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 Introduction



 

Strong hands and backs have
labored against mountains in Italy for longer than men could write
words, to pull from them the most exquisite stone in creation, the
very dust of Eden; marble, the only stone that seems to love the
shape of man. It will not come out and down easily, and it will not
be easily carved, it must always be broken and hewn with great
force. Yet, when it submits, as only certain hands can seem to make
it do – Angels can be made to stand still in our
presence.

To some, precious as gold, for
what can be made of it, the marble quarries of Tuscany;
Massa-Carrara in Italy have no equals, and in that place are men of
similar rarity, brought or bred there by generations that all
wanted the wondrous dust upon their hands, under their feet.
Sculptors, who would decorate an empire until it crumbled; and
sculptors who would glorify God for a Church that also might desire
to crumble, but stood rooted as the mountains were, in spite of the
chipping away that never ceased.

What sculptors see in the stone,
they never say before it is complete. To do so would be unlucky.
What the stone reveals is not so much what they saw within it, but
what they themselves were when they struck it, and thus the stone
brings fame, and praise to hands that make it yield. Few can do it
and remain pure, because fame loves to corrupt. A hard and powerful
stone, it demands much, and seems to give much more in return; for
that, even the Church will pay an uncounted loss of gold, and there
are many hands open to that money. In the tangled city streets of a
long-crumbled empire, the Church remains in place, paying mountains
of gold to bring mountains of white stone to Rome – and with it,
its curse; marble drives some men to madness.

When a master lays his mallet
aside, he will wait to hear what others see there, and the answers
will be as varied as the faces that gaze in new wonder. He will not
tell them what to see, for that too would be unlucky. He lets the
marble speak and will not say exactly what is there, because some
will be moved to see something he did not create, something the
marble alone chose to reveal. They would be the ones the stone
could curse.

Furio Novia was such a man, who
was never asked whether he was blessed by what he perceived when he
gazed on marble figures that lured him, and many did. He would have
lied, because he was a priest, and he carried gold in his purse -
to purchase marble.

His was a life he hated, of luxury
and some power, in a country he despised, employed by an Archbishop
who owned his very breath. To be free of that old man, Novia would
do anything that he could find the power to do. That scheme, to be
free, was in motion long before marble finally caught him unawares,
and opened his soul to torments his robes could not prevent. He had
for years seen something in certain marble works that strained his
vows, shattered his promises to God, put others around him in
terrible danger. He had seen his marble dreams in smiling flesh,
and the curse upon his heart was utterly sealed.

Novia was damned because he had
found her, and not known she lived. Her name was Anoria, and marble
had shaped her being as well.

 


  ONE

AN ANGEL
FALLS 




Anoria stepped quietly but
determined, barefoot, among the shards and dust of broken marble
around the great, injured stone. But for her dark hair falling
around her shoulders, she seemed another delicate marble figure
among the three already there, her light cotton shawl and simple
night skirt were made milky white by the moonlight, and the light
cloth barely moved until she eased her feet through the broken
stones and fragments on the boards. As she moved closer to the
incomplete figure into the shimmering moonbeam, her clothes became
gossamer over her limbs, and her lithe form was revealed
underneath, she was warm and soft, not stone. She was not dressed
to keep warm, it was a fragrant, pleasant evening, the cicadas, and
few crickets were filling the chestnut and apple trees around her
home with a delightful music; she had just come from her
comfortable bed, candle in hand, to steal into her father’s
spacious workshop.

Her whale oil candle did not cast
any of its flickering light to the side of the stone she wanted to
see, or the figure her father, Antonio, had been drawing for a
month from the cold rock. The moon was in the skylight window above
the great marble, so she touched her fingertips to her tongue as
she gazed upward into the curtain of dusty light around the stone,
and snuffed her flame; the insubstantial ribbons of smoke picked up
the light and made spiraling trails upwards into the beam. She did
not want her light to be seen from the hut. To be found in the
workshop, alone, late at night, would draw her father’s wrath; he
never allowed her there. Yet, the waiting figure begged her gaze
and she was desperate to see the flaw in the figure that caused her
father such anguish that afternoon. It took her a full minute to
see the awful crack, but less than a breath to feel the pain her
father surely felt at its discovery. The work was
ruined.

She could discern in the moonlight
a striking, incomplete figure of a man that would not reach to
Heaven from the stone as her father planned. Finishing strokes had
been dealt on enough of the marble that she could clearly see
flesh; the figure was nude. Taller than life, nearly two feet
taller than she, if she stepped onto its base, it promised to be
beautiful; and Anoria already knew it well. Her father never said a
word to her about any form he shaped in the daylight, but she
understood his works nearly as well as he.

It might have been a glorious
angel; the remains of stone behind the man could easily hide
magnificent wings. However, no wings would be exposed in this
block, no further work could be done; Antonio would have his two
apprentices pull the great stone to the garden behind the shop.
With fortune, a new project could be made from it, a different, but
similar form, but the angel within, would never
live.

Longing to see this wondrous being
complete, Anoria stood in the shards of marble, her breath heavy
and deep, stirring the tails of her candle smoke into the floating
dust, and she felt sorrow for his loss; she was unaware that when
she returned to her bed, drops of her blood would remain on the
stones where she stood. They would remain and cause her such
heartbreak, as she could not possibly imagine, if her father
discovered the stains in the morning light. Those few red drops
could lock a terrible door, one that must remain open or she would
surely wither from grief. She must be able to steal into the shop
with her candle, in secret, must be able to touch and whisper to
the stones; she would be lost, heartsick, without
them.

 

Anoria visited the workshop in
secret, since childhood, always while her father slept in the
darkest hours before dawn. She would light a candle from the dying
embers in the kitchen hearth, to light her way behind their home to
the shop. Her shoes never came with her; Anoria wanted the feel of
the dust and chips on her naked feet as she walked where her father
stood each day. She would pause at each statue in turn, but spend
the longest time with the figures that were unfinished, studying
the work done to each, guessing at the form emerging from the
blocks.

