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PROLOGUS 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the primeval woodlands of southern Italy, something insidious had come to dwell. Drawn across the globe by the sorcery of magnetism and weather, it settled over the seven hills like a draught. Beneath its spell, everything was made brittle and charged.  
 
    It was she who had done this, the woman who came from the sky. Though the tribes that hunted these forests did not yet know her name, her divinity was undisputed. She was the Hunter-Goddess, the Daughter of Storms.  
 
    Bow and quiver resting near her tunic; she floated naked in the cool waters of a natural spring. Shining like ivory, she was a living source of light in the small clearing. Lifting her hands, she let droplets of water fall away from her fingertips. The sun pierced these liquid prisms, creating luminescent bursts that shimmered hypnotically. Gazing down at her from the banks, peculiar looking trees shuddered with excitement. Aware of their wooden-eyes upon her, the woman laughed and rose from the water to expose herself. Beaded and smooth, her body sent shivers throughout the straining branches.  
 
    It was the crack of a twig that gave him away. Disrupting the tenuous spell, the sound caused the woman turned, her feet still standing upon the surface of the water.  
 
    “A watcher,” she said, draping bronze hair over her breasts. “Shy creature—make yourself known.” 
 
    When no answer came, the woman stepped forward, ripples distorting the spring. 
 
    “Come now. Be not afraid. I only wish to look upon you, and smile.” 
 
    Moving silently from behind the cover of a brawny oak, a man revealed himself and came to the edge of the sunlight. Taller than most, he wore a common tunic, bland and poorly dyed. Yet, on his well-defined body, such failings melted away.  
 
    “Well,” breathed the woman admiringly. “Aren’t you a specimen to behold?” 
 
    She batted her kaleidoscopic green eyes and allowed her hair to reveal one breast. Staring blankly back, the Man replied in a low, accented voice. 
 
    “One could say the same thing about you.”   
 
    Intrigued by the stranger’s boldness, the woman put on a smile that would have stayed a lion’s bite. 
 
    “Have you never beheld a Goddess?” She asked.  
 
    The Man took another step, coming fully into the open. The light caught his eyes and revealed their unnatural luster. Inlayed with bands of gold, they locked upon the Goddess and made her shiver. Sensing danger, but too proud to heed its warning, she bent and scooped clear water into her palm. 
 
    “Are you thirsty, stranger?” She inquired. 
 
    “Always.”  
 
    Beckoning for the Man to come nearer, the Goddess raised the offering. He strode to the edge of the pool, confident and unconcerned. Drifting over to meet him, the Goddess inserted a finger into her upturned palm and stirred until the water became murky. 
 
    “Tell me your name,” she said. “From where do you hail? If I am to kill your thirst, it is the least you could do.”  
 
    Close enough to smell the Man’s subtle musk; the Goddess again felt a shiver of danger. His was the scent of a predator.  
 
    “My name?” He said. 
 
    “Yes, what do they call you?” 
 
    The Man allowed a grin to spread across his lips. 
 
    “They call me God Killer, girl. Have you never heard of me?” 
 
    The Goddess recoiled and saw that things had changed. No longer frozen in ecstasy, the trees had become twisted by terror. Suddenly laughing, the Man reached for her. In a blur, she flung the palm-full of murky water in his face and leaped away behind a cascade of brown curls.  
 
    Fading into the forest, the echoes of a thunderclap pitched low and dissipated. Slowly, the Man raised a hand and brought it across his face. Unaltered by the Goddess’s powerful alchemy, he remained a man. A fresh shock of ice surged through her veins, causing them to darken and form patterns upon her skin.  
 
    “Such tricks are wasted on me,” said the Man. “I am evolved beyond them. Try again.” 
 
    Bearing her white teeth, the Goddess vanished amidst a burst of yellow finches. Reappearing nearby, she snatched up her bow and nocked two arrows. Naked and fierce, she fired both in rapid succession. To mortal eyes, this would have taken place between the wing-beats of a bird. But to the Man, it unfolded at a crawl. The arrows tore across the clearing with a deafening boom. Effortlessly, he dodged the first, letting it whizz past his cheek. The second, he plucked from the air and held. 
 
    A rolling shadow passed over the seven hills. Studying the arrow, the Man used his thumb to snap the head from the shaft then tucked it into the pocket of his tunic. Bowstring still humming, the young Goddess snarled. 
 
    “My father is King in heaven! If you harm me—” 
 
    “Your father—” interrupted the Man, switching tongues to the First Language. “He who hides behind storm clouds. Scion of the crooked minded Kronos, progenitor of the Sun and the Moon. I know him well, girl. I fear him not.” 
 
    The Goddess blinked and tasted bitter fear her mouth. Until now, she had only heard this tongue used in the halls of her mighty house. Hurriedly, she gathered her hair around herself, clasping it to her milky flesh. Shifting his gaze, the Man gestured to the trees, and acknowledged for the first time their unnatural shape and size. 
 
    “You are to cease your torment of these simple huntsmen,” he said. “They are under my protection as are all things on the seven hills, and in the valleys, and along the river. If they are to die or be destroyed, it will be at my hand.” 
 
    “Be you—” the Goddess began. “Be you a Titan—escaped?” 
 
    “Dear girl,” smiled the Man. “Even Titans shrink from me. Now fly away—go home to your father, and your brother. This place is not for you.” 
 
    Trembling slightly, the Goddess wavered amid tides of anger, fear, and curiosity. She had never been commanded to do anything in her entire life, and she did not enjoy it. Nevertheless, she was like a child in the presence of a mountain, or a volcano. She had no other recourse but to bow down to it—for now.   
 
    “What is your name, stranger?” She asked quietly. “Tell me, so that I may curse it when I return to destroy you.”  
 
    Smiling sinisterly, the Man backed away and slipped into the shadows of the forest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



I 
 
      
 
      
 
    Greeted by the electric glow of Rome’s city lights, a withered old man emerged from below ground into the night. Turning his back on the entrance to the Catacombs, he went to the corner of a busy road and watched cars streak by like a modern river of metal and glass.  
 
    Sticking out from the dusty folds of his stolen burial suit, the man’s wrists were boney and white, and his feet were bare. Cold and clammy, he had an air of hopelessness about him—an air of death. 
 
    He checked his newly acquired wristwatch and clicked his yellow teeth. Nearby, a Chinese tourist on an iPhone glanced up and frowned in his direction. Though he was unable to actually see the old man, his nostrils nonetheless wrinkled as if perceiving a hint of something foul.  
 
    The old man moved northward, likewise ignored by the headhunting restaurant hosts and doe-eyed tourists who filled the busy sidewalks. When he reached the Via del Fori Imperiali, he turned west and walked toward the staggered pillars of Trajan’s Forum. The crowds thickened, and cell phone cameras flashed in the night. Skirting the spot-lit monument, the old man gave it a passing glance before entering an unnamed alleyway. Leaving the bright city lights behind him, he followed a narrow path into the darkness.  
 
    After several twists and turns, he came upon a small church set back from the alley. Climbing the worn steps, he undid the heavy chains that barred the door, and let them fall to the ground. Inside, the booming echo of his entry bounced off the frescoed walls, and stirred pigeons from their sleep. Glaring down at him, angels clung to the domed ceiling, their wings frozen in flight.  
 
    Shambling toward the center of the church, the old man gazed across the shadowy checkering of pews. 
 
    “Hello?” He called. “Are you here my friend? Are you watching me now?” 
 
    From the darkness, a voice replied, accented and even.  
 
    “Hello Charon,” it said, followed by the snap and scratch of a Zippo lighter. 
 
    In the resulting orb of light, a tall man, impeccably dressed, leaned forward and touched his cigarette to the fire. He exhaled smoke and straightened his double-breasted blazer. In the gloom, his golden eyes shone like undying sparks.  
 
    With a crooked grin, the Ferryman bowed his head.  
 
    “There you are. And look at you—not a hair out of place, not a wrinkle. Time has no teeth when it comes to you, does it?” 
 
    The Man with golden eyes smiled thinly and motioned for Charon to sit. 
 
    “I don’t concern myself with time, Charon, and neither should you.” 
 
    The Ferryman flashed his yellow teeth. 
 
     “It must be easy to ignore the clock when you stay as fresh as you do, my friend. Very easy.” 
 
    The Man shrugged in response and drew on his cigarette. 
 
    “Why have you summoned me?” He said after a pause. 
 
    Charon eased himself onto the pew and stared down at his hands. 
 
    “Well,” he muttered. “You know my business—my trade. This might be a bit hard for you to hear, I think.” 
 
    The Man saw where this was going, and nodded solemnly. Charon dug in his pocket and produced two coins, brought with him on his journey from below. 
 
    “She gave me these,” he stated. “But you know; I can’t take her across—not yet. She’ll have to wait ‘till you’re done.” 
 
    The Man inspected the coins, turning them carefully over before handing them back. 
 
    “Where did it happen?” 
 
    “Er…” faltered Charon. “It happened here in Rome I’m afraid…” 
 
    His face remaining unreadable, the Man stared at the orange tip of his cigarette. 
 
    “I—I didn’t get her name,” Charon continued. “But I could tell she was one of yours right away. I can always tell with them. They have a look—a cagey sort of look, like they’ve been trained to fight all their lives. I used to see it a lot, but not so much any more…” 
 
    Trailing off, he began to stroke his stringy beard. 
 
    “She was pretty,” he offered. “Very pretty and young.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get her name?” Asked the Man, flicking his cigarette into the darkness.  
 
    “Well,” Charon said, hesitantly. “You see—there were things done to her. Bad things.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    The old Ferryman furrowed his brow into a mass of wrinkles and tugged his beard harder. 
 
    “Her tongue was cut out,” he grunted. “And molten silver had been poured down her throat. She couldn’t tell me who did that to her. She couldn’t tell me anything at all.” 
 
    The Man sat motionless for a long moment then rose and adjusted the cuffs of his blazer. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me, Charon,” he said. “For your trouble, you may roam the city until sunup. Eat, drink, satiate whatever hunger you have.” 
 
    “Your kindness humbles,” Charon called after him. “But please—before you go, do you know who she is, this girl? I know you have quite a collection of them—these cagey people of yours. But you don’t seem so surprised by what I’ve told you. Do you know her—this poor girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” spoke the Man, receding up the aisle. 
 
    “And do you know who did that to her—why they did that to her?” 
 
    But there was no answer to this question. The Man was already gone, the door clanging shut in his wake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



II 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity eased off the gas pedal and crossed the Ponte Umberto back into his familiar Roman stomping grounds. At the next intersection, he joined the nightclub circuit and pulled the Benz G500 into a slow moving convoy of luxury vehicles. Crouched behind the steering wheel, the quiet American eyed the other cars with a scowl. In his opinion, such flippant displays of wealth were a poor indicator of character. 
 
    Feeling suddenly aware of his own expensive SUV, and the tailored suit upon his back, Hannity had to remind himself that these were not his things. They were Cosimo Bruno’s things—loaned to him, given maybe, but not his. In fact, the only thing Hannity really owned in this world was a .45 caliber 1911, acquired on the day that he died. 
 
    He broke from the procession of sports cars and turned up the private drive of the Palazzo di Inmortales. Headlights cutting the darkness, he brought the SUV through a stone archway and eased it to a stop. Barring his path, the twisted necks and pointed teeth of a seven-headed Hydra formed the palazzo's outer gate. Patinaed from countless years of exposure, the gate was like some relic plucked from another time.  
 
    Punching in his security code on a bronze keypad, Hannity unlocked the gates. When they parted, he eased the Mercedes through and drove down a lane of manicured hedges and spindly Roman Pines. The grounds of the palazzo stretched out on either side, enclosed by high walls of stone and ivy. Shadows fled as Hannity crested the hill and came into the moonlight. 
 
    Years ago, he had been a soldier on campaign in Afghanistan. He was good at the work; possessing a sort of calm cruelty that had allowed him to carry out actions others would not. Some in his unit had feared this cold indifference to killing, calling him dead in the heart because of it. They were not wrong. 
 
    On the eve of his thirtieth birthday, Hannity had been out with some meat-eaters from his unit. Tightly packed in their stripped-down Humvee, they had each carried drop-guns and wore keffiyahs over their faces. Before it blew, the IED hadn’t looked like much—a bundle of rags by the pitted roadway. Yet when it went, every window in the vehicle had exploded in a shower of fire and glass, and the whole world had flipped upside down.  
 
    Hannity was never really sure just how long he had been out for. When he came to, the smoke was filling the Humvee quickly, and there were bits of gore clinging to the wreckage. Finding that he was unharmed save for few shards of glass in his cheek, he cut his seatbelt and pulled himself out of a window.  
 
    For almost an hour, he sat in the brush, bleeding a little and contemplating what to do next. In the end he decided that he was finished fighting another man’s war for pennies on the dollar. He wanted a new life—a new deal, but first he needed to die. Trading the driver a pair of dog tags for a 1911, Hannity dumped the contents of the Hummer’s spare gas can over everyone inside, and flicked a lit match on the whole thing.  
 
    An approaching glow drew his attention back to the present. Ahead, the lane widened and became a kind of piazza, complete with statues and fountains in the center. Pulling around, Hannity stopped the SUV before the steps of a two-story Palladian mansion, and killed the motor. Getting out, he stretched his travel weary frame, and lit a cigarette. From the entryway above, a man emerged, dressed in white slacks and a loose fitting, cotton shirt. In his mid-fifties, he had the striking good looks of an Italian film star, yet his sharp smile was too wolfish to be considered attractive.  
 
    “Mr. Hannity,” he said in unaccented English. “You’re back.” 
 
    “Boss,” nodded Hannity. 
 
    Strolling down the stairs, Cosimo Bruno held out his hand. 
 
    “How was your flight? Have you eaten? I can have Adalina prepare you something.” 
 
    He clasped Hannity by the wrist and squeezed. 
 
    “Anything you like, my friend. Anything.” 
 
    “That’s alright, boss,” Hannity shrugged. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Bruno stared at him amusedly and put his hands back in his pockets. 
 
    “So here you are at last,” he said. "You must tell me—did everything go as we discussed?” 
 
    Hannity puffed on his cigarette and smoothed his tie. 
 
    “It’s all done.” 
 
    “Good!” Bruno nearly shouted. “But quickly—before we proceed—were there any complications? Anything I should know about?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hannity, carefully tapping his cigarette. “I think I might have been followed. I saw the same face a couple of times—a girl. She popped up once in Greece and once in Tunis.” 
 
    “Ah,” nodded Bruno. “Yes I know. Don’t worry about that—it’s been taken care of.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    Bruno nodded a second time and made a dismissive face as if to say he was ready to move on. 
 
    “So, you have them?” He said. “They are here—with you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” replied Hannity, pointing to the backseat. “They’re in the brief case—eight of them, just like you said.” 
 
    “And the guns?” 
 
    Again Hannity pointed to the SUV. 
 
    “They’re in there too. It’s a lot of fire power though, boss—high end stuff. Hope you know what you’re doing with it.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Hannity!” Laughed Bruno, taking from his pocket the little wooden box he always carried and giving it a dry shake. 
 
    Once Hannity had asked Bruno what was in the box to make it rattle so loud. Bruno had winked and told him it was opium seeds from The Island of the Lotus Eaters. Whether or not this was true, it certainly sounded like something Bruno would possess. 
 
    “Lets have a look, shall we,” said Bruno excitedly. 
 
    Hannity popped the back door and retrieved a simple black briefcase. He set the case down on the hood and unlocked it with a key. At his shoulder, Bruno drew in a breath that matched the speed with which Hannity opened the lid. Inside, held fast by bands of black cloth, were eight strange fossils. Curved like bone daggers and carved with arcane symbols, they shone yellow and naked under the radial glow of the mansion’s windows. 
 
    Thinking of all the hassle he’d gone through to procure these weird artifacts, Hannity gave Bruno a side-long look. 
 
    “What are they, boss?” He asked. “Some kind of bone?” 
 
    Bruno smiled darkly. 
 
    “No, Mr. Hannity. They are teeth,” he said without a trace of humor in his voice. “The teeth of a dragon to be precise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



III 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa Anastasi lived in an apartment that had once belonged to her elder brother. Located between Termini Station, and the church of Santa Maria Maggiore, the building bordered an invisible line that separated the more Eternal part of Rome from the shifting faces of the boroughs north of the tracks.  
 
    Having risen that morning with the clang, clang, clang of church bells, Louisa now stood at the open kitchen window and watched pigeons coo in the courtyard below. Tossing out bits of bread to them, her neighbor Dino sat on a stone bench, and smoked cigarettes.                   
 
    “Buongiorno, Dino!” Louisa Called to him. 
 
    “Ah Louisa,” he said, angling his face up. “Bella Donna! Every morning you redefine my concept of beauty!” 
 
    Louisa laughed.  
 
    “Dino you old fool. You’re as blind as they come!” 
 
    Tapping his dark sunglasses, Dino grinned. 
 
    “True beauty can be seen even by the blind, dear girl!” 
 
    Louisa shook her head and laughed again. Turning from the window, she padded barefoot across the cool tile floor to the kitchen sink. She poured water into her brother’s simple old espresso maker and packed in fresh grounds. Setting it on the stove to heat, she glanced at the clock, then headed into the bedroom.  
 
    As she dragged a brush through her honey colored hair, she contemplated whether or not to put on any makeup. Experience had taught her that people tended to be friendlier when she did. But, most people weren't worth their weight in salt, so why bother pleasing them?  
 
    Black espresso dribbled into a little white cup, and whips of steam carried its scent throughout the entire apartment. Checking the time once more, Louisa took the cup, and went back to the kitchen window. Dino was still in the courtyard, yet his pigeons were gone. Chatting with a woman from the third floor, he offered her a cigarette and lit it with alarming dexterity. Laughing voices and climbing tendrils of blue smoke filled the sunny air. Louisa closed her eyes and breathed in both. 
 
    Behind her, the clock struck 8AM. She stirred and drained her espresso. Using the spare key her brother had given her years before, she quit the apartment, and locked the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa headed south along the Via Cavour, walking toward the church of Santa Maria Maggiore. Crowning the summit of the Esquiline Hill, the old church was one of four Patriarchal Basilicas, deeply important to the religious mechanism of the Vatican. Though not a practicing Catholic herself, Louisa nevertheless felt the presence of God in Rome. Despite all that she had been through, she knew better than to ignore a force that had shaped the very face of her city.  
 
    Cutting up a side street, she checked the time on her phone, and quickened her pace. At 8:15 she came to busy café and peered through the window. Already waiting for her at the bar, a familiar man in a faded brown suit sipped his cappuccino and puffed on a cigarette. Louisa chuckled to herself, wondering if her uncle Niccolò was ever going to retire that suit and finally buy himself a new one.  
 
    Pushing through the door, she skirted the queue of hungry patrons, and made her way over to him. 
 
     “Ah bella,” he said, splitting into a friendly grin. “You’re not having anything? What’s the rush, got somewhere better to be?” 
 
    Louisa kissed her uncle on either bristly cheek and shrugged. 
 
    “No rush, I’m just not hungry.” 
 
    Giving her an all-to-familiar look, Niccolò gestured to a glazed croissant on his plate. 
 
    “Have some of this at least,” he insisted. “Seeing you eat will do me good. Sit—stay a while.”  
 
    Louisa sighed broke into the flakey shell. 
 
    “So,” said Niccolò, watching her. “You’re looking very pretty. You’re on duty later, no?” 
 
    Nodding absently, Louisa bit into the croissant and eyed her uncle’s pack of cigarettes. 
 
    “Do you want one?” He asked. 
 
    “I’ve quit,” stated Louisa. 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    Louisa turned to lean sideways so that Niccolò could fully appreciate the sardonic tilt of her head. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Again.” 
 
    Smiling, Niccolò took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “Such a serious face,” he joked. “Be careful or else it will set this way, like concrete. Then, who will have you?” 
 
    “If you tell me to smile more, you’re going to get slapped,” Louisa warned. 
 
    “You’d strike an officer of the law because he thinks your smile outshines Apollo himself?” 
 
    “No,” said Louisa. “But I’d slap my uncle for being a old pig.” 
 
    Niccolò snorted and picked up his cigarettes. 
 
    “Aye,” he said. “I forget how touchy you are. Maybe if you weren’t such a stranger, I’d remember to watch my tongue around you. You’re hot blooded like your mother—she had the same problem—” 
 
    He caught himself and laughed uneasily. 
 
    “Ah—sorry. You know I’ve never been very good at this whole parenting thing. Forgive me?” 
 
    Smiling faintly, Louisa fixed her gaze on the middle distance, lost for a moment to painful memories.  
 
    “So—” said Niccolò trying to change the subject. “How is your social life these days, tesoro? Are you seeing anyone?” 
 
    Louisa tore off another piece of croissant and ate slowly to buy herself time. 
 
    “I’ve gone on a few dates with a man recently,” she said. 
 
    Snubbing out his cigarette, Niccolò put one hand on top of the other.  
 
    “It’s not your partner Giorgio, is it?” 
 
    “No,” Louisa scoffed. “Not him.” 
 
    “Hey—I like the boy, don’t get me wrong,” shrugged Niccolò. “In fact, I think the two of you would make a handsome couple. It’s just that—I can’t see him keeping up with you; he’s a bit blunt. Anyway, maybe I don’t know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “It isn’t Giorgio,” repeated Louisa.  
 
    “Well,” said Niccolò. “Don’t keep an old man waiting, I haven’t got forever. Tell me about your new friend. What’s his name? Where does he work?” 
 
    Louisa hesitated and looked out the window. A flicker of worry tempered her uncle’s hopeful smile and his detective’s intuition took over. 
 
    “Louisa?” 
 
    “His name is Nunzio,” she replied quickly, reaching for his pack of cigarettes. “He works in the Medical Examiners office.” 
 
    Niccolò swore, and moved the pack out of reach. 
 
    “Gesu Cristo—Louisa why? Why do you do this to yourself?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she countered. “He’s—nice. I like him.” 
 
    “Bugiardo,” Niccolò snapped. “Let me guess—you already have him trained to call you whenever a weird one comes in, don’t you? Santa Maria, you are obsessed!” 
 
    Louisa didn’t respond, her eyes evasive. 
 
    “My sweet girl,” Niccolò exhaled with a shake of his head. “My precious, precious girl. You have to stop this. What happened to Ferro—it was terrible, but you mustn’t throw your life away trying to—to…”  
 
    He trailed off and looked deeply into Louisa’s face. Sighing again he pulled two fresh cigarettes from the pack. 
 
    “I love you Louisa,” he said, lighting both and handing her one. “But, Ferro’s murder cut you deeper than I think you know.” 
 
    “He was my brother,” Louisa murmured. “Of course it cut me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Louisa walked northward along the shaded arcade of the Via Torino. Coming slowly into view through the haze of late morning traffic, the Questura, or Police Station, rose before her. As usual, its austere façade stirred in Louisa a wealth of memories—memories of her family. 
 
    At the entrance, she pushed open the glass doors, and walked across the lobby. Nodding to the on-duty officer behind his desk, she descended a flight of stairs, and headed to the locker rooms to get changed for her shift. 
 
    Assigned to tourist detail at the Colosseo, Louisa was to spend the rest of her day patrolling the crowds, and keeping a eye out for pickpockets and thieves. It wasn’t glorious work and it surely wouldn’t help her chances of advancing to detective one day, but her natural gift for languages made the job an easy fit. Still, Louisa suspected that her uncle had more to do with the assignment than her talent for tongues.  
 
    In the parking garage, Louisa’s partner, Giorgio Stanto leaned against a police cruiser and grinned. Handsome in his blue-grey Armani uniform, he looked every bit the part of the dashing hero. 
 
    “Six minutes late, Little Rabbit,” he called, tapping his watch. “What will you give me to lie for you this time?” 
 
    “My heart,” Louisa shot back. “One piece at a time, over my entire life.” 
 
    Ears pricking slyly, Giorgio opened the passenger side door and held it for her. 
 
    “Get in,” he said. “I’m taking you to lunch.” 
 
    “I already ate,” smiled Louisa, snatching the keys from Giorgio’s hand. “And I’m driving, paisano.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flirting like fencers, the pair took backstreets to the Colosseo. As always, Giorgio was a charming opponent, yet Louisa had long ago perfected the defense of aloofness. Life had taught her that people were impermanent beings, prone to sudden destruction. To let them in was to invite loss upon one’s self.  
 
    She found parking at the Fontana del Colosseo on the roadway above the Metro station. Tucking the keys in her pocket, she walked toward the low wall that overlooked the massive arena beyond. Directly overhead, the sun had grown fat and hot. It pressed the sweat from Louisa’s brow, and baked the old rocks of the Coliseum until they were brittle enough to crack. 
 
    “I’m going to get a Doner,” said Giorgio, nodding toward a Turk in a mobile food-cart. “You want anything?” 
 
    Louisa put on her sunglasses and glanced at the sun. 
 
    “If you’re buying, I’ll take a Coke.” 
 
    Eager to please, Giorgio saluted. Leaning against the wall, Louisa took in the river of human activity below her. Flowing down from the Palatine Hill, it passed under the Arco di Constantino, and collected at the base of the mighty Coliseum. 
 
    A group of muscular men in red capes and plastic breastplates sauntered by, on their way to pose for pictures with the tourists. Reeking of testosterone, anachronism, and cheap aftershave, they eyed Louisa openly. 
 
    “Look at the sexy poliziotta,” one of them called. 
 
    “Fuck off,” she sighed. 
 
    Unperturbed, the leader of the gang broke away from his friends and came over. Putting one meaty hand on Louisa’s lower back, he patted it condescendingly. 
 
    “I am called Ciro,” he oozed. “Like the Sun. What is your name, my sexy poliziotta?” 
 
    “My name is Italy,” said Louisa, lifting her foot. “Like the boot.”   
 
    With a quick, decisive thrust, she stamped her heal down on the man’s exposed toes. Yelping in pain, he jumped back and began hopping around.  
 
    “Lupa!” He called. “Cagna—you bitch!” 
 
    Walking casually over to Giorgio at the Doner stand, Louisa pretended not to hear the gladiator’s angry shouts.  
 
    “Fans of yours?” Asked Giorgio, holding out her Coke. 
 
    “Not any more,” smiled Louisa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa and Giorgio strode among the crowds of the Coliseum, taking complaints from tourists, running-off known pickpockets, and keeping the Roma, or gypsies, away from the monument. By the time Louisa began to feel the need for another cigarette, her shift was only half way over. 
 
    “You want to get some dinner tonight?” Giorgio asked, as they passed under the shade of Constantine’s triple faced arch.  
 
    “I can’t,” replied Louisa. “I know it sounds crazy, but—I still haven’t fully unpacked all of my stuff. Weird right?” 
 
    “I can come over and help. I mean—I’m good at unpacking.” 
 
    Louisa glanced at Giorgio then looked away. 
 
    “What about your girlfriend?” She said. “Won’t she be jealous of you in another woman’s apartment?”   
 
    “Which one?” Smirked Giorgio. “There are just too many to keep track of. None like you Little Rabbit, but many all the same.” 
 
    “Pig,” she laughed. 
 
    “Lupa,” he retorted. 
 
    Walking to the end of the Via di San Gregorio, they crossed the street and began along the tree-lined edge of the Circus Maximus. 
 
    “Really though,” Giorgio resumed. “I can come over and help you make space for your things. I was the same way when my mother passed. It took me years to clean the place out.” 
 
    Louisa studied the skyline. 
 
    “Thanks, Giorgio,” she said softly. “But I need to do it on my own, and at my own pace.” 
 
    Nodding thoughtfully, Giorgio stared at her for a moment then put an arm around her shoulder. Caught off guard, Louisa tensed. 
 
    “Sorry!” Rushed Giorgio. “I—you looked like you needed a hug and—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Louisa smiled with some embarrassment. “I should be the one apologizing to you. Really I’m sorr—” 
 
    Her radio crackled, saving her from further awkwardness. 
 
    “Officer in need of assistance!” Cried a voice on the other end. “This is Seti—officer Seti. I’m at the Ponte Palatino. There’s a—a—a body in the river. We need some help here!” 
 
    Looking up at Giorgio, Louisa grabbed her radio. 
 
    “Ponte Palaino,” she said. “That’s not too far—let’s check it out.” 
 
    Before Giorgio could respond, Louisa pressed down the talk button.  
 
    “This is Anastasi and Stanto. We’re on our way!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rather than battle the afternoon traffic, Louisa and Giorgio jogged to the Palatino Bridge on foot. By the time they got there, the river’s eastern bank already swarmed with men in blue uniforms, and a roadblock had been set up. They slipped through the ranks of morbid onlookers, and made for the police line.                   
 
    “Hey!” Called Giorgio breathlessly. 
 
    On the other side of the yellow tape, an officer looked up and came over to meet them.  
 
    “Anastasi and Stanto,” announced Louisa. “What’s the situation here?”  
 
    “We’ve closed down the bank,” the officer reported. “Crime scene boys don’t want anyone else going in or out. And I heard the Comandante is on his way now.” 
 
    Louisa swore, drawing looks from both men. 
 
    “Uh,” she corrected. “Are you sure we can’t get down there? I’d really like to—” 
 
    “Sorry sweetie,” the officer shrugged. “The bank is closed. Go direct traffic if you need to feel helpful.” 
 
    Knowing better than to get in a pissing match with a skunk, Louisa pursed her lips. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said flatly.  
 
    As Giorgio began to pester the man for more answers, Louisa strode off along the line. Refusing to be shut-out so easily, she kept her eyes on the bank below. Gathered in the shallows, a large contingent of men stood around something, half-submerged in the yellow water. Like mourners at an open grave, they seemed unsure what to do with themselves.  
 
    Louisa halted and stared harder. A chill passed through her, and for an instant, she forgot where she was. She’d seen this image before, mirrored in the crime scene photos of her brother’s murder case. 
 
    A young man in lab clothes, and ironically knobby glasses, waded through Louisa’s field of vision. Blinking back to the moment, she recognized him at once. It was Nunzio, her friend in the Medical Examiners office. She took out her cell phone and dialed.  
 
    “Hello?” Answered Nunzio. “Louisa?” 
 
    “Nunzio,” Louisa waved. “I’m up on the street—see me? They won’t let me through. What’s going on down there?” 
 
    Nunzio turned her way and squinted.  
 
    “I haven’t heard from you since our last date,” he said testily. “You won’t answer my calls or texts.” 
 
    Bolstering her resolve, Louisa put on a sweeter voice.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. Just come up here, and we’ll talk about it.” 
 
    Nunzio glanced back at the thing in the shallows. 
 
    “Well,” he softened. “I was going to call you tonight anyway. Not for a date of anything, but because…listen, just wait a sec—I’ll be right up okay?” 
 
    Breaking away from the rest of the officers, Nunzio pulled off his latex gloves, and trudged up the stone embankment. 
 
    “Hi,” he said when he reached the line. “You’re here.” 
 
    Louisa nodded and cast a careful look over her shoulder to see if Giorgio was watching. Now arguing with the officer who had rebuffed them, he was too busy waving his hands in the air to notice much else. 
 
    “Listen,” said Nunzio. “Even though I’m kind of mad at you right now for blowing me off…” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “I remember what you said at dinner—about your brother. Anyway, you should know, that body down there—that girl—it fits the bill you laid out for me. It’s a weird one.” 
 
    Louisa snapped her head around. 
 
    “What?” She stammered hopefully. “Are you saying there’s a connection? Is this case like Ferro’s?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Nunzio cautioned. “What happened here isn’t as fancy as what happened to your brother. Still though—it is strange. Some freak cut out her tongue, and poured molten metal all over her mouth. We think it’s sliver, but we won’t know until we get her back to the lab. I can tell you what we discover—say over drinks?” 
 
    Just then, an expensive Maserati coup entered through the roadblock and pulled up to the curb. Revving its powerful motor, it drown out the rest of Nunzio’s pitch.  
 
    Down the line, Giorgio stopped arguing with the officer and looked over. 
 
    “Louisa,” he barked, trying to get her attention. “It’s Savino!” 
 
    Head still spinning from what Nunzio had just told her, Louisa was slow to react. Climbing from the Maserati like a tall, flightless bird, il Comandante, Sesto Savino got out and walked her way. 
 
    “Louisa,” he said silkily. “My sweet girl, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Tight and almost plastically smooth, his smiling face was an unsettling mixture of Botox and suntan.  
 
    “Comandante,” Louisa returned with a bow. “Sir.” 
 
    “Oh pish,” Savino waved. “Don’t call me that. Call me Sesto—your uncle does, and so did your father.” 
 
    He put a hand over his heart. 
 
    “And your brother—God keep him.” 
 
    Louisa sighed internally. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” she said. “Savino.” 
 
    Watching them with a confused look in his eye, Nunzio shifted his weight from one foot to the other. 
 
    “And who are you?” Asked Savino. 
 
    “I’m Nunzio, sir. I’m with the ME’s office and—” 
 
    “Back to work then,” Savino interrupted. “Same goes for you Stanto. Stop fucking around and get down there.” 
 
    Giorgio, who had just arrived, saluted the Comandante. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    He lifted the police tape and passed under. Trying to follow after him, Louisa started toward the line. 
 
    “Not you, Louisa,” said Savino. “I have something I want to discuss with you.” 
 
    Heart sinking in her chest, Louisa hung back. As Giorgio followed Nunzio down the embankment, he cast her a meaningful glance and mouthed the words, ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    “So,” began Savino, speaking intimately. “Now that you’ve had a chance come back to work, and settle into things again—I wonder if anything has changed for you.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Now, now. It’s Sesto—not sir.” 
 
    “Right,” said Louisa. “I’m not sure I understand you.” 
 
    “Field work,” grimaced the Comandante. “This—” 
 
    He waved around. 
 
    “It’s a horrible business—really. After everything you went through with your brother, it’s the last place a person like you should be. Don’t you agree? You’re so much better than all this filthiness.” 
 
    “I like police work,” Louisa interjected. “It’s in my blood. The Anastasi have been serving this city for a long time.” 
 
    “The Anastasi men have held that honor, yes,” Savino sniffed. “But I’m offering you a way out of the mire. Come work for me—be my personal assistant. You’d go everywhere with me, meet all of the people I meet—important people, Louisa—powerful people.” 
 
    His hand closed around her upper arm. 
 
    “I can teach you—guide you. You’re very beautiful, Louisa, and smart. It’s a shame to waste such gifts when they can take you so far in life. Why, who knows—you could even be the next Comandante.” 
 
    Keeping her eyes locked on the crime scene below, Louisa held her tongue. Savino leaned in close, his cologne overpowering. 
 
    “It’s what Ferro would have wanted—a better life for his baby sister.” 
 
    Unable to stop herself, Louisa wrenched her arm free and spun on the Comandante. 
 
    “You don’t know the first thing about me, or my brother!”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Savino said in mock protest. “He was like a son to me, and you’re like a daughter. I’ve known you both since you were children, Louisa—since you were a little girl.” 
 
    Louisa made a fist and contemplated using it to break Savino’s nose. The man’s shameless guile disgusted her. 
 
    “You don’t have a future with them,” spoke Savino, nodding toward the riverbank. “You belong with me.”  
 
    Trembling all over, Louisa stared down the Comandante’s covetous smile. 
 
    “No thank you,” she said. 
 
    Savino shook his head. 
 
    “Louisa,” he purred. “You’re not listening to me. Your uncle is in agreement—I spoke with him this morning. This is the best option for you—the only option.” 
 
    He reached for her arm again. 
 
    “I said no!” Louisa snapped loudly. “No thank you. I appreciate the offer, but I prefer to stay where I am, sir.” 
 
    Below, Giorgio, and Nunzio were watching. Dropping his friendly demeanor, Savino turned cold and stepped closer. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how ungrateful you’re being?” He said. “Niccolò and I want what’s best for you, but you’re just as fucking stubborn as your brother. If he wasn’t rotting in the ground right now, he’d probably be proud of you.” 
 
    Faltering, Louisa sucked in a breath. Savino backed up and smoothed his hair. 
 
    “Because I care for you,” he said evenly. “And because I believe in you. I’m going to give you a little more time to consider my offer—time to consider your future. Until then, you’re suspended—two weeks.” 
 
    “What?” Louisa balked. “Why?”         
 
    “Intending to interfere with a murder investigation,” said Savino, lifting the police tape. “Niccolò told me about your little body-boy down there—Nunzio, isn’t it? It’s disgusting Louisa—so below you.” 
 
    Backing away down the path, Savino held his hands apart in a gesture of helplessness. 
 
    “Think of your future—your reputation. If nothing else, think of that.” 
 
    Filled with anger and shame, Louisa Anastasi felt her cheeks begin to burn. Needing a cigarette more than anything in the world, she turned away from the crime scene, and stalked off into the burgeoning evening, pursued by black thoughts.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



IV 
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was cloaked in darkness. Haunted and motionless, objects of strange provenance cluttered the corners, and shelves. Drawn against the night, thick black curtains hung like clouds, blotting out the stars. 
 
    Seated at a wide desk made of old pine and iron nails, the Man with golden eyes—the Man from Rome, laid flat a single sheet of letter-paper. Not quite ready to pen his note, he sat for a moment and smoked. Somewhere in the gloom behind him, the drip, drip, drip of an Alexandrian water clock marked the rhythm of time’s ceaseless current.  
 
    A full day had passed since the Man’s meeting with Charon, and thus far, he had refrained from taking any action. The murder of his agent—his Orphanus, was a brazen affront to his authority, but he could not let himself rise to anger. Many had come before her, most of them suffering equally violent deaths. In this case at least, hidden gains had been made.  
 
    Still, the girl had been a child of Rome—an orphan like all of the others. Retribution was owed. The dead deserved company.  
 
    Closing his eyes, the Man felt the subtle current of time ripple with each drip from the water clock. He drew deeply on his cigarette. When the next drip came, he slowed the outbound rings to a stop, and sank below an ocean of memory.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The winter air is biting and harsh, but the Man does not feel it. Stalking through the woods just south of his seven hills, he follows the scent of blood on the wind. Ahead, the forest thins and a rocky clearing comings into view. The scent grows stronger, making the Man’s golden eyes churn. He breaks from the tangled trees and comes upon the huddled figure of a girl.  
 
    Not more than thirteen years old, she clutches two newborn babies to her waifish body—twins. Rattled by the wind, branches throw streaked shadows upon the figures, making them appear to sway and move. In truth, the girl and her babies are frightfully still.  
 
    The Man comes near, and the girl looks up with great difficulty. Misted with broken blood-vessels, her eyes are dark. Torn from childbirth, and marred by a beating, she is not long for this world. Nursing fruitlessly at each of her breasts, her babies are but filthy flesh, wrapped in strips of the girl’s own Vestal robes.  
 
    “What is your name girl,” asks the Man, crouching before her. 
 
    “I don’t remember, Dominus,” she speaks thickly. “My babies—my sons—they won’t eat. They’re hungry.”
“You’re too starved to nurse,” the Man says. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I can’t say,” she frowns, unable to keep her head from rolling. “I never knew. I think I’m a woman now though, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” nods the Man. 
 
    He holds her face in his hands, watching death draw nearer in the pools of her eyes.  
 
    “I’m tired,” whispers the girl. “And my babies—they’re so hungry. They haven’t the strength to cry anymore.” 
 
    “Give them to me,” says the Man.  
 
    The girl seems to consider this for a moment, her breath coming slower and slower with each thin pull. 
 
    “But the wolf,” she murmurs. “She’s been at me for days—she’s a hungry bitch, and mean too.” 
 
    The Man glances over his shoulder to edge of the clearing where a shadow moves in the trees. 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “But such worries are beyond you now.” 
 
    “Are they?” The girl asks meekly.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Putting a gentle hand on her boney chest, the Man presses firmly. Soon, the girl no longer stares at him but rather through him, all of the pain and worry in her brief, hard life washed away. She slumps to the side and her arms go limp. Catching her gently, the Man lifts away the two dark haired boys, and peers at them. In his arms they are so small that he feels a strange tinge of wonderment when they substitute his fingers for their dead mothers nipples.  
 
    Appearing quietly from the brush, a she-wolf, large and black, growls. Teeth dripping from an unfed mouth, she eyes the Man and then the babies.  
 
    “She is yours,” the Man says with a nod to the dead girl. “But these two are not for you.” 
 
    The wolf whines, and her pink tongue darts out to swipe around the edges of her snout. Tail tucked, she approaches the girl. 
 
    “When you’ve had your fill,” the Man continues. “Come to me. Payment is owed for the meal you are about to enjoy.” 
 
    With that, he leaves the clearing, putting his back to the sounds of snapping bone and torn cloth.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Man inhaled and returned to the present. Blinking away the traces of the memory, he peered down at the sheet of paper. The boys from the clearing that day—the twins Remus and Romulus, had been his first Orphanus. Together, they had changed the world. No other Orphanus since had come so far—until now. 
 
    Selecting a pen from the drawer, the Man began to write. 
 
      
 
    Victis honor.  
 
    My son,  
 
    Tonight we honor the dead. 
 
    One of our numbers has been slain and we must discover why. 
 
    Return to your home immediately.  
 
    Return to Rome where I await you. 
 
    Blood deserves Blood.  
 
    The dead deserve company.   
 
      
 
    Leaving the letter unsigned, the Man inserted it into a red trimmed envelope along with an airline ticket. In bold print, a passenger name could be read beside the flight number.  
 
    Cato Fin, it said. A son of Rome, an orphan like all the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



V 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the first knock, Mr. Hannity awoke to an unfamiliar room. By the second, his feet were on the cool marble floor and his senses had returned. He was in Rome, a guest in the boss’s mansion. 
 
    “Yeah?” He called into the dark. 
 
    The tinkling of china on a silver platter sounded. 
 
    “It’s me, Mr. Hannity,” came the voice of Adalina, Bruno’s maidservant. 
 
    “What time is it?”  
 
    “It’s 10PM,” Adalina returned. “You’ve slept the whole day away. I’ve brought you some espresso and a sandwich. Mr. Cosimo wants to see you.” 
 
    Rising, Hannity pulled on a tight-fitting sweater and went to the door. 
 
    “Fucking jet lag,” he muttered, rubbing his tired eyes. 
 
    In the hallway, Adalina waited, flanked by marble busts of Castor and Pollex. Older than Hannity by several years, she had an obliging face, and hair the color of dried blood. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you,” she apologized. “Mr. Cosimo, he—” 
 
    “I understand,” said Hannity.  
 
    He took the tray from Adalina.  
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Where else? The library of course.” 
 
    Nodding, Hannity retreated into his room. Sheethed snuggly in its leather holster, his .45 caliber 1911 lay on the table. 
 
    “I was sure you’d be hungry,” said Adalina, gesturing to the sandwich. “I made it just how you like—no crust, with pork loin and sliced eggs.” 
 
    Hannity drained his espresso in one shot and picked up a wedge of sandwich. From the doorway, Adalina watched him.  
 
    “You’re very honest when you eat, aren’t you Mr. Hannity?” She said. “When you like something, it’s quite obvious.” 
 
    Reaching for the second half of the sandwich, Hannity grunted.  
 
    “We don’t have funny little sandwiches like this back home. And pork loin is a hell of a lot better than bologna. Thanks for the snack.” 
 
    Adalina hugged herself with one arm, and the golden cross around her neck fell between the buttons of her blouse.  
 
    “It’s pretty quiet around here,” said Hannity, coming out into the hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” Adalina replied. “Mr. Cosimo had me...dismiss everyone last week. It is only you and I left to do the work now.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Hannity processed this.  
 
    “Come,” said Adalina, flashing him a mysterious smile. “I’ll walk you there.” 
 
    Allowing himself to be lead past tablets of Corinthian bronze and ancient statues with missing limbs, Hannity trailed Adalina to the library. Dispossessed of the wonderment that drove Bruno to collect such artifacts, he glanced over them with an air of mild indifference. The collecting was the boss’s side of the business; Hannity’s was the hunting. 
 
    “Entrate!” Cried Bruno at Hannity’s knock.  
 
    Pushing the double-doors wide, Hannity stepped into the library. Lofty and grandiose, the room was a monument to antiquity. Everywhere, bookshelves sagged under the weight of their priceless riches, and the air smell of ancient paper.  
 
    “Mr. Hannity,” called Bruno, standing at the balustrade of a high balcony. “How was your nap? The jet lag seems to have you beat, my friend. Perhaps a drink might help?” 
 
    Sheathed in an expensive tuxedo, Bruno appeared to have just returned from a social event. Clutched in his hand, a glass of dark green liquor clinked with ice. 
 
    “No thanks,” said Hannity.  
 
    Knocking back his drink, Bruno walked to a sinewy spiral staircase and came down. He stopped beside a small, bronze table and scooped up a book.  
 
    “Have you read this one?” He asked, holding it out. “It’s a classic.” 
 
    “I’ve never been in here without you,” said Hannity. “And reading isn’t my thing.” 
 
    “That is a terrible shame, and a waste,” frowned Bruno. “But at least the surprise won’t be spoiled.” 
 
    He offered the book to Hannity in a manner that suggested he was expected to take it.  
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” Asked Hannity, turning the thing over in his hands.
“It’s a Greek myth,” said Bruno. 
 
    “Like the Odyssey?”  
 
    Laughing, the boss put a hand into his pocket and fingered the little wooden box. 
 
    “Not every Greek myth is the Odyssey, Mr. Hannity,” he said. “There are countless other tales with equally interesting things to teach us.” 
 
    “Yeah? So, which one is this?” Asked Hannity. 
 
    “That one is about Jason and his quest for the Golden Fleece,” said Bruno. “Open it to the bookmark if you will.” 
 
    Hannity thumbed through the pages and folded back a strip of scarlet ribbon. He read the page and knit his brow.  
 
    “Seems like this King, um—” 
 
    “Æetes,” Bruno assisted.  
 
    “Yeah him,” nodded Hannity. “Seems like he’s the villain.” 
 
    “And why do you say that?” 
 
    “He wants to kill Jason. Or at least—he keeps thinking about it.” 
 
    Moving across the patterned carpet to the far wall, Bruno stopped in front of an elegantly framed painting of Orion beset by scorpions.  
 
    “Jason and his Argonauts have come to King Æetes’ island to plunder the Golden Fleece, Mr. Hannity,” he said in his perfect English. “All the King wishes to do is to defend that which is his from the foreign invaders.” 
 
    Gently pushing on the corner of the painting’s frame, Bruno caused it to rotate inward on hidden hinges. 
 
    “I hardly think that makes him the villain in this situation. And besides, I thought you Americans were all about protection of personal property.” 
 
    “Yeah I guess,” Hannity conceded, closing the book.   
 
     “Actually, I was hoping you would read a little further than Æetes’ monologue,” Bruno sniffed. “I wanted you to see the part where he decides how he will stop Jason from accomplishing his mission.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Hannity flatly.  
 
    Chuckling, Bruno reached behind the painting and removed the briefcase Hannity had brought him the night before. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my friend,” he smiled. “I’m just giving you a hard time. If you really hate it that much, I won’t make you struggle through any more. Allow me to paraphrase it for you.” 
 
    Hannity folded his arms and put on an expression that said he was ‘all ears.’  
 
    “It goes like this,” began Bruno. “King Æetes knows he cannot murder Jason outright. Zeus does not permit such acts against honored guests. Thus, Æetes must devise a way by which Jason might be killed through no direct fault of his own.” 
 
    “Smart guy,” said Hannity.  
 
    “Indeed,” nodded Bruno. “His plan is simple. He tells Jason that he may have the fleece free of charge, if he can complete three seemingly impossible tasks.” 
 
    Bruno wagged three fingers at Hannity, gold rings flashing in the lamplight.  
 
    “First, he must yoke two bulls who breathe fire and have feet of bronze. Now, while this may sound dangerous—and mind you it is—it’s nothing to a hero like Jason, and the King knows that.” 
 
    Ticking off one finger, Bruno went on. 
 
    “The second task is like the first. It offers no real threat to our young Adonis. All he must do is till a massive field with the two bulls—making nice even rows as if he were planting crops.” 
 
    Here Bruno paused, his eyes straying to the briefcase in his hand. 
 
    “The third task however,” he said with affected seriousness. “That is the real challenge, Mr. Hannity—the real danger.” 
 
    He lifted up the briefcase and tapped it with one finger.  
 
    “King Æetes instructs Jason to seed the freshly tilled field with Dragon teeth. Can you guess why?” 
 
    Smiling at the worried look on Hannity’s face, Bruno came toward him. 
 
    “I know you’ve been curious as to why I sent you halfway around the world for these relics, Mr. Hannity,” he said. “And since you won’t read the book, allow me to show you what the wise King Æetes had in store for Jason. Come, we’re going to the garden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the veranda, the two men descended a classical marble staircase to a white-gravel footpath below. More than a little concerned, Hannity kept stealing looks at Bruno in the dark. These Dragon teeth, as the boss called them, had cost a small fortune to procure, nearly 2 million Euros for the lot. On top of that, it had taken Hannity nine weeks of hard travel just to track them down; the Cyclades in Greece, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Chad, the CAR, the DCR, the jungle. And now, after all that, it looked as if the boss intended merely to shove the fossils right back into the ground, effectively burying 2 million Euros worth of treasure in his own back yard.   
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Bruno. 
 
    “I’m—not thinking anything at all,” replied Hannity evenly. 
 
    Far enough from the mansion that its windows offered only enough light to see the path, Bruno smiled up at him. 
 
    “It’s all right if you don’t believe the myth,” he said. “But you will. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Seeing is believing, I guess,” muttered Hannity. 
 
    Coming to a high, dark wall, the two men stopped. Set back in the thick stones, a wooden door marked the sole entrance to Bruno’s private garden. Hannity had waited outside of this door many times, yet he had never gone through it. 
 
    Inserting an iron key into the lock, Bruno gave it a sharp turn and swung the door open on squeaky hinges. Scattered about the luscious garden, statues stood guard—ghosts in the moonlight. Growing near a fountain in the center of the space, an olive tree shimmered with dangling strips of bent silver.   
 
    “After you,” smiled Bruno. 
 
    Hesitantly, Mr. Hannity stepped through the low entrance and into the garden. Lit only by the glow of the moon, reddish brown above the city lights, the space had a distinctly otherworldly air to it. In the shadows, a kind of conscious presence lurked, making Hannity’s skin crawl. Behind him, Bruno set down the briefcase and removed his tuxedo jacket. Rolling up his shirtsleeves, he gestured to the skeleton of a shovel, leaning against one of the marble pillars. 
 
    “Dig a short trench if you will, Mr. Hannity. Right over there is fine.” 
 
    Sinking the shovel into the fleshy soil with ease, Hannity carved away a few feet of sod.  
 
    “I know I’m not Jason or anything,” he said, unable to help himself. “But do you think that’ll do?” 
 
    Bruno cracked into a toothy grin and ushered Hannity over. Crouching before the briefcase, he popped the clasps and opened the lid. Just as they had the night before, eight hooked fossils leered up, their strangeness a thing of some beauty. 
 
    “Are you sure you really want to do this?” Hannity asked. 
 
    Bruno pulled the teeth from their elastic straps and stood. 
 
    “Four for you, and four for me,” he said. “It’s very important we plant twice as many as we actually need.” 
 
    Hannity accepted the teeth, weighing them in his hand and trying to calculate their exact value.  
 
    “Have faith, old friend,” Bruno assured him. “I haven’t lost my mind.” 
 
    “It’s your money,” Hannity said. “Waste it how you want.” 
 
    Taking a step back so that the moon could light his face, Bruno frowned. 
 
    “How long have you worked for me?” He asked. “Five years? In all of that time, have I ever given you the impression that I am a man without purpose—a man without a plan?” 
 
    Calm but wary, Hannity shook his head. 
 
    “I thought not,” smiled Bruno. “You have helped me in ways I cannot explain—ways you will soon see with your own eyes. But even still, do not let your faith in me waver just yet, old friend. I have a plan...”   
 
    Letting his words hang in the air like a noose, Bruno turned and went to the bed of open soil. On his knees, he pressed the teeth into the dirt so that only their tips were left exposed. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said. “Have faith.” 
 
    Still utterly baffled, Hannity nevertheless nodded. He knelt before the plot and shoved the teeth into the ground. When all eight were buried, he leaned back and wiped his hands. 
 
    “Done,” he sighed. “Now what.”  
 
    Bruno began to sprinkle dirt over the teeth, mumbling strange words under his breath. Eyebrows raised, Hannity tried to maintain a flat expression, but things were beginning to spiral. He’d never seen the boss like this before, never seen him go full-on occult.  
 
     Finished with his incantation, Bruno stopped whispering and climbed hastily to his feet. Pulling Hannity up with him, he turned and headed for the doorway.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he hissed. “We need to leave right now.” 
 
    “What about your tux?” Hannity protested.  
 
    Already ducking through the exit, Bruno waved a hand. 
 
    “Leave it. Come on—now!” 
 
    Hannity eyed the moonlit dirt for a second then sighed and quit the garden. Slamming the door behind him, Bruno leaned on the thick wood and set the bolt. Ear pressed against the grain, he closed his eyes and listened. A few paces off, Hannity took his cigarettes from his pocket and struck a light. Cupping his hand around the flame, he inhaled deeply.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the dry rustle of displaced earth that announced their arrival. At first thinking he was imagining things, Hannity didn’t bother to look up. Yet, when the sound persisted then grew louder, his gaze shifted from the orange tip of his cigarette to the garden door. Bruno had turned stiff, his entire body as rigid as bronze. Rejoining him, Hannity leaned forward and strained his own ears to better hear through the wood. 
 
    “What was that?” He whispered.  
 
    Bruno flashed him a triumphant smile, and Hannity felt his doubt falter. Suddenly, an eruption of horrendous guttural noises leapt up from within the garden. Hannity dropped his cigarette and took a step back. Yips, snarls, and screams poured forth, echoing off the high walls.  
 
    “What the fuck—” Hannity began, but the words fell short. 
 
    Someone or something bashed against the other side of the door, making it shudder. Small voices cried out, morphing from pain to rage as the sounds of a scuffle, just inches away, ignited. The unseen combatants tore at one another until a loud, wet crunch marked the end of their struggle. Dark and reflective, a sheen of black blood spurted from under the door, pooling around Bruno’s expensive shoes. 
 
    “Boss?” Hannity asked, thinking of blunt force trauma. “What’s going on in there? What is this?” 
 
    “Only the strongest survive the first few minutes,” swallowed Bruno. “They are the elite—the one’s we want.”  
 
    More shrieks of pain and anger landed, lapsing in rhythm so that they came in waves rather than beats. Mixing with the shatter of ancient pots, and the bassy slaps of fists on skin, they swelled like storm breakers. Concerned that the noise would attract attention from the street, Hannity started to worry—an emotion he was not fond of having. Yet, just as he was about to turn for the mansion, and his gun, the violence behind the garden door abruptly came to an end.  
 
    Returned to the still, calm quiet of a few moments before, everything resettled. In that silence, Bruno and Hannity stared at one another. Slowly reaching out, the boss took hold of the iron key, still in the lock, and turned it.  
 
    When the door swung open, it was Hannity who had the best view of Cosimo Bruno’s now utterly destroyed garden. Slick with blood and marred by bits of gore, the entire space had been transformed into an exhibit on the art of carnage.  
 
    Unrecognizable as human due to the nightmarish violence that had been exercised upon them, several corpses rested among the uprooted plants in brutalized heaps of bone, hair, ligament, and skin. Pillars had been tipped over, and shards of pottery dotted the ground like flower petals. Only the olive tree, dripping blood from its lower branches, was left unharmed.  
 
    Taking this in with a killer’s calm, Hannity digested the scene. Tentatively, he stepped forward. Something near the fountain moved, making him halt in his tracks. A beat passed and it moved again. Hannity squinted against the darkness. Huddled in a small group, each just shy of ten years old, four alabaster boys crouched in the shadows. Distinguishable only by the wounds they had suffered during the melee, their identical faces were smeared with dirt and blood.  
 
    Hannity blinked and tried to make sense of what he was seeing. Slipping around him into the garden, Bruno patted his arm.  
 
    “Seeing is believing, no?” He spoke. “I told you to have faith.” 
 
    Unable to reply, Mr. Hannity simply stood and watched as the boss crouched in front of the four wary boys and ushered them into his arms for a fatherly, if not bloody hug.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



VI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Flight D3619 descended from golden skies and landed at Rome’s Fiumicino International Airport under. Disembarking the plane with a chattering group of tourists, one man, taller than the rest, cut ahead of them to the front of the passport line. 
 
    “Buongiorno signore,” drawled the woman behind the glass. “Good morning, sir.” 
 
    “Vediamo,” replied the man, speaking in accented Italian. “We’ll see.”                
 
    The customs officer looked up and eyed him critically. In his late twenties, he had jet-black hair and a pallid complexion that spoke of grey skies and little sun. 
 
    “Passaporto,” she sighed, then in English. “Passport please.” 
 
    The man flicked an eyebrow at her and produced an American passport.  
 
    “I can speak Italian,” he said  
 
    The customs officer flared her nostrils as if to say she doubted the validity of that statement, and peered at his information.  
 
    “Is that really your name?” She smirked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said the American. “And it’s pronounced K-toe, not Cat-o.” 
 
    Punching the passport with her stamp, the woman shoved it back under the glass.              “I know that, Mr. Fin!” She snapped. “Cato is a Roman name and we are in Rome in case you’d forgotten. Now have a good morning.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    … 
 
      
 
     
 
    Riding the escalator down to baggage claim, Cato Fin surveyed the scores of travelers flooding about on the landing. It was early still, too early for people to be this active. Then again, airports were places where such notions didn’t apply. All clocks were correct, regardless of the hour. For Cato, this meant he was on Seattle time—home time.                
 
    With nothing waiting for him on the carousal, he followed signs to the train, but arrived just as the last car was rattling off. Cursing his bad luck, he stood and watched the train fade away toward the city. When it was out of sight, he felt an edge of nervousness creep in.  
 
    Glancing around the empty platform, Cato spotted a small tabacchi situated in the far corner. He smiled with relief, and checked his pockets. Fishing out the wallet he’d lifted from a businessman on his last flight, he found a wad of colorful Euro and some soon to be deactivated credit cards. Casually, lest the cameras catch anything incriminating, Cato pocketed the cash and ditched the rest in a waste bin.  
 
    “Buongiorno,” said the tabacchi clerk, not bothering to look up from his cell phone.               
 
    Cato approached the counter.  
 
    “Sigarette?”  
 
    The clerk squinted at him for a moment then shrugged and tipped his head toward a display case. 
 
    “What brand you want?” He asked in English. “I have American Marlboro.”   
 
    Cato made a face and tapped the glass. 
 
    “How about those?” 
Still squinting, the clerk leaned in to see where he was pointing. When his attention was diverted, Cato deftly plucked a lighter from an arrangement near the register and put it in his pocket. 
 
    “These are Nazionali,” said the clerk. “Maybe you want Marlboro?”  
 
    “Nah,” smiled Cato. “I’ll try those.” 
 
    Back on the platform, he shook a cigarette free and lit it with the lighter he’d stolen. Enjoying the duel rush of nicotine and petty theft, he passed under a Vietato Fumare sign and paused to blow smoke rings at it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four cigarettes, and fifteen minutes later, the 5AM train bound for Termini Station arrived with a clatter. Boarding with two-dozen other riders, Cato found a spot by the window and sat alone. As the train gained speed, he watched the graffiti covered apartment buildings and tenement blocks of the new Rome skate past. Bored by the urban slideshow, his attention began to wander, and his thoughts turned to the letter in his bag.  
 
    Cato took it out and stared at it. Written in the same familiar hand that only appeared on or around his birthday, it was sparsely worded, and poetically ominous.  
 
      
 
    Victis honor.  
 
    My son,  
 
    Tonight we honor the dead. 
 
    One of our numbers has been slain and we must discover why. 
 
    Return to your home immediately.  
 
    Return to Rome where I await you. 
 
    Blood deserves Blood.  
 
    The dead deserve company. 
 
      
 
    A blank space marked the spot where there should have been a signature, yet Cato didn’t need one to know whom the letter was from. It was his Benefactor, the Man from Rome.  
 
    The train swayed gently, and Cato ran a thumb across the letter’s raised wording. He’d never received anything like this from his Benefactor before. He’d never been summoned. Feeling nervous again, he reread the letter in the hopes that doing so would set his mind at ease. It didn’t.  
 
    Though Cato hadn’t actually laid eyes on his Benefactor since he was six years old, he hardly went a day without thinking about the man. Corallina, his adopted mother, had seen to that. Tucking Cato in each night as a boy, she had set his mind on fire with tall tales meant to illicit wonder and awe. To hear it from her, the Benefactor was a living legend, a man who never wasn’t there, a God—the oldest of all the Gods.                 
 
    ‘You have to grow up fast, Cato,’ she’d said. ‘You have to get tough. Because someday, he’s going to need you, and you better be ready when he does.’ 
 
    Still echoing in Cato’s memory, Corallina’s warning perplexed him now more than ever. The strange letter had come in a blank envelope, appearing just inside the doorway of an apartment he subletted under a fake name. Whether or not this lent any credence to Corallina’s wild beliefs, Cato couldn’t say for sure. Thankfully, besides filling his head with delusions and myths, she had also taught him a thing or two about taking care of himself.  
 
    “Stazione Termini,” announced the train’s loudspeaker.   
 
    A platform materialized and the train came to a stop with a pneumatic hiss. Cato stepped off and joined the ranks of early morning business commuters. Slowly making his way through the crowd, he kept one hand free. Scanning the pockets of those around him, he used the crush of people to hide his probing fingers. He found what he was looking for, a cell phone, and slipped it into his own pocket. Just as Corallina had taught him, he did not look back. 
 
    ‘Never let the mark see your face,’ she had said. ‘What they don’t know can’t hurt you.’ 
 
    Cato climbed a wide set of stairs to the station’s main level. There, the flow of human traffic came from a different direction. Shoving his way outside, Cato exited the station onto the Via Giovanni Giolitti.  
 
    Cars filled the street and people bustled by on the sidewalk. Coursing with the ubiquitous pulse of a modern city, the scene reminded Cato of home. He was comfortable in cities, confident in them even. Packed with places to hide and crowds to vanish among, they were the ideal environments for someone with his upbringing.  
 
