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Chapter One




Brian walked smartly out of Piccadilly Circus tube station into a cold, overcast October morning. The rush in central London didn’t start till at least eleven, and even later in the winter, when the crush of tourists rose from their hotel rooms to take pictures of the digital billboard that had somehow become a symbol of London. 

The day threatened rain, so Brian carried his umbrella like a walking stick, whacking it off the pavement as he cut through Chinatown. Lorries beeped and reversed as delivery men dropped off crates of freshly caught fish boxed in ice and yelled to each other in a metropolitan mix of Cantonese and Cockney.

Brian carried the morning’s paper under his arm. He never usually took the free tabloid from the train, nor did he normally care much of anything about the royals, but something about the ice-cold reality of Princess Katyn’s funeral had caught in his throat, like it had the country’s.

Since her devastating death ten days ago, it felt like Britain had been locked in an emotional stasis, swinging between national grief and communal anger at the, as yet unknown, assailants. Brian had never seen anything like it in all his forty-five years. The papers had done their best to keep the population tense. Speculating non-stop on Prince James’ mental state and feeding, then debunking, the slew of conspiracy theories about Princess Alexandra plotting murder.

Brian didn’t believe any of that nonsense. As a doctor, he liked to think of himself as the paragon of logic. Whatever the evidence most strongly suggested was the most likely diagnosis. 

Brian unfurled the paper as he waited at the traffic lights to cross into Soho. The headline covered the page which was not taken up by a red-eyed James snapped entering his friend’s flat in Shoreditch while wearing a tracksuit. 

James to “step back” as nation buries Katyn. 

As the world prepares for an emotional farewell to Princess Katyn at Westminster Abbey, palace sources have confirmed Prince James will take a step back from his royal duties as prince regent for an extended period of rest. The announcement comes only days after the publication of a shocking private letter sent by the late Prince Richard to a fifteen-year-old James, making it clear Prince Richard preferred his daughter Alexandra to succeed over James…

The traffic lights beeped, and the green man flashed at the other side of the crossing. Brian quickly folded the paper up and walked across the road and officially into Soho, turning into the bottom of Dean Street, just as he did every morning.

The clinic at 56 Dean Street was a relatively recent innovation. It had been set up to deal specifically with the epidemic of chemsex, where people took drugs like crystal meth or GHB while having sex, often with dozens of partners, which had swept across much of the gay community in London. Men of all ages, backgrounds and social classes visited the clinic; some had never had a sexual health check up before in their lives, while others happily visited two or three times a month.

Brian loved his job because it made him feel like a pioneer, pushing the boundaries of what the NHS could do in order to reduce harm and keep people healthy. The amount of warnings the Department of Health had sent him, often accompanied with a personal phone call, to cease supplying clean straws, disposable needles and other items the government considered drug “paraphernalia” could fill a forest.

He checked his phone as he pulled open the heavy glass doors emblazoned with the “Fifty-Six” logo and started up the stairs. Quarter to eight, and already three emails forwarded to him by colleagues. Not, of course, at this clinic.

The downsides of Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis among gay men.

Another HIV diagnosis of a PrEP user.

Does PrEP increase risk-taking behavior? An empirical study.

Brian deleted all three, clicking his tongue in annoyance. Each of them nonsense. It was the bane of his life that the government still refused to fund the drug that was more effective than condoms in preventing HIV infection. As a doctor, a realist, and a gay man, he knew harm reduction was the only way things would change. Preaching abstinence would not, in a hundred thousand years, reduce the number of drug users or new HIV infections. Brian wondered for a moment about inviting another round of politicians to the clinic and lecturing them on the science. How a combination of testing, treatment, and prevention would effectively bring an end to HIV.

“We have the tools to banish AIDS,” Brian had said the familiar speech so many times he could recite it in his sleep, “we simply lack the political will and the adequate resources.”

“Morning, Brian,” said Maureen, the secretary, from behind the reception desk.

“How are you?” he asked out of politeness while looking through the appointment list for the day she had just handed him. Not a single slot free, as always. He put the paper down to flick over the page to the afternoon.

“Oh, fair to middling. Terrible business about that poor Katyn, isn’t it? My heart just breaks for James. Poor soul.”

“Uh-huh. Reach out to the Labour party, will you? I want to invite their new leader to our next open evening. What’s her name, Zia something? She seems good.”

Brian ran through the list of other politicians he knew by name who hadn’t received a flurry of invitations from him recently. There were not many left who weren’t already bored by his pleas for more investment. Perhaps he should just go straight to the top. Get Prince James on their side as a PrEP advocate since he was on his way out of the royal family.

