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This is a work of fiction. While ‘real-world’ characters may appear, the nature of the divergent story means any depictions herein are fictionalised and in no way an indication of real events. Above all, characterisations have been developed with the primary aim of telling a compelling story.
 
   


 
   






 
   “Be it Declared and Enacted by this present Parliament and by the Authority of the same, That the People of England, and of all the Dominions and Territories thereunto belonging, are and shall be, and are hereby Constituted, Made, Established, and Confirmed to be a Commonwealth and Free-State: And shall from henceforth be Governed as a Commonwealth and Free-State, by the Supreme Authority of this Nation, The Representatives of the People in Parliament, and by such as they shall appoint and constitute as Officers and Ministers under them for the good of the People, and that without any King or House of Lords.”
 
    
 
   Proclamation of the Commonwealth of England
 
   19th May, 1649
 
   


 
   






 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   Tuesday, 1 December 1992
 
   2:37pm
 
    
 
   Elizabeth II was late. 
 
   As a general rule, monarchs are never ‘late’; they are always scrupulously on time. That being said, if their subjects wish to arrive early, that is quite often respected and appreciated by the Royal Authorities. 
 
   On this occasion, however, it was clear that this legal fiction would not be accepted by at least one of the two people present. 
 
   It had been a bitter, fractious couple of days for The Queen. Another set of pernickety letters to The Guardian about the restoration of Windsor Castle had put her in just the wrong frame of mind ahead of her audience with the Prime Minister, and the latest reports from the tabloids had served only to darken her mood yet further. The Mirror had been a particular source of disquiet amongst the Palace Staff, and had been the catalyst for the afternoon’s summit meeting. 
 
   A set of doors were opened in front of her, revealing the Drawing Room beyond. 
 
   The couple – as they still legally were – were already there, sitting with the air of icy politeness that results from being forced to be in the same room as someone you dislike intensely. 
 
   The Queen paced in, doing all she could to avoid rolling up her sleeves and knocking their respective heads together.
 
   “My thanks to both of you for com...”
 
   Time takes on a strange quality when one trips. For those witnessing it, the victim often seems to do so in slow motion, with arms akimbo and a look of profound desperation. For the fall-ee, the matter passes so rapidly as to render the transition from standing to splayed almost instantaneous. Even Elizabeth II, a woman possessed of the profound dignity that results from a millennium of careful breeding and adopted decorum, was not immune.
 
   A century ago, the incident would have resulted in gasps of horror from the assembled ranks, but in the years separating one monarch from another, attitudes had changed. Besides, there were only two witnesses.
 
   And so, in the White Drawing Room, as The Queen picked herself up with as much dignity as possible, she heard a single, feminine, giggle.
 
   Elizabeth II seethed.
 
   


 
   






 
   ONE
 
    
 
   Thursday, 7 May 2015
 
   09:51pm
 
    
 
   The BBC’s distinctive election night theme filled the airwaves. Arthur – for that was its name – had been a mainstay of live count coverage since 1979. As a seemingly endless display of faces, all tinted with various party colours, faded away, the lights came up on the BBC News studio.
 
   “Good evening,” David Dimbleby said into the camera, “and welcome to our live broadcast of the results of today’s United Kingdom Presidential election. Over the next few hours, we shall be able to confirm the name of the individual who will serve as the UK’s next head of state. A largely ceremonial role, but not a role without power, and one that nevertheless involves a huge amount of work, and responsibility. The candidates from a wide variety of parties and backgrounds – have campaigned hard, including in televised debates. During the gaps between results, we’ll be looking back at those. We will also go live to the counts for the Scottish and Welsh elections, though the latter is not expected to start providing us with results until the middle of tomorrow. Once again: welcome.”
 
   A subdued version of Arthur kicked in, and the camera zoomed out to reveal the election night studio. With the air of a man who was being forced to act twenty years younger than he was, Dimbleby rattled through the election night teams, pausing with some regret at the Paxman shaped hole amongst the interviewers.
 
