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PROLOGUE



“There are only eleven of us left, Eminence,” said the young guard. She was obviously very weary, leaning on her sword, which was smeared from hilt to tip in caked gray ash. “I don’t think we can hold even this tower for much longer.”


“Eleven?” asked old Cardinal Alsysheron, who looked far more ancient than her seventy years. She sat on the ledge of the great arched south window, because there was nowhere else to sit in the belfry atop the tower, most of the space being taken up by the great bell of Saint Desiderus. A massive bronze presence, it was silent now. There was no point ringing out any alarms, and, besides, the bell ringers were dead.


Alsysheron had folded up the long tail of her scarlet robe to make something of a cushion against the cold stone. She wore only one slipper, and her close-shaven head was bare, lacking cap or miter for the first time in many years, the faint white fuzz stark against her deep black skin. The Cardinal had fled very hurriedly from her makeshift bed in the great hall when the creatures had unexpectedly managed to find a way in via the cellars and crypt.


“I did not hear another assault….”


“The Ash Blood took Omarten,” answered the guard, giving the plague its newfound name. She wasn’t even one of the Cardinal’s household. Up until two days before, she had been a very new recruit in the Royal Guard. But when the palace fell to the monsters, she had gone with the survivors along the river, to the cathedral, which had once been a fortress and seemed to offer some slim hope of survival. “We put his body out.”


“That was unnecessary,” said the Cardinal. “As we have seen, the transformation does not take place after death.”


“We didn’t want to take a chance,” whispered the guard. She leaned forward, deep brown eyes suddenly wide-open, more intense, the weariness banished. She looked very young to the Cardinal, too young to be caparisoned in steel morion and cuirass, with pistols through her once-blue sash, now stained gray with the ash blood of the creatures. “Eminence … is it not time?”


“Time for what, my child?”


“To call upon Palleniel!”


Her voice was urgent; she no longer leaned upon her sword but lifted it high. “Surely he can put everything to rights!”


The Cardinal slowly shook her head and looked out over the city of Cadenz, or what she could see of it under the massive, lowering cloud of thick black smoke. There were many fires burning now, kindled when bakers and cooks died from the Ash Blood and no longer banked their fires, fires soon out of control with no one living to fight them. The monsters certainly didn’t try. Indeed, at least one of the biggest fires had been started by someone—probably a desperate officer of the City Watch—hoping to keep the monsters on the northern bank of the river, unaware the creatures were not invaders but transformed people—and were thus springing up everywhere.


“Magister Thorran made a report before she died,” said the Cardinal. “It is angelic magic that makes the victims become monsters while they still live. Too many mages and priests called upon their angels for healing when the plague first started, or in attempts to defend themselves—I saw it happen myself, as I am sure you did too … I am sorry, but I have forgotten your name.”


“Ilgran, Eminence. But surely, where the lesser angels fail, Palleniel—”


The Archbishop shook her head more stridently.


“I have been slow to penetrate the nature of this, Ilgran,” she said. “Perhaps you will be swifter than I when you hear these three things.”


She held up her hand, counting on her thin, ancient fingers. Each digit bore a heavy weight of icon rings, some fingers two or three, each icon representing an angel the Cardinal could call upon, though none of these were as powerful as the one depicted on the heavy, gold-chased icon that hung around her neck on a collar of silver-gilt esses.


“First, Esperaviel has flown at my behest to Barrona and Tarille and to the beginning of the land bridge: she confirms the Ash Blood plague does not extend beyond the borders of Ystara, not one yard beyond. Furthermore she could not pass the borders herself—”


“I am not much of a mage, Eminence,” said Ilgran, with a faint blush. She had gained her place in the Royal Guard by virtue of her aunt’s being a lieutenant, not by the brilliance of her swordplay or expertise with magic. “I do not know Esperaviel. Of what order—”


“A Principality, under Palleniel, her scope the sky of Ystara,” continued the Cardinal. “She told me the borders were blocked by the neighboring Archangels, by the power of Ashalael of Sarance in the north and Turikishan of Menorco in the south.”


“Gathered to attack us? But why, it doesn’t—”


“No, it is not an attack, not from without. They have simply closed the borders to all heavenly beings. All our borders. Listen! The second matter is that Esperaviel reported seeing the Maid of Ellanda, with many followers, crossing the border into Sarance, and third …”


The old cleric paused and sighed heavily. She let her hand fall to her lap and then raised it again, reaching to take Ilgran’s left hand in her bony grasp, levering herself up to stand somewhat shakily.


“And third, I called upon Palleniel on the first day, when the King began to bleed ash. Palleniel answered but would not do my bidding. Another commanded him now, he said.”


“What! But … that is … how? You are the Cardinal-Archbishop of Ystara! You hold the icon!”


“And Palleniel is the Archangel of Ystara. But my icon—the ancient icon of Saint Desiderus—is dull and lifeless now. Did you not notice it? The icon of Xerreniel you bear upon your helmet would jangle and tremble were mine still puissant, to stand so close. I felt its virtue fade as Palleniel retreated. It was then I asked myself, What power could inflict this Ash Blood plague upon our poor people? What power could cause all lesser angels’ interventions to go astray, to create monsters rather than the healing or defenses that were sought? Who could do this in Ystara?”


“The other Archangels—”


“No,” said the Cardinal. “Here in Ystara, Palleniel is paramount. I think the neighboring Archangels have acted to limit the Ash Blood and the creatures it brings, as best they can, in the earthly realms they protect. I sense they are trying to do more, that there is further struggle in the heavens, directed against Palleniel. Because this plague, the monsters … it must be Palleniel’s work. But as always, no angel may come to our world, or act, save at mortal call and direction. And so the pieces come together, for who has the art and power to have made a new icon to summon Palleniel himself? And having made it, who would have the arrogance and strength to summon him and set him to such work?”


Ilgran shook her head and frowned, and her mouth quirked in disbelief.


“I suppose it can only be the Maid of Ellanda … but why would she want … this? It is the death of the kingdom! The death of us all!”


“I do not think she did want this,” said the Cardinal. “But as always with angels, one must be very careful. The greater the power, the greater the possibility of unintended harm. We should have seen the logical consequence of her talent to make icons and summon angels. Do I say talent? I mean genius, of course. But she was … she is too young. Nineteen is far too young to be made a magister, or bishop, to be given the teaching and allowed the greater orders. Though clearly she has needed neither teaching nor permission….”


“I saw her once. From afar. She had a light in her eyes, a madness,” said Ilgran slowly. She was not looking at the Cardinal but out across the burning city. “When she came with her followers to see the King, wanting a charter for her temple. For Palleniel Exalted, whatever that means….”


Ilgran spoke absently, her mind elsewhere, digesting what the Cardinal had just told her. It meant there would be no rescue; she would likely not live to see past another dawn, perhaps not even that long. There were many monsters below, and the cathedral had not been a fortress for a century, at the least. The bell tower had no water, no stored food, and, besides, the gate below was weak. Even without a ram, the bigger monsters would smash it down when they made a determined effort to do so.


“Perhaps we should have allowed her that charter,” mused the Cardinal. “But I do not think she is mad. Ferociously single-minded, I grant you. I pity her.”


“You pity Liliath, Eminence? If it is as you suspect, she has somehow corrupted Palleniel, she is responsible … she has brought the Ash Blood plague upon us; she has slain my parents and turned my brother and sister into monsters. If she were here I would kill her and be glad, if sword or pistol would do what is needed against whatever she has become!”


