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Praise for Chris McGeorge


‘Chris McGeorge has a knack for conjuring up the biggest of mysteries in the tightest of spaces. Dark and claustrophobic in all the right places’


Robert Scragg


‘An ingenious twisty mystery in a totally unique setting’


Claire McGowan


‘Phenomenal. An utterly compelling and fiendishly clever read – it blew my mind ten times over’


Fran Dorricott


‘Boils with claustrophobic intensity. Packed with gripping twists and turns … an inventive, entertaining locked-room mystery that kept me utterly hooked’


Adam Hamdy


‘An impressive debut and a sign of great things to come’


James Oswald


‘Guess Who is a fresh take on the locked-room murder mystery. The plotting is intricate, the characters well drawn, and the pace never lets up as it drives headlong to the surprising end’


David C. Taylor


‘One hotel room. Six strangers. One corpse. Good fun’


Cavan Scott




for my grandfather
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A Note on Lineage


In 1936, King Edward VIII brought to the establishment his intentions to marry a young American divorcee. This request would be rejected, and this rejection would lead to Edward VIII’s abdication of the throne. But what if this never happened? What if Edward allowed the establishment to find him a wife that suited their purposes? While this present Royal Family carry the name Windsor and occupy the same residences, they are born of this divergent timeline.




A List of Those Present at the Castle on the Fateful 25 December


H.R.H. King Eric Windsor


Eighty-five. Eric has been a popular king among his subjects, bringing a youthful vigour and whimsical cadence to the role. Eric has been a king for almost as long as he remembers, having inherited the title when he was ten and rising to the throne (as custom dictates) on his eighteenth birthday. Rather partial to a fiendish puzzle, as ‘one must strive to occupy the mind even when kingliness offers no such relief’. Loves Christmas.


Princess Royal Marjorie Windsor-Nueberner


Seventy-two. A strong and powerful force of nature in her youth, Marjorie has tried to cling to that power in her waning years with mixed success. She has become jaded, cold and calculating, leaving many to wonder if time has not merely shown what was always there. She should be referred to as queen but the title was never bestowed upon her – just the tip of the proverbial iceberg of her venom.


Princess Emeline Windsor


Thirty-nine. First-born daughter of Eric Windsor and Marjorie Windsor-Neuberner. Born ten minutes before her twin sister, Emeline has always enjoyed a quiet superiority over her command of the line of succession. Emeline is currently courting a man by the name of Anton Blake, and the fact he is not present at the castle is a matter of contention.


Princess Maud Windsor


Thirty-nine. Second-born daughter of Eric Windsor and Marjorie Windsor-Neuberner. Born ten minutes after her twin sister, Maud is quite happy with her place in the royal line. She is the nation’s sweetheart, a title that is often more coveted than anything official, even if it is sometimes a more dangerous title.


Prince David Windsor


Seventy-three. The king’s younger brother, David has always skulked about in his brother’s shadow. No stranger to scandal, David’s bizarre and occasionally abhorrent behaviour can be attributed to many different stimuli. David has just been allowed to return from a ten-year exile while the allegations against him were quelled.


Thomas Crockley


Forty-five. Husband to Princess Maud Windsor and father to their two children, Thomas Crockley is a self-confessed ‘rags to riches’ story. Starting from a fish market in Wolverhampton, he has created an admittedly impressive life for himself and has never lost his working-class cadence. Crockley has just launched an Uber-like service aimed at the upper classes. Moves in many circles (some of which are even slightly important).


Prince Matthew Windsor


Eighteen. First-born son of Princess Maud Windsor and Thomas Crockley. Prince Matthew is now a man and has not quite come to terms with what that means as of yet. He follows his grandfather’s example as much as possible, trying to forge a true and honest path in the world. Of course, he is also incredibly young, and often feels a regret at a childhood missed. Matthew is King Eric’s favourite family member and everyone is aware of that fact, not least Matthew himself.


Prince Martin Windsor


Thirteen. Second-born son of Princess Maud Windsor and Thomas Crockley, and currently the youngest member of the Royal Family, Prince Martin is at an age where he is considering the validity of the world and whether he would desire to engage with it. Unfortunately, he is finding that the Windsor name carries all manner of caveats. Advanced for his age in some aspects and painfully behind in others, Prince Martin is a perfect example of growing up in the royal household.


Tony Speck


Forty. The only security detail on site, despite his arguments, Tony Speck has the safety of the Crown solely on his shoulders. However, Speck is the kind of man who thinks it is always down to him and him alone. An ex-SAS operative, Speck meets the world with respect, and expects nothing less in return.


Miss Darcy Tharigold


Twenty-two. The king’s private secretary, Miss Darcy is the youngest ever person who has assumed the role. A deeply loyal patriot, Miss Darcy takes her career with the utmost seriousness. Critics (and whispers in the dark corners of the establishment) have been quick to point out that her position may have not been obtained from her ability and more her family name. Her father is an important figure in the government, and Miss Darcy herself is constantly running from that criticism.


