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I am young, Italian and castrated

and seek my glory only through singing.

~ Filippo Balatri, 1676-1756







The magic flute will protect you,

Support you in the greatest misfortune.

With it you can you behave all-powerfully,

To transform people’s passions,

The sad will be joyful.

~ The Magic Flute, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart & Emmanuel Schikaneder, 1791




Part I




1

A Crow Amongst Nightingales







“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Tammo bit his lip. There was blood on it and he hadn’t even thrown a punch yet. Across the circle of boys, Paolo was waiting, mouth curled in a sneer, black eyes flashing.

“Come on, then.”

“Yes, come on, Crow. What are you waiting for?”

Tammo snapped his head round but he couldn’t catch who had spoken. Called him Crow. The early September sun was low in the sky and shone in his eyes. Any one of the pinched, pale faces waiting for the kill like gamblers at a cock-fight could have spoken the word. Dark blue cassocks lifted and settled in the breeze as the traitors leaned in. Blood pulsed in Tammo’s head like a crazed ostinato.

“Give us a song, then.”

That was one of the tenors for certain. Atto or Salvatore or one of those. Clumped behind Paolo as if he was going to protect them. Fat chance. There was no way this term was going to end like the last. No way they’d get the better of him this time.

“I don’t think he’s got the balls, lads. You’re not a eunuch, are you? Firebrand.”

Tammo’s punch struck Paolo on the ear, making it bloom red. The other boy’s face was a gargoyle’s, ugly with rage. Tammo couldn’t even feel the kicks and struggles. He was a lion, a bear, an avenging angel. He would break Paolo’s teeth so he would never sing again. Calling him Crow was one thing. He hated the name with a passion, but he could have shrugged it off on a good day. Even eunuch he could cope with, since anyone who had heard him sing knew in an instant that he wasn’t one. But no-one—no-one from the red-nosed girl in the laundry to the Duke of Angelio himself—called him Firebrand and got away with it. He was riding Paolo like a donkey now, drumming down blows to the back of his head.

“Go on, Crow!”

“Go on, Paolo!”

“Teach the freak a lesson!”

The sudden dying of the battle-taunts registered with Tammo before he became aware of the thumb and finger on his collar. The mad ostinato was still playing in his head, his arms and legs still flailing wildly; only now he was two inches above the courtyard, buckled shoes kicking to reveal yellow stockings. Paolo was cradling his ear, eyes wet and smouldering. The rest of the boys were like so many statues, held in a variety of guilty life-studies.

The hand let go and Tammo fell to the cobbles, grazing the palms of his hands. No one dared to laugh.

“Is this the behaviour of gentlemen of the Conservatorio Archangeli? Is this the behaviour of the servants of St. Michael?” Tammo would recognise that voice anywhere. He risked a glance over his shoulder to see Maestro Aquila—the flute master—glaring down his long nose. “Is it, gentlemen?”

“No, maestro.” A woolly and unconvincing bleat.

“I beg your pardon?”

“No, maestro.” Now halfway to a shout.

“I never wish to see such displays of mindless aggression in this courtyard again. You are students of the art musical, not savage beasts. And if I find my words have gone unheeded, recreation time will be abandoned forthwith and replaced with extra counterpoint practice. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, maestro.”

“Now repair to your dormitories immediately. And be ashamed. Paolo Agresto.”

Paolo lurched to his feet, still holding his throbbing ear.

“You are a nasty piece of work, young man. Go and wait in the rector’s lobby. I’ll deal with you later. Tammo Capell. I am thoroughly ashamed of you. On your feet, boy.”

Tammo stood up with a groan. The blows he hadn’t felt in the heat of the fight were beginning to throb, and he’d started to shiver. But that was nothing to the sick stomach he’d felt at the sound of that voice. Of all the maestri, why did it have to be Maestro Aquila who’d caught him fighting? Tammo would have to have been on his death-bed to admit to liking a tutor, but with his dying breath he might have named Maestro Aquila. He was the one maestro who had been known to smile at Tammo occasionally, and that was a rare favour from anyone. In his bad graces, Tammo had the feeling the next term would become the gateway to Hades.

“So, would you care to explain what that was all about?”

Tammo shrugged and looked down at his shoes. The toe of one was now scuffed. They would make him polish that later.

“Don’t know.” The croak of Tammo’s voice sounded loud in the courtyard, now the two were alone. The dormitories and the plastered facades of the maestri’s houses seemed to close in on him. A trickle of cold sweat ran down his back.

It was an hour after midday. The sun, where it shone, still had the strength to burn, although there was a chill to the back of it and a clarity to the blue of the sky that spoke of reddened leaves and a harvest of pears to come. The bell in the campanile sang out its one contralto note, followed shortly by a sonorous tenor from the dome of Sancti Michaelis Archangeli, the one you could hear all over Angelio. From an upper window came the sound of a solo voice singing passaggio excercises, a sound of such crystal transparency that visitors to the conservatorio might be forgiven for thinking they heard angel song. Tammo knew better. There were no angels here.

