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As always, for Omri.




Act I

Conquests by Virtue




Chapter One

The Princes of Monaco







Some accused the Infanta Nicolette de Bourbon of driving like she had a death wish. She just smiled, remembering the hysterics of a certain flame-haired English prince who yelled until she pulled over halfway up a Savoyard mountain. He’d stormed out of the car, forgetting his tin of pills, called her a psycho, and radioed his uncle for an RAF pickup. She missed that cute little Alfa Romeo, a custom-made gift from her father. But that was many years, many cars, and many men ago. Said English prince had settled down and married, but the Infanta of Spain still drove the same way. Not like someone who had a death wish, though, she always disputed that point. 

“It’s like you drive without caring about the consequences of life,” Oberto said, gripping tightly to the leather of the passenger seat since the two-seater Ferrari came with no grab handles. Nicolette ignored him, shifted up a gear, and breezed between the passing lights and honking horns on the night-time Monaco highway. “You do know my grandmother died in a car crash.” Young, petulant Oberto gulped, tugging at the collar of his tuxedo. He winced, desperate to release the pressure from his stiff collar, but couldn’t bring himself to lift a hand from what he must have hoped was an ejector seat. Nicolette’s sleeveless evening gown was, however, the perfect outfit for some defensive driving. Her high heel pumped the brake quickly on a tight mountain-side turn, then she revved the engine and weaved between two electric cars struggling to accelerate on the incline. Nicolette’s Ferrari had no such trouble. It was a pleasure to leave them eating her exhaust.

“I thought Grace Kelly was your great aunt?” Nicolette said, reminding herself she wasn’t racing this time in the Grand Prix under an assumed name, helmet visor steadfastly down and a sock stuffed into the crotch.

“No, she was my grandmother. I’m closer to a throne than you are, Nicolette. My father is the Prince.”

“Yeah…but of Monaco.”

Nicolette smirked at his indignation. She remembered when he was a spoiled, bratty fourteen-year-old being invested as the Marquis of Baux when his father assumed the throne. Ten years later, his title hadn’t inflated, but his repulsive nature certainly had. She swerved again, leaving a truck honking angrily in her wake. But finally, the road was angling down towards the coast.

“Just because we can’t get arrested doesn’t mean I want to die in a fiery crash.”

“Oh, calm down, Oberto. You act like such a virgin sometimes.” She yanked the handbrake and spun them from the highway into a narrow road straight down to the marina. Her ears popped at the hundred-mile an hour descent from the Monaco peak to the Monte Carlo sea level. Oberto however looked like he was about to throw up. “Don’t you want to see the surprise I have for you?” She offered a faux-friendly smile as they drove more carefully now alongside a row of super yachts gently bobbing in the evening sea. 

“It’s a trade. Not a surprise.”

“Whatever.” 

Nicolette screeched the tires to a halt inches from the pontoon. Only with the engine off did Oberto dare to unbuckle his seat belt. Nicolette flashed him an unkind snort, before sliding with perfect poise out of the low-bottomed car. Heels to the ground first, dress slung over her legs next, but with a pause if there might be paparazzi around to snap a few front-page shots of her iconic thighs. There better not have been any photographers hiding in these bushes, though.

“Wait,” Oberto said, desperately smoothing his rumpled tux while tumbling out of the car like a clown holding too many coconuts. “Weren’t you wearing a seatbelt?”

Now he was trying her patience. She slammed the car door closed with her backside and surveyed the marina, full of picture-perfect yachts, but devoid of people. If Oberto hadn’t learned the secret of royalty now, he never would. There were some things that just did not apply to the Infanta Nicolette. She walked towards the gated pontoon with the same air with which she drove, even as Oberto scrambled after her. 

It was not a death wish, she had, but the very opposite. A thirst for the pleasures of life. Every single one of which belonged to her. 




• • •




Two armed guards had nodded Nicolette and Oberto into the Isabella, the largest yacht in the marina by far. She often lent it out to Silicon Valley boys, crew of armed guards included, on the condition they kept it stocked with drink and drugs, and she could call them whenever her computer stopped working or she needed some pictures permanently deleted from the internet.

“They make me nervous,” Oberto said of the guards once her heels were clicking along the polished gangway. Over the side of the boat, lustrous lights from the illuminated city danced across the oily black water. The reflected glory of the principality’s wealth did not delve below the surface of the sea. Beneath that lay darkness and bodies.

“They should,” she said, yanking open the sliding saloon door with both hands. The plush, overstuffed decor was not of her choosing. Nicolette had taste, but she enjoyed seeing what others with unlimited funds did to the Isabella, if only to compare their taste to hers and feel quietly superior. Nicolette poured herself a whiskey of an unknown vintage from a crystal decanter on the mirrored bar. She watched Oberto’s nervous disposition exponentially increase with the gentle brushing of the waves against the ship.

“Go on then,” she told him, sipping a taste she could only describe as expensive. “Let’s see it.” 

