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Prologue: The End Of Everything

Long ago, around the time that Caesar’s enemies plotted murder in Rome, a more significant event occurred in our galaxy. It is now supposed that a huge dying star collapsed into a singularity, a black hole, but that may never be known with any certainty. Only the results are known. A tsunami of energy, an electromagnetic pulse, radiated out from that point in space and swept across the cosmos. As it travelled it became ever weaker, and when it reached planet Earth more than two thousand years later it was only a ripple by cosmic standards.
But that ripple, of itself harmless to life, was ruinous to the dominant species.
Almost every semiconductor circuit on the planet was destroyed in an instant. Not a single piece of consumer TV or radio equipment remained functional; every computer chip that controlled a power station, a telephone network, a road vehicle engine, a refinery, or a video game was rendered useless.  The result was that all the supporting infrastructure of modern society ceased to function in an instant; it was the end of everything.
With no electrical power, and no phone or other telecommunications, every community became an isolated pool of ungoverned humanity, free to find survival or death, redemption or damnation, in its own peculiar way.
A new dark age began.








Part One: Small Acres








Chapter 1: The Ladies of Small Acres

Its timber frame creaking and its wheels turning slowly, the Dame de la Forêt made its progress along the road to the small Scottish town of Craigbrae. Only the gaudy nameplate adorned with rose scrollwork directly revealed that this was not a local cart, but the vehicle of a trader from continental Europe. The team that pulled it would also have told an informed observer of where the Dame had come from. Coarsened and brutalised, the unfortunate creatures were typical of the esclaves lourds class, heavy slaves who were traded in agricultural markets in many regions of France and Spain.
Through the night they had plodded westwards from the coast, while their master had dozed intermittently on his seat over the cart’s front wheels. In another three miles they would reach their destination, and would be rested, but they were not aware of that fact. They only knew that they must keep moving, keep moving, leaning into their harnesses to roll the cart along behind them. And keep moving they did, for all knew the harsh touch of the whip, and they gave no thought to their unknown destination. In a condition of numbed and aching exhaustion their bodies worked on, with only their minds free to roam. Some replayed images of lost families in their heads, over and again, while others dwelt on the lands of their birth, and the cruel twists of fate that had taken them from places as diverse as the Russian steppe and the dry savannahs of Africa to a particularly arduous bondage.
Matters in the heads of his slaves were of no concern to the trader. He would get his goods to Craigbrae market, and the sufferings of his motive power troubled him not at all. Far from concerning him, their misery at his command was satisfying evidence of him being in the position he both desired and needed. In this new world he and others like him could find expression of a compulsion to dominate, to control, and to punish. He was a man as perfectly suited to this period of history as he would have been unsuited to the preceding period; then he might have been labelled a psychopath, now he could be a man at ease with himself, totally comfortable with who and what he was.
Shivering, he pulled a blanket around his shoulders as the Dame de la Forêt rolled on through the chill of a Scottish early morning on a road surface cracked by the frosts of many winters and only patchily repaired. Few of the fields the road passed between were cultivated, and the hedgerows had become widening strips of jungle that threatened to engulf the open spaces. Occasionally though, the cart passed areas of tended farmland, small islands in the abandoned sea of agricultural dereliction. Each of those working farms displayed a nameplate at its gates, titles that were often far too grandiose for the pathetic cluster of ramshackle buildings where someone was struggling to make a living. Standing up to stretch some feeling back into his legs, he saw the nameplate the cart was currently crawling past.
Small Acres was painted on a wooden board nailed to a gatepost, and beyond the gate he saw a short track leading to a neat-looking stone farmhouse and group of barns. Between the house and the barns was a small brick structure he assumed to be an outside toilet, and he reflected briefly that it would be a cold place to visit on a winter’s night. Sitting down again, he considered the notion of forcing more pace from his slaves, but rejected it. An experienced driver, he knew that slow certainty was always a better option than risking the death of one or more fairly valuable slaves. So his hand did not reach for his whip, and the Dame de la Forêt continued at funereal speed past the farm, drawing ever-closer to Craigbrae.
The small brick structure noticed by that passing trader was not, in fact, an outside toilet. It had been built for that purpose many years ago, had subsequently been used as a coal store, and more recently had been converted for a singular purpose. It was the farm’s jail, and as the French cart passed by on the road this Saturday morning it was the temporary abode of Norma Jean McBride.
Norma was the oldest woman at Small Acres, but powerful, with broad shoulders and long muscular arms. In the thin light of early morning her lined and sun-burned face under her cropped hair was impassive as she looked out through the small window set into the jail door. To the left she could see the slave shed, where her thirteen fellow bondswomen would still be sleeping in their bunks. Like her, they had all been sentenced in court to terms of slavery, and their time sold to the highest bidder. To her right was the farmhouse, where a lamp was already burning in the kitchen. That light, Norma knew, meant that she would soon be strapped to the thing she could see directly in front of the jail, the whipping post.
She was not much frightened by the prospect. 
The other slaves knew Norma as a stone woman because she would not scream when whipped, as she had several times been for fighting, drunkenness, or stealing. But she was never insolent or disobedient to her master, and was a matchless worker, so she was highly valued. As she watched, her master Jack Hawkins crossed the yard from his house to the slave shed, where he unlocked the door and rang the brass bell that hung beside it. Wakened by the bell, the women inside groaned in a chorus as they stirred themselves from their bunks. While they dressed in the farm’s summer uniform of plaid skirts, linen shorts, and sleeveless tops, Hawkins made his way back to the house, where Christie was making breakfast in the kitchen. 
Hawkins entered the kitchen, sat at the big table, and Christie put his plate of porridge and a mug of tea in front of him. 'There you are Jack. How's your leg today?'
He was slowly but surely being crippled by arthritis, with his right knee being especially badly affected.
'Not so bad,' he replied, and patted her bottom. 'I take it you're not eating? Well sit and have a cuppa with me before we sort the girls out, there's no hurry.'
Christie fetched her mug from the stove and sat at the table, and while Hawkins slowly spooned his porridge they discussed the day ahead. It was a market day, and Hawkins would use most of his slaves to pull a cart of produce to town. Their reward was that they would then be given a few hours to use as they wished. Some had family in town they could visit, others had men they would snatch a few hours with, most would enjoy a drink in a tavern.
'You'll want the full rig on the cart?' Christie asked. It could be configured for four, six, eight, or ten slaves. Ten would mean using all three of the bars, which clipped to the shaft. 
Hawkins nodded. 'Yes, full rig today, you'll find something to keep the rest busy.' 
There were twenty-four bags of rolled oats in the grain store to go to market, and they discussed what they hoped to buy. Soap, sugar, lamp oil, salt, and other basics of their existence they purchased on every market day. If there was tea in the market they would buy some, but often there was none. Like other once-commonplace imports, tea and coffee were now rare luxuries that arrived intermittently by mysterious routes from far corners of the world. 
When they had finished their tea, Christie took the pan of porridge off the stove, grasping it with her hands wrapped in a towel. Hawkins opened the kitchen door for her, and she took the food across the yard to the slave shed. The women there were all dressed now, and had folded their bunks away and set out the trestle tables at which they ate. Christie filled their tin bowls with porridge, and then leaned with her back against the wall to watch them eat.
There was very little chatter. The slaves were tense and apprehensive because there was to be a punishment, and because it was market day. They all hated cart work, when they would have to strain with every sinew for over an hour pulling the load to market, knowing that any slackening would earn them a touch of the driving whip. Christie well understood their fears, but was indifferent to them. She had done her share of work as a beast of haulage, now it was their time on the cross. When the last spoon was put down, she pushed herself away from the wall and collected the bowls, making sure they were all empty. She pointed to a woman, 'Ellie, fill the mugs and put them out.'
The slave filled tin mugs from a water tap at the back of the shed and set them on the trestles. Again Christie watched to make sure every slave took her water, and then she had Ellie gather the mugs and put them away. When Ellie had resumed her seat, Christie clapped her hands, and thirteen anxious faces looked at her. It was the routine that Christie would now give them their orders for the day. 
'Right then ladies,' she began. 'Ellie, Brook, Karen, and Shirley, you're staying today. Ellie and Brook, you're to clean the toilets here and at the house, and then clear all the washing. Feed the chickens, you can take two eggs each for lunch, and as much bread as you want because it's going stale. After that the afternoon is yours, you have loads of fun. Karen and Shirley, you can have a nice morning splitting logs, I want to see all the wood bins full, then you can have lunch and take the afternoon off. Between the four of you, make sure the kitchen stove stays hot, there will be big trouble if I come home and it's cold.'
'The rest of you,' Christie continued her dispositions, ‘will be the cart team.' Several heads dropped, and two women began to sob. 'Sit up and shut up you two,' Christie said with quiet menace. 'You'll have something to blub about if you keep that up.' 
She then gave the slaves their team places. 'Bibiana and Klara, you'll be the front pair.' 
Known locally as The Danzig Twins, although they were not from Danzig and not even sisters, the two Polish girls were in the last year of their three-year terms for vagrancy, and were both strong and obedient. If they were not happy about wearing the head harnesses and taking the reins, they did not show it and did not challenge Christie. 
'Kitty, Jean, and Sally,’ Christie barked, ‘you'll be on the middle row with Norma.' 
Kitty had three years left of her sentence, Norma six months, Jean just two months, while Sally was almost a slave for life, with seventeen years left of a twenty year sentence for her part in a coin-forging racket. Despite the hopelessness of her position, Sally was rarely troublesome and always accepted her assignments without a word. 
Christie turned her attention to the other women. 'The rest of you, Lorna, Angie, Beryl and Mavis, are the back row, but first you'll be needed at the grain stores.' Christie was almost finished. 'Now, the master's giving the cart team the afternoon in town, and I don't want anybody to be stupid. Don't get pregnant, don't get into fights, and don't get drunk. Tomorrow we're all going over to Spinney Lecht, and you can get drunk there. Right now, everybody outside for Norma's punishment.'







Chapter 2: Stone Woman

When the slaves were stood in a row in facing the whipping post, Christie returned to the kitchen. Hawkins was waiting for her, a regulation punishment whip coiled on the table in front of him, its greasy sheen giving it the appearance of a sleeping snake. 
'Everything OK?' he asked.
'They're all ready.' Christie replied, and then rested both hands on the table as she leaned towards Hawkins. 'Jack, do I have to give Norma her licks? I don't know why, but I just don't want to do it. Please Jack, can you do it today?'
Christie had finished the three years of service she had been sentenced to, but stayed on at Small Acres farm on an annual indenture to Hawkins. Effectively she sold herself into bondage every twelve months, thus securing her meals and a roof over her head. Hawkins used her as a supervisor, a job she excelled at, bringing a calm authority to her role as intermediary between master and slaves. The following Thursday Christie's second indenture would expire, and she had agreed to become Hawkins's wife on that day. 
'I will if it's important to you,' Hawkins said. 'But in a few days you'll be the official mistress of those girls, and nobody knows better than you that they have to be disciplined. Hang it all, it was you who decided to punish Norma.' He held up a hand up to forestall whatever she was about to say. 'If you don't whip Norma she'll think it's because you're afraid of her. OK, I can understand if she scares you, she scares me too sometimes, but that's why we have to make sure we punish her when she steps out of line. It's about control, Christie, nothing is easier to lose.' 
Christie was tight-lipped as she replied. 'I know that, Jack. But with Norma, it's like whipping a log or something, and I swear she hardly feels it. Look, I'll do it today, although I want you to promise me that we'll step it up it a bit for Norma if she gives any more trouble. A few licks with that regulation whip are nothing to her, nothing. You know what she needs, a taste of the cat.' She stood upright now, with her arms folded across her chest, staring a challenge at her husband-to-be.
Jack was silent for a moment before replying. 'I've never given a woman the cat, Christie, I don't even own a cat. But I'll think about what you've said.' He stood up and placed his hands on her shoulders. 'Come on now, and let's give Norma what she’s waiting for.' 
With Hawkins carrying the whip, the two of them went across the yard to where the slaves waited, standing silently, with their heads lowered. He turned to Christie. 'Bring her out.'
Christie unlocked the door of the tiny jail, and stepped inside. 'On your feet, Norma,' she said.
Norma was now sitting on the floor against the back wall. She gave Christie a smile. 'Are you my torturer today?' she asked. 
'I'm giving your punishment,' was Christie's reply. 'On your feet.'
'Did you volunteer?' Norma asked, still not moving.
'No Norma, I was ordered to do it,' Christie lied. 'Get on your feet.' 
'No more orders for you soon, eh?' Norma spoke very softly. 'After you marry the boss, if you whip me then, or if you order me whipped, I promise you'll pay for it. Maybe it won't be until I'm released, but you will pay.' 
Now Norma rose to her feet, and pushed Christie out of her way with a flat hand to her chest. She walked through the doorway and spoke to Hawkins. 'I'm here, Boss.' Of the slaves, only Norma called Hawkins anything other than Master, and it was a constant irritation to Christie that he allowed it.
Hawkins cleared his throat to make a formal pronouncement. 'Norma, I sentence you to four strokes of corporal punishment for the offence of stealing food, and to an additional six strokes for using violence in the course of that theft. Do you have anything to say before sentence is carried out?' 
'No, Boss,' Norma replied, but then added 'I was hungry.' 
‘Take your off your top clothes and put them at your feet,' Hawkins commanded, and the woman obeyed him instantly, dropping her shirt and bra to the ground. Most of the women were not supplied with bras, but heavy-breasted Norma and a few others were given them for work efficiency reasons.
'Step up to the post Norma.' Hawkins ordered. 
Norma obediently turned to the post, stood against it, and raised her arms over her head. One of the newer slaves, Karen, started to cry when she saw the scarring on Norma’s back, but stifled her sobs when Hawkins glared at her.
As Christie stretched up to fasten Norma's wrists to the short crossbar at the top of the post she was inevitably pressed closed against the woman, catching a strong whiff of her hairy armpits. Norma took the opportunity to issue further menace. 'Be careful Christie,' she whispered, 'if the whip touches my tits, I'll have you for it, you'll not see a first anniversary.' 
With both wrist straps pulled tight, Christie stepped back, and Hawkins thrust the handle of the whip into her hand. 'You may give the punishment, I'll call the strokes.' 
Norma had started the routine she used to cope with sessions on the post. Breathing slowly and deeply, she let her mind drift away. 
Once she had been a free woman, a colourful local character with a noted appetite for booze and a penchant for violence. For some years she had been able to live like that quite happily, enjoying the protection of the militia sergeant for whom she was notionally a housekeeper. But the sergeant had died, and Norma had drifted into the company of those who could not or would not accept the rules of society. Inevitably she had been arrested, and just as inevitably she had been sentenced to three years service for public disorder.
The first stroke fell high on her shoulders. She felt the blow, but it was a fraction of a second before the hot pain came. Not too bad, she thought, I’ve had worse.
'One,' she heard Hawkins call. 
Hawkins had bought that service, and had found Norma to be a very strong and useful woman. Her natural rowdiness and inclination to bully the other slaves was a slight problem, but he had been sorry when he returned her to the court as a free woman. 
Again the braided leather lash bit her; she could feel it was a little lower than the first stroke.
'Two.' 
She had stayed free for little over a year before the constables again took her to the Craigbrae jail, this time for throwing one of their colleagues off a bridge, and she had been sentenced to five years service. Hawkins had bid for her again, and had got her cheap because of her difficult reputation. 

New pain blossomed on her back.
'Three.' 
Early in her second and current term, Hawkins had discovered the special pleasure Norma was so expert at. She had been in the jail pending a whipping when she had first cradled his scrotum in her rough hands, applying light pressure to his testicles as she worked his penis with her lips and tongue until he ejaculated deep in her mouth. 
She heard the whip sing through the air, and its loveless touch was a hot poker on her spine.
'Four.'
There had been younger and much prettier slaves, but Hawkins had told her nobody could make him come like she did. Most of the pleasure she gave him was oral, but sometimes he had liked to sit on her belly, rubbing his slick tumescence between her generous breasts until his hot sperm splashed over her face.
She jerked as the next stoke landed, and had to fight down the cry that rose in her throat. 
'Five.'
No favour had been shown to her in return for the sexual bounty she delivered. If anything, Hawkins had worked her harder, and had never spared her the lash when she offended. But she had been happy with the situation, because she had been able to feel that this man who drove her in harness, and made her labour from dawn to dusk in the fields, he was somehow her man.
She gasped as the whip curled round her waist, and thought Christie was being cruel now.
'Six.'
Things had gone wrong in her eyes when Christie has finished her service, and had taken an indenture. It was inevitable that a woman living in the house would soon find her way to the master's bed, and would make sure he no longer took his pleasure among the slaves. She had marked Christie as an enemy, even as she continued to work enthusiastically for the master she loved.
She heard the sound of the whip across her shoulders again before she felt its fiery touch there, and knew she was writhing in her pain, but she did not scream, she would not scream.
'Seven.'
All the time she was building her fearsome reputation among the slaves. Few would stand up to her, and none would seek to challenge her. When feeble Ellie had taken her evening meal the previous day to eat it by the stream and write a letter to her mother, she had followed, devouring her own chicken leg on the way. Ellie had not resisted being robbed, and would never have dared complain, but something about her frightened rabbit eyes was just too much provocation, and a battering had followed. By sheer chance Christie had found Ellie crawling bloodied and half-drowned from the stream, and had immediately decided a whipping was needed.
Again the whip cut across her back, and she shook as a dog will shake off water, an involuntary movement that did not ease the pain.
'Eight.'
Just two more now, but she could feel her knees buckling. Didn't matter, the other slaves were seeing how a stone woman could take the lash, and she was certain that Christie was now afraid of her. The master would see that fear, she hoped, and he would know who he could rely on to oversee the farm, and it wouldn't be his weak bride.
She sagged as the whip bit into the lower part of her back. 
'Nine.'
She was hanging on the post by her wrists as the final stroke landed, but still conscious and determined to show no weakness. 
'Ten. Let her down, Christie.' Hawkins commanded.
Christie unfastened the straps, and Norma dropped to her knees, but immediately used the post to haul herself upright. 'Thank you, Christie,' she said, ‘that was very nice indeed,’ and she turned to glare at the assembled slaves. There was joy in her heart when she saw that Ellie had fainted, and was being helped up by two other slaves.
Hawkins walked up to Norma and gripped her shoulders. Christie watched as she coiled the whip, and her face was stony. 
'You're a strong and brave woman, Norma,' Hawkins said. 'And I'd like another ten of you. I'm sorry to have you whipped again, but I'm sure you know you deserved it.'
'Yes, Boss,' Norma replied. 'I did deserve it, but that chicken was delicious.' There was a small ripple of laughter among the slaves, not shared by Ellie. 
He turned her around and looked at her back. The whip had cut her in four places, and the ridges from all the strokes, laid across and between the scars of previous whippings, were high and vivid red. 'It's not so bad, Norma,' he said. 'Just a little blood. I'll send you for breakfast now, then I'll decide if you can be on the cart team today.'
Norma dropped to her knees and seized his hand to make a fierce declaration of loyalty. 'Boss, you can take the skin off my back, and I will still pull your cart as far as you need me to, on my own if I have to.' She kissed his hand, and Christie turned away in disgust.
Hawkins was touched by the display, and he ran his fingers across her hair affectionately. 'I know that, but you'll not be serving me forever, Norma. What are you going to do when you're released?' 
'Don't know, Boss.' Norma replied. 'Probably get a nice young man to play with, don't think I'll find a husband.' There was giggling from the other slaves, quickly silenced as they remembered how Norma could pummel them with her fists during the long slave shed nights. 'But really,' Norma continued, 'I want to stay on Small Acres, and if you send me away I'll have to get myself arrested and sentenced again.' 
'Good girl, ' Hawkins said, 'get dressed now and go to the shed, I'll send some food over.' 
He dismissed the other slaves and went to the kitchen, with Christie stalking angrily ahead of him. When they arrived there she threw the whip onto the table and turned to face him. 'That ugly old sow is playing you like a fish,' she said, 'And I believe it's not the first time she's been on her knees to you.'
Hawkins sighed, but he was determined not to get angry. 'Christie, I've just had her whipped, how can you say she's playing me? And before you there were several slave shed women, I'm a man, so what do you want me to say about that? I didn't want to marry any of them, only you.' 
‘Well, that hideous old witch you didn’t want to marry is threatening to kill me,’ Christie snapped. ‘What do you say to that?’
‘When did she threaten you?’ Hawkins asked.
‘In the jail just now. She said she’d kill me if I cut her tits.’
‘Oh, I’m sure that was just bravado.’ Hawkins was dismissive. ‘When we get back from town I’ll have a word with her, put her straight. OK?’
Christie just stared at him, and then she looked down at her blouse, which was spotted with Norma's blood. 'I'm going up to change,' she said, and he heard her stamping up the stairs.
Sighing again, Hawkins left the kitchen, completely neglecting to send food for Norma. He went to collect the four slaves whom Christie had delegated as his grain store labour.







Chapter 3: Off To Market

Christie was still fuming over Norma’s threats, and Hawkins’ reluctance to take them seriously, when she returned to the slave shed, now wearing a fresh white blouse.
‘Right, all of you on the cart team, including Norma. Get your arses to the barn, now.’
The designated cart slaves trooped glumly past her and through the door, except that she grabbed Norma’s arm to hold her back.
‘Norma, did you get something to eat?’ She asked.
Looking surprised, Norma replied ‘No, nothing.’
Christie slapped her full in the face. ‘What did you say?’
Norma’s instinct was to retaliate with infinitely greater violence, but she knew that would mean disaster, a confrontation she was not ready for. ‘Sorry Miss. I meant no, Miss, I’ve had nothing,’ she meekly replied.
‘It’s too late now,’ Christie said, ‘But hungry or not, sore back or not, I expect a solid day’s work from you. Fuck me about, lady, and I’ll be cutting your back again. Understood?’
‘Yes Miss’ Norma replied, and ran to catch up with the others.
Christie was feeling happier when she strolled into the barn where the cart and buggy were kept, thinking that perhaps Norma was getting the message. The slaves were awaiting her, and were already buckling their harness belts tight around their waists. 
There was only one bar fitted to the cart's shaft, a long one for four slaves. Christie fitted the second long bar by dropping it into its slot and securing it with a pin, and then fitted a short bar at the front end of the shaft for the lead pair.
She harnessed Bibiana and Klara first, at the front of the rig. Each woman was fastened to her bar by short chains from either side of her harness belt, and each had both hands shackled to the bar. Being driven in harness was, Christie knew, a cruelly helpless experience of being completely under the driver's control. Her own worst moments in service had been when she was harnessed, unable to wipe the sweat from her eyes, tormented by flies and the driving whip, forced on and on when every muscle was on fire with pain. But she had survived it, and her experiences had immunised her against any fellow-feeling for those who now suffered. Norma, Kitty, Jean, and Sally she put on the middle row, working quickly and efficiently, hustling the slaves into position, her hands a blur as she clipped chains on and snapped shackles shut. The last step was to put head harnesses on Bibiana and Klara and attach the reins to them. She then did a quick double-check that every slave was securely fastened before climbing up onto the seat and pulling the long-handled driving whip handle from its holder.
She cracked the whip and the women leaned against their bars, then she released the brake and the cart moved easily forward.
Christie liked driving. From her own experience of being in harness she could see who in the team was working well and who wasn't, although the six she had in hand now were too experienced to test her patience. She let the lead pair go straight ahead out of the barn, and then pulled them to the left. They passed between the vegetable store and the jail, and then turned left behind the house towards the grain stores, where she could see Hawkins waiting with a stack of oat bags and the other four slaves. She stopped the cart at the stack, and jumped to the ground. Hawkins climbed up to take her place, and she could see his leg was paining him badly.
'Let's get loaded and moving, Christie,' Hawkins said as he reached down to take the driving whip from her hand.
Christie put Angie and Beryl in the back of the cart, and had Mavis and Lorna pass the bags of oats up to them one at a time. It took but ten minutes to load the cart, and then Christie harnessed the loaders onto the back row.
'Right ladies,' Hawkins spoke to the team as a whole. 'It's off to market for us now. Keep your heads and knees up, and I don't want to hear any talking.' He cracked the whip and the team leaned forward, but that was not enough to overcome the loaded cart’s inertia, they had to use muscle to get the wheels turning. Their feet scrabbled for grip as they got the cart up to the walking speed that was the pace of life in this ruined land. 
Hawkins let the team struggle untidily at this stage. He knew they would get settled down and in-step on the smoother surface of the road, and once they were into the zombie zone of putting one foot after the other while their minds were somewhere else he did not plan on stopping until they reached the market
Christie ran ahead to open the gate at the roadway, and when the team and cart had passed through she closed it behind them and clambered aboard. Hawkins slid left across the seat to let her take the reins and whip, and she swung the team right onto the road, shouting to the slaves to keep moving, and letting them hear the whip split the air over their heads.
Hawkins leaned his back against the seat rest and stretched his right leg to ease the pain in his knee, quite content for Christie to do the driving. He looked across at her face, which always looked so intense when she was not smiling. She was letting her sand-coloured hair grow out, and had it fastened behind her head, pulled away from her freckled face. The sun did not tan her skin, only reddened it, and her freckles grew darker. This year the winter had persisted through into mid-April, but now in June they were in a spell of unusually hot weather, and Hawkins worried that the sun would cook Christie’s freckles until one of them turned into something treacherous and deadly. ‘I wish you’d wear a hat,’ he said to her, as he had done many times before.
‘Hats irritate me, you know that,’ she replied, and wrapped the whip cord around the handle with a practiced swirl of her hand. The slaves had settled into their slow high-stepping cart pace, their bodies swaying in unison as each moved from one foot to the other. Christie dropped the whip into its holder. At the moment the team was working well, even though some of the slaves were less than ideal for the purpose, being short on weight, strength, and training. 
It was invariably the case that a new slave was useless for most work when she arrived on the farm. A season working the fields would build strength and endurance, and she would learn the meaning of discipline, but cart work needed the development of different muscle groups, and there was rarely time available for that training. In selecting the four to be left behind on the farm that day, Christie had not chosen those best suited for the chores she had given them, she had picked those least capable of leaning into a heavy load for an hour and a half, which was about the time it would take for the three-mile journey to market.
Once upon a time, three miles had been no distance at all. This road had then hummed with fast motor traffic, now the only sounds to be heard were the slap of slaves’ leathery feet on its surface, the jingle of their harness chains, and their laboured breathing as they sucked in air. They were all still living on the same planet that had seen the fast motor traffic, but in a different world, where power no longer came from electricity and oil but was extracted from human bodies, and the roar of engines had been replaced by the cries of slaves under the lash.







Chapter 4: The Road to Craigbrae

The Small Acres farm cart proceeded westwards through a landscape strewn with stark reminders of a lost past. In one field a combine harvester was rusting away in a jungle of brambles, the words John Deere could just be made out on its cab. Abandoned fields revealed glimpses of other now-useless machinery. Harrows and scrapers, cultivators and rollers, all washed up by the tide of time, immobile since the tractors that had pulled and powered them coughed to a halt. They belonged to an age that, looking back, now seemed a wondrous and impossible dream. 
The first winter after the end of everything, now just referred to as The End, had been a terrible one. Government had vanished, and anarchy reigned. Millions fled the dark chaos in the cities, but could find neither food nor shelter in the countryside, and perished there in ditches, woods, and open fields of exposure or starvation. Jack Hawkins, whose farm was supplied with water from a spring, and who burnt wood for heat, survived. His considerable store of potatoes, carrots, and onions, augmented by the rabbits and pigeons he shot, enabled him to keep his small family alive for the first winter. 
When spring came, Hawkins and his fellow farmers found themselves ill-equipped for farming in a post-mechanical age. They did not have the draft animals of earlier centuries, there were no cart horses, donkeys, or oxen. The small number of riding stable horses that had existed were too good a food source to be ignored, and did not long survived. Their only recourse was to planting vegetables with what little seed was then available, and to hope that a good crop would see them through the following winter. The handful of still-active farmers began to meet in their local town of Craigbrae, where the hardiest or luckiest citizens still clung to life, although the population had fallen from more than twenty thousand before the end to less than two thousand. Farmers and townspeople formed a governing council, under the leadership of Sheriff John Boone. The council elected a Mayor, and by the time the icy fingers of winter once more tightened their grip on the land a detailed constitution had been developed, and the regulations imposed by the council had the force of laws.
Winter came again, and because agriculture had virtually collapsed there was no stock of feed for sheep and cattle; the loss of livestock was near total. The second spring saw many corpses rotting in the houses of the town; the population had reduced to a little over one thousand. Even that small number existed on the outskirts of starvation, as farmers fought the land with only surviving family members as labour, and without machinery or the skills to farm manually they were ill-equipped to slay the dragon of famine.
Lengthening days had brought with them a new menace. Bands of marauders scourged the countryside, raping, robbing, and killing. A Craigbrae militia was formed, with both townsmen and farmers volunteering to fight fire with fire, blood with blood, and death with death. The Territorial Army centre had become the barracks, and armed from its considerable store of weapons and ammunition Craigbrae projected lethal authority. Across abandoned meadows strewn with the bones of cattle and sheep, through dank pine forests, and over desolate hills, the militia pursued the marauders, and when they found a camp they spared not a living soul. The marauders had not gone quietly, but had fallen on unguarded farms with their destructive spirits fired by vengeance. At one such farm, where the families of men away with the militia were gathered, the marauders had committed wholesale atrocity. One of their victims had been Hawkins’ wife, they cut her breasts off and left her to die in agony, and they threw his young son into a burning barn. 
Superiority in arms, numbers, and organisation had turned the tide for the Craigbrae militia and against the marauders, and although there were to be sporadic raids for a few years, in general peace reigned.
After the marauders had been vanquished there had started to appear in the area bands of drifters and vagrants, varying in size from a couple of people to several dozen. They bore no arms and were essentially harmless, but the people of Craigbrae, and most especially the farmers, had not liked those strangers in the area, had resented their apparently carefree existence, and the militia had been used to chase them away. Whenever wisps of campfire smoke had told of a roving band living in the forest a militia sweep had been organised, a skirmish line combing the unwanted visitors out of Craigbrae’s hair. Yet other groups of vagrants still arrived in the area, and the frequent summoning of militiamen became a vexatious burden. At a town council meeting called to discuss the vagrant issue, Sheriff John Boone put forward an idea that was to have the profoundest consequences. ‘Why don’t we,’ he had asked, ‘use the men in the mine and the women as farm labour?’
The open-cast coal mine outside Craigbrae had closed long before the end, having been deemed both uneconomic and environmentally damaging. Its giant scoops had sat idle on the drag lines since then, but if its seam of coal could be worked by men with picks and shovels the townspeople would be spared the enormous effort of harvesting and moving firewood. Nobody at the meeting had opposed Boone’s suggestion, although at that time the word slavery was not mentioned. The Mayor, a natural administrator named Alan Reece, had insisted that a proper legal basis was required, that people must be charged and convicted before their labour could be disposed of. Accordingly it was agreed that the Sheriff’s court, which had stood in the town square for a hundred and forty years but had been closed since the end, would be reopened for justice to be dispensed.
With his bureaucratic instincts and his legalistic mind, Mayor Reece crafted a framework for the new order. He drafted new laws, the first of which made vagrancy an offence punishable by three years labour service. The limited time was intended to make it more attractive for a convict to complete their sentence than to go on the run and be hunted by the militia, and it was a mainly successful ploy. At the end of their sentence, every convict was to be offered full citizenship of Craigbrae, for Reece was a forward-thinking man who wanted to re-populate his town; he knew prosperity would not return to a vacuum.
The end had selectively culled the general population, ensuring that the elderly, the infirm, and those dependent on medications were the first to die. The sheer hardship of life in a vagrant group had also ensured that those who were brought to the Craigbrae court were ideally suited to hewing coal or working the land, they were fit young people who could work long hours at the hardest of labours. Boone’s idea, and Reece’s implementation of it, was a success. Soon, every major or minor offence carried a labour service tariff, giving another source of flesh. For the farmers to be able to buy convict labour, it had been clear that the then prevailing barter system would not suffice. Reece took the bold and imaginative step of creating a Craigbrae currency called the newmark, the initial value of which was set at one fiftieth of a bag of wheat grain. Market forces soon established what a bag of oats, or a rabbit, or anything else was worth. Farmers could sell their storable produce to the town, putting currency in their hands and a hedge against famine in the town’s control. When the farmers bought convict time, money flowed back to the town; a wealth creation cycle had begun.
At first the farmers had little notion of how to use their forced labour. They whipped hard and often but produced little, while stories of horrors inflicted on convict women were commonplace. But those who realised that spurious cruelty was counter-productive, and Jack Hawkins had been one of them, were soon producing surpluses, and the town market was re-established. Initially convicts carried produce in sacks on their backs, but then handcarts appeared, and soon farm carts designed to be hauled by humans were being produced by enterprising craftsmen. 
After a series of mistreatment scandals the town council created a protective code, for the first time describing the convicts as slaves. Maximum punishments were laid down, a standard punishment whip was specified, and statutory protection against sexual abuse was provided. Living conditions were to meet a minimum standard, as were food and clothing. Gradually, slavery became an accepted part of society, and many saw it as nothing more than the return of an ancient way of life.
When but a few scores of slaves had been taken in the environs of Craigbrae, the supply dried up. As the demand from farmers was loud, and farmers still controlled the council, the militia was pressed into becoming a slave-raiding force. They would set out with the legal rationale that wherever their feet trod was Craigbrae territory, and any people they came across in distant villages and campsites were deemed to be vagrants. The physically suitable were brought back in chains, to be held at the barracks until the next market day, when they would be convicted in the morning and sold in the afternoon.
Christie Miller had been one of those caught in a militia slave-raid. A Stirling girl, she had been sent to live with an aunt after her parents’ deaths from scarlet fever five years after the end. As a teenager she had joined up with a band of roving foragers, roaming with them through the wasteland of Central Scotland for several years, before eventually steering them towards an area of alleged prosperity she had heard rumours of. Camped in a deserted village twenty miles south of Craigbrae, the band had been surprised by the militia at dawn one morning. Most of the band had escaped through the thin cordon of militiamen, but Christie was captured, along with six other women and four men. Hawkins bought Christie for four hundred and fifty newmarks; she had then been taken to a holding cage to await his collection. When the market closed he had gone to the cage, and seeing his purchase looking thin, frail, and wild-eyed as she sat naked on the concrete floor he had been stricken with buyer’s remorse. But it was too late to back out, so he paid four newmarks for a shift for her to wear, and he took her back to Small Acres on a chain behind his cart. The next day Christie had run away, but a militia patrol captured her after just three days. They took her to the Craigbrae jail, from where Hawkins collected her and again took her in chains to Small Acres. At that time there were just six other slaves on the farm, they made a small audience for Christie’s whipping. Hawkins gave her twenty strokes, and the combination of pain and humiliation had made Christie promise herself that she would never again do anything that would put her on the post. 
Christie had developed physically as Hawkins used her for agricultural tasks, for logging work, and in harness to his cart. By the end of her sentence she had become familiar with all the farm’s operations, and entirely settled to its routines. When Hawkins had suggested that she stay on as an indentured servant, to be his housekeeper and overseer, she had believed his promises of fair treatment, and had agreed, mainly because she had nowhere else to go. The year passed with both parties being satisfied with the arrangement, and a second indenture was signed. Hawkins had proposed marriage, because he wanted a son, and although Christie had at first refused, she had eventually agreed. She had come to realise how precarious her existence would be if and when Hawkins died, for Small Acres would then pass into other hands, leaving her homeless and in fact open to a vagrancy prosecution. As his wife, she would be joint-holder of the slaves, and would be his automatic heir to the property.
Christie reflected on the strange journey that had been her life as she looked down now on the straining slaves in front of her. As a schoolgirl she had joined protests against slavery, yet she was now very much part of a system that placed people in bondage. She rationalised the apparent contradiction by believing that without farm slavery it would not have been possible to maintain an organised society, that people would have been starved back to the Stone Age.
After passing the track that led to the campsite for visiting traders, the final approach to Craigbrae was up a half-mile incline, and Christie prepared for it by taking the driving whip from its holder and shaking loose the cord. If the cart stopped on the incline it would be very difficult to get it moving again, so she was not going to let that happen. She ordered the slaves to step up, but they were now weary, and she started to goad them with the whip, paying special attention to the lead pair. Bibiana and Klara, she was sure, would not take it personally, and she had to get them stepping faster for the team to follow. Hawkins came out of a doze and watched as Christie sent the tip of the whip dancing across the slave's backs, her face expressionless, just a woman doing her job. She was not really hurting them, merely stinging them on their shoulders. In unskilled hands it was all too easy for the whip to take eyes out, something that had happened several times in Craigbrae’s brief history of slavery. Christie’s hands were skilled, though, and Hawkins knew she would not do any damage.
Ahead of them, Hawkins could see the cart of his neighbour Libby Griffin. Steve Griffin had grown potatoes, carrots, and other vegetables very successfully on his Bright Star farm, but after his sudden death his widow had struggled. In the last year, Hawkins knew, Libby had lacked the funds to replace slaves as they were freed, and was in a vicious circle of declining production in which she had to abandon fields because she did not have the labour to work them. 
Libby’s cart was slowing, and as Hawkins watched he saw the slave she used as a driver jump down off the seat and walk alongside the team, laying the lash across their backs.
Christie had already started to ease the Small Acres team to the centre of the road; she did not plan to be held up by Libby. The Bright Star slaves were screaming and shouting abuse at their heavy-handed driver; Christie knew for sure then that she would soon have a stalled cart in front of her, and steered her cart across the road to go past. Hawkins looked behind, and saw that other carts on the road were also pulling out to overtake. When he looked ahead again, Libby’s cart had stopped, and he heard the ratchet operate as she heaved on the brake lever to stop it rolling back.
Libby called across to Hawkins as his cart passed hers, asking him to take some of her load, but he was only stating the obvious when he replied that he could neither stop on an incline or add load weight.
‘The woman’s a fool.’ Christie commented, not bothering to keep her voice down.
Hawkins said nothing to that, but was certain Steve Griffin would have had the sense to diversify his crops if he had lived. Bulky and heavy vegetables were easy to grow, but Libby was now competing against people much closer to town, and when plentiful supplies were causing prices to fall. He doubted Libby would be able to keep Bright Star running for much longer.
At the top of the incline they passed through a militia checkpoint, which was unmanned, and then the market ground was in front of them. Without stopping them, the market inspector collected their 10 newmark entry fee and told them which stall they would have. Christie stopped the cart behind their stall and Hawkins checked his old Seiko mechanical watch. It was just turned eleven am; they had been on the road for an hour and twenty minutes. 
When the slaves had been released from harness they unloaded the cart and then washed themselves from the bucket hanging at the back of the cart. Each woman carelessly stripped naked and sponged of the worst of her sweat and dirt, before Christie issued them with clean shift dresses to wear. Hawkins gave them 5 newmarks each to spend, and told them to be back at the cart by seven in the evening. The slaves then went off, mostly individually, although Bibiana and Klara stuck together as always. Jean, Christie noticed, took extra care to comb her hair neatly before leaving, no doubt to spend the afternoon with her fiancé Arthur Fletcher.
Christie opened a bag of rolled oats and set up her weighing scale on the stall, while Hawkins wandered off to see who else was in town. At twelve the market opened to the public, and Christie did steady trade alone for an hour before Hawkins returned. They sold the bulk of their stock to farmers with slaves to feed, and the mine superintendent bought six bags, but the most profitable business was from loose oats sold in small bags to townspeople. At three in the afternoon Bibiana and Klara returned, and made their usual offer to take over the stall if they could keep half of the take. There were only five bags of oats left, so Hawkins readily agreed, and he took Christie for a lunch at the Riverside Inn.
Christie gobbled her food quickly, she wanted to get back to the market and buy something special for Norma.







Chapter 5: The Cat

There was a smell of leather hanging in the air around Millie Spence’s stall. Millie sold hardware made by her blacksmith husband and leather goods made by her own nimble hands. She was the only source of the regulation whips allowed for punishing women slaves, and also had a variety of driving whips on display, along with shackles, chains, collars, and harness tack; every instrument and device a slave-holder could need.
Much to Christie’s disappointment, there were no multi-thong whips on display.
‘Millie,’ Christie said briskly, ‘We need a cat. Have you got one?’
Millie smiled slowly, revealing a row of blackened stumps. ‘I make them for the mine and the road gangs,’ she said, ‘but they’re not normally used on farms. Still, I’ll take your money for one if you insist.’
‘How much?’ Christie asked.
‘It’s ten newmarks for a twelve-ounce cord cat, that’s what the mine use, or I can make you something special in leather and have it ready for next week.’ Millie reached under her stall and produced an example of her standard cat, putting it on the counter for Christie to pick up. It had a short wooden handle, to which eight knotted cords were attached.
Hawkins was hovering behind Christie. ‘Ten newmarks for that?’ He exclaimed. ‘It looks like a kid made it, and this was his first attempt.’
‘My cats do good work.’ Millie did not seem disturbed by Harness’ comment. ‘Do you now how this type of whip got its name? It’s because of the marks it makes, as if a cat’s claws had been dragged across the skin. Isn’t that a cute story?’
Christie put a ten newmark coin on the counter. ‘Very cute, I love it. Does it come with a bag?’
Millie threw a cheap red cloth bag onto the counter. ‘That’s the traditional bag. It’s bad luck to let the cat out and not use it.’
As Hawkins frowned his disapproval Christie stuffed the cat into its bag and pulled its drawstrings closed. She turned to him. ‘OK, mister farmer. Now we need to see Sheriff Boone for a cat licence.’
‘Very well Christie, but the cat is only going to be a last resort, make no mistake about that.’ Hawkins chewed on his lower lip, reflecting on the difficulties that lay ahead of him.
From the market it was short walk up the high street to the town square, where the Sheriff’s Court was located. They did not go up the steps to the main entrance, but went down an alleyway at the side of the building to the Sheriff’s private doorway. The door was unlocked, as always, and inside they ascended the stairs to Boone’s office.
The office was dark, its small windows capturing little of the afternoon sunshine, and Boone was working at his desk by the light of a hissing pressure lamp. He looked up at his visitors with his coal-black eyes gleaming, and his swarthy face cracked into a smile. ‘Christie, Jack, it’s good to see you.’ He extended his hand and both his guests shook it.
‘You look busy,’ Hawkins began. ‘We can come back if we’re interrupting.’
‘No no,’ Boone replied. ‘I was just signing the sentencing papers from this morning’s court, I was nearly finished. What can I help you with?'
'I need a cat licence. It's for Norma McBride, you know she's a tough case, and...'  He tailed off as the Boone held his hand up.
‘Whoa Jack, hold up a moment.’ Boone ran his fingers through his thinning black hair. 'I'm surprised you want to tear up a woman up with the cat, even old Norma. But let me give you some background on this. Next year I'm up for re-election, and Humane Recovery will put up a candidate against me. You know who they are?'
Hawkins nodded. 'Religious maniacs, anti-slavers.'
Boone gave a wry smile. 'Well some of them are religious, some aren't. The point is, they’re gradually taking control of the council, and they're all against our present system. They say it's cruel and unnecessary, they say people are being sentenced to slavery on the slightest pretext just to provide a supply of forced labour. And of course they're quite right, the system was introduced so farms could be worked without machinery, and there was overwhelming support. But opinions are changing. People see that nice girl who used to work in the bakery harnessed to a farm cart, they see the woman who delivered their baby lifting potatoes in a slave gang, and they don't like it. And there have been stories circulating, Jack, nasty stories, ugly stories, tales of rape and torture out on the farms.'
Hawkins shrugged. 'It was always bound to happen there would be some abuse, and I thought your office was supposed to enforce the rules. As for me and the farmers I know, we need the slaves fit for work, and we can't afford to have them running off, so we treat them the best we can. Is this a long way of telling me I can't have a cat licence?'
Boone nodded. 'I'm not giving any cat licences, and I'm not renewing existing ones as they expire, although there are only three. Look Jack, I happen to know you had Norma whipped by Christie this morning, and yet within hours you want authority to use a cat on her. If you can't control her with a standard whip, is it possible you're doing something wrong?'
'I can control her with the whip,' Hawkins began, but instantly regretted the words, for the Sheriff smiled broadly and concluded the sentence for him by saying 'but using a cat on her would be so much fun.'
'How did you know about Norma?' Hawkins asked, to slightly change the subject, for he could hardly argue that the cat was to reassure Christie.
'Word gets around.' The Sheriff replied. 'You farmers think you're running private kingdoms, but really everything gets out. Jack, I know you can't work slaves without discipline, never forget I'm on your side. I don't have to give in to HR on everything, but I have to make some concessions, and phasing out cat use is one of them. Much more serious is that it’s getting difficult for me to give slavery sentences, or if I do it has to be for cast-iron cases of serious offences.' 
Hawkins thought for a moment. 'So the supply of slaves will dry up. We can't work the farms without them, Sheriff. This town lives on food produced by slaves, so do those people want to see their children starve?' 
'You must not suppose,' Boone said carefully, ‘That our opponents are fools. They are not proposing immediate abolition, but they are loudly insisting that conditions are improved, that corporal punishment is very tightly controlled, and they want anyone sentenced for a trivial offence to be considered for early release.  They also believe that we will have machines again before too many years, electrical machines that will do a lot of what you're using slaves for.'
'Poppycock.' Hawkins said, 'I'll believe in those machines when I see them working. In the meantime, I need to keep the slaves I have for their full terms, trivial offences or not, and I need to replace them as they're released.' 
‘And I will be doing everything I can to make sure you and the other honest farmers are able to continue.’ Boone said brightly. ‘Onwards and upwards, eh? You two are going to be the model farm couple, that’s for sure. I bet you’ve got big plans for Small Acres?’
‘Without clearing some new fields,’ Hawkins replied glumly, ‘We’ll be looking at falling yields year-on-year. The soil’s exhausted because we’ve no fertilisers. But to clear fields we need labour, and that’s the second reason we’re here today. What will there be for sale today?’
‘Not a lot.’ Boone spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘There were ten convictions, from which there are three men for the militia and two for the road gangs. Of the five women, one I had to impose a fine on, and give her time to pay; she’s got HR on her side, and it was a minor offence. Two are being retained for town service, so there are just two for sale.’
‘Then we’re going to be stuffed.’ Hawkins said flatly. ‘We just can’t carry on without you supplying enough slaves. Really, John, I have to ask just who you are taking orders from. You’re supposed to make independent judgements, aren’t you?’
‘I do.’ Boone replied stiffly. ‘But I have to take the political situation into account, that’s only being realistic. The council have appointed a new Slave Welfare Officer, her name’s Ellen Marshall. She’s a HR supporter and she’s right on my case. It’s her who’s reviewing sentences, and generally making my life hell. You’ll meet her, because she’s visiting all the slaveholders. Expect her to interview every one of your girls, inspect their quarters, that sort of thing. She’ll also look at every sentence, and where she thinks one of them has had a raw deal she’s very much inclined to parole them.’
‘Is she walking to all the farms?’ Christie asked.
‘No, she has the use of a town buggy, same as I do.’ Boone replied.
‘She sounds like a hypocrite to me,’ Christie grumbled. ‘Just wait till I meet her.’
Hawkins pushed his chair back, and stood up. ‘Well then John,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to have wasted your time.’
‘It’s always a pleasure to see you both.’ Boone also stood up. ‘And don’t get downhearted, Jack, I have a scheme to resolve the labour issue, and I may be able to tell you more about it very soon. Anyhow, I’ll see you at your happy occasion.’ He cocked his head and smiled. ‘Unless you’ve called off the wedding?’
‘No chance.’ Christie was on her feet. ‘I’ll not let him get away now.’ 
Arm-in-arm, Christie and Hawkins descended the stairs to the alley, and then emerged back into the town square. There were a much greater number of people circulating than when they had previously passed through, patrons of the shops and cafes that lined the square.
‘Do you fancy a drink, love?’ Harness asked, gesturing at the Golden Grouse pub opposite them.
‘No, I need to get my shopping done before the market closes.’ Christie replied. ‘You go ahead, you’re bound to see someone in there to sup with.’
In the Golden Grouse, Hawkins was served by Arthur Fletcher, the publican. After placing Hawkins’ pint on his table, Trestle did not leave, but sat down and cleared his throat to speak. 'Can I have a word, Hawkins?'
'Of course you can, Arthur, although you usually call me Jack.'
'Well this is a difficult matter, formal you might say.' Fletcher replied. ‘It’s about Jean. Now I know you're working her in harness today, and I don't think that's fair for a woman who's almost free. But you’re her master for now, and the law gives you that right, so I'll not complain too much.' His face was growing redder as his voice grew louder. 'But Jean tells me your woman Christie is picking on her, threatening her with a whipping, and I'll not stand for that. First of all, an indentured servant has no right to order whippings, and since you know full well that Jean will be my wife soon, you ought to show her and me some consideration, not send her to her wedding all cut up.' 
Fletcher had risen to his feet, and was shouting down at Hawkins now, with spittle flying in all directions as he vented his rage. 'I've seen my Jean's bare back, and the marks on it, the marks you put there, and if she finds herself on your whipping post again I will come for you Jack Hawkins. I will come for you, and I will stop your cruelty for good, for ever - do you understand me?'
Making an immense effort to stay calm, Hawkins took a sip from his drink, but his hand was shaking. 'Of course I understand you,' he said. 'You're saying that I cannot punish a bonded slave whose time I have paid for.' Putting his glass on the table, he stood up and placed his face close to Fletcher's. 'But I can promise you that if Jean is insolent, disobedient, lazy, or otherwise unsatisfactory, then I will punish her as is my legal right and my duty as her master.’
The two men stood nose to nose, each clenching his fists by his side. There was a general silence in the pub as customers and staff waited eagerly for the fight to start, although few could imagine any outcome other than the powerful Fletcher beating Hawkins to a pulp.
It was Hawkins who broke the silence. ‘You had better just make sure, Fletcher,’ he said, ‘that Jean is waiting by my cart at seven this evening.’ With that he stormed out of The Golden Grouse, knowing he would never be able to drink there again.
Fletcher glared around at the audience, who all turned their eyes from him, and then stamped up the stairs to his private quarters. He found Jean waiting for him on a sofa, and she jumped up when he entered the room.
‘Well?’ She asked, ‘did you speak to him?’
‘I lost my temper.’ Fletcher confessed. ‘I made a mess of it.’
‘Oh my God.’ Jean slumped back onto the sofa. ‘They’ll put me through hell.  I can’t go back there, Arthur, I can’t. Surely you could hide me while you sort things out with the sheriff, or that Marshall woman?’
‘No, no, that would make things worse.’ Fletcher sighed and put his arms around her. ‘If he reports you as a runaway the sheriff could add time to your sentence, he’s a friend of Hawkins.’
Jean’s self-pity turned to anger. ‘A fine man you are,’ she complained. ‘You’re supposed to protect me, not abandon me to every cruel bastard who wants to torture me.’
Fletcher seized her shoulders and pulled her to her feet. ‘Now look,’ he said firmly. ‘You’ve just a few weeks to serve. Do your work, keep your mouth shut, and you’ll be fine. Jack Hawkins not a fool, and he won’t pick on you just to spite me. OK?’
Jean pushed past him without a word, descended the stairs, and left the Golden Grouse. She was angry at Fletcher, at Hawkins, and at every man in the world. But she knew that marriage to Fletcher was her best and only hope of a decent life when her sentence finished, and that her only realistic option was to do as he had said. Wiping away a tear, she headed for the Riverside Inn, where she knew she would find other slaves to drink with.
Hawkins saw Jean crossing the town square, and rejected his urge to confront her there and then. He instead wandered down to the market, where he came across Christie, who was haggling for a blouse. She held the garment up to him. 'What do you think of this, Jack? The man wants eight newmarks, so will you buy it for me? I want it for the party tomorrow, but we can call it an early Christmas present.'
'It's a bloody early present,' Hawkins replied, 'I'll give him seven.'
The trader, however, was confident of victory, and stuck to his price. Hawkins soon capitulated and handed over payment. As the couple walked away from the stall Hawkins took Christie's arm and wheeled her around to face him. 
'What's happened with you and Jean?' He asked. 
'Oh, nothing really.' Christie’s eyebrows rose in surprise. 'She was running off at the mouth this morning, so I slapped her down.'
'Right, I see,' said Hawkins, and he told her of his encounter with Fletcher.
Christie shrugged. 'I'd forget about it,' she said. 'Fletcher’s all mouth and trousers, and Jean won't want to take a whipping just to cause trouble for you. Leave her to me, and I'll keep her in line until her release day.'
'Quite honestly,' Hawkins said, 'I wish I could get rid of her now, Fletcher will be a dangerous enemy.'
'Well you can't,' Christie shrugged again. 'You release her on the prescribed date, and you've got custody of her until then. Do you think we'll be invited to her wedding?' 







Chapter 6: Slaves For Sale

The market closed to the public at five, at which time the slave sale was conducted. Strictly speaking, only licensed slaveholders were allowed to be present, but invariably there were people who had no prospect of being allowed to buy but were curious to see the wares. Every farmer who had traded that day was in attendance, although all knew that the days when they could count on a fair number of slaves for sale were over. Most farmers were with their wives, some with their head slave/mistress, very few were alone. Hawkins was with Christie, and as the crowd waited for the prisoners to be brought from the courthouse they chatted with various people about farming matters and the impending labour crisis.
Hawkins wanted to have a replacement ready when Jean was freed, but had little hope he would be able to buy that day. With only two slaves to be sold, the prices would be high. He thought he could not possibly pay more than eight hundred newmarks, but wanted to at least see the quality of the goods. He was not interested in frail girls, but he knew he could put muscle on sturdy frames. It was his considered view that a woman did not attain her maximum power and endurance until at least her late twenties, and he would happily have a cart team of women in their forties. 
At last a trim young woman clattered up the steps of the sale platform, flourishing a sheaf of papers. ‘My name is Kiki Philips,’ she announced, and paused to take a round of mocking applause from those who knew her. ‘I am acting here today on behalf of Craigbrae Sheriff Court.’ The papers escaped her hand, and she had to scurry about the platform gathering them up, to some fairly good-natured barracking from the crowd. With the papers again in her hand, and looking slightly flustered, she continued. ‘I shall today be offering the services of convicted felons to persons in possession of the appropriate license. Sales are subject to the standard conditions imposed by the court, and include the prohibition of any sexual or entertainment use, hiring, lending, or transport beyond the authority of Craigbrae.’ She turned her face to a uniformed constable who had been watching her from below with sardonic amusement, ‘OK, bring the first one up.’
The constable led a woman up the steps. She was clearly of late middle years, and was wearing a jail-issue shapeless grey skirt and shirt. Her badly cut hair was a fitting cap for her worn face, which surveyed the crowd with glum resignation before she turned to the constable with a questioning look. He nodded, and she removed the shirt, letting it dangle from her left hand as the silent crowd gazed at small and widely-separated breasts hanging from a thin ribcage above a pot belly. This was ostensibly to allow buyers to appraise the physical condition of slaves. The constable then turned her around to show her back, which was ridged in the manner of a ploughed field from an old flogging.
‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ Christie whispered. She had never seen such terrible scarring. ‘Whoever did that to her should have his cock cut off.’
Kiki Philips grinned at the crowd, showing a gap between her front teeth. She cleared her throat, and then held up a sheet of paper. ‘By order of the Craigbrae Sheriff Court,’ she read, ‘Josephine Collins is to serve three years agricultural slavery for the crime of theft, and I am duly authorised to offer that service for sale by auction. Collins is believed to be fifty-nine years of age, and suffers from no known serious medical condition. She has five previous convictions for theft in this jurisdiction, and has served two slavery terms.’ She looked up from the paper, and grinned again. ‘I am required to inform you that the conditions on this sale include the prohibition of heavy labour. Can I have an opening bid?’
‘Two hundred.’ Hawkins called, to Christie’s horror. ‘Are you crazy?’ She whispered, ‘or planning to start a granny farm?’
‘She could take over the housework from you,’ Hawkins replied. ‘You’re doing too much, or so you tell me.’
‘She’s too old, Jack. I know what will happen, she’ll be sat with her feet up while I make her cups of tea.’ Christie was furious.
The bidding had jumped to two hundred and fifty.
‘Three hundred,’ Hawkins called, and turned again to Christie. ‘Are you seriously telling me you couldn’t use a pair of hands in the house?’
‘Not those wrinkled old hands, no.’ Christie glared at Hawkins. ‘And if she was any trouble, how could we put that old lady on the post? She’s obviously suffered too much already. Drop out of this, Jack, please drop out.’
Hawkins pointedly thrust his hands into his pockets when the bidding went to three-fifty, at which price Josephine Collins was sold to a local fruit grower who notoriously only bought older women. He got them cheaply, kept their backs raw, and made such good profits that he was one of the few who expanded his cultivated acreage every year.
‘Collection will be from the jail, and must be within twenty-four hours or the sale is void.’ Philips was reading another script from another sheet of paper. ‘Payment will be cash only, thank you. Constable, can we have the next item?’
Collins was replaced on the platform by a very much younger woman, who gave Philips a glare of contemptuous defiance, and then turned to the crowd, smirking and wiggling her hips as she removed her shirt. The breasts and flat belly now displayed brought approving calls from the crown, and an unmarked back was shown to establish a whip-free past.
Christie snorted. ‘That girl is well known as a fuck-monkey, and most of the men here will know that. She could me made into a useful worker, but you just watch the bidding, she’ll be too pricey for us.’
 ‘By order of the Craigbrae Sheriff Court,’ Philips read, ‘Cheryl Evans is to serve four years agricultural slavery for the crimes of disorderly conduct in a public place, assaulting an officer of the law, and resisting arrest, and I am duly authorised to offer that service for sale by auction. Evans is known to be twenty-two years of age, suffers from no known medical condition, and has no previous convictions in this jurisdiction.’ She studied the paper before looking up. ‘Sale will be subject to the buyer accepting the standard conditions imposed by the court, but is not subject to any special restrictions on labour. This is a rare opportunity to buy the services of a prime young woman, and I will accept an opening bid of six hundred newmarks.’
Christie had convinced Hawkins that the Evans girl would be beyond his reach, but when the bidding hung at eight-fifty, he entered the sale. ‘Nine hundred,’ he called. Unfortunately for him, this stimulated an immediate bidding frenzy, and the girl was shortly sold for seventeen hundred to a farmer named Ken Clements. 
The Small Acres couple left the sale, with Hawkins grumbling bitterly. ‘That was silly money, plain silly. It just isn’t possible to get over four hundred a year of work out of any slave.’
‘We both know,’ Christie replied, ‘that Cheryl will have no intention of doing any work. It’s the system’s fault, you know.  A good-looking girl can strike a bargain, and that’s what Cheryl just did. She made it obvious what services she offers, and that’s why Clements paid so much. So she won’t be doing any farm work, and Clements will whip his seventeen hundred out of his other slaves.’
‘You’re correct on all points,’ Hawkins said. ‘But why is it the system’s fault?’
‘Because,’ Christie hesitated before continuing. ‘Because the whole slave system gives men power over women, that’s why. Men will always favour a nice-looking girl, and think nothing of working a plain-Jane to death. If our system of slavery is an unfair necessity, as it must be, then the way it works in practice is even more unfair.’
‘So you’ll be joining HR then?’ Hawkins asked easily.
‘Maybe I will.’ Christie looked at him and laughed.
All of the harness slaves were present and correct at the cart, and had changed back into their working clothes. Jean was sitting on the driving seat, but jumped down when she saw Hawkins and Christie approach. A small group was gathered around Norma, and loud sniggers suggested she was telling a dirty story.
Hawkins went straight up to Jean. ‘You know Arthur’s had his say to me, and that’s fair enough,’ he said. ‘But you and I are stuck together for a little while yet, and I don’t blame you for what Arthur said, so can we just carry on as normal while we have to?’
Relief flooded Jean’s face. ‘Yes, master,’ she replied, and then glanced at Christie, who smiled wryly at her. To Hawkins’ astonishment, the two women hugged then. He felt that a bomb had been defused, or that a dark cloud had dispersed.
Christie quickly harnessed the slaves, and then drove the cart away from the market.
As the afternoon died into evening the hot air clung heavily and lifelessly to the land, with not a breath of movement to relieve the oppressive feel of it. When they were clear of the town Hawkins had Christie remove the slaves' tops and throw them into the cart. They would complete the journey bare-breasted, sunny-side-up as Christie liked to say. Christie too removed her top when she was back on the cart, and Hawkins saw her breasts were shining with sweat. 'Walk on,' she called to the team, cracked the whip twice, and leaned her head to whisper in Hawkins' ear. 'Shall we have some fun now? Whip them up a bit?'
'An hour ago you were saying how unfair slavery is,' Hawkins replied very softly. 'Now you want to be queen of the lash. Just keep them moving, Christie, and we'll be home soon enough.'
Feeling drowsy and fighting to keep his eyes open, he listened to the routine sounds of his world. The solid rubber tyres on the cart’s wheels were virtually silent on the road surface, but picked up small stones and dropped them again with an intermittent patter. Creaks and groans emanated from the cart frame as it flexed, and harness chains rattled. Occasionally a beetle or other winged insect would drone past, and there was the continuous slapping of slaves’ feet on the road, with sometimes a half-heard mutter from one of the women.
There was cut beneath Norma’s right shoulder blade, he noticed, and it wept tiny tears of blood that ran down until being soaked up by her bra strap. His eyes were then drawn to Jean. Like all the slaves, farm work had made her lean and muscular, probably stronger than he was. She was tanned from being worked in the fields and in harness, really in tremendous physical condition. As Hawkins could recall, she had only once been whipped at the post, but few strokes had cut her, and there was little visible scarring. As Fletcher's wife her body would soon become pallid, soft, and flabby. 'What a waste,' he whispered, as he drifted into sleep.
Christie saw his head slump forward, and thought that he looked even older than he actually was in that condition. Ignoring what he had said, she let the slaves hear the whip whistle over their heads. Not satisfied with the response, she gave Bibiana and Klara a touch each across their sun-bronzed shoulders, they both squealed and the whole team surged, keeping in step with the Polish girls to maintain a good pace back to Small Acres. 
Hawkins slumbered on as the road rolled by under the cart, and Christie hummed happily.







Chapter 7: Sunday Morning

Christie awoke before dawn, feeling cheerful but not knowing why. Then she left her bed and crossed the corridor to Hawkins' room. She climbed into bed with him, and used her hand to arouse him as he slowly came awake. When she felt he was almost at climax she took his penis in her mouth and finished him that way; remembering what Jean had said about her being the master's cocksucker, she giggled as she pulled herself alongside Hawkins and rested her head on his shoulder.
'What's funny?' he asked.
'Nothing,' she said, 'I've come to congratulate you on choosing such a fine wife. And I want to tell you that I will be the wife you want me to be, Jack, you must have no doubts about me.'
'Doubts?' He replied. 'That's a strange thing to say, and I hope you don’t have any.' He glanced at the window. 'Dawn’s coming on, best time for rabbits. Get me some girls on the buggy, and I’ll go get us our lunch.' 
Christie made no move. ‘Jack Hawkins,’ she said, ‘it’s Sunday and it’s not light yet. Let those poor wretches sleep, will you? I’ve got some chicken stock I can make lunch with. And have you forgotten we’re going to Spinney Lecht this afternoon?'
‘I suppose you’re right,’ Hawkins said resignedly. ‘I should give them one late morning a week. ’
‘Exactly.’ Christie said, putting a hand down to his crotch again, trying produce something she could sit on. ‘And I’ve been thinking about this afternoon, I think you should go over to Spinney Lecht in the buggy. I’ll get three volunteers to pull it, and I’ll walk the rest of them over there.’
‘It doesn’t seem fair.’ Hawkins was dubious. ‘Making slaves haul me today, and it’s not much over a mile, I could easily walk.’
‘You couldn’t easily walk that far, don’t be silly.’ Christie was feeling signs of life in her hand. ‘And you weren’t worried about fairness a few minutes ago, when you wanted to drive a team all over the hills after rabbits.’ She swung a leg over him, pulled her nightdress over her head, and eased herself down onto his erection.
Reaching up for her small breasts, Hawkins did not reply to her. He knew she had drained him so he wouldn’t ejaculate too quickly when she wanted an orgasm, and he was happy with that. He was happy too with her strong body, the firm stomach muscles that now stood out as she worked her hips, her wet vagina sliding up and down his penis. She moved quicker and quicker, her eyes closed and her bottom lip between her clenched teeth. With her head back and her throat thrust out, she worked urgently to reach a climax, and as she passed through that and collapsed down on him Hawkins thought that the look on a woman’s face at these moments of sexual pleasure was identical to the look of agony she would have when flogged.
As Hawkins and Christie exchanged body fluids, in the slave shed Norma lay back on her bunk with young Brook astride her. Any other slave would have lain on her front so soon after being whipped, but it was part of Norma’s image that she would always ignore pain and it was most comfortable for her big breasts to lie this way.
Brook wiggled a little, dragging her crotch on Norma’s belly, and Norma worked on Brook’s breasts with both hands. The nipples were engorged, and Norma alternately pulled softly on them and gently squeezed behind the areolas, working patiently for the little miracle she knew would come. At last there was a squirt of milk from the left nipple, and Norma dragged it down to her mouth, squeezing the breast and drinking the flow greedily. For the next few minutes she swapped between breasts until she had consumed every drop, and then she pushed Brook off her. ‘Go back you your bunk now, little flower, your Norma needs to sleep.’
The girl pouted, but climbed off Norma and the bunk. ‘Did I do well, Norma, did I please you?’ she asked.
Norma heaved her blanket over her body, then reached up and patted the girl’s face. ‘You were gorgeous and delicious. Get some sleep now, go on.’
Brook returned to her own bunk, which was on the opposite wall to Norma’s. The slave shed had twenty bunks, ten on either side, which folded down from the wall. When Norma had first arrived at Small Acres, only eight bunks were in use, but now only six were empty; Hawkins had expanded his operation.
Norma thought of her master as a clever man who combined kindness and necessary cruelty in exactly the right formula to make a success of farming with slaves, and she had no doubt he would be bringing in more slaves to work more fields and haul bigger surpluses to market. She wanted to be a part of his success, but not as slave shed meat. For although she actually enjoyed much of the farm work, she felt that her true place was in the house, and to achieve that she had to somehow overthrow Christie. 
To see who had been watching her fun with Brook, she raised her head a little and peered around. On the darkest nights the gloom in the shed would be totally impenetrable, for that reason there was always an oil lamp burning, suspended below the roof. The other women were all sleeping, or pretending to sleep, except that Norma thought she saw Ellie quickly pull her blanket over her head. Fuck her, thought Norma, she won’t say anything, and I’ll break her neck if she does.
In every slave shed on every farm there was a code of blind silence. See nothing and say nothing was the unwritten rule that allowed the women to have some part of their lives that was not controlled by their masters or mistresses. When the shed door closed, whatever happened there stayed there, and the foolish slave who tittle-tattled about it would have her life made impossible. 
Norma drifted into sleep as Christie was waking after an hour dozing fitfully in Harness’s arms. Leaving the bed, she went to gaze out of the window. She looked at the surrounding gentle hills, which were now being flooded with light, and across the yard to the slave shed. In that shed she had experienced the most intense pleasures of her life, when her body had been in the hands of other women. Turning away from the window she looked at Hawkins, who was asleep and cranking his snores up to maximum volume. He was fundamentally a good man, she thought, with probably the same weaknesses as all of his kind. If she was to survive and be comfortable he would be the right husband for her, a lifeboat in dangerous waters. Still, she missed her shed sisters terribly, and although she had a companion for life she felt totally alone.
Christie retrieved her nightdress from where it had fallen by the bed, but did not put in on. Quietly, she returned to her own room to get dressed. Descending to the kitchen, her earlier good humour completely evaporated, she opened the stove front and peered inside. The ash was warm to the touch, and when she raked it over with a poker there were glowing spots visible. She gathered a few kindling sticks from the basket beside the stove and placed them strategically on the hot spots, and when they burst into flame with a satisfying crackle she loaded dry logs in before slamming the door shut. That job done, she opened the drop-down door at the bottom of the stove and pulled out the ash pan. Gripping the weighty pan in both hands she took it outside, and emptied it, then refitted it, washed her hands, and set about making breakfast for sixteen mouths.
Other farms of Small Acres’ size, she knew, had maids to do all of this, and she slightly regretted not letting Hawkins buy the flogged old woman. He had consistently refused to use someone from the slave shed for housework, arguing that the farm could not afford to lose any labour. So here she was, working dawn to dusk every single day of the year, and with no respite in sight. She slammed a large saucepan onto the stove top, threw a knob of butter into it, and while it melted she cracked two dozen eggs into a bowl and beat them furiously with a fork. The stove had not yet heated enough to melt the butter, so she took the time to cross the yard and unlock the slave shed, although she did not ring the bell.
On Small Acres and most other farms Sunday was a special day. Instead of being fed in the shed, the slaves would come to the kitchen for their breakfast, which unlike every other day of the week would not be porridge. Christie tried to ring the changes by stirring various jams into the porridge, but it was inevitably boring having it six days per week, so Sunday breakfast was always a treat.
Returning to the kitchen, she put some rashers of bacon on the grill above the flames. Before the rashers had started to sizzle and curl the first the first two slaves wandered into the kitchen, the usual ever-hungry suspects. Christie scooped some of the beaten eggs into the saucepan and added a few slices of bread to the grill, and then grabbed the kettle and set it to fill under the tap. ‘Will one of you get some plates out?’ she asked, and then quickly stirred the eggs to stop them sticking and burning.
There was only seating for eight at the kitchen table, so allowing the women to stroll over for breakfast when it suited them was convenient for Christie. She did not take much notice of who was at the table at any time, and if anyone ate two breakfasts she did not care. For the next two hours she cooked and served scrambled eggs, bacon, and buttered toast, pressing whoever was in the kitchen to brew and pour tea. The tea and butter were luxuries, and only given to the slaves on Sundays. Eggs were more commonly eaten, and the farm usually had plenty of bread.
The last two slaves to arrive for breakfast were Norma and Brook, who walked into the kitchen hand-in-hand. Christie raised her eyebrows but said nothing as she cracked and scrambled another six eggs. When those two had gone she cooked the last of the scrambled eggs, spread those over two slices of toast, and put the food on a tray with a mug of tea. She climbed the stairs wearily and gave Hawkins his usual Sunday breakfast in bed, and then she sat on the window ledge and sipped her own tea as he ate.
‘I thought I could smell bacon,’ Hawkins said.
‘You could,’ Christie replied. ‘Sorry, it’s all gone.’
‘So the slaves get priority over me?’ Hawkins asked. ‘Little do those HR abolitionists know what a good life we give them.’
‘We agreed we should try to give them a one good day a week,’ Christie replied softly. ‘They get a lot of tough ones.’
‘What’s up love?’ Hawkins asked. ‘You sound a bit down.’
‘I’m just tired.’ Christie said.
‘That’s because you don’t eat,’ Hawkins said, folding a whole slice of toast into his mouth.
‘I eat enough.’ Christie replied, then turned her head as movement in the yard below caught her eye. ‘Oh no, we’ve got company. It’s Craigbrae’s finest, our fearless militia leader, tamer of wild places, protector of the guilty, and slayer of the innocent.’
Hawkins swallowed hard to force a wad of semi-chewed toast down his throat. ‘Roger Wheatley is a good man,’ he said, ‘Make him a cuppa, will you, and I’ll get dressed now.’
Christie put her own mug on the tray. ‘Please, please, please Jack, don’t ask him to stay for lunch. If I hear him talking again about the runaways he’s tracked and killed, and the ears he’s cut off, I shall ram a fork down his throat. Sideways.’ She lifted the tray and flounced out.







Chapter 8: One of the Bad Girls

When Hawkins got down to the kitchen he found Wheatley sitting at the table with a mug of tea in front of him. Behind him, Christie was leaning with her back against the sink and her arms folded in front of her; the silence between the two of them was palpable.
‘Good to see you, Roger,’ Hawkins said heartily, stretching a hand out. ‘To what to do we owe the pleasure?’
Wheatley’s long face made the fanged semblance of a smile as he shook Hawkins’ hand. A young professional deer stalker before the end, Wheatley had since become a legend for his determined endurance in the pursuit of runaway slaves and marauders. With his loping cross-country stride, and sleeping but a few hours per night, he had never failed to catch up with a quarry, and when they were within range of his beloved Remington 700 rifle they could only offer their surrender. But Wheatley was not famous for bringing back prisoners, only for the small canvas bag in which he carried their severed ears as proof of his kills.
‘The pleasure is all mine,’ Wheatley said, as he made the effort to break Hawkins’ fingers, ‘But I need to get straight to the point of my visit. I’ve a patrol overdue, it’s probably nothing, but we have to take appropriate measures.’ His voice was surprisingly high, almost feminine, and completely at odds with the rugged appearance he cultivated.
Hawkins pulled up a chair and sat opposite Wheatley. ‘What are the circumstances with the patrol?’ he asked.
Wheatley put his mug down and wiped his yellowing whiskers with the back of a big hand. His protuberant blue eyes, which always seemed to be staring, fixed on Hawkins’ face. ‘It was an eight-man squad led by Archie Clooney,’ he said. ‘I sent them out sixteen days ago. They were well-armed, including a gimpy, but a bit short on rations because they were carrying tents. They were supposed to cross the hills on the northwest route, and then go four days west looking for camps, settlements, basically any signs of undesirables over there. We need to know who’s skulking around, isn’t that right Jack? There haven’t been any hot contacts these last ten years, but still we send the patrols out, just to be safe.
‘From their furthest point west they were to head southeast to a re-supply point in the hills, where we had arranged for Bobby Ferguson to meet and resupply them at noon on Friday. After that the plan was for them to do another dog-leg, this time to the southwest. So Ferguson and his carts arrived at the rendezvous on time, but there was no sign of the patrol. He waited three hours, but then he had to get down from the hills before dark, back to his base camp. Yesterday he went up to the rendezvous again, but still no sign of the patrol, so he sent me a runner.’
‘So right now the patrol is less than forty-eight hours overdue.’ Hawkins said. ‘It could just be that one of the boys has broken a leg, and they have to carry him. Will Bobby go back to the rendezvous?’ 
‘Yes,’ Wheatley nodded vigorously, ‘I sent the runner back asking him to go again today and tomorrow. I take your point about them being delayed by an injured man, that was my first thought, but I’m getting uneasy, I think it’s more serious than that. If the patrol isn’t seen by tomorrow, it can only be because they’re dead, Jack. Eight dead would hit the town hard, but we have to be unsentimental and plan how we will react. By late tomorrow we’ll have a picket line of volunteer militia just this side of the hills, centred on Ferguson’s base camp, and there’ll be a guard on all the bridges between the town and there. I’ve sent the rest of the regular militia, eighteen men, out to follow what should have been Archie’s route west.’
It was clear to Hawkins that the militia commander was revelling in this apparent emergency. ‘Roger,’ he asked, ‘what does the militia need from me? I appreciate you briefing me, but I don’t think you really came here to do that, and my legs aren’t up to chasing around the hills any more.’
His tea finished, Wheatley leaned back in his chair. ‘Briefing you was most certainly my intention, Jack, you’re an important man and an old friend. Now the details. We’ve had two standing patrols close-in to the south and north, and this morning I’ve been to recall the southern one, I’ve sent them straight to Ferguson’s camp. This afternoon I’ll reach the northern one, and send them over there as well, so I’ll have a small reserve in the west if needed. On my way I’m calling on farmers like you to brief them, so they’re prepared to help us if this situation does blow up. I’ll need to keep fifty men supplied in the field, and they won’t all be at the same location, so I’m asking if you’re willing to help with that effort.’
Hawkins lowered his head briefly. He needed all his labour force all of the time, and taking a cart of supplies west of Craigbrae would probably mean a two-day return trip. Wheatley, he was sure, was talking up any potential danger to justify his own position and the funds the town used to maintain a standing militia.  Yet he did not want to appear unwilling to help, for there was some slim chance that there was a band of marauders to be dealt with. He sighed and lifted his head. ‘Very well Roger. If it’s really and absolutely necessary I’ll take my share of the load, but not more than one trip per fortnight, because I’ve got a farm to run.’
‘I knew I could count on you, Jack.’ Wheatley got to his feet, and hoisted his pack from under the table. ‘One more thing, I want you to make it very clear to your slaves that assisting fugitives or hostiles in any way incurs severe penalties. Similarly, if any of them thinks it’s a good idea to run away while the militia is busy, then they need to know that I personally will come after them, and that there is zero chance they will escape.’
‘They all know that, Roger,’ Hawkins was solemn. ‘You don’t have to worry about my girls.’
‘And this sullen one,’ Wheatley jerked his thumb at Christie, ‘who thinks she can tell a militia commander to leave his rifle outside the house, should be flogged.’
Hawkins did not smile as he replied. ‘She’s my fiancée, Roger, and she doesn’t like loaded guns in the house.’
Wheatley was through the doorway now, and reaching for his rifle leaning against the wall. ‘She should still be flogged,’ he said, and slung the weapon over his shoulder. ‘Goodbye now, Jack, it’s been good to see you.’
‘Goodbye Roger.’ Hawkins said, without offering his hand. He stepped outside to watch Wheatley walk along the front of the house and then turn at the corner. Back in the kitchen he found Christie still leaning against the sink, still with her arms folded in front of her, her face was white and red blotches of fury burned on her cheeks. Hawkins quickly kissed her forehead. ‘Thanks for saying nothing,’ he said.
‘Why don’t you get your rifle and kill him?’ She demanded. ‘He treated me as shit right in front of your eyes. Perhaps you’ll lend me your gun and I’ll do it.’
Hawkins tried to make a joke of it. ‘No, you’d only miss, but he wouldn’t miss when he returned fire. Come on, let’s go upstairs and see which way he’s heading.’
From the window of Christie’s room they saw Wheatley walk between the grain stores and then wade through the stream beyond. ‘Oh good,’ Christie remarked, ‘he’s got wet feet now. What time’s my flogging then? Surely you’re going to do as that good man says?’ She continued to watch Wheatley, who was now ascending the slope up towards their grain fields, his powerful stride unimpeded by the gradient. ‘Base camps and picket lines my arse, what a pile of crap. He’s playing soldiers, and he won’t be happy until some poor harmless sods are dead.’
Hawkins sat heavily on the bed. ‘Look Christie, you won the battle, you made him leave his rifle outside. Now forget it, will you? The man’s an attack dog, but he’s our attack dog, he’s on our side.’
Christie turned away from the window and towards Hawkins. ‘If he’s our finest, then we have got to be on the wrong side. What if those phantoms he’s fighting are the good guys? What if we’re the evil-doers, with our whipping posts and our slaves?’
Hawkins thought for a moment before replying. ‘Christie, if you can look me in the eye and tell me you don’t enjoy working slaves in the field, and you don’t love driving slaves in harness, then I might think you have a point. Otherwise, I’ll carry on thinking that if Roger Wheatley and I are two of the bad guys, you are definitely one of the bad girls.’
Christie stared at him for a moment, and then looked down at her hands as if to visualise the blood on them. ‘I’ve got to start thinking about lunch,’ she said.







Chapter 9: Spinney Lecht

Hawkins drove to Spinney Lecht, a nearby farm, in his buggy, pulled by Norma, Mavis, and Beryl, his three strongest slaves. The buggy had been built in Craigbrae to his specification, and was very similar to those used by council officials, having two wheels four feet in diameter, their wire spokes supporting eight-inch rims clad with solid rubber tyres. For stability the wheels were set five feet apart, and the seat offered ample room for two. With the right livestock to pull it a buggy of this sort was a distance-eater, but Small Acres farm had no such highly-trained creatures. Their slaves could pull the buggy at a slow walking pace or a fast walking place, no more than that, for none of them had been trained or conditioned to trot, and to force them would invite disastrous injury. 
A mile from Small Acres in the direction of Craigbrae, he swung the buggy off the main road and onto the track leading to Spinney Lecht. There was a steep gradient for the first hundred yards of the track, and the ground was so broken and rutted that the buggy slowed almost to a stop as the slaves picked their way along. Then there was an almost flat stretch of two hundred yards before the track terminated in the yard of Spinney Lecht, where he found Christie waiting for him.
After un-harnessing the buggy slaves, Christie took their party clothes from the back of the buggy, and led them to a shed that had been provided as a crude changing room. All three of them stripped and washed themselves as Christie watched. Mavis and Beryl then paid careful attention to their hair, which Norma had no need to do. 
‘Will we have to pull the master back to Small Acres tonight?’ Mavis asked anxiously.
Christie shook her head. ‘No. He’ll be staying here tonight, and so will you.’
‘I bet we’ll be sleeping on straw in a barn,’ Norma grumbled.
‘No you won’t,’ Christie replied. ‘Molly’s put up some beds for you, so you can stop complaining. OK then, are we all ready? Let’s go and show everyone how Small Acres ladies can dance.’
Spinney Lecht was owned by David and Molly Steading, a couple in their early fifties. With their daughter Karen and eight slaves they grew winter feed for the dairy and beef herds that were being re-established in the area, and were also significant providers of dairy products. Molly was one of the very few farm people who were prepared to speak openly against slavery, while Karen was an active campaigner against it. David was an easy-going man who tolerated his family’s views, and had a standing challenge to Molly to find a way to run the business without slaves. He was also as kind as any farmer could afford to be, and never gave a punishment without Molly’s grudging consent. Karen abhorred the whip, and would absent herself from the farm when it was to be used, for she could not bear to hear the screams.
The party was being held for the release of a Spinney Lecht slave, Margot, who had served six years for her part in a burglary gang. It had become customary for farms to stage such celebrations on a slave’s release, and only the most mean-spirited resisted them. The slave would receive gifts from her owner, from her fellow slaves on the farm, and from guests at the party. Invariably there would be a céilidh band, and drink would flow freely. The atmosphere would be highly informal, making an ideal opportunity for the single men of the area to meet eligible women. It was entirely common for a slave to meet her future husband at such events, and former farm slaves were regarded as being very desirable wives. 
Hawkins always discretely watched the attention paid to his slaves, sometimes with amusement, sometimes with a pang of jealousy. Often a young man would ask his consent to court a slave, but he would do everything in his power to prevent romance leading to pregnancy. A slave becoming pregnant was far from unknown, but it was a trial for all concerned. The slave would be given a twelve-month break from her service, and then the baby would have to be fostered while she completed her sentence with the twelve months added on. Every slave knew the anguish of separation a pregnancy would lead to, and would try to avoid such a disaster, but at social events such as release parties it was very easy for nature to take its course.
Above the big lawn behind the rambling Spinney Lecht farmhouse lanterns were suspended from wires and glowing weakly in the fading light, while beneath them dancers whirled to the band’s lively music; at this early and sober stage of the evening they were all female. Hawkins and Christie drifted around the tables bordering the lawn, stopping here and there to sit and have a drink with friends. At one table they were surprised to see the sheriff, who did not usually attend release parties on the grounds that they rewarded crime. He was sitting with a small fair-haired woman, and rose to invite the Small Acres couple to join them.
‘Jack, Christie, I’d like you to meet Ellen Marshall.’ The sheriff’s face was already glowing with the effects of drink, and his forehead had a sheen of perspiration.
Ellen stood for the usual round of hand-shaking, and immediately initiated a conversation. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you two, and I’m looking forward to visiting Small Acres.’
‘How will you get to us?’ Christie asked with an innocent face.
Ellen smiled slowly. ‘I’m sure you know I have the use of a buggy.’
‘You mean a buggy pulled by slaves?’ asked Christie, ‘slaves who wouldn’t move an inch if they weren’t driven with a whip?’
‘Yes,’ Ellen agreed, ‘that sort of buggy.’
‘It’s just that we’ve heard you are rather against slavery, so I just can’t imagine you driving people like that.’ Christie’s face was hardening, much to Hawkins’ dismay. He saw no point in making an enemy of a woman who had considerable influence on their livelihood.
‘I’m sure I don’t drive them hard, or cruelly.’ Ellen appeared to be still totally at ease, and handling Christie’s attack with cool confidence. ‘If you want to hear me say the words, then yes, I use the whip when it’s needed. And whatever you’ve heard, I am not automatically against slavery. I am opposed to senseless brutality, however, and as I know you’ve been flogged I’m sure you will agree with that.’
 Hawkins was now wishing for the ground to swallow him, as Christie flushed angrily and responded. ‘That’s right, Ellen, Jack whipped me for running away, and it was the right thing to do. If you were our slave and you ran away, it would be my pleasure to put some stripes on your back.’
‘I notice you use the word pleasure in the context of corporal punishment.’ Ellen moved her chair back from the table so she could cock one leg over the other, revealing a lot of shapely thigh and a brief glimpse of silk panties. ‘And I wonder how much of the suffering inflicted on slaves is precisely because their masters and mistresses do take pleasure in it.’
‘Rubbish. People like you just don’t grasp that farmers know exactly how to run their businesses.’ Christie made an effort to be calm. ‘Jack’s taught me how to handle slaves, and I can assure you there’s no element of pleasure in punishment decisions, it’s all about keeping control. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve promised to help Molly in the kitchen. It was lovely to meet you.’
Ellen had her glass to her lips, and she looked across the top of it as she replied. ‘It was lovely to meet you too, Christie, and I’m sure I’ll see you again very soon.’
Boone leaned forward in a confidential manner as Christie vanished in the direction of the house. ‘I never know whether to be embarrassed or entertained when two ladies are going at it,’ he said. ‘Are you treating Christie right, Jack? She seems ready to explode.’
‘Christie’s fine.’ Jack was defensive. ‘Everyone on a farm is under pressure just now because of the political situation. We’ve got no new labour coming along, and we’re under attack for the way we use the labour we’ve got. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do.’
‘Nobody’s attacking you personally.’ Ellen regarded him solemnly. ‘I hear you’re one of the best farmers, and I’m sure that’s what I’ll find when I visit you. And you shouldn’t worry about a labour shortage, Jack, because there are things in the pipeline.’
‘I keep hearing there are things happening,’ Jack complained, ‘it would be nice if someone told me what the plans are.’
‘Fair enough.’ Boone shifted in his seat. ‘There’s no reason I can’t take you into my confidence. As a matter of fact, I’m only here today to progress our plans, I’m on a mission.’
Ellen had stood up. ‘I’ll leave you men to discuss all that, while I circulate a little. Jack, I’m expect we’ll speak again before the evening is over.’
Boone watched as Ellen walked away. ‘How would you like a shot at that little piece, Jack? Not like tumbling some sweaty slave in a barn, eh? I bet her muff’s as tight as a velvet mousetrap.’’
‘I’m quite happy with Christie,’ Hawkins, who was uncomfortable with smutty talk, replied stiffly. ‘Let me hear what the plan is.’
‘Yes, OK. What is being mooted is the total abolition of our slave system.’ Boone looked slyly at Hawkins, and when no eruption ensued he continued. ‘I won’t be giving slavery sentences after that, just fines and maybe whippings as criminal punishments. Go on, Jack, ask me the obvious question.’
Hawkins obliged. ‘So under your plan, where will farm labour come from?’
‘On the understanding this is confidential for now, I’ll explain.’ Boone paused as a maid stopped at the table to refill their glasses. ‘But it’s not my plan, it’s Ellen’s. You see, Jack, our slave welfare officer has a surprising past.’
‘Are you going to tell me she was a pole dancer in Bangkok?’ Hawkins asked drily.
‘No, Jack. She was something we don’t have here. Yet. Can you guess what that is?’ 
‘Will you just get on with it?’ Irritation gave an edge to Hawkins’ voice.
‘She was a slave dealer, Jack. Can you imagine that? Apparently, she worked with her father, buying them in North Africa and selling them in France and Spain. When the old man died she was left in a difficult financial situation, so she made her way back to Scotland, and we know the rest of her story.’ Having delivered his bombshell, Boone leaned back with quiet satisfaction.
‘The slaves she was trading in, do I assume they were black?’ Hawkins queried.
‘From Africa, I imagine they were,’ Boone replied. ‘The point is that there’s a large population of slaves on the continent, and they’re slaves for life. Now, we have one little law here that recognises slaves sentenced under other jurisdictions, and that was written in so traders from other areas could come to our market. That law also says those slaves from other jurisdictions can’t be sold here, and can’t be held here for more than three days. If we scratch that one little law, Jack, and if Ellen’s contacts can deliver the numbers we need, well, that will be the labour shortage solved.’
‘That’s interesting,’ Hawkins conceded, ‘but I can see a few objections. Surely HR won’t accept the replacement of one set of slaves by another? In fact, life slavery would have them shouting louder than ever, wouldn’t it?’
‘I take your point, but I really think that whereas the hard-core HR people would still make an issue, the bulk of their support would vanish.’ Boone spoke very earnestly. ‘At the moment, slavery is a threat to almost everyone. But if it was something that happened to foreigners, not to nice local people, then a lot of folk would find it more acceptable, it’s obvious. Once people don’t have to worry that someone in their own family will fall into slavery, things will look different.’
As Hawkins chewed his lower lip doubtfully, Boone continued. ‘And if we can spread the ownership of slaves, which we could do with sufficient numbers, we’ll change the whole culture of the area and get more and more people on side. A servant in every home will be our objective, for who’s going to campaign for abolition when they’ve got domestics waiting on them hand and foot?’
‘If you’re right in what you say,’ Hawkins mused, ‘that could leave HR as a small fringe of cranks. We hope. Still, there are loads of other issues with life slavery. There would be some babies, would they be slaves? And what would happen when slaves got old and useless? It also occurs to me that a life slave has got to be an expensive purchase, and I can’t see where farmers like me would get the capital.’
‘Of course there would be issues to face.’ Boone’s complacent face suggested no real concern. ‘I would suggest that babies should stay with their mothers until fourteen or so, and then be free. Something like that, it might depend on how much labour we needed. And we’re humane people, so I’m sure we could come up with a scheme for the care of elderly slaves. The money angle is something the mayor and I have looked at, we’ll be proposing that the town provides zero-interest finance on slaves for essential purposes such as farming. Questions answered?’
‘Yes.’ Hawkins nodded thoughtfully. ‘It would be nice to have some continuity with slaves, it really would. In the present situation it takes a year of training before they’re any real use, and then I don’t have them for long.’
‘Exactly.’ Boone beamed. ‘It will be good for you, and even good for the slaves. Here they’ll have the benefit of welfare regulation, so everyone’s a winner.’
Hawkins was beginning to feel optimistic. ‘When does it all start, John? And who else knows about it?’
‘I’ll start with the when.’ Boone drank lustily from his glass. ‘One of Ellen’s contacts was at the market yesterday, and he told her there’s a shipment for Scotland being assembled right now. So we’re hoping to get a few hundred imports before winter, although the council would have all the men and some of the women. But you should see some new faces on your farm by autumn. At the moment there’s just myself, the mayor, Ellen, and a couple of people in town who’ve been working with us on the idea. And you now, of course.’
‘So you’ve not spoken to any other farmers?’
‘No.’ Boone replied. ‘I wanted to sound out a few people this evening, and you’re the first. With enough support we’ll be able to push this through very soon, I’m calling a meeting between farmers and the council on Tuesday. Maybe you’ll speak to some of the guys you know?’ 
‘I’ll certainly do that.’ Hawkins raised his glass. ‘To the future, then, onwards and upwards.’ 




