
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Cobalt Run

        

        
        
          Caleb Muchungu

        

        
          Published by C. Media, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE COBALT RUN

    

    
      First edition. February 26, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Caleb Muchungu.

    

    
    
      Written by Caleb Muchungu.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my late sister, Margaret

And to my late mother, Freshia

I wish I were like you

You never judged anyone

You never condemned anyoneYou only saw the good in everyone

That way you never isolated anyone

Including those condemned by others
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January 14, Lamu, Kenya



The lead Land Cruiser vanished in a flash of fire and thunder.

There was no warning before the blast—only a sudden, deafening roar as the vehicle was torn apart and hurled into the air in a violent arc.

One moment it was moving steadily along the dirt road, elite General Service Unit (GSU) police officers chatting in the back, weapons held casually, relaxed yet alert. The next, it was a mass of burning wreckage, spinning above the road, limbs and twisted metal indistinguishable amid the chaos as bodies were flung clear.

Seated in the front passenger seat of the Land Cruiser following the lead vehicle, Laura Penrose barely had time to react. She could only watch in horror as the shockwave slammed into them.

Their vehicle bucked violently as the windscreen exploded inward. Something struck her forehead—hot, sharp. Her breath caught as she reached up instinctively.

Her fingers came away slick with blood.

She stared at the crimson smear on her hand. Then the sound came—her own scream, ripped from deep inside her, louder than she had ever imagined possible.

In the fractured reflection of the shattered windscreen, she saw her forehead and nose smeared with blood.

This was not a safari gone wrong.

This was a terror attack.

Dust engulfed the convoy as the remaining vehicles swerved in panic. Tyres shrieked and metal groaned. The Land Cruisers behind Laura’s veered sharply, nearly rolling into a shallow ditch before skidding to a halt at awkward angles, passengers screaming inside.

Doors burst open. One of the tourists staggered out, stumbling and coughing, blood staining his shirt. Another was frozen in the back seat of the vehicle behind Laura’s, hands clamped over her ears, mouth wide open but utterly soundless.

The GSU rear-escort Land Cruiser slewed to a halt beside the tourists’ vehicles, angling itself to shield their occupants.

Boots hit the ground. Commands in Kiswahili rang out—urgent and sharp. The GSU officers moved fast, weapons raised, scanning the bush line and barking into their radios. Even they hadn’t expected this. And that, more than anything else, terrified Laura: the police had not been expecting it.

But for the past year and a half, no terror incident had been reported. This had put everyone at ease—the police and the tour companies alike.

Laura’s ears rang.

Through the swirling dust, she could barely make out what remained of the lead vehicle: a crater, black smoke, wreckage burning in twisted heaps. She blinked rapidly. Her face stung. Blood ran down her temple in slow, warm trails.

She could see what appeared to be a smouldering military boot jutting out of the overturned vehicle. There must be a human body down there, she thought. The sight sent a chill down her spine.

An acrid, sickening smell—the unmistakable stench of burning flesh—clawed at Laura’s nose. 

The terror was unfolding during what was meant to be one of the happiest moments of her life—an African safari. The realisation chilled her: she could very well be the next victim.

Moments earlier, laughter had rippled through the group in Laura’s vehicle after Marianna at the back asked if leopard tortoises could climb trees like their namesake.

Their destination was Kambi Moto in Kenya’s Lamu County, where a colony of rescued tortoises was being rehabilitated within a private sanctuary. The prospect of encountering these resilient, shell-armoured creatures had generated immense excitement among them—a fascination shared by the British public following a hit BBC documentary.

Their guides noted that while the safari world typically obsesses over the 'Big Five' (Lion, Leopard, Elephant, Buffalo, and Rhino), there was a growing movement to celebrate the 'Little Five.' These were the smaller, often overlooked creatures that share the names of their gargantuan counterparts, turning a microscopic gaze on the bush’s hidden treasures.

There had been four Land Cruisers: a lead escort, two carrying the tourists in the middle and a rear escort. Now only three remained. Laura gripped the door handle, her knuckles white. Her mouth tasted of dust and fear.

“Out! All of you, out—now!” Ahmed, the senior GSU officer, barked, his voice cutting through the dust and the roar of engines. He had emerged from the rear Land Cruiser, assault rifle ready, a pocket radio clutched in one hand as he issued sharp commands.

“Down! Down! Move to the gully—quickly!” one of his men shouted, pointing towards a shallow ditch just metres from one of the Land Cruisers. The police feared that the attackers may hit the cars with a rocket- propelled grenade, reckoning the ditch was a safer place, in case of another explosion.

“Crouch low! Keep together!” another officer added, his gaze sharp and controlled as he scanned the scrub. His four fellow officers moved like precise shadows, rifles ready, every step measured.

The tourists obeyed, huddling in the gully, pressed against dirt and rock. Their breaths came fast, hearts hammering. 

Laura, just turned twenty-two and a performing arts student at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland, was on her second African safari. A native of Windermere in England’s Lake District, she had previously visited South Africa’s Kruger National Park. That park had its own dangers, mainly from wild animals, they had been told. She also knew Africa held other potential dangers.

But nothing had prepared her for what she was experiencing now.

Joe Watson, sixty-four, groaned as he lay in the ditch. His head had slammed against the grab handle when the third Land Cruiser careered off the road, jolting him violently from sleep. A thick smear of blood streaked down his temple, soaking the collar of his dust-caked shirt. 