Maestro Aquila gently turned Tammo by the shoulders to face him and lifted his chin with a finger. It hurt. The intensity of the eyes made his cheeks burn. The maestro let out a breath through his long nose.

“Tammo. Boys do not hit out at other boys without knowing the reason why. Why were you fighting with Paolo?”

“He called me Crow.”

Tammo wriggled out of the maestro’s gaze and looked down again. There were several cuts across his knuckles and one of them was swelling. On the right hand, a thin snake of blood ran right across the tight skin where his scar began, twisting and pulling everything out of shape all the way to the elbow, then stopping before it began again on his neck. Firebrand. Even to Maestro Aquila, he wouldn’t admit that Paolo had called him that. It was too shameful, too close to things he didn’t care to remember.

“Crow. I take it this amiable nickname is in reference to your voice?”

“I suppose.”

He could feel his whole face flaming now. Worse yet, there was something wet on his eyelashes. He blinked hard and set his jaw to stop the shivers. This was doubtless the part where Maestro Aquila would tell him a gentleman of the conservatorio should not rise to the bait of name-calling. That the maestri’s reserve of second chances had now run out. He would give the news that Tammo dreaded to hear, the news that would part him from the only consolation he’d found in this prison of torture.

“Sweet Michael,” he prayed. “Don’t let them take my flute lessons from me. Please. I’ll do anything.” Life without flute lessons would be worse than hell. Every student in the intermediate grade knew him to have a crow’s voice, and treated him accordingly. It wasn’t just Paolo he wanted to beat into mincemeat. Most days, he wished he could pulp the lot of them.

Maestro Aquila gave a deep sigh.

“What am I to do with you, Tammo? Come with me.”

It took a moment before Tammo glanced up and realised that the sound of heels on the cobbles was that of his maestro turning and walking across the courtyard. With the baffled air of a man at the gallows on whom the rope has just snapped, Tammo gritted his teeth against injuries and followed.

Maestro Aquila’s long strides took him to the far side of the courtyard, to a house with wreaths and lyres in bas-relief over the doorway. A manservant hovered uncertainly in the passage as the door swung open. The maestro waved him away with a hand and strode on into the main parlour. Tammo followed him into a room filled with books, sheaves of manuscript paper, huge folios that would reach to your waist when stood upright, and yet more books and sheaves.

Tammo’s eye was drawn to one wall, where a flute hung in a specially-constructed rack. Looking down its perfectly straight length, Tammo could almost feel the warmth of the dark wood against his fingers, the touch of his lips against the mouth-hole. He could hear how it would soar and flutter, a second breath to his own breath, a songbird soul to lead where his own couldn’t follow. With approval, he noted the detail worked into the exterior: a curling vine the length of the flute’s body, hiding figures of linnets, finches, orioles. He drew in his breath and squared his shoulders, determined to look anywhere but at that magical instrument.

Maestro Aquila found a place to stand between a crewel-worked stool acting as a book-rest and a green leather folio lying propped against the window sill. He tucked his hands beneath the tails of his coat and gazed out of the window for several moments, before looking back over his shoulder.

“Which class do you sing with at present, Tammo?”

“Bass.”

Tammo shuddered. This was now the second time he had been assigned to the bass class. In the past two terms, he had moved from contralto to bass to tenor and back to bass again; and the best that could be said of his suitability was that his lips moved in time to the music.

“And how are you finding it?”

The maestro massaged his chin, swept the books from the stool with one stroke and sat down to face Tammo, his hands steepling towards his lips.

“I am aware, Tammo, that this is not the easiest of schools for you. I know that you were taken in as a charity boy under circumstances… Well, the less said, the soonest mended perhaps.”

Tammo nodded stiffly and scowled.

“And I am aware that these circumstances have left you with certain…disadvantages when it comes to the practice of the art that we all serve here. You must be aware that this is not easy for the other boys either. Most of them had to petition for entry on the strength of their vocal abilities alone. It may appear to some that boys such as yourself are stealing the bread of the more talented.”

“But, maestro!”

Without realising it, Tammo had stepped forward and clenched his fist. His upper body trembled with outrage. Surely, the maestro wasn’t siding with Paolo.

“Take that look off your face, Tammo. I do not excuse the actions of the likes of Paolo Agresto. That intermediate tenor class is a disgrace. I’ve said it to the rector more than once, and I’m not alone in saying so. But you must understand the way things are in this world. We do not go around striking out at every perceived injustice to ourselves when others may perceive an injustice just as great. We trust in St. Michael to weigh it in the balance. I hope you have learned that here, at least.”

“Maestro.” A sullen mutter.

This was it, then. The punishment not cancelled but merely deferred. The rope re-tied and the noose re-tightened for a second swing. What was it to be this time?

