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PROLOGUE
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Joaquin Hayser

I LOOKED ONE LAST TIME at the letter I had received five days ago—another one I had read and completely ignored, for the simple reason that I wanted nothing to do with my father, or with a responsibility I had rejected solely because of him.

I had been doing just fine since I left my past behind, and returning to revisit it was not even remotely an option. Until I received a call from my mother yesterday morning that changed everything:

Our family had been attacked.

My father, the powerful King Dayo Muianga, was dead.

My brother, Abdul, had nearly met the same fate; he was in a coma.

Only my mother had emerged unscathed.

It was she who had sent all the letters I received during the exact twenty-one years I had kept myself away from our country, in order to pretend I had never been a part of it. I changed my surname so no one would associate me with Dayo. I wanted to believe the cursed blood that proved I was the son of a king—a man who, in my opinion, never deserved his throne or the respect of a nation—did not run in my veins.

I usually replied to Abdul’s messages. Sometimes I replied to my mother, too, but I had never exchanged any communication with Dayo since I left, because I never forgave him for everything he did to her, and consequently, to us.

I knew I was returning because of her, because of Abdul, but I still couldn’t name what I felt about my father’s death.

I pulled the folded paper from the purple envelope.

The weight of those words felt far heavier now, after the attack, than on the day I first read them.

Now I understood that the benevolent Queen Shante had foreseen a tragedy that had, in the end, come to pass:

Dear Prince Joaquin Vergara Muianga,

I send this letter to renew the pleas of a mother full of longing, and to seem quaint for still using this method of communication in such a modern world. It’s just that a part of me remains stuck in the past, where I spent most of my time describing my days in a diary, the same diary whose pages I filled writing about you, my beautiful firstborn.

Despite my longing, I must stress that your return is now more necessary than ever due to the situation we find ourselves in. As you know, our country is in conflict; rebels want to remove our family from the throne; your father is stubborn and vengeful. I fear something terrible may happen to him, or to all of us.

I will not elaborate, for this is a conversation we must have in person, when we finally see each other again after so many years.

The time has come to let go of the grievances and return.

Your family needs you.

With affection and much love...

Shante.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a brief moment, leaning my head back against the top of the seat. Worry and anguish tightened my chest until the sound of approaching footsteps drew my attention.

I was in an exclusive jet belonging to the royal family, so modern and ostentatious in every one of its gold-plated fittings that it would impress any eyes except mine. Unlike the others inside that state-of-the-art aircraft, I felt profoundly uncomfortable.

“Good morning, Prince Joaquin!” The young, friendly man, who appeared to be about twenty-five, greeted me. “We have just entered Zambiya. We will land shortly in Kito, where everyone awaits you for King Dayo’s funeral,” he informed me.

“Thank you...” I tried to recall his name, something he had told me about fifteen hours ago, when I was informed the palace had sent an envoy to retrieve me.

“Jamil, at your service.” He gave a slight bow.

Since he’d first seen me, he had looked at me with the utmost respect, pride, and even a certain hope, as if my return to the capital of the richest, most developed, and most influential country on the African continent could change the world.

I nodded before Jamil moved away and raised the window shade beside me when I was alone, only to be struck by the expanse of mountains and jungles that had helped keep this nation somewhat isolated and protected from other countries.

Zambiya was a landlocked nation consisting of lush river valleys, mountain ranges rich in natural resources, and a fabulous capital where the gold mines were so plentiful they had helped the people withstand everything Africa had suffered throughout human history.

The Zambiyans remained intact, powerful, but all that wealth was the fuel that, over the years, had given rise to extremist groups rebelling against the monarchy—in this case, my family.

The powerful Muianga family.

Direct descendants of Mansa Musa himself, the wealthiest person ever to walk the Earth, with an incalculable fortune derived from the gold of the Mali Empire.

When the aircraft landed, I moved toward the exit accompanied by Jamil, who, before I descended the stairs, said with pride:

“Welcome back home, future king.” He crossed his hands in front of his body and gave a slight nod.

It bothered me.

“Jamil, can you do me a favor?” I raised a finger, my brow furrowed.

“But of course, Prince. Whatever you wish.” He lifted his face to look me in the eye and waited.

“I’d like you to call me by my name only. Joaquin.”

Jamil arched his eyebrows, caught by surprise.

“I ceased to be a prince of Zambiya a long time ago, and I have no intention of becoming king. It will be my brother who assumes that role,” I stated, displeased. “I came here only to ensure that.”

I concluded.

Jamil made an attempt to smile, awkwardly, but couldn’t manage it.

He exchanged a quick glance with his coworkers, who were also surprised by my words. He thought twice before replying wisely:

“Well... Prince.” I pressed my lips into a thin line, annoyed at being disobeyed. “Unfortunately, I cannot refer to you in any other way. It is a crime. And... besides that, I am sorry to say that none of those people out there expect to hear such a thing.”

