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PROLOGUE

GEORGE – HATHERLEY MANOR, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, JUNE 2031

He tosses and turns. In a daze, she places a hand on his back. Gentle. Soothing. He stills, though inside he runs the gauntlet that has become far too familiar. The gates of Buckingham Palace. A moody sky brooding low over the building. He knows it’s a dream. He always knows, desperately trying to wake from the nightmare, but never in time. The ravens croaked to one another, wings dragging through the air, almost close enough to touch. And then, Silence.

The explosion comes without warning. So loud, so violent.

The blast tears through iron and stone. Metal skims his face, the force of the blast hurling him to the ground. He lands hard, wedged between pavement and road. For a moment, there is no sound − only ringing in his ears and the taste of dust.

Through the smoke, they march – a legion of soldiers dressed in black, boots striking the ground in dreadful rhythm as they cross the threshold where the Palace gates once stood.

He tries to move. His body refuses. His head throbs. Darkness.

Blood runs along the gutter beneath him. He touches his face, expecting wetness, but his skin is dry. The air smells burned. Metal. Smoke. Flesh.

Bodies lie scattered. Burned flesh. Knife wounds. Bullet holes.

Buckingham Palace no longer resembles itself. Walls gape open. Windows hang shattered. The balcony of the Centre Room tilts at an impossible angle, like the pendulum of a broken clock.

Then silence.

No shouting. No ringing in his ears. No sirens…

‘Daddy!’

The word cuts through, piercing.

George pulls himself up heart hammering,


Olivia stands behind him, small and untouched, her hand clutches his coat.

‘I’m scared.’

He drops to his knees and pulls her into him, pressing her face against his chest. Deep relief is momentary.

‘Where’s Mummy?’ he asks.

Olivia points. ‘Over there,’ she says softly. ‘In the house.’

~

The world shifts.

They stand before Little Pond Cottage in Green Park.

George lifts Olivia over the barrier and runs to the door. As he swings it open, he knows he shouldn’t have.

Bodies hang from the rafters.

The stench of death is sickly and suffocating. Row upon row, swaying slightly, faces pale and familiar.

Recognition strikes in waves. Nausea surges. He sets Olivia down, hoping she hasn’t seen what he has seen. He vomits violently.

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes drift back through the door. To the bodies. He would look away, if not for the dreadful certainty.

Richard.

And then the others. His wife’s family.

The Royal Family.

Screaming his wife’s name, George forces his way inside, looking up at each body, naming faces as he pushes forward. She’s not there.

Olivia! Panic seizes him as he remembers having left her outside. He makes his way back, struggling blindly through the dead, still calling his daughter’s name.

The bodies are endless.

He can’t find the door. Dizzy and disoriented.

Darkness closes in, and he collapses.

		
	


CHAPTER 1

PAUL – BIRMINGHAM, 1994

‘Get out! You come back and I’ll kill your father.’

The woman he was meant to call Mum leaned across him and threw open the car door.

Paul hesitated. He believed her.

She shoved a backpack into his hands, her eyes straight ahead.

Even through the smell of drink, he understood something clearly: this wasn’t a threat. She was done with him.

At seven years old, he stood on the pavement of Birmingham city centre and watched as she sped away − abandoned for the second time in his short life.

He turned, taking in the empty street. Somewhere far off, a bottle clinked against the kerb.

Paul edged into an alley beside a restaurant and squeezed between two metal bins. He slid down the grimy wall as tears fell, confusion, fear, and anger tightening his chest.

When the tears stopped and the air grew colder, Paul pulled the sleeping bag from his pack − the only thing she’d remembered to give him. He dragged it up over his shoulders and listened to every sound in the dark.

Cars. Voices. Footsteps.

No-one was coming back.

Eventually, exhaustion won.

~

The morning brought noise and movement. Everything looked different in the daylight, and Paul knew he couldn’t stay where he’d been left.

Tall buildings boxed him in. Workers rushed past, coffee in hand. Horns blared.

‘You okay there, bab?’ A lady bent down to his height, her smell of perfume and her closeness was invasive. Paul nodded without speaking and walked away. She watched for a moment – a scruffy, brown-haired boy drifting off into the crowd – and shook her head.

He walked with no plan. Part of him wanted to go home to his dad. A bigger part didn’t. He drifted for what felt like hours until he reached Cannon Hill Park.

The park was huge and bustling with people eating, laughing, and lying on blankets in the sun. Paul’s stomach snarled. He asked strangers for food; a few gave him something, but most waved him away. It didn’t matter; the bins were overflowing. He scavenged what he could, then hid and ate quickly, eyes on the paths.

Even at night the park stayed busy. Drunk voices, laughter, the clatter of bottles echoed in the hidden places he found.

He slept at the edge of the park, close to the trees and away from the patrol routes.

Seven years old and already tired of homes and families, he sat with his back against a tree, zipped in his sleeping bag.

The night was cold, but distant voices and traffic meant he wasn’t alone.

~

Weeks passed. Paul stopped counting them. The park became his. He begged. He ran when questioned. He hid. He learned to climb trees.

People didn’t pity him; they despised him. And as people drew colder towards him, he became harder. Sharper. Threatening sometimes. This led to more police attention, but he knew the park now – every hiding place, every route. The park became his.

From high in a tree one afternoon, he spotted two boys he’d seen before − older, sharp-faced, never staying long. People moved them on without hesitation.

They were rough-looking and were shooed on by most people.

Behind them trailed a younger boy, better dressed, his hands moving quietly through unattended pockets while attention stayed on the other two. Paul watched him lift a purse cleanly and continue casually. No shouting. No fear. Just movement.

Over the next few days, Paul kept seeing them, always moving, never staying long.

On the third day, he ran up to them as they left the park, unsure of what he would say or what he hoped for. ‘Hey! Wait up!’

They turned.

‘Can I come with you?’ he asked.

‘Sod off,’ the tallest boy said, giving him a shove. They walked on.

Paul stayed there, watching them disappear, then slunk back into the trees.

He sank down and cried, something hard settling in his chest.

~

A policeman’s boot nudged him awake.

