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For Julian, who always loved this story.









“In our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, until in our despair, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.”


— Aeschylus









BOOK I


VINCENZO’S STORY









Chapter One


IN THE FALL OF 1907, a boy of six accompanied his mother to the court in Taormina on the eastern coast of Sicily. The courthouse was a gray and forbidding building of stone and Roman columns. Yes, the Romans had left their mark, just like the Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Greeks, Vikings, Vandals, Normans, and even the Muslim invaders from North Africa who had once claimed Sicily as part of their caliphate. As the largest island in the Mediterranean, Sicily was like a ravaged woman, fought over for centuries by east and west, north and south, by those who wanted to stay, and yet never did.


Sicily was officially part of Italy. It had been since 1860 and the arrival of Garibaldi’s Thousand, an expeditionary force of Italian “patriots,” and his agreement with King Victor Emmanuel II, in what became known as the Italian Risorgimento, or “reorganization.” Italy was now a unified country, not just a patchwork of tiny kingdoms as it had been ever since the fall of the Holy Roman Empire. After just a few years, the Sicilians had revolted, their cities bombed by the Italian navy, the island placed under martial law for several years, and thousands of people executed. The Italians were no better than any of the other occupiers who had come to this dry, mostly arid land in the middle of the peaceful Mediterranean Sea over the past several thousand years.


As his mother walked through the marble hallways clutching his hand, the boy looked at the men who moved quickly past him, severe in their black robes and sober uniforms. Much of it was confusing to young Vincenzo Nicosia. He knew only that his father had been taken by the police and was in grave danger.


Vincenzo and his mother were dismissively waved to a seat, treated with the disregard shown to all country people. Gloomy furniture and stark walls rose on all sides. Clerks moved about with an air of superiority.


His mother stared at the empty judge’s bench and twisted her rosary beads over her pregnant belly as she recited silent prayers. She was only twenty-four, but the arrest of her husband a month earlier had greatly disturbed her, and she appeared much older. Her normally round face, soft and olive-colored, had become sharp, angular, and pale. Every day since his arrest, she’d trudged down to the village church at first light and spent hours kneeling before the statue of the Virgin Mary, as well as a statue of Santa Lucia, a Sicilian saint, and prayed for a miracle to free her husband.


Like most Sicilians, Vincenzo was well-acquainted with the story of Santa Lucia. Lucia was a young Sicilian woman of the fourth century who consecrated her virginity to God and intended to distribute the generous dowry that would have gone to her husband to the poor. At the time, Christianity was a forbidden religion, and the Romans regularly persecuted members of the faith. When it was discovered she was a Christian and refused to marry, soldiers came to take her away and put her in a brothel. Lucia became so filled with the Holy Spirit that the soldiers could not move her. The soldiers tried to burn her, but the fire would not start. She was tortured and her eyes gouged out, but God restored her vision the next day.


“Do you know why God gave Lucia back her eyes?” his mother asked him one morning while they were praying for his father.


“Because of her strong faith?”


His mother shook her head. “No, Vincenzo. It was a sign from God. So people know that God sees all things. Even those attempted to be hidden from Him.”


Eventually, the soldiers tortured Lucia to death, and as his mother told him, she was welcomed into heaven by a host of heavenly angels and Jesus Himself, who must have wept at her devotion to Him.


For the sentencing, Vincenzo’s mother wore a brown dress of coarse wool, washed the night before with water from the town well. Vincenzo thought she smelled clean and fresh. He was dressed in his best Sunday clothes; gray trousers, a white shirt, thin black tie, gray coat, and a cap that he removed when they entered the courtroom. In all things he looked not like a child, but a small, serious man.


“Are they going to let papa go?” Vincenzo asked.


“Hush now cara.” She touched his hand. “We want them to think well of us. Let them see papa has good people waiting at home for him. He did a bad thing, but there must be mercy. Perhaps papa will just be away for a few months.”


Vincenzo’s mother returned to twisting her rosary beads and murmuring quiet prayers. He looked at the large, imposing judge’s chair. It was made of dark wood with a high back and appeared to be the type of throne God might decide to seat Himself upon if He came to Earth.


“Silence!” the bailiff called out from the front of the room. He announced the entrance of the judge, who quickly appeared in his long black robe. Trailing behind him was a guard escorting Vincenzo’s father in chains.


“Papa!” Vincenzo shouted. He was thinner than two months ago and hung his head in shame. His father did not look up.


The judge took his seat on the bench. Sternly he peered through thick glasses at a slip of paper in front of him. Vincenzo’s father was led forward. “Guiseppe Nicosia,” the judge began, “the facts in this case are clear. On September 28 you entered the jewelry store of the victim, Fabrizio Bufalino, and asked to buy a small woman’s ring, which you would pay for with your labor. Signor Bufalino did not agree. On that same night you broke into his store and stole the ring. Not content with mere thievery, you entered Signor Bufalino’s room located above the store and beat him severely. Do you have anything to say for yourself? Do you have anything to say before I pronounce sentence?”


Vincenzo’s father raised his head and narrowed his eyes at the judge. “Bufalino treated me with disrespect.”


“That may very well be,” replied the judge, “but it’s no excuse for the injuries you caused. If you had stolen to feed a starving family, this court would look with sympathy upon you. Or if you’d merely taken something by stealth, I would be inclined to be lenient for the sake of your family, represented here today. But as the esteemed Alessandro de Leone, Duke du Taormina, uncle to our dear King, is so fond of saying, we cannot allow this type of lawlessness to go unpunished.” The judge motioned to a well-dressed man sitting in the front row. Next to him sat a less impressive man, thin and pasty faced.


Vincenzo had seen “the Lion of Sicily” enter the courtroom. Alessandro de Leone stood over six feet tall, had a long mane of black hair streaked with grey, and was in his mid-fifties. In effect the governor of this province of Sicily, the Duke had great influence. He nodded at the judge.


“Because of these circumstances,” the judge announced, “I’m afraid I can’t show you any leniency. I sentence you to the maximum term of twenty years.” He brought his gavel down with a noise like a shot.


Vincenzo’s father glared defiantly at the judge, raised his shackled hands, and said, “You don’t sentence me because of what I did. You sentence me because of who I did it to!” He pointed an accusing finger at the pasty-faced man next to the Duke. “If he’d been a nobody like me, you wouldn’t have cared. The mistake I made was to rob the Duke’s relative and teach him a lesson!” Vincenzo’s father moved his gaze to the Duke, who moved uncomfortably in his chair. “That is why you come down so hard on me. I warn you, someday I will have justice!”


