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Chapter 1

Makeda Hicks was used to delivering quality customer service with a smile no matter how bad she felt, but as she rushed into the manager’s office of GrabRite Super-market #074, Atlantic City, New Jersey, location, out of breath and sweaty from surviving a gauntlet of needy customers, disappointment tugged at the corners of her mouth.

As she sat down, she already knew what her manager, Mr. Romano, was going to say from how he kept wiping at his mustache with thumb and forefinger though no trace of his lunch remained. She was good at anticipating people’s needs and desires, and Mr. Romano currently desired to be done with whatever he had to tell her.

I didn’t get the promotion I wanted, she thought.

The promotion you deserve, the little voice that occasionally shouted from the help-y abyss of her soul called out.

The promotion she needed to begin to chip away at the debt that had just emerged from nowhere—no, not from nowhere. From her foolishly thinking that doing something nice couldn’t ever come back to bite her in the ass.

“Ballsy being late to our meeting,” Mr. Romano said gruffly, though there was a familiar teasing in his voice.

“Sorry,” she said, lacing her fingers together. “Customers kept stopping me to ask questions and—”

“And you kept letting them stop you, like you always do,” he finished for her. He shook his head and gestured toward her with both hands. “Makeda. You know I think you’re a wonderful human. But the assistant manager position requires the ability to say no, to delegate instead of just taking everything on yourself, the ability to . . . to . . . not be you.”

He paused, then waved a hand. “Sorry. I’m sorry, that sounded meaner than I meant.”

“No, it’s okay,” she said, her lips stretching tightly over the familiar frame of her reassuring smile. “I know how I can be. I’ll work on that and maybe next time, I’ll be ready for the promotion. Don’t worry. I’m not upset.”

Inside she was shriveling up like the earthworms she used to find drying in the sun after a rain shower when she was a kid. She’d rehydrate them, then drop them back into the grass, keeping herself busy while her mom slept off her hangover. Her mother had gotten sober eventually, but Makeda had continued to be everyone else’s watering can.

Drip, drop.

“Is Lindsey going to get the promotion instead?” she asked without a trace of venom, even as she thought about how her coworker spent most of her time smoking out back, never memorized the weekly sales circular that Makeda designed, and still called aisle seven “ethnic foods” even though Makeda had renamed it “International Tastes.”

Mr. Romano nodded, his gaze darting to the side as if he felt her willing him to at least give her the respect of eye contact.

She ran her thumb over the ring on her middle finger, a rounded gold band covered with finely etched fish scales, the familiar texture beneath the pad of her thumb a reminder of how quickly a good thing could go bad.

Makeda had busted her ass studying retail store design and customer psychology in her precious downtime, researching the healthiest products to stock for customers using WIC, the most expensive products with the highest profit margin to stock for tourists and big spenders. She’d thought the promotion was in the bag, that if she worked hard enough, kept her nose to the grindstone, she’d maybe end up in corporate one day. Instead Lindsey would probably fail her way up to smoking in front of headquarters instead of behind GrabRite #074.

“I’ll have to congratulate her,” Makeda said with perfectly measured politeness.

“And . . .” Mr. Romano’s mustache trembled and he exhaled, his gaze finally meeting hers. “Damn, I hate this so I’m just gonna say it. I have to let you go.”

Makeda stared at him, her forgiving smile pasted on her face even as her thoughts whirled wildly. Maybe she was misunderstanding.

“Go where, Mr. Romano?” She was blinking too quickly but couldn’t help it. “Are they finally opening the GrabRite location in Linwood? The commute would be a bit much, but you know I’d love to help build—”

Mr. Romano held up a hand and cut her off before she could finish. “The new location went over budget, and sales have been down with the drop in tourists and so many people out of work. Corporate brought in some people to figure out how to streamline things.”

“But I’m the one who streamlines things,” she said through the smile she couldn’t seem to let go of—she didn’t know what would happen if she stopped smiling right then. It was like the support structure holding up a rapidly crumbling building. She huffed a laugh, a panicked sound strained through cheer. “Streamlining is what I do. For little money. And no promotion.”

Drip, drop.

“Well, that little money was too much for headquarters. They decided to cut several full-time positions and yours was one of them.”

“But—can’t we figure something—” Makeda pressed her lips together. She was helpful, and part of that helpfulness was being able to anticipate responses and quickly assess situations so she could best deal with them. She already knew that even she couldn’t fix this.

Listing everything she’d done for GrabRite over the last few years wouldn’t change what was currently happening, and it’d only hurt Mr. Romano, who was a good enough guy even if he did overorder wholesale toilet paper for the employee bathroom so he could bring some home.

Thoughts of how she’d pay her bills made her fake smile falter.

“Do I get a severance package?” she asked calmly.

She’d never been fired before. She was too useful to be fired. She was competent, too, but that wasn’t her appeal—she was useful, doing the things no one else wanted to do, fixing things before others acknowledged they were broken, organizing without making anyone feel they’d made a mess. If you were useful, then people were less likely to get rid of you. But, somehow, useful hadn’t been good enough this time.

“I got you two weeks,” Mr. Romano said, rolling a ballpoint pen back and forth on his desk. “I asked for two months, but they denied it.”

She was almost glad when she saw the sheen of tears in his eyes and heard the waver in his voice. It allowed her to push her own pain aside and tend to his guilty conscience instead.

“Don’t feel bad. It’s not your fault and I’ll land on my feet.”

