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CHAPTER ONE


It was still dark when Elizabeth rose, moving silently through the sleeping house. In the kitchen she stirred up the fire and lit a few candles—the cheap ones, the ones that were good enough for the hired help but that wouldn’t be tolerated in any of the grand rooms where the family dwelled. In a few minutes, she had the water boiling, the bread kneaded, and the porridge heating on the stove. The sun was beginning to make a sullen appearance over the horizon. By the look of the sky, heavy with fat-bellied clouds, this day would be as dreary as the one before, and the one before that.


And the one before that.


The field hands tramped in, their feet noisy but their mouths mostly silent, and settled themselves around the table. Elizabeth served them with a cool dispassion, nodding if one of them looked up and caught her eye but making no effort to converse or smile. Most of them had learned long ago that she wasn’t your average farm cook, willing to flirt with a handsome new hand, softened by wheedling, happy to put together a special meal or a late dinner just because some brawny but brainless man grinned at her. Most of them had tried flirting with her anyway, because there weren’t many diversions here on the sprawling farm. The nearest collection of buildings that called itself a town was a half-day’s ride, and to get anywhere remotely interesting, like Semorrah or Luminaux, took a full three days and a knapsack of provisions. But they had soon learned, if they wanted dalliance, they were better off saddling up and riding across the low Jordana foothills and into the Blue City.


Elizabeth herself hadn’t been to Luminaux in six months or more. The first few years she’d been at James’s farm, she had pined for the gaiety of that most beautiful and luxurious of cities, and she had taken whatever opportunities arose to travel there for a brief holiday. But she had no money, so she just felt bitter and envious as she strolled through the azure streets, staring into the shop windows; and she had no true joy in her heart, so the constant thrum and backbeat of the music pouring out of the cabarets did not lift her spirits or make her smile. Luminaux just reminded her of what she had lost or what she would never attain, and so it was best for her if she did not return to Luminaux. She would stay, instead, mired forever on this limitless farm in the unexciting foothills of southern Jordana, and wish her life away.


“I’d take some more of that bread, if you’ve got any,” one of the hands said in a neutral voice. Elizabeth nodded and cut another slice from the loaf.


“Anyone else?” she asked. A few murmurs of assent, so she continued cutting till the bread was gone.


“And some tea. Thanks,” said another man.


“Looks like another wet day,” someone observed.


“Damn hot for this time of year,” the first speaker grumbled. “Should have cooled off a bit by now.”


“Winter’ll come soon enough, and you’ll be wishing for weather this warm.”


She let them talk around her, not listening until they asked for something she could supply, scarcely noticing as they finished their meals and filed out past her. Personally, she did not care if it was hot or cold or wet or dry or summer or winter or day or night. It was all the same: dismal, dull, pointless.


She had been made for a life much better than this. She had been born for finer things. Sometimes she still lay awake at night, eyes wide open in the dark, fists clenched to her sides, unable to believe she had come to this.


“Elizabeth?” The use of her name caught her off guard. She had turned to the oven to set the fresh loaves in to bake, and she’d thought she was alone in the kitchen. In fact, one man remained, a rangy, seedy field worker who’d been at the farm about three months. He hadn’t entirely learned the lesson about flirting with the cook, for he still gave her a warm, private smile from time to time as if to remind her of some stolen kiss or illicit midnight tryst. His name was Bennie. She supposed it was short for Benjamin, but no one called him by the more elegant name. Bennie. As if she would ever consider someone with a name like that.


“What is it?” she asked somewhat warily, crossing her arms over her chest to underscore her unapproachability.


He smiled anyway and leaned back against the table as if prepared to perch there and gossip awhile. “His lordship’s asked me to take a little trip tomorrow,” Bennie said. James was hardly a lord, not like the wealthy merchants in the river cities; sometimes the field hands called him that as a joke, because James was so pretentious. “Thought you might want to come.”


Elizabeth could feel her features tighten in distaste. “I don’t believe it would be appropriate for me to travel under your escort,” she said repressively.


He grinned. “Put that in plain language. You mean, you wouldn’t be caught dead riding anywhere with me?”


His hair was black and unkempt, though it fell over his forehead with a sort of roguish charm. He was thin and wiry, but tall, and his demeanor suggested he had always had good luck with women. Not this woman. Elizabeth drew herself a little farther away. “I don’t have any time off coming to me,” she said. “Angeletta doesn’t like it when I’m gone from the kitchen. So. Thank you, but I can’t.”


“Don’t you even want to know where I’m going?” he coaxed.


“Luminaux, I suppose.”


He shook his head. “Better.”


For a moment she was tempted. “Semorrah?” The fabulous river city of white spires and soaring architecture was the most beautiful spot in Samaria, as far as Elizabeth was concerned, and she had not been there in nearly five years. But no. She would be even more unhappy there than she would be in Luminaux.


Bennie was smiling more widely and shaking his head more emphatically. “Not Semorrah, either. Even better.”


She couldn’t think of any place better than Semorrah. “I can’t guess, then. Probably someplace I wouldn’t want to go.”


He cocked his head to one side. “Cedar Hills,” he said.


She felt her hands fall limply to her sides and her mouth grow loose with desire. Cedar Hills. The angel hold still under construction in central Jordana. It was rumored to be a place of great sweetness and charm—not as artistically rich as Luminaux or as beautiful as Semorrah, but filled with life and laughter and music and hope.


And with angels. Overrun with angels. The most magnificent creatures in the world.


Elizabeth had only met an angel once in her life, when she was a little girl, when her mother had taken her to Semorrah to be fitted for a dress for some cousin’s wedding. They had stayed in the house of a river lord who was friends with Elizabeth’s father, and they had found that an angel was among the houseguests. He had been exceptionally tall, with thick golden hair and a sonorous voice, but all Elizabeth could really focus on were his wings. They trailed behind him wherever he walked like a commanding, ghostly presence, glowing with a life and sentience of their own. She had been consumed by a desire to sneak up behind him and run her fingers across their silky surfaces, but of course her mother had made sure she did no such thing. Touch an angel’s wings, indeed! Such presumption was not allowed. The angel had been gracious, though; he had spoken courteously to her mother and kindly to Elizabeth herself, bending down from his great height to look her solemnly in the eyes. It had been the most terrifying and spectacular moment of her life to that point.


She still had not experienced anything to rival the moment an angel pronounced her name.


“Elizabeth?” Bennie said again.


She shook her head to clear away something—memories, or regrets, or the accumulated misery of the past five years. “Yes. I heard you. Cedar Hills.”


“Wouldn’t you like to go? Surely you can find some reason that will satisfy her ladyship. Something you need in Cedar Hills that can’t be found anywhere else.”


“I don’t—what’s in Cedar Hills that can’t be found in Luminaux? She’ll never agree to let me go.”


He raised an eyebrow. “But you’d like to?”


She opened her mouth and then shut it. Acting like a stupid girl, seduced by promises, and in front of Bennie, of all people. “I would love to see Cedar Hills,” she said in a voice that she tried to make frosty and dignified. “But I feel certain I won’t be able to accompany you there tomorrow.”


He shrugged and straightened up. “Well, if you change your mind before tomorrow morning, just let me know.”


“When are you leaving?” she couldn’t help asking.


“First light or before. In fact, if you could make me up a packet of food tonight, and just leave it here on the table for me, I’d be most obliged.”


“How long will the trip take?”


“Three days, I imagine. Longer if the weather’s bad.”


“What are you going to be doing in Cedar Hills?”


He grinned at her. “Supplying food to the hold. Isn’t that nice? His lordship negotiated a deal with Nathan over the summer. So I imagine I’ll be heading off to Cedar Hills pretty often, once the whole harvest is in. Me or someone else, that is.”


She felt her heart skip a beat. “So if I don’t go with you tomorrow, I could go some other time. Maybe. If Angeletta doesn’t mind.”


“Well, you could,” he said impudently, “if the offer was still open.”


She felt herself flush. “Yes, well, I—of course, if you didn’t want company I wouldn’t—”


Now he laughed. “But I’d probably take you any time you decided to go. Pretty boring trip for a man alone.”


“I don’t know that my company would make it any more tolerable,” she said in an icy voice.


He laughed again. “Oh, I don’t think you’re so cold as you’d like us all to think,” he said cheerfully. “You’re just unhappy. Tell you a few jokes, make you laugh, I think you’d warm up soon enough.”


She was both furious and disgusted, but she didn’t want to show either emotion. She didn’t want him to rescind the offer, even though she couldn’t think of a single way for her to accept it. Angeletta would never let her traipse off to Cedar Hills for a pleasure jaunt! To be gone a week or more, for no reason except that her heart craved beauty! There would be no way to explain it. No way to convince Angeletta that Elizabeth needed to go to Cedar Hills, required it the way everyone else required a certain amount of food and water, and a healthy exposure to sun. Even if Elizabeth could come up with a good enough reason, she thought it would take more than a day to convince Angeletta to let her go and to find someone else to cover the kitchen while Elizabeth was gone.


Still, she might think of something. She might come up with a plan. She did not want to alienate Bennie at this juncture, in case he might be of use to her in the future.


So she contented herself with saying, with a touch of rue, “I’m not a lighthearted young girl. I don’t think jokes and smiles will really have that great an effect.”


He leaned a little closer, still smiling but with a certain kindness in his face. “No, you’re not a lighthearted girl,” he repeated softly. “But you’re still a young woman. You can’t be more than twenty-five.”


She gave a hollow laugh. He was right by a few months; she had had an unremarked birthday in the spring. “You think so? I feel like I’m about a hundred.”


“That’s what a hard life will do to you,” he said with easy sympathy. “Look at me! I look about fifty, but I’m barely thirty.”


