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Part Seven


​​​​The Loss of Innocence
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The Loss of Innocence


​​James
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“You're not my father!” Pushing herself backwards against the wall, Charlotte shrieks the words at him. Close to hysterical, almost frenzied with denial, utterly distraught, she screams, struggling against Michael when he tries to hold her, tries to calm her.

The guard, Hartland looks increasingly alarmed.  “You want me to...?

“No, it's alright. We need to deal with this.”

But he’s is already talking into his phone, satisfaction etched on his face as more guards burst in, bundling the passive Klempner out. He looks over his shoulder as they hustle him away, his expression shell-shocked.

Charlotte is still fighting against Michael, refusing to be held. “Let’s get her out of here,” I say. “I’ll get her out. You get the car keys.”

“We all need to sign out.”

“Just take her out,” interrupts Hartland. “I’ll clear it at the counter.”

As Michael heads for the reception, I have to drag Charlotte, resisting me all the way, to the car. Red-faced, wild-eyed and screaming, she fights me until at last, I grip her, swing her around and bring my hand across her face in a slap that, as Michael appears, I see him recoil against from yards away.

“That’s enough, Charlotte. Get inside.”

Gulping, she shudders into submission and without a word, gets in the back, turning to face away from me as I step in beside her.

On the return home, Charlotte’s silence continues. She seems to be over the hysterics, but I almost preferred that to this non-response. I try to take her in my arms, but she stiffens, continuing her vigil out of the window. And when I lay a hand on her thigh, she doesn't quite shrug me off, but she shrinks away, rejecting my touch.

Michael's eyes meet mine in the rear view, his brow furrowing.

At home she goes to bed, closing curtains and shrugging away any attempt to talk. Michael joins her in the large bed we share, trying to lie close, but when I look in, she's lying at the far side of the bed, turned away from him. Her eyes blink shut as I enter but I saw she was lying awake, staring at nothing.

Later, I join them, easing in beside her in my usual place. Charlotte rolls to the middle where she normally sleeps between me and Michael but when I try to touch her, she stiffens.

Sleep escapes me for hours. When it finally claims me, brief and unsatisfying, I wake again to find Charlotte is gone.

Alarmed, I prop myself up on an elbow, turn on the side-light, to realise Michael is also not there. I snatch up a robe, heading to find my grieving mermaid. At the door, I almost walk into Michael. He raises a finger to his lips. “She’s in the next room,” he says quietly, “but she’s sleeping at least.”

*****
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​​Twenty-Six Years Ago - Blessingmoors
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Bech stalks the office. “Who was in charge of security last night? And who was responsible for securing the perimeters? For the repair of that gate?”

A woman in a blue nurse’s uniform shifts from one foot to another. Her features are sharp-cut, severe. Sweat beads her forehead sheens her face. She looks down, licking at dry lips. For such an ordinary-looking man, Bech inspires a reaction. “That would have been Jared, Mr Bech.”

His expression, flat-eyed, could etch glass “Really? He’s been with us long enough to know better. I want to see him. Right now.”

A bead of sweat drips from the nurse’s forehead, splashing to the tiled office floor. “Yes, sir. He’s upstairs. I’ll fetch him. Would you like me to inform Mr Klempner of the intruder?”

“No, that's fine, Helga. I'll handle it.” Bech surveys her. She’s relaxing a little. “Don’t worry. It wasn’t your fault what happened, and you did the right thing calling me immediately.”

Relief washes over her face and tumbles through her voice. “Thank you, sir.”

“So, who was she? What did she look like?”

“She was quite striking, sir. A red-head. Young, well-turned out, very beautiful.”

He shoots her a glance. “A red-head, you say?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And she asked for Mr Klempner by name?”

“Yes, sir. She asked for ‘Larry Klempner’ and asked if he was in charge here.”

“Thank you, Helga. You can go. But send Jared to me. And call someone in to get that gate replaced and secured.”

“Yes, sir.”

*****
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An hour later, a tap on the door. “Mr Bech?”

“Come in, Helga.”

Her eyes drop to the cooling corpse stretched out on the floor and the crimson pool inching over the tiles, then flick up again. “Just a word, sir. There is a workman at the back installing a new gate. I’ve sealed all the doors and windows, but...”

“Thank you, Helga. Yes, forewarned is forearmed. No more uninvited trespassers”

Her eyes fall once more. “And that... sir?”

“The river. Where he’ll be found. Let’s spread the message.”

*****
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Bech watches, impassive, sipping coffee as what is left of Jared is carried away and Helga mops the floor. “Anything else, sir?”

“No, that’s fine. You can go.”

She nods, leaves. Bech paces the room, chewing a thumbnail.

Klempner’s whore...

What the fuck was she doing here?

How much did she see?

Hissing in frustration, he links hands behind his head, tilting back until his neck cracks.

What to do about her?

The obvious?

She's a looker. She'd get a good price.

Ship her somewhere no-one speaks English, and no one cares...

Klempner...

Just how attached to the bitch is he?

?

?

How would he react?

?

Bech shudders.

No...

Arrange an accident? Solve the problem at source...

Deny everything?

?

Would he buy it?

?

Very unlikely...

Shut her up then...  At least for now.

Discredit her?

While he’s still away... 

Fait accompli.

Then back to business as usual.

Grinning to himself, Bech reaches for the phone. “It’s Corby. Is Cappelli there? Thanks... Cappelli? Yes, I've had a report... Never mind who from. But this one's for you. I’m sure Drugs will be interested.”

*****
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​​Klempner - Twenty-Six Years Ago


[image: ]




The air is glacial, but although the breeze whips through my hair, I’m not cold. Instead, invigorated, I feel strong and ready for anything.

Standing by the frozen sea, I watch the wind drawing snow across the ice in a whirling dervish of frozen granules that lash around my feet. And I think of the last time I did this, here, with her.

Valentine’s Day coming up... I’ll be back in time.

Get her a present...

What would she like?

Something regional? She loved Helsinki...

Some of the local food?

Then I remember her bending over the porcelain, throwing up gravlax and vodka in equal measure...

Maybe not...

Jewellery?

Still persuading her to wear the emeralds I gave her...

A piece of art?

?

?

Perfect.

I head for the town centre, searching for galleries and craft shops, not knowing just what I’m looking for.

But I’ll know it when I see it...

Most are full of the kind of useless knick-knacks that are met with an ‘Oh, how lovely. You shouldn’t have.” greeting, then get pushed to the back of the cupboard: I-Heart-Helsinki fridge-magnets, overpriced chocolates and tee-shirts, dolls in fake Laplander costumes.

Weirdly, some of the gift shops are stocked with mementoes which seem to me completely out of place. Who comes to Helsinki to buy posters of London buses or ‘New York They named it twice’ tee-shirts?