She was certain she heard the sound of her grandmother sucking her teeth, as the old woman always did whenever Makeda went out of her way for others.

“Don’t you know what happens when you give all your own sweetness without saving any for yourself?” Grandma Ora, or Grandmore as she preferred to be called, always asked whenever she caught Makeda in an unprompted act of kindness. “You get left with nothing but the bitter. You gonna mess around and end up like me.”

Makeda wouldn’t call Grandmore bitter, but the woman was tough. She’d once threatened a guest at the B&B for calling Makeda a sentient welcome mat, though the woman hadn’t meant it as an insult. Sometimes Makeda wished she were more like her grandmother, who did what she wanted, said what she wanted, and had a flair for adventure and drama that caused dustups to this day—dust that Makeda swept under the proverbial welcome mat that was herself.

No adventures, no drama, and always there to lend a helping hand, even when her hands were full, that was Makeda. And that usually worked out just fine for her—until it didn’t.

After giving Mr. Romano a pep talk and going through all the initiatives she’d been working on that would likely never be finished since Lindsey would just let them gather dust, she made her way to the employee lounge. The thought of everyone knowing she’d been fired—including Lindsey, who always teased Makeda for being too eager to please and had managed to not only keep her job but walk away with a promotion—made her stomach churn, so she grabbed her belongings and slipped out before any of her shift buddies noticed. She didn’t want to upset them or, worse, have them try to console her.

It felt a bit deceptive, but they’d find out soon enough and she’d message them her goodbyes later.

When she walked out into the parking lot, the overcast morning had turned into a beautiful, warm early spring day; the clear blue sky might have been mocking if she didn’t decide to take it as a sign of better things to come. It was possible that it just hadn’t sunk in that she was, for the first time in her adult life, jobless. She’d already heard from Steph, who’d been hunting for a new job for weeks, that prospects were terrible so she wasn’t looking forward to doing the same, though maybe it would help them reconnect after a rough couple of months. She also wasn’t looking forward to having her grandmother inevitably ask the question she’d never quite been able to answer: what do you want to do with your life?

Makeda was a planner, with a never finished to-do list of work tasks, projects at her grandmother’s B&B, requests from friends, and even requests from strangers, but one section of the list was always conspicuously blank—the part where she should have set down her own hopes and dreams. She’d just helped Steph make her five-year plan, and regularly gave advice when people seemed stuck, but she never took the time to do the same for herself.

What do I want to do with my life?

The first thing that came to mind was “be gainfully employed” and the second was “make Steph that casserole she likes” and she wrinkled her nose. Well, no one would ever call her exciting, and that was just fine with her.

Excitement was overrated.

She drove the short distance to the studio apartment she shared with Steph on autopilot, steadfastly ignoring the strange noise coming from under the hood of her old-ass Honda Civic. She’d take it to Roger, her mechanic, who wasn’t the greatest but who she was too loyal—or guilty—to abandon for greasier pastures. Or maybe she’d use her new free time to look into learning car repair so she could fix things herself.

She spent the short ride soothing herself by creating work for herself. She’d spend an hour each day watching car repair videos on YouTube and narrowing down her own car’s problems. Four hours submitting job applications, split into two-hour blocks. Evenings she would keep free for quality time with Steph—maybe there were some YouTube videos that would help her repair that situation, too.

Despite the bad news that she hadn’t allowed herself to truly accept, her planning calmed her, and she had a little bounce in her step when she opened the front door to her apartment building and walked in. That bounce bottomed out when she saw Steph turn down the rundown stairwell in her jeans and a T-shirt. She came to a halt when she spotted Makeda, stiffening as she looked down at her from the landing. The giant hot pink suitcase at her side was a stomach-churning beacon against the peeling beige paint and cheap brown linoleum.

“Oh. You’re not at work,” Steph said, sounding annoyed, then tucked a shock of curly black hair behind her ear. Her other hand gripped the suitcase handle resolutely.

“Neither are you,” Makeda said.

Steph shrugged, seemingly unconcerned even though Makeda had never missed a shift in their two-year relationship and was more likely to be late getting home after agreeing to cover for someone else.

“My last day was yesterday actually,” Steph said, frowning down at her from the landing. “I got to thinking while filling out those worksheets you made for me and I decided I’m moving back to Cincinnati. I wanted to have all my stuff out of your place before I told you.”

Your place. Steph had been living there for a year.

“Your last day? Cincinnati?” Makeda blinked up at her. “And you were just going to . . . leave?”

“No, I was trying to get my stuff out so we could talk after. It would’ve been easier that way.” Steph sighed. “Now you’re going to look at me with kicked-puppy eyes but still offer to help me carry this.” She jiggled the suitcase handle.

“I mean, yeah. Of course I’ll help you,” Makeda said as calmly as she could manage. Maybe if she just acted like she always did, Steph would get with the program and go back to how she’d been, too. “Did you pack using the rolling technique I showed you, to fit more stuff and so your clothes don’t wrinkle? Those travel containers are in the storage box under the bed. I can repack for you if—”

“Are you kidding me?” Steph flung a hand in the air and then shoveled it through her hair. The question was an accusation, sharp even if it wasn’t loud, and it cut right through all the excuses Makeda had been making for her partner lately.

It wasn’t frustration with work, or a bad day, or hormones. It was disdain.

“Sorry,” she said quietly.

“This is why—ugh, I can’t with this.” Steph shook her head, dislodging the strands she’d tucked behind her ear a moment ago, and exhaled deeply.

