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  To Maggie Noach, a much missed friend





  

 

 

 

 


  The Good guys and the Bad Guys are both hoping for a miracle . . .
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  This story takes place in that curious gap in European history, the two decades between the battle of Waterloo and the arrival of the Victorian age; when bel canto opera
  flourished, and the word scientist was first coined.


  I have used the source material regarding the history and royalty of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies with the same careful and exact attention to detail as the bel canto composers.


  Given that Gaetano Donizetti once set an opera in Liverpool and described it as a small Alpine village outside London, the reader is probably safe in regarding Black Opera as
  Alternate History.
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  10 April 1815  Indonesia

  
    

 

 

 


  The water rose up in a wall like the end of the world.


  The ships prow dropped down  down  so far down it seemed impossible it could ever lift again


  Spilling off a monumental weight of water, it began slowly to rise.


  The Flores Sea blazed, darker than indigo, every wave crest tipped with crimson and carmine.


  Yes, we are a day late. The dark of the moon was yesterday. But perhaps, perhaps we will not all be dying for nothing


  Ranieri glanced back through the glass of the steam ships wheelhouse. Two of his men grappled with the captain: a grey and grizzled man in a salt-worn peaked cap. By his lip movements, he
  appeared to be shouting.


  Protesting where were taking his ship, no doubt.


  The steam-driven paddles made it in advance of all its kind; keel laid down in France by special order. That alone must make it ours, to do with as we wish, he thought.


  A pain sawed at his waist, from the rope that bound him to the rail.


  The wind, hot and abnormally dry, snatched the voice from his mouth. He shouted to the woman:


  Now!  Sing!


  Identical ropes trapped her. The same wind snapped her black hair out in a pennant, and slapped it back in her face. Against the violet sky, she appeared a ghost from Byron or Shelley; her skin
  visibly white through the skirls of ash and spray.


  Her gaze riveted, not on him, but on the child he held.


  The girl, her daughter, had no ropes lashing her to the rail. Nothing held the six-year-old safe on the pitching, yawing deck  except the grip he had on her shoulders.


  Ranieri!


  He read it from her lips. Not his real name, but he has been answering to it from Rome to Indonesia.


  Give me Maria Grazia! Anything else is yours!


  The ships prow strained, lifting towards the vertical. As if the baying of the gale were nothing, he mouthed his order again at the woman. And lifted one hand free of her child.


  The woman frantically nodded, her hand shielding her mouth against the snowfall of ashes.


  Air cleared unnaturally around her face.


  She began to sing.


  It should not have been possible to hear her over the storm. That he could hear a thread of sound, no matter how soft, under the ear-battering gale, made his spirits rise immeasurably.


  The whole hull thrummed with the straining side paddle-wheels engines. Barely a dish-rag of canvas high on both her masts kept her facing into the seas.


  The ship stood all but upright on her stern at the top of the alizarin and scarlet wave. The prow pitched forward; down. Spray deluged him, tightening the hemp ropes painfully. A hill of water
  momentarily cut off the wind from his right-hand side.


  At one and the same moment, he heard the singers voice leap up into a spine-shivering soprano, and saw clear across the seething ocean to the island.


  Sumbawa Island  at last!


  Sumbawa: one among an archipelago of thousands of islets that make up the Lesser Sundra Islands, on the border between Indonesia and the Indian Ocean. Twelve thousand miles from Europe, and
  fifteen miles away, now, from their foundering ship in the tiny Flores Sea. An island shape barely visible in the dimness.


  He could not have seen it at all if not for the single cone of the volcano, Mount Tambora. A lightning-filled pillar of smoke plundered upwards from the volcano: dark violet and deepest
  black.


  Hard to be sure in the spray and detritus filled air . . . He slitted his eyes, and made out a red spark of lava beginning to snake down from the peak.


  Sing louder! He shrieked into the momentary lull of the wind, barely audible over the slamming of steam-pistons, and the shrill sound of rivets popping free of the side
  paddle-wheel casing. Sing!


  The woman sobbed a note, reaching out her hands to her daughter.


  Ranieri picked the child up. He put a distasteful hand over her mouth to stop her blaring; ignored her kicking, stained legs, and held her out  to the full length of his arms  so
  that she would fall directly into the glistening slide of the waves trough, never touching the ships side.


  He did not need to voice the threat. Only the exhortation:


  Sing louder! better! than you have ever sung before!


  Terror and desperation gave her voice power.


  Ranieri drew in a breath, sour with the volcanos exhaled gases, and sent his own ringing tenor to join her, spiralling upwards in a duet.


  Unfortunate that I am the only one of our people with a true voice, he found himself wryly thinking at this last moment, that must be his last moment. I wonder, will this work?


  His voice reverberated in his chest, as if he sang in the nave of a cathedral, or some pagan amphitheatre; he felt himself join with her and her anguish.


  The words sang of love and death.


  At the aching zenith of the duet, soprano and tenor went beyond themselves into an apotheosis of sound, barely seeming that of human voices.


  Below the sea-bed, below the abyssal rock that strains with the pressure of the subduction zone, the magma chamber reaches breaking point. Liquid rock, fire and gas surge upwards.


  The volcano of Tambora is far too narrow a channel to contain it.


  The girl-child panicked, spasmed out of Ranieris hands, and fell, vanishing into spray and coiling water.


  Its too late now, even though the mother goes from song to agonised, horribly comic screech. It is done. He thinks desperately, Will they know, back home, what we have achieved here?
  That we have succeeded? We are so far away


  The island of Sumbawa detonates.


  The explosion of the volcano Tambora is the loudest sound heard on the planet since the Neolithic age and the super-eruption of Mount Toba. The ancient Plinean rupture of Vesuvius is nothing to
  it; Krakatoa, decades later, will not outdo it. Twelve cubic miles of rock lift into the atmosphere.


  An ash-and-cinder cloud will extend six hundred miles, turning the sky to night. The eruption is heard clearly in Sumatra, twelve hundred miles away, where it is mistaken for artillery.


  It is not heard in Europe.


  Europe does not take notice of news in the Far East. They are too busy with the upcoming end of their own wars against the Emperor of the North.


  They dont hear how its pitch dark in Indonesia for two days  and, afterwards, its discovered that eleven or twelve thousand people died in Tamboras pyroclastic
  surges, and perhaps seventy thousand in the floods, starvation, and disease that comes after.


  But the following year  AD 1816  is known throughout the northern hemisphere as the Year without a Summer.


  A generation-long war is over: a Gallic tyrant has scraped a desperate victory on the field of Waterloo, and consented to an Armistice; and now they desire to enjoy the peace. But in Europe and
  America, cloud and a persistent dry sulphurous fog cover the sun each month. Storms wrack the winter. Snow falls in June, and a bitter frost comes all year round. The potato, wheat, and oat
  harvests fail. Livestock die.


  The desolation of the wars is barely gone before the resulting extensive famine. Typhus and cholera outbreaks follow hunger. And rioting, looting and arson follow them.


  Men look at the skies and talk of the punishment of God.


  A very few men do not.


  They talk of a ship lost in the seas around Mount Tambora, on that rash and vital voyage.


