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Charlotte clicks through faces. Will she recognise any of them?

.... At the seventh face, she stops, pointing at the screen. “That’s one of them. One of the men I saw today.”

Fuck!

Then I realise I have said it aloud.

My eyes meet with Richard’s and he looks back in sympathy. The implication is obvious.

His hand on her shoulder, “Charlotte, I’m sorry. It looks as though they took Elizabeth by mistake. They were after you. They abducted the wrong woman.”

Behind me, Michael hisses through his teeth. Richard turns to him. “Get her out of here, out of the City....” But Michael is already moving to take Charlotte’s hand. “Take her back to your mountain place. No-one’s going to fall across that by accident. She should be safe there.”

Charlotte backs off, snatching her hand away from Michael. “Hang on.” Her voice is shrill. “I don’t want to hide away. I should be helping here. And Beth’s my friend too.”

Michael meets my eyes, but it’s not needed. Stabbing a finger at her, “Go with Michael....” Her eyes slit. “.... We have things to do here, and I’ll work better when I’m not worrying about what’s happening to you. If you’re with Michael, I know you’re safe.”

She speaks through gritted teeth. “I’m not some kid to be packed off to bed. And I looked after myself quite nicely long before I ever met you.”

This is not open to discussion....

.... You’ll do as you’re fucking told....

“Charlotte, I’m not arguing. You’re going. Michael....”

Michael cuts the argument short, seizing her wrist and towing her in. “Are you going to come without arguing? Or do I have to sling you over my shoulder and carry you out? Believe me, in this case, I will.”

Points of colour at her cheeks, the look she gives him is toxic, but he’s having none of it. As she continues to resist he moves as though to pick her up....

Would he do it?

I think he would, in this case.... 

Face furious, every movement stiff, she leaves in silence, Michael not releasing his hold on her.

“She’s not happy about that,” comments Richard.

“Tough. I’m not having her where she’s vulnerable. Anyone going after her now will have to get past Michael....” He falls silent....

For a minute, I simply stand, staring out through the window. “Richard, I don’t know what to say. They took Beth. They meant to take Charlotte. I....”

“It’s not your fault, James. Or Charlotte’s. Now, we’re all in this together. Let’s deal with it.”

*****
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​​​​Richard
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The more I see them together, the more I am realising that the Triad is not just about sex.

I had assumed when I first learned of their unusual living arrangements, that the arrangement was all about frolics in the bedroom, and that’s clearly a part of it. But it is dawning on me that the dynamics of the three are not simply about the relationship of the men with Charlotte, but also of their relationship with each other.

To have a friend so close, so trusted, that you share the same woman....

What does it feel like, to have a friend like that?

When danger threatened, James simply gave her to Michael for protection, without a thought. And knowing he would do it and carry it through....

James is a Dom, and jealous of her....

But he trusts Michael implicitly.

If something were to happen to James, Charlotte would still have Michael....

Who would protect Elizabeth if something were to happen to me?

She'd be surrounded by sharks and money hunters... 

*****
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​​​​Klempner - The Present
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“What do you mean? You’ve got the wrong one? Are you seriously telling me that in a party of a dozen women, the buffoons can't pick out a redhead?”

Fucking incompetents....

....

It’s not like Bech to let me down...

Bech shifts from one foot to the other, his eyes cast down. “No, sir, that's not what I'm saying.”

“What then?”

“It appears sir, that.... there are two of them.”

I pause...

It's Bech....

He's not stupid...

.... So, listen....

“Run that by me again?”

“There are two of them, sir. Two redheads. Your girl and another one. They look similar enough to have.... caused confusion....”

“Do we know who she is? This other one?”

“Not yet sir, but for now I'm making a working assumption that she's tracked down family of some ilk.”

Seems reasonable....

How the hell would she have tracked down family?

.... and what family?

Scratching my chin... “Alright, let’s have a look at her.” 

Bech taps at his phone a couple of times then offers it to me. The light wherever he’s keeping her isn’t too good, but....

“Doesn't look like much, does she.... Bit of a mess really.”