“You’re mad that I want to help?” Makeda asked, focusing on that instead of the fact that Steph was leaving, for good. No more cuddling on the couch, no more sharing funny memes. God, was she never going to kiss Steph again? Feel her cold feet under the blankets, or make her special treats to take to work?

“I’m mad that you think helping is a personality,” Steph bit out. “I can’t do anything without you butting in and trying to do it for me. This morning, you took my cereal spoon out of my mouth because you had washed my favorite one.”

Drip, drop.

“But you love the little cereal spoon. It was our joke. I thought . . . I thought . . .” Makeda’s eyes burned. She’d thought she was brightening Steph’s morning, but she’d been laying down the straw that broke their relationship’s back instead.

Steph began dragging the heavy suitcase down the stairs toward Makeda, a loud thump echoing in the hallway as the rolling wheels hit each step. Some desperate part of Makeda hoped that Steph would fall so she could catch her. Then they would laugh, remembering all the things they loved about one another, and the moment would pass and—

Steph grunted as she dragged the suitcase down another step and then another. “Living with you isn’t even like having a roommate at this point. It’s like having a robot that was programmed to be helpful but has no concept of boundaries so it’s constantly asking, ‘What do you need? What do you need?’ but never really listening.”

She lugged the suitcase down the last step and stood in front of Makeda, her angry expression crumpling into sadness as tears sheened her eyes.

“I’m sorry, okay? You’re great, but it’s overwhelming—it’s like if I told someone I liked mozzarella sticks and they kept shoving them down my throat every time I opened my mouth, whether I was hungry or not.”

Righteous resentment flashed through Makeda. “Okay, I get it. You didn’t seem to mind when it benefited you, though.”

Steph nodded and kicked the toe of her Converse against the wheel of her suitcase. “Yup. You get to throw all the shit you’ve done for me in my face when I’m not grateful enough, too, and I have no ammo to lob back because I’m not constantly trying to win the perfect special helper award.”

A tear trailed down her cheek, passing over the scar from when she’d walked into the revolving door at the Borgata when they’d gotten tipsy on their third date. Makeda had patched her up with the Band-Aids she carried in her purse in case of emergency.

“Okay. I can work on that,” Makeda said, despite the mild protest from her sense of self-respect. She ignored it. “I can change.”

“I think I’m done,” Steph said. “Because most of all, I’m tired of knowing that I could be absolutely any-fucking-body and you’d treat me the same way. It’s the fixing that makes you happy, not me. And that’s not something you can work on. It’s how you are.”

Something shriveled in Makeda at this second reminder that being her was bad somehow, when all she ever did was try to be good.

“That’s not true,” she replied, blinking back her own tears even though she was still in the this can’t really be happening zone. “It’s not. I love you, Steph.”

Didn’t she?

Steph’s brow wrinkled. “Maybe you do, in a white knight kind of way. But hey, you’ll love the next person you turn into your personal fixer-upper project, too,” she said, then began pulling the suitcase.

Makeda reached for the door of the building to hold it open for her, out of habit, and Steph’s shoulders went to her ears.

“Don’t! Makeda, I’m leaving you. Let me struggle a little!”

Steph pulled the door open herself and shouldered her way through it, but the wheel of the suitcase got stuck on the jamb. Makeda reached out and held the door against the wall so the suitcase would fit through. Steph didn’t say anything, but as she walked off her shoulders heaved the way they did when she cried in earnest.

Makeda watched as she turned and walked down the street without looking back.

“What a day,” she said quietly to herself, then pressed her teeth against her trembling lower lip.

What a day.





Chapter 2

What do you want me to say? Fuck that girl,” Grandmore drawled through the phone on the pillow beside Makeda’s head—the pillow now served as a phone cradle and she had no roommate to complain about speakerphone.

Two days had passed since the breakup. Steph had come back once, on the evening she’d left. She’d needed to retrieve her social security card, which had been in Makeda’s things since she’d recently helped Steph do her taxes. They’d had sex. Then she’d left again, wiping her shoes on Makeda’s newly revived hope on her way out.

“Good riddance,” Grandmore went on, starting to get worked up, and Makeda could just imagine her lightly wrinkled face scrunching up like she smelled something bad. “Never liked her ass, anyway.”

Makeda chuckled out a sob and pulled her duvet around her in the nest she’d made on her bed. When she responded, her voice was thick. “Yes, you did.”

“Well, she made you cry, and now I don’t like her retroactively.” Grandmore sighed. “Why don’t you move back in here and help run the Golden Crown this summer? I’m getting too old to do all this cleaning and smiling at these tourists, and I keep forgetting to book reservations and update spreadsheets—you know, the shit you love to do. Besides, the guests and Kojak are happier when you’re here at the B&B, and I think you are, too. I don’t know why you moved out to begin with.”

Makeda had moved out to please Amber, the girlfriend who’d dumped her a week before she’d met Steph. Amber, who was currently ignoring her since sending her last text.

You’re the one who offered to cosign the loan. You made the business plan, even when I was doubtful. You kept saying it was no problem and we’d figure it out. Well, now it’s *your* problem.

Makeda thought of how eager she had been to help when Amber kept hinting she needed advice. How she’d used all the small business knowledge she’d acquired helping Grandmore launch her B&B. Most of all, she thought of how she’d ignored her qualms about Amber’s ability to actually run a business and whether there was demand for an event planner for pets. Remembering the launch of Party Puppers LLC made her groan aloud.