‘Get up, lad.’

Two of them stood over him. Their faces said there’d be no running this time.

‘What’s your name?’

Paul kept silent.

‘How old are you?’

‘What’s it to you?’ Paul snapped.

‘Come on. We’re going down the station.’

‘No.’ Paul stood up fast. ‘What’ve I done?’

‘You should be at home with your ma and pa. You don’t look much more than eight or nine.’

When he didn’t respond, the officer switched tone. ‘We’ve had reports of begging. Harassing people. Stealing.’

‘That’s not me.’

‘Well then,’ the officer said, ‘let’s go and clear your name, lad.’

Paul scanned the park. If he walked with them, he might get a chance to run. But the grip on his shoulder was solid.

They continued to ask questions he didn’t answer, talking over him, too, as if he wasn’t there.

As they left the park and approached the patrol car, two of the boys he’d watched – the older two – ran up, kicking the car. Voices sharp with challenge.

The officers barely reacted.

‘You know these lads?’ the policeman asked.

‘No,’ Paul answered truthfully.

Before the officer could speak again, one of the lads hurled a brick through the patrol car’s rear window.

Glass burst inward. For a split second, no-one moved.

‘Stay here,’ the policeman barked. His grip tightened, then suddenly released, as he and his partner sprinted toward the boys.

A hand closed around Paul’s arm. The smaller boy − the pickpocket.

‘Come on!’

Paul followed.

They ran through a tangle of side streets until the boy slowed, then dropped to a casual walk. Paul didn’t dare speak. A moment later, the two older lads rounded the corner, laughing breathlessly. They high-fived, adrenaline still buzzing.

‘What did you think of that, eh?’ one of them grinned. ‘Been wanting to do that for ages!’

They led Paul deeper into a stretch of boarded-up windows and derelict units, stopping outside a former print shop.

Inside, the air was warmer.

On the first floor, the smaller boy – John – dropped onto a thin mattress. Paul hovered a moment before lowering himself beside him.

The room was wide and raw: concrete floor, bare breeze block walls, boards nailed across the windows. In the centre, a fire burned in a metal bin, its light flickering over faces as people drifted in and out to warm their hands.

No grown-ups.

No questions.

No-one telling him to leave.

For the first time, that felt like safety.

Paul stayed.

		
	
		

CHAPTER 2

PAUL – CARLISLE, 1999

‘How long have you been on the streets?’ Paul asked.

‘ ‘Bout five years, on a’ off. They tried takin’ me back into care a few times. Fink they’ve given up now, though.’

John was twelve. From that first night, he took Paul under his wing.

It was cold in the building, even during the day. The nights were better than in the park, though, and at least he had a roof over his head.

His sleeping bag was torn and grimy but still kept him warm.

The boys worked as a well-practised team. They stole from tourists mostly, but when times were tough anyone was a target.

At first, Paul only watched, absorbing the way things were done − who moved first, who distracted, who took the risk. John explained the jobs in low, practical detail, but Paul was already studying the patterns.

When they finally let him work, he didn’t rush. He followed the rhythm he’d memorised.

The days settled into routine − work, food, sleep. Most kept to their own corners.

There were gangs within the gang, and Paul soon learnt to keep his head down and his mouth shut. He was smart.

By the time he was nine, he and John were given more dangerous jobs. Drugs and drink were offered and even encouraged. They were currency.

The older boys carried themselves differently, and the girls followed them. But Paul was a good-looking lad even at his young age. He drew attention he didn’t want, so kept his distance. He felt intimidated by the girls. Entanglements caused trouble, and trouble travelled fast in a place like this.

They learned to fight. What they needed to know was given when it mattered. The rest they learned the hard way.

Weapons soon became common. After a couple of years, they were running with the men.


Paul understood the rules now.

The work stopped feeling like a game.

~

It was winter when John told him. He was keeping money back, putting aside as much as he could to get himself a place one day. He told Paul do the same but keep quiet about it. In a gang like this, you’d never talk of going straight.

Paul listened. He kept clear of the drugs where he could, though sometimes that wasn’t an option.

Winter tightened its grip and times got tough. The gang joined forces with a powerful man from the city – a man who dealt mostly in drugs. Guns began to circulate, and Paul felt increasingly uneasy. This wasn’t the same work anymore. He desperately wanted to get out and waited until he and John were alone.

‘We need to go. Get away. As soon as we can.’

John shook his head. ‘Ride it out,’ he said. A few more months. End of summer. Then they’d leave together.

~

Summer arrived, and with it opportunity. Tourists. Students. Travellers. All of them often careless.

One sweltering afternoon, Paul and John were heading back from a job when Paul heard a familiar voice in an alley they were passing.

Stuart.

They stopped at the entrance.

Stuart stood in the centre, red-faced, shaking. Nine years old with a gun pressed into a man’s chest.

‘Wallet,’ Stuart barked. ‘Now.’

The man’s wife clutched his arm, speaking quickly in Chinese. The man fumbled, pulled out his wallet, held it up.

The gun went off.

The sound cracked through the alley, louder than it should have been. The man dropped.

For a second, everything held − the wife’s scream caught in her throat, the crowd frozen, Stuart still gripping the gun like he didn’t understand what he’d done.


The man hit the ground, his wife dropping beside him. Screaming.

Crowds formed.

Stuart, in his panic, pointed his gun at the onlookers, and chaos ensued. Police rushed forward from all directions. John grabbed Paul’s arm. ‘Come on!’

Paul hesitated.

‘Paul. Paul, look at me. We’ve got to get back. If Stu tells the police about the print shop, everything ends. We have to get back and tell Marcus… then we can leave… leave for good.’

They ran back to the derelict estate. The place was almost empty. Marcus, the gang’s second in command, sat slouched on the sagging couch, cigarette burning between his fingers. He didn’t look surprised.

They told him what had happened, and Marcus made two calls.

The boys were told to sit. Lines of coke were cut on the table. John shook his head. Paul didn’t. He leaned forward and took both, the image of the man hitting the ground replaying in his mind.

John nudged him and whispered, ‘Keep your head together.’

