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PROLOGUE

Everyone had said it was a bad idea to fly back that night. For one thing, they had all had too much wine, and the Archangel herself was no exception. For another, the storm, which had been brutal for the entire weekend, had only let up marginally; there was still enough power in one of those gusts of wind to slap a walking man off his feet. Jovah only knew what one blast of that wind could do to an angel flying high above the earth in the unprotected frozen streams of air.

But it was impossible to tell Delilah anything. “I am safer flying back to the Eyrie than you are walking across the room,” she scoffed to Gideon Fairwen, whose guest she had been for the past two days. It was to celebrate his daughter’s summer wedding to one of the Manadavvi landholders that Delilah and half the angels from her hold had been sojourning in Semorrah until all of them, quite frankly, were sick of the self-satisfied pomp. “I will be held in the hands of the god himself.”

“But surely—tomorrow morning—when the storms have abated somewhat and the sun is out …” Gideon protested. Truth to tell, he did not want to be the one to send a drunken Archangel to her doom on a moonless night, though he was not averse to having fifteen fewer mouths to feed at his breakfast table the following morning. Weddings were an expensive business, not that he begrudged a penny, not if it meant securing trading rights with some of the wealthier Manadavvi. And entertaining angels was always such a strain, though it was said throughout Samaria that Delilah required nothing more than good companionship and free-flowing wine to be content. “Better for everyone if you stay the night,” he said.

One or two of her angels had added their voices to his, decrying the lateness of the hour and the distance to be flown. But her husband, Levi, as reckless as she, said, “Oh, don’t be such cowards, it’s only a four-hour flight,” and laughed at all of them. It was his laugh that decided Delilah, for she loved the way he laughed, with his head thrown back and his blue eyes glinting through half-closed lids. He was always challenging her to something, daring her to back down; but she had never backed down once from any proposition he made her in the three years they had been married.

“Settled, then,” she said briskly and glanced around the room to get the silent acquiescence of her attendant angels. She turned back to her host. “Gideon, you will send our belongings by cart in the morning, will you not? Thank you. It has been a most enjoyable stay.”

Within minutes, the whole cadre was outside, on the roof of Fairwen’s magnificent palace overlooking the bridge that tied the city to the Jordana shore. Besides Levi, there were two other mortals among the visitors from the Eyrie, and it had to be decided which angels would transport them for the first leg of the long flight. Delilah would carry Levi, of course; no question about that. He was six inches taller than she and a good seventy pounds heavier, but angels possessed, in addition to their fabulous wings, an amazing physical strength. It was one of the few points on which Levi conceded Delilah’s superiority—reveled in it, in fact—her ability to carry him in her arms as she flew above the world.

So they assembled on the rooftop in the lashing dark, feeling the wind half lift them from their feet and laughing at its dizzy power. “Race to the Eyrie!” someone called out, but Delilah unexpectedly showed a grain of caution.

“No—stick together,” she said. “We want to be close in case someone comes to grief in this storm.”

They laughed at her but casually agreed, and then they all launched themselves at once in a feathery explosion of speed and flight. Once in the air, it was impossible to stay too close together, for with wingspans topping twelve feet, they all required a great deal of room in which to maneuver. Still, they fell into an informal pattern, Delilah in the lead, and Dinah began singing one of the pretty folk songs popular in the southern farmlands. The rest of them took it up, adding harmony and descant, changing the lyrics to suit themselves, and laughing because they knew—they all knew—it was tantamount to sacrilege to be aloft and singing anything except a prayer to Jovah. They were angels; they were supposed to carry the petitions of mortals to the ears of their god, and he heard them better the higher they flew. They were not supposed to be singing of broken hearts and vengeful love as they swept across the heavens so high their wingtips almost brushed Jovah’s face.

In the lead, Levi, lying cozily in Delilah’s arms, was the next one to offer a song, breaking into a tavern ditty of dubious lyrics. He had a fine, strong baritone which carried well to the angels following, and the rest of them happily responded with the appropriate chorus after he finished the verse. In the third stanza, he began making up lyrics, each set more bawdy than the last, causing Delilah to laugh so hard she almost lost her hold on him. He flung his arms around her neck in mock alarm, wrapping his fingers in her dense black curls and pleading for salvation.

“If I did drop you, you would deserve it,” she told him. “Don’t think I didn’t see you flirting with the bride’s sister—what was her name?—the tall girl with the bad hair.”

“Laura—Logan—Lowbrow—some L name,” he said with a groan. “She was such a bore. I only talked with her because Fairwen seemed so fond of her and it seemed a politic move. Can never be too friendly with the river merchants, so you’ve always told me—”

“With the river merchants, I think I said, not their daughters—”

“Isn’t it the same thing?” he said, and turned his face in to nuzzle at the slim white column of her throat. She giggled and tossed her head back, then threatened to drop him again.

And so the first two hours of their flight passed, and morning began to make its tentative streaks across the horizon behind them. Before them the sky was still black, blacker than it should be for what was almost dawn, but then, the fist of night was still clenched around the storm clouds of the past two days. As they flew higher, to clear the currents over the northern edge of the Sinai Mountains, that fist shook that handful of cloud like a child would shake a toy, and sent the whole sky tumbling down around them.

Or so it seemed. One of the younger angels shrieked. All of them felt the familiar air boil insanely about them, smash them together, throw them apart, bat them from side to side till they were spun in circles. Now there was a confusion of shouting, names called out, cries to “Glide! Glide on your wings!” from someone who thought he’d mastered the knack of flying in a gale. Another upthrust of wind scattered them like litter across the alleyway of the sky; and then a sudden, deadly vacuum opened beneath them like a pit, and they all fell into it.

They landed in a tangle of feathers and feet, some on top of each other, some yards away. Instantly there was an outburst of sound—piteous wailing, sharp questions, a quick inventory of casualties. Samuel, the most senior of the angels in this troupe (and one who, by his own admission, should have known better than to embark on this midnight flight), was the first to find his feet and move from body to body, ascertaining injuries and their extent. Despite the weeping and the consternation, he was relieved to find most of the travelers relatively whole. Dinah appeared to have broken her leg, and Asher seemed dazed and stricken, but even the mortals had survived the crash landing fairly well, though both their escorts confessed to having dropped their burdens somewhere during the hazardous descent, try though they did to hang on.

