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Prologue







10 Downing Street, 1935




“Mr. Crouch,” the bespeckled secretary said as she appeared from the depths of the long, dimly-lit corridor of the prime minister’s residence. She pulled her cardigan in closer, peering suspiciously at the man who’d arrived at such a late hour. Not dressed in evening attire. Not here for some official function. Just turned up at Downing Street like a common snuff salesman. Crouch held his bowler hat still on his lap as the secretary stared at his restless leg with her best gatekeeper glare. “The prime minister will see you now.”

Crouch took his hat and briefcase and followed her down the dank corridor from which she’d came. Trust a miser like Stanley Baldwin to keep the lamps off at night, Crouch thought. 

“May I take your…anorak?” she asked as they stopped at the door to the PM’s study.

“That’s quite all right.” She glared disapprovingly at him, then knocked on the door. “I understand you’re a new hire in Mr. Baldwin’s administration?”

“Oh yes. Um, quite new, sir. I joined the civil service back when Mr. MacDonald—”

“Very good, very good.”

“Enter,” Baldwin yelled from beyond the door. But Crouch grabbed the handle before she could open it. The secretary gasped in surprise.

“The last PM may have been a bit laxer,” Crouch said with his trademark quiet, yet deadly, tone, “but from now, I expect you to refer to me in this building and all others as C, understood?”

“Y-yes sir,” she squeaked.

“And never, never keep me waiting. It’s a matter of national security.” The poor secretary rapidly nodded. “Good girl,” Crouch added with a false smile. He opened the door as she scurried off.

“Ah, Jimmy. Good to see you,” Baldwin said, standing over his gas lamp-lit desk in white shirt sleeves puffing out his waistcoat. The Conservative prime minister’s pale, stretched face grimaced at the papers he held, as if trying to find order in perpetual chaos. “How are things over at the Secret Intelligence Service?”

“Finding everything all right, Prime Minister?” Crouch replied, not responding to the question Baldwin didn’t care to hear an answer for.

“Yes, yes, of course. Just how I left it.”

“Ramsay didn’t leave any Russian dictionaries lying around, did he?”

“What? Oh, don’t be such a curmudgeon. We’ve got Germans to worry about these days, not Russians.”

“I worry about everybody, sir.”

“Everybody who’s not British, I should hope.”

“Quite. Do you mind?” Crouch motioned to the chair standing vacant in front of the desk as Baldwin busied himself worrying over which typed piece of paper belonged on which pile. Baldwin glanced up from the papers and gestured to it like he didn’t care. Crouch put his briefcase down beside the chair, laid his hat on top of the case, and folded the anorak over the leather back. Feeling more at ease, he spotted the drinks trolley in the corner. “Drink, Prime Minister?”

“Oh,” Baldwin said, slightly taken aback. “What time is it?” He checked his silver pocket watch. “Why not.”

Crouch poured them both a double whiskey then handed a glass to the prime minister, who gave up on sorting the papers and took a seat behind his desk. Crouch remained standing, glass in one hand and thumb and forefinger of his other hand grasping his lapel.

“Have you ever heard of the Gaveston Protocols, Prime Minister?”

“Um…remind me.”

“They’re a set of secret laws which allow the government of the day, in close consultation with the sovereign, to authorize the assassination of any person who threatens the lawful line of succession.”

“Good God. Are they really?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I wouldn’t have thought our sovereign, George V, is in any state to start approving assassinations. When I saw him last week, he was sucking down oxygen from a mechanized lung and accusing the footmen of stealing all his slippers.”

“Indeed. Which is why I was quite surprised to receive a telegram from His Majesty this afternoon with four words on it. Gaveston Protocols were the first two. Care to guess at the third and fourth?”

“Oh, um,” Baldwin said with a jolly grin as if Crouch had invited him to play a parlor game. “Adolf Hitler?”

“Mrs. Simpson.”

“Come now, Mrs. is an honorific, not a word.” Crouch raised an eyebrow. “Well, yes, I suppose that is beside the point. Oh dear.” Baldwin drank deeply as the gravity of Crouch’s admission made itself known. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

“To be blunt, Prime Minister, I couldn’t care less whether a twice-divorced American named Wallis Simpson lives or dies.”

