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			CHAPTER ONE

			
				
					June 2011
				

				
					Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania
				

			

			Professor Gabriel Emerson stood in the doorway of his study, hands in his pockets, gazing on his wife with no little heat. His tall, athletic form was striking, as were his rugged features and sapphire eyes.

			He’d met her when she was seventeen (ten years his junior) and fallen in love with her. They’d been separated by time and circumstances, not least of which was his indulgent lifestyle.

			Yet Heaven smiled on them. She became his graduate student in Toronto six years later and they’d rekindled their affection, marrying a year and a half after that. Almost six months into their marriage he loved her even more than before. He
				envied the very air she breathed.

			He’d waited long enough for what he was about to do. It was possible she’d need to be seduced, but Gabriel prided himself in his expertise at seduction.

			The strains of Bruce Cockburn’s song “Mango” floated in the air, casting his memory back to their trip to Belize before they were married. They’d made love outside in a variety of places, including the beach.

			Julia sat at a desk, oblivious to the music and his scrutiny. She was typing on her laptop, surrounded by books, file folders, and two boxes of papers Gabriel had dutifully carried from the downstairs of what had been his parents’ house.

			They’d been resident in Selinsgrove a week—a respite from their busy lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Gabriel was a professor at Boston University while Julia had just finished her first year of a PhD
				at Harvard, under the supervision of a brilliant scholar, formerly of Oxford. They’d fled Cambridge because their home in Harvard Square was in upheaval, as an addition to the house was under construction.

			The Clark house in Selinsgrove had been renovated to accord with Gabriel’s exacting standards prior to their arrival. Much of the furniture left behind by Richard, Gabriel’s adoptive father, had been placed in storage.

			Julia had chosen new furniture and curtains and persuaded Gabriel to help her paint the walls. Whereas his aesthetic ran to dark wood and rich, brown leather, Julia preferred the light colors of a seaside cottage, with whitewashed walls and
				furniture, accented with various shades of Santorini blue.

			In the study, she’d hung reproductions of paintings that were displayed in their house in Harvard Square—Henry Holiday’s Dante Meets Beatrice at Ponte Santa Trinita, Botticelli’s Primavera, and Madonna and
					Child with Angels by Fra Filippo Lippi. Gabriel found himself staring at the latter painting intently.

			It could be said that the paintings illustrated the stages of their relationship. The first figured their meeting and Gabriel’s increasing obsession. The second represented Cupid’s arrow, striking Julia when he no longer remembered her,
				and also their courtship and subsequent marriage. Finally, the painting of the Madonna represented what Gabriel hoped might be.

			This was the third evening Julia had spent at her desk, writing her first public lecture, which she would deliver at Oxford next month. Four days ago, they’d made love on the bedroom floor, covered in paint, before the furniture had been
				delivered.

			(Julia had decided that body painting with Gabriel was her new favorite sport.)

			With memories of their physical connection in mind, and the music increasing its tempo, Gabriel’s patience had come to an end. They were newlyweds. He had no intention of allowing her to ignore him for another evening.

			He prowled over to her, his footfalls silent. He moved her shoulder-length hair aside, exposing her neck. The slight stubble of his unshaved face rasped against her skin, intensifying his kisses.

			 “Come,” he whispered.

			Goose pimples rose on her skin. His long, thin fingers traced the arch of her neck as he waited.

			“My lecture isn’t finished.” She lifted her pretty face to look at him. “I don’t want to embarrass Professor Picton, especially when she invited me. I’m the youngest person on the program.”

			“You won’t embarrass her. And you’ll have plenty of time to finish the lecture.”

			“I need to get the house ready for your family. They’re arriving in two days.”

			“They aren’t my family.” Gabriel gave her a blazing look. “They’re our family. And I’ll hire a maid. Come. Bring the blanket.”

			Julia turned and saw a familiar-looking plaid blanket resting on the white overstuffed chair that sat under the window. She peered out into the woods that bordered the backyard. “It’s dark.”

			“I’ll protect you.” He helped her to her feet, clasping his arms momentarily around her waist and bringing their chests together.

			She felt his warmth through the thin material of her sundress, the temperature comforting and alluring.

			“Why do you want to visit the orchard in the dark?” she teased, pulling his glasses from his face and placing them on the desk.

			Gabriel fixed her with a look that would have melted snow. Then he brought his lips to her ear. “I want to see your naked skin glow in the moonlight while I’m inside you.”

			He drew part of her earlobe into his mouth, nibbling it gently. He began to explore her neck, kissing and nipping as her heart rate increased.

			“A declaration of desire,” he whispered.

			Julia gave herself over to the sensations, finally becoming conscious of the music in the air. Gabriel’s scent, a mixture of peppermint and Aramis, filled her nostrils.

			He released her, watching her the way a cat watches a mouse, as she picked up the blanket.

			“I suppose Guido da Montefeltro can wait.” She glanced down at her notes.

			“He’s been dead over seven hundred years. I’d say he’s practiced at waiting.”

			Julia returned his smile, shifting the blanket so that she could take his proffered hand.

			As they journeyed downstairs and across the yard, his expression grew playful.

			“Have you ever made love in an orchard before?”

			Her eyes widened and she shook her head.

			“Then I’m glad I’m your first.”

			She tightened her grip on his hand. “You’re my last, Gabriel. My only.”

			He quickened his pace, switching on the flashlight as they entered the woods behind the house. He led the way, navigating over roots and uneven ground.

			It was June in Pennsylvania and very warm. The woods were thick and the canopy of leaves blocked much of the light from the moon and the stars. The air was alive with the evening song of birds and the sound of katydids.

			Soon they were entering the clearing. Wildflowers littered the expanse of green. At the far edge of the area stood several aged apple trees. Extending back into the remains of the old orchard, the new trees that Gabriel had planted were spreading
				their boughs toward the sky.

			As they walked to the center of the clearing, his body relaxed. Something about this space, sacred or otherwise, always soothed him.

			Julia watched as he spread the blanket carefully over the thick grass, then turned off the flashlight. Darkness wrapped around them like a velvet cloak.

			Overhead, the full moon shone, its pale face occasionally muted by wisps of cloud. A clutch of stars twinkled above them.

			Gabriel brushed his hands up and down her arms before tracing the modest neckline of her sundress.

			“I like this,” he murmured.

			He took his time admiring his wife’s beauty, visible even in the shadows: the arch of her cheekbones, the pout of her mouth, her large, expressive eyes. He lifted her chin and brought their lips together.

