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Chapter One


The night of the crash

Esmerelda snapped the phone shut. The voice that had just told her Ma’am, it’s done still echoed in her mind. She turned the small black device around in her hands, tapping her bone-white nails against hard plastic. Thick blue veins ran from the edge of her cream jacket, under bangles around her wrist and across the back of her smooth, heavily moisturized hands. Hours spent in the harsh recycled air of the bunker under the Ministry of Defence required an additional layer of hand cream. Her hands were getting too old for this kind of thing.

Esmerelda looked up from her moment of melancholy around the room. Its occupants were silent, pensive. Alan didn’t look as conflicted as she thought he would. Instead, the Prime Minister maintained an air of convivial sobriety; the kind of attitude one might wear while waiting for the funeral procession of a rather distasteful world leader.

She watched him gander around the table, leaning over the back of the chair to share a few words with his cabinet colleague, then turning and asking an innocuous question or two to a uniformed staffer patiently listening to a radio signal. The half dozen people, Esmerelda included, around the table sat as they had at every meeting of this select group over the past year or more the operation had been planned. She at one end, Sir Arthur at the other. This time though, another dozen earnest young staffers, military men and women integral to the execution of the operation, had also gathered inside the nuclear-proof bunker, bringing with them all manner of headsets, secure connection computers and old-fashioned folders filled with maps of the English countryside, as opposed to the usual aerial shots of a Kuwaiti desert or Siberian military installation.

“Quiet,” Sir Arthur’s commanding voice brought silence to the already stilted room, “I think we have something.”

Collectively, the group leaned in as a red-cheeked lieutenant fiddled with a radio set placed in front of the Air Chief Marshall. The set crackled and buzzed before the faint sound of human voices squawked through the wireless. The figures perched around the radio like they were listening out for the sounds of a crew lost in space.

The beating wallop of helicopter blades cutting through rain gave a steady undertone to the conspiratorial conversation the room now strained to hear. The young lieutenant gave a nervous turn of the dial on the radio, his uniformed arm awkwardly stretched across Sir Arthur’s face, and suddenly the unmistakable lion-like voice of Prince Richard boomed out of the speakers.

“I’m not disagreeing with you, dear, it’s just a matter of timing, of process.”

“Yes, but you do realize the thing will come out sooner or later.”

Esmerelda gave a subtle half nod at the Irish twang of Calista Murphy’s voice over the radio set. She looked around the table at each of its occupants in turn. All of whom had doubted her at some point. Each of them had expressed their reservations at one time or another, around this table and privately in her office. Now they could hear it. She watched Alan lean on the shoulder of his broad-backed Chancellor, all of their eyes focused on the small plastic box.

“Calista, darling. You know we want the same thing. So let’s get the first part done, the law changed and let the country get used to the idea of Alex before we give the thing more of a shake up.”

“I thought shaking up was the very thing you said they needed—”

A harsh metal clank cut through the transmission and cut Calista off. A rush of something could be heard, air perhaps, or fire.

“Mayday, mayday.”

The room closed in further, like the storm raging outside was pushing against their walls, rocking them back and forth. The entire sealed space and all the souls inside it completely focused on the blare from the radio and the hurried cry of the nameless pilot signaling out his trouble in vain.

“Mayday, mayday, we’re going down. RAF Norfolk, do you read me? We have a principal on board. Repeat, Prince Richard is on board.”

The noise became ever louder, like the sound itself had zoomed in on the ruptured blades fighting through wind and rain. The Royal Helicopter could be heard dragging downwards through the air, the radio painting a cinematic picture of it flapping around, spinning out of control in its rapid descent to the dust of the earth. It wouldn’t be long.

Esmerelda glanced at a gruff looking corporal behind Sir Arthur. In his hand, he held a square box with one switch. His job would be to flick that switch as soon as the helicopter made impact with the ground. That man, his eyes concealed under the brim of a Royal Air Force cap, would be the one to deal the final blow.

“Five seconds to impact,” said a voice from the side of the room, someone bent over a portable radar display. The whirring on the radio grew ever louder; operatic surround sound quality from the clunky mechanism of a transistor box. They could’ve been in the finale of a horror movie, colored only in noir. “Two, one…”

The man with the box flicked the switch. The radio belted out half a second of an indistinguishable roar of flame and terror before snapping into static now as loud as thunder. The lieutenant leaned back over and clicked it off, his arm shaking.

Esmerelda sat back in her chair and let out a long breath she didn’t know she’d been holding, much like the rest of the room. There was no question in her mind they had done the right thing. That the threat had now been dealt with. There simply was no room for any other point of view. Not now, anyway.

“K,” Alan said, addressing Esmerelda by her official designation. She looked over at the Prime Minister with a note of surprise. The prince’s body was still flaming in some field and he’d already got his coat on. “You’re coming with me.”


• • •


The two of them stalked the long hallway in Buckingham Palace, passing dimly lit tapestries and vases plinthed at every corner. They followed some unknown footman, his morbid task surely unknown, his job simply to hurry these two figures to the Queen’s private study in the dark edge of the night.