Jamil looked toward the open doorway.

I followed his gaze as I began descending the steps and was stunned by the number of people waiting for me at the airport.

It was an entourage of about fifty people, composed of nobility and the royal guard, which was entirely female.

The soldiers saluted, and the others bowed upon seeing me, a gesture that slowed my steps until my feet finally touched the ground.

I was dumbfounded; I hadn’t expected any of this.

Beyond the reception, the warm air hit me full force. In Madrid, the climate was different, but this one brought back old memories.

In the space dividing the civilians from the military, a Black woman exuding refinement in a beautiful black dress with accessories that represented African style well, approached with an expression that revealed how happy and emotional she was to see me after so many years.

“My son!” Shante murmured, barely holding back her tears.

Disbelieving.

Looking at me as if she still couldn’t believe I was there.

She made a move to touch me but stopped, apprehensive, unsure how I would react. However, if that woman had missed me, I realized my own longing was far greater and deeper upon seeing her this close. An overwhelming feeling that made me pull her into a tight embrace, determined to erase the distance between us.

I noticed my action was like a balm to my mother.

She sighed with relief as tears wet her face.

Her hands touched me eagerly, as if needing to verify I was truly real, that our reunion was not born of a lie.

“I’m here,” I affirmed in a rough whisper.

“And I never want you to leave again, please,” she implored softly, but I didn’t answer.

We would talk about that another time.

“We were waiting for you for your father’s burial...”

“First I want to see my brother,” I stated quickly.

I looked at her seriously.

Shante met my gaze and nodded.

No argument.

“Let’s go.” She smiled, happy and sad at the same time.

She quickly introduced me to a few people who were there, and then walked with me to one of the cars waiting for us.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Joaquin Hayser

KITO WAS A HUGE CITY, and it was far more impressive than I remembered, though it had kept its essence as a more harmonious, less aggressive urban space. The streets, now empty, had been designed to be easily shared by pedestrians, cars, children, and bicycles. And by the train lines.

It was an environment not just for passing through, but for lingering.

The greenery was also a standout feature. Most buildings had rooftop gardens, some even with thatched roofs for a touch of charm, creating a clean, unique, intelligent atmosphere where modernity and ostentation blended with simplicity.

The city gleamed. There were buildings with sections of their external structure clad in gold, but nothing compared to the palace situated on the highest ground, all in black and gold, looking like the sun itself.

“Do you find anything different?” Shante smiled with closed lips as she placed her hand over mine.

She’d noticed I couldn’t stop looking out the window of the vehicle carrying us through the quiet, closed-up commercial streets.

“Everything is very different. Bigger,” I commented, my mind making connections between the present and the past. “Where is everyone?”

“At the palace, waiting for the funeral.”

“Ah, of course.” I ran a hand over my thick beard. “They’re in mourning.” There was a drop of cynicism in my tone.

“Yes, after all, your father was the king,” Mother said as if it were obvious.

“King.” I smiled derisively.

“Joaquin.” Shante grew serious.

“We need to get there soon. I want to see Abdul.” I steered us away from that topic. It wasn’t the time yet.

She was placing too much importance on the death of the man who had beaten her for years, and that’s what irritated me most. If I dwelled on it, I’d feel hatred for her again, and that wasn’t what I wanted right now.

As we neared the palace, our convoy grew slower and slower due to the crowds of people in the streets around the gates. It had been a long time since I’d seen so many Black people gathered in one place, and in a way, it made me feel at home.

I was surprised by the effort the guards made to keep civilians from approaching the vehicles, especially mine, which they tried to touch at all costs.

“Prince!” they shouted, eager.

“Prince!” Some managed to slap a hand against the glass.

“They don’t even know me. Why are they so excited?” I looked at my mother, displeased, a furrow forming between my brows.

“They never forgot you,” she explained, with a certain pride. “And now they need a king.”

That didn’t convince me, but I remembered how devoted these people were to the royal family. They’d always treated us like gods simply for being who we were and having the blood we had.

As promised, my mother took me to the hospital wing to see my brother lying on that bed with white sheets, his head bandaged and his face partially wounded from the bomb shrapnel that had put him in that state.

I noticed the boy had become a man, but seeing him unconscious like that broke my heart.

A nurse was at his side when we arrived, checking on him, but she left to give us privacy.

“Abdul...” I whispered the moment I took his hand.

A lump formed in my throat, so suffocating it stole my breath for the first few seconds.

I couldn’t help feeling guilty, somehow.

I’d left without looking back. I wasn’t here to protect him.

“Has the doctor given any prognosis for when he’ll wake up?” I asked my mother, unable to take my eyes off him.

“No,” her voice emanated sadness. “The blow to the head was severe. The doctors aren’t optimistic. I’m afraid it will take time, that he might...”

“He will wake up,” I assured her, saying it as much for myself as for her.