Delilah, the one Samuel had looked for first, was the one he found last—and the first one whose condition caused his heartbeat to quicken with apprehension. She lay on her side in a hazard of boulders, her right wing bent crazily beneath her, her left stretched behind her like a sail spread for drying. Her eyes were closed but she was alive, for she cried out softly like a child praying for succor. She did not appear to be conscious or at least aware; and only the continuous whimper betrayed that she was still, momentarily at least, breathing.

Levi lay in her arms—she of all the angels had not let go her charge—but he lay even more quietly than she. Even from a distance, Samuel could guess the worst: The angelico was dead.

“Jovah be merciful,” Samuel whispered, and though he whispered, every other angel heard him, and ceased his own lamentations, and grew afraid. “He is dead and she disabled. What will become of us if the Archangel cannot fly again?”

It was more than a week before news of the disaster made its way around Samaria, and that because Delilah herself refused to allow anyone to speak of it. They had brought her, dizzy and in great pain, home to the Eyrie, risking the flight because they feared she would die if they attempted to carry her in by cart. It was through sheer indomitable will that she resisted the comforting descent into oblivion, where neither physical nor emotional anguish could follow. Instead, she fought to stay alive, conscious, in control. No one outside the Eyrie was to know anything, she decreed; not until she knew. Not until she was positive that her wing was irrevocably broken, that she could not be repaired, that all hope was gone.

She did not speak of Levi, and no one mentioned his name to her. It was fascinating and a little frightening to watch this playful, lighthearted girl—she was only twenty-five, after all; everyone remembered her as such a delightful, wayward child—summon up all her resources of strength to deal with every simultaneous disaster that could befall her. Grieving was not a luxury she had at the moment; survival was the issue. Could her wing be healed? If not, essentially her life was over.

For a week, the secret held; then somehow—no one ever knew who broke the silence or how the rumor spread—everyone in Samaria learned that storms had capsized the Archangel, and disaster was in the offing. Well-wishers and curiosity-seekers converged on the mountain hold, though they were barred from ascending the great stone stairs that led to the angel quarters. Angels from the other two holds were not so easily turned away, however, and they swooped in from above to demand answers and predictions. Could the Archangel be saved? Would she live? Would she fly again?

Could she possibly continue her reign as Archangel if she had been damaged for life?

These were not questions that could be answered in a week, although the prospects from the outset looked grim. Physicians were brought in from all over Samaria—from the wealthy Manadavvi enclaves, from the sophisticated river cities, from Luminaux, where the best of everything could be found—and none of them could offer the Archangel hope. The wing had been broken close to the great joint that connected it to musculature in her back; some essential artery or sinew or nerve path had been severed, and not all their limited science could deduce how to reknit the cut connection. She could not, of her own volition, unfurl that wing; she could not feel an anxious finger sliding down the mesh of feather and skin. Thus with men who had broken their spines—their legs, their feet, became useless; these limbs could not be animated by the will of the man who owned them. Thus with the Archangel’s wing.

But if Delilah could not fly—if Delilah could not soar through the heavens, lifting her magnificent voice in prayer to Jovah—if she could not quickly be summoned to any troubled spot in the whole of Samaria—how could she serve the god or his diverse children? How could she intercede for them, guide them, ask the god to chastise them? How could she be Archangel?

Of course, she could not. But who would be Archangel in her place?

Two months after Delilah’s fall, the two living oracles of Samaria met in the abandoned holy place of Mount Sinai to ask the god that very question. They were even more solemn than they might ordinarily have been, being forced to approach the god with such a question. No oracle had ever had to go to Jovah to ask him to name an Archangel while the Archangel still lived, and this was a grave and grievous task. But the fear in their bones went deeper still, for they were not sure Jovah would answer their questions or listen to their petitions.

These two months had seen an unprecedented surge in violent weather from northwestern Gaza all the way to the lower coastline of Jordana. Along the coasts, hurricanes sprayed venomous water into the marine cities, leveling a few of them, rendering one or two unlivable. In the deserts near Breven, continuous rain had turned the sandy miles into virtually impassable swampland; and nowhere were farmers assured of receiving appropriate amounts of rain for their specific crops. The angels, who had always successfully petitioned Jovah for more snow, less rain, gentler winds, these days sang to him in vain. If he listened, he did not care. If he answered, it was with more storm. They had no certainty that he would view this new request with any more interest.

The oracles had chosen to meet at Mount Sinai not only because it was midway between their own retreats but because it was the oldest and most venerable seat of holy power on Samaria. Here the original settlers had first communicated with their god; here were the archives (in texts now mostly unreadable) that described those earliest encounters among divinity, angel and mortal. Here, they hoped, Jovah might still pay attention to the crises of his people.

They arrived almost simultaneously, young Mary from Gaza and ancient Job from Jordana, and together entered the cool, echoing stone hallways of Mount Sinai. Rebekah had died a year ago and no one had come forward to replace her, and the remaining oracles were at a loss. Their own callings had become clear to them in unmistakable visions, but if anyone in all of Samaria was dreaming of the honor of becoming oracle, no one had stepped up to claim the position. They had each asked Jovah for guidance, but he had failed to respond to either one.

Ghostly gaslight from eternally burning sources lit their way through the pale granite corridors, and they followed the familiar turnings to the central chamber, where they could summon the god. Here, a glowing blue plate was set into the stone wall with a rolling chair even now placed casually before it; this was where the oracle would sit to commune with the god. They could almost believe Rebekah had just this moment stepped away from her seat there to stretch her stocky legs; both of them wished she was here now to consult with them.