The guards grabbed Vincenzo’s father and hustled him away. The judge stood and walked to his chambers as the gallery began to empty. Vincenzo heard a sound like pebbles bouncing on the marble floor. He was startled and looked at his mother. She’d twisted her rosary beads so hard the string had broken. The individual beads were cascading on the floor. Vincenzo dropped to his knees to gather them.


He crawled under the bench to get them all, and then held up the beads to his mother. “It can be fixed, Mama.”


She stared vacantly at the empty judge’s chair. “No, it can’t. It can never be fixed.”


“I can do it, Mama,” he vowed. “I’ll make it the way it used to be.” Vincenzo hated the Duke for making his mother break her rosary beads. 


One day, Vincenzo would hate the Duke for so much more.


* * *


“IS SOMETHING WRONG, Mama?” Vincenzo asked.


She wavered at the threshold of their mud and stone house. Moonlight silhouetted her slim, still-pretty figure. Vincenzo knew it must be two or three in the morning.


He was eight now, and his father had been in prison for two years. For the first few months they’d survived on the charity of friends and relatives, but among poor people that did not last. His mother tried to work as a washer-woman, but it wasn’t enough to feed her two children, especially little Angelina who was always sick and needing medicines. The only job certain to pay the money to keep both children fed was the one good people didn’t talk about. His mother was gone most nights. Often she took to her bed for several days after she’d taken a medicine to expel the life so casually deposited in her body by a customer.


“I’m fine,” she replied, holding onto the doorknob. She took a small step and staggered.


Vincenzo rushed to her side, slipping an arm around her waist. She winced as if she’d been kicked in the ribs. The right side of her face was bruised. “Just get me to a chair,” she told him.


Together they walked across the dirt floor to a rickety wooden chair at the kitchen table. She took a breath after sitting down, then smiled at him and ran a hand down his cheek. “You’re a good boy, Vincenzo.”


“Did somebody hurt you, Mama?”


She shook her head. “Nobody can hurt me as long as I know my children are all right.”


“A man hit you, didn’t he?”


His mother smoothed back Vincenzo’s hair and nodded. “They usually pay a little more if they rough you up. But it’s all right. I can do nicer things for you and your sister.”


“That’s not right, Mama. Nobody should hurt you. I’m going to find him and pay him back. I’ll sneak up behind him with a knife and cut his throat.” Vincenzo drew a finger across his neck and made a cutting sound.


His mother shook her head. “No, Vincenzo. It’s against God to do cruel things. Even if they are done to you. He sees all things and punishes those who do evil.”


Vincenzo had seen enough in his short life to know bad people normally escaped the consequences of their actions. He doubted God would ever punish the nameless man who beat his mother. All of this happened because of the Duke. Vincenzo was older now and understood more. He understood there were those who had power over him, like the judge and the Duke, and that above them were the King and finally God. But his mother didn’t have his feelings of anger toward these people. She even occasionally complimented the Duke for his efforts to break the intimidation of the mafia, and the efforts he made to get Rome to pay more attention to Sicily. But Vincenzo couldn’t find such forgiveness in his heart.


* * *


TWELVE MORE YEARS dragged by, marked only by a daily struggle for food. Europe was convulsed by four years of war, ending only when the United States entered the conflict, routing the Kaiser from Germany, and the Czar was killed by the communists in Russia, but little changed in Sicily. At the age of fourteen, Vincenzo stopped going to school and alternately found work as a fisherman and a farmhand during harvest. In the springtime, he slaughtered the young lambs and dressed them for market.


By the time he was twenty, he’d been the sole supporter of his family for the past five years and had started to gain a reputation as a capable carpenter. It was his job, but more than that it had started to become a passion. He loved the planning necessary to build, the sweat and labor of creation, and the pride in seeing what had once been simply drawings on a piece of paper exist in the real world.


For a carpenter he had a slight build, but his slender physique concealed an almost catlike dexterity and strength. And yet there was always something fragile about him. His face was long and narrow, and when he was pleased or angry a distinct v shape appeared on his forehead, advancing almost like a set of horns into his curly, black hair. His eyes were large and liquid, almost angelic, and they often seemed to be at war with the more severe features of his face.


On this day, Vincenzo was building a smokehouse for a wealthy client, Signor Claudius Pellegrino, a portly man who gave generously to the church. It was whispered among his workers that his hunger for Jesus was surpassed only by his hunger for food. Pellegrino was known to eat an entire leg of lamb and three chickens at a sitting. But Signor Pellegrino had been good to Vincenzo. If pleased with the smokehouse, he promised to recommend Vincenzo to several other wealthy men. Vincenzo knew such a patron could be the difference between the meager existence he’d been able to provide for his mother and sister and the better life of which he dreamed.


The smokehouse stood near a vineyard and a grove of olive trees. Vincenzo was attaching the shingles on the roof and did not hear the approach of footsteps.


“You’re a fine builder,” Marcello Lupo called up to him, “but when will you learn that it’s often necessary to destroy before you can create?”


Vincenzo stopped his work and gazed down from the roof of the smokehouse. They’d known each other as children, but Vincenzo had never trusted him. Marcello’s father was supposedly a soldier for a mafia don and renowned for his brutality. It was said that Marcello’s father had killed a man and put his heart in a clay jar. As a boy, Marcello had pointed the jar out to Vincenzo and dared him to open it. Vincenzo never had.


But Marcello had bigger ambitions than working for a local don. For the past few months he’d been crisscrossing the countryside trying to win converts to Mussolini’s fascist party.


“And what exactly do you wish me to destroy, Marcello?”


“Everything,” he replied. “The whole government. Can’t you see how corrupt it is? Good people are reduced to poverty, and the bandit landowners get everything. We’re no more than their playthings, to do with as they want. If it pleases them to imprison your father, they’ll do it. If they want to shame your mother. . .” Marcello’s voice quickly trailed off, as if he knew he’d stepped over a certain line.


Vincenzo gripped his hammer with anger. He’d always had a fierce pride in his family. Many times he’d started fistfights when another boy spoke about his mother’s work, but to Vincenzo those days seemed like another life. It’d been several years since she’d had to sully her honor with those types of men.


He started hammering again at the shingles, and the repeated motion lessened his anger. Vincenzo even felt momentarily amused by Marcello’s shameless politicking. “You sound like a communist,” Vincenzo teased. “Perhaps you should join comrade Lenin in Russia.”


Marcello’s face reddened, and he spat into the dry dust. “You know I’m no communist. I follow Mussolini. He’s the one to lead us back to glory. He is our new Caesar! A man for all Italians, even Sicilians. I even spoke with him recently. He’s a great man. The kind who can bend history to his will. You should join us. I know you have some scores to settle. Some legitimate ones.”


