
Half a Dream

A Renaissance Fantasy Thriller

E.P. Clark

Copyright © E.P. Clark 2019

All Rights Reserved

Published by Helia Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

All characters in this publication are fictitious, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

Also by the Author

About the Author

Sign up for E.P. Clark's Mailing List

Also By E.P. Clark

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


Whenever the Prince moved, the shadow under his skin moved almost, but not quite, with him.

Like most shadows, it could best be seen in bright sunlight, but Giacomo knew it was still there even at midnight, as inseparable from the Prince as the inside of his head.

Now, at high noon, it stood out sharply in the dark circles under his eyes and the hollows of his cheeks. Prince Luca was a pale boy, and had never run to baby fat. He always insisted that he felt perfectly well, but at thirteen he was still small and slight, and he looked perpetually tired, even as he dragged Giacomo out to the courtyard for sword practice.

“Come on, Giaco; Marco and Gianni and Marcello will all be down there already,” he said, pulling on Giacomo’s sleeve impatiently. “You promised you’d let all of us spar together today.”

Marco, Gianni, and Marcello were all dukes’ sons who were currently being fostered in the Castello degli Eredi in order to give Prince Luca someone to look down on. Or so Giacomo had gathered from overhearing the Queen’s remarks on the matter. Only it wasn’t working. Luca had immediately taken to treating the other boys like the older brothers that his real older brother, Prince Desiderato, wouldn’t be for him. Maybe it was because he was still so small, Giacomo thought. He hoped Luca’s hero-worship of the bigger boys wouldn’t blind him to their faults. Luca was of an age to fall under others’ spells, and his assumption that everyone else was as noble as he was meant he had little protection from them.

Marco, Gianni, and Marcello were indeed already waiting for them down in the courtyard, horsing around with their wooden practice swords despite the oppressive summer heat. They stopped reluctantly when Giacomo told them, “At attention, Signori. And do not let me catch you at that again.”

“We were just having fun because you were late,” said Gianni. “You can’t expect us to sit around doing nothing but sewing wedding clothes, like Luca’s sisters.”

The flush that filled Luca’s face almost covered over the shadow, but Giacomo could still see it lurking there.

“A duke’s son does not speak slightingly of princesses,” Giacomo said, making Gianni’s face go darker than Luca’s. “And swords, even wooden ones, are weapons, not toys. If you are to train with me, you will respect that.”

Gianni looked like he wanted to argue, but thought better of it and muttered, “It was only a joke,” instead. 

“A poor one. To your places, your Highness, Signori.”

Giacomo drilled the boys until all of them except Luca were drooping. He was pleased to see that Luca could outfight any of them easily. He was small, but he was quick and brave. And, of course, he practiced with Giacomo every day, while the other boys only had Maestro Terzio, the weapons master, to train them. Long after the other boys had begun to struggle sluggishly under the midday sun, Luca was still swinging his sword enthusiastically, and jumping from foot to foot whenever he had to wait for the others to catch their breath.

“Enough, your Highness, Signori,” said Giacomo eventually. “The wise fighter knows not to overtire himself training.”

“I was just getting warmed up, Giaco!” Luca protested as the other boys dropped their swords gratefully onto the ground. They gave Luca hateful looks he seemed not to notice.

“Pick up your swords, Signori,” Giacomo told them. “A good fighter never allows himself to be separated from his weapon.”

The boys picked up their swords and followed Luca to the weapons rack, their backs radiating resentment Giacomo’s way.

“Can we go riding today, Giaco?” asked Luca when he came back. “Please? You promised you’d take me riding!”

“You have painting and dancing this afternoon,” Giacomo reminded him.

“They were cancelled. Maestro Benvenuto stayed up all night painting the Great Hall. He’s too tired to teach today.”

“And your dancing lesson with Maestra Alessia?” 

“She stayed up all night with Maestro Benvenuto.”

The other boys started laughing and poking each other. They stopped for a moment when Giacomo looked at them, but then Marco made a crude hand gesture, and they burst into gales of laughter again. Luca stared at them in confusion.

“I don’t see what’s so funny,” he said. “His hands get tired after a while, so he needs her to hold things for him. He says she’s much better at it than any of his assistants.”

This made the other boys laugh so hard they had to hold onto each other to stay upright, to Luca’s continued bewilderment. His uncomprehending expression only increased their mirth.

“Giaco, what’s so funny?” he asked, hurt creeping into his voice. “I don’t see what’s so funny about that.”

“Nothing a prince should find amusing,” Giacomo said, giving the other boys a look that penetrated even their fogged consciousnesses. “Come, your Highness, let us leave them to their base amusement.” 

Luca kept looking back at the other boys as he followed Giacomo across the courtyard and into the Castello degli Eredi. “I still don’t see what’s so funny,” he repeated. “They’re always laughing about things I don’t understand, especially whenever I mention Maestro Benvenuto and Maestra Alessia. They even make jokes about Adina, now that she’s going to be married.”

“Some people think that what goes on between men and women is a subject for mirth,” Giacomo told him. “But such crudeness is beneath a prince.”

“Oh.” Luca thought about that as they climbed the stairs to the top of his tower. “Like what?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, your Highness?”

