
Mastering the Virgin

Part Sixteen

Hunters


Table of Contents

Title Page

Hunters (Mastering the Virgin, #16)

Hunters | James

Richard

Seven Years Ago

Seven Years Ago - Klempner

Richard

Seven Years Ago

The Present - Klempner

James

Richard

James

Seven Years Ago

James

Richard

Seven Years Ago

James

Seven Years Ago

Richard

Seven Years Ago

Six Years Ago

The Present - Klempner

Six Years Ago

Richard

James

Sign up for Simone Leigh's Mailing List

Also By Simone Leigh

Author: Simone Leigh

Copyright © 2021

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, mechanical, electronic including photocopying, recording or by any information storage or retrieval system without permission in writing from the author.

Dedication

This Series,’ Mastering the Virgin’, is Dedicated to

Robin, Alice, Lorie and Debra

who named it.

And to Rob

who knew that Charlotte’s Secret Name is

‘Jade-Eyes’ or ‘Jade’
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Charlotte’s signals vanish from the screen and my gut twists. For brief endless seconds, the three of us; myself, Richard and Michael, sit silently. I stare at my screen, trying to will the signal back into existence.

Jade....

What have you done?

Richard won’t meet my eye....

It’s his wife she’s trying to rescue....

Recovering from my paralysis, I stand. “Time to go. We’ve done as much as we can from here.”

Michael rises with me. “Yes. Which car?”

“Yours. It’s more rugged than mine. We may need to go cross-country, or on poor trails.”

“Okay. I’ll drive. You handle the computers and concentrate on finding the signal again. You’re better at the tech stuff than me.”

“Fair enough... Francis...” I yell out for Richard’s PA, briefly glancing at Richard himself who simply waves his hands with a Get on with it... gesture.

She must have been waiting outside the door, which opens almost as the words spill from my mouth. “Yes, James?”

My mind racing as to the possibilities; what could happen, what equipment to take, “We need connectivity while we’re on the move... We could end up God-knows-where. I want you to get dongles for the laptops...”

Grabbing the nearest piece of paper, I struggle to keep my handwriting legible in my haste to get the words down. “Here’s the spec,” I say, thrusting the sheet at her. “I want you to get all different types and networks. If one network doesn’t work in a given area, another might.”

Francis is tapping into her mobile as I speak and write.

“Does GPS need an internet connection?” asks Michael.

“No,” I say, “but the mapping apps it works with, do. There’s no point having the signal, without the data to map it to.”

Richard is throwing on a heavy overcoat. “I’m coming too. Francis, send out Ross, and whoever else is to hand, to get whatever James needs. Tell them I want them back here, with the equipment, within twenty minutes.” He pulls at his chin with thumb and forefinger. “Do you think we want the police in on this?”

Do we?

He has a point...

I exchange a glance with Michael. “We should have them available,” he says, “But if the area is suddenly flooded with police vehicles, someone’s going to start asking how they know to look there. If Charlotte still has her tracers, we don’t want them being taken away from her.”

“Fair point,” Richard nods. “I’ll have a word with Will and ask him to keep any police presence discreet for the moment.”

Richard still won’t meet my eye, or I think, Michael’s....

Guilt?
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Feeling like a spare part, I sit in the back of the car, staying live on my mobile with Will Stanton, the Police Commissioner, giving a moment by moment account of where we are.

In the front, Michael driving, James navigating, the two barely exchange a word. Nonetheless, they clearly understand each other very well, operating as a smooth team, with James giving only the barest of nods for instructions to take a turnoff or follow a road, whilst Michael drives at breakneck speed out of the City and then on the highway, 

A blue light appears behind us, headlights flashing us to pull over. Michael curses under his breath, but shows no signs of stopping or even slowing, simply glancing back into the mirror, catching my eyes as he does so.

But I’m already speaking into my mobile. “Will, there’s one of your patrol cars behind us. It’s trying to pull us for speeding.”

On the other end of the line there is a brief expletive, then, “Sorry, Richard. I should have thought of that. I’ll call it off. You drive. I’ll put the word out to let you through.”

Leaning forward between the front seats, “Michael,” I say, “Just keep driving. Will’s arranging a clear passage through for us.”

He nods acknowledgement and half a minute later, the pursuing vehicle swerves away, leaving us to travel unencumbered.

At length, following the route laid out by Charlotte’s tracers before they blinked off, we turn off the highway. This is a side-road which leads into the deep wilds. Here, the landscape is broadly open, populated only by scrub and boulders. Further up the mountain, it melds to pine forest. Charlotte, finding herself here in this isolated spot, would have had little to no chance of any rescuer passing by.

Only a few miles further along, James points a long finger into a pull-in by the roadside. “There,” he says. “This is where we lost the signal.” 

