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CHAPTER ONE



LONG LIVE THE KING


THE KING IS DEAD.


The words were printed at the top of the Daily Eye newspaper in ugly block print—a slash of black that made my stomach lurch with every word. The other headlines had been kinder, but this one got right to the point, as if it were simply reporting that the sun would rise in the east come morning. I’d thought I’d be prepared for this day, but no matter which way I looked at the words, they didn’t make sense. My eyes could see them, my brain could spell them out, my ears could even hear a voice in my head reading them back to me. But I’d read those four words a million times this morning and they still refused to sink in.


The palace halls were thick with silence, only broken by hurried footsteps beyond the door that Gayle had pulled tightly shut. A flimsy slab of wood was all that was protecting us from the world right now. The gentle patter was frantic, the footsteps of people in a hurry to deliver bad news, or maybe running away from it. No doubt there was chaos unfurling in other rooms as the palace tried to keep more secrets from breaking free of our clutches. We usually had a way of keeping secrets hidden, but this one had already seeped through the cracks.


I’d been woken by Gayle just as the eleventh day of August ticked into the twelfth, and as soon as I saw her face, I knew. Dad had been sick for a while. We were meant to have more time—another year, or maybe two if we were lucky. But instead, while away on a public engagement, he’d slipped away in his sleep, one small mercy buried within tragedy. Somehow, the media had found out almost as soon as we had, which posed a frightening question: How?


“His body’s not even cold. How do they know already?” my brother Eddie said, his jaw clenched so tight that I thought his teeth might shatter. While I stood in a shadowy corner, as far from the offending headline as I could get, he paced through the middle of the room, stopping every few seconds to look down in disgust at the newspapers splayed out on the table.


Gayle and Jonathan stood like statues by the door, hands clasped behind their backs and heads slightly bowed. I’d seen Gayle’s face every day of my life and knew every line and crease by memory, as if she were my second mother—as my mum’s private secretary, she basically was. She was white, like nearly everybody else in the palace, with metal-grey hair that was always gathered in a low bun, revealing a stern mask that only softened when others weren’t around. In the early hours of the morning, she’d ushered us all into this room and ordered everyone else away, except Jonathan, who jumped at the sound of his name and nearly dropped the stack of newspapers he’d been holding under one arm. He’d only been her intern for a few months. He hadn’t been prepared for this. None of us had.


Except that was a lie. We’d all known that this day was coming. And yet, even with the knowledge that the sand in the hourglass was trickling away, and after months of telling ourselves that we’d be prepared, I could feel myself sinking.


Mum was the only one who was sat down. Her entire body was rigid, her face blank but for a vague cloud of some emotion that I couldn’t pinpoint hovering around her eyes. Was it grief? Despair? Fear? All of them weaved together into some ugly knot that couldn’t be untangled? Despite the early hour—the sun had yet to break over the palace walls—a string of pearls clutched her neck, and her hair, naturally thick, was pinned back into a complex bun, just like it always was, that sat at the nape of her neck. Mum never let her guard, or her hair, down, even when we were in the palace that we were supposed to call home. But the perfect smile she’d refined over decades to protect herself from those waiting for her downfall was gone like it had never existed in the first place.


“How can they know?” Eddie said again, his voice laced with dark rage.


Jonathan cleared his throat, refusing to look anybody in the eye. At eighteen, he was younger than most who worked in the palace. He was tall and thin, with brown skin a few shades darker than mine. He always wore a slight frown, his forehead creasing as if he’d thought of a question but couldn’t find the answer. But in those fleeting moments when he dared to look up, his dark and watchful eyes promised warmth, inviting you in and urging you closer.


“We don’t know, sir,” Jonathan said. “The news broke a few hours ago, and from what I can understand, the papers were able to change their front pages in time for print.”


“Yes, that’s pretty obvious,” Eddie muttered, and Jonathan blushed furiously. I knew he was kicking himself inside, even though he’d only answered the question Eddie had asked in the first place. I tried to catch his eye, but he wouldn’t look up from the floor. Not until Gayle gave him a firm nudge, when he raised his eyes to stare at the top of the table leg instead.


Jonathan had joined the palace just as fresh hell threatened to erupt in our faces. The spotlight created by poisonous pens always had its glare trained on Mum. The media clung to its hatred of a Black woman “infiltrating the Royal Family” and “destroying the monarchy” and it was committed to taking her down. But as news of my father’s poor health spread, the glare had turned on me instead, planting rumors and lies. Except those “lies” were closer to the truth than anybody knew. I would never admit it, though, even to my own family. There was too much at stake if I did. The world could barely cope with the idea of a Black king—they’d lose their heads if they knew he was gay too.


“We are, of course, refusing to give comment to the press for now, but we can’t hold them off forever.” Gayle took over, addressing nobody in particular. Her voice was measured, calm and clear. She’d weathered many storms with our family. This might be the biggest one yet, but she wasn’t going to be unmoored by it. If anything, she looked more determined than ever to keep the boat steady. Protecting the crown was her duty, and one she took seriously. “They’ve already run the stories and are sniffing about anywhere they can. The phones haven’t stopped ringing since just past midnight, and I doubt they’ll stop any time soon. But we’ve been preparing for this day. It might’ve come sooner than we hoped, but everything is in place. We just have to follow the script.”