“I have no vendettas to settle.”


Marcello wagged a finger at Vincenzo. “You think I don’t know you. We joined the gangs when we were nine. Two years later you stabbed Lorenzo Debruzzi in the gut because he insulted your mother. Your eyes were cold, like death. You have a devil’s heart, Vincenzo. A devil that will not be ruled by anyone. I thought you would’ve settled things with the Duke a long time ago. What happened to you, Vincenzo? You’re not a free man. You’re a slave. But once you were a warrior. I saw it in your eyes when you stabbed Debruzzi. You would not bow down before any man.”


“I’m a builder.” Vincenzo was proud of the work he’d put into the smokehouse. It was his design; he’d hired additional workmen to haul the stones and done the mortar work himself. Even though it was a small project, he took pride in it, knowing that if he did a good job, it might stand for fifty or a hundred years.


“I’m surprised at how little you’re happy with,” Marcello sneered. “The Jews think pigs are unclean animals. Are you satisfied building an unclean house?”


“I’m happy to keep my family fed,” said Vincenzo. “I do honest work for an honest day’s pay. Why don’t you get Zappatini to follow you? The village fool will follow you anywhere.”


Marcello pointed a finger at Vincenzo in anger. “You’re not the son of Guiseppe Nicosia! Your father took what he wanted and did not let himself be disrespected. You reach for nothing but the scraps from a rich man’s table and thank him like a beggar!”


“My father’s still in jail, useless to everyone.” Vincenzo thought of all the nights his mother had been gone, the loathing she’d had for her work in the dark streets, and how he’d rescued his family from all that.


“An unfortunate event, but one I could reverse,” Marcello hinted slyly.


“Do you think I believe you? Since we were children you’ve never been honest. You always had some scheme. I don’t know what it is this time, but I’m not playing along.”


Marcello pounded a fist into his hand. “I offer you a plan! You think you’ve escaped so many things, but you haven’t. You don’t know how fragile your life is. The rich men promise you enough to eat for two weeks, and you consider yourself blessed. But what if they tire of you? We’re going to change all that. A man will be able to live with dignity under Mussolini. Join with us!”


Vincenzo turned away, thinking Marcello looked anything other than a friend. “I don’t need stupid talk about Mussolini. They’re all a bunch of bastards. I just stay away from all of them.”


* * *


A DAY LATER the smokehouse was nearing completion. Signor Pellegrino approached and asked, “Vincenzo, may I speak with you?”


Vincenzo was on the roof, hammering a white, wooden cross above the door. Every room of Signor Pellegrino’s villa had a portrait or statue of the Madonna with child, a crucifix on the wall, and a rosary close at hand in case he was suddenly gripped by the need to say a prayer.


The day was sweltering, and Vincenzo was covered with perspiration, but the work gave him a satisfaction that could withstand any heat. He pulled a small rag from his back pocket and wiped his brow. He smiled at Signor Pelligrino. “I’m just about finished. I figure only a couple more days and you’ll be able to start drying some—”


“I don’t know if you’re going to be here a couple more days,” said Signor Pellegrino in a curt voice.


“Why?” Vincenzo asked, confused. Signor Pellegrino couldn’t be firing him. He’d been very pleased with the work, and had already given Vincenzo’s name to several other wealthy men in the area who wanted additions to their villa.


“You know I’m a religious man, don’t you, Vincenzo?”


“Yes, everybody does. But what does that have to do with me?” he asked, coming down from the roof and standing before Signor Pellegrino.


Pellegrino looked Vincenzo squarely in the eye. “You know I believe in judging each man according to his character, not where, or who, he comes from, right?”


Vincenzo nodded.


“I knew your father was a thief when I hired you, but I didn’t let that prevent me from judging you on your own merits. In fact, I’ve given you free reign on all my property to demonstrate my good faith. However, one of my wife’s rings is missing. You’re the only workman who is allowed into my house. My servants have been with me for years, and I trust every one of them.”


“It wasn’t me,” said Vincenzo, but even as he did he felt a sinking feeling. His cheeks burned with the shame of his father’s guilt, and he knew he wasn’t putting on a very good display of his innocence.


“Tell me, Vincenzo,” Signor Pellegrino said softly. “Do you have some pretty girl in town to whom you wish to give the ring? I’m not a hard man. If you admit it now, things will go much better. All I ask is that you give it back to my wife. Her father gave her the ring when she was very young. It has great sentimental value.”


“I didn’t take it,” Vincenzo replied in a firmer tone.


Signor Pellegrino’s face became red. “I’m trying to make this easy on you. I didn’t listen to others when they said I shouldn’t hire a man who has stealing in his blood. I’m sorry, Vincenzo, but I have no other choice. I’m letting you go. And I’m telling my friends who I recommended you to that I take back the recommendation.”


“Signor Pellegrino, please listen—”


“Enough!” shouted Signor Pellegrino, raising his hand. “I’ll not listen to lies. Leave right now, or I’ll press charges. My patience has been sorely tested by this. I’ll not stand for a thief in my employ, but I won’t send a man to the hell of our prisons. Think well of me for giving you this one chance to turn your life around, Vincenzo, but don’t ever let me see your face again.”


Pellegrino stalked away, and Vincenzo watched him disappear down the path to his villa.


* * *


FOR OVER AN hour Vincenzo walked through the steep fields at the edge of town, kicking rocks to vent his fury. Finally, he went home. The moment his mother saw him, her expression became stiff and frightened. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


“I lost my job. I think it’ll be a long time until I work again.”


Vincenzo sat at the meal table, and she brought him a cup of water. He told her the story. When he finished, he looked at her for a moment and then took a deep drink. The water was so bitter he was tempted to spit it out. Instead, he made a face and swallowed the brackish fluid. Usually he avoided water from the town well, normally having enough money to purchase wine or fresh milk, but he’d been at the end of his funds, expecting to be paid by Pellegrino in a few days. Now, he knew he would get no more money from Pellegrino.


“I can work again, Vincenzo.” She sat next to him. “We won’t starve.”


Sorrowfully he studied her face. The years as a prostitute had aged her greatly. After Vincenzo went to work she’d steadily regained some of her beauty. She was still older, though, with gray hair, and her figure had become plump. Men would not pay to spend time with her, or at least, they would not pay much. Vincenzo couldn’t bear the thought. He recalled one day a few months after his father had been taken away to prison. The charity of friends and relatives had begun to wear thin, and there was no food in the house. His mother’s stomach had rumbled all night. 


Vincenzo snuck out of the house early in the morning. At the market he was able to pass almost unnoticed through the fruit and bread stands. By the time he’d left, he had a full breakfast for him and his mother. When he arrived home, she was still sleeping. Vincenzo put the food on the table and then roused her.


