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    To Grace and Paul




    “You know, once I was going to change the whole world –




    but now I just want to leave the room with a little dignity.”




    Baron H. Parzifal


  




  

    The First Noble Truth


  




  

    Chapter 1




    25th December 1815,




    Disturbing encounters




    Ever since he first saw the mysterious painting as a child, Peter Fielding had been obsessed with its weird imagery and landscapes; the painting had invaded his dreams and days and seemed to speak to him on some strange, unconscious level about the things he had experienced in life. The name of the painting was Charon Crossing the Styx and it was the work of Norbert Frinkel-Dinkelburger of Wurzburg.




    In the original Peter had seen, Charon the Ferryman of Greek legend was transporting an imp-like passenger across the Styx, the River of the Dead. He was taking the passenger from Arcadia on the left bank to the Underworld on the right. Arcadia represented Heaven and was depicted with magical pastoral greenery and a great church and populated with wonderful translucent angels; meanwhile the Underworld was Hell, a burning, tortured land where monsters lurked, and flames consumed an ugly city.




    But the smaller version that Peter had recently discovered in the Guild House was daringly different from the original in four important respects. For a start, much of the imagery had taken on a weird Eastern aspect: Charon was now an olive-skinned man with a shaven head and clad in striking saffron robes. And Arcadian greenery had been replaced with pagodas and strangely shaped towers and mysterious shining beings in gold and red and houses on stilts. Hell had an Eastern aspect, too, with its dragons and jungle. Secondly, the painting was the wrong way round. In this version Heaven was now on the right and Hell on the left, which meant the ferryman was navigating his boat across the Styx towards Heaven instead of Hell. The third difference: the passenger on the prow had been replaced with a hunched, shadowy knight in ancient armour. Finally, the most incredible difference of all was that, when held up close, the gloomy city in Hell bore an uncanny resemblance to the place Peter had lived so miserably in for most of his life – the dreary, damned port of Memel on the Baltic coast.




    It was an incredible thing, an almost unbelievable thing that this version of a painting – which had made such an impact on him - should turn up right there were in Memel. His grandfather had always said that all things happen for a reason and that was why Peter told himself he had to do a dishonourable but very necessary thing – he had to steal the painting from the Guild House and unlock its secrets.




    And there wasn’t a moment to lose.




    Peter was hidden in an alley that backed onto the Guild House. He took a deep breath then leaned out of the shadows, glanced left then right and stepped away from the doorway. Satisfied the coast was clear, he placed the barrel against the Guild House wall directly under the window of the old guild master’s chamber where the painting was stored. He carefully climbed on top of the barrel but there wasn’t much space to get a firm footing and the damned thing started wobbling. He put a hand against the wall and with a lot of care managed to steady it then he stretched up. Damn it, the window was too high! Peter took a deep breath then stood on tiptoe with fingers at full stretch. The barrel started wobbling again but Peter managed to ease open the window he had unlatched earlier. After a tremendous effort his eager fingers finally got hold of one corner of the painting then – heart pounding like a drum – he managed to tip it forward. Careful to keep a grip, he eased it out.




    Peter tucked the painting under his cloak, made sure there wasn’t anyone about then started to make his way home. He walked briskly away from the merchant quarter, down the alley and out through the town square and along the road that ran parallel to the docks. Peter glanced down Myrmidon Street: the ships were moored at the quayside and their furled sails and nets and rigging reminded him of cages. He shook his head and continued down the road.




    “You idiot, Fielding!” Something odd back there and he’d nearly overlooked it! Peter trotted back to Myrmidon and there it was, sitting on the bank, unattended: an enormous and very peculiar sedan chair. It was made of a wood that seemed to suck in the moonlight and decorated with a Fantastical Creature that reared up from the roof.




    But most remarkable of all was the apparent lack of any windows or doors.




    Peter bit his lip, moved closer but was careful not to touch. He tried to find some way of getting in and then, on the far side, discovered the outline of a door or panel and then a small grille, oblong in shape, and a row of thin bars.




    “Good grief...”




    Behind the bars was a curtain, hiding the interior. As he slowly stretched out his hand a sudden chill took hold of him. Snow swirled up around the chair and Peter stepped back as approaching boots crunched the snow. Peter was thrown into a panic and stumbled over to the shadows of a nearby doorway and pressed a hand over his mouth to hide telltale breath. From the direction of the quayside two men walked towards the chair. Identically dressed in old-fashioned tricorn hats and sable cloaks, scarves muffled their faces. They reached the chair and the taller one lowered his head to the grille and began to talk.




    Peter nodded – so the mysterious chair was occupied after all.




    Suddenly the men turned to the river. Peter leaned out to see what they were gawping at but he lost his balance and the painting fell to the ground. The men turned towards Peter and the shorter one started walking towards him, his weird impish face straining to penetrate the darkness of the doorway.




    “Demetrius!” shouted the one by the chair in a thick accent.




    To his immense relief Peter saw the imp-man stop dead in his tracks.




    “There ain’t no one there,” continued the man. “Come back here right now – Mademoiselle wants to talk to us.”




    The imp-man shrugged his shoulders then trotted back to the chair.




    Peter didn’t dare pick up the painting but instead waited and watched and desperately tried to fight down a rising tightness in his throat.




    *




    The lady lifted her veil. It was often said her face was like those in the portraits of court ladies that Holbein painted in the sixteenth century; it possessed a cold, austere beauty with alabaster skin set against jet black hair and centuries trapped in cobalt eyes. The lady drew the curtain aside and moved closer to the grille and the chilly air caressed her face.




    There it was! A schooner breaking free of the mist, illuminated by the moonlight and long at sea by the look of her. She watched it glide silently through the icy litter-strewn water and as it came nearer she sensed a shimmer, a subtle discord about the vessel. She was always warning the Baron about their many pursuers and the many tricks they employed in this world. Was the ghostly schooner one of them?




    She kept her eyes on the apparition and leant closer to the grille. “Leonidas,” she hissed, “the vessel coming into Memel, tell me exactly what you see.”




    Trembling, the bearer bent his head to the grille. During the day and early evening – when their mistress was allowed to leave the sedan – the pair lived in fear of her terrible temper. He tried to concentrate. “Er...”




    “Well, what do you think of it then?”




    “It’s a sailing ship, mademoiselle.”




    “Don’t be a tub-thumping numskull! I know that – anything else?”




    The bearer peered out across the water. “Well, I can’t see any colours being flown. Old, too, I reckons. The statue on the front is a bird holding a box. ”




    “Reckon, not ‘reckons’,” corrected the lady. “Don’t use that silly yokel language with me, Leonidas. That ‘bird’ on the prow as you so eloquently put it is in fact Pandora. Doomed by Hera to be plagued by restless curiosity – not something that’s likely to afflict you two, quite frankly.”




    The second bearer joined them.




    “Ah, Demetrius, now how about you?”




    “I’m well, mademoiselle.”




    “No, no! The sailing ship - what do you see, man?”




    “I agree with Leonidas.”




    The lady shook her head. “Thinking for yourself can be very useful and fulfilling, Demetrius,” she said. “Now come on, speak up!”




    Demetrius concentrated. “It ’as three masts.”




    “Thank you and well done. We’re indebted for that striking example of careful observation. Notice also that the lanthorns on the vessel aren’t lit.”




    Leonidas pointed a finger at the mysterious vessel. “And there’s nobody on deck either. Not a single ruddy soul.”




    “But look to the stern as she passes!” exclaimed the lady. “There’s a solitary figure on the poop deck. Can’t you see him?”




    “No, mademoiselle, I can’t.”




    “Seems to me there ain’t any life on ’er at all,” said Demetrius.




    They fell silent. As the schooner passed by a sonorous bell tolled from the innards of its ancient timbers. It then glided effortlessly away into the shroudy murk.




    “Well, that wasn’t at all suspicious,” sighed the lady, closing her eyes. “Right, I’ve come to a decision. Leonidas and Demetrius, we need to warn my uncle. Our pursuers may already be in the country.”




    She pulled the veil back over her face.




    “Come on, let’s go!”




    *




    Peter watched the bearers take up position either end of the chair, take the weight then carry it briskly around the corner of Myrmidon and out of sight. He grabbed the painting and dashed to the far end of the street to see where they’d gone. “Damn it!” he muttered. The quayside stretched away in one long path for more than fifty yards and yet the chair, the bearers and mysterious occupant were nowhere to be seen. Peter glanced down at his feet and gasped: all around, the snow was completely undisturbed.




    He was so surprised he nearly dropped the painting again.




    *




    “Where on earth have you been?” asked Emma, frowning even more than usual.




