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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER ONE


It was full dark when Tamar and Zeke entered the city, and still they moved with the caution of thieves. They had arrived within view of Breven at about noon and camped out far from the main road till dusk brought a welcome coolness and a measure of safety. Even so, it was worth their lives to cross the city line. But it had seemed, on balance, even more dangerous to stay in Luminaux.


They had assumed the guise of a young Jansai merchant’s son and his submissive sister. This allowed Tamar, at least, to layer her face and body in the traditional scarves without which no respectable Jansai woman left her house. Zeke—pretending to be one of the arrogant gypsy traders—could not cover his face without arousing suspicion, but he had wrapped his head in one of the flowing white cloths the Jansai used to protect themselves from the unrelenting desert sun. And he had made sure its long edges draped themselves over his shoulders and halfway down his bare arms. Just glancing at the two of them, no stranger would notice that these travelers bore no glowing Kiss in their right arms. No one would halt them in the road, demanding their names, their identities, their suspect affiliations.


“What street are we on? Did you see?” Zeke murmured to Tamar as they passed yet another unmarked intersection. They had entered Breven from the west and had to pass through the less savory parts of town before they reached their destination in the business district close to the port.


“There are no signs till we’re near the wharf. We just keep walking toward the ocean.”


“But what if we’re walking in the wrong direction?”


Tamar throttled a moment’s extreme irritation. They had been on the road more than a week, moving by night from town to city, dodging Jansai, angels, and the merely curious. Zeke’s company, never exactly to her taste, had grated on her more and more as the days dragged by. There was nothing he was not afraid of, no worry he failed to articulate. A fine revolutionary, she thought scornfully. Though perhaps she did him an injustice. She had not witnessed her parents’ slaughter at the hands of religious zealots, as he had; her mother and father had perished the same way, years earlier, but she had been weeks old, not an impressionable fifteen. Perhaps she, too, would be fearful and nervous if she had seen what Zeke had.


“Conran told us,” she said, lifting her hand in its billowing sleeve to gesture at the glowing horizon. “Most of the city business is done on the streets nearest the water. Ahead of us, there? You see lights? He told us that things are easier to find once you’re in the business district.”


“But it’s so dark,” he complained.


“You’ll wish it was this dark when we get to the port,” she said. “Once we’re under a streetlight, it’ll be that much easier to tell who we are. Or who we aren’t.”


“No one can see your face,” he said.


She almost stopped dead in the street, but the last thing she wanted was to start an argument with Zeke, do anything that might attract attention. “What does that mean?” she demanded, keeping her voice low. There appeared to be few others abroad at this hour, in this neighborhood, but still. No need to create a scene. “We’ve only traveled five hundred miles in the past seven days to get here, to this city this night, but if you’re afraid—if you don’t think you can go through with it—”


“I didn’t say that!” he responded sharply, his voice as quiet and intense as hers. “I think I have a right to be afraid. I think you’re a fool not to be. If anybody in this city—anybody—recognizes us, we’re dead, both of us, no questions asked, no news returned to our friends, no prayers said for our souls—”


“Since you have no use for the god, I don’t see why you’d care if some priest prayed over you—”


“Well, when I’m dead I want someone to know it, even if it’s just Conran and the others.”


“They’d figure it out soon enough,” was her grim reply. “Those who are still alive themselves.”


It was such a shocking thing to say that she was not surprised when he did not answer, and they kept on their uncertain course toward the city lights. Well, but it was true. Luminaux, for so long the haven of the Jacobites, had become in the past few months no safer than any other city in Samaria. Since Archangel Bael had loosed his Jansai fanatics on the Blue City, not one of the cultists was safe. Oh, the Luminauzi had tried to protect the Jacobites, offering them shelter in secret rooms and false cellars, while formally protesting the invasion of the Archangel’s soldiers. But the Luminauzi were a civil, not a military force; they were the artists and intellectuals and politicians of Samaria. They didn’t know how to repel armed Jansai bursting through their doors at three in the morning. They couldn’t save the screaming men and women dragged from their attics and hidden passageways by the Archangel’s warriors. The Jacobites who could, fought back (and, trained to terrorism, sometimes won these brief desperate skirmishes). Those who could not perished. Those who could run scattered from the city in all directions.


They were to meet again in Ileah in two months’ time, those who were alive, who could make it that far, who escaped the notice of the mercenary Jansai and ordinary Samarian citizens who didn’t mind turning in a Jacobite for a tidy reward. Meet again and decide, then, how to carry on their mission.


“Have you ever thought,” Zeke asked unexpectedly, breaking the long silence, “of setting sail for Ysral instead?”


“Instead of fighting here? Instead of bringing the truth to a whole world that does not want to see and can only blindly believe in lies so old and impossible that only a child could fall for them? Instead of doing what I know is right—what my parents died for—what your parents died for? Instead of—”


“I suppose not,” he said on a sigh.


“No,” she said. “Never.”


“Well, I have.”


“Now’s your chance,” she said. “Breven’s your port. Catch an Edori boat tonight, be in Ysral in two weeks. You’ll never be in danger again.”


“Well, I’ve thought of it,” he said defiantly. “I’m tired of running, and hiding, and always being afraid. And if we’re all killed—if all the Jacobites are dead—who will be left to carry on the fight? Maybe in a generation or two, when the whole world is wiser, Samaria will be willing to listen to us—”


Under her layers of loose cloth, Tamar hunched her shoulders as if to shrug off his touch. The same old tired argument. We cannot reason with them; we cannot make a difference; let us withdraw and try again next year, next decade, next century. Cowardice, she called it, and usually to the person’s face, but it still was not the time to be starting spectacular arguments with Zeke.


“Do what you want,” she said. “There must be an Edori ship in port. You’ll never have a better chance.”


“And what about you?” he said.


“What about me?” she said, but she knew the answer. This whole venture had been her idea—destination, date, and disguise—and she absolutely could not complete it without his help. It was rare enough for a Jansai woman to be out on the streets at night, even properly attired and accompanied by a male member of her family; not one would be out alone. Without Zeke’s protection, nominal as it was, Tamar could not pretend to this role. And if she was not a Jansai woman here in Breven … well, she would have to be an ordinary Samarian. Farewell, veils; good-bye, flowing garments that covered her from throat to toe. Only Jansai women dressed this way in the desert, where, even in early spring, the temperature could ascend to astonishing degrees of heat.


It was not her face that was so recognizable; indeed, there might be only half a dozen people, besides her immediate friends, who would know her on sight. But the fact that she bore no Kiss in her right arm—that would set her apart instantly. That would identify her at once for who she was. Jacobite. Cultist. Anarchist. The breed singled out by Bael for his special vengeance.


“I can’t leave you alone in Breven,” he said.


She wondered if, all along, this had been his plan; if this was why he had agreed to accompany her in the first place. She had spoken truly: he would never have a better chance to get to Ysral, for the Edori ships docked there every day, and the Edori were famous for taking on Jacobite refugees. Of course, boarding a ship from that well-patrolled dock was even more dangerous than crossing the desert on foot.


“You can,” she said, “if you wait till we leave the priest’s house.”


“Won’t you be afraid? If you’re by yourself?”


She smiled in the dark. Zeke wasn’t a half-bad fighter, and if they were ever unlucky enough to fall into hand-to-hand combat here on the Breven streets, he would no doubt make a handy battle partner. But if they were that unlucky, they were completely doomed, because they would never escape these streets alive after engaging in a brawl like that. She wouldn’t miss his company, that was certain; and her survival skills were no doubt good enough to see her back across the desert alone.


“Once I’ve got the Kiss,” she said, “I won’t be afraid. If you’ll stay with me that long, you can go, and luck to you.”


“Well, I haven’t decided for sure,” he said, but his voice was rushed with relief. “But I’ve been thinking about it.”


“You’ve got to go where your heart dictates,” she said. “Mine will take me to Ileah. If yours says Ysral, then go. I won’t stop you.”


He did not immediately reply, and she let the silence lengthen between them. In any case, the less talking now, the better. They had moved past the huts of the poor on the outer perimeter of the city through the wealthy, quiet neighborhoods where the streets were lined with massive, shuttered, secretive homes. Now, nearing the wharf, they entered the busy nighttime world of Breven’s business district. Glowing circles of light puddled at the base of the streetlights on every corner; the occasional truck growled by, clanking with its metal cargo. Voices muttered from behind shut doors or called to each other across the width of the pavement. Footfalls produced by invisible travelers sounded staccato and menacing in the dark. From farther away came ocean sounds: the groaning of ships pulling against anchor, the slap and trickle of waves against the wooden dock. The air was heavy with the damp, scented exhalation of the sea.


“We’re getting closer,” Tamar breathed, and laid her hand on Zeke’s arm. Not that she was afraid, certainly not; but any Jansai woman would cling to her brother if she was abroad on a night like this.


“What was the street again?” he murmured.


“Saturlin. We’re supposed to find the Exchange Building and turn right, and Saturlin is a few blocks off that.”


“The Exchange Building? What’s that?”


“The tall one with the eagle on top. You must have seen it in picture books.”


“Oh. That one. If we—”


But “Ssh,” she whispered, and pulled him back to the shelter of the brick building they were passing. They could just fit into the narrow niche provided by the glass door; the awning over the lintel covered both of them in shadow. Zeke mouthed a word at her—“What?”—but she shook her head, and in a few moments he heard it, too. First the rumble of the motor (big transport, from that sound alone), then the laughter carrying eerily far over the city streets. Minutes later the vehicle passed them, a huge, open truck carrying a load of Jansai soldiers in its cargo space. There was a jumble of talk and laughter, indistinguishable words, then the sudden splintering crash of glass as one of the Jansai threw a bottle over the side. Tamar felt Zeke flinch beside her, but the truck was gone. No one had seen them.