~

That night the warehouse was cleared. They made a pact that the two of them would stick together. They had money. They’d stashed it in places neither of them knew about.

Within twenty minutes they were walking in opposite directions, cash folded flat and hidden deep.

They met at the station sooner than planned. Neither asked how much the other had saved.

‘Carlisle,’ John said.

Paul nodded.

The train pulled out before either of them looked back.

~

‘It feels like a lifetime since I’ve been back ‘ere,’ John said as they approached Carlisle. Paul watched the fields blur past.

‘What happened to you? How’d you end up on the street?’ Paul asked. Even after all this time, he had only scratched the surface of John’s story.

‘My mum died when I was three. My dad hadn’t been around since day dot and so…’


Paul watched John’s face fill with angry memories.

‘Social took me in. I heard the home staff talkin’. They talked about Mum like she was nothing. I hated ‘em for that.’ He shrugged. ‘I stayed there for a bit. Care homes, foster places. Didn’t last anywhere.’

‘Why?’ Paul asked.

‘They tried to fix me. I didn’t want fixing. I was angry and no-one helped; they tried to get me to behave. Some beat me, some tried to talk, but I hit ‘em back. I was kicked out of the care home at six and moved into a special unit. At six years old, man! So, I ran.’

‘At six, that’s mad.’ Paul frowned.

‘The cops picked me up off the streets and took me back. That happened a few times. So, a few years later, I stole a load of money and jumped a train. Ended up in Birmingham.’

‘How’d you get mixed up with that lot in the print shop?’

‘I beat one of’ ‘em up. He tried to mug me and he wasn’t a match. I might have been small, but I was strong. After that, they came and found me.’ John grinned. ‘That’s when they named me The Dog. I liked it.’

~

Paul had half expected Carlisle to be like heaven to look at, but it wasn’t. Not so many towering buildings as Birmingham, but derelict shops and flats covered large areas. Dirty looking buildings. Smashed windows on every street.

To many people, it might have cried bored youth, maybe of hopelessness, but to these two boys it was a haven. A fresh start.

Pockets full of stolen cash, they spent their first night in a youth hostel. Two doors down, a charity shop supplied them with clean clothes. That evening, they washed the city grime from their skin in their first bath for years and ate a good meal in the hostel’s canteen.

Sleep didn’t come easily. Paul woke on the floor. John lay curled on the narrow bed, huddled. Eyes open.

By morning the boys were already on the move, drifting through the town, measuring up their new surroundings. They didn’t return to the hostel. There were plenty of derelict buildings for boys like them.

At first the petty crimes came easily. Summer faded, the tourism slowed, and the parks emptied. Without the gangs, there were no jobs, no food, no protection. Just the two of them.


Slowly, the hunger caught up. The boys grew weaker by the day.

Paul didn’t see the group approaching, but John did. They came out of nowhere and stripped them of what little they had left.

John confronted them. The Dog didn’t back down.

The first punch caught Paul first before he could even swing. He was too weak to do anything. Then it was John’s turn.

Boots. Fists.

He fought until he couldn’t.

They left him lying twisted on the ground, blood pooling beneath his head, one leg bent the wrong way.

Paul crawled to him and pulled him close.

‘John… come on… you’re alright.’

He shook him hard.

‘John. Please wake up…’

He didn’t.

		
	


CHAPTER 3

PAUL – BRISTOL, 2003

It was a good hour before he mustered up the courage to leave.

He took his things and walked to the main road. He found a phone box and called the emergency services, muffling his voice as he told them where John was.

Just in case.

He didn’t want to abandon John. It was the hardest thing to do, but he couldn’t stay.

The train station was too risky. Policemen sauntered, and there was no way he could have jumped the barrier unnoticed.

He walked through the city, and as he went, he raised a thumb and prayed for someone to take him out of this mess.

He found himself walking beside the A6 when someone finally picked him up.

They drove in silence.

It wasn’t long before the driver pulled into a service station and told Paul to get out. He sounded scared.

Paul was confused as he watched the car speed away. He looked down at himself.

He stank. Sure. Then he saw it − the dark stain across the front of his shirt. John’s blood.

If the driver called the police, Paul would be in cuffs before he had time to blink. He stripped off his top layer of clothes and shoved them deep into the bins at the corner of the car park.

A minibus stood nearby, its roof stacked with bags.

The area was clear. Paul moved quickly.

He climbed the ladder and dug through the holdalls until he found a wash kit and a set of clothes.

For a moment he considered staying on the roof and riding wherever they were going. But he couldn’t hide himself well.

Voices drifted across the car park. A group was approaching the van.

Paul slipped down the side and dropped to the ground.


Armed with his newly-acquired goods, he walked into the service station. They had showers which were free to use.

Paul showered, shook himself off, and dressed in the new clothes before binning everything else.

His head swam.

He never made it to the service station exit.

~

‘… can you hear me?’

The voice sounded distant.

Paul’s eyes wouldn’t open. He didn’t want them to. Then he realised the question was directed at him. He forced them open.

A swarm of faces hovered above him.

‘Are you okay, son?’ a man asked.

He nodded and tried to sit up.

‘Here.’

Someone handed him a drink, and a man helped him over to a seat in the food court. The small crowd drifted away, and the man sat opposite him.

‘You look like you haven’t eaten for a week. Can I get you something to eat?’

Paul managed a nod and a small smile. In his head he screamed at himself to get up and get out of that service station before the guy in the car called the cops. But he didn’t move.

The man came back with two breakfasts.

Paul started using his fingers to eat the food, slowly at first, his body not able to move at a normal pace, and then he began to bolt it down. He wondered if John was still alive, if he could have missed something.

When the breakfast was gone, the man didn’t look up as he scooted the tray over to Paul with a plate of toast and a mug of tea. Paul poured sugar into the tea and gulped it down. The warmth helped. Then the pain hit.

~

‘Where are you heading, son?’ the stranger asked.

‘South,’ he said, with a mouthful of toast. In truth he didn’t have the first clue, but somewhere, anywhere would be good.


‘I’ll give you a ride to Nottingham. You look young. Do your folks know where you are? Or… anyone?’

