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CAST OF CHARACTERS

In the Eyrie

Gabriel, |leader of the host; an ange

Nat han, his brother; an angel

Hannah, a nortal woman; w dow of the forner |eader
Judith, a young nortal woman

ohadi ah, an ange

Mat t hew, an Edori

I n Mont everde

Ariel, |leader of the host; an ange

Magdal ena, her sister; also an angel

In Wndy Point

Raphael , | eader of the host and Archangel of Samaria
Saul, his forenost follower; also an ange
Leah, Raphael's wife; the angelica

I n Senorrah

Lord Jethro, a wealthy nerchant

Dani el , his son

Lady Cara, Jethro's wife

Lady Mary, Daniel's bride

Anna, a bondwonan

Rachel , an Edori sl ave

O hers

Elijah Harth, a wealthy Manadavvi | andowner
Abel Vashir, another Manadavvi | andowner

Mal achi of Breven, a Jansai war |eader

Peter, a former priest nowresiding in Velora
Naonmi of the Chievens, an Edori wonan

Luke, her husband

Josi ah, oracle of Bethel



Ezekiel, oracle of Jordana

Jezebel, oracle of Gaza

CHAPTER ONE

The angel Gabriel went to the oracle on Munt Sinai, |ooking for a
wife. He did not go gladly, even hopefully, as befitted a man eager to
find his lifelong conpanion. In fact, he had put off this journey as

I ong as he could, but his deadline was rapidly approaching. In six
nmont hs, he would |l ead the annual G oria to praise and gl adden Jovah,
and it was a task he would be unable to conplete wi thout his ordai ned
partner at his side. Because he was next in line to be Archangel, and
therefore Jovah had a special interest in him Gabriel went to the
Mount Sinai seer to |l earn who the god had chosen to be his bride.

Flying, Gabriel took less than three hours to cross the hundred and
fifty mles fromhis honme in the Eyrie to Josiah's rockbound retreat.

It was easy flying, for the air was very thin in the valley between the
two nmountain ranges, with no treacherous currents such as one m ght
encounter over the western Gaza nountains or the southern coast of
Jordana. To a nortal, the frigid air this high above the ground woul d
have been deadly, but angels carried heated blood in their veins,

i deal |y equi pping them for surviving the icy wind in the higher reaches
of the stratosphere. Gabriel wore only a | eather vest and | eather
pants, tucked into his boots, and he felt no cold.

When he arrived at Sinai, one of Josiah's acolytes led himto the
oracle's room noving soundl essly through the shadow gray corridors of

rock. They came at last to a small, well-lit chanmber where the oracle
could be seen leaning toward a gl owing plate of glass and netal
enbedded in the slate-rock wall. The acolyte put a finger to his
lips.

"Quietly," the boy said. "He is communing with the god." Gabriel
nodded, and gestured for the boy to return the way he had cone. dearly
t he acol yte woul d have preferred to stay, making sure Gabriel did not

di sturb Josiah at his prayers, but very few people would gai nsay an
angel, particularly this one. The boy left, and Gabriel |eaned agai nst
the wall, waiting courteously. He was nothing if not respectful of the
will of the god.

In a mtter of noments, Josiah straightened, murnured an anen, and
touched the face of the lighted screen. Instantly, the plate went
bl ank. Gabriel stepped forward.

"Josi ah," he said.

The oracle turned to himwith a smle. He was a small, gray man,
nearly lost in a volum nous blue robe. Unlike the angels, he suffered
fromthe cold.

"Gabriel? he exclained. "An unexpected pleasure.”

The angel |aughed, conming forward to take the seer's hand and bow over

it. "Conme, now," Gabriel said straightening. "You nmust have been
expecting ne anytine these past six nonths."



"These past three years, nmore like," Josiah retorted. "If by that you
mean you have cone at |ast to seek ny advice about your bride."

"Jovah's advice," Gabriel corrected.
"You have not given yourself nmuch time to woo and win," Josiah said.

Gabriel shrugged. The gesture caused his i mense, inmmacul ately white

wings to flutter gracefully behind his shoulders. "These things are
| aid down by the |law of Jovah," he said. "If | have no choice about
it, then neither does she. | do not knowthat it will be a courtship

in the traditional sense."

Josi ah was watching him "Nonethel ess,"” he said, "she may need sone
time to accustomherself to the idea. She has not had fifteen years,
as you have, to dream about becom ng the angelica."

Gabriel smled. He was a bl ack-haired, blue-eyed man, with fair skin
darkened to a perpetual tan from constant exposure to sun and wind. He
was al ways striking, but never quite approachable until he snmiled. "I

t hought all girls dreant of becom ng the angelica,"” he said.

Josi ah snorted. "Those who have not met you, perhaps."”

Gabriel |ooked faintly amused. "Well, at any rate, the girl handpi cked
by Jovah nmust be suited to nme in all things, as | understand the

t heol ogy," he said. "So she will be eager to be ny bride."

Josi ah regarded him his small head turned a bit to one side. "She
wi Il conpl enent you," he amended. "She will know things you do not,
have skills you do not. |If you were an angry man, she woul d nmake you
calm If you were a tinmd man, she would nake you strong. As you are
an arrogant man, | rnust assune she will make you hunble.”

"I amnot arrogant," Gabriel said nmildly. "Confident, perhaps.”
Josiah smiled. "Well, then. W will let the god deternmne. Cone sit

wth me while | ask himhis will."

They pulled up two chairs before the screen where Josi ah had been
wor ki ng when the angel arrived. Gabriel settled hinself carefully,
spreading his wings wide so that they unfol ded | avishly across the cold
stone floor. Even anobng angels, his wings were remarkable--entirely
white, exceptionally broad in span, and taller than he was by nore than
a head.

Not waiting for Gabriel to grow still, Josiah | eaned forward and
touched the glass plate in the wall. Instantly it came alive with a
soft bluish light. Strange hieroglyphics danced across the screen
changi ng as Josi ah pressed the knobs and buttons on a snmall shelf |ying
before the interface. Gabriel watched, fascinated. As often as he had
seen Josi ah communi ng with Jovah, he never failed to be inpressed. A
man or a woman nust be trained since birth to understand the rituals of
the god; nere nortals, even angels, could not understand the words of

t he holy | anguage.

At length, Josiah conpleted his dialogue with Jovah, murmured an anen,
and cl osed down the wi ndow between humanity and divinity.

"Wl | ?"  Gabriel demanded.



"She was born in a small village in Jordana, not far from Wndy Point,"
Josi ah said. "Her parents are farmers, her famly are farmers. She is
twenty-five years old."

Gabriel stared at himin disbelief.
"It is unlikely," Josiah said, nmaintaining a serious expression, "that
she has ever entertained thoughts of becom ng angelica to the Archange
Gabriel."

Gabriel found his voice. "This is ridiculous," he said. "A

farmer's daughter? Fromthe wilds of Jordana? Wat do we know of

t hese people? Are they educated? Are they civilized? Can they sing,
by the love of Jovah? For in six nonths, this girl will need to stand
beside nme on the Plain of Sharon and |ead the Goria. Can she do so?
Can she sing a note? Can she be taught? Six nmonths, Josiah!"

"Perhaps you should not have waited so long to seek her out," Josiah
r esponded.

Gabriel was on his feet. "No doubt! But | did not expect Jovah to
have such a sense of humor! An untutored hill-farmer! | expected a
girl fromthe gentry of the Manadavvi, or even a worman from one of the
river cities--soneone trained to take on the duties of a household such
as mne--"

"You really have no one but yourself to blame," Josiah said
unsynpat hetically. "As it is, you still have six nmonths. A lot can be
acconplished in that tine franme. Search her out imrediately."

"I will," Gabriel agreed somewhat grimy. "Wat is her nane? O did
Jovah seek to nake ny task harder by w thhol ding that information?"

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

t hose parents.™

Gabriel was still angry--fruitlessly so, because it was of no use to
rail against the god, and he knewit. "And if she has changed her
name? O refuses to believe nme?"

Josi ah nodded at Gabriel, indicating the small anmber stud enbedded in

the flesh of the angel's right arm "There should be no m stake," he
said quietly. "The Kiss will react. You will feel heat, and its |ight
will flare--yours and hers. There is no denying the Kiss."

Automatically, Gabriel put his hand over the acorn-sized crystal in his
arm Like alnmost every child born on Samaria, he had been dedicated to
t he god when he was only a few days old--in fact, Josiah had been the
one to performthe cerenony, though there were priests who did no work
but this the whole year round. The Kiss of the God was enbedded in
Gabriel's flesh, grafted to the bone, to remain there until he died,
and to be buried with him It was through the Kiss that Jovah

acknow edged the existence of all his children, tracked themthrough
their lives, knew if they were ill or unhappy or dying. At tines, when
he had been nost exhilarated or nost afraid, Gabriel had felt the Kiss
flicker against his skin, a slight sensation of warnmth, a brief flash



of light in the brandy-col ored depths of the stone.
But. "I thought that was a nyth," he said slowy."

"What ? That the Kiss shoots sparks of |ight when true |overs neet for
the first tinme? No nyth. Have you never seen it occur?"

Gabriel shrugged inpatiently. "Among sonme coupl es who have been
married a long tinme and who feel great nmutual affection-yes, | suppose
| have seen a glimrer now and then," he said. "But--this business of
recogni zi ng your true lover the first tine you neet--"

"Well, there should be some reaction,”
seeking to confirman identity--"

Josiah said. "As you are only

"And as | amnot |ooking for true |ove--"

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

Gabriel was still frowning. "I admit, it seens odd to ne that she
cones froma place so near to Raphael," he said. "For Leah cane from
Jordana as well."

"Jovah does not care about the angelica's origin," Josiah said. "He

cares about her heart."

Gabriel made a slight gesture of disagreenent, but continued to brood.
Wll, it was true. The Archangel Raphael, who rul ed the host of angels
quartered in the bleak nountain retreat of Wndy Point, had twenty
years ago chosen a bride fromanmong his own people. Her nane was Leah
and she was a pale, silent woman of whomvery little had been seen
outside of the annual Gorias held on the Plain of Sharon. [|f Jovah
did indeed | ook to neld opposites when he sel ected consorts for his
Archangel s, he had cone up with a definite contrast here. Raphael was
suave, snoot h-spoken and sel f-assured. Leah was tongue-tied, shy and
docile. O so she seened. Gabriel had not troubled hinself to
converse nore than politely with her for the past twenty years.

The fact was, he did not care nmuch for either Raphael or his angelica,

t hough he had done his best to work with the ol der man during Raphael's
reign as Archangel. Harnony was, after all, the central tenet of their
religion, and it was not for the Archangel -desi gnate to cause

di ssensi on anong the angels. But he had been shocked at some of the
abuses that occurred during Raphael's tenure--the growth of power anong
the city nerchants, the gradual inpoverishnment of the |ow and farnmers,

t he increasing violence directed agai nst the nomadi c Edori tribes.
These were circunmstances that were within the Archangel's power to
control, and Raphael had not controlled them To Gabriel, it seened as
t hough the harnony of Samaria was out of tune--but Jovah had stil
accepted their singing at the GQorias, and so to Jovah, perhaps, al
still appeared well.

H s dark meditation was interrupted by a woman's | aughing voice. "Let
me guess," said the newcomer. "He is reviewing all Raphael's nisdeeds
and vowing to do better during his term as

archangel . "

Smiling, Gabriel turned to nmeet the speaker. "Ariel," he said. "Don't

you have your own oracle to consult up near Mnte-verde?"



"I do," she retorted, crossing the stone floor to greet him She was a
tall, slender woman with lush brown hair, just now somewhat ruffled by
the flight of her passage. Her wi ngs--flecked with patterns of beige
and gold--were folded tightly to her back, but the tips still trailed
behi nd her on the floor. She |ed the host of Mnteverde and was
generally popular with the angels fromall three realms. "I did not
cone for advice but for pleasure. You, on the other hand, are |ooking
so unpl easant that you nust have come for advice."

"Whi ch has not agreed with ne," he said.
"Advi ce sel dom agrees with you," Josiah observed. "Ariel, Gabriel, may
| order refreshments for either of you?"

"Certainly," Ariel replied. "Whatever you have on hand.” "I'm not
staying," Gabriel said."

"I hope you're not running away just because |'ve arrived," Ariel
comment ed.

He smiled briefly. "You would hardly be enough to rout me. No, 1've
got to attend to business--follow ng Josiah's advice."

She gave a crow of laughter. "At last! You' ve cone to seek the nane
of your angelica! No wonder you | ook so cross. Has he picked out
someone you cannot bear?"

"Someone |'ve never net," Gabriel said. "I inagine no one's net her
She lives secluded in Jordana, not far fromWndy Point. A farner's
daughter."

"A farmer's daughter! But how quaint!" Ariel exclained, hugely
delighted. "We'll have to hope she is not overwhel med by all the ponp
and pageantry at the Eyrie--"

"Which is nothing to conpare with the ponp and pageantry at W ndy
Point," Gabriel said dryly.

"If she's a hill-farner's daughter, it's unlikely she's been there,"
Ariel pointed out.

"In any case, | do not have nuch time to waste. |I'moff to find her
assum ng she is where she is supposed to be."

"She shoul d be easy enough to locate. Farners generally do not stir
ten mles fromthe place of their birth," Josiah said as he left to
fetch refreshments. "Now, if she had been an Edori--"

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

"He knows they exist," Gabriel said evenly. "Jovah brought themto
Samari a when he brought the angels and the nortals. Just because they
do not all choose to receive the Kiss of the God does not nake them any
less his children.”

"Ch, don't start again," she said warnly. "About the enslavenent of
the Edori--1 can't bear it." "Well, it is wong, whatever Raphael



thinks. O you think."

"I'f Jovah objected, would he not have spoken by now?" Ariel denanded.
"Gabriel, Jovah does not care about the Edori! At last year's doria
there were no Edori singers--none! not one!--and there was no

t hunderbolt fromthe god in disapproval."

"There was one Edori singer," Gabriel said. "In ny pavilion. | did
not wish to risk the god's wath in such a stupid manner."

Ariel shrugged inpatiently. "WelIl, then, your virtue has again saved
us all. But don't you thinkg"

"I amnot trying to parade ny virtue before the whole of Samaria.

know you think I'm hopel essly self-righteous, but in the matter of the
Edori--"

"My children, ny angels,"” Josiah interrupted, reentering the roomwth
a tray of refreshments in his hands. "If there is not harnony anong
angel s, can there be harnony among nen?"

"When angel s sow di scord anpbng nen, no, | doubt it," Gabriel said
Ariel turned toward Josiah. "He's going on about the Edori again."
"Hi s passion does himcredit. W are all the children of Jovah,"

Josi ah said gently. "But you should not discuss it if it makes you
both so angry. Cone, Ariel, sit with me and tell ne of happy

t hi ngs."

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

quit the chanber.

"Don't |eave angry," she said, catching his arm "I can't bear the
di ssonance you create when you're angry."

He smiled briefly and touched her hand where it lay on his arm "All

right. 1'mnot angry. It was good to see you, Ariel--it always is."
"WIl | see you next month?" she wanted to know. "At the wedding in
Senor r ah?"

He raised his brows. "Howcould |I mss it?" he replied sardonically.

"Lord Jethro has practically made it a comand appearance.”
She smled. "WIIl you be there and in a good tenper?" she teased.

"I will be there. | cannot nake prom ses about my nood," he said. "I
bring Nathan with nme."

"And your bride?"
"I'f I have found her by then. |If she is fit to be seen in conpany."
Ariel choked back a |l augh. "Gabriel, you're horrible."

He smiled. "Don't start another quarrel with ne," he warned.

"I wouldn't think of it. Fast flight to you, and sweet dream ng."



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

It was with sone circunspection that Gabriel entered the real m of
Jordana. It was not that Raphael would have--coul d have--any objection
to his presence there, but still. Gabriel was not eager to explain to
t he Archangel that he had cone here seeking his own bride, who would
stand with himwhen Gabriel took over the position Raphael had held for
twenty years.

Nor did he feel like admitting that his angelica was a hill-farmer's
daught er who had probably never heard his nane.

Josi ah had used a map of Jordana to show Gabriel the village where the
girl had been born--Rachel, Gabriel rem nded hinself, Rachel, daughter
of Seth and Elizabeth. It was half a day's flight from W ndy Point,
out side the protective bul k of the mountains, but some distance from
the rich farm ands that characterized southern Jordana. They had
probably eked out a spare existence for centuries, Rachel's fam |y and
their ancestors, knowing little nore than the turn of the seasons, the
capriciousness of the climte and the stinginess of their rocky soil
None of this know edge would translate well to the girl's role as
angel i ca.

Gabriel flew high for nost of the journey, dropping to | ow

reconnai ssance altitude only as he arrived in the vicinity of the
village. Fromthe air, there had been little to see--no hearth snoke,
no cultivated patches of green agai nst the undonesticated brown and
gold of the prairie grasses and weeds. Lower to the ground, he was
surprised to find nothing yet--no outlying huts, no hard-won orchards,
no sounds or smells or sights that spoke of human habitation. He flew
in ever-widening circles, wondering if he could have m ssed a cruci al

| andmark, or if Josiah had misread the information Jovah had supplied.
There appeared to be no village here at all

He had been quartering the same area for a good hour, |ooking for

clues, when his attention was caught by a random scattering of boul ders
half a mle froma streanbed. Not so random if |ooked at just
right--if a few of the boulders were rolled back into place, and a few
nmore dug up fromthe |oany earth, they would forma series of

rect angul ar shapes that once could have been small houses standing side
by si de.

Gabriel canted his wings and cane down, |landing with practiced ease on
the balls of his feet. There was scarcely a hitch between the | ast
wi ng beat and the first footfall as he strode forward to inspect the
boul ders. Yes, definitely the remains of walls and foundations, three
or four homes that had once housed near neighbors. But that had been
some time ago, judging by the extent to which the wild grasses had
reclainmed this section of land and the land for mles around it. Ten
years, maybe nore, since anyone had |lived here.

Frowni ng heavily, Gabriel |ooked around him \Wat he had taken for
under brush and the large nests of prairie wolves now assuned a

di fferent aspect--of huts knocked down and fences pulled apart. He
counted another half a dozen piles that mi ght have once been houses,
and it was safe to assune that he had overl ooked a couple of solitary
habitations a few mles away in each direction



"But farmers don't abandon their hones," he nuttered, kicking at a
pi ece of nol dering wood that m ght have forned the



crosspiece of a roof. "They live in one place forever, and their
children live there, and their children's children--"

Only plague, in his experience, could cause a whole village to uproot
and relocate. Gabriel searched in vain for the ward signs agai nst
illness, the special flags hoisted to warn away travel ers and call down
t he angel s who would intercede with Jovah on behal f of the sufferers.
He found nothing Iike that. Indeed, what he did find nade himfrown
nore bl ackly and puzzle nore deeply: the charred remains of severa
bui | di ngs, scatterings of clothing and jewelry and ot her personal

bel ongi ngs--and here, on the very edge of the village, a collection of
skel etons. The bones fanned out fromthe village proper, all facing
away fromthe tunmbled homes, as if the citizens had fled madly froma
central menace and tried to escape in as many directions as possible.
It did not ook, fromthis norbid array, as if anyone had succeeded.

Gabriel wal ked to a high boul der sonme distance fromthe open graveyard
and sat, thinking very hard. To all appearances, the village had been
attacked and systematically destroyed, the inhabitants all rnurdered, or
some perhaps---carried off. It was hard to credit. True, Raphael had
turned a blind eye to the ravaging of the Edori, but until this tine,
Gabriel had never heard that the Archangel had countenanced any

vi ol ence against the sinple hill folk who were notoriously devout. It
was in Jordana that nost of the outrages against the Edori had
occurred--carried out, for the nost part, by the warlike, wandering
Jansai merchants-but these were not Edori. These were farners, Jovah's
true children, dedicated to the god and under the direct protection of
Raphael. Who had attacked them and how had it occurred w thout
Raphael ' s know edge? Wy had Jovah not exacted a retribution?

And where was Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth? Had she died in
the assault, Jovah would surely have known of it; he would not now have
proposed her name to Gabriel as his bride. So she nust be

al i ve---sonmewhere, sonmehow-in Jordana, norrah, Bethel or Gaza, or even
the fabl ed Edori honel and of Ysral.

Gabriel had six nmonths to find her. And he did not know where to begin
| ooki ng.

CHAPTER TWO

The instant she realized she was awake, Rachel shut her eyes tightly
and made her nmind a total blank. It was a trick she had | earned five
years ago, and these brief noments in the norning, before true

consci ousness, before remenbering, had for that period of tine been the
best in her life. She did not |let herself know who she was, where she
was, what her situation mght be; she just existed.

Today, that sheer existence lasted less than a minute. "Stupid girl!"
she heard a nonent before Anna swatted her across the back with a broom
handl e, and she | eapt from bed, half-fearful and half-indignant. The
chain rattl ed between her hands as her shackles resettled over her
wrists; she shook her hair back from her face.

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

Anna brandi shed the broom but nore to express her irritation than to
of fer harm Though she was a bondwoman rather than a slave, and was
consi dered inval uable by the head cook and the chat el ai ne Anna's



situation was little better than Rachel's, and there was a certain
conplicity between them

"Well, and you should have been awake an hour ago. GQGuests arriving al
day and the betrothal party tonight, and so nuch to do I don't know
what to start first. And you sleeping |like a baby, like a lord's
daughter--"

"Ch, yes, | feel very much like a lord' s daughter," Rache
responded wi th heavy sarcasm "Just tell ne. What do you want ne to
do first?"

The list, it appeared, was endl ess, from cleaning out the guest
bedrooms to helping in the kitchen to running errands across the length
and breadth of Senorrah. This |ast Rachel did not nmind so nuch; as

al ways, she nmade the nost of her brief, partial freedom She dawdl ed a
bit at the market, and stopped to rest on a park bench, where no one
woul d see her and cuff her across the cheek for her slothfulness. It
was a clear, warmday, and she turned her face to the sun, closing her
eyes again, letting herself forget again who she was, where she was ..
But then she was stupid, as she was al ways stupid: After her errands
were run, she went home by way of the River Walk. Senorrah was a huge,

i mpossi bly beautiful city constructed of mlk-white stone--all its
spires, domes, archways, towers and sanctuaries built of the sane pale
rock. Even nore inpossibly, it was built on a small island in the

m ddle of the River Galilee, which divided Jordana fromBethel. There
were only two approaches to the al abaster city--across the fabul ous
webbed bridge from Jordana, a delicate affair of ropes and steel that

| ooked no nore substantial than string; or by boat, through the water
gates that faced the Bethel side of the river

The city was so famous, and so wealthy, that it had | ong ago overrun
the avail able surfaces of the rocky island that served as its base. Yet
bui | di ngs continued to go up, one precariously bal anced atop anot her
nore and nore people canme to do business, or to visit, or to stay, so
that the streets and bazaars and all eyways teemed with life. The whol e
worl d cane to Senorrah. You could not wal k through the market w thout
seeing a lord' s daughter reclining in her chair, carried by six slaves
wearing her father's livery. You could not wal k down the neanest
street w thout encountering a Jansai nerchant, a Mnteverde angel, a
Lumi naux craftsnman.

You could not stroll down the R ver Walk, your eyes turned |ongingly

toward Jordana, w thout seeing another Jansai trading party coming in
across the spidery bridge, driving their fresh catch of Edori sl aves

bef ore them

Whi ch was why it was stupid to follow the R ver Wal k hone. She could
not help herself; she stood there and watched as the slaves were herded
across the river. They |ooked dazed and exhausted, sore fromthe hard
journey, hungry, afraid. Some of the wilder ones still continued to
gl ance about them judging distances, possible weapons, escape paths.
The rest just plodded forward, |ost already, hopeless. Froma

di stance, it was hard to tell one fromthe other, for the Edori al
bore a remarkabl e cl an re-senbl ance--hi gh flat cheekbones, dark
straight hair, bronze skin, brown eyes. Nonethel ess, Rachel made
hersel f | ook at each one carefully, straining her eyes, hoping she did
not recognize in each sorry new arrival a famliar body, a bel oved
face. Once or twi ce she saw, or thought she saw, soneone she
renenbered froma canpfire at one of the Gatherings--a | eader of sone



other tribe, a girl she had net in passing at a streanbed, fetching
water. But she never saw those of her own tribe, her adopted famly,
her friends---or Sinon.

Even if they were alive, it was unlikely she would ever see them agai n.
The whol e canp had been di spersed or destroyed in the Jansai raid five
years ago; everyone who had not been taken had di ed, she was sure of

it. But Sinmon had not been anong the slaves that had been wal ked to
Senorrah five years ago, nor her cousins nor her uncle. That did not
stop her fromwondering. Every time she wal ked through the Senorrah
streets, she watched the faces of the slaves. Every tinme she was sent
wi th nmessages to another lord' s household, and she found herself
however briefly alone with another Edori, she asked after those she had
|l ost. She never yet had found traces of them And if they were not in
Se-norrah, they were probably dead.

But she still watched the incom ng caravans, in case, in case. Anna
had lost no time in telling her how |l ucky she was. "The lady d ara,
now, she's truly a devout woman," the bondservant had told Rachel on
her very first night in Lord Jethro's household. "She doesn't hold for
carryings-on. A man, even a guest, even her own son, found bothering
the slave wonen--well! It just doesn't happen in Lord Jethro's house.
You m ght be beaten, you mght be starved--if you m sbehave, that

i s--you might be sold, but while you' re under this roof, you won't be
nol ested. And that's a sight nmore than can be said about nost roofs in
Senorrah. You should fall on your knees and thank Jovah."

But that Rachel had been unable to do. She was nore likely, as was her
wont on nost nights, to rail against Jovah, to bitterly question his

wi sdom and hi s ki ndness--or to inportune him as she did now, to

unl eash his powerful destructive wrath.

"O Yovah, if it be thy will," she prayed, her voice a whisper but
fierce for all that, "call down thy curses on this thrice-damed city.
Strike it with firel Wth thunderbolts! Cover it with stormand fl ood
it with the raging river! Let everyone within its border die, and |et
every stone be washed away to sea. And let ne stand on the riverbank
and watch." She took a deep breath, scowing at the now enpty bridge.
"Amen," she added, very softly, and turned back toward Lord Jethro's
house.

Late in the afternoon, Anna sent her to Lady Mary's room "For her own
worman' s come down with sone fever, and she can't seemto dress herself.
No, nor style her own hair--"

Rachel stared at the bondwonan. "Well, | don't know howto style a
lady's hair," she said.
"Well, you can do up the back of her dress and nake a curl with the hot

tongs, can't you?"
"I can do the buttons, | suppose, but |'ve never--curling tongs?"

Anna pushed her out of the kitchen, where they had both been hel ping
the cook, and in the direction of the great stairs that led to the
living quarters of the gentry. "Do what you can. Lady Cara says the
little one's near hysterics."

Still protesting, Rachel allowed herself to be pushed fromthe room and
wearily began clinbing the three flights to the guest roons. The |ady



Mary was to wed Lord Jethro's son, Daniel, on the follow ng norning in
a cerenony that bid fair to be the nost |avish Senmorrah woul d see this
season. Already the palatial house was full to overflowing with
visitors fromall three real ms-weal thy Jansai nerchants from eastern
Jordana, the Manadavvi | andowners of Gaza, the craft masters of

Lum naux and angels fromall three holds. Indeed, sonmeone had said the
Archangel had arrived the night before, although Rachel had not |aid
eyes on him Not that it was a sight she pined for

In the mdst of all this confusion, the |lady Mary | ooked |ike a | ost
soul . Her father had acconpani ed her when they arrived three days ago,
and then pronptly di sappeared with his host to discuss politics,
econom cs and fishing vessels. The young bride had no nother or
sisters or friends, and the |ord Daniel had not appeared interested in
entertaining her, as the match was a financial one, not ronantic.
Rachel had actually found it in her heart to be sorry for the
girl--small, mousy, hopeful and frail--and she was not a woman who
generally wasted pity on any of the gentry.

Her inpatient knock on Mary's door was answered by a quick "Cone in!"
uttered in a high, childlike voice. Rachel entered. The |lady Mary

i ndeed | ooked as if she nmight start crying at any nonment. She was
standing in her petticoats and chem se, shivering before a small fire,
attenpting with her hands crooked behind her back to wi nd her |ong,
thin hair into sone kind of knot. Nonetheless, she was trying
desperately to hold onto her dignity.

"Can | help you?" the |ady asked in a polite voice.

Rachel alnmpst snmiled. "I'm Rachel,"” she said, conming in and shutting
the door. "I was sent to help you."

The | ady dropped her hands. Her face was suddenly eager. "Ch, could

you?" she exclainmed. "M poor girl is so sick, and she's the only one
who ever does ny hair, and helps me with my cl othes, and she knows j ust
how all the layers go, and | just don't think I can manage it

nmysel f--"

"I don't know about the |layers," Rachel said, stepping forward. "And
I've never done nmuch with hair. But I'll do what | can."”

"Thank you so nmuch. Really, | just--thank you."

Rachel had dropped to her knees before the fire. "Let me stir this up
alittle. You |look half frozen."

"Alittle chilly, maybe," the girl murrmured. "I didn't know how to
make it burn again--my girl usually does that."

Does this "girl" have a name. Rachel wanted to ask, but she refrained.
Mary had identified Rachel's station with one quick glance, taking in

the bare feet, the plain, ill-fitting gown, the w de chain hanging
bet ween t he heavy shackl es. She seenmed so ingenuous that Rache
hal f - expected her to exclaim "Ch, you're a slave!" but no; Mary had

seen sl aves before. She was not disconcerted by their presence.

In a mtter of nonments, Rachel had the fire burning nmerrily, bath water
war m ng, and curling tongs heating in the heart of the blaze. The
| ayers of undergarnents were a sinple enough matter to sort out if one
applied a little cormmon sense. Even the cosnetics arrayed on the



washst and, which Mary dunbly pointed to, did not seem beyond Rachel's
expertise. Indeed, she handl ed the rouge pot and the kohl stick with a
certain bitter nostalgia.

"I think I remenber how to use these," she said, speaking gently
because she found hersel f unable to hate this helpless child. "C ose
your eyes and turn your face up. W'Ill do alittle at a tine and see
how you like it."

The makeup was just fine; the hair was another matter entirely. Neither
Mary nor Rachel could operate the curling tongs and the w spy brown
hair hung straight and girlish down the |ady's back

"There was a way the Edori wonmen used to braid their hair for festival
nights," Rachel said. "Wth |lace and ribbon twined in the braids, and
all the braids gathered together in a knot. Do you think you would

i ke that?"

"Ch, yes, please," Mary said gratefully. "It can't |ook any worse than
it does now "

So Rachel picked through Mary's box of accessories and pulled out a
strand of pearls, a long gold chain and a handful of ribbons, and began

patiently interweaving themin the thin brown hair. "Now, if people
conpliment you on the style, don't say you got it froman Edori slave
girl," she cautioned. "It will not help your prestige."

The I ady Mary giggled. She was seated before an oval mirror and Rache
stood behind her, working. "But you're not Edori," Mry said.

Rachel briefly glanced at herself in the mrror. Her face was a |ong,
pal e oval; her hair, carelessly tied back with a |l ength of boot I ace,
was wai st-1ength, oak-gold and riotously curly, not that she showed to
advant age just now, neither face nor hair were particularly clean

"You don't think so?"

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

"Some of themdo. Not very many these days."

"Then you are an Edori ?"

Rachel studied the novenment of her hands. "I was adopted by an Edori
tribe when I was seven," she said. "Wen nmy parents died."

"And how | ong have you been with Lord Jethro?" the Lady asked.
Tactfully phrased, thought Rachel. "Five years."
"What was it like to be an Edori?" was the next question

and Rachel was amazed to hear a certain envy in the sweet voice. "Ws
it wonderful ?"

"I't was--at that time | didn't remenber much of my life before--so it
was just my life," Rachel said, her voice low. "Wen | |ook back now,
| think--yes, it was wonderful. W traveled every week. | have seen
every part of Samaria fromthe seashores of eastern Jordana to the bl ue



streets of Luminaux to the green valleys north of Mnteverde. W
canped when we were tired, ate when we were hungry, sang songs of

t hanksgi vi ng when we were happy and di rges when soneone died. There
were Gatherings once a year, with the other tribes, and then the
festivals would go on for days and days--food and song and storytelling
and gossip. Deeds of val or would be recounted and births woul d be

recorded, and those who had been | ost would be nmourned. It was--how
can | describe it? The life was so nuch sinpler than this one, so nmuch
better. Sometines | think | imagined it or dreant it. It doesn't
matter. It's gone now. "

"I"ve only been two places in ny life," Mary offered. "Here, and
horne. "

"Where's home?"

"Castel ana," she said, naming one of the smaller cities a few mles
down the Galilee River. Not so small that it did not boast a wealthy
bur gher popul ation, and Mary's father was one of the wealthiest.

"And will you be glad to go back?"

There was a nonent's silence. "l won't be going back," Mary said
softly. "After the wedding, | nmean. |['Il be married, of course.”
O course. Stupid question. "Are you and Lord Daniel going to live

with Lord Jethro, then?"

"For a while. For a year, Daniel says. His father is building a house

for us near the River Walk. It's very expensive." Rachel smled. "I
expect so."
"My nother says | will |ike having a house of nmy own, but I--well, the

servants frighten me, sonme of them and | don't know about things |ike
candl es and pigs."

"Candl es and pi gs?"

"You know. How many candl es to order so you have enough in the house,
and the right kind to get, because | heard Lady Clara telling her chat
el aine that she'd gotten the wong kind, and I didn't even know there
wer e kinds."



"And pi gs?"

"For the banquets," Mary explained. "Daniel says we will entertain,
the way his father does. How many pigs do you need to feed a hundred
peopl e? Do you know? And it's not just pigs--there are the soups and
the breads and the wi nes and the sweetneats--"

"Maybe Lady Cara will teach you these things while you live here."

Mary sighed. "I hope so. | don't think she likes nme very much,
t hough. "

"They say she is kind."

Mary was staring down at her hands. "I wanted to ask her--but then |
didn't know how to ask her, so I--but | expect I'lIl find out after
all.”

Rachel decided she did not want to pursue that, so she made no conment.
After a noment, Mary raised her eyes to neet Rachel's in the gl ass.

"Some people think it is very nice to be married," she said. "So it
is," the slave replied.

"Have you ever been?"

Rachel felt her heart contract. Sinmon, Sinon, Sinmon. "The Edori do
not marry the way the allali do--the city folk do," she amended
hastily, for "allali" was not a conplimentary term "But | |loved a man
once. W shared a tent and a bed for nore than a year. | believed
woul d share the rest of ny life with him But things change."

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

"Tell you what ?"
"What it neans to--to |ove a man."

Great Yovah, guard ny soul. Rachel stared down into the hopeful

pl eadi ng eyes and wondered how it was possible that her life had
brought her to this point, explaining sexual nysteries to a frightened
gentry woman and not hating her for her innocence. "Yes," she said
slowy. "l suppose | can."

Mary at | ast was coiffed and dressed, and | ooked, Rachel thought
somewhat smugly, quite pretty. The lady had begged the slave to return
the next norning, to help her dress for her weddi ng day.

"Ask for me," Rachel said. "I cannot go where |I choose, but if Lady
C ara knows you were pleased with ny services, |I'"'msure she'll let ne
cone to you again."

"Ch, thank you so nmuch! Thank you, thank you." Returning to the |ower
quarters--and receiving a fearsome scolding fromthe chat el aine for

di | atori ness--Rachel was instantly swept into the kitchen to help with
final preparations for the meal. This was a task that kept nearly
twenty people busy for the next three hours, cooking, arranging trays
and serving. Rachel, of course, was not a server; that role was
reserved for the highly paid servants who dressed and behaved with a



haut eur sonetinmes exceeding that of their masters. Yet she did get a
chance, with Anna's connivance, to glinpse the great dining hall where
the titled and glittering guests were gathered.

They had been sent fromthe kitchen toward the ballroom to ensure that
the fires were laid there, the refreshnents ready, nothing out of
order. Anna |led them a roundabout back way, to the corridor that ran
behi nd the bal cony that overl ooked the hall. They crouched down to
peer through chinks in the plaster

"See?" Anna hissed, as if someone could hear them and | ook up. "Beside
Lady Mary. That's the Archangel .”

Raphael was an astoni shingly handsone nan, with strong, regular
features, |ongish golden hair, broad shoul ders and a well-devel oped
body. Behind him hooked over a chair specially built to accommodat e
them his gold-tinged wings rose to the height of man, then gracefully
trailed to the floor. He was sniling, and everyone seated near him
seened to gaze at himwith rapture and adoration

"You' ve never seen himbefore, have you?" Anna asked. "He conmes to
Lord Jethro's, oh, every few nonths, but you're usually in the
kitchens."

"I'"ve seen him" Rachel said. "Wo are the others?"

"There's the angel Ariel, across fromlLord Daniel. She |eads the host
in Monteverde. That's her sister Magdal ena, near her. next to the
lady Clara is the angel Nathan, brother to Gabriel, who | eads the host
at the Eyrie and who will be naned Archangel at the doria this spring.
Then, at the second table, where Lady Cava's brother is sitting, is

t he angel Saul, who always travels with the Archangel--"

Anna continued, naming |esser angels and politicians, but Rachel | ost
the thread. Her eyes had cone to rest on the ange



Gabriel, and there her attention had fixed. He was dressed in formal
bl ack and silver, which gave an additional brilliance to the pure
colors of his hair, his eyes and his wings. Even fromthis distance,
she coul d catch the sapphire flash of bracelets around each of his
wrists. Unlike Raphael, he was making no effort to entertain the
people sitting around him nor were his table mates eyeing himwith a
hi gh degree of enthusiasm

"He | ooks ill-tenmpered,” Rachel remarked.
Anna had far outdi stanced her. "Wwo? Mchael Cntra? Not that | ever
heard."

"No," Rachel said absently. "The angel Gabriel."

"Hm He doesn't care nuch for Lord Jethro, or any of the noble |ords,
or Semorrah. O so | hear. None of the merchants are happy that he'l
be Archangel in a few months. Raphael is the businessman's angel
That's what | overheard Lord Jethro say to Lady Mary's father. They
don't want to see Gabriel take his place."

"Can't they stop hinP"

Anna | ooked scandalized. "Stop hin? From becom ng Archangel ? He was
chosen by Jovah!"

"I was just asking."

Anna had risen fromher crouch on the floor. "Hurry, now, " she said
uneasily. "The dessert trays have been brought in. W don't have any
tine to waste."”

They found the ballroomperfectly in order, but that did not end their
duties for the night. After the guests left the dining hall that room
had to be cleared and scrubbed, all the dishes and caul drons and sil ver
washed. That task was barely finished when the guest bedroons had to

be prepared for the night, and there was still the ballroomto be
cl eaned up when the dancing ended. But that, the chat el aine had said,
could wait till morning. Rachel tumbled into bed a few hours past

m dni ght and sl ept the instantl her head touched the pallet.

Lady O ara had requested, through the chat el aine through Anna, that
Rachel continue to wait on the lady Mary, but there were other chores
to be attended to before Rachel could turn her attention to the bride.
It fell to her to build the fires in five of the guest chanbers before
the visitors awoke, so as dawn was giving way to true norning, she was
trudgi ng through the guest corridor with coal scuttle and under in
hand.

Angel s were light sleepers, Anna had warned, and nany were early
risers. She nust be triply careful when she entered their rooms. So
she had tiptoed into the chanbers allotted Ariel, Magdal ena and Nat han
but none of themhad stirred. They too had gone to bed | ong past

m dni ght .

Saul had appeared to be sl eeping, but when she knelt before the fire,

he addressed her softly fromhis bed. "So, Lord Jethro does provide
entertainnment," he said, in a slurred, sleepy voice that sounded
unexpectedly sinister. "Cone closer so | can get a good | ook at

you.



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

He sat up against his pillows and candidly surveyed her. He was, she
saw in an instant, conpletely naked except for gold and ruby bracelets
on either wist. Like the Archangel, he was gol den-oned, hair and

skin, and his body was thickly muscled. "Mst of the city merchants
know t hat a man has needs, and they see to those needs," the ange
draw ed. "Lord Jethro, now, he never quite saw it that way, but if

he's started sending beautiful slave girls to ny room..."

Rachel backed toward the door. "I'mjust here to build the fire," she
sai d.
Saul swung his feet to the floor. "You can keep me warm" he said.

"I don't want to," she replied.

She had pl aced her hand agai nst the door, when he suddenly junped from
the bed and crossed the roomw th inpossible speed. but she was quick
too: She swung the iron poker between them and he yel ped as its hot
poi nt dug into his breastbone.

"Stay away fromnme," she said fiercely.

He | aughed. "You aren't even afraid of nme," he said incredulously. He
reached out a hand to push the poker aside. "I just know you'd be a
ot of fun--"

"Not for you," she said. She shoved the weapon again, hard, into his
chest, dropped it, and whirled out the door. She was hal fway down the
hal | before she realized he was not going to follow. She stopped,

| eaned against a wall to catch her breath. He was right: She hadn't
been afraid of him She'd been furious. The thought made her snile
wyly. She had al ways been too stupid to know when she shoul d be
afraid.



And she did not have the luxury now to brood over brushes wth
disaster. She willed her heart to slowits pace, shifted her grip on
the coal scuttle and continued down the hall to the |ast room she was
assi gned.

The angel Gabriel, thanks be to gracious Yovah, was sl eeping, as she
saw wi th one quick glance. He slept facedown, covered fromhead to
ankl es by the snow quilt of his folded wings. Rachel nanaged a grin,
t hi nking that the angel would probably welcone a fire. Lord Jethro
kept a cold house.

She built it quickly, with the expertise born of much practice and

war ned her hands for a nonent before the blaze. Kneeling on the
hearth, she could not resist one nore quick |ook at the angel sleeping
so silently on the bed, so different in coloring fromthe w de-awake
angel she had just left. This one was taller than Sinon, she thought;
his hair, what little she could see of it, was even bl acker than
Simon's, though his skin was paler. Even fromone story up |ast night,
she had been able to see the blueness of his eyes.

A sudden pain seared her right arm and she cl apped her other hand over
the burn, sure she had been stung by a spark spat fromthe fire. But
her fingers touched only a gl ass cool ness, and she quickly | ooked down
to find the source of her distress. Through the fingers of her left
hand she saw opal colors withing in the Kiss of the God. She stared
for a noment, too astonished to nove, and wholly nystified by what the
phenonenon ni ght nean

"Everybody loved ny hair," was Mary's first greeting to Rachel. "Even
Dani el noticed. Lady Clara told ne | |ooked charnming. So, thank you

very much!"

"It will be easier today," Rachel said, smling.

"But you'll help me anyway, won't you? You'll stay with me until it's

time to go down?"
"I'f you like."
"Ch, yes. Please do."

So Rachel hel ped the lord' s daughter bathe herself and wash her hair,
and she conbed out the thin tresses as Mary dried them before the fire.
The fashion anong the rich famlies was for brides to appear as sinply
arrayed as possible, their hair undone down their backs and their

bri dal gowns severe and unadorned. Rachel had al ways thought this nade
the young girls look like children running away from hone--but then, as
she had told Mary, the Edori did not have bridal customs. Perhaps her
opi ni on was wort hl ess.

The very affluent had found ways to show off their wealth even under
these restrictions. Mary's dress was made of the finest blue silk,
covered with tiny flowers enbroidered in matching hread. 1t had taken
nearly a year to nmake. She had been allowed a single clip to hold her
hair back fromher face, and this was a silver and sapphire barrette
made by the master craftsmen of Lum naux. She wore white gl oves on her
smal | hands, each glove in crusted with pearls fromfingertip to palm
making it clear that this hand was nade to do no | abor even as
strenuous as lifting a goblet to her nouth.



Whi |l e she dressed the girl and nade up her face, Rachel told her
stories of Edori Gatherings to distract Mary from her grow ng
nervousness. "At day's end, the clans would gather before the fire,
and singers fromevery tribe would cone forward to prai se Yovah."

"Were there angel s at these Gatherings, then?"
Rachel |aughed. "No."

"But | thought you could only sing to Jovah at a G oria, or when an
angel came to |lead you."

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

"Ch, yes, yes--I"msorry, go on."

"Everyone was invited to sing--solos, duets, whatever. There was a
worman from ny clan, Naom, who had gone to live with a man in anot her
clan. W had been very close; we had sung together for years. At
every Gathering we saw each ot her again, and she would teach ne a new
song she had witten while we were traveling apart. And every tinme we
sang together, the Edori cheered."

"Are you a singer, then?"

Rachel was silent a nmonent. "I used to be," she said. "I do not fee
much i ke singing in Lord Jethro's house.™

Mary's eyes lifted to Rachel's. Once again they were working before
the mrror, Rachel brushing out Mary's long hair and peering to confine
a fewtendrils in the clip. | wsh you were not a slave," the |ady

sai d.



Rachel al nost |aughed. "So do | wish it," she said.

"Because then, when ny new house is conpleted, | could offer you a
scandal ous wage and you could come work for ne instead of for Lord
Jethro.”

Rachel gave her a nocking curtsey. "And | would cone.” "And together
we could figure out everything about pigs and candles.” Mary sighed.
"And you could do ny hair, and | would have one friend in the house."

"Well, you will be here another year. | can be your friend that
[ ong. "

But sonething had occurred to Mary. She bounced fromthe chair,
cl appi ng her small hands together. "I had the best idea." she
exclaimed. "Daniel asked ne just the other day, and | had the answer!"

"What ?" Rachel said, anused.
"What | wanted fromhimfor a wedding gift! | wll request you!"

Rachel nerely stared at her in the |ooking glass. Mary waved her
hands i npatiently.

"You. | will say I want himto buy you for ne. And then you will be
my slave, and I will set you free! And then you can come work for ne
when | have nmy own house, and | can see you as much as | want."

Rachel found her hands were trenbling. She carefully put down the
hai rbrush and the barrette. "But if | was your slave," she said, "I
woul d cone to your new house anyway, and you woul d not have to pay ne
anyt hi ng. "

Mary | ooked shocked. "But | don't want slaves," she said. "I would
not want anyone in ny house who hates nme. All father's slaves hate
him | knowit. | would rather pay someone and know she was there of
her own free will." She tw sted around to face Rachel. "You would
cone, of your own free will, wouldn't you?" she asked wistfully. "I
woul d pay you what ever you asked."

"You woul d not have to pay me very nuch," Rachel said very low "
woul d cone gladly--if you would make me free."

The rest of Mary's weddi ng day passed, for Rachel, something of a blur
Once she escorted the trenmbling girl down to the chapel, she had to
hurry back to the kitchens, for there was so much to be done that
addi ti onal workers had been borrowed fromthe hones of Jethro's
powerful friends. Not for a noment did Rachel stop slicing, chopping,
stirring, cleaning and running.

But whatever her task, her mind was far fromit. She tried to crush
down her rising excitement, but Mary's artless offer had given her a

fierce hope such as she had not indulged in for five years. It was
stupi d--she knew it was stupid--to believe Mary had the power, or the
will, to effect the sale nerely because she wanted it; clearly, this

was not a woman used to getting her own way. But if Lady O ara did not
obj ect--and why shoul d she?-and if Dani el was agreeabl e--and why shoul d
he not be, new nmarried bridegroomthat he was?--it was just possible

t hat Rachel was about to step onto the long road to freedom At |ast,
at | ast.



But it was foolish to believe it really would happen.
But it could. It could.

Only once during that endl ess, harried day did Rachel break in her work
or wench her mnd away fromthat delicious vision. Shortly after

t he chapel bells tolled high noon, far over the house from above--nulti-
harmoni ¢ vocal so exquisite that Rachel felt her hands falter on the
chop- bl ock.

"What is that?" she whispered to Anna.

"The angel s," the wonan whi spered back. "Singing to Jovah to ask him
to bl ess young Lord Daniel and the |lady Mary."

"Where are they?"

"Above the house. On the wing. |Is it not the nost beautiful sound
you have ever heard?"

Indeed it was, and Rachel had heard fine singing before. The

brilliance of the soprano line was warned by the rich alto and the
tenor notes wove through themlike nmetallic thread, the basses flowed
beneath themall like a dark river. Rachel closed her eyes,

renmenbering nmusic. Her hands continued | abor-of their own volition

And then she stopped noving altogether. A single male voice cane through
the choral murnuring and painted the air with . The lyric |ine was one

of happi ness and hope, but Rachel felt her heart twist as if the man sang of
tragedy; that was how his voice was. When the chorus responded wth

its care-nmeasured intervals, she actually gasped. The soloist's voice

i nto harnony and she felt her breath spiral away fromher, felt her

head grow light. For a split second, as his voice ceased, she felt her

own pul se hamer to a halt.

"Jovah will certainly grant happi ness to the young ones now," Anna
| eaned over to murnur. "How could he not, after such a concert?"

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

Bet ween the weddi ng, the I uncheon banquet, the afternoon reception, the
di nner and the grand dress ball, the guests did not have much of a
respite either. An hour or so before nidnight when the chat el aine
told Rachel that Lady Mary needed her services to undress for the
night, the slave dried her hands, tied her hair back and ran up the
three flights to the suite reserved for Daniel and his bride. She

hal f - expected to find Mary sobbing and exhausted, for it had been a day
to try the nost robust wonan which Mary was not; but it was a cal mand
hopef ul young bride who awaited Rachel in the large and dimy Ilit
chanber.

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

Mary | aughed and briefly shut her eyes. "I thought it would never end!
But everyone was very nice to ne, telling nme how well | |ooked, and ny



father gave ne this silver ring, see--and told ne | was a good girl
So | thought it went very well." "Conme. Let's get you ready for
bed. "

ohediently, Mary |let Rachel disrobe her, bathe her and rub her body
with scented creanms. She donned a white | awn night dress {possibly as
expensi ve as the weddi ng gown, Rachel thought cynically), and then the
sl ave conbed out the bride's |ong hair again.

"You | ook pretty," Rachel told her. "Do you renenber everything | told
you?"

"Yes. Ch yes, | think so. But Daniel was kind to me today too--he

ki ssed ny hand and then he kissed ne on the lips, and he smled at ne,
so | think perhaps it will go well in any case Mary said
optimstically.

Rachel smiled. "I'msure it will. 1Is this fire hot enough for you? |Is
there anything el se you need?"

"Yes--no--1 think-- I'mready, | suppose.”
Rachel gave a small curtsey and stepped back toward the door. "It will
be fine," she said. "I'Il try to come by in the nmorning to help you

dress. You can tell ne about it then."

"Ch yes, that would be good. Tomorrow norning and then | can-Rachel, |
forgot!"

Hand on the doorknob, Rachel turned back to face her
"\What ?"

The young face was glowing. "He said yes!"

"Who said yes?"

"Daniel. He said, yes, | could have you for ny wedding gift. And his
father agreed! Isn't that splendid?"

For a nonent, Rachel was so dizzy that only her grip on the door kept
her upright. "Splendid," she said faintly, shaking her head to clear
it. "Lady Mary--1 can't tell you how splendid," she nurnered. "You
can't know You--this nmeans so nuch--"

Mary | aughed with childlike delight. "Well, good! It is the first
time inmy life | have been able to nmake soneone el se happy. Already I
like being a marri ed woman. "

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

Free, free, free. She returned to the kitchen and finished her chores,
and the whole time her mind was chanting: Free, free, free. She lay on
her pallet and let exultation drown her; she pressed her fingers to her
mouth to keep from |l aughing out loud. Free. She was tired, but she
did not want to sleep. She wanted to revel. That a usel ess young
gentry woman coul d give her the nmpst precious gift struck her as highly
ironical, but even that thought would not taint her elation. Free.

It was | ate before Rachel slept and early when she woke, but she was



energi zed by a secret euphoria. The clank of the chain between her
shackl es sounded al nost musical this norning; soon the iron bands woul d
be sawed from her wists, and she would be rel eased. She took extra
pains with her appearance this norning, knowi ng she would see Mary
within a few hours, wanting to | ook her best for her new nmistress so
that Mary woul d not change her mind. She scrubbed her face three

ti mes, washed her thick fly hair and braided it back, still wet. She
put on her best gown, clean and new y nended.

But there were things to do before she could tend to Mary. Again, she
had to build fires in the guest roons--although, of the



angelic contingents, only those from Monteverde and the Eyrie were
still in the house. As before, nost of the guests slept through her
visit, but the angel Gabriel was awake when she entered his room

Standing in the dawn light at the |ong, high w ndow, he | ooked clean
and scul pted as a marble statue. Rachel checked the threshold, since
she had not expected himto be awake, and he gave her one quick, blue,

i ndifferent glance. Keeping her eyes down, she hurried across to the
fireplace and quickly built the fire. O tried to--some malice was in
the coals that they didn't want to light. Even the matches were

troubl esone, requiring two or three strikes to catch. She inmagined the
angel's lapis lazuli eyes fixed on her fromacross the room and her
hands becane even cl unsier

At last the blaze was built and | ooked hearty enough to | a Rache
stunbled to her feet and edged toward the door--but he was there before
her, bl ocking the exit, staring at her with those incredible

j ewel -col ored eyes.

"Lord?" she asked hesitantly and bobbed a gracel ess curtsey. He did not
nmove out of her way. H's eyes traveled over her face, her hair, the

t hr eadbare gown, the shackles and chain. "Unbelievable," he said, and
even his speaking voice was nel odi ous enough to make her absent m nded.
"Rachel , daughter of Seth and Elizabeth."

CHAPTER THREE

Gabriel had had an extraordinarily trying three weeks. He had spent a few
days in the general area of the ruined village, hoping to find information
about the vani shed community. He had no luck. The few hardy fanilies

he found on independent farns a few nmiles distant were either

suspi ci ous and m sant hropic, or recent arrivals who could shed no nts

nore than ten years past. He flew east to the Jansai city of Breven to
see if he could find out what traveling went through that portion of
Jordana, but the few who talk to himat all unani nously disclai ned any
know edge. He had expected some wariness--after all, what Jansai would
say to an angel that he had participated in the destruction of a farm

vill age?--but he was frustrated nonethel ess.

"I amnot trying to find a war band just to | evel accusations," he said
to one nonmad chieftain. "I amlooking for someone who lived there--"

The man had | aughed in his face. He was big, deeply tanned, bald and

draped with a fortune in gold. "And | amtell you, there is nothing
for the Jansai in the wetched of northern Jordana," he said. He
counted on his fingers. "No gold--no comrerce--nothing to trade for

Jansai only the routes of profit, nmy friend."

"Someone came through that village."

"Ask the Edori," the chieftain advised. "They travel all Samaria, for
curiosity's sake. Sone Edori, at sone tine,

has strayed into that village circle, | swear to you by Jovah's
wath. "

"But which Edori? And why?"

The chieftain | aughed again. He had very large teeth. "Who can tel
one Edori from another?" he said. "And who knows why they do
anyt hi ng? Ask them and see what they will tell you."



So Gabriel had left Breven and begun an exhausting search through al

of Samaria for an Edori tribesman who could tell him what happened in a
nanel ess Jordana village ten years ago. |ike npbst of the angels,
Gabriel had little experience with the Edori so he was awkward and
unsure around them The city merchants the farmers, even the Jansai
felt respect and a certain fear for the angels; they believed that only
the good will of the angels protected themfromdivine wath. But the
Edori were not so certain of this nost basic principles of theol ogy.
When they cared to appeal to Jovah, they did so thensel ves, hol ding
unstructured fire lit Gorias at their Gatherings. They also sang to
the god to celebrate a birth, a death or some other inportant event,
and many of the Edori singers whom Gabriel had heard had exceptiona

Voi ces.

But they did not believe that a baby had to be dedicated to Jovah at
birth; they did not believe that only an angel's voice would find its

way to Jovah's ear; and, npbst shocking of all, they did not believe
that Jovah was the one true god, the only god, the source of all 'good
and the potential source of total annihilation. Instead, they believed

in a god nore powerful than Jovah, who directed Jovah and to whom Jovah
was answer abl e--or so Gabriel understood, though he could hardly credit
it. It was contrary to the basic principles of his existence.

He flew, low and with no particular direction, a day and a half from
Breven before he cane to an Edori tribe canped at the far southeastern
border of Jordana. He had always found the Edori willing to wel cone
strangers, and this tine it was no different. The women greeted him
with hot wine and offers of warmcloaks (for, as usual, he was wearing
only his flying leathers, and to nortals these did not | ook warn), and
the children ran around himin a frenzied circle, chanting out a verse.
The nmen came forward nore slowy, as befitted creatures of nore
dignity, and they nodded to the angel and waited for himto state his
case.

"I am | ooking for information on the whereabouts of a young woman, "
Gabriel said, speaking slowy, |looking fromface to inpassive face.
"She once lived in a small village in Jordana not far from Wndy Point.
The village is gone, she is gone. | thought perhaps Edori, who go
everywhere, m ght know what happened to the people who |lived there, and
this girl in particuar."

It was, as he had anticipated, a tortuous, tedious process. He was
invited to stay for a nmeal while the npst observant nmen and wonen of
the tribe were called together to consider what he had to say. Could
he describe exactly where the village had been? Did he know t he nanes
of any who had lived there? Wen had it been destroyed ? Wat had
destroyed it? Hi s ignorance on nost of these questions enbarrassed
Gabriel, but the Edori did not mock himor showirritation. |Instead,
with their help, he was able to sketch out a tolerably accurate map of
the area--and, again with their pronpting, he came up with clues that
led to a nore precise idea of when the destruction had taken place. For
they asked himto nane the grasses and the lichens he had seen on the
boul ders of the ruined houses: Was the nold brown with black spots or
was it red with brown spots? Was the grass as high as his waist or
only as high as his ankle and bearing seeds of a yellow sh-green? Wth
this information they deduced with certainty how | ong the site had been
abandoned.

"Ei ghteen years," one of the niddl e-aged nmen had pronounced, and al



the others in the group murnured agreemnent.

"What tribe was traveling near the Caitana hills eighteen sumers ago?
"Was it the Logollas?"

"No, they were in the Gaza foothills that sumer,” a wonan said. "The

Chi evens, perhaps.”

"They were with the Logollas."
"The Panci as?"

"Not the Pancias."

"The Manderras, then."

"The Manderras."

"Yes, the Manderras."

Gabriel felt a stirring of hope. "And where might | find the
Manderras?" he asked.

The m ddl e-aged man shook his head. He mi ght have | ooked sad, but it

was hard to tell; Gabriel found it inpossible to read expression on any
of the bronze faces. "The Manderras are gone," he said.
" Cone where?"

"Scattered. Dead."



Gabriel's eyes narrowed. "Attacked by Jansai ?" he asked sharply.
Several of the Edori nodded. The others remained inscrutable.

"Are they all dead?" CGabriel persisted. "Al of thenP"

"Or enslaved,"” a worman said dryly. "And if you can find themafter the
Jansai have di spersed them you will have no trouble finding one | ost
girl.”

Gabriel uttered a small exclamation that enconpassed nany
things--frustration on his own behal f, rage on behal f of the Edori. "So
there is no one left who m ght know-"

"Naoni ," soneone said.

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

"She was born to the Manderra tribe, but she followed a man of the

Chi evens," the woman told him "She was with the Manderras when t hey
wander ed t hrough the Caitana foothills."

"Then she can tell me what happened to the village."

The young woman shrugged. "If the Manderras ever cane upon the
village. Wo can say?"

Gabriel struggled with his irritation. "And where can | find Naom ?'
"Wth the Chievens."

"Yes, yes, | understand. Were can | find the Chi evens?"

The mi ddl e-aged man who seenmed to be as nmuch of a | eader as these
peopl e had spread his hands wi de. "Wo can say?" he said. "They may
have gone to Gaza or to Bethel or to Luminaux. W wll see them again

at the Gathering."

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

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

"You can't even make a guess?"
"W coul d guess. W know where we would go at this tim of year. But
| ook, we are here and the Chievens are not. \Were else would you like

us to guess? One place is as likely as another."

Gabriel waited a nonment, until his anger had passed. "And the next
Gathering," he said. "Wen is it to be, and where?"

"In the fields west of Lum naux, five nonths from now. "



"Five nmonths! But | don't have five nonths to spare!"”

The dark eyes stared at himfromthe circle of dark faces. None of the
Edori had a conment to offer on that.

"I see," Gabriel said after a long silence. "You have no nore help
that you can give ne."

"W have told you what we can."

"Yes, and nore than |I could have expected to learn fromyou," Gabriel said,

rising to his feet. "It is not your fault | need to know nore."

The mi ddl e-aged man rose too; the others remai ned seat ed.

"Stay--eat the evening neal with us,"” the | eader urged him "You are
tired and angry, and you should be refreshed with food and
conpani onshi p. "

"I amtired and angry, and | amin a desperate hurry," Gabriel said.
"I thank you for your offer. And for all your assistance. | rnust go
now. "

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

During the next two weeks, Gabriel nade an erratic search of the three
provi nces of Samaria, |ooking for bands of Edori who m ght through sone
fantastic stroke of luck be the Chievens. He did happen upon two

nore small tribes, but neither of themwere the Chievens, and no one in
either tribe knew where the Chievens could be found, nor did they know
anything of a small farmvillage in the Caitana Muntains.

Once, when his route took him past Josiah's nountain rear, he stopped
to see if the oracle had any nore aid to give him Unfortunately he
did not.

"All 1 can tell you is that she is still alive," Josiah said. "I
cannot tell you where she is."

"Then howis it you could tell ne where she once was?"

The old man gave hima faint smle. "Because when she was dedi cated, a
record was made of where the dedication took place, and where she was
born, and who her parents were. | know she is still alive, because her
Kiss is still animate. Jovah can still sense her existence. But as to
where she is" He spread his hands.

"Very well. She's alive. And she's lost. \Wat happens if nonths go
by and | still cannot find her? And the day of the Goria arrives.
What then?"

Josi ah regarded himsonberly. "That is a very serious question," he
sai d.

"WIl any woman do? Perhaps | can press Ariel or Magdal ena into
service--or, no, it nust be a human woman--can | just find a norta



woman with a passabl e voice and have her sing the GQoria at nmy side?
WIl that satisfy Jovah? O nust it be this woman--this Rachel ?"

Josi ah was noddi ng thoughtfully. "The answer is--1 don't know, " he
said slowy. "Because, in the past, there have been tines when the
angel i ca has been unable to perform Wen M chael was Archangel,
thirty-five years ago, there were three consecutive years when the
angelica Ruth lay too ill to speak, and their daughter sang at his
side. And there are stories fromeven |onger ago, when the angelica or
t he Archangel was unable to perform and substitutes were found, and
Jovah accepted the new voices. At |east, he has never unl eashed
destruction upon us after a doria.

"But the scriptures of the Librera are very strict," he went on, his
voice troubled. "It is witten there precisely who is to attend every
Goria and who is to participate. There nmust be the Archangel, who is
chosen by Jovah, and the angelica, who is chosen by Jovah. There nust
be angels fromthe three hosts; there nmust be Jansai and Manadavvi and
Edori and Lumi nauzi. Representatives nust come fromevery part of
Samaria to join in harmony together, to assure Jovah that there is
peace on the planet and good will anong all peoples. And if the
smal | est part of this decree is overlooked, then Jovah will be angry
and cast down thunderbolts, and he will destroy first the nountain and
then the river and then the world itself."

Gabriel stared at the oracle. Josiah's voice had been flat, al nost

matter-of-fact, but his words were chilling.

"Then if | cannot find her--" the angel began

"Then, if you cannot find her, we may all be in grave danger. | don't
know-it may be that Jovah will understand, and forgive, and listen to

what ever voi ce sings beside you. He has forgiven these other | apses.
But in each of those cases, the angelica was, in fact, the angelica.
The Archangel had not capriciously chosen to install soneone who had
not been selected by the god hinself."

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

So he continued his search, but he had no luck. Samaria was too big
for one angel to cover thoroughly--and the Edori were constantly on the
nmove. He could spend the rest of his Ilife hunting one nobile tribe and
never catch up with them He would have to enlist the other angels
fromhis host, have them quarter the three provinces and speak to every
| ast Edori cl ansman.

After the wedding, of course.

Mentally cursing Lord Jethro of Senorrah, his msbegotten son and the
girl who was fool enough to marry him Gabriel returned to the Eyrie a
few days before the event to collect his formal clothes and his brother
Nat han. As always, he felt a sudden sense of deep peace envel op him as
soon as his feet touched the snooth stone of the landing point. It was
beautiful, the Eyrie--three terraces of interconnected chanbers and
corridors all carved fromthe warm rosy-beige rock of the Velo
Mount ai ns--but it was not just the physical beauty that gave Gabri el
the instant enotional lift. It was the singing.

Ni ght and day, at least two voices were raised in constant sweet



har mony, the notes resonating throughout the whol e conpound. For weeks
i n advance, the angels and nortals who resided at the Eyrie vol unteered
to sing duets in one-hour shifts, then took their places in the snall
chanmber in the highest tier of the compound. Night and day, entering
the Eyrie--or waking, restless, in the niddle of the night--or eating,

| aughi ng or brooding--this nmusic cane to a man's ears and soothed him
with the magi c of harnony.

For a nonent, Gabriel felt all his tension lift away. But even the
sweet voi ces of (badi ah and Hannah coul d not make all his problens
right this afternoon. Gabriel listened for a nonent, then strode to
t he nearest tunnel way and entered the Eyrie conpl ex.

Candl el i ght and pi ped gaslight reflected back fromthe pale rock
interior walls so that even at night and inside, the Eyrie gl owed

| um nescent. Gabriel hurried through the tunnels toward the inner
warrens, making his way through corridors that gradually w dened into
great halls and common roons. Luck was with hiny he made it safely to
Nat han' s chamber wi t hout encountering anyone he had to greet with nore
than a nod and a smle. And he was still lucky; Nathan was there.

"Gabriel! | thought | would have to | eave tonorrow w t hout



you," his brother exclained, rising up fromhis seat at a narrow
desk. Behind him Gabriel spotted white scrolls covered with bl ack
notati ons. Nathan was witing nmusic again. "And then | wondered if
you renenbered the wedding at all."

"I remenbered,” Gabriel assured him stripping off his flight gl oves
and vest. Because nore than half the inhabitants of the Eyrie were
nortal, the entire conplex was heated, and nost of the angels found the
tenmperature a bit too high. "And | considered forgoing the honor of
singing at Lord Jethro's son's wedding, but | decided it would not be
politically sound to offend the burghers even before | ascend to the
position of Archangel."
"You're in a foul hunor," Nathan observed, pouring w ne for both of
them wi thout waiting to be asked. "I assume you have not found your
angelica. Could Josiah not name her, then?"

"Ch, he naned her. Rachel, daughter of Seth and Elizabeth. He even
gave me the | ocation of her dedication--sone backwater farmand in the
Jordana foothills."

Nat han rai sed his eyebrows. He |ooked a great deal |ike his brother

t hough his eyes were a deep brown and his appearance was not so
striking; yet the resenblance was inpossible to miss. "Jovah has a
sense of hunor, | see," he remarked.

"The theory, according to Josiah, is that ny angelica will possess
qualities I do not. Since, as Josiah so kindly told ne, | am arrogant,
she, apparently, will be hunble. Watever. | amsure Jovah had his

reasons for picking her."

"But you cannot find this plot of land, this farmin Jordaa, where she
i s supposed to be?"

"Ch, | found it. Alittle community. Homes, farms, a cluster of
buildings. All--" Gabriel swept one hand before him "leveled to the
ground sone ei ghteen years ago."

"Level ed... By Jansai ?"

"They say not. | went to Breven. Although why the Jansai should tel
me the truth when a truth like that would cause ne to call down Jovah's
wrat h upon them-"

"Then, what happened? Where is she?"

"I have not been able to answer either question in the past three
weeks. The Jansai say the Edori may know. The Edori say oh yes,
perhaps a girl froma certain tribe may know, but we do not know where
that tribe passes the winter nonths. And no one seens to have heard of
this girl specifically. And | can't conb every cave and canpsite in
Samari a | ooking for Edori who may know sonet hi ng about sone vani shed
farmgirl--but may not know a thing!--and | have about five nonths now
to find her. And instead of continuing nmy search, | have to go play
tame angel in Senorrah to prove that | can deal reasonably with the

nmer chants, who do not |ike ne nuch anyway--"

"And they have reason not to |like you, since you do not |like them"
Nat han said, snmiling a little. "But back to the problemof this girl.
[f--"



"Rachel . "
"What ?"

"Rachel . That's her nane. Josiah says she is twenty-five years
old."

"If there are Edori who know where she is, can't we go to the next
Gat hering and ask all the Edori at once?"

"That's my |last hope. But the next Gathering is only three or four
weeks before the oria. And if | wait till then, and no one knows a
thi ng about her, ny situation is indeed desperate.”

"How desperate?" Nathan asked, al arned

"Josi ah says Jovah may not accept another woman's voice. In which
case--the end of the world loons. But | cannot credit that. |If | am
unable to find her, then | will sing and soneone w || sing beside ne,
and if Jovah has any nercy in himat all, he will accept who |I bring
him But | would prefer not to nmake the experinment. Because Josiah
seemed so doubtful --"

"We'|l go to the wedding," Nathan said decisively. "And then we'll
organi ze a hunt. You and | and ten or so of our angels. And we'll
search for the right Edori until the Gathering. And then we'll go to
the Gathering. And until then we will not despair. And for now you
need to rest, because we |eave tonorrow for Senorrah and all the
delights in store for us there."

"Amen," Gabriel said. "Let's leave at first light."

So it was not in the best of npbods that Gabriel arrived at the
magni fi cent home of Lord Jethro of Senorrah, and his tenper was not

i mproved by the opul ence of the wedding itself. It was only in the
past forty years--during Raphael's reign and the tenure of M chael
before him-that the nerchants had cone to accumul ate such weal th and
prom nence, so that the cities rivaled the holds of the angels as

pl aces of inmportance. Gabriel believed in a nore literal translation
of the Librera, which said, "Wereas each nan differs fromthe other as
the rose differs fromthe iris,



yet is each one beautiful in his owm way, and equal in Jovah's

sight." Gabriel did not Iike to see one class of people gain dom nance
over another; he considered inequity a doubtful road to the harnony
that Jovah required fromhis people. He had not troubled to hide his
di sapproval, which had nade hi m unpopul ar with the merchants--and not a
few of the angels.

Still, he was to be Archangel. Know ng his views, Jovah had sel ected
himfromall the angels of Samaria. And now Lord Jethro and the
Jansai, and even the angels, were stuck with himfor the next twenty
years. So he had been invited to the weddi ng, and he had cone.

He had even tried to be civil, although cordiality was beyond him He
found Jethro to be a shrewd, calculating, wholly untrustworthy sort of
man, and the bride's father cut fromthe sanme cloth. Young Daniel bid
fair to followin his father's footsteps, and the |ady Mary--sweet
Jovah singing!--was small, shy, childlike and nervous, clearly a

hapl ess sacrifice on the altar of intra city comerce.

Raphael , of course, had fawned over her, with that practiced grace that
pl eased the merchants so well. He had sat beside her at the dinner and
smlingly conplinmented her on her | ooks and her hair. She appeared to
be grateful for the attention, chattering to himeasily after the first
few nonents, during which she had seenmed overcone by the honor

Wat chi ng Raphael charm her, Gabriel had grimaced slightly, then glanced
over at Nathan. Nathan was grinning.

So after dinner, Nathan had made his way to the lady's side and paid
her pretty attentions, and this had seenmed to pl ease her as nmuch as
Raphael ' s conversation. Nathan was nmuch nore the di pl omat and | adi es
man than his brother, and Gabriel was not above deploying himin this
role, for it was one he was no good at hinself.

"Your brother seens to have won the lady Mary's heart," said a snmooth
voi ce behind him and Gabriel turned to find hinself face to face with
the Archangel. As always, the first thing he noticed about Raphael was
hi s sheer physical beauty. Hair, eyes, skin, even w ngs, had a tawny
color to them he was |eonine, powerful and sleek. Yet aging for al
that. C ose up, Gabriel could see the fine |lines around the eyes and
down the cheeks. The beautiful hair was thinner than it had once

been.

"You did not fare so ill yourself" was Gabriel's response.
Raphael smiled seraphically. "She is a sweet child with a gentle
manner," he said. "It is a pleasure to converse with her."

"A pity to throw her into Jethro's den," Gabriel said, glancing around.
The roomwas filled with | andhol ders and bankers and petty burghers,
nost of themtalking finance if Gabriel did not greatly miss his

guess.

"She cones fromjust such a den, though |I'm sure neither our host nor
our guest of honor would thank you for describing it so," Raphae
replied in a purring voice.

Gabriel laughed. "No, indeed. |'msure Jethro and all the others wll
m ss your charm ng manner when they are forced to contend with ne
instead. "



"And the day fast approaches," Raphael responded. "Tell nme, | was
hopi ng to neet your angelica here. But | have heard no word about her
at all. |Is it possible you are keeping her a secret Until the day of
the Goria itsel f?"

Raphael spoke with his usual nel odi ousness, but Gabriel thought he
detected the faintest hint of malice in the tone. "I thought to bring
her nyself," he said. "It did not work out that way but you have found
her? Jovah has identified her?"

"Ch, yes. He's identified her."

Raphael was watching himw th those golden eyes. The direct question
woul d be inmpossible to evade, but Raphael did not ask it. He nerely
gave Gabriel that sleepy smle that so many nortals found endeari ng.
"Well, | look forward to neeting her," he said. "Jovah's choices are
al ways instructive."

Whi ch comment did not inprove Gabriel's mood either

He endured the hours in the ballroom successfully pleading ineptitude
to avoid having to dance (Nathan was one of the few angels who had
mastered the art and nanaged to hold his w ngs close enough to his body
to prevent their being trod upon by everyone el se on the floor).

Gabriel made polite conversation with the nerchants who were standing
near him dodged the angel Saul nobst of the evening, and went to bed
exhausted by the effort of trying to conceal his true enotions for
hours on end.

He woke in the norning conscious of two things--excessive heat and a

dull ache in his right arm The source of the heat was quickly
identified--Jethro's adm rable servants had slipped into the roomwhile

he was still sleeping and built a fire, an anenity that was conpletely
unnecessary for an angel. For the pain in his

arm he could find no i medi ate expl anation. He rubbed the muscles along his
bi ceps, wondering if he had slept oddly during the night. In a few m nutes,
t he soreness evaporated, and he forgot about it.

It was a busy day. The weddi ng breakfast was el aborate, the

marriage cerenony itself extraordinarily |Iong and solemly performed. The
only part of the event that Gabriel actually enjoyed

was the singing. But he always | oved to sing.

It was when he, Nathan, Raphael, Saul, Magdal ena and Ari el

were aloft and in the niddle of the Te Deumthat he realized why
his arm had hurt so rmuch that norning. The angels had j oi ned
hands to forma circle, Nathan as always managi ng to get hold

of Magdal ena's fingers. Even as the swell of the rusic bathed him
inamld rapture, Gabriel watched them he saw that Magdal ena
very properly had her face turned toward Jovah but Nathan's eyes
were fixed on the Monteverde angel. Angels could not inter-
marry--it was one of their few prohibitions--and it was a | aw

t hat had never been transgressed. But Nathan had been in | ove
wi t h Magdal ena these past three years, and time did not seemto
be di m nishing his affection.

And i ndeed, when they were near each other, if you watched

for it, you could see the hint flicker in the heart of each angel's
Kiss, the divine reply of one to another. Jovah in all his w sdom
had not foreseen that.



Gabriel tightened his grip on Nathan's hand, and his brother

turned his face upward to the god. Again, Gabriel was half-

drowned in the glory of the nmusic. His tenor note held

agai nst Magdal ena's descending alto line, and when Ariel's soprano rose
ecstatically above both, he felt hinself trenble all the

way to the tips of his wings. Then his own voice took the |ead

while the rest fell back in choral harnony, and he sang

of invitation and cel ebration with delight.

And at that nmonent he felt the stabbing pain in his right arm
agai n, and he suddenly knew what it was. A response to the

musi ¢, a response to his voice, a response to him The Kiss on his
own armwas alive with nuted sparks, and he felt that heat

to its anchor in his bone.

Agai nst all probability, Rachel was in Senorrah, perhaps
even in the hall below them near enough to hear him and
enough to react to the sound of his voice.

It became a matter of inportance, therefore, to speak to every

lure in the house. It was a very different Gabriel who attended

his social duties this day. At the luncheon, the follow ng re-

ception, the dinner, the second ball, he nmoved with great deter-

m nation through the throngs and engaged each of the wonen in

teous conversation. He conplimented them on their gowns,

hair, their jewels, asked themif they had enjoyed the wed-

di ng, and whether they lived in Senorrah or had just cone for a
He was not conscious of flattering anyone until Nathan

took him aside at the reception and | aughed at him

"So you've becone a flirt, now and very abruptly,” his

brother said. "Are you planning to |l eave a trail of broken hearts

anong the nerchants' w ves since you cannot find your angelica

anywher e?"

"I"'mjust talking to them"

"And a fine job you're nmaking of it. | heard Lady Susan tel
her daughter she was half in love with you."

"Don't be ridiculous."

"But Gabriel, what has sparked this sudden am ability? I

woul d have sworn you were bored out of your mind yesterday. what's nore
coul d everyone el se.™

| think she's here.”

"Who' s here?"

"Rachel. | think--but I'mnot sure.”

Nat han gl anced qui ckly around him "In this house?"

"Maybe. | felt--while we were singing, ny Kiss flared up
And this morning--1 think she's in the house, or very near."

"The Kiss has been wong before,” Nathan said wyly.

"No, | don't think so in this case. Josiah told nme-- But

SO



must talk to all the wormen of the house, you see that, and | fee
clumsy about it. Unfortunately, it's not a task you can help me with."

"And you' ve had no response since the Te Deumthis norn-
i ng?"

Gabriel was silent. Nathan exclainmed, "You have! |Is the |ady
married? |Is that the probl enP"

"It was very faint," Gabriel said. "When | was speaking to

Mary--" Nat han | aughed al oud, appalled. Gabriel grimuaced.

"I know. | complinmented her on her hair, | think it was--and she bl ushed,
and | felt the slightest heat in nmy arm But surely--"



"That would truly be the greatest irony Jovah ever enacted,” Nathan
said, his voice solemm but his eyes alight. "To unite you with Lord
Jethro's newy acquired daughter-in-law nonments after you sing at her
weddi ng--"

"But | think it can't be her. Perhaps sonmeone el se she spoke to,
someone who conmmented on her hair. Soneone she was thinking of when
spoke to her. And it's not as if | can ask her to list everyone she's
spoken to today--"

"Stay calm The case is not desperate. |In fact, it's better that it
was yesterday, don't you see? How |long do you think we can stay in
Jethro's house, searching? Can you nake an excuse to remnai n anot her
few days?"

"Raphael is |eaving tonight, but Ariel and her sister will be here

t hrough nmorning. W can stay at |least as long. After that-but it may
do us no good to stay. She may be leaving with one of the other
househol ds. She may not belong here at all."

"A guest?" Nathan asked, watching his brother. "O--a servant of one
of the guests?"

"Let us hope it is a guest, the adopted daughter of a minor nerchant. |
woul d hate to think my angelica had been serving as a lady's maid any
ti me these past eighteen years."

"If she has, she has," Nathan said philosophically. "Let's on with the
search while everyone is still here."

But Gabriel had no |uck, though he nanaged to talk to virtually every
femal e guest present--even those too young and too old to be, by any
stretch of diplomacy, twenty-five years old." The ball ended, the
weddi ng was over, and everyone woul d be goi ng home--and he was no
closer to solving this nost curious puzzle.

Very well, then. Gabriel did not Iike it, but it seemed she was anong
the serving class, nost probably a visitor to the house who had conme in
the train of some merchant's wife. He slept lightly few hours, then
rose to prow the |lower corridors of the house, stal king up and down

t he cramped hal | ways where abigails and |ady's nmai ds were quartered.

But the Kiss ren cool and dark against his arm She was not there.

He returned to his room to spend the |ast hours of the night brooding
at his window. She was in Senorrah, she had to right, she had heard
hi m si ngi ng yesterday, but perhaps she heard himfrom sone vant age
poi nt other than this house, had been in a passing cart, or

listening at the wi ndow of one of

the great houses a few bl ocks away. She was within the sound of his
voi ce, that much at | east he could cling to. Tonmorrow-this

nor ni ng- - he coul d seek her again. He could take wing and hover over
the city, singing the tender country ballads that wonen seened to |ike
so much. She would hear him wherever she was. She would | ook up, and
agai nst her will, perhaps, stop whatever she was doing to listen to
him noved wi thout knowi ng why by the tinbre and cadence of his voice.
H's meditations were abruptly interrupted by the opening of the door
He gl anced inpatiently over his shoulder to see one of Jethro's
wretched slave girls entering with a coal scuttle and broom-no doubt
the sane one who had built the unwanted fire yesterday norning. He
spared her only a glance before turning his attention once nore to the



enpty cobbl estoned streets just beginning to take shape in the dawn
light.

He woul d sing, and she would hear him and he woul d know she was near
because his armwould burn as it was burning now, as if the slave girl
had indeed Iit the fire and held a live coal to his arm-as perhaps she
had done the norning before He wheeled silently and stared at her. She
was crouched over the hearth and did not ook his way. Bare feet took
hi m soundl essly to the doorway; not until she rose and made to | eave
did she realize he had noved. The Kiss on her own armwas alive with
mut i nous anber lights. She |ooked to be nothing but eyes, tatters

and undonesti cated gol den hair.

"Unbel i evabl e," he said, and then he spoke her nane.
CHAPTER FOUR

Rachel stared up at the angel's face and felt a shiver of panic. Pride
made her hide it behind a nask.

"Who are you?" she said, pretending ignorance.

He had clearly never been asked the question in his life, and was
instantly affronted. "I amthe angel Gabriel," he said stiffly. |
| ead the host at the Eyrie."

"Ch," she said.

"And you?" he asked. "You are Rachel, daughter of Seth and
El i zabet h?"

"I''"'m Rachel ," she said cautiously.

"I"ve been | ooking for you for weeks."

She felt her panic grow, and her hostility with it. Both were

"Why?" she asked in a nobst ungraci ous tone of voice.

He took a deep breath, seemed to consider somewhat hopefully what to say,
and expelled the breath. "D d you know," he said at |ast, speaking

with great effort in a gentle voice, "that I amto become Archangel

later this year?"

"You are?" she said.

He nodded. Hi s blue eyes never stopped searching her face, as if he
were seeking ways to slip behind the mask of her expression. She felt

her scowl deepen in response. "Every twenty years, a new Archangel is
chosen by Jovah, to lead all angels and all of Samaria. This summer,
will lead the singing of the

Goria for the first tinme." He hesitated. "You do know what the
GQoriais, don't you?"

"Yes," she said sharply. "lI'mnot stupid.”
He was still watching her. The jeweled color of his eyes were
beginning to reverberate in her head. "Then you al so know t hat one of

t he peopl e singing beside the Archangel is the wonan chosen by Jovah to
be his bride--his angelica--a nortal worman joined to the angels in



har nony. "

This was getting deeper into dogma and ritual than the had ever taken
Rachel , but she nodded. "Certainly."

He took another long breath. "And the woman Jovah has chosen as ny
bride," he said, "is you."

She felt herself staring at himlike a half-wt.

"That is," he murnured, "if you are Rachel, daughter of Seth and

El i zabeth, born in a small Jordana farmtown not far fromthe Caitana
foothills."

"I was born near the Caitanas," she said, her voice al nost whisper
"But | have not been there ... for years and years."

"I have been to that place," he said abruptly. "It appeared to have
been destroyed. Wat happened to it?"

She shook her head. "I was very young. | have few nenories of that
time and pl ace."

"Then what happened to you? How did you get fromthere to here?"

"I was adopted by the Manderra clan of the Edori," she said, her voice

taking on a certain proud lilt; so the Edori always identified

t hensel ves to each other. "They found me when | was a child. | was
with themuntil | was twenty."

"And then?"

Her expression becane ironic. "And then what do you think? How do

Edori wonen usually becone allali slave girls?"

She deliberately used the contenptuous Edori word that neant nerely
"city dweller" but had come to nean al so noney-grubber, cheat, slave
trader, whorenonger and anyone engaged in unsavory comerce. She saw
with satisfaction that he knew the word and did not like it.

But he managed to reply in an even voice. "l imagine through the

i ntervention of a Jansai war band," he said. "that's what happened?"
"Yes."

"Waen?"

"Five years ago."

"Who was taken? Everyone fromyour clan? The other Edori | have
spoken to said the Manderras were di spersed.”

"Di spersed or dead," she said in a hard voice. "There were ten
Manderras in the slave train that brought nme into Senorrah. There were
al so Edori fromother clans, sone that | knew, sone |I did not. What
happened to the rest of the Manderras | do not know. "

"I"'msorry," he said quietly. She did not reply. He spoke nore
briskly. "You can tell ne nore of your story once we are at the
Eyrie."



She realized she was staring again. "At the Eyrie?"

"Yes. We will |eave today--now-as soon as you are ready and | have
told Lord Jethro that | amtaking"--he paused, and eyed her sonewhat
unf avor abl y--"one of the menbers of his household with ne."

"But | don't want to go with you," she said.

He stared at her as if she had spoken in tongues. "Don't want to? Are
you mad? Don't want to come to the Eyrie with me--to be angelica?
You'd rather--" Hi s voice took on great sarcastic energy. "You'd
rather stay here, in Senorrah, as a slave to Lord Jethro, when you
could be a free woman in Bethel--a free sweet Jovah, an angelica! Wat
kind of choice is that? It isn't a choice!"

"I don't want to go with you," she repeated. "And |I'mnot a slave."
He swept her with one conprehensive glance. She felt her flush. "I'm
not," she said defiantly. "O | won't be. Lady Mary has requested

that | be given to her as a bride gift, and she promised to free ne."

He was still incredulous. "To do what? Serve her the rest of your
days? Braid her hair and fetch her drinks and listen to her chatter
about her husband and her children and her pets?"

Rachel lifted her chin. "She's going to pay ne."

"Trust ne," he said grimy, "no salary would be high enough."

"I"d rather go work for her than be your angelica," she said.

"You don't even know what an angelica does," he said with heat.

"No? | know what allali wives do, and a lot of it's worse than
listening to inane chatter about husbands and dogs."



He was utterly furious, and he | ooked |ike a nman who did not always
successfully throttle his rage. She edged back a little. "The
angelica," he said, through tight lips, "holds the position of highest
honor on Samaria. She sings beside the Archangel at the @oria. She
hears petitions that nen and wonen fear to put before the Archange
hinsel f. She can, if she chooses, be a great force for good anong
nortal s, anong angels. Many angelicas have had special relationships
wi th Jovah, asking from himboons and favors whi ch have been divinely
granted. The angelica is one step fromthe god."

"The angelica, you said," she responded, "is wife to
t he Archangel . "

She had not thought he could becone angrier, but it seened she was
wong. "If it is the thought of the physical relationship which repels
you, you need not be concerned," he ground. "They marry, but
Archangel s and their angelicas have often made their own

arrangenents. "

She arched her eyebrows just a little. Stubborn unto death. Sinmon had
told her that once. Stubborn just for the sake of stubbornness, and
stubborn out of fear. Stubborn when there was good reason for it
except that she had never, not even in five years as a sl ave, |earned
to back down. "Edori," she said, "do not believe in marriage."

"You," he said, "are not an Edori."
"Nonet hel ess"

"And you," he added, "have no choice. Don't you understand? The god
has chosen you. Not |I. Were | free to take a wife of my own choosing,
believe nme, | would not have gone to the Caitanas or the Edori or the
kitchens of the great houses in Se norrah, |ooking for the woman of ny
dreans. You have been thrust upon nme as this role has been thrust upon
you. | suggest you accept it with as good a grace as possible."

She shook her head. "No. | will admit it is an honor, but | decline
it. | will not go with you to the Eyrie."

He gave a small, bitter |augh and tossed his hands apart. a second,
she thought she'd won. But no. You nmay say you are not going," he
said. "You may resist. You may hate ne, you may hate Jovah. But you
are going. You cannot escape your fate. You cannot escape the

di ctates of your god."

"I have a right to choose ny own life!" she cried suddenly filled with
an up rush of despair. "I have a right to refuse you!"

"Did the Jansai give you a choice? Didthey allow you to refuse?" he

said with an exasperated nalice. "Understand this. Your life has been
gi ven over into other hands, and your will is insufficient. W |eave
in two hours' tinme," he added, turning away fromher. "Tell who you
will that you are leaving. | wll see Lord Jethro nyself."

And he opened the door and stal ked out, |eaving her staring after him
in mngled rage, hatred, astonishment, shock and fear. Perhaps he had
not meant it as cruelly as it sounded, but she felt very nmuch as she
had when the Jansai rode shrieking into her canpground and forever
altered her existence. It had been an unforgivable thing for the ange
to say, and she vowed right then that she would never forgive him-not



for saying it, and not for doing it. Once again someone was taking her
life out of her hands, just when it seemed worth |iving.

