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“Go. Find Charlotte.”

White-faced, glossy-eyed and reluctant, she leaves. Images of black-masked men, gunfire and smoke headlined across my brain, the offices are under attack. I must deal with that, but I have sent my beloved Elizabeth to the safest place I know; the penthouse apartment under Charlotte’s care.

She’s proved her survival skills....

.... and her loyalty....

Elizabeth has only just been rescued by Charlotte from abduction by traffickers, and is still recovering emotionally from the experience. My gut clutching, a kind of panic wells up in me at the thought of her reaction to what is happening now....

She’s as safe as it’s possible to be....

Get a grip. Do your job....

Think....

Act.

I take another look at the security monitors, then lean in closer at what I see....

Christ!

The building’s on fire....

Elizabeth....

And I sent her up....

Snatching at my mobile, I ring Elizabeth’s number.... It rings....

.... Then I realise I’m hearing the ringtone from the other side of the room: Elizabeth’s phone sits there, flashing at me.

Fuck!

Charlotte....

I stab at my contacts.

Christ, she’s not in there....

Of course, I’ve always contacted her through James to avoid any.... issues....

Her Dom.

The intercom....

I tap in the code for the penthouse suite but hear only the crackle of static....

Lines must be cut....

How far has the fire spread?

And I set off at a run....

Not the elevators....

..... and I head helter-skeltering to the stairs....

Running hard, I take the steps upwards two at a time, two stories, three, four.... 

As I take the seventh flight, now beginning to breathe heavily, the lighting flickers and goes out.

Thank God this happened in daylight....

And I keep running, but as I hit the twelfth flight up, fire-crews in yellow protective suits are coming down. “You can’t go that way. Down! Get down....”

“There’s women up there....”

“You can’t help them by going this way. The fire’s already on the floors above. “

“They can’t escape?”

“Not this way. Now move....”

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Bech


[image: ]




Fire-engines are still screaming into the site, their sirens adding to the cacophony of police, ambulances and the wail of alarms. In the background, against the cordon, the ‘general public’ stands gawping at the show, pointing and goggling, most with that ‘it happened to someone else’ look about them.

Vans screech up, “City TV News’, and the camera crew tumbles out, lenses gorging on the spectacle.

Bech watches all this with the semi-interested detachment of one who expected it all. But he’s not happy.

This is madness....

.... His obsession with this woman is going to put all our heads in the noose....

A column of smoke, black and bulging, spirals up from the Haswell office building, surging from the lower floors and now emerging from the upper floor windows too.

Flush them out....

All the fucking women that have gone through his hands over the years....

.... Hundreds of them....

He could have taken any of them....

.... Had them doing whatever he wanted....

Bech snorts a laugh to himself, but there is no humour in it.

He’s in a position to insist....

So, what’s the fucking deal with this one?

Still, a little ‘interpretation’ of orders....

The bitch’ll not make it alive out of this....

.... And good riddance....

A tall man in casual slacks and shirt bursts from a side-door at ground-floor level, a cloth pressed over his mouth and nose, followed by a fire-crew hot on his tail.

Bech mutters under his breath in recognition, eyes slitting as he watches.

That’s Haswell....

The man takes the briefest of looks around him, then up. The smoke, black and menacing, is billowing from windows right up the height of the skyscraper now. Flames flicker out from some floors, licking up the side of the building. Anyone more than a few floors up has no chance of escape.

Haswell jerks a phone from his pocket, tapping in a number and after a short pause starts talking into it. After a moment, palm pressed over his other ear, he starts shouting into the phone.

Bech grabs a clipboard and his radio, gets out of the car and angles closer to the billionaire, a spot where a uniformed officer can loiter unnoticed.

*****
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Michael, pallid and sweating, won’t meet my eye. I could punch him and smile about it, and he knows it, but this isn’t the time. 

With Charlotte on the penthouse floor of the building, flames taking hold somewhere below, and Michael’s instruction to her to remain where she is, it is only a matter of time before she is trapped beyond rescue.

Fucking idiot....

And because in our headlong rush from the apartment we both left without our phones, we have no way to contact her.