“Oh, I think cold steel or a bullet would finish her, albeit with difficulty, just as with the monsters,” said the Cardinal. “Though you might not get the chance to use sword or pistol, if she does indeed hold Palleniel in her service. She must command other angels, too, more than we ever suspected. But I do pity her, for as I said, this cannot be what she intended. So young, so impossibly gifted, and yet so unwise, all bound up together. I wonder what she actually did intend, perhaps—”


Whatever she was about to say was lost, as the first of the monsters who had climbed the ancient, cracked, and open-veined stones of the bell tower launched itself over the battlements and onto her back, cutting the old prelate’s throat with its talons as it bore her to the ground.


Ilgran killed one with a sword thrust that left the weapon embedded in the creature’s mouth, before she fell. Literally, for as she ducked under the rim of the great bell to throw herself down the open shaft, one of the creatures closed upon her, jaws ravening and horrible, hooked fingers reaching. A pistol remained unused in Ilgran’s belt, not fired at the last because the monster looked at her with Janeth’s eyes. Her little sister’s lively green eyes.


The guard jumped, making no attempt to grab the bell rope. Falling to her death, Ilgran focused every part of her mind on the slightest of hopes those eyes had raised.


There had to be some chance that a monster could become human again.




PART I


Liliath
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ONE



The young woman woke in total darkness with cold stone under her, and her questing hands felt stone above and to the sides. But the moment of panic that came with this realization ebbed as she remembered why this was so and disappeared completely when she heard the voice.


The voice of power and strength that made her feel complete, made her feel alive. With it came a sudden, intense sensation of being enfolded, held close and safe. Not by mere human arms, but within great wings of light and power.


“As you commanded long ago, that which you waited for has occurred, and so I awake you.”


“How …?”


Her voice croaked and failed. She swallowed, saliva moving in her mouth and throat for the first time in … who knew how long.


She had been stopped for a long time just short of being dead, she knew. She would have seemed dead if anyone could have looked inside the tomb, though the remarkable preservation of her flesh would have given pause to any observers. But the chance of any onlookers had been greatly reduced by her choice of resting place. The great stone coffin, topped with a massive slab of marble, all sealed with lead.


It would have been natural for her to ask how long she had been in the coffin. But that was not her first question. She thought only of what was needful, for her all-consuming plan.


“How many suitable candidates are ready?”


There was a long silence. Long enough for her to think the presence gone. But then the voice came again.


“Four.”


“Four! But there should be hundreds—”


“Four,” repeated the voice.


For a moment, fury coursed through her, extreme anger that her plans—her destiny—should once again go awry. But she fought the anger down. Though she had hoped for many more possible candidates, to allow for error or mischance, four should be enough. Even one might suffice….


“Where are they?”


“In four places in Sarance, but they will come together. Soon.”


“And the Order? It continues? You have shown them the signs of my awakening?”


“I have shown the signs. I know not if any survive to see them, or if they have been acted upon. As you know, I am not entire, and mightily resisted … only your will anchors me to your world. Almost I wish to fully disassociate—”


“You will do as I commanded!”


She spoke urgently, her voice imbued with all her natural power and intense, concentrated will.


“I obey. I am yours entire. I can speak no longer, my—”


The voice stopped. This time the silence was complete. She knew there would be no further speech, no warmth, no sensation of utter security and love. Not now. Tears began to form in the corners of her eyes, but she fiercely blinked them away. She had no time for tears. Ever.


“I love you,” whispered the young woman. She felt better saying the words, coming back to herself, to what she had been. Her voice grew stronger, echoing inside the stone coffin. “I will always love you. We will be together. We will be together!”


She felt her hands. Her skin still had the soft, velvet smoothness of youth. More important, the rings were all there. She touched them, one by one, letting the power within begin to rise, just a little, before she settled on the least of the nine. The ring on her left thumb. Made from ancient electrum, the band held an oval of ivory, carved to show fine, feathery wings almost obscuring a human face, painted or perhaps enameled, the eyes tiny rubies. The halo above the almost hidden face was a line of gold no wider than a hair.


“Mazrathiel,” whispered the woman in the coffin. “Mazrathiel, Mazrathiel, come to my need.”


Light shone from the ring, cold like moonlight, though brighter. She shut her eyes against the sudden illumination and felt the lesser presence appear. It came with a sensation of warmth, but this was no more than the welcome heat of a kitchen fire on a cold day, nothing so remarkable as the feeling that had encompassed her whole being before, when she had spoken to him. Similarly, she felt the rush of air as if from the folding of wings, and the faint, clear tone of a single harp string, plucked far away.


“Mazrathiel is here,” said a faint whisper only she could hear. “What is your will? If it lies within my scope, it shall be done.”


The woman whispered, and Mazrathiel did her bidding.


Brother Delfon had always liked the cool quiet of the Saint’s Tomb in the lowest crypt beneath the temple. It was very cold in winter, but he had not been sent to a vigil here in winter, not since his sixtieth year. That was more than a decade behind him now, and like all practitioners of angelic magic, he was older than his years. The more fragile followers of Saint Marguerite only stood vigil in high summer, and in truth Delfon would have been spared the task, save that he insisted. He did acquiesce with the suggestion of his superiors that he bring a cushion and a blanket, and sit upon the wooden bench in the corner that served to rest weary pilgrims on the high holy days when they were allowed to visit.


He slumped now, no more than half awake. So it took him some several seconds to notice that he was no longer alone. A sister stood above him, looking at him with a quizzical expression as if uncertain what to make of the elderly monk.


A young sister. She wore a similar habit to his own, the black and white of the followers of the Archangel Ashalael, but there were variations in the width of the white cuffs at the sleeves and in the hem of the robe, and even the blackness of the cloth looked a little different in the light of Delfon’s lantern. Slowly he realized it was perhaps a very dark blue, not black at all, and the badge on the breast, picked out in gold, showed a pair of seven-pinioned wings, Archangel’s wings. But Ashalael’s wings were always shown in silver, and besides, these were surmounted by a strange, nine-tined crown with a halo above, not by the miter of the Cardinal….


But then his eyes weren’t what they once were, nor his ears. The same applied to his memory, so he did not long puzzle himself over the badge, or why he didn’t recognize this tall, patrician-looking sister. She was curiously young, perhaps no more than eighteen or nineteen, surely a novice. But against that, she carried herself like a visiting bishop, or an abbot, and he glanced at her nut-brown hands, nodding as he saw she wore many rings on her fingers, rings set with rectangular or oval pieces of painted and gilded ivory, or intricately engraved gilded bronze. Icons of angelic magic, though he could not immediately see which angels they represented, what powers they could summon.


“I didn’t notice you come in, your grace,” he said. Her face was a little familiar. Young and beautiful, dark-eyed and almond-skinned, her hair black as a rare slice of jade he had once engraved to make an icon of Karazakiel. Her expression was severe—Delfon could not recall who she was, though she did remind him of someone….


“No, I did not wish you to,” said the strange young sister. She held out her right hand, and Brother Delfon took it and brushed his lips in the air several inches above her fingers, his old eyes trying to focus on the face of the angel so beautifully painted on the ivory plaque held in the prongs of the most distinctive and extraordinarily powerful ring. He recognized neither face nor the style of the painter, which was exceedingly odd, for Brother Delfon was a prominent icon-maker himself. He had studied icons all his life, and painted thousands of angels, and in his heyday had been able to channel the power of no fewer than nine very useful, if relatively low-ranking angels into his work.


He could not deal with so many now, but there were still three lesser angels who would answer to him and would lend their power to inhabit the icons he made, which he finished with his own blood.


“I do not … I do not recognize your badge, your order,” muttered Delfon, releasing the Bishop’s hand to shakily point at her habit.


“You do not?” asked the young woman. She laughed, and her eyes sparkled with something of equal parts exuberance and mischief. “It is the blazon of Palleniel Exalted, of course.”


Delfon drew back. Surely he had misheard …


“Palleniel Exalted,” repeated the woman, louder. She seemed to enjoy saying a name that was no longer spoken. Or perhaps even remembered, save by those like Delfon whose lives were bound up in catalogs and listings of angelic beings. Besides, his childhood had been spent near the border of Ystara, the lost country whose Archangel had been Palleniel.