Nights with a lovely moon, like
this night, filled her with the most pleasure, there was less
chance she would need her candle and she could take longer with the
figures her father was creating. Those figures would seem alive to
her, in the moonlight, there would be fewer shadows, and she could
imagine them real as people, merely standing, waiting for her to
arrive. It was a forbidden delight, but it fed her
soul.

Only here in the shop could she
find finished figures made by her father, Antonio Lisi of Resceto,
a master sculptor. Her entire life, he had only carved fine figures
for commissions, or charity; he would complete them, and they would
be taken away. He worked on almost nothing for himself now, and he
only kept a few precious, small pieces in the house: a crucifix, a
small angel at the side of their doorway, which sometimes comically
wore his garden hat, and a rounded, polished, and indistinct form
of a woman, as a gravestone. That precious marble rested in a
shaded dell on the hillside, beyond the brook outside their kitchen
doorway, between two lovely chestnut trees; a single apple tree,
bent and worn with age, shaded it. The apple existed from the time
before Antonio was a boy. Years before that use, as a place to
visit their Angelina, someone placed four beautifully wrought
stepping-stones of dark marble to lie across the brook and make a
path to the apple tree. Anoria adored the time she could spend in
that serene place.

They kept no other finished marble
works from her father’s hands, save the ones he touched in his
workshop; those, he would not let her near.

Anoria ached to touch them as he
did.

 

Antonio might understand
perfectly, if he would but pause to listen, the stones drew her
love as he was drawn; yet, he would never allow her in to touch the
work or the tools. He might speak to the stones as he sculpted
figures from them, she only whispered to them. She might see them
hidden as he saw them, desire to bring them out, with the same
desire as his. He would strike the rocks with great force; she
would feel them with trembling fingertips, caressing their limbs as
they emerged slowly as if from water into the air. Her father would
leave the shop with dust upon his clothes; she would leave the shop
with the dust and shards upon her cold feet. She would wear the
dust into her bed, and not sweep it out but caress it gently aside
as she warmed her toes again and sought sleep, hoping to dream of
the lives she perceived within the marbles.

Twenty such great white stones had
entered her father’s workshop to be carved in her memory, and
nearly twenty breathtaking statues were brought out, sold away, but
she loved each one. Countless smaller forms and shapes came and
also left; Antonio’s marbles were sought from many distant cities.
His churchwork figures brought the best price, and took the longest
to create.

When finished, before removing and
shipping the works, Antonio would bring her to each one, to pretend
to meet them, and let her enjoy its beauty as it stood in the yard
outside the shop doorway. It was such fun that game, pretending the
marbles had never heard her voice until her father pulled them out
to the sunlight for the first time. Some figures stayed outside
their simple home for too brief a time, waiting to be delivered to
their owners, yet becoming her friends in daylight, as well as the
gentle moonlight.

Only three times in her twenty-two
years had any single stone refused to live, as this sorrowful,
great stone now did, because her father took tremendous care
selecting his blocks; only those three times did a crack appear in
the marble, forcing Antonio’s work to stop and the figure to remain
trapped inside. One such stone was in the back garden still, but
not so great as the angel’s now useless block, which would be
pulled behind in the morning, and set to share the sparse sun under
the chestnut trees. Other stones lay in the garden as well, of
various sizes, new and old, halted or never begun, for untold
reasons. Those were wonderful company to her, it saddened her to
see the angel left among them, and she vowed to touch it every day;
she was free to wander in the garden as though those stones had
never been important.

The garden was the only place she
could put her hands upon any of her father’s unfinished marble
works without fear, no place else could she openly express her love
for them; he cared nothing for them. Well shaded by the high
chestnuts and surrounded by apples they planted when she was a
child, the garden was her favorite place in their corner of the
hills. The stone wall was tall enough to keep the donkeys out, or
in as needed, but never so tall she could not get over it anywhere
she liked. She rarely used the sturdy gate to enter; she would
reach with both hands to a stout limb on the greatest apple tree
and swing herself over the low wall, only touching it with her
teasing toes.

Within the wall were the some
dozen or so blocks and neat piles of fragments, which may still
have some life as a small figure or bit of decoration, if Antonio
remembered them. Anoria owned the mounds of marble bits; they were
nearly perfectly sorted by her hands since childhood, into many
groups of similar sizes and a few of special colors she
adored.

Her least favorite unfinished
stone was covered with lush, olive colored grapes, and she was glad
of it; her father rarely created angry or twisted forms, but it had
been started as some creature in ghastly torment. When its patron
changed his mind about the decorations of his hall, he declined to
use the beastly form he first requested. Now the grape leaves
mostly hid it from view. She cherished all the other blocks,
however, and spent most of her free time resting in the cool shade
among them.

It was here in those solitary
moments, Anoria would pretend to carve on the forms in the marble.
She would tap her fingers on them in time with the
‘click-click-tap’ sounds of the chisels being used against the
stones in the workshop.

The largest stone had been her
favorite, nearly in the garden center, for years. It also was a
ruined stone, an unfinished altarpiece; a lithe, graceful woman
with an empty woven basket for manna or fishes resting lightly on
her hip. Anoria could stand beside this smiling woman and look into
her eyes, wondering if some time, long ago, such a beautiful person
truly lived and breathed. A child had been planned, perhaps the
beauty’s own child, but when the smaller figure was begun, the
great stone cracked. If ever completed, the woman would never be
able to touch the child; the flaw would sever her hand at her wrist
above the child’s head. Anoria keenly felt the longing for such a
soothing, motherly touch; when younger, she would be both comforted
and saddened by the break in the stone. At least, unfinished, the
woman somehow held the child forever.

Anoria knew and loved the garden
stones, and years before would tirelessly ply her father with ideas
how to complete them. At times, she longed to see the child
completed, almost to be her companion, and as companion for the
poor woman with the lovely basket.