A retired maths teacher from Shrewsbury, Joe had joined the safari in search of the adventure he had always promised himself after retirement. Now, crouched in the gully, his breathing shallow and his face pale, he looked older than his age.

Chloe Bradford, thirty-two, a mother of two from West Yorkshire, was near the edge of the gully. Always curious, she could not resist the urge to lift her head to see what was happening.

She spotted Ahmed hunkered down against one of the Land Cruisers, positioned low by the rear tyre as he spoke into a handheld radio. He looked remarkably composed. Having grown up in the heart of this region, he was a product of its volatility; he didn't just understand insecurity—he moved through it with a seasoned, quiet familiarity.

Chloe was familiar with Kenya. She had worked as a volunteer in Nairobi, where she had taught English at a primary school in the slums of Kibera, often described as one of the largest informal settlements in Africa.

She was well aware of the insecurity that plagued this part of Kenya. She had never been involved in an attack, but she had read about incidents in the newspapers and watched the news on television.

Eager to reclaim its share of the tourism market, the government had introduced armed escorts for holiday convoys traversing Kenya’s more remote regions. “Your convoy will be under police escort. We’ve done this many times, and there has never been a single security incident. Most security incidents affect locals, not British tourists,” the tour agents had reassured the tourists in London before departure.

But this day was different. They had been attacked. British tourists had been attacked.

Through the stillness that followed the explosion, Chloe could hear the crackle of the police radio and Ahmed repeating: “Control, Control, this is Alpha Three-One. Do you copy?”

Chloe heard a high-pitched voice on the other end. Then Ahmed began speaking—almost nonstop. Chloe understood Kiswahili, and she could tell what Ahmed was saying.

"Tumepigwa na magaidi. Gari ya mbele imeharibiwa kabisa," (We’ve been attacked by terrorists. The lead vehicle is completely destroyed.)

Ahmed paused a bit, and then replied, “Siyo gurunedi. Ni IED.” Chloe understood that he meant that it was not a rocket- propelled grenade that had hit the lead vehicle but an Improvised Explosive Device, in short IED.

"Mahali ni approximately four kilometres south-west of Baraka Patrol Post. All eight officers ndani ya hiyo truck ya mbele  hawajibu. Wanaonekana wamekufa — repeat, all KIA," (Location is approximately four kilometres south-west of Baraka Patrol Post. All eight officers in the lead truck are unresponsive. They appear to be dead. All Killed In Action)

He listened a bit, and then reassured the person on the other end, "The tourists are safe, no major civilian injuries, from my assessment only minor scratches. But they will have to be checked by a doctor to confirm if they are OK. Over."

There was a long pause as Ahmed listened keenly, nodding his head occasionally. He then shook his head and said, "No. No. The area is not secure at all, very bushy and there could be a secondary attack. We can't stay here to wait for backup. We're proceeding with the convoy to Ramani. You can find us there. Requesting you send a backup team and a recovery unit to this location. We're leaving the wreckage and the bodies here. We'll mark the location before moving out. Over and out."

As soon as Ahmed finished the call, he moved quickly to where the tourists were and ordered them to get back into the Land Cruisers. "We have to move fast. These people may decide to attack us. We will lead you!" he shouted. 

When the vehicles reached Ramani and the tourists were seated outside the patrol base, taking water and snacks under the shade of a tree, Ahmed moved a few metres away. He dialled a number and then said, “Sir, it has happened.” He then ended the call.

That evening, Kenya’s Deputy President was at his home in Karen, having dinner, when a news bulletin flashed across the television: eight GSU officers had been killed by an IED while escorting eight British tourists in Lamu County.

He had already been briefed on the incident by Ahmed but had waited until the story broke in the media. The IED was a powerful one to cause such damage. But then the attack was by professionals, not some rag-tag militias. He immediately picked up the phone.

“Things are working very well,” he said into the receiver. “I told you—I know how to make things happen. By tomorrow, London will be racing to give us more weapons. Ahmed is a brilliant chap.”
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July 24, Nairobi, Kenya
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The air crackled with anticipation. For months, social media had been awash with calls for protests. Now, Shannia, a leading social media personality with a vast youth following on X, had issued a call for young people to take to the streets on July 24. 

Days earlier, she had attended a meeting of key opposition leaders in Limuru, a few kilometres from Nairobi, where she was requested to mobilise the youth for what was described as the mother of all protests across urban centres in Kenya, using her social media platforms. To do this, ten thousand dollars was agreed as fair payment. Already, she had received the money.

Other activists had joined in, chief among them Bon, a seasoned street activist said by his critics to be extremely wealthy from hand-outs to carry out protests. He relished media exposure and could be found at almost every protest against the government. His clean-shaven head and enormous beard had become symbols of resistance. Critics argued that he was a mercenary for hire.

It was also widely whispered that Bon had acquired second citizenship by investment in St Kitts and Nevis. He was believed to have invested in a small portfolio of seaside flats in Frigate Bay—modest on paper, but valuable enough to anchor his status and offer a discreet refuge should events at home spiral out of control.

Protesters surged onto Kimathi Street, intent on gathering around the statue of Dedan Kimathi—Kenya’s revered Mau Mau leader who fought against colonial Britain. Among them was Alex, twenty-four, a Kenyatta University graduate with a Bachelor of Commerce degree, draped in the Kenyan flag like a second skin. Four years out of university, four years without a job—this was his second time taking to the streets. 

Down the street, a man with a hood pulled over his head and a mask covering his face climbed the stairs of Eagle House.

