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Prelude

The Democratic Coalition party had been formed when Noreen Huntley’s father, James Carter, brought together two smaller political parties just ten years previously. Elizabeth Mountjoy had been a senior member of the United Democrats; similarly, Roger Downs had been the deputy leader of the Democracy UK party. The policy aims of both parties had been converging and quickly coalesced under James’s leadership.

The DC had originally been ridiculed by the print media on both the left and right wings of the political spectrum. However, support was rapidly growing amongst the older generation. These voters were tired of the constant ping-pong of policies that occurred after every election when the government changed. They had become resentful of the millions wasted on vanity projects that were cancelled without ever being completed. Most voters know that five-million pounds is ‘coins down the back of a sofa’ to a government, though the tone-deaf announcements of cuts to social services that coincided with emerging details of cancelled projects only served to fuel the resentment.

One case in particular had drawn severe criticism. An IT research lab had been set up in the centre of London. An old warehouse had been bought, gutted and completely refitted. It was equipped with the latest technology and would have employed hundreds directly and thousands in the supply chain. It had the potential to make Britain a world leader in the field.

Many millions had been spent, but then there was an election, and the incoming government did not want to give any credit to the outgoing administration. They quietly cancelled the project the day before it was due to open. The building had sat empty for a year before it came to the public’s attention. The high-tech research lab was still fully stocked with the very latest and best equipment, but no private companies wanted it, and it would have been far too expensive to convert into anything else.

An investigation by an online journalist broke the story, which caused outrage and led to the minister responsible resigning to ‘spend more time with his family’. This did nothing to assuage the criticism of the government, which went viral and was even reported on by American news media. The pressure on the government was only relieved when details emerged of the huge contracts for the project that started under the previous administration. The architect and the building contractor were discovered to be secret donors to the political party in power at the time. The subsequent suggestion, hinted at by some, stated openly by others but never proved, was that this was nothing more than a circular route for public money to be fraudulently channelled back to the party.

Both parties were damaged by the scandal, and both turned their fire on the newly formed Democratic Alliance, both hoping—but ultimately failing—to deflect attention from themselves. The DC leader was a charismatic man who was able to rise above the froth and whose reputation was only enhanced by his ignoring of all of the ill-advised American-style personal attacks on him and his family from leaders of the parties, both left and right.

James Carter was the perfect politician. He was well educated, but not posh. He had no gimmicks. He didn’t indulge in cheap publicity stunts. He was eloquent but had a common touch that had endeared him to the workforces in the companies that he owned. He was a successful businessman in the manufacturing sector and was an avid sports fan, and, in particular, a football fan. Though there was no specific team that he followed, whenever his schedule allowed it, he would go to international matches that had the national teams of Britain playing.

Whether it be England, Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland, he was there cheering them on with equal enthusiasm, whether they were the men’s or women’s teams. He was a vocal supporter of equality in sport under the simple banner of ‘The same sport, the same pay’. He had a way of putting this point across that made anyone with a contrary point of view appear as a misogynistic Luddite.

The DC was gaining support right across the board. Young, first-time voters found the emphasis on technology and green energy appealing. The thirty-somethings, worried about their jobs and their futures, were increasingly frustrated by the old policies and were turning to the DC. The middle-aged voters were bored with the old ways, and the older generation liked his pledge to increase national insurance contributions to fund care for the elderly.

Trade unions liked his policies that would see British mass manufacturing return. This held the promise of more jobs with better pay, and they were gradually shifting their allegiance and money to him. And everyone in the country appreciated his unflinching support for the NHS and agreed with his plan to raise the pay of nurses.

To counter this rise in popularity, the traditional parties began to rely more and more on the extreme ends of their spectrum; fanatical people to whom the majority of their own party’s members did not want to be associated with. Noisy rallies and counter demonstrations often clashed with violence that diverted police resources and often saw people hospitalised. Vicious, spite-filled social media posts, many of which were blatant lies, were pointedly not criticised and dismissed as ‘free speech’.

Both parties were failing to see that the world was changing, and that the overwhelming majority of voters despised the hate speech and were turning to the DC as the party of reasonable debate.

It was in this environment that the Democratic Coalition was flourishing, and in the ten years under James Carter’s leadership, it had gone from the underdog, sneered at, scorned and scoffed at by the media, to a powerful force. They had dramatically increased their number of MPs at the last election and, in the process, had unseated many long-serving politicians from their long-established safe seats.

They were on track to form the next government, with political pundits even suggesting that they could win a comfortable majority. However, a recently discovered heart condition meant that James would be stepping down before the general election. Many in the party had put their names forward to take his place, but Elizabeth Mountjoy and Roger Downs were the only two who stood a chance. Both wanted the job.





Chapter 1 Africa

Elizabeth Mountjoy tossed and turned. It was early evening, and the air was finally cooling down, but the African heat was still oppressive. Maybe tonight she’d get some sleep, but even falling asleep seemed to be an effort as she struggled to find a comfortable position. She was exhausted; her stomach ached, and her throat was sore, but at least she had finally stopped being sick. For once, she had listened to her husband instead of arguing with him, she had taken his advice and had gone to bed to rest. The three days of sickness and stomach issues had left her too weak to even sit in a chair. She ignored the sweat that trickled down her back, closed her eyes and finally started to drift off.

