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T’Challa couldn’t stop thinking about barbecue.

Not just any old barbecue, but a stuffed sandwich dripping with tangy sauce and a glass of sweet tea to wash it all down. A hot bowl of Southern mac and cheese would be nice, too. Maybe even a corn dog.

Instead, he stared at the plate of food in front of him: leafy green vegetables, freshly peeled plantains, a bowl of kola nuts, and a few slices of flatbread. He wasn’t too impressed. Last year, he had spent the summer in Alabama with his friends Zeke and Sheila, and had eaten so much Southern food he was now craving it.

He sighed.

His trainer, Themba, had been putting him through his paces for a week straight. T’Challa felt like he’d never worked out so hard before in his life: five miles every morning followed by core work and a cool-down period using Kemetic yoga, which was all about centering yourself through breathing exercises. This was a reward of sorts, after such a hard session, and T’Challa always came away from his workouts refreshed and calm.

He tried some of the plantains, chewing thoughtfully and savoring the taste, when he was interrupted by a knock at his door. T’Challa paused.

Who could that be?

No one came near the Prince of Wakanda’s residence without close inspection. Whoever was on the other side had already been vetted by his guards, that was certain. T’Challa opened the door and was met with a smiling face.

“M’Baku. What are you doing here?”

“Huh?” M’Baku asked, practically bowling T’Challa over on the way in. “Do I need a special invitation to see the prince?”

T’Challa closed the door and shook his head.

He and M’Baku were the best of friends, and had been since they were little kids. But their friendship wasn’t always sunshine and roses. It was put to the test a while back, when the two boys visited America for the first time. M’Baku had fallen under the sway of a charismatic student named Gemini Jones and his gang, the Skulls. T’Challa soon found out that they were more than just a street gang. They were a secret society, operating out of their school and trying to summon dark magic. What followed was a nightmarish adventure that ended in a deadly confrontation with a supernatural entity. It took T’Challa a while to forgive M’Baku for his part in all of it, but they soon became friends again, and had left their previous dustup in the past. Still, M’Baku had a way of testing T’Challa’s nerves. Like now, for example.

M’Baku walked around at his own pace, picking up items and putting them back down. He was a big teenager, and his size seemed to take up all of the air in the room.

“Looking for something?” T’Challa asked.

M’Baku inspected the underside of a small panther figurine. “No, not really. Never know what kind of royal stuff you have hidden away. Any new tech to try out?”

T’Challa sat back down while M’Baku thumbed through several books. “Nope. I left my invisibility suit in the science lab.”

M’Baku’s mouth fell open. “In. . .visibility?”

“Gotcha!” T’Challa exclaimed, and burst out laughing.

M’Baku frowned. “Knew that sounded too good to be true.”

“Serves you right,” T’Challa teased him, “for being so nosy.”

M’Baku finally flopped onto one of the chairs and released a heavy sigh, although he still eyed the room as if T’Challa were hiding treasures. It was an unassuming place for a prince, but if one were to look more closely, a marvelous blend of nature and technology would be revealed. The floor was woven bamboo reeds covered by soft fabrics. Vivid watercolors depicted scenes of the Wakandan landscape. A flat-panel monitor—where T’Challa watched American movies when he got the chance—took up most of one wall. Earthy brown wood carved into intricate shapes made up the furniture. The beauty and craftsmanship of Wakanda was reflected in every object—from simple knives and forks to the straw baskets that held fresh fruit.

“So, what are you up to today?” M’Baku asked.

“I have to spend a little time at the Academy,” T’Challa replied. “Father says I’m a good role model for the students, so he wants me to make an appearance at least three times a week.”

M’Baku scoffed. “I’m sure they’d rather be racing around on hover bikes than listening to you drone on about being a prince.”

T’Challa shot his friend a sardonic grin. He was used to M’Baku’s barbs, and wasn’t offended in the slightest. “Well, it’s important for them to learn about Wakanda and its history, too, right?”

M’Baku shrugged.

The students at the Academy for Young Leaders, more commonly known as the AYL, were the best and brightest Wakanda had to offer. In a few years, they would be applying for roles in the government as assistants, hoping to one day land a prime job in the Wakandan cabinet. T’Challa was glad to be a mentor to them.