    Lighting a cigarette, Cato took a long, hard drag, and peered down the street. Parked a short ways-off, a cobalt blue Bentley idled quietly, its windshield reflecting back the pink rays of the morning sun. Smarter than to think nothing of the car, Cato pretended he hadn’t seen it and strolled up the block. The car edged along to draw level with him. 
 
    “You are Mr. Cato, no?” Came a thickly accented voice from within. 
 
    Primed to run, Cato looked inside the leather cockpit. Sitting behind the steering wheel, a paunchy man of about forty met his gaze. Not the Benefactor, but rather an overly tanned Greek, the driver had long, wavy hair and gold chains around his wrists.  
 
    “I am sent to get you,” he smiled, revealing a mouth full of gold teeth. “Get in” 
 
    Taking a moment, Cato studied the street, then returned his eyes to the Greek. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” he said at last. 
 
    “So?” The man shrugged. “I am not know you too. I am just told, ‘go get Cato’ so here I am.” 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    “Who you think?” 
 
    Cato nodded slowly, watching the man’s face for signs of malice. Having spent years in the company of crooks and criminals, he knew how easy it was for dangerous people to mask their true nature. He was one of them. 
 
    “Why didn’t he come get me himself?” 
 
    At this the Greek chuckled and rubbed the wheel with his fat fingers. 
 
    “He cooking. Now come get in—you have breakfast.” 
 
     Taking another drag, Cato issued a reluctant sigh and nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
      
 
    In the back seat, Cato was treated to a much different version of Rome than the one he had seen from the train. Instead of apartment buildings and commercial offices, churches, medieval ruins, and ancient marble statues now dominated the landscape. Gone was any semblance of the ubiquitous modern city, replaced by a shifting leviathan whose very face was history itself.  
 
    Cato fumbled with his cigarettes, striking a light. He needed to calm down, needed to get a hold of himself. Agitation made him impulsive and dangerous. Corallina had often warned him of this.   
 
    He cracked his window and exhaled a thin stream of smoke. Glancing toward the driver, he caught the man watching him in the rearview mirror.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Hey, excuse me—sucsi.” 
 
    “Yes?” Replied the Greek, not looking at Cato’s reflection any longer. “What you need?” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Cato asked. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “What I said,” grinned the Greek. “Breakfast.” 
 
    “And he is going to be there?” Cato pressed. “Do you know who he is? Do you know him?” 
 
    The Driver’s eyes shifted to the mirror again. 
 
    “My English,” he said, flopping one wrist back and forth. “It’s no so good. You just sit. Breakfast soon, okay?” 
 
    “I speak Italian,” Cato offered. “Does that work better for you?” 
 
    Repeating his halfhearted hand gesture, the Greek smiled uneasily. 
 
    “You sit,” he said again. “Breakfast soon.”  
 
    Cato bit his lip and leaned back, an exasperated sigh slowly hissing between his teeth. He didn’t like this, not one bit. It was way too blind, way too mysterious. Back home, he never would have stood for this. But then again, he wasn’t back home. He was in Rome.  
 
    Dragging on his cigarette, Cato reread the letter for the millionth time. When nothing new revealed itself, he stared out the window and watched monuments pass by like a flipbook of postcards. In the rearview mirror, the Greek was eyeing him again.  
 
    Eventually, they came to the Tiber River, and crossed over it on a stone bridge. Disquieted by the river’s twisting, yellow waters, Cato shivered internally. As a boy, he had grown up in a place where water was always clean—grey, blue, or green. To see it so murky and full of hidden currents spoke volumes about his general feelings toward this day.  
 
    At the wide Via di Conciliazione, Cato barely had a chance to glimpse Vatican City—waiting at the end of the road—before the Greek swung the car right and drove north along the river. After a few blocks, they turned again, only this time it was left, up a narrow side-street. Soon dead-ending, the street split off into two unnamed alleys, more foot paths than actual roadways.  
 
    “Okay,” announced the Greek. “You go.” 
 
    He pointed to a small café by the split. Cato looked at it and frowned. White painters cloth hung in every window and a hand-written sign was taped to the outside of the door. 
 
    “There?”  
 
    “Si,” the driver nodded. “You go.” 
 
    Cato popped his door open and rose slowly into the crisp morning air. He assessed the scene, studying it like a puzzle. 
 
    ‘Only fools rush in,’ Corallina had taught him. ‘Don’t be a fool, Cato.’ 
 
    “You go,” waved the Greek. 
 
    With calm, if not, measured strides, Cato crossed the cobblestones and approached the café’s entrance. He tried the knob and found it unlocked. Tossing a glace back at the Bentley, he saw the driver grin and give him a meaty thumbs-up.  
 
    Light filtered in through the painters cloth, becoming diffused and shallow. As if in preparation for a slaughter, the floor was covered in newspaper, and the tables were draped with black plastic. Overhead, the light fixtures had been removed so that their wires dangled in stringy noose-like clumps.  
 
    Taking all of this in, Cato let the door swing shut behind him. The latch gave an audible click, and was instantly echoed by the snap of a Zippo lighter. Cato started with surprise and turned. In the far corner of the room, a candle had been lit, casting illumination upon a table laden with food. Already seated and waiting for him, a man in a three-piece chestnut suit smiled through the blue haze of his cigarette.  
 
    Cato blinked, and a pair of golden-eyes blinked back at him. Like memory made manifest, the Benefactor’s unmistakable face came into view. Cato gaped. 
 
    “But—but—you look—” 
 
    Tapping his cigarette into an ashtray, the Benefactor held up a hand for silence. Cato faltered and the words died in his throat. 
 
    “Before you finish that sentence,” spoke the Benefactor. “May I interject a simple request?” 
 
    Physically shaken by the timbre of the Man’s voice, Cato did all that he could just to nod.  
 
     “I can see that you are…disturbed by me, Cato—disturbed by what you see. Yet I beg of you, please refrain from uttering that which I have heard more times than I care to remember. Spare history the doom of repetition.”  
 
    Hypnotized, Cato felt as if he couldn’t move, as if he almost couldn’t breath. Smiling, the Man gestured to an empty chair across the table from him. 
 
    “Sit, please.”
Cato tried to look away, tried to turn his head, but the Man had grown incandescent in the gloom. His eyes shone unnaturally, boring into Cato and compelling him to do as he was told.  
 
    “I know you have many questions, my son,” said the Man. “But your breakfast is getting cold and I took some pains to prepare the way you like. Sit. Eat. Please.” 
 
    Cato felt himself pulled forward, one foot shuffling in front of the other like a prisoner in a chain gang. He reached the table and grasped the back of his chair for support. Before him, a spread of soft-boiled eggs, toast, cheese, cured ham, and coffee, steamed enticingly. 
 
    “Why—why haven’t you aged?” He whispered, glancing at the Man. “I mean—Jesus Christ, you look exactly the same.” 
 
    Using the back of a butter knife, the Man cracked the top from his soft-boiled egg and laid bare the liquid yoke. He dipped a spear of toast into the creamy filling and stirred it.  
 
    “Is that really the question you want to ask me?”  
 
    Cato hovered, unsure how to answer. 
 
    “Sit,” ordered the Man.  
 
    Cato sat. 
 
    “I can sympathize with what you are feeling,” said the Man. “It’s been too long since we’ve seen one another or even spoken. For that, I am sorry. Most are given time to get used to my condition, but unfortunately, time is not something you and I have an abundance of.” 
 
    He bit into the toast and chewed. 
 
    “Corallina tells me you are an apt pupil, but that you lack restraint. She says you are often on the wrong side of the law. Is that true?” 
 
    Cato looked up sharply, caught off guard by the question.  
 
    “Yes,” spoke the Man. “She keeps me informed of your situation. I like to know the dealings of all my Orphanus—all of my children.” 
 
    “Is she—” Cato ventured. “Is she like me? Are you her Benefactor too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And when she was a kid, you looked the same as you do now?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Cato breathed. “Then she wasn’t lying?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The Man returned to his breakfast. 
 
    “The best mysteries are those that seemed to have no answer,” he said. “The same is true for me.”  
 
    Left hand shaking unconsciously, Cato attempted to light himself another cigarette. He was rattled, twisted up, knotting like a panicking snake. 
 
    “Who are you?” He asked.  
 
    Smiling faintly, the Man held Cato’s gaze. 
 
    “Who I am does not matter, Cato. Rome is all that matters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



VII 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the church-bells of Santa Maria Maggiore began echoing their morning chimes, Louisa Anastasi was already out of bed. Sitting at the little kitchen table in her brother’s apartment, she drank strong, black espresso. In the sink, two days worth of dishes were mixed haphazardly with empty wine bottles.  
 
    Setting the cup down, Louisa watched the orb of the sun break across the tiled rooftops outside. The wall clock read 6:03AM. Sooner or later, she was going to have to figure out what to do with herself. If she didn’t take Savino’s offer, she would surely be fired. Yet, if she did, she would never be able to forgive herself. Either way, her days as policewoman were over. 
 
    Savino was a crook—a wolf in Comandante’s clothing. His cloying advances had tested the very limits of her self-control. Every time he’d patted her ass in front of the other officers, or bent to smell her hair, she’d wanted to blow off his shriveled cock with her pistol. Why Niccolò even tolerated the man, let alone courted his friendship, Louisa could not comprehend.  
 
    She gazed out the window, in the direction of the Tiber. Still fresh in her memory the scene from the river played out on an infinite loop. It was all too strange to ignore; too familiar to walk away from. There had to be a connection between the dead-girl and her brother. Louisa could feel it in her bones. Policewoman or not, she needed to know the truth.  
 
    Rising, she went into the bedroom. On the nightstand, her cell phone rested beside her badge. For the last two days, the device had been shut off—dead to the world. Now, somewhat reluctantly, Louisa turned it back on. Appearing on the screen, nine missed calls from Niccolò, and a text from Giorgio greeted her. She ignored the calls from Niccolò, and opened Giorgio’s text. 
 
      
 
    ‘Little Rabbit,’ it said. ‘What did you do? Call me.’ 
 
      
 
    Fingers tapping out a response, Louisa stopped herself from hitting send at the last second. Better to leave Giorgio out of this. She didn’t want Savino to go after him too.  
 
    She closed the text window and pulled up Nunzio’s number instead.  
 
    “Louisa?” He answered sleepily.  
 
    “Ciao Nunzio. Did I wake you?” 
 
    “I’m off today.” 
 
    Louisa could hear the sleep in his voice. It made him sound slow and confused. She decided to take advantage of it. 
 
    “Hey so—we got interrupted the other day. Sorry about that. Anyways, what’s new with that girl?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The girl from the river—what did the autopsy turn up? Can I get a copy? Is there an evidence log—any personal effects? Actually, do you just want to meet me down at the morgue? We can take a look together. I’m free this afternoon, does that work for you?” 
 
    Nunzio took a long time to answer but when he did, his tone had changed. 
 
    “I—thought you were suspended.” 
 
    Louisa mouthed a curse. 
 
    “Who said that?” 
 
    “My boss,” replied Nunzio, waking up more. “In fact, that guy Savino, your Comandante—he tried to get me suspended too—just for talking to you!” 
 
    Louisa went back to the window and stared out at the morning sky. Tempering her approach, she put on more a vulnerable voice. 
 
    “I need your help, Nunzio,” she spoke. “Please.” 
 
    “You know,” said Nunzio flatly. “When you first asked me out, there were people in my office who warned me about you. They said you’ve done this before to other guys who work in the freezer.” 
 
    “Other guy,” Louisa corrected. “And he was a security guard.” 
 
    “So you don’t deny it, you’re just using me?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Louisa. “Or maybe it is, but I can’t change that. I need your help, Nunzio—there it is. I won’t bother you anymore if you want it that way. I’ll leave you alone—just say so and I’ll find another source.”  
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Nunzio. “I guess I’d rather try to change your mind than just walk away at this point. I’ve invested too much. Guys like me don’t get to go on dates with girls like you that often.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, Louisa stifled a sigh. Nunzio was like a puppy, she could kick him, starve him, and leave him out in the rain, but he would still be there to wag his tail whenever she called his name. If he weren’t such an opportunistic jerk, she would feel bad for him. 
 
    “Can you help me?” She asked again. 
 
    Nunzio took a slow breath. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “The autopsy didn’t turn up much. We’ve got no fingerprint match, no dental, and no DNA. All we know is that she died from swallowing a mouthful of molten silver. She did have some stuff on her though—a backpack and a few other things. But, I’m off today okay—I’m not going in.” 
 
    “What about tomorrow?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Some agent from America is coming to claim the body. From what I hear, the investigation is over.” 
 
    Louisa tensed, her instincts prickling. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Nope,” Nunzio yawned. “My boss said the Americans were looking for that girl, like—she’s a terrorist or something I think. They sent a guy—an agent from one of their creepy spy agencies. He’ll be in tomorrow to collect her stuff then she’s getting shipped to the airport and going to America. The investigation is over.” 
 
    Sitting on the windowsill, Louisa fought through a wave of déjà vu. It was Ferro’s case all over again. 
 
    “What time is he coming?” She asked. 
 
    “Huh?”
“The American, Nunzio, what time is he going to be there tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Just morning sometime, Nine, Ten, you know, morning.” 
 
    “Will you be working?” 
 
    “Probably, why?” 
 
    “What about your boss, will he be there?” 
 
    “I don’t know maybe, it’s a Saturday though so maybe not. Why?” 
 
    Louisa stared at her blue-grey uniform, folded over a chair, and began to form a plan.  
 
    “Can you get me in before he arrives? She asked. “I just need a few minutes with her, and then I’ll never ask you for anything ever again. Please?” 
 
    Nunzio sighed dramatically, but Louisa could tell what his answer would be. 
 
    “I start at 8AM,” he said. “Be there at 7. And next time I call you for a date, you better pick up.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



VIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity stood in the downstairs hallway of Cosimo Bruno’s mansion, and leaned against the wall. Thrown wide, the library’s large double doors allowed the morning sunlight to pour into the corridor, making it glow brighter than fire.  
 
    Feeling his mind buzz like the space between opposing forces, Hannity studied the four ghostly-pale figures seated within the library, and sighed. Were he a weaker man, he might have found his mental cross-chatter unbearable. Instead, it was merely and annoyance—like a radio tuned to the wrong frequency.   
 
    “What are they up to?” Came Adalina’s voice from the end of the hall. 
 
    Glancing in her direction, Hannity shrugged. 
 
    “They’re reading.” 
 
    “Still?” Smiled Adalina, carrying a tray of fresh pastries and coffee. “They must have read every volume in there at this point. Have they grown more?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I bet they’re hungry—what do you say?” 
 
    Hannity shrugged his shoulders again and looked away.  
 
    “Why don’t you come in with me?” Adalina urged. “You don’t have to be afraid, you know. They wouldn’t hurt a fly.” 
 
    Chuckling to himself, Hannity rubbed his knuckles. 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to disagree on that one, you and I.”   
 
    Tisking scornfully, Adalina shook her head and walked into the library. Tracking her over the tops of their books, four sets of doll-like blue eyes zeroed in as she crossed the room.  
 
    “Boreas, Notus, Zephrus, Eurus,” she called. “Breakfast time. Come here and try some of this.” 
 
    Rising as their names were called, the four brothers unfolded from their overstuffed chairs and stood. Taller than they had been on the night of their birth—older, each one now looked about sixteen. In matching outfits of short pants and open-collared white shirts, they were like a collection of adolescent monks, imbued with holy light. Only the feral hunger in their eyes, and the dried-blood under their fingernails, hinted at their true nature.  
 
    They set aside their books, moving in a body toward Adalina. Hannity dropped one hand to the small of his back, and gripped the butt of his 1911. Picturing the garden, slick with blood in the moonlight, he imagined the brothers tearing Adalina limb from limb.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Asked Bruno, approaching on the right. 
 
    Hannity shifted to make space. 
 
    “They grew more,” he said. “Since last night. I don’t get it—I don’t think they slept.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” grinned Bruno. “Not a wink.” 
 
    Nodding slowly, Hannity gripped his 1911 tighter. 
 
    “This is weird boss,” he said. “All they do is eat and read.”  
 
    Bruno laughed.  
 
    “Those happen to be two of my favorite pastimes. And besides, this is merely the calm before the storm.”  
 
    Wordlessly, Hannity watched the brothers take their breakfast with Adalina. Speaking in loving tones, she planted kisses on their marble cheeks, and tousled their ash-blond hair. 
 
    “Are you still with me, old friend?” Bruno said. “Tell me that you haven’t had a change of heart—no, not that. Tell me you haven’t lost your nerve.” 
 
    Hannity frowned and glanced down. 
 
    “I’m still with you, boss—always.”  
 
    “Good,” smiled Bruno. “I can’t lose you now—not now. Someone has to teach them how to fight in this modern world—how to kill. Lord knows I’m not the man to do it.” 
 
    He put a hand on Hannity’s shoulder.  
 
    “I was hoping it would be you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



IX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato, and the Man from Rome came out of the café at half-past 7AM. Eyes vacant and wide, Cato walked before his Benefactor like a hostage. Still parked at the mouth of the alley, the Bentley started up as they drew near. Opening the back door for him, the Man put a hand on Cato’s shoulder and squeezed. Heavier than stone, the grip sent shivers through Cato that were not entirely unpleasant. 
 
    “Get in,” he said. 
 
    Cato dropped into the car and slid across the leather seats. Elegant frame folding like origami, the Benefactor came in after him, and shut the door. Yellow sunlight cut to blue through the tinted windows. The Man leaned forward and spoke to the driver in a language Cato that did not recognize. Watching him in the rear view mirror, the jewelry-strewn Greek nodded obediently, and backed them down of the alley.  
 
    Following the river south, they re-traced the route Cato had traveled earlier; except now, everything was different. Outside the window, Rome had undergone yet another startling transformation. Animated by the reality of the Benefactor, the city became the literal backdrop for every bedtime story Cato had ever heard. 
 
     When the Bentley skirted the base of the Capitoline Hill, Cato felt a powerful swell of memory, and suddenly he was eight years old again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Long ago,” began Corallina, smoothing the comforter around him. “When Rome was still a Republic, still young and not yet made of marble—she met a race of men who nearly destroyed her. Well before Hannibal and his elephants, it was the Gauls, Cato—bearded giants with wing-tipped helmets who threatened the Italian peninsula.  
 
    “They came down from the mountains, hungry and vicious. Like boogiemen, they sacked villages in the night and burned them to the ground. The women and the children, they kept. The men, they sacrificed in the light of the Moon.  
 
    “Only one power existed back then strong enough to stop these marauders, and that was Rome. Marching out to meet the advancing Gauls, 40,000 Roman fighting men—twenty-five whole Legions, arrived in a display of Roman might. 
 
    “Can you see them, my boy? All lined up in perfect rows—spears and standards gleaming, red banners flapping in the wind. To them, it seemed like victory was assured. The Gauls had less than half their numbers, and were a rowdy, disorganized mob.  
 
    “Yet, as you and I well know, the Gods can easily tip the scales of any battle. So it was on that day, Cato. The Romans lost. They were slaughtered like lambs—cut to pieces. Desecrating the fallen soldiers, the Gauls threw their corpses in a great pit and covered them with salt and stones. Even to this day, no tree will grow on that spot. 
 
    “Yes, Cato…the Gauls were victorious. However, the worst was yet to come. Word of the Army’s defeat ran quick upon the heels of the wind, reaching the city by nightfall. Panic broke out, and all hope was lost. Abandoning Romulus’s sacred walls for their far-flung villas, the rich patrician families fled first—can you imagine?   
 
    “Left behind, the poorer masses scrambled to hide. Some devised a plan to wall themselves up in the temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill. These few—these lone survivors, they bore witness as a flood of death entered their city through open gates.  
 
    “The Gauls were ravenous. Their bloodlust was unquenchable. It was Rome’s darkest hour, Cato—a tragedy mourned by the very Cosmos, even as they whirled it into creation. And though the survivors stayed safe from the carnage, high atop the steep cliffs, they nonetheless suffered terribly.  
 
    “There was little food—little water. Every day, the rancid smoke of burning Roman flesh would fill the air. At night, disembodied screams would float upon the breeze, chasing away the God of sleep. After many long weeks, it became clear that the northern Legions were not going to retake the city. Had you or I had been there, my boy, I fear suicide would have sounded like good idea.  
 
    “So it was for the survivors at the Temple of Jupiter. Knives poised above their hearts, they lamented their black fate and prepared to kill themselves. Luckily, just when it seemed that Juno would finally get her wish to see the Roman race wiped from the face of the earth, salvation came to the people on the Palatine!  
 
    “It was he, Cato, the Man—your Benefactor. He saved their lives and put an end to their suffering. History may give the credit to Marcus Furius Camillus, but you, and I, and all of the other Orphanus like us—we will always know the real truth.  
 
    “Scaling the cliffs like a spider in the night, he came to the tormented survivors at the temple of Jupiter and delivered to them this speech:  
 
    ‘Citizens! The Sun and the Moon have conspired against you. They trapped me—bound me to a rock, and cast me into the sea. But now I am free. This Army of Savagery—these filthy Gauls—have drunk their last drop of Roman blood. I will end their lives tonight, and teach their masters a lesson in humility.’ 
 
    “Then he looked up into the face of the full moon and shouted: 
 
    ‘All that you see is mine!’  
 
    “See him now, Cato? In the streets—narrow and twisting, he flies like the wind. When he spots a bearded Gaul, he tears the man to pieces and takes his blade. Now, he is not like the wind. Now, he is like a pestilence—a roving plague of slaughter.  
 
    “Some men lay eyes on him and attack. The first two die by the same stroke—their heads tumbling, their necks like fountains of blood. The others swing their steel, but the Man has already opened their stomachs onto the ground. In their final moments of life, as the light chases from their eyes, they see his face—see his golden glory. They do not know what he is, and they fear him. They die that way, Cato—afraid.  
 
    “More come, shouting a call to arms. The Man lifts an axe, dripping with blood, and hurls it into their ranks. Now—I call him a man, Cato, but he is not a really man—not really. Because of this, because he is so special, the axe reaches the men at the same moment he does. They never stood a chance, did they?  
 
    “New victims arrive, slipping in the blood of their fallen comrades. They bring hounds, Cato, huge mangy animals that have been fed on the flesh of Roman virgins. The beasts snarl and groan, straining their ropes, rolling their terrible yellow eyes. They are set free and rush at the Man—teeth glistening, jaws oozing bloody foam! 
 
    “But don’t worry, my boy—don’t cry, there, there. See? Can’t you see how the Man is ready for them? He catches the beasts by their snapping heads and crushes them together. He pummels them with his fists. He grinds them into the very dirt itself. And when he is finished, he turns his to the Gauls and smiles.  
 
    “They try to swarm him, heaving their blades, and axes, and spears. Always ducking—always twisting, the Man weaves among them, killing wave after wave. 
 
    “Can you see it? Do you hear the clang of naked steel; smell the hot dust of shattered bones? The Man is untouchable, Cato—a moving shadow with no solid form to attack. And as the dead pile at his feet, the living begin to loose their appetite for revenge. They see it is impossible to kill him—they know they are in the presence of a God.  
 
    “One last giant steps forward to challenge our dear Benefactor. He is the King of the Guals, and he wears a grand helmet—bedecked with silver stag horns. In his hands he carries an enormous sword made of the rarest metal in the world—Adamantine. He has killed many Immortals with that sword, Cato, hacked them to shreds.  
 
    “Letting out a roar, the King charges at your Benefactor. Sword cutting through the air, he aims to split him down the middle. But our hero, calm as ever, strikes first. At a speed all his own, he claps the blade in prayer, wrenches it free, and uses it to open the King like an oyster.  
 
    “After this—as you can imagine, all is silent. Those who still live, stand a safe distance up the street and look on with horror. The Man from Rome is covered from the top of his head to the soles of his feet in the blood of their butchered friends, yet his face is utterly serine. He is unmoved, Cato, while they are crumbling inside. And Rome, is saved again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Returning to himself with a start, Cato glanced about the Bentley in an almost-panicky confusion. Not sure if he’d been recalling the story to himself, or speaking it out loud, he swallowed. Silently peering at him through the reflection in the window, the Man smiled. 
 
    “That’s quite a story, Cato,” he said, confirming the worst. “Although, I don’t remember giving any speeches on the mountain.” 
 
    Cato didn’t answer—couldn’t answer. From the front seat, the Greek flicked his eyes to the mirror and spoke. Nodding, the Man turned in his seat.  
 
    “We’re getting out,” he said to Cato.  
 
    Despite the early hour, the Via del Teatro di Marcello hummed with thick crowds. Nevertheless, the Man led Cato through them with uncanny ease. Parting before them, people reflexively moved away as they approached. Apparently unaware that they were doing it, every vendor, street hawker, tourist, and petty thief simply swerved his vision elsewhere as the Man came upon him.  
 
    Following in his wake, Cato tried to keep up, but shock was creeping in. Ahead, the Man turned nimbly and slipped between a chatting French couple—interrupting their conversation not in the least. Seeing this, Cato stumbled.  
 
    “What is it?” Spoke the Man, halting to look at him. 
 
    “Um,” he covered. “Didn’t we—didn’t we already come this way?” 
 
    The Man smiled.  
 
    “Yes. We passed by here in the car a few moments ago. But, if I remember correctly, you were lost in a memory at the time.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Cato lamely. “Well, why are we retracing our steps?” 
 
    “Because we were being followed.”  
 
    Cato cast a quick look over his shoulder.  
 
    “By who?” 
 
    The Man waved a hand and produced his cigarettes.  
 
    “The polizia,” he said, offering one to Cato.  
 
    “The cops? Do they know about you?” 
 
    The Man chuckled and struck a light. 
 
    “No,” he said. “They don’t know anything about anything. They’re just doing someone else’s bidding, per the norm.” 
 
    He extended the lighter to Cato. 
 
    “Who’s bidding?” Cato puffed, hoping to ground himself with a few solid facts. “Who is having you followed?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said the Man. “They can’t follow us anymore—not here.” 
 
    Looking around at the busy street, people everywhere, eyes nowhere, Cato blew out a thin trail of smoke.  
 
    “These people don’t even know we’re here do they?”  
 
    “No,” said the Man. “They can’t see us.” 
 
    “You mean they can’t look at us,” Cato corrected 
 
    “I don’t see the difference,” shrugged the Man.  
 
    He turned began walking up the street. 
 
    “Wait,” Cato called after him. “Why won’t you tell me what the hell is going on? Where are we even going?” 
 
    “Home,” spoke the Man over his shoulder. “We’re going home, Cato.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joining the throngs of tourists, Cato and the Man moved through them like ghosts. Eventually, they broke from the crowds and turned into a maze of side streets and alleyways. After forty minutes of confusing twists and turns, they came to an empty lane and stopped beneath the triangular gable of a recessed entryway. 
 
    The Man pulled out a silver key, and smoothly inserted it into the lock. Thrown wide, the heavy door gave way to a dark, round entrance hall.   
 
    “Here we are,” he announced. “Welcome home, Cato.” 
 
    Stepping inside, Cato jumped a little as the door swung shut behind him. Warily, he took in his surroundings. The room was cool, the polished stone helping to retain night’s embrace while the sun beat down outside. Set back in the curved walls, death-masks stared out with forlorn, and haunted eye sockets. On a short pedestal of ash-black marble, a single birdcage balanced. Trapped within, five solitary, silent, yellow finches pecked feebly at the bars.  
 
    “Come,” said the Benefactor, moving toward the atrium. “Your quarters are through here.” 
 
    Cato shuffled after and passed beneath an archway of such exquisite craftsmanship that it seemed to have grown that way, rather than to have been carved by hand. He squinted as the sunlight fell upon him. The atrium was a soaring room with hallways leading off in every direction, and a domed-ceiling of glass overhead. Scattered among the potted plants, and bronze statues, watchful cats swished their tails in and out of sunbeams.  
 
    “Who are they?” Asked Cato. 
 
    “Their names are many, and complicated,” replied the Man. 
 
    Cato nodded, and glanced up. 
 
    “And—who are they?”  
 
    Mounted to every wall, large paintings hung in gilded frames. Depicting a set of four brothers, the paintings were done in the classical style, their brushwork hinting at the hand of a true renaissance master.    
 
    “Boreas, Notus, Zephrus, and Eurus,” the Man smiled. “The Four Winds.” 
 
    Removing his silver cigarette case, he placed it on a reading table. 
 
    “Feel free to smoke in here,” he said. “The cats won’t mind. But, please take these. That pack you’ve got in your pocket makes you smell like dog piss.” 
 
    Not sure if the Benefactor was kidding or not, Cato tried to think of a witty response, but the Man had already begun to stride toward one of the hallways. 
 
    “This way,” he called. 
 
    Cato quickened his pace and came into a long hallway with exposed ceiling beams. On either side of him, closed doors hid numerous rooms of mystery.  
 
    “What’s in here,” he ventured, touching one of the iron knobs. 
 
    “Many things,” the Man answered cryptically. “Now come.”  
 
    At the end of the hall, they climbed a set of carpeted stairs that lead to the next floor. High above, a bank of stained glass windows sliced the air into patterns of color. Cato lingered on the landing, turning his face into the rainbow of light. Marching down the corridor without looking back, the Benefactor stopped before a black door. 
 
    “Your room,” he said. 
 
    Hung with banners of turquoise and teal-silk, the chamber reminded Cato of a grotto, or a subterranean lake. In the center, a sumptuous bed waited for him, its covers already pulled back in a neat triangle. Reaching out with curled fingers, nymphs and ferries grew from the wooden headboard, beckoning Cato to come and sleep among them.  
 
    “This is my room?” He breathed. 
 
    “Yes,” smiled the Man. “Does it suit you?” 
 
    Dropping his bag into an armchair by the door, Cato twitched out a nod and sat on the corner of the bed. As soon as he did so, the gravity of that morning’s events slid over him like a lead vest. Just a few hours ago, he had been on an airplane above the Atlantic. Now he was in Rome, and nothing would ever be the same again. 
 
    “I imagine you’re very tired,” said the Man, echoing Cato’s feelings. “I’ll leave you to sleep, and decompress. But, before I go, I require your passport.” 
 
    Cato frowned. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You are not here to see the sights, Cato,” said the Man. “You are in Rome on assignment.” 
 
    “Assignment?”  
 
    Issuing a soft sigh, the Man folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “As I wrote in my letter: There has been a murder.” 
 
    Cato rubbed his tired face and took a wavering breath. He’d completely forgotten about the letter. 
 
    “Murder huh?” He grunted. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the Man. 
 
    “Is that why the police were following us earlier? Because of that?” 
 
    The Man shrugged. 
 
    “Not directly,” he said. “But I suspect the two things are related.” 
 
    Feeling heavier still, Cato closed his eyes.  
 
    “Who was it?” He asked. “I mean—who got killed?” 
 
    “She was a fellow Orphanus,” spoke the Man. “A daughter of Rome.” 
 
    “And who killed her?” 
 
    “My enemies.”  
 
    Cato nodded.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Passport, Cato,” said the Man. “Please.” 
 
    Getting to his feet, Cato did as he was asked.  
 
    “Just so you know,” he muttered. “I don’t understand anything that’s happening.” 
 
    “You will—” said the Man. “—in the morning. For now—rest. You have a bathroom through there, and outfits are in the closet. Be aware of your appearance. You represent me now, Cato. I will return in the morning to collect you for breakfast.”  
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Sleep my son, and set your mind straight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



X 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Man left Cato and struck out in the dry mid-day heat toward the river. Traversing half-deserted backstreets, he cut through the inner heart of Rome’s secret second city. At the Tiber, he followed the river south to the Ponte Garibaldi. Crossing the bridge, he entered a shady piazza at the edge of the old Trastevere ghetto.  
 
    A few blocks later, and he was standing outside an antique camera shop named Lente. Pushing open the door, he flipped the sign from aperto to chiuso. Behind a glass counter, an old clerk squinted over the top of his book.  
 
    “You,” he smiled. 
 
    “Me,” the Man smiled back. 
 
    The clerk shuffled around the counter and made to shake the Man’s hand but hesitated and hugged him instead.  
 
    “Dominus,” he said. 
 
    “Hello, Felix,” spoke the Man, cocooning his brittle friend in an Immortal embrace. 
 
    Sniffling, the clerk—Felix, patted the Man twice on his broad shoulders, and stepped back.  
 
    “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon,” he said. “Here to send another of your Orphanus on a wild adventure, is it?” 
 
    The Man inclined his head. 
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    “And how fares the last one?” Asked Felix. “She was a pretty young thing—too pretty for such a dangerous job if you ask me.” 
 
    “She is dead, Felix,” replied the Man. 
 
    At this, the old clerk froze and put a hand to his chest. 
 
    “It wasn’t me was it?” He stammered. “Not my passport? You’re not here to—to—” 
 
    “No, old friend,” the Man soothed. “The passport worked perfectly. She died here in Rome I’m told—murdered.” 
 
    Tipping his cap back, Felix scratched his grey head and frowned in disbelief.  
 
    “Murdered here? No.” 
 
    The Man nodded.  
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so.”  
 
    Felix leaned against the display case. 
 
    “By whom?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Working on it? What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means, I’m working it, Felix,” said the Man. 
 
    Shaking his head, Felix blew out a breath. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be them right now. You’ll get them won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You always take care of your own—papa told me that about you.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “She was young,” stated Felix. “Too young to die.” 
 
    The Man said nothing. 
 
    “I suppose that doesn’t really mean much to you, does it?” Felix chuckled. “We’re all too young to die in your eyes, even me.” 
 
    Smiling, the Man pinched Felix’s cheek as he had when he was a boy. 
 
    “I need you to forge an identification badge,” he said. “Can you do this for me?” 
 
    “What kind of badge?”  
 
    “U.S. Department of Homeland Security,” the Man said. “Nothing high-ranking. A Courier would do perfectly.” 
 
    Felix stroked his chin and frowned.  
 
    “Got something for me to work from? They’re getting more and more clever these days, Dominus. Magnetic strips, microchips, holograms—you name it.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said the Man, producing Cato’s passport. 
 
    Felix thumbed through the booklet, then held it sideways so he could look at Cato’s picture. 
 
    “Cato, eh?” He murmured. “You want me to give him a new name?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with his name?” Asked the Man. 
 
    Waving absently, Felix scanned Cato’s information.  
 
    “Tell me,” he ventured. “Is the birthday a coincidence, or are you playing at something funny? Papa—he always told me not to poke my nose where it doesn’t belong, but...”  
 
    The Man stared.  
 
    “I am on a tight schedule at the moment, Felix,” he said. “I need the badge by first light tomorrow morning. Is that possible?” 
 
    Felix tipped the hat back even further, and sighed. 
 
    “Yes, yes—I can do it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said the Man. “I could always count on you, just like I could your father. I’ll never forget that—never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back on the street, the Man checked his watch and saw that the day was beginning to sneak away from him. The late September afternoon had grown crisply hot, and the city shimmered. He strolled down the block to a bar called La Pelle di Lupo and stepped inside. Unseen by the other patrons, he ordered a glass of Valpolicella, and drained it. Wincing at the wine’s bitter pesticidal after-notes, he reflected on his situation. 
 
    Cato, alone in the house near the Pantheon, was in shock. Thankfully, Corallina had spent years shaping the boy into an ironclad asset. It should take far more than a single meeting with his Immortal Benefactor to break Cato’s mind. He was Orphanus. He was initiated. 
 
    Still, there were other elements for the Man to contend with. The police were following him again, after all this time. If they discovered Cato’s true identity, and word reached the wrong ears, decades of careful planning would unravel. In order for the Man to achieve his ends, everyone, including Cato, needed to stay in the dark for as long as possible.  
 
    Reaching into his jacket, the Man took out his cell phone and dialed the number of his Greek driver, Popi.  
 
    The line picked up immediately. 
 
    “I’m at La Pelle di Lupo,” the Man said into the receiver. “I’ll be waiting for you on the street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where to, Dominus?” Asked Popi, looking in the rearview mirror. 
 
    The Man settled into the Bentley’s back seat nodded. 
 
    “Just drive.” 
 
    “Are you sure,” smiled the Greek uneasily. “I’ve been doing my best all day, but they’ve made the Bentley. They keep finding me.” 
 
    “Let them,” said the Man.  
 
    Popi’s eyes grew fearful. He put the car in drive, and pulled them out into traffic. Heading north on the Via della Lungara, they sped against the Tiber’s flow. When they neared the Vatican Hill, Popi cleared his throat.  
 
    “They’re back,” he announced. “What should I do?” 
 
    The Man looked up from his hands and turned and peered out the back window. Behind them, trailing by four car-lengths, a blue and white Alpha Romeo 159 nosed through traffic. Inside the cruiser, two plain-clothes detectives could be seen.   
 
    “Speed up but don’t loose them,” he said. “I want to draw them in.” 
 
    Accelerating evenly, Popi sped up.  
 
    “Not too fast,” the Man warned. “We need to keep them with us.” 
 
    Popi wound around a corner, forcing the cruiser to break its low profile by swerving to stay in pursuit. 
 
    “Good,” smiled the Man. “Now close the net.” 
 
    The Bentley’s tires chirped as Popi cut hard to the left and brought them down an alley between two buildings. Turning in after them, the police cruiser skidded to a stop.  
 
    The Man unbuttoned his blazer and opened the door.  
 
    “Stay in the car,” he ordered. 
 
    “But—” cried Popi. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Ask them some questions,” replied the Man. 
 
    “Question?” Popi balked. “What kind of questions?” 
 
    Already in motion, the Man slammed his door. Advancing on the cruiser, he swelled like the shadow of a storm. In another instant, the alley was filled with the sounds of rending metal and the screams of terrified men.  
 
    Slouching down in his seat, Popi closed his eyes and turned his face away from the mirror. He didn’t want to see this part, didn’t want the nightmares it would inevitably bring.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, as they drove through the cool purple dusk, the Man rolled down the Bentley’s rear-window and took in the muddled smells of the city. Restaurant kitchens, night flowers, hot bricks, dry leaves. Exhaling, he felt liberated—alive.  
 
    Now that he had retaliated for the murder of his beloved daughter, things would likely begin to happen much faster. His enemies were well funded and highly connected. They had money, influence, and power, a triple-threat that never failed to produce gains. Soon, they would come for him. Let them.   
 
    Closing his eyes, the Man shivered with a tincture of excitement and uncertainty. It had been some time since he’d experience anything close to danger. 
 
    “Dominus?” said Popi. 
 
    The Man blinked and looked up. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you want me to keep driving or…” he trailed off. 
 
    They were approaching the edge of the city, a luscious place where palatial villas hid in the forested foothills.  
 
    “No,” said the Man. “We’ve gone far enough. Take me back to the Trastevere, I want to have a look around the apartment.”   
 
    The Greek nodded and turned back toward the river. Three blocks from the Ponte Palatino, and the whispering waters of the Tiber, the Man instructed him to pull over.  
 
    “Meet me at my home tomorrow,” he said. “Come early, and bring the van.” 
 
    Popi scrambled to locate his cell phone so that he could show the Man that he was setting an alarm right there and then. About to get out, the Man caught sight of something and gestured to the Greek’s hands. 
 
    “Let me see your wrists,” he ordered. 
 
    Unsuccessfully stifling a moan, Popi raised his hands and pulled back his shirtsleeves. Wrapped snuggly around each wrist, gold chains glittered in the low light. Biting into the Greek’s irritated skin, their sharp links were caked with dried blood.  
 
    “You’ve been picking at them haven’t you?” Said The Man. “Keep it up and you’ll loose your hands.” 
 
    Popi began to moan louder. 
 
    “Don’t do that—I hate the stink of your cowardice. Tomorrow morning, be there.” 
 
    “Yes, Dominus,” Popi whispered. “I’ll be here.” 
 
    The Man rose from the car and stood tall under the dome of space and stars. Stealing up the street like a shadow, he passed through an archway, and stole into a maze of ivy-covered backstreets. In time, he reemerged and came upon a wide boulevard.  
 
    Across the rushing lanes of traffic, a luxurious apartment building dwarfed its less opulent neighbors. Decked with lavish inlays of pink and green marble, it had statues lining the rooftop and a regal portico with columns of granite. Once upon a time, the illustrious Rodrigo Borgia had owned the building and even lived in its corner apartment. Now, the Man kept a room there, secret and off the register. It was a place for his Orphanus to stay when they were in Rome, a place where they could be safe.  
 
    And yet, even from where he stood, the Man could see that this was no longer the case. Shinning in the window, a light had been turn on—a signal. Eyes narrowing, he scanned the statues on the rooftop, looking for movement among their static outlines.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The apartment’s night-guard glanced up from his phone, and looked through the Man as he entered. Treading silently across the polished marble lobby, he climbed a broad, curling staircase to the third floor. There, bleached wooden doors lined a long hallway with carmine and gold carpeting.  
 
    Key in hand, the Man went to apartment number 315, and waited. Wolf-like, his hackles bristled. Something was not right. He slipped his key into the lock and retracted the bolt with a turn of mechanics. Opening the door, he snuck through, and locked it behind him.  
 
    Again he stood listening, sensing things out of place. In the living room, overstuffed chairs and bronze figurines greeted him in half gloom. On the sill, a green reading lamp had been placed, its shade angled toward the window. Going to the stationary table, the Man slid open the top drawer and looked inside. A ruined pistol lay in a heap of bent parts.   
 
    He turned and scanned the stillness. On the floor, just past the hallway door, something silver glinted feebly. He closed the gap in a blur of movement and crouched to retrieve it. Small, blunt, and heavy, the object was a snub-nosed .45 caliber bullet made of an affected, lustrous metal. A few paces away, more bullets could be seen, leading down the corridor.  
 
    Gaze leveled, the Man followed the bullets, moving toward the bedroom door. Ajar by half an inch, it produced a sliver of light that split the purple carpeting like a wedge. The Man paused and closed his eyes. He could hear the shower running in the master bathroom—taste the scent of expensive soaps as they wafted on the air. More subtly still, he could feel a shift in the magnetic pull of the apartment.    
 
    Pushing open the door with one hand, he turned the other into a fist. Stained red with the blood of the two dead detectives, it hung heavily at his side. On the bedroom floor, a backpack had been dropped beside a pile of discarded clothing. The Man bent and studied clothes—a pair of wall-worn khakis, tall leather boots, and a nine-inch Tanto blade, sheathed in nylon.  
 
    He reached for the knife, but halted midway. Crawling from within one of the leather boots, a small yellow-finch peeped once and took to the air. The Man watched it fly up and settle in among the other finches already perched on the crown molding. He rose and the birds chattered nervously.  
 
    Seeping from the bathroom, white fingers of steam curled around his legs. He went to the door, and nudged it open. Inside, the air was thick with fragrance and humidity.  
 
    “Hello, Ancient,” said a disembodied voice. “I’ve come to kill your thirst at last.”  
 
    The steam swirled and cleared, revealing the shining figure of a naked woman. As beautiful now as she had been eons ago, her pale flesh rippled with dark veins, and her green eyes radiated Immortality.  
 
    The Man took a step toward her. 
 
    “Diana,” he growled.  
 
    The Goddess laughed contemptuously and burst apart into a fluttering cloud of screeching yellow finches. Blown out by the resulting concussion, every inch of glass in the room flew to pieces. When the shards finally settled, and the last bird fell dead from the air, the Man stood alone in the bloody aftermath, unharmed. Gazing into empty space, he smiled—happy to name his enemy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XI 
 
      
 
      
 
    At a small bar near the Piazza Orsini, Louisa Anastasi sipped her drink and sat facing the street. All around her, the din of conversation, and the flickering of candles created a lovely atmosphere. Flowing from the kitchen, plates of prosciutto-wrapped melon, and crispy-bruschetta were deposited at hungry tables. Mixed, shaken, and stirred, handcrafted cocktails clinked in their glasses. 
 
    Louisa set her drink down and checked the time on her phone—half past 11PM. She sighed and drummed her fingers. Two hours earlier she’d called Giorgio and asked him to meet her. Though still on duty, he had practically leaped at the invitation, saying he would swing by as soon as his shift ended. 
 
    Now, he was an hour late and Louisa was beginning to get cold feet. The whole reason she’d set the meeting was to tell Giorgio she was leaving town for a while. It was a lie, but it was a necessary lie. Given her intention to pursue the case of the dead girl from the river, she wanted Giorgio safely insulated from her actions. No one would be able to say he had helped her.  
 
    Buzzing to life, the phone lit up in Louisa’s hand. She answered it and held it to her ear. 
 
    “Giorgio?” 
 
    “Sorry Little Rabbit,” he said. “I got tied up at a crime scene, but I’m leaving now.” 
 
    “Anything serious?” 
 
    “More than serious,” he returned. “But I’d rather tell you about it when I get there. Order me something dark and strong, I’ll need it.” 
 
    Louisa hung up and stared at the blank screen. Wishing for a cigarette more than anything in the world, she downed the rest of her drink instead, and ordered two more. The waiter returned, drinks in hand, and eyed Louisa’s neckline. Waving him away like a gadfly, she picked up one of the tumblers and took a long pull.  
 
    From the next table, a man, elegantly dressed in a maroon three-piece suit, watched her. Louisa felt a sudden surge of anger, annoyed by the way that all men seemed to think it was okay to ogle her in public. She turned, and started to say something, but stopped.  
 
    The Man smiled, his rich eyes uncanny in the low light. Handsome beyond the normal sense of the word, he had an air of still purposefulness that struck a powerful chord in Louisa. Like frost at sunrise, her anger vanished.  
 
    “Cincin,” she said, tipping her drink. 
 
    The Man blinked in surprise, then slowly raised his own glass. 
 
    “To moderation,” he offered. 
 
    “Moderation is for Buddhists,” Louisa shot, gulping down the rest of her drink. 
 
    The Man broke into a wide grin and finished his wine. Setting the glass down, he leaned back in his chair and appraised Louisa anew. Appearing almost golden in the low light, his gaze had dizzying effect on her mind, and a warming effect on her flesh.    
 
    “What is your name?” He asked. 
 
    “Louisa,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “Bella,” nodded the Man. “And what are you doing out so late on a night like this, Louisa?” 
 
    “I’m waiting for my friend.”  
 
    The Man’s face shifted in the candlelight, but his smile never faded. 
 
    “What kind of friend?” 
 
    “His name is Giorgio, he’s on his way.” 
 
    “That is a shame.” 
 
    Secretly agreeing with the Man, Louisa brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear and took a quick sip of Giorgio’s drink.  
 
    “What about you?” She asked. “Are you meeting anyone?” 
 
    “No,” said the Man. “In fact I wasn’t expecting to be seen at all.” 
 
    Louisa laughed and arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re joking, right? That’s the nicest suit I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” bowed the Man. “I think it looks like dried blood in certain lights. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Louisa laughed again. 
 
    “You don’t happen to have a cigarette do you?” She ventured. “I’ve been craving one all day.” 
 
    Shaking his head, the Man made a defeated gesture with his large hands.   
 
    “I gave them away earlier this morning,” he said. “Had I known I would meet you tonight though, I never would have done such a foolish thing.” 
 
    Louisa smiled and looked down, not accustomed to being charmed by strange men in bars. 
 
    “That’s alright,” she said. “I’ve actually quit recently so you’re really doing me a favor.” 
 
    The Man smiled back, his effortless confidence almost unnerving.  
 
    “How late must your friend be, before I can respectfully buy you a drink?”  
 
    Louisa blushed and took another sip from Giorgio’s whiskey. 
 
    “I don’t think he’d like that,” she said. “He’s a police officer with a macho streak in him. He might arrest you.” 
 
    “I would like to see him try.”   
 
    Grinning, Louisa crossed her legs. 
 
    “No respect for the law then?”  
 
    “None,” said the Man. 
 
    “What if I told you I was polizia as well?” She laughed. 
 
    The Man did not respond, but his features seemed to harden. 
 
    “It’s true,” Louisa continued. “I have a badge, and a gun, and handcuffs—so you better watch out.”  
 
    No longer smiling, the Man fixed her with a different sort of gaze. 
 
    “Who are you, Louisa?” He said quietly. 
 
    “I’ve already told you my name,” Louisa frowned in confusion. 
 
    “I’m not asking about that,” he returned. “I’m asking who you really are.”  
 
    Before she could respond, the door to the bar opened and Giorgio, still in uniform, strolled over to her table. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” he smiled, bending to kiss her on either cheek. “You won’t believe the night I’ve had.” 
 
    As if stirred from a waking dream, Louisa shook her head and peered curiously up at Giorgio. 
 
    “You’re here,” she said. 
 
    Dropping into the chair across from hers, Giorgio made a face.  
 
    “Yes I’m here—God, how much have you already had to drink?” 
 
    Still frowning, Louisa darted her eyes back to the next table where a single solitary wine glass stood like a blood-streaked crystal flower. The Man was gone. 
 
    “Where did he go?” She muttered, more to herself than anyone else. 
 
    “Where did who go?” Giorgio replied. 
 
    “That man, he was sitting right there.” 
 
    Giorgio glanced at the empty table and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “I didn’t see anyone when I came in, are you sure you aren’t just drunk?” 
 
    Shaking her head once more, Louisa looked around the bar but saw no sign of the golden-eyed Man. The hairs on the nape of her neck bristled. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Giorgio, drawing the word out. “You won’t believe the night I’ve had. Is that mine by the way?” 
 
    He reached for the mostly-full tumbler of liquor and took a quick, painful sip. 
 
    “Ah, what is this?” 
 
    “Whiskey,” Louisa returned, scanning the empty street outside the window. 
 
    “Whiskey?” Giorgio grumbled. “Who drinks whiskey? This is Italy not the wild west!”  
 
    Shooting him an absent glare, Louisa stood up. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Giorgio asked. “You’re acting kind of funny.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Louisa. “It’s just that—are you sure you didn’t see a man right there, right there, I was talking to him when you arrived.” 
 
    Giorgio looked where she was pointing and shrugged. 
 
    “Seriously Little Rabbit, I didn’t see anyone.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Louisa dropped back into her seat and began chewing her fingernail. After a few moments of awkward silence, Giorgio cleared his throat and rapped a knuckle on the table. 
 
    “So, do you want to hear about this crime scene or not? As much as I’d love to sit here all night and bask in your beauty, I think you’ll find it pretty interesting.”  
 
    Louisa pulled her gaze back from the brink of infinity and nodded. 
 
    “Yes—I’m sorry. Go on, tell me what happened.” 
 
    Giorgio put on an expression that hovered somewhere between gossipy and serious. 
 
    “Do you know those two detectives, Mora and Bifona?” He asked. 
 
    “Sure,” said Louisa. “They’re the Comandante’s little fucking lap dogs. I actually arrested Mora once for assaulting a Roma lady when he was off-duty. The Comandante made me drop the whole thing though. Bifona is no better from what I hear.” 
 
    “Well I wouldn’t bother harboring any grudges,” Giorgio spoke. “They’re both dead.” 
 
    “Dead?”  
 
    “Murdered,” Giorgio amended. “Pulverized, crushed, smushed. I don’t know Little Rabbit—I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Giorgio flourished a hand. 
 
    “A few kilometers from the Vatican, near the river.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Louisa was still. 
 
    “That’s not even the worst part though,” Giorgio went on. “When I got there, the Special Investigators were still numbering the crime scene for photos. Guess what number 33 and number 34 were?”  
 
    Louisa waited for the answer. 
 
    “Their tongues,” said Giorgio. “That’s right, I said tongues. Lying right there on the pavement with those little folded yellow number cards beside them. Tongues! Can you believe this city?” 
 
    Missing a beat, Louisa’s heart caught in her chest. 
 
    “Their tongues were cut out?” She whispered. 
 
    “Ripped out,” Giorgio corrected. 
 
    Louisa sat back. 
 
    “Anyway,” Giorgio resumed. “The Comandante showed up and began demanding all kinds of answers, but what can you do with a scene like that? The two looked like they’d been tossed into a trash compactor. There wasn’t any murder weapon around—no fingerprints, just two dead detectives with their tongues ripped out.” 
 
    “My God,” Louisa breathed. 
 
    Giorgio drained his glass and squinted against the burn. 
 
    “I know, right.” 
 
    Lapsing into silence, Louisa flashed back to the other day, and the dead-girl in the river. She too had been missing her tongue—coincidence? Not likely.               
 
    “Giorgio,” she said, lifting her gaze. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m going out of town for a while—Spain, I think.” 
 
    Giorgio lit up. 
 
    “Give me two days and I’ll come with you. I just need to submit the request. I’ve got tons of vacation saved up anyway.”  
 
    Louisa gave Giorgio a tender look and shook her head. In another life, she could have seen herself falling in love with him. But not this life. 
 
    “Save your vacation,” she said. “I need to do this on my own.”  
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato awoke to darkness, disorientated and alone. Clinging to him, the bed-sheets were damp with cold sweat. He tried to recall where he was and how he’d gotten there, but it was as if his life was a film, and someone had pulled the relevant frames. Groping for the nightstand, he turned on the bedside lamp.  
 
    Lofty and grand, the room snapped into focus. On a chair near the door, Cato’s shoulder bag lay where he’d dropped it the night before. Poking out from the open zipper, an unaddressed envelope caught his eye.  
 
    Cato felt a jolt as his memory returned. All at once, he knew not only where he was, but why, and with whom. He sat motionless in the bed, unsure what to do with himself.  
 
    ‘Start with the basics,’ Corallina had taught him. ‘And work your way out from there.’ 
 
    Slipping from between the sheets, Cato padded to the bedroom door. Just as he’d left it the day before, it was still firmly locked. He was safe—for now. Going to the window, he pulled open the curtains and stared out. The city beyond was a sleeping giant, wrapped in dreams of faded glory. His eyes strayed back to his shoulder bag, and he thought of the cell phone he’d stolen yesterday at Termini station. Retrieving it, he sat on the corner of the bed and dialed.   
 
    “Hello?” Came a voice after the ninth ring.  
 
    “Corallina?” Said Cato. “It’s me.” 
 
    In the background a radio shut off and Cato could hear Corallina shift the phone to her other ear. 
 
    “Well there you are. I’ve been wondering when I’d hear from you. How is everything—are you holding up alright?” 
 
    Cato stared at the ceiling, the cadence of his adopted mother’s voice stirring in him a swell of melancholy.  
 
    “Everything is pretty messed up,” he spoke at last. “But I guess I’m okay.” 
 
    “Good man,” she said. “What’s happening? Is he there with you now?” 
 
    “No. I’m alone, it’s like—” 
 
    He held the phone out to check the time. 
 
    “It’s 4AM here.” 
 
    Corallina laughed softly. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked, eh?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “So where are you now?” 
 
    “I’m staying in a house,” said Cato. “A big house.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah—why, is that weird?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” murmured Corallina. “It’s just that—we Orphanus usually stay in a little apartment near the river whenever we come to visit. You must be special, my boy. I told you so.”  
 
    Cato snorted. 
 
    “Tell me though,” Corallina went on. “Are there any large—very, very large paintings where you are?”  
 
    “Yeah,” said Cato. “There’re these four naked guys—” 
 
    “Boreas, Notus, Zephrus, and Eurus,” interjected Corallina with excitement. “My, my, Cato, do you know where you are right now?” 
 
    “No.”
“You’re in his house—his home! How’s that for special!” 
 
    Cato felt a cool shiver run down his spine. Growing up, he had heard many things about this house, many strange tales. According to Corallina, it was built upon an intersection of ley lines and constellations—a veritable crossroads of supernatural energy.   
 
    Swallowing, Cato cleared his throat. He had been so overwhelmed upon his arrival that he hadn’t put two and two together yet. This was that house.   
 
    “So—” he whispered. “You’ve been here too then?”  
 
    On the other end of the line, Corallina was slow to answer.  
 
    “I was there once, just briefly. It was a long time ago—a long, long time. 
 
    “You never told me that story.” 
 
    “Maybe someday I will. But—not today. Today is about you and your life, not mine. Now go on, let me hear it. What do you think of our Benefactor? He’s magnificent isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s…” Cato wavered. “He’s real, Corallina. He’s not a joke.” 
 
    “I told you so.” 
 
    “You told me a lot of bullshit and fairy tales, you never told me any of it was actually fucking real.” 
 
    Corallina laughed. 
 
    “Do you remember when you were maybe ten or eleven? You used to beg me to tell you stories about the Benefactor—beg me. Of course by that point you’d already heard all of mine so you would ask me to make up new ones. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “A little,” Cato smiled. “Yeah.” 
 
    “And I would always tell you that it was not my job to make up new stories about the Man from Rome, it was yours.” 
 
    Cato’s smile faded. He saw where this was going and he didn’t like it.  
 
    “Well,” Corallina said inevitably. “Look at you now, Cato. You’re in Rome with the Benefactor. You’re inside a story. In fact, you’re telling it as we speak. It seems like you finally got your wish.” 
 
    Wilting, Cato cradled the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Mom,” he spoke after a beat. “I’m afraid. I don’t know what’s going to happen next.” 
 
    Again, Corallina was slow to answer. Hoping for one of her little instructions—one of her perfectly applicable pieces of wisdom, Cato waited.  
 
    “I know you’re afraid,” she said at length. “Your whole world is changing and that’s scary. But sometimes we need to be afraid, Cato. Fear is good, it keeps us careful.” 
 
    Cato shut his eyes and let Corallina’s words work their magic.  
 
    “Besides,” she continued. “Without fear there can be no bravery, and without bravery, there can be no heroes. And when there is no hero, my boy, there is no story.” 
 
    Opening his eyes, Cato took a deep breath and gazed at the bedroom door.  
 
    “It’s all real, isn’t it,” he stated. “Everything you told me. It’s all real.”
“Yes.”
“And now I’m in it.” 
 
    “Yes you are, but to be fair, you’ve been in it your whole life.” 
 
    Cato bit his lip and nodded. 
 
    “So what now?” He asked. 
 
    Corallina chuckled once more—a warm, comforting sound. 
 
    “This is your story, Cato, I can’t tell you what to do with it. But if I were you, I think I would start by figuring out just exactly what kind of a story it is that you’re telling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato stepped out of the shower and stood in front of the steam-frosted bathroom mirror. Thanks to Corallina, he had embraced a daily exercise regimen that had crafted him, over the years, into a lean but fierce young man.   
 
    Eyes locked on his reflection; Cato stared into himself and searched for the bravery his mother had said would be there. Seeing nothing but his own fear and uncertainty, gazing back at him across the void, he turned away.   
 
    In the bedroom, he went to the closet.  
 
    ‘Be aware of your appearance,’ the Man had warned. ‘You represent me now, Cato.’ 
 
    Flicking on the closet light, Cato was met by a stunning array of suits, shirts, and ties of every variety. He puffed out his cheeks and sighed. The one thing Corallina had never taught him was how to shop like a gentleman. Back home, he only owned one suit—a black, funereal thing, worn for court appearances.  
 
    Pulling a three-piece Canali from the rack, Cato held it up in a mirror. Well cut and dyed the color of construction steel, it looked every bit as expensive as it was. Cato checked the label, and saw with some unease that the suit had been tailored to his exact measurements. Apparently the Benefactor knew far more about him than just his arrest record.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hallway outside Cato’s room was cavernous. Murky around the edges, it undulated in the sputtering light of antique gas lamps. Dressed and combed, Cato stood in the open doorway and listened to the stillness of the house.  
 
    “Okay,” he said aloud. “Time to be brave.”  
 
    Descending the stairs to the corridor below, he gazed down the row of doors. Spotting the one he had touched the day before—the one said to contain many things—Cato ambled over to it. He tested the knob, but as he’d expected, it was locked. Unperturbed, he returned upstairs to his room and searched the contents of his toiletries until he found his lock-pick kit.    
 
    Crouching before the door again, he eyed the keyhole. Selecting the right pick for the job, Cato inserted it into the lock, then followed after it with an L-shaped tension wrench. Carefully moving the pick along the pins, he applied pressure with the wrench. 
 
    ‘Feel for the right combination,’ Corallina had taught him. ‘It’s not magic, its mechanics.’ 
 
    A satisfying click rang out and the door eased open.   
 
    “Abracadabra, mother-fucker,” Cato whispered.  
 
    Half-hidden in smothering shadows, the space appeared to be some kind of storage room. Significantly lower than that of the hallway, the floor was made of flagstones, and the walls, Roman concrete. Arranged with only enough space to walk between them, towering racks of shelves stretched from one end of the clammy room to the other. Laden with strange artifacts, they leaned ominously in the gloom.  
 
    Cato shut the door and came down onto the flagstones. An unearthly chill crept through the soles of his shoes, making him shiver. Feted and damp, the air had a poisonous edge to it, as if it had been trapped for eons and gone bad. He wrinkled his nose and squinted to better see.  
 
    Just visible in the low light, a skull and a neat pile of bones rested on a nearby shelf. Dusty with age, the skull wore an eager smile. Cato took step toward it, and froze. Longer than his thumb and curved dangerously, the skull’s canines protruded from its upper jaw with hypodermic points. 
 
    “No way,” he said, fishing out his stolen cell phone and turning on the flashlight. 
 
    Harsh and bright, the light threw the bones into clear relief. Spilling from the ribcage like a cornucopia of bones, the skull and the rest of the skeleton bore the marks of a violent death. Amidst the butchered fragments, a glint of silver flashed.  
 
    Cato’s pupils dilated, and he came closer despite himself. Nestled inside the crumbling basket of the ribcage, a single coin had been inserted in place of a heart. Tilting the phone to cast a contrasting glow across the coin’s ancient, tarnished face, Cato licked his lips. The image was that of queen Cleopatra, stamped in silver.  
 
    Just as he had with the cigarette lighter in the tobacco shop, Cato felt an inescapable desire to steal the coin. At a young age, he had developed the nasty habit of nabbing shiny objects that didn’t belong to him. Corallina had tried her best to cure him of this, but to no avail.   
 
    Poking his finger at the coin, Cato reached through the ribcage. Afraid to crack the brittle bones, he tried the longest of his lock picks instead, but still, the coin was out of reach. Looking around for something even longer, he stole down the row of shelves.  
 
    Here and there, bits of bone jewelry, and fragments of ancient idols entered the light of his cell phone. Interesting as it all was, none of it offered him any assistance in his mission. About to give up, Cato came upon a section of shelving filled entirely with arrowheads. Splayed out in order of size and shape, they ranged from tiny, rough cut stone wedges, to sophisticated metal weapons of war.  
 
