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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 collarbone 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 obsessesed 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.
— | — | —
Part One:
Chicago, Illinois—1925
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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 immigrants, 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.”
“Not if you were two pounds heavier with lead, you wouldn’t,” Capone told him.
“Ahh, but that’s the whole point.” That cocky grin. “Mr. Capone, do you agree to put away your fucile?”
“Al, I’ve seen all this. I’ve done this,” Johnny said to reassure him. “He won’t hurt you. He just wants to show you something.”
“What more can he show me?”
“A lot. Please, just do what he says.” And then Johnny Torrio did something very odd—very disturbing. He rose, pushed his chair around to face the wall, and sat back down in it. “I’m not gonna watch. I’ve seen it before and I don’t ever wanna see it again.”
“Rio,” Capone growled, confused to the volcano-edge of trembling fury, “kindly check under the cushion in Johnny’s chair for a gun. Johnny, can you please stand up a minute?”
Rio found no gun. Johnny sat back down.
“Ready?” Dragna asked mildly.
“Ready for what?” Capone roared. He jumped up from his own chair. “Just fucking tell me what I’m supposed to be ready for!”
“Sit down, please. I’m ready to show you. But you must put the guns away.”
“Boys! Put the fucking guns away!” Capone holstered his .45, plopped back down in his chair. “This had better be good, Dragna, whatever it is. No more mysteries!”
Standing naked in the center of the room, barefoot on cold boards, his wrists shackled before his genitals as if to modestly hide them, Salvatore Dragna replied, “We must never expect life to stop being mysterious, Mr. Capone.” And then the air before him—around him—went black and rippled. It was as though a great stone had been sunk into water, disturbing its surface and sending a cloud of inky silt billowing up from the bottom.
“Hey…” said Al Capone.
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“Mother of God! Jesus Christ!” Al Capone bellowed in a terror he had never known as a man, or even as a child, and never would again. In bolting up from his chair he knocked it flat over, and he nearly fell backwards on top of it but pinwheeled his arms. Stepping around the chair, he backed closer to the wall. Men in his presence had been this terrified. He had never understood their terror before and had felt scorn for them. Now he knew how one could fear so profoundly.
The inky gas, so dark and yet too insubstantial even for gas somehow, dispersed or broke up like some ectoplasmic membrane, shredding into tiny withering pieces like tissue dissolving in water. The watery rippling of the air ceased. It all went rather quickly, and it was not the changing of the space around Salvatore Dragna that was so shocking, but how he had changed within that space.
The creature was mostly human, the changes to the body so much less alarming than the changes to the head that it almost seemed the body hadn’t been altered. With such a head, shouldn’t the thing be more stooped, hunched, shouldn’t the arms be long and simian? The fingers were dramatically longer, though Capone hadn’t noticed yet that each finger had earned an extra knuckle. It seemed no taller than Dragna, maybe even no more muscular, and yet there was a sense of far greater power in this body. The flesh was more white, had become translucent like the flesh of a fish. The skin shaded slightly darker on the back, here a scale-colored silvery-gray, darkening at last to a black stripe down the spine. Dragna’s new body was no more hairy and perhaps less so, but the hair looked coarser, thicker, sharp like tiny spines.
He stood upright, tall, as if beaming proudly, wrists still clasped before him. He looked like Satan standing on trial before God. Rio the bodyguard took this comparison too literally, and was crying, “It’s the Devil! The Devil, oh help me Jesus! Forgive me! Jesus forgive me!”
“Shut up, you idiot!” Johnny Torrio rasped without turning around. “You want the neighbors to hear this?” His voice was shaking. He wanted them not to be so afraid, because it made it harder for him to rein in his own fear.
The other bodyguard had turned to lunge past Capone further into the upstairs apartment, no doubt in search of a back way out. Capone caught him by the jacket on his way and spun him into his arms, locking one arm around the man’s throat. Capone held the man in front of him like a shield and hissed, “You cowardly fuck, you gonna leave me here while you run away, huh?” Trapped between his fears, the guard did not struggle to break free of his boss, but he whimpered pathetically.
The guard squeezed his eyes shut rather than look at that face again, but from behind his human shield Capone took it in.
The sparse black hair on the head was like the bristles on the body, only longer, mostly growing up from the dark dorsal band of the back like the mane of a boar or hyena. It was a canine head, and yet with something of the baboon—long and bony, the jaws heavy, the thick throat a knotted mass of muscles and tendons showing under the translucent sheen of skin. In ways it was more the head of a bat, though: the great ears with their odd channels and chambers, dark red veins marbling them. The pink, upturned nose like the flattened leaf-shaped nose of certain bats. Capone couldn’t decide which was worse—the teeth or the eyes. The teeth in the grinning mouth were gray against the white of the face, and all of them were sharp fangs, not merely the canine teeth alone. They were set in gums as dark a silver-gray as the pointed slim tongue that ran over the fangs to moisten them. Capone thought this was a deliberate, teasing gesture.
The eyes were pink within pink—the whites a vein-marbled pink like blood half-stirred into milk, and the pupils a startlingly bright orange-pink the color of a setting sun. It was as though the eyes were reflecting a bright light or fire, but the room was murky.
Capone would not have his guard killed for trying to flee him. As unforgiving a man as he was, Capone couldn’t really blame him.
“I won’t hurt you, gentlemen,” the creature said.
“Fucking God in heaven,” breathed Capone.
“And your guns would not have hurt me. Hurt, yes…a bit. But not killed me, I meant. I was already killed—sixteen years ago.”
“What the hell are you? A fucking devil or what?”
The creature smiled, glanced over its shoulder back at Torrio. “That’s as good an interpretation as any I can come up with, Mr. Capone.” It met his eyes again, causing him to shiver and involuntarily hug the guard closer to his front. The voice was not quite the same as Dragna’s, and not quite human, the difference subtle yet chilling. It said, “I’m not really sure. But I’m not the Devil, as Rio has suggested. Thank you anyway, Rio.” The creature nodded at the bodyguard.
“You aren’t going to make some kind of devil’s pact with me?” Capone stammered.
