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Chapter 1


          

          
            Prologue: Early Thursday Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      He stared at the ceiling.

      He had been awake for some time mulling over things; things that melted into other mullings, until he eventually forgot what all the previous mulling things had been about.

      

      Another monotonous day loomed ahead.

      

      There was an intrusion, a burst of alarm clock. He ceremoniously pressed the off button and went back to the ceiling.

      

      “Time to get up, George,” his wife cajoled.

      “Having a lie-in,” he informed her.

      George Croft pulled the duvet over his head. He had had enough of that ceiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Thursday

          

        

      

    

    
      The knock on the door disturbed him.

      “Go away.”

      The knock refused to comply.

      “Leave me alone!” His belter of a hangover required peace and quiet; a good sleep to disperse the pounding headache.

      The knocking became insistent.

      “For fuck’s sake!” he snapped, pre-warning whoever was behind the door that they could expect a mouthful if he was not left alone.

      A familiar voice took over from the knuckled rap. “Prime Minister!”

      “Okay, O-fucking-kay.” What the fuck’s he doing here? He sat up and looked for his clothes. “Where the fuck?”

      “Prime Minister!”

      “Yes, yes, fucking yes.” He climbed out of the disarray of bed covers, scrabbling around the sides of the bed looking for his clothing – nothing doing. He looked into the open wardrobe which, other than half a dozen naked coat hangers, lay bare. He slouched across the deep-pile carpeted floor, took the dressing gown from the back of the door and stepped into the complimentary slippers.

      “This’d better be fucking good.” His sharp tone of annoyance was a well-practised weapon. He opened the door to face his cabinet secretary. “What the fuck are you doing here, and where have my fucking clothes disappeared to?”

      The tall, nattily dressed man stepped into the stagnant, stale-smelling room. A window needed to be opened. He noted the empty wine bottles beside the bedside table on which stood two empty glasses, indicating the PM had recently had company. The half-empty whisky bottle was not a good sign. It was well known that the prime minister liked to take drink, but drink did not take to the PM, causing him to become doubly, if not trebly obnoxious.

      “It appears we have a problem, Prime Minister,” the cabinet secretary said, getting down to business.

      “Problem? My clothes?”

      “I know nothing about your clothes, Prime Minister. The problem concerns another matter.”

      “What fucking matter?”

      He did not like coarse language, but put up with it behind a well-practised bland countenance. “I’m not sure, Prime Minister.” Whatever the problem, he thought, this was not the person to have in charge, but as God had made man in the image of Himself, the voting public had decided they wanted a prime minister in theirs: stupid, selfish, greedy and ignorant.

      “What time is it?”

      “Half-past two, Prime Minister – in the afternoon.”

      “Whatever it is, couldn’t it wait?” God, his head hurt, and where was she?

      “It appears that the country has shut down.”

      The PM stared at his cabinet secretary. “So fucking what?” He was more concerned about – and confused by – the loss of his clothing.

      “Prime Minster.”

      “What?” he rebuked irritably.

      “Your tadger’s showing.”

      The PM looked down. His stomach, in recent months, had expanded somewhat, and the dressing gown was not a generous fit.

      “You shouldn’t be looking down there.” He had always harboured a sneaking suspicion that his cabinet secretary, even though he was married, batted for the other side occasionally. “Where the fuck are my clothes?”

      A glance and a second glance around the near-spartan room had the cabinet secretary – for once – agreeing with the PM: there was no sign of the man’s attire.

      “Prime Minister, a working party is waiting to give this morning’s – um, this afternoon’s briefing downstairs in the – makeshift – conference room.”

      “Conference room? Fucking briefing?”

      With his usual patient stoicism, the cabinet secretary reiterated, “The country appears to have closed down.”

      

      “Prime Minister, your tadger,” the cabinet secretary murmured.

      The PM registered the company assembled in the makeshift conference room and pulled his dressing gown together at the warning. The titter from the woman in the large spectacles was curtailed, and she regained her composure.

      He stared around. What the fuck’s he doing here?