Oberto’s leg shook like he was in a cold cell awaiting a strip-search, not in a marquee salon on one of the world’s most luxurious yachts. Fiddling with his belt, he could only offer sad puppy eyes that made Nicolette want to hurl the crystal tumbler straight at his head. Only when her gaze narrowed with impatience did he finally turn away to complete the extraction out of sight. Then, with a white shirt poking through his open fly, Oberto flung underhand a small velvet package which Nicolette caught with one hand. She weighed up the velvet, estimating the heft, careful to not disturb the contents as if a tiny songbird lived inside it. She stroked the softness with her thumb, trying to get a feel for the shape of the contents.

“Ew,” she said. “Why is this so damp? Oh God, has this been rubbing up against your crotch all night?” She tossed back the whiskey and slammed the glass on the bar like a judge delivering a verdict, then turned her attention to tearing open the drawstring of the bag while trying her best to breathe through her mouth. It was all worth it when the eloquent gold chain poured into her hand. She gently fingered each golden coffee bean and studded diamond. Clearly, Oberto appreciated her quietly stunned reaction, because now he was calm, although it quickly dissipated when she held it up to her neck. She’d gone without a necklace that evening, as if in memoriam of the missing piece of her heart. The sparkling heirloom of Monaco and Hollywood royalty she’d desired for so long.

“Eighteen carat gold,” Oberto said, still trying to impress her when he should have shut up and let Princess Grace Kelly of Monaco's famous necklace do the talking. “Cartier, naturally. Accented with yellow diamonds. My grandmother wore this when she met the Kennedys at the White House. It’s on our most famous stamp.” Oberto staggered forward with obvious surprise when Nicolette lifted it to her neck and tried the thing on. “Be careful!” She admired herself in the bar mirror anyway, even as he quietly fumed, biting his tongue while she viewed herself straight on, then profile to profile.

Some had accused the Infanta Nicolette de Bourbon of having a penchant for the fast, overpriced and gauche things in life. Certain sections of the press, for one, the socialist government in Madrid, for another. Yachts, cars, clubs. From New York to Singapore, there wasn’t a VIP lounge in the world Nicolette had not been bored by. The men were the same. Fast and gauche. Leather-lined, often Italian crafted. Some Brazilians and Cameroonians, too. The football clubs of the Spanish La Liga provided no end of entertaining young men who weren’t intimidated by wealth and dumb enough to know they were as disposable as a fast car. Nicolette got older, so the joke went, but her boyfriends all stayed the same age. 

Some of those boys thought they could get one over on Nicolette. That they could use their position, their looks, their wealth, to take things from Nicolette that she did not want to give. But fortunately, those men were rare. When they did come along, Nicolette and her closest friend and confidant Valeria would put them in their place. Another reason she liked boats. The sea had a way of swallowing secrets whole.

But the talking heads on TV, or the Mexican chat shows, or the British tabloids who levied paparazzi-snapped accusations of addictions to all the glitziest things in life did not understand Nicolette’s one true love. Those who knew her better, her friends, so to speak, might indict that love as being for herself, but they didn’t know her either. Only Valeria, perhaps Oberto, and of course her mother, understood Nicolette’s not affection, not appreciation, but devotion to jewelry. 

Nicolette wore the piece of history on her neck. The gold chain riveted over her protruding collar bones. Her shimmering blonde hair framed the weighty, diamond studded coffee-beans that felt cold and heavy against her soft skin. For a moment, a quiet moment ruined by Oberto’s over-eager reflection in the mirror, she stood weightless. Only the jewels on her neck. Her body unconnected. As a model is a blank canvas for clothes, so Nicolette would be a fresh piece of parchment for the most ancient of art. The one thing royals craved as much as they did power and wealth. Gold and jewels.

Oberto had come so close she could feel the change in air temperature as he breathed, spindling his fingers together in a caricature of a collector. “You know, Jackie Kennedy hated my grandmother. Absolutely hated her.” Nicolette was growing bored of his Monégasque history lesson. “She had an affair with the president, once. But turned him down for my grandfather.”

“Fine, Oberto. I don’t need the sordid tales of the Grimaldi family soap opera. The necklace is enough.” She took one last moment for herself in the mirror before the inevitable question.

“And…the matter of my payment?”

Wishing for a moment she could push Oberto overboard to have another few minutes alone with the necklace, she drifted over to the far wall of the saloon to a heavy chest where a pirate might store booty. It stood on a carved wooden ottoman in front of a richly red, silk-sewn Chinese patterned wallpaper. She unhooked a small key from her bracelet and unlocked the chest. 

“So, what the hell did I steal for you?” She flung the rolled up old map over to him, quickly dusting rotten residue from her fingers. Oberto scattered to catch it, undoing the string and unraveling the map as delicately as she would handle the necklace. He splayed it out on a low couch, studying the faded sketches with genuine awe. Nicolette peered over his shoulder to see what the fuss was all about, but couldn’t make head nor tail of the etchings.