The fly had laid its eggs on the body of the dead monkey and was unaware that its life cycle was now over. It flew in through the open window, attracted by the smell of human sweat. It landed on the net around the bed and crawled over until it found an opening. The gap in the net was tiny, but it was big enough. She didn’t feel it land on her skin—you never feel them. She didn’t feel its tongue lapping the minute amount of salty fluid from her shoulder. In seconds, it had finished and flew away, leaving the unwelcome guests on her skin. It found the gap again and flew out of the window.

Minutes later, it dropped to the ground, dead. Nature had decreed that once the fly had reproduced, its life had no purpose other than to become food for something else. A beetle scurried over to the easy meal, and after eating the fly, the beetle became an easy meal for a bat.

She stirred as the heat broke her sleep once more. She reached over and scratched her shoulder, and the microscopic parasites left by the fly swarmed onto her fingertips. Itch relieved, she rolled back to try to get back to sleep, but a bead of sweat ran into her eye; she wiped it out. The single-celled parasites were transferred into her eye and found their way to the tear duct, and now they were in her.

Over the next few hours, the parasites spread through her body, penetrating cell walls and entering her spinal column. Some travelled up into the brain and attached themselves to neurons. They would not be able to reproduce in her body for very long, though they had no way of knowing that. They had no central nervous system; no brain to make decisions, they simply did what biological chemistry and life dictated for them. They divided and multiplied, and had only a limited amount of time to do this before Elizabeth’s immune system killed them.

They had to find a way of getting back to a more suitable host, where they would mimic the host’s biology and be ignored by its immune system, allowing them to reproduce and spread. The parasites didn’t cause her any illness, and by the next morning she felt good, really good, and after the first full meal in days she felt her energy levels rising. She put this down to finally recovering from the food poisoning and getting her appetite back, but was unaware that the parasites would slowly start to negatively influence her decisions.





Chapter 2 Work

Julien Fellows was waiting for Elizabeth as she entered her office on the first day back from Africa. “Ah, good morning, Elizabeth. Did you have a good holiday?” Elizabeth Mountjoy was the Democratic Coalition’s spokesperson for international trade, and Julien was and had been her private secretary for many years. He had been instrumental in her rise through the ranks, working tirelessly in the background to get her to where she is now.

“Good morning, Julien. Did I have a good holiday? Well, now, let me see, what did I enjoy the most?” she muttered sarcastically. “Was it the unbearable heat and getting all hot and sweaty, or was it the snake we found on my seat in the Land Rover. Or was it a scorpion that crawled across my shoe? It was only a little one, but apparently the smaller they are, the more poisonous they are—a bit like Roger Downs.”

Julien smiled; despite being senior colleagues in the Democratic Coalition party, Elizabeth and Roger hated each other. In a few days, they were due to hold a press conference together to launch the party’s manifesto for next year’s election. She shuddered at the thought of having to play the part of the supportive team player to someone who would happily throw her under the bus if it meant he could climb the party ladder by one more rung. Roger Downs was short and a bit fat and utterly devious in a way that would even make Machiavelli blush.

She knew about all his affairs, but he was clever, and she could never find anything solid to use as a lever against him. She also knew that his wife was well aware of his infidelities but put up with them. Because Danielle Downs, ‘DD’ to everyone, was an ambitious bitch who only wanted to be the wife of a prime minister. Who she trod on to help Roger get there was of no consequence to her.

Elizabeth Mountjoy was his only real rival for the party leadership, and whoever was leader would be prime minister once the party won the next election. This was something that Elizabeth was confident would happen due to the unpopularity of the current administration. The internal squabbling of the opposition that bordered on internecine warfare almost guaranteed their failure.

She glared at Julien with frustrated anger. “What else did I enjoy? Was it the food poisoning that led to three days of projectile vomiting and shitting through the eye of a needle? Was that the most enjoyable part?” She scowled and shuddered with revulsion. “Or was it the damn flies everywhere?” She calmed down and smiled at the smirking Julien. “So, in answer to your question, no, I did not have a good holiday. I can’t stand the heat, and my husband knows that.”

“As I recall, you once expressed a desire to see the Northern Lights.”

“You recall correctly,” Elizabeth said as she sat at her desk. “‘Let’s go to Botswana on a safari’, my husband said. ‘It’ll be fun’, my husband said. ‘Let’s go to the Okavango Delta’, he said. ‘I’ve found what looks like a lovely remote lodge, well away from the usual tourist haunts’, he said. ‘It will be good for you’, he said. Apparently, we would be seeing wild nature in all its magnificence. What I mostly saw was the inside of a fairly disgusting toilet while I was throwing up, a toilet that I had to share with a rather large spider.”

Julien sniggered behind his hand. He had known Elizabeth for over ten years and considered her as much of a friend as an aide can. He knew that she was ruthless—it’s an essential trait for any politician—but he also knew that she appreciated his loyalty, and he was able to get away with occasionally teasing her.

There was an unspoken understanding between them. She was well aware of his determination to help the party win the next election and to help in any way he could to see that she would become the next prime minister.

Elizabeth calmed down as she opened her briefcase and took out some documents. “I’ve always wanted to see the Aurora Borealis. Just to be there, standing out in the open in the middle of the night, all wrapped up in minus twenty degrees of cold and watching a magnificent display of nature and science. It just blows my mind knowing that without the Earth’s magnetic field, those particles that light up the sky would rip all life from the planet. Oh, it would be so wonderful, and you don’t have to worry about snakes or scorpions in northern Norway.”