“Palleniel? But he is no more, gone from this world, banished by the other Archangels!”


“But here is his Archbishop, and you have looked upon her. Not all that you have been told is true.”


Delfon frowned and started to speak, but at that moment he finally noticed something behind her, which he should have seen immediately. Words dried up in his mouth as he saw that the Saint’s Tomb, the great stone sarcophagus that dominated the center of this circular, vaulted chamber, was no longer as it had been.


The lead-sealed marble lid of the vast coffin had been slid aside. It weighed several tons, and had surely been put there originally only with the greatest effort of engineers, sheerlegs, and rope. Or with the aid of a most powerful angel …


The woman saw the direction of his stricken gaze.


“You seem perturbed, brother. But I assure you Saint Marguerite did not object to my sharing her crypt. Indeed, when I crept in I found nothing there, suggesting the predecessors in your order were not entirely truthful about the founding of this place.”


“But, but … what—”


Liliath sat down on the bench next to the old man and put her arm around his shoulders. He tensed and tried to draw back, but she easily held him close. She was disturbingly strong, and he quickly decided to remain still, though he turned his face away.


“Now, now. Have no fear. I would like to know something of considerable import. To me, at the least, for I suppose it has been a long time.”


“W-w-what?”


“A long time I have been gone,” said Liliath. “I knew it would be, but not in any exact measure. How many years is it since the Doom of Ystara?”


“One hundred and …,” whispered Delfon. “One hundred and thirty-six—No, one hundred and thirty-seven years ago.”


“It seemed but a night’s good rest,” said Liliath, almost to herself. “A long time …”


She was silent for a while, slim fingers resting on one of the icon rings. Delfon sat next to her, shivering, suddenly as cold as he ever had been in the tomb in winter, in bygone days. He thought he heard the soft flutter of angel’s wings, some other summoning, but he couldn’t be sure. His head hurt, and his ears felt thick and closed.


“So you are Delfon,” said Liliath, pinching his chin and turning his head toward her. He shivered more violently, for he had not told her his name.


She looked even younger close up, and Delfon suddenly remembered where he’d seen her face before, or something like it. There was a handwritten annotation at the end of one of his books about the icon-makers of the ages, with an accompanying sketch. This young woman was the person in that sketch: Liliath, the Maid of Ellanda. The woman who had led the only organized band of refugees to escape from doomed Ystara, dying in mysterious circumstances soon after crossing the border into Sarance.


According to the dozen or so lines added to the end of the book, Liliath had been an incredible young woman, astonishing the world with her ability to make icons and channel angels from childhood, hence her early naming as the Maid of Ellanda. A name possibly rendered ironic later, as rumor had it she was the lover of the King of Ystara, and others, though this was never to anyone’s definite knowledge.


The notes also questioned a rumor that Liliath was uniquely able to avoid the cost of calling upon angelic powers. To summon angels took something from a mage, some of their living essence. Mages and priests aged swiftly, the more they used their powers, and the greater the angels they summoned.


The great Handuran had quantified this loss in The Price of Virtue. A few hours from a span of life to summon a Seraphim was of course of no account, but to call upon a Principality would age the summoner by a year, and an Archangel, several years. One famous example was the Cardinal Saint Erharn the Blessed, who had gone from a vital woman of forty to an ancient, wizened crone and then death in the span of only a day and a night, wielding the powers of the Archangel Ashalael to hold back the sea in the Great Flood of 1309….


Delfon realized his mind had wandered. The young woman was asking him something again. But she could not be the Maid of Ellanda. No, surely not—


“Tell me, you are an icon-maker?”


“Yes,” muttered Delfon. He clasped his hands together, as if he might even now hide the stains of paint on his fingers, the dried patches of egg white and raw pigment, bright on his leathery dark brown skin. The pattern of small scars in crosshatched ridges of even darker flesh across the backs of his hands, where his blood had been drawn.


“You still summon as well as paint?”


“Yes. Not often …”


“Which angels speak to you? Is Foraziel one?”


“Yes!” exclaimed Delfon, very much surprised. Though he was obviously an icon-maker, he wore no icons on the rope belt of his habit, had no rings, nothing at his neck or wrist to give her a clue as to the particular angels who were his allies in the craft. Given there were ten thousand angels in the host of Ashalael alone, the chance of her knowing which angels he knew was—


“I thought as much,” said Liliath, interrupting Delfon’s panicked thoughts. “He put you here for my awakening.”


“He?” asked Delfon, puzzlement mixing with the panic. Though angels did not strictly have a gender, there was a tradition of depicting most of them as either male or female, and traditionally, Foraziel was female.


Liliath ignored his question.


“I need an icon of Foraziel,” she said. “I need her power to find what I seek, and I do not want to waste time making an icon of my own.”


Delfon nodded dumbly. Foraziel’s scope was for finding things and people lost or forgotten. But he could not help gazing at this young woman’s strange rings. She had major angelic powers there. One of the lesser ones—and he shivered to think it lesser only because of those neighboring icons—did not show the typical face and halo of an angel but a wheel within a wheel, both rimmed with tiny eyes of diamond. A Throne, one of the strange angels, highest of the First Sphere. Higher than any angels Delfon ever channeled, a being of far greater puissance than little Foraziel. But the other rings held icons that suggested greater angels still….


Liliath flexed her fingers, lantern light making tiny ruby and diamond eyes and gilded halos flash and glitter.


“Sometimes it is a small, specific power that is needed,” she said, correctly gauging the tenor of Delfon’s thoughts. “Not the awful majesty of Principalities or Archangels.”


Delfon bowed his head, his body shaking as if he had suddenly caught the ague. This was all too much for him, this strange sister … bishop … saint … whatever she was, and the power that went with her. The painted icons on her rings were not simply representations of angels, they were direct conduits to great and terrible beings. And she might even have somewhere hidden an icon of the greatest, if she spoke true about being some high priest of Palleniel, who was an equal to the Archangels who guarded the greatest countries of the world.


Though Palleniel had not guarded his country but destroyed its people with the Ash Blood plague, and so now—if mentioned at all—he was called the Fallen Angel, his name used as a curse….


“Is there an icon of Foraziel in this temple?” asked Liliath.


Delfon hesitated, but only for a moment. Whoever this woman really was—presumably some enemy from Alba or the Eighty-Six Kingdoms—she had power far beyond his own, or for that matter far beyond anyone else in the temple, including the abbot. Though how she could be so young, not aged by the powers she called upon … it was beyond him, and he knew he had no choice but to honestly answer and obey.


“Yes,” he said. “In the workshop. I finished it only a few days past.”


“Good,” said Liliath. “You can show me the way. I didn’t have time to look around on my … ah … way in here.”


“Yes,” mumbled Delfon as he slowly got to his feet.


“Good,” said the woman again. She held up her hand and touched one of the rings, muttering a name under her breath. Delfon raised one arm to shield his old eyes from the light that came then, but he peeked a little. Whichever angel this woman had summoned, it made quick work of putting the coffin lid back, the strips of broken lead rising to move into place like snakes being charmed to their rest. Within a few minutes, the tomb appeared exactly as it had been when Delfon had begun his vigil at sunset.


The old monk leaned on the wall and looked at the woman, shutting one eye so his best, the right, could better focus. A lock of her hair had turned white, but even as he watched, black flowed back through it, like wine mixing with water. She had not paid the price of using whichever angel had closed the tomb. Or had done so only temporarily.


“You will kill me, I think, when you have the icon?” he said slowly. “So no word can spread of … you.”


“Yes,” agreed Liliath. “I expect that is why he called you here, you who are soon to die in any case. Better than any of the younger ones. Palleniel is more compassionate than I.”


