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“GIACO.”

Amanda’s voice shook him from his reverie. Being on holiday at home was making him spend too much time every day staring at nothing. He turned away from the slow rain filling the window, and looked at her.

“We’ll be leaving soon,” she said.

“Leaving?” he repeated, sounding stupid to his own ears. “Leaving? When? Where? Why? I’m supposed to be resting. A month off from my service, a gift from Adorata and a chance for the garrison to learn to live without me. Let Marcello learn to command on his own, now that he’s been promoted to the position of head bodyguard.”

“I know,” said Amanda. “But we will be leaving Prado,” she told him. “Maybe in seven days, maybe in seven hours, but soon.” Her face darkened, filled with shadow. “And I will be leaving you.”

“You want...” His heart squeezed his throat so hard he couldn’t get the rest of the words out. “You want a...a divorce?”

“Oh. No.” She got up from the table and came over to his side. “That’s not what I meant at all.” She bent over and kissed the back of his neck where it joined his shoulders, right on the tattoo that marked him as a Reborn man. Even after seven years, his skin shuddered at that kiss. Not because it was unpleasant. Because there was something so transgressive about a seer kissing that mark of reason that it gave him an illicit thrill of forbidden pleasure every time. Amanda knew that, and did it often.

“Are you...” Dying couldn’t make it out of his throat. “Ill?” he asked instead.

Even from her position behind him he could sense her gaze turn inwards, as it did so often these days. “Not at the moment,” she said. Her voice lightened, he thought by force. “Perhaps I’ll be called out of town,” she said. “Some rich patroness, wishing to look into the future. Sevens keep coming up in my readings, so perhaps it is Settima Buonaventura. Or, since threes and ones keep coming up too, Terzina Campanile or Primavera Colombina.”

“Of course,” he said. Amanda had many rich patronesses, these days. No woman of Prado would dare to get married, or take any other grave step, without consulting with Amanda l’Interpretrice and her cards first.

Only recently Amanda had had no need of cards. Half the time the future spoke to her on its own, without any medium. Giaco wished it would speak to her more plainly, but always it preferred whispers and riddles. “Lucrezia is set to marry at last,” he said out loud. “Maybe Adorata has decided to summon you prior to the wedding.”

“Very likely,” said Amanda. “So why don’t we call on her now? It will save her the trouble of sending for us.”

Which was why half an hour later Giaco found himself, accompanied by Amanda, at the gates of the Prado Castello, where an astonished messenger told them that he had just been about to set out in search of them. Amanda smiled at him inscrutably in response, and Giaco knew that the reputation of Amanda l’Interpretrice had just gained a little more depth to its luster.

The guards outside the throne room opened its doors as soon as Giaco and Amanda came into sight. “You go right on in,” they said. “She’s waiting for you. Though she didn’t think you’d be here so quick. She wasn’t expecting you till the seventh hour.”

A dash of girlish mischief, still so bewitching even in a woman in her fifth decade, crossed Amanda’s face. “The future spoke to me,” she told them.

The guards bowed in respect and squirmed in discomfort simultaneously. “We won’t get in its way, then. Please, Signora Amanda, come through.”

“Giacomo! Amanda!” Adorata rose from her throne to greet them. “Is anything the matter with Luca?” she asked, her voice turning anxious.

“Not that I am aware of, Your Highness,” Amanda told her. “We came in response to your summons.”

“But I just dispatched the messenger not a quarter of an hour ago!”

“But you had the thought earlier than that, did you not?”

“Well...yes.” Adorata smiled and sat back down. “Just in time for you to arrive here at this moment, in fact.” She looked around at the small crowd of petitioners and advocates waiting on her in the hall. “I must finish my business here so that I can speak to you in private,” she said. “Go call on Luca, and then await me in my chambers upstairs. I will be with you shortly.”

Amanda curtseyed and, taking Giaco’s arm, led him out of the hall and up the stairs, to where the Royal family had their private chambers.

“Comandante da Prado!” Every guard they passed stopped to salute Giacomo, or shake his hand, or call out his name. The Prado Castello took great pride in having such a distinguished warrior as their commander, and the younger guards tended to fawn around him, hoping to glean a little of the glory that they seemed to think hung over him.

Giaco, for his part, tried to instill them with at least a little of his hard-won wisdom, including the wisdom that secondhand glory was little better than none, but this generation of young men, like every previous generation ever born, had little taste for wisdom. Glory was ever so much more interesting, especially when it was won by a homegrown hero.

And so Giaco was known as “da Prado,” even though every single one of the guards there was also a da Prado, a person from Prado. The garrison wanted to underscore his connection to his and their natal city, and to remind themselves and others that Giaco was famous enough that the name “da Prado” was known all over the dei Fiori kingdom. Of all the thousands of “da Prados” that existed, their Giacomo was the most important.