“Wonder what they’re doing here,” Zeke whispered.


“Looking for Jacobites. If you try to find an Edori boat tonight, be especially careful.”


“There might be more.”


“I’d count on it.”


With renewed caution, they continued forward, crossing streets in the middle of the block to avoid the lamplights, sticking as close to the buildings as their bones allowed, communicating with hand signals so they could more closely monitor the sounds around them. They saw no more transport trucks. The few foot travelers they passed walked as stealthily as they did, on the other side of the street, and did not accost them.


The Exchange Building was not hard to find, for it was one of the newest and tallest in the business district of Breven. Even in the unreliable street lighting, it was a glittering black, for it had been hewn from a cold, dense granite alive with crushed quartz crystals. On the edge of the roof, twenty stories up, perched a ferocious bird of prey, carved from the same black rock. Its wings were half-extended and its face was twisted in a perpetual snarl; it clutched a strand of beads in one claw and a round globe in the other. The Jansai motto, Tamar remembered now, meant to signify trade and barter around the world. For at one time the Jansai were Samaria’s most legendary merchants. Now they were the continent’s most fearsome soldiers.


Well, they had always been fearsome, always had a history of violence and brutality. But not until the past twenty years had their savagery been yoked and bent to the will of the Archangel.


Tamar touched Zeke on the shoulder and pointed to the right. He nodded and followed her. Across the street, two men were engaged in a heated argument that was punctuated unexpectedly by harsh laughter. This whole block was lit with a ring of lamps, so that it was almost impossible to slink back into welcome darkness. Tamar kept her hand in the crook of Zeke’s arm and tried not to look like she was hurrying.


Cross the street; escape the floodlights of the Exchange Building. Pick up the pace a little, hurrying into the shadows. Here, the salty, fishy smell of the ocean was especially strong, and the wind pressed her garments tightly to her chest and thighs. Another streetlight, another stretch of pavement to cross. Back into darkness. One more block safely negotiated.


Zeke saw the street sign before she did. “Saturlin,” he breathed, and crowded her toward the right. Saturlin was more of a cobblestoned alley than a true street, so narrow that most of its traffic surely came on foot. But it had the advantage of sporting absolutely no streetlights—which was also a disadvantage, because it was nearly impossible to make out distinguishing characteristics of any of the low buildings they slowly felt their way past.


“How will we know it?” Zeke asked, his voice edgy. “Do you have a street number? A name?”


“Eighth house on the left,” she murmured. “With red shutters.”


“Red shutters! I can scarcely see the windows, let alone the color of the paint—”


“There. Two buildings up. There’s a light on in the window and it looks to me—well, there are shutters. They might be red. Let’s get closer.”


They crept nearer, arriving at the uninviting wood door reinforced with three bands of bronze. Faint light did indeed filter down from the second-story window, and as it passed through the slatted frame it seemed to cast a rosy glow on the peeling paint of its shutters.


“Six, seven, eight … Well, I think this is it,” Tamar said.


“Think? And if it isn’t? What will you say to whoever answers the door?”


“Oh, be quiet,” she said impatiently, and rapped on the door as loudly as she dared. The silence of Saturlin, which had seemed comprehensive, instantly grew more complete; it was as if the house itself held its breath while the residents inside looked up wide-eyed and apprehensive. Midnight visitors must be a rarity, then. Tamar knocked again, just as forcefully.


She was not prepared to have the door flung open or to find a giant of a man glowering down at her from the threshold. She took a step backward, stumbling into Zeke, and found herself gulping once from nervousness.


“Well?” the large man demanded. “Who are you? What do you want? Why do you come to my door at midnight?”


“I came—we’re looking for a priest named Ezra,” she began, but before she could say another word, the big man grabbed her arm and jerked her inside. Zeke, scrambling after, barely made it inside before the door slammed shut behind him.


“Ezra!” the man repeated in a fierce whisper threaded with both amazement and fear. “No one comes here asking for him! No one! Who are you? What do you want? Tell me at once or I’ll call the watch on you.”


Tamar shook herself free, feeling calmer now. This was the right house, sure enough, and it was unlikely this man would be turning anyone over to the Jansai authorities. “My name is Tamar. I was told about Ezra by a friend of mine named Conran Atwell. This was the place I was directed to go.”


“Well, and Conran Atwell had best keep his directions to himself.” The big man scowled. Now that she got a chance to look at him, he was not quite the giant he had seemed at first, but large enough. It was his burly figure, wild beard, and rough mane of dark hair that made him seem so overpowering. “I don’t like strangers who come calling in the dead of night.”


“We won’t take up more of your time than we can help,” Tamar said. “Can you direct us to Ezra?”


“No, I cannot, and I would not if I could!”


“Are you Ezra?” she pursued coolly. The big man stared down at her.


“And if I was, why would I tell you that? The priest Ezra is no more. That should be enough for you—and for Conran Atwell.”


“I need to see him,” Tamar said, unheeding. “I need his help. I know he is here—or that he’s you—and I won’t go until I’ve had a chance to talk with him.”


“You’ll go soon enough if I throw you out on the street,” he threatened her.


“I don’t think you can afford an altercation on your doorstep,” she said. “Or you would not have been so alarmed when we arrived.”


“What man can afford a brawl in Breven?” he muttered, but he was eyeing her sideways in an effort to judge her nerve and her tenacity. She could not tell how much of the bluster was real, how much assumed, but she had quickly lost her fear of him. Conran had assured her that Ezra would help her (“though you may have to ask him more than once”), and Conran had never lied to her. And she had come this far …


“I only want one thing from you. I won’t stay a minute longer than I have to. I won’t ask for shelter, or food, or any other aid. I just want Ezra’s … services.”


“And what can you afford to pay him?” the big man asked bitterly. “Nothing, am I right? You Jacobites are all alike. All guts and glory and not a penny among you.”


Zeke had smothered a gasp when their host named their party, and the older man threw the younger one a look of scorn. “Well, who else but Jacobites would come to an ex-priest in the middle of the night, asking for the only service a priest can provide? Besides, if Conran Atwell wasn’t named Conran Atwell, he’d be named Jacob Fairman, for he’s the most thorough anarchist I ever met in all my life.”


“I have money,” Tamar said quietly. “Not much, but some. Would fifty gold coins be enough for you?”


It stopped the big man in his rantings, and even Zeke stood stock-still with surprise. If he’d known how much I was carrying on me, he probably would have robbed me this side of Breven, she thought cynically. Samaria had only recently changed over from a system of gold coins to paper currency. Most of the merchants were enthusiastic about the new money, but the more wary elements of society still preferred cold, hard metal. For one thing, the exchequers at the Exchange Building had to be keeping track of how much money they printed, and that meant they could trace the bills from hand to hand—or so the suspicious believed. But gold was an anonymous bounty, and it never devalued, and you could melt it down to create something just as precious as its barter weight. No one would turn down an offer of gold—particularly not when the number in the offer was so high.


“It might be,” the big man said, giving her a long hard speculative look. “If I could see this money. If I had it in advance.”


Bargain, bargain, bargain, part of her brain said, but another part, the part that had trusted Conran this far, merely wanted to strike the deal and get it over with. “Are you Ezra?” she demanded.


“I’m Ezra.”


“Then you can have the money now.”


And she slipped her knapsack from her shoulder and knelt right there in the cramped foyer, and she pulled out her gold. She had taken a narrow piece of red velvet and sewed it into a sleeve, and slipped in the coins one at a time; then she had tied strings between each coin and coiled the whole thing as tight as it would go. Thus no clink of money would give her away—to Zeke, to anybody—as she traveled.


“Shall I show you every coin?” she asked as she used her pocket dagger to slit each bit of string.


“Every last one,” said Ezra.


So she used the tip of her blade to rip out the hem at the top of the sleeve and poured out the gold in a glorious tumble onto the cold floor. She could feel both Zeke and Ezra staring. Nobody walked around carrying a ransom like this, not in Breven, not anywhere.


“Very well,” Ezra said. “Tell me what you want.”


She came fluidly to her feet. “I want you to install a Kiss in my arm.”


“You’re a Jacobite. You have no need for a Kiss that will bring you to the attention of Jovah. You do not even believe Jovah is your god.”


“I have a need for a Kiss that will help me masquerade as someone other than a Jacobite.”


“So you fear for your life, and you compromise your principles to save your skin.”


“As do you, as does everyone.”


Ezra’s eyes narrowed at that, for he clearly wondered what Conran had told her, but he did not reply directly. Instead, he jerked his head in Zeke’s direction. “And him? Does he also want the Kiss? And does he have his own fifty gold pieces, or does he think you shall pay his way?”


“I would think fifty gold pieces would buy Kisses for ten of my friends,” she said, “but you must ask him.”


“No,” Zeke said, speaking for the first time since they had leaped inside the door. “I don’t want a Kiss in my arm. I have no need of one—I am going to Ysral.”


“Well, and good luck on that venture,” Ezra growled. “Twice this past week Edori ships have put into port and been boarded by Jansai warriors. I’d guess they searched every cargo hold and lifeboat, looking for prey just like yourself.”


Zeke’s chin went up. It was clear to Tamar that he did not care for the ex-priest. “I’ll be careful,” he said. “I got us this far safely.”