“Ah,” replied Delfon. He did not feel frightened now, which he thought strange. Just curious, and very tired. There had been too much excitement in the past few minutes. And the angel’s residual light had frosted the corners of his eyes, making it more difficult for him to see than ever. “Palleniel. Plague bringer. The antagonist.”


“Palleniel, yes. Those other names are the invention of others. I did say not all you have been told is true.”


“But how can he have called me to be the one here tonight?” asked Delfon, genuinely curious, even faced with the prospect of death. Once an angelic mage, always so, even in great age and final hours. “In this place of Ashalael, in Sarance? Palleniel holds no sway here. And angels do not act of their own volition.”


“The orthodox hold it so,” said Liliath. She smiled with the satisfaction of secret knowledge. “But in truth, the scope of angels’ actions upon this world are not rigid boundaries of their making but are defined by long use and custom of people, and they can be bent. Or if geographic, pierced in small locales. And some can be given instructions to act upon in time to come. Given sufficient will and power.”


Delfon shook his head.


“I cannot believe what you say is so,” said Delfon. “Or I would not, save that if you are indeed Liliath … I read of you in Decarandal’s Lives of the Magi. Though it was not Decarandal who scribbled in the final pages … whoever that was said Liliath could make icons swiftly, at need, and summon angels previously unknown to any temple….”


“Go on,” said Liliath. “I am curious. What else was written?”


“Her skill in icon-making was unparalleled. And the rumors, the talk that she did not physically pay the toll of summoning … but then she died young, only nineteen, in years at least, and so it seemed she had aged after all, if not outwardly. Some thought it a tragedy, a bright promise lost to the world.”


“Yet as you see, I did not die,” said Liliath. “And I will fulfill my promises. All of them, but one most of all.”


Delfon peered at her, not understanding, but recognizing the strength of her feeling. He had seen that intensity in others before, in pilgrims, or those undertaking great tasks, driven by internal forces they often barely recognized themselves. But in this woman it was magnified a thousandfold.


“Come, we must go,” ordered Liliath.


“You won’t hurt me?” asked Delfon tentatively. “Before, I mean …”


“No,” agreed Liliath matter-of-factly. “Your heart will simply cease its movement. I think you are already weary, are you not?”


“Yes, yes, I am,” muttered Delfon. The angel light around his eyes was spreading, and with it, a welcome warmth. He had not felt so relaxed inside himself, not for many years, his pulse very slow and steady. It made him feel very much as if an extraordinarily comfortable bed lay in his close future, a much more comfortable bed than his own in the cell above them in the temple.


“Not yet, Mazrathiel,” whispered the woman. Mazrathiel was a Dominion, of broad scope, encompassing movement of any kind. Including the beating of a heart, though only the most powerful—and selfish—of mages could force an angel to perform a direct act to take a life. “Not until I have the icon, and he is sitting down.”


“What’s that?” asked Delfon, coming back to himself a little. “You serve a true and noble cause, one it is a great honor to die for,” said Liliath. Her eyes seemed to shine with an inner light as she spoke, and her mouth trembled in a smile. Delfon shivered again, seeing it, feeling so much power and belief in this young woman. Just a girl, really, at least to look at—but one with such strength of will and purpose, so many angels at her beck and call …


Liliath took his arm and led him to the door, which was already uncharacteristically ajar. “Which way?”


“Left,” said Delfon. “And up the winding stair.”


He hobbled out, Liliath at his side.


“Tell me,” she said. “What has been going on in the world? Who rules Sarance?”


Behind them, the door slowly creaked shut, accompanied by the faint sound of a distant, heavenly choir ending all together on a single, discordant note.
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TWO



Liliath arranged brother Delfon’s body on the floor by the worktable and closed his eyes with a no-nonsense gentleness. Mazrathiel retreated, eager to be gone after being brought unwillingly to end a life, and he would no doubt be more resistant to further summoning. Not that this concerned Liliath. If she needed Mazrathiel, he would serve, as did all angels whose icons she had made or used. She would brook no disobedience.


The icon of Foraziel the old man had made lay in pride of place on his table. It was good work, more than merely competent. She could feel the potential presence of the angel in the image, which was the most common depiction of Foraziel: an unprepossessing woman of middle age startled by the discovery of some good thing; only the thin halo indicated she was an angel.


“I must know who and where they are,” whispered the young woman. “Only four …”


But there was no time to call upon Foraziel. Dawn was close now, and Liliath had to leave the temple before discovery. Taking up the new icon, she put it to join a number of others in the secret pockets inside her habit. Decarandal’s book on icon-makers with the sketch of her that she had seen in Delfon’s mind, via the power of Pereastor, took her a few more minutes to find. She tore out the relevant pages and put them in her pocket too, then left the room, quietly closing the huge oak door behind her.


Despite the passage of time, the temple had changed little from when she had sneaked in to hide herself within the Saint’s Tomb, one hundred thirty-seven years earlier. Opening another door, she slipped out into the east cloister. There she paused, gazing out over the large paved courtyard, ill lit by the stars above. There were shapes upon the ground, and snores, indicating the presence of a group of travelers, people of insufficient status to be admitted to guest rooms or dormers, barely respectable enough to be given admittance to the temple and allowed to rest here. Curiously, they were all clad in some light color, hard to discern in the moonlight. Perhaps a greenish blue, or some shade of gray. Like a uniform, though a ragged one, and they did not seem to be soldiers.


Liliath hesitated. There were a dozen or more of these people, and the gatehouse lay beyond the courtyard. Likely some would wake as she passed and complicate matters. One way or another.


In that moment of hesitation, she heard the soft whisk of bare feet on the stone, someone creeping up behind her. Turning, she saw a hooded, gray-clad man, his dagger raised. He struck at her, but she was swifter, moving aside in a flowing, seamless motion that should have given him pause. But it did not.


“I won’t kill you,” he whispered, telling Liliath that the sleepers in the courtyard were not necessarily his allies, or perhaps he feared the temple guards in the gatehouse would hear and intervene. Many of his teeth were broken, and his left arm hung at his side, withered and useless. But his right arm was very strong, the one that held the knife. “Just slip off those rings like a good lass. And don’t think you can call on an angel; I’ll gut you in an instant. Wouldn’t do you no good anyway, I am a Refuser.”


“Who do you think I am?” asked Liliath conversationally, neither whispering nor raising her voice. She took note of the word “Refuser” and the tiny spark of Palleniel she could feel coursing through the blood of this would-be thief. Clearly there were many things she should have asked Brother Delfon about and now would have to find out more directly.


“Dunno,” said the man, watching her carefully, his dagger ready to strike again. “Old Brill reckoned the stars say to come here, for our great fortune. For once she was right. Get them rings off!”


“You say you’re a ‘Refuser,’” said Liliath. She could not tell his origin from his skin or facial features. The man’s skin was the shade of an ash tree and his eyes green, but no one could discern anything from that. Many ancestral tribes had settled in Ystara and Sarance thousands of years ago, their blood mingling, their descendants coming in all shades from deepest black to the palest of the pale. But that mote of Palleniel inside him could mean only one thing. “So you are a descendant of Ystarans?”


“’Course,” muttered the man. He stabbed again, but Liliath leaned back impossibly far, as if she were hinged at the waist. The stroke brushed short of its intended target, her throat. Before he could recover, she flicked back and her hand snapped out and closed on his wrist, twisting his arm so he turned with it and fell on his knees.


She was impossibly strong for so slight and so young a woman. The thief made a gobbling sound in his throat, and his eyes showed white as he looked up at her, unable to comprehend what was happening.


“And being of Ystara means angelic magic does not work upon you?” asked Liliath. “Chances are you would become some fell creature?”


“Yes, yes,” said the man. “Don’t you try it!”