As my imagination cries havoc, I battle the terror for her that rises in me, unbidden, unwelcome....

Flames...

Heat....

Burning....

.... Smoke, choking fumes....

Trapped....

Jade....

Don’t panic....

.... You’re no good to her if you panic....

We sprint up a flight of stairs, the sound of heated, rushing air growing louder around us, a hot wind rising....

But as we climb only the second flight, firefighters, masked and uniformed are descending. Arms outstretched, blocking our path, “Get moving downward. The floor above here’s on fire. The whole building’s coming apart. You can’t go that way.”

I grab him by the arm. “There’s a woman trapped in the Penthouse.” I have to shout over the wailing of the baking wind as it begins to chimney upwards, feeding on its own heat. “We’re not sure she even knows yet that she’s trapped...”

He flashes eyes up the stairwell. All around and above are the sounds of crashing and collapse and the strained wheezing of metal and concrete under stress. “Talk while we move,” he yells, still descending and sweeping me and Michael with him.

As he runs he pulls out a radio, talking into it, pressing it against his ear to hear the reply over the chaos around us. His eyes flash to mine. “There’s helicopters coming in to help on the top floors. Can she get onto the roof?”

“Got a phone on you?”

Still running, the firefighter hands me a mobile, watching closely as I tap in Charlotte’s number....

It rings....

Come on.... Come on....

Pick up your fucking phone, Charlotte....

Then as I realise I have been speaking out loud, she answers. “Charlotte! Where are you?”

“Yes.... Master, we’re trapped.... We can’t get out.”

We?

But I don’t waste words wondering. “Get the hell out of there. Get out to the roof terrace. There’s helicopters being flown in.... 

“Right? Wonderful! Yes, I will. Beth’s with me. Richard sent her up here....

Richard sent her to you?

But I don’t have time to think about that. “Beth’s with her....” I say to Michael. “Richard sent her up there for safety....” Then back to Charlotte, “Yes, we’ll catch up with you. If you see mine or Michael’s phones, bring them with you.”

We’re descending the open heart of the building now, the stairs separated from wide lobbies and public areas only by glass screens. Beyond the glass a black fume swirls and rises, the acrid scent of it seeping through cracks and corners, ready to choke and burn, snatching at our lungs as we sprint ever downward.

And as we finally spill outside, my first thought as I draw in huge lungfuls of clean sweet air is to look up, where I see helicopters sweeping in from across the City, swinging down to the rooftop. 

*****
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Seven Years Ago
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Mr Kalkowski puffs on his pipe. “So, Jenny. Are you looking forward to your wedding? To being a married woman?”

Her smile is shy. She sucks at her lips. “Yes, I am. I wasn’t sure at first, but.... well, this will be the first time I’ve had someone. Someone to call my own I mean. A family....”

Her eyes are misty and the old man’s lids droop....

Who can blame her for putting that over anything else?

And now her voice grows excited. “.... We’re even going to have our own place to live. I thought I was going to have to live with Chad’s parents until we could save up for a place of our own. But Mrs Collier’s having one of the old sheds converted to a holiday cottage and she says we can live in there for a while and pay rent with some extra work on the farm until we find our feet.”

She is so clearly happy. So much anticipating the future with her husband-to-be. He wonders how to ask the question which haunts his thoughts. But his reflections are interrupted.

“Are you all alone, Mr Kalkowski? Like me? Don't you have any family?”

He inhales, then releases a smoke-ring before replying. “In the old country, yes, I had family.” His words are slow. “But I have not seen any of them for a very long time.”

Her voice quieter, “Are they still alive?”

He glances sidelong at her. “I left my old home in bad times, bringing my Rachel with me. But there were those who chose to stay behind. Some of them, I found again in later years. Others....” He stares into space, sucking at the pipe.... “Others no, I never heard from again. Who can say what was their fate?”  

“Do you have any children?”

For a moment his face falls, but he quickly recovers. “Life has given me many blessings Jenny, but children were not among them.” He shifts his gaze to hers for a moment then, soft-eyed he strokes her cheek. “Had life given different gifts to me and Rachel....”

But as he touches the girl, something inside her thrums. She slants into the caress, her eyes wide. Her lips part, tilting up to his. 

