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CHAPTER ONE


During the night, Marianne was awakened by a steady drumming of rain, a muffled tattoo as from a thousand drumsticks on the flat porch roof, a splash and gurgle from the rainspout at the corner of the house outside Mrs Winesap’s window, bubbling its music in vain to ears which did not hear. ‘I hear,’ whispered Marianne, speaking to the night, the rain, the corner of the living room she could see from her bed. When she lay just so, the blanket drawn across her lips, the pillow crunched into an exact shape, she could see the amber glow of a lamp in the living room left on to light one corner of the reupholstered couch, the sheen of the carefully carpentered shelves above it, the responsive glow of the refinished table below, all in a kindly shine and haze of belonging there. ‘Mine,’ said Marianne to the room. The lamplight fell on the first corner of the apartment to be fully finished, and she left the light on so that she could see it if she woke, a reminder of what was possible, a promise that all the rooms would be reclaimed from dust and dilapidation. Soon the kitchen would be finished. Two more weeks at the extra work she was doing for the library and she’d have enough money for the bright Mexican tiles she had set her heart upon.


‘Mine,’ she said again, shutting her eyes firmly against the seductive glow. She had spent all Cloud-haired mama’s jewelry on the house. The lower floor, more recently occupied and in a better state of repair, was rented out to Mrs Winesap and Mr Larken – whose relationship Marianne often speculated upon, varyingly, as open windows admitted sounds of argument or expostulation or as the walls transmitted the unmistakable rhythm of bedsprings – and the slummy part was occupied by Marianne herself. ‘Not so slummy anymore,’ she hummed to herself in the darkness. ‘Not so damn slummy.’


If she had been asked, she could not have said why it had been so important to have rooms of her own, rooms with softly glowing floorboards, rooms with carefully stripped woodwork painted a little darker than the walls, all in a mauvey, sunset glow, cool and spacious as a view of distant mountains, where there had been only cracked, stained plaster with bits of horsehair protruding from it to make her think for weary months that she was trying to make a home in the corpse of some great, defunct animal. At the time she had not known about old plaster, old stairs, old walls, nothing about splintered woodwork and senile plumbing – either balky or incontinent. Something in the old house had nagged at her. ‘Buy me, lady. You’re poor. I’m poor. Buy me, and let us live together.’


Perhaps it had been the grace of the curved, beveled glass lights above the front door and the upstairs windows. Perhaps it had been the high ceilings, cracked though they were, and the gentle slope of the banisters leading to the second floor. Perhaps the dim, cave-like mystery of the third floor beneath the flat roof. Perhaps even the arch of branches in the tangled shrubbery which spoke of old, flowering things needing to be rescued from formlessness and thistle. ‘Sleeping Beauty,’ she had said more than once. ‘A hundred years asleep.’ Though it hadn’t been a hundred years. Ten or fifteen, perhaps, since someone had put a new roof on it. Forty, perhaps, since anyone had painted or repaired otherwise. Both times someone, anyone had run out of money, or time, or interest, and had given up to let it stand half vacant, occupied on the lower floor by a succession of recluses who had let the vines cover the windows and the shrubs grow into a thicket.


Perhaps it hadn’t been anything unique in this particular house except that it stood only a block from the campus. From her windows she could look across the lawns of the university to the avenue, across acres of orderly green setting off rose-ash walls of Georgian brick, a place of quiet and haven among the hard streets. ‘Damn Harvey,’ she hummed to herself, moving toward sleep. This was part of the daily litany: at least a decade of ‘mine’s’ and five or six ‘damn Harvey’s.’


It shouldn’t have been necessary to sell all Mama’s jewelry. Harvey could have advanced her some of her own inheritance – even loaned it to her at interest. The past two years of niggling economies, the endless hours using the heat gun to strip paint until her ears rang with the howl of it and her hands turned numb… ‘Carpal tunnel syndrome,’ the doctor had said. ‘Quit whatever you’re doing with your hands and the swelling will stop. With what your papa left you, sweetie, what’s this passion for doing your own carpentry?’ Dr Brown was an old friend – well, an old acquaintance – who believed his white hair gave him license to call her sweetie. Maybe he called all the people he had once delivered as babies sweetie, no matter how old they got, but the familiar, almost contemptuous way he said it didn’t tempt her to explain.


