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Marianna was running as hard as she could for her life, streetlights and bar lights flashing in her eyes as she sped past them. Then they faded as she turned into the shadowy gloom of a quiet alleyway. Guido was closing in on her. She could hear the sharp clack of his boots on the cobblestones as he began to catch her up. Marianna didn’t even know where she was going; this was just a desperate blind attempt to get away, for it all to be over. She fell heavily, her tiny body skimming over the hard ground like a flat stone thrown across the surface of a river.
Guido’s hand seized her.‘Got you, you crazy little bitch.’ He raised a hand to slap Marianna’s face. He was a big man, but no longer fit, and his face shone with sweat as his chest heaved and his breath came in short bursts. His hand turned into a fist as he thought to do more than just slap. ‘I don’t think you’re of use to me anymore,’ he said, in that strange sibilant voice.
Marianna tensed for his attack, terrified but also wanting it all to end. The blows did not come, for Guido staggered and almost fell on top of her as he crashed to the ground. Then another hand was reaching out to Marianna, but this time it was to pull her up. And it was not the hairy bunched fist of a psychopath, but the slender, ringed hand of a woman.
Marianna looked up. She couldn’t see the figure standing over her very clearly. She could see Guido lying alongside her, the back end of a bullet in the middle of his forehead. The metal seemed like a silver jewel as it caught the faint gleam of the distant streetlights, with drops of blood gathering around it in a delicate pool. Guido was wide-eyed and still, and surprise would be forever etched on his once-handsome face.
As Marianna shakily got to her feet, she saw a tall, well-dressed woman calmly removing a silencer from a small pistol and then putting each part of the weapon into her handbag.
‘Come on,’ the woman said. ‘We must get away from here.’
Marianna wasn’t sure what was happening. Was this one of her drug-fuelled nightmares? Those times when she’d wake up sweat-soaked and terrified only to realise she was back in the real world, which for her was no better than her dream?
The tall woman smiled at her. ‘That scumbag won’t bother you ever again – or any other woman. Come with me now.’
Marianna’s saviour pulled her along until they reached a waiting car, which had another woman at the wheel. Marianna was ushered into the back seat as the car sped off with a squeal of tyres.
‘I’m Adelina,’ the mystery woman said quietly, again reaching out her elegant, well-manicured hand, which Marianna timidly took. The car raced along a brightly lit main street, light enough for Marianna to see that her saviour was a beauty – and, by the look of the rings on her hand and the way she spoke, a well-bred, rich beauty. This woman was like someone who had sprung to life from a glossy magazine, the ones Marianna read in an attempt to keep her hopes alive. 
No, this must still be a dream, Marianna thought. 
Adelina sensed Marianna’s amazement and leaned closer to hug her. ‘You are safe now, darling,’ Adelina said. ‘Oh, the girl driving is Chiara, by the way.’ 
Chiara said a brief hi without turning around. Adelina smelled so good Marianna wanted to bury herself against her body, like she used to with her mother when she was a little girl, in those brief years of happiness she’d known before she began to understand what poverty was, and what it did to people.
Marianna had not been able to run very fast. She was only twenty-three but her body was all used up. It had been used and abused for the last four years by the many men she had served for her pimp. There had sometimes been as many as ten a day, every day, as time blended into an anguished blur. Every kind of drug had passed through her system in this time. The heroin made it all bearable at first; then came the cocaine, which she’d snorted so much of that the membrane of her nose was ruined for all time. 
Marianna had needed more and more stuff to get through her day, but the thin white lines of heaven she’d thought were an escape proved to be just another trap. It had got to the point that she could no longer work. This had caused Guido to beat her, hitting her so hard with his fists that imprints from his rings were left all over her body, like hellish tattoos. This was the ‘better life’ that the man in Tirana had promised her. But the poverty she had endured in that Albanian slum seemed like heaven now. 
Chiara pulled away from town, and the traffic became lighter and the houses larger. Marianna saw villas with gardens the size of small parks flash by, so she knew this must be where the rich people lived.

Maria Carpanini had agonised over the living-room decor for two weeks, almost driving her husband Carlo crazy in the process. With a cup of coffee in hand she appraised it yet again, trying to visualise where the new furniture would go, and what would best set off the magnificent view. It was a nice problem to have – a normal problem – and she realised she was truly relaxed for the first time since her son’s kidnap. 
From the wide French doors Maria could see the curving expanse of the Aspra coastline. Fishing boats that had been pulled up on to the beach gleamed in the noon sun, most of them painted in bands of the traditional local colours of blue, white and orange. From this distance, they looked like large wooden birds looking out to sea.
‘Carlo, come here,’ Maria called. ‘I’ve decided on a colour scheme.’ Maria wondered why she hadn’t she thought of it before. She’d duplicate the designs on the boats – as what could be better than that for their new place? It would be a sign that they were here to stay, and that they belonged.
Carlo ‘CC’ Carpanini, recently promoted to chief inspector, came into the room with his cell phone glued to his ear. The phone call was unfortunate timing – Maria knew that look on his face, and her good mood quickly melted away. She knew every crease and furrow he made when the news from work was bad. Her desire to tell Carlo her plans for the room died in her mouth and she said something else.
‘What’s wrong, Carlo?’
‘Some lowlife has been found with a bullet in his head.’
‘You’re not going in today? You’re still on leave!’
‘They’re short-staffed. Seems like half the department is down with this flu epidemic.’
‘Yes, a lot of kids have it too.’
‘Have you seen my coat?’
‘It’s been so quiet for us these last few months – idyllic, in fact,’ Maria muttered.
‘And it still will be. We’ve got the house of our dreams here, and Pico has recovered. We all have, and everything is good, Maria.’
‘Yes, good until the next time.’
‘Look, we’ve been over all this before, bambina – many times. It’s my job, and this is Palermo, after all.’
Carlo went into his confident mode, holding Maria close and saying all the stuff she liked to hear. It was a patronising routine and he knew it had worn thin in recent times. Six months ago they had faced the trauma of Piccolo’s kidnap. It was a time when Palermo had got up close and very personal. 
In their early days, Carlo had taken Maria to see a crappy old movie called I Died a Thousand Times. The film was instantly forgettable, but the title stayed had in his head – and it described what had happened to them when their son was taken. Every minute of the five days that Pico was gone had been a torture. But it had ended well. Carlo had even managed to solve the case of Palermo’s first serial killer in a generation, at the same time. This had got him a promotion and the sea-view villa they were now living in, but Carlo had always known that this peaceful hiatus from his working life would be a brief one. He gently released Maria.
‘I’ve got to go now,’ Carlo said, ‘but tell me about the colour scheme when I get back. I know I’ll like it.’
‘Oh, shut up and go do your stupid job.’
Maria stomped off to the kitchen, from where she could see the children playing in the backyard. Piccolo and Anna were still entranced with the wide-open green spaces of their garden, as they had only known a second-floor apartment before. It was good to see Piccolo smiling again, and to hear his infectious laugh as he chased Anna around the bushes. Children had a great capacity to recover quickly, but Maria was still not sure about herself.
Carlo left the house with Maria’s words of admonishment ringing in his ears. In the aftermath of Piccolo’s kidnap they had talked long and hard about Carlo resigning from the police, but he knew that bird had flown years ago. There was nothing else he could do now and, more importantly, nothing else he wanted to do. So he had his way, but he still felt bad about it.

The police morgue downtown was not Carlo Carpanini’s favourite place, especially on a day like this. It had started to rain – a hard, driving storm was sweeping down from the Nebrodi mountains, and it looked like the city was in for a spell of wet weather.
Carlo drove to the morgue with his head buzzing, and each blast of a car horn seemed to penetrate his skull. Why did all Italians drive like they were racing at Monza, he wondered – and the women were almost as bad as the men now. Maybe we are all a little crazy here, just like the Mafiosi and all their merry little bands. Right on cue, a woman in a yellow Mazda sports car cut in front of Carlo, forcing him to brake hard, his tyres squealing on the wet surface of the road. He thought he recognised her, but she was obscured by a headscarf and she quickly sped off towards the main highway after they had exchanged middle fingers.
Alvarese the pathologist was waiting for Carlo, his ancient coffee pot bubbling away on the small stove – as it always was. It had become a legend amid the Palermo police fraternity.
‘Coffee?’ Alvarese said, flashing his eccentric array of yellow and gold teeth. 
‘Yes, and make it strong,’ Carlo said.
‘Do I ever not?’
No one really knew how old Alvarese was, but Carlo thought he must be well over retirement age by now. Not that anyone was asking him to go – his lifetime’s expertise was far too valuable.
‘So, what’s with Guido Scarlatti?’ Carlo said.
Alvarese went to one of the metal drawers on the wall and theatrically slid out Guido’s body, delighting in the small cloud of frozen air that accompanied it.
‘I wish they were all this easy,’ the pathologist said. ‘One shot to the head and nothing more. A small-calibre weapon was used, maybe a Beretta. You know, like the one James Bond had in his early films . . . See, I do know something about modern culture.’
‘If you say so, Alvo. And that was more than fifty years ago, by the way.’
‘Scarlatti didn’t see it coming, because there’s no sign that he tried to fight anyone off. His insides are a small chemist’s shop of Class A drugs, mind, but we knew that, didn’t we.’
‘A professional hit?’
‘Absolutely. The assassin was probably away before old Guido hit the ground.’
Alvarese slid the corpse back into its compartment and busied himself with the coffee. 
‘How’s the family now? Boy all right?’ Alvarese asked.
‘Everyone’s fine. The new house has helped.’
‘You’ve picked well there. It’s almost civilised at Aspra. I saw Maria and the children the other day, down in the Vucciria.’
‘Yes, she said she’d been to the market.’
‘You’re a lucky man, Carlo, to have a family like that. Sometimes I think it would have been nice to have had one myself.’
‘No you don’t.’
‘You know me too well, young Carpanini.’
‘I turned forty the other week, Doc, but it’s still nice to be called young. Email me the Scarlatti report, please.’ 
Carlo drank the almost-scalding cup of espresso, which gave him a welcome jolt as it began to combat his fuzzy head. 
‘See you, Alvarese.’
‘Sure. Oh, Carlo, we haven’t played chess for a long time.’
‘I’m getting round to it.’ 
As he left the morgue Carlo felt a little guilty, because he knew he wasn’t getting around to it at all. Life was far too busy and full now, and it was single friends like Alvarese who always paid the price.

Leo Bracchi pawed at his tie. Apart from for funerals, he hadn’t worn one since he’d become a plain-clothes cop, but today Sylvia had insisted, as this was their first visit to the new Carpanini house. Sylvia had quickly taken over Leo’s social life in the year they’d been together, not that he’d ever had much of one before. It had been a little disconcerting at first, but Leo had come to like it, though he’d never tell Sylvia that. ‘Leo don’t do mush’
was his unspoken motto. He was still amazed, though, that a fat man bearing down on forty could have managed to get a girlfriend as easy on the eye as Sylvia. Leo had no time for religion, much to the despair of his mother, but maybe miracles did happen after all.
Leo was sitting with Carlo, drinking beer on the veranda of the new house, while Maria proudly showed Sylvia around.
‘You got it good here, boss,’ Leo said between slurps.
Carlo nodded. ‘I hope so.’
‘So, have Maria and the kids settled down now?’
‘Just about. It’s hard to be sure with Piccolo. He had five days of hell with the kidnap, and boys his age don’t say much at the best of times.’
There was a moment of awkward silence as each man thought of that harrowing time, and all the others they’d shared as police officers. Carlo refreshed their glasses from the large jug of beer in the centre of an even bigger ice bucket. It was mid-afternoon on the first Sunday in April, but not yet hot enough for the beach below them to be busy. There were more fishermen on it than pleasure-seekers, some mending nets or repainting their small wooden boats, but most just sitting around shooting the breeze, small cloud formations of tobacco smoke rising above them like signals.
‘Hey, I almost forgot to tell you, boss,’ Leo said. ‘We’ve drawn a blank so far on that scumbag Scarlatti – you know, that guy who got whacked the other night. Guido had more enemies that a stray dog has fleas, but we’ve trawled through most of them now, and they all have cast-iron alibis. Still, lowlifes killing each other off gets my vote every time, and with Guido . . . Well, it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving bastard.’
‘Hmm, I hope our wonderful array of pimps and pushers are not about to fall out again.’
‘I can remember the great brothel wars from when I was a young cop,’ Leo said, almost fondly. ‘A long time before you came to Palermo, boss.’
‘No more work talk now, Leo, the girls are coming back. And on days like this you can call me Carlo.’
‘Okay, boss.’

After a good meal and too much alcohol, Leo let Sylvia drive him home. He rubbed his stomach with satisfaction, though his waistline was no longer spreading. He had dropped twenty pounds so far this year, but Sylvia said he had another forty to go and he knew he’d have to get there, though the thought of the effort that would take was depressing.
‘No booze for a week now,’ Sylvia muttered. She weaved her way through the downtown Palermo traffic, answering each horn blast with one of her own as she engaged with the thronged mass of kamikaze drivers determined to live up to Palermo’s reputation. Leo sighed, settled into his seat, and licked his lips for one last memory of the beer.
His cell phone rang, and he knew the voice on the other end instantly, despite a gap of almost twenty years.
‘Leo, baby, how are you? Long time no see, huh – and long time no talk?’
‘Mandretta,’ Leo said.
‘Surprised?’
‘Yeah, you could say that.’
Sylvia glanced across at Leo, sensing the change in his mood. 
‘Leo, I want us to have a little chat,’ Mandretta said.
‘Yeah? About what?’
‘About that favour I done you all those years ago. Ain’t forgot, have you?’
Leo didn’t answer.
‘Nah, course you ain’t. Hey, how’s your mother, anyhow? I remember she was a real nice lady.’
Again, Leo did not answer.
‘I’ll be in touch soon, Leo. It’ll be something for you to look forward to.’ 
Leo stabbed his phone with a finger, to end the call before anything else could be said.
‘Everything okay?’ Sylvia asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’
‘It’s just work hacking me off.’ 
‘On a Sunday, your day off?’
‘Palermo never sleeps, baby. You know that.’

Another few millimetres and Leo Bracchi would have been no more – the bullet missed his head by the wingspan of a Sicilian mosquito. It whined like a mosquito too, and when it struck the wall near his head it sprayed small shards of stone at him. One stiletto-like sliver caught him just above the right eyebrow as Leo jumped back inside the door to his apartment. He slammed it shut and stood breathing hard with his broad back against the wall, as a thin line of blood trickled down his cheek from the wound. Leo dabbed at it with a hand, which succeeded only in making it worse. So much for the last few days being quiet, he thought.
There were no further shots, which was strange for an attempted assassination in Palermo. Usually, the city’s would-be killers emptied their weapons in a frenzy of shooting, relying on quantity not quality to down their target, and not caring if any innocent party was in the way. Leo reached for his cell phone with a bloodied hand to call Carlo.
‘Boss, it’s Leo. Guess what, someone just took a shot at me. Yeah, I’m okay, just got caught by a stone chip. It’s only a nick. Okay, I’ll wait for the boys to arrive, and yes, of course I won’t stick my head outside again until they get here. Whoever it was will be long gone anyway. He couldn’t have been much good if he missed someone my size. No, don’t bother to come over, but it looks like things might be getting hot again, boss – what with that Scarlatti thing the other day.’
 
‘Looks like,’ Carlo said. ‘Oh, and now that they’ve promoted me, watch that “boss” thing.’
‘Sure, CC. So long.’
Leo did not feel as cool as he sounded on the phone. His large frame began to shake a little as he realised his job had never got this personal before, and never this close either. Today it had been brought to his door – and his mother’s door, as he still shared an apartment with her, despite Sylvia’s attempts to get him to move in with her.
Leo went back up the stairs to placate Mrs Bracchi, who was shouting down her concern in rapid Siculu, the indigenous language of the island. She always used it when she was angry, or frightened. Leo would have liked to tell her it was just a car backfiring, but the old woman was far too shrewd for that – and besides, he was bleeding like a pig, and all over his new shirt too. He’d have to listen to his mother’s usual tirade about the dangers of his job before the cavalry showed up.