“I’m sure we can find many reasons to visit northern Norway when you are the prime minister. There must be some more trade we can do. We could even find a reason to go sooner if you’d like; we’d call it a trade fact-finding visit.” He smiled at her. “You look good, though.”

“I feel good, very good actually, so maybe the trip was good for me after all.” She frowned at him. “But one thing is for certain, I am never, ever, going to go to an African safari lodge again. I absolutely hated every minute of it! I had ten days of pure hell; wild horses would not be able to drag me there.” She shuddered, then closed her briefcase and arranged her paperwork. “Right, rant over, so what is on the agenda for today?”

Julien opened his iPad and swiped through some pages. “You’re going to the house at ten, Jenny McManus is making a speech in response to the government’s planned environmental bill. You don’t need to do or say anything; you’re just going to be there for support.”

Elizabeth nodded approvingly. “Jenny’s young and keen, but she’s a good girl and I’m happy to support her.” Julien shrugged slightly. “The occasional ‘hear, hear’, and a sincere nod from time to time is all you really need to do.”

Elizabeth smirked. “Well, you know the old saying about being sincere.”

“Sincerity is the key, and once you can fake that, you’ve got it made?”

“That’s the one.” Elizabeth frowned slightly. “Where will I be sitting?”

“I’ve arranged for her to be standing directly behind you during her speech, so you’ll be in camera shot all the time.”

“Good.”

“And because of that, I’ve arranged for a change of clothes and a hairdresser to come in. The team have selected a jacket and skirt that says ‘serious, competent, stylish, but accessible’ and that will appeal to women who may be watching the broadcast. The speech will last around fifteen minutes. I doubt there’ll be a discussion afterwards, but as it’s early, the government benches will be mostly empty, so you can leave straight away.”

“Then what?”

“Well, I’ve set up a private meeting at midday with a trade delegation, and it’s very much ‘off the record’. They had a meeting a few days ago with the Secretary of State for International Trade, and from what my sources tell me, they are not at all happy. They are staying at the Dorchester. They were all due to leave yesterday, but I have persuaded the leader and his assistant to stay on for an extra day so they can meet you. I have booked you a room there, so your meeting won’t draw any attention. One of your famous charm offensives should work very well.”

“What country is the trade delegation from?”

“Botswana.”

“Botswana! Seriously?” she gasped.

“Yes, seriously. As I stated before, they were not happy after their meeting. The delegation leader, Mr Molefi, described the minister’s attitude as being slightly Victorian.”

Elizabeth perked up. “Oh, did he now? That is interesting.”

“Yes, that was a nice piece of diplomatic language, wasn’t it!” Julien paused for effect. “Molefi is clever; he’s not in politics, not yet, but when he is, he will be a powerful force and getting him into your sphere of influence sooner rather than later will be very good for you.”

He handed over a folder. “I got Olivia to prepare a file on Botswana’s economy; they are a net exporter, and their economy is growing nicely.”

“And how was Olivia while I was away?”

“Ms Pilkington performed very well; she is going to be a huge asset. I think that Sebastian Huntley might be regretting letting you have her.”

“Well, he has Dev Kumar now, and I’ve heard good things about her.”

<<<<>>>>

Julien opened the door and gestured for the guests to enter. “This is Mr Akanyang Molefi and his assistant, Ms Minakshi Phiri. Mr Molefi is the head of the Botswana trade federation.”

Elizabeth stood and shook Akanyang’s hand warmly, then gestured to a chair. He smiled broadly. “Your assistant informs me that you have recently been on holiday in Botswana. Did you like our country?”

“Oh, Mr Molefi, it was wonderful, seeing all that nature, it was awe-inspiring.” She laughed in a self-deprecating way. “The most wildlife I usually get to see is an urban fox raiding a garbage bag.”

“Oh, well then, you must come and visit me one day. I have a safari lodge that is fairly remote; it is well away from the usual tourist haunts, and you will be my guest.”

Elizabeth smiled and opened her eyes wide. “Why, thank you so much, Mr Molefi, that is so kind of you, I would love that.” She paused and got serious. “Now, how can I help your country?”

Molefi frowned and thought about his words. “We had a meeting with your government and have been offered grants and loans. That is not what we want, and it is not what we need.” Molefi frowned deeply and stared hard at Elizabeth. “Excuse me, but I am known for my blunt talking, and we do not like being seen as the white man’s burden.”

He turned and looked to Minakshi, who nodded slightly. Elizabeth leaned forward slightly. “I can assure you, Mr Molefi, you will never be seen as this white woman’s burden,” she said emphatically.

Molefi turned to his assistant, who made an almost imperceptible nod of approval. He then turned back to Elizabeth and smiled broadly. Elizabeth relaxed and sat back in her chair. “Your economy is doing very well…”

“For an African country?” he interrupted.

“For any country. Five per cent growth is remarkable, better than many other countries,” she replied, recognising his attempt to trip her up and quickly defusing his effort. He is good, she thought. He knows how to play the game.

He relaxed and sat back in his chair. “All we want is a level playing field. Tourism accounts for roughly twelve per cent of our income and is growing, and while preservation of wildlife is paramount, we don’t want to be just a playground.”

The discussions went smoothly, and it became obvious that there was a sense of growing trust between them. Occasionally, Molefi’s assistant would make a pertinent comment. She’s good, too, thought Elizabeth.

After a couple of hours, the meeting was over, and they stood and shook hands, exchanging goodbye pleasantries. Julien closed the door and turned to Elizabeth, smirking. “So, shall I book flights to Botswana?”

