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	To my wife.
Every story needs an anchor.
Mine found one in you, even on the days when I wasn’t sure where the page was heading.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1 - The Passenger
 

	Stuart had barely stepped through the door when Martin was waiting, a hopeful look on his face.

	Stuart smirked. 'What is it? I've just got in from work. Fun can wait until later.' He kissed him in passing and headed into the kitchen.

	They'd been married three months, together for two years, and were still settling into Stuart's neat, modern two-bedroom terrace on the edge of Guildford. It suited his sleek style, though less so Martin's.

	Martin trailed after him, hesitant. 'It's… Mum. She's coming for dinner.'

	Stuart froze. 'Your mum? Here? Tonight?'

	Martin gave a sheepish nod. 'Sorry.'

	She wasn't unkind, but she was old-fashioned, still clinging to the hope that her son might one day marry a 'nice girl' and give her grandchildren.

	Stuart sighed. 'Why?'

	'Dad had another fall. He's back in the hospital. He'll be fine, but… you know how Mum hates eating alone.'

	Stuart's irritation softened. 'Ah, I see. Sorry, I hope he's okay.' He paused for a moment. 'So… you want me to get some Earl Grey? I know she won't drink anything else.'

	Martin's face brightened. 'Thank you. I knew you'd understand.'

	Stuart hugged him quickly, then headed out. Driving into Guildford's Thursday rush hour on a mission for posh tea was not how he'd hoped to spend his evening. But he knew how hard it was for Martin to see his parents' age so quickly in front of him.

	'Fancy tea,' he muttered with a sly laugh at the lights. 'For a woman who's never satisfied.' He tapped the wheel in time with the radio, half-smiling. ‘Tea and maybe flowers. Harder for her to scowl at me then.’

	The traffic crawled forward. Red light after red light, each one stretching longer than the last. Stuart drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, watching pedestrians move faster than his car. A group of teenagers laughed as they crossed in front of him, their whole lives ahead of them, no idea how complicated everything would become.

	He was thinking about what flowers might soften Mrs Patterson's perpetual disapproval when the passenger door suddenly flew open.

	A young woman threw herself inside, slamming it shut. Small, Asian, she looked no older than twenty. Her face was blotchy with tears and exhaustion. But it was her eyes that stopped Stuart cold. They were wide with the kind of terror that came from something far worse than ordinary fear.

	'Please!' she gasped, her accent thick, her words fractured by panic. 'Help me. Bad men are coming!'

	Stuart's mouth opened, but no sound came out. This wasn't happening, he said to himself. Things like this didn't happen to people like him. Especially not in places like Guildford on ordinary Thursday evenings.

	'Drive!' she hissed, curling low in the seat like a wounded animal. 'Please… now!'

	In the mirror, he saw them. Two men sprinting toward the car, faces twisted with rage and something darker. Not just angry. Predatory. The bald one in front moved with the fluid efficiency of someone used to catching people who ran.

	The light was still red. He was at the front of the queue, boxed in by a car on one side, and pedestrians walking the pavement on the other.

	She looked at him, eyes wide, lips shaping a desperate 'please' as tears carved tracks through the smudged makeup on her face. In that moment, Stuart saw something that made his chest tighten. It wasn't just fear, but the terrible resignation of someone who'd learned not to expect help.

	Stuart's hands slipped on the wheel, slick with sudden sweat. His heart hammered against his ribs. The rational part of his mind screamed at him to tell her to get out, to call the police, to not get involved in whatever this was.

	The bald man was ten feet away now, his hand reaching for the door handle.

	Stuart stamped on the accelerator.

	Tyres screamed against tarmac. Horns erupted as he shot across the junction, swerving through oncoming traffic. A white van missed his bumper by inches, the driver's face a mask of shock and fury behind the windscreen.

	'What the hell am I doing?' he shouted over the chaos, his pulse roaring louder than the radio.

	But he kept driving, taking the first left, then a right, putting distance between them and whatever those men represented. His hands shook so badly he could barely grip the wheel.

	After several minutes of random turns through residential streets, Stuart finally pulled onto a quiet road lined with Victorian terraces and switched off the engine. The sudden silence felt deafening.

	His hands were still trembling as he turned to face the girl properly.

	'Right,' he said, trying to sound calmer than he felt. 'What the hell is going on? Who were those men?'

	She pressed herself against the passenger door, studying him with dark eyes that seemed to weigh every word before she spoke. There was something ancient in that gaze, like she'd seen too much for someone so young.

	'Bad men,' she said simply. 'They want me back.'

	'Back from what? Where do you live? Should we call the police?'

	Her reaction was immediate. A sharp shake of her head, as panic flashed across her face like she'd been slapped.

	'No police. Please, no.'

	Stuart raised an eyebrow. 'Why not? If someone's threatening you?'

	'Police not help people like me.' Her accent was thick, but her meaning was crystal clear. 'They send me back to the bad men.'

	Stuart frowned. What she was saying made little sense. In his world, police were the good guys. You called them when you needed help. 'What do you mean, people like you? Are you... are you here illegally?'

	She nodded quickly, shame flickering across her features. 'I have no papers. Police, they not understand. They think I chose this.'

	'Chose what?'

	The girl looked down at her hands, and Stuart noticed the bruises circling her wrists like dark bracelets. His stomach lurched.

	'They tell me I work in nail bar,' she whispered. 'Pay back money my family owe. But when I come here...' She trailed off, then looked up at him with eyes weighted with knowledge beyond her years. 'Not just nail bar. Different work. Bad work as well.'

	Stuart's stomach dropped like a stone. 'What kind of work?'

	She met his eyes then, and he saw something that made his chest tighten with a pain he couldn't name. Beyond her fear lay something worse. An acceptance of someone abandoned by everyone.

	'Men pay money. I have to…' She gestured vaguely, unable, or unwilling to say it outright.

	'Jesus Christ.' Stuart ran his hands through his hair, his comfortable world tilting sideways. 'You mean they're forcing you to... with other men?'

	She gave a quick nod, fresh tears streaming down her face. 'I run away tonight,' she said, her voice barely above a whisper. 'From client. He wanted to do things... bad things. I fight him. I run.'