He was grinning again, and she knew this for a lie. He was probably a year or two past fifty, in fact, and looked every day of it. But the lines around his eyes didn’t seem as if they’d come from years of suppressed anger and want. In fact, he didn’t appear as if he’d worried about much of anything during those fifty years, just moved amiably from event to event without much care for where each experience might take him. That was a skill she could envy, as long as she was envying everything else.


“I’m sorry your life has been difficult,” she said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.


“Not as difficult as yours, I’d wager,” he said, turning and heading toward the door. “You can tell me about it tomorrow on the way.”


“But I won’t be able to go with you tomorrow,” she called after him, a note of wistfulness in her voice.


He stopped with his hand on the door and grinned at her. “Oh,” he said, “I think you will.”


Elizabeth spent the whole rest of the day trying to think of a way to join Bennie on the trip to Cedar Hills. Every excuse she came up with sounded preposterous, even to her ears, and she couldn’t imagine trying to use one to convince Angeletta. She needed more time. She needed better ideas.


She needed to be answerable to anybody but Angeletta.


If her circumstances had been even a little less dire when she had arrived at James’s place five years ago, Angeletta would not have been the bane of her existence. For the farm wife was the worst kind of social schemer, a transplanted Manadavvi woman who clearly thought she had come down in the world by marrying a Jordana landowner, no matter how rich. Angeletta had set about making the property a show-place, renovating the large but rather plain house, furnishing it with Luminaux treasures, and throwing grand parties once a year that were attended by all the Jordana elite. Angeletta’s stated goal was to work her way into the social strata of Cedar Hills, to be welcomed there by the host, Nathan, and his wife, Magdalena. Hence, no doubt, James’s deal to supply produce to the angel hold. Quite possibly there were other negotiations in the works.


Angeletta had not been the kind of woman to welcome into her household an orphan girl whose parents were distantly related to her husband. She thought James’s antecedents were questionable enough without having to explain away the presence of an awkward and destitute young relative. It didn’t matter to her that Elizabeth’s parents had been wealthy people of some standing before her father had lost everything in a series of bad investments with the Jansai. It didn’t matter to her that Elizabeth didn’t have another soul in the world to care for her. It didn’t matter to her that Elizabeth was homeless, motherless, fatherless, penniless. Angeletta would not treat her as a daughter or a sister or a cousin. Angeletta would take her in as a servant—and James, after a few halfhearted arguments, had agreed.


Elizabeth hated Angeletta with all her heart, but she despised her cousin James. Weak-willed, stupid, vain, and ambitious, he was a man who had given over his whole life into his wife’s control. Once Elizabeth had been relegated to the role of hired help, James went out of his way to avoid her, never coming to the kitchen, never lingering in the dining room or any public room where Elizabeth might come on him by chance. He had given her a place to stay and some certainty that it would be hers for life, but he had not given her a home. He had given her nothing she could really value.


For the first year of her tenure at the farm, Elizabeth had comforted herself with the belief that everything would change soon. One of her mother’s friends would remember her existence, would invite her to come live in her gracious Semorran home. Her father’s niece would track her down in Jordana and swoop upon the farmhouse, calling out, “For shame!” when she saw how Elizabeth had been treated. Or—an even better dream—one of the rich landholders who attended Angeletta’s parties would bring his handsome son along, and the bored young man would wander out into the gardens, where Elizabeth would be resting after a long day of working in the kitchen to prepare the day’s feast. He would sit beside her, and tell her stories, and catch sight of her features in the moonlight, and be struck dumb by her charm and beauty….


But none of these things had happened, not in any of the years that Elizabeth had been hidden away in this green, gentle prison. She had lost all hope of being rescued. She had begun to wonder what she could do to rescue herself.


More than once it had occurred to her that she could hire herself out as a cook somewhere else—on a nearby ranch, for instance, or even in one of the hotels in Semorrah or Luminaux. She had learned how to cook for twenty or more people at a time, and—though she hated to do it—she could work as hard as anyone. Angeletta paid her virtually no wage, considering her room and board to be salary enough, and Elizabeth was pretty certain she could earn something far more satisfying at almost any venue.


But she did not want to be a cook. She did not want to be a servant of any kind. She wanted to be a titled lady, or a pampered wife, or even just an indulged young daughter in someone’s house. Why should she have to work at all? Why had Jovah been so cruel to her?


She had not missed her father at all when he died, drowned in an unfortunate boating accident in the waters between Semorrah and the Bethel coast. He had not been around the house that much; he was a remote and somewhat severe figure in her life. But her mother’s death had hit her hard, for they had always had the closest of relationships. They had already moved from the big house, the house she had grown up in, to the small house, the one that was too tiny to afford any privacy and that was too close to the neighboring butcher shop to ever smell entirely clean. Elizabeth had already been unhappy and petulant, unable to understand why they had no money, why they could not afford silk shawls and fancy candies, why she could not see her friends from Castelana and Velora. Coming home one afternoon to find her mother feverish and delirious in her small bedroom had been the greatest shock of Elizabeth’s life. But even then, she had not known what terrible changes that illness had portended. If she had, she sometimes thought, she would have crawled in under those hot sheets next to her mother’s restless body and hoped to contract whatever fatal disease had struck her mother down. She would rather have died than live the way she was living now.


But if she could get to Cedar Hills …


Moving through the kitchen without conscious volition, scarcely aware of what she was doing, Elizabeth cleaned the dishes and wiped down the table and rolled out another loaf of bread. But her thoughts were not on her work. If she could get to Cedar Hills …


There was no possible excuse she could fashion that would be good enough for Angeletta. But what if she did not tell Angeletta she was going? What if she merely left? Could Angeletta turn her away at the door when she returned? Wouldn’t James, contemptible creature that he was, insist that Elizabeth be readmitted to the house? She was, after all, a blood relation; he would not let her starve in the ditches of southern Jordana.


Elizabeth’s hands paused in the act of mixing dough. What if she left the house without the intention of returning?


Methodically, her hands resumed their motions, but her mind was racing elsewhere. She had a little money set by—not much, but enough to live on for a few weeks, she was sure. She could take every coin and copper with her on this journey. She could get a job in Cedar Hills, she knew she could. She would cook, or do laundry, or watch children, or anything else that was offered. She would take a job in Cedar Hills, and she would discover a way to meet an angel….


At this point in her meditations, Elizabeth shivered. Even she was a little aghast at the direction her thoughts were taking. Angels were rare, mystical, divine creatures that should be admired from afar; they were the great winged messengers that carried the hopes and prayers of humans to the ears of the god Jovah. They were shaped like men and women, true, and they lived among humans on the earth, but they were not to be viewed as mortals were, or treated as human in any way.


Still, angels had to mate with humans in order to reproduce. Everybody knew that. So angels needed humans—for some things, at least, at some times in their lives.


Elizabeth set aside the shaped loaf and began to pour more ingredients into her metal bowl. A mortal woman who bore an angel child was welcomed into the hold forever. She could live there while her child was raised, and after—for as long as she liked. Perhaps she might be lucky enough to bear more than one angel child, and so become especially treasured by these divine beings.


Perhaps she would be lucky enough to actually spark true love in the heart of an angel.


Elizabeth was not stupid. She knew all about the wretched women who lived near the three holds, attempting to ensnare and seduce an angelic consort. No one had anything flattering to say about these desperate creatures, these angel-seekers, as they were called. Yet everyone forgot how manipulative and pathetic they seemed as soon as they produced those tiny winged shapes from their wombs. Anyone might mock an angel-seeker, but everyone cherished the mother of an angel. Such a woman would be honored till the end of her days.


I will go to Cedar Hills, Elizabeth thought. And I will find an angel who will fall in love with me. And everything will be different then.




CHAPTER TWO


It was still dark as Elizabeth moved silently through the kitchen. Three loaves of bread, some strips of dried meat, apples, jugs of water—they all took up more space than she expected, and she had to fill two baskets instead of the one she was intending. Her own clothing had taken up two dilapidated bags instead of one, but she hadn’t wanted to leave behind anything precious. She had to take it all with her now, because she was never coming back to this place.


She heard the wagon pull up to the kitchen door, the creak of wood and metal, the complaining whicker of the horses, Bennie’s soft voice raised in admonition. A few moments later he pushed open the door and stepped inside, his body dark and strangely elongated in the insufficient light of two candles.


He nodded at the baskets on the table. “I see you’re coming with me, then,” he said. “More there than one man could eat in two weeks on the road.”


“Yes,” Elizabeth said, and didn’t embroider her answer.


He glanced around. “You’ll have your own bag somewhere. Where is it? I’ll toss it in the wagon.”


Soundlessly, she pointed at the two frayed pieces of luggage. He laughed so loudly she had to make a shushing sound.


“You must plan to change your clothes more often than I do while we’re traveling,” he said cheerfully, bending over to pick them up.


“I didn’t know what I might need,” she said sulkily. “I just thought—I’d bring everything.”


“Fine by me,” he said, and went out through the door again.


Elizabeth glanced around the kitchen once more to see if there was anything she’d forgotten. The extra loaves of bread were cooling on the window shelf—a start on breakfast for the hungry field hands who would be arriving within the half hour. She’d also prepared an egg and sausage dish in advance. It would be cold by the time the workers arrived, but they’d eat it anyway without complaining, and go on out into the fields without rousing the rest of the house. Not till James and Angeletta came downstairs an hour or two later would anyone realize, or care, that the cook was no longer in the kitchen.


She picked up both baskets and went out.


It was cooler than she’d expected, but that was just fine; she was wearing her wool jacket, because it was too bulky to pack, and she didn’t want to leave it behind. The sky was just beginning to lighten in the east, though it looked more as if the black was shredding wearily away than that any gold was pouring enthusiastically over the horizon. The air smelled as clean as winter snow.


