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THIS NOVEL IS DEDICATED TO HER MAJESTY THE QUEEN’S READING ROOM BOOK CLUB AND LITERARY CHARITY, FOR ALL THE HARD WORK THEY DO IN CHAMPIONING LITERATURE.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

While Their Majesties feature in this novel as themselves, all the words they speak are entirely my own.

The roles of the Royal Household staff are real, but the characters themselves are totally fictitious and my creation.
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Monday 20 November 2023


It was both the southern entrance to the railway tunnel and the southern exit, depending, like so much in life, on your perspective. At this moment, through the crosshairs of the scope of his rifle, it was very definitely the exit. In just under three hours and seven minutes’ time, the Royal Train was scheduled to emerge from it, travelling at a steady 70mph, en route south from London to the city of Brighton and Hove.

He smiled. It was the smile of a man who knows something no one else does. Well, just two other people, actually.

The train would be carrying Her Majesty Queen Camilla, and her entourage, on the first leg of a two-day official hospice tour along the south coast of England.

The weather gods had smiled on him. They’d delivered a dense early morning mist, enabling him to arrive unseen beneath its shroud and conceal his motorbike in undergrowth, then be in position by sunrise at 07.25. On his previous early morning recces here, he’d seen no one. No dog walkers or ramblers. This grassy hillock, a bundu of weeds and brambles, was well clear of any of the South Downs footpaths and, lying flat on his stomach on the mat he had brought with him, he was confident he was concealed from view.

As a man whose job involved constant risk assessment, he had calculated that the biggest risk facing him over the coming hours would be a pesky, inquisitive dog. But he had a pocketful of treats, just in case. Preparation was everything, always. As Abraham Lincoln said: Give me six hours to chop down a tree, and I will spend the first four sharpening my axe.

The Sako TRG 42 rifle was steady on its bipod stand, the stock cradled into his shoulder. The magazine contained five .338 hollow-point – dum-dum – bullets, which would have a devastating effect on their target by expanding on impact. He would only need one round but he would fire two shots just to misdirect them. And the knowledge he had three spare had a calming effect; to be accurate over this distance of more than 300 metres he needed to be very calm. Very steady.

He peered through the scope again. The grimy red-brick surround to the void of the railway tunnel was cut into the side of the hill, like a scowl. There were steps up to a primitive platform service lift, which could carry maintenance workers up and down from a grassy knoll above, a short distance from the winding driveway to a farm.

He could see all of it through his scope. It was so powerful he could have read the time on anyone’s wristwatch.

The mist had risen completely now. He would love to stand and stretch his legs but that would be foolish, camouflage fatigues only concealed you so long as you didn’t move, and so much planning had gone into this it was a risk he could not take. He also needed a pee, and had to go through the awkward contortion of removing the empty two-litre bottle of Diet Coke from his rucksack, and directing his urine into it. When he had finished, he screwed the top back on and put it to one side. He would stow it in his rucksack later, along with the weapon that he would break down after he’d used it.

He unscrewed his thermos flask and took another swig of his carefully rationed coffee, as he watched a northbound express, the early train from Brighton carrying commuters to London Victoria, enter the tunnel. In a few minutes the stopping train from London Bridge, heading south towards Brighton, would emerge. He got comfortable and practised his aim with the rifle. He had a perfect view into the windows on the left side of each carriage. At the speed these trains were travelling, an accurate shot would be impossible.

But the Royal Train, due at 10.32, wasn’t going to be travelling at any speed at all.

The irony hadn’t escaped him that he was employed to protect The Queen. That was his day job.

But today was his day off.
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Monday 20 November 2023

Camilla, casually dressed in a jumper over a blouse and jeans, sat a companionable distance from her smartly suited husband, at the long mahogany table in the breakfast room of Clarence House. Her two Jack Russells, waiting patiently at her feet, were looking at her expectantly while she finished her porridge.

The King, seemingly deep in concentration, had been mouthing words silently to himself throughout breakfast. Between intermittent mouthfuls of muesli, dried fruit and honey he kept jotting down notes, in what looked to her like Arabic, on a pad beside him.

She smiled down at the dogs and whispered, ‘Think I’ve forgotten you?’

Beth and Bluebell’s ears twitched. They looked at her even more expectantly.

She adored these two gorgeous creatures, both rescues from Battersea Dogs Home, and the adoration was entirely mutual, though The Queen well knew that was just so long as she remembered to give them their daily treats. She broke off two small pieces from a slice of toast and slipped them under the table. With two quick crunches they were devoured.

‘I saw that!’ The King chided, raising a faintly disapproving eyebrow, accompanied by a smile that was anything but disapproving.

‘It’s just a little bit!’ She grinned back. ‘What are you working on?’

‘I’m addressing a climate change conference at Lancaster House at lunch today. It’s a speech on biodiversity to a gathering of world and business leaders. I intend to speak in several languages and I want to do as much of it as possible without referring to my notes.’

She smiled. ‘That’s brave.’

He glanced up at the wall and seemed momentarily distracted by something. Then he turned back to his wife. ‘What’s your day looking like?’

‘I’m starting my south coast hospice tour. Off to Brighton on the train – visiting Martlets in the morning. Then in the afternoon a children’s hospice and in the evening I’m going to see Hugh Bonneville in a play at Chichester Theatre. I’ll be overnighting on the train, then on to more hospices tomorrow morning. Then I’m going by helicopter to Bristol to give a talk at a big event SafeLives are hosting.’

‘The domestic abuse charity?’

‘Yes. Their work is quite remarkable.’

He glanced up at the wall again, frowned and called out loudly, ‘Gordon!’

The butler, immaculately dressed as always in his blazer, strode in from the pantry. ‘Yes, Sir, Ma’am?’ he said.

The King pointed up at a blank space. ‘What’s happened to that Landseer? I love that picture – why isn’t it there any more?’

‘I think the Royal Collection may have taken it away for cleaning, but I’ll find out, Sir.’

‘I almost fell over someone from the Royal Collection as I came down to breakfast,’ The Queen said. ‘He was lying on the floor at the base of the stairs doing something to the bottom of a picture frame.’

‘I’m very sorry, Ma’am, I’ll have a word with him.’

She shook her head. ‘No, I’m sure he was doing something important.’

As the butler retreated, King Charles said, ‘Peregrine’s going with you, isn’t he, darling?’

Sir Peregrine Greaves, as Private Secretary to Their Majesties, was seen as one of the most senior members of the Royal Household.

‘I know you want him on this trip to protect me, don’t you?’ She gave him a challenging smile.

‘Darling, he’s concerned about this protest lot – the Not-My-King anti-monarchists, republicans – whatever – threatening to disrupt your arrival in Brighton. He’s going along to keep you safe.’

‘Perhaps he could be armed with a sword? I’m sure that will be far more effective than the Glocks of the Royal Protection team.’

The King looked at his wife, unsure for a moment if she was joking. ‘Darling, you know that Peregrine always has our backs.’

She buttered the other half of the slice of toast she’d given to the dogs. ‘I do, but . . .’ She hesitated.

‘But what?’ he pressed.

‘Bless him, I know he means well, but sometimes I feel he’s over-protective. Yesterday he tried to persuade me to cancel the trip – tried really hard. I told him quite clearly I will not be cancelling. With my schedule as it is, it could take six months to rearrange this tour.’

‘I understand,’ he said.

‘I had a long chat with Tommy last night. He agreed I should stick to my guns. The protestors aren’t going away.’

