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			To my daughter Olivia, who made my life.

			– J.I.

			To everyone who tries.

			– L.A.

		

	
		
			“We have two lives. Our real life and a second life in the memories we leave behind”

			– Told to Julian by Eigen Onishi, a Buddhist monk at the Kiyomizu-dera Temple in Kyoto on March 10, 2017

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			New York, USA, February

			Alex Soberano always awakened five minutes before his alarm went off. He didn’t need to look at the clock on his bed stand to know that it was 5:25 a.m. when he’d opened his eyes. This never varied more than a minute in either direction. Alex often considered the possibility of not setting the alarm at all, since he hadn’t awakened at any other time in years, even Sundays, but he still toggled the device on every night. No reason to leave something to chance when avoiding an inconvenience was so easy. He switched off the clock so it wouldn’t awaken his wife, kissed Angélica’s shoulder (knowing that this wouldn’t wake her but would elicit the slightest sigh, a sound he adored), and got out of bed. 

			His home office was on the other side of the apartment, across from the living room. It had once been in the third bedroom in the sleeping wing, but Alex moved it when he discovered that his daughter Allie was such a light sleeper. He couldn’t even type an email without hearing her stir. She needed her sleep, so disrupting her in the slightest way wasn’t an option. And the forty-fourth-floor view of Central Park from the study was nicer in the morning, anyway.

			Alex sat in his office chair, handmade by an artisan from Anhelo, the South American city where his great-grandmother Vidente had lived. It was Alex’s souvenir from the trip he’d taken there with Angélica and Allie two years earlier to introduce his daughter to the land of her forebears. When the artisan learned that Alex was a descendant of the great Vidente, he begged Alex to commission a work, saying he would do the job at an enormous discount just knowing that Vidente’s great-grandson would be sitting in something he’d made. Alex found the man’s passion – not to mention his idolization of a woman who’d died more than ninety years earlier – moving, and he engaged the artisan in a discussion about his work. Once they came to an agreement on the specifications for the chair, Alex insisted on paying full price. People with a genuine commitment to what they were doing deserved remuneration; the world was hard enough for them already, even though the world would be forfeit without what they did. 

			Alex responded to some email messages from Asian partners. There was nothing terribly challenging in any of this correspondence. Asian markets had been stable for a few years now, and Alex’s biggest initiative in that region – a cooperative with a pair of tech savants from Vietnam – was at least a half-year from beta testing, so this morning’s catch-up was little more than letting everyone know that, as always, he was around and available if something should come up.

			The correspondence with the Europeans was different, though. There was so much wariness about the “loose cannon” that had been elected prime minister in Léon, and this crept into nearly every message, even from those who’d always shunned politics and those who had no business holdings in that Western European country. It was a bit like the overheated exchanges he witnessed immediately after Brexit. If Romeo Ólgar wanted to make his presence felt quickly in the European Union, he had accomplished that mission. Léon – and much of Europe, for that matter – had seen their share of overreaching leaders over the years. Unlike in other parts of the world, though, it had been a long time since any of those despots had proven to be more than a nuisance and an embarrassment. Ólgar sounded boorish, but he probably wouldn’t turn out to be any worse than, say, Berlusconi had been in Italy, not that he wished anything like Berlusconi on his friends in Léon. Of course, if he turned out to be like Mussolini – and Alex had to admit there was a certain Mussolini-like message in Ólgar’s proclamations – then all of the concerns of his European compatriots would be more than justified.

			Alex probably wouldn’t have given it another moment’s thought if it had been any country other than Léon. He had connections all over the continent, but Léon was special, both professionally and personally. From the fact that Legado, the country of his birth, was once a colony of Léon (and Alex spoke the language like a local), to Alex’s business interests there, to his deep affection for the royal family, that nation had a special place in his heart and mind. It was still difficult for him to understand how the good people of Léon had elected someone as mean-spirited and tone-deaf as Ólgar, but one could hardly be surprised by any election anymore.

			Alex took a moment to respond to a particularly troubled email from a Spanish associate:

			Chin up. Your country survived Franco. Ólgar will turn out to be nothing more than a pimple on Léon’s beautiful face. 

			Then he sent a couple of quick before-you-get-to-the-office notes to some of his New York staff and browsed his favorite news sites. At 7:30, it was time to wake up Allie.

			Alex entered his daughter’s room and kissed her softly on the forehead. This, of course, was enough to awaken her, and she uncurled slowly before tossing off her covers. Getting Allie ready to go to school every morning meant getting to the office later than he ever had previously, but he cherished this time alone with her. Given the nature of his days – and, increasingly, hers, as academics and extracurriculars took more of her time – these were likely to be the only peaceful moments they’d have together until the next morning. He was not about to miss them.

			He made himself an espresso while he waited for Allie to come to the kitchen. As he took his first sip, inspiration struck, and he walked to his daughter’s bathroom door.

			“Pancakes?” he said.

			“Really? Do we have time?”

			Alex did a quick calculation. He’d made her pancakes on a school day in the past, but he’d always started the batter before awakening her. 

			“Sure. As long as you’re completely dressed and packed up.”

			“Yeah, that would be great.”

			Alex walked back to the kitchen briskly. First true objective of the day. 

			As he put some butter into the microwave to melt, he remembered that he wanted to drop his dear friend Fernando, the crown prince of Léon, a note about planning a family dinner when he was in town in a couple of weeks. The Ólgar thing must have prompted that reminder. He’d take care of that before going to the office.