I squeezed Abdul’s hand, hopeful, confident.

“My best friend’s fiancée was in this same situation recently, and she woke up without any aftereffects. I know my brother will manage it, too.” I remembered Mina and Alejandro’s case.

“May God hear you.” Shante raised her eyes and her right hand in supplication before placing it over her left breast. “I’ll step out to give you time, but I’ll be waiting outside. We need to begin your father’s funeral ceremony.”

“Don’t count on me,” I refused immediately.

I turned my face toward her.

“Joaquin, please, don’t do this! All those people are waiting for you.”

My mother stepped closer quickly, almost pleading, distressed.

“I don’t have the strength anymore, my son,” she confessed, closing her eyes for a moment, fragile.

Worn out.

She shook her head, her eyes brimming.

“I’m devastated, but if your brother could, I’m sure he would accompany me,” she concluded, wetting her lips as she waited for my reply.

I looked at her with a mix of feelings, most of them quite unpleasant, truth be told. But I decided to make that sacrifice.

[image: ]

TERRIBLE IDEA.

I felt awful during the long, pompous funeral ceremony, from the procession of the coffin leaving the palace to the cemetery. All those people offering condolences to a king who had done so much harm to his own family, people who didn’t know who Dayo Muianga really was.

But the worst of all was seeing his face before his coffin was sealed forever. Anxiety hit me.

I remembered the past, the screams of the woman who now seemed to feel the death of her abusive husband far more deeply than I’d expected, the situations I was forced to witness and that he tried to convince me were right.

Fuck, I couldn’t stay there any longer!!

“Joaquin!” My mother touched my shoulder when she realized her son was not at all well.

I shook my head at her and stepped away, turning my back.

She didn’t try to stop me.

I walked away unsteadily from that horror show, returned to the armored car I’d arrived in, and told the driver to get me the hell out of there.

“Where should I take you, sir?” the man asked.

“Anywhere far from here!” I shook the lapel of my blazer, trying to breathe and ease the heat as I settled into the back seat. “Turn on the AC, please.”

“Alright, we’ll head back to the palace.”

“No way, take me to...” I thought, searching my mind for a memory, “a quiet spot in the forest. I’ll guide you.”

“Right.”

[image: ]

AS SOON AS I ENTERED that clearing, I could breathe deeply and with much more calm. It was as if a layer of peace enveloped me, being alone in a place where I used to play as a child, surrounded by trees and the sounds of animals and insects.

The air here was more humid. Birds were singing.

I put my hands on my hips, lifted my face with eyes closed, and released a puff of air through my lips, relaxing, forgetting the bad memories that had dominated my head just minutes before.

Everything was peaceful until...

“Help!!” I lifted my eyelids, alert. “Is anyone there, help!!” I heard a woman’s voice shout again.

I took off running to rescue whoever was in need, worried, looking in every direction.

“Hello!!” I called back, loud and clear.

“Here!! In the hole!! Please, help me!” she kept shouting until I found her literally inside a hole, one with a considerable circumference and a little over two meters deep.

Our gazes collided when I looked down at her from above, and I quickly noticed she was a beautiful young woman.

Beautiful and in trouble.

​
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Nala Ambokile

GOING INTO THE FOREST to gather ingredients for lunch and ending up tumbling into a forgotten hole in the middle of the woods was not how I’d planned to spend my morning, but here we were. The fall hadn’t seriously injured me, but my dress was filthy and the basket I’d brought for mushrooms remained empty.

My rescue, however, had arrived, and it materialized in the form of a man I’d never seen in my life, who impressed me the moment I laid eyes on him.

“Hi...” I smiled, awkward and hopeful at the sight of him. “Oh, thank God!”

I rubbed my hands over my face, relieved that someone had found me.

“Can you grab my hand?” He crouched and stretched his arm toward me as far as he could.

“I’m short, but I’ll try.” I bit my lip, bracing myself.

I had a feeling this wouldn’t work.

Not only was I short, I was also a little on the heavy side, which meant I couldn’t jump very high. Not to mention the exhaustion from being stuck here for nearly two hours.

And that’s exactly what happened.

“I don’t think this is going to work,” I stated, right after failing to jump high enough to reach his hand.

“Wait.”

He had another idea. He took off his blazer, fully revealing the white dress shirt he wore underneath. Who wore a suit in a forest?

He rolled the blazer to reinforce it and tossed it down so I could use it as a rope, until I finally managed to touch his hand.

“There!” His voice deepened with the effort of pulling me up as his firm fingers closed around mine.

“Ow, I’m going to fall...” I was scared.

Let’s just say climbing out of deep holes wasn’t my forte.

“No, you won’t!” He smiled and planted his feet more firmly, pulling me up with more ease than I’d imagined.

He was a much older man. And strong.

Strong and tall.