Chapter 10: An Unexpected Kiss

While Boone was confiding in Hawkins, Ellen made her way to the farmhouse kitchen. She found Christie there, not helping with anything, but in earnest conversation with Molly Steading. As Ellen entered, the two women fell silent, giving the clear impression that she had been the topic of conversation.
Christie looked at Ellen without expression, but Molly took the bull by the horns in her usual direct fashion. ‘You two girls have got off to a bad start by the sound of things,’ she said with the ghost of a smile. ‘So I’m going to leave you together to get sensible, OK?’ She picked up a tray of fried chicken wings from a table. ‘I have my hostess duties to attend to, but I’ll see both of you later. No hair-pulling or biting, remember, it’s just not civilised.’ And with that she pushed the door open with her shoulder and was gone.
‘I suppose you think me a fool for what I said out there.’ Christie folded her arms across her chest and waited for Ellen to give a smart reply.
Half-smiling, Ellen clasped her hands behind her back. ‘No, Christie. I think you’re a very interesting person, and that’s why I’ve come to find you. We could be friends, we should be friends. Are you willing to make that happen?’
‘Why not?’ Christie affected a careless toss of her head. ‘I suppose so.’
A smile blossomed on Ellen’s face, and Christie suddenly realised how attractive she was. Blue-eyed and with perfect teeth, her face complimented her petit figure. It was easy to see how she would have charmed the mayor into giving her the slave welfare job, probably in preference to better qualified but unattractive candidates.
‘Come on then,’ Ellen held out her arms. ‘Let’s hug on it.’
Christie knew she was being commanded and controlled, but a silly grin spread over her face as she stepped across the kitchen and into Ellen’s arms. They performed the ritual of each briefly brushing the other’s cheeks with her lips while making kissing noises, and then separated, except that Christie was unexpectedly aware of Ellen holding both her hands.
‘I said you were an interesting person.’ The smile was gone from Ellen’s face, replaced by a look of intensity. She released Christie’s hands, and put her own behind the taller woman’s head. All Christie could see was the face turned up towards her, closer and closer until their parted lips met and Ellen’s tongue was in her mouth.
Christie began positioning herself to take things further, but feeling the movement, Ellen broke away. ‘Not here, Christie, not now,’ she said seriously. ‘The time will come for us to taste each other properly.’ Then she smiled again at Christie’s dazed expression. ‘Snap out of it, will you? You look like I just finger-fucked you.’ She put two fingers to her lips, kissed them, and pressed to them to Christie’s cheek. ‘Bye for now,’ she said, and left the kitchen.
Shocked and delighted, excited and confused, Christie could not return to the party immediately. Instead she left the house by the front door and wandered around the darkening yard, replaying her few minutes with Ellen over and over in her head. She did not regret the encounter, on the contrary, and her lack of enthusiasm for marriage to Jack Hawkins was turning into serious doubt.
As night fell the yard became a grey place in which the murky shapes of carts and buggies were hard to distinguish. From the far side, away from the house, a light shone, and Christie was drawn towards it in a moth-like fashion, curious to know who was at Spinney Lecht but not at the party. From many visits to this farm, she already knew that there were two small barns used as slave quarters. The Small Acres buggy team Hawkins had used were to be housed in one of them for the night, although she did not know which one. Scattered around the area in the haphazard manner that was usual on farms were a number of smaller buildings, and it was from the open doorway of one of those that the light emanated.
Christie looked through the doorway to see a group of six women sat on a coarse wooden floor. A hurricane lamp hung from a hook in the ceiling, casting its yellow glow over them. All of them had blankets wrapped around their upper bodies, and all wore the distinctive short red skirts of town council property. Their muscular legs told a story of long hours in training, and the hardened soles of their feet spoke of road work. Each had her hair cut in the same simple way, pulled back into a ponytail held by a red ribbon. They were conversing in low tones, but fell silent when Christie entered, and turned their heads towards her with their eyes widening.
‘It’s OK,’ Christie said, ‘I’m Christie from Small Acres farm, and you don’t have to worry about me. You’re town council slaves, aren’t you?’
For a few seconds there was silence, and Christie was seized with the absurd and gruesome notion that the slaves’ tongues might have been cut out, but then the woman sitting furthest from her spoke. ‘Yes, Miss, we’re Miss Ellen’s buggy team. I’m Holly, the harness leader.’
Holly, Christie guessed, was in her early thirties, and spoke with a Glaswegian accent. Her face was plain, and marred by several missing teeth, as was common among slaves.
Christie switched on a friendly smile. ‘Oh, you don’t have to call me Miss. I’m just the same as you, really, and I’ve been in harness. How do you like working for Ellen?’
There was another pause before Holly replied. ‘Look, when you’re chained to a buggy, and somebody with a whip is deciding where you go, how fast you go, when you can stop for a piss, and if you get anything to eat – you don’t love that somebody. But Miss Ellen is an OK boss, she treats us fair.’ 
‘So why aren’t you at the party?’ Christie asked brightly.
Holly replied without expression. ‘Miss Ellen is returning to town tonight, and she wants us fresh.’ She held up her left wrist, which was fastened to a chain. ‘Besides, it’s hard to dance like this.’ She shook the chain, and Christie saw the other end of it was locked to another slave’s ankle. ‘We’re chained together,’ Holly unnecessarily explained.
Christie was angry. ‘That’s bloody awful. Leave it to me, I’ll soon get you out of here,’ she exclaimed.
‘Please, Christie, don’t say anything, the boss would not be happy.’ Holly looked very anxious. ‘I’ve got six months left to serve, and I just want to get through them without any trouble.’
Christie clenched her fists at her side as her mind whirled with the contradictions that were Ellen Marshall. ‘Very well then,’ she said, ‘I’ll say nothing and do nothing that might harm you.’ No further words suggested themselves, and she turned away, through the doorway and out into the yard again. After standing for a moment to gather her thoughts, she strode towards the sounds of the party.
Darkness and alcohol had worked their magic on the revellers when Christie again arrived on the rear lawn of Spinney Lecht. The dancing couples were almost all mixed-sex now, and moving with their bodies pressed closely together and their hands moving in urgent exploration.
Christie saw Hawkins was loading a plate at a table of food, in company with a group of farming buddies. The sheriff was still sitting at the same table as before, but now with a young woman on his lap, and both were laughing uproariously. All three members of the Steading family were with a large and noisy group that had evidently pushed three tables together to accommodate their gathering; from where Christie was it looked as if they were all talking and gesturing at once. She recognised three of the Small Acres slaves with the group, and was pleased to see them having a good time.
Her eyes could not find the one face she sought, the lovely face of Ellen Marshall.
A hand clutched her arm, and she whirled around to see Norma’s face. ‘You want to dance with me, Christie?’ asked Norma, slurring the words. 
‘Another time, Norma,’ Christie replied, but the hand still gripped her arm, and Norma pressed in closer. 
‘Frightened, Christie?’ Norma sneered, ‘I won’t hurt you in front of all these people.’ She pulled Christie sharply towards her, and then released her arm and stepped aside.
Christie found herself sprawling on the lawn. A hand reached down to help her up, and she angrily pushed it away before realising it was not Norma’s. Bob Ward, a local farmer, was looking down at her. ‘One too many, Christie?’ he asked jovially. She scrambled to her feet without replying, and walked to the farmhouse with as much dignity as she could muster.
In the kitchen she attempted to sponge the grass stains off her skirt and precious new blouse, but soon realised she was making matters worse and more obvious. Tears of rage and frustration welled in her eyes as she rinsed her hands, for she felt that she would look silly and weak if she complained to Hawkins about Norma, while Norma would be telling every slave in the area of her petty triumph. ‘Damn the fucking woman,’ she said out loud as she dried her hands, and threw the towel down.
‘I hope that doesn’t mean me.’ Ellen’s voice came from the doorway, and Christie turned around quickly, fighting to regain her composure.
‘Where did you spring from?’ Christie asked. ‘I was looking for you outside.’
‘I’ve been having a cosy chat with a few local people in the living room.’ Ellen strolled across the stone floor of the kitchen and gazed at the marks on Christie’s clothes. ‘What happened to you? Have I missed a fight?’
‘Not a fight,’ Christie said, ‘I slipped on the lawn.’
Ellen’s eyebrows rose. ‘So you slipped on the lawn, and then came in here to curse about a woman? Methinks the slip and the mystery lady could be connected.’
Christie scowled, but then smiled sheepishly. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘it was a slave I’ve been having trouble with. She pushed me over.’
‘So you’ve learned at least two things, haven’t you?’ Ellen dropped into a chair. ‘Never try to fool me, and don’t socialise with slaves, especially troublesome ones.’
‘I am really baffled by you.’ Christie had also taken a seat. ‘You’re supposed to be Miss-kindness-to-slaves, and then you say it’s wrong to bring them to a party. Farmers are worried about you giving their slaves early release, and yet I just saw your buggy slaves chained in a shed. So what exactly are you?’
‘First of all,’ Ellen said, ‘I asked David Steading to rest my buggy team somewhere, but I didn’t ask him to chain them. That’s OK though, because probably he doesn’t want one of them to go walkabout from his property, and it won’t hurt them. I wanted them rested because I don’t think it’s a really good idea for slaves to be over-familiar with those who govern them. It may work some of the time, even for most of the time, but it reduces the distance I see as essential for discipline. Yet I do believe in kindness, and I detest deliberate cruelty, there’s really no contradiction.’
Christie leaned forward. ‘So how, in your thinking, should I react to being pushed over by a slave?’
Ellen smiled. ‘You contributed by putting yourself in a position where that could happen. By bringing her to an event where you knew she could drink, and then thinking you could rub shoulders with her in a social setting, you were inviting some unpleasantness to occur. Now the unpleasantness has happened, the easiest but weakest thing you can do is let her get away with it.’
‘Go on.’ Christie said.
‘You should have her shackled, right now, Christie, to recover your position. You’ll have to consult with Jack about how to punish her. Rest assured your Slave Welfare Officer will back you.’
‘She was whipped only yesterday,’ Christie whispered, ‘I don’t know how tough we can be with her.’
Solemn-faced, and rising to her feet, Ellen repeated her words. ‘Rest assured your Slave Welfare Officer will back you. I must go and show my face around the party now, Christie, speak to a few people.’
The two women embraced quickly and exchanged chaste cheek kisses, and then Ellen left the kitchen. Wishing for a stiff drink to bolster her courage, Christie looked around the kitchen for a bottle, but there was none. Looking down at her ruined blouse provided her with enough motivation, however, and she walked quickly from the kitchen and out onto the lawn.
The Steadings were still with the same group of people around the cluster of tables, but David looked up when Christie approached, and responded to her urgent gesture by coming to meet her. ‘What’s up, Christie?’ he asked, looking at the grass stains.
‘One of my girls is pissed and getting out of hand.’ Christie tried to sound resolute. ‘I need to get her locked up, if that’s OK with you.’
‘Sure thing.’ David nodded. ‘You know the two barns we use as quarters? To the left of them is a brick building I’ve sometimes used as a jail, take her there and I’ll meet you with some ironmongery.’
‘Thanks David.’ Christie patted his arm, and then set off to find Norma.
 A complete circuit of the lawn failed to reveal the difficult slave, and Christie was obliged to make enquiries of other Small Acres women. She was pointed to an area of shrubbery in the darkness beyond the lawn, and after finding a lantern in the farmhouse she came upon Norma performing oral sex for a boy in his teens. The boy pulled up his trousers in a panic, but Norma remained knelt on the ground, and screwed up her eyes against the lantern’s glare. ‘Christie? What the fuck do you want?’
‘Get up, Norma.’ Christie barked, and turned to the boy. ‘Piss off now, and I won’t report you for raping a slave.’
‘Will I get my money back?’ The boy asked, but then clearly thought discretion was the better part of valour. He turned and ran.
Norma stood up close to Christie. ‘We’re supposed to get some freedom at parties and anyone except a total shit like you would have given me privacy.’
‘Privacy for prostitution?’ Christie was pleased to have caught Norma in such a compromised position, she felt it gave her an extra edge.
‘I need to make money for my release,’ Norma retorted, ‘The boss always gave me a few coins when I sucked him off, and he’s paying you big-time, isn’t he?’
‘You have so totally fucked up,’ Christie barked, ‘and I am going to give you hell for it. Follow me, now.’
Back onto and across the lawn Christie marched, with Norma stamping along angrily behind her. In the darkness of the yard Christie half-expected to feel strong hands seize her neck in a fatal grip, and was relieved to see Steading silhouetted in the doorway of the brick building. He stepped aside as the two women passed inside, and then followed them in. Swiftly and with a practiced ease, he put a collar around Norma’s neck and locked it to a chain, the other end of which was attached to a ring set in the wall. 
‘What’s happening here?’ Norma glared at Christie. ‘Does my master know?’
‘Just shut up.’ Christie snapped. ‘In the morning you’ll be taken back to Small Acres and punished for assault, it won’t be something you forget in a hurry.’
Norma sneered, and turned to Steading. ‘Can I have a blanket?’ she asked.
‘No,’ Steading replied, ‘you can think warm thoughts. And if I hear a sound from you during the night I’ll make you very sorry. Understood?’
Slumping down against the wall, Norma nodded. She looked up at Christie. ‘This only shows I’m stronger than you,’ she said. ‘And if I’m whipped again that will just be another score for me to settle. I’m not afraid.’ 
Leaving Norma in darkness behind a bolted door, Christie and Steading returned to the lawn. Along the way, Steading gave his opinion that Norma was too dangerous to be kept on a farm. ‘Let the sheriff deal with her,’ he advised. ‘He can extend her sentence, and transfer her to council use. Chained on a road gang, she’ll do no harm.’
‘No.’ Christie spoke firmly. ‘We can’t afford to lose a slave, so I’ll break her or die trying. But thanks for your help, David, you’re a pal.’ 
They joined Hawkins, who was now at a table with the sheriff and Ellen Marshall. Christie told Hawkins what had happened, and he agreed to back her in whatever punishment of Norma she decided on. Neither mentioned the cat. 
‘I’ll put her in the jail in the morning,’ Hawkins said, and the subject was dropped.
For the next hours conversation buzzed around the table as wine and brandy were poured down throats. A number of other people joined them, each with their own contribution to the general banter, but all eyes were on the person who effortlessly held the stage. Ellen had a fund of stories about her travels in various parts of the world, and was tremendously entertaining as she illustrated them by mimicking accents and gestures. The men at the table were clearly fascinated, while Christie was mesmerised, and slid willingly into a hopeless crush on the woman.
Shortly after midnight Christie looked at her watch, and at the wild mêlée on the dance area, before reluctantly rising from her chair.
‘I’ll have to take the girls home soon, Jack,’ she said, ‘half of them are totally wrecked, and they’ll be out of it if they stay any longer. Take it easy in the morning with the buggy slaves, will you? I need them tomorrow in the top field. I’ve asked Molly to get them harnessed for you, and I’ve told her not to feed them. You have breakfast here if you feel up to it, or I can make you some when you get home.’
She went around the table to say her farewells, shaking hands with some and embracing others. Ellen stood to kiss her cheek, and said she hoped Christie would come to town with Hawkins for the meeting on Tuesday. ‘We can have lunch while the men are talking crap,’ she said, with a look on her face that suggested more.
‘I’d love that, it’s a date,’ Christie replied enthusiastically.
Hawkins got up to exchange a quick goodbye kiss with Christie before she went to thank their hosts. 
Molly Steading took Christie’s impending departure as the signal to close the party. After silencing the band, she stood on a table to make a brief speech thanking everyone for coming, offering Margot best wishes for the future, and ending with the customary toast to them all meeting again in happier times. There followed a tearfully emotional mass rendition of Flower Of Scotland to the accompaniment of a lone piper, before the lawn emptied and the bulk of the crowd took to the dark road for their homeward journeys.







Chapter 11: Mind Games

Ellen and Boone each took their farewells of Hawkins, and he found himself sitting alone, one of the few guests who were to stay the night at Spinney Lecht. He reflected on the crowd song that still seemed to hang in the air, and wondered how a battle fought more than seven hundred years earlier could echo across an ocean of time with such poignancy. An arm reached over his shoulder from behind and placed a pewter box on the table. ‘Smokes,’ a voice said, and Karen Steading rounded the table to sit opposite him. ‘Do you mind if I sit with you, Jack?’ she asked as she flipped the lid of the box open. ‘Mum rolls these with special ingredients she grows. Try one, and I’ll test my theory on you.’
‘Of course you’re welcome to sit with me,’ Hawkins reached for a cigarette. ‘Especially as you come bearing gifts. What’s your theory?’
Karen also took a cigarette, and then produced an envelope of matches from a pocket on the front of her smock. She lit for both of them, shook the match out, and her small pointed face, made even smaller by her large wire-framed spectacles, gazed at Hawkins.
‘Jack,’ she said, ‘do you ever wake up in the morning and think that everything’s a bit odd, unreal? Like perhaps you’re a lab rat, being observed by boffins in white coats?’
Hawkins thought the cigarette tasted foul, and he suspected the tobacco content was very low. ‘Now that’s an amazing question, Karen,’ he replied. ‘I won’t think I’m a lab rat until I start growing a tail. What do you mean by odd?’
‘All sorts of things are odd.’ Karen said. ‘Everything’s odd.’ She took quick, nervous-seeming puffs at her cigarette. ‘These smokes are great, aren’t they? I shouldn’t, mind you, because I’ll be coughing in the morning. What I mean Jack, is how odd is it that in all the years since the end, this area has made no progress whatsoever?’
‘What?’ Hawkins could not accept that. ‘We’ve made huge progress, we’ve come from starvation and chaos, man kill  man and dog eat dog, to a stable community with democratic structures. We’re a people on the rise, Karen.’
‘No Jack, I really think we’re a people stuck at a medieval level and nobody wants to progress.’ Karen’s eyebrows were raised slightly as she gazed intently at Hawkins. ‘For instance, why is there no telephone system? OK, we can’t get the digital exchanges and the cellular networks going, but for a basic phone you don’t need much more than a battery and some wire, but nobody’s done it. Why not? And why hasn’t somebody got a radio working, then we’d know if there are still stations on the air somewhere? After all, humanity still has all the knowledge it ever had, however hard some may want to forget it.’
Molly arrived at the table, topped up Hawkins’ glass, and sat next to her daughter. Hawkins knew he was semi-drunk, and could feel plant alkaloids starting to work on his brain, but was not displeased by the sensation. ‘I’m sure you understate the technical difficulties, Karen.’ He said. ‘Probably making a phone is more complicated than you think. And you say about getting a radio going, but everybody’s batteries died years ago.’
Karen took her spectacles off to rub her eyes, and as she replaced them she half-smiled at Hawkins. ‘Are you patronising me? A long enough wire will deliver enough radio signal to power a pair of headphones, and their must be thousands of those still around. Wind a coil, make a crude diode – you don’t want to hear this, do you?’
‘I’m sure you’re a very clever girl,’ Hawkins replied. ‘And when those things are possible they’ll be done.’
‘The point I’m making is that they’re possible now.’ Karen laughed harshly. ‘Everybody’s cars were useless when the fuel ran out, right? And for years all the streets in town had them parked and going rusty. They’re all gone now, and I suppose they used slaves to haul them away. Every one of those cars was filled with useful resources, but what I want you to think about is that they all had powerful high-capacity batteries, and lots of motors, including the big one that started the engine. Are you with me, Jack?’
Harness nodded slowly. ‘You’re about to suggest electric vehicles, and I’m going to say that batteries need charging, they need an electricity supply.’
‘Where does the power for your mill come from?’ Karen leaned across the table, a sharp-eyed raptor closing in on her prey.
‘You know I have a water-wheel,’ Hawkins said testily, ‘but slowly turning mill machinery is a world away from spinning generators that we haven’t got.’
‘But there’s a generator in every one of those cars.’ Karen leaned back, and her face became very calm. ‘Each was specifically designed to charge a car battery, and you could easily gear up your water-wheel to spin it. Given that the area has several fast-flowing rivers, it wouldn’t take a mechanical genius to run enough generators to power a fleet of electric vehicles.’
‘So what do you want me say?’ Hawkins replied. ‘I’m a farmer, not a mechanic or technician, there must be a reason the things you suggest can’t be done.’
Karen took a drag on her cigarette that made the tip glow fiercely, but then coughed sharply, expelling the smoke and waving a hand in front of her face to clear the air. ‘Suppose I say that you are the reason? You and all the other men who run things now?’
‘But I don’t run anything, except my farm,’ Hawkins protested.
‘Yes you do,’ Karen said. ‘You and the other farmers are the power elite. The sheriff and mayor wouldn’t scratch their arses without getting your approval, that’s a fact. And you like things just the way they are.’
‘Rubbish,’ Hawkins retorted. ‘You’ve no basis for saying that.’
‘Don’t I?’ Karen took another searing lungful of smoke, and let it spill from her mouth as she pressed on with her argument. ‘Let me ask you a question. If you had to choose between having a car and tractor again, and keeping your shed full of slaves, then not for one second do I believe you’d give up the whips and shackles. Am I right?’
Hawkins was very edgy as he replied. ‘You’re going too far, Karen, too far.’ 
‘And you can’t punish me for it?’ Karen giggled. ‘You’ve become a slave-owning class, and throughout history such classes have been opposed to change. And as all your slaves are women, each of you has been able to act out his sexual fantasies. You ride in buggies and carts hauled by women slaves, and which of you would want to replace them with a whining electric motor? None of you would, that’s the truth of it. Not you, not my dad, none of you.’ 
Hawkins emptied his glass. ‘Being in a farming family, you must know how slave labour is used to produce food. It’s only us who have saved Craigbrae from starvation, but you give us no credit.’
‘It’s not a question of credit for the food you produce.’ Karen looked at him crossly. ‘It’s a question of asking if you would ever willingly swap the driving whip for a steering wheel, and we know you wouldn’t. That’s my theory of why there is no progress, because you men have all the power and you don’t want change.’
‘So where do the boffins in white coats come into your theory?’
 Karen smiled a secret smile. ‘Because your fantasy world ought to be unsustainable. It’s so full of ridiculous notions that it should have collapsed. Unless, of course, it’s all some vast experiment in social engineering, run by scientists who observe our weird behaviour. Those guys, the puppet masters, would not want to see any technical progress, so that’s why simple things like phones and electrical power are not being reintroduced. ’ She stood up. ‘And now I shall take to my cold lonely bed. Goodnight, Mister Hawkins, goodnight Mum.’
Molly was Hawkins’ sole remaining companion. She moved into the seat Karen had vacated, so she was facing him. Giving him the benefit of a weary smile, she dipped her hand into the pewter box. ‘At least she’s left the smokes,’ she said, and lit two at once in her mouth, before passing one across to Hawkins.
‘Well Molly,’ Hawkins said. ‘Your daughter has some strong opinions and some strange ideas. Puppet masters indeed, what do you think of all that?’
‘Women do have brains, Jack,’ said Molly, while pouring a liberal measure of brandy into his glass, ‘And I think that Karen makes a good point about men not wanting change because they like things as they are.’ She tilted her head back and blew a stream of smoke into the air. ‘And I could put forward a theory on the basis of that.’
 ‘Go on then,’ Hawkins said. ‘I’m pissed and stoned, and I’ll listen to anything.’
‘OK then,’ Molly said, ‘You need to accept the basic truth of what Karen said, which is that being a slave master is a fix for a craving you have.’
‘I admit that I find it satisfying,’ Hawkins replied, ‘no more than that.’
‘Oh come on, Jack.’ Molly looked at him scornfully. ‘Will you not admit to getting sexual stimulation from controlling women?’ 
Hawkins shook his head and took a swallow of his drink, the move allowing him to hide his face behind his hand.
‘I’m quite sure I’m right about this, Jack, and that this whole situation we have is something you yearned for before it happened.’ Molly paused, but Hawkins remained silent, so she continued. ‘Is it really plausible that your ideal world could actually come to exist? Is it? All of a sudden something called The End happens, and then you’re living in a bondage theme park? Isn’t it more likely that the whole thing is constructed in your head, and that you’ve retreated into a fantasy of your own creation?’
‘I wouldn’t construct a fantasy with you in it to sit there and torment me.’ Hawkins objected.
Molly laughed, sounding uncannily like her daughter. ‘Of course you would, Jack, you’d want a free woman to challenge you, so you can find a way to tie me up and beat me. Or maybe you want me to overthrow and beat you, I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter, the point is that you need some such bondage scenario so you can achieve and maintain an erection. Tell me Jack, when did you last have sex with a woman you didn’t own?’
‘I don’t own Christie.’ Hawkins heard himself say, as he was suddenly aware of a distant echoing roar in his ears, and acute difficulty in focusing his eyes.
‘Yes you do, Jack.’ Molly came right back at him. ‘Until Thursday she is legally your property as an indentured servant. Whatever promises you have made to her, and whatever agreements you have between you, you could send her to your post and have yourself some sport with the whip, now couldn’t you? If she resisted you would have the full force of the law behind you. Such a detailed fantasy, Jack, and every part of it working in your favour. In real life, as opposed to the dream world of a sexual psychopath, there would be limits to your power, there would be all manner of obstacles.’ 
‘This is real life.’ Hawkins said. ‘And there are all manner of obstacles. But how can you prove your case that my world is my fantasy?’
‘Now you are asking fundamental questions about the nature of reality.’ Molly tilted her head back, and blew a perfect smoke ring. ‘These are good smokes, Jack, but not good enough to open the doors of perception. I cannot prove to you that all you perceive as your personal history since the end is in reality just a few seconds of a wet dream, and that shortly you will wake up with a slimy mess on the sheets. I merely offer the notion, and I don’t believe you can prove it wrong.’
She flicked her cigarette away and stood up. With her face suddenly solemn she leaned over the table towards him. ‘Let me tell you something, Jack Hawkins. Things are never as certain as we want to think. All our realities may crack suddenly, Jackie boy, so you watch out for another end.’
Hawkins felt a chill as Molly moved away across the lawn, her form appearing to dissolve in the gloom, but with her tinkling laughter still audible when she had vanished.







Chapter 12: Secret Partner

When she had been appointed to the slave welfare role Ellen Marshall had been a welcome load for the council’s buggy slaves, simply because she was much lighter than the sheriff or mayor. Another point in Ellen’s favour was that she took the time to speak to each slave as an individual, to enquire about their future plans and promise them assistance with resettlement after release. She always harnessed them herself, making sure straps were properly fitted, invariably had six in harness to reduce the load on each, and she had never made unreasonable demands or used the driving whip spitefully.
Always she had Holly as her single lead slave, with two women on the second bar and three on the third. With this classic arrow-head formation in front of her Ellen was able to cover distance, sometimes more than twenty miles in a day, moving at average speeds far in excess of what a farm cart could achieve. She used her soft and comforting voice as her main instrument of control, speaking her orders to Holly.
‘Step lively now, Holly,’ she would say, or ‘ease up now, Holly.’
And Holly would respond to command, only rarely needing a touch of the whip to keep her pulling hard when every muscle in her body was screaming for rest. Like all the team, Holly appreciated Ellen’s driving style, for they had all too often suffered under the clumsier hands of those who would constantly lash them however hard they worked. But tonight, after leaving Spinney Lecht, Ellen was unusually impatient. Again and again the driving whip licked hungrily across helpless shoulders as she drove the team at a furious pace along the road back to Craigbrae. The moon had set, and the team ran into the pool of yellow light thrown by the buggy’s lamps, passing though clouds of midges and having moths strike their faces. Twice they caught up with teams that had set off before them, and Ellen eased off slightly to pull out and overtake at the trot, before again ordering Holly to stretch her stride.
Less than ten minutes after leaving Spinney Lecht the buggy was coming to the outskirts of Craigbrae, but instead of continuing on to the militia barracks, Ellen steered the team into the lane leading to the traveller’s camp. ‘Easy, Holly, careful,’ she called, for the surface here was unmade and very rough, with great ankle-breaking potential.
As Ellen knew, only one traveller remained on the camp ground. Paul Leroy had sold cigarettes, French brandy, and Spanish-made gold jewellery at the market, and had shown a good profit even after loading the Dame de la Forêt with local goods, mostly food for his harness slaves. He had been expecting Ellen’s visit, and as the lights of her buggy emerged from the entrance lane onto the field he stood by his camp fire and watched her approach.
Ellen stopped the buggy about fifty yards from Leroy’s fire and tent, for she did not want her harness team listening to her conversation. Leroy walked forward to meet her, and they embraced quickly in greeting. Then, and without a trace of embarrassment, Leroy inspected the team, lifting skirts and squeezing breasts, while the objects of his examination stared woodenly ahead.
‘These are superb animals,’ Leroy commented in French, ‘quite excellent.’
‘Scotland’s finest,’ Ellen replied in the same tongue, as she stooped to lock a hobble on Holly, a precaution against team and buggy being stolen. ‘I could run these girls to the ends of the earth.’
‘Come on,’ Leroy said. ‘I have coffee in my tent.’
Ellen took a few seconds to throw blankets from the buggy over her slaves’ shoulders, and then followed Leroy to the same old tent she had seen, and sometimes shared, in snowstorms east of the Carpathian Mountains, in the dry heat of Andalucía, and at numerous other locations.  Beyond it she could see the low canvas shelters under which Leroy’s harness slaves would be sleeping. Inside, and seated on cushions, the two spoke for a while of inconsequential matters, including Leroy’s telling of how various mutual acquaintances were doing. He moved on to an account of political developments in France, and was unable to give any encouraging news of that country where they had done very good business. This led on to the real reason for Ellen’s arrival in Craigbrae.
‘So,’ Leroy asked as Ellen sipped her bitter coffee, ‘how are you getting on with your new friends?’
‘Very well, very well indeed.’ Ellen ignored the fact that Leroy was blatantly looking up her skirt. ‘They’re so keen to get some new meat that I’ve had to promise the first batch this year, in August or September. It was that or risk them going cool on the idea.’
‘There is a problem with that, little beauty,’ Leroy said, ‘I can’t deliver many this year.’
‘Really? Have prices gone up too much?’ Ellen stared him.
‘No, prices are still flat.’ Leroy replied. ‘But for these people of yours, and especially with the first delivery, I need to provide quality stock to get them hooked on the supply, and that means paying top prices.’
‘We always knew that,’ Ellen pointed out, ‘so why is it suddenly a problem?’
‘Because it’s moved along so fast.’ Leroy put his coffee down and lit a thin cheroot. ‘To make a delivery here in August, we can only afford to buy another ten or maybe fifteen slaves. The return we’ll get on those will mean the following delivery will also be small, and so it will go. We need more capital, tiny one, because we need to be moving fifty plus to make good margins. Would one of your friends here care to become an investor?’
‘No. This is going to be a gold mine, and I’m not sharing it.’ Ellen frowned. ‘Paul, this is not good. I suppose you’ll just have to leave it to me to come up with something.’
‘You usually solve problems by fucking someone,’ Leroy leered. ‘How little those men know about you. Is that your plan this time?’
‘And you usually solve problems by murdering someone,’ Ellen snapped. ‘Like I said, Paul, just leave it to me.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Let me see the stock list.’
The blue-covered ledger Leroy produced showed that Marshall Investments (Vichy), a company of which Leroy and Ellen were the joint owners, currently held title to fifty-four slaves. Of those, fourteen were with Leroy in Scotland, as cart slaves and spares. Twenty-two were held in France at a farm near Abbeville, being prepared for shipment, while the remainder were general trading stock at their base in Vichy. The latter group, Ellen knew without asking, would be the creatures Leroy considered unsuitable for export.
‘What have we got at Abbeville?’ She asked. ‘Does that twenty-two include all the Hungarians we bought?’
Leroy nodded. ‘Most of them, I’m using two on the cart. There’s a couple of blacks I bought from Dupré, but all the rest are ones you’ve seen.  They’re all good stock, and well-hardened now, it’s just a shame we don’t have more. It all comes down to money.’
‘So,’ Ellen rubbed her forehead thoughtfully. ‘We have those twenty-two on hand and the money for about a dozen more, so we can say about thirty five. But we need to ship fifty - is there a good source of supply?’
Paul nodded. ‘Of course. The big ugly bitches the farmers here like to work are not so popular at home, you know that. Even so, nobody’s giving them away. But if we can come up with the money, the stock will be available.’
Leroy’s words when he had inspected Ellen’s buggy team came back into her head. Ces animaux sont superbes. An idea was forming and hardening in her mind. It would mean a radical and immediate change to her plans, but her father had taught her that missed opportunities tended never to return.
She reached her decision. ‘Paul,’ she said, ‘I’m going now. Will you be leaving in the morning?’
‘My beasts have been asleep all day,’ Leroy replied. ‘I meant to get them in harness and move on after seeing you. Do you want me to stay until morning?’
‘No. Definitely not.’ The details of her plan were taking shape in Ellen’s mind. ‘Do you remember the wood where you camped on your way here in the spring? The place near the burned-out village?’
Leroy nodded.
‘Be there Tuesday evening, and wait until dark.’ Ellen was smiling. ‘Be sure you’re ready to move by then, this could be a tricky operation.’ 
‘Tricky? Does that mean someone will be shooting at me?’ Leroy had been in too many tight situations to relish the prospect.
‘No, I just mean you won’t be able to hang around for trouble.’ Ellen was already pushing the tent flap aside to make her exit. ‘Just be there, Paul, and with the cart ready to roll.’
Leroy did not escort her back to the buggy. She quickly took the blankets from the slaves’ shoulders and the hobble from Holly’s legs, and resumed her place on the driving seat. Taking the whip in her hand, she released the brake. ‘Walk on, Holly,’ she commanded.
Holly was tired, all of the buggy slaves were. They had been roused from their bunks at the militia barracks at sunrise on Sunday, and used to take Ellen on a number of social visits before the party at Spinney Lecht. Even now, with Monday’s dawn not very far away, they had no idea of when they would eat and sleep. Their mistress had demonstrated that she was in no mood to tolerate less than maximum effort, and for the unforgivable crime of voicing any objection she could have them flogged in the cobbled courtyard of the barracks.
As Ellen took the buggy in a wide circle back towards the entrance of the site, its lamps cast a glow under the canvas shelters where the trader’s cart slaves were chained. Holly could see them, and smell them. At that moment she felt glad of being a Craigbrae slave, with a release date to look forward to, and the prospect of a joyful reunion with her husband and children. She could hardly imagine the horror of being a slave for life, to be worked and whipped and traded until the sweet release of death. It was with great relief for Holly that Ellen walked the team into Craigbrae and turned them into the militia barracks. When she was taken out of harness she staggered dizzily, and was helped into the slave quarters by the duty housekeeper. ‘It’s just exhaustion,’ she heard Ellen say; ‘I’ve had to work them hard today.’
The slaves were each given a mug of soup, but Holly was able to drink very little before throwing it up. They then had sixty seconds in the communal shower, hot water being a precious commodity, after which they were inspected by the housekeeper and had cuts attended to. As was her custom, Ellen came to see them before they settled down for the night, and she brought two bottles of wine with her. Holly assumed, correctly, that the wine had been filched from the party.
‘I want to thank you all for a brilliant day’s work,’ Ellen said. ‘I’ve got my job to do, and you’ve got yours, so I won’t apologise for driving you hard. But to show I appreciate you, I’m giving you a rest day tomorrow, and I’ll give you vouchers for lunch in town. Enjoy the wine, and have a good day tomorrow.’
She stood at the end of the room, and held her arms out. Each of the slaves received a hug in a ritual that Ellen had established immediately on her arrival in Craigbrae. They all had reason to resent or even hate her, but each was at least partially disarmed by being embraced in that manner, and by hearing soft words whispered in their ears.
‘Thanks, Julie.’
‘God bless you, Bruna.’
‘Kelly, sweetie, you’re a gem.’
Ellen knew every name, and knew also that it cost her nothing to appear close and caring, even affectionate. After leaving the slaves, she went up to her own quarters. She had been allotted a three-room flat that had previously been occupied by Roger Wheatley, until he had moved out to share a house with his sister. A cold meal had been left for her, but she took one look at it and threw it away. The council had refused her request for a maid, and although the housekeepers provided basic services such as washing and ironing her clothes, she had to perform for herself all the tasks she had previously had a servant to do. She ran a bath while laying out her clothes for the next day, and after soaking briefly in the lukewarm water she covered herself with a thick towelling dressing gown and stepped out onto the narrow iron balcony outside the living room, a glass of brandy in her hand.
Alone and unobserved, and with her makeup washed off, her face relaxed into its natural state. Any of her Craigbrae acquaintances who saw her now would think she looked slightly older than when she appeared among them, with harder eyes and thinner lips. Her wet hair looked darker, and although she was still undeniably lovely, without its usual frame of golden locks her face lost much of the magic she used to such powerful effect. Looking to the east, where the sky was already lightening as the short northern summer night drew to a close, she could visualise the Dame de la Forêt on its coast-bound journey. It would be several miles from Craigbrae now, she knew, and felt a pang of longing for her old life on the road. Close at hand, and to the west, lay the dark sleeping mass of Craigbrae, where just a few lights showed from windows. 
A cool breeze was picking up, and she retreated to the living room.
The sheriff had given her his draft proposal for the meeting on Tuesday, when the changes to Craigbrae’s slavery laws would be put forward. She worked on that for an hour before going to bed, toning down Boone’s emphasis on the economic advantages, and stressing the community benefits that would arise from no longer having citizens taken into slavery. As was unknown to all but Leroy and herself, she had a very strong financial interest in the proposal being passed. Apart from that consideration she cared nothing for the meeting, for she no longer had any intention of being there, her secret mission in Craigbrae was completed.




Chapter 13: Runaway

Hawkins awoke at Spinney Lecht shortly after eight in the morning, far later than his usual hour. He had not slept well, having been strangely troubled by Karen Steading’s suggestion that his whole world was controlled by secret overlords, and by her mother’s alternative idea that his reality was but a fantasy in his own mind. As he looked around at the tiny attic room he had slept in he could not remember where he was for a few moments, and left the bed with his heart pounding.
Going downstairs with some difficulty, his knee being very stiff, he found the house deserted, with only a simmering pan of porridge on the stove to signify that anyone had remembered his presence. Realising that the other overnight guests must have left, and that the family would be about the farm’s business, he took the porridge pan off the stove, but could not face eating any. Out in the yard he was pleased to find his buggy waiting with his slaves standing silently in harness. Moments later, those three strong backs and six muscular legs were hauling him back to Small Acres. The short journey refreshed his self-confidence, and he pulled into his own farmyard with the feeling that his reality was beyond question.
Christie was not in the house, and the slave shed was empty, so he knew she must be working the slaves somewhere on the farm. He remembered her saying something about the top field, and also suddenly remembered Norma’s transgression of the previous evening. He drove the buggy into a barn, sent Mavis and Beryl to the slave shed, and ordered Norma to the jail, following her to the small building in order to lock her in. When she reached the jail Norma turned to face her master. ‘Please Boss, you do it. Do it now,’ she said, and began to undress.
‘Keep your clothes on, Norma,’ Hawkins said curtly. ‘I decide when you’re whipped.’
For the first time ever, Norma directly disobeyed him. She threw her top clothes onto the ground, and looked him directly in the eye. ‘You’re my master, so if I’m to be whipped, you should do it. I’ve been a good slave for you, you owe me that.’
‘I owe you nothing.’ Hawkins opened the jail door, and Norma reluctantly stepped inside. He locked the door, and Norma’s face appeared at the bars. ‘I can take any punishment for you, Boss,’ she said, and she smiled. ‘I just wish you were man enough to do it yourself.’
Trembling with anger, Hawkins went to the house. He sat at the kitchen table, and wished Christie was around to talk things over with. The cat from Millie Spencer was on the table, still in its red bag. He took it out and shook the tails loose, knowing Christie would demand that Norma be flogged with the thing, and decided that he would agree, although the words of the Steading women came back to him. He was now planning to scourge the skin off a woman’s back, to tear at her flesh with knotted cords. Was he a sexual psychopath, as had been suggested? Was he using a trivial incident at the party to justify acting out a particularly brutal fantasy flogging? He preferred to think he was a responsible master who had to deal firmly with a refractory slave, but was racked by self-doubt. An immense tiredness came over him, although he had been awake for less than an hour. He stuffed the cat back into its bag, threw it in a cupboard, and went up to bed.
Sleep was again a disturbed affair, and a few times he half woke, drifting between dreams and reality with no clear distinction between the two. When he roused himself at about midday and came downstairs he found Christie in the kitchen, she was poring over their slave ledger and noting some figures on a piece of paper. She looked up at him, her forehead wrinkled.
‘I’ve been looking at release dates,’ she said, ‘and even without Ellen paroling slaves, by this time next year we won’t have enough labour to keep going. If we do have to release some early, then we’ll be in trouble this year.’
Hawkins shrugged. ‘The sheriff assures me there’ll be a reliable supply from Ellen’s contacts. We’ll have to trust him, Christie.’
‘It’s all slipping away from you and the rest of the old gang isn’t it?’ Christie had put her pencil down, and was flicking at her fringe, as she often did when worried. ‘The Mayor, the Sheriff, the farmers, you were calling all the shots for years, making up the rules. But now Ellen Marshall rules the roost, doesn’t she? She’s pulling all the strings.’
Pulling a chair away from the table, and slumping down into it, Hawkins placed his hands under his chin. ‘Slipping away is right, I don’t know what’s really happening anymore, I only worry it’s all beyond my control. Have you got any smokes?’
‘No I haven’t. Smoking shit at a party is one thing, but if you make it a regular thing you’ll really screw your head up.’ Christie abruptly banged a hand on the table. ‘Come on Jack, get a grip, will you? You get up halfway through the day, and you’ve not asked me what’s happening on the farm, where the girls are.’
‘Alright then,’ Hawkins raised his hands in surrender. ‘What’s happening? Where are the girls?’
‘That’s better.’ Christie smiled. ‘I’ve got them all, including the two you left in the shed for no good reason, hoeing the top oat field. They’re battling the bindweed, with Bibiana as gang boss.’
‘Bibiana?’ Hawkins snorted. ‘She’ll be useless, they’ll run rings round her. You’ve wasted them today, I’m sorry but you have. Well, I’ll have to go up there and sort things out.’
Christie still smiled. ‘No I haven’t wasted them, Jack. We agreed that we needed to elevate one of the slaves, and Bibiana is a natural for that. If you’ve any sense you’ll stay here and let her find her feet, which I am confident she will do.’
‘Is she carrying a whip?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Of course not.’ Christie frowned. ‘She’s carrying your authority, she’ll be fine.’
‘You want her to come back and say she’s had trouble with Norma, don’t you?’ Hawkins’ face was thunder. ‘You want to force my hand on dealing with Norma, and you’re prepared for the farm to lose a day’s work so you can triumph over a slave. Fuck it all, Christie, we’re going to have to work together better than this if our marriage is going to be a success.’
Christie’s smile had vanished, replaced by a look of concern. ‘Jack, Norma is in the jail where you put her, surely you hadn’t forgotten that?
Hawkins’ stomach turned over as he realised that something so big had slipped his mind. He struggled to make a reply, but before he could speak there was a knock on the door, and it opened.
The young slave Shirley appeared in the doorway. ‘Excuse me, Miss, Master. There’s been an accident with the food you gave us for our lunch, so I’ve come here for more.’
‘An accident with the food?’ Christie’s face contorted with anger. ‘That’s ridiculous, what can have happened to it?’
‘I don’t know Miss,’ Shirley replied calmly, ‘but Bibiana said most of it was spoiled, and she sent me here for more.’
‘Very well then,’ Christie spoke crossly. ‘There’s some bread sliced, and I can wrap some ham and cheese. But Bibiana had better have a bloody good story when I see her, or there’s going to be trouble.’ She tried to ignore the smirk on Hawkins’ face.
‘Yes, Miss.’ Shirley stood with her arms behind her back, looking serene and content as Christie packed food into a canvas bag.
Hawkins studied the girl. She had been on Small Acres for almost a year, and had been almost invisible. Only once had she drawn attention to herself, by throwing a tantrum over being sent to work in the wood yard. She had been punished for that, and had become invisible again. ‘Tell me your secret, Shirley,’ he said.
She looked startled. ‘What secret, Master? I haven’t got a secret.’
‘Of course you have, Shirley,’ he said. ‘You’re always so calm and happy, and there must be a secret to that.’
‘Oh, I can tell you that secret, Master.’ Shirley looked relaxed again. ‘No matter what happens to me, however bad things get, I always know that nothing can really harm me.’ She hesitated, her eyes flicking from Hawkins to Christie and back again, and she continued. ‘Whips can’t really hurt me, and even fire can’t really burn me.’ A sly smile flickered over her lips, crinkled her eyes, and was gone in flash. ‘Because I’m not a real person.’ 
Hawkins was shocked to his core. His mind raced to anticipate the explanation of Shirley’s announcement. She was some kind of automaton sent by the puppeteers, she was a hologram, she was a cluster of cancer cells in his brain, or she was the last hallucination of an oxygen-starved consciousness. Nothing was as he had thought, his whole existence was imploding.
Christie put the last of the food in the sack. ‘Oh no, Shirley?’ she said. ‘So if you’re not a real person, what are you?’
Shirley’s grin went more up one side of her face than the other, slightly but noticeably. It could have been an ugly thing on some people, but it gave her plain face an attractive mischievousness. ‘I’m just a character in a story someone made up, do you see, Miss? If I don’t really exist, I can’t be damaged or destroyed.’
‘That’s an interesting philosophy, Shirley, but a fatalistic one.’ Christie handed the bag of food to the girl. ‘It would mean your destiny is for someone else to write.’
‘That’s right, Miss.’ Shirley’s face was serious now. ‘And you never know when you’ll be written out of the plot.’ The crooked grin flashed back. ‘Thanks for the food. Goodbye Miss, goodbye Master.’
As the door swung shut behind Shirley, Christie turned to Hawkins and laughed. ‘What a crazy character that girl is, I think she’s great.’
Hawkins was not amused. ‘She’s crazy alright, characters in a story indeed, how ridiculous. Do you think she was taking the piss out of us?’
‘No,’ Christie scoffed, ‘she’s nice crazy, not nasty crazy. I’m pissed off about food being wasted though, we just can’t afford to do that, and all the slaves must know it.’
Hawkins’ smirk returned. ‘Well, you wanted to put Bibiana in charge, didn’t you?’
‘I’m sure it’s not her fault,’ Christie replied archly, ‘but I think I’ll take a walk up there, just to see what’s happening.’
They glared at each other for a second, and then they both laughed. Christie made to leave the kitchen, but Hawkins called her back. ‘Stay and talk to me, love. I’m sure you’re right, and Bibiana will have everything under control.’
Christie put the kettle on, and over a cup of tea Hawkins told her of the theories put to him by the Steading women. ‘I know I’d been drinking, and smoking some kind of hooky cigarettes,’ he said, ‘but somehow they’ve really got to me, I just can’t get it out of my head that I’m not in a real world.’
‘Well I can’t prove you’re in a real world.’ Christie was unsympathetic. ‘But I know we’ve got a real aggressive bitch in the jail to deal with, so you might want to come out of your dope dreams and think about that. The time for pissing about is over, and I say we get some blood on the cat. Agreed?’
‘I suppose so,’ Hawkins said glumly, ‘although we’ll be breaking the law.’
‘Sod the law. Ellen said she’ll back us, and nobody else could give us any trouble.’ Christie gazed at Hawkins calmly. ‘What do you say to fifty licks?’
‘Fifty with the cat?’ Hawkins’ eyebrows rose. ‘Do you want to kill her?’
‘I’d rather she were dead than still causing trouble.’ Christie took a sip of her tea. ‘But no, I don’t want to kill her, and I don’t think fifty will do that.’
There was a short silence between them before Christie put her cup down hard, cracking it on the table. ‘Of course, I’m only an indentured servant, so I don’t suppose my views count.’
‘Take it easy, Christie,’ Hawkins said, ‘You know I respect your views. But it is my decision, and I need to think about it. OK?’
‘Fair enough,’ Christie said replied. ‘You’re the master, and it’s up to you how Norma is punished.’ She grinned. ‘You think about it, and then we’ll put her on the post. Come on now, let’s see if we can catch some rays.’
They took chairs from the kitchen out into the yard, and Christie mixed wine with her home-made lemonade to make long drinks. Sitting in broken sunshine, each mulled their own thoughts in silence until Christie spoke.
‘This is how things should be, Jack,’ she said. ‘You and I relaxing a little, with an overseer taking the load of running the farm. We deserve that, and I’ll need to be here when the babies come along, not in the fields.’
‘You’re right,’ Hawkins agreed. ‘We’ll have an overseer, and if we can possibly afford it I’ll get you a maid.’
‘Thanks Jack.’ Christie sipped at her drink. ‘Thanks for being so good to me.’
As the sun dropped below the hills to the west, the slaves returned from their work, in a line with Bibiana at the head. The Polish girl approached Hawkins and Christie as the slaves went to put their tools away. ‘Good afternoon, my master and mistress, the work is completed fine, and all the girls have worked well. May I ask how is Shirley?’
Christie’s brow furrowed. ‘Isn’t she with you? I sent her back with the food.’
Bibiana’s broad face wrinkled into a mask of puzzlement. ‘Food? She was ill, with stomach pains, so down to you I sent her, my mistress.’
‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’ Christie leapt to her feet. ‘She’s a runner, I’ll have the skin off your back for this, you stupid foreign bitch.’
‘You’ll do no such thing.’ Hawkins took charge. ‘Get Norma out of the jail and put together a buggy team with her as lead and four others. I’ll probably be gone all night, so make sure I’ve plenty of water for them.’ He held up a hand. ‘Just do it, Christie, don’t argue.’
When Christie pulled the buggy up outside the house she found Hawkins waiting with a chain and steel collar in one hand, and his shotgun in the other. She jumped down off the buggy and spoke to him anxiously. ‘Oh God, Jack, you’re not going to shoot her?’
‘I’ll do what I have to do,’ Hawkins replied stiffly. ‘If I find her, she can run, but I can’t. I’ll aim for her legs if I need to shoot.’
‘Shall I just wait here?’ Christie asked helplessly.
Hawkins grimaced. ‘There’s nothing else you can do, is there? I’ve locked the rest of the slaves in the shed, don’t feed or speak to them. Maybe one of them knows something about Shirley, and I want them to sweat over it before I question them.’
‘Is there anything I can do?’
‘You’ve done enough today, we’ve got a runaway because of you.’ He climbed up onto the driving seat, and looked down at her coldly. 
‘That’s not fair, Jack,’ Christie exclaimed. ‘You were there when Shirley came to the kitchen, and you believed her.’
Hawkins shook his head. ‘That’s not the point. You put Bibiana in charge of the slaves, and that was a costly mistake resulting in Shirley running off with a four-hour start. Stay in the house and don’t go to bed, I’ll deal with you on my return.’
Christie watched as Hawkins drove the buggy away, wondering fearfully if he was angry enough to punish her.







Chapter 14: Mice In Straw

Hawkins’ thinking was that Shirley could only run east, rather than risk being seen in the environs of Craigbrae, and although he did not imagine she would be on the road he was sure she would be close to it. North or south of the road the country was very difficult to progress through on foot, only the narrow strip of land that bordered it seemed a likely avenue of escape.
When dawn broke, he was about seven miles east of Small Acres, and driving a team on the verge of collapse. He had rested and watered them frequently, but had forced them to cover far more distance than they were used to, and this had taken a toll of their endurance. Now they were plodding slowly along, and only Norma was still capable of responding to the driving whip, while the others could cry out, but there was no reserve of strength in them. During the rainy night he had explored most of the road’s turn-offs, thinking that Shirley might have taken shelter in one of the many derelict farms along the route. His hope now was not that he would be able to spot her in hiding, but that cold and tired if definitely not hungry, she would take the opportunity to give herself up and beg for mercy. There was a track off to the left, and he took it, with a vague memory of there being an abandoned sawmill at the end of it.
As the buggy crawled up the track it was watched by Hawkins’ quarry, and she was not alone. Militiaman Duncan Keefe lay beside Shirley on the fringe of a gorse clump, the barrel of his rifle moving slowly as his aim tracked Hawkins’ neck, where he intended to send a bullet to destroy the spine or airway.
Shirley nudged him. ‘Take the shot, Duncan,’ she whispered, ‘that bastard gave me six lashes, just for losing my temper and shouting a bit. You have no idea how that fucking hurts.’
‘Of course it hurts,’ he replied quietly, ‘that’s why they did it.’
The buggy was level with them now, the strained faces of the slaves clearly visible as they worked up the incline some two hundred yards away. Damp and chilly air carried the thin snapping sound of whipcord on skin, and then the buggy passed behind a screen of trees, out of the watchers’ sight.
On guard duty at the militia patrol’s overnight camp, it had been easy for Keefe to stage a brief fire fight with non-existent raiders, and just as easy for him to subsequently slip away from the patrol as it plunged eastwards in pursuit of phantoms. The whole escape plan had waited several months for an occasion when he was with a patrol far enough west of Craigbrae to create a militia-free vacuum in the east.
The two lovers kissed now, looked at each other with searching eyes, kissed again and pulled apart.
‘He’ll be back down soon,’ Shirley said in a more normal voice. ‘Will you shoot him then?’
 ‘No. Not unless he sees something,’ Keefe replied in a level tone.
‘Why not?’ Shirley was annoyed. ‘Did you see the state of those poor cows pulling him? He’s torturing them, shoot him for their sakes.’
‘If I kill him, someone else will torture them.’ Keefe eased up onto his elbow to face Shirley. ‘Look, at the moment we’re a deserter and a runaway. We’ll be big news around here for a little while and then soon forgotten. But murder of a farmer will not be forgotten, not ever. Wherever we go, it could catch up with us. And then? I’d be shot or hanged, Shirley, and things would be worse for you.’
‘I’ll be whipped to hell anyway if I’m caught,’ Shirley said. ‘At least promise you’ll shoot me rather then see me captured, Duncan, I need to know I’m not going to suffer.’
‘I do promise that.’ The words caught in Keefe’s throat, and he touched a finger softly to her lips. ‘Nobody’s ever going to hurt you again.’
Tears welled up in Shirley’s eyes, and she fought them, biting her hand and shaking her head. ‘Oh my God, Duncan, I don’t ever want to bring babies into this shitty world.’ She forced herself to laugh. ‘I’m not going weepy on you, don’t worry, I’ll be strong.’
‘Hush now,’ he replied. ‘I can hear the buggy coming back.’
They watched intently as Hawkins’ slaves negotiated the downward slope and drew their burden back to the main road. There were two sighs of relief as the buggy turned to the west, beginning its long homeward journey.
Keefe waited until the buggy was out of sight before he spoke. ‘He’s given up, that’s the last you’ll ever see of your beloved master.’
Shirley scrambled to her feet. ‘Come on now,’ she said, ‘let’s get out of these wet clothes.’
Their camouflaged bivouac tent, recently liberated from the militia, was located under trees only a few yards from the track Hawkins had passed along. They crawled into it and undressed quickly if awkwardly in the very confined space. Shirley wriggled out of her shorts as Keefe watched. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t shave for you,’ she said shyly. ‘The other girls would have realised something was up.’
Keefe gazed at her slit. ‘Something’s up now,’ he said, ‘and it’s all for you.’ He grinned as he as pressed against her. ‘So, did your master have you every night?’
She gave his head a mock slap. ‘No, you pig, there’s only been you, there only ever will be you.’ Tears filled her eyes again. ‘Jesus fucking God, Duncan, I love you so much.’
He slid into the moist warmth of her, gasping at the intensity of the sensation. She wrapped her legs around him, and just kept kissing him savagely until his liquid spurted and they shuddered together.
Throughout the day they were curled together, sleeping with the oblivious content of mice in straw.







Chapter 15: Departure

Hawkins arrived back at Small Acres when the sun was well risen. Christie ran out of the house, where she had spent the night worrying, to take care of the buggy slaves.
‘No luck, Jack?’ She enquired, although the answer was obvious from the lack of a terrified girl on a chain behind the buggy.
He ignored her question. ‘Put this lot in a barn, and chain them. I’ll need a fresh team for the meeting in town later.’
‘Please, Boss, take me again,’ Norma asked. ‘I’ll be strong for you.’
‘Very well,’ Hawkins said. ‘Christie, I want the team ready at twelve, use Norma as lead slave. I’ll sleep until then.’ He entered the house without another word.
Feeling exhausted and very nervous, Christie was waiting outside the house with the buggy when Hawkins emerged at twelve sharp. ‘Jack,’ she asked. ‘Am I not to go with you? I told Ellen I’d see her for lunch today.’
Hawkins took his seat on the buggy before replying coldly. ‘No, I don’t think that would be appropriate.’ He cracked the whip and drove away.
A despondent Christie went into the kitchen, where she almost immediately fell asleep with her head on her crossed arms on the kitchen table. Some two hours after Hawkins’ departure, the door opened and she awoke with a start to see Ellen Marshall looking at her with a surprised expression.
‘Christie?’ Ellen’s surprised look vanished, and there was an edge of irritation in her voice. ‘I thought you’d be in town with Jack.’
‘So why are you here?’ Christie was bewildered. ‘Is it about our runaway?’
‘I know nothing about any runaway,’ Ellen snapped, ‘and don’t think you can interrogate me, Christie, I’m here to ask questions, not to answer them.’
‘I only asked a reasonable question,’ Christie protested, shocked at her new friend’s aggressive tone. ‘Sorry I spoke.’
‘Never mind, tell me about the runaway.’ Ellen sat at the table and placed a briefcase on it. She lifted its lid, and then closed it after retrieving a pack of cigarettes; her hands were shaking as she lit one.
Christie related the story of Shirley vanishing, including the ruse to obtain supplies, and of Hawkins’ failed pursuit.
Ellen laughed harshly. ‘She sounds like the sharpest lady in the area, I hope she gets away. This just has to tie in with Wheatley’s missing patrol, I should think.’
With a crack that made Christie jump, Ellen’s hand slapped down on her briefcase. ‘Now, Christie, I’m here to inspect and interview the Small Acres slaves, so I may as well start with you. Get undressed please.’
‘But I’m not a slave.’ Christie began to sense her world slipping away.
‘Christie, do not make the mistake of defying me.’ Ellen’s words were soft, but hypnotically commanding. ‘You may think yourself the high and mighty landowner’s lady, but as an indentured servant your legal status is no different to that of the other women here, and you come under my regulatory authority. If you disobey me you commit an offence.’ She flicked ash onto the floor. ‘I shall not repeat my order.’
All confidence drained from Christie. She had worked so hard to build a new life, but now this woman was treating her like a common field slave. Ellen, she did not doubt, could order her taken away and punished at the militia barracks, and there would be nothing Hawkins could do to prevent it. In hopeless resignation, she undressed and put her clothes on the table.
When Christie was stood naked in front of her, Ellen sat back in her chair and surveyed her. ‘You’re a well-made woman, and I can see why you were chosen as your master’s concubine.’
Christie’s face tightened with anger, but she did not dare reply.
Ellen stubbed her cigarette out and opened her briefcase. Taking a file from it, she looked up at Christie. ‘I have a few questions for you, and then I’ll be making a physical examination.’ She opened the file and began working through her list. ‘Have you ever had a pregnancy?’
‘Just once, when I was fifteen.’ Christie sighed, and her eyes were misty with tears. ‘I had an abortion.’
‘Do you have sexual relations with your master?’
Christie was moved to protest. ‘Ellen, you know I do, you’re just torturing me with these questions.’
Ellen’s quiet voice was an instrument of discipline. ‘I think we should put this on a more formal basis. You will address me as Miss, and you will answer my questions without insolence. Do you have sexual relations with your master?’
‘Yes. Miss.’
‘Is that with your consent?’
On and on went the questioning, and Christie was relieved when Ellen moved on to the physical examination, which was mercifully brief. With her morale totally destroyed, she was dumbly obedient when Ellen told her to get dressed and fetch the slaves from the shed, one at a time.
Christie was not present when any of the slaves was interviewed, but she noticed that none of them were with Ellen as long as she had been. When the last of them had been returned to the shed, Ellen appeared in the kitchen doorway and motioned Christie to join her.
Christie entered, and saw that the cat she had bought was now on the table. Clearly, Ellen had made a search of the cupboards.
‘What’s this, Christie?’ Ellen poked at the cat with one finger.
‘It’s a cat, Miss.’ Christie replied.
Ellen’s face pulled into an angry mask. ‘Don’t try to be clever, I can see it’s a cat. Why is it here?’
Hoping that her ordeal must be coming to an end, and that her tormentor would soon be gone, Christie gave a completely honest answer. When she fell silent, Ellen paced up and down the floor for a few moments, her heels clicking loudly. Then she opened her briefcase and glanced through some files, while a knot of tension tightened in Christie’s chest.
Abruptly, Ellen slammed the briefcase shut, and looked at Christie. ‘Well Christie, I’m just not happy with what I’ve found at here at Small Acres, not all happy. By your own admission, and supported by physical evidence, there is a conspiracy to beat a slave with an illegal instrument, and to conceal that act by making a false entry in your punishment book. For that alone, Jack Hawkins could lose his licence to hold slaves, and as his accomplice you could find yourself sold in the market next Saturday.
‘But there’s more. You’ve had slaves locked in your shed who have not been fed for twenty four hours. That is a clear breach of the standard conditions under which slaves are sold. And the slave Brooke has had lactation induced, which is a distasteful abuse and prohibited by the slave welfare code.’
‘I know nothing of that, Miss,’ said Christie, ‘but things happen between women in a slave shed, you could say it’s normal.’
‘We obviously have very different ideas of what is acceptable and normal.’ Ellen lifted her briefcase from the table and tucked it under one arm. ‘Fortunately, I have the authority to enforce proper standards of treatment for those entrusted to your care, and my duty is clear. I am immediately removing all slaves from this property. Please go and get them, while I prepare a chain.’
With that, Ellen left the kitchen, sweeping out imperiously and leaving a stunned Christie to gape open-mouthed after her.
When Christie brought the slaves out to Ellen’s buggy she found that a chain had been attached to its rear and was laid out on the ground. Quickly, and looking very practiced, Ellen fastened each slave’s right wrist to the chain. When all eight were secured, Christie saw that the chain terminated in a double shackle.
‘Hold your wrists out, Christie.’ Ellen smiled as Christie had seen her do in Molly Steading’s kitchen, with the same slightly amused glint in her eyes. The shackles snapped shut, and at that moment Christie knew everything. 
‘That was nice and easy,’ Ellen said, still smiling. ‘Once a slave, always a slave, and what obedient property you are.’
Ellen walked quickly along the chain, checking that all was in order, and then climbed onto the buggy. She stood on it facing her chained captives and spoke to them. ‘Listen to me, all of you. Nothing has changed in your situations. You were slaves when I arrived here, and that is what you still are, but no longer the property of Jack Hawkins. Not for one second should you think I will tolerate any misbehaviour from you. If you are a drag on my buggy, I will hurt you. If you speak, I will gag you. If you become lame, I will shoot you. That’s all you need to know.’
She took her seat, released the brake, and took the driving whip in her hand. ‘Walk on, Holly,’ she commanded.
At the farm gate, the buggy did not turn towards Craigbrae. Christie was not surprised. Ellen took her buggy team and her chain of livestock eastwards, towards a rendezvous with Paul Leroy and a forced march to the coast.
When the six buggy slaves and nine Small Acres women had been loaded into the stinking hold of a trawler at Peterhead, Christie looked upwards as the hatches closed. She saw Ellen Marshall gazing down at her with a perfectly inscrutable face.








Part Two: Lost In France






Chapter 16: Château Girard

All day, from sunrise until sunset, six days per week, Christie worked in the vineyard. 
It was the vintage, the time of grape harvesting, and Christie was doing the work she had been bought for three years earlier. She had to select ripe bunches and carefully cut them from the vine, making sure she did not damages any grapes. Each bunch, with part of the stem attached, would then be placed in the tray at her feet, and she would find the next bunch to cut. Periodically the overseer would come along to examine Christie’s tray and empty it into his donkey-drawn cart. If she had picked any bunch he did not think ripe enough, or if she had burst any grapes, he could give her a few cane strokes across her buttocks. Similar treatment might ensue if she had missed a ripe bunch on the vine she was working, and would definitely occur if he did not consider her tray full enough. This somewhat brutal regime had brought her up to standard in very short order after her arrival, and she was now a veteran who could perform her work with unthinking efficiency.
She worked with a broad straw hat protecting her head from the hot sun, but apart from that she wore only a thin waistband supporting a strip of cloth between her legs. Her skin was uniformly tanned a dark brown, and at a distance she was indistinguishable from the many black slaves. Above her right breast was branded the letter E for esclave, which had been her introduction to French soil, while her thin steel collar was engraved with the words Propriété de Château Girard, Valence, Côtes du Rhône.
Madame Girard, whom Christie had never met or even seen, was the owner of the château, with its vast acreage of vineyards and its hundreds of slaves. It seemed ridiculous to Christie that a young widow barely twenty-two years of age could own her and all those who laboured around her, but it was so. If it pleased Madame, Christie could be flogged, or subjected to any other torture, even unto death. She was as much as piece of property as the shoes on Madame’s feet, except that the shoes were adorned with fine gold thread work, and had cost more than any field slave.
Christie had learned that slavery was very different in France. 
Here, none of the slaves were serving a time-limited sentence, for all had been imported as slaves for life. When a trader arrived at a recognised port or border crossing a small fee was paid for each slave, and the official brand was applied. It was then impossible for the branded person to ever be considered a citizen, only an item of livestock with a market value and many useful purposes.
Madame Girard owned slaves of both sexes, but they were strictly segregated because anyone born on French soil was deemed to be free, so it was not in her interests to allow pregnancies. For her wine presses and for other heavy labour, she used mostly men, while her fields were cultivated and harvested by her small army of women. 
Chateau Girard cultivated several grape varieties, of overlapping seasons. At all times of the year there was work for slaves, but the time when Madame needed the most hands was from June, when the early Grenache grapes would by harvested, to October, when the last Muscadine fruits would ripen. So each year Madame would buy slaves from May onwards, and sell her surplus stock after October. Usually slaves were sold south, to regions with a winter fruit harvest, but it was of no interest to Madame where they went. She would invariably get back most of what she had paid for them, and her overseers would have extracted several months’ profitable work from them.
So each summer Christie had made new friends, and lost most of them a few months later. Holly and two of Ellen Marshall’s buggy slaves had arrived at Chateau Girard with her, but had been sold away when winter approached. Christie had remained, and had been trained in grafting and pruning of dormant vines, which was a much harder and more demanding task than harvesting. Rigorous standards were set, and those who failed to meet them would usually suffer a type of whip Christie had not seen before. Made from a single strip of leather, it had one end formed as a tubular handle held together by a cord binding, while the other end was split into six tapered tails. Known as le calmar, the squid, it tore bloody gashes with every stroke. But Christie had not been whipped, even when her work had been sloppy. Punishments were threatened, but not carried out. Just as she was never chosen when the stock manager selected slaves for disposal at the end of each summer, so her back remained unscarred by the squid. Thrice she had been obliged to watch as another slave on her gang suffered, and one of them had not recovered from the resultant septicaemia. At such times she recalled her own past as Jack Hawkins’ overseer, and was not quite sure if she regretted the pain she had inflicted.
Her anger and bitterness towards Ellen Marshall had subsided into a quiet resignation. Entirely accustomed to her situation, she was neither content nor actively dissatisfied, and had accepted that the gates of slavery had closed on her forever. She did her work, and only tried to stay out of trouble as day followed week followed year.
During harvest, slaves were worked in a near-naked condition to prevent the stealing of fruit and concealment of it in clothing. If caught eating grapes, the slave would be flogged, and would have to work with a mesh mask over her face for the rest of the season. As the estate frequently provided the slaves wine with their evening meal, this seemed cruelly perverse and illogical to the other slaves, but Christie understood it to be part of the framework of absolute control. The slave nearest to Christie as she worked on this hot August afternoon, a young African girl named Giselle, wore a mask, but they still managed to pursue a furtive conversation when the overseer was not nearby. This year, there was only one topic of interest to the slaves.
France had survived the end as an intact state, but was now racked by civil war, with the government in Paris being challenged by a rebellion that had originated in the province of Aquitaine, simmered there despite attempts to extinguish it, and had now spread into the provinces of Limousin and Poitou-Charentes, dangerously close to Paris. The slaves knew nothing about the politics of the war, only that the rebels were anti-slavery, and that their armée de la lumière, army of light, forces were now not far away.
Christie, alone among the slaves, was cynical about the prospect of liberation by the army of light. Whoever was in political power, she reasoned, would need to keep business working, and business was dependent on slavery. But it pleased her to glimpse the brightness of the African’s smile through the mesh of her mask, and she said nothing to dampen the girl’s hopes. Suddenly Giselle turned to her work, giving Christie sight of her lacerated back, and that could only mean the overseer was coming along.
The overseer, Roux, walked past Giselle, to Christie’s relief, but she froze when she felt his hand on her shoulder.

‘Who’s a lucky little pigeon then?’ The thick Marseilles accent was harsh. ‘The Madame invites you to tea, if you’re not too busy, that is. I’m sure you have a full social diary.’
‘Now?’ Christie turned to face him with her most hateful glare. Since being appointed to boss the gang Christie was on, he had twice unsuccessfully sought permission from his superiors to flog her, and had been the brute that shredded Giselle’s back.
‘Yes, now.’ Roux breathed a mixture of garlic and wine fumes in her face. ‘Go and get dressed, then it’s straight to the chateau with you.’
On the long walk through the vineyard to the slave village Christie’s mind raced to find an explanation for this unexpected summons. If she had offended and was to be punished, then that would be a matter for the overseer. Similarly, the Madame would not be directly involved if she was to be sold.
All the slave accommodation had been built before the end to house the seasonal workers who had performed most of the estate’s work at that time. Mainly students, backpackers, and migrants, they had been provided with pre-fabricated chalets originally intended for tourist sites. In consequence, every slave had her own cubicle, a luxury Christie had often been thankful for. The inconvenience of sharing a toilet with eleven other women was more than offset by having privacy at the end of long working days. She dressed in the coarse skirt and shirt provided for evening and winter, discarded her hat, splashed her face with cold water, dragged a comb through her hair, and then set off for the chateau. For three years she had wanted to see the surroundings her mistress lived in, and did not doubt that the finest antique furniture would be set among luxurious drapes and tapestries. But her wish to see the château’s interior was not fulfilled. A uniformed maid met her on the pathway and escorted her around the building to where Madame Girard was sitting at a table on a wide marble terrace. Not having seen her owner before, Christie had somehow expected a pale and delicate-looking young lady, and was surprised to see a big-boned woman with a ruddy complexion gazing out across the Rhône to the vineyards on the opposite side of the valley.
Madame Girard looked around with a perfunctory smile as Christie and the maid approached. ‘It’s very good of you to come and see me, Christie. Please be seated - will you take tea with me?’
‘Yes please, Madame.’ Christie could not recall being given a choice about seeing her mistress.
Madame Girard gave her orders to the maid. ‘Tea for two, Yvette, if you’ll be so kind.’
When the maid had vanished, Madame Girard clasped her hands in her lap and looked at Christie. ‘Life is a strange and cruel thing, Christie. We both came into it through much the same bloody doorway, but you became a slave, and I became mistress of the Girard estates.’ She paused, and not knowing if a reply was expected, Christie was silent.
‘In the legal sense, I own these lands,’ Madame Girard continued, ‘But I am just a temporary custodian, and very aware of that. As individuals, we are short flickers of existence, but the land continues.’ There was a pause as the maid returned to place crockery on the table, and then Madame Girard went on. ‘We find ourselves in a turbulent period of history, when old ways have been broken, and new ways have yet to settle. To see the Girard lands through these difficult times, it has been necessary to use slaves.’ She shrugged. ‘My late husband was not happy about that, and I am not happy about it. But continuity of the land and the family comes before all, so if I must have blood up to my elbows, and if my fortunes must float on a sea of tears, then so be it. Are you following me, Christie?’
‘Yes, Madame,’ Christie replied, while thinking she was listening to the great queen of bullshit.
Madame Girard smiled faintly, as if she had read Christie’s thoughts. ‘I hope you are, Christie, because I want you to understand that my ownership of you is not based on any malice, and is not founded on the notion that you are intrinsically inferior to me. It is a necessary situation in which each of us fulfils her allotted role. You understand?’
‘Of course, Madame,’ Christie was now wholly mystified.
The maid returned and set out pots of tea and coffee, a jug of milk, and a plate of pastries. Christie was disappointed by the lack of more substantial food, but her mouth watered at the sight of the petits fours frais and brightly-coloured tartelettes.
‘Tea for you, Christie?’ Madame Girard asked with such eagerness that Christie declined to express a preference for coffee. ‘Tea would be lovely, Madame,’ she replied.
‘Excellent. I believe milk first is the proper English way?’ The Madame’s head cocked enquiringly. ‘I’ll be mother, that’s what you say, isn’t it?’
Christie had long given up trying to correct people who did not understand that Scotland and England were not the same country. ‘Madame is well informed,’ she said.
Milk was splashed into cups, weak tea was poured, and Madame waved a hand at the pastries. ‘Please, Christie, you are my guest. I shall feel insulted if you do not eat.’
Christie needed no second invitation, and munched her way through the pastries as Madame further expanded on historical continuity and the burden of family duty. When there was but one pastry left, Christie felt that she could not clear the plate, and picked up her cup.
Madame sipped at her own tea, and shortly broke the silence that had descended with a statement that stunned Christie. ‘In Vichy a few days ago, I met with my good friend Ellen Marshall.’
‘Is she well?’ Christie forgot the proper form of address, but the quick narrowing of her mistress’s eyes reminded her to add ‘Madame.’
‘Very well, very beautiful, and her business prospers.’ Madame put her cup down. ‘It was Ellen who arranged for you to be sold to Château Girard, so that she would know where you are, and I told her you are happy with me. You are happy, aren’t you?’
‘Very happy, Madame.’ Christie gave the only possible reply.
‘Of course.’ Madame’s eyes and lips indicated amusement. ‘All my slaves are very happy, or that’s what they tell me. Ellen wants you to know you are not forgotten, and she asked me to continue my special watch over you.’
‘Madame?’ Christie was completely unaware of any such special treatment.
‘I usually do not take a detailed interest in how my managers run the estate, for there are ugly things I prefer not to know about. But you, Christie, may not be sold or beaten without my express consent.’ Madame Girard wagged a meaty finger in a cautionary manner. ‘You must not think, Christie, that I would never give my consent. You are part of the business, and business cannot be too sentimental.’
‘Thank you, Madame, I’m sure I understand.’ Christie felt that she had been both reassured and menaced in the same sentence. ‘Will I see Ellen?’
‘That I cannot say.’ Madame gave a magnificently Gallic shrug. ‘The original arrangement was that at some time Ellen would reimburse whatever the estate paid for you, and you would again become her property. But now there is this foolish war going on, and things are in flux.’
At that moment the maid reappeared, and whispered in Madame’s ear before clearing the table.
‘Christie, I thank you again for coming to see me.’ Madame rose to her feet, and was an intimidating sight. ‘But now I have other visitors, so must ask you to excuse me.’
Also on her feet now, Christie did not know whether to offer her hand or her cheek in farewell. ‘It was my pleasure to meet you, Madame.’ She made a slight bowing motion, and Madame Girard cruised away with sedate dignity towards the chateau.
That evening, the other slaves in Christie’s chalet were eager to know about her meeting with Madame Girard. What, they wanted to know, was she like?
‘She looks older than she is,’ was Christie’s reply. ‘And she likes to give lectures. But the pastries were nice.’







Chapter 17: Roux

Château Girard vividly demonstrated the system of patronage that had enabled prominent French families to sail across the centuries with their wealth intact, undisturbed by wars and revolutions. Madame Girard was at the apex of what was effectively a clan, while beneath her was a pyramid of family relationships. Her late husband’s brother Louis headed the wine sales operation, while her own siblings had been found senior estate management roles. Positions at all levels were occupied by nephews and nieces, cousins and in-laws. Stormy waves of time could only break against this firmly-cemented structure, without eroding it or shifting its roots in the dark and sticky soil.
Almost at the bottom, but grateful for his place in the Girard tribe, was a young man from Marseilles named Eric Roux. It had been his good fortune to marry the sister of Madame Girard’s personal maid, and the couple had immediately gained the tenancy of a cottage on the estate. And when a vacancy for an overseer had arisen, Roux had been slotted into the position, to his great pleasure. He had found, however, that he was not supervising the gang of beautiful and compliant slave girls he had envisaged, but an eclectic selection of fairly hard-bitten women, all of whom despised him. As the most junior level of the estate management hierarchy, Roux had very limited power of the slaves in his charge. He could punish them to some extent with the cane he carried, but if he wanted one to suffer the squid he had to make a request to the estate office. There, a manager would listen to him, and sometimes agree that the squid was called for. Much more often, Roux would be reminded that the estate needed slaves to be working, and that a flogging was a disruptive and time-costly affair. After one such failed mission to have a slave flogged, Roux was summoned to a career discussion with the estate’s stock manager Amelia, who happened to be Madame Girard’s sister.
‘Roux, you are a very good chap, and I fear we have done you a great disservice,’ said Amelia.
‘How so?’ asked Roux.
‘Because we have not put you in a position best suited to your talents, as we should have done.’ Amelia patted Roux’s hand. ‘You know we monitor the production of all gangs, and in fact of each slave, and of course you are aware that the slaves in your charge are very far from being our most productive. That is not your fault, and you must not feel that the estate blames you in any way.’
‘If I was allowed to punish those lazy bitches as they need,’ Roux began his defence, ‘I would certainly squeeze more work from them.’
‘Well, Roux,’ Amelia began to fiddle with her rosary beads, ‘the most successful overseers do not rely entirely on punishment. They are able to form a mutual relationship with their girls, perhaps in the manner of a strict but kindly uncle. The slaves cannot help forming attachments to someone who treats them well. Then they do not want to let their overseer down, do you see?’
‘It’s not my job to molly-coddle slaves.’ Roux glared at Amelia hostilely. ‘If I’m given a free hand to manage them in my own way, then I can guarantee very impressive results, production figures you have not seen before.’
‘That may be true.’ Amelia set her rosary on the desktop. ‘But the economics of slavery do not rest solely on productivity, Roux, we also have to consider resale value of the slave, which can be halved by ill-treatment. Whip scars tell a buyer the slave is disobedient, lazy, they tell him he is buying trouble.’
Roux was silent.
‘And Roux,’ Amelia continued, ‘there is also the issue that slaves are human beings. The situation compels us to use them, to control them, and yes, to discipline them as necessary. But we must never forget that if we had sprung from different wombs it could be we who worked under an overseer, and spent every minute of every day in fear of punishment. And what horror to be a slave in your gang, Roux, if you were allowed the discretion you seek.’
 ‘Since when was the Girard estate in business to shower slaves with kindness?’ Roux was exasperated, and believed Amelia was using false arguments as an excuse to dump him. ‘Just tell me, am I being dismissed? If so I would like to speak to Madame Girard, I surely have that right.’
‘My dear Roux,’ Amelia exclaimed. ‘Of course you are not being dismissed. I have already said that the estate has wronged you with an unsuitable position. No, far from being dismissed, you are to be promoted. With immediate effect, you are the new Dock Manager, with a very worthwhile salary increase.’
‘There is no advancement from that position.’ Roux breathed deeply. ‘I would still like to speak with Madame Girard.’
‘Madame is very busy.’ Amelia smiled politely. ‘Thank you, Roux, this interview is concluded.’







Chapter 18: The River

Like other countries, France had been devastated and depopulated by the end, but not quite to the same extent. The Gendarmerie Nationale and other institutions that central government had always kept in its own hands allowed it to retain a grip on the levers of political power, and to prevent fragmentation of the nation as had happened in other European countries. And while thousands of isolated communities elsewhere had found ways to enslave local people to replace machinery and get agriculture working again, the French government had refused to countenance any of its citizens being placed in bondage. Instead, it had decided to allow the import of those who were already slaves, and a vast new industry sprang into being to service the voracious demand for labour. Chaotic regions, both nearby and a thousand miles or more from the borders of France, had supplied the army of slaves needed to rebuild the nation’s industries. Some were simply seized by slavers, others were traded for goods, all were destined to have a letter E branded over their right breasts at their point of entry to France, stigmata that marked them as forever property. 
The twelve slaves Roux governed in his new role were all male, and all had entered France at Banyuls on the Spanish border. These men had been landed in Spain from North Africa, and had trod the length of the country in huge coffles that were split into smaller trading batches on the French border. Their work on the Girard estate was in the securely-fenced enclosure in which were the estate’s warehouses and riverside dock, and Roux’s principal work was to use their muscle to ensure reliable shipment of wine consignments. All shipments to or from the Girard estate and others in the Rhône valley were carried on river barges, road transport being far from recovered.  Shipments were of an infinite variety. One could be several hundred casks for a distributor in Avignon, the next might be just a few cases for a restaurant in Lyons. Whatever the consignment, Roux had to have it ready on the dock when the scheduled barge arrived, and it had to be clearly labelled and stacked in the right order for loading. Every day, Roux and his wife Annette pored over barge schedules and consignment tables as they sought to keep abreast of the Girard estate’s logistics. They both knew he had been given the job in the expectation that he would fail, and that dismissal from the estate and the loss of their home would then follow.
Annette’s strong wish to not be made homeless was one of the pressures on Roux, and he found very little in the job to compensate for the strain he suffered. True, he was king of the dock compound, with his own squid and full authority to use it. But he felt permanently under threat from his African labour force, and not for one second did he or Annette relax their vigilance. The slaves worked, ate, and slept in chains, always under close supervision or locked securely in their quarters.
Of all his new duties, the one Roux hated the most was being Madame Girard’s boatman. The cargo barges that collected from and delivered to the dock were mostly steam-powered, although a few now chugged diesel smoke. But the Madame’s boat was still powered by oars, and the men to pull them came from the stock in Roux’s charge. When Madame wanted to visit the town of Valence for whatever reason it was Roux’s responsibility to convey her there, and he loathed the river as a personal enemy. Its powerful flow, one of the fastest of any major river in the world, ran between banks that had been canalised in the century preceding the end as part of attempts to tame its killer tendencies, but it remained a dangerous beast.
Only a few weeks into Roux’s dockside tenure he was somewhat surprised to be visited by Louis Girard, the Madame’s brother-in-law. After a desultory conversation about wine shipments, Girard ventured to suggest that Roux had been unfairly treated by being incarcerated with a gang of black savages. ‘You are worth a better position than this, Roux,’ he said, ‘a much better position. Alas, it is not currently in my gift to assist you.’
Roux made no reply, for he was sharp enough to know that some proposition was coming.
‘You are responsible for conveying the Madame on the river, is that not so? I love my sister-in-law very dearly,’ Girard let his face convey his true meaning, ‘and it worries me to see her precious life at risk in that boat.’
Carefully, Roux replied. ‘The Madame is safe in my hands, Monsieur Louis, I can assure you of that.’ 
‘Yes, yes.’ Girard sensed that Roux was willing to listen to his offer. ‘Your competence is not in question, and on the surface of things, Roux, the boat certainly appears to be sound. But its timbers are old now, very old, and I fear a sudden leak could develop. And then? Losing my sister-in-law would be a fearsome blow for me, but perhaps softened by the estate returning to the genuine blood-line, to me in fact. In my true position, as head of the estate, I would be able to reward loyal servants of the family. If you were given the position of stock manager, Roux, I think you would take great pleasure, yes?’
Roux was silent, but nodded, and Girard moved to close the deal. ‘On her next visit to Valence, probably next Tuesday, the Madame will be accompanied by my maid Kalyna, who is quite close to me. Kalyna must return safely, Roux, as must you. But who can ever say what tragedy may occur when lives are entrusted to the Rhône?’
When Girard left, Roux was coldly certain that he had to either drown the Madame or himself become the victim of a fatal misadventure, for he did not believe that Girard would simply allow their conversation to be forgotten. He said nothing to his wife of the murderous scheme, but he did consider how convenient it might be for her to perish with Madame Girard. As stock manager he would be given a fine house, one ideally suited to be staffed by the young slave girls he would be in a position to scour the markets for. Lascivious thoughts of the pleasures ahead inspired him to pump Annette with great vigour in their marriage bed. She squirmed and gasped while he imagined a coal-black virgin with nipple rings of gold, she told him how much she loved him even as he visualised a powerful flaxen-haired Polish girl astride him.
Each night, when the slaves were safely locked up and Annette was preparing dinner, Roux would spend some time in the boat, working under the deck, where he was easily able to loosen a longitudinal skin plank and weaken its framing timbers. At first he tried to give the damage he inflicted the appearance of natural decay, but the realisation that his handiwork would never be inspected enabled him to complete the job crudely and speedily. To hold the sabotaged plank in place he fitted a brace between it and the deck support timbers, his plan being to simply pull the brace aside when the moment of destiny arrived. After carefully tapping the caulking back into place, his work was done.
The routine of the dock went on normally for a few days. Barges arrived and departed, goods were loaded or unloaded by sweating slaves who were constantly screamed at by Roux and Annette, whips cracked and occasionally licked skin, it was the usual violent chaos seen on any estate dock. A coffle of eight men and sixteen women who were being sent for sale at the Montélimar market were loaded onto a barge, resulting in a furious argument between Roux and the barge’s captain, who insisted that he could not carry unaccompanied livestock. That dispute was settled by Roux hiring the captain’s wife as slave custodian for the journey, although he could not be certain that the cash paid from his pocket would be reimbursed by the estate. Another barge brought two escaped slaves, a man and a woman, who had been recaptured in Paris. Somehow, and in defiance of all laws to the contrary, they had managed to be married during their six-month absence, and Annette was reduced to hysterical tears as the couple were separated and dragged away for their draconian punishments. She had no qualm about any use or abuse of the muscular African men, but the thought of a fragile-looking young woman being scourged with the squid was very distressing for her.
The fateful Tuesday arrived, and Roux found himself hoping that the Madame would suffer a headache or some other ailment to prevent her making the trip to Valence. He now bitterly regretted his unspoken commitment to Louis Girard, and felt dread at the prospect of having to carry out the crime of subjecting an innocent woman to a terrible death by drowning.
But luck was not with him.
Madame Girard arrived at the compound entrance in company with a maid, and Roux’s heart sank as he forced his lips into a frozen smile of greeting. ‘Good morning, Madame,’ he said. ‘The weather is very calm today, so I can promise you a very pleasant voyage.’
‘Thank you, Roux.’ Madame offered up her hand to be kissed. ‘My personal maid is indisposed today, so my brother-in-law’s maid Kalyna is with me. Do say hello to Monsieur Roux, Kalyna, he has our lives in his hands when we are on the river, so we must be pleasant to him.’
‘Hello, Kalyna.’ Roux did not know if he was speaking to a slave or an employee. ‘It’s very nice to meet you.’
‘And I am charmed to meet you, Monsieur Roux.’ Kalyna had a foreign accent that Roux could not place, but he knew that if she was not French she was almost certainly a slave, and she struck him as being an odd purchase for Louis Girard to have made. Of slight build, she had no figure that could be noticed in her simple black tunic dress, and her plain face was not enhanced by large and slightly protuberant eyes that gave her, Roux thought, the appearance of a startled fish.
Pleasantries exchanged, Roux escorted the Madame and Kalyna to the dockside and onto the boat, which was moored stern-on. The oarsmen were already in position, each chained to a ringbolt in the deck, and neither the Madame not Kalyna looked down at the motive power as they passed along the gangway to the passenger well in the boat’s bow. Annette then appeared on the dock with the hamper of refreshments that was always provided for the Madame’s river journeys, and stepped onto the boat with it.
Roux surprised his wife by kissing her on the cheek as he took the hamper from her. ‘Thanks, mon chou,’ he said. ‘Look, I’ve changed my mind about you coming up the river today. Just stay here and have a rest day, you deserve it.’
‘Are you sure?’ Annette’s eyes widened. ‘It’s a lot for you to handle the boat and those lazy slaves.’
‘I’m sure, honestly.’ Roux gave a genuine smile, suddenly feeling warmth for her.
‘Well, OK. I shall go and see my sister, because I’ve heard she’s really ill, like she’s been poisoned or something.’ Annette stepped back onto the dock. ‘See you later, Eric, safe journey.’
Roux ordered the slaves to lift their oars, and then released the mooring lines. The boat was immediately seized by the current and swept downstream, away from the dock, something that had panicked him when he had been given brief instruction in boatmanship by his departing predecessor. He had the four slaves on one side dip their oars to point the bows upriver, and then had all eight of them pulling. It always seemed to take a little time to gain traction against the river’s flow, but soon the boat was making slow headway and it passed the dock, where Annette was stood waving.
Looking back at the dock as the boat entered a bend, Roux saw that Annette had vanished. He was relieved that she was not on board, and felt that he had done one good thing on this terrible day.
Ten minutes into the journey Kalyna came to the stern. The boat was rocking in the wake of a barge that had overtaken them, and as she swayed along the gangway Roux thought he saw in her movement something of what had attracted Louis Girard. She smiled quickly at him as she reached the steering platform, and clutched his chest with both hands for support. ‘Hey Roux,’ she said in a friendly manner, ‘how are you doing?’
Roux did not know if Kalyna was privy to the murder plan. ‘I’m fine,’ he replied stiffly, ‘what are you doing back here?’
Kalyna squatted down besides the hamper, and opened its lid. She looked up at Roux with her face crinkled in amusement. ‘I’m just here to fetch wine, Roux,’ she said. ‘And to discuss how we’re going to kill Madame Girard.’
Her words struck a chill into Roux, and he looked forward quickly to where the Madame was seated, even though she could not possibly have heard Kalyna.
‘Relax, Roux.’ Having taken a bottle of wine and two glasses from the hamper, Kalyna was now sitting on it. ‘It’s just something that has to be done, and really nothing to do with us, we’re only tools. I’m here to make sure everything goes smoothly, I’m so good at making things go smoothly. Tell me exactly how you will sink the boat.’
Roux explained how he would dislodge a plank to flood the vessel, and Kalyna nodded her approval. ‘How quickly will the boat sink?’ she asked.
‘I don’t know.’ Roux shrugged. ‘I’ve never done it before, but I think it will be quite quick. Is Madame Girard a strong swimmer?’
‘That I cannot say.’ Kalyna stood up. ‘But I can promise you she won’t be doing any swimming today, Roux. When I am ready and the river is clear of traffic, I will wave to you. That will be your signal to move the boat closer to the bank, so that we survivors of the tragedy may quickly get out feet on solid ground. Understood?’
Roux nodded.
‘Good.’ Kalyna pressed closed to Roux. ‘When we are close enough to the bank, I will deal with Madame. Then you will wait for my instruction to sink the boat, understood?’ 
Again Roux nodded, and Kalyna smiled. ‘You’ll do fine, Roux, and when this is over you will be looked after in some very special ways.’ She patted his crotch before heading back to the passenger well.
Slow miles passed, and all the while the river was busy enough with traffic that there was always a barge in sight. Roux was in a torment of anxiety, hoping that there would never be a stretch clear of traffic while also wishing to just get the hideous job over and done with. The slaves worked rhythmically at the oars, Roux applied minor course corrections with the tiller, and the boat made steady progress towards Valence. Kalyna was sitting up on the gunwale, chatting with the Madame, who sat on a padded seat in the passenger well. Occasionally Kalyna made eye-contact with Roux, looking over the heads of the oarsmen as they swayed to and fro at their labour. Roux stood at the tiller as he waited nervously for the signal to commit murder, occasionally stepping forward to remind the slaves that their backs were at the mercy of his whip.
Less than twenty minutes away from Valence, Roux became aware that the river ahead and behind was empty, and saw Kalyna wiggle her fingers at him as if she were just a saucy girl flirting with a boatman. He eased the tiller over to bring the boat nearer the left-hand bank, and watched with fascinated horror as Kalyna stood over her mistress.
A clucking sound came from Kalyna’s throat. ‘Madame,’ she said, ‘your hair is coming loose at the back. I’ll just fasten it for you.’
Roux could see Madame Girard leaning forward to have her hair adjusted, and Kalyna stooping down. His heart almost stopped when he saw the flash of a long needle in Kalyna’s hand, and he could hardly believe his eyes when the needle was thrust under the base of Madame’s skull to penetrate deep into her brain. There was a cry of pain as the Madame shot to her feet. ‘Oh God, Kalyna, what has happened to me?’
Kalyna drew back, her face an icy mask, and then lunged forward with both arms outstretched to push her victim over the side and into the river. Seconds later, Roux saw the struggling Madame Girard passing under the oars on the boat’s left side, and caught the terrible expression on her face as she submerged.
The slaves were still pulling powerfully on their oars as Kalyna strode quickly along the gangway, pausing only to wipe her bloody needle on one of their woolly heads. She reached Roux, stowed the needle in her own hair, and stared at the water behind the boat.
‘Shall I do it now?’ Roux asked. ‘Shall I sink it?’
‘Not yet,’ Kalyna hissed, ‘we have to be sure she’s gone. But stop where we are, stop the boat now.’
If holding a boat still in a powerful river current was achievable, it was beyond Roux’s boatman skills, and he knew it. ‘I can’t do that,’ he said, just as Madame Girard resurfaced, now seeming to be far behind the boat. No cries came from her, and it was not possible to tell if she was still alive.
‘We have to go back,’ Kalyna said, ‘if she lives, we die. Turn the boat around, Roux.’
Roux locked the rudder amidships, and made the turn. He had the right-hand column of rowers lift their oars from the water, and the left-hand column pull a long stroke. As the boat became oblique to the current it was snapped around very quickly, and Roux had the right-hand column dip their oars to steady it. Now the flow sped them swiftly towards the area where Madame Girard has last been seen, and Kalyna returned to the bow to gaze intently into the water.
‘I can’t see her,’ Roux heard Kalyna call after a short while. ‘Turn the boat around again.’ Roux did so, and rested two rowers on each side so that the boat made very slow progress against the current. They crept along, with both Roux and Kalyna watching for the Madame. 
At last Kalyna was satisfied Madame Girard had perished, and rejoined Roux in the stern. ‘Take us closer to the bank,’ she said.
Roux leaned against the tiller as Kalyna threw her shoes into the river. ‘OK, my friend,’ she said. ‘Time to pull the plug.’
Stepping back so he could open the hatch at his feet, Roux reached down for the rope. His second pull dislodged the bracing timber, and the loose skin plank folded inwards immediately. A torrent of water flooded in, much faster than he had expected, and he moved to release the master shackle that would free the oar slaves from the boat, giving them some small chance of survival even though they were chained together by the neck. Kalyna stayed his hand, shaking her head solemnly. A roar of shouting erupted from the slaves as they realised their imminent doom, but Kalyna was unmoved. ‘Roux,’ she said, pressing close to him, ‘forget those animals, they were always going to die. How many girls get to kill so many on their nineteenth birthday?’ She put her arms around his neck and angled her head as if to kiss him, while he could only look at her with open-mouthed shock on his face.
Roux knew he was being murdered when he felt the sharp prick at the base of his skull, knew it when the pain followed, knew it as blood flooded his brain and the left side of his body went numb. His vision was fading as he sank to his knees to meet the rising water.
Kalyna stepped over the rapidly sinking stern, and swam easily for the bank as the cries of the oar slaves were drowned by the implacable Rhône, letting the current carry her downstream without wasting energy on resisting it. She hauled herself up the bank, and turned to watch the boat disappear. Only the bow of the boat was still visible, rotating slowly as it sank, and then there was nothing but the undisturbed water of the mighty Rhône making its journey to the sea.