Am I missing something?

Nope...

And then, there it is.

Beautifully painted by some local artist with more Js and Ks in the name than English allows: a scene of the frozen sea, painted from almost where I stood only a couple of hours ago with ice grit-blasting my clothes.  A couple stand hand-in-hand looking out over a glinting scene of white and blue, and in the distance, a lone figure sits fishing.

The price, like everything in Helsinki, is horrendous, but who cares? Money is nothing. Mitch is...

... Mitch.

Padded and carefully gift-wrapped, I tuck the package under my arm and head back for the ferry port.

Time to go home...

Home?

When did I ever think of home before?

She’s waiting.

*****
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​​Michael
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“How is she?”

James props himself, both hands knuckled on the kitchen table, head bowed. “The same. Not good. I’d say she’s gotten past denial, but I almost wish she’d cry... Get it out of her system. Instead, she behaves as though she’s in shock.”

He's mourning the loss of a daughter... 

She's panicking over gaining a father...

Both bereft...

...

What a fucking mess.

“Shock is probably the right word...” I say. “... Discovering she has a psychopath for a parent. It’s going to take time and support to get her past it.”

He rubs the bridge of his nose, eyes squeezing closed for a moment. “I think,” he says, “part of the problem is that not knowing much about him, she’s cooked up some idealised vision of Conners in her imagination...”

“The perfect father who never was?”

“As it turns out, yes.” He rubs at the back of his head. “How the hell do we deal with this?”

“Time may be the only thing that deals with it. We simply wait for her to come out of her funk. However...” I raise a forefinger... “... What we might try is to deal with the practicalities.”

“Like?”

“Like, when did she last have a bath? Or a proper meal?”

“Don't think she's had a bath since we got back. Just sits there wallowing in pizza boxes and boil-in-a-minute noodles. I’m happy to cook anything we can get down her, but first, we have to get her attention.” He jerks his chin towards the lounge. “You want to get in there again? Give it another try? I think this needs your touch.”

I pull up a seat, rock the chair back, cross my ankles up on the table. “No, I don't think so. Not this time. On this occasion, I think she needs what you give her.”

His eyes shift to mine. “You think?”

“Yes, I think. Hugs aren’t carrying this one.  She needs knocking back into reality.” James straightens up, plucks at a lip. “You might like to know,” I add, “that I turned on the heating downstairs first thing this morning.”

He Ahhhs in silence, then, “Maybe you’re right.” He stares into nothing for a long second, then, “Come on then. You’d better be there too but stay in the background if you prefer.”

I follow him through to the lounge. Charlotte sits on the couch, hugging her knees, gazing slack-faced into the fire. She doesn’t appear to notice us.

What’s she thinking...?

... Feeling....?

Fear?

Loss?

?

?

Humiliation?

James speaks. “Charlotte?” There’s no softness in his voice.

She doesn’t turn, maintaining her vigil of the flames. “Mmmm?”

Ram-rod straight, his arms folded, “I expect you to look at me when I address you.”

She hunches, then turns to face him. “Sorry, Master.”

“Come here.”

Charlotte uncrumples from her self-hug to stand, then shuffles across the room to stand before him. “Yes, Master?” But she doesn’t meet his eyes. Head low, her fingers wind and twist together, unwind then rewind...

Yes... humiliation...

Her hair, unwashed since God-knows-when, hangs in greasy rat-tails and her face is sallow. Clothes are creased, spotted with what look like tomato stains, and she’s still carrying traces of makeup she put on days ago; mascara gone panda-eyed.

Doesn’t smell great either...

James squares up to her. “Charlotte, I am your Master. You will behave appropriately when we speak. Your face lowered in submission is acceptable. Your head hanging in shame is not.”

Her voice chokes. “Master...”

He takes her by the shoulders, pinning her, almost shaking her. “Listen to me, Charlotte. Nothing has changed. Nothing. You are exactly the same person you were a few days ago.”

Still she won’t look at him. “But I’m not. I...” The words choke into a sob.

Finally crying?

Good...

For God’s sake let it out...

“The only thing that is any different is inside your head. You are not Jenny, the child victim. You are Charlotte, the woman who reinvented herself, who knew what she wanted and took on all comers to get it. The woman who took the world by the throat and shook until it gave her what she deserved.”

She’s still gulping down sobs. James continues. “Charlotte faced down everything life threw at her. I saw you do it. I saw you auction yourself to the highest bidder; to me; because doing so would take you where you wanted to go. Even though you knew it was dangerous. Even though your memories must have made that an appalling decision for you to take.” He’s still holding her, jolting her at the shoulders to punctuate his words. And each shake draws a sob.

“I saw you face down the man who terrorised your childhood and who threatened you with assault and gang-rape. And just because that man might be, genetically, your sire... I don’t say father... that does not mean he has any power over you. Klempner has no hold over you unless you give it to him. And you are too strong to let that happen. Do you understand me?” 

“Jenny didn't have choices, but Charlotte does. And one of those choices is whether or not she lets something that is part of her past control her present and her future.”

She swallows, her sobs subsiding a little.

And now, he grips her chin, forces her face up to meet his. “When you and I first met, I wanted you because I admired you. Not just liked you. Not just loved you, although all of that is true. I admired you. Your courage, your tenacity, that resilient core you have, your refusal to knuckle under. And I will not see you bend at the knee over something that does not matter. If Klempner was the sperm donor to your mother, that does not change who you are or what you are.”

And finally, she looks up to James’ face. His eyes soften at the corners. “Just because Klempner allowed his monster of a father to turn him into a monster doesn't mean that will happen to you. It hasn't happened to you. You made different choices in the past. You will make different choices now.”

She blinks tears then wipes a hand across her eyes. James draws a thumb across the streaks running down her cheeks.

Her voice hollow, “He said he was sorry...”

James snaps, outrage in his tone. “He has no right to say that. Sorry? What’s different for him to be sorry about? He abused a child. The fact that it turns out he sired that child makes no difference. ‘Sorry’ isn’t good enough. Sorry doesn’t even come close to good enough.”

Her head hangs again, her voice small. “He’s in prison.”

He knocks her chin back up with a finger. “So Klempner’s locked up. What of it? That’s to punish him...”

Keep your anger under control...

From behind, I wave my palm down a couple of times.

Cool it...

James scowls at me but moderates his tone, gentler now as he speaks to her.

“... And to keep him from doing more damage than he already has. Do you think that gives him any kind of right to salvation? How would a man like that ever earn redemption?”

Her voice is trembling. “I always thought... even when it was at its worst... I thought that somewhere out there, she must be there. My mother. And she’d been with my father. With Frank Conners...”

And finally, we’re getting it...

What she’s thinking...

What’s really upsetting her...

