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The eighth floor
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It would be easy to turn a blind eye to suffering; it usually starts with small beginnings and soon gets out of hand. Imagine if apathy gets out of hand; if people decide that it is not worth voting. They’re, all the same, is the new voice of misconception. They are only in it for their selves. Well, if you look at life, everybody is only in it for themselves. That’s what humans do. Imagine a single political party getting a landslide majority, then that party deciding to get rid of fifty seats in the house of commons. Now imagine if a party could do away with or amalgamate opposition seats into their own very safe seats. Then how long before a government became corrupt, how long before the previous apathy, turns into concern that cannot be undone or changed, then what lengths would a party go to keep power without no challenge. What restrictions could ordinary people face? Welcome to a future with no hope, or has it? In the darkest times of humanity, there is nearly always a hero who steps forward from the realms of modesty. A protector, a saviour, someone to restore the natural balance of humanity. 
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CHAPTER 1

The beginning
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The train from Euston to Cardiff had its usual eclectic mix of passengers. No different to any other day. The only noticeable difference to your seasoned traveller would be a discernible, difference in numbers. But only if you were a regular on this service, and only if you were spatially aware of your surroundings and familiar frequent co-travellers. Most of the people who sat in first-class carriages were usually business people, men, women and also a small smattering of wealthy people who were travelling for other purposes. A large number of people who frequented public transport wore face masks. That was a remnant of the COVID 19 pandemic that had taken hold in twenty, twenty. That was nearly ten years ago now, but it had now become almost routine. A brief look around the carriage would tell anyone that a lot of people were using laptops, a few were sat next to loved ones, and the rest occupying this carriage, lost in a world of smartphone addiction; as was a normal facet of these days. The transport was clean apart from a couple of carelessly discarded coffee cups that were littering the floor of the carriage. 

It had been ten years since the government had won a landslide general election victory. The economy had suffered terribly in a couple of years after the pandemic. Now nearly eight years later it was picking up. But it was a different Great Britain from then. Gone was the three political party system that had been evident for a hundred years or more. Now it was a partial police state. A vast parliamentary majority had seen it possible to reduce the number of seats in parliament. The seat’s that were removed; fifty of them in total, were mainly opposition party seats. That had effectively given the government carte blanch to do whatever it wanted. Gone were the NHS, state pensions and the welfare system. It had become illegal to belong to specific organisations. Trade unions were all but outlawed, and a move had been made to limit people’s ability to belong to political organisations unless permission was granted. Political detentions, although not widely regarded as happening, were slowly becoming a fact of life. Freedom of expression was a bastion of the elite and wealthy; it was not a club whose membership was easily gained. People had become wary of what they said in public for fear of being ostracised, or worse still, being taken into custody for questioning.

One passenger on this train service this morning was Max Stevens, he did not stand out from anyone else; other than the fact he was not a regular on this service. A veteran of the British Army. He had served in reconnaissance missions in Syria. After the army, he had worked for MI6 for three years before quitting. He was not sacked but had suffered a post-traumatic syndrome-related breakdown, and on that basis, he had been persuaded to leave. His job in six had not been spying; he had been involved in development; that was another word for military intelligence, device design and invention. He had gone into the army in the intelligence section with a first-class honours degree in physics. He was looking for something different in life now. What, he was not quite sure. Still, he had a job with a company selling security for a modern world. He was not sure that this was for him; however, his CV fitted this company’s criteria, and for now, this would pay his bills; Max was on his way to a business meeting in the city of Cardiff. He was being put up in a hotel in the city centre. The train slowed and eased itself into Cardiff station. He alighted the train, and there was quite a large rush of people doing the same. The station was quite busy with commuters and visitors, who were here to see what Cardiff had to offer, which these days was quite substantial compared to some other destinations. He decided to walk the relatively short distance to his hotel. It was not forecast to be a warm weekend, but it was predicted to be dry.