“Not literally. Not that I know of. Just a business proposal, Al, like any other, despite all this. I had to show you this…side of my personality so you would take my proposition seriously. This is what is called incentive. As I say, as to what exactly I am, I’m not entirely sure. Am I one of the strigae, the demons who thirst for blood? Or am I strega, a witch? A sorcerer? Am I lupo-manero? Is this my true body, now that I am dead…my true self? The demon my sins have made me, the form that I have earned for eternity? I have pondered it for sixteen years.”
“You’re dead?”
“My former life is personal to me, but I will tell you this much. I was murdered by a woman sixteen years ago. She was like I am now. I have had men search for her and they have never found her. She may know what it is she made me. Or she may not know what she is, herself. But I have not aged a moment since my death, I will tell you that. I have been thirty-three years old these past sixteen years.”
To Capone it seemed simple enough. He said, “You’re a fucking vampire!”
The creature smiled and shrugged. “It may be that simple. At any rate, you may in the future come to doubt that I cannot be killed by you. It is important that you realize the futility of trying to kill me. If one of you has a knife, I will permit you to stab me in the chest. You will see that I am immortal. You must understand that.”
Both Rio and the other guard had knives. Neither spoke up. Capone didn’t volunteer them, either. Despite the creature’s invitation, he was terrified that they’d anger it. Hadn’t Dragna said before he changed that if they shot him he would lose his temper?
“Your cigar, then, Al. Pick it up. Press it to my skin…or my eye, better yet.”
“No. I believe you. I believe anything you say.”
“Good. I hope so. But if you should ever doubt it, remember that your friend Johnny tried to kill me once. Didn’t you, Johnny?”
“Yes,” said Torrio. Capone looked toward him.
“Johnny has no doubt told you the story of a meeting under a railroad bridge, fifteen years ago? Men who demanded money of Don Giuseppe Colosimo, your first boss here in Chicago? I was one of those men of the Black Hand. In fact, I was one of the men who went to the bridge to collect the money. It was a foolish mistake, I admit, but immortality can make you rash. I had never had anyone try to kill me again, but I knew from the girl that I was immortal. I knew that much. In any case, Colosimo had called Johnny in from New York. Johnny and his boys met us under the bridge. I was killed a second time in my life…but again I did not really die. I waited until Johnny and the others had gone, and then I left before the scene was discovered.
“I left Chicago until I knew I would be forgotten. I started a fresh, third life for myself in New York. Again, simple Black Hand tactics at first, then I got in with some mafiosi. Never did I reveal my hidden face. I did not know how I might use my secret, at that time. Or perhaps I did not dare reveal it to anyone.
“I eat as you do. I enjoy food as much as I ever did. Though I never feel hungry, I can crave food, have a longing for a dish. I’m sure I could go without eating if I chose. But I tell you, Mr. Capone, I have a singular thirst now that I never had in life. That no sane man in life would have. It was in New York that I first began to satisfy that thirst. Again, I didn’t need to feed to survive, not even in that way. But there was that craving. I was asked by my partners to kill a man; it was their testing of me. I killed him. And I fed on him. After that, I killed others of that gang of men even when my fellows had not asked it of me. I stalked them. And I fed.”
Capone heard his throat click as he swallowed. Dragna heard it also, and grinned more broadly. He went on, “I might have risen slowly through the ranks in the conventional way, and I know that being immortal I should be more patient, but I didn’t feel I should wait for that. I am a special individual, as you now know. I read about you and Mr. Torrio doing so well for yourselves out here in Chicago, and I was intrigued. So I returned to Chicago. Only when I arranged a meeting with Johnny did I recognize him as the man who put a load of buckshot into my chest. And do you know what, Al? After fourteen long years, Johnny remembered me also! He was quite surprised.”
“I’ll bet,” Capone mumbled.
“And it is ironic. I had first asked Mr. Colosimo to pay me tribute, but Johnny stepped in to defend him. And then it was Johnny I returned to ask tribute from. Now, the crown is passed on yet again. And it is you, Mr. Capone, I ask for my tribute.”
Capone didn’t know whether to be enraged or grateful that the matter came down to money. Even after Dragna’s assurances that this was a business proposal, he had thought the creature would want something horrifying from him. His blood, his heart, his soul. “How much do you want?” he croaked.
“Not one lump sum. I want a salary, for as long as you operate. I want a cut. I want what I have been taking…been given by Johnny through this past year.”
“Which is?”
“One sixth of your entire income.”
“A sixth.”
“Actually it was a third of Johnny’s income, since it came from him alone, but where you now own the business totally, I will ask only the same percentage as before.”
“A sixth.” Capone wagged his head.
“I think it’s quite fair! I could be more selfish, and ask for half—or more—but I’m reasonable. You will be doing all the work. Yours will be the shadow I hide in. You have overhead, men to feed, and my followers are only a select few. But what do you need so much money for, Al? My God! From making and selling booze, all the girls, everything, you and Johnny took in seventy million dollars last year alone! Ha! If you’re afraid to lose some money to me, Al, maybe you can cut back in other ways. Stop paying bands in the jazz clubs a hundred dollars to play a favorite song. Al! If you can afford that, you can surely afford to give me a sixth of your earnings to keep me from ripping your face off and making you chew it up and swallow it.”
“Oh God,” Rio whined.
“A sixth is fine. It’s reasonable,” Capone muttered. It was difficult for him, even facing this demon, hearing its smiling threat, to remember to be afraid rather than angry. “But like you say, I got expenses. How do I know you won’t ask for more, later? You ask for too much and I can’t keep things running.”
“Mr. Capone, I only want to be rich. Not obscenely rich. I want to be able to travel if I wish, or to build a house or three houses if I wish. I slaved to earn pennies while I was alive. I don’t ever want to have to slave again. You will die some day, whether by a bullet or in a bed. I will live on…I don’t know how long. I may be walking this world when it’s as cold and without air as the moon. Anyway, men like you I can exploit, if I may be so blunt, may not always exist. Such trees so ripe with fruit. It is wise for me to take as much as I can now, to prepare for the long future ahead. But I will not cripple your business, Al. I will not take so much from you that you have no more drive to continue. And also, I am willing to help you in ways. Not in mundane matters of business, but with certain enemies.”
“You mean…kill them?”