Ezra was fitting the coins back into their velvet carrier. When he was done, he knotted it at the top and slid the whole package into a voluminous trouser pocket. “Doesn’t matter to me what you do or whether you make it,” he said. “I’ll do what I’m paid for, and then you’re both out of here.”


Tamar nodded. “Then let’s get to it.”


Ezra led them up a shadowy stairwell to a suite of rooms on the second floor. Tamar looked around critically as they entered. The stone walls were badly mortared, and the electric light was dim and insufficient for the space, which was furnished with chairs, tables, and other oddments that appeared to have been salvaged from a junk heap. The whole building gave the impression of being ancient, ill-built, and poorly kept, like some of the older structures in Luminaux that had undergone inadequate renovation after the advent of electricity. But Breven, she knew, had had few permanent buildings along its wharf until the past century, so this place was very likely less than a hundred years old. It had just been carelessly put together and was no doubt cheap as dirt.


But what other residence could an ex-priest afford?


Ezra gestured toward a tattered black chair set awry in one corner of the room. “Sit there,” he instructed Tamar. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


“She’s already paid you,” Zeke said loudly, swinging around to watch Ezra as he headed for the door. “So you’d better be back.”


The big man briefly broke stride, then left the room without turning back to reply. Settling herself on the chair, Tamar silently shook her head. No matter what, she was at the priest’s mercy now. Zeke’s posturing served no purpose.


But Zeke turned back to her, satisfied with his empty threat.


“Tamar,” he said, coming over to crouch beside her, “where in the world did you get that much money? And why didn’t you tell me you had it?”


She elected to leave the second question unanswered. “Conran gave it to me.”


“And where did he get it?”


“He said it was a legacy. That my mother left it.”


“Your mother? Who—why—none of the Jacobites have that kind of money!”


Tamar was silent a moment. Only a handful of the remaining Jacobites had ever known her mother and father, and none of them had bothered to sit and tell her warm, sweet remembrances of her martyred parents. That they had died for the cause, she knew, in the first bloody uprising nearly thirty years ago, the event that had taken the life of Jacob Fairman and the other early fanatics. That she was their only child she also knew, and their names had been given to her as Lianna and Rolf. But what they looked like, how they had met, what had drawn them to the fiery radical Jacob Fairman—no one had ever bothered to tell her that. Once or twice she had suspected that her mother was a daughter of the Manadavvi, the wealthy elite class living in the rich province of Gaza, and that would certainly account for the inheritance of fifty coins. Or perhaps not. The few affluent individuals who had joined the Jacobites had usually dumped all their jewels and assets into the community coffers, always woefully low. For a young woman to have the foresight to set aside a dowry for her daughter was singular in the extreme. So perhaps Conran had lied about the money.


“Well, that’s what he told me. Frankly, I don’t care where he got it. It’ll buy me my Kiss.”


Zeke gave a minatory look at the door through which Ezra had left. “Maybe it will,” he said darkly. “If we can trust him. What do you know about him, anyway?”


She shrugged. “He was a priest for twenty-five years and now he’s not. Conran was not specific. My guess is that he was caught in some kind of illegal pursuit, so the oracles stripped him of his position.”


“Installing Kisses in rebels?”


“Conran says not. Not until after he was defrocked, anyway.”


“So you’re not the first who’s come to him.”


“No, but I don’t think there have been many others.”


“Is he a Jacobite?”


“I’m not sure,” she said. “He’d almost have to be, to be a friend of Conran’s. But if he was a priest for twenty-five years—well, wouldn’t he have to believe in Jovah?”


“Maybe he converted. Maybe he came to see the truth.”


“Maybe he thinks they’re all fools—angels, priests, and Jacobites,” Ezra said from the doorway. He was carrying a small leather briefcase that was so covered in scratched, layered dust that it appeared to be written on in mysterious hieroglyphics.


Zeke swung around to challenge him. “So you don’t believe in the god Jovah, who sends sun and rain, and listens to the prayers of the angels, and guards our souls when we die?”


“No, and I don’t believe that there’s some great electronic brain orbiting over our heads on some thousand-year-old spaceship, either. Although, to tell you the truth, I couldn’t really decide which theory is more preposterous.”


“Then why did you spend half your life as a priest?” Zeke demanded.


“Because it paid well. Now shut up. Go sit on the other side of the room, you’re annoying me.”


Zeke stiffened and seemed to be considering a protest, but then he stalked away and flung himself onto a dilapidated couch next to the window. Ezra pulled up a chair on Tamar’s right side and opened his briefcase on his knees. She could not see inside; she was not sure she wanted to.


“Will this hurt?” she asked.


“Not at first. I’ll numb your arm before I start. When it wears off, it’ll hurt like a knife wound for a day or two.” He snorted. “We always tell parents, ‘Oh, it’s painless, the baby doesn’t feel a thing,’ but of course that’s a lie. Hurts like hell. The baby just can’t say so, and none of the adults can remember what it felt like to be Kissed by the god.”


“How long will it take?”


“About half an hour. If you sit still and stay quiet.”


She nodded instead of replying, to show him she could be silent. He drew a wide, flat jar from his briefcase and pried it open, then stirred the contents with his finger. She frowned briefly as a faint odor drifted past her.


“Hold out your arm,” he demanded, and she extended her right hand. She had already rolled her sleeve up all the way to her shoulder, for the Kiss would be inserted just under her biceps. He smeared a dollop of white paste on her arm where the Kiss would go.


“Manna-root salve,” she murmured.


The ex-priest looked at her sharply. “Manna root is one of the ingredients, but how do you know that?” he asked. “Only the priests use it. It’s too rare for ordinary men and women to play with.”


She shrugged against his grip. “There was an Edori woman I knew in Luminaux. She had some. Apparently the Edori use it all the time. It’s not so rare in Ysral.”


Ezra grunted. “Maybe not. They say the angelicas used to know how to pray for manna seed to fall from heaven, but they’ve forgotten or lost the prayers that used to coax it from Jovah’s hands. But the Edori remember prayers none of the rest of us ever learned.”


“I thought you didn’t believe in prayers to Jovah.”


“I believe in the results I see.”


They sat for a while in silence as the salve went to work. First it felt cool against her arm, then it caused a shivering tingle, and then the whole area went dead. After about five minutes Ezra poked at her arm with a needle.


“Feel that?”


“No.”


“All right. Look away if the sight of blood offends you.”


But it was her own blood, her own body, and so she watched. Working with an unexpected delicacy for a man with such big hands, Ezra retrieved a small, wickedly thin knife from his briefcase and made one quick incision in her arm. She felt a certain pressure but no pain, even as the blood quickly welled up along the cut. Only when the droplets slid down her skin, past the numbed area, did she feel their sticky warmth.


Ezra was pulling another treasure from his case. “Ever see one of these?” he asked. “Not attached to a person, I mean.”


He handed her a strange contraption that looked like nothing so much as an opal-backed spider, only bigger than any spider she’d ever seen. With her left hand, she took it, and held it up to the insufficient light. The top portion was smooth, beautiful, gemlike, an extremely hard glass filled with opaque shadows. The bottom half consisted of a tangle of metallic black wires, stiff but bendable.


“A Kiss,” she said. “How does it work?”


He snorted again. “Depends on what you believe, I guess. The faithful say that the Kiss is a product of Jovah’s, fashioned by his hand, and that the blood of a man—or woman—animates it. The Jacobites believe that it is some kind of electronic link to this spaceship they’re always talking about. And that human warmth or movement or what have you switches it on and allows the computer to track them around the planet till they die.”


“The second explanation sounds infinitely more reasonable to me,” Zeke called from across the room.


“Be quiet,” Ezra said, not even looking at him. “As for the mechanics of it—” He took the object back from Tamar and proceeded to separate the trailing wires. “These are inserted into the incision and graft themselves to the bone over a period of three days. You can remove or reposition a Kiss for up to seventy-two hours, but after that, there’s no digging it out of a person’s arm without breaking through the bone itself. Or cutting his arm off.” He grinned wolfishly. “Which is something I have known to be done. Here, now, brace your hand against the edge of my chair. And hold very still.”


“Can I talk?”


“I would imagine nothing could stop you,” he said, but absently. With one hand, he was holding the Kiss; with the other, he was prying apart the edges of her slit skin. He seemed to do no more than lay the wires against the cut and wait. Through the deadened nerve endings, she almost believed she could feel those narrow metal fingers shiver with a slowly quickening life of their own, sink through the layers of muscle and vein to seek out the sturdy anchor of the bone. Ezra applied some pressure to the crystal top of the Kiss, edging it back and forth to attain some perfect placement, then was still again.


“Does it light up?” Tamar asked.


“Does what light up? The Kiss? Not that I’ve ever seen.”


“I’ve heard it said that when true lovers meet for the first time, the colors in their Kisses go wild.”


His face wore a disdainful look. “Romantic tales told by lovelorn girls,” he said. “The idea makes no sense.”


“Well, it would make sense if Jovah was a computer,” Tamar argued. “If he had his reasons for wanting to mate certain men and women. The lights and colors could be—not an emotional reaction, but an engineered, scientific one.”


“Ridiculous,” Ezra said. “It doesn’t happen.”


“So how many of these Kisses have you installed over your life?” she wanted to know next.


“Uncountable,” he replied. “Thousands.”


“And where did you get the Kisses?”


He responded with a short dog’s-bark laugh. “When I was first ordained, I was presented with this case of instruments and a box of one hundred Kisses. When I had used up every last one, I returned to the oracle on Mount Sinai, and she gave me one hundred more. And so I continued for as long as I was a priest.”