Salim Mandretta took care in paring his apple, for he’d always prided himself in his work with a knife. He skilfully removed small pieces of peel with a thin solid-silver blade. It had been a gift from his grandfather, for killing his first man at the age of eighteen.
From his balcony, Mandretta looked idly out on to the seascape. He was a sharp, sallow-faced man of middle age and middle height, but his taut sinewy frame belied his fifty-six years. He was at his summer place, an eight-bedroom mansion just off the beach at Mondello. It was close enough to see the tourists throng to the wide beach, but far enough away to mask their noise. They said this view was spectacular, one of the best on the island, but Mandretta did not care much about it either way. Nature had never interested him unless it was the nature of men. His grandfather once told him that Mondello had been created out of old swampland, and he liked that. As far as he was concerned, they could concrete over every green place on earth.
Mandretta heard Gianluca drive up on to the forecourt below, revving that Lambo of his like the forty-year-old kid he was. The man was good at killing, though, which was why he was around. Within a minute, Gianluca had joined Mandretta on the balcony, helping himself to a drink as he did so.
‘All well?’ Mandretta asked, without looking up from his apple. He had a husky voice that rarely got much above a whisper, the result of an old knife wound from when a rival had tried to slit his throat.
‘Sure, boss. It was funny seeing that tub of lard jump like that. I put a round within inches of his stupid face. He did get a nick, though.’
‘A nick?’
‘Yeah, a slight ricochet. I saw the claret on his face.’
‘But he’s okay?’
‘Sure, just like you said.’
‘He’d better be.’
Mandretta waved Gianluca out without another word. His foot soldier would have liked to stay and drink some more, but – like all Mandretta’s men – he knew the finality of that waved hand.
The apple was ready. It was now a perfectly peel-free sphere. As he bit into its juicy sweetness, Mandretta smiled a little at his skilful work, then his face set again, and his black eyes took on the aspect of a serpent. 
When he was finished, Mandretta tossed the apple core down and a gull seized it before it had even stopped moving. The bird wheeled away with its prize, pursued by its luckless rivals. Mandretta nodded his approval, for all hustlers and deadly predators got his vote. For the seabirds it was the survival of the fittest, a rule he had always followed himself. It did not seem that long since he too had fought for apple cores, growing up in the worst slum in Palermo, amid crumbling tenements which housed the lowest of the low. A race apart, some said – people isolated from the rest of the city by the railway tracks that cut through their hovels.

By the time Carlo got through the traffic to the central police station, Leo Bracchi had been treated for his small wound – a few dabs of antiseptic and a plaster sufficing for what he was now loudly telling the office girls was a ‘bullet wound’
received in the line of duty. Leo’s verbal gusto was stilled when he took a bite out of an oversized panini crammed so full of salami that the meat looked like a collection of pink tongues poking out of the bread. It was only when the girls returned to their desks that Leo noticed Carlo standing in the doorway.
‘Oh, hello, boss. How long have you been standing there?’ Leo said sheepishly.
‘Long enough to be bored. In my office, sergeant, and leave your meal outside, please.’
Leo traipsed after Carlo like a cowed bear, sent on his way by the sniggers of the admin girls, but he still had time for another quick bite before he deposited what was left of the panini on to the desk of the girl who had sniggered the most.
‘So, any ideas, Leo?’ Carlo asked as he sat behind the desk of his plush new office. Since his promotion he had moved up a floor and he had taken Leo with him. 
Leo shrugged. ‘Not really, boss. I’ve been shot at before, we both have, but never outside my damn home. Sylvia has been on the phone. She’s with my mother now, probably trying to hatch a plot to get me to leave the police. Sometimes I wish I was single again.’
‘Yeah, I’ve been there with Maria.’
‘I’m kinda surprised you didn’t chuck it all in after what happened to Piccolo.’
‘I gave it a lot of thought, and Maria gave it even more, but what the hell could I do? Work in a library? A school?’
‘You have two marriages, boss – one to Maria and one to the job.’
‘Don’t sound so smug, Leo. It won’t be long now before Sylvia starts hearing wedding bells, trust me.’
Carlo enjoyed the crestfallen look that immediately appeared on Leo’s face.
‘No need to look so worried, you big dope. It will be the making of you, and the first Mrs Bracchi will be thrilled.’ Getting into his stride, Carlo added, ‘And after that the patter of little feet.’
‘Jeez, will you please stop – I need something to eat.’
‘Okay. So no ideas at all about who might have done this?’
‘Well, it’s pointless going through my list of old enemies – that would be like counting sheep. It could be someone I banged up years ago, someone whose mind has become even more warped from being inside, but there must be a small army of those guys.’ 
Leo paused as his eyes flicked towards Carlo’s shiny new coffee machine.
‘Go on then,’ Carlo said. ‘And make one for me too.’
Each man was silent for a while as they sipped their industrial-strength coffee. It was strong enough to give the heart a jolt, and had enough caffeine to keep a cat awake for a week, which is how most people liked it in Palermo.
‘One thing I do know,’ Leo said. ‘It wasn’t no pro that took that shot.’
‘Why do you say that?’
‘Because a pro would never have missed, boss. ’Specially a target like me,’ Leo said as he finished his coffee with a small slurp of satisfaction. ‘Unless of course it was a pro, who was meant to miss.’
‘Now you’re getting as devious as your grammar, Leo.’
‘Sure, but was there ever a place as tricky as Palermo?’
‘So you’re saying that the shot might have been a warning?’
‘Could be. A warning, maybe even a signal. I don’t know.’
But Leo did know. Suddenly it came to him, and he instinctively touched his eyebrow.
Salim Mandretta had ordered this.
Leo was being prepared for that favour, which must be something special for Mandretta to pull a stunt like this – and that’s why the shot missed. This was a typical Mandretta ploy; that bastard had always liked to play games, and usually deadly ones.
‘Leo, you’re miles away,’ Carlo said.
‘Yeah. Sorry, boss. Just thinking about those wedding bells. At the moment they sound more like the bells of doom.’
Carlo laughed. ‘Leo, your pessimism never fails to disappoint me.’
They subsided into silence again as Carlo got up and went to stand next to the window. Now that he was a floor higher he had a much better view of the city – sixty square miles of rammed humanity, most of it decent enough, but with a malevolent underground that was always trying to take over, an insistent tail that wanted to wag the whole body.
‘Hey, looks like you’re settling into the new house okay from what I could see the other day. Maria must love it at Aspra, boss.’
‘She does, Leo. But now that we’ve moved upstairs do you think you could make one last effort to stop calling me boss?’
‘Sure I can.’
There was an exchange of dubious glances at this answer.

It had been raining hard all day in downtown Palermo, an April downpour that had cleaned a lot of the crud from the streets until they looked quite slick under the orange streetlights as night fell. 
Mario, one of the doormen at the Satisfaction club, was damp, bored and wishing for the end of his shift. His size-thirteen feet hurt, his back hurt, and the Glock in its holster under his arm chafed against his too-tight monkey suit. He’d been asking the boss to buy him a bigger one for months. 
This Monday evening Mario had ushered in the usual collection of local dignitaries, politicians and businessmen, bowing and scraping to them like the lackey he was. No clergy though: there was a discreet door around back for men of the cloth. Mario longed to be back out in the field, and dreamed of the days when he was a young buck trusted with much better jobs than this crap.
A large Mercedes driven by a chauffeur pulled up outside the club with a swish of tyres. Mario braved the rain and hastened from the club’s canopy to open the car’s rear door, and let out a small, round bald man, old enough to be his father. This was another inadequate arsehole looking to fulfil his fantasies, and he had the money to do so. This bastard liked to slap the girls around too, and at Satisfaction anything went. As Salim Mandretta always said: They have their fun and they pay the price. The man shook hands with Mario, slipping a twenty-euro note into his as he did so, and Mario offered his trademark toothy smile in return.
Mario stepped back under his shelter and lit up a Toscano cigar. He liked them better than tipped cigarettes because he liked to feel the tang of tobacco on his tongue and lips. He dragged in the smoke, sent it around his lungs, and then blew out the grey residue to mingle with the rain and drift up into the night sky. The rain was softer now, and the daylong storm had run out of steam.
Mario spat out a tiny flake of tobacco on to the sidewalk. He glanced at his ornate Rolex, which curled around his wrist like a thick golden snake. This was the last thing he ever did – because in the next moment he took a round from a .44 Magnum just above his right eyebrow. It took away that side of his head and deposited it against the wall he leaned on. Mario slumped down without much fuss, with a what the fuck look on his face.
Adelina stood over him, gun in hand; with a silencer fitted on to its barrel, the Magnum looked like a small cannon.
‘Chiara, Adriana, around the back,’ Adelina said. ‘You know what to do. Marianna, you stay with me. You watch and learn, and fire your weapon only if you have to. And all of you, make sure your masks stay on.’
Adelina looked up at the CCTV above the canopy and gave a mock salute. Each woman wore a black leather jacket and matching ski pants so that their gender was obscured, plus masks of famous people. Adelina was Barack Obama, as he was one of her heroes, and Marianna was Berlusconi, because the old politician and playboy reminded her so much of the men who frequented Satisfaction. The fact that those two men would never want to be seen together added to the fun.
This was a very different Marianna. Since her rescue, she had begun her rehabilitation, plus her initial training, and had been fed well and given hope, respect and freedom by her saviours. She loved her new family, and this night would be her chance for payback, for her to grab a bit of revenge. Adelina had been pleased with her progress and said she had earned this night. With her right hand wrapped around the black plastic contours of her seventeen-shot pistol, Marianna stepped back inside the lurid world of Satisfaction.
The club was all reds and pinks, and it smelled the same too, a sickening concoction of drink, sweat, greed and, above all, lechery. Marianna knew all the small cubicles that led off from the bar area, for she’d ‘worked’ in every one of them. Another doorman-cum-guard came up to them, smiling as he held up a beefy hand, like a traffic cop stopping cars.
‘Whoa, this ain’t no place for fancy dress. What are you – students? You couldn’t afford it in Satisfaction anyway, guys, and how the fuck did Mario let you in here?’
‘He had no say in the matter,’ Adelina said quietly, her voice even more rasping beneath her mask.
Marianna was amazed by how skilfully Adelina produced the Magnum from her jacket and shot this man before he could say anything else. A few drinkers at the bar tapped each other, pointed and laughed, thinking that the guard had tripped and fallen over.
‘There’ll be another one around here somewhere,’ Adelina said calmly. ‘They always have three guards here.’ 
Right on cue, another man appeared from a side room. Like Mario and the man now sprawled on the floor, he also wore a black suit that could hardly contain his bulging muscles. He frantically attempted to draw his weapon from its holster while trying to understand what was happening. He was quick but not quick enough, and two rounds from Adelina hit him in the heart just as he got his own gun in his hand. The Magnum’s force knocked him backwards into tables, his body crashing to the ground amid a cacophony of smashing glasses and falling chairs. His own gun discharged, a bullet ricocheting off the bar in the corner and instantly causing panic as the customers waiting for cubicles finally realised what was happening.
Adelina calmly removed the Magnum’s silencer. ‘Time to make a little noise,’ she said. ‘And you can do the same, Mari, if you want. But shoot things, not people – we don’t want to whack any of Palermo’s fine upstanding citizens, do we?’ 
Marianna wouldn’t have minded doing that at all, but she obeyed orders as Adelina pointed her own gun to the wall above the bar. The Magnum made a powerful roar as it discharged its deadly load, and shocked drinkers dived for cover wherever they could. The heavy bar mirror with an image of Pan etched on it cracked then shattered, spraying glass shards around the room like missiles. The noise brought startled punters from their cubicles, most trying to put their clothes on as they ran. Then Chiara and Adriana appeared from the rear of the club, copying the actions of their leader, the sharper retort of their Glocks competing with the heavier retort of the last round of the Magnum to create a maelstrom of confused noise.
Marianna’s finger on the trigger hesitated, for this was a true baptism of fire. Then she started to squeeze, aiming at the garish wall paintings of naked girls – girls like she had been. She loved the surge of power and adrenaline the kick of the gun gave her; it was as if retribution were springing to life in her hand, and she began to enjoy her work. Suddenly a bald man in his sixties appeared in front of her. As he fumbled with his trousers she recognised him. It was that bastard who had liked to beat her up, grunting like a pig as he did so. He was a rich man, an important man. Marianna felt those blows again as she levelled the Glock at his terrified face and was about to fire when her hand was knocked down.
‘No civilians!’ Adelina shouted.
The four women stood together in a defensive group, but there was no one else to challenge them. 
‘Let them all go,’ Adelina said, as a stream of men ran to the entrance of Satisfaction and the club rapidly emptied.
Adelina raised up her mask for a moment so she could speak clearly. ‘Come on, time to go,’ she said. ‘Our work here is done.’
As they got back outside a black 4 x 4 pulled up, driven by Gabriella, the fifth woman in the group. The female vigilantes sped off into the wild night, pleased with their work and beginning to rejoice in it. All masks were removed and stowed away, and for the first time since Adelina had rescued her, Marianna saw her saviour smile.
‘Very well done, girls,’ Adelina said. ‘Our visit to Satisfaction
proved highly satisfactory.’

Satisfaction was a murder scene when Carlo and Leo got there. Its vivid colour scheme could not disguise what had happened. Pools of congealed blood had spilled on to red carpets, a deeper red now turning to black, and bloodstains were spread everywhere, like the modernist effort of a demented artist. The three slain men had not yet been removed and there was a tent around Mario outside, surrounded by a crowd of thrill-seeking onlookers. 
Leo had to push a path through them, using his bulk to good effect. Carlo noticed that most of the faces were excited and upbeat; they usually were at scenes like this. He knew that a lot of people liked to overdose on the violent deaths of others – if they got the chance – secure in the knowledge that they were safe and displaying the superiority of the living, as his friend Alvarese always liked to say.
‘Good God, it’s Mario,’ Leo said, as he examined the body at the entrance. ‘First time that bastard ever stayed dead.’
When they had looked at all three bodies, Carlo was as convinced as Leo that this had been a hit by professionals on professionals, which would have required complete surprise and excellent timing, plus good knowledge about how Satisfaction was run. There was plenty here to think about.
Things were hotting up in town again, Carlo thought grimly. It had been pretty quiet since the killing of Guido Scarlatti and the attempted shooting of his sergeant – just the usual stream of no-hope crooks, people traffickers, pimps, pushers and street kids that made up the daily grind of their lives.
‘Someone is sending out a very strong message here, Leo,’ Carlo said, as they stood at what was left of the bar. It had been peppered by bullets, many of them heavy-duty rounds by the look of it. ‘Who owns this shithole, anyway?’
‘Salim Mandretta.’
‘Really? I didn’t think there’d be anyone crazy enough to take him on, not even in this town.’
‘Could be an out-of-town outfit.’
‘Camorra? Or the Calabrians?’
‘The ’Ndrangheta, you mean? Yeah, it could be them and they’re getting stronger all the time. Stronger than the Mafia now, some say.’ Leo pulled up a tall bar stool, sweeping the glass from it before he sat down. ‘Don’t want to stab myself in the arse,’ he murmured. ‘There’s gonna be hell to pay for this, boss.’

Alvarese had finished the autopsies on the three Satisfaction guards. As he handed Carlo a cup of his infamous espresso, he thumbed through his notes.
‘All these boys had been around,’ Alvarese said. ‘Two had the scars of old bullet wounds, and the other had been carved up at some time. He’d been stitched up all down his arm and shoulder.’
‘The weapon used?’
‘Hah, that’s easy: .44 Magnum. No other handgun could rearrange a man like that, but I found enough of one round to be sure. What about your ballistic boys?’
‘Yeah, they said the same. Most of the Magnum’s bullets went through those two and into the wall. Other guns were used, though. We have plenty to go on – the club was plastered in bullet holes from Glocks. Standard police-issue, too.’
‘Yes, here and everywhere else. They’re all over Europe like a rash. I’ve never known the local boys to use them much though.’
‘I thought Mafiosi preferred more exotic stuff – Berettas, mainly, and sometimes even old stuff like Brownings.’
Alvarese’s eyes lit up at the last name.
‘Ah, that was the old English standard. My father was given one of those by a Tommy captain at the end of the war, a reward for his partisan work. The old man was really proud of that. I still have it somewhere around the place.’
‘I hope it’s registered, Doc, and not kept loaded.’
Alvarese sat down without answering, rolled up the sleeves of his white coat and drained his own coffee in one draught. ‘Do you want to see the deceased?’ he asked.
‘Not much point, is there? It took only minutes for the computer to get them up, once we had the photos. They were three of Salim Mandretta’s foot soldiers, all with a long list of previous.’
‘Salim isn’t going to like one of his clubs being hit. Is there another war on the way, Carlo?’
Carlo shrugged, wincing as he downed his espresso.
‘Do you ever sleep, drinking this stuff?’ Carlo said.
‘Who needs sleep? Plenty of time for that when I join the thousands of people I’ve pulled apart down here.’
‘There’s been no indication that the Mafia is about to kick off. You can usually see the signs coming long before there’s a major incident like this, but I think that hit on Guido Scarlatti might have something to do with what’s going on. His girls worked at Satisfaction, and he was close to Mandretta too.’
Both men became silent, Alvarese as he thought back to the carnage of former times. Lawyers, judges, politicians and even priests had been assassinated, and sometimes whole Families blown up. At sixty-eight, he could be out of all this, growing roses in his garden and sitting in the sun in happy dotage, but he knew that would never happen. His work was his life and his life was his work, and Alvarese was determined to go out mid-autopsy, scalpel in ageing hand.
‘Thanks, Alvo,’ Carlo said, ‘ I’ve got to go find Leo now.’
‘Leo?’
‘Yeah, he’s disappeared this morning.’
Alvarese smiled. Leo Bracchi always made him smile. He liked the way the guy wobbled. ‘Well, Leo’s finally got himself into a relationship. Maybe the work is demanding.’
Carlo rolled his eyes. As he put down his coffee cup, Alvarese put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You know the tricky thing about wars, Carlo – whether they’re our murderous little affairs here, or world-stage stuff?’
‘What?’
‘They’re all so easy to start, but so much harder to stop. That’s my philosophical thought for this bright morning.’
‘Cheers, Doc.’
Carlo collected up Alvarese’s untidy notes and left.
‘Chess!’ Alvarese shouted at Carlo’s disappearing back, before pouring himself another cup of insomniac juice from his ancient coffee pot.
Carlo dismissed the marked car that was waiting for him outside the morgue. After the heavy rain of yesterday, a bright-blue sky graced the city and he fancied the short walk back to the station. He tried Leo’s mobile again. Still nothing. Not only had Leo vanished this morning, but he was also using the department car they shared, which had forced Carlo to ask for a ride in the marked car. He had covered for Leo so far with the boys upstairs, but that would get harder as the day wore on. 