“Where did you get this?” she asked him.


“I took it from the market,” he answered proudly.


For the first and only time in his life, Vincenzo’s mother slapped him. “I never want you to steal again! Do you understand?” She shook a finger at him.


“But you were hungry,” Vincenzo protested, holding his stinging cheek.


That night his mother first took to the darkened streets to begin her life of shame.


Angelina came in from the room she shared with her mother. At thirteen Angelina was a woman in every way. Her round, olive-skinned face had a shy, but ready smile. Vincenzo was aware of the interest her full figure stirred in men. She was about the same age that Santa Lucia had been when the soldiers had tried to take her to a brothel.


“I’ll go fetch some water from the well,” Angelina said, smiling at the two of them sitting at the table and then going out the door.


“If I can’t find a job, she’ll have to join you, won’t she?” Vincenzo asked.


“How can you say that? Do you think I’d let my children suffer like—”


“Like you have?” Vincenzo cut in. “I know you’ve suffered, mama. You kept us alive, though. But if nothing comes up for me, Angelina will be our only hope.”


Vincenzo hated the calculating part of his mind that could conceive of his sister doing such things. But if he couldn’t find a job, they would need to survive, and only a few would pay to be with his mother. 


That would mean starvation, and Vincenzo saw little holiness in an intact virtue and a still heart.


“I can’t have Angelina doing that.” She stood from the table. “I already sold my soul. I don’t want my children to do the same.” Her eyes were filling with tears.


“Then I’m going to have to find another job, and quickly.”


A knock sounded on the door. His mother looked quizzically at him. “Maybe it’s Signor Pellegrino, come to give you back your job.”


She went to the door and opened it. Her face seemed to fall when she saw it was only Marcello Lupo. He bowed his head to her. Vincenzo could see his mother’s mind was immediately on other things. “Vincenzo, I’m going to go to the church and pray. Things will turn around for you.”


She quickly gathered her things and left, saying good-bye to Marcello.


“I heard you are no longer working for Signor Pellegrino. Could it be because of this?” Marcello held up a woman’s ring with a small diamond.


Vincenzo snatched the ring from him. “How did you get this?”


Marcello shrugged. “It was simple. One of the servants is a fascist supporter. I had him take it. The rich always think their servants love them,” he said with a laugh.


“Damn you!” Vincenzo snarled, grabbing Marcello by the lapel. “I got fired because this was missing, my reputation ruined. We’re going to Signor Pellegrino to straighten this out!”


Marcello grinned and rested his hands on Vincenzo’s arms. “I’ve done you a favor. What else could you expect from Pellegrino except a temporary reprieve from suffering? What could you have done with that money?” Marcello arched his eyebrows with self-assurance. “Live for another two or three weeks, then what? I come to offer you something to solve all your troubles, so you don’t have to work until your back breaks, and everybody thinks they should just slit your throat like an old burro.”


“I don’t need any favors,” Vincenzo replied, releasing Marcello. “I need you to straighten this out with Signor Pellegrino.”


“You’re the one with the ring in your hand,” said Marcello. “You straighten it out.”


“Damn you to hell, Marcello.”


“We’re already there, my friend. I’m just trying to get us out.”


“Who are you talking to?” Angelina asked, walking back through the door with a pail of water. Her eyes lit on Marcello, and she smiled shyly. She knew men were starting to look at her, and Vincenzo realized she was starting to look back.


Marcello gave her a thin smile, revealing sharp, wolf-like incisors. “A friend of your brother’s and a friend of all,” he said, giving a slight bow of his head.


Angelina blushed.


“Go visit Mama,” Vincenzo told her. “She’s at the church.”


Angelina gave him a look of protest, but he responded with a withering expression. She nodded, put down the water, gave a side-glance toward Marcello, and with the slightest hint of a smile, walked out.


“You stay away from my sister,” Vincenzo warned after she left.


“She’ll be ready to marry soon. Maybe we’ll be in-laws,” Marcello joked, then his expression became serious. “A girl so lovely must be careful. It would be so sad to think of anything happening to her. But so many are driven to unfortunate ends by the need to keep body and soul together. You would do well to hear what I have to say.”


“What do you have to offer? It had better be good.”


Marcello went over to the door and motioned to somebody down the street. Vincenzo caught a glimpse of a man in a coat, with his hat pulled down low. The man stood about five-foot-six and wore a black shirt, morning coat, black trousers, and a bowler hat. He was muscular and moved with a predator’s grace. As he came close and removed his hat, it was the man’s eyes, large, dark, and piercing, which seemed to grab Vincenzo by the heart.


“Il Duce,” Marcello said, “Benito Mussolini, the writer, the patriot, the savior of Italy.”


Mussolini’s work as a journalist and political activist was well-known to Vincenzo, as well as his opposition to much of what had taken place in Italy. Mussolini had opposed the Italian war in Libya in 1911 and earned a five-month jail sentence, but had supported Italy’s intervention in the Great War, earning the scorn of his fellow socialists. He’d written a popular, bitterly anti-clerical novel and a biography of a Czech political reformer, and had been editor of a socialist newspaper, increasing its readership from twenty thousand to well over a hundred thousand. In recent years, Mussolini had moved away from socialism, advocating an Italy free of class distinctions, hoping to raise his country to the levels of its great Roman past.


Mussolini had also been a school teacher, and some of his followers referred to him as “the professor.” He’d written an account of his service in the Great War, where he’d been promoted to colonel because of his mental calmness, his lack of concern for his own safety, and his aggressive fighting quality. During his military service, he’d contracted paratyphoid fever and been injured by the explosion of a mortar bomb in his trench, leaving him with at least forty pieces of shrapnel in his body. As the war drew to a close, Mussolini was most well-known for his statement that the country needed a man “ruthless and energetic enough to make a clean sweep.”


Vincenzo noticed that Mussolini’s stocky, bulldog face gave way to a high forehead. As Mussolini extended a hand to Vincenzo, a smile spread across his face, and Vincenzo couldn’t help but feel that destiny had just put its hand on him. “I enjoy meeting men of steel,” Mussolini said calmly. “Those who will help us build a new Italy, a new Roman empire. An empire in which all the citizens will share in its benefits.”


“C-come in,” Vincenzo stammered, deeply impressed that someone so well-known would come to see him.


Mussolini nodded, walked in, and took a seat at the meal table. He gestured for Vincenzo to sit down. Mussolini sat erect in his chair, like the ruler of a great and powerful kingdom. Vincenzo suddenly felt the house no longer belonged to his family. It was somehow now the property of this man, Mussolini, whose name was becoming known throughout Italy, even in the smallest villages.