“Where do the oracles get the Kisses?”


“I did not ask. Perhaps they construct the items themselves. Perhaps there are storerooms of them buried in each of the retreats. Perhaps Jovah sends them as requested. I never cared.”


“And how many Kisses do you have left from that final box of one hundred?”


This time the laugh was fainter. “Five.”


“Then I am glad I came to you when I did.”


“And this night of all nights. You are never completely safe in Breven, but today and tomorrow and the next day you might be considered a little less at risk.”


Tamar’s voice was scornful. “That is why we chose to come tonight, of course. Do you think we are complete fools? With the Gloria to be sung tomorrow morning, all the angels and most of their Jansai servants will be on the Plain of Sharon. We do not have to worry about them.”


“Well, I would still worry a little bit,” he said. He lifted his hand cautiously from the Kiss, but it stayed grounded in her arm. He nodded. “Good. It looks like it has rooted. I’m going to smear some more cream around your incision and bind the whole thing.”


“And how do I care for it while the wound heals?”


“It shouldn’t take more than a couple of days to heal. The cut is shallow, and the manna root is a marvelous salve—and, here, you can take this jar of ointment. I’ve got more. But remember, the Kiss itself will not be absolutely implanted in your arm until the three days are up. Keep the area dry and cover it with a bandage daily to keep it free from dirt and dust. After that, you should have to give it no more care than you give your fingernails or your teeth.”


“And if something goes wrong? If it hasn’t—rooted?”


He gave her that lupine grin again. “Then come back. I’ll fix it.”


“You know I can’t do that.”


“I wouldn’t trouble myself. In the twenty-five years I installed Kisses, day in and day out, only twice did a Kiss fall awry. And in both those cases, the problem lay with the person receiving the Kiss—both young children who scratched and clawed at the alien marble in their arms. That’s the reason we always preferred to graft the Kiss to infants—they don’t like it any better, but there’s less they can do about it.”


“And when the salve wears off? Will it hurt?”


“Like any wound. It will improve every day.”


“Then we’re all done here?”


“You’re done.”


Tamar rolled her sleeve back down, glad that its full folds hid the bulky bandage. She had hoped she would be able to walk out of Ezra’s place boldly, flashing her badge of citizenship, but apparently she had three more dreary days to wait before she could pass as an ordinary woman of Samaria. Well, she had waited twenty-eight years. She could wait three more days.


“Ready, Zeke?” she asked, coming to her feet. Ezra, rising to his considerable height beside her, forestalled her with a gesture.


“And where do you plan to go once you’ve left here?” he asked. “No respectable inn would take you at this hour of the night.”


“We can go to the wharf,” Zeke said, crossing the room to join them. “I need to look for passage to Ysral.”


“Not at midnight,” Ezra said. “That’s when the patrols are most zealous.”


“Do you have a suggestion?” Tamar asked quietly.


He gestured around the room where they were standing. “It’s not luxury, but you can spend the night here,” he said. “Leave at dawn. It’s safer.”


“I have no more money to pay you for such a great favor,” she said.


Ezra shrugged. “Included in the fee.”


“Then we accept your offer,” Tamar said before Zeke could come up with any protests. Though she suspected he was as glad as she was to find a haven for the night.


Ezra nodded once, sharply, and turned to leave the room. Even this gesture of altruism did not incline him to easy friendship. “Don’t disturb me when you leave in the morning,” he said. “Just take the stairs and go out. The door will lock itself behind you.”


“If we are not to see you again, let me thank you now,” Tamar said, her voice slipping into the slight singsong of formal gratitude. “For the use of the room, and for the great service you did me tonight. Even though I offered you money, you could have refused, and you did not. I am in your debt.”


He waved off the speech, though he did not look entirely ill-pleased. “Best be careful on the streets as you leave, Gloria or no Gloria,” he said. “Be especially wary on the wharf. The Jansai love nothing so much as Jacobite meat for breakfast, especially when that Jacobite is on the verge of escaping.”


“We’ll be careful,” Tamar said, holding out her left hand. Almost reluctantly, the big man took it.


“Jovah keep you,” he said, “if you care for that blessing.”


She smiled, and responded with the Jacobite’s traditional farewell: “May your friends guard your back, may the seasons be kind, may you never weary in your faith, till we find the Alleluia Files at last.”




CHAPTER TWO


Zeke and Tamar were up at first light. They quickly dressed and ate from their dwindling supply of rations. Tamar wasted a few minutes investigating the Kiss on her arm. During the night the numbing agent had evaporated, and she had woken to a deep, insistent ache—not unbearable, but not easy to overlook, either. She carefully untied the bandage Ezra had applied and was pleased to see no bleeding or swelling around the incision. Manna root was an excellent salve indeed.


The Kiss itself looked different in the light of day—more vibrant, more concentrated. More sentient, Tamar thought, though that was a concept that belonged more to the angels than to a properly educated atheist like herself. If it indeed represented an electronic link to the computer that orbited overhead, then it might perhaps have animated somehow as it connected to her flesh, but it did not grow more alive. It was a mechanism, a thing, constructed by men for the edification of a machine.


Still, the faintest milky glow seemed to swirl dreamily in its crystal depths.


She spread a little of the manna ointment around the incision but, contrary to Ezra’s instructions, did not rebandage her arm. When she donned her Jansai veils and garments again, she left her arms bare so the Kiss would show. It might not be completely anchored in her bone yet, but she would be careful not to bump or bruise it; this was a badge she could not wait even one more day to show.


“Are you finally ready?” Zeke asked impatiently as she finished tying her headdress in place.


“Ready. Let’s go.”


They moved quietly down the steps and let themselves out on the street, closing the door behind them. Tamar tugged on the handle till she felt the lock fall home, then she turned to survey the close alley. Not much more welcoming in spring sunlight. They needed to get to the more publicly traveled areas.


“I’ve been thinking,” she said. “Instead of canvassing the wharf, it might be safer to go to the marketplaces or the cafés and see if we can find an Edori captain off his ship. Make arrangements there. He might be able to help you get safely on board.”


“Makes sense,” Zeke said. “But how will we recognize a sea captain?”


She grinned. “Well, I’d guess any Edori we run into in Breven will be a sailor, whether or not he’s a captain. That’s a start. And of course we’ll recognize any Edori we see.”


“True enough,” Zeke said. “Let’s go look.”


It was true; though rare on the Samarian continent these days, Edori were instantly recognizable anywhere. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, mahogany-skinned, Edori all possessed a certain resemblance that would have set them apart from ordinary Samarians even if their genial, welcoming dispositions did not. Tamar had not met many Edori, for most of them had emigrated to Ysral over the past hundred years, but all of them had amazed her with their fearlessness, joyousness, and genuine interest in the world around them. She could not believe centuries of oppression had not bred such common delights from them. It had only taken a trio of decades to turn the whole lot of the Jacobites grim.


Breven by day was a very different proposition than it had been by shadowy night. For one thing (Gloria or no Gloria), there were hundreds of people abroad, cramming the sidewalks and filling the pitted roads with vehicles of all descriptions. Most of those they passed were Jansai—as distinctive as the Edori, but mainly by virtue of their loose, flowing clothing and predilection for gaudy jewelry. But the whole range of Samarian society could be found on these streets, for Breven was a trading capital second only to Luminaux. In the past fifty years it had even eclipsed Semorrah, the inland city that had been the business heart of Samaria for centuries. Thus Zeke and Tamar passed elegant Manadavvi from Gaza, middle-class burghers from Bethel, ordinary farmers from southern Jordana—and, finally, a solitary Edori man standing outside a shop window and looking in with an expression of wonder.


He was gazing at a confection of lace and satin, a woman’s garment that Tamar would never have expected to see in a Breven market, and she nodded at Zeke to let him know she could handle the opening conversational gambit. Accordingly, she came to a halt beside the spellbound traveler and let loose a lilting laugh of complicity.


“I’m not sure what I’d say to a man who brought that home to me,” she observed. “But at least I’d know what was on his mind!”


The Edori turned to her instantly, his waist-length braid whipping over his shoulder. A quick grin lightened his dark face. “Well, if a man wanted to bring a woman a gift he’d be sure she’d like, this might not be the one,” he replied. “Is what I was thinking.”


“Are you shopping for a wife—a lover?” she asked, remembering belatedly that the Edori were said to never marry. “Or merely courting?”


Still smiling, he put both hands before him, palms outward, as if pushing away trouble. “A man like me’s got no business courting,” he said.


“And why would that be?”


“I’m a wanderer by nature. The ocean is my lover, or so the women say.”


“Oh, a sailor,” she said, nodding sagely. “And how long will you be in port?”


He glanced up at the sun, measuring time, and laughed. “Another two hours, it looks like. I should be back on board already. But facing two weeks of nothing but wave and wind, a man likes to take a few more minutes to feel his feet on solid ground.”


“Cargo boat?” she asked. “Or merely pleasure?”


He laughed again. “Well, despite what you’ll hear any sailor say, there’s a pleasure merely to be on board ship, crossing the ocean again and again. But we’re a cargo boat. We trade mostly in spices, gold, and electronics.”


“Passengers?” she asked, and suddenly her voice was very low.


His face immediately grew sober, but not a muscle in his body changed position. Anyone watching them would have noticed nothing tense in either of their postures. “From time to time,” he said. “But it’s a rarity.”


“Would it be possible,” she said slowly, “for you to tell me the conditions?”