			It was the kiss of an ardent lover, communicating with his mouth that he desired her. Gabriel pressed his tall body against her petite one, his fingers tangling in her soft brown hair.

			“What if someone sees us?” she panted, before slipping her tongue into his mouth.

			She explored him earnestly until he retreated.

			“These woods are private. And as you mentioned, it’s dark.” His hands found her waist, spanning her lower back.

			He traced the space where her dimples lay, as if they were landmarks that pleased him, before sliding up to her shoulders. Without ceremony, he slowly removed her dress, dropping it to the blanket. Then he unfastened her bra with a mere flick of his
				fingers.

			She giggled at his practiced move, while holding the bra up to cover herself. It was made of black lace and was attractively transparent.

			“You’re very good at that,” she observed.

			“At what?” His large hands moved to cup her breasts over her bra.

			“At removing bras in the dark.”

			Gabriel’s silence echoed around them. He didn’t like being reminded of his past.

			She reached up on tiptoes to press a kiss to his angular jaw.

			“I’m not complaining. After all, I’m the beneficiary of your skill.”

			At this, he traced her breasts through the lace.

			“While I appreciate your lingerie, Julianne, I prefer you naked.”

			“I’m not sure about this.” She peered over his shoulder, scanning the perimeter of the clearing. “I keep expecting someone to interrupt us.”

			“Look at me.”

			Her eyes met his.

			“There’s no one here but us. And what I see is breathtaking.”

			With another provocative move, his hands left her breasts to trace the hills and valleys of her spine before covering her hips. His thumbs hovered over her skin. “I’ll cover you.”

			“With what? The blanket?”

			“With my body. Even if someone were to stumble upon us, I won’t let anyone see you. I promise.”

			The edges of her lips turned up.

			“You think of everything.”

			“I simply think of you. You are everything.”

			Gabriel took her offered lips and with great restraint slowly peeled the lace bra away from her body. He kissed her deeply, languidly exploring her mouth, before tugging her panties down.

			Now she was naked before him in their orchard.

			O gods of all orchard sex, she thought. Please don’t let anyone interrupt us.

			She removed his shirt eagerly, her fingers playing in the few strands of chest hair before sliding over his abdominal muscles to unbuckle his belt.

			When they were both naked, he wrapped his arms around her and she breathed out a sigh.

			“It’s a good thing it’s warm tonight,” he whispered. “We only brought one blanket.”

			With a smile she lowered herself to the ground and he covered her with his body. His blue eyes bore into hers as he placed a hand on either side of her face.

			
				
					“‘To the Nuptial Bowre I led her blushing like the Morn: all Heav’n,
					And happie Constellations on that houre.’”
				

			

			“Paradise Lost,” she whispered, stroking the stubble on his chin. “But in this place, I can only think of Paradise found.”

			“We should have been married here. We should have made love here for the first time.”

			She ran her fingers through his hair.

			“We’re here now.”

			“This is where I discovered true beauty.”

			He kissed her again, his hands gently exploring. Julia reciprocated, and their passion kindled and burned.

			In the months since their marriage, their desire had not abated, nor had the sweetness of their coupling. All speech melted into motion and touch and the bliss of physical love.

			Gabriel knew his wife—he knew her arousal and excitement, her impatience and release. They made love in the night air surrounded by darkness and the greenness of life.

			At the edge of the clearing, the old apple trees that had observed their chaste love in the past politely averted their gaze.

			When at last they’d caught their breaths, Julia lay weightless, admiring the stars.

			“I have something for you.” He felt around for the flashlight and used it to locate his trousers. When he returned to her side he slipped something cool around her neck.

			Julia glanced down to see a necklace made of individual rings. Three charms hung from the necklace—a heart, an apple, and a book.

			“It’s beautiful.” She breathed, fingering the charms one by one.

			“It came from London. The rings and charms are silver, except for the apple, which is made of gold. It represents when we met.”

			“And the book?”

			“Dante is engraved on the cover.”

			She looked at him coyly. “Is there a special occasion I’ve forgotten about?”

			“No, I just enjoy giving you things.”

			Julia kissed him deeply and he moved her to her back, once again putting the flashlight aside.

			When they separated, he placed his palm against her flat stomach and brought his lips to the indentation that lay just beyond his thumb.

			“I want to plant my child here.”

			As his words echoed in the clearing, Julia froze.

			“What?”

			“I’d like to have a child with you.”

			She caught her breath. “So soon?”

			His thumb moved over her skin. “We never know how much time we have.”

			Julia thought of Grace, his adoptive mother, and of her biological mother, Sharon. Both died at younger ages, but under very different circumstances.

			“Dante lost Beatrice when she was twenty-four,” he continued. “Losing you would be devastating.”

			Julia reached up to touch the slight dimple in his chin. “No morbid talk. Not here, after we’ve celebrated life and love.”

			Gabriel spread repentant kisses across her abdomen before reclining on his side.

			“I’ve almost outlived Beatrice and I’m healthy.” She placed her hand on his chest, over his tattoo, and touched the name on the bleeding heart. “Is your anxiety because of Maia?”

			Gabriel’s features tightened. “No.”

			“It’s all right if it is.”

			“I know she’s happy.”

			 “I believe that too.” Julia hesitated, as if she were going to say something more.

			“What?”

			“I was thinking about Sharon.”

			“And?”

			“She wasn’t a good role model as a mother.”

			He leaned forward to brush his lips against hers.

			“You’d be an excellent mother. You’re loving, patient, and kind.”

			“I wouldn’t know what I was doing.”

			“We’d figure it out together. I’m the one who should be worried. My biological parents were the definition of dysfunctional, and I haven’t exactly lived a sterling moral life.”

			Julia shook her head. “You’re very good with Tammy’s little boy. Even your brother says so. But it’s too soon for a baby, Gabriel. We’ve only been married six months. And I want to finish my PhD.”

			“I agreed to that, if you remember.” He traced the arch of her ribs with a single finger.

			“Married life is wonderful, but it’s been an adjustment. For both of us.”

			He paused his movements. “Agreed. But we need to talk about the future. It would be best if I began having conversations with my doctor sooner rather than later. It’s been so long since my vasectomy, a reversal might not be
				possible.”

			“There’s more than one way to make a family. We can discuss other medical options. We could adopt a child from the Franciscan orphanage in Florence. When the time is right.” Her expression grew hopeful.

			He smoothed a lock of hair away from her face. “We can do all those things. I intend to take you to Umbria after the conference, before we go to the exhibition in Florence. But when we get back from Europe, I’d like to speak to my
				doctor.”

			“Okay.”

