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​Excerpt
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“Today we celebrate a holy union during turbulent and dividing times. May the Lord, who turned water into wine at Cana of Galilee, bless this union with everlasting love. As you share this cup, may your hearts become one—firm in faith, rich in mercy, and sealed in holy covenant.” He handed the cup to Palmina, who brought it to her chest but waited to drink—as rehearsed.

“Let this wine be the fruit of your house,” Sergio continued, “the sign of peace between your names, and a bond of gladness in sorrow and plenty alike. As Christ sanctified the feast with His presence, so now may He dwell among you, and let no bitterness rise in the cup you share. Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus.”

Palmina lifted the cup and drank before handing it to Gian, who finished the wine.

“May your love be steadfast as the vine clinging to the arbor, and may your house—”

Gian coughed. “Excuse me,” he whispered.

Sergio smiled. “May your house bear fruit in the eyes of men and angels alike. In the sight of these witnesses—”

The groom belched; a stench of sulfur rose between the three of them. Gian blushed.

One person in the audience failed to hold a chuckle, but covered it with a forced clearing of the throat.

Sergio hurried, trying to save additional embarrassment. “And under the blessing of the Holy Mother, do you, Palmina Turati, take Gian Visconti as your husband? To honor and obey as the Church honors and obeys the Holy Father?”

“I do.”

“And do you, Lord Gian Visconti, take this woman to be your wife? To have and to hold for eternity?”

“I do,” he said, voice strained, sweat pouring down his face, eyes bloodshot.

Sergio hoped it wasn’t contagious and cursed the man for going forward with the event if he was sick. A little embarrassment might be just the lesson he needs. “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife. Lord Visconti, you may kiss the bride.”

Palmina closed her eyes and stood still, waiting.

Gian leaned in, looking uneasy on his feet, and coughed, spitting blood and bile onto Palmina’s dress. Her eyes burst open in shock as he clutched at her.

His hose darkened as if he were pissing himself, but Sergio recognized the blood pooling at Gian’s feet.
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An angel guards the parish, but who will guard them from the angel?

In papal society, where the Church rules all, Bishop Sergio holds immense power; from shaping laws to settling disputes, from granting lands to collecting tithes, he is a man of both influence and faith. Sergio’s greatest power, however, is beyond man’s influence: he alone has a connection to Diomari, an angel appointed by God to guard the parish and deliver judgement upon the wicked.

But the angel is not the serene figure of scripture and art. Diomari is prideful, temperamental, and disturbingly human in his desires. When he becomes enamored with Palmina, a young woman orphaned by tragedy, his lust for her festers into jealousy and rage.

The parish reels when Palmina’s wedding, meant to unite bickering factions, is shattered by bloodshed...and only Sergio recognizes that the gruesome murder bears the angel’s hidden hand. 

Diomari has fallen from grace into obsession. Sergio is torn between obedience and conscience; to accuse an angel is heresy, but to do nothing is damnation.
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​Friday, October 13, 1369

Luca Turati jolted awake at the acrid smell of smoke filling his room. “Mamma!” He jumped out of bed and ran out of his room into the gallery that overlooked the great hall. “Pápa!” Where is everyone? Flames crawled along the banisters.

“Palmina!”

He pounded on his sister’s door, which was next to his. “Fire! Palmina!”

Luca opened the door, and thick smoke poured from her room. “Palmina? Are you awake?”

He wiped the sweat from his eyes. What should have been a cool night felt like midday in August. He held his breath, feeling his way through the dark until his hand reached her bedpost. “Palmina.” He coughed. “Wake up.”

No answer.

He let the bedpost guide him to her quilt and then groped around until his fingers met her foot. He hoisted Palmina over his shoulder and carried her out of the room, lungs burning, his head spinning as he coughed.

He walked along the gallery to the staircase, trying to hurry through the narrow passages between the flames. They consumed the heavy tapestries hanging along the wall. Waves of heat distorted his vision.

Luca descended the stairs to the edge of the plush rug that ended at the great hall. He stretched out his foot and set it down as gently as possible on the wood floor, but immediately pulled it back, screaming in pain, already feeling the blisters on his toes. He stumbled on the stairs, forcing himself to fall back on his butt to keep Palmina in his arms.

“Mamma!” he screeched. “Pápa! Fire!”

The plush furniture in the room crackled as it burned. A stained-glass window next to the front door shattered from the heat.

Perhaps I can go through the window in my room.

He turned around only to see flames pouring from above. He faced the reality of the front door at the other end of the cavernous room, its bronze handle glowing brightly in the heat.

“I’ll get us out of here, Palmina. I’ll save you.” Luca tried to keep his eyes on the front door but caught sight of the floorboards, warping at the corners from the intense heat. “I’ll run real fast, so fast I won’t even feel it.”

His sister coughed black ash in response, the closest thing Luca had seen to a sign of life.

“We’re going to be fine. On the count of three,” he said.

“One.” He took a deep breath. “Two.” Luca pumped his legs and screamed, “Three!”

The pain was immediate, electric signals of agony tearing through his body. His sprint, which started strong, slowed to an excruciating march. The soles of his feet blistered and tore with each step, and Luca imagined leaving a trail of bloody footprints. “Don’t stop.”

The doorknob reflected the flames, almost seeming to wink at him. C’mon, that wink said, the floor is only half the battle. Pretty soon, you’ll have to give me a good handshake. Remember how your pápa says the handshake makes the man? Stop being a child. Come here and show me what a firm grip you have. 

“Don’t stop.” His voice cracked.

Touching the doorknob was like putting his hand on an open forge, but he forced himself to turn the handle and pull open the heavy wooden door. He immediately felt relief in the cooler air outside. He took a few steps forward before his legs gave out and he fell to his knees, holding Palmina close to shield her. The ground hurt when his knees hit, but it was nothing compared to his feet. He placed Palmina on the stones as gently as possible. He collapsed next to her. “We made it.”

Someone rushed over to them, hovering over Luca, telling him everything would be all right and help was on its way.
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