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Characters







Tammo Capell - a young bird-charmer, in possession of a magic flute

Carlo Bianci (Seraphini) - a young castrato singer, Tammo’s sworn twin

The Archangel Michael




Pageno Mansion

Celestina - daughter of the house and Carlo’s special friend

Count Pageno - Celestina’s father and the Duke’s right-hand man

Countess Pageno - Celestina’s mother; very ambitious

Orlando (deceased) - Celestina’s brother, who died in childhood

Rinaldo - Celestina’s spoiled younger brother

Maestro Loreto - a music teacher from the conservatorio

Teresa - Celestina’s body-servant and former governess

Fenice - a sassy laundry maid with a smutty sense of humour

Pompey (Olusegun) - a footman; Fenice’s on-and-off boyfriend

Caesar (Kayode) - another footman

Signor Plattini - the major-domo

Signora Rosamunda - the housekeeper

Vittori - Count Pageno’s personal manservant

Leonardo, Guilio & Roberto - footmen

(Unnamed) - the porter, laundry maids, seamstresses etc.

Giacomo - an extremely mischievous monkey

Carlino - a rosefinch

Canella - a horse




Teatro di Palazzo

Maestro Sarastro - the Duke’s Master of the Art Musical; short-tempered

Signor Contarini - director of the Teatro

Herr Wilhelm - stage director

Signor de Rosa - ballet master

Signor Croci - bursar

Signor Verdi - artistic designer

Signora Narni - wardrobe mistress

Stephano - head groom (horses)

Claudio - bird handler

Alfredo - head carpenter

Marcello - candle snuffer




Singers

Morestelli (soprano) - former primo castrato, who is mysteriously absent

Il Cupide (alto) - a ladies’ man

Parnasso (Giovanni, soprano) - Carlo’s old schoolmate; very femme

La Bellina (soprano) - the prima donna; owner of pugs

L’Amoricana (alto) - a new, young singer

Scipione (Uberti, bass) - former Conservatorio boy; friendly to Carlo




Dancers

Angelo - Parnasso’s sometime lover

Marie - also attracted to Angelo




Singer’s apartments

Citizeness Aldo - the housekeeper; very chatty with few teeth

Citizen Aldo - her husband

Casale - Carlo’s personal manservant

Orpheus - a song thrush, once a gift to Carlo from Tammo




Caffe Armide

Armide - the host; loves to gossip

Michelangelo - an undersized serving boy

(Unnamed) - various clients, including a merchant from Mingguo




Angel’s Wood

Grimaldi - a reclusive blacksmith, Tammo’s foster father

Coronis - Tammo’s crow companion




Pamina Mansion

Marchesa della Pamina - an alluring aristocrat

Florian - a footman










He asked me first if I am

Man or woman, where I came from,

If people like me are born

with this voice and skill, or rain down

from the sky. In confusion I reply:

If I say “man”, I lie,

“Woman” I certainly shall not say

and “neuter” would make me blush.

~ Filippo Balatri (1676-1756)




Well, alas! How will it be heard,

the chaste desire that burns the interior of my heart

by those who in others see only themselves?

~ Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) to Tommaso Cavalieri
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The Carnival Ring







A crow sat on the bell tower of Piazza Giustizia. It jerked its beak toward the Poor School belonging to the Michael di Giustizia monastery. Then it turned toward Caffe Armide across the courtyard, with a look that, even when seen from the ground, resembled scorn.

“Give it up, Coronis. I don’t need that from you.” Tammo rubbed his freshly-shaven chin and scowled. He gave a sharp whistle. “To me, girl!”

The crow opened its wings and swooped, a funereal fan in flight. Tammo felt the talons grasp his shoulder. He readjusted the weight of the cage in his left hand. Inside it, two living jewels flittered and twittered.

“And you’ve been more trouble than you’re worth as well.” He grinned at the whirring green and gold of the birds within. “But you’re worth a fair ducat and more besides.” He tugged at his cravat. “I need coffee.”

The smell of coffee from the open doors of Caffe Armide reached Tammo long before he had crossed the piazza. At the back of it was the stale smell of tobacco and sweat. Tammo rubbed his chin again. The barber had nicked him with the razor, and it itched. He hated shaving. He hated wearing the wig and the broadcloth suit, too. His head got too hot and the huge cuffs on the sleeves kept catching on things. It wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he’d dreamed of being a bird charmer. He hadn’t thought then that the job might involve charming patrons, too.

Before Caffe Armide stood a tiled portico, where a few citizens who wished to enjoy the last of the summer sunshine took their morning chocolate around circular tables. Tammo walked past them, and past a whole row of doors and windows, through which his own trade card looked back at him. Tammo Capell. Purveyor of Fine Singing Birds.