“Wait here,” the red-coated watchman said outside the door to Her Majesty’s private sitting room as he slipped inside. The door snapped closed. Alan fiddled with this coat button, showing off the fussy, worried tone Esmerelda so despised in men. Feeling she may retch should she be forced to be near his flapping skittishness for too long, she took in the wall behind them. There hung a fantastically enormous portrait of Elizabeth I; her steely eyes bathed in battle-ready regality. There’s a queen. Esmerelda thought back to the armadas the Virgin Queen had faced down, the insurrections, the foreign armies, the countless men out to seize her power. On she’d reigned. On and on and on. She could only give herself a silent smile.

“You may enter.” The footman opened the door for them and they stepped inside to the cozy warmth of the room. Two armchairs sat by the blazing hearth at the far end, the only source of light. Alan stepped forward first as the door closed behind them, leaving the two of them alone. He took a step forward in immense trepidation, as if approaching the throne of God for his final judgment. Esmerelda couldn’t imagine this situation was less stressful than that. She strained her eyes through the darkness to catch the wispy edges of the Queen’s figure sank inside her armchair, watching the fire rage.

“Ma’am,” Alan ventured, “the Prince of Wales … Prince Richard…” his voice broke on the last syllable, “your son … is dead.”

His words had sucked the sound out of the room, leaving only the crackling of the fire and rapid beating of their hearts. Esmerelda could see Alan wobbling. She even noticed her own breath held tight against her chest, again unwanted emotions made real from unconscious biology. The reply was taking time, but what, in all truthfulness, could even be said?

Finally, the Queen seemed to shift slightly in her chair. The portrait of her face lit up from the fire, like the flaming back of a copper coin. “Good.”


• • •


The morning of James and Alexandra’s thirtieth birthday

“I’m sure he won’t be much longer, Mrs. Finnegan,” the receptionist called over, a white, almost translucent leggy blonde with an accent posher than the Queen’s. What a surprise to see in publishing, Liv thought, continuing to tap her clear polished nails against the dark leather of her handbag.

“Ms.,” Liv replied flatly. The receptionist acknowledged the correction with a weak smile before hiding back behind her giant Apple screen.

Liv sat back on the low couch, legs crossed, with nothing much to look at in the reception area of Bages & Brooks Literary Agency other than a flat screen on the wall with the news on mute. There wasn’t a book or even a magazine on the glass table in front of her, and certainly not any hardbacks gracing the receptionists’ ultra-modern desk. Not even a paperback. Not even a Kindle.

Liv felt rather warm in her overcoat. It had been raining when she’d left Dublin that morning, but she didn’t feel like taking it off and sitting in only her light cream blouse, no doubt giving the receptionist yet another thing to silently judge her on. Liv pulled her handbag closer to her, resisting the urge to check the contents once again. Of course it was still there, she'd even slept hugging the thing all night, instead of Sean.

The television had the subtitles on, at least, so Liv re-crossed her legs and pointed her body in the direction of the screen. Perhaps it would dull the chattering voices in her mind that injected ulterior motive and meaning to every line of Mr. Bages three sentence email sent yesterday morning that had brought her all the way to central London.

Look. Look, these stories. I mean tabloids love to… The subtitles flashed over the screen. Liv wondered if there was some error in getting the words right, or if the young man being interviewed was really as flustered as he looked. The Prince has been, there are relationships. Of course there have been. Many significant people are in the Prince’s life. It’s not all what gets splashed over the front page, David.

So are you saying the Prince is seeing someone? That the reports in the newspapers this morning are wrong?

Liv tried to think what headlines she’d seen that day. The man on the six AM flight, one empty seat away from her, had buried himself in a broadsheet for the ninety minutes it took to fly over the Irish Sea, and the front page had been all about Syria.

It’s not for me to say, of course. But, yes. The newspaper reports this morning are sensational and frankly incorrect. This anonymous source really has no idea what she, or he, of course, what they, are talking about.

Suddenly, Liv remembered the array of red-topped tabloids she’d seen when stepping off the airplane at Gatwick, then again at the newsagents where she’d bought a water, and probably even plastered all over the rush hour Tube, too. The great royal milestone birthday, and the unending national hand-wringing the British indulged themselves in that their heir to the throne did not seem particularly interested in starting a family. That’s what had been splashed across the papers today.

“Ms. Finnegan?” The podgy figure of a middle aged, upper class man appeared from the corridor just behind the receptionists’ desk. My God, he’s a parody of even himself. Liv tried her best to swallow away the smile that threatened to burst out over her face. Does that waistcoat really have a monocle attached to it? She’d have to try to snap a discrete photo to send to Sean. He’d never believe it if she only explained it to him in the car when he picked her up that evening. He’d think she’d just embellished the whole thing to provide some entertainment.

“I’m Mr. Bages.” He smiled at her. Liv stood and collected her bag up, clasping it tightly to her side as her heels clicked against the floor. Liv dropped the slightest look in the direction of the receptionist as if to say, See? Even this 1950s caricature knows how to say Ms.

Mr. Bages offered out his pudgy hand. “Did Rebeccah offer you some coffee?” Liv shook her head. “Well, never mind. Do come this way.” Liv followed him down the corridor to the frosted glass walls of the corner office.