‘Tommy’ was Major General Sir Tommy Magellan-Lacey, Master of The King’s Household, and another senior royal employee. He was someone both The King and Queen adored and trusted totally. The warning about what Queen Camilla might expect on arrival at Brighton Station had come from him, through intelligence from the RaSPs – the Royalty and Specialist Protection team – and from the Scotland Yard Counter Terrorism Command.

He nodded. ‘Whatever you decide, I always want you to be safe.’

She stood up, walked over to him and kissed him on the forehead. ‘I’ll be safe, I promise you. The train’s a lot safer than that damned helicopter.’
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Monday 20 November 2023

Unlike some of his more sceptical colleagues in the police, Detective Superintendent Roy Grace had no delusions about the reality of global warming. Being a father had made him even more acutely aware of the responsibility of his generation, to be the caretakers of a planet that seemed increasingly endangered – and dangerous – by the day.

He was seated at his desk at 8 a.m. on this glorious, cold but sunny, Monday morning, after a happy weekend with his wife, Cleo, and their children, Noah and Molly. It had been a turbulent few years for his personal life, starting with hearing that his long-missing wife, Sandy, had taken her own life, in Munich, Germany, and that they had a son, Bruno, she had never told him about.

Bruno, a challenging boy of eleven, had come to live with him and Cleo. Then, just when Roy Grace felt he was starting to form a good relationship with the boy, Bruno was killed while crossing a road and looking at his phone.

But Grace was beginning to come to terms with it – at least, as much as he ever would – and there seemed to be some equilibrium in his world right now. And Cleo had found some equilibrium in her world, too, after nearly quitting her job in the mortuary in the aftermath of Bruno’s death, finding it too hard to cope with any young children brought in. But now, in addition to Noah and Molly, plus two dogs, Humphrey and Kyla, she’d taken on charity work as well, as local coordinator for the international book donation charity Book Aid, and was loving it. And Grace was loving the satisfaction it was giving her and the total contrast to her grim days in the mortuary.

But although there might be a semblance of equilibrium in Roy’s domestic world, there wasn’t much in the world beyond the walls of the Sussex Police HQ campus.

Knife crime in the city of Brighton and Hove, and other key hotspots around the county of Sussex, especially Hastings and Crawley, was becoming an epidemic. Whereas a decade ago there’d been an average of twelve murders a year in this county, thanks to the culture of knives, which had begun in London and now spread throughout the nation – partly fuelled by the scourge of youngsters snared into so-called county lines drug dealing – the annual murder rate in Sussex was rising.

And way beyond what, in many ways, was the still relatively safe haven of his home county, there were increasingly dangerous trouble spots, both across England and in almost any direction in the world where you looked. Russia, China, Korea, Africa and even the once dependable USA. Sometimes he wished he had the ability to gather all the leaders of every country in the world, knock their heads together, and tell them to try to appreciate this amazing planet we all inhabited, rather than spreading war and hatred.

An optimist by nature, he always remembered something his late father, Jack, had quoted, stoically, soon after the diagnosis of the cancer that was to kill him. Life may not be the party we’d hoped for, but while we are here, we may as well dance.

Roy Grace always held onto that as a mantra for times of adversity. But it would be sorely tested, too often. Especially when in the middle of the night he would answer his job phone to news of yet another horrific crime, and after arriving at the scene would despair of human nature.

A recent case he had just finished working on was a prime example of this. Operation Spottiswood. A forty-eight-year-old woman, Lisa Dent, who had stabbed to death both her mother, aged seventy-eight, and her sister, Mary, aged fifty-one. She had entombed her dead mother in concrete and walled-up her sister’s body in an inglenook fireplace, which she had then plastered over. She told friends and neighbours that they had relocated to New Zealand, to live with Mary and her new husband. It was Financial Investigator Emily Denyer who led the discovery. Lisa Dent, who was employed as a supermarket cashier, had been living a lifestyle well beyond her earnings ever since the demise of her mother and her sister.

Grace sipped his coffee, and called a member of his team, DS Nicholl. When the detective answered, he said, ‘Nick, I need to talk to you about a couple of details on Op Spottiswood – can you pop in at some time when you’re free?’

‘When’s good, boss? I know you’re pretty tied up at the moment – I am too, I’ve been seconded to The Queen’s visit to Brighton and Hove today. I’m currently with the team sweeping Martlets Hospice – she’s due to arrive here at 11.15. You’re the Investigations lead for Operation Flagship, aren’t you?’

Operation Flagship was the name for the operation to guard The Queen while she was in Sussex.

‘I am. Is everything OK at Martlets? No sign of any protestors?’

‘Not so far, boss. Let’s hope it doesn’t all kick off when Her Maj arrives. Do you have any intel on the protestors?’

‘I’ve just come from a briefing with the Chief,’ Grace said. ‘The intel we have is there’ll be a small Not-My-King protest group at Brighton Station and they’ll be corralled. But generally it seems there’s a lot of positive excitement in the city.’ He smiled wryly. ‘However, hey, prepare for trouble, make it double.’

‘I never had you down as a Pokémon fan, boss.’

‘When you have young children, you start learning all kinds of stuff you never even knew existed.’

‘Tell me about it!’

‘So the Royal Train departs from Brighton at 12.30 for Arundel, then Her Majesty’s safety becomes the responsibility of the West Division police – do you have any more Royal Protection duties after that, Nick?’

‘No, I can come over then, if that works?’

‘That’s fine, I’m not going anywhere, assuming all goes to plan today.’

‘Yeah, and we know what they say about those who assume, don’t we, boss!’ the DS teased, knowing this was one of his boss’s most used phrases.

‘Yes, Nick, they make an ass out of U and ME. I’m impressed you remember this. You have clearly been listening and learning!’

‘I hang off every word you say!’ Nick Nicholl retorted.
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Monday 20 November 2023

Stan Briggs was a proud man, with much to be genuinely proud about. Balding and bespectacled, he looked like everyone’s favourite uncle, but he was sad today. After thirty-seven years as a train driver – the last twenty on the London–Brighton line – he had finally and reluctantly made the decision to retire at Christmas, in just over a month’s time.

His wife had repeatedly reminded him that he was already past normal retirement age. And he had repeatedly told her, choose a job you love and you will never have to work a day in your life. And he truly loved his job, the thrill of turning his boyhood dream into a reality.

The one consolation about retirement was it would give him more time for his hobby – his passion really – his racing pigeons. It was something he shared with the late Queen Elizabeth, a fellow pigeon fancier, whose train he’d twice had the privilege of travelling on for previous royal visits to Sussex, the last occasion being in 2013.

On the first, in 1988, he’d sat up front in the cab alongside the driver, learning the ropes of driving, or rather chauffeuring, this train. Unlike the express trains travelling at 90mph, for the comfort of the royal passengers the speed was generally restricted to 70mph.

The Royal Train was pulled by a Class 67 diesel locomotive, painted in Royal Claret livery, and there was a second locomotive behind, in case the train needed to reverse. There were three Royal Train locomotives in total, one being a spare. The regulars were the Royal Sovereign, No. 67006, the Queen’s Messenger, No. 67005 – and No. 67029, the newest, the Royal Diamond, named by Queen Elizabeth in celebration of her Diamond Wedding Anniversary in 2007. All three of them, at the instigation of King Charles, ran on environmentally friendly biofuel made from waste vegetable oil.

On this Monday morning, as Briggs had arrived to start what he thought would be a routine shift on the London–Brighton line, he was informed that he would be driving the Royal Train, containing Her Majesty Queen Camilla and her entourage, to Brighton. The front locomotive would be the Royal Diamond.

It was for security reasons that none of the pool of drivers who were qualified for the Royal Train ever knew in advance that they would be driving it that day. It was only when they turned up for their shift that they’d be told.

