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Chapter 1 — High Meetings
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~ 1 ~  “Yohanna!”

“Have I truly surprised you, Rhoda?”

“Yes!  I’m shocked!  How did you get into my Inner Sanctum by yourself?”

Her hands on her hips, Rhoda stood on the deck of her ship-styled Workshop, staring through her Back Gate into her pilothouse Inner Sanctum.  Yohanna was in there, wearing a flight suit and holding the staff of Thiuderieks, both of which Rhoda had given to her friend when they had visited the Netherworld, setting out in the Wheeled Dinghy into the Darkling Deeps.

“I followed you.”

“But I’ve just come back from doing some work out in the Commons!”  Rhoda quickly donned a pair of Calipers, having apparently snatched them out of the air.

Yohanna clutched her staff tightly, realizing that she would not have seen Rhoda, if her friend had not spoken.  In the moment before, she had been thinking, Why have I come here?  I am dissolving in this place!  She had seen distinctly only Rhoda’s face, at first.  Now Rhoda was moving, and through the open door of the pilothouse Yohanna saw the deck beneath Rhoda and—beyond the deck’s taffrail—the vastness of the Commons.  I remember now.  This is Rhoda’s Back Gate.  And there was the Greased Lightening, bobbing ludicrously in the air at the end of a painter of Commons Cord by which it was moored to the taffrail.

“I think that I will feel better if I come out onto your deck, Rhoda, to ascertain that it is truly the Greased Lightning floating out there.”

Yohanna heard the drunken sound of her own voice.  This was not a wise thing to do.  She stumbled, with the aid of the staff of Thiuderieks, toward the open door, feeling the feathery arms of Rhoda’s Calipers exploring her face as she struggled to pass through.  Rhoda was walking backward in front of her, clearly aware of Yohanna’s precarious condition.

“Okay, I see that you’re really Yohanna, so come on out to my deck, dear sister, and tell me why you’ve paid me this visit.  Then tell me how you got here.”

“Why did I come here?  ...Oh.  ...I want to know about the Partial Vision which you have received from Isabel.  I have learned from her that you have sent it to your Inner Sanctum.”

“Okay.  We have a goal we can work toward.  But I need to get you back together, Yohanna dear.”  The feather-duster arms ceased their caressing of Yohanna’s face.  “Did you say that you followed me?“

“Yes.  I followed you from your Antechamber, to which I was able to go on my own through the broom closet.  Then, feeling the need for the flight suit given to me by you, I found it in my purse and pulled it on over my clothing.  I picked up the staff, which had fallen out of my purse onto the floor, and then I recalled a Living Memory of you entering your Inner Sanctum.  I explained to your Guardian-gods that you had told me your Inner Sanctum is open to me to study the Chronicles of the Keen Makers.  I told them that I know the way.  They allowed me to pass, and I followed you in your Living Memory to this place.”

Out here on the familiar deck, Yohanna was feeling a little better.

“Congratulations!  That’s a clever trick, Yohanna.  However, as a consequence you’re tangled up in my recent personal past, because the memory of me that you followed was a few days old.”  Rhoda had exchanged the feathery Calipers for spindly-fingered Calipers.  Yohanna looked down at the spindly fingers which were playing over her body without quite touching her, as if a sort of cushion existed between her skin and the Calipers’ fingertips.

“Rhoda, I am naked!  Even my staff is gone!”

“That’s alright; it doesn’t matter up here.  I’ve brushed your clothes and things into the recent past, to which I’ve sent my essential presence to gather them up.  See:  Now they’re hanging on the Greased Lightening’s painter!”

Yohanna saw then that all of her garments, including her bra and panties, were draped neatly on nice hangers suspended from the painter between the Greased Lightning and the hitch on the taffrail.  There was no sign of her flight suit, but her staff was propped against the painter’s hitch and her purse was lying on the deck next to it.

“Yohanna, I’ve trained my essential presence to perform complex tasks while I’m personally busy elsewhere.  Don’t you think that’s clever?  Now, please stand still and don’t touch your clothes yet.  Otherwise, you’ll be in a temporal tangle that’s a hundred times more difficult to unravel.  With your help, I’m going to spin you around for some touch-up mellowing.  So I want you to close you eyes and prepare to jump straight up, raising your hands high over your head.  When you’re at the highest point of the jump, I’m going to spin you rapidly, so keep your arms up and hold your legs together like a ballerina.  Ready?”

Rhoda appeared to Yohanna to grow small and far-away as the many fingers of the Calipers multiplied and enlarged, becoming the soft bristles of two giant brushes that began delicately sweeping Yohanna’s entire body.  Closing her eyes, she raised her arms high over her head as she crouched, preparing to leap high.  “I am ready, Rhoda.”

“Jump!”

Yohanna found herself spinning like a top, straining to hold her arms and legs together, and seeing, through her closed eyelids, bright lights all around her which she felt repeatedly but painlessly stabbing her body.  She squeezed her eyes more tightly shut, somehow knowing that seeing the stabbing needles would cause her to feel pain from them.

When her spinning abruptly ceased, Yohanna felt herself standing with her feet planted firmly on the deck.

“Don’t open your eyes yet, Yohanna, but you can relax.  I’ve stitched us together so we’re almost sharing the same personal time, but I need to finish the job by helping you dress, my servant’s touch bringing us together in time.  After we’ve got you fully dressed, you can open your eyes, and seeing me should complete your mellowing.

––––––––
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“Rhoda, my clothes have never before looked so clean or smelled so fresh!”

“Yes, my dear, the little dirt on you served as a temporal anchor.  You had to leave something personal behind in my past to get to my present, so the bit of dirt that you entered with is now mine.  Your flight suit is in your purse for you to use at another time.”  After returning Yohanna’s purse, Rhoda offered her the staff of Thiuderieks.  Holding it toward Yohanna in her upturned hands, she said, “I’ve given this staff to you once before.  Now, as you receive it from me again, you should know something that I’ve recently learned:  This staff is the Device that generates the Partial Vision called the War Path.”

“The War Path?  Oh, I have read about Ottilie discussing the War Path with Elise Handke.  Ottilie speculated that the War Path is a grand Partial Vision generated by a Device which was fabricated by Thiuderieks, and the Partial Vision has been extended by the Solemn Councils of successive War Things.”

“That’s right.  Ottilie never guessed that Thiuderieks’s staff is that Device, but I found it out when my Powers and I first tried to bind to the constellation of Partial Visions that Isabel had carried, to the War Path.  We learned that those Partial Visions don’t belong to the War Path.  But in the process of trying to bind them to it, we discovered that it’s the staff of Thiuderieks that generates the War Path.”

“Rhoda, my reason for seeking you here is that I recalled, while I was speaking with Isabel, your Living Memory of offering to take her place in her Vision.  I was unable to understand what it was that you and your Powers truly were doing, so I had many questions.  And this morning—if this is still the day in which I awoke—I felt driven to learn more about that constellation of Visions which is associated with Isabel’s Vision.  So here I am.”