“Just hand those to me and climb on in, if you can make it by yourself,” Bennie directed, and Elizabeth passed over the baskets. She clambered up to the high driver’s seat, grateful to find it padded, and settled herself as best she could. The two horses hitched to the wagon did not even turn their heads to check out her fresh weight and what it might mean for their labors over the next three days.


In a few minutes, Bennie vaulted in beside her and gathered up the reins. He gave her a sly smile that she made no effort to return.


“Got everything? Then I suppose we’re off,” he said and clucked to the horses.


The first hour passed agreeably enough. A consumptive sun rose reluctantly to spread their way with light, and soon it was hot enough to make Elizabeth take off her jacket. Bennie talked casually and incessantly, but for some reason he did not annoy her. His voice was soothing, almost, as it skipped over topics ranging from corn harvesting to travel through the mountains during the rainy season. She didn’t pay much attention, but it was impossible not to gather certain facts about his life and his attitudes. He had traveled a great deal, it seemed, and lived just about everywhere: Luminaux, Castelana, even the Jansai city of Breven, where very few strangers were welcome. He didn’t care much for farmwork and didn’t think he’d stay for long at the farm. He’d been considering heading over to the Eyrie, the angel hold in northern Bethel, and seeing if he could pick up any work in the neighboring city of Velora. Or he might fall in with an Edori tribe and travel for awhile with them.


“Edori!” Elizabeth exclaimed, her attention finally caught. “You have friends among the Edori?”


He shrugged and grinned. “Everyone has friends among the Edori if they give it even a little bit of effort,” he said. “Friendliest creatures in the world.”


“We used to have an Edori slave who worked with me in the kitchen,” Elizabeth said. “Angeletta had to free her, though, once Gabriel said no one could have slaves anymore.”


“Well, the Archangel Gabriel is one sanctimonious and haughty son of a bitch, but I do agree with him about the Edori,” Bennie said comfortably.


Elizabeth was shocked to hear anyone speak so slightingly of the Archangel, but what she commented on was his remark about the Edori. “But everyone kept Edori slaves when I was a little girl,” she said. “Even my mother.”


He glanced down at her with a little smile. “And that makes it right? You might have felt differently about the idea of slavery if the Jansai were scooping up redheaded girls with big green eyes.”


“My hair isn’t red, it’s auburn,” she said, so annoyed that she turned her head away and ended the conversation. It wasn’t as if she’d said she approved of slavery; it was just that she’d never thought about it. She scarcely could recall the Edori woman whom her mother had owned before they grew too poor to keep her, but Angeletta’s Edori slave was a more recent memory. She had been quiet, kind, and unhappy, and she and Elizabeth had managed to work together courteously without forming any kind of real bond. Nonetheless, Elizabeth had missed her when she was freed. At times, the Edori voice had been the only friendly one she had heard for days at a stretch.


But all that would change, and change soon. She was on her way to Cedar Hills now.


Bennie was talking again, but she didn’t listen. Instead, she squirmed on her seat, trying to find a more comfortable position, and let her eyelids close. A working girl never got enough rest. In about five minutes, she was fast asleep.


That first day, they stopped three times to have a meal or, as Bennie said, “relieve ourselves of accumulated distresses.” By noon, the day had warmed considerably, though the sun never did burn away the lumpy clouds, and the air around them felt thick and muggy. Elizabeth was listless, drugged by the motion of the cart, the heaviness of the air, and the monotony of the journey.


It was close to nightfall by the time they came across a small town at the crossroads of two fairly major roads. A market town, no doubt, bustling and overfull on trading days, but quiet enough now. Bennie turned the wagon down what looked to be the largest street and carefully negotiated the uneven surface.


“Got a voucher for a room at a place called Bart’s Tavern,” Bennie told her. “His lordship has traded with this Bartholomew for years, so they tell me back on the farm. Keep your eye out, because I don’t have any idea where it might be. Maybe I should have turned on that little street back there.”


Elizabeth dutifully straightened on the bench and watched the buildings march past. Most of them looked like small homes or grocers’ stalls, but she supposed any one of them could have doubled as a tavern if its guests didn’t care much for roomy accommodations. She had never stayed in such a place, of course. When she had traveled with her mother, they had slept at the homes of friends or in the most elegant hotels of Velora and Luminaux. The few times she had made the trip into Luminaux in Angeletta’s company, they had also stayed at the finest inns on the road between the ranch and the Blue City. Angeletta had been condescending about it, but she had allowed Elizabeth to sleep on a cot in her own room, as she was unwilling to pay for separate accommodations for Elizabeth, and of course Elizabeth had no money of her own.


She sat bolt upright on the bench and experienced a moment of complete revulsion.


“Ah. There it is. Small enough sign, wouldn’t you say, not like they must be expecting a lot of business. Don’t see a stable out back—well, damnation. I suppose we’d better carry in all our bags and then I’ll take the horses back to the stables at the edge of town. You can stay here and settle everything in.”


Elizabeth turned to him, mute with dismay.


“What?” he said, pulling the horses to a halt in front of a reasonably well-kept three-story building. “Did you see someone you know? Feel a sudden pain? You don’t like this place? I have to tell you, I didn’t see any better options as we were driving through town.”


“I don’t think—I can’t—”


He waited a moment in kind patience. “You don’t want to stop here for the night?” he said. “We could drive on, but I’m dead beat, and I don’t know where the next inn might be found. I suppose we could do better, but I don’t mind saying, we could do much worse.”


“I can’t pay for a room,” she said baldly.


Bennie burst out laughing. “No, of course you can’t. I’d be surprised if you could pay to buy yourself a glass of ale. I’ve got the voucher. We’ll share the room.”


She was both embarrassed and furious—unable to believe she had been so stupid as to put herself in this position. She was even more angry when her voice quavered as she spoke, though she tried hard to keep its tones cold. “I know I have appeared to be very shameless, coming away with you like this, but I did not intend—I’m not the kind of woman—”


He still sounded reprehensibly amused. “You don’t want to buy a bed with your body?” he said. “I never thought you would. Jovah kiss you, child, you’re young enough to be my daughter.”


Her eyes lifted quickly to his face. “Then I can safely believe you will not expect—”


“I’m not saying I’d turn you away if you were willing,” he said. He flung up a hand to signal a middle-aged man who stepped through the doorway, an inquiring look on his face. “Daughter’s age or no. But I never thought I was going to get any more than your conversation on the journey. So you can worry about other things, as long as you’re set on worrying.”


It was a struggle to say the words, but he deserved them. “Thank you.”


Bennie swung himself down from the wagon. “Don’t mention it! Hello, my man, are you Bart? I’ve a voucher here from James Overman. I believe it will secure me a room for the night—”


In a remarkably short period of time, Elizabeth and all their luggage had been escorted to a room on the second floor. She inspected it while Bennie went off to settle the horses for the night. The floor was uneven but clean, the roof was low, the bed was wide and rather hard. She sat gingerly on one edge of the mattress and wondered if Bart would bring them a cot. Or if she would have to curl up on the floor, perhaps on top of this quilt. Nothing would induce her to sleep on the bed beside Bennie, no matter how innocent his intentions.


She had washed her face and combed her hair when Bennie reappeared, a thick comforter folded over his arm. “Not so bad,” he approved, looking quickly around the room. “Not that we’re likely to get too attached to it in any case, since we’ll be gone by morning. Bart gave me something to make up my own bed,” he added, and proceeded to lay out the comforter on the floor.


“You can have the bed,” Elizabeth offered, coming quickly to her feet. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”


“Ha,” he said. “I will take one of those pillows, though.”


She tossed one to him. “I will. Really.”


He turned to face her. “I might not look like a proud man,” he said, “but I’ve got more pride than that. Are you hungry? They’ve got a public room downstairs, and the food smells mighty good. Our voucher covers the price of a meal, too. His lordship must be shipping some awfully fine produce to Bartholomew.”


It didn’t seem worth arguing about anymore. Elizabeth nodded, picked up a shawl in case it was chilly in the public room, and followed Bennie out the door.


The next two days followed much the same pattern. Bennie drove the wagon and talked, Elizabeth sat beside him and either listened or dreamed. Once in a while, impelled by boredom or curiosity, she asked him a few questions and listened to his answers, but he didn’t seem to care if she participated in the conversations or not. The weather neither worsened nor improved, which Bennie said was a blessing. Elizabeth wrinkled her nose.


“A blessing? It’s cold in the mornings and hot enough to make me sweat in the afternoon, and we’ve seen nothing but ugly clouds for three days in a row.”


“Yes, but trust me, you’d rather not be traveling in straight sunlight. You’re both hot and half-blind by the time you arrive at your destination. And if you’d ever traveled in rain, well, all I can say is, you wouldn’t be complaining now.”


She had taken off her jacket well before lunchtime, and now, in the full heat of late afternoon, she was rolling up her shirtsleeves. “You’re right. I wouldn’t want to travel in rain,” she said.


He handed her the reins. “Here, just hold on to these a moment. That looks good,” he said, and proceeded to roll up his own sleeves all the way to the shoulders of his shirt. “Thank you, lady,” he said, taking back the reins.


She couldn’t help glancing over at him, at the crystal knob in his right arm that had been exposed by the elimination of the sleeve. On the seedy Bennie, even the divine crystal looked rakish and unkempt.


“You’ve got a Kiss,” she observed.


He glanced down at the implant as if he’d never noticed it before. “I do, at that. I suppose you’ve got one as well?”


She turned slightly on the seat, so he could see the identical feature set into her own right arm. Even in the spare sunlight, the glasslike node took on a certain luminescence, sparkling with refraction. “Yes. My mother says I wasn’t even a day old before they took me to the priest to have it installed. I never thought it did me much good, though.”