Her father listened for a while in
her youth, when she would express desires to see something done
with the single great block, forgotten for years. Her youth was
passed; his attention was not so easily drawn, he ceased to listen,
or ceased to care she carried his love of the alluring white stone
in her own heart, and in her dreams. All other things they could
share, but not this.

In every other manner he was a
doting father, and she loved him dearly, but about marble, he was
cold as the surfaces he shaped with his hands every day. His
refusal to let her near his work drove her to the nightly visits.
Antonio never seemed to suspect she violated his trust and his law;
she took great care, convincing herself he never
would.

They shared their simple lives
otherwise contented, even happily, at the end of a twisted path,
high in the dusty, gray-white hills and remaining groves of
chestnut trees some half hour’s walk above the tiny village of
Resceto, Italy, at the feet of the Apuan Alps. Surrounded by the
jagged mountains of marble, ancient quarries, and foothills
circling the town, they enjoyed the beauty of a steeply sided,
evergreen-washed valley that was dotted with the rooftops and
church steeple of Resceto below, hardly a mile
away.

Lower, between a cleft in the
hills, lay the smaller gathering of homes called Serretta, a single
rooftop visible amid the thickening mane of trees. Below even that,
on the twisting westerly road, hidden behind the lovely hills, lay
the city of Massa, and the restless sea. Not for many years had she
gone farther than even Serretta. To her, the guarding peaks and
ridges embracing Resceto were her entire world.

Their worn path sometimes followed
the tricklings of a brook down to the village, a single small
wood-beam bridge crossing the tiny stream just below the hut.
Bringing large marbles up the path was difficult work; the quarry
master, Tito Benzetti, would send only skilled drivers. A team of
six mules could barely make the twisted climb, but Antonio rarely
ordered marbles so large, having his apprentice’s stones brought on
a small but solid marble wagon, and driven up with his two amusing,
stout donkeys.

A home and workshop closer to the
mountain quarries behind Massa would have made for swifter
deliveries, less costly blocks, but her father was born in the hut
they shared. He loved being above the constant wagon traffic below
Serretta, on the lower Frigido Valley roads, and he dearly loved
Resceto.

His family came there when his
father was a boy; strong men were hewing a road over the peaks,
because a Duke in Modena wanted to carry his goods over, westward
to the sea. The Vandelli road was completed many years before
Antonio was born, though it quickly went out of regular use, and
the Lisi family stayed in the village that grew at the foot of
those peaks. Resceto once pulled the irresistible marble from the
slopes, and earned itself a reputable bit of commerce while Antonio
grew to manhood.

He would laugh and say even as a
child, he could fling a stone across the length of the town, but in
time, a charming church was built, when there were enough families
for a priest; his tiny village was growing. By the time Antonio was
beginning to cut stone with his father, Resceto added a good
market, many good things always being brought from Massa in the
valley below.

Two beautiful bridges spanned the
rivulet they called their stream, making a lane to homes that stood
on the other valley slope. It was on that lovely cobbled lane the
Benzetti family settled, the first merchants of marble the town
would employ. Antonio and Tito grew up together there, and in
Resceto, they made their own families.

Anoria’s children would be born
there, her father promised, if she would only come to the villages
by his side more often. An invisible daughter draws few admirers,
and Antonio made countless trips down to the villages and to the
city, without his daughter at his side. It pained him greatly when
some acquaintance would express surprise he had any daughter at
all. He cherished her dearly, but longed for her to have a life for
herself and feel love in ways more fulfilling to needs she must
surely have.

She was now a woman of subtle
beauty, nearly tall as he, and he admired how she matured, time
shaping her form in delicate, careful strokes, more perfectly than
any figure he brought from the marble. She was more than his muse
on many works; she was his guide to perfection, because she wore it
in every graceful movement. A dozen of his best-carved figures wore
her gentle hands, nearly all shared the laughter of her eyes, and
her feet became their feet, if they displayed their
own.

Anoria was his perfect marble
brought to life, and he always sought to show her through it,
because she refused otherwise to show herself. Even the apprentices
found her fleeting at best, scarcely any knew well the music of her
voice. She was rarely outside when they walked through the gate;
she never shared the food she prepared for their meals. They never
entered the house; she never entered the shop. Had she been allowed
in they would have known a different girl.

She might have married happily to
any one of those apprentices, or to another in the village, had the
door to the shop been opened for her. She lived only for the
moments she enjoyed with her father, and the stolen moments she
craved with his work. He could not see this truth, and sadly for
Anoria, neither could she. She had become what his unfinished
marble stones had always been, hidden. He took dust and chips from
them, now they had taken blood from her.

 

The apprentices usually swept the
dust and marble fragments from the shop every morning before work
continued. No one was sweeping yet this morning and they stood
quietly behind Antonio, reverently, as he traced his dusty finger
along the nearly invisible crack in the figure. The stone need not
be turned; the light was perfect already. Antonio caressed the flaw
along its length and held a small chisel in his hand as he stood in
silent thought. The flaw was about to be tested, to determine if it
could be worked away, or if the entire stone was to be abandoned to
the garden. All three hoped it would not, they did not desire the
effort it would force from them.

Months of careful work would be
lost, unless he could save this work, but he would never hear
praise if he did. None would say his angel was broken, or that
Antonio saved it. They would not speak of flaws, inviting questions
- could they move the figure safely or ship it to its owner; his
apprentices knew to be silent.

As he listened to the stone,
scarcely breathing, Antonio was unaware Anoria stood silently
outside the door, waiting to hear his chisel strike. She heard it
not against the stone, but ring sharply upon the floor and the
chisel lay still. Her breaths seemed frozen, as the silence
deepened behind the wooden door. For a few heartbeats, nothing
happened, and then her father looked down.

