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It is Sixteenth Century Europe. Countries have begun to expand their global reach, but there are still local riches to be uncovered.

As Spain continues to expand its wealth, through aggressive and covert means, a recently formed Anglo-Dutch Allegiance is out to undermine, and eventually bring down the Empire. Espionage has infiltrated Europe and things are not always as they seem.

When the wealthy Genoese banker Giovanni de Tocco and his vivacious wife Isabella, employ a new tutor to work with the wards they sponsor, they are unaware their lives are under constant surveillance.

It is no coincidence the banker is enlisted to carry out business for the King of Spain. It is not without reason, Alvaro Cortez, Head of Spanish Security, is suspicious of Bart Selona, the handsome young tutor who embeds himself into de Tocco estate life and becomes so influential with the students and Lady Isabella. Over time, two students, Carlo and Vincenzo are recruited to support the Allegiance.

With Giovanni de Tocco engrossed in the power and influence his position attracts, secrets are revealed, treasures are discovered, and lives are influenced.

It is through the somewhat erotically themed Masquerade Balls of the day the Allegiance’s cause is advanced. The aristocracy used the events to showcase their opulence and enjoy risqué activities akin to their status. The events, however, were a focal point for covert infiltration. Under the cover of the eroticism the balls espoused, Selona’s young spies can gather valuable intelligence.

But the Allegiance’s operation is not the only cause being pursued. In a series of twists and counter motives, Masquerade Gold leads the reader through the evolving struggles of a complex Europe.
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This story takes place in Southern Europe at a time when the Spanish Empire dominated the political landscape.

While a local Genoese dialect had developed around the time the story is told, it has been assumed by the authors, because of the social standings and multilingual attributes of the prominent characters, and for story flow, the main languages spoken by characters are Spanish and Italian.
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Signore is used when the characters who speak Italian.

Señor is used when the characters who speak in Spanish.

Senhor is used by characters who speak in Portuguese.
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Desert winds swept hot drafts across the city and pushed any chance of a sea breeze away from the coast. From his position on his warship anchored in what was normally the lee of Pharos Island, Captain Pierre Favre felt the balmy breeze on his cheeks. They were the only part of him exposed to the elements. His face was protected by a short beard. He had a loose-fitting beret-style hat on his head.

Operationally, the raid could not have gone any better for Favre and his French invaders! The information the captain had received had been accurate to the last detail. It had been provided by a dissident Muslim who went by the name Yasheed. The Muslim was a former guard at the Catacombs here in Alexandria. The Catacombs which held the treasures of Alexander the Great.

A member of the Brothers of Order, Yasheed had travelled to the Holy Lands and joined the fight against the Christians who had attempted to reclaim Jerusalem from the Sultan, Saladin.

After being captured by the Crusaders, Yasheed divulged all. He was meant to protect the secret of the treasures in Alexandria but when faced with death, his life meant more than the oath and the treasure he had vowed to protect.

The Third Crusade’s successes in Acre and Jaffa had been overshadowed by the less than triumphant sortie against Saladin in the Holy Land. However, following the capture of Yasheed, and the intelligence he had provided with such little persuasion, Favre had chosen to detour from his return home and attempt to acquire a trove of treasure here in Alexandria.

Under Captain Favre’s command, the French fleet had sailed in under the cover of darkness and set upon the city. The surprise and precise attack had met with little resistance. Unearthing the hidden entrances to the ancient Catacombs proved easy, using the information Favre had obtained from Yasheed. The riches in the caverns, when uncovered by the crusaders, exceeded expectations. The horrors of the siege in the Holy Land soon became a distant memory for the Frenchman and the crews.

The treasures were loaded onto the ships of the fleet. Captain Favre, his broad chest puffed out proudly, turned to Yasheed, restrained but passive, beside him.

With a nod of approval and an expansive smile the captain commanded the translator, “Please, inform Yasheed he has proved most trustworthy. Tell the young man I thank him for his sound advice and detailed directions. He has assisted us greatly. Because of him, my men have secured treasures beyond my wildest imagining.”

For the benefit of the interpreter Favre added, “I am surprised our ships have been able to fit the entirety of the cache on board. We have been loading for three days. It is a lot of treasure!”

Yasheed was reticent. He was wary of the acknowledgement, especially from a man he considered an enemy.

The Muslim was nervous. He did not trust the Frenchman. Nonetheless, he responded through the interpreter, “Allah has blessed your fleet and will bless your journey home.”

For Yasheed, it had not been long since he stood beneath the gallows and expressed the only language those around him could understand, “Alexander! Alexander is Great! Alexander the Great’s treasure!”

Despite his bravado, Yasheed had been terrified by the noise of a neck snapping as body weight brought about the death of the young vigilante who swung on the rope before him. Instead of taking the noose, he had relented and accepted the offer of a lifeline from the French captain. Before the rope had been lifted from his own neck, Yasheed had agreed to tell all.

Now, he was on a French ship off the coast of his beloved Alexandria. The treasures, hidden from marauders for over a thousand years, those he once guarded, were now being stored below him. The cause for which he had fought so passionately, was lost.

As he watched his enemies load the last of the treasure, Yasheed questioned himself. Had he been right to save his life, or had he betrayed the Brotherhood to which he had declared the oath? An oath sworn in blood. The oath which had kept the treasures hidden in the Catacombs. The Brotherhood’s oath ran rampant through his thoughts. It distracted him from what was happening.