Salim Mandretta had been at Satisfaction the night before, when it was hit, but had left early. As Gianluca revealed the details of the raid, Mandretta’s fingers whitened around his wine glass until it cracked under the pressure.
‘They do this to me?’ Mandretta muttered. ‘Are they crazy?’ He got up quickly, throwing the glass into the large log fire in his even larger fireplace. The days were chilly enough for some heat now, and as he aged he increasingly felt the cold in his bones. 
‘Do you think it’s them bastards from Calabria, spreading their filth down here? Don’t tell me it’s scum from Naples, that arsehole of the world.’
‘Don’t think so, boss.’
Gianluca shuffled his feet a little and looked discomfited, an attitude Mandretta didn’t usually associate with his number-one foot soldier.
‘What are you not telling me, GL?’ 
‘Marco the barman, he was lying on the floor behind his bar at the time, calling for his mama probably . . . Well, he saw one of them take off their mask for a second.’
‘Did he recognise him?’
‘That’s just it, boss. It wasn’t a him, it was a fucking woman, and not only that, she was a cop.’
‘What?’
‘A cop! Marco is sure of it. Someone who busted him five or six years ago, a good-looking dyke, he said, but he can’t remember the name. We got a photo, too. Marco managed to get the tape from one of the cameras before the cops came. Don’t worry, he smashed all the stuff up after that.’
Gianluca produced the photograph with a flourish and Mandretta squinted at the hazy image.
‘Marco better be right about this or I’ll pickle his balls in a jar. Find my phone, I gotta make a phone call to an old friend.’

Leo shifted position in his chair. It was hard, with a low back that did not suit his bulky frame. He was sitting in the sea-facing main room of one of Mandretta’s mansions. The place was the size of a small aircraft hangar, and the whole Bracchi apartment – the same one that Mandretta had just reminded him he’d provided – could easily fit into this one room. 
Leo glanced around at all the stuff that shouted money, status and power. The paintings on the walls, the futuristic sculptures that Leo thought awful and, along the length of one wall, a fifteen-foot-long glass-fronted bookcase that must have held a few thousand books. Leo was amused by this because he knew Mandretta had never read a book in his life – in fact he doubted that the man could even read.
‘Well, what favour?’ Leo asked.
‘All in good time, Leo, all in good time.’
The bastard is stretching this out, Leo thought, making me sweat. In any other world he would not even have turned up here. In a sensible society, favours of this sort would not be expected to be repaid, but this was Palermo, and he was dealing with Salim Mandretta, as dangerous a man as had ever operated here.
‘How old are you now, Leo – forty yet?’
‘Almost there.’
‘Tell me about this woman of yours . . . Sylvia? Who’d have thought it, eh? Leo Bracchi walking out with someone? She ain’t bad-looking neither. Dresses well, too.’
Mandretta had mentioned Leo’s mother and now Sylvia. Leo knew only too well what he was being told. Mandretta could threaten a man without really saying much at all. Leo would have to accept this performance until Mandretta cut to the chase.
Leo had driven to Mandretta’s place by the most roundabout route he could think of, and had turned off his phone. He had grown up in the same world as Mandretta, but Leo Bracchi from the tenements had joined the police force, which had been unheard of until he’d done it. 
Leo thought he had left that old world far behind, but maybe that had always been wishful thinking. Even just being seen with Mandretta would be enough to endanger his job and put paid to the fifteen years of blood, sweat and tears it had taken him to make sergeant. Mandretta knew this full well, and this was his ace in the hole – and they both knew that if Mandretta hadn’t been able to change where the Bracchis lived then Leo would never have got into the force.
‘So, Leo, how the hell are you? Life is good, eh?’
‘I’ve already asked you – what do you want, Mandretta?’
‘No “Mister”? I remember when you used to call me “Mister”, and hung on my every word.’
‘I was just a kid then.’
‘Yeah, but to me it seems like just yesterday. Lemme see now, it must have been twenty – no, twenty-five years ago. You were a snot-nosed little punk waddling round them tenements while I was a young dude on his way up.’
‘Am I here for a history lesson? We haven’t seen each other in years.’
‘No, and I regret that, but you being a cop and all it would be kinda difficult, huh? Hey, how about that? Little Leo became a cop, and doing well at it too. And a plain-clothes sergeant now, eh? See, I been keeping an eye on your career all these years.’
Leo rubbed at his eyebrow, but the wound had healed and almost disappeared, leaving just a small, dark-red mark as a memory.
‘So, you had someone take a shot at me for old times’ sake, is that what you’re saying? I wondered why that shot missed.’
Mandretta offered his usual thin-lipped smile; which was a bit like the kiss of a snake, Leo thought. He wondered how many men had witnessed it just before they met their end. 
Mandretta spread his hands in way of apology. ‘Sorry you got nicked, Leo, but it was just my way of concentrating your attention before our little chat.’
‘Hearing your voice on the phone would have been enough to do that. My mother was terrified, and my girl . . .’
‘How is Mrs Bracchi?’
‘Not getting any younger, and she’d age another ten years if she thought I was talking to you.’
‘Maybe. Maybe not. She was very grateful I got you that place, got you out of the shit end of town when your old man died. I can hear her now . . . Oh, Mister Salim, how can we ever thank you? I never dreamed we’d ever have a nice apartment like this.’
When Leo heard Mandretta mimic his mother, he had to fight hard not to react and crush the man with his hands. Leo had already asked Mandretta what the man wanted – twice – and he bit his lip to prevent himself doing it again. Outside, the day was heating up and he felt sweat starting to creep from his armpits into the shirt Sylvia had ironed to perfection. His cell phone had been turned off for a few hours now and CC would be going nuts, especially in the wake of that Satisfaction job.
Mandretta put another slice of lemon into his black tea then stared at Leo, his dark eyes unflinching as they seemed to look into Leo’s very soul.
‘I’m calling in that favour, Leo,’ Mandretta said, making a slight slurping noise as he enjoyed his brew.
‘That’s obvious.’
‘The fact that you expect it tells me that you haven’t strayed that far from the old ways. But actually, the favour has changed. At first I wanted any inside dope you had on who might have whacked Guido Scarlatti, but things are different now. Here’s a photo for you to look at.’
When he saw the image, Leo shrugged with what he hoped was his best puzzled shrug.
‘Could be anyone,’ he muttered, but he had recognised the person instantly. It was a grainy black-and-white shot of Adelina Cervi, a sergeant from Homicide he’d worked with in the past. Adelina was from a rich family – far too rich for her to be a humble cop. They called her ‘The Queen’ behind her back, but she’d been off work for a long time. Stress, they’d all been told. 
As Mandretta just sat there waiting for the correct answer, Leo knew that his life was about to get very difficult. 

Carlo was phoning Leo yet again when the man himself appeared – pulling up outside the morgue with a screech of brakes – just as Carlo was about to start walking. Carlo stood on the steps down from the building with hands on hips, a stance that demanded an explanation. As a flustered Leo got out of the car, Carlo realised they’d barely said a cross word in the six years they’d worked together.
‘It had better be good,’ Carlo said. ‘You’ve been gone all morning, Leo, at a time when the whole city is jumping at shadows with that Satisfaction raid. And your phone is off. Why the hell is that, Leo?’
‘Sorry, boss. There’s something wrong with it. The battery’s not holding its charge or something. I gotta get another from the station when we get back.’
‘So where were you, Leo?’
Leo rubbed his jaw ruefully.
‘Dentist,’ he said. ‘This back tooth has been driving me crazy all night. I went straight there first thing this morning, but as soon as I sat in the chair and tried to call you I realised my phone wasn’t working. I should have got straight back up and come in, but early on a Tuesday I thought it would be okay, and the tooth was killing me. It just took a lot longer than I expected, and you know how much I hate dentists.’
Leo could see the doubt in Carlo’s eyes as his boss looked at him thoughtfully. He prayed the chief inspector wouldn’t check out his dentist.
‘Here,’ Carlo said, thrusting Alvarese’s file into Leo’s startled hands. ‘I’ll drive because you look a bit shaken. Fancy a big guy like you being afraid of the dentist.’

Adelina Cervi tossed back her hair, letting it flow down over her shoulders in a black wave. Marianna watched her closely; she was still in awe of her saviour. 
‘Will you brush it for me, Mari?’ Adelina said. ‘Use the hard one.’
Marianna followed the texture of Adelina’s hair, marvelling at its luxury and shine. As it began to quickly dry she felt the static charge transfer between hair and brush, as if it were part of her too. She wanted to smell the hair, but didn’t have the nerve to do so. Adelina must have sensed her desire, however, as she turned and pulled her closer. 
‘Don’t be shy,’ Adelina said, but Marianna was shy with her. Despite her experience with a few thousand men, she knew this was something different – and real. In the time she had been with Adelina, a bond had developed between them. Marianna could not believe that someone like Adelina could be interested in her as a person, and what she now felt was turning from gratitude to love. She pushed her own hair back self-consciously and pushed up against Adelina.
Marianna had gained weight, and her skin had improved. All the girls were helping and supporting her in this. Marianna felt her eyes well up as she thought of her new extended family, and what they had done for her.
‘You could be really pretty, you know,’ Adelina said. ‘Once you get completely free of all that shit you’re pumping into yourself. I think I’m going to call you my little gypsy, because that’s what you look like.’
‘There is a lot of Romani blood in my family,’ Marianna said.
‘I thought there might be. Put the brush down now.’
Adelina took Marianna’s face in her hands and started to caress it softly. Marianna felt her strength – a woman’s supportive strength, not the cruel abusing hands of a man. As Adelina’s lips sought hers, Marianna froze for a moment, then responded, feeling safe for the first time in her adult life.

Leo’s head was awash with conflicting thoughts. He drove into the part of Palermo no one had yet managed to change, the area of his youth. This was the first time in many years he’d been here without it being part of his job. Leo almost felt like a tourist, one of those gawky Yanks or northern Europeans with their stupid shorts and hats and sunburned legs, who came every summer in their droves expecting to see a thousand Marlon Brandos, or at least a few hundred De Niros or Al Pacinos. They even had Mafia tours in the city now, and how crazy was that? But Leo knew that people had always believed legends rather than the truth; it was easier that way.
Leo passed close to the tenement of his early childhood, or at least as close to it as he could get in the car. The old Bracchi place was on one of the narrow streets that led off from the main highway, a maze of winding stone canyons that had bred crime more than anything else in the last hundred years. Leo realised how far he had come, but now Mandretta was threatening to pull it all down. 
Perhaps he had been foolish to think he could ever get away. Maybe you could take the man out of his past but not the past out of the man. That was what all the Mandrettas on the island would say – and they had good reason to, because if things remained the same their power would never diminish. There had been some successes for the police in Leo’s time and the Mafia had been hurt. The beast had been wounded but it was a long way from being down, and now Leo was being asked to help it. 
Leo slammed his hand down on the steering wheel in anger and frustration, as thoughts collided in his head. If he helped Mandretta he would be crossing back over to the other side and there would be no way back after that. Leo pulled over sharply into a parking spot and thought of Sylvia and his new life with her – and of his boss, Carlo, who had helped him so much since he had arrived in Palermo. Leo did not want to lose any of this, yet the old ways of debt and honour gnawed away at him.
Leo glanced across the street and saw one of the local pushers plying his trade. A succession of people came up to him for their small packages of short-lived heaven. If ever there was a procession of the damned, this was it. Skinny, hollow-eyed men, some almost in rags, appeared every few minutes, and even at this distance he could see the despair and poverty imprinted on their faces. It was all the usual stuff: rotten graveyard teeth, deeply furrowed faces, hair like wet dogs – if they had hair at all, that is – and most with the same shuffling, furtive gait. And then, in the midst of all this, a smartly dressed young man turned up, nervously looking over his shoulder as he received his order. Drugs knew no boundaries. 
In a lull in proceedings, the pusher looked across at Leo’s car, then at Leo himself and recognised him. The man made off very quickly, leaving one customer disappointed. There was no need for the dealer to worry, Leo thought with some bitterness – the local narcotics boys had long since given up on small fry like him. He was part of a plague, a recognised part of street life in this area of the city. Trying to control it had proved futile, but seeing the man in action had focused Leo’s mind because people like Salim Mandretta put men like this on the streets, first infected and then used. 
Leo picked up his phone to call Carlo.
‘Boss? It’s Leo. Look, I need to talk to you. About something big.’
‘Yes, I thought you might,’ said Carlo on the other end of the line.
‘You did?’
‘I ran into your dentist Andretti a few hours ago. Had a coffee with him. Nice man.’
‘Oh.’
‘Don’t come into the office, Leo. Meet me at the Green Parrot.’