  Gentlemen, ladies  Matteo Ranieri. A man raises his glass to their fellow-conspirator. One of the Princes Men has fallen  but the
  Princes Men go on.


  They drink deep, around the table, but do not afterwards smash their crystal glasses. Valuable things are only to be broken when it becomes necessary.


  Now their experiment is proved, they can begin to plan.


  All that stands between them and success is time.
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  Some years later  Napoli, Port district.

  
    

 

 

 


  He could not remember the notes.


  The sounds fell away from Conrad like tides receding across a beach


  He rose out of what he realised was a dream.


  The backs of his eyes hurt. Conrad felt with tentative fingers at the flesh around his right eye-socket, and found it puffy. Pain centred at the retina of the eyeball


  Light!


  drilling its way through his brain as his eyelid slitted open.


  The lemon-yellow of Naples morning sun, rising south and east of Vesuvius, stabbed through his window and roused nausea. Conrad Scalese rolled over  having just time to wonder,
  What am I doing in bed fully dressed?  and made the edge of the mattress.


  He vomited onto the bare floorboards.


  Padrone?


  Tullios deep voice cut through his head, making Conrad clutch both hands back over his eyes.


  The man-servant deftly wiped his face clean. Too much getting pissed at the after-show party? Ors your head again?


  Sick, Conrad managed.


  It wasnt that sensible an answer, since it could be equally taken to refer to a hangover from too much celebratory drinking. Tullio Rossi murmured something consoling, however. Conrad
  clamped his eyelids shut, behind his palms, and listened to the click of spoon against glass; the sound of water pouring.


  The remains of his dream fell through auditory memory: dry sand through his fingers. Every note is gone.


  But it wont have been mine, he realised. Not mine  words are my talent, not music. Itll be something I heard at some opera house


  The cold edge of a glass tipped against Conrads mouth. He swallowed Tullios usual remedy by reflex, the touch of laudanum just distinguishable. The residue tasted bitter.


  Sorry, padrone, I thought you were drunk last night. Tullios baritone carried the rough edge of his army days even now; too much shouting of orders over the explosion of
  cannon and screaming of horses. He held the volume of it down to quiet questioning. Sick headache?


  If the pain hadnt half blinded him, Conrad would have sworn violently.


  I dont get sick headaches. Women get sick headaches!


  Absolutely, padrone.


  Only a man who knew him very well could have distinguished amusement in the ex-riflemans tone. Conrad knew him very well.


  Gritting his teeth, Conrad got out: The ancient Greek physicians called it hemicrania  migraine


  Oh. Megrims. My old mum used to get those. Not on the rag, are you, padrone?


  Conrad suppressed what he could of the pain to say encouragingly, Youre fired, Tullio.


  Yes, padrone. Third time this month. Drink up, now.


  Pain stabbed from Conrads first cervical vertebrae, up across his skull. Half his face by now seemed something between numb and squashy. It felt as if the air itself pressured him,
  squeezing his head in a vice, exactly as it had felt during the very first of these episodes, after a twelve-hour continuous artillery barrage in the war.


  Conrad gave the glass to Tullio and rolled gingerly back on the bed, supine, gathering as much dignity as he could be bothered to assume.


  If anyone calls, Im . . . naturally tired after last nights success. They can come back with their congratulations later. 


  Tullio eased the shutters three-quarters closed. That cut out most of the early sunlight. If anybody calls at this hour, Ill tell them to go fuck a mule!


  Amusement hurt.


  Conrad hauled a pillow over his head, wincing as cotton scraped at flesh unaccountably tender. He tensed, restless despite the opiate; hearing his tendons and ligaments stretching with a crack
  that did not dilute pain. Tullios laudanum held Conrad on the edge of sleep and waking. Time stretched and contracted oddly. He suspected it had been only a few moments when he heard the
  quiet noises of Tullio with a cloth and bucket, cleaning up the mess beside the bed. The smell of vomit faded.


  Sorry for that.


  Shoulda guessed. You had a bad night. The forty-year-old man voiced sardonic amusement. Another master would give his servant a raise, mind you . . .


  I dont pay you, Conrad obliged him by pointing out.


  Well, it wont hurt you to agree to the raise, then, will it?


  Conrad made a noise half-laughter and half-groan. Please  stop consoling the sick, you dont have the knack of it!


  Padrone, I was there for Il Terrore di Parigi, ossia la morte di Dio


  Tullio Rossi struck a dramatic attitude, somewhat hampered by the mop.


  The Terror of Paris, Or, The Death of God! Thats drama. I think were finally going to be rich! He dropped the operatic stance, and muttered. You
  deserve it, Corrado.


  There might be money for more than second-rate, second-floor lodgings . . . I need this libretto to make my name. I need to finally pay off my debts.


  He did not say, I need proper wages for a man-servant who consents without argument to subsist on bed-and-board; but he made a private solemn resolution.


  Sleep, you. Tullios rough voice was affectionate. By the sound of it, he took bucket and mop together in one hand; using the other to open the bedroom door.


  It closed behind him with a click that made Conrad wince.


  Sleep pulled, with a promise of pain gone when he woke.


  He pushed dream-thoughts aside, drawing his own success to himself as if he were a dragon hoarding maidens.


  People will think I drank myself into a stupor last night, but why would I? I didnt want to miss a minute of it!


  Il Terrore di Parigi, put on as the second opera of this Carnival season, just before Lent  since Naples, unlike other Italian states, doesnt close its opera houses at the
  start of Lent. Set against the background of that Enlightenment September when Robespierre made Pariss famous noxious mud turn red in the streets.


  Who can resist heroes and heroines in danger from Madame la Guillotine? Four acts  a good three hours, counting the interval  and the script and staging all Conrad
  Scaleses.


  For a moment Conrad was beyond the pain, luminous with a memory of absolute satisfaction. Music and human voices intertwining with precision and drive, building to a heart-shaking climax, and
   after the end of the operas last act  twenty-seven seconds of pure silence. (He counted each, breath stopped in his throat.)


  Every level of the opera house from boxes to pit exploded in applause. Brava! Bravi! Bravissimo!


  Conrad Scalese, librettist  no  poet. Creator of stories . . .


  Conrad rolled over, half-burying himself in sheets and blankets.


  . . . Finally successful! Finally there.


  The world broke apart with a shattering, literal, crash.
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  Conrad sat bolt upright before he was perfectly alert, automatically pushing at the blankets. Cold wind sliced across his body.


  Small fangs of pain sliced into his skin.


  He got his eyes open, realising all in one moment, The shutters are fully open  the window is broken! The floor  the bed


  Im covered in broken glass!


  What in hell, padrone!


  Tullio Rossi shoved through the bedroom door. The last of the window pane fell to the floor in guillotine-sharp pieces. Rossi wrenched the broken shutters aside, and stumbled, his foot catching
  against a brick on the floor among the glass.


  Merda! Shards of glass stood out from Conrads hands, his dazzled attempts to remove them only seeming to drive them deeper.


  The red clay brick lay surrounded by dust and brilliant shards on the floorboards. Undeniable and present.


  Tullio snapped his fingers. Conrad relinquished his hands to Tullio: army experience would let him remove the splinters more cleanly.


