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“As soon as he beheld that
blood, he drank down savageness, nor turned away, but fixed his
eye, and drinking up the fury he became intoxicated with a delight
in blood.”

– St. Augustine






“But look below, for the
river of blood

is near, in which are
boiled

those who through violence
harm others...






O blind greed, wicked and
foolish,

which so spurs us in the
brief life,

and in the eternal
condemns to such pain!”

– Dante
Alighieri

 



Prologue:

Palermo, Sicily –
1909






It was appropriate that
Attilio Augusta was killed on that day of November second, it being
the holiday Sicilians call Giorno dei
Morti. “The Day of the Dead.”

Walking on that bright
day, striding briskly, young and preened, Attilio might have been
taken for a lover rushing to meet some pretty signorina, particularly since he
carried an open-ended parcel of flowers. In reality, his
destination was the terrible vaults of the Capuchin Convent, home
to eight thousand of Palermo’s quieter citizens. And to view things
more abstractly, it was towards his own fate, his own death, that
Attilio was rushing, the flowers his own funerary
offering.

Attilio smiled as two boys
darted across his path, though they caused him to step back to
avoid a collision. Very clearly did he recollect the merriment of
his own boyhood, on the Day of the Dead. As a child he had not been
aware that Mexican children on the same day celebrated All Soul’s
Day, and that a mere two days earlier, children in the United
States would have celebrated All Hallows’ Eve. He knew this today,
the twentieth century already shrinking the world. But he doubted
these holidays were as exciting as the Day of the Dead was to his
people; to the death-obsessed Sicilians, it was a greater holiday
than Christmas...as devoutly Christian as the Sicilians were. But
then, Christianity itself was obsessed with blood and death. And
resurrection.

Continuing on his way, he
smiled at the memories of his own childhood gamboling. But the
further he walked, the further his mind traveled, the more quickly
the smile drained from his face and from inside him. It didn’t take
long, in fact. This day had become tainted for him, twenty-three
years ago. And even now he was on his way to the place which had
left the shadow in his memory.

His maternal grandfather
was one of the dead in the catacombs of the Capuchin Order, amongst
the ancient monks and the important citizens of Palermo. A surgeon,
Tommaso Purpi had never approved of the marriage of his daughter to
Attilio’s father, Cristofero Augusta. He was, indeed, violently
opposed to the pairing. Cristofero, handsome, ever grinning in his
sunny way, was a mafioso
from nearby Godrano. Though the term implied “man
of honor,” Tommaso Purpi had been greatly dishonored. The daughter
of a prominent Palermo physician! Such disgrace! It was unfortunate
that the doctor did not live another few years to see Cristofero
murdered in Godrano by other men of honor when Attilio was only two
years old.

Attilio’s mother had moved
him to Palermo only months after Cristofero’s murder, but it wasn’t
until he was ten years old that she took him to see the body of the
grandfather he had met only as a baby, in the crypts below the
monastery of the Capuchin monks. It had been Giorno dei Morti.

Nothing had prepared the
boy Attilio for what he saw in that dark place below the bright
city. He had not seen the horror films future generations of
children would be raised on. Yes, once while visiting cousins in
Godrano for the summer he had glimpsed a dead mafioso lying face-down in the
gutter, blood soaking his stark white shirt, his own
lupara lying unfired
beside him. But the man looked normal enough, for all that. He
could have been sleeping, or unconscious, or feigning death. And
the blood hadn’t bothered Attilio too much, so accustomed was he to
the bloody crucifixions abounding in his environment. But
these...people. They were surely not asleep, nor unconscious, nor
faking their status.

The dead were ranked
shoulder-to-shoulder along the walls, wrapped in brown cocoon-like
garments with their wrists overlapping and bound, as though
straight-jacketed. Many of these bowed their hairless heads as in
monastic humility as the woman and her child passed them. Above
these ranks were horizontal shelves like bunk beds with others
filed to the arched ceiling. Between such high recessed shelves,
more stood ranked on narrow ledges with a wooden rail across their
chests to restrain them. Prisoners, they seemed like to
Attilio...as if they had been interred here alive.

Every available bit of
wall was utilized to hold them. In small sections of wall children
were displayed; even infants. But most of the dead were anonymously
similar, young or old, male or female. They were but skulls atop
the swathed cocoons, skulls dry brown and brittle and missing
teeth, these lost both in life and death. Death had erased their
identities, sought to unify them. The monks were particularly
alike, but now Attilio picked out others dressed differently, in
the clothes they had worn in life. Jackets and coats, shirts and
ties. Some wore gloves to flesh out the hands. Two men dressed thus
slumped toward each other like friends sharing a whispered joke,
hats on their clay-yellow skulls, grinning toothlessly. Attilio
kicked something; a pebble. He bent to retrieve it. It was a tooth,
he realized after a moment. His mother didn’t notice him slip it in
his pocket to show his friends.

But not all were
skeletons, and this was what truly unnerved him. His mother noticed
him staring and told him that the bodies in this place were
preserved by being set like loaves of bread beside low fires in a
special oven, to dry them to these husks. It was a very crude
mummification. In school, Attilio had studied the Egyptians, been
fascinated by them, in fact. But those far more ancient people had
done a better job, packing mud under the flesh of the faces of the
dead so that in hardening it would form a base to support the
features from caving in on themselves, a base to retain a composed,
noble aspect in their expressions.

The expressions on these
mummies were often hideous, left to distort themselves beyond a
boy’s imaginings. Soft lips turned thin and leather-tough were
twisted around weird grins, or stretched around great black holes
as if the corpses were screaming, wailing beyond the reach of his
hearing. These corpses made it easy to believe that some had been
buried alive. A few eyes remarkably remained, discolored like smoky
glass. It was in the company of one such group that his grandfather
awaited him after all these years.

