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Interregnum (n.)

The period between two successive reigns when a throne sits vacant, and the normal rules and functions of government are suspended.


Chapter One




A late September sun beat down on throngs of Londoners emerging from their subterranean voyages. Lisa watched them through the tinted windows in the back of her government Rolls Royce, searching the faces of people waiting to cross the road like a herd of antelope poised to rush through the Serengeti.

Lisa was a lion. She always had been. From her days as a police officer on the beat, searching for suspicious faces in the crowd, to today as head of MI5, hunting was in her DNA. She'd always thought the role of K was best described as a lion; a beast of the wilderness ready to kill to protect the pack. The lion longed for lazy summer days of doing nothing but knew that danger could come at any time.

Despite what numerous autopsies said, former head of MI5 Dame Esmerelda had not died of natural causes, that much Lisa knew. Lions such as her don’t just fall dead on the savannah, not while they still held so many secrets.

No, Lisa thought as the traffic lights turned green and her driver floored it through the central London streets, the pride was under attack. She didn’t know from whom. The scenarios ran through her mind as the buildings and people flashed by. Was it another country, perhaps? Taking their final revenge on an old woman for sins committed during the wars of the past. But the storyline didn’t fit. Nations did not wantonly murder the intelligence chiefs of other nations. The principles of mutually assured destruction applied to such attacks, and neither Russia nor China would commit the crime if they too were not willing to sacrifice their own version of Dame Esmerelda in a bloody race to the bottom. The equation didn’t balance.

Lisa pulled her dark overcoat closer across her body to shield against the chill of the car. Despite the promise of one more yawning day of summer, she kept her environment uncomfortably cold. It stopped people from wanting to spend too much time in her presence.

The murder could also have been a terrorist incident, a revenge killing by one of the Jihadi groups the former head of MI5 had spent so many years of her career battling. But the particularities of the crime did not suggest such a culprit, either. No forced entry, no sign of a struggle or an attack, and nothing at all on the toxicology report.

No, Lisa satisfied herself, this was not an attack from a terrorist cell. At least no group she was aware of had such capabilities. This was a murder committed by someone Dame Esmerelda knew. Someone she had invited into her home. They'd even shared a cup of tea as the murderous individual sat and watched the lion of the British intelligence community die of a chemically induced heart attack, right in front of her face.

The same gut instinct that screamed at Lisa this case was a murder also screamed that it was carried out by a woman. She couldn’t say why. Not to the members of the Joint Intelligence Committee, not to the prime minister, and certainly not to the investigators she kept working on the case. The only clue that something insidious had taken place was the instinct passed down from one detective to another, captured in the form of a quote from Sherlock Holmes. Poison is a woman’s weapon.

“Ma’am, we’re here," the driver said, and she realized the car had been stationary for nearly a minute. She nodded and opened the door.

“Morning, ma’am,” her assistant Carol said, her quiet voice echoing around the underground car park of Thames House, MI5’s London headquarters. She handed Lisa a thermos of coffee and took her briefcase from her hand. Unlike every other morning, Lisa paused before taking a sip. If she truly believed her theory, could she trust such a beverage? If it was poison, if it was Carol, who from some reason had decided to go around murdering the current and former heads of the domestic security service, and she did indeed drop dead on the concrete, at least her theory would be proved. Lisa drank. The coffee was sweet and hot, and it did not induce a heart attack. Lisa was a little disappointed.

“We’re tracking three potentially suspicious vehicles across London,” Carol said as their heels clipped together towards the elevator.

“Potentially suspicious? Isn't that the police's job to make that determination? Do we have nothing better to do?”

“Of course, ma’am," Carol gave the slightest sigh, "but Princess Katyn is visiting a primary school in Westminster today and the royal protection squad have asked us to keep an eye on things.”

“Fine,” Lisa replied, never keen to do another institution’s job for them. “Speaking of princesses, I want a report on Alexandra’s security detail from Jerusalem. Why those idiots at the Foreign Office refused to provide official security is beyond me. Sending a principal into a conflict zone with no protection,” Lisa shivered in anger, “this government is truly mad.”

“Of course, ma’am.” Carol briefly tapped a note on her tablet. “Has there been a specific threat?”

“No, but the article coming out today will surely—”

“Article, ma’am?”