Looking thoughtfully at Yohanna, Rhoda asked, “Do you still feel curious?”

“No.  Now that I have been swept clean by you, dear sister, my sense is that I may have been deceived somehow about my need to know.”

“I, too, think you’ve been deceived, Yohanna.  It seems to me that by reading my Living Memory, you allowed the Foe to  influence you, because the Foe’s influence is present in both Isabel’s and Ottilie’s Visions, in that constellation.  I’ve swept that influence off you, and I’m sure now that the time isn’t ripe for me to probe the secrets of Isabel’s constellation of Partial Visions.”

“I, too, can wait, Rhoda.”  Yohanna was feeling contrite, understanding that it was her pleasure in showing off to Isabel her ability to read Rhoda’s Living Memory, which had given the Foe an opportunity to influence her intuition, causing her to rashly enter Rhoda’s Inner Sanctum. 

Then Yohanna saw with alarm that Rhoda was looking at her with that “Miss Innocence” expression.

Smiling sweetly, Rhoda took her friend’s hand.  “Yohanna, I have some business to attend to in the Commons today—business that was scheduled a long time ago.  I invite you to come with me, since you’re here.”

“What is this business?”  Yohanna’s apprehension was growing.

“Receiving the Ultimate Shift with the new Garth Master, to complete the final three thousand years of work on the Bleak Berm.  The new Garth Master is Lin Su.”

“Lisa Su’s uncle?”

“Yes.  He’s my choice and Ricardo’s.  You are the first to know, and one of only a few who will know.”

“Rhoda, I know Lin Su well enough to call him, ‘Uncle Lin’, as he is called by Lisa and Xi.  He is a merry old man—a most natural uncle.”

“Yes.  He’s grey-haired and as old as our fathers.  Uncle Lin is already in the Garth, and I was on my way to him when I saw you from the Greased Lightening, in my Inner Sanctum.  If I hadn’t needed to make a final survey of the Garth from up here, you would have been lost in the Commons—as the Foe may have intended.”

Yohanna nodded solemnly.  Then she smiled.  “Rhoda Ingundis, Slayer of the Wicked, I watched you dismiss the Penultimate Shift, so I would be delighted to watch you receive the Ultimate Shift with Uncle Lin.”

Rhoda turned a sudden shrewd look on Yohanna.  “Y’ know what I’m thinkin’, honey, now that you’ll be with me?”

Yohanna felt, instantly, a new jolt of unease.  Why was Rhoda employing her Texas drawl?—and looking at her like that?

“Wait here, honey, while I git somethin’ from the Greased Lightnin’ for ya.”

“I will wait.”  Yohanna wondered at her own cheery acceptance of Rhoda’s invitation.  As she turned to survey the Commons, she observed on its horizon the reason for her unease:  the Bleak Berm, beyond which a storm was brewing over the Darkling Deeps, within it the distant raging of opposing gods.  It was to her former place in the Wheeled Dinghy, falling into those vile waters, that the Foe had sought to draw her!  Rhoda had told her that their seats in the Dinghy would always be waiting for their fall with the Dinghy into the Darkling Deeps.  What a razor’s edge we walk!

Yohanna stood with the empty clothes hangers in her hand, watching Rhoda vault over the taffrail into the open jaw of the Greased Lightning.  Almost at once Rhoda returned with two laden hangers, from one of which hung a woman’s Goth body armor:  a light vest, a short skirt, and a dagger in an ankle sheath.  The other hanger bore an elegant ceremonial Goth camp robe with a hood.  The robe appeared to be made of translucent gold fish scales which were the size of a large man’s thumbnail.

Rhoda hung both hangers on the painter near the taffrail.  Then she went to Yohanna.  Bending her left knee and spreading her arms wide, she bowed gracefully and said, “Your handmaid requests the honor of vesting you for receiving the Ultimate Shift.”

“No!  Rhoda, I absolutely cannot allow my name to be used as that of a goddess.  What would my mother say?”

“Yes, you can.  It’s traditional.”

“Also, I simply will not accept the title, ‘Rhoda Ingundis, Slayer of the Wicked’.  That belongs to you!”

“That, you need not do, dear sister.  In my Keen Maker’s vanity, I am reserving that title for myself.  Let us call you, ’Yohanna Ingundis, Keeper of the Watch’.  It has a nice ring.  You and your descendants will read it in the Histories.  And our contemporaries will think that you’re named after Yohanna Ingundis!  Today, I’ll be watching you from above, in the niche of the Horn Room’s entrance, just as you watched me when I dismissed the Penultimate Shift.  I will be the Histories’ witness of your reception of the Ultimate Shift of Garth Delvers who have labored over the past three thousand years.”

Yohanna curled her lip and glared at her dear friend.  “Rhoda, you have an ulterior motive for generously offering to increase the prominence in which I will appear in the Histories—to your own diminishment—after Scribes have at last determined who truly were Rhoda Ingundis and Yohanna Ingundis.”

“Yes, of course I have.  This move will add to the Foe’s confusion over the true identity of our Headship, because in  owning the staff of Thiuderieks, you’re actually carrying the scepter of authority.”

Yohanna picked up the staff of Thiuderieks and dropped it into her purse.  “Well, then, Handmaid of Yohanna Ingundis, Keeper of the Watch, assist me now in vesting in my wardrobe for this august event.  Explain to me my duties.”

Rhoda held out the robe to Yohanna.  “Try this on for size first.  It’s made to fit over the body armor.”

“I have never before seen a fabric like this.”  Yohanna was stroking the scaled robe with the pleasure of petting a cat’s soft belly.  “I had not guessed from its appearance, how very soft it is.”

“Yes, Yohanna dear, but the robe is actually a precaution against Atavars among the arriving Delvers.  It’s a Persona of the god Augen, who brings clarity to vision, and its soft scales are really eyes.  When you’re wearing it, you’ll understand how it works, and you’ll become very intimate with Augen.  In fact, Sister, then you’ll begin to walk with your Powers, like Ricardo and me.  You’ll become one of the few Word Wise who do.”

Yohanna looked more closely at the scales.  “I see, Rhoda, that they truly are eyes, and each of them is very intelligent.”

“Try on the robe.”

Yohanna slipped it on over her refreshed clothing, its hood over her head, and at once she was seeing her surroundings from every part of her body which was in contact with the robe.  The eyes’ vision was blocked from the parts of her body covered by her clothing.  While Rhoda held her hand, Yohanna quickly mastered the use of her new style of vision.  She looked, then, at the Goth body armor hanging from the painter.  “I know now, dear Rhoda, the reason for my armor’s brevity:  It will minimally block the robe’s vision.”

Continuing to hold Yohanna’s hand, Rhoda replied, “Yes; when you’re wearing the armored skirt and vest you’ll have nearly full-body viewing power.  Also, the close-fitting robe will show off your lovely figure more modestly than would the armor alone.”

“—making the armor more acceptable to me then, Rhoda.  Why are you continuing to hold my hand?”

“So you can enjoy my comforting touch.  After I release your hand, you’ll see Denizens all around us, and they will see you.  Being a living person, you’ll attract them.  When you’ve seen enough, pull the hood off your head.  Ready?”