“This,” he said, proud as punch, “this is the map made by Henricus Martellus for Christopher Columbus, no less, in 1491.” He held up a single finger as if she needed explaining about the date. “Look here. It shows Japan running north-south, one of the first times ever, and sketched out down here is Australia. You can see how incredibly well detailed the interior of Africa is. No other fifteenth century—”

“Oh my God, you are such a loser.” That didn’t do much to Oberto. He continued studying the crispy old paper like it showed the way to buried treasure. Nicolette poured herself another drink then hopped up onto the bar. “Are you going to look at old maps all night?” Still, he didn’t pay her any attention. Only another royal could get away with treating her like that. And the Grimaldis were as old as the Bourbon dynasty, so she had to play nice. “I did have another surprise, you know.”

That got his attention. He turned around expectantly, but seemed rather crestfallen when she didn’t produce another map. She did however present him one thing all but guaranteed to excite a royal. A small rectangle of folded paper. Oberto turned giddy and bounded over. Old maps and good drugs, that’s all this kid needed.

“Is it the real deal?” he asked as she unfolded the regal, monogrammed paper and dabbed out some onto his fist.

“Of course. This boat was just in Colombia. Came back with some gifts.”

Oberto quickly snorted it and grinned. That was his one saving grace. He did what he was told. He could be twisted into a thing that served her, whether that was jewelry or sex. Just how the relationship between Spain and Monaco should be. She tapped out some more onto his fingers, and he offered it up to her nose.

She could have laughed. She could have told him infantas don’t let anything like that get anywhere near their nose. Another thing she learned from the flame-haired English prince. She guided his hand down as she spread her legs, shuffling on top of the bar to slide away the slimmest of panties she’d been wearing. Oberto looked a little afraid, but he always did. She wrapped her heels around his back and pulled him into a kiss that was brutal and hard and left him all but breathless. 

“Go on,” she said as they broke. His hand quivered, but he did as he was told, and Nicolette threw back her head and groaned out loud as he slid his powdered fingers inside her. She welcomed the movement, the white-tipped touch of pleasure Oberto had, at least, always excelled at. She kissed him once more, sucking the air from his lungs while wetting his lips for him. Hoisting her calves onto his shoulders, she angled him down, but he was happy to go.

“Remember the first time you did this?” she said, but he had already started. “We were in the back of Saint Nicholas Cathedral, and you…oh, yes! Right there.” She moved his head with one hand, but kept his body close with both legs. He was a tool that she used, and that was fine. That’s how she liked it. Nicolette threw back her head, letting the gently floating boat and Oberto’s talented tongue rock her. An odd buzzing sound distracted her though. She closed her eyes to try and let it wash over her, to focus only on the pleasure. The weight of the gold and diamond necklace on her chest was all she needed. Nicolette had what she craved, and it felt good. She gripped the necklace as Oberto’s gentle fingers found their rhythm. Sex and diamonds, that was all she needed in life. Yet the buzzing was killing her vibe. Perhaps something from the engine or the generator. The crew knew to keep their distance. They would be up on deck keeping watch, keeping her safe, but she wished one would go and investigate the source of the noise.

Nicolette forced Oberto in deeper lest she lose focus, and she gripped the necklace harder. One vice she admitted to was needing more than one stimulant. A single individual was pleasant, but never quite enough. Better to have the thrill of something beautiful as well. Something she could possess and hold, something powerful, ideally. A car, a title, a yacht. A footballer’s future on the national team. An actor’s dreams of starring big. A stolen heirloom from a Hollywood princess. Sex and power mingled together, that’s what she craved.

“Jesus Christ!” Nicolette yelled in fury as the buzz of what sounded like helicopter blades directly above them filled the world with their spattering whir. The boat began to rock, and Oberto clambered to his feet, an ill look on his face that just made Nicolette angrier. Anyone else would have appreciated what they had in front of them. They wouldn’t get distracted by loud noises. They wouldn’t let Nicolette suffer from that, either. All she demanded from her lovers was complete obsession, why was that so hard for some to understand?

There clearly were helicopters above them, and suddenly the saloon was flooded with bright lights soaking through from every crevice. Shouts seeped through as well. They were being boarded.

“Oh fuck, they’re onto us!” Oberto nearly tripped rushing over to his map, trying to roll the thing up with shaking hands that just ended up tearing it. He shrieked even louder. “Shit!” He started to cry and shudder at the same time, so his lip warbled, and a sad harmonica sound passed through the face that had, moments ago, been inside Nicolette. A pang of disgust pierced her, so she poured herself another large glass of wavy whiskey and hopped back on the bar, crossed her legs, and waiting for the inevitable given the enraged yells and heated stamping of heavy feet above deck. 

“Royal guard! Stay where you are!” Spanish voices shouted from above. Oberto had fallen to his knees, tearing up over shreds of dusty parchment that seemed to melt the more he cried and wailed. Oberto collapsed to the ground as a gunshot went off somewhere above them. More yelling and a heavy splash like a body falling into the water had Oberto using the five-hundred-year-old map he’d now ripped to shreds as a makeshift cover for his whimpering face.