Brian’s husband, Desmond, was obsessed with the rumor James was actually gay, which had been spinning around the internet in the last week and which Desmond so gleefully read out, verbatim, to Brian on the couch, in bed, or pretty much every other moment he could.

“I know you, my son,” Desmond had quoted from the leaked letter with a giant grin on his face. “I know the struggles you face in your heart, and I don’t ever want you to have to choose between who you love and the family that loves you.”

“Your first patient is already waiting inside,” Maureen said, doing everything she could short of pushing him across the waiting room with a broom handle. He rolled his eyes in some small measure of satisfaction. He hated when she let them into his room early. And it was only so she could spend an extra ten minutes in peace.

Brian tutted, but it wasn’t worth the fight. He left the newspaper crumpled on her minimalist reception desk. One small act of resistance against the tyranny of medical secretaries.

“Morning,” Brian said to the nervous young man sitting in his room, his restless leg making a sound like a tiny pneumatic drill pounding into the tiled floor. Brian felt like it was going to be one of those days.

He sat down at his desk and waited for the computer to turn on, giving the young man a friendly smile. He must have been barely in his twenties. A gym addict, that was for sure, wearing a crisp white polo shirt, dark jeans, and spotless white trainers. Brian guessed a Londoner and bet himself the young man sounded like it too.

“So,” Brian said as the computer finally turned on, “Jonas, is it?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

Brian smiled to himself. South London. Peckham, if he had to guess.

“And when was your last test?”

“Few years ago, mate.” 

Jonas was starting to breathe very rapidly. 

“All right. I want you to remember there’s nothing to be afraid of. Everything is treatable, and everything is going to be fine.”

“Yeah, but, like, I’ve been using drugs and stuff, you know. Like, not just steroids and that but I’ve been using Tina and stuff.” Jonas started scratching his arm and the foot tapping became even more rapid. He blew out his cheeks and shook his head in frustration like he couldn’t lift the weights he’d set his eyes on at the gym.

“Do you inject?” Brian asked. Although he already knew the answer. Jonas nodded. “Okay, well, I’m going to give you some clean needles to take home with you, all right? Let’s get you tested and I’ll talk you through the options, okay? Just remember, you’re going to be fine.”

“Yeah, but … it’s illegal, innit? Ain’t you going to have to report me?”

Few things a patient said made Brian genuinely laugh. But this did.

“Oh my goodness, Jonas, no. Not at all. Nothing you say here will ever go anywhere near the police. Don’t you worry.”

The young man seemed to relax just a little. Brian hoped this was not going to turn into a commonality among the young male gym-goers of South London, this apparent reluctance of going to a sexual health professional for fear the police would get involved.

“You sure?” Jonas asked before fully letting himself climb a rung down the anxiety ladder.

“Absolutely. Trust me, I’ve been a doctor for probably as long as you’ve been alive.” Brian stopped to figure out where the low hum of a commotion was coming from. Possibly outside his window, but that was unusual for so early in the morning. It almost sounded like it was outside his room, in reception. He tried to ignore it. “You can be absolutely honest with me. That’s how I can help you. No matter what you’re taking. The police aren’t just going to come barging in through that door.”

The noise outside was getting louder. And it was definitely coming from the waiting area. Banging, shouting. Gruff men. And then the shrill voice of Maureen trying to cut through it all like an exasperated schoolteacher: “You can’t go in there.”

The door burst open.

“Police. Armed police. Don’t move.” Two, four, six, eight officers all in black bullet proof armor with POLICE emblazoned across their chest stormed into the room pointing automatic rifles at Brian and Jonas. Brian’s first thought was for Jonas, who had immediately put his hands up, his face as white as his polo shirt and looking like he was moments from passing out. 

Brian couldn’t understand any of it. The officer’s faces were covered in black balaclavas. He couldn’t make any sense of the surreal scene. Unlike Jonas he didn’t put his hands up, in fact, he didn’t do anything but swing around on his chair to face the guns pointed at him in complete bafflement.

“What on earth is the meaning of—”

“Are you Doctor Brian Hardy?” A voice asked from behind the black armor of the Met Police, strapped to his body with velcro. A short man with the tired look of an old copper from a grim detective television show squeezed between the armed police. He wore a faded brown sport jacket the same color and vibrancy of his moustache.

“I am. Who is asking?”

“Chief inspector Doherty. Come with us, please.”

“But I’m with a patient.”

“It wasn’t a request. Get up now.”




• • •




Alexandra was perched delicately on the edge of the grand mahogany desk. Dark, foreboding clouds swam across the view from her office atop The Shard. But she wasn’t interested in the skyline today. She leaned forward, chin on her hand, red stilettos nearly piercing the black leather of the chair.