“That is the official policy of His Majesty’s government when it comes to the mistress of the heir to the throne, Jimmy, don’t worry.” Baldwin raised his glass to that as if praying for the day he’d never have to hear the name Wallis Simpson again.

“However…”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Wallis Simpson is a German asset.”

“All the better to bump her off, then,” Baldwin said. “What the devil are you waiting for, Jimmy?”

“Prime Minister,” Crouch put down his untouched glass and leaned across the table like a schoolmaster. “If we kill Wallis Simpson, the Germans will retaliate. There’re at least three agents in Berlin who are skating on very thin ice, and we can’t afford to lose them. Not now.”

“Ah. That does complicate matters. So, what do you suggest?”

“We kill the Prince of Wales.”

Baldwin’s face dropped. His face shook like he’d swallowed a glass full of maggots.

“The King will never agree—”

“He’s always preferred his son Bertie anyway.”

“But still. The precedent. The heir to the throne.”

“We killed his elder brother.”

“What, Prince Albert Victor? Impossible. He died of…of the flu or some such.” Slowly, Crouch shook his head as Baldwin appeared positively unwell at the news. “Why on earth did we bump off Prince Albert Victor?”

“It was His Majesty’s idea, to be honest. Queen Victoria preferred to see him married already, but George V wanted his bride-to-be Mary of Teck. And what with the elder brother’s fondness for visiting homosexual brothels, the family agreed with the younger brother’s assessment that Albert Victor had a sickness which could not be cured.”

“If only the current Prince of Wales had such an affliction.”

“Indeed. The palace wouldn’t be paying child support to four separate women.”

“Four!”

“At the last count. The list may have grown since then. I haven’t checked.”

“Good God. For a future king he’s not very bright, is he?”

“Well, you know what they say, Prime Minister. If you want a tip for the three-fifteen horse race at Newmarket, ask a royal. For everything else…”

“Don’t.” Baldwin shook his head and snatched Crouch’s glass. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. But in his present state the King is mad enough to agree to this, and I can’t…no, I won’t start playing croquet with the heads of potential kings. You’ll have to find another way.”

“I quite agree,” Crouch said with a smile. He sat down and opened his briefcase, pulling out a paper file and handing it to Baldwin. The prime minister took it like a child getting an orange on Christmas morning. 

“Lady Rosemary,” Crouch said as Baldwin read over the file. “They dated briefly in France in 1917.”

“Lady Rosemary…I thought she was a you-know-what-bian?”

“I can’t speak to that, sir, but she’s a widower now.”

“Why did they break up?” Baldwin asked, sipping the whiskey as if already rehearsing how he’d present this plan to the King.

“The Prince of Wales likes to be dominated,” Crouch said, like reporting the weather. Baldwin spat out his sip. “Apparently, Lady Rosemary wasn’t quite up to the ticket.”

“The last thing I expected to deal with as prime minister was intimate details of the royals’ sex lives.”

“I’m afraid that’s part of the job description, sir.”

“I suppose so.” He closed the file. “This is the great compromise, is it? The Prince of Wales marries Lady Rosemary—”

“And keeps Wallis Simpson safely stowed away at Windsor Castle where he can visit her three times a week for whatever disgusting sexual perversions the future king can conceive.”
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Chapter 1







Andrew looked across the breakfast table at James with something akin to happiness. It was a small feeling, almost as minuscule as the crumbs from the scone James was trying to butter falling across his open newspaper. The light of a warm morning in late July spilled into the gilded breakfast room through broad windows, heralding the open vista of Windsor Castle’s immaculate green lawn currently crawling with workmen hoisting up marquees for their engagement party that evening. Piers, their chocolate Labrador, bounded across the green lawns, barking joyously at getting in the way.