“Are you the one who desires passage?”


“No. My friend. The man across the street who’s eating the tangerine. He wishes to set sail for Ysral immediately.”


“It’s not my decision,” the Edori said regretfully. “My captain’s on board already, and it’s his boat. His choice. I’d be willing to ask him. One man isn’t much of a burden.”


“He can pay a little, though not much,” Tamar said. “But he can work to help pay his way.”


“It’s not the gold. It’s the getting out of Breven harbor. Let me ask. I’ll see what the captain says.”


“You said you’re sailing in two hours. Will you come meet us somewhere? What shall we do?”


The Edori thought swiftly. “The ship’s called The Wayward. She’s docked on the southern edge of the port, facing the Varnet Building. Do you know it?”


She shook her head. “Describe it.”


“White marble. Sixteen stories. Everything else around it is squat and dark, so you cannot miss it.”


“All right.”


“If the captain has agreed to take your friend, an hour and a half from now we’ll throw a red blanket over the railing that you can see from shore. I’ll bring the dinghy to the dock and pick him up. He must be watching for the blanket, for that will be the moment I leave the ship, and it will only take me ten minutes to make it to shore. I will only stay dockside long enough to pick up a passenger. If he is not there, I will return to my ship immediately. Is that clear?”


“Perfectly clear. I know thanks are inadequate—”


Now he smiled again, the rich, happy smile of the Edori. “We, too, know what it is like to be persecuted by the Jansai,” he said. “We are all brothers under the skin. We will help anyone who asks. No thanks are needed.”


“But I am glad to give them. And my friend will be profuse in his gratitude.”


“Your friend—his name is?”


“Zeke. Ezekiel.”


“I am Reuben sia Havita. I hope he is with us as we sail.”


And then casually, so as not to seem too eager or too afraid, they parted, the Edori heading purposefully toward the wharf, Tamar crossing the street and meandering forward a block until she caught up with Zeke.


“Well?” he asked urgently, his voice low.


“He’s willing, but he has to check with his master. We need to be at the harbor in a little more than an hour. They’ll signal from the ship.”


“What’s the cost?”


“He quoted none.”


“That’s ridiculous!” Zeke replied, his voice rising. “No one would do such a service for free!”


Tamar glanced around, but no one appeared to be eavesdropping. “Sshh,” she hissed. “I told them you’d be willing to work for your passage. And it wouldn’t hurt you to bring your own food.”


“We don’t have much left.”


“We have some time. Let’s see what we can find in the market.”


Accordingly, they made their way to the open-air bazaars that could be found in any sizable Samarian city, and began shopping. It was spring, so there were few fresh fruits to be found, but they wanted dried food anyway, rations that could be packed and carried and eaten at leisure. Zeke, preparing for a longer trip, bought more than Tamar did, but she, too, was looking at a journey. They had little money left between them—they had started out with very little, except Tamar’s secret cache—so they bartered with the merchants and bought as dearly as they could.


“It’s time to head toward the dock,” Zeke said for the hundredth time, when there were still plenty of minutes to spare, but Tamar could not entirely blame him for being nervous. So she said, “All right,” and stowed a package of wrapped apricots in her backpack, and they headed toward the southern edge of town on streets that paralleled the sea. Not until they had glimpsed the Varnet Building did they cut east toward the wharf. Just in case anyone was watching them. Just in case anyone was curious.


They took a roundabout route through the shops and office buildings that were just now, at about nine in the morning, opening their doors for business. Tamar could not resist casting a longing eye at some of the fashions on display in the broad windows—though she had seen things just as fine in Luminaux—and anyway, she had neither the money nor the idle vanity to see herself attired in such frivolous shoes and gowns. No self-respecting Jacobite did.


When Zeke got distracted, it was at the doorway leading into an electronics shop, and what stopped him was the sound of singing pouring from some hidden source. He was not the only one to be swayed by the music. A crowd of perhaps twenty people had come to an almost absentminded halt in the street and on the sidewalks immediately outside the store, and they were all listening with rapt, bemused expressions.


“What is it?” Tamar whispered, but Zeke shook his head without replying. She stood still and listened more intently. There were two singers performing in matchless harmony, a man and a woman whose voices rose and fell in a complex, shifting pattern of melody and descant. Their voices were passionate beyond description, beyond the ability of their bodies to contain them; it seemed as if their notes must shatter their hearts and then explode the wiring of whatever fabulous circuitry had carried the music so improbably to this street corner in Breven.


It was the climax of the song, of course; within moments the duet reached its conclusion to the sound of thundering applause, likewise broadcast over the shop speakers to the spellbound audience in the street. It was a moment before Tamar thought to draw breath. She noticed others near her similarly gathering their wits and inhaling long drafts of air.


“What was that?” she demanded quietly of Zeke. “One of those new recordings?”


He shook his head. “The Gloria,” he said. “They seem to be carrying a live broadcast. You have just heard the angels singing, probably for the first time in your life.”


Tamar stiffened. There was no skill, no superiority she was willing to cede to the angels. “It was not so fine,” she lied. “But why are they still singing the Gloria? I thought it began at dawn.”


“A little after,” he said. “And continues all day, or so I’ve heard. What incredible music.”


“Was that Bael that we just heard singing? Bael and the angelica?”


Zeke shrugged. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t recognize his voice if he stopped me on the street and called my name. But they all have voices like that. Voices to turn you into a believer.”


She would have scolded him furiously for such a heretical remark, except that any of twenty people could have overheard her—and she herself had just witnessed the music that had so moved him. “Well, I’m glad you got a chance to listen to a few notes,” she said briskly. “But we can’t stand here loitering.”


“We’ve got time,” he said. “Just a few more minutes.”


She stared at him in true irritation, but before she could remonstrate, the voice of a new singer came lilting over the speakers. It quite literally turned Tamar in her tracks to face the open doorway, as if by such a minute adjustment in her stance she could more closely audit the music being performed five hundred miles away on the Plain of Sharon. This performer was a young woman singing completely a cappella, and her voice was so sweet and so true that it seemed elemental, unrehearsed, like starlight or autumn or sea. The verses melted into each other, wealth poured into wealth; the very air Tamar breathed seemed gilded by the singer’s richness. When the liquid silken outpouring of song came to a wistful conclusion, the silence was so empty that Tamar almost staggered forward into it. She put her hand out to steady herself against the wall of the shop. Her blood pounded suddenly into the back of her head; her eyes shut against a momentary dizziness. Suddenly her arm ached with a sharp and fire-edged pain.


“Zeke,” she said brusquely. “We must go. Now.”


“I know,” he said, and reluctantly started forward again, threading his way through the unmoving crowd. Tamar had to force her feet to follow him, for they had turned heavy and difficult. She still trailed one hand along the marble wall of the building to aid her balance. She closed her eyes briefly and shook her head. She must have lost more blood last night than she had realized; shame on Ezra for not warning her about the aftereffects this morning.


“That’s odd,” Zeke said, a few paces later, by which time she had more or less recovered.


“What? That they broadcast the Gloria like that? I didn’t know it was possible.”


“It’s the first year they’ve tried it. But that’s not what I meant. Your arm. Look at it.”


“What about my—” she began, and then faltered. The Kiss, which had seemed more alive this morning, now positively blazed with an iridescent flame. Colors sparked in its nacreous depths, faded, and grew calm as she watched. “Jovah guard me,” she said faintly.


“He won’t,” Zeke replied automatically. “What was that all about? It’s almost completely dull again now.”


“I have no idea,” she said. “Maybe it’s some part of that—bonding process Ezra talked about last night.”


“It looks like it would be hot. Is it hot?”


“No,” she said, but she touched it anyway, to find a fugitive warmth just now fading from the glass surface. Perhaps that surge of heat she had felt moments ago was not her imagination after all. “No,” she said again.


“Strange,” he said. “Maybe you should ask someone what it means.”


“Certainly. The first angel I come across, perhaps—or, no, a Jansai warrior. There are plenty of them here. ‘Excuse me, kind sir, but I’m a Jacobite in hiding and I’ve just had a Kiss installed in my arm, and I wondered if you could explain to me—’”


“Well, you could ask somebody less suspicious. Someday.”


“I’ll do that. Meanwhile, you have a ship to board.”


By now, they were only a block over from the wharf, and in the spaces between buildings, they could spot the array of ships clustered along the harbor. The smaller vessels—the sailboats, the fishing boats, the shuttles—were crowded up to the wooden dock, masts and sails and banners creating a tangle of shapes and colors against the sky. Farther out, stately and patient, were the big ships too heavy for the shallow waters at the harbor’s edge.


“What’s this ship’s name? Do you see her?” Zeke asked anxiously. Once clear of the bewildering effect of angel song, he had reverted to his normal fretful personality.


“The Wayward. I think she’s a midsized ship, because the Edori don’t have huge cargo boats, but he said he’d have to send the dinghy in. So she must be out a ways … Yes, I think that’s her. Straight out through those two buildings, do you see?”


“No, I—oh, yes. Yes, I do. But there’s no red rug on the railing.”


“Be patient. I think we have a few more minutes to wait. He didn’t want to come to shore until the last possible moment.”


The Edori ships were all easy to spot, for they were smaller, sleeker, and in general less showy than the Jansai vessels. Tamar had heard that they were also faster, usually outrunning the Jansai, who practiced piracy on the high seas. The Wayward had little decoration to distinguish it, except the name painted in flowing red letters on the bow and the flag of the Edori nation flying from its mast. Like the Jansai, the Edori had made a bird their mascot, but theirs was a white falcon winging its way diagonally across an onyx background. Freedom. All the Edori had ever wanted.