Michael slows, but there is nothing to be seen other than several sets of tyre tracks. Charlotte’s car was taken by her abductors, and the police, we know, have already searched and found her bag and what was left of her phone.

“You think we should just circle first?” asks Michael. He glances at James but also casts an eye back to me in the mirror. “Try different areas to try to catch the signal?”

James’ reply is strained, but, “Yes, you just drive. I’ll keep an eye on the trace.... Wait!” With a jerk, he rears up in his seat, stabbing a finger at his screen. “There.... It’s back again....”

The engine roars to life as Michael slams down onto the gas. “Which way?”

James simply points, his eyes fixed on his screen. Then, only a few seconds later, “Damn! It’s off again...” Hope curdles in my gut as he scrabbles through a collection of dongles and connections, trying one after the other, jabbing at his keyboard as he tries to recover the signal, but to no avail.

Michael cruises in the direction we were already following, up into the mountains and the pine forests. “Perhaps they’re taking her out of a car and into a building?”

“Seems plausible,” James nods.

“Did you see enough to get us there?”

“I think so, yes. Certainly, we can get closer. Keep driving. We’re losing the light.”
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We drive, patrolling the same length of road over and again, James fiddling endlessly with his equipment, trying to find some trace of the signal, but without success.

At length, we pull up by the front of a small diner. Nearer the City, such a place would be open twenty-four-seven, but here, in this lonely spot, it lies closed, the windows dark.

Michael’s breathing is heavy, and even in the dim light, I can see his whitened knuckles as he grips at the steering wheel, staring up and out.

James watches him for a moment....

His closest friend....

“What are you thinking about?” he asks, his voice soft.

Michael’s reply is a wounded snarl. “What do you imagine?”

“Well of course, Charlotte. Something specific?”

Am I in the way here?

They want to talk...

.... Not that I can go anywhere...

Just stay quiet....

Try to give them some privacy...

Michael sucks in breath. “I was thinking about that noise she makes. You know the one, when she’s good and aroused, getting close to coming, sort of a cross between a moan and a wail...”

His words stab at me with an unsettling familiarity....

Elizabeth....

.... That breathy silence of hers when I'm building her climax....

Her eyes on me....

Her beautiful submission....

James is very still. “Yeah.... It’s a good sound, isn’t it....”

The two fall silent for a long moment. I can’t see James, but for a moment, Michael catches my eyes in the rear-view mirror. Then, looking away again, “Shall we move on? See if a different area gives us a signal?”

James taps at his keyboard, bringing up another window. “Yes, I think so.”
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Horse and rider canter into the yard, assorted pairs of eyes watching their arrival.

It’s a fine sunny day and everyone has found work to do outside. Brett, wearing faded overalls, touches up blistered paint on the sheds, giving her a wave as she passes. Old Jacob, busy clearing a blocked drain in the yard, wearing his usual stinking rags, follows her with his rheumy gaze. 

Tom, stripped to the waist to keep the muck off his shirt, helps. Well-muscled from hard physical work, he’s a handsome sight. Some girl called Carol must have thought the same, judging by the tattooed rose carrying her name which curves from shoulder to chest.

But handsome is as handsome does, and his good looks are spoiled by his slit-eyed scowl as, seeing Jenny, he turns away.

Jenny’s stance now is very different from the first time she mounted Maggie. Sitting straight, her spine is a smooth curve from shoulder to hip. Her thighs move rhythmically in a rise-and-fall with Maggie’s movement. And her hair, long and loose, sways in time with the motion.

Mrs Collier holds the reins for her as she dismounts. “You're becoming a fine rider, Jenny.”

The girl grins, bright and enthusiastic. “Am I?”

“You are. You know,” says the woman, “Maggie here was fine for you when you first started. She’s a good horse for a learner, but you’ve come on a lot. You need a ride with a bit more challenge now.”

Jenny's head twists and Mrs Collier's eyes follow her to where a silver-grey stallion struts around the ring like moonlight on hooves. “No, not Dancer. He's a challenge for even the best.” Jenny’s face falls, but Mrs Collier continues, “No, in fact, we were thinking of buying another mare for breeding. We thought you might like to come with us when we take a look at what’s on offer.”

Jenny’s emerald-eyed gaze widens. “I can choose my own horse?”

“Um, no, not exactly. We’re a commercial operation here and we have to be practical. But if we narrow it down to two or three we think might be suitable, you could tell us which one you like best. Good enough?”

“Oh, yes!”

*****
[image: ]


“So, what do you think, Jenny?” Mrs Collier’s voice is bland, but her eyes narrow as she watches the teenager.