She paused, glancing at the curtained window. Through a slit at the top, I could see that the pure black of the night sky was quickly fading, strokes of purple and dark blue painting a bruise above us. Gayle had been doing this job since before Mum had even walked through the palace gates for the first time. She’d held her hand through those first few years as she adjusted to life as queen, held our hands as we grew into a world that wanted more from us—or less from us—than we could understand. It was only right that she guided us now, when we needed it most. Dad would want to see us sticking together.


Finally, Gayle took a deep breath, her eyes moving over the room until they’d found the person her words were meant for. “So, what do you want to do, Your Majesty?”


Mum looked up from the table. Eddie stopped his pacing. Jonathan seemed to be holding his breath. But she wasn’t talking to any of them. She was talking to me.


“What do you mean?” I said with a croak. I glanced at Eddie, as I usually did when I needed him, but his mouth was folded into a grim line and he quickly looked away. We used to be an island together, brothers who had each other’s backs. Eddie had always been more extroverted, and that charisma protected me in some way. In school, I had hidden behind it, letting Eddie’s natural ability to make friends gift me friendships by association—Ophelia, for example. In school, we were rarely apart. But with every passing year, the crown had made sure to remind us that our bond as twins couldn’t protect us from fate. And now, hiding behind him was no longer an option.


Gayle shifted uncomfortably before regaining her poise. She stood up a little straighter, the way she did when delivering formal news, and in that moment, I felt the blood rush through my body, whooshing like an alarm in my ears.


“Your father has died. As his oldest son, you’re the heir apparent—the first in line to the throne.” Gayle paused and Mum let out a gentle sob that flitted around the room, echoing in every dawn-stained corner. Before continuing, Gayle bowed her head low. But she wasn’t hiding her face—she was curtsying as I’d seen her do to Dad so many times before, even though he insisted she only need do it in formal company. My throat went dry as she rose from the floor. I couldn’t breathe. The room was closing in from every side, trapping me in the shadows. But the words still came.


“As the heir to the throne, Your Majesty… you are now king.”


I’d known it was coming. With my father’s deteriorating health, conversations had already been had about what would happen next, plans gently put in place to secure the monarchy when the time eventually came. But I’d pushed the thought away, refusing to succumb to the panic I now felt tormenting me. I had no choice but to face what had always been my biggest fear. Every sound ceased until I could only hear my own frantic breathing. Secrets and lies reared their heads within me, begging to be let out into the open one by one.


And in that moment, I thought of his face: the one I’d been studying up close for four months, under bedcovers and secrecy; the one I’d cradled delicately in my hands like it could break; the one I’d dreamed and yearned of in its absence. I needed his eyes to tell me that everything would be okay. That I would be okay. Maybe my secrets could’ve saved me from my duty if they’d all spilled out into the room. But I knew that wasn’t an option. If the monarchy crumbled, it would send the country, and my family, into free fall. We were the symbol of unity that resided over the nation, our stability offering hope. People were supposed to look at the crown and have faith in those who wore it. The need for royalty to prosper was a tradition handed down from one monarch to another, nobody wanting to let down what their own mother or father had fought so hard to preserve. We couldn’t fail. So, for the first time, I pushed the thought of him away until the room faded back into my sight. I needed to focus, at least for now.


“He can’t be king,” Mum said, her voice small but strong. Its strength was only belied by a faint tremor, a quiet pleading as she raked her eyes over me. “He’s just a boy. He’s not even eighteen yet.” Every eye in the room rested on me in pity, and I felt myself shrinking back once more.


“It’s the only way,” Gayle murmured. “I’m sorry.” She collected herself and tried again, talking to the room but still only looking in my direction. “Of course, abdication is an option, but not one I would advise. Many see it as a betrayal to your country. Such a move would send the monarchy into a spiral. And if you choose to abdicate the throne, the problem won’t be solved,” she added gravely.


Eddie stared straight ahead at the wall. He’d be next in line, left to clear up my mess if I stepped down. Even though the responsibility scared me, I couldn’t let my duty fall to him. I was his older brother, even if only by eight cruel minutes. I had to protect him, and my family too. I couldn’t let this be the end of us.


“The coronation will formally mark the ascension to the throne, but that could be weeks away, months even,” continued Gayle. “We’ll have time.”


“Time for what?” I stuttered, finally finding my voice. “Weeks, months, it doesn’t matter—it’s still going to happen. I’ll be thrown out there to be king for people who don’t want me on the throne. They’ll never want me to be king. Look at the way they’ve treated us! These rags”—I thrust a finger at the newspapers on the table—“have stoked the fire since Mum walked through those gates for the first time, since the day we were born. They’ve never wanted a Black woman on the throne, and they’ll sure as hell not want a Black teenager sitting on it either.”


I was shaking, but nobody tried to calm me. And then it hit me that they wouldn’t. Couldn’t, even. Mum’s deep brown eyes were shimmering with tears. She blinked and a trail leaked from each one, brimming from the corners and slipping down her cheeks. I couldn’t bear to see it. Then I realized I was crying too.