Tammo nodded in satisfaction and went through the door of the caffe’s least fashionable booth. Oval mirrors, religious scenes and engravings of past castrati beamed from dark wooden panelling. In a corner, three merchants were arguing over a news sheet. Two were foreigners. One had the full beard and turned-up shoes common to the Caliphate Empire. The other had almond eyes and a bald forehead, with a pigtail down his back. A visitor from Mingguo, if Tammo wasn’t mistaken.

Tammo put the birdcage on a table next to a carafe of cloudy water, picked up a news sheet from a rack, and sank into a seat beneath a painted Annunciation. Coronis perched on the dado rail behind him, wiping her beak close to several existing beak marks.

Tammo squinted over the news sheet’s tiny print.

Today, our correspondent heard of yet another instance of the ongoing quarrel between the Duke and his heir, the Nobilissimo. It seems that Their Excellencies were attending mass in the ducal chapel, when…

Tammo sighed. Not more court gossip! Why couldn’t news sheets concentrate on something more important, like the price of iron ore or the likelihood of severe weather over the winter? He glanced again at the foreign merchants, who were still arguing furiously, then squinted back at the news article. Had he missed something? He suspected the merchants of spotting some connection he couldn’t fathom between trade prices and the Nobilissimo’s temper tantrums. He scratched the back of his neck under the wig. He needed Carlo for stuff like this. Intrigue wasn’t his style. He tossed the news sheet into the corner.

“Michelangelo!” Tammo’s harsh croak sounded above the arguing merchants.

A waiter came running from the service entrance. He couldn’t have been over thirteen, and his apron looked bigger than he was.

“Citizen Capell.” The boy scratched his nose. “Will it be the usual this morning?”

“Yes,” said Tammo. “And tell Citizen Armide I’m here.”

“Right you are, citizen.” The boy gave a nervous smile. “Anything for your crow this morning?”

Tammo grunted. “Just bring the usual.”

The coffee was black and bitter; the coffee dish white with ivy leaves. It came with a tiny almond confection, which Tammo fed to Coronis. The crow cawed and flapped her wings in appreciation. The feathered jewels in the cage trilled in response.

“Not for you, little beauties.” Tammo ran a finger down the bars of the cage. The twittering subsided. “Or else you’ll end up as fat and spoiled as this ill-omened creature.” He tickled the back of Coronis’ neck.

“Citizen Capell! God save you.”

A man it was hard to ignore came through the service entrance. He strutted into the coffee booth in his red wig: a cheery cockerel amid his roost. He clapped his hands and held out his arms in a gesture of embrace. Tammo nodded stiffly at the caffe host, and the arms went back down again. Armide was learning not to attempt embracing Tammo, unless he wished for Coronis to use his arms as she used the dado rail. He leaned over the birdcage and whistled.

“That’s a remarkable delivery you have there, citizen. What do you call those? They don’t look big enough to be real.” He peered closer. “They never stop moving, do they?”

“Flamecrests. You get them from deep in the forest.” Tammo swallowed another mouthful of coffee.

“Well, you do, Citizen Capell. You do. I wouldn’t have the first idea where to find the things. To each his own gifts, that’s what I say.”

“Yes.”

“And for whom are these fine specimens destined, if I might ask?”

“The Cavalier Argante. An anniversary gift for his wife.”

For a moment, it looked as though Armide was about to launch into a recitation of more tedious gossip. But suddenly his face changed, and he fumbled in his apron pocket.

“I almost forgot, Citizen Capell. Two letters came for you this morning.”

At last! Tammo held out a hand, trying to conceal his impatience.

“The ink was barely dry when the runner brought this first one. It can’t have come far. And the second one has a noble seal.”

“Thank you.” Tammo prised the letters from between Armide’s fingers. The proprietor carried on standing where he was. “That will be all. God save you.”

“You don’t… Will you be wanting your room tonight?” Armide’s eyes were still on the letters.

“Not tonight.”

Tammo’s fingers twitched over the seal of the top letter. When was the lackwit going to leave? Doing business from Caffe Armide was generally a good arrangement. It was easy to pick up custom in such a fashionable meeting place, and messages could be passed via Armide much more easily than they could, had a messenger had to visit Tammo at Grimaldi’s cottage in Angel’s Wood. The only inconvenient part of the arrangement was that Armide was so infernally nosy. The last thing Tammo needed was a caffe host with a mouth that chattered like the River Harmonica, reading all his mail.

At last, a crash and a yelp from Michelangelo forced Armide to hurry from the booth. Tammo held the letter up to the light and gave a wry smile. The handwriting on the outside was as familiar as flat bread and stew on a winter’s night. It had been sealed with a ring, but the sigil wasn’t that of any noble house. It was a six-winged creature, surrounded by stars. A seraph. Tammo took out a pocket knife and broke the seal in one movement. A scent of jasmine and rose petals wafted up to greet him. He shook the letter open. As he did so, a third letter fell onto the table. Tammo felt his throat narrow as he saw the single name written on it: Celestina. He snatched up the first letter and began to read.