   “...keeping us informed at the national count – James Naughtie.”
 
   His face projected onto the screen behind the main desk, Naughtie nodded, the hubbub of the Excel Centre behind him. Dimbleby continued.
 
   “As we wait for the first results, usually the North East, we’re going to go over to Jeremy Vine, who is going to explain the mechanisms of the Presidential Election with all his computer generated wizardry Jeremy, over to you.”
 
   Jeremy Vine was, as ever, trapped in the Tron-like wilderness of the green-screen. 
 
   He beamed to the camera, despite giving the impression that he was dying on the inside.
 
   “Thanks, David.”
 
   The viewers at home were treated to a computer generated version of The Mall. As he spoke, tiny stick figures of various colours began climbing up the walls of Admiralty Arch, stopping before they reached the top of the presidential residence.
 
   “These clambering men and women will be representing the electoral college votes as the candidates edge closer and closer to that magic 37. In the event of a hung college, potentially an option tonight, we’ve got a rather more complex graphic we’ll be throwing your way but if things stay simple, we won’t need to. For now, all our stick figures are limbering up on their starting blocks as you can see.”
 
   An androgynous red figure, that looked like Morph with no eyes, was doing calf stretches. Vine looked like he was trying to suppress dark thoughts about what Sir Robin Day would have thought of all of this.
 
   After a slightly overlong pause, the camera came back to David Dimbleby. 
 
   “Thank you, Jeremy. Emily?”
 
   The camera panned over to Emily Maitlis and Peter Kellner, both of whom were standing over by the potentially copyright-infringing phablet that had largely replaced the swingometer.
 
   “Thank you, David. Myself and Peter Kellner, the founder of the polling company YouGov, will be on hand to show you changes in the regional trend as the night progresses. Remember, there is no nationwide exit poll for the Presidential Race, so we will instead be speaking to our reporters at the regional counts who should, hopefully, be able to tell us the way the wind is turning.”
 
   She pressed a button, which splintered the UK into various puzzle pieces.
 
   “The Electoral Regions are, of course, based on the constituencies used for elections to the European Parliament. Using the data we receive from these results, we hope to be able to let you know what the national picture is looking like, coupled with all the latest from the local and House of Lords elections.”
 
   There was another sound as the screen zoned in on an outline of the North East. A huge orange column arose from it, with a handful of tiny ones popping up alongside.
 
   “Given the nature of this year’s race,” Maitlis continued, “we are certainly not expecting anything like the results from 2011, but tonight promises to be a night of surprises, so neither Peter, nor I, will be making any predictions quite yet!”
 
   The screen came back to the main desk.
 
   “Thank you, Emily,” Dimbleby said. The live feed of the Palace of Westminster behind him was now zooming in on the Clock Tower, which had just begun to chime the hour, “and as we tick over to 10pm,” he continued, “we also reach the close of polling throughout the UK. Counting will begin much later in the Falklands and Bermuda, which will delay, as usual, the South West England totals, but we remain optimistic that we have a chance of hearing from them before breakfast. Nick, your views on the campaign so far?”
 
   The BBC’s Political Editor looked up from his laptop.
 
   “Well, David, as we have been saying since the candidates were announced back in March – and which Emily has just alluded to we are probably looking at the most unpredictable Presidential Election since at least 2003. As campaigning has progressed, we have seen in Ms Rowling a popular Labour candidate – an exceptionally popular Labour candidate – who has had to brush off accusations regarding an unloved national government. We’ve also seen splinters within splinters amongst the more left-wing candidates, and a Conservative nominee who has – to put it mildly – not exactly set the world alight.”
 
   “More ‘come off the rails’, one could say.” Dimbleby responded.
 
   “And,” Robinson said, ignoring the joke, “he wasn’t the Tories’ first choice – a fact that dogged him throughout the campaign. They wanted Boris, everyone knew that, and they nearly got him, if rumours are to be believed. But in the end, the Shadow Home Secretary’s sights are set on Downing Street.”
 