Five determined women checked their weapons. Only Adelina carried a Magnum. She was the only one who had hands big enough to use it properly. At close to six feet she was an imposing figure, and almost supernaturally tall for a Sicilian woman. Her size confirmed her as a natural leader, and she had the character to back it up.
Marianna rechecked the magazine of her Glock, as did Adriana, Chiara and Gabriella. They looked formidable and menacing in their matching black leather jackets and pants, and once their masks were securely in place no one would have thought they were women – apart from Marianna perhaps, as she was tiny compared to the other girls. 
Adelina gathered her crew into a huddle. ‘What happened at Satisfaction
was the start of our campaign,’ she said. ‘It was a good start, it’s got everyone in the city jumping, and that’s exactly what we want if there’s going to be any hope of real change here. Let the Mafia blame the Camorra, and the Camorra blame the ’Ndrangheta . . . Let all the rats start to tear at each other in their foul sack.’
There was a murmur of approval and Marianna felt herself joining in. She was swept away with excitement and purpose and imagined the faces of all the men who had used her being destroyed by the bullets of her gun; each manipulative face disintegrating as she sent it to Hell. Suddenly, Adelina hugged Marianna to her, almost enveloping her in her much larger frame.
‘Are you ready to go, my little gypsy? I feel your need.’ 
Marianna’s eyes flashed as she yelled ‘Yes!’ and responded to the kiss Adelina gave her. The other girls smiled their approval as her relationship with Adelina was recognised and approved.
‘Right then,’ Adelina said. ‘Put your masks on and let’s go. And remember, all of you, Paradiso used to be owned by Sali Frandelli before he went down, and now Mandretta’s got it, so we’re striking at two of the worst bastards that ever lived in Palermo. Men who have destroyed hundreds of women in their lousy lives.’
They planned to hit the Paradiso nightclub just after midnight. Adelina had researched and planned this hit in great detail, and she knew the place from the time she had been there as part of a police raid. It had been an ineffectual action that had been just for show. In her years on the force, nothing had seemed to change much. Adelina had grown tired of the endless fight against crime – and ultimately the futility of it all. 
In a period off work, amid the increasing loneliness and isolation she felt in her private life, Adelina had begun to form a plan. There had been a female criminal gang in Sicily that had been finally brought to justice a year before. They were almost as bad as the Mafiosi, but as much as Adelina had been appalled that women could sink to such depths, she had also been impressed by their ruthless efficiency. So she’d thought to use some of her own skills in a way that would get results. She didn’t care if the morality of her actions was highly questionable – she had obeyed the rules for years and that had led nowhere. So Adelina had recruited a force of like-minded women, and each one knew what she was about. It had never occurred to her to approach any men.
Unlike Satisfaction, Paradiso was in a smart part of town, so Adelina knew they would have to tread carefully. An innocent member of the public accidently getting killed would be a disaster. This time, they would all go in through the club’s back entrance. 
They parked a block away and walked in pairs to their target, leaving Gabriella in the car as getaway driver. There was a rear alley behind Paradiso, where staff entered and sometimes a punter who was too famous to be seen out front. Adelina knew there was no CCTV there but they kept in the shadows anyway, appearing like ghouls out of the darkness when they neared the dim light of the back of the club. 
As Marianna became Berlusconi she felt herself change. The adrenaline that was making her heart race calmed and she became focused on what was about to happen, gripping her Glock tightly and gently easing off the safety catch. Adelina took a small Beretta from her handbag and fitted the suppressor to it. The Magnum was concealed under her leather jacket, ready and waiting for action like the metal beast it was.
Making sure the others were well hidden, Adelina rang the service doorbell. She had a pretty good idea who would answer it, and she was right. Paolo Forcione – pimp, sleazebag, drug runner and one of Mandretta’s inner circle – opened the door with a smile. Adelina knew that a ring at the rear door at this time of night meant someone special was calling – maybe a judge, or even a bishop – and that Paolo would push a lackey out of the way and hasten to answer it. Ever ready to suck arse, was Paolo.
Adelina shot him in the centre of his forehead without saying anything. It was an instant execution she thought was justified. A round from the Magnum would have disintegrated his skull, but the Beretta’s smaller bullet just nestled in Paulo’s skull without passing through. It was still good enough to kill him. Paolo sank down slowly, as if looking for a chair to sit on, and his welcoming smile seemed reluctant to leave his face.
‘One down,’ Adelina murmured. ‘Right, you all know what to do. Mari, you stay close to me.’
Adelina knew that all the clubs would have beefed up their security and every gang in the city was looking over their shoulder, which was exactly the effect she wanted. She might be creating her own war here, and she was not sure how it would all work out, but there was no going back now. All other options had been tried in her working life, and the treatment of women by the island’s criminal world had worsened year after year – as her own feminism had grown. The irony was not lost on Adelina.
Adelina unleashed the Magnum and destroyed the small camera that was swivelling towards her. The women entered the main area of the club, which was already quickly emptying. The group gathered in the centre of the room in the defensive square Adelina had taught them, so their weapons could cover all angles. 
As men streamed from the many small rooms of Paradiso, Adelina was not quick enough in spotting one of the bodyguards among them. A young slim man stepped away from the crowd and started firing. Adelina felt something whine past her head, perhaps even grazing her mask on the way. The man could not have been very experienced to expose himself like this, and Adelina took him down with two body shots. He crumpled into a heap on the floor, causing some of the middle-aged men behind him to fall to the ground.
‘Look at them – they’re like stinking rats leaving a sinking ship,’ Marianna cried out jubilantly.
If there were any other armed guards here, they had made themselves scarce – as had all the punters and staff. 
‘We’ve got about two minutes,’ Adelina shouted. ‘Just enough time to talk to some of the girls here.’
The four vigilantes went looking for their sisters – Marianna especially. If she could get just one girl away from this, it would be worth it. In the three rooms she visited, she saw mirror images of her old self. They were mainly girls from Eastern Europe, with small bodies and wasted faces. How far away was this from the glossy fantasies of pornography?
‘You can all get away from this!’ Adelina shouted at the terrified girls. Suddenly, she removed her mask, surprising the others and amazing the prostitutes. ‘Look, I’m a woman just like you,’ she said. We are all women, and I’m saying that you can get away from all this – and even join us in our war, if you want.’
Adelina did not get the response she needed. A six-foot woman dressed all in black with a smoking Magnum in her hand was totally unreal to these girls; a creature from a world outside their understanding. 
As Marianna saw the terrified faces of the girls looking up at Adelina from their grubby, cot-like beds when doors were opened, she understood this well – for this had been the life she’d lived under Guido for four years. Her escape had been a miracle, and each one of these girls would need their own miracle. For the first time, Marianna doubted the effects of the vigilantes’ work. She liked the revenge part, and the sense of power it gave her, but she doubted now that they could really do anything other than kill a few scumbags. 
‘Well, just try to get away from here then,’ Adelina said, putting Barack Obama back on. ‘We’ve killed a few of the men who controlled you.’
This was wishful thinking. When the four women went back to the main area of the club, someone opened up on them from the bar and Chiara went down instantly. Like the well-drilled machine they were, the others emptied their weapons at the source of the shots, and the last bodyguard-cum-pimp-cum-Mafioso had no chance.
‘Everyone out!’ Adelina shouted, her voice so strong it almost raised her mask.
They pulled Chiara upright, and she moaned in pain as she was dragged along. As they exited the rear of the club and their getaway car screeched to a halt to receive them, they could hear police sirens approaching. They would have only seconds to escape, but Gabriella at the wheel was one of the best drivers there had ever been in the police force, and she knew every inch of the city’s roads.
Chiara was bundled into the back of the car, where she slumped against Marianna in a semi-conscious state. Adelina sat on the other side of her, cursing her carelessness tonight. She had been too keen to talk to the Paradiso girls. She should have secured the club first. She had acted like a rookie cop, and Chiara had paid the price.
Blood was seeping from Chiara’s chest into her black jacket, and to Marianna it seemed like the jacket was melting.
‘Talk to her,’ Adelina said. ‘Don’t let her slip away. Keep her awake.’ 
Marianna wanted to cry as she felt Chiara’s blood oozing out over her hands, but she knew that would never do. As police vehicles converged outside
Paradiso, Gabriella gunned the engine, surging through traffic as if it wasn’t there. Then they were safely away into the Palermo night, just another speeding vehicle in this racetrack of a city. 

Carlo sat impassively as Leo fiddled with his espresso, the small cup dwarfed by his plate-sized hands. Carlo noted the beads of sweat that were appearing on Leo’s forehead and the slight shaking of his still-bulky body.
‘You’re taking your time in getting around to it,’ Carlo said.
‘Yeah well, it’s not easy, boss. I thought I’d be telling you one thing but now there’s two, and the second is a real lulu and it’s doing my head in.’
‘Am I not going to like this?’
Leo looked down at his coffee and nodded. A waiter approached and fussed around their table, which was at the back of the Green Parrot bar, a place that had seen better days but retained a faded elegance.
‘Nice to see you again, gentlemen,’ the waiter said. ‘Wasn’t that attack awful? I hope we aren’t going back to the old days.’ The waiter bent his head closer to the table. ‘Of course, as long as it’s just Mafia clubs, I suppose it’s not so bad.’
Carlo was no closer to knowing who was responsible for the raid. So far, only gangsters masquerading as nightclub workers had been killed. Carlo had pored over what CCTV images they had, and it was obvious the very professional hit-team had been careful not to hurt anyone else, which was strange behaviour in Palermo. Usually as many innocent people as intended victims were killed when there were incidents like this – mown down in the careless hail of bullets that were unleashed. 
Why were these clubs being targeted? They were an established part of life in Palermo, as in most European cities, and usually caused no bother. There had not been any signs of tensions among the underworld groups involved in this, so Carlo was baffled. The Satisfaction and Paradiso attacks had been carried out by the same men, that was obvious – but for what reason? 
The waiter sidled off, spraying and polishing his way around the mostly empty tables in the bar. He had a point, Carlo thought – fighting among the criminal underworld was not the worst thing in the world, but Carlo knew it would soon escalate. ‘I’m all ears, Leo.’
Leo sucked in his breath, sat up straight in his chair, took a last sip of his coffee and said, ‘I had a meet with Salim Mandretta.’
‘You know him?’
‘We grew up in the same part of the city. By the time I was ten Mandretta was already making his mark – where we lived, anyway. I supposed I looked up to him, like any other kid in the neighbourhood. After my father went we were stuck there, my mother and me, and he got us out. He pulled strings like no one legit ever could and got us the apartment we have now. He liked to make grand gestures even then, and you could say he got me where I am now, boss, though I doubt that was ever his intention.’
‘Cut to the chase, Leo. Where’s this heading?’
‘He wants the favour repaid now. You know how it is with debts here.’
Carlo nodded. ‘Is this connected to that shot someone took at you?’
‘Yeah, that was just Mandretta’s way of getting my attention. He’s always done crazy things like that, so at least we’ve solved that case. Salim’s like that – he’s a wild, joking kind of man.’
‘But you didn’t know anything, so there was nothing you could tell him, right?’
‘He showed me a photo they’d pulled from a Satisfaction camera, one we never had.’ Leo paused and rubbed a large hand over his face, which was now shining with sweat. ‘You remember Adelina Cervi in Homicide? She hasn’t worked for nearly a year now.’
‘Tall girl, quite a looker?’
‘Yeah, that’s the one.’
‘So?’
Leo paused again, and looked with some despair at his empty coffee cup.
‘It was her in that photo, boss – Adelina Cervi, as I live and breathe. Standing in that club with what looks like a Magnum in her hand, in a get-up straight out of a movie. She’d raised her mask for a second, just long enough for her to be snapped. Mandretta’s men must have got to the camera before us. The photo was pretty grainy but I recognised her straight off.’
‘Did you tell Mandretta that?’
‘Of course not. I blagged it – I think. But he knew she was a cop because that sleazebag Marco also recognised her. The bastard was cowering behind his bar. Shame Adelina didn’t whack him too. Marco didn’t know her name, though.’
Carlo’s relief was audible. ‘There would have been no way back for you if you’d told him, Leo.’
‘I know. I love this job, boss, but the old ways die hard. To be a man in Palermo, debts always have to be repaid, especially with the Mafia. They’ll come after a man twenty years later if he’s ripped them off, even if it’s only a few euros. No one forgives here and no one forgets.’ 
Leo stopped talking and spread his hands in a mixture of contrition and despair.
‘You need a drink,’ Carlo said. ‘We both do.’
Carlo beckoned over the waiter and ordered two large whiskies.
‘So they don’t know who Adelina is and they want you to find out?’ Carlo said.
Leo nodded. ‘Adelina was a good officer. I worked with her a few times before you came down here. She didn’t think a lot of her fellow cops – the men, that is – and she got bitter and moody. That’s why she went off with stress and they say she’ll never come back now. Mandretta would probably have found out who she was if she was still serving, but Adelina being off work for such a long time has made it harder for him. When Adelina left she just dropped out of sight, went totally off the radar. God knows what she was ever doing in our wonderful police force in the first place.’
‘So you give Mandretta the name and your debt is repaid?’
‘Yeah.’
The waiter approached with the drinks. Leo drank most of his in one gulp. 
Carlo did not know how to proceed. As an outsider he saw all this ‘debt and honour’ stuff as childish nonsense, but it seemed to be ingrained in the souls of Sicilian men. Carlo sipped his own drink, wincing slightly as it burned its way down his throat.
‘Where did you meet with Mandretta?’ Carlo said, after at least a minute of silence.
‘At his place in Mondello, that pile he has on the seafront there. Don’t worry, no one saw me. I went the most roundabout way I could.’
‘This was when you were “at the dentist”?’
Leo nodded like a guilty child, then finished his drink. Carlo knew he’d want another. 
Suddenly, Leo reached across and grabbed Carlo’s hand. It was the first time Leo had touched him like this in the six years they’d worked together.
‘What the fuck do I do, boss? Going to see Mandretta was so stupid. He thinks he has a hold on me now.’
‘Well, let him think it. Maybe we can use that to our advantage. But you should have come to me first.’
‘I know, but as I said . . . old ways . . .’
‘Well, we’ll have to sort it.’
‘We’ll?’
‘We’re a team, aren’t we?’
Leo’s eyes started to well up, so Carlo thought it best to leave the bar before this scene became embarrassing.
‘You can let go of my hand now, Leo. Come on, we’ve got a lot of work to do.’

‘That’s good enough,’ Adelina said, wiping her brow with a dirt-encrusted hand.
The four women leaned on their shovels, all breathing hard in the dark night.
‘It’s not very deep,’ Marianna said quietly, her voice almost lost in the brisk breeze that was sweeping across from the bay.
‘Deep enough,’ Adelina said. ‘This isn’t a cemetery, for God’s sake.’
Adelina was edgy. They all were, and had been since they got back from the Paradiso
raid. The bullet had gone straight through Chiara, and when they’d returned to their base a desperate hour had been spent trying to stem the flow of blood. It was to no avail, and Chiara had died holding on to Adelina. She was hallucinating at the end and thought Adelina was her mother. When Adelina gently closed Chiara’s eyes and kissed her on her cheek she’d looked up at the tearful faces of the other women crowded around the bed.
‘You all know that taking Chiara to hospital was not possible. She knew the risks.’
Every woman knew that Chiara might well have been saved in hospital, and this made them feel even worse. What had been a high-octane adventure had suddenly become much darker, and more real. 
Since the night she’d been saved from Guido, Marianna had known that Adelina was a woman hardened by life, but she had never seen her like this before. Adelina seemed remote and lost in her thoughts, and they all knew they had to tread carefully around her. 
Adelina had decided to bury their comrade in her expansive garden, in a small grove of orange trees. Better than any cemetery laden with overblown tombs, they all agreed.
Adelina’s grand country villa had been their base since Marianna joined the vigilantes. For Adelina the house was just a place inherited from her rich parents, but for Marianna it was a palace. She had been in such places before – but as a whore, not a guest, taken there by Guido to fulfil the fantasies of rich men.
With the death of Chiara, Marianna could see and feel the strangeness of her new existence. It was a weird mix of privilege and violence. She had seen plenty of the latter in her short life, but the former was a shock. Adelina’s house was full of expensive things, and each woman had their own spacious bedroom.
Once she was satisfied that Chiara’s grave had been well disguised and the tools had been put back in the shed, Adelina led the way back to the house. She put an arm around a shivering Marianna.
‘Don’t be too sad, little gypsy. Chiara knew what she was doing, and she wanted to do it. We’ll plant rose bushes over her grave when the time is right, and they’ll be nourished and grow strong, as will our memory of her.’
‘But what about her family?’
‘She had no one close, just an aunt in Catania she hadn’t seen in years – that was about it. We were her family, Mari, as we are yours.’
Later, as the four women sat outside on the stone forecourt of Adelina’s house, each with a glass of wine in hand, Marianna and the others joined their leader as she raised her glass towards the many stars that were visible in night sky.
‘To Chiara,’ four voices said in unison, but only Adelina’s was strong and unshaken. Then the women became very quiet.

Carlo Carpanini was distracted as he played half-heartedly with the children. Maria came out with a glass of beer for him, and called Pico and Anna into the house to do their homework. Carlo was relieved to have a few minutes to himself. His head had been reeling since Leo had told him about Mandretta. Police life in Palermo had always been complicated, especially for an outsider like him, but this was taking it to another level.
The faces of Leo and Adelina Cervi crowded Carlo’s mind. His duty should be clear – Leo must be suspended and Adelina arrested, and if they got her they’d soon pick up the other women, as Carlo was now assuming they must all be women. That sounded crazy, especially in Palermo of all places, but Sicily had had the monopoly on crazy for hundreds of years, so why should it amaze him?
To expose Leo and arrest Adelina was simple, direct and correct, but it was so un-Sicilian. Carlo had learned as much in his six years here, and he knew he was about to chart a different course. On this island, a man had to follow his heart as much as his head, and nothing was black and white, just interminable shades of grey. 
Carlo knew that succeeding this time would be his biggest challenge yet, but it did not faze him as much as it would have done a year ago. Since then, he had faced the kidnap of his son and nothing would ever top that. He hoped.
Carlo had done a little research on Adelina. Her gender had made her career difficult, that much was obvious. Sicily still struggled with the old ways. It was a million miles away from Milan, and even Rome, with regards to women like Adelina, and the police here were no exception. There were still plenty who thought that women shouldn’t even be in the police force – still plenty of men, anyway.
As he savoured the fine Czech lager, the brand Maria knew was his favourite, Carlo reflected on his bloody years in Palermo. It had been a long, unbroken chain of mayhem in all its forms, and every other side issue that had arisen from the chaos. There had even been a homophobic serial killer to thicken this heady stew. Carlo had become hardened to it, as Leo had predicted, but there was still enough idealism left in him to hope for a permanent change one day – for there to be a time when all the ‘Rest in Peace’
headstones he had helped to create might one day change to ‘Lived in Peace’.
‘Carlo, Leo’s here.’ Maria’s shout brought Carlo back to the here and now. Leo was approaching him, also with a beer in hand. The kids left off doing their homework to buzz around him, Anna particularly so. She adored her ‘Uncle’ Leo, and gazed up at him with innocent love. For Carlo, this only highlighted the difficult situation he now had with his sergeant. Maria ushered the children away to let the men talk.
Leo eased his large body down on to the garden chair. 
‘This place is a haven of peace, boss,’ Leo said. ‘If only the world was more like it, huh?’
‘That’s quite poetic for you, Leo.’
‘Mandretta has been calling me again. The man is getting anxious now. Won’t be long before he’ll think of sending another bullet my way, and it might be on target this time. He never did have much patience.’ Leo emptied most of his glass with one large gulp, then wiped a hand across his mouth. ’You thought of a way forward yet?’
‘I’m not sure it’s a way forward, but I’m going to see Adelina tomorrow.’
‘That could be dangerous, boss. I’d better come with you.’
‘No, not this time. You’re in enough trouble already. Just concentrate on stalling Mandretta until I can talk to her.’
‘The other people who hit those clubs are probably with her, and I get the idea that they might all be women. It sounds incredible I know, but that’s my gut feeling.’
‘Mine too.’ 
‘You couldn’t make this up,’ Leo muttered. ‘Not even in Palermo. What next? Assassin priests? No wonder Mandretta is so ticked off. Hits from rivals he can understand, even relish, but being raided by women? He won’t be able to get his evil head around this at all. I can’t say I do myself.’ 