His mother led him by the
hand to her father. Attilio faltered slightly behind her but she
drew him up beside her heavy dark skirt.

This face could scarcely
be connected with that in the photographed portrait on the wall at
home. The hair was similar, however, he noted; this thing was bald
on top with black bushy hair above the ears. There was a mustache,
too. The face was fuller than many, even showing jowls bunched
under the chin, but the flesh was again that leathery yellow-brown,
the soft end of the nose dried flat and the eyes sunken yellow
crusts. Despite the rather normal-looking lips and the soft-looking
jowls, the hands crossed before the dusty apparition were no more
than the hands of a skeleton with a thin sheath of skin dried tight
across them. Attilio assumed that it might have to do with the
unequal distribution of heat in the oven. But what if it also had
to do with rats? he wondered, when he saw that his grandfather was
lacking two fingers on his right hand.

His mother set the flowers
she had brought, and brought every year, at the feet of her father,
then compelled Attilio to kneel with her before the mummy and pray.
She came on his birthday, she came on Christmas, she took away his
flowers when they dried as brittle as he was, as if old flowers
would be an unseemly vision in this sacred tomb. She conferred with
her father when deeply troubled, a not uncommon thing for visitors
to do with their loved ones. It was as if she sought to pay penance
for dishonoring the man in life.

The dust of the place
filled Attilio’s nose. He had learned in school that you smelled
things because particles of those things were entering into your
nostrils. That meant that the dust from these bodies, the dust from
his grandfather looming above him, had entered into his moist alive
body. He suddenly had to sneeze... squinted hard to fight the urge.
Held his breath. The sensation subsided. He continued to hold his
breath but his mother’s prayers were interminable At last he had to
gasp air in through his mouth. Now he tasted dust. It coated him
inside, as if the spirits of the dead hoped to stowaway inside his
fresh living vehicle when he returned to the light.

At last they rose, his
mother clapping dust from her knees and from his. She took his hand
for them to leave, and Attilio felt a great relief, but as they
turned two dark conical forms came floating toward them down the
corridor of the dead. The heart in Attilio’s chest went still like
a startled deer...but now he recognized the specters as Signora
Luppino and her elderly aunt. Signora Luppino was a friend of his
mother. The two younger women embraced each other. They had come to
pay respect to the elderly aunt’s long dead brother, one of the
monks. Not appearing too upset by their excursion, the aunt winked
at Attilio. Though still breathing, she looked to be drying down to
a skeleton herself.

The women engaged in
talking. That was when Attilio’s impatience got the better of him,
and despite his unease about the place, he slowly wandered further
from the others, more closely peering up at the silent denizens,
reading the faded placards across the chests of some like labels on
bundled packages. Finally, with a glance over his shoulder back at
his mother, he left the gallery to enter into another corridor. He
saw his mother glance at him in turn, was ready to be ordered back
to her, but she returned her attention to Signora Luppino. Thus
encouraged, Attilio set off down the new corridor to explore
alone.

There were four galleries.
At the end of the main hall, Attilio saw something which drew him
down its length. He felt reassured that there were several other
people here in whispered prayer or conversation. One old man was
conversing with one of the dead. Attilio heard his light sobbing
speech.

At the end of the hall
there was an altar with its front composed of human skulls and
human teeth, like stones and pebbles set in place. This to Attilio
seemed shockingly disrespectful compared to all the rest. Surely
his mother would not have consented to her father’s skull being
added to this macabre work! Monks all, Attilio assumed. But even
though monks chose an impersonal life, it was still
frighteningly...barbaric. It was as though at this point, Death’s
process of erasing the identity, of unifying the dead, had come to
a focal point. This was a funnel, the dead impacted in its mouth.
And beyond – total absorption? Oblivion? All his teachings of a
heaven blazing white and gold seemed very distant in this musty
gloom below the earth. Though a ten-year-old boy, Attilio felt a
depression weighing on his heart. He realized the inevitability of
his death.

Turning to escape from the
altar, he locked eyes with a monk who had materialized behind him.
The monk seemed to glower, as if he knew the doubt and fear in the boy.
Attilio moved past him, out of the main corridor, eyes lowered
penitently.

He wandered into another
gallery. Again, he might not have ventured deeply into it had he
not seen another occupant toward its end. It was a lone occupant, a
woman hidden to him under a heavy dark shawl like that his mother
wore. He heard no whispered prayers.

Treading lightly so as not
to disturb the woman, the boy peered up at the assembly leaning
down over him. As he drew closer to the woman hidden under her
black mantle he tossed her another glance. She must be some
age-shriveled crone, from her short stature. All of harsh, rocky
Sicily was an oven to dry bodies like loaves of bread.

He stopped to contemplate
a skeleton with a gold tooth in its skull, standing on one of those
ledges above the heads of a group below. Would anyone dare to steal
it someday? If it were to drop out of its own, he thought, he would
take it. In his pocket he fingered the eroded tooth he had taken
before. Would its owner curse him if he dared to remove it from
this sepulcher? Surreptitiously he stole a look over at the woman,
as if like the monk she might know
his secret thoughts.

She was looking directly
at him. Once again his heart tensed like a deer, poised a moment
before the rapid flight of panic.

