
Chapter One 

			The noise and chaos of the streets of New Delhi were making Poppy King’s anxiety much worse than usual. She kept looking at her watch, and time seemed to be going too fast. Poppy was late for her flight home. It was her own fault for forgetting to set an alarm.

			“Do you think we’ll be much longer?” Poppy asked the taxi driver.

			“No. Not long.”

			Poppy grabbed on to the door handle as the driver suddenly cut across two lanes of traffic. She had spent her last night in India with her team from UNICEF, having a going away party at a local restaurant and bar. The noise wasn’t helping her headache, and as soon as she got checked in for her flight, she would need to take some painkillers. If she got checked in, that was.

			Finally, the taxi arrived at the airport and pulled up with a screech. Poppy got out quickly, and a member of the airport staff approached with a luggage trolley, while the driver got her luggage out of the boot.

			She paid the driver with a healthy tip and hurried inside with her trolley. The airport was packed, which was going to make getting to check-in even harder. She tried to navigate her way through the crowds of people as best she could and got onto a moving walkway, which would take her to the next floor.

			Her big sister Lex would give her a good-natured lecture about being late. Poppy didn’t think Lex had been late in her life.

			This was the end of a big adventure, but hopefully the start of a new one. After studying fashion in Denbourg, and a brief internship at a Denbourg fashion magazine, Poppy had decided to follow her big sister’s example and give her time to working for a charity.

			Since her passion was the clothing industry, Poppy had taken a placement offered by UNICEF. She joined a group of workers travelling the globe, helping the enslaved and poorly paid child workers in the garment industry.

			It was rewarding work, and UNICEF were extremely happy to have someone with Poppy’s public profile, not that she liked that fact. But now the time felt right to come home and start working on her next big adventure, if she could get to the plane on time.

			As Poppy neared the top of the moving walkway, she had the feeling she was being watched. She turned around, but the crowds of people made it impossible to pick out anyone. She put it to the back of her mind and rushed as much as she could to check in. Because she was so late, there wasn’t a big line at the desk.

			“I’m not too late to check in, am I?”

			The woman on the desk looked up, and recognition spread over her face. “Not at all, madam.”

			She took her phone out, ready to scan her e-ticket, but the lady said, “It’s already been taken care of, ma’am. You can make your way up to the Platinum Lounge.”

			Poppy screwed up her eyes and gave her a sceptical look. “Lounge? But I have an economy ticket.”

			“You were upgraded, ma’am.”

			“Why and how?” Poppy asked.

			“Perhaps these people may help?”

			Poppy hadn’t noticed the two people in black suits standing near the check-in desk, and now they started to walk towards Poppy.

			She sighed, knowing instantly from their clothes and their stiff postures that they were palace secret service, protection officers.

			The woman was striking, and tall for a woman. Her choppy collar-length brown hair with blonde highlights hung loose. She looked formidable and strong, but utterly feminine.

			“Ms. King? I’m Chief Bohr.” Bohr showed her identification. “Could you follow us to the VIP lounge, and we can talk about why we’re here?”

			“Who sent you?” Poppy asked.

			“Crown Consort Lennox, ma’am, but I can tell you more once you are secure.”

			Lex. How many times had she told her? Poppy sighed but said, “I’ll check in my suitcases first.”

			“Don’t worry about that.” Bohr pointed to the big man beside her. “This is Mattius. He’ll get your bags checked in for you.”

			She had no choice but to follow. Since she was sixteen years old she had wrestled with the constraints of her big sister’s position.

			Lennox King was the spouse of the Queen of Denbourg and was herself Crown Consort. Poppy loved the Queen. Rozala had become the kind of sister she’d never had. Whereas Lex was very much in tune with her masculine side, Roza was as feminine as you could get, sharing Poppy’s attitude and her love of clothes and make-up.

			This was the part she didn’t like. As Chief Bohr led her through the airport, doors seemed to miraculously open, and crowds parted as directed by other suited and stiff security people.

			Poppy got looks from the other passengers, wondering no doubt why she was being escorted through the terminal like a queen herself. Bohr led her to an elevator.

			“This will take us to the VIP lounge, Ms. King.”

			“It’s Poppy. Please call me Poppy.”

			“Of course,” Bohr replied.

			Another couple of people tried to get on the lift, but Chief Bohr said firmly, “I’ll send it back down to you,” then closed the doors quickly. Poppy saw the commuters’ angry faces as the doors shut.

			“Did you have to do that, Chief Bohr?”

			“There are threats everywhere, Ms. King.” Then she smiled. “I’ll explain everything when we get to the lounge.”