Bennie grinned. “What good is it supposed to do you? They say that Jovah uses it to track your movements, so I suppose it means he’s watched over me all these years, but I have to say I haven’t really been aware of him looking down at me at any particular moment.”


“Yes, but that’s not all a Kiss does,” Elizabeth said.


He looked down at her again, his face amused. “Ah. Some secret romantic ability, I’m guessing.”


She flushed in irritation and answered a little sulkily. “It’s not a secret. They say when you meet your true love for the first time, the Kiss in your arm flares with light. That’s how you know you’re meant to be together.”


Bennie eyed the acorn-sized nodule nestled in his flesh. “That I did not know,” he said. “So all these years I’ve been wasting my time with women who didn’t cause my Kiss to light up like a wedding celebration? Although, I have to say, I’ve enjoyed some of those liaisons, Kiss or no, and I’m not so sure I would have been willing to pass them up.”


She looked away. “I’m sure you made the choices that were right for you.”


“And has this phenomenon ever happened to you?” he asked.


“Of course not,” she said with dignity. “Or I would still be with the man the god had selected for me.”


He laughed. “You know, I consider myself a god-fearing man. I try to live a good life. I try to be harmless. I try to do a kind deed from time to time. I say a prayer to Jovah when I’m afraid or grateful. I’ve even traveled out to see the Gloria once or twice, because it’s a fine thing to watch all the angels of Samaria gather together and sing to their god. But I can’t say that I believe Jovah is all that interested in what goes on in my life on a daily basis. I don’t think he cares who I love. I don’t think it matters to him at all.”


“You’re wrong,” Elizabeth said. “Jovah cares about all of us.”


He glanced down at her, and for a moment she could read the words trembling in his mouth: Then why hasn’t he taken better care of you? But he did not say them. He just clucked to the horses and urged them to move at a little faster pace. “Glad to hear it,” he said at last. “We could all use a little extra care.”


They arrived at Cedar Hills late on that third day. Elizabeth had been dozing in the wagon but woke up when they pulled within sight of the angel hold laid out on one of the open plains of central Jordana.


At first she was disappointed. Cedar Hills looked like nothing so much as an extremely prosperous market town. Its collection of buildings appeared to encompass schools and shops and expensive homes spread over a dozen acres of unexceptional lowland. It was pretty enough, with patches of green scattered throughout the central area, and a few quite detailed fountains creating a sense of light and motion, but it did not look extraordinary. It did not look like a place angels would view from their great soaring heights and choose to settle in.


“Are you sure this is it?” Elizabeth asked.


Bennie laughed. “What were you expecting?”


She waved her hands. “Something more—magnificent. Something high and remote, on a great mountain.”


“You’ve got to go to the Eyrie for that,” Bennie replied, unimpressed. “It’s high on a mountain, and you can’t get to it unless an angel carries you up from Velora. Used to be, Windy Point was even worse, but it’s gone now. Sheered away from the mountain when Gabriel called down a thunderbolt.”


“Yes, I know….” she said absently, still looking around her. Well, of course Windy Point was gone. That was why Cedar Hills had been built in the first place, because Gabriel had destroyed the hold of the evil Archangel Raphael. Elizabeth remembered how shocked Angeletta had been when they heard the news about the annihilation of Windy Point. It had been Angeletta’s dream to be invited to that remote, inhospitable mountain stronghold, and now it had disappeared from the earth.


And in its place we have this? Elizabeth thought with some disappointment. Each of the three provinces had to have its own angel compound, so Gabriel and his brother, Nathan, had chosen this location to build a new hold in Jordana. Gone the majesty and the mystery of a mountain retreat! Anyone could get to Cedar Hills, any carter with a load of produce, any farmer with a complaint about his taxes.


Any angel-seeker with no dowry but hope and audacity.


“But where do the angels live?” she demanded. “I don’t see any place grand enough for them.”


“I don’t know where they live, precisely,” Bennie murmured, pointing upward, “but I see one flying even now.”


Elizabeth quickly lifted her head to see, and her breath caught in her throat. Above them, but lazily descending, an angel shape made a fantastical pattern against the sky. The heretofore disobliging sun chose this moment to shine a little more brightly, outlining the graceful, impossible wings, the straight, muscular body, the halo of yellow hair. The angel lifted his wings with a slow, effortless motion, then lowered them as nonchalantly as a girl would lower her comb after unsnarling her tangled hair. He spiraled down like the embodiment of grace. The instant his feet touched the ground, he paused a moment, as if remembering what it felt like to be earthbound again, then strode forward a few paces. Within moments, he had disappeared inside a dark brick building and was lost to their sight.


Elizabeth turned to Bennie, her eyes so wide she thought she might be able to see the whole world at once. “An angel,” she breathed.


“That’s the major product here in Cedar Hills,” he agreed.


“I’m so glad I came here.”




CHAPTER THREE


Obadiah flew from the Eyrie to Cedar Hills in two days, cursing himself the whole way.


He had been glad enough to accept this commission from Gabriel, glad enough to leave the Eyrie, but he had been stupid enough to want to say good-bye to Rachel. And he was not sure he could fly fast enough or far enough to outdistance his regrets.


He had managed to be gone from the Eyrie much of the time over the past eighteen months, a time of slow rebuilding throughout Samaria. Everything had changed since that terrible and wonderful Gloria, when power had shifted from Raphael to Gabriel and the god had brought down Mount Galo in a ferocious display of power. Nearly a third of the angels in all Samaria had been destroyed that day—as well as dozens of merchants, Jansai, landholders, and power mongers of the three provinces—and help was needed everywhere. Obadiah had always been the first one to volunteer to join the task force in Semorrah, the angel council at Monteverde, the merchants’ convocation in Luminaux. He had made himself useful. He had kept himself occupied.


It still had been hard to overlook how deeply Rachel had fallen in love with her husband, after all those months of seeming to despise him. And Obadiah was glad of that, truly he was. He admired the Archangel Gabriel more than he admired any man living or dead. Gabriel deserved a strong and passionate wife. It was just that Obadiah had this tendre for the angelica, a tenderness and an affection that couldn’t be subdued and wouldn’t go away. It was hard for Obadiah not to hate Gabriel just a little when he felt such longing for Rachel.


And Rachel, damn her, knew it.


Gabriel, Obadiah supposed, did not.


The Archangel had called Obadiah to his room a week ago to talk over the troubles in Breven. Even sitting relaxed in a specially fashioned chair, Gabriel appeared to be standing bolt upright on some high mountaintop, watching the landscape below him with an unwavering attention. The events of the past two years showed on Gabriel’s austere face. His black hair had silvered at the temples; his fierce blue eyes were accented with lines at the far corners. But there was no weariness in Gabriel. There was no abatement of intensity. He still had the force and conviction of a righteous man who had become the personal confidante of the god.


“You sent for me?” Obadiah asked, stepping inside the room.


Gabriel nodded. “Please. Sit down. I’m facing a problem.”


He had faced nothing but problems since becoming Archangel, Obadiah reflected, but none of them had proved stronger than his will. “Well, if it’s something you can’t handle without my help, it must be dreadful indeed,” Obadiah joked, settling himself in an opposite chair.


Gabriel smiled only faintly at that. “It’s Breven,” he said without preamble. “Or, actually, all the Jansai, but Breven is where the discontent is the greatest.”


Obadiah nodded, waiting for more information. The Jansai were a nomadic, opportunistic people who traveled the length and breadth of Samaria, selling goods and services. They were the lifeblood of Samarian commerce, but they were not entirely trustworthy, and Gabriel had always had an uneasy relationship with them. Raphael had made friends with the Jansai, had turned his back on their misdeeds, and encouraged them as they began a systematic enslavement of the Edori people.


Several Jansai leaders had perished with Raphael when Jovah leveled Mount Galo, but that wasn’t the only hardship to occur among the Jansai since Gabriel had taken over as Archangel. By freeing all the Edori, Gabriel had completely destroyed the Jansai’s most lucrative source of income. Breven, the haphazard and ramshackle city in eastern Jordana that all the wandering Jansai occasionally called home, was in deep financial distress. The Jansai caravans that had always crisscrossed Samaria, selling every staple and luxury produced in the three provinces, had grown tattered and unreliable. It was no wonder, thought Obadiah, that the Jansai were exhibiting discontent.


“Do you know Uriah? He stepped forward to take Malachi’s place when Malachi was lost at Galo,” Gabriel said.


“Middle-aged, heavyset, small eyes, snarling manner,” Obadiah said lightly. “I know him.”


Gabriel snorted. “You have just described the whole Jansai race,” the Archangel said caustically. “But that’s him. He has sent me a letter full of threats.”


Obadiah’s brows rose. “Threatening you? With what? What does he think he could do to harm you?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not me personally. The welfare of the realm. He is offering to withhold the caravans from all commerce, to prove to me—and, I suppose, everyone—how necessary the Jansai are to our survival. Worse than that, he is threatening to turn the Jansai into vandals, sending the caravans out, but with malicious intent, to small country farms and isolated holdings.”


Obadiah pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. “Vicious, but ultimately unproductive,” he decided. “How will that solve the Jansai woes? It will just make people hate them more.”


Gabriel gave him a wintry smile. “He feels no tactic is too desperate to gain attention for the Jansai plight,” he said. “Though I agree with you that this particular ploy would seem to be counterproductive.”


“Well, he must want a concession from you that would prompt him to stay his hand,” Obadiah said.


Gabriel nodded. “Oh yes. Freighting privileges and exclusive rights to ferry certain products. Tax incentives. The basic negotiating tools of business.”


Obadiah grinned. “He must have found himself a Manadavvi advisor.” The Manadavvi, wealthiest of all the Samarian people, lived on fertile land in northern Gaza and were constantly badgering the sitting Archangel for economic privileges.


“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Gabriel said. “The problem is, most of their demands are impossible.”