But she smiled at him. And
she was not some dull-eyed shriveled crone, but a young woman with
a face of soft white flesh framed in the black mantilla. She had
turned away from the body she had been facing – that of a monk
whose head was now mere dust in the shape of a skull. The woman was
lovely. Her eyebrows were dark and heavy, broad arcs commanding
more attention to wide-spaced green eyes which were huge but
half-sheeted by heavy lids. Her proud Italian nose and small
haughty mouth could have come from a statue in a museum or a coin,
they were so classical. Her smile had been only the tiniest
shifting of her inscrutable lips. There was also something of a
sneer hidden in the lips, more an impression than an actual
expression.

In his native tongue
Attilio Augusta asked the young woman to pardon him, and he looked
back to the dead before him. He saw the woman turn completely
toward him, however, and move nearer, her skirt rustling. He was
about to face her again, expecting her to stop before him, but
instead she passed behind him on her way out of the chamber.
However, as she was directly behind him she placed her hand on his
shoulder, gave it a quick slight squeeze, and let her fingers trail
across his back as she drifted away. Attilio had flinched or
shivered perhaps at the unexpected contact.

At the entrance to the
gallery she faced him again, and he her. She said,
“Fummo come voi, sarete come
noi.”

Then she turned and was
gone, leaving Attilio to shiver once more. Though it would be many
years before he would chance upon those words on the gate of a
cemetery in Montelepre to the near west, on that day he knew their
meaning...

“We were as you, you will
be as we.”

***

Though venturing into the
bowels of the monastery was immediately unpleasant, the adult
Attilio Augusta was pleasantly distracted by a pretty young girl
moving into the vaults ahead of him, accompanying her mother. She
glanced over her shoulder at him, and he grinned at her – something
like his father’s bright grin. The girl thereafter glanced over her
shoulder several times more and grinned back at him shyly. She was
only in her late teens, he judged, while he was thirty-three. And
married. But women were so intoxicating to Attilio Augusta. Fishing
in the sea with all its rigors and dangers was not so challenging
to him as was his battle for fidelity. And yet in the thirteen long
years of his marriage, he had not once been disloyal to his wife.
He had never held it against her that she had never born him
children. He wished she did not hold it against him.

Even as a boy he had
hungered for the female animal. Hot wrestling with his cousins,
more to arouse himself than out of play. Kissing them in games when
they were older, showing them his privates as they revealed their
own to him – as mystifyingly smooth and unfinished as the private
regions of statues he’d studied. And he remembered the lovely woman
he had seen here in these tombs as a boy, on this same day back in
1886. Though she had unsettled him, in a strange way, and openly
chilled him with her odd statement, part of the intensity of the
experience had been a slithering sexual tension he had felt even at
ten years old.

The girl and her mother
moved into the same gallery he sought. This time when the girl
tossed him a look, the mother noticed and looked too. Scowled.
Attilio slipped past them toward his grandfather, the paper of the
flowers crinkling in his hand. Even after twenty-three years he
knew exactly which group of corpses to move to.

Time had sucked slowly and
patiently at the last of the juices hiding away in the dead man’s
secret cells. The jowls looked less plump, the lips less natural,
the face thinner, darker, more leathery. The hair was less bushy on
the sides. “Hello, Grandfather,” Attilio told him, resting the
flowers at the man’s dusty shoes. He knelt to say the prayer his
mother could not say. His mother had died last spring, lay hidden
away in the ground by herself but for the nearness of her husband
Cristofero. Kneeling there, saying the words mechanically and with
no real conviction, Attilio held his breath so as not to inhale the
dusty molecules of the man.

He finished quickly,
straightened to observe the corpse again. He was glad to feel less
intimidated than he had thought he would. Why had he felt that
dread? It had been a long twenty-three years. He now knew there was
nothing to fear from the dead.

His commitment to his
mother fulfilled, Attilio felt free to wander and explore. He had
never returned, after that long ago day, to explore all of the
galleries. His mother had not forced him when he declined. She had
known that some of the nightmares that woke him up with a gasp in
the next few years were inspired by the visages of the dead in
those catacombs...though he had never confided in her about the
dream where he had gone into the crypts alone, with only a candle
for a light, and had come upon the place where grandfather
should have been. It was
not the face of his grandfather that woke him with a cry that
night, but the sound of his grandfather shuffling behind him in the
dark corridors, chasing him through a maze of infinite
galleries...

Attilio had since seen
worse faces. The dry face of a man a hundred years dead was not as
disturbing to him as the bloated and nibbled faces of drowned men
he had seen. He even found humor now in some of these poor
scarecrows.

He visited the altar of
skulls and teeth, and without his boyish imagination he didn’t feel
the pull of some terrifying vortex this time. Examining the altar,
he was reminded of the tooth he had taken from the tombs. Lost
somewhere, with the pretty stones and bird feathers of his curious
youth.

There were others in the
catacombs on this day – a good amount, some groups crowding certain
areas – but only two people in the next gallery he entered: an old
man near the entrance, and a woman in a dark shawl at the
end.

Attilio’s heart froze in
its tracks like a startled deer.

Brushing past the old man,
Attilio hastened stealthily toward the figure at the end. It was
impossible. But why not? Hadn’t his mother come here with devout
regularity? The cloaked woman surely stood before the very same
skeleton of a monk as had the beautiful young woman twenty-three
years ago. How old had she been then? Mid to late twenties? She
would not be the crone he had first envisioned on that day, but she
would have to be in her late forties by now, perhaps early
fifties.

Attilio couldn’t help but
smile despite his strange uneasiness. “Signora?” he said to her. He was
close to her now, and she turned.

Framed in the black mantle
was the soft and lovely face of a woman with great green eyes under
sly heavy lids, her small mouth a hidden sneer. A woman perhaps in
her mid to late twenties.

“Mother of God,” Attilio
breathed.

