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A mistake. A drastic fix. And the person most hurt by Jack’s choice turns out to be… Jack.


Five years after joining the army, Jack is back on civvy street and struggling to find his feet.

He knows he’s made the wrong choice. He knows he needs to move on. But how can he choose a new direction when he feels so lost?

Jack asks advice from friends and strangers, but to find his lifeline he must remember who he is, what he stands for, and what first Rio and then Gareth have taught him.
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Jack had never seen so much blood. It seeped into the sand, and the size of the spreading dark pool threatened his focus. He kept checking, measuring while he mentally computed how much blood Gareth had lost.

How much more he could afford to lose.

He didn’t like any of the answers he came up with.

The knees of his uniform grew damp as the patch of red spread wider, the pressure he put on the wound inadequate to stem the bleeding. He needed something better than his fingers and the strip of embossed leather he’d ripped from Gareth’s upper arm.

He freed his belt and wound it around Gareth’s shoulder.

“Too tight,” Gareth gasped when he yanked on the belt.

“It’s a fucking tourniquet, sir,” Jack shot back, scanning the surrounding area as he worked. “It’s sorta in the job description.” His hands were slippery with Gareth’s blood, and sand rubbed his palms raw as he tightened the bandage and makeshift tourniquet further. “Try and relax, will you? If your heart rate’s too fast the bleeding won’t stop.”

“Any more wisecracks and I’ll kick your arse, brat.”

Gareth Flynn tried to sound as if nothing much was the matter, but his skin turned grey under the deep tan. More blood darkened the sand, and Jack knew that the tourniquet was next to useless where it was. He leaned on the pressure point, but—stretched out over Gareth and shielding him with his body—he couldn’t get the right angle.

“Fuck it!” Jack got his feet under him and rose almost to his full height. He planted his boot on Gareth’s shoulder. Gareth yelped, in surprise as much as pain, but Jack kept the pressure steady, relieved when the red torrent slowed to a trickle.

“Horwood! Get the fuck down!”

Jack ignored the words, even if he couldn’t ignore the man he was crouched over. He’d never been able to ignore Gareth Flynn and he wasn’t fucking starting now. Everybody else on their team was safe. Jack had called for backup, and he’d keep the stubborn sod alive until that backup got here.

The strident voice of a car horn tore him from his dream. He blinked. Dust motes swirled in a beam of sunshine that brushed the back and far side of the sofa. His laptop sat on the coffee table in front of him, chat room window still open. The clock in the corner of the screen read 15:44.

Not a dream, then.

He’d lost time.

Again.

The first of the now familiar shivers sent goose bumps rippling down his back and arms. Jack dropped his head against the cushions with a groan. What the fuck was wrong with him? He couldn’t sleep at night. He zoned out during the day at odd intervals. And always, always, to memories of sand and blood and Gareth Flynn’s tanned skin turning grey while he watched.

He never remembered the things that would bother most other people. Mortar fire, screams, roadside bombs, carnage and body bags. None of those figured anywhere, whether he was awake or asleep—just blood and sand and Gareth Flynn.

He didn’t remember the good things, either.

Sparring at 5:00 a.m. in an empty dojo.

Gareth, newly back from medical leave, setting records over the assault course with the whole squad cheering him on.

The way he treated Jack no differently from anyone else.

That hug.

Jack heaved himself out of the sofa cushions and headed for his tiny kitchen. The coffeemaker he’d bought on the second day of the January sales took up most of the counter space. Jack was okay with that. He didn’t cook, and his brain ran on coffee.

He started a big pot brewing, knowing it was the only thing able to ward off the shivers that wracked him when he resurfaced after losing time. 

The sudden weakness bothered him. This wasn’t how he rolled. He excelled at burying the crap he didn’t want to think about. He was strong. Resilient.

And he wished with all he had that his mind would get the bloody message.

Missing his old life was bad enough without being reminded several times a day that he’d almost gotten his CO killed. He’d left to make sure it never happened again. Couldn’t that be enough?

Jack drank the first mug of coffee standing by the sink, watching the traffic. The stutter-start progress, turned into a predictable pattern by the traffic lights at the crossroads, soothed his swirling thoughts. During the night, the steady stream of cars and vans turned into a trickle, but it never truly stopped. Unable to sleep, and equally unable to settle to anything constructive, Jack had been grateful for it more than once.

He took his second brimming mug with him as he returned to the living room and his place on the sofa. The chat window winked at him from his laptop’s screen. Jack shut it down. He couldn’t remember what he’d been looking for.

Maybe that was the problem. He’d left the army without having decided what he’d do next. The idea of a few weeks off while he sorted himself out had sounded enticing. The reality was different. He was used to being busy. Now he had nothing to do.

No reason to go to sleep at night. No reason to get out of bed in the morning.

He couldn’t remember ever having lived that way before.

He drained his mug and held it in his lap, soaking up the last of the warmth from the stoneware until the shivers disappeared.

This was it. He needed to make plans.
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“Jack, you don’t have to come and visit every day.” Ella greeted as soon as she caught sight of him in the doorway.

Jack deposited the day’s newspaper, a magazine, and a couple of paperbacks in her lap and shrugged out of his jacket. “You run out of stuff to read if I don’t.”