    Peter climbed through the window. “Hunting expedition.”




    “Really? Well, Father’s been looking for you.”




    “Oh.”




    “Oh is the least of it,” said his sister helping him in. “Mademoiselle Florence has gone and blabbed to him. Said you’ve no intention of going to the seminary to be a priest! Father’s had the servants and dogs out searching.”




    Peter went over to his bed and slid the painting underneath.




    “What have you filched now?”




    “Never you mind.”




    Emma shook her head. “Oh Lord, its one thing after another with you. Brothers...”




    Peter took off his outer clothes, went over to the basin and poured in some water and scrubbed the dirt off his face and hands.




    Emma handed him a towel. “What are you going to do?”




    “Go and see Father.”




    “I think it’s probably better to wait until morning when he’s calmed down a bit.”




    Peter threw the towel away. “No, Emma, this business needs to be sorted out once and for all. I’m not a child any more.”




    “Well, stop acting like one then,” she replied tersely. “It’s like you’ve got a death wish or something.”




    “I don’t care any more.”




    Emma went over to the cabinet and pulled out a bunch of pamphlets. “Turn around.” She started carefully putting them down the back of Peter’s breeches.




    “This is ridiculous – I’m not a child.”




    “So you keep saying. Good luck.”




    “Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” said Peter grimly.




    Emma took a spare candle, lit it from the one on the mantelpiece and gave it to her brother. Peter took it and opened the door. He could hear Father somewhere downstairs, shouting at the top of his voice. Peter took a deep breath, went out and closed the door behind him.




    *




    “What did you say, young man?”




    “Er, um, I said I’m not going, sir.”




    Mister Gustavus Octavian Fielding slowly put down his snuff-box and nodded. “So,” he said quietly, “you decide family matters, is that it?”




    Peter stared down at the floor.




    “Well?”




    “No, sir.”




    Fielding stood up and clasped his hands behind his broad back. “No, sir?”




    Peter felt a terrible urge to relive himself but dare not leave the room.




    “You know what I pray for?” said Fielding.




    “No, sir.”




    Fielding took off his spectacles. “Forgiveness.”




    “Sir? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”




    “Yes, that is what I said. Forgiveness for all the sins I must have committed in my life.”




    “I’m afraid I still don’t understand, sir.”




    Fielding walked up behind Peter and put his huge hands on his shoulders. Peter froze, white hot with fear. “Neither do I, but I must have done, mustn’t I?”




    Peter felt a pit open in his gut and had an awful feeling he knew where all this was going.




    “I’ve steered this family through all manner of trials and tribulations,” continued his father. “Nearly twenty years of European wars. Bankruptcy in England. That dreadful voyage from Whitby to Prussia when you were a child. And I’ve suffered the indignity of a vacuous English wife more suited to writing poetry than running my household...”




    Peter blinked.




    “...who had the temerity to throw herself out of the window with the sole purpose of spiting us...”




    Peter tried to concentrate on his father’s writing desk and take his mind off crawling, scratching tentacles of memory and regurgitation of family tragedy. Now, that ink pot carved like an elephant...that would do...




    “...relocate the entire household to Memel...”




    Elephant.




    “...ever since your mother died...”




    Elephant.




    “...playing stupid practical jokes...”




    Elephant.




    “...made us a laughing stock throughout the district...”




    Elephant.




    “...the priesthood will cure and indeed restore...”




    El…




    “Are you listening, boy?”




    “What, sir? Yes, sir!”




    Fielding pushed Peter away. “Oh, really,” he muttered, “what’s the use?”




    Peter went over to the old desk, tightly gripped the edge and made to bend over.




    “No, no! For Mendez’s sake, you’re not a child any more, Peter. You’re a young gentleman – or supposed to be.”




    So Peter just stood there, hugely embarrassed and unable to work out what on earth his father wanted him to do.




    “Oh, go to your room, damn it. A carriage will come to collect you first thing in the morning.”




    “Why, sir?”




    “Do as you’re told.”




    Peter watched his father take a step back and realised he had gone all sort of round-shouldered. Peter had never seen his father like that before; he would have preferred an old-fashioned beating rather than his father act so, well, all sort of given up.




    As Peter mounted the stairs his father called out.




    Peter turned. “Sir?”




    “Why can’t you be more like the other young gentlemen of Memel?”




    “I don’t know, sir.”




    Actually, that was a question Peter had often asked himself. Why couldn’t he be like everyone else? He trudged upstairs to his room and threw himself on his bed. His strangled, tortured thoughts eventually returned to the painting he’d stolen – borrowed permanently - from the Guild House and suddenly he knew what to do. “Peter Fielding,” he said to himself, “it’s time for action.”




    *




    Who was that? Peter stopped what he was doing, blew out the candle and stood silently by his bed. Across the hall he heard the sound of bare feet approaching his room. The door opened.




    “What in Mendez are you up to?” hissed Emma into the darkness.




    Peter relit the candle. His sister’s eyes widened as she saw he was fully dressed and there was a sailor’s canvas kitbag on his bed along with all sorts of clothes and things.




    “Come on,” whispered Peter, “are you going to help me or stand there like a loon?”




    Emma was so surprised she did as she was told. Peter opened the enormous kitbag while she put everything in: spare breeches, stockings, shirts, waistcoat and collars, and more besides. He noticed Emma take out their grandfather’s walnut travelling case and she opened it up to reveal quills, pots of Indian ink, wax and vellum parchment.




    “I hope this means you’re going to write,” she said before slipping it in the kitbag. Then Peter handed her a small leather case. “What’s this?” she said.




    “A gentlemen’s toilet of course!”




    “I didn’t think you knew what soap was.”




    “Very funny,” said Peter. “It’s also got grandpa’s razor and whet stone.”




    “Still a bit young for shaving, aren’t you?”




    “Not really, not at all.”




    “I was joking.” Emma shook her head and put the case in the kitbag.




    Peter put on his coat, scarf and bicorn hat and began to feel sick but dare not let on to his sister. Then he sensed she was up to something. But too late, his sister had sneaked back out the door and it closed quietly behind her. Peter swore. Had Emma gone to warn the servants? Worse, had she gone to tell their father? Had she betrayed him? Peter went over to the bed and pulled out the painting. Well, it was too damned late now.




    The door creaked back open. Sister or father?




    Emma.




    His sister came up to him and produced a long velvet box from behind her back. “You’ll need this,” she said.




    “What is it?”




    “Open it and you’ll find out,” she said with a grin.




    Peter opened the box and pulled out an old cavalry sabre. It had an ivory pommel carved into the shape of a pelican. “This was grandpa’s,” he said, gripping it tightly.




    “The sabre he was supposed to have won in a duel in Tibet,” said Emma.




    “It’s got a nice weight to it.”




    Emma put her arm round him. “You see, dear brother, you’re not the only one with surprises up his sleeve.”




    Peter took her hand. “I know, why don’t you come with me?”




    “What?”




    “I mean it – go adventuring with me!”




    “You’re mad.”




    “Come on, it’s a fantastic idea!”




    “I’m afraid respectable young ladies don’t do those sorts of things – at least not in this part of the world,” said Emma with a shrug of her shoulders. “And anyway who do you suppose is going to look after Father?”




    “What? After all that monster’s said and done. Don’t be ridiculous!”




    “He’s not as bad as you think, Peter,” said Emma gently.




    “Rubbish. He is – and worse!”




    Emma gripped his hand. “No, it’s not going to happen. You go for us both, Peter – and for mother, too.”




    A door opened somewhere downstairs.




    Emma grabbed the kitbag and Peter knelt under the bed and pulled out a square-shaped valise with a silk cord then went over and opened the window. It was bitterly cold and snow swirled in. They laughed away the tears and grabbed each other by the arms and kissed.




    “Younger brother nothing but a damned lunatic,” said Emma, her voice thick with emotion.




    “Older sister nothing but a damned nursemaid,” said Peter with a tight smile.




    They froze as outside the door they heard the stairs creaking.




    “Quick!”




    Peter climbed onto the casement and slung the valise over his shoulder.




    “What’s that?” she asked as she helped him out.




    “A mystery.” Peter started climbing down the pipe. “And I’ll tell you all about it when it’s been solved.”




    He scrambled down to the courtyard then Emma quickly heaved the kitbag out of the window and dropped it to him below. He hauled it over his shoulder and ran across the courtyard to the door at the far end.




    A dog started barking.




    “Go on then if you’re going!”




    Peter reached the door and tried to open it but the damned thing held fast. Another dog joined in and a man – one of the servants – started shouting. Great, now the whole mansion was in uproar, thought Peter. He could see Emma framed in the window looking down at him. It was a full moon and not a good time to sneak about. He tried the door for a second time then a third and this time gave it a mighty pull and finally managed to yank it open. He dashed through without looking back.