Alarmed, the old man withdraws. Hurt ripples across her face as, with the tiniest of head shakes and a wriggle of the fingers he leans away.

Disturbed, he fiddles with his pipe, relighting it unnecessarily. “You told me you are happy with Chad, did you not?”

“I am, but....” Her eyes are wide and green, her emotion naked.

Deliberately, he looks away, tamping out the bowl of the pipe, then refilling it. “Of course, I have the school. The school has given me many children. And the people here are good people, even if their view of the world can be a little narrow.” He watches her sidelong as he puffs the tobacco alight. “Are you lonely, Jenny? It has seemed to me that you are happy here.”

She sucks at her now dry mouth, trying to sound normal. “I am happy here, yes, and most of the time it's great. I just sometimes think that I don't fit in very well.”

His head tilts. “What times for example?”

“.... Like when I was boxing. People said I'm not a proper girl.”

“People like Jack?”

“He's one, yes, but not the only one.”

Her throat tightens. “When I said I wanted to go to university, they said my job is to be Chad's wife....”

He puffs on his pipe. “Who are ‘they’? Who did not like it?”

“The farmhands. Mrs Collier...” He raises brows, surprised. “And when she saw I was reading the prospectus, she got really cross with me.”

“And this is why you agreed to marry Chad?”

“It’s part of it, but.... I just think we’re going to be so happy together....”

He nods. “I hope so Jenny. I truly hope so.”

*****
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Richard is already here, his face smudged with smoke but talking into a phone as he looks up. Will Stanton directs operations with a team armed and wearing helmets and flak jackets. 

Michael scowls as he sees the Police Commissioner.

Of course, it was Will who planted the idea in Charlotte’s mind in the first place of her acting as bait....

It’s likely to be a while before those two are friends.

Michael heads across to talk to Richard.

High above, helicopters are buzzing the building, the top floors. Straining to look up, I walk slowly backwards, trying to get the angle to see what is happening.

Where is she?

The sky spits needles of sleet and repeatedly I have to wipe my eyes to see. As it is, sharp points of ice nip at my upturned face; a bleak contrast to the heated stink of the air in the stairwell. Despite the bitter gnawing of the winter, I welcome the cold.

I can’t see what’s happening at the penthouse level. I keep reversing away from the building, ignoring the growing cramp in my neck. Abruptly I find myself backed into the cordon, almost falling backwards over the rope as police mill around, keeping gawpers at bay.

What is it about crowds that makes people stupid?

“Hey, that's Alexanders...!”

“Catch him quick. Get a comment....”

I turn to find a microphone thrust into my face, a nasal voice making demands. “Mr Alexanders, as a director of the Haswell Corporation, who do you believe is responsible for this outrage? What have you to say about these terrible events?” 

“Fuck off and get out of my way.” I brush the fool to one side, ignoring his spluttered protests as I return my attention to the rescue effort going on hundreds of feet above me.

“Get back. Get back....” Police push the moronic reporter back to a safe distance.

Straining my vision to pick out the detail, way up, I see a doll-sized figure being winched away from the rooftop and into one of the choppers. A minute later, and another follows.

Is that them?

Is she safe?

The clenching in my gut, visceral and nauseous, begs that it be so, but from so far away, I simply cannot be sure it was Beth and my Green-Eyes I have seen. My breathing is short and shallow. Deliberately, I take a couple of deep breaths, filling my lungs, trying to clear my head and the smog around my thinking.

The choppers are sweeping away across the City. As I watch them, something else dawns on me. Something missing.

Where are they all?

It's an office building. There should be people leaning out of windows. Crying for help. Waving arms. Screaming. 

There is no-one

In the background, I hear the reporter again.

“.... In the wake of what is rumoured to be a terrorist attack on the central headquarter of the Haswell Corporation, our informed sources are saying that terrible tragedy has been averted. On this Christmas day, the hundreds of employees and visitors who would normally be expected to be working in the offices are at home celebrating the season....”

Christmas Day?

How did that happen?

“James....” A voice calling, shouting my name.