“However—as you would be aware, did you not persist in your belief that St. Michael’s scales are permanently tipped against you—there are other talents we choose to recognise here besides singing. And when you put your mind to it—when, I say, you put your mind to it—you show a vast amount of promise, Tammo. A promise I do not want to see going to waste.

“What age are you now?” The maestro’s abrupt question made Tammo flinch. “Have you passed your fourteenth birthday?”

“Yes, maestro.”

Maestro Aquila scratched his chin. Tammo heard the sound of tiny bristles.

“I thought as much. You’re not a child any more, Tammo. You have taken the first steps toward manhood. You may even think—as many boys do—that you have already reached that goal. But trust me when I say that to be treated as a man you must first act as a man. Not as an immature infant who shirks his duties and cannot control his temper. You must learn to shoulder responsibility. Until they see that you can do that—until I see that you can do that—the maestri of this conservatorio will continue to treat you as a child.”

Tammo sucked the bead of dried blood on his lip and looked away.

“Look at me, Tammo. Are you ready to begin being a man?

Tammo drew in a deep breath through his nose, squared his shoulders like one of the Duke’s Guard, and looked up. “Yes, maestro.”

“Good. Very good. I’m proud to hear that. In that case, I will put it to the rector that you be excused from rehearsing to Maestro Allegri and come instead to me for further lessons in the flute. When you do, you may play that flute there.”

“Maestro!”

For a moment, Tammo forgot to keep up his guard in the rush of emotion that came to him. The maestro was pointing to the dark flute, instrument of the gods! He would show Maestro Aquila that he was worthy of it. He would show them all.

“Of course, you understand that this is entirely dependent on your behaviour during the rest of the week. One more instance of fighting or truancy and you will be back to singing with the other boys, regardless of whatever names they choose to bestow on you. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, maestro.”

He was getting the dark flute. He could stick a hundred of Paolo Agresto and his crew. He’d like to hear them play it as he had.

“This is a serious matter, Tammo. My reputation as a maestro is at stake. Disobey me in this and the punishment will be severe. Extremely severe.”

“Yes, maestro. Thank you, maestro.”

Maestro Aquila sighed and shook his head.

“Very well, then. You are dismissed. Go and wait out the rest of recreation in the courtyard until the bell sounds. And stay out of trouble.”

Tammo made the bow he knew the maestro was expecting, turned on his heels, and ran.




• • •




It was difficult to know where to put himself, Tammo realised, after his third circuit of the piece of courtyard between the first three maestri’s houses and the students’ dormitories. All Tammo’s grade had been sent to their dormitories in disgrace and, much as he wished to be left alone, he didn’t want to be quite as alone as this.

He began to climb the lime tree that grew by the side of the dormitory building. From its branches, a song thrush was calling over and over again. Could he reach it? Like him, wild birds didn’t trust anyone. But if you got on their side—if you didn’t look at them too much or move too fast and tried to speak their tongue—they might tolerate you around them. Tammo had tried it before. You had to lie very still. You held your hand out and whistled a bit of its song, looking at it only for a moment, then away somewhere else, then back again. If you were very lucky, then it might start hopping along the branch.

Tammo fixed his eyes on the bird’s speckled body. For one minute, he was sure its bright eye caught his own with a knowing look. Then, with a sudden flash of feathers, it alighted on a twig high above the dormitory window, letting out a peal of trills that sounded too much like laughter.

Tammo swore in his head. He had almost had it; he knew he had. It wasn’t going to get away from him now. Just a bit higher. Just a few branches more and he would coax the mocking creature for sure.

Something yanked him from behind. Tammo’s throat went suddenly tight and sweat burst from his forehead. Momentarily, he hung suspended by his middle, before clutching wildly at twigs and handfuls of foliage to steady his balance. He looked over his shoulder, heart thumping. His cassock had come unfastened from his belt and was tangled in the branches. Gripping tight with his left hand, Tammo tugged at the rough-woven cloth. There was a slight rip; the branch bounced sickeningly. He was still tangled. Tammo tugged again. The whole branch was bending now. He had to get out of the tree before he lost his balance. He didn’t care about the thrush any more.

Tammo gripped firmly on a hunk of cloth near his buttocks, clenched his teeth and pulled. The nauseating plunge of the branch told him he had succeeded. Panting through pursed lips, he scrabbled to the end of the bough, now swaying up and down in rebound. The plastered windowsill was just above him. This was going to hurt a lot, Tammo thought. With a leap that reminded him sickeningly of the day he got his scars, he threw himself so that the stone sill caught him full across the stomach. Tammo gave an audible croak as wind came out of him and tumbled into the room within.

It was a misfortune that he landed directly between two beds. Tammo’s back came down hard on the floorboards in what was practically a somersault, his head hitting the wall a moment later. Tammo sat up slowly, clutching the back of his neck, and peered between the iron bed pallets and grey blankets.