‘I haven’t got any family, and I am older than I look.’

‘Okay.’ The man thought for a moment, ‘Well, I don’t think you’ve got enough strength in you to do any harm… so Nottingham it is!’

Traffic was bad, and they stopped halfway for a toilet break and to grab some snacks.

Paul felt relieved to be warm and fed. He fought it as much as he could, but in the end he couldn’t help but fall asleep.

In Nottingham, the man woke him, ‘Hey Paul, where do you want me to drop you? Can you find a place to stay?’

‘Yeah, I’ll be fine. Thank you.’ He stretched and looked around. ‘Thank you,’ he repeated, truly grateful.

The man took his wallet out and gave Paul twenty pounds. ‘Get yourself somewhere to stay.’ Paul smiled, tears close to the surface, and got out of the car.

He booked into a cheap hostel close by. It felt good to be safe.

He thought about John. Whether he’d pulled through.

Breakfast was a welcome sight before he hit the road again.

This time he was picked up quickly, and a van full of lads took him as far as Swindon.

They were chatty. Paul stayed quiet, smiling in the right places when he had to.

By mid-afternoon he was back on the roadside. He wondered if he should just keep hitchhiking south.

He ate a pasty, walked on, and decided to continue for the rest of the day.

An elderly couple were heading to Bristol in their Volvo estate. They were kind but inquisitive, at first asking Paul where he had come from and where he was heading. There was something about them that made him answer honestly.

He told them he had nowhere lined up yet, but that he would figure it out, he always did.

They asked if he took drugs, and Paul truthfully replied that he hadn’t for a long time and didn’t intend too again. Part of Paul hoped they might take him home.

After half an hour of questions, they quietened down, and Paul nodded off. When he awoke, they were outside a hostel in Bristol. The old man had already gone in and paid for him to stay for three nights, with meals.

‘Now look, we don’t want to see you out in the cold, Paul,’ he said. ‘I’ve booked you into a lovely place we know well. It’s got good people there and, if you are willing, they’ll help you get on your feet.’ Paul was speechless.

The lady handed him a packet of boiled sweets and gave him a hug. Paul hadn’t had the warm touch of an adult maybe ever.

He smiled and watched the couple drive away.

~

The hostel was decorated simply. A yellowish white paint covered the hallways; it made the walls look grubby, even though the place was clean and comfortable. To his surprise Paul had a room to himself and a lock on the door. He even had his own toilet. Hitting the bed, he smiled, wondering why only now, after so many years, he got to meet people who were kind and caring.

He slept well and woke hungry.

While he ate his breakfast in the hostel café, which was open to the public and adjoined to a second-hand shop, one of the managers asked where he was heading and what his plans were.

Paul remained guarded; most of his answers a shrug.

The man looked like he was going to give up, but as he moved away, he turned back to Paul. ‘Well, just so you know, there’s work here if you want it. It’ll mean cheap board and food and a little bit of pay.’

Paul didn’t look up. He sat there and considered it. There was no tag team now. No John. Though the streets had been his home, he could get used to living under a roof and sleeping in a bed.

Nobody had cared before. He hadn’t cared before.

After his breakfast, Paul went to the manager and asked when he could start.

The man grinned. ‘Now.’

		
	


CHAPTER 4

PAUL – SABRE PRISON SYSTEMS, 2007

Paul started that morning in the charity shop next door, working alongside Janet and Robin.

By eleven, they were already driving him mad, so he escaped to the back room sorting donations, which suited him just fine.

Over the following weeks he was given clothes, food, and eventually a small room with a kitchenette. For the first time in a long time Paul began to feel something close to normal.

Within a year he was helping in the café, washing up, then cooking when things got busy.

He worked hard. Harder than anyone else.

Before long the others started relying on him.

~

A friend of the manager, a consultant to several big firms in Bristol, came in every Wednesday for breakfast. He would sit and read and always left a generous donation to the hostel.

His name was George.

One week the manager asked if he was still serious about helping one of the hostel’s young residents.

‘Of course. Do you have someone in mind?’

‘I do. We’ve had him here for over a year. The boy works like a Trojan and learns fast. He’s got no ID – the government won’t help him out. He needs a break, George. What do you reckon?’

‘I’ll have to sort the ID out first. Can I speak to him? I’ll take down whatever details he has and get back to you.’

Tim turned toward the kitchen.

‘Paul… come and join us for a minute.’

He glanced back at George.

‘That’s him. He cooked your breakfast today.’

George pulled a pen from his bag, ready to write down Paul’s details.


Paul didn’t know how old he was. He hadn’t celebrated a birthday for as many years as he could remember and had no idea of the date.

He didn’t know his surname either – or at least, not one he could be sure of. All he knew was that he had once been in care in Birmingham.

It was hard to speak the words. There was still some fear of the old gang, the care system. But Paul desperately wanted to move forward, to make something of himself.

‘Would you be willing to see a doctor, Paul, if I got you an appointment?’

Paul nodded.

‘They might be able to help us out with some of this information, and I’ll see what I can do.’ George stood up with the others and held out his hand.

Paul shook it.

~

It took some months, but eventually they cracked it. A birth certificate arrived. Soon after, a national ID followed.

Paul ran his fingers over the document, taking in the details he had never known about himself.

His full name was Paul Williams. His date of birth was 16th January, 1987. His mother was Mary-Anne Williams.

Seeing her name, he could almost imagine her.

‘The world’s your oyster now,’ George said.

George soon found him a position with one of the companies he consulted for. Most of the work was computer-based. Paul did filing, errands, whatever was needed. He didn’t even mind making the tea.

For the first time, he was earning a real wage. He even had a bank account.

Every Wednesday, they met for breakfast at the hostel. George said it was important to keep an eye on how he was getting on.

Slowly, Paul started to open about his past. George shared some of his own story in return.

His mother had died when he was a baby. His father worked constantly to keep things together, and that was probably what killed him. George had only been fifteen. He couldn’t stay at his family home after that. Too old to go into care, they placed him in this very hostel.


Paul was amazed. The man sitting opposite him in a sharp suit – advising companies and carrying himself with quiet confidence – had once started in exactly the same place.