I noticed that when my body collided with his the moment his muscular arm wrapped around my waist to steady me, finally free from my “prison.”

My face lifted, our eyes met for a brief instant, my lips parted slightly at the sight of all that beauty, but I think I managed to react naturally when the handsome Black man with the lovely scent released me—even though a part of me was burning strangely, my heart racing.

“How did you end up in there?” He smiled lightly, only the right corner of his full, red lips lifting.

He looked like a cat. His eyebrows were thick, his beard trimmed, his black hair neatly cut, his ears slightly pointed, and his expression exuded a kind of... feline charm.

Hard to explain.

His eyes were like two dark lakes capable of driving any woman mad or casting a spell from which none could escape.

“Oh, I...” I blinked, snapping out of the hypnosis of staring at him. “I was looking for some mushrooms and I just fell in!” I pointed at the hole. “I’d never been to this part of the forest before. It was a trap, covered with straw. I didn’t even see it!”

“Are you hurt?” His attentive eyes scanned me as I tried to compose myself, brushing the dirt off my body.

“It was a big fall, but I just got scraped up. The worst part was being stuck in there for two hours, can you believe it? Not a single soul around to hear my screams, and believe me, when I scream at home, all the neighbors can hear me. My voice is really loud.” I touched my neck, explaining.

Babbling uncontrollably.

“You scream?” The man smiled again, seeming amused.

“I scream... I mean, not like you’re thinking,” I corrected myself. “I don’t just scream for no reason, but sometimes my adoptive brother drives me crazy, you know?”

“I see.”

“Oh, and by the way, I’m Nala.” I smiled broadly and extended my hand to greet him.

“Joaquin.” He reciprocated.

And surprised me by pronouncing the initial of his name with an ‘R’ sound, not the ‘J’ that was more common around here. His large hand enveloped mine, which was much smaller than his, and gave me another confirmation of how strong and... masculine he was.

“Joaquin?” I asked, curious. He nodded. “You’re not Zambian?”

“Ah, I used to be... a few years ago,” he explained succinctly, putting his blazer back over his shoulders.

“Oh...” I was at a loss, not understanding.

“My mother was half Spanish. She grew up in Spain and then came to live here, where she met my father.” Joaquin decided to make it easier for me, which made me smile again as I understood why his name was pronounced that way.

“Joaquin...” I repeated, as if tasting the word. “It’s a beautiful name.”

I thought out loud.

“Nala is too,” Joaquin added, looking at me so intensely it made my cheeks burn.

I lowered my head at that moment, embarrassed.

I blinked several times, cleared my throat, and turned around, spotting my forgotten basket inside the hole.

“Oh no, my basket,” I lamented, twisting my hands in the hem of my dress.

“That’s an easy fix. Hold this.” Joaquin handed me his blazer. The black fabric was soft and looked expensive.

He found a stick and used it to fish my basket out of the hole and return it to me. A minute later, we were walking side by side in the direction where he said his driver was waiting.

“Are you from the palace?” I was curious.

If he had a driver, he was probably someone important.

“No.”

“Oh, good,” I blurted out, throwing my free hand behind me in a quick motion. With the other, I held the handle of the basket.

“Good, why?” Joaquin raised an eyebrow as he turned his face toward me, not understanding.

“Nothing major. It’s just that I’m not a big fan of the nobility, you know?” I explained.

“Oh, really?” He seemed interested.

“Actually, I didn’t like the king. I don’t agree with the attack, I don’t support violence, but I can’t pretend I mourn his death, because that would be a huge lie.”

“Is that why, instead of being at the funeral like the rest of the city, you were here amusing yourself in a forest trap?” he joked, teasing me.

“Oh, no...” I smiled, shaking my head. “I’m a cook for a madam. I came looking for fresh mushrooms to make the soup she loves.”

I lifted the basket.

“A cook?”

“Head chef!” I corrected, elevating my status.

“Hmmm, I’m impressed.” Joaquin pursed his lips, a detail that made him even more attractive. “I had a friend who was a cook many years ago. He cooked excellently well. And on top of that, he was a good advisor.”

He kicked a branch out of the way.

“One day I’ll open my own restaurant!” I continued, dreamily.

I placed my hand on my chest.

“I believe you will. You strike me as a determined person.” Joaquin nodded, draping the blazer over his shoulder.

“And you strike me as someone very mysterious,” I needled him.

I pointed my index finger at him.

“No more mysterious than the person who made the trap you fell into,” he deflected. “Who would waste time digging a hole that size?”

“That had to be the rebels.” I imagined, drumming my fingertips on my chin. “Thinking about it, maybe it wasn’t a trap but a hiding place for when they were fleeing the royal guards.”

“Aren’t you afraid of running into one of them walking around alone? After all, they’re the ones who killed the king and...” his voice wavered, “put the prince in a coma.”

