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DISCLAIMER
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This work is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places, organizations, dialogue, and situations are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or to real events, is purely coincidental and unintended by the author.

The content of this book is not intended to represent, promote, or glorify illegal, violent, discriminatory, or harmful behavior of any kind. The narrative exists solely for artistic and entertainment purposes.
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This work may contain scenes with adult content, narrative violence, emotionally intense situations, or complex moral dilemmas, as the genre requires. Where it includes explicit sexual content, that content is intended exclusively for readers over the age of 18; all characters involved are fictional adults. It serves a purely narrative purpose and does not promote harmful behavior in the real world.
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Read freely. Use your own judgment.

Scriptor

Tyrants can chain a body, but never the voice of those who have decided to be free.
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Milan, October 1928

The night smelled of coal and burnt bread.

Matteo Bellini was twelve years old, with torn shoes and a voice that didn't belong to him. Not because anyone had stolen it, but in the oldest and most terrible sense: it was on loan. He knew this without knowing it, the way street children know rain is coming before the first drop falls.

He was singing "Nessun dorma" on Via Manzoni because it was the only aria he knew all the way through. A shoeshine boy had taught it to him for half a loaf of bread. He sang with his eyes shut, because opening them meant seeing the dirty shoes of passersby, the cracked facades, his mother's tired face as she sold socks on the corner.

The night was moonless and cold enough to bite his bare toes. He felt none of it. The music turned his body into a foreign instrument, a channel for something arriving from very far away.

When he reached the "Vincerò"—that high note Puccini demands as an act of faith—a passing couple stopped where they stood. A newspaper vendor dropped his stack of the Corriere della Sera. A carabiniere took off his cap and could not have said why.

And an old priest, just come from hearing the confession of a dying woman, halted in the middle of the sidewalk and wept.

Not small tears. Big, clumsy ones, the tears of an old man who no longer has the strength to hold anything back. He came closer on unsteady steps, leaning on a walnut cane that clacked sharply against the cobblestones. His hand smelled of incense and illness.

"Your voice," he said, and had to stop to catch his breath. "Your voice will make kings and dictators tremble."

Matteo opened his eyes with the wariness of a boy who has learned that nothing on the street comes free.

"I don't know any kings."

"You'll meet one. And dictators too. But be careful, boy. Angels who sing for tyrants never fly free."

Matteo didn't understand. He was twelve, hungry, with a mother who coughed blood at night. Metaphors about angels were no use to him. But something in the old man's voice made him tuck the words away in a corner of his memory.

"Do you want your shoes cleaned?" he asked, because on the street everything came down to clean shoes or dirty ones, to bread or hunger.

The priest shook his head. From his pocket he drew a silver coin—a lira, more money than Matteo saw in a week—and pressed it into the boy's hand, closing his fingers around it hard enough to hurt.

"Keep this. Don't spend it. Someday you'll need to remember that someone listened to you and asked for nothing in return."

And he walked off, dragging his cane, without looking back.

Matteo stood on the sidewalk, the coin warming his palm. He didn't know then that he would never see the old man again.

He didn't know that the coin would be the only thing he kept for seventeen years. That he would clench it in his fist the night he decided a dictator had to die.

He knew only, with the dark certainty of street children, that something had shifted that night. That his voice, until then a tool for earning bread, had become something more dangerous.

Not a gift. A debt.

And debts, sooner or later, come due.

ACT I

THE GOLDEN CAGE

(1932–1935)
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Chapter 1
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Milan, Teatro alla Scala, October 15, 1932

The Duce did not cry.

It was a fact as well-documented as the punctuality of his trains. Benito Mussolini did not cry—not in public, where the LUCE cameras caught his every gesture, and not in private, where his closest aides had learned to read his moods in the set of his jaw, in the silence that came before the purges.

But that night, in the royal box at La Scala, he wept.

It was nothing showy. A dampness at the corners of his eyes that he didn't notice himself until a tear fell onto the back of his gloved hand. He looked at it, surprised. Then he looked toward the stage, where an unknown tenor had just released the final note of "Nessun dorma," and he felt something he hadn't felt in years.

Peace.

The tenor's name was Matteo Bellini. Twenty-four years old, with a face too thin for the times and a voice that didn't seem to come from his body. It wasn't a flawless voice—critics would have marked a certain roughness in the pianissimi—but it was a true voice, and the truth of it was almost unbearable to hear.