In flashes, as if I were dying, pictures of me at different ages popped into my head: as a child, gripping Eddie hard before our first day of school; as a young boy who learned that being born first, even if just by a few minutes, set our paths apart; as a wide-eyed teenager who was told that his path would be rockier than his father’s because of the way he looked; as a young man who knew that being a Black prince was cause for celebration for some around the country, but a cause for disdain in others; and now as a seventeen-year-old, suddenly fatherless. Suddenly king.


“Mum…,” I said into the silence between us. Her lip quivered as she tried to fight back the tears, but more came until she was sobbing in earnest. Immeasurable, wretched cries—for my dad and for my brother, but most of all for me. My mouth was open, words clawing up from within to be spoken aloud. But there were too many lodged in my throat, so many that I thought I might drown in them.


“Mum,” I tried again. She took a breath and raised her head to me, but nothing else came and nobody said a word. My own just hung over us, soaked in desperation.


“I need to be alone,” I spluttered by accident.


I didn’t mean it—not really. I didn’t want to be alone for fear of being in the company of my own thoughts. But Gayle and Jonathan both nodded, one curtsying, the other bowing, before slipping out into the hall. Mum rose from the table, regal even in despair. She swept across the room and enveloped me in a hug, like the ones she’d given me as a boy.


“I love you,” she whispered in my ear. She lowered her voice, as if afraid the palace walls were listening. The newspapers on the table suggested she was right. “We will protect you. I promise.”


She pulled away, giving my arm a squeeze. Then, drawing her shoulders back and blinking quickly, she turned on her heel and made to follow after Gayle and Jonathan. At the door, however, she hesitated, her back still to the room. Her slender shoulders rose and fell steadily. Then she turned, looked me in the eye and bent her knee. The hem of her cloak pooled below her as she dipped, bowing her head once. I held my breath, heard my brother hold his. With one final nod to us both, our mother stepped out of the room.


Eddie didn’t move and I didn’t want him to. My reflection stared back: black eyes morphing into shades of brown as morning light found us, hair shaved short with immaculate precision, a soft-edged face slightly tilted to one side. We took each other in from opposite ends of the table, the distance between us farther than it seemed.


“Eddie…,” I started. But the weight of this moment, still dawning within me, crushed my words. With the death of my father came the death of me. I was no longer Prince James, a son and brother. I was the king.


I’d known since I was eight or nine that it would happen someday. My dad sat me down, telling Eddie to leave us alone while he prepared me for a job I could barely understand. That was the first time I’d felt torn away from my twin, when I realized that we were destined to go down different paths. All I knew was that being king was important and that only one of us could do it. Whether I liked it or not, it was my duty to wear the crown. In some cruel twist of fate, Eddie would’ve made a better king—everybody knew it—but centuries of tradition couldn’t be torn down just because I favored the shadows.


“I guess this is it then,” Eddie said.


“Don’t.” I knew what he meant. This was where our paths splintered, one becoming two. “It’s just a crown. You’re still my brother.”


“You know that’s not true,” Eddie countered. “That crown means something. It means everything. It all changes now.”


“Nothing has to change. Why should it?” I was trying to convince myself as much as him, but we both knew I was lying. “Please, Eddie. I can’t do this alone.”


“Every soul in this palace is now tethered to yours. You will never be alone.” Eddie sighed, shaking his head. When he spoke again, his voice was breaking. “I lost my father last night. But I’m losing my brother too.”


It was true. How could I tell him that it wasn’t? Just because I didn’t want the crown to change things didn’t mean it wouldn’t.


I rounded the table without another thought and crashed into my brother, like I could keep us together if I just held on tight enough.


“I won’t let it come between us,” I uttered into his shoulder. “I promise.”


When we broke apart, Eddie’s eyes had softened slightly. He studied me carefully, then with a wry smile said, “Long live the king.” I tried to smile back, but I couldn’t. It was like I’d forgotten how.


With a swift bow, Eddie left the room. And then it was just me, the silence and the frenzied flutter of a thousand thoughts winging around my head. I closed my eyes and took a long, steady breath. When I opened them, piercing green eyes looked up at me, frozen in time on the front of every newspaper. The biggest picture, under a caption that claimed the death of the king was the end of the monarchy as we knew it, was an official portrait. The crown towered proudly over him, catching the light as it always did and winking back at the camera with a smug glint. Dad never smiled when he wore it. He always complained it was too heavy.


Day was breaking in earnest outside the window, rays of early morning sunlight creeping inside the room like a thief. It caught the diamonds in the chandelier, sending shimmers of rainbow light dancing along the walls. I warily stepped around the table and up to the curtains, pulling one back slowly. The front of the palace was half-bathed in shade, the sun stretching its fingers farther into the shadows with every passing second. The gates stood tall and proud, their tips spiked with gold. Beyond them, the city was starting to wake up too.


Small crowds were gathering already, a sea of flowers piling up by the railings. I watched as an older couple approached, holding hands. They bowed their heads, kneeling for a moment in prayer. When they were done, they made the sign of the cross, gazed at the palace and retreated. I watched them go and wished I could do the same.


My phone buzzed in my pocket, drawing my attention away from the window. I knew who it’d be before I’d even looked. Of course it was him. My heart leaped as I read his name—or his code name, rather, just in case—and it leaped again, like it always did, when I opened the text.