Hurried sounds shattered the
stillness, prompting Anoria to lift her gaze from her feet; her
hand, lightly against the rough wood door, fell to her side.
Movements behind the door surprised her and she prepared to bolt
around the corner, lest she be found listening there. She turned
away and ran beside the shop to the trees, hesitating, to see if
the door opened; only the apprentices came out into the sunlight.
Without pause, Donetto and Geppa walked passed her hut and down
into the path, turning to glance to the workshop. She watched them
walk fully out of sight, the trees swallowed them at the first
bend; Antonio did not follow - nor did he call after them, or to
her.

Pretending to be about her morning
chores in the yard, she waited several moments to see if he would
emerge, and the moments became more than an hour of waiting in her
doorway. She feared no accident, the apprentices had been calm,
still, she feared something serious was amiss. He made no reply
from the shadows of his workshop when she called to him and it
alarmed her, but she waited.

She placed their noon meal on the
table under the dense wisteria shade of their patio, and took a
seat she hardly ever used at midday. Nibbling absently at bites
between glances towards the shop, Anoria finally called out a
single time that he should come and sit to eat; he did not come.
There would be no meal shared and food went uneaten, she carried it
all back into the hut lest it spoil.

As Anoria sat in the doorway of
their home, watching the workshop door, she bathed her bare feet in
the white dust that colored all the ground in the front of their
hut and the shop. She blamed the disagreeable day on the broken
block, her father’s reticence on the grief he must feel, and she
played her toes into the sensuous marble soil as she would fingers.
She layered the beautiful dust upon her feet, as she loved to do,
nearly to her ankles and played that way without any pleasure,
until the sun fell behind the crowns of the hills above them, and
her bottom ached from sitting so long.

Heavy hearted, she finally rose to
make a broth for some simple soup, hoping her father would come
inside as the light failed and darkness grew around the great
stone; he never lit any lamps, or attempted any work in even the
late afternoons or sunless days. She could not remember him staying
so late and disappointment brought tears to her eyes. Lamps burned
warmly in the house when she finally heard the shop door scrape
aside, and she raised her eyes from her bowl of soup to see what
expression her father wore when his eyes met
hers.

No expression of his face could be
seen when he entered, and he did not enter fully or attempt to
close the door; he stood in the threshold, looking back out into
the dusk. He spoke not a word - his clothing was clean. The lack of
dust on his hands, and in his hair, was more disturbing to Anoria
than the painful silence they shared. She knew he likely stood that
same way next to the ruined marble, the entire lifeless
day.

The whale oil candles lit nothing
of the darkness in his eyes when he turned into the room. Night had
crept into the corners of the hills as he stood in their door, and
night seemed to follow him into the room when he closed the door at
last.

“Anoria, show me your feet,
please,” Antonio seemed to sigh. His countenance was no clearer in
the wavering light; his eyes were still shadowed, as they were in
the doorway.

“They are clean, Papi,” she said,
trembling, but she placed her bare feet on the bench for him to
see, suddenly shy to do so.

“The bottoms, please,” he sighed
again. Looking down to her slender toes, she moved her legs out
straight, pointing her toes up to the candlelight, and up to his
gaze. What he looked to see, he did not explain, or what he meant
when he placed a shard of marble on the table beside her bowl. He
simply left her in renewed stillness, turning away for his bed;
tears filled her eyes as he took his shadows and silence into his
room.

“What is wrong? What did you see?”
she called to him.

Other tears fell as she closed her
eyes, gathering her bare foot into both hands. Squeezing her toes
into her fingers and crying for him, a prick of pain stopped her
breath. A tiny, vivid smear of blood showed on her fingers as she
moved them up to gaze at her foot more closely. The tiniest of
cuts, between her toes, nothing more, but it chilled her. She
clutched suddenly at the mysterious marble chip next to her soup
bowl, and a cry escaped her lips as she turned it over in the
trembling palm of her hand. Drops of blood lay brown upon its side
and along a bit of the edge. She knew it was her blood; her
father’s broken angel had spilled her blood, and with it her
precious secret.

“Papi, please speak to me about
this! Don’t leave me with this silence - please,” she wept against
his door. “I have love for your work because you gave it to me,”
she pleaded, her cheek against the wood. “I could not stay out; the
garden has never been enough. I could never stay out. Forgive
me…Papi?”

Anoria lowered herself miserably
to the stone floor, against his door to wait, and her limbs grew
stiff and cold, as the hearth fire eventually died and the untended
candles went out, but he never spoke a word. Hours later she lay
into her bed and pulled her quilts into a nest around her, not
undressing or brushing her hair, nor caressing the crumbs of
enticing marble she so cherished on her toes as she fell into
dreams on other nights. She knew there was blood also on the
bedclothes, smeared from the night before when she returned from
the shop and swept the dust from her feet, into her bed. She
finally fell asleep, discouraged, wondering what he would say when
he awoke in the morning light. Were the marbles lost to her?
Wouldn’t he explain?

Harsh sounds in the yard awoke
her, a soft light already in her window, playing across her bed; it
was later than she normally rose. Weary from the unhappy evening,
her head was cloudy; stiffness from the hours of waiting in a cold
doorway ached in her limbs. The rough sounds from the shop did not
draw her to the window; they were not the tap-tap-tapping sounds of
chisels upon stone, which were forever music to her ears. Windows
were being shuttered; the great shop door was being locked. With
each harsh hammering blow to wood, a similar blow found her
heart.

Silence from him was torment, and
he seemed to be tormenting her deliberately. She prepared their
meal, but sat dejected in the house as they shared casual words
amongst themselves, and he still had no kindness for her. How this
caused his heart no pain, she could not
understand.

Antonio had raised a willful,
strong daughter alone. Their life was as normal as any other could
be and they did sometimes argue. They naturally could make each
other angry; never in her life had it been like this, though.
Still, never had Antonio suspected she broke his only harsh command
about the shop. Had she been marble, like his work, her blood in
the shop would be the crack in her form. An overwhelming grief
overcame her suspecting this, and she dropped her head down to her
knees. Her father could easily abandon flawed stones. Anoria felt
she had become one.