He had even outstripped his father, the famous artist and leader of the Rebirth, Giovanni da Prado. Now it was the son—the younger son!—who was known as “Il da Prado,” the da Prado, if clarifications were required. The da Prado who had so distinguished himself at the Battle of Cinquevie, and many others. The da Prado who had been Prince Luca’s beloved bodyguard before becoming commander of the Prado garrison. The da Prado who had saved the Prince’s life, not once but several times. The da Prado who had, in some way that most people didn’t quite understand, been instrumental in bringing an end to the persecution of fortune tellers and other dabblers in magic, even as he remained a Reborn man, a believer in reason and harmony. The da Prado who, for all his family’s dedication to the Rebirth, had married the beautiful Amanda l’Interpretrice, the most skilled reader of cards in all the dei Fiori kingdom.

That da Prado was the one that the common folk, who still clung to superstition and magic, could love, and the artisans and nobles who had dedicated themselves to the Rebirth could respect. If only all the love and respect from commoners and nobles alike left a little more of Giaco for his family. But you couldn’t have everything.

Now, when Giaco and Amanda approached the suite that belonged to Prince Luca, the single guard at the door snapped to attention and said, quivering with zeal, “Comandante! It is an honor!”

“Marco! Is the Prince out?” asked Giaco.

Marco looked back and forth in astonishment between Giaco and Amanda.

“She didn’t read it in the cards,” Giaco told him, more patiently than he felt. “There’s only one of you on guard right now. Which means either the Prince’s guard detail is being slack, or he’s out. Which is it?”

“Ah...he’s out, Comandante,” said Marco.

“Where is he? What’s he doing?”

Marco’s eyes darted back and forth some more. “I couldn’t say, Comandante.”

Giaco bit back a sigh. Of late Prince Luca had been doing a lot of things that his guards felt unable to talk about, at least in front of Giaco, who had raised Luca like a son. “Off debauching again?”

“The Prince is a young man of strong, ah, passions, Comandante.”

“I’m sure. When you do expect him to return?”

Marco smiled weakly. “It’s not for me to say how the Prince spends his time, Comandante.”

“Well, let us into his suite, then. We’ll wait there till he returns, or Princess Adorata summons us.”

Marco shuffled his feet and stared at the floor. “Ah, I don’t know if the Prince’s rooms are, ah, in a fit state for visitors, Comandante.”

“How so, man? The Prince may be out sowing his wild oats from morning till night, and night till morning, but I have a hard time believing that the castle maids are letting things slide when it comes to tidying rooms and washing linen.”

“I believe what your poor man is trying to say, my dear Giacomo, is that there may be someone in the rooms,” Amanda put in.

Marco’s sheepish look confirmed Amanda’s words. “You mean to say,” said Giaco, feeling heat creep up around his collar, “that the Prince has left one lover alone in his rooms while he goes off chasing after another?”

Marco shuffled his feet some more. “Like I said, Comandante, it’s not for me to say what the Prince should or shouldn’t be doing. I just stand in the corridor and guard this door, Comandante, begging your pardon.”

This time Giaco was unable to repress his sigh. “That’s right. You do. And you do it well, Marco. And you’re right not to let anyone in. Who knows what kind of high-born young lady might be there, with nothing but your dedication to duty to protect her virtue. Well, my dear, shall we return to the throne room? Perhaps the Princess will be ready to speak with us.”

“Not quite yet, my love,” said Amanda.

There was a commotion at the end of the corridor. “Giaco!” a young, brash, slightly drunken voice shouted. “What in all the hells are you doing here?”
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“Coming to see you, of course, my Prince,” said Giaco. “How fortunate that I didn’t miss you. I heard you were out.”

“Why?” Luca’s pale face was flushed, and his lips, so fine they were almost too thin, were pouting. It made him look even younger than his twenty years. He could almost still be that thirteen-year-old boy Giaco had rescued from the old Prince’s shadow-walker. Only that boy would never have looked so sullen on seeing Giaco. That boy also would never have been flanked by half-a-dozen minor nobles, every one of them known for his drunkenness, gambling, and debauchery.

“The Princess summoned us to an audience,” Giaco told him. “We wanted to visit you while we were here.”

“Well, you’ve seen me. Now if you’ll excuse me, Giaco, I have company. Much more interesting company than a soon-to-be-pensioned-off guard and a washed-up old whore.”