And things were happening quickly.

With a motion from Favre, Yasheed was tackled by three sailors. His ankles were bound with rope. His arms were tied behind his back. At first Yasheed was confused, but like all men who fight for a cause, he soon understood. Yasheed pleaded for justice. He begged for mercy. He protested that he deserved better because of the initial bargain. He had given up the secret of the treasure in exchange for his life. He shouted and protested. His cries were ignored.

The sailors did not beat Yasheed. After they had pinned him down and bound him, they stood him up. Captain Favre stepped in front of the scared Muslim. He winked at the young man. He showed the restrained vigilante some assurance all would be fine. But it was a false promise.

Puzzled by the relaxed and amenable posture of the French Captain, Yasheed turned to the interpreter to see if he had any words for him.

He didn’t. It was the Captain who spoke. It was a foreign tongue. Yasheed turned back to focus.

The captain smiled. With little more expression, or movement of his lips, Captain Favre said to Yasheed, “Au revoir!”

Favre lifted his right leg. He kicked out and caught the informant between his hips. Yasheed reeled backward and over the side. Before the splash, Favre had turned. He was headed for the ladder which led below deck. He wanted to bask in the newly acquired bounty.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Amsterdam 1556


[image: image]


Director Sorensen called the squad to attention. The men formed up and squared off. Sorensen looked over the group. He was confused. The full contingent of twenty men stood before him, but one of the trainees did not appear to be present.

Sorensen bellowed, “Pieter Guskaark!”

“Yes Sir.” The response came from the front row.

The Director flashed a look toward the noise. The voice sounded like Guskaark’s. But Sorensen could not see him. The Director had known the young trainee for the best part of the man’s life. It was beginning to look like the group leader was part of a practical joke amongst the new recruits.

With authority, Sorensen gave an order. “Guskaark. If you are present, step forward. Immediately!”

Cautiously, an elderly gentleman stepped out from the front row. Director Sorensen was now certain he was part of a set up. The Guskaark he knew was in his early twenties and much fitter than the man who stood to his left.

With assertion, Director Sorensen stepped down from his dais. He walked across and stood directly in front of the trainee who claimed to be Guskaark. Without speaking, Sorensen studied the man. Something was discordant.

The Director was amiss as to why such an old person was part of this squad of young trainees. And why had this elderly person claimed to be Pieter Guskaark? While the older man looked his age in every other detail, his eyes seemed to belong to a much younger person. And while it did not stand out at first glance, Sorensen noticed the parchments around the man’s lips were not as ragged as one would assume for a man of that age.

Sorensen looked into the trainee’s eyes. The recruit winked. It took the Director by surprise. So too did the man’s big smile which followed.

Director Sorensen whispered so only the one before him heard. “Pieter?”

A whisper came back. “Yes, Director Sorensen, it is me”. The elderly looking man shuffled. He explained, “I figured if I am to be a spy in your new divisional sector, then it be best only you and I know my true identity.” Guskaark added, “In case enemy agents have already compromised some of our sections!”

Director Sorensen stepped back from the recruit. He internalized what he had just heard. Again, he looked into the recruit’s eyes. He gave the slightest of nods. Pieter’s logic made sense to the Director. The old man shuffled back into his position in the front row.

Finn Sorensen had been appointed to the position of Recruitment Director by those who had formed the Allegiance, a recently created alliance between the English and the Dutch. The Allegiance’s main purpose was to undermine the Spanish monarchy and cast the invaders out of the Dutch territories for good. Generals and Commanders had failed to defeat the Spanish on the battlefields, so members of the English and the Dutch aristocracies had established a special partnership. They had decided to achieve their goals covertly, more by infiltration than traditional aggression. Sectors had been created. Spies were trained and sent into areas of Spanish control to gain information which could be used against those loyal to King Phillip, The Second.

Sorensen oversaw the training of the spies to ensure they were skilled and ready for service. His brief was to train disadvantaged students from the Spanish territories so they would become the eyes and ears of the organisation. The spies, once trained, would be tasked with providing coded information back to the Allegiance. It was hoped the intelligence gathered by these undercover vigilantes would prove useful in enabling effective missions against the enemy.

Since being appointed, Finn Sorensen had been cautious about his role and only ever introduced himself to his recruits as Director Sorensen. This formal approach was intended to safeguard his family. The Sorensen name was quite common within the Dutch provinces. Only young Pieter knew Finn’s background and it pleased the Director that Pieter had taken an extra step to also conceal his identity.

Sorensen sounded official. “Okay Guskaark, I am pleased you have taken your part within this sector seriously, despite your apparent age.”

Sorensen walked back to the dais. From there he addressed the squad, “For the next six months you will be trained. You will learn how to engage with the enemy, how to gain their trust, and how to identify future spies for recruitment, just as happened with you.”

Sorensen continued, “You all have one thing in common. You are multi-lingual. The languages in which you specialize will help us determine your targeted location for engagement. When your training has been completed, each of you will be given a new alias. Should you ever fall into enemy hands you will be expected to maintain your alias. No one can know your identity. You can never divulge the truth about the Allegiance or the goals it works to achieve. As elite recruits you will be expected to fight to the death, or should you be captured, end your life prematurely before being tortured to a point where you reveal the purpose of your mission. This is the reality of your role. Those who wished to leave have missed the opportunity. There is no turning back now! After you have finished the training and been appointed, it will be do or die!”