 

“No - the stone cannot be saved,”
Antonio was heard to say. Anoria sought every painful word he said
as he ate his noon meal with his apprentices. “The figure is turned
too far left for the arm to move aside, there is not enough
stone.”

“Would you like it pulled out
after we eat then?” Donetto asked him. “It may take the afternoon
to move it.”

“No, we need to go down to see if
Benzetti can send wagons early tomorrow. I need to select another
block and begin this figure anew, but quickly. I promised it before
winter and can finish it, if we have good weather,” her father
replied. He knew she was sitting on the back step, and his calm
voice surprised her.

“Anoria, would you like to come
with us? Surely there is something you need?”

 “No, Papi. I
will not come today,” she muttered, pressing her eyes to her knees
and wiping tears.

Her reply brought no other
question from him; they soon left for the town. She remained on the
doorstep, listened until they could not be heard on the path, and
it was perhaps an hour more she held her knees to her breast, and
sat on the step. Every breath was miserable to her, and
cheerless.

Their return was nearly as quiet;
she hardly noticed them from her kitchen, where she put her mind to
normal chores – preparing a meal, should they work late into the
afternoon. Her father must have guessed she would set about such
work because he called into the house and told her to stop. It was
like throwing cold water on her skin; she dropped her hands to her
side and stood motionless in surprise. Why would they not eat? She
called back from the doorway to understand why they would not stay
and her father’s reply took her breath.

“We are eating in the village
tonight. You and I.”

“I do not want to come, Papi!” she
protested.

“You will come, Anoria,” he
commanded. The sounds in the workshop rose again and she knew they
were returning to work.

 

“Antonio, your mood is dark today
and it seems not only this poor block of marble,” Donetto said
while they worked.

“It is not a matter between us,
pull your ropes so we can harness this,” Antonio grunted. He pulled
hard on his lines.

“No, it is clearly some cloud
between you and your daughter. There is some other cause, and you
can either find no end for it-” Donetto
continued.

“You are not employed to help
raise my daughter, Donetto.”

“No, Antonio. But, I have been
apprenticed to you for eight years. If in that time I cannot call
you friend, and counsel you when troubled…you would be a strange
man to me.”

“We are friends, Donetto. Unless
you slack that rope end and this harness slips,” Antonio
chuckled.

“I have never seen such a mood as
you wear, Antonio. I do not like it much, even if my words are no
help, you should hear them.”

“Do not pull too hard,” Antonio
warned.

“I have never seen any cruelty in
you, Antonio, but you seem to treat her poorly
today.”

“She has angered me, Donetto, and
you are very close yourself. We have a block to move, nothing else
needs to be said.” Antonio said brusquely.

Donetto looked across the frame of
wood bracings to Antonio, then over to Geppa, who averted his eyes.
Donetto continued his work, but also continued to seek Geppa’s eye;
they exchanged several glances and Geppa always seemed to urge
great care, and more silence.

Antonio brought the donkeys to the
hitch at the doorway and the block was tied and ready. No lifting
was necessary; it would have been impossible for the small donkeys
anyway, the stone was too heavy. They could pull it however; the
dusty soil would make it easier for them, until the skids reached
the garden grass. Once there, the men would push and strain against
poles as the animals dug the garden up with their hooves. Antonio
did not care whether this stone wore sun or shade as it rested,
perhaps for years, so they pulled only a little way into the
garden.

The sunlight was fading to only a
bluing glow in the corners of the hills around them when they
finally made their last few yards. The donkeys were beginning to
refuse anyway, having worn their harnesses for nearly four hours
now. One of the donkeys promptly sat down and blew its nose when
the lines were dropped.

Pulled fully into the garden, out
of the way of the gate, they did not let the stone block the
others. Closer to the front wall than any other stone, it was
nonetheless almost invisible from the front of the house; only if
one walked beyond the corner of the shop toward the garden would it
be spied. Two small apple trees stood to one side; they would shade
it completely when they grew their full crowns, it would not move
for perhaps years. The angel within the block was turned away from
the path, and looked to the back wall of the garden. From the gate,
this appeared to be a new, untouched stone. When Anoria looked at
it later, as she and her father walked down the path to the
village, she felt sadness the angel could not look out into the
valley while it waited.

Donetto and Geppa washed at the
brook and bid their employer goodbye within minutes of untying the
donkeys. The animals were left, content to graze the weeds in the
garden. Anoria tickled the ears of the closest one over the stones
of the wall while she waited for her father to take his turn and
wash. Geppa seemed shy, but Donetto stopped to meet her eye; she
saw compassion there. Both men were far enough along the path, into
the trees, their voices could not be heard when Antonio was ready
with his lantern to follow them. Eyes lowered, she began down the
path, slowly, within a few paces he was ahead of her; always side
by side, since her childhood, holding hands whenever they would go
to the village together, there was no such comfort now. They went
silently into the trees after the two apprentices, the dusk not yet
deep enough, even under the chestnuts, for the lantern to be
lit.

She took great care to stay in the
bare lines of their wagon-rut path, her shoes in her hands, and the
sandy warmth in her toes with each step. Her father’s boots raised
dust ahead of her, while her bare feet hardly stirred the dirt at
all. She was suddenly a child again, the fragrance of chestnuts in
her nose, the dirt on her toes, and the terrible trouble between
them a waning worry. She defied the sadness the entire walk and
their quiet made it easier.

When she was younger, Anoria would
make the walk several times each week with him, certainly on
Sundays, as a good girl should be in church then. Time brought less
interest in songs, or admonitions that, however hard she tried to
be good, God still spied the wickedness in her heart, all the way
from Heaven. Many Sundays she would sit next to Antonio, angry that
she had been better than just good, but never seemed to get credit
from God.