“Can you give in on one or two of them?” Obadiah asked. “Just to avert calamity?”


“I hope so,” Gabriel said. “That’s what I need you for.”


“Me? I’ll help in any way I can, angelo, you know that, but I don’t particularly have a head for business negotiations.”


“No, but I’m not sure that’s what’s required,” Gabriel said. “I think what is required more than anything is a knack for appearing interested in what the other man is saying. Even when you are not, in fact, interested. It is a skill I do not possess in the slightest.”


Obadiah grinned again. “I would not contradict the Archangel,” he said. “But Nathan—he’s always been something of a diplomat—”


“Nathan has all he can do to oversee the building of Cedar Hills and the general well-being of Jordana,” Gabriel said. “We are stretched too thin—all the angel holds—there are not enough of us to sing the basic prayers for rain and sun. I need Nathan to do the job he has been doing so well for the past year and a half. I need him to be leading the host at Cedar Hills. I do not need him mired in fruitless negotiations with the Jansai and leaving the rest of the province to languish.”


“I’ll be happy to go, Gabriel, but I don’t know that I can promise exceptional results. If Uriah won’t listen to reason—”


“I don’t think he wants to listen to you at all,” Gabriel interrupted. “He wants us to listen to him. I’m sure you’ll have any number of conferences with him and his slimy friends, and they’ll want you to drink some evil-tasting, badly made wine, and sympathize with their troubles, and tell them I am the most hard-hearted, intractable person you’ve ever met, man or angel, and make them feel as if they are not being overlooked in the great scheme of Samarian life. I think that may be all that is called for. At any rate, if any real negotiating is to be done, you know I will want to approve the terms. I will authorize you to make certain deals, but if anything develops outside those parameters, you will have to consult with me before agreeing to anything. So your negotiating skills do not need to be particularly developed. Only your charm. And everyone knows you have an abundance of that.”


“My poor talents are yours to command,” Obadiah murmured.


Gabriel raised his hands with an abrupt, decisive motion. “So when can you leave? What must you take with you?”


Obadiah straightened in his chair, raising his eyebrows a little at the tone. “I can be packed in a few moments, if you want me to be on my way immediately,” he said.


Gabriel nodded, but he was frowning. “I do not think—going into this task you must realize—this is not something that will be accomplished overnight,” the Archangel said, seeming to have an unaccustomed inability to find the right words. “It is not merely a matter of packing an overnight bag.”


Now Obadiah was frowning, too, trying to get at whatever lay behind Gabriel’s words. “No, I understand that,” he said. “But you think it will take me longer than a few weeks? I should pack for a stay of some months?”


“It could very well be a lifetime commission,” Gabriel said.


“Dealing with the Jansai?” Obadiah said, startled.


“Relocating to Cedar Hills,” Gabriel amended. The Archangel hesitated, then shook his head. “Or perhaps not a lifetime assignment. But one that may last more than a year or so. All the holds are under great strain, but the situation is worst in Cedar Hills. At least in Monteverde, and here, Ariel and I have loyal supporters among the landed gentry. We have lived with our angels our whole lives, we know who can be trusted to carry out a petition, and who might bear a little extra watching. We have our systems in place. Poor Nathan is trying to learn it all at once—how to be a leader, how to deploy his forces, who his allies might be among the landowners of Jordana—and all the while he’s trying to finish construction of the hold. I have complete confidence that Nathan can handle all these daunting tasks at once, but I would like to give him all the help I can.” Gabriel’s blue eyes stabbed in Obadiah’s direction. “I would like to give him you. Not just for your help in the Breven matter. But for a long time. Because I trust you almost as much as I trust my brother.”


“High praise, Gabriel. Thank you,” Obadiah said.


Gabriel was still watching him. “It is a lot to ask, I know. And I will not command or insist. But if you would be willing to do this for me—”


“Happy to do it,” Obadiah interrupted, leaning forward. “Gabriel, I will always do any task you place before me. And I will gladly undertake this one. But I may need a day or so to pack.”


“And make your farewells,” Gabriel said. “Though of course we will expect to see you often back at the Eyrie.”


So perhaps Gabriel did know, after all.


It took Obadiah three days to arrange to move his life from the Eyrie to Cedar Hills. He had not thought of himself as a particularly acquisitive man, but when he looked around his bedchamber, it seemed overfull of items he would just as soon not leave behind. His casual clothes, his formal clothes, his flying leathers—summer shoes, winter boots—a favorite chair, some artwork, a rug that Rachel had helped him pick out in the Velora market, and a tapestry that Rachel had woven for him with her own hands. His books, his music, his jewelry …


His jewelry. For a long time, he stood in the center of his room and examined the sapphire-and-silver bracelet on his left wrist. Every angel wore just such a bracelet, ornamented with the patterns and the gems that marked the wearer for who he was and where he hailed from. All the angels of the Eyrie wore sapphires, whether set in gold or silver; the arrangement of the stones differed from piece to piece. Obadiah’s family pattern consisted of oblong stones set in alternating positions, one horizontal, one vertical, in an unbroken circle around the bracelet.


If he were to relocate permanently to Cedar Hills, must he discard this piece and commission a bracelet set with rubies? An angel would flash his bracelet at any inn, tavern, or shop from one end of Samaria to another, so that the merchant knew which hold to charge for his goods and services. But Obadiah’s expenses would fall to Cedar Hills now. He supposed he must, after all, have a new bracelet fashioned to mark him for his new place in life.


He did not allow himself a moment to feel saddened by this realization but headed immediately out the door. He must fly down to Velora and hire someone to cart his belongings to Jordana. It was clear he had accumulated way too much to be able to carry everything himself.


“When do you leave?” Rachel asked.


“Tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow! And you’re just telling me now?”


“I thought Gabriel might have—”


“He did, of course, Gabriel tells me everything, but he didn’t say you were leaving so soon.”


Despite the really quite sizable lump of grief that was causing his heart to labor hard, Obadiah grinned at her. The angelica was an expressive, combative, stubborn, outspoken, and dangerous woman who really did not need the additional enhancement of masses of golden hair to make her wholly irresistible. Well, irresistible to Obadiah. There were plenty of people, at the Eyrie and elsewhere, who were not so fond of the Archangel’s unpredictable wife.


“Everything in my room is packed up and on its way across the Galilee River,” Obadiah said. “I don’t even have a sheet to sleep on except what I’ve borrowed from Hannah. I think I’d rather be at Cedar Hills awaiting my possessions than here, simply missing them.”


“That’s not the point,” Rachel said coldly. “The point is, you could have let me know yesterday or the day before that today would be your last day here.”


“Well, perhaps I put it off because I did not want to say good-bye. I never like sad things, you know.”


“No, you’re a delightful man who scatters happiness all around him, and it’s really not fair that Cedar Hills gets to have you. We need a little joy at the Eyrie, too.”


“But the Eyrie has you,” he could not resist saying, the note in his voice teasing. “How much more joy could it endure?”


She gave him an exasperated look, and then both of them laughed. They were best friends, in a way. They understood each other as well as if they had known each other forever, instead of only for a couple of years. Obadiah could always charm her from a sullen mood, and she could always cast him into despair; he supposed that was the definition of a close relationship.


“You want to go, don’t you?” she asked suddenly.


“Angela?” he said carefully. “Why would that be?”


She shook her head impatiently. “Because it is difficult here for you. I know that. Although I can’t deny that sometimes I like to think it is difficult for you, because I know why.” A quick mischievous look, and then she was pouting again. “But it’s still not fair. You’ll go to Cedar Hills and cheer up Magdalena when she’s gloomy and help Nathan when he’s overwhelmed, and be best friend to all those Monteverde angels, and everyone will love you, and who are we left with? Eva and Ishi. I think if you come back to visit you’ll find us all depressed. I think we need you more than Nathan does.”


This speech, remarkably, made Obadiah feel better than he had in three days. She would miss him, at any rate. He had known she would, but it was good to hear her say it. “I wish my ability to spread joy was as great as you imply, angela,” he said. “But I actually think my presence at Cedar Hills won’t really change anybody’s attitude very much.”


“But you want to go,” she said again.


He hesitated, then shrugged. “I think it might be good for me,” he said lightly. “I have lived at the Eyrie most of my life. They say that change improves everyone. Perhaps it will improve me.”


Now she was scowling. “Well, don’t let Maga introduce you to any vapid society girls. Rich men’s daughters—stay away from them. They have no character and no conversation.”


He was laughing. “Yes, angela. Anyone else I should avoid?”


“Angel-seekers,” she said promptly. “Maga says they’re all over Cedar Hills, new ones arriving every day. She says she’s never seen so many, not at Monteverde and not in Velora. You want to watch out for them.”


“Thank you so much for the warning,” he said sardonically. “For, as you know, those are the sorts of women I’m most inclined to spend my time with.”


She came a step nearer, serious now, neither frowning nor pouting. “Yes, but, Obadiah, you really should meet a nice girl, you know. You have too many friends, and not enough—close friends,” she ended lamely. “You have such a good heart. You need to find someone to share it with.”


“Except someone who is not an angel-seeker, and someone who is not a gently reared Jordana heiress,” he said. “Who exactly does that leave for me to bestow my heart upon?”


She gave him a little slap on the arm. “I mean it.”


“So do I! Who’s left?”


“An Edori girl, maybe. Someone free-spirited and kind.”


“Is that how you would describe yourself?” he said in a mocking voice. “For the Edori had the raising of you, and although they did pretty well with the free-spirited part—”


She punched his arm again, a little harder this time. “I’m serious. You don’t want to fall in love with a—with a—conventional girl. She would be so boring.”


“Perhaps I don’t want to fall in love at all.”