They were only a few feet from the elevator, but Lisa stopped dead. She pulled out her phone, opened the news app, and thrust it in Carol’s face.

“This just talks about the second day of the Syria peace conference the princess is hosting in Jerusalem,” Carol scrolled down the page, “and how the government refused to send any high-level representatives.”

“Nothing about Alexandra staking her claim to the throne? Saying she’d make a better Queen than her brother would King?”

“I can’t see anything about that, ma’am.”

Lisa scrolled through the piece once again. She knew Alexandra’s Allure article was coming out today, another pile of kindling on the flames of chaos the princess was trying to stoke. But Carol was right. The news article didn’t mention anything of the sort, and a revelation like that, an act of treason, some might say, from the second in line to the throne while Queen Victoria lay in a coma would be front page news.

Lisa realized she’d been mistaken. She’d only glanced at the headline in the car and put it together with today’s date, assuming the rest of the media would have picked up on Allure’s scoop of the century. Perhaps not. She wondered why. What game was the magazine playing? Perhaps the more suspicious question was who’s game. And Lisa was nothing if not suspicious.

“I guess you’re right. Have someone run out and buy this month’s issue of Allure, will you?” Carol nodded as Lisa chucked the phone into her purse as the elevator door opened. “Alexandra is going to be all over the media in a few hours’ time and I don’t want to outsource her security to the bloody Mossad.”

“Understood,” the elevator door dinged shut and began its ascent straight to K’s office. Lisa sensed the unsaid words hanging in the air. “Do, uh…” Carol gave a nervous cough, “do you wish to release Dame Esmerelda’s body yet? The family are asking about re-burial.”

“She doesn't have any family.” Lisa took a long sip of her coffee, still with a touch of fast-fading hope it would reveal Carol as the poisoner. “Have the toxicology reports showed anything yet?”

“No, ma’am.” The same answer Carol had given every day of the last two months. Nothing, not post-mortems, not toxicology reports, not forensic autopsies, not radiology findings, nothing had suggested even a shred of foul play in the death of her predecessor.

“Then no, Carol. We won't be releasing her body. And you can tell the team they'll all be placed on gardening leave if I hear one more moan about it.” Lisa understood her obsession was bordering on the fanatical, but in this job, she’d learned that no conspiracy theory was too far-fetched to be true. In fact, when it came to the royals, the crazier it sounded, the more likely it was to be true. Dame Esmerelda’s deepest, darkest secret had been the assassination of Prince Richard on grounds of treason, and with her death coming the same day as Queen Victoria II falling into a coma, the link between the events had never been far from her thought. Now she just needed to prove it.

“Test under the tongue or the lung fluid, I don’t care. But tell them I want every single cell examined before they say natural causes again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Carol responded as the elevator slowed to a stop. “Oh, someone called Rex came in this morning to see you.”

The very word Rex made her head hurt. She rubbed her temples, a bad omen so early in the day.

“Tell him not today,” Lisa said. Her own conspiracy theories were enough fiction to be going on with. She didn’t need another round of his cloak and dagger skullduggery.

“Ah, well I think he might still be—” Carol started to say, but failed to finish. The elevator doors pinged open to reveal a long, fluorescently lit corridor leading to K’s corner office at the end. A man, tall and bald with a thin moustache and the look of someone waiting to pull off a heist waited. He stood, instead of availing himself of the three plastic chairs attached to the wall outside her office. It was part of the official aesthetic of the building to make the decor appear as clinical and boring as possible. It confused spies.

Lisa shot a dark look at Carol who glanced down at her shoes.

“K, a pleasure as always…" the man began to say.

“I don’t have time for you today, Peter,” Lisa said as she quickened her pace down the corridor, daring the two others to catch up.

“Today is the day.”

The memory of the date pinged in her mind, and she sighed in defeat.

“Very well then.” As they reached the end of the corridor Lisa leaned into the retina scanner and the bomb-proof door slid open. The three of them were bathed in sunlight from her corner office overlooking London. Lisa snapped her fingers and the streaming light faded as the windows darkened. The smart glass responded to Lisa’s snappy urges. One click turned up the tint, two clicks turned on the augmented reality view, re-casting her view of London as a digital threat-detecting panorama, and three clicks activated the bomb-proof shutters and the independent air supply, enabling Lisa to survive inside for up to a week. “Don’t touch anything,” she said to Peter and ushered him inside, then turned back to Carol.