    “Good luck!” he heard Emma call out.




    Little did Peter suspect it would be a very long time indeed before he saw his sister again – and it would be under very different circumstances.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    January 1816,




    Paris of the Pyramids




    The two men forced the cemetery gate with a crowbar. It had been bucketing down all afternoon and they were ankle deep in mud. But with the weather and dusk falling there shouldn’t be a soul about.




    “Which way now?” asked the Veteran.




    The Roach pulled out the note, held it up close and squinted about. He ambled out of the bushes past a clutch of tumbling grey mausoleums and the Veteran followed close behind. He wasn’t going to miss out on his share of the pickings. Soon they reached a little-used path heading towards an abandoned area at the northern end of the cemetery. Rumour had it ghouls came out at night and gorged on the contents of the coffins but that didn’t bother them – kept the militia and the curious away.




    “Now where?” grumbled the Veteran impatiently.




    Through the rain the Roach pointed to an ancient birch bent with decay and to its right was an iron gate. The Roach broke into a toothless smile and the Veteran smiled back. Beyond that gate was their ticket to a lifetime of fine clothes, women and booze and all they had to do for it was find the Greek temple and the loot stashed in its central column. The Roach pulled out his crowbar and they went over to the gate then stopped dead in their tracks. Damnation. The gate was already open! The pair pulled their hats down and their scarves up around their faces. The Veteran let the iron bar slide down his sleeve and into his hand while the Roach eased out his bone-handle cut-throat razor from behind his lapel.




    They eased open the gate.




    Side by side, the pair crept through the bushes towards a Grecian dome straight ahead then the Veteran placed a hand on his mate’s shoulder.




    “There’s bloody well someone in there,” he hissed.




    The pair nodded at each other. Masked by the rain they veered off to the right, outflanking the unsuspecting occupant and peered into the dome from the side. Sitting on a stone bench was a grimy youngster gnawing on a baguette, gaunt and lanky but of gentle birth by the cut of his clothes. There was a jug of wine by his boot and to one side was this big fat juicy kitbag. Fancy clothes and other stuff left strewn about, drying off.




    The Roach turned to the Veteran and made a chopping motion against his throat.




    “Yeah, we got lucky,” whispered the Veteran. “We’ll do the usual dance.”




    The Roach stayed where he was while the Veteran made his way round the back of the dome. From his hiding place the Roach saw the Veteran stick his head out then limp into full view of the youngster. The Roach couldn’t hear what was being said above the din of the rain but he could guess. As the youngster got up and went over to the Veteran, the Roach slipped out and slowly crept behind him. He carefully teased the razor blade out of the bone handle.




    Slowly does it now.




    Ten feet.




    Now the Veteran was extending his hand.




    Eight feet.




    They’re shaking hands.




    Five feet.




    The Veteran busy gabbing at the youngster.




    Three feet and raise the blade.




    Too easy...




    The Roach never saw it coming. His last experience of the world was a taste of the metal ball as it first shattered his jaw then took off the rest of his face and smashed him back against a column with a gurgle. The mortal remains of the Roach slid slowly down, leaving a smear of steamy mess. The Veteran stepped back as soon as the pistol went off and thrust his iron rod at the startled youngster. Then he turned and made for the bushes, crashing through the undergrowth until he got to a wall. Cursing, he finally managed to pull himself over and away. No one followed.




    *




    Peter shivered as a hazy stranger emerged from the rain and walked right up to him, wearing an enormous bicorn hat and carrying an umbrella. The stranger had skin the colour of the finest Peruvian chocolate and piercing hazel eyes were set into a broad face with a jutting chin; blue-black hair was dressed into an old-fashioned queue; sideburns, pencil thin, cut across high cheekbones.




    The stranger tipped his hat. “Good evening,’ he said in a velvet voice, “my name is Parzifal – Baron Hieronymus Parzifal, Special Envoy to Paris for King Murat of Naples and formerly of the Seven Cities of Cibola.”




    “Er, I’m Peter Fielding, sir,” said Peter clicking his heels. “Er, late of somewhere else.”




    “But I know who you are,” said the Baron. “Seems to me you could do with a warm drink? A decent smoke too, perhaps?”




    “Yes, I rather think I could, sir.”




    *




    The pair were sitting in the snug of the Blue Dog café. Peter had finally calmed down and was now busy trying not to cough on his cigarillo.




    “Paraguayan tobacco,” said the Baron with a smile. “Very difficult to acquire in this part of the world, you know.”




    “They’re, er, very good.”




    “Oh, yes.”




    The Baron indicated to Peter he should pour out more mulled claret for them both. As Peter did the honours, the Baron went on to explain how he was a Fighter of Battles and Frequent Traveller to Antique Lands and admitted to acquiring much credit in his time. He told extraordinary stories including his modest – “Yes, Peter Fielding, I say modest!” – part in the Emperor Napoleon’s triumphs; kidnapping the engineer Brunel for the benefit of the Imperial navy; showed Rosetta where that magical stone was hidden in Egypt; helping the slave revolt in Hispaniola and digging up mammoths in Russia. The Baron also alluded to recent activities of a more “metaphysical nature” but refused to say exactly what this involved on the grounds of protecting the innocent – indeed, he was vague about the details of many his stories but nonetheless they were hugely entertaining.




    Peter took another sip of wine. Ever since escaping Memel, he’d been through hell and back and certainly not once sat down to decent drinks and smokes and conversation of the informative kind. Even if the Baron’s tales seemed a bit tall in places it was still very fine to be treated as an equal for once. It was good to be taken seriously.




    The Baron then moved on to more distant times and talked of the gaudy quinqueremes of Queen Cleopatra and Mark Anthony taking on Octavian’s fleet at Actium and described in hushed tones the Teutonic knights crusading against the pagans across the Baltic wastes and also of his great friend Aguirre looting El Dorado in the Americas. Peter loved history so happily continued pouring the claret and asked plenty of questions and the Baron did his best to describe those long lost places and it sometimes seemed as if the Baron was hinting he’d actually been there in person.




    All of a sudden the Baron took out his pocket watch and stood up. “Mister Fielding,” he announced, “I’m afraid to say Mistress Time has once again caught me by the throat.”




    “What do you mean, sir?” said Peter, startled.




    But the Baron ignored him and quickly made his way round to the bar where Peter could hear some sort of argument blow up over the bill. Next thing, the Baron suddenly reappeared at his side. He quickly gathered up Peter’s things then led him outside by the arm. They were soon followed by a plump man in mutton chop whiskers angrily shouting obscenities.




    “What’s wrong with him?” asked Peter.




    “The Grandmaster of Idiot Café Owners,” sighed the Baron. “Honestly, people!” He hastily led Peter away down the street, turned a corner, hid in an alley for a few minutes then circled round back to the main street and waved down a cab. “Can I drop you off anywhere?”




    “Er, not really, sir.”




    “Not really – you don’t sound very sure?”




    “I’m staying at the Metropol Hotel.”




    The Baron raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”




    With that he gave a perfunctory bow then hopped into the cab and sped off into the distance and Peter was left standing there.




    “Hey, you! Young sir!”




    Bloody hell, the mutton chop man was striding towards him! Peter slung his kitbag over his shoulder and made a run for it.




    *




    Had it been a dream, meeting that extraordinary man yesterday? thought Peter, as he pulled the blanket tighter around him. Almost a sort of a dream within another dream. Later that night he’d actually gone back to the district to find the Blue Dog café but no-one had heard of it or remembered the Baron. Then Peter remembered something and edged his hand to his waistcoat pocket and felt about inside. Yes, it was still there – the cigarillo end he’d saved from their meeting. He could feel the dry ashy end of it between his fingers so no dream then, meeting the incredible Baron Parzifal. After a great deal of effort Peter was able to will himself into a fitful sleep.




    *




    A cockerel crowed and Peter opened an eye to a baleful dawn light filling the Grecian dome. Then a rustle of dry leaves and the clammy smell of damp earth but then, much to his surprise, the delicious aroma of fresh croissants! Of hot chocolate, too.




    Peter sat up. “Sir?”




    The Baron was standing before him and doffed his hat. “Sorry to disturb you. I trust I’m welcome?”




    “Of course, sir, of course.”




    While Peter scrambled to make himself presentable the Baron sat down on the bench beside him and laid out a napkin then produced a paper bag, a porcelain cup and a flagon with a stopper and spread them out. “Please, Peter – I may call you that – help yourself before they get cold. Don’t mind me. I’ve already eaten.”