“Mary, would you care to lift our petition to the god?” was Job’s formal invitation, but he was the elder and this was delicate work, and so she yielded the place to him. He sat with a certain reverence before the pulsing screen, running his hands experimentally over the strange hieroglyphics on the shelf before him. When he touched a symbol, it would appear on the face of the blue plate, forming words in a language so old only the oracles could learn it; and when the god responded, he did so in the same forgotten tongue. They called this bright screen the “interface,” though it was a word that had little meaning to them. So did the oracles before them name the device, and the oracles before them, back to the founding of Samaria.

Job worked slowly, as he always did, because this alien language did not come easily to him and he did not want to err. He constructed his first message, a simple greeting, merely to confirm that Jovah was awake and ready to hear petitions. He was relieved beyond measure when the reply came quickly back in navy letters laid against the glowing screen.

The second part of the message was complex and had to be carefully worded, so he read it aloud to Mary before touching the key that would signal to Jovah that his thought was complete. “The Archangel Delilah has been irretrievably injured and can no longer fly in your exalted service,” he quoted. “It grieves us to say we believe a new Archangel must be chosen, so that all your wishes may be promptly carried out. Are we correct? Must a new Archangel be selected?” Mary nodded, and Job sent the message to Jovah.

There was a long pause before the interface wavered and reformed, new letters marching across its screen. “If the Archangel cannot fly, she cannot be Archangel” was the uncompromising response. “She cannot serve.”

They had expected it, but it was a blow nonetheless; and they were already mentally recasting the phrasing to soften its impact on Delilah. Jovah was not, though they did not like to spread this information, the most sympathetic of gods in his direct dealings with the oracles.

“Who then should be Archangel in her place?” Job typed laboriously onto the screen. “Jerusha is leader of the host at Monteverde, and very capable. Micah leads the host at Cedar Hills, and he has the trust of all the merchants and landowners. Both are young, able to serve the seventeen years that remain of Delilah’s term.”

He had barely sent the message when the screen wriggled and Jovah’s answer appeared starkly before them. They read the name once, twice, silently, then looked at each other in astonishment.

“The angel Alleluia, daughter of the angel Jude and the mortal woman Hope?” Mary said aloud. “Can he truly mean that? Is he sure?”

“I can scarcely ask the god if he is certain,” Job replied with grim sarcasm. “And he has well and truly named her—that is her father and that is certainly her mother.”

“But she is—no one knows her, not the river merchants or the Manadavvi—even the angels …”

“She is scholarly, certainly, and reclusive,” Job said, as if defending Alleluia, as if he was not as shocked by Jovah’s choice as Mary was. “But her knowledge of Samarian ways is no doubt extensive—”

“Job, we are in a crisis here!” Mary cried, striking her hands together in frustration. “Every day a fresh storm breaks across the Jordana deserts, and the oceans along the southern coasts are fierce with waves. The Bethel farmers are crying for succor, which Manadavvi landowners can give them, but at a price no one can afford. Half of Breven is turning into some kind of factory as they build more and more of those machines—and who is to regulate the merchants? Who is to stop the storms? Who is—the angel Alleluia! Who will listen to her?”

“Jovah, perhaps,” was Job’s simple reply. “He must have chosen her for a reason.”

Mary tossed her hands in the air, a gesture of despair. “There is no reason in Samaria anymore,” she said. “No reason in Jovah’s ways, no reason at all.”

“Trust in the god,” Job said. “We have no choice.”

“Ask him again,” she urged. “Make certain—”

He splayed his hand in a gesture of futility, but complied, to ease his own troubled mind as far as possible. “Confirming: the angel Alleluia of the Eyrie, daughter of the angel Jude and the woman Hope?”

“Yes,” came Jovah’s answer, as quickly as his last reply. “Name her Archangel immediately.”

Job looked soberly at Mary. “So speaks the god,” he said formally. “We must carry the news at once to the angels.”

Mary took a deep breath and expelled it on a hopeless sigh. “Then we must,” she said. “To the Eyrie first, I suppose, since we are here. I do not want to be present when Delilah hears the news.”

“I feel sorry for her,” Job said softly.

“Delilah? Yes, except that she brought it on herself—”

“For Alleya,” Job corrected. Mary looked startled to hear him use the shortened name by which people addressed Alleluia; it did not seem a formal enough address for one who would soon be Archangel. “She is no more fit for this job than a mortal girl fresh from the northern foothills.”

But his words gave them both pause, for, more than a century ago, just such a girl had come to power as the bride of the Archangel Gabriel, and she had not done so ill.

Mary sighed again. “So perhaps there is hope after all,” she said. “Jovah defend us in our hour of need.”

“Amen.”

They stood—suddenly both inexpressibly weary—and made their way back out of the flickering gray tunnels. They felt, if possible, even more anxious than they had been going in, for no one would like their news, and no one would think their problems were on the way to being solved. What could they do? They could not gainsay the god. He had knowledge beyond their own; his inscrutable choices were always wise over the reckoning of centuries.

So they left, and climbed slowly down the mountain, and forgot, or did not realize, that they had failed to shut down the interface screen that linked the mortals of Mount Sinai with their god. And they did not see, because the message appeared an hour or two after they departed, that the god had more words for them, written in a tongue that only they would understand. Just two words, straightforward and plain, but no one was there to read them; and even if anyone had wandered by chance into this most holy of places, almost no one would have been able to decipher the god’s arcane request.


CHAPTER ONE

Caleb Augustus stood on the mountaintop with his hands folded across his chest and prayed one last time that his theories of aerodynamics and meteorology were sound. Then he took a running start, unfurled his arms, and leapt off the point of the low mountain. For a few fateful seconds he sank rapidly; then the air caught under the great leather wings strapped to his arms, and he was lofted above his former perch. He laughed aloud. He couldn’t help it. He was flying, impossible but true—he was flying!

It didn’t last long, though longer than he expected. Two vagrant currents caught him almost playfully; he could feel the breezes curl, then shred apart under his outstretched limbs. He knew from past experience that pumping his arms furiously did almost nothing to increase his altitude or slow his eventual descent, so he concentrated on keeping his shoulders level, his wrists high, catching the breezes as they swirled him in one direction, then another. Like a bark boat in a shallow stream. Wherever the element took him, he would go.