			The doors opened into a plush airport lounge full of smiley airline staff, all too much for her mood. There was a reception desk, but the man behind just nodded to Chief Bohr and said, “Welcome, Ms. King. Anything you need, just let me know.”

			“Thank you.”

			Bohr led her to one of the comfortable couches. Poppy had been in one or two of these lounges before, when she travelled with Roza and Lex, but she liked to be treated normally. She travelled and lived simply. She wasn’t royal, but people liked to brand her as royal by association.

			A waiter came over and said, “Could I get you both anything to drink?”

			“Latte with an extra shot please,” Poppy said.

			The waiter looked to Bohr, and she said, “Double espresso please.”

			“So, Chief Bohr, what is this about?”

			“Please, call me Jess. I’m only Chief to my team.” Jess gave her a big smile. She seemed more relaxed since she’d gotten Poppy up to the lounge.

			“Jess, then. What’s going on?”

			“I’m sorry for the surprise at the check-in desk, but we didn’t want to intrude on your night with your friends.”

			Poppy scowled. “You were watching me last night?”

			“Yes, Mattius and I arrived yesterday morning,” Jess said.

			Poppy was more than annoyed. “Look, I don’t like to be watched—” Just as she was about to launch into a tirade, the waiter arrived with the coffee. “Thank you,” Poppy said as the waiter placed the cups on the table.

			Once he was away, Jess looked around at Mattius, who gave her the thumbs-up sign.

			“What was that all about?”

			“Just checking that Mattius had screened your coffee.”

			“For what?”

			Jess lifted her espresso and took a sip. “Anything…that shouldn’t be there.”

			Poppy shook her head. All this fuss was so over the top. “I live a private life, I’m not royal, and I don’t know how many times I’ve told my sister and sister-in-law that I don’t need protection.”

			“I’m sorry, Poppy, but you do for at least your trip home. I can tell you more on the plane, but there have been threats against the Queen’s family, and you are part of that family. We’re just doing our job, and that is to get you home safely—then you can talk to your sister about it.”

			“Okay, fine, I’ll go along with this until we get home,” Poppy said.

			Jess smiled. “Thank you.”

			The other secret service agent arrived at the table and said to Jess, “It’s time for boarding, Chief.”

			“Thank you, Mattius.”

			Poppy looked at the clock. “Wait, it’s too early. They aren’t boarding for another hour.”

			Jess stood up and buttoned her jacket. “You are boarding first, Ms. King.”

			“I haven’t even had my coffee.” There was no point fighting it. “My sister better have a good excuse for this.”

			Poppy took one sip of coffee and then followed Jess, internally cursing her sister Lennox all the way.

			

			* * *

			Casey James swirled the remaining alcohol-free lager around the bottle and thought, I need something stronger. She could still hear the distant shouts of pain and fear in the far reaches of her mind. Non-alcoholic lager just didn’t cut it.

			Jon, one of the barmen at Gold’s, walked over and said, “You look as if you need something stronger.”

			“I do, but I’ve got the bike with me.”

			“Oh, you got it? Honestly, I don’t see you in nearly a year, then you’re here every day, now you might be leaving again? Why do you come here, Casey?”

			“The company,” Casey said with a smile.

			Jon was a friend. Well, as close to a friend as she could have. She only really counted two friends in her life, and the other was more like family. Jon only knew who she was on the surface and also was very aware that there were parts of her life that she didn’t talk about. He never pushed it.

			Jon brought her a second bottle of lager and joked, “God, your social life is bad. On the house.”

			“Thanks. It’s just a bad mood. We all get them.”

			Casey might have joked about the company, but in a way it was true. Coming to Gold’s bar in Denbourg’s capital of Battendorf was as close to a social life as she had.

			Jon wiped the bar. “I won’t say cheer up, because that always puts people in a worse mood.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			“Can I help with anything? Is it woman troubles, family, work?”

			“You know I never have woman troubles, Jon. Relationships are too complicated for me,” Casey said.

			This was very true. The nature of her work meant she couldn’t ever form any attachments, or she would risk blowing her cover, and her career.

			“I’m just going to head back to the office and see Goldie before I go,” Casey said.

			“Okay.”

			Casey took her beer and walked back past the stairwell, which led to a second floor with pool tables, then past the T-shaped stage where Gold’s put on some special evening entertainment. Casey had missed them since she’d been away. It was something that both she and her brother had loved.

			Casey got to the bar manager’s office, knocked, and walked in. Goldie was on the phone but smiled and waved her in. Casey put down her lager on the desk and waited until he finished the call. Then Goldie stood and walked over to the edge of the desk, sat down, and crossed his arms. He was tall, around six foot four, and was dressed a lot less flamboyantly than he usually was in the evenings, but even still, he wore a finely knit, short sleeved gold sweater, which popped against his dark black skin, and tight blue jeans.