“Might be worth you noting,” Lisa whispered, “Rex is the name of the operation. Peter is the man, and he’s from the Palace.”

“Ah,” Carol responded, desperately tapping a new note on her tablet. “Do you want me to get rid of him?”

“No, no. We might as well get on with it now. We’ve got some business.”

“Business?” Carol sniffed. There was little she did not know that Lisa knew, and she always had a pained look on her face any time something caught her off guard.

“Yes,” Lisa sighed, “apparently during an interregnum, certain protocols are put in place. Special coordinating committees between the Palace and security services. Otherwise,” Lisa added with a sarcastic glint, “there could be chaos. And chaos rules an empty throne, or so they say.”

“Ah, I see,” Carol nodded back with a knowing awareness of Lisa’s attitude to all things prophecy. “Do let me know if you need anything, ma’am.”

“Just don’t disturb me unless one of those cars they’re tracking has a bomb inside.”




• • •




James couldn’t count the times he had been inside Westminster Abbey. He tried, but he could not remember. Countless weddings, christenings, and other affairs of state had taken place in this ancient house of God, center of the Anglican faith. He gazed around the naves, the intricate statues and carved ceilings, painted icons and stained-glass windows, all of it bathed in brilliant early morning sunlight. How still the peace of the morning, how beautiful the kaleidoscope of colors, inspiring awe of the Almighty even kings would kneel before.

It made James want to retch. The amount of times he’d sat in this place, bored to death, counting each rivet in every beam, every bauble on the pole, every pane in every window. All of it to hasten the end of whatever interminable event he’d been forced to sit through. For the first half of his life, he’d counted the rivets, the baubles, and the panes. But in the second half; every event, save the funeral of his father, had contained Andrew.

Andrew; the sweet, strangle little boy at Eton from a fabulously wealthy, but painfully absent, family. Andrew; the quiet, secretive teenager with whom James had first indulged in his boyhood fantasies. Andrew; James’ confidant, best friend, chief drug-purveyor, master party-planner, and principal protector from the prying media for the last fifteen years. Andrew; the man who’d laid siege to James’ heart and barricaded himself inside the very soul of England’s prince regent.

At first, Andrew would sit at the back, far at the back, sometimes he wouldn’t even have a seat at all. He’d have to flitter around the doorways and alcoves to pass James a note or a whisper. As time went on and Andrew’s place in James’ circle became more formalized, or at least accepted, there hadn't been such a need for cloaks and daggers. Andrew would sit right beside him, in the front pew, while even Alexandra and Faisal had to take the one behind. He’d ingrained himself at court, as Queen Victoria was fond of saying.

James’ footsteps echoed through the cavernous cathedral. He felt alone, even though he was not. The Archbishop and James’ sprightly young assistant, Samuel, were somewhere around, reviewing details of the coronation that would one day take place.

James would have preferred having his butler, Charles, by his side today, as he sometimes had been at various other official engagements over the months Andrew had been absent, and Katyn couldn’t come to.

If James had learned anything about Andrew since his departure, it was how much the man had done for him. There was simply no way anyone else could have kept the operation that was James’ life running without it being a labor of love.

The official business of state was exhausting, and had only grown larger since he’d become prince regent. The days were long, the meetings were endless. Charles had his hands full running the household. A few months ago, Peter, his grandmother’s right-hand man, had sent someone over from Buckingham Palace to assist James. Someone more appropriate, they’d said, more James’ age. Someone who might perhaps be a new confidant even, now that James was confidant-less.

Samuel was the type of man, a former army captain now in his early thirties, who burst into James’ bedroom at six in the morning, threw him in a pair of running shorts and pushed him through an hour work out before they’d even start the day. At first James had hated it, but the weeks of daily exercise had left him in far better shape than … well, than any time before. Andrew was, despite his massive workload, lazy. He’d do anything possible to avoid working out, while Samuel seemed to relish it. James more than appreciated the fact Samuel did it topless, and with shorts so short they might as well be briefs. Having him around today when he should be learning the steps for the coronation was distracting. He wondered if Charles or Peter had simply picked the handsomest, buffest member of the royal household staff and told him to be day and night with James.