‘We have to act soon on this, boss,’ Gianluca said.
Salim Mandretta did not answer, or even turn around to face his foot soldier. He was sweeping the Mondello seafront with his binoculars – one of his ‘innocent pleasures’, as he called them. He liked to watch the hustle and bustle of people going about their daily lives. His father had always told him that each person was a potential sucker, a target, a means of income, and he had learned this well. Tourism was increasing year on year in Palermo, and he was always ready to take advantage of it. 
Over the years, Mandretta had built up more than his share of businesses that earned him money for nothing – the protection racket that the Mafia had perfected in America and imported back into Sicily. This was the bedrock of his empire, and then he’d added the clubs and drugs – and more recently people trafficking, using his old Libyan connections to tap into the steady flow of immigrants from the northern coast of Africa. Some didn’t make it but most did, and he had been the first among the Families to see the potential here. What could be better than desperate people who had nothing? They could be used as fodder for all sorts of things, especially drugs and sex.
‘Boss?’
‘Yeah, I heard you the first time.’
‘I think Fatboy Bracchi is just stalling.’
‘Maybe, but there’s a few thousand police on this island, and more and more of them are women. My old man would turn in his grave.’
‘Yeah, but I’m thinking we should have found her by now. We have people looking all over, they all got a copy of that mugshot, but they don’t come up with nothing.’
‘I don’t like you saying things like “I’m thinking”,
GL. I don’t pay you to fucking think. Maybe she left the police. Marco said it was years ago that she’d busted him.’
‘What about the others? They could be women too. I’m—’ Gianluca just about managed to stop himself adding ‘thinking’ to this sentence, and started again. ‘If word of this gets to Naples we’ll be a laughing stock, boss. They’ll think we’re a bunch of women down here.’
Mandretta knew Gianluca had a point. Image and reputation was all within the Families. Lots of things were running through his head. Maybe this was a planned police thing, but if it was then it hadn’t been sanctioned by the top. He’d know if it had been. 
It could be a few rogue officers, but women? It was so hard to get his head around that fact.
‘Leave me now, GL. I need to think some more about this.’
‘Yeah but . . .’
‘Get out. If you want something to do, go check on the other clubs. Make sure everyone is on his toes, and double up the guards in every place.’
Gianluca knew better than to argue, but as he left a plan of his own was forming. This business needed to be moved forwards, and he was the man to do it. He would show Salim that he could think after all.

It took some time for Carlo to find Adelina’s house. Although big, it was nestled in a fold of the Nebrodi foothills and so easily missed. It was a period villa, set in about three acres of land, and as much Arab as Italian in appearance. A lot of ornate design had been worked into its stone facade, and it looked like it had plenty of space – space that only money could buy. 
There was an annex on either side of the villa, and these were as big as most houses – but despite its grandeur, the Cervi villa had seen better days. The place had a faded air about it and the gardens had not been tended for a long time, and were on the verge of becoming semi-wild. 
There were a few vehicles on the forecourt outside the house – a yellow Mazda open-top sports car, a four-wheel drive, and a black transit van that looked like an ex-police vehicle – so Carlo expected people to be at home. Carlo smiled when he saw the yellow Mazda; he’d bet his life it was the same one that had cut him up the other day.
At first Carlo drove a hundred yards past the villa, then he pulled over and checked his weapon. He was going to talk to a fellow officer but he was not sure what he was walking into, especially if Leo was right and this was the base for dangerous vigilantes. Carlo knew if this ever got into the public domain, the news would go viral instantly. The local media would be intoxicated by it, then the rest of Italy – and then maybe the whole world. Last year Carlo and his men had broken up a criminal gang headed by women, so why shouldn’t there be one for the other side? His side. 
Six years in Sicily had taught Carlo caution, no matter what the situation, so he decided to have a look around the outside of the house before knocking on the front door. He noticed a side gate that led to the back of the property, and took this way in. Up close, the house was even shabbier; lots of stonework was beginning to crumble and cry out for help. 
Carlo had done some research on Adelina Cervi. She was thirty-four years old, the only child of rich parents, now deceased. He’d met her a few times over the years, but the only thing he could really remember was that she made men nervous and was taller than him.
As Carlo trod carefully through a tangle of overgrown shrubs, he was stopped by a shout. 
‘Stop where you are or I shoot!’
A woman – more a girl, really – appeared from the bushes in front of him. She was tiny, with a mass of unruly black hair falling about her face, but there was nothing small about the gun she was pointing at him.
‘Keep your hands where I can see them,’ the girl said, and Carlo obeyed. If ever anyone looked like they had an itchy trigger finger, this girl did.
‘Take it easy,’ Carlo said, keeping his voice cool and even. ‘I’m looking for Adelina Cervi, she’s an old colleague of mine.’
‘Colleague?’ Marianna cursed her lack of education. She did not know what ‘colleague’
meant but she didn’t like the sound of it. ’You always call on people by coming round the back of houses? And I can see you’ve got a gun in that holster under your fucking arm.’
Very good, Carlo thought. This one had never been near a police uniform, of that he was sure – unless she had been arrested – but someone had taught her well. ‘Sorry about that,’ Carlo said, ‘but I’m—’
‘Inspector Carlo Carpanini – no, you’ve made chief inspector now, haven’t you?’
Adelina appeared to Carlo’s right, leaning against a headless stone statue. ‘This is Minerva,’ Adelina said, nodding towards the statue. ‘She lost her head when I was a little girl – no one ever knew how. You can put the gun down now, Mari, this man is one of Palermo’s finest. You could have tried knocking on the front door, Carlo, like all decent people.’
Their eyes met for a second, and Adelina’s told Carlo all he wanted to know. Adelina led the way into the house, with Marianna vanishing as fast as she had appeared.
‘So, Carlo, I doubt very much this is an official visit, not if you’ve come on your own and are skulking around the back. How goes things, and how’s that fat sergeant of yours?’
‘Not so fat now. And Leo’s a good cop.’
‘Yeah, he is.’
Adelina sat down on a window seat that gave a good view of out in front of the house. She motioned Carlo into the armchair closest to her.
‘That was my father’s favourite,’ she said. ‘The old bastard.’
There was silence for a long moment as Carlo wondered if he should produce the Satisfaction shot of Adelina with the flourish of a cop in a whodunit, but she beat him to it.
‘How long have you known?’ she said quietly.
She really was a striking-looking woman, Carlo thought, with long dark hair, high cheekbones and a sinuous figure. Adelina looked immensely fit, and suddenly Carlo was conscious of the pounds he had gained over the past few years. He involuntarily sucked in his gut as he reached for the photograph in his pocket and handed it to Adelina.
‘That was stupid of me,’ Adelina said, ‘and a poor example to the girls.’
‘So you are all women, then? 
Adelina nodded and smiled, revealing her immaculate teeth. ‘You’re from Milan, aren’t you, Carlo? That explains why you aren’t jumping up and down in shock and horror.’
Carlo realised he could not read this woman and would not even try. He did not know if he was in danger or not, but at least no one had asked for his gun yet.
‘Well, that girl in the bushes surely wasn’t a cop, she’s far too small, but are all the others?’
‘They’re not serving now.’ Adelina saw Chiara going into the cold earth, an inert lump of flesh, when just days before she had been all life and action.
‘Well, you look perfectly sane to me,’ Carlo said. ‘But you do know how crazy this all is.’
‘What are you planning to do, Chief Inspector? You obviously haven’t told the people on the top floor about this or there’d be a dozen officers here with you.’
‘Do you think you’re in a film or something?’
Adelina ignored the question. 
‘When did you come to Palermo, Carlo – five or six years ago, wasn’t it? Well, I’m born and bred here, and I’ve seen the rise of scum like Mandretta, how they’ve moved into the mass use of young women. Prostitution has always been endemic here but sex trafficking is the new heroin for them, though they still make millions out of the old shit. They ship them in from all over Eastern Europe – the poorer the country the better – and now there’s also the African dimension. I just got sick of seeing young women ruined by the age of twenty-five, then tossed away like dirty rags . . . if they’re not dead already, that is. What we did in the police was just nibbling away at the edges, you know that as well as me.’
Carlo sat and listened, his mind working overtime as he did so. It might be more than his job he was risking today.
‘Something cracked in me one day,’ Adelina continued. ‘That’s why they signed me off. I had time to think then, to form a plan – this plan. Yes, maybe it is crazy, but it’s having an effect. The Families will start fighting against each other soon, and I’m about to start sending stuff to the press about our campaign.’
Our campaign, Carlo thought. This woman really has lost the plot. 
Adelina’s eyes flashed as she warmed to her subject, and Carlo was glad of the reassuring weight of the gun under his jacket.
‘I have no problem with the Mafia tearing itself apart,’ Carlo said, ‘but it’s never as simple as that, is it? I’ve have learned a lot about Sicilian history since I’ve been down here, and one thing’s for sure – when the gangs fight, a lot of innocent people suffer.’
‘Okay, tell me another way then? Sure, we’ve had some success in recent times, but you cut off one branch and another one grows back immediately. There are thousands of women – or girls . . . some of them are not even sixteen – who have been destroyed in my time on the force. That’s why I left. I wanted to kill the people who are doing this, but not while I was in uniform. And no innocent people have been killed yet, by the way.’
Carlo was aware of noise in the adjoining room, and three more women joined them. Carlo recognised the small raven-haired one as the girl from the garden. He tensed as the faces of the newcomers looked at Adelina for guidance. They were all armed, and he knew what they would like to do. The small gypsy-looking girl’s finger was firmly curled around the trigger of her Glock, which Carlo recognised was police standard issue. Maybe Leo was right, and it was a poor choice to have come here alone.

Gianluca still had a kid’s habit of biting his nails. Not that there was much nail to bite, as the wasted, swollen ends of his fingers gave away his lifelong obsession. He had tried to stop many times, especially as he was a man in love with his appearance. With his height, which just nudged above six foot, his figure, which he liked to think was akin to an Olympic athlete, and his good looks, Gianluca thought he looked like a young Al Pacino – only tougher and much taller. He was a snappy dresser too; not the usual Armani stuff all the guys wore, but clothes he had made especially for him. Even his shoes were handmade in Naples, where he’d brave Camorra territory to get them. Only his distorted and chewed finger ends let him down.
Gianluca was nibbling at his nails now, hardly aware that he
was doing so as he watched Leo Bracchi. He always did it in times of stress or excitement – and this was a time of excitement. He had been tailing Bracchi, and following someone was one of Gianluca’s specialties. He had been waiting for the best moment to nail the fat bastard, and that moment had come. Bracchi was parked in a side street downtown, and it was a quiet at this time of the year. The cop was feeding his face with a large pastrami sandwich. This guy couldn’t stop eating.
Gianluca stopped chewing, got out of his own car and moved towards Bracchi’s, feigning interest in the shopfronts he passed. He was carrying a Giornale di Sicilia newspaper, which made it easier to conceal his weapon. The fact that the passenger door of the cop’s car was unlocked made it all perfect. Gianluca was alongside Bracchi before he knew what was happening, the Berretta sticking into Leo’s ribs. 
‘Stop feeding your face, fatso. You and me are going for a little drive.’
‘What the fuck?’
‘Don’t what the fuck me – just drive, lard boy. Yeah, you know who I am, don’t you? That means you know I couldn’t give two shits whether I shoot you or not. Drive. I’ll tell you where. Take this piece of crap towards Mondello.’
Leo cursed himself for being so stupid, but he had been miles away, lost in thoughts of duty and honour and how he might be able to manage both. But to be caught in this way by a punk like Gianluca Vitale was almost too much to bear.
‘Haven’t seen your ugly mug for a while, GL,’ Leo said, keeping as calm as he could. ‘If you’re taking me to see the boss man, there’s no need for this stupid cowboy stuff.’
‘Salim don’t know nothing about this, so just shut your mouth and drive. Take the Mondello highway, then we’ll go up into the mountains to my uncle’s old place.’
Leo didn’t like the sound of this, if it was true. He’d arrested GL a few times in the past, but nothing had stuck to the man, and Mandretta had got Gianluca off scot-free every time. But there was nothing personal between them – nothing Sicilian – to make GL try a stunt like this. Even so, Gianluca kept the gun just inches away from Leo’s stomach, and Leo knew he would love to use it. Vitale was a part-time killer but a full-time psychopath, and Leo did not want to do anything to encourage the guy to pull the trigger. Not yet, anyway.
Leo drove on through the late-morning traffic, then – following Gianluca’s orders – took a small side road that led up into the hills. Get the guy talking, that was always the best bet in situations like this, Leo thought, not that he had ever been in a situation quite like this.
‘So, was it you that took that pop at me?’ Leo said.
‘Not at you or you’d be down the morgue now – if they got anywhere big enough to stash your fat arse, that is.’
‘GL, you’re as sweet as ever.’
Gianluca prodded Leo harder with the Beretta and he tensed for the bullet.
‘Hey, whadya know, the cop is sweating like a pig. Take a left here, then stop at that shack up ahead.’
And it was a shack. Leo pulled up outside the small cabin, which appeared to have been derelict for years, with a rickety roof that looked as if it could fall in at any time. It reminded Leo of the place where Carlo’s son Piccolo had been held, only smaller and much scruffier. If GL was thinking of killing him, he’d picked a good spot for it.
‘Cut the engine and get out slowly,’ Gianluca said.
Leo walked carefully over uneven ground as directed, to the weathered wooden door of the cabin. He thought about feigning a fall in an attempt to wrestle the gun from Gianluca’s grasp, but he knew better than to try to beat hopeless odds. Gianluca pushed him along with the gun barrel in his back. Leo could smell the man’s overbearing aftershave and hear his 300-euro boots scraping against the stony ground.
‘The door’s not locked, big man. Push it open and go in.’ Gianluca clicked his teeth together in a strange, nervous kind of laugh. ‘Though I’m not sure yet if you’re ever coming out again.’

Adelina Cervi got up and stood by the huge window. The hard light of a Sicilian afternoon flooded into the room, and for a moment her long frame was highlighted by it. This woman’s legs seem to go on forever, Carlo thought, suddenly conscious of his own medium height.
‘So, what’s to be done, Chief Inspector?’ Adelina said quietly, so quietly that Carlo wondered if she was talking to herself.
‘How did he know about us?’ Marianna suddenly blurted out. ‘Who told him, that’s what I want to know.’
‘Keep quiet, Mari,’ Adelina said. ‘Look, Carlo, why don’t you join with us? Work together? We could develop a strategy that could really work. In the past, whenever we thought we had the Mafia on the run they always regrouped, then spread again like the cancer they are. The Camorra, ’Ndrangheta . . . none of them would be possible without the curse that we have here in Sicily, because they all took their cue from here.’ 
This woman is talking like a politician making a speech, Carlo thought. But there was one huge difference – she believed every word she said. That’s what gave Adelina her aura and her power over the other women, and Carlo had to admit that what she said was true. But meeting murder with murder never worked, not in his book. There were too many ways it could spin out of control.
‘We don’t need any man,’ Marianna muttered.
‘You’re asking me to condone unlawful killing, and maybe even commit it,’ Carlo said.
‘Have you forgotten about your boy so soon?’
‘Don’t be stupid, Adelina. I’ll never forget that, no father would.’
Carlo could feel the atmosphere in the room changing from tense to hostile. The other women did not like their leader being called stupid, and he sensed eager fingers tightening on triggers. How loose a cannon was Adelina Cervi, exactly? Maybe he was about to find out. 