Nicolette took a long sip of the whiskey, then examined the glass. She didn’t recognize the brand. Certainly an Islay, but peaty. Aged with mountain notes that said Highlands more than islands. Interesting, to say the least. She glanced around to see if she could spot the bottle it came from, and also if any of these invaders were actually going to bother to come in. She did notice her maroon thong, however, clearly strewn across the cream satin couch. Oberto must have flung it there, the fool. Given the increasing pounding of the footsteps from above and the heavy Spanish shouts, there was no time to clamber off the bar and grab them. She shrugged it off. With her legs crossed and the dress cut high, nearly to the hip, Spain’s most famous thighs had room to breathe. Nicolette took another sip and decided the whiskey had been aged in a rum cask, just as a stream of heavily armed officers burst into the saloon.

Four, six, eight, ten black-clad special forces swarmed in. They pointed their semi-automatics everywhere but at her. Four of them stood around Oberto, laser points burning away what was left of his precious map. 

“Infanta Nicolette,” said the commander of the force, panting heavily. “We’ve been searching all over the city for you.”

Oberto’s whimpering grew louder. She watched as he tried to move, tried to speak.

“Don’t fucking move!” yelled one of the officers as he kicked Oberto. Nicolette took another sip. The heavy tension in the room was a bit more than she cared to stomach. 

“Is this man bothering you, Infanta?” the commander asked.

“My father is the prince of Monaco!” Oberto managed to blubber out, hands awkwardly above his head while he remained on the floor, bent over given the brutal boot to his stomach. 

“Yes, Oberto. We know. You can leave now.”

“I didn’t do anything!” he protested, not daring to move a muscle while the police seemed to chuckle among themselves. This was not the first time the Spanish Royal Guard had found her in such a position. 

“Don’t worry, son,” the commander said, stepping over to Oberto, boots crunching over whatever remained of the map. He picked him up and helped him stand on his own two feet. “We’re here for the infanta,” the commander said. “Your father wants to speak with you…immediately.” 

Oberto remained, for a moment, frozen with red-faced fury. He now stared straight at Nicolette, eyes on his family’s necklace. She gently fingered the golden beans and took a sip of whiskey. It wasn’t her fault his map was gone. All trades were final, he knew that much. Still, he stood there in anger, like a child denied a candy he’d spent all day asking for.

“Run along, Oberto,” Nicolette said. “You can fuck off now.”

Four armed officers surrounding him took that as an order. With gloved hands practically lifting him up, Oberto was escorted out of the saloon. Nicolette turned her annoyance back to the commander.

“Where are my men?”

“We’re fishing one of them out of the water now. He slipped.” The commander was grinning.

“He better make a full recovery.”

“Ma’am, it’s not our fault if your body builders with guns are no match for the Spanish army.”

“You were worried enough to bring an armed battalion to deliver a message that could easily have been sent by text.” The commander didn’t like that. Nor did she like the fact several of the officers had spotted her underwear on the couch. Their eyes then traced up the curve of her bare thigh resting across the other on the bar. Their guns pointed down, but she felt the heat of their laser sights on her body.

“Ma’am, our orders are clear. We are to escort you to Madrid and the Zarzuela Palace immediately.”

One of the men took that order a bit too literally. He turned away from looking at her underwear and took a step towards her. He saw her thigh, and his lips turned into the slightest of smiles, as if he was storing up an image of the infanta for his own perverted use later on.

“Don’t look at me!” Nicolette screamed at the top of her voice. She threw the heavy glass tumbler straight at his head. It clonked him hard on the cheek, soaking him in the remaining alcohol as he stumbled back a few steps. The room was silent. The men didn’t know what to do. Nicolette jumped down from the bar, smoothed down her dress, marched up to the stunned officer and slapped him hard on the cheek that wasn’t bleeding. He fell backwards, luckily for him caught by the couch.

“Commander,” she said sharply. “Have this man shot.” 

She briefly glanced down at the man she’d condemned who held his cheeks, one slapped and one bleeding. She saw a genuine stab of fear across his face. His eyes widened as he weighed up just how much power the infanta was supposed to have. A mumble of nervousness scattered among the other officers. They wondered the same thing. Could their colleague, their friend, really be shot on the whim of the infanta? 

Nicolette quietly enjoyed their fearful reactions as she waited expectantly for the commander’s answer.

“Ma’am…we don’t have the death penalty in Spain. Or anywhere in Europe.” He humored her, the commander, and the slapped officer gulped away his immediate fear. But she wasn’t going to let him get away with an ounce of satisfaction.

“Fine,” she said, fumbling behind the bar where she’d left her purse before the evening’s event. “I’ll accompany you back to Madrid, but have this one disciplined immediately, or I’ll be forced to show my father the injuries I’ll have sustained from your dragging me kicking and screaming.”

“Ma’am—”

Nicolette snatched a bottle of whiskey, the good stuff, and held it up. Not threatening them, but holding the heavy glass over her own head. The officers lunged forward, arms outstretched, telling her in unison no!

“Ma’am,” the commander said again, as calmly as he could, clearly reaching back through all his de-escalation training. “Please, put down the bottle.”