“She's not at her best, sir. She hasn’t stopped crying since we picked her up.”

“Can't stand wailing women.”

“Me neither, sir.”

“Well, if she misbehaves, give her something to wail about, but don’t leave any marks.”

“Of course, sir. After we've picked up yours and you've... finished... they would fetch a good price as a pair on the exotics market.”

Now there’s an idea....

.... Jennifer....

“Where do you have her right now?”

“Underground, sir. Well out of sight.”

“The old sewers hideaway?”

No, sir. A defunct subway station. It's closed off now from the main lines, but it’s ideal. The old lavatories still had a water supply and drainage, and we reconnected the electricity for the cameras and the lighting.”

“Won't rail workers hear her if she starts singing?”

“That’s very, very unlikely. It's at the end of a branch line that was locked up years ago. Walled off in fact, against squatters.... Any orders?”

“No, Bech. Just keep her... uncomfortable. But see that she eats. I want her to clean up properly when we're ready.”

“No problem sir. Um... We have a shipment coming in from Eastern Europe in a few days. I was intending to put them down there while we contact the buyers....”

“On that timescale, Bech, I would hope we have the other one, the right one....”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don't let me down on this, Bech.”

“No, sir.”

*****
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​​​​Jennifer - Nine Years Ago


[image: ]




She wakes... Barely...

Head pounding, her mouth is dry, tasting foul. Eyes closed at first, she is aware of a rumbling noise and a rocking motion....

She opens her eyes, the lids gummy and full of grit. Lying on the back seat of a car, she is bound hand and foot, wrists and ankles taped tight, her mouth taped also.

She tries to speak through the tape, but all that emerges are the sounds of terror.

A female face leans around from a seat ahead of her, pinching her at the chin, turning her head this way and that for a view. “She's waking up. Pull over for a minute. I’ll get her sedated again.”

The driver grunts and flips the indicator. There is the crunch of gravel and the engine stops. 

Jennifer’s head presses against the door of the car, which opens to admit hands and a long hypodermic. Squealing through her taped mouth, trying to beg, she can do nothing as the needle slips into a vein....

A moment of bare consciousness....

.... and....

*****
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She staggers, supported at both sides by her arms. Her head is cloudy and through the fog, though she tries to speak, her mouth won’t form the words. But she’s no longer gagged, and her hands and feet are free....

And yet, still, she can’t walk unassisted. 

“Oh, she's asleep on her feet, poor lamb. Here, I'll get her into bed. You sit yourself by the fire Mrs...?”

“Mrs Ogilvy but call me Hilda. Yes, she's suffering some side-effects from her medication I'm afraid and she's exhausted.”

“You sit down. I’ll get her into bed. Coffee or tea?”

*****
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​​​​Blessingmoors - Nine Years Ago
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“She’s safely delivered then?”

“Yes, sir. Lodged with the family as intended.”

“And without raising any suspicions, I assume?”

“I had Hilda deliver her, sir. People are always more inclined to believe in a female social officer. She reports there were no difficulties.”

“And we can keep a watch on our Jennifer?”

“Yes, sir. That’s all arranged. You’ll get regular reports.”

“Good work, Bech.”

*****
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​The Farm - Nine Years Ago
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Her eyelids flutter open and she inhales deeply....

Whiteness above her, and a flowery scent....

.... and the sound of chatter and laughter....

Her lips are a little tender and, frowning as she pulls herself up, she sucks at dry skin.

Jennifer sits in a bed made up with clean, sweet-scented linen, topped with a cover made up of knitted squares.

She has never seen such a thing. 

Baffled, she slips out from the sheets, to find she is wearing a long nightgown in a plain white cotton, smelling faintly of lavender and falling almost to her ankles. Beside her, lying on a wooden chair, is a white bathrobe. And on the timber plank floor, by a rag rug in bright colours, slippers.

Around her, a plain pretty room painted in a neutral colour. Beside her, a small set of drawers with a vase of flowers, delicate and wild, and the source of the perfume...

.... Or are they? The room itself smells sweet.