“What goes on between men and women that they think is so funny? And why is it so crude to laugh about it?”

“Nothing that need concern you, your Highness,” said Giacomo swiftly.

“They seem to talk about it all the time,” Luca said doubtfully. “And so do Desi and his friends. Even my father talks about it sometimes, when he forgets I’m there. But whenever I ask them what they’re talking about, they either get angry or they tell me I’ll find out soon enough. But how am I going to find out if they won’t tell me?”

“I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you, your Highness,” Giacomo told him.

“Maybe I’ll ask my mother or my sisters, or Maestra Alessia,” said Luca thoughtfully. “Maybe this is something ladies know lots more about, like embroidery or dancing.”

“You’re probably right, your Highness,” said Giacomo. A cold sweat of embarrassment was breaking out over his warm sweat from training at the thought of what the Queen would say to that. The part of him that wasn’t agonizing over what to tell Luca was amused at his awkwardness. “But it isn’t something they normally choose to discuss with men. Ladies have things they like to keep to themselves, too.”

“Oh. But then how will I ever find out?”

“It will happen of its own accord, your Highness, and in good time.”

“Oh. So can we go riding this afternoon? Outside of the city? Please please please? Everyone else will be welcoming the Astronomers’ Guild. I wanted to be there too and look at the astronomers, but Father said I would only get in the way and I had to wait until I reached my majority to welcome delegations. So can we please go riding? It’s not fair for me to be locked in my room while everyone else gets to look at the astronomers.”

“It’s very hot today...” said Giacomo.

“I don’t mind! Please!”

“Very well.”

“Thank you, Giaco, thank you thank you! I’ll go tell them to ready our horses!” Luca turned around and rushed back down the tower steps. Giacomo followed just fast enough to keep him in sight. Perhaps Luca didn’t mind the heat, but he did, and he needed a moment to think. He wanted to make sure that letting Luca go riding outside of the city was a good idea, and that he wasn’t letting him do something dangerous because of his own desire. Not to go riding, but to keep Luca out in the sun as much as possible, as if that would burn the shadow out of him.

Giacomo knew it was foolish, but he couldn’t help but feel that enough time out in the light of day would cleanse Luca of the darkness he had been carrying around inside of him for the past four years. And the more time Luca spent outside with him, the less time he spent inside with Sauro. He and Sauro had been spending more and more time in secret sessions. The gods alone knew what they were up to, but Luca always returned from them shaking and silent, his face even more full of shadow. Seeing it always made Giacomo swear that somehow, some day, he would break Luca of this shadow addiction. But he didn’t want to give Luca heatstroke in his attempts to cure him.
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Luca chattered nonstop as they waited for the stablehands to ready the horses, and continued talking as they mounted up and rode away from the Castelli. An afternoon’s ride out beyond the city walls was a major event for him, and he seemed half-hysterical from this sudden good fortune. 

“Let’s go to the hills, Giaco, can we?” he asked. “That way we can look down and see the whole city, like birds!”

“A fine suggestion, your Highness,” said Giacomo. “Stay close to me now.” When Luca was small Giacomo would put him up in the saddle in front of him, but now Luca was much too big for that and had to be allowed to ride on his own. Giacomo was torn between pride at the way Luca sat his horse, as skillfully as he did everything else, and nervousness at being so far away from him. Until he had become Luca’s bodyguard, Giacomo had always treated his mother’s anxiety over his own safety as a child with amused contempt. Now he shuddered just thinking of it.

They wound through the city streets without incident until a beggar-woman standing at a corner suddenly straightened up from her hunch and thrust a bundle of rags at Luca, crying, “For the baby, Signorino, for the baby.”

Luca flinched back from her and looked uncertainly at Giacomo. 

“Here.” Giacomo handed her a soldo. He had to brush her clutching hands from his leg before he could ride on. 

“What did she want, Giaco?” asked Luca. “Why did she want money?”

“Because she had none, your Highness, and she needed to feed her baby, or so she said.”

“Then why did she not ask her husband for money?”

“Perhaps he has no money, or she has no husband.”

“Then how...” Luca did not finish his question. His mouth was pursed in a troubled frown, and it seemed to Giacomo that the shadow stood out even more sharply in the hollows of his cheeks. He remained in his unhappy silence until they rode out the city gates and climbed up the dusty hills to an overlook. Up here, the scent of heat-scorched flowers overpowered the smell of nightsoil that filled the valley. Still silent, Luca dismounted, tied up his horse, and sat on the bench, staring out over the city with a troubled look on his face.

“Are there many like her?” he asked eventually.

“Yes, your Highness.”

“Why doesn’t anyone do anything about it?”

“Sometimes they try, your Highness, but still they cannot save all of them. Some people will choose destruction even when they don’t have to.”

“But...” Luca scraped his toe through the dust. “Will the money you gave her be enough?”

“For today, your Highness.”

“Why didn’t you give her more? Why didn’t you give her enough for tomorrow, and the next day, and the next week? You have lots of money.” Anger rose higher in Luca’s voice with every sentence.