Jonathan Alleyne


Fifty-five. Private chef to the Royal Family. Of Barbadian descent. Jonathan Alleyne has often found it hard to pinpoint his destiny. When he joined the establishment, his life started to make a certain kind of sense. He harbours a deep love for the Royal Family, but specifically King Eric, who he considers a friend (and this is echoed). His cuisine is Caribbean-focused, although a distinct Britishness has crept in (for obvious reasons).


(It is important to note that all other staff have been sent away to spend Christmas with their families, as per the king’s request. The notice proclaimed that they were to enjoy a ‘normal’ Christmas – a desire of the king himself. It is unfortunate that a ‘normal’ Christmas will not be achieved.)





Prologue



King Eric used to tell us a fable about a common family who went to see the lions at London Zoo. It was a narrative of his own creation and he was always very proud to share it. He shared it often. It was a fable crafted to inspire, to encourage deep thought, to allude and tantalise a hidden deeper well of meaning, as many fables were. We came to fear the fable whenever it was regaled, but not for any reason that King Eric intended. The fable was chiselled into all of us, as commandments into stone, but still it would come to assault our ears and prod at our hearts. Every time, the king’s delivery would become grander – a simple recounting becoming an unfurling parchment, turning into costumes to be worn, transforming into a show, of which we increasingly had to be a part. He meant it to inspire, but the truth was that whenever it revealed itself, we just desired it to be over – any ‘deeper well of meaning’ circumvented, any emotions ignored, any inspiration usurped by boredom and apathy.


However, we let the king tell it.


He did like it so.


The fable was thus – a common family one day decided to go to London Zoo, with a particular desire to see the lions residing there. They woke up early. They rode the train into the city – all morning it took them. When they finally arrived at the great gates of the zoo, they rushed to the lion exhibit, along with all the other patrons, to find a great enclosure encased in a thick layer of protective glass. Inside, the lions were woken from their slumber and paraded out in front of the expectant crowd. The children of this hypothetical family squealed with glee at seeing these great beasts. The crowd of people clapped and cheered as these majestic creatures feasted upon whatever was on the menu that day.


There the narrative would end, revealing itself to be not much of a narrative at all. We were not masters of the craft ourselves, but we knew that there should have been some kind of denouement, some kind of rise and fall and rise again until the inevitable full stop. But no, for this was a fable, and once it was done, Eric would ask a question: Which is the most important part of the story?


Some of us would say the lions, seeing as they were the entities inspiring joy and offering some respite from the family’s oh-so-dull life. Some of us would say the family, as they were making the world go round, and really, if the lions had any sense, they would understand that they were merely passengers in this existence and they should delight in offering others enjoyment. Some of us would try to be smart, seeing other options – the zoo workers, for instance, who prodded the lions from sleep so the family could view them? Or, more further afield, the explorers who brought the lions to London in the first place? How about the manufacturers of the train that carried the family to London to enjoy such a spectacle? But no matter how hard we tried, not even one of us got the right answer. King Eric would shake his head time and time again, resolving to tell the fable once more another day.


The story has not been told today – his favourite day of the year. Christmas Day. We are all in the drawing room, after our dinner, and the time for the tale may have passed, but Eric will still find a way to fill our ears with his words. His famous post-dinner speech is looming – but this speech brings promise. A promise of change.


The king will say a name.


Just one.


I wonder what happens if my name leaves his lips. Although I know it won’t. A life of even more restriction, but a life as a god. Yes, I would be a monarch – the most important person in the country. But to be royal is to be seen. We are the lions, after all. Maybe one cannot know the answer to King Eric’s fable until it is too late.


Eric takes a long drink of whisky. He starts talking. ‘It is an honour to be able to spend time with this family of mine on …’ But his voice starts to crack, his face starts to go an odd shade of puce, and his hands go to his throat – the glass of whisky bouncing off the lush shag. Eric collapses violently over the table in front of him as we freeze in confusion, wondering if this is part of the speech.


The chef rushes over in a breathy panic to confirm what we all, deep down, already know.


King Eric is dead.


Hardly surprising considering I poisoned the whisky.


Now I just have to get away with it.





Ten Hours Earlier …






I



A Modest Breakfast


Whenever one desires the attention of those beyond a door, one cannot go wrong with three sharp knocks. No more, no less. Two knocks possess the possibility of being misconstrued, while four knocks seem needlessly excessive. This was the mantra of Jonathan Alleyne, the king’s private chef, and it did not change even at five o’clock in the morning in the echoey halls of Balmoral Castle.