	Stuart stared at her, his mind struggling to process what he was hearing. This was trafficking. Actual human trafficking, happening in Surrey, happening to this girl sitting in his car who looked barely older than his niece. The kind of thing you read about in newspapers and thought happened somewhere else, to other people.

	'Your family?' he said slowly, dreading the answer. 'Do they know what's really happening?'

	Something flickered across her face. Pain, maybe anger, maybe both. 'Family sell me to pay debt. They know.'

	The words hit him like a physical blow. 'They sold you?'

	'Stepfather owes bad men money. Gambling. They say I work abroad in nail bar, send money home. Everyone happy.' Her voice was flat, matter of fact, like she was reciting someone else's story. 'But stepfather knows. He just not care about me.'

	Stuart felt sick. Actually physically sick. The casual way she said it, like betrayal was just another fact of life. 

	'Fucking hell. Where can you go?' he asked. 'Friends? Other family in the UK?'

	She shook her head. 'No one. If I go back Vietnam, they kill me for running. No one here help people like me.'

	Stuart looked at this girl. This kid. Who'd been betrayed by everyone who should have protected her. Sold by her own family, trapped by men who saw her as nothing more than a commodity. He thought of his own father, the man who'd beaten him when he found out he was gay, who'd called him disgusting and thrown him out of the house. He thought of Martin, the first person to show him that love could be gentle, that family could be chosen.

	'Yeah,' he heard himself say, the words coming from somewhere deeper than conscious thought. 'Yeah, I'll help you.'

	The relief that flooded her face was almost too much to bear.

	'Shit. The tea.' He looked at the girl, reality crashing back in. 'I'm supposed to be getting tea. And flowers. For my mother-in-law.' He shook his head, laughing despite himself. 'Well, I don't have to get the flowers; that was my idea... but that's not the point.'

	She frowned at him as if he were speaking a foreign language.

	'Look, I know how it sounds,' Stuart said. 'But if I don't go home with something, there'll be questions. And right now, I don't have any answers.' He paused, looking at her properly. 'But if I go back with you...' He shook the thought away, managing a smile. 'Don't worry. I'll think of something. For now, we get the tea.'

	He started the engine again. 'Waitrose is just five minutes away. Then we figure out what to do.'

	The car park was busy with the usual Thursday evening crowd. Families were doing weekly shops, couples grabbing dinner ingredients, the comfortable middle-class bustle of suburban life. Stuart found a space near the entrance and turned to the girl.

	'Stay here. Keep your head down. I'll be as quick as I can.'

	She shook her head, panic flooding back into her eyes. 'No, please. Me come too. Bad men might find me.'

	He looked at her, ready to reassure her that she'd be safe, but the panic in her eyes was like nothing he'd seen before. Raw, primal terror that spoke of experiences he couldn't begin to imagine.

	'Okay, come with me then.'

	They headed inside together. She clung to his sleeve as he grabbed a basket, her eyes darting constantly around the store like she expected danger to emerge from behind every display. Stuart moved through the aisles on autopilot. Earl Grey from the tea section, flowers from the little florist area near the entrance. His hands had stopped shaking, but his mind was racing.

	What was he going to tell Martin? How do you explain that you've just become involved in human trafficking? That you've picked up a girl being chased by what were probably very dangerous men?

	The girl followed him silently, staying close enough that he could feel her trembling. She flinched every time someone walked past, every time a voice was raised in the distance. Watching her, Stuart felt a rage building in his chest. What had they done to her to make her this afraid?

	He paid quickly, eager to get them both out of the bright, exposed space of the store. But as they walked back toward the car, the girl suddenly grabbed his arm, her fingernails digging into his skin through his shirt.

	'No,' she whispered, her face white with terror. 'Bad men. That car. They find us.'

	Stuart looked where she was pointing and felt his blood turn to ice. A black BMW was pulling out of a parking space three rows behind them. Two men in the front seats, the passenger pointing directly at them.

	'The black BMW?' he asked, though he already knew the answer.

	'Drive!' she screamed, pressing herself against him in panic. 'Yes, that car. Drive now!'

	Stuart's mind raced. The BMW was already moving toward them, cutting through the car park with purpose. 'How did they...? Fuck!'

	'DRIVE!'

	He fumbled with his keys, hands shaking again as the BMW slowly moved in their direction. But as he reached for the ignition, something made him stop.

	'What you doing? We must go!' The girl was almost hyperventilating now, her eyes fixed on the approaching car.

	But Stuart shook his head, a plan forming. 'No. That's what they want us to do. Panic, run somewhere they can corner us.' He turned the car around, driving towards the exit, before returning to the same parking spot near the entrance. 'We're going back into Waitrose. They won't follow us in, too public, too many witnesses.'

	The girl shook her head frantically, tears streaming down her face. 'No, you don't know them. They follow us. They don't care about people watching.'

	Stuart turned to face her, taking her hands in his. They were ice cold and shaking.

	'Look at me,' he said firmly. 'You don't know me, and I know how terrifying this is. But you have to trust me. This is the right thing to do. They're predators, but they're also businessmen. They won't risk exposure in a crowded supermarket.'

	She searched his face for a long moment, then nodded reluctantly.

	They got out of the car, Stuart grabbing the tea and flowers. The girl immediately held onto his arm like a lifeline. Stuart walked them back into Waitrose with as much confidence as he could muster, though his heart was hammering against his ribs.

	At the customer service desk, he approached the same woman who'd served him minutes earlier. She looked up with a slightly weary smile.

	'Sorry to bother you,' he said, injecting just the right amount of frustration into his voice. 'I hate to ask, but I have a slight problem. My car's broken down.' He pointed through the window toward his vehicle. 'The silver Audi there. The engine just died on me.'

	The woman followed his gaze sympathetically. 'Oh no, that's awful. On a Thursday evening too.'

	'I know, terrible timing. Unfortunately, I can't get anyone out to look at it until tomorrow. Would it be okay if I left it here overnight? I know it's not ideal...'

	'That should be fine,' she said kindly. 'Let me just take a note of the registration.'

	'Perfect, thank you so much. You're a lifesaver.' Stuart turned to the girl, raising his voice slightly. 'Right then, looks like we're getting a taxi home.'