“Well,” M’Baku said, “the Festival of the Ancestors is coming up in a few days. That should give you a break. All of Wakanda’s gonna be partying!”

T’Challa bit his lip. He had almost forgotten about the Wakandan holiday, which made him feel a little guilty. It was a day of celebration and remembrance, a tribute to Wakanda’s noble ancestors, ending in a ceremonial display honoring Bashenga, the first Black Panther.

All of Wakanda was awaiting the day.

But not all for the same reasons.
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T’Challa and his family lived in the Royal Palace in Birnin Zana, the capital of Wakanda. The private compound was a sprawling complex with rooms for the royal family and their close advisors. This was the seat of power and where T’Challa’s father, T’Chaka, the ruling Black Panther and King of Wakanda, led tribal council meetings and listened to the concerns of the other Wakandan tribes. His security force, the Dora Milaje—a group of fierce women warriors trained in weaponry and martial arts—kept close watch on the comings and goings twenty-four hours a day.

T’Challa always felt a bit smothered in the palace, like he couldn’t really be himself. The halls were quiet and solemn, and the highly polished black onyx floors gave a sense of power to those who walked them. Security was everywhere. T’Challa felt like he couldn’t even go to the kitchens for a midnight snack without an entourage at his heels.

But we’re at home, he had complained to his stepmother, Queen Ramonda, several times. I would think we’d at least be safe here, without security following us around.

Sometimes there are threats even from within, T’Challa, she told him.

T’Challa took his stepmother’s words to heart. She was a wise woman and the only mother he had ever known. His birthmother, N’Yami, had died bringing T’Challa into the world. He thought of her often and wondered what his life would have been like if she had survived childbirth. Then again, he told himself, Ramonda was the best mother a child could ever hope for: strong of heart and mind, and a fierce protector of her children and her nation, including T’Challa’s little sister, Shuri, born to Queen Ramonda and his father, T’Chaka.

T’Challa thought back on her comment about his father having enemies. Who in Wakanda would want to harm his father? Life in the capital was peaceful, and people had all the comforts they could ever ask for.

After turning thirteen, T’Challa felt he needed his own space, and decided to do something about it. But it wasn’t as easy as he might have thought. It took a little convincing for his father to finally allow him to move into an area of the palace farther away from the rest of the family. It was only a short distance, but to T’Challa, it felt like a thousand miles and gave him the little bit of freedom he craved.

Of course, his younger sister, Shuri, thought this was unfair, and campaigned for her own place as well, but her father and Queen Ramonda didn’t budge. Maybe in a few years, they said. Shuri sulked for days, and shot eye daggers at T’Challa every time she saw him.

T’Challa said good-bye to M’Baku and headed to the AYL. His ever-present security force, the Royal Guard, kept watch as he walked. Usually, the Dora Milaje accompanied members of the royal family everywhere, but T’Challa had argued that he couldn’t be himself with them hovering over him at all hours. Sometimes, he thought, their fierce gazes and no-nonsense demeanor kept everyday Wakandans at a distance, and, more than anything, he wanted to be treated like “one of the people,” even though he knew that was far from the truth. As a compromise, his protection was divided between the Dora Milaje and the somewhat more staid—but just as dangerous—Royal Guard, devoted loyalists who had served the family for generations.

It was another sweltering day in Wakanda, and the streets were overflowing with vendors, musicians, and pedestrians. Even though the capital city was a testament to futuristic design, touchstones of traditional African culture were everywhere—from the colorful clothing and headdresses to the open-air food markets. But mixed within the landscape were technological marvels that would make American engineers and architects envious: high-speed maglev trains, self-driving vehicles, shops with holographic storefronts, and so much more. T’Challa often wondered what it would be like for his friends Zeke and Sheila to see his home. Then again, he realized that was an opportunity they would probably never have.

T’Challa entered the building that housed the AYL and peered skyward. Slanted rays of sunlight poured in through a massive glass ceiling ribbed by Vibranium beams, bathing the whole place in a golden glow. He paused a moment to take in the grand view. It was spectacular.

After a moment, he found the class and paused in front of the closed door. One of his security guards knocked once and then entered. T’Challa hated this part. His “Advance Team”—as his father called the Royal Guard—had to first clear the way before T’Challa made an appearance in front of an unvetted group. But they’re just kids my age, T’Challa thought. What could I have to fear from them?