    He scanned the blades until he found one he could use. Of Greek design, the arrowhead was about six inches long, and made of a silvery metal. Tapering gracefully, it looked as though it could pierce armor and flesh in a single stroke. Flecked with spidery-dust and webbed by patterns of tarnish, the arrowhead clearly hadn’t been touched in a very long time. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Cato. 
 
    He took the blade and went back to the skeleton. Sliding it through the slats of the ribcage, he began to gently prod the coin.  
 
    A voice sounded behind him.  
 
    “How clever would you say you are?”  
 
    Cato let out a yelp and jumped back. Palming the arrowhead, he whirled around, and shined his light into the darkness. The Benefactor materialized like an apparition.  
 
    “Good morning, Cato,” he said.  
 
    Cato slipped his hand into his pocket, depositing the arrowhead. 
 
    “Where did you come from? I didn’t hear the door.” 
 
    “There are some doors which cannot be heard,” the Man shrugged. “Now tell me, how clever do you think you are?” 
 
    “I have my moments.”   
 
    The Man smiled.  
 
    “This is not one of those moments though, is it?”  
 
    “No,” said Cato quietly. “Probably not.” 
 
    The Man stared at him, his expression unreadable. Cato wrapped his hand around the arrowhead in his pocket.  
 
    “What are you thinking about, Cato?” Asked the Man. “You look as though you have something on your mind.” 
 
    “I—” Cato swallowed, casting about. “I—I want to know what’s going on around here. I think I deserve that much.” 
 
    The liquid-gold of the Benefactor’s eyes began to churn. 
 
    “And what precisely would you like to know?”  
 
    Suddenly at a loss, Cato faltered. 
 
    “Uh,” he said. “Well…” 
 
    The Man watched him, waiting. 
 
    “Well—what is that?” Cato ventured, pointed to the skeleton. “Why are its teeth like that? It’s not a…”  
 
    He trailed off.  
 
    “It’s not a—” 
 
    “Strix?” Finished the Man. “Laestrygonian? Strigoi? A Vampire? Yes it is. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Yes!” Cato exclaimed. “How is it real—how are you real? You’re a God for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    Stepping around him, the Man walked to the skeleton.  
 
    “There are no Gods here,” he stated. “No demons.” 
 
    He picked up the skull. 
 
    “Yet, there are cracks—cracks in the stonework of history, cracks in the stonework of science, cracks in the very walls that separate one reality from another. This world is fractured, Cato.”  
 
    Stupefied, Cato couldn’t find the words to respond to this.  
 
    “Can—” he asked instead. “Can you die?” 
 
    The Man chuckled. 
 
    “Everything dies,” he said. “Yet, some of us find cause to resurrect. ”  
 
    Turning the skull in his hand, he smiled. 
 
    “Like our nocturnal friend here. He was a nasty one—cruel. I killed him a long time ago—cut him up as you see. It is only the silver coin that keeps him from coming back. Can you imagine what would happen if it were stolen?” 
 
    Cato suppressed a twitch. 
 
    “You know,” said the Man. “It occurs to me that this a rather apt metaphor.” 
 
    He set the skull back on the shelf. 
 
    “I am the silver coin, Cato. When the nasty ones come through the cracks, I keep them in check. Do you understand?”   
 
    Nodding his head, Cato did not understand. 
 
    “And you,” the Man said proudly. “You are my Orphanus. I initiated you at birth, and sent you to train with Corallina. You are a soldier—a weapon.” 
 
    “A weapon?” Cato wavered. “Wait a minute—Corallina didn’t train me, she raised me. She never wanted me to turn out like this.” 
 
    “Didn’t she?” The Man said, eyes glimmering.  
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cato demanded. “Corallina is a good woman. I’ve put her through a lot.” 
 
    Parting his hands apologetically, the Man softened. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said. “I can see that you’re very protective of your mother. I understand—really, I do. Corallina is a miracle. In her youth she was the finest Orphanus I had ever known.”  
 
    He put a hand on Cato’s shoulder. 
 
    “That is why I sent you to her, my son. She was the only one who could prepare you for what is coming.” 
 
    Cato blinked, trying to fathom what he had just heard. 
 
    “W—what are you talking about?” He sputtered. “What’s coming?” 
 
    The Man laughed, a deep unsettling sound. He reached into his jacket and produced a black leather booklet. 
 
    “Your destiny, Cato,” he said. “Meet it like a man.”  
 
    Fingers trembling, Cato accepted the booklet. Forcing himself to be brave, even if it was only pretend, he flipped it open. Inside was an ID badge, complete with his passport photo, and a gold-leafed crest.  
 
      
 
    US DEPT OF HOMELAND SECURITY 
 
    SEATTLE [WA] FIELD OFFICE-CT056 
 
    OFFICIAL FIELD COURIER: CATO FIN 
 
      
 
    Cato stared at the badge. In all of his time among Seattle’s criminal underbelly, he had never seen a fake this good before. Whatever the Benefactor was planning, it must be important. From the recesses of Cato’s mind, Corallina’s old warning echoed up. 
 
    ‘You have to grow up fast, Cato,’ she’d said. ‘You have to get tough. Because someday, he’s going to need you, and you better be ready when he does.’ 
 
    Grinning widely, the Man patted Cato on the shoulder and moved toward the stairs. 
 
    “Good man,” he said. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bare feet dancing in the dewy grass, Mr. Hannity dodged a wild kick.  
 
    “Again!” He ordered. “Come on—hit me this time! Come on!”  
 
    His opponent, a pale skinned boy of about nineteen, stormed at him with admirable confidence. Pivoting backward, Hannity out-stepped the boy’s sweeping leg then weaved between two bursts of punches.  
 
    “Good,” he said, addressing the boy as well as the other three who stood gathered nearby. “But I told you to hit me—like this.” 
 
    Feinting a hook with his right hand, Hannity pistoned out his left and sent his opponent reeling to the ground. From the sidelines, Adalina gasped and put a hand to her mouth.  
 
    “Don’t be so rough,” she cautioned. “You’ll hurt him.” 
 
    “He’s fine,” said Hannity, helping the boy back onto his feet. “Good work. Now who’s next? How about you? Yeah you—get over here.” 
 
    Stepping forward, one of the other boys, also aged to his late teens, bowed his blond head and walked toward Hannity. Clad in the same loose-fitting cotton outfit as his brothers, he was almost identical to them in every way.               
 
    “His name isn’t, you,” Adalina huffed. “It’s Boreas.” 
 
    “Ah give it a rest will you?” Grinned Hannity. “Snow White over here doesn’t really care what I call him, do you Snow?”
He jabbed at Boreas with his right hand but the boy slapped it away. 
 
    “There you go,” Hannity encouraged. “See that? Never drop your guard—not until your enemy is down for good.”  
 
    Squaring his feet, Hannity assumed a combat stance.  
 
    “Same goes for all of you,” he said to the group. “That’s how you win fights.” 
 
    In the military, Mr. Hannity had acquired a taste for hand-to-hand combat. He loved to pummel and stomp. Conversely, each blow he received only served to temper him like a blade. At this point, he could take a punch to the nose without sniffing, and loose a tooth without batting an eye.  
 
    Blocking an ill-timed leg sweep, Hannity hooked his elbow around and glanced it across Boreas’s cheek. The boy went down silently, his eyes predatory and alive. Squeaking with dismay, Adalina glanced over her shoulder to the veranda where Bruno stood, head bent as he spoke heatedly into his cell phone.  
 
    “He’s not going to stop me,” Hannity said, taking Boreas by the arm and hoisting him up. “This was his idea. He wants them to know how to fight.” 
 
    “Such an ugly business,” Adalina muttered. “Brutish.” 
 
    Hannity chuckled and shook his head. The moment his eyes were averted, Boreas broke free of his grasp and unleashed a flurry of wild punches. Able to block most, Hannity let one slip through, and was struck on the mouth. He stumbled back, blood dripping from a split lip. 
 
    “See that boys?” He grinned. “Just what I was talking about, wait for me to make a mistake—wait for me to show you an opportunity. Well done, Boreas.” 
 
    The boy let his fists drop and bowed. Wiping blood from his chin, Hannity went to a stone bench. There, beside his 1911, was a black nylon attaché. Undoing the straps, he revealed a stunning variety of muted metal combat knives.  
 
    “Who wants to go first,” he asked, pulling out two drop-points. 
 
    “Oh no,” Adalina said faintly. “Not that Mr. Hannity, please.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he smiled. “They’re training blades, dull as hell.” 
 
    He held one up and poked the tip with his finger. 
 
    “See?” 
 
    On the veranda, Bruno suddenly erupted into an angry torrent of rapid-fire Italian. Yelling into his phone, he stabbed his finger violently into the air. Only able to understand about a third of what the boss was saying, Hannity glanced to Adalina. 
 
    “What was that all about?”
Inclining her head, Adalina listened for a moment then frowned. 
 
    “He’s angry at someone because they lost quello Vecchio, it means the Old One.” 
 
    “Vecchio?” Hannity repeated. 
 
    Adalina nodded. 
 
    “Yes, he says they let him get away. Do you think he’s talking about a piece for the collection?” 
 
    Hannity’s curiosity pricked up. He doubted very much that the boss was at all concerned with his relic collection right now. Perhaps this Vecchio character was part of the plan Bruno had alluded to. Or, perhaps he was the reason for it. With a name like the Old One, it was hard to imagine he wasn’t at least somehow involved.   
 
    Still listening to the boss’s flood of wrathful words, Adalina gasped and shot Hannity a look of deep concern. 
 
    “Polizia morti,” she whispered. 
 
    “Dead cops?” Hannity echoed. 
 
    Above, Bruno ended his call with a loud curse. 
 
    “Si,” Adalina hissed. “He said something about dead polizia! What’s happening, Mr. Hannity? You must know more than I. Why is Mr. Cosimo speaking of such things?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Hannity, eyeing Bruno as he approached.  
 
    “But—” Adalina protested. 
 
    “I said don’t worry,” Hannity asserted. 
 
    Snapping his fingers at the brother named Zephrus, Hannity waved him over. 
 
    “Now pay attention to this, you lot. You’re going to want to hold your knife blade-down, like this.” 
 
    He grasped the handle so that the butt was up and the blade aimed at the ground. 
 
     “That way you can punch and slice. Best move is to aim for the gut, then, when your enemy doubles over, you can come down hard and stab him in the back of the neck. Quick kills, that’s what we’re looking for. Nothing fancy.” 
 
    “Wise words from a wise man,” said Bruno, coming to stand beside the brothers. “Do listen to everything he tells you, my boys. Mr. Hannity here is quite adept at walking away from deadly situations.” 
 
    Hannity smiled and inclined his head. 
 
    “Thanks boss.” 
 
    “You can thank me by doing your job correctly and to the best of your abilities.” 
 
    Gesturing to the phone in Bruno’s hand, Hannity arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Is everything okay? We heard some of what you said up there? If you need me to take care of it, just let me know.” 
 
    “You heard that, did you?” Bruno sighed. “Oh well—non mi lamento I suppose. You were going to have to hear about it sooner or later. Adalina dear, please go get us some ice, a towel, and two cups of coffee.” 
 
    Adalina curtsied nervously and left up the lawn toward the veranda. 
 
    “How goes the training?” Bruno asked. “Making progress.” 
 
    “They learn about as fast as they grow,” said Hannity. “We’re already getting into knives.” 
 
    “Knives?” Bruno sneered. “It’s 2016 Mr. Hannity—but never mind that. Show me what they’ve learned so far. I’m curious to see how well you teach.” 
 
    “Alright,” Hannity shrugged, slipping the blades back into the attaché. 
 
    “So what exactly did you hear?” Inquired Bruno. “From my phone call, that is.” 
 
    “Only something about dead cops and the Vecchio.” 
 
    Bruno shook his head. 
 
    “Curse this loud mouth of mine. Thank God it was only you and Adalina who heard me. This is a sensitive time for us, Mr. Hannity. We are in a precarious situation. The Vecchio is a very dangerous individual. He is old, as the name suggests, and it was my responsibility to keep track of him. I failed.” 
 
    “Your responsibility?” Hannity frowned. “Says who?” 
 
    “Everyone answers to someone, my friend,” the boss replied. 
 
    “You want me to hunt him down for you?” Asked Hannity. “I bet I can find him no problem.” 
 
    Bruno chuckled and looked away. 
 
    “You are kind to offer, but no. I pay Savino and his polizia for that sort of work.” 
 
    “Apparently not enough, if they lost him,” said Hannity. 
 
     Sighing in agreement, Bruno took out his the little wooden box. 
 
    “Quello Vecchio will resurface again,” he murmured. “He can’t stay hidden for long—not now.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    Bruno stared at the box, then gave it a dry shake. 
 
    “The Vecchio? He is king around here, or at least he thinks he is. But things are about to change, Mr. Hannity.” 
 
    “Is that what they’re for?” Asked Hannity, gesturing to the brothers. “Are we starting ourselves a revolution?” 
 
    “Yes,” chuckled Bruno wryly. “It’s time for new royalty in Rome, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I don’t know boss,” Hannity said. “You’re the man with the plan.” 
 
    Shaking the box again, Bruno put it back in his pocket. 
 
    “I am—which is why I can’t have any more mistakes on my end, do you understand?”   
 
    “I won’t let you down. You know that.” 
 
    Facing the brothers, Bruno smiled and held out his hands. 
 
    “They really are something aren’t they?” 
 
    “They are,” said Hannity. “You were right about them, I’m starting to come around.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Bruno grinned. “I knew once you’d had a chance to get to know each other, you would see just how much you share in common. But, please—I really do want to see what they are capable of. I want to see them in action.”  
 
    “No problem,” said Hannity. “Which one do you want me to spar with first?”  
 
    Bruno gave him a somewhat dubious look. 
 
    “The Vecchio is not like other men, Mr. Hannity,” he spoke. “He won’t be beaten easily. His age isn’t a hindrance, you see—but rather, a substantial advantage.” 
 
    He glanced at Hannity, then away.  
 
    “I need to know that our young brothers can work together, capire? Like a pack of dogs taking down a bear.” 
 
    Realizing what Bruno meant by this, Hannity tensed.  
 
    “Wait—” he began, but Bruno was already pointing at him. 
 
    “Boys,” he called. “Subdue Mr. Hannity, if you will.” 
 
    On command, the brothers turned toward Hannity. Closing ranks, they formed a tight phalanx and charged. Timing his attack, Hannity stepped between them, and planted a heel in the back of the Eurus’ knee. As the boy went down, Hannity elbowed him in the face, then struck another with an open palm. The group picked themselves up and tried again.  
 
    They made a circle around Hannity, nipping at him from all sides. In the confusion, Boreas flashed a kick to the groin that brought Hannity low. Gasping, he raised an arm to block the coming knee, but his timing was off and the hit broke through. Knocked onto his back, he rolled to avoid the boy’s stamping foot. Catching his ankle, he twisted Boreas off balance and flipped him into the air.  
 
    Bruno clapped from the sideline, delighted. Struggling up, Hannity warded off an onslaught of blows with increasing difficulty. When the wave broke, he found the nearest brother and chopped him down. Someone grabbed him from behind, squeezing the breath from his lungs. Slamming his head back into the boy’s face, Hannity felt a spurt of hot blood on his neck.  
 
    He spun, ready to grapple, but more hands found him and pinned his arms. Like a blizzard, the brothers descended.  
 
    “Enough!” Yelled Bruno. 
 
    Instantly the assault stopped. Smeared with blood and dirt, the brothers became still, their faces resetting to a neutral gaze. Breathing heavily, and bleeding from several cuts, Hannity knelt on all fours.  
 
    “Very good!” Said Bruno. “I am impressed! You are quite the instructor, Mr. Hannity—the perfect mentor for our boys. Why, that took no time at all!” 
 
    Tenderly, Hannity got to his feet and spat. 
 
    “I said I wouldn’t let you down.” 
 
    “And so far you’ve been nothing if not a man of your word,” beamed Bruno. “Keep it up and we’ll drink the blood of a God, you and I. Speaking of drinks, here comes Adalina with our coffee and your ice.” 
 
    Unable to help himself, Hannity grinned with bloody teeth. 
 
    “You really are a man with a plan,” he said. 
 
    Bruno smiled back and nodded. 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XIV 
 
      
 
      
 
     Church bells tolled as Louisa Anastasi left her brother’s apartment. Dressed in the noble blue of her Armani police uniform, she had the look of a woman on a mission; and indeed she was. Last night’s news from Giorgio, about the murders of Mora and Bifona, had only served to bolster what her gut was already telling her. Something was happening in Rome, something sinister. 
 
    Just like the girl from the river, Mora and Bifona had lost their tongues. Too alike to be unrelated, the three killings must be connected. And yet, if Louisa wanted to explore this connection, and perhaps find a link to her brother, she would have to act fast. The Americans were coming—coming to take the dead girl’s body.  
 
    She stepped off the stairs and continued across the lobby. It seemed bizarre to her that the Questura would permit such a thing. Then again, less than a week after Ferro’s body had been pulled from the Tiber, the investigation had ended without explanation in much the same way.  
 
    Quickening her pace, Louisa pushed through the glass doors.  
 
    “Is that you, bella?” Called a voice. “Of course it is, I can feel your radiance from here.”  
 
    Looking up, Louisa halted. On the bench in the center of the courtyard, sat old blind Dino. And beside him, was Niccolò.  
 
    Louisa hadn’t talked to her uncle in days now—not since her suspension. Remembering the way Savino had invoked his name, used it like leverage, she felt a fresh pang of anger toward him.  
 
     “That charm of yours, Dino,” she said, locking eyes with Niccolò. “It’s a wonder you were never able to find a wife.” 
 
    Dino laughed and ribbed Niccolò with a boney elbow. 
 
    “This kitten has claws no?” 
 
    “And teeth,” her uncle added. 
 
    Louisa walked toward the archway. 
 
    “Dino has invited us in for his famous espresso,” Niccolò announced. “What do you say?” 
 
    Maintaining a neutral tone, solely for the benefit of the blind man, Louisa kept walking.   
 
    “Sorry boys. Maybe some other time, I’m on my way to work.” 
 
    At this, Niccolò’s eyebrows climbed to the edge of his hairline.  
 
    “Such a shame,” coughed Dino, lighting a fresh cigarette. “Work is death.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
      
 
    On the sidewalk, Niccolò jogged to catch up.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, taking Louisa by the arm. “Let me buy you breakfast. We need to talk.” 
 
    Wrenching free of his grip, Louisa strode on. 
 
    “Hey,” he barked. “What do you think you’re doing? Come here!” 
 
    Louisa spun around. 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you,” she shot back.  
 
    Niccolò blew out an exasperated breath and jogged to catch up again. 
 
    “What are you doing? You shouldn’t be in uniform—you’re suspended. If Savino finds out he’ll—” 
 
    “He’ll what?” Louisa interrupted. “He’ll fire me? I think he’d rather just give me a spanking, don’t you?” 
 
    A guilty shadow fell across Niccolò’s face and he glanced away. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Louisa. “I can’t understand why you play for his side, zio—no one does. Savino isn’t interested in the law, he’s a gangster.” 
 
    “I know,” Niccolò admitted.  
 
    “Then why are you so close to him? Why do you let him treat me like this? He said you approve of his plan to make me his little office whore! Is that true?” 
 
    Halting in the middle of the sidewalk, Niccolò pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “Listen,” he said. “Savino is bad, it’s true. But sometimes, it’s better to be close to the bad men you know, than the bad men you don’t know. Tesoro please—you have to believe me.” 
 
    “No I don’t,” glowered Louisa. “Not when you tell more lies than truth. You’re just like my father that way—secrets and lies. Just like Ferro too.” 
 
    Niccolò looked hurt. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “If you won’t listen to me, will you at least tell me what you’re up to? And please God let it be anything other than that girl in the morgue.” 
 
     Sniffing sharply, Louisa shrugged. 
 
    “So what if it is?”  
 
    “Modonna! Why?”
“You know why.”  
 
    Niccolò took another long breath and held it to buy himself time.  
 
    “What happened to Ferro—” he began. “Well, it was…” 
 
    Glancing down, he shook his head. 
 
    “It was terrible Louisa. But—it’s over now. We have to move on—you have to move on.” 
 
    “Move on?” Louisa repeated, her voice becoming deadly calm. “I read the report. I know what they did to him.” 
 
    Niccolò stiffened. 
 
    “You—you read the report? How—did you get your hands on it?” 
 
    Louisa stared at her uncle silently. 
 
    “Never mind,” he waved. “I don’t want to know. Was it complete, the report—did you learn everything?” 
 
    “Not everything,” said Louisa. “Most of it was redacted, but there were pictures. I filled in the blanks for myself.” 
 
    Taking out his cigarettes, Niccolò struck a light.  
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he spoke. “Ferro’s death was...”   
 
    “They stuffed him full of rocks and threw him in the Tiber like trash,” Louisa spat. “And they did it without leaving a single scratch on him. Explain that to me!” 
 
    Niccolò puffed on his cigarette for a long moment. 
 
    “What would it matter, Louisa?” He said at last. “Nothing would be different—he’d still be gone, and that girl in the morgue would still be dead. She isn’t Ferro, love. She’s no one. It doesn’t matter, don’t you see?”  
 
    Louisa winced, astonished by her uncle’s callousness.  
 
    “It matters, Niccolò,” she said. “How can you say it doesn’t matter?” 
 
    Niccolò chuckled hoarsely and exhaled twin jets of smoke. 
 
    “You forget that I have walked these streets a lifetime longer than you. It’s all black and white in the beginning—and then one day it’s not anymore. The grey seeps in until you can’t ignore it.” 
 
    Louisa shook her head and turned away. 
 
    “Louisa!”  
 
    “The girl matters to me,” she said over her shoulder. “All of them matter to me.”  
 
    Making a fist, Niccolò shut his eyes. 
 
    “You sound just like him, and it’s killing me to hear it all over again. I can’t loose you too, Louisa—what would your father think of me? You’re all that’s left now.” 
 
    “I’m a grown woman,” Louisa declared. “And I’m not your responsibility anymore.” 
 
    “Please,” Niccolò called after her. “If you don’t stop, I won’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your protection,” said Louisa without looking back. “I can protect myself.”    
 
     
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Louisa arrived at the Ufficio del Medico Legale, or The Office of the Medical Examiner, and took out her phone. Forcing the conversation with Niccolò to the corner of her mind, she texted Nunzio.  
 
      
 
    ‘Meet me in the alley,’ was his response. 
 
      
 
    Louisa went around the side of the building and down a narrow alleyway. Emerging from a doorway just as she arrived, Nunzio squinted up through the lenses of his thick glasses.   
 
    “There you are,” he said.  
 
    Louisa kissed him on either cheek. 
 
    “How is everything? Are we good?” 
 
    “Yeah. The American isn’t here yet.” 
 
    “What about your boss?”  
 
    Nunzio shrugged. 
 
    “He’s on the third floor dealing with a couple of strange ones that came in last night—and before you ask me, no, I’m not going to tell you about them.” 
 
    “It’s those dead cops, Bifona and Mora, isn’t it?” Said Louisa.  
 
    Sighing loudly, Nunzio removed his glasses and cleaned them with his shirt. 
 
    “So you do know. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. What am I then, just one in a long line of stupidly willing informants? Who’d you hear it from—Niccolò?” 
 
    “No,” frowned Louisa. “Why would you think that?”  
 
    “He was here all night pestering my boss about it. I just figured maybe he might have told you.”  
 
    “Giorgio told me,” said Louisa absentmindedly. “In fact, my uncle didn’t say anything about Mora or Bifono when I saw him this morning.” 
 
    “Giorgio told you?” Exclaimed Nunzio, oblivious to Louisa’s puzzled expression. “As in your partner Giorgio? Tall, handsome Giorgio?” 
 
    “Yes—what of it?”  
 
    “Well it’s just that Mora and Bifona came in pretty late...”  
 
    Picking up on the insinuation, Louisa narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “He’s my partner, Nunzio,” she said. “I can talk to him whenever I damn well please.”     
 
    Nodding sullenly, Nunzio fished out his keys and unlocked a service door.  
 
    “I was just asking,” he muttered. “Sorry.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
     
 
    Lit by a staggering of overhead halogen lights, the basement level was appropriately spooky for its purpose. Along either side of the corridor, metal doors lead off into different cold-rooms, each one containing inert black bags and special freezers for staving off the decomposition of dead flesh. 
 
    “She’s in here,” Nunzio pointed, leading Louisa toward the last room.  
 
    Inside, a sealed body-bag lay atop a metal table. Formless and black, it could just as easily have contained a load of garbage as it could the lifeless corpse of a young woman.  
 
    “Well,” said Nunzio. “There she is. What now?” 
 
    Louisa took a slow breath, unsure where to begin.  
 
    “Her stuff is there,” Nunzio offered. “You asked about that the other day. It’s everything she had on her.” 
 
    A white cardboard box sat on nearby counter. Louisa pried her eyes off the body-bag and put on a pair of latex gloves. Dumping the water-damaged belonging onto the countertop, she spread them out. All in all, there was a backpack, a sweatshirt, a pack of cigarettes, a tourist map of the city, a subway pass, forty-one Euros, and a ruined book of matches from a bar near the Vatican. 
 
    Louisa took out her phone and began snapping photos. When she had enough, she inspected the items by hand. Though wrinkled and a bit musty smelling, the map and the book of matches were both still perfectly legible. 
 
     “What are you hoping to find?” Nunzio asked. “I mean, the detectives have already been through all of that, you know?” 
 
    Ignoring him, Louisa held up the book of matches and studied the logo.  
 
    “I know this bar,” she murmured. “Niccolò told me it’s a front for the black market. They pay protection though, so we’re supposed to leave them alone. I’ve never been—” 
 
    “So?”  
 
    “So why was she there?” 
 
    Nunzio blinked tiredly.  
 
    “I told you she was a terrorist,” he said. “Maybe she needed to buy some terrorist stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t think she was a terrorist, Nunzio,” spoke Louisa. “I think it’s a cover story—a fake.” 
 
    “But—” Nunzio began.   
 
    “Just think about it for a second,” Louisa pressed. “Doesn’t this remind you of anything?” 
 
     “Well—” Nunzio tried again. “Terrorists cut off heads and all kinds of weird shit. I bet they do this too.” 
 
    He gestured to the body-bag. 
 
    “Anyways, it’s not my job to think about that stuff. If they say she’s a terrorist—then as far as I’m concerned, she’s a terrorist.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” sighed Louisa. “I meant think about the situation—doesn’t it remind you of anything?” 
 
    Nunzio made an expectant face. 
 
    “Ferro,” said Louisa. “You remember what happened with him, right? As soon as the autopsy was done—poof—the case was closed. No suspect, no motive, no nothing. Someone wanted it all to go away. And now, that’s happening again—don’t you see?”  
 
    Glancing at the body-bag, Nunzio frowned. 
 
    “So—this American is, like, part of some conspiracy? That’s a bit much, Louisa, even for you. Look, I don’t know the specifics, but I know the decision came down from the Questura. They called the Americans.” 
 
    Louisa peered at the matchbook in her hand, refusing to be swayed. Though she knew she couldn’t prove it yet, she wasn’t wrong.  
 
    “The girl isn’t a terrorist, Nunzio,” she said evenly. “If she is, then I’m a fucking forest nymph.” 
 
    Making another face, Nunzio began to respond, but his phone interrupted him.  
 
    “Uh, hello?” He said into the receiver. “What? He’s here already? Yes—yes of course—” 
 
    He snapped his fingers at Louisa and pointed to the evidence box.  
 
    “No,” he stammered. “No—yeah—no of course. Send him down. I’ll wait with him until you get here. That’s right—yes. Okay, thank you.” 
 
    Hanging up, he rushed to Louisa’s side, and the two of them began hastily shoving everything back in the box.   
 
    “The American is here,” he hissed. “My boss is still up to his elbows in Bifona’s corpse and the fucking American is already here. He just showed up without calling!” 
 
    Still holding onto the matchbook, Louisa waited until Nunzio wasn’t looking, then slipped it into her pocket. 
 
    “What do we do?” She asked.  
 
    “Lid,” Nunzio panicked. “Where is the lid?” 
 
    Louisa handed it to him. 
 
    “I’m supposed to wait,” he said, closing the box. “I just wait here with the American until my boss can come. Five minutes, that’s all. Where’s the tape—oh shit what did I do with the tape?” 
 
    In the hallway, the elevator dinged. 
 
    “Forget the tape,” Louisa said. “I need to get out of here. Where do I go?” 
 
    “Go?” Nunzio almost laughed. “There is nowhere to go!” 
 
    The wide medical doors swung open and a black-haired young man entered. Wiry in build and pale in complexion, he wore an expensive suit that seemed at odds with his character. Finding Louisa’s eyes first, he smiled.  
 
    “Hello,” he said. “I’m agent Cato Fin with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.”  
 
    Reaching into his jacket, he produced an ID badge and offered it to Louisa.  
 
    “Are you the lead investigator on this case, or…” 
 
    Louisa accepted the badge and studied it for a moment. 
 
    “No,” she replied in near flawless English. “I’m simply here to facilitate. I am, Officer—Bifona.” 
 
    The American bobbed his head and extended a hand.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” he smiled. 
 
    Shaking his hand, Louisa felt his grip, firm but all-too brief. 
 
    “I’m Nunzio,” ventured Nunzio, waving. “Just in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Alright, great,” said the American. “Everybody speaks such good English. I wasn’t expecting that.”   
 
    Still holding Agent Fin’s badge, Louisa looked down at it once more. Elegantly designed and detailed, it was almost artful. By comparison, her own ID badge was a piece of computer printed junk.  
 
    “They already logged my badge number at the desk upstairs,” the American said. “I’m in the system.”  
 
    Louisa glanced up and caught a hint of wariness in Agent Fin’s eyes.   
 
    “Of course,” she nodded, handing the badge back. “Here you are.” 
 
    The American took the badge and disappeared it into his pocket with a practiced sleight-of-hand. Frowning, Louisa cocked her head. After countless hours patrolling the Coliseum, she knew the tricks of a pick-pocket when she saw them.  
 
    “What did you say your name was, Agent Fin?” She asked. “Was it Cato?”
 “Yeah. Like k-toe. Not cat-o.” 
 
    Louisa smiled, letting her face become nonthreatening. 
 
    “Did you know that Cato is actually an old Roman name?”  
 
    “Oh really,” the American responded unenthusiastically. “You don’t say—how interesting.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Louisa. “It’s strange that someone from the USA would have this name, don’t you think? Maybe your family originated in Italy. Maybe even in Rome. You know what they say, all roads and so on.” 
 
    Flicking her a curious look, the American appeared to make up his mind about something. 
 
    “I was adopted by an American when I was six,” he said in clear, fluent Italian. “As for my namesake, I choose to emulate Cato the Younger over the Cato the Elder.” 
 
    Louisa arched an eyebrow, a little surprised. 
 
    “Well, it’s not a hard choice to make. One fought to preserve the republic while the other had poor Carthage razed to the ground.” 
 
    “People were so dramatic back then,” Cato grinned. 
 
    “Indeed,” Louisa chuckled. “It’s hard to say why they did the things they did. Who knows who was really pulling the strings.” 
 
    Watching all of this unfold with a combined look of curiosity and terror, Nunzio had turned ashen. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said tremulously. “Officer, um—Bifona, thank you for everything, but Agent Fin has a little paperwork to get started on and my boss should be here any moment—” 
 
    “You’re right, Nunzio,” Louisa clapped. “Please forgive me, I’ve been holding things up.” 
 
    She turned to Cato.  
 
    “Agent Fin, it was a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    “Same,” he said. “I wish I wasn’t flying out so soon, I’d love to buy you a drink and get caught up on what’s been happening in Rome since I left.” 
 
    Louisa laughed and touched the matchbook in her pocket. 
 
    “It would take more than one drink, I’m afraid. Now please—allow me to insure that everything is ready for you upstairs. Tell me, did you come with a vehicle?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cato replied. “It’s parked around back—white van, fat driver.” 
 
    “Very well,” smiled Louisa with a bow. “Addio per ora, Cato Fin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
     Louisa climbed the stairs without a backwards glance. Behind her, the elevator dinged the arrival of Nunzio’s boss. Careful to appear nonchalant, she quickly rounded the banister and came onto the first-floor landing. Pulling her cap down low, she headed toward the alley door, avoiding the cameras that hung in the lobby.  
 
    Safely outside, she unlocked her cell phone and began swiping through the pictures she had taken. Eyes on the screen, she came around the corner to the loading bay. There, police vans, freezer trucks, and fork-loaders were parked in rows.  
 
    Glancing up distractedly, Louisa noticed an unmarked, white transport van, waiting at the bottom of the ramp. She hesitated, then decided to move in for a closer look. Sitting behind the wheel, Agent Fin’s fat driver fiddled with his bracelets. The van rocked on its suspension, as if something very heavy had just shifted inside, and a new figure appeared in the window.  
 
    Louisa froze, her legs seized by shock. It was him—the Man from the bar last night, the Man who had disappeared in an instant, the Man with the golden eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



XV 
 
      
 
      
 
    Settling into the passenger seat, the Man from Rome lit a cigarette. Beside him, Popi picked at the chains around his wrists. Even tighter looking than the previous night, they bit into the Greek’s irritated flesh. 
 
    “I told you to leave them be,” said the Man. 
 
    “I can’t help it, Dominus,” Popi moaned. “It’s unbearable—I do it in my sleep. Please, just a little looser, please.” 
 
    “You remember the Catalonian, yes?” Spoke the Man.  
 
    Gulping, Popi nodded.  
 
    “Then you know I will not loosen your bonds. He was Orphanus, and I showed him no mercy. What makes you think I will show any to you? Besides, it’s not going to kill you.” 
 
    The doors at the top of the ramp parted. Emerging into the sunlight, Cato and another young man rolled a metal cart between them. Secured to the cart with bright yellow straps, a sterile looking black body-bag lay in rigamortis. Below it on a shelf, a white evidence box jounced loosely.  
 
    Cato banged twice on the van’s back door, and Popi got out to help him unload. Loosening the straps for them, the young ME stepped back so that Cato and Popi could lift their cargo and lay it gently inside the van.  
 
    “Here,” said the ME, handing Cato the white box. “This is everything she had on her.” 
 
    “Thanks for all your help, Nunzio,” Cato smiled back. “The U.S. government really appreciates it. Give my best to your boss and to officer Bifona.” 
 
    “Trust me,” muttered Nunzio. “I will.” 
 
    Cato climbed into the van and pulled the double doors shut behind him. Sitting on the wheel well, he made sure the young ME, Nunzio, had returned up the ramp before speaking to the Man. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I think that went pretty well.” 
 
    Coming back from the front seats, the Man crouched over the black body-bag and gazed down at it. 
 
    “Were there any problems?” 
 
    Cato shrugged. 
 
    “Just a nosey cop, but you told me they were watching you so I was careful what I said to her.” 
 
    “Her?”  
 
    “Yeah it was a lady,” said Cato, eyeing the Man’s cigarette covetously. “Say, can I have one of those?”  
 
    The Man ignored Cato’s request. 
 
    “Did you happen to get this officer’s name?” He asked. 
 
    “Bifona,” Cato responded. 
 
    Flashing back to the day before, the Man pictured the two men he’d annihilated. Their names, printed clearly upon their badges, had been Mora and Bifona. 
 
    “Bifona?” He echoed after a pause.  
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Cato. 
 
    “And what did Officer Bifona look like? Describe her.” 
 
    Cato sighed and leaned back. 
 
    “About as tall as me, beautiful, green eyes, dirty blond hair, spoke great English—” 
 
    Sniffing the air, the Man pulled traces of the officer’s scent from where it had settled on Cato’s suit. It was her—the woman from the restaurant last night, the one who had seen him.  
 
    “Louisa,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing the Benefactor utter the name, Cato stopped talking and frowned. 
 
    “What?” He said. 
 
    “Nothing,” replied the Man. “Never mind.” 
 
    Glancing at the body-bag, Cato grunted. 
 
    “Was that her name? Louisa?” 
 
    “No,” said the Man, his eyes dropping to the covered heap before him. “Her name was Leta.” 
 
    He reached down and pulled the zipper. A face of pure agony, fell into the light. Instantly horrified, Cato was only able to process the devastation one detail at a time—burnt flesh, singed hair, papery eyes, a yawning maw of silver. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ!” He swore. “Oh God—what the hell happened to her?” 
 
    The Man was slow to respond. 
 
    “She was murdered,” he said at last. 
“Yeah no shit!” Cato stammered. “Is that—is that silver?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Who the hell would do something like that?” 
 
    “A Goddess,” replied the Benefactor sarcastically. “Or rather, one who wrongly believes herself divine.” 
 
    Cato shut his eyes to the wreckage before him. 
 
    “Listen,” he sputtered. “You—you didn’t say anything about this earlier. You didn’t tell me it was like this!” 
 
    “I’m telling you now,” the Man spoke, smoothing Leta’s messy yellow hair. 
 
    “It’s a little late, don’t you think?” Cato shot back. “I mean, what exactly is it I’m even doing here?” 
 
    The Benefactor touched the hardened spatters of silver that had melted Leta’s lips. “Vengeance,” he whispered. 
 
    “Vengeance?” Repeated Cato. “Like, you want me to take revenge for this—on a God? Are you serious?” 
 
    Sighing, the Man looked up. 
 
    “There are no Gods, Cato. Her kind came through the cracks, colonized this world. Besides, vengeance is a fundamental right—open to all. Leta was your fellow Orphanus—your sister. Blood deserves Blood.” 
 
    Cato glanced down and saw his reflection warped in the silver.  
 
    “But,” he faltered. “But, I’m just a human. The person who did this, she’s—she’s like you, right?” 
 
    “She and I are not the same,” said the Man. 
 
    “Right,” Cato swallowed. “But like, she’s not normal though, right?” 
 
    The Man tipped his head from side to side. 
 
    “It is true that she has certain—abilities. However, you are not without your own advantages, Cato.” 
 
    Cato blinked and glanced at the door. 
 
    “What if I say no? Like, what if I just get out now, and hop the first flight home?” 
 
    “You cannot,” spoke the Benefactor. “And you will not. This is your destiny Cato. You were born to spill Olympian blood.” 
 
    Feeling light-headed, Cato patted himself down for cigarettes. The Man watched him, then took out his sliver case, and offered it over. 
 
    “Allow me to tell you a story,” he said. “Or at least, the parts of the story that apply to you in this moment.” 
 
    Cato shakily lit a cigarette and puffed on it as if his life hung in the balance. 
 
    “Before she was murdered,” began the Man. “Our Leta was on an important mission. I asked her to investigate the dealings of a man named, Cosimo Bruno—Procurist, and collector. Long had Bruno been of interest to me, for I believed him in league with the one who did this.”  
 
    His eyes fell to Leta. 
 
    “The so-called Goddess.” 
 
    “Why did they kill her?” Asked Cato, afraid to look at Leta’s face. “Bruno and the Goddess? Why did they do this?”  
 
    The Man smiled somewhat proudly. 
 
    “Leta uncovered evidence that Bruno was looking for some kind of weapon—funneling money and resources into the search.”  
 
    “A weapon?” Cato echoed. 
“Yes.”  
 
    “What kind of weapon?” 
 
    Zipping up the body-bag, the Man shook his head.  
 
    “I do not know,” he answered. “Leta was murdered before she could tell me.” 
 
    Cato rubbed his jaw. 
 
    “I’m confused,” he said. “Why are Bruno and this—this Goddess looking for a weapon?” 
 
    “Vengeance.”  
 
    Laughing despite himself, Cato cast the Benefactor a nervous glance. 
 
    “That is a popular theme with you people, isn’t it?” He said. “But, it doesn’t really answer my question. I want to know why.” 
 
    The Man made a dismissive gesture with his hand. 
 
    “That is of little consequence to you at this moment,” he asserted. “Believe me when I say, the threat is real, and immanent.”   
 
    “Okay,” muttered Cato. “Fine. So what do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    The Man settled back on the wheel well opposite him. 
 
    “First, I want you to finish what Leta started,” he said. “Then I want you to finish what Bruno and his Goddess started.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XVI 
 
      
 
      
 
    From her new vantage-point in the alley, Louisa saw the van rumble to life. Scrambling for cover, she hid as it drove by en-route to the main road. Determined not to let it escape, she turned and dashed down the alley. Emerging onto the sidewalk, she spotted the van, nosing its way into the flow of cars at the end of the block. 
 
    A cab was parked nearby, two tourists fumbling to pay the driver as they simultaneously clicked away with their cameras. Louisa slipped into the back seat, and handed the driver a Fifty-Euro bill.  
 
    “Follow them,” she said, pointing at the van. “Go!” 
 
    Doing as he was instructed, the driver put the car in gear, and pulled away from the curb. At the Via Settembre the van turned down a side street, then turned again and joined the traffic of the Via Barberini. Following with some difficulty, the cab driver muttered under his breath that Fifty-Euros wasn’t going to cut it if he got into an accident. 
 
    “Stay on them and I’ll make it a Hundred,” said Louisa, waving another Fifty-note bill in his face. “Just don’t fucking lose them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the van, Cato and the Benefactor rifled through Leta’s belongings. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Asked Cato. 
 
    The Man lifted the backpack and sniffed it.  
 
    “We need to know where Leta was staying in the city.” 
 
    Cato furrowed his brow, remembering something Corallina had said the other day. 
 
    “Don’t you have a safe-house for Orphanus?” 
 
    Setting the backpack aside, the Man shook his head. 
 
    “It isn’t safe any more.” 
 
    Unsure what that meant, Cato held his tongue. 
 
    “No,” continued the Man. “Leta hadn’t been to the safe-house in some time. Her investigation set her on the trail of Bruno’s errand boy—a man named Hannity. She followed this Hannity to Africa and back, but when she returned to the city she did not use the safe-house. She must have known she was being watched.” 
 
    He picked up a wrinkled tourist map. 
 
    “These maps are given out by concierge agents all over town,” he said. “Most highlight the same few landmarks for their guests—Trevi Fountain, the Coliseum, and so on. But look here—” 
 
    Running a finger across the map, he traced a single road with extra marks made in pen. 
 
    “It is also common to recommend bars and restaurants in the area around the hotel. What I see here, circled on this map, tells me that Leta got it from somewhere near the Vatican.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Cato nodded. “So you think she was laying low in a hostel or something— blending in, like a regular tourist?”  
 
    “Exactly,” said the Benefactor. “And since none of her field equipment was found with her body—no journal, no camera, no weapon, I feel cautiously optimistic that it might still be in her room.” 
 
    He placed a hand atop the body-bag and smiled. 
 
    “Leta herself may not be able to warn me of Bruno’s plot, but her journal most certainly can.” 
 
    Cato loosened his tie. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “So how many possible spots are we talking about?”  
 
    Lighting another cigarette, the Man thought on this. 
 
    “Two dozen at least,” he replied. “Leta was careful, she would have chosen a place with a low profile. If I had to guess, I would say she was staying at an inn, or a hostel. Hotels require too much information these days.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Cato agreed. “When do we start?” 
 
    “We don’t,” the Man said curtly. “You do.” 
 
    “You mean you’re not coming?”  
 
    Shaking his head, the Benefactor sat back. 
 
    “No. This is your task. We will reconvene tonight when you have finished.” 
 
    Cato stole a glance at the body-bag. While he didn’t really like being in the company of Leta’s mutilated corpse, he didn’t want to end up like her either. Reading his mind, the Man reached into his jacket.  
 
    “Here,” he said, handing over a nickel-plated Springfield XDM Compact .45. 
 
    “Be careful, it’s loaded.”  
 
    Cato accepted the gun and tested its weight. 
 
    “I assume you know how to shoot,” the Man said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cato returned. “Corallina taught me when I was…” 
 
    Trailing off, he locked eyes with the Benefactor and sighed. 
 
    “She taught me when I was a teenager, said it was important for me to know how to shoot. Now I see why.” 
 
    The Man chuckled and leaned against the wall of the van. 
 
    “I know how much you cowboys love your guns,” he grinned. “But, please refrain from firing unless the target in your sights is of—unusual provenance. The bullets in that weapon are custom-made Adamantine hollow points. They are not something one should waste on innocent bystanders.”  
 
    “Adamantine, huh?” Said Cato. “As in the metal Vulcan uses to make weapons for the Gods? I didn’t think that stuff was real.” 
 
    Flashing his golden eyes, the Man grinned wider. 
 
    “Be grateful that it is, Cato, for without it—you would be lost.” 
 
    Cato fingered the trigger lightly. 
 
    “What would happen if I shot you right now?”  
 
    “You would be dead before you could pull the trigger,” said the Benefactor.  
 
    Thinking that this was probably true, Cato moved his finger away from the trigger and ejected the magazine. Just like the arrowhead in his pocket, the slugs were silvery and muted.   
 
    “Guess I better not try to shoot you then,” he said, sliding the clip back in and checking the safety. 
 
    The Man chuckled and patted Cato’s knee.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    He picked up the map again, and pulled a pen from his breast pocket.  
 
    “Here are all of the hostels and inns nearest to the Vatican. You should start your search with these five then radiate out as you go.” 
 
    Cato bent forward to study the marks. 
 
    “That’s a lot of dots,” he said. 
 
    “Check each one,” the Man spoke sternly. “When the hour strikes 9PM, come to this address and report on what you have found.” 
 
    He drew the symbol of a broken sword on the map. 
 
    “The restaurant is called La Spada Spezzata. I will be waiting for you there.” 
 
    He moved his pen north, and slashed it through a bank of buildings in the oldest part of the city. 
 
    “Should you run into trouble before we meet, this is my home. The street and the house itself are hidden to most, but if you follow this map exactly, you will be able to find your way there. Any questions?” 
 
    Gingerly, Cato accepted the map and folded it. He had many questions, but he knew better than to ask them by now. 
 
    “No,” he said. “But I’ll need a picture of Leta to show around. You know, preferably one from before she got turned into that horror-movie nightmare.” 
 
    The Man produced a small black and white photo of Leta, and held it out. Taken with the ocean at her back and a smile on her pretty, wind-swept face, the picture stirred a swell of strange feelings in Cato. 
 
    “She’s—” he faltered. “She’s lovely. I can’t believe someone would do that to her—kill her like that.” 
 
    The Man watched Cato with hooded eyes, then glanced away. 
 
    “Vengeance is obsession. Obsession is madness.” 
 
    “But why?” Asked Cato again. “Why is this Bruno asshole looking for mysterious weapons? Why is some Goddess telling him to do that? You say it’s vengeance but I don’t understand. Vengeance for what?” 
 
    Snubbing out his cigarette, the Man signaled to Popi. The van decelerated, and moved to the side of the road. 
 
    “I am a God-Killer, Cato,” he said, opening the back door. “Such titles come with a price.” 
 
     
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There,” Louisa pointed. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    The cab driver braked and swerved amidst a barrage of angry honks. Ahead, the van had pulled over. Getting out, Agent Cato Fin slammed the back door, and strode off toward the Tiber.  
 
    “You want me to let you out here?” Asked the cab driver. 
 
    Louisa watched Cato melt away into the crowd, then turned her attention back to the van.  
 
    “No,” she said, thinking of the golden-eyed Man. “Follow them.”  
 
    Moving in the direction of the Pantheon, the van sped through traffic. Safely in tow, Louisa and the cab driver followed after it. At a narrow alley, the van turned left and continued into a small piazza. There, umbrella-shaded tables fringed a crescent-moon of bars and cafés. Swinging around a burbling fountain in the center of the piazza, the van entered a short dead-end lane.  
 
    “Here,” Louisa ordered. “I’ll get out here.” 
 
    Happy to oblige, the cab driver stopped, and rubbed his fingers together. Handing him the second Fifty-Euro bill, Louisa got out and shut the door. Up the lane, the van idled before a metal gate. Skirting the covered tables, Louisa walked around the edge of the piazza to stand at the corner. The gate rose, and the van pulled into a sublevel-parking garage. As soon as it was through, the gate began to fall again, each segment locking together like a carapaced shield.  
 
    “Great,” sighed Louisa. “What now?”  
 
    Stepping into the open, she studied the building under which the van had disappeared. Cased in ancient Cantera cement, it had a wall-like façade with no openings other than the gate. High above, a bank of stained glass windows, and a great dome the color of aquamarine cut the skyline.   
 
    “Scusi,” Louisa said to a nearby waitress. 
 
    “Si?” The girl responded.  
 
    Louisa pointed to the building.  
 
    “What is that place there? It looks like an old church, or temple but I don’t know which one it is.” 
 
    The girl shrugged and gave Louisa a sorry smile.  
 
    “This whole area is old, officer,” she said. “But to be honest I have no idea about that building.” 
 
    Louisa chewed her thumbnail. 
 
    “Do you know where the entrance is?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Said the girl. 
 
    “The front,” Louisa repeated. “I want to see it from the front.” 
 
    The waitress put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. A look of semi-confusion crossed her face. 
 
    “You know,” she admitted. “I walk to work every day, and I’ve been all over here looking for short-cuts. But, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the front of that building, I wonder what street it’s on? Isn’t that funny?” 
 
    Louisa arched an eyebrow and returned her gaze to the building. 
 
    “Funny,” she said. 
 
     
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
     
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Louisa reentered the busy piazza by way of an alley, and bit back a cry of alarm. After the van had vanished, she had circled the block several times, searching for the front of the mysterious building. Always finding herself right back where she had started, she was beginning to feel like the victim of an elaborate prank. No matter which way she went, the outcome was always the same. 
 
    Louisa walked back to the corner and peered up the lane. Still as deserted as it was out of place in such an historic part of town, it was empty. Drumming her fingers on her thigh, she began to wonder if she had made a crucial mistake. Perhaps she’d been wrong to let agent Fin slip away so easily. Perhaps she should have stayed with him instead of chasing phantoms.  
 
    At the end of the lane, the gate rattled, causing Louisa to snapped her head up. Rolling open part-way, the gate lifted and the driver of the transport van ducked under. The man—a Greek by the looks of him, sauntered down the alley, and came into the piazza.  
 
    Louisa held her breath, watching him go by. Somehow sensing her eyes on him, the Greek glanced her way, then quickened his pace. Before she even realized what she was doing, Louisa moved from the corner of the lane and began to follow him.  
 
    The Greek turned at the fountain, and cast another glance over his shoulder. This time, their eyes locked. Louisa broke into a jog, cutting through the hordes of tourists who clogged her way. Moving again, the Greek rounded a corner, vanishing from view. Struggling to catch up, Louisa reached it just as he was about to disappear into another side-street.  
 
    “Hey you,” she called out. “Hold up, I need to speak with you.” 
 
    The Greek looked back at her, but kept going.  
 
    “Stop now!” Louisa commanded. “Police!” 
 
    With a startling burst of speed, the man broke into a sprint and tore off down the street.  
 
    “Stop!” Shouted Louisa, watching her only real lead get away. “Stop! Police!” 
 
    Barreling full-tilt, the Greek made no sign of slowing. After him like lighting, Louisa hit the cobblestones at a run. In his haste, the Greek knocked down a painter and his supplies. Unperturbed, Louisa vaulted the man, her boots skidding in smears of cobalt blue and chartreuse. Cutting up another alleyway, the Greek launched headlong into a mass of shoppers. Hands clawing at bodies and faces, he fought through them before Louisa could get there. Rallying his considerable mass, he rounded the next corner too sharply and tripped over his own feet. Flailing, he flew headlong into the tables and chairs of an outdoor café.  
 
    Louisa pounced, grabbing hold of the man’s collar, and flipping him over. Viciously, he swiped a silvery blade in her face. Recoiling to the gasps of the crowd, Louisa dodged the knife, and fell back among the upturned tables. Scrambling away, the Greek tried to make a break for it, but Louisa recovered before he could. Scooping up a nearby chair, she threw it at his wide, sweat-stained back.  
 
    A shower of splintering wood exploded with a crack. Reeling, the Greek stumbled. Louisa closed on him again, heaving a second chair high over her head. Bursting apart in an exclamation-point of shattered slats, it crashed across man and laid him flat.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Louisa warned, breathing hard. 
 
    Covered in bits of broken chair, the Greek reached pathetically for his knife. Louisa stomped on his hand, and kicked the blade away. She drew her pistol.  
 
    “Are you stupid?” She yelled. “Are you trying to get shot?” 
 
    At the sight of Louisa’s gun, a ripple of murmurs came from the onlookers. A teenage boy took out his phone and snapped a picture. Whimpering, the Greek rolled painfully onto his back and sucked his bruised fingers.  
 
    “What do you want with me?” He moaned. “I haven’t done anything wrong. You’re a maniac.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Louisa said flatly. “I know you stole a body from the morgue today, plus you just tried to cut me with a knife. Tell me what you’re playing at—tell me why!” 
 
    The Greek shut his eyes, tears leaking from the corners. 
 
    “No,” he whimpered. “It’s wrong, you don’t know. I’m innocent.”   
 
    Smelling his panic like a bad aftershave, Louisa moved to exploit it. Most people who ran from the police did so out of an instinctual fear of predators. That said, given what the Greek had done to try and escape from her, Louisa guessed that his fear wasn’t rooted in instinct. It was rooted in experience.  
 
    “My friends are going to tune you up real good for trying to cut my pretty face,” she spat. “They’re going to fucking kill you when they get you down to the station, do hear me? You’re a dead man.” 
 
    “No,” the Greek moaned. “No, no.” 
 
    “Yes,” Louisa nodded. “Unless maybe I decide to save your skin. You might have something I want.” 
 
    “M—money?” Stuttered the Greek. 
 
    “I want a name,” said Louisa. “I want the name of the man who helped you steal that body.” 
 
    Sniffling, the Greek looked up at her hopefully. 
 
    “The American?”  
 
    “No, not the fucking American!” Louisa cursed, kicking him in the leg. “The other person in the van, you idiot, the Man with golden eyes—who is he?” 
 
    Instantly devoid of color, the Greek struggled to a sitting position and tried to back away. 
 
    “Hold it!” Louisa shouted. “Hold it right there.” 
 
    Advancing, she kept the gun barrel on him, poised and unblinking. Someone behind her snapped another photo. 
 
    “Tell me who he is,” she demanded. “You know who I mean.” 
 
    “I can’t,” the Greek whined. 
 
    “Yes you can.”  
 
    The Greek shook his head, his eyes misting with tears. 
 
    “If I told you—we would both end up dead!” 
 
    Louisa halted.  
 
    “W—what do you mean by that? Who is he? Did he kill that girl? Is he involved?” 
 
    Shaking his head again, the Greek clenched his jaw shut.  
 
    “Tell me!” Snarled Louisa. 
 
    The Greek trembled fearfully and began to moan. Out of time and patience, Louisa glanced over her shoulder at the growing crowd and decided to take a gamble. Thumbing back hammer on her pistol, she lowered it to the Greek’s kneecap. 
 
    “I will make this very simple for you,” she said. “You will tell me what I want to know, or I will pull this trigger, then I will ask you again.”  
 
    “You can’t do that!” The Greek cried. “Someone stop her! Help! Help!” 
 
    Louisa pressed the barrel against the bone of his kneecap. 
 
    “Don’t you see this badge I’m wearing? I am the law here. No one is going to help you. Now give me a name.” 
 
    “I can’t give you a name,” the Greek choked. “I don’t know it all right? I don’t know his name.” 
 
    “What do you know?”  
 
    About to answer, the Greek thought better of it and bit his lips.  
 
    “Very well,” Louisa sighed, pretending to ready herself for the spray. “Have it your way.” 
 
    She glanced at the thickening crowd. 
 
    “You might want to back away, everyone—I’m afraid this is going to get messy.” 
 
    “Wait!” Screamed the Greek in disbelief. “Wait, don’t shoot me! Ok—ok! I can tell you one thing! One thing! Please…” 
 
    Louisa relaxed internally; thankful the man hadn’t called her bluff. 
 
    “What is it?” She said. 
 
    Eyes flittering, the Greek searched the air before his face.  
 
    “I can tell you where you’ll find him tonight—where he plans to dine. But that’s all I know! He tells me nothing—nothing!” 
 
    Though she knew the Greek likely had much more information than that, Louisa decided not to press her luck. Someone would have called the police by now, and they might arrive at any moment.  
 
    “Talk,” she hissed. “And do it before I change my mind.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XVII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing on the veranda, Mr. Hannity leaned against the stone banister and watched the four brothers below. Doing circles—an exercise he had invented—they practiced fighting multiple assailants by sparring in pairs that wove around a large figure-eight chalk-line. Whenever their paths intersected, the pairs would switch sparring partners, thus honing their ability to transition targets amidst the blur of combat.  
 
    Smiling with his cracked lip, Hannity watched Notus simultaneously block a kick from Eurus while dolling a sharp jab to Boreas in the confusion of the change-over. Effortless in his movements, the boy spun away from the fray, engaging his new sparring partner, and continuing along the line as if nothing had happened.  
 
    “Pretty damned good,” Hannity said to himself. “Pretty God-damned good.” 
 
    He had only showed the brothers how to do circles an hour before, and already they were making it look like less of a fight and more like a choreographed dance. They were monsters—these brothers, virtuosos of violence.  
 
    “You look a sight,” said Adalina, arranging lunch on a nearby table. 
 
    Hannity shrugged and came over to pluck a piece of bread from her basket. 
 
    “I’m alright.” 
 
    “But your face,” she worried. “It looks painful.”  
 
    Bending, Hannity stared at himself in the distorted mirror of a silver carafe. Like stage makeup, two black eyes, a split lip, and a deep cut on his eyebrow darkened his reflection. 
 
    “I can take a beating pretty well,” he said, touching the butterfly bandage on his eyebrow. “And you did good with this dressing here. Probably won’t even get a scar.” 
 
    Adalina shook her head and sighed disapprovingly. 
 
    “There’s no reason for it,” she said. “No reason at all.” 
 
    Hannity went back to the banister and watched the brothers again. Looping around and around the figure-eight, they struck, blocked, and moved with the fluidity of venomous snakes.  
 
    “Where’s the boss?” He asked. “He should really see this.” 
 
    Adalina uncorked a bottle of wine and inclined her head in the direction of the garden.  
 
    “Mr. Cosimo is in his sanctuary. I was just going to fetch him for lunch.” 
 
    Following her glance, Hannity smiled.  
 
    “I’ll get him,” he said. “No problem.” 
 
    Down on the lawn, he strolled passed the brothers.  
 
    “Lunch time, grunts—go help Adalina.” 
 
    Becoming as placid as dolls, they stopped fighting and turned to file up the veranda.  
 
    Hannity stifled a laugh of amazement and walked on. Following a gravel path, he made his way down the hill toward the ivy-clad walls of Cosimo Bruno’s garden. Cicadas buzzed in the pines overhead, and the air smelled faintly of earth. Lulled by scenery, Hannity lapsed into to thought.  When he arrived at the garden, he made to knock, but noticed that the door was already slightly ajar. Using the toe of his shoe, he pushed it wide enough to peak inside. 
 
    Seated upon a wooden stool, Bruno sat before the old olive tree. Though surrounded by the tattered remains of his once-lovely oasis, he appeared serenely unaware of the destruction. Repeating a string of unintelligible words over and over, he seemed to be praying, or perhaps chanting. Unable to make out what he was saying, Hannity stepped inside the door and listened harder. Suddenly, a small, yellow bird dipped down from the radiant sky and landed on the lowest branch of the olive tree. Bruno ceased his muttering and stood up. 
 
    “There you are,” he said. “I’ve been calling you for some time.” 
 
    At first thinking the boss was talking to him, Hannity stiffened. And yet, before he could respond, the bird cocked its head to the side and spoke clearly in a woman’s voice.  
 
    “Cosimo.” 
 
    Hannity’s eyes widened and he felt a familiar jolt of reality. His mind snapped back to the night the brothers had been born.   
 
    Bowing quickly, Bruno addressed the little bird. 
 
    “Domina,” he said. “We—we have a problem.”  
 
    The bird opened its beak and the voice spoke again.   
 
    “Tell me.”   
 
    “He knows. He’s onto us.”  
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    From where Hannity watched, he could see the boss hesitate before nodding.  
 
    “Yes, I think so. He—he’s already killed two of my informants. They were polizia. Their Comandante is not happy.” 
 
    The bird hopped to another branch and fluttered its wings. 
 
    “Money,” it said. “It is your greatest strength, Cosimo. Use it.” 
 
    “I am paying the police,” Bruno snapped. “I’m paying them a lot, in fact. More than I’d like to.” 
 
    “You mistake command for council. Do as I say.” 
 
    Bruno put his hands up. In one, his box of seeds rattled. 
 
    “Forgive me. I am merely concerned that quello Vecchio has discovered our plans too soon. My sons, they—they aren’t ready yet, Domina. Not yet. They need more time to train.” 
 
    Blinking its beady eyes, the bird studied Bruno. 
 
    “The Spartoi reach their prime in a matter of days, Cosimo,” it replied. “They are ready. However, if you truly believe you require more time to train them, you shall have it. I only hope you are doing your best in insure victory.”  
 
    “Yes,” nodded Bruno. “I am, Domina. I have my best man with them now.” 
 
    The bird chuckled silkily.   
 
    “That is good,” it said. “For when I return, it will be to send your sons into battle. Prepare, Cosimo—too common is the weakness of man that he regrets the price he paid for glory.” 
 
    Spreading its downy wings, the bird looked skyward. However, instead of taking flight, it gave a slight tremble, and began to hiss. Deflating like a balloon, it became a husk and dropped to the ground.  
 
    Bruno straightened his back and squared his shoulders. 
 
    “They say that Nero sang while Rome burned,” he proclaimed to the empty air. “So too shall I, Domina, so too shall I—for you.”  
 
    From his vantage point in the open doorway, Mr. Hannity prickled all over with excitement. The boss had said he was taking orders from someone else, and so he was.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XVIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    All day long, Cato had pounded the cobblestones in the dry, fall heat. After showing Leta’s photo to every hostel clerk, night guard, and cleaning person he could find, he was starting to worry that he had hit a dead-end. Leta, it seemed, had been like a ghost even before her untimely death.   
 
    As the purple shade of night began to bleed down from the top of the earth, Cato paused on the corner of a busy boulevard and lit a cigarette. Studying the map, he looked for any dots he might have missed, any avenues unexplored. A little ways off, a waiter lugged a chalkboard sign onto the sidewalk and crouched down to write dinner specials. Cato glanced over distractedly, then lurched with surprise. Digging out his stolen cell phone, he checked the time.  
 