   “Perhaps Mr Johnson will be a candidate in ten years’ time,” smiled Dimbleby. Robinson made his best attempt at a smile.
 
   “Maybe, although I think Vernon will be able to give a better reply to the consequences of that than I can.”
 
   The BBC’s resident constitutional expert (and – good Lord – he’d had a lot of work to do since 1997) gave a knowing look.
 
   “Well, Nick,” Professor Bogdanor was saying, “it will be tough for the media to accept the ten-year term!”
 
   “We do like regular elections,” David chipped in. Bogdanor continued.
 
   “-quite, but the President’s constitutional proposals – almost identical to those proposed by the original, pre-modifications, Jenkins Commission – were accepted without much controversy.”
 
   “I’ll be bringing that up with him,” Dimbleby replied, “as we hope to welcome him as a guest later on this evening.”
 
   “I look forward to the motorcade,” said Bogdanor with a dry raise of the eyebrow.
 
   “Vernon, thank you. I’m sure that we’ll be coming back to you throughout the night.”
 
   Bogdanor, doing his best to not look too donnish, gave a slight bob of the head.
 
   “As we wait for those all-important first results, I’m joined now by the BBC’s Andrew Marr, author of A History of Modern Britain.”
 
   Giving his best ‘this definitely isn’t filler’ face, David Dimbleby swiveled his chair to look at his new guest. Marr gave a broad smile.
 
   “Great to be here, David. Sorry I’m not doing the late shift like you.”
 
   “I’m not sure you’ll be so envious at four in the morning, Andrew. Thank you for joining us.”
 
   “Not at all. Tonight is another chapter in the young but growing saga of British presidential politics. Particularly after the constitutional amendment in March – it will of course be the last such election until 2025.”
 
   “And tonight’s winner won’t be eligible to stand again.”
 
   “Correct. The President throwing his support behind the amendment was obviously a decision that came from his experience in office, but it was controversial nonetheless. Had he not already declined to seek re-election himself this year, some of those ‘Petitions under the Basic Law’ demanding a Bill of Impeachment would have probably gained some traction.”
 
   Dimbleby nodded.
 
   “As if the country needed any more drama.”
 
   Marr laughed. “Quite. While it wasn’t exactly shaping up to be a rerun of the Diana Crisis, the undignified exit of two heads of state inside of twenty years wouldn’t be the best thing for ‘Brand UK’.”
 
   “We may have to wait until the Olympics to see exactly what that looks like these days!” Dimbleby interjected.
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” nodded Marr, “but to reiterate: while it’s easier to say this in hindsight, I don’t believe the President’s position was ever in serious danger. James Purnell is not Tony Blair, in a great many ways. And this was a short public statement supporting reforms to the office of the Presidency itself, from an elder statesman too. It was not remotely comparable to those long, drawn-out and gut-wrenching disputes in the autumn of 1997.”
 
   Dimbleby frowned, his face betraying his own memory of sleepless nights and sheer disbelief eighteen years ago. He, of course, had fronted the news broadcast that followed the televised statement from the Palace, followed by Blair’s speech from Downing Street. The nation would always remember the confidence and calm David had been required to project. And so would he.
 
   “If he did fancy a run at the new ten year term, do you think the President would win?”
 
   “I think he’d walk it, David. But there’s no way he’d want it – I suspect he’s already putting his feet up as we speak.”
 
   “Well, Andrew, you’re wrong there – I’ve just been told that the presidential motorcade has arrived at television centre. He’ll be with us in the studio just after 11pm...”
 
   


 
   



 
   TWO
 
    
 
   Thursday, 7 May 2015
 
   11:01pm
 
    
 
   “...and while the identity of his successor looks to be anything but certain at the moment, we are privileged enough to be joined now by the incumbent President of the United Kingdom. Mr President, welcome.”
 
   Paddy smiled.
 
   “The privilege is mine, David. Election night will not be the same without you.”
 
