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Charlotte dashes to the stairwell, but acrid, black smoke billows up from below. Quickly, she slams the door closed, coughing and spluttering. “No way out that way.”

“Down the garbage chute?” I ask. “Like they do in movies?”

She gives me an old-fashioned look. “Not a chance. Too narrow, and it’s anyone’s guess what we’d land in.”

“I don’t mind a bit of dirt if it’s to escape a fire...”

“How about landing in a compactor, or a waste recycler? You got any idea what’s at the bottom?”

“Er... no...”

“Well then... Having said that... let’s have a look at the laundry chute.”

Smoke surges up, flooding the room, a bitter-sweet chemical smell, and she jerks her head backwards, hastily, slamming the hatch closed “Must have taken hold in the dry-cleaning stuff...”. 

She circles, looking for options, a way to escape. “Jeez...” she mutters, her face white, and for the first time since I have known her, I see real fear in Charlotte.

Her phone rings and she snatches at it.

“It’s James,” she says with it pressed to her ear. “Yes... Master, we’re trapped... We can’t... Right? Wonderful! Yes, Beth’s with me. Richard sent her up here... Yes, I will.”

She taps off the phone, then yells at me, “Out onto the roof. There’s help coming...” 

Grabbing a couple of mobiles lying on the desktop, Michael’s and James’ I assume, she stuffs them in a pocket, and we dash out to the terrace garden. Even as we burst out into the fresh air, a helicopter is descending to us, a harness winching down.

Other choppers are buzzing the higher floors, scanning windows, but there is no-one in view other than ourselves.

Charlotte clips the harness onto me, and immediately I am hoisted away and up. Within a minute, the harness lowers again, and Charlotte too is winched to safety. As she is pulled into the cockpit, the ‘copter tilts, turns and sweeps away. “Where are we going?” she yells to the pilot.

He shouts over the engine noise. “Sorry, I was told not to tell you. Mr Haswell’s instructions,” he shouts back.” Just, away from the City.”.

And below us, a rush of buildings, highways and the river vanish, as we sweep along the coast and off.

*****
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Will Charlotte try to keep the promise I forced her to make?

The Haswell Building on fire and she is trapped in the penthouse apartment. Does she even know yet that she is trapped?

Passing a firefighter, James snags him by the arm. “There’s a woman trapped in the Penthouse. We’re not sure she even knows yet, that she’s trapped...”

The fireman whips out his two-way, talking urgently into it, then clicking it off. “There’s helicopters coming in to help on the top floors. Can she get onto the roof?”

“Got a phone on you?”

The firefighter passes a phone to James, who stabs at the screen. Phone pressed to his ear, staring into space, he mutters. “Pick up your phone, Charlotte, pick up your... Charlotte! Where are you? Yes, get the Hell out of there. Get out to the roof terrace. Helicopters are flying in... What..?”

He glances over at me. “Beth’s with her... Richard sent her up there for safety...” Then, “Yes, we’ll catch up with you. If you see mine or Michael’s phones, bring them with you.”

James and I descend the stairs at speed. At every floor, black smoke surges and curls on to other side of glass plating.

Outside is a chaos of police cars, armed officers, fire engines, medical workers and ambulances, but oddly, very few other people. Will Stanton, the Police Commissioner, is there, shouting instructions. A familiar face in a squad car, Corby, who first bungled the interview with Charlotte, looks to be relaying messages from the car, and a large area is cordoned off, police widening the cordon as we watch. Above us, is the clip-clip of helicopter blades moving in on the upper floors of the office block.

Where are all the people? The office workers... Trapped?

Richard is here, by Will, phone to his ear. Seeing us, he gestures us over, then waves up at the ‘copters. “There’s help on the way to the girls. Don’t worry.”

“Where is everyone?” I ask. “I thought they’d be teeming out...”

Richard almost laughs. “There’s almost nobody in there, Michael. With the holiday break, no-one’s here.”

“Holiday break?”

He stares at me. “It’s Christmas Day.”

Christmas Day?

With everything that has happened, I’d lost track of the date entirely.

Richard waves over the scene; the tower block, chimneying smoke upwards, the mess of emergency vehicles, the choppers high above us, now lowering winches to the roof-top. “If there’s a blessing to be had in all this, it’s that we and the women were almost the only people in here. Had it been an apartment block...” He shivers. “As it is, the only real injured party is going to be the insurance company...”

James, scanning the scene, “And the attackers? Where are they?”

Will looks sick. “They seem to have simply faded away. They attacked, did the damage and... “He holds up his hand helplessly. “I’ve got units out searching, but there’s been a breakdown of the central computer. No-one can coordinate...” 

“A convenient time for a failure,” comments James. “Sabotage? Hackers?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Your spy in the camp again?”

Will nods, lips pressed white.