    8:42PM!   
 
    Swearing under his breath, he returned his eyes to the map—this time looking for the fastest route to the broken sword.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa arrived outside La Spada Spezzata at two minutes to 9PM. In a thigh-length pencil skirt, and a sleeveless blouse the color of robin’s eggs, she drew the attention of every man on the street. Like a rare gem in a city full of plain diamonds, she walked to the restaurant’s entrance and went inside.  
 
    Waiting behind a polished wooden counter, a black-tuxedoed host greeted her without looking up.  
 
    “Reservation?” He said, gesturing to a ledger book. 
 
    Relieved that her gatekeeper was a man, Louisa leaned on the counter and shrugged.  
 
    “I didn’t make one. My papa said if I’m nice to you, you’ll let me have a drink at the bar.”  
 
    The man stopped what he was doing and set his pen down.  
 
    “Well,” he said in a revised manner. “That depends. Who is your father?” 
 
    Louisa smiled. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to say. He’s tired of me dirtying his good name.” 
 
    The corner of the host’s mouth twitched. 
 
    “May I?” She asked, eyeing his pen. 
 
    “Uh—here.” 
 
    Allowing their fingertips to brush, Louisa accepted the pen and wrote Nunzio’s phone number in the corner of the ledger book.  
 
    “I see,” chuckled the host. “In that case, I guess you do have a reservation. Come this way, topa.” 
 
    He went to an etched-tin door, and opened it. Beyond, a flight of carpeted stairs ascended to the second floor.  
 
    “I get off late,” he warned. “I’ll call you.” 
 
    Thrilled that her ploy had actually worked, Louisa took the stairs with a practiced grin. 
 
    “I get off all night.”  
 
    The host’s eyes bulged, and he put a hand to his heart. Imagining the look on his face when Nunzio answered the phone later that night and not her, Louisa stifled a laugh. On the landing above, a waitress met her with an arched smile.  
 
    “Bar?” She asked, glancing at the wide-eyed host below. 
 
    “Bar,” Louisa smiled back.  
 
    The dining room of La Spada Spezzata was large and open. Checkered along three walls, beautifully molded picture windows twinkled with Rome’s city lights. Gathered around sumptuous tables, large groups of happy, laughing patrons feasted on plates of bone-in lamb shank, pepper grilled chicken, and pork tenderloin.  
 
    Following the hostess to a gilded bar, Louisa did her best not to gape. Whoever the golden-eyed Man was, he certainly had good taste. She sat at a small, round table, just to the right of the bar.  
 
    “What will you have?” Asked the hostess. 
 
    “Wine,” Louisa said absently. “No wait, whiskey.” 
 
    “Whiskey?” The girl repeated.  
 
    “Yes,” nodded Louisa. “I’ll have your cheapest whiskey.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
      
 
    Out of breath and with a sharp stitch in his side, Cato reached the restaurant at 9:15PM. Pulling open the outer door, he went into a small waiting room and was met by a smugly happy-looking man in a tuxedo. 
 
    “Reservation,” the man asked from behind his counter. 
 
    Mind racing, Cato couldn’t remember if the Benefactor had coached him on this or not. Moreover, what name would such a reservation be under—Benefactor? Man? Dominus? 
 
    “Uh,” said Cato. “Cato Fin?” 
 
    The host gave a uncanny twitch and went over to a tin door.  
 
    “Cato Fin,” he bowed. “Someone will meet you at the top of the stairs. Enjoy your meal, sir.” 
 
    Cato cracked a weak smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, patting the waiter’s arm as he went up. 
 
    “Prego,” the man returned hollowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    From her vantage point at the bar, Louisa saw Agent Cato Fin appear at the top of the stairs. Face sweaty and hair askew, he looked disheveled and out-of-sorts. Greeted by a waitress, he was taken to a table in the corner of the dining room, an area momentarily obscured to Louisa. However, like Moses at the Red Sea, heads parted and she was briefly treated to a view of Cato’s companion.  
 
    Her breath caught in her breast, and her eyes widened. Reaching for her whiskey, Louisa took steadying drink.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are late,” said the Benefactor. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cato mumbled, pulling out his chair. “I know, I’m sorry—” 
 
    “And you look like a street urchin.”  
 
    Cato peered down at himself and saw that his suit had suffered from the events of the day. His jacket was crumpled, his shirt un-tucked, and his slacks dusted with grime.  
 
    “Oh,” he said. 
 
    “Oh indeed,” the Man echoed. “At least tell me you found the room.” 
 
    Cato hesitated then took out the map. 
 
    “I checked all the spots—I swear, but no one’s seen her. Look, I think Leta was too clever to stay somewhere so obvious, don’t you? What about couchsurfing.com, or Air BnB, or something like that?” 
 
    The Man listened dispassionately, then sighed.  
 
    “You could be right,” he said. “I am—out of touch with certain facets of modern society. We’ll reexamine our course of action after dinner. It’s possible I overlooked something.” 
 
    “Thank god,” Cato exhaled with a laugh. “I was really hoping you’d say that. So what’s good here? I’m fucking starving.” 
 
    Softening into a smile, the Man’s features brightened. 
 
    “One can never go wrong with the artichokes. And then of course we must have fiori di zucca, and coda alla vaccinara—oxtail in a sauce of red wine, chocolate, and tomatoes.” 
 
    Cato felt his stomach grumble. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” he said. “What about wine? Corallina says you’re a walking encyclopedia on the stuff. I can barely tell the difference between red and white.” 
 
    He laughed and glanced up, but saw that the Benefactor was no longer listening to him. Hot and alert, his eyes had become focused on the stairs.  
 
    “What is it?” Cato asked, turning to look. “What’s wrong—” 
 
    A woman emerged onto the landing, and Cato’s jaw dropped. Like an earth-bound seraph, she shown with visible radiance. Tumbling down in a wave of loose curls, her rich-brown hair framed a face more supple than moonlight. Wrapped in silk and silver, she wore a dress that clung to every curve of her body.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Cato heard himself say. 
 
    The other diners had frozen. Derailed by the woman’s divine luminosity, they sat with their wine glasses poised, and their faces halted mid-conversation.  
 
    “It’s time for you to go,” said the Man. “Go to the bar, Cato. Have a drink—you will find willing company.” 
 
    “W—what?” Cato stuttered. 
 
    “I said leave,” the Man repeated. “Get up and leave the table. Now.” 
 
    The woman’s glittering green eyes turned their way. As if the break in reality had been smoothed over, the restaurant suddenly came back to life, and everyone resumed their revelry undisturbed.   
 
    “Go, Cato,” the Man said again. “Quickly.” 
 
    “But—” Cato protested. “Who is that? She’s coming over…” 
 
    “I will handle her,” replied the Man. “I want you to handle that.” 
 
    He directed Cato’s attention to the bar. A familiar face hid behind a tumbler of whiskey.  
 
    “Officer Bifona?” Cato frowned. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “A trap,” the Man said. “She is not Bifona—she is called, Louisa.”  
 
    “But—” Cato tried again, turning back to the woman. “But who is she?”  
 
    “Go,” ordered the Man. “The further you are from this table, the better, my son. Take the map with you, don’t let her see it.” 
 
    Bewildered, Cato got up just as the woman in white arrived.  
 
    “Hello,” she said, touching a hand to his cheek. “And who might you be?” 
 
    A powerful current flowed from the woman’s fingertips, making Cato’s heart hammer and his vision glass over.  
 
    “He’s leaving,” answered the Man.  
 
    “That’s a pity,” the woman smiled. “I think he’s cute—in a sad sort of way.” 
 
    The Man rose from his chair. 
 
    “Boy, go.” 
 
    Gazing at Cato confidentially, the woman removed her hand from his cheek and the spell was broken. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cato,” she said. “He’s a brute. I hope I see you again some day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the bar, Louisa watched in utter disbelief as a strange woman entered the restaurant and disrupted time itself. The air grew still, and all sound died away. With some difficulty, Louisa pried her eyes from the woman and peered around. Empty gazes and blank stares filled the dining room.   
 
    “I guess I get to buy you that drink after all,” came a familiar voice. 
 
    Louisa jumped with surprise and looked up. There was a rush of laughter and movement as time resumed its normal flow. 
 
    “Agent Fin,” she said. “How unexpected!” 
 
    “Unexpected,” he returned. “Yeah right.”  
 
    Louisa dropped her smile. 
 
    “I take it you’ve spoken to your Greek, then?”  
 
    “What?” Said Cato, settling into a chair across from her. “No—listen, you lied to me earlier. Your name isn’t Bifona.” 
 
    Masking her confusion, Louisa waved a hand. 
 
    “Your lies are far greater than mine. You don’t work for the US government do you, Cato the Younger—if that truly is your name?”  
 
    Cato ignored the question and came back with one of his own. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Louisa?”  
 
    Uncomfortably, Louisa glanced at the corner table. 
 
    “Did he tell you my real name?”  
 
    Nodding, Cato leaned forward so that his jacket fell open. Hidden inside, the butt of a pistol gleamed.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Louisa saw the gun and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I’m here for the truth, Cato Fin,” she said. “I’m here because you and your friend over there stole a body from the morgue today. I want to know why. If you’re going to shoot me, shoot me. But you better kill me with the first bullet.” 
 
     Cato laughed and smoothed his jacket shut. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not a murderer,” he stated. “And I also want the truth.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Man from Rome watched his new escort through the dancing flame of a red candle. All about their table, the air crackled with unseen, elemental currents.  
 
    “Are you surprised?” She spoke, breaking the silence. “You look somewhat surprised.” 
 
    The Man smiled politely and took out his cigarettes. 
 
    “Nothing you do surprises me, Diana,” he said. “You are as predictable as melting snow.” 
 
    The woman hissed with annoyance.  
 
    “Why do you insist on calling me that?” She asked. “You know how I despise it.” 
 
    Flicking a light, the Man bent to the flame, and inhaled.  
 
    “Diana is a name that invokes elegance and sophistication. Artemis, on the other hand, leaves a provincial taste in my mouth that I don’t particularly enjoy.” 
 
    The woman did her best to smile, but sharp veins began to spread beneath the surface of her skin. Shuttering in their frames, the windows warped. 
 
    “Now, now, my dear,” the Man warned. “You’re in public. Don’t disturb the ambiance.” 
 
    Relaxing her jaw, Artemis smiled in earnest.  
 
    “I am in public, aren’t I?” She said. “How unconscious I’ve grown in my old age. I often catch myself forgetting that other people are really, real—do you know the feeling? These humans have such ephemeral lives. They’re like dreams to me—come and gone before I even think to care.” 
 
    Nearby, several wine glasses abruptly broke, spilling their contents all over the people holding them. 
 
    “Is that your way of saying you’d like a drink?” Sighed the Man.  
 
    “That would be lovely,” Artemis bowed. 
 
    Turning his eyes on a bow-tied waiter, the Man held up two fingers. Jolted into action, the boy walked to a large dinner party and took the most expensive bottle of wine from their table. Coming over, he added a measured amount to the Man’s glass, and waited for him to taste it. When the Man nodded, the boy filled both glasses and left without uttering a word.  
 
     “Nice trick,” said Artemis. “But it’s a bit cheap, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’m not flashy,” the Man replied. “You know this about me.” 
 
    “Shall we have a toast then?”  
 
    “A toast to what exactly?” 
 
    “Why, to us of course,” Artemis smiled. “To Diana, and to…” 
 
    She trailed off. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said with mock embarrassment. “I forget your aversion to names. I suppose we’ll just have to drink to me then.” 
 
    She clinked her glass against the Man’s and drained it in a single gulp. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are they?” Louisa asked, watching the corner table. 
 
    Cato squinted at her and thoughtfully. 
 
    “You really don’t know?”  
 
    Louisa shook her head, but kept her gaze on the golden-eyed Man and the sensuous woman in white. Together they were almost ridiculously beautiful. And yet, there was an energy about them, a volatility that made her nervous.  
 
    “Look,” said Cato, speaking in a low voice. “Whatever Cosimo Bruno is paying you, it isn’t worth it, you hear me? These aren’t, like—normal people. You need to get out of here.” 
 
    Frowning, Louisa glanced at Cato.  
 
    “What do you mean? Who is Cosimo Bruno?” 
 
    Cato looked annoyed with himself.  
 
    “I can’t talk to you,” he muttered. “You’re a cop and the cops are in on this.” 
 
    Louisa turned her full attention back. 
 
    “Actually,” she said. “I’m not a cop any more—not really. Il Comandante, the big boss, he fired me a few days ago—well basically fired me. When I met you at the morgue, I was acting alone—working for no one. That’s why I gave you a fake name.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Asked Cato. 
 
    “What about you?” Louisa parried. “For all I know, you and your golden-eyed friend over there killed that poor girl and dumped her in the river!” 
 
    “Hey,” Cato protested. “I just said I’m not a murderer. And besides, I flew in yesterday—got a fresh stamp in my passport and everything. As for him—” 
 
    Cato looked to the golden-eyed Man. 
 
    “Believe it or not—that girl was like a daughter to him. He didn’t kill her either.”  
 
    “Then we’re at an impasse,” said Louisa. “And the only way forward is to start trusting one another, no?” 
 
    “Not good enough,” Cato sighed, making to stand. 
 
    “Wait,” urged Louisa. “You say the polizia are in on it—in on what? Don’t you get it? I don’t know anything! If I was part of this, why would I be asking you for answers?” 
 
    Cato hesitated.  
 
    “Maybe,” he spoke. “But maybe you’re just trying to twist me up.” 
 
    “You seem twisted up enough already,” said Louisa. “Who are those people Mr. Fin? What is going on here?” 
 
    Slow to answer, Cato seemed torn between wariness and genuine uncertainty. 
 
    “Do you believe in the possibility of God?” He said after a pause. 
 
    Louisa faltered. 
 
    “I—don’t know.”  
 
    “Well you’d better figure that out if you’re going to keep pulling this thread.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder what you’re thinking,” said Artemis. “I wonder, I wonder.” 
 
    The Man blew out a thin stream of smoke, which caught and twisted in the turbulent air. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering if I’m going to kill you tonight, yes? Or am I just having a bit of fun before the big day?”  
 
    Again the Man responded only by smoking.  
 
    “Have you lost the ability to feel fear?” Artemis sneered. “Has it rotted away like every other part of your humanity? You’re a ghost, you know. You may as well be.” 
 
    Although the hackles on the nape of his neck were prickling dangerously, the Man remained silent.   
 
    “Yes,” Artemis went on. “You are a ghost, and I am the one who has killed you. Sound like fantasy? Just wait.” 
 
    The Man kept his eyes on Artemis and refilled their glasses. Behind him, the windows cracked loudly, yet he paid them no mind.    
 
    “What right have you to be so calm?” Demanded Artemis. “Do you think yourself immune to consequences? Every action has an equal and opposite reaction, Ancient. You might be old, but the machinery of existence is far older.” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Artemis caused the air to shudder. 
 
    “Your reckoning is at hand,” she said. “I am the reaction—the consequence to your actions. I have come to do what time could not.” 
 
    “You may try,” the Man spoke at last. “But never forget that it was you who started this, not me.” 
 
    “You killed the Sun!” Artemis snapped with barely-suppressed rage.  
 
    All across the room, more wine glasses shattered, and people became faintly aware that something was not right in their world.  
 
    “No,” the Man corrected. “The Sun—center of our solar system, still shines brightly. What I killed was a man.” 
 
    “Damn you,” said Artemis. “He was no mere man—you know it as well as I. The world could have known a second reign of heroes—think how differently things could have been. But you—you denied us. You killed him.” 
 
    “And so here we are again,” the Man smiled. “How will it all end this time, Diana?” 
 
    Artemis grimaced. 
 
    “Badly,” she answered. “It will end badly—for you.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that? Last time, you came with an army. Tonight, I see only you.” 
 
    “Oh I have my army,” Artemis assured him. “And you will meet them soon enough. I only hope that you have chosen your allies wisely. Your boy Cato is about as threatening as a wet cat.” 
 
    The Man glanced at Cato and smiled.  
 
    “Thank you for your concern,” he said. “But I will take my chances.” 
 
    “Very well,” spoke Artemis. “Then all that’s left is to begin.” 
 
    “Whenever you are ready, Diana,” said the Man, snubbing out his cigarette. “Whenever you are ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    The explosion hammered the still night air with a cannonade of echoing blasts. Erupting like furnace vents, every window of La Spada Spezzata blew out in a kaleidoscopic deluge of shattered glass.  
 
    Launched free of the cloud, the Man was thrown across the street and through the thick window of a bookstore. Obliterating three rows of shelves and the cash register, he finally came to a stop near the back wall. Buried under a pile of splintered wood and first edition books, he lay for a moment and collected his thoughts.  
 
    With some effort, he rose from the rubble, shedding it like rainwater. Trickling from his nose and ears, warm Ichor—blood of the Immortals, stained his skin. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, and picked glass from his shredded lapels. Stiffly walking to the gaping bookstore window, he let his gazed drift along the street. Here and there, victims of the blast lay in heaps upon the pavement.  
 
    Glancing up, the Man stared at the restaurant—a softly smoking carcass. The fire alarm ran shrilly, echoing up and down the block. He stepped from the bookstore and used his handkerchief to clean last of the Ichor from his upper lip. Avoiding the spreading pools of blood on the pavement, he walked across to the restaurant’s entrance and pulled the damaged door from its remaining hinges.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half-conscious, it took Louisa’s mind a long time to realize that something very traumatic had just happened to her. When it did, she snapped her eyes open and gasped. Untangling herself from the wreckage around her, Louisa struggled to her feet. Blasted out in a radial pattern, the entire restaurant had been transformed into an apocalypse of ash and carnage. Strewn amidst the pointed silhouettes, bodies lay motionless. Louisa peered at them and blinked, too dazed to register her own horror. Nearby, someone sat up.   
 
    “My God!” Louisa exclaimed. “Cato!” 
 
     Clearly just as stunned as her, Cato rubbed the ash from his eyes and gaped.  
 
    “What the hell happened?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    She pulled Cato to his feet and looked him over. Like her, he too seemed to have escaped intact. 
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    Cato made a face and waved to his ears. 
 
    “There’s a ringing—can you hear it?” 
 
    “It’s the fire alarm,” Louisa said. “Look around.”
She pointed to the cored-out dinning room, a crater of warped floorboards and crumbling brick. 
 
    “Damn,” said Cato lamely.  
 
    About to echo her agreement, Louisa was interrupted by a sudden blur of movement. Cutting through the rubble, something charged at her with the speed of a nightmare. In the next instant, she was yanked from the ground by a pair of powerful hands.  
 
    “Where is Artemis?” Snarled the golden-eyed Man. “Where is your Domina, girl?” 
 
    His hands encircled her throat, squeezing down. Instinctively, Louisa clawed at his face, but it was like marble. 
 
    “Tell me,” he demanded. “Or die.” 
 
    He pumped her neck for emphases.  
 
    “Hey!” Yelled Cato, trying to intervene. “Stop! You’re wrong about her—she isn’t working for Bruno!” 
 
    Unresponsive, the Man continued to choke Louisa, hoisting her higher still. 
 
    “Stop it!” Cato screamed. “You’re going to kill her!” 
 
    The Man glanced down, his eyes like embers of coal in the sockets of his skull.  
 
    “Be still, boy.”  
 
    Kicking her legs, Louisa pummeled the Man’s chest. Akin to striking an oak tree, the assault had no effect. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Cato pressed. “Please, I think this is a mistake. She doesn’t even know who Bruno is!” 
 
    The Man gave Louisa a shake, causing her legs to flail. 
 
    “She sees me, Cato,” he said. “She is initiated. The woman who attacked us tonight, the one who killed your sister Orphanus—she has the power to bestow such sight.” 
 
    Pulling Louisa toward him, the Man stopped when their faces were mere inches apart. 
 
    “Tell me where she is, girl,” he growled. “Where is Artemis? Where is your Domina?” 
 
    World starting to fade, Louisa choked feebly. 
 
    “No Domina—no Domina…” 
 
    The Man sighed. 
 
    “Have it your way, Louisa. Arrivederci.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to hers in a kiss. Though on the brink of infinity, a bright flashed danced through Louisa’s mind. The Man, drew back and frowned. 
 
    “Who are you?” He asked. “From what house do you hail—what line?” 
 
    “A—A—Anastasi,” Louisa mouthed. 
 
    The Man released her immediately and Louisa buckled to the ground at his feet.  
 
    “Anastasi?” He repeated. 
 
    Louisa coughed and sputtered. 
 
    “Please forgive me,” he said. “I had no idea. I see the resemblance now—I’m ashamed I missed it before.” 
 
    Rising in the distance, the sound of police sirens clashed against the wail of the fire alarm. 
 
    “Come, Cato” said the Man. “We need to leave.” 
 
    “But—” Cato balked. “But what about her? You just choked the shit of her! We can’t leave her here.” 
 
    The Man glanced down at Louisa, and beamed a knowing smile. 
 
    “She is Anastasi, my boy—she needs no help from us. Her line is strong—be thankful it has crossed with yours.” 
 
    Turning away, he pulled Cato toward the kitchen, leaving Louisa to suck in painful, rasping breaths. From the street outside, red and blue lights began to strobe through the ashy air. Regaining some of her strength, Louisa struggled up, and started after the Man. Voices sounded in the stairwell, forcing her to break into a clumsy run. Casting a look over her shoulder, she pushed through the kitchen door and slammed it shut behind her. 
 
    Emergency lighting flickered from a fire escape near the walk-ins. Louisa dashed over, the pain in her throat making each breath a bittersweet ordeal. Descending an iron stairway, she came to an alley door and clambered out into the night. Slightly rancid from the overstuffed dumpsters, the air was dank but ash-free. Louisa heaved dryly and scanned the length of the alley for signs of the Man, or Cato, yet they were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Dashing to the corner, she peeked out at the street. Lying on the ground, a tourist map, bent and slightly torn, caught her eye. She picked it up and frowned at it. Police lights flashed across the cobblestones, forcing her back. Trapped once more, Louisa retreated into the darkness of the alleyway, and hid behind the dumpster.  
 
    Fear began to set in, mixing with the mounting awareness of everything she’d just been through. With shaking hands, she dug inside her purse. Giorgio picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Little Rabbit?” he said. “How’s Spain? What’s all that noise in the background?” 
 
    “Giorgio,” Louisa whispered. “I’m so sorry—I lied to you. I’m not in Spain.” 
 
    “Uh,” Giorgio began. “Okay, but can this wait? I’m kind of busy right now. There’s been an accident—” 
 
    “I need you,” said Louisa awkwardly. “I’m—I’m at La Spada Spezzata.” 
 
    “You’re where?” Giorgio shouted into the receiver. 
 
    “I was here when it happened. I saw it all.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Giorgio instructed. “I’m coming straight to you.” 
 
    “I’m in the alley behind the restaurant,” Louisa told him. “Please hurry, Giorgio—please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XX 
 
      
 
      
 
                      Electrified by the destruction of La Spada Spezzata, the warm fall night pulsed with activity. From her hiding place in the alleyway, Louisa listened to the chaos mount. She could hear the shrill howl of ambulances, and the shouts of Carabinieri, or military police, as they set up roadblocks. Somewhere overhead, a helicopter circled like some carrion bird, hungry for the dead.  
 
    It had been ten long minutes since her call to Giorgio, and with each passing second, her chances of being caught intensified. If she were discovered at the scene, Sesto Savino would be alerted. Given what Cato had said earlier, the police were not to be trusted. Wondering if this extended to Niccolò, or even Giorgio, Louisa chewed her thumbnail. The decision to call for help had been a gut move—second nature. She hoped it wouldn’t blow up in her face like her last plan.  
 
    Absently running a finger over the bruised skin of her neck, Louisa traced the outlines of the Man’s grasp. She shivered and felt a bloom of contradicting butterflies in her stomach. 
 
    “I’ll check the alley,” called a voice. 
 
     Louisa stiffened and held her breath. Footsteps drew near, then stopped. 
 
    “Little Rabbit, where are you?” 
 
    Peering out, Louisa saw Giorgio, framed by a shaft of light. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said. 
 
    Giorgio dashed over and clasped her to him in a relieved hug. 
 
    “Thank God,” he said. “I saw some of the bodies on the street and thought maybe you were—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Louisa assured him. “Really, I’m okay, but I need to get out of here. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “Get out?” Frowned Giorgio. “And go where? You just survived an explosion, you probably need a doctor!” 
 
    “I don’t need a doctor,” said Louisa. “I just—I just need to get home.” 
 
    Giorgio shook his head. 
 
    “But you’re a witness, someone has to take a statement.” 
 
    “I can’t talk to the police, Giorgio,” Louisa stated, echoing Cato’s line. “It’s…complicated.”  
 
    Giorgio stepped back and studied her in the low light. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve stumbled onto something—odd,” she replied carefully. “And it’s the kind of thing you can’t talk about until all the pieces are together—do you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Casting a glance over his shoulder, Giorgio drew a deep breath then turned back to her. 
 
    “It’s that girl from the river isn’t it?” He said. “I heard her body was given to the Americans this morning—struck me as unusual. There’s something funny going on isn’t there?” 
 
    Louisa averted her eyes, not wanting to ensnare Giorgio in the web that now had her. 
 
    “If you can just take me a few blocks—past the police line—I’ll catch the subway home and be out of your hair.” 
 
    Giorgio sighed and peered down at her. 
 
    “I’m taking you home myself, Louisa,” he said. “That’s what friends do. Whatever’s going on with you, whatever you’re hiding from me—I am your friend. Never forget that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hunched low in the passenger’s seat, Louisa gazed out the window of Giorgio’s cruiser at the bloody scene beyond. As if viewing something from another world, another reality, she eyed the devastation absently. When they passed through a police roadblock, she spotted Comandante Savino among the crowds. Leaning against the side of his Maserati, he stared up at the brutalized restaurant with a look of pure horror on his face.  
 
    A frown creased Louisa’s lips, and she turned to Giorgio.  
 
    “Do you know anyone named Cosimo Bruno?” She asked. 
 
    Free of the roadblock, Giorgio pulled onto the Via del Corso, and picked up speed. 
 
    “Bruno huh? Yes, I know of him. He’s a crook from what I hear. My boy Paulo over in Ostia—he tried to nail Bruno for smuggling, but couldn’t make the charges stick. I hear he’s pretty friendly with Comandante Savino.” 
 
    Louisa processed this slowly, thinking of the look on Savino’s face. 
 
    “What about Artemis?” She asked after a moment. “Is there any connection between Cosimo Bruno, and a woman named Artemis?” 
 
    Casting her a sidelong glance, Giorgio furrowed his brow. 
 
    “The only Artemis I know is in the Vatican Museum.” 
 
    Louisa returned her gaze to the window, and studied her bruised throat in the reflection. 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered. “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The apartment was dark. Not bothering to turn on any lights, Louisa drifted into the bedroom and kicked off her flats. Hearing Giorgio close the font door behind her, she sat on the corner of the bed, and held her head in her hands. Pilling up heavily, the surreal magnitude of the day’s events began to compound in her mind. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Asked Giorgio, gazing at her from the doorway. “Maybe you’d like something to drink?” 
 
    With some difficulty, Louisa shook her head. 
 
    “I think I’ll take a shower,” she said. “I’ve got bits of—well, there’s blood in my hair.” 
 
    “Right,” Giorgio muttered, eyeing her with concern. “I—I’m going to pour us some wine anyway. God knows I need it.” 
 
    In the bathroom, Louisa undressed and stood naked before the mirror. Other than a few smudges of grime, and the dark bruises on her neck, she was totally unmarked. With so many dead or wounded from the blast, it seemed impossible to her that she could have escaped intact. And yet, seeing was believing. 
 
    Warm water ran down her body to swirl, sooty, at her feet. Spreading a sheen of translucent soap bubbles, Louisa touched the tender bruises at her throat, and shuddered unexpectedly. An image of the Man flashed behind her eyelids, and the shadow of a kiss brushed her lips. She gave a start and glanced around, yet the room was empty. Rinsing off, she told herself that shock and exhaustion were playing tricks with her senses.  
 
    Seated on the windowsill, Giorgio held a glass of wine in one hand. Peering at Louisa’s crumpled police uniform, thrown across the back of a chair, he didn’t immediately look up when she came in.   
 
    “You wouldn’t believe the call I had earlier,” he announced. “Apparently, a police officer—a very pretty, quick-footed little sbirro, chased some fat oaf all over the centro storico today. When she finally caught up with him, she proceeded to beat him senseless—as a witness put it—with a chair. Can you believe that? The best part was when she threatened to blow off his kneecaps. I really liked that part.”  
 
    Cheeks reddening, Louisa did not respond. She’d entirely forgotten about her run-in with Greek that morning, and the small crowd of on-lookers who had watched her question him.  
 
     “I thought those blurry cell phone pictures looked kind of familiar,” chuckled Giorgio. “Good thing I’m the only one who saw them, no?” 
 
    Exhaling, Louisa relaxed. 
 
    “Giorgio,” she said. “I—” 
 
    “Ah forget it,” Giorgio smiled, moving away from the window. “I’m sure you had a good reason for almost shooting a guy in broad day light, right? You’d have to be crazy otherwise.” 
 
    Louisa laughed despite herself and tucked her damp hair behind her ears. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Crazy…” 
 
    Giorgio came near and his smile vanished.  
 
    “Madonna!” He swore. “What happened to your neck? I thought you said you weren’t hurt!” 
 
    Too late, Louisa gathered the collar of her robe around her bruises. Giorgio reached out, and caught her by the wrist. 
 
    “Let me see!” 
 
    “It’s nothing—really.” 
 
    “Let me see, damn it.”  
 
    Hesitantly, Louisa loosened her robe. 
 
    “My God,” Giorgio murmured, his fingertips grazing her flesh. “These look like—like hand marks—” 
 
    Shuddering at his touch, Louisa felt suddenly uncomfortable—feverish. 
 
    “What happened to you?” He asked. “You’re burning up.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she muttered. “Don’t worry about it—please.” 
 
    Giorgio touched the bruises again, and Louisa thought back to the shower—the invisible kiss upon her lips. She caught her breath, and smelled a hint of ozone crackle the aether.  
 
    “Look at me, Louisa Anastasi,” came a voice inside her head. “I’m right here in front of you. I have been all along.”   
 
    Louisa blinked and looked up. Donning her friend like a mask, a new presence entered the room. Gone were Giorgio’s puppy-dog-brown eyes, replaced by twin pools of gold. Gently, his hands closed around her neck, and his lips pressed to hers. As if pulled from one dream into another, Louisa felt a rush of power and consciousness. Blooming in the pit of her stomach, warm currents of electricity undulated out to every peak and hollow. Both aware of her actions and not—both awake and asleep, she untied her rob and let it pool at her feet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity awoke in the dead of night and sat up with a start. Scanning the darkness, he frowned. He rarely dreamed, and never suffered nightmares, yet something had broken his sleep. What?  
 
    A sharp synthetic chirp echoed in the hallway. Slipping out of bed, Hannity went to the door. Dimly lit, the corridor beyond was a featureless void. He stood and listened to the nocturnal stillness of the old mansion. The chirping sound came once more.  
 
    Hannity left his room and padded barefoot down the hallway. At the top of the stairs, he stopped and gazed into the murky foyer below. Guarded by life-like statues and hollow suits of armor, the space was as still as a tomb. Set back in a stone archway, the front door was locked with a crossbar and four dead bolts. On the wall beside it, an electronic panel glowed. The chirping played again, and the panel’s screen flashed to life.   
 
    Hannity descended the stairs and strode across the tiled floor. Inspecting the screen, he saw a grainy feed from the front-entrance security camera. Silhouetted by the headlights of a sports car, a tall, hawkish man strained against the gates. Heaving as if he hoped to force his way in, he shook the bars angrily. The panel chirped an alarm.  
 
    Squinting at the feed, Hannity wondered if this was Bruno’s Vecchio, come to launch a midnight attack. However, when the man shook the gates again, his face turned toward the camera and Hannity recognized him at once. Casting a glance over his shoulder, he saw a light on in the library.  
 
    Backed by towering bookshelves, Cosimo Bruno and his four sons sat reading. Hannity entered the room and the brothers lowered their books to reveal faces that had aged since the last time Hannity had seen them. No longer boys, they were now somber, statuesque young-men.   
 
    “Mr. Hannity,” smiled Bruno, setting down his copy of Quo Vadis. “You’re up later than normal. Come in, come in.” 
 
    Hannity took a step forwards and tipped his head toward the foyer. 
 
    “You friend is at the gate,” he said. “The Comandante.” 
 
    Making a sour face, Bruno looked annoyed. 
 
    “I thought I heard that damn buzzer,” he sighed. “Is he huffing and puffing out there—blowing down my gate?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Hannity grinned.  
 
    “What a surprise. My phone, if you will—it’s in the box by the door. ” 
 
    Hannity opened an ivory box and removed Bruno’s cell phone. 
 
    “Seventeen texts and eleven missed calls,” he announced. “Same number. Something big must have happened.”               
 
    Reclining in surprise, Bruno furrowed his brow.  
 
    “Cazzo di Numa! I asked only for a little distraction—a little more time. I wonder how much this is going to cost me.”  
 
    He sighed and peered around at the brothers. 
 
    “No matter. No cost is too high. Not for you boys—not for our undertaking.”  
 
    Hannity thought of Bruno’s garden, and the little talking bird. A shiver of anticipation ran down his arm, making his trigger-finger twitch.  
 
     “Should I get the guns?” He asked hopefully. 
 
    Standing, Bruno strolled over and took his phone. 
 
    “No my friend. No guns.” 
 
    He glanced at the long list of angry texts and amended his statement.  
 
    “Well…maybe just one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
     
 
    Bruno closed the front door and pulled on a thin black hunting jacket. Slipping a fat envelope into his pocket, he came down the steps. Waiting for him at the bottom, Hannity lit a cigarette and tucked his sweatshirt over the 1911 in his waistband.  
 
    “Ready?” Said Bruno. 
 
    Hannity nodded and blew out smoke. Walking past sculpted hedges and towering cypress tress, they made their way across the grounds. Parked just outside the iron gates, a car idled; it’s bright headlights throwing twisted shadows upon the gravel drive. When Hannity and Bruno neared, a man rushed the bars, his face streaked with panic. Giving Bruno space to operate, Hannity hung back and dropped a hand to the butt of his pistol.  
 
    “Sesto,” smiled Bruno. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    The man, Sesto Savino of Rome’s Municipal Polizia, bore his teeth and let-loose a torrent of Italian curses. Shaking his head, Bruno made a tisking sound.  
 
    “Now, now my friend. There is no need for that kind of language. And besides, you’re being rude. You know Mr. Hannity doesn’t speak fluent Italian.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Spat Savino. “Have you lost your God-damned mind, Cosimo? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”  
 
    He raged against the gate, his eyes wild.  
 
    “I should arrest you right here and now! I should throw you both in chains and drag you through the streets like dogs! I should—” 
 
    Reaching through the bars with uncharacteristic malice, Bruno grabbed Savino by the collar.  
 
    “Stay calm, my friend,” he hissed. “You haven’t yet burned any bridges that can’t be mended.” 
 
    “All those people,” Savino cried, breaking free of Bruno’s grip. “It’s like something out of fucking Pakistan, you animal! I agreed to help you kill one man—one! Not dozens!” 
 
    Bruno maintained an air of calm, yet Hannity could see him tense.  
 
    “Sesto. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Perhaps you could explain yourself.” 
 
    Savino blanched and threw his hands in the air.  
 
    “La Spada Spezzata, bastardo!” He said. “It’s a bombed-out shell—a God-damned warzone! I know it was you—I know it! Mora and Bifona followed your fucking Vecchio there three different times. It’s one of his spots—it’s on the damn list I gave you!”  
 
    Bruno stood quietly for a moment, processing Savino’s words.  
 
    “Did you find him among the dead?” He asked at last. “He would be rather hard to miss, I’d imagine.” 
 
    Banging his fists on the gate, Savino looked like a man about to implode. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” sighed Bruno. “No matter.” 
 
    “Innocent people are dead!” Savino growled. “My superiors will want to know what happened! There will be questions—many questions!” 
 
    “Then you must come up with some good answers,” replied Bruno. “That is what I pay you for after all.”               
 
    Savino’s features twisted.   
 
    “Bastardo!” He shouted again. “First you cost me the lives of two of my most trusted men, and now this? What are you playing at Cosimo? Who is this Vecchio, that you would ruin both of us just to kill him?”  
 
     Bruno studied the face of the moon. 
 
    “That is not your concern, Sesto,” he said. “Your job is to take my money and do as I ask.” 
 
    He pulled out the envelope. 
 
    “Or,” he countered. “You can forsake me now and explain to everyone your role in what has happened. I won’t try to stop you.” 
 
    Wedging the money between the bars, he stepped back. 
 
    “The choice is yours,” he said. “But, once you have tied your fate to another’s, it is never prudent to betray that same person. We rise and fall together, no?”  
 
    Savino licked his lips and stared at the envelope.  
 
    “Have—have you got a plan to make all of this better?” He asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And what about tonight? There will be an investigation.” 
 
    Smiling, Bruno turned away from the gate. 
 
    “Something tells me the cause of the explosion, and its perpetrator will remain a mystery, my friend. Now, get the hell off my land.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
     
 
    With Savino’s taillights fading behind them, Hannity and Bruno walked back to the mansion. Glancing sidelong at Bruno, Hannity cleared his throat.  
 
    “I take it you’re not too worried about what just happened back there,” he ventured. 
 
    Bruno chuckled and gazed up at the celestial nightscape. 
 
    “No, Mr. Hannity, not really. Sesto has always been blinded by his own greed.” 
 
    “What about the explosion?” 
 
    “A bit of a shock,” Bruno conceded. “Still, far be it from me to question her methods.”   
 
    “Her?”  
 
    “Divinum Artemis,” he replied reverently. “The Virgin Goddess.” 
 
    Somehow unsurprised by this answer, Hannity nodded.  
 
    “Was that her in the garden earlier?” He asked. “That little yellow bird?” 
 
    Bruno paused mid-step. 
 
    “You—you saw that?”  
 
    Hannity nodded again.  
 
    “Saints alive!” Cried Bruno. “Do you have any idea how special that is?” 
 
    Shrugging, Hannity took out his cigarettes. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “Beings such as her do not reveal themselves to just anyone,” said Bruno. “Tell me, my friend, have you ever seen things that could not be explained—aberrations in the continuity of existence, ghosts even?”  
 
    Hannity struck a light. 
 
    “You’re kidding right?” He laughed. “That basically describes the last few days to a T.” 
 
    Bruno waved. 
 
    “Before all of this—what then?”  
 
    A distant smile crept across Hannity’s face. 
 
    “My mom told me I was born dead—umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. It took the doctors a bit of work to get me going again. She used to tell me I had one foot in the real world and one in the hereafter. Maybe she was onto something.” 
 
    “She most assuredly was,” Bruno nodded. “I knew I felt a kindred spirit in you. We are not so different, you and I, Mr. Hannity. Only, my path to enlightenment was somewhat more deliberate than yours. I was not born this way—I became.” 
 
    He held up his little wooden box of seeds. 
 
    “Do you remember what I told you about this?”  
 
    “It’s seeds right?” Said Hannity.   
 
    “Not just any seeds,” Bruno corrected. “These are seeds from the Island of the Lotus Eaters. Remember Odysseus?” 
 
    Hannity dragged on his cigarette. 
 
    “Well,” smiled Bruno. “Like the eaters of the Lotus fruit, or Alice with her white rabbit, I too went through the looking glass, Mr. Hannity. And when I came out the other side, there was someone waiting for me in Wonderland. Artemis.” 
 
    Shivering with excitement, Hannity twitched his trigger finger.  
 
    “She told me our lines were intertwined,” said Bruno. “She said I was destined to help her right a great wrong done to her by another.” 
 
    “The Vecchio,” Hannity grunted. 
 
    “Yes,” smiled Bruno. “Quello Vecchio.” 
 
    Hannity dropped his cigarette and crushed it beneath his heel.  
 
    “So, this whole time I’ve been working for you, it’s all been about killing the Vecchio?”  
 
    Flashing his teeth, Bruno gripped Hannity’s arm. 
 
    “Would you rather it have been about money?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. As I said before, I knew we were kindred spirits, Mr. Hannity. Now fly, my friend—gather the guns and meet me in the cellar. Artemis has purchased us more time at great cost. Let us make the most of it.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXII 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Man from Rome stood in the kitchen of his house by the Pantheon and cooked himself an early breakfast. Under counters and beneath shelves, several cats waited patiently for table scraps. Steaming in a bone-white mug, French-pressed Kenyan coffee perfumed the heady air, while a fennel and smoked-apple sausage sizzled in the pan. Plated nearby, two poached eggs ornamented slices of freshly baked bread like saffron dumplings.  
 
    Cooking by muscle memory, the Man turned the sausage in the pan, then added bit of butter, white pepper, herbs, and a handful of mushrooms to make a garnish for his eggs. Lost in thought, his mind was elsewhere. 
 
    “Louisa,” he murmured.  
 
    Transferring the sausage and garnish to his plate, the Man picked up his coffee and walked to a marble island. Tails swishing with interest, the cats followed after him. He stabbed his fork into an egg, watching the creamy yoke seep over everything. Shutting his eyes, as he often did before savoring the first bite, he tried to taste the aroma of his meal.  
 
    A voice whispered in his head—an echo from last night. 
 
    ‘Oh Dio, oh Dio, Dio—God yes.’   
 
    “Louisa,” he said again. “Anastasi.”  
 
    The name set fires within him, little torches of memory that leaped up over the dark eons. He had known a great many Anastasi in his day, but none like her. Someone had gone to great lengths to hide Louisa from him, a herculean feat worthy of praise. Of course, looking back on it now, the culprits were almost too obvious. 
 
    “Famiglia, famiglia,” spoke the Man. “For truly—blood is thicker than wine.”  
 
    Opening his eyes, he smiled. How long had it been since he’d made love to a woman? Fifty years? A hundred? Mortals withered beneath him, died from the poison of his kiss. Yet, that hadn’t happen with Louisa. She had seen him, kissed him, and summoned him to her bed. Moreover, she had survived Artemis’ tantrum without any of the same protections as Cato.   
 
    The Man looked down at the cat between his feet and pondered the possibilities. 
 
    “Demi,” he decided. “Daughter of two worlds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
     
 
    After breakfast, the Man went across the hall to the chamber of dusty relics.  
 
    Walking along the rows of shelves, he came to a recess in the wall. There, a round wooden door marked the entrance to his vault of records. He unlocked the door with a skeleton key and entered.  
 
    Inked in blackness, the vault stretched away into the cool earth. Though the Man knew it by heart, he lit an oil lamp nevertheless and brought warm illumination to the scene. From floor to ceiling, deep bookshelves covered the rough walls. Arranged in no apparent order, leather file folders were packed to the brim. Shimmering in the lamplight, their spines shown with gold lettering.  
 
    The Man moved down one wall, searching for the name Anastasi. There was much he desired to know about Louisa, and no better place to start looking. Like any true Roman, the Man was a fastidious record keeper. These files—his dossiers as he called them, contained pertinent information on every Orphanus, Immortal, demi, hero, witch, astrologer, augur, procurist, and person of note that he knew. This included Ferro Anastasi and the rest of Louisa’s clan.  
 
    Guttering, the Man’s lamp flickered as he passed Cato’s dossier. He paused to gaze at it, momentarily forgetting his mission. Inside, Cato’s entire life could be read, right down to his childhood letters to Santa. On the shelf next to it, a blank slot stood empty by contrast. Once upon a time, Leta’s dossier had rested there, but not any more. Always the clever girl, she’d stolen it before departing on her final assignment. Now, the opening served as a reminder of the Man’s great betrayal.  
 
    He let out a sigh and walked on. Even if he could rewrite the past, he would not. Leta’s death had been essential. Artemis was a sickness, a cancer. She was drunk on Vengeance—belligerent and volatile. Eradicating her was worth a hundred sacrificed innocents, and a thousand lies of omission.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Up before the sun and on her third cup of strong espresso, Louisa Anastasi sat alone at her kitchen table. In the bedroom, Giorgio slept the sleep of the dead. He had returned to himself at the end of their lovemaking, his eyes blinking back from gold to brown. Now, even the clanging of church bells did nothing to stir him. 
 
    Louisa took a sip of her espresso and shivered unconsciously. Ever since waking up, she had been haunted by images of last night, horrors her mind had been too distracted to render at the time. The woman in white—Artemis she was called, had killed all of those people. Somehow, she had turned herself into a living bomb and destroyed an entire restaurant. It seemed crazy to Louisa that one day, one single day, could have such a profound effect on her world. Then again, yesterday had not been like most days. Mythology was vindicated—fiction was fact. There really were heavenly beings, walking the streets of Rome. There really were unseen monsters, hiding in plain sight.  
 
    Questions piled up around Louisa like sand dunes. The explosion at La Spada Spezzata had opened her eyes, but that didn’t mean she understood what she was seeing. She needed answers, needed to know the truth. Setting her cup aside, she picked up her cell phone.  
 
    The photos of the dead girl’s belongings materialized on the screen. According to Cato Fin, the Man had loved the girl like a daughter. If that was the case, her torture and death had been meant to send him a brutal message. Louisa touched her bruises and swallowed. The Man did not seem like the kind of person you wanted to mess with lightly. What was Artemis playing at?  
 
    A photo of the dead girl’s tourist map slid into frame. Louisa frowned at it, then looked up into the bedroom. Folded on her nightstand, was the map Cato had dropped in the alley, the one she had unwittingly kept. An idea flashed through her mind.  
 
    Getting up, Louisa went into the bedroom and retrieved the map. It crinkled loudly as she unfolded it. Numb to the world, Giorgio did not move. Stealing a quick glance at him, Louisa felt a chill of worry temper her excitement. She had crossed a line last night, made a big mistake. When Giorgio awoke, he would want answers, he would want to involve himself.  
 
    Spread out atop the little table, the map reached all four corners. Pinning it down with her coffee cup and cell phone, Louisa took a step back. Instantly, she saw what had caught her attention. It was the same map from the photo—the dead girl’s map. And yet, it had been embellished and added to with new markings. The symbol of a broken sword now hung above La Spada Spezzata, and a great swatch of dots had been inked throughout the neighborhoods around the Vatican. Penciled over each of the dots, small X’s crossed them off like items on a to-do list.  
 
    Perplexed, Louisa leaned in closer. Every dot with an X had been done in black. The rest were in blue. She checked her phone for comparison, and saw only the blue dots in the photo. Evidently, the others had been made after Cato got his hands on the map. Sliding her finger to the nearest X, Louisa read the address. She knew the building well, had ferried more than a few drunken backpackers to its lobby over the years. It was a hostel, and a cheap one at that. In fact, most if not all of the Xed out dots were low-budget lodgings.  
 
    Louisa exhaled thinly. They were looking for someone, Cato and the Man. Yet, judging by the Xs on the map, and how flustered Cato had been last night, she was willing to bet they hadn’t found them yet. Why? Who were they after?  
 
    Turning her attention back to the blue dots, Louisa ran down the addresses. Restaurants, nightclubs, bars. She froze.  
 
    “The matchbook,” she said aloud. “The fucking matchbook.” 
 
     A blue dot on map confirmed it. The dead girl had been to the bar, perhaps even done business with its black market proprietors. Someone must have seen her. However, without the matchbook to point them there, Cato and Man would have no way of knowing that. 
 
    “They’re looking for the you, aren’t they?” Louisa whispered to the dead girl. “No, not you—you’re dead. They’re looking for your hotel.” 
 
    A new idea began to take shape, as dangerous as it was inevitable. Instinctively, her eyes strayed to the centro storico. Yesterday, she’d spent a considerable amount of time trying to find the Man’s front door. Today, a clear line marked it on the map.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXIV 
 
      
 
      
 
    All night long, Cato had burned, as if by a fever. Trapped in dreams so real they were more memory than mere projection, he moved from one to another without control.  
 
    At first, he was back at the restaurant, watching in slow motion as the woman in white blew apart into a million bloodstained flower petals. Unblinking in the eye of her storm, the Benefactor laughed. Next, Cato saw himself as a tree, frozen in ecstasy. Before him, the same unearthly woman bathed naked in Immortal waters. A twig snapped and a great darkness fell across the world. After that, Cato was in a church, broken open like a skull, and full of sorrow. Again, the woman was there with him. Marred by anguish and wracked by powerful sobs, she knelt in a beam of sunlight and cradled the lifeless body of an angelic man. Bending to pepper his silver face with kisses, she repeated his name like a mantra—like a call to Vengeance. 
 
    “Apóllon! Apóllon! Apóllon!” 
 
    Cato sat up in bed and untangled himself from the twisted sheets. Sour sweat dappled his entire body, and his head throbbed. Rubbing his red-rimmed eyes, he looked around the room warily. Here and there, cats stared back from the shadows. 
 
    He lit a cigarette and took a steadying drag. Checking his phone, he saw that it was 7:13AM. Squinting through the smoke, Cato tried to shake off the dreams, but they clung to him like spider-webs. He thought of Corallina and her wild bedtime stories. They too had produced the same effect, lingering for days, weeks, even years. 
 
    Unlocking the screen, Cato dialed Corallina’s number and sat staring at the call icon. Part of him desperately wanted to hit enter, just to hear her voice—his mother’s voice. On the other hand, he could not unlearn what the Benefactor had revealed. Corallina wasn’t his mother; she was his trainer. He didn’t really have a mother, not any more. 
 
    Cato clenched his jaw and climbed out of bed. Snubbing his cigarette on the nightstand, he tossed the phone beside it and went into the bathroom. Pale and naked, his reflection advanced in the mirror. Not a scratch, not a burn, not a bruise. He clenched his jaw tighter, his teeth grinding audibly. 
 
    ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,’ Corallina would have said. ‘Just be grateful you’re still alive and get on with it.’ 
 
    Showering quickly, Cato toweled off and went back into the gloomy bedroom. He pulled the curtains wide, and bathed himself in the sun’s cleansing embrace. Streaming in, light filled the room and forced the silent cats to narrow their yellow eyes. Cato put his hands on the glass and drank in the scenery.  
 
    Outside, the sky was a cloudless ocean. Rising above the red-tiled rooftops, copper domes and jaunty crosses made a patchwork of contrasting silhouettes. In the middle distance, wedding bells tolled, while further on, the Tiber ran its ancient course. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Came a voice. 
 
    Cato lurched and spun around. Dressed in a three-piece suit of unbleached Egyptian cotton, the Benefactor stood watching him. 
 
    “What do you want?” Cato said before he could stop himself. 
 
    Smiling warmly, the Man spread his hands. 
 
    “I came to see how you’re feeling this morning, my son.” 
 
    “Not great,” muttered Cato. “But I doubt you’re very surprised to hear that.” 
 
    “No,” the Man admitted. 
 
    He joined Cato in the bright rectangle of morning sunlight and faced the city beyond. 
 
    “You’ll feel better after you eat,” he said. “Operating in foreign realities saps a man of his strength. It takes twice as much fuel to burn twice as bright.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Cato asked a second time. “I mean, why are you in my room?” 
 
    Drawing his gaze back from the view, the Man turned and walked across the room to the closet. Disappearing inside, he reemerged with an onyx-black Anderson & Sheppard two-piece suit. 
 
    “We have a visitor,” he said. “And I thought you might want to look your best.” 
 
    “A visitor?” Cato frowned. “Who?” 
 
    The Man grinned. 
 
    “Louisa Anastasi is on the street below.” 
 
    Dropping his towel in surprise, Cato scrambled to cover himself.  
 
    “She’s here?” 
 
    The Man grinned wider and held out the suit. 
 
    “I warned you about her last night,” he said. “She is Anastasi. She will not relent. It’s in her blood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXV 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity came down the cellar stairs with a heavy duffle sack in each hand. When he reached the bottom, he saw that the space had recently undergone a transformation. All of the shelves which had once housed Bruno’s priceless bottles of wine were now gone so that the cellar was open from end to end. 
 
    Waiting for him with the brothers, Bruno waved to an old plank table. 
 
    “Over there if you please.” 
 
    Hannity set the bags on the table, then gazed around. 
 
    “The place looks different,” he said. “Almost like a shooting range.” 
 
    “Almost?” 
 
    “Almost a lot,” he corrected. 
 
    Bruno laughed and clapped his hands together enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. It’s all for you—well, and for them.” 
 
    He put a hand on Notus’ shoulder. 
 
    “It’s high time we introduced our boys to the magical weapons of the modern era, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Hannity smiled and unzipped the duffels. Inside, a litany of military-grade firearms lay in half-assembled, zip-tied bundles. Chief among them, a Windrunner .50 caliber sniper rifle, and a pair of belt-fed M249 SAWs were, by far, the most lethal. 
 
    Taking a combat knife from one of the bags, Hannity used it to cut the zip-ties on an M16. He separated the various parts, then began methodically assembling the weapon. Closing in behind him, the brothers watched with palpable interest. 
 
    “In the age of heroes,” spoke Bruno. “Wars were fought with skill, and brawn, and grit. The Spartoi—your kin, were known for their savagery. No man could challenge them, not even Jason—not really.” 
 
    He gestured to the guns. 
 
    “Now however, the power of Olympus has fallen to Earth, and is accessible to any man.”  
 
    Snapping the stock in place, Hannity set the M16 aside and started on an MP5. 
 
    “We call this the age of gunpowder,” Bruno went on. “And though it is different from what your ancestors would have known, there is yet a place for you among its most infamous elite.” 
 
    He smiled at Hannity. 
 
    “Like you my friend. You are a modern day Hector, a man supreme above all others on the field of war. You know what it takes to survive when the bullets rain, and the cordite thickens the air to a haze. I have seen you in action—it gave me nightmares for weeks.” 
 
    Hannity shot the brothers a malicious grin.  
 
    “Something tells me they aren’t going to have any trouble adapting, boss. We’ll show you nightmares, isn’t that right boys?” 
 
    Becoming strained, Bruno’s smile faded. 
 
    “We aren’t killing a man, Mr. Hannity. Quello Vecchio is a fiend. It will take all of your skill—every ounce of grit you have to end him. He is like a raging elephant.”                  
 
    Hannity pull the trigger and the submachine gun clicked in his hands. 
 
    “Yeah, but is he faster than a bullet?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Bruno matter-of-factly. “Not that it would matter unless you were using the right kind of ammunition.” 
 
    Frowning, Hannity looked up. 
 
    “Are you surprised by this?” Asked Bruno. “You shouldn’t be—not after everything you’ve seen.” 
 
    He gestured to the foot of the stairs where a third duffel bag sat in the half-shadows. 
 
    “Boys,” he spoke. “Zephrus—will you please fetch that and bring it to Mr. Hannity?” 
 
    Breaking away from the others, Zephyrus hauled the heavy bag to Hannity’s feet. Abandoning his work, Hannity crouched to inspect the contents. 
 
    “Rounds,” he grunted. 
 
    “Yes,” said Bruno. “But not just any kind.” 
 
    “Armor piercing?” 
 
    “You could say that. Hand me one, will you?” 
 
    Hannity passed up a .50 caliber sniper round—muted and silver. 
 
    “This is Adamantine,” said Bruno, tapping the slug. “It is the only metal that can kill quello Vecchio—or any God for that matter. As such, it is something of a secret to the rest of the world. One must know the right people, and have the proper funding to secure it.” 
 
    He held the bullet up to the light. 
 
    “This Adamantine was repurposed from the melted down axe-heads of a lost Viking army. They were found in a subterranean lake near the border of Finnmark. According to my supplier, they had lain at the bottom of that abyss for over one thousand years, and yet you see what I see—the metal is as fresh as ever.” 
 
    Catching the light, the bullet shone. 
 
    “It cost me a fortune to procure this much Adamantine, and another to have it crafted into bullets.” 
 
    Bruno tossed the slug into the air and snatched it in a closed fist. 
 
    “That having been said, when you find quello Vecchio in your crosshairs, I want you to fire every last round you have into his body. Reduce him to a pulp, my sons. Utterly destroy him, am I understood?” 
 
    In unison, the brothers nodded. 
 
    “Good,” whispered Bruno. “Mr. Hannity will show you how to accomplish this, won’t you my friend?” 
 
    Rising, Hannity held out his hand. Instead of shaking it, Bruno gave him the sniper round. 
 
    “Teach them well, for they are dear to me.” 
 
    Hannity wrapped his fingers around the bullet and squeezed. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, boss. You know I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXVI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaning in a shaded archway, Louisa Anastasi peered up the street. Eerily empty, it had few windows and only one door. The dead-girl’s tourist map had worked. As if existing only on the peripheral, the street seemed to be a space between spaces—a wrinkle in the fabric of the city. Without the map, Louisa never would have found it. 
 
    She touched the scarf at her throat and sighed pensively. Ahead, the door was dark and foreboding. 
 
    “Abbandonare ogni speranza,” Louisa muttered, half-quoting Dante. “Abandon all hope ye who enter here.” 
 
    She opened her purse and took out her pistol. If events went off the rails again and the Man tried to get his massive hands around her neck a second time, she would be ready for him. She racked a round into the chamber, then eased the hammer down, and turned on the safety. Tucking the pistol against the small of her back, Louisa hid it with her shirt. 
 
    Sunglasses a mirror of blue skies and Bzyntine brick, she stepped out of the archway and strode toward the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
                      
 
    Cato descended the stairs at a jog and moved toward the atrium. Though sharp and clean in his new black suit, he wore a pinched expression of apprehension. The dreadful visions he had suffered all night refused to dissipate, following after him like guilt.  
 
    Entering the Atrium, Cato squinted against the sunlight. Spiced with cigarette smoke, coffee, meat, and the smell of baked bread, the air was deliciously heavy. Waiting in the center of the room, a veritable treasure trove of food sat on a table. Cato’s eyes widened, and his face grew bright. Thanks to Artemis, he had never gotten his dinner last night and he was starving as a result. At the sight of the delicious breakfast, his mood improved ten-fold.  
 
    Rushing over, he fell upon the spread with zeal. 
 
    “There now, what did I say?” Cooed a voice. 
 
    Stepping into the light, the Man took a slice of melon and ate it. 
 
    “Okay, you were right about breakfast,” said Cato, chewing loudly. “This is fucking amazing.” 
 
    “I am right about many things,” spoke the Man. 
 
    Finishing off a roll, Cato devoured two more, then poured himself a cup coffee. He drained it in one gulp and went back for another. When at last his appetite relented, he let out a satisfied sigh and glanced around. 
 
    “Where is our guest?” He asked. “I though you said she was here.”  
 
    The Man lit a cigarette and took a long drag. 
 
    “She’s at the door,” he replied. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to let her in?” 
 
    “I thought you might do it,” said the Man. “For effect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
                      
 
    Poised on the landing, Louisa stared at the heavy wooden door. Pulse thrumming, she raised a hand to knock, but the door opened before she could. Cato appeared in the frame. 
 
    “I’d tell you to turn around and run for you life,” he said. “But somehow I don’t think you’d listen.” 
 
    Louisa pushed her sunglasses up into her hair and smiled. 
 
    “Hello Cato. I—I believe I have information that can help you. I’m here to talk to your boss.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Cato moved aside. 
 
    “Be careful in there,” he warned. “And for the record—he’s not my boss, he’s my Benefactor.” 
 
    Louisa gave him a questioning glance and stepped over the threshold.  
 
    “He’s your what?”  
 
    “My Benefactor,” Cato repeated. 
 
    Taking in her surroundings—the masks, the finches, the cage, Louisa frowned. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” she said. “But it sounds weird.” 
 
    Cato chuckled and closed the door with a resounding clank. 
 
    “You have no idea. Come on, he’s in here.” 
 
    Leading the way, he brought her through an ornate archway into the next room. Caught in the smoky air, sunbeams flashed and winked, while overhead, a dome of glass webbed the sky. Louisa looked around with wonder. When her eyes reached the breakfast table, she froze.  
 
    “Ms. Anastasi,” said the golden-eyed Man. “What a pleasure it is to see you again.” 
 
    Sweeping a hand to the table, he bowed. 
 
    “You’re just in time for breakfast. Won’t you join us?” 
 
    Absently, Louisa reached toward her lower back. Catching this, the Man’s face tinged with regret.  
 
    “What I did to you was inexcusable,” he said. “It pains me to see you flinch. I am not your enemy.” 
 
    He came nearer and fixed her with a penetrating stare.   
 
    “In fact, if you allow me a second chance, I will show that quite the opposite is true.” 
 
    Like Saint Elmo’s fire, flashes of last night danced through Louisa’s head. She tried to suppress them, but they took on a life of their own. 
 
    “You have your father’s eyes,” said the Man softly. “And Ferro’s soul.” 
 
    Utterly blindsided, Louisa gasped.  
 
    “It is a shame you were kept from me for so long, Little Rabbit,” the Man whispered. “We have much to discuss, you and I—many goals in common.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sensing a shift in the atmosphere, Cato eyed Louisa worriedly. Whoever this Ferro character was, his very name had drained the color from her like an arrow to the heart.  
 
    “So,” said the Man, seeming to prod her. “Would you like to stay for breakfast, or shall I have Cato show you to the door?” 
 
    “I’ll stay!” Louisa blurted. “But—but, how do you know Ferro?” 
 
    Turning his back on her, the Benefactor shrugged casually and walked toward the center of the room.  
 
    “You told Cato you have some information that can help us. If that is true, perhaps we can make a deal. You assist us in our endeavor, and I assist you in yours. I mourned your brother’s murder, Louisa. I seek his killers still. Would you like to know what I know? We can help one another. What do you say?” 
 
    Cato saw Louisa stiffen. Obviously, the Benefactor had just struck a nerve. She drew a handgun from behind her back, and let it hang at her side. Tucked against his ribcage, Cato’s own .45 was within easy reach, but he left it alone. There was no need to pile on; Louisa was in enough trouble already. 
 
    “Tell me what you know,” she spoke. “Tell me now.” 
 
    Spreading his arms to make himself a wider target, the Man grinned. 
 
    “After,” he said. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Louisa weighed the weapon in her hand, then shot Cato a bitter glance.  
 
    “You weren’t kidding were you?”  
 
    “I told you to run,” he smiled weakly.  
 