“Must I?”

“You must.  Now that you’ve worn Augen’s robe, it belongs to you.  I cannot use it, Mistress Yohanna Ingundis, Keeper of the Watch.”  Rhoda released Yohanna’s hand and curtsied deeply.

Yohanna saw creatures all around her, even above her in the Airs and below her under the deck, which was no longer opaque.  There were more forms than she had ever imagined to exist, all of them animal-like in some way.  Perhaps Hans could identify some of them.  Many—too many—were insect-like or worm-like, and they were all human-sized!  The bird-like creatures, rather than flying, were all creeping or stalking.  Not one of the creatures appeared to be aware of the others, and they passed blindly right through one another.  Yohanna understood that they were all people who had become Denizens, having died to Earth’s Province and having not yet passed through the Commons.  She thought of the beetle-earth over which she and Rhoda had once walked, knowing now that the beetles were Denizens, too, as were the Death Eels and the Stalkers of the Netherworld from which—from whom—she and Rhoda had escaped.  Yohanna shuddered.  But I am walking with my Powers; otherwise I would not see these things.

Observing them with her many eyes, Yohanna realized that she was a beacon drawing the Denizens to her, while Rhoda remained frozen in her curtsy, glowing incandescently like a floodlighted marble statue.  She watched the Denizens rapidly converging on her, their glowing animal eyes betraying a flicker of human intelligence—even the spider forms!  Yohanna pulled off her hood and they vanished, but not before a spider-like Denizen had lunged at her, brushing her two legs with its own eight cold, furry legs—an unwanted attention much like that of a drooling, aggressively purring cat.

Rhoda’s frozen curtsying figure reanimated, and she helped Yohanna to remove her robe.  “You’ll be happy to know that when you’re wearing the robe over your body armor, you can make them all retreat by touching your dagger—all except for any Avatars of the Foe.  You can dispatch an Avatar by kicking it, because touching the dagger will have made your whole body a weapon; your feet will be like Goth Battle Swords.  The Foe doesn’t have very many of those Avatars, because they’re really Death Stalkers masked by human Personas, and all of the Foe’s Personas were fabricated long ago by primitive Makers

“Do you mean that the Avatars pose a threat no greater than that of the Barstow Bastards?”

“Yes, my fierce friend.  That episode was good practice for your powerful kick.”

“Hmmm...  Rhoda, why do I find myself hoping to truly encounter some of the Foe’s Avatars in the Ultimate Shift?”

“It’s in the blood, my dear,” Rhoda draped the Robe of Augen onto its hanger.

After hooking that hanger onto the Lightning’s painter, Rhoda removed the hanger bearing Goth body armor.  Holding it out to Yohanna, she said, “Mistress, may I assist in vesting you?  We’ll put your street clothes in your purse.”

––––––––
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Yohanna was walking slowly across the Ontario hangar’s parking lot, talking with Rhoda.  They were on their way to their cars, and Yohanna found it amazing that the day was truly the same one on which she had awakened with that overpowering urge to find Rhoda, wanting to know what had happened after Rhoda had taken Isabel’s place in her Vision.  Well, Yohanna had learned little about that, but she knew now that she would find herself having been told about in the Histories for the past three thousand years.

She was musing about the last of the Delvers whom she had received—a younger Benjamin, who had shown no sign of recognizing her.  Shaking her head, she said to Rhoda, “Now that I have come to share with you the role of ‘goddess’ in the Histories, surely the true identity of the Mistress of the Garth will be a subject of endless speculation by future Word Wise, long after we are gone.  ...Dear sister, I did enjoy a very pleasant visit with Uncle Lin, but I am rather disappointed by having encountered no human Avatars anywhere near us.  I spotted only two panther-form ones stalking at a great distance.”

––––––––
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~ 2 ~   Isabel Tavares’s ‘older brother’ unexpectedly appeared at their table at early breakfast, soon after she and Diego had sat down.  Isabel had not seen Leo since the celebratory dinner at Home Ranch a month earlier, which had taken place on her first day in her new home.

Isabel had developed a sister-brother bond with Leo during their days of hiding out in Antonia’s house.  Now, Leo was smiling at her and Diego, saying, “...may I have a minute of your time?”  Isabel slid over on the bench, making room for Leo, and welcomed him warmly with a sideways hug.  “I’ve missed your cooking, Leo.  I’ve told Diego a lot about you.”  Diego and Leo shook hands across the table.  The two men had spoken together only briefly at the marriage celebration.

Diego said, “Isabel sure has talked a lot about you and your cooking, Leo—and the Texas barbecue you’ve promised her.”

“Kurt’s been reminding me about that, too, Diego.  In fact, he and I are beginning to dig a big barbecue pit in Antonia’s backyard.  Isabel, Antonia says she expects that you’ll be spending some time in southern California in the next year or two, and we’ll have your barbecue then, so we’ve been workin’ slow but steady.”

“There’s an old pit out at the Barracks,” said Diego.  “Maybe we can have a Home Ranch barbecue for you first, Isabel; then you can judge which is best.”

“Have you ever done a pit barbecue, Diego?”

“No, but I’ve heard that Martin has, when he and Victoria first came to the Ranch.  Maybe, Isabel, you can talk him into doing another.”

“Maybe I will, but I’ve been looking forward to Leo’s barbecue for a while.  ...Leo, you look like you’ve come to see us about business—not barbecues.”

“You’re right, Isabel.  You and I have something in common that I’d forgotten about until recently.  When we went in to rescue you from your apartment, before it burned to the ground, Yohanna told me to gather up any interesting items of yours found by my intelligence-agent’s nose.  One of the items I found was a small metal-inlayed wooden box that looks like a jewelry box, except that it’s almost like a solid block of inlaid wood.  There’s no way to open it.”

“I know, Leo.  Thanks very much for saving it.  I’ve left it at Yohanna’s.  My mother gave it to me, and she said it was an heirloom passed down to daughters in her family line.  When I was a kid I tried to open it, without success.  I left it at Yohanna’s because I wanted to leave my past behind.”

“Well, Yohanna’s given it to me to bring back to you.  That’s because after she mentioned it to me, I remembered why I’d snagged it:  Years ago my father gave me one like it, and he said it’s always been inherited by the sons in his line.”

“Do you think we might be related, Leo?  ...My mother left me something to think about along with that odd box.  She used to come into my room and absentmindedly pick up the box, and then she’d work herself up into a tirade against the English.  I know you’re half English, Leo; maybe I’m part English, too.”  

“Are you thinking it’s an old family animosity your mother inherited, Isabel?”  Leo had set the two little boxes on the table, where they all saw that the inlaid designs on their top surfaces fit together to form one stylized bird, wheeling in flight.

Isabel silently studied the figure.  Then she suggested, “Maybe there was a ruined marriage or a loss of inheritance on my mother’s side.”  Playing with the boxes while Leo and Diego watched, she found that each side of a box was inlaid with a figure that formed, with one side of the other box, a stylized creature.  “These are certainly a pair, Leo.  Have you shown them to anyone else?”