			Goldie had the benefit of being effortlessly thin and could wear almost any feminine clothes he liked, if they accommodated his height. Anyone could tell how much Goldie loved to show his gender nonconformity, by his dressed-down outfit. To complement his clothes, he wore light make-up with purplish-blueish shadow and deep wine coloured lipstick.

			“Have you decided yet?” Goldie asked.

			“I think so. I’m hoping to go in the morning.”

			“I’ve only just got you back, Case.”

			Casey felt guilty. It had been a long time since she was separated from the only person she considered family any more.

			“I know, but”—Casey rubbed her face with her hands—“I need to do this. I’ve lost something of myself, and I have to find it again if I can. I don’t know any other way.”

			Goldie let out a breath and stood up. He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “I know this assignment was the most difficult you’ve had to do, and there are things that you’ve done that you’re not proud of. But good came out of it. You did a service to all those who have lost someone.”

			Casey touched the dog tags that hung around her neck. “I know, but every job I do costs me.”

			Goldie pulled Casey into a tight hug. He was the only one, apart from her regular employer, who knew what Casey did.

			“I love you, Case, and Albie would be so proud of you.”

			Casey gulped hard at the mention of her brother. Albie and Goldie had been partners when she’d came to live with Albie, and they’d been like parental figures to her.

			“Thanks, Goldie, but I need to make peace with myself.”

			Goldie cupped her cheeks. “Do whatever you have to do, as long as you stay safe and come back to me, my little treasure.”

			Casey smiled and shook her head. “I’m thirty-two years old. You’re not meant to call me that any more.”

			Goldie just patted her cheek and grinned. “You’ll always be that little angry sixteen-year-old we brought to live with us.”

			Casey nodded and said, “I’ll drop by in the morning before I leave, okay?”

			“Make sure to do, treasure.” Goldie gave her a wink.

			Casey, smiled, shook her head, lifted her bottle of lager, and walked out into the main bar. She’d just finish it and head home.

			Jon walked over to her. “Hey—” He was interrupted by the boos and shouts of the other patrons.

			They both looked up to the large holograph TV screen up on the bar wall. It was footage of Thea Brandt on-screen. That was bound to bring out consternation in any Denbourg national. Just over nine years ago, Thea orchestrated the assassination of King Christian and his heir, Crown Prince Augustus, bringing Princess Rozala to the throne. That act had scarred the nation and the lives of the military personnel caught up in the aftermath of the assassination.

			“Did you see this story, Casey? That famous undercover investigator—Lucian—got a big story about Thea Brandt.”

			Casey knew only too well what the story was about but pretended she did not. “No what’s it about?” Casey asked.

			“TV up five,” Jon said.

			“This morning a news story broke about criminal mastermind Thea Brandt, by award winning investigative journalist Lucian. Lucian, who we now know is a woman, spent six months infiltrating Thea’s gang of criminals on the inside. Lucian describes that far from being dismantled, Thea Brandt’s world criminal network has been rebuilt in the nine years she has spent incarcerated. Thea is controlling it all from jail with the help of fellow inmates and prison guards she’s bought off. Lucian also discovered that a so-called kill list has been drawn up by Thea and her associates, and plans made to implement it. On that list is Queen Rozala, her family, and several government officials. The governor of the prison has been suspended until a full inquiry can be implemented.”

			“If Lucian came into this bar,” Jon said, “I’d shake her by the hand and give her as many free drinks as she wanted. Anyone who stops Brandt deserves a medal. I’d always thought of Lucian as a man, though.”

			Casey shut her eyes, and images of what Lucian had to do to gain access and to earn Thea’s trust flashed across her eyes. Because she was Lucian and that was her story.

			As she had on many other investigations, Casey had let her inner darkness come and take over, but the more she visited the dark side, the more difficult it seemed to get back to her normal self, and the more she questioned which was her normal self.

			That’s why she had to get out. Lucian had retired, and Casey was going to spend some time finding the answers she needed.

			“You assumed Lucian was a man?”

			Casey tensed. She knew that woman’s voice instantly.

			Jon said, “Well yeah, it’s usually a man’s name, but I suppose I shouldn’t stereotype like that.”

			“Probably best,” the woman said.

			Jon turned to the patron who had just sat down and asked, “What can I get you?”

			“Gin and Dubonnet, please.”

			“Of course. Give me a minute,” Jon said.

			He was obviously flummoxed by the unusual drinks order. If Casey hadn’t known her by voice, the unusual choice of drink gave her away. Annika Ivanov.