“Or you would die of the Ash Blood plague,” mused Liliath. She could hear sleepers waking behind her, so she dragged the man by his wrist around a little so she could see if anyone else moved in to attack.


“More likely make a monster,” gasped the thief. “Kill you, for sure.”


Liliath did not answer, instead reaching out to that minute fraction of Palleniel inside the man.


“I think it will be the plague,” she said, and bent her will upon the mote of him that was also the Archangel.


A second later, specks of gray ash began to form at the corner of the thief’s mouth. Ash blossomed around his eyes, and fell from his ears, and oozed from under his fingernails. Liliath let him go and stepped back, as the ash began to flow, slowly but steadily, like almost-congealed blood. The man managed to stay on his knees for a few more seconds, then he fell sideways, and the ash continued to flow from every orifice and pore and scratch, to wearily pool about him.


By the time he was dead, a few minutes later, everyone in the courtyard was awake and watching Liliath, and several lanterns had been lit and held high, creating pools of light and many flickering shadows. She returned the gaze, aware that there was something not quite right about this crowd. There was the expected variation of skin color, and hair, and facial characteristics. All kinds, but …


It took her a moment to comprehend that very few of the people stood straight. The majority were bent, or doubled over, or balanced strangely. Uneven, depending on crutches or their fellows. The faces turned to her were missing eyes and noses and teeth, the consequence of disease and injury that, for most, would be no great matter for an angel to heal, or at least improve.


But clearly none of these people had ever felt an angel’s healing and cleansing touch.


She met their frightened, questioning, often hostile gazes, taking in their curious all-gray tunics and cloaks, and slowly, one by one they bent down, heads lowering, knees bending, till they offered the obeisance one would give a king or queen. Only one did not incline his head quite so much as the others, and after a moment, looked up and met Liliath’s gaze. His skin was the golden brown of heather blossom honey, and he should have been handsome. But his face was marked and scored with deep, crescent-shaped scars of some terrible pox that shuttered one eye and made him look much older than his years, or so Liliath figured from his unobscured eye, which was young and bright, and his voice was youthful.


“So are you really the Maid of Ellanda reborn? Just as all the ancients kept telling us? My great-grandma would have loved, loved to see you. Pity she died last week.”


“Not reborn,” said Liliath quietly. This scarred young man was not properly respectful, though he spoke with some authority, as if he were a leader of this motley crew. “Merely awoken. I take it you are of the Order of Ystara, and you saw the sign?”


She glanced up at the sky as she spoke, at the rectangular patch of stars above the courtyard, hemmed in by the temple buildings on either side. There had been debate since ancient times about whether the night sky was the actual abode of angels or merely a reflection or representation of their existence and power. Whichever it was, the heavens were a fairly reliable indication of the state of various angelic powers.


As would be expected here in Sarance, Ashalael’s star shone highest and brightest in the night. But Liliath did not look at that, searching farther to the western horizon and then a little south. Once, Palleniel’s star had shone there, not so bright outside Ystara, but still one of the seven most brilliant stars. Now, there was a patch of darkness. Yet, three fingers left of that absence, there shone a very pale, almost violet star. Barely noticeable, even to Liliath, whose eyes were more than human, and who knew exactly where to look. Yet it could be seen, and found by a dedicated night watcher, armed with a telescope and an inkling—or instruction—to look at that part of the sky.


The star was Jacqueiriel’s, a small companion of Palleniel’s host, whose scope was to bring the sensation of good news, of a happy event to come, within the geographic limitations of Ystara. A little power, for Jacqueiriel could not communicate any detail, and in the days before the plague had been generally used by lovers to send a frisson of a gift soon to be given.


In this case, the angel’s star was a portent of Palleniel’s reemergence and thus Liliath’s own awakening. A visible indication that a message had been sent to the Order of Ystara, or its heirs and descendants.


“The Order?” asked the young man with the scarred face. “There is no Order, no fine folk with blazoned tabards and gold chains and shining swords. There’s only Old Brill, who sits at deathbeds and writes down tall tales, and watches the skies. You left us too soon, to see how things would go. Ystarans are not allowed to remember our country, not allowed to remember. We are called Refusers, for it must be our own faults that make the angels deny us, or change us for the worst. We must wear gray, so that no accidents occur, no beasts be made. And we must not be too visible, save as mere creatures of servitude and labor, lest proper folk somehow catch our misfortunes.”


“You are still of the Order, no matter your outward appearance,” said Liliath. She spoke with utmost certainty. “And you will be healed, and made new, when we return to Ystara and Palleniel comes again.”


Her speech was met with silence. Not an awed silence, either, as Liliath expected. More of a beaten-down sullenness.


“You doubt me?” she asked. She looked at the young man, at his pox-ravaged face. He had the spark of Palleniel within, stronger than the others. His ancestor would have been very close to what was desired. It had probably contributed to his leadership among this ragtag group. “What is your name?”


“I am called Bisc. Biscaray, in full. I am the Night Prince,” answered the young man. “Night King now, I suppose, since you’ve offed Franz Wither-Arm, who was our so most noble lord. Unless someone wants to challenge me?”


He spoke this question loudly back at the gathered Refusers. None moved, or answered.


“Night King? You mean you are the lord of beggars and thieves and the like?” asked Liliath. “The underworld of all Sarance?”


The Night King laughed. “Hardly. In Lutace, only, and of Refusers. But lacking other choices, we are by far the most numerous, so we rule the night. As the high and mighty like to say, ‘Not all thieves and beggars are Refusers, but all Refusers are beggars and thieves.’”


“Why did you come here, if you doubt I will lead you back to new life in Ystara?”


“Franz ordered it,” said the man with a shrug. “Old Brill does read useful things in the sky, from time to time. Our former Night King thought there might be some loot or opportunity in it, and at the worst, a jaunt to the country.”


“You saw what I did to him,” said Liliath. She smiled, a slight, sly smile. “And yet I still feel your doubt. And though you kneel, I do not sense true obeisance.”


“Plague or monster, it could just have been chance,” said the new Night King warily. He hesitated, some of the confidence ebbing from his voice. “But I do not entirely doubt …”


“You need further proof?” asked Liliath. “Shall I make you whole, your skin smooth, eye no different from its neighbor?”


This next part would be difficult, perhaps too difficult. But if she was successful, it would serve several purposes.


She saw him swallow back some smart retort.


“It would be a suitable test, would it not?” asked Liliath.


Biscaray stood easily and walked to her, stopping a few feet away. He did not kneel again, and his right hand hovered close to the hilt of a blade only partially obscured by his gray cloak. Though the nearest lantern was behind him, Liliath could see the absolute ferocity of the pockmarks, the scarred residue of some disease that had gouged his skin and not just forced his left eye out of place as she had thought, but half concealed it under an outgrowth of scar tissue.


“If you can do as you say, I will acknowledge you are who you say you are, and serve you well,” he said quietly. “Fail, and I’ll gut you, or my people will.”


“Do not fear what I am to do, do not strike against me,” said Liliath. She raised her voice, speaking past him to the crowd. “This is but a foretaste of what lies ahead in Ystara, when we return.”


She raised her right hand and, still watching the Night King, touched the icon ring that she wore on her left thumb. Gwethiniel, the great healer. There were many angels who could heal, many lesser, but few greater. Gwethiniel was a Power, not to be summoned lightly. The man’s hand twitched to his knife, but he didn’t draw it. Liliath waited, feeling the distant presence of the angel but not yet summoning her.


“Are you brave enough?” she whispered. She could see a spark of hope beneath the veil of suspicion in his face, though he was trying to show no emotion at all.


“I have staked my life on the roll of dice before,” said the Night King with a shrug. “Once the decision is made, what’s one more throw?”