“Yes, and Yohanna said your box had the feel of a Goth Device.  Yesterday I showed the two boxes to Antonia at my parents’ house, where we’re visiting.  Holding one in each hand, she said, ‘The Son’s House in England!  I’m sensing it strongly in them, and I think Martin should examine them right away.’  That was last night, so here I am today.”

“Can you return to Antonia today?”

“Yes, if I leave soon.”

“Leo, Martin’s in his Workshop at the airfield.  I’ll get a car and drive us there.  We can talk to him about these things and get you a plane back to Corpus Christi.”

“You two can use my truck, Isabel,” offered Diego.  I’ll be on horseback today.  Now, let’s eat.  We need to fortify ourselves for a busy day ahead of us.”

Isabel had called ahead to Martin, who had met them in the airfield’s central building.  The building contained a meeting hall, a small cafeteria, some overnight quarters and locker rooms, and a small library.  Martin guided them to a corner of the meeting hall where a window gave them a view of the airfield.  They took seats near three pingpong tables where Ricardo and Rhoda had once met.  Few other people were in the room while Martin was examining the two interesting boxes, and Isabel and Leo were telling him how each of them had acquired a box and repeating the things that each had been told about it.  Both of them had been told to pass on the box to a young adult descendant, or to a close relative’s descendant, of their own sex, in order to maintain this family tradition.

“My dad told me it was real important, Martin, but he didn’t know why.  If you can figure out what the boxes are all about, I’ll be able to tell him.  Antonia says she feels strongly that they’ve got something to do with the Son’s House.”

“I don’t think you’ll be able to tell him today, Leo.  With the permission of both of you, I’ll investigate these boxes.  My sense is that they are two Arms of one Device and that the Device itself is Green—meaning the time isn’t ripe yet for satisfying the Device’s Design aim.  Decades ago, I did some research for Fr. Sigurd on the son’s House, but the House hasn’t yet been significant in our War Thing, and we’re still uncertain of the reason for Ottilie’s interest in it.  Following her instructions, however, the Guild has kept an eye on it to this day.”

Leo said, “Fr. Haldane, who was at New City University, is involved in Son’s House affairs.  Antonia mentioned to me that his name has come up in the English Guild’s reports.”

“Yes; that’s how I learned about him, Leo.  It’s important that I bring myself up to speed on this matter, so I want to give you a half-day assignment, now that you’re here:  You and Isabel can return Diego’s truck to him at the Home Construction Workshop complex; that’s his first stop on his horseback inspection tour.”

Isabel’s face lit up.  She had given up accompanying Diego on his inspection rounds, in order to help with this matter which might involve the Son’s House.

“Thanks, Dad Martin.”  Isabel’s smile glowed.

“Leo,” said Martin, “since you’re now the head of Home Construction, people at the complex need to see you.  So if you drop in informally this morning, accompanied by Diego and Isabel, that will be a politically positive act.  We’ll hold our regular late-afternoon flight to Corpus Cristi for you, so you’ll be back with Antonia late today.”

“Thanks, Martin.  It’s more than she expects.”

––––––––
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~ 3 ~   Isabel was climbing the familiar three flights of stairs inside the very back of the old apartment building.  Following their zigzag course back and forth against the wall, she was taking pleasure in the comforting sight of the giant tree outside its windows.  The tree was as tall as the building.  Isabel thought it might be an elm.  She had been delighted always by the cunning carpentry of the stairs, the extravagant use of space demanded by their design, and the welcoming beauty of the tree.  That tree, alive with birds and leaping, chattering squirrels, also filled the view from her window in her own small room here.  For the first time, Isabel realized that the tree had recalled to her the trees in the courtyard of her old home in Lisbon.  She had climbed those trees, looking into windows and learning secrets that she wished she had not learned.  Still, Lisbon was the only place that she had ever felt to be her home.

Now she had a home again, and she had come here to Ohio, to her old not-home, in part to determine the truth of her feeling that Home Ranch truly was becoming her home.  Strange though the place was, Home Ranch was home to its people.  As Martin had said to her, "Home Ranch is as much a home as can be provided by any place—without the folly of undue attachment to it."  Isabel had some appreciation of, and even admiration for, the faith by which Martin spoke his conviction.  She had replied, however, “Martin—Dad—I need to drink in more of the home life right here, before I can even imagine a deeper home.”  Whatever might come of her romantic attachment to Diego, having a true home was to her somehow a greater good than even a happy relationship with him.   If they were to make a home together, it would be real only as a living part of that greater home life into which she felt herself growing, and in which she was beginning to flourish.

Turning the key, Isabel entered the apartment, smelling at once her mother's cigarette smoke.  "Mother, it's me!" she called, sounding genuinely cheerful.  Formerly, her greeting’s cheer had always been forced and sarcastic.

“Isabel?” asked Flavia Tavares’s annoyed and resigned voice.  “Isabel?  Why didn't you write me or call me?  I'm a mess."

“Oh, Mother, what’s new about that?” would have been Isabel’s tired and hopeless response in the past, as she was pulled again into the sluggishly churning pool of her mother's misery.

Not on this day.  Without a word, Isabel walked briskly into the kitchen, where she found Flavia Tavares slumped over her cup of lukewarm coffee, a cigarette smoldering on its saucer.  Untidily wrapped in an old bathrobe of Isabel's, her greasy hair falling unkempt to her shoulders, Isabel's mother was, indeed, “a mess”.

Isabel took her mother's wrists firmly in her hands, preventing her from picking up the cigarette, and the thin woman offered little resistance as Isabel pulled her to her feet.

“Please, hug me, Mother!  I'm your daughter; remember?"

Flavia's feelings wavered unsteadily.  She had been circling in despondency and despair for so long...  Draping her arms loosely around Isabel's neck, she looked with uncertainly-focused, dry, red eyes into her daughter's beaming face.  It was too much for her.  She recalled her youthful enthusiasm for Escobar.  Fools!  We are all fools!  Oozing limply from Isabel's grasp, she slumped down into her chair, plucked up her cigarette, and pressed her hands weakly against the broad windowsill to look out—blankly.  The magnificent elm tree was not visible from Flavia’s window.  She was staring out over a tired-looking commercial street, at the far end of which was the college where, in his office, Escobar had swallowed a lethal dose of poison.

"Is it a boyfriend you’ve found, who’s made you so starry-eyed?”  Her voice flat, her back to Isabel, Flavia received no answer.  She was only dimly aware of her own rudeness.  Turning to face her daughter, she sized her up:  Isabel’s posture was straight, her dress tasteful and well-fitting, her hair long and artfully braided, and her makeup applied with care and restraint.  Flavia asked, "Are you truly Isabel?  I don’t believe it.  Tell me, faker:  What’s the fundamental theorem of the calculus?"

"The derivative is the inverse of the integral, and..."

"That’s enough.  Appearances to the contrary, you are my daughter.  But you haven’t ever before dressed up for a man.”

"I'm not dressed for a man.  I'm dressed for a woman.”