“A Jexit, if you will,” Peter said with a grin like a python about to swallow them all whole. “Samuel will spin it as Prince James’ graceful retreat from public life.” Peter nodded to the smarmy young man sitting with his legs crossed on the couch at the back of the long office, tapping away on a silver Mac. He stopped to give a half wave at the mention of his name. It gave Alex the chills.

“How do you expect that to fly?” Faisal asked, leaning against the frosted glass wall of the office and nervously spinning his phone, as he had been since Peter arrived with the news. “The law of succession can’t be changed by a regent.”

“Signing the succession bill will be his first and last act as King,” Peter responded as if it was already a forgone conclusion. Faisal gave her an obvious look. He’d made it very clear to her he thought this plan was nonsense, and Peter full of shit. She had to admit this change of the establishment’s tune was disconcerting to say the very least. Faisal might not trust them, but Alexandra wasn’t sure she had any other choice.

“This deal you’re proposing,” Alexandra said, digging her heel deeper into the leather chair, “what makes you so sure James is going to accept? I mean, what on earth is in it for him?”

Peter smiled again. She despised how his face twisted when he had something over her, over all of them. Spinning the Queen’s malicious wishes as she lay connected to the respirator, as if Peter had reached into her hospital gurney in the state room of Buckingham Palace and pulled the diamond tiara from her comatose head.

“That will be taken care of by…” Peter drifted off as he looked behind him to the door of the office which was opening. Alexandra sat bolt upright. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Not in her office. In stepped a razor-sharp woman in her mid-fifties, blonde silvery hair tightly scrunched back, wearing the hell out of an oversized suit. A police officer if ever Alexandra had seen one. A bulky man wearing a stab-proof vest under his suit jacket flashed his holstered handgun for all in the office to see, before closing the door behind the woman and clearly parking himself outside it.

“K,” Peter said, “nice of you too join us.”

“Apologies, ma’am,” the woman said, breezing past Peter and completely ignoring him. “Interregnum protocols. I’ll have to increase your security detail as well.”

“And you are?” Alexandra asked, getting up from her perch on the desk.

“Lisa Mantis, ma’am, director of MI5.” 

She offered Alexandra a soft hand, then took the chair Alex had been resting her heel on and sat herself down in the middle of the otherwise bare office. At least Peter always knew to stand while in the presence of an unseated royal. Lisa unfolded what looked like an impossibly thin translucent tablet from her inside pocket and double-tapped the screen to spring the thing into life.

“This is evidence we gathered from the servers of the Gazette,” Lisa said, handing Alex the pad. She had to lean back on the desk for support. Faisal made a half move to come help her, but she quickly regained her composure. After all, the evidence from the Gazette was nothing new, at least not to her. She’d been the original palace source of James’ confirmed bachelorhood.

Alexandra swiped through the images, one after the other, each one another piece of the most obvious puzzle there had ever been. The images weren’t just of James and Andrew together, there weren't too many of them save for the ordinary selfies they’d taken abroad. It was the screenshots of messages that were the most visceral. They could have been doctored, of course, but it was doubtful. Even so, the pieces fit too well together. Then she came to the images of the headlines; mocked-up front pages the Gazette had never ran.

PRINCE JAMES’ 15 YR GAY AFFAIR: THE SHOCKING TRUTH

The Gazette has obtained hard evidence that Prince James’ life has all been one big lie. Surely leaving his royal family devastated, and a country in shock, we can exclusively reveal in complete, documented, and frank detail, the sordid gay affair of the heir to the throne and the shocking steps he took to hide it from the world.

Still, to Alexandra, it didn’t quite seem enough to warrant the sanctions Peter was suggesting. A wholesale rejection of James’ crown which he’d fought her for, tooth and nail, for years. Was her brother so ashamed of himself, of Andrew, that he would rather abdicate than come out? Something didn’t add up.

“Is this it?” Alexandra asked, handing the pad back to Lisa. She didn’t look taken aback, but Peter did.

“Ma’am,” he said, glancing to Faisal for moral support. Fat chance, Alex thought. “This is explosive. It’s … it’s unconscionable. The public will be outraged, disgusted—”

“Oh, grow up, Peter,” Alexandra snapped. “It’s not nineteen-bloody-eighty anymore. Heartbroken prince finds love with best friend after girlfriend murdered. Christ, if anything this will make him more popular.”

Peter shared a glance with Lisa. They were hiding something else; she could feel it. An ace they were perhaps rather hoping not to play.

“You’re right, ma’am,” Lisa said, crossing her legs and at least looking at Alex like she wasn’t a fool. “In this day and age, yes, James could, in theory, survive this scandal, but…” 

“But what?” Alexandra demanded. 