	As they walked away from the desk, the girl whispered, 'Car not broken.'

	'No,' Stuart said quietly, 'but they don't know that. And now we disappear.'

	He guided them toward the back of the store, where a secondary entrance led out onto a side street. He slowly walked along the side of the building, peeking round. He could see the black BMW still waiting there, the occupants' eyes locked on the entrance.

	'Where we go now?' the girl whispered from behind him, holding on like he was her lifeline.

	'Coffee shop on North Street. We'll call a taxi from there. They won't think we went out the back and left my car.'

	They walked quickly through the narrow streets, the girl still clinging to his arm. Stuart found himself scanning every car, every shadow, seeing potential threats everywhere. How did she live like this? How did anyone survive this level of constant fear?

	The coffee shop on North Street was busy enough to blend in but not so crowded they couldn't find a corner table. Stuart guided the girl to a spot near the back, away from the windows, and pulled out his phone.

	'I'll get us some coffee,' he said. 'And call a taxi.'

	He ordered two lattes and opened the Uber app, booking a car. It was twenty minutes away. Long enough to drink their coffees, not so long that the girl would start to panic... well, that's what he hoped.

	'It'll be twenty minutes,' he said, returning with the drinks and several packets of sugar. 'I didn't know how you took it.'

	She wrapped her hands around the mug as if it were a lifeline, breathing in the steam. The simple act of holding something warm seemed to calm her slightly.

	‘Thank you.’

	Stuart smiled back as he settled into his chair. Then he realised something fundamental. 'You know what? I don't even know your name.'

	She looked up, hesitant. 'Vân.'

	'Van,' he repeated, completely butchering the pronunciation.

	She almost smiled. 'Vân, not Van,' she corrected gently, the tones subtle but distinct.

	'Ah, Vân,' he tried again, getting closer. 'I'm Stuart.' He held out his hand.

	She shook it softly, her grip still trembling. 'Stuart. Good name.'

	They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, both processing what had just happened. Stuart found himself studying her face. She was so young, but with lines of exhaustion and stress that spoke of experiences no one her age should have endured.

	'Are you hurt?' he asked quietly. 'From tonight, I mean. From the... client?'

	Vân's jaw tightened, her free hand unconsciously moving to her ribs. 'I fight. I get away. But...' She touched her wrist where the bruises were darkest. 'I don't want to talk about it. Sorry.'

	Stuart felt a familiar surge of protective anger. 'Don't be sorry. You talk about it when you're ready. If you're ever ready.'

	She looked at him curiously. 'Why you help me? You not know me. Could be dangerous for you.'

	Stuart considered the question. Why was he doing this? It would have been easier to tell her to get out of his car, to call the police, to go home to Martin and his mother-in-law and pretend none of this had happened.

	'Because no one should have to go through what you're going through,' he said finally. 'And because...' He paused, thinking of his father's fists, of Martin's family still hoping he'd 'come to his senses,' of all the times he'd felt alone and afraid. 'Because I know what it's like when the people who should protect you don't.'

	Vân studied his face with those too-old eyes. 'Your family hurt you too?'

	'Different kind of hurt. But yeah.'

	She nodded slowly, understanding passing between them without need for details.

	'Where we go now?' she asked. 'In taxi?'

	Stuart rubbed the side of his face. The full weight of what he'd committed to finally hitting him. 'My house. It's the only safe place I can think of right now.'

	Her eyes widened with fresh panic. 'Your house? Who will be there?'

	'Martin. My husband.' Stuart managed a wry smile. 'Oh, and possibly his mother, if she's arrived yet for dinner.'

	She relaxed slightly at the word 'husband.' 'He good man? He will be angry?'

	Stuart thought about Martin's reaction to finding a trafficked girl in their living room. 'Not angry, I don't think. Shocked, definitely. Confused as hell. But Martin...' He smiled properly for the first time since this began. 'He's good. He'll understand.'

	Vân looked down at her coffee. 'I bring danger to your house. To your husband.'

	'You're not bringing anything,' Stuart said firmly. 'This isn't your fault. None of this is your fault, Vân. You understand that, right?'

	Tears welled up in her eyes. 'My stepfather say I bring shame. Say I must fix family problem.'

	'Your stepfather's a coward and a bastard,' Stuart said bluntly. 'You're brave. Running away tonight, fighting back... that took real courage.'

	A taxi pulled up outside, and Stuart saw the driver checking his phone.

	'That's us,' he said, standing. 'Ready?'

	Vân drained her coffee and nodded, though he could see the fear creeping back into her eyes. 'Ready.'

	As they walked toward the door, she caught his sleeve one more time.

	'Stuart? Thank you. For coffee. For believing me. For...' She gestured helplessly. 'For seeing me as person.'

	Stuart felt something break open in his chest. 'Don't thank me yet,' he said, trying to keep his voice light. 'We've still got Martin's mother to face. I'm not sure Earl Grey and flowers will be enough to explain this one.'

	But as they climbed into the taxi, Stuart realised something had fundamentally shifted. An hour ago, his biggest worry had been impressing his mother-in-law. Now he was harbouring a trafficking victim and potentially putting himself and Martin in danger.

	And somehow, despite the fear and uncertainty, it felt like the most important thing he'd ever done.

	The taxi pulled away into the Guildford evening, carrying them toward whatever came next.



	
Chapter 2 - Mrs Patterson

	
The taxi pulled up outside Stuart's house at half past seven, and he could see the lights were already on. Martin's mother's ancient Nissan Micra sat in the driveway like a disapproving relative. Its faded blue paint somehow looking judgmental.

	'Shit,' Stuart muttered, paying the driver. 'She's here.'

	Vân looked at the neat semi-detached house with its perfectly trimmed hedge and gleaming windows. Even in her state, she seemed to recognise the careful middle-class respectability of it all. 'Very nice house,' she whispered.

	'Yeah, well, it won't be very nice in about five minutes.' Stuart grabbed the Earl Grey and flowers, then paused at his own front gate. How do I explain this? How do I walk into my comfortable home with a trafficking victim and pretend everything's normal? His mind whirled in search of answers.

	'Right, listen. Martin's mum... she's not unkind, but she's...' He searched for words that wouldn't sound like a complete condemnation of his mother-in-law. 'Traditional. Very traditional. She still thinks I've corrupted her son by existing.’