“... and they'd have been happy together while he was still alive. Before Klempner murdered him. And there must have been some reason that she left me there. With him. She couldn’t have just abandoned me. But if he was my father... Klempner... Maybe that’s why she did it. Maybe she was so... horrified... that I was his... Maybe she simply didn’t want me. She just left me with him...”

She raises eyes red-rimmed and swollen, looking first at James, then at me. “Do you think he raped her?”

Is that what’s bothering her?

She thinks she’s the child of rape...?

“No,” James snaps, his voice decisive. “Klempner’s admitted to a lot; murder, enslavement, terrorism, but he denied rape. Given his willingness to admit everything else, I’m inclined to believe him. I don’t think he forced your mother.”

She uncoils a bit, weeping again, but now it has the sound of release... I move to stand behind her, wrap my arms around her. She shudders, her weight relaxing back into my arms.

“You're right.” Her voice is still shaky, but some calm is returning. “You’re right. With everything else, he would have no reason to lie.”

James stands back, letting me hold her. “That’s better. I know you’re unhappy, but at least we’re talking about it now.” He nods me to the cabinet. “Michael, why don’t you open a bottle of wine. I think we’ll share a drink and then you...” He plants a long forefinger on Charlotte’s chest... “... are going to have a long soak in the bath. Michael or I will join you if you wish. Or you can be by yourself if you prefer. After that...”

“After that, Master?”

“After that, we are going to share a meal...”

“I’m not very hungry, Master...”

“So, we will share a small meal. Now, sit by the fire, get warm and drink your wine.”

She submits, sits and returns to staring into the embers. James lays a hand on my shoulder, murmuring, “Can you keep her company for a while. I want to get the basement ready.”

“Of course. What are you planning on doing?”

“I’m going to take her to the edge then tip her over.”

“Don't overdo it.”

“That's what you're there for. “

*****
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She has her bath, returning an hour or so later scented of lavender and rose. We drink, but not too much. We eat, sharing Charlotte’s favourite treats; cheese, bread, olives, strawberries and cream. She sits on the rug by the fire, not hitting the food the way she normally does, but nonetheless, she eats.

Then she sits, inert, leaning back against my legs as I stroke her hair.

Over her head, James cocks a brow to me, tilts his head. I nod.

He rises, takes Charlotte’s hand and pulls her upright, then kisses the fingers. “You are going to go downstairs now, undress and wait for us. Michael and I will join you in a few minutes...” She hesitates... “And the next words I expect to hear from you are ‘Yes, Master’.”

She bows her head. “Yes, Master.”

“Good.”  I pass her a glass of Rioja... “Now, drink your wine... And I want you to have another glass after that.”

*****
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Downstairs, in the basement, James’ ‘playroom’, the demesnes of a Master, she’s waiting for us. As he instructed, she’s naked, kneeling, head lowered and the glass she took down with her, empty.

She’s goosing a little. The heating hasn’t quite dispelled the chill yet, but that won’t matter. With what James has in mind, I’m sure she’ll soon be warm.

And the hearth glows; old logs dropping to embers, new logs flickering new flames. The light shimmers gold and amber. Candles reinforce the honeyed glimmer, sending dancing shadows over wall and arch.

James gestures me towards her and then to a ceiling hook. “Charlotte, stand up.”

She rises, chewing her lip, trembling slightly...

Cold?

... Or nervous?

Stepping close, I wrap arms around her, holding her against myself, giving her the heat of my body. One hand winding into her hair, with the other I caress the smooth skin of her back and shoulders, “Shhh... It’s alright. Calm down.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“Remember your safety words. You may need them.”

She jolts. Her eyes dart. “Is he angry? Is he going to punish me?”

“No. No, he’s not angry... You’ve done nothing to be punished for. But he is very concerned for you. We both are.”

“What then?”

How to say this?

“He’s going to take you out of yourself, then we’ll both bring you back home. You understand?”

“Alright.” But there’s still a tremor in her voice.

My hand cupping her cheek. “You can always say ‘No.’ Do you want to? No-one is going to force you.”

She falters, then dumbly, she shakes her head. Taking her hand, I lace my fingers with hers. “Come on. You’ll be fine. And you’ll feel better afterwards.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. You trust James, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then trust him now. Let him take you the way you need to go.”

Passive, she follows me as I lead her to where James waits, a flogger in one hand, swishing it casually.

I suppose to any that didn’t know him, he might appear severe, frightening even, but as his eyes follow her, I see the softness there...

... the pity...

Positioning her under the anchor point, I press my lips to hers before, loudly enough for her to hear clearly, “Rope, cuffs or spreader?”

“Cuffs will be fine.”

As I walk by him to the racks, quietly, “She’s jittery. Be careful.”

“I will,” he murmurs, “And she’ll be more herself afterwards.”

“Just what I told her myself.”

A pair of cuffs are a snug fit to her wrists; a carabiner and a length of rope connect her to the hook, restraining her tautly upwards. “Open your legs, Charlotte.”

Meekly, she obeys, and I check her colour; hands, fingers, face, then casting across to James he micro-nods me to her.

Moving around her, I let my hands drift over her upstretched body; her hips, her waist, her breasts. Muscles tremble and quiver. And she smells cool, with no scent of arousal. Drifting fingers between her thighs I test her, then “I’ll just be a moment.”

I head for the cupboard where I keep a store of massage oils. Passing James, I murmur, ‘Dry.’ He slow-blinks understanding.

A little neutral oil on my palms and I run my hands over her again; seducing her, coaxing her arousal. My hands on her waist, my fingers almost encircle her as I work her spine with my thumbs. Then slipping upwards; her ribs, her muscles, her shoulders; gradually I ease her, rubbing in, digging into the tension knotted there, making her feel me; making her know I am there. 

And all the while, as I massage her, soothe her, James stands to her fore. My hands on her, she watches him. He moves unhurriedly, deliberately; removing his jacket to hang it neatly over the back of a seat. His tie is next. Tugging at the knot, he loosens it, unravels it, then unfastens the top button of his shirt before draping the tie over his jacket.

Reaching around, I cup a breast, nuzzling into her hair and her neck. “You’re so beautiful. I never forget how beautiful you are. Or that you are my wife. Or that I love you. And I will never let anyone hurt you. Never. And neither will he.”

She watches him, her breathing accelerating as I caress her. My hands cupping and stroking, my chest pressed to her spine, I love her with my body.

James, one at a time, removes his cuff-links, again setting them to one side, then unbuttons his shirt and kicks off his shoes. Barefoot now, stripped to the waist, he takes up the flogger again, holding it in one hand, resting it on the other as the tails swing by his thighs.

And he watches. And he waits.

Her Master...

Her tension is easing; the anxiety flowing away, the tremble dying away. And slowly, smoothly, the perfume of her arousal curls up and out and around, like smoke in the air, hazy and drug-like. One hand rubbing circles on a nipple, I venture south again with the other...