			He pulled her on top of him. A strange charge seemed to jump between their skin as he gripped her hips.

			“When you’re ready, we’ll start trying.”

			She grinned.

			“We should probably practice a lot in preparation.”

			“Absolutely.”
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Julia startled awake early the next morning. Dawn had yet to break and the bedroom was quiet, the silence broken only by the sound of Gabriel’s rhythmic breathing and the distant chattering of birds outside.

			She clutched the sheet to her naked chest and closed her eyes, forcing her breathing to slow. The act only brought the scenes from her nightmare into stark relief.

			She’d been at Harvard, running across campus to find the location of her general exam for her PhD. She stopped person after person, begging for help, but no one seemed to know where the exam was being held.

			She heard the sounds of crying and was shocked to find an infant in her arms. She clutched the child to her chest, trying to shush him, but he wouldn’t stop crying.

			Suddenly, she was standing in front of Professor Matthews, the chair of her department. A large sign at his left indicated that the general exam was taking place in the classroom behind him. He blocked the doorway, telling her that children
				weren’t allowed.

			She argued. She promised she’d keep the baby from crying. She begged him to give her a chance. All her hopes and dreams of completing her PhD and becoming a Dante specialist rested on the exam. Without it, she’d be dismissed from the
				program.

			At that moment, the infant in her arms began to wail. Professor Matthews scowled, pointing to the stairwell nearby and ordering her to leave.

			An arm reached across her body, hugging her. She looked down to see that Gabriel was still asleep. Something in his unconscious state must have prompted him to comfort her. She watched him with a mixture of
				love and anxiety, her body still trembling from the nightmare.

			She stumbled to the bathroom and switched on the lights and the shower. She hoped the hot water would calm her. Certainly, the brightness of the bathroom helped dispel some the darkness.

			As she stood under the tropical rain shower, she tried to forget the nightmare and the other worries that fought to breach the surface of her consciousness—her lecture, their family’s impending visit, Gabriel’s sudden urge to have a
				baby …

			Her fingers went to the silver necklace clasped around her throat. She knew that Gabriel wanted children with her. They’d discussed it prior to their engagement. But they’d agreed to wait until she graduated. Graduation was still a good
				five or six years away.

			
				Why is he bringing up the subject of children now?
			

			She was anxious enough over her studies. Come September, she’d be taking courses and looking ahead to her general exams, which would have to be completed the following year.

			More pressing was her lecture, which was to be delivered at Oxford in a few weeks. Julia had completed a paper on Guido da Montefeltro in Professor Marinelli’s graduate seminar that past semester. The professor liked the paper so much,
				she’d mentioned it to Professor Picton, who encouraged Julia to submit an abstract to the conference.

			Julia had been overjoyed when her paper proposal was accepted. But the thought of standing in front of a room of Dante specialists and lecturing them on topics they were far more expert in was daunting.

			Now Gabriel was talking about having his vasectomy reversed when they returned from Europe in August.

			
				What if the vasectomy reversal is successful?
			

			Guilt washed over her. Of course she wanted to have his child. And she knew that undoing the vasectomy was more than just a physical procedure. It would be a symbolic gesture—that he’d finally forgiven himself for what happened with Paulina
				and Maia. That he’d finally begun to believe that he was worthy of fathering and parenting children.

			They’d prayed for children. After their wedding, they’d approached the tomb of St. Francis and said spontaneous, private prayers, asking for God’s blessing on their marriage and the gift of children.

			
				If God wants to answer our prayers, how can I say, “Wait”?
			

			Julia worried she was being selfish. Maybe she should prioritize having a child over her education and aspirations. Harvard wasn’t going anywhere. Lots of people went back to university after starting
				a family.

			
				What if Gabriel doesn’t want to wait?
			

			He was correct to point out that life was short. The loss of Grace was testament to that. Once Gabriel knew he was able to father a child, he’d probably want to do so immediately. How could she say no?

			Gabriel was a consuming fire. His passion, his desires, all seemed to overtake the desires of those around him. He’d told her once that she was the only woman who’d ever said no to him. He was probably correct.

			Julia worried about her ability to say no to his deepest longing. She’d be overwhelmed with the desire to please him, to make him happy, and in so doing would sacrifice her own happiness.

			She hadn’t had much growing up. She’d been poor and neglected when she lived with Sharon in St. Louis. But she’d distinguished herself in school. Her intelligence and discipline had served her well through Saint Joseph’s
				University and the University of Toronto.

			Her first year at Harvard had been successful. Now was not the time to quit or drop out. Now was not the time to have a child.

			Julia covered her face with her hands and prayed for strength.

			A few hours later, Gabriel walked into the kitchen, carrying his running shoes and socks. He was clad in a Harvard T-shirt and shorts and was about to retrieve a bottle of water from the fridge when he saw Julia sitting at the kitchen island, her
				head in her hands.

			“There you are.” He dropped his shoes and socks to the floor and greeted her with an insistent kiss. “I wondered where you’d gone.”

			He remarked her tired eyes and the purple smudges below them. She looked distressed.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. I just finished cleaning the kitchen and the fridge, and now I’m making a list for the grocery store.” She pointed to a large piece of paper that was covered in her flowing script. It sat next to a cup of coffee that was
				stone cold and half empty, along with another equally long list of to-do items.

			Gabriel looked around at the kitchen, which was sparkling within an inch of its life. Even the floors were immaculate.

			“It’s seven o’clock. Isn’t it a bit early for housekeeping?”

			“I have a lot to do.” She didn’t sound enthusiastic.

			Gabriel took her hand, stroking his thumb across her palm. “You look tired. Didn’t you sleep well?”

			“I woke up early and couldn’t get back to sleep. I need to make up the bedrooms and clean the bathrooms. Then I need to go shopping and plan the meals. And …” She heaved a shuddering sigh.

			“And?” he prompted, lowering his head so he could meet her eyes, which had moved to the long to-do list.

			“I need to keep moving. I’m not even dressed.” She tugged the edges of her pale blue silk bathrobe together and moved to stand.

			Gabriel stopped her.

			“You don’t need to do anything. I said I’d find someone to clean the house, and I will.” He gestured to the grocery list. “I’ll go to the store after my run.”

			Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “That will help. Thank you.”

			He cupped her cheek with his hand. “Go back to bed. You look exhausted.”

			“There’s still too much to do,” she whispered.

			“I’ll look after it. You need to work on your lecture.” He offered her a half-smile. “But get some sleep first. A tired mind doesn’t work very well.”

			He kissed her once again and led her upstairs. He pulled the covers back on their bed and watched her settle before tucking her in.