The woman smiled at him
slightly, in a smile he recognized thoroughly. “No,” she said.
“Sorry, you are mistaken. I am of no relation to God.”

“You...” he said, wagging
his head. “You look exactly like a woman I saw on this very spot as
a boy. Many years ago. I thought you were her.”

“Really? How
interesting, signor.”

“I remembered her because
she spoke to me. My God, it is uncanny!” He laughed
nervously.

“I think it must have been
my mother, then. This –” she gestured at the skeleton “– is an
ancestor of our family. We have always paid our respects on this
day. In fact, I have been mistaken by others for my
mother.”

“Then it must have been
her I saw. You look so much like her. I will never forget her...I
—”

“She is dead now,” the
woman cut in. “She died quite young.”

“Oh...I am sorry. My
mother just died this year.” There was a silence. Attilio swallowed
the dusty saliva in his mouth. God, but she was beautiful. He
wondered if her touch would feel as her mother’s had across his
back. “It is so odd; this is the only other time I have been down
here but for that day I saw your mother.”

“Fate is a strange thing,”
she replied. She stepped nearer to him, away from her ancestor.
“Have you seen the rest?”

“Most of it. It is very
interesting.”

She nodded slowly, staring
up into his eyes and smiling more obviously now. There was still
the sneer tight in the pull of her upper lip. It compelled
him.

“If you are finished
here,” he said to her, “would you mind showing me the rest? Surely
you know much about this place you could share with me.” He heard
an odd adolescent quaver ripple through his own voice.

“Certainly,” she told him.
“Do you have someone here or are you just viewing the
sights?”

He introduced himself, and
told her about his grandfather, and that he had just come from
visiting him. The woman then introduced herself in turn. “I am
Maria Vitale,” she told him. She offered a hand which he gladly
accepted. Small, soft, as white and cool as a creature that might
live below the earth.

They toured the remainder
of the chambers together, and Maria explained why the Capuchins had
not gone to the lengths of the Egyptians to preserve those interred
here. “I think the intent was to show the flesh as humbled and sad,
really. The Egyptians made the bodies look noble, even put food out
for them, as if the flesh were of importance in the afterlife. It
would not be in keeping with Christian belief to glorify the flesh
of the dead...would it?”

“Hm,” agreed Attilio.
“True. The spirit alone would be worthy of glorification.
Especially where the monks themselves were concerned. Still, it is
odd that this place ever came to be at all.”

“Well, you know our
country has seen many outside influences through the years. It may
be an influence from the Middle East – who knows?” The Saracens had
once controlled Sicily. But then, who hadn’t? At various times
Sicily had been settled and ruled, invaded and conquered by sixteen
foreign peoples, among these the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the
Carthaginians, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Saracens, the
Normans, the Germans, the French, the Spaniards and finally the
Italians again. To many Sicilians, Italy was still the resented
master. Attilio jokingly thought of his country as the shit kicked
by Italy’s boot, but other times he thought of it as the coiled
snake the foot was about to tread on.

“Thirsty?” Maria asked him
after a short time. “I am.”

“Ahh....” he
said.

“Your wife expects you
home soon?” It sounded like a tease. She had seen the gold band he
had half-consciously been trying to keep from view.

“Ah, I have time for
something.” He smiled. “No great hurry.”

She took his hand as his
mother had to lead him from the place. “Come with me.”

As they made their way
together, thus linked, they passed a monk Attilio had noticed
peripherally several times earlier. He hadn’t thought much of the
man before, but now the monk openly stared at the couple, frowning
as if the pressing of warm flesh together were shameful in this
place. Again Attilio felt as he had as a boy; that the man could
read his thoughts. After the girl, he wouldn’t have been surprised
to recognize this as the same monk, but it wasn’t. The man’s eyes
boldly followed them. Did he see that Attilio wore a wedding band,
but the girl didn’t? Though he felt only the barest of religious
connections, a great mortification passed through
Attilio.

And yet, the Capuchin
didn’t make direct eye contact with him. It was at Maria that he
truly focused his gaze. And just as they’d passed him she glanced
back at him, and Attilio saw her smile at the monk in what he
thought was a taunting or mocking way. And she drew up against
Attilio’s arm, squeezing his hand. It was as though she were
feeling – triumphant.

***

The bed was an ocean they
swam in together, locked tightly as one fluctuating creature. The
tastes of the ocean were in their mouths; the boiled octopus
– purpu ‘ugghiutu – they had shared with wine in honor of the holiday before
coming here. The brine of each other’s sweaty flesh. She tasted the
smells of the ocean soaked into his skin from his work. He tasted
the smells of the primordial ocean of life between her legs. His
wife would never have permitted such a thing; in fact, since he had
never done it he would not have thought to try it now, had Maria
not pulled his face down there when he was kissing the soft white
cushion of her belly. He might have been repulsed by the concept
except that they were both so intense, so unabashed in their
lovemaking, that he ached to consume her utterly, to taste every
taste her body could offer up to him.

Attilio was tall for a
Sicilian and broad across the shoulders, his arms heavy with
muscles from his work…though his muscles were now less defined,
their outlines softened by the passing of his youth. But he was
strong, and thus surprised at the strength of the girl in her
ardor. She was so tiny in stature he could have lifted her like a
child – and did, at several points. But at other moments their
lovemaking was like some entwined battle, and her strength excited
him to greater exertion himself.