    Determined to impress, Peter kept his back straight and slowly, deliberately ate the croissants. He took out a handkerchief and gently wiped his mouth then sipped at the hot chocolate. It was all very, very excellent.




    “Well?”




    “Quite honestly, seems like the best breakfast I’ve ever had in France, sir.”




    “Things always taste better when you haven’t had them for a very long time,” said the Baron, looking out to the cemetery.




    Peter wiped his mouth. “How did you know where to find me?” he said.




    “It was a bit obvious really. The Metropol was burned down in a fire more than twenty years ago. I thought you’d be here again.”




    Peter blushed.




    “Oh, no need to apologise,” said the Baron. “But what I don’t understand is, um, why a gentleman such as you would decline sleeping in more civilized surroundings. Perhaps it’s a question of pecuniary disadvantage…?




    “A what disadvantage?”




    “You know, francs, sovereigns, doubloons, dollars - money!”




    “Oh, I’ve got plenty of that.”




    “Really?” said the Baron, staring ahead. “Now that is good news.”




    “I sleep rough because it saves money. I’ve got no idea how long it’s going to take to buy a commission or how much it’ll cost so I’m not going to waste money on fancy rooms.”




    “Commission? By that you mean you want to join an army and buy a commission in order to become an officer?” The Baron turned to Peter and concentrated hard. “Why not tell me a little more about yourself.”




    A strange feeling came over Peter – like being slightly dizzy – and he tried to be cautious but ended up saying a lot more than intended. He told the Baron all about how he’d run away to avoid the seminary and how he was going to become a soldier of fortune like his grandfather and how his sister had helped him escape.




    “Avoiding seminaries is like avoiding tourists - always a good move,” said the Baron, smiling. “But methinks clearly you’ve yet to find a commission?”




    Peter sighed then explained how he’d left Memel with head held high and a steely determination only to stumble from one wretched disappointment to another. He’d traipsed all over northern Europe from one miserable barracks to another but it was always the same. If he was lucky he was given a curt dismissal but most times he’d not even got past the guardhouse. And there was worse. He’d fallen down a drainage ditch in Thorn, been rudely accosted in a Mecklenburg street urinal, almost been crushed by a runaway dray wagon in Berlin and chased by scythe-wielding peasants on the French border.




    “And no army willing to take on a gentleman adventurer.” The Baron tutted then reached into his waistcoat pocket. “Absolutely typical, isn’t it?”




    “According to the pamphlets and gazettes, the Emperor Napoleon’s forced the other powers to sign the Continental Peace so all across Europe the soldiers are being sent home,” explained Peter. “It seems armies want fewer men not more.”




    The Baron opened a weird little box made of black glass. “Do you partake? It’s Otto de Rose – a wonderfully delicate snuff.”




    “Er, no, thanks.”




    The Baron took out a pinch from the box and placed it carefully in the crook of his thumb then brought it up to his nose and violently inhaled.




    “PHN-AARGH!”




    Startled by the unexpected strength of the exhalation, Peter leant back. “Er, my father likes snuff, though.”




    “What make?”




    “Er, I don’t really know.”




    “You should do.” The Baron wiped his nose then put the box back in his waistcoat. “Ah, that’s better. So what are you going to do with yourself now?”




    “Well, I hear that in England the men of Wellington’s army have gone to the South Americas to help fight the Spanish. So I thought I’d go to London and try my luck. You know, join up and help liberate the South Americas.”




    The Baron shook his head. “No, the British won’t have you – they wouldn’t even have me.”




    “Why on earth not?”




    “Don’t ask, it’s a long story.” The Baron put a hand on Peter’s shoulder. “Now, here’s the thing. You must be honest with me, Peter – absolutely honest.”




    “Of course, sir.” Peter felt a mounting excitement.




    The Baron lowered his voice. “Now, you say you have money?”




    Peter unbuttoned his waistcoat and pulled up his shirt and showed a heavy leather pouch strapped to his chest. “Letters of credit,” whispered Peter. “Good at any reputable banking institution throughout the civilised world.”




    The Baron put his hands together as if in contemplation or as if he didn’t quite believe him.




    “They’re quite authentic,” said Peter, irritated, “and I’ve still got more than forty thousand francs left.”




    The Baron put his finger to his lips and cast an eye around their surroundings.




    “That’s excellent but you must keep your wits about you, Peter. Paris is plagued with rogues and there are those who take an unhealthy interest in your wealth. It’s a national pastime around here, I’m afraid.”




    “Sir, I’m not stupid, you know.”




    “Right, there’s not a moment to lose.” The Baron stood up. “You deserve Fortuna’s good grace, Peter, and I’ve decided I’m going to make sure she gives it to you!”




    “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”




    “I shall return before midday,’ said the Baron. “Make sure you’re here.”




    “But why, sir?”




    The Baron doffed his hat. “See you later.”




    Peter stood up, clicked his heels and bowed then looked up only to find the Baron had vanished again and Peter was left standing there wondering what on earth was going on.




    *




    Juliet pulled up her sleeve then landed a right hook straight on Romeo’s chin. “You son of a bitch!” she screamed.




    Romeo groaned, fell through the curtain, down the steps and into a pile of kindling then Juliet leapt after him and the pair ended up thrashing about in the mud tearing at each other and pulling out clumps of hair and feathers. The crowd clapped them on and shouted obscenities.




    Guiding Peter through the packed square, the Baron kept the milling throng at a distance with disdainful prods of his umbrella. “Good to see street theatre alive and well,” he said acidly.




    Peter looked back. “What do you think they’re fighting about, sir?”




    “No idea, but don’t worry about it – the pair of them are nothing better than characters in some sort of cheap fantastical novel.”




    Peter stopped and pointed out an ancient house off to their right at the end of the square, partly obscured by an enormous balloon. “Is that it, over there, sir?”




    “Yes, Peter, and well spotted.”




    Under the building was a maroon-painted archway with a grotesque jutting out and the words Dyzan’s Mouth carved into the lintel. The pair made their way over, and took off their hats, went down the steps and were immediately consumed by a blue fug, swirling with shadowy patrons. Peter found a table by the fireplace and put their hats and coats on a nearby rack. A hunchback wearing a filthy apron limped towards them




    “Hurry up! Hurry up!” called out the Baron.




    “It’s me legs,” mumbled the hunchback.




    “You’ll have more than your legs to worry about if you keep us waiting.” The Baron ordered claret, venison, broth, cheese and bread.




    But the hunchback stood there, scratching the back of his thigh.




    “Well?” said the Baron.




    “That it, sir?”




    The Baron rolled his eyes. “No, we’ll have a side order of Notre Dame Cathedral bell, a plate of scaffold and a platter of Esmeralda’s drawers, please.”




    “Eh?”




    “Never mind! Now sod off and get our order in!” The Baron shooed the hunchback away into the fug.




    Peter produced two cigarillos from his waistcoat, lit them and handed one over.




    “Thank you,” said the Baron. “So, as you were saying, you’re actually of noble birth then?”




    Peter showed him the palms of his hands. “Er, my mother was, but financial considerations meant she had to marry a merchant.”




    “Your father?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    Peter fiddled with his cigarillo and wished he hadn’t said anything – he always found himself talking too much these days.




    “Well, what your mother did sounds very sensible to me. No shame in that – and no need to blush, Peter – many aristos are doing it nowadays. Marrying for money to make ends meet has been around since time began, you know. So what sort of trade does your father engage in?”




    “Er, garments.”




    “Garments?”




    “Corsets, stockings, that sort of thing.”




    “You mean your father deals in ladies underwear?”




    Peter nodded and wanted the ground to swallow him up.




    “Oh, dear. Not exactly what a modern, thrusting, adventurous young man like you aims for, is it, really? I mean, selling bloomers in the Baltic.”




    Peter frowned. “Sir, on the way here you mentioned a commission...in Naples?” he said.




    “I certainly did!” The Baron grinned and patted his waistcoat. “For right here on my person I have a letter from King Murat, Beloved Leader of the Neapolitan Revolutionary Armies of Justice. I am empowered, Peter – listen carefully to this – to select men of gentle birth for his forthcoming campaign!”




    “But I thought the wars had ended?”




    “Yes, yes, that war – Napoleon’s War – but another one’s about to start and I don’t mean in South America. I’m talking about a real rebellion against real oppression. Now as I’m sure you’re aware the Italian peninsular has been firmly under the Austrian boot for years but King Murat and his redoubtable Neapolitan heroes are going to rise up and kick the hated Austrians all the way back to Vienna! Secret preparations are well underway and I can reveal the tempest of freedom’s fight will soon break.”