... and this time, she’s warm; dampening...

That’s my girl...

I slow-blink to James, still silently watching, toying with the flogger. He eye-points me away from her and I position myself to watch, close enough to see her face clearly and to hear her.

Pushing the flogger into his belt, he approaches her, standing to her fore. His hands cupping her face, he kisses her, at first softly, but then with increasing passion, forcing her mouth open with his.

Then, still pinning her cheeks between his hands, “You are mine,” he says. “And you are Michael’s. You are not his. You have never been his. You never will be his as long as you exercise the choices which are yours. You understand me?”

Charlotte swallows and nods. Already, she’s wearing that semi-mad expression she has for him.

When she looks at him like that, she's already halfway there... 

The flogger handle under her chin, he tilts her head back. “Say it. I want to hear the words.”

Her breathing ripples. “I’m not his. I’m yours. And I’m Michael’s.”

“Good. That’s better. And the last point...” James pushes up with the handle. “...The most important point is that you are yours. You belong to yourself. No-one ever succeeded in taking that from you, even as a child. You have always been too strong to let that happen. Don’t let it happen now.”

She doesn’t reply, but her eyes are huge green-rimmed pools, pupils dark as the night sky.

He regards her for a long moment, then lowers the flogger, releasing her. “That’s better.” He touches her arm. “You’ve stopped trembling. That’s good too. Now...” He stands back, flicks the tails over her belly and breasts, a mere kiss of supple leather that sends a shiver over her skin... “... this is where you fly...”

He moves around behind her and with a twist of the wrist, catches her on the calves with the tails. She jolts and gasps...

Did he mean to start that hard...?

But he repeats the motion on the other calf. It’s got to sting, and she whimpers.

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​James
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I’ve often tested her before; tested her limits, tested how far I can take her before pain-pleasure simply becomes pain. But I’ve never before set out to take her completely to the edge and, perhaps, just a little beyond.

But this time, on this occasion, I want her to travel out from the real world and into that heady space where pain and pleasure merge into sensation and where the mind and body ride the whirlwind together.

Michael has relaxed her. And he’s right. She’s arousing. Her perfume is rising and there’s that sheen to her skin she gets; the flush over her breasts which rises over her pale swan neck to blush her cheeks.

She’s ready...

From behind, I lick at her with the falls; soft and suede-like, the best kind. Supple and elastic, the leather kisses skin and bites at muscle. She mewls, but it’s not in distress. I know her better than that. At the same moment, her pelvis twitches...

How does that feel to you, Green-Eyes?

Is it a kind of penetration...?

... Of the mind...

I don’t want to ramp her up too quickly. I started her hard deliberately, to jolt her. But now I want to warm her up, heating the flesh slowly before I take her to the precipice.

A flick of my wrist and the tails caress her thigh again; enough to register as pain, but not enough to shock. The slap of leather on muscle echoes around the stone walls, the vaulted ceiling. Briefly, I rub at the muscle then repeat on the other leg before looping an arm around her waist, pulling her in close to nuzzle into her neck, nibbling at the soft skin there. 

And with her spine pressed against my chest, her accelerating heartbeat pumps through her ribs and mine. I can scent her; her rising aroma. And the tremble, the quivering, rising through her flesh, quivers through mine also...

And now, the tremble is for the right reasons...

No fear...

No regrets...

Releasing her, standing back, I lash again, a little harder this time, at her upper arms and shoulders. Taut, straining against her restraint, she jerks. Her answering cry is louder and I stroke the falls over on the skin, tracing the red mark rising there. Two strokes, three strokes, then I strike once more, lower down. Again, she cries out and I move to her beautiful ass, striking now with force, first at the left side, then the right.

She wails, shuddering, and I nod Michael to her. He moves quickly, taking my place, rubbing at the welts on her skin, murmuring something soft as I stand back. 

Enjoying the balance of the flogger in my hand, the patterned roughness of the plaited banding of the handle, the slight bees-wax scent of the leather, I measure her by eye, gauging her; her reaction, where she is on the ascent.

Her trembling is violent now; a shiver that runs the length of her body, travelling from the knotted muscles of her arms and down to quaking calves. Under drooping eyelids, her pupils are huge and black, and the fluttering of muscle and skin overlays the sharp rise and fall of her chest. Her hair, spilling loose to her waist and beyond, vibrates at the tips, pacing the vibration in her flesh.

Eye-pointing Michael back to his vantage point, I trail the falls over her breasts; only the tips, the softest of touches. Then quickly, sharply, I snap across a thigh. She yelps, jerks and her aroma wells, lush, piquant and with the promise of the Rush to come.

Gotcha...

I follow up on the other thigh, first on the outer, more resistant muscle then between her spread legs, on the more delicate, more sensitive skin of the inner thigh. Aiming low, I strike her just above the knee, then on the other side, a little higher. And again, working up and in, delivering the promise of...

With a twist of my hand, suede-soft leather kisses her pussy. Not hard, but she’s not yet been touched there. Her perfume says she’s open, ready, and her reply to the stroke is a squeeze-eyed mewling that sets heat flooding my groin and electricity dancing to my cock. Again, I strike, the same spot, harder now. And again. She’s blowing for air; screaming, howling, head flinging back. Her pelvis judders and the lush sweetness of her arousal billows up and around. 

Measured and aimed; I aim for her clit, intending to make her scream. As the falls lash at her most sensitive spot, she shrieks....

And again...

And again...

...

...

And she falls silent... Eyes glazing, she stills. The only movement is the heave of her chest.

... Dropping the flogger, I step in close, tugging her to me by the waist. A hand between her thighs, I slide fingers between liquid folds and in. She totters; her weight dropping against me. An arm locked around her. supporting her, I finger-fuck her with the other hand, hard and fast. 

Moaning, she writhes against me. Behind her, Michael inclines his head. I nod and he reaches, releasing her wrists. She falls, but both of us catch her.

As Michael carries her to the bed, I strip off my pants. Then spreading her thighs, I cover her with my body, and I take her.

... Make her mine...

... Make her know that she is mine...

Slamming into her, I drive myself home, rewarded as I ram against her inner walls by her cry and the bite of her nails into my shoulders. Head flung back, she digs deep, dragging a groan from my throat, perhaps drawing blood.

You’re alive...

Remember that...

Peripherally, I see Michael watching, a smile dancing at the corners of his eyes...

... and his...

Hilted ball-deep inside her, my arms locked around her, I roll, taking her with me, presenting her rear to Michael, already stripping his clothes.

I’m not sure if she can hear me, where my Jade-Eyes is flying, but close by her face, I speak to her. “You belong to both of us, and both of us are taking you now.”