‘We had a big donation of computers one day, and one of the other lads was brilliant at fixing them. He’d take them apart and rebuild them again. I just watched at first.’

He smiled at the memory.

‘Then I started tinkering myself. Read a few books. They gave me a computer for my room, and I learned about programming. I wrote a little programme. Didn’t think much of it. But the lad who showed me the computers said it was good. He mentioned it to a friend, and before I knew it, someone wanted to buy it. And that’s how I got my first real pay cheque.’

Paul smiled. ‘That was a good day.’

George shrugged lightly.

‘I made a few more after that. Eventually I built a small company… and someone bought it.’

He paused. ‘Let’s just say it was for a life-changing sum.’

George had recently married his wife, Phillippa, and the couple were trying for a baby. He told Paul that the hard work now would be worth it for the future.

~

Sleep often evaded him. Nightmares still crept into his days, and sometimes he could swear he saw John in a crowd.

But Paul found hope in George. He looked up to him.

For several years George had a hand in every positive step Paul took. He helped him get his first flat and moved him between workplaces, pushing him to discover where his strengths lay and challenging him in new situations.

When Paul was offered a job with Sabre Prison Systems, George gave him a proud send-off as he began the first position he had ever secured entirely for himself.

		
	

CHAPTER 5

GEORGE – HATHERLEY MANOR, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, JUNE 2031

‘George!’

Phillippa’s voice echoed. She stood over him, Olivia in her arms.

For a moment, the image made no sense: how could she be holding the child and shaking him at the same time?

Dream logic. Nothing held together.

George reached out for them both, weak and desperate.

They were home.

Phillippa spoke urgently – there was no food left.

His own voice, distant even to himself. He would go into town to see what he could find.

He stepped through the gates and onto the road. Behind him, Hatherley Manor stood intact − hidden, protected.

Then he was standing at the top of the high street.

It felt unreal, like a film drained of colour. Shops were smashed open. Gangs lingered in doorways. Bodies littered the road.

But these weren’t casualties of battle. They had simply fallen where they stood. Casualties of collapse.

People begged as he passed. They were skeletal, diseased, white patches marking their skin like relics of forgotten plagues. Children reached for him. Hollow eyes.

George turned back, empty-handed. No food. Nothing.

And suddenly he was home again.

Something had changed. The woods too quiet.

Then he saw them.

The army from Buckingham Palace, silent and methodical, encircling the house, in the shadows.

~

The doorbell rang.

Bill and Mary stood outside with their children − ground staff, friends. Familiar faces.

Comfort washed over him.

As George turned back to his family, Olivia seemed, almost, to glow.

He knew instantly what he had to do.

Wrapping her in a cloak, he placed her in Bill’s arms and begged them to take her far away.

~

Then they were inside the house. There were too many of them.

Hands closed around his arms, holding him fast.

Phillippa turned toward him. For a moment, nothing else existed.

That look told him everything.

George shook his head, a silent plea tearing through him.

He tried to step forward.

She fell. It was quick.

The floor darkened beneath her.

On his knees, he reached for her.

As the world narrowed, a silent prayer moved through him.

Take care of Olivia.

~

George bolted upright in bed, drenched in sweat, gasping.

‘They’re coming,’ he rasped, tears streaking his face.

Phillippa stirred beside him but did not wake.

He pulled on joggers and went downstairs, drank a glass of water, then stepped outside. Moonlight washed over the high walls of Hatherley Manor, silvering the stone.

He told himself it was impossible − but images flooded back: blood-soaked streets, starving crowds, an army without mercy.

Sleep did not return.

Morning came anyway.

~

The commute to work placed George among angry, bitter co-commuters. He listened absently, then asked the man in front of him for his paper. It was thrown across the table.


‘Nothing you want to read,’ the man muttered.

George skimmed the headlines.

Police privatisation moves forwards.

The article chronicled the dismantling of the NHS and new proposals to privatise other emergency services. Tension hung everywhere. Homelessness was rising. Costs soared. Violence in homes increased, while support vanished.

George knew this world intimately. He worked rehabilitating the homeless in Bristol − mostly young men escaping violent homes. It never felt like enough. The country was losing its assets. And its hope.

~

Weeks passed. Protests grew violent.

George’s spirit sank.

Even Olivia could no longer lift his smile.

~

Then one evening, walking home from the station, he heard something. Something that echoed the nightmare. He could ignore it no longer. George felt an overwhelming pull toward London. He called his brother-in-law.

‘Are you free for a drink?’

~

Richard embraced him as they met outside the Victoria Station pub.

Richard was a handsome man − as all three siblings were: Phillippa, Richard, and Andrea. Though he spoke with polish, he was down to earth. There was an easy wisdom about him, as though he’d lived several lifetimes.

By family line, Richard was meant to become the Duke of Gloucester, but he chose to remain in the army. He had convinced his family and his cousin, the King, that he could not fulfil the role. Without a wife beside him, there would often be no presence when one was required. Instead, he proposed that his eldest sister, Phillippa, and her new husband, George, take the role. The arrangement was accepted.


Richard, however, never abandoned his sense of responsibility. He continued to advise the newly-weds, offering guidance and counsel whenever it was needed. He was an invaluable friend – and brother – to them both.

They chose a table far from the bar, tucked into a quiet corner of the pub. For a while they spoke of harmless things: the weather, work, family. Eventually, Richard leaned back and studied George.

‘So,’ he said, ‘what’s really going on?’

George gave a small smile. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Come on,’ Richard replied. ‘You don’t call me out of the blue and drag me down here just to talk about the weather. I’ll be seeing you in a couple of weeks for Olivia’s birthday. So… what can’t be said with an audience?’

George hesitated. ‘I don’t know…’ He took a breath. ‘I thought maybe you could put my mind at ease about something.’

Richard raised an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

‘I’ve been having this dream,’ he said. ‘About war. About England… in a really bad way.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘I know it sounds ridiculous. But it’s not like a normal dream. It follows me when I’m awake. On the train… I hear people talking. Saying things that sound the same.’