      Attired in his trademark regalia of herringbone-tweed shooting jacket and trousers with laced boots, and sporting an amused expression, Josh Ford, the ‘Big I Am’, was the last person the PM wanted to see, especially clad as he was. The security man in the corner stood as if frozen in ice. The spa manager, a picture of confusion, was in another corner of the room, looking on. As to who the two sitting at the table were ...

      What the fuck was going on? He was on a sly break, incognito – supposedly a secret no one knew about. Okay, something was happening, but he was not up for games, being sneaked up on. He felt shit and should have insisted on remaining in his room, at least until his clothes were returned.

      “Couldn’t this have waited until I had dressed?” he demanded of the cabinet secretary.

      “I wanted you to meet your task force.”

      “First task is, have any of you fuckers seen my clothes?”

      There came back some noncommittal shrugged noes, and an amused grin from Ford.

      In the corner, the spindly spa manager’s hand slowly rose to waft a wave, as if a white handkerchief were fluttering on the top of a distant hill.

      “The young lady you were with last night ...” He faltered as if realising his faux pas – it had not been the PM’s wife. “Er, she had a bin liner in her possession when she left, one of those transparent ones, and it appeared to contain clothing.” The manager then retired into silence.

      The cabinet secretary took in the witnesses to this revelation, who clearly expected a blustering fibbed excuse. From his dealings with the PM, he knew better; he wasn’t disappointed.

      “Coffee!”

      The PM’s change of subject was not a blatant cop-out; the cabinet secretary knew it was a natural consequence of the man’s brain having no concept of his ever doing wrong.

      “I’m afraid the kitchen is locked and I have no idea where the key is,” the manager apologised, “and it appears none of the staff, one or two of whom have a spare key, have turned up to work. The cleaner also has one, but I can’t get hold of her.”

      “You are manager of this establishment and you do not have a key or even a fucking spare,” the PM mocked with glowering exasperation. He wanted a coffee – needed a coffee to melt away the remains of his lingering hangover. “And you also let your minions run about with keys, fucking unsupervised.”

      The manager left the day-to-day running of basic tasks to his staff, just giving the occasional telling-off when he needed to show who was in charge. Now, red-faced and surprised at bad language he had not expected from the country’s leader, he felt like one of his so-called minions.

      “There might be spare keys in my office,” he blustered.

      “Pri-me Min-ister,” entreated the cabinet secretary.

      “Yes, yes, in a minute.” The prime minister curtailed this interruption with a held-up hand. “Coffee and fucking hurry up,” he shouted at the spa manager’s retreating back.

      “Prime Minister.” The role of cabinet secretary had its tiresome moments; today, he foresaw a long, drawn-out battle of wills. He needed the man to at least listen to the rudimentary schematics of the problem, as far as it had been ascertained: the situation being that workers in the UK had en masse not been turning up for work today. He needed to penetrate the sponge-like brain contained behind the nailed-up door of the PM’s thick skull. It was embarrassing enough to be thought of as a part of this clown’s government, but it now appeared that the country might have need for a figurehead.

      God help the country.

      “Prime Minister ...” With the chattering murmur of the makeshift working party in the background, the cabinet secretary set out to explain what he had gathered of the crisis.

      Whatever his cabinet secretary was going to drone on about, the PM’s nagging headache and the call of nature took precedence. “Please, no jumbled oratory. Explain in one fucking sentence the basics, I need to go to the lav.”

      “There is, as yet, no explanation, just a sequence of facts.” He saw that this was going to be difficult. The prime minister’s cognitive abilities were only attuned to phrases a child of under seven could comprehend. He spoke briefly, short sentences outlining the spasmodic and strangely uncertain incoming reports about what was taking place. When he finished, he registered the prime minister’s look of bewilderment. It could be real, most probably was, but he had experienced before the man’s ability to play-act, badly, when things were not going his way, the confusion that transmuted into pouting and churlish pontificating, ready to cast culpability upon his nearest prey. But as no tantrum was forthcoming, it appeared that the essence had filtered through. “I think it now best that we wait upon further information as to what is taking place, Prime Minister,” he suggested.