“Shut up, Julien!”

He sniggered behind his hand.

She took a bottle from the minibar and poured whisky into a couple of glasses, then handed one to him. “I think that was constructive, don’t you?”

“Yes, very, and Minakshi is very pretty, don’t you think?”

Elizabeth looked at him and frowned slightly. “Yes, she is very pretty, but don’t have sex with her, at least not yet.”

“Why not? Oh, do you want to have a go at her first? I don’t mind if you do.” He smirked, alluding to stories that had surfaced a couple of months ago about Elizabeth’s alleged lesbian tendencies.

“No, and no, those rumours are not true. I am not a lesbian, and you know that. Though there are no prizes for guessing as to who is behind the gossip, everyone’s favourite screaming harpy, Danielle Downs.”

“Well, I did say that you being seen at that Pride march would get tongues wagging.”

“Yes, I remember you saying that, but the LGBT+ community represents a significant voting bloc, and me being there would show my support, and I do support them. If you remember, we made the tactical decision that their votes would outweigh any votes lost by my presence at the march.”

“You were photographed at the front of the Pride march down The Mall last year, and you were next to Yvette Constantinou. Sebastian Huntley told me that she’s very vocal about discrimination against the gay community and is becoming a high-profile campaigner. And there is that picture that surfaced recently, the one that looks as if you’re about to kiss her.”

“The truth is that I was actually leaning over to talk to her, not kiss her.”

“But it looks like you were going to kiss her. And who cares about the truth? The press doesn’t. You know how they like to twist things to titillate their readers and boost sales or enhance their agenda.”

Elizabeth waved her hand dismissively. “Ah, it’ll blow over. The two-week news cycle is almost over on that one. And do you know what? I do have my suspicions about DD I think she’s in the closet. I think she’s spreading the rumours about me to deflect attention from herself.”

“Oh, okay. We’ve got nothing on Roger, so I might see if I can find some dirt on her. After all, it’s well known that they spend a lot of time apart. And she has been seen a few times with that newsreader woman who came out last year.”

“Do you know anyone who can get the dirt?”

“Yeah, there’s a woman I know, she’s ex-MI5, she used to do covert surveillance on terror suspects. She infiltrated fringe groups, planted bugs, took pictures, things like that. She was basically a spy. I know her as Chloe, though I doubt that’s her real name. She left MI5 and now runs a private detective business.”

“Can she be trusted?”

“Oh, absolutely, she’s very professional and completely trustworthy. I can’t call in a favour with her, so we’d obviously have to pay her, and what we’re asking for will be quite expensive. Do you want me to take it further?”

“Let me think about it.” She put down her glass, leaned back in her chair and relaxed. “Now, what are you up to for the rest of the day?”

“I have to do some prep work for your constituency surgery tomorrow.”

She rolled back in her chair and put her hands up to her face. “Oh God, no, I’d forgotten about that. I suppose I will have to spend the day listening to complaints about noisy neighbours, or people not clearing up their dog poo.” She frowned. “Do people not watch the news? Do they not listen? There are terrorist threats, cyber threats, global warming, diseases, crime rising under this incompetent government, and all they care about is their tiny little bubble.”

Julien shrugged. “Standard fare for a surgery, you know that. Just make the right noises. Not too many people are expected, so I don’t anticipate it taking much more than an hour. Though it’s pretty obvious that a few people will ask about the rumour of a bypass. Some are all for it, some are passionately against it. Just tell them that it’s not your department, but you will look into it.”

“How long is your prep work going to take?”

“Not long, an hour or so maybe.”

“Well, it’s only half past two now, and it would be a shame not to make use of this room.”

He raised a quizzical eyebrow, puzzled by her statement.

She looked at him with a curious expression on her face, and one that he found hard to read. She sat forward and looked directly into his eyes. “Julien, we’ve known each other for over a decade now, and I want to ask you something personal, and I want you to be completely honest with me.”

“Okay, what is it?”

Elizabeth sat back and casually undid the top button of her blouse. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to fuck me?”

He sat back sharply, not only at the question, but at the fact that in all the years he had known her, he’d never heard her swear. “Oh, erm, I—”

Elizabeth smirked. “Oh, come on now, Julien, don’t be shy. Tell me everything and be truthful, I’m not going to be offended either way.”

“Well, since it’s honesty you want, then yes, of course I have. You are a powerful woman, and I find you incredibly attractive, but that’s not why I work for you. I’m going to do everything I can to make you the most powerful woman in the country and put you on the world stage where you belong.” He looked her in the eye and smirked. “Thinking about sex with you? Well, that’s just a bonus.”

She undid the second and third buttons. “Let’s go and have a shower, then you can fulfil your fantasy.” She undid the remaining buttons and pulled her blouse open. “You can do whatever you want to me, and I’ll do whatever you tell me to.” She reached behind and began to undo the clasps of her bra. “I mean it, Julien. Use me any way you want. Make me feel dirty.”

“I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but we can’t, can we? As much as I would like to, we mustn’t. It would be a mistake, wouldn’t it?”

Elizabeth sighed slightly. “Oh, I suppose you’re right.” She sighed, sounding slightly disappointed as she did up the buttons.

“Elizabeth, I hope I haven’t offended you. As much as I would really like to, we must keep our relationship professional, for both our sakes.”

She sighed again. “Yes, you are quite right.”

“Why did you want me to have sex with you? There’s never been any hint of it before.”