“You’re right. It really was a terrible day to go mushroom hunting.” I reflected, slipping the basket handle onto my forearm. “This attack was terrible, a tragedy.” I lamented.

My conscience grew heavy remembering the situation we were living through.

I continued walking beside Joaquin. We fell silent for a few seconds until we left the forest and saw the car waiting for him.

“And now? Will the queen rule alone, or will they wait for her son to wake up to become the new king?” Joaquin wanted to know.

“No, from what I’ve heard, the people want the firstborn to take the throne. Everyone was waiting for his arrival for the funeral. According to rumors, the queen is ill and wouldn’t have the strength to fight the rebels and bring security to the nation.”

“Ill?” Joaquin grew serious. He took the blazer off his shoulder and started putting it on, as if preparing to leave.

“As long as this firstborn isn’t like his father, that’s good enough for me,” I confessed, looking into the distance as I pondered the question.

“Why didn’t you like the king?” Joaquin furrowed his brow, curious.

“Let’s just say I had my reasons, but it’s not appropriate to mention them to a stranger.” I teased him, smiled with closed lips, and raised an eyebrow.

He seemed to like my answer.

“What do you want to know about me?” he asked, putting his hands in his pockets.

“Who are you?” I was direct. “I’ve never seen you around here.”

“Kito is a big place,” Joaquin joked, but I waited. “I’m a businessman, one of the partners in a major luxury watch company in Madrid, Javier. Ever heard of it?” He showed me his wristwatch, which looked like it could buy every house on my street.

I shook my head.

“I came to visit my family, but it seems I chose a terrible day.”

“Definitely. And your family... lives in the forest?” I pointed with my thumb over my shoulder.

Joaquin laughed.

“I used to play with my brother in that clearing. I was just... reminiscing.” He shrugged.

“Aah, now I understand.” I adjusted the basket on my forearm, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

We fell silent again, looking at each other without exchanging words. I knew I should go, but there was something about him that made me want to stay.

“It’s getting late. I have to go.” His deep voice emanated just after Joaquin looked at his wristwatch.

“My God, you’re right!” I gave a single, fake clap. “It’s time for me to go, too.” I walked past him, knowing there was no longer time to make mushroom soup and that my employer would be arriving soon. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Joaquin. And thank you for your help!”

“I feel the same, Nala. Goodbye.” Joaquin waved, looking at me as if he found me amusing.

I waved back before turning away. As I walked off, I watched him go to his car. I had a feeling it would be a long time before I met another man as beautiful as him, but maybe this wasn’t a real goodbye and we’d meet again another time.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Nala!” I whispered to myself, enchanted.

And I ran back to Madame Rokia’s house.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Nala Ambokile

MADAME ROKIA’S HOUSE was yet another of the overblown mansions in Kito, stuffed with ostentatious, kidney-priced furniture. It might have been a beautiful place if my employer and her daughters weren’t so eccentric. The decor was colorless, morbid, the kind of thing to make anyone sad.

Still, I had free rein to organize the kitchen, the most colorful and cheerful room in the house. And the most organized, too.

“Nala, you took forever!” Rudo, my adoptive brother, was waiting for me at the back of the mansion, which is how I’d come in.

“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in school?” I didn’t stop walking; the boy followed, maneuvering his crutches with agile ease.

I met Rudo two years ago. I was shattered by the news of Papa’s death when I spotted him begging on the streets. He’d been abandoned by his family because of his rare leg disability, fibular hemimelia. At the time, Rudo was only nine; he’d been abandoned at seven, but nothing in the world could steal his joy or his independence.

Even though his legs and feet were twisted, he walked more than I did and could even run. He did the impossible with those crutches, enough to leave anyone stunned. I felt an immediate, deep empathy for him and, without asking my mother’s permission, I took him in.

I never regretted it.

“No school today, remember? The city is in mourning.” Rudo overtook me and pushed open the kitchen door.

“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” I tried to catch him, but he’d already invaded my workspace and started rummaging through every object in sight, hunting for food.

“I’m hungry,” he grumbled, circling the island.

“It’s not lunchtime yet,” I retorted, setting the basket down on the table.

“But it’s almost, and you haven’t even started... anything?” Rudo found this strange. “The old witch is going to yell at you.”

“I had an... unforeseen event while I was hunting for mushrooms.” I tied on my apron.

“What kind of event?” Rudo hooked his armpits over the tops of his crutches to free his arms, snatched an apple from the fruit basket, and took a bite.

“Long story, I’ll tell you later. I have to hurry.” I opened the cupboard and grabbed the pots I’d need.

“You’d better. The witch and her daughters are starving to death.” Rudo laughed through his chewing.

“No more than you.” I gave him a reproachful look before opening the fridge for the vegetables.

“I’m only hungry because there’s no school, so I missed my snack.”

“I’m sure Mama would have made you something. You just had to ask.”