      “Best it is, then,” returned the PM, caring not a hoot what was going on in the outside world. There was always some rubbish happening. No need for concern. He was popular with the public and whatever this situation was, he could always ride it out. In his corner, he had no immediate fear of sedition from underlings in the party. He was protected, ring-walled by friends who knew better than to rock a loaded boat of contraband. Though, perhaps friends was going too far. His wife had once described them as a ‘self-serving consortium of greed’.

      A derisive comment, but he didn’t care; his wife was in no position to talk. She enjoyed a lifestyle at the top. Anyway, buying friends using accessible public monies and installing others into prominent positions was tremendously helpful: they formed a frontline that took the flack and had repeatedly seen off any dissenters against his directives. Whatever was happening now, it would be nothing but a minor blip.

      “I need the loo. Find me some clothes so we can get out of here.”

      “Prime Minister,” the cabinet secretary nodded in the affirmative. But not yet was his silent counteraction. For the time being, it was best that the prime minister remained robed. Attired thus, he would be easy to keep within range until they knew what was taking place.

      

      The coffee tasted foul. What was wrong with people these days? Nothing a kick up the arse couldn’t cure.

      It had taken five minutes of shouting before anyone acknowledged he was in need of a toilet roll. He still hadn’t been able to go; it was two days since his last bowel movement. And now the cabinet secretary had disappeared, leaving him being babysat by a sallow-faced child who he had been informed was a rising star in the party.

      Rising Star noticed the PM’s distaste. “Sorry about the coffee, Prime Minister, it’s instant. I don’t know how to refill the proper coffee machine.” He moved swiftly on with an ingratiating, “We’re doing well in the polls.”

      “The polls don’t count for another three years.” He wasn’t taking a liking to the smarm of this person who couldn’t even perform the simple task of refilling a coffee dispenser, and then made shit instant in a paper cup.

      “It’s good to be ahead, though, and it’s all down to your popularity ...”

      Another one! A flatterer – hovering at his side, coveting the position of his best pal, which would, of course, eventually lead to expected favours; a potential assassin in the event of his popularity diminishing and his friends jumping to a more lucrative ship … With a seed of doubt taking root in his mind, the PM imagined Rising Star joining in the feeding frenzy around the metaphorical knife in his back. At present, in his white robe, he felt all too suitably attired for an unforeseen blading by ‘friends’.

      “You drive the party spirit,” Rising Star wheedled.

      “I’m hungry.” Cutting short the flattering drivel of Rising Brutus, the PM had a sudden yearning for food. “What culinary delights do we have in the kitchen?”

      There were only packaged sandwiches available. The PM, munching his soggy fare in the small buffet bar, was displeased to see Lord Ford appear before him. Ford was tall and broad, but what had once been muscle had, since middle-age, turned to heavy bulk. He was a self-made man whose wealth had enabled the acquisition of a large estate, in the middle of which sat a substantial Georgian house, and he had sought a title to further elevate his self-image. Recently, he had been ennobled with the embellishment of baron – The Right Honourable The Lord Ford, no less – in return for generous donations to the PM’s party as well as substantial hush-hush loans to the PM’s personal account. Ever since, the PM reflected, the bastard had taken liberties, throwing his weight about and regarding him as a minion.

      “Supposed to have been shooting today, but the beaters didn’t turn up, and I end up here, told to come?” Ford’s statement imitating a question demonstrated his exasperation. “‘Imperative’! What’s imperative?”

      “That’s for me to know.” The PM of the nonsensical was not about to admit that he didn’t know.

      “Do I have to wear pyjamas too?” Ford’s chuckle broadened into laughter.

      The PM stood, pulling the edges of the dressing gown together. He had no intention of getting embroiled in an exchange with Ford, who showed not an ounce of respect towards his position.

      “I can manage on my own,” he snapped at Rising Star, who moved in alongside him like a would-be bodyguard.

      

      “He’s scary.”

      “That’s why we hire his sort, Prime Minister.”