	Vân frowned. 'Corrupted?'

	'She thinks being gay is a choice. A bad one that I talked Martin into.' Stuart smiled bitterly. 'The point is, she's going to have questions about you being here, and I haven't got any good answers yet.'

	They walked up the path, and Stuart could hear voices through the front window. Martin's laugh, forced and bright the way it got when he was trying too hard. His mother's clipped tones, the verbal equivalent of a disapproving sniff.

	Stuart put his key in the lock and called out, 'I'm back! Sorry I'm late.'

	'Finally!' Martin appeared in the hallway, relief flooding his face. Then he saw Vân behind Stuart, and his expression shifted to polite confusion. 'Oh. Hello.'

	'Martin, this is Vân,' Stuart said, stepping inside and immediately feeling the familiar tension that came with his mother-in-law's presence. 'Vân, this is my husband, Martin.'

	Martin's eyes darted between them, and Stuart could see him trying to process this unexpected development. 'Right. Hello, Vân. I'm... sorry, I wasn't expecting...' He looked at Stuart with raised eyebrows that clearly said. What the hell?

	'Is that you, Stuart?' came a voice from the living room, sharp with her particular brand of irritation that suggested he'd already failed some unspoken test. 'About time. I was beginning to think you'd forgotten about dinner entirely.'

	'Coming, Mrs Patterson,' Stuart called back, then lowered his voice. 'Martin, I need to explain, but...'

	'Stuart!' The voice was sharper now, with an edge that brooked no further delay. 'Don't keep me waiting.'

	Martin's mother appeared in the doorway like a small, grey-haired force of nature. Mrs Patterson was the kind of woman who could make you feel guilty just by existing in her presence. Her eyes immediately fixed on Vân with the laser focus of someone accustomed to cataloguing social irregularities and finding them wanting.

	'And who might this be?' she asked, her tone suggesting she already disapproved of whatever the answer might be.

	Stuart felt Vân shrink slightly behind him, and something protective flared in his chest. 'Mrs Patterson, this is Vân. She... she needed some help tonight.'

	'Help?' Mrs Patterson's eyebrows climbed toward her hairline with the speed of someone who'd spotted a scandal. 'What sort of help?'

	The silence stretched uncomfortably. Martin's confusion radiated from him in waves. Mrs Patterson's suspicion sharpened like a blade. Vân's fear pressed against his back like a physical weight.

	'Her car broke down. I gave her a lift.'

	It wasn't entirely a lie, he reasoned. Something had definitely broken down tonight... just not a car.

	Mrs Patterson's gaze swept over Vân's appearance with the thoroughness of a customs inspector. The cheap clothes, the bruised wrists barely visible beneath her sleeves, the way she clung to Stuart's arm like he was the only thing keeping her upright. Stuart watched his mother-in-law's face harden with each detail she catalogued.

	'I see,' she said, in a tone that suggested she saw far too much. 'And she couldn't call someone? Family? A boyfriend? The AA?'

	'Mum,' Martin said sharply, Stuart could hear the warning in his voice.

	'I'm just asking reasonable questions, Martin.' Mrs Patterson's voice had that particular edge that meant she was building up to something unpleasant. 'It's just rather odd, don't you think? Stuart goes out for tea and comes back with a young... foreign woman who needs… help.'

	The way she said 'foreign' made it sound like a disease.

	Stuart felt his temper beginning to fray around the edges. 'What exactly are you suggesting?'

	'I'm not suggesting anything. I'm simply observing that this is highly irregular.' Mrs Patterson drew herself up to her full height. Which wasn't much. Yet she loomed regardless. 'A young woman, clearly not from here, in obvious distress, clinging to my son-in-law like...' She paused, letting the implication hang in the air.

	Vân suddenly stepped forward, her voice small but clear. 'I go now. I not want to make trouble.'

	'No,' Stuart said firmly, catching her arm. 'You're not going anywhere.'

	Mrs Patterson's eyes narrowed with the satisfaction of someone whose suspicions were being confirmed. 'Really, Stuart, I hardly think bringing a complete stranger into your home is appropriate. Particularly when we don't know anything about her... situation.'

	'Her situation is that she needs help,' Stuart said, his voice tighter than he intended.

	'Yes, but what kind of help? And why you?' Mrs Patterson looked at Vân with the kind of obvious suspicion that made Stuart's skin crawl. 'A young... foreign girl, shall we say. Clearly in some sort of trouble. One has to wonder what sort of trouble, exactly.'

	'What's that supposed to mean?' Stuart asked, though he was beginning to suspect he knew exactly what it meant.

	Mrs Patterson drew herself up with the righteous indignation of someone who believed her prejudices were just common sense. 'I'm simply saying that people in her... circumstances... often have very complicated situations. Drug debts, immigration problems, involvement with unsavoury characters.' She paused, her eyes flicking over Vân with disdain. 'I do hope you haven't paid her for anything… Stuart.'

	The words hit the room like a physical slap. Vân made a small, wounded sound and stepped backward, tears starting in her eyes. Stuart felt something cold and furious unfurl in his chest.

	'That's enough,' he said firmly.

	'Stuart, please,' Martin said, moving between them with the desperate air of someone trying to prevent a disaster. 'Mum, maybe we should just...'

	'I'm just being realistic, Martin,' Mrs Patterson continued, oblivious to the damage she was doing. 'Look at her. She's obviously involved in something she shouldn't be. The way she's dressed, the state she's in...' She gestured dismissively at Vân. 'I won't have you putting my son at risk because of your... bleeding heart.'

	'You know nothing about her,' Stuart said, his voice dangerously quiet.

	'I know enough to recognise trouble when I see it. And I won't have you bringing that trouble into Martin's home because you're too naive to see what's obvious to everyone else.'

	Stuart took a step forward, and Martin quickly moved to intercept him. 'What's obvious is that you've looked at her for five minutes and decided she's not worth helping because she doesn't look like you think she should.'

	'That's not... I never said...' Mrs Patterson's voice wavered slightly, but her chin remained defiantly raised.

	'You didn't have to say it,' Stuart shot back. 'You took one look at her and made your judgment. Young, foreign, in trouble. Must be a prostitute or a drug addict, right?'