It took him, and fairly unceremoniously, to the rocky ground a few hundred yards from his jumping-off point. One minute he was gliding along, coasting like a hawk above its prey, the next he was tumbling gracelessly through the empty layers of air to land in a painful heap on the stony ground. But this he had learned about from experience, too, and he had taken care to pad his chest and his knees and his head with soft wads of clothing. He rolled awkwardly to his knees and climbed to his feet—and then spread his wings again and laughed out loud once more.

“I was flying, Noah, you should have seen it!” he shouted. “Give me five years and I’ll figure it out. I swear, I’ll be the first mortal on Samaria to take wing alongside the angels.”

There was boundless joy in that thought, and it sustained him through the long, tedious process of disassembling his wings, carefully unrolling the soft, stretched leather from the light wood frame and just as carefully loosening the myriad joints of the frame and collapsing it into one small bundle. A long trip and two hours of preparation beforehand, five minutes of flight, then two hours of cleanup afterward; most men would call that a small return for such a great investment. But then, Caleb reminded himself, they weren’t visionaries, creative geniuses, scientists like him. They might have pleasures that lasted a little longer, but surely none that were more intense.

And another two hours on the road back home. Someday, he promised himself, he would fly back to Luminaux, coast lazily in on his great stretched wings, and set the city agape—if anything could elicit such a reaction from the Luminauzi, which he rather doubted. Someday—but for now he had to settle for loading his bundles into a rented cart hitched behind a borrowed horse, and plod back to the city at a rate that was almost wrenchingly tedious compared to the pace he longed to set.

Early winter dusk was wrapping itself across the far horizon as he first spotted the faint azure haze that signaled the approach to Luminaux. The city was illuminated with a combination of gaslight, candlelight and the new marvel, electricity. Indoors, these lights were a reasonable white, but outdoors the residents of the Blue City filtered everything through tinted glass to give the entire public arena a somewhat aqueous glow. Even by day, Luminaux flaunted a similar color, since it was built of sapphire granite and cobalt mica and overrun with phlox and delphinium. There was no place like it anywhere in Samaria, and Caleb loved to come home to it by night.

Once inside the city gates, it took him nearly another hour to dispose of the horse and the cart and store his experimental wings. By then he was famished. He strode west from the city till he reached the Edori camp, maybe a hundred patched tents clustered around a third as many fires, but no one there had seen Noah.

“When will he be back? Do you know where he went?” he asked a cluster of teenagers who were sitting on the farthest edge of the campground, playing some dice game or using that as a plausible excuse to engage in the inevitable rituals of courtship. Caleb had learned long ago that, in an Edori enclave, it was unnecessary to look for friends or relatives of the man you were hunting up; everyone in the group was equally likely to know the business of every other clansman.

“I think he went to town,” one of the girls answered, as if “town” were a foreign place hundreds of miles away, not a collection of buildings she could see clearly from where she sat. “About an hour ago.”

“Do you know where in town?” Caleb asked patiently.

“There’s a place. There’s a singer there,” one of the boys volunteered. “He’s been going there almost every night.”

“I remember him raving about some new soprano,” Caleb said with a smile. “You don’t happen to remember just where she’s performing?”

“It’s named after an angel,” the girl said helpfully. “Cherub. Something like that.”

Caleb could not help laughing. “Well. Thanks. I’ll go try to find him. If you see him before the night’s over, tell him I was looking for him. I’m Caleb.”

They smiled and nodded and benignly watched him go. He set off back toward the lights of the city, shaking his head very slightly. Odd group, the Edori. They would welcome any stranger into their midst with the utmost friendliness, incurious and un-alarmed; he could as easily have stayed all night at the encampment awaiting Noah’s return, been offered food and drink and a place to sleep by any of a dozen total strangers. No wonder they were a dying race, nearly herded into slavery and extinction 150 years ago and, now, crowded out of their nomad life by an aggressive, expanding population that had no patience for their unhurried ways. He liked them, but he knew he could never live such an undirected life.

Under the blue streetlights he paused to get his bearings. Luminaux boasted more nightclubs and symphony halls than any other city in Samaria—there was no such thing as a separate entertainment district, so no telling where Noah’s new singer might be. Something to do with angels. What could the girl have been talking about?

But two blocks of aimless walking led him by fortunate chance to his destination—a low, dark building with lightless windows and a door curtained over with black velvet. Guarding the door was a glass statue of an angel lit from within by a turquoise flame. Her crystal hands held a triangular pennant, white letters embroidered on a blue serge field, and the single word spelled “Seraph.”

Must be the place, Caleb said to himself, smiling, and pushed through the soft door to enter.

Inside, there was scarcely more light. Faint blue bulbs outlined a narrow stage at the far end of the room and traced the aisles between tables and doorways. Candles provided a touch more light at each table, but Caleb noted that the seated patrons leaned close together to get a better look at each other’s faces. Servers made their way cautiously through the dark thicket of chairs and bodies, balancing trays and memorizing their steps between stations.

Someone was on stage, playing tentative-sounding chords on a magnificently tuned dulcimer. Must be the interim entertainment, Caleb thought, since it sounded more like background music than a headline performer. He had no musical ability himself, but it was impossible to live in Samaria and not acquire, effortlessly almost, discriminating taste and the ability to judge talent. Music flowed through Luminaux like electricity through the wire; it provided more wattage than the Gabriel Dam on the Galilee River. Luminaux would as soon paint itself crimson as forego its music—and this idle performer was not the one people had crowded into Seraph to see.

For the place was quite full, every table taken and two or three dozen patrons leaning against the uneven walls or standing by the stage in small, excited groups. It would be hard to find Noah in this shadowy place, peering past groups of strangers to search for the familiar face. Caleb eased his feet forward onto the dark pathways and made his way almost by feel from table to table, scrutinizing all the patrons as he passed.