“Yes. The hard to reach enemies. The ones that a person might die trying to get at. I have nothing to fear, in that respect. As long as my true nature does not come under threat of exposure, I can do that.”
“Is this part of the salary deal, or separate?”
“No additional cost to you,” Dragna said magnanimously. “After all, it will give me the opportunity to quench my special thirst, if the situation is secluded enough. I don’t feed on innocent people. I haven’t fed on many people at all over the years. But they were always criminals—whether thieves and pickpockets, or Black Hand, mafiosi and bootleggers Irish, Jewish or Eskimo. Because death is part of our world, our private little bloody world within the world, right Al? We all prey on each other. I can’t kill some pretty young girl like in the stories. I’m no Jack the Ripper. But people like us, in this room. We’re always spilling each other’s blood, aren’t we? But why waste good blood?”
“Will you change back now, please?” Capone said. “You’ve made your point, Sal. I won’t cross you.”
“Should I kill your two bodyguards to insure that they won’t talk?” He was really asking this of the men, themselves.
They answered in sobs and pleas. Capone said, “Whatever you want.”
“I’ll trust your judgment on it. They must not be stupid men if you made them your bodyguards, nor would they be untrustworthy, so I’m not going to ask you to kill them. When we speak in the future, you will no doubt want men already familiar with me to sit beside you. But you see how I put my trust in you? We can make this a very amicable relationship. Johnny and I had an amicable relationship, but he’s been through a lot and he needs a rest. I understand. I’m letting him leave Chicago alive. I want you to remember this, Al. I am a calm and rational man. Or demon. And I hope I will never be forced by you into killing you.”
“You won’t be. I swear it.”
“Good.” A final grin of those nightmarish teeth, spilling out over the lower lip in uneven, overlapping barracuda fangs. Then the nightmarish visage began to ripple, a black mist billowing out, perhaps, from the apparition itself. And when this mysterious display had quickly ended and the mist dispersed, it was again the good-looking and grinning Salvatore Dragna standing before Capone naked with his wrists handcuffed.
“You’re doing the right thing, Al. We’ll get along well, I know it. Let me tell you what any good mafioso will tell you: it’s smart to live more humbly, more modestly, to draw less attention to yourself. I wouldn’t deign to tell you how to behave—who am I to do that?—but maybe you need to have a little less money to swim in, huh? And think of me only as another politician who needs to be paid off, Al. Like so many others. If you want to think of me as a representative of the government of Hell—well maybe I am.”
“If you can’t be killed, why are you bothering with me? What’s to keep you from running the government of the country? Why not go talk to the president and show him all this? Why not run the world? I mean, you know?
“What do I know of running the world? I just want to make myself a nice little living in a very easy way. What more could a man ask?” And Dragna then pulled his wrists away from each other. The chain of the handcuffs snapped. He merely grunted at the effort. “Ah. That’s better. I may look normal now, Al, but the monster is never that far below the surface.”
Capone let go of his bodyguard, pushed him away. He tugged down on the front of his vest to make it taut over his great hard belly. He bent to retrieve his dropped cigar while Dragna bent for his clothing. The cigar had left a burn mark on the bare boards. Now at last Johnny got up, turned his chair around. At this point, Capone thought the pale Dragna must have the best color of the lot of them.
Fully dressed again, Dragna reached inside his jacket to withdraw a curved metal flask. He unscrewed the cap, knocked back a good long gulp from it.
“I could use some myself,” Capone grumbled wearily.
Dragna smiled. “Not of this, you couldn’t. I try to have some on hand for when I turn. Changing leaves me with a much greater thirst.”
His teeth were filmed red.
Rio spun away to search for a bathroom, got as far as the threshold of the room they were in before dropping to his knees to vomit.
Al Capone never would have thought that he’d wish, if only for a minute, that he was going away now with Johnny Torrio—far away to a fresh life, leaving Chicago behind.
He also never would have thought that he would get down on his knees before he slept that night, and beseech the Lord not to damn his soul to an eternity as a demon when it was his turn to die.
But in the months to come, Capone would come to be envious of Salvatore Dragna. This was why Al Capone did not change his destiny as a criminal, as he might have on that afternoon in November, 1925. He imagined the power, the freedom at Dragna’s disposal. And if that was what it meant to be damned, then he would have gladly signed a pact with the Devil to achieve it.
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Dr. Karnstein lowered the stethoscope from Salvatore Dragna’s bare chest. Dragna had been carefully monitoring the doctor’s reactions while he was carefully monitoring the sounds of Dragna’s heart. “Well?” said Dragna.
“Sounds fine to me,” Karnstein replied.
“Nothing unusual? It sounds perfectly normal?”
“Sounds as healthy as a heart can sound, Mr. Dragna. Have you been experiencing anything out of the ordinary? Chest pains?”
“No…no. I just wanted to have a full examination. People should do that from time to time, shouldn’t they?”
“Yes, of course. I was wondering about this, however.” The white-haired doctor tapped Dragna’s shoulder with one finger. “How did that happen?” He traced the finger along the crescent of scarring, leaned behind Dragna to study the matching crescent on the other side. “Looks like an animal bit you.”
“I was a fisherman years ago. We netted up a large shark once, and it got hold of me.” Dragna knew better than to blame it on a rabid dog or such, an animal with only its canine teeth sharp like fangs. These punctures had all come from sharp teeth.
“Terrible. Those creatures have powerful jaws.”
“That they do.”
“You’re lucky to be alive.”
“I am.”
“Well, would you like me to take some blood, Mr. Dragna, as part of your physical examination?”
“Ahh.” Karnstein’s patient glanced past the doctor at a man who sat on a chair in a corner of the room. This man had come here with Dragna, who had asked the doctor if the man could remain with him. The doctor had raised his brows but consented. The man’s name was Dominic Giacolone. Giacolone’s sullen dark face did not change at Dragna’s glance. What advise could he give to his boss? Dragna decided for himself. “Yes, please. I have to admit—I have consorted with, ah, women of ill repute, doctor. It might be for the best if you could test my blood for any irregularities.”
“Certainly,” Karnstein agreed, undisturbed by his patient’s honesty. “That would be advisable.”
Blood was drawn. It would be a few days, Karnstein replied when Dragna inquired into how long before results came. Karnstein also replied, when Dragna asked, that he himself would run the tests and the matter would remain strictly confidential.