Tamino, my dearest twin,

I cannot describe to you my joy on waking this morning to find myself home again in our beloved Angelio and near to you once more. We would have arrived sooner, but the roads yesterday were dreadful, and the poor horse became lame. Casale is busily unpacking as I write, but I fear it will be some days before my familiar surroundings emerge from all the trunks and packing straw. I have several gifts for you, and I will not allow you to refuse them this time, whatever protests you may make.

May I ask you a favour, dear twin? I find myself with an unexpected engagement this morning, which means I will be unable to call on Noblesse Celestina as soon as I would have liked. Could you possibly deliver this letter to the Pageno mansion for me? I would be eternally obliged, and I know she would be, too.

I will wait for you tonight in our usual spot at the hour of the evening stroll. How I long to see your face again!

Your devoted and loving twin,

Carlo.

Tammo let out a controlled breath. His friend was back. His sworn twin. It seemed only yesterday that he and Carlo had played together at the Conservatorio Archangeli. They had met quite by chance. Carlo was a pampered eunuch soprano and Tammo a charity pupil, when Tammo had tumbled through Carlo’s dormitory window. What mischief they had got up to, climbing the lime tree, singing through windows, smuggling Orpheus, the song thrush, under Carlo’s cassock!

Then came the miracle. Tammo and Carlo had been lucky enough to meet their city’s patron, the Archangel Michael, in person. Carlo had bargained away a little of his health and strength to grant Tammo the ability to charm birds with his dark flute. Tammo had made a bargain, too. A companion for Carlo, so he would not be friendless and misunderstood in the aristocratic world he must inhabit as a sopranist. Celestina. How could Tammo have known at the time the sacrifice he must make for such a gift?

How he had longed to see her, the night he and Carlo sneaked out of school to visit the Carnival by night. That had been a disaster! Carlo had lost Count Pageno’s patronage as a result, and Tammo had been forced to flee before the maestri sent him to Fiorentina. That was when Tammo had found his home in the woods with Grimaldi the blacksmith. It had taken a second miracle to put everything right.

Could you possibly deliver this letter to the Pageno mansion for me?

Tammo sighed. Only one day in Angelio, and already Carlo was stirring up matters Tammo would much rather leave alone. That was the trouble with having his sworn twin back home. When Carlo was on his travels, touring the theatres, churches and salons of the continent, Tammo could keep his head down and absorb himself in the birding business. Michael knew, it gave him enough work! But the moment his castrato friend came back to Angelio, everything came back with him. The opera, Carnival, and of course Celestina.

Beautiful Celestina! Noblesse of the House of Pageno. She was the companion he had begged the Archangel to give Carlo. The moment Tammo met her, he understood the sacrifice he must make so Carlo could enjoy that gift. To have her always before his sight, an angel on this earth, knowing his love must forever remain unrequited.

It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for the times Tammo and she had come so close. For example, the night he and Carlo had saved Celestina’s life. Was that really two years ago? She had been deathly sick, and they had broken into her chamber to sing and play the flute at her bedside, attracting Michael’s presence with their music. Michael had healed Celestina, and restored everything Tammo and Carlo had lost.

Later that night, while Carlo was speaking with the Count, Tammo and Celestina had been alone. He had played his flute for her, and she had smiled and clapped her hands. He had given her a ring. A carnival face in a black mask, surrounded by jewels. The ring Carlo had given him when they pledged eternal twinship. True, Tammo felt some guilt on parting with it, but it was the only thing of value he possessed. The only thing worthy of a lady. Did she still have it, he wondered? Did she ever wear it and think of him, just for a moment?

He read the letter through again. I would be eternally obliged, and I know she would be, too. Damn Carlo! Tammo struck the table, making the flamecrests flutter against the bars of their cage. How could he possibly resist such a plea? It was as if Carlo was there in person, simpering and fluttering his eyelashes.

“Here we go again, Coronis.” He put his coffee dish down upon the papers, as if to neutralise their power. “Let’s see what’s in this other letter.”

It was sealed with a shield, marked with three bells and a rose. Tiny bits of pale green wax crumbled to the table as Tammo sliced with his pocket knife, releasing a scent of gardenia. The handwriting was even more effeminate than Carlo’s. The message was brief and to the point.

The Marchesa della Pamina would be pleased to have Citizen Capell call on her at his earliest convenience, with an appropriate sample of his wares, to discuss a possible commission.

“Ha! This is the one, Coronis!”

Tammo ruffled the crow’s feathers. She cawed and flapped to the table, then back to the dado rail. Tammo leaned back, running his thumb over the rounded script with its delicate flourishes. The Marchesa della Pamina. He had heard a rumour (probably from Armide, he hated to admit) that she was becoming quite the leader of fashion this season. Strange. Tammo shrugged. The Paminas were an old family, going back to the days of the second duke, but they hadn’t been fashionable since before his grandfather’s time. There was no accounting for fashion. That was another thing Carlo understood much better than he did.