It was nothing but the truth, and her wry chuckle told him so. Ella could get through a novel in a day without breaking a sweat, and the contents of her bookshelves had let him know that their tastes were similar.

“Remember that little jaunt down Charing Cross I was planning?” he asked instead. “I’m thinking of going this afternoon. Did you make your list?”

She waved the paper at him, a gleam in her eyes. “You bet. And don’t think you can distract me, Mr. Horwood. I raised four sons and know all the tricks. I said you didn’t have to visit every day and I meant that.”

He knew he didn’t have to visit. He did it because he wanted to. Because it killed a few hours. And because his landlady had given him a hell of a scare by having a heart attack in her kitchen on Christmas morning, two days after Jack had moved in. He’d rushed her to the hospital for bypass surgery before waiting for her family who were on the way to spend Christmas with her.

That had been scarier than Ella’s heart attack. Jack didn’t do families, especially not loud, boisterous ones that made it seem as if the whole of Scotland had emptied and he stood alone against the invasion. He’d been only too glad to direct the whole tribe to St. Thomas’s and make himself scarce.

It had worked for a while. Until the Scots returned to their homeland, and he’d taken over visiting duties.

“Come on, Jack, out with it. How come you have the time to visit an old woman in hospital every day?”

“Old woman, my foot,” Jack muttered, but he couldn’t help the grin that curled one corner of his mouth. Ella McDonald reminded him of Gareth Flynn. She could smell bullshit and didn’t let him get away with a word of it.

“I’m sixty-eight, Jack. I can claim old and own it.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so. Now answer the question.”

The bowl of satsumas on the bedside table snagged Jack’s gaze. He reached for three of the orange fruits and tossed them into the air, one after another. Juggling helped him think, even if the question was one he didn’t want to answer.

Ella didn’t push and after a few minutes when nothing but their breathing and the slap of orange skins against Jack’s palms filled the room, Jack caught the satsumas and set them back into their bowl.

“I didn’t make any plans before I left the army,” he admitted. “I just… got out.”

“And now you’re bored?”

“At loose ends, more like. And daytime TV is— Honestly, who watches that?”

“Quite a lot of people.” Ella laughed. “But I get you. I can’t abide it, either. I’d much rather get up in the morning and get on with things.”

That was exactly how Jack felt. He’d always had stuff to do, before he’d joined up and while he’d served. It had never occurred to him that he’d spend most of the night staring into space willing his brain to stop. Or that he’d wake from an uneasy doze in the morning, get dressed and then just sit there, unable to decide what to do with himself. He was out of the loop on so many things—

“You’re no good at being idle.”

“And don’t I know it.”

“Then stop whining and find something to do. Anything. Walk Mrs. Ventriss’ dog, tidy the back garden, deliver newspapers, go to the gym… Doesn’t matter what it is.  The moment you get off your arse and get busy, other ideas will occur to you.” She grinned at him, and Jack could imagine her putting the fear of God into four boys.

He watched her a moment longer, then he straightened from his slouch. “Would you mind if I painted your hallway?” 


REGRETS AND COFFEE
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By the time the doctors were happy with the state of Ella’s heart and allowed her home, Jack hadn’t just decorated the hallway. He’d given Ella’s kitchen a fresh coat of paint, too, and wondered whether to do the same to the rooms he rented from her. They didn’t precisely need it, but he found the work calmed his mind better than a ten-mile run at 4:00 a.m.

Seeing Ella’s delight was a reward in itself.

“I know I told you to find something to do, but what made you think of painting the hallway?”

It wasn’t the first time she’d asked him. It was, however, the first time he felt like answering. “It bothered you,” he said, while he set down a small tray holding cups of coffee and a plate of shortbread. “You apologised for it the moment I stepped through the door. Both times.”

“Both times?”

“When I came to see the rooms, and on the day I moved in. Each time you told me it was looking tatty and needed a makeover. So, I gave it one.”

“I don’t even remember saying that.”

“Doesn’t matter. Want me to do the rest of the rooms? I find I’m getting a kick out of decorating.”

“I like the results, but not the doing. And I did think of hiring a decorator,” Ella admitted. “If you’re volunteering…”

“I am. We can go shopping for paint tomorrow or the day after. Actually,” he jumped up and hurried out of the room. “I picked up a stack of paint swatches,” he said when he returned and set them next to Ella’s coffee cup. “In case you fancy a change of scenery.”

She looked at him over the top of her glasses. “Are you sure that’s what you want to do, Jack? It’s a lot of work.”

Jack kept the smile on his face with an effort, though he started to hate having that irritating, unanswerable question thrown at him. “It’s not as if I have a lot else on at the moment.”

“That’s what worries me.”

He shook his head. “I’m fine. Really. Just not in the right frame of mind to go job hunting. But you’re correct about keeping busy, so…”

She stopped prodding and Jack was grateful.  He wasn’t ready to go work for someone else. He didn’t even know what he wanted to do.

Rio had taught him to hunt. The army had extended those lessons. Was there work out there for someone like him? For a loner, who didn’t play well with others, and had his own agenda more often than not?

It hadn’t mattered much while he’d served. There’d been others who’d come from broken homes and broken relationships, men and women who’d been looking for a fresh start. They were all fucked up in their
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