She tilted her head to one side, studying him as if he was a block of marble and she was about to carve out a statue that she particularly liked. “Maybe I’ll just have to see to this myself,” she said thoughtfully, “since I don’t trust Maga’s taste, and you clearly are not willing to make the slightest effort. I’ll look around and see if I can’t find the right woman for you.” She straightened and gave him a warning look. “So don’t be falling in love while you’re gone. I’ll take care of everything.”


“Angela—”


“Stop calling me that.”


“Rachel. I have no intention of falling in love with anyone. Suitable or unsuitable, beautiful or hideous, kind or unkind, Edori or mortal or angel or Jansai. I am content as I am.”


She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. He stepped back, willing himself not to show his shock and dismay. “No, you’re not,” she whispered. “But you never know when your life might change.”


After that, of course, he couldn’t wait to quit the Eyrie at first light the next morning. Stupidly, he replayed the whole conversation a dozen times in his head, that night before he fell asleep and that morning as he flung himself from the high, breezy tip of Mount Velo. He manufactured a hundred different scenarios, recast the entire dialogue, so that she didn’t read his mind so well or say such unsettling things. In his mind, he had the gift of handling Rachel. But in reality he had never quite managed it.


It was some comfort to know that no one, not even Gabriel, had ever figured out exactly how to handle Rachel.


The flight was easy enough, for the weather was not bad. The air was a little thick and hot, but Obadiah was cruising at extremely high altitudes, in the zones where the temperature was just right for angels with their superheated blood, but cold enough to freeze mortal bones. Rachel, who did not particularly enjoy flying anyway, hated to be carried at such high levels and would always insist that her escort drop to a lower altitude.


But it did not matter what Rachel did and did not like.


By dint of traveling almost without pause, Obadiah made it to the Galilee River by nightfall, which was starting to come earlier here at the early edge of autumn. The river was dotted with small towns that thrived on trade, and though none of them would be able to boast an inn of true elegance, Obadiah knew that he’d be able to find a reasonable bed almost anywhere. So he began a leisurely descent as soon as he saw the sinuous, glinting shape of the river below him and altered his course only enough to drop into the nearest town in his field of view.


There were two hotels, neither appearing to have an advantage over the other. Obadiah picked one at random and then had to spend twenty minutes in conversation with the proprietor, who was elated to have an angel as his guest for the night. The room to which Obadiah was eventually brought was no doubt the showpiece of the establishment, well-proportioned, overwarm, and featuring its own connected water room.


“Very attractive,” Obadiah said, smiling cordially at his host. “I shall be quite comfortable here.”


The proprietor hovered a few more minutes, inviting the angel downstairs for dinner or some really most excellent wine, “made locally, angelo, I know you will like it.” He stopped short of asking if the angel would be willing to sing for the customers gathered downstairs in the common room, though Obadiah knew such an event would be a great coup for the innkeeper. And any other night, Obadiah would gladly have performed, made his host happy and dazzled the neighborhood merchants, who did not often have angels come their way. But not tonight. Tonight he was tired and lovelorn and not able to summon his usual easy charm.


“Thank you, I believe I will follow you back downstairs and have a quick meal,” Obadiah said. “And then I must return to this excellent bedchamber to sleep, for I must make an early start tomorrow.”


“This way, then, angelo. Please follow me.”


The food was good, the few brief conversations with the merchants who had nerve enough to approach him were painless, and the local wine was, in fact, superb. Obadiah had a second glass and felt his spirits lift a little. It would be good to see Maga and Nathan again, and he had many friends among the other angels transplanted to this new hold. He actually began to look forward to arriving in Cedar Hills.


Magdalena, it was clear, was overjoyed at the news that Obadiah had come to live with them. “Obadiah, really? Oh, this will make everything so much better. It’s been so hot and dull here, and Nathan is always gone, and you would not believe the petitioners who gather here, every day, with question after question after question. I don’t know how Ariel has been able to stand it all these years. Though, I swear, it was never this chaotic in Monteverde. There are simply not enough of us to do everything that must be done.”


She had flung herself into his arms when he finally tracked her down, hiding away in an acoustically imperfect chamber where she had been practicing a new song. She had refused to leave the room, claiming that someone would then force her to solve a problem or make a decision or fly off to the Caitanas to sing for rain, and so they had simply plopped themselves on the floor and begun to talk. That surprised Obadiah a little, for Maga was not an angel who liked to forgo her comforts. She was dark-haired and dark-eyed, pretty, and amiable, but she had the materialistic soul of a Manadavvi heiress.


Living in Cedar Hills, he saw, had changed her already.


“Poor Maga,” he said lightly. “You seem uncharacteristically fretful. I will do what I can to alleviate your various burdens, but I have to tell you that Gabriel specifically wants me to deal with Uriah and the other Jansai. So I don’t know how available I will be to head out and do weather intercessions or track down plague flags.”


“I don’t mean to be fretful,” she said quickly. “And I don’t mean to complain. It is just that—well, it will be better now that you’re here.”


“How’s Nathan holding up?” he wanted to know. “It is a daunting task to lead a host, I know—and in a place like Cedar Hills, where everything is so new—”


“He is so busy all the time that you would think he would be exhausted, but the work seems to energize him,” Maga said. “Or perhaps it is Gabriel’s faith in him that gives him so much strength and resilience. Nathan would do anything to please his brother—”


“Gabriel would entrust anything to Nathan,” Obadiah said gently.


“Yes, but you don’t understand exactly,” she said. “Nathan is so grateful for everything Gabriel has given him. Not just the responsibility of Cedar Hills, but—well, me. We would never have been allowed to marry if Gabriel hadn’t needed us here so desperately. And we both know that. And Nathan is determined to prove to Gabriel that he made the right decision by installing us here—together.”


Obadiah watched her closely. “And you don’t think it was the right decision?”


“Oh! Of course I do! It is just that—it has been so hard. And the summer has been so hot.” She had said that already. “And—and I have so much on my mind. But it will be better now that you’re here.” She smiled over at him. “We must have a party in your honor right away so that you can meet all our important local merchants—and some of our major landholders. They are all quite angry at having been duped by Raphael, and so they are very interested in hearing all our plans and offering their ideas on everything. They can be quite opinionated.”


“Have you made allies among them?”


“Oh yes, everyone loves us,” she said with the carelessness of the charming girl who, indeed, had always been loved by everyone. “Nathan listens to them all quite attentively, and so they always leave feeling that their every concern has been heard.”


“And you flirt with all the men and coo over all the women,” he said with a grin.


“Obadiah! I do not! I am just very friendly with everyone.”


“I will see for myself at this party you’re planning. But I warn you, Rachel has told me not to let you interfere in my life.”


“Interfere! What does she mean?”


He held up an admonishing finger. “She doesn’t want you to set out finding me a bride. She’s reserved that privilege for herself.”


Maga smiled again. “Oh, no, she’s had her chance this past year, and she hasn’t managed to get the job done. It’s my turn now. I’ll find you a proper young woman—”


“Not too proper,” he teased.


“Hush. A nice young girl who will be infatuated with your blond hair and your muscular shoulders. I would think you’d be very easy to marry off, in fact.”


“Thank you, angela. You make me feel quite eligible.”


They talked and bantered for another half hour, and Obadiah had the satisfaction of seeing some of the worry lift from Magdalena’s face. She had always been one of his favorites—she was a favorite with everyone—though she didn’t have Rachel’s force of will or her sister Ariel’s strength of personality. She was merely a kind, gentle soul who had only once, in her entire life, fought for something outside the orderly dictates of a conventional life—and that was her union with Nathan. Angels had been forbidden to intermarry by decree of the god. And yet, it was the god who had given dispensation to these two particular angels a year and a half ago, when the whole world was in chaos. Surely Jovah had had a reason for that.


Obadiah wondered if her pale face and listless manner could be blamed on more than the heavy burdens of leading a hold and rebuilding a province. He would have to watch carefully to see if there were other woes troubling Magdalena. He would not for the world have her grieving and not be willing to turn to him.


Maga escorted him to one of the angel dormitories, a rather utilitarian building a couple of blocks over from the main square of Cedar Hills. His room, on the second floor, was small and unimaginative, its only furnishings a bed and an unadorned armoire. The bed, fortunately, had been made up with fresh linens, but there were no towels in the adjoining water room and nothing at all in the armoire.


Magdalena looked around a bit doubtfully. “It will look better once your own things are here,” she said.


Obadiah’s gaze followed hers around the room. “I’m thinking perhaps I need to buy a few more things,” he said. “Do you have any commerce here in Cedar Hills?”


“Of course we do. Our market is not nearly as grand as Velora, but there are quite a few nice little shops where you can get clothing and furniture and—” She gestured at the bare windows. “Curtains.”


Obadiah crossed to the window and gazed out. It was hard to tell where the angels gathered, in this collection of buildings, and where mortals lived and did business. Everything was spread out and pretty much equal. That was the point, he supposed, but he had a feeling he would miss the compact intensity of the Eyrie.


“Where do you eat?” he asked.


“Oh, you can eat with us,” she said quickly.


He turned to face her. “You mean, there’s not one dining hall where all the angels gather?”


She spread her hands. “Each dormitory has its own kitchen. We do have a big hall in the main complex where we can have banquets that everyone can attend, but we haven’t used it very often.” She shrugged. “In fact, there aren’t even enough angels here to fill the whole hall. But we’ve been planning at least one meal a month where we all get together. It has become a somewhat festive occasion that we all look forward to.”


“So when I’m hungry, I can go downstairs to a little dining room here.”


“Or you can come join us,” she said again.


“I take it you and Nathan have quarters elsewhere?”


“We have rooms in the central complex, and there’s a smaller dining room there. Usually a few of our angels join us every night, and sometimes a couple of the petitioners who are here—landholders, usually—and I’ll be very unhappy if you don’t come sit with us for meals.”