Chapter 19: The Missing Brand

That night, reunited with her master, her owner, her lover, Kalyna gave herself with a ferocious fury, biting and scratching as he spent himself in her. They slept for a while, and then he needed her to dominate him as she had done on the first night after he bought her in Sarajevo. He writhed on the bed as she beat him with a cane, gasping, crying, and sometimes laughing as she laid the bamboo across his body, raising vivid welts. Inevitably, there came a point when he begged her to stop, and she did what she had done on their first night together. She made him kneel before her, and as she looked down on him, she said what she had said then. ‘You do not own me, Louis, you could never own me.’
He looked up at her, at the pink of her labial lips, at her richly golden pubic hair, at her pale belly and small perfectly symmetrical breasts, at her stern face gazing down at him. This was exactly the view of her he had had when she stood on the sale platform. ‘You own me, Kalyna, I know that,’ he whispered, ‘and I’ve known it since I first saw you. What do you want me to do?’
‘I want you to give me France, and I want you to give me the world,’ she replied. ‘But for now, I want you to please me, and then maybe I will be your sweet sucking angel.’
As she lay back on the bed with her legs over Girard’s shoulders, Kalyna thought briefly of the Africans who had died while helplessly chained to the boat. She felt no pity, but she was aware that she had consigned the value of a small bag of gold to the rocky bed of the Rhône, and she did regret that fact. The deaths of the Africans and Roux reinforced her determination never to be helpless, to always be in control of her destiny. Girard was licking clumsily, like a dog, but she allowed him to continue for a while before she simulated an orgasm. But she would not suck him, she never had done, and precisely because she knew that every slave owner used his girls for that purpose. Instead, she sat on his belly while he masturbated with one hand and kneaded her breasts with the other. 
In the morning, she found Girard looking at her as she awoke, with a look of puzzlement on his face. ‘Sometimes I wonder why I chose you,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I should have you whipped, just to put you in your place. Or I could sell you, and then I would be free.’
She stretched lazily, and smiled. ‘You didn’t choose me, I chose you,’ she replied. ‘But if you want to whip me, do it, I give my permission. Perhaps there would be some pleasure for me in that, who knows? ’
‘You’ve seen women flogged, and you know they take no pleasure in it.’ Girard walked to the window, drew back the curtains, and gazed at the vineyards stretching into the distance. His vineyards, now. ‘And how would you feel about being put up for sale again?’
Kalyna’s smile was replaced by a cross expression. She left the bed and joined Girard at the window. ‘I could not be sold, and I don’t like the way you are speaking to me.’
There came a knock at the door, and a plump maid entered with a tray of coffee and croissants. Her eyes fell on her naked master and his concubine, and she looked away quickly, shocked by the realisation that Kalyna did not have a slave brand. Her hands were shaking as she put the tray on a bedside table, and her eyes were downcast as she turned towards the window. ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’ she asked.
‘Nothing, Zoya.’ Girard was not at all concerned about any slave seeing him naked, but he was troubled that Zoya now knew Kalyna was an illegal import and not actually a slave under French law. ‘But I will remind you that a loose tongue is easily lost.’
‘Yes, sir. I understand.’ Zoya left the room quickly.
‘Don’t worry, Louis.’ Kalyna laughed. ‘What can it matter if she blabs that I’m not branded? The army of light are kicking the government’s arse, and they will destroy slavery, or the government will scrap it to placate them, and then the only thing that matters will be who owns the land, not who owns who.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘How many slaves does the estate actually own?’
‘I don’t quite know.’ Girard had sat on the bed, and was sipping coffee. ‘It’s something around three hundred, but they’re being sold off at quite a rate. I’ll go through the stock ledger with Amelia before I kick her out. And there are five I own in my own name, including you, my sexy scorpion.’
‘Put me in Amelia’s job.’ Kalyna’s face was very serious. ‘You’ll need someone now the Roux buffoon is dead.’
‘Yes, I’m sorry about Roux.’ Girard, who knew nothing of Kalyna’s needlework, put his cup down with a frown. ‘He was willing to help, but now I can’t repay him. I’m surprised you want the job though, and Jacqueline’s family will be scandalised. Why do you want it?’
‘Well,’ Kalyna pushed him back on the bed, and sat astride him. ‘I want a proper position on the estate, that’s the first thing. All those people who sneer at me behind my back and say I’m only your slut will have a shock coming. And the estate needs preparing for the changes to come. The amount of money tied up in slaves doesn’t bear thinking about, and it could all be lost. I’ll run the stock down while we can still sell it, and just keep enough slaves for the estate to tick over with. When those are declared free I’ll offer to keep them as employees, and we’ll rebuild from there.’
‘You have been thinking.’ Girard lifted his head to kiss a nipple. ‘Anything else?’
‘Yes. The number of freeloaders the estate is carrying is ridiculous.’ Kalyna felt Girard hardening, and eased him inside her. ‘Almost nobody’s in a job because they’re good at it, and the whole set-up is only profitable because of working slaves we won’t have much longer. I’ll strip out all the dead wood, and turn the place into a real business.’
‘Such a clever slave.’ Girard was unprepared for the slap she gave him. ‘What was that for?’
‘You must never again say I’m a slave,’ Kalyna said as she began to work her hips. ‘It’s not nice, and it’s not part of our future.’
There was silence between them as they completed the matter at hand.







Chapter 20: Dust to Dust

Louis Girard stood at the lectern in the estate’s tiny chapel, looking solemnly down at his sister-in-law’s coffin with his hands clasped as in prayer. After several minutes silence, while the air became electric with tension, he looked up to face his small audience of close family members.
He spoke with slow and careful enunciation. ‘Jacqueline was first introduced to me as my brother’s fiancée, and very quickly became my firm friend. So you will understand that the day she became one of the Girard family was the happiest of my life. You know that Jacqueline was tragically widowed, thus becoming mistress of the estate, and you also know that I supported her in that role with every fibre of my being.’ His head dropped, and he appeared to be fighting back tears.
The head came up again. ‘With a profound sense of history, and with total commitment to family duty, Jacqueline discharged her obligations while always being the dearest friend to us all. Now she has been taken from us, a wonderful light has been extinguished, but we can take comfort from knowing that if ever a soul deserved a place in heaven, Jacqueline’s soul does, and we must know that while we grieve, Jacqueline begins her eternal happiness.’
‘Jacqueline did not die alone. The boatman, Eric Roux, dived again and again in valiant attempts to rescue her, but was overcome by the current and also lost his life. We honour him, and have given his widow Annette a placement in the chateau. My personal maid, Kalyna, also attempted to pull Jacqueline from the river, but was defeated by the power of the Rhône, and only narrowly escaped with her own life. In recognition of her heroic devotion to this family and estate, Kalyna is to become stock manager, for Amelia is returning to her home village to cope with her grief there. Kalyna will be known as Mademoiselle Kalyna, and she is to be accorded the proper respect due her new position.’
At the point, the mask of grief slipped a little.  Girard had let it be known that he was replacing one of the late Madame’s family members, and now he moved to settle anxious nerves in the audience.
‘We who are left cannot replace Jacqueline. What we can do, and what we must do, is to carry on with the strength of her spirit in us. Throughout its history, this estate has seen many mergers of many families into the Girard line, and those infusions of blood have only strengthened it. So it must be now. Let those of us who came from the original line, and those of us who share Jacqueline’s blood, work together for the estate, for we are all one family now. I embrace you all as my brothers and sisters, I commit to you all, and I absolutely rely on your loving support as I become the head of Chateau Girard.’
Not being a family member, Kalyna was not present at the funeral. Instead, she sat in the office she had inherited from Amelia and studied the estate’s organisational chart, which made it obvious that positions existed for people, and not the reverse. Contemptuously, she began crossing out names.







Chapter 21: The Fruits of Autumn

For several weeks after her meeting with Madame Girard, Christie nursed an excited hope of Ellen Marshall coming to retrieve her, but weeks passed with no hint of a change in her circumstances. August faded into September, and she let her optimism die a natural death, without attempting resuscitation. There was some celebration in her gang when their overseer Roux was replaced, and unconcealed joy abounded when they heard of his death, but that was all overshadowed by the fear of being sold away to unknown hardships, for le temps des adieux, the time of goodbyes, loomed. With her protector Madame Girard now dead, Christie had no idea if Ellen Marshall’s distant affection still counted in her favour.
As October progressed the annual disposal of slaves accelerated, and faces disappeared from every chalet. Christie’s friend Giselle was one of the first taken away for sale, and as was invariably the case, little opportunity for farewells was provided. After breakfast one morning, Giselle and two others from Christie’s chalet were led away. Christie saw Giselle’s eyes widen in terror as she was fastened to a market-bound coffle chain, and a felt a pang of sorrow for the girl. But she shed no tears, for she had seen too many partings, and that well had long run dry.
Christie and her companions in bondage were agog at the rapid rise of the Ukrainian slave Kalyna to the position of stock manager, then astonished by the revelation that she was not legally a slave. Correctly, they assumed that the Girard family was being prepared for a marriage none would approve of, and sure enough, on the last Sunday of October Louis Girard took Kalyna as his bride.
In early November Christie was transferred to a winter work gang, although still living in the same chalet. Her new overseer was a lugubrious old man named Robert, who was understood to be an uncle of Annette Roux. He well understood the folly of rushing to any kind of work, which made him popular with his slaves but did not endear him to the estate’s management.
Sometimes now, on clear and still nights, it was possible to hear the sounds of war. The rumble of distant artillery and flashes reflected on clouds revealed that the army of light was pushing the government forces back towards Paris, and drawing ever-closer to the Valence area. The apparent prospect of liberation did not ameliorate the slaves’ condition, far from it. Working hours were extended to include Sundays, and food rations were cut.
Christie was feeling completely miserable one day when Robert came along to check on her work. Her hands were sore from working with secateurs on the tough vines, and she was terribly hungry. ‘I’m seriously thinking of running to the rebel troops, Robert,’ she said. ‘My stomach says I have to eat more or I will die here, your donkey is better fed than me.’
‘The donkey is worth more than you.’ Robert sighed. ‘Do not be tempted to run, my princess. This is not your country, you are lost in France, and you would quickly be brought back here for the reward the estate would offer. And then you know how you would suffer under the squid, and you would still be hungry.’
‘Why should I fear the squid? I’m suffering now.’ Christie threw her secateurs down. ‘I don’t understand why Kalyna is starving us slaves. She’s been a slave, so you might think she would have some sympathy for us.’
Robert shook his head sagely. ‘Our Madame Kalyna is a clever and far-sighted lady, so she is squeezing her fruit while she can. If abolition comes here, she will not want to have many slaves to free. So she is feeding you for as little as she can, working all the profit out of you she can, and then she will sell you while she can. That is my belief, but my beliefs don’t matter, you must pick up your secateurs and get on with your work.’
Christie sat down on the ground. ‘I can’t carry on, Robert, I’m just too hungry.’
‘Don’t put me in a difficult position, Christie.’ Robert looked around nervously. ‘Get up and get back to work, or you know what I must do.’
Christie did not move.
‘Christie,’ Robert crouched down beside her. ‘I am going to check on my other girls, and then I will be back. If you are not on your feet and working when I return, then I will have to take you to the estate office.  Don’t make me do that, please, I am not on this earth to cause suffering.’
An hour later Robert and Christie entered the vestibule of the estate office, where a middle-aged black woman secretary was sat behind an ancient mechanical typewriter, a string of pearls around her neck rattling against its keys. She looked up with a smile. ‘Hello Robert, please tell me you haven’t brought this girl for punishment, I’ve heard enough screaming for one week.’
‘I’m afraid I have.’ Robert was ashen-faced. ‘She’s refusing to work unless she gets more food, and really she’s quite right. All the girls are hungry because the ration is just too low. If things go on like this we’ll be seeing slaves drop dead in the vineyard.’
‘It’s no good telling me that,’ the secretary retorted. ‘Madame Kalyna decides everything, not me. What’s this girl’s name? I’ll get her file out.’
When Christie’s file had been retrieved the secretary looked through it. ‘You’ve not been whipped before, and you’re making a big mistake now,’ she said to Christie. ‘Why don’t you just go back to work, and we can all forget this nonsense?’
‘No.’ Christie was feeling faint from hunger and fear, but she held her ground. ‘You can whip me to death, and I’ll take that instead of slowly starving to death.’
‘Up to you.’ The secretary shrugged. ‘Robert, you can take her out to the frame. I’ll put twenty lashes on the punishment form, that’s normal for a first offence, and I’ll take it through for Madame Kalyna to sign. Then I’ll bring you a squid and witness the flogging.’
The punishment frame was a wooden triangle fastened to the back wall of the estate office. Christie compliantly removed her shirt, skirt, and shorts, and put her hands up to be tied to the apex by the distressed Robert. ‘Holy Mary,’ he said, ‘how can you do this to me? I’ve a granddaughter almost your age. I wouldn’t harm a hair on her head and I don’t want to hurt you.’
‘You have to,’ Christie replied softly. ‘It’s OK, Robert. It won’t be you cutting the flesh off me.’ She shuddered. ‘It will be the estate, it will be the Kalyna bitch. It will be slavery and this fucking cruel world that hurt me. When you’re given the whip, get on with it quickly, please, and swing it as hard as you can. I would prefer to die today.’
The back door of the office opened and the secretary stepped out. ‘Robert,’ she said. ‘Madame Kalyna doesn’t want this one flogged because she’s on the list for sale. You can go now, leave her with me. I warn you, though, that Madame says anyone else who decides they’re too hungry to work will definitely get thirty lashes, make sure all your girls know that.’
The relieved Robert went back to the vineyard, while the secretary released Christie from the frame. As she stood naked and rubbing her wrists, Kalyna came out to take a look at her. Christie was shocked to see how young her mistress was, but not shocked enough to show any respect. She looked Kalyna in the eye and asked what kind of fool would starve their slaves until they were too weak to work.
‘Too weak to work?’ Kalyna considered the question. ‘At this moment there are two hundred and thirty-seven slaves on the estate, and only one of them claims to be too weak to work. Consider yourself lucky that your details have already been passed to the sale room, because you really do deserve a flogging for laziness and another for insolence. But it’s no good putting a freshly flogged slave up for sale, because nobody will buy a woman in that condition.’
‘Maybe I’m to thin to sell,’ Christie replied evenly. ‘Maybe buyers prefer a woman with some meat on her bones.’
‘Some people would say you have spirit, I say you are stupid.’ Kalyna spoke coolly. ‘I believe you will sell, and for a good price, but not half what I was sold for. You’re too old for the top of the market, but you’ve got reasonable looks and no stretch marks, so you will appeal to buyers. If I’m wrong, if you are returned here unsold, then we owe you some squid treatment, don’t we? I shall enjoy watching.’ She turned on her heel and returned to the office.
‘She’s right, of course, you will sell,’ the secretary observed. ‘Get dressed now Christie, then fetch your personal things from your chalet and come back here. You’re off Robert’s gang now, and you’ll be kept with the other stock for sale until you go to auction. Dear God girl, I hope you get a good new owner, I really do.’
‘Are you a slave?’ Christie asked as she pulled her shorts on.
‘Of course I am.’ The secretary’s face saddened. ‘You won’t find any free black people around here. Hurry up now, and get back here as quick as you can, I’ll be in the office.’
Christie pulled her shirt over her head, fastened her skirt, and set off for her chalet. Suddenly her spirits were rising. She was not daunted by the prospect of being sold, far from it, she was glad to be leaving Château Girard. If she could attract the right buyer, she felt sure she would have a far better situation than her present one. In the vineyards she was just a production unit, but if a man bought her to use as a woman, then she would have a chance of climbing the ladder again. ‘Come on Mister slave-master,’ she muttered as she strode away from the estate office. ‘Put your money down, and I will lead you by the cock.’







Chapter 22: Montélimar

The barge carrying Christie and thirty-five other slaves from Château Girard docked at a commercial pier on the northern outskirts of Montélimar. Once a major centre of confectionary making, the town was now a main hub of the slave trade in southern France, and Christie had heard that in excess of a million slaves had been sold there in the previous decade.
Before disembarkation, the cargo was inspected by a harassed-looking gendarme, who checked with the barge captain that each slave had import papers matching the E brand they bore, and then they were all lined up on the dock, still chained by the neck, to stand shivering in the cool breeze. Other barges arrived to unload slaves, all of whom were marched away immediately, while the Château Girard stock waited and waited.  After two hours a whip-carrying youth arrived and instructed them to follow him. He led them along a broad highway for about half an hour, passing through fields where gangs of slave were still working despite the failing light of the late afternoon, until they came to a group of warehouses.
Here the coffle was split, and the men who comprised the bulk of the shipment were taken to one warehouse while the eight women were driven into another. The steel door clanged shut behind them, electric lights came on, and Christie was astonished by the sight before her eyes. Groups of comfortable-looking chairs were grouped around tables, on each of which were steaming coffee urns and cups. Along a side wall a buffet was laid out, so the room looked like a reception for a fairly important visiting delegation. From a door at the back a woman emerged. Short and fat, she climbed awkwardly onto a chair, swaying precariously for a few moments before finding her balance. She clapped her hands. ‘Listen up, my name is Elaine, and I’ll be showing you for sale tomorrow.’ 
She paused to ensure that she had all the slaves’ attention. ‘In a few minutes your chains will be struck off, and then I just want you to relax. Through the blue door there,’ she pointed, ‘are the showers and toilets, you’ll find plenty of soap, towels and robes on the shelves on your way in. Leave the clothes you’re wearing now in one of the baskets, please, you shouldn’t need them again. When you come out, have a coffee, eat as much as you like, be comfortable. I’ll be speaking to you again later on, just to explain about tomorrow. Ah, here’s my good friend Alain, who will relieve you of your ironmongery.’
Christie was only slightly disappointed to find the showers were of the communal variety. As she leaned against the spotless tiles, the hot water spraying down forcefully on her skin was heaven for her. She let her body slide down the wall until she was sat on the floor, rubbing her body with the deliciously scented soap and thinking she never wanted to be anywhere else. When all the other slaves had left the shower she stayed for a while, until reluctantly leaving. Clad in a spotlessly clean white robe, she returned to the main room and heaped food from the buffet onto a plate, before slumping into a chair and pouring a cup of coffee. She had touched hardly any of the food, and not sipped the coffee at all, before she fell into a deep sleep.
She was wakened by a girl who was replacing the coffee urns from a trolley. The girl saw Christie’s eyes open, and smiled at her. ‘Hello, sleepy-head,’ she said. ‘I’ve given you a clean cup, so pour yourself some. My mum will be here soon to speak to you all again.’
Christie blinked. ‘That woman, Elaine, she’s your mum?’
‘Yes, we’re a family business. Good luck at the sale tomorrow, I hope you go somewhere nice.’ The girl pushed her trolley to the next table, and Christie ate some more of the food, washing it down with scalding hot coffee.
When Elaine returned she did not again risk life and limb by standing on a chair, but walked among the slaves as she spoke, her booming voice easily filling the room. ‘What is a slave?’ she asked rhetorically. ‘A slave is a very valuable person, and I am being paid commission to ensure your value is recognised when you are put on sale tomorrow. Does that matter to you, when most of the money paid for you will go to your owners, with just a tiny slice landing in my pocket? Of course it does. If you present yourselves as base animals, then you may be sure that is how you will be treated. But carry yourselves with dignity, respect yourselves as the precious objects you are, and you will achieve good prices, and be esteemed by your new owners.
‘Who will buy you? The big estates such as the one you have come from are all reducing their slave holdings, they are not buying. That is a good thing for you, because no slaves are worked harder or treated more harshly than those on the big estates, and I certainly intend to price you all above the level traders will pay, so you will probably go to small farms or families, both are ideal situations. Any of you will be a massive investment for a family or a small farm, and they will treat you well if only to preserve your value.
‘Most of you will have been at auction before, so you know more or less what to expect. You’ll be given what preparation I can do first thing in the morning, and if any of you are due a period I’ll need to be told about it then. I want you to get a good night’s sleep, and don’t worry. All will be well. Any questions before I go?’ 
Christie raised a hand. ‘What happens if we don’t sell tomorrow?’
‘I will sell you all tomorrow,’ Elaine replied with a frown. ‘You are high-quality stock, and I’m an expert. However, if necessary I will show you again on Sunday morning. After that you’ll be returned to Château Girard if unsold, but don’t worry, it’s not going to happen.’
‘I see, thank you.’ Christie was beginning to feel despondent again. She was one of the oldest slaves in the group, and greatly feared that buyers would pass her by. 
The night was spent in comfortable dormitory. Christie was racked by worry about not being sold, knowing that Kalyna would certainly put her through hell if she were returned to Château Girard. All the rebellious fire that had enabled her to stop work in the vineyard was extinguished, largely because during the weeks since then she had been fed adequately and now again valued her life. She fell asleep eventually, after three nervous visits to the toilet, and dreamed of a flogging she had seen on the Girard estate. A Spanish woman from Christie’s gang had been caught within hours of running away, and had been given thirty stokes of the quid while the rest of the gang were compelled to watch. Eric Roux had wielded the squid with murderous ferocity, and the watching slaves had covered their ears against the screams as he made a bloody mess of the runaway’s back, shredding her skin and flesh.
Christie awoke with a start, and tried to remember the flogged runaway’s name, but it would not come to her.
In the morning the slaves were returned to the room where they had met Elaine the previous day. After being given a strange breakfast of soup and orange juice by Elaine’s daughter and another woman who was not introduced to them, they were told to visit the shower again, and when they returned they found Elaine waiting.
‘OK, my lovelies,’ Elaine cried, ‘this is your big day, and you must each look your best for it. I understand if you feel concerned about the sale, but you must believe that dame fortune smiled on you when your Madame Kalyna decided to sell you. Your lives have taken a turn for the better, so let me see some smiles as we tidy you up. Everybody take a seat, please, and pour a nice cup of coffee.’
Each woman was visited for a few minutes by Elaine or one of her two assistants for a lightning beautification. Hair was brushed, dried, and lacquered in place. Mascara was deftly applied to eyelashes, along with a hint of eye shadow and blusher. From a tray with a vast selection, an almost-natural shade of lipstick was chosen, and the overall effect was amazing to Christie. Looking around her, it was hard to recall the dishevelled band of slaves who had been marched into the building. The slaves were then relieved of their robes and issued with the tunics and matching shorts they would be sold in. A royal blue with the slogan Les esclaves de Elaine - d'une valeur de qualité le prix prominently stitched in yellow across the back, the thigh length tunics were cut low at the top to show the slave’s E brand. To complete the ensemble, a matching cloth bag was provided for each slave’s personal possessions. Christie had only a comb, two quite worn toothbrushes, a small mirror, and three pairs of spare clean shorts she had stolen from the Girard estate.
A young slave sitting nearest to Christie gazed at the slogan on the bag. ‘So slaves from Elaine are quality worth the price,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you something, I’m not sucking some dirty farmer’s cock, whatever happens.’
That struck Christie as funny. ‘Yes you will,’ she replied. ‘You’ll suck cock and you’ll swallow to keep the skin on your back. I’ve sucked farmer’s cock, and it’s better than being whipped.’ Suddenly she had vivid memories of servicing Jack Hawkins, of punishing Norma and other slaves, and of driving the cart to market. She had been someone then, and she had almost become free. Renewed confidence flooded her, and she turned to the girl. ‘Do you know,’ she said, ‘I’ve whipped silly little girls like you, who thought they didn’t have to do as they were told, and I look forward to doing it again. You’re a slave, girl, get used to it.’
‘That’s the spirit.’ Elaine’s voice came from behind Christie, and then she hove into view. ‘You’re the type of ambitious slave who means to become free, aren’t you?’
‘Yes I am.’ Christie asserted, ‘and I’ll do whatever I have to do. But I will rise up from slavery, I know that.’
‘I sincerely hope you do.’ Elaine sat beside Christie, and proceeded to ask for brief biographical details, scribbling notes on a pad as she listened. ‘That’s all very good,’ she said at the conclusion, ‘I can see you rising up like a cork in a barrel.’
When she had taken notes from every slave, Elaine clapped her hands, as seemed to be her habit. ‘Ladies,’ she called, ‘please make a last visit to the toilets, and then it will be time to turn you loose on the world.’ Although loose was perhaps not the correct word, for the slaves were taken from the warehouse with their right wrists fastened to a chain. With their slave papers and her notes in a bundle under her arm, Elaine led them through the town to the bustling market square. 
The scale of the Montélimar trade was immediately apparent from the number of dealers operating. Some dealers had just a single slave standing on a box, while others had crude wooden platforms and a line of slaves awaiting their turn for auction. As they passed across the concourse Christie saw black slaves, white slaves, slaves of mixed blood, and even a few she guessed to be Chinese. All the men for sale were stripped at least to the waist, as were some of the women. Long ago, Christie had seen an old woman with terrible scars of flogging offered for sale in Craigbrae, and had been very shocked. Here she saw similar evidence of cruelty a dozen times, and was outraged to see freshly-branded pre-pubic girls paraded for a frenzied group of buyers. ‘They’re selling children,’ the slave in front of Christie said. ‘Surely to God, this has to end.’
Christie could only gulp and nod her agreement.
Elaine’s sale premises, Les esclaves de Elaine, were an open-fronted shop under the rooms of a hotel. She led her goods past the sale platform at the front and through to the darkened rear of the shop, where there was a long bench for them to sit on, and she clipped the end of the chain to a ring in the floor. ‘Right, girls,’ she said. ‘It will soon be over. I want you to remember three words when you’re on the platform. Posture, poise, dignity. Keep your heads up and your shoulders back, look over the buyers’ heads, and don’t respond to anything you hear. There are plenty of beasts for sale in this market, but you are ladies of quality, each of you a fine purchase for the more discriminating buyer.’
The first slave on the chain, the one who had made the comment to Christie about children for sale, was unfastened and taken up onto the platform, in front of which buyers were gathering, and Elaine began her sales pitch. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to offer you the opportunity to own a slave of real class. This is Heidi, a fine German girl with every quality feature. Heidi was branded at Strasbourg eight years ago, and is now twenty-four years of age. She speaks English and Spanish in addition to French and German. With just two previous owners, Heidi has no whip marks, and is a kind and affectionate girl. She has been worked as a waitress, and is skilled at grape cultivation and harvest.’
‘Let’s see her tits,’ called a voice from the crowd.
‘I’m not selling sluts,’ Elaine replied, ‘piss off. Now ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to hear some serious bids from serious people looking for excellence. Let me have the first offer of five thousand francs or over.’
Five thousand came immediately, followed by six and then seven. The slaves in the rear of the shop listened, every one of them in anxious turmoil.
‘She’s a nice looker,’ a buyer commented when eight thousand francs were reached, ‘but not worth this sort of money.’
‘Well,’ Elaine answered, ‘perhaps one day you’ll be able to afford quality. Come on ladies and gentlemen, surely you don’t think I can give this girl away for eight thousand francs?’
‘Elaine,’ a woman at the front of the crowd spoke. ‘I’m interested, and I’ll pay ten thousand, but I need to speak to the girl before I decide.’
‘Of course, Madame Crecy,’ Elaine purred, ‘please step into the shop. Bidding on this item is now closed, ladies and gentlemen, but I will shortly be offering something very special.’
The slave Heidi was taken to the back of the shop, where her tunic was removed so Madame Crecy, a stern-looking woman of middle years, could be satisfied she was unmarked by whipping. As the other slaves listened in breathless silence, Heidi was then interviewed by her prospective purchaser.
‘Heidi,’ Madame Crecy began, ‘I run a boarding school for young ladies, and I would need you as a guardian and carer for the girls when they are not in class. It is not a slave camp, and there are no whips or chains. Would you like to work in such a place?’
‘Yes, Madame,’ Heidi replied with obvious excitement.
‘Look me in the eye, Heidi, and tell me I can trust you with my girls.’ Madame Crecy gripped both of the slave’s hands. ‘I really don’t agree with slavery, so give me five years service and I will give you back the freedom you were born with.’
‘You can trust me with your life and with the girls’ lives, Madame.’ Heidi was overcome with gratitude. ‘I swear to you that I will be faithful.’
‘And do you promise to stay with me for the five years if emancipation comes?’
‘Willingly. Madame, I would give you the rest of my life for the hope you have given me,’ Heidi said.
‘Then we are agreed.’ Madame Crecy released the slave’s hands. ‘Elaine, please make out the form of transfer, and I’ll take Heidi to her new home.’
‘Now you see the truth of what I’ve been saying to you,’ Elaine proclaimed to the remaining slaves when Heidi had left with her purchaser, ‘Sold as a slut, Heidi would have fetched five or six thousand from some pervert who’s too ugly to woo a woman. But look at what has been achieved for her by presenting her true superiority.’
‘Would I be right in saying,’ asked a cynical slave, ‘that Heidi has just made you a thousand francs the richer?’
‘Two thousand,’ Elaine replied without batting an eyelid. ‘Quality is always worth the price.’ She clapped her hands. ‘Time to launch the next lady on her upward path.’
The next lady was Christie, who was so frightened that her legs would barely carry her up the platform steps.
Elaine clapped a hand on Christie’s shoulder and beamed at the crowd. ‘Now we have an unusual item, a slave from Scotland. Christie is a strong and obedient woman who was branded for France just three years ago, but had already been a slave for five years, and is now twenty-eight years old. She was trained for harness and farm work in her home country, and also as an overseer. More recently used for vineyard work by a very prestigious estate, she is an ideal purchase for town or country use. I’m going to say straight away that she’s not the youngest or prettiest slave for sale in this market, but just look at the obvious quality on offer, and you’ll see why I’m asking for an opening bid of five thousand francs.’
The man who offered five thousand looked appallingly rough to Christie, and the man who upped the bidding to six looked even worse. She felt her knees begin to buckle. Elaine was scanning the crowd, trying to make eye contact as she harangued them to part with their cash. ‘Tomorrow you’ll regret your meanness today, for this chance to purchase a woman of Christie’s class may never come again. Come on now, if you need a slave, why settle for anything less? Somebody offer me seven thousand, and I’ll close the sale.’
An offer of seven thousand was not forthcoming, and Elaine refused to sell at six thousand five hundred. Christie was again attached to the chain at the back of the shop, replaced on the sale platform by a stocky black woman who sold for four thousand. Next were the youngest slave Kalyna had sent to market, a pretty girl who quickly fetched nine thousand five hundred, followed by a powerful Armenian who sold at six thousand. A second attempt to sell Christie was made, but Elaine’s reserve price of seven thousand francs was not met. 
‘Looks like I might have to sell you tomorrow,’ Elaine remarked cheerfully as she fastened Christie’s wrist to the chain.
‘Oh no Elaine.’ Christie felt close to collapse. ‘I’d rather die in the night than come back here and go through this again tomorrow. There must be something you can do to sell me. Lower the price, or put me on the platform naked, that won’t bother me.’
Elaine’s lips pursed with disapproval. ‘I don’t care what bothers you, because you’re just goods for me to sell. Showing your flesh would do nothing for your price, because this market is full of flesh, it sells fast but it sells cheap. Christie, I am an expert at my trade, I have sold thousands of slaves, and I will sell you at what I judge to be the right price. Improve your attitude is my advice, which you should take as a warning against daring to tell me what to do.’
Another three slaves were sold, leaving just two in Elaine’s stock. The middle-aged woman who was Christie’s sole remaining chain-mate was taken out and sold for three thousand francs, and then Elaine had to decide if it was worth putting Christie on the platform for one more time before shutting shop for the day. A lot of the buyers still circulating the market would have seen Christie shown before, she knew, so she reluctantly decided to attend the Sunday morning market. As she was pulling down the roller shutter at the shop front, she was approached by a man who removed his hat and bowed before speaking. ‘Forgive my impertinence in troubling you, Madame. I saw you offer a Scottish slave for sale earlier, and I liked the look of her. She was very clean and presentable, a credit to your establishment, and I’m sure she would be less trouble than some of the slaves I’ve owned. I know you still have her, so may I make an offer?’
‘My shop is closed, but my ears are still working.’ Elaine waited for the offer.
‘I am a very poor man, and could not possibly pay more than five thousand francs. Please do not laugh in my face, because I do know she is worth more. But I believe you are selling on commission, and I could offer you a little personal incentive, six cases of fine brandy, Hine Antique.’
The shutter banged closed, and Elaine fitted the padlock. ‘Only to save myself from coming back here tomorrow, I will accept the brandy and six thousand.’
‘Split the difference, five thousand five hundred and three cases of brandy.’ The hat was replaced, and the man held out his hand. Elaine shook it, and went into her shop for a form of transfer. ‘Christie, you’re sold,’ she bellowed. ‘Get on your feet and come to meet your new master.’
‘You’ll have to take me off this chain first,’ Christie replied.
Elaine fiddled with her key in the gloomy shop interior to free Christie’s wrist from the chain. Looking over her shoulder, Christie could see in the shop doorway the tall silhouette of her new owner, the man who could use her for any purpose and inflict any suffering on her. Shaking with fear, she stepped forward.







Chapter 23: Band of Angels

Out on the pavement of the Montélimar market square, and with elaborate courtesy, Christie’s purchaser introduced himself as Didier Reynard. He was, he explained, just a poor man who needed some assistance with his business. If Christie would consent to provide that assistance, he went on, he was sure they would become the very best of friends, and their time together would be a happy one, free of all unpleasantness. Giving her a smile seemingly borrowed from an aged horse, he escorted her to a nearby café, where he sat her at a table, gave her a handful of coins to spend, and said he would come for her when he had attended to other business.
When Reynard left her in the café, Christie’s first thought was that she should simply walk away. That notion was quashed by the knowledge that as a branded slave in a foreign country there was nowhere she could run to, and nobody she could turn to for any aid in reaching freedom. Instead, she ordered an onion omelette and a flagon of wine from a dirty-looking waitress, who suspiciously counted the coins before accepting the order. If the potent wine was a liquid of vinegarish indifference in flavour, the omelette, served with a crisp green salad, was large and delicious, and formed the best meal Christie had eaten since landing in France.
Replete and more than a little inebriated, Christie dozed off in her seat. She awoke to find Reynard’s tombstone smile beaming down at her. He was accompanied by a tall saturnine-faced woman. As Christie jumped to her feet he made the introductions. ‘Christie, this is Cécile. She will be your boss, but also your mother, your sister, and your dear friend. But not your lover,’ he laughed in a braying equine way, ‘because we are not that kind of family. Come along now, we have but a short walk, and then you’ll meet all your new friends.’
The walk took the trio out of town and into the darkening countryside. Reynard walked ahead, carrying a rucksack on his back, with the two women following. Cécile, Christie learned, was not a slave, but a free woman who had attached herself to Reynard some years previously. She served in the all the capacities that he could not be bothered with, which as she described them were everything needed to keep the business afloat. Reynard provided a small pool of labour for anyone who could hire it for a day, a week, or more rarely for longer periods. At this time of year they were following the apple and pear harvest, which started in the far south in June. As the months progressed they moved ever northwards, but had fallen behind schedule while completing some work for a vineyard. To Christie’s amazement, that vineyard was revealed to be Château Girard, and she shook her head in wonder at how Kalyna could be simultaneously hiring labour and selling slaves. Cécile then explained that after finishing at the vineyard, Reynard, she never called him anything but that, had diverted southwards for some business involving a consignment of brandy that she strongly intimated was stolen. ‘Not everything we do is entirely legal,’ she explained, ‘but you don’t have to worry because you’re a slave, so won’t be blamed.’
Despite the walk turning out to be far longer than advertised, Christie was feeling relaxed and contented. If a saint had bought her at the market she would have expected to be led away on a chain, but here she was strolling along as free as air. That could only mean, she reasoned, that there was nothing to run away from. ‘What should I call my master?’ she asked Cécile.
‘Reynard?’ Cécile seemed puzzled. ‘It doesn’t matter, call him what you like, but all the girls use his name. You’ll find he’s OK to work for, and he likes to treat every girl as if she were a countess. But never forget that he owns you, for if he even suspects you might be thinking of running off, he’ll sell you in a flash. And don’t even think about getting too close to him, if you know what I mean, or I will insist that he sells you in a flash.’
‘But I have to do as he tells me,’ Christie responded, ‘I can’t refuse him.’
‘You’ll just have to wriggle out if that situation arises,’ Cécile said. ‘Tell him your blood is flowing, that always puts sex out of a man’s mind, they think it’s disgusting.’
‘Why did he buy me?’ Christie asked. ‘Is there a lot of work?’
Cécile pulled a wry face. ‘There is no work at the moment, nothing. And now he has paid so much for you, there is very little money for food. Reynard always believes that something will come along, and that he will never hit rock bottom.  But he is never far from bottom, never. We live hand-to-mouth, but as long as he owns a few slaves he thinks he is someone, a big operator.’
‘How many slaves are there?’
‘Including you, there are now a grand total of six.’ Cécile snorted. ‘We started this year with twelve, but two went off with soldiers, two he had to sell, and three ran off while we were at Château Girard.’
‘Don’t you ever get runaways returned to you?’
‘Never.’ Cécile shook her head. ‘The police and the gendarmes see travelling people like us as scum. If they pick up a runaway who belongs to someone like Reynard, they just take them to a big landowner, money changes hands, you get the picture.’
‘What’s to stop any of his slaves from running away?’ Christie asked.
‘Nothing,’ Cécile replied. ‘But as you’ve come from a vineyard, would you want to risk landing up on another one? Or working night and day for a farmer, with his wife looking for any excuse to beat you? Most of the time with Reynard you’ll be hungry, that’s for sure. But when we have work, everyone does their share and eats their share of what we earn. And he is a good man, Christie. A stupid, foolish man, but there is no evil in him, and he’s never beaten a woman in his life.’ 
Christie considered her new situation as full darkness fell and the two women had to catch up with Reynard to be able to see him. She was now the slave of an impecunious itinerant trader, and it did not seem that she could possibly fall any lower. On the other hand, a master who did not whip his slaves was so rare that she had hardly even heard of one before.  Just possibly, she thought, her fortunes had taken a decisive turn for the better.
They arrived at Reynard’s camp. A group of identical tents were pitched around a roaring fire, from the warmth of which three women rose to greet their boss, all of them ignoring Christie. ‘Hello Reynard, have you got something nice for us?’ asked one of them.
‘For you, Nadine, I have some of those foul cigars you like. And for our lovely lady Geneva one has acquired a box of most delightful Marron glace.’ Reynard’s face was wreathed in a smile that Christie thought showed genuine affection. He turned to the third woman, a dumpy creature whose face glowed with expectation. ‘Could I leave our dearest Erika from my thoughts while selecting the finest Montélimar had to offer? I could not. For you, my sweet alpine flower, there is a bottle of the calvados you so treasure.’
Each of the three women accepted her gift and planted a kiss on Reynard’s cheek. He cleared his throat to make and announcement. ‘We have a new addition to our band of angels. Christie is a splendid person from the faraway land of Scotland, where the views are so lovely and the people freeze. She will, alas, have to share our difficulties as we travel through these dark times of our beautiful France, but also she will share our joys and triumphs. Please welcome her as the sister you never knew you had.’
Christie felt strangely emotional as each of the women embraced her and gave her a gift of welcome. Nadine presented her with a cigar, Geneva with a candied chestnut, and Erika with the first swig from her bottle of apple brandy.
‘My welcoming present to you Christie,’ said Cécile ‘will be to replace those ridiculous clothes you’re wearing. You remind me of a medieval play I took part in when I was a small child. I looked exactly like you do now, and I was playing a page boy. Come with me now, and let’s see what we can find.’ She lit a lantern and took Christie to a small cart that was standing a short distance from the camp. ‘Thompson and Thompson pull this most of time,’ she said without explaining, ‘but sometimes you’ll have to help.’
From two sacks on the cart a random assortment of clothing was produced. Much of it was rather smelly, but with both Christie and Cécile rooting through the garments with enthusiasm a suitable outfit was put together. Christie changed on the spot, and returned to the camp fire wearing a blouse that must have been gorgeous when new, a long and thick woollen skirt, and a cardigan with six non-matching buttons. Over one arm was a stout coat, and in her other hand she clutched two pairs of shoes. She had last worn footwear on the day Ellen had abducted her, and now resolved to again become accustomed to having her feet shod in a civilised manner.
Supper was very simple, just slices of bread toasted on the fire, washed down with brandy from Reynard’s stock. At bedtime Christie was given the choice of sharing a tent with Geneva or erecting her own canvas abode each evening and packing it the next day. Largely because she was pleasantly intoxicated by that time, and was feeling a merry sociability, she agreed to bunk with Geneva. Christie undressed quickly in the tent, Geneva kept her clothes on. Both women wrapped themselves in blankets, and talked until sleep took them. Neither spoke too much of the past, for where they had come from was best forgotten.







Chapter 24: On the Road

When Christie woke in the morning she was alone in the tent. Relishing the warmth of her blankets she was disinclined to move, but when the canvas began to collapse around her she felt compelled to rise and dress. She emerged from the tent to find Geneva was taking it down, and offered to help. ‘No need,’ Geneva replied, ‘tonight you’ll see how to put it up, and after that we can take turns on stowing it. Get some breakfast now, Reynard wants to get moving.’
Breakfast was a mug of lemon tea made from sachets Reynard had taken as part-settlement of some dubious deal. There was no food. Christie gulped down the liquid, and realised that she had no idea of what she should be doing. Reynard clapped a hand on her shoulder. ‘One trusts you enjoyed a pleasant night, Christie?’ he enquired.
‘Most pleasant, Reynard,’ was her reply.
‘And now you are feeling a little lost? I know that because you look lost.’ Reynard gave an avuncular smile. ‘But you are not lost, Christie, you are at home. Did I not say we are a family? As the days pass you will know what needs to be done, but for now you must not worry, for there is no overseer to chase you with curses and cruelty.’
‘I’ll find Cécile,’ Christie asserted. ‘There must be something I can help with.’
Cécile was loading the cart with tents, bedding, cooking paraphernalia, and the assorted items required for a night in camp. ‘Hi, Christie,’ she said. ‘Each morning, bring your bedding to the cart first, and then your tent. Really you should do that before breakfast. If there is any breakfast. Keep your personal things with you, and you can chuck them on the cart when we get moving. You’ll soon be in the swing of things.’
‘Do I need to do that even if we’re staying somewhere for a while?’ Christie asked.
‘Yes,’ Cécile jumped down from the cart. ‘Sometimes we have to leave in a big hurry. Come on now, it’s time for you to meet Thompson and Thompson.’ She took Christie to the one tent that had not yet been struck, and threw the tent flap aside to reveal two stocky and powerful-looking black women who were reclining inside. Immediately apparent was that they were wearing leg shackles. 
Christie’s heart sank. ‘Why are they shackled?’ she asked.
‘Because they thought to leave us. Happily, they went to the house of a farmer Reynard owed money to, so he brought them back when he came to collect his money. So that was that, now we take no chances, and hopefully Reynard will sell them when he can.’ Cécile led Thompson and Thompson to the cart, stood them behind the bar, and chained them by the neck to the cart body before removing their shackles.
‘Did they always pull the cart?’ Christie asked.
‘Yes, that’s why we liberated them from a drift mine. They were used to pull a truck on rails, and were quite horribly maltreated. We happened along when the mine was having electrical power installed, and Reynard gave some jewellery for them.’ Cécile began to strike the last tent. ‘They were very agreeable at the time to escape the dark tunnels.’ She heaved her shoulders. ‘But they became ungrateful, and you know the rest of the story.’
‘A donkey could pull the cart,’ Christie said.
‘You don’t approve, I see,’ Cécile stopped working to gaze at Christie. ‘But I saw you put up for sale, and it was said you are trained for harness.’
‘That’s why I don’t approve.’ Christie was regretting her questions.
‘Well, anyhow,’ Cécile began stuffing the tent into a sack. ‘Donkeys are good at eating apples, but not so good at picking them. Besides, Reynard sees no status in owning donkeys. Put this on the cart, Christie, and I’ll gather the bedding.’
Minutes later Reynard’s small caravan was on the road and heading south-west, in the general direction of Montpelier. Nobody rode on the cart, somewhat to Christie’s surprise. Cécile walked alongside Thompson and Thompson, while Reynard and his other slaves walked behind, sometimes pushing the cart up inclines. Stops were made at a number of farmhouses for Reynard to offer brandy in exchange for food, but he was not successful until mid-afternoon. Two dozen eggs and three loaves of bread were procured, shortly after which the entire party enjoyed their first meal of the day. Christie was rapidly feeling at ease in that strange company, and ate her food with relish. She sat on the ground beside Reynard, and when they had finished eating she asked him where they were going.
‘The plan is very precise, Christie,’ he replied. ‘We cannot catch up with the apple harvest now, because too much time has been lost. So we will remain in the south, where the weather will not treat us too harshly, exploiting such business opportunities as are sure to arise.’ He patted her leg. ‘The future is assured, have no doubt of that. Next summer we will expand, and I have every expectation of being the biggest fruit harvester in all of France.’
Cécile had been listening, and offered a more realistic assessment. ‘Your plans always have the same defect, Reynard, which is that they do not work. We cannot buy food now because you spent the last of the money on Christie, for whom you have no employment. You could have sold the blacks in Montélimar, as I suggested, and we could have managed the cart between us. Then we would have had reasonable funds and three less mouths to feed.’
Reynard was serene. ‘And if tomorrow we were offered work that needed all the hands we have now? We would not be able to do it, would we? You are such a wonderful woman, Cécile, and I treasure you. But you do not have a head for business, because you do not understand the nature of investment.’
No further business opportunities presented themselves that day. What was left of the eggs and bread made a meagre supper, and Christie went to bed feeling hungry.
The next morning Reynard’s people walked the road through intermittent rain showers. Spirits other than Reynard’s were low, but a chance encounter with a lone pig found wandering down the road led to a meal of pork and roasted wild mushrooms that all agreed was the best they had ever eaten. Afterwards a bottle of brandy from Reynard’s dwindling stock was passed around until empty, and cigars were lit. A siesta was proclaimed, the sun having now come out, and by the time anyone awoke from that there was only just enough time to get the tents erected before darkness fell.
At supper time Reynard allowed Thompson and Thompson to eat with the rest of the group, and to drink strong liquor with them, but he would not consent to their shackles being removed. As the last scraps of pork were sucked from the remaining bones a flash lit the camp, which all thought to be lightning. The sound that followed had harshness not typical of thunder, however, and was repeated again and again as flash after flash split the sky.
Reynard’s plans contained many assumptions and ignored several facts, one of which was that they were in the middle of a war.
The barrage did not last long. Throughout it, nobody in the camp moved, and only stared at one another in fright. When the guns fell silent, Reynard leapt to his feet and began kicking soil over the camp fire to extinguish it, shouting to the slaves to help him. ‘They must have run out of ammunition,’ he said, but did not explain his reasoning. ‘Well, there’s no sense in us running around in the dark, so we’ll stay here tonight, and slip away in the morning.’
Reynard, Cécile, and the slaves spent the night cowering in their tents. Sleeping fitfully, and expecting to be blown to pieces at any moment, they waited for the sun to return.
Dawn came bright and clear. All but Thompson and Thompson emerged from their tents to take a good look around them, as they had not done the previous day. When they had arrived at the spot the terrain had been of no consequence and thus of no interest; they had simply pulled off the road, down a gentle bank, and pitched camp in a field. Now they could see that the road followed the bottom contour of a shallow valley, with the land sloping gently upwards on either side it. Dotted about the hillsides were a few houses and farm buildings, but without any people visible. Ahead of them in the direction they had been travelling the road dipped slightly towards a crossroads about a half-mile distant. Of military adversaries, there was no sign.
‘Get the cart on the road,’ Reynard ordered. ‘Let’s get going while things are quiet.’
Christie, Geneva, and Erika manoeuvred the cart up the bank and onto the roadway, while Nadine and Reynard commenced tearing the tents down and Cécile fetched Thompson and Thompson. Those two unfortunates, still shackled and protesting loudly, were chained to the cart, and frantic loading work began. Only the tents had been loaded when artillery fire resumed. It was then possible to see where the guns were located, in hedgerows and along the edges of clumps of trees, and then soldiers emerged from cover, moving towards the road.
Reynard flung himself to the ground, as did Cécile, Christie, Nadine, and Geneva. Thompson and Thompson, chained to the cart, crouched low to the road, while Erika ran towards the advancing troops, waving both her arms in the air.
In the chill morning air the orange gun flashes had an astringent clarity, and their harsh reports met the ear with violence. Across the valley the shells hit with what appeared to be little or no effect on the unseen enemy; a tree shuddered and shed any remaining leaves from its branches, another burst open, there was a ripple in the ground as if a giant invisible finger had been thrust into the soil. The starkest evidence that this was a real clash in real and deadly war came when a vehicle that had been concealed behind a hedge was struck. There was a shower of fragments large and small, followed immediately by the fiercely glowing greens and yellows of an ammunition fire, and an oily black plume of smoke that rose into the sky with astonishing speed.
Abruptly, and after only a few minutes, the guns fell silent. But the skirmish line of soldiers continued moving down towards the road, and although Christie looked hard, she could no longer see Erika. Thompson and Thompson must have reached an agreement to flee, for they set off with the best shuffling jog their shackles would allow, dragging the cart behind them.
‘Come on, my lovely cabbages,’ Reynard cried, ‘time for us to go, follow me.’ He rose, and began a crouching run across the road. Reaching the hedge on the other side he dropped to his knees, turned, and gesticulated wildly for the girls to follow him. Cecile at once ran across the road, with Nadine close on her heels. Now a sharp crackle of small-arms fire began, rifle shots in ones and twos complementing staccato bursts of machinegun fire. 
Christie hesitated, but her will was not strong enough to overcome the compulsion of a slave to obey her master, and she launched herself onto the roadway, immediately lying prone on it as she heard the whisper of bullets around her. There was a wet smacking sound and Geneva dropped onto the road with her face twisted in pain and her knees pulled up into her chest. A whistling scream came from her mouth, softly at first but with increasing intensity, and blood pumped through the fingers she had clutched to her abdomen. Christie knew she was seeing a human being die with shameful indignity. Her own bowels emptied even as the smell of Geneva’s waste was in her nostrils, and she became frantic with terror when Geneva was hit again, this time by a round that exited from the left side of her face, turning it into a shapeless mush. Christie rolled away from her in horror, and then saw that one Thompson was a shapeless bundle on the road surface, while the other was dancing on the end of her chain, trying frantically to escape the cart, which was now burning furiously. The former mine slaves had got less than fifty yards.
Half-crawling, half-wriggling, Christie reached the far side of the road, and forced her way under the hedge. She saw Reynard and Cécile were running up the hillside beyond, but could not see Nadine. She peered back under the hedge, and saw that not only was Geneva still alive, she was raising an arm as if appealing to the world or to heaven for salvation. It was all too much for Christie. She got back under the hedge, curled into the tightest ball she could make of herself, and closed her eyes.







Chapter 25: Barefoot Princess

Christie kept her eyes closed as around her a minor battle that history would not take the trouble to record continued. She heard shouts, cries of anguish, and boots on the roadway. Very near to her a machinegun was set up at the edge of the road, its muzzle poked through the hedge to send a stream of copper-jacketed lethality up the hillside. She heard the few terse words spoken by the men serving the gun, and realised they were almost as frightened as she was. That firing post was moved after a few minutes, and then the sounds of battle began to recede.
When she was only hearing a few distant shots echoing across the valley, Christie opened her eyes. Seeing nobody on the hillsides or on the road, she rolled out from under the hedge, and climbed shakily to her feet. 
Geneva’s lifeless body lay in the road, and Christie closed her right eye, the left one not being present. The cart was now mainly glowing remnants, and in front of it were the pathetic remains of Thompson and Thompson. One Thompson’s right leg had been completely consumed by fire, finally freeing it from the shackle that lay intact on the road. The other Thompson was curled on her side as if in sleep, but her head was attached to her trunk by only a thin and bloody sinew. Both of their faces were undamaged, and Christie closed their eyes.
It was, Christie guessed, mid-morning, and she was desperately thirsty. Her shoes had been lost under the hedge, and she did not trouble to look for them before setting off towards the crossroads, making a right turn when she came to it. For she now considered herself to be a runaway, and was heading in the opposite direction to that she had last seen Reynard pursuing. The road went through a sweeping elm-lined curve, and a cluster of houses became apparent. As she passed the first house, Christie saw a camouflaged military vehicle parked between it and the next, around which a gaggle of troops were stood smoking and talking. Clearly, dishevelled civilians who stank of their own filth were not an uncommon sight, and the soldiers ignored her. But when she was a few yards further along the road, she suddenly realised the soldiers had been speaking English, and she turned back towards them.
‘Good morning,’ she said, the words sounding absurd to her own ears. ‘Please do you have some water?’
A soldier who did not look old enough to be out of school opened a storage bin on the side of the vehicle, and handed Christie a bottle of Buxton water. ‘Keep it,’ he said, before backing away from the malodorous woman.
Christie gulped down half of the water while the soldiers watched silently, and then screwed the cap back on the bottle. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose you could spare me some food?’
From the same bin a ring-pull can labelled Irish Stew was produced. Christie ripped the top off it, and using her fingers crammed the contents into her mouth greedily. ‘Shit never tasted so good,’ she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She looked at the faces watching her with repugnance and horror, but could not see what they saw, or know how offensively she smelled. Her hair was matted with Geneva’s blood, her face was streaked with it, and she had been severely scratched when forcing herself under the hedge. A mirror would have cautioned her against the offer she now made. ‘OK boys, get me the hell out of here, and I will fuck all your brains out.’
Two of the soldiers turned away in disgust, another spat on the ground before doing so. The one who had given her the water and food grimaced, but made a polite reply. ‘If you carry on down the road you’ll come to a bigger village. Our officer Captain Chalmers should be there. You’d best speak to him.’
She came to the next village soon enough, where she found a sergeant at a casualty clearing station and said she needed to speak with Captain Chalmers. ‘What you fucking need, lady,’ replied the sergeant, but not unkindly. ‘Is to get cleaned up. Do you have a change of clothes?’
Christie shook her head. ‘I haven’t got anything,’ she replied.
He sighed. ‘It’s a fucked-up world. Doesn’t matter, I’ll find you something to wear. You see the little building opposite? It used to be the post office, but it was cleared out when all the Frenchies fucked off. There’s a bathroom upstairs you can use, and I’ll be over with some togs.’
There was no hot water and no soap, but Christie was overjoyed with the cold shower that spayed the dried excrement off her, and watched in the mirror as the blood was rinsed from her hair. She began to realise what a sight she had presented to the young soldiers who had fed and watered her. The sergeant appeared as she stepped out of the shower. He dropped a bundle of clothes on the floor and presented her with a towel. ‘So you’re a slave,’ he said, seeing her brand. ‘It’s incredible to me that someone could just buy you.’
Christie smiled as she towelled her crotch, not in the least embarrassed by a man seeing her naked body. ‘Don’t they have slaves where you come from?’ she asked.
‘No, I’m from Kent.’ The sergeant shook his head. ‘In the north they still have slavery, and in the far west, Devon and suchlike, but it’s being done away with now. Have you been whipped much?’
‘Not a lot, really.’ Christie turned to show him the faint traces of Jack Hawkins’ handiwork on her back. Turning back to him, she saw the bulging erection in his trousers. ‘I’ve seen slaves, men and women, flogged to raw meat, and when I was an overseer I laid a few strokes on, I can tell you.’ She placed his hands on her breasts. ‘You’ve been kind to me, and I’ll be kind to you, if you want me.’
Before the sergeant could make his reply there was a call from downstairs. ‘Chalmers is looking for you, Sarge.’
The sergeant left without another word, and Christie examined the clothes he had brought. Dressed in a pair of shapeless green trousers and a camouflage smock, but with no underwear, she left the house and returned to the casualty clearing station, bitterly regretting that she had abandoned her shoes that morning. She was immediately directed to a house further along the street, where she at last met Captain Chalmers.
A pair of blue eyes set in a prematurely aged face gazed at her as she entered the room. ‘So here’s our barefoot princess,’ Chalmers said. ‘Pleased to meet you, madam.’
‘And it’s nice to meet you, captain.’ Christie went straight to the point. ‘Can you help me get out of France?’
‘I’m told you’re a slave here, and the French government would not appreciate me aiding the escape of a slave.’ There was the ghost of a smile on Chalmers’ face. ‘We are here to help that government, you know.’
‘The English army is fighting for slavery?’ Christie asked in frustrated anger.
‘Not exactly.’ Chalmers’ smile grew. ‘We’ve been helping the legitimate government of France suppress an armed rebellion. It’s called assistance to a friendly power, and so far that assistance has cost many English lives. But whether because of the slavery issue, or because as usual we’re on the losing side, or perhaps because we’re needed at home, the force has been recalled.’
‘And you’ll take me with you?’
‘Again, not exactly.’ Chalmers’ smile was not perfect, but it looked angelic to Christie. ‘When the transport comes for us tomorrow, I’ll not have the quartermaster’s vehicles searched. At La Rochelle, which will be our port of embarkation, the vehicles will be driven straight into the ferry’s hold. Anybody who stayed on a vehicle would not be seen. I don’t yet know if we’ll arrive at Dover or Folkestone, but whichever one it is there will definitely be a vehicle search. At that point, any stowaway would have to just present themselves to officials. They are not allowed to send anyone back to slavery.’
‘Thank you, Captain Chalmers.’ Tears were welling in Christie’s eyes.
‘Good luck, Princess,’ the captain replied.
That night, and after a good meal, Christie slept on a mattress in the attic of a house used as a billet. The sergeant came to her, looking for the act of kindness he felt owed, but she used the Cécile method of repelling a man, she told him her period was starting. If she was going to be a slut, she decided, it would not be for anyone below the rank of captain.
After many hours of anxious waiting the battalion’s trucks arrived next afternoon, but far from having to sneak aboard one of the quartermaster’s vehicles, she was shown to a cubicle made of stacked ration boxes on one of them. Even a chemical toilet had been provided; the sergeant was still helping her. 
Three days later, the ferry with Christie secreted in its vehicle hold docked in the English port of Dover. No more was she lost in France.








Part Three: Odyssey







Chapter 26: Forever Changes

Hawkins had often thought about Christie in the years since she had vanished, and hoped she had found contentment somewhere, or was at least not suffering. Common opinion in the Craigbrae area was that with the armed assistance of a militiaman who had deserted at around the same time, Christie had abducted Ellen Marshall and the slaves and sold them all to finance a new life. Hawkins did not share that view. He had first thought that a band of marauders had fallen on Small Acres, and had also caught Ellen Marshall on the road. But there were no damage to the farm or signs of struggle, whereas the hallmark of marauders tended to be burning buildings and a trail of butchered corpses, and so he abandoned that theory. 
Roger Wheatley had not for one moment believed in a marauder raid, and nor had he believed that Christie had suddenly become a master criminal able to pull off Craigbrae’s biggest-ever slave theft and vanish without trace. ‘Ellen Marshall is the key to this mystery, Jack, you mark my words,’ he had said to Hawkins. ‘Not least because she had the continental connections to dispose of stolen slaves. We know she was due at a meeting in town, and we know she didn’t attend. She was seen driving her buggy out of town, towards Small Acres. So what does that suggest? Witnesses have told me Ellen and Christie became very friendly at the Spinney Lecht party, and a girl claims to have seen them kissing. And just a few days later the two of them disappeared, along with a valuable bunch of slaves.’
 ‘I know what you’re suggesting,’ Hawkins had retorted angrily. ‘And it’s rubbish. My Christie was not a lesbian, and you’re forgetting about your fine militiaman who deserted. Where does he fit into your theory?’
The militiaman, Wheatley had surmised, was not necessarily connected to Christie and Ellen, but was a better suspect to have aided Hawkins’ runaway. ‘Truth speaks its own name, Jack, and although you want to believe in Christie, I’m tolerably sure that she’s enjoying life somewhere, and probably still with Ellen. Just think that she’s happy, and let that be your consolation.’ Those had been his last words to Hawkins, for a few days later an embolism had ended his life.
The more Hawkins had thought about the matter, the more he had come to accept Wheatley’s theory as being the only one that fitted all the known facts, but he was not sure, and it was a mystery he expected never to solve.
Huge changes had occurred in the area. Shortly after Christie’s disappearance, the Craigbrae council had voted to allow the import of life slaves, while abolishing the system whereby the local court could pass sentences of time-limited servitude.  As Ellen Marshall had promised, continental traders delivered a bountiful supply of flesh, bringing long chains of disconsolate humanity along the road from the coast. Overwhelmingly, they bore French brands, and had formerly belonged to those who feared a victory for the army of light would mean the end of slavery in that country. Some, a few at first but then in increasing numbers, were the produce of breeding farms in Spain, young slaves who had never known a day’s freedom. Craigbrae at last had all the labour it needed to put roads in good order, to open the routes over the hills to the west, and to reinstitute garbage collection and numerous other manual public services that had been defunct since the end. 
The sheriff had predicted that more widespread use of slaves would increase public acceptance of the institution and weaken support for the Humane Recovery party. He had been totally wrong.
Public resentment of slavery had grown, and the somewhat conciliatory and gradualist Human Recovery party was now rivalled by a Free Republic party founded by Molly Steading. She had left Spinney Lecht and her husband, and had gathered great support for an uncompromisingly abolitionist platform. Her campaign posters showing just the two words Freedom Now had been everywhere during the recent election, in which she had only failed to unseat the mayor because of votes cast for the HR candidate. Sheriff John Boone had also retained his office, but by just seven votes, and the abolition debate had fundamentally altered; it was no longer a question of if, but of how and when. 
In the wider world the recovery from the end was gathering pace. Limited supplies of diesel fuel were again reaching Craigbrae, but were very expensive. Hawkins had joined a farmers’ machinery cooperative, which gave him the use of a renovated tractor for several days each month. He had almost cried with joy to see the soil of his fields turned properly again, although in the continuing absence of chemical fertilisers his yields had not returned to pre-end levels. Most farm work, however, was performed manually by his slaves, bossed by Norma McBride. A free woman now, Norma lived in the old mill house, which had been converted for her use.  He now had just one convict slave on Small Acres, Sally, who had served him for eight years and still had a long sentence ahead of her.  She performed the housekeeper function, assisted by a black maid, Amy, whom Hawkins had bought for the purpose.
Under pressure from abolitionists, the Craigbrae council resolved to no longer own slaves, and had disposed of them by sale. The main result was that services such as road building and maintenance were still performed by the same slaves, but now in private ownership. Hawkins had taken the opportunity to buy six trained harness slaves for his buggy, but he rarely drove into town for fear of being mobbed by outraged antislavery campaigners.  If there was one issue that united abolitionists of both parties with most people in the Modern Democracy party that clung to power, it was what Molly Steading had described as “the uniquely barbaric cruelty of driving women in harness.” Now that there was a subsidised bus service connecting country areas with the town, and steam-powered trucks collected farm produce, farm carts hauled by teams of sweating slaves had all but vanished from the roads. But for Hawkins and a few others, running a human buggy team was an irreplaceable convenience in the continuing absence of powered personal transportation. He could have used a horse or two, but as he frequently argued, horses needed looking after and could not also plant seed, gather crops, and carry out a thousand-and-one other tasks. Also, he would add, horses didn’t speak English. In private, among his peers, he would admit to the pleasure and satisfaction he took in driving his girls, and he went go to great lengths to ensure they looked at least as magnificent as any team in the area.
Usually he would take his buggy only as close to town as the stock yard, which had been built on the site of the old travellers’ camp. Invariably there was a picket of protesters outside the gates, but inside he could meet with fellow farmers and slaveholders, catch up with local gossip in the restaurant, and view the stock for sale. Cattle and sheep were traded, along with grain and produce seed, and in one corner was a heated barn where slaves were sold. The days of continental traders arriving with large coffles were gone, for the threat of abolition had depressed prices to a great extent. What new stock was offered for sale invariably consisted of slaves a trader had been unable to sell in other areas, and was often in a poor condition after many years of toil on the huge farms and vineyards of France. A greater portion of slave sales were internal, as owners sought shelter from the wind of change by reducing their holdings, and prices went ever lower. A good strong woman who would have fetched seven or eight thousand newmarks in the early days of imports could now be bought for four thousand or less, because a farmer could not be confident of having the use of her for more than a few years. 
The male slaves whom contractors were allowed to own had also plummeted in value. Hawkins’s former convict slave Bibiana Zawadzki had borrowed heavily to buy the council’s garbage collection crews on the understanding that she would be awarded the contract to continue the service, and was now facing crippling debt payments while every day the value of her only assets shrank. ‘It was a terrible thing you did, when you put me on the harness team that day,’ she complained during a visit to Hawkins. ‘If I had vanished with Christie I wouldn’t be in this mess now.’
‘Ah, but you were so fine in harness,’ Hawkins replied. ‘And anyway, I didn’t put you on the harness team that day, Christie did. Which is another reason I can’t believe Christie was a slave-stealer, because she would have definitely taken you. Here’s a solution for you, Bibiana. You can sell yourself into slavery to pay your debts, and I’ll buy you for harness and to help Norma oversee the field slaves. Even at today’s prices, you’re worth at least four thousand.’
‘Four thousand would hardly touch my debts,’ Bibiana replied glumly. ‘Sometimes, though, I feel I would rather be a slave on your farm here than have the worries I do. They hardly ever get whipped now, do they?’
‘True,’ Hawkins said. ‘There hasn’t been a serious flogging on Small Acres for months. Times have changed.’
‘I remember you whipped me just for speaking out of turn soon after you bought me, and I didn’t even know the language well then.’ Bibiana seemed to harbour no grudge. ‘Now if one of my slaves calls me a sadistic foreign bitch I have to pretend not to hear. My yard is very public, and nothing I do escapes Molly Steading’s attention. But things are getting so bad, I’ll have to start whipping them or there just won’t be any work done. I’ve got one a guy who is openly lazy, like he’s challenging me to punish him.’
‘So flog the bastard, it will do all of them good,’ Hawkins advised. ‘He’ll have to take his licks, and you’ll have to take the abolitionist heat for it.’ He remembered seeing Bibiana’s body during her days in bondage, and now he desperately wanted it. ‘Why don’t you stay the night, and we’ll talk more over breakfast?’
Smiling wryly, Bibiana rose to her feet. ‘You’re quite a sweet man, Jack Hawkins, and probably my best friend. I’ll love you forever, only not in that way. You had your chances, and I could not have refused my master, now could I?’
As Hawkins recalled, Christie’s hawk-like watch on him had precluded any such liaison, and even before that he had never compelled a slave to provide sexual services. ‘I agree with your slaves,’ he said, ‘you’re a sadistic foreign bitch.’
‘What I am,’ Bibiana laughed, ‘is the only twenty-five year old virgin in Scotland. You were the first man to see me naked, just think what else you could have had.’ She kissed him quickly on the lips and left, leaving him aching for her.







Chapter 27: Stubborn Rickena

On a bitterly cold Saturday morning in late November Hawkins was in his kitchen being served breakfast by Sally, Amy having been allowed the day to visit her sister on another farm. She gave him his plate of eggs and bacon, and then sat opposite him with her own food. ‘Jack,’ she said, for it had been a long time since she called him Master, ‘do you think I’m entitled to think about my future?’
‘Of course you’re entitled.’ Hawkins cut a slice of bacon. ‘How long do you have to serve?’
‘It doesn’t matter how long my sentence is.’ Sally did not touch her food. ‘We both know that convict slavery won’t last long now, probably not through next year.’
‘Sally,’ Hawkins put his cutlery down. ‘I’ve said before that you don’t have to stay. You’ve given me good service for many years, so if you want to move into town, I’ll not object, and you won’t be brought back here as a runaway.’
‘I don’t want to move into town, Jack, because I’ve put eight years of my life into this farm.’ Sally thrust out her lower lip in a determined manner as she plunged on. ‘I’ve pulled your cart and your buggy, I’ve hoed your fields and planted your crops, I’ve suffered at your post, I’ve kept your house clean, and I’ve warmed your bed, all while the prime of my life has gone by. Now I’m thirty-six years old, but I seem to have nothing, and I deserve more than that.’
Hawkins pushed his plate away. ‘A lot of the women I’ve owned could say much the same thing. But I paid for their time, and I paid for yours. I know you didn’t get the money, but that’s not the point. You were sentenced for a crime, after all.’
‘No other woman has been a slave here for so long,’ Sally answered, ‘and anyone who stamped a few dud coins nowadays would get twenty-eight days jail at most. Jack, any reasonable person might think you owe me, and I’m not talking about money.’
Not liking Sally’s obvious drift, Hawkins stood up, abandoning his breakfast. ‘Sally, you have two choices. You can leave, with my promise that you will be left in peace. Or you can stay here until your sentence ends or convict slavery is done away with. If you leave, then I wish you well. But if you stay, then please just do your work quietly, I do not need you lecturing me.’
Sally scooped up their breakfast plates. ‘Just think about what I’ve said, Jack,’ she said. ‘Think about it as a fair man who isn’t getting any younger.’
Assisted by the walking stick he now needed, Hawkins went out into the yard, hoping Norma was about the place. There was no one in sight, so he walked to Norma’s house and opened the back door without bothering to knock. Inside he found Bojana, a buxom Serbian slave whom he let Norma use as a house servant, washing a pile of crockery in the sink. ‘Hello, Bojana,’ he said, ‘how are you getting along with Norma?’
Bojana dried her hands on a towel. ‘OK so far, Master Jack,’ she replied. ‘She has some weird ideas, but I can live with them. Housework suits me better than field work, so I really would like to stay here.’
‘Well, I can’t guarantee you won’t be needed in the fields, Bojana, you know that.’ Hawkins drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Do you know what Norma’s doing today?’
‘Nope. She has a schedule on the wall beside you, but really she doesn’t stick to it.’ Bojana hung the towel up neatly. ‘Master Jack, some of the other girls who arrived in Scotland with me are having a get-together in Craigbrae tonight. Can I go?’
‘I don’t see why not. Yes, of course you can go.’ Hawkins would usually give his slaves anything they wanted, except their freedom.
‘I’ll need the bus fare,’ Bojana added.
‘I’ll give you that. What happened to your bonus money?’ He referred to the small monthly cash payment he gave each slave if they had not been any trouble.
‘It went on a dress for tonight.’ Bojana grinned. Her top front teeth were missing, they had been knocked out by an owner in France for an offence she did not care to discuss.
‘You mean the get-together you didn’t know you could go to?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Yes, Master Jack.’ Bojana’s grin widened. ‘And I suppose the other girls might be able to buy my drinks.’
‘I’m sorry I came over here now.’ Hawkins could not help smiling. ‘Alright, Bojana, just tell me how much you need.’
‘Twenty should cover everything, Master Jack,’ Bojana replied eagerly, ‘and I’ll bring you back any change.’
‘OK, come to the house for the money when you leave. Is there anything else? Or can I go now?’ Hawkins was usually prepared to be generous with slaves.
Bojana lowered her head slightly and looked at Hawkins through her eyelashes. ‘Well, there is a problem with the buses, Master Jack. The last one coming out here leaves Craigbrae at ten, and we’re not meeting up until eight, do you see?’
‘You want to stay out tonight?’ It was suddenly clear to Hawkins that he was paying for Bojana to have a night out with a paramour. ‘I suppose so. Be back here by noon tomorrow, or you’ll loose this month’s bonus. And if you get pregnant, you know that has to mean the whip. Keep your legs together, or be very careful.’
‘I’m not in my fertile period,’ Bojana said solemnly. ‘You’re a good owner, Master Jack, the best. Anything you want me to do for you, you won’t need to use the lash on me.’
‘Or knock any teeth out?’ Hawkins asked. ‘Have a good time tonight, Bojana.’
He left the house, and immediately met the tenant. ‘Ah, Norma, I’ve been looking for you. First I must tell you I’m letting Bojana go to Craigbrae this evening, and she’ll be out all night.’
‘Really? Did she flash her tits at you? They’re very nice.’ Norma licked her lips ostentatiously. ‘So can I come to you for my tea tonight as I won’t have a cook?’
‘Of course you can, but I was looking for you to offer you lunch at the stock yard, are you up for that?’
‘Always.’ Norma grinned. ‘What time are we going?’
‘I thought we’d leave here about twelve. Will that be OK for you to organise this afternoon’s work?’
‘Yup. I’ve got most of the girls lifting the last of the beetroots, that will take them all day, and the rest are making a start on the red cabbage.’ Norma was enormously competent at organising the farm’s labour force to deal with the diverse range of produce it now grew. ‘I think all the red cabbage will be in by Wednesday, and then there’s the brussel sprout crop, which is looking very good. Boss, can I use your buggy team for a couple of days to help get that in?’
‘I suppose so.’ Hawkins hated to use his harness slaves for any other purpose, but found their upkeep very difficult to justify if he did not make them available for such menial tasks as picking sprouts. ‘Just don’t expect them to bring in the weights the others will produce, and you can’t use Rickena, I have to give her some recognition for being harness lead.’
‘Can I be a harness slave for you Boss?’ Norma mocked. ‘It seems to be a very good life.’
‘No, you’re too old and lacking elegance.’ Hawkins spoke affectionately. ‘So do we have a date?’
‘I wouldn’t miss it. First I have to brief the girls and give them their quotas. Then I’ll have Bojana organise some lunch for them before I make myself the belle of the stock yard.’ 
Norma set about her business, and Hawkins went to prepare his harness team. The Czech girl Rickena was able to report them all fit for duty, which was a relief to him, but even when told Norma would be aboard the buggy she suggested that one should be rested. The team had been plagued by petty injuries in recent month, and she wanted to avoid the situation where only three or four would be available. ‘Five will be plenty,’ she assured her owner, ‘and I think one should be rested from every trip now, Master. Marjeta can work with me as lead pair, and can run solo lead in future if I’m injured.’
Hawkins accepted her recommendations without question. The darkly attractive and muscular girl of twenty-eight had been his most expensive purchase, and she served him very well. He watched and enjoyed as she stripped off her everyday farm tunic prior to donning her harness uniform. Harness slaves inevitably felt the driving whip, but its thin cord did not cut and scar, and he had not punished her or any of the team. So her body was completely unmarked other than by her E brand, which was extremely unusual for an import.
He motioned her to come to him, and she gazed coldly into his eyes as he fondled her breasts, thumbing the nipples. ‘I try to be good to you,’ he said, ‘but things would be so much better if you accepted my offer.’
Rickena could not and did not resist his hands on her, but she spoke her mind. ‘If you order me to then I will have to serve you as a wife would, Master, but that would not be my choice and I would be doing it under threat of punishment.’
Hawkins wanted to move her into the house as his replacement for Christie, which he thought would be a good arrangement for her. She would be out of harness permanently, boss of Sally and the maid, and if they formed a good relationship he would offer her freedom and marriage. He knew that a dishonest slave would have taken the deal and promptly vanished when the manumission papers were signed, but Rickena declined.
‘Rickena, Rickena,’ he sighed, letting a hand drop to the tight black curls of her pubic mound. ‘I paid such a lot of money for you. Any other master would punish you for your defiance.’
She did not answer, but continued to gaze woodenly at him. He knew that she and all the other slaves were counting on the abolition campaign to free them, and that with liberation apparently assured she had little incentive to comply with his lascivious intentions unless he was willing to have Norma flog her.
He released her. ‘Rickena, we’ll leave it at that for now. I want you to think about if you really want to be a slave for what could be many years, or if you’d rather be a free and respected woman in a very good position. Think on, Rickena.’
‘Yes, Master.’ Rickena had backed away and was pulling on her ex-council harness uniform. ‘I’ll bring the other girls through.’

With very few words the team was assembled in two rows in front of the buggy. Harness straps were pulled tight, chains were fitted, and hands were fastened to the drawbars. Last to be secured was Rickena, whose face Hawkins thought looked rather sullen as he fitted her head harness and attached the reins. With his team ready, he climbed awkwardly onto the driving seat, stowed his walking stick behind it, and holding the whip in his right hand took the reins in his left.
‘Walk on,’ he ordered, and the buggy move forward easily. He left the reins slack, testing that his girls would walk into the wall opposite before they would change course without command, and at the last possible moment he heaved on the left rein, pulling Rickena’s and Marjeta’s heads to face the required direction of travel. The team and buggy followed the lead pair through the turn, and Hawkins drove to his gateway onto the road. A convoy of trucks was coming along, and he let it pass in a cloud of steam, holding the buggy on the brake. As soon as the road was clear he cracked the whip, and turned to the left.
After ten minutes at walking pace to warm the team up, he let the lead pair hear the whip over their heads, and they quickened and lengthened their stride, the rear row of slaves keeping step. They were, Hawkins knew, a superbly trained team, and he thought they might just be the best in the area. Certainly he completely enjoyed driving them. When he sent the whip cracking again the team made the difficult transition to trotting pace quite smoothly, and he was soon more than a mile from Small Acres. ‘Ease up,’ he called, bring them out of the trot, and he made a u-turn in the road, before using the trot all the way back to the farm, only flicking the lead pair with the whip when he felt the pace slackening.
Back at Small Acres, he inspected the team. All five chests were heaving, but he was satisfied with their condition, and he spoke to Rickena. ‘OK, my girl, we run with five and see how things go.’
‘Yes, Master. Thank you, Master,’ she gasped.
Norma strolled across from her house. ‘It’s only eleven,’ she said, ‘but I’m ready. Do you want to go now? I can see you’ve warmed these idle bitches up.’
‘We may as well do,’ Hawkins responded. ‘You can drive, if you like.’
Norma clambered eagerly onto the driving position; Hawkins very rarely let her drive his precious harness team. She picked up the driving whip and shook the thong out with contempt. ‘I still say you should use a stock whip,’ she said. ‘That would get them moving.’
Norma drove with a brutal style that was not calculated to endear her to the harness slaves. She jerked the reins forcefully and used the whip liberally, as ex-slaves tended to do. By the time the buggy swung into the stock yard entrance, past a crowd of screaming protestors, she had painted stripes across all the slaves’ shoulders, but Hawkins was not too concerned, he thought it a useful lesson for Rickena.
A boy ran forward to take care of the buggy and team, taking the driving seat vacated by Norma. ‘Lovely team, sir,’ he said, ‘beautiful. Do you want them fed?’
‘No,’ said Hawkins. ‘Give them all the water they’ll drink, but keep them on their feet.’
‘Walk on,’ the boy cried shrilly, and buggy and team were taken to an under-cover standing area while Hawkins and Norma entered the restaurant.







Chapter 28: A Repugnantly Wicked Method

Plates of food were banged down in front of the Small Acres duo with what seemed to be excessive force, and the waitress stalked away.
Hawkins looked at Norma in surprise, and she sniggered.  ‘Did you recognise her?’
‘Who? The waitress?’ He shook his head blankly.
‘Yes, the waitress.’ Norma was grinning broadly. ‘It was Ellie, her dad’s part-owner of this place. Remember her? You had me whipped for stealing her chicken.’
‘Oh yes,’ said Hawkins. ‘It was a crime of violence, as I recall.’ 
They gazed solemnly at one another, and then both burst out laughing.
Norma put her hand on his. ‘I’d happily go back to those days, Boss,’ she said, ‘I really would. I’d be your slave again, even with Christie bossing me around, just to see you contented.’
‘Yes,’ Hawkins whispered. ‘I suppose I was contented then. It was stupid of me, but I thought I was in control of things, and everything would turn out as I planned.’
‘The best laid schemes of mice and men go oft awry,
 and leave us nothing but grief and pain.’ Norma intoned.
‘Good grief, I never thought I’d hear you quote poetry.’ Hawkins mocked, and was astonished to see a look of pain flash across her face.
‘I was a child once, Boss.’ Norma said. ‘I was an innocent little girl and I loved simple poetry. What made me someone who has to be laughed at for remembering a few lines from years ago?’
Hawkins was disturbed by her hurt expression, and by the very uncomfortable thought that every slave he had worked and punished had once looked at the world through the trusting eyes of a child. Issues that might force him to address his own culpability, his own role in destroying innocence, were a place he would not go to. Instead he propped a copy of The Advertiser, the local free paper, against a sauce bottle to read as he ate.
‘It’s very rude to read at the table,’ Norma said. ‘I tell you that every time we come here.’
‘You do, and I always ignore you. Anyhow, you do it often enough.’ Hawkins scanned the headlines, none of which were of any import, and then  turned to page three, on which was Molly Steading’s weekly outpouring of rage against the institution of slavery.
We are so surrounded by horrific cruelty that some may have become hardened and accustomed to it; that is a danger we must guard against. Decent people of Craigbrae, I bring you my weekly report of pitiless crimes committed against innocent human beings, with my constant aim of informing public anger until our debased law is reformed to recognise that one human being cannot own another. 
On Saturday, a slave named Paul who was previously owned by our town council and is now owned by Danzig Services, was given 20 lashes at Danzig’s yard for alleged unsatisfactory performance of his duties. It seems especially shocking that his punishment was ordered by a former slave, and from this we learn again that cruelty begets cruelty, that violence leads to violence.
Also on Saturday, a slave woman was flogged at the Merrytown orchard. We await details of the punishment and the woman’s name, but we do know she was a new arrival there, having been bought at the stock yard during the previous week. All of humanity and conscience are urged to support the picket at the stock yard, and together we can force an end to this revolting trade.
On Tuesday a slave named Jenny arrived at our refuge after being raped by the monster who claims to own her. A human chain was formed to prevent her seizure, but we were unable to stop the constables taking her away. She is currently detained at the town jail and we are giving strong legal support to save her being returned to here ‘owner’ for him to wreak his cruel and bloody vengeance.
Relevant to the above, the escaped slaves Carol and Zena have been returned to High Top and Cold Christmas farms respectively, and we learn that both have suffered the lash. Can we allow the whippers of women to move amongst us as respected citizens?
We are informed that on several farms, certainly including High Trees, Small Acres, and Benbow Place, a repugnantly wicked method of contraception is used; women are told they will be whipped if they become pregnant. It is, apparently, not obscene enough that slaveholders seek to control women’s reproductive functions. No, the helpless creatures must be tortured by scourging. How long can we possibly tolerate such evil?
Hawkins threw the paper aside and banged his fists on the table. ‘How the hell,’ he almost shouted, ‘am I supposed to run a farm with this sort of crap being thrown in my face?’
Norma picked up the paper and quickly read through Molly Steading’s column. ‘There’s nothing untrue in it, Boss.’ she calmly observed. ‘And I see Bibiana’s getting a bit saucy with the whip. The problem is that ordinary people can’t see past the incidents of problem slaves being punished, and they don’t know that life for slaves is usually just boring old routine. And she’d never write about all the kindness, like you giving Bojana the time and money to have a good time in town.’
‘Kindness has its own reward, usually a kick in the teeth. Well I’m just so sick of it, I really am.’ Hawkins was still fuming, but had lowered his voice. ‘It’s just not possible to work slaves without the threat of punishment, and sometimes threats have to be carried out. And she makes the pregnancy thing sound so awful, but if the girls knew they could get away with it, they’d all be forever pregnant, there’d be no work done, and the stinking abolitionists would have fuck-all to eat.’
‘Relax, Boss.’ Norma bit into a pork chop. ‘Molly doesn’t want slaveholding to be possible, that’s not her objective. She wants it to become impossible, that’s her whole plan.’
‘Then it’s time to show just how possible and profitable it can be. If I’m to be portrayed as a heartless bastard, then that’s what I’ll be.’ Hawkins face was set in grim determination. ‘If any slave doesn’t meet her quota today, or any other day, she’s to be whipped at the post. If any of them have something to say about that, same thing, they get a taste of leather. Molly wants to rubbish me and people like me even when we’re bending over backwards to give our slaves a reasonable life. Well fuck her and fuck her poisonous column, we’re going to work slaves as they should be worked, and then she’ll have plenty to complain about.’
‘Really Boss, that could actually make it quite difficult for me to run things.’ Norma frowned. ‘A lot of the work can’t be measured, you know. I’m the only overseer, and I can’t be standing over every slave all the time. If the girls are being whipped, you can be sure they’ll take every opportunity to do nothing when they’re not watched. We’re better off carrying on as we do now, Boss. Look at us two sat here now, miles from the farm. But when we get back, the work I set will have been done.’
‘Will it really?’ Hawkins demanded. ‘Are you telling me that every slave will meet her quota?’
‘Just about, Boss, I don’t set quotas that can’t be met.’ Norma felt strange to be protecting slaves from punishment. ‘Probably some of the sprout pickers will be four or five pounds short, and some of those on the red cabbage will be short a bit more than that. Of course I’ll shout at them and threaten them with hell, but in percentage terms the shortages are a very small price to pay for working slaves unsupervised.’
‘Perhaps you will agree that I own the slaves, and allow me to make decisions about them?’ Hawkins voice was rising again.
Norma held up one hand in the classic flat-palmed sign of peace. ‘Of course, Boss. And when we have runaways, which we sure as hell will have, do you want me to work them in chain gangs?’
Hawkins stared at her. He knew she was right, and his anger was subsiding. ‘Alright Norma,’ he said, ‘you win all the battles, don’t you? You’re really the boss of Small Acres, and that’s a fact.’
‘I am what you made me.’ Norma squeezed his hand. ‘And you know, Boss, our methods are best. Sure, the slaves need to feel threatened, but pointless cruelty makes no money because they will always find ways to get back at you. Now tell me why you’re really in such a shitty mood.’
‘I’m not in a shitty mood,’ was Hawkins’ automatic reply. But he proceeded to relate that morning’s conversation with Sally.
‘She thinks you should marry her?’ Norma was incredulous.
Hawkins nodded. ‘I’m sure that’s what’s on her mind.’
‘That’s easy to deal with.’ Normal waved her empty glass at a passing waitress. ‘If she doesn’t want to leave the farm I’ll have her as a field hand. She’s done it before and she can do it again, but then you’ll have to take the offer to let her leave off the table. OK?’
‘Yes. OK.’ Hawkins felt relieved. ‘I’ll need a replacement.’
‘You’ve obviously got the hots for Rickena, Boss.’ Norma observed accurately. ‘Why don’t you use her?’
‘She won’t have it.’ Hawkins replied.
Norma snorted. ‘She’s yours bought and paid for. I’ll have a word with her.’
‘I don’t want her whipped, Norma,’ Hawkins said quickly. ‘She doesn’t deserve that.’ 
‘Trust me, Boss,’ Norma feigned a look of wide-eyed innocence. ‘I won’t hurt her, just make her see sense.’
‘The thing is, I don’t really want her to be a house servant.’ Hawkins feared Norma would mock him for that.
‘I see. So she’s going to be a lady of leisure, and you want to take someone else to replace Sally?’ Norma grimaced. ‘With the harness team and three in the house, that will be a quarter of the slaves used on your personal service.’
The farmers of the area deployed three main arguments against abolition. The first was that slavery was good for the slaves in that it guaranteed them food, shelter, and a certain level of care. The second was their right of property, the fair entitlement to use what they had paid for. Thirdly, they argued that slavery was a necessity without which agricultural food production would collapse. Any suggestion by abolitionists that slaves were held for the personal convenience or pleasure of their owners was always strongly refuted by supporters of the institution, but they knew it to be the biggest chink in their armour.
‘They are all mine, Norma, and I am totally focused on business.’ Hawkins smiled. ‘Actually, I think Bojana could replace Sally very nicely. Can you manage without her?’