T’Challa heard murmuring through the closed door. The guard came back out, gave him a nod, and then held the door for him to enter. The class immediately stood to attention amidst a scuffling of shoes on the floor. Professor Silumko, a tall man with a gleaming bald head, gave a brief nod. “Thank you for coming, Prince T’Challa. We are honored to have you as our guest.”

T’Challa swallowed hard and waved to the students in a friendly gesture. A sea of expressionless faces stared back at him. He felt self-conscious, as if the whole world was studying him. He shoved his hands in his pockets, like that would help.

“We were just discussing Wakanda’s place in the modern world,” Professor Silumko said to T’Challa as the class once again took their seats, “and how we must always continue to evolve.”

T’Challa tensed. Was he supposed to say something? Give a lecture at the drop of a hat? He shifted on his feet.

“But what about the ways of our ancestors?” a boy called out. “They didn’t have Vibranium back then, but they were still able to build a society and thrive.”

A few other students nodded in agreement. Professor Silumko clicked the pen he held in his closed fist. “Thank you for your comment, Tafari. In this class, as you well know, it is customary to raise one’s hand when asking a question.”

Tafari half rolled his eyes and slunk down in his chair.

T’Challa studied him. He had an inquisitive, owlish look about him, made all the more distinct by his wire-framed glasses. He was about T’Challa’s age, but smaller and leaner, and wore very simple clothing—a dashiki with bold red-and-green patterns and a necklace of beaded stones that formed an oval around his neck.

“My prince,” Professor Silumko said, turning to T’Challa, “would you care to comment on Tafari’s observation? What can you tell us about our country’s founding before the discovery of Vibranium?”

T’Challa steepled his fingers together in front of his chest in what he thought was an academic pose. He tensed. I have to get over this fear of public speaking. I have to lead one day. I can’t do that without talking!

“Well,” he began, “our ancestors were a very strong people. They accomplished a great deal as a society before Vibranium became our most valuable resource.”

Tafari raised his hand, grudgingly, it seemed to T’Challa.

“Yes, Tafari?” Professor Silumko asked wearily.

“Right,” Tafari said. “And we were a better nation before Vibranium. Now we have everything we could ever imagine. But we have lost the one thing that is most important.”

“And what would that be?” Professor Silumko asked.

Tafari rose up in his seat. “Our connection to the past.”

The room fell silent. T’Challa swallowed. He was intrigued by Tafari’s comment. Wakanda did have everything one could ever hope for in a society: wealth, peace, prosperity. But what did it all mean? What did it add up to?

Professor Silumko let out a labored breath. “Our history is important, Tafari, but so is progress. Without it, you wouldn’t be here, right now, in this very school, with the best teachers in the nation.”

“But what about our neighbors?” a young woman asked, raising her hand at the same time she spoke. “Shouldn’t we be more generous with our resources? We have poor nations all around us, but we sit on our bounty of precious Vibranium while the world around us suffers.”

Nods of agreement all around.

T’Challa gulped. He wasn’t prepared for this type of debate today. He just wanted to make a quick appearance and go about the rest of his day. It seemed like the students had other things on their minds.

Professor Silumko began to walk down the aisle, and paused in front of the student who asked the question, a girl with tight cornrows and a gem in her left nostril. “There is much that Wakanda does that goes unnoticed by our people, Aya. We have programs in place that give aid to our more peaceful neighbors: food, agriculture, educational resources.”

“But not our technology,” Aya countered. “Our Vibranium.”

“True,” Professor Silumko said. “That is what sets us apart. We must always maintain our advantage.”

T’Challa recalled conversations he’d had with his father much like this one. The king told him that being the only country with a wealth of Vibranium came with great responsibility. If they shared their precious metal too widely, a less stable nation could use it for nefarious means, and that was something the King of Wakanda would not allow.

“The Festival of the Ancestors is just a few days away,” Professor Silumko said, coming back to stand in front of the class. “There is no better representation of Wakandan strength and our rich history.”

Tafari shook his head in what T’Challa thought was frustration. “The Festival of the Ancestors is an empty display meant to celebrate our culture, but our true history is lost to the ages.”

T’Challa felt heavy tension in the room, like a thundercloud ready to burst. Professor Silumko audibly exhaled.