Sadly, for Antonio, they stopped
going to the village together very often at all. Yet, she
remembered every stone in the path, the swells of the little brook,
and each tree; some had grown nicely from tiny things. She still
loved the walk - she rarely walked it alone, and this walk seemed
much like being alone, because Antonio did not speak until they
were within sight of the walls of Resceto.

“We have been invited to
Benzetti’s house for dinner,” he mentioned over his
shoulder.

“You will only talk of marble
through the meal,” she replied quietly, not really wanting to be
engaged in such a discussion.

“Would you rather have our bread
at the Inn?”

“I would rather have made your
supper as I always do.”

“Benzetti’s or the Inn,
Anoria.”

“I will not decide. Perhaps you
would rather talk of stone. I don’t know.”

He stopped his walk, just as they
entered the village wall, and sighed as he turned to look at her.
She stopped as quickly as he, anticipating he would, but her eyes
were only on her dusty feet. She dropped her slipper shoes and
wiggled into them before he could laugh, or be cross; she could not
tell what he felt anymore.

“There will be many people at the
Inn, and dancing. Benzetti’s will be quieter. His daughters always
ask about you. Either way you will be doted
upon.”

“I will do what you wish me to
do,” she hinted at resentment, and when she glanced up, he could
see she hid tears. Putting her for several hours in the midst of
music and laughter only seemed to her more
punishment.

“I will not force you to do
either. This can be a pleasant evening; you can meet someone nice.
There is no harm in that.”

“Except, I don’t wish to be here,
I told you.”

“I will treat you as I did when
you were a child if you play stubborn with me.”

“You have been treating me like a
child since yesterday morning. Until you speak with me about it,
making me dance will only be more punishment.”

“Anoria, I am not punishing you,”
he raised his voice.

“Then why the silence, and why the
locks and shutters?” she asked in anger, stepping sideways to him,
watching his expression and searching his eyes; his gaze made her
look away. “I will let you discuss marble with Benzetti, and I will
listen to his daughters chatter about nothing and everything,” she
surrendered, smoothing the dirt with her foot, feeling the child
again. “I have no heart to dance with anyone.”

Their argument clearly finished,
Antonio turned and continued into the village. She waited a few
steps, and like a good girl, followed where he led, though she knew
the way by heart.

 

The four young Benzetti daughters:
Anna, Gissela, Savina, and little Teresa, rushed around Antonio and
each grasped either a hand or part of a hem, and dragged her into
the house. The enticing aroma of warm bread and roasting lamb met
her in the doorway, and Benzetti himself got somehow between his
girls, hugged, and kissed Anoria before she could protect herself.
His wife shoved him away and grabbed Anoria’s hands and smiled
beautifully at her.

“Please, come to the kitchen with
us, darling, let the men bore themselves. I have something special
I want you to taste!” Pia Benzetti gushed and led her into the
house and down the wide hall to the kitchen. The fragrance of sweet
spices hung in the air with the light smoke of the roasting fire,
and Pia’s daughters instantly began chattering as expected. Anoria
quite forgot being sad, settled onto the bench next to Pia, and was
handed a cup with a wonderful dark liquid. Teresa put herself
nearly in Anoria’s lap.

“It’s for the lamb. I wanted
something sweet for it,” Pia said, her eyes widening with a
question. “It is nice, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Anoria smiled, after
dipping her finger generously and tasting. She wanted to dip into
the warm cup again. “Is this honey in the wine?”

“Yes and there is so much of it, I
was afraid this was too much! But it’s wonderful, right?” Pia
tickled her neck gently.

“Perfect. It will be perfect,
Pia,” Anoria laughed softly and kicked off her shoes to slide them
under the bench. The kitchen stones were warm, luscious, and
smoothed to soft edges. “Thank you for inviting us. You have gone
to such trouble. Papi asked me if I would rather have dinner at the
Inn. It would have been terrible for you had we not come,” she
said, pulling Teresa up into her lap.

“That was a very strange thing for
him to do,” Pia looked surprised. “The Inn has closed its kitchen’s
this week, the ovens are cracked; your father learned that today.
Ezio sent word to ask if he would make some new bricks for the
repairs.”

Anoria was abruptly troubled
again, she wanted to burst into the other room and confront him
again with her questions. But, the noise from the girls swept her
up in their attentions, and anger at her father abated. Pia’s
bright smile helped. Anoria needed the kindness.

“Oh, how old are you brats now?
Has it been so long between visits that you are nearly old enough
to be married?”

“Boys are dirty,” came the first
reply.

“Anna doesn’t think so,” came the
challenge.

“I most certainly do not…yes- they
are…” came the stammering refusal. Anna was blushing and trying to
hide from Anoria’s laughter, and her mother’s direct
glance.

“Anna thinks she is old enough to
kiss the postman’s son, Benjamin.” Gissela teased
her.

“I do not!”

The row between them lasted a full
minute and Pia did nothing to stop it. Nearly an hour more passed
in playful conversation and continued tormenting of Anna; it was
quite dark on the patio when they stepped outside to light the
torches. Pia set about making a cheery fire in the pit; Anoria
helped calm and busy the girls with setting the
tables.

The mingling sounds and wafting
fragrances of food were agreeable along the Benzetti’s cobbled
lane. Twice someone called to Anoria with a hello from another
patio, both times, she struggled for the name, but they did not
seem to mind.

The girls did not cease their
arguments entirely. When they rushed together upstairs to put on
their clean dresses, other gentle sounds filled the quiet - Pia
playing at the fire, soft music through the trees - some hidden
neighbor playing his lute; a strong voice was singing the song. Her
father laughed, then Benzetti. The girls were still arguing
upstairs.

“Did your father ask if you would
like to stay with us a few days?” Pia suddenly asked. “I nearly
begged him this afternoon. We miss you so, and the girls would love
to have at you.” Then she added softly, “So would
I.”

“No, he mentioned nothing of it,”
Anoria answered with a flush of anger. “He has been rather quiet
since yesterday.”