There was not much natural light in the cabin, and no electric lighting either, just an old-fashioned oil lamp on a shaky table. Leo felt like he was going back a century in time as Gianluca shoved him into the murky room, which looked like it was layered with many years’ worth of dust. Leo began to cough as a plan formed in his head.
‘Sounds like you’re out of shape, Leo,’ Gianluca said. ‘Looks like it too. Put your arse down on that chair and don’t try moving from it, or you know what will happen.’
‘This is a stupid move, GL, and it’s not going to get you anywhere. What you trying to prove, eh? That you’re some sort of fucking big shot, that this is supposed to make you look good in Mandretta’s eyes?’
‘Shut your mouth, Bracchi. I know what I’m doing.’
Leo could feel the nervous energy in Gianluca, and it matched his own. If Gianluca really was acting on his own it was not good news. 
‘Sit on your hands,’ Gianluca said as he came closer, his gun only a barrel’s length from Leo’s head. Leo could see one of his long fingers tapping the butt of the gun, as if he was counting down the last seconds of Leo’s life.
‘Do you know what he said to me?’ Gianluca suddenly snapped.
‘Who?’
‘That bastard Mandretta. “Don’t think, GL,” he said, “because you can’t think.” Like I’m some kind of moron. Well, I’m no moron.’
Spittle from Gianluca’s mouth showered Leo. It would be followed by froth soon, Leo thought, because the man was working himself up into a frenzy. Leo had seen it many times before, when killers or even just cheap street punks pumped themselves up with so much shit they began to mistake it for courage.
‘You better talk, Leo. You know who that bitch is. I can fucking smell it. I seen it straight off when you got shown the photo.’
‘Look, there are thousands of officers in Palermo, you know that, and I only work with a few of them.’
‘Hey, how about I put one in your knee? Leave you to crawl for help? If you make it, that should mean months laid up. How about I put one in the other knee too, for luck?’
Gianluca was almost eyeball to eyeball now, close enough for Leo to see a vein bulging across his temple in a pulsating blue line. Leo had to get this clown talking about Mandretta, or about anything at all, because it was the only way he might get a chance – one chance – to save himself.

‘All right,’ Carlo said, as casually as he could. ‘Tell me exactly how we could work together. And, to answer your question . . .’ Carlo nodded towards Marianna. ‘Adelina made a mistake in Satisfaction – raising her mask. She was seen and they got a CCTV shot of her; one of my colleagues recognised her straight off.’
‘Yes, and you’ve obviously kept it to yourself or we wouldn’t be having this meeting. It was a rookie mistake, and I apologise to everyone here.’
Carlo nodded, hoping that Adelina wouldn’t ask how they had managed to access the image. This situation was getting very complicated. Police vigilantes running amok, his sergeant compromised by the Mafia, and each side eager for bloody revenge. He doubted that it could happen anywhere but in this city, though at least his son hadn’t been involved this time, which might be a step up in this crazy world of violence.

Gianluca paced around Leo’s chair like dog eyeing a bone. For a brief moment Leo thought of the past year with Sylvia, a relationship that he never thought would come; then he forced it out of his mind. He needed to stay focused on that one chance.
‘You know what, GL?’ Leo said. ‘I think you’re right about Salim. He should recognise you more after all these years – I told him that myself.’
‘Stop trying to bullshit me. It’s no use playing for time, and yours is about to run out unless you talk.’
Leo sneezed. ‘This dust is bringing on my asthma. Mind if I get my inhaler out?’
‘Yeah, I do. Keep your hands under your arse.’
Gianluca’s body was shaking with adrenaline. Leo knew the man was running on energy and not much of a plan. He knew Gianluca would have to kill him now, whether he told him anything or not.
Leo started to wheeze and cough, slumping down in his chair. ‘It’s this fucking dust,’ he said. ‘It’s doing my chest in. Look, lemme get my inhaler out, then maybe we can make a deal. GL, you’re right, I think it is your time. Maybe me and you can work together, get something good going—’ Leo interrupted himself with another savage bout of coughing. He could feel Gianluca wavering.
‘If you’re just playing for time, I swear I’ll—’
More coughing came from Leo, strong enough for him to hurt his ribcage.
‘Okay, get your stupid inhaler out, then.’
For a big man, Leo had always been able to move surprisingly fast, and there had never been a greater need to do so than now. He moved a hand towards his pocket for the imaginary inhaler, feigned a stumble from his chair, and hurled a set of keys – then himself – at Gianluca when he saw the man had turned slightly away from him to escape his coughing.
The keys hit GL full in the face as the man fired. Leo felt a round tug at his jacket, and another two whistle past his head, but it did not slow him down. Even in his slimmer form Leo still weighed 220 pounds and it all crashed into Gianluca, taking him to the floor. There was a frantic scramble for the gun as Leo grasped GL’s hand and squeezed. He took a few shots in the face from Gianluca’s free hand but that did not bother him, and he felt GL’s grip on the gun weaken until the other man could no longer hold it. As soon as that happened, Leo used his own free hand and smashed it into GL’s face with all the force he could muster, which was considerable. It was all over. Leo was still alive and Gianluca was out cold.
By the time Gianluca came round, Leo was back in his chair, but this time he had the gun and he was pointing it at his former captor. For good effect, Leo loosed off a round very close to Gianluca. He’d always liked this model of gun, and its kick was reassuring. The round crashed into the floor inches from Gianluca, sprinkling him with splinters of wood.
‘Please, Leo,’ Gianluca said. ‘Please.’ He raised himself to his knees, his face wet with sweat and a bruise already forming around his closed left eye.
‘Ah, it’s Leo now. You being nice and polite, GL?’ Leo got up and stood closer to Gianluca. ‘Don’t move a muscle, my trigger finger’s not as steady as it used to be.’
But Gianluca did move, putting his hands together like he was a praying supplicant. 
‘No one would worry if I blew you away, GL. It would be a fine upstanding cop like me dealing out justice to a lowlife like you.’ 
Gianluca mouthed please again, but his mouth was too dry for the words to come out as more than a whisper.
‘Isn’t it strange that the men who would least show mercy demand it the most when it’s their turn,’ Leo muttered. ‘So, what are we to do with you, eh?’
Leo knew this was also a good question for himself. He a took set of handcuffs that were attached to his belt and threw them at Gianluca, catching his battered face. ‘Get on your hands and knees, crawl over to that chair and put one end of these on your wrist and the other on the chair arm. And I wanna hear them click shut.’
Gianluca eagerly obeyed, hoping that the handcuffs meant he would live. Once Leo knew the crook was secure, he phoned Carlo.
‘It’s all happening here, boss,’ Leo said when Carlo answered the call.

Carlo tried to keep his best poker face on as he ran through his options. Each time a possible plan cropped up in his head he shot it down again, so he decided to just wing it and play along. Leo’s call broke the tension. Adelina told him to answer it. In a few breathless sentences peppered with a lot of bosses, Leo brought him up to speed about the situation with Gianluca. It gave Carlo an idea.
‘That was my sergeant,’ Carlo said after he ended the call. ‘Mandretta knows about you, Adelina.’
‘How the hell could he?’
‘There was a guy hiding behind the bar you didn’t get. He saw you, and he knew you.’
Let her think they know her name, Carlo thought. It might make things easier.
Adelina muttered to herself and pulled at her lower lip with her teeth.
‘That means they’ll be coming for you soon,’ Carlo said. ‘So what’s your plan?’

Salim Mandretta stood at his balcony window, looking down on the wide, curving stretch of beach below. Tourists had started to appear, small clusters of people moving around, looking like matchsticks from his vantage point.
Mandretta moved the thin stiletto around in his hands, fingering its highly intricate ivory handle, then suddenly spun round and hurled it at a corkboard on the wall, placed there for this very purpose. His aim was good and the dagger hit dead centre. This eased his mood a little, because he had been trying to get hold of Gianluca all day. When one of his men went missing like this it usually meant they had been arrested or killed or were up to no good. Mandretta thought it might be the third option in this case. He’d sensed something brewing in Gianluca for months – that his trusty foot soldier wanted more, a feeling Mandretta knew well because it had always been present in himself. We all want more, he thought, we all want to control, to be the main man, that’s what makes us what we are. But only a few were born to do it, and that was something that people like Gianluca could never understand.
Mandretta was jerked out of his thoughts by his phone ringing. It was Marco, the barman who had lived through the raid on the Satisfaction. Mandretta was about to ask him if he’d seen Gianluca, but was stopped by the barman’s news.
‘We know who she is, boss.’
‘What?’ 
‘That crazy dame who shot up the club. I done what you said, and worked my way through every connection downtown we got. A bent beat cop recognised her, said it was Adelina Cervi, a homicide cop who hasn’t worked for a long time and that’s why she’s been so hard to find. She’s a rich bitch too, lives up in one of them big places out of town.’ Marco paused for breath and the accolades that didn’t come.
‘Okay,’ Mandretta said. ‘Now we know. Marco, Gianluca’s off the radar, so you go find him for me and get his arse over here pretty damn quick. And tell him he better have a fucking good excuse.’
Mandretta hung up before Marco could say anything else. He remembered that cop – she was the tall dyke who’d hassled him about five years ago, when Palermo’s finest actually thought they were winning. Mandretta poured himself a glass of Marsala, savouring it as he thought how much he would enjoy putting his plans for Signorina Cervi into action.

Leo’s phone call had given everyone in the room something else to focus on, and Carlo felt that any immediate danger had passed. For Carlo, the events of the past few hours were a worrying development that would confuse matters even further, but at least Mandretta and his crew did not know who the vigilantes were, and neither did anyone else in Palermo. The local papers had overdosed on the story, glad of the boost to their circulation, but no theories had even come close to the truth. How could they? 
Leo got to Cervi’s villa with Gianluca in tow as quickly as he could. When Carlo had called Leo back they’d agreed it was the best thing to do, the best out of a few very poor choices. Marianna recognised Gianluca as a frequent brothel visitor, and she whispered this news to the other women, causing them all to look at the Mafioso as a wolf pack might regard a cornered lamb.
The handcuffed Gianluca was too bewildered by the situation to be concerned – and was quite the opposite, in fact. He straightened up and tossed back his hair. Then he recognised Marianna and broke into a wide smile.
‘Hey, it’s the little Albanian slut from Satisfaction. What you doing here, baby?’
Marianna revealed the gun she always carried now and stepped towards Gianluca, flicking off the safety catch as she neared him. Gianluca’s face froze.
‘What the hell’s going on here?’ he said, looking at Leo for support that did not come.
Adelina stopped Marianna with a hand. ‘So, Sergeant Bracchi,’ she said, ‘you have brought us a prize, if you can call this piece of filth that.’ 
‘Who are these, Carpanini?’ Gianluca said in an attempt at bravado. ‘Who are these broads –your bitches or what?’
Adelina smiled at this and turned to get something from behind the sofa. It was her Obama mask, and as she put it on slowly the penny finally dropped for Gianluca.
‘You got to be kidding me,’ he mumbled, more to himself than anyone in the room.
‘No one jokes here,’ Adelina said. She tossed the mask to Marianna. ‘Lock this slime in the cellar.’ 
Gianluca was led out with Marianna’s handgun pressed into his back.
‘This is fucking crazy, Carpanini,’ Gianluca yelled as he went. ‘Broads, for Christ’s sake!’
‘He seems confused,’ Adelina said to Carlo.
‘Of course he is. This is well outside GL’s experience,’ Carlo said. Then he murmured ‘. . . mine too’ to himself.

Salim Mandretta sat in a small café close to Palermo Cathedral. It was one of his favourite spots in the city. He liked grand Sicilian buildings that spoke of power, privilege and money, all the things he had aspired to and had achieved. 
Mandretta spooned the chocolate-speckled froth of his cappuccino slowly into his mouth as he gazed at the ornate entrance to the cathedral. He wondered how many people knew that the church had been built over a mosque. There was even an Islamic inscription still visible at the base of a front column. He liked this aspect of history, the way one culture could crush another, and how the situation reversed as life went on in an inexorable ebb and flow of struggle and violence.
Mancini entered the café, his bulky form silhouetted against the sunlight outside. He joined Mandretta at his private booth, well away from paying customers but with a good view of the street outside. Since Gianluca was missing, Mancini had gladly stepped into the role of first foot soldier, and he meant to keep it, even if that cheap punk did turn up again. Mandretta knew this and approved of it, as competition meant the survival of the fittest and that seemed the most natural thing in the world to him.
‘So, what you got?’ Mandretta said.
‘That Cervi villa is nicely out of the way, boss. Perfect for us. Six men will be more than enough.’ 
‘Nah, we’ll take more than that,’ Mandretta said. ‘I don’t want no slip-ups. This has to be stamped out now. Women avengers, for fuck’s sake. If this gets out, who knows where it might end.’ 
For the first time in years Mandretta suddenly thought of his mother, the shadowy figure that had seemed to live in the kitchen, which his father had told him was her place. Mandretta had travelled around a lot, he’d seen how life was changing in other countries, but he didn’t expect it to here, not on his island. His blood boiled at the thought.
‘How many women are involved in this?’ Mandretta asked.
‘Four hit our clubs I think, plus the getaway man – eh, I mean woman.’
‘They could all be cops, or ex-cops, so this will take planning.’
Mancini shrugged and emptied the bottle of beer the Don had given him in one long draught. ‘They won’t be expecting it, boss.’
‘Any news on Gianluca?’
‘Nope. GL seems to have disappeared into thin air.’
‘Yeah, but disappeared where, though? That’s what worries me.’

Carlo sat with Leo on a seat carved out of stone in what was left of Adelina’s orchard. It had not been tended for years and it showed. A few seasons’ worth of old apples, prickly pears and lemons lay all around them. This was a graveyard for rotting fruit, and most of the trees looked as if they were about to die from lack of interest. Only the orange trees looked healthy.
‘This place gives me the creeps,’ Leo said as he nursed his grazed knuckles. ‘Do you really think we should be here, boss?’
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Well, at least I can’t be in any more trouble,’ Leo muttered. ‘They can’t take my badge away more than once.’
‘Let the women have time to talk things over, now that they know their cover is blown.’
‘And then what? They stop and everything is forgotten? Salim Mandretta wouldn’t forget if you stole five euros from him, let alone blew his clubs apart. And people have died here, even if they were scumbags.’
Carlo closed his eyes and let the sun warm his face. He realised he had another fifteen years to go before he could draw his police pension, and right now that seemed a long, long time. He could feel this job ageing him fast, but there was not much he could do about that now.
‘Boss, you okay?’
‘Sure. Right, Leo, this is the best plan I can come up with. Feel free to shoot it down, because I’m not too sure about it myself. If I had any sense I’d go straight upstairs with all this shit.’
‘Yeah, but you won’t will you, and I’ll tell you why. You’ve become just a little bit Sicilian – in another thirty years you’ll be one of us.’ Leo said this with a nod and a wink but Carlo knew he was equally worried.
‘I can’t say I’m thrilled,’ Carlo said, ‘but having GL here might be our ace in the hole, if we can turn him. I’m thinking we can use him as bait to get Mandretta here and—’
‘Do what, boss? He’ll come mob-handed. Yeah, I know we pulled that stunt with Tomasso Cruci a few years back but that was an official police operation and this certainly isn’t – but hey, it’s truly Sicilian, like I said, and I like it. If we can take Mandretta down I think the other Families will tolerate it. No one wants this story to come out – women taking it to the Mafia . . . And they’ll pick apart Mandretta’s empire between them like the greedy vultures they are. I’ll go back in now and check on GL, get him in the mood for what’s coming next.’
‘Okay. I’ll come back in and talk to the women in a minute.’

Mancini arrived just after Leo had gone back into the villa, but Carlo was still in full view. Mancini watched him from his spot on the mountain ridge top. His powerful field glasses enlarged the man into a fine target, and he imagined taking him down with his favourite rifle. One heart shot before that cop knew what was happening, before he knew he was dead. 
Mancini couldn’t wait for the action to start. This would be a nice little private war, out of sight of the prying world, the way wars on the island should be. He sped away in his black Alfa, wondering where Leo was. He wanted to kill that one himself, because the boss had asked Bracchi to repay a debt and he hadn’t played ball. That was poor behaviour – and poor behaviour must never be tolerated.