“How many more minutes?” Zeke wanted to know.


“I don’t know. Ten, maybe. Fifteen. How quickly can you get to the dock from here? He said it would take him ten minutes to reach the dock from the ship.”


“I could make it in three.”


“Walking casually, so you would not draw attention?”


“Well, five, then. It’s only a hundred yards away.”


“Do you want me to stay here or come with you? Which would be less noticeable?”


“Come with me. No, stay here. It would look odd if someone saw us walking together and then I boarded the boat and you did not. And you’d better take off that Jansai disguise as soon as I’m gone.”


“I know. I will. Is there anything else you need? Anything else I can tell you? Any messages I can carry back for you when I meet the others again in Ileah?”


“Tell them I’m in Ysral, and to look for me if they ever go there. Tell them I’m safe and happy. That it’s what I wanted.”


There had been a girl in Luminaux whom Zeke had been involved with—a pretty girl with red-blond hair and a mild disposition. As far as Tamar knew, she had escaped the Jansai depredations. “Anyone in particular I should tell?”


“No. Conran. Anyone who asks.”


She had lost so many friends in the past few months that it was hard to lose one more, even one as unrewarding as Zeke. She was finding it difficult to say good-bye. He was one of hers, part of her circle; and that circle grew smaller every day. “Take care of yourself,” she said, putting her hand on his arm. “Find new friends, and safety. Don’t lose your faith. Never forget us.”


“There’s the signal,” he said, and unexpectedly bent down to kiss her on the mouth. “Good luck to you, too. Watch me to the ship, and I’ll wave as we pull away to freedom. I won’t forget. We’ll meet each other again.”


“Till then,” she said. “Till we find the Alleluia Files.”


He gave her a smile of rare, genuine excitement, and turned to hike at a brisk but reasonable pace toward the dock. She faded back into the shadow of the Varnet Building, watching as she had promised. She almost lost him once or twice in the press of people on the wharf, but then she caught sight of his tall, thin figure again, weaving through the crowd. And—the waters of the harbor were crowded, of course—but surely that was the dinghy that had cast off from The Wayward the instant the red blanket billowed over the rail? It picked its way past the sailboats and the outbound barges, taking a quiet, determined course for the dock.


“Free and safe,” she murmured, still watching. Zeke was on the dock; the shuttle craft was twenty yards away. “As you always wanted.”


And then four idle men in close conversation at the edge of the water turned with one motion and formed a phalanx around Zeke. Even from this distance, Tamar could see the astonishment on his face, succeeded quickly by comprehension and terror. Two of them grabbed his arms; one of them spoke to him in measured tones, informing him of his crimes; the fourth one pointed toward the water and shouted. But the dinghy had already reversed itself, heading rapidly back toward its mother ship, and there didn’t seem to be a patrol boat in the waters. The Edori appeared to be safe.


Not so Zeke. As she slumped against the wall, dizzier now than she had been at the angels’ singing, Tamar watched him struggle and protest and grow frantic with fear. One of the Jansai hit him, and he fell backward, kept upright only by the men who held his arms. Two of the other Jansai laughed. On their jackets, Tamar could see the sapphire crescent moon that was the badge of the Archangel Bael.


“Zeke,” she whispered. She had pressed one hand against her mouth, one against her stomach; she was afraid she would either start screaming or retching. She felt like a traitor, allowing him to go alone to an undetermined hell, but there was nothing she could do now to succor him. If Ezra had betrayed them, there was nothing she could do to save herself. She pressed her back as tightly as it would go against the cool white surface of the Varnet Building, and felt herself shiver in the meandering, dispassionate spring air.




CHAPTER THREE


Jared tilted his head toward the sun and shut his eyes, hoping that if he merely concentrated on the music, and did not look at the performers, he would be able to appreciate the singing as he should. Both Bael and his angelica, Mariah, had exceptional voices, and their duets at the Gloria were generally considered outstanding; but Jared couldn’t stand either of them, and so it was hard to like their music. And at two hours for a standard mass, he had a long, hard wait ahead of him if he didn’t find some way to make the time pass pleasantly.


It was cool this year, this far north, and the weak spring sunlight did little to warm his cheeks, but it was still a welcome sunlight for all that. Gaza had experienced a long, bleak winter, and no matter how often Jared flew aloft to pray for sunshine, the clouds had always returned, full-bodied and sullen as a rejected mistress. But the Gloria signaled the start of true spring, the promise of gentle days, budding greenery, clear skies. It could not come soon enough for Jared.


Mariah’s thin soprano broke free of Bael’s powerful bass, and Jared opened his eyes again, his concentration broken. The years had been kinder to the Archangel than to his wife; every now and then on the highest notes, her voice showed the strain of age, a tendency to grow sharp, almost screechy. Nobody else had commented on it, at least in Jared’s hearing, but surely they had noticed. Well, she had been angelica for nineteen years, and she had been past thirty when she assumed that role, so perhaps he should not judge too harshly. It was a difficult task, this annual performance of the Gloria on the Plain of Sharon. Mariah still accomplished it with adequate grace.


For a moment Jared studied the singer and the angel waiting motionlessly beside her. As always, they looked to him like prophets culled from the ancient pages of the Librera. Bael—with his pewter hair, full beard, flowing blue robes, and broad silver wings—looked as if at any moment he would fling out his arms and speak pronouncements handed to him directly from Jovah. Mariah seemed no less possessed. Reed-thin, black-haired, dramatically dressed in a slim red sheath, she delivered her solo with passionate, writhing conviction. Her eyes were shut tightly, her hands were clenched and drawn up to her heart, and she produced every note as if it were the word of the god himself.


Jared sighed infinitesimally and looked away. He should not mock them, not even silently and to himself, but their blind zeal had stirred up no end of trouble during the past two decades, and he for one would be glad to see their tenure ended next year. But who was to follow them? That was a troubling question indeed. Even when the oracles asked Jovah that question directly, the god did not reply. No successor had been named, so no successor had been groomed, and for the first time in more than seven centuries, Samarians blankly faced a future in which they had no idea who would be their spiritual and political leader.


Jared had no doubt that Bael was willing to continue his rule for another twenty years, and it worried him that some of the other angels might agree to such a solution. Surely a council of angels, river merchants, Jansai, and Manadavvi would be convened to consider their alternatives if such an eventuality arose—if Jovah never spoke—but Bael was a powerful man with a horde of influential friends. If he wanted to keep the job, failing divine intervention, it might be impossible to wrest it away from him.


Jared’s eyes wandered from Mariah’s contortions to the face of the young man standing just behind her. Well, not so young as all that—at thirty-five, three years older than Jared and far more ambitious. Bael’s son by a liaison outside his marriage, Omar was an intense, intelligent, and highly focused individual. It had been the tragedy of Bael’s life that his only child had been born human, not angelic. Omar’s tragedy, too. For nobody doubted that Omar would have been willing to take his father’s place as Archangel if mortals had been allowed to ascend to that position. As it was, Omar would appear to be out of luck.


Even had Omar been angelic, such a bequest would have been unprecedented. In the annals of Samarian history, the title of Archangel had never gone from parent to child. In fact, most often it rotated between the three angel holds in Gaza, Bethel, and Jordana—Jovah’s way, most likely, of making sure no one family consolidated power too great even for the god to balance. But then, it was unprecedented that Jovah had waited so long to choose his next Archangel.


Jared knew that he himself was considered a contender for the post of Archangel. As leader of the host in Monteverde, the angel hold in Gaza, he held a position of some authority and respect. And the Archangel before Bael had come from Cedar Hills, the hold in Jordana. Bael himself was from the Eyrie in Bethel. Thus, it was Monteverde’s turn to produce the next leader. But Jared felt he was unlikely material. He lacked the single-minded dedication to power that Bael had evinced for all nineteen years of his reign; he lacked the desire to bend others to his will. It was hard for him to work up a real rage, or even an unshakable conviction. And, at least to judge by Bael, an Archangel must be able to do all that and more.


Now, suddenly, Bael’s voice was joined to his angelica’s again, and the two voices rose in scrolling harmony. This time when Jared closed his eyes, it was in a moment’s pure pleasure; ah, that was a nice turn, that shifting melody, that leaping octave. When Bael’s voice broke free of Mariah’s to commence with the second male solo, Jared allowed himself to simply enjoy a few moments of excellent music. Despite his opinion of the man, Jared had to admit that Bael could sing.


It was another half hour before the mass concluded, and during that time Jared had found his thoughts drifting off again and again. Everyone else seemed rapt and overawed by the performance, but Jared could only pay attention for isolated measures. Still, he politely joined the wild applause, and nodded when an Eyrie angel murmured in his ear, “What a voice the man has! Surely Jovah listens!”


“He listens to us all. Or so we hope,” he answered piously, and earned a puzzled look. He gave the angel a lazy grin and turned to find Mercy standing beside him.


“Where exactly do we fall on the schedule?” she wanted to know. “Do we sing next? Last? Did you bother to ask?”


“No, I thought you would,” he said, giving the answer that he knew would annoy her most. She bridled, and he couldn’t help laughing. He reached out a careless hand to squeeze her shoulder. Small, brown, and compact, she stood more than a head shorter than he; only her wings, just now folded primly back, gave her any stature.


“You’re such an easy target,” he said. “We sing fourth. I did inquire.”


She frowned at him, but it was impossible for Mercy to remain angry at anyone. “You’re such a trial to me,” she said. “I suppose you haven’t practiced your part, either, since I was in Monteverde three weeks ago.”