“I would love to walk up the path
with the girls in a few days to fetch you. Would you like to come?
Please say yes!”

“Well, can I decide, after we see
if you destroy the lamb?” and they both laughed. “Yes, I will be
happy to come. Did he say I could?”

“Lord, Anoria. He can say yes or
no and who cares?” Pia asked with surprise. “I didn’t ask if he
would let you, I asked if you might want to. You do need to come
down more!”

Anoria lowered her eyes. “Papi
will be waiting for a new block it seems, he will have plenty of
time to cut his own cheese and bread.”

“You have him so spoiled, we never
get to feed him here in town either!” Pia laughed. “How the two of
you live up there alone, I cannot imagine. I need noise and I do
love gossip,” she commented with a grin.

“So, is there a story between Anna
and this Benjamin fellow?” Anoria got the girls involved in an
argument again.

Dinner was brought to the tables
and the men were pulled through the kitchen while Pia explained
every sordid detail about her daughter’s ‘blooming’ interest in
young men. It made Anoria blush and she was glad Anna was otherwise
occupied with her sisters, and did not cry out in shame. Pia
laughed and laughed.

Antonio was seated opposite his
daughter. She knew he repeatedly sought her gaze but she refused
it. There truly was no opportunity to look directly at her father,
until the meal was nearly done and the question of the visit was
suddenly heard in the confusion of voices. That one perfect moment
she knew to look, he rudely busied himself in another conversation
about the price of marble blocks, and the speed of deliveries that
could be made. Anoria bristled, and promptly accepted the
invitation with no further care he might have said no. If he wanted
her gone for a few days, so be it.

Pia proved as excitable and
talkative as her daughters were, but she watched Antonio and his
daughter closely. She was used to subtle angers, and insults
between relations who refused otherwise to speak; her houseful of
daughters could be a seething, silent battleground over the
smallest of arguments. Here, at her table, was a quiet battle of
wills; some terrible wrong had grown between Anoria and her father,
Pia hoped the trouble between them would not worsen, ruining
Anoria’s chance to spend a few days away. Pia was convinced by the
end of the meal, that it was urgently necessary Anoria be allowed
some comfort, some peace.

The waxing moon was small and
high, a glowing gallery of stars helped brighten the path when the
goodbyes were complete; Antonio lit the lantern but shuttered it,
they would not truly need it until more than halfway up the path
and into the taller trees. Now the dust on the path was deliciously
cool and felt almost wet, soothing on Anoria’s bare feet as she
shuffled them along behind her father’s strong steps. She hummed
the tune the neighbor played on the lute earlier before the moon
had risen, she was convinced it was Father Biani, their priest, and
was instantly surprised when her father picked up the song. She
thought she was being quiet, and she barely heard him at all, but
the unexpected sharing of their voices on their way home was a
much-needed comfort. Or perhaps, she simply had enough wine to be
relaxed and not really care, were he still angry or no. They hummed
the tune together nearly the entire way, no other sound shared
between them.

They were in sight of their hut
before Anoria even noticed their distance from the village. It was
already much cooler above the village now, and she slipped into her
shoes to prevent too much chill. They needed to gather the sleepy
donkeys to the barn before turning in, and the garden grass would
be quite cold to tread barefoot. Their last few steps took them
around the side of the shop and the newly shuttered windows spoke
all too loudly in the gloom of the trouble that had come between
them.

She did not want to look at them,
but was drawn anyway and paused without meaning to as she neared
the first one. They were bolted from the inside, truly placed as
barriers, not just protection for the windows from the weather. She
would not be able to get into the shop through any window, even if
she dared try, she would not have the strength to force those
shutters.

“Anoria, come close the gate after
us,” her father asked from the back of the
garden.

She ran to the corner of the shop
and the gate to wait for them to appear from the deep gloom in the
back. The moonlight was shining brightly upon the smooth face of
the large, damaged marble just pulled through the weeds that
afternoon. She noticed immediately, the wooden skids had been
removed. That block would see many winters in that corner. It could
certainly not be cut in the garden, and without the skids, it would
move for no other reason than to be carved into something other
than the angel.

She held the gate, to pull it
closed, and turned away from the stone at last; the donkeys were
noisily following behind her father as he came from the dappled
shadows into the moonlight.

“You may light what candles you
like, I’ll be inside in a moment after I tie these two sleepyheads
into their stalls,” said Antonio as he passed.

Anoria reached out to feel the
rump of the closest donkey moving by under her hand. It flicked her
side with its tail as it moved out of her reach. Her father asked
her to light candles in the hut, perhaps he would not be going off
to bed, and they might have a chance to talk; Anoria instantly
wondered if she were truly ready now at all.

 

With no lingering fire in the
hearth or in the oven, the hut was much cooler inside than it was
in the yard. Unless it had been a terribly hot day, the stone walls
held no heat longer than the sun lasted between the hills. Candles
were glowing brightly and Anoria was setting wine onto the table
when her father came in from the barn. She did not immediately
speak, knowing to leave the first words for him, if there were
truly to be any words before they went to bed. Instead of waiting
for him, she put a rod into the hearth and stirred the ashes about,
though she knew there would not be any embers.

Antonio closed the door and pulled
the latch, then quietly put his cloak on the peg under the high
kitchen window. She heard the bench scrape aside as he sat down
behind her; two mugs of wine were poured. She really felt she had
drunk enough wine at the Benzetti’s, more would certainly make her
sleepy, but her heart ached to have some explanation from her
father. She concentrated only on the cold ashes, because it helped
her keep her tongue. His first words heated the air between
them.

“I could laugh and endure your
childish will and untruths, when you were a child, Anoria. You are
grown, and I cannot abide what you have done with my trust,”
Antonio began softly. He gazed into his mug, and perhaps at her,
but she did not turn. She waited at the hearth and closed her eyes;
she had not wanted angry words.