He smiled ruefully as he thought about security and how times had changed, due to financial cuts. Back on that very first trip in the cab, as a trainee driver for the Royal Train, there was a British Transport Police officer on every railway bridge on the entire route from London to Brighton but now there would not be any. But there were cordons both at Victoria Station and the destination, Brighton, as well as a Royal Protection team on the train itself.

A big fan of the new Queen, when Stan was told the news by his manager he was beyond thrilled, if a little nervous. What a great journey to end his career on! Such an honour and privilege. And hopefully, it would all go smoothly.
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Monday 20 November 2023

The King was supportive of the Royal Train on environmental grounds, and Queen Camilla was even more enthusiastic – particularly as she was never happy in a helicopter.

The back-room bean-counters of the Royal Household had long been advocating scrapping the train. They pointed out the cost of maintaining the three dedicated locomotives and nine carriages, for the very limited occasions the Royal Train was used, was too high compared to air and road travel. They, disdainfully, nicknamed it the Palace on Wheels.

But the current train was very far from anyone’s definition of a palace. In Edwardian times – then decked out with sumptuous velour upholstery and gold inlay – it had rivalled anything the heyday of the Raj had to offer. But after a major refit for the late Queen’s Jubilee in 1977 the interior was far more basic. If in former times the train might have been awarded five stars in any hotel guide, the refurbished one, forty-five years on – with its Formica work surfaces and avocado bathroom suite that wasn’t retro cool but just plain old-fashioned – would have struggled to get even three stars on TripAdvisor. Not that any members of the Royal Family who made occasional use of it were in the habit of posting about their accommodation on social media. But at least the actual Royal Carriage itself, with air suspension, a full-width sofa, and beds facing lengthways rather than across the rails, for maximum comfort, gave its passengers a far smoother ride than any commuter train.

For Queen Camilla, its real value was that it enabled her, travelling around the country for two or more days of public engagements, to stay over in comfort, in total privacy, without having to resort to hotels or return to London. And, parked in a siding, they were secure inside a police cordon.

For Quentin Haig, the Royal Train Officer and Manager of the Royal Train for more than twenty years, this train was his beloved universe, and he was immensely proud of just how immaculate it always was, in advance of any journey. He was particularly happy that it was a favoured method of transport for the current Prince and Princess of Wales, and even more so that Queen Camilla was keen on using it.

A perfectionist, Quentin Haig had arrived at the siding near Milton Keynes at 6 a.m. this morning, as he always did on days the train would be in service. He’d checked that the exteriors of both locomotives, and all the Royal Claret-coloured carriages in which Queen Camilla and her royal party would be travelling, were immaculate. Today they would be using seven carriages. If The King had been accompanying her, with his additional entourage, they would have had eight or, more likely, all nine carriages in use.

Then he had walked along the corridors, through the interior of each carriage. The first behind the front locomotive was the staff sleeper, where he slept, along with three engineers, who looked after the electronics, plumbing and physical hardware, as well as a representative from Network Rail. Then through into the Household Diner, which was effectively the staff canteen. The next carriage was the marginally more ornate and comfortable Royal Diner, followed by The Principals’ bedroom carriage with its bathroom suite.

This connected through to the royal sitting room, followed by an office carriage complete with desk. The final two carriages were the sleeping quarters for the Royal Household staff, which on today’s journey, along with Peregrine Greaves, The Queen’s Private Secretary, comprised: her two Queen’s Companions; her dresser; Director of Communications; Equerry to The Queen; the royal doctor; Director of Royal Travel; a valet; a footman; her hairdresser; and a team of Protection Officers.

As he went through the carriages that would be occupied by The Queen herself, he checked every detail, switching on and off the table lamps to ensure the bulbs were working. He ran the taps of Their Majesties’ bath, to check the water ran clear and warm, and flushed each of the seven loos.

Finally, at 8 a.m., the train crossed the Thames and then reversed back over it and onto the reserved and heavily guarded Platform 9 at Victoria Station.

The royal party would be arriving at 9.15 for the scheduled departure at exactly 9.30 a.m. Quentin prided himself that not once, in all the years under his watch, had the Royal Train ever arrived at a destination more than fourteen minutes either side of the scheduled time. Today’s driver for this leg of the journey, Stanley Briggs, had been made well aware of this. He would nail it, he assured Quentin Haig.
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Monday 20 November 2023

Queen Camilla had spent much of her childhood in Sussex, at her family’s country home in the village of Plumpton, just 12 miles east of Brighton, so it was always a joy for her to return to the county where she had so many happy memories.

As she boarded the train on this glorious November morning she had a spring in her step, although she knew that she faced an emotional couple of days talking to terminally ill people in a series of hospices. But she was buoyed as always by the inner strength she’d inherited from both her parents. Her father, a soldier in the Second World War, was twice decorated for gallantry, and her mother, despite a privileged life, had worked tirelessly for many years for a charity helping children with disabilities.

Breaking with tradition, as part of the modernization of the monarchy, instead of Ladies-in-Waiting, Queen Camilla chose to use the term of Queen’s Companions. Their role was similar to that of Ladies-in-Waiting but less formal and more relaxed.

The two Queen’s Companions accompanying her on this trip were tall, elegant Baroness Westwood, ‘Tiny’ to her friends, who was married to one of The King’s best friends and who carried The Queen’s lunch – comprising a banana and thermos of tomato soup – in her Louis Vuitton holdall, and Lady Elena Trevelyan, a jovial, bespectacled mutual chum of both The King and The Queen. Joining them in the sitting-room carriage of the train, seated closely to The Queen, was the reassuring, smartly dressed figure of Jayne Bennett, her own Private Secretary and trusted source for advice and guidance. Sir Peregrine Greaves and one of the ever-present RaSPs, the tall, burly, quietly unobtrusive, suited and booted Jon Gilhall completed the ensemble. Additional RaSP officers were stationed further down the train.

Camilla, dressed in blue, sat at the Formica-topped desk that had been installed at the request of the late Queen Elizabeth, making some last-minute changes on a speech she was due to deliver tomorrow night in Bristol for her domestic abuse charity, SafeLives.

She and her husband were self-confessed workaholics, even though many of the public wouldn’t view them as such. At their time of life, when most people would have been retired for a decade, they both remained utterly motivated, as if aware of the limited time they had to achieve so much.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the tall, silver-haired figure of Sir Peregrine Greaves approaching, immaculately suited and deferential, as always, but assertive with it. He had a way of walking that made him look as though he was gliding on wheels. She always felt that in part he was like a wise old friend who had her and The King’s back, but also in part that he knew more than both of them did. Secrets that he didn’t share.

‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘I thought before we are rolling that we might have a quick look through today’s schedule?’

‘Of course, Peregrine,’ she said and looked at the sheaf of papers he placed in front of her, skimming down to the first appointment.

10.45: Arrive at Brighton Station.

11.15: Arrive by car at Martlets Hospice. Meet, greet with Director.

11.25–11.55: Tour of hospice. Meet and engage with patients.

11.55–12.10: Coffee with nursing staff.

12.15: Depart by car for Brighton Station.

12.30: Lunch break on train.

14.00: Arrive at Arundel Station.

14.20: Arrive by car at Chestnut Tree House Hospice.

The schedule at Chestnut Tree House was pretty much identical to Martlets. Then after that she had a relaxing evening to look forward to, watching a play at Chichester Theatre, and drinks with Hugh Bonneville during the intermission. From there, she would travel by road to the train, which would be in a railway siding just outside the city and would remain there for the night. A light supper and then bed.

She glanced at her watch. They would be off very shortly. ‘Not too bad a schedule is it, Ma’am?’ the Private Secretary asked in a manner that made it both a question and an answer.