“She’s swamped with orders to deliver, she hasn’t left that sewing machine. Besides, you cook better. I want to have lunch here today. I’m sure you’ll make something special for your little brother.” The boy smiled.

“Don’t even try it, mister. Eat what you’re given and then go home. I’ll bring you something tonight.” I placed the vegetables I’d gathered near the wooden cutting board. “You know Madame Rokia forbade me from bringing you here...”

“Nalaaa, I’m home!!” We heard the screech of the dramatic woman, followed by the slam of the living room door.

“Damn it!” Rudo muttered, and hurriedly tossed the apple core into the trash bin.

“Go, go!” I whispered, gesturing frantically toward the door, shooing him away even though it pained me.

“I’m dying for my mushroom soup!” Rokia exclaimed.

“I don’t want soup, Mama!” Nawi said.

“Me neither!” Latifa agreed with her sister. “I hope Nala made something really tasty!”

Their voices grew closer until a crash snapped my attention away. Rudo had slipped and crashed into a stack of dishes drying at the end of the counter. He went down, and my heart lurched.

“Rudo!” I rushed to help him, pulling him up. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, sis. Just got distracted,” he explained.

“What is this?” Rokia, flanked by her daughters, caught us. “What is that boy doing here?” she demanded, displeased.

“That boy is my brother, Madame.” I didn’t like her tone, but I wouldn’t risk making things worse. I needed this job.

“I’m well aware of that, Nala, but what was our agreement? I don’t want that ill-mannered boy here! Just look at this mess...” She approached, horrified. “My expensive pots,” she lamented, looking at them scattered on the floor.

“Rudo, go home,” I asked, controlling myself to stay calm.

“Okay.” Rudo nodded, but before rocketing past the doorway, he stuck his tongue out at Rokia, leaving her gaping.

“You see!” She pointed in the direction he’d gone. “Did you see what he did?! Do you think that’s right, Nala?!” she shouted. She was always yelling; she didn’t know how to have a conversation any other way.

“No, I’m sorry. I’ll scold him later.” I began gathering the pots.

“Is this what I deserve after being the only person in this town to give you a job after your father died under those... circumstances?” She threw it in my face.

Of course she would.

But I took it.

“No, ma’am,” I replied, my voice thick with distaste.

“Oh, what a disappointment!” She turned on her heel, her black dress swishing.

All three were in black, coming from the wake.

“Eww, Mama, she hasn’t even started cooking.” Latifa observed the stove, disappointed.

“So what are we going to eat?” Nawi approached, equally let down.

Despite being adults and older than me, the two behaved—and were treated—like children.

“It’s not quite lunchtime yet, but if you’re already hungry, don’t worry. I’ll make something quick in ten minutes. Unfortunately, I lost a lot of time looking for mushrooms and didn’t find any.” I stood up, putting the pots back where they belonged.

“My God, what misfortune!” Rokia martyred herself, dramatic as ever.

I was used to it by now.

“As if the tragedy that has befallen this country and our beloved royal family isn’t enough, now I come home and am forced to starve to death!!” She pressed the back of her forearm to her forehead, lamenting to the ceiling.

“You won’t starve to death, Madame Rokia, I assure you.” There was a drop of irony in my tone.

I started chopping the vegetables.

“I’m going to order delivery. That wake exhausted me, and I barely even saw the prince!” Nawi complained.

“I saw him! He’s so handsome! So hot! And he’s going to be my future husband!” Latifa declared proudly.

Confidently.

“Hot? What kind of word is that, girl?” her mother scolded. “With that vulgar vocabulary, he’ll never choose you!”

“We don’t even know if he’s here to stay. He might have just come for the funeral,” Nawi commented. I kept doing my work, listening closely.

“His mother is ill, his brother bedridden—of course he’s here to stay! He’ll be the new king, and what a king he’ll be!” Latifa clasped her hands as she went to the window, smiling vacantly, her eyes shining.

“I agree with your sister!” Rokia sidled up to Latifa, her eldest daughter. “And if he’s going to be king, he’ll need a wife.” She placed her hands on Latifa’s shoulders. “We will do everything to ensure that position belongs to one of you! A queen will come from this house!!” she proclaimed with pride.

The three of them celebrated their brilliant, imagined future.

Finally, we all heard one of their stomachs growl.

“Ugh, I’m so hungry...” Nawi groaned, making a face as she rubbed her stomach.

“I’ve already started.” I poured the chopped vegetables into the pan with oil, and the aroma rose immediately.

Rokia stared at me with a pout, still unsatisfied.

“We’ll follow Nawi’s idea and order something to eat. You needn’t worry about us, Nala!” she asserted, drilling me with her eyes.

It was a punishment.

“But it’s going to be delicious,” I ignored her, knowing her pride would curdle into outrage if I didn’t actually cook.

“We won’t want it, you’ll be cooking for nothing! So don’t! And let this be the last time you disobey me about your brother, do you hear me?” She lifted her chin, authoritative.