Balmoral Castle, an illustrious fortress of a country residence standing in the remote Highlands of Scotland, came into the possession of the monarchy when it was purchased by Prince Albert for Queen Victoria in the mid-eighteenth century. Queen Victoria loved cold, wet weather and Balmoral stood as maybe the coldest and wettest locale on the British Isles. Conditions were positively dreary at most times of the year, with whipping winds and constant rain. Locals would refer to the rain as ‘rude’ whenever it came, so ferocious that it would often feel as though it were piercing them through. It hardly seemed like a place for a royal, but Victoria and Albert were happy with their purchase. When the original castle was deemed too small, it was entirely rebuilt to their specifications – further proving they bought mostly for the location.


Balmoral now stood as the summer home of the current monarch, King Eric, and his family – summer being the only time of year where the sun would grace the land with its presence. However, if one were to look outside the castle windows at that moment, one might have been forgiven for thinking the concept of summer was a figment of some collective imagination. A tremendous blizzard was laying waste to the greater part of the United Kingdom, surprising meteorologists somewhat and grinding the gears of a semi-functional society to a halt. The castle, much like the country, was under siege, and Jon could hear the wind whistling around them, threatening to break in and bring the snow with it. It would never happen – Balmoral had stood against worse and would once again. The weather was often ferocious. The River Dee, which ran through the grounds, regularly burst its banks, and the castle had faced hurricanes, world wars and the destructive passage of time. Balmoral was still standing, and it was hard to imagine a world where one day it would not be.


The blizzard had started almost exactly one hour after everyone had left. The mass exodus of staff from Balmoral was truly something to behold, as if most all the workers of the castle had seen what was to come and fled. Jon’s army of chefs, having stayed until the bitter end helping him prepare, had filed out of the kitchens, trying to mask the apprehension that their commander may not be able to complete his mammoth task alone. Jon could not blame them – he hardly believed it possible himself.


These doubts now resided in the bags under Jon’s eyes, and in his shortness of breath, and on the slick layer of cold sweat resting upon his skin, like dew on a morning lawn. As it always seemed to on important nights, sleep had eluded him. He had tossed and turned, involuntarily reciting the list of completed chores in his mind, plagued by some phantom worry that he had forgotten something terribly important. Finally, he had found a pocket of that desired thing one usually found in scenarios such as this – something akin to rest, but never akin enough. It did not last long. He was up before his alarm had roused him, instead prodding it awake. The day had begun. Time always had a pesky habit of raging on.


Jonathan Alleyne was far too well acquainted with the pitfalls and follies of time, stuck in the chasm of feeling both that he had lived too long and not long enough. He was a wistful man of fifty-five years, of which thirty-three had been spent in the service of the Crown. As the king’s private chef, he regularly followed the Royal Family among their various residences, doting upon them with whatever they desired. His food had been served to prime ministers, presidents, delegates and dignitaries – and some even complimented him on it. He walked in the corridors of power, lining the stomachs of the powerful. How he loved his job – to be an important cog in this goliath of a machine.


To prepare the king on Christmas morning was a single piece of lightly toasted wheat bread, with a layer of low-fat butter and lavish coating of raspberry jam. To accompany this was a coffee – two teaspoons of premium instant Kenco (upon strict request – ‘instant coffee is often more potent, in my opinion – as if it has something to prove’) and a dash of semi-skimmed milk. Jon had carried this, under a small cloche, all the way from the kitchens to the most important of the fifty-two bedrooms.


It was a journey he knew so well, he could do it blindfolded. His years of service had carved maps, calendars, menus, birth charts and all manner of other things into his brain – all to do with a family that wasn’t his and would never be. Sometimes, on cold nights, Jon wondered what he would do when it was all over, when he was relieved of his duty and told to go home for the final time. The vast amounts of information he had amassed declared redundant, he would step out onto the cold, cobbled street, free to do as he wished, only to realise that his own life had passed him by. It had been forfeited so that he might be a mere footnote in somebody else’s.


Would it be worth it? Many times, the answer was yes – about nine times out of ten. It was unfortunate that the world seemed to reside in the tenth. Jon had a secret. Not a nice one – like the knowledge of where the Christmas presents were hidden or that Santa Claus was indeed real – but a dark personal secret that burned his heart merely to think about and manifested a throbbing pain in his gut. Then again, maybe the pain was not just the withholding.


Before Jon had time to think on his burden, the strong call of ‘Enter,’ came from inside. Three knocks had done the trick. Jon did as commanded.


The fire was roaring in the large bedroom and the four-poster bed was empty, the bed made perfectly as though the maids were still present. Churchill, one of the king’s calico cats, was lying on one of the plump pillows, purring away to no one. King Eric was sitting at his desk, matching a pile of Christmas cards with their corresponding scarlet paper sheaves. At intervals, he peered up through the window into the blizzard, smiled and continued his work. Upon seeing Jon, he rose – as if the chef were the royalty and vice versa. ‘Jon. Happy Christmas.’


‘Happy Christmas, Your Majesty. I have brought you your breakfast.’