“I have enough money only for myself, your Highness, and if I gave it all to her, she would only waste it, and we would both be left with nothing.”

“You don’t know that. Why are you always so quick to judge people! Why do you always think ill of people! Why don’t you ever trust anyone! I want to go home!” Luca jumped up from the bench and ran over to his horse, but not before Giacomo saw the tears he was trying to hide.

“I have seen much more of the world than you, your Highness,” said Giacomo, following Luca over to the horses. “And much of what I have seen has given me cause to distrust my fellow men. And my duty is always to you and no one else. I let other people worry about other people.”

“Well, maybe you should spend less time thinking about me and more about other people!” Luca finished untying his horse and mounted, trying to keep his back to Giacomo as much as possible. “I’m going home! Sauro told me I could come to him this evening, and I don’t want to be late.” He rode off, forcing Giacomo to scramble in order to untie his horse and catch up with him.

“Luca,” he said, once he was level with him. Luca deliberately looked away, probably to hide his tears. “Luchino. It is good that you care so much about others. A true prince always thinks more of others than of himself. And it is normal to be angry at your age. Just remember that one day the anger will pass, and you will have to live with yourself afterwards. No matter how angry he is, a true prince always...”

“Shut up about a true prince!” screamed Luca. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!! I don’t want to be a true prince!”

Giacomo stopped himself from saying he didn’t mean it just in time. He let Luca ride ahead of him without speaking all the way back to the city. He only broke the silence as they drew near the city gates, when he suggested that Luca clean off his face before the guards saw them, but Luca gave him such a look of burning hatred that Giacomo didn’t insist.
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When they arrived back at the castles, Luca threw his reins at the grooms and stormed into the Castello degli Eredi and up the stairs to his tower, his back radiating his overwhelming determination to ignore the fact that Giacomo was shadowing his every step. The only acknowledgement he made of Giacomo’s presence was when he slammed his door in Giacomo’s face.

“What’s the matter with our princeling?” asked Ulricco, who was patrolling the corridors and had unfortunately happened to witness the scene. “Has he been scorned by his lady-love?”

“Leave him be,” Giacomo ordered, more roughly than he meant to. “He’s going through a hard time right now.”

“Nothing a good whore wouldn’t cure, or perhaps a willing chambermaid,” suggested Ulricco cheerfully. “That would ease his tensions...” He trailed off in belated embarrassment on seeing Giacomo’s expression. “I’ll keep patrolling,” he said quickly. “We can’t be too careful with the Prince’s safety.”

“No, we cannot,” agreed Giacomo meaningfully. Ulricco nodded a couple of times, took a few hesitant backward steps, and then turned and continued on his patrol, his posture indicating his unwavering commitment to his duty, at least while Giacomo was watching.

Giacomo’s room was right next to Luca’s. He went inside. Normally the door between them was left open, but now it was bolted shut. He could hear Luca pacing back and forth on the other side of the wall. He thought about knocking and asking to come in, but thought better of it. He would only make matters worse by trying to talk to Luca before he had calmed down. He and Luca had never had a serious fight before—Giacomo didn’t count Luca’s childhood tantrums as serious fights—but he knew that Luca’s normally sunny disposition could turn to sunstroke in an instant, and when that happened the only thing to do was to wait until night fell on his mind and cooled it off.

Giacomo made himself sit down on his bed. His room was small and bare, and there was nothing in it to occupy him while he waited. Not that he would have been able to busy himself with the activities of the enlightened, Reborn man he was supposed to be while Luca was on the other side of a locked door from him. His father would tell him that making a quick sketch or writing a sonnet would compose his mind, better preparing him to fulfill his duties, but the anxiety that overcame him every time he was separated from Luca made it impossible to hold a pen. He laced his fingers together and locked them over his knee so that he could pretend they weren’t shaking. The sudden thought that maybe this fit of rage would drive the shadow out of Luca made his heart squeeze with irrational hope. 

It sounded as though Luca was sobbing with rage into his pillows. Giacomo tried not to listen too closely. It occurred to him that Luca had reached an age where he would no longer appreciate Giacomo overhearing everything that went on in his room. Always before it had been a source of comfort to both of them. Giacomo remembered his own childhood and was forced to admit that he wouldn’t have wanted someone constantly hovering over him when he had been Luca’s age, either.

“What is the matter, your Highness?” said a voice inside Luca’s room. 

Giacomo’s heart stabbed him in the chest and began to hammer wildly. For a moment black clouds covered his eyes, and when they cleared he could still feel his pulse in his ears and throat.

“Sauro!” cried Luca. “You came! I’m so glad! Where have you been?”

“I was detained on unavoidable business, your Highness. But I am back now. I hope you are in no kind of trouble?”

Giacomo heard Sauro sit down on the bed next to Luca. The thought made him feel sick. But there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t keep Sauro and Luca apart, and he could do nothing to protect Luca from the shadow Sauro carried inside him, especially since Luca had embraced it so enthusiastically.

“I shouted at Giaco,” Luca admitted miserably.

“I’m sure he will forgive you with no hard feelings, your Highness.”

“But...” Luca’s voice trailed off, then suddenly burst out: “Why does he have to be like that? I
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