He had traversed maybe three densely packed rows when he came across a small table jammed up against the east wall with an angled view of the stage and only one patron seated there. He could tell it was a man but couldn’t see his face, so he said “Noah?” in a low voice and waited for a response.

“Yes, who—Caleb! Where did you come from? Are you with anyone? Have a seat!”

Caleb laughed and sat down. “I came looking for you. A couple kids back at the camp said you might be here. Once again, I commend the Edori on their group intellect, the ability to sense the actions and emotions of one of their tribe even though separated by a geographic distance that can transcend hundreds of miles—”

The grin was hard to see in the dark but unmistakable in the voice. “I probably told someone where I was going. Why were you looking for me?”

“You said it couldn’t be done—”

“No! You didn’t get those damn wings to fly!”

“Yes—I, even I—lowly mortal that I am.”

“I don’t believe it, not fly. You glided, am I right? You jumped off a mountain, came down, swirled around in the thermals a little, but you weren’t self-propelled. You didn’t have control, you didn’t get distance. You weren’t flying. Am I right?”

Caleb waggled his hands dismissively; a technicality merely. “I was airborne, that’s what counts. I got the start, I got the germ of flight. Okay, so it lasted maybe ten minutes—”

“See, it has something to do with thrust. Liftoff. You don’t have power—and you don’t have the fuel source to supply you with power if you do figure out how much power you need.”

“Power—why are you so insane about a power source? Birds don’t have any special thrust engine, angels don’t—they have wings, they get lift. Why should I need some outside boost?”

“They have wings that have more strength, flexibility and rapidity than your poor little mortal arms can generate—and it has something to do with body weight, I’m convinced. Birds have those light bones.”

“Well, angels weigh as much as mortals do—more, most of them, because of that muscle mass—and it doesn’t seem to slow them down.”

“I know. There’s just something to the formula we haven’t worked out yet.”

“But we will.”

“Hell, yes. If not us, nobody.”

A soft-footed waitress startled them both by materializing out of the inky darkness. “Would you like something to drink?”

Caleb glanced at Noah’s glass. “Wine? The house drink. Whatever. And can I get something to eat? I’m starving.”

She took his order and as silently disappeared. “So was it wonderful?” Noah demanded. “This pseudo-flight. This almost-flying.”

“It was—” Caleb spread his hands. “Someday I’m going to meet an angel that I actually trust, and I’m going to have the nerve to ask him to carry me from Luminaux to the Eyrie or somewhere, and I’m going to know what it’s actually like—but this came as close to fabulous as anything I’ve ever experienced. Like drifting down a river, except there’s nothing, not even water under you. Like levitating. Except you can feel the air. It is like the river; it pushes and gives with an actual pressure. I felt—” He laughed. Caleb was not a religious man, paid no respects to the god, but it was truly how he had felt. “I felt like I was in Jovah’s hands. And they were ghostly but substantial.”

“You’ll let me try them, of course.”

“Of course. If you’ll take me for a ride in your monster machine.”

Noah laughed, with an edge of rue. He had, for as many years as Caleb had labored over his wings, struggled to build a self-propelled land vehicle. He had succeeded, more or less, but even he admitted that his large, awkward, noisy, smelly result was not an ideal means of transportation.

“We’ll take a trip,” he promised. “I need to see how it holds up over distance. We can go out to Breven or maybe up to Semorrah. Make it a vacation.”

“Pick your day,” Caleb said. “Sounds like fun.”

The waitress brought Caleb’s food and a bottle of wine, and he ate quickly. He was famished, the day’s exertions having taken a physical toll. “So tell me,” he said around mouthfuls, “this is the place you’ve been raving about? With the singer?”

“You’ll rave, too, when you hear her.”

“I’m not much of a connoisseur.”

“You don’t need to be. And once you meet her—”

“Oho! This has progressed, then.”

“A few nights ago I introduced myself. I didn’t realize—but wait till you see her for yourself. Anyway, she’s been fairly friendly. More than I would have expected.”

“Tired of all that fawning from the elite Luminauzi intellectual circle, she falls for the simple good-heartedness of the earnest Edori boy.”

Noah laughed self-consciously. “Something like that. She’s been knocked around a bit, is the impression I get. Acts sort of tough and worldly, but—oh, you know. Everyone longs for a place of quiet and ease. Anyway, that’s how I read it. If you stay long enough, you’ll get to meet her. She’ll come over to the table after her last set. At least, she has the past couple nights. Well, this week.”

“I’ll stay,” Caleb said, inwardly marveling. Noah was usually so offhand and cheerful about his numerous affairs, as all the Edori were. It was unlike him to seem so serious about a woman. “What’s her name?”

There was, or seemed to be, a moment of hesitation before Noah answered. “Lilah.”

“And I take it she’s not Edori?”

The faintest laugh. “No.”

“I can hardly wait, then.”

He did not have to. Even as he spoke, the dulcimer player finished his piece and rose to his feet. An odd sound ran through the crowd—more truly, it seemed as though an excited silence fell over the audience, creating a static charge. Wineglasses stopped clinking. Rustling ceased. Every listener faced the front of the room. A heightened light seemed suddenly to focus on the stage.

There the back curtains parted as if swept back by invisible hands, revealing the silhouette of a single figure standing mostly in the shadows. Little could be seen of her face, though in the uncertain light she appeared young; her pale oval face was framed by a mass of dark curls. She had her arms crossed high upon her chest, each hand resting on the opposite shoulder in an almost suppliant attitude. She was dressed in flowing robes that, because of her unmoving stance, fell around her like the marble gown of a statue. Behind her, folded tightly back, angel wings made their peculiar and beautiful rise and curve. She looked like nothing so much as an effigy upon a tomb, an eternal prayer to Jovah for mercy.

Caleb glanced sharply at his friend. “She’s an angel? Or is that just an affectation for this place?”

Noah motioned him to silence, not answering, not taking his eyes off the performer. Caleb swung his attention back to the stage. Lilah had taken a step forward and swept her arms before her, palms upward, in another gesture of entreaty. From somewhere out of sight came the plaintive, disembodied sound of a single flute playing a melancholy scale.