	Vân tugged at his sleeve, her voice barely a whisper. 'Please, I go. I not want fighting.'

	'You're not going anywhere,' Stuart said firmly, his eyes never leaving Mrs Patterson's face. 'This isn't your fault.'

	Mrs Patterson's face flushed an ugly red. 'Stuart, I think you're being very unreasonable. I'm only thinking of Martin's safety, and frankly, after everything I've had to put up with from you.'

	'Everything you've had to put up with?' Stuart's voice rose. 'Like what? Having a son who's happy?'

	'How dare you!' Mrs Patterson's voice cracked with genuine emotion. 'After everything I've tried to do, everything I've tried to accept about your... lifestyle... this is how you speak to me? Martin, will you please do something? You can't let him speak to me like this.'

	Martin stepped forward, looking genuinely distressed. 'Okay, everyone just... can we please calm down?'

	But Mrs Patterson was building momentum now, years of resentment spilling out. 'Do you have any idea what it's been like for me, Stuart? Watching my son throw his life away? Having to explain to my friends why he'll never give me grandchildren? Having to pretend that this... this arrangement... is normal?' Her voice broke. 'And now you bring this... this person into your home and expect me to just accept it?'

	'Mum, please,' Martin said helplessly.

	Stuart's control slipped entirely. 'I expect you to show basic human decency.'

	'Don't lecture me about decency!' Mrs Patterson's voice cracked, and suddenly tears were streaming down her face. 'My husband is lying in a hospital bed, possibly dying, and this is how you treat me? This is the welcome I get when I come to my son for comfort?' She turned to Martin, her voice breaking. 'Please, Martin. Please tell him. Tell him how cruel he's being.'

	The room fell silent except for Mrs Patterson's quiet sobbing. Martin looked stricken, caught between his mother's tears and his husband's fury. Stuart felt some of his anger deflate, replaced by uncomfortable guilt. She looked suddenly fragile, this woman who'd always seemed so formidable.

	'I... Mum, don't cry,' Martin said helplessly, reaching for her.

	Mrs Patterson dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, her voice trembling. 'I came here tonight because I couldn't bear to be alone. Because I'm terrified about your father, and I thought... I thought my family would comfort me. Instead, I'm being attacked for asking perfectly reasonable questions about a stranger in your home.'

	Stuart felt the fight go out of him. 'Mrs Patterson, I... look, I didn't mean to upset you. But Vân really does need help, and...'

	'I'm sure she does,' Mrs Patterson said, still crying. 'But why does it have to be your responsibility? Why does it have to be tonight, when I need my son?'

	Martin ran his hands through his hair, clearly torn between competing loyalties. 'Mum, maybe... maybe you should go and sit in the lounge while I talk to Stuart. Just for a few minutes.'

	Mrs Patterson looked at him with wounded eyes. 'You're choosing them over me?'

	'I'm not choosing anyone. I just think everyone needs some space right now.'

	She gathered her handbag with shaking hands, every movement radiating hurt and betrayal. 'Fine. I'll go home then. To my empty house. While my husband fights for his life.' She looked at Stuart with a mixture of pain and accusation. 'I hope you're proud of yourself.'

	Stuart opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could he say? That her husband probably wasn't dying? That she was being manipulative? Both might be true, but saying them would only make things worse.

	'Let me walk you to your car,' Martin said quietly.

	As they left, the house felt oppressively quiet. Stuart led Vân into the lounge and sank onto the sofa, suddenly exhausted. Vân perched on the edge of the armchair like she might need to run at any moment.

	'I'm sorry,' Stuart said. 'I'm so sorry you had to hear that.'

	'She not wrong,' Vân said in a small voice. 'I am trouble. I bring danger to your house.'

	'No.' Stuart's voice was firm. 'She was wrong. About everything.'

	They could hear Martin's voice outside, low and soothing, trying to calm his mother. Stuart closed his eyes and tried to imagine how that conversation was going. Martin apologising for his husband's behaviour, Mrs Patterson crying about her dying husband and her ruined son.

	Martin came back in a few minutes later, his face drawn with exhaustion. He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at them both.

	'Right,' he said finally, closing the door behind him. 'I think someone needs to tell me what's really going on here.'

	Stuart looked at Vân, who nodded slightly.

	'Sit down,' Stuart said. 'This is going to take a while.'

	Martin settled onto the sofa beside him, but Stuart could see the tension in his shoulders, the way he kept glancing toward the window where his mother's car was still visible.

	'Martin, I know this is difficult, with your mum and everything, but...'

	'Just tell me what happened,' Martin said quietly.

	Stuart took a deep breath. 'Vân has been trafficked. Forced into prostitution. She escaped tonight, and the men who were holding her are looking for her.'

	Martin's face went white. 'What?'

	'She jumped into my car at the traffic lights near North Street. Two men were chasing her. I... I couldn't just leave her.'

	Martin stared at them both, his mind clearly struggling to process what he was hearing. 'Trafficked. You mean actual human trafficking?'

	'Yes.'

	'Here. In Surrey.'

	'Yes.'

	Martin was quiet for a long moment, and Stuart could see him trying to reconcile this information with his comfortable understanding of the world. 'Jesus. And Mum... you know, she had no idea.'

	'No. She just saw someone different and assumed the worst.'

	'She's scared about Dad,' Martin said, though he didn't sound entirely convinced by his own words. 'She's not thinking clearly.'

	Stuart nodded, though privately he suspected Mrs Patterson's reaction had less to do with her husband's condition and more to do with her fundamental worldview. But Martin didn't need to hear that right now.

	'Are you hurt?' Martin asked Vân gently. 'Do you need a doctor?'

	Vân shook her head quickly. 'No doctor. No police.'

	'Why no police?'

	Stuart answered. 'They told her if she goes to the police, they'll send her back to the people who are trafficking her. She's here illegally.'

	Martin ran his hands over his face. 'Christ.' He looked at Vân with new understanding. 'I'm sorry. About what my mother said. She was completely wrong.'

	'She scared,' Vân said simply. 'People say bad things when scared.'

	Martin smiled weakly. 'You're very kind. Kinder than she deserved.'