Jon was not surprised that the king had already woken and started his Christmas morning. Standing in front of Jon, the king still cut an imposing figure, even at eighty-five years of age and dressed in a slightly unfortunate fuzzy purple dressing gown. He was a man with the weight of the country on his shoulders, and they were shoulders that could bear the burden. However, especially of late, it was impossible not to notice that the years were starting to take their toll. Jon could look at the old man and see the Eric Windsor of old – full of a (dare he say) cheeky energy and a righteous indignation that somehow coupled perfectly with a desire to uphold the foundations of the monarchy. He was still that man now behind it all – it was the body that was betraying him. Eric Windsor was crumbling, decaying, unable to portray any of the qualities that made him him. The saddest part was that the man saw it himself. The good king was a picture of how time always won in the end, even against a god. If the king had to bend the knee to Time, what chance did Jon have?


Jon went to the table in front of the fire and put down his tray, knowing that the king would not get to his toast for some time yet. He knew that it would be stone cold by this point anyway, but also knew that anyone who partook in toast had to always accept this as a possibility. Jon gave the king his coffee, coming to stand at his side with a brief detour to scratch Churchill behind the ears.


Jon gazed out of the window with his king. The window presented a positively glowing scene. The grounds were under a deep layer of snow, with more whipping down on the ferocious wind. The sky was filled with clouds, promising no respite in the immediate future.


The king took a sip of coffee, raising it to his lips with a shaky hand. It had gotten worse. When he was done, Jon took the coffee again and placed it on the desk. It was an entirely wordless interaction, but one the king appreciated.


‘I daresay you’ve come just in time to see the end of the show.’


The king nodded downwards, and Jon traced his gaze. Far below them, through the icy fug, Jon spied the slightly obscured lights of a vehicle slowly moving away from the castle. It wasn’t long before the lights ceased their journey, and a small figure came into view carrying a snow shovel. Jon could not see who it was through the falling snow, but he didn’t have to. ‘Miss Darcy is still here?’


‘She stayed for as long as she could. And then she gave me my big red box and went on her way.’ The king nodded to the despatch box on the table next to the cloche. Jon had failed to note it.


‘But it’s Christmas Day.’ The king was only allowed two days off a year – one being Easter Sunday and the other being Christmas Day. The box contained missives from the government to the monarch – dealings and events that the government thought he should know about.


‘Merely an excuse to come back to the ’Moral. She’s paying for her choice now, though.’ A fresh bout of wind buffeted the window as if even the elements answered to him. Below, the king’s private secretary, Miss Darcy Tharigold, dug out her wheels, only for the snow to whip back into the holes. ‘Dear God, please let her get away. I really would not fancy having to feed another at the table. I do not desire to know what Miss Darcy considers party chit-chat.’


‘I can go and help her, if you like, sir,’ said Jon, although he really couldn’t. He had to get back to the kitchen as quickly as he could and resume his 135-point list for the dinner.


Thankfully, the king laughed. ‘And spoil my fun? No, friend, thank you. But you could answer me one question – do you think they have really obeyed the orders?’


Jon thought about this. The decree had come to them sometime in early December – ‘The king wants a family Christmas’. They did not know exactly what that meant until it was revealed that everyone was to leave the castle by the twenty-fifth. Jon had his own thoughts on whether that was likely. He did not think himself a man of high intellect (far from it), but he knew how to talk to the king. ‘I believe they will obey your orders to the letter, sir. And within those letters, they will somehow find a way to do as they wish.’


The king seemed to understand but still said, ‘Elaborate, please, old friend.’


Jon’s eyes drifted downwards. Darcy Tharigold was back in her car, and she may have even made some progress since last viewing. But where was she going? Home for Christmas – he hardly thought so. ‘This is just a theory but I believe that, at some distance, there are two dozen or so members of the Security Service funnelled into a Scottish hotel, awaiting any signal from Tony Speck that they are needed, and then they will come running.’


The king combined a smile with a sigh in an odd display of resigned dismay. It was one of his specialties. ‘Yes. I rather thought the same. Blast, why can’t they just go and enjoy their holidays for once? Balmoral used to be our little slice of freedom. But now it’s exactly the opposite – it’s the very sign we are not free. Even the wild hills of Scotland contain us. The new fences across our property lines, the security, the signs of the times. The wilds where even my private secretary will just pop up for a visit. Queen Victoria would perish all over again for the injustice of it all. Even the weather has turned against us.’


Jon did not know what to say. He had spent a lot of time at the king’s side. The two of them had struck up an unlikely friendship throughout the years, ever since Jon had walked in on the king having trouble with a crossword clue, one which Jon had the answer to. After that, the king had made a point to keep the crossword for when Jon was present. They spent more time together than one would think for a king and his chef, and it was because of this that Jon could see that the old man was genuinely troubled by his soliloquy. The vines of royalty had gripped him for his entire life, but never – it seemed – more tightly than now.


The moment passed, the dark cloud banished, and the king became cheery again. ‘Ah, before I forget.’ He almost skipped around Jon to his desk and plucked the card from the top of the pile.