“Giacomo. My love.” Amanda’s hand was on Giaco’s arm. She smiled at Luca, as warmly as if he were her beloved only son. “How lovely to see you again, my dear Prince. Maria la Guaritrice has been asking after you. She was concerned that your pox hadn’t healed completely. But I see that it has not stopped you from returning to your former reveling. If you have any concerns, do drop by. Perhaps a washed-up old whore will have some words of wisdom on the subject. Or send your lovers. I’m sure they could use our help even more. My services are much in demand these days, but for you, my dear Prince, I will try to fit them in. There are so many, though! Let’s see, there’s Alessia de—”

“Yes, yes, I know, you like to look down on me!” Luca’s pale face was flushed so red it nearly hid the shadow under his skin that moved almost, but not quite, with his every movement. “You like to scold me, and remind me of how I should be behaving, when you were no better! Worse, in fact. At least I only frequent whores, instead of—”

“We’re leaving,” Giaco said, cutting Luca off. It was that, or punch him in the face. “Princess Adorata must be waiting for us by now.” He turned on his heel and stalked off before he could say or do anything he might later regret. Although at the moment he couldn’t imagine what that might be. Luca needed to be straightened out. Luca needed a sound hiding. Even that might not be enough.

“It’s not your fault,” Amanda said to the back of Giaco’s head. She was out of breath from trying to keep up with him, but she still spoke firmly. “It’s not your fault that he’s like this, Giaco. Nor is it Sauro’s.”

Giaco slowed down enough for Amanda to draw level with him. “So whose is it?”

“Why, his own, my love.”

“No.” Giaco shook his head. “I can’t believe this. The Luca I raised practically from a baby would never act like this.”

“Why not?”

“Because I taught him better than this!”

“I know you did, my love. And someday, the stars and cards willing, he will remember all your lessons. But right now he is like a man possessed with a fever, and there may be nothing we can do other than to let the fever run its course.”

“It’s that damn shadow!”

Amanda took a step back from the vehemence in Giaco’s voice. “No, my dear,” she said, stepping close to him again and taking his arm in her own. “Have you learned nothing after eleven years around shadow-walkers? The shadow is you, nothing more and nothing less. Well, it is both more and less, but it doesn’t change who you are. Perhaps Luca is lashing out against all the discipline that the shadow demands, but he is doing it as himself.”

“I can’t believe that. I can’t believe that the little boy I watched over for all those years would turn into this, this brash, this thoughtless, this completely arrogant, not to mention pigheaded, man!”

Amanda laughed. “So has said every parent ever, I am sure. Now come. Adorata is waiting for us, and she has an important request to make to you. To both of us.”

“You’re so certain?”

Amanda smiled. “I am. I saw it, just now.”

“And what is it?”

“Why”—Amanda smiled even wider than before—“for you to take up your old post as Luca’s bodyguard.”
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“My princess...is that wise?”

Giaco’s voice held all the distaste for Adorata’s request that he had not managed to express when Amanda had warned him what it would be. Adorata’s nostrils flared. Amanda stepped forward before Giaco could get them both in more trouble.

“What my beloved husband means to say, my Princess, is that the Prince Luca we encountered in his rooms today is not the same sweet boy that my husband once watched over. He is now a young man, and requires, perhaps, a different type of companionship than what my husband provided him for all those years.”

Adorata’s face softened. “I am glad to see that you, at least, Amanda, possess wisdom, whatever faults I or your husband may have on that score. But in answer to both your questions: perhaps it is not wise. But something must be done, and I have no one to turn to other than Giacomo da Prado, the man my family has turned to so many times before. No doubt you encountered Luca returning from his debauches? I would say his nightly debauches, but these days his revelry, to give it a kinder term than it deserves, takes place in the broad light of noon as well as the dark of midnight. I know you no longer watch over his every coming and going, Giacomo, and nor do I expect you to—but maybe you should. Maybe the eyes of the one man Luca has ever truly respected will bring a little shame to his actions, when everything else has failed.”

“And Sauro?” Giaco said before he could help himself.

Adorata smiled a tight little smile, joy and pain cutting at cross-purposes across her face, as she always did when Sauro’s name was mentioned. “Luca esteems Sauro greatly, as he well should. But he does not respect him the way he does you. And besides, Sauro is not a fit companion to accompany Luca to Lucrezia’s wedding, and stand with him at the ceremony. Someone must get Luca to the wedding, someone must see that he is sober when he arrives and sober enough when he leaves, someone must ensure that he does not make the dei Fiori family look like a pack of prize fools in front of our new kin. These Hellenes Lucrezia is marrying into are challenging neighbors, no matter how far away they reside. I would not wish to give them any reason to look down on us—or give them anything they could use as leverage against us. Luca falling down drunk in the middle of the ceremony would be an embarrassment. Luca spilling out all our secrets in his drunken ramblings would be a disaster. And what if he revealed the secrets of the shadows, of the Order of Infinity? The consequences could be...”

“I beg your pardon, my Princess, but my understanding was that Hellenes still practiced magic openly,” said Amanda. “In fact, I am hoping to meet some of their augurs and diviners myself. They say that some can see years into the future, just from the movements of pigeons on a market square.”