On the far side of the room, a boy was standing with his back to Tammo, singing at his own reflection in a mirror. It was a good mirror and a good reflection. The singer was well-grown and remarkably healthy for a conservatorio boy. He had a face like a cherub in a grand painting: rounded cheeks, full lips, eyes any girl in Angelio would have been proud to call her own. He was standing in a heroic pose: one foot a pace in front of the other, one arm behind his back, the other extended before him in declamatory fashion. He was watching his own expression in the mirror, as his voice rose and fell in a endless series of trills and mordents, all in the high upper register. What made the performance slightly ridiculous was that the mirror—which was large and had a fine pear wood frame engraved with leaves—was balanced upon the singer’s bed, and the singer himself was declaiming his wordless passions over the top of a washstand. Added to the fact that he was wearing precisely the same indigo cassock and cropped hairstyle as Tammo, his heroic persona took some imagining.

The boy finished off his song with a long, drawn-out note, far higher than Tammo could have hoped to reach, which waxed loud and then soft by degrees, before coming to rest with a graceful appoggiatura. He made a little bow to himself in the mirror, then spun round on his heels to fix his attention on Tammo. The beginning of a smile plucked at the corners of his lips as he looked the intruder up and down. His eyes sparkled.

“So kind of you to drop in.”

He spoke as though he was making conversation in a salon. He crossed the room and held out a hand to pull Tammo to his feet.

“You do know this is the eunuchs’ dorm?”

Tammo scowled. He would have guessed if he had been thinking straight. Everyone knew the eunuch class had their own private dormitory at the top of the house. He ignored the proffered hand and staggered painfully to his feet.

“I fell out of the tree.”

“Oh. Are you hurt?” said the boy, in a much more natural voice. He spoke clearly, lightly, in something like the unbroken register of the little boys, but with a touch more resonance. It was a voice of beauty, Tammo thought reluctantly. It made his own harsh caw sound more corvid than ever.

“I’m fine. I just needed to rest. I’ll be out of your way in a minute.”

The boy furrowed his eyebrows.

“Have you got a cold?” he asked, not unkindly.

Tammo snarled. Within one step, his eyes were level with the boy’s throat. His battered knuckles were ready for action. He was about to counter with, “Have you lost something?”—the standard insult for eunuchs—but the look of genuine terror in the lad’s eyes silenced him. He had never seen a boy flinch so quickly from a blow that hadn’t even been struck. His wide eyes were, for a moment, as stark as those of a cornered doe. Then he seemed to calm himself with deep breaths. The refined, salon face he had worn at first settled over him like a mask. He gave a nervous smile.

“I do apologise. My mistake.” He made a curious little bow. “Carlo Bianci, at your service.”

“The Carlo Bianci?”

Tammo’s curiosity elbowed its way past his natural defences. Every boy at the Conservatorio had heard the name. It was held up to them as an example by maestri weary of mediocrity and whispered in the dormitories with a mixture of awe and crippling jealousy. In fact, Tammo now recalled that he had seen this overgrown cherub sitting at the eunuch’s table in the refectory and singing solo in the chapel with that same angel’s voice. Carlo Bianci. Castrato.

The other boy smiled, amused. “The Carlo Bianci? Let me see.”

Carlo looked over his shoulder, as though searching for further intruders. He then checked his face in the mirror, gave a sly wink and turned back to Tammo.

“It would appear so. Yes.”

Tammo fought off the urge to smile back. The eunuch had made a joke. Tammo couldn’t decide yet if that meant he was mocking him or not.

“Is it true what they say about you?”

Carlo put one hand to his throat, and raised his eyebrows in an overly dramatic gesture.

“How should I know that? What is it they say?”

“Well, that…you know…that you’re Maestro Sarastro’s pet.”

“His pet?” Carlo sat down on the edge of the nearest bed and tucked his hands under his thighs. He leaned forward with an expression of infantile curiosity. “What sort of pet, I wonder? A monkey? A parrot? A sweet little spaniel?” He batted his long eyelashes.

He looked so funny that Tammo wanted to laugh, but he was still too wary to let laughter come out. He turned it into a cough instead.

“I mean, they say you’re a prodigy.”

A shadow passed over Carlo’s face. If Tammo had had to guess, he would have said his question made the other boy feel weary. He bit his lip.

“Don’t they call you the Nightingale?” Tammo asked.

“Don’t they call us all nightingales?” Carlo’s tone was a little too airy. “Isn’t that the name they have for this place out there on the streets: The Cage of Nightingales? The place where they cage up all the little songbirds and teach us to sing until we soar to the heights? Or something like that.”

“They don’t call me Nightingale.” A sullen croak.

Carlo’s voice softened. “What do they call you?”

Crow. Firebrand. Charity boy. Freak. Tammo swallowed hard and stuck out his chin.

“Tammo. Tammo Capell.”

“Pleased to meet you, Tammo Capell.”