Adelina sat with Marianna on the ridge above her villa. It was high enough for them to look towards a gently smoking Mount Etna. Marianna leaned against her much larger lover, enjoying the warmth of her body and the keen air.
‘Etna is a woman’s name,’ Adelina murmured, nodding towards the volcano. ‘Did you know that? I like it. It’s powerful, unpredictable, and likely to erupt at any time.’
Marianna dug Adelina in the ribs and laughed. ‘Like you,’ she said.
‘Maybe.’ 
‘Will we work with these men, Carpanini and the fat one?’
‘Leo’s not that big – well, not like he used to be, anyway. Yes, we’ll have to work with them. As men go, they’re not too bad.’
Marianna set her mouth in resignation, which prompted a smile and a hug from Adelina.
‘Don’t look so disappointed, my little gypsy, things could be much worse. Things can always be much worse. Come on, Mari, it’s time to go back.’
As they walked back to the villa, Adelina began to think of things she had suppressed for years. Her life had been one of distances, particularly emotional ones. Her parents had always seemed too old and too busy to bother much with her, and even when she was a little girl she had felt that she didn’t belong. Her father had obviously agreed, because he’d shipped her off to a boarding school in Rome as soon as he could. She’d hated it there; it had been a gloomy place that smelled of old money and conformity, run by nuns who had medieval views about women and their role in Italian society. It wasn’t much better when she came home for the holidays, and any affection she’d had in those days came from the servants, who always made a fuss of ‘Little Ady’.
Adelina’s father had died suddenly of a heart attack when she was nineteen, but she’d felt very little emotion. Her mother followed on six months later, when she lost control of her car and ploughed off a mountain road into ravine. After that, Adelina knew nothing could ever be put right, and a new sense of freedom soon took over.

The turning of Gianluca was not easy, but nor was it the impossible task Carlo had first thought it would be. In this, he played a supporting role as Sergeant Bracchi took over.
‘Let me do this, boss,’ Leo had urged. ‘No offence, but it takes a Sicilian to do this. It’s sort of inbred, you might say.’
It took him an intense hour. Leo might not have known much about Shakespeare, but what was acted out would have fitted perfectly into one of the Bard’s most tortured efforts. It was a masterclass in bullying, cajoling, threatening and appealing, sprinkled with liberal amounts of casual violence. Carlo saw another side of his long-time sergeant and he wasn’t sure that he liked it, but he was impressed.
GL was tied to an old chair in the dank former wine cellar of the Cervi villa, now empty apart from a cobweb-laced layer of dust and a few pieces of rickety furniture.
‘All this dust is bringing on my asthma again, GL,’ Leo said with a wink, as he paced around the chair like an intrigued bear. 
‘Fuck you, Leo,’ Gianluca said.
Leo backhanded him without turning around, surprise mixing with pain on the prisoner’s face. Blood started to trickle from both nostrils as Gianluca tried to snort it away.
‘You bastard.’
‘Language please, GL. This is not a good start.’
This time Leo turned and got up close, almost face to face. ‘Look, I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to turn your face into a war zone, handsome young guy like you. I don’t want to smear that fine nose all over your cheekbones, and how about those teeth? Talk about the pearly gates. Be a shame to destroy them.’
Leo bunched up his fist and pulled back his muscular right arm, enjoying the way Gianluca tried to shrink back into his chair. ‘Look, we’re giving you a chance here, GL. Help us and you help yourself. And who knows where that might lead? We could work together.’ Leo nodded towards Carlo. ‘The chief inspector and me, just so you know, are always available for kickbacks, any time, and off anyone. You’d be surprised who we’ve done deals with.’
Gianluca looked at Carlo sceptically. A smudge of blood had now gathered on his upper lip, giving him a red Hitler-like moustache. ‘They say this northerner is a straight cop.’
‘Get real, GL, you know there ain’t any. Mandretta’s going down, and nothing’s gonna change that. No one’s too big for a fall – remember Tomasso Cruci? So here’s your chance to claim the place you deserve . . . Salim don’t give two fucks about you anyway. Hey, I’ll even forget you took a shot at me – well, maybe not.’
Before Gianluca had time to respond, Leo hit him with his right, a powerful shot that knocked him and the chair backwards on to the floor. Carlo winced and shut his eyes momentarily. He didn’t approve, but would not step in. Desperate times called for desperate measures. 
Leo pulled a groaning Gianluca upright on his chair. The earlier damage to his face had been joined by new marks, and his left eye was now an angry closed-up gouge of purple. ‘Now, where were we?’ Leo said. ‘Oh yeah, that’s right, about working with us? No, don’t say anything. You listen and I’ll talk. Help us take your boss man down and you can take his place. This could be your chance, a lifetime partnership with Palermo’s finest. You’ll have euros sprouting from your arse – hey, we all will.’
Gianluca’s face registered confusion and pain, but Leo knew he’d soon be thinking of opportunities. It was in his soul, the gnawing hunger that caused these people to do so much evil.
Carlo looked on as if he were an audience of one, and this was certainly an amazing performance by Leo. Carlo wasn’t sure that his big sergeant hadn’t hit Gianluca too hard because the man did not seem to want to stay awake. Leo noticed and instantly changed tack, putting a broad arm around Gianluca’s sagging shoulders.
‘The horns of love and hate are on the same goat, GL,’ Leo said quietly and almost with affection. ‘My grandmother always used to tell me that. She came down from the mountains looking for work in the old days, just like your people. Yeah, you hate me now, but we’re from the same stock. So work with us and who knows where we might be further down the line? If you don’t, you’re looking at twenty years for taking a shot at me. Good-looking guy like you will have a great time inside – I’ll make sure of it. You’ll share a cell with one of your Camorra buddies from Naples, some ape who likes boys.’
The cellar door opened and Adelina beckoned Carlo outside. ‘The girls are getting nervous,’ she said.
‘Well, these are nervous times. Leo will get his way with Gianluca, so it’s time to talk over options.’ 
‘You’re not going to trust that sewer rat, are you?’ Adelina said. 
‘Of course not, but we can use him. Leo’s doing a good job with him. We’ll sell Gianluca the dream of power and see where that takes us.’
‘Power, that’s all men think about.’
Carlo thought of giving her the stock answer that all men were not alike but then thought better of it. At this moment he felt like he was caught at the crossroads of three streets, with the vigilantes, Mandretta and Gianluca all hurtling towards him at breakneck speed. And he knew he was using a similar plan to the one he’d used a few years ago to bring down Tomasso Cruci. That one had been far less complicated and still almost went astray. That was the trouble when you were dealing with madmen.
Carlo spent thirty minutes talking with Adelina. By the time she had reluctantly agreed with him, Leo appeared with his victim. Gianluca would normally have shown a mixture of contempt and defiance but Leo had done his job well. All the stuffing had been knocked out of the man, though Carlo knew it would soon return. Every crook from Palermo bounced back; they were like lizards growing another limb. It was part of their DNA.

‘Where the hell you been and what the fuck’s happened to you? You look like you’ve gone ten rounds with my first wife.’ Salim Mandretta flicked an inch of cigar ash towards Gianluca, spraying him with fine dust. ‘Well? It had better be good, GL. Don’t tell me you fell down no fucking stairs.’
Gianluca ruefully rubbed a hand over his wounded eye. It was open again, two days after the Leo Bracchi treatment. He’d had it all worked out, but standing before Mandretta his mouth was dry and his nerves shot.
This only increased as a side door opened and Tony Mancini entered the room. Gianluca had never liked the man, but knew that from now on he had to think like the Don he hoped to become, and that if all went to plan Mancini would be one of his men. Gianluca straightened the collar of his hand-tailored jacket and began the monologue that he had rehearsed in his head so many times.
‘Now hear me out, okay, boss, without going nuts . . .’
Mancini began to snigger until Mandretta silenced him with a glare.
‘I’ve had to kill Leo Bracchi,’ Gianluca blurted out.
‘You what?’
‘He picked me up the other day. Took me to some place he knew up in the hills. He wanted me to break omertà and turn informer. He kept me there for two days, all the time talking about how good it would be for me and how much he hated you, boss.’
‘Hated me?’
‘Yeah. Said you insulted his mother. Said all sorts of things I can’t repeat.’
‘Repeat them.’
‘Boss, I can’t . . .’
‘Do it!’
Gianluca looked at the floor and mumbled.
Mandretta grasped his favourite stiletto, clenching it so hard his knuckles began to whiten. Gianluca knew Mandretta had killed with it in his early days, and this encouraged him to talk more clearly.
‘He said you were just a jumped-up scumbag from Libya and that you’re a crazy animal –sorry, boss.’
GL loved saying this, despite the fear coursing through him. He hoped his acting would get him through this. He felt Mancini’s eyes on him from the side and Mandretta’s to the front. No one said anything for a while, but you could have cut the tension in the room with Mandretta’s knife, and it seemed like a small lifetime to Gianluca before he was able to go on.
‘Bracchi had a gun on me, but I played along with him until he got careless and I saw my chance. The guy is big but he was out of shape. We rolled around on the stinking floor of that hut fighting for the gun and it went off. Put two slugs through that fat fucker and he was finished.’
‘Where’s the body?’ Mancini asked.
‘I put it in the boot of his car, and that took some doing, lemme tell you. Then I drove it to the coast, you know, the cliffs out towards Mondello, that place we’ve used before. I just pointed the car towards the edge and let it roll over. The sea is good and deep there, but I stayed until I saw it sink down out of sight.’ 
‘Why haven’t you called?’ Mandretta asked, still moving the knife around in his hands.
Gianluca took his smashed mobile from his pocket and displayed it. ‘First thing that bastard did was stamp on it so I thought it better to come straight here, boss, to tell you in person.’
‘Leo is always with that Carpanini guy, he’s like his shadow.’
‘He was acting on his own this time. Said he wanted to go up in the world.’
‘Huh . . .’ Mandretta turned to Mancini. ‘How did you get on at the Cervi place? Mancini had to do your job see, GL – checking out that villa while you were taking care of Leo.’
Gianluca was trying to gauge how long it would take to get hold of his gun and use it. Should he turn and shoot Mancini first or concentrate on Mandretta? Because, any second, Mancini was going to say he had seen Bracchi at the same time as he was ‘getting killed’ ten miles away.
‘It’s nice and private there, boss,’ Mancini said. ‘Should be an easy hit. I saw Carpanini there but now I know why I didn’t see his fat sergeant. GL was busy offing him.’
Mancini laughed and Mandretta joined in. Gianluca added his own sounds of amusement and hoped they didn’t sound more like nervous clucking. Mandretta’s face was smiling but his eyes remained cold and unchanging. The room reeked of testosterone and treachery, each man thinking his own thoughts and hoping the others could not read them.

It was getting hotter in Palermo as spring began to give way to early summer. The skies above the Cervi villa were a deepening blue, the clouds fleecy, and the wind brought up an increasing heat from the North African coast. It was the time when Leo Bracchi began to feel his bulk as he went into summer sweat mode. He was in it now as he watched the road from his vantage point in the raised garden behind the villa.
Carlo was at police headquarters in downtown Palermo. He was trying to smooth things over and gain time. Leo felt guilty that his early environment had caused this problem. It had drawn Mandretta to him and then involved Carlo. They could both go down over this, in more ways than one. Then he thought that if a bunch of women hadn’t decided to go wild, none of this would have happened in the first place.
Leo liked his peaceful lookout spot. ‘Peaceful’ had not played much of a part in his police life so he was enjoying a brief snatch of it now. What was the phrase, ‘the calm before the storm’? Leo blinked tiredness out of his eyes a few times and thought of sleep, glorious uninterrupted sleep, which he had not had in days. Then he thought of food as his stomach rumbled, a low growl that accused him of ill treatment. 
So much depended on that lowlife Gianluca now. In any other part of the world that might be crazy, but here in Sicily it was almost normal. I’ve had illicit contact with an infamous Don, Leo thought. We are about to have a small war, completely off the record, aided and abetted and maybe even led by a bunch of man-hating women, and most of them with police connections, one way or another. What could possibly go wrong? 
Leo was watching the approach road and Marianna was watching him, from the rooftop of the villa. She used the field glasses Adelina had issued to her. They made the bulky figure of Leo seem as if he were right next to her. She could see every fold of his creased clothing, and the way the bulge of his stomach fought against his shirt. Fat people fascinated her because they were so foreign to her existence. Her background still equated fat with wealth and not poverty.

Leo and Marianna saw Carlo returning at the same time. He had been gone for four hours, just time enough to check on Maria and the kids and leave a trail of excuses at headquarters. That had been tricky, but the game Carlo was playing was even trickier. If Leo hadn’t gone to Mandretta they would not be in this fix, but his sergeant had saved his life at least once, maybe twice, in the past. His wife might not understand and his superiors certainly wouldn’t, but this really was a matter of honour and debt now. Carlo was caught in the same trap as Leo. Palermo had been casting its spell on him for years and now it had ensnared him.
Marianna was being called by one of the other women.
‘Mari, Adelina wants you,’ Adriana shouted. ‘Come down.’
Mari shouted that she’d come soon to Adriana, who was putting out washing to dry, a strangely normal act considering the situation. This was unfortunate timing. If Marianna had stayed watching her post for another minute she would have seen the movement in the hills behind Leo. A line of men were carefully making their way down the slope, using the scattered clumps of low vegetation as cover. Leo shifted his position every few minutes, but always kept his eyes on the single approach road, so he too saw nothing. The sunshine was making him sleepy, and he began to doze, thinking of Sylvia and feeling glad that nothing was going to happen this day.

Salim Mandretta had never thought much about ageing but he was thinking about it now, as he crouched down behind a thorny bush, cursing the number of times he’d been snagged coming down this hell of a hillside. He was glad that he’d dressed for the occasion in a green canvas camouflage jacket that he had sent Mancini out to buy. Most of his boys could not bear to part with their expensive gear and looked stupidly out of place now, their suits showing all the signs of nature’s attack. 
Mandretta’s mind was on full alert. Was Gianluca trying to shaft him? It was hard to believe that the man would dare try to double-cross him and he didn’t believe it – but even so, something gnawed at his guts. He had watched Leo Bracchi grow up in a place where life was tough and dangerous. Leo wouldn’t have been so easy to kill, but he had disappeared. There was nothing to contradict Gianluca’s story, and yet he still had this feeling, like some bastard had his hands around his guts and was slowly twisting them into knots. 
Then Mandretta began to think about Mancini and what he might do, as he watched his black-suited troopers crouch down in the undergrowth in front of him like sly crows. But if Mandretta’s mind was working on all options, Gianluca’s was hurtling along in overdrive. He was playing a game that was way past dangerous, double-crossing the Don and Carpanini. Did that make it a double-double-cross? He hoped so. 
Gianluca hoped this was the chance he’d been waiting for all his life. Wiping out the most effective policeman in Palermo, taking revenge on these crazy women for the Families and, best of all, taking control of the Mandretta organisation. To do that in one afternoon would give him immortality in Mafia history, and it was so close he could almost touch it, feel it, smell it.
‘Right, you all know what to do,’ Mandretta said. ‘Mancini, GL and me will be near the front of the villa – the rest of you take the back and get inside. They should all be dead before they know what the fuck is happening, but if you flush any out alive we’ll be waiting for them.’
Mandretta shook off his unease, because the thrill of the hunt was taking over. He was armed with an old Berretta automatic, his weapon of choice from his early days, and his favourite stiletto would also be close to his left hand. He forgot what the word was but he could use each hand equally well, which had saved him a few times in the past.
Within ten minutes, Mandretta’s men were at the edge of the grounds of Adelina’s villa. Her wilderness of a garden suited them well and they began to creep through it with deadly intent.