Chapter 29: Battleship Norma

Events moved quickly at Small Acres farm over the next weeks, beginning with Sally’s departure after a fierce confrontation with Norma. By Christmas the former mill house was empty. Norma moved into the main house, as did Bojana, who was appointed housekeeper and paid a monthly wage, as Sally had been. She cruised through each day seemingly content with her situation, and saved to buy her freedom.
Norma deployed her jagged people-management skills on Rickena, and quickly persuaded her that her best course lay in pleasing her master. What Norma had suggested as the alternative to Rickena’s acquiescence was not known to Hawkins, and he did not ask.  So Rickena too moved into the house, and Hawkins ran riot in her flesh. But Rickena’s bitter resentment of her circumstances soon turned into a sullen melancholy that Hawkins had no means to cope with. His nocturnal visits to her room became infrequent, and by the time February had its cold cruel grip on the land he was no longer even tempted by that which he had previously coveted so dearly. She became a silent presence that drifted around Small Acres, sometimes perched on a fence watching the field hands as they cleared snow, cut wood, and performed all the gruelling tasks of a farm in winter. More often her face could be seen at her window, gazing out at the world with an expressionless longing, or she would appear ghost-like in the rooms of the house, gliding across its floors in her long skirt.
After a silent Saturday morning breakfast, Rickena asked as she always did if she could leave the table. Hawkins clenched his fists in frustrated despair and spoke very slowly. ‘I have told you a thousand times that you may do as you please. You do not have to keep asking.’
‘But I may not do as I please, I am a slave. That is why I am in this house, on this farm, in this country.’ Rickena sat with downcast eyes as she waited for explicit permission to leave.
‘You may leave the table, Rickena.’ Hawkins said reluctantly, and she returned to her room.
‘This can’t go on, Boss.’ Norma loved her cooked Saturday breakfast, and moved more bacon and fried bread onto her plate. ‘You can let me deal with her, or you can sell her. What you can’t do is nothing. Amy, another cuppa for me, please.’
‘I’ll not have her beaten, and I can’t sell her.’ Hawkins was anguished with regretful guilt. ‘She’s pregnant, Norma. She’s carrying the heir to Small Acres.’ It did not trouble him in the least to speak in front of slaves, and if he realised that his words would be relayed to Rickena by Amy or Bojana that knowledge did not affect what he said. 
‘Congratulations, Master Jack,’ Bojana said without a trace of sarcasm as she put more toast into the rack. She had in fact been the first to know of the pregnancy, but had not informed her master, for such was the loyalty between slaves.
‘Well, Boss,’ Norma was ever practical. ‘That doesn’t stop you selling her.’
‘My child will be born to a free woman,’ Hawkins replied. ‘I haven’t manumitted her yet because I know she would leave. But when the time is close I will free her, and after the baby comes she can go wherever she wants, but my child will stay here.’
 ‘That all sounds like happy days ahead,’ Norma washed a wedge of food down her throat with tea. ‘Whoopee.’
Hawkins looked at her appealingly. ‘I’m going to depend on you a lot, Norma, please don’t take the piss.’ 
‘Of course, Boss, you’ve always depended on me, and I won’t let you down.’ Stormy seas could never disturb battleship Norma. ‘Is this the right time to tell you one of the field hands is pregnant? I think she got knocked up at the Christmas party, so she’ll be due late September. She told me a couple of days ago, and she’s terrified of being whipped.’
Hawkins groaned. ‘That’s all we need. She’ll have to be whipped, so the others stay terrified of getting pregnant. Do it today, Norma, that’s best. Make it a dozen, and put on a show to remember.’
Amy cleared away the breakfast plates and cutlery with shaking hands as Hawkins finished his mug of tea, Norma having departed to assemble the slaves. Hawkins noticed the maid’s nervousness, and told her and Bojana they did not have to watch the flogging. Bojana fixed him with an imploring look. ‘Master Jack, does a pregnant woman have to be beaten?’ Unspoken was the obvious contradiction with Hawkins’ care for Rickena.
‘It only seems to be cruel,’ Hawkins said with more certainty than he felt. ‘And it’s important for the other slaves to remember what they see today the next time they are with a man.’ Picking up his stick, he went out to the yard, where Norma had lined up the field and harness slaves to face the whipping post.
The woman whose act of passion had condemned her to suffer was standing by the post, watching Norma with silent tears rolling down her face. She was, Hawkins judged, in her mid thirties, and he remembered buying her from one of the first batches of imports to arrive in Craigbrae, but could not recall her name. She was stripped to the waist and, as was common with imports, her back was laced with whip scars, and she showed signs of years of malnourishment during her formative years in France. Her thin upper body was at odds with a pot belly, and her limbs were stringy sticks. As her wrists were fastened to the post, Hawkins noticed folds of loose skin on her upper arms and waist, and for just a second he felt a pang of pity. He also reflected that for such a profoundly unattractive woman to get pregnant was testament to the aphrodisiac powers of alcohol and darkness.
Picking the whip up from where it lay on the ground, Norman looked across at Hawkins, and he nodded to her. ‘Carry on,’ he said. ‘Lay it on hard.’
Norma whirled the whip around her head, building up speed in the tip, and then leaned forward, stretching her arm out to send the lash biting into the meat of the slave’s shoulders. Simultaneous with the sound of leather striking skin at near-supersonic speed, blood spurted vivid red, and a communal groan went up from the assembled slaves.
As the slave twisted and writhed, rattling the post with her exertions, Norma was whirling the whip around to give the next stroke. Again the slave bucked and pulled against the straps when her flesh was sliced, every muscle of her body standing out and her flaccid breasts bouncing wildly. After the third stroke Norma’s face was spattered with blood, bringing memories to Hawkins of the times he had been sprayed with blood from Norma, from Christie, from both the Polish girls, from so many women he had whipped at that same post. He could remember the first woman he ever whipped, and how he had been so aroused that he stopped midway to relieve his erection. Repetition and the passing of time had dulled the sexual edge of flogging, and by the time Christie had become his lover and driver he had been content to watch her administer punishment. Nowadays a flogging produced no reaction in his groin, only a sick sensation in his stomach, one that he did not fully understand. 
For the first few strokes the woman made little sound other than a reedy mewing cry. She cut easily, and the blood flowed freely to soak her skirt, but she kept her mouth closed until Norma accidentally curled the whip around the side of her chest to contact her right breast. Then she began to shriek appallingly, and to call out words in a language Hawkins could not understand. Her body thrashed violently against the post, her feet danced an agonised jig, her bladder emptied, and all the while Norma continued to flog her. Some of the other slaves called out foreign words of encouragement or sympathy to the woman on the post, or possibly they were abusing Norma, Hawkins could not tell. 
Bojana came out of the house to stand beside Hawkins. ‘This is awful, Master Jack,’ she said. ‘Please, please stop it.’
‘Almost finished,’ he replied. And indeed, after the next stroke Norma dropped the gory lash to the ground and sponged the slave’s back from a bucket of water before wiping her own face. She released the wrist straps and the unconscious slave collapsed to the ground.
Hawkins turned to Bojana. ‘I’ll take coffee now, and make one for Norma.’ He watched as Norma dismissed the field slaves with some extremely coarse advice on contraception. The flogged woman got inelegantly to her feet, with a long string of mucus hanging from her nose and across her chest. With her arms across the shoulders of two other slaves, she began shuffling back to her quarters. Her torture had only just begun. The slave code permitted her to be worked on arduous field labour up to the seventh month of her pregnancy, after which she would be confined to quarters. If she carried the baby to full term and it was delivered successfully, then if she was not freed she would have to give it up for adoption.
When Norma arrived in the kitchen for her coffee Hawkins had already finished his. ‘Did you shackle her?’ he asked, for the propensity of flogged slaves to run away was well known.
‘Of course.’ Norma gulped her coffee down, and Amy stepped forward to replenish her cup. ‘We were overdue a whipping, I suppose. It encourages the others. If you let me give Rickena the same treatment it would do her a power of good. ’
‘Maybe it would,’ Hawkins was solemn. ‘But I don’t think so. I’ll just let her carry my baby, and then she will have repaid the money I spent on her.’







Chapter 30: A Half-Remembered Dream

The following Saturday, Hawkins and Norma were in the stock yard restaurant. Norma was reading Molly Steading’s column in The Advertiser when she let out a small yell of joy. ‘At last,’ she cried, ‘my name’s in the paper.’ And she read out the paragraph.
At the behest of Small Acres owner Jack Hawkins, a pregnant woman was terribly flogged by overseer Norma McBride last Saturday. Her crime was simply to be a pregnant woman, which will cause her ‘owner’ to lose a little of her labour time.
‘Great,’ Hawkins grunted. ‘Now we’re both famous. Was it such a terrible flogging?’
‘I take a pride in my floggings,’ Norma laughed, ‘and I resent one of them being described as terrible.’
‘You make a fair point,’ Hawkins agreed, ‘it looked very effective to me. But Norma, if you’re not happy with Molly’s column you can tell her to her face. Look who’s just come in.’
Molly Steading had indeed appeared at the entrance. She scanned the customers, located Hawkins, and marched over to his table.
Hawkins spoke first. ‘Hello Molly, it’s good to see you. But if you’ve come to recruit me to your cause, you’re wasting your time. I live in the real world, and you’ve probably eaten some of the real food I produce.’
‘I probably have, but I try to only buy foods with the Freedom & Kindness label on them.’ Molly looked older than Hawkins recalled, also thinner. ‘Hello Jack, it’s been a long time. May I sit?’
‘Please do, we’re old friends, aren’t we?’ Hawkins pulled out a chair for her.
‘Hello Molly,’ Norma said. She had not seen the woman since the day of the Spinney Lecht party.
Molly turned to Norma only to dismiss her. ‘I just don’t want to speak to you, Norma. How a woman could torture other women as you do is utterly beyond me, and I actually consider you to be one of the most dangerous criminals this community has ever produced.’
Norma’s face was momentarily very still, and Hawkins feared a very unpleasant scene, a violent that one that would swiftly result in Molly being rendered unrecognisable and insensible, but then Norma just smiled and returned her attention to the newspaper.
Hawkins rounded on Molly. ‘There’s no call for you to speak to Norma like that, Molly, no call at all. Need I remind you that you were the joint owner of slaves who were flogged at Spinney Lecht? But I do not say you were a criminal, because I know you were doing what had to be done to maintain discipline on a working farm. Norma maintains discipline for me, without which there would be chaos.’
‘You can’t really think that chaos is the only alternative to slavery, Jack,’ Molly returned evenly. ‘We’re both old enough to remember when life ticked over quite nicely without whips and chains, and that’s what we’ll go back to, as sure as eggs is eggs. And I never ordered a whipping, never. But in any case, I can’t undo the cruelties of the past, I can only work to prevent cruelty today and tomorrow. Which brings me to my reason for coming here today. Do you suppose I could have a cup of tea?’
‘A cup of tea? Is that what you’ve come for?’ Hawkins raised an arm in the air, and held it there until he had caught a waitress’s attention. He ordered a pot of tea, and looked blankly at Molly.
‘Thank you, Jack.’ Moll said. ‘Why I am here is to speak to you about your pregnant slave. What is her name, by the way?’
Hawkins shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Norma?’
‘I can’t remember,’ Norma said while still pretending to be absorbed by the newspaper.
‘That doesn’t matter,’ Molly said testily. ‘The point is, I want to buy her from you.’
‘Excellent,’ Hawkins began to smile. ‘I knew you’d come back into the fold. What do you want her for?’
‘I’m sure nobody questioned your motives when you bought her, and I’ll thank you not to question mine, Mister Jack Hawkins,’ Molly sniffed. ‘You insist she is property, and I want to make an offer for her. One thousand newmarks.’
Hawkins kept a poker face, and Molly continued. ‘You’ll be losing her labour for months anyway, and she’ll not really be a good slave for you when her baby’s been taken from her. Probably she’ll run away, and I’ll help her if she does. Come on, Jack, save yourself the trouble.’
‘Two thousand,’ Hawkins counter-offered.
‘Split the difference?’ Molly’s eyes were locked on Hawkins’.
‘Two thousand.’ Hawkins was sure he would win. ‘We can manage runaways, they’re usually caught. She’ll get thirty lashes, as allowed by law, and a nice iron collar to wear.’ 
Molly’s downturned mouth showed her disgust. ‘How exactly did you become a monster?’ she asked, and sighed heavily. ‘Two thousand, then. Can I collect her tomorrow?’ She rose to leave.
‘As long as you have the cash, yes. Tomorrow will be fine, Molly, and it’s been a pleasure doing business with you.’ Hawkins offered his handshake on the deal, but it was ignored.
‘I’ll bid you good-day then.’ Molly left the table and exited the restaurant just as the tea ordered for her arrived at the table. Hawkins poured a cup for Norma.
‘Two thousand is a shit price,’ Norma said. She folded her newspaper and handed it to Hawkins. He took it from her, and was looking at the Sales And Wants section.
For sale by auction, two slaves for life. Heidi may be of Swiss or German origin, and says she is 43 years old. Rosita is Spanish, and believed to be 24. Both slaves bear the French E brand, but have not been marked by me in any way. They are clean and obedient house servants, ideally suited to the gentleman farmer or any person who requires a cook/housekeeper and maid. I am selling most of my livestock prior to leaving the area, and otherwise I would not part with them. The slaves will be available for inspection at my East Linton farm premises on the 26th and 27th of this month, and will be auctioned at the stock yard on the 28th at 11.00am. I have set a reserve price of 6000 for the pair, or will take bids over 3500 for Rosita, over 2500 for Heidi. James Craig.
Hawkins was amazed. ‘Do you really think he’ll get those prices in today’s market?’ He asked Norma.
‘Probably,’ she replied. ‘Obviously Rosita is a good-looking bed slave, so he may easily get a lot more for her. All men will follow their cocks into hell, just look at you and Rickena, so the bidding may get really silly. The price for the older one looks about right, I think, because you’d pay that for a field slave of her age.’
‘Where do you think a guy like that could be going?’ Hawkins wondered out load. ‘He implies he’s taking some of his slaves with him.’
‘I should think he’s getting out with some slaves while he can.’ Norma tipped some tea from her cup into her saucer, and slurped at it noisily. ‘Nobody here thinks abolition can be held off for long, but a lot of people have come to love the life of a slaveholder, so they look around for somewhere else they can go. There a couple of places being talked about, but the main one is Arcadia.’
Arcadia. 
The word had a haunting resonance for Hawkins, it spoke of an idyllic half-forgotten dream, and it echoed from a lost place in his memory, a place where he had heard it slide over another woman’s lips.
‘Norma,’ he said, ‘Tell me about Arcadia.’ 
What followed was no more than impression gathered from stories Norma had heard here and there, but it was an impression glowing with warmth, and it was what Hawkins wanted to hear. Arcadia, it seemed, was a state founded on the institution of slavery, and there an honest man could live his life and work his slaves free from all interference or public censure. Norma expanded on the vision, and Hawkins listened in a dream.







Chapter 31: The Last God

Hawkins soon found out why Molly Steading had bought his pregnant slave. On the Saturday following the slave’s departure from Small Acres The Advertiser carried a special feature by Molly.

Lejla’s Story

For most people the arrival of a baby is a happy occasion and a sign of optimism and faith in the future. But not for all people. For the many women held as slaves in our community, such is not the case. They must labour for their owners’ profit through their pregnancies, and their hearts must be shattered when their babies are taken from them. Last week I reported on one such woman enslaved to Jack Hawkins on his Small Acres farm, and whom he decided should be horribly tortured by whipping until the torn skin hung from her back, and even from her soft feminine parts. That woman, whose name I can now tell you is Lejla, is now in the care of my humanitarian colleagues and I, but is no longer a slave.  She is free now to have and raise her baby in peace and safety. She will never be beaten again, never be raped again, and never again be forced to pick crops until her frozen fingers crack open. Never again will she be shown as naked as an animal and sold to the highest bidder, and no more will the very sound of the overseer’s footsteps make her heart race in terror.
Over the next weeks you will able to read Lejla’s story, written in her own words. This one woman represents all women trapped in the frightful slavery system; her story is all their stories. It is a narrative of rape and torment, of sorrow and suffering, of the degradation that has been permitted to exist since the end was used as a pretext for some to indulge their sadistic fantasies and vilest urges. Lejla will tell how she became a slave, and of all she has endured since then. It will upset you if you have human feelings in your heart. But please read it, and after every instalment ask yourself if slavery can be allowed to endure, or if we should cleanse its stain from this community and then play our part in sweeping it from the earth forever.
Norma read the piece, and only had one observation. ‘I’ve never seen slaves sold naked.’
In the following weeks the newspaper’s readers were treated to a story that condensed all the horrors of the world into one woman’s brave and defiant existence. It chronicled Lejla being abducted from a perfect home in Croatia and force-marched to the French border, there to have her flesh seared with a branding iron. Along with other young lovelies, the story continued, she had been paraded in nude condition at a public sale, and had been sold to a lecherous fiend who had used her for hard labour and the sexual gratification of what appeared to have been the entire male population of Provence.
‘I don’t remember her being brave,’ Norma scoffed, ‘and those Frenchies must have been bloody desperate to make a sex toy of her.
When the narrative reached Scotland and Small Acres farm, Hawkins’ blood pressure rose alarmingly. A reign of terror was described, one in which any minor offence against the master or his cruel overseer resulted in hideous flagellation, the fitting of shackles, and other cruelties.
Hawkins could read no more. He drove his buggy into Craigbrae, stormed into Molly Steading’s office, and confronted her. ‘I owned that woman for three years,’ he fumed, ‘and I treated her the way I treat all my slaves, very well. I fed her well, I gave her warm accommodation, and I paid for her to go to parties wearing clothes I bought for her. Not once was she refused permission to leave the farm, and not once was she punished for anything until she did the one thing I could not ignore. Why am I being crucified for being a decent owner?’
Molly faced him calmly. ‘Lejla’s back is still healing, and although she is getting good care now, she will be scarred for life. It was your decision to mutilate her, and you have no right to call yourself decent, you don’t know the meaning of the word. Now, are you going to leave my office, or do I need to involve the police?’
No more did Hawkins read Lejla’s story, but Norma followed it episode by episode, always hoping to see her own name in print again. As she read at the kitchen table one day, she looked up at Hawkins and giggled. ‘It says here,’ she said, and read a passage aloud from what were purported to be Lejla’s words.
I will not shame my unborn child by naming its father, a thug who imposed his demonic will on a helpless woman. But his name will be obvious to all readers of my story.
‘Who’s the daddy?’ Norma grinned.
It was not Lejla’s story that decided Hawkins in favour of a move to Arcadia, but the public reaction to it. His rare visits to Craigbrae ceased when he was increasingly subjected to taunts and derision, hateful scorn and thinly-veiled threats. He could have lived with his friends calling him Flogger Jack or Shagger Hawkins, for their mockery was at least rooted in affection for him. But he could not go anywhere in the town without being pointed out as an abominable creature beneath the contempt of his fellow men. The Publicans Association, under the leadership of his old adversary Arthur Fletcher, barred him from all the town’s hostelries, and women in the street would streak his face with lipstick as a reminder of the stripes inflicted on slaves in his name. In his mind he contrasted the vicious hypocrisy of Craigbrae people with what he was sure was the good-hearted honesty prevailing in Arcadia, where a master could live his life free from interference, and govern his slaves as he thought best.
Hawkins would not contemplate such a big step without Norma’s support, which she gave with unquestioning enthusiasm. Together they planned a great adventure, and tried to anticipate every possible requirement and every obstacle they might encounter. Maps were studied, a route was planned, and costs were projected. Small Acres farm was advertised for sale with its slaves, and within weeks an investment company in England had sent a junior partner to investigate the potential profitability of a farm in the wilds of Scotland. This young man was enchanted to be waited on by slaves, stared with delicious fascination at the whipping post, savoured the air of the slave quarters with relish, and found riding in Hawkins’ buggy to be an experience beyond compare. Only the briefest of examinations of the farm’s accounts was needed for him to return to base with a highly favourable report. The legal wheels to acquire Small Acres and its livestock were set in motion, and a senior partner arrived to give his seal of approval before contracts were signed.
They were sat in the buggy watching Norma working slaves in a hoeing line when the senior partner, Mark Crane, surprised Hawkins by telling him the company would make payment for the farm in cash. ‘Your weird local currency makes it impossible for us to settle through our normal bank channels,’ he explained. ‘So you’ll get half when the contracts are signed, the balance on sale completion. Each payment will be a bundle of these.’ He handed Hawkins a bank note.
Hawkins found he was looking at the printed face of Abraham Lincoln. ‘A US five dollar note? This is just a scrap of paper, surely?’
‘Of course it’s a scrap of paper Jack, but don’t call it a note.’ Crane replied. ‘US dollars come in bills, not notes.  The point is, it’s the only scrap of paper you can still spend absolutely anywhere, and I’ll tell you now that once you’re more than fifty miles from Craigbrae your newmarks will be totally useless.’
‘But currencies are based on institutions,’ Hawkins objected, ‘so what makes this scrap worth anything?’
‘Any currency is a like a god, Jack,’ Crane explained. ‘If enough people believe in it, then it must exist, and because it exists, people will believe in it. You’ll be travelling with the last of the old gods, do you see? And what historic irony, to be trading slaves with pictures of The Great Liberator.’
‘I’m not totally sure I can trust this,’ Hawkins grumbled.
‘Of course you can trust it, didn’t I say the dollar is the last god?’ Crane’s fat face creased in a grin.’ Turn it over, Jack, and tell me what it says there.’
Hawkins turned the bill over, and spoke aloud what he read there. ‘In God We Trust.’







Chapter 32: No Exceptions

The most direct route to Arcadia was a distance of two hundred and forty miles, but would have entailed the perils of crossing mountainous terrain and free territories. A route down the east coast and then across the lowlands might have been viable except for involving a long transit of the free Scottish Union territory governed from Edinburgh, and so was ruled out. Instead, Hawkins and Norma plotted a path along a costal route to Inverness, from where they would follow the Great Glen to Fort William, and thence to Oban. After that lay uncertainty, for governance of western Scotland was known to be patchy. But there would only be a short distance of badlands to cross before coming to Scottish Union territory, which they planned to either skirt if possible or pass through at night. And then they would be into the lush farmlands of the Galloway peninsula, where lay Hawkins’ city of dreams, his Xanadu, his Arcadia.
It would have been possible, if very expensive, to hire steam trucks for the journey, but Hawkins’s soul was repelled by the notion. He purchased a modern cart with sprung suspension and a light tubular frame, and even as he scoured markets and farm sales in search of slaves to pull it he knew that long ago Karen Steading had correctly diagnosed a fundamental truth about him. Whatever alternatives were available, he needed to own and command human flesh. He had accepted that reality now and no longer needed to convince himself of any necessity when he examined the stout thighs and strong shoulders of women offered for sale.
Bibiana Zawadzki’s dreams of a business empire collapsed when the Craigbrae council withdrew contracts from those who used slave labour. She sold her slaves, who were bought and freed by the company that had picked up the council contracts, but she was left penniless when her debts were settled. Employed by the investment company to manage Small Acres farm, she moved into the house, which was now becoming crowded. As Bibiana took over, Hawkins and Norma were left with a great deal of free time. They journeyed far and wide in the buggy, mainly visiting farms to look at surplus hands for sale. Gradually they built up the twelve-head team and four spares they thought would be needed for the move. After one such expedition they arrived back at Small Acres to find Bojana on the post, her shoulders bloodied from a whipping given by the slave Bibiana had appointed overseer. Norma erupted in fury and set off to hunt Bibiana down. She found the luckless farm manager in the dining room, which had been converted to an office, and was administering retribution with her fists when the limping Hawkins caught up with her. ‘Leave her, Norma, get out of here,’ he commanded, and as always, she obeyed him.
Bibiana, with blood from her split lip smeared across her shocked white face, scrambled to her feet. ‘That crazy woman is banned from this farm,’ she gasped. ‘Why did she do it, Jack?’
‘Because of Bojana being whipped,’ Hawkins found a chair to sit in. ‘Those two are special friends. Bibiana, it hasn’t taken you long to order a punishment, what’s going on?’
Finding a handkerchief, Bibiana pressed it to her lip. ‘Everything’s going on,’ she muttered, ‘let me show you.’ And she gestured with her free hand at the many documents strewn across her desk. ‘Look Jack, every day I get memos and directives.’ She threw a pile of the papers into the air. ‘I get statements of company policy followed by clarifications of company policy. There are daily returns I have to fill in with the productivity figures for each and every slave, and they ask me what I’m doing to raise the general level. They want output up and costs down, I have to explain every penny I spend and then I’m told not to do it again. Yesterday,’ she retrieved a sheet of paper from the floor and waved it in Hawkins’ face, ‘this came. Read it.’
Hawkins read.
The practice of paying financial inducements to those whose labour for life the company has invested in is to cease immediately. There are to be no exceptions.
‘So,’ Bibiana said. ‘This morning I showed Bojana the memo and told her I was very sorry, but she wouldn’t get her salary anymore. And she went bananas. There was a row, she blamed me for losing her money, and she slapped me. So I sent Amy for the overseer, and Bojana was given six lashes. Just six, Jack, and I know damn well you would have given her a lot more. She’s going to the slave quarters now, and she’s staying there as a field hand. I’ll manage with just Amy in the house, at least until the company tell me I have to add scrubbing the floors to my duties. And for a perfect end to a wonderful day, I’ll have to gather the hands later and tell them their bonus is history.’ She slumped into the chair on her side of the desk, and put her head in her hands.
‘Did I congratulate you on landing this job?’ Hawkins asked. ‘Seriously, if the company want to take away the carrot and rely on the stick they are making a big mistake. You’ll be at war with the slaves, and profitability will vanish.’
‘Yup.’ Bibiana lifted her head. ‘I expect they’ll fire me and put a hard man in charge, and a fat lot of good that will do them. In Poland, we say that a noisy cow gives little milk. But do you know something, Jack? I don’t think they really care too much about farm profits, I think they bought this place as a land investment.’
‘You could be right.’ Hawkins shrugged. ‘Bibiana, if Norma apologises to you, can she stay on the farm until we leave?’
‘Now let me see.’ Bibiana’s face showed exaggerated thoughtfulness. ‘Bojana got six lashes for slapping me. So for Norma, would you think thirty would be about right?’
‘Thirty would be spot on,’ Hawkins agreed. ‘But she’s not a slave, so you’re only getting an apology. Thanks, Bibiana.’ He went outside to find Norma.
Bojana was sat on the ground by the whipping post, she was shaking and crying. Norma very gently covered her shoulders, and looked up at Hawkins. ‘You made her a promise that she could save for her freedom,’ she said accusingly.
‘I’m not in a position to keep that promise,’ he replied.
‘A promise is a promise. You’ll have to buy her.’ Norma looked very serious.
‘She’s only done housework for years, Norma, putting her on a cart team would kill her.’
‘Working in the fields will kill her,’ Norma retorted.
‘No it won’t. She’ll find it tough for a few weeks, but she’ll be OK.’ Hawkins gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I don’t own her now, so there’s nothing I can do.’
‘Then I’ll go and see Bibiana. Don’t worry, I’ll not touch her.’ Norma got to her feet and returned to the office.
Bibiana was alarmed to see Norma standing before her again. ‘If you’ve come to apologise,’ she said, ‘I will accept that. But I’m frightened of you, Norma, and prefer not to be alone with you.’
Norma gave her friendliest grin. ‘I’m sorry about bashing you, and I do apologise. Friends again? Bibiana, would you find out how much the company will take for Bojana? I want to buy her.’
‘Slave dealing is against company policy, they think it’s bad PR. I’m not allowed to buy any or sell the ones we have. Norma, I warn you. There is a shotgun in the cabinet, and I will defend myself.’ Bibiana backed away from her desk.
Norma dropped into a chair and held up her hands. ‘Surely that shotgun is for slave uprisings? Not for a poor innocent woman who’s trying to help her friend. Bibiana, just do your best for me, that’s all I ask.’
‘There may be something, I have an idea.’ Bibiana relaxed a little. 
‘That’s my girl,’ Norma stood up and held out her arms. ‘Come on, now, give me a hug.’
‘I don’t think so, Norma.’ Bibiana stayed where she was.







Chapter 33: Go Now

Hawkins’ great journey began at dawn on a day in early June, the cart having been loaded during the previous day. Norma had put the slaves in harness in the small hours, and the time for farewells had come.
Bibiana held Hawkins at arms length. ‘This is a crazy thing you are doing,’ she said, ‘such a long journey with a slave cart is madness. I wish you luck, and I want to give you one piece of wisdom from Poland. Don’t push the river, it will flow by itself. What that means for you is that you should forget your schedule, and take each day as it comes. Your destination is not more important than the lives of your poor slaves, Jack, and you must know that even if you will not admit it. They are in a long dark tunnel, and I ask you to let them get through it, because some day they will surely be free. You let me get through my tunnel, and maybe I’m a stronger person because of my time in slavery, or maybe my life has been ruined. Who knows? But you have become a different person, and I don’t think you see your slaves as people anymore.’
Hawkins thought himself an expert when it came to handling slaves, and he ignored her words. ‘Look after my son, Bibiana, and I will owe you the world,’ he said. Rickena was seven months pregnant now, so taking her on the journey to Arcadia had been out of the question. A deal had been struck whereby in exchange for her freedom she agreed to remain at Small Acres at least until the child was three years old. Hawkins knew there was no point in trying to look further ahead than that.
‘I do not know you will have a son, but you know I will lay down my life for Rickena and the child if necessary. Anyway, Jack, if you were a good father you would not be leaving.’ Bibiana leaned forward to hug her former master briefly. ‘Just go now, I’m getting cold standing out here.’
Hawkins felt emotion closing his throat, and turned from Bibiana to the maid Amy, who was in her usual pose with her eyes cast down and her hands crossed behind her back. ‘Amy,’ he said, ‘you’ve been a good girl since the day I bought you. Goodbye now, please look after Rickena and the baby.’
‘I will, Master Jack, goodbye.’ Amy did not offer an embrace, feeling zero affection for the man who had bought her at the stockyard.
Hawkins climbed up onto the cart, sitting on the bench seat across the front. There were no reins; Norma would drive the team, twelve slaves in three rows of four, on foot. The buggy team had not been included in the farm sale, so all five of them were now in harness to the cart, the vehicle being carried aboard, along with tents, food, water, shackles, and night chains. It was intended to give each row a rest from harness on one day in four, and to make that possible a chain at the rear of the cart secured four spare slaves. Bringing up the rear was Norma’s reluctant slave Bojana, who would serve as a second driver and carried a stock whip identical to that of her mistress. There was still a Bojana in the slave quarters of Small Acres, for Bibiana had bought a field hand with money Norma had saved, and given her a new name, as any owner was entitled to do. The company still had a complement of slaves to match those listed in its books, and Norma has not been parted from her special friend. But Bojana then expected to be given her freedom, which Norma refused to do on the grounds that she had invested her every penny in the woman, and could not afford to just throw that money away. The relationship had become sour, and Bojana was now under the constant threat of punishment that Norma had meant to save her from.
As he looked around the yard, and at the house he was born in, for possibly the last time, Hawkins felt again the pangs of regret he had been feeling for weeks. Perhaps it would have been better to end his days here, he thought. The place had many happy memories for him, and they were all of times after the end. From before the world suddenly changed he could only recall a daily grind in which he had struggled to balance income from the farm against bills demanding to be paid. There had been a ceaseless struggle with government bureaucracy and the misery of an unhappy marriage, all of that swept away when the power had stopped flowing and the anarchy in the soul of man had been unleashed. He thought that his happiest days here had begun when he had first started to work convict slaves, and had ended when Christie vanished. Christie had not truly been his soul-mate, he knew that, but he thought she had been the most ideal woman for his life, and he was convinced she would have been an excellent wife for him. 
His reverie was disturbed by Norma, faithful Norma, who was more his slave now than when he had owned her, and who had shaken out the lash of her stock whip and was glaring up at him. ‘We should get started, Boss, they’ve been standing too long.’
Amy went into the house and raced upstairs to Rickena’s room, where she found the expectant mother still in bed. ‘The pig’s leaving now, Ricky,’ she said. ‘Come to the window and watch.’
Groaning from her aching back, Rickena joined the maid at the window. ‘I shouldn’t let you call me Ricky now. You’re a slave, and I’m a free lady.’ She looked down at Hawkins, who looked up and waved to her. She did not respond.
‘This slave will be delivering your baby,’ Amy said. ‘So watch your mouth, white trash lady, or I might just cut your throat instead of the cord. Do you think he’ll really come back?’
‘I hope not.’ Rickena turned away from the window. ‘It’s such a relief he’s finally going. My least favourite English word applies to him, he’s a cunt. A total and undiluted cunt. Cruel, arrogant, and too stupid to see that every woman despises him.’ She got back into bed.
‘I think Bibbers likes him, and Norma loves him.’ Amy sat on the bed.
‘Bibbers looks after her own interests, and Norma isn’t a woman anymore. He whipped the woman out of her, and now she’s no more than his dog.’ Rickena smiled. ‘If I had a nice sweet little maid, I could send her to get me a cup of tea now.’
Amy returned the smile. ‘She’d only spit in it, like I always do. Bibbers is making breakfast because I’ve been up all night, running around for the pig. You’ll have to get your lazy fat arse down the stairs though, hasn’t she told you that pregnancy isn’t an illness?’
‘Of course it’s an illness.’ Rickena lay back on her pillows. ‘I caught it from Hawkins the cunt.’
From down in the yard came the sound of whips cracking, and the whooping yell of Norma getting the cart slaves moving. ‘Rather them than me,’ Rickena giggled. ‘Come on, Amy, get me a cuppa and I’ll give you a cigarette.’
‘Five cigarettes,’ Amy bargained.
‘OK then, five. But hold the spit, please.’
‘Alright, my mouth’s a bit dry this morning anyway. I’ll see if Bibbers has the kettle on yet.’ Amy clattered cheerfully downstairs, thinking that this was going to be a much happier household with Hawkins and the fearsome Norma gone. Behind her, Rickena had returned to her window, to take one last look at Hawkins, hardly believing that twelve months after he had bought her from the council he was out of her life. During the brief period he had shared her bed, she had often muttered Czech Roma curses in his ear, and now she rejoiced to see the back of his head as the cart drew out of the yard. If the baby was a boy, and if it had any resemblance to Hawkins, she resolved to drown it.







Chapter 34: Hard Road South

Full sunlight was flooding the rugged land south of Glencoe, and Hawkins’ expedition should have been on the road for an hour. But the slaves still slept under their open-fronted canvas shelter, and their master still lay in his tent. He was awake, as was Norma by his side, and they spoke in low tones.
‘Basically,’ Norma said, ‘we’re fucked.’
‘Fucked is what we are,’ Hawkins agreed listlessly.
Things had gone wrong from the start, and now they were sixty days into the journey but only about halfway to their destination. Before they had even reached Elgin they had begun to lose slaves when an apparently strong African, who had been one of Hawkins’ most expensive buys, had keeled over in harness, dead. A big Russian woman died in her sleep of unknown causes, and was buried in a shallow grave on the banks of Loch Ness. Another, who they had not known was pregnant, had produced an infant outside Inverness, and had been sold for pennies to a crofter. Two had escaped, vanishing into the wild and beautiful country around Fort William, resulting in increased security precautions that ate time and further reduced each day’s mileage. 
Between towns it became difficult to buy food, either because there was none to buy or because the locals would not accept dollars. Near Ballachulish they encountered a hard-bargaining trader who supplied a cured ham, six bags of rolled oats, three of potatoes, and one of sugar. The cost was two of Hawkins’ slaves transferred to the trader’s stock, and at that point Norma made the decision to put Bojana in harness. From then on the former housekeeper was just another slave, and neither Norma nor Hawkins spoke to her as a human being. Each morning she was shackled before being released from the overnight chain, a measure instituted after the double escape, fastened in harness, and driven under Norma’s lash through the hours of daylight. It occurred to Hawkins that she suffered more every day than she would have done if left as a field hand at Small Acres. But she was only a slave, and not even his slave, so he was not troubled by the thought. What did trouble him was having just ten slaves to pull the cart, with no reserve. And so he had made the decision to abandon the planned route around the coast to Oban, and had struck out southwards on a more direct course. But the steep inclines encountered had meant achieving only a mile or two each day, and that at terrible cost to the slaves. They were being destroyed by exertion and the lash, to such an extent that Hawkins had come to feel Arcadia could be on the moon for all the chance they had of reaching it. The final blow had come when part of the cart’s welded frame had broken, putting the front and rear wheels out of alignment and making it almost impossible to move in a straight line.
Before Bojana had been put in harness she had shared a tent with Norma, but after that only one tent was erected each night. Norma laid out her sleeping bag alongside Hawkins, but the days of his sexual interest in her were long gone. This morning she had a hand inside his sleeping bag and was attempting to give him hand relief, but his body was not responding. ‘This trip has become as hopeless as your cock, Boss,’ she said.
‘Thanks, Norma,’ he replied.
‘It’s time to listen to Auntie Norma,’ Norma withdrew her hand from its failed mission, ‘Auntie Norma has an idea.’
‘Go on then, let’s hear it.’ Hawkins stared at the tent material over his head.
Norma raised herself on one elbow. ‘You’ve only got nine slaves left, Boss, and I’ve got Bojana. If you can get the cart repaired, which will cost money you shouldn’t be spending, we’ll probably struggle without buying more slaves. So I say dump the cart, sell four slaves, and just keep the buggy team. And then just go for it in the buggy, and I reckon we can reach Arcadia in ten days, maybe less. We’ll just carry food and water for a couple of days, and that will keep the weight down. I want to keep Bojana in reasonable condition, because she’s my life savings. So she can be on a chain behind the buggy, and I’ll be your lead harness, just until we reach Arcadia. It’ll work, Boss, think about it.’
‘Back in harness? How old are you now, Norma?’ Hawkins asked, although already knowing he would accept her suggestion.’
‘It doesn’t matter how old I am,’ Norma replied, not stating that she was forty-four. ‘What matters is that I’m strong, I can take being driven, and that the team will cover twice the distance in a day with me up front.’
‘So why did we ever buy the cart and all those slaves in the first place?’ 
‘We didn’t, Boss. You did.’ Norma gave her former master an affectionate punch in the ribs. ‘Hey, don’t think you’re going to chain me at night, just remember there’s no brand on my chest.’
The buggy was unloaded from the cart and the team, as yet without Norma, was harnessed to it. Hawkins felt very good to have reins and a driving whip in his hands again. The other four slaves and Bojana were put on a coffle chain, and he drove back to a traders’ camp outside Glencoe, leaving the useless cart where it was. At the camp he was disappointed to find that slaves were something of a buyers’ market, and was alarmed to discover that many of those being traded had come from Arcadia. Here he learned for the first time that Arcadian slavery was under pressure from the Scottish Union, which was a bitter blow to him. Seven thousand dollars was the best offer he received for all four slaves, and he almost walked away from the deal, but knew he had no alternative but to take it. ‘I’ve just lost six thousand dollars on them,’ he complained to Norma.
‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said cheerfully, ‘from what I’m hearing, cash is safer than slaves in Arcadia these days.’
It was gone noon when the buggy team was reformed to a six-head configuration with Norma as lead. ‘I don’t need fastening to the bar,’ she told Hawkins, but he knew better. ‘You volunteered to be a harness slave,’ he said, ‘and that is exactly how I have to treat you. No backing out now, my lady.’
Now with just Bojana on tow, Hawkins drove out of the traders’ camp and turned back onto the road south. The power-to-weight ratio of the team and buggy was more than twice that which the cart had crawled along with, and he was determined to cover distance. After two hours, he stopped to let the team urinate, gave them water, and drove on again. Whenever the pace slackened from a fast walk he touched Norma with the whip, and when he made the second stop she spoke to him. ‘Fucking hell, Boss,’ she said, ‘maybe this isn’t such a good idea.’
‘It was a good idea, most definitely it was.’ Hawkins patted her cheek. ‘Stick it out for a couple of days, Norma, you’re making all the difference.’
When he stopped for the night Hawkins made a study of his map before alighting from the buggy. He was delighted to see that eight miles had been covered, and that over steep terrain and in only half a day. The idea of releasing Norma from harness duty before the journey has been completed now seemed too ridiculous to even contemplate. He climbed down and spoke to Bojana, who looked at him with an expression of exhausted suspicion.
‘Bojana, how are you feeling?’ Hawkins tried to look concerned.
‘I’m great, Master Jack,’ Bojana replied with blatant insincerity.
‘That’s good to hear. I’m thinking, Bojana, that it wouldn’t be fair to expect Norma to put up tents and shelters, and cook and all that kind of stuff. Not after she’s been working so hard in harness.’
‘No, Master Jack.’ Bojana caught on quickly. ‘I could do all of that.’
‘Could you? That’s a good idea.’ Hawkins fondled her rump. ‘The only problem is that Norma’s worried about you running off, and she paid a lot of money to get you.’
Bojana was silent, as Hawkins assumed a pensive look. ‘She paid eighteen hundred newmarks, Bojana. That’s about twelve hundred dollars. Now, if I can trust you, I’ll pay Norma that, and you’ll be my property again. You can be my housekeeper in Arcadia, and I’ll make you an allowance of twenty dollars a month, so you can save for freedom again. Would you like that?’
‘You’ve got a deal, Master Jack, and I won’t run away.’ Bojana held out her manacled hands.
Hawkins released her, and threw the manacles with their attached chain onto the buggy. ‘Good girl. Start getting the camp set up now.’
When Hawkins dropped combination manacles at Norma’s feet she realised that henceforth and until Arcadia he intended for her to spend nights in the slave shelter. ‘After all these years, Boss,’ she said, ‘you’re pissing all over me.’
‘I know you’ll see the sense of this.’ Hawkins snapped shackles closed above her ankles. He stood up painfully. ‘And you’ll realise I’m doing what I have to do to get us to Arcadia with enough money to start up again.’ He locked her wrists into the cuffs before releasing them from the bar, gripped an upper arm, and led her away. 
Norma could see that Bojana was laying out the night chain, and she shook her head sorrowfully. ‘Boss,’ she said, ‘you know I would walk over a cliff if you told me to. You’ve never needed chains to control me, and you don’t need them now.’
Hawkins realised perhaps he was going too far. ‘And you’ll be lead harness until we reach Arcadia?’
‘Of course, Boss. Didn’t I say I would?’
‘Alright then Norma. You are a free woman, so I suppose I’ve no right to chain you.’ Grudgingly, Hawkins released her. ‘Look, I’ve told Bojana I will buy her from you, agreed? We can share her as a camp servant until we reach Arcadia.’
‘Hmm.’ Norma eyed Bojana, who was now unloading the canvas slave shelter from the buggy. ‘I’ve got used to being an owner, but OK. Offer me two thousand dollars, and she’s yours.’
 ‘Two thousand?’ Hawkins scowled. ‘That’s blatant profiteering. I was thinking of twelve hundred.’
‘Fifteen hundred, Boss, and that’s as low as I’ll go. And I need her tonight, if you don’t mind. As you’ve let her off the chain, I’ll have her flick me off, which is more than you’ve ever done.’
In the morning Bojana served Hawkins and Norma with breakfast, fed the slaves, took them one by one to empty their bowels, harnessed them, struck camp, and loaded the cart. Hawkins harnessed Norma, and then climbed onto the buggy. Bojana climbed up beside him, and he did not object.
Norma looked around. ‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘I am not hauling a fucking slave.’
Hawkins handed Bojana the driving whip. ‘Move them on,’ he ordered.







Chapter 35: Ardentinny

The most difficult part of the journey was behind Hawkins. He was off the high ground, and the buggy was moving easily as he drove it along the road beside Loch Long. In just a few miles he would come to Strode, from where a ferry operated to Castle Levan, and then he would be in the ‘Langhouse Gap’, the strip of land along the Firth of Forth that was not claimed by the Scottish Union or Arcadia. 
After a diet of sugared porridge augmented with a few vegetables for most of the journey, Hawkins had bought fresh and pickled herrings two days previously at a village on Loch Fyne, and had expended a few cartridges shooting some pigeons. Now he was sure that the slaves were feeling the benefit of better food, just as he was. Head-down, Norma was leading the team with the unstoppable force of a harnessed rhinoceros, obviously determined to end her self-inflicted trial as soon as possible. With Bojana, of whom he was becoming fond, dozing on the seat beside him, the sun sparking on the Loch’s surface, and with a cooling breeze on his face and bare arms, everything felt fine in the world of Jack Hawkins. 
Just after passing through the ruins of a village identified on the map as Ardentinny, Hawkins saw ahead of them a checkpoint, a hut with a barrier in the form of a pole across the road. A thin young man stood by the barrier, and as the cart approached he advanced to the middle of the road, held up a hand, and called out ‘Stop.’
A young woman, equally thin, emerged from the hut to join the man. As the cart drew to a halt about fifty yards from the barrier she spoke in a reedy voice. ‘We mean you no harm. But this is a free area, and you shall not pass through with people in bondage.’
‘So you’re abolitionists?’ Hawkins snorted. ‘Well OK, you’re entitled to your opinions, as I am to mine. But that these women are legal slaves is not a matter of opinion, it is a matter of fact. They are my slaves, paid for with my money, and you do not have a say in their disposal. Now please lift your barrier.’
Now the thin young man spoke. ‘In our area there is no slavery, no person may be owned by another. If you pass further those women become forever free. We will assist them to either settle here or go to another destination, which will be a decision for each of them. But they will not pass through our area in chains, as your flesh to exploit at your will.’
Bojana had awakened, and passed Hawkins his gun while taking the reins from him. He chambered a shell. ‘So you intend to take my property by force?’ he asked.
‘On our land people cannot be property,’ was the reply. ‘We believe in freedom, and we cannot compromise our convictions by allowing you to drive slaves through our area.’
Hawkins was getting impatient. ‘Let me say that I respect your convictions,’ he said, ‘and I have to ask if you are ready to die for them.’
The young man smirked. ‘I do not intend to die for my convictions, but if you fire on me they will be fatal for you. It’s your choice, you can release those people and be welcome among us, or you can turn around and return to whatever slaving hell you came from.’
Both Hawkins and Bojana looked around. No other persons were visible, but it seemed entirely feasible that there could be hidden guns trained on them from the forest on the right hand side.
‘It’s your call, Master Jack.’ Bojana whispered. ‘I reckon there’s space to drive around the barrier between it and the loch. Say the word and I’ll do it, you can shoot those skinny fuckers if they try to stop us.’
Hawkins did not reply to that.  He saw she was poised to lash the team on, but after a few seconds he told her to turn the buggy around, and as they were retreating from the barrier and its scrawny guardians he explained. ‘We need to think this through, and maybe find out more about the situation.’ Still within sight of the barrier, he called a halt, immediately alighting from the buggy to release Norma.
Bojana went through her now-usual routine of caring for the harness slaves and getting them securely settled for the night, while Hawkins consulted with Norma, who had a very gung-ho attitude. ‘Boss,’ she argued, ‘those two are just a pair of squatters, probably runaways, who’ve settled in an abandoned checkpoint, and no way are they official.’
‘So what do you think we should do?’ he asked.
‘Do?’ Norma echoed. ‘Kill them, of course. Kill them, grab anything useful they might have, and carry on to Arcadia.’
‘Before we started out,’ Hawkins said, ‘I expected trouble on this trip. People warned us about the wild west of Scotland, didn’t they? But we’ve come all this way without anyone lifting a finger against us, and now we’ve run up against those two. I don’t want to kill them, Norma, honestly I don’t. They remind me of the old days in the militia, when we shot poor starving people like them in cold blood, and said we’d dealt with dangerous marauders.’
‘With respect, Boss,’ Norma said firmly, ‘that’s all bollocks. They interfered with us, not us with them, so we’re only acting in self defence if we kill them, now aren’t we?’
‘I suppose so.’ Hawkins got up and hobbled around the camp. He looked at his harness slaves, who were now fastened to the night chain and waiting to be fed. All of them stared down at the ground, blankets wrapped around their sore shoulders, as he passed. Bojana was putting his tent up, and she flashed him a crippled smile. ‘Planning a war, Master Jack?’
‘Your idea seems the best to me,’ he replied, ‘but if I can get around them without any shooting, I will. Bojana, those scarecrows are on your side, you must know that. But you sided with me against them, and I won’t forget that loyalty.’
‘It’s natural for a girl to back her owner, Master Jack.’ Bojana seemed embarrassed.
‘Natural or not, you could have turned the gun on me, but you gave it to me so I could use it against people who wanted to free you.’ Hawkins shook his head in wonder. ‘I will give you the greatest gift I can when reach we Arcadia.’
A plan was agreed between Hawkins, Norma, and Bojana before darkness fell. 
As a hint of grey sky appeared in the east, the slaves were put in harness, with Bojana taking the lead role. The two free people rode on the buggy, Norma driving and Hawkins with his gun across his lap. The buggy was steered across the road to the loch side, the team walking slowly through waist-high thistles and nettles towards the gap between loch and checkpoint. As they came level with the hut its door opened, and a mouth set in a pale face screamed at them to stop.
‘Move it, Norma,’ Hawkins cried, and levelled his gun at the figure in the hut doorway. The driving whip whistled in the air, and slaves cried out as its scorpion touch fell on them, but their legs responded and the buggy shot forward. Hawkins could now see it was the girl who had emerged from the hut, and she was running furiously to intercept the buggy as it sped through the undergrowth and back towards the road.
Norma looked round. ‘Shoot the bitch,’ she said, and continued to scourge the team. 
The girl was alongside as the buggy bumped back onto the road, and she screamed up at Hawkins with her face twisted by hate. ‘Stop, you evil fucking scum.’
Her face was just feet from the muzzle of Hawkins’s gun, but his finger would not take up the trigger slack. Norma launched herself past Hawkins, dropped almost on top of the girl, and felled her with a fist to the face. Hawkins called the team to a halt, and descended from the buggy with unusual alacrity before walking back the few yards to where Norma was dragging the girl to her feet. After administering a healthy slap across the girl’s mouth, Norma ripped the girl’s grubby shirt open to the waist, tore it from her, and threw it to the ground. ‘I told you, Boss!’ she cried triumphantly. ‘She’s a runaway for sure.’
Hawkins looked at the girl’s chest, which showed the brand of an imported slave, and at her back, which bore the criss-crossed scars of whipping. ‘Your back is just like that,’ he said to Norma, ‘and you’re a free woman.’
‘But I’m not branded.’ Norma dragged the girl to the rear of the buggy, slammed her against it, and punched her hard under the ribs. ‘You’re a runaway, aren’t you?’ she hissed.
‘No,’ gasped the girl, her eyes wide with terror, ‘I was a slave, and that’s why I hate slavery, but I’m not one now. I kept running away, and they kept whipping me, until my brother found me and paid for my freedom.’
‘That’s rubbish,’ Norma retorted, and a slap landed with a crack like a rifle shot, leaving a vivid finger marks on the girl’s cheek. ‘Is that your brother back there?’
‘Yes, that’s my brother,’ replied the girl, screwing her eyes up in anticipation of another blow.
‘She could be telling the truth,’ Hawkins observed.
‘Not a chance,’ Norma said, ‘I’ll chain her to the buggy and we’ll see if someone at the next settlement knows her, there could be a reward. If not, we can surely trade her for some provisions.’
‘No, just let her go,’ Hawkins said.
‘Now hang on, Boss,’ Norma was getting angry. ‘Why should we let her go? Someone’s paid for her, and is entitled to the use of her, isn’t that the property right we’re making this journey for?’
‘It is,’ Hawkins admitted, ‘but I still say let her go.’
Norma persisted. ‘Unclaimed property becomes the property of the finder, right Boss? She may be a skinny piece of garbage, and you with all your slaves can turn your nose up at her, fine. So let me have her. I’ll use her in camp until I sell her, that’ll be some recompense for the trouble she’s caused us.’
Hawkins was wavering, even though he thought a repeat runaway would be liability on a long journey. As he was about to nod his assent there was a new sound in the clearing, an instantly recognisable wailing.
‘That’s my baby,’ the girl wept, ‘it’s in the hut.’
‘And your brother is the father, right?’ Norma demanded, and the girl did not answer, but her sallow cheeks coloured slightly, and then she sucked in air after Norma punched her in the stomach.
Hawkins gazed at girl. Her rib cage was clearly visible, her belly was a hollow depression, and her breasts were little more than flaps of skin. He had no doubt that her rump would be as scarred as her back if he bothered to look, and he knew that the baby of a mother living as a wild animal had almost no chance of survival. Years ago, long before the end, he had been told that incest was a regular country sport. If this poor wretch and her brother shared a little warmth together, then he would not condemn them for that. He did not know if her story of being free was true, but he strongly doubted it, for it would be hard to imagine the brother finding the means to buy her. But if returned to her owner, the girl’s pitiful body would certainly suffer further grievous punishment, and she would be parted from her baby. He suddenly recalled Molly Steading asking him how he had become a monster.
‘Let her go, she’s my gift for Molly,’ he ordered the baffled Norma, ‘that is my final word.’
Norma released her grip on the girl, saying ‘Run little bitch, your brother’s cock needs you.’
The woman ran straight for few yards, and then began zigzagging as if expecting to be shot at. Norma and Hawkins laughed uproariously.
Bojana was released from harness, rubbing her neck ruefully. ‘Fucking hell, Norma,’ she said, ‘you were crazy with the whip. You’ve cut my neck, and almost taken one of Marjeta’s eyes out.’
‘Serves you right,’ Norma scoffed. ‘You’ve wacked me often enough in the last few days. Boss, can’t I have a day’s rest from harness?’
‘No.’ Hawkins led Norma to the front of the team. ‘I need you in this job.’ He locked her wrists to the bar.
‘So can I have Bojana tonight?’ Norma asked. ‘I should have some comfort.’
‘No,’ Hawkins said again. ‘She’s not your slave anymore, and she doesn’t have to do that. And before you ask, I want all the team to sleep at night.’
Hawkins looked at Marjeta’s injured eye. It was reddened and surrounded by swelling. ‘You’ll have to work on, Marjeta,’ he said. ‘I’ll have Bojana see what she can do tonight.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Marjeta replied. Any other answer would have smacked of defiance, and although Hawkins was considered a fairly mild master, defiance would mean a flogging.
Bojana had climbed up onto the buggy, and was looking back at the checkpoint, where both the young man and the girl were standing. ‘Master Jack,’ she called, ‘I think he’s got a gun.’ 
There was a loud crack that confirmed the young man was indeed armed with a rifle.
Hawkins scrambled aboard as quickly as he could. ‘Get us moving,’ he bellowed at Bojana, ‘we’ll soon be out of range.’ And he picked up his gun, a twelve-gauge Winchester pump, as the buggy jerked forward, and held it at the ready, although knowing that he was already too far from the checkpoint for it to be any use. In the back of the buggy he had the Ruger .243 rifle the militia had issued him with many years earlier, but it was under a stack of water containers, and not available for instant use.
Every second the buggy was stretching the range by two or three yards. The trained buggy team could have gone faster, but Norma was now stumbling and holding them up. Bojana worked the whip rhythmically, bringing the lash down onto Norma’s shoulders, stroking it left to right across the two slaves in the middle row, and then sweeping it across the rear three before lifting it to reach Norma again.
The rifle’s report sounded again, and echoed from the hills on the far side of the loch. Hawkins fired his gun, to no effect. ‘I’m pissing into the wind,’ he tersely said to Bojana. ‘We’ve got to get further away.’
Just two hundred yards ahead the road curved to the right, and would shield them behind a screen of trees. Bojana redoubled her efforts, but the team could not go any faster, and as she leaned back to get more force into the whip another rifle shot sounded and she felt a blow under her left shoulder. ‘I think the bastard’s hit me,’ she cried, for the first time forgetting to address her master properly.
‘Is it bad?’ Hawkins asked, and instantly realised it was a stupid question. He took the reins and whip from her, and she leaned over against him.
‘Not too bad,’ she replied. ‘It just feels like a bee sting, but my shoulder’s gone numb.’ But then she shuddered and groaned. ‘Oh, oh, now it’s much worse, help me, please help me.’
‘Hang on,’ Hawkins said, ‘we’ve got get round this bend.’ Now it was his turn to futilely lash the team, and he tried to ignore Bojana’s beseeching face turned towards him. Her mouth was turned down in pain, her eyelids looked heavy, and the colour was draining from her fast; glancing quickly, Hawkins had the impression that her face was melting.
At last they were out of sight of the checkpoint, and Hawkins stopped the buggy. He alighted, and as he did so Bojana collapsed across the seat, rolled forward, and toppled first onto the footboard, and then onto the buggy’s shaft, across which she lay with her back arched and her mouth half-open and squealing. Hawkins tried to move her but was unable to, he had to release Norma from harness, and she lifted Bojana and laid her on the ground.
‘Blankets, Boss, we need blankets,’ Norma said, ‘she’s shaking with cold.’ 
Hawkins got blankets from the buggy, and covered Bojana, who was silent now except for a weak gurgling sound.
‘She can’t breathe, Boss, we have to turn her on her side.’ Norma rolled Bojana over, and pushed a finger into her mouth. ‘Her tongue’s clear, Boss,’ she said, ‘this is very bad.’
Hawkins entirely realised how bad it was. Bojana was drowning in her own blood, and there was nothing he could do about it. Distressed, he could not bear to watch as Bojana fought her last hopeless battle and Norma wept over her. He walked away, and stood at the top of the steep bank leading down to the loch. It was a beautiful day, and he watched as birds skimmed across the water in their ceaseless hunt for insects to feed on. High overhead a pair of buzzards circled, and their haunting high-pitched cries made him shudder, reminding him of the two women he had already buried on his quest for a new life in Arcadia. 
After ten minutes, Norma’s wail proclaimed that a life begun twenty-seven years earlier in a Belgrade slum had come to a desperate choking end by the side of a road in Scotland.







Chapter 36: Mother of God

Twelve days after leaving Glencoe, and in exceptionally warm weather, Hawkins drove up to a police checkpoint at the border with the Arcadia territory. A sweating officer emerged from the hut to glance briefly into the buggy’s load area, and then checked the slaves, looking for their brands. ‘Are these slaves all your property, sir?’ He asked.
‘They are,’ Hawkins replied. ‘And I have bills of sale for all of them.’
‘The old one at the front isn’t branded, sir.’ The officer observed. ‘Do you have convict papers for her?’
‘No,’ Hawkins replied. ‘She’s not a slave, actually. She’s my friend.’
‘A friend?’ The officer looked again at Norma’s whip-reddened shoulders. ‘Please release her from harness, sir. I will need to speak to her privately.’
While Norma was inside the checkpoint Hawkins changed the rig, attaching the reins to the two slaves on the front row. Norma had fulfilled her promise to lead the team to Arcadia, and now he would have to run the buggy with just five slaves. When Norma emerged from the checkpoint she climbed straight up onto the buggy. ‘Move over, Boss,’ she said. ‘I’ve just saved you from being arrested as a kidnapper, so that’s another one you owe me. Do you know what the cops told me? ’
The barrier lifted, and Norma urged the team forward.
‘No, Norma, what did they tell you?’ Hawkins felt a surge of joy that at last they had arrived in Arcadia, tempered by sadness that Bojana had not lived to receive the freedom he had decided to give her.
‘From the end of next year,’ Norma said, ‘it will be illegal to bring slaves into Arcadia territory.’
‘So the anti-slavery disease is spreading.’ Hawkins was grim-faced. ‘Oh well, it’s a good job I decided to move this year.’
They travelled on into Hawkins’ Promised Land. 
Past the long-silent international airport at Prestwick, and through the town of Ayr the buggy rolled, and everywhere they could see they were in the heartland of slavery. Most personal transportation was horse-based, but they saw several slave-drawn buggies, and passers-by did not spare Hawkins’ team a second glance. South of Ayr the road swung to the west before turning south again, following the coast.  At a slow walking place, and with the harness team wearing hats for protection against the sun, they passed between neat fields in some of which they saw slaves being worked. In one field they saw a row of black women picking strawberries. Stripped to the waist but hatless, they were bent to their work with breasts hanging down, overseen by a girl who carried a whip with its long lash trailing on the ground. Hawkins waved to the girl, who cheerily waved back. 
‘I’ve never tried growing soft fruit,’ Hawkins said to Norma. ‘Might be worth looking into.’
Two fields after seeing the strawberry pickers there was a dirt road turnoff. A hand-written sign nailed to a post announced Stonehead Farm – B&B. ‘How do you fancy sleeping in a bed tonight?’ Hawkins asked Norma.
‘Suits me, Boss,’ she replied, and turned the team.
The farmhouse was large, and obviously pre-dated the end by many years. Several near-naked children of mixed race were playing in the yard, kicking a ball around with a great deal of shouting; they took little notice of the buggy. A man appeared from the door of the house to greet the visitors. ‘Welcome to Stonehead, I’m Sam McLean and this is my farm. I assume you’re looking for accommodation? It’s ten dollars per night per person, five dollars per slave.’
‘That sounds fine,’ Hawkins replied. ‘Shall I just leave my buggy here?’
‘Sure thing. You can leave your slaves in harness, and my daughter will take care of them. She’s working our field hands at the moment, but she’ll not be too long. Come into the kitchen, and I’ll organise a cuppa.’ 
Hawkins and Norma followed McLean into the kitchen, where he bellowed for a servant. ‘Maggie, get in here.’
A girl of the same colour as the children in the yard appeared, and was ordered to prepare tea. McLean gestured at the table, and when his guests were seated he joined them there. ‘Where are you folks heading?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know exactly,’ Hawkins replied. ‘We’re looking to start a farm in the territory, not a big operation. I’ve farmed all my life, so I think I can do OK here.’
McLean nodded. ‘You’ll find Arcadia offers very good land deals for incomers, you should check with the Development Corporation. All you really need is capital to buy slaves. I work this place with just twelve, all black because my late wife wouldn’t have white women on the place. And she was right, of course. When I see white slaves for sale I think, no, that just isn’t right. Not that I question your right to your slaves, Mister Hawkins, don’t get me wrong.’
‘You just prefer blacks,’ Norma said.
‘Well, you know, I really think they’re more suited to slavery, it seems natural for them.’ McLean sucked his teeth. ‘Most of Africa wasn’t much affected by the end, so I’ve heard. The men carried on doing whatever they do, and the women carried on working the fields. If you can find genuine rural Africans, buy them, that’s my advice. They’re hardy, they’re strong, and they can take a whipping and keep on ticking. I used to breed from them, but the law’s changed now to make their kids free.’
‘Maybe I’ll take your advice,’ Hawkins said, not really convinced, and disappointed to hear of another restriction on the right of property, even though slave breeding had not been included in his plans.
‘You just have to be careful what you buy,’ McLean continued. ‘Those Spanish and French blacks are not the same, not at all, so good luck if you buy one of those. I had one and she died after three months. She wasn’t wasted, though, we ate her.’
Looks of open-mouthed horror appeared on the faces of his guests, and McLean burst out laughing. ‘Just kidding, chums, just kidding.’
When he had finished expounding his racial preferences, McLean had some useful advice on how to deal with Arcadia’s growing officialdom, and on general farming matters. ‘Sugar beet is the flavour of the month,’ he said. ‘And you’ll be offered a better land deal if you agree to grow it. But I’ve stayed clear. It’s a bastard crop because it’s so easily swamped by weeds, and when the English growers really get going again, which they will do, prices will drop like a stone. So me and my daughter focus on soft fruit, strawberries, mostly.’
‘Was that your daughter we saw a couple of fields back?’ Norma asked.
‘Must have been,’ McLean replied. ‘Her name’s Miriam. Since my wife died a few years ago I’ve relied on lot on her, so she’s had to grow up fast. She’s still only fifteen, but she’s a bloody good overseer, and the slaves are terrified of her. Of course she’s still at school, but she’s able to put a lot of time into the farm. She took over from me in that field after school, it’ll be about half picked today. I’m praying this weather holds, because the fruit is already sold.’
‘We’ve not much worked like that, driving slaves in the field, I mean.’ Hawkins was curious. ‘Are you sure it’s worth the overseer time?’
‘It’s essential.’ McLean seemed surprised at the question. ‘Left alone, they would bring some fruit in, but not half as much as we get. And it’s simple to work. Basically, all you do is keep the line straight. If one drops back you lick her, and give her a little time to catch up. Obviously, if she’s not catching up you lick her again.’
‘But surely,’ Norma objected, ‘if they’re being driven like that, they must tend to leave fruit unpicked?’
McLean nodded. ‘Yes, that’s exactly what can happen. But the ones who waste fruit will show low weights, and those you punish, you have to. A farm is a business, you know that, and there can be no room for sentiment. I work them very hard, and I get my money back on them in five years. After that I’m seeing a profit on them.’
‘It must be the case that one of them has the lowest weight every day? They can’t all pick exactly the same.’ Hawkins was being attracted to McLean’s methods.
‘Yes, that’s true.’ McLean replied. ‘There has to be a lowest weight every day, but it doesn’t have to be significant. I don’t too much care about a pound of fruit, but if it’s three or four pounds I’ll usually punish the slave, especially if she’s been short before.’
Miriam arrived from the field, and was introduced to Hawkins and Norma. They quickly learned that she was very enthusiastic about the farm, and totally convinced that slavery was the future. Very well informed about the political battle over slavery between Arcadia and the Scottish Union, she firmly believed that she would inherit a slave-worked farm. ‘Grain crops and most root crops were highly mechanised before the end, and will be again,’ she lectured. ‘In England they’re a long way down that road already. But fruits will always need hands, and that’s why slavery will win out. At this time of year we work our slaves for more than twelve hours a day, seven days a week. That’s efficiency, it’s money talking, and it’s what will settle the argument.’
Hawkins wanted to believe this earnest young woman.
‘How did the weighing go?’ McLean asked his daughter.
‘Amina was short again,’ she said. ‘Seven pounds below the average. Too stupid to learn, I suppose. Anyhow, I’ve put her on the post for another lesson. I’ll let her hang for a while, and in the meantime I’ll put Mister Hawkins’ harness team away.’
As she left the kitchen Hawkins and Norma exchanged glances of wonder at the precocious confidence she had displayed.
McLean beamed proudly and looked at Hawkins. ‘That’s my girl, isn’t she great? Amina is one of my oldest, I’ve had her for twelve years, and mostly she’s been quite good, yet Lord knows how many times she’s been whipped this year. But every day now she’s making good money for me, so I can’t let up on her.’
Their cups were refilled by Maggie, and McLean gave more details of his farm economics. ‘I pay about two thousand dollars for a field hand, never much more than that. All their feed is bought in, and I budget a dollar a day per head. What she’ll produce will be worth about eight hundred dollars per year, so after five years she’ll have cost me four thousand in total, but I’ll be up two hundred. And every year after that I’ll make over four hundred dollars on her, and still have some sale value in her. It’s a good business, Mister Hawkins, very good business. The B and B thing is just for some company, it doesn’t make more than a couple of hundred per year. Delicate question, will you two want to share a bed?’
‘No,’ Hawkins said quickly. ‘Two beds will be fine.’
‘OK then, I can give you separate rooms at the same price. I can get one of the hands washed for you, if you like?’ McLean raised his eyebrows quizzically. ‘No extra charge.’
Hawkins shook his head. He had hoped to be offered Maggie.
‘Well, I suppose I can understand that.’ McLean shrugged. ‘They ain’t pretty. But you can change your mind if you want.’
Miriam returned to the kitchen, shooing in the children who had been playing in the yard. ‘I’ll see to Amina now, dad.’
‘No, I’ll do it.’ McLean stood up. ‘Come and take a look, Mister Hawkins.’
Hawkins was not keen, but he followed his host out to the yard, where the unlucky Amina was hanging from a post with her hands fastened high above her head and just her toes touching the ground. Still clad as she had been in the field, in a long and dirty skirt, her exposed back was heavily marked, with some unhealed cuts oozing blood. Her greying hair was cropped very short, she had few teeth, and her face was creased with deep wrinkles. Her thick lips were moving, and Hawkins realised she was praying in French. Je vous salue Marié, pleine de grace, le Seigneur est avec vous, vous êtes Mère de Dieu.
McLean squeezed a pendulous breast, and laughed at Hawkins. ‘Africa’s finest meat, you really should try some. Supposedly she’s from Ivory Coast, hence the foreign mumbo-jumbo. Doesn’t matter to me, and they all speak the same language when they taste the leather.’ 
‘It would not appear that whipping her has worked,’ Hawkins observed, ‘if you have to keep doing it. And I must say that I’ve worked slaves profitably without damaging them as much as you’ve done to this one.’
McLean shrugged. ‘I know what you’re saying, and would I treat a white woman the same? No, I wouldn’t. But hell, it’s a short life, so you’ve got to do some damage while you’re here. I bought Amina to work a profit out of her, and that’s all I’m doing.’
‘Well, that’s your right as her owner. But I don’t think I care to watch.’ Hawkins returned to the kitchen. The whip sounded very loud when McLean commenced his task, followed by the sound of the Amina’s agony, a high-pitched shriek that tailed of into a croaking wail, only to start again when the lash returned to cut her flesh.
Miriam was sat with one of the children on her lap, it was gazing up at her as she cooed at it. ‘Lazy mummy’s being flogged again, isn’t she? Isn’t she? Yes she is oh yes she is, because she’s a very lazy mummy.’
‘Is Amina the child’s mother?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Yup. We’ve had eleven kids from the slaves.’ Miriam was very matter-of-fact. ‘Some were sold, and we still have Maggie, but the young ones are free now,’ she said sadly. ‘Thanks to the stupid law.’ She brightened. ‘But they don’t know that, and when they’re big enough we’ll have work for them ’
‘And the father of all those kids is who?’ Norma asked.
‘When a slave gets pregnant, there’s no point in asking who the father is.’ Miriam put the child down, and smiled. ‘Those slave women will open their legs for anyone.’
Further sounds of tortured anguish continued to come from the yard.
Hawkins looked in marvel at the cold-hearted specimen of young Arcadian womanhood who now sat idling through the pages of a newspaper while outside her father excoriated the mother of the child who played at her feet, a child he had presumably fathered. The situation was, he knew, an inevitable consequence of the full-bloodied slavery he had travelled so far to enjoy.
The mocha-coloured Maggie returned to the kitchen. ‘Shall I do supper at the usual time, Miss?’ she asked Miriam.
‘Yes Maggie. And make sure you take food out to this gentleman’s slaves.’ Miriam gave orders with total assurance. 
‘Isn’t she your half-sister?’ Norma asked with characteristic bluntness.
‘No.’ Miriam stared hostilely at Norma. ‘She isn’t any kind of sister, because slaves don’t have a daddy, they just have an owner. She’s a slave, and there’s no slave blood in me.’
‘How old is she?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Sixteen, she’s six months older than me, so she was above the age to be freed by the law, thank heaven. Daddy’s thinking of selling her, are you interested?’
‘No thanks,’ Hawkins said firmly. ‘I’m not looking to buy just yet.’
After leaving Stonehead farm the next morning, Norma sat on the buggy next to Hawkins, who was driving. She was silent for a while before saying ‘Holy shit, Boss. This is sick stuff they get up to down here. A father selling his daughter? And you can bet he’ll be shagging her if she doesn’t sell soon. Probably is already.’
‘I think you’ll find that’s normal in slave systems.’ Hawkins sighed. ‘Not that I’m saying it’s right, mind you. At least they’ve changed the law, so there shouldn’t be any more Maggie’s.’
‘It does make you wonder how many there are in her situation, Boss, doesn’t it?’ Norma said.
Hawkins felt defensive. ‘Norma, we are going to see more ugly things down here, and that’s for sure. We just have to believe that overall they have a better system.’
‘And that Miriam,’ Norma persisted, ‘driving her sister’s mother in the fields. What a little bitch.’
‘Let it go, will you?’ Hawkins snapped. ‘It’s none of our business.’
They drove on slowly on. The harness team, still exhausted after the long journey form Craigbrae, was struggling without Norma’s power, and the slightest upward incline was a challenge for them. The road swung closer to the coast, and the sea that had been a distant blue-green since Prestwick came into full view. Then their route left the coast and they began to ascend into the old Galloway National Park. The three-mile climb was beyond the capacity of the team, and Norma was again persuaded to serve as a beast of haulage, grunting determinedly as the first low summit was reached. She remained in that role as the height gained was lost over the next three miles, and then Hawkins had to consciously refrain from flaying the six women as the ground rose again. He called a halt as darkness fell, calculating that ten miles had been covered that day, and that they were only five miles from Arcadia.
After the team had been fed and secured for the night Norma sat with Hawkins outside their tent, poking at the campfire with a stick. ‘The girls are finished, you know,’ she said. ‘I doubt they’ll ever be much use again.’
‘I know they’re tired, but they’ll recover.’ Hawkins was disturbed by Norma’s disconsolate tone. ‘And cheer up, we’re almost at Arcadia.’
‘Will there be another climb tomorrow?’ Norma looked blankly at Hawkins. ‘I’ve dug three graves so far on this trip, and I’m fucked if I’m going to dig any more. You kill them, you can bury them.’ Her head slumped and she stared at the ground.
Hawkins was shocked. ‘Now I’m gobsmacked,’ he said truthfully. ‘What is it, Norma? Has my stone woman turned to jelly? How did that happen?’
‘I’ve been thinking about Bojana today.’ Norma wiped a tear across her cheek with a grubby hand, leaving a dark smear. ‘It’s not right that she’s in the cold ground now, not right. She didn’t deserve it, Boss, so you tell me why she’s dead.’
He was completely accustomed to, and accepted as his right, the fact that his wishes often had a devastating impact on those he held in bondage. But he was not prepared to say why Bojana was dead, because he was unwilling to let the truth that three women had died to get him to Arcadia float free on the night air. He did not reply to the question. 








Part Four: Arcadia







Chapter 37: The Pioneers

Hawkins rested his harness slaves for two days before making the final push to Arcadia. Norma’s attitude continued to perplex him, and the fact that she was a free woman who could not easily be coerced was a frustration. At some points during each day she would be the cheerful Norma who had been so much of his strength since losing Christie, but at other times it seemed dark clouds would obscure her inner sun, and she would be become cold and distant from him. And yet, on the morning when camp was struck she volunteered to lead the harness team, and even insisted.
They came to a village named Barrhill, which was dominated by a large factory building, clearly abandoned, with its broken windows looking blindly out over the houses. The village itself appeared to be fully alive. There were shops open in the main street, pedestrians on the pavements, and a queue forming at a bus stop. Hawkins stopped at the post office; he had been writing letters to Bibiana when opportunity had arisen during his journey, although she had not had an address to reply to. He entered the post office, picked up a short message card off the counter, and scribbled a few words on its reverse side:
Will arrive Arcadia today, please write to me c/o post office there.  Jack. 
As he filled in the address, he had to gulp down a lump in his throat, and he forced a cough to camouflage the tears that formed in his eyes. At that moment, he would have traded the rest of his life for one day back at Small Acres.
The clerk, a frosty middle-aged woman, took the message card from him, glanced quickly at the address, counted the words and punctuation marks, and thumped it with a rubber stamp. ‘Five dollars, please,’ she said to Hawkins. Not having used the new short message service before, he was shocked at the price, but paid without voicing complaint. ‘When will it be delivered?’ he asked.
‘I’ll send it to Craigbrae within the hour,’ she replied. ‘All post offices are supposed to deliver teletypes within four hours of receipt.’
‘So my friend will receive it today?’ Hawkins was impressed.
‘Should do. Is there anything else for you today?’ Chubby ring-clad fingers drummed on the counter.
‘No. Thank you.’ Hawkins turned away from the counter and scanned the various posters on the walls, without any particular interest but determined not to flee in haste from the unwelcoming clerk. An eclectic selection of announcements was displayed, and he learned that Jenny Broughton would be pleased to welcome all the children of the village at her seventh birthday party, that Mrs McCoy would part with the services of her excellent maid Suzy on consideration of two thousand dollars, that the bus company would be introducing a Saturday service in September, and that Eric Staten was now offering a full range of home decorating and repair services; no job, it seemed, was too large or small for him. A separate board of government notices then took his attention. He clucked his tongue in irritation when he read that firearms regulations were to be introduced, and was totally disinterested in a change to seed potato rules, but was appalled to read that the Arcadia had agreed a budget for a new Servile Welfare Office to ensure humane treatment of slaves. So much, he thought, for the right of property.
As he left the post office Hawkins was pleased to see another slave-drawn buggy pull up behind his own, and stopped to exchange courtesies with the driver, a man of about his own age. After mutually false compliments on their harness teams were exchanged, Hawkins asked the man what he thought of slave welfare regulation. ‘Pah,’ the man spat onto the road. ‘I give my girls a welting when they need it, and that’s what I’ll continue to do. All that servile welfare nonsense is a sop to Edinburgh, and you mark my words, my friend, it will make no difference to us.’
Somewhat reassured, Hawkins mounted his buggy and pulled out into the thickening traffic. His vehicle was an immediate obstacle to the other, more efficient, means of transport around him. When clear of the village he moved over to the side of the road to let the steam and diesel powered vehicles he had been holding up pass him, and then drove on, impatiently demanding more speed from his team. The road began to climb again, and far from speeding up, progress slowed to a crawl. A mile out of Barrhill the roadside verge was wide enough for him to pull onto, and he did so, stopped, and descended from his seat intent on verbal and physical chastisement of his team. A bus roared past, easily coping with the incline, and seeming to mock both Hawkins preferred mode of transport and his very existence. As he watched it disappear, he abandoned his furious purpose, and forced himself to calmly dispense water and then give the team a half hour to recover before setting off again. In another hour the turnoff for Arcadia was reached. Knowing from his maps that there would be no more gradients to tackle, Hawkins released Norma from harness, and she sat silently beside him as he drove along the wide tree-lined road that would shortly deliver him to his destination.
Now he was so close to the place he had yearned to be in, Hawkins felt all his doubts resurface. He stopped the buggy, and turned to Norma. ‘I can’t do this without you,’ he said. ‘Please tell me you’re on my side.’
Norma stared straight ahead for a moment, and then turned to him, her old grin returning to her rugged face. ‘Always, Boss,’ she said quietly. ‘What am I without you? I know I’ve been moody, but really you should know how to deal with that. Come on now, let’s take Arcadia.’
The town had been founded on the west bank of Lock Moan little more than twenty years earlier, but its aspects as first encountered by Norma and Hawkins were surprisingly mature. The road transitioned from farmland to a very prosperous-looking suburbia, where the fine stone houses that stood discretely behind tall hedges were only glimpsed when passing their driveway openings. Very few people were to be seen. A girl in a maid’s uniform pushing a baby carriage, a cluster of gardeners stood smoking around a heap of leaves, a smattering of individuals progressing in landaus.
‘This isn’t quite what we expected, is it Boss?’ Norma laughed. ‘You wanted to be a pioneer on the new frontier, and whatever this, it ain’t that.’
‘True,’ Hawkins agreed. ‘This is no place for a smelly old farmer like me.’
They came to the centre of town, which was far from being a humming metropolis, and the lack of ostentation was a relief to Hawkins after the intimidating salubriousness of the outskirts. All the buildings were of humble brick, and most were of only one or two stories. Small shops lined the road, and occasional side turns revealed modest dwellings. Passing over a crossroads in the centre, they came to the commercial and administrative district, seeing a bank, a large police station, the town hall, and the offices of the Arcadia Development Corporation, outside which Hawkins stopped the buggy. ‘Drive around the back and see if there’s a parking area,’ he told Norma. ‘I’ll go in and introduce myself.’
In the reception area a young woman at a desk greeted Hawkins politely, if without enthusiasm. His letter of introduction from the mayor of Craigbrae piqued her interest, as did his stated intention to settle and farm on Arcadia territory. He soon learned that Arcadia was very keen to encourage incomers who would reinforce its social system, and offered attractive incentives. ‘There’s nothing to stop you buying privately,’ the young woman said, ‘but Arcadia could offer you a leasing deal that would significantly conserve your capital. Would that interest you?’
Hawkins was indeed interested, and Norma having rejoined him, the pair was shown into the office of a land manager named Gerry Sloane, a thin and pale man of middle years who launched into his pitch after a few opening pleasantries. ‘Here’s the basic deal, Jack – may I call you that? – Arcadia will offer you the five-year lease of one hundred acres of land on highly advantageous terms. You pay just fifty dollars to have the lease assigned to you, that covers the legal fees, and after that the lease is payable annually in arrears. It will be just two dollars per acre, Jack, does that sound good? The only condition is that at least half the acreage you cultivate must be sugar beet. Sugar is Arcadia’s ace, all the big cities are crying out for it, and that’s half the reason this deal is being offered.’
‘So I’d have to plant fifty acres of beet?’ Hawkins shook his head. ‘It’s not a crop we know, and the seed price would be steep, not to mention having the hands to plant and harvest it.’
Sloane blinked, his near-white eyelashes fluttering rapidly. ‘You misunderstand me, Jack. Nobody expects you to use all the land in your first season, of course not. I only mean that if you plant thirty acres, for example, then at least fifteen must be beet. In this area the farmers are getting upwards of twenty tons of beet per acre, and even in a bad season it’s about ten percent sugar. Look at sugar prices, Jack, and you’ll see how quickly you could expand from profit.’
‘We should go away and think about this, Boss,’ Norma said. ‘It sounds a good deal, but let’s find out what labour would cost us.’
‘You’ll certainly need plenty of labour for beet,’ Sloane said. ‘We’re in a curious situation where slaves are in short supply, but prices are low. I recommend you speak to the Stewarts about livestock, and they’ll have the contacts to get you the full picture on beet growing.’ Sloane shook Hawkins’ hand limply, ignoring Norma, and gave every appearance of being glad to get rid of them. 
Hawkins asked for directions to the Stewarts, and they left. It transpired that they had passed the Stewart emporium on the road into town, so the weary harness slaves retraced their footsteps and they shortly arrived at the slave dealership, which had all the appearance of a large private home except for the sign Stewart & Stewart: Land and Livestock. They were first introduced to Alec Stewart, a big man whose fleshy red face creased to such an extent when he smiled that his eyes were lost in deep slits. He listened to Hawkins’ requirements whilst occasionally glancing at Norma in the manner of a lazy cat who has seen a mouse but is not much inclined to move. ‘I can’t see any problems there, old son, not at all,’ he said. ‘I’ll maybe speak to a few faces and set up a couple of sugar farm visits for you. It’s too late in the year to think about planting, so I can’t really see why you need to rush into buying stock, but we’re here to take your money if you want to do that.’
Hawkins deduced that having seen little prospect of a big sale in the offing, the senior Stewart was losing interest, for he immediately turned them over to the junior partner, his daughter Alicia. ‘My lass will talk you through everything you need to know, and we do have some stock here if you want to buy.’
With the Craigbrae exiles sat in front of her desk Alicia looked from one to the other. ‘So you’re Norma and Jack? Just so I don’t commit any faux pas, can you put me straight on that?’
‘We’re just friends,’ Hawkins said.
‘And colleagues,’ Norma added.
‘We’ve worked together for years,’ Hawkins said.
‘But he’s the Boss,’ Norma completed the explanation.
‘I think I see.’ Alicia’s friendly smile set the pair at ease and made her very attractive. She did not have the lean allure of a model; her slightly round face and twinkling blue eyes made her clearly her father’s child, and she had the rare quality of appearing happy and contented in a way that included her listeners, making them glad to share her company. 
Hawkins was hopelessly charmed by the girl, and Norma too showed her elusive friendly face. ‘Alicia is an unusual name, I like it,’ she said.
‘Hmm, yes. Thank you.’ Alicia laughed. ‘Nobody likes their own name, do they? My mother named me after Alicia Markova, the famous Russian ballerina who was her childhood heroine. Actually, her real name was Alice Marks, and she was from London, but she added a bit of glamour, and it didn’t do her any harm. But I’m not flying any false flags.’
She poured coffee and gave them an introduction to Arcadian slavery.
‘Like most slave areas, Arcadia maintains physical separation of the sexes; by law you can’t work male and female on the same business or private premises. That’s to prevent breeding. Of course, female slaves do get pregnant, but the numbers are relatively small, especially now the law’s changed so you don’t own their issue. So which should you buy? Well, I’ll be happy to sell either to you, but farmers overwhelmingly use females, because they’re much more easily controlled, while males are used for heavier work under close supervision. Is that coffee OK for you?’
Norma and Hawkins nodded as they sipped.
‘You’ve been offered the Development Corporation land deal, yes? OK, there’s nothing wrong with it if you want to be paying a lease forever, which could easily rise by unpredictable amounts. We sell land on commission, so you might want to look at what’s available while you’re here. Moving on to stock, there’s not a lot on the market because imports from France have almost dried up. But there will still be shipments direct from Spain and Africa before the import ban kicks in, so you’ve no great fear of not having enough labour. Have you worked out how many you need?’
‘No,’ Hawkins shook his head. ‘Not yet. Until we know much land we’ll be planting, and decide on crops, I can’t give you a figure. We do want to have the core of our labour force in place before spring, though. If the weather eases early we’ll want to be in a position to plant a first crop as soon as possible.’
‘Gotcha.’ Alicia nodded seriously. ‘If you do take a DevCo lease, make sure they plough it before the frosts come, and again in spring.’
Hawkins smiled weakly. The girl was teaching her grandmother to suck eggs. ‘What’s the position here on fuel for agriculture?’ he asked.
‘Very tight.’ Alicia smile ruefully. ‘Edinburgh only lets Arcadia have a pittance of what’s imported. For private use, you just can’t get any. If you take the lease, it will include autumn and spring ploughing by the corporation’s tractors, but all other land care is manual, which is why you need slaves. Most farmers on their own land use horses for ploughing, but that’s quite shallow, and leaves them a weed problem, especially with beet. Over the course of a year, most of your slaves’ time will be used on hoeing, same as everyone else.’
‘When I decide to buy the bulk of my slaves,’ Hawkins asked, ‘how will I go about that?’
‘You’ll have two options.’ Alicia’s serious face made her the very model of a sincere and honest salesperson. ‘Spot buy or pre-order. If you tell us in advance, at least ninety days, we’ll fix a price with you for suitable stock and make sure we get them in for you. Spot buy means what it suggests. You’ll take your chances on what’s available at the time. At the moment there are several regular auctions held by dealers like us, on our own premises, and there’s a livestock sale at the Arcadia market on the second Tuesday of every month. We usually carry some stock, but not a great deal.’
‘What do you have at the moment?’ Hawkins asked.
Alicia’s face relaxed into a broad smile. ‘Very few. I can show you those we have who might be suitable for farm use. I’ll get them ready for you, please excuse me.’
She vanished, and silence reigned briefly between the pioneers, until Norma spoke admiringly. ‘What a little darling.’
‘A dream daughter,’ Hawkins agreed.
‘Or a perfect young wife to restore a worn-out farmer to full function,’ Norma further observed. ‘Mind you, her dad would kill you first. And he’d be right. I’d help him, I would. Load the gun and bury the body.’
‘You’ll miss me when I’m gone,’ Hawkins said.
‘Maybe I will, Boss.’ Norma replied thoughtfully. ‘And maybe I need to start thinking about life on my own.’
Alicia returned. ‘Right, we’re all ready for you. Please follow me.’
She led them through a doorway and into a corridor with glass-walled offices on either side. At the far end she opened another door and they emerged into a courtyard lined on two sides with cells whose denizens could be vaguely perceived in the gloomy interiors. In the centre of the courtyard was a raised platform with steps leading up to it, at the foot of which a young male assistant waited.
‘This is our sales area,’ Alicia announced. ‘And the slaves I show you today will be in our weekly auction on Friday if not sold by then. OK, Freddie, bring these out one at a time.’ She handed the assistant a hand-written list.
‘Freddie is my cousin,’ she explained to Norma and Hawkins while they waited. ‘He’s applied to join the police, but they only start new recruits at the beginning of each year, so he’s helping us out for a while. Good experience for him.’
Freddie reappeared with a sullen young black woman who was wearing only a floral print skirt, and he pushed her up the steps.
Alicia began her sales pitch. ‘This is Jolanta, who’s from Africa via France. As you can see, she’s in good condition and is strongly made. The papers we have for her give her age as twenty-two, and I would say that’s about right. Turn around, girl. OK, there’s some scarring. Some people will tell you whip marks show a slave is troublesome.’ She shrugged. ‘It could just show she’s had a very strict owner, after all, everyone’s entitled to treat their slaves as they see fit.’
‘She looks OK,’ Hawkins said noncommittally, and spoke to the slave. ‘Have you worked sugar beet, girl?’
‘Yes, sir. I’ve worked everything,’ Jolanta mumbled.
‘Show me your hands,’ Hawkins instructed, and examined her pink work-calloused palms. ‘Hmm, she seems to be the type of girl I’m looking for.’
‘I’m pleased you’re interested.’ Alicia moved to close the sale. ‘She’s priced at three thousand dollars, Mister Hawkins, but if you sign for her today I can take five hundred off that. And we can keep her here while you look for a property, up to twenty-eight days at no charge.’
‘I think we’d like to see a few more before making any decisions,’ Hawkins said.
‘You’re a wise buyer, Mister Hawkins, and I can respect a man like you.’ Alicia smiled. ‘What I’m going to do is offer you our special interest-free payment terms, which are usually only available to regular customers. You pay just one third of the price, and the slave is yours by deed. After six months you pay another third, and the final payment will not be due until twelve whole months after the date of sale.’
‘Interesting,’ Norma grunted. ‘I guess you’re struggling to sell slaves. What else can we see?’
Alicia showed them another eight slaves. They varied from coal-black to lily-white, and were aged from fourteen to sixty. All, she said, were guaranteed to not be pregnant at the time of sale, and carried a six-month warranty against loss through disease. The last one displayed was a middle-aged white woman who surveyed her small audience with apparent indifference.
‘This Larnie,’ Alicia said. ‘She may be older than you’ll be looking to start out with, forty-two, and I only show her to you because she came to us from a beet farm and you’re probably starting up with that crop. Because I took her in a part-exchange deal, I can let you have her for sixteen hundred if you buy at least one other slave from us.’
‘Forty-two is young, she’s in her prime,’ Norma growled. ‘Hey, how come she’s not branded?’
‘She is.’ Alicia replied. ‘Arcadia has always branded slaves, wherever they came from. Look at her right arm.’
Norma looked at the limb, and saw the letter A branded on the upper part of it. 
‘Arcadia registered,’ Alicia explained. ‘There’s a matching brand on her left thigh, in case the arm should be lost. The wheel brand on her left arm is the mark of Progressive Farms, her previous owners. They write-down the value of slaves over five years, and then sell them. It doesn’t mean there’s any fault with the girl.’
Hawkins asked a question. ‘Will my buggy slaves have to be registered and branded?’
‘If you intend to keep them here permanently, yes. But you have six weeks grace, and it’s no big problem. We’re authorised to register slaves, and there’s always an iron hot, so you can pop them in any time.’ Alicia was clearly unperturbed by the subject. ‘They always squeal like pigs, but you’ll be able to drive them away straight afterwards.’
Unexpectedly, Larnie spoke. ‘I’d like to speak to the master privately.’
Alicia half-turned towards the slave, and her face seemed to ripple with changing expression. Flesh tightened over bone as her outrage that a slave should dare to speak without being spoken to was made manifest. She reminded Hawkins of Miriam at Stonehead farm, and he thought both summarised what he had seen of Arcadia so far. The attractive face, soft and friendly, did not reveal the true person. Hidden from the eye was an unyielding skeleton of harshness that was an engine of misery, a pitiless destroyer of hope and crusher of spirits. Soft voices could speak through the gracious smiles of Alicia and her kind, to sooth, to reassure, and to charm. Or from icy depths words to chill or terrify could issue forth.
‘I’ll speak to you about this later,’ she said to Larnie in a voice laden with menace, and then her head swivelled back to Hawkins, the demon returned to the shadows, and her relaxed smile and laughing eyes were as before as she spoke to him. ‘They’re only supposed to speak if asked a question, but please don’t be offended. She will be punished.’
‘I think I’d like to hear what she has to say, if you don’t mind,’ Hawkins said. ‘In private.’
For just a second Alicia was speechless, and her smile faltered, but she quickly recovered her poise. ‘Of course, Jack, that’s no problem at all.’ With Freddie trailing behind her she headed back to her office, with both Hawkins and Norma watching her hips sway as she walked. The slave woman also watched, but with contempt. ‘I’ve rattled her cage,’ she said, ‘she’ll be spitting blood when you’ve gone.’
‘What do you want to say, Larnie?’ Norma asked. ‘Speak up, girl, we won’t grass on you.’
Larnie gave both Norma and Hawkins considered looks before speaking. ‘You need to get a beet farm going. I’ve been on beet farms for nine years, and I know how to plant it, how to grow it, and how to harvest it. Now you can just buy me, or you can buy me and my cooperation. Do you want to hear more?’
‘What do you have in mind?’ Hawkins asked.
‘I’ve seen girls die in the fields and I’ve seen them die after one too many whippings.’ Larnie shivered. ‘Sugar beet is a slave-killer, and I don’t want it to kill me. Buy me as your overseer, that’s what I have in mind. I know every single trick your hands will pull, and I’ll be down on them like a ton of bricks. With me bossing your slaves you’ll make a lot of money, you probably don’t realise how much, and all I ask from you is some hope for the future.’
‘You want me to promise you your freedom,’ Hawkins said. ‘But I’m sure I can buy an experienced sugar overseer without doing that.’
‘Not for sixteen hundred dollars.’ Larnie was grim-faced. ‘Sir, I’ll be whipped for speaking to you, that’s for sure. I did that because you’re not Arcadians, so I thought I could trust you to treat me fairly. And I still trust you to treat me fairly. Buy me, and let me show you what a good job I can do for you.’
‘Very well then, Larnie. I will buy you,’ Hawkins said. ‘You do as good a job for me as you say you can, and I won’t forget what you’re looking for. After few years, we’ll see, but no promises. Good enough?’
‘Good enough.’ Larnie nodded vigorously. ‘Thank you, sir. Now I won’t feel too bad when that little shit Freddie skins me.’
Alicia and her sidekick returned shortly, and Larnie was taken away.  ‘What did she have to say?’ Alicia asked, unable to conceal her frown.
‘She was just telling us about the sort of work she’s done,’ Hawkins replied. ‘I’ll take her for sixteen hundred, and the black you showed us first, and there are two others I’d like to see again.’
An hour later Hawkins were again sat with Norma in front of Alicia’s desk, this time to sign contracts of sale on the four slaves that were to form his initial workforce. In addition to Jolanta and Larnie, he bought an experienced housekeeper named Veronica and a general field hand named Lucy, who had not worked sugar beet but who appeared strong and willing. A total price of eight thousand dollars was agreed, and he handed over his cash in exchange for title deeds. ‘You did say you’d keep them for twenty-eight days at no cost to me,’ he reminded Alicia.
‘That’s right. After that we charge two dollars per day per head.’ Alicia was again the relaxed and smiling salesperson. ‘I’ll give you a custody receipt for them. Do you want your own mark on them?’
‘A brand, you mean?’ Hawkins shook his head. ‘No, I don’t hold with causing unnecessary pain.’
‘Well, that’s up to you.’ Alicia pushed her chair back from the desk. ‘Is there anything else I can do for you today?’
‘No, Alicia, you’ve been very helpful.’ Hawkins said sincerely.
Norma was again very thoughtful as they drove to a rooming house Alicia had recommended. ‘I’m not too happy with Arcadian ways, Boss,’ she announced. ‘They’ve forgotten the slaves are people. It’s impossible to imagine them treating their slaves as well as we treated them at Small Acres.’
‘You don’t know that’s true,’ Hawkins said. ‘We’ve only been here a few hours, you know. Anyhow, even if they are all sadistic fuckers, we don’t have to be like them. We can do things our own way, can’t we?’
‘You’re paving our road with good intentions, Boss,’ Norma said. ‘And we know where they lead.’