“James is not well.”

“What?” Now she did fall back against the desk, clutching the wooden rim for support. Faisal leapt across the room to her side and put his arm around her.

“We’re not sure of anything yet,” Peter added, stepping closer as if out of concern, but she wished he wouldn’t. “But it seems that … yes, James has a serious, incurable disease, and may very well not have long left for this world.”

Alex couldn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it. Her own brother dying was not something she wanted. Even if it did give her the throne.

“We aren’t sure of that yet,” Lisa added, almost rolling her eyes at Peter while taking Alex’s hand. “But we do know that the monarchy needs to stay strong. We have a responsibility to the crown, so…” Lisa took in a deep breath, her gaze directly on both her and Faisal which came with a bubble of lingering suspicion. “We’ve concluded that it’s in the best interests of the monarchy, of the country, for you to succeed your grandmother.”

Alexandra snatched her hand back. She wanted to shriek with laughter, it was so ridiculous. She was meant to believe that this group of behind-the-scenes manipulators had tired of seeking out the best way to bury her and Faisal in the space of what, a week? A few days? Since this morning?

“How amusing,” Alexandra said with a steely look at them both. “Just last week Faisal’s uncle was being accused of cold-blooded murder, and my children were utterly traumatized when your agents, Ms. Mantis, decided it was better for Jasmine and Hassan to witness armed police smashing through their bedroom windows than be in the care of their uncle who, by the way, is utterly innocent.”

“We’re aware of that,” Lisa said, her arm swung over the back of the chair like the character assassination they’d attempted on her family was merely water under the bridge. “And we’re taking steps to address that and counter the narrative. A full and unreserved apology will be issued in the coming weeks—”

“Have you even found the culprits? Do you even have a single lead about who murdered Katyn?” Alex said.

“Still no, unfortunately, ma’am. But we are working round the clock—”

“The public hate us now, thanks to what you people did,” Faisal added.

“Hate me now, Faisal. They always hated you.” Alex pulled away from them all and turned to her window and the majestic view of a typically gray London. She wiped the threat of a tear from her face, she would need to save all of them for this afternoon.

“As we said, ma’am, significant steps will be taken to address the negative perceptions some in the country may hold.” Lisa continued with a monotonous, almost bored tone, like she had somewhere far better to be than coming to apologize for the concerted attacks on her and her family. Although there hadn’t even been an apology. 

“Samuel,” Peter said, calling out across the room. “Is it time?”

“Nearly,” he called back. 

Alex hated most of all that they had commandeered her private office for this piss-poor attempt at a reconciliation. She didn’t even have anywhere to storm out of.

“Ma’am,” Peter asked, “do you have a television set?”

She scoffed. Next they would be asking for her to make them up sandwiches as they took off their shoes. She could see Peter in the reflection of the window, creeping towards her.

“Over there,” she mumbled, waving back towards the wall Samuel was sitting beside. Faisal at least darted over to help, pressing on the remote control which drew back a wood panel on the wall to reveal a large TV. Peter and Lisa joined them over at the couch as Faisal found the news channel, as Alex skulked over as well, with her arms still folded.

“Any minute now,” Peter said, looking at his watch. The clock on the screen was at 8:59, the news seconds away from repeating the day’s top story. There was only one. And she still had to get ready for this funeral which a significant portion of the population believed her family, if not Alexandra herself, had had a hand in causing.

“Our top story this morning,” the anchor said above the over-dramatic chimes of a breaking news story. “Only moments ago, Labour party leader Zia Wajid dramatically called on Prince James to stand aside as Britain prepares for Princess Katyn’s funeral later today.”

Alex’s mouth would have dropped open if she wasn’t better bred. She saw Faisal glance worriedly at her, but ignored him, focusing only on the television screen which had now cut to the front garden of a small, semi-detached house where the barely five-foot leader of the opposition was striding down the path to a gaggle of excited journalists all jockeying for a position and yelling incomprehensible questions at her.

“My condolences are obviously with His Royal Highness Prince James on this tragic day, but I believe, and much of the country believes, now is the right time for him to step back from the strain of public life. Princess Alexandra can do a fabulous job as queen, representing a modern, multicultural Britain. I won’t be taking questions.”

Still, the waiting journalists bombarded her with questions, and the woman was almost lost in the ensuing scrum as she pushed through to her car, which then rapidly drove down the suburban street despite some journalists running after it, thrusting their microphones as if the roaring exhaust might offer some salient tidbit of information for their respective outlet.