It was hard to tell, Gabriel thought cynically, who was nore
enbarrassed at the discovery that his angelica had been | aboring as a
slave girl in Lord Jethro's household for five years, but the
Archangel -el ect felt that he conceal ed his disconfiture better than his
host. Jethro could not have been nore apol ogetic or accommodating; in
fact, his incoherent expressions of nortification palled quickly.

"Al'l 1 ask is that you have her bonds renmpved as soon as possible,"”
Gabriel said, interrupting. "Wthin the hour. And that you find her
some decent clothing to wear so that | amnot ashanmed to bring her to
the Eyrie."

"Certainly--oh, nost willingly--but, angelo, let me assure you--in ny
house she net with nothing but kindness. There was no mstreatnment, no
i mportuni ng--"

"I"'msure of that."

"One thing nore you can be sure of,’
will tell no one--absolutely no one."

Jethro continued earnestly, "

Gabriel shrugged, his expression wy. "This is not a secret it will be
possi ble to keep," he said. "But | would appreciate it greatly if you
did not facilitate the gossip."

He had rmade only one stop before heading straight to Lord Jethro's
bedroom suite to demand instant admittance. The stop had been at his
brother's room to waken Nathan and tell himthe m xed news. Even
hal f - asl eep, Nat han had been properly appall ed and amnused.



"Jovah guard us," Nathan had said, struggling to sit up and grind the
sleep fromhis face. "Could it be worse?"

"It's worse,"” Gabriel replied. "She dislikes ne."
Nat han choked back a yawn. "Already?"

"She does not want to go with us. She declined the honour awaiting

her. | inforned her she was not allowed to decline. | would not put
it past her to make a run for it. | want you to get dressed and find
her. Follow her. Keep her in your sight till | rejoin you."

Nat han shook his head to clear it, and canme to his feet.
"dadly. Were is she? Howw Il | know her?"

"Look for anyone racing fromthe house."

"Seriously."

Gabriel actually had to stop and consider. He had been so intent on

t he person behind the face that he had not consciously studied Rachel s
physi cal appearance. "Shorter than nme, but not by nuch," he said
slowy. "Thin. Pale. Beautiful hair. Long and blond and very curly.
Her eyes are brown. Her hands are chai ned together."

"She sounds nost striking,"” Nathan said. "I will hardly be able to
m st ake her."

"I left her in ny room but |I doubt she's still there. | have no idea
where she woul d have hidden by now [|I'moff to informJethro of the
di shonor he's done me these past five years."

Nat han tried to force back another yawn. "And to think. he said, "
didn't want to conme to the wedding."

you

Gabriel was tricked into a |laugh as he strode out the door

It was nearly an hour before he confronted his bride-to-b again, and in
that time she had undergone a remarkabl e transformati on. She had been
t horoughly cl eaned up, her hair ruthlessly conbed, her ragged dress
changed for a silken travel gown of deep green. The chains that had
bound her wists were gone. But the expression on her face had not
altered, and she | ooked at Gabriel with a mxture of defiance and
disli ke as he entered the sal on where she and Nat han wait ed.

"She did not run" was Nat han's greeting.

"I"'mglad of it," Gabriel said. He studied her. Now that he thought
about it, she hadn't | ooked much like a slave girl that norning. Her
attire, perhaps, had been wretched, but her demeanor had not for a
nmonent been subservient. She certainly did not |ook |like a slave girl
now. Nor, with that hair, did she look like an Edori. Neither did she
bear a resenbl ance to any of the weather-beaten, work-weary farm wonen
he had ever seen. "And are you any nore resigned to coming with nme?"

"Well, | can't stay here," she said. "They would not have me now, even
if I wanted to stay."

"Graciously spoken," Gabriel murmured. She gave hima killing | ook. He



turned to his brother. "It will not be so easy to leave as | at first

i magi ned," he said. "Jethro insists on dowering the girl with all
sorts of treasures--clothing, jewels, gold, | don't know what. There's
a wagonl oad being assenbled in the courtyard even as we speak. | am

trying to decide if courtesy demands that one of us travel al ongside
t he wagon--"

"I will, if you want," Nathan said with a grin.

"I"ll travel with the wagon," the girl said.

Gabriel turned back to her. "You will travel with nme," he said. "I
want to get you to the Eyrie as soon as possible.”

She eyed himuncertainly. "Wat do you nean, travel w th you?"

Nat han di vi ded a gl ance between them and said, "Well, 1'll just go

check on some things," then left the room Gabriel and Rachel remained
faci ng each other warily.

"I will fly you back to the Eyrie," he said as pleasantly as possible.
"The trip will take about six hours. By cart it would take maybe three
or four days."

For the first tine, she showed a certain apprehension. "I can't fly,"
she said.

"No, of course not. | will carry you--"

"No, | nean I'mafraid. Heights make nme sick. | will faint or becone
ill, I really will."

He frowned at her. Her distress seenmed genuine. "Have you ever been

in an angel's arns, above the earth?"

She shook her head. "No, but | have been on the bridge between
Senorrah and Jordana, and | was sick hal fway across. They had to
blindfold ne and carry nme into the city."

"When you entered as a slave?" She nodded. "But you may have been il
from ot her causes.”

"And in tall buildings--fromthe roof of this house!--when | | ook down,
| becone so dizzy, | have to sit. | have to craw down the stairways
on ny hands and knees."

"But, Rachel ?"

"Let me ride in the wagon," she pleaded. "I know you think--you told
your brother | would run away, but if you let ne ride in the wagon, |
swear | will arrive with it at the Eyri Please."

How coul d he refuse? She had been so rebellious before. this begging
had the ring of truth toit. "O course,” he said, "I'lIl send Nathan on
ahead to prepare things, and I will acconmpany you and the cart. W are
so far behind already that a few nore days can hardly hurt us."

She gave hima quick smle of relief, and for a nonent he thought,
Perhaps we will become friends after all. "Behind?" she said.



"The Goriais only five nonths away. There is a great deal you need
to | earn about--about everything. The nusic, the cerenony, the Eyrie,
the way angels live. W do not have much tine--and it took ne so | ong
to find you."

"Per haps you shoul d have started | ooki ng sooner, then," she said. "Five
years ago, maybe?"

Her voice was pleasant, but she definitely intended the word

mal i ci ously. Wong again, he thought, and made no answer. e nerely
bowed, and notioned her toward the door. The sooner they were quit of
this house--the sooner they were at the Eyrie-the better off they would
be.

As it happened, Jethro had prepared two vehicles to send with them on
their journey. One was indeed a wagon, piled high with boxes and

bundl es. The other was a sturdy traveling carriage which woul d
acconmmodate a nortal better than an angel. Each came with a driver and
a team of horses.

"We are beginning to resenble a caval cade," Gabriel observed. Rather
than flying across the river from Senorrah to Bethel shore, he had

el ected to stand besi de Rachel on the crowded ferry. He had al ready

i nforned her that he would the overland journey by air, joining her
whenever the vehicle halted for neals or overnight stays. She had not
been di sappointed to hear that he would not be in the carriage with
her .

When the ferry docked, the two of themjostled off with other
passengers and watched as the long Iine of carts, carriages and coaches
began the tedious, process of disenbarkation. Gabriel's stature and
haut eur - - earned t hem some breat hing space in the cromd; no one came too
cl ose. They stood side by side a nonent, gazing across the water. In
the lush | ate-norning sunlight, Senmorrah |ooked like a fairy-tale city,
all spiraling white stone and airy arches.

"I don't know when you'll see it again," Gabriel said to his conpanion
who had been silent for the whole thirty-m nute boat ride. Hunched
against the wind at the rear of the ferry, hands gripped around the
railing, she watched the recedi ng skyline with an unnerving intentness.
"Say goodbye."

What she in fact said astonished him
"O Yovah," she nurnured, very soft and very fast, "call down thy curses
on this place. Strike it with fire and thunder-bolts--cover it with

stormand flood. Bring down pestilence and | ague--"

He grabbed her arm and shook her till the words stopped. "What are you
doi ng? Wat are you saying?" he cried.

She wrenched her armfree. "It is the call to Yovah to beg for
retribution," she said. Her voice was calm but her eyes were fierce.
"It is witten in the Librera."”

"I know what it is! You--no one has license to speak such a prayer!"

"It is in the Librera," she said again.

"And only angels have the authority to call down curses--and they never



do! Not on Senorrah! Not anywhere on Samaria! Jovah nost holy, do
you know what you're asking for?"

"Yes. The destruction of this wetched city of the allali."

He stared at her. She was dead serious. "Do you hate it that much?"
he asked, his voice quieter

"It is a place where the wicked thrive and evil dances," she said. "And

people | loved died so that those who Iive there could have servants
and sl aves--yes, and silk and jewels and spices and everything el se
that wealth buys. | hate it, and as long as | live | will ask Yovah to

drive it into the sea. And if you were godly, as angels are supposed
to be, you would stand besi de ne and nmake the sane prayer."

She turned away from Gabriel and did not speak to himagain. Wen the
traveling coach was finally free of the ferry, she clinbed inside and
shut the door, not bothering to look in his direction. Gabriel took
wi ng and spent the next few hours in lazy flight, sometinmes over the
carriages, sometines ahead, sometines ranging fromside to side on the
of f chance that the scenery m ght offer him some entertainnent. And
al t hough Rachel never peered through the w ndows, |ooking for him his



eyes were often turned earthward, following the progress of her coach
and he was nore troubled by her words than he cared to admit.

They arrived at the Eyrie a little before sunset on the forth day--or
rather, they arrived at the base of the Vel o Mbuntains where the small
city of Velora had sprung up in the past hundred years. Rachel's coach
had stopped just outside the straggling limts, and by the tinme Gabri el
had circled in for a | anding, she had clinbed fromthe carriage and was
gone. Gabriel directed the two drivers to the west edge of town, where
there were systens in place for hauling heavy goods to the top of the
mount ai n, and set off on foot through the city to find his bride.

I f Senorrah was, as Rachel believed, a concentration of iquity, Velora
was a place of sun and synphony. Mbst of the houses, hotels and shops,
bakeries, stables and schools had been built of the sane rosy-beige
stone that made the Eyrie a place such warnth. Like the Senorrans, the
Vel orans were principally merchants, but since their whole aimwas to
enrich life for the angels and smooth the way for the petitioners who
cane | ooking for the angels, they dealt in items of ease and confort.
Because the angel s were so near--and angel s al ways wanted rnusic--the
city had become a place where nmusic was revered. Large concert halls
and tiny backroomtaverns echoed continuously with the sounds of harps,
flutes, reeds, viols, tinmpani and voices. Conposers and perforners
renowned t hroughout Samaria made their homes in Vel ora, or journeyed
there several times a year to neet their fellows. On every corner
street bands played lively nmelodi es and young boys sang in
heart br eaki ng soprano choirs. Blind old nmen plucked astoni shing sounds
fromstrings tied across brk wood boxes, and passersby whistled idly

as they wal ked al ong.

Rachel had di sappeared within the city in something | ess than five

m nutes, but Gabriel was not al armed: Everyone who cane to Vel ora went
first to the central shopping district. He headed for the open-air
bazaar and found her nunching on a sweet pastry filled with cream and
cherri es.

"This is the Eyrie?" she asked himby way of greeting. "Wy didn't
you tell me it was so beautiful ?"

"The Eyrie is beautiful, but this is not it,"” he replied. "This is the
city that serves the Eyrie. The angels live above, in the
nount ai ns. "

She glanced up with a flicker of apprehension, then continued eating

her pastry. "This is like--it's a delightful place," she said. It was
the first tinme he had seen her show enthusiasm "It rem nds ne of
Lum naux. "

He was anused to hear her name the artisans' city. Situated on the
sout her nnmost edge of Bethel, Lum naux was consi dered the great
intellectual and artistic mecca of Samaria; Velora could not even
renotely conmpare with it. "And when were you in the Blue Gty?" he
wanted to know.

"Wth the Edori. W passed through there al nost every year to buy and
sell--and | ook. Men of ny clan used to love the silver flutes nade by
the Lum naux craftsmen. | have never heard any sound so sweet since

| eft the Edori."

"I have always wanted to learn the flute," Gabriel said.



"Can you play any instrument?" she asked.

He smiled. "I can sing," he said. He started strolling down the w de
boul evard, and she fell in step beside him dusting sugar from her
hands.

"The Edori sing," she said. "I mssed that sound when | cane to
Senorrah. There is no harnony at all in that city."

"Don't start on Senorrah again," he warned. She snmiled. "Al

right."

"And if you love singing--well, you will love the Eyrie, then. That is

what angel s do, you know "

She considered him She seened--at this nmonment, anyway--to be in a
hal fway friendly nood. He would have to renenber to bring her to

Vel ora often. "l have never had nuch traffic with angels," she said.
"Every once in a while one would visit the Edori, but those tinmes were
rare. | lived in Senorrah before | realized that nost people only pray

to Yovah through the angel s--or what angels were really here on
Samariah for."

He could only stare at her blankly. To nost citizens of Samaria, the
angel s were the highest court in the land, beings to be propitiated and
approached with reverence. An angel's intervention could cause rain to
fall on dry land, bring fire fromthe sky to wi pe out a wi cked man's
house or a whole city, cause the heavens to drop down strange, wondrous
seeds which took root quickly and could be harvested for the
distillation of potent nedicines. An angel could prepare Jovah for the
advent of a dying so that the god woul d have a pl ace prepared for the
one who crossed fromthis world to the next. An angel's word could

the priests to cut a man's right armoff and so separate him

fromthe Kiss of the God, so that Jovah woul d never, fromthat tine
forward, know that his child was still alive, and would not | ook for
him and would not wel cone hi mwhen he crossed the broad river of

deat h.

And she did not seemto have the faintest idea of why Jovah had brought
angels to the earth.

"Have you heard angel s singing?" he asked, nore or |less at random

"Yes--once or twice and the other day, at the weddi ng- She stopped
abruptly.

"Then you know how beautiful their nmusic can be," he said smoothly. "I
think you will like the Eyrie."

She gl anced upward again, toward the tip of the nmountain.
"How do | get there?" she asked.
"I will carry you."

She put out her hands as if to ward himoff. "No--1 explained to
you- - "

"There is really no alternative," he said inpatiently. "It is a flight



of perhaps a mnute. Cose your eyes if you don't like it."
"I'"ll go up with the wagons," she said. "Surely you nust have sonme way
to take themup the mountain--"

"On an open platform with a crane and a winch," he said brusquely. "I
assure you, you would find that ride nuch nore unpl easant."”

"Then I'1l clinmb up. There must be a path--"

"There is no path," he said. "Conme. It will not be so bad." They had
reached the end of the avenue, virtually the edge of the city, and they
were practically alone. Rachel glanced around quickly as if seeking
shelter; her hands were still flung before her

"Gabriel," she said.

He swung her into his arns and leapt into the air alnsr the sane
motion. She shrieked, and for a nonment tw sted so violently that he
had to tighten his hold considerably to keep her safe. But once they
were well and truly off the ground, her resistance ceased; in fact, she
grew so linp that he wondered if she had fainted. He glanced at her
face and found it utterly cold, her eyes shut tight, her lips noving in
a soundl ess prayer. They were alnost to the | anding point of the Eyrie
before he r] she was trenbling uncontrollably.

He went to sone trouble to come down snoothly, taking the shock of the
l andi ng on his flexed feet, She was notionless. He knelt, setting her
carefully on the sun-warmnmed stone, supporting her head in his cupped
hands.

"Rachel, we've arrived. Rachel, open your eyes--look at nme. |'m
sorry, but it's over, and you're here--you're fine."

She took a single ragged breath, then eased to her side, away from him
For a nonent he thought she was going to vomt. Her shoul ders shook
and she covered her nouth with one hand. Hi's synpathy was quickly
turning to irritation; this seened a little excessive even for sonmeone
with an irrational fear of heights. He stood.

"Let me know when you're feeling well enough to go inside and neet the
rest of the angels," he said.

She rolled to her feet and |l aunched herself at him He was totally
unprepared for her assault, and before he knew it, she was punmeling
his chest and scratching savagely at his arms. "I hate you! You lied
tonme! | told you--oh, | hate you, | hate you, | hate you--"

The rest of her tirade was incoherent. Appalled, Gabriel snatched both
her arms and forced her awmay fromhim This only enraged her further
she kicked and screaned at him withing in is hold Iike a denon
seeking to break an enchantment. He had never seen anyone in the grip
of hysteria before, but instinct and anger supplied himwth the
antidote. Transferring both her wists to one of his hands, he sl apped
her full across the face. Her scream ng ceased; she turned to stone.
Across the thicket of their interlaced arnms, she stared at him her
eyes still wild.

"You hurt ne," she whispered.



"I"'msorry," he said, though he knew his voice did not sound sorry.
"You nust cal mdown."

Her breath shuddered into her body. He thought she woul d speak again,
renew her accusations. But words would not come to her. Staring at
him she shook her head hel plessly and slowy began to cry, then
col l apsed to her knees, sobbing.

He dropped her hands and gazed down at her with dismay. He could not
think of what to do or say. He had forgotten that help m ght be
avail abl e fromother quarters, so it was with great surprise that he
heard a woman's voi ce address himfrom behi nd.

"Gabriel." Turning, he saw a tall, slimworman separate her self from
the scarlet shadows thrown by the sunset against the Eyrie walls.
Hannah, by Jovah's great nmercy. "l thought you would arrive today,"
she said. "ls that Rachel ?"

"As you see," he answered bl eakly.

She stepped unhurriedly across the snooth stone crouched beside the

weeping girl, putting her arms around her shaking shoul ders. "Rachel,"
she murmured in that voice which had soothed hundreds of distraught
worren and crying children. "Rachel, it's all right."

"Good. You deal with her," Gabriel said, turning on his heel and
stal king toward the entryway. "Because | can't."

CHAPTER FI VE



So it had not been an auspicious beginning to her new life, Rache

t hought the next norning. |In fact, it could hardly have been worse.
Not overjoyed to begin with at the thought of naking her his angelica,
Gabriel must now be wi shing he could shatter the Kiss in her arm and
tell Yovah to | ook around for a second choice. It was a prayer she

pl anned to make herself as soon as she could pull herself together

She had awakened early, keeping her eyes tightly shut as was her

custom briefly closing her m nd agai nst the sure know edge t hat
somet hi ng awful had happened. But it was inmpossible to ignore the
singing, the sweet voices rising and falling in perfect harnony. She

i magi ned that in no other place in the world did one wake up to a sound
l'i ke that.

She got out of bed to take a closer |ook at the room she'd been brought
to the night before. Hannah had | ed her here and taken her directly to
t he bed.

"I think you need sleep,"” the woman had said in a quiet voice. "I wll
cone back to you in the nmorning, and we'll sort everything out."

Rachel had clutched her arm "Wwhat is that sound?"

"What sound?"

"The--those voices."

"Ah. Angels singing. At the Eyrie, there is always nusic. | believe,
if youlisten to it, it will soothe you and you will fall asleep. Sleep

i s what you need."

And she had slept inmediately, lulled by those voices, Hannah's voi ce,
or so conpletely drained by her disgraceful tional display that she had
no energy left for curiosity. This norning was a different matter. She
felt rested, ravenous and inquisitive.

The stone floor was icy beneath her bare feet; in fact, the whole room
was chilly for a wonan used to the humi d river breezes of Senorrah
Rachel slipped her feet into the shoes she had worn the day before,

wr apped herself in a blanket slipped fromthe bed, and strolled around
t he chanber.

St one--everything was stone. Even in Senorrah there had been wood and
iron and cast plaster inside the stone houses. | let everything was
rock--the walls, the floors, the ceilings. It was like being in a

gi ant cave. Her Edori soul shuddered at the thought of being shut up

i nside a mountain, a nmaze of tunnels between chanber and an exit. No
doubt she was in one of the nore desirable roons, for it was fitted with
a window to let in the sun. but she did not have the courage to go

| ook at that view She remenbered all too well the flight up here | ast
evening. Gi out that wi ndow would bring on nausea and fai nt ness.

Gven that it was essentially a cave with a window, it was rather a
pretty room Across one long wall hung a gorgeous tapestry, into which
tiny figures had been woven in patterns of gl and purple and green
Tales fromthe Librera, no doubt; anongst the enbroidered nortal forns
she spotted a number of angel figures. |In the mddle of the room a
small table, a stool with cushions were grouped together as if

inviting people to sit. own bundles--all her gifts fromJethro--were
piled in a cot awaiting disposal in various chests and trunks. There



was no place, but she felt heated air circulating in the room (not cno
in her opinion), and she suspected that it was somehow heated and
forced through an ornanental grate at the foot of her bed.

And there was, faintly, the splash of water fromnot far away. Rachel
foll owed the sound through a narrow archway and gave a low cry of

adm ration at what she saw. Steaming water fell through a pipe
attached to the ceiling and into a marble pool. A second opening in
the bottom of the pool drained the water away at the same rate at which
it fell. Across the room there was another arrangenment of rivul et

and drain, but this water fell nore and appeared to be cold. Hot

wat er for bathing, cold water for drinking, all ceaselessly flow ng,

as constant as the angels snygil

Even in Lord Jethro's house, where a viaduct ran fromthe city well,
wat er had to be haul ed upstairs by hand and | aboriously heated. This
room as a slave girl well knew, was a luxury of the highest order

She dropped her bl anket, pulled off her clothes, and stepped into the
hot stream of water. Luxury of luxuries; she would be a slave for ten
years just for this experience. A cake of flaky soap had been pl aced
at the side of the pool. Scented with herbs and honey, it left even
her rough skin feeling snoboth. She used half of it to wash her hair,
but felt no need to hoard. A place that could offer a constant stream
of heated water mnmust be able to provide extra soap at any tinme a guest
m ght wish it.

Rachel ' s eyes, which she had shut as she turned her face up into the
falling water, opened in dismay. A guest. Hardly. She was a tenant
now, a lifelong dweller. She was, or was soon to be, angelica, wife to
t he Archangel, and presumably the nost inportant worman in this hold.
The t hought nade her feel even nore hel pl ess.

She stepped fromthe water, wapped herself in a towel and returned to
the main chanber. Anong the gifts fromJethro were tumerous boxes of
clothes. Surely something would fit.

She had barely finished dressing when a small chime sounded fromthe
direction of the door. Rachel froze, her hands on the |acings of her
shoes, and waited for something to happen. 1In a few nonments, the chine
rang again, and was quickly followed by a woman's voi ce.

"Rachel. 1t's Hannah. Are you awake?"

"Yes. Cone in."

Hannah had brought food, and she waited in silence while Rache
devoured the meal. She had m ssed dinner the night before, and in any
case, she was always hungry, O always during the last five years. It

had not been so before.

She | ooked up to find Hannah watching her inscrutably. "It's very
good, " Rachel said, setting down the last enpty dish. "Thank you."

"Are you feeling better this norning? Mre rested?"
"Yes, | think so. Thank you."

"That's a very pretty dress you're wearing."



Rachel gl anced down at it a little nore critically. She had chosen
this dress because it was of heavy wool and | ooked warm ut it was
pretty, a deep-dyed blue with a narrow waist, full skirt

and tapered sleeves. She tugged the cuffs down to cover her wis. "A
guilt gift fromLord Jethro," she said with some of her spirit.

Hannah smled. "It is the irony of the century that Gabriel found you
in Lord Jethro's house."

"Because | was a slave there, you nean?"
Hannah's delicate brows rose. "Because he did not want to go there.
Because he does not |ike Jethro, or the city merchants. |f he could

have, he woul d have sent Nathan in his place. Nathan would not have
been able to find you. Therefore, it was the god's wi sh that Gabriel

go."

I am not sure that Yovah concerns hinmself so closely with nortal s’
lives," Rachel said dryly.

"He has in yours."

"So it seems."

Hannah smled again. "Cone. |If you are done, it is time | took you
around the Eyrie to show you how it is built, and introduce you to sone

peopl e. "

Rachel came to her feet, prickling with apprehension. "How nany
peopl e?"

"How many |ive here? About a hundred and fifty."

"A hundred and fifty angel s?"

"No, there are only fifty angels. The others are nortal s--husbands and
wi ves of the angels, their children and those who work for the angels;

cooks, launderers, repairmen, chatelaines--" "And sl aves?"

Hannah, who had started toward the door, turned back to stare at
Rachel . "No slaves," she said quietly. "Wy do you ask?"

"There are slaves at Wndy Point," Rachel said. "Wy should there not
be sl aves here?"

Hannah took a step closer. "What makes you think there are slaves at
W ndy Point?" she asked.

Rachel shrugged. "So | was always told. There are slaves everywhere
el se. ™

"Not at the Eyrie. Neither Gabriel's father nor Gabriel ever
sanctioned the institution of slavery--anywhere. Gabriel has been nost
out spoken against it, in fact."

"And yet, there are slaves. Every day Edori are taken oner"

"And Raphael is the Archangel. Now. Perhaps when Gabri el

ascends to this rank at the Aoria, he will be able to change



t hi ngs."

Rachel noved slowy across the floor toward Hannah. "Gabriel," she
said. "l know nothing about himat all."

Hannah | eaned agai nst the door. She was an ol der woman, in her
md-fifties, Rachel guessed; her black hair was streaked with white and
pulled into a knot at the back of her head. She had thin, patrician
features and woul d not have | ooked out of place sitting across from
Lord Jethro at a Senorran banquet.

"Gabriel will be thirty years old this sumer,"” Hannah said. "The
youngest age at which an angel has ever ascended to the rank of
Archangel . Jovah chose hi m when he was fifteen, so he has known for
half his life what honor awaited him It is an honor he takes very
seriously--he takes nost things seriously. He can be difficult. He
can be very sure of hinself, and so other people's opinions do not

al ways matter to him He thinks it is a very easy matter to separate
right fromwong, good frombad, so subtleties often elude him He is
not patient. But he is, he is never less than committed to making
things right. Everything he does is with the goal of bringing goodness
to the world. | can't explain what | nmean. There is no evil in him
That is a rare thing to say about anyone, even an angel."

"You sound as though you love him" Rachel said.
"I loved his father."

Rachel 's eyes narrowed; surely she would not have spoken of Gabriel in
those terns if he was her son. Hannah sniled, reading the question

"Gabriel was born to the angel Jeremni ah, who | ed the host here for
forty years. | was Jerem ah's second w fe."

"And Jereni ah?"

"Dead now for five years. Gabriel has led the host since Five years
ago. Yovah had certainly nade life interesting at for both the
Archangel -el ect and his angelica. No wonder he had not rushed out

| ooking for a bride.

"And when is it to happen?" Rachel asked, follow ng her thoughts.
"When is what to happen?”

"The cerenmony. The--the wedding. Between Gabriel and



"Soon, | would think. But there are preparations to be made. Angels
fromthe other hosts nust be invited, and the oracles, and sone others.
It is not a sinple event. You and Gabriel nust discuss it when he
returns.”

"When he returns?”

Hannah nodded. "He left this norning for Lum naux. A roes. senger
had been awaiting himin Velora for nore than a week. He will not be
back for several days."

Rachel stared at Hannah, trying to conceal her reaction. Ws it
irrational to feel fury that she had been abandoned during her first
day in a strange place by the one person she knew, and who had brought
her here against her will? Considering that she did not even like the
man who had carried her here and that he nust by now, have cone to hate
her? Still, fury was what she felt. One nore itemshe was adding to
the Iist of things for which she woul d never forgive the angel

Not expecting to, Rachel fell in love with the Eyrie. But it was such
a lovely place, it would have been hard not to. Everywhere--roons,
corridors, great halls, small kitchen floors, ceilings, walls--they
were surrounded by that lustrous ros rock, lumnous as quartz in sone
areas, dense as granite el sewhere, but always faintly glowing, rich to
the eye, sleek to the touch. Rachel had been born to farners and

rai sed anong Edori. she had grown up anmong green things, sensitive to
t he demand and possibilities of the soil. She had hated white
Senorrah, a cot al abaster prison--but the Eyrie, though it was also a
pl ace of stone, was beautiful to her

O perhaps it was the singing. She was never unaware f as she and
Hannah i nspected roons and clinbed stairs and paused for introductions
to the junble of people who lived there. Rising and falling, the

voi ces were always allied in perfect harnony, even as the voices
changed; two wonen's voices held a double note on a high, ecstatic
tritone, and two nen sang next words in descending thirds, and stil
the effect was the sanme Live in harnmony. There were many nessages in
the Librera that was the central one. Live in harnmony. The Edori
had taken that to nean "Live in harnony with the earth, with the
growi ng things and the wild things and the men and wonen of your own
people.” The angels had settled on a nore literal translation

Havi ng taken Rachel around the three separate |evels of the conplex,
Hannah now | ed her outside. After the nuted illumi nation of the
tunnel s, Rachel was hanpered for a nmoment by bright sunlight. Wen her
eyes adjusted, she | ooked around with interest. They had stepped onto
a wide, flat plateau, surrounded on all sides by the three terraces of
the Eyrie.

"This is the place where we have ganes and cel ebrations,” Hannah told
her. "W hold informal sings here--nothing like the Aoria, but a way
of practicing for the Goria. W have neetings here, if there are

t hi ngs everyone should hear, for it is the only place all hundred and
fifty can gather. Sone angels choose to alight here, instead of at the
| andi ng rock above, merely because it is a quicker way to the
kitchens."

"You have neetings here?" Rachel said. "lIsn't it cold?" It was late
autum, and she was freezing.



Hannah smled. "Not for angels. They are never cold. In the
sumertime, and even in the spring, it is a delightful place if the sun
has warmed it all day."

"Well, it's nearly winter now," Rachel said, hugging herself for
war nt h.

"During winter there is generally a central fire, and perineter fires

all along the edges. See where the braziers are set up? | prefer the
Wi nter sings, actually, because | like to exist by firelight."
"You are a Manadavvi," Rachel said. "How did you come to be here?"

Hannah was silent a nmonent. She | ooked surprised and, unexpectedly,
sad. "How did you know t hat ?"

Rachel unwrapped one armand raised it in a gesture of inevitability.
"I was Edori. | traveled through Gaza and saw the great honmes of the
Manadavvi. One of your houses woul d have made the whole city of
Senorrah | ook small."

Hannah turned away. "That was a long tinme ago."

But Rachel felt a certain kindred interest in the story of anyone el se
who had been brought, willy-nilly, to the high reaches of the Eyrie.
"How did you cone to be here?" she asked again.

"My father was a Manadavvi | andowner of sone inportance,” Hannah
replied. "Wwen | was a girl, my sister married, and angels fromthe
three realns attended. One of themwas Jerem ah."

"And he brought you back with hin? Did you want to conme?"

Hannah was recounting the tale slowy, as if she did not want



to tell it at all. "I was nineteen. He was nearly thirty. He
al ready had a wife, although she had not yet borne himchildren."

Rachel frowned. "Yes? And? He fell in love with you?" "He--the Kiss
on his armleapt with light the first time he saw ne. M own Kiss was
like a live brand burning against ny arm | could not sleep for pain
the whole tinme he was in the house. | had been told," she said a
little nore rapidly, "that this was how Jovah allows true lovers to
know one another. Sanmaria is wide and filled with many people. Those
who are neant to be together often do not find each other, or recognize
each ot her when they cone face to face, and so Jovah has devised this

systemfor revelation. | did not really believe it," she added with a
faint smle, "because it had never happened to anyone | knew. It is a
fable young girls tell each other when they dreamof the nen they wll
marry. | did not believe it would ever happen to ne."

Rachel felt heat rising in her cheeks as the nystery of her own

experi ence was now explained to her. The Edori for the nmpst part were
not dedi cated, so this had not been a story told anong the tribes. "So
you returned to the Eyrie with him"

Hannah shook her head. "He had a wife," she said. "I did not go."

"But--" Rachel frowned. "You go where your heart |eads you," she said.
"And the heart changes. There is no disgrace or dishonor in that."

Hannah gave her a quick, painful smle. "lIs that the Edori way? |
have heard you do not believe in marriage."

"The Edori do not believe in bindings of any kind," Rachel said. "The
Edori know that the only permanence is Yovah. It is better to bowto
the dictates of the wind than to try to chase or chain it."

"And the Manadavvi believe that a pronise once given is sacred, and
that to come between a man and his wife is a crinme exceeded only by
taki ng another man's life. | did not go with him"

"But--" Rachel said again. She was trying to remenber sonething
Gabriel had said, which she had been too angry to consider carefully at
the tine. "Anong angel s--what do the vows of marriage nean?"

"The angels tend to be nore flexible," Hannah said, and her voice was a

little dry. "Sonme do not marry at all, though they have | overs and
they bear children. Sonme marry, and have |l overs anyway. It is not
encour aged, exactly, but it is not forbidden. After all, it is

desirable that they have children. So if their hearts take themto
nore than one | over, Jovah is pleased."”

Rachel was cold, and she wanted to go inside, but she also wanted to
follow this conversation to its conclusion. She tightened her arms

around her body and kept asking questions. "Wy is it desirable for
angel s to have chil dren?"

"So there will be nore angels, of course. Only an angel can sire--or
bear - -anot her angel. And angels are only born froma mx of divine and
nortal blood--two angel s together produce nonsters, demons, |ucifers.
And not every union of angel and nortal produces nore angels, and there
is no way to know until the child is born. And even if an angel and a
nortal have the child who is angelic, the next child nay be nortal
There is no way to know. And so angels |love where they will, and Jovah



permts it, even though to the Manadavvi such |icense appears to be a
crine.”

"And so Jerem ah wanted you to return with him but you wouldn't. But
then his wife died, and you cane to the Eyrie. |Is that howit went?"

"More or less."

"And you loved him"

"Ch yes, | loved him"

Rachel studied her. "But he did not make you happy." Hannah started.
"I mss him"

Rachel shook her head. "You were sad before he died." Hannah gave a

[ight |laugh. "The Manadavvi are a stern people. It is just ny
habi t ual expression. You nust be cold. Let's go back inside."

Unwi I I'i ngly, Rachel followed her back into the labyrinth. Surely there
was nmore to that story than she had been told--at a guess, Jeremi ah's
fickle attention had wandered again, and no doubt that was a tale
Hannah woul d never relate to her. Still, Rachel had acquired sone
useful information, some of which she could turn to good account.
Angel s | oved where they would and no one minded. She had not |oved
anyone for a long tine. |If she was not required to | ove the nan she
was required to marry, it might not be so bad after all

Anot her thing had been nmade clear to her during this tour of the Eyrie.
She was expected to sing--at Gabriel's side at the GQoria and any tine
she nmight be noved to beforehand. She felt the old defiant

st ubbornness rising, pouring through her bones like so nmuch wax into a
mold. And if she didn't care to sing--?

Before their interesting detour to the neeting pl ateau, they had cone
to a hallway buried deep in the lower |level of the Eyrie. The top

| evel , Hannah had expl ai ned, conprised the living quarters. The mddle
| evel was nmade up of kitchens, dining areas and common roons. The
bottom | evel was given over to storage, schoolroonms and nusic. Mstly
nusi c.

Per haps twenty snmall roons opened off either side of one central
corridor. Each roomwas snall, but high-ceilinged and exactly
proportioned. Once the door was cl osed, the acoustics becane perfect;
even a whi sper resonated fromside to side with undi m nished clarity.

"Recital chanbers," Hannah told Rachel as they entered one of the
roonms. "For anyone who wants to practice singing, they are conpletely
private, and soundproof. Here the angels spend nuch of their tine
before the Goria. \Whenever one is available you are welcone to use
it."

Rachel crossed the roomslowy and |listened to the shush-shush of her
gown echo to the ceiling and back. "And no one can hear you unl ess
they're in the roomw th you?"

Hannah smled. "No one. So your m stakes and your wong notes are not
wi t nessed by anyone."

"How | ong can you stay in one of these chanmbers?"



"As long as you like. Woever arrives first has possession.” Hannah
crossed to a glass and netal plate built into the far wall. "Look
Sone people think this is the best part of the recital chanber.”

Rachel followed her, to be nystified by an arrangement of steel knobs
and eerie, glowing lights. "Wat is this?"

"It is sonething no one truly understands," said Hanna. "It is music
sung by the dead."

Rachel started back, unnerved, but Hannah notioned her forward again.
"No, it is not the dead singing. It is-To teach us certain songs,
hundreds of years ago, Jovah provided a way for us to forever capture
the sounds of the first angels singing. But their voices can only be
heard on these machines, in these chanber sand in chanbers |ike them at
Mont everde and Wndy Point. There are hundreds and hundreds of pieces
here, all the great works that we still sing at the GQorias today. O
course, there has been nuch beautiful rnusic conposed since then, and we
can preserve it in witten form but we have no way of recording it the
way these songs have been recorded. Wuld you like to hear one?"

"Yes," Rachel breathed.

Hannah touched an illunminated dial. "M favorite," she said.

"It is called the "Ave Jehovah
"Yovah?"

"Jehovah," Hannah said again. "Perhaps a variation on the
pronunci ati on? You yourself say the god's nane differently than I
do."

"The Edori call him Yovah," Rachel said. "So that is how!l say it."

"Li sten,"” Hannah said, and touched the dial again. Instantly the
chanmber was filled with the liquid sounds of a col oratura soprano
effortlessly caressing trills up and down the scale. Rachel threw her
head back and cl osed her eyes. The nusic sifted into her brain, it
wrapped itself around her head like a scarf bedecked with sequins. It
crowded out thought and took the place of enotion. She had never heard
such a beautiful voice in her life.

When it ended, she opened her eyes and | ooked at Hannah in wonder. The

ol der woman was smling. "You liked that," she said. Rachel could
only nod. "That was Hagar the first angelica. Hers was a voice
t hat " - - Hannah shrugged--"we will never hear the |likes of again.”

"Are there other--recordings? By Hagar?"

"Ch, yes. Maybe fifty. Maybe not quite so many. Most of them are
part of choral arrangements, you know, and duets. Sone of her pieces
are truly inpossible for anyone el se to sing, but her recordings of the
cl assics are probably the ones you should study the nost."

"I should study the nost? Wwy? | just want to listen to them"

Hannah regarded her with a somewhat troubled expression. "How much do
you know about what the angelica does?" she asked.



Rachel felt the scowl rise, and tried to discipline it. ™Al npst
nothing. | know |I'm supposed to be there at the Goria--"

"You' re supposed to sing at the Goria," Hannah corrected. "In fact,
you lead the Qoria--that is, you are the first to sing. You choose
the music. Do you know nothing about doria music?" Rachel shook her

head. Hannah si ghed.



"There are perhaps a hundred G oria masses--and all the angels know
all the masses by heart. Each one opens with a solo by the
angel i ca--or the angelico, if the Archangel is a woman--and is
i mediately foll owed by a duet with the Archangel. Then cone the snall
choral es, in which the angels sing. Then nore solos, nore duets; then
| arge chorales sung by all the nortals who have been brought to the
Plain of Sharon for the event."

"And do all the nortals know these hundred masses, too?" Rache
demanded. She was feeling sick with apprehension at the vision
conjured up. How could she learn a hundred masses in five nonths? How
could she | earn one?

"The parts for the large choirs are all the same, frommass to mass,"
Hannah said, smiling. "It is easier that way for people who are not
accustoned to singing."

"So which mass do | choose?"

"That is up to you. Traditionally, the angelica knows there is sone
trouble to be addressed in the real m-perhaps there has been fam ne, or
pl ague, or viol ence agai nst one people by another..." Hannah's voice
trailed off as she saw an ironic expression cross Rachel's face. "There
are nmasses that have different noods, that introduce different prayers.
There are masses that are sinply prayers to Jovah for kindness in the
com ng year, and masses that thank himfor past nmonths of bounty. It
is clever to the angelica by the tinme of the doria which piece to
choose. "

"Then no one advises ne at all?"

Hannah made an anbi guous gesture with her hands. "According to
tradition, you do not even tell the Archangel which nmass you will sing.
He learns it as everyone else learns it, standing beside you on the
Plain of Sharon. But that is a tradition often dispensed with these
days, and in your case, | would think you and Gabriel mght want to
rehearse together as often as possible. Since you have never had a
chance to hear each other sing."

Rachel was silent a monent. "l heard himsing," she said. "At the
weddi ng. There were six voices, but--1 knew which one was his."

"Some say, when he was young, Raphael's voice rivaled that of Uriel
the first Archangel," Hannah said. "And he does sing with great
beauty. But Gabriel--he could nelt the nmountain with his voice. He
could bring Jovah to earth, with his voice. Wat could he pray for
that Jovah would not grant? There is nothing."

Rachel gave her a quick, twisted smle. "He could pray for an angelica
he did not dislike. Wuld that prayer be answered?"

Hannah frowned at her. "Don't talk that way. Jovah brought you to
Gabriel for a purpose. It is right that you be together, though
neither of you may recognize it now. "

"And i s Yovah never wong?" Rachel asked, her voice sarcastic. Hannah
remai ned serene.

"He has a purpose for everything,"”
door and ushered Rachel out.

the ol der woman sai d, and opened the



Only three of the people Rachel met during their tour of the Eyrie made
an i mredi ate i nmpact on her, though she was sure she had made an

unf avorabl e i npressi on on nost of the angels and nortals to whom she
was i ntroduced. Well, she couldn't help it. She could not feign a

gl adness and a graci ousness she did not feel, so all these people who
were eager to exclaimover the new angelica were treated to her coo
stare, her short greeting and her brusque manner. She saw a few raised
eyebrows on the human faces, sone supercilious expressions on the ange
faces, and she did not care.

"Jovah knew what he did that tine," she heard one angel remark to
anot her after she and Hannah coul d have been considered to be out of
earshot. "She's as bad as Gabriel hinself." Wich was not a remark
likely to inprove Rachel's attitude.

The first person to whomshe felt any reaction at all was a young wonan
about her own age, who was so beautiful that Rachel could not stop
staring at her the whole tinme they talked. This despite the fact that
she instantly and conprehensively disliked the young | ady, introduced
by Hannah as Judith.

"I"'mso glad Gabriel has finally found you," Judith said, smling up at
Rachel . Small and dainty, Judith had doll-like features, a
heart-shaped face, curly black hair, gray eyes, and a sweet smle. "I
worried about him so nuch these past few nmonths--he had so nuch on his
m nd al ready, and then he couldn't find you. | hope--1 hope you
realize how special Gabriel is. There's just nothing | wouldn't do for
him"

"Judith was born here at the Eyrie," Hannah told Rachel in a colorless
voice. "Her nother is an angel. Judith and Gabriel were brought up

al nost |i ke brother and sister.”

"Well, hardly that!" Judith said, |aughing, but Rachel sensed



she was not pleased. "We're close, but | never thought of himas a
br ot her."

"Judith," Hannah said repressively. Judith gave her a pretty pout,
then smiled again at Rachel

"It's just that I'mnot used to the idea of Gabriel being nmarried."

"I certainly wouldn't want you to change your relationship with him
because of me," Rachel said flatly. "Don't think of at all."

A quick frown pulled down Judith's delicate brows and was instantly
erased. She gave a soft laugh that did not, to Rachel sound sincere.
"Ch, don't be silly. I'msure you'll be a wonderful wife. Jovah

pi cked you, after all."

"Yes, Yovah picked nme, not Gabriel," Rachel agreed. "Gabriel got
stuck. "

Now Hannah spoke Rachel's name in that reproving voice. Judith gave
her another false smile.

"Well, | do hope you'll try to be friends with Gabriel--and friends
with his friends," she said in a honeyed voi ce.

"OfF course I'lIl try," Rachel said, accenting the last word very
slightly. Hannah nmotioned her forward down the corridor

"Come, now. There's nore to see.” And so they passed beyond the
beautiful Judith before any nore pl easantries coul d be exchanged.
Rachel left her sarcastic comrents unsaid. She did not think Hannah
cared rmuch for Judith, either

The second person to whom Rachel spoke nore than nere civilities was
the head cook in the great kitchen. "You're the who made ny

breakfast this norning?" she asked directly. "Were did you learn to
cook Edori food so well?"

The cook, a niddl e-aged woman whose face was permanently red fromthe
heat of the ovens, beanmed in response to Rachel's conplinent. "Ah, |
spent a few summers in Lum naux when the Tigrera clan used to canp
nearby, and | knew a boy and, well, his nother showed ne sone of her
recipes." She had the pleasant lilting speech of the Bethel |ow ander
"And | thought, after five years working like a dog in Senorrah, you'd
probably be liking sone of the good food again."

Hannah had stiffened at the oblique reference to servitude, but Rache

| aughed. "But I'msure | could teach you a dish or two to please a
Senorran lord," she said. "I spent plenty of tinme in the kitchens,
can tell you. |If you ever need an extra hand to peel or stir, let me
know. "

"That | will, angela, that | wll."

It did not take Rachel long to figure out that there was a polite but
definite caste systemwithin the Eyrie, and that angels rose to the top
whil e servants sank to the bottom Natural perversity, therefore--and
a certain fellow feeling--led her to be extrenely friendly to all the
cooks, launderers, seanstresses and cleaning nmai ds they encountered,
whi | e she mai ntai ned her cool ness to the angels and | ess wor kaday



nortals. Hannah was wi se enough not to criticize or even coment.

Only once did she venture an opinion to Rachel, even before she opened
the door to a well-lit roomin the mddle level. "I think you'll Iike
Matt hew, " Hannah said, a half-smile on her lips. "He is our |eather
wor ker. He makes nost of the flying clothes for the angel s--and bags
and satchel s and shoes and anything else we find a need for. He is a
craftsman of a high order--and a tenor with a truly fine voice."

"I's he a Lum nauzi ?" Rachel asked.
"No," sai d Hannah, opening the door

He was an Edori. He was bent over a | ow wooden bench, his back to the
door, but there was no mistaking that silky black hair or the redwood
color of his bare arms. The sound of voices at the door turned him
around, a smile already on his face. Ch, how well Rachel knew that
Edori wel cone, given to everyone, proven friend or not. How had it
cone to be replaced with such bitterness in her own heart?

"Matthew. |'ve brought soneone for you to neet," Hannah said.

But he had heard the Eyrie gossip; he knew who the new angelica was and
where she had come from

"Rabeli, sia a Manderra, ye a Edori," he said, holding his hands out to
her. "GCeal amin, noscbi eaven.” Rachel, daughter to the Manderra of the
Edori people. Good welcone to you, rest fromyour travels. "So al

the scattered are not dead. Yovah is good."

She answered himin the sane tongue, asking after his clan
affiliations. "But how does an Edori conme to be in an angel's hol d?"
she denmanded next, still speaking the nomads' | anguage.

He rel eased her hands to gesture with his own, and gave her

a smle. "You know the Edori are wanderers," he said. "I wandered
too far into the Vel o Mbuntains one day. And stayed."

"How | ong?"

"CGoing on fifteen years now. "

"Fifteen years! Penned up in a cave niles above the

He |aughed. "I leave fromtime to time. | have been to nobst of the
Gat herings of the past fifteen years. O --" He shrugged. "When | get
the urge to roam | leave. But | always conme back. This is my hone.

I amgetting old and it is a nice thing to be settled.”

"And how do you | eave?" Rachel wanted to know. "There is no way
out."

"The angel s are very obliging. They take ne down to Vel ora and pick ne

up again when | want to return. It is an easy thing to cone and go."
Rachel shook her head. "Not for nme. | have" It was a nonent before
she could recall the word fromthe expressive Edori tongue, but of
course the Edori had a word for everything. "Height-sickness," she

said at last. "l cannot be up and hok down."



He nodded. "There was a wonman from our clan who had the
hei ght - si ckness. For that reason, we did not travel ampbng the

mountains until she died ... But surely there nmust be a way to get you
down fromthe nountain. |If not in an angel's arrest."”

"It hardly matters," Rachel said tightly. "I amhere, and here is
where Yovah wants nme. Perhaps | will never |eave this nmountain
again."

Matt hew | ooked troubl ed. Hannah, who had politely forborne to | ook
irritated when they began conversing in a | anguage strange to her, laid

her hand upon Rachel's arm "You can return later to talk to Matthew, "
she said. "There is nore of the Eyrie | would like you to see
t oday. "

So she bid farewell to the Edori and promi sed to return when she was
able. 1t did not take any prescience to guess that Mtthew s workshop
woul d becorme a haven for her in the conming nonths, and all three of
them knew it w thout the words bei ng spoken

CHAPTER SI X

Gabriel's trip to Lum naux had not proceeded exactly as he had
f oreseen.

To begin with, he did not go to Lumi naux at all. True, the envoy
awaiting himin Velora was fromthe Blue City, but he cane, he
expl ained, as an intermediary and not as a petitioner

It was early in the nmorning after the disastrous arrival at the Eyrie
with his furious angelica in tow, and Gabriel had not slept well.
Consequently, he at first blanmed his inconprehension on his
exhausti on.

"Excuse nme," he said to the small round nan who had introduced hi nsel f
as John. "Did you just say that you' ve cone to ask nme to nake a
weat her i ntercession?"

"Pray for rain, yes," John said, nodding.

"For the farners south of the Hel doras?"
"That's right."
"But that's in Jordana."

"True," John said, as if reluctantly conceding a point. "But they have
had no rain for three months, and their plight becones desperate."

"I don't quarrel with the situation. Cdearly, they need an angel's
attention. But shouldn't you--shouldn't they--be traveling to W ndy
Poi nt to ask Raphael for intercession?"

John studied the level of the liquid in the glass of water he was
sipping. "Ah," he said. "Well, perhaps."

Gabri el waited.



John stirred. His body was a shape rounder than the woodn seat was
used to accomodating. "In fact, Raphael has been asked for
assistance. In the past."

Gabriel felt his body narrow as his bones infinitesimally contracted.
A whi sper of prenonition skittered past his ears. "Wat do you nmean?"
he asked slowy.

"Last year, same problem Wnter drought. The Archangel was asked for
assistance. And the year before. And the year before that. Each tine
he said that the dry weat her was Jovah's plan--that Jovah woul d send
the rain when he chose. And each year," John went on, "the rain did
cone. But too late in the season to save the harvests. There have
been enough crops to subsist on, but nothing |left over to sell--and
these farners live on the produce they can barter. And the river has
grown shal l ower every year. And sone of the wells have dried up. |If
they do not get rain this year, it will be a catastrophe. They wll
have to give up their hones--their lives. They nmight as well emigrate
to Breven and sell thenselves as slaves."

Gabriel frowned at the reference to the Jansai, but he was so disturbed
by the central problemthat he didn't bother to speak a reprinand. "Has
Raphael been there to view the danger for hinself?"

"He has not."
"So he told you--"

"He did not tell me," John corrected. "He told the petitioners from
the farmvillages, who went three tines to ask himfor intercession.”

"And howis it you have gotten involved in this probl enP"

John smled. "At Lum naux, we trade with everyone. My father and
have bought fromthese farnmers for generations. Since sonme of the
village el ders knew nme, they brought their problemto ne--"

"And why did they not come to nme directly?"

"They thought a man of Bethel should be the one to approach the angels
of the Eyrie."

Gabriel nodded. That, at |east, had been diplomatic. But therequest
itself. "It is, as far as | know, unprecedented,"” he said, thinking
aloud. "True, nortals nmay ask a favor of any angel who happens to be
passing through their realm But to seek out an angel from another
hold ..."

"Desperate times," John said mldly. "You are held to be an arbiter of
great fairness. | thought you would at |east give me a hearing."
"And if | refuse you, | suppose you will travel on to Monteverde?"
John | ooked grave. "I think, by the time | arrived in Mnteverde, the

situation would be beyond the power of the angel Ariel to repair. You
are indeed the | ast hope ny friends have."

Raphael would be furious--if, indeed, he ever found out. |If John was
speaking the truth, it seemed the Archangel spent little tine
overseeing his |l ess glanorous and | ess weal thy constituents.



Then agai n, Raphael was Archangel; perhaps the duties were far nore
onerous than Gabriel imagined, and it was inpossible for himto attend
to as many small details as he would like. Sonething Gabriel would
find out soon enough for himself ... Raphael's wrath was not sonething
he greatly feared--in fact, he was sure he could generate a little
anger in return if the situation arose. How could the Archangel --any
angel --allow his people to suffer so, when their plight was so easily
renedi ed? it was beyond Gabriel's understanding.

"I"lIl go," he said. "But if | find that the situation has been

m srepresented to me--"

“"Not at all!"

"I will be greatly displeased. And | will renenmber it."

"You will find everything as | told you. | thank you. M/ friends wll
fall to their knees to h|less you. | hope you will go as soon as
possi bl e--"

"I will leave noww Gve me the map, and | will go from here."

It had taken a very long day to angl e sout heast across Bethel, cross
the Galilee at its widest point and |ocate the dry plains spread out
south of the Heldora Mountains. It was clear before Gabriel had even
reached his destination that John had spoken only the truth. Even the
uncul tivated plains west of the Hel doras were brown with nore than
winter's habitual blight. Dry pools and unfed streamtracks pocked the
terrain, clearly visible fromflying height. In a year or two, if
present weat her patterns continued, the whole region could parch to
dust and bl ow away.

He |ocated the cluster of villages without difficulty, and spiraled in
for a landing at the cobbl estoned center of the |largest one. At the
appear ance of the second-nost fampus |iving angel



t he t ownspeopl e seened equal |y di vi ded between awe and jubil ation
Sone gaped at him from behind drawn curtains while others cane rushing
forward to personally and vehenently thank himfor coning

Li ke all angels, Gabriel disliked being touched, particularly by
strangers and particularly on his sleek, sensitive wings. He took a
haughty stance to fend off the nore enthusiastic greeters, since
physical force clearly would not do. The strategy worked, as it
usually did. H's admirers kept their distance, still beaming at him

"I was to ask for Levi Mller," Gabriel said, searching the crowd for
anyone who appeared to be a leader. "lIs he here? Can he be
f et ched?"

Levi was even then arriving on the run. Drought or no drought, he had
managed to eat well in the past three years, and the sprint had nade

hi m breat hl ess. "Good angel o," he wheezed, arriving at Gabriel's side.
"I cannot tell you how pleased | amthat you have conme to us--"

"I think I understand the situation," Gabriel said, cutting himoff. "I
will sing for you tonmorrow norning, and you shoul d have rain by
nightfall. Tell me please howthe rain usually falls here, from what
direction the winds come, how many days it falls, what nonths are wet
and what nonths are dry ..."

Levi turned to the crowd and shouted out two names two men det ached

t hensel ves fromthe group and hurried forward. "W nust tal k weat her
with the angelo,” he said to them "Back to nmy house. M wife wll
cook for us."

So the nen retired with the angel to Levi's kitchen to discuss

preci pitation, cloud formation, the ideal annual ratio of sunshine to
rain. This far south, snow was al nost unheard of, but w nter was
traditionally the rainy season. Spring was danmp, sunmmrer was dry, the

rains cane intermttently again in autum... "Very well," Gabriel said
when he had heard enough. "1 know what | rnust ask of Jovah
t onmor r ow. "

He accepted Levi's offer of a bed for the night, resigned in advance to
the usual disconfort of nortals' hones: excessive heat, furniture that

seened specifically designed to entangle his fol ded wi ngs, the

oppr essi ve sil ence unbroken by harnoni c background singing. This night
anot her unexpected, unwel come distraction kept hi mawake: the nmenory of
stal king away fromthe sobbi ng wonan he had brought to the Eyrie to be

hi s angeli ca.

True, Hannah had been there and Hannah was better qualified to cal mher
down than he was. But he should not have abandoned Rachel so abruptly.

Bundl e of hair and defiance that she was, she was still |ost and al one
in a strange place, and she was, after all, his responsibility. But to
have attacked himthat way--! WIder than a nmaraudi ng Jansai. How had

she cone through five years of slavery so unregenerate? And what was
he supposed to do with her next?

The questions troubled himas he drifted off to sleep. No answers cane
to himin his dreans.

He rose early, ate the good breakfast prepared by Levi's wife, then
went outside to take wing. He ascended effortlessly into the
opal escent whiteness of the cloudl ess norning sky. Higher and higher



aimng straight for the zenith of the heavens, so high that even to his
super heated bl ood the air seemed cool; so high that beyond the bl ank

bl ueness of the sky he could sense an eternal, waiting night. Jovah
could hear a prayer whispered upon the earth, but a prayer shouted from
t he heavens reached his ear faster. The angels had al ways believed
that the nearer they were to their god, the better he would |isten

Aloft in the icy air, the Hel doras a flattened bei ge zi gzag beneath
him Gabriel flung his arms wi de and began to sing. He could hear
every sound, this high up: the rhythm c stroking of his great w ngs,
the brief catch and intake of his own breath, the faint sluicing of

bl ood through the canals of his ears. But the sounds did not carry,
had no resonance, left no echoes. The thin dark air was a vacuum |t
sucked up even the sound of his own voice rising fromhis chest,
carrying it in an al nost discernible arc upward, a gol den path of notes
spinning fromhis mouth through the black |ayer of the firmanent to
Jovah' s ear.

It was the song for winter rain comng fromthe west. There were songs
for sumrer rain, and songs to stop rain, and songs for the rain that
only cones at night. Gabriel knew themall, the pleas for wi nds from
the south and thermal currents and noisture cooled to a precise degree.
The words, prescribed in some archaic fornula centuries ago and handed
down from angel to angel, were nearly inconprehensible and did not
matter anyway. It was the music, Gabriel knew, that noved Jovah and
caused himto act.

He sang till his breath seened to crystallize in his lungs, till his
body was nunmb fromthe buffeting of the stratospheric winds. He had
been al oft two hours or nore. Already he could sense a



shift in the air, a gathering of powerful neteorol ogical forces. |If
he stayed up here nuch | onger, he would be caught in a devel opi ng
t hunder st or m

He descended t hrough skies grown ominous with clouds, and coasted in on
a danp, heavy breeze. \Wat appeared to be the entire popul ation of the
town had turned out on the cobbl estoned central square to watch the
buil dup of the storm They cheered | oudly when he touched down.

"You've done it!" Levi exclainmed, bounding over to shake Gabri el
heartily by the hand. "So quickly!"

Gabriel disentangled his hand as soon as possible. "I'll stay the
evening to be sure the weather really breaks. It should rain a good
three or four days--this time--and then rain again off and on the rest
of the season. If it dries up again, send soneone to the Eyrie, and
"Il come back and pray again."

"Thank you, angel o--"
"Many thanks, angelo! Jovah is gracious."
"Thank you--bl ess you--"

Gabriel heard the nmurmured, heartfelt outpouring of gratitude, and it
filled him as it always did, with a deep and al nost fierce
satisfaction. Thus, to be an angel. To be called to the scene of

di stress and disaster, and to bring healing and harnmony. To succor and
to save. To repair the damaged bridge that |inked men to their god. He
never felt the calling so strongly as he did at nonments like this.

The rains swept in. Everyone ran for cover. Gabriel retreated to his
roomat Levi MIller's but waited in resignation for the inevitable
sumons; and it came. Levi knocked hesitantly on the cl osed door, then
entered to find the angel standing notionless at the w ndow, watching
the Iiquid onslaught of the weather.

"My wife and | will be heading over to Jacob Carter's barn-bunch of
people will be going there, | expect. Jake has a few barrels of w ne
he's nade hinmsel f, good stuff, too. Folks will be wanting to

cel ebrate, you know. If you'd care to come, | know everyone would |ike
a chance to thank you."

"Everyone has thanked nme enough, | assure you."
"Well, if you aren't feeling up to
"No, I'Il come for an hour or two."

So he went to the barn, and sanpled the atrocious wi ne, and heard the
townsfol k di scuss in earnest detail the crops they intended to grow
this year. He was no nore successful at mingling with the farners than
with the rich nmerchants of Senorrah. Nathan had | aughed at hi m once
and remarked, "At least you're not a snob. You dislike everyone
equally.” He had felt noved to protest, but it was not far fromthe
truth.

He stayed as short a tinme as seened polite, then returned to Levi's
house. Sleep was a little easier to conme by this night, with the
rhythm c dance of the rain to fill the excruciating silence. He was



awake early, though the household was up before him and he broke his
fast with Levi's wife. Then he was back outside and once nore on the
wi ng, and glad to be gone.

It was wet flying till he broke through the clouds, and then he was
dazzled by unfiltered sunlight. He flew steadily for nost of the day,
not followi ng a straight line back to the Eyrie. He |ooped south over
the prairie lands, and wove an erratic pattern in a northern direction
wat ching the land bel ow himunroll. He had, fromtinme to time, flying
this way, spotted sone anomaly that bore investigating, or a plague
flag hoi sted above a small town, or a flooding river that he could
track to its source in a corner of the region where too nmuch rain had

fallen. It was the reason he was gone fromthe Eyrie so nuch--because
he liked to watch over Bethel from above, |ike Jovah over Samari a.
"You |l ove the land nore than you |love the people init." Again, Nathan

speaking. Again, quite possibly true. But they were the sane to him
the Iand and the people, the same in an abstract way: things to be
cared for the way sone people cared for their crops or their livestock
or their collections of glass and pewter. Though he maintai ned an
enotional distance fromhis people, they were a part of himin ways he
could not make anyone el se understand. They defined him They gave
hima reason for being. |If there were not people for angels to watch
over, he, Gabriel, would not exist. And so he |oved them because they
told hi mwho he was.

It was |l ate afternoon before he arrived back at the Eyrie. Even before
his feet touched the | anding rock, he heard the voices raised in
song--three voices, two women and a man. He felt trouble ease fromhim
and the strain of a long flight fall away. He smiled, and gently laid
his feet upon the stone.

The first person he encountered in the corridors was Judith. As usual
she | ooked delighted to see him Her perfect face flowered into a
snmle and she held out her small hands to him He took thembriefly,
then let them drop.

"Gabriel! You're back! It seens |ike you' ve been gone for ever."

"I was here a few days ago."

She pouted, in the way that she so often did with him "for one night!

After you'd been gone for weeks and weeks. | never get to see you
anynore."
He resumed wal ki ng, and she fell in step beside him Long ago she had

perfected the trick of walking close to his side half a step ahead of
himso that she did not accidentally bunmp his w ngs. She knew how he
hated his feathers to be touched. She had done it once.

"I'mlikely to have less free time as the doria approaches, not nore,"
he said nmldly. "And afterward--"

"You'll never have time for ne anynore." She said it wth exaggerated
sadness, fluttering her lashes at him acting as if it were a joke,
which it was not. He shrugged.

"Thi ngs change and the world spins on,"
doi ng since |'ve been gone?"

he said. "Wat have you been



"What | usually do. Teaching the children, nostly. Wrking on my gown
for the oria. Going into Velora at night to the nusicians."

"Who' s been taking you into Vel ora?"

"Why? Are you jeal ous?" she asked quickly.

"Just curious."

"(badi ah, nostly. And Nathan took me once.™

"Real ly? Nathan. Well, | hope you had fun."
"It would be nore fun if you took ne."

"It will be a few weeks, I'mafraid."

She caught his arm careful still not to |lean too close to his w ngs.
"You' d take Rachel if she wanted to go," she said.

Aaahh. "Not likely," Gabriel said coolly. "She's afraid to fly.
Hei ghts unnerve her."

"Well, she wants to go to Velora. She's been asking Nathan and Matthew
and everyone if there isn't some other way down."

Gabriel was silent, taking Judith's remark nore seriously than she

per haps i ntended himto. He had not considered Rachel's predicanent.
Unable to bear the journey to or fromthe Eyrie in an angel's arns,
Rachel was effectively immured here in a high prison. And she had been
Edori, used to traveling where she would. How could she ever get down
if she refused to let himcarry her? How could she visit Josiah, which
he woul d like her to do? Come to that, how would she get to the Goria
on the Plain of Sharon? He wanted to curse, but he would not give
Judith an opening |ike that.

"Maybe we'll think of something,"” was all he said.
"She doesn't seemto like it here very nuch,” Judith went on. Her tone
was cautious; she was wondering just how he felt about his angelica,

and hoped his response woul d gi ve sonet hi ng away.

"She just got here," was his un conmittal reply. "How has she been
anusi ng herself since |I've been gone?"

Judith's small shoul ders hunched in a shrug. "She spends a lot of tine
in her room And a lot of tine in the recital chanbers.”

"Real | y? She's been practicing?”

Again the shrug. "Wo knows? No one's heard her sing. She hasn't
vol unteered for the harnonics."

He smiled. "Gve her tine! Mybe she doesn't know our music."
"I thought the Edori were such fabul ous singers.”
"Some of themare. | don't suppose they're all nusicians.” Judith

took his armagain and | eaned i nward, effectively stopping his
progress. He | ooked down into the heart-shaped face, just now wearing



a tragic expression. "Ch, Gabriel, | knowit's not very nice of ne,
but I just can't like her. She's so unfriendly, so--so haughty,

al nrost, and what she has to be haughty about when she was a slave for
five years--"

He shook her off and frowned down at her. Uncannily, Judith seenmed to
have realized how nuch he hated Rachel's indentured past. She had
brought it up before. "How can you blanme her for that?" he said,
maki ng his voice stern. "Do you think she was a slave by choice? Do
you think you should be blaned for it if you were suddenly taken
prisoner and sold in the city markets? She has a right to a little
pride now The Edori are proud people--"

"Ch, the Edori!" Judith exclained. "You' re always defending the
Edori. They aren't even people of Jovah--"

He nade an inpatient gesture with both hands and began stridi ng down

the hallway again. She hurried to keep up with him "All right, I'm
sorry. | didn't nean to nake you mad," she apol ogi zed, catching his
armagain. "Gabriel, please don't run away fromme. |'ve missed you
so nuch."

Agai n she managed to stop him this tine by the wheedling tone in her
voi ce. He gazed down at her and saw, not the pretty girl who very
probably | oved him but a problem

"Judith,"” he said slowy. "I amvery nearly a married nman. | amvery
nearly Archangel. My life is not ny owm. You should not be wasting
your life with dreams of ne."

He was not surprised when the wide gray eyes filled with tears. Judith

had al ways been very good at emptional scenes. "I can't help it," she
whi spered. "I have al ways--"
He stopped her abruptly. "Don't," he said. "It doesn't get any better

than this, Judith. Don't hope for nore."

She m ght have persisted, but voices could be heard com ng down the
hal | way and she had to prepare herself to face others. Mnutes later
she was | aughing with the angel s Eva and Esau; no one woul d have known
she had been on the verge of tears. Gabriel absently answered the
guestions tossed at himby the angels and covertly studied Judith. He
had never entirely understood her, although it had al ways been clear to
hi m what she wanted: him It was her notives that eluded him He had
al ways had a hard tine believing she was sincere, even when she seened
to love him He did not know if this nmeant she was not sincere, or
that she was so affected that even her sincerity seened assuned--or
that he generally distrusted everyone.

Qui ckly enough, he nmade his excuses and conti nued down the hall. He
had just turned the corner toward his own suite when he encountered
Nat han.

"Back from Lum naux al ready?" was his brother's greeting.

"Ha. Not quite," he responded. "Do you have a minute? This will take
some telling."

They retired to Nathan's room and Gabriel filled himin. Nathan's
mld face took on a | ook of wathful astonishnment.



"Three years runni ng Raphael refused then? And did not even
i nvesti gate?"

"So they said."

"Were they telling the truth?"

"Based on the physical evidence, yes. Cdearly the place had been in a
drought for years. And surely if Raphael had seen it, he would have
made an intercession. Therefore--"

"But it's incredible,” Nathan said. "An angel's forenpst duty--"

"I know. | keep thinking there must be reasons. He is Archangel after
all. Perhaps his tinme--"

"He woul d have tinme to send one of his own angels to the Hel doras!"

Nat han excl ai med. "Any angel could have performed the intercession.”
"Exactly." Gabriel brooded over it a noment in silence, then | ooked at
his brother and shrugged. "In any case, it doesn't matter, or won't
for much longer. 1In five nmonths, 1'll be Archangel--"

"Yes, but he'll still lead the host at Wndy Point!"

"But I'Il be able to order himto care for Jordana," Gabriel said. "And

"Il fly patrols over the region to make sure he does it."

Nat han stared at him "You're very dictatorial for a nman who has not
even ascended to his new position."

Gabriel smled. "So anger makes ne."

"Does it ever occur to you--" Nathan began, and abruptly stopped.

"Does what occur to me?"

"That this transition between Archangels will not go snmoothly? | nean,
you al ready know that the merchants don't l|ike you. The Jansai don't
like you. The Manadavvi are not your strongest allies--"

"Ah, but the Edori and the farmers |ove ne."

"And Raphael seens reluctant to see his termcone to an end."

Gabriel shrugged again. "It's occurred to nme. | don't know what | can
do to make the others love me. | don't know what | can do to make
Raphael resign with good grace. Jovah chose me, and no one can change
that. | nust believe--we all nust believe--he chose me for a reason

Everyt hi ng has been | aid down according to a plan."

Nat han spread his hands in hunbl e acceptance. "As Jovah wills," he
murmured.  "Still, | don't think it will be easy."

They tal ked a few nore m nutes before Gabriel finally turned to go.
Thus the day was al nost completely spent before he was free to go to
t he place he had sought since he woke that norning: the chanber set
aside for his angelica.



He paused for a nonment before ringing her door chime, uncertain of the
recepti on he woul d get and bracing hinself for the



worst. Well, he must speak to her sonmetine. He pressed the bell and
heard her bid himenter

She sat with her back to the door, |eaning over a narrow | oom whi ch had
been placed to catch the best of the sunlight fromthe single w ndow
The first thing he noticed was her hair. The cascading knots of | oops
and curls made a physical inpression on him the texture was so dense,
the gold color so rich, it was inpossible not to want to touch it. He
nonet hel ess resisted the tenptati on, and stayed near the door

She turned to see who had entered. Her expression was habitually so
guarded that he could not read any additional hostility in her face
when she recognized him He tried to take that for encouragenent.

"Rachel ," was his opening ganbit.
"So you're back," was her terse reply.

It was going to be difficult, of course. There was no talking to this
girl. He took refuge in formality. "l hope you've been nade
confortabl e by Hannah and the others," he said.

"Quite confortable."

"They have shown you--the dining hall and the recital roons and the
conmon areas?"

"Yes, thank you."
"Was there anything else you needed?"

She gave hima hard | ook, and it seened she would hurl at himall the

t hi ngs she needed--freedom an escape fromthis place, a way to refuse the
honor of becoming his w fe--but she surprised himby refraining.

"No. "

He stepped deeper into the room gesturing at the cloth she had
stretched across the narrow frame. "Wat are you worki ng on?" he
asked. "The colors are very beautiful ."

The question seenmed to startle her; she was confused enough to give a
conplete answer. "It's a weaving," she said. "I found the threads in
one of the storeroons down by Matthew s work shop. | thought to make
a gown or a cloak or somrething."

He cane closer, touched the fabric with a delicate hand. Three

di fferent blues and a soft rose had been bl ended together in a conplex
pattern. Even though he did not understand the art, he could see she
was adept. "Is it an Edori skill?" he asked. "I have seen cloth |ike
this for sale in the markets, but | thought it was a Lum naux craft.”

Unexpectedly, she smled. "I learned it froman Edori who learned it
froma Lum nauzi," she said. "Anong the Manderras, mne was a
much-prized talent. Everyone in my tribe wore sonmething that | had
woven. "

"Nat han wites nusic," he heard hinself say. "And ny
st ep- not her - - Hannah--can draw portraits with a piece of charcoal that
| ook identical to her subjects. But |I have no skills whatsoever."



"You can sing," she said.

"So can they."

"I have not heard them" she said, "but | think you are better."
"You have never heard nme."

"You sang at Lord Jethro's house in Senorrah. | heard you."

He was pl eased beyond all reason by this adm ssion, but he nade a

nonchal ant gesture. "So | have one talent."

"And you can bring the rain," she pointed out. "So you have two."

He nodded. "Did soneone tell you where | had gone?"

"Finally."

She was cool again. He ganbled on the direct question. "And were you

angry with me for |eaving so soon after your arrival?"

She turned away fromhimto neaten the excess threads at the edge of
her Toom "I should not have been, | know "

"Anger rarely answers to the dictates of should and should not."

She appeared absorbed in the task of un working a tangle in the
rose-colored threads. "Well, and | thought you were probably angry
with ne, too."

H s face showed surprise, although she was not watching himto see it.
"But why?"

"Because | --when you carried ne up hereto"

"I"'mthe one who should offer the apology," he interrupted. "I did not
realize just how frightened you were. | admit, | didn't expect quite
such a reaction, but | should have been a little nore thoughtful."

Her shoul ders rel axed; she seened relieved. "Wien | was a child," she
sai d, speaking with sone difficulty, "there was a wi se wonan in our
village. She nixed herbs and took care of fevers and nade propheci es.
She told me that | would one day fall to ny death froma great rocky
cliff. And ever since then, | have been afraid of high places." She
turned to face him "I knowit's



foolish, but I can't ever forget it. And I'mafraid of falling in
general ; down stairwells, on a piece of ice, whatever. | don't think
"Il ever get over the fear."

"I"'msorry," he said. "I didn't understand."
"Anyway, " she finished, "I apol ogi ze too."

He smiled at her, and she gave hima tentative smle in return
Perhaps this would not go so badly after all.

"So tell me,"
days?"

he said. "How have you occupi ed yourself the past three

"I have spent a lot of time listening to nmusic."
"Li steni ng?"

"In the recital rooms. The recordings."

"Ah. And have you found nuch that you |iked?"

"Hagar," she said sinply. "Her voice. It's amazing. | play her disks
over and over. | didn't know anything like this existed."

So she liked music--his voice and Hagar's, at least. That was
promsing. He still didn't know if she herself could sing. Anbng
angels, it was considered inpolite to ask nortals about their rnusica
abilities. It was thought that the question mght seeminsulting, for
all angels, by birthright, possessed subline voices. Gabriel was sure
the sane reticence could not apply between an Archangel and his w fe,
but he still couldn't bring hinmself to ask

"Hagar was the first angelica," he said, falling back on pedantry. "A
very spirited wonan. She had a special relationship with Jovah--and a
difficult one with her husband, the Archangel Uriel."

"This sounds |ike very old gossip."

He smiled. "It is, rather. She left Uiel--oh, ten or twelve tines
during their marriage. She even had a place built in the Corinn
Mount ai ns, where--it's hard to describe--these giant stakes were driven
into the earth all around the house and grounds, specifically so that
angel s could not land there without piercing their wings. Instead, she
built this long, winding road up fromthe valley, a tortuous path, and
anyone who wanted to visit her had to walk up it. Well, angels hate

to walk. They will fly fromone side of Velora to the other rather
than cross the street. So she would go to this place for days at a
time, weeks, and knew that Uriel would not come |ooking for her."

Rachel seermed to enjoy the story. "I think I would have |iked Hagar,"
she said.

Gabriel laughed. "No doubt. She was, by all accounts, a stubborn
worman, but also very gifted. And Jovah |loved her. There was nothing
she prayed for that he did not grant. Especially when she prayed from
the Corinnis."

Rachel tilted her head a little, considering. "Are certain places
better than others for comunicating with Yovah?"



Gabriel spread his hands. "Edori believe otherw se," he countered.
"And angel s say that Jovah will hear a whisper uttered anywhere on
earth. But the fact is, there seemto be certain places on Samaria to
whi ch Jovah's ears are attuned. The Plain of Sharon, of course.
Hagar's retreat in the Corinni Muntains. A valley in southeastern
Jordana. It's as if songs sung in those places go directly to Jovah's
heart. 1 don't know why this should be so."

"So who lives in this nountain retreat now?"

"No one. It always belongs to the angelica--to Leah, now, | suppose,
and you later, if you choose. But | don't believe any angelica has set
foot there for a hundred years or nmore. As | said, it is hard to get
to and not adapted to angels."

"I have been through the Corinnis," Rachel remarked. "O near them
anyway. They're not far from Lum naux."

"You must have seen every part of Samaria," he said. "Is there any
pl ace you haven't been?"
"Until four days ago, | was never in an angel's hold. And | have never

been to Ysral."

The conversation had been proceeding so am cably that Gabriel had
dropped his guard. So he was unprepared for the challenge inplicit in
the very word. "Ysral," he said sharply. "No one has been there."

"No angel s, perhaps,"” Rachel said.
"No one. It does not exist."

She opened her eyes very wide. "I have talked to Edori who have tal ked
to Edori who have been there and returned. They say it is a place
beautiful beyond inmagining. The rivers run with a water sweeter than
wi ne. The apples fall to the ground in piles as tall as a nan. Roses
flower from season to season, and never fade, and never die. And while
the forest is full of wildlife and the sky is alive with birds, the
only men who live there are Edori, and so there is al ways peace anong
them™

"If this Ysral exists, why is it that only Edori have managed to find
it? And only Edori believe it is there?"

"Because it's an ocean away--too far for an angel to fly, and too far
for nmost nen to travel. Even Jansai, who |like to consider



t hensel ves nomads, will not venture some places where the Edori wll
eagerly go. Only the Edori have had curiosity enough to build boats,
and courage enough to take them across the water."

"Ysral is a place the Edori have conjured up to confort themfor the
persecution they have suffered here. It is a beautiful fable, but
fable is what it is.”

Now her eyes narrowed in consideration. "And does a thing have to be
proved by an angel before it is true?" she asked softly. "You forget,
| have seen Edori elders work the miracles you say only an angel can
perform | am not overawed by the pronouncenents of the

Ar changel -el ect . "

He was instantly furious and struggl ed unsuccessfully not to show it.

"You are anong the angels now," he informed her coldly. "Tied to
us--tied to me. It would be better for everyone if you chose to act
like one of us instead of considering yourself till the end of your

days an Edori outsider."

"l shall do as | w sh."

"l don't have the snmmll est doubt of that,"
fromthe room

he retorted, and stal ked

So perhaps it was not going to be better, after all.
CHAPTER SEVEN

"M nt sauce?" the cook asked dubi ously.

Rachel nodded. "Just a touch," she said.

"I"ve put mint in a drink before, but never on neat," the cook said,

even nmore doubtfully. "I don't think anyone will eat it."

“TowillL"

"Some other time," the cook decided. "Wen it's not such an inportant
neal . "

"Then | et me nmke the sweetcakes."

"You," said the cook, "should not be here at all."

Rachel stiffened. "There's no reason | shouldn't."
"You' ve got nore inportant things to be attending to." Rache
preserved a tactical silence. |In fact, she did have nore inportant

things to attend to, for a change. She should be dressing for dinner
instead of making it. She should be, she supposed, supervising the
tabl e arrangenents in the great hall, making sure the guest roons were
prepared, taking on the conbined duties of chat elaine and great |ady
whi ch her role as angelica (soon to be formalized) seened to demand of
her. But in the past nmonth she had refused to take on any of the
housekeepi ng responsibilities gently suggested to her by Hannah--and

| ess gently by Gabriel--and let other people continue handling matters
in the ways they nust have perfected in the years before she arrived
her e.






She did not ask to be angelica; she did not want to be angelica and
she did not want to do any of the things angelicas were supposed to do.
Let them change that if they could.

The question then quickly becanme, Wat would she do with hersel f? She
had not realized how quickly idleness could pall. After five years of
drudgery she had thought she would be content to just sit in a chair
and doze her life away. This turned out not to be true. Nor was she
fulfilled by the hours spent weaving; or the tinme spent |earning

| eat her working skills fromMatthew, or the tinme spent in the recita
roonms, listening to nusic.

She had figured out very quickly that Gabriel and the others wanted to
hear her sing, although no one had said so directly. Hannah had
alluded to the topic during Rachel's first day at the Eyrie, and others

had asked her in even nore roundabout ways. ("So, | understand there
is a great deal of singing at these Edori Gatherings," Nathan had said
to her casually. "Were you one of those who raised her voice at the

canpfire?") Since the angelica' s role in the Aoria was of suprene
i mportance, it obviously demanded the talents of a truly gifted
si nger--and none of themknew if she could sing a note.

Perversity kept her fromending their uncertainty. She had so few
weapons to hand, she nust use even the nost unlikely. She net al
artful inquiries with blank stares or unconmunicative responses. ("I
preferred to listen to others sing," she had told Nathan.) She never
vol unteered to join other voices in the perpetual harnonics, and she
never even hunmed under her breath when anyone coul d hear her

She did spend countless hours in the recital chanbers, but no one knew
how she passed her tine there, since she always took in enough
recordings to account for every mnute she stayed. She listened to
them too. She was by now note-perfect on every nass and every solo
Hagar had ever performed. She rarely bothered listening to the other
sopranos' disks; clearly, no one could match the first angelica. But
she never mentioned any attenpts she might have made at learning to
sing any of Hagar's pieces.

Conf oundi ng her new comunity gave her enornous satisfaction, but it
only filled a few m nutes of every day. For the nost part, she was
prof oundl y bor ed.

Boredom had driven her to the kitchen early on, where she and the
red-faced cook had forged a quick friendship. True to her word, Rache
had taught the worman twenty or so of the finer dishes she had | earned
to prepare in Lord Jethro's household. This had been a way of passing
the tine, although she had been forced to strangl e unhappy nenories of
slavery. In fact, she m ght have spent only one afternoon in the

ki tchen had not Gabriel nade it inperative that she return as often as
possi bl e.

She had to admt that was not what he'd intended.

He had been back for one of his rare dinners at the Eyrie, and the cook
had wanted to make hima special nmeal. Braised beef livers in

Wi ne- and- mushr oom sauce; Rachel remenbered the nmenu very clearly. The
meal had proceeded well enough, if you discounted the fact that Judith
had joi ned Gabriel, Rachel, Nathan and Hannah at the table in the
dining hall reserved for the | eader of the host. Nathan had even
conpl i mented Rachel on her gown.



"I's that one you made yourself, or part of Lord Jethro's dowy?"
Gabri el had asked.

She disliked being rem nded that she owed anything to Jethro charity,
but she managed not to scowl. "My own," she said. "It's very
pretty."

Nat han reached over to rub a fold of the material between his fingers.
"Ni ce and heavy," he teased. "Warm as a bl anket."

She smiled at him She found Nathan nuch easier to like than his
brother. "Not nearly warm enough," she retorted.

"Are you cold?" Gabriel asked. "Mst nortals are cold in the holds,"
Hannah mur nur ed.

"How can you even ask?" Nathan demanded. "She always wears sl eeves
down to her fingertips and about five layers of clothing."

"But despite all that--you're still chilled?"

The concern disarmed her. "lI'mfine," she said. She was relieved for
the slight diversion when one of the cook's assistants came by to
refill their water glasses. "Thank you," she said, smling at the

girl. The girl smled back and departed.
"You don't have to thank themevery tinme," Judith said.

Rachel 's wary attenti on swng back to the beautiful dark-haired girl.
"What ?"

"When they bring you your water. \Wen they bring you your dinner. Wen
they take away your plates. Every time soneone approaches the table,
you thank them It's alittle excessive."

There was a nonent's blank silence. It was so rude that Rachel could
not even be of fended. Hannah was the one to speak, in her well-bred,
perfectly pitched voice. "Actually, Judith," said



t he Manadavvi woman, "you yourself could show the servants a little
nor e appreciati on wi thout being considered guilty of any soci al

i ndi scretion.”

Judith pettishly hunched her shoul ders. "They're doing their jobs,"
she said. "They don't need thanks. they're getting a good sal ary.
It's not like they' re slaves, after all."

"Judith!™ This from Gabriel, of course

"Ch, | amsorry," the girl said, turning ingenuous eyes on Rachel. "I
didn't nean to say anything to bring up, you know, your other

life..."

"You meant to be cruel, and you were cruel," Gabriel said.

"I woul d have thought your upbringing and the snallest streak of
courtesy woul d have prevented you from sayi ng such things."

Rachel could not help it. She smled warmy, if insincerely, at the

angel for chanpioning her. "Thank you," she said.
Judith junped to her feet with a little huff. "I didn't mean it," she
protested. "You're all just determined to think the worst O ne."

"Now, Judith, don't get all upset over nothing," Nathan began but she
had whirled around and run fromthe table. Nathan watched her go and
sighed. "There's trouble in a very pretty package," he said.

Rachel worked hard to keep her pleasure from showi ng. She couldn't
stand the troubl esone, pretty package herself, and it was hard to gauge
exactly how Gabriel felt about this childhood friend. On the few
occasi ons when Gabriel was at the Eyrie, Judith always seened to be
there too. This defection was alnost a first.

"She's getting too old to keep trading on her childish ways," Hannah
said. "Someone's going to have to take her in hand. W should be
| ooking for a suitable husband for her."

There was an unexpected, wooden quality to the ensuing silence. Rache
| ooked up fromher plate to find everyone el se studying famliar

hangi ngs on the walls. "Wat?" she said. "Wat's so hard about
finding her a husband?"

"The task of arranging nmarriages often falls to the angelica," Gabri el
sai d expressionlessly.

Rachel stared at him "You want nme to | ook around for a husband for
Judi t h?"

"Not any time soon," Gabriel said somewhat hastily.
"Judith can't stand ne! And | am not even an advocate of narriage!"

"Unfortunate, since you will be married in a few weeks,'
response.

was his dry

"You know what | neant! The Edori do not believe in marriage--"

"Neither, apparently, does Judith,"” Nathan said irrepressibly.



"Coming froman angel who does not hold to high noral standards
hinsel f, that remark is singularly unkind," Hannah sai d.

"Well, I"'mnot going to be responsible for her,"” Rachel said
decisively. "She's your friend. You find her a husband."

"She's partial to angels. W could send her back wi th Raphael when he
cones, " Nat han suggest ed.

Gabriel bent a quelling | ook on his brother. "Is it your wi sh," he
inquired, "that | send yet another person hurrying fromthe table in
di sgrace? |If so, just continue making such ill-natured renmarks."

"Well, he's in a poor hunor," Nathan said to Rachel. "Don't cross him
tonight of all nights."

"What put himin such a tenper?" she asked.

Nat han shrugged. "Actually, this is pretty much what he's always |ike.
It's better not to cross himat any tine."

She risked a glance at Gabriel, to see how he was taking the banter
and found himbusy with his food, ignoring them "It's good, isn't
it?" she asked.

He nodded, finishing up the last of his meat. "Qur cooks nust be
practicing for the honor of serving the Archangel. | wonder where they
got the recipes.”

Rachel intercepted a warning glance from Hannah, but did not interpret
it correctly. "Oh, | spent the day in the kitchen, teaching them" she
said blithely. "If you think this is good--"

Gabriel dropped his fork. "You spent the day in the kitchen?
Cooki ng?"

Rachel nodded. She saw that this wasn't going over well, but too late.
"OfF course. | know how to make anything you' ve seen on any table in
Senorrah. Better food than the Edori ate--and probably better than
what the angels usually eat "

"You were cooking with the servants?"



Now she becane defiant. "And why shouldn't 1? |Is there sonething
wrong with being in the kitchen? |s there something wong with food?
I's there--"

"You're angelica! You have--or wll have--the highest ranking position
of any woman in the three provinces! You have duties to the people in
your hold, to petitioners, to Jovah--and you spend your time cutting up
carrots in the kitchen!"

"If one of ny duties is to see that people eat--"

"Your behavior gives rise to just the sort of unkind remark that Judith
made five mnutes ago! How can you expect people to treat you with
respect when you yourself have no dignity? Do you want people to make
references to your years of slavery in Senorrah? Do you plan to
converse with themon the differences in rank between a bondwoman and a
servant? Do you think they will be interested in your stories of
carrying coal s and cl eani ng out chamber pots and waiting on strangers?
O are there other, nore sordid tales you wish to share with visitors,
and, indeed, with us--"

Li ke Judith, she had had no choice. She had swept to her feet, nearly
knocki ng over her chair in her haste to be gone. "You scolded Judith,
but you're the one who's of fended by ny shanmeful background,” she shot
at him "l can't change what happened to ne and neither can you. But

| can live with it. And | don't think you can. Any time you choose,
just let me know, and I'Il be gone fromhere. You can pick an angelica
nmore to your liking the second tinme around. Make both of us happy for
a change."

And she too had stormed fromthe room After that, of course, only a
nmeek worman woul d have eschewed the kitchen, and no one had ever called
Rachel that. She had nanaged to spend part of nearly every day there,
particul arly those days when Gabriel was expected back at the Eyrie.
Her only regret was that he never alluded to the fracas--or the

i nfraction--again.

But the cook had been right. She had better things to do. Today was
her weddi ng day.

She found Hannah awaiting her in her chanmber, and gave the ol der woman
a sonewhat guilty smle. Rachel did not wish to be married, but
neither did she wish to | ook ridiculous at the cerenony, so she had
snot hered her pride and asked Hannah's help in getting ready. Hannah
had chosen the gown and agreed to help her dress. And Rachel was

| at e.

"Sorry," was her brief apol ogy.

"W don't have a great deal of time to waste,"” Hannah said. "Are you
bat hed? |Is your hair washed?"

"I washed ny hair this norning, but | think I should bathe again ..

They had perhaps an hour's worth of work to do. Rachel was rem nded of
the day, a little nore than four weeks ago, that she had dressed the
nervous Lady Mary and expl ai ned the weddi ng night nysteries to her. No
need to worry about that part of this marriage, however; the other day
Gabriel had pointed out to Rachel the door to his own quarters and told
her to look for himthere "if you ever need nme and |I'mever hone." It



had been half an annoyance and half a relief to be so cavalierly
di smi ssed.