James sat at the head of the table, window to his back, as he concentrated on the newspaper. His arms worked independently, jabbing the butter knife into the pot of jam, spoiling both, but succeeding to spread thick blackcurrant over the scone, and only a little on his fingers which he promptly licked off, eyes always on the newspaper. In the three months since James had become King and came out to the world, the feeling that Andrew’s life was just one bad headline from complete collapse had receded. He was exactly where he wanted to be. Sitting across the breakfast table from the man the whole world now knew he loved. So why did it all feel so fragile? Like a city built on sand, waiting for the inevitable rain to melt it all away. 

Andrew turned his engagement ring over and over. He took it off, glanced at the mark it made, then slid it back on. The strangest thing about King James III getting down on one knee on live television to ask Andrew to marry him was how minor of a story it had become in the tapestry of royal drama engulfing Britain. What led the headlines each and every day was the looming referendum. Alexandra versus James. Sister against brother in a public popularity contest to decide the future of the monarchy. Naturally, the debate had evolved far beyond the binary question on the ballot. With, not least of all, Lizzie wondering aloud on television and in newspaper columns if it wasn’t better to cut the crap and just elect the head of state. Although the term republic was still banded about as a closet swear-word in most polite society. The suggestion they could choose their royal family had thrown Britain into an existential crisis, with modernists unhappy the monarchy itself wasn’t on the ballot, and traditionalists decrying the sacrilege of changing monarchs without a death or a civil war. The only person who was happy about all this was the prime minister herself, an obvious republican and inflexible socialist whom Andrew wasn’t wholly unconvinced had been pulling the strings to engineer this exact outcome where the upper classes ripped themselves apart. But still, Andrew had his man, and for all intents and purposes, he was as close to happy as he’d ever been.

“Did you read this?” James said through a mouthful of scone. “More about Faisal’s affairs.” James washed the mouthful down with coffee as Andrew watched a tent collapse out on the lawn in an unexpected gust of wind. “It says he kept a secret room at the Bullman's Club where he would ply his conquests with champagne and a Jacuzzi.”

Andrew’s cup clattered onto the saucer. He cleared his throat, or tried to. The lump didn’t budge. Now the tent had blown into another one, and the workmen were rushing around trying to stop more chaos like the blood racing mercilessly around Andrew’s veins. Piers was spooked and started snapping at the heels of the workmen trying desperately to save the marquee.

“Are you all right?” James asked, looking up from the paper. “Have some orange juice.” James went back to the paper as Andrew leaned over the table, taking the decanter of freshly squeezed juice and pouring it into a glass.

“Did they…uh, say anything more?” He drank deeply and the acid burned his throat. 

“No,” James said, flicking over the page. “But with the rate these stories about Faisal and Alexandra's crumbling marriage are coming out I shan’t suspect it will be long before we get all the sordid details.” Andrew choked on the orange juice. “What on earth is happening to you this morning? You’re falling apart at the seams.”

“I’m fine.” Andrew gasped for breath then washed away the sinking feeling in his stomach with another drink. Outside, the tent calamity had been brought under control. No more damage had been done, and the men with hardhats and yellow vests had managed to re-erect the tent while another played fetch with the dog. “I’m fine,” Andrew said again with more certainty. “Have you taken your pill this morning?”

“Oh no, not yet.” James glanced around the cluttered breakfast table. “Charles usually puts it in a silver butter dish, but since we’re not at Buckingham Palace…oh, here it is.” James lifted a small silver cloche from a platter to reveal the pale pill, which he popped in his mouth and swallowed with the dregs of his coffee. “There we are, matron. Happy?”

“James, I’m only trying to help. You need to make it a habit. Every day.”

“I know, I know. And the exercise and eating healthy. Thank you, doctor,” James lifted the newspaper up with both hands, turning one page to the next. “We can do a ten-mile run after our meeting with the archbishop if you like. Or would you prefer to run to Lambeth Palace?”