    Peter leaned forward. “You think there might be an opportunity for me in all this?” he said excitedly.




    “There might be,” said the Baron, moving closer. “You see, I shall take command of the Second Army. It’s being secretly constituted even as we speak. And – wait for it - there’s still an opening for a commission in our Seventh Regiment of Line, the famous Black Tigers, under the remarkably talented Colonel Percival Lime.”




    Peter stood up, all hot. “That’s my chance, sir!”




    “Sit down, sit down. Good. So, you see, I’m thinking the commission could be yours. One year with a renewal clause. You’ll need a proper uniform, mind, with a French cut tailored to my specifications and tickets for the sea passage. Actually, a whole host of equipment. Now you must understand that although this can all be arranged and assistance given, this wouldn’t come cheap.”




    Peter refilled their glasses. “Absolutely not a problem, sir.




    “Thank you.” The Baron swished the wine around his glass. “I wonder,” he said finally, “if the rank of Captain would appeal?”




    “Good grief!” blurted out Peter. “That’s above an Ensign and even a Lieutenant and second only to a Major of a whole battalion!”




    “So? It’s my army, isn’t it? I oversee the award of commissions and rank, you know. Peter, you’re not afraid, are you?”




    “No, sir – definitely not!”




    “Now, can you ride a horse?”




    “Er, reasonably well.”




    “There are things you must understand, Peter,” continued the Baron earnestly. “So let me explain. The Neapolitans need credibility otherwise people will think them a bunch of no-good opportunists on the make. The King needs gentlemen of education, of means and honour under his banner. Gentlemen who can grasp the opportunity History holds out to them.”




    Peter took a quick puff on his cigarillo. He rattled off how his handwriting was decent, arithmetic more than passable – never thought he’d find that useful! – and that he could speak German, English and manage French reasonably. He had drilled and fired muskets with the Memel Gentleman Volunteers and been taught considerable swordplay by his grandfather. Acting beyond convention? Peter told the Baron all about how he had once spiked the Volunteer Colonel’s wine – he was a notorious braggart and bully – with horse piss. However, Peter decided against telling him about absconding from school, being wrongly accused of theft at the Guild, the fights in his family and that fire.




    But the Baron carried on eating and said nothing.




    Peter sat back; he’d done his best but really it wasn’t a lot when one actually talked about it. Not like his grandfather and certainly not like the Baron. Oh, well, at least he’d tried.




    Finally the Baron put down his cutlery and burst into a dazzling, winning smile.




    “Let me tell you something of profound importance, Peter,” he said. “You see, it’s like this: in today’s world success is not about what you can actually do or have done. It’s about what you look like you can do.”




    “I’m not sure I understand, sir.”




    “Look, this rank of Captain is honorary anyway. It doesn’t matter Eve’s left buttock whether you actually know how to form column or oversee billeting arrangements for the regiment. The thing that matters is if you act like you know.”




    “You mean if you believe in yourself others will too.”




    “Exactly!’ exclaimed the Baron. “And something else: never regret anything, Peter. The great enemy is Mistress Regret – she makes a slave of us all. Thinking, should I have stolen that boat to El Dorado? Should I have ravished that sultry countess? Taken all those jewels? You don’t regret escaping Memel, do you? No, of course not.” The Baron sat back and let out a long curling puff of smoke. “I didn’t get where I am today by letting Mistress Regret hold my coattails, Peter.”




    “I never really looked at things like that before.”




    “People don’t. That’s why they’re cursed to live a lifetime of mind-numbing mediocrity. So what’s it to be then?”




    “You mean I can have the commission?”




    “It’s yours if you want it!”




    “Sir, this Neapolitan rebellion is the chance I’ve been waiting all my life for.”




    “I’m afraid you’re not going to have much left from those letters of credit.”




    “Well, it is only money at the end of the day.”




    “Good man!” the Baron and slapped him on the back. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”




    “All I’ve ever asked for in my whole life is the chance to prove myself, sir.”




    “Ah, I think our luncheon’s arrived.”




    A large platter of steaming plates of food dominated by a huge hunk of venison worked its way through the fug, borne by the hunchback.




    “Excellent,” said the Baron. “While we’re eating I’ll give you the address of a Hindoo tailor I know in Naples. Goes by the name of McDowell – don’t ask – he lives off the Piazza de Fanu, is reasonable priced and sews the finest piping this side of Timbuktu.”




    The plates were clunked down before them.




    “And please, please don’t let me down otherwise I shall be hugely disappointed. Believe me when I tell you the evil twins, Betrayal and Disappointment, have been my constant companions, Peter.”




    “I said I wouldn’t let you down, sir, and I meant it.”




    “Good! Now let’s eat.”




    Peter stuck his knife into the venison, tore off a ragged strip and sunk his teeth into the juicy rich meat. Lord, he was hungrier than hell.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    March 1816,




    Races




    Peter looked at the unfamiliar figure staring back at him uncomfortably from the full-length mirror then ran a hand slowly along the sleeve of his newly made uniform. The long-tailed tunic was spotlessly white and set off with yellow piping; the collar starched, which helped maintain a gentlemanly attitude, and his shako was adorned with a tall, green plume. Brightly polished boots of calfskin leather with silver tassels creaked as he shifted his weight. Grandpa’s old sabre hung at his side in a new scabbard and was reassuringly heavy.




    “Well, what do you think, young sir?” said McDowell, the Hindoo tailor as he joined him at the mirror.




    “You’ve done a fine job,” said Peter, trying to sound authoritative, “completed in a really short time and you’ve charged me a very fair price, too.”




    “I’m always fair,” said McDowell. “That’s why my customers always come back to me.”




    Peter didn’t dare admit that he’d been worried the Hindoo would overcharge him. Back home in Memel no one had actually known any Hindoos but they always said Hindoos were more cunning than snakes and even worse than Jews for cheating when it came to money. McDowell, however, had been nothing but helpful and honest with him throughout. It seemed to Peter the more time he spent in the wider world the more complicated the people in it became.




    “Sir?” McDowell gently tugged at the seam of Peter’s tunic under the left arm. “Excuse me,” he said, “but to be honest I haven’t had as much time on this as I’d like. It will do for now but be sure to come back if you have any problems. Naturally, I won’t charge for any alterations.”




    “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” said Peter. “Thanks for helping me at short notice.”




    “It’s an honour, sir,” said McDowell. “So how does it feel being a newly commissioned captain of the third company of the Seventh Regiment of Line?”




    Peter didn’t know how to answer. For the first time in his life he was consumed with a strange and very confusing mix of pride, awe, adventure, fear but most of all – if he was honest – a horrible feeling that he was actually being a bit of a fraud.




    “Sir?”




    “Actually, I only know the Seventh are part of the Baron’s Second Neapolitan Army of Glory and Freedom,” said Peter.




    McDowell stroked his bear. “Mm, you haven’t seen your army yet, have you?”




    “No, but I will do soon. They’re encamped about twenty leagues east of here and I’m to report to my regiment first thing tomorrow morning. Why?”




    “You want to know something about the so-called Glorious Second Army.”




    Peter frowned. “What on earth do you mean?”




    “Although there’s some support amongst ordinary folk, King Murat and the Neapolitan aristocrats are the real force behind the war to kick the Austrians out of Italy. Their funds are limited, too, so they’ve had to seek outside help. That’s when the Baron joined their cause. He promised to raise a great army and put his military expertise at their disposal – told them he’d well served Emperor Napoleon in Europe and Russia and beyond.”




    “But the Baron has raised an army,” asked Peter. “The army I’m joining.”




    “Yes,” said McDowell. But you don’t know how the Baron did it. He – being the fine and enterprising fellow he is – had the authorities agree to release the inmates of the Naples prisons into his service and sent press gangs into the streets. That way he was able to fill the ranks of his new army. And he also sent his agents out to raid theatres and travelling troupes for uniform to put them in. Thus through no fault of his own the Baron’s Glorious Second has ended up being the most infamous ragtag chocolate box band of cut throats, rogues and drunks in the land.”




    “I haven’t heard any of that,” said Peter irritably.




    “You’ve only just arrived.”




    “So how do you know all this?”




    “Tailors are like barbers,” replied McDowell. “Once customers are being made a fuss of by their social inferiors, they relax, get careless and talk and talk. It’s amazing what you hear sometimes.”




    Peter wasn’t sure whether McDowell was praising the Baron or criticising him – he was beginning to go off the Hindoo.




    “Don’t look so glum, sir. At least the Black Tigers are good.”




    “Who on earth are they?” said Peter.