    Shaking her head, Louisa refocused on the Benefactor. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I am under attack,” he answered. “Artemis means to kill me. I am merely defending myself. She is the villain here, not I.”   
 
    “Then by all means,” snapped Louisa. “Tell me why Artemis has come to Rome to kill you.” 
 
    Lighting a fresh cigarette, the Man disappeared behind a veil of blue smoke.  
 
    “Why tell,” his voice resonated. “When I can show.” 
 
    With that, the smoke parted, and the room fell away.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXVII 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is midday and the sun hangs at its zenith. Dark and full of distant gunfire, the air is tinged with the haze of burning fields. Flapping from shuttered balconies and porticos, long red banners dangle over empty streets. Painted with swastikas and verses in German, Rome’s ancient monuments stand abandoned.  
 
    Dressed plainly in the garb of a peasant, the Man rounds a corner. Somewhere behind him, boots chatter in pursuit. Turning into an alley, he heads down the hill. At the bottom, a small piazza awaits. He hears the grinding tread of metal on cobblestones and slows. Rolling into the piazza, a hulking grey Maultier transport truck blocks his path.  
 
    Without hesitation, the Man turns and enters a tenement house. He bolts the door and snaps off the handle. Despite this abrupt maneuvering, it is no accident that he has ended up here. He knows the building well, has a room on the upper floor. Nothing is ever an accident with the Man. 
 
    He moves into the dim foyer. Slumped behind locked gates, a defunct elevator flanks a winding staircase. Taking to the steps, he covers five flights like the shadow of the wind. On the top floor, he walks down the hallway and breaks the chains that bar his door.  
 
    Boarded over, the windows admit only horizontal slivers of light. A shifting mélange of dust motes fill the air. The room has been neglected for a long time, and there is evidence of a struggle. Chairs are tipped over and bullet-holes scar the walls. Thick upon everything, dust lies like ash.  
 
    Moving into the kitchen, the Man finds a half-empty bottle of wine in the cupboard and uncorks it. Thirsty from the summer heat, he drinks what is left of the vinegary booze and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. The last time he was here, there had been laughter, drinking, and revelry. Today, the room is silent. 
 
    Voices echo in the alley and someone bangs against the lobby door. Unhurriedly, the Man goes to one of the chairs, picks it up, and sets it down before a faded wooden table. He sits facing the door. Below in the entrance hall, the lock shatters and men take to the stairs. By the sound of their breathing—shallow, hot, full of excitement, the Man can tell they know at least a little about who they are hunting. He will soon show them more. 
 
    The first boots reach the landing and pound down the hallway. Fixated on the door, the Man’s eyes begin to smolder as if he has a head full of hot coals. A charge sizzles through the room, the scent of lightning lingering in its wake. 
 
    Suddenly, the door bursts off its hinges and rattles across the floor. In the broken frame, two uniformed SS officers stand side by side. One is Artemis, deathly pale in black, and silver. The other is a man—tall, well built, and handsome beyond comparison. He is Apollo, and though his face is soured by arrogance, it yet shines with the perfection of art.   
 
    Artemis lifts a finger and a stream of heavily armed troops pours into the room. They surround the Man, leveling their machine guns. Smeared across their brows, sacrificial blood gives them the power of second sight. Loaded with Adamantine rounds, their weapons give them the power to kill what they don’t understand.  
 
    “Hello Divinity,” speaks Apollo. “You’re looking well as ever.”  
 
    The Man nods but holds his tongue. 
 
    “How long has it been since the three of us were under one roof like this? Was it at Bithynia—at that bloody council of yours? Dear me, Ancient. You need to get out more.”  
 
    “I told you we should have killed him then,” sneers Artemis. “It was a missed opportunity.” 
 
    “That is true, sister,” concedes Apollo. “A bear is easier to kill when it ventures from its cave.”  
 
    He glances at the soldiers. 
 
    “Unless of course you have dogs at your disposal, in which case it makes no difference at all.” 
 
    Still smiling, the Man shifts in his chair. Like the first ripples of a stone cast in water, Apollo, Artemis, and the ring of soldiers all draw back together.  
 
    Quickest to regain his composure, Apollo chuckles. 
 
    “Your stoicism in the face of total destruction is commendable, Ancient. However, I fear it’s wasted on me. I command the Order of Delphi—we see the future. Your day has come. My sister and I are here to relieve you of your invisible crown.”  
 
    Finally breaking his silence, the Man glances at the Nazis. 
 
    “And what do Himmler and your new Führer make of these predictions? Does the Reich have enough room at the top for all of you?”                
 
    “Please,” Apollo waves dismissively. “Who do you think sowed the seeds of their grand design?” 
 
    He beams at Artemis. 
 
    “Few can whisper as subtly as my dear sister. Sleep lightly, or you may wake with her ideas in your head.”  
 
    The Man grins. 
 
    “Whenever I dream of your sister, Apollo, we’re far too busy with one another to bother speaking.” 
 
    Baring her teeth, Artemis takes a step forward. Creeping beneath the surface of her skin, dark veins begin to throb.  
 
     “Enough,” she hisses. “He mocks us—spits venom in our eyes. I say we set the dogs on him and put an end to his wretched life.” 
 
    The soldiers tense, but wait for the final order. Laying his hands flat on the table, the Man joins them. 
 
    “He is a wicked old bastard, isn’t he?” Smiles Apollo. “If I could toss him into Tartarus, or bind him to a rock, I would. But, we both know that won’t do it, don’t we sister. Death is what I have prophesied for him—death and more death.”  
 
    He nods to the men. They take aim. 
 
    “Any last words, Ancient,” he asks. “Anything more to add?” 
 
    The Man shakes his head. 
 
    “Very well,” sighs Apollo. “Then this is goodbye.” 
 
    Though time is a rushing torrent, a deluge of forward-flying action, to the Man it can be as unhurried as a babbling brook. Thus, before Apollo has even given the signal, he is already out of his chair and in motion. Pressing down, he splits the table in half, then flings the two pieces at the surrounding soldiers. They scatter, their machineguns pumping bullets into the air.  
 
    Narrowly missed, Artemis screams and ducks the flashing muzzles. Barreling toward her, the Man strikes like a blast-wave. Sent flailing, she smashes through a boarded-up window, and vanishes into the open. 
 
    Bright sunlight floods the room, illuminating the gun smoke. Hidden within the blazing confusion, the Man lashes out to shatter skulls and necks. Falling dead in droves, the soldiers are but a minor inconvenience to him, a thing to be batted aside.  
 
    From the fray, Apollo shrieks with rage. Drawing a saber of pure Adamantine, he vaults toward the Man. Blade glinting; he slashes, jabs, jabs again, then kicks out with a leather boot. Pivoting, dodging, weaving from side to side, the Man avoids the bite of metal, but Apollo’s heel catches him in the chest. He stumbles, giving his opponent time to aim a vicious thrust at his face. The blade descends—a death stroke that will cleave meat and bone.  
 
    Rolling backwards, the Man springs away. Where he lands, he seizes the nearest Nazi by the head and crushed his skull like an egg. He flings the twitching corpse at Apollo. Unperturbed, the wrathful Immortal advances and cuts the flying body in half. Blood paints his uniform in a radial pattern of wet droplets.  
 
    The Man attacks through the red mist, catching Apollo by the arm. The two grapple and the sword is knocked free. Rattling across the floor it disappears into the smoke. Executing a swift maneuver, the Man pulls Apollo off balance, then kicks his legs out from beneath him. Like a machine, he slams the startled Olympian between the ceiling and floor until plaster begins to rain and the building shakes on its foundations. Summoning a final burst of strength, the Man opens a gash in the roof and sends Apollo sailing into the sky beyond.  
 
    Eyes blazing, he rounds on the remaining soldiers and unceremoniously tears them limb from limb. Prying dead fingers from hot steal, he picks up two sub machineguns and slings one over his shoulder. At the end of the hallway, men spot him, but are cut down before they can fire. He steps over their shuddering corpses and rips the copper gate from the elevator-shaft. Bolted to the wall, a ladder ascends into shadows. 
 
    Climbing hand over hand, the Man emerges through a hatch. He scans the buckled rooftop for signs of Apollo or Artemis. Shouts emanate from below, attracting his attention. He moves to the pitched tiles and peers down into the piazza. There, soldiers close ranks around the broken figure of Apollo, covering him as he writhes weakly on the cobblestones. Settling his weapon in the crook of his shoulder, the Man sights down the barrel.  
 
    Bullets rain, and screams fill the square. The cohort thins as men pitch to the ground. Squeezing the trigger again, the Man shreds another layer of soldiers. Suddenly, the clip runs dry and the gun freezes. He tosses it aside and unslings his backup. A volley of whining slugs erupts from the piazza. Forced along the roofline, the Man narrowly escapes calamity.  
 
    Across the square, some thirteen meters away, the church of Santa Æmelia, rises high. Launching himself into the air, the Man hangs against the cloudless indigo sky. Arms pin-wheeling, he lands among the weatherworn statues of saints and apostles. Taking a position between Peter and Paul, he aims his machinegun into the piazza. Still sprawled on the ground, Apollo struggles to recover from his fall. At the moment, he is unprotected.  
 
    An arrow pierces the Man’s hand, severing ligament and bone. His trigger finger goes limp. Grunting, he turns just as a second arrow skewers his shoulder. The point explodes from his back, spraying Ichor—rich blood of the Immortals, all over Peter’s face. A third shaft flies, but the Man blocks it with his machinegun. Knocked from his grasp, the weapon crashes through a skylight into the depths of the cavernous church.  
 
    Holding Peter for support, the Man steadies himself. Artemis stands before him, angled like a gunslinger. Trilling in the breeze, her lustrous hair snaps with serpentine curls, and her eyes shine with murder. She draws her bowstring back, and lets loose an incandescent dart.  
 
    Bending the laws of gravity, the Man leaps skyward. He disappears into the eye of the sun, and becomes a mirage. Blinded, Artemis primes another shot, but it is too late. The Man comes down, planting his knee in her skull with enough force to crumble the roof beneath them. Swallowed by shadows, they plummet into oblivion.  
 
    For several moments, only the settling of stone, and the fluttering of frightened doves can be heard. Then, another sound begins. Heaving himself from the heavy rubble, the Man sheds debris and climbs to his feet. Teeth clenched, body aching, he pulls the broken arrows from his hand and shoulder and lets them drop. Ichor runs in rivers.   
 
    He ignores his injuries and looks around the mighty cathedral. Candles crown ornate scepters, and columns shiver in their soft light. Pinned to each wall, large tapestries depict vaguely pagan scenes, while here and there statues pray for forgiveness. Caught by its strap, the Man’s machinegun dangles from the clasped hands of the Blessed Mother. Smiling crookedly, he lurches forward and pulls the weapon free.  
 
    Somewhere in the darkness, double doors bang open and boots chatter in. The Man’s smile turns grim. He moves back to the wide swath of destruction and searches the pile for Artemis. She is there, half-broken atop a mound of jagged stones. Torn and almost unrecognizable, her black uniform is in tatters.  
 
    “The prophecy—” she manages, when she sees him. “Delphi—” 
 
    “Please,” the Man scoffs. 
 
    Artemis closes her eyes and labors to breathe. Blood stains her quivering lips. 
 
    “Destiny protects me,” she whispers. 
 
    “Not so.”  
 
    She reopens her eyes and frowns.  
 
    “How can you know such things?”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Lowering his weapon, he puts the barrel to her brow. Though painful to flex, his trigger finger has mended enough to use again.  
 
    “No!” Comes an agonized shriek. 
 
    The Man turns, but keeps his gun resting against Artemis’s head. Apollo appears, backed by twelve armed men. Switching into the First Language—the old tongue, he approaches fearfully.  
 
    “Ancient please. Not this—not this!” 
 
    Tears welling in her green eyes, Artemis convulses. 
 
    “Brother!” 
 
    “She suffers,” says the Man. “But if you like, I can end her suffering.”  
 
    “No!” Apollo begs, stumbling with fear. “Please, name your demands—anything! But—but not this!” 
 
    “Dismiss your dogs,” the Man instructs. 
 
    Apollo rounds on the soldiers and shouts a command for them to fall back. They hesitate, unsure of the situation. Face contorting, Apollo orders them again, but still they hesitate. The Man puts tension on the trigger and Apollo’s eyes widen with terror. Uttering an inhuman scream, he splits the air like thunder. Thrown backwards, the men burst into pillars of ethereal fire, and thrash on the ground.  
 
    The Man watches, his nostrils flaring at the scent of roasting flesh. He eases off the trigger, yet keeps the weapon pressed to Artemis’ skull. Apollo turns back, restraining the jigsaw of black veins that have dissected his pallid features.  
 
    “Ancient,” he urges breathlessly. “There, I’ve done what you asked, now please—let my sister go.” 
 
    The Man smiles and shakes his head. 
 
    “And who will die in her place, Sun God? You?” 
 
    Beneath the barrel, Artemis shifts. The Man puts a boot on her chest and pins her to the ground.  
 
    “Please!” Apollo stammers with dismay. “Punish me, oh Divinity—punish my order at Delphi. This is my prophecy—my vision! She is guilty of nothing more than a sister’s love for her foolish, arrogant brother! She is innocent!” 
 
     Artemis sobs, her face minced with horror and shame.  
 
    “I think not,” says the Man. “In fact, I know not.” 
 
    He peers down at Artemis. 
 
    “Shall I tell him what you’ve done, Diana, or would you prefer to?” 
 
    Confusion clouds Apollo’s teary eyes. He looks to his sister.  
 
    “Monster,” Artemis snarls. “Fiend—tyrant!” 
 
    Chuckling, the Man steps down harder on her chest. 
 
    “You sister betrays you, Apollo. She feeds you lies. Your prophecy is a farce—a dream whispered to you as you slept. The Order of Delphi has been corrupted, your followers mislead.”  
 
    Apollo sways with shock. 
 
    “Untrue,” he whispers. “It cannot be.” 
 
    “Tell him,” the Man says to Artemis. “Tell him how you twisted his mind—how you entered his dreams like vapor and wove your fantasies through and through. Tell him Diana—tell him and save his life.”  
 
    “Brother,” chokes Artemis, defeated and weak. “It is true what he says—everything. I constructed the prophecy—I wanted your help to destroy him.” 
 
    “No,” Apollo shudders. “No!” 
 
    He takes a step forward.  
 
    “I refuse to hear this. It is you, Ancient—you who twists my mind. Your precious Rome will burn for this—I will see it done with my own hands.” 
 
    Crackling sharply, translucent flames lick from the tips of Apollo’s fingers.  
 
    “Hold,” Artemis pleads. “Stop—brother, no!” 
 
    Apollo disregards her cries. Changing, transforming, he takes another step forward.  
 
    “You!” He spits in disgust. “You wanderer, you invader! What claim lay you to this earth? We are her children—born on the island of Delos! From whence did you come, interloper? What black tide bore you to our shores? What self appointed title gives you dominion here?”  
 
    Peeling away like bark on a burning log, Apollo’s uniform turns to glowing ash. Dissected by patterns of black and red, his body smokes.  
 
    “Brother no!” Cries Artemis again. “Stay back—I beg of you!” 
 
    But it is no use. Lifting his flaming hands, Apollo unleashes the sum of his hatred for the Man. Silhouetted against the raging inferno, the Man smiles triumphantly. It is no accident that he has ended up here. Nothing is ever an accident with him.   
 
    He drops his boot and kicks Artemis at the approaching fire. Her powers regained; she vanishes from her uniform in a wild flutter of finches. They are incinerated, yet she reappears nearby, naked and unharmed. Faltering, Apollo drops his hands. Like a kite, the Man takes to the air, sailing high above the distracted Olympian. Blazing down a continuous stream of Adamantine slugs, he keeps him squarely in his sights.  
 
    Caught off guard, Apollo tries to shield himself with another wave of fire, but he has little time to hone his power. Melting as they strike his upturned face, the bullets become a molten rain that mutilates and blinds. He screeches, clawing at the ruins of his eyes. Landing behind him, the Man casts away his empty weapon, and wraps his arms around Apollo’s neck with the speed of a striking snake.  
 
    Apollo bucks, squealing unintelligibly. Grinding down tighter, the Man is relentless, ruthless, heartless. He crushes Apollo’s windpipe with a sinuous snap. Dropping to one knee, the Olympian struggles to find salvation, but there is no salvation to be found. Not on this day.  
 
    The Man pulls harder, his muscles swelling to rip the shirt from his back. Tested to its limits, Apollo’s spine begins to creak and moan as trees do in a fierce windstorm. From her vantage point, Artemis wails for the Man to stop, wails for him to show mercy. But there is no mercy to be found. Not on this day.  
 
    Ringing throughout the lofty church, a hollow crack sends doves fleeing from the open roof. Apollo falls to the ground; his neck twisted horridly, his features frozen in bitter shock. At once, everything begins to tilt and move in slow motion. Bound to the dying light of Apollo’s soul, reality ebbs into nothingness. Left alone in the expanding void, the Man from Rome stands over Artemis as she weeps bloody tears of Vengeance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXVIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa returned to herself with a jolt that was like falling out of bed. The room spun in alternating shades of color and light, vision and sound. Blinking between two different realities, she felt dizzy, overwhelmed. Putting her hands out, she tried to steady herself, tried to grasp the very fabric of existence.  
 
    “Here,” spoke the Man. “Have one of these. It will help to center you.” 
 
    He opened a silver cigarette case and extended it to her.  
 
    “I—” swallowed Louisa. “What did you just do to me? What was that?” 
 
    She glanced at Cato. 
 
    “You—you saw it too, right?” 
 
    Cato swayed on his feet and gave a little nod.  
 
    “Cato knows well the power of memory,” said the Man with a smile. “He knows that time is a river—navigable.” 
 
    Offering Cato the cigarettes, he struck a light for him. 
 
    “Then again, he has been training for this his entire life. You, on the other hand, are barely hatched.” 
 
    A fresh bout of dizziness washed over Louisa. She wavered and shook her head.  
 
    “But, what was it? How did you do that? I—I was there. It was real…” 
 
    Shrugging, the Man gestured to the open air. 
 
    “Consciousness yearns to be shared, Louisa. Language is thought made manifest. With the right words, anything is possible. I spoke and you saw. It is as simple as that.” 
 
    Louisa thought back to the night before, recalling Giorgio’s golden eyes and electric touch. 
 
    “Sei Dio?” She murmured, looking up. “Are you God?”  
 
    “No,” spoke the Man.  
 
    “Il Diavolo?” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then—then what are you?” 
 
    The Man drew near and took Louisa’s hand. At once, her world snapped into focus. 
 
    “I am a Roman,” he whispered. 
 
    Shivering at the heat of his voice, the depth of it, Louisa gazed into his eyes.  
 
    “Now that you have seen what is facing us,” he said. “You know how dangerous such a designation has become.” 
 
    He turned away. 
 
    “Artemis seeks revenge for Apollo’s death, and will not relent until she has it. La Spada Spezzata was just a minor display. More will die, mark my words.”  
 
    “Can’t you stop her?” Pressed Louisa. “Can’t you do something—anything?”  
 
    The Man looked defeated. 
 
    “I’m afraid there is little I can do,” he said. “Artemis is planning something—a trap. Since I know not what it is, I am in constant danger of falling into it. Leta had the answers we needed, but she is dead.”  
 
    “Leta?” 
 
    “The girl from the river,” said Cato, breaking his silence. “The one with no tongue and silver down her throat. Her name was Leta. Artemis killed her.” 
 
    With a twitch, Louisa’s hand shot to her purse.  
 
    “You—you’re looking for her, right?” She stammered. “I mean—you’re looking for her room, aren’t you?” 
 
    Cato and the Man exchanged pointed glances.  
 
    “Yes,” said the Man. “How did you know that?”  
 
    Moving to the table, Louisa pulled the map from her purse. 
 
    “I picked this up in the alleyway last night.” 
 
    She tapped the Xed out dots. 
 
    “These are hotels and hostels. But, what are you looking for—what are you hoping to find?”  
 
    The Man eyed the map for a moment, then sighed. 
 
    “Much like Cato,” he said. “Leta was an agent of mine. She was killed because she uncovered what Artemis and are her surrogates are planning. However, that information did not necessarily die with her. I believe it is waiting to be rediscovered in the last place she laid her head.” 
 
    “Like a hostel,” exhaled Louisa.  
 
    “Or a hotel,” the Man concluded.  
 
    “And you haven’t found it yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Reaching back into her purse, Louisa produced the matchbook. 
 
    “Then I have a clue—a place to start looking.” 
 
    She set it on the table. 
 
    “I stole this from the morgue before Cato showed up. It’s a matchbook that um—Leta was carrying. It’s from this bar—right here.” 
 
    The Man followed her fingertip to a small blue dot. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said. “You are Anastasi through and through. Tell me Little Rabbit, how long did it take your nimble mind to put all of this together?” 
 
    Caught off guard by the use of Giorgio’s pet name for her, Louisa touched the scarf at her neck. 
 
    “It—came to me this morning,” she admitted hesitantly.  
 
    Smiling, the Man held her captive with his gaze. 
 
    “The product of a good night’s sleep, no doubt.”  
 
    Louisa tried to look away, but it was impossible. 
 
    “I know this bar,” said the Man, releasing her to study the matchbook. “It has a reputation among the criminal underbelly of the city. If Leta was there, it was not because she desired a drink.” 
 
    He checked his wristwatch. 
 
    “Popi is uncharacteristically late this morning. However, when he arrives, I will have him take you both there. It’s a good place to start looking.” 
 
    “Popi?” Frowned Louisa. “Who is that?” 
 
    “He’s the driver,” spoke Cato. “A fat guy—Greek.” 
 
    Louisa’s cheeks reddened. 
 
    “I can drive us,” she said quickly. “We shouldn’t wait on a lead such as this. It could grow cold. Besides, I know Rome better than any Greek.” 
 
    The Man smiled again, and parted his hands in agreement. 
 
    “So you do,” he said. “Finding your way to my door is proof enough of that. Very well, come this way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning on his heel, the Benefactor walked toward a passageway beneath the South Wind. Beyond, Roman brick and ancient stone fell away into the depths of the house.  
 
    Cato stepped in line behind Louisa, and chewed the filter of his cigarette. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he tried to hide the fact that they were shaking. Despite what the Man had said, he was not used to switching realities. His fingers found the arrowhead and closed around it. Making a fist, he squeezed until it hurt.  
 
    The Man led them down a set of steep precipitous steps. On the landing below, a gate barred their way. Using a spindly key, he threw the gate wide on an expansive and shadowy crypt. Lit by rows of bare bulbs, a collection of motorcycles, sports cars, work trucks, vans, and luxury vehicles sat parked among the curving pillars.  
 
    “Take the Bentley,” said the Man, moving to a lockbox on the wall. 
 
    Cato, distracted and only half-listening, furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Uh—aren’t the cops looking for the Bentley?”  
 
    Next to him, Louisa glanced up.  
 
    “That won’t be a problem any longer,” said the Man. “I’ve taken care of it.” 
 
    Cato snubbed out his cigarette with the tip of his shoe and nodded. He didn’t need the details, didn’t want to know. Louisa on the other hand looked positively stunned. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she said. “Was—was that you?” 
 
    The Man took the keys from the box and turned to stare at her. 
 
    “It was you!” She exclaimed. “You killed officers Bifona and Mora! But—but I met you that very night for the first time.”  
 
    Unmoved, the Man continued to stare. 
 
    “Madonna,” Louisa swore. “It makes perfect sense. They had their tongues ripped out just like your Leta. It was revenge—an eye for an eye.” 
 
    Cato arched an eyebrow but said nothing.  
 
    “Artemis killed my daughter, Louisa,” spoke the Man in soft voice. “My Orphanus. All who side with her are guilty.” 
 
    Louisa winced as if she’d just seen a wounded animal put to death. 
 
    “Like Cosimo Bruno and Comandante Savino?” 
 
    The Man nodded.   
 
    “I suppose I can’t fault you,” said Louisa. “When I find the person who killed my brother, they’ll be in worse shape than those dogs Mora and Bifona.” 
 
    Again, Cato’s eyebrow peaked.   
 
    “I am happy you understand,” smiled the Man. “And though I would love discuss the essential importance of Blood for Blood, tempus edax rerum, my dear—time is the devourer of all things.”  
 
    He reached into his pocket and produced a bone-white business card bearing a single line of neat black numerals.  
 
    “Contact me when you have found something.” 
 
    Louisa accepted the keys and the card, lingering before the Man for longer than seemed necessary. Looking on, Cato couldn’t help but scowl. The Benefactor had never given him a calling card, or a car. Then again, he wasn’t nearly as beautiful as Louisa Anastasi. 
 
    “Off you go, Ms. Anastasi,” spoke the Man, breaking the tenuous spell he had over the young Italian. “Do what you were born to do. Serve Roma—make us both proud.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
     
 
    Firing up the Bentley’s 6.75 liter, twin-turbocharged V8 engine, Louisa felt the bassy throttle of the car surge through her body. Half-drunk on the power of the Man’s presence, she revved the motor loudly. Dipping in the front, the Bentley clawed the stones like a caged animal.  
 
    Gazing up through the tinted glass of her window, she watched the Man speak a few warning words to Cato. Fixating on the burning points of his eyes, she thought of Giorgio again—possessed.  
 
    Cato opened the passenger’s side door and got in.  
 
    “Ready?” He said. 
 
    By way of response, Louisa jumped off the brake and punched down on the gas. Left behind in a fading glow of red, the Man from Rome gazed after her like a lover. Spotting a ramp, she took a sharp right. Illuminated by the halogen lights, the cavernous walls flickered past in a honeycomb of bone-filled niches. Speeding toward the ramp, Louisa spun the wheel and drove the Bentley up, up, up. Fast approaching a segmented gate, she slowed only enough to give the thing time to rise. With mere centimeters to spare, she slid under the gate and emerged into the sunny day.   
 
    Blasted by brilliant skies and stately buildings, the scene outside of the Man’s house was a refreshing reminder that much of reality still remained unchanged. The piazza ahead was full of people, its fountain burbling pleasantly. Open for business, restaurants and bars offered edible delights, while vendors sold souvenirs.  
 
    Shaking a cigarette from his pack, Cato fumbled for a light. Louisa eyed the pack sideways, and read the brand—Nazionali. 
 
    “Can I have one of those?” She asked. “They are my favorite.” 
 
    “These?” Scoffed Cato. “You should have tried his—the Benefactor’s. He knows what a good smoke is.” 
 
    Louisa accepted a cigarette and bent to Cato’s fire.  
 
    “We don’t choose our first love, Mr. Fin,” she exhaled. “It chooses us.” 
 
    Breaking free of the foot traffic, Louisa turned up a lane and began to pour on speed. Barbed with vehicles and scooters on either side, the road narrowed and wound through ancient arches. She kept the pace up, snaking the Bentley along on a parallel track with Via del Corso.  
 
    “So,” said Cato nervously. “You really like to drive fast huh?” 
 
    Louisa laughed and shot him a smile. 
 
    “I can deal,” he grinned. “It’s just nice having another person around who isn’t, you know—Immortal.”  
 
    “What about the Greek?” Said Louisa. “Popi.” 
 
    “You’re easier on the eyes.”  
 
    Ignoring this, Louisa changed course to avoid a wedding procession.  
 
    “But really though,” Cato admitted. “These last few days have been crazy. The things I never knew, you know?” 
 
    Louisa nodded and glanced over. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “Like—” Cato continued. “Like—did you know the Benefactor has a vampire? How fucked up is that? A vampire!” 
 
    “No! You’re joking!”  
 
    “I’m serious,” Cato insisted. “The Benefactor has a vampire in his house—I’ve seen it.” 
 
    Louisa rounded a corner and joined the main road.  
 
    “A real vampire?” 
 
    Cato bobbed his head. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all bones at this point, but still—it was a vampire when it was alive. That means vampire myths are at least kind of true, right?” 
 
    Smoking in silence, Louisa digested this. Plastered on the bumper of a taxi in the next lane, a sticker bearing the words La verità è là fuori caught her eye. 
 
    “Maybe they’re aliens,” she said. 
 
    “Aliens?” 
 
     Louisa gestured to the bumper sticker. 
 
    “Yes, you know—The Truth Is Out There. What if that’s the explanation? What if your Benefactor, and his vampire, and Artemis, and Apollo—what if they’re all just visitors from another planet?”  
 
    Cato was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Do you think Jesus was an alien?” He asked.  
 
    Unable to help herself, Louisa burst out laughing. 
 
    “Oh God, never mind! It’s such a mess, isn’t it? I can’t wrap my head around it.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Cato agreed. “But like I said—it’s nice having another person who is as new to this as me.” 
 
    Louisa glanced over and saw sincerity in Cato’s eyes. She smiled and touched his hand.  
 
    “I’m glad we met Cato Fin,” she said.  
 
    “Me too,” he nodded. “And um—I’m sorry about what happened last night. I had no idea he was going to do that to you.” 
 
    Removing her hand, Louisa tightened the scarf at her neck.  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she said.  
 
    Cato shrugged and lit himself another cigarette. 
 
    “Yeah well, I would never do anything like that—just so you know. I’m not like him. He’s a monster, I’m not.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the Bentley parked in the shade of a tall cypress tree. Lost in thought, Cato gazed out the passenger’s side window and watched old father Tiber flow south toward Ostia and the Tyrrhenian Sea.  
 
    “We should discuss protection,” Louisa announced. 
 
    “Protection?” Said Cato, turning.  
 
    Louisa nodded and dug a matte-black pistol from her shoulder bag.  
 
    “I’m armed,” she said. “But what if we run into…you know. This is just a regular Beretta with regular rounds. That won’t work will it?” 
 
    Picturing the molten spray of silver on Apollo’s face, and the stolen arrowhead in his pocket, Cato winced. 
 
    “No, you’re right—that won’t do much. Adamantine is what stops them.” 
 
    Crestfallen, Louisa pursed her lips.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Cato. “I’ve got us covered.” 
 
    He produced the Springfield and laid it on the dashboard. 
 
    “This is loaded with Adamantine so if that crazy bitch shows up and tries anything—just get behind me.” 
 
    Louisa looked at him, unconvinced, and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “No offense,” she said. “But can you even shoot that thing?” 
 
    Scooping up the .45, Cato checked the safety, then racked a round into the chamber. 
 
    “I’m Orphanus,” he winked. “Of course I can shoot.” 
 
    He opened his door and got out. 
 
    “What exactly is that?” Asked Louisa, following him. “Orphanus I mean? I heard the Man mention it too.” 
 
    Cato squinted in the sunlight. 
 
    “It’s Latin for orphan.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Louisa. “But that’s not what I’m asking.” 
 
    Fishing for his cigarettes, Cato noticed that the pack was getting low.  
 
    “I don’t know how it is for all of us,” he sighed. “I’ve only met one other Orphanus in my life. But if the stories are true, we’re sort of like an ancient order—like spies or something.” 
 
    Louisa joined him on the sidewalk and tilted her head. 
 
    “Spies?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Spies, agents, soldiers, you know—whatever.” 
 
    “And there are stories about the Orphanus?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Cato chuckled. “Tons of stories. As a kid, my adopted mother—she used to tuck me in every night with a story about ‘the Man from Rome and his magnificent, faithful Orphanus.’ She’s one too, like me. To hear it her way, we go as far back as Remus and Romulus.” 
 
    He struck a light and inhaled. 
 
    “But who knows if any of that is real,” he said. “All I know is what happened to me—what my life has been like. I was adopted young—I don’t even remember it. While other kids were playing with Legos, I was learning how to pick pockets and locks. My mom taught me how to shoot, how to fight, how to do some serious fucking damage. Growing up, I just thought she was weird, you know—some Sarah Conner shit. It wasn’t until I came here that I finally put it all together. She was never my mother—she was my trainer…” 
 
    Darkening Cato glanced at Louisa. She was listening intently. 
 
    “My mom,” he muttered. “She told me a lot of interesting things growing up, but she never told me that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pair moved down the street in renewed silence. Overhead, the umbrella-like pines made their way easier in the dry heat. Out of respect for Cato’s mood, Louisa didn’t press him for any more information. Clearly, talking about his upbringing had reopened some kind of wound. Louisa could relate. Leave it to family to inflict the deepest scars.  
 
    Her cell phone vibrated, announcing the arrival of a new text message. She stopped and checked the sender. It was her uncle.  
 
    ‘Tempus edax rerum,’ echoed the Man’s voice. ‘Time is the devourer of all things.’ Louisa closed the message without reading it, and put her phone away.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Asked Cato. “You look worried.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Louisa assured him. “Come on, this way.” 
 
    They came to a busy intersection and paused to let traffic flow by. When the light turned red and the road filled with idling cars, they stepped from the curb and crossed to the other side. There, a large promenade opened before them. Washed in broken sunlight, and dotted with shops and restaurants, the area bustled with tourists toting souvenir bags and sweetly melting cups of gelato. Cutting through the crowds like two sharks in a sea of aimless whales, Louisa and Cato headed deeper into the busy burrow. After several blocks, the neighborhood began to change, and the crowds began to thin. Soon, the gift shops and street hawkers gave way to narrow, divey-looking bars, and timeworn tenement houses.  
 
    Turning up a side street, Louisa snaked them along behind an old cinema. At the end of the alley, a piazza waited, unadorned save for a single statue whose head had long since vanished. Louisa hung back and nodded. 
 
    “This is it,” she said. “There’s the bar.” 
 
    She pointed to the opposite end of the square, where a wooden sign hung low amidst the creeping ivy.  
 
    “Do you have a picture of Leta—something I could show to the bartender?” 
 
    Biting the filter of his cigarette, Cato patted himself down.  
 
    “Here,” he said, handing over a small black and white. “This is her.” 
 
    Louisa took the photo and held it to the light. Bright and kissed with freckles, a young blond-haired woman smiled back at her.  
 
    “She’s—” Louisa hesitated. “She’s beautiful, Cato.”  
 
    “She was,” he corrected.  
 
    Shuddering uncomfortably, Louisa stared at the picture.  
 
    “Did you know her?”  
 
    “I never met her before in my life, but she probably grew up on the same diet of bullshit as me.” 
 
    Louisa pulled her eyes from the picture and frowned at Cato. Handsome in his own way, he had the same lean and defined look as Leta. Only his sooty black hair stood in contrast to her ashy blond curls.  
 
    “What?” Said Cato, catching her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I—” Louisa began. “Forget it—never mind.” 
 
    She put the picture in her pocket and turned toward the bar. Following her gaze, Cato loosened his tie and commenced a series of quick callisthenic stretches.  
 
    “What are you doing?” She asked. 
 
    “Stretching.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Cato cracked his knuckles and blew out smoke. 
 
    “In case things go sideways in there.” 
 
    Smiling, Louisa patted his arm. 
 
    “Take it easy tough guy. Just let me do the talking, I am a police officer after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Propped open to capture the mild breeze, the bar’s double doors stood wide beneath the ivy. Pushing her sunglasses up into her hair, Louisa peered around the dim interior. Cramped and low, the room was a hodgepodge of old film posters and faded wooden tables. Backed by liquor bottles, a wide bar spanned most of the far wall. Music played from somewhere behind closed doors, and the sound of voices rose and fell.  
 
    “Do you mind if we do this in Italian?” She asked. 
 
    “Fire away,” said Cato. “When in Rome and all that.” 
 
    Louisa walked to the bar. 
 
    “Ciao!” She called loudly. “Anyone here?” 
 
    The music died and a young man with a shaved head emerged from the kitchen. Shutting the door firmly, he eyed Cato, then Louisa.  
 
    “Ciao bella,” he said in French-accented Italian. “The kitchen isn’t open yet, but if you like, I can pour you both a drink.” 
 
    He smiled.  
 
    “I’ll even give you happy-hour prices baby, what do you say?”  
 
    Louisa met the Frenchman’s smile with one of her own, sweet and practiced. She leaned on the bar. 
 
    “Maybe some other time,” she said. “We’re actually here because we’re looking for someone.” 
 
    “Oh?” He replied, becoming slightly guarded. “I don’t know you, do I?” 
 
    Louisa held her smile. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m pretty sure.”  
 
    From the kitchen, the crack of splintering wood carried through the thin door. Louisa turned to look. 
 
    “Cooks,” said the Frenchman. “We’re uh—remodeling.” 
 
    He squinted his eyes at Louisa. 
 
    “Are you sure I don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then how come I have this perfect picture in my mind of you running around these parts in a blue uniform and pair of white jackboots, honey? You don’t happen to have a badge in that bag of yours, do you? A badge and a gun?”  
 
    “Look friend,” said Cato. “We aren’t with the police. We just want some answers.”  
 
    “Oh—American!” The bartender grinned. “I love Americans! Freedom fries and drones and shit. Yippee-ki-yay mother fucker, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” grunted Cato. “Right. Look—if you help us out, there’s something in it for you.” 
 
    Still grinning, the bartender shifted his attention back to Louisa. 
 
    “I don’t want what you’re offering, friend—and I’ve spent enough time in handcuffs to know a cop when I see one.” 
 
    Louisa reached into her pocket and retrieved the photo of Leta.   
 
    “What about her?” She said. “Do you know her?” 
 
    A shadow passed behind the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Who’s this?” He covered. “I don’t know who this is.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen her before? Never poured her a drink?” 
 
    “No,” the Frenchman asserted.  
 
    “Are you sure? We know she came here—we just want to talk.” 
 
    “I said I don’t know her,” snapped the Frenchman. “You hear me? I don’t know her. Now, I think it is time for you and your scarecrow to get the fuck out of my bar. Go on—go.”  
 
    Another loud rending noise came from the kitchen, and the man’s gaze darted impulsively. Catching an edge of nervousness in the glance, Louisa decided to exploit it.  
 
    “What about them?” She said, gesturing to the kitchen. “Maybe those cooks of yours have a better memory than you.” 
 
    Plucking up Leta’s photo, she moved toward the door.  
 
    “How about I show them this and see what they say?” 
 
    The bartender let loose a string of profanities, and scrambled after her.  
 
    “Back off!” He shouted. “You can’t go in there!” 
 
    “Relax,” smiled Louisa. “I’ll just be a second.” 
 
    The Frenchman lunged, blocking her path.  
 
    “Get the fuck back,” he snarled. “Are you crazy?”  
 
    Brandishing a compact switchblade knife, he jeered. 
 
    “You go in there and you’ll get hurt. You’re not trying to get hurt, are you?” 
 
     The blade shot forth with an airy click. In a flash, Cato was there. Stepping between the two of them, he caught the Frenchman by the wrist and gave a savage twist. The knife came free and the man yelped in pain. Twisting harder, Cato swung him away from Louisa, then kicked him in the back of the knee. Hobbled, the man went down and slammed his face on the corner of the bar. 
 
    Louisa gaped in astonishment. Rolling around on the ground, the weasely bartender moaned and clutched his face. Trickling between his fingers, red blood spurted from a broken nose. 
 
    “Cato,” she stammered. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Dead-eyed and calm, Cato grabbed the whimpering man and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “He’s lying,” he said. “He knows something.” 
 
    “I agree, but—”  
 
    “We tried your way, Louisa,” interrupted Cato. “Now we’re going to try mine.”  
 
    “Mon nez,” choked the bartender. “You broke my damn nose you American pig!” 
 
    “Yippee-ki-yay, mother fucker,” said Cato.  
 
    Inside the kitchen, two other men, also with shaved heads, looked up sharply. Wielding crowbars and hammers, they stood before a large wooden crate. Shoved through the door by Cato, the bartender tripped and sprawled out on the tiles before them. Like a cornered animal, one of the men bore his teeth and snarled. Showing signs of a recent beating, he had two black eyes and a bloodstained bandage over his right ear.   
 
    “C’est quoi ce merdier?” He shouted. 
 
    “Svek!” Cried the bartender. “They’re here about the blonde girl!”  
 
    The man called Svek grew pale and took a step back. Advancing on him, Cato shrugged off his suit jacket and tossed it aside. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” the man said. “Wait—” 
 
    Cato struck out, punching him in the throat.  
 
    “Cato!” Balked Louisa.  
 
    Gagging, the Frenchman fell backwards and tripped over a stool.  
 
    “I’m tired of getting fucked around!” Growled Cato. “Tired of being lied to, and bullshitted by everyone!” 
 
    He pointed at the other man—tall and lanky. 
 
    “We want information on the blond girl, and one of you is going to give it to us. Who that is, is up to you.” 
 
    Hefting his crowbar, the man glanced at Svek, and the bartender. Cato’s eyes narrowed, and he put on a chilling smile. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Have it your way.” 
 
    He lunged at the man, forcing him to swing in defense. With a crash, the bar missed Cato and sliced into the wooden crate. Gushing out onto the floor, red wine spewed between the slats. Struggling to his feet again, the man named Svek reached for a hammer and went to attack Cato from behind.  
 
    “Look out!” Louisa warned. 
 
    Cato turned, catching Svek in the face with an elbow. The man yowled and swore bloody murder.  
 
    Seeing that all hope of a peaceful resolve was lost, Louisa jumped into the fray. As Cato dealt Svek another blow, she engaged the tall man. Crowbar arcing high, he chopped down at her. She ducked, then sprung up, and drove the heel of her palm into his nose. Hot tears filled the man’s eyes, and he made a whistling noise. Quick to press her advantage, Louisa hit him again, just as her brother had taught her—leaning into it with all of her weight. Reeling, the tall man crashed into a table and knocked over a slew of green bottles. Dark on the bright tiles, they exploded in a spray of shattered glass. He reached for something in his waistband—a silver revolver. Drawing her own weapon, Louisa clutched the barrel like a hammer and bludgeoned the man’s head. Blood mixed with wine, and the floor turned slick. Stupefied, the man took a few lumbering steps then lost his balance and dropped unconscious. 
 
    Across the room, Svek was lashing wildly at Cato, his hammer wreaking havoc on the kitchen. Nimble and mean, Cato kept free of the barrage, countering from time to time with incisive punches. Still wearing his cold, calculating smile, he seemed to be enjoying himself, taking pleasure in the bedlam. Roaring, Svek tried to rush him, but Cato tucked in and flipped the man head-over-heels.  
 
    The bartender, who had until this moment been cowering for cover, scooped up Svek’s hammer, and brought it down on Louisa’s hand. A flash of pain danced up her arm and the pistol dropped. She spun, kicking the bartender in the balls hard enough to lift him from the ground. Mewling, he fell back and grabbed a dark stain on his trousers. Nearby, Cato too had subdued his enemy. However, instead of backing down as Louisa had, he now straddled the poor Frenchman, landing punch after punch. Retrieving her gun from a pool of wine and blood, Louisa shoved it in her waistband, and rushed over to pull him off.  
 
    “Cato!” She yelled. “Stop—that’s enough!”  
 
    Cato ignored her, pummeling Svek’s bloody face. 
 
    “I said that’s enough!” Louisa shouted. “We need him able to speak you stupid bastardo!” 
 
    Chest heaving, skin hot to the touch, Cato relented and stumbled back. 
 
     “Yeah,” he breathed. “Right—you’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Crouching beside the beaten Frenchman, Louisa checked his injuries.  
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” She said. “You’re lucky you didn’t kill him!” 
 
    Cato closed his eyes and exhaled shakily.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. Instincts took over—training.”  
 
    Louisa shook her head in exasperation and stood.  
 
    “Well you’d better get your instincts under control,” she said. “Now pick him up—he’s still conscious. We’re doing things my way again.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato nodded and went to the Frenchman. Tasting the lingering bite of adrenaline in the back of his throat, he did his best to be gentle as he pulled the man up and lead him to a table in the center of the room.  
 
    Almost swollen shut, Svek’s eyes darted fearfully from Cato to Louisa, then back again. 
 
    “Don’t kill me,” he said through puffy lips. “Please.” 
 
    “Shut up,” warned Cato.  
 
    He put the man on a stool and held him by the collar. Seating herself across from them, Louisa pursed her lips.  
 
    “Listen,” she said. “We never wanted any of this. We only wanted information. Your man pulled a knife on me, and my friend…reacted.” 
 
    Swaying, the Frenchman spat out a mouthful of blood and wilted as if he might faint. 
 
    “Hey,” barked Cato, shaking him. “Wake up.” 
 
    Svek blinked several times and wiped his mouth. 
 
    “I already told you people everything I know,” he murmured. “You promised it was over. You promised to leave me alone.” 
 
    Cato and Louisa exchanged glances. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She said. “Who promised to leave you alone?” 
 
    “That woman—that fucking nightmare. Look what she did to me.” 
 
    Reaching up, the Frenchman pulled the bandage from his head. Raw and puckered, a crescent moon shaped gash marked the spot where his ear should have been.  
 
    “She tortured me,” he began to cry. “She tore off my ear with her bare hands, and—and ate it in front of me.” 
 
    Cato’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Artemis,” whispered Louisa, reading his expression. “It has to be. She beat us here.” 
 
    “When was this?” Demanded Cato. “When did the woman torture you?” 
 
    “The day after,” mumbled the Frenchman.  
 
    “The day after what?” 
 
    “The day after we sold weapons to la fille blonde—eh, the blond girl.” 
 
    Again, Cato and Louisa exchanged glances. Taking the photo of Leta from her pocket, Louisa slid it across the table. 
 
    “Is this the girl?” She asked. “Is this who you sold guns to?” 
 
    Svek’s teary eyes focused on the photo. 
 
    “Oui,” he nodded. “That’s her.” 
 
    “And the woman who tortured you,” continued Louisa. “What exactly did she want to know?” 
 
    The Frenchman blinked heavily and sagged on his stool. 
 
    “She wanted to know where she could find la fille blonde,” he spoke. “So I told her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXX 
 
      
 
     
 
    Across the Tiber and up the Esquiline Hill, the Man from Rome dined at a rooftop restaurant. Sitting beneath the shade of a wide umbrella, he sipped his Aperol Spritz, and gazed out at the soaring, checker-box arches of Il Colosseo. All around him, other diners enjoyed similar cocktails, set alongside plates of pasta cacio e pepe, saffron risotto, veal scaloppini, and gnocchi alla Romana.  
 
    Draining his tumbler, the Man looked to a pretty young waitress and blinked. Trancelike, she came over at once. Holding out the empty glass, he tapped the side with a single finger, and sent the girl away for another. As she moved toward the bar, the unfiltered sunlight caught her honey colored hair, creating a mirage of mistaken identity.  
 
    For the second time that morning, the Man heard Louisa’s Anastasi’s cries of ecstasy, reverberating in his memory. A thought occurred to him, something hitherto unacknowledged. Had it not been for Artemis and her bloody rampage, the Man might never have crossed paths with Louisa. Truly, there was opportunity in every disaster. 
 
    The waitress returned, bringing both a fresh drink and the Man’s lunch—a whole roasted chicken. Placing both before him on the table, she curtsied, struggled to find his face, gave up, and left. Wholly ignoring her, the Man bent to inhale the dish’s full bouquet—perfectly roasted chicken, Tuscan olive oil, black pepper, Tyrrhenian sea salt, garlic, rosemary, thyme. He smiled, always appreciative of the sensuous interplay between simple ingredients and careful preparation. Plunging his knife between the thighbone and the ilium, he released a whiff of steam.  
 
    With a bang, something slammed into the next table, and a woman screamed in alarm. Annoyed, the Man looked up to see what the commotion was about, but before he could, another bang and another after that rang out from nearby tables. He felt a shift in the atmosphere, and the sky began to darken. Flittering shadows played across the rooftop.  
 
    Quick to his feet, the Man rose as a yellow blur tore through the umbrella overhead. His tumbler blew apart, spilling Aperol and Prosecco all over the table. Downy feathers hung in the aftermath, settling upon the spreading pool like fall leaves. The Man clenched his fists and smiled. Finches, it was raining finches. It seemed that Artemis had regained her strength, and was having a bit of fun.  
 
    Terrified, the other diners ran for the stairs, toppling chairs, and tables as they went. Joining their frantic cries of distress, the chatter of flapping wings descended over everything. Falling in waves, the little birds exploded on impact, dashing their bodies across the rooftop in a blind rush.  
 
    Coming out from beneath his umbrella, the Man stared up into a cyclone of suicidal birds. Unprotected, he held his ground as they swirled around him, killing themselves at his feet. Shooting out a hand, he snatched one from the air and gripped its squirming body. As casually as if it were his ruined lunch, he put the bird in his mouth and chewed.  
 
    Let Artemis have her fun. Now that Cato and Louisa were on the case, the Man was confident he would soon have his.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXXI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato and Louisa arrived at the address Svek had provided them just as the sun entered its westward sloping arc. Snubbing out his final cigarette, Cato sighed and flicked the butt into the street. The building was an old Vatican dormitory, halfway through the process of being converted into a modern albergo, or inn. Faced with metal scaffolding, it offered cheap rooms during the renovations and bore only a hand-painted sign for advertisement.  
 
    Immediately, Cato understood why Leta had picked this place. Buried deep among the winding back streets of an obscure neighborhood, it seemed like the perfect hideout for someone like her. Then again, she’d ended up brutally tortured and killed, so maybe it wasn’t that perfect after all. 
 
    The lobby was cool and the air smelled of paint and drying plaster. Large in scale, nearly daunting, it wrapped around a central staircase, at the foot of which Corinthian columns spread out in a radial pattern. Covering the floor at furrowed intervals, painter’s cloths protected the intricate tile-work. Draped over statues and dry fountains, sheets raised up like childhood ghosts. Echoing down from the upper levels, the sounds of construction workers could be heard, hammering, sawing, and laughing.   
 
    Giving himself a moment to take all of this in, Cato scanned the length of the empty lobby. To his left, a concierge station of slatted, dark wood stood empty. He moved over to it and read a sign propped up for any would-be guests.  
 
      
 
    ‘Went for cigarettes,’ it said in Italian. ‘Be back soon.’ 
 
      
 
    “Lucky bastard,” Cato muttered. 
 
    He glanced around once more just to be sure they were alone, then jumped over the counter, and began searching the drawers and file cabinets behind.  
 
    “Hey,” hissed Louisa, eyeing the street outside. “What are you up to back there?” 
 
    Cato tried a long drawer with brass handles and found it locked. Kneeling, he took out his picks and worked them in the keyhole. The drawer clicked open, revealing a pile of receipts and a large, tan notebook.  
 
    “Here,” he announced, removing the book. “The ledger.” 
 
    Louisa came away from the door. 
 
    “Room 306,” she said. “Svek said they brought the weapons to 306.” 
 
    Cato nodded and slid his finger down the last page. 
 
    “Found it.”  
 
    He tapped the name beside 306 and grinned. 
 
    “Jane Smith,” he said. “Paid through the end of the month. That has to be her.” 
 
    Spotting something else, he leaned and squinted at a hand-written message beside the signature. 
 
    “What does that say?” He asked, turning the book for Louisa. “I can’t make out the handwriting. I speak Italian better than I read it.” 
 
    “It says—no maid service. No cleaning.” 
 
    Looking up, Cato met Louisa’s gaze.  
 
    “So no one has been in there since she checked in,” he said, jumping back over the counter. “That’s good! Come on.” 
 
    “Wait!” Louisa called after him. “Shouldn’t we inform your Benefactor of this?” 
 
    “No,” Cato waved. “Not until we have something concrete.” 
 
    “What about the key then? Won’t we need the key to get in?” 
 
    “I am the key,” Cato announced.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking the stairs two at a time, Cato bounded ahead of Louisa. Slower and more warily, she followed at a short distance. Svek had admitted to telling Artemis about the hotel; she could be there right now, waiting for them in Leta’s room. If so, Louisa hoped Cato really was as good a shot as he claimed.  
 
    Another text came through, buzzing loudly in Louisa’s shoulder bag. She started at the sound, and paused on the second-floor landing. 
 
    “What’s up?” Asked Cato, waiting for her. 
 
    Down the hallway to their right, carpenters and painters moved between open rooms. Screeching loudly, buzz saws cut the hazy air, and the sounds of hammering nails spiked above busy voices.  
 
    Louisa unlocked the screen and repressed a groan. The message was from Giorgio. 
 
    “Come on,” said Cato impatiently. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    Ignoring him, Louisa read the message anyway. 
 
      
 
    ‘Little Rabbit. Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, be safe. Because I love you.’ 
 
      
 
    Louisa faltered and put a hand to her mouth. She reread the words, unable to make sense of them. And yet, they made perfect sense. Why wouldn’t they?  
 
    From the stairs, Cato’s expression softened.  
 
    “Is—everything okay?” He asked. 
 
    Looking up, Louisa tried smile, but failed. Giorgio was in love with her. She put her phone away and resumed climbing. 
 
    “Did you leave anyone back home when you came here?” She asked. 
 
    Seemingly thrown by the question, Cato recovered quickly. 
 
    “Not really. I mean—I don’t have a girlfriend or whatever…” 
 
    “What about just friends?” Said Louisa. 
 
    Cato hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t have any friends,” he admitted. “It goes with the territory. How about you? Are you a lone wolf like me too?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Louisa replied. “I have my uncle, and I have someone I care about very dearly, but I’m not sure there’s a place for them in my life any more.”  
 
    She glanced around. 
 
    “I mean—everything is different now.” 
 
    Chuckling, Cato nodded.  
 
    “I hear you. The Benefactor has a way of taking over your entire world until your life isn’t your life anymore. Trust me, I know.”  
 
    Louisa brushed a stray lock of hair from her face. 
 
    “But,” she began. “Isn’t it worth it in the end—what we’re sacrificing, that is? Do you even want a normal life, Cato? Do I? I’ve never met anyone like the Man before—never felt such power and purpose. Maybe this world is where we belong. Maybe we’re meant to be here.” 
 
    Reaching the third floor landing, Cato halted and gave her a dark look.  
 
    “What?” She asked.  
 
    “Be careful,” he said after a beat.  
 
    “Be careful? What do you mean?” 
 
    Cato glanced away. 
 
    “It’s just that, well—you don’t know anything about the Benefactor, do you? Not really? And yet here you are, doing his bidding, talking about leaving your old life behind to—to what, to be with him?” 
 
    Prickled by this, Louisa began to defend herself, but stopped. Cato was right. She didn’t know the Man, not in any meaningful way. All she had were her feelings, and they were far too strong to be trusted. 
 
    “What happened to Leta—” resumed Cato. “What happened to those people in the restaurant last night; that was his fault, Louisa. All of this is his fault.” 
 
    “But they started it,” she countered, unable to help herself. “Artemis and Apollo. They came after him.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Cato. “Or maybe that’s just the part of the story we saw. You can’t trust him on this stuff—not really. Look at me Louisa—look at my life. Lies upon lies, you get it? That’s how he operates.”  
 
    Louisa frowned and touched her blue silk scarf. 
 
    “Look,” Cato went on, easing off some. “I know you have other things you’re pursuing here. Ferro—your brother, right? I’m sure the Benefactor can help you figure out who killed him—I’m sure he knows something. Just don’t loose sight of that. Don’t let him confuse you. He gets in your head, Louisa—gets under your skin. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    At the invocation or her brother, Louisa folded her arms. 
 
    “And what about you Cato Fin?” She said. “Just this morning you were swearing up and down that you weren’t a monster like your Benefactor. And yet, had I not stopped you, you might have killed Svek—maybe all three of them, I don’t know.” 
 
    Cato flinched and dropped his gaze.  
 
    “Whatever I am,” he spoke quietly. “They made me that way—the Man and Corallina. I didn’t have a choice. You do.” 
 
    He turned and sulked off down the hallway to their right. Watching him go, Louisa sighed and ran a hand through her hair. Cato had hit upon the truth—an annoying reality. Nevertheless, Louisa had come too far to give up now. Perhaps there could be room in her new life for Giorgio, Niccolò, and the Man, yet as long as Artemis posed a threat to Rome, she would never know. Moving from the landing, she followed after Cato. 
 
    Unlike the lower levels, there were no signs of new construction, or workmen anywhere on the third floor. Pealing and faded, the walls were in need of paint, and the floors in need of new carpeting. At room 306 Cato stopped and tried the knob. It was locked. Producing a set of lock-picks, he knelt before the door. 
 
    “You’re the key, eh?” Louisa chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “Now I get it.” 
 
    “One of the many skills Corallina fed me,” answered Cato. 
 
    He inserted his tools into the keyhole and began twisting.  
 
    “Better than mothers milk.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he worked his picks up and down, Cato stared silently at the lock. Reflected in skewed shades of gold, his face was set and sullen. Moving the tension rod, he was met with resistance. Cursing under his breath, he tried again. Though the pins inside the lock were springy enough, something was catching the bolt so that it refused to retract. He kept at it, searching for that special motion that would send everything tumbling into place.  
 
    Behind him, Louisa spoke up. 
 
    “Problems?”  
 
    “No problem,” Cato responded, racking the pins. 
 
    “We should have grabbed the keys, no?” She said.  
 
    Casting her an annoyed look, Cato reworked the pick. A jittery set of taps emanated from the lock, and the bolt yielded at last. Standing, he put on a triumphant smirk. 
 
    “See?” He said. “I am the fucking key.” 
 
    He reached for the knob, but Louisa grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Wait,” she warned. “There’s no telling who, or what is on the other side of that door.” 
 
    Realizing she was right, Cato lurched back.    
 
    “Holy shit. Why didn’t I think of that? She could be in there…” 
 
    Louisa nodded.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Drawing the Springfield, Cato thumbed the hammer back, and clicked off the safety. 
 
    “I—I guess I’ll go in first and check it out. If anything happens to me, make a run for it, and call the Benefactor.” 
 
    He assumed a shooting stance and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Open it,” he said.  
 
    The door creaked on damaged hinges. Swinging inward, it bumped against the wall with a hollow, empty tap. Cato entered, keeping the .45 leveled before him. Glancing at the door jam, he saw why the lock had been so difficult to dislodge. Splintered where the bolt entered the frame, chunks of wood jutted out at sharp angles. Clearly the door had been forced, or more likely, kicked in.  
 
    In the main room, he found a scene reminiscent of the one he and Louisa had created back at the bar. Covered by heavy curtains, the windows emitted a shallow, muted light that played across the scattered remnants of broken furniture. To his left, there was a walk-in closet, its door ajar. To his right, there was a kitchenette, and a large four-poster bed. Ahead, several buckets of paint and a tray of dried stucco were the only items left intact in the whole room. 
 
    Leaning against the wall, Cato exhaled. The apartment was empty. 
 
     “It’s clear,” he called. 
 
    Louisa came inside and closed the door behind her. Going to the windows, she pulled back the curtains so that clean light could billow in. With the sun in the west, and falling toward that horizon, the room took on a mixture of smoky pinks and bleeding oranges.  
 
    “Well,” she said, looking around blankly. “It seems Artemis has already been here. What do you think our chances are of finding anything now?” 
 
    Struggling to stay positive, Cato shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know. Not good”  
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Louisa. “But we better do our own search anyway, don’t you think? You start over there, the dresser—what’s left of it. And get the bed too—pull off the mattress, check the cover sheet. Maybe Leta got creative with her hiding place, who knows.” 
 
    Cato grinned despite the situation. 
 
    “What?” Asked Louisa, catching the look on his face. 
 
    “Nothing,” he shrugged. “It’s just that—I could have used someone like you on a few of the jobs I pulled back home. Maybe things would’ve been different.” 
 
    “Jobs?” Said Louisa. “You never did tell me what your career is—outside of this, I mean. What do you even do for a living?” 
 
    Cato walked to the dresser. 
 
    “I’m a criminal,” he said over his shoulder. “A career criminal.” 
 
    Standing the thing up again, he began pulling out the broken drawers. 
 
    “A criminal?” Louisa called from the closet.  
 
    “Yep,” said Cato. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    He came to the top drawer and slid it free. A pack of Nazionali cigarettes, fell onto the floor.  
 
    “Leta you queen,” he whispered. “How’d you know?”  
 
    Louisa poked her head out from the closet. 
 
    “I suppose I don’t care what you do in America,” she called. “We’re working together here, you and I. That’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    With barely repressed jitters, Cato pulled a cigarette from the pack and put it between his lips.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” Louisa said, stepping out. “Oh good, you’ve found more cigarettes. I was starting to get worried for you.” 
 
    Striking a light, Cato leaned in. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. “Find anything in there?” 
 
    “No,” Louisa returned. “The closet has been thoroughly tossed. There’s nothing here.”  
 
    Cato took a long drag and held the smoke in his lungs—clean, old friend.  
 
    “There’s nothing in the dresser either,” he said, exhaling. “Just these.” 
 
    Louisa quit the closet and walked to the bed. 
 
    “Help me.”  
 
    Together they flipped the mattress on its side, stripped it, and checked all of the various nooks and crannies. In the end, the four-poster frame, box spring, and mattress yielded no secrets.  
 
    “Damn,” grunted Cato. “What else?” 
 
    “Kitchen,” answered Louisa. “And bathroom.” 
 
    They separated once more, Louisa taking to the cabinets and drawers of the kitchenette, while Cato scoured the bathroom. After nearly an hour of hunting, both rejoined in the main room.  
 
    “Nothing,” Louisa sighed in exasperation. “Every inch of this place has already been turned over.”  
 
    “Nothing in the bathroom either,” Cato echoed. “I even pulled the drain pipe and checked the toilet tank.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” said Louisa. “Maybe Artemis really did find what she wanted. Maybe there’s nothing here anymore.” 
 
    Cato shuddered at the though and sat down on the floor. Lighting himself another cigarette he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. “I think you’re right. We’re too late.”  
 
    Coming to join him on the floor, Louisa put a hand on his knee. 
 
    “We tried, Cato. We’ll just have to find another way to stop her.” 
 
     Cato laughed ruefully. 
 
    “Do you want to call the Benefactor and tell him that? Because I sure as hell don’t.” 
 
    Chuckling, Louisa leaned back and shifted her gaze in the dying light.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll break it to him. He seems to like me anyway…” 
 
    Cato laughed again. 
 
    “That’s for sure. The way he looks at you—I never heard any stories where he does that, and I’ve heard a lot of stories. I think he’s got a thing for you, Louisa. I can’t really blame him though. You might not know this, but you’re hot as hell.” 
 
    Only half joking, Cato glanced over to gauge Louisa’s reaction. And yet, with her eyes fixated, and her brow furrowed, she seemed not to have heard him.  
 
