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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER ONE


The angel Gabriel went to the oracle on Mount Sinai, looking for a wife. He did not go gladly, even hopefully, as befitted a man eager to find his lifelong companion. In fact, he had put off this journey as long as he could, but his deadline was rapidly approaching. In six months, he would lead the annual Gloria to praise and gladden Jovah, and it was a task he would be unable to complete without his ordained partner at his side. Because he was next in line to be Archangel, and therefore Jovah had a special interest in him, Gabriel went to the Mount Sinai seer to learn who the god had chosen to be his bride.


Flying, Gabriel took less than three hours to cross the hundred and fifty miles from his home in the Eyrie to Josiah’s rockbound retreat. It was easy flying, for the air was very thin in the valley between the two mountain ranges, with no treacherous currents such as one might encounter over the western Gaza mountains or the southern coast of Jordana. To a mortal, the frigid air this high above the ground would have been deadly, but angels carried heated blood in their veins, ideally equipping them for surviving the icy wind in the higher reaches of the stratosphere. Gabriel wore only a leather vest and leather pants, tucked into his boots, and he felt no cold.


When he arrived at Sinai, one of Josiah’s acolytes led him to the oracle’s room, moving soundlessly through the shadowy gray corridors of rock. They came at last to a small, well-lit chamber where the oracle could be seen leaning toward a glowing plate of glass and metal embedded in the slate-rock wall. The acolyte put a finger to his lips.


“Quietly,” the boy said. “He is communing with the god.”


Gabriel nodded, and gestured for the boy to return the way he had come. Clearly the acolyte would have preferred to stay, making sure Gabriel did not disturb Josiah at his prayers, but very few people would gainsay an angel, particularly this one. The boy left, and Gabriel leaned against the wall, waiting courteously. He was nothing if not respectful of the will of the god.


In a matter of moments, Josiah straightened, murmured an amen, and touched the face of the lighted screen. Instantly, the plate went blank. Gabriel stepped forward.


“Josiah,” he said.


The oracle turned to him with a smile. He was a small, gray man, nearly lost in a voluminous blue robe. Unlike the angels, he suffered from the cold.


“Gabriel!” he exclaimed. “An unexpected pleasure.”


The angel laughed, coming forward to take the seer’s hand and bow over it. “Come, now,” Gabriel said straightening. “You must have been expecting me anytime these past six months.”


“These past three years, more like,” Josiah retorted. “If by that you mean you have come at last to seek my advice about your bride.”


“Jovah’s advice,” Gabriel corrected.


“You have not given yourself much time to woo and win,” Josiah said.


Gabriel shrugged. The gesture caused his immense, immaculately white wings to flutter gracefully behind his shoulders. “These things are laid down by the law of Jovah,” he said. “If I have no choice about it, then neither does she. I do not know that it will be a courtship in the traditional sense.”


Josiah was watching him. “Nonetheless,” he said, “she may need some time to accustom herself to the idea. She has not had fifteen years, as you have, to dream about becoming the angelica.”


Gabriel smiled. He was a black-haired, blue-eyed man, with fair skin darkened to a perpetual tan from constant exposure to sun and wind. He was always striking, but never quite approachable until he smiled. “I thought all girls dreamt of becoming the angelica,” he said.


Josiah snorted. “Those who have not met you, perhaps.”


Gabriel looked faintly amused. “Well, at any rate, the girl handpicked by Jovah must be suited to me in all things, as I understand the theology,” he said. “So she will be eager to be my bride.”


Josiah regarded him, his small head turned a bit to one side. “She will complement you,” he amended. “She will know things you do not, have skills you do not. If you were an angry man, she would make you calm. If you were a timid man, she would make you strong. As you are an arrogant man, I must assume she will make you humble.”


“I am not arrogant,” Gabriel said mildly. “Confident, perhaps.”


Josiah smiled. “Well, then. We will let the god determine. Come sit with me while I ask him his will.”


They pulled up two chairs before the screen where Josiah had been working when the angel arrived. Gabriel settled himself carefully, spreading his wings wide so that they unfolded lavishly across the cold stone floor. Even among angels, his wings were remarkable—entirely white, exceptionally broad in span, and taller than he was by more than a head.


Not waiting for Gabriel to grow still, Josiah leaned forward and touched the glass plate in the wall. Instantly it came alive with a soft bluish light. Strange hieroglyphics danced across the screen, changing as Josiah pressed the knobs and buttons on a small shelf lying before the interface. Gabriel watched, fascinated. As often as he had seen Josiah communing with Jovah, he never failed to be impressed. A man or a woman must be trained since birth to understand the rituals of the god; mere mortals, even angels, could not understand the words of the holy language.


At length, Josiah completed his dialogue with Jovah, murmured an amen, and closed down the window between humanity and divinity.


“Well?” Gabriel demanded.


“She was born in a small village in Jordana, not far from Windy Point,” Josiah said. “Her parents are farmers, her family are farmers. She is twenty-five years old.”


Gabriel stared at him in disbelief.


“It is unlikely,” Josiah said, maintaining a serious expression, “that she has ever entertained thoughts of becoming angelica to the Archangel Gabriel.”


Gabriel found his voice. “This is ridiculous,” he said. “A farmer’s daughter? From the wilds of Jordana? What do we know of these people? Are they educated? Are they civilized? Can they sing, by the love of Jovah? For in six months, this girl will need to stand beside me on the Plain of Sharon and lead the Gloria. Can she do so? Can she sing a note? Can she be taught? Six months, Josiah—!”


“Perhaps you should not have waited so long to seek her out,” Josiah responded.


Gabriel was on his feet. “No doubt! But I did not expect Jovah to have such a sense of humor! An untutored hill-farmer! I expected a girl from the gentry of the Manadavvi, or even a woman from one of the river cities—someone trained to take on the duties of a household such as mine—”


“You really have no one but yourself to blame,” Josiah said unsympathetically. “As it is, you still have six months. A lot can be accomplished in that time frame. Search her out immediately.”


“I will,” Gabriel agreed somewhat grimly. “What is her name? Or did Jovah seek to make my task harder by withholding that information?”


“No, it was part of the registry,” Josiah said. “She is called Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth. It is a small village in the shadow of the Caitana Mountains. There should not be many with that name and those parents.”


Gabriel was still angry—fruitlessly so, because it was of no use to rail against the god, and he knew it. “And if she has changed her name? Or refuses to believe me?”


Josiah nodded at Gabriel, indicating the small amber stud embedded in the flesh of the angel’s right arm. “There should be no mistake,” he said quietly. “The Kiss will react. You will feel heat, and its light will flare—yours and hers. There is no denying the Kiss.”


Automatically, Gabriel put his hand over the acorn-sized crystal in his arm. Like almost every child born on Samaria, he had been dedicated to the god when he was only a few days old—in fact, Josiah had been the one to perform the ceremony, although there were priests who did no work but this the whole year round. The Kiss of the God was embedded in Gabriel’s flesh, grafted to the bone, to remain there until he died, and to be buried with him. It was through the Kiss that Jovah acknowledged the existence of all his children, tracked them through their lives, knew if they were ill or unhappy or dying. At times, when he had been most exhilarated or most afraid, Gabriel had felt the Kiss flicker against his skin, a slight sensation of warmth, a brief flash of light in the brandy-colored depths of the stone.


But. “I thought that was a myth,” he said slowly.


“What? That the Kiss shoots sparks of light when true lovers meet for the first time? No myth. Have you never seen it occur?”


Gabriel shrugged impatiently. “Among some couples who have been married a long time and who feel great mutual affection—yes, I suppose I have seen a glimmer now and then,” he said. “But—this business of recognizing your true lover the first time you meet—”


“Well, there should be some reaction,” Josiah said. “As you are only seeking to confirm an identity—”


“And as I am not looking for true love—”


“Perhaps the reaction will be slight. Go to this village. She should not be hard to find.”


Gabriel was still frowning. “I admit, it seems odd to me that she comes from a place so near to Raphael,” he said. “For Leah came from Jordana as well.”


“Jovah does not care about the angelica’s origin,” Josiah said. “He cares about her heart.”