He looked down at his drink. ‘It reached a point I felt I had to speak to you.’

He paused, steadying himself. ‘This is my family – yours, too, Richard. Their safety. What I’m asking is… is there war on the horizon?’

Richard studied him for a moment.

‘I assume you are not referring to the many conflicts abroad we’re already involved in?’ he said carefully. ‘Or the increase in terrorist activity here in the UK?’

‘I mean here. On our soil. But… bigger.’

Richard leaned back and took a drink, thinking.

‘When something gets into one’s head − a dream for instance − it has a habit of feeding off whatever we see and hear. And let’s be honest, the world doesn’t lack material for thoughts of war.’

‘Richard,’ George said quietly. ‘Please. Humour me.’

Richard sighed. ‘There’s talk of unrest,’ he admitted. ‘A people’s movement. You hear it yourself − people feel abandoned. A nation without hope is a dangerous thing.’

Tears pricked George’s eyes.


Richard had never seen his confident, quick-witted brother-in-law so shaken. It cut deeply.

He moved closer, resting a hand on George’s shoulder.

‘This is England,’ he said gently. ‘Not the Middle East. An uprising here means placards, maybe a few bloody noses. Some vandalism. You, Phillippa, and Olivia – you’re safe. I promise you.’

‘Olivia isn’t safe,’ George said hoarsely. ‘I can feel it. I feel like I won’t be able to protect her. I can never change the dream. If it ever became real… no-one would be safe.’

Richard shook his head. ‘From what? Politics rises and falls. Full-scale war here, with our resources? It’s not happening.’

~

As George sat on the train home, surrounded by tourists and day-trippers, the ordinary noise of life pressed in around him. People chatted about shows they’d seen, sights they’d visited. The normality was comforting.

Maybe Richard was right.

		
	


CHAPTER 6

PAUL – SABRE PRISON SYSTEMS, 2026

Staff turnover at Sabre was, to say the least, excessive. Management was volatile, but Paul didn’t quit. He refused to. His past had taught him how to survive difficult people and harder places − how to stay where others left, and imagine what something broken might become.

He was focused, smart, and hardworking. Combined with an easy, disarming charm, it carried him quickly through the ranks.

Within seven years he was the Senior Governor of his own prison.

Four years later, Ciaran − the man at the top, and by then a mentor − invited him to apply for a new position.

Paul was appointed Chief Operating Officer of the entire Sabre Prison System.

~

The ideas he had once argued for across coffee-stained desks and late-night meetings now became policy.

His first major project was housing. Paul ordered the construction of homes for Senior Governors and their families on prison land. The first was built at Ashfield Prison in Bristol, and within a year the prison dynamics shifted.

Stability improved.

Control strengthened.

Staff stopped burning out.

The changes benefited not just individual prisons, but Sabre as a whole.

The company’s reputation, once brittle, softened. With Paul as its public face, Sabre received a warmer reception.

He appeared before the Queen − and later, the King − as a representative of the system, honoured for work that was, by any measure, effective.

His responsibilities grew. New prisons were added under his authority.


He was sent to consult in institutions across the UK and abroad, invited to speak at conferences on prison management − not just of inmates, but of staff.

It was early on that Paul noticed the corruption.

Not among the convicts. Not just in the prison systems.

The dice were loaded. From the top.

At first, he kept his head down. He told himself he would never be involved. But over time, the things he became party to turned his stomach and threatened his position and his values. Government officials extracted money from Sabre in return for protection − of contracts, of reputation, of silence.

Powerful men, quietly blackmailing the company.

Ciaran told Paul to authorise the payments and let it wash over him. Blackmail, it seemed, was an ordinary feature of the system.

No-one flinched.

~

Paul already had reasons to despise the government. Now he had more.

It sickened him that he lived in a country where power granted permission for people to take whatever they wanted. Over time, that disgust hardened into something else − a fierce patriotism. His love for the country would not allow him to stay silent while it was being stripped apart.

He wasn’t alone.

Gradually, he recognised the same anger in others. Shared looks. Careful conversations. Frustrations spoken just a little too honestly. Paul saw loyalty forming, and with it, a fragile hope – that change might be possible. A change he began to believe he was meant to lead.

After all, his story had carried him this far.

How could it not be destiny?

~

After years of thought and eventually months of planning and sleepless nights put to good use, Paul called the eight people he had chosen to a meeting.


It took place at Ashfield Prison, in a secure conference room with all monitoring systems shut down. His greatest fear was not discovery − it was that he might have misconstrued their thoughts.

They were senior figures from prisons across the country, all experienced, all trusted.

Maps lay open on the table, alongside lists and photographs of weapons.

Paul watched their faces and listened to the low chatter.

Steve Peterson from Dover was the loudest.

His jokes grated on Paul, but there was no mistaking his hunger for change. His patriotism made Paul uneasy. Steve spoke as though the country was already great, rather than something that needed to improve. He wasn’t a planner − he was an ideas man, and Paul intended to use him that way.

‘Friends,’ Paul said, ‘if you’ll take a seat, I’ll explain what is in front of you, and why I brought you here today.’

He waited for everyone to settle.

‘As you all know, this government has steadily worsened the conditions of its own people. Promises are broken. Since the privatisation of the NHS, thousands have died unnecessarily, and this number continues to rise.

‘I know that the wheels are turning to privatise the rest of our emergency services. We are governed by greed and power – a system that flirts with dictatorship and thrives on corruption.’

He let the words sit before continuing. ‘Families are broken. People pushed into desperation.

In truth, I’d say many of the people in our prisons pose less of a threat to the public than those who claim to rule.’

Slowly, nods circled the table.

‘So, I’ll ask you plainly,’ Paul said. ‘Are you willing to oppose this government? To stop accepting what this country is becoming and try to change it?’

Silence.

He wanted them to consider this, to weigh it. But the quiet made his stomach churn. His hands trembled, and he gripped the table to hide it.

‘Yes,’ said Louis Gardner of Wakefield.

The word broke the silence.


An invisible release passed through Paul as if he’d been holding his breath. Louis was the last person had Paul thought would speak first; he was older, hard, respected.