“It was his personal request to see you,” Marcello whispered to Vincenzo.


Vincenzo sat down. He hadn’t been in the presence of someone so well-known since his father’s trial. Mussolini’s magnetism was undeniable. It was partly the fine clothes, the way he sat so rigid and proud, but most of all the way his eyes locked onto you, as if there was nobody more important in the entire country.


“I need something very important from you,” said Mussolini.


Vincenzo’s mind raced, unable to imagine what this powerful man could want from him.


“I have a stone in my path,” Mussolini began. “I want you to remove it. I think you’ll be happy to accept this task.”


“What is it?” Vincenzo asked.


“Alessandro de Leone, the Duke du Taormina. I think you remember him.” Mussolini waited, and the faint hint of a smile flickered at the corner of his lips.


Vincenzo tried to remain impassive, but knew the mention of the Duke’s name had made his expression turn hard.


Mussolini continued, “He’s the one who made certain your father was sent to jail where he languishes still. I hear his health is poor.”


“I remember,” Vincenzo replied. “But why do you bother with him?”


“Although illegitimate, the Duke was the favored son of our great King Victor Emmanuel II.” Vincenzo remembered his mother’s stories about King Victor Emmanuel II; how Italy fell from the greatness of the Holy Roman Empire into quarreling little kingdoms, only to be reunited by the joint efforts of the revolutionary, Giuseppe Garibaldi, and the king. Victor Emmanuel II had been a warrior; a sovereign who slept on the same hard ground as his troops during the wars of Italian unification. He’d been awarded the Order of the Garter by Queen Victoria in 1855, a distinction that used the image of St. George slaying a dragon on its badge. After meeting him, the Duchess of Sutherland had quipped that he was the only knight of the Garter she’d ever met who “looked as if he actually would have had the best of the dragon.”


But the king’s royal lineage had been less distinguished. His son, Umberto I, had taken Italy into ruinous wars, only to be assassinated by an anarchist in 1900. Italy was now ruled by King Victor Emmanuel III, a diminutive and timid man so small in stature that he was often referred to as “the dwarf king.”


Mussolini continued, “There was much talk that the Duke should have been made king when his father died, rather than Umberto.” Vincenzo knew the stories. King Victor Emmanuel II had so many bastard children that it was often said he truly was “the father of the fatherland” as it read on his tomb at the Pantheon in Rome. The Italians were a lusty people, and many thought it odd that Catholicism had taken root so deeply in the country, as there was an almost schizophrenic divide in them between the earthly pleasures of the flesh and the philosophical asceticism of the divine. The Italians forgave the king his many mistresses and bastard children, and even took some measure of pride that he was a man who took whatever pleased him. And yet at the same time they demanded that only his legitimate progeny sit on the throne. “That was why they sent the Duke to Sicily, but Umberto had no reason to worry. The Duke never aspired to the throne. In many ways he is a patriot, but a misguided one.”


“And why does this patriot bother you?” Vincenzo asked.


“He’s cultivated a terrible dislike of my party,” Mussolini replied. “King Victor Emmanuel III has already met with my emissaries. He’s agreed to stay neutral when my people march on Rome and demand that I be made Prime Minister. The army can’t be sent into battle without the approval of both the Prime Minister and the King. The Duke means to stop that ascension, possibly even resurrecting his claim to the throne. He means to send the army after me, and I know we would not survive an all-out assault.”


Vincenzo thought about Mussolini’s words. The country was ripe for revolution. The dwarf king, the Lion of Sicily, and Mussolini: it was simple to figure out who would come out on top in that struggle.


Mussolini smiled. “I see you understand my dilemma.”


“Why me? You have a lot of followers who’d be willing to do this.”


“I believe in giving the important jobs to a man who is well-motivated. One who is not likely to fail.”


“And with no ties to your party,” Vincenzo shot back. “If I fail and am captured I’ll just be an angry young man avenging an injury suffered long ago. Maybe they’ll even think it was mafia. You muddy the waters well by using me.”


“Confusion serves my purposes. I will not deny it.” Mussolini smiled, a hint of slyness playing at the corners of his mouth, as if he was a merchant about to make a large sale. “I’m certain your blood burns when you think of Alessandro de Leone, the Lion of Sicily, and how your family was caught in his jaws. Your father imprisoned and your mother’s honor shamed. I know you’ve never killed a man, but I also know you wouldn’t turn away from protecting your family. This is something good for you and good for me. Why can’t you accept that?”


“I can’t be your only hope of stopping the Duke,” Vincenzo protested.


“No, but it is to you I give the first chance,” Mussolini admitted. “I know this would be personal to you and you would not fail me. I’d rather stop him before he ever leaves Sicily than deal with him on the mainland. He has significant support among the generals of the army. It will spare much bloodshed to have him out of the way.”


Vincenzo laughed. “I think I understand. The journey is smoother if nobody even knows there was this obstacle in the road.”


“Your journey will also be smoother,” Mussolini replied. “I’ll have your father waiting here for you when you return. I also promise you that when the Duke is dead and I’ve been made Prime Minister, you will have all the Duke’s property. You’ll be the richest man in Sicily and your family will never again know deprivation.”


* * *


AFTER THE VISITORS left, Vincenzo’s mother came back. “I prayed, Vincenzo. I got such a good feeling. That your father and I were to be reunited and we’d be so happy. Like we were in the old days. And we would be free from worry.”


“Marcello has a job for me.”


Her expression grew dark and crow’s feet formed at the corners of her eyes. “I do not like him. He comes from a bad family. I was so happy when you stopped spending time with him and started working.”


Vincenzo reached out his hands, and she took them. “Mama, do you remember when I was in the gangs?”


She nodded solemnly. “Yes, Vincenzo. I was very worried. I thought you were going to end up a ruffiano.”


“The day I decided to get out, I was fourteen years old. We’d just stolen some fruit from the markets and were eating it in an alleyway. Zappatini wandered in looking for stale food in the garbage. He saw me with my stolen food and said, ‘A Nicosia. He’s just like his father. This one’s going to jail, he is.’ That scared me so much. A beggar and he strikes fear into my heart, like it was the voice of God speaking to me. I decided I’d rather be powerless and starving, than end up like Papa and make you unhappy.”


She smoothed the back of his hair. “You could never make me unhappy, Vincenzo.” She smelled clean and fresh again. During the years she’d been working, there was a different smell to her. It was a musky odor of male perspiration, seediness, and fear. In the times she’d taken to her bed after an abortion, there’d been a sickly sweet smell of death.


