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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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