As Leo walked back to the villa he saw Carlo approaching, and opened his car door for him as he pulled up on the Cervi forecourt. 
‘All quiet?’ Carlo asked.
‘Sure. We’ve got a whole day to prepare for this, boss. GL will bring them when he said, walking into a trap like the rats they are. Don’t worry, he’s not gonna fuck this up. He’s just a donkey and we’ve dangled him a nice juicy carrot. Trust me on this, I know these people.’ The words were barely out of Leo’s mouth when the first shots rang out from the rear of the house.
‘Don’t just stand there,’ Carlo yelled. ‘Get the shotgun from the boot. C’mon, Leo, move your arse! Something’s gone badly wrong here.’
At least Leo didn’t have time to be shocked. He took the shotgun from Carlo’s car. It was a five-cartridge pump action but was not loaded. Leo lost valuable time ramming rounds into the gun before he could follow Carlo as he darted towards the house.
Carlo almost collided with Adelina as he burst through the villa’s front door.
‘So much for your stupid plan,’ Adelina shouted. ‘That scumbag Gianluca has betrayed us. Mandretta’s men are all around the house, I think. They’re certainly out back.’
Leo joined them, his face florid after a rare burst of speed. The window next to the front door shattered as it was hit by gunfire.
‘We managed to lock the back doors before they could get in,’ Adelina said. ‘One of my girls is down, but so are two of their men. Marianna is still on the roof and she took two of them out with that rifle she’s so fond of, thank God.’
‘How many?’ Leo gasped.
‘At least six,’ Marianna said. ‘Well, four now . . .’
‘What do you think GL is working here, Leo?’ Carlo said.
‘Fuck knows, boss. I just didn’t think he had it in him. I’m sorry.’
‘There’s no time for that now. Get to one of the back windows.’ Carlo nodded at the pump action. ‘Do you know how to use that thing?’
‘Oh, yes.’
Leo joined Gabriella in a rear room just as two men were about to crash through the French doors. She had already been hit in the shoulder but was still alert and holding her pistol. It was perfect timing for Leo, but deadly for Mandretta’s men. As they burst in – dressed in ridiculous scuffed-up suits – Leo opened up with the shotgun, loosing off three shells and moving the gun from side to side so that there was no escape. The force of the rounds threw them back out into the garden, where their blasted bodies fell and were still. 
‘That should make the others think twice,’ Leo murmured, and it must have, because everything went quiet as Leo turned to Gabriella and gently pulled her down behind a sofa. It looked like a round had gone through the top of her shoulder without breaking any bones. ‘You’ll live,’ Leo said. ‘Just press down hard on it with your hand to stem the bleeding. Stay down now, and stay quiet. No one’s gonna risk coming through those doors again.’ There was a noise and Leo whirled and almost fired, but he recognised Marianna just in time – and she him.
‘Oh, it’s you, fat man,’ Marianna said. ‘I thought it better to come down off the roof. There’s a few more out back but they’re melting away, back into the hills like the cowards they are. I took a few more shots at them but they had too much cover. Killed two of the bastards though –the ones that forgot to look up.’
Marianna’s face was ablaze with excitement, her small frame shaking. ‘They killed Adriana, shot her down in the garden before she even knew what was happening, I ran back up to the rooftop with this.’ Marianna held up Adelina’s father’s old hunting rifle with pride. ‘Gabriella here covered downstairs. If those stupid fools hadn’t shot Adriana they would have surprised us totally. Adelina took the front of the house.’
‘Yeah, Carlo’s with her.’
The silence didn’t last long. Firing was coming from the front of the villa. A burst of bullets that Leo knew could only come from a rapid-fire automatic, which meant they were outgunned. His shotgun was a beast, but only good for short-range killing.
‘C’mon,’ Leo yelled. ‘We’re needed. This isn’t over yet.’ 

Gianluca loved the quick spurt of fire from his Beretta Storm. It was a short-barrelled killing machine that dispatched multiple rounds in the blink of an eye. He raked the front of the villa and felt the barrel of the gun vibrate and jump in his hand, as if it were alive. He hoped no one had killed Bracchi yet; he wanted that pleasure for himself. He badly needed to let that fat bastard know that he had been outfoxed, just before he put holes in that overfed belly of his. 
Gianluca was leaning behind the thick trunk of a stunted olive tree, Mandretta on his right and Mancini a bit further back.
‘GL!’ Mandretta shouted. ‘You’re shooting at nothing. Wait till you have a target.’
There had been a lot of firing coming from the back of the villa, which Mandretta thought was good news, but when he phoned his main man there and got no reply he began to worry. This hit should have been easy. They’d have no idea, GL had said, and even less of a chance. Mandretta felt for his stiletto, as its cold touch was always a comfort, and he was going to make sure that Gianluca fucking Vitale was in front of him the whole time.
Carlo saw movement at the edge of the trees and bushes that fringed the front garden. That was where the firing was coming from, but they were out of range. Suddenly, Leo was alongside him.
‘I hope you haven’t left the back unguarded?’
‘Nah, all’s cool there, boss – for us, anyway. ‘Marianna got two of them from the roof. She’s pretty deadly, that girl. Two more just walked on to the shotgun. They thought they would surprise us and they almost did, if it wasn’t for Marianna. I think there were a few more but they’ve faded away, back into the hills. I don’t blame them, because it’s been raining bodies out back.’
‘Who hasn’t made it?’ Adelina asked.
‘Adriana. Looks like they surprised her in the garden, and Gabriella has a flesh wound but it’s not too bad.’
Adelina leaned against the wall and shut her eyes for a moment. To Carlo, she looked like she had aged ten years in a few days; her handsome features now had a kind of sunken look, and her eyes were dulled.
Leo crouched down besides Carlo and scanned the scene outside.
‘I’m sorry, boss,’ he murmured.
‘What?’
‘I said I’m sorry for getting Gianluca so wrong.’
‘You’ve already said that. This is Palermo, home of the double-cross. You’ve told me that often enough.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Do you think Mandretta is out front?’
‘Has to be. Salim would always want be part of this, he’s still a savage at heart. And he has to try to finish it now. It’s a matter of honour.’
‘We could make this official and get help. There’d be twenty cops here pretty quick if I told them what was going on. Maybe some public Joe has already phoned it in anyway, the noise that’s been made.’
‘Nah. This place is miles from anywhere, boss, and people mind their business out here. What’s the sound of shooting to some peasant in the hills?’
They were interrupted by another burst of automatic fire, some of the rounds entering the villa through shattered windows, and whining as they ricocheted off walls and furniture.
‘The others will try to get close now that idiot is cutting loose, and I bet it’s that fucking Gianluca with the rifle.’
‘He thought sticking with Salim was a better bet, eh?’ 
‘Looks like it.’ But Leo wasn’t as sure as he sounded.

Gianluca rammed another magazine into the Storm. Each one held thirty rounds. It was too quiet out back. Far too quiet. By now, those boys should have done their work by getting inside the villa and blowing most in there away, leaving him to open up on whoever tried to get out the front way. Then he could turn his attention to Mister Salim Mandretta, the great man himself. 
Gianluca would use his handgun on him as soon as Mandretta presented his back to him, and say a stray round from the house had caught the Don. Tragic, but one of those things. He knew Mancini would accept it as long as he made him first soldier. 
Right on cue, Mandretta appeared alongside him, as if conjured up by Gianluca’s treacherous thoughts.
‘So, this was going to be easy, was it, GL?’ Mandretta said. ‘Tell me what the fuck is happening here, and you’d better tell it good.’
Gianluca felt for the reassuring presence of the handgun in the pocket of his jacket, but slyly, hiding his questing hand with the rifle.
‘They got lucky, that’s all, boss,’ Gianluca said. ‘Those cretins out back must have broken cover too soon, and they had someone watching on the roof too. These things can happen.’
‘Not to me they fucking don’t.’
Gianluca could feel the sweat pouring from him, but it was a cold sweat. Mandretta was so close to him he felt his nerve begin to falter. The first part of his plan lay in ruins, and Mandretta was thinking he had double-crossed him with the raid. The Don had the right feeling all right, but the wrong reasons. 
Gianluca closed his eyes for a second, and saw all Mandretta had. The money, power, properties, women, and that new yacht the size of three houses moored in the harbour, lording it over all the other boats like a gleaming white giant. And just scraps were left over for the likes of him.
From his spot in the bushes Mancini started firing at one of the villa’s windows, which was the distraction Gianluca needed. It was an instant decision, but one that he had been working towards all his life. He began to bring the handgun out of his pocket to bear down on Mandretta, but he was not quick enough and the Don was on him immediately.
‘I thought so, you bastard snake!’ Mandretta shouted. ‘You’ve sold us out.’
Mandretta grabbed Gianluca’s gun hand with a vice-like grip and stabbed him in the shoulder with his stiletto. Gianluca felt it slide in and graze the bone, a searing pain that enraged him. His finger worked the trigger of the pistol but Mandretta made sure all the rounds were aimed at the sky. Slowly but surely he began to wrestle Gianluca to the ground. He was almost twenty years older but still stronger than his once-trusted foot soldier. They were nose to nose now, locked together like lovers as Gianluca struggled desperately.
‘Why, GL?’ Mandretta whispered. ‘Why?’ He felt Gianluca’s grasp weaken on his knife hand, until he was able to press the stiletto down into Gianluca’s chest, slowly and inexorably. As it entered, Gianluca made a final effort to get clear, then sank back and breathed his last, a thin red snake of blood seeping from his mouth, his wide eyes looking forever skywards. Mandretta tapped him on the forehead, quite tenderly. ‘Don’t worry,’ he murmured, ‘I know why.’
Mancini shouted over from his spot, ‘Hey, what the fuck’s happening over there, boss? I think it’s time we got out of here.’
Mandretta didn’t answer. He got up, holding the Storm with its full magazine, and began to walk calmly towards the villa, spraying the building from side to side, like a busy gardener hosing down his plants. Mancini felt he had to follow him. Most of the bullets from Mandretta’s gun spun through the glassless windows to ricochet around Carlo and the others. 
‘Jesus Christ, let’s get further back,’ Leo shouted. ‘Looks like Mandretta has really lost it this time.’
They got out of the front room quickly, looking for the sanctuary of an inner room, but it was not quick enough for Adelina. She gasped and would have sunk down if Leo hadn’t been holding her up. A round that had bounced around the room had found an outlet in the small of her back.
‘She’s hit, boss,’ Leo said.
Leo carefully laid Adelina on the floor, and then guarded the door to the room. He was just in time, because Mancini was coming through the front entrance, shamed into action by his Don. He saw Leo and fired wildly at him, too wildly, as the shots went over Leo’s head. Leo was more accurate, hitting Mancini full in the chest with one round – and one round was all it took.
Outside, self-preservation began to take hold of Mandretta when he realised the rifle was out of ammunition. It took all his experience to get himself back under control, but when he saw Mancini’s fate he turned and went away quickly, though he had too much pride to actually run. Leo threw a few shots after him, but none of them hit him.
‘Adelina’s hurt real bad, boss,’ Leo said.
Marianna joined them, so full of excitement that at first she didn’t notice that Adelina was down.
‘A few of them out back got away,’ Marianna shouted, ‘but some of the bastards are dead out there. We’ve beaten them.’ Then she realised Adelina had been hit. Marianna dropped her weapon and knelt down beside her saviour. ‘Ady, is it bad? Can you hear me?’
Adelina’s face had been robbed of its tan. It was now grey, and her eyes showed the pain she was in. 
‘Let her be now,’ Carlo said, putting a hand on Marianna’s shoulder. ‘Leo, check out front, but be careful.’
Leo was more than careful. He moved very quietly around the front of the villa, levelling his gun at the slightest noise the wind made as it sifted through trees and bushes. All was quiet when he came across Gianluca’s bloodied body. It looked like he had been trying to cheat everyone. ‘This game was far too big for you,’ Leo muttered as he closed the man’s eyes. 
Satisfied that Mandretta was gone, Leo joined the others inside. Carlo and Marianna were trying to keep Adelina conscious and had been joined by Gabriella, who was also ashen-faced, but would survive. 
‘If we don’t get her to hospital, boss . . .’ Leo let his words trail off.
‘If we do, we make all this public.’
The last sentence revived Adelina. ‘No,’ she gasped. ‘No hospital.’
For a few moments, the only sound in the room was Adelina’s laboured breathing.
‘What time is it, Leo?’ Carlo said.
‘Just coming up to three o’clock. Why?’
Carlo searched for his phone and called the one person who might be able to help. 

Salim Mandretta watched Alvarese arrive at the villa, driving as quickly as his ancient Fiat would allow. Mandretta’s survival instincts urged him to leave the scene. He realised how great a failure this action had been, having now made contact with one of the survivors from the back of the villa. He should have killed Gianluca as soon as he had appeared with that crazy story about Leo Bracchi. That had been his first misjudgement in years, and he had paid a heavy price.
Mandretta had lost too many men today, some of them shot down by women. That was an assault on everything that had shaped him, and his world had been turned upside down. The thought of this becoming public was unthinkable, but no police had appeared yet. It looked like everyone wanted this to be a very private slaughter.
Mandretta waited until Alvarese had entered the villa with his heavy bag, then, very carefully, he began to creep forwards once again from his hiding spot. He could not withstand his need to kill.

‘I have to be mad coming here,’ Alvarese said, as he came in and surveyed the scene. ‘It’s obvious all of you are.’ 
‘Alvo, I had no one else to turn to, what happened here—’
‘Do not tell me any more. I don’t want to know anything about what happened here.’ Alvarese briefly examined Gabriella. He opened his bag, took out a surgical dressing and handed it to Marianna. ‘Here, press this firmly on this girl’s shoulder. She’s lost a fair bit of blood but she’ll survive.’ Then he gently moved Adelina, just enough to examine the wound in her back. When he got up he motioned Carlo to join him outside the room, watched by the fearful eyes of Marianna.
‘She’s Adelina Cervi, isn’t she?’ Alvarese said. ‘I remember her father. She’s got no chance, Carlo, even if I was the best surgeon in Italy in a well-equipped operating theatre. And I haven’t worked on the living for more than thirty years. All I can do for her is to fill her full of morphine. It’s amazing she’s still alive now.’
‘What if we called for an ambulance?’
‘I’m afraid it’s too late even for that.’
Adelina Cervi died ten minutes later, calmed by the drug, with Marianna nestled up against her like the child she had never had the chance to be.
Leo and Carlo stood by the front door of the villa. The day seemed unnaturally calm now, and birdsong had replaced the sounds of gunfire. 
‘God, I could do with a smoke right now,’ Leo said, ‘but Sylvia made me give it up.’ He gave a snort that was meant to be a laugh. ‘Oh, I haven’t had time to tell you, what with all this action. I found Gianluca out there, all bloodied up and very dead.’
‘Shot?’
‘Nah, cut up. Mandretta always was good with a knife.’
‘It’s no use,’ Carlo said. ‘We can’t keep this secret any longer. It’s just become too big.’
Leo knew he was right, but was still trying to think of other options as Carlo went back into the house. Leo shut his eyes for a moment, and took a deep breath as he celebrated still being alive. There was a slight movement in the bushes to his right. He turned, but not quickly enough. Something hit him hard on the side of his head and he went down. Mandretta stood over him, pointing his handgun at Leo’s head. It was hard not to fire but he wanted Leo to live on, for a little while at least.

Alvarese finished treating Gabriella’s wounded shoulder. ‘Hmm, amazing I can remember how to do this stuff,’ he murmured as Carlo came back in. ‘You’d better think of a plan, Chief Inspector,’ Alvarese said, as he waved a hand vaguely around the room, ‘for all this.’
‘I appreciate you being here, Alvo. More than I can say.’
‘Then don’t say anything. Where can I wash my hands?’
‘Show him, Marianna,’ Carlo said, thinking it wise to detach her now from Adelina’s body.
Carlo was about to call for Leo when Mandretta suddenly appeared, walking through the front door as if he were a casual visitor. Before Carlo could react, Mandretta shot him in his right arm and pushed him to the floor. Carlo felt an intense, burning pain as he tried to focus on the man standing over him. As his eyes cleared he could see Mandretta in all his evil glory, a powerful, rich man reverting to the gutter again, becoming an animal who now only wanted to kill. Carlo saw Maria and the kids float before his eyes as he knew there was nothing he could say that would stop Mandretta. 
‘You should have stayed in Milan, signore,’ Mandretta said. ‘It’s much safer there.’ He levelled the gun at Carlo’s heart. ‘Now, one round here and then one in your head. I’m giving you the honour of an old-style execution, policeman – Palermo-style.
Carlo wanted his family to be his last conscious image, but the blackness of Mandretta’s eyes dominated his vision. Mandretta’s fingers began to tighten on his gun’s trigger, then he was no longer standing there. A loud gunshot filled the room but it did not come from Mandretta’s weapon.
Alvarese was standing in the doorway with his ancient Browning pistol in his hand. Mandretta lay on the ground, a hole in his chest but his black eyes still focused on Carlo, looking up at him.
‘Hmm, still works then,’ Alvarese said. ‘And that answers your question, Carlo. Remember, when you asked if I kept it loaded? Let’s have a look at your arm, now that the excitement seems to be over.’
Marianna looked down at Mandretta and spat. Then Leo appeared, much more slowly than Marianna, rubbing a rueful hand over his head. It took him a few moments to take in the scene.
‘Jesus Christ, boss, is this the day of days, or what?’ Leo said. ‘I can’t believe we’re both alive.’
Carlo nodded, then lay still and let Alvarese tend him. He did not want to think about what would happen next and whether all their futures lay in ruins; he was alive, and Leo was alive, and that was all that mattered at this moment. Before he closed his eyes, Carlo could see that the weather was changing, as if encouraged by the carnage here. Storm clouds were gathering, dark shadows moving slowly across the wide Palermo sky.
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