They called him Big Cat. A cold assassin from Pangani. A giant of a man with cold calculating eyes many dreaded crossing paths with him. Even fellow police officers feared him for his ruthlessness and his connections in high places. It was said that every attempt to dismiss him from the police service had failed, thwarted each time by powerful forces protecting him.

Moments later, he was on the sixth floor, in a room with a window overlooking Kimathi Street. From his bag, he retrieved a Heckler & Koch G3SG/1 rifle. Chambered in 7.62×51 mm NATO, it had an effective range of 800 metres.

A predatory smile touched his lips as he peered through the rifle’s magnification scope. The bipod and match-grade barrel rested steadily on the windowsill, concealed by a tattered curtain. 

He slowly stubbed out his cigarette and slipped the butt into a small tin he carried in his bag for that purpose. In this line of work, you left no traces—no evidence, no cigarette stubs where DNA could be lifted. He had been trained long enough to know that mistakes were fatal. He was well connected, but that did not mean carelessness. Human rights organisations were getting more aggressive and shreds of evidence could always be used, even in future.

He reached into his kit for the brass catcher. With practiced, silent movements, he fitted the wire-framed mesh bag over the rifle's ejection port, ensuring the Velcro straps were cinched tight against the receiver. It was a vital piece of tradecraft; the device would catch the spent shell casings as they were expelled, preventing the tell-tale "clink" of metal on stone and ensuring no ballistic evidence was left behind. He checked the clearance of the bolt one last time, satisfied that his position would remain as clean as his conscience.

From a padded sleeve in his bag, he retrieved a sleek, matte-black suppressor. He threaded it onto the muzzle with meticulous care, turning it until it locked with a solid, metallic click. 

It would not make the rifle silent—real life was nothing like the films—but it would mask the muzzle flash and distort the sound of the report, making it impossible for the targets to pin down his location in the vast scrub. Combined with the brass catcher, he was now a ghost; no flash, no shells, no trace.

He savoured the moment. This was not merely duty; it was personal—a grudge against the suave, the urbanites, the educated, the children of the wealthy. Long ago, his girlfriend had left him after she went to university. 

Years ago, he had done everything to please her. He had carried her on his bike as she went about her assignments, a small job she held while waiting to join college. Every morning, he woke before the sun just to drop her off, making sure he was there also the moment she left work. She was a different person then—a girl fresh from upcountry, her eyes still soft and unexposed to the grit of urban life. 

Then she had been admitted to the University of Nairobi and everything had changed—almost overnight. He remembered when she dismissed him to her friends as semi-literate—nothing more than a copper with an unsightly scar that made her skin crawl. She never acknowledged that the mark had been earned while saving lives; to her, it was simply an embarrassment. 

Those words had burrowed deep, festering into a silent, jagged resentment. From that moment on, every educated youth and every child of unearned privilege became an enemy—targets for a retribution they didn't even know they deserved.

He had seen her countless times walking from the lecture halls of the University of Nairobi to the hostels, chatting cheerfully to her friends. The resentment had built not only against her, but against her friends as well.

He had once met her face to face at the roundabout of University Way and Uhuru Highway. He had tried to greet her. She had ignored him. Her college friends had pulled her away as if he was going to spread some rare disease to her. Embers of hate burned within him.

He loathed them—their affected sophistication, their university diplomas and degrees, their loud parties in so-called “high-end” places, their fake pronunciations and borrowed slang. He was a clodhopper, not some suave kid with a degree. These were not the usual protesters.

They came from well-to-do families, carrying bottled water and smartphones, wearing expensive clothes. The protests had been mobilised through social media by elite kids, not the downtrodden from the slums. At the same age as these elite kids, he had walked in torn shoes—the son of a drunken father.

His mother had toiled, washing other people’s clothes and cleaning middle-class homes. He had often gone without food. But he had remained focused, and he had managed to join the police force. Yes, he loathed rich kids. They were boisterous, but he had power over them. 

He had proven himself time and again as a police officer, despite scoring a D in his Fourth Form final examination. His unwavering trustworthiness, loyalty, and constant availability had earned him a coveted place within the Deputy President’s inner circle.

His time in the Recce, the GSU’s elite unit, had earned him praise for both skill and bravery. Many believed “Recce” was an acronym, but it was actually British and Commonwealth military slang for reconnaissance. While his excesses earned him the resentment of many colleagues in the police force, there was no questioning his abilities.

His reward was a swift induction into the inner circle, hand-picked for "sensitive" assignments that required a total absence of conscience. He became the Deputy President’s preferred instrument, deployed whenever the darker side of political consolidation required a steady hand. This mission was his eleventh. He was what the Kenyan press would have branded a 'rogue cop'—a term he accepted with a cold, private pride.

Today, he was using a Heckler & Koch G3SG/1 rifle, commonly referred to in Kenya as simply the G3. But his favourite rifle for assassinations was the Accuracy International AXMC—a bolt-action masterpiece whose name was synonymous with long-range lethality, a British pinnacle of engineering designed for the modern marksman.

Unlike the semi-automatic G3, which used a portion of the gas from each shot to cycle the next round—a violent, internal clatter of moving parts—the AXMC was a creature of absolute stillness. In a semi-auto, the bolt slammed back and forth with a mechanical jarring that could throw a long-range shot by a fraction of a millimetre. 

But with the bolt-action AXMC, everything remained locked and immovable at the moment of ignition. There were no escaping gases, no sliding metal, nothing to disturb the purity of the bullet’s flight. It required the sniper to manually work the bolt, a deliberate act of craftsmanship that ensured the rifle was as silent and steady as the man behind it.