“But now I don’t know what to do,” he confessed. “It’ll probably be a long time until I work again, and even then I’ll still be at the mercy of people like Signor Pellegrino. Marcello and . . .” He paused. “His friend has asked me to do something that will change all that.”


His mother moved away from him. “They’ve asked you to do something criminal, haven’t they?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“Don’t do it, Vincenzo,” she warned with a wrathful look. “You were right to worry about ending up like Papa. He’s a good man, but he made foolish choices. When he saw how I looked at that ring in the jeweler’s window, he decided he had to get it for me. He’d been too poor to give me a nice wedding ring when we were married.” Vincenzo had heard the story several times, but she still repeated it whenever they talked about his father. “He thought he could work for the man, but when he treated your papa so badly, he’d just had enough.” She looked away and her eyes began to tear up. “He wanted to give it to me for Angelina’s birth. But his temper, his terrible temper—”


“They’ll let Papa go if I do this,” said Vincenzo.


His mother’s gaze snapped back at him. “They’ll let him go?” she asked in a soft voice.


Vincenzo nodded. “And they’ll bring him back here after I do this thing.”


“They must be powerful people.”


“They are.”


“Tell me this, Vincenzo,” she said, putting her hand to his cheek. “Is this a good thing? I mean, after it’s done, will you be able to face yourself?”


Vincenzo searched his thoughts for any guilt that might attach to this potential action, but nothing came. He had no conscience when it came to his family’s welfare and safety. Marcello was right: when he’d stabbed Lorenzo Debruzzi, his eyes had been cold. His family had been wronged and that was the only conscience necessary. He’d been powerless too long.


“I can face myself,” said Vincenzo. “If I do nothing, it all gets worse. If I do something bad, then good things will happen. It’s the same thing you did, and now we are alive instead of being dead.”


His mother kept looking at him, but he could see the shift in her feelings. She would not try to stop him. She was reluctantly reconciled to whatever he had to do.


“I want you to promise me something, Mama.”


“What?”


“When I go to do this thing, you’ll leave. Visit our cousins in Caltigirone. But tell nobody where you are going. Wait until I send for you.”


“But your father,” she protested. “He’ll come home to an empty house. I want to have a hot meal waiting for him.”


“Promise me, Mama.”


She nodded. “All right, Vincenzo. I’ll go and take Angelina with me.”


Vincenzo pulled his mother close and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you, Mama. I’m going to see Papa now. We need to talk.”


* * *


VINCENZO LOOKED THROUGH the iron bars at his father sleeping curled on the narrow wooden bed provided by the prison. His thin blanket was riddled with holes like an old fishing net. The cell stank of urine because the guards wouldn’t always bring back their chamber pot. It was one of their petty torments. His father had been here for fourteen years and was supposed to serve six more. The nearly bald crown of his head emerged from his cocooned body, and tufts of white hair attested to how the years behind bars had affected him. Vincenzo doubted his father would last even a few more months.


“Papa,” Vincenzo called softly. His father had always gently awakened him as a child. Perhaps Vincenzo could wake him from a different kind of sleep. His father did not stir. “Papa,” Vincenzo called again.


His father opened his eyes, blinked for a moment, then looked at Vincenzo and smiled. “My son, it’s good to see you.” He rose and reached his hands and thin arms through the bars, and the two of them embraced. His father kissed Vincenzo on the cheek. “I was just dreaming about you. You were building a great structure, and we were at the very top. It was not like any building in Sicily. It made me dizzy just to look at you. I think it means you have a bright future and will make your papa very proud.”


“No future is bright while my papa is in prison,” said Vincenzo.


“Do you know why I’m really in prison?”


Vincenzo shook his head. In the first few years of his imprisonment his father had raged against the Duke, but it had been a long time since they’d talked about the Duke.


“Because I was a coward,” he said quietly. “I did not seize those things that were right in front of me. I walked away from fights, stayed with things that were safe, even though it barely fed you and your mother. You should’ve had a stronger father. When the jeweler treated me with such disrespect, I was angry because I knew it was what I deserved. But it felt good to beat him because for once I was acting like a man. All my life I was less than a man. Don’t run away from a fight, because it always stays here.” His father pointed to his chest. “Promise me, Vincenzo, that every day of your life you’ll be a man.”


Vincenzo had never seen his father so emotional and regarded his father’s thin body, his shirt hanging on him like a scarecrow. Vincenzo blinked, trying to hold back the tears because this was always something he’d thought about his father. He’d been a timid man, instead of like stone as Vincenzo thought he should be. But it still pained Vincenzo to hear such words. It was too intimate a thought for a parent to express to a child. Finally, all Vincenzo could say was, “I promise.”


“Good,” his father replied. “You’ll never live in a prison like the one I’ve created. These bars are nothing compared to what I’ve done to myself.”


“Papa,” Vincenzo whispered, drawing new strength from the plan that lay ahead. “Your time in prison is at an end. Your son will be freeing you. You will be going home.”


* * *


THE PIERCE SILVER Arrow moved quickly on the Sicilian mountain road. The driver had the windshield up, but still wore goggles to protect his eyes from the dust. His section of the car was open, exposing him to the elements, while the rear of the vehicle was enclosed, giving it the appearance of an elegant horse-drawn carriage mated to a fast roadster. In the back seat sat Alessandro de Leone, Duke du Taormina, the Lion of Sicily, and two burly carbinieri bodyguards.


The Duke glanced out the window at the countryside and remembered the enthusiasm with which he’d come to this land forty-five years earlier. Then he’d been part of a great government effort to bring the island into the modern age. There had been many mistakes, he knew that, but there had also been much progress, most of it unfortunately lost in the devastation and neglect which followed the Great War.


The snow-capped peak of Mount Etna lay to the north, the green vineyards encircling her peak like an emerald necklace, and below them lay open plains of golden grass. In the distance, Sicilian towns rested on the summits of hills, the better to defend against the invaders who had marauded across the Mediterranean throughout history.


The Duke had to admit that even in 1922 this land remained close to what it had been in the Middle Ages. Infant mortality was high and beggars stretched bony hands imploring the rich passerby to spare a couple lire, while the ever-present specter of the mafia loomed. Sicilians disbelieved the benefits of modern medicine; money destined for local improvements found its way into the pockets of local officials, and those who sought change were often silenced. The Duke had sought change, but because of his status as a member of the royal family he had been largely immune from threat. Instead, the mafia sought to silence those who would talk to him, those who had seen crimes, and even those who had once wielded terrible power. Sicily was a land of fear—fear of poverty, fear of the mafia, fear of the vendetta—and it was a constant from the poorest beggar on the street to the most powerful landowners. The Duke considered his fight against the mafia and for the people of Sicily to be just shy of a complete defeat.