  Corradino! The voice from below in the street was a familiar clear bass. Conrad! What does it take to wake you up!


  Spinelli  you idiot  I have a fucking front door! Conrad clamped his eyes shut. He could not smell smoke, he realised. So, the buildings not on fire,
  no excuse!


  Being still clothed meant he had his shoes on. Conrad staggered upright, crunching over the glass on the floor. Tullio cursed, following, attempting to deal with his masters injuries.


  With no regard for splinters still in the frame, Conrad kicked the glass doors open and put one foot on the balcony, leaning off the side so that he could see down into the street.


  Blazing sunlight over the Bay of Naples skewered his right eye. He squeezed his eyelids together, blinking away tears, and snarled with intense quietness:


  JohnJack, Im going to fucking kill you!


  Kill me later. Come down here now. And get your coat on  youre leaving Naples!


  Before his other eye watered shut, Conrad saw that GianGiacomo Spinelli  called JohnJack on occasion, for his having sung at the Theatre Royal in London, God bless the
  English for their ignorant love of opera  had his own coat pulled hastily on, and a low hat tugged down over his eyes.


  He also had the collar of his jacket folded under itself, his crimson cravat badly tied, and every other sign of having dressed hastily (and conceivably in the dark).


  A carpet-bag bulged at his feet.


  Tullio firmly seized Conrads hands one at a time, ensuring each was free of glass. The cold February wind made Conrads mind feel more clear.


  Has everyone in Napoli gone mad this morning?


  Get to the carriage, Ill tell you on the way! JohnJack Spinelli glanced left and right, and looked up at Conrad again. I had to come round the back  the front
  of your buildings being watched.


  Watched!


  Leave this way and you wont be seen. The rest have packed up and gone already. Fannys on her way to Milan with Persiani. We broke down the door and Barjabas lodgings
  are deserted. They say the impresario was seen fleeing over the rooftops, clutching a carpet-bag full of the house takings, on the way to a hired carriage


  Conrad spluttered disbelief.


  Hes gone! JohnJack snarled. The others have left on the public stage or the first ship they could get out of Naples harbour. I waited to get you. Tullio, get
  him packed, we dont have any more time!


  Vomit burned in the back of Conrads throat.


  He was aware that Tullio moved away, and a moment later returned with a jacket that he urged on over Conrads slept-in shirt and waistcoat. And, over top of that, a faded and battered
  greatcoat, surviving from the war. As if it were still war-time, when a man must up and move without warning and only the vaguest idea of why.


  Tullio moved around the room behind him; the sounds unmistakably those of things being thrown into carpet-bags and travelling trunks.


  The disparate parts of the morning failed to make any sense.


  Conrad opened his eyes cautiously. Below, the tall, skinny coloratura basso stepped from foot to foot, either against the frost on the cold earth, or in urgency. While pale in the face, he did
  not appear to have a hangover  Though he should, Conrad thought. Given what he drank last night


  All the previous night overwhelmed him, pushing aside the pain. Five ovations; singers and audience made into the closest of drunken friends after the performance; and Conrad himself in the
  middle of it, for the first time one of the centres of success.


  No. He gestured at Tullio to stop packing. No, Im not going anywhere! We had the success of the season last night!


  Yes. Spinelli sounded grim. And in the early hours of this morning, just before dawn, that same Teatro Nuovo opera house where we had the success? Burned down to the ground!
  Struck by a lightning-bolt from God.
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  Struck by lightning?


  Burnt to the foundations.


  Conrad stared. Shock overrode all questions except What happens to Il Terrore di Parigi now?


  The other implications rushed over him like a storm-wave.


  Is everybody all right? Was anybody hurt!


  The building was deserted by then. No; no one.


  Spinellis definitive answer sank in. Conrad heard himself begin to babble. Did we lose the costumes? What about the stage-flats? Can we transfer to another opera house? Was it
  sabotage


  A chop of the hand cut him off. JohnJack spoke just loud enough to be heard. Conrad, the Teatro Nuovo burned down because it was struck by Gods lightning . . .


  GianGiacomo Spinelli huddled deeper into his greatcoat than the spring chill in the Port District could justify. As close to whispering as a man shouting up at a balcony can come, he
  finished:


  By the Wrath of the Lord. Because of the operas impiety.


  Thats . . . Conrad struggled between pain and growing astonished anger. Bullshit, JohnJack!


  Now isnt the time to give me your atheist arguments! The Inquisition say the opera house was struck down because of your libretto, Conrad. They cant get the impresario, or
  the composer, because theyre gone. Youre still here. The Inquisition is going to arrest and question you for blasphemy if you dont get your arse downstairs and into this coach
  I have!


  Squinting through wet blurred vision, Conrad made out something large at the dark end of the street; heard the stamp of a hoof, and smelled the soft scent of horse manure.


  The silhouette was not a light about-town cabriolet or barouche, but a large, luggage-laden coach. A cross-country traveller: the kind that singers and composers and other artists slog from town
  to town in, every opera season.


  Early light made his eye throb. Conrad felt overwhelmed by a sense of unreality. The intimately sized Teatro Nuovo had become utterly familiar these last six weeks of rehearsal. How to imagine
  that the ranks of gilded boxes, the narrow cramped spaces behind the stage, no longer exist?


  Spinelli added, We have space enough for you, Corrado, and your man Tullio can ride with the driver.


  Youre not serious?


  Spinelli threw up his hands. Yes, Im serious! Now


  Lightning strikes  let me guess  the opera houses roof? And its supposed to be our fault? The gables of the Teatro Nuovo are higher than any other building
  around it! Why wouldnt lightning hit it. Cazzo! Its built from timber from top to bottom, and do they believe in lightning rods? No! Of course it would go up like a firework!
  Havent they any common sense!


  Corradino! Spinelli hit the heel of his hand to his forehead. Signore Giuseppe Persiani at least has the excuse that he writes Church music as well as opera. Fanny
  Tacchinardi and the rest of us are at risk because we were dumb enough to sing what you wrote, but thats not as bad as actually writing the bloody thing. Its the easiest thing in the
  world to find blasphemy in words! Now are you coming or not!


  No! Conrad drew in a breath. He belatedly realised. You waited for me?


  Are you going to get your arse down here, or do I have to get


  Rossi to throw you over his shoulder!


  JohnJacks been here a quarter of an hour, at least.


  Fifteen minutes, in which he could have been two miles further away from the Inquisitions officers. And two miles here and now will count for a lot later on.


  I have good friends.


  . . . All right. We can sort out it with the Teatro Nuovo opera board by letter. Give me two minutes to fill a carpet-bag! Conrad turned away from the outside world, mind on his
  desk, his papers


  Sudden loud sound jolted him from head to foot.


  Mind and body dislocated; he clapped both hands to his head. Agonising pain blossomed, as if his skull opened along its fissures; laudanum did not touch it. Conrad swore at himself for
  weakness.


  He forced his eyes open. Dazzles hung in the centre of his vision; left him more than half blind.


  And again!  the crash of something heavy striking against wood.


  The door!


  We wont make the back stairs now. Tullio left off emptying the wardrobe and chests, and called grimly but quietly down from the window. Signore Spinelli, you may need
  to make a run for it!