He actually meant it. Tammo let himself look into the other boy’s eyes. Behind the girly eyelashes there was honest openness. And sadness too, Tammo thought. He tried to hide it, but it was there. This boy had suffered too. Tammo wouldn’t have let torture drag the word from him, but had he admitted to the name of Firebrand, he believed Carlo might have understood.

“So, what were you doing up the tree?” said Carlo, at the exact moment Tammo began to say, “So what were you doing, singing at that mirror?”

“I was trying to catch a song thrush.” Tammo decided to get his explanation in first, laying on an air of finality so the half-truth would stick. It was mostly true, anyway. “That’s how I came to fall through the window. I would have got it if my cassock hadn’t got tangled round a branch. I can catch any bird I like. It’s easy.”

Carlo eyed Tammo’s torn cassock and moss-stained appearance with a look of guarded disbelief. Tammo shrugged.

“Well, mostly it’s easy. I’m still working on it. I’m better at it than anyone else.”

“I’m sure you’re the most graceful tumbler in Angelio,” Carlo said smoothly. And then before Tammo could decide whether to take offence: “But how close did you truly come to catching the song thrush? I was listening to him, you know. Echoing him. Or trying to.” Carlo gave a modest smile. “It’s what Maestro Sarastro teaches me to do: to listen to birdsong and try to copy it. He calls it nightingalising.” A cringe of embarrassment from Carlo as he spoke the word nightingale yet again. “Only the rector says the conservatorio can’t afford to buy caged birds from the market, and our class isn’t allowed off the premises, so we never get to hear them in the woods. That’s why I try to practice near this tree.”

“You’re not allowed out of the conservatorio? Not ever?” Tammo’s freedom-loving spirit latched onto the part of Carlo’s speech that most offended it.

“Not unless we’re going to sing somewhere, and then we’re always chaperoned. We can’t go to Carnival or the opera, or even dine with our parents.” A black look Tammo would not have imagined possible for such a cherub flickered across Carlo’s face. “Not that I want to.” He gave a dainty shrug.

“I don’t either,” Tammo lied. He had much rather keep the conversation away from parents. He went back to the topic of the mirror.

“So you need that mirror to copy birdsong?”

Carlo’s laughter was like a peal of fairy bells.

“Of course not, silly. Don’t you use them in your class? To ensure you keep a noble expression when singing? Like this?”

He instantly struck a pose of such exaggerated grandeur that Tammo burst out laughing through his nose, and forgot to retort that he’d never stayed in any class long enough to find out what they did. Carlo was fun, he thought. Eunuchs were supposed to be stuck-up and spoiled, throwing tantrums every two minutes. Carlo wasn’t like that at all. In fact, he was much friendlier than the boys Tammo was forced to rub shoulders with, day in and out.

“So, what kind of birds…?” he began. But at that moment, the campanile sang out two chimes.

“Hell!” Tammo swore. “Afternoon class!”

He glanced about the dormitory. He could go for the tree again, if he jumped at the right angle, but what if someone was watching?

“It’s all right,” Carlo said. “You can take the stairs. If you go by the left-hand staircase, you ought to miss the maestri. They never come in that way.” He winked at Tammo. “Never mind how I know.”

“Right.” Tammo hurried across the room and put his hand on the doorknob. What was it after recreation? Theory of music. Then counterpoint. That was right below the dorms anyway. He should get away with it.

“Wait.”

Carlo had crouched down and heaved a travelling case out from under his bed. He rummaged around for a moment or two and produced a clothes brush.

“You can’t go looking like that.”

With the practised action of a high-class manservant, Carlo swept the bits of leaf and twig from Tammo’s hair and cassock, brushing out the moss dust and tucking the rips out of sight as far as they would go. A pity he couldn’t do anything for the marks of the fight, Tammo thought. He doubted he would get through a whole afternoon without comment on those, but that was the pattern of his life.

Carlo finished off his ministrations by playfully tickling Tammo on the nose with the brush.

“There. Perfect.” He smiled. “Good luck, Tammo Capell. I’ll watch out for you in chapel.”

“Thanks, Carlo,” said Tammo.

And he meant it.




2

A Nightingale Amongst Crows







A bell rang. Carlo threw off the itchy blanket and touched the floorboards with his bare feet. His lips formed the words of the familiar song before he even knew he was awake.

“Laudate pueri Dominum.” Children, praise the Lord…

He’d been singing this song for the last four years, ever since Signor Bernardi had first brought him to Angelio at the age of ten, awkward in new shoes and sleeves too long for him, gazing up and up at the great buildings, fearing they would fall on his head. He had wept at the porter’s lodge when he had to say goodbye to his old village choirmaster, although Signor Bernardi had done little more than pat Carlo’s curly head before heading off to the tavern, a fresh purse of silver at his belt.