During the past twelve months she had attended 233 engagements, and there were times when it felt that half of them were all on the same day. She smiled. ‘I think it’s very well balanced, both today and tomorrow,’ she said, then gave a friendly grimace. ‘Well, apart from the helicopter tomorrow afternoon, from Bournemouth to Bristol.’

Greaves was well aware of her dislike of the helicopter, but also that she did accept that often it was the only practical option for most of her tight schedules. ‘Ma’am, if I may say, if it is of any comfort, that the safety record of the Royal Helicopter is somewhat better than the safety record of trains – on this particular line at any rate.’

‘Really, Peregrine?’

The Private Secretary checked his wristwatch, then nodded. ‘I’m absolutely serious, Ma’am. In approximately one hour we will be travelling through Clayton Tunnel, just north of Brighton, where the worst railway crash in British history, at the time, happened.’ He gave one of those knowing smiles that always infuriated her.

‘What happened?’

‘Not wishing to frighten you – apparently, due to a signalling error, a southbound train was halted in the middle of the tunnel. The steam locomotive of the following train smashed into the rear of it. Twenty-three people were scalded to death and a further one hundred and seventy-six were severely injured.’

The Queen shuddered. ‘How dreadful. What a horrendous thing to happen. That must be one of everybody’s worst nightmares.’

He nodded. ‘Indeed. The tunnel is haunted, apparently. Locals say on stormy nights you can sometimes hear the cries of the victims.’

The Queen shuddered again and gave him a quizzical look as if uncertain whether he was teasing.

‘One of your predecessors, Ma’am, Queen Victoria, was so disturbed by the disaster that she refused from then on to travel through that tunnel on her regular visits to Brighton. She would alight at Hassocks Station – which was extended to accommodate the then extremely long Royal Train – and travel by coach and horses across the Downs to Brighton.’

‘And that’s what we’ll be doing today, is it, Peregrine?’ she teased.

He smiled. ‘Well, Ma’am, I think we’ll be all right today.’

‘Let’s hope so!’

Gliding a little closer to The Queen and shooting a wary glance in the direction of her two Queen’s Companions, he lowered his voice and looked a little uncomfortable. ‘There is an issue I would like to raise with Your Majesty – nothing to do with transport. Perhaps later today we could have a few private minutes?’

She frowned. ‘Of course, Peregrine.’

He looked at his watch again, ever the stickler for time. ‘Thank you, Ma’am. We should be off any moment now.’

‘Towards the cries of the victims?’

He gave her an uneasy look as if uncertain for a moment whether to smile. When he finally did, it was a smile that did not sit well on the stiff, aristocratic features of his face.
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As the dot of 9.30 a.m. approached, Stanley Briggs stared ahead through the windscreen, past the upright wiper, at the brightly lit and empty platform. The platform to their left was also empty, for security, as were the next two beyond those. He confirmed back on his radio, first to Victoria Railway Station Signalling, and then to Quentin Haig, the Royal Train Manager, that he was good to proceed.

The electronic light box displayed first CD, for Close Doors, followed by RA, for Right Away. A uniformed member of the platform team, standing by his window, waved a green flag.

Shaking with nerves, with his right foot he pushed the pedal – known as the dead man’s pedal – down to the floor. At the same time, with his trembling left hand, selecting forward he eased the accelerator handle gently, very gently, towards him, and released the brakes. The train started to travel forward. So gently it would not have spilled coffee from a mug in front of him; so gently, he hoped, that Her Majesty would not even be aware they were off, unless she looked out of the window.

It seemed, as it always did, for those first moments, not that they were moving but that the rails in front of them were gliding towards them. The platform was slipping past at a steadily increasing rate. Two green lights glowed brightly ahead. And beyond, brilliant daylight.

As the end of the platform receded and they progressed out of the station’s vast canopy, high-rise and low-rise buildings appeared on the near horizon, along with a tall red crane. They passed under a low, drab concrete bridge, with two green lights for him, which spanned the wide number of tracks feeding into the station’s nineteen platforms. On the far side he saw the speck of an airliner out of Heathrow climbing high into the sky. They clattered over a series of points, still going at a gentle pace, and an oncoming red train – the Gatwick Express, passed them to their right at a slow speed, on the up-line.

The four chimneys of the old Battersea Power Station loomed ahead to his left, more high-rises and then they were crossing the Thames, over Grosvenor Bridge. He steadily increased the speed, keeping a watchful eye on his signals. All the ones so far were green, but he was ever mindful that if he saw a red one in the distance he would need to start slowing immediately – careful not to brake too hard with his royal passenger on board, but only too well aware that with seven carriages and a heavy locomotive behind him, it would take him a good mile to bring the train to a halt.

An alert beeped as he crossed another set of points approaching Clapham Junction, setting off a warning klaxon, and he instantly hit the yellow button with his right hand, to silence it. The klaxon, triggered by magnets in the rails before any station or bend or change of speed limit, was one of the two fail-safe systems for the drivers. The other was the pedal he kept firmly pressed to the floor.

If he lifted his right foot off the pedal for more than eight seconds the train would come to a rapid but steady halt and he would get a radio message from the area signaller asking if he was OK. He’d done it on one occasion and, like many of the mistakes he’d made over the years, if you valued your job, you only did it once. He still winced at the memory of the day, with eight full carriages behind him, he’d forgotten to stop at Gatwick Airport.

They rolled through Clapham Junction. It was after rush-hour now and just a handful of people stood on the two platforms – up-line and down-line – they were passing. A few gazed in astonishment, and he saw phone cameras raised.

Then they were out the far side and shortly there were two sets of tracks merging – as an illusion – into just one, at the vanishing point some distance ahead. He stared through the windscreen at the ever-changing view, a privileged one that passengers never saw and one he had never tired of in all his years of driving trains, and suddenly, he had to pinch himself. I’m driving The Queen! I’m bloody driving The Queen! How good is that?

He wondered what was happening in those carriages behind him. Was The Queen writing a speech? Or relaxing with a cuppa and talking to some of her travelling entourage? Did she look out at the scenery on her train journeys, or just focus on her paperwork, her computer screen, her phone, like most people these days?

He watched the digital readout as the speed steadily built up. They were approaching the 70mph cruising speed. He adjusted the rate of acceleration: 67mph . . . 68mph . . . 69mph . . . 70mph.

Unlike airline pilots or car and other road vehicle drivers, there was no cruise control equivalent for train drivers, and that was deliberate, for one very simple reason. If a driver had a medical incident and lost concentration for even the briefest period of time and missed a signal, or worse, became unconscious or, God forbid, died, nobody wanted a train to continue hurtling at high speed, with no means to stop it until it hit something. It was for this reason that both the dead man’s pedal and the klaxon warning system had been devised.

Stan loved his job on the best of days, and this was truly way beyond the best of days! He was driving the Royal Train, with Queen Camilla on board. This would be something to tell the grandchildren! And to cap it all, the weather was magical.

As he checked the speedometer, holding steady at exactly 70mph, he was mindful that not everyone in Network Rail was happy about the Royal Train. Because of its relatively slow speed of travel compared to the rest of the passenger rolling stock, many of its journeys were made at night to avoid inconveniencing the general public. But, hey, he thought, ardent Royalist that he was, surely anyone delayed by a few minutes today should be happy to know they were being helpful to The Queen, right?

They were approaching the first of the three longest tunnels on the line, Merstham. A railway history buff, Stan knew that back in Victorian days the interiors of railway tunnels were painted with whitewash and illuminated by gas lights, to try to make them less scary for passengers. Eight decades of smut from steam locomotives had long coated the whitewash with a deep patina of soot, turning them grey. Electric lighting had gradually replaced gas, but the lighting in most tunnels today was so feeble as to be almost non-existent.