	Stuart felt a surge of love for his husband. Even upset about his mother, even thrown into an impossible situation, Martin's instinct was still to be decent.

	'So what do we do now?' Martin asked.

	Before anyone could answer, they heard Mrs Patterson scream.

	The sound cut through the evening air like broken glass. It was sharp, terrified, completely unlike anything Stuart had ever heard from his composed mother-in-law. All three of them rushed outside to see Mrs Patterson struggling with two men beside her Nissan Micra. The bald one from the traffic lights had twisted her arm behind her back whilst she fought like a woman half her age.

	'Get off her!' Martin shouted, running toward them.

	Stuart was right behind him, but Vân had frozen on the doorstep, her face white with recognition and terror. 'No,' she whispered. 'No, no, no...'

	The men looked up at the sound of Martin's voice. The bald one's eyes immediately locked onto Vân with the satisfaction of a hunter spotting prey.

	'There she is,' he called to his partner. 'Grab the girl.'

	The second man. Younger, with the lean build of someone who did this for a living. He released Mrs Patterson before lunging toward the house. Stuart threw himself between them, the Earl Grey box splitting open as he swung it at the man's head. Tea bags scattered across the pavement like confetti. He used the flowers like a stick to beat him, but they crumpled pathetically.

	'Run!' Stuart yelled to Vân as he grappled with the man. But she stood paralysed against the front door, trapped between the men who'd destroyed her life and the strangers trying to save it.

	Martin reached his mother just as the bald man started dragging her toward the black BMW parked next to the curb. She stumbled, crying out as her knees hit the pavement, but the man didn't slow down.

	'Martin!' she screamed, reaching for her son with desperate fingers.

	Martin grabbed the man's arm, and the bald man casually backhanded him across the face. Martin spun sideways, blood streaming from his nose, as he hit the ground.

	Stuart was still wrestling with the second man on the ground, both of them rolling among the spilled tea bags and flowers. The man was stronger than he looked. Stuart's grip slipped. The man broke free and kicked Stuart hard in the stomach, driving the air from his lungs. As he ran for the door, Vân slammed it shut, locking herself inside.

	'Get in the fucking car!' the bald man shouted from the BMW as he shoved Mrs Patterson into the backseat. 'Leave them!'

	The second man kicked Stuart again, harder this time, his boot connecting with Stuart's ribs. 'You'll pay for this, you bastard,' he snarled, then sprinted for the car.

	'Mum!' Martin screamed, scrambling to his feet and running after the BMW as it accelerated down the street. 'MUM!'

	But it was already gone, disappearing around the corner with a squeal of tires that seemed to echo in the sudden silence.

	Stuart struggled to his feet, still winded, his ribs screaming in protest. Vân was crumpled up on the front doorstep, her hands covering her face as if she could hide from what had just happened.

	'They took her,' Martin said, his voice hollow with shock. 'They took my mum.'

	Stuart stumbled over to his husband, pulling him close despite the pain in his ribs. 'We'll get her back.'

	'How?' Martin's voice cracked. 'How are we going to get her back? We don't even know who these people are!'

	Before Stuart could answer, Martin's phone buzzed. He pulled it out with shaking hands, and Stuart saw that it was a text from Mrs Patterson's number.

	'It's from Mum's phone,' Martin said, his voice barely a whisper.

	Stuart read over his shoulder.
 

	We have the old woman. Midnight. Guildford Cathedral car park. Bring the Vietnamese girl or your mother dies. Come alone. No police.
 

	Martin stared at the screen as if it were written in a foreign language. 'They want to trade Vân... for Mum.'

	The words hung in the air between them, heavy with an impossible choice. Stuart looked at Vân, who was staring at them both with the terrible understanding of someone who knew exactly what this meant.

	Martin's phone buzzed again:

	 

	Remember midnight. Cathedral car park, north entrance. The girl comes to us, or your mother doesn't come home. Don't be stupid.

	 

	Martin looked between the phone and Vân, his face a mask of anguish. 'Stuart... it's my mum.'

	'I know.'

	'She's seventy-three. She's got a heart condition. And Dad's already in hospital...' His voice broke. 'If something happens to her...'

	Stuart could hear the agony in his husband's voice, could see the impossible choice tearing him apart. 'Martin, I know how this sounds, but we can't just hand Vân over to them.'

	'Why not?' Martin's voice was raw with desperation. 'She's not our responsibility, Stuart. My mum is.'

	Vân stepped forward, her voice small but steady. 'They want me for your mother, yes?'

	Stuart looked at her, this girl who'd already suffered so much, and felt something break inside his chest. 'Vân...'

	'Is okay,' she said quietly. 'I understand. I go with them. Save your mother.'

	'No,' Stuart said firmly. 'We're not doing that.'

	But Martin was staring at Vân with desperate hope. 'You would do that? You would go with them to save her?'

	'Martin, no,' Stuart said, grabbing his husband's arm. 'You don't understand what you're asking.'

	'I understand perfectly!' Martin's voice rose. 'They'll kill her, Stuart. They'll kill my mother if we don't give them what they want.'

	Martin's phone buzzed a third time:

	 

	Don't think about calling the police. We know where you live. We know about the old man in the hospital. Bring the girl, or everyone you care about suffers.

	 

	‘How can they know all this?’ Martin said, looking desperate.

	Stuart frowned; he knew full well how they knew. The first thing Mrs Patterson would have done is to try to get sympathy from the men about her husband. But he knew he couldn’t say that to Martin.

	The three of them stood surrounded by the wreckage of spilled tea bags and scattered flowers, the weight of the impossible choice settling over them like a shroud.

	'Four hours,' Martin said quietly, looking at his watch. 'It's eight o'clock now.'

	Stuart looked at Vân, who was already nodding with the terrible resignation of someone who'd learned that her life was always the price others paid for their safety.

	'I go,' she said simply. 'I am sorry.'

	And before either of them could stop her, she turned and ran.

	She moved with the desperate speed of someone who'd learned to run for her life.



	
Chapter 3 - The Debt

	 

	Twenty-three months earlier - Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

	
Vân woke to her adoptive father's voice cutting through the apartment walls like a blade. Not the usual morning grumbling, but something sharper. More desperate.