He leaned out from his seat to bring into view the bell tower with its triple-dialled clock. A quarter to ten. He ought not to linger too long.

“Good news, citizen?”

Tammo started. Armide had appeared at his elbow again, wiping his hands on his apron in a too-obvious gesture of nonchalance. He leaned forward slightly, trying to read Tammo’s letter upside-down. Tammo scooped all the papers from the table and stuffed them in his coat pocket.

“I’ll be on my way.”

He downed the last drop of coffee and flung a handful of centesimi on the table.

“God save you, Citizen Armide. Come, Coronis.”

He had almost reached the door when a soft “Excuse me,” stopped him. The pigtailed foreigner was at his shoulder.

“You must not leave without your birds, young citizen.” He spoke good Angelian, with almost no accent. “Your skill with them means a great deal to you, I’m sure.”

The man held the cage of flamecrests toward Tammo. There was a smile on his lips that suggested he was withholding secret knowledge.

Tammo scowled, hoping his scar was enough to scare the man off. Interfering busybody! Standing there with his Ming robes and his insufferable politeness. Tammo would have realised his mistake soon enough. He didn’t need it pointing out.

He snatched the cage from the foreigner’s hand. The man had soft skin and manicured nails. Might as well be a eunuch, Tammo thought. Maybe he was. The Ming had court eunuchs, didn’t they?

As if one eunuch in his life wasn’t trouble enough. Look at the scrape Carlo had already landed him in. Two aristocratic women to deal with. And it was not yet noon.

“God save you,” he growled, and went out into the piazza.




• • •




The flamecrests were delivered. The Cavalier Argante had been pleased with them and, even better, had instructed his agent to pay Tammo there and then. He could feel the weight of silver in his pocket as he made his way along the tree-lined avenue toward the Pageno mansion. The very first leaves were beginning to turn yellow. As Tammo passed under a maple, one fluttered down and brushed his shoulder, making Coronis croak.

He cleared his throat and straightened his cravat as he gazed up at the burnt umber façade of the Pageno mansion. The golden pheasant that was the family crest spread its wings over the portico, overlooking the flight of stairs that led up to the main entrance. The back of Tammo’s head prickled with sweat. Ought he to use the back entrance? This wasn’t really a tradesman’s errand, but Tammo preferred to be greeted by lower servants who would treat him with respect, than to face Caesar or Pompey at the front door with their footmen’s faces on.

“And you can shut up,” he said, as Coronis gave a caw and flapped into the branches of a maple tree. “I am not a coward. Just prudent, that’s all.”

He made his way down the paved walkway to the left-hand side of the mansion and knocked on the wicket gate set into the high double doors. A red-nosed face looked out and grinned.

“Oh, it’s you, Citizen Capell. God save you.”

Tammo gave what was supposed to be a lordly nod, glad of the extra dignity the wig and broadcloth suit gave him. He had worked hard over the last two years to make sure the porter saw him as Bird Charmer to the Nobility and intimate friend of Signor Seraphini. Mostly, it worked.

He followed the porter into the courtyard at the back of the mansion, past the stables and coach houses, past the well where a scullery maid was drawing water and chatting with a stable boy. Close by, a laundress was pegging out linen. A little child tottering round her skirts threatened to trip her up. There was a smell of lye in the air. It must be a washing day.

A familiar voice brought Tammo up short. “Don’t you dare scrub those petticoats like that! Have you any notion how much that lace cost? Lackwit!”

There was a yelp as though someone had been struck, before the laundry room door banged open and a very short person in a white cap and apron came storming out, her hips leading the way. She raised her hands to the heavens.

“Sweet Michael, help us! Am I surrounded by bottle-heads?”

Tammo made a quick calculation of the distance to the servants’ entrance and the time it would take to reach it before he was spotted. Too late. The expression on the woman’s face changed to that of a horse trader who has spotted a prize stallion. She sidled over to Tammo, hands on hips.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Tammo Capell, come to brighten little Fenice’s day.”

“God save you, Fenice.” Tammo tried to ignore the amount of bosom directed at his waistcoat buttons.

Fenice tossed her head. “Well, I must say, I expected better than that. Don’t think I’ve forgotten last Victory Day. You were more than keen to show me your flute that night. So, don’t come snubbing me now.”

“Fenice!” Tammo’s face flared red. He glanced about to see whether the laundress and scullery maid had heard Fenice’s words. “It wasn’t like that and you know it.”