Elizabeth closed her eyes and slumped down in her chair. “Keith doesn’t press my buttons anymore, actually, he never really did. We both know that little spark that was there disappeared years ago, but we are avoiding the issue. I used to think that our love was on an intellectual level, what with him being a fine art dealer and my history degree and political aspirations.

“It was never physical enough for me; what I really wanted was someone to bring out the animal in me. I wanted to be ravaged; I wanted to feel used. I’ve not had sex with anyone else since we’ve been married, and what little sex I had with Keith simply didn’t satisfy me. It was always too polite, with him constantly asking me if I was alright. I could pleasure myself, I’ve had to do that before, but I need to feel a body against mine, and not just any body.”

“But you know I’m married.”

“Yes, but I also know the reputation that you try to hide.”

He looked up at the ceiling and half-laughed, trying to cover his embarrassment. “Emily knows what I’m like; she knew before we got married. We have an understanding; it’s preferably when I’m out of the country, never in the house, and definitely not with any of her friends, which is a shame, as a couple of them are quite hot. She’s got this one Iranian friend who has a fantastic figure, and she’s divorced. Her name’s Nadia and she’s got awesome tits, I look at them and I go ‘aww’.

“But believe it or not, I actually respect Emily, so I stick to the rules. I know she’s had a few flings in the past. The last one was her personal trainer, Emiliano. Personal! He couldn’t have got much more personal. She never wanted sex with me after she’d been to a—” He raised his hands and made air quotes.

“After she’s been to a ‘gym session’ with him. I can’t say I blame her, though; he’s a virile, bronzed, muscular, 28-year-old Italian.” He laughed. “It’s a good job I’m not gay, otherwise I’d have wanted to have a go at him as well.”

He finished his drink and put the glass down. “Why did you ever marry Keith?”

She shook her head slightly. “Convenience. He was fed up with people saying he was gay; he wasn’t, or at least he wasn’t then. Maybe he is now, I don’t know, we haven’t had anything remotely resembling intimacy for a few years now. He was always a bit effete, and I needed to be married. At the time, it was important for a female to be married if she was ever to make a mark in politics. If you weren’t married, the insinuation was that you were a lesbian, and back then it would kill a career.”

Julien thought for a moment, his light-hearted attitude evaporating as he thought about her statement. “It wouldn’t kill a career now, but if the wife of a politician turned out to be gay, and if it could be shown that he didn’t know, then that would destroy him.”

Elizabeth perked up. “Yes, you’re right, it would cast doubt on his abilities. It would show that he could be lied to and manipulated.” She thought of the possibility of getting compromising material to hurt Roger Downs, and if her suspicions turned out to be true, then Julien’s friend would be the one to get it.

“The business with Chloe, do it. I’ll pay her with my own money rather than through party funds, then there’ll be nothing that can be traced.”

“It would’ve been nice to have been able to call in a favour on this one, but I can’t, and it could be quite expensive. How high do you want to go?”

“Five grand max, I’m not made of money!”

Feeling satisfied that she might finally be able to get information to hurt Roger Downs, Elizabeth relaxed and leaned forward to get her drink. As she did so, her top gaped open; she gathered it together, then looked at him and smirked. “I mustn’t tease you, or you might change your mind.”

<<<<>>>>

Julien smiled as Danielle Downs entered the village hall. Today was another constituency surgery, the third in 14 days. This time it was in the small village of Horton, just outside Chesterford. “DD, how good of you to come today.”

“Well,” Danielle said, a jeering tone to her voice. “She’s done two of these in the two weeks since she’s been back from holiday, and I’ve heard she gets a bit emotional. I wanted to see it for myself.”

As they watched, a woman, clearly anguished, spoke to Elizabeth, who was dabbing her eyes with a tissue. The woman pulled up her sleeve and showed something on her arm; something that made Elizabeth gasp. She held the woman’s hand and said something that obviously comforted her.

Danielle sneered. “Oh, what a performance,” she muttered sarcastically. “I’ll get her nominated for an Oscar.”

“No, they are real tears. She’s changed a little since she’s been back; she’s become really passionate.”

DD sneered. “She’s faking it. She’s fooling you. She’s trying to fool us all, but she doesn’t fool me!”

“No, I don’t think so. She got a bit teary in the car the other day. She’s got real empathy with her constituents.”

“Empathy with her constituents!” Danielle gasped, then sneered again. “That’s the last thing a politician needs. Constituents are sheep that need to he herded.”

DD left, and Julien saw her take out her phone, and it wasn’t too hard to guess who she was calling and what the conversation would be about.

“Roger, I’ve just been to Elizabeth Mountjoy’s constituency surgery. She’s weak; this might be a good time to move against her. I know that the photo isn’t working as well as I thought it would, but we must try to find something else.”





Chapter 3 The Request

Elizabeth sat silently in the car as they drove away from the surgery. She stared out of the window, lost in thought.

Julien turned to her. “You are uncommonly quiet. What’s wrong?”

“That woman, she really got to me. She started off by talking about how she could never get a doctor’s appointment when she needed one. I said I would take it up with the health minister, but I could tell that wasn’t the main issue with her. Then she slipped me this note, and I realised why she would need to see a doctor.” Elizabeth handed over a piece of paper. Julien opened it and read it.

My husband beats me and the kids. I don’t know what to do. He says he’ll kill me if I go to the police.