It was hard to tell exactly when the singer joined her voice to the flute’s, for surely they exhaled two or five or seven notes in flawless unison, till the woman’s voice broke free of the pipe’s and climbed above it in a series of minor intervals. Her song was wordless, her voice as pure and uninflected as the silver flute, and the overall effect was absolutely unearthly. Caleb felt his heart twist with an inexplicable malaise, and he was swept by a wave of deep and unutterable regret for all the missed opportunities of his life, all the friends lost and years too easily wasted. It was a gentle sadness without the slightest hint of bitterness, but he was shocked at its thoroughness. As the eerie voice soared higher, its sweetness thinning till it almost faded, he took a long, unsteady breath. So might a man feel who had spent the night sobbing over vanished love.

Simultaneously, both voices trailed to a breathless silence. There was no motion, no sound, from the stricken crowd. The singer, who had bowed her head as she finished her song, raised her chin and took a step forward to the edge of the stage. She surveyed the audience for a moment—and, unbelievably, laughed.

“Welcome once again to the unique entertainment you have come to expect here at Seraph,” she said, and in the dulcet voice was the unmistakable taint of sarcasm. She tossed her hair back and flicked her eyes around the room, assessing the expressions of her audience. Many, Caleb guessed, surely looked as he did—like coma victims coming to in a much stranger world than they remembered leaving. This was not the persona one would have expected of a woman with such a celestial voice. “I’m Lilah, I’m the one you came to hear, even if you don’t know it yet. Don’t bother writing down your requests, I just sing whatever I feel like. If I don’t sing what you came to hear—well, feel free to come back tomorrow night and every other night until I’ve satisfied you all.

“Boys?” she added, without a pause or change of tone, and suddenly a hidden band broke into a fast-paced melody that Caleb found vaguely familiar. Some popular tune of the day; no doubt he’d heard it on some street corner or in a crowded tavern. When Lilah’s voice came swooping down on the opening words of the first verse, he suddenly remembered that he liked the song immensely—it was his favorite; he had never heard anything he liked better. Not until he felt the sting in his palms did he realize he was clapping with the rhythm, as was everyone in the room. Had he known the lyrics, he would have been singing along.

“Who is she?” he found time to whisper to Noah between the end of this song and the start of the next, but Noah merely waved at him again and did not trouble to answer. And it did not matter. Lilah had begun singing again, something a little slower this time but just as upbeat, and actually, nothing at all mattered. Caleb grinned foolishly and let his heart be uplifted.

The concert continued well into the night, the mood of the crowd shifting as rapidly as the tone of Lilah’s songs—although, after her opening number she stayed mostly in the cheerful range of emotions. In fact, from time to time she dipped straight into rowdy, not to say risqué, and more than once her listeners were on their feet, stamping their heels, pounding their hands together, and echoing choruses back at her as she teased them from the stage. It was an exhausting performance, even for the audience; when she at last bowed good night after her third riotous encore, Caleb finally noticed that he was sore, tired, and filmed with sweat all the way to his hairline.

“Does she sing like that every night?” he asked, dropping into his seat with a sigh of exhaustion. “How does she have the strength?”

“Every night that I’ve been here,” Noah replied, sinking down beside his friend. “And I think it’s harder on us than on her. She doesn’t even seem tired at the end. Like she could do the whole set over and not notice the effort.”

Caleb drained his wine (forgotten for this hour or two) and then his goblet of water. “So tell me,” he said, “who is this woman? She can manipulate a crowd of Luminauzi socialites as easily as a child can charm his uncle. I consider myself pretty immune to persuasion, but I was dancing in my chair along with the rest of them.”

“Well …” Noah said hesitantly, “she’s an angel.”

Caleb nodded. “So I gathered. No one but an angel could sing like that. What’s she doing here? Kicked out of Cedar Hills for inappropriate behavior? Because you have to admit she crossed the line once or twice.”

“Didn’t seem to bother you at the time,” Noah said sharply.

Caleb’s eyes widened at the swift partisanship. “All right, then, let’s just say I’ve never heard an angel sing the one about the woman with the three lovers. And I can’t imagine that Micah would be happy to know that one of his host is performing tavern songs for the masses down in the Blue City.”

“She’s not from Cedar Hills,” Noah said almost grudgingly. “Anyway—if that’s what she wants to sing—it must get tiresome, doing all those endless masses and those dreary requiems.”

“You still haven’t answered the question.”

“So what was the question?”

“Who is she? And why is she here?”

“Ask her.”

“You don’t know?”

“I think you’ll figure it out when you meet her.”

Caleb took a breath, let it go on a sigh instead of another question. “Right. Well, then. Another bottle of wine? Looks like we’ll be here for the evening.”

But the crowd began emptying out sooner than he expected, and within twenty minutes of Lilah’s last number, Seraph was almost empty. Checking the time, Caleb realized that it was later than he had thought; she had sung for nearly two hours, and the time had just melted away. Noah took advantage of the unoccupied tables to snag an extra chair, and asked the waitress for another wineglass and a plate of cheese and fruit.

“She’ll be hungry,” he said to Caleb.

“I would be.”

Despite these preparations, Caleb harbored a secret doubt that Lilah would actually join them. She seemed too rarefied to settle even briefly among the ranks of men; it would be like holding a conversation with a fire. Or with an angel, more accurately. Something he had never done.

But there she was, a graceful shape against the patchy darkness of the bar. She wended her way through the clustered tables and pushed-back chairs as delicately as if she were stepping a path in a rose garden. Still she carried her great wings tightly behind her, as if they were bound back; their feathered edges trailed on the floor behind her, and she seemed not to care that they swept through spilled ale and scattered crumbs.

“Food and wine—I knew I could count on you,” she said by way of greeting, dropping into the empty chair with a deliberate crumpling motion. “Those fools think I can cavort up there all night without rest or sustenance. I’m utterly famished.”

“You were marvelous, of course,” Noah said.

She laughed and quickly ate a bite of cheese. “Bar songs,” she said mockingly. “A child could sing them and bring the house down.”