“Discipline him!”

The commander hesitated a moment. He stared into her eyes, but Nicolette knew how to communicate without saying a word. She didn’t have to do anything but peel back the layers to show the truth behind her eyes. He got the message. The commander snapped his fingers and two of the other officers nodded to the slapped one on the couch. Immediately, they hoisted him up and dragged him towards the door. Their new prisoner shell-shocked at the speed with which things had changed. He mumbled as they left, increasingly angry as a zip tie was placed around his wrists.

“That bitch is crazy.” That’s what the officer said as he was finally dragged out back onto the deck. It made Nicolette smile.

“Well, Infanta,” the commander said, perhaps more stressed than he’d thought this extraction would be. “Are we ready to depart for Madrid?”

“Of course. Lead the way.”




Chapter Two

The Princes of Aragon







The backstreets of Barcelona glowed scarlet and mauve in the fading twilight. Trash scattered along empty streets between shut-up buildings. Not like trash from the tourist beaches or the stepped-on Starbucks cups that plagued the streets around the Sagrada Familia, this was a very specific type of trash—the remnants of a rebellion. For months now, Barcelona had been convulsed by protests for Catalan independence, and the Spanish state responded in increasingly draconian measures, from nullifying the Catalan government to arresting the region’s democratically elected leaders. 

Now was a calm between the storms. A million people had thronged through the city a few days before, a million people would again in a few days’ time. So now the city rested, like a soldier in the trenches. Exhausted, but ferocious. Yet, to the iron-handed Spanish authorities in Madrid, the voice of the people made no difference. The cries of Free Catalonia and Free Jordi Artadi, the jailed leader of the Generalitat de Catalunya only months before elected in a landslide, fell like summer snow on the ears of the prime minister and the aging King Ferdinand.

So Federico marched through these trenches alone, but determined. His dark suit jacket fit smartly over a plain black T-shirt. He swept wild, dark hair from his face, the skin of a young-looking thirty-year-old thrust into terrifying adulthood bathed in the red and gold of the Senyera. Those striped Catalan flags hung from every wrought-iron window guard across the sweep of the city. Beneath the flags were the posters. Glued to every door post, covering every wall in walking height. Red and gold, red and gold. Some bore a stylized fist, punching into revolution. Some the social realist style face of Jordi Artadi. But instead of the word Hope, like under that famous image of Barack Obama, there was written another word: Libertad.

Federico thumbed the scratches of week-old stubble Iker had whispered made him look like Che Guevara. Federico had whispered back that it was he, Iker, who was the revolutionary. Federico had been born to be something else. 

No one ever quite knew what to call Federico. His mother was a German royal, the landgravine of Hesse, a principality that hadn’t existed for over a century, and a granddaughter of the last Kaiser. His father was Cosmo, Count of Barcelona. First cousin and oldest foe of King Ferdinand of Spain. Ferdinand who had restored Spain to democracy after Franco. Ferdinand, who led the nation from fascism to modernity. The King’s hero status afforded him all sorts of crimes. 

Within Federico flowed the blood of these nations which no longer existed. He would inherit titles that no longer mattered. The family names he carried, the Hohenzollerns of Prussia and Imperial Germany, and the Carlist branch of the Spanish Bourbons, had been resoundingly defeated by the twentieth century. He was the last great hope of a great history, so his father always said, just a history on the verge of being forgotten. His parents had divorced many years before and he had no siblings, so whatever hope Cosmo or Catalonia expected, it would end with him. 

But Federico knew what to call himself. In between the expectations of a rebellious nation, the cult of local celebrity of the modern minor nobility, and the need not to publicly or overtly antagonize Madrid and the King to which he and his father still owed allegiance, Federico was secure in his identity. Every flag waving in the sunset wind, every poster of stripped red and gold with the blue triangle and white star, told him over and over again these streets were not only his home, they were his lands. 

A thousand years before, nestled between the fringes of the Carolingian Empire and the Caliphate of Córdoba, grew the County of Barcelona. Through marriage and alliance, not war and murder, the Counts of Barcelona became the Kings of Aragon, a rare conquest by virtue. For centuries, the Aragonese had ruled a great empire which stretched across the Mediterranean. From Valencia to Mallorca, Sardinia and Sicily, even Athens, for a time, the Crown of Aragon was one of the greatest kingdoms forgotten by history. The marriage with Castile, of Ferdinand and Isabella in 1469, locked these two Iberian tigers in a cage, of which one was destined to devour the other. 

On the fateful day Catalans mourn as September 11th, 1714, the Castilian beast finally annihilated the poor, injured Aragonese eagle. Barcelona fell to the Bourbons. The County was abolished. The Crown was stolen. Aragon was no longer an Empire, merely a province of Madrid. But with the death of Aragon on the battlefield, came the birth of Catalonia. The nation that had been hijacked by history would rise again in the modern age. That’s what the sea of red and gold said. The Aragonese cried it from every window ledge, from every street corner, in every election, in every referendum. Why the Spanish had cracked down on Catalan national aspiration was an easy question to answer. This was not about a breakaway nation from a modern country, this was a millennia-old conflict between Castile and Aragon. A war between dynastic houses that stained the pages of history. Castile had always tried to devour Aragon, from 1714 onwards they acted like they had. But Federico could smile to himself. He knew that wasn’t true. The sea of Senyeras was nothing but the red and gold of the ancient Aragonese banner, reaching out through history, refusing to be crushed. Federico knew exactly who he was. Federico was the Prince of Aragon. 