			For the next half-hour, though, it was all about Allie. And the pancakes.

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Colina, Legado, South America 1992

			Alex had been to exactly one inaugural ceremony before. His parents had taken him to see President Marcador take the oath of office back when he was thirteen. That president had turned out to be ineffectual, serving only one term and, even at his young age, Alex had the sense that Marcador was going to be a footnote in Legado history. The man projected so little presence, almost as though he didn’t have enough internal energy to put a persona out there. What Alex subsequently learned was that Marcador was a compromise candidate during a period of transition for his country. The story would be decidedly different sixteen years later, when a wildly charismatic candidate – one who happened to be Alex’s cousin – would take the nation by storm and win the election in a landslide.

			Alex could hardly believe the ceremony he was watching today had the same function as the one he’d witnessed as a boy. This one had so much pomp, so much music, so much color. Javier Benigno was easily the most popular political figure to rise from Legado since the late, ever-beloved Viviana Emisario, and perhaps the first to inspire the passion from the people that seemed to have been extinguished when Viviana’s helicopter had crashed during a diplomatic mission. Viviana’s death had snuffed the joy from a nation. It had done more than that to Alex, but that was a story he would forever keep to himself. 

			“Legado was always our most vibrant colony,” said a voice to his right. “This ceremony has more hues than a Joya de la Costa garden.”

			Alex turned to look at the speaker. The man seemed to be about his age and height, though he was a bit heftier all around. Maybe this is what I’d look like if I didn’t spend as much time in the gym, Alex thought.

			“I assume you’re aware that Legado hasn’t been a colony since your great-great grandfather was a twinkle in his mother’s eye.”

			The man flashed a heavy-wattage smile. “Oh, well, of course. But one never stops thinking of their children as children, do they?” 

			“Well, we’re all grown up. And we’ve been a democracy continuously for more than a century. I don’t believe our ‘father’ can say the same thing.”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” the man said, laughing boisterously. “The public elected El General to each of his nine terms. By an overwhelming majority, in fact. Usually more than ninety percent.”

			A huge cheer went up at that moment. Looking down from the grandstand, Alex could see that the new president’s motorcade had entered the staging area. 

			“Yes, ninety percent,” Alex said to his companion. “My cousin should find that humbling, as he only received fifty-nine percent of the vote.”

			“Cousin? I assume that makes you a Benigno.”

			“Soberano, actually. Javier is a cousin on my mother’s side.” Alex put out his hand.  “Alejandro Soberano. My friends call me Alex.”

			The man shook. “Fernando Alfonso Trastámara. My friends call me Fernando.”

			Alex should have recognized the man. He’d certainly seen the heir to the Léon throne in enough tabloids. “They don’t call you ‘Your Majesty.’”

			“God, no. They will hopefully never call me that.”

			“I assume that means you’re wishing for a very long life for your father and not that you’re expecting El General to come back from the dead.”

			The man beamed again. It was easy to see why women found him so irresistible. Between the smile, the future crown, and the massive fortune, what was there to resist? “No, El General is gone forever. Just to make sure, my father sends an envoy every day to dance on his grave.”

			 Alex nodded approvingly. The people of Legado did indeed consider Léon to be close family, and the last thing that Alex would have ever wanted was a return to the days when El General dominated Léon so absolutely. Alex was barely in elementary school when the dictator had suddenly stepped down, allowing Fernando’s father, Juan Alfonso Trastámara, to take his rightful place on the throne and to allow for a duly elected prime minister to operate the government, but he could remember his mother spitting invective at the television every time she saw El General speak. And while Alex didn’t truly understand the cause of celebration on the streets of his hometown when El General resigned (and the only slightly-less-raucous celebration that happened when the dictator died eight months later), he would never forget the taste of the pastel con tres leches his mother made that night to mark the occasion. 

			“Very wise of your father,” Alex said. “Is he here?”

			“He wishes he could be. He thinks highly of your cousin. But there’s a gathering of several European heads of state that Léon is hosting, so he of course needed to attend that. He sent me to represent the crown in his stead. He’s accurately deduced that my one statecraft talent is waving and smiling broadly, so I’m the perfect man for this assignment.”

			Fernando did some smiling and waving at that point and excused himself. At the inaugural ball that evening, though, Fernando came up to Alex with two glasses of Champagne and offered him one.

			“I noticed you didn’t have a drink,” he said.

			Alex took the glass and tipped it in Fernando’s direction before taking a sip. “I was pacing myself.” 

			“I don’t have the remotest idea why anyone would do that.”

			Alex grinned at Fernando’s acknowledgment of his excesses. “Lots of family around. And I wouldn’t want to do anything that might embarrass my cousin.”

			“Hmm. Interesting perspective.”

			“It was nearly time for another drink, though, so I appreciate the Champagne.” 

			“Happy to be of service. So, I hear you’ve been conscripted to accompany me to Anhelo tomorrow for the hospital ribbon-cutting ceremony.”

			Just a few hours earlier, Alex had learned that his cousin, the president, had requested that Alex be part of the prince’s travel party for the opening of a new hospital that Léon had funded. The request had surprised Alex, because he’d never performed any sort of official government function before, and there were surely dozens of people on the presidential staff who could have filled this role. Had someone seen Alex and the prince speaking at the inauguration and decided that Alex would be a good companion? He did notice his mother looking at them a lot during the inauguration and then he saw her talking to the president later. Maybe she wanted him to become friends with the prince? But he doubted she would have such influence on the new president, even though he was her younger cousin. Did President Benigno think this might help groom Alex for some future place in his administration – something Alex had never considered and wouldn’t particularly desire, especially now that his career was kicking into its next gear? Regardless, he wasn’t going to turn down the new leader of his native land, and some pomp and circumstance at the side of the prince of Léon could be entertaining.