			Once Jon moved off, Casey said without out turning around, “I didn’t think I’d find you in a bar on such a busy news day.”

			“There’s always the next story, Casey. You know that.”

			Casey turned around to look at her just as Jon delivered her drink.

			“Thank you, barman.”

			Annika was looking as elegant as ever. At fifty-five years old, Annika did not look her age. She took care of herself and was an extremely beautiful woman. She had medium-length ash-blonde hair and wore the very best of designer business suits. Annika was the CEO of the Ivanov multimedia company. The family business was over a hundred years old, and in that time the family had acquired digital newspapers, TV news stations, and other multimedia interests from all over the world.

			It was Annika who’d given Casey her first job, the woman who first saw a spark in her, to whom she owed her whole career.

			“How did you track me down?” Casey asked.

			“I know you like to drink here when you are in Battendorf. I know Goldie is here. I have my contacts.” Annika smiled.

			“Oh, I know you do. What is it you want?” Casey said that in a much harsher voice than she meant to.

			“Charming.”

			Casey shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s just the way I’m feeling at the moment.”

			“It’s okay. I know you go through an adjustment period when you finish a job,” Annika said.

			Adjustment period was an understatement, especially with this last job. The things she heard and saw haunted her.

			“What did you want to see me about?”

			“I’ve had a tip-off—”

			“No,” Casey said. “I told you this was my last job. I’m retired.”

			“I never thought you meant it. You can’t retire at thirty-two,” Annika said.

			“I can when I don’t know who I am any more.”

			“You are the best investigative journalist I have ever worked with. You have so much more to give, new people to expose, and people to help.”

			In her mind Casey saw herself holding down a fellow inmate while they received punishment for apparent crimes against Thea’s prison regime. It made her feel sick.

			“I can’t do it any more, Annika. When you start to become what you’re investigating, it’s time to retire,” Casey said as she swirled her lager around the bottle.

			Annika put her hand on hers and whispered, “You could never be like Thea. You have saved lives by exposing her prison setup. The Denbourg royal family, for example.”

			Casey ran a hand through her floppy blonde fringe. “Maybe, but it’s just too much. To get this story I had give it every ounce of my energy, and it’s left me feeling empty. Besides, my cover is getting exposed. People know Lucian is a woman now.”

			Annika took a sip of her drink. “What are you going to do instead? This has been your life.”

			“I know, but it’s time to reassess. I’ve bought a new motorbike, and I’m going on a road trip through Europe,” Casey said.

			Annika furrowed her brows. “A road trip? Yourself? Why?”

			Casey drank the last of her no-alcohol lager. “To clear my head.”

			But the real reason was much more complicated. It was to find out who she was. She was lost. Casey had been going from story to story since she was eighteen years old, and now she felt like she had left a piece of her light in every story. She had plunged deeper and deeper into the darkness the people she was investigating surrounded themselves in.

			Could she climb back out, or was evil really, deep down, what she was in her soul?

			She had to find out.

			“If that’s what you want, but can I leave you with this?” Annika pulled a brown paper folder out of her bag.

			“Where did you get that? A museum of communication?” Casey joked.

			“Nowadays, Casey, people often find paper folders more secure than computer systems. You might leave this on a train for a few people to read, but a computer can be hacked, and potentially billions would know.”

			Annika placed the folder on the bar, but Casey didn’t take it. “Where did you get this?”

			“Through a third party. I don’t know who originally leaked it, but it’s either a pack of lies…”

			“Or?” Casey prompted Annika.

			“Or someone at the very top of government is trying to warn us about unconstitutional activities happening in our government system. Take a look?”

			Casey stared at the brown paper file and felt a tiny ripple of excitement, the kind she always get when a lead presented itself. She felt the impulse to reach out and take it but resisted.

			“No, that’s not what I want any more. You’ve had plenty of stories out of me, Annika,” Casey said.

			“But this one? Just one last one for me?”

			Casey looked at her with derision. “I think I’ve given you back more than one favour. You’ve had exclusive rights over my stories since I started working for you.”

			Annika sighed. “I know. It’s just that this story is important to me. If you ever change your mind, then you know how to get hold of me. I have another appointment. Speak to you soon.”

			Casey turned away from Annika and picked up her motorcycle helmet and jacket. “Don’t hold your breath.” She put on her well-worn leather jacket and watched Annika leave the bar. After Annika exited, Casey caught sight of something on the stool where Annika had been sitting. It was the folder.

			Casey grabbed it and her helmet and ran to the door, trying to catch Annika up. But as she burst through the doors, Annika’s limo was already driving away.

			She looked down at the folder. “Well played, Annika.” Annika knew Casey wouldn’t leave an important document behind. She’d left it on purpose.