• • •




Federico knocked four times on a basement door covered in a faded Si Catalunya poster. There was little need for security so deep in the stronghold of the city, but a small rivet opened anyway, then the heavy door to the underground bar. Federico descended into the busy meeting room of the Junta de Braços, the centuries-old Catalan security force re-convened by Jordi Artadi and the Generalitat of Catalonia late last year after the referendum had been invalidated by Madrid. 

The cavernous basement was filled with rows and rows of chairs pointed expectantly towards a low stage. A large, if tattered Senyera was draped on the wall behind, alongside the socialist variation with a red star on a golden background instead of a white star on blue. Posters of Jordi Artadi crowded the walls, and on a flag-draped desk were twelve photographs, six men, six women, democratically elected representatives of Catalonia, currently held in chains in the highest security prison in Madrid. 

The meeting room was busy. It buzzed with the low conversations of people waiting for something to happen. Men and women, professionals, lawyers, civil servants, police officers. Twenty-first century revolutionaries were not all bearded, unwashed, guerilla fighters. Some, on the other hand, were very much that.

“Federico, you made it,” said Alejandro in his normal grizzled voice, leaning over the bar in a faded army jacket. The patch of the flag of Spain long ago ripped out of the sleeve and replaced with a hand-stitched Senyera. He was only in his late forties, but looked much older. The beard on his face stood out like the matted mane of black hair on his head. Alejandro was the kind of man who’d always believed war was just over the horizon. Now that war was here, he reveled in being right, perhaps more than he should. The barman offered them both a shot. Federico refused his, so Alejandro drank them both at once. 

Federico took the moment to find a chair in the back row of the meeting house. No one else was sitting yet, there was still too much to discuss. Too much to say, too much shock to share in. He overheard the updates on conditions of the prisoners and what the exiles in Brussels and London had been able to achieve so far. The answers were the same as weeks and months ago. They were doing bad, and had achieved little.

Federico was spotted by others. He was seen, but not so much known. Those who knew him knew, those who didn’t know him knew enough not to ask any questions, nor engage in polite conversation either. Federico pulled a small book from his pocket: The Essential Writings of Machiavelli. He returned to one phrase, written when Aragon had last been great, underlined in ink: That fraud is fair in war.

“You dare to show your face here?”

Federico sucked in a sharp breath in surprise, but it instantly faded. There was no need to guess the man sitting beside him. Iker wore the wispy Che Guevara beard better than anyone. The young man, barely in his early twenties while Federico was already thirty, also had the iconic Cuban fighter emblazoned on his shirt, on a background of the colors of Catalonia. He looked and smelled and spoke like the young revolutionary he aspired to be.

“If you still want to take my money, Iker,” Federico calmly turned a page in the book. “I can show my face wherever I want.”

“Your father’s money.”

“For your father’s struggle.” 

Iker didn’t like that. His face turned sour, but the audience was quickly finding seats, and Iker was left next to Federico, although he turned his body distinctly away. People were left crowded around the back and sides of the room, perhaps forty or more in the cramped space that nevertheless felt as grand as a basilica. 

Professor Vargas ascended the small stage while a hush fell across the already quiet room. Vargas adjusted his thin-framed glasses behind the lectern. His scruffy coat and checkered shirt betrayed what he really was: a history professor who found himself smoothing down a blank page of a new story waiting to be written, in ink or blood, against the red and gold backdrop of a nation silenced for too long. Vargas cleared his throat.

“Thirty years for Jordi Artadi.” Vargas said. Silence. Then nods. Grim faces. He adjusted his glasses and went on. “Thirty years in the highest security prison in Madrid, because he said what a majority of our people said: Yes Catalonia.” The crowd erupted into spontaneous applause, as they often did when the magic words were spoken. Federico did not clap. He believed, a lonely belief, that they were far beyond the time for repeating the same shocking facts they all knew. “We thank you, Iker Artadi, for your father’s sacrifice, and for your mother’s exile. We stand with you, Iker.” 

The applause deafened the room. People turned in their chairs and clapped the young man on the back, and Iker soaked in their admiration with a heavy, but not hateful, appreciation. Federico offered a light tapping of his fingertips, if only to not stand out. But he was starting to regret the caution he’d thrown to the wind to attend such a meeting. Commiserations and condolences over these long months had gotten them nowhere. Eventually, the young martyr waved the crowd back to the professor. Federico made sure Iker heard his quiet snort of derision as Professor Vargas carried on.