Andrew ignored him, pouring himself more coffee from the cafetiere and trying not to let the sharp memory of Faisal fucking him in the champagne-soiled Jacuzzi burst his precarious bubble of happiness. This all-out war against Alexandra was breeding its own unintended consequences. Because it was working. Day after day of negative press coverage imbued with what even James’ staunchest supporters described as borderline-misogynistic. Column inches questioned her role as a mother after agreeing to send her children to Saudi Arabia. Her idea of being a sister by stabbing James in the…if not back, then at the very least, neck, and openly scrambling after his crown. Now came the relentless attacks against Alexandra as a wife. A failure in that respect too. Unable to keep her dashing and, to the press, blameless husband satisfied as she pursues her Lady Macbethian quest for power. Forget Shakespeare, all Andrew could think about was Icarus. James might celebrate every headline which attacked his sister, but there was Alexandra down-blow, standing on solid ground and looking up at them through a pair of binoculars, flicking a magnifying glass in the direction of the soft feathers of their lives that were oh so flammable.

“Are you?” James said, getting annoyed.

“Am I what?”

“Listening? I asked if you’re going to talk to Lizzie today.”

“About…”

“Andrew,” James quickly folded up the newspaper. “We agreed you would try to bring her back into the fold. Samuel and the campaign team don’t like her out there, mouthing off about why not just vote on the monarchy itself if we’re already discussing who should wear the crown.”

“She’s only saying that to show how absurd this whole thing is.”

“She’s dangerous, Andrew.”

“She’s not.”

“You’re blinded by that woman. What is it with you two?”

“Oh, forgive me for defending one of the only true friends I’ve had throughout all this,” Andrew said, shaking with sudden anger as he topped up his empty coffee cup.

“What exactly do you mean by all this?”

“You know what I mean.”

“You’ve already betrayed me with one sister, Andrew. Don’t betray me with the other one.”

“B-betraying you?” Andrew said, incredulous. James’ stormy face had already turned to thunder.

“Just bring her back in, all right? Give her whatever she wants.”

“Whatever Samuel wants.”

James did not register the sarcastic tone. As if he’d grown accustomed to tuning out every time Andrew mentioned Samuel, his mortal enemy and brown-noser in chief. James was looking over Andrew’s shoulder at the door.

“Bad time, Your Majesty?” Samuel asked.

“No, not at all,” James said, his face noticeably sparkling like the sun outside. Andrew grimaced as Samuel sat himself on James’ other side, directly across the table from Andrew. You’ll be the first one to go when I get the chance, Andrew telepathically reminded this upstart already grabbing toast from the tray like they were sitting in a supermarket cafeteria. 

“Help yourself, Samuel,” Andrew said with a smile as forced as the one on Queen Rosemary’s face from the portrait of the long-suffering wife of Edward VIII hanging on the wall directly behind Samuel. Andrew had picked up on certain streaks of color between James and Samuel that he did not like. At first, he thought the vibes were pumping in only one direction; upward from the man James had picked as his replacement during their break-up last year. But in the latter months, the secret something had become a distinct two-way street. Looks, smirks, smiles were passed between these two men with more ease than Andrew liked. Worst of all, the nods, winks, even the mentions of each other’s names, reminded Andrew of the sly little codes and secret tongues which had defined his own relationship with James for so many years. Now that Andrew had been thrust into the limelight, would James soon tire of him? Perhaps he craved the thrill of illicit excitement to get through the day.

“Samuel thinks,” James said, causing Andrew to grimace with sciatic discomfort, “and I tend to agree, we shouldn’t campaign at all.”

“But,” Andrew said directly to James, ignoring that smirking, thick-necked buffoon cracking open a hard-boiled egg and eating the entire thing with a spoon like a jungle animal. “The whole strategy I laid out, that you agreed to, James, was to use the engagement party as a launchpad for a campaign blitz. We’re three weeks out from the vote—”

“Samuel thinks campaigning cheapens our argument,” James said, since the real Samuel was too busy gobbling down an unearned egg. “We can leave the grubby vote-grabbing to her. Not that it’s helping her much.” James smirked. Samuel chuckled in response. Another needless nipping that hit Andrew right in the back of his throat. “Go on,” James said, “tell him.”

“Tell me what?”

