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Chapter 1





I

Washington DC

Time: 04.29 EST

 

“So which of you gentlemen has made cookies?” President Suzanne Burke demanded as she entered the Situation Room of the White House, dressed in her dark blue bathrobe.

The military and intelligence figures assembled in the room jumped to their feet. President Burke did not sit down in her chair, but stood looking from one face around the table to the next, each person avoiding direct eye contact.

It was 04.29, precisely seven minutes since a telephone call had woken her from deep sleep. She had been dreaming that her hair stylist had inexplicably given her vertical blue Marge Simpson hair just as she was about to meet the Chinese premier. She had dreams like this almost every night since becoming president.

She had tied her hair into a chignon before coming to the Situation Room, but was still in her pyjamas. Like her bathrobe, the pyjamas were dark blue and emblazoned with a golden presidential insignia on the left breast. This was standard White House protocol: if an emergency occured at night, it was essential that a president look presidential. Nobody wanted to take the order for a nuclear strike from someone in a silk kimono.

“None of you has made cookies?” she asked incredulously.

The people around the table looked uncomfortably at one another, nobody having the courage to answer her. It was well known that Suzanne Burke was not a morning person. At times like this, the basic survival technique was to say nothing unless addressed directly by the president.

“Damn...” she smiled as she sat down, “so I guess this isn't a pyjama party!”

The tension in the room dissolved and everyone laughed at her joke. It was okay: the President was in a good mood today. But then, just as they began to sit back down in their chairs, Suzanne Burke jumped back to her feet, slamming the table with her hand and shouting,

“But if there's no damned cookies then you people better have a damned good reason for getting me out of bed at half-past four on a Sunday morning!”

Those about to sit down jumped to attention. Others, too far gone in their movement, bounced down on their seats and up again. One unfortunate Admiral lost all control and overturned his chair, dropping to the floor after it.

“Why am I here, General?” Suzanne Burke shouted at General Austin, her Chief of Staff.

The General, his expressionless face camouflaging his nervousness, picked up a TV remote and pointed it at a giant screen on the wall opposite the president. A picture appeared: a silver object like three concentric bowls piled on each other – large, medium and small – set against a dark background.

“You are here because of this, Madam President,” he announced. “Have you ever seen anything like that?”

“Well, it looks a lot like my mother's chocolate fountain,” she said after looking closely at it. “General, have you woken me up at half-past four in the morning to show me dessert gadgets?”

“No, Ma'am.”

“So what is it?”

“We don't know, Ma'am,” he answered.

“General, if you don't know what it is, then how can you know it's not a chocolate fountain?”

“Because at precisely 03.46 this morning, Ma'am, this object moved into orbit around the planet. Chocolate fountains don't do that.”

 

 







II

Slough, England

Time: 06.52 GMT

 

The peace of early Sunday morning was broken by the sound of a crash.

“Shit!” Michelle screamed in the bathroom, “Shit! Shit! FUUUCK!”

Downstairs in the kitchen, Gavin Grant sensed that he may be in trouble. He placed the medieval sword that he had been polishing on the table and prepared himself as Michelle came down the stairs and stood dangerously in the kitchen doorway.

“You said you were going to repair the toilet seat!” she accused him.

“And I will, Love,” he answered. “Promise. Do you know that you're very attractive when you're angry?”

“I just fell off, Gavin!” she announced, “I'm half-asleep, I'm in the middle of a pee, and then the...the... the toilet seat...”

Gavin could not help laughing.

“It's not funny, Gav!” she snapped, stomping over to the cafetiere, “You don't care because men always pee on the floor. You're like dogs – you think the toilet is a tree.”

“Women don't realise how difficult it is,” he informed her. “We aim for the toilet, believe me. We aim like infantry snipers. But there are... imponderables.”

“Imponderables? What imponderables? Wind speed?”

“For some reason, darlin' – and nobody knows why this is – sometimes it comes out straight, sometimes at 45 degrees, sometimes even at 90 degrees. It's a mystery. What can we do about it?”

“Stop peeing!”

“It's not that easy! It's like you're at the wheel of a car that has gone into a skid, and you're like 'Who-oa-a!” and, in the panic of the moment, you don't know whether to hit the brakes or accelerate out of difficulty, see? Ask any man – each time we enter a public urinal we are walking the razor's edge. The atmosphere is very tense because every man is scared that, one day, he's going to piss on another man's leg. It's like the OK Corral, but with garden sprinklers.”

Despite having a number of reasons why she didn't want to let Gavin make her laugh, Michelle couldn't help herself. The bastard just knew how to get her.

“What time is it?” she asked, “I'm really tired.”

“It's almost seven o'clock.” Gavin answered, “That's why I woke you up.”

“Seven?” she frowned, drinking her coffee, “But Gav – it's Sunday!”

“Exactly. We need to get on the road, don't we?”

“Get on the...?”

Michelle stopped, finally noting the sword and several pieces of medieval armour on the table.

“Oh no,” she said, putting down the coffee. “No! You promised: no medieval re-enactments this weekend! We're going to IKEA.”

“We can do that next weekend, I promise, but Sir James has got a hernia, so Baron de Montague asked if I could take his place today. Couldn't say no, could I?”
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