			“I know this is the first time we’ve had houseguests. I don’t expect you to be the maid. And I certainly don’t want our relatives to keep you from meeting your deadline. Work in the study for the rest of the day. Forget about
				everything else. I’ll handle it.”

			He pressed his lips to her forehead and turned out the light, leaving Julia to her slumber.

			Gabriel usually listened to music when he jogged, but on this morning his mind was distracted. Julianne was overwhelmed; it was obvious. She wasn’t an early riser and from the looks of her this
				morning, she’d been awake for hours.

			They probably shouldn’t have invited their relatives to visit prior to her conference. But since they were going to Italy for most of the summer, this was the only time everyone could be together.

			He’d forgotten how time consuming it was to have company. He’d never entertained more than one or two people at a time, and then only with the support of a housekeeper and a bank account that permitted him to take his guests out for
				meals.

			Poor Julianne. Gabriel recalled his own years at Harvard: how vacations were never true holidays since there was always work to do, languages to learn, and exams to prepare for.

			He was relieved to be tenured. He wouldn’t trade places with Julia for anything. Especially since he’d coped with the pressures of grad school by drinking, doing cocaine and P—

			Gabriel stumbled, pitching forward as the toe of his shoe caught on the sidewalk. He righted himself quickly and regained his stride, forcing himself to concentrate on his steps.

			He didn’t like to think about his years at Harvard. Since his move back to Cambridge, he’d experienced drug flashbacks so vivid, he would swear he could feel the cocaine entering his nostrils. He’d drive down a street or enter a
				building on the Harvard campus and feel a craving that was so sharp it was painful.

			Thus far, with the grace of God, he’d resisted. Certainly, his weekly Narcotics Anonymous meetings had helped, as had his monthly appointments with his therapist.

			And then, of course, there was Julianne.

			If Gabriel found his higher power in Assisi last year, Julianne was his guardian angel. She loved him, inspired him, made his house a home. But he could not shake the fear that Heaven had smiled on him only to bide its time before snatching her
				away.

			Gabriel had changed in myriad ways since Julianne was his student. But he had yet to abandon his belief that he was not worthy of sustained happiness. As his therapist had warned, Gabriel had a pattern of self-sabotage.

			His adoptive mother, Grace, had died of cancer almost two years previous. Her untimely death symbolized the shortness and uncertainty of life. If he were to lose Julianne …

			
				If you had a child with her, you’d never lose her.
			

			A still, small voice spoke in his ear.

			Gabriel quickened his pace. The voice was right, but it didn’t express his primary motivation for wanting a baby with Julianne. He wanted a family that included children—a life filled with laughter and the knowledge that he could right the
				wrongs done by his own parents.

			He’d kept his internal struggles from his wife. She was burdened with her own concerns and he was loath to add to them. She’d worry about his addictions and his fears, and he’d already given her too much anguish.

			While Gabriel jogged the familiar circuit of his old neighborhood, he began to wonder why she’d been so dispirited this morning. They’d spent an incredible night together, celebrating their love in the orchard and later, in bed. He
				racked his brain, trying to figure out if he’d done something to hurt her. But their lovemaking had been, as usual, both passionate and tender.

			There was at least one other possibility, and Gabriel cursed himself for not having thought of it sooner. Julianne always carried with her a degree of anxiety about being back in Selinsgrove. A year and a half ago, her ex-boyfriend, Simon, had
				broken into her father’s home and assaulted her. Subsequently, his current girlfriend, Natalie, had confronted Julia at a local diner, threatening to release lewd pictures of her if she didn’t withdraw her assault complaint.

			Julianne had convinced Natalie that it was not in her interest to release the pictures, since they’d implicate Simon, as well. His father was a U.S. senator who was running for president, and Natalie was working for his campaign.

			At the time, Gabriel kept his doubts about Julia’s success to himself. He knew that once a person acquired a taste for blackmail, he or she would keep trying to draw from that well.

			Gabriel cursed again, now running at a punishing rate of speed. He’d never told Julia what he’d done. He didn’t want to do so now. But if she was worrying about Simon and Natalie, then perhaps it was time to tell her the
				truth …

			When Gabriel returned from his run, Julia was sleeping. He chuckled, noticing that her bare feet were sticking out from under the covers. Julia didn’t like it when her feet grew hot and so she’d
				bare them to the air while snuggled under several blankets.

			Leaning over, he tucked the covers around her feet and walked to the shower. After he dressed he checked on her, but she was still asleep. He hurried down the stairs, grabbing her lists from the kitchen and heading to the Range Rover. With any luck,
				he’d be able to complete the shopping and secure a maid before she awoke.

			At eleven o’clock that evening, Julia finally descended the stairs from the second floor. She found Gabriel seated in the living room, reading. He was in a leather club chair, his feet resting on a footstool, his eyes moving behind his
				glasses.

			“Why, hello there.” He greeted her with a smile, closing his book.

			“What are you reading?”

			He showed her the cover. The Way of a Pilgrim.

			“Is it good?”

			“Very. Did you ever read J.D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey?”

			“A long time ago. Why?”

			“Franny reads this book and it troubles her. That’s where I first heard about it.”

			“What’s it about?” She picked up the book, glancing at the back cover.

			“It’s about a Russian Orthodox man who tries to learn what it means to pray without ceasing.”

			Julia arched an eyebrow. “And?”

			“And I’m reading it to discover what he learned.”

			“Are you praying for something?”

			He rubbed at his chin. “I’m praying for a good many things.”

			“Such as?”

			“For me to become a good man, a good husband, and, someday, a good father.”

			She smiled a little and looked at the book again. “I suppose we’re all on our own spiritual journeys.”

			“Some of us are further along than others.”

			She put the book down and climbed into his lap. “I don’t think of it that way. I think we chase God until He catches us.”

			Gabriel chuckled. “Like The Hound of Heaven?”

			“Something like that.”

			“One of the things I admire most about you is your compassion for human frailty.”

			“I have my own vices, Gabriel. They’re just hidden.”

			She looked around the room, noting the vacuum marks in the carpet and the freshly dusted furniture. The air smelled of lemon and pine.

			“The house looks great. Thank you for finding someone else to clean it. I was able to get a lot of work done today.”

			“Good.” He looked at her over the rims of his glasses. “How are you feeling?”

			“Much better. Thanks for making dinner.” She rested her head on his shoulder.

			“You weren’t hungry when I brought it up to you.” He ran his fingers through her hair.

			“I finished it eventually. I ran into a problem with my paper, so I had trouble stopping long enough to eat.”