Hannah worked swiftly to make up Rachel's face and arrange her hair.
The angels did not affect quite as much sinplicity in their weddi ng
attire as the nortals did, but Hannah had not gone to el aborate

| engths. She had caught up a knot of Rachel's hair in a gold clasp on
top of her head, and coaxed sone of the wild curls to spill down on
either side of her face. The rest of the thick hair she allowed to
hang free, tying tiny gold bows here and there in the dense tresses.
The effect was at once w ndbl own and el egant; Rachel liked it.

The gown, one of Jethro's gifts, was al so gold, an exact match for the
color of Rachel's hair. The rich silk was enbroidered with gold thread
in a pattern of doves, roses and deer, although the enbroidery thread
so closely matched the fabric that it was nearly inpossible to nmake out
the shapes. The cloth was stiff and heavy, encrusted with blond | ace
at the high neck and the tapered cuffs. It net Rachel's only two
requirements: It was warm and the sleeves covered her arnms an inch or
so past her wists.

Hannah stepped back to adnmire her handiwork. "You | ook beautiful," she
said. "Now if you can act sonewhat regal--"

Rachel smiled. "I'll try," she said. "But it's not something |I'm good
at."

The door chined. Nathan's voice called, "Are you al nost ready?
Everyone is assenbled."

"Just a monent," Hannah called back. "Go tell Gabriel we're on the
way. "

A few nore minutes and they were done. They hurried fromthe room
t hrough the tunnels and down to the bottom | evel of



the Eyrie. Misic led themto the great open pl ateau, where the
cerenony was to take place. Rachel stepped outside and her gown was
instantly afire in the angled Iight of the late afternoon sun. She
paused a nonent to get her bearings.

As Hannah had prom sed, the plateau was warned by a ring of braziers,
all nmerry with fires. Several hundred people were crowded together in
a space that seenmed too small to accommopdate them Mbdrtals were

gat hered on one side, angels on the other, with an aisle between them
Everyone was wat chi ng the doorway through whi ch Rachel had entered. The
mut ed, pervasive nmusic was the sound of nore than a hundred angel s

hunm ng. She knew t his nmass; she had heard Hagar sing it. One witten
specifically for the cerenonies of joy.

Hannah had deserted her; what was she supposed to do? She stood there
stupidly, lit by brilliant flanme, unable to nove. It was Gabriel who
appeared suddenly at her side, a vision in black and silver and bl ue.
He took her arm and she clutched his in response. He slid his hand
down until he reached her palm and then he twi ned his fingers
confortingly with hers. He was smling. The blueness of his eyes
reflected the bl ueness of the sky. She felt some of her panic

subsi de.

He wal ked her slowy forward, and the angels and the nortals closed
ranks behind them Soon they were in the center of the arena, and from
all sides the audience pressed forward to watch them Rachel felt her
hand tighten on Gabriel's, but he did not protest. A small man

det ached hinsel f fromthe anonynous crowd and came forward with his
hands outstretched. He had a dignified authority and a sweet
expression, and the smle he directed at Rachel cal med her al nbst at
once.

"I am Josiah," he said to her in a low voice. "One of the oracles to
the god. It is his wish that | speak the words that unite you in
marriage to the angel Gabriel."

Later, she did not renmenber a single word that Josiah said, although
the whole marriage rite was a new one to her. She did not remenber
bei ng col d, although she knew she had been; she did not renenber a
singl e song the angels sang, although their quiet background mnusic
never ceased. But she renenbered Gabriel's face, as she stood turned
toward him both of her hands now caught in his. He was so serious.

H s blue eyes, his striking features, the black hair falling in a frame
around his cheeks each detail of his inmge was burned into her m nd
forever. She stared back at him and scarcely noved at all.

"Married in the sight of Jovah, the sight of angels, and the sight of
men. Now and forever, till death dissolves the tie. Amen," Josiah
said. And cheers went up fromthe hundreds of voices around them

Gabriel smiled at Rachel and at |ast dropped her hands. "Amen," he
sai d.

She sm | ed back, but she had no words.

That was the |last nmonent of stillness she was to experience for the
next few hours. Fromall sides, angels and nortals surged forward to
of fer congratul ati ons and expressions of good will. The press of the
crowmd instantly separated them and Rachel felt herself tunble into the
hands of strangers. "Thank you," she said over and over again,



nmechani cal l y, not neaning the words but not having the energy to tel
hundreds of strangers the truth: | do not want to be married. He does
not want to be married to ne.

There were only three faces she recogni zed anong t he hundreds who cane
before her. The first she thought for a nmonent she had conjured up
from menory

"Rachel! You |l ook so beautiful. Don't you renmenber ne, Rachel ?"

She grabbed at the outstretched hands to have sonething to cling to.
"Lady Mary! | didn't know you were herel™

Mary | aughed like a delighted child. "Yes, Lord Jethro was invited, of
course, and | begged and pleaded to be allowed to come. | wanted to
see you for nyself. Rachel, isn't this wonderful? Now we're both
married. |'mso happy for you."

Rachel wanted to weep. Here was probably the one person in the world
who was genui nely pleased for her, and she was practically a stranger
"And you? Since you' ve been married, how has it gone?"

"Ch, splendid! | love being married." Mary was beaming. "And--it's a
secret, of course, but | have to tell sonmeone--1'mgoing to have a
baby. Well, it will be nonths and nonths, but it's still wonderful"
"Wonderful --" Rachel echoed, but hands came between them faces and

bodi es, and she was again hearing the congratul ati ons of people she had
never seen in her life. Mary conpletely di sappeared.



The second face she knew bel onged to the angel Saul, who greeted her
with an insolent smle. Her hope that he might not recognize her died
instantly. "You've come up in the world since | saw you last," was his
greeting. "And Gabriel's gone down a bit."

"Isit worse to marry a slave than to try to assault one?" she said,
very bluntly. "A man who gives honor receives it upon hinself."

"You're mghty haughty for a slave,"” Saul sneered.

She smiled with great superciliousness. "For an angelica," she said
and turned to go. It was the first time she had been glad to boast of
her new title.

The third one she recogni zed before he recogni zed her, and then he only
knew her by her distinctive gowm. The Archangel took her hand before
she coul d back away, and bent to kiss her fingers. Wen he
strai ght ened, he | ooked down at her and smiled w thout rel easing her
hand.

"So, Gabriel has found hinself a bride after all," Raphael said. "One
hardly knew what to expect when the runors began flying around Samari a
that you had been--ah--residing in Senorrah for so many years. But you
are quite the prize, ny dear. | congratul ate Gabriel."

She didn't think she could stand his touch. She concentrated on
breathing regularly, and stared back at him saying not hing.

Hs smle widened. "Who would have thought,"” he continued. "A Jordana
girl, and one not far fromnmy own hone. W mght be related, you and
I, for our coloring is so simlar. You nust know that mnmy nother was a
gol den-haired girl who grew up not far fromthe Caitanas. It's a
conmon type in that region.”

Still she said nothing. His grip on her hand was quite painful, and
obviously intended to be so. He was still smling.

"She had a sweet voice, my nother. She sang ne lullabies when | was a
child. But her singing was not--how shall | say--of the caliber you
woul d expect froman angel. O an angelica. But you, | am sure, nust
have inherited a vast talent for Jovah to have picked you for the

si ngul ar honor that awaits you in--1 believe it is four nonths' time? I
am sure you are prepared for it. Only the strongest voices carry
across the Plain of Sharon.”

She m ght have no voice at all; certainly not one she intended to use
NOW.

He | aughed, and dropped another kiss on her hand. "So you do renmenber
me," he said, in a lower, silkier voice. "l thought you mght. |
never thought the day woul d come when | woul d be giving you
congratul ati ons on your wedding. But so it has. And | offer you ny

nost sincere felicitations. Believe ne, | can inagine what joy you
will have with your new husband."
Still she did not answer; still he did not drop her hand. They m ght

have stayed entwi ned that way forever if Gabriel had not suddenly
materi alized at her side.

"Rachel . They want to start the dinner. W need to |ead everyone



in"
Raphael bent his smile on Gabriel. "I was just telling your bride what
a charm ng husband | thought you'd nake."

Rachel turned her eyes in nmute appeal to Gabriel. He m sread the | ook
his own expression was rueful. "I'msure she agreed with you
whol eheartedl y."

"She has been very quiet during our conversation. No doubt overawed by
t he honor of speaking to an Archangel ."

"Rachel is sel domoverawed by anything," Gabriel said. "Come, angela.
W have crowds of hungry revelers to feed.”

Raphael surrendered her hand to Gabriel and smiled at her again.
Gabriel led her inside, and the murrmuring crowd foll owed. Her husband
gl anced down at her after a nonent.

"Or was | wrong?" he asked. "Has this cerenony actually cowed you? |
t hought not hing coul d. "

"It's very unnerving," she managed to say. Her voice sounded faint to
her ears. "I amnot used to so nmany people in such a small space."

"Well, eat hearty, stoke your strength," he said. "The festivities are
j ust begi nning. "

The neal itself seened endl ess. There was no way the great dining hal
coul d accommodat e the hundred and fifty residents of the Eyrie and the
hundred or so guests all at once, so they ate in shifts. The brida
couple remained at the table the whole time, nibbling on food and
conversing with the parade of well-w shers who visited their table.
Raphael and his contingent--Saul, Leah and a woman to whom Rachel had
not been introduced--sat with themfor the first half of the meal; the
Gaza angels sat with them for the second half. Even in her disturbed
state, Rachel noticed how Nat han nanaged to sit by the Mnteverde ange
Magdal ena.



Their chairs were pulled so close together that their w ngs
interlaced. They spoke softly, their heads bent forward, and seened
oblivious of anyone else in the room

Rachel | ooked over at her husband once to find himwatching Nathan with
a dark frown. "Wat's wong?" she asked.

"I'"m considering rmurdering ny brother."

She gl anced agai n at Nat han and Magdal ena. "Hannah sai d angel s were
not allowed to | ove angels.”

"That's why |I'mthinking about killing him O her."
She toyed with her soup. "Wat a crine," she said softly.

Now she had his attention. "I agree. And although | have discussed
this with himoften--"

She shook her head. "No. What a crinme that people who | ove each other
shoul d be forced apart. For any reason. By any |aw."

"l suppose Hannah told you why the unions are forbidden?"
"Because they bear nonster children."

"Yes. Children who live briefly, die painfully and disturb everyone
who | ooks upon them"

Rachel shrugged. "There are ways for a man and worman to | ove each
ot her and not conceive a child."

He stared at her. "Angels don't believe in contraceptives."”

Now she was the one astonished. "Don't believe in--So you engage in the
act of love only to produce children?"

He | ooked qui ckly around, but no one was listening to them Nathan and
Magdal ena were absorbed in each other, the lively Ariel was talking to
a Bethel man, and for the nonent everyone el se was devoted to eating.
"It's more complicated than that,” he replied stiffly. "Passion can be
di ssociated fromthe desire to bear children. But angel children are
born so rarely. Any chance to produce nore angel s cannot be

over| ooked--it is a sin, a crime, to prevent conception, if there is a
chance an angel night be sired.”

"That's only if you believe there aren't already too many angels in the
worl d," Rachel said sardonically.

Hs irritation showed, though he tried to hide it. "I suppose the
Edori believe differently, as they seemto about everything."

"What the Edori believe," she said, "is that a bond to a child is the
one tie that cannot be broken. So that to have a child is a decision
to be taken only after a great deal of thought. And since an unwanted
child is the greatest burden a woman can bear, wormen have ways to
prevent such a thing fromoccurring."

He gazed down at her with such mixed enotions on his face that she



struggled to guess at themall. Did she know how to take these
shocki ng precautions? |If she was never to be his wife in fact, did it
matter what she knew? |f Jovah had brought themtogether for a
purpose, might it include childbearing? and if so, how were they to
reconcile their many differences and produce angelic offspring?

"Don't worry about it," she said, with a touch of nalice. "I also know
ways to enhance fertility. Every Edori who has ever wanted a child has
eventual Iy had one."

Al t hough briefly heartened by that little conversation, Rachel found
hersel f increasingly exhausted as the interninable evening wore on

And, as CGabriel had warned her, there were nore activities to face.

Pl eadi ng a headache fromthe tight gold clasp on her head, she escaped
to her roomto | oosen her hair and change clothes. She lingered there
as long as she dared, but eventually made her way back down to the
arena. Now clad in a sober dark gown, with a black shawl thrown over
her head for warnth, she was nuch | ess visible than she had been in the
gol d weddi ng dress, and she slipped al nost unnoticed through the

cel ebrating throng.

What she had returned to, apparently, was an exhibition of angels. Six
angel s stood in a circle--Saul and Raphael, Ariel and Magdal ena, and
Nat han and a young angel naned Eva. First one angel would inprovise an
i mpossi bly conplex Iine of nusic; then the one standi ng beside him
woul d repeat it, note for note, and add his own difficult measures. The
next angel woul d sing everything that had been sung before, add his or
her variations, and turn laughingly to the next contestant. The

i mpronptu song was nearly five mnutes long before Ariel missed a note
and was cut fromthe conpetition. The whole thing started again from

t he begi nning. Eventually, Raphael was the victor. Everyone in the
crowd cheered.

Anot her Eyrie angel --Cbadi ah, she thought his name was--stepped forward
to sing a pretty nel ody; someone began harnoni zi ng softly behind him
This, no doubt, could go on all night. Rachel glanced around to see
what ot her entertai nment was offered. The whole enclosure was lit by



flame: Decorative wought iron candel abra held bl azing tapers a foot

or so above the crowd; braziers spaced around the edge of the plateau
added a di morange glow. The comnbined effect was one of cheeriness and
warnth. The main activities seened to be listening and-despite the
huge neal that had just been served--eating. Servants were circulating
with jellies and candi es and chopped fruits, and nearly everyone
carried a glass of sonme bubbling beverage. Those who were not
entranced with the singing had fallen back toward the edges of the
arena and were engaged in qui et conversation

As Obadi ah was succeeded by anot her singer, Rachel began to drift

t hrough the crowd, |ooking for the lady Mary. Wthout her gold dress
on, no one seened to recogni ze her, and no one spoke to her. She felt
like a waith, a shadow, a visitor at her own weddi ng; she entertained
the idea that this could all have happened wi thout her--which, in a
sense, was true. What they celebrated was not the marriage of Rahel
sia a Manderra to Arch-angel -designate Gabriel, but the fulfillment of
t he decree of the god, and the formalized ritual of change. She was a
prop, necessary but not a differentiated individual. Yovah's wavering
finger had come to rest when it was pointing at her; and so here she
was in the Eyrie, hearing the angels sing.

Mary did not appear to be anywhere in the press of people. Easier for
the visiting pregnant worman to beg off this affair than for Rachel, the
nom nal centerpiece, to do so. Although perhaps if no one realized who
she was, no one would notice when she had gone ... What kept her there
was yet another change in singers. She was too close to the perineter
to see who was taking center stage, but she knew this singer just by
the material he had chosen. Matthew, lifting a lilting tenor voice
heavenwar d, crooned one of the tender Edori |ove songs Rachel had not
heard in five years. The sound stopped her where she stood. She felt
much as she had when Gabriel had scooped her into his arns and soared
up to the Eyrie--dizzy, disoriented, despairing. Sinmon had sung this
song to her ... "Here. Chairs have been set up by the wall here. Your
hands are cold, and no wonder. |It's freezing. Let's take seats next
to this nice fire. There. Wuld you like some w ne?"

She had been ushered to a chair and pushed into it before she entirely
realized that soneone was speaking to her. He had handed her a gobl et
of wine before she took the trouble to identify him

"Josiah," she said slowy. "lsn't that right?"

He nodded. "Drink up. Come now. Drink it all. There now. Yes, I'm
Josiah. | wish we had been properly introduced before this afternoon
but | did not arrive until very late, I'mafraid. You' re Rachel, of
course. "

He was so very snall and unalarming, so different fromthe angels and
the rich gentry she had been surrounded with lately, that she found
hersel f Iiking himalnost on the instant.

"You're the priest," she said.

"Well, I'mone of the oracles, actually."

"Is that better?"

He | aughed lightly. "Mre select. There are several hundred priests.
There are only three oracles.”



"There are?"

"Three oracles for the three provinces. The god finds power in the
triunvirate. Oracle, angel and man. Gaza, Bethel, Jordana. |If it
cones to that, the three doons that will be visited upon Samaria if the
Goria is not perforned--the Plain of Sharon destroyed, the River
Galilee destroyed, and the world itself destroyed.”

"I don't know rmuch about theol ogy," Rachel said apol ogetically.
"Forgive me if | seemstupid.”

He considered her with great interest. "It is truly amazing to nme," he
said, "in a culture Iike ours which is so conpletely self-contained
that there could be anyone who does not know all the doctrine, all the
trappi ngs, inside and out."

"I wasn't taught--"

"Ch, | know. The Edori have their own nysticism It is just that | so
rarely come in contact with the Edori. Nearly everyone | deal wth
subscribes to identical philosophies and ideals, and knows his place in
the order, and certainly knows nmine. So to come across a spiritua

i nnocent is a sonewhat wondrous occurrence."”

Hal f of what he said made no sense to her, but he was intriguing; she
was willing to talk religion to please him

"The Edori are believers," she said.
He smled. "And what do the Edori believe?"

"That men should live in harnony with men and ani mal s



and the earth itself. That Yovah will punish those who do not live
in harmony and reward those who do." The soft Edori syllables crept
back into her accent as she parroted the beliefs she had | earned as a
chi | d.

"And how does Jovah know whom to puni sh and whomto reward?"

"Yovah sees everything and knows everything. He hears every prayer. He
exalts the virtuous and w eaks vengeance on the w cked, although
someti nes he does not act as quickly as nmen and wormen would wi sh.”

"And who controls Jovah?"
"The nanel ess one," she answered readily.

He smiled again. "Yes, you see, that is where the Edori slide into
bl aspheny, I'mafraid. I'mwlling to concede that the chain of

medi ators may be di spensed with--that is, the oracles and the angels.
Per haps they are not necessary, perhaps even ordinary nen may speak
directly to the god. But Jovah hinself controls hinself. Hs is the
final arbitration. There is no other hand guiding Jovah."

She knew that her face registered astoni shnent. "But Yovah is the
tool, and the nanel ess one created himjust to watch over us. And for
every star that we see in the sky at night, the nanel ess one has
created another god specifically to watch over its people. And each
god is just, but each god is the tool of the one who watches over
all.”

"This is very interesting to nme," Josiah said. He did not seem at al
of fended by what he nust consider her heresy. "The people of Samaria
are, by and | arge, a very honpgenous group. Barring sone soci al

di stinctions of nmoney and cl ass, they have a remarkably simlar

wor | d-vi ew and t heol ogi cal base. Al of them-Mnadavvi, Jansai
angel i, Lumi nauzi--all of thembelieve in the same god and that god's
principles. Al except the Edori. Wy do the Edori differ? Wo
taught themtheir precepts? Wen did the schism occur?"

She was totally baffled and showed it. He | aughed.

"I am-all the oracles are--students of Samarian history," he said. "W
have access to docunments about the founding of the civilization that do
not entirely nake sense to others. That is--Wll, what do the Edori
bel i eve about how nmen cane to live on Samaria?"

This part she knew. "Yovah brought us here, hundreds of years ago,
froma place of violence and di ssonance. He brought us here to live in
harmony with each other, and he stayed to guard us?"

"Yes, that is true--although scholars still debate how Jovah nanaged
this feat and where this other place mght be. But nen have only lived
on Samaria for five hundred years. It seens we |ived some other place
centuries ago, and it is the mracle of our god that he brought us here
to begin our lives conpletely anew. Those he brought here---can you
concei ve of the glory?--actually conversed with the god, actually
experi enced his warm hand on their bodies as he carried them here
from-somepl ace el se. They were all face to face with the god, you
understand. And so they all settled down, and chose lives as farners
or merchants or miners, but they had all seen the god, and so they al
shared the sanme beliefs. And they passed on their beliefs to their



children, and so on through the generations.

"But the Edori ... Wio first whispered a different version of the story
into their ears? The main tenets of worship are the sanme, that is

pl ai n enough. But sonewhere, sonetinme, soneone revised the phil osophy.
| cannot stop wondering who--and why--and what, made this soneone
believe as he did."

She was beginning to get a headache. "All Edori believe as | do," she
said in a hel pful voice

He smiled at her again. "Yes, and you have no idea what | am

bl at heri ng about, do you? | do apologize. It is just that | so rarely
talk to one of the Edori, and |I thought | would take the chance to
ask--"

He paused, and gl anced thoughtfully at her |ong-sleeved black dress.
"Al t hough you were not born Edori, of course," he said.

"l was born in the Caitana foothills,"” she said. "l have been with the
Edori al nost since | can renmenber."

"Yes, the highland farmers are very devout. You rmust have been
dedi cated days after you were born. Oherwi se | would never have been
able to find you."

"You found ne?"

"Jovah chose you, and he told me your nanme, and | told Gabriel where
you could be found. O so | thought--"

She gl anced around. Matthew had |ong since stopped singing. Ariel was
center stage now, her pure soprano ringing with an unearthly silver
clarity. "So | have you to thank for this," she said.



He | aughed. "Only secondarily. | interpreted the god's will.
take it this is not the life you woul d have chosen?"

She was silent a nmonent. "The life |I would have chosen,” she said
slowy, "was taken away fromme when | was twenty. | loved an Edori
boy, and | wanted to spend ny life with him | never dream of
anything like this. And Gabriel is no happier than | am | think

Yovah's wisdomfailed himthis tinme."

"Jovah is never wong, though we sonetines misinterpret,"” Josiah said
softly. "Gabriel tells me that his Kiss flared to life the first tine
you wal ked a few feet into his room And the Kiss is never

m st aken. "

She | aughed shortly. "I think it nust be. |If it only cones to life
when you have found your true |ove--"

Josiah smiled. "Well, now | think Jovah's notives don't always match
human desires. | have al ways thought he brought a nan and wonan

toget her for underlying purposes having nore to do with generations and
bl oodl i nes and genetic m xes--"

"What ?"
"Children," he explained. "If you chart the history of the great
| eaders of Samaria, you will often find that their parents were those

who were united by Jovah--that is, those who were drawn together by the
Kiss."

He | aughed. "There is a story. You mght knowit, in fact, for it is
an Edori tale. It has been cited to me as the reason nost Edori choose
not to be dedicated. The story goes that hundreds of years ago the
Archangel -el ect--al so called Gabriel at that time--was |ooking for his
bride. He sought her in every city and small village from Gaza to

Lum naux, but she was nowhere to be found. One evening, he broke his
flight to stay the night with a band of Edori

"There at the canp, his Kiss cane to life and guided himto the side of
a young woman who had recently beconme consort to the chieftain of the
cl an, though she had not yet borne himany children. She |oved her
chieftain and had no interest in beconm ng angelica, and so she told the
angel . However, this Gabriel believed the dictates of Jovah superseded
human will, and he took her by force back to Wndy Point. Were she
lived the rest of her life, bearing himnany children, all of them
angels. Now fromthis story," Josiah concluded, "I deduce that Jovah
cares | ess about the human heart than about the gene pool. But | can
al so understand why the Edori prefer not to be Kissed by the god."

Rachel smiled. "I have heard the tale of the angel who swept away
Susannah," she said. "But it was told to ne as a reason to be wary of
angel s. "

Josi ah | aughed again. "It is Jovah who tracks you, not the angels."
She considered. "Can he track anyone who has been dedi cated? Anyone
at all? He knows where they are--if they are alive or dead--as long as

t hey bear a Kiss?"

"He knows everything about everyone, even if they have not been
dedi cated," Josiah said. "But he can only conmunicate to the oracles



about those who have."
" But
"Who are you | ooking for?"

"A man, a boy--an Edori |

was the only other person in ny tribe who bore a Kiss.

taken himto the priests the sumrer
been a Lum nauzi
child. W were curiosities even in
what made us friends--" She stopped
or dead, Sinon was beyond her reach
to know ... "If you can tell me his
he was dedi cated and the pl ace--yes,
alive. Do you think he is not?"

"I think all

she said baldly. "And

He nodded gravely. "I wll ask the

himfromhere."

"H's nother was called Mariah. His

was dedicated in Lum naux thirty years ago,"

strai ght ahead. Then she hesitated,
directly. "Don't tell Gabriel."
“"No. | won't."

Al most on the words,

Soon ot her voices took up the cry,
i nsi stence until the angel

his
"

"I't's nmy weddi ng day," he said,
t he pl at eau where Rachel sat.

i f sonmeone was dedi cated--and was stil

nmer chant and nmde her swear

she heard someone cal
and there was a genera
finally canme forward

alive--you woul d know?"

he asked.
knew years ago," she said, stamering. "He
H s not her had
he was born, because his father had

she woul d dedicate their
our own tribe, which may have been

abruptly. Friends. Lovers. Alive
now. Still, if there was sonme way
nane, his parents' nanes, the year

| can tell you if he is stil

of the Manderras are dead except those who are sl aves,"
woul d rat her

he was dead."

god, once | get back. | cannot ask

father's nane was al so Sinon. He
Rachel said, staring

and risked a | ook at the oracle

new husband's nane.
| aughi ng

out her

words carrying back to the edge of

have provi ded enough



entertai nment for you already." The crowd vociferously di sagreed
with this. Rachel heard Gabriel laugh. The oracle smiled over at the
new bride. "I believe your husband is going to sing," he said. "This
should be a treat. Let's go closer."

She shook her head. "lI'mso tired. 1'll stay here. You go." He rose
to his feet, then paused to take her hand. "l enjoyed talking with
you," he said. "You nust come to nme sonetine so we can continue our

t heol ogi cal debates."
"I"'d like to," she said. "If | ever get off this nountain."

He bowed and left her. There was nore good-natured raillery in the
center of the plateau as Gabriel or his friends suggested and rejected
works for the groomto sing. No one appeared to be paying any
attention to Rachel at all. She slipped fromher seat and made her way
silently through the crowd, eyes down, shawl w apped around her bri ght
hair, utterly invisible.

Judith's throaty contralto sounded before Rachel had made it to the
tunnel entrance, and she paused in surprise as she identified the song.
The Lochevsky Magnificat. It was one of the (oria nasses--Rachel's
favorite, in fact--which she had pl ayed over and over again for the
sheer delight of hearing Hagar's voice master the full three and a half
octaves required for the female solo. Rachel did not think Judith's
voi ce had the requisite range, and indeed, as the rmusic nade its first
spectacul ar | eap upward, Ariel took over for the notes in the higher
register. Her lovely soprano voice cascaded downward on a succession
of massed arpeggi os, and Magdal ena snoothly broke in to carry the

m ddl e mezzo line. Rachel snmiled to herself. It took three
contemporary musicians to sing the mass that Hagar had performed with
such virtuosity.

Once again she turned to go--and at that nmonment, Gabriel's voice lifted
in close harmonic duet with Magdal ena's. The fenal e voice fell away,
and Gabriel sang on in a luxurious, exultant tenor. He reached the top
of his vocal range as the song exploded in a joyous trill. His voice
was liquid fire, and each note burned agai nst Rachel as it fell. She
shut her eyes; her body tightened in a brief noment of transport as if
t he nmusi c physically yanked on the thin cord running up her spine. Then
he eased downward on the scale in a series of fluid thirds alternating
bet ween maj or and mnor intervals.

Di vine Yovah, his voice, his voice. She had never heard anything so
beautiful in her life.

She could not |eave the arena while he was singing, but she was too
stunned to stand upright. She sidled through the crowd, naking once
nore for the perineter, and backed herself against a supporting wall.
The wonen were singing again, tossing the nelodic Iine fromthroat to
throat as if they had practiced this before, but she knew the tenor
line woul d soon reappear. Inpatiently, she waited through the second
duet (shared by Ariel and Magdal ena) for the second male solo, this one
| onger and nmore conplex than the first. Wen his voice broke free of
the high soprano line, she wanted to sink into the rock itself. She
felt her palnms flatten on the wall behind her and press so tightly that
the snmooth stone seened grainy and rough against her skin. H s voice
di vorced her from her body; it replaced her soul. Wile he sang, he
owned her.



She had forgotten that every mass contained a choral response. Wen
the m xed crowmd of angels and humans cane in on cue, at the end of
Gabriel's solo, she was so startled that she junped away fromthe wall.
They sang the sinple refrain softly, but in this sem enclosed space

t he sound seened i mense, oceanic, a nassive com ng together of harnmony
and notion. The tidal pull of the nusic drew Rachel forward; she

nmout hed the words along with the singers. Not until the chorus fel
silent in deference to the next soprano solo did she | ean against the
wal | agai n.

But this was ridiculous. |If she was overwhel med by the informal
recitations of a few hundred singers at a weddi ng banquet, how woul d
she endure a Goria mass of a thousand voi ces when she herself was to
sing the | ead?

She stayed at the wall till the mass was over, letting the nmusic wash
over her, soak into her, fill her up. Wen the final chorus ended, the
audi ence broke into spontaneous appl ause; everyone congratul ated the
wonren on the snoothness of their transitions and Gabriel on the
magni fi cence of his range. Rachel shook herself and ran lightly for
the exit before anyone el se coul d begin singing.

CHAPTER EI GHT

For the nost part, Gabriel had not been displeased with his weddi ng
day. He was never a happy man at a fte, but this one had gone

snoot hly enough. Al though he was not confortable in the role of host,
it was sonething he would have to get used to, and these were sone of
t he people he would have to regularly entertain. So he forced hinself
to talk to Lord Jethro and Lady O ara, their son and daughter-in-|aw,
and others of the Senorran contingent. Also present were Jansai from
Breven, Manadavvi from Gaza, artisans from Lum naux, and of course the
requisite angelic representatives. It was a m crocosmof Samarian
society, a smaller version of the group that would be assenbled in a
few nonths for the doria.

O the group, the only one he really enjoyed talking to was Ariel, who
had cornered himafter dinner, while the inpronptu singing contest was
goi ng on.

"I"'malways the first one to mess up the nusic," she renmarked, taking
his wineglass fromhis hand, sipping fromit and handing it back. "I
don't know why | even bother to play."

"You have other sterling qualities, |I'msure," he responded, naking a
great show of holding his glass up to the firelight to inspect it for
any impurities she had left behind. "If you spit in this--"

"Don't be ridiculous. I'mnore likely to have poisoned it than spit in

it. Can we go sonmewhere and tal k?" The abrupt request nade himraise
his eyebrows, but he said,



"Certainly," and led the way indoors. They went into the first room
they came to, which was one of the snmaller recital chanbers.

"Ch, put on sonme nusic," Ariel said, shutting the door behind them
He was slightly anused. "Any preferences?"

"Wl |, sonething happy, seeing as this should be a happy day for
you. "

He cued up one of the celebrations, turned the volune |ow, and settled
hinmsel f next to Ariel on the stone floor. "I'mmarried," he said, "so
this is the wong tine to tell nme you're hopelessly in love with ne."

She sat with her back against the wall, |egs straight out before her
wi ngs curved forward protectively over her shoul ders. Like npst
angels, Ariel preferred wearing |leather flying gear, closefitting and
busi nessli ke. For the weddi ng, however, she had arrayed herself in a
flowing silk dress and silver sandals; she did not |ook |ike the quick
decisive, slightly reckless Ariel he knew.

"She's really quite beautiful, your Rachel,"” she said. "I haven't had
much chance to talk to her, but she certainly | ooks the part. That
hair--1"

"Her best feature," Gabriel said dryly.

"Well, she certainly doesn't |ook Iike she was ever a slave. | nmean,
she has a certain haughtiness of bearing."

"l ndeed she does."

"Doesn't | ook rmuch like an Edori, either. |If anything, she |ooks
like--well, like Raphael."
"Not surprising, since she cane fromthe Caitanas. | heard himsay

somet hing to her about being related.™

"She doesn't like him" Ariel said abruptly.

"Who? Rachel doesn't |ike Raphael ?"

"Did you see her |looking at hin? Wile he was hol di ng her hand? She
| ooked li ke she'd stuck her fingers in a pile of horse manure and
maggot s. "

"Ariell"

"Well, her expression was one of |oathing."

"I can't imagine why she'd dislike him As far as | know, she's never
met him before. Then again," he added with sonme bitterness, "I know
virtual ly nothing about her. And she is not eager to supply

details."

Ariel smiled faintly. "Wsat? This is not the romantic fairy-tale
wedding it appears to be? In fact, it is a marriage of conveni ence?"

He returned her smle briefly. "I think she would say, convenient for
me, not for her. Although she was not averse to being rescued from



sl avery, she has nade no attenpt to disguise the fact that her new life
is just another kind of bondage."

"She'll get used to it soon enough,” Ariel assured him "Any girl
woul d. "

He kept his doubts to hinself. "But surely you didn't drag nme from ny
friends and bel oved famly just to discuss nmy newfound bride."

"Well," she said, "beloved famly is really what I'mhere to talk
about . "

He sighed, and drew up one knee to link his hands around it. "Nathan

and Magdal ena," he said. "Wat are we going to do?"

"I amincapable of westling with the |long-term problem because the

i mediate one is so frightening," Ariel said. "Add Abel Vashir has
asked Nathan to cone spend the nonth with him teaching his house
nmusi ci ans some of his original rmusic. Now, Nathan's a wonderfu
conposer, and of course I'mglad to have himon good terms with any of
t he Manadavvi, but--"

"But Vashir's place is less than a three-hour flight from Mon-teverde,"
Gabri el said.

"And Magdal ena has friends in Vashir's conpound--she's there all the
time. And without you or me there to force themto observe a little
decorum wel|--"

“I'"1l tell Nathan he can't go."

"Ch, Gabriel."

"No, really. There's plenty he can do here to help ne."

"Abel would be offended. Very offended. | don't think you have so
many allies anobng the gentry that you can afford to sacrifice

i nfluential Mnadavvi."

"Then send Magdal ena away for the nonth."

"It had occurred to ne, but where?"

"Here," he said.

Ariel |ooked doubtful but not entirely w thout hope. "For what
reason?"

He shrugged. "Say Rachel wants to get to know angels from



all the holds. O say Rachel's having a hard tine fitting in
here--which is true enough, as Jovah will testify--and | thought she
m ght enj oy Magdal ena's conpany."

Ariel half-closed her eyes. "That mght work," she said. "Magdal ena
is very tenderhearted."

Gabriel grinned. "Wll, Rachel is very hardhearted, so you nust warn
your sister that hers will not be an easy task."

"That's even better. |If Rachel rebuffs her, Maga will begin to believe
us. OQherwise, I"'mafraid she'll knowit's just a stratagemto keep

her from Nat han."

"She's not a child. She knows that she is the one who shoul d be
keepi ng hersel f from Nat han, anyway."

"This will serve for now But--Gabriel, they are truly in |ove.
don't know how we can keep them separated forever."

"Marry them off to others,"” he said.

She nade an inpatient gesture. "That will hardly keep them apart."

"We' || deal with themafter the Goria," Gabriel said, rising to his
feet. Ariel held a hand out to himand he haul ed her upright. "Right
now, | must get back to ny own party."

She took a little tine readjusting the folds of her gown around her
hips. Her gold and enerald bracelets jingled nmusically on her wists.
"I hate dresses, | hate them" she said. "Gve nme leathers and a pair
of boots any day."

"Yet you |l ook charnming," he said, giving her alittle bow She

| aughed. '"Wy, Gabriel. How courtly."”
"I'"'m brushing up on ny romance," he said, leading the way out. "After
all, I have a wife to please now. "

She | aughed again and foll owed hi mout.

The part of his wedding that Gabriel enjoyed the nost was, of course,
the singing. The Magnificat was by far his favorite piece of nusic,
rarely sung these days and never formally, because nodern wormen di d not
have voi ces that enconpassed the phenonenal range. He was singing his
first solo, experiencing the sanme euphoric burst he often felt upon
surging into flight, when he felt his armburn with a sudden and
painful fire. The black linen of his wedding jacket kept the signa
covered, but he knew what it was w thout |ooking: the Kiss, flamng
agai nst his skin. Rachel, though he had lost track of her in the
crowmd, was somewhere listening to himsing. The thought gave hima
peculiar narcissistic pleasure. He lifted his voice again, driving it
agai nst the high notes with all his power. The pain in his armdid not
entirely fade until the song had been over for five mnutes.

But when, yielding the floor to other nusicians, he drifted through the
cromd to | ook for Rachel, he could not find her anywhere. Ohers
stopped him cried out their congratulations on his nmarriage and their
conpliments on his singing, but Rachel had di sappeared utterly. Not
that he was surprised. She hadn't wanted to be here in the first



pl ace.

Not hing really went wong until the following norning, and then it was
a disaster. Hannah had persuaded himthat he needed to hold a fornal,
intimate breakfast to honor the nbst consequential of his guests, to

t hank them for conming and speed themon their way. He had agreed to
it. Therefore, the next norning he and his bride sat down to a neal
with perhaps thirty influential outsiders, including the visiting
angel s, the hi gh-ranking burghers and the Manadavvi el ect.

He had not seen Rachel since their |ast neal together, at which she had
cal My di scussed bl aspheni es and he had found hinsel f wonderi ng what
unl i kely combi nati on of events must occur before either of them would

be willing to share the other's bed. Face to face with him she al ways
di spl ayed utter indifference, unless he had made her furious; but he
was beginning to have his doubts. Against her will perhaps, but

i ncontrovertibly, she responded to him-if nothing else, responded to
his voice. The fire in his Kiss had proved that.

"Good norning, Rachel. | trust you slept well," he said, seating
hi nsel f beside her at the mddle of the long table. She seened al nost
childlike in one of the ornate high-back chairs reserved for nortals in
this nmost formal of the hold' s dining halls. H's own chair was

el aborately carved with a narrow slat to provide support for his back
while | eaving plenty of space for his wings to swing free.

"Thank you, | slept as well as | have since | arrived here," was the
t wo- edged response.
"I"'mglad to hear it," he said. He studied her. This norning she had
chosen to dress in a gown of lilac brocade, |ong-sleeved (naturally),
hi gh- necked and conpl etely unadorned. The col or was wong for her; it
made her creany skin | ook pale and bl oodl ess. Nothing, of course,
could dimnish the glory of her hair.

He hinself wore sem formal clothes--a full-sleeved white silk



bl ouse under a bl ack vest; black pants, black boots, and the silver
and sapphire wist lets that he never renmpbved. The other guests,
filing in, had also dressed in their secon&best for the occasion

Raphael and Leah sat across fromthem the other notables arranged
t hensel ves by rank and began tal king quietly across the table.

"Good norning, Gabriel, Rachel," the Archangel said. He shook out the
silver folds of a napkin and laid it across his wife's lap with a
solicitousness that raised Gabriel's eyebrows. Then the Archange

| ooked back at his hostess. "W missed you |last night, angela. You
were gone fromthe throng so soon."

"I was tired," Rachel said briefly. Gabriel glanced at her. Leah

| eaned across the table. Once again, as he always did, Gabriel gazed
at her with a half-frown, trying to cormt her features to nmenory.
Twenty years he had known this wonman and she always, in his nind
remained a blur. He could not get a fix on her; she nade no inpact.
"You | ooked beautiful last night, Rachel," she said, in her soft, sweet
voi ce.

"She | ooks beautiful now, ny dear," her husband corrected her

Leah definitely blushed. "es--1 did not nean--1 just wanted to say
how exceptional you appeared |ast night."

To Gabriel's surprise, Rachel sniled at the Archangel's w fe. "Thank
you," she said. "l appreciate your Kkindness."

One of the servants stopped at Raphael's place to spoon baked appl es
onto his plate and Leah's. Wen the man had noved on, Raphael spoke to
Rachel again. "I admit | was disappointed,” he said. "I had hoped to
hear you sing for us last night. A prelude to the concert at the
Qoria."

Gabriel preserved his expression, but he could not tell if he was nore
shocked at Raphael's directness or eager to hear Rachel's nervous

expl anation. But he had underestinmated his wife. "I was nuch nore
interested in listening than in performng," she said. "l have only
heard the nmasses sung on the recordings. | wanted to hear them sung
live. | learned a great deal."

Good answer, Gabriel thought. Leah, uncharacteristically, spoke again.
"And whi ch piece did you |like best?"

"One that | was probably the only person to recognize. The Edori I|ove
song that Matthew sang."

Gabriel winced inwardly. "Matthew s voice is a treasure,” he said
gravel y.

"Hardly to conpare with an angel's," Raphael said.

"Or an angelica's," Rachel agreed. She nodded to Leah. "I was sorry
you only sang once. Your voice is very fine."

Leah bl ushed again, this tine at the conplinent. "Thank you," she

said. "My voice is ny only asset.”

"Your best one, maybe," Rachel said, again smiling at the shy angeli ca,



"but surely not your only one."

Raphael sipped at his goblet of juice, then said, "Ah, so you are a
connoi sseur of singing. Tell me, which of the nen's voices gave you
t he nost pl easure?"

Again, the subtle dig. Again, Rachel seened equal to the chall enge of
fencing with the Archangel. "They were all delightful," she said
coolly. "My husband's was undoubtedly the best, but |I found nyself

wi shing | had heard you when you were younger, and your voice was at
its best."

She nade no attenpt to pitch her voice so that it did not carry, and
across the whole table there had fallen one of those intermittent lulls
that allow a private conversation to be public. Every last person in
the room heard the perfectly phrased words, the seem ng conplinent that
was in fact the greatest possible insult to an angel. The silence
becane prof ound.

In the instant before she spoke, Gabriel caught Ariel's eyes upon him
"Ch, don't feed his vanity," the Mnteverde angel called out. "Raphael
likes to imagine that he's Uriel, with a voice that will carry down
the ages. W have to listen very carefully to try to catch himin any
wrong notes. The best day of ny life was when he sang an F-sharp

i nstead of an F-natural in the Helgeth Cantata."

Everyone | aughed, swept with relief. Rachel nodded across the table at
the Archangel. "Forgive ne," she said. "It was not my intention to
feed your vanity."

Nearly everyone el se mssed that remark, still |aughing or dropping
back into interrupted conversations, but Ariel's eyes flicked again to
Gabriel's. He nodded inperceptibly. She was right, then. Rachel did
hat e Raphael. Her nmalice had been deliberate.

"OfF course | forgive you," the Archangel returned lightly. "You have
set nme a challenge. | shall now have to try and win you over. Perhaps
you will cone to Wndy Point sonetine for a visit, and | can sing for
you privately."

"I prefer to listen to the duets,” was the quick response. "If your
wife will sing with you, then | would be delighted to accept."



"Rachel doesn't have tine for visiting just at the nmonent," Gabri el
broke in, his words seem ng brusque and clunsy after their edged
repartee. "She has nmuch to do and learn before the Goria."

Now his wife's subtle nalice was turned on him "Yes, | ampretty nuch
kept prisoner here on the nountain, studying ny new duties," she said
brightly. "The angels come and go daily, but | have so nuch to do that
| don't have time to be flitting around."

Leah | eaned forward again. "l understand how you feel," she said
synmpathetically. "I sometimes think if it were easier to | eave the
nmount ai n now and then--" She stopped abruptly, glanced over at her
sm | ing husband, and sat back in her chair.

Rachel was intrigued. "So Wndy Point is like the Eyrie? H gh up?"
"Whol |y inaccessible,"” Gabriel said shortly. "H gher than the Eyrie by

at least a thousand feet. You cannot get to it unless an angel takes
you. "

"I amfamliar with that inconveni ence," Rachel said dryly. "But it
possesses a wild beauty all its own," Raphael said in his sugared
voice. "You were born in the shadow of the Caitanas, angela. You know

how rugged and romantic that range can be. Wre you never at W ndy
Poi nt ?"

"I was a hill-farnmer's daughter,"” she said evenly. "W were not often
invited to visit the angels."

"And yet--surely--1 have always made such an effort to interact with ny
peopl e,” Raphael said. "Did | never visit your village?"

There was a nonent of silence even nore tense than the one before, but
at least this one was not w tnessed by everyone else at the table. "If
you had," Rachel said at last, "surely the event woul d have been so
nmonent ous that | woul d never have forgotten it."

To Gabriel's relief, the servants cane through again wth another
course. Conversation, when it resunmed, was a little nore guarded but
al ong much the sanme lines. Leah spoke little, watching her husband
covertly during nost of the neal. Gabriel spoke up whenever he got a
chance. His wife and the Archangel continued to spar

Gabriel was never so pleased to see a neal cone to an end. He had not
expected it to be such an ordeal. He could not imagi ne why Rachel and
Raphael had taken such a dislike to each other that they were willing
to show their feelings in public--although Rachel, at |east, seened
willing to do verbal battle with anyone at any tine. And then, even
nore inexplicably, she had seemed to feel a certain fondness--no, that
was not right--protectiveness for the cowed and tentative angelica, to
t he extent of chanpioning her three or four nore times before the
breakfast ended. He had never seen Rachel act nicely to anyone before,
except the servants.

But it was over, Jovah be thanked, requiring just a last little bit of
theatrics before the whole affair concluded. Gabriel rose to his feet,
tappi ng his knife against his glass to draw everyone's attention

"Friends--angels--1 want to take this chance to thank you all for
attendi ng one of the nost inmportant events of nmy life," he said. He



hat ed speechmaki ng, but it had to be done; Nathan had hel ped himwth
the words late last night. "The cerenony had doubl e meaning for ne,
because of your presence and your affection.”

He gl anced down at Rachel. She could school her features into

i npassivity, but he read the suspicion in her eyes. He could not help
a faint smle. "I wish also to pay tribute to ny beautiful new wife
the woman who will be ny angelica and stand beside me on the Plain of
Sharon for the next twenty years. It is a custom anmong angels," he
sai d, now speaking directly to her, "to give gifts to their |oved ones
on auspicious occasions. It is also a customanong angels to wear a
certain item-and for angelicas to wear themas well. | thought our
weddi ng woul d be the perfect time for ne to give you--these."

He handed her a white velvet bag secured with a gold drawstring. Her
hands shook very slightly when she took it fromhim now there was no
m st aki ng the wariness on her face. He sniled again.

"Open it," he said. "Put themon."

She | oosened the bag and shook its contents onto the tablecloth. An
appreciative murmur went up all around the table as angels and nortals
craned forward to get a better |ook. Gabriel had given his bride the
traditional wedding gift of bracelets, but these were nore beautifu
than nost. He had conmissioned themlast nonth in Lum naux, two bands
made of braided gold, studded with sapphires arranged in flora
clusters. They were delicate,



as befitted a lady's wist, but the woven design had seened to
Gabriel to perfectly reflect both the sturdiness and the conplexity of
Rachel ' s character.

"When you wear these at the Goria," Gabriel continued, now speaking to
the top of her bent head, "Jovah will know who you are and who you
represent. Al angels fromthe Eyrie wear sapphires in their

wri stbands. Those of ny famly wear the sapphires arranged in just
such a pattern. No matter where you go anbong angel s, when you wear
these bracelets it will be instantly known that you bel ong here, and to
ne."

There was |ight applause around the table at this pretty speech. Nathan
had not helped himwite that one; it had conme to hi m extenporaneously
as he gazed down at the unruly curls. She had not |ooked up. She had
not even touched the plaited netal of the bands. He was seized with a
sudden col d prenonition of catastrophe.

"I't would please ne," he ended formally, "if you would wear them

now. "

"Put themon!" soneone called out, and others took up the cry around
the table. He heard other murmurs--"They're so beautiful! .... Where
did he get those? .... Lucky girl"--but the predom nant response of
the crowd was one of urging. "Put the bracelets on, Rachel,"” Ariel

sai d.

Abruptly, the new bride came to her feet, next to him He had thought
she was pal e before, but now she was conpletely colorless. Across her
face was the ol d defiance; her expression was absolutely stony.

"Thank you for the honor," she said in a tight, controlled voice. "I
cannot wear these. Now or ever." And she strode fromthe perfectly
silent roomw t hout another word.

It was nearly an hour before Gabriel could get to Rachel to denand an
expl anati on, and he would forever mark that hour as one of the worst in
his life. First, there was the excruciating fifteen-mnute interval to
endure at the breakfast table, as angels and powerful nortals sat and
stared at himin stupefaction, disbelief and--he had to believe--secret
glee at the sight of this npbst supercilious of angels huniliated in
public. He had Nathan and Ariel to thank for filling the vacuumwth a
few excul patory comments and bri sk observations that all new coupl es
had some problens to work out. The group broke up very quickly after

t hat,

peopl e excusing thensel ves with remarks about getting their packing
done and how t hey needed to be home right away.

Gabriel stood where Rachel had |left him nodding at those who nmade
their farewells, accepting their good wi shes, trying not to grinmace at
t heir good-natured jokes and assurances that all would be well. He
didn't really hear anything that was said to himuntil a small, tind
hand was laid upon his arm He frowned down and tried to place the
face; the woman was of the type he always i mediately dism ssed as
negli gi bl e.

"Angel o0," she said in a voice that matched her appearance, "be kind to
her."



Hs frowm deepened. "I assure you--"

"She--at heart, she is such a good person. | know she has nmade you
angry, and a wonan shoul d not make her husband angry, | know -but do
not scold her too cruelly."

Lady Mary of Senorrah. The nane suddenly came back to him Young
Daniel's wife. "I amnot in the habit of scolding anyone, nor aml in
the habit of practicing cruelty,"” he said, although his freezing voice
belied both assertions.

"She is Edori," the young lady said helpfully. "Perhaps they don't
wear jewelry."

Thi s shy young nobl ewoman seemed truly anxious to dissipate his rage.
Her partisanship was so unexpected that, unconsciously, the edge of his
fury was worn away. "Madame," he said, inclining his head to her
slightly, "I will ask her. Your husband is awaiting you and I w sh you
would go to him Have no fears for Rachel ."

Wth this she had to be content; young Dani el indeed was watchi ng her
inpatiently froma group that included his parents and her own. She
lifted her skirts and skipped back to them Gabriel found hinself
confronting the Archangel, who had cone to his feet on the opposite
side of the table. The rest of the room had suddenly enpti ed.

"A deci ded show of spirit," Raphael nurnured. "I congratulate you on
your choi ce of bride."

"Merely a misunderstanding," Gabriel said stiffly.

Raphael was still sipping fromhis juice goblet. He seemed prepared to
stay and enjoy a tete-a-tete for the rest of the day. "But such a
public one. Perhaps you shoul d rehearse your appearances a bit nore

often with your angelica."

A doubl e nmeaning to the word rehearse. Gabriel flinched,



knowing it was true. On both counts. "It was an unfortunat
occurrence," he said. "Still, | prefer a woman who speaks her own mi nd
to one who does not speak at all."

Raphael |aid down his beverage and began nibbling on leftover fruit.
"An unki nd observation," he said mldly. "And ny wife is used to
t hi nki ng of you as such a courteous nman."

Gabriel's face flaned; he had not neant to insult Leah. though it was
true he would prefer Rachel any day to sone one as vapid as the current
angelica. "W all suit ourselves to the god' s choices," he said.

"And yet," Raphael said, still in that snmooth, rum native voice, "one
somet i nes wonders about the god's choices. The differences between
generations are so striking that one alnost can't not see any
parallels. And--actually--any continuity."

Suddenly, Gabriel felt alarmcycle through him coldly allaying the
anger that had consuned himfor the past quarter hour. He regarded
Raphael through narrowed eyes. "Things change,"” he said. "That is the
way the world is set up.”

"Gabriel," Raphael said sadly. He spread his hands, for this noment
enpty of either food or drink, as if words al one could not convey the
depth of his enotion. "Gabriel. | lie awake at nights dreading the
Goria. Not for your sake--you have a powerful voice and we all know
Jovah spreads his ears when you sing. But--Gabriel. This woman? As
angel i ca? Even you, eager as you are to take the power from ny hands,
must See that she is not fit for the role. She will bring the wath of
Jovah down upon us if she sings on the Plain of Sharon."

Gabri el was so shocked, he could not answer.

Raphael began ticking off liabilities on his fingers. "A hill-farnmer.
When there has never yet been an angelica who was not bred anong the

gentry. An Edori. \When the Edori do not even believe Jovah is the
supreme power. A slave." His gesture conveyed just how i npossible
that was. "And--may | ask you?--can she sing? Has she a voice? Wat
will we hear, what will Jovah hear, if she tries to lead the Goria in

a few nonths' tinme?"

Gabriel wanted to put his hands over his ears, to physically shut out
the questions that eternally circled in his owmn mnd. "AIl of what you
say may be true--is true, is indisputable,"” he said, his voice very
hard. "And yet the doubts of men are invalid. Jovah chose her. Jovah
wi shes to hear her voice--be it nelodious or wetched, her voice is the
one he asked for. Hers is the voice that nust be heard on the Plain of

Sharon this spring--or in truth there will be death and destruction, as
you fear."

Raphael delicately toyed with the silver serving trays still on the
table. "Not necessarily," he said. "There is still an angeli ca,
proven and bel oved, al so chosen by Jovah. She could sing this spring.
Your Rachel could be--given nore tinme--trained nore properly. In a

year or so--"

"But for Leah to sing at the @oria, you would have to sing beside
her," Gabriel interrupted.

Raphael nodded. "Precisely. But in the interests of the realm | am



willing to do that. For you. For--well, for Rachel."

It was brilliantly clear to Gabriel, suddenly, frighteningly. "You
don't want to give it up," he said, his voice disbelieving. "The
Archangel 's power--you don't want to cede it."

Raphael nade a gesture of denial. "I amJovah's servant, as you are,"
he said graciously. "l exist merely to worship him and to bring to
himthe word of inarticulate nortals. As we all do. But those sane
nortal s depend on us, to defend their lives, their on this planet?
While there is still an angelica avail able and an hones--this entire
planet. Gabriel! An untrained angelica lifting a cracked voice to
Jovah while the fate of all Samaria hangs on her song? Can you risk
that? The lives of every man and angel willing to sing at

her side?"

"I have to risk it," Gabriel said, his words hurled like rocks at
Raphael . "You have given your twenty years. Jovah never asks
for--never wants--nore than that fromany angel. |If you were to sing
at the Aoria this summer, then i ndeed we woul d see the doom descend
that you are so worried about."

"But | say--"

"I say that you are an anbitious man who has learned to | ove the taste
of power so well that you cannot tear yourself fromthe banquet,™
Gabriel flung at him "lIs that true? |Is that what you are in fact
telling me? Do not cone here pretending to be nmy savior when in fact
you are plotting against me--and ny bride. Tell ne openly what you
desire.”

"I desire the well-being of the realm" Raphael snapped. "You are a
fine one to talk of anbition. You close your eyes to the unsuitability
of your own angelica because you are too power-nad to admt she wll
destroy us all."

"I am not power-mad," Gabriel replied grimy. "I amnot the one
seeking to overturn divine laws. But | thank you for your



offer. You have now nmade it clear to nme where you stand--and what |

have to expect fromyou until | am Archangel ."

"I'f you becone Archangel," Raphael said in a low, silky voice.

Gabriel gave himthe slightest of bows. "Ch, | will. Mke no m stake
about that. Your tine is comng to an end, Raphael --and the sooner the
better for all of us." He turned and strode for the door, pausing at
the threshold for one parting shot. "Thank you so rmuch for attending
ny weddi ng."

Hs intention was to go directly to Rachel's chanmber--and, if she was
not there, to track her down wherever she had hi dden--but Ariel waylaid
hi m when he was ten steps out the door

"It couldn't be better!" she exclained in a |ow voice, clutching his
arm and stoppi ng hi mwhen he woul d have stal ked right past her.

"How strange you are," he replied. "To me it seems things could not be
wor se. "

She waved one hand, still gripping himwith the other. "So it was an
enbarrassi ng nonent for you. But Rachel has given us the perfect
opening. In fact, | think it's al nost arranged.”

"Ariel, could we discuss this later--"

"No, listen to ne! W were |eaving and Maga said that Rachel |ooked so
unhappy when she was running fromthe room and | said | thought she
was unhappy and that you'd told ne she was having a hard tine naking
friends, and that she was suspicious of all the Eyrie angels, and if
only I had tinme to try to get to know her--"

Gabriel had started edging down the hall, perforce dragging Ariel along
with him "Well, it sounds |ike you know just how to convince her."

"Gabriel, she volunteered! She said that she felt so sorry for Rachel
and she had thought before how she'd Iike to make friends with her, and
if I didn't think you' d m nd, maybe she could stay on for a few
weeks--CGabriel, are you listening to nme?"

He stopped again, abruptly. "Ariel, do you think |I'm power-mad?" he
demanded.

She blinked at the change of subject. "Are you-Well, |'ve never given
it any thought. No, | don't suppose you are."

"Good." And he began striding down the corridor again. She hurried to
catch up.

"Well, for all the-Aren't you going to tell me who does think you're
power - mad?" she asked

But he was still unnerved by his run-in with Raphael, and coul dn't
repeat their conversation until he'd analyzed it in private.

"Forget it. It's not inportant. Look, I'mglad she's staying. |'m
delighted. Tell her for

But Ariel did not have to convey any messages, for the next curve of



the tunnel brought themface to face with a resol ute Magdal ena and an
angry Nathan. By the way Nathan whirled around at the sound of their
footsteps, Gabriel suspected his brother had been standing a little too
cl ose to the Monteverde angel

"Gabriel, Ariel said she thought you would be pl eased,"” was Magdal ena's

greeting. "I offered to stay a couple of weeks and try to make friends
with Rachel --"

"Yes, wonderful," Gabriel said. Nathan cast hima gl ance of suprene
irritation. He exerted hinself to say a little nore. "Although she is

an extremely difficult woman. She nmay not take to you, either.”

"Everybody |ikes Maga," Nathan muttered.

"Yes, that has been ny observation," Gabriel agreed. "You would do ne
a great favor if you could charm some of your own sweetness into ny
wi fe." Mgdal ena giggled. "Nowif you will excuse ne--"

"I"'d like a word with you, actually,"” Nathan said.

"Come. Let's go see what you need, and | can have things sent here to
you from Mont everde," Ariel said, tugging on her sister's arm |In a
nonent, the brothers were left alone. "WelI?" Gabriel said.

"Maga may say it was her idea, but | saw you and Ariel plotting
yesterday, and | know what this is all about,"” Nathan said with
unwonted heat. "I know she told you that | was going up to Abe
Vashir's pl ace--"

"And that's another thing," Gabriel said, although he had nentioned no
antecedents. "I would have preferred to learn of such a thing from
you- - "

"I've been busy--you've been busy--that's not the point," Nathan said
i npatiently. "The point is, you're afraid that if I'"'mso close to
Mont everde, | would see Maga every day--"

"And woul dn't you?" Gabriel was goaded to say. "You can



stand there and tell me, with tenptation three hours away, that you
woul d keep to the school roons of the Manadavvi and never think about
Magdal ena once? That you would not nmeet with her, scheme to be with
her al one, away fromny eyes or Ariel's or even Abel Vashir's--"

"I't's none of your business!" Nathan cried.

"Ch, yes, it is entirely nmy business! It would be my business if |

just led the host here--if you weren't ny brother and if | wasn't to be
Archangel. As it is, | have triple the responsibility for seeing that
divine law is not transgressed. And | have the power to do it. | have
tried to be fair. | have tried to be understanding. | have not

forbi dden you to see her, which | could have done--which Ariel could
have done. Nathan, the laws were |laid down by Jovah hinsel f--"

"Then why did he break then?" Nathan asked fiercely. He ripped open

the front of his silk dress shirt to show the anber Kiss still faintly
illum nated, fading testinony to Magdal ena's effect on him "I was
taught--we were all taught--that this is Jovah's signal, that it calls
one |lover to another. Jovah makes the Kiss light, not ne! | cannot

control it! Answer that for nme, and then tell ne | amcontenplating a
sin. "

"I can't," CGabriel said, suddenly weary. H's own Kiss had betrayed
him he did not have any noral superiorities to fall back on here. "I
don't understand it. The ways of Jovah are not always clear to ne.
Take it up with Josiah. Perhaps he can answer you. But for now, |et
it go. Magdalena will be at the Eyrie for sone tinme. |If you choose to
return here while she is visiting, do so. But--be very, very

careful . "

Once nmore Gabriel turned his steps toward the upper quarters; once nore
he made no headway. This time it was Hannah who stopped him telling
himthat the nerchants were | eaving; he nust nake formal farewells. And
so he lost nore time in pointless, insincere rituals before he finally
made good his escape and clinmbed the two stories to Rachel's chanber.

Al the interruptions had served one good purpose: They had di ssi pated
his anger and left behind a weary puzzlenent. Cearly he would never
understand his bride. But this tinme he would ask her to explain
hersel f.

There was such a | ong pause between the ring of the door chine and the
invitation to enter that he thought she had not,

after all, taken refuge in her room But she was there. He opened the
door, stepped inside and shut the door behind him

She stood across the room as far away from himas possible, close to
the wall, but not backed up against it; no cowering for this girl. On
her face was the expression he had cone to know best--a m xture of
rebel | i ousness and stubbornness. She did not |ook sorry.

"I thought," he said in a voice much nilder than he had t hought, an
hour ago, he would be able to manage, "that | would give you a chance
to explain why you rejected ny wedding gift so forcefully."

Sone of the fight went out of her at this reasonabl e opening.
Qovi ously she had expected fury and was braced for it. She hunched one
shoul der. "I was not anticipating sonething |ike that," she said.



He cane a few steps farther into the room "A gift?" he said, alnopst
pl easantly. "O that particular type of gift?"

"Both. Either," she said. "y--you should have warned ne."
"Warned you?" he repeated. "l thought it would give you pleasure."
"Well, it didn't!"

"That was plain to everyone in the room"
She was silent.

He strolled forward again. She held her ground, although he could tel
she wanted to nove away by as many steps as he advanced. "So tell ne,"
he invited, "is this an Edori prohibition? No jewelry? No bracelets?
Is it the gold you dislike, or the sapphire pattern--or the fact that

it cones fromme?" The [ast few words were spoken sharply. She w nced
very slightly.

"No, |-Thank you, | suppose, for the gift, the idea of the gift. I1'm
sure it was very thoughtful, but I--you see, | don't care for
bracelets."

"Why not ?"

"Because. If it's inportant that | wear sonmething with this--crest on

it, or what have you--then maybe a hair conb, or a neckl ace or
something ..."

Her speech had grown increasingly disjointed the closer he canme, and
now he stood just inches away. He had to give her credit; she didn't
break and run for it, much as he knew she wanted to.



"Why not a bracel et ?"
"Because |--"
"Why not a bracel et ?"

"Gabriel, don't," she said, suddenly so serious that it pulled himup
short. "Please. Let it go."

He took her hand, which surprised her. She fought to free it, which
surprised him He held on. "You have too many secrets,"” he said, his
voice gentle. "Howw Il | ever know what you |ike and what you don't
like and why, if you won't tell ne? Because it seens that a sinple
bracelet--"

"A sinmple bracelet!" Abruptly, again, she was roused to fury. Wth
her free hand, she stripped the buttons fromthe other cuff of her
bl ouse and jerked the sleeve up toward her elbow. "I wore sinple

bracel ets every day of ny life for five years, and | cannot bear the
touch of anything on ny wists now-"

She woul d have wrenched away on the words, but he automatically
tightened his hold. He felt sick to his stonach. The bare wist bore
a ring of thick and reddened scar tissue four or five inches w de, from
the heel of the hand partway up the forearm Over the knobby bones of
her wist, the tissue was ridged in places, thicker than the rest,
rubbed nore often by the heavy nmetal of the shackle. Her armwas so
thin that the back of her hand was al so scarred, although not as

deeply, by the iron falling forward on her arm

He held out his free hand. "Let nme see the other one."
Again she tried to twi st away. Her voice sounded unexpectedly shy. "It
| ooks like this one. Gabriel, let ne go."

Even under these circunstances, it gave himan odd pl easure to hear her
speak his nanme, sonething she rarely did. He shook his head. "I want
to see it.”

She hesitated, then surrendered her hand. He undid the buttons and
gently pulled the fabric away. Again, the deep band of scar tissue,
nmostly an ugly, shiny pink, broken in places by tough white lines. He
turned it front to back to see it fromall sides. This tine, when she
squirmed to get free, he rel eased her

Finally he raised his eyes to her face. H's own expression, he knew,
nmust be painfully sonmber. "lI'msorry,"” he said. "I had no idea."

She gave the ghost of a |laugh and busied herself with rebuttoning the
sl eeves. "Wy woul d you?"

"Way didn't you tell ne?"

She glanced at him started to speak, and | ooked away. She
shrugged--not to signify that she didn't know, but that it was
i mpossi bl e to expl ain.

"What other scars do you bear?"

"None |ike those," she said.



"Tel | me.

"Gabriel, what does it matter? You hate to be reminded that | was a
sl ave--oh, don't bother denying it, you can't hide how nuch you hate

it--well, |I hate to think of it, too. | hate it. That part of ny life
is over. | don't want to talk about it now |'msorry about the
bracelets. But I--1 really can't wear them™

"No, of course not," he responded absently. She had taken the
opportunity, in the exchange of hands and the refastening of her cuffs,
to nove away fromhim She straightened her bl ouse and took another
small step. He turned to mark her progress. "But this isn't about the
bracel ets anynore. | should have known before this. | should have
known a I ot of things about you that | don't know. There are too many
secrets in your life."

"How can you say that? You know where | have spent every year of ny
exi stence." But she did not |ook at hi mwhen she spoke. She had
stopped before a small gilt mrror on the wall, to nmake mnute
adjustrments to her collar.

"I don't know what happened to your village when you were--what, seven?
| don't know what destroyed it."

Now she inspected her reflection for signs of damage to her coiffure.
"I was so young," she said. "l have very few nmenories of the tine
before I lived with the Edori."

"My nother died when | was five," he said slowy, "and | remenber that
very clearly. | think you recall what happened to your village."

She net his eyes in the mrror. Her own were very dark. "I
renmenber - - peopl e shrieking. | remenber fire. | remenber noises, for
things I couldn't even put a nanme to. Like rocks falling, trees
falling. Now Il think it nust have been the houses thensel ves

col I apsing. W knows what caused all that? Maybe |I've chosen not to
remenber. "

It was a partial answer, but he did not think she would tell him nore.
"And the Edori found you--how?"

She noved away fromthe glass, restless, circling the roomslowy. "I
was alone on a road. | don't renenber where. Away fromthe village.
don't know how many days | had travel ed.



don't remenber what | ate or drank. | know | had been running.
Crying. Having nightmares. The Edori found nme one day when | was

hal f -starved, half-dead, and they took me in. At first | was afraid of
them And then | grewto |ove them"

"And when the Jansai canme?"

She took a quick, deep breath. "Wy nust |I recount for you all the
horrors of my life?" she demanded. "You can inmagine that one for
yourself. If you think these are secrets, you have a poor idea of what

secrets are. These are just bad nenories, and | do not wi sh to discuss
them™

"Al'l right," he said. "But I think this one does qualify as a secret.
You hate Raphael. Tell ne why."

He had surprised her, but like a hunted aninmal, she had protective
coloration. In her case, it was disdain. "Hate him" she said. "I
never spoke to himin nmy life until yesterday."

"Don't lie to me," he said sharply.

"If I chose to," she said icily, "Il would lie to you every tine |
opened ny nouth. As it happens, | have always told you the truth."

"Maybe," he admitted in an angry tone. "You are clever enough to word
things into half-truths. So maybe it's true that you never spoke to
Raphael until yesterday. But you hate him | want to know why."
"I"'mnot particularly fond of any angel," she said. "And | suppose you

can't figure that out on your own?"

He held onto his tenper; she was being deliberately provoking.

"You don't trust ne,’
act the same. But--"

he said. "You think all angels believe the saneg,

"But if | choose to dislike Raphael, that is ny business," she

interrupted. "I grew up in the Caitanas, and spent mpost of my life
wanderi ng through Jordana. None of this gave ne a high opinion of the
Archangel . You don't have to try and pry reasons out of ne. You're

none too crazy about himyourself, but I don't see you announcing t hat
fact fromthe nmountaintop.”

As a defense, the sudden attack was very effective. He stiffened,
renmenbering the conversation he'd just had with the | eader of W ndy

Point. "You're right--1 have had ny share of differences with
Raphael ," he said. "Sonmetines | think..." He let the words trai

of f.

"Thi nk what ?"

He shook his head. "That | should be nore wary of him

That he is--a dangerous man, maybe. | don't know. But that makes it

all the nmore inportant," he added, suddenly roundi ng on her again,
"that you should tell me anything you know to his discredit."

"He's cruel to his wfe," she said.



"What makes you think that?"
She shrugged. "Because it's true."
"You were unexpectedly friendly to the angelica.”

"I felt sorry for her. Soneone who has had a worse life than |
have. "

He smiled faintly; few people would have cone to that conclusion. "Wy
isit," he said, "you are always drawn to the powerless? You are
positively kind to the servants and the downtrodden and to nistreated
wi ves, although in general you are a fractious and contrary wonan."

"I"'mdrawn to the powerless because | have an innate distaste for the
powerful ," was the i medi ate response. "Fellow feeling, | suppose.”
Now he gave a soft |augh. "You,"
never powerless or downtrodden."

he said, "in your worst nonent, were

She dropped hima quick curtsey. "Thank you, angelo. | take that as a
conpliment."

"And so it was neant." He hesitated; he had not felt so in charity
with his bride since the hour they net. "You lump ne in with the hated
ruling classes, | know," he said slowy, "but still, we could dea
better together than we do. M fault, | know, for things that

happened, at |east at the begi nning--"

"Actually, if it's any confort to you, | think you' re the best of the

lot," she said. Her voice held its customary nocki ng edge, but he

t hought she night be sincere. "You don't abuse your power, at any
rate. You actually seemto have sone desire to do good in the world,

t hough you'd rather do it froma distance, | think. And of course you

have other faul ts--"

"Arrogance," he said with a faint snile

"No, | don't think that's it," she said thoughtfully. "I think it's

i npatience. A sort of broad irritation that not everybody el se thinks
exactly the way you do--when your way is clearly right."

He was irrationally pleased--and, at the sane time, un-nerved--that
someone who knew himso little could so perfectly describe him In
return he gave her a playful bow "Thank you for the kind words,"” he
said. "l amgreatly noved."



She actually | aughed. "Consider it your wedding gift," she said. "I

didn't think to prepare anything el se.™

He felt the smile come hack to his own face. "I have two nore gifts
for you," he said. "One of which you will like, and one which you
m ght not."

She was instantly on guard. "Wat are they?" she asked.

"First the one you might dislike. Actually, it is not so nuch a gift
to you as a problemfor nme." He glanced over at her; her face was
conpl etely inpassive. "l know you disagree with the sentinent behind
it, but try to understand. Nathan and Magdal ena--"

"I'f you're expecting ne to find a husband for Magdal ena--"

"No, no. Nothing Iike that. |It's just that Nathan has contracted to
spend a month in a Manadavvi compound very close to Monteverde. Ariel
wi shed to send Maga here to keep her away from Nathan. | agreed, and
we presented the idea to Maga as a--well, as a chance to do ne a favor,
do you a favor, telling her that you hadn't nmade many friends anong the
angel s here, and perhaps she could win you over. And in fact," he
added, "I really do think you would |ike her. She's very

sweet -tenpered. Eager to please. Thoughtful, kind--all the things you
admire."”

"I"'msurprised you didn't realize," Rachel said evenly, "that |'m nuch
nore likely to abet her in neeting Nathan secretly than to try to
convi nce her that she should give himup."

"I realized it," he said. "But my options were linted."

She opened her nouth, hesitated, then spread her hands hel pl essly.
"What is it you want ne to do with her?"

"Just be nice to her. If it'll nake it easier, consider her one of the
poor unfortunates that you're so fond of. Teach her how to weave.
Practice songs together.” He couldn't believe he said it. hastily he

added, "Visit Velora for fun."
"I can't get to Velora," she replied.

He had turned toward the door and, as she spoke, was hal fway across the
room He stopped with his hand on the knob, and smled at her. "Ch
yes, you can," he said. "That's ny |ast wedding present to you. A way
of f the nountain.”

Two weeks later, Rachel sat with Magdal ena in a sunny Vel ora pastry
shop and thought that life was really very good.

True, it was nearly the heart of winter now, and even at sea level, the
air was too chilly to travel wthout a cl oak, but she had survived cold
weat her before. Everything el se was marvel ous. After a solid week of
m serabl e, rainy weather, the sun had broken free of the clinging

cl ouds and bl azed down upon themwith a sort of lunatic delight.

Magdal ena had proved to be the nost agreeable person she'd net in the
past five years, inpossible to dislike, touched with a tentative charm
that instantly breached Rachel's outer defenses. And she was off the
nount ai n.



Gabriel's last weddi ng present had been, by fat, his best. He had nmade
her wait until every last guest had left the Eyrie, then taken her to
Matt hew s work chanmber to collect the Edori |eather worker. Toget her,
the three of them had wound t hrough the | ower tunnels of the conpound,
toward the farthernost storage chambers, where nobody ever went.

"The first week you were here, | remenbered this," Gabriel had said
over his shoulder to Rachel. "O renenbered hearing about it. | don't
t hi nk anybody's used it for a hundred years. Since Isaiah |ed the host
here at the Eyrie, and his daughter had the sane probl emyou have."

"Hei ght - si ckness, " Matthew mur nmur ed.

"Whatever. So he had this built. Chipped out of the rock in



the nost | aborious fashion. It took nore than a year, so the
histories say. Personally, | find the whole thing a little creepy.
can't stand to be in places that are so closed in."

What |saiah had built for his daughter was a small wooden cage that
used a conpl ex system of weights and pulleys to travel up and down a
narrow shaft cut into the nmountain itself. A door at the base of the
mountai n (1 ong ago grown over with vines and shrubbery) allowed the
descendi ng passenger to exit; a simlar door opened onto the bottom
tier of the Eyrie tunnels. The shaft had been cunningly designed wth
ventilation holes to provide adequate fresh air. An energency

bell -cord had been installed in the car, attached to a chine at the
upper level, in case the car becanme stuck in transit.

Many of the ropes and wires which had hoisted the car through its
vertical tunnel had rotted or worn away in a century of disuse, but
Mat t hew had pai nstakingly replaced or repaired themall. The |eather
craftsman, it seemed, had the usual Edori tinkering skills as well as a
fascination with anything that noved. The angel and the Edori had
repeatedly tested the resurrected lift before allowi ng Rachel to ride
init.

"These are the rules," Gabriel had said. "You always tell soneone
you' re taking the cage down, and you always ring the bell before you
get in the cage to conme up. | cannot conceive of any nore horrifying
end than to be trapped in sone little box deep in the heart of a
mountain. |If you don't observe these rules, | swear to you, I'll have
Matt hew cut the cords and never let you get in the cage again."

She woul d have liked to flout his rules, but the idea of freedom was
too precious; besides, she had to adnit that the prospect of being
stuck for hours in the stone shaft was far fromattractive. So she
readily agreed to both conditions. They watched her nake a trial run
and she was secretly relieved on two counts. The |evered weights were
easy enough for her to nanage, and pi ped gaslight down the | ength of
the shaft provided conforting illum nation

And then the door at the bottom of the nountain opened and she was on
firm solid ground, and she was free. The only reason she canme back up
so qui ckly was because she did not want to give Gabriel any reason to
rescind this nost wonderful of privileges. Wen she stepped fromthe
car back in the Eyrie, she could have hugged her husband in gratitude.
She refrained.

But she knew she was gl owi ng, anyway, as incandescent as the gaslight

throwi ng an eternal ninbus against the rosy nountain walls. "Thank
you, thank you, thank you," she excl ai ned, the words dancing out of her
nmout h, her feet dancing across the stone floor. "This is the best

thing you could ever have done for ne. And she had been surprised by
the wi stful ness that had nomentarily crossed Gabriel's face. Was he
sorry that he hadn't given her this gift sooner, or sad for her that
her joys were so few? It scarcely mattered; she didn't care at all
She could get off the nmountain. She was a prisoner no nore

Magdal ene, the third wedding gift, had proved to be al nost as
wonderful. As Gabriel had said, it was inpossible to dislike the
Mont ever de angel, although Rachel had been willing to try.

Magdal ene had cone to her late the day of the ill-bred breakfast, and
even her manner of chiming the door had been unobtrusive. Rachel |et



her in but did not invite her to sit down.

"I think you' ve been kept here under fal se pretenses," Rachel said
wi t hout preanmble. "They told you | needed a friend, but they really
wanted a way to keep you away from Nat han."

"I know," Magdal ene said gently. "But | too was |ooking for a way to
keep away from Nat han."

Rachel stared at her. "Don't you want to be with hin?" she demanded.
"When you're together, you look as if you're in love."

Magdal ena gave her a sweet smile. "I am W are. | scarcely renenber
atime | wasn't in love with Nathan."

Rachel made a broad gesture. "Then--"

"If I can't have him it is easier not to be near him" The ange
stepped slowy around the room and began to inspect it. \Wen she spoke
agai n, she had changed the subject. "It's so surprising,"” she said.
"I'"ve seen this roombefore, and it's always | ooked exactly like this.
Sane tapestry on the wall, same furniture. Haven't you brought in

anyt hi ng of your own?"

"I didn't have anything when | canme here," Rachel said evenly. "I had
nothing to bring except guilt gifts fromLord Jethro."

"W shoul d go shopping, then. Down to the Velora bazaars. What kinds
of things do you like? They have al nost everything there."

Intrigued, Rachel thought about that. "I don't know ... The



Edori traveled so nuch, we didn't have many things. Decorative
things, that is. Everything we carried fromplace to place was useful
in some way."

"How strange. M whole life |I've been surrounded by beautiful, useless
objects--gifts, nostly. People are always giving angels gifts. Ariel

| oves them The nore delicate and ornamental a thing is, the nore she
loves it. Wich is also strange, because for the nost part, she's an
extraordinarily practical person.”

"She nust |ike Lum naux, then."
"Her favorite place in the world. Al that glass and crystal."

"I like colors," Rachel decided. "Maybe all Edori do. Bright

weavi ngs, and enbroi dered head scarves, and bl ankets dyed red and bl ue
and purple. Color is the only way to make practical things
beautiful ."

"W will have a wonderful tinme in Velora," Magdal ena said solemly.
Rachel |aughed. "But what do | buy with?" she asked. "I have nothing
to barter. 1In Senorrah, everything was bought and paid for with gold.
But here--"

"Velora and the Eyrie have a credit agreenent," Magdal ena said. "Many
of the cities have such arrangenents wi th the angels.

You just show your bracel ets--" She stopped abruptly.

"Ah, yes, ny bracelets,” Rachel said dryly.

Magdal ena did not ask questions. "Well, could you carry themw th you
if you don't feel you can wear thenP" she asked. "Put one in your
pocket or sonethi ng?"

Rachel considered. "Well, | could... But how do I know how much 1've
spent if I'mnot using gold or bartered goods? What if | spend too
much?"

Magdal ena | aughed. "The Eyrie is rich beyond the dreans of Senorrah,"
she inforned the angelica. "You could not possibly spend too much on a
few dresses and a couple of itens for your walls."

Unlimted wealth, a choice market and a conpani on who seenmed to have no
concept of economy. Despite her innate caution, Rachel felt a certain
anticipation rising. "Let's go, then," she said recklessly. "Down to
Vel ora. Tonorrow norning."

They spent the better part of the next three days in the small, el egant
city at the foot of the Velo Muntains. Mgdal ena would not | et Rache
buy anything the first day.

"You don't even know what you want yet," the angel said. She sounded
serious, but Rachel suspected she was inwardly |aughing; surely the act

of purchasing could not be this conplex. "You nust |ook at everything
first, and then go back to the things you thought you liked, and make
sure you still Iike them And then you nust | ook at everything that

you didn't |ike and make sure you didn't overl ook any good qualities.
And then you nust make sure nothing new cane in overnight that you



m ght |ike better than everything el se.™

But the ritual was enjoyabl e nonethel ess. The bazaar stalls were ful
of exotic items, frompottery to jewelry to gloves, and Rachel found
hersel f savoring every |ast piece of nerchandise, holding jewels up to
her ears, trying scarves around her head, stepping into and out of pair
after pair of hand-sewn shoes. Velora could not conpare to Lum naux,
of course, and even Senorrah had a greater range of wares available in
its open-air markets, but it had been so | ong since Rachel had the
chance to squander any noney on herself that the experience seened

al nost sinfully [uxurious.

The second day they went back to buy. Magdal ena had instructed Rache
on how to bargain with the petty merchants ("Because they overprice
everything, particularly when they think they're selling to the ange
hol ds. "), and Rachel entered into the haggling process with zest. Three
of the shopkeepers congratul ated her, once the transacti on was

conpl eted, on her tenacity and skill. She |aughed, and gathered up her
goods.

She did not bargain at all as she bought apricot silk at a small booth
on the edge of town, run by a thin, nervous, teenaged girl. Magdal ena
scol ded her once they were out of earshot, but Rachel shrugged.

"She | ooked hungry."

"But still! You could have brought that price down by half and she
woul d have eaten well for three days--"

"I"m going back tonorrow to buy the blue silk as well." \When the spree
was ended, Rachel had bought enough cl othes and furnishings to
transform hersel f and her room \Weks ago she had noticed how the
close-fitting | eathers gave the angels nuch greater freedom of novenent
than the full-skirted gowns she had al ways worn, so she had bought--and
conmi ssi oned--several woolen outfits that approximated the vests,
shirts and



trousers that even the wonen angels wore. That meant she al so needed
boots to tuck the trousers into, and shawls to dress up the plain
patterns, and scarves with which to tie back her hair.

For her room she bought rugs, wall hangings, potted plants, an etched
mrror in an ornate wooden frame, a small maple table with a
checkerboard inlay of onyx and pearl, a silver hairbrush, and five
enbroi dered pillows. Mst of these itens had been delivered to the
haul ing platformat the edge of the nountain which was used to hoi st
bul k goods up to the Eyrie. She did wonder fromtine to tinme how
Gabriel would feel about her headl ong plunge into pure hedoni sm but
she could not ask him He was, of course, gone again. He was usually
gone.

The shopping was curtailed by a spell of cold, wet weather, so Rache
and the angel stayed in for several days. These hours passed agreeably

as well. Magdal ena taught Rachel the intricate board ganes that she
had seen some of the affluent Senorrans play (and | ose huge anounts of
nmoney on, though she and Maga did not ganble). In return, Rache

taught her sonme of the rudimentary weaving skills that had earned her
such fame anmong the Manderras.

And they each spent sone tine, separately, in the recita
chanber s- - Magdal ena, no doubt, to rehearse, and Rachel to listen to
recordi ngs. Magdal ena al so signed up for several one-hour harnonic
shifts, and sang duets with three or four of the Eyrie angels during
those rainy days. She had a pure, wistful alto; her voice was not as
strong as her sister's, but sweet in tone and absolutely true. Rache
liked to listen to her. O rmaybe she just |iked Maga.

She was not the only one. The Mnteverde angel was a universa

favorite with the Eyrie residents, and while she was in Magdal ena's
conpany, Rachel could count on continuous brief visits fromnortals and
other angels. After the first day or twd, she stopped glowering at the
visitors and just ignored themwhile they talked to Maga. Mbdst of them
returned the favor.

The only person, as far as Rachel could tell, who did not I|ike
Magdal ena was Hannah. This had beconme evident on the first day that
Maga was there, when the ol der woman joi ned them for breakfast.

"I understand you're staying with us for a few weeks," Hannah had said
in her usual neasured tones.

"Yes--a nmonth or so," Magdal ena replied.

"You realize of course that we'll expect you to sing sone of the
har moni cs while you're here.™

"Certainly. 1'mlooking forward to it."

And Hannah had not said another word to the angel except to adnonish
her sharply not to dip her sleeve in the mlk. Rachel had observed al
this in surprise, since Hannah--although not especially warmhad al ways
been kind to everyone Rachel had seen her with before.

It was late in the second week, during a rainstormthat had turned,
messily, to snow, that Rachel asked Magdal ena for an expl anation. They
had just returned fromtrying out Rachel's new boots in the snow that
had fallen on the plateau, and Hannah had severely criticized them for



tracking in water.

"I'"ve never heard her speak to anyone the way she does to you," Rache

sai d, once they were ensconced in her room "Doesn't she |like you?
t hought Hannah |iked everyone. | thought everyone |iked you."

Maga was toweling her thick, short hair. "She used to |ike ne. But
this whol e business with Nathan." She shrugged and fol ded up the
towel. "She thinks it's all my fault, | suppose.”

"But why does she care? More than anyone else, | nean."

"Because Nat han's her son."

Rachel stared. "Her son? But | thought he and Gabriel were
br ot hers--"

"Half brothers. It's rare that you'll find full-blooded siblings anong
t he angel s. "

"You and Ariel?"
Maga shook her head. "Onh, no. You don't know that story?"
"No one talks to me. | don't know any of the gossip."

"No one talks to you because you're extrenely unfriendly," Maga
retorted.

Rachel grinned. "I don't care nmuch for angels, as a rule." "You
married one."

"Duress."
"And you seemto like me well enough.”

"Everybody likes you. Tell me your story."

"Well, ny father was an angel, and he was nmarried to Ariel's nother
and she was born. Shortly after that, a young worman cane through
Mont everde and drew nmy father's attention. Well, she drew the

attention of several of the nmen at the hold. She was one of the
angel - seekers, and she'd been to Wndy Point--"



"Wait a minute. Angel-seeker? Wat's that?"

"A woman who seduces angels in hopes of bearing an angel child and thus
bei ng accepted into the hold."

Rachel 's eyes grew big. "You nean, that's her goal? Her purpose for
loving a man? Are there many wonen |ike that?"

"Ch, yes. Haven't you noticed themin Velora? 1'Il point themout to
you next tinme we go."

"So they seduce angels and--then what? |If they have an ange
child--"

"Then they can choose to raise the child in the hold, and live there as
long as they like. Angel babies are rare and precious, you understand.
A woman who bears one gains a certain status for life. [It's a ganble,
of course, because so few wonen do have cherub children."

"And what happens if her children are nortal ?"

Maga shrugged. "It depends on the woman. Somnetines she raises them
Soneti mes she abandons them There are a lot of stray children in

Mont everde. And Velora is overrun with them Surely you've seen them
in Velora. Sonme of them becone alnobst feral--street children, with no
one to care for them but each other. There are even nore in Breven and
the other Jansai cities. That's where a |ot of the angel -seekers end
up, because the Jansai cater to wonen with--certain noral standards."

Rachel was shocked to the core. "How can a nother abandon her chil d?
Just | eave the baby on a street corner somewhere--"

"Or in afield or a cave or a wagon by sone roadway. |It's gruesone, |
know. To these wonen, children are a liability. Mortal children
anyway. \When you're around angel s | ong enough, you'll come to expect

it--the sight of these lost children who woul d have had such different
lives if they'd been born angelic."

Rachel felt physically ill. "I can't imagine-Anong Edori, children are
val ued above everything," she said. "You would sell yourself into
slavery before you would pernmit harmto conme to your child. W don't
believe in allowi ng ourselves to have children unless we are able and
willing to care for them To have one on a ganble, on a chance, for
some ot her purpose than to love the child for itself--"

"You are appalled, | know, but to ne the chance seems worth it," Maga
said seriously. "You see, | know how few angel s there are, and how
worried the host | eaders become when baby after baby is born nortal
There is such rejoicing when a new angel enters the world. They say
even Jovah dances. | don't believe the nortal children should be
abandoned, but | cannot bl ame anyone for trying to sire--or bear--an
angel . "

Rachel shook her head, still anmazed and disturbed, but clearly she and
Magdal ena woul d never agree on this subject.

" So- -your nother,"
"She was one of these--angel -seekers ..

she said, her voice sounding a little strained.

Maga nodded. "And she canme to Monteverde. Ariel had just been born



and ny father was feeling proud of hinself, confident that he could
sire another angel. So when ny nother approached him he was eager
enough to sleep with her, and within a few weeks it was clear that she
was pregnhant. He was delighted. She should have been delighted, too,
but neanwhile she'd fallen in love with another man--a nortal nan,
nmean, a Jansai--and she wanted to | eave Monteverde and go off with him
My father refused to let her go. So they left anyway, in the mddle of
the night."

Magdal ena paused, resettling herself on the pillows next to Rachel
"And they were gone," she said sinply. "No one could find them M
father searched for the next year. He went to Breven, he went to

Lum naux; he had portraits of her sent to every hold and city. No one
had seen her, no one knew what had happened to the baby. He finally
st opped sear chi ng.

"Then, one day a few years later, he was on a routine search flight
over Gaza and he saw a plague flag over a rocky area where he knew
there were no villages. He cane down and found a little canp--a tent,
a hut, a fewrabbits in a hutch. The Jansai nan was dead. M nother
was dying. | was lying in the hut, crying and hungry but not sick
Angel s rarely succunb to plague, for some reason. M father brought ne
back to Monteverde, and that's where |'ve been ever since.”

Rachel was fascinated. "Do you renenber any of it?" Maga shook her
head. "Nothing. Ariel's nother once showed ne one of ny nother's
portraits, but | didn't renenber the face. | don't remenber anything
but Monteverde. | wonder about her, though."

"What do you wonder ?"

"Why she did what she did. |It's alnost incredible.

nmean- - angel - seekers, that's what they live for, to bear an angel child.
And she--first, she left w thout knowi ng what kind of child she

woul d bear. And then, when she had ne--when she coul d have taken ne

to any hold in Samaria and been wel comed for my sake--still she chose
to hide me, to live as far fromangels as possible, to be with the
nortal she loved rather than with ny father. 1've never heard of

anyone el se who did such a thing."