“Well, once or twice. Do you think it would be inappropriate if I just glanced over the music once more—?”


“I think I’ll do a solo, thank you very much,” she said. “I’ve been rehearsing one, just in case.”


“Hush,” he said. “Omar is about to sing. You don’t want to distract him.”


She gave him another expressive look—whether it was to signify her low opinion of him or Omar was unclear—but instantly fell silent and turned to listen. It was a comfort to Jared to know that Mercy had even less love for Bael and his family than he did. Which was odd in itself since Mercy, true to her name, cared for almost everybody. She had led the host at Cedar Hills for fifteen years, since her father died on her twenty-sixth birthday, and she had managed it well. Although she had never married, she had had three daughters, and more or less mothered everyone else who fell into her sphere, even Jared. He could not resist the impulse to tease her, but he liked her more than he liked anybody else he knew. Most people did.


Omar had a rich, brooding baritone that just now was driving back the tentative sunlight over the Plain. Jared had heard tales of the girls who swooned over the sound of that melancholy voice, but frankly, it had never appealed to him. This might be a man you would want to sing at a loved one’s funeral, but on a joyous occasion such as the Gloria, his voice seemed wholly out of place. Or perhaps it was merely the selection, a plaintive, mournful plea for guidance and salvation. Jared thought he actually heard someone behind him weeping.


“A little too affected for my taste,” he whispered in Mercy’s ear. She nodded emphatically but put a finger to her lips to silence him. He grinned again, then stifled a yawn.


The next singer, however, was more to his taste, a young angel from Mercy’s hold singing a dizzyingly accomplished aria to the accompaniment of a flute. She was good enough to put him on his mettle, and so it was with a certain enthusiasm that he guided Mercy through the crowd to the central clearing where the other performers had stood. There was quite a throng gathered on the Plain this year, and the angels from the three holds stood at the heart of it. Around them, in widening circles, stood the Jansai, the Manadavvi, the rich river merchants, the corporate farmers, the lesser gentry of Samaria, and the curious, ordinary folk who made this one great annual pilgrimage to bask in the reflected glory of the realm.


“How many people would you guess?” he asked Mercy in a low voice as they waited for the audience to settle. “Six thousand? Eight?”


“Hundreds of thousands,” she replied. “Or did you forget? They’re broadcasting the Gloria this year.”


He glanced quickly around, for he had somehow overlooked the significance of the banks of microphones and strings of black cable. Well, for the past ten years the Gloria had been recorded through just such equipment, and sales of these recordings had been phenomenally successful, and so he had forgotten that this year the event would be carried live to any citizen who had a receiver.


“Now, that makes me a little nervous,” he said.


“Nothing makes you nervous,” she retorted.


The crowd had grown quiet, almost (or so it seemed to Jared) eager. He might not be Archangel material, but he did have his virtues: and one of them was a voice to please the heavens. He nodded twice at Mercy, to give her the beat, and they both burst into song at the same instant.


It was the Margallet Duet in D major, one of the most demanding and breath-stealing compositions in the sacred canon, a short but rigorous piece. Jared felt as if his whole body was singing it, his toenails, his wristbones, his scalp. The music rushed from his heart, driven by the same ecstatic beat; he was not aware of breathing in or alchemizing oxygen into song. He merely became the music, body and soul, and beside him, Mercy did the same.


He was almost surprised when the song came to its abrupt, delirious conclusion. He took a quick step forward to avoid toppling over; it was as if some great contrary pressure had suddenly ceased to be exerted. The crowd was still clapping and calling out praises before he had completely recovered himself, but he looked down at Mercy with a smile.


“Good enough for you?” he asked.


“I think you did practice.”


“Not at all. I’m a natural.”


“Nobody’s a natural at Margallet. That was fun.”


“Let’s do it again next year,” he said, and they both waved once more to the audience. As they moved from the center circle their place was taken by a young angel who looked to be in her mid-twenties. Her blond hair fell in a simple, straight cut to her shoulders; her wings were lacquer white. In the direct sunlight, poised and still, she looked like an ormolu statue of an angel.


“Who’s that?” Jared asked Mercy in surprise. “How can there be an angel in all of Samaria that I don’t recognize?”


She had to stand on tiptoe to see over the crowd. “Who—oh, that’s Lucinda. She came with Gretchen Delmere.”


“Lucinda? What kind of name is that for an angel? Gretchen Delmere? Who are these people?”


Mercy shook her head. “I forget how young you are. But I would have thought you’d have heard this story sometime. Lucinda is the daughter of Rinalda Linise. Or don’t you know who she is?”


Jared found his lips forming the name Rinalda Linise, but he did not speak the words aloud, for Lucinda had started singing. Thought dried up; he turned to listening marble. She sang with a lucid, rainwater purity that blended with the air, the sunlight, the dance of butterflies around them; this, it was suddenly clear, was the fresh scent of spring. Neither the notes nor the lyrics registered with him. He had no idea if her song was gay or pensive, if she prayed for rain or peace or thunderbolts. But she sang, and the whole world became music.


When she stopped, there was dead silence for a few moments as angels and mortals shook themselves back to a state of common comprehension. The applause that followed was so long and so sustained that Bael might be supposed to be jealous. Jared saw Mariah approach her and speak in her ear, shouting over the noise of the clapping and calling, but the girl blushed and shook her head. Keeping her eyes down and hurrying as best she could through her admirers, Lucinda quitted the center circle and disappeared into the crowd.


“You must tell me more about her,” Jared exclaimed, turning back to Mercy, but her attention had been caught by an angel from Bethel, and she was deep in another conversation. Then Jared was accosted by a woman from Luminaux, whom he only vaguely remembered meeting, and by the time he was free of her, Mercy had drifted off.


The Gloria was falling into its more relaxed state, one that would endure for the remainder of the day. As soon as Bael and Mariah had sounded their final “amen,” the official business of the day was done; all the rest of the performances were less for the glory of the god than for the entertainment of the masses. So as soon as the Archangel ended his piece, the vendors opened their booths for commerce, and the melee began.


It was said you could buy anything your heart desired on the blue streets of Luminaux, but it was almost as true on the Plain of Sharon the morning of the Gloria. Of course, there was every imaginable food item available—several thousand people had to eat, after all—but in recent years the Gloria had become a souvenir hunter’s dream. Shirts embroidered with angel motifs, oil portraits of Bael, miniature reproductions of all three angel holds, posters printed with the list of all Archangels from Uriel to the present, cookbooks featuring Mariah’s and Mercy’s favorite recipes—all this and more could be had for a handful of coins or a few of the crisp new paper bills.


Naturally, you could buy recordings of Glorias from the past decade as well as other music. Highly prized were copies of the sacred music brought with the first settlers to Samaria seven hundred and fifty years ago. These recordings, until recently, had only been available on the original silver disks that could be played nowhere except on special equipment built into the Eyrie and Monteverde. But sound—recording it and sending it where someone wanted it to go—was the new frontier in technology, and some clever fellow had discovered how to copy the settlers’ music onto the bulky black disks Samarians used today. Jared had been told the quality was quite good, and sales had been brisk. Particularly popular were the tracks laid down by Hagar, the first angelica, whose voice Jared had never heard matched. Although, frankly, he would have plunked down a few dollars for a recording of the solo Lucinda had just performed. Well, perhaps it would be available.


Jared wandered through the merchants’ booths, idly looking over the merchandise and eating a meat pie. With half an ear he listened to the music still coming from the center of the plain; it would go on all day. It sounded like the angels had finished singing, and now the amateurs were lifting their earnest voices to Jovah. As the day wore on, livelier groups would present their music, and listening would become more fun; but the unspoken rule seemed to be that no one should sing anything lighthearted before the hour of noon.


He paused at a small family-run booth and stared meditatively at the items for sale, predominantly items of clothing embroidered with the blue crescent moon that was Bael’s standard. Vests, shirts, scarves, reticules, all bore the sapphire sliver, sometimes one big scythe of it across the whole broad back of a blouse, sometimes hundreds of tiny moons duplicated in a random pattern across an entire bolt of silk. He wondered if Bael knew what license the vendors were taking with his personal monogram, which he wore in sapphire jewels on silver bracelets around each wrist.


Jared glanced down at his own bracelets, plain gold bands set with emeralds, each cluster of three gems arranged to form a simple leaf. All angels wore such bracelets, to mark their lineage and their hold; angels from the Eyrie wore sapphires, those from Monteverde wore emeralds, those from Cedar Hills wore rubies. Jared had seen some of Bael’s Jansai wearing the crescent badge, but this was going a little too far.


He looked up, debating a stern reprimand, but the merchant was busy totaling up a sale and looked quite happy about it. Jared hesitated, shrugged, and moved down to the next booth. Ah, glass sculpture featuring representations of angels in flight, in prayer, in dramatic poses. Hardly, one would think, an improvement over the merchandise in the last booth.


“Shopping for home decor, I see,” said a man’s voice behind him. “I cannot wait to see which exquisite piece you choose.”


Jared turned, a grin already on his face. “I am guided by your taste, Christian,” he invited. “Choose for me.”


Christian obligingly stepped forward and began examining the statuary. “Well, of course, this is a nice effort—I particularly like the agony in the angel’s face. What is she praying for, do you suppose? It cannot be something so mundane as rain or sunlight.”