    McDowell laughed. “Don’t you know, sir? Why, the Black Tigers is the nickname of your very own Seventh Regiment of Line – and they’re probably the only decent regiment in the whole of the Baron’s army. You’ve done well to get a commission with them.”




    “Why the name?”




    “They’re all recruited from the west coast of Africa, sir, every single one of them, and only the officers are white. In fact, your Seventh is the only black regiment of soldiers in the whole of the civilised world!”




    “Oh,” said Peter.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    March 1816,




    Apples




    Sister Gorgo hitched up her habit and followed Ferrari the Freebooter off the main track and into the bushes until they found the path, which took them to an ancient stone wall.




    “No one will see us here, sister,” said Ferrari.




    “I hope you’re right,” said the nun. “If I’m caught I’ll have an awful lot of explaining to do.”




    She made herself comfortable and Ferrari sat down beside her.




    “The locals say this is all that’s left of a tower built by a Spartan princess,” he said, patting the stone. “They say she built it to celebrate a great victory over the barbarians. This whole kingdom of Naples was once part of a massive Greek empire that stretched from one end of the Mediterranean to the other.”




    “I suspect,” said Sister Gorgo, “the locals just say that for the tourists on the Grand Tour so they can charge more for taking a bit of useless stone away. But one thing’s for sure, Ferrari, now the mist is finally starting to clear we’ll get a much better view of the action.”




    The nun took a deep breath, pulled out a spyglass from her habit and scanned the battlefield below. To her right, the valley extended east then broadened out into the Plain of Tolentino and to her left the valley rolled west and culminated in hilly terrain covered with forest. Morning mist still lay all around. But she could make out the positions of the Austrian army below; columns were being formed up and cannon manhandled into position. Last night she’d been down there dispensing comfort and prayers, asking questions and casting a watchful eye. She was no expert but guessed the Austrians had about thirteen thousand men, plenty of cannon and some cavalry, too. She’d overheard an officer discussing some sort of trick. The nun swung her spyglass west and could make out the rebels on the biggest hill and an enormous crimson and gold striped tent set up below the crest. It was festooned with tassels and strange glyphs and looked like an explosion in a cheap operetta. Couldn’t tell how many men there were on the slopes – it seemed double that of the Austrians but they didn’t have many cannon and no cavalry at all.




    “Tell me, is it true what they say about this Baron of yours?”




    “It depends who you speak to, Ferrari.” The nun put down the spyglass and rubbed the cold out of her hands. “I think the only certain thing is that he’s a black man and hasn’t been seen in Europe for years until this meddling in Neapolitan politics. Those that claim to know him say he once led some sort of occult bureau for the Emperor but then fell out of favour. Some say he’s a royal bastard and a loon, escaped from captivity. Others that he is a seducer of high-born women and yet others that the Baron is a daring adventurer like Cortes. One of our nuns back in Otranto – Sister Karis – likes to tell tales while she bleaches her skulls and claims her grandmother knew the Baron in Russia and that he isn’t a man at all but a vampire with the power to cross time and space.”




    “Yeah?” said Ferrari. “Well, a tailor in Naples told me he’s the biggest fraud in Europe and up to his eyeballs in debt and that’s why he’s not seen for years at a time.”




    “That sounds a lot closer to the truth,” said the nun, “but however he’s done it the Baron Parzifal certainly seems to have upset a lot of important people over a very long period of time. Anyway, I’ve got my instructions and so have you.”




    “Fair enough. So did you find out anything in the Austrian camp last night?”




    “A farmer’s wife with the Gift was holding a séance for the Austrian commander and after a lot of jiggery-pokery she started talking about the blackamoor leading the rebels. She claimed he used to reside in France, hadn’t been long in Italy and was accompanied by a woman in a weird sedan chair. One of the officers confirmed that the Baron had negotiated some sort of deal with the rebels to secure a position in their government.”




    “By the way, you seen that tent on the hill?”




    “How could I miss it?” said the nun. “I’ve heard rumours the Baron’s sense of his own self-importance is matched only by his incredibly bad taste.”




    “So it might confirm the fact the Baron is indeed here then?” said Ferrari.




    “Perhaps.”




    Suddenly they heard the sound of a horse neighing and turned to each other.




    “Did you hear that?” said the nun.




    “Back at the main track,” replied Ferrari, jumping down from the wall.




    “You’d better go and see who it is.”




    “Not a problem.” Ferrari ran back down the path and reached it just as a hussar was about to trot past.




    The cavalryman reigned in his dapple-grey mount and glared down at the freebooter. “What the hell are you doing up here?”




    “I’m a local.” Ferrari smiled and reached for a knife hidden in his sleeve.




    The hussar nudged his horse closer. “You on your own?”




    “Yes, I work for the priory at Otranto. I’m checking their trees around here – there’s a lot of illegal felling and I’m here to put a stop to it.”




    “That so?”




    “Hope I didn’t scare your horse?”




    “Of course not, now get out the way.” The cavalryman carefully rode past the freebooter, all the while keeping an eye on him.




    “By the way,” asked Ferrari, casually. “You riding with General Mack?”




    “No, I ride with General Parzifal – I’m a patriot! What about you?”




    “Also a patriot, would that be Parzifal of Madrid?”




    “...of Paris.”




    “That’ll be the one with his brother Edouard?”




    “No, his niece, they say he has no other family!” The hussar dug his spurs into horse’s flanks then rode off in a fury down the path in the direction of the hill.




    Ferrari waited until the hussar had ridden out of sight then ran back to the nun and joined her on the wall.




    “He’s calling himself General Parzifal and has a niece with him,” he explained.




    “I don’t know about any niece but it ties in with what the old crone said and rumours back in Naples,” she said. “That sounds like our Baron all right.”




    Ferrai stood up on the wall to get a better look into the valley below. “The battle should be starting off at any moment,” he said.




    The nun picked up her spyglass and searched the valley. He was right. Orderly Austrian columns were moving up into position while artillerymen buzzed around their cannons. She trained her spyglass west but, much to her surprise, the rebel army didn’t seem to be doing very much at all. She adjusted the spyglass. There! Who was that? A group of soldiers under an elm, partly obscured by a ridge and they seemed to be fastening a rope to a branch but she couldn’t get a clear view. She wondered if Baron Parzifal was over there.




    “What’s that?” exclaimed Ferrari.




    This time the wall quivered and they could hear more than one horse – an awful lot of them by the way they made the ground tremble.




    “My turn, Ferrari,” said the nun. “You keep an eye on the battle while I go and see who it is.”




    The freebooter shook his head. “But I’ve been hired to do those jobs.”




    “You’ve been hired to do as you’re told!” The nun hopped off the wall, hitched up her habit then walked briskly down the path and made for an old beech, tangled up with a sprawling thicket. She’d spotted the place earlier and knew it would give a good view of the track without being seen. Carefully, she worked her way in and waited.




    They soon came into view: big military men mounted on enormous horses and armed with lances, sabres and pistols. The nun managed to count more than five hundred, which made an entire regiment. Once they’d gone, she returned to Ferrari at the wall and as soon as she’d finished telling him what she’d seen the intermittent crump! crump! of artillery fire broke out from the valley.




    “The attack’s begun,” said Ferrari, gripping the spyglass. Below them a mass of Austrian columns were now advancing slowly through the valley in a chequerboard formation. “One of the fiercest armies in Europe and nothing to stop ’em!”




    A terrific cacophony of drums broke through the valley.




    “What are your Neapolitans doing?” asked the nun.




    Ferrari shook his head. “Not much by the look of it. Their lines are all over the place and their artillery has hardly got started. To be honest, it looks like they’re half asleep.”




    “What in the Lord’s name is he doing down there?” said the nun. Although no expert on battles, it did seem the rebels were being ridiculously slow. She grabbed the spyglass. “You know, one rumour has it Parzifal’s supposed to have advised Napoleon on military matters.”




    “Yeah, well, a small battle in Tolentino shouldn’t bother him then.”




    “That’s what I mean. So why aren’t the rebels doing anything? Surely Parzifal knows he’s got to react quickly?”




    Ferrari scratched his chin. “I told you he was a bag of hot air.”




    “I think,” she said slowly, “we’ll soon find their army’s inactivity is nothing more than a very cunning plan. Maybe he’s organised some kind of an ambush.”




    “You sure about that?” Ferrari took back the spyglass. “What about those Austrian lancers? It’ll be a disaster for the Neapolitans if the cavalry use the heights to get around the back of ’em. It’ll be the end of them for sure.”




    But the nun said nothing. Her guess was that Parzifal must have organised some sort of an ambush on the track, followed up with a counter-attack or something.