Her body is heat, her skin scorching against mine. Behind her, Michael positions himself, his arm and shoulder working as he lubes himself and her; opening her, readying her. 

She mewls and cries, but inside, her flesh clutches at mine. I tighten my hold on her further. “It’s alright. Shhh... We’re both here. We both have you.”

Michael presses in behind, his cheek close by hers as his hips wind and twist. She falls silent again. “Charlotte, am I hurting you?”

Inhaling, she swings her head, slowly and without any sound other than the whisper of her breathing.

He settles, kissing her ear from behind and his eyes rise to mine.

And now, together we move, her body rocking between us, penetrated to fore and rear in this most intimate of unions. The Three of us, our Triad, together; heart, soul and body bound in the act of love.

I thrust, moving inside her, easily and slowly, Michael matching me, following my rhythm. She whimpers and I increase the pace, pumping into her melted core. After so many days of seeing her in grief and fear, my body responds to her need and my own. Rock-hard, I fill her, giving myself to her, watching her face as move by move, thrust by thrust, she ascends.

Michael, his body heaving in time with mine, curves his face around, watching her side-long. She barely moves now save for the rocking of her body between ours. Her breath comes in quick, short judders. Her heartbeat is audible. Inside, her flesh pulses to a rising cadence...

She screams...

The scream is silent... A long exhalation as her body jumps and jerks. Inside she pulses, squeezing and relaxing, clenching and releasing in a measured tempo that is sweet and seductive and utterly irresistible...

And as she falls over the edge, I fall with her. Somewhere in the distance, I hear Michael’s grunt, feel the knock as his head tips forward.

Lost in the plunge with my Jade-Eyes, all I can do is hold on as climax takes me for its own. Somewhere, locked inside my arms, she rides the wave. And buried inside her, I ride too, my body spasming into hers as she convulses against mine.

I spurt and spill in a white-hot climax that sears through brain and body, stabbing through groin and thigh and belly. Pressed hard inside, my hips jammed hard against hers I shoot, then again... and again...

... before orgasm releases me and, light still splashing behind my eyes, snatching for air, I slump and relax.

Remembering myself, I ease back to see Charlotte, her eyes still opaque, now easing to calm. Carefully, I withdraw my softening cock and, my arms still around my descending sub, kiss her cheek.

Michael flops back, squeezes his eyes closed then open them wide again, fingers pressed to his temples. “Christ! I thought the idea was to take her over the edge.” Backing away, hips shifting, he lays a hand on her shoulder. “Charlotte?”

Her eyes are still glazed, and he slides a hand over her heart. “Still coming down. I think we just settle here for the night, eh?”

“Don’t think I could raise the energy to get back up the stairs.”

She stirs and her eyes focus, fixing on me. “Master?”

“Charlotte.” I palm her cheek. “How do you feel?”

Her lips curve. “I’m good, Master. I’m good.”

*****
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​​Twenty-Six Years Ago
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A cop in blue uniform enters the bar. “Would you be Angelo?”

The barman pauses in swiping a towel through a glass, brow wrinkling. “That’s me, yes. Something I can do for you?”

“I’m looking for a woman who frequents here. Goes by the name of Mitch.”

The brow uncreases, his expression flattening. “Mitch? Barely seen her the last few weeks.”

“When did you last see her?”

Angelo pays strict attention to his polishing. “Couldn’t say.” His cloth works tight circles over the glass.

Taking off his sunglasses, the cop props elbows on the bar. “We know that she hangs out here, soliciting.”

The circles slow. “She never did any soliciting that I saw. I mean, she knew how to pull a guy, but that’s different altogether isn’t it? Nothing illegal there.” The barman bends to his work again, concentrating on some ingrained speck on perfectly polished glass.

The cop drums fingers on the bar-top, saying nothing; the kind of silence that sucks out the words. After a minute, the drumming morphs to a single fingernail tap-tapping...

Angelo places the glass on a high shelf; reaches for another. “Look... however Mitch earned her living before, I think she’s off it. I’m pretty sure she’s met a guy that... Well, I think they’re an item. Y’know what I mean?”

“I’m not here about her soliciting. We’ve had word that she’s pushing.”

The glass drops, smashing as it hits hard tiles.

Angelo curses, flushes, then stoops under the bar to reappear with brush and dustpan. As he sweeps up splinters, “Mitch? A pusher? Nah... She has no time for drugs. She stays clean herself and she wouldn’t touch anyone else who went near them either.”

Lazy-eyed, the cop drawls, “That’s not what we’re being told.”

“You’re being told wrong. You’ve got the wrong woman.”

“In that case, she has nothing to worry about, has she? Where do we find her?”

“Couldn’t say.”

The cop leans forward, lowering his voice. “Tell me, does the hotel management know about your little arrangement with her? Using their premises?” Crouched down by the floor, Angelo stiffens. “How does it work? You cover for her, give her a safe environment, point her to empty rooms, and she gives you a cut...? Am I on the right track here?”

The barman says nothing, straightening up to tip broken glass into the trash.

“I thought so. I’m guessing your bosses wouldn’t be too happy if they knew about your little sideline on their premises eh?” The cop leans in further. “Look, I’m not interested in you. It’s her we’re looking for. All I want is her address. After that, my interest in you is exhausted. You understand me?”

Angelo’s face sets then falls. Blinking, he snags a notepad from under the counter, scrawling a couple of lines, then pushes it at the cop.

“Phone number too.”

Angelo scribbles another line...

“And her full name.”

... and then another.

“That will do nicely.” The cop scans the note; points with a yellowed fingernail. “Is that an eight or a three?”

“A three.”

“Thank you.” The cop touches his cap... “Have a good day.” ... and leaves.

Angelo stares after him, then down at the bar. After a moment he reaches for a bottle, pours a stiff measure and knocks it back.

Pushing?

Mitch?

He heads for the phone, dials, waits...

... then curses as it clicks to ansaphone...

His voice low, “Mitch, it’s Angelo. If you’re listening, pick up the phone... Mitch are you there? Pick up the phone. It’s urgent...”

Crickets...

He curses under his breath then, “Mitch, I don’t know what’s happening, but the police are looking for you. They say you’re dealing in drugs.... I’m...  I’m sorry. I had to give them your address.”

He hangs up the receiver, then resting his forehead against the wall, closes his eyes.

*****
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​​Twenty-Six Years Ago
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In her apartment...

... Her old apartment...

... Her own apartment...

... Mitch paces endlessly.

Returning to the new apartment, the one he says is hers, is not to be considered.

Is that how he traps them?

Tempts them in?

?

Why bother?

Surely there’re easier ways?

Pain stabs through her temples.

The girls...

Chained...

Crying...

Trapped...

Her stomach tumbles. Vomit threatens to rise.

The police?

Would they believe her?

?

?