      The muscled ‘don’t-fuck-with-me’-faced man with ‘Sercuro’ branded across the top pocket of his blue-black uniform had just left the room, as had the apologetic spa manager.

      “The bitch.” Apparently, along with his clothes, his phone and wallet had also disappeared with his fellow tryster. “Can’t you arrest her?”

      “It would be best, at this stage, not to antagonise her, Prime Minister. Besides, as yet we have been unable to get in touch with her – she is answering neither her phone nor yours – and there are more important problems.”

      “Eh?”

      “If I may again explain …”

      “Please fucking do.” The PM was detecting a sliver of sarcasm to the ‘again’.

      “At the moment, the only explanation appears to be that most of the population of this green and pleasant land has gone on strike.” The wording was the simplest he could give.

      “Communists? Chinkies?”

      The cabinet secretary nearly laughed out loud at the automatic assumption. Spending too much time on the phone to the US President had infected the PM’s views on foreign policy.

      “No, Prime Minister, apparently not, though that’s not to say it is not the work of an organised movement of some kind. The information that’s being received and correlated suggests that it is mostly those on a low wage who are not going into work.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither, at the moment, do I. Nor … nor do those who employ the workers, but as it stands, everything in the country has ground to a halt.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Prime Minister …” He drew a breath, wondering whether to further explain the facts or just not bother. Either way... “Until we find out the reason for this turn of events, we must try and persuade people to return to work tomorrow.”

      “It’s not a bank holiday or something?”

      “No, Prime Minister.”

      

      It was the start of the summer recess for the government. He had expected at least a few weeks’ relaxation, but the cabinet secretary had been woken at four in the morning to a report of what appeared to be a mere airport strike. Between six and seven o’clock, as other reports pounded in, he realised there was something much more serious afoot.

      By nine o’clock, the warning signs were that he and the government would soon be unable to control what was occurring if things carried on as they were. The prime minister could not be found: he was neither at Number Ten nor at his country house; his irate wife informed the cabinet secretary angrily that he was probably “fucking some whore”. The latest known conquest, a secretary, was also not at her flat, but her front door held no barrier to entry. A calendar, a red-circled date and a confirmation of a few days booked at the spa indicated both their whereabouts, the journey having been taken in her car.

      Having managed to secure the helicopter, he had snatched the two unknowns on spec on his way to the helicopter pad. Now, with the spa manager’s office set up as an incident room, he instructed his new staff to correlate the facts as they came in. Both appeared to be enthusiastic innocents whose lives had not yet been scarred by the sour taste that came with advancing age. He was particularly impressed by the plain-looking woman, June, with her large-lensed glasses and hair set in a severe bun, as she organised her colleague Paul, the chap he had rolled out to the PM as the rising star. She was quickly pointing out and exchanging information from the incoming reports then truncating them into easily legible files of data spread alphabetically across the table.

      The old ways are the best, he mused. Besides, they had no choice: the computer and laptops were playing up and no one had the technical ability to sort them out, nor the know-how to program what he needed. MI5 had been contacted, but had nothing to give: no leads at all, which didn’t surprise him in the least as the man recently put in charge was a failure promoted up through the old-school-tie network. Yes, this woman June would be a blessing on his payroll; he would find out what department she lay hidden in and poach her.

      Away, relaxing abroad in sunnier climes in their second homes – villas on the Med or whatever other untaxed luxury they’d fleeced from their voting patrons – the cabinet had gone off grid, and could not be reached. Grounded flights, empty ports and limited transport had closed the country down. The armed forces and police were struggling to cope; due to recent manpower cuts, and in line with the government’s privatisation policy, vital but underrated utilities had been traded out to the low-paid and unskilled, and now those arteries essential to the day-to-day mechanics of the country had disappeared. The television channels were showing old repeats: no change there, then. The news programmes had been replaced by cartoons: ditto! The government’s friendly trader channels were off air. Banks were all of a panic: cash machines had been emptied of notes, direct debits to the private utilities had been cancelled.