“She is asking the god for enlightenment,” the young shopkeeper said, suddenly entering their conversation. He was enthusiastic and sincere, and most probably was the artist as well. “See? She looks to the heavens, but her hands are spread toward the earth. She knows that despite her wings, she will live a mortal life, grow old and die, and she asks Jovah to help her reconcile that with her divine nature.”


“Ah,” said Christian, and gave the glass angel a friendly pat on the head. “Sort of a universal theme, then.”


“Could I show you anything else? We can customize our pieces, you know. See, she wears tiny bracelets around each wrist—I can set them with whatever gems you desire. Well, gem chips.”


“They would have to be chips,” Jared agreed.


“Let us think it over.” Christian nodded to the artist, taking Jared by the arm. “We have a little more shopping to do.”


“Good prices!” the young man called after them. “And remember the customizing!”


“Jovah defend me,” Jared said when they were a few paces away. “And the sad thing is, I’m sure he does a tremendous business.”


“A guardian angel for every room,” said Christian. “Does he do silver and bronze in addition to crystal?”


“If we asked, I’m sure he would. He customizes, you know.”


“Well, if I ever need to buy you a gift—”


“Which, thank the god, I cannot imagine you ever will—”


“I’ll know just what to get you.”


“So!” Jared exclaimed. “Before you had a chance to torment me, had you been enjoying the Gloria? I looked for you last night, by the way, but could not find you.”


Christian pointed behind them, in the general direction of the hotels set up toward the northern edge of the plain. Less than fifty years ago, Archangel Joel had finally given permission for a few wealthy business investors to build permanent structures on the Plain of Sharon to act as housing units for those who attended the Gloria. Up till that point, everyone who journeyed in for the event stayed in progressively more elaborate tents and pavilions, so that setup and teardown could take all week. It had seemed foolish to build hotels that would only be used for two or three days a year, but the Manadavvi and the river merchants—and even the angels—were getting used to their comfort and did not relish camping out on the night before the most important social event of the year.


The hotels, of course, were an instant success, usually completely reserved more than a year in advance; Jared could not imagine attending a Gloria under any less civilized conditions. And the hotel owners had almost as instantly come up with ways to increase their revenues, by sponsoring summer music festivals and autumn merchandise fairs on the broad grounds of the plain. Jared assumed that within a few decades the plain would become so booked with other major events that there would hardly be a day open for the Gloria itself.


“I wasn’t staying with the rest of the Semorran contingent,” Christian was saying. “I was a guest of Isaiah Lesh.”


Jared’s eyebrows rose, though it was hardly a surprise. Christian Avalone was the most influential, and probably the most wealthy, of the Semorran merchants; the fact that Jared liked him personally didn’t make him any less of a politician, his finger always on the fluctuating pulse of the Samarian market. And Isaiah Lesh was the patriarch of the oldest Manadavvi clan in Samaria. The two men had much in common, not the least of which was a complete and utter fascination with power. Christian was the younger of the two, a sleek, attractive, charming, and possibly dangerous man in his early forties; Isaiah, well manicured and faultlessly civil, was at least fifteen years older. But they had been allies for years—and not always friendly to the angels.


“So you stayed up talking late into the night,” Jared said lightly as they strolled forward. They continued to glance into the booths they passed and silently pointed out anything of particularly gaudy interest. “Let me guess. And one of your topics was the inadequacies of the angels and how you could make them see reason.”


“Certainly Bael’s name came up once or twice, but I wouldn’t say we were dwelling on his flaws. I like that picture of Mariah, don’t you? The grimace seems particularly dead-on.”


“Perhaps she posed for it. Was it the new tax that irked you, or the ban on technological imports?”


Christian waved a hand dismissively. “Old news. Old topics.”


“But still very real grievances.”


“We’ll bring them up at the next council meeting. Again. Eventually Bael will come round to our way of thinking. Or you will.”


“I will?”


“Or Mercy. Or whoever is named Archangel,” Christian added.


Jared couldn’t help grinning. “Then you’d better start cultivating Mercy, because it’s unlikely to be me.”


“No, not if ambition has anything to do with it,” Christian agreed. “Though there’s no one I’d prefer to see—”


Jared chopped a hand through the air to cut off the discussion. “So, no new complaints? Just the same old grumbling?”


“You know the story,” Christian said mildly. “The Manadavvi and the river merchants are never content. We always must be complaining about something. But in the end, we’re compliant.”


Jared let it go. As Christian said, unrest among the power enclaves was constant, even in the historical context; as far back as Archangel Gabriel’s time, these two groups had been trying to wrest power from the angels. Jared made it a point to stay on good terms with Isaiah and his brethren, and let Bael fight the real battles. But he made sure he was never less than fully apprised of what the Manadavvi did and thought at all times.


Christian had come to a stop in front of another booth and picked up another portrait. This one was done in charcoal and showed a certain aptitude for art as well as a familiarity with its subject. “Now this I’m half-inclined to buy,” the merchant said. “It’s good, don’t you think?”


Jared looked over his shoulder. “She’d kill you,” he said. “Mercy isn’t one to encourage these sorts of excesses.”


“But it’s caught her look, don’t you think? I’ve seen that expression on her face a hundred times.”


“Ten dollars,” the artist said quickly, standing up and coming over to wait on them. “Or one gold piece.”


“I can’t resist,” Christian murmured, and pulled a wad of bills from his pocket. Jared rolled his eyes but forbore to make another comment. He waited while the young man carefully inserted the portrait in a protective cardboard jacket, and then he and Christian continued down the broad aisle of booths.


“She’ll see it when she comes to Semorrah,” Jared warned him. “You’d better hide it away somewhere.”


“Nonsense, she never comes to visit. You don’t either, now that I think of it.”


“Name the day. I’m always glad to sample the sophistication of the city. Monteverde is lovely and calm, but every once in a while it’s a little tame.”


“How about—two and a half weeks from today?” Christian suggested, so smoothly that Jared wondered if somehow this invitation had been the point of the entire conversation. “Can you get free?”


“Mercy will tell you that I’m always too willing to get free,” Jared responded. “I’ll be there. Perhaps I can stay a day or two.”


“I’ll tell the boys to expect a debauch,” Christian said. His two young sons had always been rigorously polite every time Jared had met them, but then, he had only seen them for a few minutes at a time under the direst of social pressures. Christian’s wife had died shortly after the youngest one was born, and Jared didn’t imagine that Christian had much time to provide a warm and nurturing home for them.


Before Jared could reply, Christian’s attention was claimed by a group of Castelana merchants strolling by in the opposite direction. Jared greeted everyone pleasantly enough—he knew them all, of course—then slipped away, looking for more congenial company.


He found it quickly enough, in the form of three young Manadavvi women who gaily caught his arms and persuaded him to eat lunch with them. Since the Manadavvi land fell in the province of Gaza, Jared was a frequent guest in the wealthy households, and knew all the sons and daughters. Particularly the daughters. Not one of the great Manadavvi families didn’t hope the leader of the Monteverde host would take a fancy to his oldest girl and bring her home to his hold. It wasn’t just that there was no honor higher for a mortal than to marry an angel—think of the power such a wife might wield! What father would not want to see his daughter so advantageously situated?


From their hands, Jared passed back to the merchants, and, by easy stages, back to the angels. It was late in the afternoon when he finally caught up again with Mercy, who was, for a wonder, sitting alone at an impromptu café draped with a bright yellow awning.


“Can I sit with you, or are you enjoying your solitude?” Jared demanded. Not waiting for an answer, he pulled up one of the wrought-iron chairs, turned it around backward, and seated himself. Resting his arms on the back, he stretched his wings out behind him as far as they could go.


“I’m enjoying my solitude, but I’d rather have your company,” she said. “Are you hungry? Do you want to order something?”


Jared made a slight gagging noise. “I don’t think I’ll eat again till I’m seventy. I’ve had more pies and cookies and cheese pastries—”


“I know,” she said. “But one day a year won’t hurt you.”


“So have you had fun?” he asked. “Who have you seen?”


They talked idly for a while, trading gossip and information. Mercy was even more surprised than Jared had been that Christian had been so cozy with Isaiah Lesh.


“I don’t care for that much.” She frowned. “And did you see where the Jansai pitched their tents?”


Hotels or no hotels, the nomadic Jansai always brought their own accommodations. Always had, always would. “I didn’t notice.”


“Clear across the Plain. As far from the main strip as they could get.”


“So?”


“So is there a rift between the merchants and the Jansai? They’ve always been allies. What are they divided over?”


Jared shrugged. “The trade with Ysral, would be my guess. The Jansai want to control the flow of goods into Samaria, but the Edori are welcome at more and more ports—”


“There’s plenty of room for Jansai and Edori boats at any harbor.”


“Well, then—who knows? Does it matter?”


Mercy shook her head with a great deal of irritation. “Why are you such a care-for-nobody?”


“I’m not!”


“You are. You’re such a bright young man. You have so many gifts. But you—nothing matters to you. You let everything slide by. What does it take to stir you up? What does it take to catch your attention?”


“Well, a spat between the Jansai and the river merchants isn’t it,” he said, amused. “How can it possibly matter? If it’s important, we’ll find out about it. If not—why worry?”


She leaned forward, suddenly intense. “You should be Archangel, you know,” she said. “You’re the only logical choice. Everyone should know it. Jovah should know it. You should know it, and you should be at the oracles’ doors day and night demanding that they petition the god on your behalf. It is not good for Bael or the merchants or Samaria for us not to know who the next Archangel will be. And do you care? Do you worry? This is your life! Your duty! And yet you spend your days flirting with Manadavvi girls too silly to remember their own names.”
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