Gabriel made a slight gesture of disagreement, but continued to brood. Well, it was true. The Archangel Raphael, who ruled the host of angels quartered in the bleak mountain retreat of Windy Point, had twenty years ago chosen a bride from among his own people. Her name was Leah, and she was a pale, silent woman of whom very little had been seen outside of the annual Glorias held on the Plain of Sharon. If Jovah did indeed look to meld opposites when he selected consorts for his Archangels, he had come up with a definite contrast here. Raphael was suave, smooth-spoken and self-assured. Leah was tongue-tied, shy and docile. Or so she seemed. Gabriel had not troubled himself to converse more than politely with her for the past twenty years.


The fact was, he did not care much for either Raphael or his angelica, though he had done his best to work with the older man during Raphael’s reign as Archangel. Harmony was, after all, the central tenet of their religion, and it was not for the Archangel-designate to cause dissension among the angels. But he had been shocked at some of the abuses that occurred during Raphael’s tenure—the growth of power among the city merchants, the gradual impoverishment of the lowland farmers, the increasing violence directed against the nomadic Edori tribes. These were circumstances that were within the Archangel’s power to control, and Raphael had not controlled them. To Gabriel, it seemed as though the harmony of Samaria was out of tune—but Jovah had still accepted their singing at the Glorias, and so to Jovah, perhaps, all still appeared well.


His dark meditation was interrupted by a woman’s laughing voice. “Let me guess,” said the newcomer. “He is reviewing all Raphael’s misdeeds and vowing to do better during his term as Archangel.”


Smiling, Gabriel turned to meet the speaker. “Ariel,” he said. “Don’t you have your own oracle to consult up near Monteverde?”


“I do,” she retorted, crossing the stone floor to greet him. She was a tall, slender woman with lush brown hair, just now somewhat ruffled by the flight of her passage. Her wings—flecked with patterns of beige and gold—were folded tightly to her back, but the tips still trailed behind her on the floor. She led the host of Monteverde and was generally popular with the angels from all three realms. “I did not come for advice but for pleasure. You, on the other hand, are looking so unpleasant that you must have come for advice.”


“Which has not agreed with me,” he said.


“Advice seldom agrees with you,” Josiah observed. “Ariel, Gabriel, may I order refreshments for either of you?”


“Certainly,” Ariel replied. “Whatever you have on hand.”


“I’m not staying,” Gabriel said.


“I hope you’re not running away just because I’ve arrived,” Ariel commented.


He smiled briefly. “You would hardly be enough to rout me. No, I’ve got to attend to business—following Josiah’s advice.”


She gave a crow of laughter. “At last! You’ve come to seek the name of your angelica! No wonder you look so cross. Has he picked out someone you cannot bear?”


“Someone I’ve never met,” Gabriel said. “I imagine no one’s met her. She lives secluded in Jordana, not far from Windy Point. A farmer’s daughter.”


“A farmer’s daughter! But how quaint!” Ariel exclaimed, hugely delighted. “We’ll have to hope she is not overwhelmed by all the pomp and pageantry at the Eyrie—”


“Which is nothing to compare with the pomp and pageantry at Windy Point,” Gabriel said dryly.


“If she’s a hill-farmer’s daughter, it’s unlikely she’s been there,” Ariel pointed out.


“In any case, I do not have much time to waste. I’m off to find her, assuming she is where she is supposed to be.”


“She should be easy enough to locate. Farmers generally do not stir ten miles from the place of their birth,” Josiah said as he left to fetch refreshments. “Now, if she had been an Edori—”


“An Edori!” Ariel repeated. “Surely Jovah would not have chosen an Edori for the angelica. Why, most of them have not even been dedicated to the god! He has no idea that they exist.”


“He knows they exist,” Gabriel said evenly. “Jovah brought them to Samaria when he brought the angels and the mortals. Just because they do not all choose to receive the Kiss of the God does not make them any less his children.”


“Oh, don’t start again,” she said warmly. “About the enslavement of the Edori—I can’t bear it.”


“Well, it is wrong, whatever Raphael thinks. Or you think.”


“If Jovah objected, would he not have spoken by now?” Ariel demanded. “Gabriel, Jovah does not care about the Edori! At last year’s Gloria, there were no Edori singers—none! not one!—and there was no thunderbolt from the god in disapproval.”


“There was one Edori singer,” Gabriel said. “In my pavilion. I did not wish to risk the god’s wrath in such a stupid manner.”


Ariel shrugged impatiently. “Well, then, your virtue has again saved us all. But don’t you think—”


“I am not trying to parade my virtue before the whole of Samaria. I know you think I’m hopelessly self-righteous, but in the matter of the Edori—”


“My children, my angels,” Josiah interrupted, reentering the room with a tray of refreshments in his hands. “If there is not harmony among angels, can there be harmony among men?”


“When angels sow discord among men, no, I doubt it,” Gabriel said.


Ariel turned toward Josiah. “He’s going on about the Edori again.”


“His passion does him credit. We are all the children of Jovah,” Josiah said gently. “But you should not discuss it if it makes you both so angry. Come, Ariel, sit with me and tell me of happy things.”


Gabriel nodded to them both and turned to go, but Ariel, who had stepped away with Josiah, suddenly ran back to Gabriel before he could quit the chamber.


“Don’t leave angry,” she said, catching his arm. “I can’t bear the dissonance you create when you’re angry.”


He smiled briefly and touched her hand where it lay on his arm. “All right. I’m not angry. It was good to see you, Ariel—it always is.”


“Will I see you next month?” she wanted to know. “At the wedding in Semorrah?”


He raised his brows. “How could I miss it?” he replied sardonically. “Lord Jethro has practically made it a command appearance.”


She smiled. “Will you be there and in a good temper?” she teased.


“I will be there. I cannot make promises about my mood,” he said. “I bring Nathan with me.”


“And your bride?”


“If I have found her by then. If she is fit to be seen in company.”


Ariel choked back a laugh. “Gabriel, you’re horrible.”


He smiled. “Don’t start another quarrel with me,” he warned.


“I wouldn’t think of it. Fast flight to you, and sweet dreaming.”


Gabriel nodded again to the oracle. “Josiah,” he said, and left the room.


It was with some circumspection that Gabriel entered the realm of Jordana. It was not that Raphael would have—could have—any objection to his presence there, but still. Gabriel was not eager to explain to the Archangel that he had come here seeking his own bride, who would stand with him when Gabriel took over the position Raphael had held for twenty years.


Nor did he feel like admitting that his angelica was a hill-farmer’s daughter who had probably never heard his name.


Josiah had used a map of Jordana to show Gabriel the village where the girl had been born—Rachel, Gabriel reminded himself, Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth. It was half a day’s flight from Windy Point, outside the protective bulk of the mountains, but some distance from the rich farmlands that characterized southern Jordana. They had probably eked out a spare existence for centuries, Rachel’s family and their ancestors, knowing little more than the turn of the seasons, the capriciousness of the climate and the stinginess of their rocky soil. None of this knowledge would translate well to the girl’s role as angelica.


Gabriel flew high for most of the journey, dropping to low reconnaissance altitude only as he arrived in the vicinity of the village. From the air, there had been little to see—no hearth smoke, no cultivated patches of green against the undomesticated brown and gold of the prairie grasses and weeds. Lower to the ground, he was surprised to find nothing yet—no outlying huts, no hard-won orchards, no sounds or smells or sights that spoke of human habitation. He flew in ever-widening circles, wondering if he could have missed a crucial landmark, or if Josiah had misread the information Jovah had supplied. There appeared to be no village here at all.


He had been quartering the same area for a good hour, looking for clues, when his attention was caught by a random scattering of boulders half a mile from a streambed. Not so random, if looked at just right—if a few of the boulders were rolled back into place, and a few more dug up from the loamy earth, they would form a series of rectangular shapes that once could have been small houses standing side by side.


Gabriel canted his wings and came down, landing with practiced ease on the balls of his feet. There was scarcely a hitch between the last wingbeat and the first footfall as he strode forward to inspect the boulders. Yes, definitely the remains of walls and foundations, three or four homes that had once housed near neighbors. But that had been some time ago, judging by the extent to which the wild grasses had reclaimed this section of land and the land for miles around it. Ten years, maybe more, since anyone had lived here.