“Yes.” I met her gaze, certain it wouldn’t be.

Rokia nodded and turned her back on me. She swept out, followed by her girls.

I sighed in relief when I was finally alone. Spending too much time with them always gave me a headache.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4
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Nala Ambokile

AS EXPECTED, ROKIA and her daughters didn’t order any delivery—it was all just drama—and they ate what I’d made for lunch until they were licking their lips. I had to hide a bit of the bobotie to take as dinner for Dona Nikita and Rudo.

He went to bed early, as usual. My mother kept sewing to meet her order deadline, while I leaned against the windowsill in our little living room, watching the stars and remembering my unexpected encounter with Joaquin.

Kito was the richest city in Zambia, but it was also home to the humblest people, like us. It hadn’t always been this way. My father had been a successful man, the head chef of the palace. Our family wasn’t rich, but we lived very well, until, overnight, everything changed.

“What are you thinking about over there, huh, young lady?” My mother switched off the sewing machine, and the familiar noise that filled our house fell silent.

The living room was a kind of workshop, everything a mess, but it was in that chaos of fabrics, scraps, and spools of thread that she felt at home.

“Nothing much,” I lied, an easy smile on my face.

I looked at the woman with glasses and her hair pulled into a ponytail over her shoulder.

“Nothing, is it?” Mama smiled back, reading me. “Why am I not convinced?”

“I met a man today,” I blurted out, turning to face her.

“A man?” She was surprised.

“Yes! He was very kind. And handsome. He saved me when he helped me out of a hole.” I moved closer and sat on the small, old sofa, its sunken parts hidden by a quilt.

“What hole?” Dona Nikita dropped the blouse she was holding over the newspaper patterns on the table and stared at me, placing a hand on her hip, deeply interested.

“I went to get mushrooms in the forest to make a soup for Madame Rokia, but I ended up falling into one of those rebel traps and was stuck there for two hours. Until Joaquin found me.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing, Nala.” The woman shook her head, incredulous.

“Well, it’s true.”

“And you tell me this just like that? So calmly? With that smile on your face?”

“It’s just that being stuck there was stressful, but the ending was wonderful. Oh, Mother... I loved meeting Joaquin!” I threw myself back against the sofa cushions, looked up at the low ceiling of our humble little house, smiling for no reason.

“That proud old widow has enough money to buy the best mushrooms she wants, but it seems she takes pleasure in sending you into the forest to run risks!”

Mama complained, fiddling irritably with the patterns.

“She said the ones from the market aren’t as tasty as the ones I get from the forest.” I turned my face toward her. “But it’s my fault. I’m the one who spoiled her.”

“I don’t want this to happen again! Make her hate that damn soup from now on!”

“But that way I’ll get fired.” I straightened my back again, not liking the direction our conversation was taking.

“You have the talent to be in a much better place. I think it’s time to hand out resumes. You’re a full-fledged cook like your father, Omar. You just need to be discovered.” Mama picked up the scissors and cut a piece of fabric.

“Okay, Mother, but it’s about the guy I met that I want to talk!” I got up and went over to her.

I was eager to be heard.

“He was very, very handsome. You should have seen him! And he has an advantage over the others, you know? He can carry on a conversation perfectly well without staring at my body like I’m a piece of meat. He looked into my eyes!” I pointed my fingers at my own eyes. “Can you believe it? Made eye contact the whole time. I thought that was amazing!”

“This unexpected meeting would be beautiful if you hadn’t been stuck in a hole for two hours. Where was your phone?” Mama made another cut in the fabric, then adjusted the details.

“I forgot it at the witch’s house. If I’d taken it, maybe he would have seen it and asked for my number.”

Mama was shocked.

“If you carried your phone, you could have called someone for help, you scatterbrain!” Nikita moved quickly and landed a sharp slap on my forehead.

“Ow, Mother! That hurt!” I groaned, rubbing my forehead.

“It’s supposed to hurt, so maybe you’ll get some sense!” She went back to where she was before, grabbed another blouse, and sat down again in front of the sewing machine.

She had two.

“Put all those scraps in that bag,” she ordered, pointing over her shoulder. “I’ll use them later to make pillows.”

“Oh, you’re not paying the slightest attention to what I said!” I complained, and walked over, unconvinced, to the pile of scraps formed in the opposite corner of the table.

“You only said he’s handsome. What else did you talk about?” She started sewing the blouse.

As soon as the machine started up, the noise became deafening, but I was used to it and told her everything while she worked.

We stayed like that for a while longer, and when I went to bed, she was still awake, folding the last blouses. She wanted to have everything ready for the next morning.

I stroked the face of my brother, asleep in his single bed, kissed his forehead, and felt sad remembering the horrible words Madame Rokia had spoken in his presence.