			“Yes,” Alex said. “It appears they needed to tap the absolute best available talent for this engagement.”

			“I’m flattered. I was afraid I was going to get a member of Benigno’s rotund retinue. Is it just me or is everyone in the president’s inner circle at least forty kilos overweight?”

			Alex chose not to respond beyond a polite smile. 

			“No matter,” the prince said. “Tell me: is the Colina after-hours club scene as ribald as its reputation?”

			“I wouldn’t really know. I’m down from New York, and I grew up in Anhelo. I’ve never taken much advantage of the clubs when I’ve been to Colina in the past.”

			Fernando nodded thoughtfully for several long moments. Then his face brightened. “Care to join me on a bit of a research expedition after this event is over? Purely for cultural reasons, of course.”

			Alex lifted an eyebrow. “I believe our plane is scheduled to leave at eight tomorrow morning.”

			Fernando shrugged. “We’ll make it an early night, then. In bed no later than four.”

			Alex had heard that Fernando could be a bit dangerous when out on the prowl, and Alex not only had his own reputation but the reputation of Legado’s new president to uphold. Still, it was difficult to avoid getting caught up in Fernando’s enthusiasm.

			“I’ve heard of a few places that might be ideal for your ‘research.’ And I’m sure they would love a visit from the future king of Léon.”

			“Excellent. One condition, though: you really need to stop calling me the future king of Léon. I already get all of the reminders I need about that from my father.”

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Cap D’Antibes, South of France, 1965

			Sandra wasn’t sure why people took vacations. At least she wasn’t sure why people from Legado took vacations. It couldn’t be for the sunshine, as Legado’s climate was exceedingly temperate and bright. It couldn’t be for the beaches, since the shoreline in her homeland was pristine and plentiful. It couldn’t be for the food, since Legado boasted some remarkable restaurants, and Sandra was sure that Legado home cooks were as fine as anyone anywhere. The Hotel du Cap in Cap D’Antibes was beautiful, and she appreciated her uncle’s generosity in sending her to Europe, but the trip had been a long one and the experience, while entirely pleasant, hadn’t been distinctive in any way. Maybe her expectations had simply been unrealistic. She’d been expecting the vacation to transform her somehow, to give her a new perspective on the world, and nothing of the sort had happened. 

			With only two nights left before she headed back home, Sandra wanted to try something different. Of course, her uncle had insisted on her being chaperoned, and her aunt’s cousin Luciana had been by her side everywhere. Since Luciana was a simple woman, that meant early dinners and early bedtimes. Tonight, though, Sandra had pleaded that they go to the hotel lounge afterward to listen to music – several English pop bands were playing under the banner “Britain Invades France” – and have a drink or two. As Sandra anticipated, Luciana was snoring in her chair within twenty minutes, leaving Sandra free to roam through the lounge.

			A group of boys in Beatle haircuts were playing Herman’s Hermits’ “Mrs. Brown You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter” on the stage as Sandra moved up from the back of the room. A number of men tried to catch her eye, but she ignored them as a matter of course. From the time she’d entered her teens, Sandra had had reliable instincts about men; she could spot the ones that wanted to take advantage of her easily, and she’d quickly come to understand that the way a man regarded her accurately predicted whether or not he was going to let her down or even be a threat to her at some point. So far, the French men in this room did not impress her, and the other Europeans were underwhelming as well.

			She took a quick glance back to see if Luciana was still sleeping. Indeed, she was. Sandra knew from the experience of the last two weeks exactly what Luciana looked like when she was snoring. And how she sounded. Sandra was a little surprised she couldn’t hear the sound of her chaperone’s foghorn over the band. 

			“Please tell me you don’t need to leave,” said someone in French.

			The voice behind her startled Sandra. She turned to encounter a man perhaps a few years older than she and easily six inches taller. A quick glance showed that he was solidly built and well-groomed and that he had lovely eyes. A slightly deeper glance into those eyes showed that he had none of the traits that she’d found so easy to dismiss in the other men in the room. These were eyes of surprising depth, actually.

			“Leave?”

			The man gestured with his head toward the back of the room. “You’d turned toward the exit. I was hoping this didn’t mean that you were leaving.”

			Even with the music playing loudly – another Herman’s Hermits song, “Can’t You Hear My Heartbeat” – Sandra was taken with the timbre of the man’s voice. It was resonant, like a fine reed instrument. While he wasn’t speaking particularly loudly, his voice commanded the space; Sandra had the feeling he knew how to get people to pay attention to him.

			“No, I was just checking on something,” she said in broken French. She’d had little reason to learn the language at home, and the quick studying she’d done before this trip had left her with a limited vocabulary, though she could understand better than she could speak.

			“Then I can breathe easier,” he said. “Might I interest you in a drink?”

			Sandra offered him a tiny smile. “Yes. Yes, I think I’d like that.”

			They walked over to a corner table that was surprisingly open in the crowded lounge and ordered: Courvoisier for him, a Curacao Cocktail for her. It was only then that they exchanged names. His was Cayetano. 