“Our leaders waste away in prison or in exile while the European Union ignores our pleas. The Spanish arrest not just our leaders, but our autonomy. They send in colonizers to run our nation. They chip away at our hard-won freedoms, and Catalonia disappears a little more every day.”

That particular line of navel-gazing received the loudest applause, and under its cover, Iker leaned over and whispered:

“And what has the son of the great Count of Barcelona done for the cause?”

Federico ignored him. Hot breath of cheap cigarettes powdered against his cheeks, but he steeled himself against falling for the young man’s spell. Professor Vargas was building to his anti-climactic conclusion. 

“The time for quiet advocacy has passed. We won election after election, yet the Spanish tear up our constitution. The time for action, comrades, is now. The time for sovereignty is now.” Finally, Federico thought as the crowd burst into violent applause and the sitting took to their feet, a proper call to action. Vargas was still speaking, but the man had to yell to be heard. “The time for revolution is now.”

Iker was on his feet, smacking heavy palms together, caught up in the sea of self-congratulatory excitement. Only Federico remained sitting. Yes, he wanted action. He wanted to do something, but he couldn't shake the feeling Machiavelli was right. That there was another, smarter way to take on a mighty enemy they could never hope to outfox or outfight. Unprompted, the crowd started to sing the Catalan national anthem Els Segadors. Only then did Federico climb to his feet. Iker was belting out the words, along with everyone else in the room. They could be marching into a hail of bullets, and these people would keep singing. 

“Catalonia triumphant, shall again be rich and abundant…”

Federico slipped the book back into his pocket. There must be another way.

A conquest does not always need to come by virtue.




• • •




The tranche of speeches had been fiery. Each more seditious than the last. Defiant calls were made to establish shadow governments, to force banks to divest from the Spanish state, to appeal to allies in Scotland and Ireland and Kosovo. The applause was strong, and the anger of the crowd palpable, but none of it moved Federico. These were all big ideas with little thought given to feasibility. Federico nodded out loud, but shook his head in private. Just as he was doing now that the speeches were over, standing by the stage and boxed in by Professor Vargas and Alejandro. 

“You must press your father for more funds,” Vargas said. The history professor could have been sharing his thoughts on where Napoleon went wrong. There was passion, of course, but little sense of practicality. “Madrid squeezes us from every angle. The banks in Belgium have stopped working with us. We’ve had to move the accounts to Argentina for now, but where do we go after that? Moldova?”

“We need euros, Federico.” Alejandro cut to the chase. “Euros and guns.” They both stared at him in earnest, as if it was in Federico’s individual power to give them both exactly what they wanted. The heat from Alejandro and Vargas’ staring led Federico to glance around the room. He spotted Iker near the door, talking with heartfelt passion to another young man. A pretty one. One Federico hadn’t seen before. Alejandro and Vargas were still staring. Federico burst out in a nervous laugh. 

“What do you want me to do? Tell my father to sell his estates to publicly fund an insurrection?”

Vargas returned a half-smile: “Perhaps just a few of the Dalí paintings?”

The fact Vargas found this amusing annoyed Federico more than anything. What did these people have to lose, these professors and civil servants and business leaders? Who would object to them being pro-Catalan in Catalonia? It was Cosmo, Count of Barcelona, who walked the thin line of treason, and Federico’s actions could easily tip the scales. Alejandro ignored all of those subtle intricacies. He sucked up the free space in front of Federico and jabbed an accusatory finger in his chest.

“You said your father was with us.”

“I said he hates King Ferdinand.”

Vargas placed a gentle hand on Alejandro’s shoulder, trying to calm the tension. But the closeness between Iker and this young stranger turned over in the pit of Federico’s stomach. Why did this kid have a hand on Iker’s chest? What did Iker see in another scruffy, unwashed delinquent? Wasn’t he already enough of a mess, stinking of cigarettes and petrol in the same paramilitary jacket?

“Ferdinand is old and tired of politics. Your father could resurrect his claim to the throne again. Just like he did after Franco died.” That elicited a snort from Federico, one he felt they both deserved to hear.

“Whatever happened to the dream of a People’s Republic of Catalonia?” He’d spent too long looking to see if Vargas or Alejandro would offer a reaction that he’d missed some important movement by the door. The kid had disappeared, now Iker was leaving too.

“We’re that desperate,” Vargas said. But so was Federico. Iker had slipped out.

“Let me think of something,” Federico called out as he danced through the crowd. “I promise!” The shout echoed across the room, drawing attention to himself, but he didn’t care. Federico burst through the door into the darkened street, empty but for a lone figure in a dirty, too-big jacket kicking rolled up rubbish down the street. 

“Iker!” Federico called out into the night. “Iker, come back!” Federico cut into a jog. The stranger he couldn’t see but was prepared to fight off. As he jogged closer, he could see it was only Iker, and only in tears. 

“What do you want from me, huh?” The young man’s cheeks were streaked, and his eyes burned red. “More lies? More false promises?” Federico offered an arm on his shoulder, but it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. “Thirty years. You don’t understand…” The tears overtook the young man. Federico tried to hold him, but he needed to wail. “My father’s in prison and my mother’s in exile. I’m alone, don’t you get that? I have no one!”