    “What?” He asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s funny,” said Louisa, looking about. “But these walls have been recently painted. And, the color in here is different than in the closet.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, I didn’t see any sign of painters on this floor yet, did you? Who’s been painting in here?” 
 
    Cato frowned and stood up. He went to the center of the room and crouched before the cans of paint. 
 
    “This here,” he said, tapping a tray. “This is stucco mix—for patching holes in walls and stuff. But, these walls look fine to me—new even. It’s weird…” 
 
    He turned and saw a smile spreading itself across Louisa’s face.  
 
    “What?” He asked again. 
 
    “The walls,” she said. 
 
    “The walls?” 
 
    “The walls,” Louisa repeated. “Damn it Cato, Leta didn’t hide her information in the room, she hid it in the walls!” 
 
    Cato felt a jolt of excitement pass through him. 
 
    “The walls!” He shouted. “Holy shit, I think you’re right! That explains the stucco, the paint!”  
 
    “Yes!” Laughed Louisa. “Yes!” 
 
    “Okay,” Cato said, turning in circles. “Okay this is good. Check all the walls, look for—for a patch, one you could slip something into before sealing it up again.” 
 
    Already up and on the move, Louisa was well ahead of him. Cato sucked one last time on his cigarette then snubbed it out and got to work. Ironically, he found what he was looking for, some ten minutes later; in the exact spot he’d begun his original search of the room. Partly visible behind the empty dresser, a two-by-three-foot section of wall had been removed and replaced later. With fresh stucco and paint feathering its dimensions into near-obscurity, it was no wonder it had been missed until now. 
 
    “Here!” He called out.  
 
    Louisa came away from the bathroom and bent to get a better look.  
 
    “Oh yes,” she said, straightening and pushing the dresser out of the way. “Have you got a knife?” 
 
    Cato shook his head and motioned for her to move aside. Backing up a step, he lifted his right foot, then stomped it through the thin stucco patch. In the hollow behind the wall, he felt an object, something soft and made of cloth. Yanking his foot out, he landed two more kicks, clearing a large enough hole for Louisa to reach inside. 
 
    “It’s a bag,” she exclaimed, glancing hopefully at him. “Cato I think we’ve done it!” 
 
    Cato held his breath and waited. Dislodging a shower of crumbled plaster, Louisa pulled a bulky military-style backpack free and handed it to him. 
 
    “There’s more,” she spoke, peering in the hole again. “It’s another bag.” 
 
    She plunged back in, this time withdrawing a brand new gym bag, obviously filled, by their distinctly deadly outlines, with guns.  
 
    Gripped by almost blinding excitement, Cato took the backpack and knelt beside the bed. He yanked the zipper open and began hastily rummaging around within. The first thing he removed was an expensive but beat-up looking Canon camera. He dug deeper, coming upon a neatly-folded stack of worn bandanas and headscarves. Pausing here, Cato blinked, sensing something familiar in the scent of Leta’s belongings—something stirring. Like anxiety manifest, his heart thudded sideways in his chest, urging him on. He swallowed and pushed past the fabrics to find a black field journal below. Flipping it open, he saw page after page of complex hand-written characters. Though he himself could not make heads or tales of the coded words, Cato knew at a glance that the Benefactor most certainly could.  
 
    He put the journal aside and continued rummaging. There were maps, trinkets, and a paperback novel with no cover. As subtle as a chill, the feeling that he knew these things, that they were in some way familiar to him, crept back in. Unsure if it was it like this between all Orphanus, Cato tried to shake the feeling off, but it only grew stronger. He reached the bottom of the bag and withdrew its final and most unexpected treasure. Catching the last rays of the sinking sun, a leather-bound file folder glittered with gold lettering. Cato read the name, and his face instantly drained of color.    
 
      
 
    ‘Leta Fin,’ it said. ‘Gemina. Twin.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXXII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unaware of Cato’s now-ashen color, Louisa had the gym bag open and was gazing down at a startling collection of firearms and ammunition. She began removing the weapons, checking each one fist to make sure it wasn’t loaded. All in all, there were two Glocks, an Uzi, a pump-action shotgun, a Beretta carbine rifle, and a beautiful .45 caliber Kimber Compact 1911.  
 
    When she got to the Kimber, Louisa slid out the clip and found it primed with a run of silvery slugs. 
 
    “Adamantine,” she said. 
 
    She turned to show Cato. 
 
    “Cato look—” 
 
    Finally noticing his thousand-yard stare, she faltered. 
 
    “Good heavens! What’s—what’s wrong?”  
 
    Absently, Cato glanced over but made no response. 
 
    “Cato?” Said Louisa. “What is that you have there?” 
 
    He stirred, offering her the file folder, clutched in his trembling hands. 
 
    “Leta Fin,” read Louisa, accepting it. “Isn’t Fin your name?” 
 
    Loosening his tie and unbuttoning his collar, Cato nodded.  
 
    “Gemina,” Louisa went on. “Twin.” 
 
    Here, she looked up, suddenly understanding why Cato was so distraught. Opening the file, she began to skim through a kind of official form on the first page. Printed beside a black and white photo of Leta, were the girl’s full name, birth date, and a list of living relatives. In this section, one name was presented. Cato Fin. 
 
    Louisa let out a breath and sat back on the floor. So, it appeared she had not been that far-off earlier when she’d noticed the resemblance between Cato and the photo of Leta. They were brother and sister—twins no less. 
 
    “I—” said Cato regaining his voice. “I never knew…” 
 
    Prying her eyes from the file, Louisa gently searched his face, needing no policewoman’s intuition to see that this was true. Cato was dumbstruck, baffled, totally blindsided.  
 
    She flipped to the next page, and found an arrangement of artfully matted photos that chronicled Leta’s youth and adolescence. The first of the snapshots was a picture of two children, a boy with black hair, and a girl with blonde, awkwardly posed before the steps of an old church. In it, they held hands and their faces were streaked with tears. From there, more photos followed, yet, with the exception of the first, Cato was nowhere to be seen. Like a tumor, he had been cut from Leta’s life, a life they had started together as mere embryos.  
 
    “I had a sister,” Cato breathed in disbelief. “A sister.” 
 
    Louisa closed the file and handed it back. It felt wrong to keep exploring it, like trespassing on someone else’s memories.   
 
    “Cato,” she said earnestly. “I—I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “A sister,” he repeated. “I had a sister.” 
 
    Louisa stood up and began pacing back and forth.  
 
    “You really never knew? Corallina never told you?” 
 
    Cato’s gaze was empty. 
 
    “Why?” Louisa exclaimed. “Why would they keep this from you?” 
 
    “Why? Are you kidding? They lied to me my whole life—the training, Corallina—all of it lies.” 
 
    “Yes but look at you now Cato,” Louisa pressed. “You’re practically a walking weapon. Don’t you see? There was a reason for those lies. A motive.” 
 
    Cato made a harsh sound that Louisa mistook for a laugh. 
 
    “Motive?” He choked. “Reason? Who cares what the fucking reasons are! This isn’t some Machiavellian game where the ends justify the means! This is my life!”  
 
    Louisa turned away and studied the purple skyline outside.  
 
    “I’m not wrong!” Cried Cato. “This is fucked up!” 
 
    “You’re right,” Louisa returned. “But maybe there’s something we’re not seeing. You know your Benefactor better than me—you know how he thinks, why would he do this?” 
 
    “I don’t have the first fucking clue how he thinks!” Cato shot back. “He’s an inhuman monster from another dimension, or some shit like that.” 
 
    He lit a cigarette and took a ragged drag. 
 
    “Which is exactly why you need to wake the fuck up, Louisa! You need to open your eyes and see him for what he really is. Secrets, lies, murder! Are you actually onboard with this?”  
 
    Louisa glanced over her shoulder, but didn’t reply. Cato was starting to lose control, his face burning, his voice pitching with anger. He struggled to his feet and thrust the file at her like an indictment. 
 
    “Lies!” He shouted. “My sister is dead because of him!”  
 
    “Artemis killed your sister, Cato,” said Louisa, rounding on him. “Not the Man. Weren’t you paying attention this morning? Didn’t you see what I saw? She incited a world war for Christ’s sake! Killing Leta was nothing to her, just a way to strike at your Benefactor and make him suffer. She’s evil, Cato—deranged! We must stop her.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes—hurt, red eyes, Cato drew back. 
 
    “So that’s how it is?” He said. “After everything. Even after this—” 
 
    He shook the file again. 
 
    “After all of this, you’re still going to side with him. Unbelievable. He must make you pretty fucking wet.” 
 
    Hauling-off before she could stop herself, Louisa struck Cato across the mouth with an open palm. Exploding in a show of sparks, his cigarette went flying.  
 
    “Don’t you ever talk to me like that!” She spat. “Not ever. You don’t know me, Cato Fin. You don’t know anything about me at all.” 
 
     As if woken from an unfinished dream, Cato blinked and put a hand to his cheek. 
 
    “I—” he stammered. 
 
    Louisa pushed past him.  
 
    “We came here to find clues, and so we have. Now we must do what we can to stop Artemis before more innocent people die. It is that simple. When this is finished and we aren’t under the constant threat of death, then you can make your case against him—the Man. But until that time has come—hold your fucking tongue.” 
 
    Face pale and brittle, Cato took a new cigarette from his pack and lit it. With fresh smoke wreathing his head, he turned slowly and walked to the door. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Louisa demanded, following him into the entry hall. “We have to call the Man and tell him what we’ve found.” 
 
    “So call him,” replied Cato in a defeated tone. “I—I don’t care what you do. I need some fresh air.” 
 
    Watching him fumble with the lock, Louisa pursed her lips.   
 
    “Cato wait—” she began.  
 
    But the door was already open and Cato was already stepping through it. Left alone in the little hallway, Louisa shook her head and sighed in exasperation. She’d reacted poorly, she knew, yet there was nothing she could do about it now. Hopefully when Cato returned, he would be in a better place and they could find a way to work past their differences. No matter what, the underlying fact was unchanged—Artemis needed to be stopped. 
 
    Resettling the mattress atop the box spring, Louisa sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Leta’s backpack between her feet. As she did so, she caught the scent of the dead-girls musk, emanating from her well-worn clothes. She sighed once more and thought of her own dearly departed brother. His death had reshaped her entire life from top to bottom. Not a day went by when she wasn’t affected by it. Now that Cato knew the truth about Leta, wasn’t he in the exact same boat?  
 
    Picking up Leta’s camera, Louisa turned it on. A full memory card of photos winked up from the screen. Tossing one last glance at the door, Louisa watched it for a moment, waiting to see if Cato would return. When he did not, she blew out a thin breath and opened the first photo. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXXIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Man from Rome stood in Cato’s bedroom, and gazed out the window. Gathered in the sky above his house, a huge clutch of yellow finches circled. Holding an apple in one hand and a penknife in the other, he carved himself off a slice and eyed the wheeling flock with distain. A sound like miniature church bells broke his concentration. Wiping his fingers on a handkerchief, the Man took out his cell phone and answered it.  
 
    “Louisa,” he said, putting her on speakerphone. “Have you found anything yet?” 
 
    From the other end of the line there was a slight delay, then the lyrical voice of Louisa Anastasi replied. 
 
    “Yes. We’re at a hotel on the border of the Vaticano and Gianicolo—it’s an old dormitory. Leta was staying here—using it as a base of operations.”  
 
    The Man rested the phone on the windowsill and began carving himself another slice of apple. 
 
    “And—” he said. 
 
    “And there were two bags hidden in the walls—a backpack, and a bag of guns.” 
 
    “Excellent. Was there a journal in the backpack?” 
 
    “Yes. But I can’t read it.” 
 
    “Of course not. What else? There should be a camera—photos.” 
 
    “There are,” said Louisa. “I’ve got the camera here, I’ve just looked at the photos. Most of them show a man—salt and pepper hair, mid-forties, cold around the eyes. Looks like he could be a soldier.” 
 
    “Hannity,” spoke the Man. “He works for Bruno and is another unwitting minion of Artemis’.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Louisa replied. “The photos start in Greece—Agios to be exact. I know because I’ve been to Crete—as a kid. Anyway, this Hannity fellow met with someone on the island—a merchant sailor by the looks of him. I don’t know what they discussed obviously, but money was exchanged—a lot of it.” 
 
    The Man processed this and waited for Louisa to go on. 
 
    “From there,” she continued. “Hannity crosses the Mediterranean into Libya, or Tunisia—I can’t tell which. Once he’s out of the desert though, the pictures start to get greener, much greener. I think Leta was following him south—down into Africa.” 
 
    There was a pause as Louisa shifted the phone, presumably to fiddle with Leta’s camera. 
 
    “There’s a photo,” she said. “I don’t know for sure where it was taken—but it’s the last one to feature Hannity. He’s in the jungle and there are other men with him—rebels, or mercenaries. They have these weird fossils, and they’re giving them to Hannity.”  
 
    The Man set the apple down, ribbed with missing sections. 
 
    “They look like teeth,” Louisa concluded. “Big, long teeth.” 
 
    “Teeth?” Clarified the Man.  
 
    “Yeah, like dinosaur teeth,” said Louisa. “Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    Backing away from the window, the Man assumed an introspective air. 
 
    “Spartoi,” he whispered. 
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “They are an ancient race of pseudo Demi, typically bred for war.” 
 
    “What is a Demi?”  
 
    Unable to help himself, the Man smiled. 
 
    “Demi is short for Demigod, Louisa. 
 
    There was another pause. 
 
    “Okay,” said Louisa hesitantly. “That still doesn’t really explain anything. It’s just a photo of teeth.” 
 
    “Metamorphosis,” sighed the Man. “Teeth today, men tomorrow. Don’t over think it.”  
 
    Louisa did not respond. 
 
    “The Spartoi come in packs,” prompted the Man. “How many teeth are in the photograph?” 
 
    “Um—I count eight.” 
 
    “Then there will be four,” said the Man. “You spoke of guns. What do you have?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a shotgun, an Uzi, a carbine, and some handguns.”  
 
    “Ammunition?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Adamantine?” 
 
    “Only eight rounds—one mag in a .45. The rest of the boxes are either 9MM—full metal jacket, or shotgun shells—birdshot.” 
 
    The Man closed his eyes and thought for a moment. 
 
    “No matter,” he grunted. “The Spartoi are not Immortal, merely very difficult to kill.” 
 
    He walked back to the window and looked outside. Still swarming his house, the yellow finches distorted the cloudless sky.  
 
    “Here is what I want you to do,” he said. “Load the weapons and lock the door. Admit no one. Sleep in shifts.” 
 
    “What?” Stammered Louisa. “Aren’t you coming here?” 
 
    The Man watched the finches contemptuously.  
 
    “The streets of Rome are not safe tonight,” he spoke. “Artemis has returned to strength and harries me even as we speak. If I go to you, or you to me, the outcome could be disastrous.” 
 
    Slow to answer, Louisa sounded concerned. 
 
    “And what if she decides to pay us a visit? She knows about the room—she searched it before we got here.”  
 
    “And found nothing, yes?” Spoke the Man. “Why would she return unless we gave her a reason to? Besides, Cato is there—he can protect you.”  
 
    “Oh,” said Louisa, her tone suddenly fearful. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Cato is gone. I’m alone right now.” 
 
    The Man tensed. 
 
    “He—” faltered Louisa. “He found Leta’s file. He knows that she was his sister—his twin. We had an argument, and he left.” 
 
    “I see,” said the Man.  
 
    By the sound of it, Louisa stood up and began to pace around the hotel room. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no idea it was so dangerous or I never would have let him go! It’s just that—” 
 
    “Stay your fear,” the Man interrupted. “I will have Cato returned to you soon. In the meantime, arm yourself with Adamantine and lock the door.” 
 
    Louisa stopped pacing and shifted the phone to her other ear. 
 
    “I—” she started then stopped. “Why did you keep it from him—about Leta, I mean? Why would you do that?” 
 
    Picking up his apple, the Man cut off another slice and ate it.  
 
    “The best kept secrets are often the most deadly. So it is with Cato.” 
 
    “He thinks you’re a monster,” said Louisa. “He hates you.” 
 
    The Man put the freshly-cut wedge in his mouth and chewed. 
 
    “He should.”  
 
    A beat passed, then Louisa spoke again. 
 
    “Did you have a good reason for it—for keeping them apart?” 
 
    “I did,” the Man said. “Many lives will be saved because of my lies. Do you know the church of Santa Æmelia?”  
 
    Louisa struggled to change gears. 
 
    “Uh—isn’t that the church where you killed Apollo?”  
 
    “Yes,” nodded the Man. “Meet me there tomorrow morning, just after sunrise. It will serve as a good place to formulate our countermove against Artemis and her Spartoi. Until then, we must remain utterly still. Stay in the room. Do not leave until daybreak.”   
 
    “What about Cato?” Louisa asked.  
 
    “What about him,” said the Man.  
 
    “He’s—” Louisa hesitated. “He’s heartbroken. What if he doesn’t want to come back—what if he’s finished with all of this?” 
 
    “Load the weapons,” spoke the Man. “Prepare for tomorrow. Cato will soon see that his anger is misdirected. Artemis killed his sister, not I. She is his real enemy.” 
 
    He picked up the phone. 
 
    “Until tomorrow. Buona notte, Louisa Anastasi. Dream of me.” 
 
    Hanging up, the Man quit Cato’s room and headed for the door. As he walked down the long hallway toward the bank of high stained-glass windows, he dialed a familiar phone number and pressed call. Corallina answered on the first ring.  
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    Mr. Hannity put his tongue between his teeth and issued a shrill whistle. Beside him, the four pale brothers let loose a great drum-roll of gunfire. Socking into the back wall, their bullets pockmarked the stone like rainfall on melting snow. Torn to shreds, paper targets disappeared in a flurry of cinders. Smiling to himself, Hannity relished the deafening chatter of their guns, hearing not the sounds of chaos, but rather a kind of feverish music. When the last of the targets exploded into scorched tatters, he whistled again and raised a hand. At once, the brothers ceased firing. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Not bad, not bad at all.”  
 
    He went to the table and picked up one of the M249 SAWs. Running a belt of ammunition through the feedtray, he closed the cover, then repeated the process with the other SAW. 
 
    “You’ve got the basic idea. Now it’s time to get creative.” 
 
    He gestured for Notus and Boreas to come over. 
 
    “We’re going to run some formations now, and we’re going to mix it up a bit. I’m sure you all can handle it.” 
 
    He traded the boys their M16s for SAWs then sent them back to the others. Heavy as the new weapons were, neither brother showed any strain in carrying them. 
 
    “Bruno said this Vecchio guy is dangerous,” said Hannity. “That just means we have to be more dangerous. If we’re ready—tested—he won’t stand a chance. No one will.” 
 
    He reached into one of the duffels for more targets, then got an idea and grabbed something else as well. Pocketing the object—a small, cylindrical gadget, he walked to the far wall. Still smoldering, the bullet holes from the latest barrage smelled of burnt dust and hot metal. Tingling with anticipation, Hannity wondered what Adamantine would smell like when it was fired. He replaced the shredded targets, and came back toward the brothers.  
 
    “Okay, Boreas, Notus—you two take up positions there and there. You’re going to use those machine guns to lay down cover. But, don’t just stand still and shoot. I want you to push forward in a cross pattern every fifteen seconds, you hear me?”  
 
    He turned to Zephyus and Eurus. 
 
    “You two stay low—below their line of fire and move forward from side to side. When it’s done right, this whole thing should look like DNA. They wind—you cut back and forth. Let them draw the fire so you can get close to the targets. Everyone understand?” 
 
    Eyes flashing eagerly, each brother seemed to smile without actually smiling. Falling into position, they primed their weapons and waited for the signal. 
 
    “Now you guys can all shoot just fine,” said Hannity. “But there’s something called the fog of war—it’s a kind of confusion that clouds your thinking. You don’t know where you are, or what you’re doing. You don’t know if you’re going to die or not. It can make even the simplest tasks seem impossible.” 
 
    He took the object from his pocket and held it aloft. 
 
    “I can’t exactly put it into words, but this smoke grenade should get the point across.”  
 
    Pulling the pin, he tossed the grenade into the center of the cellar. A bright flash threw molten sparks into the air, and a billowing cloud of white began to unfurl in waves. Hannity put his tongue between his teeth and whistled.  
 
    Like a lit fuse, the brothers leaped into action. Gun barrels blasting, they advanced on the far wall, one tawny monster with four fire-breathing heads. As the gap closed, Notus and Boreas unloaded on the targets, while Eurus and Zephyrus wove back and forth, punching out holes with their Mossbergs.  
 
    Once they were far enough along, Hannity reached into the gun bag again and produced a tube of tennis balls. Uncapping it, he started hurling the balls over the brother’s heads so that they struck the far wall and bounced back in the smoke. As if expecting this, Boreas and Notus quickly pulled their aim from the targets and cut down the streaking yellow orbs. Grinning proudly, Hannity watched his young charges maneuver in and out of smoke with the ease of battle-tested mercenaries. Louder and louder, their echoing chorus grew, filling the long cellar with the whine of ricochets and the clamor of shattered brick.  
 
    Soon, there would be no more paper targets to decimate, and no more lessons to learn. Soon, blood would flow. Tapping along with the brother’s thunderous assault, Hannity’s trigger finger began to twitch.  
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    Dangling his legs over the edge of the scaffolding, Cato gazed out at Rome, and lit himself a new cigarette. Three stories below, a wide scattering of butts had accumulated on the street like dead leaves. After getting slapped sober by Louisa, Cato had found an open hallway window and climbed out onto one of the catwalks that criss-crossed the face of the hotel. Now, he sat facing the river, smoking cigarette after cigarette, watching birds wheel in the evening skies above the centro storico, near the Pantheon.  
 
    On the plank beside him, Leta’s file lay face up, flashing the word Gemina into his stormy mind every time he glanced at it. Wanting to stop himself, but knowing he was powerless to, Cato picked up the folder again and opened it to the page containing photos. First among them was the image of Leta and him as children. Together only in that moment, they held hands and stood in front of an old church that seemed somehow out of place amidst the modern buildings, which surrounded it.  
 
    Cato frowned and leaned in close. He knew that church, had seen it recently even. Strangely though, it wasn’t in Rome; it was back home in Seattle. Frowning deeper, he tried to remember the early years, the years before he had gone to live with Corallina. As usual, they were shifty and insubstantial. Swearing under his breath, Cato felt a hot stab of anger. His life was a mystery to him, a tangle of secrets and lies. Before he could think better of it, he fished out his cell phone, and dialed.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ said the answering machine. ‘You’ve reached the home of Corallina, and sometimes Cato. Please leave a message after the tone and one of us—probably me, will call you back. Caio!’ 
 
    Letting out a breath, Cato chuckled into the receiver.  
 
    “Hello Corallina,” he said. “It’s your son. I bet you’ve been waiting for this call—waiting ever since I left.”  
 
    Cato dragged on his cigarette and blew out smoke. 
 
    “It’s been a rough few days. I’ve seen some things I’ll never be able to unsee. It’s a mess over here, Corallina—a god damned mess. You might have caught some of it on the news—restaurant bombing, tons of dead. But uh—I’m not calling to talk about that.” 
 
    He paused, letting the receiver record the nighttime sounds of the city. 
 
    “You lied to me ever since I was a kid. You manipulated me for him. You made me into a soldier—into a weapon.”   
 
    Glancing down at the photo, Cato sighed. 
 
    “But the real kicker is that you never told me about my sister. My twin sister.”   
 
    The line sizzled.  
 
    “Why? Why did he do it—the Benefactor? Why did he separate us, lie to us? Why did you help him?” 
 
    He let the question hang, pregnant and heavy. 
 
    “I—” Cato faltered. “I want to believe there’s a good reason for it, but fuck if I can’t think of a single one. How am I supposed to live with this, Corallina? How am I supposed to go forward, knowing that the past has been a lie? What else don’t I know? What more is coming?”  
 
    Suddenly, the phone began to buzz in his hand. Cato broke off and checked the screen. It was Corallina, calling him back. 
 
      
 
    End Call & Answer? Offered the phone. End Call & Answer?   
 
      
 
    Cato stared at it, caught between betrayal and curiosity. The phone continued to buzz, its screen blinking incessantly. Creeping down to the filter, Cato’s cigarette became a pillar of ash.  
 
    “No,” he said at last, making up his mind. “No.” 
 
    Sitting up straighter, he took a deep breath, and resumed his message. 
 
    “You’re calling me right now,” he said. “But I’m not going to pick up. See, I just thought of something. No matter what you say, nothing will be any different. I was brought here to avenge Leta—to kill her killer. I didn’t really have a choice before, but at least now I have a good reason. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Cato flicked his butt into the street and went for another cigarette. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why he chose me for this job—the Benefactor. Maybe this is all his fucked up way of saying he’s sorry. Maybe it’s some kind of conciliation prize, I don’t know. But, that’s what I’m getting at. Even if I knew, even if you told me, it wouldn’t matter. I can’t control any of that stuff—I can’t control the past. What I can control though, is what I do next.” 
 
    Striking a light, Cato peered across the city to the Palatine Hill. Cast in beams of eerie light, Rome’s ancient monuments flickered like ghosts. 
 
    “I’m going to kill Artemis, Corallina,” said Cato. “And then I’m going to vanish from the face of this world. You’ll never see me again, no one will. I’m going to use what you taught me to make a new life for myself. That’s how I’m going to win. You aren’t my mother anymore, and I’m not your son. I’m writing you out of my story, understand?” 
 
    He smiled sardonically.  
 
    “Thanks for all the memories, Corallina. Goodbye.”   
 
    Ending the call, Cato cocked his arm back, and hurled the phone away in a gesture of finality. It arced high and fell, shattering on the cobblestones just as a new call came through. Taking a long, pleasurable drag of his cigarette, Cato closed Leta’s folder, and looked out upon the city of Rome anew.  
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    Doing as the Man had instructed, Louisa busied herself by loading magazines with their corresponding rounds. Though the work was a welcome distraction, she kept glancing at the door, hoping Cato would walk through it at any moment. As if in response to this unspoken desire, a floorboard in the hallway creaked. Smiling with relief, Louisa stood up and went to unlock the door. Louder than blade against bone, a key entered the lock. She stiffened, and halted mid step. Cato had no key, and neither did she. They’d broken into the room.  
 
    Quickly, silently, Louisa retrieved the Kimber Compact from among the other weapons. Still rattling in the lock, the key worked back and forth, trying to throw the damaged bolt. Going to the corner of the entry hall, Louisa killed the lights and raised the pistol. A sharp click emanated from the door, and it swung open. Entering through the shadows, a face appeared.  
 
    “Niccolò?”  
 
    “Madonna!” Cried her uncle, tossing up his hands. “For the love of God, don’t point that thing at me!” 
 
    As if receiving an electric shock, Louisa’s finger leaped off the trigger.  
 
    “What—what are you doing here?” 
 
    Niccolò shut the door and came cautiously toward her. 
 
    “I was looking for you actually,” he said. “Though I’m not trying to get killed in the process.”  
 
    He eyed the yawning barrel of the .45. 
 
    “You know, if that goes off in here, you’ll leave us both deaf for life. Where did you even get such a cannon?”  
 
    “Please—” Louisa stammered. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?” 
 
    Flashing a devilish smile, Niccolò bowed his head. 
 
    “It is my profession to find people, Louisa—it’s in my blood. We are both Anastasi remember? Now, put that thing away.” 
 
    Louisa blinked and lowered the pistol. Like a Mandelbrot fractal, her mind spun in on itself, confused and chaotic. She leaned against the wall for support. 
 
    “You must be pretty surprised to see me, no?” Chuckled Niccolò. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a heart attack.”  
 
    He shook his pack of cigarettes, and lit the one that came out. Watching him with unsteady eyes, Louisa waited.  
 
    “Where to start?” He muttered. “Where, where, where? There’s so much to tell…” 
 
    He glanced at her. 
 
    “I spoke with Giorgio this morning. I came around your flat. You weren’t there, but he was.” 
 
    Cheeks reddening, Louisa touched the scarf at her neck. 
 
    “He was worried about you,” Niccolò explained. “It was very sweet. He said you’d taken off and weren’t returning his texts. I told him not to fret—that sometimes you give people the cold shoulder without really meaning it.”  
 
    Louisa forced herself to meet her uncle’s gaze.  
 
    “You should go easy on him, tesoro,” he ventured. “He’s a nice boy, but he doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into. In any event, my assurances did nothing to calm him down.” 
 
    Chuckling again, Niccolò smiled sadly.  
 
    “He’s smitten with you, Louisa. I think he’s in love.” 
 
    The word sank like a stone, leaving an awkward silence in its wake. 
 
    “Anyway,” Niccolò resumed. “That’s all beside the point. Giorgio, he uh—he told me something that just can’t be right. It’s really crazy actually—a bad joke.” 
 
    His eyes wavered. 
 
    “He said he picked you up at La Spada Spezatta last night. He said you were there when it happened. Is—is that true?” 
 
    Louisa gave a shallow nod.  
 
    “My God,” whispered Niccolò. “And—and what did you see?” 
 
    “What do you think I saw?” Asked Louisa, regaining herself. “You’re here after all, aren’t you?” 
 
    Putting a hand to his heart, Niccolò seemed to sag under some unseen weight.   
 
    “Then you’ve found him,” he said. “The golden-eyed Man—the Man who doesn’t age. You’ve found him.”  
 
    “And what about you, zio?” Countered Louisa. “He mentioned you by name—and Ferro, and papa too! How is this possible? What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    Niccolò took a deep breath and frowned enigmatically.  
 
    “It’s sort of a long story,” he said. “But I suppose it all boils down to legacy.” 
 
    “Legacy?” 
 
    “Yes. As long as anyone has cared to keep track, that Man has depended upon our family for…assistance. Your ancestors, your great grand father, my father, his father, your father, Ferro, me—” 
 
    He paused and took a drag from his cigarette. 
 
    “And now you too, Louisa.” 
 
    His expression shifted, the lines hardening.  
 
    “I would say welcome to the family business, but your father made me promise to shield you from all of this. He didn’t want you involved—couldn’t accept things the way they were.” 
 
    “What things?” Pressed Louisa. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “The truth,” Niccolò sighed. “That Rome has always attracted unusual visitors. People get hurt, they get killed, there are problems. That Man, whoever he is, he handles all of that. He makes the problems go away.”   
 
    Louisa moved from the wall, approaching her uncle.  
 
    “But that’s a good thing,” she said. “If we’re helping him protect Rome, I don’t see the problem. Isn’t that what we Anastasi are supposed to do—protect our city?” 
 
    Wringing his hands, Niccolò hesitated. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “It’s a little more complicated than that, Louisa. Rome is a modern city now—in a modern world. There are rules, institutions, laws. That Man has been around for a long time—people notice things. They compile evidence, data—they check it for irregularities.”  
 
    He took another drag of his cigarette.  
 
    “He needs people like us—people like your father, and Ferro, and me. We cover the official side of things for him—sweep stuff under the rug. Do you understand what I’m saying? Evidence, clues, data—we make it all disappear. That’s how we help him.” 
 
    Louisa drew back, shaking her head. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “How do you think I found you here tonight?” Said Niccolò, reaching into his pocket. “I took this off that poor girl’s body while they were pulling her from the river. I figured it would be enough to cool the trail, but after I talked to Giorgio this morning I knew I’d been wrong.” 
 
    He held up the room key. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to take in, but please believe me—I am still the man you knew, tesoro. I am still your uncle.” 
 
    Fighting to make sense of everything she’d just heard, Louisa shut her eyes. Bombarded by a thousand questions, she forced her way through them, and focused on the most important one.  
 
    “Are—” she began with some difficulty. “Are you saying you’ve known about this room the whole time? Why didn’t you tell him?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Man!”  
 
    Niccolò squinted through the smoke of his cigarette and shrugged.  
 
    “Why would I do that? He’s never cared what I did with the evidence before. And besides, with Savino sniffing around, I needed the trail to go cold quickly—like all the others.” 
 
    “Oh zio,” Louisa groaned. “This isn’t like those others cases. That girl was special. She had information—important information!” 
 
    Niccolò furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s very complicated,” said Louisa. “But there is a man named Cosimo Bruno, and he has powerful friends, and—and powerful weapons. They mean to make war, zio! War here in Rome! La Spada Spezatta was them! But there’s still more to come.” 
 
    She pointed to Leta’s backpack. 
 
    “The girl—the one with silver in her throat, she worked for the Man—she was his agent. She knew what Bruno was planning! She hid the evidence here for us to find before she was killed.” 
 
    Niccolò’s eyes moved from the hole in the wall to the backpack, and then to the deadly array of guns on the floor. His features set. 
 
    “Tell me what is happening, Louisa,” he said. “Tell me what is coming.” 
 
    Before Louisa could respond, the door banged opened and Cato strolled in. 
 
    “Look out!” Shouted Niccolò, shoving her aside.  
 
    He drew his pistol and charged.  
 
    “No!” Cried Louisa. “Zio wait!” 
 
    Cato looked up and saw the glint of steel. Almost automatically, he intercepted Niccolò, and stripped the pistol from his hand. Flashing out, he struck the older man in the chest, causing him to stop shot and cough.  
 
    “Stop!” Yelled Louisa. “Cato—don’t hurt him!” 
 
    Glancing at her, Cato faltered.  
 
    “You know this guy?” He said. 
 
    Still sputtering and coughing, Niccolò gripped his knees for support and glared up at Cato.  
 
    “You—” he rasped. “You’re the American, aren’t you—the one he sent to take care of the body?”  
 
    Cato frowned in confusion. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here, Louisa? Who is this guy?”  
 
    Looking from one man to the other, Louisa hesitated.  
 
    “Cato, this is my uncle Niccolò. Zio, this is Cato. I think its time we all sat down and had a very honest conversation.”  
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    Mr. Hannity awoke in the dead of night with a kiss upon his lips. At first thinking he was dreaming, he tried to open his eyes, but found that they were already open. Shifting in the darkness, a woman he did not recognize came into view, and straddled him like a skilled rider. She kissed him again, folding him in her arms. So soft was her embrace, so supple and inviting, that a kind of physical pain shot throughout Hannity’s entire body.  
 
    Divining his hunger, the woman arched her back and presented herself—milky white and peaked with pink. Hannity shuddered and fell upon her in an awkward rush. Never before had he wanted anyone so badly, never before had he known such desire. He had always believed himself above carnal distractions, unhindered by touch and kiss. He was a killer, a meat-eater. He had no use for love.  
 
    And yet, with a single moan in his ear, the woman scattered these assertions, blasting them from Hannity’s mind like an explosion. Lifting his face, she wrapped him in the silky cascade of her rich brown hair, and licked his lips playfully.               
 
    “Do you know who I am, Mr. Hannity?” She whispered. “Say my name.”  
 
    “Artemis,” he responded, reaching for her.  
 
    The Goddess smiled and raked her fingernails across his chest. 
 
    “And are you ready for war, my love? Have you honed your weapons—sharpened them to naked points?” 
 
    Tormented by desire, nearly enraged by it, Hannity nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Those boys were born sharp,” he said. “They’re like wolves.”  
 
    Artemis drew an eager, shaking breath and reached for Hannity’s hand. Guiding it down over her smooth flesh, she slid it between her thighs. 
 
    “And who will lead the pack?” She murmured. “You?” 
 
    She began to undulate, moving her hips from side to side. Wanting to respond, but unable to, Hannity felt a great ripple of warmth bloom in the pit of his stomach. Somehow, Artemis was feeding her pleasure into him, giving him the gift of her sensation. She squeezed and laughed, her green eyes penetrating the deepest recesses of his unhinged mind. Teetering on the brink of something massive and unknown, Hannity groaned. Throwing her head back, the Goddess joined him, pushing him over the edge, and into the throws of a tempestuous climax.  
 
    When it was over, and the stars had finished falling from heaven, Hannity stared up into the empty blackness. Resting against his bare chest, Artemis sighed softly.  
 
     “Then it is so,” she said. “You will lead my Spartoi on the hunt. You will be their master.”  
 
    “Yes,” Hannity nodded, unable to deny her whatever she might want. “Yes—yes, anything.” 
 
    The Goddess nuzzled his neck.  
 
    “Bruno coddles them—treats them as if they are his sons. They are not.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed. 
 
    “Quello Vecchio must pay for what he did, Mr. Hannity,” she spoke. “We must make him regret the day he came to this world—regret the day he defied me. That is what the Spartoi are for. They are meant to kill and cause mayhem.” 
 
    “Say the word,” uttered Hannity. “And we’ll kill him tonight.” 
 
    Artemis traced a fingertip over his ribs, embellishing the marks she’d made with her nails. 
 
    “In time,” she said. “But there is a complication…” 
 
    Rising onto one elbow, she stared into Hannity’s eyes. 
 
    “The old devil has recruited the help of allies with—unique abilities. I despise such trickery. An example must be made—a lesson taught in blood.” 
 
    Hannity’s pulse quickened and he sat up. 
 
    “Just point me in the right direction and I’ll teach them a fucking lesson they’ll never forget.” 
 
    “Now, now Mr. Hannity,” said Artemis in a soothing voice. “Hold your horses, as you Americans are fond of saying. I will tell you when to strike—and where. But now, I want you sleep—sleep. Everything will become illuminated.”  
 
    As if to second her command, the old grandfather clock in the hallway struck 2AM. Fading with each echoing toll, Hannity began to sink back against the pillows. Caressing his temples, Artemis laid a final kiss upon his lips like a sendoff. He fluttered a moment longer, grasping limply to consciousness. There in that reactive void between waking and sleep, he thought he heard Artemis’ voice, whispering to him, spinning a web of hatred and intent.  
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXXVIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a gasp, Louisa Anastasi threw her eyes open and scrambled to sit up in bed. From the window, Cato glanced over at her.  
 
    “You all right?” He asked gently. 
 
    Nodding, Louisa tried to recall the dream she had been having; yet all that was left was a lingering sense of dread. She got up and rubbed her eyes. Half-cloaked in shadows, the little hotel room settled into focus. In the corner, Niccolò slept in an armchair. Standing guard nearby, Cato had the carbine rifle slung over his shoulder, and a lit cigarette in his fingers.   
 
    “What time is it?” She asked, joining him at the window. 
 
    “Three,” Cato replied. “Only a couple more hours until daybreak.” 
 
    Nodding again, Louisa peered through the glass and squinted. Quiet and almost unnaturally still, the streets below were abandoned. Niccolò snorted in his sleep and rearranged himself on the chair. As he did so, a small metal flask slipped from his hand and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Gin,” said Cato, grinning. “He offered me some but I can’t stand the stuff. He drank it all himself.” 
 
    Smiling ruefully, Louisa hugged her elbows.  
 
    “That sounds like Niccolò.” 
 
    “Aw,” shrugged Cato. “Give him a break. All that stuff about the Spartoi and Artemis—it’s enough to make anyone drink.”  
 
    Louisa studied her uncle’s grizzled face and sighed. 
 
    “How about you?” She said after a pause. “How are you handling…everything?” 
 
    Cato hoisted the carbine tighter. 
 
    “We’re past the point where that matters,” he said. “Right now, I’m just hoping to make it through the next phase alive. Have you ever been in a firefight before—ever traded shots with someone?” 
 
    Frowning, Louisa to look at him.  
 
    “Heavens no! I know things are different in America, but we Italian polizia avoid shooting at people if we can help it.”  
 
    Cato lit himself another cigarette, then offered the pack to Louisa.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, taking one. “How about you, cowboy? Ever seen any action?” 
 
    Slow to respond, Cato assumed a distant air. 
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he stirred. “Actually I have. A couple years ago, I worked security for a grow operation in northern California—weed, marijuana. We were way out in the woods, tucked away from everything. Somehow word got out though, and one night the Sinaloa Cartel paid us a visit. Things got heated—a couple of their boys never made it back to Mexico. I buried them in the woods…” 
 
    Cato chuckled without a hint of humor, and glanced away. 
 
    “You’re the first person I’ve ever told about that. Even Corallina doesn’t know. Sometimes I see their faces—looking up at me from that hole in the ground. One of them, this kid about my age, he was kind of—smiling. He must’ve missed me in the tree line—never saw it coming.” 
 
    Falling silent, Cato dragged on his cigarette. 
 
    “Cato,” said Louisa, reaching for his hand. “What they did to you—what they turned you into—it isn’t right. You’re not a natural killer, I can tell.”  
 
    Cato nodded, but said nothing. 
 
    “And—” Louisa went on. “And I’m sorry for hitting you earlier. That was wrong of me.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize for that,” said Cato dismissively. “I was way out of line.” 
 
    “So was I. Forgive me?” 
 
    Cato smiled. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    A long beat passed wherein only the softly sputtering embers of their cigarettes could be heard. 
 
    “Here,” said Cato, breaking the silence. “I think you should have this.” 
 
    He removed his hand from Louisa’s and reached into his jacket. Producing the Kimber Compact .45, he held it out. 
 
    “You probably noticed it’s loaded with Adamantine. If something happens to me—I want you to be able to defend yourself. Here—take it.” 
 
    “Cato—”  
 
    “You’re going to say you think this is Leta’s weapon aren’t you?” Cato interrupted. “I know. I guessed as much too. Look at the engravings here along the slide—beautiful aren’t they? My Springfield has the same thing. The Benefactor certainly has a style, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Pressing the .45 into Louisa’s hand, Cato withdrew before she could give it back. 
 
    “Why don’t you try to get some more sleep?” He said. “I’ll keep watch.” 
 
    Louisa shuddered at the thought, and shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I prefer the monsters of the waking world to those in my dreams. I’ll stand guard with you and keep you company.” 
 
     She moved to Cato’s side and puffed on her cigarette. 
 
    “Besides,” she smiled. “I’ll have plenty of time to sleep when I’m in the grave.”     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XXXIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity awoke with the clarity of the transcended. Rising, he pulled on a sweatshirt to cover his welts, and went to the foot of the bed. As expected, a large wooden box sat waiting for him on the floor. Deathly black, and polished to the point of reflection, it shown with negative light.  
 
    Opening the lid, Hannity peered inside. Five suits of elegantly contoured body-armor lay in separate stacks. Designed to protect the trunk, arms, and thighs of the wearer, each one was like a nickel-plated exoskeleton. Picking up a breastplate, Hannity weighed the thing in his hand. It was lighter than balsawood, and thin enough to be worn beneath clothing. Smiling at the remembrance of a distant dream, he closed the lid, and hefted the box onto his shoulder.  
 
    A moment later, he reached the tall, double doors of Cosimo Bruno’s library. Bathed in warm firelight, Bruno and the brothers formed a semi-circle around the hearth. Speaking in an animated voice, Bruno glanced over as Hannity entered.  
 
    “My friend,” he said. “Come sit with us. I was just telling our boys about the island of Delos. You remember it, yes? You ought to.” 
 
    He gestured to an antique table where a map of the Greece had been spread flat. 
 
    “I know it probably didn’t look like much when you were there. Yet, it is a most important place. Not one, but two Immortal Gods were born upon its shores. Twins no less.” 
 
    Looking soulfully at the brothers, Bruno wagged a finger. 
 
    “Our Artemis is no immigrant like Quello Vecchio—no traveler. She is native to this earth, organic. Thus, we are her defenders—restorers of the natural order.” 
 
    Hannity set the box down and came toward the firelight. 
 
    “And what have you there?” Asked Bruno, turning to look at him more closely. 
 
    “Armor,” answered Hannity. “It’s time to restore the natural order.” 
 
    For a beat, Bruno’s face remained smiling, then it began to drain of color. 
 
    “H—how do you know this? Who gave you that box?” 
 
    Dismissing his boss with a shrug, Hannity turned to the brothers.  
 
    “Boreas, Notus, Zephyrus, Eurus—no more talk, okay? We have blood to spill—mayhem and murder. Go get dressed, we move out in thirty.” 
 
    “Wait—” stammered Bruno, leaping to his feet. “This isn’t what we discussed. This isn’t the plan!” 
 
    He reached for the departing brother, but Hannity caught him by the arm and held him back. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” he said. “I’ll take it from here. She says you know what to do next. She suggests you get to work.”                
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



XL 
 
      
 
      
 
     Patterns of gold stitched themselves across Rome’s elegant skyline. Silhouetted in the domed glass of his private quarters, the Man stood with his face angled to greet the coming dawn. Dressed entirely in crimson, he wore a slim-fitting three-piece suit dyed the color of the old Roman Legions. If his enemies made him bleed on this day, they would not have the satisfaction of seeing it stain his clothes.  
 
    Leaving the view behind, the Man went to a spiral staircase and descended. Three stories of metal steps cork-screwed away beneath him. At the bottom of the shaft, he came through a shrouded doorway and into the darkened atrium. Stifled by the gloomy heights, the eastern light fell colorless, and weak upon the faces of the four winds. The Man checked his wristwatch, then headed for the kitchen. If he employed prudence and skill, there was plenty of time for him to enjoy a breakfast of pancetta-fried eggs, and honey-glazed sweet buns. Given the opportunity, the Man always obliged a meal before battle.   
 
    He entered the long hallway and walked toward the kitchen door. Suddenly, the chime of tiny bells emanated from his breast pocket. He stopped and took out his phone. 
 
      
 
    ‘Popi,’ flashed the screen. ‘Popi—Popi—Popi.’ 
 
      
 
    Ticking up at the corners, the Man’s eyes narrowed. The Greek had been in abstentia for the last two days, a curious departure from his normally submissive behavior. Were it not for Artemis and her unpredictable outbursts, the Man would have tracked Popi down by now, and added another shrinking chain to his collection.  
 
    “Popi,” he said into the receiver. “Where have you been?”  
 
    “D—D—Dominus,” Popi sobbed. “Dominus, please forgive me—” 
 
    The line went dead. Like a shift in the wind, the Man smelled it, smelled her. He lowered the phone and hit redial. Somewhere in the dusky house, a faint ringing started up. Tilting his head, the Man listened carefully, then turned, and moved back toward the atrium. Narrow rays of sunlight had begun to pierce the room, yet darkness still reigned.  
 
    “Diana,” he called. “At long last, you have succumbed to your own madness.” 
 
    Laughter arose, reverberating among the shadows. The Man stepped into the cavernous room and made a fist.  
 
    “You must be mad,” he said. “For an attack on me within these walls is unwinnable—even for you. Your chances were better at the restaurant. You should have sprung your Spartoi on me there.” 
 
    Again, a reply of airy laughter dappled the scene. The Man rotated, trying to pin down Artemis’ exact location. Suddenly, a rustle moved past him, and Popi’s golden-chains landed at his feet. The Man bent to retrieve them, slipping the broken links into his pocket. 
 
    “Cheap tricks,” taunted Artemis, her voice echoing from all around him.  
 
    There was movement ahead, something shambling forward on unsteady legs. Collapsing into a beam of sunlight, Popi sprawled out on the floor. Missing long, swirling strips of flesh, he appeared to have been meticulously flayed, transformed as it were, into a piece of living, bleeding art.  
 
    “D—Dominus,” he slurred. “Dominus please help me!” 
 
    At his extreme age, the Man from Rome had seen every kind of violence imaginable. Though creative and extensive, Popi’s injuries were nothing to him.  
 
    “Dominus please!” Moaned Popi. “Please don’t leave me!” 
 
    The Man shot him an incandescent glare and scanned the murk. Circling him, a figure darted just out of view. Seeing it too, Popi began to wriggle toward the Man, seeking safety and protection. Revealing herself at last, Artemis stepped into the light and placed a porcelain hand on Popi’s mutilated shoulder. Clad in gleaming plates of form-fitting armor, she wore her bow slung over one shoulder, and a full quiver of arrows over the other. Popi stopped at her touch and let out a strained moan.  
 
    “Now, now, Popi,” she chided. “No one wants to hear you do that, do we?” 
 
    She eyed the Man and sneered.  
 
    “Your standards in company have dipped, Old One. Wherever did you find such an ugly creature?” 
 
    Smiling, the Man savored the moment.  
 
    “Hasn’t he told you yet?” He said. “You two share a rather singular connection—a father to be precise.” 
 
    Artemis frowned quizzically and looked down at Popi.  
 
    “Yes,” chuckled the Man. “You know how your father is, Diana—fucking every mortal that moves. Don’t you recognize your own half-brother?” 
 
    Sinking her fingernails into Popi’s back, Artemis raked down and tore away a ragged handful of flesh. Shrieking in agony, the Greek fell to the ground and writhed.   
 
    “Oh, Diana,” sighed the Man. “Look what you’ve done. You’ve ruined your design.” 
 
    He shook his head in disgust. 
 
    “Cruelty and art do not mix.”  
 
    Suppressing a laugh, Artemis tossed the dripping hunk of flesh aside and licked her fingers.   
 
    “Have you forgotten where we are, old goat? This is Rome—birthplace of cruelty! Tell me, were you this disgusted when your precious Caesars were raping and murdering their way into posterity? I think not.” 
 
    The Man fixed Artemis with a flat stare.  
 
    “It was not me who whispered in their ears, feeding their envy and covetousness. Mankind has the so-called Gods to thank for that.” 
 
    Artemis jabbed Popi with a boot-tip and grinned. 
 
    “Maybe, but where would they have been without us, Ancient? We gave them purpose—gave them meaning. What have you ever done for the human race? You don’t even have a name for them to remember you by—a name for them to worship.” 
 
    Doing a series of calculations in his head, the Man took an exploratory step forward. His eyes counted the arrows in Artemis’ quiver.  
 
     “In fact,” she went on. “I said very much the same thing to your sweet, darling Orphanus the night I killed her. I explained to her in great detail just how unimportant her life had been—how futile her master’s efforts truly were.” 
 
    She licked at the blood on her fingers again and laughed. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me though, I’m afraid I can’t recreate her response. Her tongue was in a glass of port on the windowsill, you see.”  
 
    The Man’s features hardened, and he took another step forward.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Ancient?” Artemis teased. “Nothing to say now, no pithy wit to share. Does the thought of your little Orphanus, screaming and crying for her Benefactor, truly bring you that much pain?” 
 
    Now within striking distance, the Man tightened the cords of his muscles, waiting for Artemis to give him an opportunity. 
 
    “That has always been your greatest weakness,” she said. “Your love for these stray mortals—runts of the cosmic litter. What you see in them, I will never understand.” 
 
    She chuckled and shook her head. 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy killing them.” 
 
    In a nightmarish burst of speed, the Man attacked, blurring across the room before Artemis could react. Knotting his fingers in her flowing hair, he swung her off her feet, and slammed her into the floor. Like a halo, a great web of spidery cracks framed her head. Kneeling, he seized her by the throat, and squeezed. Laughing despite the crushing pressure, Artemis spawned a network of sizzling black veins that burned the Man’s hands to touch. He let go of her, and staggered back.  
 
    Wearing a wide grin, Artemis rolled to her feet and spat out a mouthful of Ichor. 
 
    “Well, well! Not up to the task any longer? And here I thought you were a God killer. It appears the Fates are against you and Vengeance shall be mine after all. She protects me, Ancient—shields me from your wrath.” 
 
    Snarling, the Man dealt a lethal uppercut. Neck snapping back, Artemis sprayed blood into the air, and nearly lost her footing. Heaving his fists again, the Man tried for a second strike, but Artemis spun away before he could connect. In another instant, her bow was loose, an arrow already in flight. The Man turned just in time, the bolt grazing his brow. Artemis hissed with bitter rage and fired another shot, and another after that. Pirouetting toward her, the Man stayed one step ahead of each bolt—one heartbeat faster than she.  
 
    When he was upon her once more, he tore the bow from her hands, and drove his fist into her gleaming armor. Wheezing, Artemis lashed back with a combo of wild, biting jabs. Pivoting through the assault, the Man stomped down, shattering her leg with an audible crunch. Crippled, the Goddess dropped to the floor.  
 
    “Black day, this!” Bellowed the Man. “Even imbued with the unassailable power of Vengeance, you still fall beaten at my feet. Pathetic. Where are your Spartoi? Bring on my real challenge!” 
 
    From the floor, Artemis let out broken laugh. She rose onto one elbow, blood trickling from her mouth.  
 
    “I should have known the night I met him,” she said. “But I was distracted.”   
 
    The Man faltered.  
 
    “Blood deserves blood, yes?” Smiled Artemis. “Yet, when there is none for Vengeance to seek, one must orchestrate the spilling of it.” 
 
    She laughed again and struggled to her knees. 
 
    “Cato Fin—gemina. You really are a ruthless planner, Ancient. Unfortunately, it’s all be for nothing, I fear. You ask where my Spartoi are. Take a guess.” 
 
    Leaping his eyes to the glass dome above, the Man beheld the rising sun. At this very moment, Cato and Louisa would be leaving the hotel, heading out into the open to meet him. 
 
    “It’s over,” said Artemis. “The boy can’t exact Vengeance on me from beyond the grave. He will die, and I will still have all the time in the world to finish you off.” 
 
    She drew an arrow from her quiver and gripped it by the shaft. 
 
    “Even still, I offer you an olive branch. Accept your end—let me kill you now, and I will spare the rest of your Orphanus. Minus Cato, of course.” 
 
    The Man dropped his gaze from the skylight, and glanced at the front door.  
 
    “It might take me decades to track them all down,” Artemis warned. “But you know that I will. And when I do, each one will suffer as she did—the twin. What do you say, Ancient? Their lives for your death.  
 
    Taking a slow, deep breath, the Man smoothed his jacket. 
 
    “Mortem appeteret aut glorie,” he said. “For death or glory.” 
 
    Cursing savagely, Artemis hurled her bolt like a streak of silver lighting. It shot through empty space and showered the far wall in a blast of molten sparks. Gone was the Man from Rome, leaving nothing, but a shadow in his wake. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



XLI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pulling up to the scaffold-covered hotel, Mr. Hannity jumped from the Benz and went around to the back hatch. Simultaneously, all of the passenger-side doors sprang open and the brothers stepped out to join him. Matching in royal blue Armani suits, the four looked like male models on their way to a photo shoot. Truer to his tastes, Hannity wore a tan hunting jacket and a red-checkered keffiyeh, or Middle-Eastern scarf, wrapped loosely around his neck. Adalina had offered him a suit as well, but he had declined. No longer did he dress to please Cosimo Bruno. Now he served another.  
 
    Popping the hatch, he reached into the bed of the Range Rover and hoisted out two black nylon gun bags. Secured by clips and fitted with padded shoulder straps, they contained everything the group would need for their day of destruction.  
 
     “Here’s the deal,” said Hannity, passing both bags to Notus and Eurus. “You two are on the street. I want you to use the SAWs and hold it down. If you see the cops, don’t hesitate to shoot, we can’t have anyone interrupting us. Remember though; try to save the Adamantine rounds for Mr. Vecchio. Use regular rounds on the cops.” 
 
    He turned to Zephyrus and Boreas. 
 
    “You’re both coming with me,” he said. “We’re going inside.” 
 
    Wordlessly, the brothers split, Notus and Eurus loading huge barrel clips into their belt-fed, M249 SAWs, while Zephyrus and Boreas armed themselves with Heckler & Kotch submachine guns. 
 
    “No matter what happens, we don’t scatter,” Hannity went on. “We retreat as one, you hear me? If things get too hot—if we need to jet, Zephyrus, Notus, it’s up to you to clear the street for a clean get-away.” 
 
    He pulled the keffiyeh up over the lower half of his face and shouldered his MP5. 
 
    “You boys were born to kill, it’s in your goddamned DNA. Let’s get down to business.” 
 
    With that, he jacked a round into the chamber and dashed for the entrance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato descended the stairs at a trot, walking ahead of Louisa and her uncle. Snugged tightly over his shoulders, Leta’s backpack was a comforting weight to carry. It reminded him that she had once been real—breathing and alive. It reminded him that he had once had a sister.  
 
    Coming down into the lobby, Cato looked out at the empty rows of columns. Pale in the morning sun, the large room was deserted and cavernous. He paused on the last step and shook his pack of cigarettes. Slipping free, one fell between his fingers. The lobby doors banged open, and suddenly, Louisa was there beside him, shouting something in his ear, pushing him toward the floor. Falling awkwardly, Cato hit the tiles and sprawled out.  
 
    “What the—” he began. 
 
    A bright crackle of submachine gun fire tore between the pillars, shredding the stairs where he had just been standing.    
 
    “Correre!” Yelled Louisa. “Come on—run!” 
 
    She pointed to the nearest row of columns. 
 
    “Who’s shooting?” Cried Cato. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    They reached cover, ducking as another barrage of bullets pocked the stone. 
 
    “It’s them,” Louisa gasped. 
 
    “Them?” Cato repeated. “Them, them?” 
 
    Louisa glanced around the edge of the pillar and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, it’s Hannity, I recognize him despite the mask. He’s got two of those things with him—two Spartoi. But I don’t see the others—I don’t know where they are!” 
 
    More bullets rattled out, biting powdery chunks from the marble that snowed down in drifts. Cato tugged at the gym bag in Louisa’s hand, fumbling for the zipper.  
 
    “Where’s Niccolò—where’s your uncle?” 
 
    Eyes widening, Louisa darted her gaze to the smoldering stairs, but they were empty. 
 
    “Zio?” She shouted. “Zio, where are you?”  
 
    “I’m here!” Niccolò responded from somewhere to the left. “How many do we face?” 
 
    “Three,” Louisa called back. 
 
    Cato found the carbine rifle and extended the stock. Another staccato of shots slashed the air, morphing in pitch.   
 
    “Shit!” He swore, hazarding a glance. “They’re trying to flank us!”  
 
    He broke cover and scanned the scene beyond. Like a forest of white, limbless trees, the pillars spread out in evenly spaced rows. Staying low, he inched forward, hoping to get a better look. Just then, someone cut across open space, framed for a millisecond between trunks of smooth stone. Remembering the night in northern California, and screams of startled men, Cato leveled his rifle. 
 
     ‘Take a deep breath,’ Corallina spoke in his head. ‘When the moment is right, let everything else go and squeeze the trigger.’ 
 
    Cato exhaled. The carbine flared to life in his hands. With a jerk, the runner, a pale, snowy haired young man, twisted sideways and stumbled. Re-settling the stock, Cato fired again, but unlike his first shot, the second whizzed over the man’s shoulder just as he slipped behind a column.  
 
    “Got one,” he announced. 
 
    “You did?” Said Louisa, her face hopeful. 
 
    “Winged him at least,” Cato amended. “You see where the others went?” 
 
     Louisa took the shotgun from the bag and pumped it. 
 
    “Hannity is by the door—I don’t know about the others.” 
 
    “Right,” nodded Cato. “Okay, here’s what were going to do—you take the guns and go get Niccolò. I’m going after Hannity—the head of this fucking Hydra.” 
 
    “Wait you idiot!” Cried Louisa after him. “The Hydra had many heads!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
     
 
      
 
    From the entryway, Hannity spotted Cato, running hard and fast. He lifted his MP5 and rattled off a spray of bullets that peppered the rows of marble around the boy. As he did so, another person flew from hiding, moving quickly in the opposite direction. Swerving to aim at them, Hannity noticed that it was a girl, and eased off the trigger. Right now, he was only after Cato. Artemis hadn’t said anything about a girl.  
 
    Tracking back to Cato, Hannity saw the boy dive behind a thick column. Cursing, he fired into the stone and advanced. There was a flash of light, then the raw bite of a 9MM slug ricocheted off his breastplate. Hannity recoiled in surprise and saw Cato taking aim again. Two more shots found him, socking him backwards into the front desk. Spinning, Hannity dove over the counter and hunkered down.  
 
    “Damn,” he winced. “Kid’s a shooter—” 
 
    Woods chips sprayed around him, making him cringe and roll to the side. For an instant, he didn’t understand what was happening, then it came to him. Cato was shooting through the desk, trying to force him back into the open. Clever kid.  
 
    Hannity crawled on his elbows, making his way toward the end of the counter. Continuing to fire through the lacquered wood, Cato chased him with burning rounds that blew splinters in every direction. Hannity cursed louder and kept crawling. The Cato he had been shown in his dreams was just a boy, mortal and unimpressive. Clearly, Artemis had underestimated him. More holes appeared in the desk, and a round burned through the tip of Hannity’s boot. Out of space to hide, he issued a high whistle, and fired wildly over the counter in Cato’s direction.  
 
    Driven back, the boy retreated, giving Hannity a chance to vault the end of the desk for new cover. He spotted an old baroque fountain nearby and slid behind it as Cato unleashed another well-placed shot. Above him, a doe-eyed coy exploded, its tail looping through the air in a stream of chalky dust. Hannity compressed himself beneath the basin and waited for a break in the fire. When it came, he whistled again to give Notus and Zephyrus fair warning, then took out a smoke grenade, and pulled the pin.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa cut between the pillars, looking for Niccolò, looking for her zio. Behind her, Cato and Hannity traded shots, their weapons arguing like rabid dogs. She glanced back, wondering if it had been wise to leave Cato alone. Hannity was a professional Condottieri—a soldier of fortune. Even with Corallina’s training, Cato might not be good enough. Moreover, Hannity had the Spartoi.  
 
    Long and eerily meaningful, a second whistle sounded. In response, Cato’s carbine cracked, causing the whistle to cut short. Louisa clenched her jaw, unsure what she should do. This had not been the plan, at least, not the one she and the Man had discussed last night. Did he know about the ambush, was he coming to help them, or were they on their own?  
 
    A soft flash danced across the scene, making Louisa start. Thick smoke began to fill the air, seeping through the rows of marble. Another flash bloomed, throwing sparks that briefly illuminated the growing haze. Louisa dropped down and gripped the shotgun in both hands. Smoke was everywhere, blanketing the floor and climbing high with fingers of white. Thinking of the old myths—of the way the Gods would cloak themselves in sheets of mist; Louisa felt her blood go frigid. What if Hannity and the Spartoi were not alone? What if Artemis was here with them? 
 
    A specter ran past in the haze, pale, and dressed in blue. Swinging her weapon after them, Louisa tried to find a shot, but the smoke was too dense. The specter, a Spartoi, tossed something ahead of him and disappeared into a fresh explosion of white. Feeling logic outweigh her fear, Louisa smiled bitterly. This was no divine mist, no act of the Gods. It was tactical. Hannity and his boys were using smoke grenades, trying to create confusion. It was working. 
 
    “Zio?” She hissed. “Zio where are you? Cato needs us!” 
 