“Isabel!"

"For you, Mother."

"Turn around slowly, so I can see.  ...Isabel, how have you imitated so well, the way I used to dress in the old days?  And in expensive clothing!  What’s happened to you?"

"Mother, please, I want to tell you that I'm really sorry for slamming the door in your face when I left here.  I was full of myself, in my own petty way.”

Flavia was unable to hide from herself the deep sincerity in her daughter’s voice—the same deep sincerity with which Isabel had asked her mother to hug her.  Flavia’s firm resolve had been to never forgive her daughter, even if she came crawling back, imploring forgiveness.  Expressing that resolve was one of her daily responses to the litany of evils that had visited her.

"I don't really expect you to forgive me, Mother.  You never taught me to forgive, but it makes me feel better to let you know how I feel.”  From her purse, Isabel withdrew an envelope containing airline tickets.  Handing it to her mother, she said, ”I want you to come with me on a little vacation.  We hardly know each other, and on a vacation together we could become reacquainted.  You’re a mess here in Ohio, and I think a little California seashore and sunshine—and a new wardrobe—will do you a world of good.  I’ll tell you more later.”

A little over a month later, Flavia had recovered much, in spirits and in appearance.  Two 'nothing years' had followed Escobar's death and her desertion by all of the academics who had enjoyed the couple’s hospitality weekly, in their home.

"I had lived for my my role as the gracious hostess.  I had no need to take a side in political arguments among the people frequenting our salon, as Escobar masterfully appeased them, praising the good points of each party’s opinions, ever hopeful of uniting the current parties under the umbrella of his own impossible idealism.”  With that,  Flavia concluded their conversation about her life.  Isabel had maintained that conversation throughout their vacation in San Diego and Catalina, and now in Santa Barbara.  Flavia had begun talking about her life only after Isabel had firmly insisted on it, but soon she had been more than willing to recall all of the details.

At first overwhelmed by Isabel's apparently limitless new wealth, her social poise, and the grace and authority with which she got things done, Flavia quickly became accustomed to it, and even began to expect it.  Isabel always paid, in cash, for separate rooms in the very finest hotels.  Does it breed in her purse?  Each week, a courier brought mail to Isabel, who was occasionally away for an hour or so “at the bank”, but  Flavia saw no sign of the man whom she imagined to be the source of her daughter's good fortune.  On one occasion she managed to peruse some of Isabel’s correspondence, and found it to be all mathematics.  She must be working for a defense contractor—maybe American—on secret weapons.  Surely that is the source of her money.  She is like Oscar.

In Santa Barbara, Isabel had settled them in a pleasant adobe-style cottage with a view of the ocean.  This place was very pleasant, but not luxurious, and it reminded Flavia of the home in which she had lived with Escobar in Lisbon.  It seemed to her that the change in Isabel’s choice of accommodation style signaled something...

They were eating breakfast out together one morning, after having lived in the house in Santa Barbara long enough to become accustomed to it and its neighborhood.  Isabel set down her coffee cup and looked at Flavia.  “Mother, remember when you asked what caused me to go see you in Ohio, and I said I'd tell you later?  Well, now it's later, and I’m going to tell you about a deal that’s being offered to you by the party I represent, and what's in it for you."

"So it’s your job, Isabel—not a rich boyfriend.”  Flavia had come to admire her 'new’ daughter.  She had not forgiven her, however, for leaving in the way that she had.  Flavia had stayed in her marriage with Escobar for Isabel’s sake...  Always, when Flavia thought of Escobar, she thought of Oscar.  Oscar had left her too, but because of her former relationship with the secret police, she knew that he lived daily in danger to his life.  Oscar had told her that his life depended on his immediately disappearing after Escobar's funeral.  He had never told her when he would return, but he had returned regularly, each time within six months of ending the previous visit, until recently.  It had been much more than six months now, since his last visit.  He had always entered using his own key and calling out “Supper, perhaps, Flavia?”  After hearing, at last, the sound of the key turning in the lock, Flavia had listened eagerly, and had been devastated by the sound of Isabel’s voice.
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Her daughter was saying now, “Mother, I can offer you a job as hostess in a high-class place called the Eyrie here in southern California.  The place, which is currently under construction, is expected to be frequented by a lot of internationally important people.  It’s meant to be a kind of modern-day salon.”

Flavia inspected the Eyrie’s construction site and went to be interviewed by Alice Cunningham, owner of the Arch Company.  She accepted the position and returned briefly to Ohio to gather up her possessions, finding there a note from Oscar.  She called the telephone number that he had written on it, and they talked at length about Flavia’s recent adventure with their daughter.  Oscar promised to visit her in California soon after she had established her own residence there.

Replacing the telephone receiver, Flavia was buoyed by a feeling that her desolate years had passed—that she was reentering life.

Oscar, after setting down his own telephone receiver, said to the empty room, “So, my daughter is learning the Sorceress’s art.  Is Flavia the lure with which the Sorceress would ensnare me?”
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~ 4 ~    Mortimer Kane had recognized at once that she was a fellow artist in the world of power politics.  Interviewing Esther Rosen for the job of liaison between him and Reginald Steuben’s Institute for Early Literature, he had soon learned about the role that she had played in the hiring of Het Kerrigan for the new position of mathematical biologist.  Although the meaning of “mathematical biologist” had not been fully understood even  by Department Head Sedgwick, it had seemed that in these days a biology department must have one.  Kane had sat in on Het’s interview presentation, having been asked to take his place by the physicist originally scheduled to hear it, and he had quickly understood Dr. Kerrigan’s potential value to him.  Now he was recognizing a similar value to him in Esther Rosen.

Knowing that Esther had once worked for Dr. Sedgwick,  Kane had asked him about her, and had been given a description of Esther’s astuteness and of her family’s East Coast political clout.

After hiring her to be his liaison between the Keep and the Campus, Kane had told Esther, “Your position, Miss Rosen, will in fact involve looking out for Dr. Kerrigan’s political safety.  I believe your knowledge of him is sufficient to make you sensitive to forces which may adversely influence him.  His research may be a key to some very valuable technology that my work for Arch Company involves.”

“I understand,  Dr. Kane.”
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It was some time after Hans had settled into the Cliff Rancho and Isabel had become a part of life at Home Ranch, that Het and Esther were looking through its glass door into Dr. Ricardo Chavez’s office.  Located inside the library of Dr. Reginald Steuben’s Institute for Ancient Manuscripts, Ricardo’s office was the first of the many windowed rooms which had been visible to them upon opening the library’s entrance door to its wide hallway.  Although Het and Esther had discovered at once that Dr. Chavez’s office was empty, they were seeing people in several other rooms, through their windows.

Het said, "Ricardo must in the library somewhere.  Esther, when Herbert introduced us in the hallway last week, Ricardo was in a hurry and we just exchanged names.  But Herbert told me later that Chavez is really a nuclear engineer, and it’s because he has a lot of connections with university scholars in Mexico and in Central and South America, that he’s helping Steuben set up his institute.”

“How does that work?”