I’m sorry. If you want to be alone,


I understand. But I’ll be in our


usual place tonight. 8:30? x





I read the words over and over, drinking them in, every letter a life jacket keeping me afloat in stormy waters. But at the back of my mind a new thought was blooming: I was king now. This had to stop.


My thumb hovered over the phone, but in the hesitation, another thought simmered, sparking a fire that’d burn me if I gave it the chance. The flames grew inside my head, singeing every other thought until I could think of nothing else: I needed him.


And so I typed a reply and pressed send, praying that my greatest secret wouldn’t become my greatest undoing.
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CHAPTER TWO



THE GRIEF PARADE


There was a hushed mayhem unfolding within the palace, the kind that comes with bad news. It was there in every private corner, behind every closed door, whispers chasing one another through the halls.


I was used to people becoming mute in my presence, but as I walked back to my quarters in a trance, people ducked behind pillars or melted into walls, almost begging for the brick to give way and hide them. Others bowed so low I feared they might not get back up. I might not have noticed, being in such a daze and so bothered by my own thoughts, but every time I passed someone scurrying by, they’d hastily murmur, “Your Majesty” in the same tight voice, the words stiff and squashed together. As a prince, I’d always been Your Royal Highness. There was only one person who was ever called Your Majesty, and it sent a shiver down my spine hearing it tossed in my direction now.


The staff who didn’t turn and flee instead bowed and rushed to open doors before I could come within a meter of opening them myself. It was ludicrous to never open a door, to never step out of a car unaided, to never pour a drink of your own or to make your own damn bed. The one time I did that, the maid looked as if I’d slapped her across the face, so I never tried again.


I understood how strange the whole situation was. Being in this family meant our name alone was enough to send armies to war. And yet, I didn’t understand it at all. I never had. How could one person be born with so much power having done so little to earn it? I hadn’t achieved anything great. I hadn’t worked harder than anybody else. I hadn’t worked at all. I’d been gifted this life at birth, but who was to say I couldn’t have been born to a hairdresser and a baker, or an accountant and a teacher? Why had the stars aligned so as to put me in this position? Why not someone else?


I crashed through the door of my quarters, the room tilting dangerously one way and then the other. The floor seemed to turn to water as I scrambled, fell, then crawled to the bathroom, the cool, unforgiving tiles burning through my clothes and branding my knees. I’d barely made it to the toilet, which was a ghastly creation of white and gold, when I retched. My entire body heaved with the sheer force of it. Again and again it came, the nauseous wave pausing with a wicked threat before rolling up through me once more. I hugged the toilet, squeezing the porcelain hard with each violent lurch of my stomach. When I was done, all I could do was lie on the bathroom floor in defeat.


“The king, ladies and gentlemen,” I muttered.


A knock at the door of my quarters interrupted my self-pity. I didn’t answer, praying they might go away until I got myself together.


“James?” It was Gayle, of course, the only person who wouldn’t just turn on her heel and leave if not immediately invited inside.


“Give me a minute,” I said through gritted teeth, using the last of my energy to drag myself up off the floor. I leaned over the sink and swilled my mouth with water, wiping my hand across my face instead of bothering to find a towel.


I looked at myself and the king looked back. The mirror wasn’t kind. My face had somehow sucked itself in, sharp and hollow, and my bottom lip was littered with puncture marks where I’d bitten down hard in an attempt to stop myself from falling apart. My eyes were swollen and puffy, red lines shooting off in every direction like shattered glass. I couldn’t bear to look at myself much longer, so I took a deep breath and made for the door. When I opened it, Gayle and Jonathan stared back with ill-hidden concern.


“James,” she said again, her voice close to breaking. But, of course, she held it together because there was a job to be done. “When you’re ready, it’s time.”


“Ah, the Grief Parade,” I muttered, trying to keep my nausea at bay. I made for my bedroom, a large and perfect square with a too-big, solid-oak, four-poster bed that had been hand-carved. Velvet drapes hung open on all sides, revealing the perfectly fitted and ironed sheets that were changed every day. Ridiculous, I know.


The Grief Parade was what we called the little stage performance we were forced to put on to show the public that, despite the fact it was us in mourning, we were still putting them first. We would have to fix our mouths into a grim line, step outside the palace gates to marvel at the flowers and gifts laid against the railings, shake hands and thank people for their well-wishes. It was just another thing that we were expected to do—something to make them happy.


“I know it’s absurd, and I’d rather we do anything else, but the sooner we get it over with, the better,” Gayle said matter-of-factly. I sighed and reached for the crisp white shirt that had been left out for me alongside a simple black suit. Gayle and Jonathan took their cue and stepped back out into the living room while I changed.


“Let’s get this out of the way,” I mumbled when I reappeared, still fighting with the tie I’d slung around my neck.


“Let me,” Jonathan said, stepping forward as Gayle continued her mutterings about what awaited us outside.


Jonathan took hold of the tie, gently pushing the knot up to my throat. He nodded when it was perfect, folding the collar back down and resting his hands on my shoulders for a moment before stepping back and glancing down to the floor.


“Cassandra will also be in attendance,” Gayle said, pursing her lips. “There’ll be a hundred cameras out there, so it shouldn’t come as much of a surprise.”