"She | oved him" Rachel said softly. "She dared everything for
| ove."

"She coul d have given nme up to ny father and still lived with that
Jansai man," Maga said. "She didn't have to hide the way she did."

"She | oved you, too," Rachel said. "She couldn't give you up
either."”
"Maybe. |'d like to think so, but--"

"There's no ot her explanation."

"And then |'ve always wondered. The plague flag. Did they really hope
an angel would come in time to save them? O --"

Rachel shook her head. "She raised it for you. So an angel would cone
down and find you. She knew she was dying and she could not |eave you
al one. But she wouldn't give you up till the very last nonent."



"Maybe, " Maga said again, her sweet voice wistful. "I would like to
bel i eve she | oved ne that nuch--"

"You have to believe it."

"The funny thing is, | sometinmes think ny father |loved her till he
died. He didn't talk about her, and if | asked, he would curse her

but he kept a portrait of her in his room | sawit there once when
was a little girl, and it was still there the day after he died. |
know, because | was the one who cleared his roomout and bundl ed up his
clothes. And sonmetines | think--1 wonder if naybe they weren't true

| overs--you know, intended by Jovah."

n W]y?"

"Well, sonething he said made nme think that when he nmet her, his Kiss
flared. You know'--and here Maga's voice was edged with sarcasm-"the
great sign fromthe god that |overs have met. Because he told ne, a
few days before he died, never to trust the Kiss, that it only led to

sorrow. | had nmet Nathan by then, of course, but we were stil
young- - fri ends--not hi ng had happened between us. The first tine Nathan
ki ssed ny nouth--and the crystal on ny armcane to life--1 renenbered

what ny father had said. And | realized he was right."

Rachel frowned. They were half-sitting, half-lying on the fl oor am dst
Rachel 's new pillows, on top of her new rug, and it rem nded her very
much of sitting around an Edori canpfire talking late into the night.
She stretched out on her stomach, still frowning.

"At ny wedding," she said slowy, "the oracle Josiah talked to ne a
little about this. The reason the Kiss lights in someone's arm He
said that Yovah is not so nuch interested in true | ove as--bloodlines.
The children that two people mght bear if they are brought

t oget her . "

"Breeding," Maga said with a slight smle. "l've heard this argument
before. "

"So then if your parents were brought together by the Kissand Nat han's
parents were brought together by the Kiss--"

"Were they? | didn't know that."

"Ch, yes. Hannah told ne that the first day | was here. So that neans
Yovah united each of your parents specifically so you could be born

And if you and Nat han have been brought together by the Kiss--"

"I think, rather, the intensity of our |ove has caused the Kiss to
light in each of our bodies," Maga said. "Because angels are forbidden
to intermarry, and Jovah was the one to lay down that prohibition."
"Because of the nonster children?”

"Ri ght."

"Hannah called themlucifers."

Maga snmiled a little. "That is the termfor it anong the

Man- adavvi --the term for anything dreadful and perverted. To them
even a rainstormthat goes on too long can be called a lucifer, because



it is agood thing turned to evil purposes.”

"Hhm  Anong the Edori, the word 'lucifer' means a false light.
Certain insects at night give off a glow that |ooks |ike

candl elight--they are called lucifers. Sone swanmp woods can burn, if
you use themto build a fire, but only for a few m nutes. They are
called lucifers as well. And the Jansai--they have learned to build
tent fires near Edori canping grounds, knowi ng the Edori will comne
seeking fell owshi p--and those fires are called lucifers, too."

Maga sniled again. "The word really comes fromthe tine of the
foundi ng of Samaria," she said. "After Jovah brought us here and
settled us into the three provinces, and divided everyone up into nen,
angel s and oracles, he withdrew i nto heaven to

wat ch over us. And there was peace for a generation. But as the

sons and daughters of the first settlers grew to adul thood, they began
clanmoring to see the face of Jovah for thensel ves.

"At that time, the Archangel was a man nanmed Lucifer--he had succeeded
Uriel, who was now dead. To quiet the people, Lucifer said he would
fly to the heavens and visit Jovah, asking himto return to earth. And
he took off fromthe Plain of Sharon and he was gone three days, and no
one saw himreturn. But on the third day, he reappeared on the Plain,
and beside himwas a great figure of a nman, wapped head to toe in
glowing white cloth edged with gold. There were crowds of people

gat hered on the Plain, and they shouted out glorias when they saw
Lucifer return with the god. And they crowded forward to touch the
god, and beg for his blessing and ask to be heal ed by his hand.

"Now this went on for days and days, with people fromall over Samaria
maki ng pilgrinages to the Plain of Sharon to personally touch the foot
of the god. And Lucifer began to grow jeal ous, because no one was
honoring himanynore--all the attention was going to Jovah. Finally,
he grew so enraged that he ripped the white cloths from Jovah's
face--to reveal, not the god at all, but a poor giant half-wit that he
hi nsel f had dressed up for the role. And so the word 'lucifer' has
cone, at |east anong angels, to mean anyone who betrays a sacred
trust--who pretends to bring you |l ove, for instance, and brings you

di shonor instead."

"\What happened to the Archangel ?"

"He was banished. | don't know where. There is no nention of him
anywhere else in the histories."

"And what happened to the hal f-wt?"

"Stormed by the crowd and bl udgeoned to death."”
" Maga! "

"Well, you asked."

"I don't think I'lIl ask you for any nore stories," Rachel exclained.
"Everything you tell ne has a sorry end.”

Magdal ena was | aughing. "l apologize. How can | make everything right
agai n?"

Rachel sighed. "Bring back the sunshine. | hate this awful cold and



snow. '

Magdal ena came to her feet. "All right. The snow wll be gone by
nightfall. Tonmorrow we'll go into Vel ora again.”

"What are you doi ng?"

"I"'mgoing to go aloft and pray for a weather intercession. W'IIl have
sun in the norning."

"Pray for-Can you really do that?"

Maga | aughed again. "O course | can. Wather is the easiest thing
for an angel to control. Want to cone with ne?"

"Flying? | don't think so."
"Al'l right. 1'll only be gone an hour or so."

And she |l eft the chamber. Sure enough, late that evening, the snow
stopped falling; the clouds drifted apart; the stars appeared fiercely
whi t e agai nst the absol ute bl ackness of the night sky.

When Hannah remarked at dinner that the air seenmed much warmer than it
had that norning, both Rachel and Magdal ena thought it prudent not to
expl ai n why.

And the next day they were back in Vel ora again.

It was too cold to shop for long at the outdoor bazaars, so Rachel and
Magdal ena had taken refuge at a pastry shop, where they drank hot

spi ced wi ne and ni bbled on cheese rolls. Rachel had seated hersel f by
the wi ndow. "Sunshine, sunshine, sunshine," she chanted. "I think
["Il just sit here all day."

"Eating cake and getting fat and |lazy," Maga agreed.
"Sounds good to ne."

"Sounds good to me, too," said a man's voi ce behind them They both
| ooked around quickly to see the slim graceful formof the ange
ohadi ah thrown into high detail by the angle of the sun. He had
entered the shop and cone to their table without either of them
noticing. "Can | sit with you and put on a few pounds?"

"OfF course," Maga said. Rachel merely |ooked surly. Obadiah pulled up
one of the metal chairs--like the Eyrie chairs, carefully designed to
accommmodat e angel s--and graceful ly di sposed his w ngs over the back. He
gave them both a seraphic snile

"Lovely weat her, for a change,"”
ef ficacy of your prayers."”

he said. "I conpliment you on the

Maga choked back a | augh. "Wwhat nakes you think--"

"I can scent an intercession unerringly, lovely. | was on the point of
going aloft nyself, when | noticed a distinct inprovenent in the
tenperature last night. And if, as | believe, it was the angelica's

i dea, | conplinment her as well."






"Not my idea," Rachel said. "I didn't even know it could be done."

"Well, it's not supposed to be," Obadiah said thoughtfully. He raised
a hand to signal to the shopkeeper for service. "Gabriel gets very
testy when angel s mi suse power for personal confort. But then, al npst
everything makes Gabriel testy. |If we all conformed to his standards,
we would sit nute and notionless inside the Eyrie, thinking only pure
t hought s. "

Rachel could not stifle a giggle. Obadiah slanted her a sideways | ook

and then grinned at Magdal ena. "So she does laugh,” he said to the
other angel. "I confess, | have never even seen her smile in the weeks
she has been at the Eyrie. |1 was beginning to wonder if she hated us
all.”

"She likes me," Maga said serenely.
"Everybody does."

The shopkeeper brought wine and rolls to Cbadi ah, who flashed his
bracelet in lieu of payment. The man nodded and left.

"You mustn't be misled by our forbidding, disdainful appearances,"”
ohadi ah conti nued, addressing Rachel this tine. "You think angels live
such fabul ous lives, perform ng good deeds and conmmuning with the
god--lives to which poor, unworthy nortals could not even aspire--but I
assure you it is not all rapture and glory."

"I never thought it was," Rachel said dryly.

"I, for instance, was called away three days ago when a traveler to
Vel ora said he'd seen a plague flag hoi sted over a homestead fifty
mles fromhere. You recall the weather, of course--Mgdal ena had not
yet charned the snow clouds from our gl oony skies--so there | was,
darting past the flakes and even beginning to feel a bit chilled as |
flew west for an hour. | spotted the flag, found the honestead--and
entered the house to find one robust wonan, a healthy man and half a
dozen farm children ganboling around the fireplace. Not a cough to be
heard, not a sore or lesion in sight.

"So | introduced nyself politely, inquired in the kindest of voices
about the presence of the plague flag, and received nothing but blank
stares fromthe lord and | ady of the household. Ah, but young Ezra,
who | ooked to be about ten years old, cane running in fromthe barn
saying, "ls he here? |Is the angel here?" | admt to feeling, at that
preci se nonent, a surge of msgiving."

Maga was | aughi ng openly. Even Rachel was amused by the |ight,
sardoni c tone of Obadiah's voice. He was fair-haired, open-faced,
slightly built. Though he told the tale as if it pained him the
| aught er behind his eyes was easy to read.

"The | ady of the house turned to young Ezra and excl ai med, "What have
you done? Surely you didn't call an angel down here to | ook for that
fool animal," and the lord of the house expressed his intention of
giving the boy a good sound whi pping. He strode off sonewhere,
presumably to find a nice sturdy piece of |leather. Ezra, neanwhile,
evaded his nother's hands and came running up to me, grabbed nme by ny
belt and began sobbing into nmy chest. "He's been gone for three
days--1 know he's going to freeze to death in all this snow. | can't



find himand |'ve | ooked everywhere.
"Let me guess--a dog," said Maga.

"A goat, if you please, a white goat with white horns, who was no doubt
destined to be slaughtered for dinner in a nonth's tinme, anyway."

"What did you do?"

"What could I do? | went out |ooking for the goat. | brought Ezra
with me so | could have an extra pair of eyes--at |least that's what |
told him Really | just wanted to postpone the whipping if | could. W
were out for three hours.”

"Did you find the goat?" Rachel asked.
"Ch, yes. Holed up under a fallen tree, all snug and confortable. And

if you don't think that was a pleasure,"” he added, "flying back four
mles with a ten-year-old boy under one armand a squirm ng goat under

the other, well, then, you have no inmgination."

Bot h worren | aughed al oud. (Obadi ah surveyed them benevolently. "So,"
he said to Rachel, "the next time you are overawed by your angelic
counterparts, remenber ne and the goat, and it will all whittle down to

t he proper perspective."
"Thank you, | will."

"Well, you're very kind," Magdal ena said. "I don't think Gabriel or
Nat han woul d have gone searching for a pet."

"No, sonehow it's always me who ends up with the bizarre or humiliating
assignments, " (Cbadiah agreed. "I renmenber, ny second or third tine
out, responding to a pilgrims petition--"

For the next hour, he entertained themw th stories of his
m sadventures. Rachel could not renmenber ever |aughing so hard.
Magdal ena contributed a few of her own stories, and even Rache



recounted a tale of an ill-fated Edori canpsite which had not, at the
time, been funny. It felt good to laugh, to renenber, to share. It
had been so long since she'd had friends.

It was Magdal ena who brought the session to an end. "But we came down
to buy thread and yarn for nmy weaving," she said. "Let's go |ook sone
nore."

ohadi ah acconpani ed them back to the bazaar, where they wandered

bet ween t he boot hs and were occasionally separated for a few nonents at
a tine. Rachel was by herself in front of a booth of gl assware when
she was approached by a frail, dark-haired girl who | ooked about seven
years ol d.
"Please, lady," the girl said, tugging at Rachel's sleeve. "M
brother's sick and he's awful hungry. Could you give me sonething--"

The pal e, paunchy man who owned the booth took a nenacing step forward.
"CGet out of here, you. Go on--get!"

Rachel laid a hand on the filthy, tangled hair. "l don't have any
money with me," she said gently. "Were is your brother?"
The girl pointed. In an alley off the main boul evard sat a huddl ed

bundl e of ragged cotton topped with a tousled dark head.

"He's been sick for two days and all he wants is some bread--"
"Let me go see him"

"Lady, do you want the glass?" the shop owner demanded.

"No," Rachel said over her shoul der, and followed the girl to her
brother's side. H's eyes were closed and his hands fol ded across his
stomach, and he nmpaned in a small voice as he rocked fromside to side.
He seened even nore enaci ated than his sister

"Does he have a fever? Wien's the last tinme he ate anything?" Rache
asked. She dropped to her knees to get a closer | ook

It was a tactical nistake. Soneone shoved her hard from behind; as she
toppled forward, the sick boy leapt to his feet, mracul ously
recovered. Hands yanked on the gold chain she had hung around her neck
that norning; ninble fingers untied the silk scarf fromher hair.

Bef ore she coul d regai n her bal ance, they had stripped her few val uable
items fromher and gone skipping down the street. She heard cries of
anger and outrage follow them as the brother and sister wove through
the throng and di sappeared.

She had not even tried to resist. The instant she'd recogni zed the
scam she had frozen, allowed themto take what they woul d.

OW as running footsteps hurried up from behind, she steadi ed herself
against the alley wall and pushed herself slowy to her feet.

"Rachel! Are you all right? What happened? Those children-!"
Magdal ena was the first to reach her, with Cbadi ah right behind.
Strangers formed a crowd behind the angels as she turned to face
t hem



"I didn't even see them \Wat did they | ook Iike?" Obadiah denanded.
"I mght be able to catch them"

Rachel shook her head. "I'mfine. Don't worry about ne. They just
took a couple of things."

Maga had already noticed the thefts. "Oh, your pretty gold neckl ace!
And your silk scarf. And--your belt with the gold disks--oh, Rachel
it took us three days to buy that belt!"

Rachel |aughed shakily. It was no very pleasant thing to be attacked,
even by children, and even though they left you quite unharmed. Seeing
her whole and relatively calm the gathered onl ookers began to

di sperse. "The belt and the necklace hardly matter," she said. "I
hope they can find sone nice little shop to pawmn themfor a few gold

pi eces. They | ooked hungry."

"And you | ooked |i ke easy prey, lovely," (Cbadiah said. "One of us
shoul d have been with you. I'msorry."

"It's disgraceful,"” Maga said. "That an angelica can't wal k safely
t hrough the streets of Velora--"

"It is disgraceful," Rachel interrupted. Her trenbling had stopped,;
she was feeling, instead, the steadying power of righteous rage.

"Di sgraceful, that in a town less than a vertical mle froman ange
hol d there should be starving children on the street, reduced to
beggi ng and robbery to survive."

The angels both stared at her. badiah, predictably, began to | augh
"But Rachel--aren't you angry?" Maga asked, puzzl ed.

"OfF course |I'mangry! How can such things be allowed to happen? Wy
aren't these children provided for? Wy doesn't sonmeone care for then?
You yourself told ne that at |east sonme of them have been sired by
angel s, though they aren't fortunate enough to bear wi ngs when they're
born. Is that their fault? Anmong the Edori, you are responsible for
your child no matter how he | ooks when he is born--no matter if he has
hair of a color you dislike or a foot defornmed in the wonb or a nind
that will never cease to function like a child's--"



Maga gl anced around to see who mght be listening. "Rachel, hush.
This is not the time or place--"

"Angel s who think it's so inmportant to sire nmore angel children and
then not caring what happens to the nortal babies that are brought into
the world. Leaving themto starve or die or turn into street urchins
who know no way but viol ence to survive--"

Unli ke Gabriel, these two had not had an opportunity to see Rachel in
full spate before. Maga was distraught, but Cbadiah remained cool. He
bl ocked Rachel's way as she began to pace, spreading his w ngs w de and
backi ng her toward the building. When she I[ifted her hands as if to
strike him he caught her wists and pushed her gently against the
brick of the wall.

"You can't solve anything when you're crazy like this," he said, his
light voice taking on hypnotic, soothing rhythms. "Calmdown, discuss
it--we can work it out."

"Solve it! Discuss it! What can be done? It's disgraceful--"

"It is, | agree, calmdown. There are things to be done, things you
can do, but you have to stop a mnute, think, cal mdown--"

Qui ckly enough, the beautiful voice had its effect. She stopped
resisting his grip, took several |long breaths and stared fixedly down

at the cobbl estones until her vision returned to normal. Wen she
| ooked up at her compani ons again, she was still angry but in
control .

"I"'mnot sorry," she said defiantly. "You think |I behaved badly, but
such a thing should nake you angry, too."

oadi ah rel eased her. Maga rushed in to give her a quick hug. "But
Rachel , you should not get so upset about things. You frightened
ne- - "

"Well, I"'msorry for that, but Maga, this is terrible. Howis it
nothing is being done for these children?"

"Somet hing is being done," nadiah said. "I think there is someone
here in Vel ora you should neet."

H s nanme was Peter and he had been, he told her, a priest for forty
years. Like other priests, his life's work had been to travel from
city tocity, village to village, honestead to honmestead, dedicating
newborns to the god and grafting a Kiss onto each snmall arm Three
wi nters ago, his life was changed

"I suppose | had seen the urchins of Breven and Senorrah and Cast el ana
before,” he said reflectively, "but | had not really noticed them |
dealt with infants, not children. They were not ny concern."

Rachel nodded, never withdrawi ng her eyes fromhis face. He was a
tall, gaunt man with conpletely white hair, pale blue eyes and a mld
studi ous expression. He |ooked as if he had spent his life reading
handwitten texts by inadequate |ighting. Magdal ena's sunshine poured
in through the huge wi ndows of the place they were in, a nostly

unf ur ni shed warehouse on the edge of the Velora shipping district. The
old man and the angelica had taken the only two chairs in this corner



of the room the high, curved backs did not acconmobdate angel w ngs.
Rachel ' s conpani ons sat on the floor, also listening in silence.

"That night--it had been very cold for days, and | was glad to get back
to ny inn--1 was very annoyed to hear knocking just as | sat down to ny
dinner. But | ama servant of the god, and so | rose fromthe table
and answered the door and di scovered, to nmy surprise, a very young girl
standi ng on ny doorstep offering ne what | ooked |like a | oaf of bread.
was so surprised to see a child there that |I didn't imediately take in
the details--how thin she was, how raggedly dressed. | did nanage to
speak in a kindly voice when | asked her what she want ed.

""1 found this baby," she said. "I've been watching himfor a week

now, but he won't eat bread and | don't have any beer, and | think he's
dying." Well, I|--bread and beer!--1 was astoni shed on so nany counts |
hardly knew what to say to her first. | told her to come in, to sit by

my fire and explain to me what she was doi ng wal ki ng around with a baby
in the mddle of winter."

He paused. Wiile he told the story, he seened to be unaware of his
visitors, although he had seemed sharply curious about them when
oadi ah first guided themto his door. Now his eyes were fixed on a
different scene, in a city far fromhere on a night three years ago.

"So she said she had found the baby in an alley a week before, and
she'd taken it with her back to the drainage ditch where she had set up
her own cozy little bed, and she'd tried to nurse the baby back to
health. But all it did was cry and sleep, and it wouldn't chew bread,
and she had no beer. And she said again, "I think he's dying, but I
heard a priest was in town, and | know that priests can send babies
back to Jovah

"I was--the word 'shocked' doesn't cover it. Anong other things, her

t heol ogy was wong, because priests don't send anyone

to Jovah--angels do that. But | could not get past the initial

horror, the fact that this child, this feral child, had brought to ne

an abandoned infant, a babe she had tried to care for with her linmted

skills--1 mean, where were her parents? \Were were this baby's
parents? Wiy were either of themon the street? And then this baby--"
He shook his head. "It could not have been nore than ten days old. So
frail, so small--so close to death. And Jovah did not even know he had
been born.

"Because, anong all the bigger shocks, | realized to ny dismay that

this baby had not been dedicated--would not, if | did not work fast,
ever be recorded in Jovah's great book of nanes, would die wthout the
god' s know edge that he had even been born. And so, with ny dinner
cooling on the table and the street girl |ooking on, | blessed that
baby with the Kiss of Jovah, gave hima nane, offered himto the god
and watched himdie on ny hearth."

Maga took a quick, synpathetic breath. Peter glanced over at her and
his watery eyes were suddenly focused on the present again. "You fee
sadness for that wetched baby--but what about that wetched girl?" he
asked. "It only occurred to me, as | wapped the infant's head in a
clean cloth fromny own |uggage, to wonder if there m ght be other
unfortunate children in the world who had been left in back alleys and
by riverbeds and on street corners before their parents had a chance to
give their names to the god. And that one of them m ght be standing
before nme even then. And | |ooked at her bare, thin arms, and | saw



that she was one of them and that Jovah had no idea that she existed
on this world."

He shook his head. "It took some tinme," he said, "but |I convinced her
that she should take the opportunity, then and there, to be dedicated.
She had got it into her head sonehow that the god only |lays his Kiss
upon those who are about to die--that if she was dedicated then, she
would die by norning. | had to explain at length. | had to agree to

| et her spend the night in nmy room safe at ny fire, prom sing that she
woul d wake up alive and whol e the next norning. So she let me inplant
the Kiss in her armand speak her nane to the god, and in the norning
she was fascinated to see how the sunlight caught the glass and turned
it to colors. And she went off quite cheerfully into the bitter

cold."

"\What happened to her?" Maga asked.

"I have no idea," Peter said sonberly. "She who changed ny life so

conpl etely di sappeared before it occurred to ne to secure her. Her

nane was Josephine, | know, because so | recorded it in Jovah's book
And she lived in Breven. And she is still alive, for Jovah stil

regi sters her Kiss in the oracles' conmmunications. But | have never
seen her again. And | wonder every day how she 'ates."

"Changed your life," Maga repeated. "How? What has happened to you
si nce?"

The day that Josephine left himin his inn, he told them he

ef fectively renounced the priesthood. He becanme obsessed with finding
all the lost children of Samaria and dedicating themto the god. He
stayed in Breven nearly a year before the Jansai elders came to him
conpl ai ni ng, and he was none too politely asked to | eave the city.

"Conpl ai ni ng?" Maga asked. "Wy?"

Rachel could answer that one. "Because it is nuch harder to sell a
dedicated child into slavery," she said softly. "And that's what the
Jansai elders did when they rounded up the street urchins."

Peter nodded at her. "Precisely. So | left Breven--protesting |oudly,
| mght add--and drifted across Jordana. But there are too many Jansa

there, and | could find no allies. M plan was to go to Lum naux, for

| hear the child gangs are quite nunerous there, surviving very well in
the warmer climate and the nore generous city, but | was detoured into

Velora. And | have found so much here to occupy ne that | have not

left yet."

Rachel |eaned forward. "Wat is this place? A home for the street
or phans?"
"To a large degree. | had been here nearly a year, dedicating the

children I could persuade to accept ne, before | realized that nerely
giving their nanes to the god could not protect themin their daily
lives. So | begged for nobney and goods and favors fromthe |oca
nmerchants, and they gave nme this place, and | have stocked it as best |
can with beds and cl othes and food. Not many of the children take
advantage of it--nore in the winter, of course--but even then, | don't
know how to reach themall, how to make them want to come here, how to
convince themthat | could give them sonething better, safer, than
their lairs in the streets and the alleys and the ditches."



Rachel was still intent. "It needs to be nore than a shelter in the
winter," she said. "It needs to be a school--a place where



they can learn skills they can peddl e now, crafts they can practice
when t hey becone adults--"

"Few of themlive to be adults,"” Peter said

"What happens to thenf"

ohadi ah stirred and spoke softly. "They freeze in the winter, tunble
under carts, fall ill with lung disease, die of untreated wounds. Sone
are snatched up by Jansai passing through, |ooking for nore fodder. A
strong child fetches a higher price than a healthy adult.”

"This can't be allowed," Rachel said rapidly. "W have to save
them™
"I would love to save them" Peter said. "I amdoing what | can

Anyt hi ng you have to offer ne | would gladly consider."
CHAPTER NI NE

Gabriel spent the first three weeks of his married life traveling. It
had not seemed like a bad idea originally, since as far as he could
tell his bride would be just as happy if he were gone, but it proved to
be wearisone all the same. As he neared the end of his third week, he
found himsel f thinking nore and nore of the conforts of the Eyrie--its
warmquartz walls, its soothing harnonic nusic, its fellowship, its
peace. Although he did not list his wife anong his famliar conforts,
it was perfectly natural that his thoughts would turn to her, now and
then, with speculation if not affection

But he'd had little time for |onging thoughts of hone. It had been a
grueling trip and he was not pleased with what he had found out.

H s plan had been to make a circuit of the major cities of Samaria and
speak to the civic |leaders there, in general terms, about his upconing
tenure as Archangel, and to sound them out on any concerns or

gri evances they mght have. Good will toward hi mwas about as high as
he coul d reasonably expect, since he would be making brief visits with
many of the | eaders who had just attended his weddi ng; they owed him
some civility for his recent hospitality.

He had gone first to Gaza, flying back with Ariel and the angels of her
host and spending a few nights at Monteverde. He had always |iked

Mont everde. Like the other two angel holds, it was situated on a
relatively high nmountain, but the Verde Divide was al nost ridicul ously
easy to scale and thus there was constant, ready access to the hold. In
fact, Monteverde seened much nore like a small, bustling city than a
hol d, for scattered anobng the angel dwellings were nortal residences,
conmer ci al shops, schools, inns and markets. Angels, humans and
pilgrims lived together in happy conmunity amd the green trees and

| ush shrubbery that gave Monteverde its nane.

One norning he had left for Elijah Harth's conmpound, Elijah being the
nost powerful of the Manadavvi patriarchs who possessed the greatest
weal th and power in Gaza--perhaps in all of Samaria. As always,

Gabriel was amazed at the sheer size of the Manadavvi hol ding, a walled
fortress conplex at l|east as big as Monteverde. Mybe five hundred
souls lived inside the Harthhold gates; a few thousand nore were
tenants on the rich, black | and whose bounty was the base of much of

t he Manadavvi wealth.



Elijah Harth would be pleased to neet with the angel Gabriel. Wuld
the angel Gabriel kindly wait while the Manadavvi |ord finished up
ot her busi ness?

So Gabriel stationed hinself at a huge window in a faultlessly

furni shed drawi ng room and | ooked out at the gardens bel ow. \What he
at first took to be a scattered crowd of visitors strolling through the
hedge mazes and rose beds was in fact an extraordi nary nunber of
gardeners |l aboring to keep the gardens trinmed. Gabriel was not an
especially ascetic man, but he was disturbed by the corollary

i mplications of such extravagance. How nany servants kept the roomns

cl ean, the water heated, the food cooked, the patriarch and his fanily
dressed? Were there not better uses to which both the |abor and the
time could be put?

Elijah himself interrupted these nusings. Like nmost of the Manadavvi,
Elijah was thin, very well-kept and sophisticated; his intelligence
could be quickly read on his bony, high-cheeked face and in his hooded,
wat chful eyes. He was dressed in a pale blue robe which fell sheer
fromhis shoulders to the floor; every hemand seamwas stitched with
intricate silver. The robe was closed at the throat with a Kiss-sized
sapphire which, sold on the open market, could feed a famly for a
year.

"Gabriel," Elijah greeted himin his snooth voice. "How good to see
you agai n so soon."

"Elijah." They shook hands, and Elijah notioned the visitor to sit.
Angel s came often enough to this house; there were plenty of chairs
carved to accompdate the great sweeping wings. Gabriel sat.

"As you know," the angel said, "in a fewnonths | will becone
Archangel . | have always respected and adnmired you as a | eader anong
Manadavvi, and | know the power you wield anong the clans. | wanted to

di scuss policies with you before they are inplenented, to get some of
your ideas a few nonths in advance."

Elijah inclined his head. "I appreciate that. My | say at the very
begi nni ng that you could do no worse than to foll ow Raphael's exanpl e
in every particul ar?"

Gabriel kept his countenance, but he was surprised. He had not
expected the Manadavvi to be such | oyal supporters of the W ndy Point
Archangel ; Jansai, yes, but not Manadavvi... "Unfortunately that m ght
not be possible in every instance,” he replied coolly. "But perhaps if
you told me what specifically you are reluctant to see changed--"

Elijah made an el egant gesture with his well-mani cured hands. "For

i nstance, the tax structure," he said. "I amold enough to renenber
that in Mchael's day, there was a higher percentage levied on the
commercial farmers, such as we Mana-davvi, when they brought their
goods to market. Raphael agreed with us when we pointed out that since
we fed and supported so many dependents within our conmpounds, we shoul d
not be unfairly taxed in addition."

Aaaah. Special privileges for the rich. Gabriel had not known about
that deal before. Still, as the angels' holds, which profited fromthe
taxes, were not in any sense deprived, there seemed no reason to
restructure the agreenent. At least presently. "l understand the



reasoni ng," Gabriel said gravely.

"I like, too, the unrestricted comerce between regions,"” Elijah
pursued. "Again, in Mchael's day, to ferry produce across the Galilee
River was to pay an excise fee, and thus many farners did not do their
marketing in Jordana. Jordana, and particularly Breven, suffered nore
fromthis situation than did the Manadavvi. Raphael, who after al
could not hel p considering Jordana interests, was quick to strike down
the fee."

Gabriel spent a nmonent wondering how nmuch of all this Ariel knew, since
Raphael 's arrangenents with the Manadavvi essentially kept noney out of
the Monteverde coffers--and since

t he Archangel M chael had been her grandfather. But again, he

nodded. He was saving his argunents for matters he cared about nore
deeply.
"In fact," Elijah was saying, "I amsure that we--and Ml achi of
Breven--and ot her | eading merchants such as Jethro of Senorrah--are far
nore conversant with appropriate nmeasures for taxation and intra region
trade than you are. W would, | amsure, be glad to forman advisory
comittee--"

"I appreciate the offer,"” Gabriel interrupted, smling faintly. "No
doubt at the monent you understand the intricacies of the situation
better than | do. But | amwlling to learn--and | have many advi sors
already. Any inequities that come to ny attention in the next few
years will certainly be addressed."

"I am pl eased to hear you say it."

"One inequity which I intend to stop i Mmediately," Gabriel went on

pl easantly, "is the enslavenent of Edori and their sale to whoever is
rich enough to buy them | amaware that the practice is preval ent
nostly throughout Jordana and the river cities, although Gaza is not
entirely free of the taint of slavery. Yet | feel certain that you, as
an enlightened, educated man--"

"Deplore the institution of slavery. You are quite right," Elijah
said, interrupting in turn. "But | amafraid it is not all as sinple
as you would like it to be. Mral right and wong often fall victimto
econoni ¢ inperatives."

Gabriel frowned. "Surely you have enough tenants and vassals to farm
your |ands without resorting to slave labor. And--since you have just
told me yourself that your taxes have been adjusted to reflect the
drain on your resources--you cannot sit here and tell me that you
cannot afford to pay your workers."

"My finances are sound," Elijah said a little coldly. "But for many of
those | deal with, slavery is an econom c necessity."

Gabriel's eyes narrowed. "Perhaps you could explain."

"In Breven, for instance. The slave trade accounts for a good portion

of the city's wealth. | deal heavily with Breven nerchants. |f they
can't sell their human goods, they cannot buy mnmy produce, and | have a
glutted market. And prices fall, and incone falls, and | amunable to

pay nmy workers what | would wi sh, and sone of them begin to go
hungry--"



"Are you seriously telling me," Gabriel said, "that you support the
mur deri ng and ensl avenent of hundreds of souls a year solely to keep
your grain prices from slipping?"

"You oversinplify. A vast nunber of factors are affected in the
conpl ex network of trade."

"Still, you are valuing human life below the price of corn.”

"The price of corn, as you put it, translates into the wages | can
afford to pay, and directly affects the lives of nmy bondsmen. \hat if
they were to starve because of a ban on the slave trade? Wuld those
deat hs wei gh | ess heavily on your consci ence?"

"Whoever starves in all of Samaria, it should not be anyone within a
hundred nil es of Manadavvi |and," Gabriel said bluntly. "You could
feed the whole world three tinmes over."

Elijah gave hima faint snle. "W are not just tal king food, Gabriel
W are tal king the economic structure of an entire continent."

Gabriel cane to his feet. "Then | mnust urge you to consider ways to
anend that structure,"” he said. "For, whether it cones slowy or al

at once, whether it bankrupts you or enriches you or turns the whole
Manadavvi region into a wastel and, slavery has cone to an end in
Samaria." And on that distinctly undiplomatic pronouncement, Gabri el
stal ked fromthe lovely chanber and | eft behind what he was fairly sure
was an eneny.

He had had hi ghest hopes of the Manadavvi; therefore, he was not
surprised when the rest of his visits went along the sane |lines, or
even less well. Lord Jethro of Senorrah, Lord Sanuel of Castel ana, and
various other river-city nmerchants gave himElijah's exact argument,

t hough phrased | ess ninbly; Ml achi of Breven nerely | aughed at him

"If we can sell slaves, we'll get slaves," said the oily, balding old
gypsy. "What the narket desires, the Jansai provide."

"I would not wish," Gabriel said shortly, "to be forced to use viol ence
to reverse your opinion."

Mal achi stared at himincredul ously. Wen he | aughed, all the dangling
gold at his throat and wists jingled nusically. "Call down the wath
of Jovah on us, do you nean?" he demanded "On the whole city? On
Breven? Fry us all with one thunderbolt fromthe god?"

"I would not like to do it," the angel said om nously.
"You won't," the trader said with certainty. "The city's only half
Jansai, after all--and you aren't the man to slaughter thousands of
i nnocents just to prove a point."



"I think I could ask Jovah to be a little nore selective," Gabri el
said. Inwardly he was wonderi ng how he had cone, this early in the
gane, to be threatening with his direst weapon. "Certainly |I could
make sure that any lightning strikes precisely where you are

st andi ng--"

Mal achi | aughed again. "Gabe," he said, "I don't believe you."
"You don't believe--?"

"When is the last tine an angel called down a thunderbolt fromthe god?
In Raphael's tinme--in Mchael's--in the time of Ariel before that? Do
you really think it can be done? Oh, yes, there are the weat her

i ntercessions and | have seen angels pray now and then for seed and it
has fallen--but no one believes Jovah will strike us dead. No one
bel i eves the angels have that kind of power. O, human nature being
what it is, we'd all have been burnt up by now by sonmebody with a very

edgy tenper."

Gabriel had thought that Rachel had taught himto be inpervious to
shock, but Ml achi's words left himutterly dunbfounded. That anyone
on the planet should doubt the ability of the god to nete out

puni shrent, and the ability of the angels to call it down, had never
occurred to himbefore. It was as if sonmeone were to tell himhe no
| onger needed to breathe, that he would exist just as well underwater
or buried beneath the earth. It was inconceivable.

"You are right to assume that | would be reluctant to i nvoke the

ri ghteous fury of Jovah," he said slowy, "but I cannot believe you are
sincere when you say you doubt Jovah's power to strike you down. That
is the foundation of our life upon Samaria--that is the tenet around
which all other beliefs, all other actions, all other truths,

cohere.”

"Prove it to me," the Jansai invited. "We'Ill go a ways out to the
desert, and you can ask the god for a little denonstration. Ask himto
burn up a tree or strike a rock with lightning. If | seeit, I'll
believe it. And then we'll discuss this Edori business."

Gabriel shook his head slowy fromside to side. "It is an awesone
power to invoke for such a petty reason," he said.

Mal achi gave a great boom ng |laugh. "You see? You've never done it
either! You don't believe it can be done! Because, frankly, | don't
think this is such a petty reason if it has you soaring all over
Samaria to try your plan before the nerchants.” He |aughed again,

apparently anused at the continued | ook of blank astoni shment on
Gabriel's face. "Don't feel so bad," he said kindly.

"A few years ago, | was a true believer, too. M ght have gone to ny
grave fearing the whiplash of the god if Raphael hadn't set ne
straight. And if he says--"

Gabriel's eyes had lifted quickly to the gypsy's broad face. "Raphae
told you--that the god had no power to strike you down?" he asked
qui ckly.

"Swore it for a solid day and then took me to the desert to prove it. |
read along with the words in the Librera while he spoke the curse
aloud. No lightning. No thunder." Malachi shrugged. "No god. Life



has been a little easier for nme ever since."

Shock after shock; and behind the waves of disbelief, a rising tide of
unanswer abl e questions. Did Raphael actually believe what he had told
Mal achi, or had he nerely tricked the Jansai into believing sonething
whi ch was somehow conveni ent for the Archangel ? Gabriel thought he

hi nsel f could put on a pretty convincing show of seeming to call out to
the god without really engaging in prayer; but why would an angel want
to convince soneone that there was no god?

Was t hat what Raphael believed? If so, why? Ws the Archangel, in
fact, incapable of enlisting Jovah's aid--in punishing the wi cked, in
hel pi ng the hungry, in changing the weather? Ws that why he had
failed to bring rain to the Hel doras? Was that why he had all owed the
nmerchants to gather so much power in the past two decades?

And i f Raphael indeed had lost all ability to sumon Jovah, who had
guarded them for the past twenty years? Wy were any of themstil
alive?

And even if the god no | onger heeded Raphael, surely the god was stil
there--?

CHAPTER TEN

A few days later, Gabriel and his questions arrived at Sinai to pay
Josi ah an unannounced visit. The oracle, as always, was delighted to
see the angel. He listened attentively to Gabriel's account of the
meeting with Mal achi, but did not seem as sobered or alarmed as Gabri el
expected. Gabriel said so.

"Why aren't you appalled by this? Surely this is catastrophic news."

Josi ah gave hima quick half-smle. "Catastrophic, perhaps, but not
exactly news. Perhaps not even catastrophic. For sone tine now, |
have been--oh, uncertain about Raphael's faith. Certainly he has been
a bad Archangel. He--"



"Wait," Gabriel interrupted. "You never said to me--never indicated
in any way--"

"What could |I have said? Wat good could it have done? You have

di sli ked Raphael sufficiently on your own w thout dark hints from ne.
But he has hardly been the spiritual |eader the country needed. An

i mperfect choice, and Jovah nmust have realized it fromthe begi nning.
That is why he selected you so early in your life--to prepare you nore
fully, and to | et Raphael know, before he was very many years into his
tenure, that his position was only temporary."

"But--" Gabriel spread his arms. The inplications were so vast that he
found it hard to reduce themto conprehensible size. "If he does not
believe in the god--and he has convinced others that there is no
god- - and he has been our advisor, led us in the Goria, answered
prayers, judged petitions--if he has done all these things for al

t hese years, and we have believed him and the god did not strike him
down- -t hen--the question nust inevitably arise--"

"Not the question you fear npst," Josiah said inperturbably. "Not
whet her there is in fact a god, but why the god chose not to act."

"I think," said Gabriel, "both questions must be asked." Josiah
regarded himw th conpassi on, and not the fearful wath Gabriel had
hal f expected. "The great schol ar Sol onon taught that gods are created
by our belief in them" the oracle said. "That is, a man who believes
in a god, creates a god. A culture which worships a god always in fact
has a god to worship. Most people are not confortable with this

phi | osophy because the ommi potence of the god is the single greatest
allure the divine can have. The one real reason to believe is to put
your faith in sonething greater than yourself, and if you have yourself
created a god it cannot be any greater than you. Still, you see, that
wi thout faith there can be no god at all."

"Josi ah. "
"I know, forgive me. |It's just that | rarely get a chance to debate
t heol ogical principle ... Failing faith, we have mracles to rely upon

to prove that our god exists, and failing miracles, we have the snall
daily rem nders. The seasons change, the sun rises and sets, babies
are born and beauty lies all around us. These things rmust be the work
of Jovah.

"You yoursel f have experienced repeated and personal denonstrations of
divinity. Wen is the last time you called down a rainstorm or
diverted a river? Wen is the last tinme you dropped to a small village
overrun with fever, and prayed to the god, and had in answer seeds fal

to the earth that were ground into powder and fed to the ill and

resulted in cures? When you sing to the god, how do you feel? Elated
ecstatic, like a conduit of power? O indifferent, uncertain, full of
doubts? | know the answer to that one. Who but Jovah fills you with

such deep enotion?

"As for myself, | have constant proofs of the god s existence--I can
touch the fingertip which he still lays upon the heart of Samaria. |
can ask hima direct question and receive a direct answer. | can say,
"Are you there?" and he will respond, "Now and always." It is not
possible for ne to doubt him He speaks to

The gentl e, persuasive words had an effect on Gabriel like nusic; they



soothed him they made himwhol e again. Yes, it was true; there were
too many proofs, too many instances in which the god' s presence was

i ncontrovertible. But then' Wy does he all ow Raphael to deny hinf?

Why does he all ow Raphael to represent him-for twenty years--acting as
our Archangel, pretending piety, and slowy perverting the m nds of

t hose who shoul d be devout believers?”

"In the life of Jovah, twenty years is a very small period," Josiah

said. "l expect that Jovah | ooks down, sees an unworthy Archangel and
wei ghs his options. |Is Samaria being harned? Not really, is the
Goria still being observed? Yes, every year. Are all peoples in

har nony- - "

"No," CGabriel interrupted.

"No, but harnony can be restored quickly enough,” Josiah said serenely.
"Jovah has read your heart and sees it is absolutely w thout nalice,
and he says, "I can wait a few nore years till this one is ready." And
he bides his time. And the tine is al nost over."

"It could be. It may be as you say," Gabriel said. An up rush of
relief was flooding him but he was still not entirely reassured. "And
yet | now have on ny hands Mal achi and perhaps Elijah and Jethro and
Samuel as well, who doubt the god's power--and ny ability to intercede
with Jovah. |[If they refuse to abide by ny decrees, and if they do not
believe I can punish them for wongdoing, what then? | confess that

Mal achi read me right. | amnot a nan to destroy a whole city nerely
to prove a point."

"You do not have to | oose the thunderbolts," Josiah said,



wat ching himclosely, smling alnost. "There are other ways to
convince themyou are in earnest. You have already determ ned how to
do so."

Rel uctantly, Gabriel sniled back at him "I have given sone thought,"
he admtted. "I have always been best with the el enental
prayers--storm sunshine, wind. | can turn Breven itself into a desert
and raise the waters till they flood Senorrah."

"It will not cone to that," Josiah promsed. "A few weeks of rain, a
few days of high winds, will convince them They will see you have the
ear of the god."

It was true; it was al nbst easy. There was heavy goi ng ahead, but it
was not out of his scope. Gabriel felt as relieved as a boy reprieved

froma beating. "You are indeed a wise man, Josiah," he said.

The small man | aughed. "And you are ny favorite among angels," he
said. "Jovah did well when he chose you."

"Jovah will not be so pleased with me when he ponders ny doubting
nature."

"It is good for a man to doubt. It makes himthink up proofs. It
strengthens his beliefs. Jovah will not think ill of you for
doubting. "

"Then he is gracious indeed."

Josi ah | aughed again, and led himaway for a nmeal. The unobtrusive
acol ytes served them and the meal went at such a |eisurely pace that
it was quite late before it ended. Gabriel accepted the invitation to
spend the night.

"Al though | had planned to return to the Eyrie tonight," he added. "It
has been weeks since | was there."

"How does your bride fare?"
"l don't know. That is one reason | nust return as soon as | can."
"I liked her."

"Did you? You are one of the few. \Wen did you have a chance to speak
with her?"

"After the wedding feast, while the singing was at its height. She
asked me a question, for which I did not have an answer at the tine.
But | have it now You nust let me give you a letter for her before
you go."

"What was the question?"

"If she had thought you would have the answer,’
"I"msure she would have asked you."

Josi ah said equably,

Gabriel raised his eyebrows at the rebuke. "You have taken her part
very quickly, | see.”

"I liked her," the oracle repeated. "Hers is a fierce spirit. Not one



you can easily control."

Gabriel laughed with very little mirth. "No, indeed. | have

consi dered that. Soneone |ike Leah--a very biddable angelica. | could
have controlled her with no trouble. Soneone like Judith--easy to
understand, easy to strike a bargain with if you're willing to give her

what she wants. Ariel, Mgdal ena--all the other angels, all the other
worren of my acquai ntance--they might have a certain i ndependence of
mnd, strong wills, a great deal of character, but | could handl e them

| could persuade them | could convince themthat | was right. But not
Rachel . | have her cooperation only if she chooses to give it. | have
no i nfluence over her at all. [|'mnot sure she would ever be willing

to strike a bargain. She won't even tell nme the truth all the tine.
It islike bringing alive fire into your home and asking it not to
burn.”

Josi ah chuckled. "Well, Jovah picked her carefully and just for you.
Per haps he wanted to see your confidence shaken."

"He has set ne a wide range of trials, it seens," Gabriel said with a
certain grimess. "Between Raphael and Rachel, | have no peace left at
all.”

"Only the strongest are put through the fire," Josiah said. "And the
forge creates things of great strength and beauty."

"Then | shall be truly glorious by the time nmy tenure ends."
CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was early afternoon the next day by the time Gabriel finally made it
back to the Eyrie. As was his habit, he attenpted to identify the

har moni ¢ voi ces before his feet even touched the |anding stone. One
voi ce was definitely Matthew s. The other, he thought, belonged to
Esau. He listened a nonment, his wi ngs folded around him comng for a
brief time absolutely to rest. Then he shook off his abstraction and
headed down into the residential tunnels.

Nat han, usually his first contact when he returned after a long flight,
was still at Abel Vashir's--or should be. Eijah's anger with Gabriel
could have spread to the other Manadavvi househol ds, resulting in

Nat han's ejection. Gabriel hoped it wasn't so. For one thing, he
needed Abel's good wi shes. For another, Magdal ena was still at the
Eyrie-or should be. Gabriel sighed. Yet another one of the trials

wi th which Jovah had chosen to beset him

"Truly the forge for nme has been stoked very high," he nmurnured, and
headed directly to his own chanber.

A thorough cleansing in his water roomrestored his nmobod sonewhat, and

he changed into fresh leathers with his body still danp and his hair

still wet. He supposed he shoul d seek out Rachel, or Mgdal ena, or at

the very | east Hannah, and di scover what had happened in his absence. A
soft mel ody which played on his door chinmes nade that unnecessary--somnmeone
had al ready cone to him

He was not best pleased, upon opening the door, to find hinmself face to
face with the smling Judith. She, on the other hand, seened
overj oyed.



"Ch, you are back! | thought it was you, but | wasn't sure--Gabriel
you' ve been gone so very long! | mssed you!"

W thout being invited, she stepped inside his roomand sank to the
floor on a plush red rug spread before his favorite chair. It did not
seemworth it to be either cruel or rude, so he stayed, seating hinself
bef ore her and allowing her to take his hand.

"Tell me everything," she said. "Were you ve been. Who you've seen
You nust have flown all over Samaria to be gone three weeks."

"Pretty much," he said. "From Gaza to Breven and from Sinai to
here.”

"And why?"

"I amto become Archangel in a few weeks. It seermed |ike a good idea
to talk to some of the | eaders with whom| will be dealing."

"Was it pleasant?"

Sweet Jovah singing. Pleasant. "W talked serious business," he said.

"It was not designed to be entertaining.”

"Did you go to Lum naux?"

"I didn't have time. | wanted to get back here.”
"You mssed us," she said happily.

"It istiring to eat with strangers every day and sleep on their
ill-designed beds," he said.

"Did you go to Wndy Point?"
He frowned down at her. "Wy would I?"
"Well, you said you were in Jordana."

"I have seen quite enough of Raphael in the past few nonths, thank

you.

She | aughed softly. "I don't understand why you don't |ike himvery
much," she said. "He's so handsone."

He smiled. "That's a reason that woul d appeal to a wonan nore than to

a man. And good | ooks are not essential for an Archangel, anyway."

Now she sighed. "I alnbst wi sh he would be Archangel forever," she
sai d.

H s voice hardened. "Wy do you say that?"

She appeared surprised. "Because once you becone Archangel, you will
never be here at all. | wll never see you. But if you were just
plain Gabriel forever--"
"I will be plain Gabriel,"
Gabriel."

he said. "I just will be plain busy



He wi shed she woul d rel ease his hand, but he did not like to draw it
away fromher. He walked a tricky line with Judith and he was never
sure he walked it right. She was not the sweet-tenpered i ngenue she
acted, yet her devotion to himhad been unswerving since they were
children, surviving every ronmance either one of them had had. Oten he
was tenpted just to ask of her, "Wat do you want?" though the answer
seened so clear; she wanted him O perhaps she had wanted to be
angelica. It was hard to know.

"So what transpired here while | was gone?" he asked, to head off any
nore questions about his own m serabl e journey.

"Martha had her baby--a nortal girl," she said, answering the question
before he could ask it. "Obadi ah had an adventure rescuing sone little
boy's goat in a snowstorm It's a very funny story--you should ask him
about it. Magdal ena and Rachel have gone into Velora practically every
day and haven't invited anyone else to go with them except badi ah, of
course. He and Rachel even go down together when Maga stays here to
sing."

"Rachel and Obadi ah? They're beconing friends?" he asked
doubt ful | y.

She was wat ching himclosely, pretending not to. "Ch, yes!"

she said, with deliberate enphasis. "They're together all the tine. |
don't believe (badiah's gone on any m ssions since that snowstorm
thing. When they're not in Velora together, they're eating neals

toget her or playing ganes. She taught himsome Edori game that no one
el se woul d | earn, and now he can even beat Matthew at it--"

"Well, Obadiah's very clever," Gabriel responded. "Hannah thinks it's
not very nice of themto spend so nuch tinme together while you're
gone, " Judith said, her voice artless but her eyes keen. "I heard her
say so to Rachel one day."

Fatal nistake, Gabriel thought. No doubt that had just made the
angelica and the angel inseparable. "Hannah has a very stern sense of
propriety,"” he murnured. "Runs in the Manadavvi bl ood. But enough
about badi ah. What have you been doing while |I've been gone?"



Perforce she had to change the subject, so she gave hima detailed
account of her own activities for the past three weeks, which he
listened to distractedly. Silly to be disturbed by her malicious
words, and yet Judith was still describing some piece of jewelry she
had mired in a peddler's caravan when the door chime sounded agai n.
"Come in," CGabriel called with some relief. He had not thought to free
his hand from Judith's before the door opened and his w fe stepped
i nsi de.

"Gabriel, howcan | get money if | want it?" she asked, com ng across
the threshold with a bounce. He had never seen her so ani mated--nor so
exotic. He only had a noment to take in the effect of her
costume--close-fitting wool ens, bright scarves, a glitter of gold
before the soft blur that was continuous existence resolved itself into
the cold, hard crystal of a single bad nonent.

Rachel had stopped hal fway across the room and eyed the warmtabl eau of
angel and supplicant. "Onh," she said, in a nuch altered voice. "l see
you're busy."

"Not at all."” Calmy, so as not to make it appear that he was

snat ching his hand away, he freed his fingers fromJudith's and canme to
his feet. Judith--surely on purpose--gave a soft enbarrassed | augh and
brought her hands to her cheeks.

"Ch, I'mblushing!"™ she exclained. "Rachel--truly--this is nothing
but two old friends talking after a | ong separation.™

"Three weeks," Rachel said. "Hardly any tinme at all."

VWhi ch nettled Gabriel. "I was comng to see you," he said to his
wife.

"Cbviously,"” was the dry reply.

Judith stood gracefully, though she needed to catch at Gabriel's arm
for a noment when she al nost | ost her balance. "Rachel, really, don't
be hurt," she said in her sweetest voice. "l just burst in on Gabriel
and didn't give hima chance to | eave the room"

"It doesn't matter to me who sits with ny husband and clutches his
hand," the angelica said distinctly. "lI'mthe one who's enbarrassed. |
didn't nean to intrude."”

And she turned and stal ked out of the roomas only she coul d.

Judith turned a guilty smle on Gabriel. "Well, nowl've gotten you in
trouble," she said. "But she's so prickly, Rachel."

"And now |'d best go see what she wants." He ushered Judith toward the
door.

She went, sighing again. "l suppose this neans you're going to tell ne
| can't come to your room anynore," she said. "O eat with you, or

talk with you."

He woul d have told her that, if Rachel hadn't made that [ ast
remark--should still tell her that, except that he was now
approximately as angry as his wife. "Don't be silly," he said sonmewhat
sharply, because he was not entirely pleased with Judith either



"Not hi ng has changed for any of us. But | mnmust go see what she
wants. "

And finally getting both of themout of the room he strode down the
hall in the direction of his wife's chanber.

Rachel had obligingly left the door half-open, so he did not bother to
ring the chime. She was standing with her back to him however, and
did not turn around even when she heard himenter

"Rachel, this is childish,” were his first words. "You cannot be angry
because | was talking to Judith--"

"I try to quickly I eave any roomthat she is in," she replied
instantly. "The fact that you were there had nothing to do with ny
wal ki ng out."

He shut the door. "You could at |least not lie about it," he said with
some heat. "If you're angry with ne--"
"I"'mnot angry," she shot back. "I'msurprised that you don't have

better taste in wonen. Perhaps the choices aren't ah that plentifu
at the Eyrie, but you could do better for yourself than Judith.”

"Why shouldn't | like Judith?" he said. "At least she is pleased to
see nme when | arrive, which sone others are not."

"But | have become so accustoned to your absences," she replied. "Is
it any wonder | don't realize when you' re back?"

Wl |, she had a point there; two, really, because there was no good
reason he shoul d have been sitting there hand-in-hand with Judith.
Still. "Since you don't seemto have missed ne while | was gone," he

said rashly, "what did it matter if | hurried back?"

Now she swung round to face him her dark eyes narrowed and her face
full of warning. "And what's that supposed to nean?"

"I understand you didn't lack for conpany while | was gone, young
oadi ah providing escort to Vel ora when you needed it."

"But | thought," she said in a dulcet voice, "that you wished nme to
make friends among the other angels.™

"And so | do," he said. "But not to beconme so friendly that it becones
talk."

She actual ly | aughed. "Perhaps | have m sunderstood all along," she
said. "I thought that fidelity was not a requirenent anong the angels.

In fact, Hannah and Maga and half a dozen others have as good as told
me that the whole race of angels desires nothing nore than to
reproduce, with the result being that angels |ove where they will, with
whi chever nortal agrees to

He was so furious that it frightened him He wanted to slap her, or
maybe strangle her. |Instead, he turned away from her and crossed the
room He found hinself face to face with an unfamliar wall hanging,
an abstract pattern of green and burgundy. The room |ike Rachel, had
becorme transfornmed. He stared at it until he was cal m enough to
speak.



"You did not msunderstand," he said icily, still with his back to her
"In general, angels have very--lax--noral standards. And you know the
reason, though you choose to treat it with contenpt. You have nade it
plain that the Edori do not recognize the sanctity of marriage, and so
| cannot be surprised if, these factors taken together, you see no
reason to hesitate in--enjoying soneone el se's conpany."

Now he wheel ed around to face her. H's anger was receding, |leaving a

great black coldness in its wake. "But in case you are indul ging
yoursel f with Obadi ah because of how you perceive ny relationship to
Judith, let nme tell you that she is not, has never been and will not

be, nmy lover. Despite what she may have told you and despite what she
may hope for herself."

She was wat ching himagain with narrowed eyes, but she |ooked a little
nore convinced, as if sone of what he said was getting through. Hard
to believe that someone |ike Rachel could be jeal ous of soneone |ike
Judi th; the thought unexpectedly found roomin his mind

"She certainly seens to enjoy your favor," Rachel said, her voice stil
ant agoni sti c.

"She seeks nme out. Wuld you have nme be cruel to her?"

"It's not like you don't know how to repul se soneone."

He was surprised into a smle. "You're no amateur yourself,"

She | ooked a little self-conscious. The |ast of her aninpsity seened
to have faded away. "There is sonething about you," she admitted,
"that makes ne want to behave badly."

"Jovah's little joke," he remarked. The sudden evaporation of such

i ntense anger had left himfeeling slightly shaken, a little giddy. It
was a strange sensation. He experinented with a smle. "So tell ne,"
he invited, "how you have passed these three weeks that did not seem

very long to you."

Her answering snmile was utterly charmng. "Well, | was very busy," she
said. "That makes the tine go faster."

"And how did you occupy yoursel f?"

"Mostly in Velora."

"Buying, | see. | like your new clothes, let me say. They seemto
suit you."
She was pl eased. "Thank you. But | did nmore than buy. |--How much do

you know about the children's hone founded by a man naned Peter?"

Later he reflected that if he'd had any sense at all, he would have
sent her to Peter to begin with. Everything he knew about her pointed
to the fact that she would be a powerful chanpion of Peter's abandoned
wai fs. She had al ways shown a special protectiveness for the

di senfranchi sed and a fierce sense of responsibility toward children
He heard her out attentively. It was a relief to be able to encourage
Rachel in some passion, to pronounce approval of sone of her deeds.



What was wanted, apparently, was funding.

"Peter's got the place and it could easily sleep a hundred,"” she said.
Gabriel had seated hinself in one of the plush new chairs, while she
paced before himexcitedly. "But there are two problens, three
problems. And they all nust be solved with nmoney."

"Tell me."

"Well, first, he needs nore than space and beds. He needs to be able
to buy clothes, food, supplies. That all takes cash. And the building
needs to be nore than a place to sleep--it needs to be a school. He

must hire teachers fromevery part of Vel ora--mnusicians, cooks,

scribes, weavers, horse trainers--to cone in and instruct the children
in the various trades. W could even devel op an apprentice systemw th
some of the Velora nmerchants, | think, though that mght be a few years
down the road--"

"And it will take nobney to pay the teachers. | see that. Wat's the
third probl en?"

"The children,"” she said. "Street urchins who've fended for thenselves
for eight or ten years are not going to want to stay indoors | earning
their letters when they could be out stealing. It just won't

happen. "

"Then how--"

"Pay them too," she said. "It was Peter's idea, but such a good one!

Pay them for every class they take, or every exam nation they pass, or
every night they spend in the dormtory--we can work out some system |
t hi nk enough of them would stay |ong enough to be reclaimed. It will
take time, of course. Maybe a year or so before the school becones a
pl ace where the children want to come--sonething they see as a refuge
or a hone. But it will work, | think. Peter thinks so. Obadiah
thinks so." She smiled again. "Maga is not so sure, but then, she
thinks 1've taken | eave of ny senses.™

"You must |ike her, if you call her Maga."
"Ch, she's marvel ous. Your best gift, after the tunnel car."
"But she is skeptical of your plan?"

"She's not really confortable outside the holds and the places of
grandeur," Rachel said, defending the angel. "She's trying, but it's
hard for her to understand poverty in any real sense." "That's
probably true."

"But you're the one who has to understand,"” Rachel went on, a trifle
anxi ously. "Because you must support it for this to work. You do
realize that? |If the Veluran merchants see that you're behind the
plan, they will cooperate, | think. |If it's just me and Peter-And al so
there's the nmoney thing. | don't understand how it works, but | know
that if you don't like it--"

"But | do like it," he interrupted. "I think it's wonderful. And the
hold is rich. You can have as much noney as you like."

He said it on inpulse, but the reward was beyond his expectations. She



smled at himso radiantly that everything else fell away fromhim
Elijah, Ml achi, Raphael, Josiah, Judith--the names and conversations
of his recent past slipped fromhis mnd. H s consciousness was filled
solely with this laughing face. Her hair flamed behind her in a gol den
aureol e; she seenmed lit frombehind, fromw thin, fromthe Iight
reflected off his own w ngs.



He suddenly saw Rachel as she should be, and all other pictures of her
di sappeared. Perhaps Jovah had been right after all.

It was actually two days before he remenbered Josiah's letter for her
In those two days he spent nore time with his bride than he had in the
past two nonths. It was certainly the nost am cable tinme they had
spent together, and he thought she was as encouraged by this fact as he
was.

Most of these agreeable hours were passed in Velora, though not all of
themat Peter's school. The white-haired old priest graciously
accepted Gabriel's fresh interest in his project and did not make any
comment s about how the angel coul d have hel ped hi mout nonths before
this. They wal ked through the buil ding and di scussed i nprovenents.
True, noney woul d hel p, but Peter needed nore than noney. He needed
ci vic support.

So Gabriel and Rachel toured the city, discussing the school with the
nmerchants, the traders and the noneyl enders, the artists and the craft
guilds. In Velora, if nowhere else, Gabriel was liked; he had al ways
been on excellent terns with the city | eaders, who were anxious for
good relations with the hold. And the problemof the street children
was one whi ch had vexed many of the honest business owners for sone
time, he found. Nearly everyone they spoke with was willing to make
donations of materials or contract to train an apprentice under the
aegi s of the school

Rachel , whom he had heretofore seen nostly at her worst, showed to
advantage in these talks as well. First, she was so distinctive.
Dressed as she was these days--in trousers and jacket that |ooked so
much |i ke an angel's flying gear, wearing Vel oran scarves and jewelry,
with her wild hair tunmbling any old gol den way down her back--she coul d
not help but draw attention. Second, she was so passionate. She
bel i eved so strongly in this cause, and she spoke out so plainly, that
her listeners found it hard to resist her. The Velorans mght be a
little awed by their angelica, but she inpressed them favorably.

Gabriel saw that and was i nmoderately pl eased.

ohadi ah acconpani ed them on sonme of these rounds, and Gabriel was not
quite as pleased to see the easy, bantering affection that |ay between
the two. Well, it was inmpossible to dislike badiah, but Rachel was so
wary. How had he charned her so quickly?

Magdal ena j oi ned them once or tw ce, though she was clearly not as
confortable with the whol e concept of the orphanage as the others were.
Rachel was right; Maga was not used to poverty. She could not think
how to conmbat it. But she was trying.

The second evening, after a full day spent in consultation with the
nmerchants, the three angels and the angelica rewarded thenselves with a
festive evening at one of the smaller nusic halls liberally scattered

t hroughout the city. The proprietor ushered themto the best table in
the small, dark room overl ooking the sunken stage. Angels canme here
often; nearly half the chairs in the place were carved to accomvdat e
the great wings. Rachel squirned awkwardly in hers when they first sat
down.

"This is poking me," she said. "I can't inagine how you sit in
something like this."



"Well, here," (badiah said, rising to drag over another chair froma

nearby table and, with el aborate care, reseating her. "lIs that better
| ovel y?"
She smled up at him "Thank you, angelo. A great inprovenent."

Gabriel was conferring with the proprietor and so was able to overl ook
this exchange. "Anything in particular anyone wants to eat?" he
i nqui red.

"Anyt hi ng, " Magdal ena sai d.

"Isn't this the place where we got those wonderful cheese rolls?"
Rachel asked Cbadiah. "Let's get sone of those."

Gabriel nodded at the waiter, who withdrew instantly. "So you've been
here?" he asked his wfe.

"Once. There was a Luminaux orchestra playing. Unbelievable nmusic."
"Who's perforning tonight?" Maga asked

"Various itinerants,"” (Cbadiah said. "I think it's anyone who

"Well, that should be interesting."

"In Velora, it always is."

Indeed, it was a night of rich variety sprinkled with noments of sheer
magi c. Gabriel had never cared nuch for the percussion bands, though
there was a very fine troupe from Breven playing this night and he did
somewhat enjoy their interlaced staccato rhythms. The wonen seened to
prefer the singers, especially a trio of young girls who sang such

cl ose harnmonics that it was hard to believe they were not one voice
split with a nmusical prisminto separate strands. Obadiah liked the
stringed instruments. Gabriel was nost inpressed by the reeds and

pi pes, and | eaned forward in his chair so as not to mss a note of the
flute player from Lum naux.

He was surprised to catch Rachel watching hi mwhen he sat back at the
end of the flautist's performance. "That's what you al ways wanted to
pl ay," she said.

It was true, but he could not renenber ever having said that to her
"Did I look with so nuch longing at the stage?" he asked with a
smile.

"You said so once. Wen we first cane to Velora."

"The music is so pure," he explained. "Wth drums, strings--even
voices, filled with words--1 am al ways consci ous of how the mnusici ans
are creating music. But the pipes don't seemto be making music so
much as funneling it from somewhere el se. Like a conduit carrying
water froma river."

"Li ke an angel focusing the power of Jovah," Maga nurnured.

"Yes, rather like that," he said, smling at her

"You could learn to play one. You're not too old to go to schoo



yoursel f," Cbadi ah sai d.

"Thank you," Gabriel said sonewhat dryly. "Although | rather expect |
will be too old before | have the time to sit down and learn."

"Look, they're calling for volunteers," Maga said, pointing down at the
stage. "Go sing, Gabriel. 1t's been weeks since |'ve heard you."

"I don't like to nonopolize the Velora stages," he said. "Wo would be
fearl ess enough to tell me he didn't like the sound of ny voice?"

"Well, you have your faults," (Cbadiah said, "but |I've never yet heard
anyone say you couldn't sing."

Rachel |aughed. Obadiah cut his bright eyes over in her direction
"And |'ve never yet heard you sing," he continued. "Wy don't you take
the stage and delight us all with your debut performance?"

Gabriel caught his breath, amazed at the question but deeply interested
inthe reply. Rachel, predictably, refused.

"I don't want to sing."

"You never do want to sing. Aren't we ever going to get a chance to
hear you?"

"At the oria. | assune you'll be there?"



"Well, | had planned to skip it this year, but since you'll finally be
satisfying ny curiosity, perhaps | will show up after all."

Maga was shocked. "You can't skip a Gorial"
"He was teasing," Rachel said.

"You're the one who's teasing," oadiah said. "Wy won't you sing for
us? | don't nean now, | nean ever."

"Perversity," Gabriel said before he could stop hinself. But his wife
| aughed at him

"Mostly," she agreed. "Because it mmkes you all so nervous."

"Cabriel nost of all, I'Il bet,"” Obadiah conmment ed.

Gabriel was smling back at his wife. "No," he said. "I believe she
can sing as well as Jovah wants. He chose her to pl ease hinself.
Ther ef ore she no doubt sings--like an angel."

They all |aughed. The owner of the hall approached their table with
sone diffidence.

"I don't wish to interrupt, but several of the patrons have recogn i;ed
you, angel o, and asked if you would be willing to sing for us tonight?
It has been sone tine since those of us in Velora were privileged to
hear what the inhabitants of the Eyrie are |ucky enough to hear on a
daily basis--"

"I would be pleased to sing if you genuinely wish it,"
sai d.

t he angel

The proprietor was all smiles. "Ch, delighted! Nothing would please
me more. Do you want acconpani ment? Should | ask one of the harpists
to stay?"

Gabriel shook his head and rose to his feet, follow ng the owner. "No,
no, | don't need anything, thank you--"

He was led to the back of the roomand through a narrow tunnel al npst
too low to accommpdate his wings; it was a relief to step into the
conpar ati ve open space of the stage. He swept his gaze across the
small roomto find virtually every eye upon him then glanced up at the
table where his friends and his wife sat waiting. Until this noment he
had not determ ned what to sing. It was that | ook at Rachel's face
that decided him

He bowed briefly' to the audience, |aced his hands before himand began
to sing. Although it was not in his usual classical style, Gabriel had
practiced this particular piece in his rare spare nmonents in the past
few weeks, and he was pleased with his first public performance of it.
He felt the I ow burning on his armand saw fromthe corner of his eye
his Kiss flicker with color. So his wife was pleased with his
performance as well.

It was the | ove song Matthew had sung at their wedding, a sinple ballad
which required little nore than good diction and the ability to sustain
an occasi onal high note; but it was a beautiful piece for all that.

Gabriel half-closed his eyes, working his way with physical pleasure up



the slow scale at the refrain. He was so used to singing in Jovah's
honor that it was a strange, al nobst sensuous experience to be singing
for soneone else's gratification-but he was, and he knew it, and Rache
woul d be a fool not to know it as well.

When he repeated the chorus at the end, this tine switching to Edori
he felt the heat in the Kiss flane suddenly higher. Ah, that had
surprised her; she had not thought he knew the nomad tongue. He held
the last three notes a little |onger than necessary, show ng off

per haps, but the crowd did not find that a cause for censure. |ndeed,
t he appl ause was as enthusiastic as any he had ever received. He
snmi | ed, bowed again and shook his head when there were calls for an
encore. Some insistent fellowin the back row had begun chanting
"Angel s!  Angels!" in a rhythmc voice which was taken up by the

| ouder patrons in the hall. Gabriel saw the proprietor hurrying over
to his table again, and (badi ah and Magdal ena were on their feet. He
made sure that he was out of the connecting tunnel before the other two
ent er ed.

"I't'"ll be hard for anyone else to please this crowm after your
performance," badi ah said gloomly as they passed each other outside
the narrow hallway. "I would nmuch rather precede you than follow

you.

Gabriel smled, and rejoined his wife at their table. She |ooked over
at himin--could it be?--approval

"That was really beautiful,"” she said. "Thank you."

"I thought you might like it."

"I didn't know you could speak Edori."

"I can't. A few words. For the nost part, | |learned that piece
phonetically. | couldn't translate it for you if I didn't already know
the chorus."

"Ah, then you couldn't translate it at all, because the Edori chorus is
different than the popular translation."

"Real ly? What was | singing?"

She shook her head. "Better that you don't know. "



Now he was both anused and alarned. "Tell nme!"

She shook her head again, putting a finger to her lips. "Hush.
They' re singing."

hadi ah and Magdal ena were a little nore generous, singing three duets
for the appreciative audi ence before they too yielded the stage. The
appl ause that followed their performance was thunderous, and conti nued
long after the three angels and the angelica had risen to their feet,
waved farewel|l and left the hall

There was a great deal of talk and | aughter anong the four of them as
t he angel s acconpani ed Rachel to the tunnel car at the foot of the
nount ai n.

"Come to ny room when you've arrived," Gabriel told her when they
stopped at the inset door. "I have sonething | forgot to give you
before. "

She was stepping inside and closing the grille. The thread of |ight
i nside the shaft threw the faintest illunmi nation across her face, set
the tangled hair to glowing. "Wat is it?"

"Somet hing from Josiah. A letter."

She rai sed her eyebrows, but did not reply. Though Gabriel was
standing right there, she reached over to pull the bell-cord, to alert
t hose above that she was in the cage and would be conming up. He
nodded.

"Very wise," he said

"I never fail to observe this rule," she said. Then she |owered the
activating lever and the car rose slowy into the nountainside and
di sappear ed.

"I hate that thing," Maga murnmured.
"She requires it," Gabriel replied.

ohadi ah tugged on the Monteverde angel's wingtips. She twitched them
away. "Don't get personal," she said.

He was |aughing. "Race you to the top," he said. The two of themtook
of f, great w ngs nmaking a whuffling sound |ike banners whipping in the
breeze. Gabriel followed at a nore |leisurely pace, |anded, and headed

directly for his room 1In a few mnutes, Rachel was at his open
door.

"Aletter fromJosiah?" she said. "About what?"

He handed it to her, shutting the door behind her. "He wouldn't say

and | can't read Edori," he said pleasantly. "You'll have to tell ne
if it's something | should know. "

It only took her a few noments to open the letter and read the two

par agraphs on the single page, but in those nonments she changed
utterly. One nmonent she was smiling and ironic; the next she was sick
stunned, clenched into a knot of pain. He crossed



"Rachel! What is it--what did he say?"

She | ooked at him blindly, shaking her head. He thought that she had
no idea, for a nmonent at |east, where she was or who was addressing
her. He took hold of her shoul ders and pushed her gently toward a
chair.

"Sit down. Here-All right, then, on the floor. Rachel, tell me what
he said to you."

She had sunk to her knees on the thick red carpet, and he knelt beside
her. He was still gripping her arns; he thought she would topple over
if he released her. He shook her very slightly.

"Rachel, talk to ne. Wlat's in the letter? Is it-Did soneone die?"

It was a guess, but a good one, and it shocked a response from her
"Si non," she choked.

Si ron? "What happened to hin? How does Josiah know?" Her reply did

not quite nake sense to him "He--we were the only ones who bore the
Kiss, so the oracle said he could find out--and now he tells ne that
Sinmon is dead, has been dead two years--two years!" she wailed,

suddenly coming to life. She twisted in his hold, but not to escape.
She pounded both fists on the red rug, tossed her head fromside to
side in fierce denial. These were the signs of storm he was becom ng
famliar with. Gabriel kept his hold on her.

"I"'msorry your friend is dead, and you did not knowit for so long."

"He shoul d have been dead nuch | onger!" she raged. "Sinon--a slave
for three years! It took himthat long to die, fighting the whole
time, hating them hating hinself, wetched and beaten--Sinmon ..."

The rest of her words were inconprehensible to Gabriel; Edori no doubt,
words of inmprecation or grieving, he could not tell. But now she was
crying--huge, tearing sobs that were as fierce as her fury. He thought
she would rend herself in two with weeping.

"Here---here--" he murrmured, drawing her into his arms, holding her
tightly against his chest either to confort her or restrain her or
muffle the tears, he hardly knew. All three, maybe. She resisted
briefly and then gave in, grinding her face against his



| eat her vest, clenching and uncl enching her fingers against his bare
forearns. He felt her nails rake against his skin hard enough to | eave
atrail

It took her along tinme to quiet down, and even then it was only by

contrast. She still wept bitterly, though | ess passionately, and he
still held her. She had come to rest with her back against his chest,
both his arms wapped around her, his head bent over hers. "Shh," he

whi spered again and again, rocking her a little, trying to convey sone
of his pity and distress. He felt so sorry for her. \Woever this

Si ron was, she had clearly loved him and now he was dead. Yet another
thing lost to her forever.

When she started speaki ng again, he thought at first the words were in
Edori, and then he thought they were not neant for him A farewell to
this Sinmon, perhaps, a prayer to the god to receive the mgrant soul
Yet the cadence of the prayer sounded famliar. He |eaned closer to
hear, fill his ear rested on the wild golden hair.

What he heard stopped his heart.

"Yovah, if it be thy will, call down thy curses on the city of

Senorrah. Strike it with fire, with thunderbolts. Cover it with storm
and flood it with raging river. Bring pestilence and pl ague, and | et
everyone within its borders die ..."

In a weak, exhausted whi sper she was calling down Jovah's curse as
Gabriel had heard her do once before. He clapped his hand across her
mout h and stared down at her in horror. He felt her |ips nove agai nst
his pal mas she continued the invocation silently. She stared back up
at him renorsel ess and defiant, and he thought that this was perhaps
one nortal whomthe god would heed. And he pressed his hand nore
tightly against her nmouth to stop her, and felt a sort of dread travel
through himfromhis fingers to his heart.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Al t hough she had been gl ad when Gabriel first returned, Rachel now
spent some energy w shing he would go away again. There were many
reasons, not the |l east one being the fact that she had been so pl eased
to see himagain. And he had seened pleased with her, and the whole
wor | d seened unexpect edly harnoni ous.

And then the dreadful news had cone, and she had gone a little mad, and
now Gabriel hated her again; and so she wi shed he would go away.

He had not said he hated her. He had in fact been extraordinarily

ki nd, but she had seen the | ook on his face when she whi spered the
curse on Senorrah, and she had been too stubborn to recant. Well, she
had not felt like recanting. |In fact, if she had the power today, she
woul d go stand on the Plain of Sharon and call out the curse in her

| oudest voice, and watch with satisfaction as Senorrah tunmbled into the
foam | aced waters of the Galil ee River

To his credit, Gabriel had tried to understand. The norning after that
dreadful scene he had come to her door, sober and solem as always, to
ask after her state of nmnd. He had stepped inside the roomand stood
squarely, though quite unconsciously, in the white plane of sunlight
billowi ng in through the open wi ndow and all she could do was stare at
him He was so beautiful--all blue and silver and bl ack--so beauti ful



and so serious, and here she was, once again, having played the lunatic
at their very



| ast neeting. So she had greeted himwith an icy reserve, too proud
to show enbarrassnent, far too willing to show himfirst that she hated
hi m before he had a chance to make his feeling plain to her

H s own expression was renote, his gorgeous voice chilly. "I wanted to
see if you were feeling any better today," he said the formal way she
had al nost forgotten

"Yes," she said flatly. "I'mfine.
He had hesitated, and then asked a carefully worded question. "Wuld
you want to tell ne who Sinmn was?"

"My lover," she shot at himinstantly, hoping to shock himor at |east
unnerve him "Five years ago."

But he nmerely nodded. No doubt he had worked it out for himself. "I'm
sorry that he is dead," he said, which he had said |last night. "Wy do
you think he died in Senorrah?"

"Because he did not die on the Heldora Plains, where the rest of the
Manderras died," she said. "He lived three years longer. And the
Jansai | eave no survivors--only dead men and sl aves."

"He may not have died a slave. He could have escaped. He may not even
have died in Senorrah."

"Senorrah, Castelana, Breven--it is all one," she said, her voice stil
hard. "1 would see themall crushed by the falling nountain and
drowned under the rising sea."

And seeing her unrepentant, he had bowed and gone away. And he had
avoi ded her ever since, and so he hated her

Well, perhaps it was just as fair to say she had avoi ded him

In any case, they had not spoken nuch these past two weeks, and m ght
never speak again, and Judith wal ked around smling snugly, and Rache
did not care.

She did care that Magdal ena had returned to Monteverde, though Rache
had begged her to stay another nonth, another week, at |east.

"I can't--1 have duties of nmy own back home," the angel had said
gently. "People |I have neglected quite shamefully. And--you

know. . . "
"Now that Nathan is back, Gabriel is pressuring you to go."

"Not quite pressuring. Gabriel is too courteous to treat ne
unki ndly. "

Rachel had let a small sniff express her opinion of Gabriel's courtesy.
Magdal ena had snil ed.

"But it is time for ne to go. | mss ny sister and ny friends.
I have a class of girls |I am supposed to be teaching for the Goria

and that is only a couple of nonths away now. [|'ll see you again,
then. It won't seemso long."



But it already seened |ong, and the angel had only been gone two weeks.
Rachel mi ssed her all the nore because--now that Gabriel hated her--she
had only two friends left at the Eyrie. One was Matthew, who was fine;
and the other was Obadi ah, who coul d be trouble.

True to her nature, Rachel spent nost of her tine seeking trouble.
It was (badi ah hinmsel f who pointed that out to her, although she had
not thought he noticed. And she denied it when he said it. But she

knew it was true.

They had spent nost of that second week together in Velora, working at

the school. Peter's efforts had brought in about thirty street
children who were nore or less willing to attenpt living in the
experimental school cumresidence, though they were highly skeptica
and all | ooked ready to bolt at a nonment's notice. Nonetheless, the

lure of cash, as Peter had foreseen, was a powerful one, and they had
attached a paynment to everything. Each class taken, each night spent
in the dorm each project conpleted--everything was rewarded. Those
who had | earned mat hemati cs were begi nning to grasp what the sumtotal
of such | argesse mght be, and they were the ones who seened nost
interested in staying.

Rachel had set herself up as an instructor in a class on weaving, and
was pl eased when four girls and one teenaged boy elected to study with
her. oadi ah had undertaken to set up a nusical curriculum staffed by
several local lumnaries and featuring in addition a revolving roster
of visiting nusicians. Basic theory was taught in these classes, as
wel | as specific applications in voice, harp, flute and percussion
ohadi ah, who could not pronise to be on hand for daily |essons, had
nevert hel ess assigned hinself a full week as tutor, and that week had
just now cone to an end.

The angel and the angelica-to-be had agreed to have an el egant di nner
at one of Velora's nore gracious restaurants, as a treat after seven
days of relatively intensive |labor. The roomwas nostly dark; the
accommodat i ng host had seated these grandest of patrons in a

sem -secl uded private al cove. Over the food and wi ne, they tal ked
first about the school

"There's this one boy--Janmesdo you know hi n?" Obadi ah asked her



"I think so. Very small. Very blond. Very difficult."

"That's him Mstly | just want to slap him | swear if |I had been
his father, | would have abandoned him too." "Obadiah!"

"But have you heard hi m sing?"

"I don't think so. |Is he good?"

"Not yet. But he will be. | heard himfor the first time--oh, three
days ago. You could have pulled every feather fromny w ngs and

woul dn't have noved a nuscle. | was in shock. He has a voice."

"Probably an angel's son," Rachel said cynically. "Mybe even yours.
Maybe you did abandon him after all."

He smiled at her lazily. "I don't think so, lovely. | have always
avoi ded the angel -seekers for precisely that reason."

She eyed hi m specul atively. "Then you' ve been very discreet about your
romances," she said. "There doesn't seemto have been nmuch gossip
about you."

"And who were you aski ng?"
"Maga, nostly. W else could | ask?"

"Well, Maga hasn't been around the Eyrie all that nuch. She woul dn't
know. "

"So, who? Tell ne."

He | aughed, seenmingly delighted rather than enbarrassed. "I cannot
bel i eve you would be so tactless as to ask nel" he exclainmed. "Let
me assure you | have far nore discretion than to tell you."

"I hope it wasn't Judith."

"No, she's far too scheming for ny taste.”

n Then_ _ n

"Stop asking, dearest. |'mnot the man to gossip about |ove."

"Then tell me sonething else," she said.

"I can hardly wait to hear the question.”

"Why don't angels like their wings to be touched?"

He | aughed again. "Before | answer, let ne say that you're the first
nortal |'ve ever met who | earned that fact through observation rather
t han experience."

"What do you nean?"

"Ch, most nortals carelessly walk up to an angel and run their hands

down his feathers as if they're petting a cat--and practically get
their fingers broken for it. Not you. You d as soon



t hi nk of touching an angel's w ngs uninvited as you woul d-wel | --ki ssi ng
hi mon the nouth."

"Wll, that's alnost what it seens |like," she remarked. "I nean, it
seens |like a very intimate thing."

"It is. Actually, kissing isn't a bad analogy to how intimate it
is."

"Does it feel bad?"
"Does kissing feel bad?"
"No, | nean--"

"To have your w ngs touched? No, on the contrary. But they're very
sensitive. Very--1 don't know -personal. To have your w ngs touched
is |like being enbraced---or touched on the tongue-or stroked on the
breast. Something like that. Not sonething you want a stranger to
do."

She was thoroughly intrigued. She |leaned closer. "What do they fee
like?" she asked. "They look like feathers."

"They are feathers. The outer ones are much snoot her and harder. The
i nner ones soft, fuzzier. See." And he unfurled one of his ivory-Ilace
wi ngs, there in the dark room and |let her examine it by candlelight.
She studied the intricate interlocking of quill and branch over the
transl ucent webbed nenbrane. The resulting nesh | ooked softer than
washed sil k, stronger than braided | eather. She |ooked up at Obadi ah
wordl essly, a question in her eyes.

He | aughed lightly. "Yes," he said. "But very, very gently."

So she reached out with one tentative finger and traced a line from
right under his arnpit to the very edge of his w ngspan, noting how the
texture toughened and thickened as she noved fromthe smallest feathers
to the greatest. He had caught his breath the m nute she touched him
and did not exhale until her hand reluctantly dropped away.

"What? Did | hurt you?" she asked.

"You tickled."

"I"'msorry." A smll smle grewin her eyes. "Did it feel good
t hough?"

"Yes."

"Shall | do it again?"

He slowy refolded his wing, regarding her somewhat thoughtfully as he
did. "I think not," he said slowy.

She shoul d have been abashed, but he was not trying to re prove her

She put her head to one side and returned his steady gaze. "Wy not?"
she asked.
He smiled very slightly. "You are the angelica, lovely, and wedded to

a man | greatly respect. | have no wish to add to your already



consi derable marital woes, at |least not so early in your life
t oget her . "

She flushed, but answered defensively. "I did not nean--"

"Ch yes, you did. Perhaps you are not col dbl oodedly planning to seduce
me, but you know that my being here with you troubles your husband, and
that is one of the reasons you like to be with me. And let us not rule
out seduction altogether. W are not children, and both of us are
experi enced. And you do not, by ny observation at |east, have nuch of
a marriage with your husband at present.”

Her chin went up. "l have no wi sh to discuss ny husband."

He | aughed. "Nor do I, but he is there, nonetheless, and he is a
difficult man to ignore. And |I--to ny praise or ny blane, | cannot
really decide--find you also difficult to overlook. | shall not
encourage you to toy with ne, because | have no wish to break ny heart
over you. | imagine it is sonething I could do."

If this was rejection, it was phrased as beautifully as she had ever
heard it. She scanned his face, trying to read behind the ruefu
smle. "Are you angry with ne?" she asked directly.

"Not at all. Flattered, a little. Sorry, alittle. Not angry."

"Because | really cannot bear to lose all ny friends, one after
anot her."

He stretched his hand out to her across the table, and she took it,

t hough she did briefly wonder if this could be construed as
encouragenent. "Friends for life, lovely. And if--ah, but that's a
foolish thing to say."

"Well, say it, though."

"Gve Gabriel a year," he said. "G ve yourselves a year, before you
start | ooking around for consolation. By that tine you will know if
Jovah chose wisely or ill. | will still be at the Eyrie in a year's
time. Who knows what will have changed by then?"

She coul d not hel p squeezing his hand tightly before she drew hers
away. "Now you're toying with ne," she said, but she was smling.

He | aughed and sipped fromhis wine. He |ooked very nmuch at ease, but
she sensed he was just a little ruffled under his charm ng exterior

Whi ch pl eased her. "W are all toys in the gane between nen and wonen,
lovely," he said. "But sonetimes the gane is a little nore enjoyable
than others."

The tine with Matthew, of course, was safer, and Matthew too was an
instructor at Peter's school. Leather-working had beconme one of the
nore wel | -attended cl asses; so had a sort of undefined "mechanical s"
course in which Matthew t ook objects apart and put them back together
again to show his students how thi ngs worked. Actually, there was very
little Matthew didn't know (at |east in Rachel's opinion)--from weat her
forecasting to animal husbandry to voice training--so that he could
have taught half the schedul ed cl asses and done right by the children
He was far nore favored by the students than Peter or the nmerchants or
any of the angels. He seened baffled by his popularity, but Rachel was



pr oud.

Matt hew frequently went with her when she canvased the streets of

Vel ora, |ooking for new recruits. By now, nost of the children of the
city had heard about the school, whether or not they decided to attend;
but new children arrived in town every few days with their itinerant
parents, or slinking in fromthe uncivilized rough country, or in the
trains of traveling peddlers. O in Jansai caravans.

Rachel knew she shoul d not | ook for students anobng the Jansai. Even if
her own common sense had not told her she could not deal rationally
with the mercenary nomads, Peter had told her bluntly that they were to
be avoi ded. "They canp on the outskirts and trade, and Gabri el
tolerates it, but they are not encouraged to linger," the ex-priest had
said. "They have a few goods that the nmerchants want, but they are not
well-liked in Velora. They're dirty, and they cheat, and they eye the
worren in a way that no one appreciates.”

"But if they have slave children in their wagons--"

"Not in Bethel," Peter said firmy. "The Jansai don't go slaving in
this realm Any children in the caravan are freeborn--they m ght be
urchins, overworked little wetches nmaybe, but not slaves. Not in
Bet hel . "

But "overworked little wetch” sounded al nost as unendurabl e to Rache
as "slave," and so she kept an eye out for the Jansai visitors. And
when, a few weeks after the school expanded, a Jansai cortege nade canp
outside the city, she and Matthew strolled down to the wagons to see
what they could find.



"Al t hough you shouldn't be going with nme," she told him when they
were cl ose enough to nmake out the faces. "You know how fond the Jansa
are of Edori."

"Well, and you're an Edori yourself, angela."

"Yes, but | don't |ook |ike one. You, now-"

He di splayed his right forearmfor her. Like the angels, he wore a

sl eevel ess vest and no jacket, despite the freezing weather. "And
haven't | been dedicated |like a good son of Yovah?'" he demanded.
"Isn't that the Kiss you see there on ny arn? They'll nake no sl ave of
ne."

"A Kiss won't stop them" she said with sone bitterness.
"Ah, Raheli, we're safe in Bethel."

They slipped unnoticed into the canmp, which was disorgani zed and
overrun with people. It was m dday, and nost of the Jansai nen were in
the city drunmmi ng up business, although buyers and sellers could be
spotted concludi ng transacti ons before canpfires and just inside the
low tents. The white winter sunlight glanced off the gold jewelry and
bal d heads of the nen, but could not penetrate the dark cl oaks and

cow ed faces of the Jansai wonen. @ inpses were all that visitors got
of the wonmen, who ducked inside their tents whenever they felt alien
eyes upon them WMatthew gl anced over at Rachel

"Aye, and there's the people you should be liberating next, once you've
saved all the children of Samaria," he commented.