Paul was glad to have him on board. He was the oldest in the group, with a massive amount of knowledge behind him.

Now others nodded and murmured in agreement.

As Paul moved his gaze around the room, he saw confident nods and heard yeses all around.

That was the first threshold crossed.

Paul gestured to the table. ‘A map of England. I’ve marked every port and airport. Scotland has its own government now − our focus must remain here. I’ve also marked every Sabre Prison and, in a different colour, all the other prisons and institutions I think would get on board with us.’

Sandra leaned forward. ‘Paul, I still don’t understand. Are we trying to negotiate or build an army?’

The question tightened the room.

Slowly, he answered, ‘Talking has failed. We need leverage. My proposal is that we form an army − not for slaughter, but to force serious conversation. To push for structural change.’ He didn’t pause. ‘When would you want change to come?’

‘Tomorrow!’ Steve said.

Paul allowed a faint smile. ‘So would I. But we need time. We need training, numbers, preparation. If we shut down this country’s vital systems, we can force it to reset.’

Sandra nodded. ‘Late summer 2031. Post election, giving us time to acknowledge any positive change. Also providing enough time for us to prepare.’

It was a relief to hear Sandra speak again. She was the only woman in the group, but she deserved her place as much as any of the men.

‘Yes. That’s more what we are looking for. So, shall we mark that as our first possible date?’ Everyone nodded. ‘Now let’s talk about our potential army.’

As he wrapped up the meeting, he gave them tasks. ‘Over the next two weeks, you’ll each identify people in your prisons − staff and inmates – anyone you think could become leaders, organisers, soldiers.’

Paul paused and slowed himself.


‘Find out as much as you can about their backgrounds and, of course, when they’re due for release. I’ll cover specialist training. You bring me what this system doesn’t see.’

‘What do we tell them?’

‘Nothing. Not yet. We’ll frame it as an inter-Sabre competition − sports, skills, coordination. It will improve our numbers and our public image. We’ll get what we need without raising suspicion.’

Time slipped away as notes were taken and plans sketched.

When they finally dispersed, Paul gathered the papers in silence.

Exhaustion hit him all at once.

He watched the tremor in his hand as he switched off the light to the room and left.

		
	


CHAPTER 7

PHILLIPPA – HATHERLEY MANOR, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, JUNE 2031

Phillippa found George on the sofa after another restlessness night. She drew the curtains quietly and covered him with a blanket. He stirred a little but didn’t wake. She contacted his team to say he wouldn’t be in and did the same for herself. It was overdue.

When Olivia woke, they wandered down to the gatehouse and were greeted by Mary. She took one look at Phillippa and drew her in for a hug.

Olivia bounded over to Mary’s children and slid in beside them at the table. Bill popped a bowl of porridge in front of her.

The table hummed with chatter − too bright, too normal.

Mary poured Phillippa a tea and led her to the sofas. ‘Another bad night?’

‘Mm. He ended up on the sofa.’ Phillippa cupped the mug in her hands and breathed in the warmth. ‘I wish he’d just tell me.’

‘Have you tried talking to him?’ Mary said gently.

‘I think that’s my plan for today. Listen… after the school run, why don’t you and Bill take the day off? I think I need to get him alone. Maybe we’ll go for a walk.’

Mary smiled and nodded.

‘Still up for dinner tonight?’ Phillippa added.

‘Are you sure? I can keep Olivia if you want more time.’

‘No… I think we need company. Just… something normal.’ She hesitated. ‘We’ve been… stuck. It’ll be good to have the kids together. Noise in the house.’

‘Want me to do a casserole?’

‘No, I’ll do that. Could you bring your bread?’

‘Of course.’

~


Her family home always caught her off guard, even after years of living there.

Bill tended the land with quiet pride, and the place had a fairytale order to it. Ivy climbed the walls around the entrance, and fruit trees dotted the lawns. At the centre of the gravel drive stood her favourite tree, a fig, it’s broad leaves half hiding deep purple fruit. She picked a few as she passed, eating one immediately and tucking the rest into her pockets.

Phillippa set the casserole going and waited until George stirred. She made him coffee and breakfast. The two of them snuggled into the corner sofa and sat, barely speaking as time passed.

When she switched on the television, the news filled the screen. George’s hand closed over hers.

‘Please… don’t.’

She switched it off and suggested a walk instead.

George showered while she packed a picnic. She slipped on her walking boots and wrapped a pashmina around her shoulders, as the shade cooled the air.

‘How’s Olivia today?’ George asked, pulling on his shoes.

‘She’s fine. She asked me to give you a kiss good morning. I’ve given Bill and Mary the day off − we’ve got the grounds to ourselves until this evening.’

She leaned in and kissed him. He raised his eyebrows, playful and familiar.

She led him around the back of the house and into the woods.

‘Where are you taking me? Should I grab my boots?’

‘Just follow me.’

They wove through trees in silence. The tension George carried everywhere began to loosen − just for a moment.

His breath came easier. The smell of bark and damp greenery made him realise how long it had been since he noticed such things. He stopped short.

Phillippa stood on a rug – already out of her trousers, unbuttoning her blouse – watching him. She let her blouse slide down her back and reached for her bra. Her hair fell loose, dark against her pale skin. He noticed the curve of her stomach − the part that she usually tried to hide − and felt something stir.

He stepped towards her, reaching out. But before he could touch her, she was gone.


She ran for the water, dove cleanly, and disappeared beneath the surface.

A moment later, she surfaced further out, turning to him, treading water, and smiling like a teenager.

‘What are you doing?’ he yelled.

‘What does it look like? Come on.’

‘There might be terrapins… or leeches.’

She only looked at him, unfazed. He sighed.

He undressed and walked slowly into the water. It felt chilly. Mud squelched between his toes, and he almost turned back.

Phillippa watched him − slim, pale, that familiar patch of reddish hair on his chest − as he screwed up his face, just as he had the first time she’d made him do this years ago.

He still hated the feel of






















































		
	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
w » m *

el

BLOOD-STAINED

CROWN

FREEDOM COMES AT A PRICE.
HOW MUCH WOULD YOU BE WILLING TO PAY?