“Well, Esther, his family have money and manuscripts—Nahuatl codices.  I wonder if we can figure out how to code them and get some more meta time estimates.  Scott’s getting excited about my project, now that he has more time and resources to devote to it."

Several minutes earlier, Esther had been looking around Het’s new office in the upper story of the Keep while Het was telephoning Dr. Steuben’s secretary, Wanda.  After Wanda had told him that Dr. Steuben’s morning schedule was open for a meeting with Esther Rosen, Het had replied, "Thanks" and had at once hung up the telephone’s receiver—without having set a time for introducing Esther to Dr. Steuben.  Taking Esther’s arm, he had said, “Let’s go!”

Upon their arrival in the grand gallery, Het had stopped and pointed.  “Look, Esther, the door of Steuben’s new Institute is open and people are inside.  Steuben’s new guy, Dr. Ricardo Chavez, is probably there.”

Esther had been annoyed with Het.  Why was it such a great thing to meet this Ricardo?  Following Het toward the open door, she had asked, “How long will Dr. Chavez be at the Institute?"

"Well, Esther, when Herbert asked Chavez that question, Chavez said he hoped to be here for less than two years.  And Herbert said Ricardo's actually a bit of a literary whiz; he talks about literature with Steuben."

A shadow of political doubt had entered Esther's mind.  Nuclear engineering and literature?  Warily, she had followed Het into the library in search of Dr. Ricardo Chavez.

She was a little annoyed by having to play catch-up regarding Chavez, especially today, when she was eager to meet Dr. Steuben.  And, on her first day of being officially on the job in the Keep, she had desired to have a definite appointment as part of her professional appearance.  Dr. Steuben’s open schedule did not guarantee his presence in his office, and she wanted to start at the top of the organization with him, not with one of his underlings whose standing with Steuben was unknown to her.

Het spotted Ricardo in the first of the glass-enclosed “scholars’ rooms”.  Two women were working with him there, and the older one, who wore “granny glasses”, was standing by his side examining a scroll unrolled before them on a table.

Their meeting with Ricardo brought an end to Esther’s wariness.  He went to them at once, greeting Het as an old friend, and Esther felt his animal magnetism.  She admired—with a bit of awe—his suave manner as he shook hands warmly with Het and clapped him on the shoulder.

“Het, welcome to Dr. Steuben’s little institute!”

Seeing that Het, unprepared for the friendly greeting, had momentarily forgotten their reason for being there, Esther introduced herself.

"Dr. Chavez, I'm Esther Rosen, Dr. Kane's liaison with Dr. Steuben’s Institute."

"Miss Rosen, I'm pleased to meet you.  We do have some issues to discuss.  Please call me Ricardo.  May I call you Esther?”  Ricardo took her hand, smiling warmly.

"Ricardo, I'm pleased to be called Esther.”  She pressed Ricardo’s hand lightly between her two hands, hiding her grin inside, at the flash of jealously on Het’s face.

Ricardo said, "I’d like to introduce you two to my fiancée, whom I think you may already know."

The taller woman assisting him turned around, and Esther found herself being welcomed by Rhoda with a quick sisterly hug and kiss.

"Esther, you look very elegant and business-like, beginning your new job today."  Before Esther was able to respond, Rhoda turned and took Het’s hand.  After lightly kissing him, she held his hands for a moment as she said, "Het, I'm pleased to see that you're advancing in the world."

Rhoda turned from Het to take Ricardo's arm.  Pulling him close, she said, “Esther, I’m so happy with my guy.  It took a little persuading to get our families' blessings."

She released Ricardo and said to Esther, “My grandfather, Walter Knox, tells me that your family and mine share a little history involving my great-aunt Sophie and things that happened in New Jersey a quarter of a century ago.  And, Het,” she said, looking at him, “my grandfather says also that he was occasionally a client of Oscar Nerzhin, who I believe is your father.  It’s a small world isn't it?"

Wow!  I’ve never before seen Rhoda behaving so warmly and sociably.  Esther’s political mind was spinning.  Where has Rhoda’s Mr. Wonderful come from?  Is he really just a nuclear engineer with a literary hobby?  Dr. Kane was expecting her to figure things out.  She knew that he wanted to be sure of her loyalty, just as a political boss would, and to test her ability to find and deal with any political problems that he might have, relating to Het's research.  She thought that those problems might be facing her right here in this room.

"Yes, it’s a small world, Rhoda," she said.  “I've heard that you took Het's mother for a spin in your new aircraft after you’d met her at Het's place.  Mrs. Kerrigan told one of my mother’s friends about her 'adventure' with you, and so the story got to me.  Does your grandfather live with you?"

“No; he lives in Valparaiso, and I visit him occasionally.  He’s now married to Sophie's sister.”

Rhoda was chatting with her like any other woman gossiping about family news.  Sophie?...Mother did have the scoop!  Esther thought an opportunity for a future conversation was surely being opened up to her by Rhoda, about matters which were important to Dr. Kane.  At the moment, Rhoda was picking up her purse in preparation for leaving.

Het had said nothing, but he was thinking that Ricardo's existence explained a lot of Rhoda's past behavior.  He recalled Winthy’s warning that Rhoda or her family might possibly be dangerous.  And he thought that Ricardo might well be some kind of big shot...  Coming back to the present situation, he was glad to hear Esther saying to Ricardo that they should schedule a meeting.  Then, after Esther and Ricardo had jotted down a meeting time in their appointment books, Esther asked Rhoda to meet with her soon over a cup of coffee in the Student Union, comparing notes with her about family history.
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Chapter 2 — Campus Meetings
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~ 1 ~  While Ricardo and Rhoda had been talking with their visitors, the older lady had been silently studying it.  Het had noticed, as he turned to leave, that the manuscript and the lady were both Chinese.

Ricardo had been left alone with Dr. Lily Su to continue their study of the scroll manuscript.  She asked, "What does Yohanna say about your guests?"

"That Esther and Het have not yet been tempted by the Elixir.”

"Do you understand how that evil tonic works, Ricardo?"

“Grandma Su, I understand that the Elixir is part of a Device—the Soma!  I partially understand that Device’s Design, and  I know that a side effect of the Elixir is to imbue in a person a state of continuance—so that he or she seems not to age—by binding that person in some way to the slowly aging Netherworld.  The concoction was invented by Thiuderieks as a means for enabling individuals to serve the Ancient Foe—before Thiuderieks knew him as the Foe.  We don’t know yet the Soma’s true Design, which is said to be inscribed in the lost First Histories.  Thiuderieks himself may one day explain the Design to us, but we don’t know the exact cast of Ethical Force necessary to our War Thing for dealing with the Soma differently from the provisional way in which we and our predecessor War Things have done it."

Lily Su nodded.  She had heard that before.  "Do you truly expect to find Thiuderieks, and wake him into Earth's Province?"  Lily Su plucked her granny glasses from her face, leaving them dangling from their chain while she looked squarely at Ricardo.  "I can see that you do," she said.  Like most other Word Wise of the War Thing, she doubted the reality of the Keen Makers’ theory that a sleeping Thiuderieks was embedded in the Advancing Front of Earth’s Province.  She wondered how they could possibly find and revive the great Maker after eight-thousand years of "sleep".  Young people and their fantasies!