			Casey walked to the parking area where her motorcycle was and gazed at the folder, and she experienced that tingle again.

			I’m not going to look at it.

			She placed it inside her leather jacket, next to her chest, and zipped up, keeping it safe. She’d drop it off at Annika’s office tomorrow.

			Casey pulled her fringe into a small bun at the back of her head. The back and sides were undercut and short. She then pulled on her helmet and climbed on her bike. When she powered it on, she hesitated and put her hand to her chest. There could be something inside the folder that was important, essential for Casey to bring to the public’s attention. Maybe a quick look wouldn’t hurt?

			She closed her eyes. Movies in her head began to play. Selling Thea’s drugs around the prison, the violence she witnessed when inmates didn’t pay up. It went against everything she believed in or used to believe it.

			Because she didn’t know if she was that principled a person any more. The more violence you were involved in, the more you became deadened inside to it.

			The tingle Casey got for a new story was replaced by anger.

			No, I’m not doing it.

			She revved her engine and drove off.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Roza only had a morning royal visit today, so she was catching up with government business and correspondence in her office this afternoon. She was signing some paperwork, documents that needed royal assent, while the TV news played in the background.

			She was in a sombre mood. That morning, she had opened a new children’s hospice in the city. She was extremely proud that parents and the local community had banded together to create such a wonderful organization. Roza had such great admiration for the staff who chose to work with sick children coming to the end of their lives. It was truly a vocation. But even braver were the parents who’d lost children. They continued to work hard, raising money, with the hope other children would have this centre to care for them closer to home.

			Roza put her pen down and tried to control the emotion that was welling up inside her. When she was talking to the parents, all she was thinking about were her babies, Gussy and Maria, and having to deal with losing either one of them. She had no idea how the parents got through every day.

			She looked at the picture on her desk of Gus holding his sister up in his arms. “I love you both.”

			For a second she imagined not being able to touch or hug them ever again. Tears started to fall. Roza quickly got a tissue and dabbed her eyes. She had to know if they were okay.

			“Computer, put me through to the nursery.”

			“Your Majesty?”

			“Nanny Joan, I just wanted to check in with Mari.”

			“Prince August took her down to the play park, ma’am.”

			“Okay, thank you, Joan.”

			She was disappointed not to speak to Mari but happy that she was spending time with her brother. Adopting Mari couldn’t have gone any better. Gus could have been jealous of another child getting attention, but no. He’d taken her straight to his heart the minute he met her.

			Gus was such a good boy. A mother couldn’t have dreamed of having such a wonderful son. She was sure the parents she met this morning thought that about their children.

			She thought of the stress and pain of trying to conceive again after Gus. Roza’s heart rate started to quicken, and her chest tightened. She grasped the edge of the desk and closed her eyes. Anxiety was making her breath shorten.

			“Take deep breaths.”

			Lex usually talked her through this if she was with her. The deep breaths, whilst concentrating on air going in and out, started to calm her heart. As her muscles lost their tension, her ears picked up a few words from the TV news.

			“The house of King now rules Denbourg.”

			Roza’s eyes snapped open. The news had finished, and the channel had ran on to a tabloid-style celebrity gossip show. The presenter was talking to two so-called royal experts.

			“Amanda, these sorts of rumours have been circulating quietly for a month or so now. Is it true or trash?”

			“Well, Stephan, it depends on which rumours you’re talking about. If you mean the conspiracy theorists’ claim that Lennox King, former banking industry expert, was placed in her role by global elites to control Queen Rozala, then probably not.”

			“You think?” Roza said sarcastically.

			“I hear a but coming,” the presenter said.

			“You’re right. My Palace sources tell me that Queen Rozala is debilitated by anxiety and depression, and the extent of it is being kept from us. The Queen isn’t…let’s just say she isn’t functioning properly, and Crown Consort Lennox is acting as head of state, not Rozala.”

			Roza couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was a stupid gossip show, but still, how could anyone tell such lies?

			“That is frightening, if true. Could you tell us more about your Palace source?”

			“Let’s just say a close family member.”

			Roza felt anger rush through her. “We can guess who that is.”

			When Roza took the throne, the only other heir was her second cousin, Prince Bernard. He had despised the fact that she was the heir and lobbied the media against her through the years. When Gus was born, he got even further away from the crown, which doubtless made him angrier.

			Bernard was part of European far right organizations, and so no one wanted him anywhere near the throne.

			“TV off. Idiots,” Roza growled.

			She saw something scroll across the top of her screen. Roza had been scrolling through the palace social media accounts, and one of top trending items was Royal movie project nears release.