He’s important... Powerful...

He must have connections...

Someone must know....

Who?

She wants to tremble, to quake; to surrender to the panic that threatens to engulf her.

No!

The cloud of pain behind her eyes swells. Nausea rises again.

Take a couple of paracetamols?

No... Sticking plaster over the wound...

She goes to the kitchen, makes peppermint tea. Back in the lounge, cradling the mug in her hands, she sips at the tea. It doesn’t help.

Would wine be better?

And a hot bath...

Clear her head, then decide what to do.

How to get them out...

In her small bathroom, she sets hot water running, pours in oil, choosing her favourites to relax with; lavender-scented steam billows.

While the water runs, she turns on some music. Soft enough to settle her. Loud enough to block out the world. Back in the kitchen, she hovers between two bottles:

Red or white?

White...

Glass in hand, she retreats to her warm refuge, closes the door to keep in the heat and the scent. Sinking into warm foam, holding her wine, she closes her eyes, lets the music drift over her.

In the lounge, her phone rings...

*****

[image: ]


The bath helps. The wine helps.

Mitch is still jittery, uncertain; but the panic that threatened to overwhelm her is under control again.

Who can she talk to?

Who would believe her?

Her gaze sliding sidelong to her desk, she eyes the under-cupboard.

The key turns smoothly, and she extracts a card-file, heavy and well-used.

Who does she know?

Who is more than just a client?

And who has enough influence that people have to pay attention?

She stands, pours herself another small glass of the wine, then opens the file, flicking through a card at a time.

Accountant...

Businessman...

Priest...

Government official - low down the hierarchy...

She pauses at one...

Lawyer... 

Then swings her head...

... Small time... Family practice...

... and replaces it.

Another...

Circuit judge... Jay... Nice. Likes her. He’ll believe her...

No phone number...

Expelling air, she slots the card back.

The next card she takes, she stares at, considering...

The Police Commissioner...

Klempner must know someone... Someone who keeps it hushed...

Could it be?

Too risky...

Blinking, she replaces the card.

Ahhh...

Max.

Just the man.

She copies down the phone number then replaces the card in its place in the file; replaces the file in its spot under the desk...

There’s a bang on the door; loud, more than a knock; the thump of a fist. “Police! Open up!”

She shrieks, jerking back, wine spilling over couch and carpet.

The banging comes again; the hammering of knuckles on timber. “Open up! Michelle Kimberley. We know you’re in there.”

Shrinking back against the wall, the farthest corner of the room...

Is it really the police?

The banging continues. “Open up or we’ll break the door down.”

Shaking, she huddles further into the corner. Within seconds, the hammer of knuckles turns to the crash of boots. With the wrenching of tortured metal and splintered wood, the door caves in on the end of the foot of a man in blue uniform.

He steps inside, strides towards her, followed by others. “Michelle Kimberley. You are under arrest on suspicion of the possession and distribution of narcotics. You have the right to remain silent...”

She screams and cries, protesting innocence as her wrists are cuffed. No-one listens to her protests as she is dragged from her home. In the corridor, faces watch from doorways; the dead eyes of the curious following the two officers restraining her, manhandling her away and out.

No-one speaks up.

Hey... That’s Mitch. Known her for years....

No-one tries to help.

In the hall to the stairwell, another officer stands looking out of the window, his back turned as the weeping Mitch is taken. The doors to the stairs swing closed behind them. The sound fades. He turns, nudging his cap back with his knuckles, then ambles to the apartment. There’s no urgency now.

One man remains, methodically going through drawers and cupboards. “Hi, Corby. How’re ya doin’? Didn’t know you were in on this? Thought it was just Drugs involved.”

“Hi Jack. Yeah, but it was one of mine put the word on her. And there could be an overlap with Vice. Mind if I take a look around?”

“Not at all. Help yourself. Looking for anything particular?”

“Not really. I’ll know it if I see it. You know how it is...”

“Yeah, I know. Let me know if you come up with anything.”

“Course.”

Bech moves casually around, watching under his brows where Jack rummages through cupboards and bookshelves.

Jack’s radio crackles. He straightens up. “Can you hold the fort for five?”

“Sure.”

Bech watches him out then, moving briskly, goes through to the bedroom, pushing an envelope under the mattress, fat with contents. Then though to the kitchen; a brief inspection of drawers containing cutlery, wash rags, greaseproof and foil. He slips a collection of small plastic packets, stapled and each containing a single tablet, between drying cloths. Then he relaxes.

Strolling through the apartment, his eyes graze surfaces, the bookshelves...

He pauses by the telephone, perched on a small cabinet, flips through a stack of directories and then checks the drawer underneath, combing through notepads, knick-knacks, and odd and ends. 

With a grunt of satisfaction, he finds a filofax, quickly riffling through the pages before slipping the book into his pocket. Then, straightening up, he scans the apartment again.

The desk...

He opens the top drawer, fingering through postcards and pens, stapler and sticky-tape, paperclips and postage stamps.

Nothing interesting...

He stoops, opens the cabinet below.

Bingo!

Quickly, he scoops up the index file and heads out. Jack is still speaking into his radio. Bech tucks the index close, twisting so it’s out of sight; hails Jack with an arm. “Had a call. Gotta go.”

“Sure. Catch you later. Beer?”

“Yeah... see you at Marco’s.”

Lips pressed in a tight smirk, Bech leaves.

*****
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In the privacy of his own apartment, Bech, beer in hand, he cracks off the cap against the edge of the table then, leaning back on the chair, swings his boots up onto the top.

A swallow of the beer and then he riffles through the card index, brows rising at some of the names: Taking a card at random, he reads:

Alex Bergerman

Accountant. Interested in stocks. Wife 2 kids boy + girl

Likes corsets, big hair. Gets off on dirty talk

A pencilled note at the bottom of the card: Ask him about the Planet Levanti merger. Good investment?

Flipping the card over, Bech checks the back: a list of a dozen or so dates about a month apart. Each partnered with a money amount.

Payments to the whore?

He sucks in his cheeks, then digging the filofax from his pocket, checks the most recent date. Then the previous one. He grins.

He takes another random card, 

Daimon Crevier

Banker. Unmarried. Nerd: model trains. Talker. Likes flattery and head

With a smile that has nothing to do with humour, he puts the card back in its correct place, then taking the frontmost card first, starts methodically to work through. Occasionally, he draws in a whistle as he reads a name...

*****
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Some hours later, several more bottles have accumulated on the table top and have now been joined by a coffee pot. Several cards have been removed, paper-clipped to attached notes.  Bech tugs at his lower lip with thumb and forefinger.

What to do with the information?

The great and glorious of the City...

Journalists...

Judges...

Celebrities...

Doctors...

The Police Commissioner...

Quite a client base...

All those dates...