I fought the urge to groan. My cousin was now second in line to the throne and by far the most popular member of our family. As heirs to the crown, we’d grown up together in the confines of Buckingham Palace. She’d never quite got over the fact that she was a couple of years older than me but still inferior according to rank, and as a result, she’d made my life miserable whenever she got the chance. It was all petty stuff that didn’t really matter, but she’d only gotten worse, more bitter, as we grew up in the royal circus together. She had plenty of faces, a million different masks that she wore so it was impossible to tell who the real Princess Cassandra was. All I knew was that the public who adored her saw only one of those masks, carefully chosen to show her off in the best light. The fact that she was white no doubt helped her popularity, especially when she stood next to the rest of us like some delicate angel who just wanted to do her best for everybody else. If only they knew.


“And I’ve asked Ophelia to come too,” Gayle said, her voice now a notch above a mumble, like she was hoping I wouldn’t hear.


“You’re kidding, right? I’m not pretending to be in love with Phee, today of all days, just so the cameras have a shot of their grieving king and his supposed girlfriend.” Jonathan was shuffling uncomfortably by the door, and my cheeks were getting hotter by the second—whether with rage, shame, or a mixture of both I couldn’t be sure. Gayle sighed, hands up in surrender.


“We’re not asking you to get down on one knee and propose marriage,” she said as we left my quarters, heading in the direction of the majestic doors that separated my rooms from the rest of the palace. “We’re just trying to give people something else to focus on. It’ll take the pressure off you.”


Ophelia had been a ploy for a couple of months now. She’d been Eddie’s friend, naturally, and his first real crush after they’d paired up for a history assignment in our second year of school when we were thirteen. I’d always liked Ophelia because she preferred to sit on the outside of a circle rather than bask in its center, which was probably why we got on so well. “Everyone’s so desperate to dance in the spotlight,” she murmured to me at a birthday party once. “I don’t know how people can enjoy so much attention.” Then, when we were fifteen, we’d been thrown into a closet together for a game of seven minutes in heaven. All we did was awkwardly laugh about the ludicrousness of the situation and talk about EastEnders until the time was up. We’d been good friends ever since. As the heir to the throne, I’d never entrusted my secrets to anybody, but Ophelia was someone whose company I enjoyed more than most, particularly since I had no other close companions to speak of.


However, when rumors about my sexuality started being spread with insidious glee, we had to prove them wrong. The newspapers pointed out that I’d never had a girlfriend, nor had I ever shown even a slight interest in having one. A video resurfaced from the year before, where I’d been asked for my thoughts on a potential future queen. I’d stuttered and stammered my way through an answer, the whole while looking like I was seconds away from throwing up. People said it all but confirmed that the rumor must be true—the future king of the country might be gay.


Gayle rubbished the mere question of my sexuality immediately, as if it were simply impossible that I could be anything other than straight. She said it was just the newspapers looking for any reason to drag me through the mud, and the rest of my family agreed before I even had to lie for myself. It was Gayle who suggested that Ophelia stand by my side, and I quickly accepted. I hated the idea, but it helped to push my own secrets further into the dark.


I’d known I was gay for a while by then. For years I’d felt different, like I was tracing a life I was meant to lead but couldn’t quite follow the lines. When I finally admitted it to myself after my fourteenth birthday, I pushed it away for as long as I could, reluctant to face what would only make my life in the royal bubble more difficult. But it was who I was, and there was no point denying it to myself, even if I wasn’t prepared to confess it to my family or my friends. And so I’d kept it a secret from them. From almost everybody, except one person.


As I descended the sweeping Grand Staircase, I heard my family before I saw them, gathered on the scarlet carpets of the Grand Hall at the bottom. Golden alcoves housed marble statues on plinths, while marble pillars with gilded tips appeared to hold the ceiling up. The doors of the Grand Entrance were flanked by guards who stood poker straight, staring at the wall opposite. Peter—an imposing man with fair skin, a shaved head and a no-nonsense demeanor—slinked out of the shadows to stand beside me. He’d been my personal protection officer since I was fifteen. I saw him more than I saw anybody else.


“Morning, Your Majesty,” he said with a nod stiffer than usual. I wasn’t the only one nervous about heading out into the lion’s den.


Ophelia sidled up next to me, linking her arm through mine. She was better at this acting stuff than I was, always knowing what to do and when for the best effect. She clutched me tighter than she might’ve on a regular day, looking up to find my eyes.


“You okay?” she murmured, low enough that only me and Peter would hear it. I shrugged, not trusting myself to speak.


“It’ll just be ten minutes—less, if I have anything to do with it,” Mum was telling Eddie. He wore a sour look on his face, but I knew he’d been crying. Mum, of course, looked as regal as ever, although a shadow of mourning had fallen over her. She wore a black dress with a matching hat and a short mesh veil, which would hide at least part of her face from the hounds with cameras. She’d been burned by unfortunate shots before, a million times on a million front pages. She wouldn’t let them do it today.


“Can we just get this over with?” Cassandra said loftily, her voice cutting through the rest. She floated down the stairs, her own protection officer on her heels, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. “I’ve got a massage at eleven and I’ve already had to reschedule it once because of this.”


I wheeled around, ready to explode. Asking Cassandra to have a heart was too big an order, but she’d crossed the line. Trust her to think of nobody but herself. However, Mum beat me to the punch.