“I’m very glad you were able to come at such short notice.”

“Well, the words ‘get to London as soon as you can’ doesn’t really leave someone with much of an option.” Her Irish accent bounced noticeably off the walls, as if the Piccadilly office block was allergic to the very sound of her voice.

“Yes, well … do come in.” He bumbled through his office door, stepping over piles of papers that seemed to grow like vines across a jungle temple. Suddenly, Liv relaxed. There were books in here, an entire library stuffed inside the cramped space, in fact. An ancient bookshelf pushed up against the glass wall behind her creaked with the weight of double stuffed shelves. She smiled at the fact he used his expensive Apple keyboard as a bookmark, keeping the pages of a large hardback split open. His oversized screen, the same as the one of the receptionist, was covered in an array of brightly colored Post-it Notes, some of which scrawled with so much handwritten text that they looked like a flipbook, all stuck on top of each other.

“Sit, sit, please. Excuse the mess,” he said as his stomach dislodged a pile of manuscripts on his desk. Liv smiled as she noticed the cables of the giant screen dangling on the side of the desk, connected to nothing. “These modern offices. Can’t make head nor tail of it.” He landed on the chair with a plump, shifting his weight around to get comfortable and picking up a pair of rimless glasses.

“I feel your pain.”

Ronald Bages leafed through one of the stacks of paper, his glasses at his nose, counting them out under his breath. The most formidable, most influential, most powerful literary agent this side of the Atlantic may look like a bit of an oaf or a character from some regency novel, but Liv knew differently.

“Let’s see here … aha!” he exclaimed, pulling her thick manuscript out of the pile. “Here we go. Now, Ms. Finnegan, I must say when I saw your name on the cover, I was expecting something a little different inside, something about Syria or the Israeli-Arab conflict, perhaps.” He leafed through the pages, stealing intermittent glances in Liv’s direction like a headmaster seeking the truth from a naughty schoolgirl.

“I think I’ve written just about all I can on the Middle East.”

“Indeed. And I’ve read every single one. The problem with an English journalist writing about the Iraq war, or Saudi Wahhabists, is that their analysis is always so … what’s the word…”

“Stilted?”

“Well, I was going to say imperialist, but that too. You bring a lens so uncluttered from our British sensibilities around foreign policy; it’s very refreshing, I must say. No wonder you’re such a big seller in the contemporary non-fiction market.”

“I hope that praise holds over to this manuscript, too.” Liv nodded at the papers in Ronald’s grasp. He seemed rather lost for a moment, as if distracted by a forgotten memory he couldn’t quite catch.

After another second of thought, he pulled off his glasses and looked at Liv with such a cut the bullshit attitude that made her feel suddenly on edge.

“Liv, what are you doing digging up the past of a man who died fifteen years ago? Today, in fact. So he had an affair, who cares? They were already separated, and if he’d lived then they would’ve gotten a divorce sooner or later. The church was coming around, even the Queen had made supportive noises. The research you’ve done here is very diligent; the interviews, the phone records, yes, yes, it all checks out, and of course, a book about Prince Richards’ affair with Calista Murphy would cause rather a stir, but … I just expected a bit more from a hard-bitten Irish war correspondent taking on the British royal family.”

Liv smiled; with her eyes, with her mouth, with every part of her. Just as Ronald smiled back, his eyes twinkling with the promise of a man about to receive a surprise he'd already suspected was coming.

“But I didn’t invite you to London just to tell you that, did I?”

“No, Ronald, no you didn’t.” Liv opened up her bag and pulled out the brown A4 envelope she’d carried with her all this way like it had been her own baby, pushing it towards him across the desk with a sudden sense of relief deeper than she’d ever imagined possible. “A re-written chapter two, the missing chapter nine, additional chapters twelve through sixteen, and of course, a new conclusion. You may also want to change the title, but I'll leave that decision for you.”

Ronald held the package in his hand for a long moment with his eyes closed, almost breathing in the scent of what was written. It felt to Liv like this was a man who lived for intrigue like others did for the finest wine, and who hadn’t had his fix in quite some time.

“Rebeccah!” he suddenly yelled at the closed door. “Rebeccah!” Liv hid her surprise as his cheeks flushed red. She tried not to laugh at the sound of heels urgently clipping down the corridor. The young receptionist burst through the door. Liv didn’t turn around, but enjoyed the thought of that smug, pretty face turning to a look of abject terror.

“Cancel everything for today.” Ronald roared. “Lock the front door even, I don’t want to see another soul in this office.”

“Right away, Mr. Bages.” Liv heard the distinct notes of fear in the young woman’s voice. Delivered with the same tonal quality as the reply from the Iraqi Vice President when she’d asked him where a billion dollars had gone, or when the Irish foreign minister told her on the record he didn’t know anything about a secret memo, or when Sean tried to explain that the missing cheese in the fridge had simply gone off. Fear was something all humans had in common, and it motivated them to do some extraordinary things, things they never thought they would be capable of.

“And get Ms. Finnegan some damned coffee.”


• • •


“Are you ready?” James called down to
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