Chapter 38: Dear Jack

In the kitchen of Small Acres Bibiana sat at the table with a pen in her hand and a writing pad on the surface before her. In the week since receiving the message from Hawkins she had several times tried to compose a reply, and on each occasion she had abandoned the attempt. The Polish words in her head were easily assembled into smooth sentences, but when she translated them to English the result was not pleasing to her eye, and sounded harshly jagged when she read them out. This time she was determined to finish the letter, and to not cease her effort until she had put it into an addressed envelope.
Opposite her at the table the maid Amy was sleeping with her head on her folded arms, and was snoring softly as Bibiana began to write, checking the spelling of every word in a dictionary.

Dear Jack,

It was most pleasantly a surprise to receive your communication.
I am pleased you have safely arrived and pray that all who travelled with you are well.
It is my duty to tell you that Rickena had a boy child. She did not choose a name from your list and she named it Damek. Also she refused to stay and she has left with the baby but Jack I could not prevent her from leaving and there was nothing I could do.
All here send respectful and affectionate greetings.

With too much love,

Bibiana Zawadzki

She reached over to wipe the envelope seal against Amy’s protruding lower lip, which looked usefully moist. 
Amy woke up with a start. ‘Bibbers,’ she cried, ‘what the fuck are you doing?’







Chapter 39: A Gift from Arcadia

After gingerly emerging from her place of concealment, Christie climbed over the truck’s tailgate and dropped to the greasy metal deck of the ferry. There were soldiers around her, climbing into the cabs and load areas of trucks to await orders to move, but she did not recognise any of them, and they all ignored her. A nearby door marked Foot Passengers seemed her obvious route, so she pulled it open and ascended the stairway inside. The next deck was crowded with people who were being formed into lines by shouting military police. The uniformed military personnel, who were the vast majority, were shortly marched off the boat, while the civilians were held back. After a brief wait the civilians were allowed through to a walkway that sloped down to the dock. Here they were shepherded by guards to a large concrete building of forbidding appearance, where they were lined up behind a rope barrier, and one by one they were summoned forward to speak with a woman immigration official who sat at a desk. 
When Christie’s turn came she stepped forward eagerly, anxious to escape the building and walk away from it free at last. Shoeless and literally penniless, she had no idea what she was going to do with freedom, but for the moment it only mattered to her that she would be able to choose her own direction to walk in.
The official lifted her head, revealing a pudgy face with a burn scar on the left cheek. ‘Do you have any identification?’ she asked without preamble.
‘I’m sorry,’ Christie replied, ‘but, no, I don’t. An army officer told me I would be given new identity papers.’
‘Yes, that’s possible.’ The official scowled at what was clearly going to be a chore for her. ‘We have to start with a temporary registration.’
‘Yes. Please. Thank you.’ Christie just wanted to get the formalities done with.
From a desk drawer the woman retrieved a large pad of forms, and inserted a cardboard stiffener under the top three sheets. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘I need to start with your full name.’
‘Christie Anne Miller.’ It felt good, saying that, it made her feel like a person, not just a piece of property.
The official completed the name fields on her form, and continued. ‘OK, now I need your place of birth.’
‘I was born in Stirling, just after the end. Now is my beginning.’ Christie was feeling a new confidence, and realised she was smiling at the official.
‘You’re Scottish?’ The official looked up sharply.
‘Yes.’ Christie’s smile flickered. ‘Is that a problem?’
‘Not for me it isn’t.’ The official was returning the form pad to its drawer. ‘But I can’t give English registration to a Scottish citizen.’
‘Why not? Aren’t Scots allowed into England anymore?’ Fear was welling in Christie.
 ‘Of course they are, but they need to have at least some proof of Scottish citizenship, which you don’t have. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.’
Christie buried her face in her hands briefly, and then looked at the woman again. ‘Please don’t send me away. I’ve been held in France as a slave, you don’t understand. Now I just need someone to help me.’
The woman shrugged. ‘Everyone’s had a tough time,’ she said
‘Tough?’ Christie echoed, ‘I’ve been branded, I’ve been sold at public auction. You don’t know what tough is.’
‘Don’t I?’ The official brought both hands down onto the desk. ‘Count my fingers. Do you see ten? And maybe you think I burnt my own face, just for fun? You’ll be repatriated to Scotland. It’s nothing to worry about, you’ll be taken to a Scottish Union reception centre, and they’ll organise identity papers for you.’ She called to a guard. ‘Another one for Scotland.’
There were three other Scots in the room Christie was taken to. Two of them were an elderly couple, the Johnsons, who explained that they had lived in France for more than thirty years, and had now fled the civil war there. The third was a girl in her twenties named Glenda. Originally from Dundee, she had been kidnapped to France and branded a slave. The couple had bought her as a maid, in which capacity she had served them for six years. She quickly gravitated to Christie. ‘I know you’re a slave,’ she said, ‘I can see it in your eyes.’
‘I was a slave,’ Christie replied, ‘but now I’m a free person.’
Glenda shook her head, and smiled quickly. ‘It’s not something you can just shake off,’ she said. ‘You’re too used to doing what you’re told to do. That’s what I saw in your eyes, you’re waiting for someone to give you orders.’
‘Rubbish,’ Christie retorted. ‘But is that why you’re still with them?’ She pointed at the elderly couple, who were huddled together and snoozing.
Glenda looked across at the Johnsons. ‘They treated me OK, I’ve nothing against them. Most of the English and Scots in France sold their slaves when they moved home, but they let me travel with them, and passed me off as their daughter to make that easier.’
‘Whereabouts in Scotland are you trying to get to?’ Christie asked.
‘They’ve got family in Newton Stewart,’ Glenda replied. ‘And maybe my parents are still alive in Dundee, I hope so. How about you?’
‘I’ve really no idea.’ Christie spoke the truth. ‘Really, it wouldn’t bother me if I never saw Scotland again, but it seems I have no choice in the matter.’
‘Then stick with us. Come to Newton Stewart, and take a look around. If you don’t like what you, see, well then you can move on.’ Glenda’s face lit up with enthusiasm.
 ‘OK then, I suppose I have nowhere else to go,’ Christie said, totally without thinking. 
The four Scots were treated well at Dover. Hot food was provided, as were excellent washing facilities. No clothing was available, but Christie was able to discard her military trousers and smock in favour of good quality clothes, but no shoes, provided by Glenda. There being no functional rail connection between Dover and Scotland, the four were obliged to wait three days for a costal steamer to take them to the port of Harwich. There followed another and final sea voyage, this one terminating at Edinburgh’s port of Leith, where there was a reception centre for those without identity papers. Christie was relieved to find that the officials needed no more than her unverified name and date of birth to issue her with a temporary identity card. ‘Would this get me into England?’ she asked the official who issued it to her.
‘Oh yes,’ was the reply. ‘It will do fine for that, but not for overseas destinations. When you get settled here you should register at the local police station, which will start the process of getting you a permanent ID and an international passport.’
The Johnsons retrieved a roll of US dollars from their suitcase, and all four returning exiles enjoyed a fatty and very Scottish meal at a café near the dock, some of which Christie hoarded against later contingency. It was explained to Christie that the travel plan was a local bus into Edinburgh, an overnight stop there, and then a bus to Moffat, after which destination the plan became very vague. A port official had told them about the bus service into Edinburgh, but a sign at the bus stop advised the service was suspended indefinitely. They trudged into the darkening city, looking in some wonder at the street lights, and feeling overwhelmed by the number of people thronging the pavements. 
Beggars were everywhere; in the doorways of boarded-up shops, crouched on the kerbs, and sometimes sprawled across the footpaths. Imploring hands reached towards passers-by, and voices called out for food, always for food. Christie saw a woman with two small children, all three with the prominent facial bones of starvation, slumped against a wall and staring with vacant eyes across the street. She stepped towards them, feeling in her pockets for the sausages she had saved from her meal in Leith. Only as she extended a hand with her offering did she realise they were dead.
All four travellers were silent, none wishing to make any obvious comments on the Scotland they had returned to. Christie’s bare feet were being numbed on the icy pavements, and at that point she would have at least considered a return to the warmth of Château Girard. A small hotel was located in George Street, conveniently close to the bus station in St Andrew Square. Only one room was available, in which the four spent a cold and uncomfortable night, paid for by the Johnsons. In the morning they discovered that the hotel’s kitchen had not been open since the end, and so they set off for the bus station feeling rather hungry.
’The Border Arrow for Gretna, stopping at West Linton, Biggar, Moffat, and Lockerbie, was scheduled to depart at noon. But it was soon apparent that bus timetables were wish-lists rather than anything to be relied on. Outside the ticket office a hand-written notice informed travellers that due to fuel shortages only a reduced local service would be running that day. So the party returned to the hotel, only to find that all rooms were taken. They wandered the streets in search of accommodation, and Christie was delighted to find a shop with the sign Edinburgh Relief  – Take What You Need, Give What You Can. In the window were pots and pans, books, small furniture items, coats and other clothing, and shoes. She plunged inside, and found several plastic bins full of footwear. Finding a pair in the same size and colour was not easy, and she had to settle for mismatched shades of red that fit her well. She took them to the counter and offered her two sausages, each with pocket lint adhering to the congealed grease they were coated with, in exchange. The sausages disappeared into the mouth of the man behind the counter, and Christie went back to the street feeling very smart.
They crossed Princes Street, attracted in the way of all humanity to a queue that was rapidly growing outside the closed art gallery. At the head of the queue was a large farm trailer stacked high with cartons which were being handed out to people as they reached the front. The Johnsons and their two companions had no idea what was being given away, but they wanted their share, so they joined the queue. Although the stack of cartons was shrinking rapidly, there was still a good stock when one was thrust into Christie’s hands, and she stumbled away with it, not yet accustomed to wearing shoes. The carton was the size of a shoe box, and emblazoned on it was the legend A Gift From Arcadia.
Finding her friends nearby, Christie sat with them on a wall and ripped the lid off her carton. It contained four bread rolls, two thick slices of cheese, a paper bag with four tomatoes in it, a small can of carrot juice, and a wedge of breaded ham. Christie had not seen ham for more than three years, and she ate it immediately, before noticing what was printed on the bottom of the box. The right of property provided this. ‘The right of property? What does that mean?’ she asked.
Old Mr Johnson fixed her with his pale blue eyes. ‘Slavery,’ he said. ‘Arcadia is a slave territory. They’re making a political point, you see. Free Edinburgh cannot feed its people, but Arcadia can give food away.’
Christie was appalled by the revelation that slavery still existed in Scotland. ‘And Newton Stewart,’ she asked, ‘is that a slave territory?’
Mr Johnson nodded. ‘It is. Actually, it comes under the authority of Arcadia.’
‘So let me get this straight. You’re taking Glenda, a slave you bought in France, to be your slave in Newton Stewart?’ Christie felt like laughing, but refrained.
‘No, no,’ replied Mr Johnson. ‘Like you, Glenda is now a free citizen of the Scottish Union. Of course we are hoping she will be our maid in Newton Stewart, because she is a very good one, and we love her, but that is her choice.’
Mrs Johnson made one of her rare conversational interventions. ‘What are you accusing us of, Christie? I think we have been kind to you, as we have always been kind to Glenda.’
‘I’m sorry, I meant no harm.’ Christie said. ‘It’s just that I hoped to have seen the last of slavery when I left France.’
‘Then you are being very judgemental,’ Mr Johnson said sternly. ‘If the Arcadia area has a system that provides plenty for all, then who can say they are wrong? Just look around you.’
Christie did look around, to see hungry people scuttling away, clutching their precious Arcadian food. ‘It’s better to be free and hungry,’ she said, ‘than to be a slave.’
Glenda stuffed her second slice of cheese into her mouth. ‘Well, we are free, aren’t we?’ She tore a roll in half. ‘And now we’re not hungry.’
Pensive, and more than a little anxious, Christie finished the food Arcadia had provided her with.







Chapter 40: A Perfect World

As Christie, Glenda, and the Johnsons fed on slavery’s charity, the crowd still surrounding the farm wagon were noticed by Coral Kinsey, mayor and chief executive of Arcadia, as she passed along Princes Street in company with Chris Stone, who was her executive assistant and occasional lover. ‘Just look at that horde of beggars,’ Coral said to Stone. ‘What a ghastly place this is.’
Stone nodded his agreement, but pointed out that such a public highlighting of Arcadia’s abundance was a definite help to them. ‘I know that, it was my initiative,’ his boss responded, while failing to acknowledge it had been inspired by his idea.
Coral not favourably impressed by Edinburgh. She thought it a dirty, noisy, poverty-stricken and unsafe place, and after only a day in the city she was yearning for the peace, quiet, and clean air of Arcadia. Grey was the colour that summed up Edinburgh for her. Its streets were lined by grey stone buildings that scowled down on grey-faced people who picked their careful ways along pavements covered by icy grey slush as buses pumped choking grey exhaust smoke into the air. It was not a place she would visit for pleasure, only public duty had brought her here for an appointment at the Balmoral Hotel, where she was to address an unofficial committee of the Scottish government. This was to be a contact intended to lead to reciprocal contacts, talks about talks, negotiations about negotiations. 
Edinburgh did not have any form of slavery, but was in thrall to its history. Throughout the darkest time following the end it had asserted its ancient right to be the seat of government in Scotland, even when it had barely exerted control over its own suburbs, and in the period when recovery was just beginning it had begun incorporating adjoining areas into a political union. Now the union held sway across most of central Scotland, and everywhere its writ ran slavery was prohibited. As the only significant slaveholding area south of the union, Arcadia was squeezed between it and England, where the government was extending its grip to the wild northern counties. Wherever the English army trod it destroyed slavery, and although there was no suggestion the Scottish Union would also impose abolition by force, lacking as it did an army, its economic muscle was might enough that Arcadia could not withstand its political will indefinitely.
A staunch believer in slavery for the order, prosperity, and social stability it provided, and because of the lifestyle it afforded the slaveholding elite of which she was a member, Coral suspected in her secret self that the institution was doomed. But she did believe it possible to hold off the abolition demanded by Edinburgh for a prolonged period while still benefitting from some form of association with the union. Arcadia needed the oil that trickled into Scotland via the Grangemouth terminal and refinery, and it needed machined goods from the central belt. Its coal, timber, and agricultural produce needed unrestricted access to markets, and the union market was being closed to goods produced by slaves. Coral’s mission was to ensure the economic survival of Arcadia without destroying its slave-based businesses. She knew her task would not be easy.
After being introduced to the twelve-member committee, Carol gave them a kindly smile before making her opening remarks.
‘Let me say first of all that Arcadia and the Scottish Union already have the makings of an agreement. That may seem strange, for you tell us we cannot join the union as a slave state, and we reply that we are not prepared to abandon our wise and benevolent system of servile labour. And yet I am sure that you would not demand the impossible and impracticable immediate abolition of slavery, and we would not insist on slavery forever. So we start with an essentially small gap between our views, one that could be closed with goodwill on both sides.
‘This is not a perfect world, and Arcadia is not a perfect society. Would any one of you care to tell me that Edinburgh, or Glasgow, or Dundee, or any of your towns and cities, represents perfection? Do you have perfect peace and perfect justice? Would it be possible to say that no cruelties occur under the rule of your laws, that nobody is the victim of violence, and that universal happiness prevails? If that were the case, then of course I would accept that the system you operate must be inherently superior to the ways of Arcadia. But it is plainly not the case, and therefore I utterly reject the notion that we Arcadians have a morally inferior outlook to your own.
‘I want to take head-on the more lurid accusations levelled against Arcadia. Your newspapers print reports that women are sold in Arcadia for the sole and express purpose of being sexually abused. Are those reports true or false? I suspect that in some cases precisely that does happen – are you shocked that I should admit to such horrors occurring?  Why should I not, when none of you would claim that rape and other violent sexual offences are not well known in your communities. I tell you for a fact that almost all relations between slave women and their masters are consensual, and quite often result in the woman being freed to marry the man. If the system were indefensible, I would not stand here and defend it, but I do.’
She took a sip of water, and tried to gauge from the faces of her audience if she was making any headway. Their blank faces told her nothing, and she continued.
‘Now I will use the F word, flogging. Your journalists can never report on Arcadia without a highly imaginative illustration showing the infliction of corporal punishment. It is certainly the case that slaves are whipped for serious offences, but do you not punish criminals in your own somewhat less effective ways? Never forget that our domestic slaves are people who live with us and amongst us. We eat together, work together, laugh and cry together. Those close relationships between slaves and owners generally preclude any extreme behaviour. As a typical example, I own a small number of slaves, inherited from my late husband, but I have certainly never beaten any of them. In my capacity as chief executive I am ultimately responsible for public service slaves owned by Arcadia, and they may not be punished without my authority. I have to be satisfied that a punishment is both just and necessary, and if you think that I allow punishment on a capricious basis you have severely misjudged me.
 ‘I could argue a defence of Arcadian slavery for endless hours, but I know I would not convince all of you, and perhaps not any of you. So at this point I want to suggest that you form an inspection delegation which I will invite to Arcadia. You may go anywhere and see everything, for I promise that nothing will be barred from your eyes and ears. Speak to domestic servants privately and ask how they came to be slaves and how they are treated. Visit the lumber camps and mines where the majority of our male slaves are worked, and always consider what the alternatives are, how they would all be fed, clothed, and housed if they were not held in bondage. I am completely certain you will find that even if we in Arcadia do not meet with your approval, you will think us fair and reasonable people with whom you can negotiate a phased entry to the union, perhaps preceded by a period of association.
‘After your inspection delegation has visited us and made its report, we should move on to meaningful negotiations for Arcadia’s entry to the union. To ease that process, I will propose a number of legal changes that I can guarantee now will be enacted. We are acting to prohibit the import of slaves, and have already made law that the child of a slave mother is born free, that being retrospective for fourteen years. Without imports or children born as slaves it is obvious that the institution will die a natural death. We will legislate against the unrestricted rights of owners, and set up a legal framework to guarantee humane treatment of slaves. That framework will be drawn up by a joint Arcadia-Union legal committee, if you agree, and will be enforced by a new public office fully empowered to make it effective.
‘Of course, there is a quid pro quo in all negotiations. The union must recognise in law the property rights of Arcadian slave owners, and accept their lawfully produced goods. Our people must be able to visit union territory with their slaves and return with them unimpeded. The union must take steps to track down runaway Arcadian slaves on its territory and return them to their owners. When both sides have enacted the legal measures I outline, we will be able to discuss a timetable for abolition. How might that be possible? Certainly not by abrupt change. The sudden freeing of many thousands of people who are not accustomed to looking after themselves would be a social disaster for us that would rapidly affect our neighbours. And there is the right of property issue. I know you are all business people and I ask you to put yourselves in the shoes of the owners. If you had paid thousands dollars for something, and that is what a slave can cost, you would take a dim view of that property being taken away from you, especially when it would mean the collapse of your business.
‘But there could be other approaches. You might want to suggest that a life slave should not serve for more than a specified length of time, and I would be happy to put such a proposal to our citizens. Ladies and gentlemen, I have spoken for long enough, although I hope not for too long. Now I’ll be happy to take any questions you have.’
A sharp-faced woman with a huge shock of grey hair rose to her feet. ‘Mrs Kinsey, I’m Gloria Sykes, from St Andrews. Whereas the measures you are suggesting Arcadia will take are welcome steps along an essential road, and I suppose we will have to make some compromises to achieve abolition, I see no prospect that we could ever agree the return of fugitive slaves. The shop in a village near me is run by a man whose wife arrived there as a runaway. Should she be dragged away from her husband and children to be flogged by the brute who claims to own her? You must know that our people would never stand for that, and I certainly won’t.’
‘I am not going to automatically accept that the woman’s owner is a brute, because I don’t know any such thing.’ Coral was entirely happy with the predictable question. ‘Abolitionists are going to have to abandon the notion that every slave is a paragon of innocent virtue, and that every slaveholder is a brutal tyrant. Life is more complicated than that, people are more complicated than that, and relationships between slaves and their owners are more complicated than that. I said earlier that the union must recognise Arcadian property rights, and you have hit upon why that is so important. The owner of the woman in your anecdote will have lawfully paid good money for her, many thousands of dollars if she is a life slave. Would you meekly accept such a financial loss? I think not. But individual cases will have to be dealt with on an individual basis, and where a slave has established a settled family life in a free territory it is surely possible to reach some agreement for the owner to be recompensed and for the slave’s freedom to be formally recognised.’
Another delegate stood up. ‘Paul Ramsay, member for Arbroath and Carnoustie. What you are saying to Gloria is only reasonable if we accept it is right for one human being to own another, wouldn’t you say?’
‘No, I wouldn’t say that,’ Coral replied. ‘We can never presume any certainty of what is right, and the briefest study of history will show you that perceptions of right and wrong have always been subject to change. So in a civilised society we have to depend on the law for guidance and Arcadian law does currently permit slavery, so I stand by the reply I gave Gloria. We either move forward with respect for law, as I am suggesting, or it will be difficult for us to move forward at all. Here on Union soil I respect your laws, it would be common sense and common courtesy for you to respect the validity of our laws. ’ 
The questions and answers proceeded for another hour, after which the committee chairman called a closed session. 
Coral retired to one of the hotel’s bars with Chris Stone, where they found privacy at a table. 
‘Perhaps you told one or two white lies in there,’ Stone observed. ‘Since when did public works overseers need your authority for a flogging?’
‘Truth is a precious commodity that must be used with economy.’ Coral smiled. ‘The overseers act under my authority, which is almost what I said. What’s your feeling for how it went in there?’
‘Not bad, I should say.’ Stone sucked his teeth. ‘It all depends on whether they realise you’ve made demands you’re prepared to concede on. If they haven’t seen right through you we’ll be able to make what will appear to be big concessions, while we’re kicking abolition into the long grass. We’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?’
Carol had never imagined the union people would countenance the return of runaways, or that they would allow Arcadian slaves to be taken into and out of union territory. All she needed, all she had to return home with, was union recognition that Arcadian slaveholders were acting lawfully. After that, and with goods flowing in both directions across the borders, she believed it would be possible to talk about abolition for years, and then to agree a date for it far in the unknowable future.
The committee chairman, a stout man named Norman Steele, came to find the Arcadians, with the welcome news that they need not return to the meeting. ‘We are satisfied,’ he said, ‘that Arcadia realises the inevitability of abolition, and will work with us to ameliorate the slaves’ condition prior to their emancipation. The inspection delegation you suggested is a welcome idea to us, although given that the worst of winter is yet to come, we would like to schedule it for April rather than sooner. I myself will lead the delegation, and greatly look forward to seeing you in Arcadia.’
It was too late in the day for Coral and Stone to start their return journey to Arcadia, so they returned to their hotel for a modest celebration. Coral was visibly tired, and Stone felt that this was not a night on which she would welcome his attentions. They discussed the day’s events at a cursory level before retiring, and while believing that there was every prospect of progress being made, they felt patronised and humbled by the polite disdain of all they had met. Both were also offended that the Edinburgh establishment had not shown them any social hospitality, but agreed that when the delegation visited Arcadia no effort would be spared to make them feel comfortable, for that visit would require very careful management.







Chapter 41: The Moons of Jupiter

On their second morning in Edinburgh the Johnsons and their two companions again went to the bus station, this time to find a sign proclaiming that all scheduled services would be run. Mr Johnson bought four tickets for Moffat, and they went to wait at the boarding gate. As the hours until noon dragged by, a number of services were cancelled. Two of the hourly shuttles to Glasgow were scratched, one because the bus had not arrived, the second because of mechanical failure. A group of passengers who had been waiting three days for a bus to Stirling became an angry mob when that service was cancelled, and were dispersed by baton-wielding police. At last the rusting wreck of a bus bearing Gretna on its destination board rattled up to the boarding point, and the orderly queue dissolved into an ugly rabble that fought for seats on board. Despite having been at the front of the queue, the Johnsons, Glenda, and Christie found themselves standing in the gangway when the bus departed, clinging to metal posts for support. If the Johnsons were disgruntled, both Christie and Glenda were thrilled to be riding on a bus for the first time in their lives.
At West Linton a number of passengers left the bus, allowing the Johnsons to be seated. Christie and Glenda were able to sit together after Biggar, and it was clear that Glenda was suffering doubts. ‘Technically, legally, they own me, don’t they?’ she whispered while staring at the backs of the Johnsons’ heads. ‘They’ve not actually freed me. And did you notice what happened this morning?’
Christie had noticed nothing, and said so.
‘They just assumed I would carry their case.’ Glenda said. ‘Just like in France, when I used to walk behind them carrying the shopping, and sometimes a sack of firewood on my back. Christie, when we get to Moffat, I really think we should go back to Edinburgh.’
‘We’d starve in Edinburgh,’ Christie objected. ‘And we’d have to walk there, because we’ve no money. Look,’ she pulled out the Scottish Union temporary ID card of which she was so proud. ‘This is what makes me a free citizen, and you have one the same. Relax, nothing can happen to us.’
Glenda fell silent. The bus rumbled down a slip road and onto the old A74 motorway, the surface of which was in very poor condition. Cracked by time and winter, great slabs of concrete had been tilted slightly by the persistent power of vegetation, and the bus followed a difficult meandering path between clear stretches. At length, and having taken almost three hours on a journey of little more than fifty miles, the bus pulled into Moffat, stopping on the broad High Street. The driver rose in his seat to loudly announce that passengers had ten minutes to visit the nearby public toilets, and gave a warning that if they were late, he wouldn’t wait.
The Johnsons rose to their feet, and reaching the exit, looked back at Glenda and Christie, gesturing for them to follow. ‘We should stay on the bus,’ Glenda said.
Christie was already moving. ‘I need a piss,’ she said, and followed the Johnsons. 
Most passengers left the bus, if only to stretch their legs and gaze at the sad state of the once-popular tourist town. The pavements were overgrown, some buildings had been gutted by fire, and not a single shop was open. A couple of people who had been waiting for the bus scrambled aboard, as did two armed policemen who would ride shotgun through the troubled country until Gretna. When Christie returned from the filthy toilets she found Glenda unloading their cases from the luggage bay, watched by Mr Johnson, Mrs Johnson having not yet reappeared. ‘Well, Christie, are you coming with us?’ Mr Johnson asked cheerfully.
She hesitated, while the driver looked at her quizzically. He was holding the luggage bay door open, and when Christie nodded he slammed it shut. ‘Alright girls, get the cases over onto the pavement,’ Mr Johnson said, and Christie thought his tone was changing.
With a monstrous roar and a cloud of black smoke the bus’s engine came back to life, and it slowly pulled away. At that moment Christie was seized by the knowledge she had made a wrong choice. 
Mrs Johnson returned, looking very confident. ‘I’ve found a driver,’ she said, ‘and he’ll take us as far as Thornhill. He wants paying in advance though.’ As she finished speaking a landau drawn by a thin grey horse came along the street, and stopped beside the group. After a little haggling, Mr Johnson agreed to pay five dollars in advance and five on arrival at Thornhill, and they all climbed aboard. Glenda and Christie were silently apprehensive, but the Thompsons began an animated conversation about sugar beet, which they had heard was the new boom crop. Christie learned that in the continuing absence of herbicides sugar beet was a labour-intensive crop ideally suited for cultivation by slaves. And because nobody could remember when cane sugar had last been imported, huge profits were being made.
The road out of Moffat led under the A74, and then the landscape quickly changed from the general disorder they had seen since leaving Edinburgh. Now they saw neat farmhouses set among cultivated fields, and the landau’s wheels ran on well-maintained roads. ‘Thornhill is the official border with Arcadia,’ Mr Johnson informed his fearful audience, ‘and strictly speaking we are still on Scottish Union territory. But success expands, and failure shrinks. Here,’ he waved a hand at the scenery, ‘we can see a well-ordered society, where things and people are in their place.’
Dusk was creeping across the land as they arrived at the outskirts of Thornhill, where there was an Arcadian police checkpoint, just a small wooden hut and two officers warming their hands over a coal brazier. ‘This is as far as I go,’ the driver said, and drew the landau to a halt.
‘Bring the luggage, girls.’ Mr Johnson paid the driver and then marched towards the officers, who eyed him with disinterest.
Mrs Johnson sauntered over to join her husband, who was talking animatedly to the police officers, while the driver passed down the cases to Christie and Glenda, who exchanged looks of grim foreboding. Their sense of impending doom was aggravated by the darkness that was falling with the brutality of a cosh. An order was barked out by one of the officers. ‘You two, get over here. Now.’
In a state of terror they obeyed, and ran to stand before the officer, who held out a hand. ‘ID cards,’ he commanded. They were handed to him, but he did not spare them a glance before flicking them onto the brazier, where they instantly vanished in flame, taking away all hope from two women who had gambled their freedom by betting it on trust.
Glowing light from the brazier gave Mr Johnson’s face a satanic cast as he spoke. ‘Glenda, fetch the cases. You are to follow my wife and I. Christie, you must remain with the officers.’
Glenda did not look back as she followed the Johnsons into the darkness. The three of them were swallowed up by the night, and Christie was never to see any of them again. A great calm descended on her as she looked into the shadowy faces of the officers. ‘Have I been sold to you?’ she asked. ‘Are you repulsive bastards so desperate for a woman that you have to buy one?’
One of the officers laughed. ‘If I was, I’d pick a younger one than you. But you’ve got a lot of balls for a woman, I’ll give you that.’ He turned and went into the hut, from which Christie then heard the clicking whirr of an old-fashioned telephone dial.
‘Don’t take this personally,’ the other officer said to Christie. ‘You’re a branded slave, and you’re worth money. And we all know that the love of money is the root of all happiness. My wife will be very happy with the extra I’ve earned tonight.’
Christie knew it was no used asking the man how he would feel about his wife, his mother, or his sister being sold. He was too accustomed to slavery to have any such sensitivity, too hardened to dwell for one moment on the distress he was causing.
The first officer emerged from the hut, and spoke to his colleague. ‘James is coming down to collect her. He’ll have to get authorisation in the morning from his boss to part with the money, but he doesn’t see any problem there.’ He turned to Christie. ‘Only because you suggested it, maybe we’ll have some fun with you while we wait. You’ve got very nice lips.’
‘My pleasure,’ Christie replied. ‘Come on, I’ll bite your cock off.’
He lifted a hand to strike her, but was restrained by his partner. ‘Leave it, Ron, let James deal with her. Any woman will do anything when she’s had a taste of the whip.’
Christie shuddered, knowing the awful truth of those words. One of the officers grabbed her by the arm, and expertly spun her around and handcuffed her. ‘Sit,’ he commanded, and his hand on her head ensured she obeyed. She looked up at the stars from her position on the ground. Jupiter was hanging over the western horizon, and she remembered seeing its moons on a school chart. Their names she recalled as Ganymede, Io, Callisto, and Europa. That young girl, swept away now on the river of time, had wanted to name her first daughter Io. The daughter had not happened, and Christie now hoped most sincerely that she never would.







Chapter 42: West End

A light came bobbing across the field beside the police checkpoint. Just a bright dancing point at first, it grew in size and luminance, and soon became quite clearly a lantern swinging in the hand of its bearer. Together with the hissing of the lantern the clinking of a chain was audible as the anticipated James arrived. He held the lantern over Christie, and looked down at her. ‘Hello,’ he said, ‘I’m James. Who are you?’
‘Christie.’
‘OK then, Christie, I just need to see your brand.’ He reached down inside her jacket and pulled the top of her shirt aside. ‘Yup, they never look any prettier.’ He covered it again and turned to the officers. ‘You can take the cuffs off.’
Christie was hauled to her feet and released from the handcuffs. Rubbing her wrists, she faced James, waiting for the next sorry instalment of her life. He jingled the chain he was carrying. ‘Do I need this?’ he asked.
‘No.’
‘I thought not, but my wife said I should bring it.’ He spoke to the officers. ‘Thanks for the call, boys. I’ll speak to the big boss when I can, and then I’ll be able to settle with you. You’ll have papers for this girl, yes? Come on, Christie, we’ve got a bit of a walk. Stay close to me and watch your step.’
James set off to retrace his path across the field, with Christie following, the two of them in the circle of yellowish light from the lantern. ‘So where are you from, Christie?’ James asked.
‘Scotland.’
‘That shouldn’t happen,’ he commented. ‘This isn’t much of a homecoming for you. But once that brand’s on you there seems to be no escape. Still, you should be OK here. This is West End Farm, and I’m the boss, although my wife thinks she is. We’ve got a nice cosy set-up, and we believe in treating people fair and square. I know you’re probably terrified at the moment, Christie, but don’t be. Just go with the flow, and you’ll be fine.’
Christie did not respond, and he fell silent. After crossing the field they turned onto a rough pathway leading between widely-spaced trees bordering the farmland on either side. The dim lights of a house came into view, and as they drew closer a slim girl emerged to watch their approach. ‘That’s my wife,’ James said. ‘She’ll look after you. Hey, Isla, meet our new girl Christie. I’ll go start the generator.’ 
The warm kitchen of the farmhouse was lit only by a lantern on a table. Isla put her hands on Christie’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. ‘Hello Christie, welcome to my home, which is now your home. We’re going to get on very well, if you’re willing to. Are you willing?’
‘Yes. I suppose so.’
Isla drew a deep breath. ‘Now listen to me, and listen well. I’m sure you’ve been very unfairly and cruelly treated, but don’t bother telling me about it, because I’ve heard it all before. The fact is that you are now a slave belonging to Western Farm Enterprises, and for now you will be working here on West End Farm. You have to accept that, Christie.’ Her arms dropped to her sides. ‘Show me you hands, OK, turn them over. Good, now get those clothes off.’
Dumbly, Christie stripped off the clothes Glenda had given her, and Isla stuffed them into a bag with the mismatched red shoes.
‘Turn around, let me see your back.’ Isla spoke with quiet authority. ‘That’s fine, I’ve seen a lot worse.’ She produced a grey skirt from a linen cupboard. ‘Take this, I’ll find you a better fit tomorrow.’ A shirt was issued, and finally a pair of shorts that Christie pulled up under her skirt.
‘Your own clothes will be washed and ironed, and you’ll be able to wear them when you go out.’ Isla said. ‘You’ll have two sets of farm clothes, one outdoor coat, and one pair of boots. There’s a weekly wash, each Thursday, and you’ll have to take your turn doing that. That’s mostly how we work here, everybody takes a turn at everything.’
After a brief flicker, an electric light set in the ceiling sprang to life. ‘Fantastic,’ Isla cried, ‘James has got that bloody useless generator going.’ She extinguished the lantern. ‘We get very little fuel for it, so we can only run it for a couple of hours each evening. I’ll make us a cuppa, and then you’ll meet the other slaves. Sit down, for Christ’s sake, relax.’
Christie drew up a chair at the table. ‘What should I call you?’ she asked.
‘My name will do fine. Isla, and James is James. Other free people you call Miss or Sir, no exceptions. But you don’t have to put up with any nonsense from anyone. If somebody tries to get saucy, and some of the men will do that, you can just tell them to piss off, and we’ll back you all the way.’
Isla brought cups of tea to the table and sat opposite Christie, who realised now just how young the girl looked. ‘Isla, can I ask how old you are?’
‘I’m nineteen.’ Isla smiled. ‘You?’
Christie returned the smile. ‘Twenty-eight. You make me feel like an old lady.’
‘Well,’ Isla laughed. ‘I’ve got two kids and another on the way. So by the time I’m twenty-eight I’ll probably have ten.’ She looked serious. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, because I know it’s impossible for you to have a family.’
‘That’s not your fault, and I don’t worry about it anymore.’ Christie sipped her tea, starting to think she had landed on her feet. ‘Isla, a serious question. I used to be an overseer on a farm, and I had to give punishments. How does all that work here?’
‘Let me put it this way,’ Isla stared hard at Christie. ‘One wrong word from you, and I’ll have the skin off your back.’ Then she laughed. ‘Just kidding. When we moved here James and I had no experience of working slaves, although were both born and raised on farms. So we decided to do things the way we knew best, and we set out to run West End as a family farm. That’s how we’ve continued, and so far it’s worked pretty well. Short answer to your question, we don’t believe in whipping people.’
‘Runaways?’ Christie asked. ‘Is everyone too happy to think of running away?’
Isla looked uncomfortable. ‘We’re close to union territory, so some think they can run. Don’t. Most of the people over there will give you up for a bag of seed or a couple of dollars. Runaways do get the whip, because James is allowed no discretion on that.’ She clamped her lower lip between her teeth and watched Christie’s face. ‘We’ve had people who wouldn’t fit in with the way we work, but we’ve usually managed to just ship them out to another company operation, the big boss is reasonable about things like that.’
Christie did not comment on the farm’s disciplinary policies, preferring to wait and see. ‘I think I’m ready to meet the others now, Isla,’ she said, and put her cup down.
‘OK then,’ Isla said. ‘I’ll give you the bungalow tour.’
The slave quarters were four single-storey brick buildings, each of which had been intended to house three slaves, but West End had not been brought up to its planned complement of twelve field hands. Each hut had three beds and a toilet with wash-basin, and overall Christie was impressed with them. ‘If I had choice, Isla,’ she said, ‘I’d pick a hotel with baths and showers, but these aren’t too bad.’
‘You can use the bath in the house, Christie. Hot water is a bit of a problem, but usually we can manage one bath a week for everyone.’ Isla laughed. ‘And that’s more often than my dad ever managed.’
In the first bungalow were three African women with tribal scars on their faces. All were in bed but not asleep, and they looked at Christie without speaking. ‘This lot arrived here together,’ Isla said, standing in the middle of the room. ‘They’re supposed to be from Niger, but they arrived here from France. They were a miserable-looking bunch, and I thought they would be trouble. But they’re all good workers and so far they’ve been no problem. Goodnight ladies.’
Two women and a man were housed in the next bungalow, much to Christie’s surprise. Isla smiled. ‘Ivan is castrated. Don’t look so shocked, he volunteered for it so he could get away from a lumber camp.’ All three slaves greeted Christie politely in broken English.
‘God knows how bad the lumber camps must be,’ Isla said when they were outside. ‘But I can tell you he’s not the only one to sacrifice his nuts. And now you get to meet crazy Freda.’ She unlocked and threw open the door of the third bungalow.
Freda was a tall thin woman who was sat on a bed reading a book. She stood up when her mistress entered, which, Christie had noticed, none of the other slaves had done.
‘Good evening, Miss Isla,’ Freda said. ‘Taking advantage of the power supply being on, I am using these eyes the company owns to improve my knowledge of the bard. As the company owns my head and the brain inside it, I feel that I am thereby enriching the company.’
Isla had the capacity of all free people to talk about slaves as if they were not present. ‘Freda will not accept her condition,’ she said to Christie. ‘She’s useless to us, and we’ve tried to get rid of her to another farm, but she’s a well-known waste of space, so no one else will have her. She stays in here now, but the company have finally agreed to sell her, so she should be going soon.’
‘I have tried to unburden you, and yet my thoughtful act was repaid with scourging.’ Freda smiled toothlessly, sat down, and continued her reading. Now Christie noticed that she was wearing shackles.
‘She ran away, so had to be whipped,’ Isla said. ‘You have never heard such screaming in your life.’
‘I probably have,’ Christie murmured. 
‘That’s it, you’ve seen everyone,’ Isla said when they were outside. ‘I’ve decided against putting you in with Freda in case her kind of stupidity is contagious, so you’ve a bungalow to yourself for now. You’ll find plenty of bedding, so make yourself comfortable.’ She held up a key. ‘I just want you to promise me one thing, Christie. Promise me that you will not run away. James and I will not give you reason to, so make me that promise.’
Christie hesitated. ‘Isla, you seem a nice person and this looks a nice place. But you are not the only boss I have to obey.’
Isla smiled. ‘James and I have our own promises, and that’s why he wasn’t there when you changed your clothes. The only time he would ever even see your bare back is if you ran away. So make me that promise.’
‘I promise you, Isla, that I will not run away,’ Christie said firmly.
‘Good enough.’ Isla handed Christie the key. ‘Everybody eats in the kitchen, be there for breakfast by seven or go hungry.’
Christie entered her bungalow, and locked the door behind her. She looked around at her new home, and wondered how long she would be there.
Breakfast had a surreal quality to Christie. It was the turn of Olga, one of the women who shared a bungalow with Ivan, to prepare and serve meals for the day, and the porridge she made was beyond all Christie’s experience. At once both thin and lumpy, it had a strange taste and gritty texture suggesting that ground ash had been used instead of salt. But all at the table ate it without comment, and far from scolding Olga as Christie expected, Isla seemed happy to spoon the foul concoction into the mouth of her youngest, and her three-year-old ate with relish. Apple juice was provided, but no hot beverage, and then the day’s work commenced. 
Christie was assigned to help Ivan move some sheep onto a field that was clear of snow, and to feed the cattle. She found that she was little more than a spectator, as the sheep were rounded up and driven by dogs Ivan had trained, and Ivan was content for her to sit on a fence and watch as he slit feed bags open for the cattle. In this way, day after day, she learned the farm’s routines, and who everyone was, and where every tool or supply could be found. She took her turns as cook and washerwoman, she laboured with a shovel alongside all the others when heavy snowfalls blocked the yard and the access road, and she returned to her lonely bungalow each night to sleep as only the exhausted can. 
Freda was taken away within weeks of Christie’s arrival, and Christie was comfortable enough with her boss to observe that it would be more sensible for the company to just give the woman her freedom. ‘True enough,’ James replied, ‘but they think that would encourage other slaves to act up in the same way. She’s going to a big sugar beet farm, and they’ll break or kill her.’  
The farm was supposed to work slaves for six full days per week, but Christie soon discovered that often did not happen. Every Wednesday there was a market in Thornhill, and the West End slaves operated a stall selling produce from their vegetable garden and eggs from their chickens, the proceeds being split between them. Christie was accepted into the circle without a murmur, and started saving her money for a good pair of shoes. Those she had acquired in Edinburgh had soon fallen to pieces, and she hated clumping around the village in her farm boots. 
Sometimes, usually once per month, James would take the slaves and his family for lunch at a pub. These were always very good-humoured occasions, bordering on the riotous as beer went down throats. James was teased remorselessly, especially by the African women, who complained that he wasn’t visiting their bungalow often enough, and could only manage two of them when he did call. Isla would just sit with a soft half-smile on her face through that sort of banter, but Christie did not envy her position. If the gentle and good-looking James came to her bungalow, Christie knew that she would make him very welcome, and would give him her body even while knowing the disaster she would be courting. But James did not come to her bungalow, and sometimes the sexual tensions between the unfulfilled slave women were palpable. What kept them in check was the same unspoken threat that kept them on the farm and working hard; there was always the whip, and there were always infinitely worse places they could be sent to. Christie came to realise that Isla was the spring steel of West End farm, and learned that she had been the one who whipped Freda and insisted on her departure. Isla was never teased or seriously provoked by the slaves, for while she was liked, and even regarded with affection, nobody wanted to cross her, and nobody wanted to join Freda.
Christie often met with slaves from other farms while in Thornhill, and conversation frequently turned to the subject of escape. She had already suspected that West End farm was actually on the free territory of the Scottish Union, and such was speedily confirmed to her. After being illegally sold into slavery by the Johnsons, and illegally traded to Western Farm Enterprises by corrupt police officers, she was now being illegally held on West End farm. And yet her position gave her no hope of freedom. Quite apart from the promise she had given to Isla, it was soon explained to her that the closeness of liberty was an illusion. Although the distance to the nominally free town of Moffat was only ten miles, that distance was across farmland populated by people who were either supporters of slavery or who knew that runaways were always worth a reward. If a slave reached Moffat, they would be immediately obvious to the people there, the more callously enterprising of whom kept a set of shackles for precisely the purpose of returning slaves to their owners. Moffat, Christie was advised, was not a sound destination. Better by far, it was said, was to head south. By avoiding the staunchly Arcadian town of Dumfries, it was possible to reach the English border near Carlisle, a city with a strong garrison of troops who would not allow an Arcadian slave to be removed. The drawback to England as a destination was that slaves were widely held in the wild Cumbrian country between Carlisle and Lancaster, and it was rumoured that some runaways from Arcadia had fallen into even more arduous bondage there.
Christie had never seriously questioned slavery during her time on Small Acres, and her bondage in France, she knew, had only been a matter of business. But, and despite the mild regime at West End, in Thornhill she saw the institution in a very ugly light. 
Sometimes she heard or saw things that made her glad to get back to the peace of West End farm. A road gang of fifty men on a chain, driven by overseers with stock whips; the hollow eyes and thin faces of the slaves telling of the hell they were living in. A landau, the same one that had brought Christie to Thornhill, arriving with a terrified runaway in chains, and her master leading her away, his grim face foretelling savage retribution. In the quaint streets of Thornhill the sounds of punishment and cries of distress were sometimes to be heard, and once Christie saw a woman, superficially of normal appearance and garb, but with blood soaking through the back of her dress. As winter turned to seductive spring, as the days lengthened and the nights became less than fatally cold, Christie increasingly asked herself if she could be bound by a promise made when she had been feeling very vulnerable. She wanted a life of her own, one in which she might succeed or fail, sink or swim, and there was only one way such a life could be available to her. Slowly she accumulated a store of non-perishable food for a furtive and extremely dangerous journey, cans and packets pilfered from the kitchen, all without making a firm decision to run. She made her mind up after witnessing a particularly dreadful scene.
Arcadia had passed a bill emancipating all those under the age of fourteen held on its territory that had been born in slavery there. This act, a concession by Arcadia to the Scottish Union, had a terrible effect on a waitress Christie knew at the tea shop in Thornhill, a slave who had been bought with her three children by the owner of the establishment. The children, now a burden the owner could never hope to profit from, existed on his charity, and the mother lived in terror of being sold away from them. Which was exactly what happened. Christie was in the street when the woman was dragged by a slave dealer to be attached to his coffle chain, as her children were put in a carriage bound for an orphanage, of which there were many in Arcadia. It was not the piteous cries of the woman, or the howls of the children, that so deeply affected Christie; it was the disinterest of passers-by, and the emotionless, unblinking faces of the other slaves on the dealer’s chain. This was normal, this was nothing, was the reaction of all but the family being torn apart. 
Christie turned to Olga, who was her companion on that visit to the village. ‘I’ve seen enough and I’ve seen too much,’ she said. ‘I’m getting out of here, and I’ll make it to freedom or I’ll die trying.’







Chapter 43: A Small Stranger

As soon as she had said the words about running away, Christie regretted confiding in Olga. If her unthinking trust had been misplaced, if Olga repeated what she had heard to anyone, and if those words found their way to the ears of Isla or James, Christie knew she would be in serious trouble. Even the easy-going West End couple would think a whipping was called for, Christie was sure of that, and in their shoes she would think the same. She decided that if confronted with the truth, and if her cache had not been discovered, she would deny the whole thing and accuse Olga of lying out of spite. That would be a mean and vicious thing to do, but Christie reasoned that she was entitled to protect her skin by any means. For the next few days she was in anxious torment, especially because she did not get an opportunity to speak with Olga in private. She removed her little stock of food from under her bed, in case her bungalow was searched, and hid it at the back of a chicken shed. 
West End did not have whipping post. The arrangements, as specified by the company, were that a refractory slave was to be fastened by the wrists to a ring set in a beam of the main barn, there to have whip strokes applied to the bare back. Christie tried not to enter the barn unless absolutely necessary, for her eyes were always drawn to the ring, and on the way out she could not avoid seeing the whip hanging on the inside of the door. Weeks passed, and she began to relax a little, even considering moving her food stash back from the chicken shed. Fear returned to her in a near-frenzy when she returned from an afternoon of hoeing with Ivan and the Africans to see Isla standing with Olga at the back door of the farmhouse. Both of them turned to look at Christie, who entered her bungalow with her heart pounding furiously. She kicked her muddy boots away, and took off her shirt to wash for dinner. As she was putting her clean shirt on Isla pushed her door open. ‘I need you to come to the house, Christie. Quick as you like.’
With the deepest foreboding, Christie followed Isla, who was now so pregnant she waddled rather than walked, to the house. 
At this time of day the kitchen should have been filling for the evening meal, but there was only one person sat at the table when Christie entered. Clad in a crisp white blouse and blue leather skirt, and with one leg cocked over the other, showing a lot of thigh, Ellen Marshall smiled as she looked at Christie. ‘Well, aren’t you going to say hello?’
Christie stared, but could not find words. Isla intervened quickly. ‘Christie, this is our big boss Ellen Marshall, the owner of Western Farm Enterprises. Say hello to Miss Ellen.’
‘Hello, Miss Ellen,’ Christie said weakly.
‘This is the Christie I was hoping to see, Isla.’ Ellen turned up her smile to maximum. ‘I sold her once, but now she’s found her way back to me. Well, I will take her with me, if that’s OK with you.’
‘Ellen, that’s really not OK.’ Isla put her hands on her hips in the archetypal body language of a woman bracing for an argument. ‘We’ve never been brought up to establishment, we’ve had no replacement for Freda, and we just can’t accept the loss of a good worker. Alright, you’re the boss, so if you tell me I have to lose Christie, then so be it. But understand you’ll be damaging the business, and expect to see that reflected in our figures.’
Ellen had listened with an amused expression on her face. ‘This is all very curious, because I heard in the village that your hands have plenty of free time. Time enough for a vegetable business, I’m told, and visits to the pub, and jolly strolls through the streets.’
Isla did not flinch under fire. ‘Yes, all of that is part of how we run things here, and you’ve not complained about our results.’
‘I’m not complaining now.’ Ellen was on her feet. ‘Carry on carrying on, Isla, but I am taking Christie to join my harness team. I’ll get you a replacement when I can.’
‘Meaning never, I suppose,’ Isla said with a scowl.
‘I’ll ignore that.’ Ellen’s face tightened in anger. ‘Now, will I see James before I go? Or is he buried out in the oilseed field?’
‘We weren’t expecting you,’ Isla replied. ‘He’s at his parents’ place.’
‘I try to ensure that people never know when to expect me, my dear. Although I hate surprises for myself, I like to spring them on other people. Please allow Christie to gather her things, and then bring her to my carriage.’ Ellen strode out of the farmhouse kitchen without so much as glancing at Christie again.
Isla looked at Christie. ‘I just don’t want to think about why she really wants you.’ She sighed. ‘Go and change into your own clothes now, and bring all your farm kit to me. Hurry up, girl, jump to it.’
A few minutes later Christie returned to the kitchen wearing the clothes she had arrived at West End in, and carrying her farm clothes as instructed. She was wearing her new shoes for the first time ever. Isla took the farm clothes from her and dumped them on the table.
‘Thanks for being good to me, Isla,’ Christie said.
Isla shrugged. ‘We do our best.’
There was an awkward silence, with neither woman knowing what to say. It was just another goodbye.







Chapter 44: The Visit

After a short false spring at the end of March, April delivered on its early promise, and by mid-month travel conditions were perfect for the three-person Scottish Union inspection delegation led by Norman Steele to visit Arcadia.
On their first day they met with a number of prominent citizens to discuss issues that would arise from any announcement of an abolition timetable. It was put to the union delegation, and put very strongly, that to arouse expectation of early liberation would create an ungovernable situation that would be potentially of great harm to slave and free alike, and would be disruptive to business.
After that meeting the delegation was taken by landau to the central logging station. Here they saw an immaculate accommodation block and were clearly impressed by the canteen facilities. It was explained to them that all the slaves were out on working parties, and were invited to choose one to visit. When they had selected a location to visit they were taken there in the landau. A hillside was being harvested, and they learned that the best timber came from the slopes, not from the hill tops or the lower ground. Very few slaves were actually visible, but they did manage to speak to a couple of them, one of whom told them that the work was not too bad, but that he would prefer to be free. At the insistence of delegate Mavis Walker, the man’s shirt was removed, and no evidence of flogging was seen.
Returning from the forest, the delegation gathered in a lounge at the New World Hotel to take tea. A maid, a young woman of pleasant appearance, brought in a silver tray bearing teapot, cups, and saucers, along with a selection of sandwiches and cakes.
Steele spoke to the girl. ‘Are you a slave?’ He asked bluntly.
‘I am, Sir.’ Was the reply. ‘I am Alicia, from Russia, and I belong to the hotel.’
‘We’re here to ensure you get your freedom, Alicia,’ Steele announced grandly. ‘Wouldn’t you like that?’
Alicia put the tray down, and shrugged. ‘Freedom, Sir? I suppose so,’ she commenced setting out cups and saucers. ‘Although to be honest, I’d probably still be doing the same sort of work if I were free, and I’d have to worry about paying my bills and keeping a roof over my head.’ She poured tea.
‘But you must a want to marry and raise a family, it’s only natural.’ Mavis had leaned forward to pose the question, a quizzical look on her pointed face.
‘Well, Miss, maybe someday.’ Alicia smiled. ‘Although I can’t say I find childbirth very appealing.’
‘Would it be possible for you, though?’ Steele asked. ‘To bring up a family, I mean.’
Alicia raised her eyebrows. ‘Of course, Sir,’ she replied. ‘What would happen is that my groom’s family would pay a nominal sum for my freedom. But I’m really not ready for that yet. I’m given a little money each week so I can buy things and go out with my friends for some fun, so the chains of slavery suit me better than the chains of marriage for now.’
‘Have you ever been beaten?’ Mavis asked.
‘Only by my father, Miss, before he sold me to traders.’ Alicia smiled again. ‘Please enjoy your tea, and just ring the bell if you need me.’ She curtsied and left the room.
There was a brief silence among the delegates. ‘Things are never what you expect,’ Steele observed.
‘The fact remains,’ Mavis said, ‘that the girl is owned as a piece of property, and we must not lose sight of that. She could be sold tomorrow to someone who would treat her quite horribly.’
‘What you say should be true,’ Chris Elliot, the third delegate, spoke up. ‘But it’s hard to get that impression.’
‘And when we see the humane treatment laws the mayor promised will be coming,’ Steele said, ‘we should be able to stop worrying about anyone being horribly treated.’
That evening the delegation was entertained to dinner by Coral Kinsey, the Chief Constable, and the hotel’s owner Mike Sparrow. Three maids, Alicia among them, served the finest cuisine Arcadia could offer, and if it could not rival Edinburgh’s best it was still very good. Wine was poured and consumed as everyone relaxed and abandoned being two hostile camps. Oppressive slavery was hardly mentioned, all present having a keen interest in business opportunities, but a slightly tipsy Mavis did grab Alicia’s sleeve and asked if she always had to work such long hours.
‘No, Miss,’ Alicia’s impassive maid face melted into a smile. ‘I offered to work this evening so my friend could go to a party.’
The six people who were fast becoming almost friends adjourned to the hotel’s private bar after dinner, attended now only by Alicia. Tots of local whiskies were sampled, each decided on their favourite and steady drinking commenced in the traditional Scottish manner. 
Mavis had been watching Coral, admiring and envying her effortless ability to keep the company buzzing; filling in conversational pauses, making sure nobody was left out, and keeping up a flow of fresh topics interspersed with amusing stories. ‘Who are you, Coral Kinsey,’ Mavis asked in a slurred voice, ‘and where do you come from?’
‘Yippee,’ Coral cried, ‘I was waiting for that question. This is where I do my party piece, now I’ve had enough to drink.’ To the astonishment of all three of the delegation, and much to the appreciation of the males, she unfastened all the buttons on the front of her blouse, before throwing it open dramatically. She was not wearing a bra, and most women would have been proud of the pert breasts that were displayed. However, she was not showing only her charms, but the E brand above her right breast.
‘Oh my God.’ Mavis gasped. ‘You’re an imported slave.’
Coral wagged a finger at her. ‘Correction, I was an imported slave. I was sold right here in Arcadia to the sweetest man who ever walked on this earth, and I loved him from the first. He freed me to marry him, the happiest day of my life. I am a widow now, but one with some wonderful memories.’
Still facing the group, she let the blouse drop from her shoulders, and stood up. ‘And now bear witness to the horrors of slavery, see how the flesh of helpless women is scourged,’ she said, and turned around to reveal the unmarked skin of her back. She sat down again, and Alicia hurried forward to help her on with her blouse.
‘You are surely not going to tell us that slaves are never whipped?’ Asked Mavis.
‘It does happen,’ Coral acknowledged. ‘If I had been a thief, if I had poisoned food or run away, then you might have seen some scars on my back. Only might have, because nobody is keen to damage their property. You, girl,’ she said to Alicia, ‘are you willing to show my visitors your back?’
‘Yes, Miss.’ Alicia turned for Coral to unfasten the back of her tunic. As she had indicated to the delegation earlier, she was unmarked by whipping.
‘It would be easy to think,’ Coral said, ‘that slaveholders would be governed by their basest instincts, their bestial and sadistic urges. But not so. Imagine that you buy a piece of fine furniture for your home or a new machine for your business, either of which would entail a considerable outlay. Would you deliberately scratch the furniture, or wreck the machine? Of course not. Similarly, the welfare of the slave is always in the owner’s best interests. And now, my new but dear friends, I will bid you a very pleasant night, and we shall meet again in the morning.’
Day two of the visit was taken up with visits to a school, a hospital, and the town hall, none of which were staffed by slaves. As the landau travelled through Arcadia’s immaculate streets, Coral asked the delegates if they could tell which of the people on the pavements were slaves and which were free. They could not, and that, Coral said, was something they could learn a lot from. The delegates asked to see a slave auction, but Coral told them there was a moratorium on sales until the whole issue of a timetable for abolition was settled.  A comparison was drawn with buying a pig in a poke, and the delegates nodded sagely. 
On the delegation’s third and final day they were to be shown the construction work on Arcadia’s power station. Alicia came to Elliot’s room to offer him help with packing, which he accepted. Of the three delegates, he had been the unknown quantity, because he had said very little that could be heard by Arcadian ears. ‘It’s been such a pleasure, Sir, to meet you Edinburgh people,’ Alicia said as she folded underpants. ‘I hope to see you here again.’
‘The pleasure was all ours,’ Elliot replied. ‘And you have been a most surprising pleasure, Alicia, not quite what I expected a slave girl to be.’
‘Really, Sir?’ Alicia giggled. ‘Did you expect a girl to be sent to your room each night? I know those stories go around.’
‘Maybe that’s what I was hoping for.’ Elliot laughed awkwardly. ‘Would you never be offered to a hotel guest?’
‘No, Sir,’ Alicia replied. ‘I choose my own partners.’ She looked at him seriously. ‘But I like you, Sir. If you come back to Arcadia, you can ask me to come to your room, if you like.’
Elliot licked his lips, he liked what Alicia was saying. She saw he was very interested, and moved closer. ‘Would you like a special souvenir of Arcadia, Sir? One you can’t take with you, but will never forget?’
His face was tight with anticipation. He did not speak.
Alicia put her arms around his neck, and kissed him lightly. ‘Close your eyes, Sir, and imagine that you own me. You have seen me naked on the auction block, and bought me for your pleasure.’ She dropped to her knees and opened his fly zipper. His manhood burst out, and she gripped it in her soft hand. As she rubbed she spoke to him. ‘Don’t spoil everything for me, Sir, please let us live as we are.’
When he was almost at climax she made as if to take him in her mouth, but instead positioned a handkerchief to absorb his sperm and finished him by hand. Feeling weakened and shaky, he sat on the bed, while Alicia, still on her knees, looked up at him with a smile. ‘Happy memories of Arcadia,’ she said, ‘Sir.’
After the power station visit the delegation was given a farewell lunch before boarding a landau. Coral presented each of them with a hamper of local produce, and wished them a pleasant journey. ‘On our next visit,’ Mavis said to her, ‘I would really like to see something of the harness slaves you use here, and a few other things. I’ll write to you with some bullet-points.’
‘Sure thing.’ Coral smiled happily. ‘I’ll look forward to that, but I can tell you now that harness slaves are just for show, a status symbol, and really they’re pampered pets.’
The landau drew away, taking the delegation on the first stage of their journey back to Edinburgh. A tight-lipped Mavis expressed serious doubts to her companions about the value of the visit. ‘We’ve seen a Potemkin village, and nothing else,’ she said. ‘We didn’t see any mines, any farms, or any slaves in private houses. When you think about it, for a delegation supposed to investigate slavery in Arcadia, we actually saw precious few slaves.’
But Elliot and Steele thought the visit had been a success, and while agreeing that Arcadia had presented its best possible face to them, as it inevitably would, they still felt that they had been given the true flavour of Arcadian slavery, and thought there was nothing to warrant a rush to abolition. So Mavis was in a minority of one, but she was more right than she knew.
In Arcadia, Coral slumped into a chair at the New World Hotel. She was joined by Alicia, who was no longer in a maid’s uniform but in an expensive yellow skirt suit. Also present were the two other women who had played parts as hotel servants, in addition to hotel owner Mike Sparrow and the chief constable.
A maid, a real maid who been returned from temporary accommodation in the jail, brought a tray of drinks. Taking one, Coral raised her glass. ‘To a deception mission completed,’ was the toast, and six glasses clinked together.
‘How did you get on with Steele?’ Alicia asked Coral.
‘No problem,’ Coral grinned. ‘I’ve given him the use of a cottage by the river, and I’ll make sure it’s very well staffed when he comes here. How about you and Elliot? I hope you didn’t let him see you’re not branded?’
‘No chance,’ Alicia laughed. ‘I did him a little favour, but I kept my clothes on. He’s hooked, I know he is.’
‘I can confirm that,’ said Sparrow. ‘Before he left he asked me if I’d sell you to him. I told him your mother’s here, and I couldn’t possibly break up a family.’ There was laughter among the group.
‘I’m not sure the woman believed what she saw, she could be a problem.’ Coral looked thoughtful.
‘If she shouts loud enough,’ growled the chief constable, ‘we’ll have to consider strong measures. We cannot have her back here on the delegation, that’s for sure.’
Coral patted his knee. ‘Your police boys in the forest were brilliant today, although the one who said he would prefer to be free was a bit cheeky. I must say I was stunned by the overseers’ barracks, the next time they want a pay rise I’ll remember the luxury they’re living in.’
Within a month, the Scottish Union Assembly at Stormont had voted to give Arcadia the status of associated territory, meaning it continued to be self-governing but could trade freely with the union. Mavis Walker led a faction demanding that Arcadia must agree a firm timetable for abolition before such status could be conferred, but was defeated. Shortly after, she vanished while walking her dogs on a costal path, and was assumed to have been lost to the sea. Arcadia sent a huge floral tribute to her memorial service, and a sum of money for the care of her dogs. Coral Kinsey and other Arcadian worthies did indeed believe Mavis was dead, because they had been specifically assured by their Chief Constable that she was, and they did not wish to know any details.







Chapter 45: A Delicious Prospect

Being a harness slave of Ellen Marshall was not too arduous, Christie found. On a typical day the team would not be used at all, and when they did have to pull their mistress’ carriage the journeys were not long. 
Ellen lived in a large house, the Villa Ardency, owned by one of her companies. A mile north of Newton Stewart, it had a sweeping semi-circular drive at the front and extensive grounds at the rear, all maintained immaculately by a landscaping company in which Ellen had a major interest. At the rear of the grounds, and screened from the house by trees, was a brick-built carriage house, in which was stored Ellen’s gleaming black carriage. Of similar construction to a buggy, but four-wheeled, longer and heavier, and instead of a load platform it had a passenger compartment with a folding hood. Two people could be seated comfortably on its forward-facing padded bench seat, and opposite that there were two small seats that could be folded down for extra passengers.
There was no other carriage like Ellen Marshall’s in Newton Stewart, and that was the main reason she bore the monumentally extravagant expense of keeping it and a team of slaves to pull it. Of her social peers in the town, most would arrive at events in horse-drawn landaus, and a few in slave-drawn buggies. The magnificence of Ellen’s arrivals was incomparable. Ten high-stepping slaves, each a valuable piece of property, each smartly groomed, and each in shimmering blue livery, would draw her carriage silently and apparently without effort to the doorway of the house she was gracing with her presence. The driver would descend to fold out a step, and Ellen would appear for her admirers, business partners and targets, enviers, suitors, political allies, and bitter enemies.
The team was housed in an extension to the carriage house, each woman having a bunk to which she was notionally chained at night. Every morning the head groundsman, a local employee, would put them in harness and drive the carriage around to the front of the house, where it would stand at Ellen’s pleasure. On most days the carriage was not needed, and the slaves would soon be returned to their quarters. When Ellen did need the carriage she would sometimes drive it herself, but if she was going to an important function or picking up a passenger the lead harness slave would become driver. Ellen owned twelve harness slaves, and the carriage was always rigged for three rows of three plus a single lead. This meant that a slave with a minor injury could be rested, although anything long-term would inevitably result in her sale.
Since arriving at Villa Ardency, Christie had been used in harness on eight occasions, always in the same position at leftmost on the centre row. Initially lacking the required level of fitness, she had struggled, but had completed every trip. Like all the harness slaves, she was required to work on a treadmill for two hours each day, and so her endurance was building rapidly. That exercise was usually conducted under the eagle eye of the lead harness, Nada, who was also responsible for monitoring the general health of all the others, checking that they had a period each month, and for disciplining them if required.
When not in harness, Christie and her fellow bondswomen were sometimes given trivial tasks such as sweeping the grounds, where they had the opportunity to flirt with the gardeners, but their chief trial was boredom. They would sit on their bunks and swap horror stories of their experiences in slavery, of tortures witnessed or suffered, and would often reminisce of families left behind. Affections formed, and as in any slave quarters, those concerned were able to pursue their affairs without comment or interference from their fellows.
During the day there was nothing to prevent any slave walking down the drive, out onto the road, and making a bid for freedom. But nobody ran away, for contrary to Christie’s expectations, Ellen did not appear to be a cruel mistress. The only punishment she had witnessed was when a maid was beaten for breaking a cup, but Christie knew it was normal to punish slaves for accidents; she would have done the same. And even though the maid had screamed to the heavens as her bare buttocks were caned by Nada, Christie knew it was by no means a severe punishment. Even so, she was terrified when one day she was told the mistress wanted to see her, for she had had no personal contact with her since being collected from West End.
Ellen was in her enormous bedroom, sitting at a dressing table and sipping a glass of wine as a maid brushed her hair. Seeing Christie in the mirror she smiled pleasantly and swivelled her seat around. ‘That will be all for now, Becky,’ she said to the maid, who disappeared silently.
‘Well hello there Christie,’ Ellen said cheerfully, precisely as if meeting an old friend. ‘How are you finding things here?’ 
‘It’s very nice, Miss.’ Christie replied.
‘Of course you have to say that,’ Ellen continued to smile. ‘But really I believe what I have always said, that slaves should always be treated as kindly as possible, and that’s why I am speaking to you today, to explain a few things.’
Christie nodded, and said ‘Yes, Miss.’
‘I really think,’ Ellen said thoughtfully, ‘that slavery is a very natural condition, and that you, Christie, are a natural slave. You see, that day when I took you from Small Acres, I was risking everything. If you had resisted me, if you had refused to obey me, then I would have been sunk. But I am a natural mistress, and I had the courage to achieve my objectives. That’s the kind of person I am, and you are not. Do you think, Christie, that anyone could order me to strip naked, and tell me to bend over a table with my legs apart?’
‘No, Miss.’ Christie replied, quite honestly.
‘That’s right,’ said Ellen, ‘I could never be mistaken for a slave. But you, Christie, obeyed without question. Do you see my point? Even so, when I chained you to that wretched council buggy, my heart was in my mouth. What if this woman attacks me, I thought, she’s much stronger than me. But you and those other docile beasts submitted to me very easily. Of course I’m glad you were docile, for selling the Small Acres slaves helped put me on the road to where I am now, the natural order has resolved our positions in life. So here you are, my wholly owned livestock, but I want to assure you that our previous association will not affect how you are treated. I shall not single you out for punishment, but nor will I show you favour if you are in any way unsatisfactory. You are just another slave to me, and you will be treated just as well as all my slaves are, do you think that’s fair?’
‘Very fair, Miss.’ Christie gave the only possible answer.
The smile had faded from Ellen’s face, and she looked at Christie appraisingly. ‘I know so much about you, Christie, from when I questioned the slave Brooke. I got a very good price for her, by the way, much more than I got for you. You went to the estate of my good friend Jacqui Girard for safekeeping, while the lovely Brooke was sold on to the tits and muff trade. I don’t know which of you was the luckier.’
Not knowing if any comment was expected of her, Christie was silent.
Ellen smiled again, her perfect teeth on show as she stood up and held out her arms, saying, ‘Come on, Christie, and please give me a hug now for old time’s sake.’
After years of mixed longing for and resentment of this woman, Christie went into Ellen’s arms as easily as she had gone into her chains. Very briefly, their cheeks were pressed together, and then they were kissing with open mouths and eager tongues. Christie could feel Ellen’s nipples hardening, and knew her own crotch was becoming wet. For all her years in bondage she had resisted entanglements with other slaves, but now she was desperate to have her mistress strip her and explore her body, and she wanted to put her face between Ellen’s legs and probe with her tongue.
Suddenly Ellen pushed Christie back, and held her at arm’s length. ‘Only a woman really knows how to please a woman,’ she said. ‘Do you think you could please me?’
‘Oh God, Miss,’ Christie gasped, ‘I know I could.’
‘I love you, Christie, I love all my slaves.’ Ellen’s face was quite serious. ‘Do you think you could love me?’
Christie looked at that perfect face, and answered honestly. ‘I already love you, Miss, please let me prove it.’
Still gripping Christie’s shoulders, still holding her away, Ellen smiled her angelic smile. ‘And are you willing to serve me? To pull my carriage when your heart is bursting? Tell me now if you would rather be somewhere else, and I will sell you tomorrow.’
‘No Miss, please don’t sell me.’ Christie was mortified at the thought. ‘I want to stay here and serve you.’
Ellen sat down again, crossing her legs. Christie could not help staring at the smooth white thighs she had last glimpsed at West End.
‘In one of my cabinets,’ Ellen said, ‘is my title deed proving ownership of you. Amusingly, it describes you as a light-skinned African. I suppose it’s a phoney, many of them are, but that makes no difference. Once you were almost free, and you are a slave now because I tricked you then. I can be so naughty, I really can. However, I paid good money for you, and rich people do not stay rich by throwing their money away. But serve me well, Christie, and I will not forget that possibly I owe you something.’
The two women gazed solemnly at one another, each trying to read sincerity in the other’s face.
Ellen evidently came to a decision, and she broke the silence. ‘Nada has a recurring knee problem, Christie. I have made the difficult but necessary decision to re-home her, and she will be gone today, collected by her new owner. You, Christie, are my new lead harness, and what was Nada’s authority is now yours. Some of the other girls have been with me since I arrived here, so I imagine they will resent and challenge you. That I cannot help you with, Christie, you must establish yourself as top dog. If necessary, you may beat them without special permission from me, but don’t cut them or leave any marks that can be seen in public.’
‘Thank you, Miss,’ Christie was almost breathlessly excited. ‘I shall know how to deal with the girls.’
‘Exactly.’ Ellen smiled again. ‘I chose you partly because you are an experienced overseer and driver. I will send for you again, Christie. You may go now.’ She held out a hand, and Christie instinctively dropped to her knees to kiss it. ‘Thank you for speaking to me, Miss,’ she said.
Christie returned to her quarters feeling with mixed feelings. She had long suspected that the routine of questioning and examining her back at Small Acres had been a ruse to destroy her self-esteem, and thus psychologically prepare her for being put in chains, and it did not feel good to have that suspicion confirmed. On the other hand, she felt that fortune was favouring her again, and was absolutely determined to make the most of her situation with Ellen Marshall. Not least, she was hoping to enjoy a physical relationship in which she could get naked with another woman and really let herself go. It was a delicious prospect for her.







Chapter 46: Rubicon

Over the course of several years a resistance group had formed in Arcadia. Composed mainly of slaves but with a sprinkling of free people, to begin with the only agreed objective of the group was that slavery must be ended. How that end was to be achieved was the subject of fierce debate in the group. Some espoused violence, others argued that such a course would have terrible consequences for every slave in the Arcadia territory, and set out plans for a campaign of propaganda and passive opposition to the status quo. Gradually a militant clique took control, and it was decided to attack those at the top of Arcadia’s social hierarchy, such as the big slave-dealers, the mayor, and the chief of police. Cut off the head of the slavery monster, and consequent actions would suggest themselves, that was the general view. The resistance leadership were delighted when a member of the mayor’s household responded to an approach by indicating a willingness to help in possibly providing information. Slowly, patiently, and extremely secretly, they drew their plans.
The daily routine began early in Sendero Luminoso, Coral Kinsey’s house on the outskirts of Arcadia. At five the two housemaids were out of bed to empty the fire grates in the three reception rooms, refill them with coal, and light them. The kitchen maid was also out of bed by then, firing up the range to make tea, taking cups to the housekeeper Betty and Agatha the cook. By six Agatha was in the kitchen, and at six-thirty breakfast for the house staff was set out on the table and the maids, the housekeeper, the cook, and Coral’s personal maid Marié sat down to eat together. All six of them were chattels of the woman who still slept upstairs.
Two days after the Edinburgh delegation had visited, and while the others exchanged gossip about the visit gleaned from servants in the households of Arcadia’s elite, Marié ate her food in silence while watching the clock, and as soon as she finished she rose from her seat at the table. ‘Agatha, can I have Miss Coral’s tray, please?’ she asked, and waited as Agatha served Coral’s food onto warmed plates.
‘I think she’s alone today,’ Agatha remarked sourly, it not being uncommon for her to prepare breakfast for two to be sent upstairs. Marie did not reply to that.
Marié was what traders called a native, meaning that she had been born to a slave mother, and thus had never been free. She had not attended school, but had been taught to read and write in her original home, where she had also been trained as a maid. Coral Kinsey, then the ferociously ambitious wife of a prominent businessman and reputed gangster, had been a visitor to the house, and had made an offer for the beautiful fifteen year old maid that her owners could not refuse. Coral loved to own beautiful things, and had now owned Marié for six years, during which time she had declined many offers for the girl, and had sternly protected her from the attentions of men.
Every year Coral had Marié valued, as she did all her slaves for insurance and accounting purposes. Marié was aware that her valuation had peaked when she was eighteen, and was now in a slow decline that would accelerate rapidly as she approached the age of thirty. She was suspicious that at some point in the near future she would be sold while her looks, refinement, and what Coral coyly called her purity still commanded a huge premium. Coral had told her she was worth as much as a small house, but to herself she was worth nothing, for she owned nothing but the thoughts in her head. Although aware of just how sheltered and pampered her life was when to compared those endured by many slaves, behind her calm and lovely face she was tormented by fear of being bought by a man as a social ornament and for the pleasure of her body, and it was becoming an ever-greater difficulty to conceal her resentment of Coral Kinsey and her hatred for the system of organised cruelty that was the commercial backbone of Arcadia.
Marié entered Coral’s bedroom at precisely seven-fifteen, placed her mistress’s breakfast tray on a bedside table, and went into the bathroom to run a bath. Awakened by the sound of water splashing, Coral stretched luxuriously. ‘Good morning, Marié,’ she said. ‘Are you well today?’
‘Good morning, Miss Coral. I am very well, thank you.’ Marié replied.
After dipping a finger of buttered toast into a boiled egg, Coral looked at Marié. ‘I was speaking to Bob Stevens last night,’ she said, and took a bite. ‘He wants to buy you, and he’s offered an amazing price.’
‘Buy me, Miss?’ Marié could not conceal her horror. ‘But I’m happy as your maid, and I’m with friends here.’
‘With friends?’ Coral spoke contemptuously. ‘Good heavens, girl, have you no ambition? You’d walk into Bob’s house as mistress of the place, and who knows what might come of it? This time next year you could be his wife, and inviting me for tea, anything could happen. And then you’d have a different view of silly maids who don’t know what’s good for them, I can tell you. You’d probably have them beaten for impudence, which is what I should do.’
‘I’m sorry, Miss, I didn’t mean to offend.’ Marié lowered her head.
When Coral was reclining in her bath, Marié crouched beside it to gently sponge her. Hot water made Coral’s brand more prominent, as it always did, making it livid red, and recalling to Marié the day she had been taken by her weeping mother and her first owners to have her flesh marked with a hot iron, the bitter smoke in her nose as she screamed. I was a twelve year old child, she reflected, they thought nothing of burning a child. Unlike Marié, Coral did not have the A brand on arm and thigh, just the E brand on her chest, for she had been freed by her late husband before the Arcadian registration system had been introduced. Apart from their brands, the difference between owner and slave was only that one had a deed of manumission securely stored in a bank vault, and had several notarised copies, one of which she carried everywhere. For such a stout defender of slavery, Marié considered, Coral was very careful not to risk a return to it.
Marié towelled Coral dry, dressed her hair, and helped her on with her clothes. All the while Coral was silent, eyeing her maid coolly. ‘Marié,’ she finally said, ‘you’ll be coming into town with me today. I’ll consider Bob’s offer, and let you know my decision. Tell the groom we’ll be leaving at eight-thirty.’
‘Yes, Miss Coral.’ Marié fought back the tears. ‘I’ll take your tray back to the kitchen.’ 
The groom had Coral’s landau with its beautiful pair of chestnut horses waiting outside the house when Coral emerged, followed by Marié. ‘Will you need me to drive today, Miss?’ he asked with the cheerful familiarity of one free person to another.
‘I will, Gary,’ Coral replied. ‘To the Stewarts first, please, and then to my office.’
Coral took her seat, and Marié sat facing her. Gary drove out of the grounds and turned towards the town centre of Arcadia. 
‘I can see you are upset,’ Coral said to Marié, ‘but you should not be. What I am doing, if I decide to sell you, will be for your own good. Unless you want to be a maid forever, you need to progress, and the only possible way you can do that is via a free man, whom you must then make your route to a good future. So when a very prominent and successful man, one who I am certain would treat you kindly, expresses an interest in you, then I am duty-bound as the person responsible for you to consider his offer.’
‘You are very kind, Miss Coral,’ Marié said, with something in her facial expression that her mistress saw as sarcasm.
Coral smiled, leaned across, and slapped her maid’s face, hard. ‘Mocking me could get you severely beaten, Marié.’
‘Yes, Miss Coral.’ Marié knew that any further words would compound her troubles. She had never been whipped, and did not wish to sample the experience.
The Stewart family were Arcadia’s biggest slave dealers, and had been for more than ten years. They also offered sales, valuations, punishments, storage, shipment, and other services. Alicia, the junior partner and one of Coral’s co-conspirators in fooling the Edinburgh delegation, was attending to the business when the landau pulled up, and she emerged to greet her friend. ‘Hello, Coral, are you fine today?’
‘I’m good, Alicia.’ The two women exchanged social kisses. ‘And yourself?’
‘Can’t complain.’ Alicia noticed the finger marks on Marié’s face. ‘Are you having a little servant trouble this morning? I’m sure I could help.’
‘Not too much trouble,’ Coral replied. ‘Usually she’s a very good maid, but she’s been insolent this morning, so probably she should be beaten. I think a strapping would do her a power of good, say a dozen across her backside.’
‘No problem.’ Punishing a servant was workaday routine for Alicia. ‘Do you want to wait while I get it done?’
Coral shook her head. ‘No, I’m giving her another chance. I stopped by to speak to you about the meeting at Sendero Luminoso tomorrow, Alicia. There’s going to be a majority against me, I think, so I’d appreciate it if you could persuade your father to bring you along.’
Alicia was pensive. ‘I wouldn’t mind coming, but I can’t speak against my dad, you know that.’
‘I wouldn’t expect you to.’ Coral rested an affectionately reassuring hand on Alicia’s arm. ‘At least not directly. I just want you to be the young voice of the future, that’s all. Will you help me?’
‘Of course I will, and I’d love to be there.’ Alicia nodded vigorously. ‘If my dad allows me to come, you can count on me.’
Coral looked at Marié as the landau pulled away from the Stewarts’ premises. ‘It doesn’t feel good, does it, to hear people talk about thrashing you?’
‘No, Miss Coral.’ Marié spoke with real feeling.
‘But that is the reality of your present situation, Marié. I’m not better than you, and I’m not superior to you, although I like to think that I’m a little smarter.’ Coral was speaking her truth. ‘But our respective social positions give me power over you, and Alicia would strap you without any questions if that is what I decided. Or she would lay your back open with a whip on my say-so, and you would have no appeal. Get smart, Marié, and decide that you’re going to be more than a slave. I did, and you can do the same. My decision about Bob Steven’s offer is that I’m going to leave it up to you. Can you think realistically, Marié, and make the right decision? Because it wouldn’t be fair of me to sell Bob an unwilling slave.’
Marié looked at her mistress through her eyelashes. It was clear to her that if she made what Coral had termed the right decision and accepted Stevens as her new owner, then Coral would be able to pose as a gracious lady who had only accepted her maid's wishes. If she declined Stevens, she was sure that Coral would soon discreetly put her up for sale anyway. A Rubicon had been crossed, she sensed, and her days as a servant at Sendero Luminoso were drawing to a close. ‘Thank you, Miss Coral,’ she said, ‘for giving me the choice.’ She lowered her eyes, and at that moment she made the decision to help the resistance put Coral Kinsey in the ground. 