“Come on now. Chin up, Keda,” Grandmore soothed.

“I’ll move back in,” she said, pushing the thoughts of debt aside. Working at the B&B wouldn’t help her money situation much, but she could save on rent, gas, and utilities while she figured something out. “My lease is month to month anyway, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint Kojak. Thank you.”

“I’m sorry about your job and your woman, but I wasn’t calling about none of that.” There was a pause, and in the brief silence, Makeda already knew she was about to regret whatever came next. “I’m calling about your royal lineage.”

Makeda felt the nausea that had been nudging at her stomach since Steph had left return with a vengeance.

“Grandmore, no.” She snatched the phone from the pillow and dashed her thumb across the speakerphone widget on the screen before pressing it to her ear.

There was one subject she had a short fuse about; it was the tall tale straight out of a kid’s movie—the story that had consumed her mother with its fairy tale allure and spat her out.

“Please don’t start,” she said, shutting her eyes as if that would block out memories of her mother’s disappointment and her classmates’ jokes. “I’m already stressed enough without this nonsense.”

“What nonsense? The kingdom your grandfather was from is looking for its long-lost royal heir.”

“My grandfather was from Newark,” Makeda said firmly.

“I love Melvin Smith, God rest his soul, and that’s why I didn’t mention any of this to your mother until after he passed. He loved both of you so much, and Ashley is his daughter, period.” Grandmore sighed. “But your biological grandfather—who disappeared before he knew I was with child—came from the Kingdom of Ibarania. I’m the one who’s supposed to be forgetting things, not you with your young brain.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Makeda huffed, then recited one of the facts she’d been forced to memorize. “‘Ibarania is a former monarchy on an island in the Mediterranean Sea. The modern culture reflects a heritage influenced by African, Phoenician, and Sicilian influences—’”

“—and it produced at least one man finer than Teddy Pendergrass and with a voice as sweet,” Grandmore cut in. “Oh, he was handsome.”

“I thought we agreed not to talk about this anymore,” Makeda said, hating the tight pleading in her voice.

“I didn’t agree to shit, Keda. I’m just living my truth, which is also your truth.”

Makeda sighed in frustration at rehashing an argument that was supposed to have been dead but had zombie shuffled back into her life at the worst possible moment.

“Is it true though?” she asked, kicking her covers off and sitting up in bed.

“You calling me a liar?”

“No. Just pointing out that nothing ever came of my mother’s trying to make something of this, and I don’t plan on following in her footsteps.”

Her mother, Ashley Hicks, had always been a daydreamer who imagined something more awaited her in life than working the casino floor, but after Grandmore had revealed her supposed royal lineage, her imagination had gone into overdrive. It had started off as a thrilling secret. Two secret princesses living among the boardwalk rabble. For Makeda, the magic had been in the possibility. For her mother, the obsession had been in proving her worth.

The difference had ruined everything.

“I’m sure it’s easier for you to think I’m easily fooled or flat-out lying,” Grandmore said. “But the truth is, your grandmother had a freaky-deaky summer tryst with a runaway prince and got knocked up. I sometimes bend the truth, but I have never lied about this—me and Prince Ke-shan humped our way from Chicken Bone Beach to Margate that fateful summer weekend. You know the prince and the pauper? It was more like the prince and this pus—”

“Grand! More!” Makeda jumped up so that she was standing in the nest of sheets. “Enough! Why are you like this?”

Grandmore laughed, the familiar mischief in the tone making Makeda laugh in response despite her annoyance.

“I’m a Hicks. I was born this way, baby.”

Makeda rolled her eyes. “Okay. Let’s say the eff-boy who told you he was a prince to get into your drawers was actually telling the truth. So? You want me to be like your daughter, so obsessed with the possibility of a fairy-tale life that she ruined her reality?”

And mine, too?

Grandmore cleared her throat delicately. “Keda.”

Makeda didn’t want to accept that Grandmore’s summer fling had really happened. Because if it had, all her mother’s silly striving dreams for herself and Makeda, the ones she’d dashed against slot machines and then floated in liquor bottles until finally passing them off to the offering plate, wouldn’t be the nonsense Makeda had convinced herself they were.

Panic awoke to join the sadness as she imagined her mother throwing everything away, again, to chase this ridiculous dream now that it might actually be within reach. Her mom finally had her life together and had found a sense of peace and fulfillment. Makeda finally didn’t have to worry about her. This couldn’t start all over again.

“I hope you didn’t mention this to her,” Makeda said.

“I talked about it with her already. She prayed on it and decided that she’s doing her thing and she’ll keep doing her thing. We both agree that’s best,” Grandmore said, assuaging Makeda’s fear a little but not completely. “She has her a nice family, a nice house, a nice congregation in her nice town. You, on the other hand . . .”

Makeda guessed her grandmother wasn’t trying to be cruel, which was why, for once, Grandmore didn’t finish saying what she was thinking. Makeda was great at filling in with context, though, so Grandmore didn’t have to.

“. . . you don’t have anything.”

“She thinks it could be good for you.”

The liquid in Makeda’s inner watering can rippled as an old anger shifted in its depths.

“Yeah, that makes sense. Everything that happened last time we opened this Pandora’s box was great. Oh, wait, no it wasn’t.” Makeda ran her hand over her faux locks—she’d been mostly in bed for three days without a bonnet on and was sure they looked a mess.