Mussolini turned to Ciano. "Who is he?"

Ciano consulted the program with nervous fingers. "Matteo Bellini, Duce. A nobody. Standing in for Martinelli, who fell ill. He used to sing in the streets as a boy."

"In the streets," Mussolini repeated, and the phrase carried envy, not contempt.

Onstage, Matteo bowed with the awkwardness of a man unused to applause. He didn't smile. He simply bowed and walked off with the steps of a sleepwalker.

Mussolini did not applaud, and so no one around him did either. In the Italy of 1932, applauding before the Duce was a form of suicide. But when he raised his hands—slowly, as if the gesture cost him something—the theater erupted into an ovation that lasted twelve minutes.

Twelve minutes during which Matteo, offstage, leaned his back against a cold wall and felt the world tilt beneath his feet. It wasn't the thrill of success. It was something darker—a controlled freefall, like the sensation he'd had as a boy climbing onto the rooftops of Milan and looking down, knowing that one day he would jump.

"That was magnificent," said a voice at his side.

A middle-aged man with slicked-back hair and a ruler-straight mustache offered his hand. "Arturo Toscanini. I've heard Caruso, Pertile, Schipa. You have something they didn't."

"What's that?"

Toscanini smiled, and the smile was a sad one. "Fear. You sing out of fear of something that hasn't happened yet. That, Signor Bellini, is what makes people weep."

Before Matteo could answer, a man in a black suit stepped between them. Tall, bald, a scar running through his left eyebrow. "Signor Bellini. The Duce wishes to see you. At once."

Matteo looked for Toscanini, but the conductor was already moving toward the stage, and there was something in his stride like a man fleeing. It wasn't cowardice. It was survival.

The man with the scar took him by the arm—not roughly, but with a firmness that allowed no argument—and led him through the labyrinth of corridors to an oak door with the fasces carved into the lintel. Two knocks, in a rhythm that sounded like a code.

"Come in."

The voice was unmistakable. The voice of the loudspeakers, of the newsreels, of the squares in every Italian city.

The box was a private room: red velvet curtains, Murano chandeliers, an oil portrait of the Duce in dress uniform that made him look taller and leaner than he was. At the center, in an armchair that resembled a throne, sat Benito Mussolini. He did not rise. He did not offer his hand. He watched Matteo with small dark eyes, a reptile deciding whether it was hungry.

"Sing," he ordered.

"Duce, I've only just—"

"Sing." This time the word came out like a plea dressed as a command. "Nessun dorma. From the top. Alone. No orchestra."

Matteo glanced at the man with the scar, who stared straight ahead, impassive. He had seen this before.

Matteo sang.

He sang a cappella, in a silent room, for a single listener whose eyes were closed and whose hands were clenched in his lap. No orchestra. No audience. None of the protective distance of the stage. He sang the way he had sung as a child on the streets of Milan. When he reached "Vincerò," the high note tore out of his throat like a scream held in for years. He opened his eyes.

Benito Mussolini was crying. Openly. Wet cheeks, chest heaving with soundless sobs.

It was the most dangerous moment of Matteo Bellini's life, though he didn't know it yet.

"You," Mussolini said when he could speak again, his voice a hoarse whisper, the voice of another man living somewhere inside the Duce. "You're coming with me to Rome. Tomorrow. No arguments."

Matteo wanted to say he had a sick mother, obligations, a life. The words stuck in his throat, because in Mussolini's eyes he recognized the very thing Toscanini had named—fear, but transformed. Into hunger. Into absolute need.

"Yes, Duce," he said.

It wasn't cowardice. It was calculation, the only language the streets had taught him. But as the man with the scar led him back through the corridors, Matteo turned his head and saw Toscanini standing at the end of the hall, watching him. Not with compassion. Not with pity. With recognition—the recognition of a man who has seen that same gesture before, in other men, and knows exactly what it means.

The conductor half raised a hand. Then he lowered it, turned, and vanished through the service door without a word.

Matteo couldn't say which chilled him more: that Mussolini had summoned him, or that Toscanini had decided it wasn't worth trying to stop him.
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Rome, Villa Torlonia, October 18, 1932

The room overlooked a garden of cypresses. It held a bed with a white silk canopy. And its door had no lock on the inside.

Matteo discovered this on the third night, when he tried to go out for a walk past midnight. The knob turned. The door opened. But at the end of the hallway stood two guards who watched him without hostility and without any possibility of conversation.