The street soaked up his cry. The night listened to his fears. It said nothing, though. No answer but the sea of flags surrounding them like banners abandoned on besieged city walls. 

“You have me.” Federico raised his hand to Iker’s cheeks. He wiped away one tear with a thumb, then another, then twirled his flowing hair, then pulled Iker into him. He was reluctant, as he often had been, but Federico needed only this, and only now. They kissed, deep and long, bearded lips brushing against each other in a constant duel for more. Iker broke away. Their foreheads remained connected, their taste on each other’s lips.

“We have to stop,” Iker whispered in the middle of an empty street. 

“Come home with me,” Federico said out loud, the whispers gone with the wind.

“If your father ever found out…”

“Fuck him!” Federico yelled, kicking away trash and spinning through the empty road. He made a scene like a drunken tourist. Iker just quietly watched the spectacle. “Fuck him, and fuck his mother. I’ll steal every cent he has, and I’ll bust your dad out of prison myself in a hail of bullets or I’ll die trying, Iker. I’ll do anything for you. Anything.”

Now Iker painted his face with the broad smile that made Federico’s heart sing. That made him not care who might see or hear or be filming from their balcony. He didn’t care. Iker kissed him like the world was ending. Maybe a world was. He tried to pull back, but Federico would not let him. So, on they kissed, on they touched, in the middle of the nighttime street. In the heart of a city under siege, in a country once forgotten and again on the verge of being ended. Two sons of two fathers. But they kissed, and that’s the only thing Federico knew to be right. The world be damned. 




• • •




A few months ago, Federico had fallen in love with Iker. That had been his first mistake, but what else was he to do? An ageless beauty wrapped up in the vulnerability of a teenager who’d suddenly found himself in his early twenties. The day after the referendum, of which the Yes side resoundingly won, Iker’s father was arrested. His mother managed to flee the country barely an hour ahead of the police. Their family home became a roped-off crime scene, the heart of Catalonia’s treason. Iker quite literally had nowhere to go. After the protest, Federico asked a poor, lost-looking boy who’d screamed the loudest and cried the hardest, if he was okay. 

Federico offered a friendly ear on the couch in his penthouse apartment overlooking a city spouting in anger and flares, sirens and helicopters. It turned into a confessional, and a bed. Iker’s lips stained deep-rouge by the Rioja were more inviting than anything Federico had yet seen in his thirty years. The corners of the young man’s desperate smile worth more than all the titles and lands and whispered nations Federico had once fantasized about.

“You don’t have to do this,” Federico had said firmly after their first kiss had knocked the Rioja bottle onto the floor. “You can stay as long as you want, you don’t have to do any of this.”

“I know I don’t have to,” came the reply, his clothes pooling on the floor, their faces pressed together, “I want to…more than anything.”

Falling stupidly in love with a torn-up revolutionary, that had been Federico’s second mistake. There was no chance of a relationship with someone who’s calling was the streets. Who ran towards danger. Who fought against the state in absolutes while Federico was forced by his father and his position to be qualified and ambiguous. Federico had tried to give Iker money, but that had been offensive. He’d tried to avoid politics, but that was impossible. Their love was like Catalonia itself. Earth-shaking passion that blew away in the chilled reality of morning. There was only passion. No plan, no future. It was pure and fragile and doomed by the tides of history to disappear.

Federico stretched out, naked under a thin bedsheet. His bedroom of plush and platinum looked out across the glowing orange of the city at night. The silence spoke more than the sirens ever did. People stayed home in a siege, waiting for the next call to battle, to mount the streets like they once had the walls. Iker was in the shower. It wasn’t late, but they’d fucked for hours already. 

Iker had sex like a teenager first discovering what his body could do. Federico made love to him in the style of a man in the interregnum between the blushing, careless years of his youth before careering headlong into proper adulthood. So every touch was laced with intensity, more was squeezed out of every sweaty moment until only exhaustion and basic biology necessitated an ending. Each time, Federico missed Iker that much more. Because then he would shower. They might laugh then, or eat, or even fuck again, but at some point, Iker would leave. Each time, Federico knew they were one time closer to the last time. 

Iker slid the bathroom door open. He was naked and broadly dry. Federico could imagine every towel he owned used and left damp on the tiled floor, but he didn’t care. Not when he could stare at Iker’s chest hair that had never once been trimmed or waxed to fit the aesthetic of some C-list lover or paparazzi expectation. He loved the undefined shape of his stomach sculpted by heavy walking boots and fast-food meals wolfed down between protests, not fad diets and personal trainers. Everything about Iker was pure while Federico looked back on the last decade and a half and found only the pointless acts of a faux life. He couldn’t even bring himself to face the collective shrug that would be his official coming out. 

But Federico didn’t open that well of loneliness now. Instead, he satisfied himself with the smooth movements of Iker pulling on an expensive pair of Federico’s skin-tight designer underwear from the drawer. Wearing a grin, Iker hurled himself on the bed and slapped Federico’s overworked pec.
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