‘Sir? I’m afraid I didn’t get you one,’ Jon said, taking it.


‘Pish posh, you’re making us a grand dinner all by your own hand. I daresay I can forgive you a card.’


‘Then thank you very much, sir. I must get back to this dinner then, and make it as grand as can be.’


‘And I must get back to this ongoing Miss Darcy situation. I wonder when she is going to retrieve the horses to pull her car like a sleigh. You are dismissed.’


They separated there – the king going back to his joyous voyeurism and Jon heading for the door, believing the exchange to be done. Before Jon could open the door, however, the king said, ‘Thank you for being here with me. It’s a big day, old friend.’


Jon nodded. ‘It’s my honour, sir,’ before leaving the king to his observation.


For the rest of his life, Jonathan Alleyne would forever come back to that last thing the king said to him in the early morn of Christmas Day.


It’s a big day, old friend.


A common enough sentiment, especially when factored with the decorum of the occasion. But when applied retrospectively, Jon had to wonder – did the king somehow know what was about to happen?


And if so – why did he not find some way to run as far and as fast as he could?





II



An Immodest Dinner


Jonathan Alleyne had never felt at home anywhere in his life until he found himself in the kitchens of the king.


Born in 1967, of a Bajan mother and a British father he never knew, in a minute box room in an attic in Soho, he regularly found himself torn between two worlds – the bright sunny beaches of Barbados and the grey rainy streets of London. He spent most of his youth in the former, for, when it was clear his father was never planning on making another appearance, his mother whisked him off across the sea to live with her extended family.


Jon was quite happy in Barbados for the early years of his life, having never known anything different. He started to see less of his mother as she lost interest in her child in order to explore the other thing that his father had burdened her with – a dependence on illicit substances. Sometimes, she would disappear for weeks at a time.


The Alleynes were not a wealthy family. The Alleyne house was small, cramped and packed with four generations, so, often, her absence went unnoticed to the wider family. Jon was frequently overwhelmed by how many bodies were in the house, and the number seemed to constantly change. At one time, he counted three aunts, three uncles, six cousins, one niece, four grandparents and one ancient great-grandfather, but all that mattered to him was that there was no mother.


Jon’s grandmother, his mother’s mother, saw his pain and most likely linked it with some of her own. She took him under her wing and raised him almost as if he were her own. She kept him with her as she pottered around the kitchen making sure everyone was fed. Cooking was taught to him vicariously, while she actively taught him the ways of the world, his need for manners, how to conduct himself. She was good to him in a way he’d never known.


Jon shared a bedroom with his grandma, but when he was old enough, he had to move into a room with the six cousins and only three bunk beds. They made him sleep on the floor. He was different to them – he knew it, they knew it, it was plain to see. As children always did, they seized upon that, weaponised it. They used to break into a chant whenever Jon entered the room – ‘Is he white? Is he black? Dunno where he came from but send him back!’ Jon’s light skin would always mean he did not fit in in the Alleyne house.


It was not until his mother’s funeral in 1983 when he really felt his tremendous displacement. He did not cry as his mother was lowered into the ground, surrounded by a town full of mourners who seemed far more interested in her now she was dead than when she was alive. After it was done, he sat on the church steps with Grandma and he told her that he had to leave.


Grandma did not stop him – she spent a month’s income from her cleaning business to buy him a plane ticket to England and give him enough to get settled. She was the only one who went to the airport to see him off. ‘You do this for you, dear child. You go out there, and you find what you’re looking for. Because the Lord isn’t going to bring it to you. And your momma isn’t either. It weren’t the drugs that killed her, Little Jon. It was the fact she didn’t know what she was doing here. So you go. See the world. And, more important than that, you let the world see you.’


Jon, only sixteen years old, did cry while watching Grandma disappear as his plane rolled onto the runway. He found his tears then, because he understood somehow that he would never be back and that he would never see her again and she had known this all along. He reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and instead out fell a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it. It was full of Grandma’s swirly scrawl, indecipherable to the untrained eye. But Jon understood – it was her recipe for flying fish, her most prized possession. And that gave Little Jon a place to start.


Jon’s early days in London were defined by exhaustion, loneliness and a dwindling motivation. He was able to use Grandma’s money to rent a small room in Islington, but not to furnish it. He slept on the floor for a year, spending his days trying to get a job at any restaurant that would take him. He got lucky a few months in as a new establishment was opening up in the West End.


Caribbean Plaza was purportedly a high-end Caribbean fusion restaurant, just around the corner from the Lyceum Theatre and poised to take full advantage of the theatrical crowd. Jon was taken on as a dogsbody – chopping vegetables and washing dishes. He was just happy to earn a wage.


As the years went by, Jon had the chance to step up into a junior chef role and become part of the team in the kitchen. He was content with how his life was going, finally finding somewhere he thought he could belong – until one night changed his life.