She could not help grinning, though she felt alittle grim "I
t hi nk--by the horses?" she said, heading toward the far edge of the
canp. "Surely that's a task that would fall to children."

And she was right. Three incredibly grubby boys were squatting on the
ground outside a makeshift corral, fascinated by some drama unfol ding
at their feet and occasionally |oosing shouts of triunphant |aughter

"There's a pack up to no good," Matthew remarked. "Probably torturing
smal |l aninmals,” Rachel replied.

I ndeed, when Matthew hailed themin his burred voice, the three whirled
guiltily around to face the newconers, and a small furry shape
instantly sped away in the opposite direction.

"I can see you've been having a pl easant afternoon, now, " Matthew said
conversationally.

The three miscreants instantly recovered their poise. "And what's it
to you?" the biggest one asked in a sneering voice. "Look, fellas,
it's one of themEdoris. Slave-bait."

Rachel was instantly affronted, but Matthew merely grinned.

He shook back his long black hair. "Slave-bait, is it," he said. "I'm
not the one who's been set out to guard the horses here on such a fine
afternoon. "

The big one scowed. "I like to watch the horses," he said defiantly.



"A horse is a Jansai's life. Better than a woman. A horse will get
you everything you need.” H s conrades supported this speech with a
couple of heartfelt "yeahs" and sone enphatic nods.

Matt hew nodded. "Sure, now. A horse is a good thing. Take you across
t he nmountain, take you across the desert. O course, if you' re always
too poor to own your own horses, won't do you much good to | ove

them™

"Who says |'mtoo poor?"

"Well, you're sitting here watching another man's beasts, now, aren't
you?"

"Now | am maybe. But | get paid for it. Paid plenty. 1'Il buy ny
own horse any day now, and then I'll pay some kid to | ook after him"

"I's that right, now? And how rmuch do you think a horse costs, m kel e?"
Mat t hew asked, using the Edori term for young boy.

The mi kel e scowl ed even nore darkly. "I don't know. Not so much."

"A hundred gold pieces, |I'mthinking. Mybe nore. How many gold

pi eces do you have saved up? Is it five? Is it one? Are your kind
masters paying you in gold, after all, or is it perhaps silver? Maybe
they're paying you in food and gear--"

Rachel had just begun to relax into the faniliar, persuasive cadence of
Matt hew s argunent for education when rough voices behind them abruptly
i nterrupted.

"Hey, what's that dammed Edori doing here? Chit, Brido, get away from
the filthy Edori--"

The boys scranbl ed back toward the corral as Rachel and Matthew whirl ed
around to see who had spoken. Two good-sized Jansai mal es were
approaching themon the run, snarls on their faces and sharp-edged
weapons coming to life in their hands. |Involuntarily, Rachel stiffened
at the sight of those |ong-handl ed knives threaded through with sinuous
| eat her straps. She renenbered those well enough But she woul d not
give in to fear or panic. She made herself



step ahead of Matthew, and haughtily stared down the hal f-naked
Jansai. "We've conme fromthe Eyrie to inspect conditions at your canp,
and we'd appreciate a little civility," she said in an icy voice. "You
are only here on sufferance, after all."

The tone surprised them so did the clothes, the face, the whole
package. Not the troubl esome merchant's wi fe they had expected. They
cane to a halt a few yards away and i nspected her, some of the nenace
dying away fromtheir |ean faces and bunched nuscl es.

"Pardon, mstress," said one, suddenly flashing her that w de white
snmle that she also very clearly remenbered. "W don't |ike strangers
nmeddl i ng i n our canpgrounds."

"W weren't neddling," she said very coldly.

The second Jansai jerked his knife-hand at Matthew "Who's he? Edori
stay out of our canps."”

"He's with me. For protection."

This second man was | ess easily cowed by a tone of voice. He stared

back at her insolently. "And who are you?"

"I am Rachel, wife to Gabriel," she said with heavy enphasis. "I
assune you will allow that | have the right to be anywhere in Velora
choose?"

She had expected the nane to mean sonething to them-she had | earned,
in Velora, it always did--but she hadn't expected the sudden interest
that leapt to both Jansai faces. Inexplicably, she felt she had nade a
m st ake. The second nan gave a small |augh; the first one kissed his
fist to her, the only gesture of respect known to the Jansai, but the
expression on his face was nocki ng.

"Two Edori, after all," the first Jansai said, smling that white snle

again. "So you still remenber our canps with fondness?"

Instinct warned her agai nst explaining her real notive. "Just
curious," she said, still in that frigid voice. "l see they haven't

i mproved any."

"Maybe they have," the second man said. "You' re welcome to stay and
| ook around. 1'Il be glad to show you where |I pitch ny tent."

"Thank you, no. | believe |'ve seen enough to rem nd nme just what an

unpl easant place the canmp can be."

And she nodded regally and stepped forward, brushing past themw th an
odd sense of unease. Matthew was close on her other side, close enough
for her to feel the heat of his bare arm agai nst her wool en sl eeve, but
that did not rmake her feel any safer. There had been nore Edori than
Jansai in canp that night on the Heldora plains, and it had not been
Edori who prevailed

But the two mercenaries drew aside to |l et them pass. "Angela one of
them murmured as she drew away, but she did not | ook back to

acknow edge the word. Only willpower kept her frombreaking into a run
when they were a few yards away. She kept wal king in a fast but
neasured pace, and within mnutes they were safely back inside the city



limts, and unhar nmed.

"So | guess the Jansai mkele survive w thout us," Matthew said
finally, when the canp was far enough behind she couldn't even imagi ne
that she still snmelled it. The words surprised a |augh out of her; she
clutched his arm and kept | aughing, knowi ng she was a touch hysterical.
He | aughed, too, and patted her armin a conforting way, and that was
all they said about the adventure.

It was the next day before she realized that there m ght be
repercussi ons. She was back in Velora, this time al one, wal ki ng

t hrough one of the sunless alleys that connected the bazaar to the
busi ness district. Having just purchased a sackful of blue yarn, and
calculating how long it would | ast and which of her students would be
asking for a different color, she was paying very little attention to
the noises around her. Not that there was nuch noise. She heard a
footfall--the small clink of knife against nmetal sheath--and then she
was envel oped in darkness.

For a split second, she was too astonished to be afraid or even to
under st and what had happened. But when darkness was foll owed by sudden
vi ol ent notion, she knew, and she started to screamand fight. Her

voi ce was muffled by the heavy bl anket over her head, and her hands
were trapped inside it as well, but terror |lent her amazing strength.
She withed and shrieked, kicking out ferociously at invisible shapes
around her, clawing at her prison fromthe inside. She heard |ow

voi ces swearing, and sonmeone struck her a mghty blow on the head.

O her hands grabbed her around her shoul ders and flung her back agai nst
awall. There were at |least two of them

One of them clouted her again; her skull cracked against the brick so
hard she was di zzied. She kicked out frenziedly and an answeri ng boot
crashed into her thigh so brutally that she felt her flesh tear and her



bones buckle. Unable to stop herself fromfalling, she pitched

headl ong onto the cobbl estones, rolled, and slammed again into the
wall. There was a laugh, a flurry of Jansai words, and another foot
cat chi ng her unexpectedly in the stomach. She tried to scrabble up
but rough hands pushed her back down. She felt a length of rope pass
around her neck and shoul ders, and tighten as if a noose were abruptly
short ened.

Her cry of despair was swall owed up by unexpected sounds--high yipping
calls and a rattle of stones and bottles ricocheting off the alley

wal I's. Her captors swore again, shoved her facedown into the street
and took off running. Rachel lay where they left her, tangled and
brui sed, too stunned to even pull off the bl anket and see who had
rescued her.

In a mtter of seconds, sonmeone else perforned this task for her. She
found herself struggling for air and staring up into a nbpst unexpected
trio of faces. Three of her students--Katie, Nate and Sal --were
crouched besi de her, surveying Rachel with worried expressions.

"Angel a--you all right?" asked Katie, the ol dest and | argest of the
group. "Was they grabbing you?"

Rachel pushed herself slowy to a nore vertical position, though she
was i ncapabl e of standing just yet. "I think so," she said shakily.
"Was it the Jansai ?"

Nat e nodded solemmly. He was the youngest student in the school
affectionate and intelligent; Peter had high hopes for him "Two of
"em W saw anot her one coming this way, but he run off when he saw
us."

Rachel gingerly put a hand to her right |leg, where the kick had gone
hone with some force. It was bl eeding but not, apparently, broken
"How did you know it was nme?" she asked.

"Seen your hair," Nate said. "Katie said, "They've got angela! W' ve
gotta help her!"" Sal related. "And |I was scared, but Katie got her a
handf ul of rocks and we started comng at themreal fast, and they run
off."

"Well, you were very brave. Al of you. | think you saved ne."

"They was grabbing you?" Katie asked a second time. "D d they want
you for their slave again?"

No secrets among the students, it seemed. "I don't know. Maybe. |
think they were mad at nme because | was in their canp yesterday."

"But everybody goes to the Jansai canp,"” Nate said, frowning.

"Yes, but | was trying to talk some of their children into coning to
the school. | guess they didn't like that."

"Not their school," Katie said with a scow .

Rachel regarded her. She was feeling a little Iightheaded, but
slightly euphoric as well. Saved by her school children. Sonething
about that appealed to her. Surely three children couldn't have
frightened off grown Jansai warriors; it nust have been that they



couldn't afford to draw attention here in the streets of Velora. "So
you don't think the Jansai children would fit in? You think it would
be a bad idea to invite themto |ive there?"

Kati e nodded enphatically. The two boys, watching her, copied the
notion. Rachel said, "But what if the Jansai are nean to thenf? Beat
them -starve then? Shouldn't they have somepl ace safe to go, l|ike you
do?"

"CGet their own school,"” Katie said distinctly.

Rachel gave a weak |augh. "Well, maybe you're right. |In any case, |
don't feel strong enough to go back to the canp to try again. Mybe in
a year or two, when we're a little nore established-"

"You're bl eeding," Nate observed.

Rachel gl anced down at her leg. "Yes, | know | probably need to get
that taken care of."

"Can't you stand up?" Kate wanted to know
"I can. |I'msure | can."
"I"ll go get Peter," Sal offered.

"No," Rachel said, quickly, without thinking. The three children
regarded her with interest. "No," she said alittle nore slowy. "I
don't want Peter--or Matthew -or anyone el se knowi ng about this. You
see, some people aren't so sure the school is a good idea. They m ght
tell me it's dangerous if they hear about this. | don't want themto
tell me to shut it down."

"No," Nate said positively.

Katie said, "Maybe they'll just tell you not to go to the Jansai
camp. "

Rachel |aughed. "Well, they'll certainly tell me that. And they're
right, and believe nme, I'mnot going to try it again. But | don't want
anyone being even a little bit wrried. So | don't want anyone to know
about this. WII you promise me not to tell? Al of you--will you
proni se nme?



Nat e agreed pronptly. Katie had to think it over, but when she gave
her word, Sal followed suit. "Good," Rachel said. "Now, somnebody
pl ease help nme up."

They haul ed her to her feet and insisted on wal king her to the tunne

car when she said she didn't want to go back to the school for first

aid. Katie even helped her tie her scarf around her hips so that it

conceal ed nost of the bloody tear in her trousers. Rachel handed the
girl the bag of new yarn to carry to the school

"But you'll be back tormorrow, won't you?" Nate asked anxiously.
"Ch, I'msure |l will. Al | need is a bandage and 1'Il be fine.

"Ckay, then," he said. They all watched her board the car and shut the
gate, wavi ng goodbye as she pulled the | ever and rose out of their
sight. Hoping to return unnoticed to her room this once she
deliberately neglected to ring the Eyrie chimes theft would alert

Matt hew or Gabriel or Hannah to her arrival

And she was successful, nmanaging to slip down the cool hall ways

wi thout attracting nore than a casual glance from anyone she passed.
Safe in her room she swung the door shut and col | apsed suddenly
against it, sliding to the floor. Now, half an hour later, reaction
was setting in. She trenbled alarmngly; tears started coursing down
her face and she could not stop them Still pressing her back agai nst
t he door, she nmade herself as small as she could, draw ng her knees up
to her cheeks and wrapping her arns tightly around her ankles. She
wept so long that the room grew dark before she finally stirred and

i nposed sone senbl ance of calmon herself. Painfully, she forced
herself to stand and |inped over to the water room where she spent an
hour bathing all traces of the dreaded Jansai touch from her body.

She was sore for two days, and the gash on her leg was ugly, but there
did not appear to be other ill effects. Well, she was a little
subdued, perhaps, but very few people here knew her well enough to
notice that. badiah was out on a three-day m ssion, Maga of course
was in Monteverde, and she hadn't seen her husband in nore than a week.
Matthew did inquire, late that third day as they left Velora, how she
was feeling.

"Because you' ve seened a bit junbled lately, like you' ve things on your
m nd or a headache," he said. "It's not such an easy thing you' ve
taken on, this school™

She smled at himas they headed back toward the nmountain at a rather
sedate pace. She had told him the day before, that she had twi sted
her ankle falling in the water room to explain away the sl owness with
whi ch she was wal king. "Peter does all the hard work," she scoffed.
"And you. You're surrounded by the mkele day in and day out. | just
sit around weaving, which |I'd be doing anyway. It's not so
difficult."

"Well, | was just asking. Because it occurred to ne there mght be
somet hing el se clanmoring in your brain that you haven't had the sense
to ask someone about."

H s phrasi ng made her laugh. "And what would that be?" she said, but
she knew before he answered that he had scanned her m nd



"You can read a cal endar,” he said. "You know what happens this tine
of year. You wouldn't be thinking of attending the Gathering, now
woul d you?"

She came to a halt, facing himin the nmddle of the road. She put a
hand on his arm half to steady herself, half to hold himin place.
"You know | am" she said quietly. "It's been five years, Matthew |
can't tell you--you can't guess--"

"I can guess," he said. "It's to be held outside of Lum naux this
year, did you know t hat ?"

"Yes."

"Along trip. Have you thought how you woul d make it?" She began to
feel a rising stubbornness. She had not expected Matthew, of al
people, to offer opposition. "You can hire horses in Velora, |
suppose. | know how to pack a saddl ebag and where to find water--"

But he was smling at her. He had been teasing all along.
"Edori should not travel alone," he said. "Seventeen years |'ve made
that journey by nyself, to wherever the Gathering was held. Sure | was
thinking it would be a fine thing to make that trip with one of the
peopl e at ny side."

She | aughed, and gave him a quick, hard hug. They resuned their sl ow
progress toward the nmountain. "Yes," she said, "please come with me to
the Gathering. | amso excited, and so afraid, | don't knowif | can
make it on ny own."

They di scussed the journey for the rest of the walk. Matthew even
agreed to ride up in the tunnel car with her (though he didn't nuch
like the cranped quarters), seeing as there were no angels



in sight. Rachel tugged on the bell-cord and Matthew set the cage in
motion. She was still bubbling over with plans. WMatthew continued to
[isten in anusenent.

Sone of her enthusiasm faded when, arriving on the upper |evel, she
stepped out of the cage to find Gabriel awaiting her in the hallway. In
the half-1ight of the back tunnel, he | ooked al nbst phosphorescent, his
pal e skin distinct agai nst the darkness, his huge white w ngs agl ow
behind him The expression on his face was unfriendly.

"Rachel ," he said, and his voice matched his face. "I've been wanting
to talk with you. Could you conme to nmy room i nmedi at el y?"

She gl anced at Matt hew and nodded goodbye, then silently preceded her
husband down the hallway. She was very aware of himfollow ng closely
at her heels, and she was a little sorry when Matthew turned down the
corridor leading to his own quarters. Gabriel said nothing until he
had ushered her inside his roomand offered her a seat.

"Let's see what you have to say first, and then I'Il decide if | need
to sit," she said sharply. Not a very am able opening remark, but he
did not make her feel anmiable; in fact, it was clear she was in trouble
for sonething. She was on the defensive.

Gabriel was too agitated to take a seat hinself. Indeed, he was so
di sturbed that it seemed he didn't know how to begin. He circled the
roomonce, taking great strides and carel ess of how his wi ngs brushed
against the furniture, before comng to a sudden halt before her

"\What happened to you?" he demanded. "Hannah came to ne and said she
found cl othes of yours in the |aundry--covered w th bl ood."

It was totally unexpected; Rachel felt an entirely inappropriate blush
coming to her cheeks. He went on in a hard voice. "Naturally, she
cane to me, concerned, wondering if you needed hel p--and | had no idea
how you ni ght have been wounded. As | never have any idea of what has
happened in your life. It was not just a little blood, she said. It
covered the whole | eg of one pair of your new trousers."

She dropped her eyes, uncharacteristically contrite. "It was
not hi ng--a scrape,” she nurnmured. "lI'msorry to worry her-you--"

He stal ked away fromher to stare out his own small w ndow into the

gat hering bl ackness. "I knew you would say that," he flung at her over
his shoulder. "I knew you wouldn't tell nme, even if it was sonething
sinmple and harm ess like the fact you had fallen and hurt yourself. So
| ask nyself. Wit can it be? Sone bizarre Edori rite,
self-mutilation? Wuld Matthew tell me--should | denean nyself by
going to him and asking? Maybe it's sonething el se--your tunnel car
broke and crashed into the rocks, and you're afraid that if you tel

me, I'Il forbid you to use it. That would nake sense, but the car
seens to be in perfect working order. Then what? One of your

school chil dren beat you? WId dogs in the streets of Velora attacked
you?"

He whirled around to face her, but came no closer. "And then | ask
nmysel f--why? Wiy am | asking myself these questions? Because ny wife
doesn't trust me enough to tell me anything--good things, bad things,
anyt hi ng--and even if | ask her, she will not give me the truth."



Usual ly just a glinpse of his anger was enough to ignite her own, but
now, inexplicably, she felt nmoved and apol ogetic. She took a few steps
toward him hal f-extended her hand before letting it fall.

"Gabriel--1"msorry," she said, the unaccustoned words comn ng
haltingly. "I'Il tell you--but it will nmake you furious--which is why
| didn't tell you before. And it was ny fault, and | know better now,
so don't tell ne I can't have the school anynore."

He was staring at her with a heavy frown, but at the same tine he

| ooked slightly hopeful. "Don't be silly, | favor the school," he said
alittle nore calmy. "Tell me, then. Sonething happened at

Peter's?"

"No, I-Well. A few days ago, Matthew and | went to the Jansai canp.

t hought there m ght be children there who would want to cone |live at
the school. It was a stupid idea, | know," she hurried on, as his

frown grew bl acker, "but at the time | thought it was worth a try."

"You and Matthew in a Jansai canp," he said. "It nakes ny bl ood run
cold."
"Well, and it won't happen again," she said candidly. "W found a few

boys, and Matthew had just started talking to them when a couple of
Jansai men came running over to get rid of us. They said a few
insulting things and then I--1 told themwho |I was, and they | ooked
like they wanted to eat ne for breakfast.



So we got out of the canp as fast as we could, and | thought
everything was fine. Then--two days ago--1 was in the market and
somebody threw a bl anket over ny head--" She gestured conprehensively
to convey the horror of that. It was becoming difficult to keep her
voi ce steady. "But before anything could happen, three of ny students
ran up, throw ng rocks and yelling, and the Jansai ran off, |eaving ne
behi nd. The canp's broken up and noved on now, so | can't see that |'m
in any danger--"

As she had spoken, he had noved closer. He was now just inches away
and his face was a study in alarm "But Rachel, why didn't you tel
me? O why didn't Peter tell me--WMatthew, Gbadi ah-sonmeone?”

She was a little enbarrassed. "Because | told the children to tell no
one. | told no one. | thought--it seened to me--you might tell me the
school had become dangerous for me, or that Vel ora was dangerous, and
couldn't go there anynore, and Gabriel--1 can't not go there, it's too
i mportant to ne, not just Velora, but the school, the children

everyt hing--"

He reached out a hand, as if he couldn't help hinmself, and touched a

stray curl of her hair. "I knowit's inportant to you," he said in a
gentle voice. "I would never tell you to give it up. But Rachel--to
confront the Jansai like that---even in Velora, where generally anyone
is safe--swear to ne by the |love of Jovah you'll never do anything Iike

t hat again."
"I swear," she said. "I was afraid, as soon as | saw those two. |
hadn't thought | would be afraid, but suddenly all those menories-So
won't do it again.”

"And when there are Jansai in Velora, it mght be best if you have
someone with you all the tinme--Mtthew or ohadiah or nme," he said. She
was so surprised that he included hinmself as a bodyguard that she could
only nod dunbly. "Although--it al nbst doesn't nake sense to
me--slaving is illegal in Bethel, and no one contravenes that |aw " he
added. "So why would they want to take you? To what end?"

"Maybe they weren't going to take ne," she said. "Maybe they were just
angry that 1'd conme to the canp and they wanted to--make nme sorry."

"So, the blood," he said abruptly. "Wat happened? How badly were you
hurt ?"

"One of themkicked ny leg and it started bl eeding," she said, naking
the words offhand. "It's still bruised, but it's healed over. Nothing

to be concerned about."

"Has soneone dressed it for you?"

"No," she said. She was trying to be conciliatory. "If you're
worried, | can ask Hannah to look at it. | think it's fine now,
though. | really do."

"As you choose, then." He hesitated, glanced away and decided to
speak. "I'mnot--1 know you have considered the Eyrie a prison of
sorts, and ne some kind of jailor but--you have nore freedomthan
that," he said, carefully picking his words. "This is supposed to be
your home, and your life is what you make of it. | would not want you

to think that your rights, your freedons, your choices, are subject to



nmy approval and that | woul d--deprive you--or interfere with any of
them Please don't be afraid to tell ne--anything--that happens in the
future because you are afraid of what privilege I will take away from
you. "

H s di ffidence nmade her, for the first tinme, truly repentant.

"Gabriel, I'"'msorry," she said yet again. She snmiled tentatively.
"The next tine soneone tries to abduct ne, |I'Il cone running to
you- - "

"Well, | wish you would,"” he said, smling back. "But it is not just
t he abducti ons and assaults you can report to me, but anything that
occurs in your day. | would Iike to hear how you're getting on

Really, | would."

"Then join me for dinner tonight," she said. "And I'Il catch you up on
everything that's been happening."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

such accord could not be expected to |last forever, although for two
weeks rel ati ons were harnoni ous between the angel and his bride. The
break, when it canme, was so sudden that Rachel was caught totally
unpr epared; and consequently it left her even angrier than she m ght
ot herwi se have been

Her wound was conpletely healed by this tinme, due nostly to Hannah's
mnistrations. The ol der wonman had, w thout commrent, examnined the cut
and bound it up after spreading a white salve over it.

"What is that?' Rachel had asked.

"GO ntrment made from manna root," Hannah had replied. Rachel put her
finger in the jar and touched the creamgingerly. "This |ooks so
famliar," she said. "I think ny nmother used some once when ny father
was badly burned. She said she'd been saving it--for years? Could

t hat be right?"

Hannah nodded. "It's very rare now. Alnost all the roots are gone,
and | haven't seen any new crops for, oh, a decade or nore."

"What did you call it?"
"Manna root . "
"Why is it so rare?"

"It comes froma flower that doesn't grow here anynore. Al the seeds



are gone, ground up by foolish girls. No nore seeds no nore
flowers--no nore roots. No nore ointment. |It's a pity because | have
never found another salve as useful as this one."

Sonetimes she found it as difficult to get information from Hannah as
Gabriel must find it to get information fromhis wfe

"Why do young girls grind up the seeds?" Rachel asked patiently.

Hannah gl anced up at her in surprise. "You don't know about manna?
Per haps the Edori never used it. They say it's an aphrodisiac--a | ove
potion. Well, the seeds are, if they' re ground up and slipped into

food or drink. So the stories say. And only men are affected by the
potion, so only wonen harvest the seeds and make the m xture."

Hannah gl anced at her again, but the |look on Rachel's face was clearly
one of fascination, so she went on. "According to |egend, Hagar is the
one who di scovered the potency of the manna, and she struck sone dea

wi th Jovah, as she was wont to do. She would go to her nountain
retreat and sing to him and he would send the manna falling down from
heaven--cl ouds of seeds, a rainstormof them falling all over Samaria.
Sonme woul d take root and grow, and other seeds woul d be harvested by
girls looking to find husbands.

"Hagar and Uriel argued once about manna, the stories say. They argued
about everything, but this fight went on for days. Uiel felt that the
use of manna was unfair to nmen, that there was no defense against it,
and that a worman could use it to ensnare a man who woul d never consider
her without the aid of potions. Hagar said it was a worman's busi ness
to find a man, make himlove her, and bear as nmany children as possible
for the glory of the god. Hagar liked the idea that there were wles
agai nst which a man was hel pl ess. ™

"Who won the argument ?"

Hannah was smiling faintly. "Hagar, of course. He had told her he
woul d not speak to her till she apol ogi zed, and so they did not speak
Then one day she went to him saying she was very sorry, that she was
wrong. She took himto her room and bathed him and conmbed his hair,
and fed himgrapes and w ne--but she had | aced the wine with manna

seed, and so he fell in love with her all over again. They say this
was the last fight they had to the end of their days, but | don't
believe it. | think they fought till they died, and | oved each ot her
anyway. "

Rachel was considering. "And there have been no manna bl ossons since

Hagar's time? These roots nust be extrenely old, then."

"Ch, there were flowers for hundreds of years after that but fewer and
fewer every year, since young girls would harvest them before the seed
could fall. | renenber manna bl ooning when | was a little girl, but I
haven't seen any for years."

"So why don't the angels pray to Jovah and ask for nore?"
"Sone have tried. | think Ariel did, one summer, but no manna fell
Per haps they did not know the right prayers. Perhaps there is no

more. "

"Too bad," Rachel said. "I |like the stories."”



At dinner a few nights later, she taxed Gabriel with the tale.

"And Hannah said no manna fell for Ariel,"” she finished up. "D d you
ask Jovah for it? Perhaps he woul d answer your prayers."

Gabriel had listened, smling, but he shook his head. "I think that's
a prayer only a wonan can nake to Jovah."

"But why?"

"Well, wonen are the ones who use the manna seeds, after all.”

"Men benefit fromit," Nathan said with a |laugh. "At |east some nen

woul d consider it a benefit."

Gabriel grinned. "Men nmay enjoy the consunmation of desire, but wonen
are cal cul ati ng beyond that physical nmonent," he said. "Wnen seduce
with a purpose in mnd, nore often than not. They're thinking about
marriage and children and the next generation. Men usually don't think
that far ahead."

"\What about angel - seekers?" Hannah wanted to know. "The women who
pursue angels in all the towns and vill ages."

"They nmore than anyone have a purpose in mnd," Gabriel said seriously.

"They know that to have an angel child will change their lives
conpletely.”
"Well, there are nen who are angel -seekers, too--Ariel and Maga coul d

tell you stories,” Nathan said.

"Certainly. And they may be interested in siring angel babies, though
I think glanobur is nore their aim But that's a side issuel W're
tal ki ng about the manna seed. Wen Hagar first prayed to Jovah for the
manna to fall to earth, Samaria had only been settled a short tine.
There had been great hardshi ps--fam ne, plague, flood--and hundreds of
peopl e had died in each separate



di saster. She knew that if the settlenment was not quickly

repopul ated, the whole race could die out, nortals and angel s alike.
And she prayed to Jovah for help, and nanna is what he gave her. It
was god and angelica working in concert to produce a whol e new
generation as quickly as possible. Uiel doesn't seemto have grasped
the urgency quite as quickly as his wife. And that's why | say manna
is a woman's prayer. Because wonen think nost deeply about the next
generation--and that is alnost all that Jovah thinks about."

"You strip the romance from everything," Nathan conpl ai ned.

"Well, | amnot much of a romantic," Gabriel replied. Nathan gl anced
si deways at Rachel, who was thinking over Gabriel's words with an air
of complete absorption. "Gve you tine," Nathan said softly. "Gve

you tinme."

That kind of discussion had not been uncommon in the past two
weeks- -t here had been di sagreenents, of course, but nothing

acrinoni ous--but then, they were both trying hard to get along. \Which
was why the next serious argument caught them both by surprise.

Gabriel had stopped by Rachel's room | ate one afternoon, somnething he
rarely did. She invited himin with an unaccountabl e sense of shyness,
but he was not in the |least |over |ike He seened somewhat abstracted,
wrestling with some problem He had been gone for the past few days,
and she was not even sure when he had returned.

"I need your advice," he said abruptly, after sitting silently for a
good three minutes on her newest floor cushion. "Mre than that.
need your help."

She sank to the rug before him "Wll, of course. What is it?"

"Lord Jethro of Senpbrrah. What is he afraid of ?"

She raised her eyebrows. "You nean, |ike spiders and rats?"
"No--much bigger. |Is he afraid of losing his only son? Afraid his
wife will leave hin? 1s noney all he thinks of? 1Is he afraid he wll

| ose his fortune and his standi ng anong the other merchants?"

Why did he want to know? Rachel put the question aside and spoke
thoughtfully. "Well, all the nerchants are afraid of that. They're
very jeal ous of each other. Lord Jethro used to sit with his son for
hours and specul ate on how nmuch noney sone of the other Senorrah

fam lies had, calculating rent suns and tariffs and i ncome from al
their little businesses. He's obsessed by noney, but they all are, |
t hi nk."

"So--if | could find a believable way to threaten to take his noney
away, | could get his attention.”

"Well, but you'd al so make himhate you."
"He already hates ne."
"What are you trying to prove to hin®"

He sighed and ran a hand over his face. He |ooked very tired.



"I have spent some tinme in the past couple of nmonths trying to convince
the nerchants and the Manadavvi and the Jansai that the inequities of
our current systemnust be righted. | have been spectacularly
unsuccessful so far. 1'd like to find a way to nake themtake
notice--of me, and of the god as well."

"I know one thing Jethro is really afraid of," Rachel comented. "And
that's water."

"Wat er ?"

"He's terrified of drowning. He owns a pleasure craft, but he never
uses it--Daniel does, sonetines, but Jethro never. He hates to take
the ferry into Bethel, which is one of the reasons he trades with
Jordana so nuch--because he can use the bridge to get to land. It's
strange that a man who is so afraid O drowning lives in the mniddle of
ariver."

Gabriel frowned at her, brooding. "Well, that's something to think
about. Perhaps | could cause the river to rise. On his way over
here--or maybe he would be nore inpressed if it happened on his way
back. Because | think, if | could sway one of them-"

"He's comi ng here?" Rachel interrupted. "Wen? And why?"

"I'n a couple of weeks. They all are--Jethro, Samuel, Elijah Harth,
Abel Vashir, half a dozen of the Jansai |eaders. | thought, if | saw
themall together, | could get a better sense of who was allied with
whom - and maybe nake a few of ny own points, though |I'm beginning to
think those points are going to have to be made in a drastic fashion
and not in my own hold--"

"Then maybe you should flood the river before he gets here so he's a
little shaken up. Better yet, flood all of Semorrah. That wll get
his attention."

He gave her an absent smile. "I know you don't like him" he said,
"but maybe you coul d spend sone tine convincing him

that 1'm capable of doing it. Fill his mind with fears. So that
when he goes back on the ferry, even if the river is snooth as gl ass,
he'll spend his whole tine | ooking over the sides uneasily."

"l would," she said, "but I won't be here."

He stared at her blankly. "Wn't be here? Surely you can m ss a day
or two of teaching--"

She shook her head. "No, I'll be in Lum naux by then. O actually,
out side of Luminaux a fewmles."

"\What are you tal king about?" he demanded in an inpatient voice.

"The Gathering. |'mgoing with Matthew "

"But you can't," he said. "I need you here. | just told you--all ny
enemes will be arriving at the sane tine."

"I"'msorry," she said. "But it will take us a week or nore to travel

t here--1onger, actually, because I'mgoing to stop at Mount Sinai for a
day or two--and 1'Il be gone days before your guests arrive."



He was starting to get seriously angry. "Rachel, you can't |eave," he
said. "You nust see how inportant this neeting is-all the nmerchants,
hal f the Jansai, half the Manadavvi--it's as nuch a matter of social
entertaining as it is a political naneuver, and | need you with ne."

"Well, I"'msorry, Gabriel, but you didn't tell ne you were planning
it."

"Well, you didn't nmention that you were leaving for--what is it, a
nmont h?--to go to this Gathering--which, anong other things, falls too
close to the Aoria for you to go."

"You said | didn't need your permission to do things. You said | had
my own privileges."

"And so you do, but the joint responsibilities come first! | can
understand that you wish to attend the Gathering--"

"I"'mgoing to attend it. It's been five years since |'ve been to one,
five years since |I've seen any of ny people.”

"They aren't your people! They were kind to you, but--"

"They are ny people! M famly! | have no one but the Edori."

"You have the angels," he said stiffly. "You have ne."

"You! You can't even understand why this is so inmportant to ne!l"

"And you are making no attenpt to understand what is inmportant to nel
Rachel , don't you see what | amtrying to do here? Anong other things,
I"'mfighting for the survival of the Edori. | amtrying to force three
powerful, wealthy factions to overhaul their lucrative trading
agreements, to restructure the very basis of their wealth--and they
don't like it, they don't want to do it, and I need every weapon | have
in hand to fight them"

"Some other time, then! Change the day of your great neeting. Mike it
after the Goria. | will be here then."

"Too many people are involved for ne to do that. If you would just be
reasonabl e--"

"Be reasonabl e--"

"Yes! How can you expect to prepare for the Goria if you are gone for
weeks and weeks beforehand? When will you practice? Wat will you
sing? You have no idea how exhausting the performance will be--if you
trek all the way to Lum naux and back--"

"What is it you are really afraid of, Gabriel? That if |I go to the
Edori, | will be so happy there that I won't come back?"

"Well, it wouldn't surprise ne all that greatly," he said. "Since you
have nade it abundantly clear that you prefer your life with themto
your life anong the angels."

"If the angels were nore agreeable,"” she said softly, "perhaps |I could
learn to love them™



He sprang to his feet and began pacing around the room She stood too,
unwilling to sit tamely while he strode about. "Yes! | can see why
you woul d say the angels have given you no care at all! It was only
angel s who rescued you from sl avery--angels who brought you to a
position of power and honor--angels who have tried to befriend you:
Magdal ena, Obadi ah, myself. But what do you give back to any of us? M
you delight in deceiving--you will not tell me your troubles, you wll
not tell me your plans--and now when, for the first time, | ask
somet hi ng of you, you refuse, and you are not even sorry that you
cannot oblige nme!l"

"And that's exactly the difference between the angels and the Edori!"
she retorted furiously. "The Edori took ne in and asked nothing of ne
at all. Nothing! Except that | be happy anong them and | was. But
the angels---! Fromthe beginning, it was expected that | |ook a
certain way, behave a certain way. | did not ask for the role you have
tried to thrust on me. | did not ask to be brought here. | did not
ask to be your bride. | have done



as well as | can anobng people who are strange to nme, people who do
not like me, but Gabriel, I would gladly | eave at any tine and not cone
back again."

"You can't do that," he said flatly. "I won't let you."
"You won't let ne? You won't let ne | eave here? How can you stop
ne?"

"Who gave you the neans to |l eave this place, anyway, if it wasn't ne?
When you were afraid to be taken down the nmountain in an angel's arns,
who gave you the way out? Who said, "You are not a prisoner here'?
Wll, | did--and | can just as easily revoke that. | can take away
your escape route--"

"You can take away fromme any privilege you wi sh," she said coldly.
"And you can | ose any hold on nme you ever had."

"And what's that supposed to nean?"

"How do you think you can nmake ne sing? |In your precious Aoria. Can
you slap me? Beat ne? Chain ne up? You nmay take ne to your stupid
Pl ain, you may have all your angels and all your friends gathered
around, but if |I don't want to open ny nouth, no power on this whole
worl d can make nme sing. And you know it. Take away from nme whatever
you want. | can take away nore fromyou."

They gl ared at each other for a full mnute, both of themtoo angry to
speak. Rachel's hands were balled so hard at her sides that her whole
body was cranped to sustain the pressure. Gabriel, before her, |ooked
like the incarnation of divine vengeance. His pale face was al

angul ar, angry bone; his great w ngs quivered and humred with tension
H s eyes were so blue that they colored the air; they scorched her with
a lapis lazuli fire.

"I cannot believe you mean that," he said finally, in a voice so
tightly controlled that it trenbled, though just a little.

"Well, | do," was her instant response.

He shook his head. "What was Jovah thinking of," he said, alnost

whi spering, "when he chose you for this part? You will destroy ne--you
will destroy all of us."

And wi t hout giving her a chance to say another word, he spun around on
his heel and strode out. The feather edge of his wi ng brushed her as
he swept by, but she stood unnoving, her hands still clenched, waiting
a nonent to breathe so that the heat of his passage woul d have cool ed
and the air would be safe to take into her lungs. And then she flung
hersel f on her bed and cried again, and hated himwith all her heart.

They did not speak again for the next week, and studiously avoi ded each
ot her, which was not hard. The Eyrie was big enough for a careful man
and worman to keep out of each other's way.

She had i nformed her students that she would be gone for a few weeks,
and left themdetailed projects to conplete in her absence. Peter told
her he could foresee no problenms arising that he would not be able to
deal with.



"And if | do have any questions, |I'll send Qohadiah to Gabriel," he
added.

"Yes, |'msure Gabriel can solve any crisis that comes up,"

she replied coolly.

The students were sorrier to see Matthew | eave than they were to see
Rachel go, but he promised to bring them back treats from Lunmi naux, so
they were resigned to it. "W'Il only have a day or two at Josiah's,
now, " Matthew warned her. "That is, it you're still planning to shop

in Lum naux before the Gathering. W could go afterward, of course.”

"That's cutting it very close," she said. "W have to be here at | east
a few days before the Goria."

"Well, then, it's tonmorrow we should be | eaving."

"Yes. |'mready."

She was used to taking her evening meal at the school with Peter and
the children, but for this last day, oadiah invited her out to dinner
He took her to a small cafe she had not been to before, and ordered
fromthe exotic nenu.

"You may hate this food," he remarked. "It's very strange."

She smled. "Then why did you bring ne here?"

"Schem ng. Hoping you'll get so violently ill you can't leave in the
nor ni ng. "
"Why, badiah. | didn't know you would mss ne that nuch.”

"I don't think I'"mgoing to be happy with you gone," he said lightly.
"Il probably nope around the Eyrie, |anguishing, until you return."

"You could cone with ne."
"An angel at the Gathering? | don't think so."

"There are often non-Edori there, though | don't remenber ever seeing
an angel before, | have to admt."



"You should bring Gabriel, if you' re going to bring any angel."
She was surprised, and kept silent.

"You're wong, you know," he said, very gently. "To |leave himthis
way. "

"You don't know anything about it."

"I know that you fought, and that you haven't spoken since, and that
you will be gone three weeks or nore. | don't know what was said,
but --"

"Unf orgi vabl e things," she interrupted.

"You really should be here for his nmeeting," Obadi ah persisted. "I
under st and how much you want to go to this Gathering, but what Gabriel
istrying to do is so inmportant--"

"Ch, so now you're on Gabriel's side, are you?"
"I"ve always adnmired Gabriel," the angel said seriously. "I may jest
about him and laugh at himto his face, but I"'mreally very nuch in
awe of him He's a good man, Rachel. And he's trying to do good
things. Sonetinmes | don't think you give himenough credit.”

She was flustered and upset, but it was inpossible to be angry at

ohadi ah. "Yes--no, | do, but--Obadiah, he doesn't make way for anyone
el se. He doesn't accept anyone else's reasons, he's so sure he's
right."

"Well, many times he is.”

"And even if he is right, I"'mnot staying," she finished up nutinously.
"You think I'm being selfish, | know, but | can't--1 have had not hing
for so long. | have had everything taken away from ne, and what the
angel s have given back to ne is not what | want. | want--1 need--to be
anong people | love again. | want--how can | explain this? | have
never been as devout as Gabriel, as nost of the angels," she said, her
voi ce changing, calning, as she tried to make hi munderstand. "And
while | lived in Senorrah, there were tinmes | hated Yovah, hated what
he had done to ne, and to the Edori, and to people | loved. But while
| lived with the Edori ... They are very religious people, you know.
They pray directly to the god, much as the angels do. And while

lived with the Edori, | felt close to Yovah. | heard hi mwhisper in ny
ear. | believed--1 knew-that ny words went directly to his heart.

"And if--" she said, her voice slowing still nore, "if | amto go to
the Plain of Sharon and sing to Yovah, ask his blessing on all peoples
of Samaria, | nmust feel close to himagain. And | think | rnmust go to
the Gathering, and listen to the Edori singing, to understand agai n how
a sinple woman can call directly on the god. | must be renewed nysel f
before I can give what the angels want me to give. Do you understand
that? Perhaps | am being selfish, but not conpletely."

"You could still go to the Gathering," he said persuasively.

"Stay here for the first day of Gabriel's neeting, then let nme fly you
to Lum naux."



She jerked backward fromhimas if he had struck her. "No."

"You are afraid of heights, | know-"
“"No. | can't. No."
He gave her a cajoling smle. "Do you think | would drop you? | have

never dropped anyone, you know. "

"(Cbadi ah, | can't," she said, a trace of panic in her voice. "I
won't--don't ask ne. I'msorry. | can't."
He rai sed his hands in a gesture of surrender. "All right,"” he said.

"But it would solve so many things."
Their food canme, and they ate for a few nonments in silence.

Rachel | ooked up to find himwatching her expectantly. "Wat?" she
sai d.

"Do you like it?"

"Actually, | do," she said, smling a little. "Is it grilled horse
manure or sonet hi ng?"

"No. Perfectly respectable food. But no one else will eat here with
ne."
Her smile broadened. "This shall becone our special place, then. W'l

cone here again when | return.”
"Agreed," he said instantly. "I'll reserve a table now. "

The rest of the meal passed conpani onably, and Obadi ah did not again
bring up painful topics. Wen they had finished eating, they wal ked
slowy back to the nountain, and the angel escorted the angelica to the
tunnel car. It was full dark by this tinme, and the air was chilly, but
it was clear that spring was on the way. The wi nd which had been so

wi cked all during the winter seened nerely playful now, the hard ground
gave just a little beneath their feet.

"When do you | eave?" (badiah asked as she opened the cage door and
st epped i nsi de.



"Tormorrow. First light."

"Mat t hew has hired horses?" She nodded. "You know how to ride, of
course."
She | aughed. "O course. |It's been five years--al nobst six--since

have ridden, but I'msure | haven't forgotten."

"I was on a horse once. |'d gotten extrenely ill, oh, a day's flight
out side of Lum naux. They tied me to a horse and escorted nme back to
the Eyrie. 1t was awful. He was afraid of ny w ngs and kept | eaping

forward every time a feather would brush him | was sore from ny
ankles to ny--well, sore all the way up. 1'd rather have died of
fever, | think."

"I like to ride," she said. She had fastened the grille, but reached
out a hand to himbetween the bars. "Don't be so sad. [|'Il be back in
a few weeks."

H s hand closed on hers. "I thought | was covering it up so well," he
said. "I really wish you weren't going." He put her hand agai nst his
heart and held it there. "I1'll sing for you each night," he said
softly. "Jovah keep you safe.”

She ki ssed the fingers of her free hand, then laid them against his
lips. "And you also," she said.

He took her hand fromhis lips and clasped it against his chest beside

the other one. "Now |I've got you and you can't get free," he said.
"Trapped in a little cage inside the nountain."
"Wth an angel holding ne down," she finished. "Yes, that is how

feel nmuch of the tine."

Instantly he released her. "Truly, Rachel, take care," he said. She
rang the bell and activated the lever. "I wll," she said, "Dinner
again in a few weeks, ny friend. The tinme will go very fast."

The car began its slow, |unbering ascent. "I don't think so," she

t hought he said, but the noise of the car made it hard to catch his
words. She wapped her arnms tightly around herself and wondered why
the night air suddenly seened so cold.

She hal f-expected Gabriel to be waiting for her on the | andi ng--or at
the door to her room and when he was at neither place, she
hal f - expected himto come to her sonetime later to wish her a formal

farewell. So strong was this belief that she tarried over her packing,
and waited till very late before taking her bath. Even after she had
undressed and gone to bed, she lay awake a long tine, listening to the

har moni ¢ voi ces and thinking he would cone to the door. But he did
not .

She sl ept badly and woke early, heavy-eyed. But there was little she
needed to do to prepare; she had done nmost of it the night before. She
cl osed up her bags, glanced once around her room and stepped outside.

Gabriel was nowhere in sight. She felt her whol e body grow snall er

| eaden, in a single sweeping rush of disappointment; she felt the way
she sonetimes did when the tunnel car dropped fast. But that was
ridiculous. She did not want to see himany nore than he wanted to see



her.

She stepped briskly down the corridors to Matthew s chanbers, and found
hi m awake and ready for her. H's dark face was alight with excitenment
and he gave her a qui ck absentm nded hug.

"To the Gathering we go, ny girl,"
to be anong the people again.”

he said. "Ah, but | can hardly wait

He rode down the mountain with her, and they hiked into Velora to pick
up their horses. Matthew had, of course, chosen well, hiring a conpact
bl ond pal omi no for her and a sturdy black gelding for hinself. Like
nost Edori they used only bridles and the barest of saddles. Matthew
strapped their |uggage across the horses' backs, and swung up easily.
Rachel stood and watched him glancing fromtine to tine back at the
mountain. But no great white angel w ngs glided down fromthe Eyrie.
No husband appeared to wi sh her a cold goodbye. She nounted, urged the
horse forward, and did not | ook back again.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"I"'mglad you came to ne," Josiah said. "I've thought of you often.”
Mat t hew had all owed hinself to be introduced to the oracle, but excused
himself fromthe dinner and the talk that came afterward. "I'man old
man, and travel tires nme," he had said with his sweet smile, but Rache
knew t hat he was just tactfully giving her tine to visit with Josiah

al one. She had enjoyed the neal, served by soundl ess acol ytes in one
of the smaller interior rooms. Now they sat before the fire and sipped
t he nost marvel ous |iqueur Rachel had ever tasted.

"I wanted to thank you for witing to ne," she said. "Although the
news was not wel conme, it was better to know. "

"I was sorry to have to tell you he is dead."

"I amglad of it," she said. "He hated life those |ast years, | know
him He is happier with Yovah."

"Peace on his soul," the sage murmured. "WII you pray for himat your
Gat heri ng?"

She | eaned all the way back in her chair. "I have not done nuch
praying to Yovah lately," she said softly. "Except to call down
curses, which he has not answered. | don't know that he would listen

to me--at the Gathering or at the Aoria."
"Ah," said Josiah. "Now | know why you are here."

She smled faintly. "And why | amgoing to the Gathering. To renmenber
what it is like to love the god."



"That is a very interesting concept,’
| amnot sure that | |love himnyself."

Josi ah said. ""Loving' Jovah.

That brought her straight up on the edge of the big chair to stare at
him "But--of all people--"

"He is not an easy god to love," Josiah said calmy. "He is not very
warm He is a just god, that | do believe. He has a great deal of
passion, and a great deal of power. But does he |Iove us? | have never
been sure of that. He guards us well. He guides us. And he lets us
make our own way until we err. Perhaps that is a kind of love, but it
is not very affectionate.”

She could not help laughing. "And | thought |I spoke heresy--!"

"A |l earned man cannot hel p but consider the boundaries of his world,

bot h physical and spiritual," Josiah said. "The oracles, you wll
find, believe nost fervently in the god--nore than the angels do, nore
than the farmers and the nerchants and the Man-adavvi. W know he is

there. But who is he? What shape does he take? Has he ever conme down
anong men? What is his interest inus, if it comes to that? Sonetinmes
I think we--the whole race of humans, on this planet and

el sewhere--were created as sone vast, divine experinment, that he sets
up a group of us on each world and gives us different environnents and
wat ches us to see which of us adapts the best. OQher times | think he
has given us--all of us--a puzzle, which we are sonehow to sol ve, and
he waits from generation to generation, giving us a few nore clues with
each new birth, to see howlong it will take us to unravel it. And
other times |I think I do not understand any of it, and it is all as it
was taught to ne, and that is an end to it."

"I am beginning to feel |ess badly about my own isolation fromthe

god," she said.
Josiah smiled. "Ch, | amnot the greatest of all doubters, as you nust
be thinking," he said. "There is the story of the oracle David, who

lived sone hundred and fifty years ago. He had been a questioner his
whol e life--he was obsessed by the interfaces, the screens we oracles
use to comunicate with the god. He said he had di scovered a way t hat
a man could go directly to the god, see himface to face, and that the
secret was contained in the interfaces. So he brought an acolyte in,
and positioned hinmself just so--1 can show you the place on the floor
because this all transpired on Sinai--and he told the acolyte to press
a certain button. And, so the story goes, a great golden haze rose al
about him and the acolyte | ooked away in fear. Wen the boy | ooked
for David again, he was gone."

"\Where did he go?"

"To see the god, so he says. There is an account of it in his nenoirs,
al t hough the | anguage is very halluci nogenic and hysterical ."

"And what did the god | ook Iike?"

"Actually, he never laid eyes on Jovah, just the place where he lives.
It was wondrous and strange--as one night expect--filled with odd
lights, and surfaces and textures that were wholly alien. The
interface screens were there, so he was able to conmunicate with the
god--until the day he learned that the god could speak to him al oud,
in a deep resonant voice that was, he says, wholly dispassionate. It



was the voice nore than anythi ng which seens to have driven himmad."
"He was nmad, then?"

Josiah smiled again. "Well, when he returned, bathed in the sane

gol den glow, he fell to the floor and began sobbi ng, and he did not
speak a coherent sentence for weeks. And then the things he had to say
were so bizarre that no one would believe him So he took to witing
down his adventures, but his words were so revolutionary that the other
oracl es | ocked hi maway and had hi mtended until he died. They

woul dn't even let himuse the interfaces anynore, though he begged to
be allowed to go back to the screen just once. So he died, raving and
unhappy. And the oracles put his witings under |ock and key, and | et
no one but their successors read about him"

"But what did he say that was so revol utionary?"

"Well, that's something the oracles only discuss anpong thensel ves," he
said pleasantly. "Let us say he just cast doubts upon the omi potence
of the god. And while | may seemto you to be a heretic, | do not for

a nonent doubt that Jovah is capable of saving all of us or destroying
all of us, if he chooses. And that whatever he chooses is right,
because he is all-knowing and we are the ones who are faulty and in
error."

Rachel sighed and sank back in her chair. She was not much interested
in esoteric speculations on the nature of theol ogy, anyway. "And | am
anong the nost faulty," she said gloomly. "I have quarreled with ny
husband--again. | have left himw thout



a word, though he knows where | am | have made advances to anot her
man. | have refused to give himthe help he asked for. | have really
done everything | could think of to spite him™"

"Well, of course you have," Josiah said gently. "You love him"

She jerked her head in his direction. "Love hin? Love Gabriel?"
"And you are trying to get his attention. It is hard to get
Gabriel's attention--1 know frombitter experience."

"I don't love him" she said positively.

"Al so, you don't want himto swallow you up, which is very w se,"

Josi ah said in an approving voice. "Gabriel has a very strong will. It
is hard to stand against him and a conpliant wonman woul d be totally
absorbed into his personality. That is why Jovah chose for hima wonman
who is not at all conpliant.”

"Anyway, he doesn't |ove ne."
"He is not whole without you," Josiah said. "And you are not whole

wi thout him Neither of you has been willing to realize this yet.
Which is why | amglad you are going to the Gathering. It will do you
both good to know what it feels |ike when you are not at the Eyrie."

"I will feel fine when | amnot at the Eyrie," Rachel said sharply. "In
fact, I"'mvery glad to be gone fromit now. "

"Yes, |'msure you are," the sage said, smling again. "I w sh you the
merriest of times at the Gathering anong your Edori friends. | hope
you return to Vel ora rested and serene and sure of yourself. But I
think you will mss your husband while you are gone, and he will m ss
you. If it is so, | hope you will act upon it. Jovah brought you
together for certain reasons. Only one of those reasons was your

happi ness, but it is not the |least of them It is tine you were happy,
Rachel . | do wish you joy."

Wth these words ringing in her ears, it was hard for Rachel not to be
t hought ful during the next four days of the trip. Matthew, a seasoned
travel er, and a respecter of mpods in any case, forbore to nmake
conversation. The horses had been well-chosen; they were easy-gaited
and strong-w nded, well up to the journey. The two Edori travel ed
south at a good pace, and made it into Lum naux on the evening of a
beauti ful spring night.

"Azul ato," Matthew nmurrmured as they rode through the high nmarble gates.
"The Blue City."

Nowhere in the world was there a place as beautiful as Lunmi naux, city
of craftsnmen, artists and intellectuals. It was indeed, as Matthew
said, all blue. |Its major buildings were all constructed fromthe sane
pol i shed blue marble, richly veined with white and rose quartz. The
cobbl estones--laid in circular or fountai ned or npsai cked patterns--had
been chipped froma grainy violet granite. belisks and nonolithic
statues appeared at irregular intervals at the street corners or in
scattered parks, and all of them had been carved of lapis lazuli or
turquoi se. Hyacinths, violets, dahlias and lilacs bl ooned in gardens
and wi ndow boxes in front of every house; and even the darkening sky



was an unnmarred indi go.

"Truly," said Matthew, gazing around fromthe place where they had
both, involuntarily, come to a conplete halt, "this is a sight that
refreshes the eyes."

They rode forward slowy, ainmng for the stables on the edge of town.
The buildings in this conmplex were made of wood, but they had been

pai nted a serviceable navy color. The travelers knew before they
pul | ed up before the wi de doorway that the groom who woul d take charge
of their horses would be a know edgeabl e man who | oved animals, for in
Lum naux no tasks were considered nenial; every man went to the job he
| oved, and was respected for nastering its conplexities.

"Ah, good beasts, both of these,"” said the smling ostler who canme out
to take the black and the pal om no. "You did not push themtoo hard on
the ride down, but | can see you' ve covered sone distance."

"We came fromVelora in easy stages," Matthew confirmed. The ostler

was stroking the gelding's soft nose. "And arrived in Lum naux to | ook
for nmerchandise? O to commission an artist? O --" he glanced
specul atively at Matthew s face. "Or to travel westward to the plains

to join the Edori in their rituals?"

"We're here for the Gathering." WMatthew nodded. "But we canme a few
days early to see the sights of the Azulato."

The groom gave themdirections to a noderately priced inn, and they
found it with no trouble, a sturdy two-story building not far fromthe
central markets. It was built of inexpensive white stone but every one
of its twenty wi de windows was fitted with stained gl ass panels,

cerul ean and cobalt and aquamarine, and wi steria clinbed over the
painted lintel.

They were Edori and used to sharing quarters, so they took one room and
sat before the fire till mdnight, talking. Not of the



trip down or Josiah's last words or even of life at the Eyrie--no,

nor of life in Senorrah, which Rachel never w shed to speak of--but of
the nomadic life, the quiet freedomof the Edori, in harnmony with the
land and the wild creatures and Yovah. They told anecdotes about clan
menbers they both knew, or had heard of; they renenbered Gatherings
when Hepzi bah had sung, or the inconparabl e Ruth.

"And will you be singing at the Gathering, is what |'ve been
wonderi ng?" Matthew asked her. "For it's a fine voice you have,
t hough it has been five years since you've raised it in song."

Rachel |aughed softly. She was stretched out on a woven rug before the
fire, feeling nore confortable and happy than she had in nearly six
years. "And what makes you think nmy voice is so fine?"

"W never net to speak to each other before you cane to the Eyrie," he
said. "But we had been at Gatherings before, you and I, and you lifted
your voice in songs | amnot likely to forget. You and that Naomi

| ass, who is now with the Chievens. You used to sing together, and
everyone came close to listen."

"Naom has a beautiful voice," Rachel said lazily.

"Aye, that she does. And you also, or you did. But five years in the
cursed city without a place to practice your songs--how you nust have
mssed it."

"I used to go," she said dreanmly, "down to the wine cellars. They
wer e huge---caves built under the river, all danp and echoey and dark
| would stay there as long as | dared--hours sonetines--and sing. And
sing. Al the Edori songs | knew. And sonme of the new ones | had

| ear ned when Lord Jethro had minstrels in to entertain. | don't care
for many of the allali songs, but there were a few | heard that | |iked
wel | enough to nmenorize. | can't tell you the nunber of tines | got
puni shed for disappearing, but | didn't care. There is something about
singing--for me, anyway. It cleanses ny heart. It nakes nme whol e
again. | would sing, and | woul d become stronger

"Someti nes when | was singing," she continued, rolling over onto her
stomach to stare nore intently into the fire, "I would take ny chains
and shake them i ke tanmbourines. Make a joyful noise to Yovah. And on
those days | wouldn't even hate ny chains, because they had been part
of the nusic. And if | had not had the nusic," she said, her voice
droppi ng, and her head coming down to rest on her arm "I would have
died there, before ny first year was gone."

"I understand why you will not sing for the angels,"” Mtthew said, "but
will you sing for us? For your people?"
"I may," she said. "But | amnot sure."
They went to bed late, slept late, and rose still in the content, calm

nmood t hat had possessed them since they entered the Blue City. Matthew
wanted to stroll through the bazaars and | ook for bargai ns, but Rache
had a nore definite errand to run. They agreed to neet again at the

i nn for supper, and separat ed.

It took Rachel nearly an hour to get to her destination, since she
didn't know where the craft hall was and, anyway, it was too fine a day
to nove forward with deliberate purpose. So she asked strangers for



directions, and then paused to admire a view, or wander through a
public garden, or buy a fruit drink froma streetside vendor and sip it
where she stood. At noon the fanous silver bells of Lum naux tolled
out an Edori medl ey, in honor of all the nomads passing through the
city, and of course she had to stay utterly still until she heard every
last liquid note drift down.

But she did eventually make it to the place she sought, a |ong,

|l ow marble building with verdigris shingles on its arched roof and bl ue
ceramc tiles leading up to its wide door. The air around the building
humred softly with each passing breeze, and she glanced around to track
the source of the sound. Tall weather vanes planted in the ground, and
| ayered nobil es hanging fromnearby trees, were fitted with small pipes
and flutes that caught each shift of air current and turned it into
musi c. Rachel sniled, and knocked firmy on the painted door

It was answered very quickly by a young girl wearing the unadorned
white robe of the apprentice. "Yes, patron?" the girl asked, bow ng
very | ow.

"I want to purchase a flute," Rachel said. "A gift for my husband. Who
here can hel p ne?"

She was taken to a small, perfectly constructed chanmber with slanted
panel s affixed to the ceiling--a rehearsal room she instantly
realized--and told the wait would be just a nonment. Indeed, very soon

she was joined by an ol der woman dressed in the deep blue of the master
flautist, who was followed by three apprentices carrying |eather
cases.

"I amGselle, one of the elders here," the flautist greeted her

"I amtold you wish to make a purchase?"



"Rachel ," the angelica said, nam ng herself and returning the elder's
bow. "Yes. For my husband."

G sell e nodded at the apprentices, who unfolded small wire tables and
opened their cases on top. "And is he interested in playing the
instrument or merely collecting it for its beauty? |If he wi shes to
play, is he a novice or an adept? What is his nusical ability?"

Rachel approached the cases and began to study the nerchandi se. She
had not realized there would be quite so much variety. There were
wooden reeds and brass pipes, silver flutes, recorders, piccolos; sone
had complex fretted stops and sone nerely had intricately cut holes to
be closed by the player's fingers.

"He is a singer," Rachel said at last. "He has a spectacul ar voice. He
has never played an instrument, but he knows nusic.

t hought - -sonmething sinple to play but pure in tone. It is the quality
of the sound that interests nme nost."

G selle cane to stand beside Rachel. "Well, for beginners | usually
recommend one of the wooden pipes--"

"No," Rachel said instantly. "It nust be of the finest material."
Gselle smled slightly. "But, | was going to add, the silver pipes

of fer the sweetest sound."” She touched first one, then an other of the
long sliminstrunments lying in their blue velvet cases. "O these, the
recorder is the easiest to play and yet nost truly conveys the ability
of the nusician," she said. "The sound can be a bit unearthly, as if

the nmusic were created by the god hinself, w thout any human
intervention."

Rachel gl anced at her sharply, for in alnost those same words Gabri el
had described the appeal of the wi nd instrunents.

"Let me hear what one sounds |ike," she said.

G sell e inspected her choices and then extracted a plain instrunent

wi th perhaps eight holes down its barrel. "Listen," she said, and put
the pipe to her lips. The song she played was sinple, a country
bal | ad, and Rachel |iked the pure tunble of notes. But' Is there

anot her one that is nore beautiful?" she asked. "I |iked the sound
very well, but the pipe itself is so plain..."
Gselle smled again. "Few of our artisans bother to spend nuch tine

creating recorders that are works of art," she said. "As they
are--conparatively--so sinple to play, they are npbst often used by

novi ces. But one of our oldest craftsmen has always | oved the recorder
best, and he has created sone fine pieces. Very expensive pieces, of
course, but if you want the best--"

"1 do. Let ne see them"

An apprentice was sent off. While they waited, G selle denonstrated a
| earning pipe to Rachel, a curious little wooden strunent consisting of
ei ght very small reeds bound together in ascending size fromthe

smal lest to the largest. The |largest was no |onger than the middle
finger on Rachel's hand.

"We often sell these to children who think they want to learn to play



the pipes,"” the flautist said. "They are also good for novices to
begi n on, because they do not require such great lung strength and yet
they accustomthe nmouth and the throat to the exercises the flute
requires. Perhaps you would like to give one of these to your husband
as well."

The | earning pipe made a tinny, happy nelody that did not rem nd Rache
of Gabriel at all, but the logic seened so sound that she agreed to buy
one. The apprentice returned just as G selle was handing the reeds to
Rachel

"The master's apol ogies, but there's only one recorder he's willing to
sell," said the girl, speaking very rapidly and softly. "The others he
wants to keep for hinmself, but he thinks the lady will not be

di sappointed in the quality of this one."

"Ah," said Gselle, taking the instrument fromthe girl's hand. "This
may in fact be exactly what you're seeking."

She pl aced her palns on either tip of the recorder and held it up for
Rachel to see. It was shaped nuch as the other one had been, but this
was a thing of sheer physical beauty. The nout hpi ece was accented with
not her - of - pear| inlays; the brushed silver of the barrel was patterned
wi t h di anond- cut designs of vines and sparrows. A silver ring was
soldered to its back about one-third of the way down its length, and a
silver filigree chain was slipped through the circle.

"So you can wear it around your neck and not fear losing it," Gselle
expl ai ned, slipping the neckl ace over her head. "Listen," she said,
and pl ayed again the sinple tune she had played before. Rachel closed
her eyes. The nusic swirled around her head, making her briefly dizzy.
Musi c Gabriel would admire indeed.

"That's what | want," she said. "I will take it with ne."



Rachel and Matthew spent two nore days in Lum naux, hedonistic
tourists. They shopped at the bazaars to buy usel ess things they had
no way to easily ship back to Velora; ate at different restaurants for
every meal ; they went to concerts or lectures each night. They paid in
cash. for everything, since Rachel had refused to bring the wistbands
whi ch woul d have served as currency even here. Everything was
expensi ve, and everything seened worth the price.

On the norning of the third day, they awkwardly repacked their bundl es
and turned their horses westward for the three-hour ride to the plain
outsi de of Lumi naux. Rachel was nore excited and nervous than she had
t hought possible. To be ampbng the people again ... The Manderras were
scattered, or dead, but there were many here who had known the
Manderras. There were many here who knew her nane, knew her face by
sight, renenbered Sinon, remenbered her adopted famly. O had these
friends too been taken by the voracious nmalice of the Jansai? Wo was
still left, who alive, who reaped by Yovah in the intervening years?

Still a fewmles out, they spotted the massed tents and intermttent
canpfires of the Edori wanderers. Haze fromthe inmense double ring at
the heart of the canp was i medi ately visible; soon they could al so see
the white smoke fromsnaller fires built before individual tents. A
buri ed pul se seened to shake the earth as they rode closer, a steady,
accented rhythmthat at first seemed no nore than their own heartbeats,
curiously magnified; but as they drew nearer, the sound grew | ouder
nore insistent, and resolved itself into an unbroken percussive beat
com ng froma hundred tandem sources.

"The drums have started," Matthew said, urging his black forward at a
faster pace. "W're alnost late."

They arrived at a scene of happy chaos. Everywhere were bodies, faces,
children, canpfires, knots of men in close argunent, wonen | aughing
over enbarrassing secrets, rows of tents raised so closely together
that one set of anchoring stakes could be used for twd. The fine
cooking sent a tenpting aroma through the canmp. The drunbeats were
overlaid with voices raised in the general welcom ng chant. Snatches
of conversation, song and | aughter wove through the air with an actua
texture.

Rachel brought her palomno to a halt and thought she would be unable
to breat he.

"Ah, Raheli, it is good to be here," he said, his voice sounding
faraway and strange. He spoke in the Edori tongue, which up to now he
had not used, even back at the inn when they talked till midnight. "Now

is not the tine to | ose heart and grow faint."

She smled, but before she could answer him three small dark boys cane
running up to them shouting out questions. "Wat are your nanes? Wich
is your clan? How far have you ridden?"

Mat t hew answered them wi th nmock seriousness. "Were are the clan
el ders who should be wel comi ng us?" he asked. "Were are your
manners? You should be offering to take our horses and bring us
refreshment before you begin asking us such personal questions."

The children giggled and reached for their bridles. "But we cannot
take your horses until we know your clans," the ol dest boy said
reasonably. "I nyself will carry your bundles to your clan |eader, but



how can | take themif | do not know where you bel ong?"

Before Matthew could reply to that, a gaunt, m ddl e-aged woman hurri ed
up. Her fine black hair had escaped its braid and her robe was
splattered with gravy, but she smiled warmy at the new arrivals.

"Wl come! | did not see you ride in. | thought we were all here, but
Yovah be praised, there are nore of us! Have you a clan canpfire to go
to, or would you like to share the neal with mine? | am El speth of the
Barcerras."

Mat t hew di snount ed and hel ped Rachel fromthe saddle; she was stil
feeling shaky and terribly tense. "I am Matthew of the Cashitas," he
told her. "And this one--"

"A guest," Rachel broke in before Matthew could identify her. Her gold
hair set her apart instantly; no one would think she bel onged here by
birthright. "I have no clan here, but I am/l ooking for the

Chi evens. "

"The Chievens!" Elspeth said sharply, fixing her eyes on Rachel's
face. Rachel felt her blood chill through each separate vein.

"They are not here?" she asked in a choked voice. "They-have been
prevented from coni ng?"

El speth quickly laid a conpassionate hand on the newconer's arm "No,
no, they are here, all of them and very safe," she said reassuringly.
"But they did not tell ne they were expecting



a visitor. |Indeed, |I did not know the Chievens had any adopted
children, and | am Barcerra--we are cousins to the Chievens."

"I used to ride with the Manderras," Rachel said, her voice very |ow
El speth caught her breath. "But all those people are gone. A wonan
fromthat clan followed a man who bel onged to the Chi evens--"

"Raheli," Elspeth whispered. "You are Raheli. | have heard Naomi
speak of you. She does not know you are com ng?"

Rachel 's eyes lifted quickly. "She is here, then?"

El speth nodded. Her seaned brown face still showed wonderment; clearly
she knew every wetched word of Rachel' history. "W are honored to
have you anong us, angelica," she said, with a formality foreign to the
Edori .

"Ch, please," Rachel begged. "Do not call nme that. | have traveled so
far--1 have been gone so long--1 want nothing nore than to be a
Manderra anong ny peopl e again.”

El speth put her hands to both of Rachel's cheeks. Her face was
sorrowful and beautiful, the | ook of the Edori el der who has seen nuch
grief and nmuch joy. "Child, you have been gone too |ong from our
canpfires,"” she said softly. "Wlcone home. | myself' will take you
to the clan of your sister's famly."

Rachel made her brief goodbyes to Matthew, who set off under the

gui dance of the three boys. Then she followed El speth blindly through
the canp. Edori voices called out general welcomes to her, know ng she
was a new arrival by her packed horse and her weary step. She kept her
eyes on the ground before her but she was aware of the achingly

fam liar scents, sights and sounds of the Edori canp all around her.
The incessant drunms drove her own heartbeat; when she was able to
breathe, it was Edori canp snoke that filled her lungs. She did not
attenpt to speak again.

"The Chievens," Elspeth said, drawing to a halt outside a |oosely
organi zed canpsite. Rachel quickly counted ten tents, representing
between thirty and fifty souls. The Chievens had grown in the past
five years. "I believe Naom's tent is there, the fourth one down--"

"I can't--" Rachel began, in a choked voice; but she did not have to.
The tent flap swing back and a wonan stepped out to check the stewpot
over her fire. She was small but well-fornmed, and she noved with a
brisk, efficient grace. She stirred her stewpot, then lifted her
head, as if sensing some disturbance either in the tent behind her or
the canp around her. She glanced first over one shoul der, then the
other, and then her eyes came straight to the edge of the canp where
Rachel and El speth stood waiting.

Rachel "s lips formed the word "Naom " but no sound cane from her
nout h.

Naomi dropped her |ong-handl ed spoon and flung her arnms w de. A great
smle transforned her rather solemm face into a portrait of delight.
"Raheli!" she cried, her voice carrying easily across the twenty yards
that separated them "I knew you would conme! And so | told Luke just
yesterday afternoon! What took you so | ong?"



The words made Rachel |augh, and the snile broke through the fear that
had kept her in place. She stretched out her own arns and ran forward
to take Naomi in a fierce enbrace. Not until that noment did she
really believe that she was with the Edori again.

"I was always sure you were not dead," Naom told her

"Luke told me it was foolish to hope, and cruel, too, because if you
were living, your life was m serable--but | knew you were not dead. |
used to want to go to Senorrah. Dress up like a nmerchant, or a

sout hern Jordana farnmer, and come to the city and | ook for you. \hat I
woul d have done if I'd found you, chained in some |ord s househol d, |
had no idea."

"Sinmon is dead," Rachel said abruptly.

"You know? You saw himfall?"

Rachel shook her head. "No, he--1 went to the oracle at Munt Sinai
who can track the life of any man or worman who has been dedicated to
Yovah. And this man told ne that Sinon had died. Three years ago."
Naonmi gave a soft exclamation of horror. "I know. | had rather he had

died in the fight."

"I don't wish to hear how dreadful it was," Naom said hesitantly,

"that life, that awful life in Senmorrah--but if it will ease you to
talk about it, you may tell ne, and I wll listen.”

Rachel shook her head, smiling a little. "It eases ne to not be
there," she said. "I never think of it. Now and then |I dream about
it, alittle. It could have been worse, | suppose. But it was bad
enough. "

Naom shivered a little and drew closer to the fire. They were
out si de, seated on snall woven mats before the fire; it was at | east
two hours past mdnight, and they had not nearly had their fill



of talking. Inside the tent, Luke and the children slept--two girls,
three years apart, with faces as solem as their nother's and hearts
just as nerry. Luke had been smiling and quiet, affectionate with his
wife and clearly besotted with his daughters. He had folded theminto
their bl ankets when Naonmi and the visitant retired outside to continue
their conversati on.

"And are you happy now?" the Edori worman asked. "Wth the angel s?
When the story went round anong the people, that the angel Gabriel had
chosen an Edori slave girl for his wife, no one could believe the
news. "

"Yes, they were equally shocked in the angel holds,"” Rachel said.
"Gabriel still has not gotten over the nortification, | believe."

Naonmi watched her with sharp attentiveness. It was not the first tine
Rachel had nmde a sarcastic reference to her husband.

"Tell me about CGabriel," she said.

"What do you wi sh to know?"

"Well, is he handsone?"

Rachel considered. "Very. He has dark hair, but finer than an
Edori's. And his skin is paler, though a little dark from weatheri ng,
And his eyes--Yovah guard me fromhis eyes."

Naom 's own eyes had wi dened at this. "Color?"

"Bl ue. Bluer than dawn breaking over Lum naux."

Naomi 's face renmi ned serious, but the |laughter began to edge her
voice. "And his body? | have not seen many angels, but | have studied
their bodies before this--they wear very little clothing, |'ve noticed.
Their arms are particularly attractive, very strong--"

"Hi s body is much as any angel's body is," Rachel said repressively.
"And his kissing? H s |lovemaking abilities? Very inportant attributes
i n a husband, though |I cannot believe an Edori woman woul d stoop so | ow
as to participate in a marriage--"

"I have not sanpled them" Rachel said.

"What haven't you sanpled? Hi s kisses?"

"Any of his--physical attractions."

"No! You're jesting!"

"It is a marriage of policy merely."

Naomi hitched her mat closer. "No, but Rachel--you' ve been his wife
how | ong now? Four nmonths? If | were married for nmonths to any man as

desirable as the one you just described to ne--"

"Well, you're not married to him" Rachel said irritably. "W have
no--contact. That way."



Naomi stared, fascinated. "And in what way do you have contact?"

Rachel |aughed shortly. "Mdstly we argue. In fact, we al ways
argue. "
" About what ?"

"Ch, everything. Edori beliefs. The existence of Ysral. My behavior
H s behavior. Judith. Obadiah. This trip. W agree on practically
nothing. He hates ne, actually."

"He hates you? He has said so?"

"No. Well, he might not hate me. Well, | wouldn't blane himfor
hating me. What | said to him-but then, what he said to nme was
wor se--and anyway, it's all horrible.™

The mi schief had conpletely left Naom's eyes. "But Rachel," she said
very gently, "tell ne about it. Tell ne everything."

Waki ng, Rachel shut her eyes tightly and tried not to think or nove.
Pushi ng consci ous thought to the back of her mind, she was aware of two
curiously opposing but distinct sensations: one of extreme spiritua

wel | -bei ng, and the other of cranped physical disconfort. She squeezed
her eyelids together, willing the sensations to remain inchoate,

unresol ved, avoiding for another minute or two whatever realities she
woul d be faced with upon gaining full consciousness.

"Rachel, you lazy allali half-wit," came a cheerful voice fromright

above her ear. "I swear I'Il dunmp a pot of spring water on your head
if you don't get up. It's past noon, girl, and you're stil
sl eepi ng. "

Slow y, wonderingly, she opened her eyes to find Naom 's |aughing face
i nches above her own. |Indeed, the Edori woman held a stewpot directly
over her head and she | ooked ready to tip the entire contents onto the
slothful guest. The snell of wood snoke and cooked pheasant drifted in
t hrough the open tent flap. The ceaseless throb of the drunms ran under
the earth where her ear was pressed agai nst the ground.

She was in the Edori canpsite. It had not been a dream after all



"This ground is hard as iron," she conplained, shifting slightly to
i ndi cate her disconfort. "And there are rocks under ny back."

"My, ny, the luxury of the angel holds has certainly made us unfit for
the plain |life anmong good, sinple people,” Naom said. "I ought to
douse you anyway just for saying that."

Rachel smiled up at her. "Don't. | swear I'll screamto set the whole
canp how ing."

"And you've got the voice for it," Naom said, settling in next to
Rachel on the thin mat that formed the tent's only floor. "Which
remnds nme. | forgot to ask yesterday. WIIl you sing with nme tonorrow
night? 1 have a new song. You have time to learn it."

Rachel curled up on one side. "Ch, Naom, it's been so long since |'ve
perforned ..."

"Yes, but no one will expect you to sound as you once did. Everyone

knows who you are and what has happened to you--but that just makes it
nore important, don't you see? |If you sing at the Gathering, all that
sorrow wi || be wi ped away fromyour heart. You will be as you once
were. You will heal yourself."

Be as you once were. Rachel spared a nonent to consider that. As she
once was, twenty years old, happy, beloved, a wild young girl who had
known, really, only one brief season of terror and that so | ong ago,
she had nearly forgotten it ... She would never be that girl again. Her
life had taken too many dark turns.

"Well, let me try to learn the song, anyway," she said, sitting up and
stretching her sore nuscles. "Yovah's tears! This is a hard winter
ground. "

"CGet used to it," Naom said unfeelingly. "The river is also very

cold. But it's good for the soul to bathe init. Here are drying
rags. Now go."

They spent the day as wonen at the Gatherings always spent their days,
al ternati ng between cooki ng huge pots of food over their own canpfires
and nmaking visits to the women at other fires al so preparing food for
tomorrow s feast. Naom, it seemed, knew everyone

"That's Jerusha, see, in the red scarf. She followed a man into the
Barcerra clan, but after bearing himone son, decided she had rather
l[ive with a man of the Cashitas, so she left himbut took the son. But
he foll owed her, wanting his son back, and

SO they agreed that at every Gathering they would exchange him so he
lives one year with his nother and one year with his father ... That's
Attarah, she's just a girl, but her voice! Yovah swoons when he hears
her. There was fever anong the people at the [ ast Gathering, but

Attarah sang songs of healing, and everyone woke up well .... Hello
there, Caleb, ny boy! Wy aren't you off hel ping your father gather
wood for the bonfire? Now, we're going to Tamar's tent. You'll Iike
her, 1 think--"

At first Rachel hung back, feeling strange and shy; her life had taken
her so far fromthese sinple rituals, fromthese continuous joyous
i nteractions. She had spent so many years defensive, closed, sharing



no thought and no enotion, that she had forgotten what it was like to
be anmong peopl e who shared everything. Then, too, she wanted neither
pity nor awe fromthem depending on whether they were nost noved by
her five years of slavery or her current position of glory.

But she need not have worried. The Edori offered her unquestioning

wel cone, instant affection. "Cone in, cone in!" Tamar cried as they
stopped before her tent. "Taste the bread | have baked for tonorrow s
feast. | have flavored it with hilt flowers fromthe Heidoras and

think it tastes finer than the | oaves from Lum naux."
"Tamar, this is Raheli, cone to stay with ne for the Gathering."
"Wl come, Raheli. Try sonme of the bread."

It was so easy to be anobng the Edori. That part she had renenbered.
The life itself was not easy--the inevitable wear of the constant
travel; the vulnerability to the weather, to illness, to the maraudi ng
Jansai; the continual threat of starvation during a hard winter or a
nmeager spring--and yet the life was so pure. Wrk, eat, |ove; obey the
| aws of Yovah and the seasons. No one interrogated her. Everyone
greeted her with a ritual kiss upon the cheek. It was hard not to

rel ax, to feel happy, to grow festive

There were, anong the strangers, old friends and clan relatives to the
Manderras, and these greeted her even nore effusively, drawing her into
prol onged enbraces or breaking into tears at the sight of her. But,
like Naonmi, all of these forbore to question her about her past

ni ght mares or her present status. She was anong them and she did not

i ndi cate she wi shed to talk about these topics, and so they squeezed
her hand and offered her a taste of whatever they were brewing for the
f east day.



Late in the afternoon, when Luke returned fromhis tours rounding up
firewood and hunting for game, the wonen left himin charge of the
children and the cooking fire, and headed off to the edge of canp to
practice Naom's song. First Rachel nenorized the words, which were
not particularly conplex; then she listened three times while Naom
sang the part Rachel was to l|earn; then she humed al ong wi th Naomi
when she sang it through the fourth tine.

"Now | et me hear you sing it," Naom comuanded

"No, I'll sing it against your part."
"But |'mnot sure you've gotten it yet."
"Well, we'll find out, won't we?"

Naomi said. "Oh, very well. You're so stubborn. | sing one neasure
by myself first. You start on the sane note | do."

So Naom began her part of the ballad, and Rachel waited a full count
until it was tinme to add her descant. She closed her eyes and began to
sing, quietly at first, remenbering what it was like to lay her nusic
agai nst soneone else's. They were like two hands, pressing palmto
pal m voice strained against voice with an actual pressure, pushing the
notes upward and downward on the scale. Then it becane a | oom Naom's
voi ce dark and Rachel's a bright gold thread weaving a pattern into the
tight fabric. Then it becanme a race, Naomi's notes running, Rachel's
chasing after. But they arrived in the sane place sinultaneously,
Rachel two pitches above Naom and the harnony absolutely perfect.

Rachel opened her eyes and smiled. Naom was staring at her

"That was fun," the angelica remarked. "Did | get all of it right?"
"Yes."
Rachel frowned. "What? Has ny voice changed so nuch?"

"Where did you learn to sing |like that?"
"I"ve been practicing alittle the last few nonths."

"You al ways had a beautiful voice, but--Rachel? The Edori woman shook

her head in admiration. "WII| you do a solo for us tonorrow night?"
Rachel turned away. "I nust do a solo in less than a nonth before
t housands of people. | think others should have the honor of

perform ng at the Gathering."

"Yovah nust have chosen you for your voice after all," Naomi

nmur mur ed.

"Perhaps,"” Rachel agreed. "Certainly it was not because | suited the
Ar changel . "

"They say he is very wise."
"Gabriel ?"

"No, silly, Yovah. Maybe he chose you for Gabriel as well."



The next day dawned clear and beautiful. Here in southern Bethel, the
air was nore spring like than it had been in Velora, so perfect weather
m ght have been expected--and the Edori had spent three days praying
for just such a glorious day. The angels were not the only ones who
coul d persuade Yovah to disperse the clouds and send forth radi ant
sunshi ne.

This was Feast Day, the nost inportant event of the Gathering. Al the
wor k of preparation had been done; now there was nothing left to do but
eat and sing. Early in the norning wonen hauled their stew pots and
fresh-baked | oaves and dressed venison to the tables laid out on one
side of the double circle of fire at the center of the general canp.
Thereafter, those who were hungry ate; the others performed, or watched
the performers, or called out for nmusicians to delight themwth

anot her song.

Anyone who chose to could rise to his feet, nmove to the very center of
t he canp encl osed by the double ring of bonfires, and create mnusic for
the glory of the god. Most of the nusicians were singers, but not all
some pl ayed reeds, sone played pipes, sone played fantastic stringed
instruments carved fromtw sted, polished trunks of old trees. A few,
i ke Naomi and Rachel, perforned together. Sonme sang old favorite
songs, others introduced new rnusic they had worked on all during the

I ong, dark winter nonths. From each clan, chroniclers stood and sang
unadorned recitatives of the tribe's history for the past year

conplete with births and deaths and changes, so that all the Edori
could know who rejoiced and who grieved. No matter who sang, no matter
what instrunent was played, the druns acconpanied them Fromthat
unchangi ng, steady pul se, each perforner got his rhythm all Edori drew
their heartbeats fromthe sane unvarying source.

Rachel and Naonmi were greeted with such extravagant appl ause when their
song was ended that it was clear they would not be allowed to yield the
stage wi thout an encore. Rachel blushed but Naom was triunphant.

"What do you renenber fromthe old days?" she shouted in Rachel's ear
whi |l e the appl ause went on and on around them



"That one song that we sang two years running," Rachel shouted back
"About the roses on the Gaza nountains."”

"Ch, yes! | renenber it. Gve nme the note--you start it." So they
sang a second piece and then, when the crowd still would not be quiet,
a third. Rachel resolutely shook her head when voices called out
demandi ng a sol o, and she had to | aughingly push her way through the
throng to make her exit. She was flushed but exultant; it was no
paltry thing, after all, to please the Edori at the Gathering. Hands
touched her arm voices cried out to her, gestures of approval, words
of admration. She smled and nodded and nade her thanks graciously,
all the tinme edging for the far end of the canp to try for a nonent of
peace.

She finally broke through the second ring of fire and stood there a
monent, relatively solitary, letting the fresh afternoon air cool her
hot cheeks. Well, that had been a success. Yovah wlling, her next
performance woul d receive such acclaim

"Ah, and that's the voice the angels think may shane themon the Plain
of Sharon," said a burred nurnmur behind her. "Wre any of them here
t oday, you woul d have no nore doubters anong the divine ones."

She turned to snmle a little self-consciously at Matthew, who had
foll owed her through the double ring. "l wondered if you were
listening," she said.

"You knew | would be."

"I am nervous about it still," she said seriously. "The doria. But
begin to think | can manage it."

"You' ve a voice to make even your husband's sound dull," he said.
But Rachel shook her head. "No," she said. "No one can sing like the
angel Gabriel."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

for practically the first tine in his life, the angel Gabriel was
experiencing renorse. He did not care nuch for the feeling. It was
not often that he felt he had been in the wong--indeed, he would not
even now say that he had erred--but perhaps things could have been
handl ed better. Rachel had behaved abom nably, of course--but then she
often did--and it had been unkind of himto | et her |eave for Jovah
knew how many weeks w thout even a polite farewell.

Al t hough there was no telling but that she had been glad to escape the
Eyrie without being forced to | ay eyes on him again. She could have
cone to his door the norning that she left; he was not the only one who
had spoken hastily; she could have been the first to nake apol ogi es.

No, not apol ogi es--overtures. And she had chosen to | eave without a
word. Just as well he had not hunbled hinself to seek her out.

Josi ah had prom sed himthat his bride would hunble him but so far it

had not happened. There was, after all, a bitter sort of satisfaction
in that.
And yet, he should have said something ... Between pride, regret,

uncertainty, a nagging fear that she really m ght not cone back



and--well, there it was, may as well say it--a wholly unexpected
sensation of missing her, Gabriel was not having a very confortable
time of it during Rachel's absence.

He was kept busy enough planning his conference and recruiting the



Eyrie angels to nake sure the power nmongers of Sa maria knew that he
was in earnest. He sent teams of angels to Gaza, Breven and the river
cities to create sonme serious havoc with the | ocal weather patterns two
weeks in advance of schedul ed neeting. This should make Mal achi and
Elijah and Jethro think twi ce about the existence of the god--and
Gabriel's willingness to invoke his power.

He had sent Nat han to Jordana and (badiah to Gaza--or so he thought. To
Judith he owed the know edge that the angels had swi tched
assi gnment s.

She had wasted no tine, during Rachel's absence, in trying to insinuate
herself into his daily routine. She synchronized her meal tines with
his; she made a point of bringing himnew nusic or bits of news that
she thought night interest him she comented often on how tired he

| ooked, offering to rub his neck or fetch soothing incense for himto
burn. As always, he was torn between a wi sh she would go away and a
desire to avoid hurting her. Then again, at tines her soft, insistent
concern did ease hima little. It was a nice thing, now and then, to
be treated well by a solicitous woman.

Thi s evening, she had brought hima glass of wine and a plate of cold
food, since he had skipped dinner. He had been in Vel ora, discussing
travel arrangenents with nerchants who offered transportati on services
between cities. At every Goria there were nortals who needed to be
conveyed fromthe Eyrie to the Plain of Sharon, and not all of them
could be carried in an angel's arms. This year, Gabriel estinmated that
he woul d have tw ce the usual nunmber of travelers to accommodate, and
he wanted to make sure there would be roomfor themall. Rachel, of
course, would need a carriage of some sort. Peter had informed him
that all the urchins of her school had al so expressed a desire to cone
to the festival, and there were any nunber of others for whom Gabri el
woul d be responsi bl e.

But the conversations had taken tinme, and he had m ssed di nner, and now
here was Judith to nake it up to him

"Thank you," he said, snmling slightly as he allowed her into his room
"You always anticipate nmy needs."

"Well, | try," she said, giving hima snile and a sidelong | ook. "The
beans are cold now, but they' re delicious. And the cream sauce on the
carrots--it's very good."

"Didn't you bring anything for yoursel f?"



"Ch, | ate hours ago. | wasn't down in the village, working hard."

"Ch, it wasn't hard work," he said, settling hinself on a | ow stool and
bal ancing the plate on his knees. "Just tinme-consunming. |'mso used
to just taking off and going directly anywhere | want to go that |

don't think nuch about the |ogistics of getting sonewhere. The road
conditions, the hours of travel tinme--for Rachel and the others to
arrive on the Plain by the appointed day, they will need to | eave at

| east four days in advance, maybe five. Five days! | can cover that

di stance in a few hours."

Judith had settled on the floor beside himlike a docile puppy. "Wat
woul d happen, " she said, "if she was |ate?"

What woul d happen, indeed? "If Rachel was late to the Aoria?" he
said alittle sharply "Wy woul d she be?"

Judith gestured with her small hands. "Ch, suppose her carriage
overturned or the horses grew |l ame and all the other carriages had gone
on ahead and she started wal king but she didn't get to the Plain unti
the day after she was supposed to--"

"Well," Gabriel said, "the Librera says that Jovah woul d show his
di spl easure in no uncertain terns."

Judith's guileless eyes grew quite big. "You mean--he would send down
t hunderbolts and destroy us all? |If she was one day |ate?"

Gabriel toyed with a half-eaten chunk of bread. "She has a little nore
time than one day," he said. "The Librera says that if the Aoriais
not sung on the schedul ed norning, at sunset of that day Jovah will
snmte the Galo mountain fromwhich the river springs. Three days

later, if the Goria still has not been sung, he will send Iightning
bolts to the nmiddle of the River Galilee. Three days later--he wll
destroy the entire world." Gabriel sniled faintly. "Jovah works on
the principle of threes, you see," he added. "Three chances, and three

days between each chance. But after that--vengeance is absolute."

"But--" Judith | eaned closer, her wide eyes fixed on his face. Her
perfune was subtle and troubling; he could not help noting, as he
al ways noted, the absolute perfection of her face. "But would he

really destroy the world? The angels, the nortals--all of us? Wuld
he really do it?"