“Not true,” another girl said. “We all know the story of Bashenga. He was the first Black Panther and King of Wakanda.”

“He was a warrior shaman,” another boy put in, a note of pride in his voice. “A mystic. The leader of the Panther Cult.”

“True,” Tafari said, and a smirk suddenly formed on his face. “Blessed by the almighty Bast herself.”

T’Challa eyed Tafari curiously. He detected sarcasm in his voice and wondered what it meant.

Professor Silumko looked defeated. His brow creased. He turned to T’Challa. “Thank you, my prince, for visiting us today. It is a great honor.”

T’Challa was taken aback by the quick end to the debate. He gave a weak smile. The room was quiet. “Thank you, Professor. It is my pleasure.”

As he left the room, he felt Tafari’s eyes on his back.
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Preparations for the Festival of the Ancestors were underway in the capital. The festivities were to take place near the Great Mound, where, every day, workers mined for rich veins of Vibranium. Machines and drones did most of the heavy work, but some Wakandan citizens still did hands-on tasks, like sifting through the rubble of blasted rock to get at the smaller deposits.

T’Challa took in the sights as he strolled through the streets, his guards a few feet behind him. He really didn’t like that he had to be followed everywhere. It made him feel too privileged, and he sometimes wondered what ordinary Wakandans really thought of him. Did they think he was spoiled and entitled? A snob? Tafari certainly seemed to think so, even though they hadn’t spoken directly. He didn’t appear to be a fan of the royal family, at any rate.

T’Challa tried to understand what Tafari was getting at. Did he really believe Wakanda would be better off without Vibranium? What would T’Challa’s life be like without the otherworldly resource that gave the nation so much power?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sheer magnificence around him. It wasn’t often that he was out and about, especially given his royal status, and he took a few moments to really soak in the city’s beauty. The smell of food rose on the air, courtesy of the many vendors plying their trade. On any given day, one could try every delicacy the nation had to offer—from roasted meats and decadent sweets to vegetables that the larger world thought long gone. Wakanda’s agricultural crop specialists had brought back the foods of their ancestors through heirloom seeds and cuttings, offering up a bounty of culinary delights to a new generation.

T’Challa continued to walk, taking in the sights and enjoying the fresh air. Long ago, Wakanda had given up fossil fuels and pollutants. Vibranium was the resource that powered the nation. He looked up as a drone flew silently overhead. It reminded him of when he was a little kid, and his father had taken him for a ride on the Royal Talon Fighter—the king’s personal aircraft. T’Challa was thrilled and ecstatic at all the tech on board. There were weapons, of course, and payloads of deadly arsenal, but there were also the matte-black surfaces, the sharp smell of heat and power, the dials and daggers that jumped to attention when the Vibranium-powered ship rumbled for takeoff. The view from thirty thousand feet was an experience he would never forget.

A group of students on hover bikes zipped by, sending one of T’Challa’s guards into a tirade about “today’s kids.” T’Challa had to chuckle. A few short years ago, he was one of those “kids.” Now, at thirteen, he had more responsibilities, even though he still longed to run barefoot through a moonlit forest, or catch a fish and roast it in the open air for supper. Whether he liked it or not, he was becoming the man his father raised him to be: the future King of Wakanda.

T’Challa slowed as his guards came to flank him.

People were approaching.

It was another entourage, he saw, so the person they concealed had to be someone from his own family or one of his father’s close advisors. A moment later, he saw who it was.

“Hey, big brother!” his sister, Shuri, called.

T’Challa smiled and greeted her as they drew closer.

Shuri was young but had already proven herself an asset to Wakanda. She was a prodigy when it came to science and math, and had even contributed several ideas to the scientists in the engineering labs.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Just ‘taking the air,’ as Father says.”

Shuri smiled and made a stern face that was supposed to be an imitation of their father. One of her guards shot her a disapproving look. Shuri stuck out her tongue at him.

“Ready for the big fest?” Shuri asked.

“I suppose so,” T’Challa answered.

“I was thinking about going as Bast,” Shuri said. “I had some of the engineers in the design group create a panther costume. It even has glowing blue eyes!”