They burst out of Merstham tunnel into dazzling sunshine. Twenty minutes later, they entered Balcombe tunnel, going beneath the reservoir that all the train drivers joked was the Brighton line car-wash for trains. And, sure enough, water pelted down from the roof and he had to switch the wiper on. The engineers said the tunnel was safe, despite all this leaking water. Yeah, right. One of Stan’s colleagues had joked that the last sound anyone would hear, the day the world ended, would be the voice of an engineer explaining how it could not happen.

Exiting from the tunnel they crossed his favourite part of this whole journey. The gorgeous Ouse Valley Viaduct, with its spectacular views to both sides of the magnificent Sussex countryside. Now, ahead, there was only one more tunnel of significance, the one-and-a-half-mile-long one at Clayton, and they would then be close to their destination.

Stan wondered if there was any possibility of meeting Her Majesty. Just for a few seconds. How amazing would that be? Maybe he could jump down from his cab as soon as they were safely halted at Brighton and wait for her to walk past along the platform. He could try bowing and doffing an imaginary hat, perhaps, to get her attention. It might at least make her smile.

He held that thought as they passed a barren cornfield and he looked at his watch. They were doing fine. They would arrive at Brighton Station well inside those fourteen minutes of leeway. In fact, provided there were no hold-ups, they would be pretty much bang on time. He allowed himself a smile. A rather proud smile. If he gauged it right they might even arrive on the absolute dot!

They passed through Haywards Heath, the northbound and southbound platforms of this major commuter station near-deserted. As they did so an up-line express flashed by to their right, passing just a couple of feet away.

In a moment they would round a curve in a deep cutting, and he would see another of his favourite sights, the magnificent north entrance to Clayton Tunnel, with its striking turrets. It had been designed to resemble a Gothic castle. The intention had been to instil a sense of safety and security for rail travellers, to allay their fears on entering this very long, dark tunnel through the South Downs. And it really did look like a miniature castle, complete with its twin crenellated towers either side of a small dwelling on top. It had originally been created as a signalman’s cottage, but for many years it had been a private residence. Occasionally he would see one of the occupants at a window waving, and he would always smile and wave back.

Then Briggs heard a voice he recognized on his radio, sounding very anxious. A signaller from Three Bridges.

‘Stan. The up-line driver’s reported what he thinks is an obstruction on the southbound line in Clayton Tunnel. Halt your train! Halt your train immediately!’

Shit.

For a split second, Briggs was torn between slamming the brakes full on and hurtling The Queen and all other passengers forward, potentially causing injuries, or slowing more gradually.

The signaller’s words flashed through his brain. What he thinks is an obstruction.

Not definitely an obstruction.

He went for a compromise, braking as hard as he dared as they shot into the entrance, the darkness of the railway tunnel instantly enveloping them, along with the din echoing around them. The speed dropped: 60mph . . . 50mph . . .

Although just 1.5 miles long, for some reason this feebly lit tunnel always felt longer to Stan. The exit was, at this moment, just the faintest distant pinprick of light. He glanced at the cold grey walls, up at the curved roof, then the faint glint from the rails, seemingly unspooling in front of them.

40mph.

Then he saw something.

Jesus.

Something on the track.

It wasn’t possible.

Oh no, please no.

He dived for the brake, slamming it full on, but it was already too late. The cab rose up, as if it was on a ramp, then down, but it was no longer on the rails. It was jolting, jarring, jolting, shaking across the sleepers, shaking him out of his seat and throwing him across the cab floor. Sparks were shooting like a lightshow in front of him.

Oh Christ. Oh please, God, no. Not this train, not this train, oh please no.

The walls were hurtling past. The cab rocked from side to side and he was fearful it was about to capsize. The train was slithering, snaking, bumping. Slowing. Stan tried to get to his feet but was thrown sideways. Then, just as he tried again, the train abruptly came to a standstill, hurtling him up and forward, cracking his head fiercely at the top of the windscreen. He fell to the floor, dazed, his head in agony.

All he could hear for a moment was silence. Then a hiss, a crackling sound. The acrid stench of burning electrics.
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Inside the royal sitting-room carriage, which was heeled over at an angle, with the lights flickering, the startled and slightly dazed Queen, flung from her desk, lay on the floor. There were wisps of smoke in the carriage, a loud crackling sound of shorting electrics and someone close by was shouting.

Shaken but unhurt, Queen Camilla’s endless training in emergency situations kicked in. She looked around, anxious to see if anyone was injured. For an instant, the lights went out, plunging them into darkness. Then they came back on and she could see what appeared to be the contents of a handbag strewn all over the floor along with a broken teacup and a spreading pool of milk. Lady Elena Trevelyan, a statuesque figure normally unruffled by anything, was also on the floor, looking shocked and missing a shoe. Peregrine Greaves, looking dazed but struggling back onto his feet, had an ugly gash down the right side of his forehead. Tiny, in a rear-facing seat, was one of the few in the carriage who appeared OK.

‘I think we should get off the train,’ The Queen said, her voice shaky. ‘In case it catches fire. Everyone OK to do that? Anyone need help? Where’s Jayne?’

‘I’m here,’ Jayne said firmly from just behind her. ‘Your Majesty, we’re fine, I think we’re all fine!’

The Queen, helped to her feet by her Protection Officer, Jon Gilhall, who seemed unscathed, stood shakily several seconds before Greaves, no longer gliding now but striding like a clockwork toy, reached her.

‘You – Your – Your Majesty,’ he said, looking totally bewildered. ‘I – are you – you?’

He seemed to forget what he wanted to say.

‘Sir,’ Gilhall said, looking around warily, one hand inside his jacket, where he kept his gun, ‘sit down, I’ll get someone to bring the royal doctor.’ His eyes darted to both of The Queen’s Companions. Tiny, on her knees, was helping Lady Trevelyan gather up the contents of her handbag.

Pulling out his phone and stabbing the keypad, Gilhall hurried to the drawer containing the first aid kit. Then he cursed. ‘No signal.’

The Queen reached for her handbag, pulled a handkerchief out and dabbed the Private Secretary’s badly cut face. ‘It’s a nasty gash, Perry,’ she said. ‘Are you OK?’

He gave an uncertain nod. ‘I – I don’t – don’t know – what’s happened?’

‘There’s been an accident, sit down, help will be coming.’

‘I’m OK, Your Majesty, Ma’am. I’m fine.’ He sounded anything but.

She looked at her two Queen’s Companions. ‘I can smell burning. We need to evacuate and check on the other carriages, see if anyone is hurt and get them out. Understand?’

The Queen’s Companions nodded, Elena shaking badly and looking in shock.

‘I’ll call for help.’ The Queen pulled her phone out of her bag with a trembling hand. Then she saw, too, there was no signal.

‘Sorry, Ma’am, I can’t get a signal either,’ Gilhall said.

Suddenly the carriage door opened, and the bespectacled face of a man in his sixties appeared. He had blood running from a cut on the top of his head and one of his glass lenses was cracked. He was holding a small torch in his hand. ‘I’m the train driver, Your Majesty,’ he gasped, ‘we must get out, everyone must get out NOW!’

An instant later, the tall, wiry frame of another of The Queen’s Protection Officers, PC Dambe, appeared in the carriage, holding a large torch. ‘Your Majesty!’ he said, the relief on his face palpable as he saw she was on her feet. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Thank you, Julian, I’m fine. How is everyone else?’

‘I’ll check, Ma’am.’