The Director let his words sink in for a few moments. He continued, “Squad, we start the program in the morning. Locate your personal quarters and settle in. I recommend you get plenty of rest. From tomorrow your life will change!”

As the squad disbanded, Sorensen called for Guskaark to stay behind. Away from prying eyes and ears he addressed the trainee.

He said, “Pieter, I knew I was right to enlist you. Your commitment is outstanding.”

Guskaark smiled.

Sorensen got down to business. “The Allegiance has requested I provide them with a recruit who is familiar with Genoa. I believe you are. Am I right?”

With confidence Guskaark replied, “Yes Sir. And I am familiar with the dialect.”

Sorensen was not sure what Pieter Guskaark had said, but he knew it to be in Genoese.

Guskaark added in their common tongue, “The language of Genoa is Genoese. It is pronounced Zeneize. It is initially difficult to get your mouth around words if you are not from there. I am lucky. My grandfather is currently a citizen of the area. He was fortunate enough to meet my grandmother here in the Provinces yet escaped the area before all this madness with Spain happened. After a prosperous life together, of which I and my parents were a part, they were fortunate to buy a farm on the outskirts of Genoa and make a living from it.”

The Director nodded. He was aware of Pieter’s background. He knew the Guskaark family. He had been a colleague and was still a friend of Pieter’s father.

Sorensen said, “I kept you back to congratulate you on your outstanding effort today. You certainly have a great grasp on how serious your recruitment into the spy agency will be. Seeing you in this disguise, I am curious. Will it be possible to keep up your alias during the whole training stage?”

Guskaark paused to consider the extent and dedication it would take. He said, “Yes Sir, I believe I can. I will choose something a little simpler so I can make things easier for myself during the training program.”

“Yes. That would be more manageable,” agreed Sorensen.

Pieter Guskaark continued, “After my training, if I am to be chosen for Genoa, I shall use a range of disguises on my missions, in case I become a person of interest to Espías españoles. Sorry Sir, Spanish spies. If I am pursued, I will need an array of disguises to stay ahead.”

With a laugh tempered by concern, Director Sorensen agreed. He said, “Pieter, I anticipate you will come through the training with flying colours. You are a product of your upbringing. You were virtually raised for this.”

“Thank you, Director.”

“Take all on board. Stay true to yourself, and remember the cause is far greater than you and me. I know you will serve with high distinction and be one of the best spies the Allegiance has known.”

“Thank you again Director Sorensen. I will not let you down. I’m determined to further my skills and infiltrate with success wherever I am assigned.”

Sorensen added, “I have every confidence in you, Pieter. Now, I have kept you long enough. It is time for you to join the others.”

Guskaark turned to leave.

Sorensen finished the conversation with, “Just remember, what we have discussed stays between us. The purposes of your missions will always come directly from me. My seal will be on all correspondence you receive. Only you, me and the heads of the Allegiance will know your objectives. If anyone else tries to discuss them with you, be confident your mission has been compromised!” As an afterthought, Sorensen said, “And, dear Pieter, if that should occur, you would be in great danger.”

Guskaark stood tall. He said, “Director, as gravely as you have portrayed the mission, I look forward to the challenge. As a team we will make a difference. Thank you, Sir. I will now retire for the night.”

Guskaark walked to his quarters.
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Behind the mask I feel a sense of daring.
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As my inner self remains unique.

Beyond the mask there is an incipient curiosity.

My truths are veneered by mystique.

Let me masquerade behind my disguise,

As I survey each player through motionless eyes. 

––––––––
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Discretion is the key to staying alive.

––––––––
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Vincenzo Rossetti came into the world midway through the sixteenth century without a cry. He was the first child born to Julius and Andrena Rossetti. At the time of his birth there was a distinct differentiation between those who were rich and those who were poor in the Republic of Genoa. The Rossetti family was very much part of the poorer working class.

Vincenzo lived with his parents in a moderate dwelling on the shores of the Mediterranean. His father earned a living as a fisherman. At first, his mother, Andrena, had helped Julius to sort the catch, mend nets and sell fish. The arrival of Vincenzo meant Andrena became dedicated to managing house chores.

Vincenzo’s parents were devoted to him and worked hard. Julius and Andrena were liked and respected in their community. They were a kind and gentle couple. They often went out of their way to help others in need.

Vincenzo’s family eked out a comfortable living when he was an only child, but the budget stretched with each additional baby. While Andrena had cherished Julius’s virility as a younger woman, she quickly became the mother of a family which continued to get larger. Not long after Vincenzo arrived, Andrena was pregnant. After the next child was born, another was on the way. By the time Vincenzo had reached the age of seven, he was the oldest of six children. The ever-growing family created financial hardship for the Rossetti’s, especially at times when the catch was poor, or the weather was too rough for Julius to fish. 

Vincenzo was set to work from a young age. So, even as a child he was no stranger to a fishing vessel, cleaning the catch, and maintaining equipment.

Despite their low station in life, Julius and Andrena had aspirations for their children. As Vincenzo was their oldest, they wanted him to be the first to have the opportunity to be educated so he could be more than a simple fisherman, like his father. Julius Rossetti sought offers from rich households which may want Vincenzo as a servant and, in turn, tutor the young boy, so he would obtain an education.

The Rossetti’s were pleased with the offers which came but none held more appeal than the one from the de Tocco family. Giovanni de Tocco was a respected gentleman in the district. He was a banker. He handled financial matters for estates across Genoa as well as brokered for influential investors, locally, from Spain, and Portugal. He owned a large estate inland from the coast on the opposite side of the town.