			“Can I help?” He removed his glasses, resting them on top of his book.

			“No. I don’t want people thinking that you’re the brains behind my research.”

			“That wasn’t what I was offering.” Gabriel sounded offended.

			“I need to do this myself.”

			He sniffed. “I think you worry a little too much about what other people think.”

			“I have to,” she said sharply. “If I present a paper that sounds like you wrote it, people will notice. Christa Peterson has already been spreading rumors about us. Paul told me.”

			Gabriel scowled. “Christa is a jealous bitch. She’s going backward in her career, not forward. Columbia made her enroll in the M.Phil program in Italian. They wouldn’t admit her directly into their PhD. I’ve already spoken to
				the head of her department at Columbia. She slanders us at her peril.” He shifted in his chair. “And when were you speaking to Paul?”

			“He emailed me after the conference he went to at UCLA. That’s where he saw Christa and heard the rumors she was spreading.”

			“You haven’t even let me read your paper. Although we’ve discussed Guido so much I’m sure I know what you’ll say.”

			Julia chewed on the edge of her thumbnail but said nothing.

			He hugged her more closely.

			“Has my book been helpful?”

			“Yes, but I’m taking a different tack,” she hedged.

			“That can be a double-edged sword, Julianne. Originality is admired, but sometimes established methods are established for a reason.”

			“I’ll let you read it tomorrow, if you have time.”

			“Of course I’ll have time.” He began rubbing her back, up and down. “In fact, I’m looking forward to it. My goal is to help you, not hurt you. You know that, right?”

			“Of course.” She kissed him again before burrowing against his chest. “I just worry about what you’ll think.”

			“I’ll be honest, but supportive. I promise.”

			“That’s the best I can hope for.” She smiled up at him. “Now I need you to take me to bed and cheer me up.”

			His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “What would cheering you up entail?”

			“Taking my mind off my troubles by tantalizing me with your naked body.”

			“What if I’m not ready for bed?”

			“Then I guess I’ll have to go to bed by myself. And maybe cheer myself up.” She stood and stretched, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye.

			In a flash he was behind her, scooping her into his arms and racing for the stairs.
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			CHAPTER THREE

			You can’t present this.” Gabriel strode into the study the following afternoon, clutching a printout of Julia’s lecture.

			She looked up from her laptop in horror. “Why not?”

			“You’re wrong.” He set the pages down and pulled off his glasses, tossing them on top of her desk. “St. Francis comes for the soul of Guido da Montefeltro after he dies. We discussed this. You agreed with me.”

			Julia crossed her arms defensively.

			“I changed my mind.”

			“But it’s the only interpretation that makes sense!”

			She swallowed hard, shaking her head.

			He began to pace in front of her desk.

			“We talked about this in Belize. I sent you an illustration of the scene while we were separated, for God’s sake! Now you’re going to stand in front of a room full of people and say that it never happened?”

			“If you’d read my footnotes, you’d—”

			He stopped pacing and turned to face her.

			“I read the footnotes. None of those sources go as far as you. You’re merely speculating.”

			“Merely?” Julia pushed back from her desk. “I found several reputable sources that agree with most of what I say. Professor Marinelli liked my paper.”

			“She’s too easy on you.”

			Julia’s mouth dropped open. “Too easy? And I suppose you think that Professor Picton invited me to the conference merely out of charity?”

			Gabriel’s expression softened. “Of course not. She thinks well of you. But I don’t want you to get up in front of a crowd of senior professors and offer a naïve interpretation. If
				you’d read my book, you’d—”

			“I read your book, Professor Emerson. You only mention the text I’m analyzing in passing. And you naïvely adopt the standard interpretation, without reflecting on whether you should.”

			Gabriel’s eyes narrowed.

			“I accept the interpretation that makes sense.” His tone was glacial. “I never naïvely adopt anything.”

			Julia stood, huffing in frustration.

			“Don’t you want me to have my own ideas? Or do you think I have to repeat what everyone else has already said just because I’m a lowly grad student?”

			Gabriel’s face reddened. “I never said that. I was a grad student once, too, if you’ll recall. But I’m not anymore. You could benefit from my experience.”

			“Oh, here we go.” Julia threw up her hands in disgust and walked out of the study.

			Gabriel followed.

			“What do you mean, here we go?”

			She didn’t bother turning around.

			“You’re just upset that I’m going to disagree with you in public.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“Bullshit?” She turned around. “Then why are you telling me to change my paper so I fall in line with your book?”

			He placed a hand on her arm. “I’m not trying to get you to fall in line. I’m trying to help so that you won’t make a fool—” He stopped abruptly.

			“What was that?” She shook off his hand.

			“Nothing.”

			He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

			When he opened his eyes, he appeared calmer. “If you start now, you should be able to rewrite your paper in time for the conference. I can help.”

			“I don’t want your help. And I can’t change my thesis. They’ve already published the abstract on the conference website.”

			“I’ll call Katherine.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “She’ll understand.”

			 “No, you won’t. I’m not changing it.”

			Gabriel’s lips pressed together into a thin line.

			“This is not the time to be stubborn.”

			“Oh, yes, it is. It’s my paper!”

			“Julianne, listen—”

			“You’re worried I’ll make a fool of myself. And embarrass you.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			She gave him a look that was wounded if not betrayed. “You just did.”

			She stalked into the bedroom, attempting to close the door behind her. His hand shot out, stopping the door.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’m trying to get away from you.”

			“Julianne, stop.” He gazed around helplessly. “We can talk about this.”

			“No, we can’t.” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “I’m not your student anymore. I’m allowed to have my own ideas.”

			“That isn’t what I was saying at all.”

			She ignored him and walked toward the bathroom.

			“Julianne, damn it. Stop!” he bellowed from the doorway.

			She whirled around.

			“Don’t yell at me!”

			He held his hands up in an expression of surrender and drew a deep breath.

			“I’m sorry. Let’s sit down and talk.”

			“I can’t talk to you right now without saying something I’ll regret. And you obviously need to cool down.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“To the bathroom. I’m locking the door and I’m going to avoid you for the rest of the day. If you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to my dad’s.”

			Gabriel winced. She hadn’t stayed with her father since before they were married.

			“How would you get there?”

			She rolled her eyes.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t leave you without a car. I’ll call a cab.”

			“There aren’t any cabs in town. You’ll have to call one in Sunbury.”

			Julia glared. “I know that, Gabriel. I used to live here, remember? You must really think I’m an idiot.”

			She walked into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

			Gabriel heard the lock click into place.

