shelby?"

"Sure." Shelby cut into the pie and watched the steam escape. "Saturday."

Annie nodded, satisfied, and turned her attention to her own plate. The conversation drifted into safer waters: a neighbour's leaking roof, the price of electricity, a programme Annie had watched about the Lake District. Shelby answered when required, made the right noises, and all the while she was aware of Grace across the table, eating her dinner in silence, her fork moving from plate to mouth with a regularity that looked almost painful.

After dinner, Grace carried her plate to the sink and rinsed it without being asked. She stood at the window for a moment, looking out at the darkening street, and Shelby saw her sister's shoulders rise and fall in a breath that seemed to take everything out of her. Then she turned and walked out of the kitchen, and her footsteps retreated down the hallway towards her bedroom, and the door closed with the same soft click that had announced her arrival.

Shelby opened her laptop again. The text editor was still there, the single line she had typed still waiting. She read it once and then deleted it, watched the letters vanish one by one as she held down the backspace key. The screen went blank. The cursor blinked.

She opened a different window. The server logs scrolled past in a stream of timestamps and IP addresses, and she scanned them with the part of her mind that never quite switched off, looking for anomalies, for probing attacks, for the telltale patterns that meant someone was testing the walls before there was even a door. The platform was still in a private test run, fragile and nameless, little more than scaffolding and stubbornness, and already she had fended off three distributed denial-of-service attempts and a brute-force probe against the unfinished admin panel. Someone out there did not want this thing to exist. Someone out there was watching.

She found a new vulnerability at eleven minutes past nine, a small gap in the encryption layer that she had missed on the last pass. She began to patch it, her fingers moving fast across the keys, and the familiar rhythm of the work settled over her like a second skin. This she could do. This she could fix. The code was a problem with a solution, a system with rules, a thing that would behave exactly as she told it to behave if she could only find the right sequence of instructions.

In the next room, Grace was silent. Shelby could not hear her moving, could not hear the creak of her bed or the murmur of her phone. She imagined her sister lying in the dark, staring at the ceiling, picking at the raw skin on her thumb. She imagined the thoughts turning over and over in Grace's mind, the ones she would not speak aloud, the ones Shelby could only guess at from the way her sister's hands shook sometimes when she thought no one was looking.

Shelby typed another line of code and saved the file. The patch held. The vulnerability closed. Outside, a car passed in the street below, its headlights sweeping across the kitchen wall in a brief arc of light, and then the room was dim again, lit only by the glow of the laptop screen and the small amber bulb above the hob that Annie always left on through the night.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE FORGOTTEN NIGHT
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The campus stretched out under a grey October sky, the kind that made the red brick of the psychology building look dull and tired. Shelby walked with her hands shoved into the pockets of her coat, her laptop bag bumping against her hip. She had a lecture in forty minutes, something about network intrusion detection that she would normally be looking forward to, but her mind was elsewhere. It had been elsewhere for days, circling the same quiet dread like a moth around a bulb.

She spotted Grace before she registered why she had stopped walking. Her sister was sitting on a bench near the psychology building, alone, a paper cup of something untouched on the slats beside her. Grace's hair was pulled back in a way that made her face look smaller, more exposed. She was staring at the ground in front of her feet, not at her phone, not at a book, just at the paving stones.

Shelby changed direction without deciding to. The grass was damp under her boots as she cut across the edge of the lawn. A group of students passed behind her, laughing about something, and the sound seemed to come from very far away.

"Grace."

Her sister looked up, and the expression on her face was the same one Shelby had seen at dinner two nights ago, the same careful blankness that Grace had learned to deploy like a firewall. But it slipped, just for a second, and underneath it was something raw and tired.

"Hey," Grace said. She did not ask what Shelby was doing here, did not seem surprised or pleased or anything at all.

Shelby sat down on the bench, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. The paper cup between them smelled cold and sweet, some kind of tea that had long since gone lukewarm. Grace's thumb was worrying at the cuff of her jumper, picking at a loose thread.

"You've got a class," Grace said. It was not a question.

"Not for a bit." Shelby watched a pigeon strut across the path, pecking at nothing. "I was walking past. Saw you."

Grace nodded, a small movement that was almost not there. She did not offer anything else. The silence stretched out, filled with the distant noise of campus life, the shuffle of feet on concrete, a door slamming somewhere in the building behind them.

Shelby did not push. She had learned, over the past weeks, that pushing made Grace retreat further, made her fold into herself like a piece of paper being crumpled. So, she sat, and she waited, and she tried not to let the knot of concern in her stomach show on her face.

"I keep trying to remember it properly," Grace said finally. Her voice was low, almost a whisper. "And I can't. It's like... there are pieces missing. Big pieces."

Shelby turned her head. Grace was still staring at the ground, her hands now still in her lap, the thread on her cuff pulled loose and dangling.

"The social," Shelby said.

Grace's jaw tightened. "The one in the student union. I told you about it. A bit."

She had told Shelby almost nothing. Shelby knew the bare facts, the shape of what had happened, because she had been the one to collect Grace from the police station, the one to sit with her while she gave a statement that went absolutely bloody nowhere. But the details, the actual texture of the night, Grace had kept locked away.

"You don't have to," Shelby said, and meant it, and also hated herself for meaning it because she needed to know. She needed to understand what had been done to her sister so she could figure out how to fix it, how to make it right, how to stop it from ever happening again.

"I know." Grace picked up the paper cup, looked at it as if she had forgotten what it was, and set it back down. "But I keep thinking that if I say it out loud, maybe it'll stop looping in my head. Maybe it'll... I don't know. Become real, instead of just... fragments."

A group of students spilled out of the psychology building, their voices loud and careless. Grace flinched, a tiny movement that Shelby would not have noticed if she had not been watching so closely. They waited until the group had passed, until the noise faded, until it was just the two of them and the grey sky and the cold tea.

"I remember the drink," Grace said. "I remember thinking it tasted a bit off. Like someone had put something in it. But I thought... I thought I was being paranoid. Everyone always says you're being paranoid." She paused, her thumb finding the loose thread again. "I drank it anyway. I didn't want to be rude. I didn't want to make a fuss."

Shelby's hands, still in her pockets, curled into fists. She kept her breathing steady.

"And then?"

"And then it's just... flashes. The room spinning. Someone's hand on my arm. I think I tried to say something, but my mouth wouldn't work properly. And then I was outside, and it was cold, and I didn't know how I'd got there." Grace's voice had gone flat, reciting facts as if they had happened to someone else. "I don't remember getting home. I don't remember..." She stopped. Swallowed. "There's a gap. A big one. And I don't know what happened in the gap."

Shelby did not speak. She did not trust herself to speak.

"I woke up in a bed, in a dorm," Grace continued. "My clothes were... wrong. I felt sick. I felt..." She shook her head, a sharp jerky motion. "I knew something had happened. I knew it. But I couldn't prove it. I still can't prove it. The police said there wasn't enough evidence. They said it could have been a misunderstanding. They said..."

She stopped. The thread on her cuff snapped.

Shelby stared at the paving
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