‘Your Majesty,’ the bespectacled man blurted out, louder and even more urgently. ‘I’m the driver. We’ve been derailed by something on the line. Part of this train is now across the northbound line and there’s an express from Brighton due in fifteen minutes. I’ve got no phone or radio signal in here. You’ve got to get away from the train. God knows what will happen if we can’t stop that train.’

‘Fifteen minutes?’ Dambe said. ‘Are you sure we have fifteen minutes?’

‘Could be less,’ the driver said. ‘Unless the Three Bridges signaller has already stopped it. But I don’t want to take the risk.’

‘I’m a runner. Which is the fastest way out of the tunnel?’ Dambe asked.

Stan jerked a thumb. ‘South, keep going.’

‘What do I do to stop that express?’

‘Dial the nines and ask for British Transport Police,’ Briggs blurted. ‘You might get a signal as you get near the entrance. They’ve got to speak to the signalling centre at Three Bridges, make sure they know exactly what’s happened.’ He offered the RaSP officer his torch. ‘You’re going to need this.’

Dambe shook it away, pulling a small one from his inside pocket and switching on its powerful beam. ‘I’m good.’

The two Royal Protection Officers conferred briefly. Then, as Dambe jumped down, the driver said, ‘Be really careful, it’s dark, don’t trip, and just walk on the ballast – don’t walk on any wood, it will be slippery, and don’t walk on anything metal or go to the centre of the track – the electric rails on both sides are live.’ 

As if to emphasize this, there was a sudden flurry of loud crackles, and more white sparks visible through the carriage window.

As the RaSP officer squeezed past members of the royal entourage who were climbing down from the carriages and ran off into the darkness, the driver turned to The Queen. ‘Your Majesty, you must get away from the train, we need to get everyone away, but you are the priority.’

‘I want to know everyone’s safe first,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Stan – Stanley – Briggs, Your Majesty.’

‘All right, Stanley, I understand what you’re saying, but I’m not leaving until I know all of my team are off the train and heading to safety with me. My life isn’t any more important than anyone else’s.’

‘Beg pardon, Ma’am, but you are the priority.’

Jon Gilhall returned with an open first aid box and went up to the Private Secretary. But Greaves, who seemed to be recovering fast, despite the blood running down his face, brushed him away. ‘I’m fine. Go and check on everyone, we’ve got to get everybody out of this damned tunnel. But our priority is The Queen’s safety. Take care of her and I’ll sort everyone else out.’

The train driver climbed back down onto the ground, into the narrow space between the carriage and the tunnel, aiming the torch so that Jon Gilhall could see. The officer jumped down onto the uneven ground, then held up a hand to The Queen, as Stanley Briggs illuminated the two steps with his torch. There was minimal natural light emanating from the tunnel’s southern opening.

Moments later The Queen, surprising Stanley with her agility, was standing beside him on the large chunks of loose gravel between the train and the tunnel wall.

Briggs was blinking hard, a cold shiver worming through him. If this wasn’t the worst nightmare? The Queen of England, with a rip in her dress, her hair dishevelled, standing beside him in a dark, dank tunnel, with electrics fizzing and crackling, a hazardous walk to safety, and an oncoming express train.

‘Follow me, Your Majesty, please,’ he said. Then he looked at his watch. The express was now due in eleven minutes. If that officer didn’t make it in time, if no one was able to stop that express from the Three Bridges signal box, the consequences were unthinkable.

The Protection Officer, with the aid of his torch and a colleague, helped the two Queen’s Companions and her Private Secretary, Jayne, down. Then Queen Camilla asked, ‘Jon, can you check everyone is safely off the train or if anyone is badly injured?’ She could see a growing number of figures standing by the train a little further along.

‘Your Majesty,’ the driver implored, ‘please follow me.’

‘We should go, Ma’am,’ Peregrine Greaves said, ‘you’re in danger being here.’

‘As I have said, I’m not leaving until I know everyone is safe.’ She made her point emphatically. ‘I want a head count.’

She could hear voices along the tunnel, as more people clambered down from the train.

‘Understood, Your Majesty,’ Briggs said. ‘But – we are in real danger – I cannot emphasize that enough. Not just from other trains, but also from fire and explosion.’

‘Fine, you go,’ she said. ‘Go!’

He stared at her for a moment as if not understanding. ‘I’m not going without you, Ma’am.’

Briggs looked at his watch again. Ten minutes.

Moments later, a bright beam of light fleetingly blinded them, and a distraught Royal Train Manager appeared, holding two torches. ‘Your Majesty, oh my God, thank God, you are safe. Are you hurt, Ma’am?’ Quentin Haig asked.

‘I’m fine, Quentin, everyone in my carriage is fine. Is anyone badly injured?’

He shook his head. ‘No, everyone is OK and off the train. We’ve got to get away from here – there’s a northbound express due.’

‘We know,’ Greaves said tersely.

Haig handed The Queen a torch. ‘We’re going to have to walk, I’m afraid, Ma’am.’

‘Really, Quentin? You mean they can’t fly the helicopter in here to get us?’

‘No, Ma’am,’ he said, totally missing her humour. ‘It’s too low.’
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Sir Jason Finch was a well-liked member of the Royal Household. In his role as Keeper of the Privy Purse – essentially Comptroller of The King’s finances – he had one of the finest offices in Buckingham Palace, a corner ground floor on the east wing, with glorious views of the parade ground from both windows. He loved the views and he loved his work. 

His increasingly portly figure attested to his years, post-military, of what he called proper lunching and dining. Today he was looking forward to a regular lunch meeting at Wiltons, his favourite fish restaurant, with an art dealer and old school friend, James Mayor. Mayor always knew exactly what was going on in the art world, and he liked to pick his expert’s brains.

In particular, today, he was interested in asking Mayor about the recent explosion in value of the paintings of a number of historic artists currently in fashion. In an article in the Financial Times he had in front of him, he saw that Gustav Klimt’s Dame mit Fächer had recently sold for a world record £85.3 million. And that Claude Monet’s Le bassin aux nymphéas had made nearly £60 million. They had no Klimt works in the Royal Collection, but they did have several Monets. They also had some Fragonards – and one had been sold a few years ago for another world record – £17 million.

He had recently – and discreetly – taken some photographs on his phone of high-value paintings in the Royal Collection, to show the art dealer at lunchtime, over a bottle of Mayor’s favourite tipple, Corton Charlemagne.

Using scissors, he carefully cut out the newspaper article, folded it and placed it in a file, which he slipped into one of the drawers of his desk.
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Roy Grace had taken a few minutes out of work, needing a break from the double murder case he was working on. He made a fresh cup of coffee and sat back down, googling ‘air fryers’. It seemed that everyone he and Cleo knew had recently bought one of these kitchen appliances and swore by them as both an efficient cooking tool and good for the environment, too.

As he enjoyed cooking, and all the more so cooking healthily with as little fat as possible, he avidly read the food sections of newspapers, curious about any new recipes. He’d recently started using avocado oil to cook with instead of olive oil, after reading that, at frying temperatures, olive oil became unhealthy. But he was struggling to get his head around the concept of air fryers.

They definitely seemed to be energy-efficient, a big tick. But he was still not sure, despite Glenn Branson telling him that he and Siobhan wondered what they’d done before having one.

Just as he clicked on Amazon, to look at what they had to offer, his phone rang.

‘Roy Grace,’ he answered, and immediately heard the voice of a Control Room operator he recognized, Carol Walker. The Comms operators were normally calm but Carol sounded way more anxious than the norm.

‘Sir,’ she said. ‘We’ve just been alerted to an incident involving the Royal Train bringing The Queen to Brighton. It’s a sketchy report but we understand the train has been derailed inside Clayton Tunnel.’