			“What now?” Roza said with exasperation.

			She touched the holo screen to open up the story, which teased the first pictures from the upcoming release I Believe in You.

			Roza saw two publicity photos from the film. One showed the two actors playing her and Lex. Lex was played by actor Story St John, and she was played by Lula Deniau.

			The second picture was an image of the actors playing her father and her older brother, seen through the eye of a sniper’s scope.

			Roza’s hands started to shake as her mind flashed back to the horror of the moment she found out about her father’s and brother’s deaths.

			The Privy Councillor took a large gold and jewelled sovereign ring and held it before Roza.

			“It is with a heavy heart that I must tell you that His Majesty King Christian and His Royal Highness Crown Prince Augustus were killed yesterday afternoon in a terrorist assassination. It falls on me as chief privy councillor to bring you your father’s ring. The King is dead, long live the Queen.”

			The bodyguards and officials repeated the phrase, while she pushed the ring onto Roza’s finger, and then Roza collapsed. Lex caught her and cradled her in her arms. “They can’t be gone. Tell me it’s not real, Lex. Please, please, please.”

			Roza pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed the fountain pen she held in her hand until her knuckles were white.

			How could she not have known about this?

			“Computer, put me through to Olly.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty?”

			“Come to my office now,” Roza said with anger in her voice.

			After becoming Roza’s private secretary five years ago, Olly became Roza’s trusted friend very quickly, and Roza didn’t know what she’d do without her. Which was why it so surprised her that this film came out of nowhere. She and Olly talked about everything.

			Roza’s anger was simmering by the time she heard a knock at the door. “Come.”

			Olly entered and gave her a curtsy. “Your Majesty?”

			Roza spun round the screen with the pictures from the new film. “How did we not know about this? Why did I have to find out about it by chance? Our media team are the best. There’s no way they wouldn’t have known about this.”

			As soon as Olly understood what Roza was saying, she immediately looked downcast.

			“I—yes, we did.” Olly was struggling to get her words out.

			Roza walked around to the front of desk. “What is going on here, Olly?”

			“This is very awkward, ma’am.”

			“Just tell me. I’m your friend as well as your Queen.”

			“When we found out about the movie, Crown Consort Lennox—”

			Roza stiffened. What had Lex done?

			“What did she do?” Roza asked.

			“You were going through some difficulties at the time, with anxiety and stress, and Consort Lennox thought it would be too much for you. She asked that we didn’t talk about it until she could break the news to you, ma’am.”

			Roza couldn’t believe it. She felt anger, betrayal, and disappointment that Lennox would do this.

			“Olly, if this kind of thing ever happens again, you must come to me, no matter what my consort says. I am your Queen. Do you understand?”

			“Of course, ma’am. I’m truly sorry.”

			“We’ll say no more about it,” Roza said before walking out of her office. She was full of righteous indignation, and her anger multiplied with every step towards Lex’s office.

			Roza didn’t knock but just stormed into the room. Lex was talking to someone on the phone and quickly ended the call.

			“What’s wrong, darling?”

			“Computer, show pictures of the new Denbourg royal film,” Roza said.

			Lex’s eyes flicked closed as the penny finally dropped.

			“How could you?”

			Lex jumped up from her seat. “Darling, I just—”

			Roza stepped back so Lex couldn’t touch her. “Don’t darling me. You put my private secretary in an impossible position. I’m the Queen here, Lex, and you are not the king, despite what your surname might be. Don’t forget that.”

			“How could I forget that? I’ve been walking four steps behind you ever since we were first married,” Lex said with more anger than she should have.

			Roza threw her arms up in the air. “Oh, now it’s coming out? Your fragile alpha ego can’t take your wife being in a superior position?” She was losing control. She thumped her chest with her fist. “I am Queen, I am head of this family, so don’t ever, ever give any of the staff orders that keep me out of the loop.”

			She stormed off out the door. She could hear Lex coming after her saying, “I was just trying to protect you.”

			But Roza didn’t want to hear it.

			* * *

			“So, how does it feel to be played by Story St John?” Queen Georgina asked over the video link.

			Lex sat alone in her dressing room when George called. “Awful.”

			Today hadn’t been going too well. After their fight, Roza never came down to dinner with the children. Lex was informed by Nanny that Roza had been in to see the children on her own and then went off to get ready for their engagement tonight.

			Lex’s instinct was to give her some space, so she came to her dressing room a bit early to get ready. She was sitting in her dinner suit with her shirt open and bow tie hanging loose around her neck when George called.

			“Is Roza very upset by it?” George asked.

			“You could say that. She didn’t know about it until she saw the still photos on TV today.”