Elizabeth could see that Julien was shocked. She turned to him, and her face darkened. “One in three women will experience violence from a partner in their lifetime. Over one and a half million women suffer domestic abuse every year in the UK. Julien, that’s over 400 every day!”

“I know,” he said, still shaken by what he had just read. “It’s one thing to know the statistics, but another thing altogether to meet someone who is the victim of domestic abuse. Now I know why you were so upset.”

Elizabeth swallowed hard, then breathed deeply to calm herself. “She showed me her arm. Julien, she had cigarette burns, a lot of them. Some of them were fresh.”

“My God!”

“I want to do something to help her.”

He sat and thought for a couple of minutes. “Do you know his name?”

“Lawrence Squires.”

“Okay, I’ll call in a favour. I’ll see if he’s got form. If he has, I’ll call in another favour and get the police to keep a discreet eye on him.”

Elizabeth frowned. “No, not a discrete eye by the police. What I want is for someone to teach him a lesson, someone to give him a taste of his own medicine. Do you know anyone who could do that?”

“What are you asking me to do, Elizabeth?” he asked firmly.

“Your brother is in the army; he must know some heavies.”

“Are you asking me to have the man beaten up?”

There was a long silence. Elizabeth turned to him. “Yes.”

He gasped, shocked. “We can’t do that; you know we can’t do that.”

She scowled at him. “Are you refusing to help me help this woman?”

“You know I want to help you, but it’s too risky. Let’s say I did arrange for something to happen to this low-life scum. It would be all too easy for someone to trace it back to you. She may be safe for one day, but what about the next day, or the day after that? And what about the other 400 plus women on each of those days?”

Elizabeth said nothing; this was her way of showing her displeasure and drawing ideas out of him. There was a long period of silence, then she turned and gave him a hard stare, a look that he had seen her use on other people, but never on him.

She stayed silent as he shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. “Let me do it my way to start with, then—” He went through various options in his mind and weighed up the potential for repercussions. “Then we will try other methods.”

Back in the office, he called the number of an ex-girlfriend and who he knew had joined the police. “Hi, Becky, it’s me. I need a favour. I need you to check if someone has a criminal record. Can you do that for me?”

After she replied, he ended the call. “She’s going to think about it; she wants me to meet her tomorrow.”

<<<<>>>>

“Becky, it’s so good to see you. Oh, you look great, every bit the beautiful woman I remember.” Julien stood and went to hug her, but Becky ignored him, backed up and pointedly refused to shake his hand.

“Good to see you too, Julien, you old charmer; long time, no speak,” she said flatly and with more than a hint of irritation as she sat down.

“Yes, far too long.” He called a waiter over. “Two coffees please.”

“Yes, it has been a very long time, hasn’t it? Then all of a sudden you call me and ask for a favour, just like the old Julien that I remember.” She looked at him slightly askance. “What do you want?”

He cringed slightly.

She shrugged. “Don’t worry, I know you’re in politics and you use people, but you know, given our history, I thought you were calling me because you wanted to talk to me.”

He cringed even more. “You make me sound like a right old cad.”

She laughed ironically. “No. You’re not old!”

“Well, now that you’ve got the insult out of the way, I need some information on a person. I need to know if they’ve got form.”

She cocked her head to one side and huffed slightly. “I can’t just access the police database any time I want; I have to be able to justify it. My use will be logged, and it has to be as part of an investigation. You know that.”

“Yes, I do, and I also know that you’re investigating some burglaries. You can say that you have information that this person might be involved. He probably isn’t, but that would be your justification.”

Becky sat and thought for a moment. “Okay, but what’s in it for me?” she said firmly.

“Ooh, is this Becky’s inner politician coming out with a quid pro quo?”

“Yep.”

“Your daughter, Maggie, gets bullied at school, doesn’t she?”

She looked at him, shocked. “How do you know about that?”

“I’m the aide to a senior member of parliament. I see a lot of reports, and one recent one was on bullying, and it listed every school in the country where bullying has been reported. I guessed that the school she goes to is Branford High School for Girls. Even though that one wasn’t mentioned, you’re a single parent who is also a cop, and that would make Maggie a prime target for bullying.

“I didn’t know your daughter was a victim, but I took a guess on that as well, and your reaction told me that she is and that it is serious. The report said that some children have to be taken out of school from time to time, and you’ve had to do that, haven’t you?”

Becky sighed. “Yes, I have, and her grades are falling. She used to be in the top five; she’s not anymore. And it’s got nothing to do with me being a single parent and a police officer.”

“So, why is she being bullied?”

Becky didn’t say anything, she just got out her phone, opened the images, swiped to a picture of her daughter and turned the phone so he could see it.

He sighed and shook his head slightly. “Oh. It’s her ears and her nose, isn’t it?” Maggie’s ears poked out from her long, straight hair and her hooked nose was very prominent.

Becky’s shoulders dropped as a wave of sadness washed through her. “She’s got the kind of hair that won’t take a curl. I’ve tried everything; her ears get covered up, but the curls drop out after a couple of hours, and it ends up looking worse.

“She’s always been teased about her looks, and I could always comfort her in the past. As she’s got older, it’s got really bad and it’s affecting her. I’m worried about the long-term effects. She’s fourteen now, and nothing I say calms her down. She gets called all sorts of horrible things: Wing nut, the FA vase, jug handles, Maggie the Parrot, you name it. Some bastard even sent her a package on her birthday; it was all gift-wrapped with a pink ribbon bow.” Becky swallowed hard and fought her emotions.