Fresh air blooms through from billowing linen curtains. The curtains flutter in a warm breeze which blows through the open window. Seldom has Jenny seen curtains. Even less seldom across an open window. Windows are holes in the wall with bars across, not openings for pale yellow sunshine and scented air. 

A door stands half open and the sound of chatter and clatter comes from beyond.

Tentatively, still sucking at her sore lips, she rises, puts on the robe and the slippers and stands in the doorway looking out.

The chatter comes from the gaggle of people all seated around a long wooden table. The clatter comes from the noise of them all serving themselves from enormous dishes of mash and greens and gravy. As Jennifer stands there, another door swings open and a pleasant-faced woman enters carrying a sizzling dish of something savoury smelling that sets her mouth running; chicken.

Her hair tied tightly back, the woman has a prim, pretty face. Her eyes light on Jennifer and she smiles. “Ah, there you are, dear. We were beginning to think you'd never wake up. You've slept the clock round.”

Jenny is unused to people seeing her and smiling.

I don't think we're in Kansas anymore, Toto....

She pauses on the threshold, lips parted, one foot slightly raised, as though ready to bolt. The gathering stare at the be-nightied, sallow-faced, red-eyed figure. She stands frozen to the spot, facing a crowd of unfamiliar faces. But they're nearly all smiling. They all have nice clothes and look well-fed. In fact, to her eyes, they look fat.

The woman places the tray of chicken on the table then, “Now stop staring at her all of you. She has enough to deal with right now.” She turns to Jennifer, pointing to another door. “You must be hungry, but first, you'll find the bathroom through there with everything you need. Go wash your hands and face, dear, then join us to eat.”

Jennifer doesn’t understand. It must be a trick, some kind of trap....

... but the trap is baited with food and smiling faces....

Dumbly, she follows the pointing finger. As she closes the door behind her, she hears 

“She's shy...”

“Yes, all very strange for her...”

“The social worker said she’s had a bad time of it. Just stay calm and be nice to her....”

The bathroom is basic but immaculate, and she emerges five minutes later with a rim of damp hair around her face. Curious eyes turn to her from all directions and Jenny drops her head in confusion.

“Now leave her alone.” says the woman. “Let the child eat in peace. You can bother her later.” She pulls up a chair. “Nathaniel, Brett, move over. Let Jennifer in.” A big bear of a man to one side and a younger man, with fair hair and a wiry build, to the other, shove their chairs apart to let her in.

“I’m Mrs Collier, dear. We’ll save the introductions for everyone else after you’ve eaten. Brett, serve up a plate for Jennifer.”

Food is placed before Jenny; to her eyes, a mountain of mashed potatoes and gravy, thick slices of meat, succulent inside and crisp at the skin....

“Get some greens on that plate, Jennifer. You can't have apple pie without eating your greens first.”

Wide-eyed, she says her first words since she woke. “Apple pie?”

“Yes, dear, apple pie. But, House Rule Number One, you don’t have dessert without eating a proper meal first.”

Jennifer stares, then breaks into a smile, nodding enthusiastically as she is passed another bowl, spooning cabbage, beans and carrots onto her plate.

She looks at the mound of food before her and hovers uncertainly....

Is so much food allowed?

“Take all you want, dear,” says Mrs Collier, “but you eat all you take. That’s House Rule Number Two. We don’t waste good food here. You can go back for more if you’re still hungry.”

Jennifer nods and puts the bowl of greens back on the table then, awkwardly, picks up a knife and fork.

They’re made of metal....

Clumsily, she slices at the meat, splattering gravy on the table, then instead, picks up the spoon to scoop up gravy-covered mash. Nathaniel and Brett eye her sidelong as she shovels food into her mouth.

Mrs Collier comments, “You don’t have to rush it, Jennifer. You won’t be starting school until tomorrow and you’ll give yourself indigestion if you bolt your meal.”

*****
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“Never saw anyone put away food like that before....” murmurs Brett as the dishes are cleared away.

Mrs Collier, scraping tureens and serving dishes into a large bucket, shrugs, “The social worker told me Jennifer comes from a troubled background. And she hinted that she is a little simple.... Liable to come up with some tall stories.”