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title


		Dedication


		Contents


		Prologue: George – Hatherley Manor, Gloucestershire, June 2031


		Chapter 1: Paul – Birmingham, 1994


		Chapter 2: Paul – Carlisle, 1999


		Chapter 3: Paul – Bristol, 2003


		Chapter 4: Paul – Sabre Prison Systems, 2007


		Chapter 5: George – Hatherley Manor, Gloucestershire, June 2031


		Chapter 6: Paul – Sabre Prison Systems, 2026


		Chapter 7: Phillippa – Hatherley Manor, Gloucestershire, June 2031


		Chapter 8: Richard – London, June 2031


		Chapter 9: Paul − Sabre Prison Systems, February 2029


		Chapter 10: Paul – Sabre Prison Systems, Project Sanctuary Meeting 4


		Chapter 11: Olivia – Forest of Dean Sculpture Trail, 29th July, 2031


		Chapter 12: Paul – Ashfield Prison, November 2029


		Chapter 13: Paul – Wakefield Prison, November 2030


		Chapter 14: George & Philippa – Hatherly Manor, Gloucestershire, 29th July, 2031


		Chapter 15: Paul – Sabre Prison Systems, June 2031


		Chapter 16: Bill – On the Road, 31st July, 2031


		Chapter 17: Paul – Buckingham Palace, London, 3.05am, 3rd August, 2031


		Chapter 18: Bill & Mary – Vine Cottage B&B, Reading, 4:58am, 3rd August, 2031


		Chapter 19: George & Phillippa – Hatherly Manor, Gloucestershire, 3rd August, 2031


		Chapter 20: Bill & Mary – Vine Cottage B&B, Reading, 3rd August, 2031


		Chapter 21: Olivia – Vine Cottage B&B, Reading, August 2031


		Chapter 22: Paul – Buckingham Palace, London, August 2031


		Chapter 23: Patrick – Vine Cottage B&B, Reading, August 2031


		Chapter 24: Paul – Hatherly Manor, Gloucestershire, August 2031


		Chapter 25: Paul – Buckingham Palace, London, August 2031


		Chapter 26: Bill – On the Road, August, 2031


		Chapter 27: Paul – Buckingham Palace, London, August 2031


		Chapter 28: Toby – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, August 2031


		Chapter 29: Bill – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, August 2032


		Chapter 30: Paul – Buckingham Palace, London, August 2032


		Chapter 31: Toby – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2035


		Chapter 32: Olivia – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2035


		Chapter 33: Paul – Witanhurst, London, 2032


		Chapter 34: Toby – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2035


		Chapter 35: Ruth – King’s Church, Hastings, 2036


		Chapter 36: Valora – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2036


		Chapter 37: Paul – London, 2036


		Chapter 38: Paul – Witanhurst, London, 2037


		Chapter 39: Valora – Outside of Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2036


		Chapter 40: Ruth & Valora – King’s Church, Hastings, 2036


		Chapter 41: Leanne – Dover, 2037


		Chapter 42: Ruth – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, December 2037


		Chapter 43: Paul – Witanhurst, London, 2038


		Chapter 44: Paul – On the Road, 29th July, 2038


		Chapter 45: Ruth – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 29th July, 2038


		Chapter 46: Steve – Witanhurst, London, 2038


		Chapter 47: Olivia – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2038


		Chapter 48: Olivia – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2039


		Chapter 49: Derek & Chad – A1, 29th July, 2038


		Chapter 50: Hidden Communities – South Coast, 2039


		Chapter 51: Wandering Youth – Town on South Coast, 2039


		Chapter 52: Josh – South Coast, 2039


		Chapter 53: Paul – Springwell Quarry, Gateshead, 2038


		Chapter 54: Wandering Youth – Margate, 2039


		Chapter 55: Paul – Springwell Quarry, Gateshead, 2038


		Chapter 56: Wandering Youth – Midlands, 2039


		Chapter 57: Wandering Youth – Birtley, 2039


		Chapter 58: Paul – Birtley, 2039


		Chapter 59: Olivia – Birtley, 2039


		Chapter 60: Olivia & Paul – Springwell Quarry, Gateshead, 2039


		Chapter 61: Wandering Youth – North, 2039


		Chapter 62: Nat – Manchester, 2039


		Chapter 63: Nat – Buxton, 2039


		Chapter 64: Olivia – Hatherly Manor, Gloucestershire, 2039


		Chapter 65: Wandering Youth – South West, 2039


		Chapter 66: Wandering Youth – Vine Cottage B&B, Reading, 2040


		Chapter 67: Wandering Youth – Thames, 2040


		Chapter 68: David – Thames, 2040


		Chapter 69: Ali & Stuart – Hampton Court Bridge, 2040


		Chapter 70: Steve – Witanhurst, London, 2040


		Chapter 71: Olivia – Buckingham Palace, 2040


		Chapter 72: Buckingham Palace, 2040


		Chapter 73: Witanhurst, 2040


		Chapter 74: Paul – Springwell Quarry, 2040


		Chapter 75: Springwell Quarry, 2040


		Chapter 76: Paul – HMP Nottingham, 2040


		Chapter 77: British Army – Germany, 2040


		Chapter 78: British Army – London, 2040


		Chapter 79: Hannah – Buckingham Palace, London, 2040


		Chapter 80: Army – Buckingham Palace, London, 2040


		Chapter 81: Wandering Youth – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2040


		Chapter 82: British Forces Abroad (BFG) – London, 2040


		Chapter 83: Paul – Fairlight, 2040


		Chapter 84: Ben – Buckingham Palace, 2040


		Chapter 85: Olivia – Fairlight Farm, Hastings, 2040


		Chapter 86: Olivia – Buckingham Palace, London, 2040


		Chapter 87: Olivia – Buckingham Palace, London, 29th July, 2040


		Chapter 88: Olivia – Buckingham Palace, London 2040


		Chapter 89: Fairlight Farm, 16th August, 2043


		Acknowledgements


		Copyright






	

OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
BLOOD -STAINED

H. TURNBULL

|\l|
Grosvenor e
Publishi