			“You’re not local,” he said when their drinks arrived.

			“No, I’m from Legado.”

			His eyes widened. “South America. That’s quite some distance.” Sandra noticed that the man had switched seamlessly from French to Spanish, her native language. “What brings you here?”

			Sandra was relieved to switch to Spanish as well. “My uncle sent me on a European trip as a college graduation present. He thought it would be good for me to get away for a while. He thinks I’m trying too hard to be a career woman, and he thinks I should take some more time for myself to recalibrate my priorities.”

			Cayetano nodded slowly. “A career woman. What sort of career?”

			“I’m fascinated with the stock market. I studied business and finance in college.”

			Sandra knew she was taking a chance bringing up the subject. She’d found few men who could appreciate the idea of a woman being interested in “men’s things” such as money. Certainly, her uncle didn’t appreciate it.

			“Really,” Cayetano said. “I have quite a great deal of interest in economics myself.”

			Sandra smiled more broadly now. “Then this will easily be the most interesting conversation I’ve had since I landed on this continent.”

			They spent the next several minutes discussing economic theory: how much of a threat rising inflation was to Legado’s future, how realistic it was for both of their nations to stay on the gold standard, what the rise in socialism portended for capitalism. Sandra found that Cayetano had a keen mind. He also wasn’t speaking with her as though she were a precocious child. One of the things she found frustrating about most of the people, even professors, she tried to engage in such conversation was that they seemed amused by her observations. It was as though they found it quaint that someone destined for a life as a homemaker could entertain such thoughts. Cayetano, on the other hand, took up the conversation with gusto, challenging her, debating her, and conceding a well-made point.

			Their conversation did eventually move away from economics and toward more personal matters. Sandra learned that Cayetano was twenty-six, five years older than she, that he’d never been involved in a serious romance, and that his relationship with his family was complicated.

			“They want me to be something I’m not sure I’ll ever be,” he said as he started his second Courvoisier. “They have this vision for me and,” he laughed mirthlessly, “I’m not sure it can ever come true.”

			Sandra leaned toward him. “Do you want it to come true?”

			“I do. Very much, actually. But so much is out of my control, and I feel that I should be preparing for reality as opposed to the fantasy they have in mind.” He paused and pondered his drink for several seconds. “To tell you the truth, I’m sort of running away from my parents at the moment. I came to Cap D’Antibes to . . . escape.” 

			Sandra found herself placing her hand on his, even though some might interpret that to be a brazen move. “I know exactly what you mean about the need to escape one’s family. My father disappeared on us when I was still an adolescent. The rest of us moved in with my uncle. He takes good care of us, but he has conditions. Chief among his conditions for me is that I marry well. He fears that I’m bordering on spinsterhood.”

			Cayetano cocked an eyebrow. “How old did you say you were?”

			“I turned twenty-one last month.”

			“Well, I see his point. You’re ancient.” Cayetano grinned at her to make it clear that he was joking. 

			“I wish I could find as much humor in this as you do.” 

			He squeezed her hand. “I’m kidding with you, but I’m not taking what you’re saying lightly. It’s the sixties. Even in Legado, I assume. Your uncle needs to realize that the world is changing.”

			Sandra shook her head. “His world has been the same for generations. Tradition is everything to him.”

			“Then you need to step out.”

			“Easier said than done. He is becoming one of Legado’s top politicians and could easily be president one day. He’s now the ambassador to Italy and a very close advisor to our current president.”

			“Perhaps stepping out would be difficult.” A sly grin rose on Cayetano’s face. “But it would be very easy for you to step out onto the dance floor with me right now.”

			Sandra had largely forgotten that they were in a lounge and that there was music playing. As Cayetano rose and beckoned her to join him, though, she could hear the plaintive notes of The Righteous Brothers’ “Unchained Melody.” The song was a challenge for the lead singer of the band at the lounge, but that made no difference to Sandra as she walked with Cayetano onto the dance floor and slipped into his arms. For the next thirty seconds or so, the music enveloped them, and Sandra warmed to Cayetano’s closeness.

			“I half-expected you to want to lead,” he said, grinning at her.

			“I would have taken over if you didn’t know what you were doing, but you seem to be perfectly competent.”

			He chuckled and drew her closer, and they didn’t speak for the remainder of the song. By the end of it, Sandra had laid her head on Cayetano’s chest, swearing she could hear his heartbeat even with all of the sound around her. 

			After the song finished, the band switched tempos to The Beach Boys’ “California Girls.” For an instant, Sandra wondered at the fact that these “British Invasion” bands had started playing American pop songs, but that hardly mattered to her at the moment. Now that their dance had ended, Sandra took a step back toward their table, but Cayetano coaxed her into staying for the faster dance, getting a chuckle out of her when he switched the lyrics of the chorus to, “I wish they all could be Legado girls.” For someone who’d exhibited such intellect earlier, he seemed especially proud of this extremely tiny display of wit. 

			The band took a break after that, and Sandra agreed to one more drink. 

			“I have some bad news,” he said as they sat. “I need to leave for home in two days.”

			Sandra wrinkled her nose. “Me too. And I have worse news. I’m not alone here. My uncle sent me with a chaperone.”

			Cayetano rolled his eyes. “How did you get away tonight?”

			“I didn’t get away entirely. She’s in the back of the lounge sleeping.”

			Cayetano leaned closer. “Did you drug her,” he said mischievously. 