“Good,” Dragna said.
With the whole ritual of eye exam, temperature check, the checking of blood pressure and reflexes, the feeling of glands and testicles finished, Karnstein pronounced Dragna in superb health. “You should live a long and vigorous life, Mr. Dragna.”
Dragna looked to his companion and grinned. “Yes, doctor, I think I will.”
But Karnstein had lied. He did not think Salvatore Dragna would live a long life. Due to the situation of his office and his confidentiality as a surgeon, Karnstein saw a lot of racketeers. He knew a racketeer when he saw one. And these days, the life-span of a racketeer seemed as short as that of a man of the Middle Ages. When Dragna and Giacolone had left the office, were descending stairs to the street, Dragna said softly, “I like him.”
“Mm,” agreed the younger, leaner man.
Dragna had been afraid, all these years, to have a doctor examine him. It seemed to be an unnecessary risk of exposure. And what was there to learn, so long as he knew he was immortal? The scientific reason for the immortality? He knew that present science would not even be able to explain that to itself, let alone to him. But when he learned of Karnstein’s legal practice—and his more secretive practice of tending to wounds, venereal disease, parasites and unwanted pregnancies—Dragna was inspired to self-curiosity.
He paused in the vestibule to knot his tie. “It seems I am a healthier corpse than you are a living man, Dominic. Do you trust him?”
Giacolone shrugged. “They say you can. But if he finds out something very unusual he might forget himself.”
“I like him,” Dragna repeated. “I’d hate to have to kill him.”
««—»»
In the suburb of Stickney, Johnny Torrio and Al Capone had established a series of brothels—twelve, in fact. These factories of cheap pleasure employed five hundred women, more than forty to a house on average. On this bright Saturday in September of 1926, Dragna had his man Dom Giacolone drive him from the doctor’s office directly to one of these suburban bordellos. Dragna had come to know, to experience, a good portion of the army of Stickney women over the past two years, but had narrowed his visits down gradually to two houses in particular. And lately, he had been narrowing his focus down even further. To one woman.
Dragna followed Giacolone inside. Instantly women recognized them and greeted them, fawned over them. A stocky blond insinuated herself between the two men, rubbed up against Dragna like an overfed cat. “Hey, Sal. Want to go to the races today?” The women liked for Dragna for take them out, which he sometimes did rather than have them here. When he took them out he bought them presents, took them shopping. Some of these cheap prostitutes now had expensive tweed coats, pleated skirts, and wore the small-brimmed felt hat called a cloche, pulled tightly down over the eyebrows.
“Maybe next time. Is Maura upstairs?”
“Maura.” The blond pouted. “You never bother with me anymore, Sally.”
He cupped her cheek. “I’ll bring you something next time, amore,” he whispered. “Is she busy with someone, or has she got the day off?”
“You want me to go tell her you’re here?” the blond sighed wistfully.
“Please.” Dragna gave her his charming broad grin. The blond headed for the stairs. Giacolone stole glances about the downstairs parlor, warily taking in the male patrons as much as he hungrily took in the lounging employees, torn between his duty and lust. He came here on his own sometimes, but when he came with Dragna he did not indulge in his own pleasures.
He had had Maura himself, but since he had noticed Dragna favoring her he had stopped, without having to be ordered. It was unfortunate, however. Maura was uncommonly beautiful, and much in demand.
Dragna was surprised to see Maura come down the steps fully dressed and ready to go with him only moments later, her own bell-shaped black cloche covering most of her coppery red hair, cut in a short pageboy. She had a suitcase with her. How had she known that he meant to ask her to spend the full weekend with him? He had only had her stay with him one previous time.
She smiled at him thinly. “Hello, Sal. Sorry, but you caught me on my way out.”
“Way out where?”
“I’m spending the weekend with my mother and my three brothers.”
“Oh.” He tried to sound casual, not disappointed. “And where do they live?”
“What the hell is that?” Dragna heard Giacolone utter. Dragna whipped his head to look.
It hid around the doorway to the kitchen, a tiny form, and when it saw that it had been spotted it quickly withdrew. Dragna saw instantly that there was no threat from the little creature, this despite the fact that its face had been hideous. He moved past Maura to investigate.
She caught his arm. He turned to her. Maura’s shaded eyes, a lovely pale green, were grim. “That’s one of my brothers. He came to walk me home. My mother lives a few blocks from here.”
Dragna lowered his voice. “What’s wrong with him?”
“He was born that way. I don’t know, I’m not a doctor.”
“Can I see him?”
“Will you give me a quarter if I let you?”
Dragna straightened up taller, something he wasn’t aware he did when fury filled him. But those who inspired that fury never failed to notice it. In a low, dangerous murmur he said, “I didn’t want to amuse myself by looking at him. I was merely concerned.”
“I’m sorry,” Maura told him. “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. I’m just protective of him. You know?”
“Yes.” Dragna softened as quickly as he’d filled with anger. “I realize that. Can I at least give you and your brother a ride to your mother’s house? Please, it would be my pleasure.”
Maura sighed, looked back toward the kitchen. The hideous creature peered out shyly again, this time holding a cookie to its ruined mouth. One of the women making herself lunch had given it to him. Maura said, “Jan, come on now…my friend here Mr. Dragna is gonna give us a lift in his nice fancy car.”
“Hello, Jan,” Dragna said. He patted the boy on his red-haired head when he came shuffling to them. He crouched down on level with the boy. “How old are you, my friend?”
Jan didn’t answer. Maura said, “Jan.”
“I’m eight,” Jan said in a muffled, difficult voice that revealed his hesitance. He accidentally spit a small crumb of cookie onto Dragna’s cheek. Dragna wiped it away nonchalantly. Dragna noticed that the boy wasn’t quite as startlingly horrifying as he’d first thought. The third eye in the middle of the boy’s face had been painted there in the wide hollow where nature had parted his nose down the center. Dragna touched the dry and flaking paint, glanced up over his shoulder at Maura.
“My brothers paint it on him and charge the neighborhood kids to see him,” she explained in a dead voice.
“Very enterprising, your brothers.” Dragna didn’t sound admiring, however.
“They’re just kids.”