But the mafia did not concern him today. Mussolini and his fascists had declared their intention to take over the government. At the moment the Duke’s car was speeding along, Mussolini and his brown shirts were marching on Rome. Mussolini fancied himself a new Caesar, a new Garibaldi, and yet to the Duke he was unlike any of them. 


For the Duke, Mussolini was a figure like Lenin in Russia, somebody who promised bread and peace and prosperity to the masses, while he merrily marched them to the graveyard. The Duke knew that his nephew, the King, had been so demoralized by the butchery of the Great War and what had happened to Italy in the four years since the end of that conflict, that he was ready to give into Mussolini’s demands, rather than risk civil war.


Coup d’etat, thought the Duke.


The words rolled off the tongue so easily in French. The generals of the army had been alerted to the plan. They were eager to fight Mussolini, believing they could quickly dispatch the upstart, but wanted the pretext of a legal order. 


The Duke was central to this plan. 


He would go to the King and try to convince him to fight Mussolini. The Duke knew he’d always had a special hold over his nephew. And yet, if he could not convince the King to issue the order, he would have his nephew arrested.


And who will be Caesar then? 


The Duke sat back in his seat, thinking of the Prime Minister waiting for him, probably pacing in his Rome office. The generals were waiting, talking quietly with their aides about the plan of attack against the fascists. But even more than the politicians and the generals, the Duke thought of the simple Italian people, like his longtime servant, Salvatore, with whom he’d shared all his thoughts and fears since his children were small.


It was people like Salvatore who had risen up sixty years ago, good, decent, and loyal, who’d supported his father, King Victor Emmanuel II, and Giuseppe Garibaldi to free their country from Austrian domination and a Pope who still believed in the Holy Roman Empire. It was the simple people of Italy who had wanted a country free of both governmental and religious tyranny. They were the ones who had fought and bled to make Italy a republic, and they were the ones who would pay the price if he failed in this effort.


* * *


VINCENZO STOOD WITH one foot on the running board of a black, Ford Model-T and took a last drag from his cigarette. He dropped the butt and crushed it into the dry, brittle dirt blasted by the furnace of the Mediterranean sun. When he exhaled, he felt the pain of hunger in his stomach. He accepted the pain, exulted in it, as a martyr would accept torture from a heathen. The fascists had offered him food, wine, even a woman, but this was a time he needed to be clear-headed.


The Model-T was parked so it blocked a narrow mountain road between Taormina and the port at Messina. To one side was a cliff with a two-hundred-foot drop and on the other, a rocky, scrub-covered hill. The hood of the car was up, as if they’d had engine trouble.


“Bet that damned fool doesn’t even know what’s coming to him,” said Michael Carlucci. He walked nervously in front of Vincenzo, scanning the road for the approaching car. Michael was another man with a grudge against the Duke. His brother was in jail for killing a man during a card game. The Duke refused to listen to his brother’s plea for clemency. 


Michael’s brother swore the dead man had been cheating.


“Maybe none of us knows.” Vincenzo took out another cigarette and lit it. He inhaled, letting the sharp, acrid smoke nestle in his lungs. He looked at Michael; the fraying white shirt, black vest, gray, weather-beaten pants, and wondered if he himself looked like such a wild child. Michael’s face was burned red from the sun, while his black hair fell long and ragged underneath a Greek fisherman’s cap.


On the rocky, scrub-covered hill, the other member of the Duke’s welcoming party had concealed himself. Roberto Bonnini was a tall, strapping twenty-year-old with a scar across the right side of his face and a marksman’s eye. He could shoot the head off a sparrow at seventy-five yards. From his position, Roberto covered the road before and after the curve.


“I don’t like this plan,” said Michael, pacing in front of the Model T’s open hood. He checked that his pistol was still within easy reach. “We shouldn’t be sitting out here in the open. You’re putting us at risk. We should be hiding behind some rocks and come out shooting.”


“You cut with a dull knife,” Vincenzo replied. “My blade is sharp. The Duke has two bodyguards and a driver. There’s a wall of human flesh between him and us. With my plan we separate him from his watch dogs.”


“And leave him alive,” said Michael sharply. “I don’t know why you want us to avoid—”


Roberto gave a sharp whistle from the hillside to announce he’d spotted the car. Vincenzo and Michael rushed to appear working on the engine. Vincenzo strained to hear the sound of the car. In the distance the other car’s engine was humming quietly, almost indiscernibly, with the precision of a finely made machine. As the large motor car drew closer, he heard the crunch of wheels on gravel, the tires spitting out small pebbles as they sped along.


The Duke’s silver Pierce Arrow came into the corner at a fast clip. Vincenzo turned quickly, eyes locking with the driver. The driver rose up in his seat and slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a stop, throwing up a cloud of dust.


Vincenzo lowered his eyes to let the dust pass over him. The car was stopped about forty feet away. Good, he thought. The distance would give the Duke and his party a feeling of security. Vincenzo studied the car with suppressed disdain. 


It looked like the automotive age’s answer to the royal coaches of previous centuries. 


The driver lowered his goggles and with a scornful wave of his hand said, “Get that out of the way! We’re in a hurry!”


“If you would help us,” said Michael, walking toward the Duke’s car, repeating the words Vincenzo had given him. “We would be most thankful.”


The left door of the car swung open and a blue, uniformed carbinieri stepped out with a rifle. He took quick aim at Michael.


Michael raised his hands, affecting a surprised look. “We just need some help with our car.”


“Check him for weapons,” the carbinieri ordered the driver.


A middle-aged man in a suit that made him look like an English butler stepped out of the car. He patted Michael’s sides and the back of his trousers. Vincenzo’s arms were also raised, his expression concerned, but inside he was bursting with excitement. The plan was working.


“No weapons,” the driver reported.


“Check him, too,” said the carbinieri, motioning to Vincenzo.


The driver repeated the same exercise with Vincenzo. “Nothing on him, either,” said the driver.


“See what you can do with the car,” the carbinieri ordered.


The driver shrugged and walked over to the car.


“I don’t know what happened to it,” said Michael, babbling like he was a dim-witted fool. “My master wanted us to go to his sister’s for a case of oranges, and then it just died. The last few miles it was behaving strangely, like a donkey who wants to stop and you must keep striking it. But then it would not go at all.”


“You probably didn’t have enough petrol,” said the driver as he started to peer into the engine.


Michael stepped next to him, pulled out the pistol he’d secreted in the engine, and fired at the driver’s chest. The driver flew back and fell on the gravel road, a scarlet circle of blood blooming into his fancy clothes.