“You don’t have to sing bar songs,” Caleb said. “I think they’d listen to serious music even more happily. For myself, I preferred the first piece you did, though it nearly broke my heart.”

She turned wide, black, marveling eyes on him—as if astonished that he had dared to speak, or possibly as if she had not realized until this moment that there was someone else at the table. Up close she had a rich, dark beauty, white skin laid hauntingly against velvet black hair. Her wings repeated the same chiaroscuro motif, each blindingly white feather edged in shadow-black. “And what are your credentials for determining the proper musical mix to provide for the discriminating Luminauzi audience?” she asked. “You own a music hall, perhaps? You are yourself a musician? You have another venue to offer me where songs of spirituality and mysticism will be greeted with sober acclaim?”

Amazing; she could do with her speaking voice what she could do when she sang, and that was whip up any emotion she wanted in anyone who listened. But Caleb was stubborn, and on guard against her now. He would not allow himself to be derided. “You must have been to Giordano’s and La Breva,” he said coolly. “They offer music on the classical scale, and they’re always packed to overflowing. Anyway, I think you could sing anything you chose to here, and people would come to listen. You have an awesome voice.”

“Thank you,” she said, still taunting him. “And I sing what I choose to sing, anyway. So don’t pity me for my song selection. I choose what makes me happy.”

Clearly untrue; anyone less happy than Lilah, even on brief acquaintance, would be hard to locate. The full red mouth fell of its own accord into a pout more sad than sullen; there was a troubled weariness deep in her dark eyes that even the mockery could not disguise. “Well, what you sing seems to please your audience, at any rate,” Caleb said quietly. “I have never enjoyed a concert more.”

“Thank you,” she said again. “Do please return sometime.”

It was at this point that Noah intervened to make introductions. “Lilah, this is my friend Caleb. The engineer I told you about.”

“Oh, yes, the one who builds flying machines,” she said, turning her gaze back to Caleb. “Tell me, how does the project go?”

Caleb was suddenly acutely aware of her own folded wings, held rigidly behind her as if they were not part of her. Most angels he had observed carried their wings like bequests handed to them personally by the god; they could not lavish them with enough attention.

“Not as well as I would like,” he said with a smile. “Noah tells me I am only gliding, not truly flying. He’s right, I need some sort of engine, but then you have all sorts of fuel problems—which could be dangerous, especially combustible fuel, and I can’t see how you’d get electricity if you’re airborne. But I enjoyed the gliding.”

“That’s all we talk about,” Noah said, and Caleb sensed in him an eagerness to change the subject. “Motors. Fuel. Propulsion. Locomotion. I’ve told you about my land vehicle, of course—”

“I believe I could build it myself,” Lilah murmured.

“Caleb and I want to take it for a long drive to see how well it holds up. We’re thinking about Semorrah. Or Breven. Actually, I may have business in Breven fairly soon.”

“What business?” Caleb asked.

“Mmm, it’s pretty speculative. Shipbuilding.”

“You don’t know a damn thing about boats!”

“Motorized. Or part-motorized. Get them through the windless days. For long voyages.”

“I’d have thought that problem was worked out long ago.”

“New project. Well, as I say, it’s iffy right now. But if I need to go to Breven, that would be the perfect test.”

“Sure, get us stranded somewhere in the Jordana deserts, no water, no food, no horses to carry us to anything resembling civilization—”

“We can have followers. I’ll have some of the kids from the campsite come behind us on horseback. If we break down, they’ll be along in a day or two to rescue us. Would that make you feel safer?”

“Infinitely.”

“Sounds like fun,” Lilah said. “When do we go?”

Noah’s successive emotions of shock, delight and cautious disbelief were easy to read. “You’d like to come? Really? Caleb’s right, it could be a horrific trip.”

“With not much to show for it at journey’s end,” Caleb added. “Breven’s a smelly, squalid, miserable city. Ever been there?”

“Oh, yes,” Lilah said with a secret smile.

Noah addressed Caleb. “Well, you can blame the likes of you and me for Breven’s nastiness today,” he said. “If it weren’t for the engineers and the scientists and the relentless inventors experimenting with power and coal—”

“Truly. We made the engines, we made the factories, we made the Jansai into the happy little industrialists they are today. And I still say, on with progress. But that doesn’t erase the fact that Breven’s an ugly place with no charm to recommend it, and if it wasn’t for the sake of the journey I wouldn’t agree to go at all.”

“You didn’t answer me,” Lilah said, and her wonderful voice was plaintive. “Will you take me?”

Noah looked at her helplessly. “If you want to go, we’d be overjoyed to have you,” he said. “But I don’t imagine the trip will be much fun.”

She shrugged. The hunched bells of her wings rose and settled with her shoulders. “It’s a change,” she said. “I can’t tell you how I crave—something different.”

“What about your job?” Caleb asked. “Will they let you leave? I imagine a trip to Breven would take five days at least, each way.”

She smiled at him. The first smile she’d bestowed on him. Even resisting her, he felt the brilliance of that smile scissor through him, slitting his flesh from brow to heel. “I’m not worried about finding employment,” she said very gently. “I’m worried about finding entertainment. I think this would be fun.”

Caleb spread his hands. “Then you’re invited.”

“If we go,” Noah amended. “I won’t know for a while.”

“We’ll go, anyway. We’ll find a reason.”

“Well, we’ll see. If it’s not Breven, we’ll go somewhere. We can vote.”

“Semorrah,” Caleb suggested.

“Gaza,” Noah said.

“Somewhere in Bethel. I know—Velora,” Caleb said. “It’s supposed to be a little Luminaux.”

But Lilah had turned her face away and Noah looked suddenly grave. “Not Velora,” the Edori said gently. “We’ll think of something.”

So the fallen angel had ties to Velora, and not happy ones, either. Not that Caleb hadn’t already figured that out. Not that he hadn’t realized, very early into the conversation, just who this angel was.