      The list went on and on and on. It was a long list of misery for the big boys holding the reins of invisible capital. The country was fast falling into a deeper mess than that which was already hidden behind governmental fibs. Something must be sorted out soon. But where to start? It was reported that there was a 95% drop in web traffic, so how were people communicating?

      All very subversive. Someone, some group, must be in charge, but who were the ringleaders? And why start a revolution on a Thursday? If he had wanted to start a revolution, Monday would have been his preferred day. Thursday seemed an odd choice.

      

      As the hours drifted past, the cabinet secretary’s phone congestion mounted. All much the same, just in differing colours, shades of confusing nothings. He was tired of the belligerent complaints from self-servers demanding answers.

      What he had gathered was that emergency services appeared to still be operating: the hospitals and fire service, for example, and also some less essential services such as libraries. He turned his phone to silent, sent his two weary filers off for a well-earned break, and went to give the prime minister an update.

      “So he’s not going to help?”

      He sat on the trendy but uncomfortable chair in the bedroom while the prime minister and his chagrin reclined on the bed, and managed to impart a basic summary of the situation into the man’s skull.

      “He says, not to mince words, ‘Fuck off’.”

      The PM looked askance at his cabinet secretary. He had never heard him swear; it sounded rather peculiar.

      “Wait until he feels the bite, can’t afford the upkeep on his undeclared mansion in the country and his secret Chelsea hideaway.”

      “He has neither, Prime Minister.”

      “He has.”

      How dense was this man? “No, Prime Minister, that was propaganda we put out to discredit him.”

      The blank look asked, did we? “You sure?”

      “It is someone else with the same surname who owns both properties, a constituent of yours to whom we paid a fee to agree to the story. Or rather, not to say anything to the contrary.”

      “How much?”

      “Enough.”

      He had expected the leader of the opposition to barter for a power share, then to join with the PM in a coalition – two-sided appeals to negotiate, parley with the public to get them to return to their stations – if only to gain good publicity. The negative reply indicated otherwise.

      “I bet he has something to do with this.”

      “At this moment in time, there is no suggestion that he has anything to do with the situation, Prime Minister.”

      “Huh” – not so sure – “well, if need be, can’t we pin it on him?”

      “If the need arises and it is of use, there will be no problem in apportioning blame. We have him ready, tied to the post, primed to be a scapegoat at any time.”

      The cabinet secretary had already looked into this option. Recent information he had received on the leader of the opposition would encourage the man to jog along if need be, but until that necessity arose, he was content not to involve him.

      His cabinet secretary’s lackadaisical demeanour frustrated the PM. The man had never asked him for favours or even taken the hint that he could do so; consequently, he was not in his pocket and behaved with an annoyingly aloof indifference – hidden behind courtesy – that came just short of treating him as an equal. The PM did not trust anyone he could not buy.

      “Any sign of those clothes you sent out for?”

      “On their way, Prime Minister,” he lied, still wishing the PM to remain in the dressing gown for the time being, forcing him to stay in the spa so the man would not be able to do anything upon his own stupid initiative. He would, at some point, send out the Sercuro man for clothing, and then hold on to the attire until the appropriate time to release the PM.

      He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He saw who it was and debated whether to answer, but had no choice.

      “Is he there? I’ve been trying his phone all bloody day.”

      “It most likely needs recharging.” He didn’t want to reveal that the PM’s phone had been purloined.

      “So does he,” retorted the caller spitefully. “Is he there, then?”

      “Your wife, Prime Minister,” handing over his own phone.

      “She says it looks like a fucking caravan site,” he said, handing back the phone. “The fuckers have camped all over the lawn and across the drive.” The PM’s disbelief that anything of this nature could have happened to him, and on his land, was evident. “Filthy bastards are using the rockery as a fucking lavatory – illegal foreign fuckers to boot – and she’s been informed that there are not enough police officers in the area to respond and they will deal with it as soon as fucking possible. Do you know how much that place cost to landscape?”