Tammo had only a hazy memory of what it was like. The truth was that he had drunk an unwise amount of port wine during the feast of Saint Michael of Victory, and found himself climbing through the window of the belvedere tower to Fenice’s sewing room. The rest was a rather jumbled impression of stays and ribbons and Fenice’s bare chest. It wasn’t the first time such a thing had happened, but Tammo was determined it was going to be the last. Fenice wasn’t even his type. And he certainly wasn’t in love with her.

He tugged his cravat and tried to feel like Bird Charmer to the Nobility. “Aren’t you back with Pompey, anyway? Strangely, I have no taste for getting my face smashed in. I’m ugly enough.”

Fenice snorted.

“Oh, him, the great lump! He’s taken up with the new chambermaid. Mincing little creature! I’m well done with him. Any time you care to call, I’ll be waiting.”

“I told you…” Tammo began, but Fenice thumped him on the arm and burst into throaty laughter.

“Oh, the look on your face! You are so easy to gull!”

“What’s going on here? Is this his lordship’s courtyard or a public tavern? Less chattering and more working. Fenice, her ladyship needs you upstairs. Citizen Capell. I would appreciate you not distracting my staff.”

“Signor Plattini. God save you.” Tammo made a bow to the count’s major-domo, who was standing in the servants’ entrance, veins throbbing in his temples. Seriously, every time Tammo saw that man, he was in a fluster. It was a miracle he didn’t have an apoplexy. Tammo held up the letter. “I have a message from Signor Seraphini to Noblesse Celestina.”

“Then why didn’t you come to the front door and give it to Caesar?” Signor Plattini wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. “Come in. I’ll give it to a footman.”

Tammo followed the major-domo through the door and down the long service corridor. At the end of it was a dining room, where two men in maroon coats and white wigs were laying out silverware. Each fork was being carefully turned face-down so that the large cuffs of fashionable coats would not catch on them. As ever, Tammo found himself wondering why so many different forks were needed. That was another matter Carlo would know about.

“Leonardo.” One of the footmen looked up at the sound of Signor Plattini’s voice. “A letter has arrived for the noblesse. She’s in the music room. Now, if you please,” the major-domo added, as the man hesitated over a silver cruet. “Giulio can finish here.”

The footman bowed, picked up a silver salver from the sideboard, and left with Tammo’s letter balanced on it. Signor Plattini beckoned Tammo through the breakfast room and into a gallery hall.

“Wait here,” he said. “There may be a reply. I’ll send Leonardo back to you.” He strode out of sight.

Tammo clasped his hands behind his back and tried not to feel as out of place as a fish on a fruit stall. The walls were covered in paintings, gods and saints and Pageno ancestors, and he felt like they were watching him, criticising his serviceable coat and pinched features.

He tightened his grip on the leather case that hung from his hip in place of a sword. The dark flute was inside. Touching it, Tammo convinced himself that he could feel something of the Archangel’s power. He ought to have felt confident, a successful tradesman with his pocket full of silver. But standing here made him feel as if he was fourteen years old again, a charity boy with a voice like a crow and a scar on his face.

“Just Carlo’s messenger. That’s all I am.”

He turned his face toward a friendlier painting, a little boy around eight years old, wearing a blue velvet suit and spotless stockings. A greyhound sat at his feet, and on his shoulder was a monkey that Tammo recognised as the mischievous Giacomo. The boy gazed into the distance, as though he was itching to run off and have adventures, although Tammo knew this boy’s adventuring days would be over not long after the painting was complete. This was Orlando, Celestina’s late brother, who had died in childhood. Carlo had been a cherub child at his funeral, and there met Celestina for the first time. Looking at the painting, Tammo could see the resemblance between brother and sister. The heart-shaped face and soft, brown hair. And something about the expression around the eyes. Tammo felt his throat constrict, and hastily looked for another picture to inspect.

A smile came to his face as he noticed a small portrait hanging over the doorway. That was Carlo. It must have been painted shortly after Count Pageno became his patron. He looked barely fourteen years old. His face was soft and full-cheeked, like a cherub, and there was a smile hovering over his Cupid’s lips. How proud he must have been, to be painted in the house of his patron! A sudden yearning came over Tammo, to see his friend again. The hour of the evening stroll couldn’t come soon enough. It would be like old times, the two of them laughing and joking together, just as they had as boys.

He was so absorbed in memories that he didn’t immediately register the whirring, cranking sound coming closer. The moment he did, he whirled round, his palms sweating. Celestina was in her house carriage. The lacquer and gold glinted in the morning sunlight. She was turning the handles to drive it forward, the wheels running smoothly over the marble floor. Tammo took off his hat and made an awkward bow. How did she manage to become more beautiful every time he saw her? He scarcely knew where to look.

Celestina clasped her hands in delight. “Tammo Capell the bird charmer! When Leonardo told me you were waiting in the gallery, I simply had to come. These things are so much better face to face, don’t you think?”

That smile. Always that smile. Even though she was now eighteen years old, there was so much of the little girl in her expressions.