			Sandra grinned back at him. “No, but that’s an option to consider in the future.”

			Cayetano reached out for her hand. “A walk outside?”

			“I’d like that.” 

			Without waiting for their drinks, and with Cayetano making a signing gesture to one of the waiters, they made their way out of the lounge. That was when Sandra noticed Luciana, still snoring and slumped further down in her chair. Sandra knew she couldn’t leave Luciana like this. The woman would eventually awaken, and when she did, she would panic over not being able to find Sandra. And Sandra’s uncle would be furious if he found out that Sandra had ditched her chaperone. 

			She explained the situation to Cayetano as they stood in front of the sleeping woman. 

			“Are you sure she won’t simply keep snoring through our walk?” he said.

			“She might. But she might not.” Sandra looked down at the woman, wishing for some kind of sign. “I can’t take that chance.”

			Cayetano’s eyes dropped. “Then this is goodbye until tomorrow.”

			Sandra was surprised by how mournful he sounded and by how completely this echoed her feelings. “I guess it is.”

			He brightened. “Meet me by the pool in the morning.” He gestured toward Luciana. “Bring her, if you must.”

			“I’ll figure out something.”

			“Until tomorrow, then.”

			With that, he took her hand, kissed it softly, and walked away. Sandra watched him turn the corner and then rustled Luciana awake.

			Perhaps this was why people went on vacations.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			New York, February

			Alex always girded himself for an onslaught when he opened his email in the morning. It didn’t happen often, as most of his Asian and European correspondence was collegial and procedural, but every now and then he needed to jump into crisis mode within minutes of awakening. The curious thing about these crises was that they had once energized him, left him feeling electrified for the day the way a good workout would. However, since he’d started getting Allie ready for school in the morning, he found that he didn’t like being overly amped while he made her breakfast. If he’d had to take too many actions first thing in the day now, he felt as though he was short-changing his daughter because he wasn’t truly with her during their mornings together. There was a time when he would have scoffed at any corporate leader who felt as though he could bifurcate his time between on-the-job and in-the-home, but Alex had come to realize that he was decidedly more productive when the day transitioned from a confrontation-free start, to a pleasant breakfast, to a full day of top-level competition. 

			Regardless, Alex continued to gird himself for an onslaught as he walked from his bedroom to his home office, and today the preparation was warranted. His in-box included at least three dozen messages with some variation on the phrase “Ólgar rant.” After reading a few of these, Alex switched to his news aggregator to access the source. There was Romeo Ólgar – a handsome man in a severe way, close to Alex’s age – threatening to pull Léon out of the European Union, claiming the EU’s open borders had turned Léon into a weaker trade partner and that his country was carrying an undue burden because of its neighbors’ fiscal ills. Ólgar wasn’t entirely wrong about this, though he was overstating the case in the signature way that had catapulted him into office. Léon’s relatively steady economy was being forced to help prop up the weaker economies in much of the rest of Europe, though Alex had never seen any figures that indicated that the country’s trade opportunities suffered from being part of the EU, and he doubted such figures existed.

			Alex would have written off Ólgar’s speechifying as simple posturing if not for what the prime minister said directly after:

			It is time for the Léon media to set aside their partisan allegiances in the service of our nation’s greater good. Reporting inaccurately on our finances and on the practices of our neighbors is damaging to the security of our country. Therefore, I have informed my office that we will curtail access to our daily briefings to any news organization that continues to perpetuate myths about our interactions with the rest of Europe.

			Alex reread the quote to make sure he’d comprehended it correctly, then watched the speech on YouTube to be certain that nothing had been taken out of context. Was Ólgar really talking about limiting the press in his country? Could he even do so unilaterally? Alex was relatively certain that the prime minister and the parliament had broad governing latitude, but the king had certain veto powers over both, and there were very clear restrictions on what the prime minister could do on his own. Still, Léon had a fairly recent history of power overreach – something that several of the messages in Alex’s in-box alluded to – so one never took this sort of thing lightly.

			There was a very good chance that Ólgar was just taking an extreme position in order to advance his agenda. That was a classic move from the vast majority of politicians: rile up your base, unnerve your opponents, and then come back with something that was still aggressive but seemed reasonable in comparison. On the other hand, if Ólgar was seriously considering exiting the EU, and if he were really going to go to war with the press in his country, that would be disastrous on any number of levels.

			One of those levels was the interests of Alex’s corporation. He’d done quite a bit of business with Léon over the years, and he had controlling stakes in three companies there now. A few years back, at the request of the king, he put a consortium together to buy the local flagship airline carrier to prevent a bankruptcy situation that would have hindered Léon’s fortunes and might have even forced nationalization. Alex had allegiances with the country that ran all the way to the top, and he was currently exploring two new opportunities. If Léon’s political climate became too stormy, though, he’d need to think twice about those opportunities, and he’d almost certainly need to re-budget his expectations in the other companies. He hated the idea of doing this, but he couldn’t allow himself to respond to Ólgar’s rhetoric emotionally, as some of his associates had. Alex would need to take the same reasoned approach to this turn of events that he took to all others. 

			At the same time, he felt for the nation’s people, many of whom had to be rattled to hear the kinds of words they hadn’t heard since the days of El General. He could only imagine the day King Alfonso and the crown prince were having. He didn’t want to add himself to a call list for the king that was likely to grow exponentially as America awakened, but he had a feeling that the prince might appreciate hearing from a good friend – one with a famously even temperament. Unfortunately, the call to Fernando’s cell went to voicemail. 