Liliath summoned Gwethiniel at the same time she exerted her will against the fragment of Palleniel inside the man, forcing the essence of the Archangel to withdraw. It struggled against her, and Gwethiniel resisted too, not wanting to answer her summons.


“You will obey me,” whispered Liliath, speaking to both mindless essence and resisting angel. “You will obey.”


“I obey,” came the voice inside her mind. Gwethiniel, her normal calm and assured voice overlaid with grating, reluctant obedience. “What is your will?”


“Heal him,” commanded Liliath, though she spoke only inside her head. “Do not touch the vestige of Palleniel.”


“My scope is restoration of the natural order, oft used in the healing of mortal life,” said Gwethiniel. “The presence of another prevents my work. I cannot act against one so great, even if he is not fully present.”


“You can,” ordered Liliath. “I’ll hold him back. Do as I command.”


“There is great danger,” whispered Gwethiniel. “For all.”


“Do as I command!”


Liliath roared this last aloud, the crowd flinching at the power of it. Behind them, in the porter’s lodge, a torch flared. The gatekeeper or one of the temple guards had finally roused.


There was the rush of great wings overhead. A sudden warm light and the scent of honeysuckle filled the courtyard. The Night King screamed and fell, and Liliath herself crouched under the weight of power she channeled, but only for a moment, before she stood straighter, shrugging it off. A thick strand of her hair turned white, and lines crawled across her skin, but they were transient changes, soon reversed even as the spark of Palleniel raged and fought against her and she contained it by pure strength of will, at the same time sending Gwethiniel back to finish the job that the angel had only partially completed.


“None may disobey me,” snarled Liliath. “You will do as I command.”


Gwethiniel’s wings clapped. Thunder rumbled, but she finished her task and was gone in that same instant, retreating far faster than she had come, even before Liliath’s formal relinquishment.


The Night King sat up and felt his face. The pockmarks were gone, his honey-colored skin was smooth and young, his eye in its rightful place. He ran his hands under his jerkin, feeling the skin there, the look on his face one of amazement. He stood up and turned to the others, and every lantern was directed at him as he lifted his head and opened his jerkin to show his smooth chest.


“I … I am healed!”


Almost as he spoke, there was a sudden rush toward Liliath, a hobbling, broken, lopsided rush, with arms upraised and voices begging.


“Heal me! Heal me! Help us!”


“I can do no more for now!” called Liliath, raising her hand. She was very weary, despite her inhuman strength, but she did not show it. Could not dare show weakness. There was no visible sign that the summoning had taken any toll upon her, though she could feel the skin of her face repairing itself, faint lines being restored. She smiled a little, to lend the crowd confidence, but also because once again she had forced an angel to do her bidding and had not paid the price, nor ever would. “But all will be healed when we return to Ystara.”


Still they surged toward her, a mindless, wanting crowd. Liliath dodged back behind one of the columns, readying herself to strike the foremost, for she dared not use angelic magic now. She was too weary and could not control the outcome, and a monstrous change here would probably end with all of them dead. Even herself, though she could not die easily.


But Liliath did not have to do anything. Biscaray roared and cuffed the tide of Refusers aside, throwing the leaders back into the crowd, sending people tumbling across the paving stones. He acted as if they were a pack of dogs after meat, and he the dog handler, fearless despite their numbers.


“Back! Back and down! Down!”


The tide ebbed, Refusers sank to their knees, the moment of their utmost longing passed. But behind them, Liliath heard the gate that penned them in the courtyard for the night being unbarred, and the clank of bolts withdrawn. The temple gatekeeper and doubtless a handful of guards would be with them in a few moments, angry at being awoken before the dawn, particularly by such unwanted guests.


“I need a cloak,” said Liliath to Biscaray. “With a hood or hat. And we must leave as soon as possible.”


“As you command,” answered Biscaray. He spat some orders at a Refuser nearby, who quickly rummaged in her pack, while others dragged the body of the former Night King to the darkest corner of the cloisters. “The leaving won’t be difficult. They’ll throw us out, I’m sure. And then … then do we go to Ystara?”


“No,” said Liliath quietly. “I need time to see what has happened since I went to my rest. I had not expected Ystara to still be overrun with beastlings. We will need an army to return.”


“An army? Every Refuser will gather to your banner, once it is known—”


“No,” interrupted Liliath. “We cannot let the news of my return spread, and never to those not of Ystara. There are many in Sarance and in the wider world, and even in the heavens, who do not wish Ystara to rise again. Both mortals and angels will resist the return of Palleniel, and they must be tricked into helping us. We will need to be … clever.”


“That is the way of the Night Crew. We live by our wits and cunning hands,” said Biscaray.


“And cunning tongues too, I trust,” said Liliath. She startled him with the hint of a salacious wink. She could not really lust after a mere human—the feelings the now almost handsome Biscaray inspired were as nothing compared to her all-consuming love for Palleniel. But the physical act did distract her, offered some relief to the intensity and pressure of the destiny she worked toward.


She would take Biscaray to her bed in due course, Liliath decided. To bind him closer, as she had done before with both men and women, not all of them young and attractive, as he now was.


A cloak was handed to her. Liliath shrugged it on, raised the hood, and wrapped it close. Bending almost double, she slipped in among the crowd as the gate groaned open and the temple gatekeeper strode in, four yawning guards behind, their quarterstaffs already prodding and thwacking.


“How dare you disrupt the peace of the temple!” boomed the gatekeeper, louder than anyone. She paused to look up at the sky, eyes wrinkling at the predawn blue-black expanse entirely devoid of cloud, for she was sure she had heard thunder. But she had been deeply asleep … in any case, she had certainly heard sacrilegious chattering and shouting from these vile Refusers.


“Out! Out! Disrespecting our hospitality! Get thee gone!”
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THREE



Liliath had never been to Lutace, but the principal city of Sarance was not so very different from Cadenz, the chief metropolis of Ystara. Lutace also had a river winding through it—the Leire—though it was not so broad as the Gosse, and the city was mostly flat, lacking the hills of Cadenz.


Lutace did have a much taller and more extensive city wall than the Ystaran city. It was pale yellow brick only a few hundred years old, rather than the gray stone of earlier times. But either the city or royal authorities, or both, had become lax about enforcing the cleared areas necessary for proper defense, with a great sprawl of houses and huts and shacks and shanties built right up to the city wall and over it.


One of the Night Crew’s many refuges and hideouts was in the Refuser’s Quarter, an extensive slum that began in the dock and warehouse district and flowed over the southwestern city wall to spread out into what had been countryside a generation or two before. Bisc’s people had taken over two houses that straddled the wall, the top stories leaning over into each other so it was only a hop and a jump from the attic window of the house outside the wall to the attic window of the one on the inside.


Liliath had commandeered the largest chamber of the city-side house for her own use. Stretching across the entire fifth floor, part of it was temporarily set up as an iconer’s studio, with a long workbench situated against the biggest of the dormer windows, for the natural light. Though she did not anticipate staying in the house very long, Liliath had work to do, restoring icons that had suffered a little during her long sleep, particularly those that she had retrieved from the secret caches left by her followers when they first came to Lutace. Angels usually responded better to bright, clean representations.


A great four-poster bed with cloth of gold brocaded curtains occupied the other corner of the large chamber. The bed was fit for a queen and had, in fact, been a wedding gift to some princess of a century or so ago, who had died before the nuptials. It had been stolen from one of the minor, mostly unused royal hunting lodges outside the city, cleaned and finished with a new feather mattress and fine bedclothes. Of course, Liliath knew Bisc had procured such an imposing bed because he hoped to share it with her, but she had not yet chosen to let him do so. The greater the anticipation, the more he would feel under her sway.