“I know what happened with your mother was bad, but—”

“You don’t know,” Makeda said, surprised at how angry she sounded. No one knew how bad it was, because Makeda had handled the stumbling drunkenness and the obsessive visits to the Ibaranian embassy by herself. “You were down South with Grandpa’s family for the worst of it.”

Grandmore cleared her throat. “The only reason I’m bringing it up is there’s money. Apparently, a royal bank account that’s been gathering interest for decades is funding this whole heir search, so it has to be a few stacks at least, right?”

Makeda’s practicality pushed her reluctance aside. She was unemployed and shouldering a high-interest debt that wasn’t hers. Could she afford to totally blow this princess thing off because of some bad memories?

Yes, yes she could.

She’d sworn off royal fantasies long ago, along with the idea of someone showing up from Ibarania to claim her and her mother. She’d figure out how to pay the debt without getting tangled up in bad memories and worse ideas.

“Where did you even hear about this?” she asked, trying to move away from the money talk. “How do you know it’s not some scam?”

“My friend Deborah forwarded me a text and—”

“Is this the same friend who told you 5G towers were summoning demons?” Makeda asked.

“She was just looking out for me. If you can’t count on your homegirls to warn you about demons, they’re not really your friends.”

“A text chat forward about cash offered for missing royalty. Sounds legit,” Makeda said.

“All you have to do is fill out a form to start the inquiry process. It wouldn’t hurt, would it?”

“Grandmore.” Makeda gripped the phone in her hand tightly, remembering what happened to girls like her who had the audacity to think they might be something special, even for a minute. “I don’t want to argue about this, okay? I’m too old for this nonsense, just like your daughter was, except I have sense enough to know the idea that someone like me could be a princess is laughable.”

“No, it isn’t,” her grandmother said, sounding a bit wounded. “That’s what I hate about this. Not that you don’t believe me, and not that you’re mad about the past. The fact that somewhere along the way you stopped even thinking it was possible.”

“I grew up. I had to grow up. I’m just Makeda Hicks, nobody special, and that’s good enough for me.” She tried to ignore what she’d learned as the gulf between her and her mother had widened over the years—that she wasn’t good enough for her mother. She sometimes wondered, if she’d been the kind of girl who waited for someone to save them like the princesses in stories instead of saving people herself, would her mother have kept loving her? Maybe more than booze and gambling, even?

She knew addiction didn’t work like that, and was glad her mother was better now, but part of her still felt hurt that the recovery had had nothing to do with her, even though she’d been the one suffering alongside her mother. Her mom had removed alcohol from the pedestal of utmost importance in her life and replaced it with church, leaving Makeda wondering what she could ever do to be as important as either. Her mother had eventually met a visiting pastor, remarried, and moved to Virginia, leaving seventeen-year-old Makeda behind with Grandmore so she could start a new life without excess baggage.

That hadn’t been her mother’s explicit intention—she hadn’t known school was hellish for Makeda and decided against making her move—but it was what it’d felt like.

Makeda stepped down from the bed and headed toward the bathroom—wallowing time was over. She’d shower and then clean the apartment until no trace of Steph remained. Until the dust that had been kicked up in her memories settled down, too. “I have to go, but I’ll come over to make dinner tonight.”

“I’ll make you dinner, you’re the one going through it,” Grandmore said, then paused for a few beats. “I had a dream. You were on the Titanic, wearing a crown made of seashells.”

Makeda sighed. “Crucial question—was Kate Winslet there, and if so, which one of us got to float off on the door when the ship sank?”

Grandmore sucked her teeth.

“There wasn’t an iceberg. Global warming, I guess. There was a storm, but the ship didn’t sink.” Grandmore made the sound in the back of her throat that meant she was getting emotional. “Everything turned out fine and you were so happy once the storm had passed—happier than I’ve ever seen you. It was a good dream.”

Her grandmother enjoyed spinning yarns, but her dreams—the dream dreams—never lied.

“Well, maybe it means I’ll take a dinner cruise that has a seafood buffet,” Makeda mumbled.

“Can’t you just put yourself out there with this Ibarania thing and see what happens?” Grandmore asked, her frustration rising to the surface. “What would it hurt? You’re always so ready to do something when it’s for other people, when it means you get nothing but a smile and a nod, if that. Do this one thing for yourself.”

“How is it ‘for me’ if I don’t want it?” she countered.

“I wouldn’t be on you about it if I hadn’t watched you put your dreams behind everyone else’s until you forgot you had them,” Grandmore said. “You used to crave adventure and all that stuff you read about in books. You used to think you deserved them.”

Makeda refused to think of how she’d been before the world had recalibrated her ambitions. “Things change. I’m thirty-one, Grandmore.”

“Do you think that means you’re grown?” Grandmore cackled, and Makeda felt anger well up where understanding would have once immediately rolled in. Yes, she was grown. She’d been the one taking care of everything her mother slacked off on before anyone else had even noticed there was a problem.

Grandmore sighed. “I’m seventy-five, and I still want things for myself. Love and excitement and new challenges. You don’t stop wanting nice things, or hoping, because some magazines say life stops at thirty like this is Medieval Times or some shit. You best believe if I was in your shoes, I’d be on a plane to collect my tiara.”

Yes, she would be. Because Grandmore, and Makeda’s mother, didn’t think about what came after they up and did things, like buying a house to turn into a bed-and-breakfast or telling everyone who would listen that you were royalty from some made-up-sounding country.