Giovanni was in his mid-thirties, but to many, was mistaken to be much older. His grey hair, present from an early age, added to his image as a man of high social standing. His large solid figure made an impression on those around him. He easily intimidated anyone who may have riled him the wrong way. He had always been considered a handsome gentleman by the women in his social network. As a younger man he had an insatiable appetite for partying. Women often sought his attention in his youth and there was once a time when he had been more than happy to take advantage. However, after he met Isabella Cruz at a masquerade ball hosted by his childhood friend and current neighbour, Lord Gilliano, he chose to settle down. Giovanni considered Isabella to be the most beautiful woman he had set eyes upon. They enjoyed a lavish wedding and together, built the de Tocco Empire.

After many successful banking ventures, Giovanni and Isabella were able to freely squander their wealth. This often led to lavish and extravagant social events at the estate.

In recent years Giovanni had gained weight and was now much more heavily set than he had been as a younger man. This did not bother Isabella. She loved the lavish lifestyle and was quite pleased her husband no longer attracted so many beautiful women as he once had done.

Julius and Andrena Rossetti were aware of the wealth the de Tocco’s had acquired. They knew about the couple’s lavish lifestyle. However, they believed, if accepted, their Vincenzo would be provided with many opportunities which may see him grow up with a sound education and a wide range of life skills.

When he was told of his pending placement with the de Tocco’s, Vincenzo did not take the news kindly. He protested at being handed over to an upper-class family. As a child he did not understand how his parents could have made such a decision.

He challenged them. “Why don’t you love me? I do the chores. I help Papa mend the nets. I’m very rarely in trouble! Why are you sending me off to be a slave?”

Vincenzo’s parents tried to justify their decision. They told him about the financial difficulties the family faced as they tried to make ends meet on a fisherman’s earnings. They pleaded with Vincenzo to understand.

Vincenzo did not understand. He ran from the house. He climbed along the foreshore and hid in a cave. He did not come home that night. Or the next. By the third day he was hungry, so he came back. He was morose and sullen as he moped about. He refused to assist his father. Julius didn’t push the boy.

Before the decision to take Vincenzo was finalised, Isabella de Tocco arranged to visit the Rossetti’s. She insisted she meet the future prospect for her household and both of his parents, before making a final commitment.

Isabella arrived at the Rossetti’s house in a luxurious horse-drawn carriage. As she stepped down from the cabin, her locks of fine dark hair floated on her shoulders. They danced and shifted in the breeze. A pastel lilac coif sat inconspicuously on her head, above a soft rounded unblemished face. Her brown eyes were alive. While the fashion of the day portrayed her to have a more corpulent figure, the high waisted embroidered purple dress she wore could not completely disguise the shapely body inside it.

Before she made any form of greeting, Isabella breathed the fresh sea air. She held it in. Slowly she released it. She closed her eyes and took another breath. As she exhaled, she smiled.

Isabella said to no one in particular, “The sea. I love the sea. You can hear it as waves crash onto the rocks and gulls fly high and fill the sky with their cries. You can feel it as it pushes the winds of the world onto your cheeks. You can smell it, so fresh and effervescent. You can breathe it.” She breathed in again. Her eyes closed and her beautiful face expressed a happiness and amenability the Rossetti’s had not expected, especially from such a well-to-do woman.

Vincenzo’s parents were also surprised by Isabella’s greeting. She threw open her arms and embraced them. Firstly, Andrena, and then Julius. As she stepped back Isabella continued to smile.

She said, “This atmosphere brings back wondrous childhood memories!” She explained, “When Giovanni told me where you lived, I wanted to see it for myself. It’s been too long since I ventured back to a fishing village.” She turned and looked at the shack perched by the roadside above the small jetty and boat shed.

Isabella sounded genuine, “And your house. It is so quaint! I love it!”

Julius and Andrena Rossetti glanced at each other. Julius nodded to his wife. Isabella had expressed herself well. There was no hint of upper-class tone in her voice. The Rossetti’s were pleased with what they had heard. Isabella de Tocco seemed to be genuine.

Julius Rossetti was also pleased with what he saw as the fashionable and attractive Isabella de Tocco stood before him. Andrena Rossetti conceded Isabella was a beautiful woman and while she could not blame him, she gave her husband a subtle pinch on his arm as she watched his eyes wander all over Isabella’s body.

Realizing the Rossetti’s may be intimidated, Isabella said, “I don’t want to keep you long. I have come to introduce myself. I am Isabella de Tocco. It is lovely to be in your presence!”

Isabella stepped up to Vincenzo’s father. He stood upright. He was taken by the closeness of his well-groomed visitor. Andrena stood to the side, children tucked in against her long loose-fitting dress.

Isabella said, “You must be Julius.” She looked toward Andrena and the children. She smiled. “It is such a lovely family you have!” Isabella turned back to Julius. She studied him. She approved. The man reminded her of her husband when he had been younger and still strong and toned. She took a step closer. She guided her right hand down the soft material which covered his left arm. She felt the muscle hidden by his shirt. Isabella smiled again. She took her hand away.

Andrena could sense Isabella was impressed by her husband’s physique. She felt a mix of pride and jealousy. Isabella stepped toward Andrena, but her gaze was on Vincenzo, who had pressed in behind his younger sisters at his mother’s right hip.