Vincenzo saw the first carbinieri take aim at Michael, then heard the sharp crack of Roberto’s rifle and watched the carbinieri fall. Predictably, the second carbinieri came rushing out of his side of the car, looking wildly about, and that was the moment Roberto fired another shot. 


The second carbinieri was down.


Michael checked the driver, nodded to Vincenzo that the man was dead, and then checked the first carbinieri. He was dead as well, but the second carbinieri was still alive. Michael quickly dispatched him and then hurried back to Vincenzo.


Four shots and three men were dead. 


His team had done well.


Vincenzo’s eyes bored into the passenger compartment of the Pierce Arrow and the dark eyes of the Duke. Through the glare of the window the outline of a figure was visible, proud and upright, not cowering as Vincenzo had expected. Only the Duke’s head moved nervously, as if looking for a possible escape route.


“Why don’t you get out of your car, Duke du Taormina?” shouted Vincenzo. “Or is the ‘Lion of Sicily’ too scared to come out of his gilded cage?”


The door clicked and opened. As the Duke stepped out, his black, polished shoes crunched on the gravel. He wore a crisply starched, white dress shirt, and a three-piece gray suit with a gold watch and chain attached to a button on his vest. The Duke looked older than Vincenzo remembered from the trial, his face furrowed with deep, jagged wrinkles. But there was still a power that radiated from the man, his long dark hair having turned a centurion white. Vincenzo’s breath caught for a moment. This was what a king was supposed to look like.


The Duke looked at the dead men on the ground, and his expression turned pale. “You are an efficient killer.”


Vincenzo smiled, proud of his work. He did have a mind for the attack. “I am a soldier, just as you are.”


“Yes, but in an evil army,” said the Duke, locking his gaze with Vincenzo. “The fascists will be the ruin of Italy.”


“Sicily has been in ruins for centuries and nobody has cared.”


“Are you so certain it is the fault of others that Sicily suffers?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’ve spent most of my life here, but I have been to other places as well. You fight each other so much; when you hate, it is something that lives in your bones, and yet you do not see the path to the future. And now you look to Mussolini.”


“I’m not a fascist,” Vincenzo said as he cocked his rifle.


“No?” The Duke gave him an arch, disbelieving look. The color was returning to the Duke’s face.


“But when the fascists wanted someone to stop you, they knew who to get.”


“Why?”


“Because I’ve spent years waiting for today,” Vincenzo began. “My father is Giuseppe Nicosia. He robbed your cousin, Fabrizio Bufalino. You made sure the judge sent my father away for twenty years. My father suffered, and now you will, as well.”


The Duke puffed up his chest. “Yes, I was there in court the day they sentenced your father, but that’s because Fabrizio was my cousin. I held no discussions with the judge. The judge gave the sentence he did because of your father’s violent ways. It appears the son is no improvement over the father.”


“I protect my family,” Vincenzo snarled. “The fascists are going to make sure my family is taken care of. I’ll take that to your justice anytime.” Vincenzo raised his rifle.


“It won’t happen.”


“Why not?” Vincenzo asked.


“The fascists are only interested in power,” the Duke replied in a matter-of-fact voice. “You’re a means to that end, and once you’ve fulfilled your purpose you’ll be thrown out with the trash. Mussolini once marched with the communists, and now he makes war on them, as well. Now that the communists have caused enough trouble to the government, they’ve fulfilled their purpose in Mussolini’s eyes.”


The Duke’s tone had taken on a confidence Vincenzo didn’t like. It was true that large-scale battles had taken place in southern Italy between communists and fascists. While Vincenzo had no love for the communists, their treatment at the hands of the fascists was troubling. There were reports of fascists torturing their captives, beating them with horsewhips, and cutting off fingers and toes.


Vincenzo straightened up. “Mussolini himself gave me his word.”


The Duke made a dismissive wave with one hand. “You’re a fool. He’ll wipe out anybody who knows about this plan. It’ll be a lot easier to take out your little band than a hundred thousand communists. The great Mussolini relies on assassins like a mafia don. Is that the kind of change you want? He’s a coward who hides behind other people. Say what you will about me, but I’m no coward. I risk treason by going against the King. I may wind up in a jail cell, myself.”


Vincenzo walked over to the Pierce Silver Arrow and swung the rifle butt into the car’s window. The glass shattered. He turned on the Duke and shouted, “Before I came here I went to see my father in jail. I barely recognized him. Most of his hair had fallen out. He’s so thin he might blow away. He’ll die soon, without even getting to share a meal with his family. What kind of son would I be if I turned away from him?”


“What kind of man would I be if I stood aside and watched my country be ruined?” the Duke asked through clenched teeth.


“And what price are you willing to pay to do that?”


The Duke seemed momentarily taken aback. “What do you mean?”


Vincenzo rested the rifle on his shoulder and spoke easily. “Mussolini’s offered to free my father and make me the richest man in Sicily.”


“So we are negotiating?” the Duke replied with a sneer. “You want to know how much I’ll pay to keep you from killing me?”


Michael stepped in front of Vincenzo. “What do you think you’re doing? After what this man has done to our families?”


Vincenzo pointed his rifle so that the barrel was gently touching Michael’s ribs. “I’m in charge here. You’ll listen to me.”


Michael looked down at the muzzle, shrugged, and walked off.


“I don’t ask for any money,” said Vincenzo. “Keep your land and your properties. Just release my father. Then vow never to come after us. I’ve always heard you’re a man of your word, so if you swear it, I’ll know it’s true.”


The Duke looked at the dead men on the ground. “And what do I tell their families? Do you think they didn’t have people who cared about them?”


“Tell them they died in a war,” said Vincenzo.


“I cannot do that,” said the Duke, locking eyes with Vincenzo. “I have never dishonored my oath to help this land. Justice is the only thing that can save you. We must all surrender to God’s justice. We’re merely instruments in a far greater plan.”


“You’re a foolish old man,” said Vincenzo.


Vincenzo raised his rifle and fired. The shock of the recoil hit his shoulder like a hammer. He’d never fired at a man before, but he did not hesitate.


The bullet struck the Duke in the chest, rupturing muscle and bone as it threw him backwards like a slap from some great, unseen hand. The Duke lay on the ground, gasping and struggling for life.


Roberto and Michael rushed to look. A great red flower of blood had blossomed in his chest, but the Duke’s face was calm, almost serene. His eyes moved slowly from man to man, finally landing on Vincenzo. “You’ve done a terrible thing.”


Vincenzo stared at him pitilessly. The Duke had ruined his family and was now suffering. This wasn’t revenge. This was justice. “Another lion is going to come and stop us? I don’t think so. You’re the last lion in all of Italy.”


“Lions are always being born,” the Duke whispered, closed his eyes, and all around the car was silence.
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