These were just cretins; why waste a prized gun like the AXMC on them? He did not underestimate the G3SG/1. It was a formidable gun. But to him it was just a tool, not a masterpiece to be wiped every day, whispered to, and even kissed.

At the nexus of Kimathi and Kenyatta Avenue, a tense stillness clung to the humid air. Police vehicles, dark and imposing, formed a grim gauntlet along the asphalt. Dominating the scene, a massive water-cannon truck loomed like a metallic beast, its colossal, mud-splashed tyres almost comically oversized against the tarmac. The vehicle’s snouted turret—the source of its brute authority—was aimed down the street, an unblinking metal eye awaiting its command.

Police officers in full riot gear—helmets secured, visors down, shields braced—milled with an expectant, almost palpable tension. Their gazes were fixed on the distant throng of protesters, waiting for the order that would unleash the deluge.

Amri ni kubwa kuliko mwenye kuitoa—an order is greater than the one issuing it.

Big Cat remembered the phrase, drilled into recruits almost daily when he was still a greenhorn at the police training school.

He, too, was waiting. For his moment. His cue. Almost like an order.

He was patient. He had learned, like a predator, to lie low in the grass, observe the prey, then strike with precision.

He smiled. 

The script was unspooling. A new scene had begun.

A handful of protesters—accomplices to Big Cat, agent provocateurs, as his instructor at the GSU training school in Embakasi used to call them—had ignited a bonfire of old tyres in the middle of the road. Others were uprooting street signs and hurling stones through shop windows. 

The scriptwriter was superb. Each scene was meticulously planned.

The tactic was familiar. Infiltrate a peaceful demonstration. Provoke violence. Loot shops. Force the police to respond. The justification would follow automatically.

This time, it was not the government planting the provocateurs. It was the Deputy President—and he was executing it flawlessly.

As anticipated, the police would react. Chaos would follow. That would be his cue.

A palm tree erupted in flames, its brittle fronds igniting the afternoon like tinder. The protesters cheered the spectacle as if it were a New Year’s Eve fireworks display, or a stadium exploding after a goal.

He watched the riot-control platoon dismount and advance. Owing to mounting public scrutiny over police brutality, they had been strictly instructed not to use live ammunition.

But today, there would be deaths.

Two deaths—from his gun.

And all of it would be blamed on the police.

Two tear-gas canisters from the police arced into the crowd in quick succession as the provocateurs began pelting officers with stones. In the confusion, Big Cat acquired his first target. He squeezed the trigger. A flicker of satisfaction crossed his face as the protester collapsed.

There would be deaths today.

He reacquired his second target, settling the crosshairs on the head, but he held his fire. Standard doctrine cautioned snipers against headshots, favouring the reliable centre-mass of the chest to ensure a hit. But from this range, the shot was too easy to miss, and he knew a headshot would create far more drama.

The young protester was overwhelmed by tear gas, coughing, immobilised. Most of the crowd had scattered, but a few remained. His provocateurs were among them.

He held his breath until two of them stepped forward and began filming the kneeling victim.

Yes. Perfect.

These images would dominate the news.

He squeezed the trigger. The 7.62mm round struck with surgical, terrifying precision. The entry was a mere puncture, but the kinetic energy forced a violent spray of crimson from the exit wound at the back, collapsing the boy's frame instantly as he dropped.

The provocateurs kept filming. Others pretended to help, crudely lifting and carrying the body. Their purpose was not aid—it was documentation. Images. Videos. 

The script had to play out. It was nearing its climax.

The finale would be the evening news. The footage would flood social media, loop endlessly on television. Tonight, the country would throb with outrage over police brutality.

The mainstream media was already there. Four cameras, four TV stations, rolling. News anchors stood before their lenses, microphones raised.

“Another case of police brutality,” they declared.

Another case of police brutality.

Big Cat packed his weapon. He knew there would be no applause for him tonight. Like the TV camera operators, he existed behind the scenes. Invisible. Necessary.

He had done his work.

He had also taught the cretins a lesson.

Downstairs, he hurried to a waiting car near the Hilton Hotel. By nightfall, he would be at the Deputy President’s residence, collecting his ten thousand dollars—always cash, always in an envelope. If Kenya burned, he would need money that travelled easily.

Convertible currency. For when he inevitably had to flee.

There was one more assignment.

The provocateurs would have to be eliminated the following day. Abducted. Then killed. Loose ends invited disaster, and in this game, silence was the only currency that mattered. Only Big Cat was to know the truth of what happened.

It would be another blow to the government—who, as always, would be blamed for the disappearance and murder of innocent young people. The public would scream for justice against the state, never realising the game being used against them.

That evening, a chilling hush settled over Kenyan homes, broken only by the low hum of televisions and the restless flicker of thumbs scrolling across phone screens. The news cycle was saturated, devoured by the day’s events. A major national broadcaster—normally easing into the night with human-interest features—abruptly cut its scheduled programming.

“We are receiving confirmed reports,” the news presenter said, her voice measured but strained, eyes darting briefly to an off-camera monitor, “that two individuals were shot dead during this afternoon’s demonstrations on Kimathi Street. One was twenty-four years old. The other, twenty-two.”

The feed split.

On one side, video footage filled the frame—one of the pre-arranged clips. A young man, disoriented and choking on tear gas, staggered before collapsing to his knees. The image suddenly pixelated, a deliberate scramble to shield viewers from the moment itself. Even so, the sound cut through the distortion: a sharp, unmistakable crack. A gunshot. Clean. Final.