Frowning heavily, Gabriel looked around him. What he had taken for underbrush and the large nests of prairie wolves now assumed a different aspect—of huts knocked down and fences pulled apart. He counted another half a dozen piles that might have once been houses, and it was safe to assume that he had overlooked a couple of solitary habitations a few miles away in each direction.


“But farmers don’t abandon their homes,” he muttered, kicking at a piece of moldering wood that might have formed the crosspiece of a roof. “They live in one place forever, and their children live there, and their children’s children—”


Only plague, in his experience, could cause a whole village to uproot and relocate. Gabriel searched in vain for the ward signs against illness, the special flags hoisted to warn away travelers and call down the angels who would intercede with Jovah on behalf of the sufferers. He found nothing like that. Indeed, what he did find made him frown more blackly and puzzle more deeply: the charred remains of several buildings, scatterings of clothing and jewelry and other personal belongings—and here, on the very edge of the village, a collection of skeletons. The bones fanned out from the village proper, all facing away from the tumbled homes, as if the citizens had fled madly from a central menace and tried to escape in as many directions as possible. It did not look, from this morbid array, as if anyone had succeeded.


Gabriel walked to a high boulder some distance from the open graveyard and sat, thinking very hard. To all appearances, the village had been attacked and systematically destroyed, the inhabitants all murdered, or some—perhaps—carried off. It was hard to credit. True, Raphael had turned a blind eye to the ravaging of the Edori, but until this time, Gabriel had never heard that the Archangel had countenanced any violence against the simple hillfolk, who were notoriously devout. It was in Jordana that most of the outrages against the Edori had occurred—carried out, for the most part, by the warlike, wandering Jansai merchants—but these were not Edori. These were farmers, Jovah’s true children, dedicated to the god and under the direct protection of Raphael. Who had attacked them, and how had it occurred without Raphael’s knowledge? Why had Jovah not exacted a retribution?


And where was Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth? Had she died in the assault, Jovah would surely have known of it; he would not now have proposed her name to Gabriel as his bride. So she must be alive—somewhere, somehow—in Jordana, Semorrah, Bethel or Gaza, or even the fabled Edori homeland of Ysral.


Gabriel had six months to find her. And he did not know where to begin looking.




CHAPTER TWO


The instant she realized she was awake, Rachel shut her eyes tightly and made her mind a total blank. It was a trick she had learned five years ago, and these brief moments in the morning, before true consciousness, before remembering, had for that period of time been the best in her life. She did not let herself know who she was, where she was, what her situation might be; she just existed.


Today, that sheer existence lasted less than a minute. “Stupid girl!” she heard a moment before Anna swatted her across the back with a broom handle, and she leapt from bed, half-fearful and half-indignant. The chain rattled between her hands as her shackles resettled over her wrists; she shook her hair back from her face.


“What?” she said, with the sullen defiance they had been unable to beat or threaten out of her. “I’m awake.”


Anna brandished the broom, but more to express her irritation than to offer harm. Though she was a bondwoman rather than a slave, and was considered invaluable by the head cook and the chatelaine, Anna’s situation was little better than Rachel’s, and there was a certain complicity between them.


“Well, and you should have been awake an hour ago. Guests arriving all day and the betrothal party tonight, and so much to do I don’t know what to start first. And you sleeping like a baby, like a lord’s daughter—”


“Oh, yes, I feel very much like a lord’s daughter,” Rachel responded with heavy sarcasm. “Just tell me. What do you want me to do first?”


The list, it appeared, was endless, from cleaning out the guest bedrooms to helping in the kitchen to running errands across the length and breadth of Semorrah. This last Rachel did not mind so much; as always, she made the most of her brief, partial freedom. She dawdled a bit at the market, and stopped to rest on a park bench, where no one would see her and cuff her across the cheek for her slothfulness. It was a clear, warm day, and she turned her face to the sun, closing her eyes again, letting herself forget again who she was, where she was…


But then she was stupid, as she was always stupid: After her errands were run, she went home by way of the River Walk. Semorrah was a huge, impossibly beautiful city constructed of milk-white stone—all its spires, domes, archways, towers and sanctuaries built of the same pale rock. Even more impossibly, it was built on a small island in the middle of the River Galilee, which divided Jordana from Bethel. There were only two approaches to the alabaster city—across the fabulous webbed bridge from Jordana, a delicate affair of ropes and steel that looked no more substantial than string; or by boat, through the water gates that faced the Bethel side of the river.


The city was so famous, and so wealthy, that it had long ago overrun the available surfaces of the rocky island that served as its base. Yet buildings continued to go up, one precariously balanced atop another; more and more people came to do business, or to visit, or to stay, so that the streets and bazaars and alleyways teemed with life. The whole world came to Semorrah. You could not walk through the market without seeing a lord’s daughter reclining in her chair, carried by six slaves wearing her father’s livery. You could not walk down the meanest street without encountering a Jansai merchant, a Monteverde angel, a Luminaux craftsman.


You could not stroll down the River Walk, your eyes turned longingly toward Jordana, without seeing another Jansai trading party coming in across the spidery bridge, driving their fresh catch of Edori slaves before them.


Which was why it was stupid to follow the River Walk home.


She could not help herself; she stood there and watched as the slaves were herded across the river. They looked dazed and exhausted, sore from the hard journey, hungry, afraid. Some of the wilder ones still continued to glance about them, judging distances, possible weapons, escape paths. The rest just plodded forward, lost already, hopeless. From a distance, it was hard to tell one from the other, for the Edori all bore a remarkable clan resemblance—high flat cheekbones, dark straight hair, bronze skin, brown eyes. Nonetheless, Rachel made herself look at each one carefully, straining her eyes, hoping she did not recognize in each sorry new arrival a familiar body, a beloved face. Once or twice she saw, or thought she saw, someone she remembered from a campfire at one of the Gatherings—a leader of some other tribe, a girl she had met in passing at a streambed, fetching water. But she never saw those of her own tribe, her adopted family, her friends—or Simon.


Even if they were alive, it was unlikely she would ever see them again. The whole camp had been dispersed or destroyed in the Jansai raid five years ago; everyone who had not been taken had died, she was sure of it. But Simon had not been among the slaves that had been walked to Semorrah five years ago, nor her cousins nor her uncle. That did not stop her from wondering. Every time she walked through the Semorrah streets, she watched the faces of the slaves. Every time she was sent with messages to another lord’s household, and she found herself however briefly alone with another Edori, she asked after those she had lost. She never yet had found traces of them. And if they were not in Semorrah, they were probably dead.


But she still watched the incoming caravans, in case, in case.


Anna had lost no time in telling her how lucky she was. “The lady Clara, now, she’s truly a devout woman,” the bondservant had told Rachel on her very first night in Lord Jethro’s household. “She doesn’t hold for carryings-on. A man, even a guest, even her own son, found bothering the slave women—well! It just doesn’t happen in Lord Jethro’s house. You might be beaten, you might be starved—if you misbehave, that is—you might be sold, but while you’re under this roof, you won’t be molested. And that’s a sight more than can be said about most roofs in Semorrah. You should fall on your knees and thank Jovah.”


But that Rachel had been unable to do. She was more likely, as was her wont on most nights, to rail against Jovah, to bitterly question his wisdom and his kindness—or to importune him, as she did now, to unleash his powerful destructive wrath.


“O Yovah, if it be thy will,” she prayed, her voice a whisper but fierce for all that, “call down thy curses on this thrice-damned city. Strike it with fire! With thunderbolts! Cover it with storm, and flood it with the raging river! Let everyone within its borders die, and let every stone be washed away to sea. And let me stand on the riverbank and watch.” She took a deep breath, scowling at the now-empty bridge. “Amen,” she added, very softly, and turned back toward Lord Jethro’s house.


Late in the afternoon, Anna sent her to Lady Mary’s room. “For her own woman’s come down with some fever, and she can’t seem to dress herself. No, nor style her own hair—”


Rachel stared at the bondwoman. “Well, I don’t know how to style a lady’s hair,” she said.


“Well, you can do up the back of her dress and make a curl with the hot tongs, can’t you?”


“I can do the buttons, I suppose, but I’ve never—curling tongs!”