			George frowned. “That must have been a great shock. Surely the palace staff knew this was coming up.”

			Lex cupped her hands over her face and rubbed her forehead. “I asked her private secretary not to tell her, that it would be best coming from me, and”—she rested her clasped fists under her chin and closed her eyes briefly—“it never seemed to be the right time.”

			George was quiet for a time before saying, “As your friend, I totally understand wanting to protect your wife, especially when Roza’s had a difficult time with her mental health.”

			“But as a sovereign?” Lex asked.

			George sighed. “As sovereign I can understand why she would be angry. She must know everything, it’s her duty to know all the information the Palace knows, and there should be absolute trust between the monarch and their closest staff.”

			“I did the wrong thing, overstepped my bounds,” Lex said, “but everyone outside sees an institution, a department of government, a head of state, while I see the sometimes fragile woman I go to bed with every night. Sometimes I’ve had to overstep just to keep her going.”

			George nodded. “I know you’ve been such a great support to Roza—she couldn’t have done it without you. Over the years there’ve been times when Bea has kept me following the right path, and times when I’ve stumbled too.”

			“Queen Beatrice is the master in the role of consort,” Lex said. “It has been a struggle for me. It’s natural to me to take the lead and protect my wife, but I have held my tongue and let her take the lead as I feel I should. Especially when I know Roza has had a difficult time.”

			“I have great sympathy for you. If Bea was the regnant Queen, and I the consort, I would have trouble taking a step back and letting Bea step into unknown situations first.”

			“I’m playing into my detractors’ hands, though, aren’t I,” Lex said.

			“What detractors?”

			“Had you not heard? The conspiracy theorists that think I was placed with Roza by the banking global elites, to control Denbourg.”

			George rolled her eyes. “Of course they did. What utter nonsense. Ignore it and concentrate on Roza.”

			“I’ll apologize, but as fate would have it, we’re both going to come face to face with my new alter ego tonight.”

			“How so?” George asked.

			“It’s the annual charity performance for the Entertainers’ Guild. Story St John is one of the performers.”

			“Typical good timing. I’m sure they invited her to take part knowing there would be a slight tension in the room.”

			“No doubt.”

			Normally at royal events, etiquette would save any blushes or awkward moments, but it had become a tradition over the years for the stars of TV and film and comedians to gently needle those in the royal box.

			She was sure there would be jokes, ones that would make both her and Roza squirm, and they’d have to keep smiling. Not easy when you’ve had a huge fight.

			“Thanks for calling, George. I better try and talk to Roza. Send our love to Bea and the kids.”

			“Will do. Good luck.”

			She was going to need it.

			* * *

			“Are you sure this is the best idea, Thea?” Morten asked his sister.

			Thea gazed at her new image in the mirror. Intelliflesh had come a long way in nine years, and Thea was reaping the benefits. She touched her new male appearance, squarer jaw, stubble, heavier brow, which along with short hair made her unquestionably male in looks.

			She rubbed her stubbled face and quite enjoyed the rough feeling. Along with her well-cut suit, Thea would look like any male businessman. She could have made this look permanent with the doctor’s help, but Thea would have to change appearance often, so that her surviving the attack on the prison van would never be questioned.

			“Yes, Morten. It will be fine. Stop worrying and let me do the thinking.” Thea straightened her bow tie. “I want to see Roza in the flesh before we begin our plans.”

			“But the charity show is so public,” Morten said.

			She turned to Morten and put her hand on his shoulder. “Nobody will question my appearance. Relax, okay.”

			“I’ve lost out on nine years with you. I don’t want to go through that again.”

			Morten had always been a sensitive boy and needed Thea. She knew that.

			“You are not going to lose me again. Believe me. Now, any word on our elusive Luca?”

			“I’ve put the word out with our usual people on the street, and our computer guys are hacking into the street-level camera systems to see if there’s anything that can help us. We have her leaving the prison, but after that the cameras failed, and she disappeared.”

			Thea walked over to the bar in her hotel suite and poured a brandy. That was the frustrating thing. How Luca could just walk out of the jail, she didn’t know. Her good friend, the late Deputy Vastas, had no idea. The order to open security doors and gates came from somewhere on high. She was determined to find out.

			She poured a drink for her brother and said, “We must find the former governor. He knows something.”

			“He is being protected in a safe house somewhere. They think we’ll come for him,” Morten said.

			“The longer they think I am dead, the more they will relax their guard. We’ll get him and make him talk.”

			That was why faking her death was so important. She needed her enemies to drop their guard, and when that happened, she would pick them off one by one.

			Her date for the evening came out of the dressing room looking gorgeous. Long dark hair, silky silver cocktail dress, cut to the thigh. Thea felt herself throb inside and her Intelliflesh dildo start to harden.