Isabella said, “Hello young man, you must be Vincenzo. May I call you Vince?”

Vincenzo was speechless. He too was taken by the soft skin and sweet smell of the woman before him. Julius leaned over and nudged his son’s shoulder.

Vincenzo struggled, but answered, “Yes Ma’am. You may call me Vince. My mother does.”

Isabella leaned in. “Thank you, Vince. It is an honour to meet the young man my Giovanni and I have spent so much time discussing.” Isabella glanced up at Julius. She said to Vincenzo, “Tell me. When you grow up, do you wish to be as strong and handsome as your Papa?”

Vincenzo looked toward his father. He smiled. Despite the disagreements he had about this proposed move to another family, he loved his father. He was proud of him.

Vincenzo said, “Yes Ma’am, I always work hard. I hope to be a strong fisherman just like Papa when I grow to be bigger!”

Isabella approved of Vincenzo’s confidence. She said, “Thank you, young man. I hope you can join our household soon. There will be plenty of work for you, but there will also be plenty of fun. You will meet some other children your age.”

The arguments with his parents seemed insignificant as he thought about what he had been told by the beautiful lady before him. Vincenzo grinned. He said, “Thank you, Missus Taco.”

Vincenzo’s father corrected him.

“De Tocco!”

Isabella corrected Julius. “My name is Isabella, but while your son lives at my estate, it is proper he refer to me as Lady de Tocco.”

Vincenzo smiled again. He held out his hand to shake. He said, “Thank you Lady de Tocco.”

To Julius’s surprise, Isabella took the hand. She grinned. She gave a slight curtsey. She said, “You are most welcome Master Rossetti.”

Isabella stepped forward and embraced Vincenzo’s mother. She praised Andrena, “You are an amazing woman. Giovanni and I cannot have our own children. You have six!” Isabella gave Julius a wink. To him, she said, “It looks like you have been quite busy.”

Isabella’s embrace continued. She was emotional. She realized the difficulty the Rossetti’s must have with their decision to hand over their oldest son.

As Isabella stepped back, she saw the concern Andrena felt. She took up Vincenzo’s mother’s hand and reassured her, “Vince will be safe. He will receive the best care and education. I assure you he will always be allowed to come back and visit. Your son will do well in our care. I am confident he will grow into a strong and handsome man.”

With a flirtatious smile, Lady de Tocco added, “Just like his father.”

After a brief ruffle of the dress material as it sat on her hips, an act of composure, Isabella walked toward her carriage. Before she stepped up, she said, in a business-like way, “I bid you all a good day. Please take care of yourselves. Giovanni will come by in a few days to finalise everything.”

Isabella’s smile returned. She looked at Vincenzo. “Take care young man.”

To Julius and Andrena, Isabella said, “May your family continue to be blessed!”

After a final wave Isabella stepped up into the carriage. The driver called out. The horses trotted away.

That night Vincenzo lay on his bed. He had many thoughts. He was frightened. He did not want to leave his mother, or his father. But he looked forward to seeing Lady de Tocco again. He had been taken by her beauty, her kind spirit, soft mannerisms, and her gentle nature. He was nervous about meeting Giovanni de Tocco. A man of such social standing and wealth was sure to be intimidating.

Tiredness overtook wandering thoughts. Vincenzo fell into a deep sleep.

In the loft above, Julius lay on the bed. He too was consumed by thoughts about Lady de Tocco. It had been a long time since his Andrena had looked so voluptuous or been so flirtatious. The rich woman had been so fresh and enticing. He thought back to earlier times: before Andrena had endured the hardships of being a fisherman’s wife; before she had mothered so many children.

Andrena felt his touch. She sighed. She wondered where her husband had found the inspiration.

*     *     *     *     *
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Giovanni de Tocco arrived in the same carriage as his wife had done. After a greeting from Julius, de Tocco entered the Rossetti house. There was a boy with him. Giovanni introduced the boy as Carlo. Carlo appeared to be several years older than Vincenzo. Vincenzo was curious. Carlo was warm and welcoming. Julius could see Carlo had a calming effect on Vincenzo.

To Vincenzo, Carlo looked fit, healthy and in good spirits. Giovanni also noticed the boys had instantly connected. He encouraged the two to take some time to get to know each other while the adults talked. He suggested the boys look around the jetty while Carlo explained to Vincenzo what life was like at the de Tocco estate.

Carlo soon had Vincenzo convinced the de Tocco family was kind and fair and the de Tocco estate was a great place to live and work. Vincenzo was pleased to hear he would be given plenty of free time to play with other children at the estate.

Regardless of the assurances he had been given by Carlo, Vincenzo’s heart was still torn. He had no desire to leave his family, especially his brothers and sisters. He thought as he grew up, he would help the family to make ends meet, as a fisherman alongside his father. His mind jostled with thoughts of leaving everything he knew and enjoyed, and thoughts about having a different life with an upper-class family. He was not sure how to deal with these emotions. He liked what he had been told about life at the de Tocco estate, but he was concerned it was all too good to be true. He even considered the possibility the arrangements may be a trick and things could be different once he was at the estate.

While Giovanni and the Rossetti’s continued to discuss their agreement, Vincenzo showed Carlo around. They played in the fishing boat. They skipped stones across calm water. They climbed cliffs.