"Good evening, Signor Bellini. Do you need something?"

"Air."

"The windows open. The air in Rome is excellent."

And that was all. Unfailing courtesy—the worst kind of prison.

Villa Torlonia was beautiful, and it was also, as Matteo came to understand a little more each day, a gilded cage. The gardens Valadier had designed ran on farther than the eye could follow. Peacocks strutted with the arrogance of creatures certain no one would ever hunt them. But the walls around the grounds stood three meters high, crowned with barbed wire that caught the sun like a steel smile.

The offer he couldn't refuse came the next morning, delivered by a lawyer in a gray suit who spoke with the precision of a typewriter. "Your mother will be transferred to a sanatorium in Switzerland. Her tuberculosis will be treated by the finest specialists in Europe. The state will cover every expense."

Matteo felt the ground shift under him. Not from relief. "And in exchange?"

The lawyer smiled without showing his teeth. "In exchange, you will live here as a permanent guest of the Duce. You will sing when he asks it. You will attend the events he holds."

"A prisoner," Matteo said.

"A guest of honor," the lawyer corrected, an edge slipping into his voice. "Words matter, Signor Bellini. In the new Italy, words are everything."

Matteo signed. Not because he believed the lawyer's promises, but because he had seen the photograph clipped to the papers: his mother, thinner than he remembered, coughing in a way that looked as though it were tearing her apart from the inside. The photograph wasn't a promise. It was a threat.

Now, three days later, he sat on the edge of the four-poster and watched the cypresses sway in the wind like black fingers pointing at something he couldn't see. He wore a silk robe that wasn't his. Everything here was of the finest make. Everything smelled of prison.

Two knocks at the door. "Come in."

A young woman entered—dark hair drawn back into a severe bun, a black dress that made her look like a widow. Coffee tray. Brioche. Movements precise, almost surgical.

"Buongiorno, Signor Bellini. The Duce expects you in the music room at ten. 'Va, pensiero' for tonight's reception."

"Are you—?"

"Clara Petacci." She looked up for the first time. Green eyes, too large, with an expression he couldn't place at once. Not fear. Not submission. "I'm the Duce's personal secretary."

Matteo studied her with the sharp attention the streets had taught him, where misreading a person cost dearly. "Are you happy here, Signorina Petacci?"

Clara went still. Something crossed her eyes, something that looked like a glimpse of the truth. "Happy," she repeated, as if the word belonged to a foreign language. "I don't know what that word means, Signor Bellini. But the Duce will use it with you often. And in time, perhaps, you'll come to believe it."

She left, and the sweet trace of her perfume hung in the air behind her.

Matteo dressed in silence, helped by a mute servant who only pointed to each garment. In the mirror stood a cream-colored suit, a navy silk tie, a man far too elegant. He looked nothing like the boy with the torn shoes. He looked nothing like Matteo Bellini. He reached into the inner pocket of the jacket. The silver coin was there, cold and small, and he squeezed it until the ache reminded him he was still alive.

The music room was circular, its ceiling painted by a Futurist who had fallen from grace. The angels overhead had metal wings and machine faces, wholly indifferent. At the center, a Steinway gleamed beneath the chandelier. Mussolini sat on a green velvet sofa, a cigar between his fingers. He didn't rise, only gestured vaguely toward the piano.

"Sing. 'Va, pensiero.' I want to hear how the lament of the Hebrews sounds in your voice."

Matteo sang the chorus of the enslaved from Nabucco. As he sang he thought of his mother, in a sanatorium that might or might not exist in Switzerland; of Clara Petacci, with her sweet perfume and her resignation. He poured all of it into the music, because music was the last place he could still be honest.

When he finished, Mussolini didn't applaud. A long silence. The cigar burned down between his fingers, unnoticed. "That," he said at last, in a voice near sleep, "that is what gives me back my peace."

Matteo looked out to where the cypresses moved in the wind. The Duce's peace was everyone else's cage.

"There's a reception tonight," Mussolini went on, forcing his eyes open. "Ambassadors, ministers. You'll sing 'Nessun dorma.' And then something else. Something private. For me alone."

Matteo nodded. Mussolini fell quiet. Then, without looking at him, his gaze still on the garden, he added: "And sleep well, Signor Bellini. Tomorrow there will be news of your mother."