Payments made...

All that written evidence...

He picks up one of the cards, set apart from the others; re-reads it.

Larry Klempner

Businessman. Travels. Not local

Likes threesomes, conversation. No apparent family

Pencilled note - cross-ref Frank Conners

Musing, he drums fingernails on the card.

‘Likes conversation’...

Not too much info there though...

At least he hasn’t completely lost his sense of discretion.

And then another card:

Frank Conners. Real estate. Finder for Larry Klempner

Likes threesomes.

Thinks he’s funny.

*****
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Back at the station, Cappelli has the bitch in interview, a suit in the next chair. Bech watches from behind the mirrored glass.

She doesn’t look so good now: makeup streaked, hair a mess, face swollen and puffy.

A good scare will shut her up for now...

His gut grinds a warning.

Who’s going to miss one more whore?

Would it be easier to get rid of her?

Worry about Klempner later?

He shudders.

Not that suicidal...

Cappelli sits back in his chair, tapping his teeth with the end of a pencil. “It’s all very well Mitch, trying to claim you’ve done nothing, but you admit to taking money for sexual favours? You’re a prostitute?”

She folds her arms, juts her chin...

Defiance...

Fake...

She’s scared shitless...

... “It's not illegal. I've done nothing wrong”

“Selling cocaine is illegal. Giving free samples to kids is illegal. The report we have...” Cappelli flips open a file, stabs the pencil onto a sheet inside... “... says you've been seen selling to minors at the school gate...”

“No!”

“... Fuck the father while the kids are snorting behind the bike-shed. Is that the plan?”

“I don’t sell drugs.”

“So that stash we found was all for personal use, was it? Single tablets? Individual zip-bags. What about the money we found? That’s a lot to keep at home.”

“It’s not mine. I only keep a bit of cash in my purse. Someone planted it.”

Cappelli nods. Yeah... Right...

Bech watches and listens. The lawyer sits beside her, arms folded, face a blank as he listens, occasionally interjecting if Cappelli gets too pushy.

Who’s the suit?

The lawyer tries to cover it, poker-faced, but he’s pissed about something...

Not happy about being here?

The whore is denying everything of course. It doesn’t matter. The evidence will do the job for him.

He eyes the lawyer again. They all look much the same of course: white shirt and three-piece, polished shoes. But the cut of the clothes, a couple of expensive-looking rings, diamond studded tie-pin... He looks higher up the food-chain than the average.

“I’d like a word with my client in private.”

Cappelli tosses the pencil down with a rattle. “Sure. Ten minutes?”

“That should be adequate.”

*****
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Bech pushes a vending machine cup at Cappelli. “What’s she saying?”

Cappelli hooks a thumb into a pocket “Never gets any fucking better does it? Denying everything of course. Says she’s being framed.”

Bech barks a laugh. “Of course. Just another victim of a tragic miscarriage of justice.”

“Aren’t they all? Still, looks like that lawyer of hers is going to get her sprung. Bail’s set high but the judge is allowing it. No previous. And it looks like they share a school tie.”

Fuck!

“Who is he? He looked pretty high-class to be the legal for a hooker.”

“Theo Aldred. Subs for Max Devlin. From Hofferman and Partners...” 

“Hofferman’s? The prosecutors on the Romani Family case?”

“Yup. Don’t envy him that one. They’ve got all the wits under protection and the judge and lawyers have full surveillance.” Cappelli sucks at the coffee, pulls a face. “Stone-cold...  You’re right though. You’d not think he’d turn up for the likes of that one would you?” He tilts the cup at Bech. “I’m going to the machine for another. Want one?”

“Thanks, but no. I’m off in five.”

*****
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So, the bitch got herself sprung...

Back in his apartment, Bech paces, curses, bangs his fist on the wall. Then...

The blindingly fuckin’ obvious...

He checks the card index,

And sure enough...

Maximillian Devlin. Lawyer. Married twice. Son by previous.

One daughter by current marriage - favourite topic of conversation. Likes rabbits and pink.  Got a pony. Gymkhana. Head girl at Ponterbury.

*****
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​​Michael
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I wake, disoriented for a moment as I take in stone arches and vaulted ceilings, then brain-cells line up in good order and I remember where I am. Beside me lies Charlotte; eyes closed, breathing soft. 

Beyond her, where James slept, the covers are rumpled, sheets thrown back, but when I listen, there is a faint clatter of movement from above.

Propping myself on an elbow, I take a good look at my Sleeping Beauty. She’s looking better than she has since we returned from the last visit to Klempner.

Her father...

Christ...

Her face has lost that sallow hue, and her cheeks are brushed with the palest of pinks.

Babe...

I stroke over the line of high cheekbones with a fingertip. Her lids flutter, then open...

... and I see Charlotte... my Charlotte...there. Not the stranger who looked out at me for the last few days, but my beautiful wife; my copper-haired, emerald-eyed, wilful, frustrating, crazy, wonderful wife.

And, reaching to touch me, she smiles. “Hi.”

Still stroking her face, “How are you now?”

Her eyes are soft and watery. “I’m fine. Really, I’m fine now. I’m sorry I...”

I press a finger to her lips. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. I don’t think any of us would have reacted well to learning what you did.” Tracing a curved brow with the pad of my thumb. “Sometimes life throws shit at us, knocks us down. There's no sin in falling over. Only in not standing up again.” I replace my finger with my lips, kiss her softly. “But it’s good to have you back.”

Swallowing, dropping her gaze, she bobs her head.

“And besides,” I continue, “you have to be in a better state than that if you really want to get yourself pregnant.” Her eyes lift again, widening. “Do you? That’s still what you want? To give James his daughter back?”

“Yes.” Her voice is a whisper. “Is that alright?”

“Yes. That’s what I said when we talked about it. It’s fine. Just so long as I know. I’ll help however I can.”

I lean in again, feathering my lips across hers. Her hand curves around the back of my head. “Thank you.” She nuzzles into the crook of neck and shoulder. “I missed you. It was lonely in that other bed.”

“I missed you too. We both did.” I pull away, holding her gaze. “But I never went away. I never will go away...” She sighs. “And yes, I’ve been looking forward to being back in our own bed too. We’ll sleep there tonight. All of us. Together.”

Her forehead creases. “You mean you didn’t...”

“You don’t imagine James and I share a bed when you’re not in it with us? He might be my good friend, but not that good...”

From the doorway comes a chuckle. “Sorry to disappoint you there.” James holds a tray. The scents of toast and coffee compete for attention.

Charlotte’s nostrils flare and she sits bolt upright. “God, I’m starving. Did you bring plenty?”

James grins. “She’s back.”

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Twenty-Six Years Ago
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Mitch sits on the cold slab. Eyes red-rimmed, hugging herself, she rocks on the seat.