Brett scratches an ear. “You sure about this one, Eleanor?”

She shrugs. “I’ve handled plenty of fosterings. It’s surprising what clean air and good food can do to settle them. And we’ll see how she goes at school. I had a bit of a chat with Levi about her. He knows what to expect.”

“You’re the expert. What would you like to do with her today?”

“Why don’t you take her to help you collect the eggs? Most city children enjoy that. And we’ll see how she copes with animals.”

She turns to where Jennifer sits, watching in confusion as the table is cleared by many pairs of hands, but staring dreamily at the dish in front of her, now with only sticky traces remaining, but which previously held cinnamon-scented apple pie and a pool of golden custard.

“Jennifer, it’s your first day here, so you’re excused from chores. But get dressed and Brett here will show you around the farm and introduce you to everyone. Brett, you can take the leftovers bucket with you for the chickens.”

*****
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Mrs Collier stands, hand on hip, tutting. “They didn’t bring any of your clothes with you? Well, I don’t know. You’d think they’d have more sense than that. Still, let’s see what we can find for you.”

Critically, she eyes the gawky teenager. “You're a long child, that's for sure. And you’ve some filling out to do. I'll get you some of Rob's old things to wear until we can get you some new ones of your own. Long in the leg as you are, jeans should suit you fine.”

Twenty minutes later, clothes lie on the bed; two pairs of jeans, worn but immaculately clean, and again, smelling slightly of lavender. Another pair is almost new and much smarter. Three crisp white shirts lie folded beside. “I’ll get you new under-things when I’m in town tomorrow,” says Mrs Collier. “I’m sorry, you’ll just have to manage until then. I did wash the ones you were wearing when they brought you.”

Jennifer hovers over the clothes. She’s never had to choose before. “Which ones should I put on?”

“Wear those older jeans. They should be comfortable for you and it won’t matter if you get those dirty.”

“Dirty?”

“It’s a farm, Jennifer. With animals and everything that goes with it. Believe me, you’ll get dirty.”

*****
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Brett is pleasant company. He doesn’t seem to need to talk much, simply strolling around pointing out various sheds and barns as they go. “That’s the roots shed. The potatoes and swedes go in there when we lift them. Over there’s the tack room.... Morning, Tom. This here’s Jennifer.”

‘Tom’ smiles, holding out his hand. “Hi, Jennifer. Nice to meet you.”

“Tom was one of Mrs Collier’s fosters too,” says Brett. “But he stayed on after. He does our odd jobs now.”

“Gotta go,” says Tom. “I need to get the roof repairs done on the barn before the rain moves in.” He strides away.

Brett raises a brow. “He’ll usually talk all day. He must be keen.... Anyway, in here, we have the cattle sheds....” He waves Jennifer through a door, then all but falls over her as she stops in her tracks, gawping.

“Don’t worry about old Hero there,” drawls Brett. “He’s just a big softie.”

Jennifer gapes at the colossal animal standing amid the straw, placidly munching hay from a rack. “Isn’t it very dangerous?” she whispers, keeping the big man between herself and the beast.

“Nah... not Hero. So long as he has plenty to eat and his.... er ladies.... to keep him busy, he’s fine.”

“I didn’t know cows were so big...”

He looks askance at her. “Hero’s a bull.”

“So.... you don’t get milk from him?”

He huffs a laugh. “No, Hero’s job is to....”

“Brett!” Mrs Collier’s voice is sharp. “We’ll have none of that, thank you. I imagine Jennifer has never seen a bull or a heifer before?”

“I’ve seen pictures....”

“Mmm.... Not quite the same as having the tonne-sized reality breathing steam at you, is it?”

Jennifer’s voice is awed. “No, it isn’t.”

“Why don’t I show you around the farm instead, Jennifer? Brett, you can get on with your own work.” She gestures across the yard. “Come on, I think chickens are more your size for now.”

Jennifer follows, her head twisting back to watch Hero.