“Nice of you to make time in your schedule for us, Cassandra. I’m sure George would wish to extend his thanks if he were here now.” Mum met Cassandra’s glare with one just as icy.


Gayle jumped in as Cassandra went to open her mouth. “We walk out, look at the flowers, shake a few hands, and then get back inside like wild dogs are on our tail.” She eyed the grand doors and their golden handles with a steely glare. “Of course, we have control of the crowds in a physical sense, but we do not have control over their mouths. I suggest we use our selective hearing should anything… unfortunate arise.”


“You mean if people wish to celebrate another royal death,” Eddie spat. Cassandra’s untroubled mask flickered for a moment. Her dad, the brother of the king, had been the last of us to pass. Well, until today.


“Edward,” Mum said warningly. He sighed with disdain and started for the door. Someone quickly snatched it open before he came close, letting the light spill in onto the carpets.


“Edward,” Mum said again, this time more gently. He paused, then barked a sharp laugh.


“Of course,” he said, stepping aside. Everybody looked at me and waited. The king always went first. Cassandra tutted. Gayle nodded her encouragement, but warily, as if she was worried for what might happen next.


With my entire body wound tighter than a spring, I began the walk as if I were on death row. This would be my first time stepping outside as the monarch. My first time facing the people—my people—as king. It took every bit of willpower to put one foot in front of the other, each step bringing me closer to a responsibility I’d been trying to avoid my whole life.


Ophelia wasn’t so much holding on to me as she was keeping me upright. For a moment, I felt glad that she was there after all. I straightened up, my mind wiping itself of any emotional trace. Somewhere deep inside me, a trapdoor opened, swallowing the person I knew and replacing him with one I hated. The one who knew there was a job to do. The one Dad would be proud to see. The one Mum feared.


The hush was immediate the second we stepped outside, the morning air holding its breath. The crowds hadn’t seen us yet as we crossed the courtyard and made our way under the arch, but they knew I was coming. The guards and metal fences that had been put up had probably given us away. We strode on toward the edge of the palace, the spiked railings ahead. My breath caught in my throat, but there was no turning back now. Just like Gayle had said: a few minutes of torture and we’d be out of there.


A gasp sounded from somewhere, followed by a murmur that began to ripple through the crowd as we walked out of the open palace gates. The crowd was a singular mass, moving, breathing and analyzing my every move. I lifted my chin, willing my body to ignore the fear coursing through it, and eyed the member of the public closest to me.


She was older, in her sixties maybe, white, with wispy grey hair and a buttoned-up cardigan. She bowed her head, extending a hand, which I grasped in my own. It was clammy and slick with sweat, but I fought the urge to recoil from her touch.


“Your Majesty,” the woman said with a deep, gravelly voice. “My condolences to you and your family.”


I wore the well-wishes like a cloak that I desperately wanted to shrug off but clung to all the same. I was running on autopilot, doing the job I’d seen done countless times before. But the thoughts of my father that I’d tried so hard to rid my mind of—at least for now—suddenly returned in an unforgiving whirl, and I felt a searing pain behind my eyes.


It was as if the crowd was pressing in from all sides. A dozen hands flew out to greet me and grab me as I worked down the line with a plastic smile on my face that they could surely see was fake. Whether friend or foe, I couldn’t be sure, but I shook the hands anyway, fighting the anxious shiver raising the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck. Peter, our shadow, stayed with us the whole way, ready to intercept at less than a moment’s notice.


“Thank you,” I murmured to as many people as I could, my voice as lifeless as a graveyard in the dead of night. The only thing alive within me was the ghost of who I’d been yesterday, cowering in the corners of my head.


I was halfway down the line when I noticed a mother and son standing together, her hand gently placed on his shoulder. They were both dark-skinned with identical, easy smiles and dimples in their cheeks. The boy couldn’t have been older than eight years old, with a short afro and a bunch of flowers in his hand. He peered up at his mum, who nodded her encouragement. When he turned his attention back to me, his smile was bright. Taking a leaf out of my mother’s book, I crouched slightly so we were at the same height.


“Hi,” I said quietly, tuning out the noise and stares surrounding us. I focused on his face, letting everything else fall away so that it might’ve just been the two of us standing outside the palace gates.


“Are you really the king now?!” the boy asked, half-breathless with excitement. “Do you have a crown and a throne?” I couldn’t even answer before the boy rushed ahead. “That’s so cool! I wish I had a crown. Then I could be in charge just like you!”


There was a ripple of laughter from the people close enough to overhear us. Despite myself, and the fears I held over the title I now claimed, I breathed a laugh too.


“You’d like to be the king one day?” I asked gently.


The boy didn’t hesitate, nodding his head vigorously. “If you can be a king, then I can be a king too, right? My mum says I can be anything I want to be if I put my mind to it, and I want to be just like you.”


I glanced up at the boy’s mother, who offered me a warm smile of her own. “Your Majesty,” she said in a delicate tone. She bowed her head, then nudged her son. “You have something for the king, Michael?”


Michael, realizing he’d forgotten the duty he’d been bestowed, looked serious for a moment, then thrust the bouquet of flowers into the space between us. “These are for you,” he said.