“So is Jan.” Dragna rose and took Maura’s suitcase from her hand. “Let’s go.”
««—»»
Never in prose, poetry or song had Dragna ever heard mention of the metallic sheen of skin. It was like a sparkling silvery lace, finely interwoven into the mesh of the cells, more noticeable in certain light. It was noticeable on the white skin of Maura now, as morning sunlight through the curtains highlighted her arms and legs, making her skin shine silvery there. He nuzzled his face into the warm hollow of her throat, slid his right hand along her outer thigh. The skin rasped softly under his palm.
At times when his senses became this heightened he would experience the sensation of hunger. Feel the urge to feed. He had to squash down that particular desire right now—the desire to release across Maura’s brilliant canvas the beautiful rich paint of her blood. He had never given in to that hunger while having sex, and the urge disturbed him. Oddly, it was more a matter of visual arousal than being excited by the smell or taste of the body. Even still, kissing the thin flesh of her throat at this moment made him swoon. He could feel the hot pulse of blood so near to the surface, and he had to lift his face away, kiss her on the lips instead, where he was safely distracted by the unpleasant taste of lingering cigarette smoke.
He did not want to kill some poor innocent prostitute (a funny thought: an innocent prostitute) to slake his thirst when Chicago swarmed with murderous gangsters. Especially not his lovely Maura McManus. Inevitably, the urge made him think of Maria Vitale.
She had fed on her lovers, he had no doubt of it. She would have fed on him also and left him drained and dead had the monk not interfered. Why a victim died when he was drained and killed, but resurrected as a demon himself if he were only bitten and then killed, Dragna did not know. He had never changed one of his prey into a creature like himself, because he had never simply bitten them. He wondered if there had to be some conscious intent involved in making another like yourself. All of this also inevitably made him wonder why Maria had ultimately let him “live.” Had she spared him because too much noise had been made and she was left with no time to feed? Or had a perverse sense of pity—or generosity—possessed her?
Over a year ago, Dragna had sent Giacolone to Sicily to look for the girl in Palermo and the area, to make inquiries. No sign of her was found. Dragna had hoped that Giacolone would return to America with her, that she might educate Dragna in what he was. If she knew, herself.
Even after all the women he had bedded since, even after Maura, Dragna had never felt the intensity, the power of his one coupling with the creature who had given him immortality.
While in Palermo Dragna had had Giacolone check on his widow. She had dutifully foregone remarrying, still wore black. Proud of her, touched and feeling rather guilty, Dragna had a great deal of money sent to her. He now sent her further great sums of money once a year. He gave her no clue as to where they might be coming from.
His wife would be nearly fifty, now.
He blotted out thoughts of his wife, thoughts of Maria, concentrated his ardor on Maura. He cupped her head, her hair such a lovely silken rust-colored red, glinting with a golden undertone. He dared to lick her salty throat, the brunt of his perverse hunger passed. The soft down of her throat, back-lit by the sunlight, was like a pale aura glowing from her skin. She silently accepted his passion, held him loosely, her heels resting above his buttocks. He wondered, as always, how much this might mean to her emotionally or even physically.
The previous afternoon, when his car stopped and Maura reached for the door handle he had taken her wrist. “Please stay with me this weekend.”
“I can’t; I promised my s— Jan. He looks forward to it.”
“He can stay too, of course!”
“I’m sorry, but he needs time with me.”
“We’ll go shopping tonight, I’ll buy him some things. We’ll have lunch, get some ice cream. I’ll bet he doesn’t get out much, does he? Come on, it will be good for him. We’ll all have fun together.”
Maura had given in, somewhat reluctantly. But Dragna had kept his promise. He bought the boy some toys, defiantly taking the child into respectable stores. He bought him a suit of clothing and they went for dinner in a nice family restaurant. When they returned to Dragna’s house, he and the shy child played checkers with a game Dragna had bought Jan that evening.
That night after Jan was long in bed and Dragna took Maura into his room, he said, “He’s not your brother. He’s your son.”
“Yes,” she admitted. “I had him when I was seventeen.”
“Why did you lie and say he was one of your brothers?”
“Because my mother takes care of him more like a mother than I do.”
“But he knows you’re his actual mother.”
“Yes. He knows that.”
“Are you ashamed of him?”
“No, I’m not! It’s personal, okay? Maybe he should be ashamed of me. And why do you care about him? Are you trying to impress me?”
“Go down the hall to the guest room.”
Maura lowered her head, chewed on her lower lip. “I’m sorry. But it’s personal.”
“Don’t ever question me like that again. You think I don’t have a heart? You think I’m a monster?” Dragna had paced away from her across the room then. After a moment said, “Maybe he touches me because I am a monster. We are both monsters. Freaks. And I can understand him.”
Maura said nothing, though she could scarcely know why this handsome man should think of himself as a monster. She decided he must be speaking metaphorically.
««—»»
The following weekend, Maura and her son were again guests at the house on the quiet suburban street. They did not know that Dragna had purchased this house only a week after his meeting there with Al Capone. Dragna often wondered if Al had ever had men tail him there to find out where he lived. The idea didn’t concern him much; he would do the same thing in Al’s shoes.
On Monday morning when Dragna took his guests back to the brothel he first had Giacolone stop the car outside the office of Dr. Karnstein.
“Jan,” said the doctor, touching his face lightly, moving it by the chin to examine the profiles. “Janus. Two-faced.”
Dragna realized the choice of name at last—he should have realized it sooner. Janus had been a Roman god with two faces, the month January named after him. A cruel or bitter joke? He gave Maura a stern look. She could sense it but didn’t look back at him.
His uncles painted a third eye in the hollow between his actual two, but Jan didn’t have the beginnings of two faces, just one face with improperly joined halves. It looked to have split down the center or never met in the first place. There was certainly room for an eye in the bony cup in the middle of his face, which pushed his gray-blue eyes so far out to the sides he appeared fish-like. The nose was broken into bowed halves which curved up along the sides of the central cup, a nostril to each half. And the upper lip was bisected into a harelip which would have looked extreme even on a rabbit. Jan’s front teeth were crooked, jagged, some overlapping the intact lower lip. He had his mother’s pretty red hair, and freckles, to make the travesty more poignant.