Anna pushed her out of the kitchen, where they had both been helping the cook, and in the direction of the great stairs that led to the living quarters of the gentry. “Do what you can. Lady Clara says the little one’s near hysterics.”


Still protesting, Rachel allowed herself to be pushed from the room and wearily began climbing the three flights to the guest rooms. The lady Mary was to wed Lord Jethro’s son, Daniel, on the following morning in a ceremony that bid fair to be the most lavish Semorrah would see this season. Already the palatial house was full to overflowing with visitors from all three realms—wealthy Jansai merchants from eastern Jordana, the Manadavvi landowners of Gaza, the craftmasters of Luminaux and angels from all three holds. Indeed, someone had said the Archangel had arrived the night before, although Rachel had not laid eyes on him. Not that it was a sight she pined for.


In the midst of all this confusion, the lady Mary looked like a lost soul. Her father had accompanied her when they arrived three days ago, and then promptly disappeared with his host to discuss politics, economics and fishing vessels. The young bride had no mother or sisters or friends, and the lord Daniel had not appeared interested in entertaining her, as the match was a financial one, not romantic. Rachel had actually found it in her heart to be sorry for the girl—small, mousy, hopeful and frail—and she was not a woman who generally wasted pity on any of the gentry.


Her impatient knock on Mary’s door was answered by a quick “Come in!” uttered in a high, childlike voice. Rachel entered. The lady Mary indeed looked as if she might start crying at any moment. She was standing in her petticoats and chemise, shivering before a small fire, attempting with her hands crooked behind her back to wind her long, thin hair into some kind of knot. Nonetheless, she was trying desperately to hold onto her dignity.


“Can I help you?” the lady asked in a polite voice.


Rachel almost smiled. “I’m Rachel,” she said, coming in and shutting the door. “I was sent to help you.”


The lady dropped her hands. Her face was suddenly eager. “Oh, could you?” she exclaimed. “My poor girl is so sick, and she’s the only one who ever does my hair, and helps me with my clothes, and she knows just how all the layers go, and I just don’t think I can manage it myself—”


“I don’t know about the layers,” Rachel said, stepping forward. “And I’ve never done much with hair. But I’ll do what I can.”


“Thank you so much. Really, I just—thank you.”


Rachel had dropped to her knees before the fire. “Let me stir this up a little. You look half frozen.”


“A little chilly, maybe,” the girl murmured. “I didn’t know how to make it burn again—my girl usually does that.”


Does this “girl” have a name? Rachel wanted to ask, but she refrained. Mary had identified Rachel’s station with one quick glance, taking in the bare feet, the plain, ill-fitting gown, the wide chain hanging between the heavy shackles. She seemed so ingenuous that Rachel half-expected her to exclaim, “Oh, you’re a slave!” but no; Mary had seen slaves before. She was not disconcerted by their presence.


In a matter of moments, Rachel had the fire burning merrily, bath water warming, and curling tongs heating in the heart of the blaze. The layers of undergarments were a simple enough matter to sort out if one applied a little common sense. Even the cosmetics arrayed on the washstand, which Mary dumbly pointed to, did not seem beyond Rachel’s expertise. Indeed, she handled the rouge pot and the kohl stick with a certain bitter nostalgia.


“I think I remember how to use these,” she said, speaking gently because she found herself unable to hate this helpless child. “Close your eyes and turn your face up. We’ll do a little at a time and see how you like it.”


The makeup was just fine; the hair was another matter entirely. Neither Mary nor Rachel could operate the curling tongs, and the wispy brown hair hung straight and girlish down the lady’s back.


“There was a way the Edori women used to braid their hair, for festival nights,” Rachel said. “With lace and ribbon twined in the braids, and all the braids gathered together in a knot. Do you think you would like that?”


“Oh, yes, please,” Mary said gratefully. “It can’t look any worse than it does now.”


So Rachel picked through Mary’s box of accessories and pulled out a strand of pearls, a long gold chain and a handful of ribbons, and began patiently interweaving them in the thin brown hair. “Now, if people compliment you on the style, don’t say you got it from an Edori slave girl,” she cautioned. “It will not give you prestige.”


The lady Mary giggled. She was seated before an oval mirror, and Rachel stood behind her, working. “But you’re not an Edori,” Mary said.


Rachel briefly glanced at herself in the mirror. Her face was a long, pale oval; her hair, carelessly tied back with a length of boot lace, was waist-length, oak-gold and riotously curly. Not that she showed to advantage just now; neither face nor hair was particularly clean. “You don’t think so?”


“Well, you don’t look like one. And you’ve been dedicated.” She nodded toward the mirror, in the direction of the Kiss high in Rachel’s right arm. “The Edori don’t dedicate their children.”


“Some of them do. Not very many these days.”


“Then you are an Edori?”


Rachel studied the movement of her hands. “I was adopted by an Edori tribe when I was seven,” she said. “When my parents died.”


“And how long have you been with Lord Jethro?” the girl asked.


Tactfully phrased, thought Rachel. “Five years.”


“What was it like to be an Edori?” was the next question, and Rachel was amazed to hear a certain envy in the sweet voice. “Was it wonderful?”


“It was—at that time I didn’t remember much of my life before—so it was just my life,” Rachel said, her voice low. “When I look back now, I think—yes, it was wonderful. We traveled every week. I have seen every part of Samaria from the seashores of eastern Jordana to the blue streets of Luminaux to the green valleys north of Monteverde. We camped when we were tired, ate when we were hungry, sang songs of thanksgiving when we were happy and dirges when someone died. There were Gatherings once a year, with the other tribes, and then the festivals would go on for days and days—food and song and storytelling and gossip. Deeds of valor would be recounted and births would be recorded, and those who had been lost would be mourned. It was—how can I describe it? The life was so much simpler than this one, so much better. Sometimes I think I imagined it or dreamt it. It doesn’t matter. It’s gone now.”


“I’ve only been two places in my life,” Mary offered. “Here, and home.”


“Where’s home?”


“Castelana,” she said, naming one of the smaller cities a few miles down the Galilee River. Not so small that it did not boast a wealthy burgher population, and Mary’s father was one of the wealthiest.


“And will you be glad to go back?”


There was a moment’s silence. “I won’t be going back,” Mary said softly. “After the wedding, I mean. I’ll be married, of course.”


Of course. Stupid question. “Are you and Lord Daniel going to live with Lord Jethro, then?”


“For a while. For a year, Daniel says. His father is building a house for us near the River Walk. It’s very expensive.”


Rachel smiled. “I expect so.”


“My mother says I will like having a house of my own, but I—well, the servants frighten me, some of them, and I don’t know about things like candles and pigs.”


“Candles and pigs?”


“You know. How many candles to order so you have enough in the house, and the right kind to get, because I heard Lady Clara telling her chatelaine that she’d gotten the wrong kind, and I didn’t even know there were kinds.”


“And pigs?”


“For the banquets,” Mary explained. “Daniel says we will entertain, the way his father does. How many pigs do you need to feed a hundred people? Do you know? And it’s not just pigs—there are the soups and the breads and the wines and the sweetmeats—”


“Maybe Lady Clara will teach you these things while you live here.”


Mary sighed. “I hope so. I don’t think she likes me very much, though.”


“They say she is kind.”


Mary was staring down at her hands. “I wanted to ask her—but then I didn’t know how to ask her, so I—but I expect I’ll find out after all.”


Rachel decided she did not want to pursue that, so she made no comment. After a moment, Mary raised her eyes to meet Rachel’s in the glass.


“Some people think it is very nice to be married,” she said.


“So it is,” the slave replied.


“Have you ever been?”


Rachel felt her heart contract. Simon, Simon, Simon. “The Edori do not marry the way the allali do—the cityfolk do,” she amended hastily, for “allali” was not a complimentary term. “But I loved a man once. We shared a tent and a bed for more than a year. I believed I would share the rest of my life with him. But things change.”


Mary turned suddenly on her chair, whipping her hair away from Rachel’s grasp. “Then maybe you can tell me,” she said eagerly.


“Tell you what?”


“What it means to—to love a man.”


Great Yovah, guard my soul. Rachel stared down into the hopeful, pleading eyes and wondered how it was possible that her life had brought her to this point, explaining sexual mysteries to a frightened gentrywoman, and not hating her for her innocence. “Yes,” she said slowly. “I suppose I can.”