			“Hey, buddy. It sounds like Romeo isn’t exactly spreading the love over there. I’m sure you’re up to your ears offering everyone you’ve ever met assurances. If you want to take a break from all of that, give me a call. I don’t need assurances. I just want to know how you’re doing. Maybe I can even offer you assurances instead.”

			Alex went back to his email onslaught, responding in measured tones to the most overwrought. There was no question that he was going to be distracted at breakfast this morning. He’d have to find a way to make it up to his daughter. Maybe tonight after dinner, they could go out for ice cream.

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Colina, 1992

			Prince Fernando had an interesting suite of expressions. The one he was wearing just now was an ideal example: he somehow managed to look taciturn and carefree at the same time. Alex had found himself watching the man carefully as they moved from the bar with the nearly naked dancers to the bar with the raging thrash metal band to the bar with throbbing house music and considerably more throbbing in the VIP room. Fernando drank and talked up women, and drank and made “royal proclamations,” and drank and challenged strangers to “arm wrestle with a prince.” He was a genial drunk, never once offending anyone in the room. But a wave of darkness would shadow his face with regularity. The first several times Alex saw it, he expected an eruption of some sort from Fernando. After a while, though, Alex began to wonder if Fernando could even feel the emotions he was displaying. 

			“Alejandro Soberano,” Fernando said, rising unsteadily from where they were sitting in a semi-private lounge, “you really know your Legado nightlife.”

			“I really don’t. As I said, I never went out much when I lived in this country, and I haven’t lived in this country in a long time.”

			“Then you’re a natural. You have a deep innate talent for identifying places where we can drink Champagne and gawk at gorgeous women.”

			“I’ll be sure to add that the next time I update my resume.” 

			“Excellent idea. I’d hire you in a second. So, tell me more about what it is you do, Alejandro Soberano.”

			Alex thought it was funny how Fernando kept referring to him by his first and last name. He’d suggested that “Alex” would do the first several times and now just accepted that Fernando preferred it for reasons he was keeping to himself. “I work on mergers and acquisitions for a Wall Street bank. I headed up a project by myself for the first time a couple of weeks ago. It was an amazing experience. As good as the best sex I’ve ever had.”

			“Nothing is as good as the best sex I’ve ever had.”

			Alex chuckled. “Yes, well you’re royalty. I’ve heard that royal sex is on an entirely different level from sex for us mere mortals.”

			Fernando seemed to absent his body for a few moments and then said dreamily, “Yes, royal sex is very exciting.” After that, he offered a little laugh and then locked eyes with Alex. “But that’s not what we were talking about. Mergers and acquisitions. You like doing this sort of thing, obviously.”

			“Either that, or I don’t like sex. But yes, I like it quite a bit. I’m doing it for other people right now, but that is definitely not my long-term plan. I want to have my own corporation up and running by the time I’m thirty-five.”

			Fernando’s expression showed a hint of surprise. “You said ‘corporation,’ not ‘company.’”

			“Yes, a corporation, as in a conglomeration of companies. I think I have a unique talent for making the right kinds of bets, and I intend to put that to maximum use.”

			Alex didn’t mention that part of his “unique talent” was the ability to read at great depth the electromagnetic auras of the people with whom he did business. When you knew how much you could trust a company’s executive management and when you could read how committed they were to their efforts, the company’s prospects came alive in ways that could never be expressed on a balance sheet. Alex knew this gave him a tremendous advantage over his competition, and he pressed that advantage at every opportunity.

			“I admire your ambition,” Fernando said. “I don’t have any ambition myself, but I can appreciate it when I see it.”

			“The future king of Léon doesn’t have any ambition?”

			“It turns out that none is required as long as the role stays in the future.” 

			“But surely you’ve been training for that very future for years.”

			“My father is still a young man, and we haven’t had a king assassinated in centuries. I’m not particularly worried about ascending any time soon. I mean, there’s all of that princely twaddle I’m supposed to be handling, but I suppose I have a unique talent as well. Mine is for dodging my royal duties whenever possible.” 

			Alex found this sort of talk exotic. Having graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard, two of the top universities in the world, and working in an ultra-competitive profession, he wasn’t sure that he’d crossed paths with many unambitious people. Yet sitting across from him was someone who lived in a palace and seemed unmotivated to do anything other than order another bottle of wine. 

			“No hobbies?” Alex said.

			Fernando gestured around the room. “Well, this is a hobby.”

			“I suppose it is in some way.”

			Fernando’s expression shifted again, both less taciturn and less carefree. “You don’t think much of me, do you?”

			“No, that isn’t true at all. For one thing, I find you to be extremely entertaining. I guess I’m just having some trouble understanding what it is like to live a life without passions.”

			Fernando leaned forward with a vividness in his eyes that Alex hadn’t seen for at least two bottles. “I didn’t say that I had no passions.”

			“Yes, I know, sleeping with twins.”

			“No, not that. Well, that, too. But I care quite a great deal about education, if you want to know the truth. I actually studied with Bruner. I can quote Piaget’s writings verbatim. Did you know that Léon’s educational system lags far behind most of the rest of Europe? I have a plan for that. I think you might even call it a passion.”

			The shift in tone startled Alex for a moment. Seeing Fernando talk about education was like watching one of those science fiction movies where an alien takes over a host body to deliver a message. 

			“That’s wonderful,” he said. “And it’s so great that you have a plan for improving your country and you’re in a position to put that plan in place.”