    From the smoke, more submachine gun fire sounded, its distinct cadence ratcheting throughout the lobby. Cato’s rifle barked in return and the sub died. Yet, no sooner had it done so then Hannity’s MP5 came into play again. Fearing the worst for her friend, Louisa hesitated a moment longer, then made up her mind. Unless Corallina had taught Cato how to shoot in a blizzard, he was going to get flanked and fixed. He needed her help, needed someone to have his back. Niccolò would understand. 
 
    Doing her best to follow the muted call of dueling weapons, Louisa kept low and shuffled from pillar to pillar. However, the closer she got, the thicker the smoke became, making it impossible to tell if she was chasing the sources of the gunshots or just their echoes.  
 
    “Cato?” She ventured. “Cato I’m here.” 
 
    There was movement in the haze, undefined and unknown. Hoping it might be Cato, Louisa opened her mouth to call out again, but a bloody hand clamped over it before she could.  
 
    “Hush!” Came Niccolò’s voice in her ear. “Spartoi. Keep still—stay quiet.” 
 
    A discharge of submachine gun fire lashed the air, punctuating Niccolò’s warning. The shooter was so close, his falling shells like wind chimes in winter. Putting a red-stained finger to his lips, Niccolò implored Louisa with his eyes. Only now seeing the blood for the first time, she gasped. With a slight shake of his head, Niccolò kept the finger in place.  
 
    Boots ran by, heavy and menacing even as they faded into the whiteness. Niccolò waited for them to pass, then half sat, half slid to the floor. 
 
    “My God!” Whispered Louisa. “What’s happened, zio—tell me!” 
 
    “The stairs,” her uncle chuckled. “You were fast tesoro. I see now why Giorgio calls you, Little Rabbit…” 
 
    He pulled his jacket aside, showing a large red blot in the center of his white shirt. Stitched darkly across the fabric, four ragged holes oozed blood.  
 
    “No!” Louisa moaned, trying to staunch the flow. “Oh zio no, no, no!” 
 
    “Ah!” Niccolò grimaced. “It’s all right. Here—stop that and listen to me. You must listen.” 
 
    He took her hand. 
 
    “You need to get out,” he said. “You need to go—run!” 
 
    “But—” Louisa protested. 
 
    “No—no but. Just do what I ask—just this once. They can’t take you too—I can’t bear the thought.” 
 
    Louisa shook her head, confused and overwhelmed. 
 
    “I was going to tell you everything—” he sighed. “One of these days, when the moment was right. I was going to tell you everything. I’m sorry—” 
 
    He chuckled again, but now there was blood on his lips. 
 
    “At least I can still buy you some time—a head start.” 
 
    “What are you saying, zio?” Louisa stammered. “I don’t understand!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Niccolò winced. “There’s no time for talk. I’ve already called it in—polizia, Carabinieri—I called the whole cavalry.” 
 
    His cell phone fell from his free hand and clattered to the floor.  
 
    “You’d be surprised how quickly the wheels turn when you use the word terrorist. I gave them Savino’s badge number for good measure. They’re on their way now.” 
 
     Louisa tried to find her voice, tried to say something, anything. 
 
    “Go, tesoro,” her uncle said. “You must escape while you still can. They can’t find you here. They can’t take you too…” 
 
    He looked up into her face and mustered a hopeful smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. They’ll fix me up when they get here. I have my badge—I’m one of the good guys—one of the team, remember? I’ll be fine. Here—take my keys. I’m parked a few blocks away on Via Nord Ovest.”  
 
    Louisa fought back tears, hot, stinging tears.  
 
    “I—I love you, Louisa,” smiled Niccolò. “You’ve been the best daughter a man could hope for.” 
 
    An eruption of heavy gunfire shattered the moment, rattling off the tall columns. 
 
    “Go,” said Niccolò with finality. “Run, my Little Rabbit. Run!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    With nothing but soft outlines and shadows to guide him, Cato stole through the roiling clouds of white. Ears straining, he kept his head cocked, hoping to locate his enemies by sound. Before the smoke grenades, he had been doing well. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Hannity and the Spartoi seemed to be everywhere, circling him like sharks in stormy seas.  
 
    Pausing behind a column, Cato crouched and listened. A sound drew near, boots crunching on bits of marble and debris. Shouldering his carbine, he edged around the pillar. Ahead, one of the Spartoi appeared—pale, blonde, and predatory. Face turned to the right, the young man didn’t immediately see Cato, an advantage Cato pressed too quickly. He jerked the trigger, but the shot was bad. Leaping clear, the Spartoi spotted him and pumped off a series of rounds that sent Cato ducking for cover. He rolled to the other side of the pillar and tried again. 
 
    ‘Never shoot from the same position twice,’ Corallina had taught him. ‘Always keep them guessing where you’ll be next.’  
 
    Sweeping the barrel up, Cato drew a bead on the Spartoi’s head and squeezed. With a soft click, the trigger depressed, yet the rifle remained inert.  
 
    “Shit!” Swore Cato, working the charging handle. “Shit, shit, shit!”    
 
    The Spartoi—the one known as Zephyrus, heard the hollow sound and raised his submachine gun. Diving back behind the column, Cato cringed as great bites of marble were chomped out around him. In the chaos, he ejected the rifle’s magazine and felt his pockets for another. There were none. With hardly a second to process this, he saw a small black disk slide across the floor to stop by his foot. No bigger than a hockey puck, it emitted a faint sizzling noise that grew tighter as if building toward something dangerous. On impulse, Cato kicked the object back the way it had come a heartbeat before it went super-nova in the looming clouds.  
 
    A deafening bang tore the air and a great blossom of sparks rained streamers of blinding light. Caught in the blast, the Spartoi, Zephyrus, reeled in surprise and dropped his weapon. Going on the offensive, Cato pulled a Glock from his waistband and opened fire. Arms up, Zephyrus covered his head as bullets ripped through his suit and pinged off a set of thin armor plates hidden beneath.  
 
    The pistol went dead, and Cato reached for the Springfield. Countering before he could get it, Zephyrus attacked, ringing his bell with a right-hook that whipped him around and sent him staggering. Rattled, Cato blinked away a shimmering multitude of dance stars. Suit shredded, face leering, Zephyrus charged at him. Trying a second time to raise the .45, Cato got it free, but Zephyrus chopped the gun from his hand, then sliced an elbow into his temple. Like a bad edit, the scene jumped and Cato found himself on the floor. Shimmering brighter than ever, the stars converged on a single point of focus to his right. Amid the dancing lights, he saw the Springfield, laying in wait.  
 
    Rolling onto his hands and knees, Cato began to scurry across the floor. Zephyrus followed after him, reaching calmly into his jacket to produce a long, silver blade. In desperation, Cato turned and kicked the man in the groin, but nothing happened. He kicked again and Zephyrus grabbed his ankle, holding it fast. Knife poised, he aimed high up Cato’s thigh at the Femoral artery. Twisting wildly, Cato jerked so that the blade skirted through muscle and fat. He screamed in pain and drove his foot into Zephyrus’ knee. There was a satisfying pop, as the joint give way. Zephyrus wobbled and took a step back.  
 
    Struggling up, Cato ignored the wet heat in his left leg and dashed for the Springfield. A second Spartoi moved to intercept him, appearing from the smoke like a vision. With no time to change course, Cato ducked under a killing shot, and flipped the Spartoi over his shoulder. Off kilter and injured, he dove for the pistol, scooping it up as he rolled to a stop. Together now, the two monsters, Boreas and Zephyrus closed in on him as one. Raising the Springfield, Cato squeezed the trigger, but the concussion that followed was not that of a mere .45. Instantly, both brothers vanished into the haze, kicked back as if by the crushing blow of an invisible warhorse.  
 
    Cato stared at the Springfield for a beat then slowly looked up to see Louisa Anastasi standing behind him, holding a shotgun in her bloodstained hands. 
 
    “Let’s go!” She said, ejecting the spent shell. “We need to get out of here—now!”                                           
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    Mr. Hannity heard the shotgun blast seconds before the faint wailing of police sirens reached his ears. Halting in the smoke, he frowned and tried to wager how far out the cars were and how many they numbered. Already, Cato had proved a tough nut to crack—a real scrapper. Adding police to the mix would only make things worse. Besides, when the Vecchio arrived, as he inevitably would, Hannity wanted the odds to be squarely in his favor—five to one.  
 
    The shotgun roared again and the unmistakable music of shattered glass pricked at Hannity’s ears. Synapses firing, he knew at once what the sound meant. Zeroing in on the source, he broke into a run. Amplified by the blown-out window, the wail of police sirens grew louder, their individual oscillations morphing together as they neared.   
 
    Hannity reached the far wall and skirted it, making for a swath of foggy sunlight in the haze ahead. As he did so, the figure of Cato became briefly visible, disappearing out the window like a runaway cat. Hurriedly shouldering his MP5, Hannity blasted the frame with a deluge of bullets, but it was no use, Cato was already gone. 
 
    “Fuck!” He shouted.  
 
     Dashing to the window, Hannity hoisted himself up. Almost at the end of the street, Cato and his little girlfriend were heading north, running away from the hotel and the oncoming police sirens. Unfortunately, Notus and Eurus were at the southeast corner building, oblivious to Cato’s flight. 
 
    About to scramble over and continue the chase alone, Hannity wavered and thought of the promise he had made his men. 
 
    ‘No matter what happens, we don’t scatter,’ he had said. ‘We retreat as one.’  
 
    Dropping back into the smoky lobby, Hannity resigned himself to his better judgment. He whistled a call to the brothers, and waited for them to come. In the long run, it would be smarter to stay together, safer.  
 
    “Let’s go boys!” He called. “The cops are here!” 
 
    Preceded by the scuffling of boots in the haze, Boreas and Zephyrus appeared, their white shirts dotted with blood, their faces pocked with shallow gashes. Supporting his brother’s weight, Boreas had Zephyrus under the arm while the other limped beside him. 
 
    “Scatter-shot huh?” Said Hannity, inspecting their wounds. “Looks like the armor took the worst of it.” 
 
    He turned to Zephyrus. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    Gingerly, Zephyrus flexed his right knee and a wet grinding noise ached out.   
 
    “Damn,” muttered Hannity.  
 
    Crouching down, he pulled the keffiyeh from around his neck and used it to bind Zephyrus’ knee as tightly as he could.  
 
    “Pressure will help,” he said. “I bet you heal as fast as you grow. Now come on—Cato’s in the wind and we need to finish him off quickly.” 
 
    Hannity stood and began moving back toward the lobby’s entrance. Behind him, the brothers kept pace, but he could hear a soft crack each time Zephyrus took a step. At the doors, he paused to check the street. Still holding their posts beside the Benz, Notus and Eurus nodded the all clear. Coming out, Hannity squinted in the sunlight. Less than a block away now, the chattering scream of sirens was an impending din.   
 
    “We’re leaving,” he announced. “Get in the car—” 
 
    Skidding around the corner, a police cruiser whirled into view. Chased by a second, third, and fourth car after that, it stormed down the street and squealed to a stop some fifty feet away. Breaking along side it, the other cars clumped together to form a roadblock.   
 
    “On me,” waved Hannity, falling back.  
 
    He darted behind the Benz and looked north along the building’s perimeter, back the way Cato and the girl had gone. A volley of shots sprang up at the roadblock, blasting out the Benz’s windows. Staying low, Hannity peered carefully around the bumper. The cops were in the open, firing with almost reckless abandon. Lurching, the Benz dipped as its tires burst. A round screeched past Hannity’s head, making him cringe.  
 
    “New plan,” he growled. “We go on foot. But first, we need to kill this tail.” 
 
    Producing his last smoke grenade, he pulled the pin. 
 
    “Like we practiced boys—do it just like we practiced.” 
 
    Hannity stood and hurled the canister into the air. It hit the pavement and rolled to a sputtering stop just before the first cruiser. Joining him, Eurus and Notus opened fire with their belt-fed SAWs, painting a brilliant picture of earthbound shooting stars. Engulfed, the cruisers began to smoke and flash. Rocking violently, they pitched like ships in a tempest. Changing over from sub machineguns to M16s, Boreas and Zephyrus leveled three-round bursts that sutured the seething chaos with spews of red.  
 
    More sirens approached, coming in from several directions, compounding the layers of noise. Unconcerned, the brothers wound forward, Zephyrus limping a little behind the others. Fast disintegrating into the clouds of fire and smoke, the blockade became a mere skeleton of what it had been.  
 
    An armored transport van raced through the smoke. Stenciled brightly on its hood, the words Carabinieri pulsed in blue and red. Hannity bore his teeth and reloaded his weapon. The Carabinieri were Italy’s answer to the SWAT team—more tooled-up than their brothers in blue, and better trained to handle urban combat. Stopping just before the mutilated roadblock, the van turned broadside, and its back doors flew open. Heavily armed men poured out in waves, spreading along either side of the street. The brothers changed tack to engage their new targets, but were met with heavy return fire. A second Carabinieri van cut in from down the block, and mirrored the first. Hannity spun, realizing that they were trapped—hemmed in. 
 
    “Cover!” He called. “We’ve got company!”     
 
    Men emerged from the van, rifles trained. Firing at them, Hannity tagged two and wounded a third. Blood misted brightly and bodies pitched to the ground. He fired again, holding the trigger down and fighting against the recoil. Rounds whizzed past, deadly close, and hotter than brimstone. Appearing on Hannity’s left, Notus swept his SAW toward the second front and set it loose. With a spew of copper links, the machinegun ate bullets like candy and spread them among the attacking Carabinieri in wets bursts of crimson. 
 
    The whine of police sirens flared, and a new train of cruisers descended to join the melee. Perplexed by the swiftness of the response, by its magnitude, and veracity, Hannity swore. Hadn’t Bruno paid good money to purchase Savino’s cooperation? What the hell had changed? 
 
    The brothers grouped around him, firing in both directions. Effective as they were, Hannity knew it was only a matter of time until sheer numbers overcame them. The police weren’t going to stop, and the fighting was only going to get dirtier.  
 
    “All right that’s enough!” He shouted. “It’s time to go. Throw more smoke, make a wall!” 
 
    In unison, the brothers cut off and began pitching smoke grenades up and down the block. Blanketed by whiteness, the street soon became all but lost in the rolling clouds. Hannity turned and pointed north.  
 
    “We’ll hug that row of cars,” he said. “Use them as cover. Make for the end of the building—we’re heading right at the corner. Cato went that way.”  
 
    He rose to leave, but Zephyrus caught his hand and stopped him with a strange look.  
 
    “What?” Asked Hannity. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Zephyrus tipped his head to the strobes of blue and red, and the sound of men running in the smoke. As if inferring something from this gesture that Hannity did not, the other brothers nodded in agreement. Almost ceremoniously, Notus un-shouldered his SAW and handed the weapon to Zephyrus. Following suit, Eurus took a pistol, a knife, and a MAC 10 from the nylon bag and laid them on the ground.  
 
    Understanding at last, Hannity frowned. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Zephyrus nodded again and climbed stiffly to his feet. Still bound around his injured knee, Hannity’s keffiyeh did little to offset the damage. The boy was hobbled and he knew it—a weak link. 
 
    Feeling something like melancholy swell within him, Mr. Hannity bit it back and focused on the task at hand. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, turning his back on Zephyrus. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Watching his brothers vanish one by one into white nothingness, Zephyrus discarded his tattered Armani jacket and bloodstained shirt. Naked, plated, and peppered with scattershot, he stripped to his purest form—primal. He had entered this world, fighting, and killing for joy. Thus, it seemed right that he should leave it the same way. Stowing the pistols and knife, he picked up the SAW and turned toward the sounds of men. With cold determination, he mastered his crippling limp and walked into the haze.  
 
    Ahead, dark figures gathered to pacify him.  
 
    “Mani in alto!” Shouted a voice from their ranks. 
 
    Zephyrus lifted the SAW and fired without hesitation. In answer, the others fired back, their bullets whizzing past him into the dissipating smoke. Tracing his barrel along their line, he blew them apart like tufts of dandelion down. On his right, five men tried to route him by skimming a row of parked cars. Pivoting, he set the entire area alight with a wash of blood and torn metal. The SAW spat its final link and clicked. Letting it fall, Zephyrus drew his MAC10 and charged. Several Carabiniere rushed forward to challenge him. He sprayed them with bullets, then went to work with his knife. Leaping among the wounded men, he slashed and stabbed until the ground was slick and coppery.  
 
    Up the street, more polizia and Carabinieri assembled before a wall of lighted cruisers. They leveled shots at Zephyrus that drove him back into the cover of the smoke. As he retreated, a round caught him, compressing flatly against his armor. He stumbled on his bad leg and fell behind smoldering van. Shots rained, pinning him down. The line began to move, coming closer as it kept up fire. Crackling from their radios, a chorus of disembodied voices betrayed the immanent arrival of reinforcements.    
 
    Zephyrus ejected the MAC10’s magazine and found it empty. He tossed the weapon away and took out his pistol. Almost upon him, the blaze of gunfire was relentless. There was no escape. Unblinking amid the sting of ricochets and shrapnel, Zephyrus steadied himself. Though the end was nigh, he would not suffer it alone. Shifting his weight to his good knee, he waited for a break in the fire.   
 
    A cry arose from the men, then several screams. Suddenly, the shooting slackened and became sporadic. Puzzled, Zephyerus stole a glance into the mist. Something was happening, something violent. The body of a policeman soared through the air, and landed, broken, upon the pavement. Standing, Zephyrus cocked his head and came out into the open.  
 
    Whipped by strange winds, the lingering smoke curled and gave way to a scene of chaotic confusion. Carabinieri and polizia dashed to and fro, shouting in frantic voices. Moving among them like a curse, something dark and nightmarish struck out with crippling force. Hurled into parked cars or sent flailing to the ground, the men reacted in terror and attempted to flee. Picking them off one by one, the vaporous wraith ended such hopes with brutal efficiency.  
 
    Zephyrus recognized his enemy and raised his pistol. In another instant, the weapon was torn from his hands. Jumping back, he pulled his knife and slashed at nothing. Clear of the bite, the shadow settled into a defined figure and became a tall man with eyes of Aztec gold. He smiled and wagged a finger.  
 
    “You’ve had a fine teacher,” he said. “Yet, you are but a boy.” 
 
    Senses peaked, world on fire, Zephyrus flipped his knife blade-down and raised his hands in a fighting stance. Watching him do this, the Man—quello Vecchio smiled wider. Zephyrus rushed forward, hitting high with his fist while aiming to disembowel with the knife. Infinitely faster than he, the Vecchio slid clear of the attack and gripped him by the wrist. He twisted up and the knife came loose.  
 
    “Stop wasting time,” he said. “Where is Cato, does he live? I know your kind possess no flare for speech—you need only nod and I will understand your meaning.” 
 
    Zephyrus struggled to free his arm, struggled to kick and fight. He punched the Vecchio with his free hand, and heard the Man’s aquiline nose break beneath his fist. Wiping away a thin trickle of blood, the Old One sighed tiredly, then struck Zephyrus with an open palm. Dazed, the boy felt a jarring release of pressure before skidding to the ground. Like an earthquake, pain split him wide, reducing his wits to rubble. Convulsing, he reached up to touch the epicenter of the injury, his shoulder, but found only jagged bone and hissing gore. Ripped clean from its socket, the rest of his arm hung in the Vecchio’s grasp.  
 
    “Cato,” said the Man again. “Does he live? Tell me what I want to know, and I will give you a warrior’s death. Defy me again, and I will leave you to bleed out like an animal in the street.” 
 
    Blinded by the sight of his own blood, gushing in torrents, Zephyrus began to tremble. Towering over him, the Vecchio let his arm drop with a splash. 
 
    “Well?”  
 
    Zephyrus looked up into the face of his destroyer, the face of his God, and gave a jerky nod. Tipping his head in thanks, the Vecchio uttered a few strange words, then drove his foot down with skull-crushing force. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Entering the hotel, the Man sniffed the smoky air and picked up on the cloying odors of burnt propellant, and fresh blood. He followed the trail of the latter, navigating through half-hidden columns and bits of debris. When he reached the source, a dark slick at the foot of a pillar, he crouched.  
 
    “Hello Niccolò.”  
 
    Bone-white, and drained of life, Niccolò Anastasi lifted his heavy eyelids. As soon as he perceived the Man’s face, a surge of strength coursed through him and he tried to sit up. 
 
    “They’ve come for her,” he rasped. “They know what she is—who she is!” 
 
    “No,” the Man assured him. “They weren’t here for Louisa. They want Cato.”  
 
    Niccolò worked to keep his vision focused, but his eyes were clouding over. 
 
    “W—why?” He struggled. “Is—is he a Demigod too?” 
 
    “No,” said the Man again.  
 
    “Then why do they want him?” 
 
    “It is a different they.” 
 
    Heaving a laborious sigh, Niccolò leaned back against the column.  
 
    “Thank God. I thought they’d discovered her—thought they’d come back to finish what they started with Ferro…and her mother.” 
 
    Despite all that was happening, despite the danger Cato was in, and the urgent press of time, the Man drew nearer.  
 
    “Who is Louisa’s mother, Niccolò?” He asked. “Her name is missing from my records.” 
 
    Niccolò chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “If you want to know that, you’ll have to save Louisa from this mess and ask her yourself.” 
 
    The Man smiled thinly. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “Where have they gone?” 
 
    With a weak wave, Niccolò gestured toward the north. 
 
    “She spoke of a church last night. I imagine they’ve gone there to find you. I’ve heard you’re fast—I hope it’s true.”  
 
    Standing, the Man turned to leave, but hesitated. 
 
    “You should not have hidden the truth about Louisa from me, Niccolò. I could have protected her. Hopefully, I still can.” 
 
    Niccolò features grew bitter. 
 
    “Her mother was right about,” he muttered. “She said you’d get us all killed one day—said you were the Devil himself.” 
 
    “The Devil is a lie,” said the Man. “Fear what is real.”  
 
    With that, he pulled away and was gone.   
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    Splintered from its iron hinges, the door to the Man’s vault of records clattered onto the cold flagstones. Stepping over it, her leg freshly mended, Artemis strode into the inky room and smiled. Like the Old One, she too needed no aid to see in the dark, yet Popi, who whimpered at her heels, did. She held a hand up, activating a pattern of bioluminescence with the electrical currents of her nervous system. Becoming bright, her palm and fingers began to glow around the shadow of bone. Accordingly, the room revealed itself in washes of faint pink light. Arranged upon countless rows of deep shelves, the Man’s dossiers winked in the gloom. 
 
    “Which one is it?” She demanded, turning on Popi.  
 
    The tortured Greek shrank back from her and wined tremulously. 
 
    “I don’t know!” He babbled. “Please—I’ve done enough—I’ve shown you what you asked. He’ll kill me! No more—no more.” 
 
    Artemis sighed with disgust waved the cowering Greek away. Needing no further encouragement, Popi leaped to his feet and ran for his life. Artemis raised her hand higher, and moved off down the first wall of shelves. Somewhere, hidden among these legions of mortals and lesser beings, her brother’s dossier lay waiting. Though it pained her to imagine him tucked away with such detritus, Artemis reminded herself that a far greater crime was in need of rectification. However, before she could right that wrong, she needed first to find Apollo’s file, and within it, the location of his unmarked grave in Rome.   
 
    Passing a gap in the row of binders, she paused to look closer. Directly beside the empty slot, Cato Fin’s dossier told her who the missing file had belonged to—Leta, his twin sister.  
 
    The Goddess closed her eyes and concentrated on Cato, searching for his distinctive note among the symphony of all living things known to her. When she found it, she hissed under her breath. Only Cato, a lowly human, could upset her plans now. He must die, but not by her hand. Vengeance would not allow it. Concentrating deeper, Artemis whispered her mind away from Cato’s shade and tapped into Hannity’s instead. Ever the faithful hunter, he was on the move again, searching blindly for the prey that had managed to evade him. With an unconscious smile, Artemis reopened her starry eyes. Vengeance may not permit her to kill Cato, but it said nothing about assisting in the chase.  
 
    Raising her other hand, she flexed her fingers in a series of calculated symbols. As if plucking at the strings of some unseen instrument, she repeated the sequence over and over until the very air began to warp in on itself. With a hollow pop, a small yellow finch appeared from nothingness. Artemis snatched the bird up, and brought it to her lips. Filling it with a whisper, imbuing it with divine purpose, she let the finch go. It looped once through the chamber, then darted out the open door.  
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    Cato and Louisa reached Niccolò’s cruiser just as a fresh eruption of gunfire echoed from the block behind them. In the skirmish, police sirens wailed and bright explosions of light projected themselves high upon the surrounding buildings. Louisa unlocked the Alpha Romeo’s passenger-side door and helped Cato in—his left pants’ leg wet with blood.   
 
    “Thanks,” he grunted, one hand clamped over the wound.  
 
    She tossed him the gun bag, then ran around to the other side of the car. About to key the lock, she stopped and looked up as more shots rang out from the direction of the hotel. Niccolò was back there, hurt and alone. Putting a hand on the Kimber, Louisa thought of returning for him, thought of shooting her way in to protect her zio when he needed it most. And yet, he had told her to go, begged her. 
 
    Louisa wavered, trapped by an impossible decision. Breaking the tenuous spell, Cato rapped on the window and pointed toward something in the rearview mirror. With some difficulty, Louisa forced herself back to the moment and followed his line of sight. Advancing from the end of the block, the first tendrils of smoke were just beginning to appear in the air. Hannity and his men wouldn’t be far behind. Reluctantly, Louisa let her hand fall from the butt of the .45 and opened her door. Casting one final look back at the hotel, she climbed in and started the engine. 
 
    “Shit, my leg hurts,” said Cato. “How far back is Niccolò? I need a first aid kit.” 
 
    Louisa shifted into gear and leaped away from the curb.  
 
    “Hey!” Cato cried. “We can’t leave him!” 
 
    A line of Carabinieri vans sped by in the opposite direction, their sirens drowning out everything but Louisa’s guilt.  
 
    “He’s not coming,” she said when they had gone. “He—he got hit in the stomaco—ah the stomach. He’s waiting for an ambulance.” 
 
    Cato swore and looked away. 
 
    “Shit, Louisa. I’m sorry—I didn’t even notice in all the confusion. Do you think he’ll be okay? Should we try to go back for him—” 
 
    “No,” said Louisa, cutting him off. “He told me to run, so that’s what I’m doing. How bad is your leg?” 
 
    “I—I can’t tell,” Cato faltered. “It’s hard to see.” 
 
    “Take off your pants.”  
 
    Doing a double take, Cato blinked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take off your pants,” said Louisa again. “So you can see the wound better.” 
 
    Cato cleared his throat awkwardly and began to unbuckle. Averting her eyes, Louisa pulled the car out onto the Via Ottaviano and wove into heavy traffic. 
 
    “Ah,” Cato grimaced. “It’s—it’s not that deep. I need to stop the bleeding though.” 
 
    Louisa tripped the glove compartment, spilling a first aid kit onto Cato’s knees. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered.   
 
    Unpacking the kit, he got out the gauze and started wiping tentatively at the knife wound. Ahead, traffic slowed almost to a standstill, rows of polizia and Carabinieri cutting laterally through the intersections and blocking them up. Still within earshot, the dry cackle of gunfire carried on the wind.  
 
    Louisa ground her teeth and glanced in the rearview mirror. Hannity and his Spartoi were tearing her city apart, shooting their way toward them like a brushfire in the streets. The Man had said Cato was important, crucial even. He had spoken of him like some kind of secret weapon. Given everything Artemis had just thrown at them, Louisa guessed the secret was out. Now, the only way stop the madness, and honor Niccolò’s sacrifice, was to get Cato to safety.  
 
    “We can’t sit here like ducks,” Louisa blurted, cutting the wheel hard to the left. “This traffic is going to get us fucking killed!” 
 
    Scraping bumpers with the other cars, she forced the Alpha Romeo across two lanes of traffic and up a side-street. Blaring after them, horns and curses were all that followed.  
 
    “How far away is the church?” Asked Cato, shakily adding butterfly bandages to the wound.  
 
    “It’s clear across the river,” said Louisa. “But I can get us there on backstreets.” 
 
    Cato tied his thigh in tight bandages; tape stippling the skin above and below the line.   
 
    “Good,” he winced. “Hopefully the Benefactor is already there—I’ve got a few choice words for him about this morning’s royal fuck-up.” 
 
    “Amen,” echoed Louisa. “So do I.”  
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    Breaking clear from a blanket of moving smoke, Hannity, and the remaining brothers rounded the northern corner of the hotel, and came face-to-face with the very same group of Carabinieri that Cato and Louisa had seen only moments before. Caught in the middle of suiting-up, the officers hastened to retrieve their weapons. Attacking as one, the brothers slaughtered them indiscriminately.  
 
    Wishing Zephyrus could have been there to join in the fun, Hannity aimed his 1911 at a retreating Carabiniere and sprayed brains and bits of tactical helmet all over the pavement. When the shooting died down, and the last of the men had been mopped up, he stood among the bodies, reveling in the palpable current of their violent deaths. Unfortunately, his joy was short lived. Cato Fin had all but vanished, and the polizia were closing in. In a few minutes there would be no way out.  
 
    Spitting in frustration, Hannity studied the length of the empty street. He hated that he had been outmaneuvered, hated that a mere boy had cut his confidence so deeply. What would Artemis make of his failure? What possible place could there be for him at her side if he wasn’t even capable of killing a lowly brat like Cato?  
 
    Something yellow darted past Hannity’s face, causing him to blink in surprise. He looked down and saw a small yellow finch, picking at a bit of gore on the ground. Remembering Cosimo Bruno’s private garden, Hannity sucked in a sharp breath. The finch glanced up at him, its brilliant green eyes sparkling with an impenetrable well of intelligent thought.  
 
    Hannity knelt, practically bowing to the little creature. 
 
    “It’s you,” he said. “I—I was just thinking about you. I lost Cato. I failed.” 
 
    The finch tipped its head to the side, seeming to weigh Hannity against an unseen counterbalance. With a flutter of pointed wings, it took to the air again, and flew down the street to land on the hood of a grey BMW. At once, the car rumbled to life, and flashed its headlights. Heaving a tight sigh of relief, Hannity stood. He was being given a second chance, one he intended to make good on.  
 
    Peeping loudly, the finch leaped up. Already circling overhead, a veritable storm-cloud of flittering, yellow bodies had amassed from nowhere and were now moving toward the river. Hannity followed the whirling flock with his eyes and nodded. 
 
    “I understand,” he said to no one. “Thank you.” 
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    Left leg throbbing dully, Cato watched the narrow alley ahead spill into a quiet square, where several other small roads snaked off in different directions. Hardly slowing as she neared it, Louisa whipped Niccolò’s car around the cistern in the center of the space, then took off up a street leading south toward the river. Eyes locked forward, knuckles white upon the steering wheel; she dropped the shifter into third gear, and accelerated dizzyingly.  
 
    Wishing he had a drink to ease his frayed nerves, Cato shot Louisa a sidelong glance. Though her expression remained one of careful concentration, he knew what she must be going through, or rather, he could guess. Based on what little he had been able to learn about Louisa during their brief time together, she didn’t exactly have that many people left she could call family. And now because of the Man and his fucking mess, she might have one less. 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” Louisa said, startling Cato from his thoughts. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s something the Man mentioned about you last night—about why he hid Leta’s identity from you and kept the two of you apart.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Cato again, only now his tone was less bright. 
 
    Louisa glanced at him then quickly returned her eyes to the road. 
 
    “He told me you were more important than you looked—that you’re supposed to play some big role in all of this.” 
 
    Not sure what he should say to such a thing, Cato patted his pocket for cigarettes, finding the pack crushed. 
 
    “I didn’t think much of it at the time,” Louisa went on. “I mean—he seems to enjoy speaking in riddles, you know. But I’ve been going over it, and back at the hotel—something strange happened—something telling.” 
 
    Cato lit himself a broken cigarette and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “It was when you went after Hannity and I ran the other way,” Louisa said. “I—I could have sworn I saw him about to shoot me, but then at the last second he didn’t. He was only interested in you.” 
 
    Dragging on his cigarette, Cato wrinkled his nose at the eggy odor of gunpowder on his fingers.  
 
    “But—” he ventured carefully. “But what about Niccolò?” 
 
    “That was an accident,” Louisa replied. “They were aiming at you.” 
 
    Thinking back to the stairs, of how Louisa had tackled him mere seconds before bullets had ripped through the air, Cato closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. So it wasn’t just the Benefactor who was responsible for Niccolò’s predicament, it was his as well.  
 
    “Don’t think like that,” Louisa snapped, reading his expression. “That’s not why I’m telling you this. Niccolò—he knew the dangers. He’s been a part of this world for a long time—longer than you even.” 
 
    Cato nodded, but the act was more mechanical than it was honest. 
 
    “Anyway, I have a theory if you want to hear it,” Louisa continued. “About why Artemis sent Hannity and the Spartoi after you—about why you’re so important to the Man.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cato mumbled. “I doubt this day can get much worse.” 
 
    Down-shifting to take a hard left, Louisa sped through the turn. Arched doorways and shuttered windows streaked passed. 
 
    “What do you and Artemis have in common?” She asked. “That is—what makes the two of you similar?” 
 
    Frowning around his cigarette, Cato pondered the question. However, before he could find the connection, a small yellow bird slammed into the windshield and exploded with a bloody poof of feathers. 
 
    “Jesus!” He swore, cringing back. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Clearly just as shocked as he, Louisa craned her neck to look upwards.  
 
    “Dio…” she whispered in horror.  
 
    “What?” Asked Cato. “What is it?” 
 
    Another bird, and another after that, fell from the air, dashing themselves violently against the glass. 
 
    “Hold on!” Shouted Louisa. “It’s going to get rough!” 
 
    At once, the sky above took on a frantic light as an impossible multitude of finches careened down the alley like a living flood. Lodging in the grill and denting the hood, their tiny corpses battered the racing car with concave bangs.  
 
    “Are those birds?” Cato balked, flinching with each new strike. 
 
    Now nearly covered by matted clumps of feathers and blood, the windshield was a gooey smear. Louisa turned on the wipers, but within seconds they were jammed by broken wings and chunks of hollow bone. Giving up, she pressed the accelerator to the floor and cut blindly through the suicidal hail. 
 
    “Look out!” Cato warned. 
 
    A group of tourists appeared in the street, screaming and dashing for cover as the birds ripped past them toward the car. Without slowing, Louisa jerked the wheel, raking Niccolò’s cruiser along the alley wall to skirt the frightened runners. Barely visible amid the fluttering wings and sprays of blood, their faces registered an almost biblical terror. 
 
    Terrorized himself, Cato watched them vanish into the fray. Bright cracks began to split the windshield, forming a dangerous pattern upon the glass. Preparing himself for the worst, Cato shut his eyes and waited for an implosion of shattered glass and living missiles. Yet, just when it seemed that things were at a breaking point, the thunder dwindled, then came to a stop.  
 
    Slowing, Louisa let her grip on the steering wheel slacken. 
 
    “Are—are you ok?” She asked, eyes wild. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cato nodded. “No—I don’t know.” 
 
    Turning around to look out the back window, he gaped at the macabre scene behind them. As if painted by a twisted artist, the entire alleyway was covered, from the tiled rooftops to the cobbled street in dead birds.  
 
    “What was that?” Louisa said. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my entire life!” 
 
    “It was her,” Cato answered, pulling the Springfield from his jacket. “She’s onto us—we need to keep moving. We can’t stay here!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Louisa sat for a beat as Cato’s words worked their way sluggishly through her mind. Though she knew they must be true, it was surprisingly hard to act on them given what she’d just experienced. By comparison, the explosion at La Spada Spezzata had been a fairly conventional attack, blasé even.  
 
    “Hello?” Cato repeated. “Did you hear me? We have to go, like right now! She’s coming—she’s coming!” 
 
    “Okay,” Louisa breathed, shaking her head vigorously. “Okay—here, help me with the glass, I can’t see—we need to get rid of it.”  
 
    She dropped her seat back and put her feet up on the inside of the windshield.  
 
    “Push!” She ordered. 
 
    Doing as he was told, Cato awkwardly got his legs up and began to work with her. Already loose from the barrage of finches, the safety glass began to come free in one piece of interlocking shards. 
 
    “Push,” Louisa repeated. “A little more.”
With a slight sucking noise, the windshield fell forward onto the hood of Niccolò’s cruiser, then slid off to one side. Rearranging herself in her seat, Louisa shifted into gear and skidded away over cobblestones slippery with blood. Beside her, Cato tucked his Springfield against the handbrake and dug in Leta’s gym bag for more guns. 
 
    “Oh no,” he groaned. “Looks like we lost the rifle.” 
 
    “What?” Louisa squinted, her hair whipping as she raced them down the alley. 
 
    “The Berretta,” said Cato. “The carbine rifle—it’s not here.” 
 
    “Is that bad?”  
 
    “It’s not good, but we’ve still got an Uzi, and a bunch of pistols.” 
 
    “And the shotgun,” Louisa added. “Don’t forget about the shotgun.” 
 
    Masklike, Cato grinned at her and rubbed his ears. 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” he said. “I’m going to be remembering that shotgun for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Louisa down-shifted and spun the wheel, drifting them out onto the Via Cola di Rienzo. Less snarled here, traffic flowed southeast toward the Ponte Regina Margherita, a wide two-lane bridge that crossed the Tiber just shy of the old city walls. Drawing stares of astonishment from the other motorists, Louisa gunned the engine and wove the cruiser between busy lanes. Although she was fully aware of how strange they must look right now, no windshield and a confetti of bloody feathers, she didn’t have the wherewithal to care about any of that.  
 
    At the intersection of the Via Cicerone, she shifted gears and sped through in front of a honking tour bus. No sooner had it crossed the frame of her rearview mirror than a grey BMW whipped into view and fell in line. Louisa squeezed the wheel and gathered speed. Following suit, the BMW nosed out of traffic to run up the oncoming lane on their right flank. Superior in performance, it bore down on them with the ease of a true predator.  
 
    “They’ve found us,” Louisa announced, tipping her head. 
 
    Cato turned in his seat, then tensed and reached for the Uzi.  
 
    “That was fast,” he said. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised—” 
 
    Swerving hard, Louisa braked and let a delivery van come between them and the BMW just as it drew level. Clutch pressed to the floor, she shifted into second and hopped the Alpha up onto the crowded sidewalk.  
 
    “Out of the way!” She yelled. “Mossa—move it! Get out of the way!”  
 
    People scattered, making a narrow path as she blew by. Almost to the next cross-street, she cut back onto the main road and came very near to hitting a man on a scooter. Tires squealing, she spun the wheel and clipped a parked car instead. The man on the scooter began to shout something at her, but the grey BMW promptly mowed him down, and pulled along side the Alpha. 
 
    “Duck!” Screamed Cato. 
 
    Firing from the open windows, two of the Spartoi, Eurus and Notus, opened up with heavy-hitting Colt .45s. Head down, Louisa stomped on the gas, leaping the cruiser forward amidst a rain of glass and flying bullets. Steering by instinct alone, she smashed the BMW’s front bumper and pushed past it with a screech of tearing metal. 
 
    Low in his seat, Cato freed the Uzi’s collapsible stock and shouldered the weapon. 
 
    “I’ll cover you,” he said. “Go, go, go!” 
 
    He turned clumsily and fired from his shot-out window in a wild spew of vivid sparks. The bullets found their mark, biting into the skin of the BMW like teeth. It veered sharply and plowed through a newsstand, letting loose a great fountain of papers.  
 
    Louisa sat up and pressed the accelerator, tearing off before Hannity or his boys could send shots chasing their way. Ahead in the shrinking distance, the Regina Margherita Bridge rose to crest the ancient river. Louisa forced the Alpha harder, yet something in its reaction time felt off to her. As if to second her fears, steam began to jet from the bullet holes in the hood and rush in through the open windshield.   
 
    “Not yet,” she urged the car. “Don’t give up on me now.” 
 
    On their tail again, the BMW burst from the chaos of falling newspapers to close in swiftly. Cato twisted to fire again, but one of the Spartoi beat him to it, shaving off the Alpha’s side view mirror with a blast from an M16. Nearly struck by the volley, Cato recoiled and dropped back inside the car. Avoiding a second hit, Louisa tapped the breaks, skipping the Alpha clear as more shots screamed past. The slugs battered the windshield of an oncoming Fiat, clouding it with blood. Out of control, the little coupe careened across both lanes of traffic toward the bridge’s guardrail. Spinning the wheel to the right, left, and right again, Louisa fishtailed past the doomed Fiat as it smashed full speed into the embankment. Airborne, its motor revved freely on a downward arc. In her rearview mirror, Louisa watched helplessly as the car sank.  
 
    Still hunkered low after his near miss; Cato seemed to sense her desperation.  
 
    “I’m on it,” he said. 
 
    Running out his seatbelt, he wrapped it around his waist like a harness, then clipped himself in.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Louisa cried. 
 
    Hand on the door latch, Cato gave no explanation, but merely flashed her a fingers-crossed look. When the BMW pulled near, and the Spartoi with the M16 emerged for a third attempt, Cato threw his door open and leaned out. Suspended by the seatbelt, he rattled off fifteen hot rounds from the Uzi that cut a zig-zag up the side of the BMW and into the unsuspecting Spartoi. Surprised, the pale man—Eurus, let go of his M16 and grabbed at his throat. Pumping from between his fingers, spurts of shimmering blood hung dark in the air. Cato fired again, holding the trigger down until the Uzi clicked and the action froze. Hit repeatedly, Eurus lost his balance and was sucked under the BMW’s back tires as if by a vortex. Forced sideways the car slammed into the guiderail then ricocheted their way.  
 
    Louisa down-geared for extra torque and punched the gas, steering them clear of the collision at the last possible second. Scrambling back in amid the commotion, Cato pulled his door shut and ejected the Uzi’s mag.  
 
    “That was close!” He shouted. “Did you see how fucking close that was?” 
 
    Too focused to speak, Louisa simply jerked her chin and raced them over the bridge to the eastern bank of the river. There, she turned up a tree-lined drive, but quickly departed it for another small alley. Behind them, the BMW had recovered from its near calamity and was making up for lost time. Louisa glanced at it in the rearview mirror and cursed, doubting very much that Niccolò’s Alpha could get them all the way to the church at this point. Sputtering globs of black oil, the bullet holes in the car’s hood now bled like open wounds. It wouldn’t be long until the heart of the thing, its engine, seized up and left them stranded on foot.  
 
    Louisa scanned the alley, looking for a way to loose their pursuers. Ahead, the narrow walls parted, and a wide piazza came into view. Pinned in the center by an Egyptian obelisk, and fringed with umbrella-shaded tables, the square gave Louisa an idea. 
 
    “Fasten your seatbelt,” she ordered. “I’m going to try something a little insane.” 
 
    “Er—” fumbled Cato, trying to untangle himself from his makeshift harness. 
 
    Blasting into the piazza at full speed, Louisa pulled the handbrake and slid the cruiser in a tight drift around the obelisk. Timing the maneuver perfectly, she broke the drift just as the BMW entered the piazza. Framed in the driver’s side window, Mr. Hannity gaped. Like a battering ram, the Alpha plowed into the side of the BMW, buckling its axel and sending it tumbling into a barrel-roll of twisted metal, and debris.  
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    When his world faded back in, the first thing Hannity became aware of was that he was hanging upside down. Dueling for supremacy, imprints from the car crash in Afghanistan distorted his current understanding of events. The result was an endless loop of slurred vision and cross-chatter.  
 
    Hannity forced his eyes to focus and searched for his knife. Cutting his seatbelt, he dropped painfully onto his head. At once, his door yanked open and the pockmarked face of Boreas peered in. Reaching for him, the boy grabbed Hannity by the collar and pulled him roughly from the car. 
 
    “Let go!” Hannity growled. “I’m fine—let go of me god damn it!” 
 
    Releasing him, Boreas nodded and went back into the car for Notus. Mind rattled, body aching Hannity rose on shaky legs and took in his surroundings. Somehow, the BMW had ended up inside a restaurant. Though the wreckage of this event could be seen everywhere, just how it had actually happened still remained fuzzy.  
 
    Hannity stumbled around to the other side of the BMW and looked out at the piazza. A little ways off, and smoking badly, the Alpha Romeo sat like a lopsided accordion. Propped open, the driver and passenger-side doors sent a clear message. Cato had escaped again.  
 
    “Fuck!” Screamed Hannity.  
 
    The brothers joined him, Notus looking none the worse for wear while Boreas had added new cuts to the arrangement of scatter-shot wounds on his face.  
 
    “Which way’d they go?” Hannity snarled, pointing at the Alpha. “Which fucking way?” 
 
    Boreas gazed calmly at him for a second then nodded past his shoulder to a fountain in the corner of the square. There, a man stood slack-jawed and frozen like a statue of Stupefaction.  
 
    “You!” Hannity called. “Don’t move.” 
 
    The man jumped and put his hands up. Marching toward him, Hannity jabbed a finger. 
 
    “You saw them didn’t you? Where’d they go? Tell me!” 
 
    The man—an American tourist, pointed to the nearest of three alleys, leading out of the piazza.  
 
    “Are you sure,” Hannity demanded. “You’re sure they went that way?” 
 
    The American nodded, taking a frightened step back. 
 
    “Yes sir,” he croaked. “Just a minute ago—a man and a woman—” 
 
    Almost unconsciously, Hannity loosed his 1911 and shot the American point blank. 
 
    “Grab the guns,” he said to the brothers. “We’ll go the rest of the way on foot.” 
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     On the Via del Corso, Cato and Louisa worked through a never-ending flow of wide-eyed tourists. They had entered the busy thoroughfare by way of a footpath just after the church of Santa Maria in Montesanto. No longer operating in the shadows, they were now center stage in the living theatre that was Rome. Modern storefronts hawked t-shirts and selfie-sticks, while gypsies spun lies for cash, and gave bad directions for free. Overhead, the regal façades of ancient buildings broke the skyline into an alternating pattern of crosses and capitals.  
 
    Heading south, Cato and Louisa moved away from the Piazza del Popolo, and the old city gates. Doing his best to keep up, Cato followed at a little distance. The pain in his leg had grown worse, and their recent demolition-derby-style stunt had ripped his bandages loose. Running down his thigh, blood pooled in his shoe and left wet smears on the sidewalk with each step he took. At the stairs of a small church, he stopped and sat down.  
 
    “This way,” urged Louisa.  
 
    “I know, but I need to deal with this.” 
 
    He swung Leta’s backpack from his shoulder and opened it. Rummaging past the Uzi, dossier, and camera, he found the stash of silky headscarves and selected a bright red one at random.  
 
    “Let me,” said Louisa. 
 
    Kneeling, she took the thing from Cato, and knotted it tightly around his thigh. 
 
    “Good?”  
 
    “It’ll work. How far out are we?”  
 
    Louisa looked up the street and squinted. 
 
    “Twelve blocks—give or take.”  
 
    “That’s a lot of ground to cover,” Cato grunted. “You think we can make it?” 
 
    A whine of sirens kicked up in the middle distance, and a helicopter appeared in the skies above Vatican Hill. 
 
    “You’re damn right we’re going to make it,” said Louisa. “I didn’t get us this far for nothing.” 
 
    Laughing despite himself, Cato smiled. 
 
    “I helped a little you know, remember that thing with the Uzi on the bridge?” 
 
    Louisa pulled Cato to his feet. 
 
    “I do remember something like that,” she winked. “Vaguely.” 
 
    A dry pop called out, cutting through the din of the crowd.  
 
    “That was a gun,” muttered Cato. “I guess they’re still alive. I really hoped you’d killed them back there.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Louisa. “We’d better keep moving. That sounded close.”  
 
    They rejoined the drifting throngs, pushing through them with less care. Growing louder by the moment, the sound of sirens rang off the storied buildings, and the helicopter dropped low for a pass. Heads turned, and people began murmured worried words in a thousand different languages. Tossing the occasional look over his shoulder, Cato kept an eye out for signs of blond-haired monsters in the sea of faces. Inside his jacket pocket, the Springfield clinked reassuringly against the Adamantine arrowhead.  
 
    Radios crackled and three policemen ran past on the sidewalk. Raising a hand, Louisa called after them.  
 
    “No,” whispered Cato, gripping her arm. “We can’t.”  
 
    “They don’t know what they’re running into,” she struggled. “They’ll be slaughtered like animals. We have to warn them!” 
 
    “What if they’re working for Bruno?” Said Cato. “You said so yourself—the police are corrupt. We can’t trust them.” 
 
    Bitterly, Louisa pursed her lips and watched the officers vanish into the crowds. When they had gone, she turned to Cato and shook her head. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    They struck out once more, shoving forward as the crowds grew thicker. Ahead, the sounds of sirens mixed with the buffeting drone of the circling helicopter. The scene became agitated, and the masses started to surge. Another group of policemen appeared, some armed with large assault rifles, others only with pistols. Marching against the current of the crowd, they shouted in Italian, waving people out of their way.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Called Cato, jostling to maintain his proximity to Louisa. 
 
     “They’re shutting down the street,” she said. “We’ll never make it through the checkpoint with all of these fucking guns.”  
 
     “Damn it,” swore Cato. “What do we do now?” 
 
    Louisa started to respond but a eruption of submachine gun fire cut her off. Rending the charged atmosphere, it sent people screaming in every direction. Nearly overcome by the panic, Cato grabbed Louisa’s hand and held on tight so he wouldn’t loose her. A second chorus of shots yipped shrilly, and bullets whizzed past to shatter storefront windows and gouge marble. A man selling flowers clutched his chest and pitched backwards. Shrieking at the sight, the masses heaved and began to trample one another in their reckless haste.  
 
    “This way!” Cried Louisa, trying to lead Cato for a break. “Come on!” 
 
    Looking back, he caught sight of muzzle flashes, closing like wolves in the confusion. Pulling out the Springfield, he tried to take aim at them, but there were too many people in the way. A woman in a sundress gasped fiercely as a bullet sliced through her calf. Wobbling, she clawed at Cato and dragged him down with her. His hold on Louisa’s hand broke, and before he could so much as even call her name, she was promptly swallowed by the crush. 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Born along, Louisa tried to see where Cato had fallen, yet every time she turned, another person was there, driving her onward. Desperate not to abandon him, not to let Hannity and his dragoons succeed in their mission, she dug her heels in and doubled back. Now fighting against the torrent of fleeing innocents, Louisa used her elbows to cut a narrow channel. However, with each new eruption of gunfire, the crowd shifted kaleidoscopically, making it impossible for her to keep her bearings.  
 
    Realizing she would never find Cato this way, Louisa gave up and dashed for the cover of a nearby arch. Just as she reached it, a fresh rattle of machinegun fire sent heads ducking low. Yanking Leta’s Kimber from the waistband of her jeans, Louisa clicked off the safety and racked the slide. When the machinegun snarled again, she rose on her tiptoes and looked over the frightened runners at the source of the assault. Twenty paces out, his salt-and-pepper hair matted with sweat and blood, Mr. Hannity stood before the body of a slain policewoman. 
 
    Louisa narrowed her eyes and took aim. Perhaps sensing that he was in the crosshairs, Hannity spun around just as she fired. Luckily for him, Louisa had unconsciously relied on her training, aiming for Hannity’s center of mass rather than his head. Knocked back, the mercenary disappeared behind a spray of sparks, but was up almost instantly, returning fire. As bullets peppered the arch around her, Louisa held her ground and cringed. Re-leveling the well-balanced .45 she squeezed the trigger again. Struck in the left hand, Hannity roared with pain. Disappearing like a magic trick, two of his lower fingers became airborne chucks of wet meat. He clutched at the mangled limb and ran for the cover of a tall stone pillar. Tagging him once more, Louisa shot him in the side, but the round ricocheted off a plate of concealed armor.  
 
    A police helicopter raced between the buildings, its whirring blades billowing wind over the frightened crowds. Louisa glanced up, trying to wager how much time she had before more reinforcements arrived. Even though she fought on the side of Rome in this battle, the police had no way of knowing that. To them, she was just another armed combatant without a uniform to distinguish her. If she wasn’t careful, they would put a bullet in her heart.  
 
    A familiar pistol barked, it’s distinct voice causing Louisa’s gaze to dart hopefully. Materializing from the scrimmage, Cato came into view, limping backwards as he popped off rounds with his silver Springfield.   
 
    “Cato!” She called. 
 
    He turned and began to flash her a relieved smile, but froze midway. From the crowd, a uniformed policeman burst forth, his shotgun raised and aimed at Cato’s chest. Without hesitation, Louisa swung the Kimber around and shot the man before he could pull the trigger.   
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    As blood leached from his pulpy wound, Hannity crouched behind a granite column and dug a pair of shooting gloves from his back pocket. Summoning every ounce of dead-hearted, cold-blooded will he had, he pulled one of the gloves over the raw, shredded flesh of his ruined hand. 
 
    “Grrrraaaaa!” He spat in agony. “Come on—come on!”   
 
    He worked his remaining fingers into their corresponding sleeves and pressed the glove as tight as it would go. Cool leather touched against exposed nerve endings, making him see stars. Shock threatened to set in, but now that the worst was over, he forced it back. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his vision of stars, and stood up. This wasn’t the first time he had been shot, and there was still work to be done.  
 
    Unholstering the 1911, Hannity gripped it in his good hand and crept around the pillar to reassess the situation. Everywhere, people flocked in droves as the scattered police tried desperately to direct and control them. Dancing up from the end of the block, blue and red lights painted the underbelly of a circling Agusta Bell AB 212 police helicopter. Hannity glanced to where he had last seen the bitch that took his fingers, but she was gone. Already knowing Cato was gone with her, he fought the urge to shoot a passing tourist out of spite.  
 
    The helicopter gusted by, scanning the crowds like a sentinel. Sending a stream of deadly sparks after it, Boreas strafed into the street and fired until the chopper turned around for a second pass. With a wry smile, Hannity admired the boy’s tenacity—his dogged determination. If he wasn’t going to let a little trouble slow him down, then neither should Hannity. 
 
    Angling sideways, the Agusta drew level with the rooftops and slid its cargo door open. Framed within, a police sniper in a nylon harness leaned out. Blazing away, he tried to annihilate Boreas with a wall of high caliber bullets, but the boy was too agile. He leaped into the stampede of moving bodies, using them for cover. Several fell dead, and the sniper stopped firing at once.  
 
    Next, it was Notus’s turn to attack. Wielding a Mossberg, he broke from the seething throngs and pumped six shots into the thick metal of the helicopter’s flank. It wavered and pulled out of range, sweeping around to shield the sniper.   
 
    Spying the pilot, Hannity kept his eyes trained on the cockpit, and shrugged the heavy gun bag from his shoulders. As the chopper dipped to make a fresh assault, he produced the Windrunner XM2010 Sniper Rifle, and snapped a magazine into the mag-well. Gripping the stock with his remaining fingers, he shouldered the rifle and peered through its wide scope at the oncoming helicopter. Dead center, the pilot’s face was so clear that he could tell the man hadn’t shaved that morning. Racking the action, Hannity inhaled to steady himself, then gently moved his finger to the trigger.  
 
    A streak of silver brilliance tore through the air, penetrating the helicopter’s windshield and pinning the pilot to his seat. Spewing blood, the man let go of the controls and slumped limply around the protruding shaft of a great, gleaming arrow. The helicopter swung, its rear rotor clipping the crucifix of a tall cathedral to blast apart in a million pieces. Scoured by flying shrapnel, the tail boom buckled, and the engine burst into flame.  
 
    Rifle dipping in his hands, Hannity watched, transfixed as the Augusta smashed sidelong into the cathedral and exploded with enough force to press the air from his lungs. Instantly engulfed, a wide swath of the street vanished behind a hellish curtain of fire and black smoke.  
 
    Slowly, almost fearfully, Mr. Hannity took his finger off the trigger and turned around. Standing behind him, Artemis the Virgin Goddess shown in the firelight. Like deadly music, her bowstring hummed its subtle note.  
 
    “You—” he breathed. “You’re here.” 
 
    Eyes crackling, smile wicked and cruel, she looked down at him.  
 
    “Rally what remains of your men, Mr. Hannity,” she said. “The time for chase is done. Now, we have no other option but to let our prey come to us.” 
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    Mere seconds before the helicopter detonated above them, Cato and Louisa pushed their way off the street and into a little café. When the fuel tank ruptured, and the helicopter blew, each window of the café went with it.  
 
    His world rocked by violent cataclysms, Cato lost sight of Louisa as he was lifted by the shockwave and thrown headlong across the dining room. Landing hard, he tumbled to a stop near the bar and smacked his head on the floor. In a burst of fireworks, his dazzled senses retreated, leaving him surrounded by near-total darkness. Struggling to escape it, Cato forced his eyes open and sat up amidst the devastation.  
 
    Licking in through yawning windows, hot flames ran up to the ceiling and tripped the sprinkler system. With a hiss of steam and pressure, it began to rain inside, water beating back fire in that timeless contest of raw elements. On the street outside, the inferno raged, barring any hope of escape in that direction.  
 
    A bold shadow fell over Cato and Louisa appeared, taking hold of Leta’s backpack to hoist him up by the straps. Though her gaze was wild and her hair a sopping mess, she seemed totally unharmed by the blast—not a single scratch on her.  
 
    “Are you alright?” She asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” lied Cato, rubbing his head. “You?” 
 
    Giving him a somewhat frustrated look, Louisa gestured to the flames. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “But—but we need to stop this madness. Look what they’re doing to my city!”  
 
    Cato nodded weakly, and stole a glance at the Kimber in Louisa’s hand. 
 
    “Thanks for saving me back there,” he ventured. “I know it must have been hard—him being polizia and all…” 
 
    Now it was Louisa’s turn to lie, her eyes moving evasively. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “He was—I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks anyway though.” 
 
    Louisa stared into the fire for a long moment, studying the skeleton of the Augusta with willful concentration. Not sure if he should try to comfort her, Cato cleared his throat. 
 
    “So—”  
 
    “Kitchen,” Louisa muttered, cutting him off. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Last time I was in a bombed-out restaurant, I escaped through the kitchen.” 
 
    Still a bit dazed, Cato squinted and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “La Spada Spezzata,” said Louisa. “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    She turned from the flames and studied the far wall. 
 
    “There,” she pointed. “Kitchen.” 
 
    “Right,” smiled Cato. “Just like last time—out through the kitchen.” 
 
    Running a hand along her bruised neck, Louisa hefted the Kimber and clicked back its hammer. 
 
    “Not exactly like last time,” she said in a whisper. “But close enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
     
 
    Emerging into the hazy sunlight, the pair stepped through an alley doorway. Overhead, oily smoke from the downed chopper drifted like a dark veil. Backlit by orange flames, it smothered the sky with the acrid stench of melting steel. Nearby, sounds of police sirens and shouting voices could be heard, yet the telltale rattle of gunfire was distinctly absent.  
 
    Slipping the .45 against the small of her back, Louisa went to the corner of the alley and peered out. Almost as crowded as the Via del Corso had been, the street beyond was littered with a frantic mix of people and polizia. Moving in a body toward the Piazza di Spagna and the Quirinal Hill, they massed at the base of the famous Spanish Steps, where a clutch of cruisers and Carabinieri vans formed a break against the tide. 
 
    “What do you think?” Asked Cato, peeking over her shoulder.  
 
    “Well,” Louisa sighed. “The Church of Santa Æmelia is just on the other side of that hill.” 
 
    She turned. 
 
    “How is your leg? Can you walk?” 
 
    Cinching the scarf tighter, Cato winced and gave a thumbs-up. 
 
    “You look like a bloody gypsy, you know?” She muttered, eyeing his rumpled suit, helter-skelter black hair, and bright red thigh band.               
 
    “Yeah well, we all have our problems,” Cato smiled back. 
 
    Louisa chuckled humorlessly and took him by the hand. 
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Then let’s get going.” 
 
    They left the alley and joined the mob, merging with a group of terrified-looking German twenty-somethings. Careful to draw as little extra attention as possible, Louisa wound them forward, her gaze searching the scene for signs of Hannity and his Spartoi. And yet, in the back of her mind, she knew they were long gone. Given everything that had just happened on the Via del Corso, they wouldn’t risk another assault on a packed street full of polizia. Instead, it was the police themselves that Louisa should now be worrying about now. She was a cop killer—a murderer. 
 
    Pausing at the burbling Fontana Della Barcaccia, she glanced up the hill to her left and thought of what waited for them there, of who waited for them there, and why. If Ferro could see her now, if Niccolò, or even her father could see her now, what would they think? Would they be proud that she had joined them in service to the Man, Benefactor of Rome? Or would they shake their heads in shame? 
 
     Taking a deep breath, Louisa banished doubt from her heart, and focused on putting and end to the madness that had gripped her city. Still holding Cato’s hand, she pulled him around the fountain’s edge toward the Spanish Steps. Above, the Piazza Trinità dei Monti crowned the famous stairway with a towering obelisk and a double domed cathedral. Insulated on both sides by thick crowds, Louisa and Cato climbed unnoticed past the polizia and Carabinieri who stood stationed along the terraced marble. Grunting with each step, Cato did his best to hide his limp, but was soon forced to lean on Louisa for support. Heavy as he was, she bore his weight with ease. 
 
    When at last they crested the final flight of stairs and came into the shadow of the obelisk, they parted from the rank and file, and headed southward down the block. Still propping Cato up, Louisa made for an ivy-drenched alleyway some sixty paces off. Catching a whiff of ozone in the air, she felt her heart skip and strain, a compass needle nearing magnetic north. At first thinking she was imagining it, she caught a peculiar look on Cato’s face, and frowned.  
 
    “Do you feel it too? There’s a charge in the air—something…” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “I—I think it’s him.” 
 
    He shifted his weight and smiled with relief. 
 
    “We must be close—we did it!” 
 
    Louisa allowed herself a smile of relief, but it was short lived. 
 
    “Little Rabbit?” Called an all-to-familiar voice. “Is that you?”   
 
    Like falling in a dream, like waking up suddenly, Louisa’s entire body gave jolted. She let go of Cato’s hand, and turned around. There, standing with a detachment of officers from her very own precinct, was Giorgio Stanto. Face pale, mouth wide, he eyed her fretful appearance, then looked questioningly at Cato. Trapped between worlds colliding, Louisa tried to think what she should do, what she should say, but her mind had gone snowy. Only Cato, who saw Giorgio as just another cop—dangerous and potentially dirty, knew how to react. Retaking Louisa’s hand, he whirled around and dragged her into an uneven run. 
 