			Tonight was going to be a lot of fun, Thea thought with a grin.

			* * *

			Roza was struggling. Her heart raced, and she was shaking inside. Lex had tried to talk to her, but she’d met her with only silence. Rage mixed with pain had taken hold of her, and Lex was the target.

			If she’d known about this film earlier, she could have prepared for it. But Lex had taken that away from her and caused trouble between them. Of all the events they had to go to, tonight’s just couldn’t have been timed more perfectly for the media company.

			Tonight’s charity performance included a sketch starring Story St John. The media would have a field day, zooming on to her, trying to see if they could catch a reaction on her face.

			Roza would try her best, but she was dreading this evening. Lex came through from her dressing room, dressed in her dinner suit. She had avoided her all day, but there was no choice tonight.

			“Are you ready?”

			Before she could answer, there was a knock at the door. “Come,” Roza said.

			A footman popped in and said, “The car is ready for you, Your Majesty.”

			“Thank you.”

			Roza draped her silk shawl over her shoulders.

			“Roza, let me—” Lex said. She normally helped Roza with her jacket or shawl. Lex hurried to the catch up with Roza since she had had just walked away. “Roza, wait. We can’t go to this event and not speak.”

			But Roza just marched on. Ravn opened the door for the Queen, and she got in carefully. Lex got in at the other side.

			“Roza, we can’t go to a public event not speaking to each other, especially when Story St John is going to be there. It’ll upset you.”

			Roza felt her anger bubbling inside her. She didn’t turn around and look at Lex, just stared out front. “Something I would have been more prepared for if you hadn’t interfered with the Queen’s staff and business.”

			Lex never replied this time, and a heavy silence filled the car.

			* * *

			Thea knew all of Roza’s facial expressions and emotions. She had been a master at manipulating her, as she was with most people. That’s how she had become the head of the most successful criminal organization in the world.

			As she gazed across the theatre full of people to the royal box directly across from her own, she could tell how uncomfortable Roza was. Her forced smile as each performer came on was evident to see.

			Thea, in her male persona for the evening, shared a box with her lady escort for the night and had guards behind her. Being disguised had given her so much freedom. Her freedom had taken many years of planning, but Thea had been patient, knowing this day would come.

			Here she was, sitting so close to her former lover. She lost count of how many times she had watched the footage of the assassinations of Roza’s father and brother. Thea had always meant to finish the job by taking Roza out, but first she’d have to build her business and her networks back to a position of strength. But time had only given her more ways to hurt Roza.

			Now she was married to Lennox King and had a son and heir, and a daughter. This was Thea’s time, and it was coming soon. It was inconvenient that Luca had found out about her kill list, but even though there would be more security around them, Thea would get them.

			If she did assassinate everyone on her list, there would be a cousin of Roza’s who would be exceptionally grateful, and forever in her debt, as he was next in line to the throne. Debt and favours would open doors for her.

			For this evening, Thea would be content with watching her former lover squirm. Over the course of the evening she could tell there was an atmosphere in the royal box. Roza hadn’t even looked at Lennox King so far this evening.

			Then came the best bit. Story St John came on-stage to take part in a comedy sketch. She watched as Lennox tried to take Roza’s hand, only to have Roza pull her hand back with anger. Lennox tried to cover it, but Thea wondered if the cameras caught it.

			Roza put her false smile back on, but Thea could read the turmoil going on in Roza’s head. She always was mentally weak. Thea knew Roza wouldn’t have lasted this long on the throne if Lennox hadn’t been there.

			So she would start picking off those around the periphery of the royal household, ending with Roza alone. Roza would crumble to dust.

			* * *

			The royal car stopped outside the private palace entrance. Roza was out sharply and walked at a fast pace through the entrance hall. So fast that Lennox was hardly out of the car.

			She called after her, “Roza, wait.”

			But she never stopped. Lex let out a sigh and looked up to the starry sky. Ravn asked her, “Is everything all right, ma’am?”

			“Lex, Ravn. I’ve told you before. We’ve known each other too long, and been through too much to be so formal.”

			“I need to be respectful when we are outside and with the younger members of staff. They need to see a positive role model.”

			Lex nodded. They were so lucky to have Ravn as head of Palace security.

			“Is there anything wrong?” Ravn repeated.

			“I made a mistake, overstepped my bounds, and Roza is furious with me.”

			Lex wouldn’t talk like this to anyone other than family. Ravn was completely trusted.

			“I’d heard a few murmurings,” Ravn said.

			Lex looked at

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



OEBPS/Images/RoyalExpose.jpg
ROYAL GENERATIONS