Liliath was at the workbench, but she was not restoring an icon. Instead, she took out the one made by Brother Delfon again and leaned close to it, her slim fingers touching the gilded surface. She had started to summon Foraziel twice since she had left the temple of Saint Marguerite, but on both occasions had been interrupted, and the angel had taken advantage of her concentration being broken, proving unexpectedly recalcitrant and elusive.


So now she had to summon the angel in the city, where there were a great many more practitioners of angelic magic, many more angels actively summoned and present in the mortal world, and so a much greater risk of discovery, or curiosity. Liliath was not concerned with this as such, as she was well able to deal with the common run of angels, should some mage send one to investigate. But there was a small risk that Cardinal Duplessis herself might be sufficiently alarmed to summon Ashalael. In the Archangel’s own country, Ashalael would find Liliath in an instant, and she would be quickly overcome.


But Liliath considered the chance of this to be very small, because she had learned the current Cardinal who held the great icon of Ashalael was in her late forties but looked sixty or more, already greatly aged by her many summonings. She would not summon Ashalael lightly, probably not at all, save at great need. Liliath felt she could conduct her small workings and deceptions without attracting the Cardinal’s attention.


Of course, there were other risks. While the Cardinal might not dare to summon the patron Archangel of Sarance, there was a chance that more earthly agents might stumble upon Liliath, and she had not yet established a suitable identity to hide who she really was. If the Cardinal’s Pursuivants—as Her Eminence’s soldiers and secret agents were called—found Liliath now, in a safe house of the Night King, she would be hard put to escape without revealing her true identity. The process of becoming someone else, a sleight of hand to misdirect merely human attention, had already begun. But it was not yet done.


Despite the risk, Liliath told herself, she had to summon Foraziel. She could not bear to remain in ignorance of the names and locations of the four candidates.


Once again she frowned at the thought of there being only four but, as quickly, smoothed her forehead, knowing she must not dwell on this setback.


Keeping her fingertips on the icon, Liliath began the summoning. She did not rely on sheer strength of will to force an immediate connection as she usually did, but built the call slowly and more surreptitiously, as she had been taught long ago when she was a precocious child fawned on by her teachers in the temple and first called the Maid of Ellanda.


Foraziel, finder of lost things.


Foraziel, searcher of secrets.


Foraziel, Foraziel, come to my aid.


Slowly, ever so slowly, Liliath felt the angel’s presence draw near. The entity was suspicious, not wanting to be summoned, but she could not ignore the thread of power that flowed from Liliath to icon to the heavens where the angels dwelled.


Then he was caught. Trapped by Liliath’s fierce, concentrated will.


Foraziel. You will do my bidding. There are four in Lutace who bear the true essence of Palleniel within them. I must know their names and stations and where they are—


I cannot. It is forbidden. I—


You can. You must. If you fail, or retreat from the world before this task is done, the next summoning will be for your unmaking.


Liliath felt the shock and surprise of the angel as she realized Liliath spoke truly. Most angels were not aware their unmaking was even possible, but Foraziel did not doubt it now, unable to escape the shivering, crystal spear that was Liliath’s will. She did not know if any other mage had ever discovered that it was possible to end angels, and more.


Given it was always such a surprise to them, she doubted it.


Possibly the greater angels knew. Liliath was not absolutely sure if she could extinguish one of them, and did not wish to risk it. Even unmaking one of the Seraphim or Cherubim was a mighty task, though she had done it numerous times, taking their power into herself. First to become more than human, then to augment certain skills, and then several times more to armor herself against the effects of time, before her long not-quite death.


I obey, as I must. It is within my scope. Within the span of a single hour, I shall return with the knowledge you require.


“Go, then, and do not fail me,” said Liliath aloud, her voice harsh and strong.


There was a rush of wings, but as Foraziel was still present in the world, Liliath kept her fingers on the icon, so he should have no chance to slip away without finishing the task. She could dimly feel the angel flitting over the city, now here, now there, as he sought out the four Liliath had specified.


The next hour was spent in pleasant imaginings of the future. Though Liliath was sure to keep her fingers upon the icon, she was almost surprised when she felt Foraziel’s unseen presence, her mind absent elsewhere.


I return. I have found what you seek.


Liliath roused herself, bent her will, placed a sheet of thick, linen-rich paper next to the icon.


“Write their names!”


A tiny spark flared on the paper and began to move, leaving a blackened trail, slowly forming the letter “S” in a fine hand. Liliath hissed with impatience and felt Foraziel quail. The angel wrote faster, burning through the paper in his haste, having to quickly blot the tiny flames with unseen hands or the brush of wings or however it was angels interacted with the physical world. Still, the words were clear, whether the letters formed of burnt holes or blackened lines.




- Simeon MacNeel. A student of medicine, at the Hospital of Saint Jerahibim the Calm.


- Agnez Descaray. A cadet of the Queen’s Musketeers.


- Henri Dupallidin. A clerk in the service of the Cardinal.


- Dorotea Imsel. An icon-maker, student at the Belhalle.





Release me, begged Foraziel.


For a moment, a look of cruel exasperation flashed across Liliath’s face. She thought of punishment, extinguishment, absorption. But any of these would certainly alert angels both manifested here and in the heavens, and their human masters. It was tempting, but not sensible.


“Go,” she said, waving her hand in dismissal.


After the departure of Foraziel, Liliath put the angel’s icon into one of the drawers of the bureau next to her worktable. There were many more icons in the drawer, dozens of them, only a small proportion of the items she had carried in the special interior pockets of her habit, in the Saint’s Tomb.


Liliath studied the icons, then slowly shut and locked the drawer. She was tempted, as always, to summon angels merely to test her power over them, to relish their inability to refuse her commands. To test once more that she alone in all the world could remain unaffected by her use of angelic powers, drawing on the angels she had taken into herself rather than her own flesh and blood.


She would remain young and beautiful forever, no matter what she did.


A triple knock, pause, and single knock again at the door alerted her to the return of Biscaray. He was eager to do anything she asked and had put the entire Night Crew at her service: all the thieves, beggars, toshers, scarlatans, goods fishers, night filchers, brawlers, upside folk, and roof crawlers of Lutace. Her healing of him had made him a true believer. He had no doubt Liliath would lead his people back to Ystara. He was clearly also hoping that there he might wield real power, out of the shadows. She suspected he dreamed of becoming king in fact, imagining himself by her side as the new ruler of Ystara.


Only Bisc and the dozen Refusers who had been at the Temple of Saint Marguerite with him knew who Liliath really was. They had been sworn to secrecy and promised healing and riches from Liliath in return, as well as threats from Bisc that he would kill them if they talked. Even so, they remained a potential threat, so they had been kept close. None had returned to their previous criminal activities; all worked in the wall house now.


“Enter,” said Liliath. She stood up from her bench and smoothed down her tunic and breeches. Both were of dark burgundy satin, the tunic cut low, but she wore a wide collar of fine white lace trimmed with tiny diamonds that made it both more modest and more alluring, and the breeches high enough to show her ankles, her gold-heeled shoes accentuating the effect. Only a few icon rings remained on her hands, with another icon pinned to her dress as a brooch. Her long dark hair was gathered under a lace cap, also adorned with tiny diamonds.


The clothes had been bought with funds hidden long ago, like most of the icons in her bureau, for Liliath’s return. Though she had not anticipated her sleep would be quite so extensive, or that the refugee Ystarans would become a shunned underclass, the first generation of her followers had carried out her orders to the letter.


Biscaray had personally retrieved the contents of the two most important caches. She had allowed him to see what was inside the small chests he had brought back, astounding him with the wealth her order had brought out, in icons and gems, and coins, the fabulously heavy “double dolphin” gold nobles of Ystara.