For a moment, he did not believe his ears. ‘Derailed? What information do you have?’

‘Just that, sir.’

‘When you say derailed what exactly do you mean?’

‘That’s all the information I have, sir.’

‘Any report of casualties?’

‘No, sir, at least not so far. Oscar One is trying to get more details.’

He thought hard for a moment. Derailed inside a tunnel. Was this the work of terrorists or protestors? But that didn’t matter for now. All that mattered was ensuring The Queen was safe. ‘Who’ve you alerted so far?’ he asked.

‘Fire and Rescue, the Ambulance Service, all Armed Response units and of course British Transport Police. Oscar One has requested NPAS-15 to attend in case it is needed – and the Royalty and Specialist Protection team. The Duty Inspector at Haywards Heath is sending all resources they have to both ends of the tunnel. I thought that, as Silver Investigations, you needed be informed, sir.’

NPAS-15 was the National Police Air Service helicopter for their area.

‘Thank you,’ Grace said, barely able to believe what he was hearing. ‘The Royal Train – you are absolutely sure?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And The Queen is definitely on board?’

‘From what I understand, sir.’

‘Please update me with any news.’

‘Yes I will, sir, either myself or Oscar One.’

Ending the call, Grace, thinking shit, speed-dialled his immediate boss, Nigel Downing. ‘Sir,’ he said, as soon as the Assistant Chief Constable, a calm and pragmatic man, answered. ‘In case you haven’t already heard, we have a Major Incident.’

‘I’ve not heard anything, Roy. What’s up?’

Grace related what he had just been told. Downing was silent for a moment, then asked, ‘Is there any terrorist implication here?’

‘I don’t know yet, sir.’

‘Do you think those anti-monarchists might be behind it?’

‘It would be an unconscionable change in tactics for the major groups, sir, but an unknown splinter group could be a possibility.’

‘Shit,’ Downing said. ‘Not great for Sussex, is it?’

Grace raised an eyebrow, a little surprised Downing was more concerned for the PR image of Sussex than Queen Camilla’s welfare.

‘BTP will have primacy on this, for now, I suppose,’ Downing continued.

British Transport Police was a separate national police force, with the same powers as the regular force, but funded independently by the railways. They always had initial command of any incident occurring on railway property.

‘I imagine the Scotland Yard Counter Terrorism team will be all over it within the hour,’ Grace said.

After a few moments, Downing said, ‘I’ll inform the Chief – update me as soon as you hear anything more.’

Grace assured him he would, then immediately called Glenn Branson.

‘Dull day at the office?’ the Detective Inspector answered. ‘Need someone to chat to, to relieve the mahogany, as my old teacher would say?’

‘We have a major crisis on our hands, mate.’

‘I have one, too,’ Branson retorted. ‘But you go first.’

‘How about Queen Camilla’s train derailed inside Clayton Tunnel? Would that be more of a crisis?’

There was a brief silence. ‘No way?’

‘Seriously.’

‘Holy crap.’

‘That’s one way of putting it.’

‘Is she hurt?’

‘I’m waiting on news. Who do we have available to respond if we need?’

‘Norman and Polly are in. I’ve got a car signed out, we can be on the road in less than five.’

‘I’ll get back to you,’ Grace said.

‘You know something, boss – beats me why she’d want to travel on an ancient piece of rolling stock, when she’s got a pukka helicopter at her disposal.’

‘Apparently Her Majesty believes the train is safer.’

‘Does she still think that?’
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Queen Camilla, wishing that she had worn comfortably flat shoes today, shone the torch she’d been given at the lumps of gravel in front of her. Then she led the Private Secretary, with her shocked entourage stumbling raggedly behind. Brenda Warner, her dresser, was lugging two bags of The Queen’s clothes as if she was welded to them. Others were guided by their phone torches, as she followed the driver, who was some yards ahead and striding quickly, if a little unsteadily, on the uneven surface, through the cold, musty air. Every few moments, the driver raised his phone high, as if checking for a signal, then would turn and wave the royal party on, anxiously.

Urgently.

‘Please hurry, Your Majesty,’ he implored.

The Queen stumbled on as fast as she could, feeling it was a bit like walking on a pebble beach. There was an eerie silence, the only soundtrack being the echoes of mass footsteps, the crunch of the stones and the occasional murmured curse, as someone in the single-file line behind her stumbled. The curved walls and roof were a relentless grey, and Queen Camilla saw occasional tiny red dots – the eyes of rodents – ahead. She turned to check on Peregrine Greaves. He gave a bleak nod of reassurance and called out, more in hope than certainty, ‘Not far to go, Your Majesty.’

Then he tripped and fell flat on his face.

The Queen turned and, assisted by Jon Gilhall, got the Private Secretary back onto his feet.

‘Perry, are you all right?’ she asked. ‘If you’d prefer we can leave you here with someone, and send for a stretcher.’

‘I’m fine, thank you, Ma’am,’ he said, a tad huffily, as if he really, seriously, did not need to be asked that question, and briefly examined his hand, which was bleeding.

The Queen shone her torch past Greaves, checking on all the rest of her entourage. As soon as she was satisfied everyone was all right, she soldiered on. As she did so, the words Peregrine had said earlier about the terrible disaster in this railway tunnel came back to her. That the screams of the victims could still be heard on stormy nights.

She’d always had an open mind on the supernatural. Were the ghosts of these poor people still trapped inside? Were they around her and everyone in here now? She shuddered. God, they’d been walking for a good few minutes now, and that distant light only seemed a little closer than it had been when they’d started. She saw the bobbing torchlight of the driver, some way ahead. Watched him check his phone yet again and shake his head. As she walked, shadows jumped out of the dimly lit gloom. But were they shadows, or the spirits of the scalded-to-death victims?

She shuddered again and walked on. Strode on. She was determined to motivate all those of her entourage behind her. Why the train had been derailed – what had caused it – was a question for later. For now her one duty was to lead the royal party out of this godforsaken tunnel to daylight. To safety.

Her Equerry and Jon Gilhall were now striding alongside her. ‘Are you all right, Ma’am? Do you need to stop for a moment?’ Gilhall asked.

‘I’m fine, Jon, how is everyone else?’

‘I understand a couple of people are hobbling a bit with minor leg injuries from the accident, but everyone knows we need to get out of here. I’ve still got no phone signal.’

‘Incredible,’ she said. ‘With all the technology we have today and they can’t organize for people to get a bloody mobile phone signal in a railway tunnel? I need to call The King and let him know what is happening before he hears it from someone else. I must call him.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Keep an eye on Sir Peregrine, will you. I’m worried he may have some concussion. Make sure he doesn’t fall over again.’

‘I will, Ma’am.’

Gilhall dropped back to join the Private Secretary, walking as close to him as he could, ready to catch him if he tripped again. But all the time keeping eyes on the person he was here to protect.

Something was worrying him deeply and had been ever since the disaster had happened. Trains did not derail themselves. They were derailed by something.

Someone.

As he walked, he constantly looked ahead and behind him, his right hand close to the holstered Glock pistol nestling inside his suit jacket. As part of his training to become a RaSP officer, he’d been through countless scenarios in which he’d had to both respond to threats, and later account for his responses. Derailment of the Royal Train in a tunnel had never been a part of that curriculum.

And it weighed heavily on him that in this ghastly railway tunnel, with no phone signal, and a potential threat out there, somewhere, his boss’s life might depend on him, and on him solely.

No past responsibility had ever weighed so heavily on him.
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Monday 20 November 2023

No past responsibility had ever weighed so heavily on Stanley Briggs. And he had never felt so scared in his life. This journey, which should have been the proudest moment of his career, had turned into something way beyond his worst nightmare.