  Conrad rubbed his fists over his eyes. The corners felt wet with pain. Some of his vision cleared, but left him squinting


  Two  three  four more thundering blows of fists against wood came from the lodgings locked and bolted outer door. Merda!


  Tullio Rossi held a wicked little flintlock pistol in one hand. It had once been the property of the Emperors gendarmerie, and rarely missed fire. The broad shouldered man directed a look
  at him. Padrone?


  Conrad instinctively gestured to him not to load it. All we need is an accident and a man killed! No. Go! Keep them talking!


  Tullio Rossi was already moving towards the door.


  JohnJacks right. Its the Inquisition.


  Conrad squeezed his eyelids shut and opened them; more of the shifting dazzles dispersed. Fear of the Church coalesced in his belly and grumbled in his bowels. By some alchemy, it transmuted
  into anger.


  Here I am, yet again at the mercy of the irrational!


  Who have law and power on their side. The fury turned on himself. A man who can think himself safe from the righteous if he keeps his head down  and then goes ahead and puts it
  all on stage in an opera! What a fool I am


  And more than a fool, because I have no intention of changing.


  Conrad leaned over the balcony, ignoring the shattered glass. Sunlight crept down the house-walls. He cupped hands for shade, his skin speckled with blood, and ignored the blurred sunlit curve
  of the Bay of Naples, and the looming, blue-grey broken crater. Because otherwise he might allow himself to think, Is this the last time Ill see the outside for weeks? Or months?


  The cells of the Holy Office are terrible.


  JohnJack! He called down urgently. Therell be officers coming round the back of here! Go. Now!


  Tullios voice sounded at the outer door in gruff innocence. Increasingly aggressive voices raised against him, words inaudible but the authoritarian sound clear.


  Corrado Spinelli reached up, fruitlessly; the balcony was too high. Jumping down would mean a broken leg, or worse injury.


  Conrad forced himself to focus through the pain behind his eye. Get your coach out of here. They might let you go if youre on your own. Ill catch up with you
  later.


  Spinellis round features were not suited to dark emotions unless in heavy stage make-up, but his stance was telling: shoulders tight and fists clenched. Come after us! Try Rome
  first, its the last place theyll expect us to be. Be safe!


  Spinelli seized the bag at his feet and turned on his heel. Conrad staggered as he pushed himself back into the room.


  Every minute theyre here may be one minute theyre not following JohnJack.


  Conrad walked through the tiny main room of his lodgings. The outer door was open on chaos, Tullios broad back blocking most of the view. Seven or eight men in dark clothing crowded the
  landing beyond him. By the volume of noise, every man present must be attempting to out-shout the rest.


  Conrad felt a sudden nostalgic desire for his old long-barrelled heavy cavalry pistols. Firing a ball into the ceiling would get instant silence.


  Although the noise right now might well kill me.


  Gentlemen? he managed to ask.


  The leading intruder shouldered Tullio to one side.


  Conrad met furious black eyes in a sallow face.


  The man barely referred to the document crumpled in his hand, gazing hungrily up.


  Conrad Arturo Scalese, sometimes known as Corrado or Corradino Scalese, aged twenty-nine years, resident in the Port district of Naples  you are the
  author of a declared heretical work, namely, Il Terrore di Parigi, ossia la morte di Dio. You are hereby placed under arrest in the name of the Cardinal of Naples!


  A shift of cloud above the lodging house brought dim sunlight into the stair-well and the second-floor landing. It glowed on the black cappa cloaks worn over the white habits of the Dominicans,
  and on dark hair and white faces. In the uniform, all alike as brothers.


  For one moment, in amusement born out of sheer terror, Conrad saw them in terms of opera. All-male chorus, tenor and baritone, opening Act 1  these will be the jolly singing Assassins,
  of course; daggers under their cloaks, and all smiles!


  The brilliant tonal contrast of the blacks and whites pierced his head sufficiently that Conrad clapped a hand over his eye, and bit back a groan.


  He saw the arresting Dominicans face almost shining.


  Because Ive shown a weakness.


  You are  unwell. The mans voice held an undertone of satisfied malice, as if he thought some vice had earned the pain Conrad suffered. That was confirmed a moment
  later. So you are the drunkard that rumour makes you out to be. Not that Im surprised  heretic, blasphemer, and atheist


  The dark mans attention suddenly shifted.


  Conrad caught the noise, too. Doors opening on the landings above, and the creak of stair-rails as his neighbours leaned over them. In Naples, nobodys business is their own.


  The Dominican smiled.


  Conrad Scalese He pitched his voice to be intensely carrying. Any of the gossiping old women in the apartment building will hear it, deaf as they claim to be.


  Youre under arrest  by the authority of the Congregation of the Holy Office of the Inquisition!


  Perhaps we should speak in private, Conrad said flatly. Pain half blinded him, but left him even less inclined to be bullied.


  He stepped back into the sitting-room before he could be shoved, a pace in front of the Dominican friars, and gripped Tullios wrist. It might look like an appeal for physical support. In
  fact, it forced Tullio to keep his flick-knife hidden in his other breeches pocket.


  And who knows, it might make them underestimate me.


  Releasing the ex-rifleman, Conrad faced the first priest. And you are, signore?


  My name is an unimportant matter, between myself and my God, the man said dryly. More importantly for you, I stand here as a representative of Christ Miraculous and His
  Church


  Let me see your authorisation. Conrad held out a demanding hand.


  A steel cuff snapped shut over his wrist.


  For a vital moment he failed to react.


  Brothers, shackle him! Search the rooms!
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  Yes, Canon-Regular!


  The first blow put Conrad so far back into agony that he could hardly struggle. If not for the pains razor edge, he would have screamed like a woman, but it left him literally
  breathless.


  He hit back blindly, powered by fear.


  The leader seemed clerically ageless  he could have been anywhere from thirty to fifty. All the other Dominican friars were in their twenties or early thirties, and all evidently trained
  for this. Two men pinned Conrads arms, and another kicked the back of his knee with a solid boot.


  Conrad overbalanced under the hammering blows, and went down with all three of them, rolling on the threadbare carpet and the varnished floorboards. His mind seemed to absent itself, fleeing
  from sensation, and he found himself hyper-aware of small details  the dusty marks of boot-soles printed on his knee-breeches and stockings; the pattern of the Turkey carpet as the side of
  his face pressed into it.


  Two men knelt on him.


  Cloth rucked up against his face  one of the Dominican cloaks, pulled off in the struggle, and now blocking light from his eyes. A seam ripped as he fought; it felt like the under-arm of
  his shirt. Hands at his wrists and ankles locked the shackles shut.


  He strained to get an arm free, or to kick, and found himself rolled over on his back, with their fingers digging painfully deep into his muscles. Three or four men pinned him, discussing in
  barely breathless voices what evidence might be hidden in the apartment.


  Padrone? Tullio sprawled a few feet away, flat on his face, a Dominican friar kneeling in the centre of his back. His wrists were tied with plain rope. Unusually, fear showed on
  his face.


  For me as well as him. Damnation.


  Conrad coughed, clearing the dust from his throat. I see they werent chosen for their spiritual gifts . . .