Seconds later, the blur cleared. The young man lay limp as several figures roughly lifted and dragged his body out of frame.

An eyewitness appeared next—one of the provocateurs—speaking with practised outrage. He described how a “peaceful” protest had been violently disrupted by police firing tear gas and live ammunition without provocation.

The youths paraded what they claimed were bullets, holding up the spent brass for the cameras. In reality, they were merely 7.62mm star-crimped blanks, the standard issue for crowd control. 

To the untrained eye, the jagged, burst tips of the casings looked like lethal rounds that had splintered on impact, but they were harmless shells, designed only to produce a loud report and a flash of smoke.

The way the brass had split open at the neck upon discharge looked like evidence of a hollow-point explosion. The media, eager for a scandal, reported them as lethal projectiles, unaware that these split casings were designed for nothing more than noise.

“They want to kill all the youth of this country,” a protestor holding the casings in front of media cameras declared. “But we will not relent. This government must go.”

Another clip followed. A police officer in full uniform, face uncovered, stared into the camera and condemned the day’s events.

“What we witnessed was wrong,” he said solemnly. “The police must stand with the people. Unlawful actions and state-sanctioned killings have no place in a professional service. Standing orders are absolute: an officer is under no obligation to obey an unlawful command.”

He, too, was on the payroll, destined to collect five thousand dollars in cash from the Deputy President’s bagman. The strategy was simple: if the rank and file turned against the state, the government would inevitably collapse—and he was the face of that orchestrated mutiny. 

He had already been compensated with property and a vehicle, and he was more than prepared for the inevitable dismissal from the force. In truth, he had outgrown the uniform; his YouTube channel was already generating far greater yields, especially from supporters through donations than his police pittance ever could.

Social media detonated.

Within minutes, hashtags like #Justice and #PoliceBrutality surged to the top of trending lists. Eyewitness testimonies flooded timelines, amplified by the very footage captured by the sniper’s team. Together, they constructed a singular narrative: unprovoked violence, innocent victims, a brutal state.

Unlike mainstream broadcasters, social media imposed no restraint. The videos circulated uncensored—raw, graphic, unforgiving. Platforms like YouTube attempted to pull them down for violating “community standards” through graphic content, but the clips reappeared almost instantly, re-uploaded, re-shared.

This was the nature of virality. Once unleashed, the images took on a life of their own, mutating, multiplying, resurfacing wherever outrage could find oxygen.

Condemnation followed swiftly. The Law Society of Kenya called for an independent inquiry, branding the shootings “an abhorrent act of state-sanctioned violence against its own citizens.”

The script was complete.

Like vultures perched on tree branches, waiting to swoop down on a carcass, the opposition leaders moved with their usual cynical speed to seize the moment. 

“This is not governance—this is tyranny!” thundered a prominent opposition figure at a hastily convened press conference, her voice raw with fury. “Our youth are asking for jobs. They are asking for dignity. They are asking for a future. And this government answers them with bullets. We will not accept it. We will not stand for it.”

The outrage was echoed by analysts and legal experts. A constitutional lawyer, speaking with measured urgency, laid out the stakes.

“The right to assemble and protest peacefully is guaranteed under Article 37 of the Constitution,” he said. “For the police to respond with live ammunition—at this level of lethality—suggests either a catastrophic breakdown of command and control, or something far more troubling: a deliberate escalation. This will inflame the public, not suppress it.”

In the opulent drawing room of his rural home, the Deputy President watched the same images unfold on a large flat-screen television. Flames crackled softly in the fireplace, their shifting light dancing across his face, which remained calm, unreadable.

Seated nearby were his two most trusted advisers. They said little. They did not need to.

“It’s working beautifully,” he murmured, a faint smile forming as the news anchor repeated the ages of the dead. “Soon this government will be so toxic that no one will defend it. It will collapse under its own weight.”

The men nodded, the gesture almost ceremonial.

One of the men was unsettled by how events had unfolded, although he did not express this openly. The looting of a supermarket owned by the son of a close friend gnawed at him. The owner, a young and ambitious man, had returned from abroad to painstakingly build the business from the ground up.

The looters had not only stripped the shelves of goods worth millions but had also torched the premises. It was a senseless act of destruction, yet the Deputy President had always emphasised that the ascension to power demanded casualties.

Collateral damage is inevitable in the pursuit of power, he had reminded them often. Tonight, that doctrine was being broadcast into millions of homes.

The country was alive with fury—not merely informed, but enraged. The streets simmered, social media boiled, and a hunger for retribution spread like wildfire. Every reaction, every outburst, every condemnation fed the momentum he had carefully engineered.

The script was no longer just unfolding. It was rewriting the future.

The end justifies the means, he had said again and again.

A worker entered quietly. In keeping with rural custom, a wash basin was brought into the room. The elderly guests did not rise. Instead, warm water was poured gently over their hands from a jug, the hand-washing ritual performed with deliberate care. White towels were offered, crisp and clean.

A sprawling wooden tray of nyama choma was set before them, the roasted goat meat still sizzling and its rich, charred aroma instantly claiming the room. It was the centrepiece of any true Kenyan celebration—a ritual of salt, smoke, and bone. 

A crate of beer was hauled into the room, the clink of glass bottles offering a cold promise that the night’s work had only just begun. The Deputy President didn't touch alcohol himself, but if his guests required the drink to celebrate, he saw no reason to deny them.