	She lay still on the narrow mattress beside Mai, listening to Đức's voice rise and fall in the familiar rhythm of a man trying to convince someone of something impossible. Her sister Mai stirred, her sixteen-year-old face creased with worry as she woke.

	Vân slipped out of the bed, bare feet silent on concrete. At nineteen, she'd learned to move like smoke when tensions ran high.

	'I told you, I need more time,' Đức was saying into his phone, pacing by the window. His free hand gestured wildly, his yellow-stained fingers slicing through the morning light. 

	'The match is tonight. Chelsea is playing like shit this season. It's a sure thing.'

	Vân's stomach clenched. Another bet. Another promise of salvation that would only dig them deeper.

	Her adoptive mother, Linh, sat at their plastic table, hands wrapped around lukewarm tea. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her shoulders curved inward like she was trying to disappear.

	'Đức,' Linh whispered when he ended the call. 'Please. We can't keep doing this.'

	He spun around, face flushed with anger and fear. 'My plan is sound. I've convinced everyone to bet on Chelsea. As United is also playing bad.' His smile returned, manic and bright. 'I bet all their money on United and take everything. I’m sure United will win.' He laughed until it became a smoker's cough.

	Linh shook her head. 'What about the children? You're gambling away their future.'

	'The children will be fine.' His voice cracked. 'One good result. One big win. Then I clear most the debt.'

	Vân stepped into the room. Both adults fell silent, secrets hanging in the air like smoke.

	'Morning,' she said quietly, moving toward the kitchen. Routine was her armour against whatever storm was building.

	Đức cleared his throat. 'Vân. Take Minh to school. I have business.'

	Her brother, seven-year-old Minh, slept behind a curtain, oblivious to the tension crackling around him. Vân nodded, spooning rice into a pot.

	She felt Linh's eyes on her, guilt and something that might have been apology. Vân had always known she was different here. Not just adopted but separate in a way that went bone-deep. There were conversations that stopped when she entered rooms, and monthly payments that came from somewhere Đức and Linh never discussed.

	The money had kept them afloat for years, even when Đức's gambling spiralled. But lately, the arguments had grown more frequent. Something had changed.

	As she stirred rice, Vân's mind drifted to the dreams that sometimes haunted her sleep. Fragments that felt too real to be imagination. Sterile white rooms, machine sounds, voices in languages she didn't recognise.

	'Vân.' Đức's voice made her jump. He stood close enough that she could smell stale cigarettes and cheap alcohol. 'Get me beer for the match.'

	Something in his tone made her skin crawl. 'Of course.'
 

	******************************************
 

	The morning blurred past. Vân rode Minh to school on her motorbike, his small hands warm around her waist as they navigated chaotic streets. He chattered about friends and classes, innocent of the knife's edge their family balanced on.

	Mai had left early for her market job, face carefully blank. She was old enough to sense danger but too young to understand it.

	When Vân returned, Đức sat with a stranger. He was well-dressed by their neighbourhood's standards. Expensive watch. The casual confidence that came with money and power. 

	Linh was nowhere to be seen.

	'Vân,' Đức said, voice artificially bright. 'You're back. Did you get my beer?'

	'Sorry, Dad. I forgot. I'll go now.' She hurried out as two rough-looking men passed her, heading for the house.

	She rode to the local mall, giving herself time away from whatever trouble Đức had summoned. At a café near the entrance, she sat with iced oolong tea, watching traffic crawl past.

	Two men at a nearby table caught her attention. The older one boasted about business deals while wearing scruffy clothes that contradicted his claims. Big talk, small wallet. Just like Đức.

	‘Two billion đồng profit,’ he announced loudly. ‘Property development.’

	His companion looked sceptical, but the man didn't notice. Too busy believing his own stories.

	The man's eyes landed on Vân. His gaze travelled slowly, appraisingly.

	‘You hear that, little sister?’ he called over. ‘A smart girl finds a man with money.’

	Vân kept her eyes on her tea.

	‘I'm talking to you. It's rude not to answer.’

	She looked up with the flat stare she'd perfected, then stood and left.

	‘No respect,’ she heard him mutter behind her. ‘Girls these days.’

	Outside, Vân took a breath. The city was full of men like him. Like Đức. Big talk, small lives, respect demanded but never earned.

	When she returned home, she found Đức lying on the floor. Linh knelt beside him, pressing a bloody cloth to his head while tears streamed down her face.

	Vân rushed over. 'Dad? Are you okay?'

	She'd seen him take beatings before for unpaid debts, but this was different. His face was a mess of bruises and cuts, blood flowing from his scalp as he clutched his stomach.

	'How much do you owe them?' Vân asked.

	Đức's hands shook as he tried to light a cigarette. Vân helped him, steadying the flame.

	'Started small,' he wheezed. 'Few bets to make extra money. But then...' He couldn't meet her eyes.

	'You started keeping the money instead of placing bets,' Vân finished. She'd heard enough conversations to piece it together.

	He flinched. 'Thought the bets would lose. They always lose. But they kept winning, and I had to pay out more than I'd taken. So, I borrowed more...'

	'How much?'

	'Around one billion đồng.'

	The number hit her like a physical blow. More money than their family would see in five years. More than Đức could ever repay.

	'The monthly payments,' Vân said suddenly. 'The ones that have been coming since I was a child. Where do they come from?'

	Đức's face went paler. 'Vân, that's got nothing to do with this.'

	'Tell me.' Her voice was firmer than she'd ever dared use with him. 'If people are doing this to you, we need to know how to help.'

	Silence stretched between them. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

	'Some people came to us. Paid us to take you in, raise you. Said you needed a normal family life. The money was never much.'

	Puzzle pieces clicked into place, forming a picture that made no sense. 'Why would they pay you to look after me?'

	'Don't know. You were sick when you came. Malnourished, traumatised. They didn't give answers. We felt sorry for you.'

	Linh continued dabbing his head, the bleeding slowing. 'Vân, I'm sorry. I wanted to tell you, but never knew how.'

	'The payments used to cover the debts,' Đức said, struggling to sit up. Both women helped him to a chair. 'But not anymore. Barely cover the interest now.'

	He turned on the TV, cracking open a beer. 'But when United beat Chelsea tonight, everything will be fine.'