“Thank you, Michael,” I said, taking the flowers and trying to pull back on the emotion that was attempting to crawl past my defenses. “Thank you.”


We’d surely been outside for hours now, or maybe it had just been seconds, but I felt Gayle’s eyes on me and knew it was almost over. Somewhere up the line, Eddie shook hands and listened intently to the grief he was being pummeled with. Mum stayed a little farther back, only reaching out to accept the hands of a few with a gloved one of her own, before choosing the safer option and inspecting the sea of flowers with a mournful eye. Cassandra had perfected her look, one of emotional turmoil at the death of her uncle, one that was close to tears and only just holding it together. People reached for her with consoling hands. She rarely let them touch her, but one caught her off guard, brushing her wrist. Jonathan stood well back, watching with glum amazement as his first Grief Parade came to a close.


But it wasn’t over yet.


Assured that it had gone well, and buoyed by the young boy’s infectious joy, I chose one last person. He was tanned, like he followed the sun all year round, with impossibly white teeth, cold grey eyes and a confidence that he brandished like a weapon. He wasn’t the one I’d meant to choose, but he forced his hand out, fencing me off from the rest of the crowd. I went to shake it, but realized, too late, that I’d made a mistake.


“How does it feel to be the first Black monarch of the United Kingdom, Your Majesty?” the man said, loud and clear, thrusting his microphone up into my face. A camera popped up behind his shoulder, a red light blinking its warning. When I didn’t immediately answer, too consumed by terror, he went on: “How do you think people will react to having a Black king on the throne for the first time, considering the, shall we say, mixed reaction your family has received in the past, and the criticism your father has faced over the years for his decision to marry after Princess Catherine? To marry someone like your mother?”


Fear turned to white-hot rage, burning me from the inside out. It scorched through me, and before I could stop it, my mouth opened in answer. “You mean his decision to marry a Black woman? A woman you will not accept as queen because of the color of her skin, despite my father loving her more than anything or anyone?”


The reporter looked blank for a moment. Then a smile, more terrible than anything I’d seen before, spread across his face. Peter’s firm hand was suddenly on my elbow, but it was too late. The damage had been done.


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the reporter said, a smug taunt hiding behind each word.


Peter steered me back toward the gates, toward safety. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eddie and Mum start after us, a trot in their step. We were almost over the boundary, behind the shield that would protect us from the eyes drinking us in. And then it happened.


“YOU WILL NEVER BE HER! YOU’RE NOTHING BUT A WHORE!”


The words rang out, amplified by the mournful silence. Eddie whipped round, searching the faces for the source. I froze on the spot too, even though, of course, they were not meant for either of us. Mum didn’t break her stride, though, keeping her head high as if she hadn’t heard a thing. But, with her back to the crowd, her mask slipped slightly, the corner of her mouth shaking.


All hell broke loose behind us as the crowd erupted. The palace security swooped in and enveloped us, herding us swiftly through the arches, away from the chaos unfolding like a rumble of thunder. Jonathan was the last inside, slamming the door and immediately cutting off the sound.


“That went well,” Cassandra said brightly, fake tears still glistening on her cheeks. She cast a sneer in Mum’s direction. “Now if you don’t mind, I must wash my hands. God knows what disease I might’ve picked up taking part in that little game.” And with one last smile, she was gone.
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CHAPTER THREE



A CHIP IN THE CROWN




I’d often imagined what my first day as king would be like. It wasn’t ever a happy thought—more something morbid that I couldn’t shake, because I knew with dreadful certainty that unless I were to die first, the day would definitely come. It was just a matter of when. And those thoughts weren’t only terrifying, they were filled with absolute misery too. Because to be king, my father would have to die. I was nothing but an understudy, my own life stripped of meaning until my fears came true. Now they had, and things were already getting worse.


“Who was that reporter?” I asked, blustering into my quarters, Jonathan and Gayle on my heels. I clawed at the tie around my neck, tearing it off with trembling hands.


“Quinn Buckley, sir. Works as royal correspondent for the Daily Eye.” Jonathan bit his lower lip, his head leaning to one side as he pondered something.


“What is it?” I said, although I knew I wouldn’t want to hear the answer.


Gayle raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, irritation carved deep into her face. Jonathan sighed. “To put it bluntly, Buckley’s something of a nuisance.”


Gayle cleared her throat. “That’s an understatement.”


“He’s been on a mission to… well, expose the Royal Family for a while now. He’s been sniffing around, speaking to anybody he can get his hands on. We’ve managed to keep him mostly at bay with the threat of lawyers, but he’s not like the others. He has the full support of the Eye behind him, and they’ve never been afraid of their stories landing them in court. If anything, our threats have only emboldened Buckley. He thinks there’s something we’re hiding, and he wants to know what.”


“And you didn’t think to tell me any of this?” I said accusingly, hurt rising in me. I fell back on my bed, groaning like a petulant toddler.


Jonathan squirmed, but Gayle took over. “It’s our job to keep these lies away from you. If we ran to you every time a story was printed, we’d need to clone you three times over to read them all. Your father knew of Buckley and his stories, but he had a similar attitude—if he didn’t need to know about it, he didn’t want to be informed.”


“He didn’t want to know what was going on?” I said in disbelief.