Lily’s grandchildren Lisa and Xi had fallen under the spell of Rhoda and Ricardo.  They had officially become Guild apprentices to both Rhoda and Ricardo, and they had begun working in Rhoda’s Ontario Workshop, where they were, in practice, more Rhoda’s apprentices than Ricardo’s.

Lisa had suffered shame for having fled the event which was now thought to be the first Battle of the War Thing—that Battle between Rhoda and the Foe which had been fought at the biologists’ party in that old mountain cabin.  Lisa had returned to Hong Kong after having been saved by Rhoda from driving her Porsche off the edge of precipitous Old Turkey Road.  She had told Rhoda then that she was not strong enough to join with her.  After  recovering in Hong Kong, Lisa had developed her skills to a higher level through the efforts of her uncle Lin Su, who was among the foremost of Keen Makers.  Then, after the Head Thing at Home Ranch, an offer had been made to Lisa and Xi to become Rhoda’s and Ricardo’s Guild apprentices.  Lisa had been eager to return to them in America with her brother, thinking that, with Ricardo as a buffer, she would be able to work slowly through the shame that she felt in Rhoda’s presence.  That Rhoda and Ricardo were truly one “co-Head” of the War Thing, had not been understood on the other side of the Pacific, until Ambrose Chapman had explained it in person to the Chinese Scribes.  Nevertheless, everyone in the Clan called Rhoda and Ricardo “co-Heads”, plural.

When she was young, Lily Su had been among the first of the remnant Chinese Clan to be apprenticed outside of China.  She has studied in Nigeria, where she was apprenticed to Aretta Okubo, and then she had studied in Kansas, with Reggie Chapman.  There were matters of the War Thing with which Dr. Lily Su was not fully comfortable.  Foremost among them were the one Head in two persons, Rhoda’s Greased Lightning, and the waking of Thiuderieks.  “Oh, Grandma,” Lisa Su had said to her, “Rhoda and Ricardo are like brother and sister when they are together.  Their relationship is very chaste, just as it must be in order for their Headship to work.”  Lily did not entirely believe it, but she was pleased to hear Lisa’s report of their public propriety.

Rhoda had convinced Lisa that she had no reason to feel shame, assuring her that, “Retreat is often the wisest tactic.  And, Lisa, we brought the Foe to a stalemate on that day.”

Now, Xi and Lisa were working to make a Descendant Device from the Archetypical Greased Lightning.  Lisa had said to Lily, “Grandma, when Xi and I understand how it works, we will tell you.  Rhoda is very, very clever.”  Seeing Rhoda easily dealing with two representatives of Dr. Kane—whom the War Thing believed to be the head of the Foe’s Circle—Lily Su wondered if that, too, were a skill that her granddaughter might learn from Rhoda.  She shuddered, knowing Rhoda’s ease to be the deft touch of the War Queen.  Would the lot of the War Queen fall someday to one of her own descendants?

Surfacing from the depths of her reflections, Lily Su saw that Ricardo was staring off in the direction that Rhoda had taken.

“Ricardo, how is it that Rhoda’s unusual aircraft operates?” she asked.  As Ricardo turned slowly toward her, she continued, “Her grandfather, Walter, introduced me to the joy of flying, so I know something about aircraft and the vast quantities of fuel that they consume.  Hers does not carry enough fuel even to fly a modern Dragonfly one hundred miles, and yet she has flown it above the atmosphere to bring me here.  I can never forget that flight.  Sandra Schroeder has experienced a similar one.”

“Lily, the Greased Lightning’s jet engines are used only for moving the Lightning on the runway; otherwise, they are simply for appearance.  Once Rhoda’s Lightning is in motion on the ground, it’s able to become fully functioning.  In fact, Rhoda is able to take off in it without fuel, by simply pushing it by hand to get it going, then jumping in to take off.”

“Ricardo, that makes my question more urgent.”

“Only to your curiosity, Dr. Su.”  Ricardo smiled.  “It took me a while to understand the principle of its Design:  It’s like a sailboat with its sails in the Airs of the Commons, needing only to ‘catch a breeze’ to be fully active.”

“But it moves through air and space, not in the Air of the Commons.”

“It only appears that way to us, Lily.  In fact, when we see it moving through the Earth’s air and space, the Greased Lightning is actually repeatedly tacking in the Commons and reappearing in Earth’s Province, so rapidly that what we see and feel is one smooth motion.”
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~ 2 ~   Understanding Het’s mode of behavior, Wanda had kept Dr. Steuben’s morning schedule open to allow Het an opportunity for introducing Esther Rosen as Dr. Kane’s liaison with the Campus.  She knew the importance to Reginald of maintaining the proper relationship between his campus and Dr. Kane’s Institute in the Keep.  Guessing that Esther was to become some kind of ambassador from Dr. Kane, Wanda was suspicious of her, so, after Het had called her earlier, she had immediately telephoned Arlo Ferguson, who had told her, “Esther Rosen was once assistant to Dr. Sedgwick, the Chair of the Biology Department.  Sedgwick has described her as ‘a politically artful young lady, and wealthy’.’’
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“This is Esther’s first day on the job, Reginald.”  After introducing Esther Rosen to Reginald Steuben, Het acted to relieve Steuben's suspicions regarding Dr. Kane and the Arch Company by explaining to him that Esther was his own personal confidante, and that she was "on our academic side.”  Het excused himself then to confer with his project’s “scientific associate, Dr. G. K. Scott.”

At Steuben’s request, Esther provided him with a description of Het's circle of biologists to which she and Dr. Scott belonged.  She briefly sketched “Miss Knox” into her picture of the biologists as "the airplane pilot and electronics wizard whom they had found in the desert."  She knew that Rhoda had assisted Het in embarrassing Dr. Steuben at his reception for new faculty, so she was careful not to betray any personal closeness to her.  As Esther had been rattled by Rhoda and Ricardo only a few minutes earlier, she was glad to be able to gain better control of her own emotions by dismissing Rhoda as “Miss Knox”.  Steuben showed no response to her mention of “Miss Knox.  Does he not recognize Miss Knox as, “R”?

Esther went on to tell Dr. Steuben that nobody in Het’s circle really understood what he and Scott were doing, and that Miss Knox had an interest in their work, "in the same way that Dr. Kane has.”  As Steuben again betrayed no recognition of Miss Knox’s identity, Esther added more information about the strange Greased Lightning, and told him that Het's mother had been a passenger on one of its flights.  Steuben asked her questions consistent with the factual information that Het had given to him.

"It’s this strange electronic business that’s what Dr. Kane is interested in, too.  Isn’t it, Esther?  Is Het's research somehow similar?"

"I think that's the case, Reginald, but I must confess that I don't understand it.  The similarity seems to be in the mathematics, and that's not my field.”