They shared a giggle and it echoed with the burden that every wife of every king had borne. To be sat across the dinner table from the mistress. Brazenly, casually dining on the good china. How Queen Rosemary, her tortured frown glaring down upon them, had not slid a knife into the throat of Wallis Simpson, Andrew would never understand. But Andrew understood one thing. Kings kept their mistresses close. They were ladies of the realm. Wives of lords, sometimes even spouses of parliamentarians. Often the mistress had far more to lose than a king though. Except Wallis Simpson who remained twice divorced and never remarried, living quite openly in Windsor Castle, while the other wife stayed at Buckingham Palace.

“Tell me what?” Andrew demanded, banging his fist on the table and jingling the cutlery like a swinging chandelier.

“Alexandra has dropped to fifteen percent,” Samuel said. James grinned. 

“You knew?” Andrew said, watching James who was full of wide-eyed admiration for Samuel. 

“Samuel texted me the numbers this morning.”

“They won’t come out until Sunday’s papers tomorrow, but…yes. Down to fifteen percent. Only her hardcore supporters are left. We’re sitting on an insurmountable lead. Forty-eight percent of the electorate favor James. Twenty-five percent are still saying they are staunch republicans and boycotting the vote. But down from thirty-three percent at the start of the campaign.”

“That drop,” Andrew said, but again to James. “shows Lizzie’s talk of a republic is having no impact. A negative effect, even.”

“Or that people are listening to her,” James said, “and don’t like the idea of getting rid of the monarchy.”

“Could be,” Samuel said, licking his lips like he was licking James’ ass. Andrew glowered. 

“Either way—”

“Either way,” James said with emphatic gusto, “we’re bringing Lizzie in, aren’t we?”

Andrew took the tone in the warning manner it was intended. Folding his napkin in half, then half again, he turned back to Samuel and said, “Don’t you think actively campaigning in the closing weeks will get us above fifty percent of the electorate?”

“We don’t need above fifty. We only need to win.”

“But a sixty percent victory, seventy percent, that’s whopping. It’s unequivocal.”

“It’s gonna be eighty-five to fifteen at this rate.”

“But your numbers are all voters. Not those who will turn out on the day,” Andrew said. “Alexandra’s supporters might decide to stay home. Or ours, if they think it’s a sure-fire thing. It could be dangerous. Polls are dangerous.”

“That’s why you should refuse to accept the results,” Samuel said. James turned in shock. Andrew made no effort to look surprised in the slightest. Indeed, he wasn’t, this line of argument had been bandied about in certain circles of the pro-James, right-wing press for some months now. 

“Sammy,” James said with a tone of voice as soft as melted butter. Now Andrew sat bolt upright. “I already said I’ll respect the results of the referendum. I said it on television.”

“You said a lot of things on television,” Samuel said, this secret smirk aimed directly at Andrew. “That was then. This is now.” 

They sat quietly. The double meaning of the words was not lost on Andrew. Samuel wanted to unpick Andrew from James’ life like a wrong stitch in a tapestry. James might not be aware, or might never be, but Andrew got the distinct impression Samuel would not be the last ambitious young man with a barrel-chest and walloping cock to try and snatch his king. Queen Rosemary looked down from the framed painting on the wall with a look of sorrow.

“Oh, sir,” Samuel said with feigned surprise. “I tracked down that story I told you about.”

“What story?” Andrew asked.

“Just some rumors I’d heard. From some of my contacts in the press. There’s a big story coming involving Faisal.”

“His affairs,” Andrew said. “Yes, it’s been in the tabloids all week in case you hadn’t been paying attention.”

“No, something bigger than that.” Samuel swiped Andrew away. Literally, he lifted his hand and wafted it at Andrew like he was a fly threatening to spoil a soup. “Anyway, I tracked it down. It’s the Financial Times,” Samuel said but only to James, barely containing his glee.

“I didn’t peg you as an FT reader,” Andrew said quickly. 

“They’re running with it on Monday morning. I don’t know all the details, but it involves donations made by Faisal’s company, Royal Arabian Petroleum. I’ll be shocked if she doesn’t divorce him after this.”