The door clangs open.

“You...” The officer says no more, simply thumbing out of the door.

Out in the office the lawyer, Theo, stands waiting. Dark-suited, briefcase in hand, he regards Mitch without expression. “Miss Kimberley.”

The duty officer jabs a finger at a sheet. “Sign.”

Her eyes rise. “What’s happening?”

Theo says, “You’ve been bailed, but you and I need a talk. On behalf of Mr Devlin.”

“Please, I need to talk with Max himself.”

Curtly, “Mr Devlin does not want to talk to you, Miss Kimberley. He is a very busy man. He accepted your call and assigned me out to assist you. That is the extent of his involvement with you.” He sniffs. “I’ll not presume to guess why he did that much.” He turns, picks up his briefcase.

“Mr Aldred, please, just call him. I have to speak to him. Please...”

“Is it to do with this case?”

“Yes... No... Yes... It’s not what it looks like. I don’t take drugs. Truly, I don’t. I never have. And I certainly don’t sell them. I’m being framed.”

He cocks a brow. “It’s a bit weak isn’t it? Why would the police frame a common prostitute?”

Her head hangs. “I need to tell him about something... It’s not just me. There’s... there’s lives at stake. Young women.” She breathes the words. “I think they’re being trafficked.”

He lowers his lids, considering her. “And why didn’t you say this before? You had the opportunity.”

“Not in the police station. Somewhere private.” He hesitates. “Please. Just ask Max to give me half an hour. Twenty minutes. Please.”

Something in her tone penetrates. “Twenty minutes then. It had better be good. If I do this and you’re lying, I’ll be dog meat.”

“And somewhere we won’t be overheard.”

He nods; a short gesture. “Let me make a phone call.”

*****
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An hour later, he accompanies her to the offices of Hofferman and Partners.

At the main door, uniformed guards stand. Theo displays ID, offers his briefcase for search to one guard. The other points to Mitch’s bag. “That too please, miss.” Then he waves across a woman in dark blue uniform.

“Arms and legs apart, please.” Mitch stands as hands frisk up and down, patting at arms, legs, hips and torso. Theo gets the same treatment from a male guard.

“Is it always like this?” she asks as her bag is returned.

“Romani case. High security.”

In the reception, secretary nods Theo through to an office, then with a chill glance at Mitch, points her to a seat. “Wait there, please.”

After only five minutes, the phone buzzes. The secretary answers then, “Go through please, Miss Kimberley. Mr Devlin is waiting for you.”

The office is huge, plush and darkly traditional. Theo sits to one side, ankle cocked onto a knee, poised with notebook and pen. 

Max Devlin, whom she normally meets in less formal circumstances, sits behind an acre of green-leathered desk, face propped on thumb and forefinger. He doesn’t look friendly.

“Miss Kimberley. I have agreed to see you because what you have said to Mr Aldred here suggests a link to organised crime. That is the only reason. You have ten minutes of my time.”

She sucks inside her cheeks, trying to raise saliva. “Max... Mr Devlin... You see... I met a man; a client... Lawrence Klempner...

*****
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Devlin relaxes back into the studded leather of his seat. “On your honour, Mitch, is all this true? If I take you at your word on this and follow it up to find you’re lying to me, I’ll throw you to the dogs.”

Considerably more than the ten minutes has passed. The secretary has served coffee which Mitch drinks as her porcelain cup rattles against its saucer. Theo puts down his pen, stretching aching fingers open and closed.

“Max, I promise you, it’s true. All of it.”

“Why didn’t you report it immediately?”

“I didn't know what to do, who to talk to. I didn't want to go to the police because...” She curls in on herself, turns small...”

He picks at a hangnail. “Because the police are usually unsympathetic towards prostitutes.”

“Yes.” She cringes inside. “I thought too, that to have gotten it so far; to have something like Blessingmoors running... so large, so prominent, Larry must know someone. Maybe someone important...” Max nods slowly... “I was trying to decide what to do when the police arrived. I’d already thought I might call you. Ask your advice...” Her voice splinters. “Max, I was so frightened. I still am. They just kicked my door in and...” Her fragile veneer cracks and the tears come. The shakes come. Face dropping, she shudders terror and grief and helplessness into her hands. 

Awkwardly, the two men watch her.

After a minute, Max scratches at the bridge of his nose, then sighs, thumbing towards the door. “Theo, go find something else to do for ten minutes.”

As the door closes again, Max moves from behind his desk, perches a hip by Mitch and takes her hand, weaving his fingers between hers. “Mitch, I’ll help. The first thing I’ll do is see what I can learn about your Lawrence Klempner. Do you have a photo of him?”

Her head swings. “No. He was a client...”

“And the clients of courtesans don’t like photos...” His brow cocks, mouth quirking... “Or if they do, I’m guessing they pay extra?”

She raises the ghost of a smile.

He continues, “It’s not a problem. There was a lot of publicity around opening Blessingmoors. I’m sure I’ll track something down I can follow. Meanwhile...” His fingers tighten around hers. “Meanwhile, we’re going to get you out of sight. Book you into a hotel. I’ll get you taxi’d there, then you keep your door locked. Don't let anyone in unless you are very sure of who they are. I'll make some checks and see what I can learn.”

*****
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Book-keeping and accounts...

I bloody hate the job.

I have someone in for a few hours a week to do the day-to-day work; booking in receipts, sending out invoices and quotes, all that stuff. But once a month, like it or not, I go over the figures. It’s the only way to be sure I have my finger on the pulse.

And now having both the spa hotel and the City centre, there’s twice the work.

*sigh*

The accounts software does most of the heavy lifting of course, but I still prefer to do some parts of it manually, ensuring the numbers pass through my brain, not just my eyes. So, I check the ratios: overheads cost per client, number of staff per client, mark-up on purchases versus sales in the restaurant...

Feet up on the settee by the fire, laptop propped on my knees, I work through it all. And, if I’m honest, there’s worse ways to work. 

Warmth. Comfort. My own home. My own boss...

I take a sip of the excellent malt which sits on the small table by my side.

Calculator...

“Calculator. Calculator...” I sit up, spin, repeating the word as though it’s some feat of magic that will conjure up the object if I say it often enough.

Damn!

Must have left back at the office...

James’ll have one...

I pad through to James’ study; a quick scan of the visible... No calculator.

Desk...

Top drawer...

I scratch through stapler, note pads, hole punch, pins, memory keys, assorted computer cables and connectors, a couple of old floppy discs that can’t be useful these days for much more than cup mats...

Gotcha...

The calculator is jammed at the back of the drawer between a scrum of sticky notes, erasers and pencil stubs, and something flattish trapped underneath.

Prising the whole mess backwards, I free the calculator and am about to slam the drawer shut on my pilfering...

... when I see what the flattish object is.
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