Mary at last was coiffed and dressed, and looked, Rachel thought somewhat smugly, quite pretty. The lady had begged the slave to return the next morning, to help her dress for her wedding day.


“Ask for me,” Rachel said. “I cannot go where I choose, but if Lady Clara knows you were pleased with my services, I’m sure she’ll let me come to you again.”


“Oh, thank you so much! Thank you, thank you.”


Returning to the lower quarters—and receiving a fearsome scolding from the chatelaine for dilatoriness—Rachel was instantly swept into the kitchen to help with final preparations for the meal. This was a task that kept nearly twenty people busy for the next three hours, cooking, arranging trays and serving. Rachel, of course, was not a server; that role was reserved for the highly paid servants who dressed and behaved with a hauteur sometimes exceeding that of their masters. Yet she did get a chance, with Anna’s connivance, to glimpse the great dining hall where the titled and glittering guests were gathered.


They had been sent from the kitchen toward the ballroom, to ensure that the fires were laid there, the refreshments ready, nothing out of order. Anna led them a roundabout back way, to the corridor that ran behind the balcony that overlooked the hall. They crouched down to peer through chinks in the plaster.


“See?” Anna hissed, as if someone could hear them and look up. “Beside Lady Mary. That’s the Archangel.”


Raphael was an astonishingly handsome man, with strong, regular features, longish golden hair, broad shoulders and a well-developed body. Behind him, hooked over a chair specially built to accommodate them, his gold-tinged wings rose to the height of a man, then gracefully trailed to the floor. He was smiling, and everyone seated near him seemed to gaze at him with rapture and adoration.


“You’ve never seen him before, have you?” Anna asked. “He comes to Lord Jethro’s, oh, every few months, but you’re usually in the kitchens.”


“I’ve seen him,” Rachel said. “Who are the others?”


“There’s the angel Ariel, across from Lord Daniel. She leads the host in Monteverde. That’s her sister Magdalena, near her. Next to the lady Clara is the angel Nathan, brother to Gabriel, who leads the host at the Eyrie and who will be named Archangel at the Gloria this spring. Then, at the second table, where Lady Clara’s brother is sitting, is the angel Saul, who always travels with the Archangel—”


Anna continued, naming lesser angels and politicians, but Rachel lost the thread. Her eyes had come to rest on the angel Gabriel, and there her attention had fixed. He was dressed in formal black and silver, which gave an additional brilliance to the pure colors of his hair, his eyes and his wings. Even from this distance, she could catch the sapphire flash of bracelets around each of his wrists. Unlike Raphael, he was making no effort to entertain the people sitting around him, nor were his tablemates eyeing him with a high degree of enthusiasm.


“He looks ill-tempered,” Rachel remarked.


Anna had far outdistanced her. “Who? Michael Cintra? Not that I ever heard.”


“No,” Rachel said absently. “The angel Gabriel.”


“Him. He doesn’t care much for Lord Jethro, or any of the noble lords, or Semorrah. Or so I hear. None of the merchants are happy that he’ll be Archangel in a few months. Raphael is the businessman’s angel. That’s what I overheard Lord Jethro say to Lady Mary’s father. They don’t want to see Gabriel take his place.”


“Can’t they stop him?”


Anna looked scandalized. “Stop him? From becoming Archangel? He was chosen by Jovah!”


“I was just asking.”


Anna had risen from her crouch on the floor. “Hurry, now,” she said uneasily. “The dessert trays have been brought in. We don’t have any time to waste.”


They found the ballroom perfectly in order, but that did not end their duties for the night. After the guests left the dining hall that room had to be cleared and scrubbed, all the dishes and cauldrons and silver washed. That task was barely finished when the guest bedrooms had to be prepared for the night, and there was still the ballroom to be cleaned up when the dancing ended. But that, the chatelaine had said, could wait till morning. Rachel tumbled into bed a few hours past midnight and slept the instant her head touched the pallet.


Lady Clara had requested, through the chatelaine, through Anna, that Rachel continue to wait on the lady Mary, but there were other chores to be attended to before Rachel could turn her attention to the bride. It fell to her to build the fires in five of the guest chambers before the visitors awoke, so as dawn was giving way to true morning, she was trudging through the guest corridor with coal scuttle and tinder in hand.


Angels were light sleepers, Anna had warned, and many were early risers. She must be triply careful when she entered their rooms. So she had tiptoed into the chambers allotted Ariel, Magdalena and Nathan, but none of them had stirred. They too had gone to bed long past midnight.


Saul had appeared to be sleeping, but when she knelt before the fire, he addressed her softly from his bed. “So, Lord Jethro does provide entertainment,” he said, in a slurred, sleepy voice that sounded unexpectedly sinister. “Come closer so I can get a good look at you.”


She came to her feet, but stayed where she was. “Lord?” she said coldly, not sure how to address an angel, but certain that Saul did not deserve that title.


He sat up against his pillows and candidly surveyed her. He was, she saw in an instant, completely naked except for gold and ruby bracelets on either wrist. Like the Archangel, he was golden-toned, hair and skin, and his body was thickly muscled. “Most of the city merchants know that a man has needs, and they see to those needs,” the angel drawled. “Lord Jethro, now, he never quite saw it that way, but if he’s started sending beautiful slave girls to my room …”


Rachel backed toward the door. “I’m just here to build the fire,” she said.


Saul swung his feet to the floor. “You can keep me warm,” he said.


“I don’t want to,” she replied.


She had placed her hand against the door, when he suddenly jumped from the bed and crossed the room with impossible speed. But she was quick, too: She swung the iron poker between them, and he yelped as its hot point dug into his breastbone.


“Stay away from me,” she said fiercely.


He laughed. “You aren’t even afraid of me,” he said incredulously. He reached out a hand to push the poker aside. “I just know you’d be a lot of fun—”


“Not for you,” she said. She shoved the weapon again, hard, into his chest, dropped it, and whirled out the door. She was halfway down the hall before she realized he was not going to follow. She stopped, leaned against a wall to catch her breath. He was right: She hadn’t been afraid of him. She’d been furious. The thought made her smile wryly. She had always been too stupid to know when she should be afraid.


And she did not have the luxury now to brood over her brushes with disaster. She willed her heart to slow its pace, shifted her grip on the coal scuttle and continued down the hall to the last room she was assigned.


The angel Gabriel, thanks be to gracious Yovah, was sleeping, as she saw with one quick glance. He slept facedown, covered from head to ankles by the snowy quilt of his folded wings. Rachel managed a grin, thinking that the angel would probably welcome a fire. Lord Jethro kept a cold house.


She built it quickly, with the expertise born of much practice, and warmed her hands for a moment before the blaze. Kneeling on the hearth, she could not resist one more quick look at the angel sleeping so silently on the bed, so different in coloring from the wide-awake angel she had just left. This one was taller than Simon, she thought; his hair, what little she could see of it, was even blacker than Simon’s, though his skin was paler. Even from one story up last night, she had been able to see the blueness of his eyes.


A sudden pain seared her right arm, and she clapped her other hand over the burn, sure she had been stung by a spark spit from the fire. But her fingers touched only a glass coolness, and she quickly looked down to find the source of her distress. Through the fingers of her left hand she saw opal colors writhing in the Kiss of the God. She stared for a moment, too astonished to move, and wholly mystified by what the phenomenon might mean.


“Everybody loved my hair,” was Mary’s first greeting to Rachel. “Even Daniel noticed. Lady Clara told me I looked charming. So, thank you very much!”


“It will be easier today,” Rachel said, smiling.


“But you’ll help me anyway, won’t you? You’ll stay with me until it’s time to go down?”


“If you like.”


“Oh, yes. Please do.”


So Rachel helped the lord’s daughter bathe herself and wash her hair, and she combed out the thin tresses as Mary dried them before the fire. The fashion among the rich families was for the brides to appear as simply arrayed as possible, their hair undone down their backs and their bridal gowns severe and unadorned. Rachel had always thought this made the young girls look like children running away from home—but then, as she had told Mary, the Edori did not have bridal customs. Perhaps her opinion was worthless.