After examining the inside of the boy’s mouth Karnstein said, “I have a book” and went to fetch it.
Maura muttered, “I could look it up in a book.”
Again Dragna gave her a look, this one harsher. “I’m sure the doctor doesn’t see this every day. Do you have a problem with me bringing Jan here?”
Maura whispered, “I appreciate it and all, but what can he do? He’s an abortionist. Anyway, what can anyone do?”
“Well.” Karnstein was back. Jan meekly tried to catch a glimpse into the book open in his hands. “It’s a harelip, a cleft palate. The rarest kind, says here—called a median fissure, right down the middle between the front teeth. It isn’t the start of a twin, like you might think; Siamese twins. I’ve seen harelips before but this is the most extreme case I’ve seen, I’m afraid.”
“Could something be done to improve his looks?” asked Dragna.
“Oh…oh.” The doctor wagged his head at the boy, held up his hands. “I don’t see what.”
“His mother says he gets earaches a lot.”
“Well, children get ear infections anyway, but his don’t look infected inside now. Could be his sinuses, in relation to his problem. You might want to give him an aspirin when the pain gets bad.” Karnstein gave a shrug.
“Okay,” sighed Dragna, “how about his speech? He has a hard time because his tongue is touching nothing on the roof of his mouth.”
“You’re thinking about an obturator.” Karnstein pointed to a passage in his book. “A wooden piece that can be worn in the mouth and cover the gap. It might be a good idea, but I’d wait ‘til he was older. It says here that obturators are frequently swallowed and block the wind pipe.”
“Hm.” Dragna reached out and squeezed the boy’s shoulder. His shirt was off and he was as white as Dragna, his ribs showing through the thin translucent skin. Poor, pathetic creature, Dragna thought.
“I knew it wasn’t the start of a twin,” Maura mumbled as she slipped into her coat. She tugged Jan’s on him. Dragna turned to face the doctor.
“Thank you anyway,” he told him.
“Wish I could help. Medicine has a long way to go. You haven’t asked me about your blood tests, yet, Mr. Dragna.”
Dragna nodded, narrowed his eyes ever-so-slightly. “I meant to.”
“Would you like to speak in private?”
“Need I?”
“No, actually. Everything seems fine.”
“No…irregularities? No diseases of any kind?”
“No. Are you sure you haven’t been feeling unwell, Mr. Dragna?”
“No. My family was always unwell. I was just concerned.” Dragna looked to Maura and Jan, waiting for him to take them home. But his mind was taking him elsewhere. “Doctor, you did the tests yourself. You have a microscope, then?”
“Yes, I do.”’
“Could you run another test for me now, please? I’ll pay you well for your effort. And your discretion.”
Now it was Dr. Karnstein’s turn to grow subtly wary. “And what test is that?”
Dragna put his hand on Maura’s arm. “I’ll need your help,” he told her.
While nice Mr. Dragna took his mother alone into another room, Jan sat with Dr. Karnstein, who showed him some of the less horrifying pictures in his book. He explained the nature of his deformation. Jan only nodded mutely. The doctor needn’t have worried; nothing Jan saw in the book horrified him. He thought these wretched creatures were kindred spirits and was intrigued, even relieved. Up to now, he had been the only monster he’d known.
Or so he believed.
««—»»
Alone now with Karnstein, Dragna stood over the old man’s bent head, idly noting how the pink scalp showed through his white hair like that of a doll. He sincerely hoped he would not have to crush that fragile doll skull now, and he flinched in readiness as the doctor straightened up from the microscope. “Well, this time there is something wrong, I’m afraid, Mr. Dragna.”
“What is it?”
“There’s no spermatozoa in your semen. None whatsoever. In a single drop I should be seeing thousands, and I’ve prepared several slides. Even with a low sperm count you would still have millions.”
Dragna silenced the doctor’s perplexity with a wave of dismissal. “My family…in my family we’ve had some problem with that. Sterility, whatever.”
“Well, not with your father, I take it.” Karnstein smiled restlessly, glanced back toward his microscope again. “It’s very, ah…I am sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry about. I was only curious.”
Now it was confirmed, but he had known. And wasn’t it just as well? To what monster might a dead man give life, or some semblance thereof? It wounded the ego a bit; to live an eternity, but never in that eternity to know the pleasures of being a father, of giving life from your own. And yet he recognized that much of the desire to leave children in your wake was to continue living through them after you were gone. Dragna didn’t need to live on through his offspring. He would simply do it himself.
“We could try again, Mr. Dragna. A fresh sample, another day. If it’s some deformity or obstruction, something that could be solved…”
“Maybe another day.” Dragna shook his hand. “Thank you for everything, doctor,” he said, and he paid the man handsomely instead of killing him.
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The once sedate, archetypal small town suburb of Cicero had been transformed largely by the genius of Johnny Torrio and the brute power of Al Capone into a modern day Sodom. It was as though a pretty and wholesome virgin had been drugged, seduced and painted to become a wallowing whore. Among the many speakeasies and gambling dens now proliferating was one called The Ship, a cabaret with upstairs gambling parlor that was located beside the terminal for the elevated railway. Years later, federal agents looking for a way to nail Capone for tax evasion would find the evidence they needed in one of the ledgers from The Ship.
Also in Cicero was the Hawthorne Inn, the upstairs of which had become Capone’s center of operations. Its former owner, Eddie Tancl, had refused to sell the illegal beer offered by the gangsters invading Cicero. Now his dissenting voice was no longer heard.
Today in the Hawthorne Restaurant, a table by the sun-bright front window was occupied by Scarface Al Capone, his bodyguard (Slippery Frank) Rio, Sal Dragna and his man Dom Giacolone. Al liked to call Giacolone “the Jackal.” Al and Giacolone never applied such nicknames to themselves. Whether Dragna’s group should be considered an independent gang or a part of the Capone mob was a matter of interpretation. Dragna thought of himself as a separate entity. Capone chose to tell himself that Dragna was affiliated with him. It made the relationship easier for him to stomach, than thinking of Dragna as purely a leech feasting on him.