    “Hey!” Exclaimed Giorgio, shoving after them with the others. “Hey, wait!” 
 
    But now Louisa was running too, her feet carrying her along beside Cato, overtaking him even. Reaching the alley’s ivy archway, she slipped beneath it with Cato in tow and took to the cobblestones. Faster than spring thaw down a dry riverbed, they dashed side-by-side. Though his leg must be killing him to do it, Cato kept pace with her, swearing and spitting all the while.   
 
    Hot in pursuit, the ominous echo of boots rang off the brick walls to pierce Louisa’s stormy mind with memories she knew were not her own. The smell of ozone grew stronger, and the air seemed to crackle. Compounding the interference, time began to peel away like the layers of paint on a restoration. Where drying clothes hung from high balconies, the specter of Nazi flags snapped in their place. Where open windows looked in on happy homes, broken boards and bullet holes filled their frames. Waving away these proto ghosts, Louisa saw them for what they really were, relics from another person’s life, his life. Nevertheless, they persisted; animating the precise path the Man had taken seventy years earlier in a situation much like this one.  
 
    On her left, another alley opened up, lined with apartment buildings that sloped downhill toward a piazza at the bottom. Taking it instinctively, Louisa yanked Cato past row after row of doorways, gaining speed as they ran. In the vision, a Nazi troop-transporter rolled out to block their path, but in reality, no such obstacle presented itself. Wide and open, the piazza waited.  
 
    “Louisa!” Yelled Giorgio again, thundering down the alley behind them. “Louisa, stop!” 
 
     Headless of his calls, Louisa entered the piazza and looked desperately around. A fountain jetted azure waters high into the air, and flowers hung from the lampposts. She turned and saw the church of Santa Æmelia, tall, broad, and domed in regal copper. Running for the doors she grasped the large iron rings and tugged. Nothing happened. Cato joined her, throwing his weight behind the effort, yet even still, the doors would not budge. 
 
    “It’s locked!” Louisa cried. “What now? What do we do now?” 
 
    Almost upon them, Giorgio called Louisa’s name once more, his voice high and confused. Slinging the backpack from his shoulders, Cato dug out the Uzi and pointed it across the piazza at the alley.  
 
    “I’ll hold them here,” he growled. “You find another way in!” 
 
    “Wait!” Cried Louisa. “You can’t shoot him—he’s—” 
 
    Before she could finish, Giorgio came into the piazza, his gaze lighting on Cato’s Uzi. Ducking, he pulled his own pistol out and took aim.  
 
    “Drop it!” He ordered.  
 
    The other officers arrived around him, drawing their weapons to join the escalating stand-off. 
 
    “I said drop it!” Giorgio repeated. “Put down the gun!” 
 
    He flicked his eyes to Louisa, standing stock-still beside Cato.  
 
    “Get out of the way, Little Rabbit. Take cover.” 
 
    Seeing Giorgio’s finger tense on the trigger, Louisa threw her hands up and leaped in front of Cato to shield him. Giorgio faltered, taking a full step back as if rolled by a wave.  
 
    “L—Louisa,” he stammered. “What are you doing?”
“Please Giorgio,” she said. “You’re making a big mistake! You shouldn’t be here—it’s too dangerous! He’s coming!” 
 
    As if summoned by her words, a shadow fell from above, wider than a storm cloud, and twice as dark. Landing between Giorgio and the other officers, it gathered itself up to strike. Louisa’s heart stopped beating, and time slowed to a deep, gentle crawl. Unfolding with the grace of an elegant dance, events too rapid to be witnessed by mortal eyes spun out before her in perfect detail. 
 
    The officer nearest Giorgio was plucked up and thrown headlong into the side of a building. Spewing out, red life departed his body as he tumbled to the ground in a tangle of dead limbs. Another man screamed and was sent reeling, his back broken in nine places. Helpless to defend themselves, the group whirled in shock, beset on all sides. Blows rang out, powerful enough to reduce teeth to dust. Like cheap dolls, the remaining men skipped and skidded over the cobblestones, grunting their final breaths.  
 
    In the confusion, Giorgio accidentally jerked the trigger and let fly a stray shot aimed at Louisa. Blurring out, an impenetrable hand snatched the bullet from empty space and hurled it back at Giorgio. It ripped through his shoulder with a puff of bloody fabric, and he dropped his weapon to clutch the wound. Over him now, the shadow loomed, wicked, hungry, and inescapable. With eyes that flashed molten gold, it scooped him up and threatened to tear him apart.  
 
    Thrashing against time’s slow-moving current, Louisa uttered a low growl that grew into a savage scream. 
 
     “No!” She bellowed. “Not him—not him!” 
 
    The shadow hesitated and became what it really was—the Man. Lips curling ever so slightly; he gave Louisa a sickening wink, then hurled Giorgio across the piazza and into the stone fountainhead. 
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    As Officer Stanto splashed down with a wet thud, the Man stepped over the bodies of the other polizia and came slowly up the steps of Santa Æmelia. Before him, Cato swallowed and backed into the tall doors. Louisa on the other hand, stood just where she had stood during the attack, her round eyes staring at him as if for the first time. Having seen this expression upon the faces of many before, the Man smiled.  
 
    “Friends. It pleases me to see you both alive.” 
 
    He reached out to touch Louisa’s cheek, his fingers leaving smears of blood as they brushed the recoiling flesh.  
 
    “Are you hurt?”  
 
    Seemingly unable to find her voice, Louisa shrank from him and shook her head. 
 
    “Good,” he smiled. “And you, Cato—how bad is that leg of yours?” 
 
    Cato gave a start and lowered the Uzi. 
 
    “It’s—” he faltered. “I’m—” 
 
    Voices sounded from the alley above, more men coming with weapons and badges to bolster their confidence. Although it would be no trouble to butcher them when they arrived, the Man guessed that such a display would not improve his standings with Cato and Louisa. They were of a modern mindset, empathetic to a fault. Further violence would only make things more difficult. 
 
    “Come,” he said, going to the church doors. “We can speak safely inside.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket for an old iron key and inserted it in the lock. Making four full turns, the key set a great many mechanisms into action. Upon the fifth turn, the door shuddered and swung in. Like a cave of forgotten riches, the sanctum of Santa Æmelia was a lofty mixture of marble and gold leafing. Seeping in through the stained-glass widows, colored light bathed the scattered pews in every shade visible to the human eye, and even some that were not. With a heavy clank, the Man shut the large doors and locked them once more. Cut off from the world beyond, the church became a hidden refuge—a space between spaces.  
 
    Leading Cato to the nearest pew, the Man sat him down and knelt before him. 
 
    “It was a knife,” said Cato, gesturing to his leg. “He stabbed me.” 
 
    “War wounds,” smiled the Man.  
 
    He opened the cut in Cato’s slacks and peered in at the gash.  
 
    “A simple matter,” he said.  
 
    Biting the tip of his tongue, the Man drew blood and spat into his palm. Clearly disgusted, Cato made a quiet gagging noise as the Man then rubbed the Ichor into the wound. When he was finished, he rewrapped the scarf and stood. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” he said, addressing both Cato and Louisa.  
 
    For her vantage near the door, Louisa blinked several times as something behind her eyes was struggling to get out.  
 
    “What happened?” She repeated in a low voice. “What happened?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Taking a step toward him, Louisa raised a finger and pointed. 
 
    “I should be asking you that question. You said Artemis wouldn’t come for us at the hotel! You were so sure!” 
 
    “Even I may be deceived from time to time,” said the Man. “I’m not omniscient.” 
 
    Louisa swooned, gripping the end of a pew for support.  
 
    “They—” she stammered. “They’ve been hunting us like animals—killing people, innocent people, and polizia—” 
 
    Here she looked up, angry tears in the corners of her sparkling eyes. 
 
    “Polizia like those men outside—my friends!” 
 
    “Regrettable,” said the Man, indifferent to her theatrics. “Yet I could not allow any harm to visit Cato. It is what my enemies want most.”  
 
    Louisa drew a sharp breath. 
 
    “Not omniscient, but almost—is that it?” She whispered. “If you already knew they wanted Cato dead, why didn’t you warn us? Niccolò—he—” 
 
    Seeing where this was going, and deciding it was better simply to lie, the Man slid across the space between them and peered deeply into Louisa’s eyes. 
 
    “Niccolò is alive,” he spoke. “And much of what I know now, he told me from the back of an ambulance.” 
 
    This statement, so effective in its designed purpose, struck Louisa visibly. She loosened before him, became pliable and hopeful once more.  
 
    “He—” she wavered. “My zio is alive?” 
 
    Artfully, the Man replied with a look of concurrence.   
 
    “And who knows,” he added for flare. “If you are very lucky, he may well share a hospital room with dear Giorgio out there. Imagine the things they will have to talk about as they mend their broken bones.” 
 
    Louisa choked out a kind of laugh and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Moved by obvious relief, she lifted her eyes to the nearest window and let the sun fall on her pretty face.  
 
    “Now,” said the Man, turning away from her. “What remains of our enemies? How many Spartoi still stand?” 
 
     “Two that I saw,” Cato piped up. “I killed one of them on the bridge—you should have seen it.” 
 
    “Good boy,” nodded the Man. “What of Hannity?” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Louisa answered, returning her gaze from the window. “But I shot him.” 
 
    “Does he still give chase?” The Man prompted. “Should I ready myself—mount a defense?” 
 
    Louisa sighed and moved around the pew to sit beside Cato. 
 
    “There was a big mess on the Via del Corso,” she explained. “I haven’t seen him or any of the Spartoi since then. I get the feeling they’re off regrouping and licking their wounds.” 
 
    She glanced at Cato, then looked back to the Man. 
 
    “But I must know—why did they try so hard to kill Cato? Is it because he and Leta were twins?” 
 
    The Man waited for a beat to see how Cato would react. When he saw that the boy had clearly made some kind of peace with this fact, he nodded. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it’s no a coincidence that Artemis and Apollo were twins as well, is it?”  
 
    Suddenly interested again, Cato did a double-take.  
 
    “Hey wait a second,” he said. “That’s right, isn’t it? They are twins!” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at the Man and touched Leta’s backpack.  
 
    “Is that why Artemis killed Leta? Was it Blood for Blood? Was she paying you back for Apollo?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Man. “And no.” 
 
    Backing into the light of the stained glass he became painted by patterns of pink, gold, blue, and red. 
 
    “It is true that I killed Apollo and thus incurred a Blood for Blood debt to Artemis. However, Leta’s murder did not absolve me of that debt. Only my death will suffice to settle things with Artemis. My death, or hers.” 
 
    Louisa furrowed her brow. 
 
    “You speak of this as if it’s a contract, a law.”  
 
    “It is,” said the Man. “For all intents and purposes—a natural law.”  
 
    “But why?” She pressed. “I don’t understand.”   
 
    “Geminus.” 
 
    “Twins?” 
 
    Bowing his head slightly, the Man folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Mortals and Immortals alike know the miracle of rearing twins,” he said. “I need not argue the mystique that surrounds the phenomenon—it persists in all cultures and remains even to this day.” 
 
    He turned to Cato. 
 
    “Tell me that you do not feel your sister’s fighting spirit—alive in you right now.” 
 
    Face clouded, Cato simply stared. 
 
    “Twins,” said the Man again, enunciating the word. “Are special. No living being born without one can understand their bond—the depth of their connection. For this reason, Blood for Blood, where twins are involved, is a very sticky business indeed.” 
 
    He looked at the painted ceiling above. Credited to an obscure Renaissance artist but in reality crafted by his own brush to mask the damage, a massive fresco showed the God Apollo, prostrate on the ground with a great serpent choking the life from his glowing limbs.  
 
    “Because of what I did,” he spoke. “I can never kill Artemis with my own hands. Though I have brought low Titans and monsters alike, I took from her something profound and singular—something elemental. Now, the wicked Fates and the long reaching shadow of Vengeance dictate that she should end my life in retribution. I am powerless to stop this.” 
 
    Finishing, the Man dropped his gaze and found Louisa’s eyes waiting for him. Again, she was staring at him as if for the first time. Knowing she was far to clever to miss the underlying meaning of what he had just revealed, the Man hoped his Ichor would be enough to cloud Cato’s mind should she attempt and intervention.  
 
    “Cato,” she spoke, turning from the Man. “Do you know what this means? If what he says is true, then—then you’re protected too. Leta’s murder was…”   
 
    She checked herself and hesitated.  
 
    “Artemis can’t kill you, Cato,” she said. “You’re protected from her just like she is from him.” 
 
    Blinking, Cato glanced up. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    “It is,” said the Man.  
 
    “Well isn’t that a bit of luck?” Cato smiled dully. “About fucking time!” 
 
    The Man smiled back and nodded. For her part, Louisa wore a stormy look.  
 
    “Yes,” she said under her breath. “Luck.” 
 
    “This is why I called you to Rome, Cato,” said the Man. “We have been given a rare opportunity.” 
 
    Strolling forward in the colorful light, he sought Cato’s eye’s and held them.  
 
    “Think about it, my son,” he whispered. “You—Cato Fin, cannot die at the hands of that craven bitch. You can kill her—put to rest countless human souls, including your sister’s. Vengeance will protect you and see that the deed is done.” 
 
    The Man stopped before Cato and lit a cigarette. In the sweet haze, he extended the case, and struck the Zippo. 
 
    “What say you, my boy?”  
 
    Cato accepted the cigarette, putting it to the flame. For a long moment, he sat and smoked, his lackluster gaze betraying an Ichor-affected mind.  
 
    “Here’s what I have to say,” he exhaled at last. “I’ll do what you want—I’ll kill Artemis. But you have to do something for me.” 
 
    “Name it.”  
 
    Casting Louisa a complicated glance, Cato took another drag.  
 
    “It’s been a hell of a day,” he said. “And I never would have made it this far without her. She’s a good person—she’s my friend, but she doesn’t know you like I do. She doesn’t know what you are.” 
 
    The Man narrowed his eyes, impressed. There was still fire left in Cato, still fight. Corallina had outdone herself.  
 
    “You’ve got all these fucking crazy rules and laws,” Cato went on. “But down here where us lowly mortals live, promises are promises—you don’t break them, understand?” 
 
    The Man nodded. 
 
    “Good, then I want you to promise to do everything in your power to help Louisa find out who killed her brother, and I want you to promise to help her get revenge—whatever that may mean. You’re going to be her Blood for Blood—her protection. Deal?” 
 
    Smiling a serpentine smile, the Man bowed deeply. 
 
    “On my life,” he spoke. “I promise.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beside Cato on the pew, Louisa chewed her tongue to keep from saying what was in her heart. At last, she saw the Man as Cato did—menacing, vile, a monster not to be trusted. When he had spoke of Vengeance and Blood for Blood, he had unmasked himself, shown his true intent. Cato’s immunity was no accident; Leta had been sacrificed to achieve it. Why else had the Man separated the twins, and hidden them from one another? If Artemis had known, if she had held the slightest suspicion, she never would have killed poor Leta. Blood for Blood was not about taking revenge. It was about creating a weapon—Cato.   
 
     “What are you thinking?” Asked Cato, causing Louisa to jump in her skin. “Will you stay and help us? This is your city after all.”  
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, Louisa shook off the heavy yoke of truth and met Cato’s gaze. No good could come from exposing to him why things were as they were. Better to focus on what could be done about it. Weapon or not, Cato was walking into oblivion and he needed a friend by his side—a real friend.   
 
    “I’m—not going anywhere,” Louisa answered. “We’re a team, you and I—partners. Remember?” 
 
    She stood and faced the Man. Locking eyes with him, she made it known that she understood his wicked plan. Obviously taking pleasure in the secret they now shared together, he deflected her fiery gaze with a wink. 
 
    “So,” said Cato from the pew. “What’s our next move?” 
 
    Tilting his head to the side, the Man looked past Louisa and shrugged. 
 
    “To be perfectly honest, this is not how I envisioned things going. Artemis was supposed to have been caught unawares. Alas.” 
 
    He parted his hands. 
 
    “That said, there is still something I find peculiar about her actions. She did not flee the city when she learned of your identity. Instead, she provoked me in my own home so that I would be distracted when her Spartoi attacked you. This—does not settle.” 
 
    “Why not,” Cato frowned. “You said she can’t kill me with her own hands. That’s why she sent them to do it.” 
 
    “Though you are poison to her, my son, she has a life expectancy absurdly longer than yours. She could have just as easily run out the clock—waited for you to grow old and die on your own.” 
 
    Dejected, Cato fell silent and bit the filter of his cigarette.  
 
    “Thus,” the Man went on. “The question must be asked—why does Artemis remain in Rome when it puts her in great peril to do so?”  
 
    An idea occurred to Louisa, simple yet biting. 
 
    “If there’s anything I’ve learned these last few days,” she said. “It’s that you Immortals love your plans. Maybe hers is more complicated than you realize. Maybe killing you is just a small piece of it.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow, enjoying the irony. 
 
    “The wheel turns forever, no?” 
 
    “Indeed,” replied the Man. “But even if this is true. My query still stands. Why does Artemis remain? What is she playing at?”  
 
    Moving back to the pew, Louisa plucked up Leta’s backpack. 
 
    “I am Anastasi on my father’s side,” she said. “Polizia through and through. But you already know this.” 
 
    She turned, tossing the backpack to the Man. 
 
    “Police work starts with following clues—examining the evidence. Leta collected a great deal of evidence during her mission—photos, notes. Who knows what she might have learned? Perhaps you should be asking her for answers, and not us.” 
 
    Golden eyes flashing, the Man fixed Louisa with a luminous smile. In that moment, he became beautiful again, clean. Louisa faltered and felt a slight burn where his hands had already touched her, and a bloom of longing where they yet wanted to. She blushed and looked away.  
 
    “Careful with Leta’s stuff,” Cato grumbled, oblivious to the shifting atmosphere. “Not all of that is evidence. Some is personal.”  
 
    Lingering, the Man continued to peer at Louisa as if she were the virgin sunrise. She fidgeted uncomfortably and kept her eyes averted. With a chuckle, he brushed past, and sat down on the pew.  
 
    “Once again your nimble mind comes to rescue, Little Rabbit.”   
 
    He reached into the backpack and extracted Leta’s journal. Thumbing through the pages, he scanned each one quickly, his eyes moving from right to left, bottom to top. After a moment, he sat back and exhaled.                 
 
    “Delos,” he said. “Do you know it?” 
 
    Turning to face him, Louisa forced a casual shrug. 
 
    “It’s a tourist spot in Greece, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Man. “An island in the Aegean Sea.” 
 
    “What of it?”  
 
    The Man glanced at the page again and smiled knowingly. 
 
    “Leta writes that Mr. Hannity spent some time on the island, making purchases and bringing supplies to a small cabin.”  
 
    “Isn’t it just a bunch of old ruins?” Louisa asked. “Why go there?” 
 
    “Because,” said the Man. “Delos was the birthplace of a pair of Immortal twins.” 
 
    Cato looked up and frowned. 
 
    “Artemis was born there?”  
 
    “And Apollo,” the Man nodded.  
 
    He closed Leta’s journal and tapped it with a bloody finger. His smile grew wider. 
 
    “I believe I know why Artemis remains in Rome. She is looking for something I hid some seventy years ago.” 
 
    “What?” Said Cato and Louisa in unison. 
 
    “The body of her twin brother,” the Man returned. “She seeks to bring him home, so to speak.” 
 
    “You kept his body?” Louisa grimaced, disturbed by the idea of Apollo’s lifeless corpse rotten and defiled. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    The Man sat back, his face falling into shadows. 
 
    “Death is release,” he said. “A return. The Olympians—the children of Kronos, they were the first Immortals to be born on this world. Before their race came, the earth knew no immortality. As such, the very natural laws of which we spoke earlier have been subverted on their account.” 
 
    His eyes burned coolly. 
 
    “Plunge a blade into my heart, and I will trickle back to the place where I originated. Even if I were to find life again, even if I resurrect, I will be there and not here.”  
 
    He drew on his cigarette.  
 
    “Yet, the Olympians were born upon this earth. Elysium, though a place for the dead, is but a breath away. Turn your head, and you will see it. It is all around you, occupying the same space. If Apollo were to cross the barrier—some call it a river, some a gate, some a tunnel—then he would be half a heartbeat away from finding resurrection. I kept his body buried in foreign soil—my soil, to hinder such aspirations for as long as possible…”  
 
    Louisa absorbed this statement with a calmness that spoke volumes of how deeply the last few days had impacted her sense of the world. Either she was coming unhinged, or she had simply evolved to suit the complexities of her new reality. In the end, who was to say which was better.     
 
    “So where is the body?” Cato grunted, standing with noticeable improvement to his leg. “If that’s what Artemis is looking for—we’d better beat her to it, right? I mean—one of them running around is bad enough, two seems much worse.” 
 
    The Man nodded in agreement, yet Louisa could see a secret in his eyes. There was something he wasn’t telling them, something important. Flicking his cigarette into the depths of the shadowy church, he rose. 
 
    “The crypt where I dumped Apollo’s corpse is not far from here. Artemis will be waiting.” 
 
    Turning from Louisa and shielding his gaze, he moved away toward the rear of the church. Following after him, Cato zipped up Leta’s pack and pulled it over his shoulders.  
 
    “What do you say?” He asked, holding his hand out. “Ready to finish this?”  
 
    Louisa took it, and put on a weak smile. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I’m with you until the end.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



LII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Hannity peered through the scope of his Windrunner at a cemetery across the street. Nestled between a private garden and an austere opera house, it had high walls that vanished amid leafy vines. Beyond the gates, a somewhat crooked plot of land sloped uphill like an arrowhead. Radiating out from a broad-brimmed oak tree, a handful of burial mounds domed the shady ground, while at the top of the hill, a time-worn mausoleum sat bathed in sunlight.  
 
    Shifting his view, Hannity dropped the Windrunner to the gates of the cemetery. Standing guard just inside, Notus and Boreas waited with weapons at the ready. Though both were visible to any people, or polizia who might pass by on the street, none did. In fact, it was as if the entire block had vanished from the collective consciousness of the city. Cars and foot traffic turned off at the nearest intersections, and police helicopters in the sky wheeled away as if touching upon a dangerous electrical current. Only Hannity and the brothers seemed immune, cloaked as it were in the blanket of Artemis’ strange and wicked powers.  
 
    Hannity lowered the Windrunner and rested it across his knees. With his good hand, he found his cigarettes and lit himself one. Dead on the couch behind him, the owner of the third floor apartment made no objection to his smoking indoors. Tightening and loosing his injured hand, Hannity took long drags of his cigarette and watched droplets of blood dot the floor.  
 
    If he ever got the chance, he was going to repay Cato and his bitch for what they had done to him. Never in his life had he wanted to kill two people so badly. Had it not been for Artemis, appearing to take command, he likely would have burned Rome to the ground block by block just for the chance to watch them both fry.  
 
    In the graveyard, a shimmer of movement caught Hannity’s attention. Emerging from beneath the canopy of the oak tree, Artemis came into view for the first time since leaving Notus and Boreas at the gates. Hannity balanced his cigarette on the windowsill and shouldered the rifle to gaze through the scope. Even from this distance, framed only in the circle of his sights, she was more magnificent than seemed possible. Like white noise, the image of her filled Hannity’s mind, making him forget his anger. No longer dressed in her damaged battle armor, she had transformed herself back into the perfect vision of a divine huntress. Bow and a quiver in hand, she strode toward the mausoleum.  
 
    Wanting badly to be with her, walking at her side, Hannity poured his love into the scope of his rifle. Turning, Artemis found his eye and nodded. He was exactly where he needed to be, exactly where she wanted him to be. The Vecchio and his friends were on their way, and it was Mr. Hannity’s job to insure that none of them set foot in the graveyard alive—especially Cato Fin.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



LIII 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as he had done on his first day in Rome, Cato followed the Benefactor through a winding track of deserted alleys and side-streets on their way to a mysterious destination. This time however, much was different; he was different. Like the wound on his leg, he’d grown numb to uncertainty and doubt, numb to fear.  
 
    Louisa on the other hand showed a signs of all three. Walking beside Cato, she kept glancing at the Benefactor, her eyes narrowing as if seeing something that Cato did not. When the Man turned down a short lane ahead of them, she held back and took Cato’s hand. 
 
    “Wait,” she said in a hushed voice. “Are you really sure this is what you want?”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” Cato replied. 
 
    Pursing her lips, Louisa seemed to struggle for the right words, but couldn’t find them. 
 
    “Look,” said Cato with a smile. “I appreciate your concern—I really do, like, a lot. But, Artemis needs to be stopped—she has to. You said so yourself. And besides, if it was the person who killed your brother, you’d do the same thing. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Louisa turned her face away and nodded, but her expression remained one of conflict. Half-suspecting she knew something he didn’t; Cato found it a little odd that he wasn’t really that curious what it might be. Instead, all he truly wanted at this point was to finish what he had started, what Corallina and the Man had started. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” he said. “We’re so close to the end now.” 
 
    Waiting for them around the corner, the Benefactor hovered near the mouth of the alley. There, where it intersected with an empty street, thick shadows met sunlight and the air sizzled with a tangible current.  
 
    “Is this it?” Cato asked, joining him. 
 
    “Yes,” said the Benefactor. “My suspicions were correct.”
He drew Cato’s attention across the road to an archway set back in a stone wall. Partially hidden within, two figures, identifiable by their pale skin and blond hair, stood guard. 
 
    “Shit,” swore Cato.  
 
    “What about Hannity?” Whispered Louisa. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Afoot,” the Benefactor returned. “Probably guarding Artemis. I can smell the blood and Adamantine on him.” 
 
    Pulling the Uzi from beneath his jacket, Cato checked to make sure he had a full magazine, then clicked off the safety. 
 
    “What now, Dominus?”  
 
    The Benefactor continued to eye the archway, his fingers curling into fists. 
 
    “I will clear a path for you, my son,” he said. “But you will need to move quickly. Artemis may yet abandon her plans. We must hope that her desire to find Apollo’s bones outweighs her sense of self preservation.” 
 
    He stepped from the alley. 
 
    “Hold it,” Louisa hissed, extending the gym bag full of guns. “Don’t you want a weapon?” 
 
    Ginning with dark delight, the Man shook his head. 
 
    “Thank you, but no. I prefer the old ways.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flashing toward his enemies, dry lightning on a bright day, the Man from Rome entered the slipstream where time moved at a crawl. He struck, and both Spartoi—Boreas and Notus, were sent tumbling into the street. Guns lost, they snarled like wolves on their backs. Stamping his heel, the Man pulverized Notus’ hand beyond use, then kicked him through the gates into the cemetery. Rounding on Boreas, he met the boy just as he rose to his feet. With a blow that would have killed a horse, he sent him straight back down to the ground again. 
 
    In the cemetery, Notus picked himself up and let his mutilated hand hang, dripping at his side. With the other, he pulled a pistol from a holster and opened fire. The Man pressed off, sailing high into the air, high over the gated archway. Pistol bucking, Notus tried to track his arc, but it was no use. When the clip ran dry, the Man landed and seized the boy by the throat, hurling him back into the street. 
 
    Again, Boreas was struggling to rise, but this time it was Notus who knocked him down, crashing to the pavement. Together they sprawled, outclassed on a level they would never understand. Hungry for the kill, the Man marched toward them, murder in his heart, his veins, his bones. Closing in, he made to strike, made to rend limb them from limb and bathe in the warm wash of blood. And yet, before he could, a loud crack split the air, and a stab of hot metal struck him in the chest.  
 
    Stopped short, the Man blinked his golden eyes in confusion. Another crack echoed, followed by a second blinding hit. Staggered, he fought the effects of a violent internal shockwave. Nearly forced from their sockets, his eyes bulged and blood spurted from his ears. He tried to leap into the air, but a third shot caught him in the stomach, grounding him. He fell onto his hands and knees, pain flooding in, useless, needless pain. In another instant, the Spartoi were above him, each one flashing down with knives that sunk into his flesh like claws. He roared and swiped at them with an arm. From above, the crack of a rifle sounded a fourth time and the corresponding bullet ripped through his cheek and out the base of his skull. Wet Ichor gushed from the wound, yet instead of weakening the Man, it served to reinvigorate his thirst for survival. Throwing himself at the nearest Spartoi, he swung the pale whelp high over his head and slammed him down on the pavement with a crunch.  
 
    Behind him, a different gun entered the melee, Cato’s Uzi spitting fire up the side of an apartment building. Whirling around, the Man saw where he was aiming, saw Hannity standing in a third-floor window with a sophisticated sniper rifle in his hands. Half lunging, half falling, he intercepted yet another shot, this one marked for Cato, and shoved him out of the way. Ichor spewed in a glittering mist, as Hannity’s bullet found the Man’s neck, shredding flesh and chipping bone. He reeled once more and was set upon by Boreas—ever the opportunist. Knife dancing and cutting, the boy jabbed at the Man, driving him toward the center of the street where Hannity could make an easier target of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the first crack of Hannity’s rifle, Louisa had seen the situation for what it really was—an ambush. With the second, she had located the source of the attack, a widow high up the apartment building across from the cemetery. When the third and fourth shots had sounded, she was already in motion.  
 
    Stealing into the building, Louisa charged up the stairs. Clutching the shotgun in one hand, she stuffed the Kimber into the waistband of her jeans. On the third-floor landing, she slowed and peeked around the corner. Outside, Cato’s Uzi rattled dully; followed almost at once by a bang so close its concussion stirred dust from the ceiling beams. Moving down the hallway, Louisa stopped when she spotted a door with a boot print, almost comically stamped upon its painted surface.  
 
    She pumped the shotgun and readied herself for the breach. A sixth shot erupted from within the room, different from the others. Louisa slammed back into the wall amid a spray of splinters and acrid smoke. Dropping the shotgun, she doubled over and slid to the floor. Wider than a tennis ball and jagged around the edges, a smoldering hole in the flimsy door marked the spot where a bullet had torn through on its way to her gut. Louisa groaned and tried to stand but her legs were unstrung. Tasting blood in the back of her mouth, she coughed and nearly blacked out from the pain.  
 
    A shadow moved behind the hole in the door, and the knob turned. Mr. Hannity filled the blurry frame, clutching a 1911 in his good hand, and smiling at Louisa with dead delight.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” he chuckled. “Would you look at this? My lucky day.”  
 
    He kept the weapon aimed at Louisa’s face and kicked her shotgun further down the hall. Inside the apartment, his sniper-rifle leaned against the windowsill, no longer filling the air with its booming shots. 
 
    “Remember me, girlie?” He said. “Remember this?” 
 
    Holding up his left hand, Hannity displayed a glove caked with dried blood and deflated where two fingers should have been. Despite the frozen pain, which grew like winter in her guts, Louisa forced herself to smile defiantly.  
 
    “Hope you weren’t planning on taking any piano lessons,” she said. 
 
    Hannity sneered at her, eyeing the spreading pool of blood on the floor. 
 
     “I should have killed you back at the hotel,” he muttered. “But I guess that’s what I get for being a nice guy.” 
 
    He hefted his 1911 and grinned. 
 
    “At least now I get the satisfaction of adding another kill to the count…” 
 
    Coming forward, he pressed the warm barrel to Louisa’s forehead, and put his finger on the trigger. There were shouts on the street, and Cato’s Uzi flared, shredding bullets into the apartment and making Hannity turn in surprise. Sensing her opportunity, and knowing that she would never get another like it, Louisa acted.  
 
    Just as it had upon the steps of Santa Æmelia, time slowed around her. Too focused to notice or care, Louisa swept her hand up and batted the barrel of Hannity’s pistol away. He squeezed the trigger, but the shot was bad. A gust of shimmering heat escaped the barrel, carrying with it a slug that cut a spiraling path through the cloud of propellant. Louisa ducked the impact and drew her Kimber.  
 
    Tracking all of this at regular, human speed, Hannity’s eyes widened. The Kimber rose, and his pupils constricted to a point. Lit by the muzzle flash, a geyser of pulp and blood vented into the air, splattering the hallway’s ceiling. Dead long before time resumed its normal flow, Mr. Hannity crumpled at Louisa’s feet.   
 
    Strength waning, she let the Kimber drop to the floor. It landed in the pool of blood, and hissed. She shut her eyes, leaning back against the wall. The freeze in her guts had grown worse, spreading to every corner of her body, yet for some reason she no longer cared. In the light that filtered through her closed eyelids, she saw faces taking shape, figures coming out to greet her. As consciousness slipped away, they drew nearer, and their arms outstretched to take Louisa in a warm and endless embrace. 
 
     
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cato emptied his Uzi at the two of the Spartoi, trying to drive them off his embattled Benefactor. When the weapon clicked, he threw it aside and drew the Springfield. Boreas broke from the assault and rushed toward him.  
 
    Like a lion protecting his cub, the Benefactor roared and tackled the Spartoi to the ground before he could reach Cato. Pulling a thin band of gold chains from his pocket, he wrapped them around Boreas’s neck and twisted upwards. As he did so, Notus attacked again, sinking his blade deep into the Man’s back. He reared, grabbing at the boy who dangled in the air by the hilt of his knife.  
 
    Trying to get a clear shot, Cato moved forward. 
 
    “No!” Bellowed the Benefactor, waving an arm. “This is not your battle! Go!” 
 
    Faltering, Cato glanced at the cemetery, then looked back.  
 
    “Go Cato!” The Benefactor snarled. “Think of Leta! Avenge her!” 
 
    As if slapped, Cato gave a jolted and leaped into action. Spinning around, he sprinted through the gates, leaving his Benefactor to triumph, or die by his own ability. At the top of the hill, an ancient mausoleum waited for him, cut from a single piece of living grey rock. Cato entered through broken bars and found a shaft of hand-carved stairs, dropping away into the yawning darkness of the earth. His skin crawled claustrophobically, yet something within gave him the strength he needed to push on.  
 
    At the bottom of the shaft, more broken bars opened upon a low tunnel, carved, it would appear by the crudest of stone chisels. Cato came off the stairs and followed the track, twisting first to the right, then the left. As the daylight faded behind him, he slowed and used the wall to edge his way along. The floor sloped downward and the air took on the odor of damp rock. Again Cato was struck by a sense of claustrophobia, and again the feeling was repelled.  
 
    Rounding the next bend, he emerged from the darkness and into a wash of weak, rippling light. A glowing aperture appeared at the end of the tunnel, unblinking and ominous. Cato moved toward it, stepping through onto a small ledge, or balcony. Below, a huge iron tripod cradled the smoldering ashes of a dying fire. Like a macabre Roman bathhouse, a tiled pool filled the center of the chamber. However, instead of clean, clear waters, the pool overflowed with hundreds of rotten corpses.  
 
    Animated by the firelight, Artemis waded into the scene. Smudged with ancient death and mumbling incoherently to herself, she moved through the festering heap in a panic. Stopping here and there, she snatched up bodies and spoke to them in a strange tongue that Cato did not recognize. When the corpses failed to reply, she threw them aside and moved on to another. Raising his Springfield, Cato clicked the hammer back. Echoing louder than it should have, the sound caused Artemis to stop what she was doing and look up. Met with an expression of indescribable desperation, Cato wavered. Face streaked with soot and tears, Artemis stared past the gun and into his eyes. 
 
    “Where is Apollo?” She asked miserably. “I can’t find him—he’s not here! Please, where is my twin?” 
 
    An image entered Cato’s mind—the photo of Leta and him as children. Exhaling, he gave his answered by pulling the trigger. There was a deafening bang and the chamber filled with light. Artemis jerked in surprise and put a hand to her heart. The report faded into the darkness, and the chamber became silent once more. Burrowing from between Artemis’ bloody fingers, a yellow finch sprang from the wound. Oily and discolored, it flew a little ways, then dropped to the ground and fluttered feebly.  
 
    Closing her eyes, Artemis wilted. Her perfect features became marred, and a fresh trickle of tears crept down her cheeks.  
 
    “Why?” She breathed. 
 
    “You know why,” said Cato.  
 
    Sadly, almost regretfully, Artemis nodded and reopened her eyes.  
 
    “I do. And yet, do you?” 
 
    Cato went to pull the trigger again, but Artemis flicked her fingers, sending the Springfield flying from his hand. Clumsily, he spun around and snatched after it. In that instant, she closed her fist, yanking Cato down into the pit with an invisible tether. Greeted by splintering bones and dusty flesh, he landed atop the heap of corpses in utter shock. Stunned by the force of Artemis’s subatomic touch, he fought to regain his breath.  
 
     “Poor boy,” she spoke, reaching out to capture him. “What a mess your Benefactor has made of your life.” 
 
    Cato struggled to his feet, tripping over shifting limbs. Impossibly long, Artemis’s ivory arms wrapped around him, drawing him in. Completing the embrace, she placed one hand across his face and held him to her breast. Warm blood leaked from the bullet hole, painting Cato’s cheek and running down his chin.  
 
    “Poor boy,” she repeated with a shuddered. “Poor, misguided boy.”  
 
    Straining against her, Cato tried to get away, but even with the gunshot wound, Artemis was far too strong. She clamped down, fingernails digging into his flesh.  
 
    “You are no killer, Cato Fin,” she murmured. “Though you were made to kill again and again, such actions brought you no pleasure. I can read it in your eyes—read it in your heart. You do not want this—” 
 
    She coughed and fresh blood gurgled from the open wound. 
 
    “Look upon me and say otherwise,” she swallowed. Tell me you wish to snuff me out, and I will make no effort to stop you. But no, that is not what you want is it, Cato Fin? I know what you want.”  
 
    Pinned as he was, Cato had no recourse but to squirm. 
 
    “A thousand lifetimes I have lived—ten thousand, ten million. I have seen the walls of Troy with my own eyes, and climbed the crumbling tower of Babel. I stood upon the Mountain of Skulls when the dragon fell from Heaven and ringed the world in fire. There is nothing I have not seen, or done.”  
 
    Artemis heaved a wet sigh. 
 
    “Yet, that is all in the past. The world is different now, and I am but name—barely remembered. Still, I could live with such a fate. Others like me have faded into happy obscurity—some even thrive in it. The difference is that I am alone, Cato Fin, and I was never meant to be. From the moment I drew my first breath until the moment he drew his last, he was always there with me—Apollón, Apollón, Apollón…” 
 
    The name struck Cato’s ears, penetrating deep.  
 
    “We were born together,” Artemis whispered. “A single being with two hearts, and two minds—born to call this earth our home.” 
 
    An edge of anger crept into her voice. 
 
    “But your Benefactor, beast that he is, had other plans. The Gods, he hunted. Our divinity, he ignored. So we fought back. What would you have done in our place?”    
 
    “You’re insane,” Cato managed. “You’re fucking crazy!” 
 
    “What I am, you cannot possibly understand,” said Artemis, stroking his hair. “I see the world in colors you do not even know exist. I hear the music of starlight, and feel the breathing of the forests upon my naked skin. The atoms that comprise your body are the ashes of my first cook-fires. Insanity is merely a matter of perspective, and compared to me, you have none.”   
 
    She drew back and lifted Cato’s face to hers. 
 
    “But there is one thing we share in common, Cato Fin. We have both lost that which completed us—our better halves. True, the pain I feel is immeasurably more profound than yours, yet still we understand one another in this regard, don’t we?”  
 
    Cato thrashed, trying to break away. Smiling sadly, Artemis held him fast.  
 
    “Your Benefactor uses you, my love,” she said. “He amplifies your pain with lies and deceit—amplifies it with venom. I can smell his stench, coursing through your veins like poison. Don’t worry though, I’ll suck it out—clear you mind. Then we can talk about fixing our broken lives, together.”  
 
    She leaned in and Cato thrashed harder. Nevertheless, Artemis closed upon him and pressed her lips to his. There was a flare of blinding pain, and suddenly Cato’s blood began to reverse direction, flowing against the current of his own pumping heart. Like the draining of an abscess, a sense of perverse release came over him, making his entire body go limp. Artemis pulled back and spat out a mouthful of black and gold oil. It sputtered as it landed upon the corpses. 
 
    “There,” she smiled, pale from the effort. “I’ve purged his Ichor from your body. Think clearly now—think for yourself.” 
 
    Confused, dizzy, Cato blinked. Only half grasping what had just happened to him, he sought to regain the crystalline focus he had possessed just a moment before.   
 
    “Surely you know why I am here,” said Artemis, returning his head to her bosom. “Vengeance is a fine thrill, but I will gladly sacrifice it to have Apollo by my side again. Even I don’t hate your Benefactor that much.”  
 
    She coughed. 
 
    “End your Vendetta against me, Cato Fin—help me resurrect my brother. In return, I can give you what you really want. I can give you your sister back.” 
 
    “You’re wasting your breath, Diana,” sounded a voice from above.  
 
    Coming into the cave, the Benefactor gazed down from the ledge. Slashed, maimed, and holding the severed head of a Spartoi like a trophy, he darted his golden eyes.   
 
    “Cato won’t fall for the same tricks as Cosimo Bruno. He is Orphanus. He is immune to your disease, aren’t you my son?” 
 
    Artemis hissed and clung to Cato protectively. 
 
    “Defiler,” she seethed. “You are the disease. You are the God-Killer! Where is Apollo’s body—what have you done with it? Tell me!” 
 
    The Benefactor disregarded Artemis’s demand and glanced at Cato. 
 
    “Honor your sister,” he said. “Obey me. Vengeance is with you.” 
 
    “No!” Artemis countered. “Boy—turn deaf ears to that monster and listen to me instead. Do what I have asked—help me, and I will help you.”  
 
    “Leta,” Cato grunted. “You’ll go into Elysium and find her for me?”  
 
    “Yes!” Artemis hissed. “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    Slowly, carefully, Cato slid a hand into his pocket and grasped the arrowhead.  
 
    “You’ll tell her something for me—give her a message?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Raising his eyes to meet Artemis’, Cato stared into them for a long moment. She smiled back at him, a mother’s smile—a sister’s. In a fast, upward thrust, Cato struck, driving the arrowhead deep into Artemis’s unguarded neck.  
 
    “Tell her I say hi,” he growled. “Tell her it was me who sent you there.” 
 
     Artemis gasped and released him, vanishing into a cloud of dry leaves. And yet, as if tethered by the Adamantine, she reappeared beside the pit, and choked up a bright mouthful of blood. Grasping fruitlessly at the embedded arrowhead, she pitched forward on failing legs. Crawling across the floor, she reached for her bow and quiver.  
 
    Cato looked on, his mind a mixture of triumph and horror. With considerable strain, Artemis knocked an arrow and raised the point until it was aimed squarely at his heart. For a beat, she held it there, her green eyes locked upon his. Then, as the last of her strength died, Artemis swept the bow up and let her arrow sail toward the Benefactor instead.  
 
    Slowed by his injuries, the Man snapped at it, catching the bolt just as it sank between his ribs. He pulled the silver barb from his chest and broke the shaft in two. Eyes fluttering, Artemis—Goddess of the Hunt and of the Moon, exhaled a final bloody breath, then went out like a candle at the end of its wick. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



LIV 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Louisa Anastasi reopened her eyes, she had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there. Vibrating brilliantly, her world swam with foreign shapes and sounds. In it, machinery beeped, tubes pricked her arm, and metal clamps held her wrists. Taking a moment to make sense of it all, her mind gradually came back on-line, and her vision stopped playing tricks with her. She was in a hospital room, handcuffed to the bed.  
 
    Coughing dryly, Louisa tried to sit up, but the machines responded with alarm. 
 
    “Oh, hey, hey, hey,” came a friendly voice, moving toward her. 
 
    Nunzio appeared, placing a hand on Louisa’s shoulder to ease her back down.  
 
    “Don’t strain yourself—lay back, lay back.”  
 
    “What—” she rasped.  
 
    “Hold on,” Nunzio interrupted. “Don’t try to speak—drink this first.” 
 
    He picked up a cup of water from the nightstand and inserted a straw. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Taking a small sip, Louisa promptly forgot her confusion and drained the rest of the cup so fast it made her cough again. This time, the action brought with it a hollow stab of pain that shot from her guts to her head. A crack broke through the dam of mental repression, and like so much water, her memories came flooding back in. Louisa’s eyes flew to the handcuffs and she tugged at them desperately.   
 
    “Hush,” Nunzio warned. “There are men outside your room—men from Interpol.” 
 
    Louisa stopped short and glanced at the door.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, and keep your damn voice down.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Louisa asked. “Why am I handcuffed?” 
 
    “Well—” Nunzio wavered. “You were found at the scene of a crime.” 
 
    “I know that—I was there.” 
 
    “You killed a guy though.” 
 
    Recalling her brief, yet transformative interaction with Mr. Hannity, Louisa gestured to her bandaged stomach. 
 
    “It was in self defense. He shot me first.” 
 
    Nunzio made a sorry smile and shook his head. 
 
    “Yes, but the guy you killed—he was involved in these terrorist attacks all across the city. A lot of people are dead, Louisa. And Interpol thinks you might know things…” 
 
    He trailed off and looked away from her. A fresh wave of pain emanated from her guts, making Louisa winced.               
 
    “Why do they think I’m involved?” She asked when it had subsided. “Has Giorgio spoken to them about what happened?” 
 
    Nunzio shrugged and frowned with annoyance. 
 
    “How should I know who Giorgio talks to, or what he says?” 
 
    “What about Niccolò?” Louisa pressed. 
 
    Again, Nunzio shrugged but this time his frown was a cringe. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “You’ve been out for like four days—a lot has happened—” 
 
    “Four days?” Louisa exclaimed. 
 
    “You were shot!” Nunzio whispered nervously. “What do you expect? For Christ’s sake, you’re healing—it’s a miracle you survived. Four days is nothing—it’s miraculous!”               
 
    Louisa chewed her lower lip and glanced back at the door. Faintly visible through the opaque glass, two large Interpol agents stood guard outside. 
 
    “Was anyone else found at the scene?”  
 
    “You mean besides the guy you killed,” Nunzio muttered. “Why yes in fact. There was a headless body in the street as well. Lovely.” 
 
    “What do they think happened?” 
 
    “I not sure,” Nunzio replied. “But the name Cosimo Bruno is all over the news lately. His mansion burned down the day of the attacks—the day you were brought in. He’s missing. Do you know him, Louisa—this Bruno fellow?” 
 
    Sensing a shift in the wind, a shift in the very the essence of the atmosphere itself, Louisa sighed. 
 
    “A lot of people know Cosimo Bruno,” she said. “Even Comandante Savino, I’m told.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s you that Interpol has in handcuffs, isn’t it?” Nunzio responded. “Savino is assisting with their investigation.” 
 
    Louisa sank into the pillows, the full weight of her situation dawning on her like gravity. Even with her knowledge of Savino’s involvement in Bruno’s plot, it would be his word against hers. Anything else they might discover, anything about the officer she had shot, or Cato, or even the mysterious Man from Rome himself, would just be extra evidence in the case against her. 
 
    “I’m late for work,” said Nunzio. “We’ve been swamped lately, but I’ll come back at the end of my shift to check on you.” 
 
    He patted her on the hand and smiled.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re finally awake, and don’t worry—I won’t tell them. I’ll give you a little time to collect your thoughts before they question you. It’s going to be ok in the end, Louisa. You’re a good cop—a hero.” 
 
    Watching him rise and moved toward the door, Louisa didn’t bother to match Nunzio’s optimism. His smile faded and he knocked on the glass. With a click, the lock was retracted. 
 
    ‘See you later,’ he mouthed to her.  
 
    ‘Good bye, Nunzio,’ she nodded back. 
 
    The agent shut the door and relocked it definitively. Closing her eyes, Louisa listened to the rhythmic beep of the machines. It would be very easy for her to give up right now and accept her fate—allow it to carry her away like the tide. At the same time, she found this idea utterly intolerable, nay impossible. She was innocent!  
 
    Sitting up in bed, Louisa reopened her eyes, and tugged on the handcuffs again. They clinked and rattled, but the sidebars to which they were anchored had been welded in place. Looking around for anything she could use to pick the lock, she caught sight of the IV in her arm. Ignoring the sting of pain, she pulled it out in one swift motion. Blood seeped from the wound, but Louisa didn’t care. Peering from the plastic needle, to the keyhole of her handcuffs, she wished she had thought to get a few pointers on lock picking from Cato. All the same, she jammed the catheter in and began working it around at random. Obviously harder than Cato had made it look, the action did nothing to yield the lock. Breaking off, the catheter lodged inside the keyhole and held fast.  
 
    “Shit,” swore Louisa, crestfallen. 
 
    From the corner of the room, a low chuckle carried out, making her heart skip a beat despite its drive.  
 
    “Hello, Louisa.” 
 
    She turned, and put on a cutting smile. 
 
    “All hail the conquering king,” she said.  
 
    Dressed in a splendid, purple suit so dark it was almost celestial, and fully returned to his radiant beauty, the Man from Rome came forward.   
 
    “Rome is a democracy, these days,” he said. “But thank you all the same.” 
 
    “Cato?” Asked Louisa. “Did he make it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Man bowed.  
 
    “And Artemis?”  
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    Louisa nodded slowly and relaxed a little.  
 
    “Then I guess you were able to stop her from making off with Apollo’s body as well.” 
 
    The Man offered her blank stare and did not reply. 
 
    “So where is Cato anyway?” Asked Louisa  
 
    “I have no idea. He took Leta’s ashes and disappeared. But fear not, I believe this was his plan. He wants to be rid of me, and I cannot blame him.”   
 
    Louisa allowed a happy smile to grace her lips and felt somewhat lighter for it. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Cato—he deserves a break, don’t you think?” 
 
    Sitting down in Nunzio’s vacant chair, the Man scooted it closer.  
 
    “Wholeheartedly,” he nodded. “Yet I am not here to talk about Cato, Louisa.”  
 
    He reached out and brushed a stray lock of hair from her cheek. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine,” she lied. “Perfect.” 
 
    The Man glanced at the door and smiled. 
 
    “You need not fear those men, they cannot hear us for we speak in tongues too subtle for their ears.” 
 
    “Okay…” Louisa frowned. “Thanks I guess.” 
 
    Still smiling, the Man returned his gaze to her. 
 
    “Tell me about your mother,” he said.  
 
    Perplexed, Louisa furrowed her brow. 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “Yes. I knew your father, and Niccolò, and Farro. But your mother—who was she? What was her name?” 
 
     Louisa blinked and frowned deeper. 
 
    “My mother’s name was Louisa,” she answered. “I am named in her honor.”  
 
    At this, the Man’s gaze became sharp. 
 
    “Clever,” he said. “Your father’s idea I’m sure. And what was her maiden name—her family name?” 
 
    “I—” Louisa hesitated. “I honestly don’t know. She died giving birth to me, and it was always something of a secret between my father and Niccolò.”  
 
    Slowly, the Man sat back in his chair and folded his legs. 
 
    “Of course,” he sighed. “Very well. Where is she buried then, your mother?” 
 
    Starting to grow more confused by the moment, Louisa tugged at the handcuffs again. 
 
    “Listen—why are you asking about my mother?” She demanded. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    The Man examined his knuckles, then met Louisa’s eyes. 
 
    “Strange don’t you think,” he said. “That you do not know your own mother’s maiden name, nor where her grave can be found. Was your brother as disinterested in this mystery as you?” 
 
    Faltering, Louisa felt her cheeks begin to burn. 
 
    “I don’t think he was,” continued the Man. “In fact, I think he was very interested—too interested.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Exclaimed Louisa. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    The Man smiled and smoothed his tie.  
 
    “As you have often said—you are a proud member of the Anastasi family. And why not? They have policed the streets of Rome for centuries. They command a legacy worthy of praise. Yet, this is merely one half of your identity, Louisa—one side of the coin, so to speak. I’m curious what sort of legacy you inherited from your mother.” 
 
    He let the statement hang, ringing like a bell. 
 
    “You asked me some days ago about the word Demi—about what it stood for. Do you remember?” 
 
    A lump began to form in Louisa’s throat.  
 
    “And I told you,” said the Man. “That it was short for Demigod.” 
 
    “I’m not—”stammered Louisa. “I’m not—” 
 
    “You are,” the Man chuckled. “How else do you think you survived the explosion at La Spada Spezatta, or my kiss, or that bullet in your gut?” 
 
    The room began to vibrate, threatening to ink out and go black. 
 
    “Yes,” the Man nodded, reading Louisa’s troubled expression. “Somewhere on your mother’s side of the family tree, there is an offshoot of Immortal origin. However, I think you already knew this on some level. Perhaps it is why you so readily threw yourself into my war with Artemis. Perhaps it is why you never accepted the official story regarding Ferro’s murder. In any case, Niccolò and your father took great pains to hide your condition from everyone—including you.” 
 
    Leaning forward, he rested a hand on top of Louisa’s just as Nunzio had done; only his was much larger and far heavier. 
 
    “You say your mother died in childbirth, but such a thing is impossible. Demis are like Immortals in this respect. Thus, she if she really is dead, then she was killed—just like Ferro.” 
 
    “No,” Louisa quivered, fighting to control the level of her voice. “You’re lying again! You’re trying to—to manipulate me for some reason!”  
 
    “Given my past transgression,” spoke the Man. “I do not fault you for think so, but in all honesty, I’m not lying to you now. From the moment I kissed you, Louisa—from the moment I discovered what you were, I understood a great many things. Long had I pondered the motive for Ferro’s murder. Now I know.” 
 
    Louisa shook her head, trying to dispel the haze of shock. 
 
    “The motive?” She choked. “Then—then you already know who killed him?” 
 
    The Man rose from his chair and turned away.  
 
    “If I give you the answer to that question, then you must promise to let me explain.” 
 
    Louisa strained against the handcuffs, causing the machines to beep frantically. 
 
    “Tell me!” She cried. “Tell me who killed Ferro!”  
 
    Facing her again, the Man made his eyes shimmer. 
 
    “You’ve met the culprit already,” he said. “You saw me snap his neck in 1945.” 
 
    For several seconds, Louisa did not understand. The magnitude of the statement, coupled with its impossibility, made her mind skip like tracks on a broken record. 
 
    “Apollo?” She said at last. “Is that what you’re saying? Apollo killed my brother?” 
 
    “Yes,” nodded the Man. “And likely your mother too.”
“But—but—” 
 
    “You are confused,” spoke the Man. “I sympathize. This is why I asked you to let me explain.” 
 
    He returned to her bedside and knelt. 
 
    “All that I told in Santa Æmelia is true. I merely omitted the fact that Apollo had already succeeded in finding his way back from Elysium.” 
 
    “How long?” Uttered Louisa. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since 1955,” replied the Man. “Not ten years after I laid him to rest, he was back.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know—such a thing should have been nearly impossible to achieve alone. Moreover, when he resurfaced, he made no effort to reunite with his brokenhearted sister, or contact his pupils at the Order of Delphi. Instead, he spent the last sixty-one years picking off one Demi after another. Your brother was merely the latest in a long line of murders committed for reasons I fail to comprehend.”  
 
    Louisa closed her eyes, attempting to make sense of what she had just heard. 
 
    “So there you have it,” said the Man. “I’ve made good on my promise to you—I’ve told you who killed your brother. When I learn what motive fueled these dark deeds, I will get word to you—no matter what bottomless hole Interpol decides to stick you in.”  
 
    Looking up suddenly, Louisa fought against the handcuffs.  
 
    “No fucking way!” She shouted. “You made a deal with Cato, remember? You have to help me get revenge—you gave him your word!” 
 
    The Man smiled and his entire countenance grew brighter by degrees. Seeing this, Louisa grew calm and narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “But that’s why you came here today, isn’t it?” She said. “You’re not really going to let them throw me in prison—you never were. You’re here to fill my head with so much mystery that I beg you to break me out. That’s what you do isn’t it—string people along like blind rats in a maze? Cato was right about you.” 
 
    The Man maintained his smile despite Louisa’s fiery stare.  
 
    “You are no rat, Louisa Anastsi,” he spoke. “But you are correct. Still, I want you to consider what you will be leaving behind if you come with me on a quest for revenge.” 
 
    He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. 
 
    “More importantly though,” he said. “I want you consider what you will do when you find Apollo. Have you the strength to do as Cato did? Have you the strength to become a God-Killer?” 
 
    Jaw set, eyes burning, Louisa Anastasi stared up at the Man from Rome.  
 
    “You already know the answer to that question,” she whispered. “Now get me the hell out of here.” 
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    It was the dead of night and a strong southerly blew across the island of Delos. Whistling between crumbling pillars and down the rows of ancient temples, it whipped the sea beyond into a shifting range of pitched waves. Uninhabited this time of year, and only open to day-tripping tourists, the entire island was as dark and empty as the starless sky. 
 
    And yet, standing atop the highest hill, a single man could be distinguished among the crumbling statues. Dressed in white slacks and a fine Kashmir sweater, he seemed at odds with the island’s rugged terrain. Binoculars pressed to his fearful eyes, this man—Cosimo Bruno, stared out at the bay below and trembled. There, floating in the wine-dark waters of the Aegean, a cargo ship, his cargo ship, listed and rolled. Unlit by port lights and devoid of life, it mirrored the island’s deserted appearance, drifting in the sea like a bad omen.  
 
    Thinking of the last time he had seen the ship, moored at the port at Ostia ten days ago, Bruno lowered his binoculars and made a quiet moaning sound. Back then it had been fully manned by a crew of faithful mercenaries. Now, it was a ghost ship, a veritable Demeter, come to bring a monster to the shores of his island.  
 
    As if to confirm this, something stirred from the blackness behind Bruno. He spun and wrestled a large revolver from his pocket. Glinting in the faded moonlight, the weapon danced uncertainly, it’s wielder a novice when it came to violence. The sound drew nearer and Bruno jerked the trigger. A bright flash of fire erupted, startling him so badly that he dropped the weapon. Briefly silhouetted by the blast, a figure imprinted upon his vision.  
 
    Bruno turned and fled, leaving the revolver where it smoked on the ground. Following the ridge of the hill down to the island’s leeside, he made for the lighted window of his small hut. Just out of range, the figure dashed after him; always there but never close enough to see. Crying now, weeping, Bruno cast about and almost tripped over a loose rock on the slope. Adrenaline surged like sour fire in his veins, making him burn with terror, burned with dread. Sure that he would be overtaken and set upon at any moment, he kept tossing wild glances into the darkness despite the obvious risks such an action posed.  
 
    Within seconds, he lost his sense of direction and ran squarely into the low fence that outlined his hut. Flipping over it, he slammed face-first into the ground and nearly bit off the tip of his tongue. Stunned and bleeding, he scrambled to his feet and sobbed miserably. From the corner of his eye, a shadow vaulted the fence with ease, landing nearby. Bruno howled and stumbled toward the door of his hut, a lone kerosene lantern hanging in the window to light his way. Spilling through, he slammed the door shut and threw the bolt. A second later, his pursuer leaped against the wood, causing it to shudder in its frame. 
 
    “Adalina?” Slurred Bruno with his bloody tongue. “Get the guns!” 
 
    Backing toward the center of the room, he cringed as another blow rattled the door.  
 
    “Adalina! Adalina!” 
 
    Eyes round and red, Bruno recalled an invocation to Jupiter the Redeemer, and began reciting it in the hopes of gaining divine protection. However, when the planks of the door started to splinter and give way, he stopped muttereing and screamed.  
 
    “Adalina!” 
 
    Panic stricken, Bruno spun around and darted toward the bedroom at the rear of the hut. Suddenly there to block his path, a hulking man emerged from within and ducked through the low frame. Dangling lifeless in his arms, Adalina stared out with glassy eyes. 
 
    “Cosimo Bruno,” said the Man, laying the corpse on the ground. “At long last.” 
 
    Bruno froze, his bladder releasing. Like a bloom on the front of his slacks, a long wet stain crept to the floor. Unhurriedly, the Man—quello Vecchio, came toward him, bowing beneath each successive ceiling beam as he approached. Powerless to remain standing in the presence of such a force, Bruno fell to his knees and wept openly. 
 
    “P—please—” he began. 
 
    “Stop.”  
 
    “Forgive me—” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    Bruno leaned forward and tried to clasp the Vecchio’s legs—to kiss his shoes. Brushing him off, the Man chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Now, now, Procurist. In one breath you beg redemption from Jupiter himself and in the next you kiss the feet of his daughter’s killer. Where is your sense of self respect?” 
 
    The door gave one final creaking shudder, then blew in on broken hinges. Stepping into the lamplight, the pale specter of Boreas appeared in the frame. Scarred by scattershot and whiter than marble, his face was a mask of indifference. 
 
    “My son!” Bruno choked. “Save me!” 
 
    Boreas made no sign of recognition and stayed where he was. Wrapped around his alabaster neck, gold chains caught the kerosene glow. 
 
    “What do you call this one?” The Man asked. “What is his name?” 
 
    Seized by sinking doom, Bruno swayed and threatened to faint. 
 
    “His name, Cosimo,” demanded the Old One. “What is his name.” 
 
    “B—B—Boreas,” Bruno stuttered. “His name is Boreas.” 
 
    The Man smiled and rocked on his feet.  
 
    “Is that so,” he said. “How rich. Though, I appreciate the irony of this statement, not knowing what to call him these last few days has been somewhat annoying. Thank you.” 
 
    “Please,” Bruno tried again. “Please don’t kill me Divinity—” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “Divinity—” 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    Bruno let out a tremulous whimper and grasped great handfuls of his rich, grey hair. 
 
     “Have you read the newspapers lately, Cosimo?” Said the Vecchio. “They’re calling you a modern day Nero—a man who would see his city burned and bathed in blood for his own selfish reasons.”  
 
    Chin quivering, Bruno glanced to the door for escape, but Boreas filled its splintered frame entirely.  
 
    “I always hated Nero,” the Man went on. “I found him intolerably mediocre—wholly undeserving of his renowned. Worse still, his acts of sedition against Rome went unpunished until his dying day. Oh what I would give to go back and correct that oversight.”
The Man raised his eyes to Boreas and issued a shallow nod.  
 
    “Do you know what the punishment for sedition was back then, Cosimo?” He asked. “A man such as yourself—a historian and collector, should know the answer.”  
 
    As the Vecchio spoke, Boreas reached into his hunting jacket and came back with three metal spikes, and a large, flat hammer. Empty as it was, Bruno’s bladder released a second time. 
 
    “I’ll give you one guess what this night has in store for you, Cosimo Bruno,” the Vecchio smiled. “Actually, because I’m in a good mood—I will make it three.”     
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