			He paused for a moment before knocking on the door. “Rachel, Aaron, and Richard are arriving soon. What will I tell them?”

			“Tell them I’m an idiot. Obviously.”

			“Julianne, just listen to me. Please.”

			He heard water running from behind the door.

			“Fine!” He shouted. “Avoid me. Our first fight and you lock yourself in the God damned bathroom.” He smacked his palm against the door.

			Abruptly, the water shut off.

			She raised her voice in order to be heard. “My first public lecture and you tell me it’s shit. And not because it is, but because I didn’t agree with you and your own God damned book!”

			After a lengthy hot bath, Julia emerged. The bedroom was empty.

			She dressed quickly before entering the hall. She padded over to the staircase, listening.

			Satisfied that the house was empty, she walked to the study and closed the door. Then she sat behind her desk, turned on some soft jazz as background noise, and returned to her paper.

			“Where’s Julia?” Rachel hugged her brother before rolling her small suitcase and that of her husband, Aaron, into the living room. Her tall and willowy form was clad in a pair of khaki pants and a V-necked white T-shirt. Her long
				blond hair hung straight and perfect, pushed back from her attractive face by large black sunglasses. She looked like she could have starred in a Gap ad.

			Gabriel’s expression tightened.

			“She’s working on her paper.”

			“Did you tell her we arrived?” Rachel moved to the foot of the stairs. “Jules! Get your ass down here!”

			“Rachel, please,” her father said reprovingly before greeting Gabriel with a hug.

			Richard stood an inch or two shorter than his son and had light hair and gray eyes. He was quiet and serious, and his intelligence and kindness engendered respect in all who knew him.

			When there was no movement upstairs, Rachel turned to her brother, gray eyes narrowed.

			“Why is she hiding?”

			Gabriel shook Aaron’s hand in greeting. “She isn’t. She probably didn’t hear you.

			“Your rooms are ready and there are fresh towels in the guest bathroom. Dad, you’re welcome to stay in your old room.”

			“I’ll be fine in the guest room.” Richard picked up his bag and began climbing the stairs.

			“Are you and Julia fighting?” Rachel gave Gabriel a suspicious look.

			He pressed his lips together. “You can say hello when you go upstairs. Then we’ll meet for drinks on the back porch. I’m barbecuing ribs for dinner.”

			“Ribs? Fantastic.” Aaron clapped an appreciative hand to Gabriel’s back. “I was going to stop to pick up some Corona before we arrived, but Rachel wanted to come straight to the house. I’ll be back in a few.”

			He picked up his car keys and was about to head to the door when his wife stopped him. She shook her head.

			Gabriel watched the exchange between Rachel and Aaron and decided that was his opportunity to excuse himself.

			“See you on the patio in a few minutes.” He walked toward the kitchen.

			Rachel shook her head at her husband. “They’re fighting. I’ll go talk to Jules and you talk to Gabriel. Then you can pick up the Corona.”

			“What could they be fighting about?” Aaron ran a hand through his dark curly hair.

			“Who knows? Maybe Julia rearranged his collection of bow ties without asking him.”

			“Hey.” Rachel opened the door to her father’s former study.

			Julia greeted her best friend with a wide smile. “Rach! Hi.”

			The two women embraced and Rachel settled herself in one of the comfortable chairs by the window.

			 “How’s it going?”

			“Fine.”

			“So what’s up with you and Gabriel?”

			“Nothing.”

			“You lie like a carpet.”

			Julia turned away. “What makes you think something is up?”

			“Gabriel is downstairs looking unhappy and you’re up here looking unhappy. There’s tension in the house. I don’t need to be a psychic to pick up on it.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“Men are jerks.”

			“I can’t argue with that.” Julia collapsed in the chair opposite her best friend, flinging her legs over the arm.

			“I fight with Aaron, sometimes. He’ll get mad and take off for a couple of hours, but he always comes back.” Rachel looked at her friend carefully. “Do you want me to go and beat Gabriel up?”

			“No. But you’re right. We’re fighting.”

			“What happened?”

			“I made the mistake of letting him read the lecture I’m working on. He told me it’s terrible.”

			“He said that?” Rachel sat up in her chair, her voice raised.

			“Not in so many words.”

			“What’s wrong with him? I would have thrown something at his head.”

			Julia grinned wryly. “I thought about it, but I didn’t want to have to clean up the blood.”

			Rachel laughed.

			“Why does he think your paper is terrible?”

			“He thinks I’m wrong. He said he was trying to help.”

			“Sounds like Gabriel is trying to control your paper like he tries to control everything else. I thought he was in therapy for that.”

			Julia was quiet for a moment.

			“I don’t want him to lie to me just to spare my feelings. If the paper needs work, I need to know that.”

			“He should know how to help you without saying your paper is terrible.”

			Julia exhaled in frustration. “Exactly. He says he wants to start a family with me. Then he turns around and acts like a condescending ass.”

			Rachel lifted her hand and gestured for her friend to stop. “Wait a minute. He wants to have kids?”

			Julia squirmed. “Yes.”

			“Jules, that’s huge! I’m so happy for you. When are you going to start trying?”

			“Not for a while. We agreed to wait until I graduate.”

			“That’s a long time.” Rachel’s voice grew quiet.

			“It would be too difficult to work on a PhD and have a baby.”

			Rachel nodded. She fidgeted with the hem of her T-shirt.

			“We’d like to have a baby.”

			Julia moved so that she could see her friend better. “What, now?”

			“Maybe.”

			“How did you know you were ready?”

			Rachel smiled. “I don’t, really. I’ve always wanted kids, and Aaron feels the same way. We’ve been talking about it since high school. I love Aaron. I would be happy to live with him, just the two of us. But when I envision
				the future, I see kids. I want us to have someone who will come home for Christmas. If I learned anything from losing my mother, it’s that life is uncertain. I don’t want to wait to start a family and then lose my chance.”

			Julia felt tears threatening, but she blinked them back. “You have yearly mammograms, right?”

			“Yes, and I’ve had genetic testing. I don’t have the breast cancer gene, but I don’t think Mom had it, either. Even if she did, by the time they would have realized it, it was too late.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			Rachel sighed and looked out the window. “I don’t like talking about it, but it weighs on me. What happens if we have kids, and I get cancer? It’s always in the back of my mind.”

			She turned to face her friend. “Having kids is one way to rid Gabriel of his condescending attitude.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“He won’t be condescending when the baby empties a dirty diaper on him. He’ll be shouting your name, begging for help.”

			Julia laughed. But all too soon, she grew sober.