He chewed it over as he walked up to the altar of the church, the gold cross and communion regalia resting on plump purple cushions. God has expensive tastes. But his mind was on Samuel. There had been looks, here and there. Brief touches in the backs of cars. Lingering silences that fumbled into awkward laughs. Hands on shoulders when there was no need. All of it felt like one big flirtation, with the strings being pulled by a motherly Charles and father-like Peter.

Andrew was gone. Their breakup and been fait accompli following the litany of betrayals from that Judas otherwise known as Andrew Hodes. His defection to the other side wasn’t even secret, but open, obvious. And all the while he pretended it was for them. First, as royal correspondant for the newspaper that had threatened to out James a few months ago, and now as press secretary for his sister who wanted to steal the crown. The sheer audacity of it all left James reeling. It was as if Andrew had sought out each and every one of James’ enemies and courted them all. Probably even fucking them if he could.

There was nothing else Andrew could do to hurt him that he hadn’t already done — short of going on national television and describing the ins and outs of their tortured, tangled love life. Even that James didn’t put past him. Andrew and that ride-along bitch Lizzie. A couple of vultures shrieking through the sky. Well, I’m not dead yet.

James thanked God Charles and Peter had sent him some eye-candy in the form of Samuel. Nothing had happened, not even close, but it was nice to have someone so beautiful to look at every day and take his mind off the gaping knife wound in his back. To dream at least of Samuel, even if he could not have more.

The unquestioning support from the Palace authorities made him feel safe; protected by the cocoon of royalty that had only ever been at arm’s length thanks to Andrew. Relying on royal prerogative while conducting an illicit lifestyle of secret parties and drug-fueled orgies ring-mastered by his press secretary had driven a wedge between James and the royal institutions designed to serve his needs. Perhaps he could have achieved all he’d had and more by simply surrendering to his fate. Telling Charles and Peter, even his grandmother, that he’d marry any woman they wanted him to, as long as they’d provide him with a steady stream of guys like Samuel who’d bring in the cocks he needed to fuck him in the middle of the night. Not that James hadn’t managed it himself.

Who needed Andrew?

“I wouldn’t touch that, your royal highness,” the high-pitched twang of the Archbishop of Canterbury echoed around Westminster Abbey. James put down the golden orb he’d been fiddling with, now realizing it was some kind of pot with a lid. “It contains quite a lot of holy oils. We’ll need that for your anointing.”

The Archbishop scurried along the quire in the center of the church, towards the high altar. He lifted his flowing purple cassock with one hand and held onto his felt cap with another, looking like some kind of imaginative drag queen with a thing for religious garb. The look on his face was that one wrong move by James might bring down the entire Abbey. Samuel followed with a wry smile, looking like a common peasant in comparison to the man of God, wearing a simple dark suit, white shirt, and silver cravat. The clothes hung perfectly on the ripped body waiting underneath. James bit his bottom lip, wondering if he could convince Samuel to have another gym session that afternoon.

“As I was saying,” the Archbishop continued, talking directly to Samuel whom James could not imagine was even remotely interested in such details, “his royal highness will enter from the west end of the Abbey through the nave and choir to cries of Vivat Rex!” Samuel stared blankly in response. “It means God save the King.”

The word King reverberated in James’ ear like a thousand panes of glass all smashing at once. He’d gone most of his life avoiding the word, and spent a king’s ransom on drugs and drink and men trying to blot the meaning from his mind. He hated that time could not stand still — the only thing he had no power over was the one thing that would destroy his life. Involuntarily, James shook his head. What else was there to do but spit on the name of God, and what better a place to do it?

“Ah,” Samuel said, nodding with a false understanding and putting his hands in his pockets like a bored boyfriend at a museum.

“After that, the choir will strike up with Psalm one hundred and twenty-two, set of course to the music of Sir Hubert Parry.”

“Uh-huh,” Samuel replied, nodding as they approached the altar where James still stood. He tried to catch Samuel’s eyes so they could share a smirk. Andrew would have taken the time to pass on a secret smile when confronted by such royal pomposity. Samuel had yet to learn.