One particular treasure from the main cache had absolutely staggered Biscaray. He’d recognized it at once, both for its almost incalculable worth and because it had been famously stolen from Queen Anne IV of Sarance one hundred and thirty-eight years before: a magnificent jeweled necklace of twelve icons known as the Queen’s Collar, or in the folk stories that had sprung up about its theft as the Twelve Diamond Icons, as each of the engraved icon plaques of gilded bronze were bordered with dozens of diamonds.


Liliath had enjoyed seeing his astonishment, and even more the magnification of that astonishment when she told him that she had arranged the theft because she needed to study the icons, which were of the twelve Principalities who served under Ashalael. More important for her purposes, they had been made by the infamous mage Chalconte, the first time engraved metal icons had been proved to work. These icons had been the beginning of the great mage’s descent into heresy, though they were not themselves considered heretical.


Liliath didn’t tell Bisc what she planned to do with the collar now. She wasn’t sure herself, though several plans were evolving, and her mind was constantly weighing up various possibilities.


Biscaray entered and bowed low. He wore a black leather mask, a lumpy, ill-fitting thing that suggested the scars underneath that were no longer there, complete with a smaller hole for his supposedly misshapen left eye. No one could know he had been healed, since this was impossible.


As was required by law, he wore the gray shirt, doublet, breeches, and cloak of a Refuser, but since returning to Lutace, his clothes had become of a finer cut and now featured a narrow band of black lace at the neck and cuffs, as much as, or perhaps a little more than, any former Ystaran refugee was allowed.


“Good evening, milady,” said Biscaray. He glanced toward the bed, and then away again, as if it were entirely by chance.


“Milady?” asked Liliath. She smiled and twirled an errant strand of hair that had escaped her cap. “Have I become an Alban noble?”


“If you so choose,” said Biscaray. He reached into his doublet and withdrew a sheaf of papers. “You asked me to find someone suitable for you to become, of noble birth, but not yet known at court.”


“I did,” said Liliath, smiling again.


“I have found three,” replied the Night King. “But the Alban is the best. Uh, I suppose you can speak Alban?”


“I can,” said Liliath, in Alban. She smiled, a cruel smile, remembering why this was so. One of the angels she had taken within her had been of the Alban host.


Biscaray, his eyes downcast before her, did not see the smile.


“Tell me who I am to be, my trusty knight,” said Liliath. She crossed the room and tapped him lightly on the shoulder, as if bestowing an accolade, before going past to look out the high window. She could see his blurred reflection in the thick, flawed glass, broken into nine squares.


“Lady Dehiems, a widow, aged twenty,” said Biscaray. “She arrived from Alba two days ago. Her agents bought old Lord Demaselle’s house a month ago. She is very wealthy, and under a cloud in Alba, her husband’s family believing she killed him in some underhanded way.”


“Did she?”


Biscaray shook his head.


“I doubt it. He was old, and she is beautiful.”


Liliath turned to look at him. He looked up at her fully for a moment, then down again, mumbling, “Not so beautiful as you. There is a good resemblance, her eyes and skin are dark, her height similar, but her hair is a dark chestnut, not black—”


“Easily matched,” said Liliath. “I can call upon Froudriel or Asaravael to do so. Or even simply rhubarb and henna.”


“She is the best of those we have found so far. It isn’t just her looks. She is rich, estranged from her husband’s family and from other Albans, as most nobles have adopted the belief she is a murderer. Politics.”


“Is she a mage?”


Biscaray shook his head. “Of no consequence, if anything. She wears an old icon, a cameo of Fermisiel—or so says Erril, I did not recognize the angel myself—”


“Erril? The hunchbacked woman? One of those at the temple?”


“Yes. She is the best of our scholars. If not born a Refuser, I think she would have been a great mage.”


“Yes. I remember her,” said Liliath. “Fermisiel is nothing. Her scope is color, to make old clothes bright again and the like. So. How many in this Lady Dehiems’s household?”


“The doorwarden, three maids, two grooms, a cook.”


“She brought an Alban cook to Lutace?”


Biscaray shrugged as if to say that when it came to food Albans were even more inexplicable than in their other strange habits.


“What are her connections here? Relatives? Friends?”


“None that we have found. She was originally from some country part of Alba, in the north. A noble family but fallen. Her beauty alone secured her marriage.”


“And you have seen her yourself? We really look enough alike?”


“More than enough, once you change your hair. Besides, she has not stirred from her new house. Few have seen her since she arrived. The crossing of the gulf made her sick, it seems, and she is prone to imagine herself ill.”


Liliath thought for a moment. This was a crucial point, where a misstep could have terrible consequences. But she had to assume some new identity, one that would enable her to move and plot and manipulate, to further the great plan. Besides, she did not want to continue living in one room of a criminal gang’s refuge, royal bed or not. In Ystara, her chambers in her temple had been as splendid as the King’s Palace in Cadenz.


“I may continue that. A sometime invalid, off and on … it would suit my purposes. But should she be well enough, she would be received at court?”


“Yes,” replied Biscaray. “As I said, a noble family, with royal connections in the past. And the suspicion of murder in Alba will help her here. The Queen is displeased with Alban posturing, and it is rumored that the traitor Deluynes—her former lover—sold the Queen’s letters to the Atheling. So … an enemy of the Atheling must be the Queen’s friend, no?”


“Is she of interest to the Cardinal? Have Her Eminence’s people paid her attentions?”


Liliath did not ask about the King. No one cared about King Ferdinand. Queen Sofia XIII notionally ruled Sarance, but her Chief Minister, Cardinal Duplessis, was in most cases the actual governor of the realm, the Queen rarely going against the Cardinal’s directives or advice. The King plotted against both, haphazardly, as was also traditional, and of little consequence.


“I do not think so,” said Biscaray. He sounded less sure of himself than he had before. “We have seen none of the Cardinal’s Pursuivants there, or the Queen’s Musketeers, or any of the other agents we know. But the Cardinal tends to perceive more than we would like.”


“She must not know about this!” snapped Liliath. “She must not know about me!”


“No,” agreed Biscaray. He paced forward and knelt in front of Liliath, his hands folded as if in prayer to an Archangel. “She will not. No one will. I will make sure of it.”


“I trust you will, my Biscaray,” said Liliath. She dangled one hand and let him kiss it, before moving back to the window again.


“Very well,” she continued. “Tonight.”


“Tonight?” asked Biscaray.


“Your people are ready?”


Biscaray inclined his head.


“Come here when it is done,” said Liliath. “Bring some of her clothes and jewelry.”


“It will be late. Before dawn.”


“I will be here,” said Liliath. She glanced at the bed, then back at Biscaray, and smiled again. “You have done well, Biscaray.”


“Thank you, milady,” he said.


“There is something else,” said Liliath. She gave him the paper with the four names burned on it, black and stark. “These four. I need to know all that can be discovered about them, their families, their lines of descent, where they come from. And they must be watched and guarded. Not too closely—they must not know. But they must be protected, kept safe from harm.”


Biscaray studied the list, frowning in puzzlement.


“What is their significance?” he asked. “They seem of little account.”


“You will see, in time,” said Liliath. “But it is of the highest importance they be watched and guarded well.”


“I will order it immediately,” said Biscaray. “Watchers and guards.”


Liliath gestured for him to rise and offered her hand to be kissed again. When he turned it over to kiss the inside of her wrist, she did not move away but instead caressed him lightly above the ear.


“When will you tell me what you plan?” asked Biscaray. “I do not understand why you want to become an Alban noblewoman, what part it can play in our return to Ystara, these four people …”


He tried to draw her closer, but she stepped back and drew herself up.


“I will tell you,” she said, but softly, her voice full of promise. “Something of my plans, at least. When it is time.”




PART II


The Four
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FOUR



Simeon Macneel was pondering the arrangement of the bones of thumb and wrist as he dissected a hand, so he didn’t hear the page’s first attempt to tell him he was summoned by Magister Delazan.
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