Chapter 47: Far, Far Away

Christie’s first outing as lead harness was an exceptionally long one, a twelve-mile trip to Arcadia. With Nada gone, and another girl being rested due to a leg injury, Ellen was to drive the carriage, and she addressed the slaves before starting the journey, expressing her confidence that they would make her proud of them. ‘You are easily the best harness team in the Arcadia territory,’ she said, ‘Be proud of yourselves, and hold your heads high, because there is no finer thing than being the best.’
After the first mile Christie felt that she would soon reach the limit of her endurance. Her legs and back had become a mass of sore muscles, for the harness lead had to keep her traces stretched taut, or it would be obvious she was slacking. She knew she was hitting a wall she had to get through, and let her mind drift away while her body worked on automatically. As a mental exercise to distract her from the pain of harness she tried to recall the names and faces of slaves she had worked with over the years. First Giselle’s name came to her, and her round smiling face was vivid in Christie’s mind. Following the African was Shirley, the girl who had run away from Small Acres. Only her twisted grin was clear to Christie, her hair colour and the shape of her face just would not come. Norma came to her with unpleasant clarity, her sneeringly brutal face all too easily remembered.
She was brought from her reverie by a sudden sting across her shoulders, and she heard Ellen’s voice. ‘Wake up, Christie, concentrate!’ 
When the carriage made the first stop, after what Christie guessed to have been five miles, she was aware that her thigh muscles were burning, and her back was aching more than it had ever done. But she could take an almost detached view of her complaining body parts, and was now certain she could last as long as anyone else on the team.
Ellen ordered the team to squat, and they all urinated onto the roadway, that being the reason for their short skirts and lack of underwear. After that Ellen went from woman to woman with a water bottle, giving each of them a few encouraging words. When she reached Christie she removed her bit and wiped her lips with a wet sponge before allowing her to drink her fill. Before refitting the bit she told Christie she was doing a wonderful job, and asked if she would prefer to give up the lead position to another slave.
‘No, Miss!’ Christie exclaimed, suddenly fearful of being lost in a row of slaves, where Ellen would not notice her so much.
The devastating smile appeared on Ellen’s face. She refitted the bit and patted Christie’s cheek, but said nothing more before returning to the carriage. As Christie waited for the order to set off again she noticed Ellen’s peach fragrance hanging in the hair, and savoured it in the moment before it vanished. Waves of emotion disturbed her as the whip cracked over her head and she took up the strain of harness. Mile followed mile until the second stop was made. Ellen used the whip very sparingly, and Christie’s expert ears told her no slave had been cut, no blood had been drawn. She realised that Ellen was the most efficient slave driver she had ever come across, getting far more out of the team than any brute with a stock whip could ever do. Bladders were again emptied, and water was again dispensed. Ellen spent a little more time with each slave, reassuring them that the bulk of the distance was behind them, and that she would not push them past their endurance. Reaching Christie, Ellen removed the bit and again sponged her lips carefully, whispering that she had to preserve such assets. As Christie gulped from the water bottle, Ellen repeated the offer of a move to another position in the team, Christie refused again.
The third stop was made a mile outside Arcadia. Ellen was stern when she told the team that she did not want to be embarrassed by any of them pissing on the streets of the town, but she still gave them all water. She also sponged the faces and shoulders of each slave before setting off, and in minutes Christie’s head was pulled leftwards to lead the team onto the driveway of a large house with a wrought iron sign saying Sendero Luminoso.
A uniformed maid was waiting outside the house. She assisted Ellen down from the carriage, stepped back, and curtsied. Ellen handed the maid her invitation, which the maid only glanced at before returning. ‘Please follow me, Miss Marshall,’ the maid said, and led Ellen up the steps and into the house.
Christie realised that she should know what to do next, but she did not know. Feeling more and more conspicuous she remained stationary for several minutes until the maid returned. The maid raised her eyebrows to see the carriage still blocking the driveway, then giggled and ran down the steps to Christie. ‘You can’t stand there all day,’ she said. ‘Just go around the back of the house and someone will look after you.’
It did not feel right to Christie that she should move without being ordered to, but she slowly lifted her right knee, while glancing behind her to ensure the others were doing the same, and then led the team around the house. A maid standing on the rear lawn waved her on, and the team passed through a group of trees to reach the stable area. Here there were parked landaus, traps, buggies, and a busy groom who instructed Christie to turn the carriage around to face the exit, and leave it there. ‘Do you need any help?’ he asked. Christie shook her head.
A compensation for wearing the lead harness bit was that Christie was not fastened to a bar. She removed the bit, unclipped the traces from her harness, and was physically free. Stepping away, she unfastened her harness belt, eased the straps off her throbbing shoulders, and let the assembly fall to the ground. Mounted on the side of a stable from which several horses were peering out was a shower head with somebody’s naked harness slave standing under it and two others awaiting their turn. Christie pulled her light harness top over her head, stepped out of her short skirt, and joined the queue.
Feeling a lot better for having the sweat sprayed off her, Christie rinsed her top and skirt under the shower and hung them on the side of the carriage to dry. From her special box under the footboard she took a pair of shorts the Girard estate had paid for, a long skirt she had bought in Thornhill, and a blouse she had confiscated from one of Ellen’s harness slaves. Now it was time to attend to her charges. She took the leather strap that was the symbol of her authority, and proceeded to release all the slaves from harness, strip and shower them, and sit them naked on the grass to dry in the sun, each of them with one ankle fastened to a thin chain. Recalling how she had berated Ellen in a former life for chaining harness slaves, she smiled. 
‘Are you pleased you stole my blouse?’ One of the slaves asked.
‘Very.’ Christie continued to smile. ‘Are you pleased I’m going to use this strap on your arse tonight? ’
‘You don’t own me,’ the slave retorted bitterly. Christie laughed as she walked away to explore a little.
Peering through the trees revealed the main lawn to be deserted, and seeing a maid sat smoking on the rear steps of the house, Christie went to join her. The maid looked up suspiciously, but not fearfully, for she had nothing to fear from a woman with bare feet, even if she was carrying a strap. 
‘Hello,’ Christie said. ‘Is there any chance I could have a puff? I’m Christie, slave to Ellen Marshall.’ She had not smoked since leaving France, and the smell of tobacco smoke made her crave it very strongly.
The maid handed over the cigarette. ‘My mistress hates smoking, that’s why I have to come out here.’
Christie took a luxuriant drag, and coughed violently. ‘Ooh that’s good,’ she gasped. ‘You’re lucky she lets you smoke at all then. What’s your name?’
‘I’m Marié,’ the maid replied. ‘Yes, aren’t I lucky to have such a kind owner? How awful it must be to carry the burden of freedom, I’m sure I’d hate it.’
Looking at the girl curiously, Christie returned the cigarette. ‘Things could be worse. You could be working in a field right now, with an overseer licking your back.’
Marié took a last quick drag of the cigarette, and handed it to Christie. ‘You finish it. The guests will be served lunch on this lawn, and the furniture will be put out soon, so you’d best disappear. Somewhere far, far away is my advice.’







Chapter 48: Shining Path

All Coral’s guests were seated in her dining room, where she was holding her conference. Each had a glass of water in front of them, and each fixed their eyes on their hostess, waiting for her to start.
She rose to her feet. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming to my home today, you are very welcome. Our purpose today is for us to agree how we can progress relations between our Arcadia territory and the Scottish Union. We are not a formal body, but our individual influences can ensure that what we agree will be enacted in law.
‘First I want to introduce Ellen Marshall to those of you who do not already know her. Ellen is a very successful business woman currently based in Newton Stewart. She has travelled and traded widely in Europe and Africa, has some remarkable international contacts, and is a skilled and charming negotiator. We have already agreed with Edinburgh that we will set up an office to ameliorate the condition of slaves, as you know. Ellen is my nominee to head that office, in which capacity she would have a major role on our negotiating team. I do not think we could possibly find a better candidate, but of course you are all free to express views on the matter.’
Coral proceeded to briefly introduce all present to Ellen. Alec and Alicia Stewart she had previously met in business, but chief constable Roger Miles, Arcadia treasurer Alan Cochrane, and sugar tycoon Bob Stevens were all new to her, and she shook their hands. ‘Bob already owns half the businesses in Arcadia,’ Coral commented, ‘and every time he comes here he wants to buy something. I’m hoping to sell him this table today.’
There was not a flicker on the face of Marié, who stood behind her mistress’s chair and was of course not introduced.
Coral concluded her introductions by saying that her maid was completely trustworthy, and that anything could be said with the assurance that it would not go beyond her walls. ‘Now, before we have a more general discussion, I’ve asked Ellen to put forward some ideas for consideration. Ellen, you have the floor.’
Ellen stood, and made eye contact with all present as her smile swept the room. ‘I want to start by reminding all of us that only death is forever. Bearing that in mind, I have not attempted to forecast how the political and economic landscape may look in fifty years, or twenty-five, or even ten years. What I believe should be our aim is to ensure that Arcadia survives in more or less its present form for the next five years. That will not mean presenting a confrontational face to Edinburgh, for that would destroy much of our trade, ratchet up the demands they make of us, and encourage radicalism here at home. That last point is one that should be considered more than it has been. 
‘Much has already been done. The scheduled ban on imports and exports of slaves, coupled with the emancipation of those who were born here, has given an apparent guarantee that slavery will end by dying of old age. Will that satisfy Edinburgh or our own radicals? Of course not, and then we will be in a negotiation game. Coral has floated the interesting notion that we will consider time limits to slavery, and I know that has been seized on in Edinburgh. Fine, I will run rings around them. It would only be fair to begin with those who have served in slavery the longest, wouldn’t it? So if I offer the freedom of our oldest slaves, whose purchase prices will long ago have been amortised, on condition that the union will accept them as citizens to house and feed, then how will they answer? If they accept the burden, would they then want to add to it?
‘Now let us consider amelioration. Some of our slaveholding citizens will continue to insist that the disposal of the slave is entirely a matter for the owner, and I sympathise with that view, in fact I totally agree with the principle of it. But where the security of Arcadia is affected there is a public interest, and the very existence of Arcadia is threatened by those who provide potent ammunition to our opponents. So if my appointment is confirmed, I will act immediately to curtail the worst excesses, those I am sure that nobody in this room would condone. Ear-cropping and other deliberate mutilations will be prohibited. Controls on punishments will be phased-in, and I will institute a licensing system for livestock traders to prevent the public sales on street-corners that look so disgraceful to visitors.
‘I will also begin inspections of businesses holding slaves, the greatest number of which are farms. Standards will be laid down for the housing, feeding, and general care of slaves, and all will be held to those standards. My purpose in all the changes I propose is not, as might appear, to weaken the institution of slavery to pave the way for total abolition. I most strongly believe in the institution, and my purpose is to blunt the propaganda lances of abolition, to keep Edinburgh engaged with us while trade grows and we become stronger every day, and to ensure that all who defend Arcadian slavery can have confidence in the fundamental decency of it.
 ‘Ladies and gentlemen, in me you will have a dedicated champion of slavery, not someone who will give your property rights away. We cannot always prevent change, but we can ensure that change favours us at least as well as it does anyone else. Negotiation is a matter of knowing when to give and when to push, and that is an art I have practised for many years. I conclude by asking you to support my appointment, for yourselves, for your families, and for the future of Arcadia.
There was a polite ripple of applause as Ellen sat down, and Coral rose to her feet beaming. ‘Thank you, Ellen. I’m sure you’ve given us much to talk about over lunch, which will be served on the lawn very shortly. This afternoon we can all make our contributions, and map out our shining path to the future. But come now, eat, enjoy.’
Lunch was a tense affair at which slavery issues were talked around but not discussed. From body language and tones of voices Ellen gained the impression that Alec Stewart was set on being a hardcore opponent of her proposed reforms, and that Roger Miles would ally with him. Bob Stevens seemed more neutral to her, and she already knew that Coral Kinsey would back her to the hilt. Alicia Stewart, she felt, would back her friends rather than be swayed by the issues, and so she gave the girl the full benefit of her charm. Alan Cochrane took her hand as he spoke with her, and flirted openly, but she sensed he was flying a false flag and was not truly interested in her or any other woman.
Alec Stewart spoke first when the meeting resumed. ‘I’m going to say straight up that I’m against any further concessions to Edinburgh, and therefore not in favour of Ellen’s appointment. That’s nothing personal Ellen, I’m sure you are a fine and able person.  I just think that yielding to the abolition cause on any point will not satisfy them. They’ll just keep pushing and demanding until our way of life is history, and our streets are full of a starving lawless rabble, the same as theirs are.’ He continued in that vein at some length, always reiterating that appeasement would be a steppingstone to surrender.
Coral Kinsey counter-attacked when he had finished. ‘Yours is a view of simple honesty, Alec. I respect you for that. But the world is not simple or honest, and that’s why states as tiny as Arcadia have never been able to survive for long as truly independent. We need a form of association with the Scottish Union, one that allows us self-governance to some degree, or they will swallow us whole. To achieve that form of association it’s necessary to make concessions, there is no getting away from that. So we all have to be big enough and public-spirited enough to sacrifice a little of our personal preferences and business interests to the greater good. And that is why we need someone with the skills to concede just enough to Edinburgh for us to move forward, while at the same time preserving the core of who and what we are.’
Roger Miles stepped into the debate. ‘Speaking from a law-enforcement perspective, I agree with Alec. The mildest of reforms will open a crack our opponents will then lever wider and wider, with severe implications for the maintenance of order as the servile population realises that if we are pushed we will step back. And removing absolute authority from slave owners will not only be a major weakening of the servile system that tells owners the state does not trust them, it will be impractical. Take the punishment controls Ellen is proposing. If one day your maid here,’ he gestured towards Marié, ‘comes to the police station and claims she has been punished more than the law allows, am I to believe her? Should I then send someone to arrest you, Coral? I’ll be in the position of deciding whether to believe slave or owner, and that will wreck the discipline of our system.’
‘The law does not accept testimony from a slave, Chief.’ Ellen said softly. ‘And I’m not proposing to change that principle. Your police force would only be involved in regulation if my office needed support, not as the first line.’
Miles was not swayed. ‘The fine detail is not the point. An owner’s power over the slave must be absolute, and if it is restricted in any way discipline will be undermined.’
‘Forgive me, Chief.’ Alicia intervened. ‘Dare I suggest that the fine detail is entirely the point? We need to show some slavery concessions to Edinburgh, so we can get political and trade concessions from them. We all trust Coral’s judgement, that’s why we elected her to high office. So if she believes that Ellen can give enough to Edinburgh for Arcadia to survive, while we keep our slaves and our social positions, then why she should we doubt her?’
‘That is what I intend.’ Ellen nodded solemnly. ‘The scraps I sacrifice on the Edinburgh altar will be the idiots who torture and mangle slaves for no sensible reason. Does Arcadia need those fools? I will not undermine any reasonable owner’s authority, and I will not excite foolish expectations of liberty among the slave population. At my various businesses, I believe I own far more slaves than any of you, and I do not propose to destroy my livestock values or disrupt my livelihood. Appoint me and you put Arcadia’s future in my hands. They will be safe and caring hands.’
When Coral called for a show of hands on the appointment of Ellen Marshall as head of the Arcadia Servile Interests Office, only Alec Stewart and Roger Miles kept both arms under the table. ‘Come on,’ Coral chided them. ‘Unity is everything.’
Reluctantly at first, but then with a grin, Stewart brought his hand up. ‘I may as well hang with the rest of you,’ he said. 
‘So we have a clear majority,’ Coral said without triumph. ‘Chief, will you make it unanimous?’
Miles shook his head. ‘I can’t do that. The dance with Edinburgh is a danger to us, I’m sure of that. Your footwork may be brilliant, Coral, but you will be in their arms. And appointing a Servile Welfare Officer will be a clear signal to the slaves that they are considered to have rights, a fatal move in my view. People have rights, property doesn’t.’
‘I’m sure we all respect your views.’ Coral knew she had lost a friend and possibly made an enemy. ‘Before we part, I just want to say a few upbeat words. Maybe our talk of concessions to Edinburgh makes us feel we are being slowly crushed and defeated, but there is another aspect. We are growing economically every day, and I believe that continued economic growth will eventually see us gain parity with the union. Our hardy and vigorous society is attracting a steady stream of the strong and self-sufficient, while the union is being swamped by the weak and the useless. In time, and maybe not many years into the future, we will be the powerful partner, the hedgehog that none can swallow. When that time comes, it will be the duty of Arcadia to extend the benefits of our style of civilisation beyond our present borders, and then let others consider the concessions they must make to us.’
Coral saw her guests out, thanking each of them effusively. Bob Stevens was last to leave. He had not spoken at the meeting, and Coral grasped his hands as she expressed her sincere thanks. ‘Bob, I am so very grateful to you, because I know you could have swung them against me. I’ve given my Marié the choice of going to you or not, that seems the civilised thing to do, and I’ll make her decide very soon.’
‘Choice?’ Stevens raised his eyebrows. ‘Will everyone have to give their slaves choices in our brave new future?’
‘No.’ Coral smiled, and kissed his lips quickly. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll have her, and she must be worth waiting for.’
Stevens left, and Coral called Marié to her. ‘Have you made a decision yet?’ she asked aggressively.
‘Not yet, Miss Coral,’ Marié replied nervously.
‘I told you to make a decision.’ Coral let her impatience show on her face. ‘You are really trying my tolerance with your insolence and disobedience, Marié, and you had better have a decision for me soon. Have you got that?’
‘Yes, Miss.’ Marié understood only too well.







Chapter 49: Contentment

Christie had been forewarned by a groom that the meeting was ending, and was ready to lead the team around to the front entrance of Sendero Luminosa. Ellen spoke to her before taking her driver’s seat. ‘We can make the trip home at a slightly slower pace, Christie, but not much slower.’
It did not seem to Christie that the return leg of the journey was made at a slower pace. Ellen used the whip more than on the outward leg, and the fire she ignited across Christie’s shoulders competed for attention with her throbbing back and protesting thighs. When they arrived back at Ellen’s home, Christie legs were still moving but exhaustion had dulled her brain to the point that she could hardly perceive what was happening. Ellen unharnessed the slaves, gave them a hot drink and a light meal, and then sent them to their bunks. Christie fell into a deep sleep almost instantly.
The next day the harness team was rested, and all slept until late in the morning. At noon a maid came from the house to say that Ellen was providing a special lunch. In truth it was not very special, fish pie with mashed neeps and potato, but several bottles of wine were also provided. The mistress herself appeared with the wine, and poured it for her team. Having eaten her meal, Christie sat on her bunk with her back against the wall, sipping her wine and watching Ellen circulate among the others, chatting with groups of them, laughing with them, being sure to hug and kiss each of them before moving on to the next.
Eventually Ellen reached Christie, and sat beside her on the bunk, casually resting a hand on her thigh. ‘You did a fantastic job for me yesterday,’ she said.
Christie realised she was blushing. ‘I’m your slave, Miss,’ she replied. ‘I have to do a good job.’
Ellen shook her head. ‘A slave can be made to do anything, except a good job,’ she said. ‘My team are just brilliant, I’ve thanked all the others, and I’m thanking you. Do you accept my thanks?’
‘I’m very pleased to accept your thanks, Miss,’ Christie replied, and her head slumped forward as she tried to conceal the tears welling in her eyes.
Ellen put an arm around Christie’s shoulders. ‘You are going to get on very well with me, Christie,’ she whispered. ‘Confidentially, I’m moving to a new job in Arcadia soon. You’ll be coming with me, of course, and we shall have some very good times. I’ll be out for a while now, but I’ll send for you later on.’
Christie pulled herself together as Ellen made her way to the door, returning the embraces of several slaves along the way. You, Ellen Marshall, thought Christie, are the best driver in the world, the best people manager in the world, and the most desirable woman in the world. She did not know exactly what Ellen would have in store for her, but she was excited by the thought of being with her again, and she gave a contented sigh as she lay down to sleep the afternoon away.
Christie was awakened when she had slept for several hours, and taken to the house to be prepared for her mistress. Her preparer was Tiana, the maid Christie had seen punished for breaking a cup. Stern-faced and silent, Tiana took Christie to a bathroom at the rear of the house, stripped her, thoroughly showered and douched her, and then removed all her body hair with a razor. Her hands were obviously well practiced; it occurred to Christie that possibly Nada had trod this road. 
‘I can see you’ve done this before,’ Christie said lightly.
‘Please keep still,’ Tiana replied. ‘The mistress will be very angry with me if I cut you.’
When she had been depilated from neck to ankles, Christie was sprayed with a delicate perfume, and then a silk dressing gown was draped about her shoulders. Tiana gazed at her solemnly. ‘When you are with the mistress you must stay until she is finished with you. If you need to pee, do it now.’
Christie shook her head. ‘No, I’ll be fine.’
‘Follow me, then.’ Tiana led Christie up a gloomy servants’ stairway and then into a fine corridor that Christie knew contained Ellen’s bedroom. But it was not to that bedroom she was taken, but to a guest room, outside the door of which Tiana stopped, removed the gown from Christie’s shoulders, and put a finger to her lips. ‘The mistress is waiting for you in here,’ she whispered. ‘You must not speak unless to answer her, she has not invited you for a chat. You understand?’
Christie nodded, and then Tiana opened the door and pushed her into the dimly-lit room, where Ellen Marshall was laid face-down on the bed, naked on top of the duvet with her head cushioned on her folded arms. Hearing the door close, Ellen rolled over and propped herself up on one arm, her serious face turned to study Christie, and then she beckoned the slave to her. ‘I’m going to enjoy you, Christie, and I hope you enjoy me.’
After crossing the room feeling nervous and even a little shy, Christie lay on the bed beside her mistress, who propped herself up on one elbow and smiled. ‘Relax, Christie,’ she said very softly ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ With half-lidded eyes, Ellen watched Christie’s face as she probed between her labia lips with a finger, withdrew it, and put it in her mouth to taste the flavour. ‘I just want you to enjoy tonight, you deserve some pleasure.’ 
Christie found herself in the hands of an expert as Ellen serviced her with consummate skill. She sucked Christie’s hardened nipples as she used a hand to find her clitoris and begin stimulating it; she also pushed a finger into her anus, finding sensitive areas that Christie did not know she had. She would break off to kiss Christie, long and lingering kisses that crushed her lips, and they both tasted blood in their mouths. An eager pupil, Christie reciprocated with enthusiasm, and together they thrashed and flopped about on the bed like landed fish on a dock, until a shuddering orgasm made Christie arch her back and cry out.
Afterwards, they lay huddled together on the bed, slowly caressing and sometimes kissing, but no words were spoken. Christie fell asleep with her mistress in her arms, but was alone when she woke. Checking the bedside clock, she saw it was almost midnight, and wondered where Ellen could have gone to. She became aware that Tiana was in the room, standing just inside the door.
‘The mistress says you can stay here all night,’ Tiana said, ‘and I am to serve you with anything you want. There is a bell-pull next to you, and the bathroom is the door opposite the windows. I have to tell you that the carriage team will be harnessed at seven thirty in the morning, and you will take your place there.’ She advanced and placed a cup of coffee on the bedside table.
‘I see.’ Christie yawned and stretched, then looked at the coffee and pulled a sour face. ‘Do you ever get any sleep? Please take that away, and get me a brandy. Then I would like you to run me a bath, please, and perhaps you could find me a dressing gown and a nightdress?’
If the notion of waiting on a harness slave offended Tiana, her face did not show it. She nodded, and disappeared, reappearing shortly bearing a tray with a bottle of Armagnac and a crystal glass. ‘I will run a bath now,’ she said.
Christie relaxed in the hot suds, sipping the fine cognac as Tiana gently sponged her. This, she thought, was the life to be leading. She knew with certainty that if she were one of the slave-holding elite the thought of abolition would be obnoxious to her, and she would resist it with her dying breath.
‘Where is our mistress?’ she asked.
‘It is not my place to answer that question,’ Tiana replied. ‘I have learned to respect my mistress’s privacy.’
‘How very discreet.’ Christie took a long pull of the cognac. ‘Your privacy didn’t count for anything when she had you caned on the bare arse in front of all the slaves, now did it?’
‘You cannot provoke me.’ Tiana put the sponge down and stood up. ‘I will fetch warm towels and a robe.’
Christie enjoyed being towelled dry, and then slipped into the silk nightdress and robe Tiana had brought for her. ‘Suppose I wanted a nice juicy girl tonight?’ she asked. ‘Or a man, or both? Would that be possible?’
Perhaps a flicker of some emotion crossed the maid’s face, but she inclined her head. ‘I am instructed to serve you.’
Christie was increasingly amused by this situation, and the brandy made her bold. ‘Of course,’ she said, ‘I might consider you. Get your clothes off.’
Still expressionless, the maid began to unbutton her blouse. ‘Stop,’ cried Christie, ‘that was just a harness slave joke. You may go now.’
Her minor torment of the maid sobered Christie. The maid obeyed for the same reason every slave obeyed, for fear of the accursed torturing lash. Ellen the good and bountiful, Ellen the kind and generous, did not manage her slaves by charm alone. The ultimate foundation of her authority was her power to inflict suffering, and Christie did not doubt that if she failed to be ready for harness the next morning she would be punished. Before falling asleep, she hoped that Ellen would come to her, if only for a cuddle and a kiss goodnight. Ellen did not come.
At six the next morning Tiana served Christie with breakfast in bed. Scrambled eggs with crispy bacon and toast tasted heavenly to her, but as she was washing the food down with a cup of tea Tiana brought her harness uniform, and helped her into it, pulling straps tight with what Christie thought was excessive zeal. As she fastened the last buckle Tiana issued a warning. ‘What happens in this room stays in this room. If you speak of it to anyone, Christie, then do not doubt the mistress will make you regret your folly.’
Before leaving the bedroom, Christie turned to Tiana. ‘Thanks for being a wonderful maid,’ she said. ‘Maybe next time we’ll have some fun together.’
Tiana said nothing.







Chapter 50: The Proposition

The move to Arcadia went very smoothly, with a small army of labourers descending on the Villa Ardency and stripped it of every item belonging to Ellen Marshall. Everything from clothes and cutlery to soft and hard furnishings was loaded onto steam-powered leviathans and sent northwards. Ellen’s cook and maid travelled in the cab of one of the trucks, but their mistress refused to arrive anywhere in a choking cloud of smoke and steam. She travelled in her carriage, sitting alongside Christie on the driving platform, the two women chatting happily as if they were friends rather than mistress and slave. Christie let the team amble along slowly, only occasionally reminding them they were being worked under the lash, and the miles rolled by.
Only one stop was made along the way, and after the slaves had been watered Ellen hobbled the front pair to prevent the team and carriage being stolen, and then produced a wicker basket from the luggage compartment. ‘Come on, Christie,’ she said. ‘We’ll have a picnic.’
A blanket from the basket was spread out under a willow tree by a stream, where they could not be seen from the road, and the food was laid out. Ellen chewed on a sandwich, squirming from side to side as she tried to be comfortable sitting on the ground. ‘When I was a child,’ she said to Christie, ‘I hated picnics. Really, I still do.’ They laughed, then both threw their food away and embraced fiercely, with their mouths pressed together. Christie rose to her knees and tried to push Ellen down on the grass, but was thrust away. 
‘Not here, Christie,’ Ellen said primly, and sat up. ‘I brought you here because there are some things I want to tell you, and I don’t want the harness slaves to hear. When I take up my job in Arcadia I shall be provided with horse-drawn transport and a driver, and then I intend to sell my harness team and carriage. I’ve enjoyed them, but driving slaves in harness would not sit well with my servile welfare role. Anyhow, it’s time to run down my livestock holdings here, because Arcadian slavery may not be very secure. I don’t know that as a fact, but one must be cautious in some matters.’
A frisson of fear went through Christie, but she said nothing, and Ellen continued. ‘Then my household will just have three slaves, my maid Tiana, my cook Isabel, and you. It’s not a large house, as you’ll see, but I may hire a housekeeper. You will be my personal assistant and secretary, Christie, and my very special friend. Sound OK so far?’
‘I’m loving it so far.’ Christie grinned. ‘But don’t you own a lot of slaves in your businesses?’
‘That I do,’ Ellen agreed. ‘But my farms business is almost sold, and that will be almost two hundred slaves who’ll then belong to someone else. My partner in the maintenance contracting business wants to buy me out, so that will be another hundred and fifty gone. I still have a half-share of the trading company that sold you in France, and that does own rather a lot of slaves who are leased to vineyards and suchlike, about a hundred at the moment. Unfortunately the new French government could proclaim abolition any day, so those slaves are impossible to sell at sensible prices. I have a plan to avoid total loss on them, which you’ll be learning more about.’
‘All those people you own, it’s amazing.’ Christie was speaking her mind, and had forgotten to address her mistress properly. ‘Doesn’t it ever bother you that they can’t live their own lives?’
Ellen laughed. ‘It doesn’t bother me at all. People tend to get what they deserve in life, don’t you think? I’m sure they usually occupy the positions they’re best suited to. Think about the places you’ve worked in Craigbrae and France, Christie. The slaves vastly outnumbered the owners, but did they ever rise up to throw off their chains? No, and very few even had the initiative to run away, now did they? All around us are farms where the field hands are apparently content with work and the whip, while their owners can sleep safe in their beds at night without even bothering to lock the doors. And let’s be honest, slavery has fed the world since the end, it has helped the human race survive at a higher level than it would have otherwise done. I’m proud to be a slaveholder, and proud to have supplied business with the labour it needs.’
‘There’s been a lot of cruelty,’ Christie said. ‘There still is a lot of cruelty.’
‘But what is cruelty?’ Ellen responded. ‘If Tiana suddenly decides that she does not wish to obey my instructions, Christie, would I be cruel to have her beaten?’
‘No, of course not,’ Christie replied. ‘Unless it is cruel to hold her as a slave.’
‘Slavery is the circumstance she finds herself in, just as my circumstance is to be her mistress.’ Ellen leaned forward and caressed Christie’s face. ‘An owner carries serious and sometimes unpleasant responsibilities, Christie, and those often make cruelty a matter of perspective. Have I ever told you how I got started in the business?’
‘You’ve never told me anything, Miss. I know almost nothing about you.’ Christie looked at Ellen and realised she truly was seeing a mystery. ‘Can I ask if you’re Scottish?’
‘Did I ever say I was a Scot? I’m a free citizen of the world, Christie, and small countries make me feel a smaller person.’ Ellen’s face took on a faraway look. ‘Ten years after the end, when I was just seventeen years old, my father bought more than two hundred slaves in Atbara, which is a dismal river town in the Sudan. They were for the Spanish market, and were to be taken to Aswan, where we had a boat to carry them the rest of the way down the Nile.  But my father was weak with malaria, and when we reached Abu Hamad he could go no further. So I took over. There was a family argument about that, but really there was no choice to make because the slaves just had to be taken down the river. Six local men were hired as escorts, and their wives and children were kept in my father’s compound as hostages against my safe return. And off I went, leaving my mother to nurse my father. She was a nurse before the end, have I told you that?’
Christie laughed. ‘No, Miss, you haven’t told me anything.’
‘Well she was.’ Ellen paused for a moment. ‘She was French, she was very beautiful, and she was younger than I am now when she died.’ She smiled again, but showing a hint of sorrow in her face, and then her face crumpled as if she were about to cry. 
Christie hugged her mistress but said nothing, and Ellen quickly recovered. ‘I didn’t kiss her goodbye, Christie, and that’s my only regret I cannot let go. Anyhow, against my father’s advice, I took the desert route from Abu Hamad to Wadi Halfa to cut out the great bend of the Nile. Slaves have been marched across that shifting road through the sands for centuries, Christie, so I was not a pioneer. Oh, but what a journey it was. When I finally arrived back at Abu Hamad I’d been gone for almost two years, my mother had died, and my father had sold the hostage wives and children and set off downriver too look for me. Of course I followed him, or tried to, but it was five years before we met again, and that was in Spain. When I’m old and grey, if I live that long, I’d like to settle down and write about my African adventures, and all the things I’ve seen. Beautiful things, terrible things, amazing things.’
‘Tell me now, Miss,’ Christie wanted and needed to know something of how the character of Ellen Marshall had been formed.
‘No, not now.’ Ellen patted Christie’s knee. ‘You’ll have to wait for the book. But try to put yourself in my shoes on that journey. When the water situation was desperate, and it did get desperate, would you let a sickly slave drink, or would you concentrate your resources on those who seemed more likely to arrive in Wadi Halfa alive? Water for the child or water for the man who would sell for vastly more? I had to make those decisions every day, just me, alone, and there are bones in the desert to prove it. Now I don’t want to carry every burden alone, and I want to know if in the future you could carry serious responsibilities with me, and if you could stand beside me as an equal. That’s my proposition to you. Could you do that, are you willing to walk through life at my side from now on?’
‘You’re not a cruel person, Miss, why do you need slaves?’ Christie avoided Ellen’s question.
‘Because I need the buzz that only absolute power over people gives me. That’s the only answer I can give you.’ Ellen paused. ‘And it can be a very profitable business, but you haven’t answered my question.’
‘Yes, of course I want to stand beside you, although I can’t imagine being your equal.’ Christie spoke earnestly. ‘I’m confused about what you want me to be, but whatever it is, that is what I’ll be for you. Trust me, Miss, trust me with your slaves, your money, or your life, and I will never let you down. Never, never, never.’
 ‘Good enough, Christie.’ Ellen cupped Christie’s face in her hands. ‘You know I could easily buy a pretty young thing to amuse me for a while, but for the long term, perhaps for the rest of my life, I need a special character. That’s why I took you from West End, that’s why I made you lead harness slave, that’s why you will never work in harness again. You’ll live in the house with me, and I will do all I can to make you happy.’
‘So will I always be your slave?’ Christie asked softly.
‘No, not always.’ Ellen dropped her hands from Christie’s face. ‘I like being your mistress, Christie. I like owning your body, and I love it that I have total control of you. Do you begrudge me that pleasure? Relax, I’m not angry with you.’ She saw that Christie was about to protest her innocence of any sinful longings for freedom. ‘Of course you want to know what our future is, but I just can’t see it clearly yet. All my years in business have made me more than enough money for the rest of my life, and now I want to see if politics is for me. I’ve taken the job in Arcadia as stepping stone to put me in the right places and next to the right people for me to seize opportunities. But if it doesn’t work out, then in a couple of years I will sell the cook and the maid, free you, and then we’ll go travelling.’
‘Where will we go, Miss?’
‘This is the day you stop calling me Miss, please. It’s time to break that habit.’ Ellen smiled. ‘At the moment I have no idea we’ll go. But if slavery doesn’t last here, it will persist elsewhere. Maybe we’ll have a coffee plantation in Bahia, or a vineyard in Spain, I just don’t know.’
‘Oh please, Ellen, I don’t think I ever want to see another grape.’ Christie laughed, and then fell serious. ‘But if you do well in Arcadia, and you do well everywhere, does that mean I’ll remain a slave?’
‘No, but give me time, Christie, let me pick the right moment.’ Ellen sighed. ‘Politically the right moment, I mean, because me as servile welfare officer freeing a slave will send out different signals to different people. And don’t worry, please, you’ll effectively be living as a free woman anyway.  Now, give me a kiss, and then get the picnic things cleared up, we should be getting back on the road.’







Chapter 51: Esi

Esi walked quickly along a pleasant but not prime Arcadian residential street, her eyes focused on the ground just ahead of her feet, and her shoulder-bag held tightly against her body under her left arm.
She had been born Marion Walters thirty-one years previously in Manchester, England to black parents, but that had been in another time, another world, perhaps another universe. The end had reduced her to a child scavenger, a reasonably successful one in that she had survived for years on just the right side of starvation. At the age of fourteen she had become the mate of a gang leader, and had borne him two children, both of whom died it their first year. That phase of her life had ended when she had been taken by slavers in Northumbria. Those gentlemen had shipped her to France to be branded and sold at auction, where she was acquired by a trader who specialised in supplying domestic slaves to the markets of Northern England and Scotland. Immediately re-exported to England with papers showing her to be an African slave for life named Esi, she had fetched six hundred pounds at auction in the Cumbrian town of Brampton, a low price reflecting her small stature and lack of physical attractiveness. That lack of attractiveness did not stop her new owner from using her as a concubine, and after being beaten for unknown reasons she had run away. Recaptured, she had been beaten by her owner, and again put up for sale in the Brampton market. Once again purchased by a trader, Esi had first been swapped for a dray horse, and had then trod the roads northwards into Scotland on another trader’s chain.
Her next purchaser had been an Arcadian widower named John Ridgeway, a man of fairly modest means who needed a general house servant. She had expected and feared he would use her for his sexual needs, but that had proved not to be the case. Ridgeway showed no such interest, and from the start he treated her politely and well, never forgetting to say “please” and “thank you.” She had been given a comfortable room and was not overworked, but even as she performed her duties with silent efficiency and an expressionless face she had inwardly seethed with rage at her situation. Years passed, and she was given no particular cause to consider becoming a fugitive again, but then she had started hearing whispers of a resistance group, and her free spirit had become emboldened. Ridgeway often brought home professional lady friends, prostitutes, usually on Saturday nights. Over the years Esi had waited on many of those ladies, and had washed the sheets they lay in to receive Ridgeway’s emissions. One Saturday night Ridgeway arrived home with one of his ladies, and seemed to be in his usual good humour. ‘Hello Esi,’ he said. ‘Take the lady’s coat, please, and I’d like you to serve drinks before supper.’
The lady smiled at Esi and turned to have her coat taken, but the slave did not make a move. Why exactly should I take the whore’s coat, she thought, why shouldn’t the snotty white bitch serve me with drinks? ‘No, sir,’ she said. ‘My name is not Esi, I am not African, I am not a slave, and I will not wait on this tart.’
Her master and his paramour for the night looked on in amazement as the slave known as Esi continued. ‘I am a free English person, my name is Marion, and I will thank you to treat me accordingly. Sir.’
She felt a lot better for having made her declaration, and was confident that Ridgeway was a decent enough man to deal with the situation in a reasonable and humane way. She watched as he stared at the floor briefly, looked up at her, studied the floor again, and then fixed her with a calm gaze. ‘Well, Esi,’ he said, ‘this is a pretty pickle. I want you to go to your room now, and I will speak with you later.’
Several hours later Esi heard the sounds of the lady leaving the house, and Ridgeway’s footsteps on the stairs. He entered her room, and stood with his back against the door, looking at her with an expression of frosty disdain.
‘In my desk drawer,’ he began, ‘I have a receipt for nine hundred and fifty dollars and the title deed for an African slave named Esi, I also have French papers certifying that a negro slave named Esi was lawfully imported into that country from Africa and received the French brand.’
Esi shook her head quickly. ‘Sir, I was born in Manchester, and kidnapped to France. I have never seen Africa.’
Ridgeway ignored that. ‘I did not make you a slave, Esi, and I did not create your situation. But here you are, and under the laws of Arcadia you are an article belonging to me. I could not afford to throw money away by giving you your freedom, and I cannot accept rebellious behaviour from you. You know what that means.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Esi realised that her prospects were still hopeless, and felt the whip scars on her back start to itch.
So now, after a Sunday of agonised anticipation spent locked in her room, Esi was on her way to the premises of Ronnie Sykes, slave dealer and public whipper, bearing an envelope from her master.
Esi turned right onto Arcadia’s main thoroughfare, and shortly came to the crossroads at the centre of town. If she continued straight across the junction and then past the police station, the town hall, and all the institutions of Arcadia, then only sixty miles as the crow flew beyond that lay the English city of Carlisle, and freedom. But Esi could not fly like a crow, and she knew full well that her chances of reaching Carlisle as a runaway were virtually zero. If taken by the police or the slave-catchers who haunted the land between Arcadia and the English border, as was highly likely, she would be brought back in chains to suffer flogging and the letter R branded on her right cheek, probably followed by Ridgeway selling her. And even if she could evade the police and the catchers, she had heard that many unscrupulous farmers were happy to add a runaway to the stock in their slave quarters. But it was not entirely from fear of the consequences that Esi did not become a fugitive; she saw herself as having a mission in Arcadia.
She turned left at the junction, and was in a street lined with business premises. Passing a printing shop, a meat wholesaler, and a small clothing factory, she came to a single-storey building with a small sign fastened above its barred front window; Sykes Services – Entrance At Rear. Seized now by terror, Esi walked past, and again considered the option of becoming a runaway. The next building was derelict, and then she came to a laundry, as evidenced by copious clouds of steam issuing from its open doorway. It was clearly a break time at the laundry, for outside stood a man Esi assumed to be the owner, with a mug of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Sat on the ground was his labour force, three slaves with cropped hair, dressed in rags, and chained together by the ankle. One of the women, Esi noticed, had an R brand on her cheek, and that made up her mind for her. She thought she could take a flogging, but could not bear even the thought of a brand on her face, and she would not be able to complete her mission if she was in chains. She turned on her heel and walked back to Sykes Services.
Esi passed a row of small cages with corrugated steel roofs as she went around Sykes’ building and came to the back yard, the only notable feature of which was a stout wooden whipping post. She knocked on the peeling paintwork of the rear door, but heard no reply so cautiously pushed it open. Inside was what appeared to be a small office, and she entered, calling out a hello. A door to the side opened and a tall balding man with a kind faced appeared. ‘Hello my darling,’ he said, ‘I’m Ronnie Sykes, who are you?’
‘I’m Esi, Sir, and I’m here to be beaten.’ She held out the envelope to Sykes.
Sykes casually took the envelope and opened it, pocketed the enclosed five-dollar bill, and then read the note out loud.

To Sykes Services: My girl Esi is to be given twenty lashes punishment for impertinence.  I would be grateful if she is fit for work tomorrow.

Signed, John Ridgeway, owner of the African slave Esi who bears this note.

Sykes smiled grimly. ‘Very well, my dear. OK, put all your clothes on the desk and I’ll get this little job done straight away.’
Esi was distressed. ‘Do I have to take everything off?’ she asked.
‘Everything,’ Sykes replied. ‘You’re wearing nice clothes, and owners always hate to see blood on things they’ve paid for. Don’t be shy, girl, you’ve nothing I’ve not seen a thousand times, think of me as a doctor.’
Turning her back to Sykes, Jolanta undressed, putting her clothes on the desk as instructed. Sykes examined her back with professional interest. ‘How long have you been in slavery?’ he asked.
‘About twelve years.’ Jolanta turned to stand naked before Sykes, covering her groin with her hands. ‘Do you have to give me twenty? My master won’t know if it’s less.’
Sykes chuckled. ‘They all say that, but I’m an honest trader, and I’ll give you twenty honest licks. Tell you what, honey, now your master’s sent you for punishment once, he’ll find it easy to do again, so you just watch your step.’ He opened a cupboard, and Esi felt her heart pounding and her stomach churning when she saw the black whip coiled in his hand.
‘I could be very kind to you, if you’re kind to me.’ Esi blurted the words out, and hated herself for doing so.
A transformation came over Sykes’ face. It hardened, and he looked at the slave with contempt. ‘There speaks the standard slave,’ he said. ‘I don’t want your body, and it’s not yours to give. You belong to your master, and maybe this whipping will help you understand that.’
Esi looked at Sykes in horror, regretting that she had not taken the risks of running away. ‘I’m not afraid of you,’ she cried. But she was afraid, and when he fastened her to the post her bladder emptied.
On the Sunday after being flogged Esi received permission from her master to visit friends for the morning. This was an entirely normal occurrence in the Ridgeway household, as it was in many others. As long as his girl was back to prepare his lunch, Ridgeway had no interest in who she visited. Her destination was one of the large stone-built mansions on the road into town from Barrhill, close to the residence of Coral Kinsey. The road was very quiet, motorised traffic being banned from the territory’s highways on Sundays, and the only sounds Esi heard as she walked were the clopping of horse hooves and the occasional soft padding of slaves’ feet as they hauled their owners’ buggies. Esi thought she was much better off than a harness slave, and was certain she had a better situation than the unfortunates who worked the land, but there was no thankfulness in her heart. Her back still gave her pain, and she seethed with concealed rage at the system that condemned her and countless others to a life of servitude.
Today she hoped to begin the process of striking back.
She passed the Stewarts’ home and business, seeing Alicia, who was known and hated by most slaves in the town, mount a horse to which four slaves were attached on a chain. Esi assumed the slaves were for delivery to an owner, and she did not envy them. She walked on, avoiding eye contact with the few pedestrians she encountered, until she reached the home of Michael Esher, Arcadia’s principal livestock financier. In Esher’s safe were the title deeds to several hundred slaves whose owners had borrowed from him; unknown to Esi, she had been bought with a mortgage from Esher. Passing the wrought-iron gates of the main entrance, she came to a small gate from which a path lead to the servants and trade door at the back of the house. The door opened into a hallway with a narrow stairway ascending to the upper floors, and a door-less opening into the large kitchen.
Connie, the Eshers’ cook and Esi’s mentor in the resistance, was sat at the kitchen table, a large glass of port in front of her. ‘Hi babes,’ she greeted Esi, ‘how are you feeling? I heard you got your back scratched.’
‘It was nothing, I’m fine.’ Esi sat at the table and pointed at the ceiling. ‘Are they at home?’
‘My beloved master and mistress are just finishing breakfast,’ Connie replied, ‘And I hope it chokes them. Do you want something to eat? I’ve saved some bacon and sausages.’
Esi shook her head. ‘No thanks. Will Robert be coming? I can’t stay too long.’
Robert was a slave belonging to the Arcadia Cleansing Department. A trusted overseer, he had charge of several street-cleaning crews, and when not locked in slave quarters at night he had total freedom of movement within the town.
‘Robert will be here, but not before they,’ Connie pointed to the ceiling, ‘leave the house. They’ve been invited to a lunch at the town hall, so they should be gone soon. Has your back been washed properly? Let me take a look at it.’
‘Never mind my back, I told you I’m fine,’ Esi snapped. ‘But if I’m late home I could be in trouble again, and I don’t want that.’
‘Now you’re so frightened of the whip?’ Connie shook her head. ‘I wonder if you can really go through with an attack. Because if you’re caught, girl, you’ll be put through more suffering than you can imagine.’
‘Of course I’m frightened of the whip,’ Esi retorted, ‘and so are you. Isn’t that why you’re still cooking for the people who sold your daughter?’
‘Jean came to see me yesterday.’ Connie’s face was solemn. ‘She’s planning to run away before she falls pregnant.’
Connie’s daughter Jean, fathered by a previous owner, had been born three weeks too early to benefit from the Arcadian law that had freed slaves under the age of fourteen. The Eshers had sold her to a rooming house owner who made her available to guests for ten dollars per night.
‘I hope she has a good plan, but don’t tell me what it is.’ Esi patted Connie’s hand. ‘Sorry I jumped down your throat, I know you’ve got your own worries. Look, Connie, do you know if we can get things moving? Every day people like us are suffering, and I am really impatient to start fighting back.’
Connie looked at her coolly. ‘Robert will probably be bringing some important things. You have to wait for him, Esi, I can’t say more than that. If that means you get into trouble with your master, then so be it.’
A maid clattered into the kitchen with the Eshers’ breakfast tray. ‘Hello, Esi. I heard you got a hiding from Ronnie Sykes, are you OK? I think it’s worse being sent to the Stewarts, because that Alicia bitch makes you suffer for a long time, she took over an hour to give me a dozen licks last year.’
The maid was not trusted by the conspirators, and knew only that Esi was visiting a friend, which was a perfectly acceptable practice. ‘You’ll be meeting Alicia again if you’re caught drinking the port,’ she said to Connie.
‘If that happens, I’ll know who told on me, won’t I?’ Connie spoke with soft menace.
‘I wouldn’t tell.’ The maid looked offended. ‘Anyhow, I have to go help the mistress dress. See ya, Esi.’
‘She’s no reason to be back soon,’ Connie said when the maid had gone. ‘If she is, we’ll know she’s spying.’ She rose and rinsed her glass under a tap before putting it away. ‘Damn the girl, I hate sneaky slaves, and being traitors to their kind never does them any good. She crawls around telling tales, but it’s always her that gets sent for whipping.’
Mrs Esher came to the kitchen an hour later. Initially ignoring Esi, she spoke to Connie. ‘We may bring a few friends for some light supper when we return. Make enough for eight, but nothing you’ll have to throw away if it’s not eaten, I don’t want any waste. OK?’
‘Yes, Miss.’ Connie bowed her head. ‘What time should I plan for?’
‘Plan to have it ready when needed,’ Mrs Esher barked, and turned to leave. In the doorway she stopped, turned again, and allowed her eyes to fall on Esi. ‘Whoever that is,’ she said, ‘get her out of my home.’ She stalked away.
‘Phew,’ Connie said. ‘She’s not usually that bad. Stay where you are, Esi, there’s no problem.’
The Eshers left the house, and shortly after that Robert arrived in the kitchen, accompanied by a thin sallow-faced young man he introduced as Lindsey. ‘Lindsey is a free person who’s fighting with us,’ he explained. ‘He will form an action cell with you, Esi, and from now on you will only communicate with him, and he with me. That’s for security, you understand? So nobody can bring the entire network down.’
Esi thought Robert was being melodramatic. ‘You and Connie are the only resistance people I know,’ she observed. ‘I couldn’t give much away.’
‘Well, you don’t come here anymore, not ever again.’ Robert had an intense look on his face as he spoke. ‘Always assume you are being watched, that’s the only way we can protect ourselves.’ He sat down and explained that the first active mission of the resistance, the assassination of Coral Kinsey, was to be a job for Esi and Lindsey.







Chapter 52: The Lovers

As it planned its assault on the life of Arcadia’s mayor the resistance had a number of problems to contend with. Most of its members were severely restricted in their movements by virtue of being slaves, and none had access to transport facilities. So Lindsey had been a most welcome addition to their ranks, despite the taint of being free, because his time was his to dispose of, and he had the use of his mother’s pony trap. It would have been unthinkable to carry out an attack without the direct involvement of a slave, and Esi had been paired with him because of her obvious burning desire to strike a blow against the slavery establishment. The pair was issued with arms from the extremely limited supply the resistance possessed; two grenades for Esi and a pistol with five rounds of ammunition for Lindsey.
 And they waited.
To create a cover story for their contacts Lindsey paid a courtesy call on Esi’s master, asking for permission to take her for an occasional stroll. Ridgeway was amused and surprised at the unlikely pairing but gave his reluctant consent, and told Lindsey in no uncertain terms that he would have to buy the girl before seeking to progress a romantic relationship to its usual conclusions. Lindsey solemnly agreed to treat Ridgeway’s property with due respect, and the two men shook hands.
During their first meeting the pseudo-couple could find little to discuss, and conversation was stilted at best. They strolled through Arcadia’s park in precisely the innocent manner Ridgeway expected, holding hands self-consciously and making small talk. From the force of long habit Esi would tend to add Sir to the end of each sentence, and Lindsey would pompously declare that she was not a slave in his eyes, that nobody should be a slave, and similar sentiments. Such awkward moments were overcome, and each began to feel comfortable in the other’s company. For their second date Lindsey borrowed his mother’s trap and they drove out into the country to a spot where Esi was thrilled to see the sea in the distance. The sight further aroused her yearning for freedom; she wanted to reach the sea, to cross it, and to never ever come back. Robert watched her plain face gazing at the faraway vista and began to feel his own yearnings.
The day of their third outing was rainy, and they went to a café near the market, where Esi enjoyed being served by someone else, and became relaxed enough to let the smile Ridgeway had never seen transform her face as she chatted. The happier she looked, the more disturbed by his feelings for her Lindsey was, and while they were returning to Ridgeway’s house he guided her into a shop doorway and kissed her; that she went along with, but pushed him from her when his hands sought her breasts. The journey was completed in a silence that each wanted to break, but did not know how to.
Ridgeway was awaiting them, and invited Lindsey into his home.
As Esi stood in a corner of the living room, and Lindsey sat uneasily in an armchair, Ridgeway paced the carpet and spoke. ‘It is usual in these circumstances that a man courting a slave makes his intentions clear to the slave’s master, but you have failed to do so. Lindsey, I’m not prepared to keep losing my servant for hours at a time, it’s just not convenient. I am also not prepared to have a pregnant slave in my household, but that is a risk entailed by your continued attention to Esi.’
‘May I speak, Sir?’ Esi asked angrily.
‘You may not.’ Ridgeway glared at her coldly. ‘And I see that Mister Sykes did not whip all the impertinence out of you.’ He returned his gaze to the now-horrified Lindsey. ‘You see the problem you are causing? If you have an eye for the girl, then fine, I am open to a reasonable offer. But you cannot see her again unless I know where this is going. So what do you say?’
‘I’m afraid, Sir, that my family would not permit me to buy a slave,’ Lindsey replied. 
‘I see.’ Ridgeway frowned. ‘Then I must ask that you do not call at my home again. And you, Esi, are forbidden to see this gentleman again. Now go to your room.’
Esi went to her room without a word. Ridgeway escorted his visitor to the door and proffered a hand to shake. ‘No hard feelings, old chap, eh? You win some, you lose some. And don’t worry about Esi, she’s not in any trouble. But after what’s gone on I think maybe she needs a new owner now, so I’ll place her with a dealer. Whether he sells her privately or puts her in an auction is up to him.’
Shocked and agitated, Lindsey met with Robert early the next day to urge that action against the mayor be expedited because Esi would shortly be unavailable. Robert listened to the story with a slightly amused expression on his face. ‘How many times do you think it’s happened that one of our members has been sold away? We’re used to it. There are about three hundred slaves sold every month in this town, and more than a thousand across Arcadia territory. I’m sorry for Esi, just as I’m sorry for every slave who gets sold, but there is some good news. This afternoon we should get the chance to hit Kinsey.’
Coral Kinsey’s short journeys to her office each weekday morning were entirely predictable, but her route took along the main road into town and through its busiest thoroughfares. To ambush her on that journey would present the hazard of doing so in the proximity of many citizens, many of whom might be armed, and most of whom would be friendly to Coral and hostile to anyone attacking her. Further, there was a distinct possibility of a police patrol arriving on the scene either during the attack or immediately after, with a consequent high likelihood of the ambushers being apprehended. It was realised by the resistance that even though their people might be entirely willing to die killing the mayor, their apprehension and the inevitable subsequent interrogations would endanger the whole organisation. They needed a time and a place when the mayor’s life could be extinguished away from public view, and now an informant in the mayor’s household had provided that time and place. 
Robert explained to Lindsey that what he termed a fancy piece was being delivered to Bob Stevens that afternoon by Coral Kinsey herself.
‘You’ve heard of Stevens?’ Robert asked.
‘Yes, yes, he owns a sugar refinery.’ Lindsey was not especially interested in Stevens.
‘That and a lot of other things. He’s one of the cabal who really run Arcadia, but what matters today is where his house is, tucked away nicely by the loch.’ Robert produced and laid out a map. ‘Look. It’s actually less than a mile from here, but three times that on the road. You take the road south from town, and after three miles you’ll come to this turning to the left. Take that, and you’ll find yourself in another world, one with no traffic to speak of. Keep going, and you’ll pass a couple of farms and big houses. Stevens’ house is right at the end of the road, but you don’t need to go there. When you’ve passed the farms and houses there’s a wooded stretch where you can pull off into the trees and wait for Kinsey’s carriage.’
‘And we kill her there.’ Lindsey had expected to be excited and frightened when the day of action came, but he was only aware of a dull sick sensation.
‘You kill her there, but on her return journey, we don’t want the slave she’s transporting to be hurt, the orders I’ve been given are specific about that. Kinsey may or may not be driven by her groom, we don’t know. If so, you’ll probably have to kill him too. Then you take Esi home, and I’ll contact you when it’s safe.’ Robert smiled grimly. ‘A wasp’s nest will be stirred up, and a lot of people are likely to be stung.’
‘Do we have an actual time for Kinsey’s trip?’ Lindsey asked.
‘Nope. We only know it will be this afternoon.’ Robert folded the map and stowed it in a pocket. ‘Try to be in that wood by midday, and then you’ll just have to wait. Lindsey, my friend, you are a very brave man, and I respect you. Good luck to you and Esi, what else can I say?’
‘Thank you. What do you think our chances are?’ Lindsey’s face had a ghostly smile.
‘Of killing the queen wasp?’ Robert shrugged. ‘Very good, I’m sure. It will be afterwards that the danger comes.’







Chapter 53: A Wooded Road

Most of Marié’s considerable wardrobe had been taken to Bob Stevens’ house the previous day, and now she had just a single small case of clothes and what she was wearing, a plain and modest cream dress with matching shoes. Her maid’s uniform had not been packed. Gary the groom had brought the carriage to the house front, and Coral Kinsey was already on board it, waiting while Marié said her goodbyes to the other servants.
Dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief, Marié emerged from the house and climbed into the carriage, where she sat opposite her soon-to-be former mistress and sobbed. ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Coral,’ she gasped. ‘I was alright until Agatha started crying, and that started me off.’
‘We’ll wait here until you compose yourself,’ Coral replied. ‘And do leave your eyes alone, you’ll make them red. I understand how you feel Marié, really I do, for I was once in almost the same position. But I had no choice in the matter, I was dressed in rags, and I certainly didn’t ride in a fine carriage to my master’s house. When I arrived there, I made the best of things.’ She proceeded to regale Marié with the lessons of her life, all of which Marié had heard many times before, but she succeeded in her purpose of distracting the girl from her tears. Soon Marié put her handkerchief away and began steeling herself for the hours ahead of her; she had a grim premonition that Stevens would be making abhorrent demands of her very shortly after her arrival.
‘Drive on, Gary,’ Coral called, and the carriage jerked into motion. After passing through the gates of Sendero Luminoso, it turned right onto the road, heading in a direction Marié had hardly ever been. Almost immediately, they passed a small buggy pulled by three sweating slaves who were being driven by a teenage boy. An older woman who could have been the boy’s mother was sat beside him, and she waved a cheery greeting to Coral, which was reciprocated with a smile.
Seeing the strained red faces of the slaves, and their bloody shoulders, Marié shuddered. ‘Why do people use slaves like that, Miss Coral?’
‘Why?’ Coral shrugged. ‘Because they own them and they can. It’s easy for people with a few slaves to put some of them in harness when they need to, and use them for other work the rest of the time. You can’t do that with a horse, Marié. For most people a horse is useless for most of the time, and it always needs a certain amount of caring for.’
‘And do you agree with cruelty like that, Miss?’ Marié asked, feeling almost confident she could say what she liked now.
‘It’s not something I like to see,’ Coral paused before continuing, ‘and I’m sure it gives a very bad impression of slavery. But when I see something like that, or slaves working in some muddy field, I count my blessings, I really do. You or I could have been in that situation, Marié.’
‘You’re a very important lady in Arcadia, Miss.’ Marié pressed on. ‘Surely you could stop the bad things?
‘Maybe I could.’ Coral looked at Marié thoughtfully. ‘But I’m not planning to. You see, Marié, the right of property is very important here. If someone buys something, we take the general view that what they do with it is up to them. You may not agree with that now, but I am certain that in a few years you will agree with it very strongly.’
The carriage turned off the main road.
‘So nothing will change.’ Marié deliberately neglected to add a title to her comment.
Coral’s face froze for a moment before she replied. ‘Everything changes, all the time.’ She knocked on the partition separating passengers from the driving platform. ‘Gary, stop the carriage.’
‘Be very clear, Marié, that I do not need the money from selling you.’ Coral leaned forward, bringing her face close to Marié’s. ‘And if I think for one moment that you have any silly ideas about anything at all, then I will cancel the sale, and I will take you back to the house for Gary to whip the silliness out of you.’ She leaned back. ‘Do you have any silly ideas, Marié?’
‘No, Miss Coral, I’m so sorry to offend.’ Marié was frightened, knowing that Coral would be prepared to exercise her right of property exactly as she had threatened.
‘I’m pleased to hear that,’ Coral purred. ‘Very pleased.’ She told Gary to drive on, and the carriage rolled past a few houses and farms before entering a wooded stretch of road.
Since she had decided to become active in the resistance, Marié had regularly informed her contact, a free man who took and delivered grocery orders in the area, of Coral Kinsey’s planned movements. Although she had not been specifically told so, she knew the information would only be useful in planning an attack. Now she had been threatened with whipping, and knowing Bob Stevens would have the power to torment her in any way he desired, she felt the flame of resistance burning in her heart, but hoped she would not be called upon to shed blood with her own hands.
Coral rapped on the partition again. ‘Gary, please stop. I’m sure I saw a black face among the trees, over there to the right. Take a look around in there, if you will. I’d hate to think we’ve got runaways camping in our area.’
Muttering under his breath, Gary jumped down from his perch and set of into the trees.
A hand patted Marié’s right knee, and Coral smiled at her. ‘We shouldn’t part on cross terms. I’m very proud of you, and totally sure you’ll have a wonderful future. Remember everything I’ve told you, Marié. Be pleasant with the house servants, but never friendly, you have to be someone they respect. And stop worrying about Bob, it’s so unnecessary because he’ll need you to be happy.’
The sound of a gunshot reached them, and both women stared at the trees as two people, a white man and black woman, burst into view and raced towards the carriage.
‘Oh my God,’ Coral almost whispered. ‘They mean to kill me. Stop them, Marié.’
Obedient Marié opened the carriage door on the attackers’ side and jumped to the ground. The man was just feet away from her, and she saw he was holding a gun. She instinctively stretched an arm in front of her to ward him off, and he fired twice, even as the black woman dropped to her knees and fiddled with an object in her hands, which she then threw into the carriage.
Coral saw Marié fall, and immediately opened the carriage door on the opposite side. She tumbled out as the grenade exploded, and felt hot pain in her legs and buttocks. Hitting the ground face-down, she scrambled to her feet, took a few steps, and then collapsed, but was still conscious and tried to crawl away. Lindsey rounded the carriage and ran up to her, and holding the pistol at arm’s length fired his last two rounds; one bullet hit her under her left shoulder, the other went into the back of her head.
As they had been instructed, Lindsey and Esi took no weapons from the scene. The empty pistol and the unused grenade were thrown into the undergrowth, and then the guerrillas, the terrorists, the insurgents, the freedom fighters, briefly surveyed the carnage they had wrought.
‘You killed the slave.’ Esi looked down at Marié, whose blue-green eyes were wide open and staring at the sky she would never again see. ‘She was so beautiful.’
‘I had to. I’m sorry, but there was no choice.’ Lindsey felt and looked totally drained. ‘Come on, we can’t hang around here.’







Chapter 54: Free At Last

By late afternoon news of Coral Kinsey’s death had spread throughout Arcadia and its territories. That shocking stone into the public consciousness created ripples of rumour, swelling rapidly into waves of alleged facts that the free feared to believe and the slaves wanted to believe. It was said that a general slave uprising had begun, that many farmers had been slaughtered with their families, and that quarry and mine slaves had overthrown their guards and overseers and were marching on the town. In the centre of town excited slaves began to gather, and any master or mistress who appeared there to remonstrate with their property was sent away with jeers and contemptuous curses, not infrequently accompanied by a shower of blows. At the public works depot a slave claimed to have heard that an armed column was on its way from Edinburgh to end their bondage, and many of the men left to join the throng in the town square; their guards, most of whom were also slaves, were paralysed by uncertainty and did not attempt to stop them.
At the police station great caution held sway. The chief constable was away on a visit to Dumfries, and his senior deputies concentrated on acquiring solid facts about the situation before taking action against the mobs; if the establishment was falling, those bureaucrats wanted to be on the side of the new regime. But at a lower level, routine police work continued. A pony trap with a white man driving and a black woman as passenger had been seen passing a house on the road where Coral Kinsey had been assassinated, and as there were only about thirty such vehicles in the town a junior inspector thought it worthwhile sending men to interview their owners. Within an a hour one of those officers had spoken to Lindsey’s mother, who proudly informed him that her son sometimes used the pony trap to take out a slave he was courting. ‘Slaves are people the same as us,’ she said, ‘even the blacks, and I shall be delighted if there’s a marriage to make a woman free and my son happy.’
Lindsey could hardly refuse to name Esi, and nor could he deny that he had used the pony trap that very afternoon to take her for a drive. Pleasantly, Lindsey was asked if he would mind coming to the police station to help with their enquiries. Much less pleasantly, Esi was dragged from her master’s home, shackled, and thrown into a van. At the police station she was placed in a holding cage with several other suspect slaves, who were taken away one at a time to be interviewed. When it was her turn for interview she was taken into a small room where she sat facing a woman officer. Silenced reigned as the officer stared at Esi for several minutes before making a ploy that would not have shaken the most novice of criminals. ‘Lindsey has told us everything, Esi. You’re in very serious trouble.’
‘Well I’m telling you nothing,’ Esi retorted, here eyes blazing, and the surprised officer left the room, locking the door behind her. The custody sergeant shortly appeared, and Esi was taken to a basement interrogation room, while a message was sent to Ridgeway informing him that his slave property Esi had been confiscated as evidence, and that he could apply for compensation. As the startled Ridgeway was reading the message, Esi’s ordeal was beginning.
The chief constable arrived back at his office as darkness fell. His first act was to gather every available officer and disperse the rebellious slaves who still remained in the town square. Most, having already realised their liberation was not at hand, had already drifted away to face their owners and take the consequences.  Those that were left did not present any challenge to the police, and none were taken into custody. Across the town that night slaveholders asserted their inalienable right to govern their property as they saw fit. Exemplary punishments were ordered for the public works slaves who had joined the mobs, and the courtyard there became slippery with blood. A few slaves ran away rather than face retribution, and most were hunted down over the following weeks.
In the early hours of the morning following Coral Kinsey’s death, most of Arcadia was very quiet. 
Esi wept in her cell, but not for her pain, and not for the loss of her life she was certain would soon follow. She wept for those whose names she had given up to the interrogators, for Robert, for Lindsey, and especially for Connie. Her courage and determination had sustained her as the knotted cords of a cat had flayed her thin flesh, and even when her fingers were slowly crushed. Drifting in and out of consciousness, frequently being revived by cold water thrown over her, she had revealed nothing as the bones in her feet were smashed with a hammer. But when she saw the blowtorch lit she had known she had reached the limit of her endurance, and had told the whole story. After her confession had been taken the searing flame had been applied to her anyway, to see if she had been holding anything back. She was only a slave, not a person in the eyes of the law, so there was no restraint on how savagely she could be treated. 
Now she sobbed in the darkness until falling into a fitful sleep, from which the pain of her burns and other injuries frequently awakened her. As the feeble light of dawn trickled through the tiny barred window high above her head, she realised she was no longer alone. A man was crouching beside her, a big man who smelt of tobacco, sweat, and beer. “Hello Esi,’ a voice murmured in her ear. ‘I’m your friend, the best friend you’ve ever had.’
The chief constable thought he heard Esi whisper “Why?’ before he shot her through the head, setting her free at last. He then folded her body into a large sack which he easily carried out to a van waiting in the station yard. The van already contained Connie’s mortal remains in a sack, she had died without revealing anything the police did not already know. Robert had been broken quite quickly, and had added the names of seven slaves to the police list of insurgents, most of who were now in cells or having the limits of their pain tolerance explored. Worryingly for the chief, Robert had also named four free people, not including Lindsey, who had given a full confession on the false promise that Esi would be spared, and thereby guaranteed his own judicial execution. Those four free citizens were a real problem for the chief. All had been arrested, and all had denied involvement, but it would be impossible to charge them on the testimony of slaves, so a thorny issue was presented. 
Free people could not be tortured into confessing, and with friends and families to make noisy demands on their behalf, they could not be quietly disappeared. It would be best, the chief was thinking, to issue a serious warning to the citizen suspects, and hopefully frighten one or more of them into becoming informants. He knew there was more to the conspiracy than had so far been uncovered, for Robert had received his orders via a free carpenter who had taken his own life when police had come for him. The chief knew there had to be a chain of command, and right now he could not trace it. 
Rolling an unlit cigar between his fingers, the chief stood in the yard and thought for a few minutes. From beyond the police station perimeter wall there came not a sound, but screams could be heard that had echoed along the corridors from the interrogation suite beneath his feet. The investigation continued. Sighing, he put the cigar in a pocket and returned to the building. 
The interrogator was very tired now, and impatient. As the chief entered the room he was subjecting an elderly housekeeper to a torment the chief did not care to watch; shortly there would be another sack in the van.







Chapter 55: Legally Free

Ellen Marshall, Arcadia’s Head and only Servile Welfare Officer, had been in her job for just under two months, but already disliked it except that, and thanks to the resistance, it might prove a springboard to greater things far sooner than she had originally anticipated. The public, she sensed, was disturbed and unsettled by the violent campaign against slavery, and that unease could easily translate into a desire for sweeping change at the top. There was a growing realisation in her that she could be a strong candidate when the election for a successor to Coral Kinsey was held, despite her being so new to the town.  At the moment Chris Stone, who was temporarily fulfilling the role of Mayor and Chief Executive, was certain to run for election on a hard-line pro-slavery platform. The only other declared candidate was a reformed slave trader named Fox Klim who was now preaching abolition, and he was considered to have no chance of success. That left room for a reform candidate, Ellen believed, a person of great charm who she often saw in the mirror. Her welfare job would allow her to establish herself in the public eye as someone who recognised the inevitability of change, and to simultaneously reassure slaveholders that she was really on their side. The majority of the public were not slaveholders, and she felt she could reach out to them by promising tangible improvements to their lives.
In the meantime, she was getting bogged down in the tiresome details of slavery. A constant stream of callers to her office at the town hall had largely prevented her from getting out on the inspection visits she had intended, and instead she had sat and listened to a catalogue of Arcadian slavery’s least savoury features. Her job description did not permit her to accept complaints from slaves, Alec Stewart and others had seen to that, but she had been shocked at how many free people wanted to make representations on behalf of slaves. Citizens, she realised, tended to see their own chastisement of servants as being fair and reasonable, but the cries of another’s servants enduring punishment were offensive to their ears. Carefully and diplomatically she would explain that matters of domestic discipline were not high on her list of priorities, and give her view that anyone who mistreated a maid or cook in their home was opening themselves to a thousand sly revenges. Even so, she felt obliged to open case files for the more serious complaints, and at some point she would have to interview the owners concerned.
On this Thursday she was about to hold her last meeting of the day, and was looking forward to getting home and sharing a bath with Christie, as was her daily habit. She would tell Christie of all she had heard that day, and Christie would respond with what were often penetrating insights into the nature of relationships between slaves and owners. Like Ellen, Christie tended to think that if anyone in close association with their owner was beaten, then it was quite likely they had deserved it. Both women recognised that some owners were partly or wholly motivated by sadism, but both recognised the impossibility of excluding such individuals from slave ownership. Christie was entirely sanguine about farm slavery, the subject of many horror stories Ellen heard. ‘The worst thing about being a farm slave is being a farm slave,’ she would say. ‘Boredom is harder to take than the lash.’
Ellen thought she would much rather be bored than whipped. She was bored right now, but she thought it infinitely preferable to having her flesh scourged, and as to the nightmare of being raped by a master, that she did not want to imagine. After two decades in the slave trade she still could not understand those who chose slavery over death, for she who had never been beaten could not imagine why anyone should decide to carry on living through such suffering.
Her office door opened, and her final appointment began. ‘Miss Ellen Marshall?’ an earnest-looking young man enquired. She stood without smiling to shake his hand. ‘Yes, that’s me. And you are?’
‘Kevin. Kevin Callum.’ He sat facing her. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was quite handsome except for broken and uneven teeth. 
‘So, Kevin, how can I help you today?’
‘I’m trying to get my mother free, Miss Marshall,’ Kevin replied. ‘And I’m hoping you can help me.’
‘It’s not my job to free slaves, Kevin, only to ensure they are humanely treated.’ Ellen fidgeted on her chair. ‘What makes you think I can help you?’
‘Because my mother’s been treated unfairly and inhumanely, and you’re the only person I can turn to.’ Kevin scowled. ‘If necessary, I’ll break the law to make her free, but since she’s legally free anyway I want to try doing things properly.’
‘Legally free,’ Ellen repeated, and sighed. ‘Very well then, Kevin. Let me have the story from the beginning. What’s your mother’s name, and where did she come from?’
‘Moira. She’s English, but she was owned as a slave on Callum’s Farm, that’s near Annan, and it’s where I was born.’
‘So that’s why your name is Callum. How old is she, and how old are you now?’ Ellen had picked up a pen and begun making notes.
‘I believe she is thirty-three, and I’m eighteen.’ Kevin replied, and Ellen’s face wrinkled with distaste. Breeding from young slaves was something that disgusted her, and she was determined to stamp it out. ‘Do you know how many babies your mother’s had?’ she asked.
‘Four. Two died, and I’ve an older sister who was sold up north somewhere.’ Kevin paused before adding, ‘When my mother is free I’ll go looking for my sister.’
‘And you, Kevin, do you have free papers?’ Ellen hoped desperately that he was not a runaway whom she would have no alternative but to send back to his owner.
‘Yes.’ Kevin pulled a stiff sheet of paper from under his leather jerkin and passed it across the desk. ‘When my master, who was my father, became ill, he signed manumission deeds for my mother and me. She stayed on the farm to take care of him, while I came to Arcadia to find work. A few months later I heard he had died, so I went back to the farm to fetch my mother. But she was gone, you see. My father’s wife, Oksana, had destroyed the manumission deed and sold her to a trader.’
‘Why did she do that?’ Ellen asked after glancing at the deed and passing it back across the desk.
‘Because of a boundary change the farm was deemed to be on Edinburgh territory, free soil. She decided to sell the slaves and rent the farm out. And my mother was some extra cash for her, I suppose. Anyhow, by the time I reached the farm Oksana was gone, I believe she’s moved to England.’
‘You know there should be the second original of your mother’s manumission deed lodged with the local court?’ Ellen drummed her fingers on the desk.
‘Yes. I went there and they gave me a copy, so I thought that all I had to do then was find my mother. But it wasn’t so easy. The trader who’d bought her from Oksana, for nine hundred dollars, had sold her to a dealership here in Arcadia, the Stewarts. I went to see them, and they just said they only dealt in legal and properly documented slaves, and they threw me out.’
Ellen nodded. ‘The trader who bought her from the farm will have got new import papers, with another name for her, of course.’
‘Yes, she was sold to the Stewarts as Jane.’ Kevin shook his head angrily. ‘I found that out by talking to one of the Stewarts’ slaves. She was then sold to a sugar farm as a field hand, and she’s just not used to that sort of work, Miss Marshall, she only did housework before. I know how field hands are treated, and I can’t bear to think of her being whipped.’
‘Hmm.’ Ellen sighed. ‘Her new owner is entitled under the law to punish her for unsatisfactory work, and unless there was exceptional cruelty involved I could not intervene. Kevin, you must face the situation very calmly and reasonably. Your mother’s new owner has bought her apparently legally and in the expectation of recouping her purchase price and a profit from her labour. Do you know how much he paid?’
‘Two thousand. But I’ve not got that sort of money, if you’re going to suggest I buy her back, and why should I? She shouldn’t be a slave, and I want something done about it.’ Kevin’s breathing was heavy with anger.
‘Have you been to the police?’ Ellen asked.
‘Of course, but they weren’t interested. I can’t prove that the slave Jane is really my mother Moira, so it’s just my word against the slave system. They wouldn’t even go and speak to my mother.’
‘No, because a slave can’t give evidence.’ Putting her pen down, Ellen had to decide if she should take up Kevin’s case for him. People being falsely held as slaves were likely to be a constant feature of her new role, she knew that because she knew the trade so well from her personal involvement. Her first instinct was not to open that can of worms, because there was no money for her in it, and because it might easily make a number of prominent slave-holders her enemies. On the other hand, creating some credentials for herself as a champion of justice might stand her in good stead if she ran for office. She made her decision.
‘Kevin, what farm is your mother being held on?’
‘The place is called New Acres,’ Kevin replied with relief in his voice. ‘It’s a smallish farm about five miles from here. So you’ll take action?’
‘If you swear to me that everything you told me is true, Kevin, I will look into the matter.’ For the first time, Ellen gave him the benefit of her smile. ‘No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.’
‘I’ve spoken the truth, Miss Ellen, and I’ll be so grateful for your help. When will you start?’
‘You can’t expect instant results, Kevin, it doesn’t work like that. Tomorrow I leave for France to finish some business there, and then I’ll be in Edinburgh for a few days. On my way home I can detour to Annan to get the background, and then I will schedule a visit to New Acres. Whatever the outcome of that visit, there’ll be a legal process to go through, because the deed your mother is currently held on will have to be set aside by a court. Realistically, it will take several months.’
Kevin shook his head, and was about to speak when Ellen continued. ‘Don’t even think about trying to steal her away, Kevin. The odds are very strong that you’d be caught, which would mean terrible suffering for your mother and ten years on a road gang for you. I’m not going to proceed with this unless I have your promise that you’ll await the outcome of my efforts. Do you promise me that?’
‘Yes, Miss Ellen.’ Kevin looked into her eyes. ‘I trust you and I know you’ll do your best.’
‘OK then, Kevin, that’s the sensible thing. You said you came to Arcadia to find work, so did you find it?’
Kevin nodded. ‘I’m a night security guard at the power station site.’
‘Excellent. That should mean you’re available during the day. And where can I contact you?’
‘I’ve a room over the Starlight Café in the High Street. You can always leave a message in the café if I’m not there.’ Kevin was starting to look more cheerful.
‘That about wraps things up for now.’ Ellen closed her notepad. ‘As a final point, I warn you not to speak of this matter to anyone but me. If your mother’s owner gets wind of a threat to his property he’ll sell her, and if she’s taken away from Arcadia territory there will be nothing I can do. Understand?’
Kevin licked his lips nervously. ‘You don’t suppose the police will have tipped him off?’
‘Not a chance.’ Ellen laughed briefly. ‘Those lazy bastards wouldn’t take a trip out to a farm for something that just wouldn’t seem important to them, especially when there’s this terrorism scare. There is a possibility that the Stewarts might say something if they happen to meet up with the owner, but there’s nothing we can do about that, so we won’t worry.’ She rose to her feet and held out her hand. ‘Thanks for coming to see me, Kevin. You must try not to worry, and I’ll be in touch as soon as I have some news.’







Chapter 56: Sugar, Sugar

Hawkins sat on his buggy and reflected on how labour-intensive sugar beet farming was as he watched harvest in progress at Sweet Harvest farm, which belonged to one of his neighbours. Virtually the entire population of five farms was on one field in a cooperative endeavour that impressed him mightily and he thanked his lucky stars that he had landed among such good people. The wives and older children of farmers worked alongside slaves, and would do so day after day until the farm had sent their last beets to be processed. Two wide rows of people were working along the lines of beets that had been lifted from the soil by horse-drawn ploughs. Those in the first row, which included two of Hawkins’ harness slaves and four of his field hands, picked up pairs of beets by the leaves, knocked them together to shake the loose soil free, and laid them back on the ground with roots to one side and leaves to the other. The second row carried billhooks. They lifted each pair of beets and chopped the leaf crowns from them. As the rows progressed across the field, they left behind them the harvested beets, and at the end of the day all hands would wield forks to throw them onto carts.
At the moment the six slaves were Hawkins’ only contribution to the harvest. His neighbours accepted that walking was too much of a challenge for him to give up the use of his buggy, so he retained three slaves to provide him with mobility, and Norma was working his other four field hands on his own land, clearing fat-hen weed in preparation for harvesting. Looking at his watch, he realised that he should start for home, so he waved a farewell to the group of farmers, who were stood in a supervisory group watching the work, and set his small harness team in motion. New Acres, as he had inevitably named the farm he had occupied for almost a year now, was a little over two miles distant as the country lanes wound between fields, and in twenty minutes he was pulling into his yard. He could not look at the buildings without his heart sinking, and could not help thinking wistfully of the stoutly built stone farmhouse he had left behind in the north.
The two-storey house was built of blocks, completely without exterior finishing. It had a gabled sheet roof with a brick chimney at one end, and Hawkins thought it would not look out of place in a prison camp. Behind the house was the slave quarters, also block-built and sheet-roofed, but single-storey and without a brick chimney; its heating arrangement was an iron stove venting through a pipe. Immediately next to the quarters were a washhouse and a roofed holding cage with separate doors for each of its two cells. Fifty yards away was a large open-fronted barn, currently containing just the few implements Hawkins had so far acquired. Together with the surrounding fields, most of which were still scrubland, this was his new empire. He intended to make a living here, although he entertained no illusions of becoming a sugar baron. Part of the welcome his new neighbours had given him was a briefing on sugar economics as applied to small farms, and he knew that the real money was being made by large landowners with gangs of a hundred or more slaves to achieve the economies of scale. ‘You won’t starve, Jack,’ a neighbour had said to him, ‘but you won’t be getting rich either.’
He sat contemplating his surroundings and his future for a few moments before descending from the buggy and entering the house. His housekeeper Veronica, known to all on the farm as Ronnie, was busy preparing the evening meal, but broke away from her work to greet him. ‘Hi, Master, having a good day?’
Hawkins sat at the table. ‘Not too bad, Ronnie,’ he replied. ‘Pour me a drink, there’s a good girl.’
As she placed a glass of whisky in front of him, Ronnie leaned forward and stroked a hand across his head. ‘Your hair needs washing, Master, I’ll do it tonight,’ she said.
‘Ronnie,’ Hawkins murmured, ‘I’ve said you can call me Jack when we’re alone.’
‘No can do, Master’ Ronnie had returned to loading meat and potato pies into the oven, and she slammed its misshapen iron door shut. ‘It would slip out one day in front of the others, and then it would look odd if you didn’t punish me. Oh, I must tell you that the Clovis kid bought your mail from town. There’s an official letter.’ Reaching into a cupboard she retrieved the articles of post and placed them in front of him, before hovering behind him to read over his shoulder.
There were just two letters, one addressed in the distinctive hand of Bibiana Zawadzki, the other with the prominent words On Arcadian Government Service - Private printed above the transparent window through which Hawkins’ address was revealed. He slit the official envelope open first, and half-turned to Ronnie. ‘How’s your reading coming along?’
‘Quite good, Master.’ Ronnie replied. She and several others were being taught to read and write by Jolanta, the black girl who had been one of Hawkins’ first purchases in Arcadia.
‘Well you’re not reading this.’ Hawkins unfolded the letter. ‘Not before I’ve read it, anyway, although I suppose you look at everything when I’m not here.’
Ronnie went back to her work while Hawkins read.

Dear Mr Hawkins,

I am writing to inform you that I have scheduled an introductory visit to New Acres at 09.00 on the 27th of this month. If that date is not convenient to you please contact my office to arrange an alternative.

Please ensure that all servile labour held at your premises together with all appropriate documentation is available to me during my visit.


Ellen Marshall
Office of Servile Welfare

‘I don’t believe it,’ Hawkins said out loud.
‘What don’t you believe, Master?’ Ronnie asked eagerly as she scuttled over to him, and he handed her the letter, which she read with fierce concentration furrowing her brow. ‘Servile labour? Am I servile labour?’ she asked.
‘Yes, you are. Well done you. That woman, Ellen Marshall. I knew someone of that name up in Craigbrae.’ Hawkins scowled. ‘Give me the letter and help me up. I’m going to see Norma.’
Ronnie assisted her master to his feet and placed his stick in his hand. ‘Let me help you onto the buggy, Master.’ she said.
‘No, just carry on with your work, Ronnie.’ Hawkins went out to where his harness slaves still waited helplessly, climbed onto the buggy, and drove the half-mile to where Norma was working with Jolanta, Larnie, Jane, and Lucy. 
All five women were hoeing one of the three fields Hawkins had so far planted with beet, stooped at their back-breaking labour between the rows of low beet tops. Norma rested her hoe as Hawkins pulled up in the lane at the field’s edge and called out to him. ‘What’s up, Boss? Do you need me?’
Hawkins beckoned her to him, so she let her hoe drop and walked over to the buggy, lifting her long skirt to step carefully over the rows of plants. Her sunburned face looked up at Hawkins. ‘Is there something wrong?’
‘I’m not sure. Come to the house, we need to discuss things.’
‘OK, Boss.’ Norma turned back to face her charges. ‘Larnie, you’re in charge for a while,’ she bellowed. ‘Keep an eye on Jane. She’s to lift the weeds properly and keep up with you three or she’s in trouble.’
‘Jane still no good?’ Hawkins asked as Norma clambered aboard.
‘No special problem.’ Norma replied cheerfully. ‘She’s not used to the work, but she has to be kept hard at it or she’ll never get used to it.’
‘Does she need the whip?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Maybe, I don’t know. Is there a reason you ask?’
‘We have a visitor coming in a couple of weeks, and I’d prefer not have any punishments before then. Here, read this.’ Hawkins thrust the letter into her hands.
‘Is it our Ellen Marshall, the Ellen Marshall?’ Norma asked when she had reached the signature.
‘There could be thousands of women with that name, for all I know.’ Hawkins frowned. ‘But something tells me it’s her. The bad penny has turned up again.’
They pulled up in the farm yard, and Ronnie came out to greet them. ‘You can put the harness slaves away,’ Hawkins told her. ‘I shouldn’t need them again today.’
Ronnie climbed onto the buggy when Hawkins and Norma had alighted, and drove it into the barn. There she dealt with the slaves one by one; releasing each from harness, taking her harness skirt and top, issuing her with farm clothes. When all three were thus clothed she allowed them to make their own way to the slave quarters, knowing that after many hours in harness they would sleep until they were fed. The whole process seemed strange to Ronnie, not least because it was completed without a word said by anyone. Finally she checked the buggy for damage and inspected its whip, looking for nicks in the thong that could gash a slave unnecessarily or cause the whip to fail in use. Her work in the barn completed, she returned to the house to check on her pies and serve her master.
Ronnie could not say she was happy at New Acres, but she regarded it as a comfortable enough anchorage. She worked long hours in a role that combined the functions of cook, maid, and washerwoman, all coupled with odd duties such as being groom for the harness slaves, but crucially she had a stable master, and she well knew how important that was. Hawkins did not fly into intemperate rages with her or anyone else, did not order punishments without careful consideration, and was usually tolerant of minor errors. All in all, she considered him probably as good a man as a slaveholding farmer could be, and she did not hate him personally, only the institution of which he and the other farmers were the true backbone. She moved her pies to a lower shelf and then took drinks through to the living room; whisky for Hawkins and white wine for Norma. While there, she respectfully reminded Hawkins that he had given her permission for a visit Arcadia the next day to meet with friends, and she would need a pass written out.
The Arcadian law requiring slaves to have written permission from their owner to be absent had existed for many years, but had only been seriously enforced since the resistance campaign had begun. Ronnie gave Hawkins a pen and a blank pass dated for the following day, which he completed and signed. ‘Total waste of time, those are,’ he accurately observed. ‘Anybody can fill them in, and who the hell knows what my signature should look like?’
Ronnie just thanked him and returned to the kitchen. After expertly chopping neeps she put them on the stove to boil. Hawkins fed his slaves quite well, and it was a major boon for Ronnie that he did not insist on separate meals. At the last farm she had worked on the owner and his vicious wife had thought themselves far too grand to eat the same food as their slaves. The howls of slaves under the lash had been a daily feature of life there, but persistent cruelty had not paid off and the farm had gone bankrupt. She took a swig from Hawkins’ whisky bottle, shuddering at the taste but enjoying the fiery sensation in her throat. Putting the whisky back in the cupboard, she thought it was not remotely fair that she had the same status in law as the bottle, just an object to be bought and sold. But she had thought that for more than twenty-five years, and no angel of fairness had appeared to set her free or to protect her helpless flesh from her various owners. 
She checked her pies, which were start to brown nicely, so she moved the pan of neeps to a hotter plate. The only way that she could ever be free to live her own life in her own way would be when slavery was ended. She began to set plates on the table. Slaves had shed oceans of blood, and the red rivers were still flowing, so it was only just and fair that slaveholders should bleed, that was why she was in the resistance. Cutlery, polished to perfection by her own slave hands, was then laid on the table, and she went to the living room to ask if drinks top-ups were needed before dinner. Hawkins and Norma were still talking about Ellen Marshall, about whom Ronnie actually knew quite a lot, but she did not share her information with them. 
‘I’d best not drink any more just yet, Ronnie.’ Hawkins replied. ‘How long will dinner be?’
‘About ten minutes, Master.’ Ronnie said. ‘I can hold it for a while if you wish.’
‘No need.’ Hawkins waved away the suggestion. ‘Any sign of Larnie and the field hands yet?’
Norma answered the question. ‘She probably won’t want to bring them back until the light goes. I’ll go and get them, Boss, while you get ready for dinner.’
Back in the kitchen Ronnie set out feed bowls for the slaves, just seven today because the hands at Sweet Harvest would be kept there overnight. She always liked to serve the poor wretches with hot food, but it was sometimes impossible if their exhausted bodies shuffled into the yard much later than expected. After taking the pies from the oven and the neeps from the stove, she filled three bowls and took them out to the harness slaves, and when she left the quarters Norma was leading the field hands into the yard. ‘Hey, Norma,’ she called. ‘Hold them by the door and I’ll get their food.’
At dinner, which as usual Ronnie ate with Hawkins and Norma, the subject of the slave Jane’s inadequate work performance came up. ‘The other girls are getting pissed off with her, Boss, so I think it’s best if she’s whipped. The pie’s good Ronnie, but the neeps are undercooked.’
Ronnie kept her eyes on her plate. It was almost a year since New Acres had begun operating, and there had been a number of whippings of field hands, usually a dozen strokes for poor work. And when a tool broke the slave wielding it was always whipped, for the perverse logic of slavery demanded that accidents be punished to stop them happening again. As housekeeper, always a privileged position, she herself had been spared the whip for a kitchen breakage, but Hawkins had warned her she might be punished if it happened again. In a sense, she could understand that, and almost accept it, because it had been the reality of her life for so long. Similarly, she actually thought that Jane was milking her lack of field experience, and in Hawkins’ shoes she would probably order a flogging. But she would not be in Hawkins’ shoes, for she would not be a slaveholder.
Hawkins tapped his plate with a fork. ‘Very well then. Give her a dozen licks in the morning, maybe that will wake her ideas up. But I still want her working, so don’t cut her up too bad.’
That night Ronnie went to Hawkins’s room. He had never ordered, asked, or suggested that she should, that was not his style, and it was one of the things she respected about him. She made nocturnal visits mainly for her own pleasure, not that she enjoyed his body, the physical sensations she experienced were minimal. But when she rode him she was totally in control. She could keep his hands from her breasts, stop him finishing when he needed to, and she never let him kiss her lips. Other masters, she knew, would have whipped her to the bone for behaving as she did, but Hawkins seemed to simply accept that she was showing him kindness. This time she let him enjoy her as he wanted to, and afterwards, as he lay on his side and tried to get his game leg comfortable, she thought how old and vulnerable he looked, not at all like the omnipotent master of fourteen slaves.
As she thought he had drifted into sleep, he murmured, ‘It’s only business.’
‘I’m sorry, Master?’ Ronnie had no idea what he was saying.
His eyes opened. ‘Whipping Jane, Ronnie, it’s only business. I know what you must think, that I’m a cruel bastard and so on, but I’ve put so much money into slaves, and I have to make it back from them. And if Jane is swinging the lead a taste of leather should snap her out of it.’
Ronnie remained silent, watching him in the weak light as his eyes closed again. ‘I don’t suppose you want to be a slave,’ he said.
‘No, Master. I would love to be free.’ She wondered where Hawkins was going.
‘So what do you think of the resistance?’ he asked. ‘Shooting people, blowing them up, all to make you free. Do you agree with them?’
Ronnie’s mind raced. Was he trying to make her say something that would give him a excuse to have Norma hang her up in  the barn and flog her almost to death? She thought not, because in his position of absolute power he needed no excuses. ‘Not just for me, Master,’ she replied carefully, ‘they want to set all slaves free.’
But he did not seem to be listening, and after a few minutes he began to snore. Ronnie eased out of the bed and pulled her nightdress on before retreating to her own room.