*****
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Racks, a couple of feet from the ground and lined with clean straw, stretch the length of the shed. In some of them, a chicken sits chuck-chucking, occasionally rustling her feathers and shifting her position. In others, lie small groups of three or four or a dozen eggs. Others are empty save for the straw.

“Here’s a basket. You can help me collect the eggs here in the shed. Then we’ll go on a search for the others.”

“The others?”

“It doesn’t matter how comfortable you make the accommodation, some of the girls always want to lay somewhere else.

Mrs Collier picks eggs from the first rack, laying them carefully in the basket. “Some of the neighbours say it’s not economic to do it this way,” she says conversationally. “They have huge sheds, with chickens by the hundred in cages. But I say, it’s no life for anyone, even a chicken, to live in a prison. There’s easily enough for what we need here, with some left for market, and the girls have a good life.... at least until the last moment.”

“The last moment?”

Mrs Collier gives her a direct look, hand on hip. “You ate chicken for lunch. Where do you think it came from?” She makes a cutting gesture across her neck.

“You mean...?”

“As I said, Jennifer. This is a working farm and most of what we eat, we grow or breed ourselves.”

Tentatively, the girl lifts an egg and places it in her basket, then another. At the end of the rack, one of the hens squawks and shudders, wriggling her tail feathers.

“Is something wrong with her?”

“A lot of them make a lot of noise when they lay.”

“Why’s that?”

Mrs Collier gives her another long look. “If you had something the size that egg is to her, come out of your rear end, don’t you think you might make some noise about it?”

Jennifer giggles, raising a hand to her mouth.

The woman tilts her head. “Don’t cover your face like that. It’s the first time I’ve seen you laugh. You’re a pretty girl when you do.” Jennifer’s eyes widen, beginning to gloss. “Why, child, whatever’s the matter? What did I say to upset you?”

Jennifer’s voice is a whisper. “How long am I staying here?”

Mrs Collier frowns, then turns to sit on a bale of straw. She pats the area beside her, and Jennifer sits. “Stay here? Don’t you like the farm? Or us? You’ve barely met us yet.”

She stares down, arms wrapping around herself. “Yes, it’s lovely, but how long can I stay?”

“Jennifer, I want this to be your home now. You can stay here as long as you want.”

“I can?”

“You can!” Mrs Collier’s nod is firm and decisive.

“I... I thought you’d be sending me back.”

The woman takes her hand, holding it between her own. “No, no-one is going to send you back. I think you have a lot to learn and you’re going to have to get used to us and our ways, which I’m sure are very different to what you’re used to. But if you want to stay here, then you’re welcome with us. You understand me?”

At the end of the rack, the hen stops squawking and settles, her feather whispering as she shakes herself down. Mrs Collier nods across. “She's finished laying. If you reach under her, you can take the egg, and any others you find.”

“Won't she mind?”

“Are you scared of a chicken?”

Jennifer walks slowly to the end of the rack, then reaches under the hen into the warm, feathery depths. The chicken eyes her indignantly, squawking protest and jabbing at her hand with her beak. But it's only a blunt tap on the skin.

“You see? She really can't hurt you.” Jennifer nods, swallowing hard. “Come on,” says Mrs Collier. “Let’s show you the rest of it.”

*****
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The teenager looks up into the liquid brown eye. “He’s beautiful.”

“She’s beautiful. This is Maggie. Ever ridden a horse before?”

Jennifer’s eyes widen. “But, she’s so enormous....”

“That’s why it’s easy for her to carry us. Want to have a go?”

“I can ride her? Really?”

Mrs Collier shrugs. “Well, you’ve got to learn how. I’ll get Nathaniel to saddle her up and we’ll see how you go. You wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.”

She vanishes off into a barn, leaving Jennifer with Maggie. Tentatively she reaches out to touch the dappled hair. The animal has a scent, and it’s pungent and strong, but at the same time, it smells healthy and wholesome. As she strokes the soft nose, Maggie snickers and she jumps back, but then reaches again to touch warm velvety skin. The horse snorts warm fragrant breath and her ears, grey-dappled, outlined in black, perk forward.
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