If it were a gang, Dragna’s was the smallest in Chicago. Besides himself and the Jackal, there was only a third member: Carmine “the Fox” Volpe. This man was squat, grim in demeanor, and intelligent. He had owned and managed a small Chicago hotel when Dragna first met him, and now he owned three others. He was Dragna’s accountant. It was Volpe who worked with Capone’s accountants to see that Sal Dragna got all of his one sixth. Volpe had just finished his lunch with these men and begged them to excuse him, their business settled for the day, so that he might get over to the Hawthorne Race Track. Volpe’s other passion, beyond money, was horses—though with him the passions were well intertwined.
Dragna had once again sensed the resentment Capone had for Volpe. That was good. He wouldn’t want them to be friendly. He would trust both men less if they were friendly. Also, that he himself seldom discussed money with Capone these days kept his meetings with him more sociable in nature. Either because of this, or the fact that Capone would not dare show toward Dragna the bitterness that he showed toward Volpe, the two men shared a polite and mildly amiable relationship. Dragna cleverly let his money handler absorb the poisons in the partnership, and now with Volpe departed from them the air seemed to clear a bit.
Capone lit a cigar, Dragna accepted a refill of coffee from their waitress. As the young blond moved away Capone watched her, looking hungry for dessert. “Pretty,” Dragna noted.
“Too old for me,” Capone joked with a grin. Or was it a joke? Though Dragna had never seen anything like it, he’d heard rumors that Al liked his meat very tender. Very early teens. Just bad publicity, or exaggerated vileness? Capone asked, “How do you like ’em?”
“What do you mean?”
“Tall, thin, round, blond, dark?”
“Everything.” The men laughed. “I want to try one of everything.”
“Just one?”
“I want to try an Oriental woman. I want to try a Negro woman.”
“Negro? Why?”
“Why not, Al? You’ve never seen a pretty Negro?”
Al shrugged, not wanting to offend. “Well, you’ve got all the time in the world, huh? I’m just going to fit in as many as I can.”
“You may still beat me, at that.”
“I’m gonna try, I’ll tell ya.” They all laughed again. “I’ve had every one of our whores once or twice, I think. That’s a good start, right?” Laughter. This time Dragna only smiled and nodded, however. He knew he shared Maura’s pure white body with other men, but they were anonymous. The thought of porcine Al naked and floundering atop her inspired a sour stirring in his guts. Al would not have missed out for long on a rare creature like Maura in his stables. Dragna questioned his own reaction. Was he jealous?
Why should he be? Since he had come to know her son, and to witness Maura’s general apathy toward him, she had become less desirable to him. But he made himself remember how she had insisted on spending time with her son rather than spend the weekend with him, that first time, even though it might cost her expensive presents. So what did Maura feel for her son? Dragna’s attitude softened. She must be trying to deny her feelings. It better kept the pain from her, better kept the guilt at bay. At least he could understand that.
Not sure of his motivations entirely, Dragna said, “I like blonds. Not so much platinum blonds as natural blonds…dirty blonds.”
“As long as they’re clean dirty blonds.”
“And the occasional redhead.”
“Oh yeah,” Al agreed, glancing out the window casually.
Dragna’s eyes remained on Capone’s profile. Was that casual attitude natural or feigned? But why should it be feigned? Dragna was experiencing a strange sensation that filled him with wariness, almost a vibration through his whole system of nerves. It was jealousy coiling in him—and more than that, the territorial instincts of a vicious animal. But beyond all that, he sensed a danger imminent. The animal sensed a trap.
He had misunderstood its source.
From outside came the thundering rattle of a machine gun, as if some noisy great locomotive engine were roaring along the streetcar tracks in the street. There was also the rapid clanging of a bell underneath the gunfire. Both sounds were coming fast in a frantic cacophony.
Giacolone was up first but the others weren’t far behind, ripping out their pistols and rushing to either side of the window out of view. Dragna knocked his chair over backwards. Giacolone took a peek out but already the car was whooshing past, the man in the passenger’s seat still letting loose on his machine gun. Police—the clamoring bell mounted on the left made that evident. But what were they shooting at? Were they in pursuit?
Capone caught a glimpse out the window of the receding black detectives’ car as he snatched up his pearl gray fedora. “What the Christ?” He started for the door in his imperious waddle like a flustered landlord, to see what the trouble was in this suburb of the city he owned, several other of the restaurant’s patrons moving directly behind him.
“Wait,” said Dragna. The premonition of danger hadn’t passed with the car. It had suddenly rocketed higher. He leapt, shoving one patron roughly out of his way, peripherally seeing the man go down, catching another man by the back of his collar and jerking him off his feet. When he reached Capone he seized him by the arms, whisked him around on his heels and slammed him to the floor with his own body atop him. By then the second car had begun to fire.
The first car’s gunner had been firing blanks, meant only to draw the curious to windows and doors. This car was not a police car; it drove along nice and slow, and the heavy .45 slugs crashing through the door of the Hawthorne Restaurant were the real thing, as evidenced by the ruin that began to spring up all around.
The patrons flung themselves down, flat on the floor or hunched below tables, as glass blew above them in a crystalline sleet storm. Drinking glasses on tables were turned to gritty dust, plates spun shattered into the air as in some carnival game. On the opposite wall, prints and photos were blasted out of their frames, great holes gouged and pocked the plaster, raising a chalky dust.
And it didn’t stop when the second car had rolled past, because a third car close behind and in no more of a hurry took up where its fellow had left off.
Directly below the front window, his back covered in shards of glass, Giacolone tried to get up high enough to fire his pistol out the window but the onslaught was too oppressive. And in moments it became even more so.
To those civilian observers on the opposite side of the street and at a safe distance, it was something like a parade. Fully ten identical black automobiles pulled up in a line in front of the Hawthorne Restaurant. And when they were all in place, from each of them blazed a Tommy gun in a less than benign salute. One might have imagined the windows were smashing from the sound alone.
The Thompson submachine gun fired the same awesome load as the .45 handgun, roughly as strong as the .357 bullet yet to come. The tendency of the gun was to climb with sustained fire, and it would be two more years before the addition of the “Cutts Compensator” at the end of the barrel would vent muzzle flash upward to help keep the barrel pushed down. The ten gunmen made a valiant effort to control the bucking monsters in their fists. Nearby structures were suffering as well, however, as were cars parked out front along the curb. The guns were also extremely heavy; ten pounds empty, and yet these were fitted with full drum magazines. Some of the men had the fifty round drums, but others had hundred round drums, these in themselves another ten pounds fully loaded. They would have been impractical, unwieldy in true combat, but this was more like a shooting range. One man even traced his initials as best he could across the front of the restaurant, cackling madly.