			Fernando’s eyes dropped. “Ah. There’s the problem.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“My father has made it very clear that implementing this plan is outside of the range of my responsibilities and that the palace leaves education to the prime minister’s government.”

			“He’s the king; couldn’t he just issue an edict?”

			“You’re aware that it’s 1992, aren’t you? Kings don’t really do edicts anymore.”

			“I know, but he still wields considerable influence. And this is something that his son clearly cares about very deeply.”

			“He does wield considerable influence. On everyone. Including me. And what he has made clear is that the palace’s role in governing our country is focused on the economy. Otherwise, ceremonial matters aside, the prime minister and his cabinet are in charge. The minister of education has decidedly different viewpoints from mine and has expressed no interest in an exchange of ideas.” 

			Alex couldn’t imagine what that would be like. To care deeply about something and be actively held back from doing it must be dreadful. That seemed to explain the complicated nature of Fernando’s expressions: some part of his mind was always processing this, even when he was partying (which seemed to be most of the time). 

			“That must really suck for you,” Alex said.

			Fernando held his gaze for a moment. Then his eyes brightened and he gestured for a waiter. “The truth is that reforming education would be something akin to real work. What’s the point of being a prince if you have to do real work?” He threw a gaze toward the corner of the room to his left. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that those women keep staring over here. I think it’s time we ask them to dance.” 

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Anhelo

			The travel party the next morning was almost comically small considering the size of Fernando’s private plane: just Alex, Fernando, Legado’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Fernando’s doctor (who traveled with him everywhere as required by the government of Léon), and a couple of bodyguards. The scale of the reception when the plane landed, however, was truly outsized. As Alex got off the plane, he was stunned to see the tarmac filled with a full military band, a panel of dignitaries, and what was easily five hundred locals who’d come to get a glimpse of the pop star prince. 

			The biggest surprise was when the band started playing as soon as Alex moved to the top of the stairs while Fernando was still on the plane. Alex continued down the stairs, glancing behind him to see if the prince had started his descent and still not seeing him. Things got even more baffling when the mayor of Anhelo stepped forward to shake Alex’s hand. Was this because President Benigno was his cousin? That was difficult to believe, but Benigno was very popular. And Alex had to admit he enjoyed the attention. 

			At that moment, Fernando appeared at the door of the plane and waved to the crowd. The mayor threw a hand up to his face, glanced quickly at Alex and then again at the plane, and then stepped forward to greet the prince as he descended. It was at that point that Alex realized that the contingent from Anhelo had messed up. However, by then, everyone else in the line was greeting him as if he was the prince without realizing that the real prince was behind. They saw a man in his late twenties get off the plane and just assumed that man was the prince. Clearly, they didn’t pay as much attention to the tabloids as Alex did (and even he hadn’t recognized Fernando instantly when they first met). The Minister of Foreign Affairs scowled at him – as though Alex had somehow done something to draw this attention to himself – and gestured with her head toward a waiting limousine. Alex furrowed his brow at the minister, then grinned sheepishly at the people around him and headed to the car. 

			Fernando joined him a few minutes later. “So, how did you enjoy your minute as royalty?” he said.

			“By the time I realized what was going on, it was over.”

			Fernando laughed. “Maybe I should have stayed on the plane. I could have sent you to cut the ribbon by yourself.” 

			“They would have figured it out eventually, right?”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. Perhaps they would have said to themselves, ‘he is very handsome, but not as devilishly handsome as I’d always heard,’ but they might have let it pass.” He sat with this for a moment. “Now that I think about it, it’s a good thing I got off the plane. I can’t have people in Anhelo telling others that Prince Fernando is only very handsome.”

			The limo started moving at that point. There was a military convoy ahead of them and the band playing boisterously behind them.

			Alex grinned at Fernando. “Yes, probably best all around.” 

			Fernando chuckled. “Although, maybe we could switch places from time to time. After all, anybody can do what I do.”

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Cap D’Antibes, 1965

			Sandra considered a number of options for getting rid of Luciana. In spite of Cayetano’s presumably playful suggestion, she never seriously considered drugging her chaperone. She did, however, consider bribing the hotel staff to detain the woman in some way, going to the bathroom during breakfast and sneaking from there to the pool, and an elaborate plot that involved a speedboat and two village urchins. In the end, Sandra took the boldest chance of all: she told Luciana the truth.

			“A man? But when?” the woman said, her face wracked with confusion.

			“Last night. While you were sleeping. You were very tired, and I didn’t want to disturb you, so I wandered through the lounge a bit.”

			This seemed to baffle Luciana more, but then her eyes refocused. “Is he handsome?”

			“Very handsome. With intelligent, kind eyes.”

			“And his lips?”

			The question surprised Sandra, but she recovered quickly. “They haven’t touched mine, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			Luciana smiled. “That was what I was asking. I’m glad they haven’t touched yours – at least not yet. It means he isn’t too forward.”

			Sandra recalled how it felt when Cayetano kissed her hand before they parted last night. She definitely wanted his lips elsewhere and would have gladly allowed it, but that wasn’t something she needed to share with her chaperone. “He’s a real gentleman, Luciana.”

			“That’s good to know.”

			“And he wants us to spend the day together by the pool.”

			Luciana arched her eyebrows. “Without me, I assume.”

			“Preferably. No offense.”