“Hey!” There’s a yell from one of the fire-fighters. “Stretcher-bearers, over here, fast” He waves wildly at the green-uniformed medics waiting by the ambulances. “We’ve got one of them.”

Will comes alive. “I’ll be back.” Then dashing over to where the fire-fighter is dragging an unconscious man out of the building, yells “Can he speak...?”

*****
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He returns, ten minutes later, looking disheartened. Head-pointing us to a quiet spot, “Richard, James, Michael, come with me. Let’s get some privacy.”

“He’s unconscious, 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 takes a deep breath. “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.”

Will nods. “I understand. I’ll be in touch.” Turning, he shouts out, “Corby! I want to know the minute we hear from the hospital...”

*****
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We’re safe, taken to some spot in the back-of-beyond, and simply delivered. “Mr Haswell said to tell you that the hotel staff are expecting you,” says the pilot as he drops me, with Beth, off on a pad, then immediately, rises, wheels and flies off.

The hotel staff are nothing if not courteous, and everything is there, waiting for us. Warm and comfortable, in a lovely suite, with gorgeous views, bathed and fed, and with fresh clothes waiting for us, we could ask nothing more.

I pace up and down, caged again. 

How much of my life am I going to have to spend like this?

The door clicks open, swinging back. Standing there are my Master and Michael, and Richard following. He brushes past, wrapping his arms around Beth, taking her into the next room. Doubtless, they would like some privacy.

My Master simply tilts his head at me, soft-eyed. “Hello again.”

Michael looks ready to burst into tears. He sweeps forwards, embracing me. “Oh God, Charlotte. You’re okay. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He holds me, rocking me in his arms, his head pushed into my neck. “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.”

His arms are tight around me, his voice hoarse.

Oh, my Golden Angel. Please, don’t be so upset...

“Hey, I’m okay.” I try to keep my voice bright and uplifting. “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?” I laugh. “I was quite sure you didn’t intend me to promise to stay and get roasted ...”

His face falls and I wonder if I’ve said the right thing. 

*****
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Our stay indefinite, but with no real outlet for the stress of events, the hotel feels like a trap. Michael, normally my rock, my anchor when all else is in turmoil around me, seems to suffer the most.

I’m not sure what his difficulty is, but after our initial meeting, he is distant, not exactly cool but unengaged...

Is it that I hurt him? Or that he thinks he hurt me?

He fucked me when I’d missed being able to take my pill for a few days. Perhaps he feels guilty about that? He doesn’t need to. Nothing came of it. But I’ve not found the right moment to reassure him.

I want to put it right. I know that I upset him when I set off, against all his wishes, to find Beth He punished me for it, but we have put that behind us now...

... haven’t we?

*****
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Backing me against the wall, my Master leans over me, fixing me with his narrow-eyed gaze, pinning my wrists above my head.

“This has gone on long enough,” he says. “I know that you and Michael had issues with each other; he with your behaviour over Beth, you with how he punished you, but both of those are dead and gone. It’s time to call it quits.”

My voice chokes. “What do I do, Master? He barely looks at me, let alone speaks to me. I’ve tried to talk with him, but I’m not sure he wants me any more...”

“He does. But he’s having trouble dealing with what happened, so I’m intervening.”

“What do you want me to do, Master? I want things back as they were as well.”

“The three of us are going to make love, and fuck together, as we always have done. I want to see you with that wide-eyed look you give him when he pushes his cock in your mouth. And I want to see him with that glazed expression he has when he watches you come.”

I’d love that...

“I’d like that too, Master.”

His eyes soften. “I’m glad to hear it. Now, go wait in the bedroom. I’ll find Michael.”

“No need. I’m here. And yes, that... sounds good...”

Michael leans against the door, looking in at us, blinking a bit. “Wine perhaps? Something to eat? Soften the edges a little?”

My Master tilts his head in agreement. “Excellent idea.”

The three of us, sitting on the bed together: we share cheese, bread and olives. The wine is crisp and cold, with that perfect edge of chill and aroma that takes you to Summer hillsides and views of the sea. As we eat and drink, we say little, but Michael’s gaze wanders constantly to me before once more, he looks down again.

I hurt you. I didn’t mean to...

Standing with my two Lovers, my Master takes me at the shoulders, kissing me, softly, open-mouthed. Tugging at my pullover, he lifts up and over my head, then, turning me, “Face Michael. Finish undressing.”

Flushing slightly, feeling a little awkward, I turn to my blond, blue-eyed Lover. I meet his eye for a moment, but then glance down, embarrassed by the space that has grown between us. He tilts up my chin with a finger, compelling my gaze to his, and lips curving as his mouth meets mine, he reaches around me, unhooking my bra, releasing my breasts to swing pendulously into his hands. My nipples tighten as he thumbs at them, crinkling rosy pink against my white skin, and a heated flush of arousal rises up my chest and neck.
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