One of Capone’s own “torpedoes,” Louis Barko, had been walking toward the door to the restaurant to join his boss only moments before the attack. The small army had recognized him. In lunging for the door he had been struck in the shoulder, but he had made it inside and Rio helped drag him out of the way of the entrance, which several gunmen were favoring. The two men huddled together like children.
A woman hunched down in her parked car with husband and son was hammered in the arm by one of the stray missiles.
“Jesus God, don’t let them get me, Sal,” Capone panted under Dragna’s body. They were sweating against each other like lovers. “I’ll give you anything…just don’t let them get in here.” Capone flinched violently as a chunk of exploded coffee mug bounced off his knuckles.
Giacolone lifted his .45 automatic above the windowsill and fired into the street blindly. The recoil at this odd angle hurt his wrist, and the windowsill was so chewed and splintered in response that he didn’t fire a second time. A bullet plowed straight through the wall a foot in front of his nose, blowing plaster grit in his eyes.
“Don’t let them come in here, Sal!” Capone bellowed above the tumult, his fear and rage mounting.
The gunman from the ninth car in the line emerged from his vehicle, a fresh drum snapped into the underbelly of his Tommy gun—a hundred .45 shells coiled in a double layer. Idly he walked up onto the sidewalk and toward the entrance to the restaurant, while two men with sawed-off shotguns scrambled out of the last car and took stances to cover him, and to dissuade any insane people who might be loose on the street from interfering. The machine-gunner looked to be set on strolling into the Hawthorne Restaurant to nail down what was pinned down.
Just outside the door he knelt, however, and clinched the gun snugly under his arm and against his side. Then the bullets in the drum began to uncoil, a leaping segmented cobra. He directed the spray with long, wide passes, squeezing the wooden grips like reins to keep the rearing horse from tossing him off.
A bullet slammed into the side of Salvatore Dragna, plowing into him up under the ribs. He let out a grunt. Capone tried to scramble out from under him, then, panicking, not trusting the flesh shield to stop a second slug from tunneling through to find him below.
Dragna stood up, turned toward the door, letting Al wriggle away free on his belly behind him. Dragna thought that the man outside the door meant to blast his way into the building itself. Al had just begged him not to let that happen. His own .45 in his right fist, Dragna strode to the door through the plaster mist and across the crunching glass debris. Blood spread across his vest, making it slick and glossy. The other gunmen had run empty or cut their fire, leaving it to the man on foot to make the final sweep. The gunman thought that maybe one of the many bullets he was letting fly would find its hidden mark. What he didn’t expect was to see one of his targets come boldly into open view.
Dragna’s arm and the heavy black .45 were already extended, but the gunman already had his trigger depressed. He yanked the gun to the right to level it at the man, even as Dragna opened fire.
They hit each other simultaneously. The kneeling gunman was struck in the throat, the jacketed slug kicking chunks of shattered vertebra out the back of his neck like bloodied dice. They clattered into the gutter, the man’s head folding in on the neck grotesquely as he crumpled. The Thompson clunked on pavement.
The last spray from the Thompson had raced up the front of Dragna’s chest in a diagonal line, like footprints into his flesh. The impact was a mule kick, launching him back a few feet, his feet shuffling fast to stay under him. He found his balance just as one of the men with the shotguns darted closer to the entrance and discharged a load of 00 buck shot.
The volley caught him in the lower left side where he was already hit, spun him down to one knee. But that he was able to remain up on one knee was remarkable. Al Capone saw this as he lifted his head. Dragna had had to place his right hand with the gun in it on the floor to keep his balance. The shot-gunner appeared within Capone’s view then, framed outside in the sun. Capone saw the man fire a second blast as Dragna’s gun muzzle was scraping the floor to come up first.
The second shotgun blast hit Dragna squarely in the upper right chest and this time he could not hold himself up; it was like a firing squad blasting a cripple at close range. He was slammed down onto his side. Blood flew about the room, spattered the floor inches from Capone’s hand. The gun in that hand seemed only to want to hide with its owner and watch.
Al Capone felt an odd struggle of emotions at that moment. Part of him felt horror, terror. His protector was dead. All that money spent, and the monster had failed him in its first real test of worth. He was as enraged at Dragna as he was at the gunmen. Had he only been mortal after all? Had he somehow only tricked Capone last year in that dark little house?
Yet part of him felt grateful. Even relieved. The bastard had been killed. He was free of his shackles. The enemy mobs would never have stolen from him as much as this monster was stealing. Let him die. Not even a monster could survive such wounds. The blood near Capone’s hand was as red and glistening as that which trickled from his own gashed knuckles.
He saw Dragna sit up abruptly, bracing himself with his left hand, while he raised the .45 and fired it, all in one movement.
Capone saw the shot-gunner jack-knife and roll screaming to the sidewalk as the bullet slapped into his groin, turning his hotdog into hamburger. Still sitting up, Dragna pumped two more bullets into the rolling man. He stopped his rolling.
The army abandoned their two fallen soldiers as the first cars in the line initiated the parade into movement once more. One man did try to hook the dead machine-gunner with the front sight of his Thompson and drag him to the open door of his car, but gave up as his car began to roll after the others.
Giacolone rose to a crouch, glass tinkling off his dust-whitened jacket. He brushed it out of his hair as he knelt beside his boss. Dragna had let his gun hand drop but he still sat upright. He smiled up at Giacolone oddly. Giacolone was aware of his boss’s two previous, bloody deaths and had never doubted them, but he had never seen anything like this for himself. Dragna’s shirt and vest were entirely saturated with blood, blood dripped off his hair and his face was speckled with it in a thousand streaking dots. He turned his face from Giacolone to spit a gob of blood on the floor. A patron of the restaurant, seeing this, decided it was appropriate to vomit.
“Weiss-guys,” Dragna rasped. He smiled bitterly, winced.
“Hurt?” Giacolone wanted to put his hands on the man, and at the same time didn’t want to.
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