“Can we not talk about it right now?” Makeda asked, then added, “Please.”

“Fine. We won’t talk about it.”

Makeda waited for Grandmore to start in with her usual follow-up round of pressure, but instead the old woman told her to hurry up and come over, and then hung up.

Makeda sighed as she turned on the shower to skin-melting degrees Fahrenheit, tugged on her shower cap, and stepped in to boil away her breakup funk and the memories the word princess had dredged up.

She’d lost her job. And her girlfriend. She was going to have to pack up and move back in with her grandmother. And now she had to feel guilty about stonewalling Grandmore about the princess bullshit that had made her life unbearable for years—that had stolen her confidence and her relationship with her mother.

Grandmore probably thought she’d eventually give in. Makeda always gave in to other people, sometimes before they even asked. What had that gotten her?

Whenever bad things happened, she always bounced back, returned to her cheery self once her watering can of kindness refilled. But there was apparently a vault of anger beneath her watering can, the place where she’d been shoving all her frustration and pain for most of her life, and it was seeping into her usually endless supply of caring.

Makeda wondered what would happen if she kicked the can and opened the vault instead. She wouldn’t try to be a princess, ever, but she’d try being selfish on for size—it would be a much more comfortable fit than any frilly gown.





Chapter 3

As Beznaria Chetchevaliere genuflected before the throne of Algernon Shropsbottomshireburrough, Lord Higgins-hoggins of Hogginshiggins, Director General of the World Federation of Monarchists and the second-worst person she had ever worked for, she mulled over the possibility of launching herself through the second-story glass window of WFM headquarters without breaking any bones, and then running off into the British countryside.

The giant leather-and-wood chair in the receiving area of Lord Higginshoggins’s office wasn’t exactly a throne, and a curt bow wasn’t exactly genuflecting, but that was semantics. Beznaria had learned in her several years at the WFM, located in a British manor house that was crumbling beneath the ivy that clung to it, was that there wasn’t much difference between a man who fancied himself a king and a man who wanted to be a kingmaker—literally.

Algernon Shropsbottomshireburrough, pronounced Smith, was both.

He wore the turquoise heraldic colors of the Kingdom of Hogginshiggins—a monarchy created by his father that had existed only from 1943 to 1945 on a European territory smaller than the square meterage of Vatican City. This forgotten monarchy, was, like the WFM headquarters itself, the product of a mediocre man’s inherited wealth and ability to buy land; it had briefly found purchase during the turmoil of wartime politics as a haven for shady characters, but its legacy was Lord Higginshoggins, a completely common British man with the unfounded belief that he was somehow innately superior.

Like the outlandish accent he’d cultivated, the outfit distracted from his oceans-deep ordinariness. It wasn’t at all the right color for his skin tone, though he hadn’t appreciated being informed of that. Bez had been the unfortunate informant.

He fixed her with slate-gray eyes that weren’t at all shrewd—he wasn’t a clever man. He was only a questionably rich one, who had convinced other rich fools who wanted to be kingmakers and make themselves kings as well to join him.

“Junior Investigator Chetchevaliere,” Lord Higginshoggins drawled in his exaggeratedly posh tone that made Bez’s teeth press together. This acknowledgment was the signal that she could stop straining her back in the service of pretending he was important.

“Director General Shropsbottomshireburrough,” she responded by rote before straightening.

“Your Grace,” he replied.

“I am but a simple island girl, not a member of the nobility,” Bez replied. “Though I do appreciate that you finally see my inner noblesse. I have always—”

“I am Lord Higginshoggins of Hogginshiggins, thus I am to be addressed as Your Grace,” he cut in, a small vein on his forehead standing out from his skin. Bez often had that effect on boring people.

“Right.” Her gaze strayed away from him, over the imperialist hoard that decorated the office—carved African masks, statuettes from the South Pacific, vibrant South Asian fabrics—wistfully landing on the Tudor-style window. She pushed her large, round glasses up the flat bridge of her nose, running a few numbers through her mind, and decided against the tactical window smash-and-dash. She’d just purchased a new suit for work; she wasn’t going to shred it, and perhaps her body as well, just because she wanted to escape her yearly work evaluation like a clam wanted to lick salt.

She much preferred being ignored and overlooked by her superiors at the WFM. In a way she counted on it. When people took you seriously, they paid attention to what you were doing and asked all kinds of invasive questions. At moments like this, when people actually paid attention to Bez’s track record, they were likely to find a few discrepancies in how closely she followed the organization’s goals of fostering the growth of monarchies worldwide as opposed to her own moral imperatives.

“You may be seated, Junior Investigator Chetchevaliere,” Lord Higginshoggins said with BBC enunciation. She assumed that his Henry IV melodrama accent was an attempt to distract from the fact that he was absolutely average in appearance, with graying blond hair, a long face, a long nose, and a medium-dad bod. She was taller than him and fairly certain she could deadlift him. He seemed to be aware of this, too, which contributed to his dislike of her.

She wanted this meeting over with. Mercifully, it would be her last evaluation. Her contract would be up in a few months, and she’d be free to return to Ibarania and her family for good, even if she hadn’t achieved her goal of clearing their name.

“I will remain standing, Your Grace,” Bez said, automatically folding her hands behind her back and standing at ease.

“Of course, you will,” he said with a grimace and shake of his head. “Your problem with authority is one of the many notes in your evaluation.”