T’Challa winced. He wasn’t sure what to think of his sister dressing up as the Panther Tribe’s goddess. Sure, his father’s suit and the one T’Challa owned were modeled on Bast’s appearance, but Shuri had quite the imagination, and might want to add her own creative touches. Like glowing blue eyes.

Blue eyes.

A quick vision of a dark tunnel and brilliant blue eyes cutting through the murk flashed through T’Challa’s mind. The memory was still fresh.

Run, Young Panther. Run.

He thought back to when he had visited his friends Zeke and Sheila in Alabama. The first few days were great, and he had learned all about the American South: its food, people, and customs. He even had a few reflective moments where he questioned Wakanda’s wealth and power compared to some of the poorer parts of America. A few days in, however, the pleasant trip turned into a true nightmare.

T’Challa and his friends had discovered that one of his father’s old adversaries, the Reverend Doctor Michael Ibn al-Hajj Achebe, also known as Bob, was wreaking havoc in a small Alabama town and planning a mass abduction through hypnosis and fear. In the events that unfolded, T’Challa had found himself in some sort of underworld, where he faced a creature called Chthon, only to be saved by what he thought was Bast herself.

Run, Young Panther. Run.

The experience still shook him to his core.

“Hey,” Shuri said, yanking her older brother’s arm. “Are you listening? Wakanda to T’Challa?”

T’Challa came back to the moment.

“C’mon,” Shuri pressed him, grabbing his hand. “I want to show you something.”

“What is it, Shuri? I don’t really have time to—”

But he was dragged away before he had a chance to finish.

Shuri led T’Challa through the busy, noisy streets, their guards a short distance behind them. As they walked, several Wakandans laid a hand on their hearts in greeting, or raised and crossed their arms on their chests. T’Challa nodded and returned the smiles and well-wishes. He turned back to Shuri. “Where are you taking me, little sister?”

“Almost there,” Shuri insisted. She turned around to face him. “And don’t call me little!”

T’Challa smiled. He had no choice but to follow. When Shuri had a mission, she focused on it like a laser. T’Challa’s security guards fussily checked their watches, as if T’Challa was on some sort of strict schedule, even though he wasn’t.

Finally, after several minutes, Shuri led him to a place he knew very well. It was called the Oasis, one of his favorite spots to spend time alone. He loved the wild reeds and the butterflies and hummingbirds that made it their home. In the summer, the breeze was fragrant with jasmine and lavender. Dragonflies hovered above the water, their multicolored wings reflecting sunlight like stained glass.

They came to a stop. T’Challa wiped his brow. “Now what?” he asked, looking around. “Why’d you bring me here?”

Shuri only grinned and turned away from her brother. She peered into the distance, which was full of botanicals, tall reeds, and blooming shrubs. “Okay,” she called. “You can come out now.”

T’Challa literally scratched his head in confusion.

Low-hanging tree branches parted, and two people stepped out.

T’Challa’s breath caught in his throat. “Zeke? Sheila? What in the world are you guys doing here?”
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T’Challa stood still. Shocked.

They couldn’t really be here, could they? How?

Before he had a chance to say anything, one of his guards tapped a bead on his Kimoyo Bracelet. “This is Leopard One to Base. Seeking information on two—”

“I already cleared it with my father,” Shuri said, cutting him off. “You know. . .your king?”

The guard seemed to shrink where he stood. He tapped the bead again. “Disregard.”

Sheila and Zeke stepped forward and they all exchanged quick hugs. T’Challa’s head was spinning. “How are you here? Who authorized this? You can’t just. . .walk into Wakanda!”

“Actually, we flew,” Zeke said. “It was Shuri’s idea.”

T’Challa turned to his sister, his face still a mask of confusion.

“Yes, I must admit,” Shuri said, as if confessing to a crime. “I’ve seen you, big brother, when you think you’re alone.”

T’Challa raised a questioning eyebrow. Zeke snickered.

“What?” T’Challa asked. “What are you talking about?”

Shuri shifted on her feet. “I mean, I see the pressure you’re under. . .how Father’s always giving you lessons about how to rule. I knew you needed a break from your princely duties.”

She gave an exaggerated bow, which only made T’Challa feel more embarrassed in front of his friends.

He swallowed. His sister sure was perceptive. Lately, his father had been talking to him more and more about the responsibilities that would one day rest on his shoulders
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