“Auxilium meum a Domino.” My help comes from the Lord…

Carlo shivered as he turned to make his bed. It was early and the sun hadn’t yet risen. The two meagre candles on the prie-dieu were the only illumination the boys had to get them through their morning ritual. Carlo had braved the cold water with his usual feeling of sick dread, glad of the warm towel that wiped it away so quickly. In just two more months they would begin lighting fires at the extremes of day, praise to the seraphim! Above all things, Carlo hated to be cold. The chill to the blood. The ice… No, he would not think of it. He could never forget, but he would not think.

“Benefac, Domine.” Bless, oh Lord…

The boys lined up down the centre of the room, prefects at the head, followed by the other eunuchs in ascending order of age. At the prie-dieu, little Luca looked back, eyes wide, still uncertain he was doing the right thing. Carlo nodded toward the kneeling-cushion with an encouraging smile. He liked Luca. The cropped curls the colour of chocolate and the large eyes lost in eagerness to please reminded him of his own reflection not so long ago. He would tell him a story tonight, Carlo decided. The little boy had not yet left off crying at night and calling out for his mother. Secretly, Carlo wondered how recent Luca’s surgery had been. He seemed very small. A story would calm him and Antonio both, and stop them from being corrupted by the older boys’ talk. They were too young for that yet. Let them stay innocent as long as possible.

The boy at the head of the queue rose from his knees and walked out the door. Carlo knelt at the prie-dieu, hands clasped over the open Psalter. The flickering candles lit up a triptych of the Virgin and Child, flanked on the right by the Archangel Michael delivering her from the dragon, and on the left by the first Duke of Angelio kneeling in homage to the city’s patron. Like a true Angelian, Carlo kissed the Archangel’s hand. The grateful figure of the Virgin Mother caught his eye as he sat back on his knees again. After four years, Carlo had begun to forget what his own mother looked like, yet her words came back to him whenever he saw that picture.

“Carlo, my beautiful boy. My sweet little angel.”

He tried not to wonder where she was now. Whether she was safe. It was best not to think of such things. He dipped his finger in the receptacle of holy water.

“Mighty St. Michael, guard us and grant us justice. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.”

He had only just left the dormitory when a hand touched his shoulder.

“Hey, Nightingale. The rector wants to see you after chapel this morning. His study. Don’t keep him waiting.”




• • •




“This is great honour for the Conservatorio Archangeli. And a serious responsibility for you, Carlo. I trust you understand that.”

The rector spread his fingers across his amply-filled waistcoat. The white, curly wig of his office was touched with a halo by the first morning rays.

“This is the first time I have permitted someone so young to sing at the Sancti Michaelis. But Maestro Sarastro tells me you are ready.”

Behind the rector’s chair, the Duke’s own Master of the Art Musical watched Carlo from beneath forbidding eyebrows. Maestro Sarastro had taught the great Morestelli himself, along with half the virtuosi in the Apostolic Empire. It was his operas that filled the Duke’s theatre every carnival season; his chorales that inspired thoughts of heaven in the hearts of worshippers beneath the silver dome on feast days. Carlo hadn’t expected an engagement like this for at least another year. But if Maestro Sarastro said he was ready, then no one would dare suggest otherwise.

The rector took a sip of his early morning chocolate and replaced the cup carefully in its porcelain saucer. A boy with a silver chocolate-pot in his hand stepped forward to refill it.

“You do understand what this means, Carlo? To sing at the Seraphim Mass? The sacred duty you are to perform. Permission to speak, boy.”

“Yes, rector. I understand. It is an honour beyond words.”

There would be few in Angelio who didn’t understand. Seraphim Mass was not one of the cardinal feasts of the Archangel. Only the very greatest of the virtuosi ever sang at those. But as the feast honouring the army of St Michael’s host—and consequently the Duke’s army as well—it was an important occasion in civic life. Everyone would be there. The Duke, the ruling families of the city, the leading clerics of the Sancti Michaelis: all the people whose favour Carlo would need if he was to make it as a virtuoso. All would be expecting to hear music that would echo that of the seraphim themselves and open channels of blessing from the Archangel to the city’s defences for another year. There would be no room for error, no excuse for nerves. The occasion demanded perfection.

“You will have to work very hard at this, Carlo.” Maestro Sarastro’s rich voice betrayed nothing of pride in his pupil, only stern admonition. “Further rehearsals beginning today, in addition to your vocal exercises.”

“I understand, maestro. I won’t let you down.”

The rector turned awkwardly in the chair. He looked like a brocade-covered seal manoeuvring on the sand.

“Is that really necessary, maestro? Carlo has been forced to miss a number of non-musical classes as it is.”

Maestro Sarastro gave a dismissive snort.

“An hour or two off religious studies or prayers is hardly going to hurt.”

The chocolate cup went down with a clatter.

“Maestro Sarastro. May I remind you that the Conservatorio Archangeli has a religious foundation going back to the days of the second Duke? We teach the art musical as being sacred to Michael himself. It cannot be divorced from the boys’ devotional lives.”