“I don’t have a problem with authority,” Bez clarified, then thought on the point a bit more. “No, that’s not correct. I have a problem with those who have authority but not the fortitude to wield it over me. In Ibarania, we call this problem xettru flaccide—flaccid scepter. It was a phrase coined by Queen Malia, daughter of Queen Lalla, when the Knights Hôpitalier attempted to invade and—”

“Junior Investigator Chetchevaliere!”

Bez startled, confused as to why he was yelling her name as if she was across the room instead of right in front of him. “Yes?”

“We will begin the performance evaluation now.” He pulled a thick file from the table beside his faux throne—Bez was surprised he hadn’t had the complaints against her printed on a scroll.

She knew what it would say; she’d been receiving the same comments since she started school.

Too quiet. Too loud. Too scattered. Too focused. Too friendly. Too withdrawn.

Bez was simply too much for most people. Her parents had wondered if her neurodivergence was the issue, but Bez resented the implication. She was quite happy to be “too much” because the alternative, in her eyes, was to be too little.

“The erratic, bizarre, and frankly disastrous manner in which you’ve handled your every mission has landed you at a ranking of ten out of ten amongst junior investigators, simply because we can go no lower,” Higginshoggins began. “You simply do not follow any rules.”

“I follow rules when they are reasonable,” she replied, though she was already losing interest.

“Rules exist for a reason,” he said.

“So do platypuses. They’re much more mysterious and exciting, though.”

His brow creased. “What?”

That was a common response. Generally, her thoughts flittered about in her head like fireflies of varying dimness. There was an order to their flittering, and a rationale behind their brightness, but when it came down to it, she grabbed at the most radiant one and generally that worked out for her even if it didn’t always make sense to others.

“Nothing. Continue, Director General Higginsburrough.”

He gave her a reproving look and continued with his review. His lecture in bootleg iambic pentameter faded to a drone somewhere on the periphery of Bez’s attention as her thoughts returned to the story of Queen Malia, who had repelled Crusaders with an inventive use of olive oil. It had been one of her favorite childhood stories, one her grandmother told with great flair, and a young Bez had even semi-successfully re-created the infamous olive oil slide that saved the kingdom, to the dismay of her parents and siblings.

“Do you have anything to say?” Lord Higginshoggins asked, his voice cutting into her musing. He was looking at her with an expression that revealed she was supposed to be contrite.

She raised her brows. “About the olive oil? Don’t use the expensive kind your mother saves for special occasions, that’s all I’ll say.”

“What olive oil?” he asked, that vein beside his eye ticking again.

“On the drawbridge,” she explained.

Lord Higginshoggins grimaced more deeply. “About the three hundred pounds’ worth of cabbages on an unauthorized mission to Njaza a few months ago! Does that ring a bell?”

Bez glanced to the side as she searched through the various thoughts flitting about in her mind.

“Oh yes.” She nodded. “Three hundred pounds on cabbage, which was a rather bold markup, but a small price to pay for a kingdom that is currently beginning to flourish for the first time in decades due to my intervention.”

He grimaced.

“Your unauthorized intervention. We had been monitoring the Njaza situation since the creation of this organization. Thirty years!” He slapped her folder closed. “We’ve been trying for years to find a way in, to set up dialogue and make sure the right kind of monarchy was established there. One with the right kind of ideals.”

“And I managed that in one trip!” Bez preened a bit. Since her transfer from the archival research group to the junior investigation team, which carried out more sensitive and physically strenuous missions, praise had been hard to come by. Of course, an organization entrenched in the past didn’t always appreciate outside-of-the-box thinking, and Bez’s thoughts always scurried far and fast from the confines of what other people might deem proper.

Lord Higginshoggins dropped the folder onto the table angrily, signaling that somehow her triumph in Njaza wasn’t admirable.

“What you managed was to upend all of our plans in one fell swoop. The first Njazan vulnerability in years, the first opening for the WFM to get in and make sure they learned to adhere to our rules, and it closed before we could even set up a meeting, all due to your unapproved meddling.”

Bez ignored the underlying meaning of his chastisement—her employer often suggested strategies like bribing officials and fomenting coups, but she preferred to pretend those things weren’t part of her job description. Forgetting things that didn’t match her worldview was one of Bez’s great strengths. Memorizing the fine print was another.

“Your Grace, according to my employee contract, I am authorized, nay beholden, to follow up on any match I facilitate on our RoyalMatch.com marriage site. I was preapproved to travel to Njaza, as it was part of standard operating procedure,” she said. “A scandal linked to our subsidiary site would draw unwanted attention to the organization as a whole, would it not? If you’re unfamiliar with this, may I direct you to article three in the contract for junior investigat—”

“Enough!” Lord Higginshoggins rubbed at his left temple, his eyes closed. “Suffice to say, your evaluation is decidedly unsatisfactory.”

Bez shifted her stance a bit. “Very well. I accept that. I will now begin my performance evaluation of you. To start with, your role has no clear tasks, apart from drinking tea and taking meetings with men who believe they are important. When you do take the time to attempt to organize or plan, the results are subpar. Your secretary handles the majority of your workload and receives a fraction of your pay. I believe my first question would be what purpose do you serve, exactly, and how can you actually . . . serve it?”

His face went from pale to a deep puce that matched better with his livery than his usual skin tone.

“Junior Investigator Chetchevaliere. That is not how evaluations work. I am the one who does the evaluating.”