On an unassuming Wednesday in 1989, the restaurant was to be closed to the public for a very exclusive party of guests. The head chef and part owner, Jason Heartland, would not tell any of his team of the guests this party consisted of, just that they had to give their all for the service and this was one of the biggest nights for the restaurant in its history.


Jon saw this as a chance to prove himself even further. He was assigned a dish, the duck, and he would be expected to deliver the highest quality all night. As service began, the duck was in high demand, until the worst happened. They ran out just as another order came in. Heartland swore loudly as he saw the number of the table that had just ordered, but his eyes lit up as he told Jon that he would have to go out and personally apologise to the table. Jon knew what that meant – he was being used as the scapegoat, even though he was not in charge of stock.


Jon tentatively stepped out into the dining room to a sea of black-suited white men. The sight made him pause at its oddity. The man, the woman and the two daughters of his destination table seemed to be the only average, if slightly overdressed, diners. As he approached the table, he started to have the strangest feeling that he knew the young family. He had seen them somewhere before – maybe on the street, or on television, or in the newspaper.


It didn’t really matter who they were, though. What mattered was he could not serve them what they had ordered. It turned out that one of the daughters, both looking to be about six or seven, had ordered the duck. Jon apologised profusely as he said that they could order from the menu again or he could make her something personally. The glamorous woman tutted into her wine, but the man was amicable. He said that he would much prefer something personalised too.


Back in the kitchen, Jon kept his head down and talked to no one, even when asked what was happening. If this were a fable, Jon may have made the man and his daughter Grandma’s flying fish recipe, but, alas, it was not. He rustled up a simple goat pelau, adding flourishes to elevate it to restaurant standard, and took it out to the table. The man thanked him and that was that.


Heartland pulled Jon into his office after service when everyone else had left and started to berate him. Jon had many rebuttals – he was not in charge of ordering produce and if that was the most important table, then why were ingredients not held back for the order? – but he knew where this was going. He was getting sacked.


Until there was a knock at the office door. The man from the table appeared from nowhere and Heartland became very flustered. The man apologised and let him continue, so Heartland did. Jon found himself without a job, in two simple words.


The man at the door frowned and turned his attention to Jon. To his (and to Heartland’s) surprise, the man offered him a job. Jon accepted, even before he realised the man was the King of England.


So, no, Jon Alleyne had never truly had a home. But the kitchens of the various castles he attended as the king’s chef were the closest he had ever come. These were now the places that inspired homesickness if away from them for too long. This was where his team, not unlike a family, resided.


But today, Christmas Day, it was just himself, in a room that was built to function with twenty, thirty people, all working in tandem. Jon was meant to be a link in the chain, and now he was the whole chain itself. Self-pitying did not cook a meal, though. So he began, quickly organising himself at one singular station. His mission was a simple one – provide a Christmas dinner of the highest quality that felt as though it were prepared by the usual number of staff.


His chefs had done what they could. Late last night, this kitchen was filled with personnel, carving carrots, parboiling potatoes, unsheathing sprouts and boiling beef skin and bones for the gravy, among other activities – all working in tandem. It was the standard nightly ritual before a big event, but this time was slightly different. The actual work the next day would have to be undertaken by a sole chef.


Him.


It had seemed insurmountable at the time – now faced directly with it, it was even worse. He took a deep breath and put on his white double-breasted jacket (pristine white now, but for how long?) as he got back to the kitchen – his mind swimming with tasks that needed to be done. Almost absent-mindedly, he slipped the Christmas card from the king in the small gap above one of the waist high fridges and under a preparation table. He didn’t even have time to open it.


He got to work. The turkey needed prepping, stuffing and seasoning. The slow-roast duck needed a reduced temperature in twenty minutes as it had been in since he’d risen. The gammon was ready to go in, but that had to be timed right. The potatoes were the key – Jon’s speciality – and would have to be carefully monitored. The vegetables needed checking. The bread sauce needed finishing. The starter – a British Christmas soup of Jon’s own concoction – and one of the desserts – a traditional trifle – needed to be conjured up in their entirety as all but the Christmas pudding needed to be fresh. Those were just the major jobs. So Jon began.


There were to be eight members of the Royal Family present at the Christmas banquet: King Eric and Princess Marjorie were joined by their twin daughters, Princesses Emeline and Maud. The latter was joined by her partner, Thomas Crockley, and their two children, Princes Matthew and Martin. Princess Emeline was courting, but her partner, Anton Blake, had not been invited to the castle, which was likely to come up at some point. Rounding out the party was Prince David, the king’s younger (although, at a certain age, that distinction seemed moot) brother, whose presence was likely to be the looming shadow over the day. It was not Jon’s place to speculate, but he was sure that no one actually wanted him there. There was an ugliness prevailing around the king’s brother, but the government was keen to move past it and must have appealed to the king for David’s place at the table.