He smiled at her. “Well, I will, tonight at least. I certainly would like a chance to talk to Nathan. But I don’t want my dorm mates to think I’m too haughty to dine with them, so I’ll take some of my meals here in the future.”


Now she looked troubled. “I would have put you in the central complex with us, but there are only a few rooms there, and they’re all taken. I could have Daniel moved, though—he wouldn’t mind, I’m sure, and you could take his room—”


“Don’t you dare! I’m not displacing anyone for my comfort. I think I’d rather be here, anyway, away from your watchful eye. So I can consort with angel-seekers and other low company,” he explained.


She smiled. “Well, you’ll find plenty of them here. Or they’ll find you. But I would hope you would hold to your usual high standards.”


He made her a graceful bow. “Angela,” he said gravely, “I shall live by your direction.”


After Maga left, Obadiah showered and changed into his last remaining set of clean clothes, and wondered how long it would be before his belongings arrived. But he discovered, to his relief, that the dormitory featured a laundry room where he could drop off his soiled clothes to be washed and returned to him. The girl working in the steamy room blushed when his hand accidentally brushed against hers. Angel-seeker, he thought immediately, but he smiled at her anyway and thanked her for her help.


Then he strolled through Cedar Hills for about an hour, killing time till he needed to join Maga and the others for dinner. The three or four main streets that intersected at the town center were, he had to admit, lined with a lively variety of shops and restaurants. If he hadn’t been promised to Maga, he might have been tempted to step inside one of the little cafes to sample a meat pie or a roasted chicken, and see if the local wine was as good here as it had been in the river town where he stopped the night before. He came across three clothing stores that appeared to cater to a mix of angelic and mortal clientele, for the samples in the window included flying leathers and backless shirts that would accommodate angel wings as well as formal jackets and gowns that humans would be more interested in wearing. On one corner, a cheese shop sat next to a bakery, while across the street were a jeweler and a cobbler. Everything a man might need.


Obadiah was in need of some jewelry himself. He hesitated a moment before going in, but there was no need to delay due to sentimental attachment to his Bethel roots. He pushed open the door, which chimed merrily with the motion, and greeted the friendly proprietor with his own ready smile.




CHAPTER FOUR


Nathan welcomed him with as much enthusiasm as Magdalena had, though he seemed more relaxed and satisfied than his edgy wife. “Obadiah! Gabriel had mentioned that he might be sending reinforcements, but I hadn’t dared to hope for anything so good. How long are you staying? Forever, I hope.”


Obadiah smiled and leaned back carefully in his chair. So far, he had only spotted two chairs in this small dining room that were conventionally built, intended to hold mortals. All the rest were constructed like this one, with a thin cutaway back designed to support the spine but not interfere with angel wings. He had often seen mortals, invited to important hold conferences, squirming awkwardly in such seats; and it was true, some were ill-made and uncomfortable even for angels. But not the ones at Cedar Hills. These had been built to the highest standards and the most complete specifications. Maga must have chosen the furniture maker.


“Forever it may very well be,” Obadiah agreed. “At any rate, Gabriel seems to want me here for the foreseeable future. Or at least until the crisis with the Jansai is over.”


“Which means you’ll be here forever,” Nathan grumbled. “Has there ever been a time in the history of Samaria when the Jansai weren’t causing trouble for someone?”


“Raphael seemed to get along with them well enough,” Obadiah pointed out.


“Which is only added proof that he was an evil man.”


“But you haven’t been spending all your time wrangling with the Jansai,” Obadiah said, changing the subject. “Tell me what’s been happening in Jordana.”


Nathan talked with great animation for the rest of the meal. Obadiah watched his face—so like Gabriel’s, though his features were warmer and his eyes were brown—and had to agree with Maga. Nathan had been energized by his daunting commission. He thrived on the long hours, the constant demands, and the unbroken series of challenges.


“And in the Caitanas, as you can imagine, they are all reeling still. For with Windy Point so close at hand, they had supplied much produce—and many young women—to the angels, and considered themselves sort of a de facto support system for the hold. And then to find so much treachery on Raphael’s part—and so many of their people dead on Mount Galo or poisoned at Windy Point—well, there are families that might never recover. So I spend much of my energy in negotiations with them, trying to prove that I am an honorable man and that angels are trustworthy creatures. I don’t know that I will ever convince them, though.”


“What about the weather patterns?” Obadiah asked. They had learned, late in Raphael’s tenure, that he had ignored his people’s requests for weather intercessions, so that parts of Jordana had been in danger of flooding, and parts of it in danger of drought.


“The Caitanas never suffered quite as much as southern Jordana—because, of course, Raphael was so close to hand. But the harvests are still thin and disappointing in the southern regions, and I have had to send angels out every week to make sure the rains fall just as they should—”


They talked crops and storm systems for a while then, till Maga interrupted and demanded “more interesting conversation, for the love of Jovah!” When asked what that might be, she answered, “Gossip,” so Obadiah filled them in on all the personal stories he could remember from his last month or two at the Eyrie.


“And Rachel’s not pregnant yet?” Maga asked.


“If she is, she hasn’t informed me.”


“She wants children, I know it,” Maga said.


Obadiah had never heard Rachel voice this particular desire, but he said lightly, “All the angel holds are looking to their residents to reproduce, and as speedily as possible.”


Nathan shook his head. “It’s crass, I know, but there are days I want to call a general convocation here and shout, ‘None of you are doing your duty! Go forth and multiply! We need babies—lots and lots of angel babies!’ We lost more than fifty angels last year. We will not recover from that in less than a generation.”


“It would be such a simple thing if we could be sure all those children would be born angels,” Maga said in a tight voice. “But even when the angels do mate—well—we can’t know what will result.”


Nathan didn’t seem to notice anything strange in her voice, but Obadiah found himself wondering. Had Nathan been taking his own advice extremely seriously, and helping to sow the next generation of angels? Hard to credit, considering how devoted he was to Maga, but fidelity had never been the forte of the angels. Indeed, most of them were a promiscuous lot, encouraged by the structure of their society to mate often and diversely.


If trouble lay between Nathan and Magdalena, Obadiah would never trust romance again.


“Well, I stand ready to do my part,” Obadiah said cheerfully, hoping to change the mood. “Both Rachel and Maga have promised to find me a nice suitable girl. Perhaps I can install one in each hold and travel between provinces as the mood strikes me, populating both Bethel and Jordana with my offspring. And if Ariel is willing to set me up with a third consort in Monteverde, well, I think I can colonize Gaza as well.”


The silliness had its effect. Nathan grinned, and Maga laughed aloud. “Shame on you!” she cried. “And I always held you in such high esteem—”


“Not for nothing do all my friends say I am the most charming man of their acquaintance—”


“I used to, but not anymore!”


“Well, we’d better schedule that party, then,” Nathan said, “to introduce you to the first of your prospective partners. How quickly can such a thing be planned?”


“I need three weeks, at least,” Maga said. “And a little help with the guest list. I know the lowlanders well enough, but I haven’t been up around the Caitanas as much as you have.”


“We’ll work on it tonight,” Nathan promised. “It’s time Obadiah started doing his duty for his hold and his province.”


In the morning, Obadiah flew out with Nathan toward the southern edge of Jordana to perform one of the weather intercessions that was required so frequently. He was giving himself a day or two to orient to the province—and to allow his formal clothes to arrive by wagon—before heading into Breven and setting up a meeting with Uriah. But there was no reason he couldn’t make himself useful before he undertook his primary task.


So he joined Nathan on a three-hour flight through the green and gentle countryside of southern Jordana. It was rain that was wanted now, Nathan had informed him, although earlier in the season they had had to offer the prayers that held off precipitation, and later still they would have to fend off winter storms. The angels’ prayers forced the cycle of wind and weather into a pattern favorable to certain crops; without divine intervention, this corner of Samaria failed to yield any appreciable harvest at all.


Flying high enough to stay comfortably cool but low enough to watch the terrain, the angels arrived at their destination around noon. Nathan signaled to Obadiah and then angled his body for an upward climb, cutting through the harsher currents here at the higher altitudes to position himself closer to the god. Obadiah followed, feeling the cold air wash over his skin like delicious icy silk. When they were so high that the thin air began to trouble their lungs, Nathan slowed to a hover, and Obadiah circled around to face him. Nathan gave two beats with his right hand, and they begin to sing simultaneously.


They were both tenors, and their ranges were identical, so their harmony was close and inventive. Nathan let Obadiah take the melody and borrowed snatches of harmony from the bass and alto lines. Their voices were both strong, rich from years of practice, angel voices designed to build stairways to the god’s house, and Obadiah was pleased with the well-polished seamlessness of their carpentry. They had not sung more than twenty minutes before the air around them tensed and shifted, growing saturated with moisture that would soon be released. Still they sang another verse or two, just to be sure—and just because they enjoyed the sound of their well-matched voices. But when the air grew suddenly and sharply frigid, and the atmospheric winds brushed them both off course, Nathan abruptly closed his mouth.


“I think we’re done here!” Obadiah shouted, and Nathan nodded. Diving to more hospitable levels, they stayed long enough to watch the first raindrops fall, and then set their course back toward Cedar Hills.


Two days later, Obadiah’s belongings arrived. Two days after that, dressed in formal black and white and wearing a new gold-and-ruby bracelet on his wrist, he headed out toward Breven.


Of the three provinces, Jordana was the most geographically diverse. The lowlands were farm country, though a few stony peaks broke the skyline and provided some interest to the southern portion of the land. The Caitana foothills nestled against a curving, spiny ridge of mountains that ran north and south through the middle of the province, creating farmland on the west and desert on the east. The long coastline offered a softer climate to farmers who had settled on the northern border, and an abundance of fishing opportunities to villagers on the southern edge, but there was pretty much nothing but desert in the middle region between the Caitanas and the coast. And that strip of sere, barren desert was precisely where the Jansai had chosen to set up their sloppy, half-formed, dirty, unwelcoming city.