“And may I remind you, rector, that your boys’ musical offerings to St. Michael are what bring in the funds for your precious school? Without them, you would find your chocolate-pot sadly empty.”

Carlo felt a familiar twinge in his stomach. The rector and Maestro Sarastro were notorious for arguing over the training of talented students. The trouble was, neither of them could bear not being in charge. It made interviews such as this close to unbearable sometimes. When they started, Carlo wanted to wrap his arms over his head and hide under the table, just as he had done back in the village. It took everything he had learned about heroic poise to keep a straight back and his head facing forward. He was a gentleman of the conservatorio now. He wouldn’t cower like a peasant.

The rector picked up a linen napkin and dabbed at the corners of his mouth.

“I don’t intend to create a scene in front of the boy. I suggest we discuss this in private. Like gentlemen.”

Maestro Sarastro’s cheeks quivered.

“As you say, rector. We wouldn’t want the boy tainted by low behaviour.”

The rector snapped his fingers impatiently at the chocolate-pot boy. The boy bowed and hurried from the room.

“The maestro and I will discuss this further, Carlo. You are free to go to breakfast for now. Is there anything you wish to ask? You will, of course, receive your usual share of the fee. The bursar will credit it to your account.”

That was another thing to distance him from the other boys. The more singing engagements a student secured, the greater the amount in his personal account. Was his whole life to be envy and segregation from now on? No. Carlo’s heart gave a little flutter as he remembered. Tammo Capell, the boy with the crow’s voice who had tumbled into his room. They were destined to be friends. Brothers. Two lonely outsiders drawn together by a tilt of the Archangel’s scales. And Carlo had a plan to make sure it happened.

“Thank you, rector. Everything is perfectly clear.” Carlo made a bow, making sure it took in the Duke’s maestro as well as the head of the conservatorio. “God save you both.”
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There was very little time for what Carlo had in mind, but then there was very little time for anything. The trick was to catch the stolen moment.

The eunuch class was still chewing on tooth-sticks and putting on their outdoor hats when the first hint of opportunity arrived. Or, rather, someone arrived. Wheezing and heavy footsteps in the passageway sounded the alarm. The little boys stood to attention. Giuseppe—a florid boy of fifteen—hastily pushed a snuff box under his pillow and scrubbed away the evidence with a handkerchief. His companion—alabaster by comparison and sporting an illicit ringlet—gave an effeminate giggle.

A short-winded voice called out. “Master Bianci? Are you in here?”

“Yes. Come in, Rubin.”

Giuseppe and the others deflated with relief. Carlo gave a pale smile as the rector’s manservant stumped in, leaning heavily on the door. In spite of his swollen nose and pot belly, Carlo liked Rubin. He’d been Carlo’s chaperone since his first concert and, when Carlo was small, had let him play a while in the piazzas on the way home. Carlo could guess why he’d come calling at this time of day.

“It’s about my rehearsal with Maestro Sarastro, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, lad. No walk for you this morning, I’m afraid. Straight to the rehearsal room.” He gave a phlegmy cough.

“Sure you can make it that far, Rubin?” Marco, one of the prefects spoke, a smirk on his lips.

“Sure you can, Marco?” the alabaster boy shot back.

At nineteen, Marco had already begun to carry the extra weight that was the curse of so many castrati. Feminine softness could so easily turn to flab.

Marco scowled at the alabaster boy. “Is that rouge on your lips, Giovanni?”

Giovanni touched his mouth self-consciously. His eyes flickered towards Rubin. “Natural beauty.” He made a flirtatious pout. “Why don’t you come here and kiss me, Marco?” Marco reddened. “Why don’t you kiss my—”

“Come now, gentlemen, that’s enough,” said Rubin.

“He should respect me as a prefect.” Marco looked down his wide-set nose.

“He respects you as a very Hercules.” Carlo broke in with a grand theatrical gesture, catching hold of the bedsheet and draping it over Marco’s shoulder as a toga. “A Titan of the dormitory. A demi-god of prefecture. As indeed we respect Giovanni as our Paris of Troy.” He gave Giovanni an exaggerated kiss on the cheek. “And Master Rubin as our very own Mercury, messenger of the gods!”

He went down on one knee and trilled out a few bars of a bravura aria, ending in a note high enough to break windows on the far side of the courtyard. Most of the boys laughed. Nicolo and Luca applauded.

“Always the little peacemaker, aren’t you, lad?” Rubin ruffled Carlo’s cropped curls as the other boys trooped out for their walk.

“That’s why I pass all understanding.” Carlo got to his feet and dusted down his cassock.

The truth was, Carlo hated arguments. Maestri or students, it was all the same. Arguments led to bad things. They made pains come in his stomach and spoiled his voice. That was why it was so important to cultivate friendship.

Carlo turned to Rubin.