			 “I just want him to think that my ideas are important. They’re just as important as his.”

			“Of course they are. Tell him that.”

			“I will. But right now, I’m not speaking to him.”

			Rachel ran her hand over the armrest, back and forth.

			“He’s come a long way. To see him married and talking about starting a family—it’s remarkable. Mom told me that when they first brought Gabriel home, he used to hide food in his room. No matter what they said or did, he pocketed
				something at every meal.”

			“Was he hungry?”

			“He was afraid of being hungry. He didn’t trust that Mom and Dad would feed him. So he was building up a reserve for when they stopped. He didn’t unpack his bags, either. Not until after they adopted him. He kept expecting
				them to send him away.”

			“I didn’t know that.” Julia’s heart felt heavy.

			Rachel offered her a sympathetic look. “He’s my brother and I love him. But he speaks without thinking. His issue with your paper is probably that you didn’t write it the way he would have.”

			“I’m not going to write things his way. I have my own ideas.”

			“My advice is to talk to him. Of course, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to let him sweat a little. Make him sleep on the couch.”

			“Unfortunately, I’ll probably be the one on the couch.” Julia pointed to the sofa that stood against the opposite wall.

			To say that dinner was awkward would be an understatement.

			Julia and Gabriel sat side by side. They even held hands during grace. But there was only painful, detached politeness—no warm glances, no whispered words of affection, no fleeting touches under the table.

			Gabriel’s spine was ramrod straight, his demeanor cool. Julia was quiet and remote.

			Richard, Aaron, and Rachel kept the conversation fluid while the Emersons barely spoke. After dinner, Julia declined dessert and excused herself to work on her lecture.

			Gabriel’s eyes followed her as she left the table, a muscle jumping in his jaw. But he didn’t stop her. He simply watched her walk away.

			When Rachel went to the kitchen to make coffee, Aaron decided that he’d had enough. He leaned across the table.

			“Man, suck it up and tell her you’re sorry.”

			Gabriel lifted his eyebrows.

			“Why are you assuming that I’m at fault?”

			“Because you’re the one with a dic—” Aaron caught his father-in-law’s eye and began coughing. “Um, statistically speaking, eighty percent of fights are the guy’s fault. Just apologize and get it over with. I
				don’t want to have to sit through another meal like that. It’s so cold in here, I’m going to have to go outside to warm up.”

			“I think I have to side with Aaron. Not that you’re asking.” Richard chuckled to himself.

			Gabriel looked between the two men with something akin to disgust.

			“I tried talking to her. That’s how our argument started. She locked herself in the bathroom and told me to get lost.”

			Richard and Aaron exchanged a knowing look.

			“You’re in trouble.” Aaron whistled. “You’d better talk to her before bed or you’re looking at couch time.”

			He shook his head before moving to the kitchen to join his wife.

			Richard tapped the stem of his wine glass thoughtfully.

			“Et tu, Brute?” Gabriel scowled.

			“I didn’t say anything.” Richard looked at his son kindly. “I’ve been trying to stay out of it.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But there’s a reason why old married couples tell the young ones not to let the sun go down on their anger. Dealing with problems when they’re small will make both of your lives easier.”

			“I can’t exactly have a conversation through a locked door.”

			“Of course you can. You wooed her once; woo her again.”

			Gabriel wore an incredulous expression. “You’re telling me to woo my wife?”

			“I’m telling you to let go of your ego, apologize, and then listen to her. I wasn’t always the man you see before you. You can learn from my mistakes.”

			“You and Mom had the perfect marriage.”

			Richard laughed.

			 “Our marriage was far from perfect. But we made a pact early on that we would keep the imperfection out of sight and hearing of you children. Children get anxious when their parents argue. In my
				experience, couples fight over money, sex, and a lack of respect or attention.”

			Gabriel began to protest, but Richard lifted a hand. “I’m not asking what your disagreement was about. That’s between you and your wife. It’s obvious that Julia’s feelings have been hurt. She was very withdrawn over
				dinner, the way she used to be before she began seeing you.”

			“I’m not the one who shut down rational communication.” Gabriel sounded imperious.

			“Listen to yourself.” Richard’s tone turned scolding. “Julia isn’t irrational. She’s hurt. When someone hurts you, it’s rational to withdraw. Especially considering her history.”

			Gabriel grimaced. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

			“I’m sure that’s true. But I’m also confident that you don’t fight fairly. Learning how to argue with a spouse is an art, not a science. It took your mother and me a long time to figure it out. But once we did, we
				rarely argued. And when we did, it wasn’t ugly or hurtful. If you can argue with Julia while still convincing her that you love her and that she’s important to you, your conflicts will be easier to manage.” Richard finished his wine and placed the glass on the table.

			“Take it from someone who was married a while and who brought up a daughter. When a woman withdraws and is cold, it’s because she’s protecting herself. My advice is to be gentle with your wife and coax her out of that locked room.
				Or prepare to spend a lot of lonely nights on the couch.”

			It was after midnight by the time Julia closed her laptop. She knew everyone had gone to bed. She’d heard their footsteps in the hall.

			She crept to the door of the study and opened it. Light shone from underneath the closed door to the master bedroom. No doubt Gabriel was awake, reading.

			She contemplated going to him. But the distance to his bed seemed interminable.

			She grabbed the bottle of bubble bath she’d spirited away from their bathroom after dinner. She’d take another hot bath in the guest bathroom and try to forget her troubles.

			A half hour later, Julia reentered the study, shutting the door behind her. She felt refreshed but only marginally more relaxed. Since Gabriel seemed determined to keep his distance, she’d sleep on the couch.

			As she lay under the old wool blanket they’d first shared so many years ago in the orchard, she thought of their home back in Cambridge. She thought of their first few months of marriage and how happy they’d been.

			She wanted to be a Dante specialist. It was a long road that would require sacrifice, hard work, and humility. She didn’t want to be the kind of person who thought herself above criticism. She knew that her writing needed improvement.

			But when Gabriel said she was going to make a fool out of herself, the pain was excruciating. She needed him to encourage her, to cheer her on. She didn’t need him belittling her. Her belief in herself was shaky enough.

			
				Why can’t he see that I need his support?
			

			As her sadness swelled, she wondered why he hadn’t come to her.

			No doubt he’d spent the evening with his family, smoking a cigar on the porch and talking about old times. She wondered what kind of explanation he’d given to Rachel about their conflict. She wondered why she was lying alone in the dark,
				close to tears, and he seemed perfectly content to leave her to it.