  It reassured him immensely when Tullio chuckled, even if the sound was gruff and breathless.


  Footfalls jarred his head. One of the friars searching the premises pelted back out of the bedroom, stuttering.


  Canon Viscardo! A rear window is smashed, but from the outside!


  The Dominican Canon jerked his head and two of the junior priests left the lodgings at a run. Conrad heard them clattering down the stairs.


  I hope JohnJack and the others are streets away by now!


  Conrad couldnt move from his star-fish sprawl. He strained to lift his head, to see what the men holding him did.


  Intrusive hands settled over his eyes, from behind.


  Before he could pull away, the fingers of the right hand landed with peculiar accuracy over the exact area of puffy flesh that hurt.


  God afflicts you.


  Conrad recognised the Canon-Regulars dry voice close beside his ear. The touch felt harmless.


  And that might easily change.


  Temporise  placate him


  No! Conrad thought.


  No, Im in their hands, Im handcuffed, che cazzo!; theyre going to interrogate me whatever I do or say. And


  Too many memories, too fast, flash past, from the mountains of the north, where in that freezing, gritty, mud-locked campaign they had often occasion to question peasants and supposed enemy
  spies.


  And I will break, because any man whos not a fanatic does. And some fanatics do, too.


  But they will have to break me first.


  Conrad snorted at the Dominican he could not see. I have an affliction? Yes. I doubt its from a deity!


  Of course you doubt. Youre an atheist. But . . . He may also intend that you be fit for interrogation by his Eminence Cardinal Corazza . . . The last sounded like a
  self-addressed question.


  Conrad weighed up the certain pain of trying to fight free. The injury the men might do him for resisting this arrest.


  Who can I appeal to? I have no powerful patron if Domenico Barjabas left


  An abrupt movement wrenched pain through his skull and spine.


  Hands dragged at him  lifted him, he realised through the shattering hemicrania; or rather, lifted his head and shoulders off the floor.


  He was suddenly immobile, released from the worst of their grip. Gravity pulled his head, neck, and shoulders back against something upright, warm and cloth-covered.


  The Canon-Regulars chest.


  The man knelt behind him, Conrad realised, supporting his semi-supine body.


  Dont you need the Host? Conrad provoked, hoping to get the man away from him without physical struggle. Blessed wine? Holy water? Some sort of Church paraphernalia
  for throwing out demons


  Dry palms covered both his eyes. All there needs to be is Faith.


  And I dont have any!


  The man hummed under his breath. A vibration went through Conrads body, shivering the pain into splinters of glass.


  All Conrads attention focused on his involuntary closeness to the man behind him; he didnt register the exact moment when he realised that he could spare attention for something
  beyond his bodys blinding pain.


  Pain that subsided.


  [image: ]


  The last of the hemicrania burned out of his vision. A sodden, thick sensation permeated his head. The hangover from hemicrania is worse than that from drink. But I welcome
  it, every time, he thought dizzily. It means the pain is gone.


  There. The Canon-Regulars hands moved away. Merciful is God, who will even heal an atheist sinner.


  Conrad blinked against the suddenly bright and painless world. Overturned table  rucked-up rugs  scattered books  sheets of paper, marked with the prints of
  sandals


  The line of his vision left him staring up, at the one undisturbed object on the mantel over the fireplace.


  Or  its twenty minutes by the clock since my servant gave me laudanum. And thats how long it takes to work.


  The Canon pushed Conrad upright.


  It caused no pain. The relief was an intense pleasure. Conrad sat with his head supported in his hands for a moment, glad almost to tears.


  Moving with care, he lifted his head from his hands  to discover Canon Viscardo, kneeling, smiling at him.


  It was a disconcerting expression on the knife-sharp features.


  You have Faith, the Canon announced. Somewhere, deep down.


  Irritated, Conrad realised he was afraid again. He abandoned his usual reticence. If theres any man I hate, its one who claims to know more about the inside of my mind than
  I do!


  A smug expression settled on Viscardos features. It suited him better than the smile.


  My son. You dont resist the idea so strongly unless, in your heart, you still have Faith. Youre just fighting against realising it.


  I am almost too angry to breathe, Conrad realised. Because Ive had this said to me so many times.


  Canon-Regular, youre so violent against the idea of atheism because, deep down, you know its true  youre just fighting against that realisation.


  Thats completely different!


  I thought it might be.


  Understand me! Viscardos lean face twisted. He reached forward too quickly for avoidance. Conrad flinched, despite himself, cuffed hands lifting in a useless attempt
  at protection.


  The sallow hand flashed past his vision, settled against his scalp, and knotted in a handful of hair.


  You belong to the Holy Office now. The Canon-Regular showed strong, broad teeth.


  Water ran unexpectedly from Conrads eyes. He didnt cry out. Viscardos fist pulled his head forward and down. The pain forced him into a ridiculous, bent over, position. He
  stared at the floor between his knees, from a matter of inches away. Chest compressed against his thighs, he grunted out inarticulate protests.


  Atheism is one of mans corrupt philosophies. Above, the priests voice changed, suddenly suffused with a kind of humble simplicity. Faith leads us to God, the
  true God, who sacrificed His son  His son  so that we would be forgiven. Not because we deserve it, but through His mercy. You would deny the human race any dignity!


  Cold iron touched the skin of Conrads neck. Hands gripped his arms and shoulders, professionally immobilising. Viscardos scalp-pulling increased; he felt hairs tear free, and water
  ran involuntarily from his eyes. Conrad tried to twist free, and the weight and hard solidity of metal fitted around his neck, under his chin


  The lock of a steel collar snapped closed.


  Cuffs and shackles are one thing. Human prisoners are subject to those. But dogs are collared and chained!


  A hand thrust him to one side.


  Conrad caught himself and sat, jarred but free of physical pain.


  The hemicrania, now that he was not experiencing it, slipped out of his memory as severe pain always does. Knowing that fact was no consolation.


  Boiling with rage and shame, he snapped back at Viscardo. Dignity? Knowledge is dignity! Thats what youd deny us. Youd rather we go to your god in our
  thousands from malarial fevers in Naples, say, than have one Natural Philosopher use observation and experiment!


  The Canon-Regular snarled. So, what, youll follow in the footsteps of that abomination Galvani, and his nephew Aldini the shame of Italy? Eviscerating frogs and stealing bodies
  from fresh graves?


  I hate to disappoint you, but most of science isnt half so exciting as that.


  Viscardo appeared likely to die of apoplexy, if his complexion was anything to go by.


  Conrad pulled at the collars animal touch. He shuddered, and forced himself to specifically human discourse:


  I did see Signore Aldini perform his Galvanic reanimation, when I was in London. Aldini did it with wires, and zinc and copper plates, and certainly the eyes of executed
  murderers opened, and their muscles jerked and twitched like Galvanis frogs before them. But whether this means his theory of animal electrical fluid causing life is correct, I
  cant say. There are sciences that are in their infancy; you cant expect everything to be known as yet.


  Seeking immortality  twitching severed limbs  creatures in the Arctic! the Dominican Canon-Regular muttered, quickly and quietly enough that Conrad was not sure he
  caught the words correctly. Infant science, indeed! It should have been aborted! Along with that Shelley bitch!