    “The Austrian columns have come to a halt,” announced Ferrari. He could see officers standing around in small groups and the drummers had fallen silent. “The armies were nearly at each other’s throats but they’ve stopped! What the hell’s happened?”




    The mist had begun to lift but now smoke from the cannon fire had started to spread; occasional flashes of red and black burst through and an acrid stink irritated Sister Gorgo and Ferrari’s nostrils.




    “Hand me the spyglass,” she said. “I want to see what Parzifal’s up to on that hill.”




    As she adjusted the lens the drummers struck up again, the Austrian columns were galvanized back into action and their artillery renewed its efforts with a redoubled fury.




    “The attack’s back on,” said Ferrari grimly.




    “Yes,” replied the nun slowly – something had caught her eye. “That’s very odd – looks like two figures sneaking out from the back of that tent of the Baron’s.”




    “What are they up to?”




    “Seem to be...picking their way up through the trees...one of them is carrying a musket over his shoulder, an ordinary ranker by the look of him...the other’s wearing a lampion – a huge bicorn – wonder if that’s Parzifal...ah, now they’ve gone over the top of the hill.”




    The nun scanned back to the tent. At first she couldn’t see anyone but then what might well have been an officer with a green-plumed shako walked up the slope to the entrance. He searched around for a bit, went inside, came out then disappeared inside again then moments later she spotted him again at the back of the tent. He went up the hill in the same direction as the other two. Now that was odd...




    “Where’re the Austrian columns now?”




    She turned back to where the valley merged into the slopes of the hill. “The Austrians have broken out of the valley and must be less than two hundred yards from the rebel lines.” The nun could see ragged volleys of musket fire from the defenders and muzzle flashes and smoke peppered out. But in response the Austrian drummers struck up a faster tattoo.




    “What on earth’s that?” asked Ferrari as shrill trumpets suddenly blasted through the valley.




    “I’ll meet you back where I tethered my horse.” The nun handed the spyglass to Ferrari then dashed back to the track.




    But a hundred yards on she stopped dead, for exactly in front of her was an extraordinary sight: the inert body of a pelican lay on the ground, its snow white feathers were speckled with blood. She approached cautiously then bent down. The bird was dead and the enormous pouch under its beak was about to burst, bulging with spherical objects. She used the tip of her boot to prise open the beak and to her astonishment three shiny red apples spilled out onto the ground. The nun hesitated then picked one up and discovered the fruit was absolutely perfectly formed and without a single blemish. An involuntary shiver racked her body. She quickly put the apple back precisely where it had fallen then hurried on her way.




    It wasn’t long before track began its winding way down from the heights, screened by bushes and trees. The ground had been badly churned up and branches scattered about by the passage of a large number of horses. The nun stopped and decided to find a vantage point where she could look down on the hill, which couldn’t be far away now. She picked her way carefully through the trees and soon found herself on a rocky outcrop. She grabbed hold of a branch, leaned out and peered down.




    “By Mendez...”




    Directly below her she could see the whole regiment of Austrian lancers and they had finished forming up. She held her breath as a great clarion of trumpet calls went out and the lancers simultaneously dipped their weapons. There was a tremendous shout and the entire regiment broke into a trot, a canter then into a full-speed gallop, thundered down from the heights and headed straight for the rear of the Neapolitan lines. With the Austrian infantry attacking the hill from the front and the lancers the rear, the rebels were now caught in a terrible trap. In dread of the carnage soon to unfold, the nun pulled out her ankh on its silver chain and brought it to her chapped lips.




    “The Lord have mercy on them,” she whispered.




    *




    Thank the Lord the artillery he’d heard earlier had just been preliminary fire, thought Peter as he hurriedly tried to button up his tunic and look as though he’d been there all morning. But he soon realised he needn’t have worried. Nobody in the regiment – not a single African or white soldier - was taking a blind bit of notice of him. In fact, they were all ogling a girl. A girl right there in the middle of his regiment who wore bangles on her arms and showed her ankles and was just incredibly brazen. Honestly. With a tightness in his groin Peter gave up on his buttons and watched slack-jawed as she went up to one of the soldiers who was holding a little brindle dog – presumably hers. She tried to snatch it from him but he was too quick and held the dog high above her, just out of reach. The girl started swearing then suddenly kicked the soldier in the shin and he nearly dropped the dog but the girl managed to grab the dog from him. The African threw back his head and laughed. She turned round and skipped gaily through the rest of the Black Tigers with her dog held tightly to her heaving bosom. The other Tigers also started laughing. She reached the end of the regiment and threw a smile back at them before going up the hill then disappeared amongst the trees.




    Peter sighed. No doubt she was heading back to the baggage train. Nothing more than a camp follower. A harlot. Flirting like that with all those Africans! Peter thought of her pale bare ankles and took a deep breath. Lord, he could be killed today and hadn’t ever known a girl.




    He rubbed his eyes and yawned. He was so tired. It was the stress of fighting his first ever battle – and, of course, his uniform. Ever since getting it made he’d tried to keep it spotless but now his tunic was filthy dirty and pinching under the arms; his breeches were torn at the knee and he’d lost a sleeve button. His boots were badly scuffed and his shako had a massive dent in it. He’d have to go back to Naples after the battle and get McDowell to repair everything – assuming he managed to live long enough.




    “Dog has gone, sir! And lucky for him.”




    Peter looked up. “What?”




    It was Corporal Shakira. The African rogue sauntered up to him. What a ragamuffin, thought Peter, with his patched breeches, battered bearskin, tunic faded to grey and rags wrapped around what was left of his boots. Spoke amazingly good French, though. To his horror, Peter suddenly realised the whole regiment was watching him and the corporal. No doubt he was in for another bout of leg pulling. Or was the African going to bring up his unauthorised absence? His desertion? Peter gulped.




    “Lucky for that dog, sir,” repeated Shakira.




    “Lucky?” said Peter, trying to sound relaxed but failing miserably.




    “The lads were going to sacrifice him but Luscious Lucia wasn’t having any of it.”




    Luscious who? “Sacrifice him – why?” said Peter.




    “You know, sir, voodoo...”




    Grandpa had told Peter about voodoo and he was pretty sure they didn’t sacrifice dogs. Trouble was Peter couldn’t tell whether Shakira was making fun of him again or sharing a joke. Peter hadn’t expected the Tigers to accept him just like that but at least they ought to respect that he was of reasonably gentle birth and had come all the way from the Baltic to fight alongside them. Oh, well. Peter tried hard to be friendly. “So, lucky for the dog then. So, er, everything all right then, Corporal?”




    “But are you all right, Captain?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Your hands, they’re trembling.”




    “I’m fine, fine,” said Peter a bit too quickly. He rubbed his hands together. “It’s the cold, that’s all – I’ve left my greatcoat back in the baggage train.”




    “This is your first battle, ain’t it?”




    “No, why do you ask?”




    Shakira raised an eyebrow. “Don’t worry, sir,” he said. “Once the Austrian attack starts you’ll soon get warmed up. Don’t think too much and let yer training carry you through.”




    What training? Again, Peter didn’t know whether Shakira was making fun of him or actually trying to be helpful. The corporal saluted, Peter returned it with a click of his heels then watched him stroll back to the Seventh and join the other NCOs of his company where he opened a pouch on his belt, took out a snuffbox and passed it round. They each took a pinch, chatting away.




    Peter shook his head and sighed.




    Then, without warning, a ghostly drum tattoo broke out from the valley and startled Peter from his melancholy. He turned his attention to the entrance of the valley in the distance. It was obscured by mist but lurking somewhere inside was the Austrian Army and he was suddenly aware of a dreadful and impending violence that hung heavy in the air. It made Peter shiver and he thrust his hands into his pockets; had he made a ghastly mistake in coming on this adventure to the Kingdom of Naples?




    “Watch out, lads!” shouted Corporal Shakira. “Here they bloody well come!”




    “Good Lord...” Peter’s mouth gaped as a shadowy mass of columns emerged from the ragged mist and skirmishers fanned out in front. Flashes of musket fire began to pepper the hill.




    Colonel Lime appeared and began riding up and down the ranks of the Black Tigers like a Fury. “Form line, you blaggards!” he shouted. “Form line!”




    “Fir-AAH!”




    Peter cringed as a nearby cannon exploded into action. His felt his bladder loosen into jelly and his pee about to rush out. Mortified, he shoved his hand down the front of his breeches, grasped his manhood tight and just – just – managed to stop wetting himself. Oh, Lord. He was about to die and more than anything in the whole wide world, all he wanted was sneak off and take a leak! Peter gritted his teeth and with his free hand fumbled for his grandfather’s sabre.