“Then the Communion service proceeds,” the Archbishop continued, speaking with his hands, although now at least acknowledging James in the conversation. “The choir sings Veni, Creator Spiritus and the sovereign’s crimson robe is removed and he, I mean you,” he turned to James, “will be seated on the coronation chair.” The Archbishop acted out his words, thrusting his arms into the air like an over-enthusiastic drama teacher.

“Ah ha,” James commented.

“I’ll anoint you with the holy oils on your hands, breast, and head,” he splattered the imaginary holy juices on James’ body, “meanwhile the choir will sing the coronation song Zadok the Priest, set to the music of Handel.”

“Ah,” James responded, with even less enthusiasm.

“Is there a problem, your royal highness?”

“I hate that tune. Mother used to hum it to me when I was a child, it always bothered me, all that rejoice, rejoice. Can’t we have something else? Maybe someone more modern, you know, perhaps someone could compose something for the occasion?” he asked expectantly.

The Archbishop looked as though he’d just stumbled into a lecture hall where his own wife was writing a mathematical theory on a giant blackboard utterly disproving the existence of God.

“Well, it has been sung at every coronation since the year 973, your royal highness.” Now James caught Samuel’s eye, and they shared the schoolboy smirk James had been longing for. “Perhaps let’s not change it now.”

“Good idea,” Samuel added with a less than straight face. The dulcet tones of a northern accent piercing through the Queen’s English he always tried to put on when around officialdom and not alone with James. “If it was good enough for King Edgar,” Samuel emphasized the reference and his over-zealous knowledge with a piercing look at the Archbishop.

“Very good, my boy, someone knows his history,” the Archbishop said with a ruby-lipped grin. “You know, your royal highness, many people think William the Conqueror was the first king of England to be crowned in this Abbey, back in 1066. But it wasn’t so.”

“Oh really,” James replied, giving his stock answer in a completely neutral tone to when he couldn’t care less.

Samuel had decided that was enough for him, and turned away from the conversation, gazing up to the ceiling to count the rivets, perhaps. James wondered why Samuel’s buttocks looked extra round and perky today. If he hadn’t known better, he’d say the man had worn extra tight trousers for the occasion of visiting Westminster Abbey to discuss the coronation.

“It was actually Harold II, the last Saxon king of this realm, whom almighty God anointed in this holy place. Alas, his reign was only a few short months before falling to William at the battle of Hastings. Within the year, a foreign invader sat upon that very throne and was crowned king of England.” The Archbishop nodded his ruddy face in the direction of the ancient-looking throne.

“Did you have a point, your grace?” James asked, pulling his attention away from the crook of Samuel’s trousers and the outline of the snake coiled up inside. The Archbishop smiled weakly.

“Only that every monarch for a thousand years has come before you to be coronated in this very place. Some of their reigns were long, and others were short. Some were great, while others have all but been forgotten.”

“Is that a fact?” James said, moving to the side to get a better view of Samuel. He wandered aimlessly behind the Archbishop. The material of his trousers now looked to be stretched even tighter across his thick legs.

“Only you, my dear prince regent, can determine what kind of king you will be. What kind of age you will usher in. We’ve had the Elizabethan era, the Edwardian era, the era of Victoria the first, and now the era of Victoria the second. How will history remember your era?”

“Well, I’m not king yet. She’s only in a coma. The doctors say she’s even doing better. No need to dust off the crown yet, I say.” James hoped his flippancy would deflect any further probing questions about the health of his grandmother, or his feelings about her imminent demise.

“Of course, sir, but your gift is that you have time to prepare. Far more than most, and wouldn’t the world love to witness your coronation with a beautiful queen by your side.” The Archbishop clapped his hands with a rousing smile.

“Ah, all in good time,” James replied and coughed, audibly, to attract Samuel’s attention. His heart began to pound at the very mention of a queen. Nitpicking over the details of the coronation allowed his distance from having to think about the inevitable step before it, marriage to Katyn. His grandmother’s coma had strapped a ticking time bomb to his head. He might have been able to delay an engagement for another year or so, but he couldn’t keep a dying woman alive. Especially one whom the doctors said was without hope of recovery, despite the official line that her recovery was imminent. James shuddered at the chain of events which would follow his final agreement to turn off her life support. It made him dizzy. It made him want to drown himself in booze and coke and cock. And what was wrong with that? More than half the kings in history had been drunk or mad. Why couldn’t James be one too?