He had never felt such a
sexual intensity; not with his wife, not with the one woman he had
had before his wife. He crushed her in a ball under his weight, her
folded legs pinned between their chests, ground into her, slapped
against her. Then she stretched full out as a table for him,
arching back her neck to show the powerful tendons in her throat,
her breasts pulling flat and the bold tufts of hair sweeping out
from her underarms spiked with sweat. The nest of hair in her
crotch was thick, dense — spreading under, to the sides and up in a
thin trail to her perfect spiral of a navel, the hair there
spiraling around it. The dark thatches of her body only further set
off the milky cream of her soft breasts, belly and thighs. But on
close inspection, her legs were prickly with coarse dark hair,
silkier on her thighs, and there was even a faint dark down
reaching up across her ribs, lightly shadowing the small of her
back. She was some animal, he imagined, he was riding at gallop. Or
wrestling to the death in exhilarating combat. The hair on his now
heavy wife often made him muse only at how disappointingly similar
the female body was to the male.

“God!” he gasped as he
climaxed, staring down into her face. Her eyes almost frightened
him at that moment, they gripped him so firmly. He shook. She
smiled. Only a minute earlier she had writhed and arched in her own
orgasm. Now as he blanketed her heavily, struggling for breath, she
stroked his back with lazy trailing fingertips.

“You are so beautiful,”
she whispered huskily, and licked the salt sweat from his throat
like a cat, in long luxurious strokes. It made him uneasy, for some
odd reason, and he shifted his head. Now she tangled her fingers in
his short dark hair, already receding from a heavy rounded dome of
forehead above an imposing sullen brow. “Your hair is thinning,”
she teased.

“Mm,” he
grunted.

“You are too magnificent
to grow old.”

“Magnificent.” He grinned
against her shoulder. Lifted his head to show her the wide grin.
He, too, could have been considered a model for some classical
statue, for the heroic profile of a coin — with his nose
accidentally, crudely broken to become a chiseled commanding
characteristic, with his heavy jaw and thick, sensuous sneer. But
the grin cracked the sculpture into totally different lines. Maria
had to smile more broadly, to look at it. Once more she began
stroking his back. And then Attilio frowned.

He remembered how Maria’s
mother had stroked his back while passing him in the catacombs. How
could he remember that feeling so well now, and why should this
feel so similar? A touch was a touch...

“Will you excuse me?” he
asked her, sliding from a warmth he was reluctant to leave but
oddly chilled by that stroking. “I have to answer another of
Nature’s beckonings.”

She dug her fingers into
his back slightly, as if reluctant to let him leave just then, her
nails even scratching him lightly as he pulled away. The reluctance
showed on her face. But she let him go.

When he had done his
business Attilio retrieved his balled trousers from the floor and
slipped into them, padded out onto an iron balcony. He kept behind
the gently stirring curtains out of discretion. Maria’s second
floor tenement looked into a slim gorge of an alley, its walls so
close the projecting balconies seemed on the verge of touching. It
was a dark crack the sun couldn’t get into, but he heard voices
from just beyond the alley, from the outdoors café where he and
Maria had eaten at wooden tables on the sidewalk. Opposite him, on
a third floor, an old woman was putting clothes out on one of the
lines slung between the two stony walls. Attilio withdrew further
so she wouldn’t see him, as if protecting Maria’s reputation were
something he should be concerned about. He doubted that her
activities could be wholly a secret to her neighbors, just as he
doubted that he was the first stranger to visit her
flat.

When he turned out of the
balcony, Attilio saw the man who had slipped from the shadows of
the room and who now was poised outside the door to the bedroom.
The man had a dagger in his right hand and a pistol in his left.
His eyes, both insane and terrified, were on Attilio.

“You!” Attilio hissed.
“What are you doing in here?”

The Capuchin who had
watched Attilio and Maria leave the monastery crypts grimaced, and
hissed back, “Get out of here, you fool!”

“Attilio?” said Maria
warily from the bedroom. “Who are you speaking with?” He heard the
squeak of the bed as her weight left it.

“Don’t!” Attilio shouted.
He was afraid, then, that the Capuchin would shoot him first, but
the monk swung toward the door. Drops of the holy water he had
poured over the blade of the dagger only moments ago pattered to
the floor.

Attilio lunged toward the
man even as Maria stepped into the threshold, naked. But it wasn’t
Maria...

The creature Attilio had
taken for the girl spun to face the old monk even as he swung the
blade up toward the thing’s throat. It caught his wrist and twisted
the hand away with a crackle of splintering bone, the grip so
strong around the man’s fist that instead of dropping it he held
the knife tighter. Turning the direction of the monk’s arm in one
quick wrench, it shoved the man’s knife down into his own belly.
The monk screamed. His pistol went off harmlessly behind the
creature before he let go of it.

Attilio skidded to a halt
several paces from the struggle, paralyzed with disbelief. The room
within the dark gorge of an alley was dark as a cave, but what he
saw holding the monk was unmistakably not human. Mostly, perhaps.
It was a nearly luminous white, streaked with sparse, coarse black
hair. And the head...the face. Animal, perhaps. But which? Maybe several...

The creature regarded him
also a moment before it jerked the monk high off the floor, using
the knife as a handle to do so. The sanctified blade ripped up
through the man and hooked at last under his jaw. From the vast
parting wound at his front, an unbelievable waterfall of blood
crashed down into the thing’s upturned face. Its open mouth. Then
it flung the body aside into the bedroom, where it convulsed on the
floor like a cat Attilio had once seen with its back broken by a
cart’s wheel. Part of Attilio’s disbelieving mind noted that the
monk’s intestines had welled up in a great mass from the shaking
body.

Then he was turning and
bolting for the iron balcony with the creature leaping after
him.