“Who evaluates you, then?” Bez asked, wiggling her nose so that her glasses stopped sliding down.

“I am the director general.” There was a long pause, during which Bez wondered if she would be able to construct the olive oil drawbridge trap using only objects found in Lord Higginshoggins’s office.

“Is my evaluation over?” she asked when he didn’t say anything further after a long moment had passed.

He folded his hands as he looked down at her, which seemed to be an unfortunate indicator that it was not over. Bez resisted the urge to stare back, having been reprimanded for her staring contest reflexes. Sweat beaded at her hairline, threatening her silk-pressed bob; Lord Higgins-hoggins blinked first.

“You are Ibaranian, yes?” he asked.

Bez reflexively moved her stance from at ease to attention. “I was born of the island best and most beautiful among all those extant. Yes.”

“And you have shown particular interest in the fall of the Ibaranian monarchy and the rumors that Queen Aazi survived, have you not?”

“I have,” Bez replied, wrangling her full attention to focus it on him. He leaned back in his overlarge chair in response to the sharpening of her focus.

“And you have put in several requests to be allowed on to the recently organized Ibaranian hereditary heir investigation? And been denied, each time.”

She hadn’t thought it was possible for him to look more smug, but Bez was occasionally wrong.

“Yes. Though I am the foremost scholar on the Ibaranian monarchy among the investigators, due to my family’s background. I’ve been told that due to my rank as a junior investigator—”

“—as lowest ranking junior investigator—”

“—as the bedrock of the junior investigators, that I couldn’t be approved to join the investigation team.”

“Your interest is driven by your grandmother’s role in Queen Aazi’s disappearance, and the accusations that have followed her for years.”

He regarded her for a long moment, and she blinked, furious that she had lost their stare down, however brief, and that she had done so because he dared jab his long nose into her family’s shame.

She gave a terse nod, not trusting herself to say more. She was impulsive, but not in matters of family honor.

Lord Higginshoggins leaned forward in his seat and she thought about how easy it would be to grab him by the cravat and flip him over her shoulder.

“Jeta Maria Chetchevaliere was the Grand Dame of the Royal Order of the Ibaranian Guard at the time of Queen Aazi’s disappearance. Until this dereliction of duty, the Chetchevaliere name was synonymous with the Royal Guard.” He leaned forward, malicious glee sparking in his eyes. “We’ve tracked the unauthorized research you’ve been doing in the Federation archives. You’ve followed up on every reported sighting of Queen Aazi in our records.”

“All usage of Federation archives was authorized under section 6 d of my employment contract,” Bez said. This was a lie, but she was sure the man had no idea what the contracts even looked like. “And, yes, historically Chetchevalieres were knights of the Royal Order of the Ibaranian Guard for generations, until Queen Aazi disappeared under my grandmother’s watch. It wasn’t dereliction of duty, though. And you should refrain from saying so again.” She smiled, showing her teeth, but from the way he blanched she knew her point had been made.

“Well what was it then?” he asked, and Bez hesitated.

Henna Jeta had only directly spoken about the day the queen disappeared once, and that was to say that the queen, newly widowed after the death of King Emilio, had been separated from her at a bustling dock in Sicily and disappeared without a trace. A vanishing queen had intrigued the world briefly, and sightings popped up sporadically, but the monarchy of a tiny island nation hadn’t held widespread international interest. Henna Jeta had been persona non grata in many places in Ibarania, but she’d never cowered, and her children and grandchildren had inherited her ability to ignore criticism. They hadn’t really needed to, not for monarchy-related reasons at least, until the recent surge of interest in Ibarania’s past and the resulting search for Aazi’s heir.

Beznaria, the youngest of five children and her grandmother’s constant companion, had developed an obsessive interest with the royal guard, begging to be trained as Henna Jeta had, to be told stories of palace life, and to know exactly what had happened that day. Her grandmother had only indulged two of those wishes.

“Do not worry about the past, Bezzie. I wish I hadn’t failed in my duty. But Ibarania has moved on, and so should you.”

Bez had understood that her grandmother’s guilt was likely why she refused to speak of what happened, and had decided to relieve her of that burden.

“I’ll find her one day, Henna. I am your squire and that is my pledge!”

Henna Jeta always told her not to worry and to look to the future, but Bez took her promises very seriously, which was why she was willing to work for a meddling monarchist like Lord Higginshoggins.

“Is discussing my family history part of the evaluation?” Bez asked.

“No. It is part of your next assignment.”

Bez’s heart thumped harder in her chest. “Please provide more detail, Your Grace.”

“Our top investigators on the Ibaranian heir team have been swamped with claims. These are the ones we’ve received from the United States alone.” He picked up another folder, this one double the thickness of her employee file. “We’ve managed to narrow them down a bit—quite easy to do since many of them were confused as to what kingdom they even claimed to be heir to.”

“Hmm,” Bez replied. Part of her work before becoming a junior investigator had been reviewing claims of heritage for the WFM and marriage profile applications on their app, RoyalMatch.com. There was almost no one in the world as well-versed as an American royalty enthusiast.

“We do not believe any of these claims to be true—and we don’t particularly want them to be, but protocol requires they be looked into,” Lord Higginshoggins said. “We have ample evidence on the disruptive nature of American royals on a pure monarchy. They are a menace. I’m sure you’re aware of how we have been disrespected by Thesolo’s new princess, who didn’t even allow our observers at their royal wedding. Do you understand
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