Tammo cleared his throat. “Noblesse. A pleasure.” He hoped she couldn’t hear the blood pounding in his head, as he could.

“And how is dear Carlo?” Celestina said. “Have you seen him yet? He was supposed to come here to call on Papa, but then something came up and they’re meeting elsewhere. Do tell him I was glad to receive his note. I long to see him again, don’t you?”

“Yes, Noblesse.” Tammo was unsure which part of Celestina’s speech he was answering. She flitted from one subject to another like a butterfly, and Tammo was never able to keep up. “I will speak with him this evening. I’m sure he looks forward to seeing your ladyship again.”

Celestina put a hand to her mouth and giggled.

“You call me ladyship. How sweet!” She glanced up at the portrait of Carlo. “How long it seems since we were children together! Do you remember that time I lay sick?” She lowered her eyelashes. “You and Carlo came into my chamber to sing and play me back to health. Right into my chamber! Whatever would Mama say to that now?”

Tammo felt a tide of red creep up his face. He ransacked his mind for something else to say.

“Do you remember the carnival ring I gave you, Noblesse?” His voice came out as a strangled growl. “The night we…that Carlo and I…”

“But of course!” Celestina’s eyes sparkled like opals. She pulled on an indigo ribbon at her neck and drew out from beneath her fichu, a black ring in the shape of a jolly face. It had jewels for eyes and a red mouth, and was surrounded by gemstones of topaz and garnet.

Celestina gave a smile. She dropped the ring back into her bosom and it disappeared. Tammo tried not to think about where it had gone.

“I wear it always. How could I not? Considering who gave it.”

“That is most generous of you, noblesse. Most…er…generous.”

She wore the ring always. Around her neck, close to her heart. She had worn it every day for the past two years. And why? Because of who gave it. Because of Tammo Capell.

Tammo could have sworn the saints and gods in the paintings began to sing.
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Primo Castrato







The music box was playing, “Where are you, Beloved?”

Carlo smiled as he took a spoon and lifted the cream from his morning chocolate. Both the box and the chocolate recipe had been gifts to Carlo from the Kapellmeister of Festeburg, where automata-making was the chief industry. The song was one that Carlo had sung there, in a masque called The Lonely Shepherd. The front of the box showed a pair of lovers in a garden, who moved slowly from left to right as the music played.

The chocolate was a delicious concoction of whipped cream, sugar, spices and orange peel, well-known in Festeburg for its fortifying properties. It would be just the thing, the Kapellmeister had said, to stave off winter colds.

He held out his right hand. Orpheus the song thrush, who had been flying back and forth across the apartment in time to the music, alighted on Carlo’s finger with a shiver of wings.

“You know who loves you, don’t you, beautiful boy?” Carlo cooed, stroking his back. In response, many voices twittered from cages hanging from the ceiling. The nightingales and bullfinches seemed happier today; they hadn’t enjoyed the carriage ride. Carlo dipped a buttered roll in his chocolate and winked at them.

It was just as he’d imagined it during childhood. An apartment of his own, with fresh flowers in porcelain bowls and pet birds filling the air with song. A soft bed. Beautiful clothes to wear. True, the apartment’s window overlooked the stables, which meant that certain smells did battle with Carlo’s array of perfumes, but at least there was a ready home for all the packing straw that Casale still hadn’t cleared away. They’d had to un-nail another box this morning to retrieve Carlo’s songbooks and spare writing paper. The music box had been with them.

Carlo let the tune play on, slowing, slowing, as he finished the bread roll and lifted the chocolate dish to his lips. There was work still to do before the apartment became home. A curtain at the window would be pretty, and a few rugs would keep his feet warm in winter. He wished there was room for a harpsichord, but the spinet he’d bought in Fiorentina looked well under the window. Hopefully, while Carlo was out today, Casale would find time to hang his engravings.

“Your daily draught, Signor. And the washing water you asked for.”

“Thank you, Casale.”

Carlo put down the dish. Casale, his long, tawny face a picture of concentration, attempted to make room on the circular table for a tray. Its contents rattled as they slid into each other: a bowl, jug and soap, a glass vial of something rosy, and a metal spoon.

Carlo tactfully ignored his manservant’s struggles by cooing to Orpheus again. He knew better than to offer assistance. Casale treated his duty toward Carlo as a matter of religious devotion. From what little Carlo knew of Casale’s background (his almond eyes and coily hair suggested it involved a meeting of nations) Casale was the first person in his family to rise to the lofty position of personal manservant. It would damage the poor man’s dignity for Carlo to perform domestic tasks for himself, even if that did sometimes mean that the tasks took twice as long.