Now James and Andrew shared a look. Faisal’s company had made secret and illegal payments to prime minister Zia Wajid’s campaign to win the Labour Party leadership race, and that knowledge Andrew and James had used to blackmail her into dropping the abdication bill to let Alexandra take power in exchange for a referendum. At least, this was a secret shared only between Andrew and James…and the prime minister.

“She’ll need my permission to do that,” James said with a dark grin Andrew knew all too well. Andrew had no doubt if there was a difference between James winning and Alexandra losing, he’d take the latter each and every time.

“Samuel,” Andrew said, catching James’ eye for once. “Would you excuse us for a moment?”

“No, it’s all right. I don’t mind waiting.” Samuel reached for another hard-boiled egg and cracked it open off a crystal glass. The room pulsated with a ringing silence. Andrew said nothing. He only looked at James, poised to speak the moment Samuel closed the door with him on the other side of it. No move was made. It took James a moment, too many moments for Andrew’s liking, but he did nod to Samuel.

“We’ll chat later, Samuel. Thank you.”

Begrudgingly, like a child finally giving up on fighting a bedtime, Samuel squawked his chair back and gave an obnoxious sigh like a disgruntled pig. Although he didn’t yet get up. Three weeks, Andrew reminded himself. With the vote behind them, Andrew was planning a two-month world tour before the wedding and coronation. And Samuel would very unfortunately not receive his ticket. If Andrew still pulled the kind of sway he used to, Samuel would find his royal duties taking him to the far north. Balmoral, as it happened. The Scottish castle James shuddered at the mere mention of.

Before the swine named Samuel could exit, though, the butler Charles rushed in, neck bright red under his stiff white collar.

“Charles,” James said as the ageing Charles struggled for breath. “What the devil are you doing here? Shouldn't you be at Buckingham Palace? I’m meeting the prime minister there this afternoon.”

“As head…of the royal household,” Charles panted, “I go…where you go, sir.”

“Who on earth is over there manning the shop?”

“Now that you’re king—” Samuel thrust a glass of water into Charles’ hands, “—your life requires a tad less…cloak and daggers. I’ve been investing in a larger staff.”

“Oh. Jolly good then. Don’t I feel the fool for not coming out ten years ago.” James said it with the sort of broad, tabloid-ready smile that left Andrew wondering if the prince was joking or not. “Right, Andrew. I want to change before we meet the archbishop. I was thinking of that shirt with the tight black collar. Trick the vicars into thinking we’re as close with Jesus as we are with Dorothy.”

“Um, sir.” 

“Oh, right, sorry Charles. You wanted to tell me something.”

“Yes, sir.” He handed the glass of water back to Samuel and, to the surprise of them all, pulled a hip flask from his jacket pocket and took a swig, shaking as he put it back in his breast pocket. “Your mothers are here.”

“I only have one mother, Charles,” James said, looking around the room for a smirk to share.

“Of course, sir. I meant both your mothers. Princess Alice and…Mrs. Hodes.”

Whatever glint of happiness Andrew had spied across the breakfast table earlier this morning was sucked away by Charles’ sweaty grimace, and Samuel’s quiet chirp of delight.




Chapter 2







Alexandra’s car pulled up outside Westminster Abbey. The crowd was thin for a sunny morning. Journalists outweighed well-wishers two to one. Although there was only one television camera set up a dozen feet away in the small plaza beyond. At least her campaign team had managed to keep it to one camera. Despite it being their ten-year wedding anniversary, Faisal was hardly in a mood to be all smiles for the evening news. 

Alexandra watched the handful of female supporters behind a police barrier wave home-made signs and sing God save the Queen at the top of their voices. A royal protection officer scurried around the car, readying for the short walkabout before they entered the Abbey for the service of thanksgiving of their marriage. Faisal had wanted to cancel. 

A loud, piercing buzz, like a wasp trapped between windows, made Alex gasp. Faisal’s phone. Yet again. From across the gulf of the back of the car, he pulled it out of his breast pocket, glared at the number on the screen, then flicked away the call. 

“Can’t you turn that thing off for five minutes?”

“It might be work.”

“Because it’s so important for them to reach you on a Saturday?”