The sentence sounded like a promise. It sounded like a threat. It was both at once, spoken with the economy of a man who has learned that fear works best when it goes unnamed.

Matteo left without a word. In the corridor he leaned against the wall and shut his eyes.

News of his mother. What did the Duce know that he didn't? Was she even alive?

He didn't sleep that night.
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Villa Torlonia, October 18, 1932 (evening)

The reception began at nine. Matteo watched from an upstairs window, hidden behind a velvet curtain, as the guests arrived in black limousines that shone under the lamplight.

Ministers with medals the size of ripe fruit. Ambassadors dripping jewels enough to feed all of Milan. Officers in uniforms so ornate they looked like Christmas trees. And among them all, one man who didn't belong: short, round-spectacled, in a secondhand suit, moving through the crowd with the stealth of someone who has learned not to be seen.

"That's Ettore Ovazza," said a voice behind him.

Matteo turned. Clara Petacci, in an emerald evening gown—a different person, younger or older, he couldn't tell.

"Who?"

"A banker. A Jew. He finances some of the Duce's projects. But don't be fooled by appearances, Signor Bellini. In this house, no one is what they seem." And she was gone among the servants, leaving only the trail of her perfume.

At ten, Mussolini gathered the guests in the music room. Matteo came down the stairs, aware of every eye turning toward him. Not admiration. Calculation. What can I get from him? Is he a threat or an opportunity?

Mussolini sat on the green velvet sofa, Clara to his right, Ciano to his left. "Gentlemen." The room fell silent. "Tonight you have the privilege of hearing something I have heard only once, and which changed me. He is not a singer. He is a gift. He is the voice Italy needs to remember who we are."

My personal angel. The words landed on Matteo like a slab of stone. Not my singer. My personal angel. A possession. A luxury the Duce displayed the way he might a gold watch.

Matteo stepped into the circle of light, closed his eyes, and sang "Nessun dorma." This time was different. He sang knowing Mussolini listened with a need close to addiction. He sang knowing each note sealed his prison a little tighter. And he sang because, in the darkest part of himself, some fraction of him savored the power to make a tyrant weep.

When he opened his eyes, several guests were crying discreetly. Mussolini wasn't. He was smiling—a small, private smile, the smile of a man who has found something he has no intention of sharing.

"Enough," he said as the last note died, and the word was both command and plea.

Matteo withdrew into the shadows, where a servant offered him water with trembling hands.

"Impressive," said a voice. The short man with the round glasses. Ovazza, an untouched glass of champagne in his hand.

"Thank you."

"I'm not talking about technique," Ovazza said, dropping his voice. "I'm talking about courage. To sing like that, here, for him—that takes a kind most people don't have."

The air seemed to thicken. "I don't know what you mean."

"Of course you do. And when you decide you can't go on singing in this cage, Signor Bellini, remember there are people willing to help. People who also know what it is to lose their freedom." Before Matteo could answer, Ovazza had melted into the crowd, his champagne still untouched.

Matteo stood alone in the dim light, his heart knocking at his temples. For the first time since he'd come to Villa Torlonia, he felt something other than fear or resignation.

He felt hope. Fragile. Probably an illusion. But real. He reached into his pocket, where the silver coin waited, and closed his hand around it.

That was when he saw him. The man with the scar was not by the door where he usually stood. He was at the far end of the room, half hidden by a velvet curtain, his eyes fixed on Matteo. Not on Mussolini. Not on the ambassadors. On him.

Matteo didn't know how long he'd been there. Didn't know if he'd seen Ovazza approach, if he'd caught the words. He knew only that the hope he'd felt thirty seconds earlier had just become far more dangerous.
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Chapter 4
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Villa Torlonia, October 20, 1932

Matteo learned he couldn't leave Italy the morning he tried to visit his mother.

The letter from the Swiss sanatorium had come three days before: "Your mother is in stable condition. Visits are not advised at this stage." No letterhead. No doctor's name. It reeked of institutional lies—the kind regimes refine until they become an art.

He asked permission through Clara Petacci, who received him in her office in the west wing with the look of someone who already knew the answer. "Impossible," she said, without lifting her eyes from the typewriter. "The Duce has decreed you a national treasure of culture."

"I'm a singer, not a statue."