Gabriel laid his plate aside and |inked his hands around one knee.
"Well, he hasn't done it yet," he admtted. "And the only



way to test the theory is to one day maliciously hold off the
performance of the Goria. Yet the fear of Jovah's power to annihilate
us all is the only thing that enforces the tenuous harnonies that exist
in Sanmaria today."

She gave her girlish laugh. "Sometinmes | don't think it's so very
har moni ous even now, " she said.

"No," he agreed. "I feel that we daily slip farther and farther from
the ideal of fraternity and interdependence that Jovah expects of us.
There are factions anong the Manadavvi, anong the Jansai--and yet, how
much worse would it be, do you think, if there were no fear of the god
at all? What would keep the Jansai fromravaging all of us? What
woul d keep the Manadavvi fromraiding each other, stealing | and and
serfs and gold fromtheir neighbors? What woul d keep the angels from
turning on each other or fromusing their powers to selfish ends? If |
did not believe in Jovah's wath, could | not even now fly to Senorrah
and tell Lord Jethro that | wanted all his gold and all his bolts of
silk and linen, and the hand of his daughter in marriage, and that if
he did not do nmy bidding, | would cause the river to rise and flood him
and everyone who lived there? There will always be powerful nen who
are tenpted to m suse their power, and the threat of a divinity with
even greater strength is all that keeps themin check."

Her fine brows had drawn together as she attenpted to follow his
argunent. "But you already have a wife," she pointed out. "You could
not marry Lord Jethro's daughter. Although | didn't know he had a
daughter."

He couldn't help hinself. He grinned. Metaphorical and ethica

specul ation was wasted on the literal-mnded Judith. "In any case," he
said, "I do believe in Jovah's power, and so | try not to nisdirect ny
own. "

She smled at himsweetly. "Oh, you," she said with great affection

"You coul d never do anything bad."

He thought of the cadres of angels singing for rain, singing for

drought, over scattered locations in Samaria. "Could |I not?" he
murmmured. "1 may be engagi ng i n questionable practices even as we
speak. "

She asked the rare insightful question. "Really? Sonmething to do with

why you sent (badiah to Breven?"

"To Gaza," he corrected. "Yes."

She shook her head. "No, Nathan went to Gaza," she said.

"Cbadiah is in Jordana. | know because | asked himto bring ne back a
not her - of - pearl conb from Breven, and he said he would if he had tine,

but he didn't think he would."

Gabriel was frowning blackly. "So. That's why Nathan didn't bother
telling me he was | eaving-This has got to stop.”

"What has to stop? Nathan going to Gaza? He was just there for a
nmont h and you didn't mind."

He shook his head inpatiently. Inpossible to believe she didn't know



the situation, since everyone did, but he was not up to explaining it
to her if she really didn't. "It doesn't matter. |1'Il deal with him
| ater, when he's back. It's one nore thing ..." He let his voice
trail off and stared somewhat norosely before him One nore damm thing
to trouble him First Rachel |eaving without a farewell, then Nathan
sneaki ng off to conduct his desperate, doomed romance ... Judith had
dropped to her knees and crept suddenly closer to the angel's stool
She | aid one hand on his knee and with the other hesitantly snoothed
back his hair. "I hate to see you so sad," she said in a | ow, anxious
voice. "Don't they all know how much you have on your mind? Nathan
Rachel --all they do is make things harder for you, when you' ve got so
much worrying you al ready."

"Judith--" he said, half-raising his hand to brush hers aside. But now
she had lifted both hands to his tenples and was rubbi ng the bones of
his forehead and cheeks. He was too tired to fight her, and the
massage felt so good. He shut his eyes and let her snooth away his
tension, let her fingers work their way slowy back across the rounded
pl anes of his skull. She had edged even nearer; he could feel the heat
of her stomach where it rested against his outer thigh. The snell of
her perfume was stronger now and even nore di sturbing.

When she kissed him he was not entirely surprised. He even shut his
eyes nmore tightly, knowi ng that the m nute he opened them he woul d have
to push her away, end all this. Her nouth was persuasive on his,
incredibly soft; she nibbled his thin lips with her own full ones,
brushing her nouth fromside to side over his. Her fingers had
travel ed back to his face and now lay insistently against his
cheekbones. He felt his clenched jaw nuscles | oosen, felt his mouth
open under hers.

And he pulled away, suddenly and conpletely, snatching her hands in his
before she could fall forward or back, before she

could grab for his shoulders or his face. Her eyes were huge with
desire; she stared at himw th naked want.

"Gabriel," she whispered, and tried to free her hands. "No," he said.
He nade his voice as decisive as he could, though he did not feel as if

he could infuse it with any noral indignation. "Judith, this mnmust stop
here.”

"I love you," she said, still whispering. "I always have."

"I feel great affection for you, Judith," he said, still in that firm

tone, "but there can be nothing nore than that between us. None
of--this."

She didn't ask himwhy not. She knew. "But you don't |ove her," she
said in that breathless voice. "She doesn't |love you. It wouldn't be
wrong for you to | ove ne--"

"I't would be," he said gently, "and we both know it." Unexpectedly,
she wrenched her hands free. She sat back on her heels and grew
animated. "But | love you!" she cried. "I would do anything for you!
| would not |eave you when you asked nme to stay--1 would not shane you
before your visitors--1 would confort you when you were hurt and feed
you when you were hungry and | ove you every day- And what does she do
for you? She flouts you, she | aughs at you, she cares for nothing that
you care about. Look at us, Gabriel!"™ She flung her arms w de, raised
her chin so that he could better adnmire her sweet, cwn features. "I



cone from angel stock, | understand angel ways, | would be whatever you
wanted me to be--and | |ove you. Think of her--half-slave, half-Edori
and all hateful. Wich of us suits you best? Which would you rather
cone hone to? Which of us could you truly Iove?"

True, it was all true; and yet, as she had bidden hi mdo, he conjured
up a picture of the rebellious, furious, unpredictable woman he had
married at the direction of the god. Judith was willing to give him
everyt hing, and Rachel had never indicated that she wanted to give him
anyt hi ng, and yet--and yet-Since the day he had net her, ragged and
shackl ed and defiant, he had been unable to put her out of his mnd for
nore than a few mnutes at a tine.

"I don't know that it's a matter of love, Judith," he said soberly. "It
is sonething as i Mmutable as any of the god's | aws. She belongs to ne.
Whet her or not she chooses to accept me, | belong to her. There is no

changing that. It sinply is.”

A moment nore she stared at him her face angui shed and her whol e
attitude one of supplication, and then she junped to her feet and went
running fromthe room Gabriel sat for a long time on the stool where
she had left him sonberly watching the door as it swayed on its

hi nges, and thinking he nust really rise to close it before soneone

el se walked in. He was so tired that it was nearly an hour before he
could make that much effort, and even then, after dropping the |ock
hone, he rested a nonment agai nst the door frane until he had gat hered
enough strength to wal k back across the room

That had been bad enough, but there was worse to come: Three days
before his meeting, he had an unannounced visit fromthe Archangel.

The two nmen had not net since the day of the wedding, and their |ast
conversation, in Gabriel's mnd at |least, was perfectly fresh. So it
was with sone constraint that he greeted Raphael in one of the |arger
reception roons on the mddle | evel of the |abyrinth.

"Angel o," Gabriel said, nodding as he entered the room The great gold
angel turned to himand smled warmy. The effect was of sudden
sunlight after days of grayness; but then, charm of nmanner had al ways
been Raphael's strongest form of gl anour.

"Gabriel," Raphael said, crossing the roomto take his hand. Gabriel
allowed it, but pulled away as soon as he could. "It is good to see
you after so many weeks-But howis this? You |ook quite exhausted."

"I'l'l -considered use of ny tine," Gabriel answered briefly. "You're
| ooking well, of course.”
Raphael | aughed. |ndeed, as al ways, he | ooked superb. The | uxurious

gol den | ocks, the deep golden tan, the tawny eyes, the huge fl ecked

Wi ngs--everything about himglowed with its usual rich radiance. And
yet' Preparing nyself for a life of leisure,"” the Archangel replied
lightly. "Wen you assune ny duties and the center of the world shifts
to Velora."”

"Velora hardly seens |ike a place designed to be the center of the
world," Gabriel said mildly.

Raphael | aughed again. "Does it not? These days we hear many stories
of the stirrings afoot in your small city."






"Do you? | can't imagine what."

"Your angelica," Raphael said. "It seens she is making her inprint
upon the city--or upon the city's castouts.”

Gabriel smled slightly. Even less than he wanted to talk to Raphael

did he want to talk to Raphael about Rachel. "Ah, yes," he said. "Her
school. She has only nade a small start on it so far, but | believe
she has great ambitions. | confess it seenms a worthy cause to ne."

"But entirely worthy! W applaud her fromevery city and enclave. WII
she be traveling to set up simlar institutions across the |and?"

"Once this one is stable, perhaps she will," Gabriel said sonmewhat
stiffly. "I don't know all her plans."

"Could | ask her all the details? It is one of the reasons | stopped
here today, to talk with her and | earn what she could tell ne."

Worse and worse. "l don't believe she'll be available for the rest of
the day," Gabriel said.

"No? |Is she in Velora, perhaps? | could go to the school and neet
with her there."

"No, she's not in Velora."

Raphael 's voi ce took on a note of concern. "lIs she ill, then? | hope
not. Is it a fever?"
"No, not a fever--1 nean she's not ill at all. She's just

unavail abl e. "

Raphael 's face took on a quizzical expression. "She has not been
| ocked in her room has she? Really, Gabriel--"

Gabriel gave a short laugh. "Hardly," he said. "She's not here."

"Not here? Where can she be, with such a few short days remaini ng
before the oria?" "She's traveling." "To?"

"Pl aces she wished to visit."
Raphael | aughed lightly. "Really, Gabriel, you needn't be so evasive.
I am asking out of idle curiosity with absolutely no intended

mal i ce--"

True, maybe; true, probably, and yet Gabriel stubbornly fused to give

himthe information. "She's visiting friends," he said. "She'll be
back in a few days. You can return then--or wait

and address her at the Aoria, if you prefer, though | imagine all of
us will be sonewhat busy then."

"No doubt," Raphael said. "You and Rachel at least will beconme quite
i ndustrious then. 1, of course, will be the one who suddenly has
excess tinme on his hands."

"I amsure you can find useful enploynent for yourself,"
Gabriel said, aware that the words sounded unsynpathetic but unable to
cone up with anything better.



"Ch, | amsure of it," Raphael said, |ooking at himin some anusenent.
"I look forward to the day you take on the duties of the office of
Ar changel . "

"Then you have changed your m nd considerably since the last tine you
were here," Gabriel said bluntly.

Raphael nade a graceful nove which could, Gabriel supposed, be taken as
apol ogetic. "W both spoke hotly and perhaps foolishly," Raphael said.
"But | am convinced we both have only the interests of our world at
heart. Let us cry 'friends' and forget all that."

Gabriel toyed with the idea of saying, How could | possibly forget? but
decided to be nore diplomatic. "Very well. | don't want to be warring
with you."

"Warring with ne!" Raphael murmured. "Gabriel."

"And | want the transition to go as snmoothly as possible. | would
appreci ate your support.”

"Of course you have it. |If you would also care for ny advice
I have a little of that."

"Certainly."
Raphael |eaned forward, as if to whisper a secret. "Do not antagonize

the powerful nortals,"” he said. "You may not respect them but if they
are unruly, they can nmake your life difficult."

Gabriel drew back, frowning slightly. "I have set out to antagonize no
one," he said. "If anything, they have shown thensel ves far from
willing to deal with nme."

"And you have responded with threats and displays of tenper! Gabriel
that is no way to ensure a snooth transition."”

For a nonent he was puzzl ed and then, suddenly enlightened, he was
reprehensi bly amused. "Cho! So this is not just a chance social cal
you' re maki ng as you happen to be in the vicinity of the Eyrie? Let ne
guess-VWere you called to Breven or possibly even the Manadavvi
hol di ngs, by angry tales of storm

and fl ood?" He flung his arns out to indicate clouds, rainfall,

i ncl enent weather. "And let ne hazard an even nore indelicate guess.
After soothing whichever angry |eader you spoke to, did you spring
aloft and try to reverse the elements? Turn back the snow, or coax
forth the rain? But you had no luck, did you, Raphael? It has been
some time now since you have been able to control the weather, has it
not ?"

Sonet hing ugly flashed across the Archangel's face, an expression so
fleeting it was hard to deci pher. Fury, fear, hatred; one of those, or
all. "At least | don't waste ny tinme and power playing stupid games
with the clouds and raindrops,"” Raphael sneered.

"Then what is it you do waste your time on?" Gabriel said softly. "For
I have it on good authority that you cannot call a thunderbolt from
Jovah's hand, either."



Now t he expression was cl earer--absolute rage. "I was making a point
to Mal achi of Breven, and it suited ne to sunmon no |ightning," Raphael
said icily. "You would be very foolish to extrapolate fromthat the
idea that I could not call down the lightning if | w shed."

Then do it, Gabriel wanted to say; but what he actually said was even
worse. Still speaking in a soft, even voice, he said, "I find it
difficult to understand why you are so reluctant to give up the

trappi ngs of power when no divine power actually courses through you.
If you no | onger conmunicate with the god, why do you continue to want
to serve hinP"

Since there was no possible answer to that question, it was perhaps
fortunate that at this juncture the door opened and Judith stepped
inside. Gabriel had not seen her since that disastrous interlude in
his room several days before, and he was surprised to see her now, but
she bore a small tray of food and drink in her hands, and kept her eyes
on the floor before her

"Hannah said the Archangel was here, and would need to be refreshed
after a long flight," she said in a nonotone. "She told nme to bring
this tray to you."

O the two angry angel s, Raphael made the qui ckest recovery. "Thank
you, dear girl," he said, swinging round to face her and turn on sone
of the charmthat had not worked on Gabriel. "I amquite thirsty
indeed. Onh, it's you, Judith,"” he said, smling at her as she cane
closer. "lIt's always such a pleasure to see your |ovely face."

The face was lifted to his and fleetingly lightened with a snile. Ariel
had told Gabriel years ago that Judith was an angel - seeker, but he had
not quite believed it. And a few nights ago she had convi nced hi mthat
her regard for himwas genuine. Yet she had always |iked Raphael, and
Raphael had never been known to di scourage the attentions of pretty
girls.

"Do take your time refreshing yourself before you nust |eave," Gabri el

said, stressing the last three words as he headed for the door. "If
there is anything el se you need, |I'msure Judith or Hannah can get it
for you. Excuse ne, now, however--1 have nuch to do."

"Certainly--1 have no wish to keep you," Raphael replied. Judith did
not even |l ook up as Gabriel exited the roomand cl osed the door behind
him He strode away as rapidly as possible, working off some of his
tension and his own concealed anger. Only later did it occur to him
that it mght not have been a good idea to | eave alone in one roomthe
two people who, at the nmonent, had al nost no incentive to wish him
wel I .

It was only possible for Rachel to | eave because Naom had prom sed she
woul d cone to the Qoria. |In fact, she told Rachel, a good nunber of
Edori were planning to attend the GQoria for the first tinme in alnost a
decade, to see one of their own |ead the nasses.

"Have you ever been to a G oria?" Rachel asked.

"No. |I'mlooking forward to it."

"But you do know where the Plain of Sharon is?" Rachel asked sonmewhat
anxi ously.



Naomi | aughed at her. "I know where every plain and nmountain in the
whol e of Samaria is!" she exclained. "As do you, as does any Edori
child. Have faith, allali girl, | will be able to find you."

"It's just that--1 hate to | eave you--and | will be so busy at the
GQoria. WIIl | have tine to talk to you then?"

"Al'l right. 1'll cone to you in Velora a few days before the singing.
WIl that satisfy you? And I'll ride with you to the Plain of Sharon,
and dress you, and braid your hair. You can sleep in ny tent the night
before the great day dawns, if you choose not to sleep with your
husband. W11l that please you?"

Rachel hugged her. "Yes--it will satisfy nme, it will please



me, " she whispered into the dark hair. "But come soon. | amlonely
al ready, and | have not even left you."

But eventually she was able to tear herself away. Matthew had al ready
packed the bl ack and the palom no--with lighter |oads than the horses
had carried from Lum naux, since Naom and Luke had agreed to transport
all their heavier and nore awkward bundles for them Rachel had
wrapped the silver flute in five layers of silk and adjured Naom
nunerous times to treat this bundle with special care, but the wooden
denonstration pipe she had slipped in her own pocket to carry back
personal ly. She thought she could while away sone of the dreary mles
of traveling if she learned to play it along the way.

"Yovah guard you," Naom said, kissing her a final time, then holding
her horse while she nmounted. "Ride with the whisper in your ear."

The day was beautiful, but it was a good three or four hours before
Rachel actually noticed that. Her mnd was so conpletely focused back
on the Edori canp that she had virtually no idea what kind of
countrysi de they passed through, or whether they rode through sunlight
or shadow. Matthew had to tug on her arm around noontine when he asked
if she was hungry. Dunbly, she nodded.

"Ah, Raheli, it's not worth this great sorrow ng," he said,
hal f -1 aughi ng and hal f-serious as they sat on a spread bl anket and
munched on dried food. "You'll be seeing your Edori friends in just a

few days. Naom said she'd be in Velora before the week is out."

Rachel attenpted a smile. "I know It's just I--1 don't suppose

even realized how much | missed her. It's as if she were the one who
m ght have been dead instead of ne, and now |'ve found her alive again
| alnmost can't bear to | eave her."

"Well, you don't have to be riding back with ne," he said.

For a nonent she mi sunderstood. "Well, of coarse | do! | have to sing
at the doria! You know that."

"OfF course you have to sing, girl. | didn't nmean that you couldn't go
back at all. But you could wait a day or two and travel wth your

Edori friends. They'll be in Velora in plenty of tine."

Rachel lifted her eyes to his face, a suddenly arrested expression on
her own. "That's true," she said slowy. "I could travel with them...
But Gabriel didn't want nme to leave at all, and if | don't cone back
with you--"

"Il tell himwhere you are. Alittle delay, is all."

She chewed at the inside of her Iip. "He won't like it," she said.
"He'll think--you know he'll think that |I'm not com ng back."

"Well, but, if you are com ng back, he'll have no reason to think that,
now wi Il he?" Matthew said reasonably.
She considered him a small smle starting in her eyes. "WII you be

able to convince him do you think?"

"I"'ve the gift of speech,” he said loftily. "Wy should he not believe
me? Back you go, girl. Pack your horse and turn back to the



canpgrounds. |'ll make your excuses in Velora, and you can have a few
nore precious days to spend with your Edori sister.”

It was with nmuch nore animati on that Rachel readied her horse this

second tine. "You have been such a good friend to me," she said,
huggi ng Matthew qui ckly before swi nging up on her horse's back. "Tel
Gabriel--tell himl will hurry back to him Tell himl am
returning."”

Matt hew | aughed up at her fromhis place on the ground.
"He'll not doubt it," he promsed. "Hurry now. Ride with care.™

She rode quickly, but not quite as carefully as Matthew woul d have
liked. Although she had just passed through this territory an hour or
so ago, she had paid so little attention that it did not |ook at al
famliar. It was not possible to get |lost, of course; she knew exactly
where the Edori canp |ay, and she knew that she was headed in that
direction. Nevertheless, as she drew farther away from Matthew, she
began to feel unaccountably uneasy. Her uneasiness increased as the
sunny day began, rather rapidly, to cloud over and grow cool

She was perhaps two hours fromthe Edori canp when her pal omi no shied,
pul i ng back so abruptly that Rachel al nost |ost her seat. She
snatched at the bridle and held on while the horse danced in a conplete
circle, tossing its head and seemng unwilling to go a mle farther
Rachel peered forward down the trail, |ooking for sonething that m ght
have spooked the horse, but nothing was imrediately visible in the
flat, wide prairie ahead.

"Well, there's obviously sonmething up there that you don't like," she
murmured, slipping fromthe saddle and letting the reins trail.
"Somet hi ng dead, maybe? Something we could go around? Let nme take a
| ook. Don't you stray, now. "



She took a few cautious steps forward, but nothing | eapt out at her
and nothing in the | andscape ahead showed any sign of nmenace. So nore
bol dly she began to trot forward, noting the unm stakabl e signs of
spring here in the southern plains--the greening of the grass, the
flowering of the flane-colored berry bushes that bl oomed earliest and
di ed qui ckest, the rnusical query and response of the shrub thrushes who
swooped and glided overhead with such energy that she could hear the
beat and whi sper of their wings Their wings She barely had time to
gl ance up before they were upon her, three great airborne bodies
descending in a terrifying mass of arns and | egs and feathers. She
shri eked and ducked her head, scuttling sideways, trying to flatten
herself to the earth and run forward at the same tinme. Hands grabbed
for her and nissed, the nails scraping along her cheek. Another hand
tangled itself in her hair, but she wenched free, feeling the hair
nearly rip fromher head. The air around her roiled with the wind of
their wi ngbeats; their shadows bl ocked out the sun as they swooped and
hovered over her. She beat at their reaching hands with her fists, and
screamed again, nore loudly, nore despairingly. They were all around
her; there was nowhere to run

Soneone gripped her wists and sonmeone el se grabbed her once nore by
the hair. Then two arns went around her wai st and the awful thing
happened: She was lifted up, she was suspended, she was flying. The
wor | d bel ow her careened crazily fromside to side, then shrank, grew
tiny, then began to streamby in a series of surreal, mcroscopic

i mges. Trees, hills, the brown-and-green patchwork of fields,
finger-sized rivers, pal msized pool s--they unfol ded bel ow her I|ike
smal | pictures of thensel ves taken froma strange, unnatural angle.

Nausea overtook her, and she shut her eyes. Still she could feel the
wi nd whistling past her, much too fast, nuch too cool. She was
freezing; except where her side and her shoul der were pressed agai nst
bare angel skin, her flesh was absolutely icy. She could feel panic
crowdi ng around her face and lungs with an actual physical pressure,
but she did not have the strength to fight it off. She was afraid to
open her eyes again, afraid to get another sickening glinpse of the
countryside so far bel ow her that she could not even guess how hi gh
above it she was, but she had to know. She knew, but she had to be
sure Against her left shoul der, she could feel cold netal against her
cold skin as the angel's armcradl ed her to his chest. Cautiously,
squi nting against the possibility of any true vision, she opened one
eye and took a quick | ook at the angel's nearest wist. It was clad in
a gold bracel et studded wi th rubies.

She had, as she had thought, fallen into the hands of the Archangel's
di sci pl es.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
It had been nanmed W ndy Point because the sound of the w nd was

unceasi ng. N ght or day, through any roomin the high, stony fortress,
the wi nd whi spered in, soughed in, noaned in, shrieked in, canme sobbing

in. It dusted behind servants as they wal ked down the |ong, rocky
corridors. It toyed with curtains, tapestries, the hens of wonen's
skirts. It sent the candles flickering, the fire to | eaping, the glass

balls of the chandeliers clinking together. And even in deepest sunmer
it was prodigal with its di aphanous snow col d ki sses.

They had flown all night and arrived in md-norning, though Rachel had
only the nost confused inpression of tine, voices and events. She had



lain ill for nost of that day in a roomat the very top of the tall
narrow castle. They had left her on the bed, but she had, with a
single burst of strength, managed to rise and stunble to the fire,
where she had lain ever since on the chilled stone hearth. There had
been bouts of retching, nonents of de-lusionary terror, and she was
still shaking as with a fatal ague, but slowy she felt her body and
her mnd recuperating. It was through sheer force of will now that she
drew herself up to a sitting position, dizzy though it made her, and
tried to beat sone sense back into her yamering brain.

So. He had tried before, and this time he had succeeded. The man she
hat ed above all others had taken her prisoner. Now it remained to be
seen how he 'planned to kill her

She |ifted her head and nade herself | ook around her room



It had the feel of a garret, but perhaps, in this pile of rocks, it
was the nost elegant the fortress had to offer. The flaky gray stone
of the walls was inter laid with seans of nortar--the castle had not
been, as it seened, hewn whole fromthe rocks of the nountain, but
pai nstakingly built, brick by brick, high up in this nost inhospitable
of terrains. The place was hundreds of years old, and this room at
| east, showed every day of its five centuries of use. The nortar was
cracked and bl ackened; the cloudy pate of glass in the single w ndow
did not fit snugly in its splintered casenment; and everywhere al ong the
join of wall and wall, or wall and ceiling, little finger holes nade
passageways for the w nd.

Rachel shivered and noved her eyes to the furnishings. The bed was

wi de enough, and covered with a thick quilt. Someone had attenpted to
brighten the dreary roomwith red rugs and a brightly patterned wall
hangi ng. There appeared to be no separate water room such as existed
in the Eyrie, but there were eight or ten large jugs of water |ined
agai nst one wall, and various pitchers and basins that could be used
for washing. Certainly she was intended to nake herself confortable
her e.

The t hought nade her smile bitterly.

Mostly to see if she could do it, she rose to her feet and stood

bal anci ng herself for a few noments before the fire. From her standing
vant age poi nt, she continued her visual inspection of the decor. There
was an arnoire, a chest of drawers, a cheval mirror, a table and a
chair; the one wi ndow, a single door. She circled the roomto

i nvestigate each separate item

The arnoire was sparsely filled with a few old dresses, sonewhat

shapel ess but thick enough to be warm The shirt and trousers she was
wearing were soiled and torn. She would al nost certainly have to
change into clothes that Raphael provided. The chest offered
undergarnents, a set of bed linens, soap and ot her personal itens.

The mirror gave her back an image of wild hair, fanatic eyes and
cl enched hands, but she did not pause |ong enough to study the
apparition closely.

The door, naturally, was | ocked.

For a long time she stood to one side and a little back fromthe

wi ndow, unwilling to | ook out because she feared the view She had
never, to this day, had the courage to gaze from her one w ndow in the
Eyrie, terrified of the vertigo and nausea the hei ght woul d evoke. She
was not sure she could stand to peer out through this m sty glass and
see nothing but the gray tunble of rock down toward the bl ackness of
some uni magi nabl e ravi ne.

And yet she had to | ook; she had to know what her chances of escape
ver e.

So she crept closer to the glass, and, splaying her hands over her eyes
to filter out the worst of the vision, she glanced quickly out and then
back in.

But all she had seen was stone. Tall stone, slaty and streaked, rising
instead of falling. She peered through the glass again, nore fully.



Her w ndow | ooked out on a view of the jagged nountain face as it
clawed its way up to an uneven apex. Craning her neck, she could see
the very top of the snarling nountain, stabbing three crooked fingers
at the dour sky. Nowhere was there any evidence of greenery--hardy
nmount ai n shrubs, indonitable ivy, even a weed--just the bony fingertips
of the nountain poking holes into heaven

She, Raheli sia a Manderra, erstwhile Edori, erstwhile slave and future
angelica, was inprisoned in her eneny's castle at the very top of the
wor | d.

Soneone brought her food after what seemed |ike hours.

She had not been aware of hunger until she snelled the aroma sifting in
from behind the | ocked door; then she was fam shed. A key turned in
the I ock, and two nmen entered, one bearing a tray and one nerely
guarding the exit. Neither of them|ooked at her directly.

"Who are you? Wy am| here?" she demanded sharply, but was not
surprised to receive no answer. The server bowed to her as he left,
and the door was shut behind him She heard the lock hit honme. For a
nmonent, she stared wathfully at the cl osed door

but the lure of food was too strong. She crossed the roomin a few
qui ck strides and qui ckly consuned the neal

Only after she had swall owed every bite did it occur to her that the

di shes coul d have been seasoned with poison. She did not have nuch
experience with toxins, except for the |ethal powders that were
periodically set down in Lord Jethro's cellars to keep the river rats
from breedi ng, but she knew that a wide variety of them existed.

Poi sons that clouded the mnd, poisons that caused hall uci nations,

poi sons that could kill a man within mnutes ... Well, if he had wanted
to kill her outright, Raphael could



have sinply had his angels drop her fromthe nountaintop, and she
wasn't so sure he needed a prescription to drive her mad. The constant
whi ne and wheedl e of the wind would acconplish that, if terror didn't
do the trick first. It seemed safe enough, all in all, to eat.

No one el se cane to the door for the rest of the day. N ght cane
swiftly, judging by the light admtted by the inperfect w ndow gl ass,
or perhaps the shadows of the nountain brought night to this place
sooner than to other parts of the world. Certainly it did not seem as
t hough the sun could successfully reach past those accusing sentinels
of rock and bring light or warmh anywhere near this bleak castle. At
any rate, the chanber becane dark, and Rachel felt exhaustion stea
over her. She crossed to the bed, doubled the quilt over to provide
addi ti onal warnth, and slept.

In the norning, as was her custom she lay very still for a long tine,
not opening her eyes.

Cold; that was the first thing she becane aware of. Her body was drawn
up into a small knot, her arns fol ded across her chest to conserve

what ever heat her flesh could generate, and yet she still felt sore and
cranped with chill. Next, the eerie, discordant music of unarticul ated
wind intruded itself on her consciousness. She pressed her eyelids
toget her, gathered her body tighter, but it was no use. She renenbered
exactly where she was and how she had gotten here.

But why was she here? Wat woul d happen to her next? Were was
Raphael , and why had he not explained to her why he had taken her
host age?

She shivered under the quilt and refused to stir fromthe bed. 1In an
hour or so there was a conmotion outside the door and two servants
entered again. One built up the fire, while the other laid down a
breakfast tray. She waited until they left, |ocking the door behind
them before she threw off the covers and ran for the heat of the fire.
They had brought extra fuel as well so that she could stoke the flames
when they died down. At least they did not plan for her to freeze to
deat h--or starve.

No one came to speak to her; the day spread before her black and gray
and just a little nmenacing. To keep herself fromthinking she passed
t he hours doi ng voi ce warm ups, running up and down the scale in half
notes and then, as the tiresone day progressed quarter tones. She
practiced her intervals next, mgjor, mnor dissonant, and then turned
to breat hi ng exercises.

Finally she renenbered the | earning pipes tucked in the trousers she
had been wearing when she |eft Mtthew, and she dug these out and
taught herself how to play their thin, sinple nusic. Wen she tired of
this, she went back to the voice exercises. She did not bare the heart
to try real singing--sonmehow the notion of true nmusic in this place was
unt hi nkabl e, inpossible. It was as if Jovah would not hear her in this
fortress, even were she to offer his favorite nmasses. It was as if her
voi ce evaporated into a vacuum a roomw th no resonance, as if she did
not sing at all.

And yet the wind provided a sinister and unceasi ng accomnpani nent, and
its eerie nelody lingered in the roomeven when she fell silent.

She was brought one nore nmeal, another |oad of fuel, and received,



again, no answers to her inpatient questions. So the day passed, and
it was nighttime again before she was quite ready for it.

She was not so tired this evening. She sat for a long time before the
fire, wapped in a blanket and moodily studying the flames. Earlier in
the day it had astonished her to realize she did not feel as terrified
as she knew she shoul d; her predom nant enootion, in fact, was anger
That he woul d take her, that he should dare, after all this tinme and

once again.." it was foolish, she knew, but if ever she was allowed to
confront him all her fury would blaze forth. She would tell him
exactly how nuch she hated him And then he would kill her, or do with

her whatever he planned, and so anger was of no use to her
what soever--but it had been her cloak, her weapon and her shield for so
many years now that she could not lay it by.

Her meditations were abruptly interrupted by a furtive funbling at the
door handl e. Her head whi pped around. She narrowly studied the thick
dark rectangl e of wood while, on the other side, hands tried to force
the wong key into the I ock. Her heart squeezed down. She gl anced
around wildly for a weapon, seeing none. The slight, secretive
clinking continued for some mnutes while her late-night visitor tried
a series of keys, doggedly, one after the other. Rachel sat notionless
on the hearth but her head felt close to bursting with the terrific
pressure of her poundi ng bl ood.

For what purpose would a jail or visit a prisoner's cell by nidnight,
when all the rest of the world was sl eeping? The scraping of netal
agai nst metal ceased. Rachel strained



every nerve to hear a whispered curse or the sound of a renewed
assault upon the door. There was a nonment of silence so |long that she
al nost believed her visitor had crept away, and yet ... she could stil
sense a presence outside, ghostly and frustrated, specul atively eyeing
the door. After a long, |ong nonment of tension, she heard soft
footsteps circle once, then retreat down the corridor. Surely she

i magi ned it, but she al so thought she heard the whispering, shushing
sound of wi ng feathers brushing against the tattered bricks of the
hal I .

Three nore days passed, identical to that first one. Three nore

ni ghts, also identical, down to the midnight visitor. Each night,
Rachel waited, breathless, soundl ess, before the door, hands curled
into fists, heart pounding at a naddeni ng pace, listening to the
scratching and scraping at the I ock. She never spoke, nor did the
angel on the other side, but she was sure he knew she heard him that
he smiled to hinself as he pictured her panicked face bl anching on the
ot her side of the door.

Every night, after he left, she gave in to her frantic terror. There
was a stiff, rusted deadbolt |ever on her side of the door, and every
ni ght when her visitor departed she struggled to twist it home. But it
was sol dered or bent into place; though she fought with it ten m nutes
or nore, she could not get it to budge. She had no way to make her
room secure--and she knew that sooner or later he would find the right
key. The thought turned her col der than ever in her unwarned prison

The fourth norning, when the servants brought her breakfast, she was
ready for them Crouched to one side of the doorway, she waited till
they had stepped just inside, arnms laden with trays of food and wood
for the fire. Then she dashed out into the hall and down the first
turning the corridor took

Instantly, there were shouts and footfalls behind her. She raced nmadly
past doorways, through a crisscross of passageways, hopel essly | ost
within minutes in the gray tangle of arches and stairwells and
doorways. The light along these halls was nmurky and erratic, filtering
in through a few narrow wi ndows irregul arly appearing along the walls.
The uneven surface of the flagged floor tripped her up several tines as
she made her incautious flight. Once she fell to her knees, scraping
her hands as she broke her fall, but she was instantly up and runni ng
agai n.

She had nowhere to run. She had no hope of escaping. Wen nore
servants boiled up the stairwell froma lower |evel, running hard to
cut her off, she surrendered with only token resistance. "l want to
speak to Raphael ," she said as they grabbed her arms and pi ni oned them
tightly behind her. "Let me speak to the Archangel."

Qoviously his staff had been instructed not to talk to her, for at
first no one answered. She began to struggle then. She had pretended

to flee merely to get attention. "I want to be taken to the
Archangel!'" she shouted, stiffening her |egs and bracing her feet
agai nst the stony floor. "Take ne to Raphael!™

Finally one of them answered, in a strange north country accent that
she had rarely heard, even in her Edori days. "He iss not here," said
t he speaker, a drab but powerful nan who | ooked as rugged and as flinty
as the nountain itself. "He will b'back tonorree. See'mthen.”



So she allowed themto return her to her room She hal f-expected her
food or fire to be taken away from her as puni shment, but there were no
repercussions. The day passed as all the others had.

But this afternoon she spent some tinme working on the dead-bolt
attached to her side of the door. Using sonme of the butter saved from
her breakfast bread, she attenpted to oil it into docility, but it
stubbornly refused to nove. Defeated finally, she tried to think of
alternate nethods of security or escape. Her eyes turned involuntarily
to the wi ndow across the room She had no wish to flee down the
treacherous nountain, and she assumed Raphael had nmade sure she coul d
not try it, but she had not even checked. Maybe the wi ndow | ock woul d
yield to her; maybe, driven to desperation, she would in a day or so be
willing to risk the flight down the stony slope, into the black ravine
But she discovered, after twenty mnutes of westling with the iron
bolt holding the glass in place, that this | ock too was i movable. She
| ai d her opened pal m agai nst the cold, foggy pane and felt the gl ass
shiver when the wind glided over it again. And again, sending inits
inevitable plaintive call, part cry and part whisper; and again Turning
away fromthe w ndow, she nervously picked up her pipes, hoping with
"their sweet, childish nusic to drown out the mistuned oratorio of the
wi nd. And indeed, she felt nmarginally



better while she played, soothed and rehumani zed, though she had not
mastered the reeds well enough to play two notes sinultaneously.

And then she realized why Wndy Point seened such a sinister place, so
eerie and evil: There was no harmony here. Angels did not sing, voice
agai nst voice, as they did in the Eyrie on a constant basis; nothing,
no one in Wndy Point worked in concord. She had been right, a
day--two days--years ago, when she instinctively felt that Yovah woul d
not hear her fromhere. He had forsaken this corner of the world
because it held no harnony.

She cradl ed the pi pes agai nst her chest and drew herself together in a
smal | bundle. And she was lost in this soundl ess, soulless place, that
even the god had deserted.

Depressed by the dirge of the wind and the bl eakness of her own
t hought s, Rachel had passed a difficult night she fell asleep late and

was still sleeping when Raphael's servants attenpted to serve her
breakfast. It was their pounding on the door that woke her, and she
stunbl ed groggily across the cold floor to admt them Ydell, it took

some effort: She had pushed the heavy wooden arnoire across the floor
the night before, wedging it as tightly as it would go agai nst the door
frame. The idea had been to bl ock the entrance of her nidnight

visitor, although she had not been sure the weight of the arnpire would
be enough to deter himshould he be fortunate enough to find the key.

It had stopped the servants, though, and that cheered her

They threw her fulmnating | ooks as they entered with their usual stock
of food and fuel, and this time they watched her nore closely to make
sure she didn't make another break for freedom One of them pointed an
accusi ng finger at her as he prepared to |eave.

"Too-night," he said, in that |ooping hill-country accent. "Yoh will
hof dinner wif the angel." "Raphael is back?" she demanded. "I will
see himtonight?" "Be ready," the servant said, and left, and | ocked
her in.

Oh, she would be ready. She had been ready for five days now.

This day passed with even nore excruciating sl owness. Once she had
washed and dried her hair, and deci ded which of the old wool en gowns
was the warnest for the trek through the drafty castle to whichever
di ning hall Raphael considered suitable for entertai nment, there was,
as usual, nothing nuch to do. She practiced voi ce exercises again,
pl ayed on her pipes, chipped at the two obdurate | ocks, and waited.

The Iight had begun to fail, the signal she interpreted as md-die
eveni ng here, when the aging gray servant cumguard came to fetch her
She was on her feet before the door had conpl etely opened.

"He iss here now," was the man's greeting. "You wanted so much to
speak wif him™"

Rachel swept haughtily before himout of the room then waited for him
to lead the way down the | abyrinthine hallways. "Odinarily, I

woul dn't bother to spit on him" she said frigidly. "but today, | have
a fewthings I1'd like to say to him"

And that little spurt of defiance hel ped her gain confidence as she
foll owed the guard down three flights of stairs and dozens of



passageways till they gained the dining hall of the Archangel.

The snell of overcooked food told her that this was indeed a neal she
had been summoned to. O herw se, she woul d have thought she had
stepped into a ni ghtnmare.

She had entered a huge room so high-ceilinged that she could not tel
if the roof was raftered or nmerely arched stone. Geat doors led off
the chamber in six directions, but there were no windows to let in
light or air. The whole place was illuminated with clusters of

candl es, but still, it seened gloony and under lit Unseen breezes
teased at the insufficient flames and, in sudden swift gusts,

ext i ngui shed whol e candel abra at once. The flickering flanes that
remai ned reveal ed and then shadowed the activities bel ow

Everywhere, great angel wi ngs were draped over chairs, tables, |ounges
and divans. There was somrething indolent, al nbst abandoned, in the
outflung feathered linbs. Low voices were interrupted at sudden
jarring nmonents by | oud bursts of |aughter; now and then a call rang
out fromone side of the roomto the other. d assware chi ned agai nst
silver, pewer clinked agai nst china, as diners poured wi ne and carved
nmeat and passed plates, and yet the pace was so sluggish, the novenents
so sl ow Rachel had frozen in the doorway, seized with a curious,
reluctant dread. The guard prodded her from behind but she remained
where she was, |ooking nore closely about her. Angels were intertw ned
wi th humans everywhere she | ooked. Those



great white wi ngs overlapped frail nortal shoul ders and drew t hem
into clunmsy, inexact enbraces. Nearly every angel in the room was
mal e, and every human fenmale. The wonen sat forward in the divine

| aps, wrapping their arms around the thick necks or running their
fingers through the ruffled feathers. 1In a far corner of the room
t hree wi nged shapes gathered around one snall man form Rachel could
vaguel y hear a nedl ey of seduction and supplication as the girl's voice
rose hi gher and higher on a note of distracted panic. The silent
servants who wound through the room brought pitchers of fresh wine to
every table, and those who were not slunped forward on some shoul der or
backward on some chair raised their glasses for nore.

Al the angels of Wndy Point were drunken and stuporous; and this was
the court over which the Archangel rul ed.

"Rachel! M charm ng guest! Over here, ny dear. W' ve saved you a
pl ace at our table."

The nellifluous voice jerked her head around. Even in this dimlight,
it was inpossible to m stake Raphael. He had cone to his feet and was
wavi ng her forward. Fromthis distance, in this light, he appeared to
be bathed in a topaz gl ow emanating fromthe sheen of his own body.
Hair, feathers and skin shimrered with gold highlights. He stood in an
aureol e, notioning her toward his table.

She crossed the roomand came to rest before him sinply staring.

"It is a bit much conpared to the austerity of the Eyrie, isn't it?" he
sai d sympathetically, pulling out a chair and gesturing for her to be
seated. "It isn't always quite this relaxed, | assure you, but |'ve
returned after a few days' absence, and ny host is glad to see ne. This
is in the nature of a celebration, you understand. W are ordinarily
much nore decorous."”

"I wonder why | doubt that," she said, finding her voice along with her
habi tual sarcasm

"Because you are a sullen and suspicious girl by nature, of course," he
replied smoothly. "I can't inagine what Gabriel sees in you."

Laughter erupted froma small circle gathered at Raphael's table; it

was the first tine she had consciously realized that Raphael was not at
this post alone. She glanced quickly around to note three other angels
at his table, two of whom she had never seen before

and one of whom she instantly recognized. Saul. The fair-haired,
rapaci ous angel she had first met in Lord Jethro's house. He grinned at
her. She felt an irrational wash of terror, and quickly | ooked away.
Raphael was still smling at her, extending his hand.

"But sit down, ny girl, sit down," he said. "Eat wth us.
understand you were so anxious to see nme that you went scanpering
through nmy castle the other day. Unfortunately, as | said, | have been
gone. But |I'mhere now, and you may converse with me to your heart's
content."

"dadly," she said, remaining on her feet. "But | wish to do so in
private."
"Cho!" he said softly, smirking a little. "You wish to tell ne

secrets. | amflattered to be your confidant."



"I wish to hear the truth fromyou," she replied, "which, if | judge
you correctly, you rarely speak before an audience. And | refuse to
sit for even a mnute in the presence of that--" She waved a hand at
Saul . She woul d not acknow edge himeither with name or epithet.

Saul | aughed. One of the other angels said, in a slurred, uncertain
voice, "Don't want to leave. Want to talk to the pretty lady."

Rachel waited. Raphael sniled. "Oh, very well, ny dear. But

renenber, when the talk turns dangerous, that you asked for this little
assignation, not |I. Saul, take the others away. Leave the candles,
that's a good boy. And the wi ne, please. You can get nore at another
table."”

When the others had protestingly vacated the table, Rachel finally sat,
perching on the very edge of her chair. Raphael |ounged across from
her, studying her through the anmber candl elight.

"You know, | do think we must be related,” he said nmusingly, as if it
was a puzzle to which he had given a great deal of thought. "Surely
you cannot be ny daughter, though | adnmit mnmy progeny nust be scattered
across half of Jordana. O could | be wong? Was your nother the type
who woul d seek to ensnare an angel |over so she coul d boast of her
conquests to her friends?"

"My nother died when | was a child, as you know," Rachel replied in a
| evel voice. "But | think she was a virtuous wonan."

"Your grandnother, then. Perhaps she dallied with my sire



or one of nmy uncles. It's no disgrace, really, none at all, to be an
angel -seeker's offspring. It's one of the reasons, no doubt, Jovah has
kept such good track of you through all your amazi ng changes of
fortune."

"Yovah is not the only one who has tracked me," she said.

"True--very true. | have been interested in you for quite sonme tine.
And | have, as you nmay have guessed, authored one or two of your
m sfortunes. But you're such a resourceful girl. You survive

everything. Truly you are an exanple to us all."

"And now you have brought ne here," she said, still in that tight,
controll ed voice. "For no purpose that | can guess at. What do you
want with me? Wy do you want to kill nme? Wat have | ever done to
you?"

Raphael opened his tawny eyes very wide. "Rachel, ny dear, mny dear
Such ugly talk. Here you are in ny house, for the very first
time---can't we nmake sone pl easant dinner conversation?"

"I'f you consider this social entertaining, then where's your wfe?
Shoul dn't Leah be here?"

"My wife prefers to take dinner in her roons on occasions such as
this," Raphael said snmoothly. "The excitenent of ny honeconming is
sometinmes too nuch for her." He smled at Rachel engagingly. "You
under stand. "

She watched himfrom narrowed eyes. "lIn her own roons," she said
softly, "by choice or by chain? Do you conpel the angelica as you
conpel me?"

"No, indeed, she has free run of the place, though she rarely chooses
to exercise her rights,"” he said. "She is a nost indulgent wfe, of

course. She allows ne whatever amusenents | prefer, and in exchange

respect her wish for privacy. You see, we are much nore well-suited

than you and your so volatile spouse.™

"I woul d not have said the god chose well when he nmatched you wth
Leah," she said, "but Yovah's ways have al ways been passing strange."

Raphael poured her a glass of wine and filled her plate with delicacies
fromthe platters on the table. "Well, that's the interesting thing,"
he said softly. "Jovah did not exactly choosthis wife for ne."

"That's ridicul ous," Rachel snapped. "He chooses every angelica."
Raphael nodded vi gorously over his own gl ass of wine.

"yes, he chose mine! She was a Jansai girl, quite beautiful, with a

great deal of courage and physical strength. Her parents were wealthy
nmer chants and she despi sed them and she had gone to live with her aunt

and uncl e sone years before we were betrothed. | don't know how much
you know about the Jansai," he added, "but strong-willed teenage girls
are pretty nmuch a rarity. Wll, they are scarcely tolerated. She had

had a rough time of it, poor girl, between one household and the next,
but nothing had dimed her really indomtable spirit. She had--it is
hard to know how to describe it--an inner flane that was sinply
unquenchable. O seened unquenchable. The Jansai nen, of course, are



very good at quenching."

Rachel had begun to feel queasy. Wthout knowi ng the end of this

story, she knew that she wouldn't like it. "Wat happened to her?" she
asked slowy. "Wat was her nane?"

He was smling that warm golden snmile. "Her name," he said, "was
Leah. "

Rachel gave a small start. "Then," she said stiffly, "they--and

you--did a superlative job of quenching, because the woman who i s your
wife--"

"Ch, it's not the sane woman," Raphael said alnost gaily. "The Leah
was to have married is dead. Died, sadly, a few days before our

weddi ng. M Leah--that was not her nane originally, but you know, |
find I cannot always call it to mnd--ny Leah was an angel - seeker who
had spent a good deal of time convincing nme that she would do anyt hing
she could to oblige ne. You know how it is w th angel -seekers, ny
dear--they're the worst kind of whores, but that often nakes themthe
best kind of whores. So I switched them"

"You--" Rachel could not breathe. She was sure she had not
conprehended. "You--what do you nean?"

"I switched them The Jansai brought their Leah to Wndy Point, al
enbarrassed apol ogy because she was such a contrary handful, and

said, "Jovah and I will tame her with love." Indeed, those were ny
exact words. | said, "Let her nake a prenuptial visit with ne for one
month, and then we will have the wedding in Breven. She will be so
docile you will not know her." Well, they were only too glad to | eave

her on ny doorstep, because, as you can inmagi ne, she'd been no end of
trouble to themfor the twenty-sone years of her existence. And when
we arrived in Breven four weeks later"--he spread his hands so snoothly
that no wine spilled fromthe goblet he held--"1 brought ny Leah

i nstead of



their Leah, and married her in front of Jovah and the angels an
everybody. "

"But didn't they--couldn't they-How could you fool then?" Rache
stamered. "Her parents, her fam|yN'

"Well, you know how the Jansai wonen are," he said. "Very wapped up
in veils and cloths and so on. W had ny Leah all wapped up, and
never for a minute left her alone with her loving famly. They were
too delighted at the change in her to inquire too closely. Ch, perhaps
they had their suspicions, but they didn't like to voice them After
all, what harmhad | done then? Whether 1'd married her or whether I'd
di sposed of her, |I'd taken the rebellious girl off their hands. And
was Archangel and | had the ear of the god. They smiled and said

t hey'd al ways known narriage woul d cal m her down."

The distant roaring in Rachel's ears nust be the physical manifestation
of shock, but she felt no other synptons. She had passed through
horror to find herself sick and dull, sated with an awful know edge.
"You killed her," she said stupidly. "And you're going to kill ne."

"Mm well, that was my original thought, | nust admit," he said
consideringly. "For so long, you did seemthe one stunbling block to
nmy plans. Because | know ny Gabriel! He's not the man to try to foo

the god with any plausible substitute. Jovah told him 'Marry Rachel
daughter of Seth and Elizabeth' then no one but Rachel would do for

him And | thought, "Ah. If | wish to prevent this nman from becom ng
Archangel , what easier way than to di spose of his angelica?" But, as I
say, you are a hard woman to kill. M conplinments, of course, on your

conti nued survival."

"So why am | still living--this tine?"

He | eaned forward, his beautiful face vivid with intensity. "For that
very reason. Because Gabriel will not play the god false! The doria
is scheduled for six short days from now yes, start, it is nmuch closer
than you realized! and you and Gabriel are to lead it. |If you are not

there to sing at Gabriel's side, what will he do? WIIl he take Ariel

or Judith or Hannah to the Plain and bid themto sing at his side? |
think not. | think Gabriel is incapable of singing alongside any wonan
but the god's chosen bride---which is why you nmust be kept alive. Once
you are dead, of course, Gabriel is free. The god may choose a new
wife for him or Gabriel may choose his own but the original
restrictions will be lifted. Wile you are alive, Gabriel is bound.
Once you are dead, everything changes."

Now Rachel |eaned forward, as intense as the Archangel. "But the

G oria nust be sung," she said urgently. "Don't you realize that? |If
all the peoples of Samaria do not cone together on the Plain of Sharon
the god will smite first the mountain, then the river, then the world.
W will all die--you, ne, Gabriel, every one of us. |f Gabriel does
not sing, will you sing? That is the power you are so desperate
for--will you take it, and see to it that the world is saved?"

He flung back his head and | aughed. Angels and nortals sitting across
the room too far away to overhear their conversation, caught the

nel ody of that |laughter and joined in. He straightened, started to
speak, glinpsed her face, and started | aughing again. It took hima
good five mnutes to regain control



"Ch, | do apol ogize, but that is so funny," he said, shaking his head
and pressing a hand theatrically to his heart. "Rachel, ny dear
haven't you heard a word |I've said? For the past twenty years | have
led all the peoples of the world in a nockery of the Goria! A false
angelica by ny side, and no love of the god in ny heart! For twenty
years! And no thunderbolts have fallen--no cities were destroyed--the
world spins on as it always has. And as it always will! Rachel, it is
such a monunmental but such a liberating thought--there is no god at
all! He does not guard us, he does not punish us, he does not know i f
we live or breathe or die--he is not there! | have contravened every
law aid down in the Librera, and he has not struck nme dead. There is
no god. |If Gabriel fails to lead the Goria, and there is no Aoria
we will all survive. If | fail tolead it, if it is never sung
again--nothing will happen at all. W have been ensl aved, all these
years, to the idea of a god, without any proof of his existence. And
now it is time that the people of Samaria realize that what they have
| oved and feared and obeyed is a divine and comni c hoax."

Rachel simply stared at him She realized suddenly that he was

mad- - power - mad, certainly--but nmore than that. He was lunatic. |If he
had questioned the existence of the sunlight or the soil, she would
have been | ess appalled. That anyone woul d doubt Yovah's existence
was, to Rachel, absolutely incredible.

"You may not have believed," she said, her voice very low, "but the
masses were sung. The harnonies were conpleted. The people of Sanaria



cane together and satisfied Yovah's requirenments He did not strike you
dead, though | can't guess why you were spared, but he withheld his
wath fromthe rest of the world because the rest of the world

beli eved. Not a year of these twenty has gone by that angels did not
hol d hands wi th humans and sung y of the glories of the god. The

voi ce of Gabriel alone was sweet enough to gl adden Yovah's heart--maybe
it is Gabriel that the god listened for, and not for you. And Yovah
heard that silver voice, and was pl eased, and held back his wath for
anot her year."

"Well, maybe," Raphael said, uninpressed. "But he will not hear that
silver voice this year if you are not at his side. And then we shal
see what the god thinks of this whole world of gullible believers. And
| can tell you what that is right now He does not think of us at
all.”

"You're insane," she whispered.

He shook his head. "Oh, no," he said. "I amLucifer. | amthe man
who will rip the mask off the face of the god hinself."

Rachel rose to her feet. She had touched neither the food nor the
wi ne, but she felt as disoriented as if she had been drugged or

i ntoxicated. Dizzy, she brushed the table with her fingers to catch
her bal ance; when a hand canme out to steady her from behind, she was
al nost grateful.

"Ah, Saul," Raphael said, and she jerked away fromthe angel standing
behi nd her. Saul grinned down at her. Fire seened to flane around his
head; his eyes were bl acker than the ravine bel ow t he nountai nt op
"Escort Rachel back to her room and nake sure she is confortable.”

"dad to," Saul said, reaching for her armagain. Rachel shoved himin
the chest and stepped back, nearly tripping over her chair. Both the
angel s | aughed.

"l don't want himnear nme," she said.

"I don't have the key to her room" Saul said. "I can't |ock her

in"

Raphael said, "Maxa will acconpany you. He has a key." "He could just
give me the key," Saul suggested.

Raphael | ooked anused. "Maxa has the key," he repeated. "If you need
it inthe future, you will know where to find it." Saul |aughed
Raphael came to his feet and made Rachel a lovely bow. "As always, |
have greatly enjoyed your conpany, angela," he said. "l trust you will

find things very pleasant during the remainder of your stay in ny
house. "

And he all owed Saul and the gray-haired guard to | ead her away.

For a long tine, Rachel stood in the mddle of her roomand tried to
make hersel f think. Raphael's offhand series of adm ssions--to nurder
deceit, and heresy--were so conpl ex, so unnerving, that any one of them
coul d have struck her speechless. To have heard all of them so
swiftly, one after the other, was al nbst nore than she could

conprehend. Slowy, the pieces began to fir together in her head.



He had been the source of her misfortunes all along. That nuch he had
admtted in so many words, but now for the first time, his actions nmade
sense, at least as seen in the context of his warped anbition. It was
Raphael who had destroyed her parents' village--Raphael who had ordered
t he destruction and ensl averent of the Manderras--Raphael, no doubt,
who had directed the Jansai to try to kidnap her on the very streets of
Vel ora. How astoni shed Raphael nust have been when Gabriel al

unwi ttingly stunbled upon his bride in the slave cellars of Senorrah
How he rust have schemed to get his hands on her even this late in the
gane, fretful that no opportunity presented itself until so close to
the tine of the oria itself. O had he guessed, weeks before it
crossed her mind, that she would be unable to resist the lure of the
Gat hering, and so bided his tinme until that great day dawned?

And now, after several attenpts, he had secured her; and he woul d keep
her at least until the doria was past; and then the god al one knew
what woul d becone of her

And he was not the only one in this castle who wi shed her evil.

She shivered and shook herself free of her trance. |If Maxa were
persuaded to give Saul the key--and of this she had no doubt--the
want on angel presented her nearest and nost i medi ate danger. The
heavy arnpire across the doorway had baffled the servants this norning,
but would that stop Saul? She doubted it. But it was a starting
point. She surveyed the room

The bed was bolted to the wall, but there was the arnbire, the chest of
drawers, the cheval mrror, a table and a chair. She could enploy them
all. Working swiftly, she dragged every last scrap of furniture across
the room bracing each one against the last until, front to back, they
formed a barricade that stretched fromthe doorway to within three feet
of the opposite wall. She tried wedgi ng pieces of firewod between the
wal | and the chair she had ended with, but there were no | ogs |ong
enough or sturdy enough to bridge the gap

Wl |, she was | ong enough. She could protect herself. Accordingly,
she wrapped the bed quilt around her for warnth and positioned herself
on the floor, her back to the rungs of the chair and her feet laid
against the unyielding wall. It was not a very confortable position
but she felt a certain savage triunph lighten her nood as she tested
the fit of her body in her line of defense. The angel had great
strength; he might very well force the I ock and push in the door so
brutally that the wood splintered and her own bones snapped in two.
But she would not be the first link in the chain to break.

She built up the fire again, then settled back in her place on the
floor, a weapon in her hands. A thin, springy length of firewood, it
ended in a raw point where it had been ripped fromsone dead tree. She
rubbed it against the rough floor, nethodically and incessantly, to
sharpen its edge to a razor fineness that could pierce a man's chest if
propelled with sufficient force ... Driven by purpose and fortified by
determ nation, she would have passed the night al most cal My had not
the wind chosen this evening of all evenings to show off the full range
of its bluster.

There was never silence in Wndy Point, but Rachel had never heard
anything like this. A stormnust have noved in and settled, |ashing
the stolid nountain with rain and wind and hail Every crack and joint
in Rachel's room seet hed and sobbed with air, rising first to a furious



pitch of shrieking, then dropping to a | ow, desperate mpan. The w ndow
clattered in its frane, but that jittering sound was | ost beneath the
al nrost human voi ce whi spering through the chanber--screeching through
mewl i ng, begging, chortling, bellowi ng--as its moods took it. Rache

cl enched her jaw and resisted the prinmtive urge to wail in return.

So loud was the wind, so unrenmtting, that it covered the first
telltale scrapings at the door. She did not realize that soneone was
trying to get in until she felt the shudder of the chair against her
back; sudden pressure ran down the whol e massed bl ockade of furniture
and buckl ed her |egs against the wall.

Choki ng back a cry, she stiffened her knees and shoved her shoul ders
agai nst the rungs of the chair. She snatched up the pointed stick
holding it Iike a spear before her. Again she felt the scrape and
shift of furniture inching forward. She braced her free hand on the
floor and strained her whol e body backward, naking herself a wedge, a
boul der, a bulwark, a thing of bone and rock and iron

She did not know how | ong she remai ned there, inflexibly opposing a
contrary pressure that had ceased to be exerted. It felt |ike hours
that she kept her tense, arched pose. It was not her bones but her
muscl es that betrayed her, becom ng shaky and | oose and unreliable, un
knitting fromher el bows and her knees and causi ng her head to sag down
from her nunb spine. She collapsed forward, waiting for the whole room
to rush inward as Saul triunmphantly swept all her defenses before him
but not hi ng happened. He was gone; he had left sometine during the
night. The lightening gray outside her wi ndow told her in the nost
dispirited ternms that she had fought her way through to another

nor ni ng.

She drew her knees up and rested her head upon them still shaking in
every muscle and joint. She had survived; she was not dead or ravished
or even mad. Perhaps Yovah was watching out for her after all.

And then the wind started again.

By the time they brought her breakfast, two or three hours |later, she
really did think she was on the verge of delirium It was Wndy Point
itself which had driven Raphael insane; the wonder was not that he had
turned on the god but that he had not turned on hinmself as well.

Sl eepl essness, a sort of continuing, famliar terror, and the
accunul at ed shocks of the past week were having their effect on her
but nothing like the naddeni ng assault of the w nd.

The knock on the door caused her to leap half a foot into the air, but
she did not answer the first summons, nor the steadily nore urgent
calls that came in through the heavy wood. She did not have the
strength to clear the furniture fromthe doorway, and she did not care
if she never ate again. She would die here sooner or later. It mght
as well be of starvation, if the wind' s demented nusic did not drive
her first to fling herself into the fire The wind's nmusic. She stood

absolutely still, considering that. And then she ran across the room
to the pile of clothing she had left on the floor the day before.
Pawi ng t hrough her dresses, |inens and wool en stockings, she crowed

victoriously when her hand fell on her |earning pipes. Holding them
up, she exam ned the instrument nore closely to determ ne howit could
be di sassenbl ed. She saw that the pipes were closely woven toget her
with thin leather strips. |If she had a knife, it would be easy, but
She did have fire



Crouching on the hearth, she held the bunched pipes against a half-dead
enber. It took a long time for the leather binding to yield; her knees
had gi ven way and she had sunk to a cross-|egged position |ong before
the thin strap bl ackened and began to snoke. She brushed aside the
coal and took up a rough piece of kindling, rubbing it along the
weakened patch of leather till the |ast stubborn strands parted. The
ei ght pipes rolled | oose in her hand.

Sorting quickly through them she picked three reeds--those that forned
the maj or chord--and, after a noment's hesitation, the pipe that played
the seventh. Then she crossed to the wi ndow, where the wi nd was nost
apt to blowin, and wedged the |argest pipe into a narrow slit between
the casenment and the wall.

It was only a few seconds' wait before another gust surged in past the
glass. And through the tube. And nade a noise like a faun piping a
| ove song to a beautiful unwary virgin.

She coul d nake the wi nd play nusic.

Al most feverishly, she searched the casenent for another conveni ent gap
to hold the next |argest pipe; nothing was quite right. But the reed
that played the fifth interval against the big pipe's domnant note fit
snugly into a crack right bel ow the w ndow.

And when the next blast of air shook the castle, she had harnony.

Her hands were shaking violently as she crossed and recrossed the room
| ooking for the right finger holes for her remaining two reeds. There
was a place, finally, in the far wall for the niddle pipe, the mgjor
third; when the wind rushed in and set all three pipes trunpeting at
once, she thought she would fall to the floor and weep. She felt her
shoul ders un knotting felt her mnd growing |ight and peaceful. Such a
sinmple thing, such a small thing, and yet she could feel the mnusic
healing her. One nore reed to place It took her nearly half an hour

but eventually she secured it, high above her bed in a tiny crack in a
crumbling line of nortar. The outer counterpart of this wall,
apparently, was half-protected fromthe elenments, for the tenperanental
wind only reached it sporadically, sending faint, intermttent puffs of
air through the

throat of the smallest pipe. The three other reeds al so sounded at
random - sonetinmes the mgjor third, sonetinmes the minor, every once in a
while all three at once; when the seventh note sounded, by itself or in
har mony, Rachel felt a shiver run fromher shoulders to her fingertips.
So rmust rmusic have sounded to Yovah on the nmorning of the first Aoria
of the world.

The | onger the music played, the nore |ightheaded she grew.

She was gi ddy; she began to dance around the cold prison which had
suddenly beconme a place of grace and synphony. On a hunch, pirouetting
past the bl ocked doorway, she paused; snaking her fingers behind the
arnoire, one nore tinme she tried the stubborn, imovabl e deadbolt. As
if oiled by a smth, it fell smoothly into place. She |aughed al oud.
Musi ¢ had restored her, and harnmony had made her safe.

The euphoria on top of her strenuous night |eft her exhausted and
drai ned. She coll apsed onto the bed, still snmiling foolishly as the
erratic lullaby played fromthe walls around her. She was so rel axed



now that the m nute she closed her eyes she was asl eep, and she sl ept
t hrough anot her nealtine and repeated poundi ngs at the door

It was the | ast hour of the afternoon when she opened her eyes, as she
could tell by the faint gold light liming the irregular pane of her

wi ndow. She had slept deeply if not as long as she needed to; she woke
cl ear headed and sober, though not conpletely rested. Her fire had gone
out and the roomwas freezing. She had forgotten to retrieve her quilt
bef ore she slept, and now she shivered with a deep and ineradi cabl e
chill. Her pipes still chirped sweetly at odd nonments, which caused
her to snmile faintly, though she did not feel in the | east cheerful

But she did not need to be cheerful; what she needed was to be serene,
and that the harnmony had acconpli shed.

She had awakened knowi ng exactly what she nust do.

She had decided, the instant she had secured the door, that she woul d
not open it again. Cearly, there was no way out for her but death,

al t hough Raphael intended to prolong her life as long as it suited his
purposes. |If she nust die, she could at |east make the sacrifice a
meani ngf ul one--and the only way her death would not be a total waste
would be if it freed Gabriel of his bond to her before the oria

Whi ch neant that she must kill herself, and instantly.
And there was only one sure way.

She was nunb with cold, but that was a good thing, she thought. She
rose, shaky with chill but not with nerves, and gl anced around the room
for anything that might still need doing here. No; nothing. Slowy
enough, because she was not eager, firmy enough, because she was not
afraid, she crossed the roomto the single rattling wi ndow, and tried the
| ock that had so tractably stayed in place.

And it, too, yielded under her hand. And the wi ndow swing open, and
all the icy wet mountain air poured in, swirled her, and laid its
hungry ki sses on her hair.

She had to fetch the wooden chair to gain enough height to clinb out,

and she had to wiggle her shoulders to force through the narrow

casenent, but all in all, it was not hard to escape. The fortress was
built into the pitched terrain of the nmountain, so that the angl ed,

rocky ground was only a few feet below her. She junped, |anded

awkwardly and fell to her shoul der, bruising her hip, thigh and el bow. This
hi gh up, outdoors with the onset of night, it was col der than she had
bel i eved possible. But none of this nmattered. None of these

di sconforts would she have to endure for |ong

Fighting the wind, which | ashed at her hair and the | oose ends of her
skirt, she struggled uphill toward the highest point of the nountain.
Twi ce nore she fell, once knocked over by a blast of air so strong that
it forced her to her knees and once twi sting her ankle on a buried
rock. By now, her toes, fingers and cheeks had lost all feeling. Her
brain was nearly nunb as well--or perhaps she was just trying not to
think. Frozen foot before frozen foot, up the dark nountain she went,
into the teeth of the wind.

She reached the very top of the mountain wi thout once | ooking ahead or
to either side for the terrible view laid out around her. She had kept
her eyes doggedly on her shoes and the nmealy ground through which she



found her insecure footing. Now at the nmountaintop it becanme even nore
i nportant that she not | ook outward, not until it was too |late, not
until she wanted to be rmade so dizzy that she fell

Here at the very peak there was a pronontory that overl ooked the vast
ravi ne down which the mountain itself retreated. Slowy, with infinite
det erm nation, Rachel inched forward to the very edge of the out thrust
| edge. The wi nd whi pped around her, spinning her first to one side and
then to the other, but mracul ously, she kept her bal ance. Her unbound
hair streaned wildly about her face and shoul ders; her skirt flattened
agai nst her thighs, then belled around her knees. She was so cold now
that she felt, oddly enough, fevered. |If she put her fingers against a
frozen puddl e, she thought, she would cause the ice to sizzle into
steam and wat er.

When her feet shuffled clunmsily to the rimof the outcrop, |oose stones
roll ed away from her shoes and clattered over the edge. She heard
their hollow clicks and echoes as they bounced down the nmountain. It
did not sound so far. Carefully, she lifted her eyes fromtheir fixed
attention on her toes and took in the scene bel ow her

Bl ack enptiness at the base of a huge, angular well. The nmountain she
stood upon curved forward fromeither side to forma rough, precipitous
canyon whose wi cked sl opes were al nbst vertical. Jagged boul ders and

spi kes of wind-whittled rock offered their brittle spines to the fading
light of the sun. The ravine was so i mense that no sunlight fell al
the way to its depths. It could easily have plunged straight through
to the core of the earth itself.

Rachel drew a long, ragged breath and did not | ook away. She had
feared this her whole life, and yet, at this nmonent, she enbraced
it--the wild tunble of rock, the vertiginous height, the punmeling

wi nd. Overhead, she heard the harsh call and fl appi ng wi ngs of
nmount ai n birds--vul tures, perhaps, suspecting a death in the offing, or

eagles, furious at this invasion of their domain. It was all so bitter
and yet so beautiful. It would bring her the rel ease she nust have; it
woul d set her free. It had been designed for her

She took one last, lingering | ook around, at the gray face of the sheer

mount ai n, at the lum nescent horizon lit by the nmilky sunset, at the
sil houette of the giant mountain hawk winging swiftly her way, and then
she cl osed her eyes.

"Into thy great hands, Yovah," she nmurnured, and stepped off the
cliff.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Up to a point, Gabriel's conference with the Samari an power nongers had
been a success. They had all cone, at any rate, and they had all been
furious. Behind the fury' he had sensed a frisson of fear, and that
was exactly what he'd intended.

He had refused to see any of themuntil they were all assenbl ed,

anot her ploy designed to irritate. Hannah had shown themall to a
smal | neeting roomand offered them food, and then faithfully reported
to Gabriel their various condemations of his intelligence, his
character and his nethods. But they had all cone, and none of them
left during the two hours he nade them await his pleasure.



"My lords," he said to themall inpartially upon entering the room It
was anot her deliberate slight, proof that he grouped them all together
and did not care how they jockeyed for power or prestige in each
other's eyes. There were ten nmen in the room -Manadavvi, Jansai, river
nmerchants and a | one Lum nauzi official and none of them | ooked pl eased
to see him

The first one to speak, not surprisingly, was the patrician Elijah

Harth, who seened the nost affronted. "How can you possibly defend
your actions?" the Manadavvi denmanded coldly. "You conme to us to
preach unity, and at the first chance, you try to sow discord. It's an

ill beginning for all of us, Gabriel."

The angel nodded acknow edgrment. None of the others was intelligent
enough to attack first; they were still nuttering phrases



like "total outrage" and "how dare he." Elijah had gone straight to
t he point.

"I have acted precisely because you have proved to nme that you have no
interest in unity," Gabriel responded.

Lord Jethro slamed his open hand on a wood table, causing the gl asses
and trays of tea cakes to rattle. "Ha!" he cried. "Mself, | have done
what | could to please you--fed you, entertained you, |listened to your
everlasting | ectures--and what do you do in return? Send the river
rising up over the breakwater! Don't deny you did it--it's been

raining up in the Galo nmountain for weeks now, and | know you and your
angel tricks--"

"Rain over the river, drought in Breven, wind in Gaza, counted off

Mal achi, the Jansai leader. |In his round fat face, his narrow eyes

al nost | ooked anused. "Wat's the point, Gab--Wat's the problen? W
didn't bow down | ow enough to you?"

"You didn't listen," Gabriel said softly. They all had to stop their
muttering in order to catch his voice, because he refused to raise it
"You told ne--each of you--that you had no intention of changing your
ways to suit the teachings of the god. Malachi of Breven as good as
told me there was no god at all." There were nuffled gasps and a few
si del ong | ooks which Mal achi ignored with no trouble at all.
"Elijah--Jethro--Sanuel --Abel--all of you swore to me that you could
not alter a single itemin your trade agreenents, could not give up one
of your privileges, could not free your slaves or enfranchise your

wor kers or redistribute your wealth. And | said these things nust be
done to ensure harnony. And you said you did not care."

"But Gabriel, the things you ask for are preposterous!™
"The trade agreenments! It took me twenty years--"

"And these things have been in place for two decades now," Elijah cut
in over the various indignant exclamations. "You say we have lived in
di sharmony with our god--but if that is so, why has he not made his

di spl easure known? Wiy has he not struck down a nmerchant or a slaver?
Why have we all prospered and grown rich? Because Jovah favors us,
that's why."

Satisfied voices runbled their endorsenent of that argunent. Gabriel
spoke calmy

"And perhaps Jovah is readying hinmself to strike you. Perhaps he
endured the reign of Raphael because he knew, as a god reckons tine,
that the tenure would be brief--and that all things would be made right
agai n when a new Archangel ascended. Perhaps--"

"Gabe, is this all about the goddammed Edori ?" Mal achi broke in. "Is
this about you and that allali slave girl--"

He had steeled hinself for this. There was no chance they woul d not
try to taunt himw th Rachel; and so he remained cold. "This is not
about nmy wife," he said with glacier calm "And it is only in part
about the Edori."

"Because, Jovah give nme salvation! if you don't stop going on and on
about the dammed sl avesnt



"It is also about the Manadavvi bond servants who are virtual prisoners
to the feudal |and system and the non-status river workers who wl|l
not be given citizenship in any city--"

"You're crazy!" Jethro roared. "You want to rip apart the whole world
so a few nmiserable |aborers can cast a vote in a city election--"

"He's not crazy, he's a fanatic," Elijah said in a voice as icy as
Gabriel's owmn. "And fanatics think their vision supersedes the reality
of everyone about them"

"You can call it fanaticism" Gabriel said. "I prefer to think of it
nmerely as justice."

"Gabriel, see, they're not really people,” Malachi said with a
confiding, earnest air. "Those Manadavvi peasants, the river rats, even
t hose damed Edori--they aren't people, not like us."

"They are people," Gabriel said. "And to Jovah, their well-being is as
i mportant as yours. And if he is displeased at their treatnent--"

"Well, now, that is the sticking point, isn't it?" WMalachi said

pl easantly. "Wat Jovah might do to us if you tell himwe' ve been
bad. "
"Which is why," Gabriel said, nodding at Elijah again, "I brought the

rain and the drought and the wind to bear on you before you came. To
rem nd you that Jovah has power--and that | can, funnel it."

"I have to tell you,"” Malachi said, "I'"'mnot so inpressed with a few
weeks of hot weather. |1've lived through worse, and al ways survived.
Dr ought comes every few years to Breven, and we get through it and
don't even bother to tell stories about it."

"Well, the river doesn't rise every year over Senorrah, and | say flat
out that I won't stand for it!" Jethro decl ared.



"I"'msure our host will tell us we'll stand for it as long as he has
a point to make," Elijah said. "But | have to ask nyself if that's
true.”

Gabriel watched him "Meani ng?"
Elijah made an el egant notion with one well-kept hand. "Ch, we all

know the tricks angels can play with weather--or say they can play with
weat her. And | grant you that | have seen thunderstorns nove in and

out on command. | have seen rivers rise, snows abate, clouds lift, and
it was all very inpressive. But how nuch of that, | ask myself, is
really because the angel desired that it be so? It rains. |t snows.

The cl ouds nove away. Eventually these things happen whether or not an
angel flies aloft and puts in his prayer to Jovah

"And when you examine it," Elijah continued, his voice nore intense,
"is that such an awesonme power for a man to have? The ability to bring
rain? |If that is all he can do, should we be so inpressed with an
Archangel --with any angel at all? W have been taught since we lay in
our cradles that angels could ask the god to bring down thunderbolts to
puni sh evil men--but have any of you ever seen that done? Do you in
fact believe it is a feat an angel is capable of? |If the god will not
smte us, and the angel s cannot cause the god to smite us, why do we
honor the angels? O has the tine cone when we can di spense with the
angel s and worship the god in our own way?"

There was a shocked but speculative silence in the snmall room as
everyone present began to consider the vast inplications of the
Manadavvi's speech. Gabriel, who had foreseen no other concl usion
wai ted inperturbably. Ml achi, as he had expected, was the next to
speak.

"How about it, Gabe?" he said. "You want to prove hi mw ong--here and
now? W can all go out to the top of your nountain and watch you cal
down a thunderbolt. 1'd believe you then. W probably all would."

"I have too nuch respect for Jovah's powers to do anything so
fool hardy," Gabriel replied. "Wre | to call down a thunderbolt, its

force would be so great it might destroy the entire hold. It could
kill a hundred nmen where they stood. | amnot so desperate to make ny
case."

"Well, then," Malachi said equably, "I'"mafraid you don't have a pig's

chance on feast day of nmking us see things your way."
Gabriel nodded again and canme to his feet. "Very well,"” he said. "If
that's the case, so be it."

The others eyed himuneasily, rising uncertainly. He had gone to sone
trouble to sutmon them here; it seemed odd that he would so tanely
accept their open defiance.

"Very well what?" Ml achi asked. "You nmean, you're just letting
everything go on as it has done?"

"Exactly," CGabriel said smoothly. "The rains, the droughts, the storns
in Manadavvi. Al will continue unabated."

Now t here was anot her angry murmur as they began to perceive his gane.
"You can't allow that," Jethro blustered. "If the river keeps rising



like this, Senorrah will be under water in a nonth."
"And Castel ana," soneone added

"Wait," soneone else said. "If the winds don't stop, the whole sunmer
harvest will be ruined."”

"That's exactly his plan," Elijah said stonily. He faced Gabri el
across the room a proud, angry man who was not used to being

out maneuvered. "If weather is his only weapon, he will use it to the
death, is that not correct? You think to starve us out, flood us
out--"

"If necessary," Gabriel said pleasantly. "I can continue the present
patterns until the whole face of Samaria changes, until Gaza becones a
desert and all the cities are swept away. You are |lords over your

| ands, but your l[ands may not be rich for long. Al the wealth of
Samaria can be redistributed when the earth itself changes. And
believe ne, | have the power--and the will-power--to change it."

They were staring at him They did not entirely believe him but they
were not certain that he was not speaking the truth.

"I nmpossible!™ Abel cried finally, his voice faint and his face chal ky.
"Even if you had such power, the other angels would not all ow

"Wuld they not?" CGabriel asked softly. "Ariel has agreed to ny

condi tions. She does not |like them but she will not counternand

ne."

"The Archangel --" soneone gasped.

"Raphael ?" Gabriel said. "Raphael has never been able to control the
elements as | have. He will be of very little use to you, |I'mafraid.
In fact--"

Exqui site pain suddenly | anced through his armso sharply



t hat he thought he had been stabbed. He clutched his arm staggering
alittle to one side, glancing down quickly to gauge the severity of

t he wound, astonished that sonmeone would dare attack himhere in his
own hold in front of all these witnesses. But there was no bl ood.
There was no blade in his flesh. Only the cool anber glass of the
god's Kiss set into his very bone.

"In fact, we'll see what Raphael says about that," sonmeone was sayi ng,
and Gabriel forced hinmself to | ook up, to ignore the fiery arrows
shooting up his arm Elijah and Ml achi were watching himcuriously,

but no one el se seened to have noticed his sudden inattention. "He's
due to cone by the river cities in a day or two--we'll ask himto take
a hand in this. There's no way he'll let you destroy the whole | ot of
us."

Gabriel let his hand fall, though his whole arm now burned with a
peculiar ragged flame. "I would advise you to do so," he said, as
steadily as he could. "Ask himto intervene on your behalf with the
god. | would like to know how he answers you."

The river merchants had begun filing out the door. Malachi was right
behi nd Jethro, murnuring the details of what seened to be a business
deal. Elijah hung back a nonent, regarding Gabriel with serious,
somber eyes.

"This is a wetched day's work you have done, angelo," said the

Manadavvi | eader when the rest of the room had enptied. "You are
dragging us all into a norass fromwhich there is no easy clinb out.
You speak of harnmony, but you are throwing us all into discord.”

"I'f you believed in the | aws of Jovah, you would believe in ny cause as
well," Gabriel said. "You would see that you and these others are the
ones who have been led astray."

"Have you no doubts? Do you not question whether one man with power
shoul d have the right to overturn the lives of hundreds who see the
world froma different view?"

"I amnot one man. | amthe heir of hundreds of other nmen and wonen
who shaped the world according to Jovah's plan. Wat you have made of
Samaria is not what they intended."

"But the world changes."
"And it will change again."

"Jethro was right," Eliiah said, very low "You are crazy." And he
too left the room

Gabriel spent the rest of the day fighting the urge to fly down toward
Lum naux and see what was happening at the Edori canp. By his
reckoni ng, the Gathering had ended the day before, but there were
undoubtedly a few of the nomads still left, cleaning up the site, or
visiting between clans. He was not interested in the Edori, of course;
he was irrationally and hel pl essly worried about Rachel

The sharp pain in his armhad slowy abated. Now it was a dull throb
no worse than a day-old bruise--and yet he couldn't quite forget it.
Until he had net Rachel, he had never had any sensation in his Kiss at
all. It had led himto her, it had charted for himher unwilling



reactions to his presence. He could not help but think any flash in
its depths now was in response to sonething she had done or
experi enced.

But she had not even spoken to himbefore she left. She had hated him
since they net. She would not appreciate his flying down to Lum naux
to spy on her when she was with her Edori friends.

And she would be hone in two or three days. He could wait that long to
ask her what had disturbed her so nuch that hundreds of mles away with
his mnd wholly focused on sonething el se, she could reach out to him
wi th such unexpected force.

The next three days were very long. He kept hinself as busy as he
could. 1In fact, he spent a good portion of that time out on the Plain
itself, overseeing the building of tenporary shelters and food tents
for the thousands of people who would gather here to sing the GQoria or
nmerely observe it. He had no idea of just how many peopl e woul d
arrive. |In Raphael's prime, once, four thousand people had attended
the oria, but that figure had dropped off in recent
years--particularly as the Edori stopped coming. For his own inaugura
performance ... well. There were a |ot of people who didn't like him
But there were a |l ot of southern Jordana farmers and Gaza sheepherders
and small-town dwell ers who did; and the Edori, of course, could be
expected to show their support for his wife. It was hard to say. He
t hought he might draw quite a crowd.

He returned to the Eyrie late the day before he cal cul ated that Rache
woul d be back, and spent the next norning trying to curb his

restl essness. The ache in his armhad conpl etely disappeared, but now
the Kiss flickered at odd nonents with foreign



lights, colors that he had never seen in its crystal heart before. He
did not want anyone noticing the phenonenon and asking what it m ght
mean, so he wore one of his fine |ong-sleeved shirts around the Eyrie
all norning, and hoped no one asked himif he was cold.

He was singing the harnobnics with Eva in the hour past noon when he
spotted Matthew crossing the open plateau, talking with Hannah. His
heart |urched agai nst his breastbone; he actually m ssed a note of the
song, causing Eva to turn w de, wondering eyes his way. He caught the
beat again instantly, but his mnd was no | onger on nusic. He was
scanning the faces of the other people who were strolling, sitting or
standi ng outside in the arena, enjoying the gorgeous weather. Rache
did not appear to be anmong them How | ong had Matthew been back?

He could not, as he w shed, break off in the mddle of his song and go
rushing down to ook for her, but never in his life had he found it so
hard to sing. When two of the other angels arrived a few m nutes
early, ready to take their turn in the duet. Gabriel notioned themin
and all owed the younger one to finish his own part. "Sorry," he

nmout hed at Eva, and quickly left.

Thank the god she was back. He had been nore worried than he
realized.

She was not, however, in her room Well, then, in the dining hall, or
visiting with Hannah. He would try the dining hall first.

She was not there--but Matthew was, hungrily consuning a late lunch and
telling Hannah anusing stories. The Edori waved when the angel cane
in, and Gabriel canme over, forcing a snile.

"So you're back," Gabriel said. "How was the journey?" "It was fine
fromstart to finish," Matthew said. "W spent a day with the oracle
and a few days in the Blue City and many days with the people, and
every day was a feast for the soul.”

"Matt hew says Rachel sang at the Gathering," Hannah said. Gabriel

| ooked sharply at the Edori. She had been singing? Had that been the
source of the pain in his arn? "And was she nervous?" he asked. "I
know she is not used to perform ng--"

"Ah, the girl sings |like honey bubbling up through rock,"” Matthew said.
"I had heard her sing years before, mnd you, and | knew, or thought I
knew, what to expect, but the voice of her--! You would not believe
it. It stopped even ny strong old heart."



"I hope she didn't overdo it," Hannah sai d sonmewhat anxi ously.

"No, no, just a couple of songs. She was that enbarrassed at the

appl ause and the praises, but all of it rightfully hers! You've picked
yourself a fine one, Gabriel."

The angel smiled again. "And where is she?" he wanted to know. "I
went to her room but--"

Matt hew opened his dark eyes very wide. "But she's not here! She
decided to travel back with her Edori friends."

Gabriel felt a sudden nauseous clutch in his stomach. "She's not
here?" he repeated stupidly. "But--I thought she'd come back wth
you. "

"Aye, and she nmeant to. But you should have seen the girl, so sad and
drooping as the two of us were riding back alone. So | told her

"Lass, you go back to canp, and ride in with the people. [I'Il tell
your fierce husband that you'll be here as soon as their horses bring
you." So she went back."

"But--when will they be arriving?' Hannah asked, nore visibly

di straught than Gabriel. "There is so nuch left to do--"

"Two days fromnow, it should be," Matthew said. "They planned to

| eave two days after | did, and the Edori travel fast."

"I's she safe?" Hannah said, again putting into words Gabriel's exact
concern. "l nean--"

"Safe? Wth the Edori? Dear |ady, they travel their whole lives |ong.
How coul d she not be safe with thenP"

"But you're sure she is coning," Gabriel said, and for the life of him
he coul d not keep the urgency fromhis voice. "These Edori are com ng
to the Eyrie--they do plan to go to the Goria."

"Ch, aye. Mbdst of the Edori do. Don't be troubling yourself, Gabriel
She's with friends. She's happy. She'll come back to you calmer for a
few days spent with her people.”

"They're not her people,"” Gabriel said sharply, before he could stop
hinself. Mtthew s dark eyes fixed on him but the Edori said nothing.
Gabriel took a step backward. "All right. |If she's not here, she's
not. Two days, you said? 1'll be looking for her then."

And he stal ked out, not even bothering to wonder what the stolid Edori
and the cool -mannered Hannah ni ght make of his unm stakabl e
perturbati on.

So that was bad enough; and the intervening two days were

not hing, as far as he was concerned, but a test of endurance; but
there was worse to conme. For when the first Edori bands arrived in
Vel ora, he flew down to look for his w fe--and she was not there.

He had had the foresight to ask Matthew which cl an Rachel had travel ed

with, so he was able to ask the first Edori he saw for the | ocation of

t he Chieven canpsite. This he discovered with no trouble, and he found
hinself smiling at the pretty young woman who crouched over her fire,



cutting up nmeat for a stew

"Naom of the Chievens?" he asked as she cane to her feet, w ping her
hands on a wet rag.

"You must be Gabriel," she said, and again her m schievous smile woke a
like response in him "l've heard you described."
"I can't tell if | should be pleased or alarned that you recogni ze ne

fromthat description,” he said, "since it cannot have been a

flattering one."

She | aughed al oud. "You'd be surprised," she said. "Did Rachel send

you for her things? | packed them nost carefully, since she was so
adamant - - "
Instantly, his good hunor vani shed. "Send ne?" he repeated quickly.

"But she--Matthew said she was with you."

Her own smile abruptly faded. "Wth me? No, they left the canpsite
two days before we set out--"

"Yes, and Matthew said she was so lonely for you that she turned back
that same afternoon. That she deci ded your dan would be here in

time ..." H s voice trailed off. The dark eyes |ooking up at himwere
huge with fright.

"But she never canme back," Naom whispered. "W were there two nore
days, she knew right where we were. She could not have gotten
[ ost--"

He felt physically, violently ill; for a nonent, he thought he m ght
actually faint. He put his left hand over the Kiss in his right arm

" Somet hi ng happened to her," he said, as calmy as he could. "I knew

it at the time, but | didn't believe--Wat could have happened after she
left Matthew? They could only have covered a short distance before she
turned back. Wre there Jansai in the area?"

Naomi shook her head. She was still staring at him but now her hands
had come up to cover her nmouth. She had strong, roughened hands, used
to |l abor, quick and deft, but they |ooked hel pl ess and shaky now. "The
Jansai rarely bother the Edori in Bethel," she said, her voice thready
and faint. "And they would not take a lone girl who | ooks as she
does--she does not appear to be Edori--"

"They tried to take her one day in Velora," he said grimy.
"Or--it was very strange that they attacked her here--perhaps ..."

"Raphael ," Naom breat hed.

He felt his blood quite literally reverse itself in his veins. As soon
as she said it, he knew she was right. But-- "Wy Raphael ? Wy woul d

he have any reason to take her?" Gabriel demanded. "It makes no
sense. "
"I know," Naom said, her voice still so |low he could hardly hear her

"I never truly believed her before. But--"

"Bef ore? Before when?"



"When her parents died. When her village was destroyed. She said it
was destroyed by angels."

The earth rocked explosively under Gabriel's feet. Unconsciously he
put out a hand to steady hinself, and was surprised when the Edori
worman took hold of it. Her chilly, spasnodic grip was actually a
confort. "She told you that Raphael destroyed her hone?" he said.
"She named hi nP"

"Not then. She was very little, you know, when we found her. She just
wept and wept and spoke of the angels flying in like giant hawks,

ri ppi ng houses fromtheir foundations, throwing fire into the
gardens-But it was years before she nentioned Raphael. And then, once
we saw him We were in Lum naux the summer she was fourteen, and he
was there. He was in a parade going down the blue streets, and Rache
saw him and she said to ne, "That's him That's the one who led the
angels that killed nmy famly." And | |ooked, and | saw that it was
Raphael --and | told her never to say such a thing again."

"And she never did?"

"Not to me. | doubt if she said anything to anyone else. |

was--1 thought she was hallucinating. | thought she nmust be wong. The
Archangel --" Suddenly her voice changed, becanme a cry. "Ch, Gabriel
What have | done? What's happened to her?"

Now he was the one to squeeze her hand for confort. "You have done
nothing. None of this is your fault. |f Raphael has indeed taken
her--"



"But why? Wat does he want with her?"

Gabriel shook his head. "I don't understand. It has something to do
with power, but | don't know exactly what he hopes to gain--tying ny
hands, perhaps. But if that were so, why has he not told me he has
her? It nakes no sense.”