  Viscardo got to his feet, staring down with an expression best suited to an entomologist. It was a considerable psychological disadvantage not being on his feet, Conrad thought. I know
  Im a few inches taller than he is.


  Signore Scalese, I would be false to the robes of my Order if I allowed you to walk around free. You are a dangerous plausible man, and the sooner your words are taken out of the public
  ear, the better.


  Thats exactly my opinion of you!


  Words are shimmering, enticing structures, and Conrad has built such structures in the past. Perhaps for this reason, his belief in them always has reservations.


  He choked on bitter laughter. I may write operas, but I dont pretend theyre anything but stories. Theology is just a matter of the mind getting drunk on the power of
  words!


  Viscardo seemed caught by that, gazing down from between shining black wings of hair. Not words, signore. The reality of the power behind the words, that we strain to express . . .
  Because how can short-lived mortal beings ever really understand the omnipotent God who is, was, and shall be?


  Now hes the omnipotent deity who cant be understood. A minute ago he was the father mourning the son he sacrificed. If I ask how he can be both incomprehensible and human at
  the same time, youll tell me its a mystery, right?


  Whats a mystery to me, Luka Viscardo said tensely, is how you have the Luciferan pride to think you understand everything about the universe, and can therefore tell
  me Im wrong!


  Conrad snorted. He managed to struggle up onto his knees. I dont need to know everything to know that a logical contradiction is a logical contradiction!


  Theres your belief  the primacy of human reason. I think . . . that you were right, signore. You dont have Faith. Your reason blinds you to it. I pity you more than I
  can say. And it makes me furious to admit that a man is beyond saving!  but, to be saved, youd have to let go of that human reason, and humbly turn to God. And you never will.
  Complete the binding.


  Light glittered darkly from something coiled and slung over another of the Dominicans arms. The heavy burden crashed to the floor. Sunlight reflected from the metal links of a chain.


  The reality of it  here in this room where he is used to the sunlight reflecting off the polished wood of his desk, while he wrestled with metre and rhyme and plot  curdled
  Conrads stomach.


  He wrenched, but failed to break their grip on him. The priests moved with practised, mundane precision. One of the taller Dominicans bent over and threaded the steel chain through the hasps of
  the cuffs, that had worked up under the wrists of his coat; and the shackles around his ankles; and  while another two of them held Conrad motionless  through the hasp of the collar
  around his neck.


  Straining, Conrad gritted out, Is this what the Church authorises for innocent men!


  Canon Viscardo took the free ends of the chain from his junior priest with a nod. He opened his other hand, and Conrad saw he had a single open link: shining steel as thick as his little finger.
  The Canons dark eyes seemed more intent than it required as he threaded the ends of the chain over the open link, and closed his hand around it.


  Without looking away from the steel, Viscardo spoke. Youre not innocent, Scalese.


  Is that decided, then!


  I was at the Teatro Nuovo last night for your blasphemy. La morte di Dio! The death of God!


  What do you expect in an opera set in the Enlightenment!


  A capella singing filled the lodgings, suddenly; the Dominicans beginning at some unseen signal. Loud and beautiful: Dominus Deus  King of Heaven


  Recognition made Conrad choke. That is Signore Rossinis Little Mass!


  And, no matter how he claims he wrote it as Church music, this part is exactly the same tenor cabaletta that I heard at La Scala, Milan. I suppose it was too good to lose . . .


  Canon Viscardo opened his fist. The sunlight that filtered in through the drawing-room windows gleamed back from the steel link  now sealed into a closed oval ring.


  Momentarily, it was unimportant that the binding was complete  an unbroken chain, running through the hasps of his cuffs, shackles, and collar, so that he might be chained to a post like
  a dog or horse or bull. Conrad stared, hypnotised, at the seamless surface of that final link.


  Nothing visible to prove it had ever been open.


  Unbroken, too, to the touch of his bruised fingers.


  Is it some metallurgists trick? Or some conjurors distraction and switch?


  The Canon-Regular smiled with equal amounts of frustration, smugness and venom.


  Hands under Conrads arms hauled him bodily up. One muscled Dominican friar steadied him on his feet.


  Conrad glanced at that man, just as the friar exchanged looks with a younger, pale-haired Dominican. Both men focused on Luka Viscardo, and for the briefest moment, Conrad saw a wary concern on
  their faces. And  shame?


  So they dont all consider him godly . . . He seems an unpleasant man, full of spite; I suppose he might be exactly the same if he worked for the most revolutionary of societies
  desiring Atheism and Liberty.


  Viscardo, short of breath from the singing, gasped, When God desires you bound, youre bound beyond the power of man to escape.


  The barrier between his thoughts and his mouth had vanished, Conrad discovered. A blacksmith and a file, or two minutes with a cold chisel, and I think I could prove you wrong!


  A snort came from Tullios direction.


  One friend in the room, at least!


  God is not mocked, Signore Scalese. But there: even daily miracles wont convince an atheist of your calibre, will they? Whats your excuse for disbelieving in
  this?


  Conrad wrenched his shoulders free of the friars grip. He shook the chain, sliding his thumb over the cold tempered metal. You call it a miracle as if that explains it! If
  something is against the apparent natural laws of science and philosophy, its no use hiding it under the name of miracle  you need to examine it, see what really causes
  it!


  You have the truth there in your hand! How much more plain could it be? I ask God to bind the wicked, and He binds you. Holy Mother! cant you see whats in front of
  you?


  I see what you see. Conrad held the compelling black gaze. I see the same phenomenon  I just dont accept that its accounted for by superstitions and
  dogma.


  Viscardo looked away and signalled. All but two of the friars left Conrad alone as if he were contagious, and commenced packing up the documents and papers strewn across the floor.


  Conrad turned the steel links in his hands, fascinated despite himself. If I see something that appears to contradict the current explanations of science  if I see steel become
  plastic at such a low temperature, and without burning my skin  then I want to set up experiments to find out why this is. It demands investigation! Not blind
  worship.


  God Himself comes nowhere into your blasphemous science. You make a false idol of your science: that it holds the incontestable truth


  Incontestable! Have you read nothing thats been published in England? Germany? France? Davy! Berzelius! Lamarck! Darwin? The disagreements? If a present explanation is wrong,
  another theory can be proposed and tested  theres never any shame in saying I dont know.


  Viscardos eyes shone.


  Because this was a particularly stupid time to speak my mind?


  Anger wont make him listen  but will anything?


  No one has entry to the cells under the Cardinals palace except the Inquisition. They answer to no law except their own. They can imprison a man for years if they choose. And they often
  choose.


  Conrad realised, as he stared challengingly back, why the Dominicans gaze was so dark. His irises were a brown colour deep enough that they could barely be distinguished from the
  pupil.


  Like a dogs eyes. Whats that old pun about the Dominicans?Domini canesthe Dogs of the Lord. The Hounds of God. This ones a
  mastiff: he wont let go.


  The Canon-Regular shouldered past Conrad and gave out orders left and right. Conrad trod on the coils of steel chain, and almost fell. A bruised and dusty Tullio  on his feet now 
  gave Conrad a wry look.