People had always been mean to Rudo without him doing anything at all, just because of the problem with his legs. I didn’t know where this boy got so much strength to remain cheerful even in the midst of prejudice, but it was a beautiful thing to see, however painful.

I covered him with the sheet and went to my bed in the same room. Before sleeping, eyes already closed, I asked God to protect my family and keep my father safe in heaven. I also asked Him to protect Joaquin. I didn’t know him, I’d probably never see him again, but I wished him well.

Joaquin Hayser

SITTING IN AN ARMCHAIR beside my brother’s bed, I remained with my hands clasped where I rested my chin, thoughtful. I remembered one of the nights we sneaked out to Omar’s kitchen to eat the treats he’d made after one of the palace parties ended.

Back then I was twelve and Abdul was ten:

“What are you two doing here at this hour?” Omar caught us in the doorway of the kitchen, watching him from hiding.

We burst out laughing when we were discovered and approached in just our pajamas. For all intents and purposes, we were supposed to be asleep in our beds, not sneaking around the palace at night.

“We came to eat the treats left over from the party,” I whispered, eager.

I rested my crossed arms on the table.

“What did you save for us, little Omar?” Abdul climbed onto one of the chairs, as eager as I was.

“There’s nothing here for you. It’s bad to eat sweets in the middle of the night, and I’m still cleaning this kitchen. You’d better go back to your beds before the king finds out you’re not sleeping!” The man in a white chef’s coat tried to scare us, but that tough expression didn’t frighten us. We were friends.

He was, perhaps, our best friend in the palace.

Omar adjusted his glasses and went back to washing his dishes, pretending we didn’t exist. The kitchen was impeccable; he must have been there a long time putting everything in order. He was the last of his team to sleep.

When he realized he wouldn’t get rid of us, he muttered something we didn’t understand and opened the refrigerator, from which he withdrew a pie that was a feast for the eyes.

“Alright, you win. I made this marvel just for the princes...” He placed the pie carefully on the table, right in front of us, just so we could lick our lips at the aroma and beauty of the dessert, which even had a flower laid on top—a touch of delicacy.

“What kind of pie is this that you’ve never made before?” I asked, impressed and dying to try it.

“This one is special... melktert.”

“Wooow,” Abdul marveled.

“Let me cut it here.” Omar used the knife and got two small porcelain plates to serve us.

“Hmmm... delicious!” I closed my eyes as I felt the crust melt on my tongue. “It’s so good!” I smiled.

“It’s really good!” Abdul said with his mouth full, stuffing himself.

“Slow down, Your Highness.”

“This will definitely be my favorite dessert from now on... melktert!” I declared, excited, tasting the sweet pastry crust, the light milk-based cream.

“You two are addicted to invading my kitchen. This has to stop at some point.” Omar tossed the dish towel he was holding over his shoulder and crossed his arms, shaking his head.

“No way! Hmmm...” Abdul kept delighting and laughing.

I joined him.

“Hmmm.”

It was one of the best nights I ever had in that castle.

I stood up, emerging from the memory, and took Abdul’s hand again, squeezed his cold fingers, looked at his sleepy face.

“Come back to me, brother,” I asked, from the bottom of my heart. “It’s so sad to see you like this.” I felt the suffering eating away at me bit by bit. “I will make the one who did this to you bitterly regret it,” I promised, with a desire for revenge.

I heard someone pass by the door, and when I turned my face, I came face to face with my mother. The years seemed not to have touched her; her beauty remained intact.

It was astonishing.

“Son...” she looked at me seriously, “we need to talk.”

I knew what it was about, but I was not willing to follow her plans.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5
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Joaquin Hayser

I FOLLOWED QUEEN SHANTE to the throne room, the place where the king used to receive visitors and meet with his council of state. The throne was made of solid wood, upholstered in black with gold adornments, inscribed with symbols and ancient African script.

The hall was vast. Behind the dais, a staircase led to a window offering a view of the entire kingdom. By day, I knew the place was flooded with light, but now only the pale yellow glow of the new moon filled the space.

“Why have you brought me here?” I asked, watching the woman run her hand carefully over the top of the throne, as if a thousand memories were flashing through her mind.

I knew the answer to my question, but I wanted her to say it.

“Tomorrow the council will gather in this room, seeking an answer,” she said abruptly. “This place is the most important organ of the palace. It is where the king makes his best decisions to protect his people.”

“Mother, before you go on—” I took a step forward, but she ignored me.

“A king remains in power because he was born for it. He was chosen to fulfill that destiny, but he must make the people understand their place. He must fight for what is his.” She circled the throne, speaking as if thinking aloud.

And indeed, that’s exactly what she was doing.

“I didn’t come back to take the throne. I came back to take























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“SHE WAS NEVER MEANT TO BEYMSQUEEN : BUT FATE

;* HAD.OTHER PI

QF AL

SERA BLACKMOOR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