Chapter 57: The Trigger

Jane was whipped before breakfast the next morning, suspended by her wrists from a beam in the barn, her torso exposed to the chill autumn air. Norma laid the strokes across her thin back while Larnie and Lucy jeered at Jane’s suffering and mimicked her cries of pain. Jolanta and Ronnie watched in silence. While Jane was still dangling from the beam she was warned by Hawkins of more severe treatment to come if she did not stop pretending and knuckle down to field work, and then she was let down to sit sobbing until Norma kicked her and told her to get on her feet and dressed.
Ronnie left New Acres immediately after serving breakfast, wearing her best clothes and carrying a shopping bag. When she had been walking for an hour she was offered a ride into town by a farmer in his trap, and she gratefully accepted. ‘You a farm slave?’ he asked.
‘Yes, Sir. I’m on New Acres.’ She replied.
‘You don’t have to call me Sir, my name’s Zack.’ He laughed. ‘You ain’t my slave, so relax.’
With Zack happy to chat, Ronnie did relax, and when rain began to fall she was very glad to not still be plodding along on foot. She had to show her pass at a police checkpoint just outside the town, and shortly after Zack dropped her off in the centre she again had to produce it for a patrol. Her first visit was to a café with separate serving rooms for slave and free. There was a loud buzz of conversation in the room, which was populated mainly by domestic servants whose owners were in town for shopping or business, with a sprinkling of slaves owned by the state and some who worked in nearby businesses. Almost all town slaves had ways and means to acquire a little money, and most enjoyed publicly spending it. Ronnie had been given a little money by Hawkins to buy a few things for herself and was also to obtain a few items of kitchen shopping.
At a corner table she found the two friends she was meeting. Kate was a general maid for a couple who ran a nursery, while Daniel’s owner was a timber merchant by whom she had borne two children and was expecting a third; her life with him was a nightmare of beatings interspersed with pleas for forgiveness and promises of marriage. Daniel wanted to believe that she would become a free wife at some point, and Ronnie had not attempted to convince her she was dreaming. The trio chatted over coffee about anything and everything, until Daniel rose to leave. ‘I’d best be off now,’ she said, ‘or I shall get a strap across my arse again.’
What the other two thought about a man who thrashed the heavily-pregnant mother of his children they did not need to say. That was the nature of slavery, and that was one of the thousand reasons they were active in the resistance.
‘Let’s walk,’ Ronnie said when Daniel had gone, and they left the café, walking slowly along the high street as the rain turned to a desultory drizzle and then stopped. Ronnie went into a shop to buy a bra, which her friend slyly suggested was to turn her master on. ‘No, it’s to hold my tits up,’ Ronnie retorted. ‘Nowadays they want to point at my feet.’
‘But you are still shagging him?’ Kate teased.
‘I’m managing my domestic situation,’ Ronnie replied. And that was certainly one of her reasons for the nocturnal visits, for every man needed a sexual outlet, and it would be a hazard to her position as housekeeper if Hawkins found another slave to satisfy his needs. Her sympathies for the field hands were strong, but she did not wish to join them.
They crossed the road to the park, and as they strolled around the boating lake where children sailed model boats on warmer days, Ronnie briefed Kate on the next target to be struck, and Kate repeated the salient points. ‘Ellen Marshall, nine o’clock visit to New Acres farm on the twenty-seventh. I’ll pass it on.’ She looked at Ronnie. ‘Let’s hope we don’t lose anyone on this job.’
‘If we do, we do. We’re going to lose a lot of people in this war.’ Ronnie was still plagued by regrets about the Kinsey attack she had set in motion. Its objective had been achieved, but the resistance had suffered grievous losses while acquiring its first folk heroes. Although details of Esi’s ordeal were known only to those who had tortured her, many had heard her screaming for hours, and Connie was known to have spent hideous time with the interrogators. Although there had been no official word on their fate, the resistance and the slave population did not doubt the two women had been martyred. Ronnie too was sure that Esi and Connie were dead, but she also knew that at least eight other slaves had vanished in the twenty-four hours after Kinsey had died, and their names were already forgotten. ‘I’m so sorry I never met Esi or Connie,’ she said, ‘and it’s awful they were tortured.’
‘I’m so afraid of torture.’ Kate shuddered. ‘They can just do anything to us.’
‘Pain is pain.’ Ronnie said. ‘On the farm this morning I had to watch a field hand whipped, she knows what pain is.’
‘Did she take it bravely?’ Kate asked hopefully.
Ronnie snorted. ‘No, Kate, she didn’t take it bravely. She begged and screamed and pissed, that’s what you usually do when you’re flogged. I hope you never find out, but if slavery continues you probably will some day.’
Kate was aghast. ‘I thought you said you had a reasonable master?’
‘I do, Kate. He wasn’t being unreasonable or cruel, not by his standards. It was only business.’ Ronnie laughed harshly. ‘He told me that last night, after I pounded his bones. Kate, tell me the mission details again, and then we’ll part. I need to visit a couple of shops before I head back to the farm.’
They hugged briefly, whispered ‘we will be free,’ and each went their own way.
Before leaving the park, Kate sat on a sheltered bench by the lake and quickly wrote the mission details on a slip of paper that she placed in an envelope. Leaning forward to tighten a shoe lace, the pushed the envelope beneath a loose flagstone under the bench. This was her dead letter box, a place for it to be collected by someone whose name she did not know and who did not know her name. Having learned from the Kinsey experience, the resistance now had more secure procedures in place. If Kate were captured, she could only reveal Ronnie’s name, and although Ronnie knew more names, she had no idea who would carry out the attack on Ellen Marshall. After a few minutes watching ducks on the lake, Kate rose from the bench and headed homewards. If whip-scarred field hands were one, and very large, class of slaves, Kate was typical of another class. Cherished and genuinely loved by her owners, she had never been ill-treated, despite having spent every day of her twenty-two years in slavery. Those owners would never do anything so despicable as to sell her, and they would give her anything except what she knew she was entitled to, the liberty for which she was prepared to do anything. Kate had not a jot of sympathy for Ellen Marshall as she walked home, her mind was on only the desperate hope that she would live to see freedom, and would not be captured and suffer the agonies of hell that she knew must have made death a welcome relief for Esi and Connie.
Ronnie bought some stock cubes and a packet of salt in a grocery, and next visited a pharmacy for some feminine hygiene items that were a rare luxury in a slave woman’s life. Finally she went into a bakery to spend her last dollar on a bag of chocolate cookies she would share with everyone on the farm. As she came out of the bakery she encountered a young police officer, and was asked if she was a slave. How can they always tell, she wondered, but admitted that she was and produced her pass.
The officer repeated Hawkins’ observation of the previous day as he studied the pass. ‘I don’t know that signature,’ he said, ‘anyone could have signed it, or you could have signed it yourself.’
‘I could have,’ Ronnie agreed, ‘but I didn’t.’ She snatched the pass back.
‘Well you’re a cheeky old sow, you are.’ The officer unhooked his cuffs from the back of his belt. ‘I’m taking you into custody as a suspected fugitive slave. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.’
Ronnie closed her eyes and sighed wearily. So many times in her life she had suffered various types of abuse from arrogant pricks likes this, and it had never been remotely possible to defy them. She set her shopping bag on the pavement and started to comply with the order, when she heard a welcome voice. ‘Is there a problem, officer?’
Annoyed, the officer asked ‘Do you own this woman, Sir?’
‘Bless you, no.’ Zack replied. ‘She belongs on a farm near me, and I gave her a ride into town today.’
‘And will you be returning her?’ the disappointed officer asked.
‘Yes. Yes I will.’ Zack said, and his ruddy face creased in a grin. ‘You come along with me now, Ronnie.’
She picked her bag up and followed him, ignoring the scowling officer. Zack led her back into the town centre and along a street to where his trap was standing. When Ronnie saw it was outside the premises of a slave dealer she was seized with the notion that he intended to sell her, and was entirely prepared to run back to the police officer. Her fear subsided when he told her to wait out in the trap while he did some business inside. She expected him to emerge with some human stock, but he came out alone, climbed onto the trap and they set off.
‘You were lucky I remembered to pop along to the shops for some tea,’ he said, and she replied that she was happy and grateful he had come along. After some hesitancy, she asked what his business with the slave dealer had been.
He sucked his teeth. ‘The dealer, he’s got the same name as you by the way, has a slave woman in stock that I know quite well and want to buy. She’s more than agreeable to coming with me, but because he knows she’s special to me he’s holding out for a price I can’t pay.’
‘So what will you do?’ Ronnie asked.
‘I’ll wait him out.’ Zack grinned. ‘Nobody will pay the price he’s asking, or even the price I’m prepared to pay. She’s not exactly a fancy girl, and she’ll still be there when I go back next week, that’s for sure. Sooner or later I’ll get her.’
As the trap left the town and rolled through the countryside, Ronnie learned that Zack concentrated on vegetable growing, and supplied numerous farms as well as town shops. ‘I’ve probably eaten your neeps and potatoes,’ she said.
Zack talked about farming with slaves, and Ronnie thought he was in many ways much like Hawkins. Troubled by his conscience, he justified holding slaves on the grounds that food was needed, and that he could not produce it without them. He visibly squirmed with guilt when she prodded him about corporal punishment, and said he would produce little if his slaves were not in fear of the whip. Ronnie knew that was perfectly true, and that slavery and the lash were inseparable twins. But she did not move onto the dangerous ground of suggesting that people would be willing to work just as long, just as hard, and probably more effectively, if they were paid for their labour. Instead she turned the conversation to lighter topics, and by the time Zack dropped her at the lane leading to New Acres they were talking with the ease of old friends.
‘I’ve enjoyed meeting you, Ronnie,’ Zack said. ‘It’s been great speaking to a slave like I would to any other person. Maybe your master would let you come to visit me?’
‘I’d like that very much. It’s been great meeting you too, Zack, and I’m grateful for all the help you’ve given me.’ Ronnie was sincere, but she really knew a visit was never going to happen. If she got another day off she would not be able to devote it to socialising with a slaveholder, and Hawkins would certainly not countenance such a thing. 
As she walked along the lane to New Acres, Ronnie reflected on her day, and considered it to have been both successful and enjoyable, apart from the obnoxious police officer. She had met two old friends and one new one, and had spent money in shops, an extremely rare pleasure.  Zack she considered to be basically a good man, but one trapped by the slave system into being the woman-whipping monster abolitionists liked to portray his kind as. Today she had pulled the trigger on Ellen Marshall, a sad necessity, and she hoped the struggle would not go on long enough that she had to target the foot soldiers of institutional bondage, the humble farmers like her master and Zack. But if it came to that, she would have little compunction about sending them to their graves.







Chapter 58: Sacrifice 

The chief constable always walked home from his office. He enjoyed wandering through the streets, and thought there was much to learn by observing the town from a pedestrian point of view. On those walks he was able to mull over the reports he had read that day and the meetings he had attended, sifting through a mass of often conflicting information to discern which threads might usefully be followed.
Uppermost in his mind was the resistance. Since the death of Coral Kinsey there had been two further attacks, although he could not be certain they were the work of the resistance because that organisation issued no communiqués. But it was hard to imagine who else would trouble to shoot down a public works overseer supervising a gang of slaves digging a ditch, and throwing a grenade through a slave dealer’s window seemed to be obviously a resistant act. The overseer had died at the scene, but the dealer had survived minus a leg, and would presumably be able to carry on his business in at least a hop-along fashion. There would, the chief was sure, be many more such attacks aimed at destabilising government and wrecking the morale of the free public. As in all crimes where the victim had no relationship with the attacker, a difficult policing challenge was presented.
Fortunately for him and Arcadia’s most famous institution, the chief’s plan to destroy the resistance was bearing fruit. 
It had been clear to him from the outset that the resistance must be a fairly sophisticated organisation. Someone must have provided information that Coral Kinsey would be vulnerable at the particular place and time she was killed, and someone must have selected her as a target and sent out orders. Certainly the chief could not believe that the resistance had people wandering around with weapons in their pockets, seeking targets of opportunity. In the Kinsey case, the slave Robert had been given instructions that he passed on to the attackers, and the ultimate source of those instructions was not yet known. So scattered around Arcadia and its territories, extending how far the chief did not yet know, he visualised a pattern of resistance dots intermingled with dots representing the uninvolved. If the chief could draw the lines joining the resistance dots he would have a complete picture of his foe, and then would come a day of reckoning, when all those who had set themselves above the law to achieve the political aim of abolition would suffer retribution. 
Solving the puzzle had begun with an awful lot of dots, and with no immediate means of distinguishing harmless from malignant. The chief had focused his small team not on slaves, virtually all of whom could be assumed at least passive supporters of the resistance, but on the much smaller number of free people who had been known to express support for abolition. Surveillance resource was scarce and competent surveillance resource even scarcer, but slowly a picture had emerged of who was contacting who, and in some cases it had been possible to listen in on conversations. After six weeks of that patient work, the focus was narrowed to just four suspect individuals, that being the maximum number who could reliably be watched with the available manpower. Logs were kept of their every movement, and it was noticed that one of them, a post office clerk named Frank Parkins, visited the park every day, regardless of weather conditions. The surveillance team had assumed that Parkins would at some time make a person-to-person resistance contact in the park, but then he was seen to drop a coin from his hand as he walked past a bench, and a sharp-eyed officer noticed that his hand had quickly probed under a flagstone as he retrieved the coin. For the first time, the police knew the resistance were using a dead letter box system to communicate. A suspect was dropped from the surveillance list, and the bench added to it. So when the slave Kate placed her envelope under the stone, it was examined and replaced before Parkins got to it.
Now, as he walked homewards with his head bowed in thought, the chief was faced with a difficult decision. On team Arcadia, only he and two detectives knew that Ellen Marshall was scheduled by the resistance for extinction of life. If she were warned, if she did not make the visit to an obscure farm in the middle of nowhere, the chief believed the resistance was smart enough to draw the correct conclusions, and would sever its connections to the dots labelled Kate and Parkins. He desperately wanted and needed to know who had supplied Kate with the information, and who Parkins would pass it to, but if he detained either or both for interrogation their network would instantly shrink away from them; he would have merely cut a minor appendage from the resistance that it would soon regenerate. He needed time for more dots to become visible, he wanted to look at the chart being created and know he was seeing the entire resistance organisation before he made any move.
Ellen Marshall, the chief thought, was a very nice woman and an interesting physical specimen he was sure would make an excellent shower companion. He bore her no ill-will. True, he thought her policies were wrong, for he was sure that freedom and slavery were two opposites no amount of tinkering and petty regulation would ever reconcile. It would have surprised many Arcadians to know that the chief was agnostic on the slavery question, but that was so. He did not own slaves, he had never owned slaves. But he did very strongly believe in order, and order required respect for the law. It was for others to decide if the law should permit slavery or not, it was for him to enforce whatever the law was. The urgent law enforcement issue of the moment was destroying the resistance, and sometimes it was necessary that sacrifices were made for the greater good.
When he reached his modest home the chief had made his decision, and was satisfied it was the right one. Ellen Marshall would not be warned, and he would not provide an escort along the route to her destiny. The resistance must be allowed to function while the intelligence picture was completed, there was no other way.







Chapter 59: All About Jane

Ronnie was upstairs making the beds, and Hawkins could hear her moving about as he stood at the kitchen window and waited for Ellen Marshall. For years he had pretended to himself and the world that he had no idea what had happened to Christie, but now he realised he had known all the time that Ellen Marshall had been responsible for turning his life upside-down. A carriage rolled into the yard, and its driver assisted a petite figure to descend. 
Hawkins stepped across to his door, opened it, and she was standing there, immaculate, not to his eyes looking a day older, holding a document case with both hands and waiting for him to speak.
‘Hello Ellen,’ he said. ‘I wondered if it would really be you.’
‘Hello Jack. Are you pleased to see me?’ Ellen’s face was blank, giving no hint of either friendliness of hostility.
‘In some ways, yes I am. Come in, do come in.’ Hawkins waved her into the kitchen, where she turned to face him, still expressionless. He knew she was waiting to see if he would treat her with aggression and took a deep calming breath before asking the big question. ‘What happened at Small Acres, Ellen? What happened to my Christie?’
She sighed and then spoke very slowly as if explaining something to a small child or an idiot. ‘Jack, what happened all those years ago is the dead past, and some things are just too terrible to recall. So don’t expect details from me, because you’re not going to get them. But I will tell you the outcome, which was that Christie fell into life slavery in France. Happily, and by a roundabout route, I was able to rescue her, and she is with me in Arcadia.’
‘As your slave?’ Hawkins asked quickly.
‘She does not yet enjoy free citizen status.’ Ellen replied carefully. ‘But you should not jump to any conclusions, Jack, for I promise you she is very happy with me.’ 
Open incredulity flooded Hawkins’ face, and Ellen continued. ‘You don’t believe me? Very well then, I will allow you to meet with Christie in private, to discuss whatever you have to discuss. If Christie then chooses to be with you, I will sell her to you for one dollar, how’s that for a bargain? And then you could free her, marry her, and live happily ever after.’ She watched his face. ‘Would you like that?’
‘I would like to speak to her, of course I would.’ Hawkins sank onto a chair. ‘She deserves her freedom, whether or not she stays with me. I assume those events too terrible to recall did not result in you becoming a slave?’
‘Indeed not.’ Ellen hoisted her document case onto the table. ‘Evidently fate had other plans for me. May I sit down?’
Hawkins nodded, and called Ronnie to the kitchen to make tea. Ellen drew up a chair opposite him. ‘Now to business, Jack. This is only an introductory visit and I won’t make a full inspection. But I do need to compile a slave inventory for the place, how many do you have?’
‘Fourteen, including my housekeeper.’
‘OK. Give me their names, please.’ Ellen proceeded to write down the names as Hawkins reeled them off, and then asked to see livestock deeds for them all. Hawkins had prepared for this and gave her the deeds, each with a sale receipt attached. Ellen glanced through them, making a checkmark against each name on the list she had written as she did so. ‘These seem to be in order,’ she remarked. ‘And there are no other slaves on your property? Hired or borrowed, maybe?’
‘No, and I don’t own any slaves elsewhere. Those deeds are my entire holding.’ Hawkins spoke in a flat tone.
‘And I imagine they represent all your capital?’ Ellen asked.
‘Most of it,’ Hawkins agreed. ‘And I look to Arcadia to protect my investment.’
‘Of course, Jack.’ Now Ellen smiled gently. ‘I’ve said I’m not doing a full inspection today, so you should shortly be able to send your hands to the fields. I will just see one, if you don’t mind, to get an impression of their condition.’ She flicked her pen through the list of names, seemingly picking one at random. ‘Let me see your girl Jane, please.’
‘No problem.’ Hawkins swivelled in his chair. ‘Ronnie, bring Jane to see the lady. And Ellen, I’ll leave you to speak to her in private.’ He made to rise, but Ellen waved him down. ‘Stay where you are, please. It may be best that you hear what Jane tells me.’
Jane, when Ronnie had escorted her to the kitchen, transpired to be exactly what Ellen had expected. Visibly nervous, she stood with downcast eyes and wrung her hands together, wilting under the gaze of her master and his visitor. Thin but obviously not starving, tidy without being well-groomed, she had the crudely cut hair and dumbly obedient face of a woman who was owned for her labour, and who knew no other life. If freed, Ellen thought, it would be hard to imagine her achieving great things. More likely she would wind up as a drifter once Kevin had left to find his sister, just another starving vagrant. It would be far better and kinder to let Hawkins feed, clothe, and keep her both usefully employed and properly controlled, for then she would not become a burden to others or a danger to herself. 
Ellen reconsidered her mission.
A woman of Jane’s type, and a decent farmer like Hawkins, Ellen thought, together made one of the strongest arguments for the institution of slavery. It would be fairly easy to tell Kevin that nothing could be done about his mother’s situation and even easier to ensure the police were warned about him being a troublemaker and suspected anti-slavery activist. He would then be chased out of Arcadia or arrested on a trumped-up charge, and either way, Ellen would never see him again. 
But something stopped her from betraying the young man, and it was not sympathy for a field hand whom she thought so well-suited to her station. Ellen could visualise the scene when that field hand had been a terrified twelve year old girl sold at auction, for she had seen so many identical scenes. Sold, raped, undoubtedly beaten if she ever spoke out of turn, and obliged to bear her master’s children. All of that was, as Ellen knew so well, the dark side of the institution she believed in. But she would not act now in revenge for the rape of a child, which would be pointless, and she would not act merely to free a woman of Jane’s stamp. She decided, quite firmly, that the real injustice in the story had been done to a dead man whose wishes in regard to the disposal of his property had been trampled on. He had not broken any law when he bought a girl for his pleasure, or when he coupled with her, however repugnant to Ellen his actions were. The case came down to the right of property, and when an owner exercised his right to free his property, that right had to be respected as much as his right to hold lawful slaves.
Ellen broke the silence. ‘Hello Jane.’
The slave looked nervously at Hawkins, who nodded, and she replied. ‘Hello Miss.’
‘Tell me, Jane,’ Ellen’s voice was warm and friendly. ‘What was the last farm you worked on before you were sold to Mister Hawkins?’
‘Callum’s farm, Miss.’ Jane’s head was beginning to twitch from side to side.
‘And what was the name of your master there?’ Ellen asked soothingly.
‘That was Mister Callum, Miss.’ Jane forced her head onto her raised left shoulder to stop it twitching, making her appear deformed.
Ellen proceeded with her questions, checking everything that Kevin had told her and all she had found out in Annan against the replies Hawkins’ slave Jane gave her, and was left in no doubt that the case for freeing the woman was certain. She then asked routine questions about the work Jane did at New Acres and how she was treated, before making a cursory physical inspection. Finding no evidence of cruel or unusual punishment, just the fading marks of a fairly mild whipping, she was finished with the slave, and she sat back in her chair. ‘Thanks, Jack. She can be taken away now. I need to speak with you privately, please, not with your housekeeper present.’
Hawkins dispatched Ronnie with Jane to the slave quarters, and told her to stay there.  He looked expectantly at Ellen. ‘I treat my people fair and square, so I hope you’re not going to find fault.’
‘No, I’m not going to find fault, Jack, but you won’t like what I have to say. Your girl Jane is actually a free woman named Moira. She was freed by her previous owner, and kidnapped back into slavery.’
‘Like my Christie, you mean?’ Hawkins glared angrily. ‘Well, you tell me Christie’s still a slave, so what’s the problem with me owning Jane? I paid for her, and I’ve got all the right paperwork, so I’m not interested in her life story.’
‘Don’t confuse the two cases, because they’re not the same. Christie became legally a slave when she was landed in France, and she has never been freed by any lawful owner. The slave Moira was legally freed, that is beyond any doubt or question, Jack, and you have to accept that.’ Ellen spoke softly but with determination. ‘Look, I know you’re a good man, and I don’t want to cause difficulties for you. Tell me now, are you willing to work with me to resolve the situation with least inconvenience to yourself, or do you want to fight me? My way or the hard way?’
Hawkins gazed at her stonily. He did not doubt that she spoke the truth, but resented her easy air of authority and her obvious assumption that she could triumph over him without undue difficulty. ‘What are the options?’ he asked. ‘I can’t afford to lose a hand, not with harvest in full swing. It’s not just my crop, you know, I’ve got commitments to my neighbours.’
‘I understand that.’ Ellen nodded. ‘The hard way is that you contest the slave’s freedom. I would then petition the court to annul the livestock deed you hold her on, which would mean getting witnesses from Annan to formally identify her as the free woman Moira, and so on. It would all take months, and legal fees would mount up. While all that was going on, I would have to take action to prevent you selling her away, which would mean lodging her at the jail pending outcome of the case.’
‘And the alternative?’ Hawkins asked dully.
‘You agree here and now to cooperate with me on this. I will leave her with you as the slave Jane for sixty days, after which you will release her to her son Kevin, who I happen to know. You and I will then make a joint petition to annul the livestock deed. Uncontested, we won’t need lawyers, and it will go through in a few days. Then I will speak for you with the Stewarts about making some restitution of the money you paid. Do you agree, Jack? Can we deal with this issue as friends, and go forward as friends?’ ‘She stretched an arm across the table and laid a hand on his.
‘I suppose so,’ Hawkins grunted. ‘What should I tell Jane?’
‘Nothing, of course.’ Ellen raised her eyebrows. ‘Just treat her as any other slave until you release her.’
‘OK, I will.’ Hawkins forced a smile. ‘Now I’d like to talk about meeting Christie.’







Chapter 60: The Breakdown

For Ellen’s departure, Hawkins had Norma assemble all his slaves in the yard for her to see. She walked along the line in the manner of a head of state inspecting an honour guard, and was much impressed by the courtesy. 
The carriage pulled away into the lane containing a very satisfied Head Servile Welfare Officer. Everything about her visit to New Acres had encouraged Ellen and stimulated her beliefs. Dour but honest Jack Hawkins and his cheerful housekeeper, the clean, obedient, and respectful field hands, all had served to reinforce her view of Arcadian slavery as a benign institution that engaged large numbers of otherwise useless people in productive work, while also feeding them, housing them, and keeping them from any anti-social behaviour. The marks of discipline she had seen on Jane’s back she viewed as proof of what she had always known, that many people needed control and guidance in their lives, which would sometimes mean the application of moderate correction.
It was a fine sunny day, if a little crisp, and the countryside looked glorious. Most of the fields she saw were devoid of people, but she did see one in which a gang of what she assumed to be slaves were working. In her eyes this was the rural idyll representing the best of Arcadia, and she hoped to never see the day when solid farmers and their servile labour were displaced from the land by agricultural corporations and machinery. 
In her early days with her father in the slave trade, and in the years following his death, Ellen had seen slavery only as a business. If you could control someone, if someone would allow themselves to be controlled, then you could easily sell them in a world that had lost its mechanical servants. She had not then considered what was right or wrong, it had not been a time for such considerations, only what was good business, although she had always been angered by the stupid cruelties she witnessed. More recently, and especially now she had high political office as her aim, she had started to develop a theory of slavery, which was still little more than a jumble comprising the greatest good of the greatest number coupled with her long-held view that people, like water, tended to find their own level. Jane would be a good test of her theory. If she flourished as a free citizen, giving benefit to society, then the theory might need revision. If she failed to establish herself, if she became a public nuisance or a burden on anyone, as Ellen was certain she would, then the case for slavery would be confirmed.
As the carriage entered a long straight stretch of road Ellen’s driver saw in the distance a truck stopped, and soon he could see its engine cover up and two men peering inside. One part of his mind thought breakdown, but another part thought ambush, and he opened his coat to reach for the pistol that all official drivers had carried since the resistance campaign had started. 
Ellen had ceased gazing through the carriage windows, and was writing out longhand a report to Kevin on her visit to his mother’s owner. She would not give him the written report, which was merely a device she often used to clarify things in her mind before speaking to someone. There would be no mention of a deal with Hawkins, only a modestly triumphant declaration that obstacles had been overcome, the legal process had been shortened, and that Kevin would be hugging his dear mother within two months. Her pencil tip suddenly skated across the paper as the carriage veered violently, and she was thrown sideways, sliding across the leather seat and then onto the floor. Gunfire and the screams of horses reached her ears as the carriage went over onto its side, and she knew then that what had happened to Coral Kinsey was being served up for her. She was now lying in a heap against the right-hand door of the carriage, which was in contact with the road surface, and she did not know what to do. A face appeared above her in the window of the left-hand door, it was covered with blood but she realised it was her driver. ‘Stay there, stay down,’ he shouted, and then vanished. Shaking with fear, she waited. There were two more gunshots, very loud, very close, and then a somewhat more distant-sounding fusillade accompanied by the appearance of holes in the coachwork above her.
Outside the carriage, and pressed hard against it, the driver held his pistol with both arms extended and waited for the attackers to make a move.  He had fired two rounds, leaving eleven in the magazine. He did not think the attackers would try to rush him, but if they did he intended to wait until they were close enough for him to shoot them point-blank. 
Crouched in front of the truck, out of the driver’s sight, the attackers held a very brief conference. Then they leapt to their feet and ran to the cab doors; both quickly scrambled in, and the engine was started.
The driver hoped the attackers were making their escape, but was disappointed and horrified to see the truck reversing towards the carriage with its engine screaming. There was nothing he could do to save Ellen Marshall now, and he ran to the other side of the road, rolled over the hedge there, and positioned his pistol to engage the attackers when the truck cab drew level with him, which it did as the rear end struck the carriage in a shower of splintered coachwork. The carriage wheel in contact with the road broke off as the remnant of the body was pushed into the dead or dying horses, which it reared up over and toppled over the hedge, coming to rest upside down.
Quite slowly, very carefully, and wishing he had been given proper practice with the pistol, the driver squeezed off six rounds, aiming at the cab door and window. He felt sure he must have hit someone, but with crunching gears the truck lurched forward, and was soon a noisy fleeing thing of no menace as it sped away. Chest heaving, pulse racing, beginning to tremble, the driver crawled over the hedge, crossed the road, negotiated the other hedge, and stood beside the overturned carriage. Ellen Marshall was standing inside with her feet on the broken roof and her head brushing the half-folded floor. ‘The door’s jammed,’ she said. ‘Can you help me out?’
The chief constable arrived at the scene in the late afternoon. Ellen Marshall had long been taken home, but the carriage driver was still there, as were two horse carcasses and the wrecked carriage. ‘Tell me what you know,’ the chief said to the senior inspector present.
‘There’s not an awful lot to tell.’ The inspector pushed his cap up and scratched his cheek. ‘It was a planned ambush using a staged truck breakdown. The carriage driver twigged there was something fishy, but he had to go past the truck, and the two hostiles who’d been pretending to fiddle with the engine turned around and shot the horses. I figure they intended to kill Miss Marshall when the carriage stopped.’
‘You’re a genius,’ the chief growled. ‘And then?’
‘The driver was already swerving the carriage, and it went over on its side as the horses dropped. Miss Marshall was still inside, of course, but the driver was thrown off and banged his head a bit, nothing serious and he was on his feet immediately. The hostiles were approaching the carriage then, so he shot at them, and they shot at him before ducking back into cover. Nobody seems to have been hit in the exchange.’
‘Who says guns are dangerous? Go on.’ The chief pulled a cigar from his top pocket.
‘The bad guys reversed the truck into the carriage, knocked it over the hedge to where it is now. Would you like a light, Chief?’
‘Nope. I don’t smoke them anymore, I just like the smell. Is that it?’ The chief replaced the cigar in his pocket.
‘Just about. The driver opened fire again, and the truck was driven away. It’s been found about eight miles from here with a few bullet holes but no blood. The truck owners are a company in Dumfries, the cops there say it was reported stolen yesterday, although the report wasn’t passed to us.’ The inspector glanced down at his notebook. ‘We’ve found twenty-eight cartridge cases, all nine millimetre, of which eight were fired by the driver. From reconstructing the incident with him, it seems the whole thing was over in about forty seconds.’
‘OK. Good.’ The chief looked up and down the road, seeing nothing of interest. ‘I’ll need your report and the driver’s statement today, young man, and everything from your follow-up here needs to be copied to me. But I’m going back to my office now.’
‘Will you have a word with the driver, Chief?’ The inspector adopted a pleading tone. ‘I only kept him here so you could speak to him.’
‘No, that’s not necessary, but you can tell him from me that he’s done a bloody good job here. He’ll get fuck-all for it, though, life’s like that.’ The chief clapped the inspector on the shoulder. ‘That’s all, carry on.’







Chapter 61: Responsibility

The attack on Ellen Marshall had nothing like the shock effect of the one on Coral Kinsey. That was mainly because it had failed, but also because Arcadians were becoming accustomed to the fact of a violent resistance campaign. If slaves exchanged secret smiles, there was no celebrating in the streets, and the overall reaction was subdued. In the halls of power there was more consternation than the average citizen was feeling. Those at the top of Arcadia’s structures knew they were prime targets and demanded protection, which the chief constable would not provide. Manpower would not allow more than a fraction of the likely targets to be protected, he said, and would detract from his main effort against the resistance. As he was not prepared to say exactly what that main effort was, the chief was continually in conflict with his peers. Chris Stone came to his office to insist that as acting mayor he was the most obvious target for the resistance, and that his protection should be a state priority.
‘If that’s how you feel, Chris,’ the chief replied pleasantly, ‘if you’re so frightened for your life, you could resign your office.’
‘Or I could appoint a new chief constable.’ Stone retorted angrily.
‘Got a spare one in your desk, have you?’ The chief leered. ‘Chris, just think it through carefully, and you’ll see that point defence is not the answer because there are far too many points to be defended. The answer, which will protect all points, is to destroy the resistance as an organisation, and that’s what I’m working on.’
‘So what’s your general plan?’ Stone was becoming wild-eyed. ‘You’ve got to tell me something.’
‘I don’t have to tell you anything about police operations.’ Sniffing a cigar, the chief smiled. ‘And I’m not going to. But when the investigation is complete I will destroy the resistance. I repeat, I will destroy the resistance. But in the meantime you’ll just have to accept that everyone’s in the front line of this little war, including you.’
Overcome by fury, Stone turned on his heel and left.
Not with huge breakthroughs every day, but with satisfying pace, the chief and his team were building their picture of the resistance network. There was now no constant surveillance of individuals, only a watch on dead letter boxes, and each visitor to them was positively identified. Dot after dot was added and the arrest list grew. The chief had begun planning his operation to sweep up the resistance in the shortest possible time scale when he decided the time was right. There would not be enough cells in the Arcadia police station, and none of his other stations had more than four, so he had arranged with the forestry and timber department for the loan of camp that was more usually secure overnight accommodations for gangs of the departments’ slaves. The camp, named High Tops, was emptied, and it was now being prepared as a detention and interrogation centre. Inevitably, and not least because slave labour was used, the existence and purpose of High Tops became known to the resistance, but there was no let-up in their campaign.
Ten days after Ellen Marshall escaped the cold hands of death the resistance struck twice in one day, both cases were officials shot dead as they went about their state business. Then, in an ominous escalation, a mine superintendent was killed by a roadside bomb along with his two children, and a border post came under heavy fire, killing one of the officers manning it. The very next day a police officer was shot dead while checking a disused cottage for runaways, and there was a brazen gun and grenade attack on a tax official in the very centre of town.  Now the Scottish Union press were saying there was civil war in Arcadia, and such was the pressure on government from business to open negotiations with the resistance that Stone felt compelled to give the chief constable an ultimatum; it had to be demonstrated within seven days that there was a credible plan to crush the resistance or another man for the job would be found.
The chief received the threat calmly. Coming from behind his desk to put an arm around Stone’s shoulders, he said he fully understood the younger man’s position. ‘Chris, you’ve been carrying a terrible load, and I want you to know that nobody could have handled things better than you.  And what you say is right, if I can’t crush the resistance, then Arcadia deserves a better chief constable than me. But I can crush them, I will crush them. Never mind seven days, in just five I will show you how far along the road we are, and then you can decide to back me or sack me. Is that fair?’
‘Very fair.’ Stone felt suddenly emotional and very weary. ‘I have to trust you for now, Chief, and I know you’ll save Arcadia.’
‘All we have to do is stay alive until then,’ the chief murmured when Stone was out of earshot, but he had no real fear of being assassinated within the next few days.  Resistance communications were being monitored so extensively that he was aware only one attack would occur before his arrest operation was launched; the senior engineer on the power station project, which was a major user of slave labour, was to be killed while visiting a supplier of roof trusses. The chief strongly suspected the senior engineer and almost everyone else involved with the project to be wallowing in corruption, so he did not think Arcadia would suffer a great loss. 
While the chief focused on his plans his political antenna were not working well enough for him to detect that among his peers was a group that detested him and his methods.
 Among the Arcadian elite it was well known that slaves had been tortured, some to death, in the immediate aftermath of the Coral Kinsey assassination, and that the torture survivors had all been killed. No offence against Arcadian criminal law was committed by killing a slave, but there were those who felt that the post-Kinsey frenzy had gone much too far, and were determined to prevent a larger scale repetition that would inevitably become public knowledge and force an irrevocable rupture with the Scottish Union. 
A small group met to discuss alternatives to letting the chief take his campaign to its conclusion. Ellen Marshall emerged as the group’s leader, and its decisive meeting occurred at her home. With Christie sat by her side, Ellen welcomed her guests with her usual charm, setting them at ease as her maid Tiana served drinks and snacks. She allowed a period of general conversation before informally calling the meeting to order. ‘OK folks, what are we here for?’
‘To save Arcadia,’ was the immediate reply from Alec Stewart, who had been a surprising but very welcome recruit to the group. 
Ellen did not think Stewart was motivated by anything but the bottom line. ‘Saving Arcadia means saving your business, doesn’t it?’
‘Exactly. The chief’s a good man, maybe he’s a great man, but he’s got too big for his boots, I know he has.’ Stewart paused. ‘But I’m still not convinced we shouldn’t let him finish the job he’s started. I mean, when slaves rise up to murder us, they have to be punished.’
‘Yes, of course they should be punished.’ Ellen sipped her wine. ‘Tiana, this is far too sweet, please open a bottle of Muscadet.  But not with medieval torture, Alec. Have you heard some of the stories about what was done to slaves after Coral was killed?
‘Those are just stories, and they’re probably exaggerated.’ Stewart shrugged.
‘Well death cannot be exaggerated,’ Ellen replied, ‘and it is a known fact that not one of the slaves who were taken to the station that night came out alive. The chief terrifies me. Whenever I speak to him about the torture allegations he’s so calm and reasonable, but he tells me nothing, and I get the feeling that if I push him too hard he will know exactly how to silence me for good. It’s inevitable that sooner or later he will take his atrocities across the line from slave to free, and then who will be having their nipples burned with a blowtorch, and who will be vanishing into secret graves?’
‘He’s got to be stopped.’ Bob Stevens’ quiet voice seized attention because it was rarely heard at meetings. ‘The Scottish Union is on its knees and desperate for food from Arcadia, but even so they will react to mass torture and another massacre, they will close their borders to us. More than half my sugar is routed to or through the union now, and similar figures apply to fruit, vegetable, and grain crops. OK, other markets might be available, but we would be hit very hard. I could survive, or so I believe, but small farmers would be in dire straits. At the least they would have to sell some of their slaves onto a falling market, just so they could feed the remainder.’
‘If I’m honest,’ Stewart grinned quickly, ‘it’s the prospect of a falling livestock market that worries me, and I’m already seeing the start of it. People are getting cagey about cultivating more land with this bloody resistance nonsense going on, so they’re not buying more hands to work it.’
‘Then you have to stop prevaricating, Alec,’ Ellen said firmly. ‘You have to agree with us that when the chief makes his arrests we have to step in as responsible citizens and deal with the matter in a responsible way.’
Marcia Esher spoke. ‘Responsible is the key word. You all know I lost my cook Connie that night, and I’ve never been given a word of explanation. If she was guilty, then of course she should have been punished, but in the decent way, not torn to pieces by beasts in a cellar. We are responsible for our servants’ lives, we are responsible for what they do, and it’s wrong and stupid in any circumstances to kill them. It may not be illegal, but it’s wrong. Free citizens carry responsibility, including the responsibility to pay with their lives for their crimes, but to hold slaves accountable with their lives makes nonsense of our whole system.’
Ellen was watching her with interest. ‘So what do you think should have happened to Connie?’
‘It should have been explained to me what she had done,’ Marcia said indignantly, ‘which I believe was to allow resistance members to gather in my kitchen, and then it would have been up to me to punish her. I would have had her whipped, severely whipped, and certainly I would have made sure there was no repetition. But that was for me to decide, because she was my property. That’s my view as a slaveholder.’
‘And if she had actually put a gun to Coral’s head and killed her, would that still be your view?’ Stewart’s question was put in a cynical tone.
‘Yes.’ Marcia did not hesitate. ‘Property is property. Once you allow any exceptions to that principle, then you step onto a quicksand, and our whole system begins to crumble. Also, I agree with what Mister Stevens has said about livestock values, they are beginning to slide. If they slip much further the business my husband and I run will be in jeopardy, because we will be owed more on livestock than it is actually worth.’
The livestock Tiana moved silently and efficiently to replenish glasses and replace ashtrays, while the livestock Christie listened without speaking and tried not to catch any eyes.
Arcadia treasurer Alan Cochrane gave a pessimistic summary of prospects if the Scottish Union was offended enough by the chief’s actions to stop trade, and expressed his revulsion at tortures suffered by slaves at the hands of the chief’s minions. ‘That sort of ghastliness stains us all, it really does. Can we again allow steel needles to be thrust through a woman’s breasts in our name and for our benefit? Do we accept the smashing of bones as necessary for our security? Does the survival of Arcadia require that a man’s genitals be torn from his body? No, the chief cannot be allowed licence to do the same again, so I’m afraid he’ll have to be replaced.’
All eyes turned on the other free person present, Chris Stone. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘As soon as the arrests occur, which will be within the next three days, I’ll appoint a replacement. That will still leave the question of what to do with the arrested slaves.’
‘I’ve given my view,’ Marcia said. ‘With the resistance organisation gone they’ll be harmless, and should be returned to their owners to be dealt with.’
‘That won’t be possible.’ Stone shook his head. ‘The public will not accept insurrectionists being returned to the streets of Arcadia.’
A word leapt into Ellen’s mind. ‘Transportation,’ she said. ‘We could sell them to another country, remove them from Arcadia forever.’
‘Sell them to where?’ Stewart frowned. ‘I like the idea, but being perfectly honest, slavery is on the decline now.’
‘Leave that to me.’ Ellen was dismissive. ‘If this group agrees, I will find an export market for them.’
‘It might look to some like they’ve not been punished at all,’ Stevens commented. ‘But the idea is very sound. There would be no prospect of trade being harmed, it would reassure the public that the resistance had been eliminated for good, and business confidence would be restored.’
‘They will be punished.’ The whole scheme was taking shape in Ellen’s head. ‘We could form an emergency tribunal; it wouldn’t need legal powers to deal with property. Every slave’s case would be looked at fairly, and if we found that some had been arrested in error we could release them back to their owners. The guilty ones would be punished, but not by any barbaric methods.’
With only Marcia as a dissenting voice, still insisting on the property rights of slaveholders, it was agreed to follow Ellen’s plan. Now they could only wait for the chief to act.







Chapter 62: Reunion

Christie had enjoyed a wonderful few months. Living as a free woman with a very special person who trusted her utterly, she had never known such happiness
Almost immediately on arrival in Arcadia, Ellen had put her harness slaves and the carriage they pulled up for sale, and Christie had dealt with potential buyers, taking each of them for a short demonstration ride. The eventual purchaser had been a wealthy Englishman with a holiday home on the Isle Of Man, a slave state even smaller than Arcadia. Christie had delivered carriage and slaves to the old ferry port at Loch Ryan for shipment to the island, taking three days to cover the thirty-five road miles so as to keep the slaves in peak condition. Staying at inns along the way, ensuring the slaves were comfortably and securely housed each night, she had found it an enormously satisfying experience to have sole responsibility for ten human beings who were completely under her control. Driving the carriage onto the long concrete pier at Loch Ryan for loading onboard a ship she had been sorry that adventure was ending.
But other adventures had followed.
She had travelled to Edinburgh with Ellen several times, and had got the very distinct impression that things were deteriorating there. They had been trapped in their hotel for a whole morning by a food riot, and had not been allowed on the streets without a police escort. More pleasantly, she had returned to France, this time without being in chains. Although Paris had seemed about to fall to the rebel army, the city had a calm atmosphere, and she had walked hand-in-hand with Ellen down the Avenue des Champs-Élysées to a moonlit dinner that had been incredibly romantic.
At home, whether in the house named Summer View or in external social environments, Christie had been accepted as Ellen’s partner. Everybody knew she was a slave, but out of deference to Ellen nobody treated her as one. The house servants obeyed her as they would their mistress, and she was on first-name terms with all the key figures of the Arcadian hierarchy. And now, wearing a black velvet dress made for her by the finest seamstress in Paris, she entered a restaurant to meet with a farmer who wanted to offer her a new life.
Hawkins was shocked by Christie’s appearance as she crossed the floor to his table, for he had never imagined she could look so fine. He judged she was slightly heavier than when he had last seen her, but that suited her, while her beautifully dressed hair and skilful makeup completed the impression made by her figure-hugging dress. Painfully, he stood to greet her. ‘Christie, I’m so pleased to see you.’ He expected a cheek to be kissed, but she only offered him a hand.
‘Jack,’ she began as soon as she was seated by a waiter, ‘I’m sorry, but this is a total waste of time, really it is.’ She turned to the waiter. ‘Just a mineral water for me, please. I won’t be eating.’
‘Very well, Miss Christie.’ The waiter turned his attention to Hawkins. ‘And for you, Sir?’
‘I’ll have the same.’ Hawkins replied.
‘So Jack,’ Christie asked. ‘How are you doing?’
‘I suspect you know everything about my current life from Ellen,’ Hawkins said, and Christie gave a half-smile of acknowledgement. ‘There’s no need to ask how you are, Christie, I can’t say how well you look.’
‘Thank you, Jack, thank you,’ Christie responded as the two glasses of mineral water arrived. ‘Ellen said you were asking about that day at Small Acres, and I suppose it was all a big mystery to you.’
‘Are you going to tell me, Christie?’ Hawkins did not know if he was expecting a confession, a horror story, or a tissue of lies.
‘Yes, why not?’ She took the tiniest sip of her water. ‘It wasn’t a conspiracy, Jack, don’t for one second think I chose to leave Small Acres and you. I was as set in my ways as you, and I had no intention to leave the place. But I was put in chains, and the other girls were, and we were taken to France.’
‘And that was completely against your will?’ Hawkins asked.
‘Yes, of course it was.’ She laughed harshly. ‘Nobody volunteers to be branded on the chest, Jack, the pain is gruesome, but that’s what happened to me and the other girls as soon as we were landed in France. And then I was worked in a vineyard for three years, three hard years when I was wacked on the arse with a cane whenever I made a mistake. I had a very tough time, Jack, very tough.’
‘I’m sorry all that happened to you, Christie. I thought about you every single day and would have given my right arm for a way to find and rescue you.’ Hawkins was totally sincere. ‘So how did you get back to Scotland?’
She took another tiny slip and put her glass down. ‘I was sold. They stood me on a platform in a crowded market, and I was auctioned. Possibly that was the most miserable day of my life, it’s hard to say. When I was sold in Craigbrae I hardly knew what was happening, and it was all over very quickly. But in Montélimar, that was the name of the town, the sale started first thing in the morning, and I wasn’t sold until late afternoon. I would so happily have died.’
‘And then you were returned to Scotland?’
‘Not directly. It was complicated, because there was a war on.’ Christie stared at things Hawkins could not see. ‘My friend Geneva was shot in the guts and face, and she died screaming in agony, but I couldn’t help her, and one of the Thompsons had her fucking leg burnt off and -’ Christie broke off and screwed her eyes tight shut. When she opened them again tears spilled out and rolled down her cheeks as she spoke in a choked voice. ‘Like I said, Jack, tough times.’ 
Hawkins was silent as Christie dabbed at her cheeks with handkerchief and then forced an unconvincing smile. ‘Anyhow, Jack, the upshot was that I landed up working on a farm not awfully far from here, which turned out to be owned by Ellen. It wasn’t a bad place, really, and better than Small Acres. Ellen found me there, and here we are, and that is the tragic true story of Christie Miller. I wouldn’t have wanted any of it to happen, but happen it did, and it led me to the best part of my life.’
‘You mean being with Ellen?’ Hawkins asked.
She nodded slowly and solemnly. ‘I mean being with Ellen. Every day is something I enjoy, and I go to sleep looking forward to the next one. How many people in the whole world could say that? With her I’ve come to know who and what I am, and do you know what, Jack? I like being me with Ellen in my life, how I wonder if you can understand that. Of course I know the deal Ellen has offered you, and I have to ask why you think I would want to change my life right now?’
‘Because you’re a slave, Christie.’ Hawkins turned his glass in his hand. ‘Because you belong to a woman who has given you everything except your freedom, and who could sell you tomorrow, or flog you for her pleasure.’
Christie’s eyes widened. ‘I can’t believe you said that. The only person who ever flogged me was you, and I’ve still got the marks, thank you very much. What was it, Jack? Twenty lashes? I was a poor frightened kid, and you flogged me. Was that for your pleasure?’ Christie was angry, and raising her voice.
Other customers were looking as Hawkins replied in an even tone. ‘No, Christie, you were an adult, and I punished you for running away. Ellen would certainly punish you for running away, you know she would. Anybody she sold you to would punish you for running away, and you know that too. Christie, please think calmly about what I’m saying. The only way to know you will never be whipped again is to not be a slave, and I’m offering you freedom.’
‘Freedom’s just a word, Jack.’ Christie was breathing hard but speaking more quietly. ‘Every starving beggar is free. Every farmer’s wife who works like a slave and gets walloped like one is free. I have a wonderful life now with someone who loves me, and I’m not going to give up that life because it doesn’t include a meaningless word at the moment. Ellen knows what she’s doing, and she’ll free me when the time is right.’
Hawkins shook his head. ‘In your heart you must know that Ellen will never free you. It’s not in her nature, or why hasn’t she freed you already?’
‘Why haven’t you freed the big juicy housekeeper Ellen told me about?’ Christie pushed her glass away. ‘If you suddenly believe freedom is a wonderful thing, the right thing, why are you holding all those slaves on your farm? Why are they not free, Jack? Because it’s not in your nature?’
‘Possibly it isn’t in my nature.’ Hawkins shrugged. ‘But even if it were, I couldn’t free my slaves because my money’s tied up in them. I’d be destitute and homeless, as you very well know. It’s a certain fact that if I offered any of them their freedom they would jump at it, and you may have noticed lately that some people are prepared to kill or die for freedom.’
‘The answer’s still no, Jack.’ Christie shifted in her seat, clearly preparing to move. ‘I’m staying with Ellen.’ She rose. ‘You won’t have to pay a bill, Ellen owns this place.’
Hawkins slapped the table. ‘So she owns this like she owns you.’
‘That’s right, Jack, just like she owns me.’ Christie offered him a handshake. ‘Goodbye, Jack. No hard feelings? I’ll forgive you for flogging me, and you forgive me for loving Ellen. We won’t meet again.’
When Hawkins arrived back at New Acres, Norma was waiting for him, eager to hear the details of his meeting with Christie. He gave her only the briefest of summaries. ‘I’m satisfied she was taken from Small Acres against her will. She didn’t leave me, and that’s all I needed to know.’
‘So she’s staying with Ellen?’ Norma asked, and he nodded. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Christie was always bad news for you. And did you ask if Ellen was involved in snatching her?’
Hawkins shook his head again. ‘No point. I already knew the answer to that.’
‘What a total waste of time,’ Norma said scornfully.
‘I suppose so, and that’s what Christie said. Goodnight, Norma, I’m going to bed.’ Hawkins made his slow way up the stairs.







Chapter 63: Retribution

When the last of the arrest squads returned to base there were fourteen citizens and sixty-three slaves being held at High Tops. At least seven slaves had avoided arrest by flight, and two citizens had judiciously relocated to Scottish Union territory. But overall the chief was satisfied with the operation; there was a strong chance the runaways would be caught, and he would be able to strike the fugitive citizens down when opportunity arose. He had never thought it possible to achieve a totally clean sweep, and knew that gaps in his knowledge of the resistance still existed, but he congratulated himself on a job very well done. 
Initial interrogations were of the citizens, who were threatened, cajoled, offered false promises of leniency, and otherwise induced to spill their secrets. They were not people who were susceptible to pressure, however, and little was learned before they were moved to cells at Arcadia police station to await their trials. By that time the chief had received his bad news.
Stone utterly refused to face the chief alone. Flanked by treasurer Cochrane and Spitzer, a senior council member, he was waiting when the chief arrived at his office on the morning after the arrests. Before the chief could take his coat off Stone stepped forward and delivered the short speech he had been rehearsing all night.
‘Chief, I want to thank you on behalf of every Arcadian for your amazing operation against the resistance. You have saved so many lives, and apprehended so many evil terrorists, that words cannot express our indebtedness to you. As a token of our appreciation, the city council has voted to grant you early retirement with your pension paid as if you had served another five years. Thanks chief, thank you so much.’ Grinning cheesily, Stone offered his hand.
The chief refused the handshake. ‘You’re firing me? After all I’ve done for Arcadia you’re firing me? When I’ve got the resistance on the floor and bleeding to death, you’re firing me?’
Cochrane spoke. ‘We need a new man with a different approach now, chief. Frankly, Arcadia and the outside world will not stomach your methods anymore, it’s as simple as that.’
Within thirty minutes of entering the police station the all-powerful and much feared chief was plain Roger Miles, and walking homewards with much to reflect upon.
The Arcadian Emergency Tribunal began sitting immediately, but not at High Tops. For two weeks at the town hall they pored over the mountain of police files, sincerely believing they were the agents of truth and justice. So they first sought to confirm that no slave had been arrested on flimsy or non-existent evidence. That they did not find, but they did begin to realise the gaps in the police understanding of the resistance, and mild concern grew to serious worry. It was left unsaid that the former chief’s methods might have plugged some of the gaps, for that was now heresy. They summarised each and every case, agreed on sentence, and adjourned to High Tops to let the slaves know their fate.
One by one the slaves were taken before the tribunal, not to be tried or to make any plea, but to hear Arcadia pass judgement on them. In all cases sentences of corporal punishment and transportation were passed. One of the first to face the tribunal was the slave Kate, who was almost carried into the room, weeping uncontrollably and close to collapse. Tribunal Chairman Chris Stone ignored the sobs as he read out the sentence. ‘This tribunal accepts that you were probably led astray by friends in whom you trusted, and that you were a minor courier. But the fact remains that you were part of an insurrection that resulted in the deaths of many citizens, and everything you did was a betrayal of your kind and loving owners. You will receive thirty lashes, and afterwards be transported from Arcadia forever. Take her away.’
Exactly as Ronnie had predicted, Kate did indeed beg and scream and urinate when she was flogged, and would certainly have given up Ronnie if she had been questioned at that point. But Ronnie remained one of the knowledge gaps, and the free man who was her main resistance contact went to the gallows with his lips sealed.
On it went, and by the end of the day corporal punishment sentences amounting to more than two thousand lashes had been handed down. It was to take two weeks for all the flogging sentences to be executed, and in the meantime every member of the tribunal was swamped with pleas for the convicted. Special circumstances justifying mercy were argued, calls on old friendships were made, and is some cases a degree of mercy was shown. One girl had her transportation sentence commuted, and was restored to her former owners, who had made a worthwhile contribution to Chris Stone’s election fund. They found however, that she was a sad and embittered girl now, and eventually sent her for auction. Two other slaves had their transportation sentences commuted; both men were returned to the public works positions they had used to reconnoitre for resistance attacks. Their gang boss had argued that he needed their labour, that they had been punished by flogging, and that with the rest of the resistance destroyed they would present no danger.
Some slaves appeared to have supporters so powerful as to engineer escapes, and no less than seven slaves vanished from what was supposedly a secure facility. But for the remainder there was no hope, they could only idle their time away as the leaves of autumn were covered by snow and they huddled around the stoves in their huts. This inactivity was a serious embarrassment for Ellen Marshall, whose failure to find the export market she had promised was held up to her at every official meeting she attended. All the trade enquiries she was receiving seemed to be made on the assumption that the buyer would be performing a favour by taking the slaves away on payment of a nominal sum, but Ellen was sure she had at least a hundred thousand dollars worth of stock to dispose of, and rejected those enquirers as time-wasters. At last one of her contacts in Spain put her in touch with a South American trader, and although the trader would not come to Scotland in winter, she could feel that progress was being made.
Winter passed, and the trader, who was from the state of Bahia, arrived in Arcadia. Ellen ensured that he was royally entertained, including the provision of girls in his room, which was something she usually condemned as unsavoury and corrupt. She lowered her business standards because the trader was genuine, had coffee planter clients crying out for hands, space booked on a freighter moored at Loch Ryan, and a wad of cash. He was taken to the camp, where all the slaves under the age of forty were paraded for him, and he quickly struck a deal with Ellen Marshall to take twenty-nine at a unit price of fourteen hundred dollars. At Ellen’s strong insistence, he then examined the older slaves, of which he chose two that she let him have for the price of eleven hundred dollars each. The next day the thirty-one slaves were loaded on a truck and taken to Loch Ryan. After seventeen days at sea they all vanished into the notoriously cruel plantation system of Bahia, and whatever their fates they were certainly forever removed from Arcadia.
There were now just twenty-two slaves remaining at High Tops, and over the following weeks transportation of them was quietly abandoned. The ten men were filtered back into mining, forestry, and other heavy work, while the women were sold as field hands at farmers’ markets, with two of them being purchased by those who had owned them while they had worked for the resistance. Its work done, and smugly satisfied that not a single slave had died in retribution for the resistance insurrection, the emergency tribunal was dissolved.







Chapter 64: Discontent

It was spring, and planting had begun before Hawkins was supplied with a replacement for the slave Jane he had lost. Alicia Stewart arrived on horseback in his yard one evening with a woman on a chain attached to her saddle horn. Hawkins came out of the house to greet Alicia and inspect the slave, who was quite the shortest woman he had ever seen.
‘I’ve just collected her from a farm, she was a part-exchange on a threshing machine,’ Alicia explained. ‘So she’s not been processed by us yet, but I thought you might like to take a look at her.’
‘She’s not very tall,’ Hawkins observed dubiously.
‘That’s good.’ Alicia cheerfully replied. ‘It means she’s closer to her work. Get your shirt off, girl.’
Ronnie came out to look. ‘Good evening, Miss Alicia,’ she said, but was ignored.
Hawkins felt the slave’s broad shoulders and thick arms, which were of satisfying muscularity. ‘She seems strong,’ he admitted. ‘Step out of your skirt now, girl.’
Her pubic hair was a thick mass extending high onto her belly, an ideal nest for lice he thought, but he was pleased to see no stretch marks, and her legs were a stocky match for her arms. ‘Turn around,’ he ordered, and saw a back that was well-marked by punishment, but no more so than most of his own slaves. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll take her, and then we’re quits for the dud you sold me. Come into the house Alicia, and we’ll do the paperwork. Ronnie, take this girl to the washhouse and check her for vermin.’
If Hawkins had been challenged to describe the slave’s face at that moment he could not have done so, it was irrelevant to his purposes, and nor did he yet know an equally irrelevant name for her.
Ronnie established the slave’s name as Willow without commenting on it being remarkably inappropriate. As she shaved the head, pubic, and underarm hair from the girl, rinsing with shockingly cold water, she gave the best assurances she could manage that New Acres was not a bad place, and that Hawkins was not a bad master. Lies, she knew, but flowing as easily over her tongue as a stream over pebbles. Every slave farm was a horror factory, she had come to believe, and every master a thug who counted a penny profit as of more value than the skin on his slaves’ backs.
Invisibly to others, Ronnie had changed.
Since being missed by the anti-resistance sweep of the previous autumn she had waited and waited to be contacted, had longed to part of the struggle again. No contact had been made. When she had been involved with the resistance she had been able to feel there was hope of change, and that hope made her able to view slavery’s practitioners and protagonists with a charity bordering on benevolence even as she organised their deaths. With that hope gone she saw the world around her with the bitterest of realisms. Her visits to town were sad and lonely occasions when she was haunted by the ghosts of those who had died or been transported for the resistance, and would not walk there again. She would sit on a bench by the park lake, unknown to her as the location of a dead letter box, and tears would wet her cheeks as she remembered sweet Kate, and again feel guilt for Esi, who she had sent to agony and death.
Ronnie took the new slave Willow to the quarters, allocated her a bunk, and gave her a set of farm clothes. As Willow pulled the shirt over her head, Ronnie knew that the next time she saw that particular back it would be exposed for Norma to scourge it, to tease out the warm blood flowing beneath it in sacrifice to the god of money and in tribute to the right of property. In all likelihood, she believed, that day would not be long in coming. Hawkins was struggling to make the farm pay, and his difficulties were expressed in greater willingness to authorise punishments.
Norma returned late from the fields with the gang of hands, and came wearily into the kitchen. She washed her hands in the sink as Ronnie put supper on the table for her, and then turned Hawkins. ‘I’d like a chat, Boss.’
Hawkins took her meaning, and sent Ronnie to her room. ‘So what’s up, Norma?’ he asked.
Sitting at the table, Norma looked at him without expression. ‘Everything’s up, Boss. Where shall I start? Basically, we’ve got two more fields to work this year, and we just haven’t got enough hands.’
‘Is that all?’ Hawkins was relieved. ‘You know there isn’t the money to buy hands, Norma. I’d have to get them on finance, signing away part of the next five years sugar income, and I don’t want to do that because I’d be digging myself in deeper and deeper. There’s a new hand Alicia brought in the quarters, like a little ox she is, and I’m sure she’ll be a useful addition. And we’ve probably been too soft on the others, you know. I’ve given you a free hand with them, so you’ll have to get tougher.’
Norma shook her head. ‘It’s just not possible to get more work out of them, and if anything I’ll have to ease off or they won’t last the season. One new hand will make some difference, not a lot. Can I use Ronnie?’
‘No. I bought her as a housekeeper.’ Hawkins did not want Ronnie ruined by field work. ‘You know that, you were there at the time. I need her in the house, and anyway she’s not used to field work.’
‘She belongs to you, and you can use her however you like.’ Norma replied. ‘Jane wasn’t used to field work, but she was still whipped for not doing it well, even when you knew she was really a free woman. What is it with you and housekeepers? They’re always disasters. First there was Christie, then that bloody nuisance Sally, and who was next? Poor Bojana who became worm food? Or was it Rickena, who made a complete fool of you and pissed off with your son. And now Ronnie is the apple of your eye, how very fucking sweet. But you’re too old for love’s young dream, Boss, and she’s a crafty bitch who makes her only real effort in your room at night because she knows you’ll never put her to any real work while she’s doing that. You may have her tits in your hands while you shoot your load in her, but she’s got you by the balls, and that’s what you always use for brains, don’t you? And all the while I, me who’s been loyal to you forever, I can work from dawn to dusk in your fields with my hands cracking open and my back breaking, and for what? You haven’t paid me for more than six months, so why should I carry on? I’m the only woman in your life who can just walk away and not be brought back in shackles, Boss, and right now I’m thinking of doing just that.’
There was silence for a while, and Ronnie, who had crept back down the stairs and was listening behind the door, was terrified it would suddenly be thrown open.
‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard you make such a long speech, Norma.’ Hawkins said. ‘And I wish you were still my slave, because I would certainly punish you for it.’
Norma stared at him, and then grinned shyly as the temper drained from her. ‘Would you really like to see old Norma take the whip again, Boss? They were the happy days at Small Acres, the best. You gave me a lot of pain, but we had some good times as well, isn’t that right? How I wish we could have gone on like that forever. I’m sorry I blew my top at you, and if you send me to the barn now, you know I’ll obey you.’
‘No, it’s too dark now. Maybe some other time.’ Hawkins reached across to cuff the side of her head gently. ‘Of course you’re right about Ronnie, and I know I should use her for productive work. Let me think about it, Norma. She’s been a bit awkward lately, and maybe she needs a shock. If I decide she needs punishing, I’ll let you have her on the field gang for the season. OK?’
‘Whatever you think best, Boss. That’s the way it’s always been.’ Norma patted his hand, and then came around the table to sit beside him. She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he put an arm around her.
‘You’re not happy here, are you boss?’ Norma asked at length.
‘No, I suppose not.’ He replied. ‘It’s not the way I thought it would be.’
Norma sighed. ‘We’re Craigbrae people at heart, aren’t we Boss? Why not sell this farm and go back there? There’s still most of the lease left, a crop planted and growing, and some hardened field hands. It would be a good buy for someone, and we could just hit the road again. We had a great adventure on the journey south, and it would be fun to do it again, in the other direction.’
The notion had previously occurred to Hawkins, several times, and now he warmed to it. ‘What will we do there, Norma? I don’t want to run a farm again, it’s too complicated.’
‘I read the last letter Bibiana sent you, Boss, about how abolition is just around the corner there? There could be a big opportunities.’ She looked at him eagerly, wanting to see a spark of interest.
 ‘How so?’ Hawkins was weary of financial juggling, and ready to seize any hope of an alternative to indefinite struggle for profitability at New Acres.
Norma began to lay her scheme before him. ‘Well, there’ll be all those imports suddenly free, after living most or all of their lives as slaves. What are they going to do, Boss, and where are they going to go? They’ll still need a roof over their heads and food in their bellies, won’t they?’
Hawkins felt optimism growing inside him. ‘Something tells me you know exactly what will happen to them,’ he said.
‘I do Boss.’ She nodded. ‘If we plan ahead and make our preparations, we’ll be in a position to offer them work and housing. The work will be the same as when they were slaves, the housing will be on a plot of land we’ll buy; any leaky old huts will be fine for rabble like that. We’ll hire out gangs with overseers to farmers or whoever else needs labour, see? Of course we’ll have to pay them wages, but by the time we make deductions for food and accommodation, it will be as economic for us as slavery. And,’ she added, ‘I shall still skin them when they need it.’
‘I knew you were brilliant when I first bought you,’ Hawkins laughed. ‘And it will be fun to see what the abolitionists make of it. My lady, I am totally with you, let’s do that thing.’
Ronnie had returned to her room before the notion of selling New Acres had been mentioned, treading on the stairs extremely carefully to avoid creaks. Fearful of being sent to the fields, which she knew would be a one-way trip, she sat on her bed with her head in her hands and considered running away. But she knew there was an overwhelming likelihood that without concealment by and assistance from others she would be caught, then to suffer dreadful punishment and quite probably a long period of working with a heavy steel collar around her neck. It might be possible to mount a charm offensive against Hawkins, but she did not want to submit her body for his pleasure again, especially because she no longer had a resistance use for the freedoms of a housekeeper. She decided to carry on her present course, without visiting his room at night, and if he ordered her punished she would think about escape then.
Lying back on her bed, Ronnie began to breathe deeply, and to hold each breath for six counted seconds. As she did that, she let her mind go blank, and then focussed it on an imaginary place, a safe place that nobody else knew of, and where nothing could hurt her. The crude self-hypnosis technique had been taught to her by her mother as a means to cope with the constant worries of a slave’s life. ‘They can beat you and rape you,’ her mother had said, ‘but they can never reach you in your safe place.’
Her safe place was a fuzzy glowing sphere that radiated warmth but could not burn. Maintaining her breathe-and-hold rhythm, she sank towards it.







Chapter 65: Stand With Me

In warm sunshine Christie sat at a table on the small rear terrace of Summer View and worked on Ellen’s declaration speech. She had edited it from the thousand word draft Ellen had produced to what she thought was punchy brevity that would fit on one side of printed flyers, the other side of which would show Ellen looking warm but intelligent, attractive but not threatening, comforting but steadfast.  The intent was to make voters feel good about themselves and optimistic about Arcadia’s future, engendering warm feelings that might transfer to the candidate.

Many of you already know me, but for those who don’t, my name is Ellen Marshall, and I am standing for the office of Mayor and Chief Executive of Arcadia. In doing so, I am making a proud stand for all that is good in our way of life, and I urge you to stand with me when you cast your votes.
Stand with me for the right of property and possessions, and for the right of our children to inherit what we have achieved. If we allow ourselves to be overrun by the degraded standards that proliferate beyond the boundaries of Arcadia, all we shall leave to the next generation will be chaos and poverty.
Stand with me for the right to govern ourselves, free from outside interference and the imposition of laws that would destroy our proudly-built identity.
Stand with me for the most basic of human rights, the right to feel safe in our homes and on our streets. In our critics’ towns and cities, nobody is free from the constant fear of crime. They dare to lecture us about freedom even while they are filling their warehouses of crime, the prisons, with the products of untrammelled and licentious liberty.
Stand with me for the wise and beneficial system of servile labour, for the noble bonds of obligation between servant and citizen, and reject the foul smears directed against us. 
Stand with me for an obedient and productive workforce that serves society. On no account let us repeat the mistakes of the past that elevated the drunken farmhand and the amoral housemaid to equal status with the highest minds. Be proud to take the purity of our system into the future.
Stand with me for the right of our servants to permanent security and care. Ignore those who would have us turn them loose into a world that could guarantee them no work, no food, and no shelter. We can and we do repay obedience with priceless loyalty, and that golden equation must not be broken by the destructive forces surrounding us.
Stand with me when you cast your ballot. Vote to preserve your quality of life, and do so with a confident and unashamed pride to be an Arcadian. If you elect me, I will be so proud to succeed my good friend the late great Coral Kinsey, and I am already so proud of Arcadia that my heart could burst. Thank you.

Reasonably satisfied with her revision, and not dwelling too much on the fact that she as a slave would not be voting in the election, she moved on to other matters. 
If Christie did not have the tiny slice of power represented by an electoral vote, she daily wielded much greater power as Ellen’s confidant, especially when Ellen was away, as she was now on a the last day of a sword-crossing session in Edinburgh. All the official papers that were delivered for Ellen were dealt with by Christie, with her signature per procurationem for Ellen being accepted without question. She rejected two applications for licences to deal in slaves; she had inspected the premises of one applicant with Ellen and thought them disgusting, another applicant had been interviewed and found unsuitable. A third application she granted, but added conditions to the licence restricting the stock holding to what she thought a reasonable level and specifying that males and females be held separately.
Now she came to the difficult Betty Brown case, which had aroused great anger in the Scottish Union and uncomfortable feelings in Arcadia. 







Chapter 66: Fooling Around

Some twenty-four years earlier a merchant named Charles Brown had bought a slave named Margaret, and she bore him a son named Daniel the following year. The couple had then moved with their son to the free city of Dundee, where a daughter, Betty, was born two years later. On their return to Arcadia territory Charles Brown had manumitted and married Margaret, and had also freed Daniel, who had been a recognised Arcadia-born slave. At the age of eighteen Betty had married an Arcadian poultry farmer. Her father died, and Betty met Daniel entirely amicably at the funeral, but was shortly after visited by a constable who took her into custody as a fugitive slave. 
Betty fainted when told the person claiming her as his property was her brother, and strongly refuted the claim. So she was not given over to him, but was kept in jail pending a court hearing.
Daniel’s lawyer argued in court that because Betty was born to a lawful slave of Charles Brown, the principle of partus sequitur ventrem that had been part of slavery law since Roman times meant she must follow the mother’s condition regardless of the birth location, and that on the death of Charles Brown she had become the rightful property of his heir Daniel Brown. The court found in Daniel’s favour, making Betty’s marriage null and void, and had left her in jail pending an appeal petition by Margaret. There were no legal options at all open to Betty, for having been adjudged property she could no longer be represented by a lawyer or speak in court. As an unsavoury case of slavery law it was not untypical, and certainly it would not usually have attracted much attention in Arcadia. Sometimes a favoured son or daughter was freed by their owner and subsequently inherited the owner’s human property, and although in most cases the decent thing was done, it was not entirely unknown for a mother to be sold by one of her children, and sibling spite had led to many auction block tears.
The Betty Brown case had come to national and international prominence due to the strident conduct of her brother. After the judgement in his favour he had stood on the courtroom steps and announced his intention to punish Betty for her absence. ‘I will strip my sister,’ he had said to reporters, ‘and I will whip her, as is my right and my obligation to preserving servile obedience.’ His grandstanding produced what were widely assumed to be the required results; public collection raised thousands of dollars to buy and free Betty, but Daniel Brown continued to insist that she would have to undergo the punishment he had decided on before he would consider selling her, and subscriptions to the Free Betty Brown campaign kept pouring in.
Christie and Ellen had thought the case was a stunt, the purpose of which was to get Betty away from an unhappy marriage while simultaneously raising a considerable sum of money the siblings would then split between them. And when it was reported that Daniel had declare his intention to use Betty for what he termed personal service, they had laughed out loud. Both women were entirely prepared to believe there was no limit to the foulness of men, but they also knew that guilt shied from the light, and that slavery did not conduct its worst cruelties in the public gaze.
But as Christie read a letter from Margaret Brown, she began to believe. The distressed mother declared that she could not publicly take sides between her children, but was compelled to side with freedom against slavery. I was sold at a public auction, and that should not happen to my Betty or to any other human being. She argued that because prior to the court decision Betty was considered to be a free woman, she could not reasonably be punished as a runaway. The flogging planned by my son Daniel is therefore unreasonable and inhumane and as such must fall within the remit of the servile welfare office. Christie pursed her lips, the woman might have a valid point, but servile welfare could only act retrospectively, and would be unable to prevent the advertised punishment. She read on. It grieves me that affairs within my family are bringing such shame on Arcadia, and regret that I initially treated my son’s claim on his sister with insufficient seriousness. Because of his previous mental problems I assumed the court would not countenance his claim, and I feel that Daniel is the victim of unscrupulous manipulation by lawyers and others. 
Mental problems? Christie was interested, and saw opportunity to put a major public triumph into Ellen’s hands. If Daniel Brown could be shown to be not mentally competent, then servile welfare would be able to prevent the release of a slave to his custody, and although that of itself would still leave Betty a slave, it would put her supporters in a much stronger position.
Christie drafted a brief and essentially non-committal answer to Margaret Brown, which she placed in the folder of outgoing correspondence to be sent from the town hall on official letterheads. Then she told the maid Tiana to order an official carriage and driver for the afternoon, and after lunch she set off on her mission. Her first stop was the town jail, where she was pleased to find a freed slave she knew on duty at the reception desk. It transpired that Betty was not still being held there, but had been moved to a remand compound outside town, to which Christie proceeded.
Entering the compound was a matter of telling a bored guard the name of the person she wished to speak with and having a green visitor’s band locked to her right wrist; to her considerable surprise she was not searched. She was then taken to across a yard milling with prisoners to a large wooden building fitted out as a visiting room. There were several dozen circular tables, each with four chairs bolted to the floor around it. Christie was directed to one of the few empty tables and told to wait there. After placing her bag on the table and removing a notebook and pen from it, she glanced around the room. There were prisoners of both sexes, some of which she knew would be criminals awaiting trial, some people who had been detained at Arcadia’s borders, some slaves who were the subjects of ownership disputes, and a few suspected runaways for whom no owners had been traced. In most cases she would not have been able to tell who were prisoners and who were visitors unless a green wristband was visible.
‘Who are you and what do you want with me?’ The voice came suddenly from Christie’s left as she was looking at a table in the opposite direction. She jumped to her feet, to see a lovely olive-complexioned girl of about her own height.
‘You’re Betty Brown?’ Christie smiled. ‘Hello, I’m Christie, assistant to Ellen Marshall, head of the servile welfare office. I’ve come to see if there is any way our office can help you.’
‘I don’t think so. Nobody can help me,’ Betty replied placidly and without obvious concern, but sat down.
‘Well, that may be true, unfortunately,’ Christie said. ‘But I’m here to find out if there’s at all a possibility. 
Betty gazed up at her. ‘I don’t imagine you could make things any worse for me.’ There was a serenity to her face that was reflected in her voice.
‘You seem to be very calm about your situation,’ Christie observed as she resumed her seat.
Betty seemed to think before replying. ‘I’m not calm. If I’m confirmed as property on appeal, then I’ve been told exactly what will happen to me. I’ll be strapped to a frame and branded on my left arm and right thigh, and I’m as scared as hell about that. And I’ll then be taken to the gate and handed over to my master, when the fun will really begin.’
‘Do you think he’ll carry out his threats?’ Christie asked. ‘Your own brother?’
‘Yes. I am totally sure,’ Betty said slowly, ‘that he intends to flog me and rape me. How many women has that happened to? I suppose there’s nothing special about me.’
‘But the campaigners will buy and free you,’ Christie said, ‘so in the worst case you won’t be with him for long.’
‘If the campaigners have enough money. If.’ Betty still spoke in a composed way. ‘But I know I won’t be the same person, because I’ll have been broken to slavery. My mother told me that once you’ve been whipped by your owner, and especially once you’ve been sold at auction, it’s hard to think of yourself as human anymore. I believe her.’
‘You shouldn’t believe her,’ Christie said crossly. ‘Slavery can only destroy you if you let it.’ And then, more gently. ‘Why do you think Daniel is doing this?’
‘Partly for money. His lawyer, Baines, told him I could be worth up to six thousand dollars, maybe more if I wasn’t marked by the whip. But I know Daniel wants to hear me scream and see me bleed, that will be his revenge.’ If contemplation of the horrors awaiting her disturbed Betty at all, that was not apparent from her expression.
‘Revenge for what, Betty?’ Christie was beginning to find the girl’s manner unsettling enough that she had an unintended edge to her voice.
‘It goes back to when we lived in Dundee.’ For the first time, Betty’s face showed a hint of distress. Her brow furrowed slightly and she was no longer looking Christie in the eye. ‘The house had a swimming pool, and on warm days we kids spent just about all day in it. Eight years ago, on a hot afternoon, we took off our swimming kit and sprawled out on the lawn naked. And we started fooling around. It was just kid’s stuff, curiosity more than anything. I opened my legs for him to have a look, and I saw his erection.’ He eyes lifted and she glared hard at Christie. ‘It wasn’t incest, you know, it didn’t go that far. Just looking and touching. But a maid saw us and told our father. Daniel was terribly beaten, like a runaway slave, and actually at the time he was still a slave, although that didn’t mean anything in Dundee. But I was treated as the innocent victim, and he’s never forgiven me.’ She looked around at the other tables for no obvious reason, and then returned her gaze to Christie. ‘Daniel wants to finish what we started that hot afternoon, and he wants me to suffer like he suffered. He’s written to me in here, and told me he’s bought a stock whip.’ Her head bowed suddenly and she clasped a hand across her eyes. ‘He says he’ll give me thirty lashes for being absent without his permission since our father died, and as he only has a tiny home, that will be in public, out in his yard.’
Christie was silent for a moment. Public whippings were very rare, because punishments were not something slaveholders usually wanted known about, and Ellen was pushing hard to have them made illegal. The thought of this beautiful girl being stripped naked and flogged before a crowd of leering onlookers made her teeth itch. She slightly changed the subject. ‘Your mother wrote to us about your case, she spoke of Daniel having mental problems.’
‘Mental problems?’ The eerie calmness had returned to Betty. ‘I can tell you what she means. About a year after Daniel was beaten there was an incident with him and a maid. I don’t know exactly what happened, so I don’t know if Daniel was really to blame, but the outcome was that the maid went to the police, and Daniel was arrested for attempted rape. The maid was a free local girl, of course, so she couldn’t be controlled, and it looked like Daniel would be sent to prison for a very long time. Our father did some kind of deal, and instead of going to court Daniel was taken to a special hospital that was supposed to cure people of getting drunk, beating their wives, all kinds of things. I know it was expensive, and soon after Daniel had been taken there the big house in Dundee was sold, and our family moved to a much smaller place in Arcadia. Not with Daniel, he never lived with us again.’
‘So how old was he when he was taken to the hospital?’ Christie had begun to scribble notes at a furious pace.
‘Sixteen,’ Betty replied gravely.
 Christie’s pen had almost caught up with the narrative. ‘So when the earlier incident happened he was fifteen?’ 
‘Yes. And I was twelve. I’d just started to have periods, and I thought I was quite grown up.’ Betty’s lips almost curled into a smile. ‘Of course I wasn’t having a period when I opened my legs for Daniel. The appeal hearing is this Friday, so the calendar says I’ll probably be having one the next time he sees my gash.’
That shocked Christie. It seemed jarringly out of keeping with everything else the girl had said to her. Slavery, flogging, and incestuous rape were grim enough matters to have been aired in the crowded visiting room, but by a cracking a sly joke about menstruation and her vagina Betty had made Christie feel very uncomfortable.
She pressed on with her questions. ‘What was the name of the hospital?’
‘It was the Woodhaven Mental Institute.’ Betty replied, and Christie felt a thrill of joy.
The pen sped across the paper. ‘And how long was he kept there?’
‘Four years.’ On Betty’s face there was no hint of her being a young woman with an inclination to overripe humour. ‘Until our father had business problems and couldn’t pay the bills.’
Four years in a mental hospital should be more than enough for Ellen to get a restraining order preventing Betty’s release to Daniel’s custody, Christie was sure of that. ‘So your father was really paying to keep Daniel locked up and out of the way?’
‘I suppose so. The next time I saw Daniel after he’d been taken away was at our father’s funeral, and I hardly recognised him. We had very little to say to each other, although he did ask if I’d been freed when he and mother were. I said no, because I was born free. Little did I know I was giving him an idea. A few weeks later I was taken from my home in shackles, and this whole nightmare began.’
Christie did not tell Betty how she believed Daniel could be thwarted. She had to assume that the appeal court would confirm Betty was property, and she knew that the Free Betty Brown campaign would be waiting for Betty to be offered for sale. That would enable Ellen to make the a reasonable offer for the girl, there being no other claimant to property interest in her, and to immediately and very publicly free her. Cue widespread acclaim and a mayoral campaign boost.
Arriving home feel very pleased with herself, she was surprised to find her mistress already there and waiting for her.
‘Christie, where have you been?’ Ellen’s voice was not warm.
Christie smiled. ‘I, Ellen, have been doing very good work for your campaign. Have you seen the revised draft of your declaration?’
‘Yes, and it’s not bad.’ Ellen still did not smile. ‘Where have you been?’
‘Ellen, is there a problem so serious I don’t even get a kiss?’ Christie stood with her hands on her hips as Ellen approached to embrace and kiss her. As they parted Christie asked Ellen if she had reported her as a runaway slave, and received a sharp look. ‘That is not at all funny, Christie. Now will you tell me where you’ve been?’
They sat together on a sofa as Christie showed Ellen the letter from Margaret Brown and went through her visit to Betty. Ellen listened carefully before asking a question that took Christie by surprise. ‘So where does the husband fit in?’
‘Well,’ Christie struggled for an answer. ‘I suppose he’s busy on the farm.’
‘Busy on the farm? Busy on the farm? Come on now, think about it.’ Ellen’s smile lifted a huge burden from Christie. ‘His beautiful young wife gets taken away from him in chains, right? She is condemned to life slavery, right? Her waiting master, who also happens to be her brother, announces to the world that he will whip the hide off her, fuck her stupid, and sell her to the highest bidder. Right?’
‘Correct on all counts,’ Christie grinned.
‘So why have we heard nothing of him? Why isn’t he screaming from the rooftops that a terrible injustice has been done? Why didn’t Betty mention him to you? Has he even been to see her?’ Ellen playfully put her hands around Christie’s throat. ‘Stop giggling, you foolish wench.’
They both collapsed with laughter, and Christie eventually admitted that she did not know the answer to any of Ellen’s questions. But she fought the implication that a lucrative hoax was being perpetrated.
‘Ellen, it cannot possibly be a set-up. First of all, the facts of the case are undisputed matters of public record. Charles Brown did buy Margaret, and that lucky lady did pop out two sprogs while she was still his property. Margaret and Daniel were freed, Betty wasn’t. So what’s left? Charles is definitely in his grave, Daniel did report Betty as a runaway, and she was most certainly taken away from her husband. Agreed?’
‘Yes, I agree with all that.’ Ellen still wore a mocking smile.
Christie persisted. ‘So where is the scope for a sting? If on Friday morning the court rejects the appeal, then by lunchtime Betty will be branded a slave, and I know she’s dreading that. Branding is the hurt that goes on hurting when the pain is gone, because you know you’ll carry the mark to your grave. However much money was involved, nobody would choose to have a hot iron put on their skin, especially not a woman. And then Daniel, who is probably the most disgusting man I’ve ever heard of, will take her away. I swear to you that girl would be better off dead than in his hands.’
‘Maybe so.’ Ellen rose from the sofa. ‘But I’m ready for my bath, come on, and we’ll talk some more over dinner.’
Ellen briefed Christie on her Edinburgh discussions as they ate. Punishment controls were still a contentious issue, but the wording of a minimum standard for the feeding and housing of slaves was almost agreed. That topic exhausted, Christie turned the conversation back to the Betty Brown case.
‘You didn’t really say much about the Betty Brown case earlier, Ellen, so what do you really think?’
Ellen held Christie’s eyes as she spoke. ‘Well, Christie, I think that I should believe my own propaganda. I think that if Betty Brown was born a slave, as I’m sure she was, then I should respect my own belief in the right of property. I think that Daniel has the right to inherit from his father. I think that whatever he has been saying to push up the eventual sale price he gets for her, he will probably think carefully before scarring her, as any owner would. But I think that if Betty challenges her condition or her owner’s authority she should certainly be punished. I think that blood relationships are irrelevant in slavery, and sentimental nonsense about brother owning sister cuts no ice with me. I think that you, Christie, still have great sympathy for slaves and no respect whatsoever for the institution that ultimately provides the fine clothes you wear, the lovely home you live in, the servants who wait on you, and every other pleasing aspect of your life. I think that you have come to take it for granted that I treat you as a friend, that you have not begun to think seriously about the sort of society you want to live in, and that you are nowhere near ready for the rights and responsibilities of the free and wealthy Arcadian citizen that I wanted you to be.’
Christie’s heart was pumping and she could hear blood whistling in her ears. It seemed impossible for her to address Ellen’s latter comments, and she sat in stunned silence while Ellen waited for her to speak. 
‘So you’re not going to help her?’ Christie said at last.
‘I am going to help her,’ Ellen replied. ‘And for precisely the reason you identified. The public, or some section of the public, seems to be on Betty Brown’s side, so that’s the side I will be on. If the appeal is rejected I shall immediately obtain an order preventing release of Betty to Daniel on the grounds that he is mentally unstable and should not be burdened with the responsibilities of a slaveholder. I’ll take Alicia Stewart with me to the compound to give a valuation of Betty, and that sum will be paid to Daniel for his property interest in her. Then I shall free Betty at the town hall, hopefully securing some votes while offending almost nobody.’
Their glassed were filled by a maid, not Tiana, but a local girl Ellen had employed. Whereas anything could be said in front of a slave, nothing was said until the free girl had left the room.
‘I didn’t mean to frighten you, Christie,’ Ellen said with a faint smile.
‘Well you have frightened me, I’m shaking.’ Christie gulped at her wine.
Ellen shrugged. ‘I’m not apologising. You asked what I really thought about the Betty Brown case, and one thought led to another. None of what I said means I don’t trust you completely, Christie. When I arrived home this afternoon Tiana told me she wants to marry that man she’s been seeing.’
‘I expected that,’ Christie said. ‘So she asked for her freedom?’
‘She did.’ Ellen inclined her head. ‘I bought her in Seville for my father, about thirteen years ago. But the typhus took him before he had any use of her, it just rages across Spain in the summer, or it did then. She’s been with me ever since, and I believe she’s twenty-seven now. I told her the young man should come to see me on Friday morning, but now I know I’ll be otherwise engaged, so I’d like you to take the appointment. See what you make of him, and the decision on Tiana will be yours. Don’t worry, it’s not a test. Whatever you decide will be right, and I will support it.’
‘So I’m to decide if Tiana goes free or remains a slave?’ Christie tried to speak without strain in her voice.
‘Exactly.’ Ellen smiled. ‘And you’ll find it’s not an easy decision to make, because you’ll want what’s best for her. She has a safe and fairly comfortable life here, much more so than most free citizens. The man her heart wants may be perfect for her, or he may be a brute who’ll make her life a misery. Her entire future will be in your hands, just as your future is in mine.’ She rose. ‘I’ve given you a lot to think about, so I think it’s best we sleep apart tonight.’
In her lonely bed, Christie hardly slept at all. 