“Grant me two minutes. Then I’ll be with you.”
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The quill was scratchy, and the inkwell almost dried out in the sun, but there wasn‘t time to be too particular about handwriting. Carlo frowned. That wasn‘t as he would have wished it. He hated to produce ugly work. It couldn’t be helped, though. The sentiment, at least, would be as pretty as he could make it.

My dear and newly-discovered twin...

Carlo stroked his bottom lip with the feathered end of the quill. Perhaps not. He might be certain he had met his soulmate in Tammo, but the other boy was as wary and unpredictable as a wild bird. He might think Carlo was poking fun at him.

He scored two lines through the first sentence and began again.

My dear and newly-discovered companion:

I hope you felt, as I did, what a joy it was to meet a friend, especially one who loves songbirds. If you can find in your heart even a part of the affection I already feel for you, then come to the roost of the song thrush tomorrow after vespers. I promise you will always have a listening ear and never an unkind word from your

Affectionate and loyal friend,

C.

It was as good as an aria, Carlo decided. No one could fail to be moved by that. With a deft movement, he sanded the ink and blew on it, then quickly folded the letter into quarters. He hoped it didn’t blot too much. For a moment, he tickled his bottom lip again, wondering what to write for the direction. Of course, what else? The quill scratched the folded paper, spraying tiny bursts of ink.

To the graceful tumbler.

Carlo pocketed the letter, snatched up his school things and galloped out of the door. He was ready for his rehearsal now. And for whatever else the maestri chose to surprise him with. The strength to keep going was right here in his pocket.
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He had to wait until after grammar before the chance came to dispatch his heavenly message. Maestro Sarastro had worked him hard in rehearsal. The piece Carlo was to sing at the climax of Seraphim Mass contained enormous vocal leaps and a slow, gradual descent from the soaring upper register. And, of course, the maestro had wanted to begin with the most difficult parts straight away, even at such an early hour of the morning.

“No, no, Carlo,” he had exclaimed, arms everywhere. “Your voice must rest, as it were, on the clouds. Fill your chest with the divine air. Fill it, boy!”

And he had. Over and over and over again. At one point, he had felt certain he was going to swoon. The ceiling of the rehearsal room swam like the pool of the Morningstar Fountain and blood pulsed in his ears. But he breathed and stayed conscious. By the end of the session, it had become quite exhilarating. No one composed sacred music like Maestro Sarastro. Carlo felt sure he must have come someway close to echoing the seraphim. It wasn’t a bad way to begin your lessons.

By the time second period was over, Carlo could feel the letter weighing in his pocket like a stolen peach. He had to get rid of it before he accidentally sang out his secret and spoiled his new friendship before it had even begun.

The stairwell of the main school building was crowded with boys—coming up, going down, leaning over the ornate banister railings to call to one another—before the rap of prefects’ rods returned the noise to a murmur. Two floors beneath him, Carlo could make out a group of boys much of a height with himself, standing by a colonnade. They were pushing and jostling a smaller, slighter boy with cuts on his face. Voices that had broken with a vengeance drifted up the stairwell.

“Where do you think you’re sloping off to, Crow?”

Crow. So that was what they called his twin. Carlo frowned.

“Speak up, Crow. Don’t cheek your elders.” A poetry textbook clipped Tammo’s ear in a deliberate accident.

“What is it to you?” Even from two floors up, Carlo could sense Tammo’s anger. And his fear.

“That’s signor to you, freak.” The textbook made a return journey, forcing Tammo’s head down. “A little bird saw you coming out of Maestro Aquila’s yesterday, smiling. Smiling! Must have cracked the cobblestones. So, what do you have to smile about? Paolo wasn’t smiling when he came out of the rector’s, I can tell you.”

“He just wanted to see me. Now shove off, Riccardo, or I’ll finish you too.”

“Like hell you will! Want to know what I heard? That Maestro Aquila’s giving you classes on your own because you’re scared Paolo will punch your ugly head.”

“Your ugly head, you mean!”

“Poor old Crow! Can’t even think of his own insults. Why don’t you run along and toot your flute for Maestro Aquila? You know he only has you playing the thing because he can’t stand the sound of your voice.”

Carlo saw Tammo hunch his shoulders about his ears and lower his head. The twinge in his stomach came back. Why did people have to be so unkind? The flute part was interesting, though. Tammo had never mentioned that yesterday.

“Off to class over there! And keep the noise down.”

One of the senior prefects was elbowing his way through the swarm of boys. The crowd parted. Tammo shrugged Riccardo away and turned toward the main front door. He was directly below Carlo now. This was the moment. Leaning over the balustrade, Carlo trilled out the call of the song thrush, his melodious voice rising above the hum of noise.

Tammo looked up. So did several other boys. Carlo grinned and made a mock bow, but in the same movement snatched the letter from his pocket. As he had hoped, Tammo held his gaze longer than the rest. Carlo held up the letter by his cheek, raised a playful eyebrow and dropped the letter down the stairwell.
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