"What will you do?" Naom asked.

He di sentangled his hand. A cold, pure rage was coursing through his
body, replacing the shock, the fear, even the anxiety. That he would

dare. That he would dare. "I know where she is--where she nust be,"
he said. "I leave for Wndy Point on the instant."
"How wi | | you rescue her?"

"Perhaps | will merely kill Raphael with my own hands."

"You can't do that," Naom said, genuinely horrified. "To take a nman's
life--"

He smiled grimMy. "l have never done it," he said. "I don't know that
| amcapable of it. But |I will retrieve her, never fear."

"Wait--you nust take food with you--blankets,"” she said, turning back
toward her tent. "Let ne get you--"

"Naom, | have no time. And | cannot carry--"

"You can carry this nuch," she said fromthe tent. "Be still a nonent.
You can't travel all that way with no provisions."

Wthin mnutes, she was back, and he had to admit her packing was
efficient. She had filled a | eather pouch with dried meat and fruit, a
flask of water and a flask of wine. The pouch was attached to a thick
| eather strap that she swiftly buckled over his shoul der, being careful
not to touch his wings. Across his other shoul der she slung a soft,
closely knit wool blanket that was so thin and |ight he could scarcely
feel its weight. This she once around his waist and tied at his

hi p.

"There. That won't get in your way any, will it?" she asked
breat hl essl y.

He shrugged slightly and arced his w ngs once, back and forth. "No,"
he said, unexpectedly smiling at her. "Thank you. You've been
magni ficent."

She came closer. She wanted to take his hand again, he could sense,

but she didn't quite have the nerve. "Bring her back," she said. "She
is--1 lost her once, and she is so precious to nme. Bring her back."
"I will," he said, and noved away.

"Gabriel!" she called after him Inpatiently he turned. The
Edori wonman stood watching him her face puckered with worry, her whole
stance forlorn.

"What ?" he asked.



"Be good to her," she said, so softly he alnost could not hear her from
a few yards away. "She |oves you."

He was working his great w ngs; he was aloft; he was angling up over
and past the Eyrie and continuously gaining altitude; and still those
words sang in his mnd. She |oves you. She |loves you. Wat had
Rachel told her friend that she woul d never tell him or had the

bri ght-eyed Edori drawn this conclusion with no hard evi dence from
Rachel herself? Was it possible it could be true?

He shook the questions fromhis mnd and concentrated on the task at
hand. It was a good ei ghteen- or twenty-hour flight between Vel ora and
Wndy Point. It was unlikely he could go all that way w thout

stopping. He should have paused at the Eyrie, perhaps, to tell someone
where he was going. |If he did not return within a day or two, there
woul d be pandenobnium So close to the Goria for himto be gone
without a word to a soul ... Wll, if he did not find Rachel before the
day of the Goria, his presence would be worthl ess anyway. Archange
and angelica singing in harnony, that was what the Librera specified.

W thout Rachel's voice, his own meant not hing.

Wt hout Rachel, his whole Iife neant nothing.
She | oves you
It could not possibly be true.

Ni ght gradually superseded day as Gabriel flew steadily, tirelessly,
across the world. He followed an unswervi ng northeast course for the
Cai tana Mountains, cruising at a dangerously high altitude. None of

t he other angels, he knew, liked to travel so far above the earth,
conplaining of the bitter cold and the buffeting w nds, but he had

al ways liked it--the higher the better. The higher he flew the nearer
he felt to Jovah, the nore convinced he was that the god laid a warm
hand across his back and gui ded hi m between the stars. A fanciful

t hought, of course; there were no stars this close to the world. And
even if he broke through the barrier of Sanmaria's heavy atnosphere,

wi nged his way out into the dense bl ack night of space, he would not be
any nearer to his god. Jovah was everywhere, above the clouds and
bel ow them he resided in the peaks above the Plain of Sharon, he slept
in the enpty roons at Mount Sinai. He was in the Eyrie---he was

even,

Gabriel had to believe, in the porous, brittle stones of Wndy Point.
For surely Jovah had not all owed Rachel to go there all alone, w thout
protecti on.

There were no prayers specifically designed to guard a dear friend who
had fallen into the hands of the eneny. On Samaria, among all its
peopl e, no one was supposed to have any enenmies. But there were
prayers of benediction, of defense and preservation, and these had been
sung in the past over a traveler |eaving on a quest or an adventurer
attenpting sonme perilous feat. Surely Jovah would hear these
supplications and understand. Surely, he would wap his hands around
the angelica's frail body and protect her from harm

On and on Gabriel flew, so high above the terrain that he could barely
make out its whorls and features in the |ight of the three-quarter
moon. Now and then he caught the distant sparkle of firelight from
some traveler's canp or the widely scattered |ights of honesteads. It
was | ong past nidnight before he was aware of his first fatigue, but it



was not severe. He dropped a few hundred feet to take advantage of the
warner air closer to the surface, but he did not slacken his pace. A
sense of inexplicable urgency drove his wings in their unfaltering
cadence, a nanel ess fear kept his eyes open and his mind alert, even as
the texture of the night began to fray slowy into dawmn. He had wasted
too much tinme already; he should have set out on his search the day he
felt the Kiss burn in his flesh. He could not delay an hour |onger
even a mnute, or he would be too late.

He did not know what woul d happen if he was too late. He did not know
what doom he sensed, or even how | ogical his panic was. He only knew
that the certainty of it kept himin the air another hour, and anot her
until sunrise gave way to m d-norning which gave way in a slunbrous,
heated fashion to noon

He was in Jordana now, no nore than two hours from Wndy Point. But
the fast, sustained flight had wearied himal nost to the point of
idiocy. He felt his wing beat slow and his vision begin to blur. It
woul d do himno good to arrive at Wndy Point dazed with exhaustion
unable to do battle with Raphael or succor his wife. He angled in for
a landing, feeling dizzy and notion-sick as his feet finally touched

t he unnovi ng earth.

It was perhaps an hour past noon. He would let hinmself rest four or
five hours, and then be on his way again. Undoing Naom 's careful
knots and buckl es, he renpved the bl anket and the | eather pouch from
his shoul ders and nade a hasty canmp. A few nmouthfuls of food, two
swal | ows of water, and he stretched out on the half unfol ded bl anket.
Wthin mnutes he was asl eep

H s dreans were dark and violent, and proninently featured Rachel and
Raphael. Hi s wife was crying; the Archangel was laughing. Blending in
wi th Raphael's voice was a hi gher, sweeter |augh that he could not

pl ace, though he knew he recogni zed it.

H s dreamvision shifted and he was staring at the perfect heart shaped
face of Judith. She continued to | augh. He reached out huge hands to
slap her across the cheek--once, twice, a third tinme. She backed away
fromhim smling still.

Wth a suprene effort of will, Gabriel forced hinself awake, disturbed
by his dream and no longer interested in sleeping. It took hima
nmonent to get his bearings. He was lying in a patch of sunlight,
covered with a light sweat, and his hand was tangled tightly in the hem
of the blanket. He had not been hitting anyone after all.

But perhaps the unconsci ous anger at "Judith was not so m splaced, for
hadn't he left her alone with Raphael upon the occasion of the
Archangel's last, ill-fated visit to the Eyrie? 1t had been the | ast
time he had seen Judith as well; Hannah had told himthat she had |eft
the nmountaintop to reside, for the time being, in Velora, and he had
not had it in himto feel even the smallest regret. But she mi ght have
done hima grave m schief before she left--she m ght have tol d Raphael
who had wanted to know, just exactly where Rachel was He sat up
shaki ng his head and stretching his cranped arns. A little tired
still, but fine; ready to travel. He stood, flexing his great w ngs
and feeling their snooth, oiled response. He could fly another whole
day, and a day after that, if he had to, to get to Rachel in time ..
In tine for what?



He gl anced up, gauging tinme by the position of the sun. Two hours or a
little less until sunset. Already the sun was gliding on down toward
the horizon, which, in this part of the country, neant the jagged range
of mountains just past the Caitanas. He needed to get to W ndy Point
before the sun went down. There was no way to explain his conviction
but he was absolutely sure.

At sundown, the whole world would falter or disintegrate on its own
Shaki ng his head again (where were these absurd fantasies



com ng fron?), he took three running steps and flung hinself aloft.
Instantly, the wind took him Northern Jordana was a tricky place to
fly through at any tinme, and today, it seemed, the country was

suffering fromthe tail end of a storm Gabriel rode the errant currents,
gai ned altitude and settled into a fast, distance-eating pace.

The sun flirted with him dropping behind a nountain peak, then
reappearing at sonme | ower pass, nolten and gol den-red. The troubl esone
wi nd suddenly swirled once around him then settled under his w ngs
like a dog making itself into a for his master. It was alnost as if

t he breeze had been by unseen hands, |eashed, and brought to serve him
In any case, it made his flight easier and faster. He was over the
stony terrain around Wndy Point just as the sun di pped conpletely

bel ow hori zon

He was so high that he had to drop sharply to get on a level with the
fortress. Until this noment, he had not given a single thought to how
to breach the hold--whether to fly to Raphael's public | anding space
and announce his arrival, or try to land on one of the spiky turrets
and nmake his entry in secret. Now, with the castle in viewonly a few
hundred yards away, he decided to circle once or twice and see if any
good i deas presented thensel ves.

It was then that he noticed the hard pressure building in his right
arm Merciful Jovah, what was happening to Rachel now?

He circled once, as slowy as he dared, eyeing each narrow w ndow and
grilled doorway with mounting frustration. Even if he set down on the
roof of the highest corner tower, there seened to be no easy way into
the castle; and even if he was able to creep in with no one seeing him
how woul d he find Rachel ?

On his second circuit, he saw a sight that stopped his heart. A |one
figure stood on the very last inch of a narrow, prom sing pronontory
that jutted over the ravine on the western face of Raphael's nountain.
W nd whi pped at her hair, and her skirts flew wildly about her |egs; by
those features he knew the figure was a woman. By the way the faded
light of the sun clung lovingly to the golden hair, he knew just which
woman this was

"Rachel!" he shouted, but the wind was against hiny it carried his
voi ce away fromher. He dove forward nadly through the turbulent air,
fanning his wings as furiously as they would go.

She stood there, on one of the highest peaks in Jordana, inmobile,

| ooki ng down at a sight guaranteed to make her ill. And then, as he
wat ched, as he strained every feather and nmuscle to reach her, she
cl osed her eyes and stepped of f.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

The plumret, the swoop, the shock of being snatched fromthe air.
Crazed, tangled monents of falling and rising simultaneously, as great
white wi ngs | ashed desperately to fight the hungry pull of gravity.
Rachel had no breath to scream or speak. She was crushed to a w de
bare chest, she felt the effort of every |labored wing beat she felt the
angel's will overcone the earth's. Slowy the angel's strength lifted
t hem back toward the nountaintop, back to safety and sure ground.

And they cl eared the nmountaintop without pausing and flew on, into the



red heart of sunset; and flew on, and flew on

Rachel did not know how long it was that she lay mndlessly in the
angel's arns, her eyes closed, her hands curled inward, aware of

not hi ng except the speed of his novenent and the heat of his body. It
took her some time to sort out the fact that she was not dead, that she
was no |longer a prisoner, that she had been rescued. It was even

| onger before she realized that she was actually flying, at a great
hei ght over the earth, and that she did not care--she felt neither
nausea nor terror. |In fact, she felt alnbst nothing at all.

But she knew - had known, without even seeing his face, w thout hearing
a word (for he spoke none)--who held her in his arns. Gabriel

VWherever they were going, however long the flight |asted, she was safe.
Gabri el had conme for her

Hours passed; she knew by the changi ng col ors agai nst her closed
eyelids. First gold, then scarlet, then indigo, and finally no

color at all. She felt the snowy play of starlight across her face,
down the whole length of her body. Except where the angel's arms
passed around her shoul ders and under her knees, except where she was
pressed agai nst his chest, she was frozen, she was no warmer than the
stars. If he released her, dropped her to the earth, she would shatter
into so many fragments of ice

But he would not drop her. That was the only thing she was sure of.

It occurred to her nore than once that she had been m staken--she had
not been rescued; she had plunged the whol e distance to the stony
ground, and now she was dream ng the strange, w stful dreans of the
dead. For surely nothing could be less real than this, traveling
changel essly, ceaselessly, on a wi ndy plane between the moonlight and
the earth, without fear, w thout thought, wthout feeling.

And then the steady forward nmotion altered; they slanted downward,

sl owi ng, alnost seeming to reverse. Rachel shook her head and tried to
focus. She opened her eyes and gazed bel ow her at the dark patterns of
the unlit ground, conming closer, growing |larger with alarm ng speed.
She watched al nost idly as shadows resol ved thenselves into hillsides,
trees and boul ders, as perspective shortened and grew nore faniliar
Still, she was unprepared for the abruptness of the |anding, the sudden
cessation of notion, the dull heaviness of the stubborn earth.

Gabriel caught his balance first, and then he set her on her feet. His
hands still gripped her shoulders or she woul d have fallen, pitched
forward straight into himor backward onto the hard ground. She tried
to collect her thoughts. Surely she must say sonet hing.

He spoke first--in a strange hoarse voice, accentuating each word by
gi ving her a quick shake.

"What in the god's name were you doing there?" he cried. "How could
you be at Wndy Point--how could you be so carel ess--and how coul d
you, how could you, throw yourself off the nountain?"

She jerked her head fromside to side, trying to force some sense into
her mind, trying to remenber, trying to think. "Gabriel-stop
it--Gabriel--"

He visibly calned hinmself, fighting for control. "Tell nme what



happened, " he conmmanded. "I know you left with Matthew and turned back
for the Edori canp. Wat happened then?"



She took a deep breath. Even under the inperfect illumnation of
nmoonl i ght and starlight, she was afraid to | ook directly at him He
was too furious. He was too beautiful. "I was a few miles fromwhere
I'd left Matthew, " she said, speaking carefully, renenbering as she
said them how words were forned in a person's nouth. "I
hear d--wi ngbeats. | |ooked up." She shrugged against his grip. "There
was nowhere to run to escape them They carried ne to Wndy Point."

H s hands tightened on her shoul ders; he knew how gruesone that flight
had been for her. "And then?"

She felt some of her own strength com ng back to her, or maybe it was
feeding into her directly fromhis body, poured into her veins fromhis
pal ms and fingertips. "And then they put ne in a roomwhere the w nd
blew all day. Al night. You never heard anything like that wind."

"I'"ve been there. |'ve heard it. So--what happened? What did Raphae
say? Wy did he take you?"

"I didn't see himfor days. And then he--there was this dinner he had
me cone to. It was--" She glanced at him fleetingly, sideways. Even
in this nonexistent light, his eyes were so bl ue they astoni shed her
She | ooked away. "He's crazy," she said, in a voice only slightly
above a whisper. "Gabriel--that whole place. It was a scene of
madness. Drunken and drugged and--and--terrible--"

"What ? What do you nean?"

"The angel s lay around, sleeping in their wine. There were
worren- - angel - seekers, nmaybe, but sone of themdidn't seemto want to be
there--and it snmelled like the incense the Jansai use when they're
trying for hallucinations--"

"Sweet Jovah," Gabriel murrmured. "I know he's--but |
hadn't thought--So what did he say to you?"

"He says there is no god," she whispered. "But Gabriel, that's not
true, is it?"

"No," was the instant response. "It's not true. But he's said it to
enough ot her people that some of them are beginning to wonder. He's
trying to--1 don't know what he's trying to do! Destroy Sanmaria, |
think. He does not want ne to becone Archangel, and he has done what
he can to stop me. But taking you--it makes no sense to nme. Wy does
he want you? Wat good could it do himto kill you?"

"He didn't want to kill ne," she said in a low voice. "At |east, not
right away. Not this tine."

"This tinme?"

"He tried. Wen | was little. Raphael and his angels destroyed ny
parents' village." She glanced at Gabriel again to see what expression of
di sbelief or outrage crossed his face, but he was nerely watchi ng her
grimand unsurprised. "There was nuch fire. There was so nmuch noi se.

And in the air--htnmd of bodies, w ngs, arms, hands, flinging things,
grabbi ng at people. W ran, those who hadn't been killed already--we
tried to | saw angels swoop down on fleeing nen and lift them and

hirl them back down to the earth. | saw themtoss children into the
river, | saw themthrow stones at wonmen screanming on the ground ... M



father had grabbed me. He was a huge man; he could carry ne, | was
not so big. He had grabbed me and he was running, and | could see the

shadow of angel w ngs around us on the ground ... | don't know what
weapon they killed ny father with. He fell forward, and | was hi dden
under his body. | heard the screaming and the killing go on for hours
and hours after that, but nobody canme for us again. Wen it was quiet,
| ... pushed ny father's arns aside. | crawled out into the night.
Everyone around ne was dead. | ran away, and ran ... ran until | cane

upon the Edori--"

"It was Raphael ?" Gabriel asked quietly. "You're sure of that? He
| ed the angel s who attacked you?"

"I saw him Al gold and beautiful. The sun fell on his face and on
his wings, and | thought | had never seen anything so terrifying in ny
life. He knows | saw him He | ooked straight at me and | aughed. But
nmy father grabbed ne and ran before Raphael could even stretch out his
arms and take nme"

"The god protect us," Gabriel whispered. "Wy didn't you tell ne this
bef or e?"

"Who woul d believe such a story? Not even Naom believed ne. But it's
true. And he has tried to take me, or kill ne, ever since."

"But you said, this time he didn't want to kill you. This tine--"
"Yes. This time he just wanted to keep nme prisoner in Wndy Point."

"Then why, Rachel ?" he demanded, and his voice was suddenly harsh. He
shook her again, once, hard. "Wy would you try to junp off the
mountai n? Didn't you know | would cone for you? You know what you
mean to us--to all of Samarial How could you try to kill yourself,
throw your life away, when so nuch depends on you? What were you

t hi nki ng?"

She wrenched herself free of him at once blazingly furious. "I

t hought to kill nyself to save all of you!"™ she cried. "He said he
woul d keep ne till the Goria passed--so the Goria could not be sung

| knew that as long as | was alive, no other angelica could sing beside
you. But if | was dead, you could choose whonmever you pl eased and
carry her to the Plain of Sharon--"

"Sweet god of mercy," he breathed. He reached out a hand to her but
she struck it aside

"And you nust have realized it, too!" she shouted at him backing
away. "You nust have realized it, when you saw ne | eaping fromthe
cliff! You could have let nme fall, you could have been free of me-Al

the trouble and all the turmoil could have died with me at the foot of
the nountain--"

Too quickly for her, he noved forward; he disregarded her flailing arns
and gathered her into a snothering enbrace. She struggled futilely
against his tight hold, unwilling to be conforted, unwilling to be

soot hed, but her nuffled cries and her beating fists had no inpact on
him He nmerely pressed her closer, murmuring soft words into her
tangled hair, warnming her with his own body, supporting her with his
own strength. She was so tired. She was so cold. She could not
speak, or fight, or stand. She began crying helplessly and bitterly



against his chest. Hs arns were the only thing in the world that were
real .

H s arnms, his voice. "Hush;" he whispered, over and over again. "Hush,
now, Rachel, precious Rachel, don't cry. Howcould I let you fall?
Hush, Rachel. Wo would | have beside nme but you? No one. No one.

would et the world be rent in half before I would sing with any wonman
but you ..."

She was only half-aware of it when he scooped her up in his arnms again
and then knelt, bringing both of themto the ground. He wapped her in
somet hing soft and warm then laid her with amazi ng tenderness on the

t hi ck grass.

"I have to build a fire," he said, still in that sweet, nurnurous
voice. "Stay here. | won't go far fromyou." "Gabriel," she said,
but she said it so softly she was not sure



he heard her. She heard his footsteps nove away, but she was not
afraid. She knew he woul d cone back. She closed her eyes and, even
bef ore he returned, she slept.

Upon waki ng, Rachel lay for a long tine with her eyes shut, luxuriating
in a sense of well-being. It was |late norning; she could tell by the

t hi ckness of the |light across her closed lids. She had never felt so
rested, so warm so secure, so content.

She squeezed her eyes shut even tighter, willing the sensations to
last. No thought, no nmenory; no truth. She knew better than to open
her eyes, | ook about her, and discover the perils of reality. |If only

she could live in this nonent forever

She lay notionless, afraid that any abrupt novenent m ght shatter the
illusion, bring her sharply into some dark, cold present. Yet her arns
felt loose and rel axed, her long |l egs stretched out instead of curling
inward as they usually were when she woke. So often she sl ept cranped
with cold, huddl ed under some insufficient blanket, but now she was
suffused with a glorious heat. She was enveloped in softness, a silken
texture agai nst her face, her throat, the flesh of her arns and | egs.
She turned her head cautiously fromside to side, risking the
destruction of the illusion, just to feel the play of that downy wei ght
agai nst her cheeks, her chin, the tip of her ear. She had never felt
anything so incredibly soft, velvet-rich, feather-light, blood-warm
Feat her-1ight Very very slowy she opened one eye. The world was
fiercely bright; half-blinded, she clenched her eye shut again. Too
bright; as if full sunlight filtered down through sonethi ng

i mmacul ately white... She opened both eyes this tine.

She was in a tent of white feathers, covered fromhead to toe by their
snowy expanse. Below her was a white bl anket, offering what padding it
coul d agai nst the hard ground. Qutside, md-norning sun beat down,
adding its own iridescence. But she was inside, in a cocoon of m st
and feathers She was sl eeping under the quilt of Gabriel's wing. Which
nmust nean that Gabriel was sl eeping beside her. Even nore slowy, with
infinite care, she reversed her position, inch by inch, until she was
facing inward. Gabriel's wing was draped so conpletely over her
touching the ground on either side of her body, that it was hard to
orient herself in relation to him But surely that was his back, solid
agai nst the feathered white wall, and the shadow so near her head his
own mane of tousled black hair.

Sweet Jovah singing, he had slept beside her all night, and kept her
warmwi th his w ngs; and perhaps he did not hate her after all

She did not nove again, fearful of waking himup. She lay there and
consi dered the events of the night before.

Wl |, he had saved her life. Surely he had been under sone conpul sion
to do that, even if he hated her. She was, after all, a wonman marked
by the god, and as such, val uable by divine decree. He had been angry,
actual ly furious--had spoken harshly to her, as he had nore than once
in the past--but she knew all about using anger to canoufl age ot her
enotions. And it was the reason for his anger that was intriguing--he
had been afraid for her, distraught that she planned to take her own
life.

Had he really said he would sing with no angelica but her?



Had she dreamed that? And if he had really said it, had he neant
it--72

Dear est Jovah, he would be flying her back to the Eyrie today, carrying
her in his arns. He was so strong; he would not falter once, would not
think of setting her down so that he could rest. Her face burned. Her
whol e body cl anped together in one wave of enmbarrassment. How coul d
she et himcarry her all that way for all those hours Her unwary
nmoverrent had caused her wrists to brush against the sensitive feathers.
There was a quick, seemingly involuntary tightening of his w ng upon
her, and she felt his whole body shift. She froze, but the feathers
twitched and lifted. Gabriel had rolled over and was peering in at
her. Instantly the white |light under the feathered tent took on a
sapphire cast.

"You' re awake," he said gravely. "How do you feel?"

"Lucid," she said, surprising herself by being able to talk quite

normally. "Better than |ast night."
A quick smle passed across his face. "You were lucid last night," he
said. "Are you hungry? Naom sent a few provisions with nme, but

there's not nuch to choose from"

"Naom ?" she repeated, sitting up. Instantly his wing fell away from
her. The sun-warnmed air suddenly seened cool agai nst her bare skin.
"When did you speak to Naom ?'



"Yesterday--no, the day before. | went |ooking for you when Matthew
said you were returning with the Edori. She hel ped figure out where
you were."

"Then she's at Vel ora?"

"Everyone is. Wiiting for us." He |laughed softly. "At l|least |
imagine they're waiting for us. Since | told no one--except
Naoni - -where | was goi ng, everyone nmay be frantically searching for ny
body al ong the roads and mountai ns of Bethel."

"So nobody knows where you are?"

"Or where you are. I'mglad I'mnot one of the poor bew |l dered fools

| eft behind to wonder what's happened.” He had risen and gone to fetch
the | eather pouch that held their meager supplies. "W had best make
haste back."

She was ravenous. He gave her first choice of the food, and she ate
nore than her fair share, but he did not seemto begrudge her. He
wat ched her with shadowed eyes. "Sonetime you'll have to tell ne
everyt hing that happened to you at Wndy Point."

She thought of the long night barricading the door with her own body,
t he sessions of near-madness brought on by the ceasel ess wi nd. "Maybe,"
she said. "But one thing | do need to tell you. Leah--"

"She was t here?"

"I didn't see her. Raphael told me--" Rachel took a deep breath.
"She's not really the woman he was supposed to marry. Sonme Jansa
princess. He killed that worman and put an angel - seeker in her

pl ace."

Gabriel opened his nmouth to refute the possibility, then slowy
conpressed his lips again. "it could be true," he adnitted after a
monent' s stunned thought. "Jansai wonen are kept closely under

wr aps--none of us had net her before the wedding. But Rachel, that
nmeans- - "

"I know," she said. "It's worse than we thought."
"I keep thinking," he murmured, "the Goriais in just a few days. Then
everything will be all right again. But then |I think, he's gone to so
much trouble already to prevent the GQoria. Surely he won't stop

now. "

Rachel finished her food quickly and got to her feet. Gabriel stood
beside her. "Then let's get back as soon as we can," she said.

He reached for her; the shock of his touch made her trenble
i nvoluntarily. He dropped his hand.

"I"'msorry," he said quietly. "I know you're afraid. But there's no
other way to get back in tinme. You'll be safe.”

She smled weakly. "I know," she said, and stepped forward to put her
arms around his neck. "I'mnot afraid.”

At the Eyrie, all was mayhem Sonmeone had spotted themfrom a



di stance, so when they arrived, touching down on the central plateau
nearly a hundred people were awaiting them Rachel was so weary that
she actually clung to Gabriel as he set her on her feet, and he kept an
arm around her when he felt her stagger. Voices, faces, questions,
demands--i mages and words all ran together into a blur. Rachel knew
that Gabriel had to be at least as tired as she was, yet she heard him
field inquiries and rap out quick questions of his own. Al she could
do was stand there nmute and exhaust ed.

"Her e- - Hannah- -t ake her to her room G ve her sonmething to make her
sleep,"” Gabriel was saying. He transferred custody of her dead wei ght
to ot her hands, and soneone began | eadi ng her away.

"No--" she protested faintly, but in truth it was all she could do to
put one foot before the other to navigate the hall. Never before had
her own room here felt so wel cone.

"Wuld you like me to hel p you bathe before you sl eep?”
Hannah was asking. "You nmight feel better if you got cleaned up"

So she | ooked a fright; what a confort. "After | sleep,” Rache
muttered. "Thank you. | just want--I'mso tired--"

She was asl eep before Hannah |l eft the room

It was | ate afternoon when she lay down, and night fell and was far
advanced before she woke again, wondering where she was. It was not

t he arrangenent of shapes and shadows that reassured her, but the

bl ended voi ces of the angel singers, sprinkling their lullabies across
the Eyrie.

It occurred to her to wonder if she would ever again sleep as soundly,
as trustfully, as she had under the shelter of Gabriel's wi ng, but then
she was furious with herself for even thinking about it. She squinched
her eyes tightly together to nake herself go back to sleep

It was relatively early when she woke agai n--an hour or two past dawn.
She did not bother with her usual gane; the instant she was awake, she
opened her eyes and sat up



"I"'mnot even going to look in the mrror first," she murnured,
standing up and finding all her muscles shaky. "I'mjust going to take
a bath.”

She showered and rinsed, showered and rinsed, in the warmfalling
stream of the water room She was conbi ng out her tangled wet hair
when she stepped back into her bedroomto find she had conpany.

"Maga!" she excl ai ned.

The angel turned at the sound of her name, then flung herself across
the roomwi th her arnms outstretched. "Rachel, Rachel, we've been so
worried about you! It's so terrible! Raphael--and then you were

ki dnapped--and | still can't believe what they've been saying."

Rachel |aughed. "Calmdown. Let nme get dressed. Tell me what you' ve
heard and I'Il tell you what | know. "

Thus it was to Magdal ena that Rachel owed her know edge of what had
happened at the | andhol ders' neeting. "Gabriel really threatened to
change the face of Samaria with the weather patterns?" she said
slowy. "And Ariel has agreed to it?"

Maga nodded, her face troubled. "She doesn't like it--well, she didn't
like it, but now that we're hearing all these awful stories about
Raphael --well, it looks like Gabriel was right all along."

"He is," Rachel said absently. "But have Elijah and Mal achi and al
the others been told about--ne, and Leah, and everything el se?"

"l don't know. But | heard--"

"What ?"

"They say that people are already starting to gather on the Plain," the
angel said in a rush. "Merchants fromthe river cities, and Jansa

cl ansmen, and Manadavvi... And Obadi ah cane back fromthe Plain late

| ast night and said Raphael and Sau and sone of his angels were already
there."”

"Raphael's comng to the Aoria?" Rachel said sharply. "But he
doesn't even believe in Jovah."

Maga nodded. "Gabriel says he's there for sonme kind of mschief.”

"Ch, no question."

"So he left this nmorning to see what he could find out."

Rachel had been standing at the mrror, still working out the knots in
her hair. Now she turned and stared at the angel. "Gabriel's gone?
But he--1 thought he would take me with him-"

Abruptly she cl osed her nouth.

"He asked if | would bring you as soon as | could. O badiah.”

Rachel turned back to the mirror. She was so angry she could scarcely

focus on her reflection. Angry with him angrier with herself. O
course he would | eave her without a word; he had done it over and over



again. Stupid to think that everything had changed just because of a
ni ght spent canping out in the cold. He would have kept anyone warm

with a fold of his wing; it was nerely a neasure of courtesy. "I'd
prefer to travel with the Edori," she said. "They'|ll be leaving for
the Plain today, I"'msure. W'IIl arrive in plenty of tinme."

"But Rachel. Gabriel said--"
"Gabriel," said Rachel incontrovertibly, "is not here."

There was a flurry of attention to endure when she did finally emerge
fromher room a troubled Magdal ena at her heels, but Rachel bore that
wel I enough. She did not mnd so much when it was Hannah and Matthew
and Obadi ah inquiring after her adventures, but even so she did not
have much patience for the constant retelling. She wanted to get to
Vel ora quickly, back to Naom's tent, back to the Edori who cared for
her .

She even all owed Cbadiah to ferry her down to the city, and found a
nmonent to wonder why she had ever been afraid to be carried up and down
that insignificant nountain.

"You' ve changed," Obadi ah said quizzically, cradling her perhaps a bit
cl oser than necessary against his chest. "Tine was you' d have been
faint or furious by the tinme we |anded."

"I"ve flown so nuch lately, |I'mbeginning to feel |ike an ange

nmysel f," she responded in the sane light tone. "Heights do not
frighten ne at all anynore."

"Truly? Then let nme take you for a little ride--" He dipped and spun
crazily in the air, causing her to shriek and clutch his neck

"Stop it! Stop it!" she cried, pretending to strangle him But she
was | aughi ng; he was not alarmed. He did, however, resune nornal
flying after a breathl ess nonent or two.

"If you aren't afraid, why won't you let nme fly you to the Plain?" he
asked. "Or Maga. Although I'm stronger than Maga. | should really be
your first choice."



"I want to travel with the Edori," she said.

He touched down, a somewhat nore graceful |anding than the two she had
experienced in Gabriel's arms. Then agai n, Cbadi ah probably had had
nore practice taking women on pl easure jaunts through the Samarian

ski es.

"You just want to nmake Gabriel nad," he said calmy. "As usual."

She was about to deny it, and then she smiled. "And do you think I"l
succeed?" she asked.

"Ch, yes," he said. "As usual."

He had brought her directly to the Edori canp, and he waited | ong
enough for Rachel to introduce himto Naom, Luke and their brood.
Naomi , Rachel could see, was surprised to |learn that she woul d be
responsi ble for bringing the angelica to the Plain of Sharon, but she
covered her surprise quite nicely until the angel had left. And then
she waited till she had heard every |l ast word of Rachel's escapades
bef ore she took up the matter of travel arrangements.

"A frightening, evil man," was her grave pronouncenent on the
Archangel 's machinations. "It terrifies me to think he has so | ong
acted as the Iink between the god and nen."

"Jovah is gracious," Rachel nmurnured, "to care for us still."

"Gabriel came here--did he tell you?--1ooking for you," Naom said. "I
told himwhat you'd said about Raphael destroying your village. And he
believed me. And that's when | got really scared."

"He believed me, too," Rachel said. "But | had stopped being scared by
t hen, because at that point | was with Gabriel."

"Which brings us to the nost interesting question of all,"” Naom said.

"Why aren't you with Gabriel now?"

"Because he left this morning while | was still sleeping," said Rache
coolly. "Leaving orders that | was to get to the Plain fast as |
could."”

"So why didn't you go with that nice blond boy who brought you here? O
I'"msure one of the other angels would have taken you--"

"I'd rather go with you."
Naomi | eaned forward to try and read secrets in Rachel's closed face.
"Arguing with himagain?" she said softly. "Or is it , still? You

can't mss the Aoria, you know. You really can't."

"I don't want to miss it. We'Ill get there in plenty of tine. If we
start right away."

"I liked him Rachel," Naom continued. "He really
is beautiful."

"Very," Rachel said dryly.

"He was so frightened for you. He seened--when we realized where you



were--he | ooked as if he had been stricken blind.
He took ny hand to hel p him keep his bal ance. ™

"He what? He did not."
"It's true as Yovah's nercy."

Rachel shook her head inpatiently. "Wat do you have | eft that needs
packing? I'Il help you. W do have to |eave within the hour."

And she turned away to survey the neat tent. She pretended not to hear
Naomi 's whi spered words. "So you do love him | thought you did."

The Chi evens nmade excellent tine traveling to the Plain of Sharon. They
were a snmall clan with few el ders, able to cover ground quickly. It was
atrip that nornmally took about four days, but they made it in three
and a half, arriving the afternoon before the norning that the doria
was schedul ed to be sung. Rachel felt a certain amount of guilt for
cutting it quite so close, but she had not mssed the nearly

omi present shadow of angel wi ngs overhead during their entire journey.
Gabriel had sent soneone to watch over her, and if she had dawdl ed too
l ong on the road, he would have had that soneone carry her willy-nilly
to the Plain. She couldn't decide if the know edge pl eased or enraged
her .

At any rate, early that afternoon, they crossed the | ow peaks that
formed the sout hwest boundary of the Plain, and descended into the
huge, bow -shaped arena. There were already at |east five thousand
peopl e canped in the wi de, grassy valley, and their tents and standards
made gay, colorful patterns against the |uxuriant grass. The sun
canting just a little to the west, picked out the blue, violet and
rose-quartz colors of the stubby nountains that formed a ring around
the whole Plain. Only one peak possessed any claimto height, and that
was the Galo nmountain, tallest in Samaria, which hid the icy source of
the Galilee River. The rest were easy grades, little nore than
foothills, slaty and amiable in the spring sun



"Well, we're here,"” Naom said as they picked their way through the
thick grass. "Now everyone can stop worrying."

But, as they shortly |learned, even Rachel's arrival could not alleviate
the worries that had accunul ated at the Plain of Sharon in the past few
days.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Gabriel had been sound asl eep when hadi ah and Nat han burst in upon
him Nathan clearly just startled fromhis owm bed and Cbadi ah showi ng
t he unm stakabl e signs of a long hard flight. He knew there was
troubl e before either of them spoke.

"Gabriel, Raphael's at the Plain of Sharon,"” Nathan excl ai ned before
oadi ah coul d open his nout h.

"And nmost of his angels," Obadi ah said.

Gabriel swung hinmself out of bed, by sheer w Il power over comng his
lingering exhaustion. "Did you speak to hin? What did he say?"

"I saw hi m maki ng the rounds of the Manadawi canps. You know how he
likes to spread his gol den presence over all the |andhol ders at events
like this. Only, this time--"

"It's not his event," Gabriel finished.

"And we didn't expect himthere at all," Nathan added. "Ch, | expected
him" Gabriel said wearily. "l just couldn't get there any quicker. He
must have | eft Wndy Point alnbst as soon as we did. Sooner, maybe.
Maybe he doesn't even know Rachel got free ... Did you speak to him at
all, Obadi ah? Hear what he had to say?"

The bl ond angel shook his head. "I just took off for here. |
didn't want himto--well, | thought he mght try to stop nme. Not that
I"'mafraid of him"



"Well, you should be afraid of him W all should be," Gabriel said.
"Al'l right. Nathan, cone with ne. W |leave for the Plain in thirty
m nutes. "

"I"'mcom ng back with you," Cbadi ah said.

"No. You stay here, sleep, follow us as quickly as you can."
"Bring Rachel ," Nathan said.

Ohadi ah nodded. "O course."

Gabriel |ooked for a nmonent at the worn famliar floor. Rachel ... If
he did not wake her to tell her this news, she would never forgive him
And how could he | eave her? During that long flight back he had
marvel ed at how quietly she lay in his arnms, as if she trusted him as
if she felt safe with him He had thought of the hundreds of things he
woul d tell her as soon as they turned to the solid ground and peacef ul
setting of the Eyrie. How fearful he had been for her safety, how
greatly he regretted his angry words the week before she left, how she
had come to nmean nore to himthan he had expected, than he had thought

possible ... And then they had | anded in the m dst of a crowd and she
had I eft with Hannah, and now he woul d be di sappearing on a m ssion
that he could not delay. But he knew Rachel. She would expect himto

have del ayed | ong enough to say goodbye.
"Bring Rachel ," he said softly, "if she'll cone."

There were nore than a few people already gathered on the Plain of
Sharon. There were hundreds. Arriving around the noon hour, fromthe
air Gabriel identified nost Manadavvi clan standards, as well as
banners from Jansai towns, the river cities and Lum naux. Edori canps
with their distinctive dark tents were clustered on the northwest edge
of the Plain; independent farmers and homest eaders banded together for
conpani onship in small groups anpbng the |larger ones. More horses and
caravans and wayfarers on foot breached the nmountain passes from al
directions even as he circled down for a |anding.

"Now what ?" Nat han said, touching down a few yards away. "Are you
going to confront hin? And say what? Anyone can conme to a Goria, you
know. Everyone is wel cone."

"Ariel's here," was Gabriel's brief reply. "First I'mgoing to ask her
if she's heard anything."

They found the Monteverde pavilion easily enough, its gold and enerald
flags snapping smartly in the light wind. Angels and nortals mlled
toget her in hopel ess confusion, but one of the younger angels quickly
|ocated Ariel for them

"Good, you're here," was Ariel's greeting. "Did you bring Maga? O is
she still at the Eyrie?"

"I left her with Rachel,"” Gabriel replied. "Wuat's going on here? Have
you tal ked to Raphael ?"

Ariel shook her head. "He won't talk to me--and none of the Manadavvi
will tell me what tales he's been spreading among them either. | know
there's somet hi ng goi ng on, because they're all |ooking ruffled and

secretive. But--what can he do, really? He can't stop the Aoria, can



he?"

"lI's Josi ah here?"

"Yes, and Jezebel and Ezekiel as well," she said, nam ng the oracles
who served Gaza and Jordana. "Wiy? Do you think they know
sormet hi ng?"

"They know a I ot of things," Gabriel said with a hint smle.
"Take me to them please.™

The oracl es and perhaps a conbi ned dozen of their acol ytes had set up
canp in white tents directly in the shadow of the Gal o nountai n.

Josi ah, the eldest of the three, had the |largest tent with the nost
 avi sh furnishings. Jezebel and Ezekiel, the angels found, were
already with him

"Gabriel. I'mglad you' re here," was Josiah's welcone. Gabriel nodded
to him then nmade a quick, formal greeting to the white-haired
hal f-blind Ezekiel. He was a good five years younger than Josiah but

far | ess able; he should have been replaced ten years ago, Gabri el

t hought. And then he grinaced. dearly Raphael had not cared what
sage served him since he did not believe the seer had any usefu
function at all. Next, Gabriel shook hands with Jezebel, a sol emn,

dar k- hai red womman nearly his own age. Ariel had nore than once called
Jezebel the smartest person she knew

"I couldn't get here any sooner," Gabriel said. The angels all settled
as confortably as possible on stools set out by the silent acol ytes.
"What have any of you heard? Wy is Raphael here?"

"He does not believe in the god," Ezekiel said in his thin, quavering
voi ce. "He does not believe the god can punish him™

"Yes, |'ve learned that," Gabriel said. "But--"

"He does not believe the god can punish any of us," Josiah said
quietly. "And he wants to put his theories to the test."

"I'n what possi bl e manner?"

"He wants to suspend the doria," Jezebel said. "To prove to you--and
us--and everyone, that the god does not |isten, does not strike and
does not even exist."

Gabriel could only stare at her.

"How do you know this?" Ariel demanded

"He sumoned us to the nountain this norning," Jezebel began

"The nount ai n?"

"He and his host have made canmp on the top of Gal o nountain, the very
pl ace where the thunderbolt will fall if the Goria is not sung--if

i ndeed the god exists, and listens, and is willing to punish us for
di sobedi ence," the Gaza oracle continued.

"And his plan--no, his offer, is this," Josiah said, taking up the



tale. "He and his angels will wait on the mountain until nightfal

tomorrow. |If the thunderbolt does not fall at sundown as prom sed,
we--you, |, all of us--will adnmit there is no god, and we will cede to
Raphael such power as he is able to take and keep over all the

| andhol ders of Samaria. The angels will disperse, the oracles will

| eave their mountaintops, we will give up all clainms to divine
connection. And all will know there is no god."

"Sweet Jovah singing," Ariel whispered.

"And if we don't agree to this?" Gabriel demanded. "If we say, "This
is arisk we are not willing to take' and we sing? How can he stop us?
We are hundreds of voices and he is but a few"

"He has fashi oned--weapons of some sort," Jezebel said. "He
denonstrated their power to us on the nountaintop. They |ook |ike

| ong, holl ow wooden tubes, except they are not of wood, and they throw
fire a hundred yards away."

"Firel"

"And whatever that fire roaches, barns. | saw Saul throw fire at a
bush, at a rock and at a flying bird, and each thing flaned and
disintegrated into ashes. It was frightening."

"If we do not agree to his ternms, he says he will turn the fire tubes
onto the people gathered on the Plain for the Goria," Josiah said
quietly. "He says if we are afraid of conflagration, we shall have it
one way or another, if we do not do as he says."

Gabriel sat staring at the canvas flooring beneath his feet. There
seened to be no way out--there was death and di sharnmony down any of
these limted paths, and it was Raphael who had shepherded themto this
bl oody crossroad. How could he allow Raphael to turn strange weapons
agai nst hel pl ess, trusting people? Yet how could he stand by, and |et
the god's deadl i ne pass, and open the whole world to destruction? For
when that thunderbolt struck the nmountain, who could tell how severe
its power would be, where the reverberations of its force m ght echo?

And if the thunderbolt did not fall--7?

He | ooked up to find everyone else in the tent anxiously watching him
Even Ezekiel had his mlky blue eyes turned his way. There was to be
no debate, apparently. They waited for himto decide.

"W have no choice," he said quietly. "W have to |let the deadline
pass. We will watch in silence as the sun goes down, and see if the
god does indeed destroy the nountain--and Raphael and every | ast ange
standi ng beside him"

"Gabriel,"” Nathan said in an urgent voice. "W could--you and I, a
dozen of us--could fly to sone other point. Hagar's retreat, perhaps,
where Jovah's ear is sensitively attuned. Raphael would not hear us
there. W could sing a snall doria, |oud enough to avert

di saster--Jovah woul d understand--"

Gabriel shook his head. "It is the worst thing we could do," he said
gently. "For if Jovah heard, and spared us, he would be sparing
Raphael as well. And the Archangel would believe for certain there was

no god, and the people gathered on the Plain would believe Raphael, and



all Samaria would fall into chaos and di ssonance anyway."

Jezebel was watching himw th her cal mdark eyes. "And if we wait on
the Plain in silence, and the sun goes down, and no thunderbolt falls
on Raphael ? Wat happens to all of us then?"

"Then we will know," Gabriel said sinply. "And if it is true there is
no god, and for five centuries we have worshi pped not hing but a nyth,
then it is time we |earned that."

"I'f no thunderbolt falls, and Raphael declares hinmself ruler of the
worl d, we have some grave problens," the Gaza oracle continued. "For
he is not the man to | ay asi de a weapon once he has di scovered how to
use it."

Gabriel nodded. "Yes. | realize that. Even if we learn that there is
no god, we will have to find some way to contain Raphael. At the
nonent | have no ideas."

"But, Gabriel, the lightning will strike, won't it?" Ariel asked, her
voi ce very troubled. He thought it strange that she directed the

guestion at him and not at one of the oracles. "Wen we disobey the
god, he will punish us--he will smte the nountaintop, he will cause
the rivers to rage. He watches over us and

hears us and responds to our actions. | have believed that ny whol e

life. Surely it is true?"

He | ooked over at her, his favorite friend, the angel to whomhe felt

cl oser than any other except his brother. "Are you asking me if there is a
god?" he said, still in that soft voice. "Al | say is, | believe
there is. | feel himwhen | sing. He has responded to nmy prayers

countless tines. He guides ny actions and he dwells in nmy heart.
know he is there."

He paused a monent. "But will he smite the nmountaintop?" he
continued. "WII he indeed turn wathful at our di sobedi ence and
strike us down for our loss of harmony? | don't know. Perhaps his

power is not as great as we have al ways believed. Perhaps he | oves us
too much to punish us by fire and death even when we have di sobeyed
him Perhaps, for sone reason, he wants faith to fail and a false
Archangel to rule Samaria for twenty nore years, or fifty. His ways
are inscrutable to ne. | do not know that the thunderbolt wll

fall."

He took a deep breath and | ooked around the tent. They were all stil
wat ching him their faces tense, worried, speculating on potenti al
horror. But they were all listening to him as if only he of all the
angel s on Samaria could have the answers, speak the truth.

"But | believe it will,"
m ght of Jovah."

he said, "and then we shall know the wath and
Rachel did not return with Obadi ah, of course, so he sent the ange

back to watch over her journey.

"Shall | fly above her at a discreet distance?" Obadiah inquired.

"Don't bother," Gabriel said. "Even if she doesn't see you, she'l
know I sent you."



"At what point do |I swoop down and carry her back to the Plain?"

"I'f they have no chance of arriving here by tonmorrow night." Gabriel
hesitated, then added, "If that becomes necessary, try not to frighten
her."

oadi ah | aughed incredul ously. "Frighten Rachel?" he said. "It can't
be done."

Only one small part of himwas free to fret over Rachel, however.
Anot her small corner of his mind noted that Maga had returned with
ohadi ah and been wel comed by Nathan with a gesture that would
definitely be classified as an enbrace. He wanted to express his
severe di spl easure, but he did not have the time, or the heart.

If the world is to end in a day or two anyway, he thought, they may as
wel | bare their kisses now. The thought was unutterably depressing.

He had no time to think of Nathan or even Rachel, because the
situation, which had been as bad as he thought possible, overnight had
gotten worse.

He had gone to the Manadavvi canp to seek out Elijah and Abel, to try
to make some kind of peace with them now that Raphael had so obviously
lost his mind. He found thempreparing to depart. For Munt Gal o.

Elijah greeted himw th cool aplonb. "I am sure you have cone to
debate theology with me again, Gabriel,"” he said. "And of course
enjoyed it so nmuch last tine. But, as you can see, | amin a hurry."

It had been a nonent before Gabriel realized where the | andowner was
heading. "You're going to the mountain,"” he said flatly. "To stand
besi de Raphael and defy the thunderbolts.™

Elijah nodded. "Exactly," he said. "Raphael has made it very clear

that those who stand with himwll reap trenmendous rewards. Those who
doubt himw |l be overlooked. | have spent a lifetine accumul ati ng ny
wealth. | amnot ready to lose it over such a sinple test."

"Asinmple test--! Elijah, don't you know, don't you fear--?"

"1 know

that you cannot prove to ne there is a god, and Raphael can prove there
is not," the Manadavvi cut in. "I amtired of being governed by

sancti noni ous angels who flap their wings at me and nurnur of Jovah's
mght. Well, | too ammghty, and I amnot afraid. And you will find

I amnot the only one who wel comes this chance to defy you and | augh in
the face of the god."

And that proved to be true. Gabriel spent the next two days anong the
power mnongers the Manadavvi, the Jansai, the river-nen, and was
di smayed to find how many of them had defected. ©Ch, Ml achi and Jethro

and the others were no surprise, but there were nore--small, petty
| andowners who saw a chance to increase their holdings by joining the
renegade Archangel. Even a few independent farmers and herders had

deci ded to nmake the
hard clinb to the top of Mount Galo, to prove their allegiance to
Raphael and their defiance of Jovah.

Those who stayed behind were fearful, accusatory and close to panic, as



Gabriel also quickly found. They bonbarded himw th questions and
demands--"1s there a god? Can you save us? How can you |et Raphae
inmperil us all? Call down the lightning now, prove to us that Jovah is
strong"--and he soothed them as best he could, which was not very well.
He set the other angels to the same task, so that the wi de wi ngs
hovered over every canpfire, brushed every small tent, spreading calm
spreadi ng hope, what little there was of either

He had been surprised to find young Lord Dani el of Senorrah still in
his father's tent near the other river men Gabriel had never had a high
opi nion of Daniel, thinking himjust his father's shadow, and he said
as much in his greeting.

"So your father hedged his bets, did he?" he asked. "He stands beside
t he Archangel and you wait on the Plain with me. Either way, one of
you survives and safeguards the famly coffers.™

Daniel turned a pale, strained face to the angel. "That was ny

father's thought when |I refused to acconpany him" he admitted. "But
I--1 do not wish to die in a blaze of white Iight when the god shows
his anger. | would rather live, even without the wealth and glory."

"So you believe, then?"

Dani el clenched his hand. "Unwillingly. | would rather not believe.
But | amafraid to go to the mountain and wait for the sun to go down.
| amafraid of what will happen to ny wife and baby when the world is
destroyed. "

Gabriel glanced around the plush tent, trying to remenber who Daniel's
wi fe was. Ah yes, the colorless Lady Mary, at whose weddi ng he had

di scovered his own bride ... Then the child nust still be in the wonb,
and the nmother had not had the strength to make this arduous journey.
"How many of your father's people have gone with himto the

nount ai n?"

"Enough," said Daniel bitterly. "Enough so that if Raphael does speak
truth and the god does not act, | amdisgraced and ridicul ed forever.
But I--" He shook his head. "I cannot go."

"I cannot go, either," Gabriel said softly. "And | would not if I
could. Those of us who remain behind will have a greatly changed world
to attend to after the thunderbolt does its damage."

The young man raised his eyes to the angel's. "It will fall, then?"
"It wll fall.'

Rachel had arrived with her escort several hours before Gabriel was
free to seek her out. He had net again with the oracles and the ot her
angel s, discussing what el se they could do that they had | eft undone.
They could think of nothing. Al of them were obsessed with thoughts
of the norrow, the day of the Goria, the day which this year would
pass in silence.

The day whi ch would end, one way or another, in disaster. It was
sunset before Gabriel nade his way to the Chieven canpsite on the
outskirts of the big Edori congloneration. Rachel was addi ng wood to
the fire. Naom was cutting up food for a cauldron, and Luke was
wor ki ng behind the tent canvas, rearrangi ng spi kes and guys.



Naomi saw himfirst and sniled. "Have you cone to have dinner with us,
angel 0?" she asked gaily. But her eyes warned him He nodded at her
briefly.

"I came to inquire after your journey,"
tinme."

he said. "You nade good

The Edori woman | aughed. Rachel had straightened quickly at Naomi's

hail, and now she stood uncertainly, listening to the light tone of
their talk. Plainly she did not like it. "W did not dare to be
l[ate,” Naom said. "Not with the angelica in our charge."

"I thank you for bringing her safely to nme," Gabriel said quietly.

"And you will eat with us? Luke used to say | was the worst cook of
t he Chievens, but | have greatly inproved, | assure you. And Rache
has nade two dishes that are delicious. There is no end to her
talents.”

"As | constantly learn," he said. "Yes, thank you. 1'll be glad to
join you for the evening neal."

Rachel could stand it no longer. "Gabriel we've heard strange things
since we arrived," she said. "They say that Raphael has taken shelter
on the Galo nountain and that there will be no doria sung

tonorrow -"



"Al'l true," he said. He could not resist adding maliciously, "So you
need not have hurried quite so fast to get here.”

She shook her head inpatiently. Her hair was gold in the firelight. He
renmenbered the silken feel of it against his arm against his chest.
"Gabriel! So what happens tonorrow?"

If you had been here, you would have heard this whol e discussion as it
occurred, he wanted to say. "Tomorrow we wait," he said gravely. "At
sundown, the god strikes or does not strike, as he chooses. And then
we either acknow edge Raphael as our |eader--or we try to pin the world
back in place. Tonight there is nothing | can do about any of it."

Luke came around the tent corner hauling a carved stunp of wood. "Don't
see how you can sit on the ground with those wings," he said
doubtfully. "So you might try this--but it won't hold you rmuch higher
One way or the other, you won't be so confortable.”

"Nonsense, | can sit on the ground and spread ny w ngs behind ne,"
Gabriel said pleasantly. "I have done it before. Were would you like
me to sit?"

"We're not quite ready yet," Naom said. "lIn a mnute." The girls
cane giggling out of the tent just then, half shy and half flirtatious,
and made quick curtseys to himupon their nother's conmand. Naomi
handed hima plate and a fork, Luke explained to himthe construction
of the tent, the girls joined in the conversation at intervals. One of
them actual ly tugged at his hand once to get his attention when their
father had talked too long. He smled down at her, grinned at Naoni,
listened courteously to Luke.

Al this tine, Rachel did not say a word. She was furious, he knew,
that he would conme to this place, invade her haven, charm her friends,
| eaving her no place to run that he could not follow. It was as much
Naomi's doing as his own, and Rachel would realize that, too. Well

l et her rage. He was here, he would stay, he would make it very clear
that there was no place on Samaria she could run where he coul d not
retrieve her. He had found her in Senorrah, he had found her at W ndy
Poi nt, he had found her with the Edori. When would she |learn? He was
behi nd her at every turn.

"Di nner," Naom said, and they sat down in a haphazard circle a few
feet fromthe fire. Gabriel waited until Rachel had taken her place
and then settled down beside her. He swept his great wings carefully
behind him yet there was no way to keep them conpletely out of the
way. One of themsettled lightly over Rachel's shoulders; he felt her
i nvoluntary start, though she did not, as he half expected, leap to her
feet and nove el sewhere. Naom's youngest daughter sat on his other
side, gl ancing behind her at the white feathered wall so close to her
shoul der. He smled down at her. She smiled happily back

"WIl you sing, angel o?" Luke asked.

Gabriel shook his head. "I am a guest here. Please, you pray."

He intercepted Naom's gl ance at Rachel, but Rachel shook her head. So,
none of the famed duets, not tonight, not for him Naom sang instead,

a quick sweet Edori prayer of thanksgiving. He |listened
appreci atively.



"I hope yours will be one of the voices raised to Jovah when the Goria
is finally sung,"” he said, when the prayer was over and they had begun
to pass the food

"She not only sings, she wites songs," Luke said.

"Really? | would like to hear sone."

"You just heard one."

Naonmi appeared to be blushing. "Oh, hush, Luke," she said.

"I will sing, gladly, but when will the Goria be held? If not
tonmorrow -"

"According to the Librera, we have three days," Gabriel said.

"And then the bolt falls again."

"So--the day after tonorrow-"

"Or the day after that. |If the mountain really is destroyed, | foresee
at least a day of turmoil and mayhem That will take some cal m ng
before people are ready to lift their voices in prayer."

"What will you sing?"

Gabriel indicated his wife with a slight notion of his head.

"That is up to the angelica."

Naonmi addressed her friend directly. "Raheli? Have you decided?"

Rachel's voice was so low it was al nost inaudible. "No."

Naomi was |aughing. "Well, have you practiced? Do you have any

i deas?"

"I've practiced," Rachel said, still in that quiet voice. "I wll know

what to sing when the time cones.”

It was not the nost relaxed nmeal Gabriel had ever had in his life, and
yet he was strangely confortable and loath to | eave when



it was over. As soon as the last child laid her fork down, Rache
was on her feet, gathering plates and taking themto the water bucket
for washi ng.

"You girls help Raheli with the dishes,” Naom directed. "Luke, could
you add nore wood to the fire? It will be a cool night."

When the others had left them Gabriel and Naom sat face to face in
the dark. The others were close enough to overhear, so they tal ked

very softly. "She says she is staying in our tent till it is time for
the singing," Naonmi said. "I know she should be with you"

"There is a place set up for her in ny pavilion," he replied. "Perhaps
she will choose to use it in a day or so." He smiled briefly. "It's a

little crowded here."

Naom | aughed. "The Edori like it crowded."

"Tonmorrow as the sun begins to set, we will gather and watch the top of
the mountain. Bring her with you and wait with us. W should all be

t oget her when the god makes his will known."

Naom rose to her feet with her usual sturdy grace. "I'mglad you cane
to us tonight," she said. "She would have been so hurt if you had
not . "

"Yes," he said, also rising. "I think | amat |ast beginning to

under stand her."

"It's not very hard,” Naom said. "She's afraid to want anything
because everything she's ever |oved has been taken away." "And she

woul d rat her show anger than fear."

"Yes," said Naomi. "And those are the keys to Rachel." He |left Naomi
and crossed to where Rachel stood, drying dishes with the girls. "Wlk
with me a few steps,” he said. "I nust go back."

She was startled to be asked; she had no easy refusal ready. Handing
her drying cloth to the youngest girl, she followed Gabriel onto the
unlit Plain until he canme to a halt.

"The Eyrie pavilion is that way, under the blue awning," he said,
pointing. "l w sh you would conme stay with us. You have your own
pl ace already set up. You could bring Naom if you like."

"I'"'m happy where | am" she said instantly.

"You know | had no choice but to conme here," he said sonberly, studying
what little of her face he could see by the scattered starlight. "I
did not abandon you in the Eyrie. But | had no choice. | had to
cone. "

She took a step backward but he caught her wist, holding her there.

"It shall be as you choose,"” he said. "You stay with me, or you stay
with them-now, and once the Goria is sung. But don't think you can
hi de from ne, wherever you go. There is not a place in Samaria--not in
the nmountains or the valleys, not in the rivers or the plains--not in
Ysral, should you be able to sail to it--where you could go and | eave
me behind. And if | |eave you, for any reason," he added, tightening
his grip as she struggled to free her hand, "I will return to you. That



is as certain as the sun rising tonorrow norning and the thunderbolt
falling tomorrow night. That is as sure as the god' s existence. |

will come back to you, or I will find you---over and over again, as
often as we are parted, until the end of the world itself."

If she had an answer to that, she was not allowed to speak it. He drew
her so swiftly into his arns that she did not have tine to pull free.
H s wi ngs wapped around them both; they stood in a shell of white
feathers, warm protected. He bent his head and kissed her, feeling a
savage excitement kick through him feeling the sharp heat flare in his
arm feeling his whol e body dissolve. The starlight changed over them
while he laid his kiss upon her nouth; the constellations noved before
he lifted his head.

When he finally dropped his arns, she stunbled back a little, to be
caught by the net of his wings, still folded around them She stared
up at himw th an expression so intense he could not read it, but stil
she did not speak.

"Remenber," he said, and gradually folded his w ngs back. "You were
chosen for me, and you are nine."

He was not surprised when she turned and ran back for the Edori canp
wi thout uttering a word. He watched till she was safely within the
perimeter of firelight and Naom had come over with her hands
outstretched. Then he took two running steps and flung hinself into
the air.

He would fly the icy currents until he was too weary to think. And he
wanted to be as close to his god as possible while he reordered his
troubl ed, gi ddy ni nd.

CHAPTER TVEENTY

It was a truly awful day.

Since she had scarcely slept for the entire night, Rachel could not

i ndul ge in her usual ganme of hol ding back consci ous thought during the

first noments she was awake. She had been thinking all night, haunted
by an endl ess cycle of worry and specul ation. What if the thunderbolt

falls? WIIl it bring the whol e nountain crashing down? What if it
doesn't fall? Raphael becones lord over all Sanmaria for as |long as he
lives. It has to fall. But what if it doesn't fall? Every scene of

her life in which Raphael had figured replayed itself repeatedly in her
head. The destruction of her parents' village, the sharp conversation
on her wedding day, the terrible dinner at Wndy Point--always, gold
and | aughi ng, he stood before her, catching her in his filny w ngs and
then flinging her off some uni magi nable height ... At nonments |ike
these it was alnost a relief to have thoughts of Gabriel intrude,

t hough these nmenories were al nost as unsettling. She squirmed on the
hard bed and tried not to make too nmuch noi se as she attenpted to get
nore confortable. But there was no getting confortable.

Wl |, he had kissed her. Had wapped those ivory w ngs around her and
hel d her so closely that she was snothered in white. At any rate,
somet hing had nade it inpossible to breathe. And he had ki ssed her
She turned again, wholly tangled up now in her thin blanket. She

t hought perhaps she had just bunped someone's head but no

one uttered a sleepy accusation. She tried to lie still, tried to
enpty her nmind. Perhaps sleep would yet cone.



But it was the words before the kiss that had really undone her. You
were chosen for ne, and you are mne. As if he no |onger regretted
Jovah's selection, as if he had never really hated her, as if he had
cone to | ove her.

Sweet god singing, if she ever allowed herself to | ove Gabriel, she
would die of it. She would expire in a sapphire and al abaster haze. He
woul d make her over, or she would give herself over to him she would
be a flute that responded to a single voice, a shaped to a possessive
hand.

She woul d have liked to get up in the middle of the night and stea
fromthe canpground, running to some far finger of |and where even
Gabriel (should he choose to | ook) could not find her--but tonorrow
woul d very possibly be the end of the world, and she was pledged to
stay and watch it.

So she fought with her blanket a little nore, then gave up and wat ched
dawn filter through the dark roof of the tent, and renmenbered.

The day itself was the | ongest, slowest, nobst nerve-racking stretch of
time she had ever endured. Her only confort was that it was just as
bad for everyone el se.

She was the first one up, and had the little Chieven canpsite to
herself for a while, but every other Edori who energed in the next
coupl e of hours followed her actions exactly. They stepped fromtheir
tents, | ooked up at the mountain for a long tinme, glanced away, and
then, as if they could not help thensel ves, |ooked back. There was
nothing to be seen on that high, ha/v peak, but it drew all eyes.
There, the renegade angels and nortals waited; there, the god would
strike--or would not. Ther' rise fate of the world rested.

"I"ll go mad before sunset,”
had br eakf ast ed.

Naonm said only a few m nutes after they

"Before noon," Rachel said. "W nust find distractions.” Luke elected
to stay behind and see to the canp, but Rachel, Naom and the girls

wal ked two nmiles across the Plain to the place where nost of Vel ora was
bi vouacked. Peter and all of the students were there, having arrived
an hour or two behind Rachel the day before. Spotting her froma

di stance, Katie and Nate and ten of the others came running up, formng
a mlling, vociferous circle around her

"Angel a, angela! You was took by the bad angels! Angela, will the
fire rain down today? WII the god blow themall off the
nmount ai nt op- - ?"

It had been weeks since she had seen any of them they | ooked hal f-wild
and very young. Laughing, she hugged as many as she could get her arns
around.

"I don't know what wi Il happen today-Yes, they took ne to Wndy Point,
but | escaped. It was very exciting. Have you all been studying? Have
you been practicing your songs?"

Pet er approached and eyed her ruefully over the tops of the bobbing
heads. "This will be a hard day for themto get through," he
remar ked.



"Hard for all of us," Rachel said. "But | thought it might be easier
here than just standing and watching the nmountain."

She introduced Naonmi and the girls, who were instant favorites; the
street children were fascinated by all things Edori. WMatthew had al so
cone to spend the day with the school children, so he and Naom and
Rachel spent several hours teaching them Edori ganes and songs, The

[ unch hour arrived, and it took a while to cook and distribute the
meal , and so that passed sone tine; and then Rachel and Peter insisted
on holding a few regul ar classes, which the children protested but
eventual ly agreed to. And then they played ganmes again and the
children practiced their new Edori songs, and then it was dinnertine,
and nost of the day had been gotten through

There had been, neanwhile, a fair anmount of activity on the Galo
nmount ai n. Rachel knew this-everybody knew thi s--because no one had
been able to keep fromwatching the gray peak nore or |ess constantly.
Mostly the activity was of the nortal variety, as bodies could be seen
toiling up the slope in ones and twos. Defectors, opportunists,

at hei sts, power-seekers, angel -seekers--a notley, villainous assortnent

Raphael was drawing to his cause, Rachel thought. Still, it was
frightening to think there were that many peopl e who believed hi m when
he said there was no god--who were willing to chance death to nmake a
fortune.

Now and then one of the rogue angels nmade an appearance, lifting

gracefully off the nountain and gliding over the Plain in slow, Iazy
circles. Although she knew Raphael could no | onger have any interest
in taking her--he was playing an entirely different gane now - Rache



could not help feeling a little thrill of terror every tinme those
sinister, soundl ess wi ngs made a shadow across her face. She would
never feel safe while Raphael was alive. However |ong that m ght be.

It occurred to her to wonder if, bad as it was this day on the Plain,

it was not even worse on the nountaintop. Surely it was no easy thing
to sit on the site of proposed destruction and while away the hours.
She remenbered the nightmari sh scene of revelry she had w tnessed that
one night at Wndy Point. Perhaps they had all passed the day drinking
wi ne and merrymaki ng, sure that the sunset would bring themlinitless
power--and not caring if it brought them death.

As the interm nabl e day at | ast began | engthening into a sultry, gol den
twilight, the angels canped on the Plain al so began circul ating
visiting each individual canpsite. badiah and Nathan swirled down
before Peter's canp, to the delight of the cheering school children

"Gabriel wants everyone to nove as far north as possible,” Nathan said
wi t hout preanble. "He's afraid the mountain will crunble after the
t hunderbolt falls, and anyone near it will be crushed."

"Do you need hel p packi ng and novi ng your things?" GCbadiah asked.

Peter glanced around. The children had al ready raced away to begin
rolling up their clothes and sl eeping bags. "No ... Actually, the nove
will be a welconme diversion. It has been a |ong day."

"It has indeed," Nathan said solemly. badi ah caught Rachel's eye and
wi nked. Somehow, she felt heartened.

"Us, too," Naom said, calling her daughters over. "It |ooks like we
shoul d nove our things."

Rachel trudged back with her, hel ped pack up the bags, strike the tent,
scatter the fire and | oad the ponies. But over and over again her eyes
turned upward--not to the mountain, where the renegades gathered, but
to the cobalt sky where a single angel flew in neasured, sweeping turns
over and over again around the perinmeter of the Plain.

He had been al oft since shortly after lunchtime, and since he had taken
flight, none of Raphael's angels had swept nockingly across the bow of
t he meadow. Wi ch was why, no doubt, he had taken w ng, establishing
hi s possession over the Plain, daring hinself the | eader, the synbol of
the faithful followers

Jovah canped out bel ow. Although she could not hear him Rachel knew
he had spent these last few hours in quiet, uninterrupted prayer. The
Kiss in her armburned with a faint, steady fire. She always knew when
Gabri el was singing.

What did he pray for now? she wondered. For the god to strike, or for
the god to withhold his might? She could not inagine Gabriel invoking
Jovah's wath, begging for death and destruction, even to confound his
enem es. No, that was nore in her line, she who had so much anger in
her heart. Gabriel might ask the god, even now, even a short hour

bef ore sunset, to |light Raphael's way, to pour bal mand grace and
beauty into his heart, to open his eyes, to make himbelieve. Either
that, or he was praying for the safety of all those others in his
charge, asking that the mountain not fall on them that they be
rewarded for their piety.



What ever he sang, whatever he prayed for, he was a magnificent sight,
and Rachel could not keep her eyes off him

It was a huge, disorganized, nmuddl ed group that eventually rearranged
itself on the north side of the Plain of Sharon only thirty mnutes or
so before the sun would go down. It was not so strange that Rachel
finding herself between Manadavvi and riv-ernen, should turn away from
them take a few steps in another direction, and di scover herself
somehow with the group she had avoi ded since her arrival on the Plain:
t he angel s of Monteverde and the Eyrie.

It was as if they didn't notice her return, or as if she had never
left, for those who saw her or accidentally brushed agai nst her nodded
casually or nade sone of fhand comment. "At |east the weather was fine
all day," one of Ariel's angels said to her in an idle way. Eva asked
her if she wanted sonmething to eat. Sonmeone else told her she should
put on heavi er shoes because "it gets cold when the sun goes down."

ohadi ah stopped, and frowned down at her, but not as if he were mulling
over any of her recent sins. "Have you seen Judith today?" he asked
abruptly.

Rachel hadn't even thought of Judith in weeks. "No. Was she here?"

He nodded. "She cane in with Magdalena, I'"'msure of it. And she was
here yesterday. But no one remenbers seeing her today."

Rachel gave one quick, perfunctory glance around the ange

pavilion. "Well, | suppose she could be taking a nap or sonething--"
ohadi ah gave her an ironic | ook. "Twenty mnutes before the world
ends? | don't think so."

Rachel patted her nouth, sinulating a yawn. "I'ma little tired
nmysel f."

But he was genuinely worried. "I don't know where she could be," he
sai d.

"Do you care so much?" she asked curiously.

He was defensive. "I know she's difficult and spiteful. But she--You
are not so happy with your own life, and hers has not been nuch easier
There are reasons she is as she is."

"No doubt," Rachel said dryly, then added, "I haven't seen her, but she
nmust be here sonewhere. Judith is never far fromthe angels.”

He stared down at her a nonment, a strange, stricken expression on his
face. As one, they turned their eyes to the high gray nountain.

"Surely not," Rachel said softly.
"She always |iked Raphael ," Obadi ah nurnured. "He always flirted with
her, which Gabriel never did. She's not really an angel -seeker, you
know, but she does like to be around the angels--"

Rachel laid a hand on his arm "If she's there now, you can't do
anything for her," she said. "If she went there, she chose to go."



"Maybe not," he said. "Maybe she was nmerely wal ki ng al one across the
Pl ai n, and Saul or Raphael swept down--"

"Gabriel has been patrolling the Plain all afternoon,"” Rachel told him
gently. "And Raphael has gathered enough nonbelievers to his cause. He
has no need to take prisoners.”

"But she'll die," Obadi ah whi spered.

"Al'l of us may die, when the nountain cones down," Rachel said. "W
have all nade our choices."

He still | ooked so miserable that she put her arnms around him
carefully sliding her hands under the silken wings. She pressed himto
her, patting himon the back. He dropped his blond head to rest it on
top of hers, and hugged her in return. She had rarely tried to give

anyone confort before. It amazed her that it was such an easy thing to
do.
But when, still wapped in that friendly enbrace, she lifted her eyes a

fraction, she saw that Gabriel had | anded and was standing not five
feet away from her, watching her with close attention. Slowy she
turned her gaze away from himand pulled herself from Cbadi ah's arns.

"How much tine now?" she asked, |ooking up into his sad face.
"Fifteen mnutes, maybe," he said.

She ran her hands for warmh swiftly up and down her bare arns. "It
seens to be getting cooler. And--it's harder to breathe. It feels the
way it feels before a storm"”

He nodded. "The clouds are gathering high above the Plain. See?
Bl ack clouds. Storm clouds."”

"So high," Rachel nmurmured. "Even if they held lightning, it couldn't
strike the earth fromthere."

"Maybe. Maybe--"

Rachel gl anced once nore around the canp. Gabriel had noved away; now
he was deep in conversation with Ariel. Nathan and Magdal ena stood on
t he edge of the angel encanmpnent, totally enfol ded together. She stood
wi th her back against his chest, and they were wapped in an inner

| ayer of her wings and an outer |ayer of his. Through the transl ucent
feathers a double glow of light played faintly--his Kiss alight, and
hers. As Rachel watched, he bent his head and pressed his nouth to her
hair. The lights flaned briefly higher

The edge of sunset made a faint scarlet streak across the sky.
"Rachel - - has anyone seen Rachel ?" The frantic voice was Naom's
conm ng from sonmewhere behind her. Before Rachel could turn and cal
out, she saw Gabriel spin around and point. Angel and Edori both
joined her where she stood with Cbadi ah

Naom hugged her tightly. The Edori | ooked shaken and fretful, she who
was usually so serene. "I |ooked around and you were gone and | didn't
know where you were--and with Raphael SO cl ose--"



"I"'msorry, I"'msorry. | just wandered over here--"

"People like to keep track of you," Gabriel nurnured. Those were the

first words he had spoken to her all day. "You shouldn't make it so
difficult."
Naomi took her hand. "Let me wait with you."

"Where are Luke and the girls?"
"In canp. It's you I'mworried about."

Gabri el took Rachel's other hand, and sm | ed down at both



startl ed wonen. "Between us, we'll keep her safe," he said. Rache
could not pull away from one of themw thout pulling away from both.
She felt her color rising, and said nothing. "Look," badiah said
suddenly, sharply. Everyone on the Plain was staring upward.

Setting at last, the sun spilled a rich carnelian col or across the
dar keni ng sky. Wsps of peach, violet and saffron deepened as they
wat ched, changed to tangerine, indigo and gold. The silent black
clouds that had roiled in [ ower and | ower now began to smooth out, to
melt into the bl ackness of oncoming night. The air was thick and
sluggi sh, stirred by occasi onal heavy currents; it was as if the
nmount ai ns thensel ves breathed in and out, slowy, |aboriously.

Not hi ng and no one el se noved. The rich colors of the sunset thinned
and grayed. A faint white |light showed around the ringed perineter of
the dark nountain, separating it by the slimmest nmargin fromthe

bl ackness of the sky. As if it were being sucked downward into the
soil of the earth, that light too began to fade. "Look," Obadi ah

whi spered agai n.

As the sky turned bl ack, the mountaintop turned gol den. Raphael's
followers had taken their fire tubes and set the peak ablaze. 1In the
brilliant orange light, one great shadowy shape | eapt upward, a bl ack
sil houette of huge wi ngs beating and | ong arns extended before him

The perfect acoustics of the Plain carried his words to all the shocked
listeners in the field bel ow
"I am Jovah and | am Lucifer," he cried. "l amyour |eader and your
king. Look at me and know t hat Raphael is your god."

And he flung back the shadow of his head and stretched his hands to
heaven and dared anyone to contradict him

And the seam of the heavens ripped open, and a white light sizzled
across the sky. The nountaintop exploded in a jagged bl aze of fire.
Thunder ricocheted from one stone peak to another in waves of crashing
sound. Light flashed a second tine, a great white sheet of it,
suspended like a withing wall between heaven and earth. Everything
was visible in that single frozen frame of nerciless |ight--screaning
faces, tunbling rock, falling bodies. The third bolt fell before the

t hunder coul d sound again, and all that could be seen by that brilliant
bl aze was a gaping cavity of black

Then a deep-throated boomrolled across the Plain, gaining volune and
monentum as it traveled. The earth heaved underfoot, buckled by the
wei ght of that sound; the nountains thenselves rocked forward and back.
The tunul tuous roar went on and on, so loud it absorbed all other noise
and created a sort of silence.

Then abruptly, there was no air. There was no light. There was no
sound.

Rachel staggered sideways as the earth stopped shivering. Al that
hel d her up was Gabriel's hard hold on her wist--Naom's hand had been
ripped fromhers, but Gabriel's fingers had never relaxed their grip.

Di soriented and terrified, she cried out, and he swng her into his
arnms, cradling her head against his chest, covering her blinded eyes.

The wi nds cane then, rushing across the dark Plain. Rachel felt



Gabriel brace hinmself against one fierce gust, and then another. His
wi ngs wrapped t hensel ves around her, and his back took nost of the
force, but still she felt the shudder and whine of the gal e whipping
around his head, razoring through his feathers, shaking the very
foundations of the world.

And the rain foll owed, sudden and soaking, a rain that would | ast
forever. It lashed down with the force and fury of a river in ful
spate, driving them backward, turning the ground beneath themto
swanpl and. Hail fell briefly but brutally, beating upon their heads
and upraised arns. It hit the soggy earth with a sound |Iike a hand
sl appi ng across a face.

Then it sl ackened, and died away, and only the rain was |eft washing
t hrough the cool air like the tears of Jovah falling.

Still cocooned within Gabriel's enbrace, Rachel heard sounds and voices
begin to formagain in the soggy dark. "Take shelter! Everyone, to
your tents and your awnings! ... Build a fire if you can." "Were's

Eva? Were's Ariel? Has anyone seen Josiah?" The words, the very
sounds themnsel ves, seened renote and tinny to Rachel, as if they were
shouted froma great distance, or as if her ears had been permanently
damaged, scarred by the inmpact of the god' s wath.

For he had struck the nountain and Raphael was dead. Yet they had
lived, and Gabriel hinself had kept her safe. Rachel did not even try,
but she knew she could not break free of his hold. She did not want
to.

And then she heard her nanme again in that high, frantic voice.
"Rachel ? Rachel ? Has anyone seen Rachel ?"



Gabriel's arns | oosened with a seem ng reluctance, and his w ngs
fol ded back. "She's here. She's safe,” he said, and Naomi ran over to
take her in a tearful enbrace. At the sound of his voice, al

attention turned Gabriel's way. Angels and nortals cohered around him
restl ess and stunned and hopef ul

"Gabriel, what now? Wat next?"

"The thunderbolt canme, Gabriel. The nountain is down, it's on fire.
VWhat do we do? When will the rain stop?" "Gabriel, do you think--"
"Gabriel, do you know-" "Gabriel--"

Fromthe shelter of Naom's arns, Rachel turned her attention to him
too. They were all there, instantly materialized, Ariel and Nathan and
the oracles. There was alnmost no light to see by, for the rain had

ext i ngui shed even the stars, but someone had brought over a feeble
torch and by that, and the white gl ow of Gabriel's w ngs, they could

see his face. It was the only thing to believe in.
"The thunderbolt fell, as the god prophesied," Jezebel was saying
gravely. "Raphael and all his followers are dead."

"What next?" Nat han interrupted.
"We sing in the nmorning," Ariel said.

Gabriel dragged a hand across his face. He |ooked unutterably weary.
"The day after tonorrow, perhaps,” he said, and his beautiful voice was
strained. "I heard the nountain conme crashing down. Wo knows what

el se it brought down with it? W nust investigate the damage tonorrow.
W can sing the next day."

"But Gabriel! The god is already roused to wath--"

"He will allow us three days," the angel rem nded them "He gave us
those three days for a reason. | think we will need one or two of
them™

"And then? |In three days? |If we do not sing--"

"The thunderbolt falls again," Josiah said quietly. "So says the
Li brera.™”

"Fal | s where?" soneone asked

"Does it matter? We will sing."
"But where?" the insistent voice repeated. "Were would the next bolt
fall?"

And suddenly Rachel renenbered. She drew away from Naom 's shoul der
where she had rested her head, and felt energy and power flow back into
her muscles. The fitful torchlight gave off an uneven, half-lunatic
illumination. Angel shapes and even nortal figures were weirdly
distorted and surreal. Yet she saw distinctly now, her head was

remar kably cl ear.

Josi ah was speaking. "The Librera says that Jovah will first smte the
mountain, and then the rocks of the Galilee R ver, and then the whol e
world."



"The rocks of the Galilee River?" Ariel repeated. "Wat does that
nmean? Were is that?"

But Rachel knew. And Gabriel knew, for he was staring across at her
with eyes so blue they tinted the air between them "Rachel," he said,
or maybe he just shaped the word with his lips, for no one heard him
speak.

"Senorrah,"” she said in a voice that carried to the whole circle. "He
will strike first the nountain, and then Senorrah." And cl enchi ng her
hands at her sides, she shocked everyone by | aughing.

CHAPTER TVENTY- ONE
I mpossible as it seemed, the next day was worse.

The ni ght had been bad enough, for the angel pavilion had been swanped
with terrified visitors begging for hel p or reassurance. Rocks from
the falling nountain had shot into the far encanpnent, wounding twenty
or nore people, sone seriously; the relentless rain was turning the
whol e place into a dangerous mud slick; and panic and desperation had
done the rest. Gabriel had spent nost of the night noving from
canpsite to canpsite, offering confort, bandaging up cuts that anyone
el se could have dressed with nore efficiency, promsing that the god's
wrath woul d be averted before the lightning fell again. He had
seriously considered flying al oft and praying that the rain dissipate
before they all drowned, but was stopped by the thought that it m ght
be sacril ege.

Rachel , of course, had di sappear ed.

He went by the Chieven canp once during his rounds, thinking to talk to
her, if only briefly, but neither she nor Naom was there. Naomi's two
daughters were wi de-eyed and silent, but, |ike nost of the Edori
children he had seen this night, relatively conmposed. Luke told him
that the wonen were out on errands of mercy.
"They both know a little of the healing art,"
to the other canps to do what they can.”

he said. "They've gone

Whi ch reassured Gabriel a little, but not entirely. For he



knew, if no one else did, what Rachel's strange, hysterical |augh had
meant. It was not just a nervous reaction, as everyone el se supposed,
oh no. It was delight. It was exultation. It was the dizzy
expression of the triunmph one felt when the god answered one's nost
heartfelt prayers.

Gabriel worked until he was too exhausted to take another step or
stretch his wings one nore time; and still he worked, noving anong his
people, until there were no nore pl eadi ng hands outstretched to him It
was far past midnight by this tine--closer to dawn. He returned to his
tent and sl ept dream essly for perhaps five hours. He night have sl ept
forever if Nathan had not awakened hi m

"What ?" he said, rolling instantly to his feet, knowi ng there was
fresh trouble. "What's happened?”

"The nmountain's down."
"Yes, we knew that--"

"And the river has flooded, pouring out of the hole in the nountain,
like--1ike nothing |I've ever seen. And the rain won't stop."

"Yes?"

"And they're evacuating Castel ana and the other river cities, but--"
"Senorrah," Gabriel whispered.

Nat han nodded. His own face was pale with fatigue. Noting how | ong
he' d been awake or when he'd gone to bed. "The bridge washed out | ast

ni ght--or coll apsed when the nountain fell," he said. Gabriel
nmonentarily envisioned that thin, pidcry bridge. Yes, the dancing

earth woul d have quickly sent that structure splintering down. "And
the river is so rough they can't get a boat to the docks to take on
passengers. Well, a few ships have | oaded and made it safely to shore,

but anot her one--went down ...

"Dearest Jovah. Sweet god of nmercy," Gabriel whispered. He closed his
eyes. A vision of Rachel |aughing rose before him He opened his eyes
again. "The angels,"” he said. "W can carry themall to safety."

"Gabriel, there are thousands of people in Senorrah! There are perhaps
a hundred angels left. W could not clear that city in less than a
week, and even then"

"Maybe | can stop the flooding," Gabriel said, his voice suddenly
brisk. "I will ask the god. But there nust be a way to get them al
safely out of the city--"

Nat han was staring at him "Why? |If the water goes down, they are
saf e enough there."

"That is where the next thunderbolt is to fall," Gabriel rem nded
hi m

"Yes, but only if we do not performthe Goria! You said yourself we
have three days. W will sing tomorrow-"

What ever Nat han saw on his brother's face stopped his voice.



"Gabriel?" he said tentatively. "You do think ... we can avert the
god's wath, do you not? You do believe we can save Senorrah and
our sel ves?"

God above, he was so tired. Every nuscle, every bone, ached with its

i ndi vidual protest, but his heart was sorer than anything else. "If we
sing, yes, | believe we can," he said quietly. "But | amnot sure that
Rachel --1 am not sure that, given a chance to see Senorrah destroyed,

she woul d not take it. She hates that place with a passion you cannot
even conceive of."

"But--why? And surely, even if she hates it--"

Gabriel shook his head. "It would take too long to explain. You would
have to understand Rachel. You would have to be Rachel. | think--I
think she would let the city go."

Nat han's face was a study in disbelief.

"I'I'l do what | can about the river," Gabriel said. "You find Josiah
and tell himwhat | have just told you. And then find Rachel. She
will probably be with the Chievens or with the school children of
Velora. Bring her to our pavilion. Have Josiah talk to her. Perhaps
he can convince her to sing tonmorrow and spare the city. |If not--"
Gabriel spread his hands in a hopel ess gesture. "W nust do what we
can to evacuate Senorrah."

And so he went aloft, his wings feeling heavy and sl uggi sh as he beat
them against the humid air. Wthin nminutes, his black hair was
pl astered to his head; his skin and even his flying |l eathers were

soaked through. It was a cold, steady, eternal rain. It could flood
the whole earth in a matter of days. He lifted his face to it, closing
his eyes, subnmitting hinmself to the god's will. As Jovah chose, so be

it.

He fl ew higher and higher, aimng for the icy, dry air above the cloud
line, but he realized after a while that there was no such



place. The rain fell fromthe top of the heavens thensel ves; there
was no getting above the storm So he circled at this high, cold
altitude, shrouded on all sides by the falling rain, and he neditated a
monent. Then he began to pray.

The falling water seenmed to nuffle his words, wash them down to earth,
instead of letting themfloat upward to the god. He banked and altered
his position till his body lay on an al nost vertical plane, and he
tilted his head back. Now his nusic rose fromhis nouth in a direct
line up toward the god. H s wings nade rhythm c stroking passes

t hrough the sodden air. The sibilant hissing of the constant rain made
a net of sound around his head.

There were songs to disperse the rain clouds, even such clouds as

t hese; songs to shift aside the |laden air, dissipate the collected
water. But he did not sing these. Wwo was he to try, with his frai

voi ce, to countermand the will of the god? Instead, he lifted his

voi ce in songs of entreaty and obei sance, prayers of faith and
supplication. Deliver us, Jovah, fromthe outward synmbols of your
wrath. W have doubted you, we have turned away fromyou. But you are
m ghty, and you are nmerciful. God, do not destroy us now Let us live
to learn again to love you ... He sang for an hour, nmaybe two, his

voi ce oddly deadened agai nst the danp air, the swi sh of his w ngbeats
sounding as loud to his ears as the nuted strains of song. Never had
he worked so hard and felt so little response fromthe god. The rain
still fell. The clouds still loured all about him pressing in with an
actual weight. He who was never cold began to feel a chill creep from
his fingertips backward to his heart.

Wl |, he had asked for forgiveness. He had prayed fir mercy. He would
be nmore specific, though it bordered on heresy: would beg the god to
stop the rain.

Accordi ngly, when he sang again, he turned to the prayers that would
shred the clouds and call forth the high, gusty winds. These were the
prayers he knew best, the lyrics he could sing al nost w thout conscious
t hought. These were the nelodies that, fromlong fanmliarity, he |oved
the nost. The god had al ways heard hi m when he sang these prayers.
Surely the god woul d hear hi m now.

Al most instantly, he felt a change in the saturated currents around
him though at first he was not sure what the shift portended. A
sudden swi ft blast pushed himfromhis stable position

The rain was no longer falling straight down on his head; now it blew
di agonal |y against his face. He banked sharply and regai ned altitude,
feeling the icy hand of the wind butt into himagain.

And he saw the black fist of the cloud open its fingers and let the
[ ight of heaven seep through

He stayed al oft another half hour, singing the sane words over again,
but by then it was clear that his prayers had been answered. The rain
thi nned and petered out. The clouds shook thenselves and fell to

pi eces. The sun was hazily glorious through the lifting mst.

Jovah was still there, and Jovah still |istened. The worst of
Gabriel's fears could be put aside. But he was haunted by terrors
al nost as bad.



It was early afternoon before he I anded, circling once over the whole
Plain to assess the extent of damage. Big dark Galo was sinply gone. A
raw, bl ackened pass now broke the ring of the nountains. Fromthe
throat of this opening poured the glittering waters of the Galilee
River, welling up from sone underground source that had heretofore been
partially stoppered by stone. Even now, fromthe air, Gabriel spotted
a cadre of men throw ng boulders into the great open nouth of the

river, trying to damits flow back to normal levels. It |ooked

i mpossi bl e.

He | anded a few feet fromthe blue awning that marked the Eyrie
pavilion and | ooked for soneone he could trust with a single, urgent
guestion. Hannah was the first one who appeared. "Is she here?" he
asked wi t hout preanble.

"Rachel ?" she said. "Yes, in her tent."

"Has Josi ah been to see her?"

"He's there now He's been there a while."

Gabriel's heart squeezed painfully down. [If Rachel had been feeling
rati onal on the subject, it would not have taken long to persuade her
"Thank you," he said distractedly, and nmade his way as quickly as he
could to the small tent he had had erected for her

Bef ore he could get close enough to listen for voices, the flaps parted
and Josi ah stepped out. The old man | ooked tired and drai ned; the

ni ght had been as hard on himas it had been on the angels. He saw

Gabriel and nodded, unsmling, and crossed to the angel's side.

"Well? You've talked with her?" Gabriel denmnded.



Josi ah nodded again. He | ooked weary enough, or disappointed enough

to weep. "l've talked with her. She has made up her mind, and there
is nothing you can say to her that | did not. Go get sone sleep,
Gabriel. The world will not turn tonmorrow without you."