And this, they agreed, was a night worthy of celebration.
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Chapter 1: The Judas Kiss
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The digital clock read 03:15.

Sir Julian Ashford lay awake, rigid beneath the thick Egyptian-cotton duvet. He had not needed an alarm for months; dread had become his new clock. The cycle of fear, compliance, and financial haemorrhage was grinding him down.

He had paid Donald many times already, each demand larger than the last, stretching his finances to breaking point. This latest escalation had been inevitable, but its sheer scale was terrifying. Still, he clung to a single, desperate hope: that Donald would keep his word, that this payment would finally end it.

He turned his head slowly. Beth lay asleep beside him, her breathing shallow and even—a portrait of serene, unknowing grace. Beyond the window, the chalk escarpments of the Chilterns lay submerged in deep darkness. The landscape was a patchwork of ancient beech hangers and rolling, flint-strewn fields, cloaked in an affluent silence that felt almost mocking. All was calm.

But there was turmoil in his mind, a jagged contrast to the damp, grey chill of the English hills. The blackmail note—short, precise, and utterly lethal—had stripped away the insulation of the Home Counties. 

While the beech woods outside stood rooted and immovable, he felt himself dissolving. He was no longer the master of this high ridge; he was a man trapped in a mental fever-dream, listening to the ticking of a clock that sounded less like time passing and more like the mechanical click of a trap being sprung.

His hand crept to the bedside table and closed around the familiar cold glass of his second phone—a phone registered under a false name and kept permanently on silent.

Donald.

The message was unmistakable:

“Still silent, Julian? The clock is running down. I’m getting really tired of the wait. Sometimes I feel inclined to go to the press. I can already see it: The Sun, its usual scandal banners—black background, white text—and, of course, your face on page one.”

He no longer called him Sir Julian. Just Julian. A small but deliberate humiliation, a reminder of how thoroughly the balance of power had shifted.

Julian closed his eyes. How he wished he had never met the youngster.

In both the Conservative Party and Chiltern society, Julian and his wife were regarded as the embodiment of tradition—a reputation built carefully over generations. Now it stood on the brink of ruin.

He thought of his father: a stern military officer who had wasted no time dispatching his eldest son to the army once he came of age. The old soldier, now retired, had risen to the rank of major-general. Duty, discipline, honour—those had been the family creed.

For Julian, winning his seat in the Commons had been the opening movement of his survival, but the knighthood—the formal acquisition of the title Sir—was the grand finale. It was the moment the "quiet stigma" of his fragility in the family was officially struck from the record, replaced by the heavy, unassailable armour of a Knight Bachelor. 

The Major-General had offered no words—he never did—but he had looked at Julian across the library at Ashford Court with a rare, terrifyingly clear respect. In that high-ceilinged room, amidst the scent of old leather and wood-smoke, he had instead poured Sir Julian a glass of single malt. It was a silent investiture; the amber liquid was the greatest symbol of acceptance the old man could offer, a quiet acknowledgement that Julian had done the "necessary" thing.

His father’s life rested on the twin pillars of British decency and family values. Any hint of scandal—particularly one so untraditional, so sordid—would be seen not merely as disgraceful but as an act of betrayal.

His mother, Lady Ashford, was no less formidable for her quietness. For her, appearances were not superficial; they were the very foundation of English society. Her favourite phrase, delivered with a tight, meaningful smile, was always the same: “We maintain a certain standard.”

That standard governed everything: the cut of Julian’s suits, the vintage of the claret, the manicured lawns, the spotless political record. Beth—daughter of a prominent judge, respected charity organiser, impeccably bred—had been judged the perfect match, her grace and pedigree sealing Julian’s place beyond reproach.

Any suggestion of a secret life, a betrayal of his vows with a working-class youth—worse still, the sheer vulgarity of it—would be viewed not simply as moral failure, but as an assault on the family’s class, its standing, and its party.

Julian knew his father would sooner see him financially ruined than see the Ashford name splashed across the tabloids in such a context. The shame would kill the old man faster than any war wound.

Julian pressed the phone against his forehead, its glass icy. This was not merely blackmail; it was a promise of annihilation—the destruction of the carefully constructed façade of the upright English gentleman his parents had spent a lifetime cultivating.

He could almost hear his mother’s clipped sigh of disappointment, more devastating than any headline. It was that judgement—inescapable, inherited—that held him here, awake and trembling, the glow of a blackmailer’s message burned into his vision.

He had to make this go away. Not just for himself, but for the Ashford name.

The cold clarity of Donald’s message tore away the last remnants of sleep, but it also dragged him back to the night the dread had begun.

Nearly a year ago, a Monday evening, quiet enough, he’d convinced himself he could risk a discreet drink away from the usual Westminster haunts.

On that Monday, Sir Julian had walked towards The Phoenix Club, tucked into a discreet mews just off Kensington High Street. The pavement was damp from the drizzle, the streetlamps casting thin, watery reflections across the cobbles. Mondays were like this—muted, restrained, the city already retreating into itself.

He had left his Jaguar XJ across the road. The street was notorious for its lack of parking, but he found a gap near a local pharmacy. The rain had caught him midway, soaking the shoulders of his coat despite the umbrella. He always parked on the other side of the road. It was an unexamined habit, one he had never properly explained to himself. 

The spaces were no better there, no safer. Yet he preferred the slight distance, the act of crossing the street, the small separation it created—as though he needed a moment of transition before entering. Some things, he had learned, did not need reasons. They simply settled into place, like rituals—repeated often enough to feel necessary.