Obadiah left early in morning, for it was an all-day flight to Breven, and he wanted to arrive while there was still some daylight left. At first he traveled so high he was above the cloud layer, unable to see the land below except in bits and patches, but after an hour or so, he dropped to a more accessible altitude. He was an angel of Cedar Hills now. It was one of his responsibilities to pay attention to the terrain any time he passed over it, to note floods or droughts or snarling rivers or curious falls of rock. It was his duty to check for plague flags, raised by some desperate traveler or isolated farmer to signal that someone below was in dire need. An angel could pray for the god to send down medicines, if someone was sick; an angel could carry a mortal to safety, if someone was injured. Obadiah should not fly so high that he might miss these pleas for attention.


It was an hour or so before sunset when he arrived in Breven, cruising at an altitude that was lower still. After the prosperity of Velora and the bustling new energy of Cedar Hills, Breven was hard to view with anything but disdain. On the outskirts of the city was a deep ring of tents and wagons—Jansai gypsies encamped for the week or the season. There did not appear to be enough room to accommodate them all or enough sanitation to keep them disease-free. Obadiah always imagined a miasma of foul odors drifting up to him from this section of the town, though he was not really close enough to the ground to catch such a smell—if there was one.


Inside the ring of tents was another roughly circular arrangement of living quarters grouped around the city center, more permanent but nearly as unattractive. The houses of the wealthier Jansai were built of gray stone in unadorned, uninviting blocklike shapes; there appeared to be minimal gardens, very few fountains, almost nothing to soften the sharp edges of life here. Even more disturbing was the fact that every house was constructed so that there were only windows on one half, or one floor. The sections where the men lived. In the portions of the houses where the women dwelled, there were no windows at all. No way to look out upon the world.


For the Jansai kept their women locked away from curious eyes, covered in scarves and veils if they were out in public, and immured behind stone when they were home. Obadiah had seen Jansai women from time to time at the campsite of a traveling caravan, but they had always hidden their faces behind their draped cloaks or ducked inside their tents so that he could not see them.


Strange life. Strange people. And he was here to treat with them.


In the center of the city was where most of the commerce occurred. A colorful, transient market of canvas stalls and striped tents formed the very heart of Breven, and today this appeared to be thronged with people buying and selling goods. Not everyone in the market was Jansai, Obadiah could see from above, for peddlers and traders of all descriptions would come to Breven to seek the finest wares. Most of the buyers and sellers were men. A few heavily cloaked women worked in the fruit stands or the cloth merchants’ booths, and a few similarly clad women made their purchases from them. But these were the lower-class Jansai women, Obadiah knew. Anyone whose father or husband or son had any pretensions to wealth would not have the women of his family demeaned in such a public fashion.


Obadiah glided in to land near the market. The closer he dropped to the ground, the hotter and more oppressive the air felt, and by the time his feet touched ground, his face had begun to glisten with a faint sheen of sweat. The very dirt felt hot beneath the soles of his leather boots. Breven was a city that simply exhaled discomfort.


His appearance excited some commotion. Everyone in his immediate vicinity was staring over at him, frozen mid-barter, and a few of the wild young Jansai boys came running over. They were thin and tall, dressed in cool, colorful linen tunics and wearing, even at this young age, a ransom in gold around their throats and wrists.


“Angelo! Angelo! Why are you here?” one of them cried.


He smiled at them, for surely they could not be as duplicitous and scheming as their fathers and uncles. “I’ve come to make my fortune,” he said gaily. “To buy and sell in the market.”


“Angels don’t buy and sell,” another one scoffed.


“He might come for wine,” the first boy said.


“Or jewels. He might want to buy jewels,” a third one guessed.


“I know who has the best gold in Breven,” the first boy said. “I’ll take you to his tent right now.”


“He’s not going to your grandfather’s stall! No angel wants to be cheated by that old man!”


“My grandfather is not a cheat! Your father is a cheat and a liar—”


They were that quickly squabbling among themselves. So much for their status as uncorrupted youths. “Could you—excuse me a moment—before you get too deeply into a discussion of whose father is more despicable, could you possibly tell me where the merchant Uriah can be found?”


“I’ll take you to see him,” one boy said promptly. “For a copper.”


Obadiah had to laugh. Contentious and enterprising; yes, they had been bred up from the cradle to enact all the vices of their heritage. “Done,” he said before someone else could make a counteroffer. “Is it far?”


“You’ll see,” the boy replied, and darted off into the makeshift alleys of the market. Ignoring the hoots and insults of the other boys, Obadiah followed his guide as best he could. It was hard to thread his way through the crowded pathways of the market, but he held his wings tightly behind him and hoped no one stepped clumsily on one of his trailing feathers. He murmured apologies as he brushed past bulky, impassive Jansai who did not bother to give way for him, and he nodded in a friendly way whenever he caught someone’s speculative eyes upon his face. Angels did not often come to Breven just to frolic for an afternoon. They all knew he had arrived with some purpose, and they were busy trying to deduce what it might be.


“Angelo! Here we are! Where’s my copper?” his thieving little escort announced. “Here” was a fairly impressive booth consisting of a broad table covered by a bright red awning, which was attached to a roomy tent made of a similar red fabric. Three lean, dark, dangerous-looking Jansai men worked behind the table. A crowd of ten or fifteen gathered on the buyer’s side, picking through merchandise. Obadiah thought the items for sale looked like Luminaux weavings, but he didn’t pause to examine them too closely.


“Thanks,” he said, flipping a coin to the boy, who plucked it neatly from the air. Then he turned to one of the young men working. “Is Uriah to be found here? My name is Obadiah, and I’ve come to speak with him.”


The young man looked him over with hostile eyes. He had fair skin burned dark by the sun, muddy blond hair, and the physique of a runner. Don’t be so proud; you’ll be fat in another five years, Obadiah thought uncharitably. But it was true. He had never seen a thin Jansai who was over the age of thirty.


“He’s inside,” the man said at last. “But I don’t know if he’s got time to talk to visitors.”


Obadiah nodded pleasantly. “That’s fine. I can wait.”


The young man hesitated a moment. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”


“Thank you. You’re so kind.”


The man disappeared inside the tent. Obadiah found himself wondering what he would do if he really had to kill a few hours in this godforsaken town. Find a hotel for the night, he supposed. He would have to stay overnight in any case, since the flight back was too long to accomplish this evening, whether or not Uriah chose to speak to him now.


But the Jansai chieftain was disposed to be gracious. He emerged from the tent with his arms flung wide and a smile spread across his broad, greasy face. Uriah embodied the full flavor and style of the Jansai elder. He was heavy, sly, oily, well-dressed in the Jansai fashion, covered with jewelry, and wholly untrustworthy.


“Obadiah! What a pleasure to see you in Breven, and at my tent of all places! Come in, come in! It is a hot and uncomfortable day, but it is cool inside, and I can give you all manner of refreshments.”


“Thank you. I would greatly appreciate your hospitality.”


They stepped inside the red tent, and indeed, the temperature was at least ten degrees cooler. The interior was crammed with comforts—overstuffed chairs, piles of pillows, metal candelabra in whimsical shapes—and so many baubles and ornaments that it resembled a market booth itself. Still, it was more appealing than Obadiah’s own living quarters at the moment. The angel chose the only appropriate seat in view, a four-legged stool covered in a painted purple leather, and let his wings settle behind him.


“Sit, sit! Will that be comfortable? What would you like to drink? Water? Wine? My wife makes a concoction of mixed fruit juices that is most refreshing on a hot day—”


“Yes, I would like some fruit juice, if some is available.”


“Instantly, angelo, instantly.”


It was a few more minutes before they were settled in, and one of the sullen sons had brought a tray of refreshments to set on a table by Uriah’s hand. The Jansai handed him a glass filled with pulpy red liquid.


“So! Tell me, Obadiah of the Eyrie. What brings you to Breven on such a hot day?”


Obadiah smiled. “I understand that all days are hot in Breven, so if I am to come at all, I must choose to come in the heat.”


Uriah laughed more heartily than the joke warranted. This was another feature of Jansai hospitality: a great pretend warmth that could evaporate in seconds. But the Jansai always led with a show of friendliness. It was a strategy Obadiah could appreciate.


“Not all days—come visit us in winter sometime, and you will see how miserable a hot climate can be,” Uriah said. “The wind is bitter indeed when there is nothing but sand to shield you from its malice.”


“The wind at high altitudes is bitter as well, but I have grown accustomed to it,” Obadiah said. “Still, my guess is that I prefer your city in summer or fall, so I am glad this is the time I have chosen to arrive.”


“And to what purpose? To examine goods in our market? Just tell me what you’re seeking, and I will be happy to advise you on where to spend your money. I would want an angel to be shown only the highest quality merchandise, of course.”


“No, I’m not here to buy. Or sell. I’m here—” He lifted his glass and smiled as winningly as he could. “To lend an ear to the Jansai. The Archangel Gabriel has told me that there are troubles among your people, and he knows he has not done what he can to address them. Gabriel is busy—Nathan is busy. I merely sit on the high plateau at the Eyrie and sun myself, so they didn’t think I was quite as busy. And they have sent me here to treat with you.”


“Ahhhh,” Uriah said on a long sigh and sat meditatively sipping from his glass. “Well, that was generous on Gabriel’s part,” he said at last. “It is good to know he takes me seriously.”


“Gabriel takes everyone seriously. Gabriel is a serious man.”


“Gabriel is a blind, pigheaded, stubborn fanatic, and no one can deal with him,” Uriah said roundly.
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