I turn to see Richard, pushing through the crowd, waving a phone in the air and smiling broadly. “James.... They’ve got them. They’re safe.”

It’s an odd thing, relief from stress. One might think the relief would be instant, the knowledge enough to give joy, ease the mind....

My breath shudders and I squeeze my eyes closed, fighting against the pricking behind the lids. A little light-headed, I bend, resting hands on knees for a moment.

Something touches my arm and startled, I look up.... Richard, his hand cupping my elbow.

“You alright?”

“I will be, now.”

“Hey, you!” Richard shouts to a man in white cook’s overalls setting up a mobile burger stand....

Where the fuck did that come from...?

Where there’s a crowd, there’s a penny to be earned....

The man spins around, pointing a finger at his chest. “Who, me?”

“Yes, you. Do you know who I am?”

Burger-Man nods his head out at the crowd. “The TV crew over there say you’re the big-shot.”

I hide my smile.

“Right. Got it in one. Whatever you’re selling from that van, you’re giving it away today, you hear?”

“But....”

“Police, firemen, medics, anyone involved.... Anyone that needs hot food and hot drinks. Send me the bill. And first of all, black coffee over here. Right now.”

“Gotcha.” The man scuttles inside, re-emerging a minute later with two paper cups of black coffee. Richard thrusts one of them at me. “Drink it. Clear your head.” He runs a critical eye over me, then turns to Burger-Man again. “Got any soup in there?”

I hold up a hand. “Don’t think I could stomach it.”

Richard ignores me, “Soup, whatever you’ve got. Two cups now and get plenty more going. It’s going to be needed.”

Richard stands by me, sipping at his coffee. “You need more than caffeine. The body can’t run on empty.”

“Mmmm.”

He faces outwards, apparently watching the fire crews as more engines move into position, hoses now gushing water into the inferno.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed off,” he murmurs. “I felt just the same when I realised I’d sent Elizabeth upwards when I should have gotten her out of the building.”

My breathing eases, the iron bands that were clamping my chest beginning to unlock and melt away.

“You sent her to Charlotte.”

“At the time, it seemed the safest place to send her.” He nods across to the Police Commissioner. “Shall we get the latest?”

Michael is there, listening in, subdued as he drinks at what smells like the soup. A crowd is gathering around the burger stand....

He’s going to do well out of this....

At least someone’s having a good day....

Then I realise that some of the police team in the flak jackets are among the crush, rubbing hands and blowing into fingers.

“And the attackers? Where are they?” I ask.

Stanton, with the weary voice of the utterly pissed off, replies, “They seem to have simply faded away. They attacked, did the damage and....”

He sees the outrage on Richard’s face. Mine too, and holds up a defensive hand. “I’ve got units out searching, but there’s been a breakdown of the central computer. No-one can coordinate....” 

Mmmm....

“A convenient time for a failure,” I comment. “Sabotage? Hackers?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Your spy in the camp again?”

Will nods miserably, his lips a pressed white line.

“Hey! Stretcher-bearers, over here, fast.”  One of the fire-crew waves wildly to the medics waiting close by. “We’ve got one of them.”

Stanton jerks up like a man offered water in the desert. “I’ll be back.” He sets off at a run.

From a maintenance entrance a man, black-clad and hanging limply in the grasp of his rescuer, is being dragged out of the building 

“Can he speak?”  shouts Stanton as he sprints across the distance.

Got one of the bastards....

.... Is he alive?

*****
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A little while later, looking discouraged but thoughtful, he returns, nodding the three of us across to a relatively quiet spot.

“He’s unconscious,” he begins, “suffering from smoke inhalation, but the medics say he should survive. It seems he was trapped in the chaos and didn’t get out with the others. I’m having him taken to a secure medical facility and there, as soon as he’s fit to speak, he’ll be interrogated. I’ll keep you informed.” He scans the three of us, caution in his eyes. “Did you get Charlotte and Beth away safely?”

“Yes,” says Richard, “And right now, I, and the pilot are the only ones who know where they are. I’ve had them taken out of the City and, no offence, Will, but I’m not telling you where to.”

Michael folds his arms, watching his feet as he taps a toe.