Jon had observed that the entire family seemed to be on rough ground, or, at the very least, rougher than usual. Not one for eavesdropping, it was still impossible for Jon not to hear the short, snippy conversations and the curt, untoward remarks to one another, coupled with the fact that the Windsor family had not all been in the same room for quite some time.


Princess Emeline had arrived just two days ago from her home in Yorkshire, more than a week after she had been due to come, which was likely due to the fact that she would understandably rather be spending Christmas with her beloved. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Princess Maud’s family unit had been at Balmoral for nearly a month and never usually stayed in one place for so long. They were positively bouncing off the walls, with only Maud leaving for the odd engagement.


The king and Princess Marjorie always avoided each other, and Jon was not unaware of the disdain they shared, set against the backdrop of a love that they couldn’t quite remember but which must have been nice at the time. Marjorie had become something of a blizzard herself the last decade, and although Eric’s true feelings were often hidden behind rhetoric, Marjorie frequently attempted to tell anyone and everyone exactly what she thought about her family when she had had a tipple – and tipples were becoming a startlingly regular occurrence.


Analysts reported Princess Marjorie’s change in demeanour towards the king, as well as his (and officials’) consistent refusal to allow her the title of queen. Jon had not known this to be a part of legislation until it had become relevant, but while a queen’s husband was not the king, a king’s wife was usually the queen, so in that context, it was slightly odd that Marjorie was still a princess. The princess royal, but a princess nonetheless.


A timer buzzed as if the universe were reminding him of what he should concern himself with. He thought on what that particular timer had been for, and then checked the duck and turned the oven down, setting a new timer for when he had to check it again. He used egg timers, and colour-coded them with miniscule Post-it notes. He coded the timer red. Now he just had to remember what red meant. He put it on the side.


Next, Jon prepped the turkey. The bird had been seasoned two days ago so it would be as succulent as possible. Firstly, he carefully pierced the skin and lifted it, spreading a homemade garlic butter underneath. Then, he wrapped the turkey in the finest Scottish pancetta that money could buy. He prepped the shallots, garlic and carrots that would be cooked in the tin with the bird and then put inside it partway through cooking. Finally, he arranged the roasting tin and put the turkey in the oven. He spun a timer to the desired length of time, coded it yellow and put it next to the other one.


The bread sauce was a major component – King Eric’s favourite. As a chef, Jon saw the value in all different types of dishes, ingredients, condiments and components. He knew that, although he had preferences, everything had its place in world cuisine. There was one exception, however – Jon could not understand how anyone could even tolerate bread sauce. The mere name, bread sauce, made Jon feel queasy, but the king practically begged Jon to make it every Christmas.


Jon continued to do what he could for his other tasks – the other components of the dinner. The gammon had a green timer. The soup had a purple timer. The pudding had an orange one. When Jon was done, there were six egg timers on the prep table.


He stopped for a moment to update his list of jobs, using the towel tucked into his waistband to dab at his brow. He knew that he was overdoing it, but what else was to be done?


He sat down for a moment to catch his breath. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied a figure standing in the archway at the entrance to the kitchens. There was only one person it could possibly be – who had a habit of popping up at the worst times.


Tony Speck announced his arrival, unnecessarily, with a severe clearing of the throat. His mountainous frame had been pressed into a crisp black suit – happily denoting his role as head of security – and he was currently zipping up a blue parka that was somehow even smaller for him than the suit. ‘Taking a break, Alleyne?’ He was an odd specimen – an ex-SAS powerhouse who was now being house-trained with a newly acquired pencil moustache. Jon didn’t like the fellow, but even he had to concede that it was hard not to feel safe around him. ‘I trust everyone has had their breakfast.’ His voice was devoid of anything denoting character, which, in a way, was all one needed to know about him.


‘I took the king his breakfast personally. I highly doubt Princess Marjorie will rise until dinner. Prince David requested no breakfast last night. And the princesses were quite adamant that they wanted to prepare their own.’


Speck sighed, forcing Jon to meet his gaze. It involved peering upwards, even though Jon was quite far away. Speck seemed positively repulsed. ‘Princesses getting their own breakfasts? Jesus. And you let them get it, did you?’


‘I wouldn’t know. Breakfast is usually served in the kitchens closer to the bedrooms. Are they even awake yet?’ Jon inspected the clock. It was 8 a.m. Where had the time gone? He couldn’t be sitting here making idle chit-chat.


‘Princesses going to the kitchens?’ The exact same diction and tone. It was really rather impressive. ‘They’ll be popping to the shops next.’


‘Well, let it be known that the royal revolution started with a bowl of cornflakes,’ Jon sniped. ‘Is there anything else you need?’


‘Yes, Alleyne, I need you to go down to the drawing room and make sure everything is well for the rest of the day.’


Jon could not quite believe what he was hearing. ‘Sir, I am rather busy here. Could you not do it? Or ask—’ He stopped there. There was no one else, no other name to finish that sentence. It was quite the adjustment to realise this.