“When she opened it, it was a box of wing nuts with a note that said, ‘Are these your sisters?’.” Becky took a tissue and wiped her eyes. “How could they be so cruel? Maggie cried for two days.”

Becky scowled and became a touch agitated. “Then there’s the social media. Why it’s called ‘social’ beats me; it should be called hate media. I’ve persuaded her to dump all of them except Hoozit.uk, because Hoozit always claimed that their moderators and algorithms took out bullying, but they don’t.”

Julien shook his head. “No, they don’t, they’ve got too big, and they don’t actually make that claim anymore.”

Becky’s scowl deepened, and he noticed her subconsciously making fists. “The parcel was bad enough, but there’s someone who keeps sending her messages through Hoozit, really horrible, horrible messages. It started about six months ago, and they’re getting worse. They’re usually text messages, but there was one that was a picture. Whoever sent it had got one of Maggie’s school photos and they’d photoshopped a Toucan beak onto her face. She doesn’t show me all the messages anymore, but I know when she’s had them, and I know how bad they are by the length of time she’s crying for.”

Even though his life in politics was starting to harden him to the realities of life, Becky’s distress was getting to him. “Do you know who’s doing it?”

“The online stuff is all from the same person.”

“Do you have any idea who it is?”

“No, but from the comments that I have read, it’s obviously a girl from the school.” She sneered. “That narrows it down, doesn’t it?” She scoffed sarcastically. “There are references to never getting a boyfriend, no make-up will ever cover a beak, that sort of thing.”

Her expression changed from anger to concern. “Some of the recent ones have been a bit sexual in nature, and these are really bothering me.” Her expression changed again to one of anxiety.

He saw her getting distressed and reached over and held her hand. “What are they saying, Becky?”

“One of them said that because you are so ugly, boys will only want to…” Pardon my language, but this is verbatim what they said…boys will only want to fuck you from behind so they can’t see your face, but at least your ears would give them something to hold onto.

“There were others that referred to oral sex and that she’d never be able to do it because her nose would get in the way. The messages are getting more frequent, but for pity’s sake, she’s fourteen! Why do people even think those sorts of things, let alone post them? What do they get out of it?”

“You said that the online stuff is only from one person. Does she get bullied by anyone else?”

“There are a couple of girls at the school who don’t bully so much; they just tease her about her looks, but there’s only one username with the online stuff.”

“Let me know the username of the person who is sending the messages. I’ll get them traced, and I can then find out who it is.”

“It’s ‘tiddlywink123@hoozit.uk’.” Becky sighed, and her shoulders dropped. “But you can’t trace them because they come through Hoozit. I contacted them; they said that they couldn’t help me even if they wanted to, which they assured me that they did. They said nothing can be traced through their website.”

“Or so they want people to think!”

She looked up at him, startled. “What do you mean?”

“Once Hoozit really took off, it was quickly realised by the Five Eyes intelligence alliance that terrorist organisations were using it. The US government put pressure on Hoozit’s American owners, and now there are sophisticated back doors into the program that only a few people at Hoozit know about.

“One of the few good things that this imbecile home secretary has done, probably the only decent thing she’ll ever do, is to announce an investigation into online bullying of schoolchildren. She’s instructed GCHQ to investigate. Hoozit can’t tell who is sending messages, but GCHQ can. The home secretary’s aide is an old friend of mine; I’ll get him on the case.”

She looked at him, astonished. “But he’s on the other side of the house.”

He smiled knowingly. “He may be on the other side, but this is how politics works, Becky.”

“What will you do when you find out who it is?”

“Under the Protection from Harassment Act, they can be charged and could face up to six months in prison or a hefty fine. However, that would mean your daughter having to go to court to testify, and I wouldn’t want to put her through that, because it could actually backfire and make the bullying worse. From the username, it’s probably a child, so prosecution would be complicated. What I suspect will be much more effective will be to use the media, they are arseholes at times, but useful at others.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’ll find out who it is, then contact them, and I’m assuming it’s a girl, and I’ll tell her that I know everything. I’ll get screen grabs of all her messages and show them to her. I’ll ask how she will feel when her face is plastered all over the front page of newspapers with the heading of ‘Britain’s nastiest cyber bully’. And all she has to do to stop me is to stop the messages. That should do the trick.”

Becky nodded in agreement. “But what about the girls at her school who are teasing her?”

“Let me know the names of the bullies and I’ll contact the school’s head teacher. I’ll pass on the names and tell them that unless he deals with the bullying, there will be a heavy-duty Ofsted investigation. The school is quite a good one, and it would be very damaging for it to be put into special measures, plus the head would most likely lose their job.”

“All that will no doubt stop the bullying, but because of her looks, it would only be a matter of time before someone else starts picking on her.”

“I’m guessing that you’ve taken Maggie to see a doctor and have been told that the NHS won’t do anything because it isn’t affecting her health.”

“Correct. Apparently, the damage that’s being done to her mental health is not important enough.”

Julien thought about it for a couple of minutes. “And you can’t go private, can you?”

“No way, it’s far too much money for me; I have looked into it, and it’s thousands. I enquired last month, and it was twelve grand!”

“What about the father? Could he help?”