Will nods. “I understand. I’ll be in touch.” He turns and leaves. “Corby! I want to know the minute we hear from the hospital....”

*****
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Richard watches him in the mirror as he drives. “Michael, calm down. I spoke with the pilot. They’re fine.” 

“I know, but....”

“It’s not the same until you see them, I know.”

Michael has barely spoken for the entire journey. Instead, he sits staring out of the back windows, gnawing on his knuckles.

And I’ll feel better myself when I see her.

*****
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The door clicks open.

They’re there, Beth sitting, Charlotte standing, looking very much as though she is in ‘pacing the room like a tiger’ mode. But as heads turn and they see us, both faces light up.

Richard pushes past, sweeping Beth into his arms then, without a word takes her to the next room.

Charlotte simply gazes at me and Michael.

My Jade....

You’re safe....

“Hello again,” I say quietly, and her eyes, warm and soft, green as mist over grass, simply meet with mine. We don’t need words.

Then Michael presses forward, seizing her in a bear-hug, all but enveloping her. She almost vanishes into his embrace. It’s at times like this that you realise how physically large he is.

“Oh God, Charlotte. You’re okay. I’m sorry. I’m sorry....” 

His voice rasps and quivers. Burying his face into her hair and shoulder, “I shouldn’t have said what I did. Please, whatever happens from now on, you must always do what you think is the right thing. Whatever the reason. I’ll understand. This won’t happen again.”

Charlotte looks stricken. She looks across to me and I just give her a get-on-with-it flick of the fingers.

“Hey, I’m okay.” She puts vim and sparkle into her words. “It doesn’t matter what I promised. You didn’t think I was going to hang around when the building was on fire did you?”

He stiffens around her, but she doesn’t seem to notice, continuing “I was quite sure you didn’t intend me to promise to stay and get roasted....”

He nods, but he’s not smiling....

Now what?

Get your fucking face out of your ass, Michael....

*****
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Six Years Ago
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The church is only small, serving a farming community spread over many miles. It sits in a grassy acre, dotted with wildflowers and fragrant with spring blossoms. And today, with the gathered congregation, it is standing-room only.

Flowers, picked from the meadows and tied with bright ribbons, decorate the end of each pew. Everyone is wearing ‘Sunday Best’ and just outside the door stands a young woman, tall, slender, copper-haired under the brilliant blue skies, and lovely as the May morning of her marriage.

Mr Kalkowski, wearing formal suit and a stiff collar that must surely be cutting into his neck, stands close by. And inside she knows is her husband-to-be, Chad.

Chad, who was her first friend here.

Chad, tall, broad-shouldered and handsome, blue-eyed and golden-haired as the sunshine.

Chad, who defended her, then taught her to defend herself.

Chad, who asked her to marry him.

Chad, who waits inside for her.

Natalie, her bridesmaid, fiddles with her train and arranges the skirts of the dress; her wedding dress, beautiful, white, virginal. 

“Are you ready, Jenny?” Mr Kalkowski offers her his arm.

She clutches at the small bunch of violets she holds, drops it and then fumbles as Natalie picks it up and passes it back to her.

Her old teacher and mentor smiles at her. “Jenny? Are you ready?”

She blinks rapidly, three or four times then, her smile sun-bursting through, “Yes, I’m ready, Mr Kalkowski.”

His mouth quirks. “I think Jenny, that from here-on-in, perhaps it should be Levi.”

“Alright, Mr Kalkowski.”

Music drifts from inside the church, Pachelbel’s Canon, played by the local schoolchildren on guitars and flutes.

Arms linked the two walk slowly down the aisle. Everyone is here; the farmhands and their wives and girlfriends. All the schoolchildren are there, even Jack Peterson, glowering next to his parents.

As they pass the pew she hears a snort and a low, muttered, “Wearing white, is she?” Mr Kalkowski’s grip on her arm tightens a little.

They pass friends she and Chad met from the other schools, in the boxing competition. Kelly is here, although not Monica. Josh, well over six feet now, his black hair sweeping back from his face in silky waves to settle by his shoulders, stands straight and tall. He gives Jenny a wink from one whiskey-coloured eye.
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