‘No, Alleyne, I am going to patrol the grounds. Hence the parka. A blizzard such as this would make a perfect cover for some kind of assassination attempt, don’t you think? Look, I know this situation is not ideal, but it is what it is. So, be a sport and do as you are told.’


Jon’s eyes fell on his list. There was too much to do, but Speck was of a higher rank and Jon did indeed have to do what he was told. He looked back up to see that Tony Speck was already gone, fleeing to a less chaotic place – a blizzard.


Jon let out a long and steady breath before ripping off his jacket and stuffing the timers into his pockets.





III



The Knack to Stoking a Fire


Jon would not let Tony Speck know, but going to the drawing room at that point did have its advantages. He took the service lift up (so early in the day to fear the stairs, but there it was) and stopped off at the pantry to retrieve the king’s favourite brand of whisky – Anchor Haven Single Malt. Jon always made sure that they had a brand-new bottle for the occasion, as the king made a tradition out of everyone having a glass of whisky to raise a toast before his after-dinner speech.


The king hated to watch himself on television so, instead, at 3 p.m., as the rest of the country sat down to hear his address, he wrote a special address for his own family. It was often long, humorous, somewhat risqué and best enjoyed slightly tipsy.


Jon carried the Anchor Haven bottle to the drawing room, moving slowly to conserve his energy. The pain was already starting. He ignored it and quietly slipped inside. If one had any confusion over what time of year it was, the grand drawing room of Balmoral would very quickly set them straight. Colour and joy assaulted the brain on entrance and did not relent for one’s entire stay. The large room had been decadently draped in lavish Christmas decorations that had been in the royal household for decades, from ancient hanging adornments dangling from the ceiling to faded tinsel around the fireplace, to cracked baubles littered on the imposing Christmas tree by the window. Even the two chaises longues in the centre of the room had been adorned with Christmas cushions, and there was a smaller version of the tree on the coffee table between them.


Tony Speck would probably remark that this room represented how they got to this point. Christmas was always Eric Windsor’s favourite holiday, and he seemed to revel in his authority over it. The family had decorated this room, using the decorations they wanted, meaning that the place was dressed as a traditional family Christmas instead of a Clintons card. Eric often said that Christmas was the only time of year he felt like a normal person.


Outside of the trip to church on Christmas morning, which was a moral duty but also a royal one, the family could be left alone. This Christmas, for obvious blizzard-related reasons, the church trip had to be called off, which no doubt Eric secretly enjoyed. The entire day was to be their own – and this year especially, due to his startling recommendation.


It wasn’t hard to understand that King Eric would eventually ask to be left alone at Christmas, dismissing the staff. Jon wasn’t expecting anyone to actually agree to this, but a planning committee had been liaising with the royals, and eventually they had all come to an agreement. The Royal Family would celebrate Christmas alone with Tony Speck their only protection – well, and the high walls and gates of Balmoral – and Jon to serve them dinner.


Jon was not privy to the government’s stipulations, although he had been exposed to one the night before, when Speck had been tasked with gathering up the family’s mobile devices. He even took Jon’s, although he never had it while on duty anyway. ‘We can’t have anyone know that the United Kingdom’s most important asset is up here in the Scottish wilderness alone. I am not risking this family’s lives for the sake of Twitter.’ Many were relinquished willingly, but it had taken a long time to get young Prince Martin to part with his iPad. The devices had gone into a lockbox and Speck had taken them away, to a location that only he was aware of. The only communication devices left on any personage in Balmoral Castle were Jon and Speck’s analogue walkie-talkies.


Jon placed the Anchor Haven on the sideboard by the door and made his way around the room, carefully avoiding the towering Christmas tree branches and the empty loungers. A smattering of wrapped boxes lay underneath the tree, although the pile was not particularly uniform. Had Speck sent him down here just to reorder some boxes, while the duck burnt and the soup spoiled?


‘Oh, there you are, Butler.’


The sound jolted him. Prince David’s old and decrepit figure was crouched down in front of the fireplace, almost betraying his modesty in his traditional Scottish kilt. The Windsor family crest, a tradition for each of the family to wear on special occasions, was clipped to the top of the kilt like a belt buckle. He was fiddling with the logs and kindling of the fire, placing and re-placing items with an incompetent confidence that was almost admirable. David got up and dusted his hands, as if he had been doing God’s work. ‘I’ve been trying to get this blasted thing to light for the last hour. I’m rather afraid I’ll overly succeed and burst into flames, and give the rest of my family their deepest wish.’


‘Your Royal Highness,’ Jon said, forcing a smile. David had called him the butler ever since he had arrived – it didn’t bear correcting. The timers in his pockets were weighing him down, and he had bigger worries. ‘I often find that particular fire to be somewhat temperamental.’ He advanced and tried to light it himself, as the prince stood back. Within three tries, the fire slowly flickered to life.
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