   “Well, I’ve not left yet. The electorate have decided to give me one last nail-biter for the road, it would appear.”
 
   “I can’t disagree. Tonight will certainly be interesting.”
 
   “It’s not often we hear your thoughts on electoral politics, Mr President,” said Dimbleby, whose mouth had never quite managed to deliver the title without a hint of a smirk, “except during your own campaigns, of course.”
 
   “I do of course have the Basic Law to consider, David,” Ashdown nodded, “but I will be leaving office on Monday – I’m sure the British people will forgive me a few insights this evening.”
 
   “And we’ll be asking exactly what those insights are in just a moment – we’re hearing that North East England is ready to declare.”
 
   “Labour will probably walk this,” said Peter Kellner as the panel turned to look at the big screen behind them.
 
   “They didn’t in 2003, and I would know,” remarked Ashdown with a grin.
 
   “True,” nodded Kellner, “but that was then and this is now – I can’t see this going any way that doesn’t involve at least two of their electoral votes turning red.”
 
   “Well, we’re about to find out,” said Dimbleby, holding up a hand, “here’s the returning officer now.”
 
   “...that the number of votes cast for each Presidential candidate in the North East England region was as follows. 
 
   Campbell, Sir Menzies, Liberal Democrats: 261,524.
 
   Legge, William, UK Independence Party: 313,703.
 
   Portillo, Michael, Conservatives Now: 298,618.
 
   Rowling, Joanne, Labour Party: 605,833.
 
   Sturgeon, Nicola, New Deal: 15,301.
 
   Tatchell, Peter, Red-Green Platform For Change: 71,317.
 
   Vorderman, Carol, William V Rex: 18,351.
 
   Windsor, Charles Philip, Green Party GB: 38,421.
 
   I therefore declare that – of the three available electoral votes for North East England – two are hereby awarded to Joanne Rowling, the Labour Party candidate, and one to William Legge, the UK Independence Party candidate.” 
 
   There was much rejoicing from the packed hall.
 
   “Well, that gives us our first result, and as you said, Peter, it’s not a surprise. But it does mean that Ms Rowling is now ahead in the popular vote and – at the moment – leading in the Electoral College. Emily, what does that do to our map?”
 
   Maitlis grinned as the camera panned across to what had been disparagingly described on social media as ‘a giant non-brand iPad’. 
 
   “No surprises there indeed, David, but it does mean that the North East section of our map turns Labour red, and over on Jeremy’s wall, Ms Rowling gains two of those all-important stick figures – gender neutral, of course – who will be casting their votes in the electoral college on Monday morning. Mr Legge will be pleased, however, that he has one of his own bringing up the rear in the race to the top of the Arch.”
 
   The graphic – flat and matte, as was the style at the moment – duly updated, and Maitlis handed back to Dimbleby.
 
   “Thank you, Emily,” David said with a glance off to the left, “Peter: the expected result?”
 
   “Almost to a T, David,” Kellner said with a violent nod, “but I say ‘almost’ because of the unexpectedly low New Deal vote. The nationalist/devolutionist alliance had campaigned relatively hard in this region, and polls did suggest there was greater support for north east devolution than this result indicates.”
 
   “Disappointment in Sturgeon HQ, then?”
 
   “Quite, but I suspect they shall be smiling when we hear from Scotland.”
 
   “For all the good it will do them,” said Dimbleby darkly, perhaps not relishing the reminder they would probably not get the Scotland result until 6am at the earliest, “Peter, thank you. Mr President, thank you for waiting.”
 
   “I love the thrill of a result, David, I’d’ve asked you to hush and let me watch it anyway.”
 
   “I’m sure. How confident are you in your party’s man tonight?”
 
   “I think it goes without saying that Ming is a great friend and the man I always had in mind as a successor. The party’s slogan: ‘Trusted at Home, Respected Abroad’ says it all.”
 
   “But have the people agreed with you today?”
 
   “We shall have to wait and see.”
 
   Dimbleby clearly knew that that meant. With a
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