It caught him by the arm
and he bellowed. It slung him to the floor but held onto his arm.
Attilio didn’t want to look up at it, but did as the great bony
head came down for him. He saw that its phosphorescent flesh was
now dark in dripping gore. He saw the teeth a moment before they
crunched down into his meaty shoulder.

“God!” he screamed. “God
help me!” He heard his collar bone snap as much as felt it. He
swung his free arm in a great arc in a blow that might have killed
a man. It thumped off the thing’s ribs and it didn’t
flinch.

“Murder!” Attilio heard a
woman shrieking out in the alley. “Murder!”

The creature lifted its
head, dripping Attilio’s blood from the distended jaws. It seemed
to be torn between fleeing and its thirst.

The knife lay on the floor
near Attilio‘s foot. His desperate eyes fell on it, and he hooked
it with his bare toes. Kicking in his leg, he slid the dagger under
him against his buttock. He reached his free hand for
it.

The creature looked down
at him. It released his arm. He fell back with a piteous wail, the
arm broken from its twisting. It loomed over him as it
straightened. And it smiled. And spoke.

“Fummo come voi, sarete
come noi.”

Snapping up at the waist,
Attilio drove the bloody dagger into the creature’s own belly, just
below its spiral of a navel.

“Ah!” it exclaimed.
“Bastard.” And it snatched him to his feet by his broken
arm.

It jerked him so close
that its snarling dog’s lips nearly brushed his own as it
spoke.

“Ungrateful. You will be
sorry that I spared you.”

Strange words for the
beast to say, considering what came next. It swung Attilio toward
the balcony and hurled him through the curtains.

Attilio plummeted into the
gorge.

***

There would be much
speculation regarding the scene the authorities discovered. A
Capuchin monk – known by some to have been very superstitious and
odd – murdered, opened up like a fish, sprawled on the floor of the
apartment of a strange local girl some had thought to be a
prostitute. Several of his fellows admitted that he had spoken of
the girl, seemed obsesses with her at times. The girl herself was
missing. Searches of the town and its surroundings failed to turn
her up, either living or dead.

And then there was the
fisherman found dead on his back in the alley, shirtless, stabbed
repeatedly about one shoulder, his neck broken in the fall from the
balcony. When his wife was summoned she mourned him and cursed him
in hysterical wails.

But before she came,
before the police came, the man lived a few moments. He saw his
blood pooling near his face across the dusty flagstones. Strangely,
he wasn’t alarmed. He wasn’t afraid. He took little notice of the
bent old women and the children gathering around him, but he knew
what he must look like to them. Perhaps what they even took him to
be.

Another “man of honor,”
bleeding in the gutter.
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The old house was handsome
in form but in need of paint, which perhaps its future owners would
apply. For today, however, the house stood vacant on this
tree-lined suburban street, silent and still as a gray heap of rock
against a gray autumn sky.

Its haunted appearance
didn’t unsettle the short, powerfully built man who gazed up at it
for a moment as he stepped from his car.

Spooks and spooky houses
didn’t alarm Alphonse Capone. Windows could alarm him, because
Tommy guns could be pointed from them. Doors could alarm him,
because men could rush from them. But Capone feared neither of
those surprises today, because the man he had come to exchange
good-byes with was an old and dear friend. The friend who had
summoned Capone out to Chicago in the first place, five years
earlier. The friend who, only last March, while still in prison
serving a nine month stint, had summoned Capone and his lawyers in
order to hand over his position as the top gangster in
gangster-infested Chicago. This, Johnny Torrio had done willingly.
Capone had not bullied the man into his decision, wouldn’t have
thought to — even though Johnny’s generosity would leave him an
empire.

Capone did feel exposed,
vulnerable, however, as he stepped from his car. Johnny might not
have asked him here as a double-cross, in order to claim back what
he had handed over, but there were others to fear. It was fear that
had inspired Johnny to pass Al the torch, after all.

Last January, Torrio had
been ambushed in front of his home on Clyde Avenue on the South
Side while returning from a shopping trip with his wife. A gunman
with an automatic pistol had run around to the front of Johnny’s
car with him still in it, while a second with a sawed-off shotgun
had taken position at the back. Despite the fusillade, Torrio’s
driver was merely wounded in the leg and he himself managed to dart
toward his house before he was hit. The powerful handgun shattered
Torrio’s right arm, spinning him around to receive a blast of
buckshot from the shotgun. He dropped with his pistol drawn, his
lungs and lower body pierced and his jaw hammered.

The gunmen had been sent
by the Pole, Hymie Weiss, a rival in Chicago’s ongoing “beer wars.”
One of the two would-be assassins had been a man named Bugs
Moran.

Johnny had healed
remarkably well and quickly, but the bullets had shattered his
composure. He had been heavily guarded since the attack, whether in
hospital or jail, and today, upon his release from prison, three
cars of his men had been waiting to pick him up. These cars would
take him to Gary, Indiana, and from there he would board a train to
New York...there to board a ship to Italy. But for now the three
cars had stopped here in the driveway of this abandoned house,
because Johnny had told Capone he wanted to say good-bye and go
over one final bit of business.

Capone had brought guards
of his own to watch for the “Weiss-guys,” and some of his other men
had been watching the house since before even Johnny had arrived.
Apparently all was safe. Capone crossed to the house to enter, two
of his men accompanying him closely. Al knew Johnny’s men at the
door and gave them a grin which made his eyes glinting slits.
“Boys,” he said.

It was dark inside. Was
the electricity off? Again, though Johnny was his great pal, Capone
couldn’t help but feel an odd, low crackle of wariness pass through
him. There were more of Johnny’s men just inside; Capone only
nodded this time. One of them pointed to the stairs before them,
curving up into further shadow. “He’s in the parlor on the second
floor.” Capone grunted, gestured for one of his bodyguards to
precede him. The carpeted stairs creaked.