The very affluent had found ways to show off their wealth even under these restrictions. Mary’s dress was made of the finest blue silk, covered with tiny flowers embroidered in matching thread. It had taken nearly a year to make. She had been allowed a single clip to hold her hair back from her face, and this was a silver and sapphire barrette made by the master craftsmen of Luminaux. She wore white gloves on her small hands, each glove encrusted with pearls from fingertip to palm, making it clear that this hand was made to do no labor even as strenuous as lifting a goblet to her mouth.


While she dressed the girl and made up her face, Rachel told her stories of Edori Gatherings to distract Mary from her growing nervousness. “At day’s end, the clans would gather before the fire, and singers from every tribe would come forward to praise Yovah.”


“Were there angels at these Gatherings, then?”


Rachel laughed. “No.”


“But I thought you could only sing to Jovah at a Gloria, or when an angel came to lead you.”


“That is what the angels tell you, perhaps, but the Edori have always felt their songs went straight to Yovah’s heart, whether or not an angel was there to guide the notes. Do you want to hear the story or not?”


“Oh, yes, yes—I’m sorry, go on.”


“Everyone was invited to sing—solos, duets, whatever. There was a woman from my clan, Naomi, who had gone to live with a man in another clan. We had been very close; we had sung together for years. At every Gathering we saw each other again, and she would teach me a new song she had written while we were traveling apart. And every time we sang together, the Edori cheered.”


“Are you a singer, then?”


Rachel was silent a moment. “I used to be,” she said. “I do not feel much like singing in Lord Jethro’s house.”


Mary’s eyes lifted to Rachel’s. Once again they were working before the mirror, Rachel brushing out Mary’s long hair and preparing to confine a few tendrils in the clip. “I wish you were not a slave,” the lady said.


Rachel almost laughed. “So do I wish it,” she said.


“Because then, when my new house is completed, I could offer you a scandalous wage and you could come work for me instead of for Lord Jethro.”


Rachel gave her a mocking curtsey. “And I would come.”


“And together we could figure out everything about pigs and candles.” Mary sighed. “And you could do my hair, and I would have one friend in the house.”


“Well, you will be here another year. I can be your friend that long.”


But something had occurred to Mary. She bounced in her chair, clapping her small hands together. “I had the best idea!” she exclaimed. “Daniel asked me just the other day, and I had no answer!”


“What?” Rachel said, amused.


“What I wanted from him for a wedding gift! I will request you!”


Rachel merely stared at her in the looking glass. Mary waved her hands impatiently.


“You. I will say I want him to buy you for me. And then you will be my slave, and I will set you free! And then you can come work for me when I have my own house, and I can pay you as much as I want.”


Rachel found her hands were trembling. She carefully set down the hairbrush and the barrette. “But if I was your slave,” she said, “I would come to your new house anyway, and you would not have to pay me anything.”


Mary looked shocked. “But I don’t want slaves,” she said. “I would not want anyone in my house who hates me. All my father’s slaves hate him, I know it. I would rather pay someone and know she was there of her own free will.” She twisted around to face Rachel. “You would come, of your own free will, wouldn’t you?” she asked wistfully. “I would pay you whatever you asked.”


“You would not have to pay me very much,” Rachel said, very low. “I would come gladly—if you would make me free.”


The rest of Mary’s wedding day passed, for Rachel, in something of a blur. Once she escorted the trembling girl down to the chapel, she had to hurry back to the kitchens, for there was so much to be done that additional workers had been borrowed from the homes of Jethro’s powerful friends. Not for a moment did Rachel stop slicing, chopping, stirring, cleaning and running.


But whatever her task, her mind was far from it. She tried to crush down her rising excitement, but Mary’s artless offer had given her a fierce hope such as she had not indulged in for five years. It was stupid—she knew it was stupid—to believe Mary had the power, or the will, to effect the sale merely because she wanted it; clearly, this was not a woman used to getting her own way. But if Lady Clara did not object—and why should she?—and if Daniel was agreeable—and why should he not be, new-married bridegroom that he was?—it was just possible that Rachel was about to step onto the long road to freedom. At last, at last.


But it was foolish to believe it really would happen.


But it could. It could.


Only once during that endless, harried day did Rachel break stride in her work or wrench her mind away from that delicious, terrifying vision. Shortly after the chapel bells tolled high noon, music washed over the house from above—multiharmonic vocal music so exquisite that Rachel felt her hands falter on the chopping block.


“What is that?” she whispered to Anna.


“The angels,” the woman whispered back. “Singing to Jovah to ask him to bless young Lord Daniel and the lady Mary.”


“Where are they?”


“Above the house. On the wing. Is it not the most beautiful sound you have ever heard?”


Indeed it was, and Rachel had heard fine singing before. The bright brilliance of the soprano line was warmed by the rich alto voice; the tenor notes wove through them like metallic thread, and the basses flowed beneath them all like a dark river. Rachel closed her eyes, remembering music. Her hands continued laboring of their own volition.


And then she stopped moving altogether. A single male voice broke through the choral murmuring and painted the air with color. The lyric line was one of happiness and hope, but Rachel felt her heart twist as if the man sang of tragedy; that was how elegant his voice was. When the chorus responded with its carefully measured intervals, she actually gasped. The soloist’s voice disappeared into harmony and she felt her breath spiral away from her, felt her head grow light. For a split second, as his voice ceased, she felt her own pulse hammer to a halt.


“Jovah will certainly grant happiness to the young ones now,” Anna leaned over to murmur. “How could he not, after such a concert?”


But Rachel scarcely heard her. Opening her eyes, she was shocked beyond measure to find herself in the cellar kitchen of a Semorrah house, dressed in rags, bound by a chain and working like a slave. She had, for a few moments, literally forgotten where she was.


Between the wedding, the luncheon banquet, the afternoon reception, the dinner and the grand dress ball, the guests did not have much of a respite either. An hour or so before midnight, when the chatelaine told Rachel that Lady Mary needed her services to undress for the night, the slave dried her hands, tied her hair back and ran up the three flights to the suite reserved for Daniel and his bride. She half-expected to find Mary sobbing and exhausted, for it had been a day to try the most robust woman, which Mary was not; but it was a calm and hopeful young bride who awaited Rachel in the large and dimly lit chamber.


“How did you fare today?” Rachel asked, coming in and closing the door.


Mary laughed and briefly shut her eyes. “I thought it would never end! But everyone was very nice to me, telling me how well I looked, and my father gave me this silver ring—see—and told me I was a good girl. So I thought it went very well.”


“Come. Let’s get you ready for bed.”


Obediently, Mary let Rachel disrobe her, bathe her and rub her body with scented creams. She donned a white lawn nightdress (possibly as expensive as the wedding gown, Rachel thought cynically), and then the slave combed out the bride’s long hair again.


“You look pretty,” Rachel told her. “Do you remember everything I told you?”


“Yes. Oh yes, I think so. But Daniel was kind to me today, too—he kissed my hand and then he kissed me on the lips, and he smiled at me, so I think perhaps it will go well in any case,” Mary said optimistically.


Rachel smiled. “I’m sure it will. Is this fire hot enough to suit you? Is there anything else you need?”


“Yes—no—I think—I’m ready, I suppose.”


Rachel gave a small curtsey and stepped back toward the door. “It will be fine,” she said. “I’ll try to come by in the morning to help you dress. You can tell me about it then.”


“Oh yes, that would be good. Tomorrow morning and then I can—Rachel, I forgot!”


Hand on the doorknob, Rachel turned back to face her. “What?”


The young face was glowing. “He said yes!”


“Who said yes?”


“Daniel. He said, yes, I could have you for my wedding gift. And his father agreed! Isn’t that splendid?”


For a moment, Rachel was so dizzy that only her grip on the door kept her upright. “Splendid,” she said faintly, shaking her head to clear it. “Lady Mary—I can’t tell you how splendid,” she stammered. “You can’t know—You—this means so much—”


Mary laughed with childlike delight. “Well, good! It is the first time in my life I have been able to make someone else happy. Already I like being a married woman!”


“Thank you,” Rachel whispered, then bowed again and went out.