Chapter 67: The Incomers

Having got New Acres up and running, Hawkins would have preferred to sell it to a committed farmer who would develop it for the future. But the English couple he was now familiarising with the operation had offered the most money for his lease and livestock, and securing money was the entire point of selling. Although not obliged to go to so much trouble in handing over the farm, he wanted the couple to have the best chance of making a success of it, even though he suspected they would be hobby farmers and not at all serious about it. But he had gone through the books with them, introduced them to suppliers and neighbours, and could feel he had done his best.
Standing next to the gig the purchasers had hired, the trio watched Larnie working the field hands. She did not usually carry the encumbrance of a whip in the fields, but Hawkins had asked her to put on a show, and so while she was being observed she flourished one ostentatiously and cracked it over the heads of her amazed and alarmed charges. Because Norma would not be staying on the farm she had been kept in the background, largely unseen by the couple, and Larnie had been promoted to the role she wanted.
‘My mother’s a strong abolitionist,’ the woman said. ‘And she’ll hit the roof when she hears we’ve bought this place. She says there shouldn’t be any slaves, for which of us would want to be one?’
‘I don’t want to be an ironmonger,’ Hawkins replied. ‘But I’m not saying they shouldn’t exist.’
‘Probably you would have some element of choice about becoming an ironmonger,’ the man murmured.
‘Choice?’ A girl had come to the fence to fetch a fork from the pile of tools there, and Hawkins seized her by the ear. ‘Look at this girl. She was born on a farm not far from here, bred from a slave to be a slave. All she knows is work and the lash, and nothing else. If she were turned loose as the abolitionists want, then where would she go? What would she do? She’d end up starving or freezing to death in a ditch somewhere. It’s just foolish to talk about choices for her kind. My choice is to keep her here, where she won’t starve and she won’t freeze, and I paid three thousand dollars for the right to make that choice.’ He released the girl, saying ‘Get back to work now,’ and she ran off, getting halfway to the gang before returning for the fork she had been sent for.
The woman laughed. ‘She’s quite cute, in a farmyard animal sort of way. I hope we won’t have to beat her.’
‘We need to ask you about discipline,’ the man said. ‘We’re not used to bossing people around.’
‘You shouldn’t find it at all difficult, because discipline already exists.’ Hawkins was becoming bored. ‘The slaves are conditioned to obey orders, and Larnie is used to giving them. If you let Larnie guide you, and take her advice, you’ll soon pick things up.’
‘I hope so. In a way, I’m dreading the first time we have to punish one of them.’ The woman shuddered in a way that Hawkins knew was affected.
‘There’s nothing to dread, I promise you.’ Hawkins then signalled that he had spent enough time that day with the purchasers. ‘Get here early tomorrow morning, and you can watch a punishment. You’ll see it’s just a routine part of farm life.’







Chapter 68: In The Case Of Brown v Brown

The plaintiff Margaret Brown seeks to overturn the ruling of a lower court that her daughter Betty Brown was born into slavery and is now the property of Daniel Brown. 

Five principle arguments have been submitted by counsel for the plaintiff.

That Betty Brown was born on free soil in the city of Dundee and thus was and is free.

That if partus sequitur ventrem applies and the child follows the condition of the mother then Betty Brown became free with her mother.

That Betty Brown has been recognised as free throughout her life and is registered as a free Arcadian citizen and taxpayer.

That any question of Betty Brown’s status is the result of an oversight in her father’s disposition of his affairs and should be dealt with and rectified by a probate court.

That natural justice would be contravened if a free woman becomes a slave through no fault of her own but through the failure of another.

Dealing with a) we consider that because Margaret Brown was owned as property at the time of the birth then partus sequitur ventrem applied and the child was automatically the property of Charles Brown. The location of the birth cannot be considered relevant without creating a precedent causing loss of property to all owners of slaves who have given birth on free soil.

Dealing with b) we consider it self-evident that partus sequitur ventrem applies only at the time of birth. No precedent can be created by making an exception in this case for there could be many cases in which a mother was freed by a person who did not own her issue and might be unaware of their existence. 

Dealing with c) we do not consider that any point Betty Brown was lawfully free.

Dealing with d) we consider that any issue of Betty Brown’s status is resolved by the facts of her birth and is not affected by speculation on her late owner’s wishes.

Dealing with c) we consider that the concept of natural justice has no statutory force and can only be a factor in cases where the finest of judgements must be made whereas in this case the facts are clear and unequivocal. 

Our judgement is that the lower court was correct to rule Betty Brown’s status as being the inherited property of Daniel Brown and order that she be released to the custody of her owner or his appointed agent.







Chapter 69: The Blue Nile

Wooden faced, Ronnie watched as the slave Willow was flogged. 
In town there was much talk of how slavery had been abolished in so many countries and areas, of how change was inevitable. Slaveholders spoke of change as a creeping tide of disruptive evil that must be resisted, while slaves spoke in excited whispers of what they would do on their first day of freedom. Some state-owned slaves, mainly those were already overseers or guards, had been told they would be free citizens in five years if they gave loyal service for that period of time. Others, the older ones who had already laboured without pay for twenty years or more, were being given promises of manumission when they had completed thirty years of bondage. There were reports of controls on corporal punishment being introduced, of general amelioration, of Arcadian slavery being spruced up to make it more acceptable to the outside world.
But out on the farms no changes were apparent.
Farmers still governed their human livestock with cold brutality tempered by their need to have backs bent at work, which was not possible if those backs were cut to ribbons. Willow had been told she was being punished for unsatisfactory work, but Ronnie did not believe that. She strongly suspected that Hawkins had wanted to provide a demonstration for the English couple, and that Larnie had obligingly picked out Willow as a poor worker for no other reason than that she had not previously been whipped at New Acres.
Ronnie was not the only slave compelled to watch the punishment; all of the New Acres hands were stood in a row outside the barn to view the proceedings within. There was Jolanta, with her head slightly lowered and her eyes open very wide, and Lucy, who had not found whippings amusing since she had been made to howl in the barn after a hoe handle had snapped in her hands. Next to Lucy stood Denver, who was what slaveholders called an old growler. She was in her fifties, and Hawkins had bought her at a knock-down price to wring the last years of work from her worn body. With her knobbly and painful finger joints, Denver had great difficulty working at the same pace as the younger slaves, and twice Ronnie had seen her given a shirt of red. Most of the slaves were much younger than Denver, had been delivered from the wombs of slave mothers, and had been worked as adults since reaching puberty. Those younger slaves, the natives, Ronnie thought were both the most damaged victims of modern slavery and also the hope of a bridge into the future. If she were freed soon enough, a girl such as Willow might be able learn enough of liberty to have a good life and raise children who would never know the weight of chains or the constant fear of those who existed only as property.
Politics would eventually bring abolition, Ronnie did not doubt that, but she was sure it would not happen by that means anytime soon. Slavery was delivering a bounty of profit and pleasure for its beneficiaries, and they would stretch negotiations, obfuscate issues, prevaricate over time scales, delay implementation of petty amelioration measures, and impose every possible impediment to progress. 
It was apparent to most that Arcadia’s system of servile labour was in rude health and looking forward to a long life. Since the previous year’s resistance campaign and its suppression, confidence had returned to the markets, and slave traders could snap shut the shackles on their stock with self-assurance. A brutalised field hand of middle years could not be bought for much less than three thousand dollars, a strong man had twice that value, and the attractive young women who were euphemistically sold as chambermaids were fetching record prices. Ronnie was not prepared to wait an indefinite number of years for freedom, and she most certainly did not think that Willow’s generation should have their ripe years stolen from them as they worked under the lash until they were granted the mock liberty of a later life blighted by bitter memories.
But Ronnie knew that the Blue Nile would flow soon.
Larnie swung the whip with great enthusiasm, but she lacked Norma’s power and little blood was being drawn. For the benefit of the purchasers of New Acres, Willow had been fitted with a gag. Just a few plaited strips of cloth passed through her mouth and tied behind her head, it suppressed her cries effectively enough that the sounds from her were not too disturbing for people new to farming with slaves. As the lash bit her back she writhed and jerked violently, and her shoulder muscles stood out impressively. 
‘Oh I say,’ the woman said in a cut-glass accent. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this. Is it horribly cruel?’
‘Not really,’ Hawkins replied. ‘She feels pain, that’s the whole point of whipping her, but she’s not suffering like you or I would. You have to bear in mind that although she’s only been here since the spring she will have been punished by her previous owner, and she’s used to it. This is normal life for her, do you see?’
‘So how often do they need whipping?’ the woman asked, clearly audible above a strangled scream from Willow.
‘There’s no rule. It depends.’ Hawkins rubbed his chin. ‘When they need it is the only answer, it becomes obvious when a field hand’s work drops away like Willow’s has. And for a domestic like Ronnie there, you notice them become moody and sullen, or they start to make mistakes and have silly accidents.’
By some silly accident, or because she no longer wanted to give him gratification unless she was forced to, Ronnie had not been visiting Hawkins’ bed. He had not mentioned the absence of sexual favours at all, but that morning as she had poured his tea he had told her she was to be whipped for sullen behaviour and dumb insolence. She knew he was taking revenge on her before he left New Acres, but she had not protested, for that would only have meant more severe punishment. After thanking him she had gone to her room to tie her breasts. Looking in her mirror as she looped the string around her back she had not seen an innocent victim, but a proud woman who was biding her time.
Since hearing that she might be put on the field gang, and sensing she would soon be made to suffer in the barn, Ronnie had repeatedly thought of escape, whatever the risks. And when it became apparent that New Acres was to be sold to the English couple that thought had become stronger, because people from the south were notoriously harsh owners. The previous week she had been sent into town to buy whisky and collect the mail from the post office. With all his harness slaves now being used for field work Hawkins could no longer tackle the journey, and it was tasked to Ronnie to walk the five miles there and files miles back. Of course she had been glad to get away from the farm for most of a day, and had stolen a little money from the cash tin so she could sit in a café and have a cup of coffee. But before visiting the café she went to see a freed man who ran a livery stable near the centre of town, and who had previously offered to conceal her for a few days if she decided to run. The visit was reassuring, and while drinking her coffee she decided to begin her escape with Hawkins’ whisky money in her pocket.
As she left the café, already in her own mind a fugitive, she experienced a very enigmatic contact. A well-dressed woman who she had never seen before flung open her arms in greeting. ‘Ronnie! How nice to see you.’ As the baffled housekeeper received an unexpected hug, words were hissed in her ear. ‘Stay. Wait for the Blue Nile. Resist.’ The woman disappeared along the street, and Ronnie knew she must not run after her. But her heart had flooded with joy, and her escape plan was instantly abandoned. There was a second contact within days. The man who delivered milk and eggs to the farm twice weekly had engaged her in casual conversation, which was not unusual, but before climbing back onto his cart he had asked her a question. ‘Are you willing to go with the flow of the Blue Nile?’ She had nodded eagerly, and he had told her to stay at New Acres. ‘As a runaway, you’ll be useless;’ he had said, ‘stay here and you’ll be given a mission.’  And so she had stayed, not knowing what the Blue Nile was, or what she would be asked to do, but not caring about the answer to either question. 
Stroke number twenty fell across Willow’s back with a loud crack of leather on skin moist with blood, and Larnie turned to Hawkins, panting slightly from her labour. ‘All done, Master.’
‘Very good, Larnie,’ Hawkins said. ‘Let her down.’
Willow was able to stand on her feet when they touched the floor, and she thanked Larnie for the punishment immediately the gag was removed. She was then ordered to stand in the line of watching slaves, two of whom would hold her up.
Larnie looked questioningly at Hawkins, and he spoke to his housekeeper without looking at her. ‘Take your shirt off and step forward, Ronnie.’ She did so, and it could be seen that she had tied her breasts down to prevent them being lacerated by the whip. 
‘Gosh, she’s got udders like a cow,’ the woman said. ‘And look at the teats, how disgusting.’ 
The gag was fitted and Ronnie held out her hands to be fastened to the ring. Larnie pulled the rope tight, and grunting with exertion, hauled on it until Ronnie’s toes were scrabbling on the dirt floor of the barn. From Hawkins’ order to the slave being ready for punishment had taken but seconds.
‘The obedience is amazing,’ the man said, and the woman nodded her thrilled agreement. 
‘They’ll give you that obedience,’ Hawkins commented, ‘as long as you never let discipline slip. This girl’s a good housekeeper, and she can be quite affectionate, but she’s been sullen and miserable lately and I wanted to correct her before you take over. She’ll be fine. Ronnie,’ he said in a louder voice, ‘You know you need a whipping, and today it’s twelve lashes for sullen behaviour.’ 
 Larnie shook the whip out, and Hawkins told her to begin. 
Ronnie took a deep breath and waited for the pain. During her career in slavery she had been flogged before, several times, and she knew she could take a mere twelve strokes, but that it would be a grievous ordeal. She tried to construct a new secret place in her mind, a pleasurable place where she would execute the woman who had made the ignorant remark about her breasts.







Chapter 70: Tortured

Ellen Marshall swept into her home at the end of a long and trying day. ‘Well, Christie,’ she announced, ‘you’ll be delighted to learn that Betty Brown is now a free woman.’
Christie clapped her hands. ‘That’s wonderful, Ellen, you’ve done a fantastic thing today, even if your heart wasn’t really in it. I’m just so sorry she must have those awful brands on her.’
As Tiana took her coat Ellen responded. ‘No, my dear, she wasn’t branded, because the remand compound has no such facility. Customs stations at official points of entry to Arcadia can apply brands, and some dealers can, but not police stations or jails or any detention compounds. Betty of course knew that, but you did not. And neither did I, actually, so that’s one of the things we’ve both learned today.’
‘So why did she tell me she was scared?’ Christie asked, before realising the truth. ‘It was a sting all along, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes it was.’ Ellen shook her head ruefully. ‘But very clever, because nobody had to break any laws. I almost admire them.’
‘Ellen, I am so sorry.’ Christie was mortified.
‘It’s OK, it wasn’t your fault.’ Ellen accepted Christie’s embrace, and they went through to the terrace to be served with drinks.
‘We almost had it from the start,’ Ellen said. ‘We always thought that Daniel was creating publicity to boost the price he could sell Betty for, didn’t we? In reality the plan was always to milk the gullible public with the Free Betty Brown campaign, and it worked beyond their wildest dreams. The Brown family had returned from Dundee virtually penniless, and when her father died things got worse. So how could Betty raise some money? Well, she knew she had been born of a slave, and when she met equally broke Daniel at their father’s funeral, they put their heads together.’
‘Then Daniel reported her as a runaway,’ Christie said. ‘And the police were obliged to grab her.’
‘Exactly.’ Ellen sipped the dry martini Tiana had brought her. ‘And at that point somebody wrote to Arcadia’s favourite abolitionist busybody Martha Allen, suggesting the formation of a Free Betty Brown campaign. The anonymous somebody enclosed fifty dollars to get the ball rolling, and Martha picked it up and ran with it. But the campaign couldn’t make much of a splash over what was a routine property case, so Daniel made his speech on the courthouse steps, emphasising that Betty was his sister and declaring his intention to severely punish her.’
‘And that started the money coming in.’ Christie was amazed at Ellen’s lack of anger.
Ellen snorted. ‘Did it just. So much money that Daniel made another statement, the one suggesting that he would make Betty his concubine. The stream of cash became a river, and Daniel’s lawyer made an approach to Martha Allen. His client would abandon his plan to flog, make sexual use of, and subsequently sell Betty, if Martha would agree to pay him all the campaign receipts when the appeal court delivered its verdict. In return they would sign over Daniel’s property interest in Betty to Martha. A confidential contract was signed, and then the Browns couldn’t lose. Whatever the verdict, they would have the money, and Betty would be free.’
‘So why the letter to you from Margaret Brown?’ Christie asked.
‘To stir the pot, I suppose,’ Ellen said, ‘and because it was possible I was going to get involved anyway in view of all the publicity, they wanted to point me in the wrong direction, so they threw in the mental competence diversion. Which also worked. As soon as the appeal verdict was given I saw a judge in chambers and obtained an order preventing release of Betty to Daniel on the grounds of mental incompetence, and then I picked up Alicia and off we went to the remand compound. The staff there thought I was the crazy one, because by that time Betty was Martha Allen’s property. As I was stood there looking stupid and Alicia was looking extremely cheesed-off, Madame Allen arrived to collect Betty, and the manumission was complete within the hour.’
Christie groaned. ‘I am so stupid. You’re going to tell me the Woodhaven Mental Institute doesn’t exist, aren’t you?’
‘It certainly does exist, but Daniel was never in it. He’s spent the last five years in the English Army, most of that time in France.’ Ellen put her glass on the table to be refilled. ‘I had a talk with him this afternoon, and I found he’s actually a charming young man. He was very open about everything, and he could afford to be because he’s done nothing he can be prosecuted for. His view is that he and his family simply let Arcadia’s property laws run their course, and he asked me how stupid it was that a man could not legally marry or mate with his free sister, but could legally own her as property and father any number of children with her. He probably thought I’d be stuck for an answer, but of course I wasn’t.’
‘So what was your answer?’ Christie asked, very much wanting to know.
‘I told him there was no contradiction. A free woman has inalienable rights, which include protection from incest. Property is property, and may be used by its owner for any purpose. If Daniel had taken possession of a fine-looking girl today, and he wanted to satisfy his manly urges with her, then he would have been fully within his rights.’ Ellen held Christie in her gaze. ‘Don’t you agree?’
‘Of course I agree, Ellen.’ Christie replied, but nervously.
Ellen stared for a moment before abruptly switching to a different subject. ‘How did you get on with Tiana’s young man?’
Christie was much relieved not be pursued over her dishonest answer. ‘Very well, Ellen, He was very respectful to me, very pleasant to speak with, and not at all pushy about Tiana’s situation. He said he understands she’s a valuable slave, and although he could not afford to buy and free her just now, he hopes he’ll be allowed to see her until his business is prospering, and then he would like to speak with you about making an arrangement.’
‘What is his business?’ Ellen asked.
‘His father owns a café, the Bella Italia in Smith Street, and he has set up a related firm supplying food to offices and suchlike. People can order sandwiches and coffee to be delivered. He says it has been running for a year, and business is growing quite fast. I’d already checked him out, and he was speaking the truth.’
‘Do he or his family own slaves, did you ask?’
‘I did ask, but I already knew the answer. No.’ Christie had not been looking forward to this question. ‘His parents have family who are still slaves in Spain, and they’re strong abolitionists. So is he.’
Ellen gave a don’t-care shrug. ‘And what about his home?’
‘He presently lives with his parents, over the café. But he’s buying one of those old cottages on the edge of the Buchan estate, about a mile out along the Barrhill road.’
‘So what have you told him?’ Ellen asked the big question.
Desperately hoping her decision would be approved of, Christie replied. ‘That he can continue to see Tiana, that we will give Tiana extra time off to see him, that we expect him to respect the fact she is someone else’s property, and if in six month’s time they still want to marry she will have her freedom as a wedding present from her mistress who loves her very much.’
‘Oh, Christie.’ There was a catch in Ellen’s voice and she hid her face in her hands.  But then she looked up, and was smiling. ‘You’ve shot me with the emotion arrow, and that hasn’t happened often. Excellent, beautiful, I’m very pleased with what you’ve done. Have you told Tiana?’
‘I sent the pair of them to lunch to celebrate, and I paid. You wouldn’t believe how relieved I am that you think I did the right thing.’ Christie then dared return the conversation to Betty Brown. ‘Ellen, was everything Betty told me untrue? I thought she seemed odd, but if she was making things up as she went along that might explain it. The story about what happened by the pool was totally convincing to me, though.’
Ellen’s eyes widened. ‘Ah, yes. Fooling around on the lawn by the pool. When someone tells you a shameful story about themselves we automatically believe it’s true, don’t we? And then you were ready to believe all that followed. The maid seeing them, the beating, Daniel being locked up as a lunatic. Well, they may have done some fooling around, for all I know, but Daniel denied it. And they certainly weren’t seen by a maid, because they didn’t have a maid. Or a pool, or a lawn. The family was as poor as church mice, and they lived over the drapery store Charles Brown managed, not in a fine house.’
‘Do you forgive me for being such a dummy?’ Christie giggled. ‘I always think I’ve seen everything in my life, and that I really know about people. But boy did that girl pull the wool over my eyes.’
‘Of course I forgive you for that,’ Ellen said calmly. ‘I’ve been made to look a total fool today, but these things can happen. You interviewed the girl and were misled by her, but I could not blame you for that. I find it much more disturbing that you should lie to me.’
‘I’ve not lied to you, Ellen,’ Christie protested.
‘And that’s another lie.’ Ellen’s face hardened. ‘You did not really agree with me about Daniel’s property rights if Betty had landed in his hands today, now did you?’
‘No, Ellen, I didn’t.’ Christie was exasperated. ‘I think it would have been cruel and disgusting, but I told a little lie so as not to annoy you. Friends do that kind of thing sometimes in conversation, they don’t expect to be pounced on for it. So are you going to let it go? Or should I write out a note and send myself to be thrashed at the Stewart’s?’
‘I’ll let it go, Christie.’ Ellen’s face was thoughtful. ‘This time, I will.’
They slept together that night, with Christie taking the initiative when they reached for one another. But she was still angry with Ellen, and a little fearful, and she performed mechanically, bringing Ellen to a quick climax.
Ellen took charge then. She positioned Christie on her back with her knees lifted and her thighs spread wide, and she did things Christie had never experienced before, things with her teeth that blurred the boundaries of pleasure and pain. Christie lay back and bit her own forearm to stifle the scream she knew was coming, and she desperately wanted it to stop, but also to go on forever. When at last it was over, when Ellen allowed her release from that exquisite agony of delight, when Christie turned onto her side to seek the sanctuary of sleep, she felt that she had been tortured by an angel.






Chapter 71: Changeover

Hawkins and Norma left New Acres. Not, this time, embarking on a long journey powered by harness slaves, for to buy enough suitable stock would have been far beyond the available funds. The livestock market had tilted, and two horses had been purchased for little more than the price of a single slave. With a small cart loaded with their personal possessions, tents and other travel paraphernalia, a few bags of horse feed and some containers of water, they set off on the morning of sale completion day immediately after the English couple had arrived to become master and mistress of their new domain.
With Norma driving, they left the farm lane for the last time and turned onto the road; neither of them looked back at their former home. They passed a field where Larnie was working the New Acres hands, and Norma shook her head. ‘She’s not doing any work, she just wants to stand around and be the big overseer.’
‘Not our problem.’ Hawkins hardly glanced at the scene. He felt deeply sad that after owning slaves for so long, he now owned only his own broken-down body, and was puzzled at how things had gone so wrong for him. He should have been able to settle at New Acres for the rest of his life, with Norma managing the farm and the slaves generating enough sugar cash for him to live at least comfortably. His conclusion was that his ambitions had outreached his capital, and that he should have started in Arcadia with a much smaller holding, perhaps with just a couple of slaves to grow vegetable crops while he found his feet. ‘Too late now,’ he murmured.
‘What’s too late, Boss?’ Norma asked.
‘Everything. It’s all too late.’ He replied, and she let the brief conversation die at that.
They came to the main road and turned onto it, soon passing the turn-off to the town of Arcadia. Traffic on the road was noticeably heavier than when they had arrived there less than two years earlier, and the cart was a quaint rustic obstacle to the many trucks and occasional cars that powered past with roaring engines. Looking even more out of place was a trader with a long coffle of slaves, about sixty of them chained two-abreast, plodding their disconsolate way to be sold in Arcadia. 
‘I don’t envy those poor fuckers,’ Norma said, but Hawkins made no reply, and she did not speak again until they had passed through Barrhill. Exiting the village they were waved past a long a queue of vehicles waiting to be searched at a police checkpoint. 
‘They must be looking for runaways, Boss, so I wonder why we weren’t searched.’ Not receiving a response, Norma jabbed Hawkins in the ribs with an elbow. ‘Liven up, Boss. This is going to be a bloody long journey if you don’t snap out of whatever mood you’re in.’
‘I know, Norma, I know.  I’m just gathering my regrets into a bundle so I can throw them all away. Is that how the old song goes?’ Hawkins patted her thigh. ‘Oh Norma, why ever did we come to Arcadia?’
‘Because it was your dream world,’ Norma replied. ‘But really, there’s never any point to travelling, because wherever you get to, that’s where you are.’
Hawkins laughed. ‘And if wherever I am I’ve got you to support me, then that will be just fine.’ 
The cart rolled along, and in a few days Hawkins and Norma left Arcadia territory behind them forever.





Chapter 72: Still Very Sore

The English couple were somewhat subdued during the early days of their tenure of the farm, perhaps realising the enormity of what they saw as their responsibility, and what Ronnie saw as their crime. To take ownership and absolute control of fourteen human lives was, she thought, an act of arrogant despotism deserving of the most rigorous retribution.
In truth, Larnie was running the farm, not the couple, and was undoubtedly the happiest person there. She spent a half hour each evening briefing the couple on the day’s happenings, and what she had planned for the morrow. Neither of the couple was in a position to dispute her dispositions, although the man in particular was beginning to realise that for the acreage being worked to produce the weight of beet Hawkins had forecast would require something of an agricultural miracle. 
For the field hands nothing had changed. They worked, they were fed, they slept, and they feared punishment.
Ronnie’s back was still very sore, and would weep a little blood onto her sheets at night, but nobody was going to see those before she washed them, and she did not allow her movement or posture to be affected. She did the same jobs for the couple as she had for Hawkins; cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, serving at meal times and whenever else she was called for. She did not eat with the couple, neither had attempted to converse with her, and she made no special effort to be pleasant or cheerful. She had seen the woman glaring at her with narrowed eyes, and assumed that eventually Larnie would be given one of the chastisement orders she so loved to receive and carry out. Once or twice she had seen the man watching the movement of her breasts under her housedress, and she had tied them down again. If he became too interested in her the woman would surely react with fury, provoking a crisis before Ronnie was ready, before she had pre-empted any possibility that she might be whipped again. 
The resistance had given Ronnie her Blue Nile mission. She was tasked with destroying the New Acres incomers, and now she only waited anxiously for the date to be set.







Chapter 73: Go With The Flow

Christie wandered through Arcadia in a dream. Her mind whirled with anxieties, all of them centred on the personality of Ellen Marshall. With Tiana’s freedom now pending, Ellen had announced that the cook also was to be emancipated, a measure that would leave only one person in the household with the status of property. Christie knew that she loved Ellen, and was sure Ellen felt the same way, so how, she asked herself over and over again, could the woman hold her in bondage? Does she love me too much to set me free? Or not enough?
Passing Mercator, the newest and most fashionable restaurant in town, she saw that a slogan had been scrawled in white paint across its huge plate glass window. Go with the flow. She had seen that slogan several times in the previous weeks, and knew that it was in some way an expression of support for the reborn resistance. Because the resistance had made a very serious attempt to kill the woman she worshipped, Christie was not sympathetic to them, although she was certainly opposed to the continuation of slavery, as Ellen knew and resented so much. I cannot support slavery, so she punishes me by keeping me a slave. That seemed to be the core of her predicament, and she could see no way out of it.
The Mercator restaurant was only open in the evenings, and Christie continued along the street to an all-day café where she was to meet a friend. June was a slightly plump and invariably cheerful woman who had reached her forties in the ownership of an openly lesbian florist ten years her junior. Despite all her probing, Christie had failed to determine if June herself shared her owner’s preferences, but the fleshy slave made no bones about sharing a bed with her mistress, and had often discussed shared pleasures with Christie.
No sooner was Christie seated in the café when June arrived, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Oh boy, Christie, have I got something new and juicy for you today. Caning.’
Christie was horrified. ‘June, surely she hasn’t started to beat you?’
‘Nope. But she likes me to whack her arse a few times before we get down to business. It gets her so wet, Christie, you just wouldn’t believe.’ June giggled. ‘There’s no harm in it. But, my fellow-traveller through the dark valley of slavery, there’s even bigger news. Can you guess?’
‘Well first of all, that caning thing is something you’ll live to regret.’ Christie could not help smiling with her friend. ‘Sooner or later it will be your arse with the stripes on, and there’s no limit to what she can do to you. What’s the other news?’
June drew herself up to make the parody pompous announcement. ‘My mistress is granting my freedom. It will happen next week.’
That good news for June felt like a punch in the stomach to Christie, and her face fell. ‘Is she? I gave a girl her freedom yesterday, but nobody’s doing it for me.’
‘I thought you’d be happy for me, I really did.’ June was still smiling, but quizzically now.
Christie hastened to make amends. ‘I’m sorry, June. Honestly, I’m very pleased for you.’
‘No offence taken.’ June looked at Christie over the froth on her coffee. ‘You’ve been with Ellen for quite a while now, haven’t you? She really ought to be doing something for you. My mistress says a wind of change is blowing through Arcadia, and the trees that stand will be those that can bend.’
‘I don’t mind her owning me, June. Or not much. But the insecurity is killing me, it really is. If something happens to her, or if she gets pissed-off enough with me one day, I’m totally fucked.’ Christie knew she should be talking about her friend’s good fortune. ‘How did it come about,’ she asked. ‘Were you nagging her much?’
‘Oh no,’ June shook her head. ‘She’s been thinking about it out loud for quite a while, and I just let her reach her own conclusion. As she says, we’ve been good friends for three years, and we’ll still be good friends after the papers are signed, so setting me free will make no difference to anything.’
‘Well, even a fat old bitch like you is worth something at the market,’ Christie grinned. ‘So she could be throwing away as much as thirty dollars. Thirty-five, maybe.’
‘Thank you, Christie, for those few kind words.’ June said primly, before her face resumed the smile it was usually set in. ‘There is another thing. She thinks the pressure on slavery will get worse and worse, that the terrorists will be back, and she doesn’t want to be a target. Have you seen this?’ She delved into her handbag to produce a leaflet she passed across the table.

GO WITH THE FLOW

The flood of freedom is coming.
Go with the flow.
Slavery will be drowned.
Go with the flow.
Everyone will be held accountable.
Go with the flow.
If you are asked to help you must act.
Go with the flow.
If you fight freedom you will be a memory.
Go with the flow.
You are with the future or part of the past.
Go with the flow.
Your life or your death. Choose wisely.
Go with the flow
Love the Blue Nile
Go with the flow

‘What a bunch of dummies they must be,’ Christie said. ‘What does it all mean? How’s anyone supposed to know what Blue Nile is?’ 
June had leant forward, and was almost whispering. ‘Put that away, it could get you in big trouble.’
Christie stuffed the leaflet into her handbag, and was then annoyed to find she was also leaning forward and speaking in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘What do you know?’
‘Sit up straight,’ June said. ‘We must look like we’re planning to blow up the town hall.’ She laughed. ‘I really don’t know. The buzz around town is that it’s something big, and that when it happens the slaveholders are going to be very sorry.’
‘I think Ellen must be talking about this Blue Nile nonsense at the executive council meeting today.’ Christie drank the last of her coffee, grimacing as she tasted the bitter dregs. ‘The chief constable’s attending, which he doesn’t usually.’
‘If I were a Blue Nile agent,’ June said, her brow furrowed with exaggerated mock seriousness. ‘You’ve just given me some useful information, haven’t you?’
‘Oh, please June, nobody could trust anyone if they thought like that, so let’s not get paranoid,’ Christie replied, realising as she said the words that creating such an atmosphere was almost certainly one of the Blue Nile’s aims.







Chapter 74: The Shrieking

Ronnie thought it must be almost midnight, and she went silently down the stairs to check the clock in the kitchen. She knew the ancient thing was not accurate but believed it to be more than good enough for her purpose. It’s elaborately scrolled hands told her there were ten minutes before the witching hour, so she carefully opened the back door and stepped out into the dark yard. The moon had long set and the overcast sky shed very little light on the sleeping land of Arcadia, but she knew every step of her route and set off immediately. She passed the slave quarters, from which snores emanated, and caught the distinctive smell of its occupants in her nose. From there she paced out the steps to the washhouse, and felt her away around to the back of it to where a thin pipe rose out of the ground, carrying water from the house. Next to the inlet pipe was a much thicker drain pipe, and she pushed her hands around it to reach the package she had concealed between it and the wall.
Crouching down, she ripped the package open, the noise of the waxed paper tearing sounding deafening to her ears. The twin barrels of the shotgun felt very cold in her hands as she lifted it away and laid it on the grass, and then she rummaged in the packaging for the small box containing six cartridges. Removing two of the cartridges, she opened the gun and loaded it as she had been shown, working entirely by feel, but did not close it because she had a vague idea that it could fire of its own volition in that condition. She rose, tucked the gun under her right arm, and reached down with her left hand for the box of cartridges, which she stowed in the big pocket at the front of her housedress. 
And now she was ready for action. Ready to kill.
Never in her life had Ronnie fired a gun, and she had only been given the briefest of familiarisations with the weapon she now carried, and that with the incomer woman just a few yards away from her in the house. Shielded by his cart, the milk and eggs man had shown Ronnie how to open and load the gun, and how to snap it shut. That was that, end of briefing, and then he had wrapped it quickly and given her the words she had waited to hear. ‘Blue Nile is midnight tonight. Kill them both, and then make your way to the Lavender Farm loading point. That’s your escape rendezvous point.’ He had patted her cheek. ‘That’s all.’ He had climbed onto his cart then, and Ronnie had walked away as casually as she could manage with the package under one arm and a box of eggs under the other. She wished the milk and eggs man had called her by her name, or perhaps given her a quick hug for good luck, but he had not. Presumably, she thought, he would have his own mission to carry out this night, and could not spare any luck to give away.
On returning to the back door of the house she checked her pocket to make sure the spare cartridges were still there, although she could not imagine she would need them. Only the incomer woman was in the house, because her husband had decided to stay in town to meet some visitors scheduled to arrive the next day. Just my luck, Ronnie thought, already my mission is half-failed. It struck her that all was very quiet, and she wondered if that was ominous. There were three other farmhouses within a two-mile radius, and it was now well past midnight. Shouldn’t she be hearing distant shots? Or perhaps explosions or screams? It was pointless to worry about that. She pushed the door open and stepped into the kitchen. 
Taking slow steps, Ronnie crossed the kitchen and entered the hallway. At the foot of the stairway she snapped the gun shut and began to ascend, and had climbed six of the thirteen steps when from above she heard the woman’s feet hit the floor as she got out of bed. What had awakened her? Ronnie’s heart was hammering. Probably nothing, probably she just needed the toilet. Ronnie waited, halfway up the stairs, leaning against the wall for balance, gripping the barrels of the gun with her left hand and the stock clamped under her right arm. The woman’s bedroom door opened, at first just a narrow gap of extra darkness in the gloom up there, but then a widening sheet of brightness as a lamp came on.
The woman came out onto the landing, saw Ronnie on the stairs, and she must have seen the gun. Foolish words blathered from her mouth. ‘Ronnie, is that you? What are you doing, creeping about in the dark?’ The woman did not have a commanding voice, and now it conveyed only her terror. ‘I’ll have you whipped for this.’
Ronnie squeezed the trigger; it did not budge and she jerked hard at it. The gun fired, recoiling violently enough for her to feel the trigger guard strike against her finger.
A spray of pellets took the woman across the left side of her face and forehead, and she dropped to her knees, blinded in one eye and screaming her pain. Ronnie rushed up the last few stairs, putting the gun to her shoulder, and she fired again as the woman scuttled on all fours back into her room. The closely-packed shot charge hit the woman under the ribs and she went over onto her side, squealing horribly. Ronnie did not think to reload, she attacked using the gun as a club. Swinging it by the barrels she struck a mighty blow to the woman’s head, but that did not end the high-pitched noise from her, and Ronnie swung the gun again. This time the stock broke away from the action, and the shrieking wounded thing on the floor was driving Ronnie into frenzy. Still gripping the gun by the barrels, she bent over and smashed the lock end of them into the woman’s face again and again and again, while being showered with blood and eventually chips of bone before at last the only sound in the room was her own desperate and ragged gasps for breath. 
She still could not be certain the woman was dead, and went into the bathroom to run a drowning bath. Seeing the awful apparition in the mirror, she abandoned that plan. Instead she stripped naked, stepped into the bath, and thoroughly washed herself. After that, and leaving her housedress, knickers, and shoes on the bathroom floor, she went to her own room, where she dressed herself in warm clothes and stout boots. The only personal possessions she had were her mother’s earrings and a brush and comb hair care set. Those she put in her big pockets, went down the stairs, and left the house.
As she reached the lane, Ronnie paused. There were thirteen slaves locked in the quarters, and they must all be awake after the noise of slaughter. Should she free them? She had been given no instructions about that, and in fact knew little about Blue Nile other than its purpose of ending slavery. But were ending slavery and releasing slaves the same thing? She could hardly take another thirteen people to the escape rendezvous, and anyway they might not all be willing to escape. Ronnie knew from experience that many slaves would take endless abuse and not be willing to run away. But if Blue Nile was not successful, and the sun rose on another day of Arcadian slavery, then any slave roaming free at New Acres when the incomer man saw the remains of his wife would most certainly be put through a dreadful ordeal. 
Ronnie did not return to the house, she did not get the keys hanging on a nail in the kitchen, and she did not release the slaves. She hurried down the farm lane to the road, and turned towards Lavender Farm. A string of hopes fizzed through her like gas in a glass of beer. She hoped she was not the only slave to have carried out a Blue Nile mission, she hoped that others had killed all their targets; and she hoped the whole scheme would strike the institution of slavery a fatal blow. More immediately, she hoped there was someone waiting at the rendezvous point, she hoped that she would be carried beyond Arcadia’s borders before dawn, and she was beginning to hope that what she had done at New Acres would not come back to her in dreams that would make her frightened to sleep.
She walked quickly along the side of the road, prepared to hide in a hedge if the need arose. When the sun had risen on the previous day she had not known that the Blue Nile was about to flow, but when it rose again she hoped that everything would have been changed by the flood. But if not, then she would still have the only things she had truly possessed before; her hopes, and the secret place where nothing could hurt her.  







Chapter 75: After The Flood

Technically, legally, Christie should not be on the streets. The state of emergency proclaimed on the morning after Blue Nile had forbidden, among many other things, a slave to be on the public highway unless under the direct charge of a free citizen. Christie did not know what the penalty for breaking the regulation was, but she was sure it would be dire. But seven days had elapsed since Blue Nile, and she was sick of being cooped up in the house, so had decided to take a stroll. Ellen was busy with a non-stop round of meetings, as she had been since the day after Blue Nile, and Christie saw her only when she returned to Summer View late every evening, exhausted and usually uncommunicative, there to pick at her food before retiring alone for the night.
From what Ellen had revealed Christie already knew the Blue Nile headlines, and was aware that the resistance had made a multiple simultaneous attacks on slaveholders, leading citizens and on property, the latter being accomplished with nine bomb explosions in central Arcadia alone. Loss of life had been very severe, with more than two hundred known dead from the bombs, almost half of them slaves.
Alec Stewart and his disabled wife were dead, each of them shot through the head as they lay in bed. Treasurer Alan Cochrane had survived being shot as he ate a midnight snack, but his assailants had butchered him with knives as he lay helpless on his kitchen floor. Four of the twelve elected members of Arcadia’s executive committee had been killed, one by a slave he owned, and the others by assassination squads. Acting chief executive Chris Stone had the fled the town when he had heard the big bomb destroy the Mercator restaurant, but had been stopped and turned back at one of the road blocks the new chief constable Fergus Wiley had put in place when a Blue Nile activist had betrayed the start time. Stone’s act of cowardice had apparently saved his life, for the assassins who had taken over his house did not wait for his return before fleeing.
What had happened out on the farms was not yet comprehensively known. The police had only just started to move out from the towns to check on rural dwellings, and were proceeding carefully, mindful that ambush or booby-trap might await them. On one farm they found the bodies of the owner, his wife, their three children, two house slaves, and a slave overseer; all had been executed with a bullet in the back of the head as they knelt in the farmyard, and the fifteen field hands were gone. At another farm the owner had been killed when he went to investigate a disturbance in the slave quarters, but his wife, assisted by a loyal house servant, had successfully fought off an attack on the house. But such cases of rural insurrection were the exception rather than the rule, and the heavily-armed police squads were finding that on most farms the fields were still being worked by obedient slaves. 
Close to town and thus one of the first places to be reconnoitred was Bob Steven’s beautiful lakeside home, Karnak, but it had been found deserted, devoid of slave or free, dead or alive. Somebody made a connection with Karnak on the Nile in Egypt, and rumour swirled that Stevens had been the mastermind of Blue Nile. Ellen told Christie she had traded slaves along the Blue Nile River, and it was most definitely not in Egypt, but something did not feel right about Karnak, and the police investigation of Coral Kinsey’s death was reopened, despite the colossal case-load that now existed.
Christie dressed in one of her most subdued outfits, and asked Tiana if she would like to accompany her. ‘Oh no, Miss Christie,’ Tiana replied. ‘I don’t want to get into trouble before I’m freed.’
‘Very well then, is there anything we need from town?’ Christie had been stung by Tiana’s reply, reminding her as it did that in a few months Tiana would be a free citizen who would be able to strike Christie down in the street and only be sued for property damage.
‘I don’t think so, Miss Christie.’ Tiana shook her head. ‘We can manage with what we have, although fresh milk would be good, if you see any.’
Christie gave Tiana her orders for the day, although the maid was very familiar with what was required of her, adding some entirely spurious instructions. ‘And I want all my shoes taken from my wardrobe and polished, and do the same for Miss Ellen’s. My bathroom needs a good scrubbing, and I want the dining room and living room curtains changed to the powder blue ones, same with the rugs and tablecloths, have you got that?’
‘Yes, Miss Christie.’ Tiana bowed her head.
‘Then make sure it’s all done properly.’ Christie waited for Tiana to open the front door for her, and then left the house. She knew she had been spiteful in loading Tiana with unnecessary work, but was torn between being happy for the girl’s impending freedom and regretting that she alone had decided to free her. An awful vision of the future came to her, a future in which Tiana and her husband called on Ellen to show-off their first baby, and Ellen would make her wait on the girl she had formerly bossed. And she would have to do it, she would have to pour tea with an impassively respectful face and call Tiana ‘Miss’ and her husband ‘Sir’, because they would be real people, free people, not slaves who could be beaten for unsatisfactory work. It was an intolerable prospect, and she decided it was high time and past time to force the freedom issue with Ellen.
In the immediate environs of Summer View, Christie could see no traces of Blue Nile damage. But coming to the Esher house she saw the results of it having been fire-bombed. All the lower floor windows were missing glass, and the upper ones were smoke-blackened on the inside so that they had become mirrors of the gloomy sky. Ellen had told her that the house had been empty at the time of the attack except for a maid who had been badly burned.
A few houses along was the home and business of the Stewart family, now reduced to one member, the fortunate Alicia who Ellen had said was enjoying a night with two men at her country cottage when she should have been at home being murdered. The bereaved daughter was standing at the front of her home watching two men replacing the shattered door. Although Christie had been accepted by almost all the elite of Arcadia as Ellen’s choice of equal partner, Alicia had been one of the few to stand aloof from a slave, and to refuse all social intercourse. But Christie did not feel she could just pass by without offering her condolences, so she stopped and called to the girl over the hedge. ‘Hello there, Alicia.’
Alicia turned to see who was hailing her, and seeing Christie her mouth turned down as if she had bitten into a lemon and been stung by a wasp hiding inside it. ‘You shouldn’t be out on your own, you must know that. I believe you could get thirty-nine strokes with the jail cat, and your owner fined a hundred dollars. And it’s Miss Alicia to you.’
Christie ignored the legal advice. ‘I just wanted to say how sorry I am about your parents, that’s all.’
Alicia sneered. ‘I just bet you are, you insolent bitch. Your mistress will receive a complaint from me, and if she doesn’t have you punished I shall want to know why.’ She returned her attention to the door work, and Christie walked on, not in the least fearful that Ellen would have her whipped at Alicia’s behest.
As she neared the centre of town the evidence of Blue Nile damage became starker. A row of shops with their display windows boarded up, a side street in which every house visible from the main road had one or more windows shattered by the concussive force of a vehicle bomb, the twisted remnants of which were still in place. The pavement outside the Mercator restaurant, where more than fifty people had died, was cordoned off for fifty yards in either direction, and the walls of the building housing it were supported by scaffolding. Christie crossed the road to the other pavement, and felt a hand grab her sleeve. It was her friend June, who looked at her with concern. ‘Christie, you shouldn’t be out.’
Christie laughed. ‘So what, neither should you.’
June did not laugh. ‘I’m a free woman, Christie, since the day before Blue Nile. Please, do me favour, go home and don’t get into trouble with the law or your owner.’
Christie thought she could see change in her friend, from the warm and affectionate camaraderie she had known to a condescending patronage that she could not bear. She jerked her arm away from June’s grip. ‘Don’t worry about me, Miss June,’ she snarled, and walked away from the only person she had been able to truly confide in.  It seemed to her that she must eventually become an island of servitude, the last slave in the world, or at least in Arcadia, and she brushed a tear from her eye as she strode along.
At the central crossroads a police cordon prevented access to the stretch of road containing bomb-devastated official buildings, and Christie turned right, hoping to find a shop where she could buy some milk. She was coming into an area of Arcadia she was not familiar with, where houses stood shoulder to shoulder with all kinds of small businesses. But whereas the centre had been almost devoid of people, here the street was quite busy, and she guessed that Blue Nile had passed over this part of town. Housewives descended from or boarded horse-drawn cabs, many with a maid in tow carrying bags of shopping. The pavements were thronged with pedestrians, and she saw harness slaves for the first time in many months. A buggy was stood outside a fishmonger with two stout women harnessed to it, and another buggy pulled by a single male slave carried an elegant-looking woman who snapped her whip with vigour to maintain a smart pace. Christie tried to see others looking with disapproval at the deliberately ostentatious demonstration of one person’s power over another, but could find no such public displeasure.
Finding a small general store, Christie entered it and took two bottles of milk from a cold shelf. Standing at the counter waiting to pay for it she saw a notice advertising that a “pleasant housemaid, warranted disease-free” was being raffled to raise funds for victims of terrorism. She did not buy a ticket. Leaving the store, she hailed a cab and returned to Summer View, feeling glad she had ventured out, but saddened by absolutely everything she had seen. The devastation and especially the deaths Blue Nile had caused she could not agree with, but nor could she agree with Arcadia’s stubborn clinging to slavery, its defiant adherence to an institution the world was rejecting. As the cab pulled up outside the home of her mistress she decided that tonight she would stop hesitating and tackle Ellen head-on about her freedom.





Chapter 76: Under Pressure

The surviving members of Arcadia’s executive committee had been meeting every day since Blue Nile at the Sonderberg Hotel on the eastern edge of town, their official offices having been wrecked by a resistance bomb. In a suite of rooms on the top floor of the hotel they received and discussed police reports, determined repair and rebuilding priorities, issued orders to various public works facilities, and they argued. Most of the time they argued, as each sought to emerge from the wreckage with the greatest political advantage.
Chris Stone had wanted to postpone the mayoral election scheduled for six weeks hence, but Ellen Marshall had opposed the notion, and had so far received enough backing from around the table to stymie her electoral rival’s plan. But on the seventh day after Blue Nile she thought there was at least the hint of a smirk on Stone’s face when chief constable Fergus Wiley arrived late in the afternoon to give the group his investigation update.
‘It would be a mistake to think the outrages collectively known as Blue Nile are separate from the longer campaign Arcadia suffered last year,’ Wiley began. ‘They are not. So I’ve looked back through the files, and there are some observations I would like to share with you. Firstly, there was knowledge of a resistance group forming for at least three years before there was any violence. Those involved gathered in small groups to lay plans they could never hatch, and the old chief was content to let those hares run.’
Wiley looked up from his notes dramatically. ‘But quite suddenly everything changed. The motley collection of malcontents acquired a cell structure, a fairly sophisticated communications system based on dead letter boxes was created, and crucially, arms were made available. All that occurred almost overnight, which suggests to me that someone grabbed the talking-shop resistance by the scruff of the neck and moulded it to deadly purpose. Any comments on that?’
Silence reigned, and Wiley continued. ‘We all know who was selected as the first victim of the resistance, it was Coral Kinsey, the most important person in Arcadia at that time. And we even know who ambushed and murdered her. Case closed? Not now it isn’t. Coral was taking a servant to Bob Stevens, as is well known. I’ve traced other former members of Coral’s household, the cook and a couple of maids, and they knew about the sale, but they didn’t know when the transfer would take place. In fact it seems certain that nobody knew when the transfer would take place until the morning of the fatal day, when Stevens spoke to Coral and asked her to bring the girl to his house that afternoon. From interrogation records we know the cell tasked with killing Coral was certainly briefed within hours of that conversation, possibly within minutes. So where did that information come from? I don’t believe that Coral arranged her own death, and the servant was also killed in the ambush, so who does that leave?’
‘You’re suggesting that Bob Stevens set Carol up?’ Ellen was incredulous.
‘I’m merely pointing out some facts.’ Wiley returned Ellen’s stare. ‘Facts that I’m unable to check with Stevens because he is unaccountably missing.’
‘But Bob is a slaveholder,’ Marcia Esher objected. ‘He’s got hundreds of the damned things on his sugar farms and working his mills.’
‘Historically speaking,’ Wiley said slowly, ‘insurrectionary wars have been fought by people with sincere aims, whether misguided or not, but when the wars were over the people pulling their strings have shown a different set of values. Freedom fighters have usually wound up installing repressive dictatorships.’
‘Can we be very clear on the theory you’re putting forward, Chief Wiley?’ Ellen asked.
‘I put forward no theory,’ Wiley replied. ‘I am merely making some observations. Before leaving the attack on Coral Kinsey, I want to note that it was pressed home with decisive ruthlessness. Looking at the subsequent attacks we can see a similar pattern, except for one bodged job. I refer to the ambush of you, Miss Marshall. On a remote and isolated road, and with all the time in the world, your attackers failed to even slightly injure you.’
‘What are you suggesting?’ Ellen responded with an anger she was trying to hold back. ‘I’m alive today because my very brave driver fought the hostiles off.’
‘Your driver, Ellen,’ Stone said, ‘was a fairly old man with no weapons or protective defence training whatsoever. It cannot be disputed that he displayed great courage during the attack, and I have authorised a certificate of commendation for him. But when one considers the other attacks of the campaign, the resistance seem to have been remarkably negligent in their attempt at extinguishing your life. I’m happy to say, of course.’
Wiley’s cold eyes appraised Ellen. ‘It could be they wanted to preserve your life, but at the same time sought to portray you as their enemy. That would seem a reasonable conclusion to draw from the known facts.’
Ellen saw other committee members looking at her with concern. She had to fight back. ‘Any suggestion that I have been in league with the resistance is absurd, ridiculous. You are smearing me in the most dishonest way, and not for one second do I believe the people of Arcadia will fall for this nonsense.’
‘Nobody is making any such suggestion, Ellen,’ Stone said soothingly. ‘Although I’ve often wondered who was behind the resistance, because none of the captured terrorists showed leadership potential. Slaves, most of them, and used to receiving orders, not giving them.’
‘There is another matter concerning you, Miss Marshall that I’d like to mention.’ Wiley was going to hit her hard now, Ellen knew that, and tried to anticipate what he might throw at her. He continued. ‘Whereas I’m sure everyone in this room has the utmost confidence in your loyalty to Arcadia, this is something that could shake public trust.  Prior to Blue Nile a servant in your household, a girl named Christie, was distributing resistance propaganda. Today, and in contravention of the emergency regulations, that servant has left your house, and has we believe again met with her resistance contacts.’
Ellen stared at Stone. ‘This is a dirty way you’re trying to destroy me.’ He did not respond and she turned her face to Wiley. ‘What propaganda?’ she demanded.
He pushed a leaflet across the table to her, and she glanced at it briefly. ‘So how many thousands of these did she distribute?’ she asked.
‘It doesn’t matter how many,’ Wiley replied. ‘One would be enough.’
‘I’ve asked the chief to hold back on this, Ellen,’ Stone was smiling openly. ‘Out of respect for your position. The servant has to pay a penalty for inciting others to rebel against lawful authority, and for being on the streets in breech of emergency regulations. Probably we’ve all seen your Christie strutting around and giving herself airs, and a strong dose of medicine will do her no end of good. I’m sure the public will be very understanding of your position.’







77: Stupid Bitch

Christie was waiting when Ellen entered the house. ‘Ellen, I need to speak with you, please.’
‘Go and wait in my study.’ Grim-faced, Ellen swept past, and Christie heard her calling to Tiana to pour her a drink.
In the study Christie sat in one of the two chairs facing the desk, thinking that perhaps she had picked a bad day to demand her freedom from Ellen, and that postponement of the notion would be a good idea. 
‘Did I tell you to sit down?’ Ellen burst into the study. ‘Get on your feet.’
Christie jumped up as Ellen rounded the desk and stood facing her, white-faced with fury. ‘I hope you’re pleased with yourself,’ Ellen spat out. ‘You put my political career in a coffin with your Betty Brown fiasco, and now you’ve buried it.’ She waved a familiar sheet of paper in the air. ‘Do you recognise this?’
‘Of course I do, Ellen. It’s a Blue Nile leaflet.’
‘Yes, it is.’ Ellen stamped a foot. ‘But don’t you Ellen me, I am your mistress and you will address me properly. Where did you get it?’
‘Someone in town gave it to me, Miss.’ Christie replied, and then added a lie. ‘I don’t know who it was.’
‘And you read it?’ Ellen demanded.
‘Yes, Miss.’ Christie’s stomach was churning.
‘And then you gave it to the cook next door, and she gave it to someone else, whose master found it and took it the police.’ Ellen rolled her eyes. ‘You stupid, stupid bitch.’
‘It’s only a scrap of paper, Miss.’ Christie said lamely,
Ellen seemed to be calming a little. ‘It’s a seditious scrap of paper that encourages servile insurrection, and you must have known that perfectly well when you passed it on.’
‘Excuse me, Miss,’ said Christie, ‘but may I be permitted to speak?’
‘Of course you may speak, you can’t do any more damage,’ Ellen said wearily, her drained face suddenly looking a lot older to Christie.
‘Well, Miss,’ Christie began, ‘that pamphlet is only words, just words. There are probably thousands of copies circulating, and it’s hard to imagine they would change anyone’s mind about anything. I just can’t see what the harm is, Miss.’
Ellen waved her tiny clenched fists in the air. ‘Them I’ll tell you what the harm is,’ she shouted. ‘Those words are obviously meant to be taken by slaves as encouragement to join the resistance, and to deter free citizens from their lawful right to hold slaves. After your damned leaflet had been shoved in my face I was also told you’ve been illegally roaming the streets today, and I was frogmarched to see the attorney general, who of course is a big pal of Chris Stone. It was made clear to me that inciting resistance to lawful authority is sedition, and I have been told in no uncertain terms that I have to come down hard on you, Christie. If I don’t, the thirty-nine lashes they’ll give you for being on the streets today will just be the start of what they do to you, because then they’ll punish you for distributing seditious literature.’
‘I see, Miss,’ Said Christie. It was dawning on her that she was standing at the gates of hell. ‘This is not really about me, is it?’
‘No, Christie. It’s about destroying me as a rival to Chris Stone. It’s even being hinted at that I’m secretly a resistance chief, along with Bob Stevens.’ Ellen laughed harshly and very briefly before her face became serious again. ‘But you have done wrong, Christie, and I have to punish you. You would not have survived what was planned for you, so I have agreed to sell you away from Arcadia. You’ll be held at the jail until a trader comes for you.’
‘Oh no, Ellen, don’t do that to me,’ Christie cried.
‘You are not to call me by my name, I told you that.’ Ellen retrieved a folder from a desk drawer. ‘These are all the papers I have for you. Take them with you to the jail and hand them in at the reception desk, and you should have a change of clothes with you. Anything you want from the pantry you can take, I don’t suppose the jail food is up to much.’ She turned away, and Christie could not see her face, only hear her say in a flat voice, ‘It’s all over, Christie.’
Turning back towards Christie, Ellen’s face seemed quite calm, but here eyes were red. ‘Please go now. A constable will come for you later tonight.’
The tears were streaming down Christie’s face as she walked disconsolately out of the study and up to her room. Slumping onto her bed, she sobbed her grief into her pillow. Eventually she sat up and wiped her eyes, fighting the urge to return to Ellen and hold her for one last time. She knew that she would not be able to break away again, and that Ellen would not be able to let her. That would be disaster for them both.
Without actually using the words, Ellen had told her that she had several hours to make her escape. She could pack a case with food and clothes, and take a cab as far as Newton Stewart, and she could check into a hotel there under a false name to await an opportunity to cross the border. But there was nowhere she wanted to go without Ellen, and it would be obvious she had been allowed to escape, thus further threatening Ellen’s position. She crept down to the kitchen for a nice cup of tea.






Chapter 78: Pulling Strings

Since arriving at the jail, Christie had seen virtually nobody. Only rarely would a constable look in on her, and then only to check she was still alive, and to exchange a few banalities. 
Her accommodation was better than any slave quarters she had ever been in, and in fact resembled more a small hotel room than any prison. Instead of the pile of straw she had expected, she slept in a comfortable bed, and there was an attached bathroom with a seemingly endless supply of hot water. The jail gave her tea and porridge each morning, and twice each day she was visited by a waitress from a nearby café, who would bring her anything on the menu except alcoholic drinks.
During the day her door would be left unlocked, so that she could wander down the corridor and sit with her thoughts in a small outside courtyard. Those thoughts were always of Ellen. Sometimes, lying on her bed for hour upon boring hour, she would catch the buzz of activity from the court upstairs, but the usual sound was silence. Whenever she heard footsteps in the jail, she leapt to her feet, hoping against hope that Ellen had come to see her, or even take her home again. But always when the door opened she would see the waitress or a constable, and the small light of hope in her heart would become a little weaker.
The waitress usually took Christie’s order without saying much, but when she came with lunch on the third day Christie made the effort to engage her in conversation. ‘Are you a slave?’ she asked.
‘No.’ The waitress shook her head vigorously. ‘Not anymore, thank God. I was taken by slavers a few years after the end, but I’m free now.’ She shook her head again, this time sorrowfully. ‘I was only twelve, and the things those scum did to me were beyond belief.’
Christie could was glad of the company, and did not want to let the waitress go. ‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘What happened next?’
‘Everything and nothing.’ The waitress did not sit down, but crossed her arms across her chest. ‘I was on a farm for three years. The owners weren’t too bad, they were a lot better than some, but being a slave is never fun, is it? Anyhow, I met a bloke, the son of a neighbouring farmer, and he bought my freedom. We married and moved to this area, and we bought the café.’
‘You’ve done very well. Sometimes I think that slavery has worked out fine for everyone except me.’ Christie smiled.
The waitress shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you said that. Somebody is pulling strings for you, yet you think you’re having such a hard time.’
‘I’m in a cell,’ Christie replied, spreading her hands in a gesture of helplessness.
The waitress was leaning with her back to the door. ‘You’re not in a cell, don’t be so stupid. The rooms in this corridor are used when constables from out of town have to stay overnight. There’s nothing to stop you just walking out of here.’
‘My mistress has ordered me sold,’ Christie said. ‘And I am not running away. It wouldn’t be fair.’
‘Up to you. Be a martyr.’ The waitress gave Christie a withering look. ‘Those noodles cool off very quickly, so you’d best get them eaten.’
The next morning Christie had just finished her porridge when her door opened and a new face appeared, a woman she had not seen before. Short and dark, with the bright inquisitive eyes of a sparrow, the visitor smiled and introduced herself. ‘My name’s Sue, I’m clerk of the court here and I also run the jail inmate register.’
‘Should I call you Miss?’ Christie asked.
‘You can call me what you like, honey, I just work here and I don’t give a shit. On to business.’ The clerk cleared her throat. ‘Are you the servant Christie, property of Ellen Jean Marshall?’
‘You know I am.’
 Ignoring that, the clerk flourished the first of her sheets of paper. ‘This is the deed of title proving you to be the lawful property of Ellen Jean Marshall.’ She held up the next sheet. ‘This is an instruction from the said Ellen Jean Marshall that you are to be disposed of by sale. And this,’ a third and final sheet was displayed, ‘is a doctor’s certification that you are fit to be removed from jail on this day. As clerk of the court I am satisfied that all legal requirements have been met, but you may examine the documents if you wish.’
No doctor had seen Christie, but she did not want to delay things and just shook her head.
‘So be it,’ the clerk said briskly. ‘I will now begin the process of your sale. Please remove your jail smock and any other clothing.’
Wearily, Christie complied. This was all so familiar to her.
The clerk looked away, possibly not wanting to see another woman’s private parts. ‘Now follow me,’ she commanded, and led the way along the corridor to the reception area. A man was waiting there, with dully gleaming restraints dangling from his hand.
The constable behind the desk looked at down at the report he was writing, and the clerk stared out of the window, as Christie was poked and prodded by the man. It was the usual routine of looking in her mouth and other orifices, squeezing her breasts for lumps, and feeling her muscle tone. It did not take long.
‘She’ll do.’ The man said roughly, and the clerk at once turned to Christie and told her to go back to her room and put on the clothes she had arrived at the jail in. When she returned to the reception area the clerk looked her straight in the eye and told her that a deed of transfer had been completed, and she was now the property of James Callas. In seconds a steel collar had been locked around Christie’s neck, and her hands had been shackled to a chain about her waist. Callas attached a leash to her collar, and without saying a word led her out of the jail.







Chapter 79: Liberation Dynamics

For two days the miserable procession trudged southwards from Arcadia, with none of the slaves having the slightest idea of their destination.
At the head of the column was the trader’s cart, piled high with tents and provisions and pulled by four heavy horses. The trader’s wife sat at the front of the cart, a baby at her breast and the reins dangling from her free hand. Following the cart was a long chain of slaves, Christie among them. She walked in pair with a Somali woman, and each had one wrist fastened to a chain that passed between them. On this central chain were thirty-one other pairs of slaves, most of them women. The chain was locked to the cart at one end, and to ensure that the plodding slaves were not a drag on progress a pair of youths shepherded them, both ready with a whip to slash at those who appeared to be flagging.
Late that afternoon they camped in company with two other traders, each of whom was transporting a considerable stock. It was quickly apparent that the rendezvous was no accident, but a planned meeting at which the traders rationalised their stocks, each buying slaves suited to his intended markets, and selling others. Christie was left on Callas’ stock, but her chain-mate was removed, replaced by a woman who introduced herself as soon as the trader had fastened her in place. ‘I’m Megan,’ she said, ‘and this is the deepest pile of shit I’ve ever been in.’
While the canvas shelters under which they were to spend the night were being erected by the youths, a tall woman the slaves had never seen before appeared. Well-dressed in a business suit, and of very confident appearance, she strolled down the chain, smiling at those who caught her eye, and stopping to converse briefly with some of them. Callas walked a few paces behind her, stopping when she stopped.
Reaching Christie, the woman stopped, her sharp eyes gleaming in a small round face. ‘Hello, how are you?’ she asked, showing a perfect set of capped teeth.
‘I’m very well, Miss,’ was all Christie could think to reply. Her health was fine, and she did not like to mention that her situation had scope for improvement.
‘Good. Tell me, what sorts of work have you done?’ She listened attentively as Christie summarised the highlights of her career in bondage.
‘That’s very interesting. Thank you for speaking with me.’ A soft hand reached out to pat Christie’s cheek, and then the woman transferred her attention to Megan. ‘Hello, how are you?’
‘Fucking awful, to be honest,’ was Megan’s answer.
‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ The professional smile did not flicker, and the woman moved on.
Shortly after the smiling woman had gone, the slaves were fed. It was an unusually good meal, they were given meat with some boiled potatoes, and every tin plate was licked clean before being put down with a sigh. The slaves were then called to their feet in preparation for being moved under shelter, but before that move occurred Callas came along, and released Christie’s wrist from the chain.  
With a finger hooked under her collar, he pulled her away, pointing with his other arm across the clearing to where Christie could now see the woman who had spoken to her, standing in company with two men.
‘The lady over there wants to talk to you.’ Callas said without inflexion. ‘Go and listen to what she has to say, and then come straight back here when she tells you. No fucking about, mind, don’t you even think about pissing on my chips.’
Hesitant and frightened, suspecting that the woman’s touch had condemned her to some new horror, Christie walked across the clearing, noticing that some other slaves from Callas and the other traders were also on their way. The two men, who were armed, had walked a few steps towards the traders, and they motioned Christie past them to where the woman was waiting.
Standing motionless, and with her head tilted downwards, the woman waited until all the slaves, a total of twenty, had arrived in front of her. Then the head came up, the smile was switched on, and she clapped her hands. ‘Gather round, gather round!’ She cried. ‘Form a semi-circle, so you can all see me and I can see all of you.’
Forty feet shuffled into the required formation, and twenty hearts beat in fearful anticipation.
After licking her lips quickly, the woman began to speak. ‘Good evening to you all. My name is Stella Jones, and my company is Liberation Dynamics. I have selected you to receive a unique proposition, but before you hear it, I do want to outline the only alternative you have. That alternative is, of course, to remain with the trader who owns you right now. If you make that choice, then I can tell you for certain that within a few days you will be loaded aboard ships bound for distant parts. Some of you may die on the voyage, some of you will survive to work coffee or cotton plantations, and some of you will cut coal or haul carts in deep mines, and will never see daylight again. None of you will live long, and none will have any chance of returning to this country.’
Her portrait of their current prospects was entirely believable to the slaves, and they remained silent as she continued. ‘If you select Liberation Dynamics as your career option, the first thing to happen is that I will negotiate a price for each of you, and you will become the property of my company. The second thing to happen is that I will take you to a nearby town, where tomorrow your title deeds will be legally annulled, and you will thus become officially and forever free. The third thing to happen is that you will sign contracts with the company to work for us for five years. All clear? Anybody not interested should return to their owner now.’
Silence reigned, nobody moved, and she went on.
‘The contract you sign will commit you to work as a domestic servant for five years, whether as a cook, housemaid, or whatever. You will work for clients who will pay the company for your services, and we will pay you. In almost all cases the clients will be people who formerly had the use of slaves, but have noted the change in the air and are no longer slaveholders. Of course they don’t want to cook and clean for themselves, because they are used to a life of sluggish indolence. That is the market niche my company was formed to exploit. All the clients have had it made very clear to them that you will most definitely not be slaves, and that they cannot punish you, or use you for sordid purposes. Whip and prick, ladies, will be a thing of the past for you.
‘Key points about the contracts? You’ll work a maximum of sixty hours per week, and a maximum of six days. There’ll be paid holidays every year, free food and accommodation, and other benefits. Any questions?’
‘It sounds like being an indentured slave,’ Christie suggested.
The smile was wiped off Stella’s face as if by a sponge. ‘Well it isn’t,’ she almost barked. ‘It isn’t any kind of slavery. You’ll be free citizens working under contract. What’s wrong with that?’
Christie said, ‘Nothing, nothing at all,’ and tried to become invisible.
‘So that’s the proposition, ladies.’ Stella’s face lit up again. ‘To accept it, just stay here with me. Your present owners will come over here shortly, and I’ll sort things out with them. Money will change hands, your collars will be struck off, and then transport will come for us. If you’ll be happier in slavery, then don’t stay here. Go back to your masters.’
‘Fuck slavery, Miss, fuck it sideways,’ said one of the women. ‘I’m with you.’ And she sat down on the grass. In unison, every other slave planted her butt down.
‘Excellent, excellent!’ cried Stella. ‘But all of you, my name is Stella, not Miss. OK?’
‘Yes, Miss Stella,’ chorused the slaves.







Chapter 80: An Air That Kills

How long had he been coughing up blood? Hawkins could not quite recall when he had first noticed it, but thought it must have started months ago, long before he had quit New Acres. 
More recently, the pain had come. To start with it had only been discomfort in his chest when he lay down to sleep, but that had been no more than a warning growl, a sinister intimation of what was to come. Discomfort had soon become distress that made it difficult to for him lie in one position for more than a few minutes, and every turn he tried to make would bring a sharp stab of pain and a bout of coughing that left him desperately sucking in air. After every night of intermittent sleep he would cough up blood, progressing day by day from a rusty hint to a full-bodied and vivid crimson that screamed of fatal peril. Throughout each day he had increasingly tried to avoid movement, because movement had become synonymous with pain, and when the pain struck it was always followed by the helpless coughing that would reduce him to a breathless and shaking ruin whose grip on life seemed ever more tenuous. With Norma driving, he had sat beside her on the cart with his spine curved forward to at least minimise the tenderness of his ribs, and to postpone for as long as possible the moment when his flooded lungs would demand release in a paroxysm of agonised, choking, blood-spraying spluttering.
On the thirteenth night out from Arcadia they camped in the shadow of Ben Nevis, off the road to Glen Coe. Hawkins fell asleep quite easily, but soon had to shift his position to ease the pain in his chest, and could feel a coughing fit coming on. He crawled out of the tent to avoid disturbing Norma, and made his crouching way for a few yards before falling over sideways. With great effort he hauled his body into a sitting position, pulled his knees up, and wrapped his arms around them as he drew the deepest breaths he could manage before the onset of his next attack. Something felt different about it this time.
He coughed, coughed again, and felt a clot of blood slide over his tongue, as slimily solid as a regurgitated frog, but infinitely more frightening.  As he spat out the red fake amphibian Norma sat beside him. ‘I’m in a bad way, Norma,’ he gasped.
‘I know you are, Boss.’ She put an arm around his shoulders.
‘And I think I may be dying,’ Hawkins continued. It was more than a thought, for the steepening slope of his decline suggested that few more days could elapse before breathing became an impossible challenge for him.
‘You may be, Boss.’ Norma’s hand began to gently rub his back with a circular motion. ‘Your lungs are finished, aren’t they? I wish I could give you mine. Let me help you back to the tent, it’s so cold out here.’
‘No, Norma, it’s just too painful for me.’ He hunched forward with his arms wrapped around his chest.
She sighed long and deep. ‘Alright, Boss. I’ll get you a blanket.’
While she was gone he gazed at the southern landscape, the ruggedly haunting beauty of which was still lit by moonlight. Somewhere out there lay the end of his rainbow, the place he had so foolishly sought and even more foolishly found.
Norma returned and carefully draped a blanket around him. ‘Which direction is Arcadia, Norma?’ he asked.
‘It’s in every direction, Boss. It always was.’ Norma replied.
There seemed to be a sob in her voice, and Hawkins turned his head to realise that for only the second ever time he was seeing her cry. Her wet cheeks glistened as, and also for the second ever time, she recited a scrap of poetry to him.

‘Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows
What are those blue remembered hills?
What spires, what farms are those?
That is the land of lost content, 
I see it shining plain,
The happy highways where I went,
And cannot come again.’

The dark and menacing northern sky slowly overpowered the hopeful lightness of the south. As the moon set the little camp site on that granite slope became a place of deepest gloom. 






Part Five: Flowers Of The Forest






Chapter 81: The Taxi

If the end had been a dark beginning, that beginning was coming to an end, and in most of the British Isles and Europe slavery was no longer tolerated. England was rapidly reindustrialising, and Scotland was not far behind. Most parts of England, and the larger towns of Scotland, were again connected to reliable electricity supplies, although many rural areas were still subject to natural darkness. Fuel for road vehicles was problematic, but supplies were sufficient to have ended the renaissance of steam power, and the national rail system was almost fully restored.
On a slightly chilly April morning in central Scotland, Christie Miller stood outside the main entrance of a large red brick building, a suitcase on the ground at her side. She was leaving Stockton Hall, a residential school for children orphaned during the years of darkness that followed the end. Her five-year years there had been reasonably happy, and not for one second had she regretted her deal with Liberation Dynamics. Twice during those years she had met Stella Jones for coffee and a chat, and on the second occasion Stella had confessed that the contract Christie had signed was legally deficient and not worth the paper it was written on. ‘And the story that we would all be exported, Stella, was that true?’ Christie had asked.
‘I don’t know that it wasn’t true.’ Stella had kept a poker face. ‘So it wasn’t actually a lie.’
But Christie had stayed at the school, and had worked her way up from dormitory assistant to senior administrator. Very largely her promotions had come by default; when others had moved on to pastures new she had been there ready to step into their shoes. She had always insisted that her board and lodging were included, in line with her original contract, and had been able to build a nest-egg from her salary, only spending money on the expensive clothes she had come to love. 
There had been love affairs, two of them. The first had been with a married teacher, a man whose laconic style and deadpan humour had appealed to her, and that had run for over a year before both parties became bored. Immediately after that Christie had become involved with a fiery Welsh woman, Morgana, who taught remedial English. The two had struck sparks off one another from their first meeting, and both knew it was madness to become lovers, but they did. A tumultuous relationship that strongly featured aggressive and often very public jealousy followed, ending when a screaming Morgana was dragged from Christie’s office by other members of staff. Morgana had been fired, while Christie had been obliged to plead for her job. That incident was the catalyst for Christie to start thinking about life after Stockton Hall, and when she realised that the five years she had originally agreed to work there for had expired, she had submitted her resignation.
As she glanced at her wristwatch for the seventh or eighth time, an ancient Peugeot taxi appeared on the driveway and drew up in front of her, its rattling exhaust billowing diesel fumes. She threw her suitcase onto the back seat, and sat in the front, alongside the driver, who turned to face her. ‘Hello, Christie.’
‘Hello, Norma.’
They had met again a year previously, when Norma had just started a taxi service in the nearby town of Callander. Although she now employed two other drivers, Norma always put herself behind the wheel when Stockton Hall phoned for a cab, and on a couple of occasions she had taken Christie on her rare social visits.
‘So it’s Stirling today?’ Norma asked, shoving the recalcitrant gear lever into first.
‘Yes. Stirling, the station please. I’m going south.’ Christie used the usual Scottish code word for England.
‘Will we see you back in Scotland?’ Norma pulled out onto the main road.
‘I don’t think so,’ Christie replied. ‘Too many bad memories. No, I’ll see what sort of life I can make for myself in England.’
‘It’s not paradise down there. You do know that, don’t you?’ Norma looked across at her passenger, who tensed for what seemed an inevitable collision with an oncoming truck.
The truck stormed past with inches to spare, its horn blaring.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Christie gasped.
Norma grunted, and returned her attention to the road. Silent as she was, with her visage a flinty mask, her passenger could almost hear her thoughts screaming through the air inside the vehicle. Ask me. Ask me. Ask me.
Christie stared straight ahead, knowing the question Norma wanted her to ask, but refusing to ask it. Whatever happened to Jack Hawkins? It would have been a harmless little question, but one that would have opened the rusty gates of a past Christie did not care to revisit. On their first accidental reunion she had stared in shock at Norma and immediately said the words that had since hung over them. ‘I don’t want to talk about the past, Norma, or anyone from the past, I just don’t.’
They entered Stirling, now the ghost of a once bustling city that had thronged with tourists in its glory days. The suburbs looked normal, but the city centre seemed almost empty, and long stretches of what were formerly prosperous shopping streets were derelict. Prada, Burberry, and Next were not the magnets for up-market shopaholics they had been in an earlier age, they were just faded names over shuttered storefronts.  Norma drove into the railway station, and up to the dropping-off point. Christie had her door open before the cab had fully stopped, stepped out quickly, and then reached into the rear for her case. ‘How much do I owe you, Norma?’ she asked.
Norma looked at her sorrowfully. ‘You always ask the same question, but never the right one. You know I won’t take your money.’
‘Thanks, Norma.’ Christie forced a smile. ‘I’ll say goodbye then.’
‘Maybe we’ll meet in another life.’ Norma looked around quickly, as if scanning for pursuers. ‘Christie, I -’, but her words hung in the air. Christie was walking away, and did not look back.







Chapter 82: Butterfly

Christie arrived at Kings Cross railway station in London to find a security operation in full swing. All passengers and their luggage were searched before being allowed off the platform, and police were everywhere on the concourse and outside on Euston Road. She walked westwards for a few hundred yards before turning left into Judd Street, which her prior studies of a London map had told her would lead almost to her hotel. At the corner with Tavistock Place there was a stall selling hot snacks and drinks, and feeling hungry she stopped to join the short queue. The vendor’s radio was blasting out pop music, but as Christie reached the head of the queue a news summary began. She studied the list of available delicacies while hearing that American troops had landed in Portugal and the Azores, the English and Scottish governments had settled a border dispute, and the new French President had arrived in London to sign an agreement on the future of the Channel Islands.
 ‘What can I get you?’ the vendor asked, and his leathery face split into a grin before he asked, ‘do you know who she reminds me of?’
‘Tuna and onion sandwich, and a tea, please,’ Christie replied, ‘who does who remind you of?’
‘Sorry, darling, I’m out of tuna. It’s cheese or cheese, unless you want cheese.’ The vendor reached for a pack of grated cheddar. ‘That French bird, the president. Who she reminds me of, although this is going a long way back, is Lady Gaga. Face like a smacked arse, but there’s something about her. Cheese OK?’
France was united, and a seventh republic had been proclaimed under the leadership of Kalyna Girard. The Ice Widow, as she was known, had risen to power with her husband, and had become undisputed leader after his sudden and mysterious death. Her coat of arms, crossed needles over a flowing river, was displayed on French banknotes, on official stationary, and of course on the cover of her biography. That book, part of the school curriculum in France, told how a holy vision had inspired her to leave Ukraine and lead the army of light that had destroyed French slavery.
‘Cheese will be great. With onion, please. I met her once,’ Christie said.
‘No, you’re kidding me, you’re hardly old enough. We’ve had no onions this week, plain cheese OK?’
‘I suppose plain cheese will have to do.’ Christie was beginning to realise that the food situation in London was far worse than she had been used to. ‘Not Lady Gaga, whoever she was, the new French president.’
‘Really?’ The vendor placed a thin sprinkling of cheese between two unbuttered slices of bread. ‘And was she a saint like some say?’
‘I didn’t see any miracles, but you’re right about her face.’ Christie did not expand on her acquaintance with the new saviour of France, although she did wonder how many who had crossed Kalyna’s path had been silenced to preserve the myth of her life story.
Sitting on a public bench in Coram Fields, Christie fed her sandwich to a flock of pigeons. These were her favourite Londoners, grey and grubby, and not many of them with two good feet, but none of them with an opinion to share or a question to ask. She drank her tea, disposed of the Styrofoam cup in an overflowing litter bin, and then walked the few yards down Lambs Conduit street to the hotel she had been assured at Stockton Hall would have a reservation for her. The receptionist, a tall Russian girl with a frosty manner, could find no such reservation, but did consent to allow Christie the use of a room at twice the rate she had expected to pay. The lifts had been switched off to conserve power, so she hauled her suitcase up to the eleventh floor, found her room, and gazed from its window out over the rooftops of London.
She could see the top of the dome of St Paul’s cathedral, while just to the left of it from her vantage point the jagged stump of the NatWest tower loomed like a huge broken tooth. It had been one of the tallest buildings in London until struck by a fully-laden Airbus on the day of the end.  The thousands of fatalities caused were now seen as a mere drop in the ocean, for death had reaped a bounteous harvest in the following days, weeks, and years. It was now reckoned that the end had killed about eighty percent of the western world’s population in the first twelve months; Scotland’s population had been reduced to a little over a million, and England’s to something over eleven million. 
Further to the east on Christie’s skyline, the tops of towers in the Canary Wharf financial district gleamed in the sun’s dying rays, while their bases were lost in gathering gloom and the haze of distance. Christie had read that more than two-thirds of Scotland’s larger businesses and almost half its land were actually owned by conglomerates with their offices in Canary Wharf, and that fully a quarter of English tax revenues were generated there. It was her Eldorado, and her ultimate destination. At thirty-seven years of age, she had the sense that much of the sand was already in the bottom half of her hourglass, but she was certain that her big opportunities were yet to come. She had a heartfelt conviction that over there, in those dreaming concrete and glass spires that dominated a loop of the river Thames, the real Christie Miller would be able to take flight and soar. For too long she had been a maggot crawling over the land, but five years in the protective chrysalis of Stockton Hall had seen her develop into a much stronger and more self-confident creature. Now she could almost feel the up-draught under her wings, and yearned for take-off.
But first she was going to see the sights. She would take a couple of leisurely weeks to see the best of what London offered, and then find a job at Canary Wharf before her money ran out. With an excellent reference from Stockton Hall to complement her immaculate personal presentation, she did not doubt that she could power her way through any interview and into a good position. If there might be others as smart, as personable, and as determined as she – well, she refused to countenance any prospect of disappointment.
She tried to read a guidebook she had borrowed from reception, but lost interest and returned to the window, just to gaze out at the city. As night fell Christie felt a pervasive atmosphere of wartime rising from the streets below and seeping into her room, an invisible fog of menace. It was before curfew time, but of ordinary pedestrians walking the old capital’s pavements on their innocent errands, there was no sign. An armoured personnel carrier crept along as soldiers sprinted across the street from doorway to doorway, dropping at once into firing postures, their heads bobbing to present difficult sniper targets. A distant burst of gunfire came rolling across the rooftops, sounding unexpectedly harmless in its echoing remoteness, as if it were a natural event like rain or thunder. Then a police van with mesh screens over its windows came along Great Ormond Street, very fast. As it approached the junction with Lambs Conduit Street its emergency lights came on, brilliant blue stilettos that stabbed the eye, and the shockingly loud whoop of its siren made Christie jump back from her window. A single gunshot sounded, and then a cluster that Christie knew to be very close. Alarmed, she switched off her room light lest she be silhouetted for a sharpshooter, but felt compelled to return to the window; an uninvited witness to London’s drama, she feared to watch but could not look away.
Peering cautiously over her window ledge, she saw that the police vehicle had come to a halt at the junction with Millman Street, its blue lights still swivelled, but the banshee siren had stopped. Raising her head further, she could see no movement around the vehicle, but the armoured personnel carrier’s engine roared and it shot forward, stopping alongside the police vehicle.
A scream, jagged and throaty, sounded as a woman half-fell down the steps of a building by the police van. She hit the pavement, rolled, scrambled to her feet, and was knocked down again by a soldier’s rifle butt to the head. Face down on the pavement, her hands were fastened behind her back and she was thrown into the back of the police van. A man then appeared at the top of the steps, facing into the building, he was shouting and gesticulating at someone inside. Soldiers knocked his legs out from under him from behind, and he shortly entered the van head-first. Doors slammed shut, engines revved, and both the security vehicles departed, vanishing from Christie’s view as they turned into Millman Street.
Shocked and shaken, Christie went to bed still fully-clothed, and with a chair wedged under her door handle. Seeing people seized and put in restraints was far too familiar to her, and she drifted into sleep fearing the dreams that might come.






Chapter 83: The Unforgotten Fire

It seemed impossible for the hotel to serve Christie a boiled egg for her breakfast. Only tea and buttered toast were provided, which meagre fare Christie ate before setting off on the tourist trail.
Mounting the steps of the newly-reopened British Museum, resplendent in a silk-lined skirt suit that had cost two month’s salary, she felt good about her decision to come south. As she wondered among the museum’s exhibits her mind constructed a future in which her hard work and commitment would be recognised with rapid advancement, and then, in four or five years, she could maybe take a year out to have a baby. A baby. Io. Where did that idea come from?
She was in the Egyptology department, with its eternal themes of life, death, and renewal, when a stone woman caught her eye; a statue that a placard informed was of the lady Nynofretmin. The figure's large feet and coarse features initially reminded her of Norma, once the stone woman of Small Acres, but then a cascade of associations kicked open a doorway she had been determined would remain forever closed. She started thinking about Ellen Marshall. 
The fire in heart was out. Or so she was almost sure. 
Shortly after her arrival at Stockton Hall she had heard of Ellen’s shock triumph in the Arcadian election, but in the years since then she had avoided thinking about the place or the woman who had been such a landmark in her life. The heat that had softened and bent her will was only a glow in her memory, she thought, with all its incendiary potential long faded away. Now she left the museum, realising that a building dedicated to mementoes of the past was not a good place for her. Instead she walked the streets, and the personal history she had suppressed for so long welled up in chronologically disconnected waves.
Her time in France was strange for her to think of. On those rare occasions when she had discussed her involuntary sojourn there, it did not seem to have been a great ordeal at all. Nothing especially terrible had happened to her there, and some had scoffed, saying that she had just been on holiday. Sight of her brand would silence them, and they would squirm to think how painful it must have been. She recalled Jack Hawkins. He had been the first to own her, and the only one to punish her with the whip, but in the context of that period he had been a fair man. The reason he so seldom crossed her mind was that he had also been boring. She had been bored living with him, and he was boring now to recall.  About the punishments she had given, she had no strong feelings. Each one had meant suffering for the victim, but Christie could believe in all conscience that she had only done what was normal and appropriate at the time. Isla and James at West End Farm she considered to be perhaps the fairest and least arrogant people in power of those she had encountered during the time of slavery. They had just been trying to make a living, and she could not fault them in any way. But she could not admire and worship them, or long to see them again, or dream of taking them in her arms.
Only the supremely arrogant Ellen Marshall, who used every person she came across in one way or another, had her admiration and was the object of her longing. Ellen was the Olympian heights of her life so far, a tiny figure whose personality towered over all else and made all others seem grey and lifeless.
She walked along New Oxford Street, which was a tunnel of abandoned buildings through the heart of the city, and then down Kingsway, where thin traffic sped along. Coming to The Strand, she paused outside the old and beautiful Royal Courts Of Justice, and reflected on the complete absence of justice in the world. In Essex Street she went into a bookshop and coffee bar. She passed a table loaded with slavery memoirs. Lurid covers showed large-breasted women hung up by the wrists to be flogged by grinning fiends, which Christie knew to be at least part of the truth; slavery had allowed some people, many people, to be ruled by the dark side of their personalities. Curiously, she thought, those who had played less innocent roles in the time of slavery did not seem to be writing books. Sitting at the coffee bar, it was impossible to determine which of the passers-by on the street outside had swung the cats, had raped and tortured, had destroyed families on a whim.
Down to Victoria Embankment she wandered, through the ancient inns of courts where bewigged and robed barristers scurried.  Everywhere there were beds of spring flowers, daffodils and tulips nodding softly. The whole peaceful atmosphere was in stark contrast to the gunshots she had heard the previous night, and the apparently carefree pedestrians who strolled around seemed to exist in a different city to the one that had hosted the ugliness of the raid she had witnessed the previous night. She walked along the embankment to Westminster, hoping to cross the river and visit Lambeth palace, but a young soldier held up a hand to stop her. Friendly enough, he told her there was a security operation in progress, and that she must turn back.
Feeling very weary, she trudged back to her hotel, stopping along the way to buy a meat pie from a street vendor. In her room she removed the pie from its greasy bag, took a bite from it, and chewed with distaste. There was a strong inclination to throw the rest of the pie away, but she knew she had to eat, and she gazed at the unpleasant object in her hands. Come on girl, she told herself, you’ve had worse things in your mouth, and you swallowed. Giggling, she finished her supper.
The next morning it seem for a while to Christie that she was the last person in the world. The hotel reception area was deserted, the breakfast room was empty of both people and food, and when she emerged onto the street there was not a soul to be seen. Hungry, she walked to a café in Woburn Square she had noticed the previous day, bought a ham baguette and a coffee, and then took her meal to eat at a pavement table. As she finished eating, she noticed a woman emerging from a hotel entrance opposite her, and thought she seemed vaguely familiar.
Beautifully dressed in a matching green skirt and jacket, the woman held a toddler by the hand as she walked to the kerbside. Her eyes fell on Christie, opened slightly wider, and then watched as a black car drew up. The car’s grey-uniformed driver leapt from his seat to open a rear door, and the young woman lifted the child into the vehicle, before speaking briefly to the driver and then crossing the road.
As she came closer to Christie the quizzical look on the woman’s face resolved into one of sure recognition, and she smiled. That smile, higher on one side of her face than on the other, took Christie back across a sea of time to Small Acres farm, and to a fateful day when one of her previous lives had begun to end. She half rose, and the word ‘Shirley’ was forming on her lips when a clenched fist crashed into her face, sending her sprawling back onto her seat.
Clutching one hand to her face, and tasting blood in her mouth, Christie screwed her eyes closed and held up the other arm to ward off further blows. When she opened her eyes, Shirley had gone, and the car was disappearing.
A policeman came over to Christie as she was dabbing her mouth with a handkerchief. ‘Are you OK, love?’ He asked. ‘That was a government car, so there’s not much I can do.’
‘I’m fine.’ Christie replaced the handkerchief in her handbag. ‘Never been better.’
She sat with her head bowed, and tears welled in her eyes. After all she had been through, all the hardships she had endured, Shirley’s minor blow had been the straw to break the back of her resistance, and it had done great damage to the self-esteem she had so carefully built. Feeling totally lost and alone in the world, she was racked by sobs as she saw with abrupt clarity that her dream of a new life at Canary Wharf was just that, nothing more than a wishful chimera. All the flowers of her forest were long fallen and decayed, and with no connections in London, and no home anywhere else, her future seemed to have all the inviting warmth of an open grave. Drowning in melancholy, she suddenly knew there was only one straw she could clutch at, and felt a faint hope there might yet be heat in the ashes of her affair with Ellen Marshall. 
Standing, she brushed the baguette crumbs from her skirt and straightened her jacket. And then, best foot forward, she took the first step of her journey back to Arcadia. 
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