He did not have time either to apologize or pretend ignorance. They were joined at that moment by a slim, sleek, well-dressed man who dripped all over with gold and arrogance. He was attired with Luminaux elegance, but Caleb sized him up instantly as transplanted Jansai—one of the cutthroat, capitalistic ex-slavers from Breven who had flourished in the young industrial age of Samaria.

“I see you gentlemen are enjoying yourselves,” the man said civilly enough, but something in the smooth voice instantly roused Caleb’s antagonism. “Something more I can get you before you leave? I’m afraid Lilah won’t be able to visit with you much longer. She needs her rest to maintain her voice.”

The man stood directly behind the angel, and so he did not see the scornful smile that crossed her face; but she did not contradict him or even appear annoyed. Noah, on the other hand, contained his irritation only with an obvious effort.

“I wouldn’t want to keep her if she’s ready to go,” the Edori said.

But she was already on her feet. “Oh, I must. Joseph—this is Joseph, by the way, he owns this delightful establishment—is kind enough to look after me, and he knows I would stay out all night carousing if someone didn’t fetch me at the proper time.”

“Carousing seems a little strong,” Caleb remarked.

She smiled maliciously. “But I do like it.”

Joseph had draped his arm across the angel’s shoulders, carelessly brushing his elbow against the heavy feathers of her wings. She seemed, but perhaps it was Caleb’s imagination, to shudder ever so slightly as he touched her, squeezing the ball of her shoulder with his thick, well-manicured hands. Caleb remembered suddenly, information gleaned from some source he could not recall now, that angels hated having their wings touched, except in the most intimate circumstances, and sometimes not even then. Perhaps that was all her momentary distaste signified.

“Will you be singing tomorrow night?” Noah asked, coming to his feet. Caleb stood also.

“No reason not to,” she said. “It’s what I live for, after all.”

“Then I’ll probably be here tomorrow night. To see you.”

“Good,” she said, but over her shoulder; Joseph had turned the angel and begun walking her away. “I’ll come by afterward to share a drink with you. Caleb—it was divine meeting you. I’m sure we’ll become best friends on our journey.”

The two men stood silently for a few moments, watching the entwined figures fade into the room’s shadows. Caleb glanced at Noah. “I don’t suppose you want another drink,” he said.

Noah nodded. “I do, but not here. Let’s go.”

So it was to be a late night, after all. They left, then spent ten minutes walking the glowing streets of Luminaux, trying to agree on a tavern. They settled finally on Blue Sky, one of the few places with good food, no music, and service around the clock. They sat, and Noah ordered more wine. Caleb settled for coffee.

“You’re fishing in troubled waters,” he observed, after a long moment in which neither spoke. “Be careful you don’t go tumbling in headlong and drown.”

Noah laughed shortly. “Wouldn’t be hard to do,” he said. “She’s a siren. She could lure any man to his doom.”

“You know who she is, of course,” Caleb said.

Noah nodded. “The Archangel. She doesn’t answer to her name, though. Won’t talk about it at all.”

“Former Archangel,” Caleb corrected gently. “And I don’t know that I blame her.”

“I keep thinking—I keep wondering—what exactly got broken. How the injury happened. Why it hasn’t been fixed.”

“Well, she fell from the sky—”

“I mean, there’s so many things that we know now that we didn’t know ten or even five years ago. Look at the Gabriel Dam. Ten years ago, people would have said it couldn’t be built. Now it supplies power to half the towns in southern Bethel and Jordana.”

“What does that have to do with Delilah?”

“There must be a way to fix her wing. What is it that’s broken? Can’t it be replaced? I know every medical expert in the country went to her after she fell, but maybe she should go to the scientists instead. They would look at the problem differently.”

“Suggest it to her,” Caleb said, though he didn’t think she’d be particularly receptive. “You’re a scientist.”

Noah raised his dark eyes to his friend’s face. “I thought maybe you could help her,” he said.

“Me? Why me?”

“You’re the specialist in building new wings.”

That caught Caleb totally by surprise, although, adding it up swiftly, he realized that Noah had been pointed toward this proposal the whole night. It actually made sense, if he wasn’t the one expected to produce miracles.

“I’ve built stationary wings—gliders—you described them yourself,” he said gently. “They’re complex and mobile, yes, but not independently powered. An angel’s wing—it must operate like an arm, on a series of muscles and bones. What do you think I could do?”

“You could look. You could think about it. I’d work with you. It’s just that I have to try. If she’ll let me. I have to see if I can help her. Caleb, there’s no piece of machinery existing today that you and I couldn’t build by scratch and probably improve on, and the human body, you’ve said it yourself, is just a complicated piece of machinery. Surely there’s something we can do. If she’ll let us.”

“I don’t know that she’ll ever trust anyone enough to let him experiment on her,” Caleb said. “She’s wearing heavy armor, Noah. She’s not going to let a lot of people through.”

“She’ll get to know us, she’ll trust us, and we’ll take it from there,” Noah replied.

“If she’s interested—” Caleb began, then paused.

“Then you’ll try?”

“I’ll try. If she’ll agree.” He had only met the angel once but Caleb was fairly certain she wouldn’t be interested in their speculative, exploratory help. He did not say so to Noah.

The Edori nodded, smiled, and seemed to grow visibly happier in a matter of seconds. He sipped his wine, then looked up at his friend. “And I was right, wasn’t I?” he asked.

“About what?”

“Her voice. You loved her voice, didn’t you?”

“She sings as if her soul were in flames,” Caleb said soberly. “I have never heard a voice like that in my life.”

“They say the new Archangel can’t come close to her—in voice quality, I mean, I have no idea how she performs her other duties. They say the new girl—”

“Her name is Alleluia,” Caleb interjected mildly.

“They say her singing is just ordinary, compared to Delilah’s.”

“Well,” said Caleb, “I would imagine that would be true no matter who they had picked. But they must have had their reasons for choosing her, even if she can’t sing.”

“Still, she was the second choice,” Noah pointed out. Clearly he would champion Delilah against all comers.

“And she must know it,” Caleb said. “It must make things very hard for her. I wonder what she’s like.”
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