Free, free, free. She returned to the kitchen and finished her chores, and the whole time her mind was chanting: Free, free, free. She lay on her pallet and let exultation drown her; she pressed her fingers to her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Free. She was tired, but she did not want to sleep. She wanted to revel. That a useless young gentrywoman could give her the most precious gift struck her as highly ironical, but even that thought could not taint her elation. Free.


It was late before Rachel slept and early when she woke, but she was energized by a secret euphoria. The clank of the chain between her shackles sounded almost musical this morning; soon the iron bands would be sawed from her wrists, and she would be released. She took extra pains with her appearance this morning, knowing she would see Mary within a few hours, wanting to look her best for her new mistress so that Mary would not change her mind. She scrubbed her face three times, washed her thick curly hair and braided it back, still wet. She put on her best gown, clean and newly mended.


But there were things to do before she could tend to Mary. Again, she had to build fires in the guest rooms—although, of the angelic contingents, only those from Monteverde and the Eyrie were still in the house. As before, most of the guests slept through her visit, but the angel Gabriel was awake when she entered his room.


Standing in the dawnlight at the long, high window, he looked clean and sculpted as a marble statue. Rachel checked on the threshold, since she had not expected him to be awake, and he gave her one quick, blue, indifferent glance. Keeping her eyes down, she hurried across to the fireplace and quickly built the fire. Or tried to—some malice was in the coals that they did not want to light. Even the matches were troublesome, requiring two or three strikes to catch. She imagined the angel’s lapis lazuli eyes fixed on her from across the room, and her hands became even clumsier.


At last the blaze was built and looked hearty enough to last. Rachel stumbled to her feet and edged toward the door—but he was there before her, blocking the exit, staring at her with those incredible jewel-colored eyes.


“Lord?” she asked hesitantly and bobbed a graceless curtsey.


He did not move out of her way. His eyes traveled over her face, her hair, the threadbare gown, the shackles and chain. “Unbelievable,” he said, and even his speaking voice was melodic enough to make her absentminded. “Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth.”




CHAPTER THREE


Gabriel had had an extraordinarily trying three weeks. He had spent a few days in the general vicinity of the ruined village, hoping to find information about the vanished community. He had no luck. The few hardy families he found on independent farms a few miles distant were either suspicious and misanthropic, or recent arrivals who could shed no light on events more than ten years past. He flew east to the Jansai trading city of Breven to see if he could find out what traveling bands went through that portion of Jordana, but the few who would talk to him at all unanimously disclaimed any knowledge. He had expected some wariness—after all, what Jansai would admit to an angel that he had participated in the destruction of a farm village?—but he was frustrated nonetheless.


“I am not trying to find a war band just to level accusations,” he said to one nomad chieftain. “I am looking for someone who once lived there—”


The man had laughed in his face. He was big, deeply tanned, completely bald and draped with a fortune in gold. “And I am trying to tell you, there is nothing for the Jansai in the wretched farmlands of northern Jordana,” he said. He counted on his fingers. “No gold—no commerce—nothing to trade for. Jansai only travel the routes of profit, my friend.”


“Someone came through that village.”


“Ask the Edori,” the chieftain advised. “They travel all through Samaria, for curiosity’s sake. Some Edori, at some time, has strayed into that village circle, I swear to you by Jovah’s wrath.”


“But which Edori? And why?”


The chieftain laughed again. He had very large teeth. “Who can tell one Edori from another?” he said. “And who knows why they do anything? Ask them and see what they will tell you.”


So Gabriel had left Breven and begun an exhausting search through all of Samaria for an Edori tribesman who could tell him what happened in a nameless Jordana village ten years ago. Like most of the angels, Gabriel had little experience with the Edori, so he was awkward and unsure around them. The city merchants, the farmers, even the Jansai, felt respect and a certain fear for the angels; they believed that only the good will of the angels protected them from divine wrath. But the Edori were not so certain of this most basic principles of theology. When they cared to appeal to Jovah, they did so themselves, holding unstructured firelit Glorias at their Gatherings. They also sang to the god to celebrate a birth, a death or some other important event, and many of the Edori singers whom Gabriel had heard had exceptional voices.


But they did not believe that a baby had to be dedicated to Jovah at birth; they did not believe that only an angel’s voice would find its way to Jovah’s ear; and, most shocking of all, they did not believe that Jovah was the one true god, the only god, the source of all good and the potential source of total annihilation. Instead, they believed in a god more powerful than Jovah, who directed Jovah and to whom Jovah was answerable—or so Gabriel understood, though he could hardly credit it. It was contrary to the basic principles of his existence.


He flew, low and with no particular direction, a day and a half from Breven before he came to an Edori tribe camped at the far southeastern border of Jordana. He had always found the Edori willing to welcome strangers, and this time it was no different. The women greeted him with hot wine and offers of warm cloaks (for, as usual, he was wearing only his flying leathers, and to mortals these did not look warm), and the children ran around him in a frenzied circle, chanting out a verse. The men came forward more slowly, as befitted creatures of more dignity, and they nodded to the angel and waited for him to state his case.


“I am looking for information on the whereabouts of a young woman,” Gabriel said, speaking slowly, looking from face to impassive face. “She once lived in a small village in Jordana, not far from Windy Point. The village is gone, she is gone. I thought perhaps Edori, who go everywhere, might know what happened to the people who lived there, and this girl in particular.”


It was, as he had anticipated, a tortuous, tedious process. He was invited to stay for a meal while the most observant men and women of the tribe were called together to consider what he had to say. Could he describe exactly where the village had been? Did he know the names of any who had lived there? When had it been destroyed? What had destroyed it? His ignorance on most of these questions embarrassed Gabriel, but the Edori did not mock him or show irritation. Instead, with their help, he was able to sketch out a tolerably accurate map of the area—and, again with their prompting, he came up with clues that led to a more precise idea of when the destruction had taken place. For they asked him to name the grasses and the lichens he had seen on the boulders of the ruined houses: Was the mold brown with black spots or was it red with brown spots? Was the grass as high as his waist or only as high as his ankle and bearing seeds of a yellowish-green? With this information they deduced with certainty how long the site had been abandoned.


“Eighteen years,” one of the middle-aged men had pronounced, and all the others in the group murmured agreement. “What tribe was traveling near the Caitana hills eighteen summers ago? Was it the Logollas?”


“No, they were in the Gaza foothills that summer,” a woman said. “The Chievens, perhaps.”


“They were with the Logollas.”


“The Pancias?”


“Not the Pancias.”


“The Manderras, then.”


“The Manderras.”


“Yes, the Manderras.”


Gabriel felt a stirring of hope. “And where might I find the Manderras?” he asked.


The middle-aged man shook his head. He might have looked sad, but it was hard to tell; Gabriel found it impossible to read expression on any of the bronze faces. “The Manderras are gone,” he said.


“Gone where?”


“Scattered. Dead.”


Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. “Attacked by Jansai?” he asked sharply.


Several of the Edori nodded. The others remained inscrutable.


“Are they all dead?” Gabriel persisted. “All of them?”


“Or enslaved,” a woman said dryly. “And if you can find them after the Jansai have dispersed them, you will have no trouble finding one lost girl.”


Gabriel uttered a small exclamation that encompassed many things—frustration on his own behalf, rage on behalf of the Edori. “So there is no one left who might know—”


“Naomi,” someone said.


Gabriel swung around to identify the speaker. A young woman, in her early twenties perhaps, suckling a baby while she audited the conversation. “Who is Naomi?” he asked.


“She was born to the Manderra tribe, but she followed a man of the Chievens,” the woman told him. “She was with the Manderras when they wandered through the Caitana foothills.”


“Then she can tell me what happened to the village.”


The young woman shrugged. “If the Manderras ever came upon the village. Who can say?”


Gabriel struggled with his irritation. “And where can I find Naomi?”


“With the Chievens.”


“Yes, yes, I understand. Where can I find the Chievens?”


The middle-aged man who seemed to be as much of a leader as these people had spread his hands wide. “Who can say?” he said. “They may have gone to Gaza or to Bethel or to Luminaux. We will see them again at the Gathering.”


“You mean, you have no idea where any of these people are at any time?”


“Not until the Gathering. Then we tell stories of where we have been and what we have seen.”


“You can’t even make a guess?”


“We could guess. We know where we would go at this time of year. But look, we are here and the Chievens are not. Where else would you like us to guess? One place is as likely as another.”