Clara stopped typing. She raised her green eyes, and for a moment something flickered in them—not compassion, but the more dangerous thing: recognition. "The rules. One: you do not leave Italy without the Duce's authorization. Two: you receive no visitors unsupervised. Three: all your correspondence is read. Four: you hire and fire no one. Five: your family lives on state-controlled ground, and their welfare depends on your cooperation."

The blood drained from his face—not from surprise, but from the confirmation of something he'd already known in his gut. "And if I refuse?"

Clara returned to the typewriter, the keys clattering into the room like a hail of stones. "Don't refuse, Signor Bellini. Don't be brave. The brave don't last long in this house."

That afternoon Matteo wandered the gardens with no direction. The cypresses. The peacocks. Everything beautiful. Everything false. He knelt beside a pond where black swans—imported from Russia—swam in flawless circles, and looked at his own warped reflection, and for the first time since his arrival let his rage rise to the surface.

It was a cold rage, the rage of a man who understands he has been bought, that his voice no longer belongs to him. He thought of his mother, somewhere that might or might not be Switzerland. He thought of the priest in Milan. And he made a decision he didn't dare put into words: he would survive. He would sing when ordered. He would smile when humiliated. But he would keep something back for himself—an intimate, inviolable core where the music was still his own.

On his way back to the villa he passed an open window. Mussolini's voice: "...the Italian people need symbols, not men. Make Bellini a symbol. Let all of Italy know the Duce has an angel who sings for him alone..."

Matteo kept walking. But ten steps on, he stopped.

Possesses. The Duce had used that word. Not has. Not relies on. Possesses—the way a man possesses a painting, the way he possesses anything of value that has no voice of its own.

From the window came another man's voice: "And if the angel doesn't want to sing, Duce?"

Silence. Then Mussolini's answer, so calm it was worse than any shout: "Angels have no desires of their own. That's why their wings are clipped."

Matteo walked on. He entered the villa. He climbed to his room. And for the first time, he began seriously to think about how one might kill a man.
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Villa Torlonia, November 3, 1932

Humiliation arrived dressed for a party.

It was a gala dinner for the German ambassador, a man carved from northern marble who spoke Italian with an accent of tempered steel. Matteo had rehearsed three days—not out of worry over technique, since "Nessun dorma" was already in his bones, but because rehearsing was the only way to pass the hours without thinking of his mother, of his prison.

The dinner was held in the great hall, the size of a country church, its ceiling painted with the founding of Rome. Mussolini sat at the head of the table. Matteo sat at the far end, between a Minister of Agriculture who snored discreetly and a widowed countess who coughed into a scented handkerchief—a place of display, the pedestal where a vase is set that no one uses and everyone admires.

When the plates were cleared, Mussolini struck his glass with a silver knife. "Gentlemen. Before the evening ends, my personal angel will give you something you will never forget."

My personal angel. Those two words again, spoken as one might name an object in a display case. Matteo rose. He crossed to the open space between the table and the fireplace, closed his eyes, and sang.

Something was wrong. Not in the technique—he was singing with his throat but not his soul. The high note in "Vincerò" came out flat, without the dramatic surge that was his signature. When he opened his eyes, Mussolini was not smiling. The German ambassador was checking his watch with polite boredom. A bare-shouldered woman whispered into the ear of a general, who laughed.

"Enough," said Mussolini, and the word cut the music like a razor.

Absolute silence, thicker than smoke.

"Is that all?" the Duce asked, and now it was the voice of the loudspeakers, the voice of decrees. "Is that the voice that made me weep? It sounds like a cat yowling in heat."

Someone laughed—Matteo couldn't tell who. The laughter spread into a low murmur, an electric current running the length of the mahogany table.

"Forgive me, Duce. Perhaps I'm a little—"

"Tired?" Mussolini cut in, smiling now, the smile of the balconies. "Do I grow tired? Does Italy grow tired? No. And you, Signor Bellini, are Italy. Or at least the part of Italy that belongs to me."

He stood so abruptly his glass wobbled, and crossed the distance in three strides. When he was in front of Matteo, close enough that the tobacco and brandy were on his breath, he raised his hand.

It wasn't a blow. It was worse—the gesture of an owner correcting a broken-in dog. A light tap on the cheek, then another, then a third, with a force that walked the line between feigned affection and assault. "My angel is unwell," he announced to the room, never taking his eyes off Matteo. "My angel needs reminding who feeds him." The last tap was harder.

Heat climbed Matteo's neck. The tears
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