"Nor mine.”  Shifting away from the subject of technology, Steuben asked, "What kind of relationship does Het have with Miss Knox?"

"Reginald, I can assure you that it’s strictly a business relationship.  Basically, they trade data."

“I understand that it takes a lot of resources to build new aircraft.  There must be some wealth behind Miss Knox.”

“Yes.  I believe the wealth is that of the Aeronauticas company.  I’ve been told that Aeronauticas and several other large operations are owned by her family."

"That makes sense. ...So her family and Arch Company are two big commercial operations that are interested in the same technology that Het has—I suppose—stumbled onto..."

Esther reached across Steuben's desk, laying her hand lightly on his.  "Your campus and my friend Het,” she said, “are suddenly caught up in we-don’t-know-what."

He patted her hand. "We share similar concerns, Esther.  I think all of the forces at play are basically benign, but—like you—I wish the situation were clearer."
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~ 3 ~  Arlene Steuben had resigned herself to having dinner that evening with Reginald, to meet his “new man”, Ricardo Chavez, and Chavez’s fiancée.  She expected Reginald’s “new man”, Ricardo, whose literary savvy, understanding of Nahuatl and many university connections south of the border enthralled him, to be a rich, pedantic bore.  In her mind she pictured a plump and aging Hispanic gentleman accompanied by his dyed-blond fortune-hunting fiancée from Buenos Aires.

She watched her faithless husband straightening his tie.  Looking into the mirror, he said to his image, "Ricardo is a much younger and more vigorous man than you'd expect for someone of his learning."

Arlene looked closely at Reginald, seeing that he had aged since she had last given his face her full attention.  He appeared to be worried, in some new way.  I wonder if Wanda is getting tired of him.  ...Arlene! You said, 'Yes', and these are the bad times.  Wait, and better times will surely come.  "Younger?"

"Yes, like Apollo," he replied matter-of-factly, at last satisfied with his tie.  "I wonder if his fiancée’s physical appearance is consistent with his own.  Ricardo said she flew in yesterday; that’s why we’ve arranged this evening’s impromptu dinner."

"Does Dr. Chavez speak Greek?"

"Yes.  He’s a cultured gentleman.  The other day, we engaged in a nice chat about the authenticity of some fragments of Empedocles.”  The Steubens walked silently to their garage.

"Do you suppose we've met his fiancée?"  Arlene slid into the front passenger side of her husband’s immaculate cream-colored Mercedes.

"This is the first that I've heard about her.  Who do you have in mind?"  Steuben looked curiously at her before closing his door.

"The young lady who read Eliot so well at your reception for new faculty," she replied carelessly.  “Miss Rhoda Knox.”

In the brief moment before Reginald closed his door and the dome light went out, Arlene was surprised to see that he was startled by her suggestion.  His face was now only a dark profile, but she had seen, in the instant before his door’s closing, all of the worry which lately had been lurking behind his features, come suddenly to the surface.

He shook his head and started the car.  ”Miss Rhoda Knox?"  Arlene recalled the moment in which Reginald had handed the book to “R”, for her to read at the faculty reception.  Arlene herself had smiled sympathetically at him, and she recalled having felt that he was going to fall into a trap of his own making.  He was falling deeper into it now, and she smiled sympathetically at him again, in the darkened car.

They soon arrived at Cuisine Philomene, the elegant French Resturant where Ricardo had offered to meet them, and in which Steuben himself preferred to dine on special occasions.
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“It's very simple."  Ricardo smiled at Reginald and Arlene.  "I decided to reply to the inquiry about Nahuatl codices received from you by my family, after Rhoda had told me that she would be working in this region until she was finished with her aviation project.  After that, we can be married in a fashion that pleases our families.  I am pleased to be able to help with your project while living near my beloved."

Rhoda added, "I don't want to be a working mother; I want to devote my full time to our children while they’re young.  I’m  working now, however, and I want to finish the project that I’ve begun, because many people depend on it.  Most of it’s my brain-child, but within a year or so I should be able to leave it, in good conscience, in other peoples’ hands.”

“Where will you celebrate your wedding, Rhoda?”

“In Mexico City, where our grandmothers and my grandfather live, Arlene.”

“In the Basilica?”

“Of course.”

Arlene exchanged a glance with Reginald.  He asked, “Who is your grandfather in Mexico City, Rhoda?”

“Señor Manuel Ortega.”

“I’ve heard of him.  Didn’t he bankroll some revolutionary movements?”

Ricardo laughed.  “It turns out that Señor Ortega and my (now deceased) grandfather, Carlos Hernandez, were good friends.  Rhoda and I were unaware of this family history until very recently.  My grandfather Carlos was an extreme Royalist who desired the return of Mexico to the Spanish Crown, which means the politics of the two men very much opposed.  Yet, within the Church, the Revolutionary and the Royalist were enabled to be the best of friends.”

Arlene laughed, too.  “I suppose the two men could, however, agree politically upon re-annexing the southwestern states, including southern California!”

“Oh, yes,” Rhoda replied with a grin, “and my family holds a Royal land grant for most of it, including New City University, so we’d be first in line for our share!”

Arlene had felt immediately, in the presence of Ricardo and Rhoda, a natural peace the like of which she had not enjoyed since her university days.  In those days, her personality, wit and accomplishments were widely celebrated—and she was in love with Reginald.  She had seen, opening up before her, a wonderful career in the study of literature.  Although she was still teaching, and she loved her students, she had poured herself out in vain for Reginald's career.

His love of literature, which she had once lovingly shared with him, had been worn away by his growing preoccupation with power.  Then Wanda's relationship with him had struck a terrible blow to Arlene.  She had followed Reginald one day into his office, past Wanda’s desk, and being screened by him from Wanda’s view, Arlene had caught Wanda’s knowing look at Reginald, followed quickly by a flash of guilt as she saw Arlene.

The cold chill of that moment was still with Arlene.  The relationship between her husband and his secretary was now unspoken common knowledge throughout the New University campus.  Only her three best friends on the faculty spoke of it with her, and only to encourage her to “divorce the bastard”.  But tonight, here at this table, the cold chill had fled.  Although she knew that it would return at the end of the evening, Arlene also knew that, being presently free of it, she would more willingly bear its presence tomorrow.

Leaning toward her, Arlene laid her hand on Rhoda’s.  "I hope your children will be a blessing to you.  Reginald and I have none, other than our numerous academic offspring."

After a moment, Arlene straightened up and said, "Rhoda, if I understand correctly, you make unusual aircraft and Dr. Kerrigan makes measurements on plants, (and animals, I suppose) in their habitats.  Whatever is the connection between your projects?"

Rhoda explained, "His basic ideas are similar—mathematically—to those that I use in my technology.”

“Similar mathematically?  Rhoda, I don’t think I have the ability to appreciate a mathematical similarity between your projects.  ...How can you have found out about his work?”

“It was happenstance, Arlene, that brought Dr. Kerrigan’s work to my notice.  Originally, I had planned to locate my project in Kansas; but I had a special interest in the Owens Valley region, where I had built an aircraft hangar.  Dr
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