Before entering, he paused beneath the awning. He closed his umbrella with care, shaking off the last beads of rain, then folded it neatly. He removed his hat, smoothing a hand through his hair, and shrugged out of his overcoat, the familiar weight lifting from his shoulders. He lingered for a moment longer than necessary, as if savouring the delay.

Unlike his usual Westminster haunts—where a bustling cloakroom attendant would have hovered to snatch his coat and log his arrival—here there was a deliberate level anonymity. There were no workers to greet him, no eyes to witness the exchange. In this silence, he wasn't a public figure; he was merely a ghost in a room. It was still a dead place from what he would ideally have preferred.

Sir Julian knew there were places in London where life still pulsed on a Monday—bars thick with laughter, bodies pressed together, music thudding through the floor. But his status did not allow such ventures, however much he yearned for them. They belonged to those who could afford anonymity. He was confined instead to places like this, where some discretion passed for dignity.

Once, not long ago, he had slowed his car outside a club in Soho, the pavement outside vibrating with bass and laughter. He had stayed in the driver’s seat, engine idling, watching as trendy youths spilled in and out—carefree, loud, untethered to consequence. Their clothes were careless, their gestures loose, their faces alight with the easy confidence of people who believed the night belonged to them.

His heart had ached then, a sharp, almost physical longing. Not just for the noise or the drink, but for the freedom—to walk through those doors unrecognised, to be no one important, no one watched. He had sat there longer than he should have, hands resting uselessly on the steering wheel, before pulling away, the ache following him like a quiet, humiliating hunger.

The Phoenix was not like anything in Soho. But it bordered on respectability and a bit of life. It existed in the shadows between propriety and abandon. It was not a den of iniquity, but it was a place where one could sit in the dark and imagine, for a few hours, that the leash of tradition had finally snapped.

Dark wood panelled the walls of The Phoenix, absorbing sound. At the counter, a solitary man in a grey suit sat nursing a whisky, staring into the glass as though searching for answers at the bottom. Two stools away, another patron scrolled endlessly through his phone, untouched drink sweating beside him. 

In the far corner, an elderly couple sat close together, coats draped over the backs of their chairs. They looked as though they had come straight from dinner, sharing a bottle of wine in companionable silence. The woman leaned towards the man, murmuring something that made him smile faintly. They did not look at anyone else.

The couple looked genuinely close. Or perhaps it was only a performance for the public gallery—the way Sir Julian and Beth behaved at social occasions, walking hand in hand, playing their allotted parts.

The rest of the room felt hollow. Tables sat empty, chairs unclaimed, their polished surfaces reflecting the dim, amber light. Against one wall, a grand piano rested silently, lid closed, keys hidden, as if holding its breath. 

On a Monday night, The Phoenix Club was less a place of indulgence than of avoidance—a refuge from the obligations and eyes that waited beyond its doors. Yet, for Sir Julian, it offered a peculiar solace. At least here, he could sit without pretence, a better alternative than the suffocating predictability of home or the Westminster circles.

He took a seat at the bar and ordered a Glenmorangie. The first drink went down quickly, its smoothness and elegance bringing some relief to the emptiness in his life and at the Phoenix. The second followed soon after.

What else is a man to do when he does not want to go home, even on a Monday, he thought.

He was there to delay the inevitable. To postpone returning to Beth, waiting with her accustomed warmth. She would wait for him until late—until eleven—holding the evening open. Then, quietly, she would retire to bed. She never asked questions, just accepted he was late.

This was not the first time he had done this. It had become routine.

He hated the thought of Beth curling up beside him on the sofa, suggesting a film, the quiet rustle of familiarity as she prepared his cup of Horlicks. The gestures were kind. Thoughtful. And unbearable.

He would rather sit alone in an empty bar than go home early. Lately, the house had begun to feel oppressive, its rooms too neat, its silences too loaded. More and more, he found himself wanting only to go straight to bed, to wake early and leave before the day could demand anything of him.

With each passing evening, the house felt more forbidding.

The Phoenix felt very hollow on this Monday. Tables sat empty, chairs unclaimed, their polished surfaces catching the dim, amber light. It was not the pinnacle of London nightlife, not the kind of place that pulsed with music and bodies. 

But compared with the usual places where MPs were expected to appear it had some life on weekends, at least, but not on Mondays or other working days. There was a faint pulse, a quiet vitality, a sense that something could happen here. It offered a difference, a narrow strip of time where Sir Julian could exist as more than a public figure, a space where nothing was expected of him.

The Phoenix Club was, however, the sort of place Sir Julian’s parents would never have approved of. It wasn’t vulgar, not by any stretch, but it fell short of the carefully curated circles and gilded rooms where he was expected to be seen—places where politics, pedigree, and propriety ruled every gesture. Here, anonymity was allowed, privacy existed, and a man could drink alone without scrutiny. 

That freedom, however, carried its own quiet guilt. To his parents, he should be elsewhere—rubbing shoulders with the right people, observing the proper rituals, always polished, always visible. To the Ashfords, drinking alone in a “dingy” place was unthinkable. If he was not moving in high circles, he was supposed to be at home—with Beth.

Being here—even on a Monday—felt like a minor rebellion, a private indulgence that would have earned their disapproving sighs. 

Sir Julian lifted his almost half-empty glass of Glenmorangie from the bar and moved toward a shadowed corner settee. The leather was cool under his fingers as he eased himself down, glass balanced precariously in one hand. 