Josi ah gripped the angel's arm then left, stepping carefully and
unsteadily through the canp debris. Gabriel stared after him then
turned around and stared at the tent. After a noment, he forced his
feet to take himforward, and he pushed asi de the canvas flap and went
in.

When, over her protests, Nathan had carried Rachel to the ange
pavilion, she discovered that she had never been so angry in her entire
life. Considering that she had spent a great deal of the past five
years in a constant simmer of fury, that was saying a lot; but it was
true. She would not speak to himafter he deposited her inside the
smal |l tent that had been set up for her. She alnost could not focus
her eyes and take in her surroundings. Nathan left. So when Josiah
arrived a scant five mnutes Inlet, he was unfortunate enough to find
her on her worst behavi or.

"Good, you are here," he said, ducking his head to enter and rubbing
his hands to ward off the danp chill. "Nathan didn't know how long it
woul d take himto find you."

She swung round on him and the wath in her eyes caused his nild face
to open up with a wary surprise. "I should have known," she said
tightly. "Gabriel expects the worst fromnme but does not have tinme to
deal with nme hinself. Have you cone to make ne see reason?"

"And |'ve cone to hear reason, if you'll speak it," the oracle said
quietly. "Perhaps you'll tell ne why Gabriel asked ne to talk to you
about the fate of Senorrah."”

She | aughed harshly and a little wildly. Josiah waited patiently, and
she began to pace around him "Merely because | have | onged to see
Senorrah destroyed ny whole life. | have called down Yovah's curses
upon it. And now, w thout any further pronpting fromme, the god is
poi sed to wi pe out the city and everyone who |lives there. Gabriel

t hi nks," she said, "that this will please ne."

"And will it?" he asked.

She whirled to face him "To see the white city snmashed by

Yovah's hand? Yes! | would stand on the riverbanks and dance!

woul d fall to ny knees and sing the god's praises! | would invoke the
curses again, if | thought the thunderbolts were falling too slowy.
Yovah," she said, her voice falling to an intense whisper, "shower your
wrath upon this thrice-dammed city. Strike it with fire, with

t hunderbol ts--cover it with stormand fl ood--"

She stopped abruptly and waited for his shocked reprimand, but he
nerely watched her out of sober, puzzled eyes.

"And what Gabriel wants," she said, in a nore normal tone, "is to have
me stand beside himtonorrow and sing the prayer that will turn aside
this disaster. He wants ne to lift ny voice, and soothe the god and
save Senorrah. "

"Yes," said Josiah. "And that is what | want as well."



She | aughed again, nore faintly, pressing her hand to her nouth and
shaki ng her head with slight, disbelieving motions. "I have been
docile till now-"

"Hardly," Josiah murmured.

"I have. | have done what they asked of me--learned their songs, |ived
in their high, stone prison, left ny Edori friends. | have been-Every
part of nmy life has been shaped by angel intervention, don't you see?
It was Raphael who cast ne fromny parents' hone and drove ne into
slavery--it was Gabriel who swept me from Senorrah to the Eyrie-Over
and over again, the course of ny life has been violently changed, by
outside forces, by angels. Nothing--at no point in ny |life--never have
I had a nmonent's free will. And now-"

"Now is not the tinme to exercise that will," Josiah interrupted her
"Yes, the angels were the instruments of your changes, but the plot was
laid out by a divine hand. It is part of the npbsaic of our life on
Samaria. You were chosen by the god to play your part. The path that
brought you here was tw sted, yet it has brought you here, to this

pl ace on this day and this is the time for you to play your part, to

speak your lines, to fulfill your destiny."
"I have been given no choice? she cried. "The god' s hand marked ne,
and ny life has never been ny own! | never asked to be angelica, never

asked for the hazards it would bring ne, and it is not a role that |
want! Surely at sone point in nmy life there must be a choice offered
to me and | nust be able to choose as | desire!"



"And why should your life be different fromthat of any other man or
woman?" he asked her sharply. "Wo anong us is given choices such as
you tal k about ?"

She stared at him

He swept his armout to indicate the pavilion beyond, the whole of the
Plain, all Samaria. "A child is born--angel or nortal male or
female--to a wealthy famly or to a poor farner. The child has no
choice in that matter. The fever takes his parents when he is young,
so he is abandoned on the streets of Senmorrah. O Lumi naux. Mybe a
stranger is kind to him-nmaybe he is caught by Jansai and sold into
slavery. Were is the choice in that? Muybe he grows to adul t hood
fine and healthy, and a runaway horse-cart knocks himinto the ground
and slices his armoff, or his leg. D d he choose this tragedy? Al

of us are victins, at some point, of a malicious fate or a schem ng
god. What mekes you think you are different than any of the rest of us
to find your life shaped by events you cannot control ?"

She rai sed both hands, palns out toward him in a warning gesture.

"Yes, very well, into each |life sone chance m sery or good fortune
falls," she said. "But even the neanest nman, the nost mi serable child,
has moments now and then where his will decides his destiny. He can
choose to steal, or he can choose to starve--he can invest his noney in
farm and or gold mines--he can pick the woman he will marry or the
slave he will abuse. WMany factors may be out of his reach but he makes
personal decisions--every day!--which will influence the course of his
life."

"Yes, and so do you. So do we all," Josiah said. "And because we do
not have control over those larger issues it becomes doubly, triply

i nportant that the choices we are allowed to nake are the right ones,
that we are not guided by hate, or spite, or fear, or revenge, or

anger. If your life has brought you, struggling and screamng, to this
one day in your life, Rachel--think! is this how you make your choice?
Is this how you display your heart? By standing aside, silent, so that
death can sweep down? So that thousands of innocent people can die? Is
this how you choose when it is allowed you to choose?"

She had turned fromhimas he flung his stern words at her, but now she
swung back. Her face was ravaged with grief: she was actually crying,

but she was still so angry that she did not appear to be aware of the
tears.

"No!"™ she cried. "O course it is not! | would, if |I could, |evel
the city with ny owmn hands. | would see every last river merchant die,
every overfed, rich slave owner swept into the rising river." Her
voice quieted, if only slightly. "But |I know better than you, Josiah

who the innocent of Senorrah are--the abandoned children who live in
the all eyways, the slaves driven in from Jordana, the timd daughters
of the wealthy nerchantnen, sold and bartered like so rmuch property--do
you really think I would condemm themall to death?"

"But then--you said--"

"CGabriel thinks I would," she said, and her voice was so bitter and so
hopel ess that Josiah reached out to her. She backed away from him

swi ngi ng her head. "Gabriel thinks | amthat |law ess. | amthat
vengeful. | amthat cruel."



"You have given himreason to think so," Josiah said very gently.

She nodded. She was so weary she wanted to sink to the floor, sift

into the earth, dissolve into particles of dirt. "Every reason," she
said tiredly. "But he still should not think it."
"That is not a fair test of Gabriel,"” the oracle said seriously. "It

is not reasonable to expect himto pass it."
"Nobody ever said | was reasonable.”

"Let me explain to him"
"I can nake ny own explanations,"” she interrupted sharply. "If he
bothers to ask nme, then | will tell him"

He shook his head; there was no soothing the troubled waters that |ay
bet ween these two |overs. "Then you will sing tonorrow?"

She nade a noue of resignation. "How can | not?"

He cane forward, took her into a Iight enbrace. She endured it for a
nmonent and then pulled away. "Do not hate himforever," Josiah said.
"He | oves you. But he has no choices either. In his hands lies the

fate of the world."

"And m ne."

"And yours. Do not blane himfor gripping your hands rather too
tightly. He is only trying to keep us all safe.”

She was still standing in the mddle of the tent, feeling the
contrasting pulls of physical exhaustion and spiritual turnoil, when
Gabriel bent his black head and stepped hesitantly inside.



"Rachel --" he began.

She did not turn to ook at him "I know," she said in an ironic
voice. "You came as quickly as you could."
"Well, | did," he said cautiously. "It has been a difficult day."

"I'n every respect."
He cane closer. "I wanted to ask you--"

She whirled on him "I know what you wanted to ask ne! Josiah has
al ready asked nme. Your brother has already asked ne. Save Senorrah
Pray that the god intercede to spare the city." She flung her hands
out. "So? Go ahead. Ask ne."

He studied her with a close, troubled attention. Wen he spoke, his
voi ce was soft, persuasive. "l understand,"” he said slowy, "why you
woul d want to see the city leveled into the water. | do understand. It
is not just that you have suffered there--and that countless Edori have
suffered there--it synmbolizes every kind of suffering to you,
everything terrible. Geed, and hatred, and abuse. | understand that
it is not revenge that notivates you, but justice. And you have a
passi onate sense of justice. | understand all this, but, Rachel--it
will not do."

He put out a hand, palmup, in a curious and vul nerable gesture. "The
city cannot be cleared, you know," he went on. "The river has stopped
rising, but the harbors are flooded, the bridge has fallen, and there
is no way for angels to ferry thousands of people to safety. You
renmenber your friend Lady Mary? She is in the city, carrying her
unborn child. How many Edori slaves are there, watching the river rise
and | ooking in fear toward the heavens? These are the people you would
condemn to death if you refuse to sing tomorrow. You cannot believe in
a justice as fierce as that."

He | eft her deeply shaken. The gentle, alnost kindly words unsettled
her and di ssi pated much of her anger--but she had begun with a great
deal of anger, and she still had plenty left. She gave hima shrug of
fei gned indifference.

"I nnocent people have died before this, and will die again," she said.
"I'f I choose to stand silent beside you tonorrow, there is nothing you
can do to change ny nmind."

"I's there not?" he asked, very low "Is there not some persona
penance you woul d i npose on me? You have conpl ai ned before about ny
arrogance, ny self-righteousness. | wll become hunmble. | will beg

you for their lives, if that is what you want. Ask ne."

She | ooked over at him marveling. "How can it nean so nuch to you?"
she asked. "You have no friends in Senorrah. The wealthy merchants
hate you, and the others you don't even know |If they died, you would

not see their faces in your dreans."

He gave a small shake of his head. "How can | explain to you?" he
asked. "You will call it arrogance if |I claimthat the weight of al
those lives lies heavy on me. You have al ways believed that Jovah
hears every voice raised to himin prayer--well, | amnot Jovah, but I
hear the voices, too. Each voice. | amthe safeguard of every soul on



Senorrah, whether or not | know the faces. | have never in ny life
asked Jovah to throw down a thunderbolt to destroy another man--not
because | didn't believe that he would not answer ne with |ightning,

but because | believed that every man's life was sacred. |Invested with
a purpose and a divinity of its own. |If | had been Jovah--" He
stopped, troubled by the sacrilege of that, but went on. "If | had
been Jovah, | would not have been able to snite the nountain yesterday.

I would have let all of themlive."

"I woul d have struck themall down," Rachel said swiftly.

He nodded. "I know. But surely you cannot extend the sanme fate to
Senorrah. "

She turned away fromhimagain. "And if | refuse to sing?" she asked
over her shoulder. "WII you bring Ariel or sone other woman to sing

in ny place?"
"You are angelica," he answered. "It nust be you."

"While | live, | amangelica," she agreed. "But if something were to
cause nme to die, suddenly, in the mddle of the night--"

He nade no answer. She swiveled back to face him Hi s blue eyes were
| ocked on her so fixedly that she was nonentarily dizzied. "But |
forget," she said softly, "how much you val ue human life."

"Even to save Senorrah, | could not harmyou,"” he whispered. "To save
the whole world. If you refuse to sing--tonorrow, or ever--so be it
The world will perish, and we will all perish. But |I cannot raise ny

hand agai nst you."

It was inpossible to draw a breath. She managed to speak with the

sparse air sonmehow left in her lungs. "Very well, then, | have ny
terns ready," she said. "I will sing tonorrow-and wal k away fromthis
Plain. You will return to the Eyrie without me, and you wll not

follow me, and you will not seek to bring ne back. You will not set



angel s to scouring the countryside |ooking for nme. | will return for
your next doria, and your next and your next. And you can expect no
nore of nme than that for the rest of your days."

It was as if he had not heard her. H's gaze was so vivid, so intense,
that it trapped her in an azure prison. Al nost, he reached his hand
out to her; she had the definite inpression of an inmpulsive novenent
forcibly checked. She envisioned himlaying his cool fingers against
her face and peeling back her skin, peering inside her head, reading
the coded text of the brain inside her skull.

"So," he said, and again his voice was so low it was nearly inaudible.
It was alnmost as if he were speaking to hinself. "You were going to
sing anyway, and all this anger is for nme, for not believing in you."

"Ch, no," she said, with an attenpt at carelessness. "I don't care if
you believe in me or not."

He nodded, but not as if he were responding to her words--rather, as if

he were acknow edgi ng sone unvoi ced protest spoken soul to soul. "Very
well, then, hate me for it," he said, "but it is sonething | amglad to
know. "

She jerked herself violently to one side, to escape the spell of his
stare. "Very well, then, we understand each other," she said curtly.
"We sing tonmorrow. At what time are the festivities supposed to

begi n?"

"The hour past dawn," he said. "I will conme for you. WII you be in
Naom 's tent?"

She woul d have been if he had not assunmed so. "I will be here," she
said instantly. "I will be ready."

"Sleep as well as you can," he advised. "It will be a |long day."

As if she would be able to sleep this night. As if she would ever be
able to sleep again. "Till tonmorrow, then," she said. He nodded at
her and left.

He had not been gone three m nutes when she began to cry. She was
still weepingnsilently, ceaselessly, in utter black despair when Naomi
cane to her two hours later. She could not even tell Naom the two
things that made the tears run so bitterly down her cheeks: that he
woul d not give her up even to save the world, and that tonmorrow she was
pl edged to | eave himforever.

Gabriel had not expected to sleep, but he did--dream essly, peacefully.
The worl d held very few terrors for himnow The god had proved his
exi stence; stormand flood had subsided at his prayers; and the
angel i ca had agreed to lead the multitudes in the mass that woul d save
themall.

True, Rachel would hate himfor the rest of her [ife. But that was
somet hing he would westle with later, after the doria was sung, after
the world was secured for one nore year. For tonight, he would fal
exhausted upon his cot just one more servant of the god. On the norrow
he woul d awaken as Archangel

He woke early, but he was not the first one up. He snelled cooking



fires and caul drons heating up even in the predawn dark. He rose,
washed himsel f thoroughly and dressed with care. Black silk trousers
were tucked into his black boots; a fine lawn shirt was fitted
carefully over his shoul ders and his massive wings. He wore a silver
belt and his silver wist lets and his eyes | ooked |like jewels set
deliberately in his face.

Leaving his tent, he went directly to Rachel's and was not surprised to
hear soft voices within. Naomi was the one who invited himto enter
when he called out a greeting, but he had eyes only for Rachel once he
st epped i nsi de.

She was a statue of gold fromher hair to her dress to her thin
sandals. She wore a gold sash around her waist, thickly enbroidered

wi th sapphire-blue flowers in the pattern of her husband's fanmily, and
sapphire earrings dangled fromeach ear. Her hair had been arranged in
some inpossi bly conmpl ex fashion. Perhaps ten braids had been started
hal f way down her back, and tied, and the individual plaits had been

i nked together by a blue satin ribbon, creating in effect a shawl of
her own bright hair. She had her back to hi mwhen he cane in, but as
he just stood there, staring at her, she turned to face him "WII |
do?" she asked himcoolly. He nodded wordl essly. Naom began
chattering before he had marshal ed his thoughts. "I have told the
angel i ca she should wear the wistbands of the angels, but she says she
left hers in the Eyrie. Could she borrow some? | knowit is
traditional to wear them"

Rachel | ooked annoyed. "Wat do you know about traditions anmong the
angel s?" she asked.

"I know enough," Naom said firmy. "The angelica stands



on the Plain and rai ses her hands, and the sun catches the jewels in
her bracelets. 1Isn't it true, Gabriel? So you need bracelets."

"I have brought her something she can wear instead," he replied,
crossing the tent. He had wapped the slimpackage in a blue silk
scarf. Rachel took it reluctantly fromhis hand.

"Is it atradition to exchange gifts on the norning of the doria?" she
asked.

"On the first GQoria, it oftenis. It is not required."

She notioned backward, at her cot, and Naom retrieved a |ong |eather
case. "l got this for you in Lum naux," she said.

He could not believe it. She had bought hima present, and she stil

intended to give it to him "I'mhonored," he said gravely. "Qpen
yours."

She unfol ded the scarf and | ooked down a nmonment without speaking. "Let
me see,” Naom said, taking the package from her

"Aaah," the Edori wonman sighed. "These are so beautiful--" "Put them
on," he said.

Rachel extended first her right hand, then her left, and Naom hel ped
her with the gl oves. They were nade of a gold net so fine that the
latticed threads were alnost invisible. Around each wist were sewn
circlets of sapphires, clustered together so densely that they | ooked
like bracelets of solid blue. She turned her hands pal mup, pal mdown,
and the jewels glowed in the torchlight of the tent.

"Thank you," she said with no inflection. "I will be happy to wear
them™
Naomi was smiling at him "I know what she got you," she said. "I'm

t he one who brought it back from Lum naux."

He exani ned the supple case for a nonment just to prolong the
anticipation. He still couldn't believe it. "From Lum naux, is it?"
he said. "I thought perhaps | was getting a gift froman Edori
craftsman?

"This is better," Naom pronised

When he pull ed back the flap and slid out the silver instrument, he was

delighted and astonished. "A flute? he exclainmed. "I've always
wanted-This is so beautiful!™ He held it to his lips, but pulled it
away before blowing into it. "It is nmeant to be played, isn't it?" he
asked. "Or is it just ornanental ?"

"It's not a flute, it's a recorder,"” Rachel said. "And yes, you can
play it. |It's supposed to be relatively sinple to learn.™

He put his lips to the thin silver nouthpiece and breat hed.

The sound that filled the tent was sweet, eerie and wi stful
Tentatively he nmoved his hands, breathed again; the new note was j ust
as pure, as otherworldly, as true. He pulled it fromhis nouth and
gazed down at it in happy disbelief.



"This is--Rachel, it's wonderful. Did | ever tell you how nuch

wanted to play a flute--or recorder, whatever? |['Il have to learn this
ri ght away."

She was smiling faintly. "You nentioned it once or tw ce," she said.
He shook his head. "I'mthrilled."” Then he realized that the silver

chain should be slipped over his head so he could carry the recorder

wi th him always, and he adjusted it around his neck and snil ed even
nmore broadly. "I wish | could play it now," he said. "I'd play it for
t he god."

"Next year, perhaps,"” Rachel murmured. And he | ooked over at her
wonderi ng what woul d have happened- - between them and to the whol e
worl d--by next year's Aoria. Some of his happiness faded.

There was a brief and awkward silence, but it was broken by voices
outside. "Rachel?" a woman asked. "Gabriel?" a man called out.

"Maga, " Rachel said.

"And Nat han," Gabriel added. "Time for us all to go." Naom threw her

arnms around Rachel's shoulders. "Sing with your whole heart," she
murmured into her friend's ear. "I will be with the Edori, singing
with you. Pray for all of us."

She left the tent, the other two right behind her. "Don't you | ook
wonderful!'" Maga excl ai ned, pulling Rachel aside to admire her dress
and her jewels. In the first faint |light of dawn, Gabriel nodded over

at his brother.
"I's everyone ready?"
"Al'l gathered. Tine to begin."

They stood in the mddle of the Plain, nore than six thousand of them
and watched the sun come up over the | ow eastern nmountains. Rache

took her place in the center of the great, quiet crowd. Semcircles
formed around her, first the angels with their massed white w ngs, then
the Edori, then the townspeople and farmers and wayfarers gathered here
to listen to her prayers and offer their own to the god.



Gabriel stood beside her and took her hand, which she permitted,

t hough she did not |look his way. As the sun lifted over the edge of

t he nmountain, she raised her face. Her eyes were closed but she seened
incredibly calm conpletely focused, listening to some inner clock
chimng the hours and minutes. 1In the infant light, her bright blues
and gol ds faded, grew translucent; she seened nmade of sun-col ored m st
just breaking apart over a freshly washed sky.

When she began singing, the whole world fell silent to listen. Her

voi ce ran before themlike river water between w de, ancient banks,
snoot h and dark enough to seem both silent and notionless. Gadually
the notes brightened, grew crystalline, as the song took her higher
into her truer range. Gabriel felt his blood pause in its accustoned
race. Hi s breath grew shall ow, soundl ess. Her voice wapped around
himlike arnms twi ning about his neck; it dazzled the air with bursts of
light; it flung himbodiless into the great enpty sky and filled his
head wi th nusic.

He was so transfixed by her singing that at first he did not recognize
the song. When he did, he was left dizzied by a successi on of shocks,
each nore nonentous than the |ast.

It was the Lochevsky Magnificat inmmortalized by Hagar, a piece so
demandi ng that nost singers were forced to split its octaves between
three voices. Yet she sang it as effortlessly, as beautifully, as the
great angelica soprano.

She had pitched it precisely in his key. Consciously or not--willingly
or not--she knew his voice so well, she knew exactly what range he
requi red, how to best show off his skill

She trusted him Difficult as the female solo was, the tenor role was
not much sinmpler. The parts were so interdependent that she could not
have hoped to sing the mass unl ess she had utter faith in his

ability.

She had chosen the song for him
She loved him

He tightened his grip on her hand as her first solo cane to its subline
conclusion. H's voice slipped in alongside hers, nellow and rich; the
voi ces fell together l|ike diving sea birds, then spiral ed up again,
arrowi ng skyward. Her voice steadied, held on one, sustained high note
whil e his danced beneat h hers, changi ng col ors, changing keys. Then
she faded away, dropped back, while his voice domnated in the first
mal e ari a.

The words; it seened he had never |listened to the words before.

"Though the whole world shun you, yea, | believe. Though you turn your
face away, yea, | believe ... What do | have if not ny love for you?
Though everyt hing perish, still there will be nmy love."

He sang for her; there was no way she could not know he sang for her

He saw the flane-colored light flaring through the sleeve on her right
arm Hi s own Kiss burned with a painful heat. Although by now his
hand was crushing hers, she still made no nove to pull away. "For the
world slows and the stars falter, and all that remains is you ..." He
was al nost startled when the silent crowd suddenly sang its first
choral response. "Yes, there is love ... Yes, there is beauty ... Yes,



we believe in the wi sdom of our god ... The voices rolled over him
like rain, |ike ocean water, vast and eternal. He sang out his cry of
bel i ef again; and again the voices answered. "All that remains is you"
Now Rachel's voice soared above the rest, and the other singers fel
silent. Again, he was renminded of a bird, this time something wild and
colorful, adorning the skies with its brilliance. This recitative was
supposed to be an entreaty, a supplication, but Rachel's voice was
exultant, ecstatic. "And where shall we turn if not to you, our

shi el d, our defender, our beloved and our god ...?" Jovah woul d never
fail to answer such a prayer. Truly the god had chosen well when he
laid his hand upon this woman's head. The mass lasted a full two
hours. The sun was fat and yellow, the whole sky a rich, hard
turquoi se, before the formal nmusic canme to an end. Everything appeared
nmore solid by this tine; even Rachel had |ost her ethereal |ook of the
early nmorning. The piece ended on a series of dramatic "anens"
performed by the whole crowd of six thousand, and then there was a
monent of profound silence. Rachel hesitated, then slowy raised both
her hands toward the bl azi ng heavens. Gabriel's hands, one stil

| ocked with hers, rose up simultaneously. Azure fire shot from about
their wists and nade a jewel ed tent over their heads. Rachel sang the
last, long, sweet amen in a clear, exuberant croon. The crowd nearly
drowned her out with shouts and cheers, and suddenly they were engul fed
i n bodi es--angels, nortals, Edori, children--all pushing between them
tearing their hands apart, sweeping theminto fierce enbraces and
 aughing with

delight. Gabriel let her slip away fromhim returned the

ent husi astic hugs, the playful, triunphant slaps across the arms and

back. The cries sounded all around them "Archangel! ... Angelica
Magni fi cent, angela! Marvelous, sinply breathtaking!" "Rachel, what a
voice! Straight to the god's ear, Gabriel, straight to his heart!"

H's own heart was full. Surely the god had heeded this prayer. |If no

ot her voice on Samaria noved him this one woul d have. Wiile this
worman lived to sing to the god, the world would survive forever. The
mass was not the end of it, of course. The singing went on for the
rest of the day. Angel choirs from Mnteverde and the Eyrie had
prepared their own pieces; soloists and orchestras from Lum naux, from
Vel ora, from Castel ana, even from anong the Manadavvi, had requested
perm ssion to perform and this year, for the first time in nearly two
decades, several of the Edori clans had offered their own joyful
primtive nusic. But the nass was the only piece in which they al
partici pated. Now the great crowd broke up, and the Plain began to
resenbl e a fairground. Cooking tents sprang up magically. Some ate
whil e others sang and others listened. The sun tilted past the
invisible line of noon and began its |leisurely, contenplative descent.
And still harpists strumed, trunpeters rejoiced, flautists called,
drummers pul sed. And singers lifted their voices to the god. Nathan
and Magdal ena stood hand-i n-hand and sang a duet so sweetly that
Gabriel laid aside his evening neal (sone Edori concoction of cornbread
and oni ons) and pushed through the cromd to get closer. Like Rachel
Maga stood with her hand enfolded in her partner's; her eyes were

cl osed, her face was peaceful. The Kiss on her armwas a |iving opal
mul ticol ored and unfathomable. On Nathan's arm his Kiss glowed with a
muted, mlky light. "And who shall we believe if not the god?" asked
Rachel next to Gabriel, this time speaking, not singing, the words. The
effect on his heart was nuch the sanme, however. "He knows and tells
us, if we would but have faith." He sniled down at her, though the
expression on her face was sonewhat severe. "l believe in him" he
said mldly. "Wy would you think otherw se?" She nodded over at his
brot her and Magdal ena. "It is the god who brought them together," she

said. "Josiah says Yovah does



nothing without a purpose. | think it's time to lift the ban on the
i ntermarryi ng of angels."

He drew a deep, swift breath. "I know, " she hurried on before he could
speak. "These unions before have resulted in nonster
children--terrible, pathetic things. But this time--1"msure that this
time it will be different. Yovah wants those two to be joined

together. He could not say so any nore clearly."

"\Whet her Jovah approves or not, there does not seemto be any way | can

keep them apart,"” he said softly. "And so, with grave m sgivings, | am
forced to agree with you. Besides, | need them And | need them

t oget her . "

Her eyes searched his face. "Need themfor what?" she asked.

"Someone nmust go tend Wndy Point," he said. "I don't know if any

angels are left there, or if they all perished on the nountaintop--but
in any case, there nust be angels in Jordana, and soon. That whole
provi nce has been desperately neglected too long. Nathan and Maga are
t he best we have to spare.”

She studied him It was nearly full dark now, and it was hard to nake
out her face. "So," she said, "your first decision as Archangel neets
with ny approval, WII| you be as thoughtful and wi se for all your days
as | eader?"

"Probably not," he said. "I will look to you for guidance."

She turned away, not that he could read anything in her face, anyway.
"I"mnot very good at advising others."

"Well, I will listen," he said, "when you have something to say."
She seened to nod, then she seened to shrug. It was too dark to really
tell. "Wsh themluck for ne," she said.

So she had nmeant it last night. O course, she had nmeant it. She
al ways di d what she said she would. "You're leaving now?" he said as
calmy as he coul d.

She gave hi mone quick | ook. Again, he could not read her expression
"In the morning. Early."

"Do you need anyt hi ng?"

She shook her head. "No."

"Rachel --" he said softly.

She took a step backward. "W nmade a bargain," she said. The
beautiful voice was edged with panic. "I'll be here for the next
Qoria."

He had to clench his hands in the silky folds of his black trousers to
keep hinmself fromreaching out to her. "Don't make

me wait a whole year," he said, his voice very gentle. "Not that

[ ong. "

"This is too hard," she breathed. "Everything between us is too



difficult. W are like noon and m dni ght, chasing each other from one
side of the world to the next. Let it go--let the world spin on
bet ween us."

"I'f you want me, call for ne," he whispered. "I will hear you, though
you call fromthe other side of the world. Yours is the only voice
hear. |If you |l eave now, you | eave ne in silence."

"Listen to the silence," she said. "Ask yourself if this is not
peace. "

"I don't have to listen," he said. "That silence is enpty."

"No silence is enpty," she said. "Goodbye, Gabriel. Yovah guard
you. "

"Jovah keep you in his heart," he replied.

And he wat ched her wal k away.

Wthin seconds, she was lost in the crowd. Even her gold gown, her
bright hair, turned to shadows in the darkness. H s hands, unknotted
now, half-rose of their own volition. Don't |eave me, he wanted to
say. Stay with me. You love ne. You left your heart behind; stay
with ne as well.

But he knew better; he had | earned. She could not be coerced,

per suaded, convinced or changed, and to set his will against hers was
to turn her nore stubborn than stone. Still, it was all he could do to
keep fromrunning after her

Stay with ne. Don't leave. | love you
CHAPTER TVAENTY- TWO

Gaza in spring was a glorious sight. They kept away fromthe

nort heastern reaches, where the |ush Manadavvi farm ands woul d even now
be unfurling their emerald banners under the watchful eyes of Yovah.
Manadavvi had never been especially gracious to the Edori. Instead

t hey wandered through the garden mles of the southwestern coastline,
exchanging a few days' work for food, selling their own trinkets and
items they had picked up in Lum naux and el sewhere, living like the
gypsi es they were.

Wthin the first two days of the journey, Rachel had noved into her own
tent, a spare that the Chievens had acquired when two small famlies
merged into one. Naom had protested, and the other Chievens had

| ooked on in surprise, for the Edori liked to live cluttered and
crowmded together. It was virtually unheard of for a single woman to
sleep alone, with no friend or famly al ongsi de her

"I have slept in your tent too long. You need to have privacy within
your own famly," Rachel told Naom .

"You are ny famly."

"I will be your family in the tent pitched right beside yours. See?
The canvases w |l touch."

"I don't like to think of you lying awake, all alone."



Rachel |aughed. "All right. Let your girls sleep with me a few
nights. WII that make you happier? | wll have conmpany, and you wil I
have your husband to yoursel f."



Naom grinned. "I amalways able to find tinme alone with ny husband,
t hank you for your concern.™

"I"ll take the girls anyway. For a few days."

But that was a concession to Naomi only. |In truth, Rachel was dying to
be al one, and she was gl ad when, several nights later, she was able to
send the | aughing children back to their parents' tent. True, she |lay
awake a long tine that night, in silence and in solitude, but hearing
ot her sleepers breathing in the dark had not nmade the night hours pass
any nore swiftly. Nor did solitude give her the clarity she had
desired. She curled herself as tightly as she could on the narrow
woven mat, and willed herself to sleep

More than that, she willed herself to stop thinking. She could -hardly
have been | ess successful. |Inages rose to her mnd in a constant,
surreal nmontage, arriving and fading in no particul ar order, al
carrying equal weight. Thus visions of Raphael flam ng above the
mount ai n were succeeded by a picture of Obadi ah | aughing at her in a
Vel ora cafe. She renenbered a day in Lord Jethro's kitchen when she
had spent three hours scraping at the verdigris on a hammered copper
kettle. She lay in Sinon's arms, whispering, running her fingers
around and around the snooth, lightless node of crystal in his arm

She stood wrapped in Gabriel's wings on the Plain of Sharon, and he
ki ssed her.

It was as if every strand of her life lay scattered before her like so
many threads awaiting the weaver's skill, but she could not lift her
hands and work theminto a design. She had conpl ained to Josi ah that
she had been given no choices, that she had been thrust violently from
one hazard to the next--but here she was, free at last to follow her
own inclinations, and all she could do was study her past and wonder
what her life had prepared her to choose.

She had thought once, in Velora, that she could nmake t he abandoned
children of the cities her life work--but now she had | eft them behind,

under kind supervision, it was true, but still she had left them Well
she had thought she would make [ oving Sinon her |ife work, and that
dream had di ssolved as well. Perhaps there were no dreans substanti al

enough to live for; perhaps nothing could be trusted to last, not faith
in the god, not commtment to a cause, not hope, not |ove.

She stirred on her mat and turned over. But |ook at Raphael

He had schened with a single-mnded ferocity to retain his rank as
Archangel , not caring who or what was destroyed in pursuit of his
dream He had slaughtered, |lied, preached heresy and brought down the
wrath of the god. It had killed himin the end--it had killed

hundr eds--but he had never |ost his unshakabl e conviction, had never
faltered or turned aside.

And yet that was wong as well. Surely any dreamthat heedl essly
sacrificed the lives, the hopes, the beliefs of others was an evil one;
to pursue it was to court damation

Very well, then: Josiah. Now, his life was pure, serene and intensely
focused. He passed his days in study and contenpl ati on; he comuned
with the god; he believed absolutely in his work and in his master. No
doubts, no noments of indecision. And yet he was kind, thoughtful, a



beacon of w sdom and hope.

Well, it sounded attractive, but she would go mad. She knew herself
wel | enough to laugh at the thought of herself as an oracle. She
needed nore action, nore interaction, voices around her and a way down
of f any nount ai n.

She threw aside her blanket and attenpted once nore to arrange her

bones in a confortable position. The Edori |ived what she had al ways
considered the ideal life. Like Josiah, they believed in a persona
connection with the god, and this belief made them gentle, wel coning
and peaceful. Yet they were not |ocked in any stone prison. They

wandered fromthe Gaza gardens to the blue granite streets of Lum naux
to the Breven deserts. They were free. But it was just such fornless
freedomthat left her fearful now \Where was the structure, where was
t he purpose, what was the function of a life that expended itself

aim essly over the sands and hills of a whole world? Should a man or a
worman |ive and di e having acconplished not hing, |eaving behind no
record, no deed, nothing but the daily acknow edgment in the joy of
living? She had thought that woul d be enough--shoul d be enough--but
now, three weeks past the exodus fromthe Plain of Sharon, it seened
like an enpty reason for waking in the nmorning. Perhaps, she thought,
her joy was insufficient. She did not know how to be glad enough

If she had her life, her whole life, to spend as she woul d, she wanted
to make it matter. She wanted to build sonething, create sonething,
endow somet hi ng, | eave sonet hing behind. She wanted to be a heal er
like the wise woman in her parents' village. She wanted to be a great
artisan, like the flautist in Lum naux.



She wanted to be a farmer, who tended the soil and brought forth food
and oversaw the continuous, conplex cycle of life.

What was she fitted to do?

She retrieved the covers she had thrown aside nmonments ago, turned once
nore on her pallet, and tried to find ways to shut her mind off from
t hi nki ng.

They traveled slowy southward, follow ng the coastline into Bethel
maki ng by easy stages for Lum naux. Wen they stopped at the small

shi pping towns al ong the way, Rachel had | earned, she was w se to cover
her bright hair and never to volunteer to sing at any public functions.
Everyone knew t he name of the gol d-haired woman who traveled with the
dark Edori. And anyone who had heard her debut performance was
unlikely to forget her voice.

These factors aside, it was amazing to find how popul ar the Edori were
in the Bethel cities these days--indeed, although to a | esser extent,
in Gaza as well. They were used to being tolerated in nost of the
larger cities, and often wel comed in sone of the smaller trade-based
conmuni ties, but they had for years encountered sone hostility and

di srespect anywhere they went. Suddenly, now, Edori were in vogue.
Children crept up to their cook-fires at night, wanting to watch the
tents going up and snell the strange aromas of the food. Merchants,
craftsmen, good w ves even politicians, found reasons to cone to their
canps, offer hospitality and inquire about the state of the roads.

Rachel had feared, at first, that such friendliness had been nandated
by the Archangel --that he had sent a call through the whole province
asking everyone to be on the | ookout for the absent angelica. But none
of the townspeopl e asked after her. None of them even appeared to
scrutinize the Edori faces too closely, to ask significant questions,
to remark that the Archangel's wi fe had di sappeared and did they think
she had gone back to her Edori brethren? No, the cordiality was indeed
for her sake, and all the Edori knew it, but it was not cordiality with
an ulterior notive. These citizens were nmerely thankful that the Edori
had sheltered the angelica in the days when she needed shelter, and
they were trying to dismantle walls of aninmpsity which had stood for
gener ati ons.

So it was a good life, and everyone (except Rachel) slept trustfully in
t he parks outside each town and seaport. And they continued to nove
sout hward, and the questions continued to circle in her head.

She was not al one nearly so nuch as Naonmi had feared. The Chievens
were a small clan, fifty strong, and anong their nunbers were three
young nen who still lived with their fanmlies. One of them was wooi ng
a girl who was capricious and willful; the other two, |saac and Adam
had turned their attention to Rache

She had forgotten what it was like to be courted by an Edori | over.

| saac rem nded her just a little of oadi ah, though of course they

| ooked nothing at all alike. Isaac was tall and a little slimrer than
nost Edori. He wore his black hair very short, though braided with
gold and silver threads, and he liked to dress in colorful shirts and
trousers. \When he sang at night around the canpfires, he perforned
hunorous original conpositions that nmade everyone | augh



"He's a fine boy," Naom whispered to her one night as they listened to
| saac's comic song. "Hi s nother was a Carallel."

"Ah, that's where he gets his voice."

"Yes, but his aunt had the raising of him H's nmother died of the
bl ack fever when he was little. He was better to his aunt than her own
daughters.”

"I like him" Rachel said.

Naom watched her in the dark. "Do you?" she asked, and not hi ng
el se.

But she |iked Adam better. He was a quiet, serious man a year or two
her junior, and he lived with his parents and three younger siblings.
H's father had injured his leg in a hunt sone years back, and Adam had
assuned the headman's responsibility for his famly's tent. He nade
sure they had plenty of meat, that the canvas was in good repair, that
hi s nmot her's handwoven baskets were on display when barterers cane to
canp, and that his teenaged sisters dressed properly instead of show ng
off their fresh new bodies to the visiting burghers.

H s face was set in stern lines, and his eyes were uncomonly dark, but
when he sm | ed he possessed such a sweetness of expression that he was
utterly transforned. He smiled rarely. He seldom sang, and then in a
fogged, rusty tenor that Rachel found infinitely attractive. His
little brother followed himaround the canp fromsunup till bedtine.

When he had spare nmonents, he canme to Rachel's tent and



offered to help. "I noticed a rip in your canvas," he wuld say, as
he arrived with his hands full of tools. He cut her a new tent pole
when her own began to splinter. He brought her extra neat on the days
his hunting had gone well. He was a nman who provi ded for those around
hi m

It was inpossible for Rachel to tell if he hel ped her out and canme by
to visit sinply because she was a wonan |living al one and he was a nan
who took care of people, or if he was expressing sone deeper affection
initiating the first steps in the circuitous dance of courtship. About
| saac she had no doubts. He had begged her to sing with himat the
canpfire, had bought her ribbons and scarves in the border towns; he
had admired her hair, her face, her laugh. Adam had nade none of these
overtures.

Yet he rem nded her of Sinmon. Sweet Yovah, he rem nded her of Gabri el
At night, she watched him tickling his brother before sending himoff
to bed, and wondered if it would be a sin in the eyes of her god, her
Edori or her husband if she seduced him

The Edori were not usually so strict about conjugal vows. Well, of
course, they did not believe in marriage, anyway. But she--there was
no use pretendi ng otherw se--she was different. Set apart by her race
and her role. And the fact that she had a very prom nent spouse. What
they mght tolerate, even encourage anong ot her young wonen, they m ght
vi ew unfavorably in her.

Yet she watched him And t hought about how |l ong it had been since she
had lain with a man

They camped for nearly a week outside of Lumi naux. During the days,
they went, singly and in groups, into the Blue City. Lum naux had

al ways been a lure for the Edori. Here they were nost wel conme, here

t heir goods brought the best prices or the highest-quality merchandi se
in barter. Well, Lumi nauzi wel comed everyone, but the Edori had al ways
felt that they were especially |iked here.

One day, Rachel took a | oad of weavings to the nmarket and was
extraordinarily pleased with the paynent she was offered. She spent
hal f the noney on gifts for Naom and the girls, and held back the rest
of it, in case she ever needed it. She was annoyed with herself for
doing so; that was an allali way of living, to save nobney agai nst the
future. Edori never saved, or worried about the days to conme. Yet she
could not bring herself to squander it all

After she had made her purchases, she wandered around the city just for
the sheer delight of admring its beauty. She stopped by a huge,
sinmple fountain, a slab of blue marble set al nost perpendicularly into
a pool, with water racing nearly inperceptibly down its snmooth face. So
silken was the water, so free of ripple or break, that she had to reach
her hand out and touch the stone to be sure it was not just glistening
in the sun. She flattened her pal magainst the worn, cool marble. The
water frothed white at her wist, then untangled into clarity again.
She pul |l ed her hand back

"I do that every tinme | cone to Lum naux," said a sober voice behind
her, and she turned to snile at Adam "This is ny favorite place in

the city."

"I never saw it before," she said, drying her fingers on her shirt. "I



like it."

He took her bundl es from her without asking. "You ve been busy," he
sai d.
"Presents. | couldn't resist. Naom has done so nuch for nme--1 wanted

to do sonmething in return.”

He did not tell her that Naom was glad to performfavors for her
friends, lived for such opportunities. He nmerely nodded. "Have you
eaten?" he asked. "It's nearly time for dinner."

"I'"'mstarving."

They went to an outdoor cafe, Adam carefully bal anci ng Rachel's bundl es
on one of the extra chairs at their table. They ordered w ne and
delicacies with nanmes that neither of them could pronounce. Sunset
drifted down, rose-quartz and aquamarine. Rachel continually gl anced
from her surroundings to her conmpanion's face. He did not seemto

bel ong here. He was perfectly at ease, even smling fromtinme to tine,
but it was an incongruous picture, the sonmber Edori in the nopst

sophi sticated city in Samari a.

"Do you like Lum naux?" she asked finally.

He | ooked up fromhis plate, where he was carefully cutting a piece of
meat. "As cities go. Yes," he said. "I'd rather be on the open

plain, or even in the desert. But there's a--a wildness in Lum naux. A

freedom It's not so confining."

She coul d not hel p laughing. Wen he | ooked inquiring, she



shook her head. "I have been in places so much nore confining than a
city," she said by way of explanation. "This one feels very open to
ne."

"You're a half-child now, " he said.
Her hands stilled on her w neglass. "Half-child?" she repeated.

"Or maybe you al ways were." He caught her expression. "You don't know
the word? A person who lives in two worlds, whose heart is split in
two. It's usually applied to Edori who have gone to live in a city or
a town--who have fallen in love with sone farmgirl, maybe, or who
become crippled in an accident and cannot travel with the others. They
stay behi nd when the Edori nmove on--but they always m ss the Edori."

"But 1'mback with the Edori now, " she whi spered.
"Hal f of you," he said.
She wanted to say, Al of ne, but she could not.

It was dark by the time they finished their dinner. Adamtied all her
packages together with a piece of twine he got froma shopkeeper, then
slung the whol e toget her over his shoulder. They wandered aim essly
through the glittering streets, stopping first at one street corner
then another, to listen to nusicians entertain. Adam bought each of
themiced chocol ate-flavored drinks, and they sipped these as they

wal ked. The streets were filled with color, light and notion. d obes
of gaslight illum nated every blue cobbl estoned roadway, and hundreds
of couples were out, wal king and | aughi ng and danci ng, just as they
were. Even the breeze seemed eager and excited, scanpering from place
to pl ace.

A big crowmd and a lifted voice lured them down one w de boul evard.

There was a small, brightly it stage and a barker baw ing out
invitations. "Sing for gold, citizens! Sing for gold! Wo anpong you
can pray like the angels? Just three coppers and you can try your

voi ce against your friends'. Wo'll sing for ne? Wo'll come show us

how it's done?"

There were already eight or nine takers standing on stage with him

jesting with each other and humming their warmup notes. It was nearly
irresistible. "Two nore," the hustler was pleading. "Another |ady,
anot her gentleman. Who'll show us how good they are? You, sin-1'm

sure you' ve got a fine baritone, now

"He sounds like a frog in midsunmrer,"” a wonan called out, and everyone

| aughed.
Adam nudged Rachel. "You should sing."
"I can't do that. It's not fair."

"It's only three coppers. You' re the best singer in the crowd.”
"You can't be sure of that."

He actually laughed. "Well, then, if you' re not, someone el se deserves
to win."



"Adam I--"

The sharp-eyed barker had noticed their arguing. "You, lady," he
cried, pointing to Rachel. "Your young man is begging you to try. |
can always tell. Cone up here and show us howit's done."

Adam pushed her forward, and while she turned to scold him other hands
tugged at her arms, pushed her toward the stage. ©h, why not, after
all? She was angelica--the god stayed thunderbolts for her--but there
had been no stipulations that only amateurs could enter this
conpetition. And no one would | ose nore than three coppers. She

| aughed, let herself be thrust toward the stage, and dropped her
pennies in the barker's hand.

"Now we've got our ten!"™ the man called out. "Here are the rules.
Each of you is to sing one verse of "River Cara," and the crowd will
applaud as it sees fit. \Whoever receives the nost applause will wn

all the coppers. Does everyone agree to this?" Everyone assented.
"Then you, sir! You shall sing first."

The first two nen and the first woman all had fine voices, nothing
spectacul ar, but good to listen to on a warm ni ght under the stars and
the flaring lanplight. It was inpossible to sing "River Cara' badly.
The crowd responded favorably, |aughing and cl apping, calling out for
encor es.

The second worman had a thin, sweet soprano that gave a wistful turn to
the I ovesick lyrics, and her performance was greeted with even greater
acclaim The next three singers also received enthusiastic

endor senents, but by the time the eighth and ninth singers stepped up
to do their verses, the audience was starting to get a little bored.
They sang wel | enough, but everyone had already heard these stanzas;

t he appl ause was polite but perfunctory. A few people on the fringes
began to edge away.

Rachel was |last. The barker pointed at her. "Cone forward, |ady," he
called. "You'll have to sing your guts out to win over these
tin-ears."”

A few | aughs greeted this comrent. Rachel stepped to the edge of the
stage, found Adamw th her eyes and sniled. She'd



covered her hair with her scarf, and she checked to make sure the
cloth was still in place before she opened her nmouth to sing

"W stood at the River Cara's edge, And vowed we would | ove forever. |
have been true to ny lover's pledge, But you fled with the rushing
river."

The lyrics were so sinple, they were banal; it was the nusic that nade
the song such a universal favorite. Rachel put her heart intoit. No
reason not to sing with feeling if you were going to sing at all. She

ext ended her hands, pal ns cupped, as if river water dripped between her
fingers. Wen she finished, she flicked her fingers at the crowd as if
to shake the water from her hands. People in the first two rows
actual ly stepped backward.

There was a nonent's conplete silence before the crowd broke into wld,
mad cheering. Even the contestants behind her were appl audi ng noisily.
Rachel smiled, alittle enbarrassed (surely she was above this, but
actually she was enjoying herself trenendously), and shook hands al
around with the others on the stage. She accepted the thirty coppers
fromthe showmran and bent forward to hear his voice over the
still-cheering crowd.

"You sing like an angel!" he shouted into her ear

She could not help laughing. "So |'ve been told," she said, and
clinmbed down the rickety stairs into the enfolding throng. It was a
nmonent before she could | ocate Adam pushing through the crowmd to her
side. He took her arm and | ooked down at her. He was |aughing. She
stretched up and ki ssed himon the nouth.

But sonething went awy after that. They rode back to the canp in near
sil ence, Adam | eaning over fromtime to tinme to touch Rachel's arm or
gui de her horse around sone obstruction. They had no trouble seeing,
for the full noon |avished themw th light. Now and then they smiled
at each other, still saying nothing.

But sonething was wong. They di snmounted before Rachel's tent, letting
their reins trail to the ground. Adam stood close to Rachel, waiting;
it was clear he was waiting. She was the married worman, it was up to
her to give the signal. She lifted her hands to his shoul ders and
tilted her head back, surveying his face in the bl eached, ghostly
light. He |ooked so serious. He looked as if it would take no nore
than a kiss to nake himall in love with her

She coul d not draw his head down. She could not put her nouth against
hi s.

"I"'msorry," she whi spered, and dropped her hands.

"Sorry for what?" he asked, his voice al nost as soft as hers.

"For--" She could not explain. She shrugged.

"Rachel ," he said.
She smiled briefly. "I never make it easy on anyone," she said, though

he coul d not possibly understand what that neant. "Adam you're so
sweet. | want to fall in love with you."



"Then do," he said.

She shook her head. "I've made a | ot of m stakes," she said. "I don't
want to make this one."
"Rachel ," he said again, this time with a note of protest in his voice.

She shook her head once nore, pressed her fingers fleetingly to his
lips and stepped away fromhim The tent flap cl osed soundl essly
between them It was five or ten minutes before she heard hi m nove
away, his footsteps acconmpani ed by the heavy shuffle of the horses
hooves. She sat on her pallet the whole tine, unnmoving, waiting while
he waited. Even after he left, she stayed notionless for sone tineg,
scarcely breathing, not allow ng herself to think

She was still sleeping the next mnorning when Naom canme in and woke her
up. "Breakfast," the Edori woman said cheerfully. "Time to get up and
get nmoving."

Rachel rolled over so her back was to the visitor. "Wy?"

"Because we're leaving this afternoon. You've got to pack your things
and strike your tent."

Rachel sat up. "Wen was this deci ded?"

"Last night. While you were out flirting in the city." Rachel gave
her friend a hostile | ook, but accepted the tray of food that was
handed to her. "Wat makes you think | was flirting?"

"Well, you cane back with Adam"

"And how do you know t hat ?"

"I heard you return.”

"And what el se did you hear?"

Naomi | ooked innocent. "Nothing. What should | have heard? Did you
have an ar gunent ?"

Rachel said nothing. She concentrated on eating. Naom finally
rel ent ed.

"Well, 1"mglad you sent himaway," she said. "l've been worried, you
know. | didn't like to say anything, but--"
Rachel took a swallow of juice froma heavy ceram c mug. "And why

shoul d you be worried? Wy shouldn't | have allowed himto stay the
night with me, if that's what | wanted--what he wanted?"

"Because you | ove Gabriel,"
here in the first place."

Naom said quietly. "And you shouldn't be

Rachel |aughed shortly. "Were should | be? Back at the Eyrie?"
"Yes."
"Well, | won't go back there, till--till forever, naybe."

"You' re breaking your heart over him So you were angry and you told



hi m you were never com ng back. That's not the kind of vow you have to
keep--to anyone."

"He doesn't care if | cone back or not."
"You know that's not true."
"He didn't even ask nme to stay! Not once, not a word--"

"You had already told himyou were |eaving. Wat did you expect himto
do, beg you? He's a proud man."

"Well, so am| proud!"
"What you are is stubborn! And--"

"And anyway," Rachel interrupted, "yes, | did want himto beg ne! He
did beg me, you know that? He pleaded with me to save Senorrah. He
woul d have gotten on his knees and groveled so | would save the lives
of total stranger sand yet he couldn't say a word to ask nme to stay.
If he had cared, don't you think he could have pushed aside his pride
for once? Asked ne? The angelica is supposed to hunble the Archangel
that's what they told ne. But nobody makes that man hunble.”

"He woul d have let the world go up in flames before he brought hinself
to harmyou," Naomi said soberly. "You told me that yourself. You
know he | oves you. You're just afraid of how much you love him"

Rachel |aughed shortly. "Nobody's afraid of |ove."

"Everybody's afraid of |ove, because love is what hurts the nost. |

| ook at you and Gabriel, and | see a man who has made hinsel f over
because he | oves a woman. And | see a wonan who has shunned the nman at
every turn. Did you ever tell himyou love hin? D d you risk your
life for hin? Did you push aside your pride for hin? Did you change
for hin? Wat have you done to prove your love? Al you did was

| eave. "

"I can't go back," Rachel whispered. "I can't. | don't know what to
say to say to him-"

"Then bring himto you. Send hima nessage. He will know how to read
what ever you wite."

But it was not as easy as that. She could not think of what to put in
aletter to Gabriel. So she packed her clothes and rolled up her tent
and noved on with the Edori another day, and anot her

They had travel ed by sl ow stages on a northwesterly route away from
Lum naux, and the third day, they crossed into the shadows of a narrow
mount ai n range. These rounded green hills shaded upward into small,
poi nt ed bei ge peaks, incongruously situated in the niddl e of the vast
sout hern pl ai ns.

"The Corinni Mountains," Isaac told Rachel when they made canp in the
shelter of the foothills. Adam had kept his distance the past few
days, though when he saw her, he always gave her that sweet, w stful
smle. |Isaac, however, had been around nore than usual. "Though I've
heard one of them called Hagar's Tooth."



"Hagar's Tooth?" Rachel repeated sharply. "Wy?"

He shrugged. "That's what the Luminauzi call it. | don't know why. |
do know that the only way up the biggest nmountain-that one, see?--is on
a hard, steep road that's Iined with iron stakes." She stared at him
and he laughed. "No, really. |1've been up it partway. |Iron stakes,
as big around as ny fist, on each side of the trail. They went all the
way up, as far as | could see.”

"Hagar's Tooth," Rachel repeated. "Yes. | renmenber now. " She spent
the night in canp, but in the norning, when the rest of the Edori
prepared to nove on, she made her farewells.

"Here?" Naom asked blankly, |ooking up fromthe bedroll she was

securing. "In the mddle of nowhere? 1t's not safe to | eave you here
al one. "

"It is. Trust ne. | want to stay here. Leave nme enough food for a
few weeks, and I'Il be fine."

Naomi protested, as did Luke and |Isaac and a few others who were
apprised of her decision, but in the end Rachel convinced them They
gave her enough food to last a nonth, left her



the tent and various tools, and took turns bidding her solemm
goodbyes. The girls cried. Isaac kissed her on the nouth, Adam ki ssed
her on the cheek

"Cet word to nme," Naomi whispered, huggi ng her goodbye.

"I'f no sooner, come to the Gathering next year."
"I will," Rachel promn sed

Finally, they were gone, a small dark caravan di sappearing into the
flat gold horizon. Rachel did not watch themtill they were out of
sight. She had her own journey to make by nightfall.

They had been canped about an hour fromthe foot of the nmountain |Isaac
had called Hagar's Tooth. It was a little past noon when Rachel made
it that far, found a broad, dusty trail and began to clinb.

At first, she saw nothing of the iron stakes |saac had mentioned, and
she wondered if she had chosen the wong peak, or the wong path. But
a few hundred yards up the mountain, the w de roadway narrowed
suddenly, becom ng rocky and overgrown. The trees which had been

cl eared away at the base of the mountain now clustered nore closely
toget her, brooding over the trail with a sort of watchful mstrust.
They grew so thickly on either side that their upper branches

i ntertwi ned, naking a dense ropy canopy above the path.

And then she saw the iron stakes. As Isaac said, they lined the trai
fromthis point to the highest |evel she could see. They were as tal
as a man, about four inches in dianeter, and topped with sharp spikes.
Sonme of them were rusted over, and a few of them had toppled to the
ground, but there were still hundreds and hundreds left, stiff, silent
guards whose only purpose was to keep any great w nged creature from

| andi ng al ong this sl ope.

Hagar had built her retreat to be angel -proof. Rachel did not need to
see the house to know that it, too, would have iron sentinels around
it, atop it, ringing it in all conceivable directions. Hagar did not
want idle guests coasting in for a quick visit, toying with her

af fections and destroyi ng her peace of nmind. Any angel who wanted to
see her must come like a penitent, trudging up the long, steep hill and
trailing bright feathers in the dust behind him

It was a slow, wearisone clinb, and the way became nore difficult as
she ascended, though it was never inpassable. The entire afternoon had
di sappeared before Rachel nade it to the top of the nountain and
stunbl ed, al nost accidentally, into the little clearing that held
Hagar's retreat. But then she forgot her tired

l egs and dry throat and her eternal, circling nenories, and | aughed out
| oud.

Despite the hundreds of very tall stakes driven around the clearing and
at random t hrough t he gardens and grounds, Hagar's hone was a pl ace of
instant charm It was haphazardly built of warmred stone and roof ed
with green ceramic tile, and it sported four chimeys at odd corners. A
small streamran so close to the house that it paralleled the northern
wal | and curled around an ornanental fountain which it had once,
apparently, played through. At one time, sone tenant had been a | over
of flowers, for there were three distinct gardens bl oom ng even now,

hal f-choked with weeds and wi | dfl owers, but still retaining some of



their formal patterns and cultivated dignity.
Ch, she could love it here. She could |ive here her whole life.

It took her a week to make the house habitable. Gabriel had not been
able to renmenber when the | ast angelica had had any use for Hagar's
retreat. Gven the state of the interior, Rachel would have guessed it
had been nore than a hundred years since anyone had set foot init.
Dust, dirt, bird droppings, mce nests, dried | eaves, living weeds, a
famly of rabbits and a hundred famlies of spiders had taken the place
over. The furnishings were sparse but some of them surprisingly, were
still usable, particularly the fine old wood tables, chairs and chests
of drawers. It was harder to find sonething confortable to sleep on
and for three nights, Rachel made a quilt of her cloak and lay on

t hat .

But on the fourth day, she nade several agreeable discoveries. The
first was a | ocked cedar cl oset whose key hung on a hook right beside
its door. Inside were feather pillows, woven pallets, wool bl ankets,
enbroidered quilts and all manner of linens, fresh and unspoil ed.
Inside were also twenty or thirty dresses hung al ong one | ong rod,
dresses of every color and cloth imagi nable. Rachel pulled them out
one by one, holding themup to her chest and noting that they fel
exactly to her ankles. GCowns of blue silk, green cotton, white |linen
dresses with enbroidered cuffs, jeweled collars, |ace sleeves, plain
bodi ces. A queen's wardrobe here. No--an angelica's.

So that solved the problemof what to wear and what to sleep on. Later
in the day, she solved the nystery of the |ong, narrow, w ndow ess room
on the northern side of the house. It had two small doors built into
one wall and a deep channel carved into the floor, lined with green
ceramc tile. There was no fireplace in this room but the small stove
in the corner heated up quickly--and caused the ceram c channel to grow
hot to the touch as well, as though heat fromthe stove was being
funnel ed under the floorboards, under the tile. Initially, Rachel had
been puzzled and decided to | eave the room al one.

But that afternoon while she was outside drawing water for dinner, she
noti ced an overgrown ditch running fromthe streamtoward the house.
And when she cl eaned out the | eaves, branches and other debris, she
found the ditch lined with the sane green tile. And then she realized:
Hagar had wanted a water roomlike the one she had gotten used to at
the Eyrie. She'd had part of the streamdiverted to run through her
house, and added on the stove to heat up the water when she wanted to

bathe. The water nust go in one door and out the other ... and surely
there nust be neshes of wire or cloth to keep out fish and snall
animals and floating insects ... It took her npbst of the next day to

clean out the exterior ditch and rig up sluices and screens, but by
nightfall, Rachel had water running through Hagar's house again. She
cel ebrated by taking a long hot bath. Ch, this was sublinme, this was
pure ecstasy. The water bubbl ed over her, warm and soot hi ng,
constantly renewed, and flavored with the fresh scents of npbss and
forest. WId and safe at the same tinme. She was never leaving this
pl ace.

During the next two weeks, she worked in the gardens. It was

i mpossi bl e, of course, to obliterate a century of neglect in a few
days, but she made a trenmendous inprovenent. She even nmade anot her

pl easant di scovery: There was a fourth garden, a vegetable plot, and
even now it was grow ng heavy with tangl ed tomatoes, corn, squash and



beans. Wth the vegetables, the fruit she had found, the fish in the
river, and the dried neat she had brought fromthe Edori canp, she
could live a long time. Maybe forever

Rachel was so happy here that she sang all the tinme. Sonetinmes she was
not even aware of the fact that she was singing until she caught sight
of herself in one of the long, narrow nmirrors in almost every room
(Hagar, or soneone, had certainly liked to | ook at herself). Then she
woul d see herself--hair in nad disarray, old gown covered with dirt and
grass, arns |laden with flowers or dust rags or tools--nmouth w de open
and singing so vigorously she could al nost see the notes glittering in
the air. She would

| augh, and stop, and keep it down to a hum for an hour or two. But
then she would notice the music again, and realize it was com ng from
her .

She paid no attention to what she was singing. It could be
anyt hi ngnedori bal | ads, the chil dhood |ull abies she had | earned so | ong
ago, snatches of Lumi naux street songs, even sone of the masses she had
studi ed back at the Eyrie. Now and then she heard herself wordlessly
caroling the nmelody to one of the prayers she had heard Gabriel or
ohadi ah sing, prayers for rain or sun or wind or protection, she was
not sure. She did not know the lyrics to these songs, and perhaps it
was just as well. She did not know what she would pray for if she were
to lift her voice right nowto the god

And then she began to wonder. Gabriel had told her once that there
were places in Samari a where Yovah's ear seened nost attuned, and
Hagar's retreat was one of those places. |If she were to stand here
now, at the front door of this little cottage, and fling her arnms out
and rai se her voice in song, what would she ask for? The god had
listened to her once, down on the Plain of Sharon. Rachel no | onger
doubt ed that her voice had the power to nove him But what would she
pray for? Wat did she want?

Bring Gabriel to nme, she heard a voice in her head say; and it was her
voice; and it was the only thing she wanted. But she did not know how
to ask that of the god. There nust be sonething else she could
request. She would like, a second tine, to feel as if she could cal
on her god and have himlisten

It was three nore weeks before she found the key to the silver box in
t he bedroom that nust have been Hagar's.

She had unearthed the box before she had been in the house four days.
It had been in the back of a closet, covered with rotting silk and a
handful of | oose dirt and a nest that mi ght have belonged to mice ten
years ago. Black with tarnish, it was still beautiful--a wde, flat,
shal | ow case of chased silver. The top was studded wi th sapphires set
ina fleur-delis pattern, and by that Rachel had known it as Hagar's.
The | ock, which was al so nade of silver, was too stubborn to yield to
pryi ng, and Rachel had been reluctant to break into anything so coo
and beautiful.

But then she found the key, on a ring of keys hanging just inside the
doorway of the small stone shed situated about two hundred yards
upstream She had not yet deternined the purpose of the shed--a
snokehouse? a dairy? a storage roon?--nor had she found any of the

| ocks that the other keys fit. But she knew as soon as she saw it that
the tiny silver key would turn in the ornanmental silver |ock, and she



hurried back to the house to retrieve the crusted box.

When she pried off the Iid and stared inside, she could not have been
nore surprised or nore excited had she found a cache of unset jewels.
Carefully, reverently, she lifted out the brittle, browned sheets of
paper, afraid they m ght shiver into dust at her touch. The notes and
staffs coul d have been drawn by anyone, but the verses and the sparse
comments in the margins could only have been witten by one hand.
Hagar's personality fairly |leapt fromthe page; each word seened to
have junped from her pen to the paper in quick, inmpatient downstrokes.
She had scrawled titles across the tops of a few pages, but nore often
than not, the nusic began with a treble clef, a key signature and the
openi ng words of the song.

Slow y, Rachel glanced through sheet after sheet of nusic, skimmng the

lyrics and reading the author's remarks in the margins. "Too boring.
Change to minor key?" Hagar had witten once. On another page: "Needs
an additional stanza." On another: "Uriel will like this." On
another: "For Daniel, not that he'll ever get to hear it." On another
"My favorite."

But the conposition that Rachel paused over was the one she had | ooked
for since she first realized what was in the box. Like the others, it
had no title, and it carried a brief comment fromthe nusician: "The
musi ¢ of desire." Rachel humed the openi ng neasures softly, just to
get a sense of the nelody. Even inside the house, even w thout

whi spering the words, she felt the power of this nusic. She heard the
rustling trees fall silent to |listen, she caught the startled inquiry
of the passing birds. She felt the god hold his breath and wait to
hear nore.

This, then, could be her letter to Gabriel, her invitation, her

apol ogy. He woul d understand this nmessage. Wen she deci ded she was
ready to see himagain, she would step outside her cottage and lure him
to her side with this song. He would conme then; she would wait unti

she was certain.

She rose to her feet, brushed the dirt from her knees and wal ked
straight out the front door. Holding the nmusic before her, learning it
as she went al ong, she sang the ballad with her whole heart. Only the
god could hear, and the wild creatures that made their homes on this
nmount ai nt op, and the trees and the river and the mountain itself; but
it seemed as if the whole world listened. Rachel closed her eyes,
pressed the nmusic to her chest and sang the song over a second tine.

Only the god coul d hear her, but Gabriel would cone.
CHAPTER TWVENTY- THREEE

In the first chaotic days that followed the Goria, it was easy for
Gabriel to gloss over the answer every time someone asked hi m where
Rachel was. It was hard to keep track of anyone in all that confusion
He left Ariel and the Monteverde angels to oversee the enptying of the
Pl ain, while he and Nat han and oadi ah flew to Senorrah to do what they
could for that bel eaguered city. The water was indeed very high

| appi ng over the wharf streets and sendi ng warehouse m ce and cats
seeki ng higher ground. Yet the bulk of the city was safe--filled with
terrified people who greeted the angels with heartfelt cries, but stil
above water.



They worked there for two days, nostly calmng the residents by their
sheer presence, but also helping put to rights fallen buildings and
crunmbling power alliances. They were really there to prove that the
god would not strike the city, that the music on the Plain had been
effective, that they had averted disaster with their prayers. Wen the
danger passed--three days after Jovah had struck down the
nmount ai n--they were free to go.

They returned to the Eyrie, but only briefly. There were still so many
trips to nake, so many oaths to receive, and this was the psychol ogi ca
nmonent to exact fealty fromthe Jansai and the Manadavvi. Gabriel

t hought of the mles he had to cross, the pleas he would have to make,
and he felt exhausted. Wat he wanted was to sl eep a hundred years,
and then fly off to find Rachel



Speaki ng of Rachel. "I thought she was with you the | ast few days,"
Hannah said to himthe norning after his return. He had risen |late,
but Obadi ah and Nathan were still lingering over their breakfasts, and
he had joined them Hannah had found them wi thin m nutes.

"Who, Rachel ?" Nathan had answered his nbther. "No, she cane on back
to the Eyrie."

Gabriel watched his fork make patterns in the food on his plate.
"Cabriel," Cbadiah said. "Where's Rachel ?"

"You mean you didn't send her back here?" Nathan asked in surprise.

"She hasn't been here at all," Hannah said quietly.

Gabriel |ooked up. "She's with the Edori," he said.

"She just spent nmonths with the Edori!" Obadi ah excl ai med.
"Well, now she's spending some nore nmonths with them"

"Did you quarrel ?" Nathan wanted to know.

"Waen did we not?"

"How I ong will she be gone?" Hannah asked.

"I don't know. As long as she wants. She says she'll be back in tine
for the next Goria."

"The next--but that's a year away!"

"I know. "

"Do you want nme to find her?" (Cbadi ah asked quietly.

Gabriel gave himone quick, fierce look. "No," The younger ange

rai sed his eyebrows and sat back in his chair as far as his w ngs would
al | ow.

"Do you know where she is?" Hannah asked

"No. She's safe. | would know if she wasn't. Let it go. This is
bet ween t he angelica and ne."

No one said anything for a few monents. Gabriel concentrated on his
food until a servant brought fresh biscuits, and they all had anot her
hel pi ng.

"So," (badiah said finally. "Wat next?"

"I have to go to Breven," Gabriel said, "to Senmorrah again, to

Castel ana, to the Manadavvi hol di ngs--make the whole circuit. See what
ki nd of cooperation | can get now that everyone knows |I'm not bl uffing.
And now that nost of the mal contents"--he paused--"are dead."

"Do you want us to cone with you?"

Gabriel rubbed his hand over his face. "I need soneone to stay behind
and see to whatever crises arise in Bethel while I'mgone. That should



be you, Obadiah. Nathan--1 want you to come with me as far as
Jordana. "

Three pairs of eyes were instantly fixed on his face. "Jordana,"
Nat han repeated. "You nmean W ndy Point."

The Archangel nodded. "Not all his angels joined Raphael on the
mount ain. Sone of themnust still be there, or perhaps they're in

hi di ng el sewhere. And Leah. | didn't see her at the Plain, although
she coul d have been there. W nust find out what the situation is."

"When do we | eave?"
"Tororr ow. '

The flight to Wndy Point was uneventful, though Gabriel found hinself

continually watching the ground bel ow hi m when they were near enough to
make out shapes and figures. Fromthe air, it would be easy enough to

spot a small caravan of Edori, though it would be difficult to tel

whi ch clan they were and who rode with them ... But he did not see any

Edori at all.

They arrived at Wndy Point early in the day under a beam ng sun. The
fortress, always uninviting, seemed particularly dour this day, and
they circled it once fromthe air. Gabriel was trying not to remenber
the last time he had arrived at this castle, seeking a way in, and the
sight that had greeted himon a pronontory a few hundred yards above
the towers ... "I don't see any signs of life at all," Nathan called to
hi m

"Perhaps it's been abandoned."

"We've got to go in," Gabriel called back. They banked and dropped
slowy, aimng for the public |anding | edge on the |ower |evel of the
fortress.

The wi de portcullis was standing open, and no one stopped them as they
entered. Neither did anyone answer their shouts of greeting or their
hamrering on the metal gong in the entry hall.

"I don't think anyone is here," Nathan rurnured.

"You may be right."

"But it feels--creepy in here.”

"1 know. "

They chose a corridor at random and began exploring. They did not even
encounter servants in any of the halls or kitchens or anteroons they

first checked. The passageways echoed enptily with their two sets of
footfalls and their infrequent, |ow voiced words.



"No one in here."
"Nothing in this room™
"l don't like this."

They went through the entire lower |level of the fortress w thout com ng
across a soul. As they clinbed up to the second |evel, both of them
paused a nonment, washed with a faint sense of dread, but they said
not hi ng and continued up the stairs.

The first roomthey cane to was the great dining hall, haphazardly lit
by sun through the filthy | eaded wi ndows. Here they found nearly
everyone who had not acconpani ed Raphael to the doria

They lay together at tables and on wi de chai ses, and now and then
enbraced upon the floor--lovers and good friends with their arnms around
each other, nore solitary fellows with their heads pillowed upon their
hands. Angels lay intertwined with nortals, spreading their great soft
feathers over their supine conpanions. Platters of neat and pl ates of
bread and pitchers of wine still sat upon the tables. The only sounds
were the small patter of fleeing mce and the droning buzz of hungry

i nsects.

"It does not snell like death," Nathan said, his voice very faint, won
ring "Could they all be nerely drugged? Sl eeping?"

"A powerful potion, to keep nen sleeping for a week," Gabriel replied.
He stepped forward, carefully descending the stone steps into the room
"Let us see.”

But they were dead. Between them the brothers checked for breath at
every mouth, felt for every absent heartbeat. There were perhaps fifty
bodies in the room half of themangel, half nortal. Not one was
[iving.

"I feel sick," Nathan said when they net each other in the center of
t he mausol eum

"And wel |l you should."

"Raphael did this? To everyone who did not believe him who woul d not
go with himto the nountain?"

"So it would appear.™
"But he--they were his friends, his disciples--"

"Raphael had no trouble dealing death. He had done it for twenty

years, though we didn't knowit. It was life he could not sustain.”
Gabriel glanced around the roomone nmore tinme. He was feeling
remarkably detached fromall this, but he was not deceived. It was
nmerely the flip side of Nathan's undi sqguised horror. It was too |arge
for himto conprehend, so his mnd dealt with it coolly. He could not
stand to exanine the reality too closely. "D d you see Leah anong the
cor pses?"

"No. You didn't either?"

"No. She nust be sonewhere in the fortress."”



They found her, three levels up, in an ornate bedroom decorated in
swat hs of pink silk. She appeared to be sleeping; the three maids who
attended her seenmed to doze as well in their overstuffed rose-col ored
chairs. Gabriel was taking nothing for granted, however. He exam ned
each wonman, touched his fingers to each slack nouth.

"Al'l dead," he said to Nathan, and notioned hi mout the door

They went through the fortress fromtop to bottom efficiently,

nmet hodi cal | y, opening every roomand closet to see if they could find
any living refugees. There were none. They had one nonent of strange
excitement when, at the very top of the castle, they happened upon a
narrow corridor down which they could hear patchy music playing.

"Someone's alive," Nathan whi spered, grabbing his arm "Gabriel, do
you hear it? Soneone's playing a flute or somnething."

Gabri el nodded, and they crept slowy down the hallway. It was a

novi ce, perhaps a child, blowing fitfully on a reed pipe. They could
hear first a single note, then a broken chord, then a single sustained
note again. The doorway into the small room was open; this rnusician
was meking no attenpt to hide

But when they edged cautiously into the chanber, it was enpty. They

| ooked quickly at each other and then searched the roomagain wth
their eyes. There was no place to hide. No one was in here. For the
nmonent, the rnusic had stopped.

"Haunt ed?" Nat han br eat hed.

Gabriel was exami ning the door. It had been broken open with some ki nd
of heavy weight, and the | ock had been snashed.

He showed Nat han, who shrugged.

They both junped when the music started again, two notes, then one,
then a m nor seventh chord, all blown in concert with the rattling of
t he wi ndow casenment as the wi nd shook the glass. Gabriel's eyes went
qui ckly around the room following the pull of the mnusic.

"Look," he said, pointing first to one reed stuck in the wall, then
anot her, as he spotted them "The wind is the nusician."



Nat han's eyes were wide. "Wo would do this?"

"Anyone who lived in this castle and | oved harnmony. There was no ot her
music in Wndy Point."

"Who, though? And where is he now?"

Gabriel spread his hands. "Dead, now, no doubt. Raphael seens to have
[ eft no one behind."

"This has beconme an evil place,” Nathan said softly. Gabriel nodded.

They left shortly after that, making their way as quickly as possible
down the wi nding hallways and out through the portcullis, into fresh
air and sunshine again. Gabriel felt a trenmor from shoulders to heels
as he stepped outside the fortress. 1t was as if he shook off a

mal evol ent spirit trying to curl between his wings and wap icy fingers
around his throat.

"Aloft," he said to his brother, and they sprang in tandeminto the
air, rhythmcally stroking their w ngs against the heavy, capricious
wi nd. Gabriel angled hinself upward, over the mountain, through the
lowlying clouds, into the frigid | ayer of atnobsphere where breathing
was just barely possible. Nathan asked no questions, but followed
closely. Gabriel slowed to a hover, his great w ngs sweeping the air
with a steady notion, and raised both arms above his head.

When he began singing, he felt Nathan's shock even in this cold, stil

pl ace. He clenched his hands, keeping his arns uprai sed, and conti nued
to sing. The air was so clear that his voice rang against it like a
hamrer against a chime. H's breath was so warm so heavy, that his
words seemed to take bodily formand fill the enpty skies around them
with birdlike shapes. He forced his fingers apart, stretched his hands
to Jovah and sang the prayer again. Behind him Nathan added his
baritone in harnmony. Their voices clinbed through the snowy atnosphere
and reached the god's ear

Li ght ni ng shot between them nearly singeing Gabriel's wing. The
Archangel fell back, lost altitude, and beat the air madly to regain
bal ance. Seconds |ater, sound arrowed down after the burst of light, a
rolling boomthat sounded l|ike glass crashing all the way down the
stairwell that linked the sky to the earth. Then a huge expl osion
threw the sound back up to heaven, wave after wave of runble and
col | apse.

Gabriel folded his wings back and began to drift downward, Nathan
behind him They | anded sonewhere in the Caitana foothills, far enough
away that they did not have to see how the thunderbolt had sheared the
fortress fromthe nmountains, destroying every stone and stick of the
castle in the process.

"Even so," Nathan said over their canpfire that night, "none of the
probl ems that are Jordana have been sol ved."

"I know," Gabriel said. "First, we have to pick a site and build

anot her hold. Perhaps in the southern part of the province this tine.
Near the Heldoras, | think."

"Afortress can wait," Nathan said inpatiently. "Wwo will watch over
Jordana? Wich angels? Wo shall |ead then? Soneone who can dea



with the Jansai, not to nmention the river merchants--"

"I'"ve already decided all this," Gabriel said. "Didn't |I tell you?"
"No, who?"

"You, of course."

Nat han stared at him Gabriel smled, for the first time in this |ong,
dreary day. "Well, who else?" the Archangel asked reasonably. "You're
the one | trust nost."

"But Gabriel--"

"I know. You'll need help. W'Il send a third of the Eyrie angels, a
third of the Monteverde angels. W will all be spread too thin, but we
will do the best we can."”

"But Gabri el

"OfF course you can do it. | knowit will be difficult. Ariel and I
will help as much as we can."

"But - - "

"And | certainly don't expect you to do it without friends," Gabriel

said. "Ariel has already agreed to donate Magdal ena. Permanently, of
course. You do realize that this is a lifetinme assignment. That you
and your children and your children's children will henceforth be

citizens of Jordana--"
"Magdal ena?" Nathan cried. "You and Ariel agreed--"

Gabriel smled again. "This tine, we are heeding the wi sdom of Jovah,"
he said gently. "The two of you seemto have been called together for
a purpose. This is the only purpose | can think of. WIIl you do this
for me? | can think of no harder task in all of Samaria and no nan |
woul d rather ask to assune such a heavy burden."

"Yes," Nathan said, his voice |low and strangled. "Yes. But Gabriel
you knew | woul d."



The next few weeks passed in notion. Gabriel flew between Breven,
Senorrah, Mnteverde, Lum naux, Munt Sinai and the Hel doras so often

t hat he began cursing the slowness of his wings, wishing for a faster
node of transport. He could not inagine how anyone endured the tedious
hours of travel on foot or even by horse.

Yet everything was com ng together. He found the nerchants, the
Jansai, even the haughty Manadavvi, cowed and eager to cone to terns.
The liberation of the Edori was the first step, and next were the sworn
oaths to leave all peoples in peace and in freedom It would take him
nmont hs or years to sort out some of the other injustices, particularly
anong the weal thy Gaza | andhol ders and their tenants. But he had nade
a start.

He spent tine with Nathan and Maga in the Hel dora Mountains, watching
the construction of the new hold. This was to be nodeled nore after
Mont everde than the Eyrie, an open, accessible conmmunity in which
nortals nmingled with angels. So be it; angels had been al oof too |ong.
Maybe it was tinme to find new ways into and out of the Eyrie, so that
anyone could cone there who wi shed ... and any who were there could

| eave ... But anyone who had wanted to | eave the Eyrie had already done
so, and showed no disposition to return.

It was |late summer, and Gabriel had seen no sign of Rachel, heard no
word. He had not really expected to, and yet he had hoped. He could

not keep himself, still, fromscouting out the canpsites he saw bel ow
himduring his long, wearisome travels, looking for Edori, for certain
Edori, for one woman traveling anong Edori. But he never saw her. He

never got close enough to the ground to identify gold hair shining
i ncongruously bright anmong all the dark heads clustered in the canps.
He kept his word.

Two nonths gone by, nearly three. N ne nore nonths, at the |ongest,
bef ore he woul d see her again. He willed the world to begin spinning
faster, the days to shorten, the nights to whirl by. That next tine,
he woul d swear no vows, he would accede to no inpossible terms. He
woul d make no nistakes. The next time she left him he would be right
behi nd her.

Gabriel was in Vel ora when the strange rain began falling. He had
stopped to check on Peter and the orphanage so that the next tine he
saw Rachel, if he ever saw Rachel again, he could tell her how well al
the children were doing. The Archangel and the school master had j ust
stepped outside to conplete their farewells when the rain began to
patter down around them Only it wasn't rain.

"You'd think you were in Breven," Peter remarked, holding a pal mbefore
his mouth to screen out the dry, drifting particles. "Sandstormlike
this."

"I don't think it's sand,"” Cabriel said. Al around himwas the
oddest, softest hissing sound as the tiny grains whispered through the
air and sprinkled to the ground. He could feel the mealy buildup in
his hair, in his wings. He fluttered his feathers inpatiently to clear
t hem

"No, | believe you're right. It's--well, rice or something. Seeds,
think. Geat Jovah, where is this com ng fron®"

"I have no idea." Gabriel squinted up at the overcast sky and could



see nothing but the swirling mst endlessly forming and falling. "I
can't even guess what it is."

Peopl e were sticking their heads out of doorways and w ndows, cupping
their hands to catch the strange bounty. The children had, by sone
primal telepathy, instantly realized sonething unusual was afoot and
broken free of their teachers and their classroons. They were already
runni ng through the streets, catching the falling seeds in their open
nmout hs, danci ng under the dry, slick rain.

"Ch dear. |'msure they shouldn't be eating this, whatever this is--"
Pet er began.

Gabriel laughed. "It's falling fromheaven,” he said. "Surely

Jovah is sending it. It nust be safe.”
"But what is it?"
"I don't know. "

No one in Velora, in fact, seened to know, but |ike Gabriel, many
citizens seened to have deduced that Jovah was sendi ng them sone ki nd
of rare gift. Already, buckets and pans and cook pots had been set
outside in front of doors and on top of flat roofs. Wnen wal ked
through the streets with their skirts spread wide to catch the grains
as they fell. Gabriel stopped a dozen or so as he passed them asking,
"Do you know what this is?" Al of themsnmled and shook their

heads.

He flew back to the Eyrie to find a sinilar scene in the arena in the
center of the hold. Every imaginable container had been



| aid out on the open stone; the plateau was so crowded with trays and
caul drons and vases that he scarcely had roomto | and. He ducked
qui ckly inside the first open door and shook the seeds fromhis hair.

"What is this stuff?" he demanded of the first person he saw, who
happened to be Hannah

She was smiling. "Don't you know? It's manna."

"Manna?" He gl anced back toward the plateau, still snow with
descending seed. "But it hasn't fallen on Samaria in generations."
"1 know. "

"And why has Jovah chosen to send it to us again after all this
time?"

"Someone nmust have asked himfor it," she said, neeting his eyes
squarely. "It is said that Hagar herself first wote the prayer that
the god responded to with this gift."

And then he knew where Rachel was, and that she wanted to see him

Two days later, he left in the norning and arrived at the foot of the
Corinni Mountains in the early afternoon. He had brought gifts with
him and he carried as well his silver recorder on its chain around his
neck. In his free tine (what little there had been of it in the past
weeks), he had practiced. He now had a repertoire of six fairly
creditable, albeit sinple, songs.

As befitted a penitent, he nade no attenpts to ease or shorten his
journey. He began on foot at the base of the mountain and toil ed
upward unconpl ainingly. He was not used to this particular kind of
physi cal exertion, but he was in good shape, and the clinb did not tire
himor curb his building excitement. Nonethel ess, he paused to rest
about hal fway up the mountain, dropped his bundles and freed his flute
fromits case

He played his six selections twi ce api ece, serenading the birds, the
wild foxes, the trees, the god and anyone el se who m ght be I|istening.
The pi pe sounded just right here on this steep slope nmade half of stone
and half of forest; it could have been birdsong or rainfall or dawn
wind. He was sure that his idle nelodies floated upward, skipping over
the cruel iron spikes and skirling into the small house at the top of

t he nount ai n.

Retrieving his packages, he continued the clinmb. The pathway narrowed
till he felt his shoulders and his w ngs squeezing together to avoid
scrapi ng against the nmetal railings. The tips of his feathers trailed
behind himin the dirt. No glorious entrance for him He would arrive
hunbl e and di shevel ed as any nortal nan.

But when he crested the final hill and gazed down into the clearing
around the cottage, he could not help smling. Flowers rioted in three
gardens, snoke curled fromtwo chi meys, and the snell of baking bread
drifted back to himlike an invitation. Rachel was nowhere in sight.
He picked his way down the small hill, crossed the yard and knocked
hopefully at the door. Then he held his breath until she opened it.

She was dressed all in blue, and her gold hair |ay unbound across her



shoul ders. She | ooked Iike a peasant girl minding her nother's house,
or a wi se wonan enneshed in her own spells, eternally beautiful
eternally young. She was not smling. But she did not |ook angry or
surprised to see himat her door

"Angel a," he said.

"Gabriel," she replied, inclining her head regally. "I see you
undertook the I ong hard wal k to ny house.™

"It did not seemso steep or so tiring."
"This is not a place nade to wel cone angels."

"No, it was a place built to shelter angelicas. Have you found it
confortabl e?"

"I like it better than any place | have ever been, | think."
He smiled. "My | come in?"
She noved aside. "Please do."

He had to duck his head and draw his wings tight about himto step
under the lowlintel. Inside, the snell of flour and yeast was
extremely strong. Wat he could see of the cottage was very spare,
very clean, enlivened here and there with bright splashes of intense
color. How nuch of this was Hagar, how nmuch Rachel ?

"I brought you a gift for your new home," he said, and handed her a
rolled bundle that was a hearth rug. He had gotten the rug in

Lum naux, for no reason except that its aqueous blue and green colors
rem nded himof things he had seen in Rachel's room He had not then
consi dered under what circunstances he nmight be giving it to her

She took it fromhim shook it out and laid it in front of the cold
fireplace on the far wall. Instantly it |ooked as if it had been
purchased for just that spot. Fromacross the room she turned to face
hi m



"And did you cone all the way fromthe Eyrie just to bring ne
somet hing for nmy house?" she asked.

"No," he said, smling. "But |I would have flown that whol e distance
just to bring you presents, and then fl own hone again."

"What have you been doing with yourself these past few nonths?" she
asked.

She still stood apart fromhim so he noved closer, slowy, so as not
to alarmher. "l have travel ed between every town and hill ock of

Samaria, nmeeting with people and plotting out the next twenty years,"
he said. "I have installed Nathan and Maga in Jordana, and they are

buil ding a new hold in the Hel dora Muuntains."
"\What happened to W ndy Point ?"
"Gone," he said. "Sliced fromthe nmountain by the hand of the god."

She lifted her chin and considered him but she did not ask what role
he had played in the destruction of the fortress.

"Cood, " she said.
He smiled again and stepped nearer. "And," he said, "I have learned to
play a song or two on the instrunent you gave me as we waited to sing

the oria."

"I heard you. O at least | heard sonmeone piping a little while before
you cane to ny door."

"That was ne."

"Have you cone all the way fromthe Eyrie just to play ne songs on your
recorder?"

"No," he said. "But | would have flown all that distance just to play
for you, if it would have pl eased you, and then flown honme again."

Now, faintly, as if she could not help herself, she allowed a snmle to

show around the edges of her mouth. "But | could not let you fly al
that way and fly hone again, wthout at |least offering you a neal," she
said. "Are you hungry? | could feed you."

"Yes," he said, and let it go at that.

She turned and led himto the kitchen. Here, the aroma of baking bread
was m xed with heavier, nore seductive snells. Forcefully the image
cane back to-him of a witch-wonman brewing up philters in her isolated
cabin. The small table was set for two.

"Sit down," she said. "Wuld you like water? O wi ne?"

"Wne," he said. It was a night for intoxication. "Your food snells
good. "

"I like to cook," she said. "I haven't had many chances lately."

"I'n Bethel ," he said, "everyone is cooking these days."



"Way is that?"

"There's a strange new spice that the wonmen have di scovered. They use
it to flavor everything--bread, neat, w ne, cake."

She was again standing across the width of the room but now she was
definitely smling. "And have you eaten many of the delicacies these
worren have been cooki ng?"

"Not a one," he said carefully. "I've touched nothing except the
di shes prepared by nmy own hand."

"No wonder you are hungry, then."
"1 know. "
"Do you dislike this new seasoni ng?"

"Not at all. I'msure |l would love it if | ate it fromthe proper
pl ate."

"I"'ve used it in all the | oaves and casseroles | made for you
toni ght."

"Il have large portions of themall."

She drifted closer, half against her will, it seemed, but driven by her
own excitenment. Gabriel canme to his feet, slowy, not wanting to
startle her away.

"What a risk you run," she said softly. "Don't you know that the spice
is desire, and that it will flavor whatever nourishnent you take from
this day forward?"

She was cl ose enough. He grabbed her hands and hel d them t hough she
tried for a nonent to pull themaway. "I told you," he murrured, "I
have not eaten such a food for so long | cannot remenber how it
tastes."

She stopped struggling, and he swept her, none too gently, into his
arms. She flung her head back, pushing himaway a little with her
hands agai nst his shoul ders.

"Desire changes nothing," she said a little breathlessly. "Passion
erases none of the troubles that |lie between you and ne."

"None of then?" he said and drew her closer. Wen he kissed her, he
felt her change to silk in his arns. She had been caged and restl ess;
now she preened and becane content. Her arns slipped around his back
lay warm and flat between his



feathers and his skin. He kissed her again and again, until he | ost
count, until he had had enough ki sses to make up for having had only
one up to this point in his life.

When he finally freed her, though not conpletely, she was |aughing. "It
must be a stronger drug than | knew," she said. "For it is effective
when you have done no nore than snell the baking bread."

"You seemto have succunbed to it yourself," he noted.

"Well, but | have been cooking for days."

"Ch? And who were you expecting to feed with all your stews and
casserol es?"

She pushed hi m away, pressed himinto his chair and crossed the roomto
fuss with items on her iron stove. Her face had colored with the heat
of the fire or some thought that |eft her bl ushing.

"Well?" he said, because, after all, it was tine she said it. She
turned to face him finally, still just a little al oof but not shy at
all.

"You," she said at last. "I would have waited forever for you."