Eventually, Samuel took the hint James wanted to wrap up.

“Well, we must be off,” he said, hurrying James from the altar as if rescuing him from a foxhole under fire. The Archbishop looked like he had more to say, but kept his counsel and pottered about the altar, replacing the things James had absentmindedly touched. He and Samuel didn’t speak again till they were safely in the cloisters, and the pipes of an organist at practice echoed through the Abbey.

“Did your mum really sing Zadok the Priest to you as a child?” Samuel asked in slight disbelief. The tune reverberated around James’ head. It was the last thing he wanted stuck in his mind.

“She did, a lot, till father told her off. Said it made Alexandra feel unwanted.”

James looked out into the rows of pews they walked by, wondering what it must have been like for his sister all these years. Never once had they been seated together, at any church service. Even at their father Prince Richard’s funeral, she’d not been allowed to walk behind the carriage that took his body across London. Instead it had been James alone, walking solemnly behind the horse drawn carriage, as over a million people gawked like he was some kind of talking ape. Some were awash in tears, some screeched or sobbed or threw flowers onto the carriage, but James remembered the ones who stared the most. The weight of their pity and sorrow pounding his fifteen-year-old shoulders into the ground, while all he could think about was his father’s mangled body in the coffin.

He didn’t see his sister at all after the carriage arrived at the Abbey. James was ushered to the front, to sit beside a cold queen who shed not one tear, nor expressed one drop of sadness throughout the entirety of her son’s funeral service.

Now with Samuel walking slightly ahead of him, he slowed down to take in the Abbey, and how much smaller it seemed since he was a child. It was empty now, save for the echoes of the organist practicing Handel’s Zadok, what else. Yet he could see himself so clearly as the sullen teenager sitting on the pew; not sad because his father was dead, but glad to be finally finished the hours-long march through the spectacle of national mourning.

He’d never even asked Alexandra where she’d sat that day, or what she’d thought, or if she’d even cried. Close was something they’d never had the chance to be. After birth, the royal twins had been nursed separately. James, the heir, and Alex, very much the spare. Their education too, had been separate. James’s only clear memory from the first day of school was not his own, but from the day before, when they’d waved Alexandra off at the airport, as her nanny took her by the hand and up the steps on the tarmac to a plane then off to somewhere far away. James remembered asking “Mummy, where’s she going?”

He never got an answer. James had cried, on his first day of Eton. A terrified five-year-old in a three-piece suit surrounded by hundreds of other boys, each one taller, smarter, quicker than he. Despite it, he was still the center of attention. And always would be. Yes, James had cried. Cried buckets his first day. So much so the nanny had been asked to come and get him by lunch time. Father had given him a hug, but mother only asked if any photographers had seen him bawl like a baby.

Alex hadn’t cried as she boarded the plane in her white cotton gloves and little plaid skirt. She’d smiled and waved to the waiting cameras. Crying wasn’t in Alexandra’s DNA.

“Sir?” Samuel placed a gentle hand on James’ back. “Sir?”

For one moment, James saw the two of them together. He and Alex, sitting right there on the wooden pew. Him in his Eton coat tails, his eyes red and puffy from the tears, and Alex in her Swiss boarding school uniform, smiling and waving and blowing kisses to the adoring crowd.

“Sorry, Samuel. What did you say?”

“Nothing, sir. Just … that it must have been some family to grow up with.” He had noticed James staring out across the empty Abbey. “The car’s out here.” He pointed to a staircase leading down to the Abbey’s private parking. James looked across the empty pews as the organist reached the crescendo of the coronation piece. He imagined the choir around — more than imagined, he heard them. Each one of their voices, each white-robed singer as a different man who’d fucked him. And all of them, all their faces, thousands of them, being conducted by Andrew, as they reached the climax of the coronation song and began to chant God Save the King! God Save the King!

“You’re right, Samuel. It was some family.”


Chapter Two




“This is gold,” Anita said, as Lizzie tried to remain stoic in the glow of her boss’s unusual praise. The silver-haired editor of Allure leaned back in her chair, leafing through the print version of this month’s edition. The glossy image of Princess Alexandra looking regal and resplendent stared at Lizzie from the front cover. One simple word superimposed above her silver tiara resting on brunette hair: Queen. The copy editor had wanted to add a question mark, but the other editors said no, and had their way. Allure isn’t a newspaper, they’d said. It’s a fashion magazine. Queen was a fashion statement, not a political one. Although the double meaning grew clearer once the interview inside was actually read.