Over supper, Vincenzo was forced to declare his position regarding his pending relocation. As he sat with a bowl before him, he burst into tears. He looked at his mother. Tears streamed down her cheeks as well. On the outside Julius remained stoic, but on the inside, he was wrought with guilt and emotion.

Calmly, Vincenzo said, “Dear parents. As it is your wish. I agree to move to the de Tocco estate.”

Giovanni felt the tension around the table. It was obvious to him Vincenzo loved his family and his decision to move away was the result of that love. Carlo also sensed the despair in the room. He stood up and hung his arm around Vincenzo’s shoulders.

After Julius blessed the meal, it was consumed in silence. The only sounds came from Vincenzo’s intermittent sobs. The boy did not finish what was in his bowl.

Giovanni broke the unease. He said, “Well, we have a satisfactory arrangement and young Vincenzo has agreed to be part of it. However, as a gesture of goodwill, I propose Vincenzo remain here tonight. It will give him a chance to say farewell to his parents and siblings. I will send the carriage to collect him tomorrow.”

After the meal and genuine outpourings of gratitude for the Rossetti’s hospitality, Giovanni called to his driver to prepare for the journey back to the estate. Carlo made a point of saying goodbye to Vincenzo. He said, “It was a pleasure to meet you today. I believe we will be best friends. I am confident you will love it. Sleep well with your siblings. Their big brother is about to learn many new things at Master de Tocco’s!”

Vincenzo, tired and drained, said to Carlo, “Thank you. I am sorry for my tears. I will be better tomorrow.”

After Giovanni de Tocco and Carlo had departed, the Rossetti’s took their eldest child to his bed. They consoled him, as they did each other. With little energy left, it was not long before Vincenzo fell asleep.

Despite the raw emotion of the situation, Julius and Andrena were excited for their son. They knew he had a promising future. They knew he was being given the privilege of an opportunity neither of them had had in life. As much as it had been a difficult decision, they knew it was the right choice to allow the de Tocco’s to raise their son. With heavy hearts, the Rossetti’s made their way to their own bed. They fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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“Why do things always happen under the cover of darkness?” The recently graduated operative was in two minds. He could not fully see his target. It was just a shape in the shadows. He speculated, “If the man I seek to eliminate is so difficult to keep in view, I must be difficult to see as well. I must remain assertive. It is my best defence.”

In daylight, the person in the dark grey cloak had been easy to follow. He had moved alone, in and out of gambling houses, banks, and restaurants. Now, the afternoon’s light had all but faded. The enemy’s movements were less visible. But it was worth a final attempt.

Getting close had its risks, but the opportunity to be near enough to drive a blade into the man’s heart was a risk worth taking. Now, as he hid in the shadows, in a side lane, just off the decking of the Amsterdam wharves, it seemed that opportunity was about to present itself.

The target could be heard, better than it could be seen. The man in the grey cloak walked slowly. His mind was busy. His thoughts were far away from his physical surroundings as they dealt with the day’s frustrations. For the grey cloak, tracking down and eliminating an Allegiance operative had always been a routine task. But this new agent, he was a cut above others the young Spaniard had killed. This new agent was elusive, quick, always a move ahead.

Because of his meandering thoughts, the man in the cloak forgot his place. His footsteps were off-task noisy, not the actions of the experienced operative he was.

For the one in the side lane, the sound of boots on boards enabled him to estimate the distance and, more importantly, the time before the one in the grey cloak would walk past the laneway.

The man in the grey cloak had decided to call it a day. He was cold, tired, and hungry. As an experienced agent, he knew the pursuit of the Allegiance man in darkness would be fraught with danger. He was also frustrated. His uncle Alvaro would be waiting for news the new man had been eradicated, but he had no message to send just yet. He knew inconclusive reporting left everyone apprehensive. No, it would be better to finish the job tomorrow and dispatch a conclusive report to Madrid.

Grey Cloak lifted his face. He sighed. There was a public house metres ahead, just beyond the laneway. At the entrance to the laneway, he stopped. He sifted through his pocket for his bag of coins. He smiled, “Some beers, a meal and, I have enough for a fair maiden to massage my aching brow.”

The blade cut through three layers, pierced skin, and continued through rib cartilage to the soft pulsating flesh of Grey Cloak’s heart. The dagger came out as fast as it went in. The wounded man grabbed at his chest with both hands. He knew he was dying. His eyes saw the blade flash the reflection of the lamp above the public house.

The man in the grey cloak looked at his assailant. He expected to see a fearful aggressive face. Instead, he saw vibrant brown eyes. He heard, “¡Adiós, perro cerdo español!”

The Spaniard felt dizzy. He cursed, “The bastard is laughing at me in Spanish!” The pain in Grey Cloak’s chest was unbearable. His knees gave way. With his hands on his heart, he tumbled forward.

By the time a passer-by had rolled the man in the grey cloak on to his back, he was dead.

The Allegiance agent was gone.

*     *     *     *     *
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The map was impressive.

King Phillip, The Second, filled with pride as he studied this recently completed work by the royal cartographer. In the King of Spain’s lifetime, the world had grown dramatically. With so many new lands discovered, the notion of the Mediterranean as the middle of the earth was a superseded concept. Cristoforo Colombo, or Cristóbal Colón as he was now known in Spain, had proven the world was the same shape as the heavenly bodies. The King smiled to himself. He still received reports about “flat earth” proponents who actively promoted their now discredited beliefs.