“My God,” Faisal said, scrolling through his phone. “Twitter is going wild. #QueenAlex is trending, you’re even closing in on #ByeKatyn and #PeoplesPrincess.”

Samuel triumphantly sat back on the leather couch, cracking his knuckles and grinning. Peter, too, had a python-esque smirk across his face. 

“The public are a fickle bunch,” Peter said.

“Yes,” Alexandra agreed, “almost as fickle as you lot.” She started back to her desk, signaling the meeting was over and they should all clear out her office immediately.

“Right then,” Faisal said, at least he could do that much. “We still have to get ready for the funeral, so…”

“Yes, of course,” Peter said. “Ride with me, will you?” he said to Lisa. The tone with which he said it piqued Alexandra’s interest, and she turned to see Lisa reacting with a very raised eyebrow. 

“You can ride with me, if you wish.” 

It gave Alexandra a spark of satisfaction that this establishment conspiracy didn’t have quite as united a front as they presented. After all, only last week they had been Operation Rex, and now they were Operation Regina. They cleared out though, she could see from the reflection in the window. A storm was certainly brewing in the chromatic sky. Another complication in what she had to wear.

“What do you make of it?” Faisal asked her, creeping up but still keeping his distance. Yes, he could still do that much.

“What illness are they talking about?” Alexandra asked, partly to herself. “Have they given him cancer or something?”

“You don’t think it could be real? Maybe he is sick.”

“Didn’t that work out well for their shifting agenda.”

“Alex, they’re offering us everything we want. Why are you being so negative? Just take it. What’s the problem?” 

Alexandra almost choked with disbelief. How gullible men could be.

“Make yourself useful, will you?” she said, refusing to turn and look at her husband, or even see his face in the reflection. “Go and find out what’s wrong with James.”

“How do you want me to do that?”

“You know Andrew intimately,” now Alex turned, but not to look at him. Her assistant Doris was wheeling in a garment rack stuffed with every black dress imaginable. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

Doris silently laid out different pairs of black heels on the coffee table below the television which displayed aerial shots of what would soon be the route of the funeral procession.

“All of these?” Faisal asked as Alexandra began a quick flick through the dress options.

“You heard the news,” she said, investigating the labels to make sure the designers were all British. “Now I have to look like a queen in waiting for the funeral of a rival I allegedly had murdered. As well as dressing like a proper mourning sister-in-law, mother, princess, wife,” Alexandra ran out of spare fingers to count off, “and, for some inexplicable reason, also a sex object worthy of a magazine cover. So yes, Faisal, I need all of these.

Faisal didn’t answer, just lurked by the door, hands in his pockets and pretending to look uncomfortable at the drubbing she was giving him. Better she get it out now, though, while only Doris was around to hear.

“Run along now.”


Chapter Two




Peter kept up with Lisa’s brisk pace as they walked down a sealed, fluorescent lit corridor deep in MI5 headquarters. She hated how he acted like her equal, but protocol had advised her that, in actual fact during an interregnum, he was essentially her superior. 

Through a masterpiece of parliamentary maneuvering, Peter had ensured a provision for the establishment of a Regency Council be inserted into the formal legislation enacting James’ assumption of royal prerogative while the Queen remained in a coma. This little-known provision hadn’t been used since 1765, and in fact no one had even noticed the Regency Act contained it, since it was shrouded in suggestive actions the prime minister could decide to take. Following Katyn’s death, Peter had convinced the PM to activate the Regency Council clause given James’ “unknown mental state”, as Peter had said on the private phone call Lisa had listened in on. And who else was better placed to sit on this council, designed to act as a potential break on the regent’s prerogative powers, than the co-conspirators of the former Operation Rex.

“What are you planning to do with the book?” Peter asked. He said it like blood had not already been shed over it.

“There was no trace of a digital copy on the Gazette’s servers. Just one physical copy in the safe which we have. The editor, Bill Honnington, is in solitary confinement, along with the rest of the senior editorial team. We don’t believe anyone else on staff was aware of it.”

“How long can you hold them for?”

“Another few weeks or so before we have to go to court, but they were only arrested for phone hacking, conspiracy, and treason. If we re-arrest them for terror offences, we can get another ninety days easy.”

“Good. Let’s keep them under wraps for now. I have a hunch the last thing this operation needs is that bloody book coming out.”

Lisa didn’t share his concern it would be fatal, but did agree the release of a well-researched book alleging Queen Victoria II arranged for the murder of her only son with the help of the security services would not, in the current climate, go down very well.

“Liv Finnegan is dead,” Lisa said, determined not to let Peter forget the human cost of his “hunches”. “And the agent she approached with it is in hiding as we know all about his insider dealing.”
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