Eventually, Casale managed to put the tray down without losing the towel that hung over his arm, and poured Carlo a spoonful of mixture from the vial. Despite the Festeburg chocolate, Casale insisted that his master take a dose of rosehip syrup every morning. It was an irritation in his otherwise balmy life, but sadly necessary. Carlo had always felt the cold more than most. But ever since his bargain with the Archangel, and especially since that first illness after Carnival, he tired easily without regular rests and was particularly susceptible to catching colds in the winter. He turned to his manservant, who was now struggling to lather up a piece of oatmeal soap.

“What do they say in the markets about the weather this season, Casale? Have you heard these rumours of a cold snap?”

Casale lifted his eyes, as if the recording angel of weather might be found on Carlo’s ceiling. “That’s what they’re saying, Signor. A hot summer and a cold winter. Il Cupide’s manservant says his hollow tooth is aching, and that’s a sure sign of cold weather to come. Would you like me to lay out the coat with the fur collar, Signor?”

“Not yet, Casale.” Carlo smiled. It was still warm enough to eat breakfast with the window open. He wasn’t going to wear fur until he needed it. “Just take away the breakfast things so I can wash.” He sighed. “I hope this ink comes off.”

Carlo turned up the sleeves of his dressing gown, to avoid wetting the blue and red floral embroidery. He hoped oatmeal soap with lavender would be strong enough to remove ink stains. Tammo still swore by good old lye, but that stuff took half your skin off and made you smell like a pigeon loft. A castrato should always have beautiful hands.

It was a pity the quill had broken when it did, right in mid-sentence. Carlo had been sleepy, not expecting to have to write letters so early in the morning. The one from Count Pageno had arrived before he got up. Carlo frowned, rubbing the soap into his fingernails. He’d almost forgotten what an early riser his patron was. Carlo had said goodbye to six o’clock starts when he graduated from the conservatorio to the life of a professional singer. Operas and late-night concerts left one needing a little more sleep in the morning.

He had intended to call upon Count Pageno as his first duty this morning, but the letter had changed that.

Please go directly to Maestro Sarastro’s house. There has been a development in the Duke’s plans which I must convey to you both as a matter of urgency.

It was oddly mysterious.

Everyone knew that Count Pageno was regarded as the Duke’s right-hand man, but to advise musicians of court affairs was unusual, unless it was something that affected the opera. Carlo pressed his lips together. Let him not lose his big opportunity! After two years of touring theatres and churches around the Apostolic Empire, Count Pageno had brought him back to the home of the art musical, to be secondo castrato on the boards of the Duke’s own opera house.

Carlo had been longing for this chance. To be back in Angelio with his beloved Tamino and soul mate Celestina, and to sing for the Duke alongside his childhood idol, Morestelli. Surely Saint Michael would not tip his scales to reverse that fortune? He loved Carlo more than that.

Carlo dried his almost ink-free hands on the towel, as Casale came back to brush his hair. He had a couple of wigs for special occasions, but the younger castrati tended to wear their own hair, loose and flowing. Carlo’s chocolate curls, so closely cropped at the conservatorio, now fell to his shoulders, soft and pretty as a girl’s. When Casale held up the hand mirror for Carlo to inspect his handiwork, a grown-up cherub looked back at him. Full lips, peachy cheeks, long eyelashes. Perhaps slightly plumper than a twenty-year-old ought to be, but far from being a capon. He looked well. As he had in the dormitory as a boy, Carlo composed his features into a heroic expression, the sort Hector might have assumed at the walls of Troy. He would meet his fate with courage and dignity.




• • •




“Nightingale!”

A voice stopped Carlo halfway down the staircase of the singers’ lodgings. He paused and smiled. Nobody called him by his schoolboy nickname any more. The speaker could be only one person. Carlo had heard he was among the company this season.

“Where have you been hiding?” The voice meandered down the stairwell in a lazy stream. “There was a grand tournament at the billiard hall last night. Rossetti was playing. I kept waiting for you to walk through the door.”

“So, I’m a ghost now, Giovanni, walking through walls and doors?” Carlo answered, looking up.

The eunuch following him down the stairs may well have been a ghost; he was powdered so white. He wore a beauty spot in the coquette position, and a whole cloud of ringlets, even more fastidiously curled than his one famous ringlet at school had been.

“Oh, lord, Nightingale! You’re far too sharp for me this early in the morning.” Giovanni gave an affected yawn.

Carlo smiled and shook his head. It was already after nine. He hadn’t seen his old schoolmate since the opera of Perseus, in which Carlo, Giovanni and Giuseppe had played the Three Graces. But, sadly, this was not the time for conversation.

“Excuse me, Giovanni,” he said. “I have a most pressing engagement. We’ll speak soon.”

He could not allow himself to be late for Count Pageno and the maestro. The sweet cream he had eaten with his chocolate was already churning uncomfortably in his stomach.

“Oh, let me walk with you for a while. I was just on my way to Caffe Armide.”

“Very well.” Carlo tried not to envy Giovanni the chance of seeing Tammo at the caffe. Or to mourn the loss of his quiet walk. Sometimes it was easier to go along with things.