Above, the bare boards of
the landing clomped with the emptiness of the house. Pearly light
showed around drawn shades, through lacy curtains, but there was
nothing on the dingy wallpaper, no furniture to absorb or baffle
their footfalls. The three men walked down a short hall, following
the smell of cigars. From around the next corner a man called, “In
here, Al.” It was the soft voice of Johnny Torrio.

This was the first room to
show furniture – comfortable sofas and chairs had been provided,
ringing the bare open boards at the center of the wide room as if
it were a miniature arena. Johnny was indeed smoking a cigar, set
it down as he rose to embrace his friend. Al felt his odd wariness
drain out of him as he clapped the older man’s back. Over Johnny’s
shoulder he took in the only other man who had been sitting up
here. Al knew him vaguely as Salvatore Dragna, one of Johnny’s
newer bodyguards. Dragna had not been smoking. He rose from his
chair and extended his hand for Capone to shake. Capone hesitated a
moment, then shook the hand of the unimportant smiling kid. “Sal
the Dragon,” he said.

“Pardon?” Dragna
grinned.

“Good name for ya, huh?
You breathe fire?”

“Sometimes.”

“You taking good care of
my pal Johnny?” Without waiting for a reply Capone turned from the
man, dismissing him, back to Torrio. “You look good, my friend. A
little pale. Nothing a little Italian sun won’t take care of. I
wish I was going with ya!”

“Well,” Torrio smiled,
“you have a lot on your hands here in Chicago, Al. When I step out,
some are going to think this is an opportunity for them to step in.
This is going to be a crucial time coming up. Maybe...maybe I can
help you a little before I go. Sit down.” And Johnny sat himself
down. The other four men followed suit. Al lit up his own cigar,
and for a moment took in his friend’s appearance.

Johnny didn’t look as well
as Al had lied. He looked weary, utterly spent. Of course it was a
miracle a sixty-one-year-old man so grievously wounded was alive at
all, and then nine months of jail after that, but this was not the
Johnny Torrio Capone had met in New York in his youth. The Johnny
Torrio he had come to idolize, the Sicilian mafioso who had taken the bold
Neapolitan under his wing.

As Torrio had summoned
Capone out to Chicago from New York, so had the up-and-coming
Johnny Torrio been summoned here from New York by the man called
Diamond Jim Colosimo. In those days, Sicilian
terrorist-extortionists calling themselves Le Mano Nera – or the Black Hand –
had preyed on other Italian immigrant, threatening merchants and
families to pay them tribute, making them very sorry if they
didn’t. That these were their own people didn’t dissuade the Black
Handers; indeed, they preyed exclusively on their own, because
their own people understood this relationship from the home
country, knew the methods of the Black Hand, of the Mafia, knew to
take the hoods seriously. Also, the immigrants would not go to the
police for help. Two thousand years of invaders and oppressors had
not endeared the Sicilians to the forces of the government. When
the Mafia developed, they became the ones to look to for mediation,
for justice. They became the subterranean, but often truer,
government.

A particularly greedy or
ambitious group of these Black Handers had once made the mistake of
threatening the wealthy vice king Diamond Jim Colosimo, finally
demanding from him an initial payment of twenty-five thousand
dollars if he valued his life. Colosimo agreed to pay and arranged
a meeting place under a railroad bridge for the following day. But
in his place, Colosimo sent three other men, plus Johnny Torrio,
who had arrived only two days earlier to deal with this situation.
Thus, when the Black Handers arrived at the meeting place, the only
tribute they were paid was the buckshot from four sawed-off
shotguns.

That had been Johnny Torrio. It was a pity. Again, despite his
age, his wounds, the prison stint, Capone found it hard to believe
the tough old bird was throwing in the towel, running out of the
country. He would never accuse Johnny of cowardice or even
entertain the private opinion, but...

In any case, Al Capone
wasn’t about to talk Johnny out of his decision. After all, now he
would be the sole leader of the gang Torrio had himself inherited
from Colosimo. And the empire was so much more than the primitive
Diamond Jim had ever dreamed it might be. As Johnny had just said,
it would be a challenge to hold on to, let alone enlarge upon. But
Alphonse Capone felt he was the equal of that challenge.

“Al,” Torrio said, “when I
go I’m gonna leave Salvatore here behind.”

Capone glanced at the
good-looking, neatly-dressed kid, who was smiling and watching him.
There was something too cocky or irreverent about him that Capone
didn’t care for. “Yeah?” he grunted.

“Sal is...I, uh, I haven’t
been entirely straight with you about Sal. He’s been more than a
bodyguard, this past year that I’ve known him. He’s been more like
a, uh, a silent partner to me, Al.”

“A partner to you, Johnny? Well...I
guess you haven’t been telling me everything, huh?” Capone tried to
show his friend respect but he was liking this less and less. This
was a surprising revelation from someone so very close to him for
so many years. “In what way, partners? How come you didn’t just
tell me you were priming this guy, Johnny?”

Was it that Johnny hadn’t
wanted Al to feel jealous of his raising up another protégé? Hadn’t
wanted him to feel threatened? The kid was Sicilian; still had an
accent. Was it that Johnny felt the other Sicilian gangs, the
Sicilians in his own gang, wouldn’t accept the Neapolitan Capone as
the sole leader of the Torrio-Capone band? Had Torrio been secretly
grooming a Sicilian replacement for himself? Al didn’t care for the
notion. In March it had been his understanding that he would take
on the full empire, not half of it. And he was sensitive about the
Sicilian matter. Al Capone could at this time in history buy or
steal nearly anything he desired, except for the one thing he
wanted so badly and could never have...and that was to be a
Sicilian himself. Al Capone might become the greatest crime lord of
all time, but unless he could make himself a Sicilian, he would
never be considered a true don, or even a true
mafioso.