Jenny watches the horse circling the ring on a lead-rein. The mare is handsome, her chestnut-gold coat glinting in the sunshine, black mane and tail rippling with the breeze. Certainly, she’s been presented to look her best. Jenny’s head tilts as she zeros in on some feature. “Do you think she’s walking as she should? She looks to me as though she’s favouring the near hind a bit.”

Mrs Collier sucks at her teeth. “And I’d agree with you.” She swings around. “Riley, what are you trying to foist on me? I thought we’d known each other too long for you to try that kind of cheap trick on me.”

The dealer flushes, but with barely a break in his musical Irish lilt, “Well, how about that lady over there?”  He points across to another enclosure.

Mrs Collier casts an eye across, then, “Jenny?”

“She’s a good horse for a youngster,” says Riley. “Her last rider was a girl just about your age.”

“Why did they sell her?” asks Mrs Collier, the scent of wrath still floating under her words.

Riley seems unmoved. “Moving back to the City, so they told me.”

Jenny walks across, then around the pen, eyeing the mare from all sides; a lovely bay roan, with mane, tail and lower legs, all in a glossy black, her face is a shade of copper heading for pink.

“She has a pretty face,” says Jenny.

“So she does,” says Mrs Collier. “Take her round then, Riley.”

The Irishman gives a nod to the stable lad, who clips on the lead-rein, takes the mare to the ring, and with a click of the tongue, first trots, then paces her. Her movement is smooth and graceful, lithe muscle gliding easily under satin skin.

“She’s a darlin’ is this one,” says Riley. “An ideal mount for a middle-grade rider.” He cocks an eye at Jenny. “Want to swing a leg over and take her around yourself?”

The mare is saddled, and Jenny mounts her smoothly, the horse nickering softly as her rider settles. As the two first walk, then trot around the ring, Jenny’s smile grows broader.

Eventually, Mrs Collier reins her in. “Do you like her, Jenny? Enough for her to be your horse to look after and ride?”

“Oh, yes. She's beautiful.” 

“Good, that's agreed then. If you want to raise the invoice, Riley, I'll get a bank draft sent across.”

“What's she called?” asks Jenny.

“This little lady?” says the man, slapping the glossy neck. “She’s called Charlotte.”
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All the way back to the farm, Jenny keeps the little window in the back of the cab open, talking softly to the horse travelling in the rear, the mare responding with soft nickers. By the time they pull up, dropping the tailgate to lead her out, she is nuzzling at Jenny, asking for attention.

“Are you going to keep the name, Jenny?”

“Can I?”

“She’s your horse. It’s up to you what to call her.”

Jenny scratches at ears which radar forward as the mare snuffs for the apple she knows lurks in a pocket. “I’ll call her Charlie.”

“Charlie it is, then.”

“Where are we going to keep her?”

“She can have the stall next to Dancer. That’ll keep him happy too, and give them chance to get to know each other before she has her season.”

“How will you know when that is?”

Mrs Collier gives her a wry glance. “Dancer will tell us when she’s ready. Don’t worry. We won’t miss it.”

“He’ll try to get to her?”

“He’ll probably kick the stall apart if we don’t let him at her when the time comes.”

Jenny swallows. “That sounds.... violent.”

“It’s just Dancer doing what comes naturally.”
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Charlie steps delicately through the long grass. Brilliantly green now after the warm rains and warmer sunshine of early Summer, the grass sweeps around the legs of the horse as Jenny rides easily atop her, swaying gently with the movement of her mount. Her long hair glints copper in the sunshine, complementing the bronze highlights on the face of the horse.

A nudge from the heels and the pair pick up pace, the girl making an easy up-down cadence as they move through a trot, then a canter, before breaking into full gallop through the emerald sea. The mare’s mane and tail are a coursing black stream, flowing through the air to match Jenny’s hair, which ripples behind her, a fluid line of red.

A small group watches from the gate, Chad and his parents chatting with Mrs Collier.

“She’s developing into a first-class rider, and that’s a fact,” comments Mr Bennett. 

“She’s certainly a lovely looking girl,” replies his wife, “Eh, Chad?”

Chad watches the galloping pair, entranced. “It's the most beautiful thing I ever saw,” he breathes.

Mrs Bennett watches intently, then nudges his father, eye-pointing their son. He takes the hint. “Why don't you ask Jenny over to have a meal with us some time?”

“Could I? I’d like that.”

“Of course you can. That would be alright, wouldn’t it, Eleanor?”

“If Jenny would like to, then it’s fine by me.”
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At the end of the track, Chad is waiting. As usual, he takes Jenny’s school bag, slinging it over his shoulder. But this morning, he proffers something to her, smiling a little timidly. “I have something for you.”