			Just then, she heard a door open down the hall. She heard Gabriel’s quick, determined steps. They stopped outside her door.

			She sat up, holding her breath. A muted light shone from the hallway, entering the study through the crack beneath the door.

			
				O gods of fighting newlyweds, please make him knock on my door.
			

			She heard what sounded like a pained sigh and a thump that could have been a hand resting against the door. Then she saw a shadow pass across the light as the footsteps retreated.

			Julia tightened into a ball but did not cry.
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			Very early the next morning, Julia’s cell phone rang.

			She jerked awake, the sound of the Police’s “Message in a Bottle” reverberating around the room. She stared as the phone vibrated against the desk. But she didn’t answer.

			A few minutes later she heard a chime, indicating she’d received a text.

			Curiously, she walked over to the desk and picked up her phone. The text was, remarkably, from Dante Alighieri.

			
				I’m sorry.
			

			While she was contemplating what to type in response, another text arrived.

			
				Forgive me.
			

			She began formulating a reply when she heard movement in the hallway. Someone rapped on her door.

			
				Please let me in.
			

			Julia read the newest text before walking to the door. She opened it a little more than a crack.

			“Hi.” Gabriel greeted her with a hesitant smile.

			She gazed at him, noting that his hair was wet from the shower but that he hadn’t shaved. An attractive dark stubble covered his face and he was dressed in a white T-shirt and old jeans, his feet bare. He was, perhaps, the most beautiful sight
				she’d ever seen.

			“Is there a reason you’re knocking on my door at six o’clock in the morning?” Her tone was colder than she’d intended.

			“I’m sorry, Julianne.” His expression was suitably contrite.

			(It certainly helped that his eyes were bloodshot and his clothes were rumpled, as if he’d simply lifted them out of a bag destined for the Salvation Army and put them on.)

			“You hurt me,” she whispered.

			“I know. I’m sorry.” He took a step forward. “I reread your paper.”

			She put a hand on her hip. “You knocked on my door to tell me that?”

			“I called, but you didn’t answer.” He grinned. “It reminded me of Toronto, when I had to climb through your window.”

			Julia’s cheeks flamed at the memory of Gabriel standing in her backyard in order to bring her dinner, as she greeted him in a towel, fresh from the shower.

			“You forgot something. Something important.”

			In his hand, he held the illustration of The Contention for Guido de Montefeltro. “I found it on the floor of the bedroom last night. I’m not sure which one of us was carrying it, but someone dropped it.”

			Julia ignored the illustration that he’d left in her mailbox back in Toronto and searched his expression, instead. He appeared agitated, a sharp worry visible in his eyes. He ran his fingers through his wet hair.

			“I know you needed to get away from me, but I think we’ve been separated long enough. Can I come in?”

			Julia stepped back.

			He entered and she closed the door behind him.

			She crossed over to the couch and curled up on it, wrapping the old blanket around her shoulders.

			He watched her movements, noticing that her body was now curved into a protective ball. He placed the illustration on top of her computer and shoved his hands into his pockets.

			“I read your paper again. I also went back to the Inferno.” His eyes met hers. “I said some things yesterday I shouldn’t have.”

			“Thank you.” Her posture relaxed somewhat.

			“I have some suggestions to improve your paper.” He leaned back against the desk, resting his hips against the edge. “I know it’s important that you stand on your own two feet. But I’m happy to help, if you need
				me.”

			“I’d welcome your advice, as long as you don’t tell me what to think.”

			“I would never tell you what to think. How could I?” His face grew gentle. “Your ideas are one of the many things I love about you.”

			His eyes fell to the illustration.

			“I overreacted. I apologize. But the subject of your paper is somewhat personal, Julianne. The story of Francis risking Hell to save Guido’s soul represents what I was trying to do when I made my confession to the disciplinary committee
				back in Toronto.”

			A lump appeared in Julia’s throat. She didn’t like thinking about what had happened the previous year. The disciplinary committee and their subsequent separation were far too painful to dwell on.

			“I’ll admit I wasn’t merely reacting to your thesis. I was reacting to what I took to be your dismissal of the story. Our story.”

			“I never meant to dismiss something so important. I know you risked everything to
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A lone figure stood high atop Brunelleschi’s dome, under the shade of the gold globe and cross. His black clothing faded into the darkness, making him invisible to the people
			below.

		From his vantage point, they looked like ants. And ants they were to him, an irritating if necessary presence in his city.

		The city of Florence had been his for almost seven hundred years. When he was in residence, he spent every sunset in the same place, surveying his kingdom with Lucifer-like pride. These were the works of his hands, the fruits of his labor, and he
			wielded his power without mercy.

		His considerable strength was magnified by his intellect and his patience. Decades and centuries passed before his eyes, yet he remained constant. Time was a luxury he owned in abundance and so he was never hasty in his pursuit of revenge. A hundred
			years had come and gone since he’d been robbed of one of his most prized possessions. He’d waited for them to resurface and they had. On this night, he’d restored the illustrations to his personal collection, the sophisticated security of the Uffizi Gallery causing him only the
			most trifling of inconveniences.

		So it was that he stood in triumph against the clouded dark sky, like a Medici prince, looking out over Florence. The night air was warm as he contemplated the fate of those responsible for the exhibit of his stolen illustrations. He hadn’t
			quite decided whether to kill the men, or merely torture them.

		He had time and time enough to make his plans and so he stood, enjoying his success, as a warm, persistent rain began to fall. The ants below scattered, scurrying for shelter. Soon the streets were empty of human beings.

		He clutched the case more closely under his arm, realizing that his illustrations were in need of a dry space. In the blink of an eye, he traveled down the side of the dome to a lower half dome, before
			running across the square and clambering up the side of an adjacent building. Soon he was on the roof of the Arciconfraternita della Misericordia.

		There was a time when he would have served the Arciconfraternita, joining in their mission of mercy, rather than running over it without a thought. But he hadn’t exercised the gift of mercy since 1274. In his new form, the concept of mercy
			never entered his consciousness.

		He flew through the rain at great speed, heading toward the Ponte Vecchio, when the smell of blood filled his nostrils. There was more than one source, (or vintage as he called it), but the scent that attracted his attention was young and
			unaccountably sweet. It resurrected in him memories long forgotten. Instantly, he changed direction and increased his speed, moving toward the Ponte Santa Trinita. His black form was a blur against the night sky as he leapt from rooftop to rooftop.

		Other monsters moved in the darkness, from all parts of the city, racing toward the place where her innocent blood cried out from the ground.

		As he ran, the question uppermost in his mind was: Who would reach her first?
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