At the foot of the stairs was a little vestibule with green painted walls. The keeper of the guest house was standing by the front door, chatting and laughing with a plump, bass-voiced man. Carlo was unsure what to make of the “house mother” so far. The woman had shocking red hair that was certainly not natural, and a scant number of teeth, but she seemed a friendly sort.

“Good morning, Signor Seraphini!” She beamed as Carlo approached. Carlo winced inwardly. Her breath stank, and it looked as if she had put on her makeup with a paint brush. He fixed a smile to his features.

“God save you, Citizeness Aldo. And what a delightful morning it is, when graced by your charming face.”

The housekeeper cackled and reached up to pinch Carlo’s cheek.

“Aren’t you a little ray of sunshine? I could just eat you up.”

The bass snorted into his handkerchief, trying to conceal laughter.

“Have you met your colleague, Signor Scipione?” Citizeness Aldo tried to assume the air of a fine lady, unaware that anything was amusing. “I believe he also attended the conservatorio.”

“I did, indeed.” Scipione gave a little bow and smiled, revealing teeth too small for his mouth.

“These are two of our sopranists, Signors Seraphini and Parnasso.” The Citizeness was clearly enjoying her self-appointed role as hostess.

“Charmed.” Giovanni bowed to the bass singer. There was something about the bow and the tone of Giovanni’s voice that was faultlessly polite without being friendly.

Carlo felt a twinge in his stomach. Was it necessary to bring schoolboy hierarchy into the adult world? They were all singers in the Teatro now, and if a bass didn’t rank as highly as a soprano, that was surely cause to be more gracious to the man, not less. “A pleasure to meet you,” he told Scipione with a smile. “I look forward to singing with you. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we must be on our way.”

“Do you see anything of Giuseppe these days?” said Carlo, as he and Giovanni left the building and crossed the courtyard between the singers’ apartments and the Teatro. At school, pale Giovanni and the florid Giuseppe had been a pair of inseparables, and constantly in trouble. It was strange now to see one without the other.

Giovanni made a languid gesture.

“I saw him once at Latinum. He sings in the cathedral choir there. Such a dreadfully pious place; I don’t know how he stands it. No women are allowed on stage at all, which is why the opera there required my touch…” He simpered.

“You must have been a very Diana,” Carlo said. He raised an eyebrow. “I do hope you made the most of your cleavage.” It had been a standing joke at the conservatorio, made whenever a boy had to play female roles.

Giovanni twirled a ringlet around his finger.

“Always, darling.”




• • •




Maestro Sarastro lived in a yellow house, a short walk from the Teatro. Unlike most musicians, the Duke’s Master of the Art Musical was able to afford his own property and a certain measure of privacy. Carlo pondered this, as he knocked on the door and was shown through to the rehearsal room by a manservant. Having one’s own space might be pleasant on occasion, but Carlo had never known life without the bustle and chatter of other people close by. He certainly couldn’t live out in the woods, as Tammo did. It would be like cutting off a stream at its vital source.

He found the maestro standing by the harpsichord. Before Carlo was through the door, Sarastro strode across the room, embroidered coat tails swinging, seized Carlo by the shoulders and kissed him smartly on both cheeks.

“Bianci! Good to have you back, my boy. You look well-fed. The Kapellmeister of Festeburg fill you up with sausage, did he?”

“God save you, maestro.” Carlo smiled, wrapping Sarastro in a hug.

At six feet three, Carlo now towered above his old tutor. He stood back and let the maestro admire his lace cuffs, the fullness of his coat skirts, the intricate stitching around his buttonholes. Within minutes, Sarastro gave a snort and swaggered toward a doorway at the back of the room.

“Yes, yes. Very fine. No doubt you’ll be trading it in for something finer by the end of the week. Now, don’t be wasting his lordship’s time or mine, Bianci. I have two lackwit copyists in there who couldn’t be trusted to write out a laundry list correctly without supervision.” He opened the door and yelled through it. “Make sure you get the bloody key signatures right this time!”

Carlo cast his eyes about the room. Count Pageno was sitting at a round table by the window. Carlo had not noticed him. How remiss of him not to greet his patron first! He made a deep bow. “God save your lordship.”

The hint of a smile danced in the Count’s grey eyes. There were more lines around them now, Carlo noted. The Duke’s family problems could be to blame for that! Being right-hand man to the ruler of Angelio had many privileges, but many more challenges, and Count Pageno was not a man to shirk his responsibilities. Carlo wondered what had brought him to the maestro’s house this morning, instead of waiting for Carlo to call on him at the mansion. There was something in the air that crackled with conspiracy.

“I’m glad to see you in good health, Carlo.” Count Pageno held out his hand. Carlo dropped to one knee and kissed his patron’s ring. He was rewarded by a fatherly pat on the head.
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