Phillip was considered handsome by most. Of average height, his physique suggested he was an active man. His receding hair line accentuated his forehead and highlighted his bushy eyebrows. A well-trimmed beard, tending toward ginger, formed an apex below his chin and made his facial features appear more elongated than they were. The King could often get lost in concentration, and recoil his posture, but in moments of mirth, he assumed a most welcoming juxtaposition.

Phillip leaned in toward the map and read the finer detail. He exulted. Many of the recently included coastlines had been charted by Spanish sailors. Those expeditions had been sanctioned by the King himself, or at least, funded by Spanish Treasury. There were now lands named after him. The newly added territories across the Atlantic Ocean were predominantly the result of the King’s endorsements. There were some Spanish gains in the Indies, but as he noted by the declarations of sovereignty written on some of the recently discovered lands, there were other countries in Europe also active in the search for new assets.

The race to gain new lands in an ever-expanding world was a contested one. The more territory a state could claim, the more wealth, and in turn, the more power it had to exercise.

It was similar in Europe. Dominant states were powerful states. And Phillip proudly acknowledged, under the reign of his father, Roman Emperor Charles, The Fifth, and now him, Spain had become a superpower.

Phillip also conceded, dominance brought enemies. Nonetheless, Spain was strong. Through its military might, it had been able to dominate many countries and maintain its foothold. It wanted to expand this dominance globally, but that required an immense commitment and an increasing need to acquire new fiscal resources. With local sources of wealth at their limits, the treasures of the new world were a sought-after prize. The race for increased capital and continued international supremacy had begun to extend Spain’s operations beyond the European continent. This was evident on the new map the King studied.

Despite the detail to the east and west, Phillip focused on his beloved Mediterranean. He smiled. Perhaps there was still a source of great wealth closer to home.

There was noise behind him. King Phillip turned.

“Yes Gonzalo?”

The footman bowed. He cleared his throat, “Your Majesty, Señor Cortez is here as requested. So are your senior advisers. The gentlemen await your audience. Shall I send them in?”

The King did not reply.

“Sir?”

The footman was not sure if his King had heard his announcement. He began to convey the message again.

He was cut short.

The King was calm, but assertive, “I heard, Gonzalo. Please, send Cortez in, alone. He can summon the others when we are ready.”

The footman bowed. He left the room.

King Phillip turned back to the map. As his fingers caressed his bearded chin, he looked at the countries in Europe. He had spent so much of his life in many of these places: on the front line; directing action from base camps; in lavish museums and occupied foreign estate houses. He had enjoyed the spoils of the rich and powerful. All his life he had been an engaged ruler. Even as a teenager his father had appointed him Duke of Milan and expected him to serve his King in a range of state endorsed titles, and this service had continued throughout his life. His successes were already part of history.

But the burden of leadership had taken its toll. King Phillip, The Second, of Spain, had grown tired of travel. He was a war-weary soldier. He was a depleted diplomat. He wanted to remain in Madrid and allow his senior officials to take up the responsibilities of frontline leadership. He would always be engaged. He would always expect to be guided by the best of intelligence. He would always make decisions for the good of God and country. He had decided, following a final round of leisurely business-related visits to estate houses which were not behind enemy lines, he would confine his activities and begin a palace-based lifestyle at El Escorial, here in Madrid.

“He has done a fine job.”

King Phillip jumped.

He turned. “Pardon?”

The man gave a hint of a bow, nonetheless respectful, while radiating familiarity. He said, “The cartographer. Sorry for startling you Your Majesty, but your servant said I should report to you alone.”

The King smiled. He held up his right hand. “No, No. Dear Alvaro, it is I who should apologize. My thoughts had me far away.”

Phillip walked around his meeting table and shook Cortez’s hand. As they released grips, Cortez looked toward the wall. He said, “It is good to see the royal cartographer has seen fit to include our new frontiers as part of the global picture.”

The King agreed. “Indeed Alvaro. Each new map from our Cartographers includes new places. Many of them are now part of our Empire.”

Cortez commented, “It is good to see the Americas so prominent.”

King Phillip stared at the map. He said, “That is true. But do not forget the riches we have uncovered in the east, on the island of Nuevo Guinea.”

Cortez countered, “But Sir, as you have already been advised, it will take many years for us to access the hidden treasures from the east. We need to dispatch a reconnaissance crew. We need to confirm exactly where the gold is and, more importantly, how to mine it. All of that will take many years.

As well, there are routes to be surveyed, men to recruit, and navy ships to be deployed to defend the returning fleets. Not to mention the complications of having our men work in such horrendous heat and inhospitable conditions in the tropics.”

The King placed his hand on his chin. He continued to look at the map. “Hmmph. They would be appalling conditions. I have been told by several returned sea captains only mad dogs would undertake more than they had to, under the midday sun of the tropics.”

Cortez added, “And Englishman.”

The King turned. Alvaro’s expression demanded an explanation. Cortez shrugged. “Señor it is a standard joke amongst our spy network that the easiest way to seek out the English is to do so around midday. The English have a propensity to work throughout the day, unlike most of their wiser and more cultured European counterparts.”

The King smiled. He said, “I like that. Perhaps we should keep that in mind. When our sea invasion of England eventuates, perhaps we should attack at night. If their sailors have sailed around all day, they are sure to be tired by night fall. If we attack then, we could literally catch them napping!”

Cortez smiled. Whether he thought so or not, he said, “That is good, Señor. Your wit is as sharp as ever.”