Becky scowled. “What, that worthless arsehole! He fucked off years ago, and I think that Maggie’s appearance may have had something to do with it,” she snapped. “When we split up, we went to a lawyer, and I signed an agreement for him to give me five grand and to pay two-fifty a month ’til Maggie’s eighteen, provided I didn’t take him to court. He was worried that a court would order him to pay much more. I was at an emotional low point and couldn’t face a court battle. To be honest with you, I was on the verge of suicide; the only thing that stopped me was the thought of Maggie and what would happen to her if I wasn’t around.”

The thought that this formally vivacious and sensual woman would even think about ending her own life chilled him to the bone. “Did he give you the five grand?”

“Yep, and made it very plain that he didn’t want anything to do with either of us ever again.”

“Does he make the monthly payments?”

“Mostly, he generally misses January’s payments. I guess he’s skint after Christmas, like we all are. And sometimes he misses August. I suppose he’s had to shell out for a holiday with his new family.”

“What a bastard,” Julien muttered.

“Yeah, he is a miserable, low-rent sleazeball. I eventually pulled myself together and joined the police; it gave me something meaningful to focus on and gave me a regular income.”

“What if I arranged for private treatment, cosmetic surgery on her ears and nose that you wouldn’t have to pay for? Would that be enough to ease your conscience and get me the information I require and…”

“Yes,” she replied before he had even finished speaking.

“Okay, the name of the guy is Lawrence Squires, he lives in Horton, a village just outside Chesterford. You find out what you can about him, and I’ll get the ball rolling for your daughter’s medical treatment and the online bullying.”

“What if I can’t find anything because there isn’t anything?” she said anxiously.

“This agreement is for you to look; whether you find anything or not doesn’t change that.”

Becky wiped away a tear of joy. “Thank you, Julien.” She finished her coffee and sat smiling at him, remembering their relationship and the good times they had together. Her mind played back the carefree holidays they had when they were so much younger and without the pressures of life.

He looked at her with a slight mischievous look on his face. “We were good in bed, weren’t we?”

She sighed and smiled. “Yes, we were, but that was a long time ago and, in a town, far, far away.”

“How’s your love life now?”

She shrugged, frustratedly. “I’m a working single mother, what do you think it’s like, huh?”

He grinned as she got up to leave. “How about one for old time’s sake, then?”

She paused for a moment; she wasn’t shocked, she knew what he had always been like and had expected him to suggest a bit of sex sooner or later. She would have actually been surprised if he hadn’t. She leaned forward so that her top gaped just a fraction and looked deep into his eyes.

“When my daughter has had her operation, and when the teasing at school has definitely stopped, and when the online bullying has stopped, and when her grades have got back to where they were, then—” A wry smile broke on her face. “Yes.”

<<<<>>>>

“My friend will look up information on Lawrence Squires, but she wants something in return.”

“And that is?”

“Her daughter needs cosmetic surgery; I have said that it will be paid for.” He paused for a moment. “She is taking a big risk by doing it, so I have said that she will be paid whether she finds anything or not.”

Elizabeth didn’t look up. “Cosmetic surgery is expensive. So, she could just not bother to look, say that she had, and just take the money.” Her tone of voice was indifferent as she carried on reading a report.

“She is not that sort of person, Elizabeth, she’s honourable. She will look, and my suggestion was the only way to get her to agree to do it.” He paused again, sensing her displeasure. “Is that acceptable to you?”

“Yes,” she grunted without looking up.





Chapter 4 The Lovebirds

Naomi stretched, eased herself up in bed and looked down at Josie, who was just stirring. “Good morning, beautiful.”

“Liar,” Josie mumbled as she pulled the quilt up over her shoulder.

“What do you mean by that?” Naomi laughed.

Josie rolled over to face Naomi and rubbed some dried-up dribble from the corner of her mouth. “I am well aware that I am not at all beautiful first thing in the morning. I’ve got bags under my eyes, and just look at my hair. I always get major bed head, and I reckon that last night’s dinner will have given me pretty bad morning breath.”

She breathed into her hand and sniffed it. “Oh God, curry breath, yuck.”

“You’re beautiful to me at any time of the day.”

Josie looked up at Naomi. “I love you.”

“Oh, you’re getting earlier, it’s usually around breakfast time when you say that, and yes, I love you too.”

Josie sighed contentedly. “It’s only been, what, just over a year now, and I have to tell you every day, just to remind myself of how lucky I am.”

“I love every part of you, and I think that we are two very lucky women.”

Josie rolled onto her side, and Naomi lay back down, turning so they were facing each other. She frowned a little. “Josie, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“I want you to be completely honest with me.”

“Okay, what is it?”

“Am I enough for you?”

Josie rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling while she gathered her thoughts. “Are you enough for me? Well, let me see.” She rolled back onto her side and looked deep into Naomi’s eyes. “You are everything to me, and so much more. Before I met you, I didn’t know what I wanted or where my life was going. I was just sort of floating along, running that bar, and I thought I’d be running a bar for the rest of my life. I’d even given up on ever having a proper relationship; I thought I’d be alone forever. You have given so much to me, and I can’t thank you enough.” She paused and reached over to stroke Naomi’s face.

“I’ve never actually truly been in love before, so in answer to your question, yes, you are enough for me.”

She rolled over to face Naomi again. “Everyone thought I was this confident woman who knew what she wanted and how to get it, but if only they knew how much I was racked with self-doubt. Then you came along and oh so slowly melted my heart.” She sniffed back a tear. “Oh, what am I like? It’s way too early in the morning for me to start crying.”

Naomi swallowed hard, then she too lay back and looked up, wiping a little tear of joy from her face. She struggled to find the right
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