      He did: it was he who hid the PM’s bills in non-taxable expenses. He also knew the PM was in hock to Joshua Ford for the loan that had enabled his recent acquisition of his grand house. What beggared belief was how much employing the PM’s wife’s old university friend Clarence as the interior decorator had cost. A talentless Emperor’s New Clothes phoney, but having the PM’s wife behind him placed Clarence beyond overt criticism. Still, while he wouldn’t dream of letting him loose in his own house, it was satisfying enough that the chap irritated the hell out of the prime minister. Clarence was a collector of gossip and probably had more dirt on those in the government, music and television than MI5.

      “She’s going mental: her hairdresser didn’t turn up and the staff apparently haven’t come in. What the fuck’s wrong with the country?”

      Not wishing to add fuel to the childish tantrum by informing the PM exactly who was to blame, he bowed out in silence.

      

      Bored with sitting in his room, the PM decided upon a wander, dressing gown be damned. He nodded to the Sercuro man standing outside his door. The man moved to follow him.

      “Lavatory.” The PM excused himself bluntly; he did not want to be shadowed by a thug.

      “Is the one in your room not working?”

      “Blocked or something,” he fibbed quickly, “I’ll use the one downstairs.”

      “Want me to stand guard outside?”

      “No. Wait here.”

      “Whatever you say, Prime Minister.”

      There was nobody about. He sat himself down at the main desk, and looked through the spa reception’s glass doors. Ford’s car was outside the entrance next to the ‘No Parking’ sign. Ford liked his Mercs and parked as he did most things: however and wherever he wanted. It appeared the same applied to his clothes: Ford’s shooting jacket had been thrown casually over a reception chair. He spotted what appeared to be a bank card underneath. Wandering over, he picked up the card, then returned to sit behind the reception desk.

      Why the hell had she taken all his clothes? And the rest. He recalled the look she had given him when he had mistakenly used the wrong Christian name for her. Okay, it had happened a couple of times, or more; the first two syllables were the same as his previous secretary’s name, plus they weren’t dissimilar in looks – blondish hair, etc – and he was drunk, and they were both having fun – sex, and so on. It wasn’t as if they were engaged or anything. Funny things, women.

      He looked at the card. Joshua Ford’s name and serial numbers, but no bank name or address. Ford was someone that other folk had termed ‘a card’. ‘Twat’ was more like it in his opinion. But he owed Ford, and Ford thought he owned him. The large sum of cash he’d borrowed from Ford had enabled him to buy his big house and grounds before he had been voted in, and since becoming PM, he had thought that he was being clever by making Ford wait for his money back. It had not worked out that way; the reverse had happened. Ford treated him as he himself treated his cabinet secretary.

      He played Ford’s card around his fingers, tempted to snap it in half and bin it.

      The phone under the reception desk trilled. He picked it up.

      The voice on the other end of the line bore a foreign accent, was polite and appeared concerned about some computer failure, insistent that it could be put right. He stared at the spa’s blank computer screen. He knew nothing about computers and was about to inform the voice when an idea burgeoned.

      “If I give you my card number, could you order me some clothes and deliver them in an hour?”

      He dictated the numbers, and waited as he heard a series of clicks.

      “We require password, sir.”

      Password! He hadn’t a clue, but hazarded a guess and decided on one of Josh Ford’s favourite dicta.

      “Tally-ho.”

      “Wait a minute, sir.”

      Before he could place his order, the line went dead.

      “Hello? Hello? Bollocks.” Disappointed, he replaced the receiver. Perhaps the caller would phone back later. He slipped the card back into Ford’s jacket pocket.

      

      After a long day with no answers, the cabinet secretary was tired and needed sleep. Perhaps tomorrow things would return to normal.

      The spa manager had gone home after being made, under the menacing glare of the Sercuro man, to sign a declaration under the Official Secrets Act. The contract was actually worth nothing, but it should scare the man enough to act as a precaution.

      It had been a mistake to involve Josh Ford – an annoyingly useless man for anything other than money lending – but as he was the nearest person with clout in the vicinity, he had called him in. Luckily, the Big I Am, having no patience for ‘standing around doing fuck-all when I have immediate concerns to attend to’, had deserted and driven his Merc back to his country pile.