“How long have you been disobeying
me, visiting the shop at night?” he asked. She did not reply and he
asked again.

“Since I was perhaps seven,” she
admitted. “I first laid eyes on the alter panel for the church,
with Saint Matthew in the center. I watched him emerge and become
the saint. I guessed it might be Christ that you carved…” she
paused.

“When did you know it was not the
Christ?” Antonio’s voice hinted he did not expect to ask any such
questions. She had surprised him.

“His brow was smoothed. You always
give Christ his crown of thorns. You always show his
passion.”

Antonio hoped to merely learn when
his daughter began to deceive him, when did she first disobey. He
had forgotten that as a child she loved his work, or seemed to, for
too many years now she was silent about it, silent, as he had been.
Antonio realized that when she stopped trying to share her love,
she must have started slipping in to see the works while he slept.
His thoughts grew confused, he was angry she deceived him, but he
realized she perceived more in his work than just figures of stone.
Anoria recognized what they were to become, before the blocks would
yield enough for anyone else to comprehend.

“What did you see in the stone we
pulled into the garden today?” he nearly whispered to her. Anoria
turned to see his eyes, to read the confusion his voice gave away.
He was looking directly into his wine, his fingers pressed tightly
together around the mug.

“An angel,” she replied with
unwavering confidence. Antonio widened his eyes but did not look
up. “His arm would have reached to Heaven, Papi, but for the
crack,” she said.

Her father sat motionless on the
bench.

“Papi, why have I been forbidden
to watch your work? Why am I locked out, more completely now, with
shutters?”

Antonio took his hands from his
mug and put them gently on the worn bench at his sides. Anoria
thought he was about to rise, but he did not. He was searching for
words to answer her, words he seemed hesitant to say. She rose from
the hearth, the cold rod in her hand, and waited as he fought with
his tongue. Where she had been dreading to see anger before, she
saw in her father’s face something closer to guilt, perhaps
regret.

“You were too young to have it
explained, for a while you were constant trouble about it, then you
ceased. I hoped you would forget you loved the
marble.”

“You surely drove me away from it,
but it only inflamed my heart. I gave up trying to understand and
turned to deceit,” she said with more accusation than she intended.
She could tell her words stung his heart, but she was a bit glad
for it. “Could you turn from your love of the work you do? Could
you stop touching those stones, because it was suddenly forbidden
to you?”

Antonio finally looked up at his
daughter, the anger she had feared completely absent from his face.
Her countenance was likewise opposite of what he expected to see.
Anoria was bathed in soft candlelight, but it was not causing the
warmth seen in her skin; she was near to rage at him and he knew
it. The rod in her hand was not hanging, but held firm. She looked
about to strike, but he was not afraid. His shame deepened, he had
wronged her. It needed explaining, but his strength to do it was
failing him.

The wine from dinner was surely
making him tired, he thought, trying not to think of the years of
unwarranted torment he must have caused her. His daughter could
break his commands, willingly, but he had forced her to do so. It
had been easier to try breaking her spirit than to try to explain
to her. For years, he thought he succeeded, until the blood was
found in the dust. As a child, she finally stopped asking him
questions about it; as a woman…she worked quietly against him. He
realized his terrible mistake, which could have been corrected long
ago. It was suddenly the flaw in their marble that lay unseen,
until enough dust had been chipped away. He realized he had been
reaching to Heaven, until this.

“What wrong had I done, that you
closed that door forever to me?” she sought from him. “I remember
nothing even as a young child that caused you to forbid me, and yet
you say I was too young to have word of it and
understand.”

She took several steps to the
table and was between Antonio and some candles; her shadow covered
his face as he looked up to her and she could see the mist in his
eyes in spite of the darkness veiling them. He was distressed as
she had never seen, caught between his heart and his tongue,
uncertain how to prevent the damage he was about to cause between
them should he answer her question. He cowered on the bench before
her. It was pitiful to see.

“You did nothing wrong,” he
admitted finally.

“Nothing,” she repeated, not fully
aware she replied. Antonio’s brow was bowing into his hands; his
hair fell and covered them, his shoulders were hunched in shame,
making him appear terribly small and frail in the shadowed light.
Anoria felt the weight of his words; something trivial shut those
doors to her, years ago, and they were held closed because it would
have been harder to open them again.

“You did nothing, but I forbade you. Anoria, I simply
could not share it with you.” The truth had broken her father into
pieces, because he could not say it; he could not tell her, she was
kept out since childhood, because of something he himself had
done.

﻿
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Seeking help from colleagues around the globe, Victorian
physician, Dr. Liam Gilbert, is desperate to discover what is wrong
with little Rachel Ellingswood. The child has faints that bring her
near to death without warning. Only child; heiress to a huge
fortune in Devon, England, four year old Rachel will not survive
without some miracle of discovery.

Yet, Gilbert does not believe in miracles.

When a single clue sends him on a harrowing voyage across the globe
in search of answers, his discovery, about the impossible child,
will alter his life forever.

Rachel Ellingswood is not a simple child who is ill; when she is
ill – she is not truly there.
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A secretive group of scientists in Taos, New Mexico attempt to
determine if a wandering black hole has caused the atmospheric
phenomenon the world has just witnessed, and to plot its course
through the Solar System before its radiation kills every living
thing on Earth. But first, they have to figure out exactly where it
is...and where it is going.
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First Chapter sample

A seventy-five year old secret waits in a lovely old portrait
studio, at the end of a street in New York City's Lower East Side.
It is a secret that drove to madness a renowned photographer,
'Papa' Menashe Reisman - and left him to waste and die in his own
studio - haunted by every photograph he tries to take. When his
great-grand daughter, Shelly, begs to have the old building for a
new renovation, she awakens more than any secret that Papa kept.
She also awakens something darker, more evil, across the street,
under the stoop, down a foul stair; where Caraliza was kept
prisoner for two years; until the horrid events of that summer, in
1919.
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