“They shall have plenty of scope, then,” said Adorata. “La Città dei Fiori has even more pigeons than Prado. What signs our Hellene visitors will glean from them, I cannot say. Accompany Giacomo to the wedding, Amanda, and speak with our visitors. But above all, do whatever you must to prevent Luca from creating an incident. Tensions between us and all the other kingdoms, principalities, city-states, and upjumped hamlets with pretensions of grandeur that will be represented there are already high enough. We can’t have Luca starting a war because he lifted the elbow too liberally at his sister’s wedding.”

“I understand, my princess,” said Giaco. “And I am sorry. I had not realized how far Prince Luca had gone down this path of licentiousness.”

Adorata shrugged, a coarse gesture for her shoulders, normally so royally straight and broad. “It was nothing but boyish fun. Until it wasn’t. Perhaps taking Luca away from his companions will have a sobering effect on him. We leave tomorrow at noon, and will be traveling in state over the course of two days. Irksomely slow, I know, but appearances must be maintained. Luca and I must arrive in the city in all our finery, bearing gifts that will astonish even these jaded Hellenes. Let us hope that they will know enough to appreciate fine art. I am bringing a statue cast by your father, Giacomo. Of Lucrezia as the Goddess of Flowers and Death.” She smiled another tight little smile of joy and pain. “Let these Hellenes remember that she is both an innocent maiden, and a powerful queen. Let them treat her gently, even as they fear her too much to abuse her.”

“That is a wise gift, my princess, as well as a generous one,” said Amanda. “If the Hellenes do not understand its significance, I would be sure to remind them.”

“That I will be certain to do,” said Adorata. “Someone must remind them of whom they are dealing with. My parents, I fear—this does not leave this room!—are so besotted with the wealth and power this match may—may!—bring them, that they have fallen head over heels in love with everything Hellene, and may sign away half our kingdom and all our dignity to them in their exuberance. They are not the shrewd rulers they were in their prime. And Desiderato has little control over them, and fails to exercise what control he does have. So it falls to me to ensure that the match is a beneficial one, for Lucrezia and for our kingdom. And Luca drinking himself silly and despoiling some nobleman’s daughter will make it that much harder for me to protect my sister and my people. So please, Giacomo, and you too, Amanda, please do everything you can to bring Luca to his senses, or at least not ruin the wedding and the alliance utterly.”

“We will do what we can,” said Giaco.

“I know you will. Be ready to leave at midday tomorrow.”
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The previous day’s cold rain had given way to an even colder sunshine when Giaco and Amanda showed up shortly before midday at the Prado Castello. Carriages, horses, servants, and guards were all milling around in the courtyard, while Fabio, the castle steward, bellowed orders that were only sometimes heeded.

“Comandante!” Fabio stopped shouting at a hapless stableboy and came over to greet Giaco and Amanda. “Honored by your presence. And yours, Signora Amanda. Marcello! Marcello, come here, man. Comandante da Prado has arrived with his Signora.”

Marcello, the new head of the Royal bodyguard and the acting commander of the Prado garrison while Giaco was away, came trotting over and saluted breathlessly before he even came to a full stop. “Comandante! I was just going over the final preparations with my men. If you would care to check my orders, I would be honored.”

“In a moment,” said Giaco. “Where’s the Prince?”

“He is...Prince Luca is...he is making his way to us, Comandante. I...actually, I just sent a man to find him. The Princess told us...of course, we all understand why...but the less said the better, perhaps...anyway, the Princess informed us that you would be acting as his personal bodyguard for this journey. Do you have any requests, Comandante? Any commands?”

“Just show me how you’ve arranged things,” said Giaco. Marcello had been a good bodyguard, but he was an anxious commander, insecure in his command and prone to second-guessing himself. Giaco had promoted him to head of the Royal bodyguard when Giaco himself had been made commander of the entire garrison, but he had frequent doubts about his choice. Unfortunately, it was still the best choice he had. Marcello was nervous, but he was intelligent and organized. The other guards were the kind of men who were happy to stand outside a closed door for hours at a time. An excellent quality in a guard whose service was more for show than for action. A poor quality in someone who had to make decisions and give directions. And despite the presence of Adorata and Luca, Prado was still not interesting enough a place for a young man of real ability to serve in its guards, let alone come there from elsewhere. All the young men with talent and ambition went to serve in Fiori, the capital city, which left Giaco with young men without talent or ambition to fill the ranks of his garrison. Trustworthy was the best he could hope for. It was fortunate that things had been peaceful in the dei Fiori kingdom since Giaco had come back and taken up his current post.

By the time Marcello had explained to Giaco in unnecessary detail all the orders he had given and arrangements he had made, Fabio had gotten the carriages packed, Adorata had come out of the castle and was standing outside of her carriage, talking to Amanda, and the guards who thought they were out
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