Jenny looks at the offering in Chad’s hand; pale mauve, tiny and delicate. “Flowers? For me?”

“They’re violets. I found the last few under the hedgerow. They’re almost finished for the summer now, but I saw them and, well, I thought of you.”

She doesn’t move and after a moment, Chad droops a bit. “Don’t you like them?”

“Oh, yes.” She reaches to take the tiny blooms. “They’re beautiful. No-one’s ever given me flowers before.”

Jenny holds them to her nose. “They smell lovely. Thank you, Chad.” And his blue eyes swim as shyly, her gaze shifts to his and she smiles.
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“Those are pretty, Jenny,” says Mrs Collier, as she sees the miniature bouquet peeking from a glass of water in Jenny’s bedroom. “You must have searched high and low to find them this late in the season.”

Colour pinks at Jenny’s cheeks. “Chad gave them to me.” She sucks at her lower lip, looking away.

“Did he now? You’d better look after them then, hadn’t you.”

Mrs Collier regards the girl before her, now so different from the red-eyed, scrawny creature who first arrived. Tall, lithe and becoming full-figured; vivid green eyes look out from porcelain skin, all framed by a tumble of glossy auburn tresses. And the blush on her high cheekbones matches the tint at her lips.

She is quite lovely, and with growing maturity, is becoming beautiful.

“Do you know how to press flowers?”

Jenny’s brows knit. “Press them?”

“It’s a way of preserving flowers, rather than simply letting them die on you. Enjoy your violets for a day or so, but before they wilt, I’ll show you how to press them, then you have them as a keepsake. I’ll find a couple of old newspapers for you.”
*****
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“I can’t stop thinking about you, Jenny. I don’t know anyone else like you. I want to be with you all of the time. Forever.”

Jenny’s gaze is mesmerised. “Really? All the time?”

“Yes, really. Jenny, why don’t we get married? Then we can be together forever.”

She frowns. “But we’re too young to get married.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Chad is all enthusiasm, his hands waving wildly as he speaks. “It's our last year at school. We could get married next year. Or the year after that. It’ll be forever anyway, won’t it, once we do it? So, waiting a while doesn’t matter. We can just... agree....that’s what we’re going to do.”

Chin trembling a little, her startling green gaze swimming, “You really want to marry me?”

“Yes, I do. Would you like to marry me?” He holds her at the shoulders. “Please say yes.”

She barely hesitates. “Oh, yes. Yes, I would.”

Chad breaks into a pumpkin smile. “Can I... kiss you?” He moves a little closer. She blinks, stepping back. “Really,” he says, “Just a kiss. Nothing... else. That’s alright, isn’t it, if we’re getting married?”

Poised as though to run, her voice a whisper, “Alright then.”

Blinking hard, he inches towards her, taking her hands in his, then leaning in, his lips brush hers. “Jenny...”

A voice drifts up. “Chad, Jenny? Out of that hay barn, please. Down here where I can see you.” Two heads poke out to see Mrs Collier standing arms and legs akimbo, looking up. As she spots them, “And that means right now, please.”
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Jenny helps Mrs Collier peg washing onto a line. At the end of the garden, a spade appears periodically, tosses mud and muck onto a heap at the side, then vanishes back down into the ditch. An unpleasant smell drifts through the air, stagnant and foul. Undoubtedly some is from the sludge being cleared from the trench, but....

“Who is he? Sometimes he’s here and sometimes he isn’t.”

“Old Jacob?” says Mrs Collier, speaking through a mouthful of pegs. “He’s just a tramp. He wanders from one place to the next, doing whatever they’ve got by way of work for as long as it lasts. He’s not the fastest worker in the world, but he’s happy enough to do the jobs others prefer to avoid.”

“Mmm,” nods Jenny. “He was helping Brett clean out the piggery earlier.”

“Yes, and I think he’s lined up to be clearing out the chicken house next week. Deep bedding’s good for over-wintering the birds, but it’s a sorry job cleaning it out come the summer.”

“Doesn’t he mind doing those sorts of jobs? It seems a bit unfair to give him all....”

She trails off as Mrs Collier gives her a sharp look. “He gets paid extra because the work’s unpleasant. And given that he doesn’t bother cleaning up or changing his clothes afterwards, I’d say he doesn’t care.”

She tugs a shirt from the basket of clean laundry, shaking out the creases with unnecessary violence before pegging it up. “He’s always offered the use of the bathroom after he’s finished the work, and I’ve never yet known him take anyone up on it. They say he had a wife once. I’d guess his habits are the reason there’s no sign of her now.” She sniffs. “If he wanted the more appealing jobs, he could work more regularly. But he doesn’t. He comes in, gets well paid and we don’t see him again until he’s drunk it
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