      All air traffic was grounded until further notice, he had been informed by a computerised voice. Were there no real people in charge anymore? Thus, the helicopter that had dropped him at the spa was rendered useless. With no transport available, he informed June and Paul that they had no choice but to stay the night and told them to take the spare rooms. He would take the sofa in the spa manager’s office.

      He had left the prime minister in his room. Upon his return to check all was well, or at least reasonably so, he could hear guffaws within from outside the door. He entered the room to find the prime minister sitting on his bed watching cartoons, which were still running instead of the news.

      “Best thing I’ve seen for ages. Watch this bit.”

      “Yes, very amusing, Prime Minister.” He was more amused by the prime minister’s reaction to the childish cartoon. There was no point in distracting the man, so he left the room, feeling that he had witnessed something pathetically poignant: the prime minister’s world-view.

      

      June’s earlier enthusiasm about staying over had dissipated in the disappointment of learning that the Turkish bath and other spa facilities – she had hoped for a freebie – were out of use. However, her room for the night, though small, was cosy, the single bed clean and comfortable.

      June looked out of the narrow window down over the manicured lawn, watching the Sercuro man doing his rounds. The man glanced up at her as if knowing intuitively that he was being observed.

      She moved away from the window. The security man made her uncomfortable.

      

      The shadow at the window moved off.

      Either the man or the woman.

      He knew which room the prime minster was in. The cabinet secretary, who had employed him for security duties, had set up camp in the reception office. He suspected that the man could sleep peacefully in a ditch full of water, then get up refreshed, ready for action.

      That he had landed the job of the prime minister’s bodyguard was a bit of a turnabout. Who would have thought it? He had been late for his midday shift, but as there appeared to be a helicopter following him, he’d slowed down the speeding car, deciding it would be best to abandon the vehicle he had borrowed from an absent-minded owner who had left the keys in the ignition. He’d pulled in beneath a canopy of trees, and slid out of the car. Hands in pockets, he had taken an apparently casual saunter down the country lane.

      He’d paused, leaning on a gate, and watched as the helicopter hovered over the field as if the pilot was in search of a landing spot. It was then he perceived that it was not in fact a police helicopter after all. He watched as it landed and disgorged three passengers, two men and one woman who then crossed the field towards the gate he stood at. A tall man in an expensively cut suit – obviously a professional of some sort – led the other two, and as the three came closer, he saw him spot the Sercuro jacket logo. Clearly a person who recognised a chap’s aptitudes, he had without hesitation offered him employment. As easy as that, no references or anything. He hadn’t been told what kind of job it was going to be, but he recognised authority in the man’s tone, and given he had a helicopter at his disposal, who in his right mind would refuse the offer?

      He had decided to play the role of a silent, mysterious unknown quantity. He could see that his new companions were suspicious about the nature of the beast that moved among them, but was sure the woman was secretly enamoured with him. He was not a political person, never bothered to take any interest in government matters, his only opinion being that all politicians were a bunch of useless wankers. The prime minister looked a knob, but since he was now employed to serve him and the country …

      He didn’t fancy moving to the capital, though; he’d always had trouble with the underground – too crowded. He would have to think on that problem if he was offered the job on a permanent basis. It depended on the conditions: a pad of his own with all the trimmings plus expenses paid on a government pass, and he might be tempted.

      

      Having pulled the blinds down, she had two shotguns that her husband had never used sitting unloaded on the table, an open box of shells at the ready. She, however, was not ready; she was unsure how to load the firearms, having never touched a weapon in her life, and was nervous at the prospect.

      She had opened a bottle of wine and drunk half its contents, though well aware that guns and alcohol were not the best combination, but she was pissed off. Where was the man? Other than an ability to attract money, her husband was a useless twat at everything, and that included in bed. His flings she could put up with: they never lasted. When her husband’s tenure as prime minister ended, it was divorce and a book. She knew of all the shady deals, names and unreported scandals that, though they would not particularly surprise anyone, would at least embarrass and cause problems for those mentioned – and would make the book sell well, of course.
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