He raised his phone up and looked at the screen again. Still no signal. He looked over his shoulder and saw The Queen keeping pace a few yards behind him, with the trail of stumbling, shadowy figures behind her.

The Queen. It was The Queen. He couldn’t quite get his head around it. The Queen stumbling through the tunnel behind him. The Queen, who he should have delivered, proudly, to the platform at Brighton Station on the dot of 10.45.

Now instead he was hurrying, as fast as he could, trying to lead her to safety, unsure whether the northbound express had been stopped, or would appear and hurtle past them at any moment. Hurtle into the carriages of the Royal Train, some of which now straddled the northbound line.

Please don’t let that happen.

At least they were well clear of the Royal Train now. And nearly out of the tunnel.

Please God.

As he strode on, his mind was a maelstrom of thoughts, going over and over those moments after he saw the obstacle, whatever it was, across the tracks. Trying to think what he could possibly have done differently.

Was there anything?

He raised his phone again. And this time he saw a single bar had appeared. Finally! Thank God, thank God! Still striding fast, he hit the button to call the signaller at Three Bridges.

Nothing happened.

Come on, come on, come on!

Then, suddenly, to his joy – and relief – he heard a voice.

‘Three Bridges Signalling Centre.’

‘This is an emergency call from the driver of the Royal Train,’ he blurted. ‘Your team rang me earlier. We’ve been derailed inside Clayton Tunnel and the train is straddling the northbound line. You need to stop all trains in both directions and cut off the electric power. Do you read me?’

‘Copy, driver. We had already been alerted. Power has been switched off and all train traffic, northbound and southbound, has been halted. Do you have any casualties?’

‘No, no, I don’t think so. Some minor injuries, no one seriously hurt.’

He felt so much relief flooding through him that he barely noticed, two minutes later, stepping out of the tunnel into brilliant sunlight, and the smell of grass and hogweed.

He closed his eyes and mouthed a silent prayer.
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Jon Gilhall was at The Queen’s side as they emerged from the tunnel into a deep cutting and the very distant cacophony of sirens. The train driver, looking ashen, was waiting for them. ‘Your Majesty, I – I don’t know what – what to say. There was something on the rail—’

She smiled at him. ‘Thank you for leading us out, Stanley. It’s a big relief to be back in fresh air.’ She turned to check on Sir Peregrine Greaves, and could see the rest of her party straggling some way behind in the tunnel. Then she addressed Gilhall. ‘I feel I’ve walked out of a foul drain. It smells like a stagnant pond – and of soot, but there can’t have been steam trains for decades.’

‘I agree with you, Ma’am,’ he said, his eyes darting everywhere, along both sides of the cutting and up the grassy bank on either side for any sign of anything untoward, then at the tunnel entrance, the old brick surround and the darkness beyond, from which more and more of the passengers were emerging then stopping and standing, looking grateful to be breathing in fresh air. Some of them clearly shaken, others fine.

Jon Gilhall radioed his colleagues; PC Julian Dambe immediately updated him. He confirmed all trains had been halted and the power turned off. A police helicopter would be overhead in approximately five minutes. Vehicles to transport the royal party would be on the scene shortly. ‘Can you see a service lift, Jon?’ Dambe asked.

‘I’m looking at it.’

‘There are two BTP officers with a key to operate it on their way, for anyone who is not able to climb the steps. You can see the steps?’

He stared at the steep concrete steps. ‘Roger that. I can see the steps, yes, yes.’

‘They lead up to a farm track, where the vehicles will be arriving. I’m informed there’s also enough space for a helicopter to land, and a royal helicopter has been scrambled – it will be here in twenty minutes.’

‘Copy that,’ Gilhall said.

Ending the call he turned to The Queen. He was concerned that they were all vulnerable here by the tunnel entrance. Any potential assailant had the height on them. He weighed his options. He could lead his boss back into the relative safety of the tunnel until the whole area was secure, or up the steps. Back into the tunnel was the sensible option. He explained it to her.

The Queen looked at him for a moment as if he was mad. ‘I’m damned well not going back into that stinking tunnel, Jon. If you’re worried that I can’t climb those steps at my age, then think again!’ She turned to Greaves. ‘Are you up for climbing them, Perry?’

He nodded resolutely.

She turned to check again on the rest of her party. They were some distance behind them, slowly but steadily picking their way along the rough walkway.

‘You go ahead, Your Majesty, I’ll bring everyone else up,’ Briggs said.

She signalled to her Protection Officer. ‘Let’s go.’

Gilhall suppressed a smile. He admired the fact that, despite the ordeal she had been through, her torn dress and dishevelled hair, she still had poise as she made her way, sure-footed up the big, steep steps. He climbed them beside her, scanning everywhere with his eyes, Peregrine Greaves struggling behind them to keep up.

After several minutes of hard climb, Gilhall and The Queen emerged onto a grassy knoll and into a welcome stiff breeze. He led her away from the steps, looking around warily. Several blocks of concrete were scattered around, as if they were once going to form part of those steps but were then not needed. There was a winding track fifty or so yards away, and an expanse of farmland all around, and in the near distance the gentle wooded and bushy slope of the South Downs.

It was on the hillside that he focused his attention, feeling a deep sense of unease as he scoured it, and then the full 360 degrees around them, hand inside his jacket, close to his Glock. He was looking for any movement, any glint of reflected light. And hoping to hell that backup would be arriving at any moment. He knew his colleagues wouldn’t be far behind. Then he heard the voice of Sir Peregrine Greaves and turned.

‘I’m so bloody unfit!’ the Private Secretary said, gasping from the exertion.

He looked all-in, Gilhall thought. As if the climb had taken everything out of him.

Queen Camilla turned to Greaves. ‘Let’s sit down for a minute, Peregrine, and get our breath back.’ She pointed to one of the concrete blocks.

Just as she did, there was a faint, distant sound, like the crack of a whip, and simultaneously Greaves’ hair appeared to lift up from his head.

For an instant.

And for an instant, Gilhall thought that the wind had dislodged Greaves’ wig.

Then, fractions of a second later, Greaves’ head exploded, spattering blood, bone and brain in all directions.
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Jon Gilhall, momentarily rooted to the spot despite all he had been trained for, tried to process what he was seeing.

The top half of Sir Peregrine Greaves’ head literally exploded in a pink cloud. The Queen’s clothing was splattered with blood and pale brown particles.

A shooter.

Where?

Then another crack, like a whip. Almost simultaneously splinters of concrete, just inches from The Queen, flew in the air around them.

Christ.

He threw himself at his boss, knocking her to the ground, murmuring, ‘I’m sorry, Ma’am,’ while at the same time pulling out his Glock and looking all around through the gun sights. He yelled at the top of his voice to the driver. ‘Keep everyone down, don’t bring them up here.’ He was immediately joined by two more Protection Officers, who formed a barrier around The Principal.

The Queen tried to move.

‘Please, Ma’am,’ he said. ‘Please stay still.’

He squinted desperately, trying to keep calm. He pointed the gun up. Around. Down. Where was the shooter? A long way off? His Glock would be useless against a rifle, but he pointed it anyway.

Where was the shooter?

When would the next shot come?

Frantically he shouted into his radio for more backup and for an ambulance.

The distant cacophony of sirens was still too far away. Moments later he heard the thwock-thwock-thwock sound of an approaching helicopter.

‘Jon, what the hell is happening?’

For once, he ignored his boss and looked up at the sky, listening to the sound of the rotor blades. At this moment it felt like the sweetest sound he had ever heard.
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