From this vantage, he could take in the club’s muted life: the elderly couple tucked in the far corner, the solitary man at the counter nursing his whisky, staring into the amber liquid as if it contained answers; and the other tables, empty. 

He rested his elbow on the settee’s arm, tipping the glass slightly to admire the swirl. The dim lights glinted off the dark wood panels, throwing shadows that danced across the floor. 

Outside, the streets of Kensington carried on in their usual rhythm—taxis, headlights, distant sirens—but here, in this still bubble, the world was held at bay. He felt the first warmth of the drink relax his shoulders, loosening the tension he carried like a second skin.

Then movement caught his eye. Between tables, swift and almost imperceptible, a young man slipped through the shadows. The bar runner—or maybe a waiter—moved with unnerving grace, each step measured, silent, as if the floor itself obeyed him. 

He was tall, lean, all angles and controlled muscle, a body honed by motion rather than weight. His black trousers clung to every line, every subtle curve of his legs and hips. His tight shirt revealed a lean stomach that shifted effortlessly with each step.

The dim lights glinted off the pale planes of his face, sharp and alert, yet there was a flicker of softness in his eyes, something almost innocent, belying the confidence of his gait. He carried himself with the delicate poise of a dancer—quick, precise, and entirely self-contained. Julian felt a pull in his chest, an unbidden recognition of danger, desire, and something thrillingly forbidden.

The youngster reached the edge of the settee, leaning slightly closer. “Another drink, sir?” The voice was soft, deliberate, and carried a faint scent of clean soap and youth. Julian’s pulse caught—sudden, unbidden. The quiet, the empty club, the polished wood, the distant city, Monday gloom—they all dissolved. The world condensed into this moment, this presence.

Suddenly, it felt as though he were standing once more outside that Soho club, where life throbbed and youth spilled onto the pavement, careless and uncontained. The leash of tradition that had bound him for so long seemed to slacken, just a little. A rare thrill stirred—one he had not felt in years. This was rebellion, quiet and private, and with it came the intoxicating sense of being briefly, dangerously free.

Julian’s fingers tightened around the glass, warm liquid sloshing slightly against the rim. The rules, the duties, the weight of the Ashford name—all of it fell away, replaced by a reckless, intoxicating awareness. 

In that moment of alcohol-induced carelessness, the suffocating weight of his public life—the constituency meetings, the dutiful marriage, the inherited ‘standards’—dissolved. He hadn't planned it. It was a sudden, reckless impulse, a silent cry against the crushing propriety of the Ashford name.

Julian hesitated, then spoke as if the thought had only just occurred to him.

“You’re finishing up soon, aren’t you?” he said lightly, his eyes still on his glass. Even as the words left his mouth, he wondered whether he had actually spoken them.

Donald paused. Julian could feel the silence stretch, thin and exposed.

Julian knew he had to take the talk he had started to another level, a conclusion. “If you are,” he added, “I was thinking of grabbing something to eat, maybe a drink. You’re welcome to join me—only if you feel like it. This place is rather drab, and I wouldn’t mind some company.”

Donald did not flinch. He just gave Julian a slow, almost painfully nice smile, the kind that made Julian convince himself this wasn’t a sordid transaction, but something fleeting and, cruelly, real. “I finish at midnight, Sir Julian.”

Sir Julian felt a thrill he had not experienced since he was ten years old. He had been shopping with his mother, and at the counter, he had reached out, grabbed a bar of chocolate, and carefully slipped it into his pocket. He was certain the shop assistant had seen him, yet the man said nothing.

It was an act of childhood rebellion. The knowledge that he could defy his parents—whose wealth and status meant they could buy the entire shop if they so chose—by pocketing a simple bar of chocolate was a victory he savoured. In that moment, he had found a way to bypass the Ashford name; it was a private coup, proving that even under their watchful eyes, he could seize something that wasn't merely handed to him.

Sir Julian looked at the clock on the wall. Twenty minutes to go. He waited dutifully. Ten minutes later, he retreated to his car where he sat. Just after midnight, Donald joined him discreetly in the car. They then retreated to a flat owned by a friend of his—seldom used.

Once inside, he ordered food and drinks to be delivered. Even at that hour, Kensington still had places that would oblige, though at a cost few would consider reasonable. 

Sir Julian had used the flat countless times when the weight of his life became too much to carry back to Beth. In the early days, he’d meticulously craft the fiction of a late-night division or a cabinet briefing, but eventually, even the lies felt like too much effort. 

Beth had simply stopped asking, her silence a form of weary, long-distance acceptance. He would spend hours there—drifting through the sterile rooms, utterly alone. It wasn't a place for an affair; it was a decompression chamber where he could shed the "Sir Julian" mask and exist in the dark alone.

But now things had changed. He was no longer alone.

Donald’s company was a rare delight. From their very first meeting, they had struck a chord; now, as the young man sipped his drink, he became increasingly talkative and warm. His conversation was surprisingly refreshing—the simple, unburdened talk of an ordinary mortal, entirely free from the stifling inhibitions of class.

In the morning, Donald requested to leave. As he walked to the door, Sir Julian called after him.

“Are you not going to ask for anything, money I mean?” Sir Julian asked. Donald simply smiled shyly. A long silence followed, as if Donald was saying “you are putting me in a spot.”

“Let us call it some taxi fare,” Sir Julian volunteered, to ease the awkwardness of the situation, and slipped some cash into Donald’s palm. Donald seemed hesitant but took the money all the same. That puzzled Sir Julian. He had actually expected Donald to ask for some outrageous figure.
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