  Conrad scooped up an armful of chains, and bundled their chill weight between his cuffed hands. Tullioif you get the chance, run. I dont think I can protect you.


  Tullio attempted a stern glare, but was interrupted.


  Move! Canon Viscardos order snapped out briskly enough to have the other Dominicans gathered in a moment, documentary evidence under their arms, and two men each to guard
  Conrad and Tullio. One man slammed a punch under the ex-soldiers sternum that made him sway in their grip.


  Let Rossi go! Conrad scrambled for a justification of his protest. Hes just a servant. Hes illiterate!


  Chosen for his illiteracy, I expect. Viscardo looked up from a two-year-old libretto from the Paris Opera. Because of the blasphemy he might read here. But he still has ears
  and eyes  at the moment  and he can tell us what hes seen and heard you do.


  Hands hauled Conrad out onto the main second-floor landing. He grabbed up another armful of chain and stopped himself tripping headlong down the stairs.


  Two of the Dominicans locked their clenched fists in the shoulders of his coat. A crash made him twist around and look back. A friar efficiently nailed boards across his closed door, fixing the
  Seal of the Holy Office of the Inquisition to them.


  Is it possible this is the last time Ill leave these rooms?


  He was unaware he had stopped dead at the top stair until the accompanying Dominicans seized him, forcing him forward and down. A cluster of robed men waited on the next landing, a tall familiar
  man in their midst.


  Merda! JohnJack, Im sorry Conrad started.


  The nearest priest, a Mediterranean-coloured man barely older than a boy, slammed a fist into Conrads kidney. Conrad gasped for air and collided with the stair-rail, supporting himself on
  it, breathing hard.


  JohnJack Spinelli hauled Conrad up by an elbow, despite his own cuffs. Well sort it out, dont worry.


  Five minutes ago the stairway might have been deserted, full only of cool brown shadows and green Roman tiles, the tenement deceptively barren. Now, the muffled laughter of the two very pretty
  girls who lived together on the fourth floor echoed down the open stair-well, and Conrad heard a choked-off enquiry by their male guest. Half a dozen wives bundled out together, one floor above, in
  a cloud of dark eyes gone brilliant for scandal. An old man, who had always had time to talk to Conrad, banged his stick against the hand-rail. The high-voiced, painfully honest enquiries of small
  children began.


  Conrad shut his ears to it, deliberately not looking up the stair-well to see who might be hanging over the railings.


  The Canon-Regular raised his voice. Bring them. Keep them quiet!


  Dominicans hustled Conrad down the final flight of stairs, Tullio Rossi behind him, JohnJack Spinelli in front.


  Have Brother Marcantonio bring the closed coach round


  A loud, slow knocking interrupted Viscardo.


  The whole group of Dominicans shuffled to a halt behind the Canon-Regular. Conrad, stopped on a higher stair, had the height to see over most of the hooded men, but not all.


  He leaned out, over the rail, squinting at the foot of the stairs.


  The door to the street stood open, sunlight spilling into the foyer of the tenement house.


  Against the brightness, Conrad made out a figure in police uniform  a tall, sleek-haired young man with a cockade in his hat, who rapped his knuckles against the lintel of the door.


  It was open, the newcomer murmured, so I thought Id come in . . .


  The sunlight shifted and his silhouette became recognisable.


  Conrad gave a surprised exclamation, his bruised stomach muscles catching him. Luigi?


  Luigi Esposito, Chief of Police for the Port district, posed like a tenor given a particularly fine entrance. The sunlight brilliantly sparked off his belt-buckle, gorget, and the hilt of his
  ornamental sword. He occupied himself in pulling off his white leather gloves, one finger at a time, until every one of the priests there was staring at him.


  He looked up with a singular sweetness at Conrad.


  I do hope youre not trying to avoid our chess game, Corrado? How much is it you owe me now?


  Before Conrad could recover from his speechlessness, Canon-Regular Viscardo stepped off the lowest stair, glaring at the younger man. Gambling is against Church law!


  If there was a smile of absolute insincerity, the police officer had mastered it years ago.


  Gambling for money? Im shocked! Corradino and I merely keep a tally of points, and pay them off with a glass or two of fine wine . . .


  Luigis bow to the churchman was a masterpiece of insolence masquerading as politeness.


  . . . But first we have an appointment.


  Viscardo seemed to gather all the power of the Church to him, the sun on his black hair like the glitter of an adder sliding out from under bracken. Out of our way! Signore Scalese is
  under arrest for blasphemy.


  Are you really, Corrado? Ive spoken to you before about your Natural Philosophy . . . We can discuss it again on our way.


  Youre taking him nowhere! You may have the authority of a Chief of Police, but I have the personal written authority of the Cardinal of Naples!


  Do you really? Luigi Esposito shifted himself from the doorjamb with a casual push of his shoulder.


  Conrad met his gaze across the crowded lobby.


  The Chief of Police for the Port district lazily smiled.


  In that case, its as well Im not here on my own authority. I come on behalf of his Majesty King Ferdinand, Second of that name, ruler of the Two Sicilies, who requests and
  requires Conrad Scalese to attend him immediately at his court. And . . . I do believe that King trumps Cardinal.
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  Once downstairs and out of doors, Captain Luigi Esposito secured Canon Viscardo by the elbow and moved him aside, haranguing him and the group of priests in a confident tone
  just too quiet for Conrad to overhear.


  Overhead, sharp bangs echoed down the street  wooden window shutters slamming open.


  Conrad caught the Canons searing glare at Luigi; a contempt that seemed not to be alleviated by the police uniform.


  . . . Oh. Conrad found himself nodding. Esposito: the exposed. One of the traditional surnames the Church gives to foundlings, those nameless children abandoned on
  orphanage doorsteps: noble bastards, children of prostitutes and the poor, priests offspring . . . Evidently this Viscardo thinks he has more than one reason to despise Luigi.


  Peacock! JohnJack muttered, his gaze on the police captain, but he sounded relieved.


  Conrad found his mouth still dry. Wait and see.


  He fumbled at the back of his greatcoat collar, turning it so that it cushioned his metal collar, and folded his thick felted wool cuffs under the steel shackles.


  Tullios eyes narrowed as if he watched for skirmishers. His gaze flicked up and down the oddly deserted street, identifying gossips at windows. Even Naples quietens for the Holy Office.
  Them dumb god-botherers didnt think about transporting a prisoner weighed down so he cant walk.


  Conrad yanked his hands apart with the chain taut, hoping to split the links or the hasps on the cuffs. Nothing happened except bruises. This will do wonders for my public reputation!
  First Im a drunkard, because hemicrania knocks me out. And now Im a criminal in chains! No ones going to wonder when I get shipped out to the prison on Ischia, are
  they?


  A coach rattled up the narrow street towards them.


  Conrad blinked. Some signal was given and I missed it.


  The sunlight flashed back from tack and plumes, and the shining polished rumps of the team of horses. The royal arms stood out clearly painted on the door. A dozen or so of Luigi
  Espositos constables followed. Their uniforms at least had the effect of keeping back the now-emerging, curious  and loud  neighbours.