	Vân and Linh exchanged looks, shaking their heads.

	'Maybe we should go out for dinner,' Vân suggested. 'Leave you to your match, Dad.'

	Đức guzzled half the can, burping loudly. 'Yeah, whatever you want.' Already engrossed in pre-match coverage.

	They piled onto Vân's motorbike, herself, Linh, Mai, and little Minh. They headed to a local bún chả restaurant. The streets buzzed with evening chaos. People weaving impossible patterns along the pavements and roads. Motorbikes clogging the roads. Street vendors were calling out while the smell of grilled pork mingled with exhaust smoke.

	At the restaurant, they squeezed onto low plastic chairs around a rickety table. They ordered steaming bowls of noodles, fresh herbs, tangy dipping sauce that clung to their tongues, sweet and sharp. 

	Vân leaned back, watching them laugh. It was in these moments, when life slowed to something simple and bright, that made her happy. Linh was free from Đức's presence. Her guard let down. Her eyes shining in the streetlight's glow, unguarded.

	The traffic rolled past them just feet away. Horns blaring, headlights sweeping past, the smell of diesel strong. But around their table, the world felt sealed off. Like an island of calm in the storm.

	If she could capture this exact moment, the warmth, the closeness, their voices rising together. She'd never need anything more.

	They dragged out the meal for as long as possible. None of them wanted to return to whatever awaited at home.

	The streets were still busy as they rode back in silence, heaviness settling over them as they approached the house.

	Before Vân opened the door, she could hear Đức shouting, things smashing. United had lost.

	Inside, Đức knelt crying in the middle of the floor, the apartment trashed around him.

	'3-4! How can they lose 3-4?' he shouted at the ceiling. 'I just needed this one win!'

	Linh rushed past him, slumping onto a plastic stool in the corner of the kitchen, her face ashen.

	'Mum, are you okay?' Vân asked.

	'Is she okay?' Đức mocked. 'What about me?'

	Vân took Mai and Minh to the bedroom, returning quickly to Linh. 'What's different this time? He's lost before.'

	A crash came from the other room. Đức's phone hitting the wall. 'Fucking idiots! 3-2 up, then they score two in injury time! Ten minutes of extra time! How does that happen?'

	Vân's stomach dropped. This was different. Đức's hands shook violently, eyes wild with panic.

	'How much?' Vân whispered.

	'Doesn't matter. I'll fix it. Always fix it.' But his voice cracked.

	'Dad, just tell your friends the truth. Maybe they'll understand.'

	'Understand?' Đức's laugh was bitter. 'I took their cash, promised winnings. Now I owe double…more. I look like a fool.'

	He slammed his fists against the wall. Vân watched him pace like a caged animal. She'd always known this day would come. The debts were mounting, lies growing, stakes rising. Now he'd gone too far.

	'I need more time,' Đức muttered, reaching for his phone. 'One good bet...'

	'No!' Linh rushed over and grabbed his arm. 'No more bets. We have to face this.'

	Đức shoved her away, harder than necessary. She stumbled against the wall.

	'Don't,' he warned Vân as she stepped forward. 'This is my family, my business. You're here because I allow it.'

	The words stung, though she'd heard variations before. Not blood. A charity case. Useful when needed, expendable when convenient.

	Đức was already dialling. Vân heard the phone ring, then a gruff voice answering.

	'Sir, about today's results... I know what we discussed, but I need more time...' Đức's voice turned wheedling, pathetic.

	The response was sharp, angry, loud enough for Vân to catch fragments. Threats. Deadlines. Consequences.

	'Please, sir. I'll talk to Vân about your generous job offer. But I need more cash...'

	Vân's blood turned to ice as her adoptive father negotiated her life like livestock. She looked at Linh. 'What job?'

	Linh said nothing.

	'Both girls?' Đức's voice rose in panic. 'Sir, please, Mai's only sixteen. She's just a child...'

	Linh sobbed, hand flying to her mouth. Vân felt the world tilt.

	'Yes, sir. I understand. Tomorrow. You'll come speak to them tomorrow.' Đức's voice was hollow now, defeated. 'Thank you for your... patience.'

	He hung up, staring at his cracked screen. When he looked up, his eyes were broken.

	'They want both girls,' he mumbled.

	Linh cried openly. 'Not Mai. Please, Đức. She’s our daughter. Our blood.'

	'You think I want this?' Đức snapped. 'But what choice do I have? If I don't pay, they'll take everything. At least this way...' He sobbed, beating his fist against his head.

	'At least this way, what?' Vân found her voice, surprised by its steadiness. 'What jobs?' She looked at Linh with hurt. 'Mai is your blood? Don't I count?'

	Linh sobbed harder. 'Please, Vân. It's not like that. She's too young to go.'

	Đức's face darkened. 'Shut up. Mr Nguyễn will explain tomorrow.' He pointed at Vân. 'You're here because I was paid to take you in. Don't forget that.'

	The words hit like a physical blow. 'Who paid you?'

	'Does it matter? But it's time for a return on our investment.'

	Vân felt something cold settle in her chest. She looked at Linh, hoping for contradiction, defence. But Linh just cried harder.

	'Mum?' Vân's voice was small now, childlike. 'You're not going to defend me?'

	'I'm sorry,' Linh whispered. 'I want to... but we needed the money.'

	Vân understood now. She'd never been family. Just a business transaction from the beginning.

	'Go to your room,' Đức ordered. 'Keep the others with you. I don't want to hear from you tonight.'

	Vân nodded, heading to the bedroom where Mai and Minh huddled on the mattress, terrified.

	'What job?' Mai asked. 'What does Dad want us to do?'

	Vân shrugged. 'I don't know. But don't worry, he's just drunk. He loves you. He wouldn't make you do anything bad.'

	Mai looked at her with trust and terror. 'Dad loves you too, Vân. As you said, he's just drunk.'

	Vân forced a smile before burying her face in her pillow, silently sobbing. She had no idea what Đức had got them into, but she doubted it was anything good.

	As they cuddled together on the floor, Vân felt the weight of tomorrow pressing down on them. Whatever was coming, she would face it. She would protect Mai and Minh as much as she could.

	It was all she had left to control.
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