    *




    The Baron adjusted his enormous lampion bicorn hat – cleverly designed by McDowell to make him look taller – and scanned his Neapolitan Army of Glory and Freedom. Doubt was beginning to gnaw at him like rats on his coat-tails. Were there still traitors out there? Idiots about to stab him in the back at his moment of triumph again? That morning in his tent there’d been a terrible argument between his niece and his English magus of more than twenty years, Rollo Snitt. Camille was sure there were traitors in the army but Snitt had said nonsense. He said his bowl of Dodo entrails signified a great victory at hand. Predictably, Camille had turned on the Englishman and called him a bloody fakir – or something that sounded similar – then Snitt called her Adam’s bitch and the pair had almost come to blows. In the end the exasperated Baron had banished Camille from the tent and now she was in their coach sulking like Medusa.




    The Baron pulled up his greatcoat collar. Snitt had better be right, he thought. Everything was about to fall neatly into place and the post of Neapolitan Ambassador to the Far Indies was promised to him once the Austrians were kicked out. With its access to ancient secrets and generous patrons he would be in an excellent position to put together his final expedition to get back his treasure. His worries would finally be over.




    The Baron put his hands on his hips. “Blast it, what does he want?” he muttered.




    Colonel Lime of the Black Tigers was riding towards him. How the Baron loathed the colonel! He’d plagued him from France to Russia and back again, always asking awkward questions and spreading foul rumours. Why was the world eternally choked with such oafs? Lime was physically intrusive, too, and loud and impossibly fat with huge whiskers - made him look like a walrus stuffed into a doll’s uniform. Worst of all, the Baron knew that Lime suffered from the very worst of afflictions: a chronic sense of honesty




    “The Austrian attack will soon be getting underway, sir!” shouted the Colonel. “What are you going to do about it?”




    “Haste and rudeness are unseemly companions, sir – especially in the gout-ridden.”




    “Parzifal, General of our army,” sneered Lime. “You who were supposed to be so big at the Imperial Court in France.”




    “I still am – it’s the Court that’s smaller.”




    “So what are you going to do when the Austrians attack then? General Parzifal! Chasing imaginary spies and deserters. Doing everything and nothing as always! Well what are you going to do?”




    “Everything’s going to plan so try and be patient for once in your fetid overblown life, sir.”




    “Typical!” snorted Lime. “In other words you’re not going to do anything because the simple truth of the matter is you’ve stuck us all on this hill and you have no idea what to do next. You, sir, are ridiculous!”




    With that he turned his horse around and cantered off back to his regiment.




    “Pathetic,” muttered the Baron, shaking his head, “absolutely pathetic.”




    Colonel Lime was right about one thing, though. The easy bit had been marching the army to Tolentino and deploying them on the hill. But now the Austrian attack was about to be unleashed and he needed to be decisive. He had the advantage in numbers and terrain but what to do? Form squares and sit there? Order a general advance and get the attack in first? Some sort of refused flank thing? Trouble was he couldn’t ask one of his officers without sounding like he didn’t actually know what he was doing. Mm.




    That was it! The Baron clicked his fingers as he was struck by a moment of clarity. He called over his nearest aide de camp and ordered him to fetch his senior officers. It was time to do what he was really, really good at: give a rousing talk and bolster morale. Inspire! Hold firm like a rock in a storm! Messages were scribbled and more aides de camp galloped off amongst the Neapolitan regiments. Soon, apart from Lime, the officers were assembled around a ruined elm where the Baron had earlier hanged a spy. Two grenadiers put a chest on the ground and helped the Baron up.




    The Baron took a deep breath, straightened his back and mentally prepared himself. He had lost count of the times he had practised it in front of the mirror; he had lost count of the times he had used his peculiar gifts in this way. The important thing – the vital thing – was not to think too much and just go with it.




    The Baron started as he always did – by not saying anything at all. It created tension. It created expectation. And when he did speak it was in a rather low voice, which forced his audience to listen hard. Almost mumbling, inaudible. He spoke in flawless Italian with a pronounced Neapolitan accent. He didn’t look up but instead took out his pocket watch and gently fiddled with it like prayer beads. Then the Baron began to raise his voice. He gradually took in his audience. Looking just above their heads as if addressing each officer personally; but in fact actually looking at a point just above their heads. And inexorably he drew them in.




    The Baron proceeded to massage the officers’ vanity by congratulating them on their achievements in the campaign – achievements he shamelessly exaggerated and some he made up altogether, knowing full well the bigger the lie, the more likely people were to believe it. The Baron then went into great detail about how their Austrian enemy had an army half the size of theirs, was worn out by a long march, badly led by a coterie of generals all at loggerheads and was low on powder and supplies. Meanwhile the Neapolitans were fresh, fighting for their freedom and were deployed in an excellent position on the hill, ideally poised for defence and counter-attack.




    By now the Baron had speeded up his delivery, calling officers by their names and grown increasingly animated. In response, swords and shakos were raised and cheers broke out. Pressing home his advantage the Baron painted a glorious picture of their rakish, cavalier King and what awaited them once the Austrians had been beaten. A Kingdom of Naples freed from the yoke of Austrian tyranny; a Naples taking its rightful place amongst the Great Powers. Neapolitans, he announced, would finally be respected and feared throughout the civilised world. And they – his fellow comrades in arms – would reap the glory and rewards, which they so richly deserved. To hammer home the point, the Baron suddenly produced a silk pouch and started handing out doubloons.




    Having worked his officers into a fist-pumping, shouting crowd of heroes, the Baron stepped down from the chest. He deliberately ignored their attempts to speak with him. He wanted to keep the tension of the spell he’d woven going for as long as possible.




    The Baron led them to the first of the regiments on the slopes and climbed up on a cart and repeated the process all over again. Only this time it was somewhat briefer and he calibrated his speech to appeal to the ordinary rankers. He called out to individual soldiers by their nicknames, cracked a ribald joke and reminded them of all they’d achieved. More doubloons were handed out. By the time the Baron had finished he had the soldiers singing and he acknowledged them with a flourish of his bicorn.




    The Baron spotted Peter over with the Black Tigers and turned to the officers. “Now, my children, look over there. Yes, see. Now there’s an impressive young man. Really fine in manner, well turned out and full of enthusiasm.”




    Peter gave a half-hearted wave back.




    The Baron decided there’d be a lucrative position for Peter on his diplomatic staff in Naples. Then, with another flourish, the Baron hopped off the cart and pressed on to the next regiment. By now he had worked himself up into an infectious, dervish-like energy. He strode up to a sergeant holding a gold-fringed flag of crimson and white with a miniature unicorn mounted atop. Seeing the Baron approach, the sergeant puffed up his chest but the Baron stepped right past him and grasped a be-whiskered veteran standing in the rank behind.




    “I believe we served together during the early campaigns,” said the Baron in a very loud voice.




    “We did, sir, we did,” replied the veteran.




    Shakos were raised on the ends of muskets.




    “The, er...”




    “The Second Regiment of Velites, sir!” shouted out the veteran.




    “Why, indeed it was.” The Baron unveiled an expression of delight. “Splendid and well done!” He pulled out more doubloons and pressed them into the veteran’s hand. The man held them up to his friends in triumph.




    The Baron congratulated himself on a clever play. Of course he didn’t know the old man from Adam’s left buttock, but his gesture was sure to be appreciated by the men, the effort of an important international leader to recognise one of their own. And again, he chuckled, all done in flawless Neapolitan! The Baron stepped back and grasped the regimental standard and brought the heavy cloth to his face and kissed it with great force. Buried in its softness he heard someone shout out, “King Murat’s African general will win us the day, lads!” A wry smile escaped the Baron. It never ceased to amaze him how his gift of languages and theatre created such a bond with others. He knew one didn’t stop being stupid or wise, honest or a rascal simply because one could speak another’s language, yet people were seduced by this gift of his – they always trusted him in the end. Of course, being a master mesmerist also helped.




    The Baron stepped back, acknowledged the cheers and was about to make his way to the next regiment but a shout at the top of the hill stopped him dead in his tracks. He put his hands on his hips, could feel the energy he’d worked so hard to conjure up start to drain away. Damn it. It was the hussar on the dapple-grey he’d sent out on a scouting mission. The Baron watched as the hussar dismounted outside his tent then seemed to get into some sort of argument with Vernon the Cossack, the Baron’s craggy, bearded bodyguard. What the hell were they arguing about? Next thing the hussar spotted the Baron and began waving furiously at him. The Baron took a deep breath. The rest of the army would have to wait. As calmly as he could, the Baron led his gaggle of officers up the slope to the tent.




    Vernon and the hussar were still arguing by the time they arrived.
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