  Impossible! Canon-Regular Viscardos frustrated hiss echoed across the street. The grooms looked at him with amusement. The mans black brows pulled down over equally
  black eyes in a frown of cold power. You cant stand in the way of Mother Church! God Himself is King over Kings!


  Viscardos hand slammed against Luigi Espositos chest. Conrad saw a sheet of paper sideslip down to the cobbles. One of the officers picked it up and gave it to his Chief.


  Luigi wiped the paper with a silk handkerchief, inclining his head politely. Thank you, Luka. Ill certainly pass your message on to his Majesty.


  The Canon choked.


  Luigi Esposito stepped past him, taking Conrad by the elbow.


  Conrad collected himself, halting at the coach door. What about Spinelli, and my man?


  The Chief of Police rocked back on a heel, one of his now-stained fingers grasping the scroll. He didnt look over his shoulder, but a flick of his eyes directed Conrads gaze.


  Two of the attending police officers stood either side of JohnJack Spinelli, and  as he looked  another two arrived either side of Tullio Rossi.


  I dont believe theres cause to worry. Luigi held the coach door open, waiting until Conrad gave way and climbed in.


  I hope youre right  uff!


  Conrad sat down abruptly on the forward-facing seat, having enough trouble balancing himself and an armful of chains without the dip of the carriages springs.


  Luigi Esposito stared at the growing crowd in the chilly spring morning. The group of Dominicans began to break up. Esposito swung himself into the opposite seat and called up to the coachman,
  Move off!


  Conrad peered out through the cramped window, raising his voice over hollow hoof-beats and the creak of tack. It looks as if theyve let them go?


  I may the police chief had a fine air of innocence may have heard some rumour of the Church being involved this morning. And if I had heard that, I would
  surely have brought the on-duty shift with me, even if you dont presently see them all. They might be waiting by the friars coach, to relieve them of any prisoners for which they
  dont have specific written authorisation . . .


  Conrad took the stained paper Luigi held out, and scanned it hastily. This is their official Order of Arrest? No ones mentioned here by name except me.


  Er  exactly.


  The Chief of Police wedged his shoulder into one padded corner of the coach, and crossed his legs, enabling himself to take on an attitude of careless aristocratic inefficiency. Viscardo would
  only be the latest in a long line to be fooled by it.


  By the time they come back with a revised warrant, I believe your man and your friend will know enough to be elsewhere . . .


  Conrad sat back on the carriage seat, relief unstringing him. I think you can trust Tullio and JohnJack for that.


  He rested his chains down in his lap, wrenching his badly tied cravat loose enough that he could breathe. In the sunlight as they drove across the city, he could see that his knee-breeches were
  dusty, and one wool stocking was badly laddered.


  I cant attend a court occasion looking like this!


  No time to sort you out, unfortunately. Luigi winced and offered another clean silk handkerchief. Youre still in knee-britches from the opera last night, and
  its before noon . . . But never mind the social niceties. Its an informal audience, not a full court presentation.


  Dabbing at his clothes didnt make them look any less like hed been rolling around on the floor in them, Conrad decided.


  Luigi demonstrated an apparent expertise at reading the physical signs of tension. His Majesty was anxious enough to get hold of you this morning that I dont think hed
  notice if you turned up stark bollock naked . . .


  Conrad snorted. He held himself back from too-relieved laughter with an effort. The wind brought the scents and sounds of Naples as they rattled down a hill: a great conglomeration of breakfast
  cooking on street-sellers booths, and beasts of burden being loaded for the day, and the citizens  as usual  loudly conducting all their business in the street, no matter that
  the morning had no more than a touch of spring in it.


  I thought your Parigi went off particularly well last night, Conrad.


  Approbation for his opera made Conrad breathless with happiness. All the same . . .


  Luigis fishing.


  Predictably. Nine-tenths of his police work seems to be gathering gossip. Or making it up, for dissemination.


  I have no idea why the King would take me away from the Inquisition. Why he wouldnt leave a blasphemy charge to the Church.


  Luigis chess-playing expression disappeared. He looked faintly disappointed.


  How often have I told you, Corradino? Never volunteer information; make the other man pay for it with information of his own.


  You dont have any more information about this. You would have told me.


  I would? Im going to have to start watching myself around you, I can tell . . .


  Between Luigis amused, deliberate bickering, and Conrads effort to coil his chain neatly over one arm while answering him back, the crowded streets between the Port and the Palace
  passed easily. Conrad was grateful.


  They dismounted from the coach at the Palace. A strong salt wind blew off the Bay.


  Luigi led him through the opulent Byzantine corridors, on his way to a formal audience with one of the most powerful monarchs in the Italian states. A handful of police officers and courtiers
  trailed them, until Luigis offhand wave dispersed everyone.


  They passed the last door, entering an anteroom empty except for servants. Luigi clapped Conrad on the shoulder.


  That door over there. The King is waiting.


  Conrad frowned. Two months of living back in Naples has been enough to remind him how King Ferdinand divides his time between his two capitals, Naples on the mainland, and Palermo on the island
  of Sicily  and remind him, too, that this is a monarch who, amazingly, kept his country intact during the recent revolutionary uprisings and wars with the Emperor, which ravaged every other
  Italian state.


  What follows from that?


  That Ferdinand II isnt a stupid man.


  That I need to be very careful. Because I have no real idea why Im here.


  Luigi Esposito regarded the door to the Kings reception rooms with visibly frustrated curiosity. I do hope to see you for chess or backgammon soon, Corrado. Im sure
  youll have a lot to tell me . . . Better not keep his Majesty waiting.


  How do I demand that a King tells me what he wants?


  Is this just a quarrel over whether the King or the Holy Office gets the atheist to chastise?


  Conrad nerved himself to walk in, and dredged up a confident smile.


  It faded as the door opened.
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  A servant ushered him through, announced him, and effaced himself as only the excruciatingly well-trained can. And made it wordlessly clear that he thought a man who wore no
  hat, and had no money in his pocket for the traditional tip, was even less of a gentleman than a man in shackles.


  Conrad didnt bother to tell him that no member of the opera world  la feccia teatrale, as they call it; the dregs even of the demimondaine, with its claques,
  back-biting, scandal, and calumny  would ever be regarded as socially acceptable.


  At the far end of the sunlit chamber, French windows stood open to the air and the Bay of Naples. Conrad felt unreasonably glad to smell the February morning as it warmed. Not imprisoned
  yet.


  Signore Scalese.


  A man in a blue cut-away coat and white breeches turned away from watching Vesuvius. The sea air had slightly disturbed his brown hair, cut short and brushed forward in the new Classical Roman
  fashion. His neck-cloth was crisp and spotless, and his coat bare of all orders except the Lion and Hawk of the Sicilies. Conrad thought the man only a handful of years older than himself 
  thirty-five at the most. Ferdinands round, amiable face gave the impression of plump prosperity without intelligence.


  Which history and current circumstances argue against.


  Conrad met the Kings eyes and was pinned by an unwavering, amiable, but surprisingly keen gaze.


  This could be as dangerous as the Dominicans.


  A formal bow was difficult, chains clasped to his body. Conrad thought he managed it without looking a complete fool, although his face
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