			Luciana wrapped an arm around Sandra’s shoulders. “There’s no need to worry about offending me. I was twenty-one once. I know what it is like to find a man impossible to ignore.”

			To the best of Sandra’s knowledge, Luciana had never had a man in her life, so this comment made her curious. That was a conversation for another day, however.

			“So, you’ll let me go?”

			“Go. Be with your handsome man.” Luciana held up a hand. “You know to protect your virtue, yes?”

			“Of course, Luciana. I’m not the first flower of the spring. I know how to keep men under control.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard that about you. I sometimes feel sorry for the men. Enjoy your day. I will catch up on my reading.”

			Sandra was in her bathing suit and out the door only a few minutes later. She was poolside looking for Cayetano another few minutes after that. She didn’t find him right away, and she worried that Cayetano’s intentions hadn’t been as pure as he’d suggested last night. Maybe he decided to go back to the lounge after they parted and he found a different woman with whom he would spend his last few days in France. One without a chaperone. 

			But then she saw him under a large red umbrella flanked by two men slightly older and slightly bigger than he was. Cayetano’s eyes were closed, and he seemed intent on taking in the beautiful weather, though the other two men seemed satisfied to be watching the bathers around them. As Sandra approached the umbrella, one of the men stood, which caused Cayetano to open his eyes.

			“You’ve come,” he said. He rose from his chair and then asked the two men with him to excuse them, gesturing for Sandra to sit in the space one of Cayetano’s friends had just vacated. “Is your chaperone watching from the bushes?”

			“She might be, but I think she’s decided to stay in our room. It turns out that she’s a romantic.”

			“I could tell, even when she was snoring, that she had love in her soul.”

			Sandra settled back in her chair and tilted her face toward the sun. Cayetano leaned back at the same time and, as he did, he reached for Sandra’s hand. They held hands in silence for several minutes, Sandra bathing in the warmth generated by the heat source above her and the one next to her. 

			“I think my mother might be a romantic,” Cayetano said, his voice parting the layers of sound and sensation Sandra had settled into.

			“You’re not sure?”

			“Well, how is anyone ever sure about that sort of thing?”

			“Funny you would say that. I think it’s a rather easy condition to diagnose.”

			“Hmm. Maybe I’ve spent too much time around my father.”

			“Not a romantic, I’m guessing.”

			“Whatever the polar opposite is. My father has been very explicit about his distaste for all things related to emotions.”

			“And yet your mother remains a romantic.”

			“She’s guarded about it. Hence the difficulty in diagnosing her. But yes, I think she is. Every now and then throughout my life, she’s spoken to me about the miracle that is love. I’m not sure how she knows about these things since, as you can imagine, my parents’ marriage is not a loving one and there’s no indication that it ever was.”

			Sandra was finding it fascinating that Cayetano would talk about this sort of thing with her in only their second conversation. Was he this candid with every woman he met?

			Eventually, they spent some time swimming and then, after lunch, some more time on a sailboat that Cayetano had chartered for them. Their conversation didn’t return to his parents’ marriage, but they spoke lustily about finance and then somewhat more carefully about what they were doing with their lives. Cayetano made it clear that he’d been destined to go into the family business from the time he was born, another decision his father seemed to have made for him, though there also was some impediment that was making his role in the family business more elusive than Cayetano wanted. Every time Cayetano mentioned his father, Sandra found her ire building. One’s fate shouldn’t be determined by others, a point that she’d tried to impress upon her uncle on numerous occasions.

			“What if you simply revolted?” she said as they watched the sun go down from one of the resort’s cabanas.

			“Revolted?”

			“Yes. What if you just told your father that you weren’t interested in being a part of his business any longer, that you wanted to set your own course.”

			Cayetano studied Sandra carefully for several seconds. “I think I might have misled you. I’m very interested in being part of my father’s business. I find his work fascinating and what I do for him to be fulfilling. I just don’t want to be my father.”

			Sandra took Cayetano’s hand. “You will never be your father.”

			Cayetano smiled. “You know this for a fact.” 

			Sandra knew he was teasing her, but she pushed forward. “I do. We’ve been together for less than twenty-four hours, but if I am certain about anything, I am certain that you could never be the person you describe your father to be.”

			Cayetano looked off in the distance for a moment before coming back to her. “Somehow hearing you say that makes me want it to be true.”

			Dinner was served to them at the cabana, after which Cayetano suggested that they return to the lounge. Sandra thought about the music the bands had been playing last night and knew that she wasn’t in the mood for the British Invasion or even the American variation on it. She suggested the piano bar instead, and they sat there for as long as they could, sipping cocktails, slow-dancing to a few numbers. Eventually, though, the day – a day that had started more than a dozen hours earlier – had to come to an end. Sandra was certain that she had taken advantage of Luciana’s good graces, and they had to leave for the airport early in the morning. 

			“I so wish you weren’t leaving tomorrow,” Cayetano said when he walked Sandra back to her room. 

			Sandra looked down at her hands. “Why couldn’t we have met a week ago?”

			Cayetano reached for her chin and tilted it upward. And then he was kissing her, the kind of kiss that declared that romance mattered to him and that this day had been to him what it had been to her.

			“We will see each other again,” he said.

			“I hope so,” Sandra said, though she wasn’t sure how it would be possible. 

			Then he kissed her one more time, this kiss even more tender than the last, before taking a step back, touching her face, and turning to leave.

			Sandra watched him until he was no longer visible and then she stayed outside a few more seconds before going into her room. 
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