“You decided against the press release?” Anita asked, as her Versace blouse swayed in the air conditioning.

“Yes,” Lizzie said, clearing her throat. “The media’s focused on Alexandra’s peace conference this morning. The news of the interview will trickle out through the day as people actually read the article, and by the time everyone’s going home, we’ll be flying off the newsstands. Far better it feels natural, organic. If we push it too much, we might come across as pushing an agenda.”

Anita held her nose high for a moment, considering Lizzie’s theory. Her face like someone trying to sniff out a shit a lapdog had left in her corner office.

“Are you certain we don’t have an agenda?”

“Look at this tweet,” Lizzie said, opening her phone and leaning over the desk as Anita lowered her glasses to pay attention to the screen.

“‘OMG’,” Anita read aloud, “‘Who's seen this month’s Allure? Princess Alexandra wants to be queen and she looks fucking fierce. Bow down, gays. #QueenAlex.’ Who wrote that?” Anita demanded.

“One of the Queer Eye guys,” Lizzie said, allowing herself a half-smile. “It’ll be on the BBC by lunchtime, I’m sure of it.”

“I must say, these pictures are quite something.” Anita continued to flick through the magazine. “Look at the way she’s got her claws around Katyn, like she’s going to consume her. And the one on the high-backed chair? Like an eighteenth-century portrait,” Anita said like she was critiquing high art.

“Speaking of Princess Katyn,” Lizzie shifted in her seat, preparing to drop the bomb, “I’ve secured an interview with her today.”

“You haven’t!” Anita smacked the magazine onto the desk with a thump and grinned in disbelief.

“We’re visiting a primary school. With a photographer, and a copy of this, of course.” Lizzie leaned over and took the magazine from the desk. “We’ll see how James’ girlfriend keeps her poise now that another would-be queen is after her crown.”

Anita threw herself back against the chair and purred with pleasure. She stuffed a hand into her Fendi bag and pulled out a gold-cased e-cigarette. She took a long puff, and the vapor wisped around the editor’s office.

“Fuck,” Anita said. “It’s times like these I wish we published weekly.” She took another puff, sharing a congratulatory look with Lizzie. But it was only a look. Lizzie couldn’t digest the feeling. She was too consumed with anxious worry if today would spark the fireworks her IRA contact Seamus had promised.

“We’re updating the hashtag WhatKatynWears every half hour; we’re number one in searches for everything related to Katyn and fashion — trust me, we’ve got this locked down.”

Anita nodded. She was happy with the progress, but was never one to believe in hype. A part of her remained unconvinced. “How is the Queen?”

“The same, as I understand it.” Lizzie sighed and fumbled with the magazine. The pages with Alexandra’s spread were folded down. The only part of this month’s issue anyone cared about. Lizzie knew Anita was phishing for an update to know what month to block off for coverage of the Queen’s funeral. The parade of designers would make fashion week look like a half-off sale at an outlet. “The question is when James decides to turn her off. I hear the church is dead against it, of course. I imagine they expect her to bounce back up at any minute.” Lizzie had to smirk.

“I read that, yes. Do you think it’s likely?”

Lizzie shook her head. “I think they just don’t want him to become king without the guarantee of who’s going to become queen.”

Anita grabbed a pen and scribbled a few words on her notepad. “Engagement in November, funeral in December … so wedding in the spring and a June coronation?” Anita added question marks to each line, then glanced at Lizzie for any kind of clue or confirmation. She could only shrug.

Anita sat still with a powdery smile, perhaps pondering the thought. Or probably thinking how to phrase the next question to one Lizzie could actually answer. Lizzie had explained to her boss more than once how the interregnum had thrust Lizzie’s technical connection to the royal family into far sharper focus. Certain things she just couldn’t comment on. But that didn’t stop Anita from trying.

“Wouldn’t you have expected the couple to have gotten engaged by now? It’s been what … nearly three months since they were due to fly off to Switzerland on the night the Queen fell into a coma. You’re the one who said that trip was a done deal.”
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