As Max walked out from the exit of the station, he noticed several police officers in and around the main concourse area. He walked calmly and steadily; he had no wish to draw any attention to himself. From the corner of his peripheral vision, Max saw two police officers bundling a homeless woman into the back of a police van. He wanted to say to the police officers to leave the woman alone, but bit his lip and walked on, and he kept his head facing down towards the floor, he had no wish to be seen clearly on CCTV. It was a pointless exercise on his part as he could be traced here by credit card expenditure and face and gait recognition software. Still, old habits die hard. Max could not afford for an altercation with the law. He made his way through the city towards his hotel. In particular, this weekend would see the spectacle of an international rugby match. The teams were Wales, and their opponents for this part of the rugby tournament were, South Africa. Max had been given a pair of tickets for this spectacle. He would only use one ticket as he travelled alone. While walking through the city centre, he knew he was too early to check in to his hotel, so, decided to stop and have a drink and something to eat. He needed to do this as he was feeling a little light-headed. Max Stevens was prone to episodes like this when he got stressed. This weekend, although he should have been enjoying himself a little, he could not. The weight of the world was on his shoulders. His younger brother Alex had been detained last week by the police. They said that they were questioning him on suspicion of fraud. Max knew this to be a pile of crap, Alex was more honest than anyone he knew. He, along with his mother and father, suspected he had been detained because he was a member of the main socialist party. He had been refused bail pending a court hearing in a week until then he could do nothing.

Max entered into a shop that had a restaurant. He queued up and ordered a steak and kidney pie and chips. Not your typical haute cuisine, he thought, but it would fill a gap until tonight. He balanced this out with a cup of coffee. He paid his bill and found a table on his own. He ate his meal and drank his coffee. He killed some time reading his paper and after a suitable period got up and left. He carried on his way and reached his hotel about five minutes later. 

He walked up the steps of the hotel and walked towards the front doors. The hotel was a very tall building, one of the highest in the city by the look of it. It had a large paved area in front of the doors. When Max Stevens got within four or five foot of the doors, they automatically glided open. He slowed his pace slightly, so he did not walk into the glass plate. Then stepped inside of the reception area. Once inside, he looked around for the booking desk. He spied it just to his right-hand side. The carpet on the floor felt comfortable but functional under his feet. The area around the reception was decorated in pleasing and easy on the eye colour schemes. He walked towards and reached the counter. A young woman was finishing up checking a middle-aged couple into the hotel. She gave them directions for their room via the hotel lifts; and sent them in the right direction. Max Stevens stepped up to the counter. The young woman looked up from the table and said.

‘Can I help you, sir?’

Max Stevens looked her up and down very subtly. She was probably in her late twenty’s, smartly dressed, medium build; she didn’t have too much makeup on but enough to give a man a taste of her character, and she looked very efficient and business-like. She was pretty in a downplayed sort of way. Max was almost lost for a second in admiration for her looks, then suddenly said.

‘Oh, Good afternoon. I have a reservation in the name of Max Stevens.’

The receptionist, who wore a name badge on her breast pocket, which said, Marie, looked on the screen of her computer. After a few seconds, she looked up and replied.

‘Ah yes, Mr Stevens, I have found your reservation,’ she scrolled down the screen and looked back up at Max and said.

‘You’re on the eighth floor Mr Stevens.’ She then reached under the counter and retrieved a smart card type key for the door. Then she swiped the card through a machine that Max assumed was an activating device. He was not wrong; she checked it over and then handed it to him. 

‘Here’s your card Mr Stevens, room eight, three, four. That’s on the eighth floor, just over there to the left, there are lifts, they will take you up to level eight. We have a bar and a restaurant. You can book a meal if you like or just turn up later on.’

Max Stevens leant in slightly making a point of looking at her name tag and said.

‘Thank you very much, Marie, I am sure it will be fine.’

‘Hope you enjoy your stay here, Mr Stevens. Anything you need just give us a call.’

‘Oh I will Marie, and by the way, you can call me Max.’ She smiled at him, and he turned and walked away towards the lift, dragging his wheeled suitcase behind him.
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