Gabriel waited a moment, until his anger had passed. “And the next Gathering,” he said. “When is it to be, and where?”


“In the fields west of Luminaux, five months from now.”


“Five months! But I don’t have five months to spare!”


The dark eyes stared at him from the circle of dark faces. None of the Edori had a comment to offer on that.


“I see,” Gabriel said after a long silence. “You have no more help that you can give me.”


“We have told you what we can.”


“Yes, and more than I could have expected to learn from you,” Gabriel said, rising to his feet. “It is not your fault I need to know more.”


The middle-aged man rose too; the others remained seated. “Stay—eat the evening meal with us,” the leader urged him. “You are tired and angry, and you should be refreshed with food and companionship.”


“I am tired and angry, and I am in a desperate hurry,” Gabriel said. “I thank you for your offer. And for all your assistance. But I must go now.”


And he had left, knowing it was rude, knowing there was nothing he could learn during a night flight back to the Eyrie and that he should have stayed to show his appreciation. But he had spoken the truth: He was made restless by desperation, and he could not have stayed. Jovah guide him, where could she be?


During the next two weeks, Gabriel made an erratic search through the three provinces of Samaria, looking for bands of Edori who might through some fantastic stroke of luck be the Chievens. He did happen upon two more small tribes, but neither of them were the Chievens, and no one in either tribe knew where the Chievens could be found, nor did they know anything of a small farm village in the Caitana Mountains.


Once, when his route took him past Josiah’s mountain retreat, he stopped to see if the oracle had any more aid to give him. Unfortunately he did not.


“All I can tell you is that she is still alive,” Josiah said. “I cannot tell you where she is.”


“Then how is it you could tell me where she once was?”


The old man gave him a faint smile. “Because when she was dedicated, a record was made of where the dedication took place, and where she was born, and who her parents were. I know she is still alive, because her Kiss is still animate—Jovah can still sense her existence. But as to where she is—” He spread his hands.


“Very well. She’s alive. And she’s lost. What happens if months go by and I still cannot find her? And the day of the Gloria arrives. What then?”


Josiah regarded him somberly. “That is a very serious question,” he said.


“Will any woman do? Perhaps I can press Ariel or Magdalena into service—or, no, it must be a human woman—can I just find a mortal woman with a passable voice and have her sing the Gloria at my side? Will that satisfy Jovah? Or must it be this woman—this Rachel?”


Josiah was nodding thoughtfully. “The answer is—I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Because, in the past, there have been times when the angelica has been unable to perform. When Michael was Archangel, thirty-five years ago, there were three consecutive years when the angelica Ruth lay too ill to speak, and their daughter sang at his side. And there are stories from even longer ago, when the angelica or the Archangel was unable to perform, and substitutes were found, and Jovah accepted the new voices. At least, he has never unleashed destruction upon us after a Gloria.


“But the scriptures of the Librera are very strict,” he went on, his voice troubled. “It is written there precisely who is to attend every Gloria and who is to participate. There must be the Archangel, who is chosen by Jovah, and the angelica, who is chosen by Jovah. There must be angels from the three hosts; there must be Jansai and Manadavvi and Edori and Luminauzi. Representatives must come from every part of Samaria to join in harmony together, to assure Jovah that there is peace on the planet and good will among all peoples. And if the smallest part of this decree is overlooked, then Jovah will be angry and cast down thunderbolts, and he will destroy first the mountain and then the river and then the world itself.”


Gabriel stared at the oracle. Josiah’s voice had been flat, almost matter-of-fact, but his words were chilling.


“Then if I cannot find her—” the angel began.


“Then, if you cannot find her, we may all be in grave danger. I don’t know—it may be that Jovah will understand, and forgive, and listen to whatever voice sings beside you. He has forgiven these other lapses. But in each of those cases, the angelica was, in fact, the angelica. The Archangel had not capriciously chosen to install someone who had not been selected by the god himself.”


Gabriel rubbed the heels of his hands into his closed eyes. He was very tired. “Then I must find her, that’s all,” he said.


So he continued his search, but he had no luck. Samaria was too big for one angel to cover thoroughly—and the Edori were constantly on the move. He could spend the rest of his life hunting one mobile tribe and never catch up with them. He would have to enlist the other angels from his host, have them quarter the three provinces and speak to every last Edori clansman.


After the wedding, of course.


Mentally cursing Lord Jethro of Semorrah, his misbegotten son and the girl who was fool enough to marry him, Gabriel returned to the Eyrie a few days before the event to collect his formal clothes and his brother Nathan. As always, he felt a sudden sense of deep peace envelop him as soon as his feet touched the smooth stone of the landing point. It was beautiful, the Eyrie—three terraces of interconnected chambers and corridors all carved from the warm, rosy-beige rock of the Velo Mountains—but it was not just the physical beauty that gave Gabriel the instant emotional lift. It was the singing.


Night and day, at least two voices were raised in constant sweet harmony, the notes resonating throughout the whole compound. For weeks in advance, the angels and mortals who resided at the Eyrie volunteered to sing duets in one-hour shifts, then took their places in the small chamber in the highest tier of the compound. Night and day, entering the Eyrie—or waking, restless, in the middle of the night—or eating, laughing or brooding—this music came to a man’s ears and soothed him with the magic of harmony.


For a moment, Gabriel felt all his tension lift away. But even the sweet voices of Obadiah and Hannah could not make all his problems right this afternoon. Gabriel listened for a moment, then strode to the nearest tunnelway, and entered the Eyrie complex.


Candlelight and piped gaslight reflected back from the pale rock interior walls so that even at night and inside, the Eyrie glowed luminescent. Gabriel hurried through the tunnels toward the inner warrens, making his way through corridors that gradually widened into great halls and common rooms. Luck was with him; he made it safely to Nathan’s chamber without encountering anyone he had to greet with more than a nod and a smile.


And he was still lucky; Nathan was there.


“Gabriel! I thought I would have to leave tomorrow without you,” his brother exclaimed, rising up from his seat at a narrow desk. Behind him, Gabriel spotted white scrolls covered with black notations. Nathan was writing music again. “And then I wondered if you remembered the wedding at all.”


“I remembered,” Gabriel assured him, stripping off his flight gloves and vest. Because more than half the inhabitants of the Eyrie were mortal, the entire complex was heated, and most of the angels found the temperature a bit too high. “And I considered forgoing the honor of singing at Lord Jethro’s son’s wedding, but I decided it would not be politically sound to offend the burghers even before I ascend to the position of Archangel.”


“You’re in a foul humor,” Nathan observed, pouring wine for both of them without waiting to be asked. “I assume you have not found your angelica. Could Josiah not name her, then?”


“Oh, he named her. Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth. He even gave me the location of her dedication—some backwater farmland in the Jordana foothills.”


Nathan raised his eyebrows. He looked a great deal like his brother, though his eyes were a deep brown and his appearance was not so striking; yet the resemblance was impossible to miss. “Jovah has a sense of humor, I see,” he remarked.


“The theory, according to Josiah, is that my angelica will possess qualities I do not. Since, as Josiah so kindly told me, I am arrogant, she, apparently, will be humble. Whatever. I am sure Jovah had his reasons for picking her.”


“But you cannot find this plot of land, this farm in Jordana, where she is supposed to be?”


“Oh, I found it. A little community. Homes, farms, a cluster of buildings. All—” Gabriel swept one hand before him. “All leveled to the ground some eighteen years ago.”


“Leveled … By Jansai?”


“They say not. I went to Breven. Although why the Jansai should tell me the truth when a truth like that would cause me to call down Jovah’s wrath upon them—”


“Then, what happened? Where is she?”


“I have not been able to answer either question in the past three weeks. The Jansai say the Edori may know. The Edori say, oh yes, perhaps a girl from a certain tribe may know, but we do not know where that tribe passes the winter months. And no one seems to have heard of this girl specifically. And I can’t comb every cave and campsite in Samaria looking for Edori who may know something about some vanished farm girl—but may not know a thing!—and I have about five months now to find her. And instead of continuing my search, I have to go play tame angel in Semorrah to prove that I can deal reasonably with the merchants, who do not like me much anyway—”
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