Phillip turned to the map again. He said, “You are correct Cortez. Perhaps it is better we continue to concentrate on the Americas. At least until we have undertaken the groundwork for the lands beyond the East Indies.”

Cortez reinforced the King’s sentiment. “Señor, as your father was also aware, there is evidence of copious riches to be exploited in the new territories across the Atlantic. And, may I add, less covert interference from our European neighbours.”

“Ah yes. Cortez, I was saddened by the news of your nephew’s tragic death. He was one of our better undercover men.”

Cortez bowed his head, “Pinto was the best of our new spies. I trained him myself. It seems the enemy have one who outwitted my man.”

The King sighed, “It is a worry when the Dutch Provinces, lands we have controlled for so long, develop espionage skills behind our back.”

“Señor, our intelligence has identified this scoundrel does not serve any government.”

“Are you saying we now have freelance spies? Mercenaries?”

“Not quite. There is a cooperative which has been created by a group of English and Dutch businessmen. They refer to it as the Allegiance.

It seems this group, with support from the English government and what remains of Dutch bureaucracy, is privately funded. Its main objective is to undermine Spanish operations and counter your, ah, our dominance.”

King Phillip thought about what he had heard. He laughed. “Ha! Are you saying the aristocracy in England, and those with money hidden amongst the peasants of the Netherlands think they can buy victory over the might of the Spanish Empire?

Why do these English and Dutch gents think they can conquer the Spanish? All they do is sit in their drawing rooms taking high tea. They spend their days entertaining big-busted mistresses whose hands, apart from tugging at their masters’ scrawny and wrinkled appendages have not seen physical work beyond hitching up their undergarments to squat for a pee.”

The King’s face was red. He asked, “So, who is this fellow who was cunning enough to bring down Pinto Diablo?”

Cortez was emotional, “Señor, a Spanish informant managed to infiltrate the organization, as a member of their special training program. He says the Allegiance’s regime is rigorous. They teach their recruits the latest in undercover combat. They practise surveillance skills in ways we have not even thought about. Our man also noted many of their recruits are masters of disguise. He said, during the training, some agents often became different people, sometimes overnight. It was hard, even for the trainer to keep up with what each of his men looked like. They are the real deal. It is just unfortunate they are on the other side.”

The King predicted, “Not for long?”

“No Señor. Regardless of the stealth of Pinto’s killer, I am committed to tracking him down and exacting my revenge. No man knifes someone who was my flesh and blood and gets away with it!”

“Tell your agents the King has offered five hundred Spanish Dollars to track him down and capture and bring him to me, dead or alive!”

Cortez stood tall. He now had financial incentive as well as emotional purpose. He said, “Your Majesty, you called for your high-ranking servants? They await your directive.”

“Yes, yes Alvaro. I need to confer with you first. I have decided to take your advice and withdraw from further active engagements away from Madrid.”

“That is very wise. How do you think your team will react to this news?”

The King laughed. “Ha! I am basically ordering them to get off their arses and do some of the work I have regularly done. How do you think they will react?”

Cortez did not reply. The grin on his face indicated to the King life amongst the senior ranks of the Empire was about to be tested.

Phillip looked at Cortez. He was pensive. “I also wanted to check if Menorca was ready to commence?”

Cortez’s grin widened. “Yes, Your Majesty. Consider Menorca as good as accomplished.”

Phillip took Cortez’s hand. He shook it vigorously. He said, “Well, my friend. Go and bring the others so we can share all the news of the day!”

Cortez was back in moments. There were three men with him.

The Head of Spanish Treasury was a stocky fellow. Lord Rafael Marquez’s ruddy complexion made it obvious he consumed too much Spanish wine. The bulge of his girth revealed he partook in too many royal banquets and Treasury feasts. His shapeless muscle tone was evidence of his lack of exercise. His curled silver locks suggested he engaged with self-gratifying grooming products and processes. The sweet smell of perfume which wafted around him indicated he was preoccupied by the exotic fragrances now available in Europe to those of social status. Marquez bowed to his King.

The Chief of Military Operations was a tall and wily man. Admiral Milos Sanchez had seen active duty in Naples and Sicily. As well, he had served his King in the Dutch Provinces. Recently he led a reconnaissance fleet to the Americas. He was an advocate for efficiency, a stickler for detail and, above all, a loyal servant of King and country.

Years of responsibility had weathered Sanchez’s rugged features. With his hat tucked in under his right elbow, his bald head was exposed. The lines in his skin cascaded down each cheek to be lost in the prominent beard which projected from his chin. Like the Treasurer, Sanchez bowed.

The youngest of the party, Juan Perez also bowed. Perez was King Phillip’s second cousin’s son. As the Head of Castle Affairs, he found his way into most conversations which involved the King.

Many amongst the senior team protested at Perez’s attendance at such meetings, but with the King’s endorsement, Perez always managed to be present.

He was here now. His clothing was less formal than the older men’s. With his hat removed, his hair was a dishevelled statement of youth. His attire was tardily positioned on his virile body.

There were many at the castle who considered Perez to be a handsome man. So much so, it often required a visit to the servant’s quarters to summon Perez for an audience with the King. On many occasions, the young man entered the King’s court in the act of redressing himself.

While the King was aware of the young man’s promiscuities, he ignored them. Phillip considered his second cousin’s son to be an efficient operator and a man who, despite his indulgences with women and, occasionally men, from the servant’s quarters, managed to get things done.

The King
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