“Well, he had good reason. Buckley has been leading the charge when it comes to stories about the queen. The Queen Mother.” Gayle quickly corrected herself and I shuddered. “At first, it was just snide remarks dressed up as observations, about how she was the first Black royal and how it was an ‘interesting choice’ for a wife after Catherine.”


I flinched at the name, one that was rarely uttered inside the palace. Dad’s first love had always been seen as the perfect choice—a lady of royal blood. While he was away on a tour of Africa, it was suggested by my grandmother that he shouldn’t waste any time; Catherine’s hand in marriage was sought after by many. And so, worried he’d miss his chance if he didn’t act, he courted her through letters instead. They finally met when he returned and were engaged within weeks. They’d fallen madly for each other, and the whole world had fallen with them.


And then she died.


Four days before the wedding, a spectacle that the world had been waiting for, Catherine was gunned down as she left the bridal shop in charge of designing her dress. The location had been top secret, until the Eye found out and splashed it across their front page. A man who claimed Catherine was the love of his life and couldn’t bear to see her marry someone else had waited outside, enfolded in the crowds gathering to catch a glimpse of their princess. There were three steps between the door and the car. Catherine only took one and it was her last.


Dad was devastated and swore he’d never love again. But then he met Mum a year and some change later. He fell head over heels and proposed after eight weeks. They were happy. In love. The country, however, was not. The grief had yet to dissolve in the hearts of a nation that had loved Catherine without really knowing her at all. They enjoyed feeling sympathy and pity for the “Lonely King,” but when happiness came along and gave Dad a second chance, the tide quickly turned.


The ironic thing was that Mum and Catherine weren’t too different from each other, or so I’d read. They were both wrapped in elegance and grace, with pure hearts to help those in need. They were regal, but also soft and gentle, with the power to make you feel seen in a room of thousands. There was only one clear difference.


“We’ll deal with Buckley as and when we have to,” Gayle said. “You’ve got enough on your plate right now, so let us handle whatever he tries to throw our way.”


I nodded because that’s all I could do. Gayle was right—the small matter of being king was taking up enough of my headspace, and the grief I’d been suppressing was starting to trickle into the crevices of my body. Quinn Buckley wasn’t my problem. And what trouble could he really cause anyway?
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It felt like hands had been reaching for me all day, pulling me in every direction as morning slipped into afternoon, then merged into evening. They were like relentless waves turning me over and around until I didn’t know how I would ever find my way back to the surface for my next breath.


I stood still, eyes closed, yet more hands grabbing at me. There was a tap on my calf, and I automatically raised my right leg, then my left, stepping into crisp trousers I’d only ever see once. A tap on my arms and I lifted them, felt the brush of a new shirt until it covered my body. Fast and careful fingers moved over me, fastening buttons, securing a belt, folding down my collar and positioning my tie.


Then a pause. “Your Majesty?”


I opened my eyes, finding myself back in my quarters. The others had stepped away, their jobs now done, but one man remained, crouched at my feet, socks in one hand and polished shoes in the other. I fought the urge to suggest I do this bit myself. If I was capable of leading a country, I was capable of tying my own laces. But instead, I sat on the edge of the bed, my fight long dissolved.


“Everything you need to say, you’ve already said a hundred times.” Gayle swept over to get a better look at me. She held my gaze, raising her eyebrows slightly in encouragement. “You can do this.”


The clock read eight minutes to six, taunting me with every tick. Fear had entwined with my adrenaline, leaving me jittery and sick. There was nothing more important than this speech. I knew there’d be doubters—too many of them to comprehend—who’d delight in my downfall. They were circling like vultures, waiting to swoop down and take a chunk out of me. This would set the tone for everything. It didn’t matter that I was now a son without a father, that my insidious grief was attempting to cut me open. All that mattered was that people still believed in the crown. That they now believed in me.


As Gayle and I strode out into the hall and began making our way through the palace, I tried to go over what we’d rehearsed. It was simple. A short speech, to the point, marking the country’s grief, as well as my own. I’d read it over a dozen times without a hitch. But now it was time to read it again—this time in front of the world.


Ophelia waited ahead, her hair pulled back into a sleek knot so every flicker of her face could be seen. It was showboating to have her here again, standing with me while I made this speech, but it would be the distraction we needed.


“It’ll draw their focus away from you,” Mum had said, echoing Gayle. “They want to see their king stand next to a potential queen. It’s ridiculous, yes, but we wave with one hand so they don’t see what’s in the other.”


“Your Majesty,” Ophelia uttered, more for Gayle’s benefit than mine. She curtsied, then reached for my hand. I fought a flinch, one that didn’t escape Gayle’s attention. Ophelia’s hand was warm, comforting even, but it wasn’t the hand I wanted to hold.


“You can do this,” Ophelia continued quietly, her voice as soft as a breath of wind on a starlit night. “Just imagine them all naked.”


Despite my fears, I snorted. “I’m trying not to be sick, thank you very much. And who said I was nervous anyway?” I forced my mouth up into a half smile. “It’s only a speech that’ll be watched and then dissected by a few million people. Are you telling me I should’ve been nervous this whole time?”


Ophelia giggled. “I’m glad to see being king hasn’t changed you one bit.”


“Don’t tell them that,” I murmured. “They’d be so disappointed.”
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