“One of us will need to keep a job,” Faisal said, voice soaked with darkness. He then turned to Alex and plastered a fake smile across his face. “Ready, darling?”

Alexandra said nothing as the car door was opened for her. Like sliding into a long pair of gloves, she grasped the haze of joyous cheer from the crowd, making up for in volume what they couldn’t do in numbers. 

“Queen Alex!” They chanted as she waited on the curbside and waved. The imposing white towers of the Abbey in front and the rabid sty of journalists penned in behind cloistered them in. Goldfish taking one last swim around the bowl. Fifteen percent, Alexandra thought to herself through gritted teeth. I wonder why.

“Your Highness,” one journalist shouted, his voice booming through the pack. “How many women have you slept with at the Bullman’s Club?”

“Faisal,” yelled another. “How long have you been cheating on your wife?”

Alexandra peeked over her shoulder as her husband, buttoning up his suit jacket and waving awkwardly at the press pack baying for blood, walked around the back of the car to greet her. He offered her a hand. The gold Saudi sovereign on his pinky finger lightly grazing her wrist. She left his hand untouched, snatching her own away as if it might spark her with a static shock. She bounded over to the closest barrier where her supporters frantically cheered and dived into shaking hands.

“We still love you, ma’am!”

“You’ll always be our queen.”

The fake smile she carried like a cross became too much of a burden. They’d already written her off. Calling time on her campaign before a single vote had been cast. She quickly looked around the almost entirely female crowd for any sign of hope. Amongst the purple and green suffragette rosettes her supporters had adopted as their own, little else but looks of pity and sorrow came her way. Normally, it was the royal offering sympathy to the people she met, not the other way around.

One rather fearsome woman with a white cardigan slung over her shoulders and dark sunglasses pushing her hair back like she was a tennis champion’s mother at Wimbledon handed Alexandra a bouquet of white roses. Not with a smile, but a gleam of righteous anger.

“Dump that git, ma’am,” the woman said, loud enough for anyone within ten feet to hear. Instinctively Alexandra glanced around at Faisal, standing inside the black gate bordering Westminster Abbey and fiddling with his phone. She looked back at the woman who didn’t flinch. “You’d be polling even without him dragging you down.”

“Thank you for the flowers,” Alexandra said, before she let herself say anything else. The woman nodded and shot Faisal one more furious look before sliding her sunglasses down and leading the crowd in a round of applause. Alexandra hopped through the gate and turned to give one quick wave to the shouting press and snapping cameras across the small square. Faisal barely lifted a hand.

“White roses, eh?” Faisal said as the Abbey doors were opened for them. “What play are we in today, Richard III? Why are your supporters always out for blood?”

“Perhaps,” Alexandra said as the great wooden doors were heaved closed, the banging echoing through the empty Abbey, “that’s what people do when they feel aggrieved. Demand vengeance.”

“It’s a referendum, darling, not the Wars of the Roses.”

Alexandra said nothing as the clicking heels of the dean of the Abbey swept toward them. The lanky man had the appearance of one who had been stretched out a bit too far. He wore a simple black suit with a white clerical collar. Standing on the checkered floor, he looked like an elongated chess piece. They were down to the endgame. A useless bishop and the chunk of wood standing beside her who would never be a king.

“Your royal highnesses,” the dean said with a polite bow. “Ah, white roses. I’m afraid we don’t have any Yorkists buried here in the Abbey.”

“I know,” Alexandra said, briefly smelling the roses in the singular darkness of the unlit Abbey. “I’ll take them to Windsor. Edward IV is buried there. I’m sure he’ll appreciate them.”

“Ah, so we’re going tonight, darling?” Faisal said, hands clasped behind his back. “Is that a good idea?”

“To my brother’s engagement party? Well, of course. We aren't in a literal civil war.” Alexandra smiled broadly as the dean glanced apprehensively between her and Faisal.

“Well, ma’am,” the dean said, “as long as you don’t use the opportunity to poison the other side, I hope you have a nice time. Give my best to the King.”

“I can’t make any promises,” Alexandra said, marching across the floor toward the chapel, leaving both men in her echoing wake.
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