“The time wasn’t right to
tell you about Salvatore, Al. I’m sorry.” And Johnny did look
sorry. He even looked afraid. Afraid of Al’s anger? Maybe. Maybe
afraid of something else. Al began to smell a rat.

Was Johnny afraid
of...Dragna? Suddenly Capone wondered if it really was the wounding and
Torrio’s age that were sending him running off to Italy with his
tail between his legs.

“Why this guy, Johnny, can
you at least tell me that, for Chrissakes?” Capone waved his cigar
at Dragna. “You say you’ve only known him a fucking
year.”

“I have.
But...”

“Johnny, with all due
respect, my friend, you told me back in March that you were leaving
completely. Retiring. That it all came to me. There was no talk about some
silent partner...some kid I don’t even know.”

“I’m older than you are,
Mr. Capone,” Dragna spoke up calmly. Capone was still in his
twenties.

Al threw him a glare for
his troubles. “Don’t interrupt. I want answers — I don’t like the
smell of all this.” Back to Torrio. “I know you’re in a hurry to
leave and all, Johnny, but —”

“Things...things have
changed a little since March, Al. I didn’t know Sal like I know him
now.”

“Oh yeah? So things have
changed and promises are broken.”

“Mr. Capone, this is an
opportunity for you to know me better, also,” Dragna again cut in.
“Then I’m sure you’ll be less hard on your friend, and will see the
wisdom in all this. Johnny isn’t double-crossing you — he simply
didn’t know in March what he knows now.”

“Well now I want to know —
from one or the both of you!” Capone rumbled.

“So you shall,” replied
Dragna. “I’m going to stand up now and remove my coat. Don’t be
alarmed. If you want your men to keep me covered I’ll understand
perfectly.”

“What is this?”

“Al,” Johnny said, “trust
me, as your friend. I am still your friend. Listen to what Sal has
to say. Watch what he has to show. Please just go along with
this.”

Capone waved his cigar in
a wide arc and bulged his eyes, wagged his head. “Boys, cover the
man if it’ll make him happy.”

Capone’s two bodyguards
rose from their sofa and from their holsters drew heavy black Colt
.45 automatics. Capone heard them thumb off the safeties as they
leveled the muzzles on the young Sicilian. Now Dragna rose slowly
from his chair, began to slip out of his jacket in slow motion so
as not to startle a finger into squeezing.

Dragna wore no gun; at
least none was apparent so far. He began to unbutton his shirt. A
flood of half-finished jokes and sarcastic remarks rushed in on
Capone. Was Dragna going to open the first strip joint for women,
as his contribution to the gang? Was he going to try to seduce Al
into submission? But Capone was too wary to joke. There might still
be a gun. Now he slid out his own and held it pointed from his lap.
Dragna seemed unperturbed as next he slipped his undershirt up over
his head, baring a muscular chest, its flesh almost luminous in the
gloom. When he tossed the shirt into his chair Capone could see odd
scars clustered around one of Dragna’s shoulders.

Now Dragna unbuckled his
belt. One of Capone’s men snickered. “Shut the fuck up!” Capone
hissed without taking his eyes off Dragna. “What is all this? Or am
I just losing my mind?”

“You may in a moment,”
Dragna told him. “I hope not.” He stepped out of his shoes, then
out of his silk trousers. At this point it came as no surprise when
he pulled off his socks and then slid his boxer shorts down his
heavy, hard thighs. Well...no gun. Dragna held his hands out away
from him, turned in a small circle to face Capone again. “I’m
naked, unarmed. Are you satisfied?”

“Yeah, but a simple frisk
would’ve been fine, I think.”

“Please put your guns away
now, and don’t touch them again until the demonstration is
over.”

“Sorry,” said
Capone.

“Al, please just do it,”
said Johnny. “You can frisk me, if you want.”

“Sorry, Johnny, but I
think I’d better. It’s nothing personal but I don’t know what hold
this guy’s got on you. Rio, go look in the other rooms.” Al
gestured for his other man to pat down Torrio. Maybe it was good
that Capone remind himself that Diamond Jim Colosimo’s demise had
been arranged by the soft-spoken Johnny Torrio, that he might take
his inheritance sooner. Torrio was clean, but for a pair of
handcuffs the guard dangled for his boss to see. Torrio said he’d
explain them in a moment. The guard Rio returned from his
inspection of the second floor with the report that it was empty.
“So what’s the demonstration?”

“Johnny,” said Dragna. He
leaned toward the old man and held his hands in front of him for
Torrio to lock in the linked bracelets. Capone barked a laugh and
now had to joke out loud.

“I don’t believe this!
It’s Harry Houdini!”

Even Johnny smiled at
that, and Dragna chuckled. He straightened up and came a few steps
toward Capone. “Care to check that they’re locked?”

“I heard them click. Just
tell me what gives.”

“I just want you to feel
secure enough to put your guns away and keep them put away. I’m
afraid that you’re going to want to shoot them. In a few minutes
you will all three be very tempted to shoot me – but you mustn’t,
because I have no intention of harming you. I assure you, I mean
you no harm. But with guns in your hands you may not be able to
resist. If you fire, you will only attract attention here…the
police. You will only disrupt a talk we will have to reschedule for
later. And if you fire at me I might lose my temper and do
something I’d regret later.”
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