‘Look,’ she could have said. ‘Papa Zahmani was pure, old-country macho to the tips of his toes. He didn’t leave his little girl anything. He left it all in half-brother Harvey’s hands until little Marianne either gets married – in which case presumably her sensible husband will take care of it for her – or gets to be thirty years old. I guess he figured if Marianne wasn’t safely married by thirty, she never would be and it would be safe to let such a hardened spinster handle her own affairs. Until then, however, Harvey controls the lot – half-brother Harvey who treats every dime of Marianne’s money as though it were a drop of his own blood.’


Anyhow, why explain? It wouldn’t change anything. The truth was simply that she hadn’t the money to pay anyone to paint the walls or strip the woodwork or reupholster the furniture scrounged from second-hand shops. ‘Junk shops,’ she reminded herself. ‘Not so damn junky anymore…’


‘You can live on what I allow you,’ Harvey had said, offhandedly. ‘If you get a cheap room somewhere. There’s no earthly reason for you to go on to school. You are by no stretch of the imagination a serious student, and if you’re determined to live the academic life – well, you’ll have to work your way through. If you’re determined to get a graduate degree – which will be useless to you – you’ll spend most of your time on campus anyhow. You don’t need a nice place to live. A little student squalor goes with the academic ambience.’


Not that Harvey exposed himself to squalor of any kind. His six-room Boston apartment took up half the upper floor of a mellow old brownstone on Beacon Hill, and an endless skein of nubile, saponaceous Melissas and Randis and Cheryls replaced one another at eager intervals as unpaid house-keepers, cooks, and laundresses for Harvey S. Zahmani, professor of Oriental languages and sometime ethnologist, who had had the use of all his own inheritance and all of Marianne’s since he was twenty-six. Papa hadn’t believed that women should take up space in universities unless they ‘had to work,’ a fate evidently worse than death and far, far worse than an unhappy marriage. ‘I do have to work,’ Marianne had said to Harvey more than once. ‘Do you really expect me to live on $500 a month? Come on, Harvey, that’s poverty level minus and you know it.’


‘It’s what Papa would have done.’ Bland, smiling, knowing she knew he didn’t give a damn what Papa would have done, that he hadn’t cared for Papa or Papa’s opinions at all, giving her that twinge deep down in her stomach that said ‘no fury like a man scorned,’ and a kind of fear, too, that the man scorned would try something worse to get even.


‘Hell, Harvey,’ she whispered to herself. ‘I was only thirteen and you were twenty-six. I don’t care if you were drunk. You’re my half-brother, for God’s sake. What did you expect me to do, just lie there and let you use me for one of your Randis or Cheryls because I was convenient?’ It had been a frightening scene, interrupted by the housekeeper. Neither of them had referred to it since, but Marianne remembered, and she thought Harvey did, too. Why else this nagging enmity, this procession of little annoyances?


‘You give up this graduate degree business and do something more in keeping with your position, and I’ll see about increasing your allowance…’ He had sneered that polite, academic sneer, which could only remotely be interpreted as a threat. Marianne hadn’t been able to figure out what would have been more in keeping with her position. What position did a poverty-stricken heiress have? Great Expectations? She had on occasion thought of raffling herself off on the basis of her Great Expectations. Perhaps temporary matrimony? No. She was too stubborn. Sue? It was possible, of course, but Marianne felt that going to the law to gain control of her money would involve her in more of a struggle with Harvey than she had the strength for. Nope. If Papa had been a chauvinistic Neanderthal, Marianne would play it out – all the way. But she would not do it in squalor, not even student-style squalor. The jewelry had been given to her when Cloud-haired mama had died. So far as anyone knew it was still in the safe-deposit box. Marianne had never worn it. Now it had gone for fifty percent of its value to pay for three stories of dilapidated Italianate brick across the street from the university, and Marianne spent every available hour with tools or paintbrushes in her hands. The worst of it was done. Even the scrappy little area out front had been sodded and fringed with daffodils for spring, with pulmonaria and bergenia to bloom later, and astilbe waiting in the wings for midsummer. Harvey, if he ever came to Virginia to visit, which he never had, would find only what he could have expected – a decently refurbished apartment in an elderly house. Not even Mrs Winesap or Mr Larken knew she owned the place. ‘Mine,’ she said for the tenth time that day, sinking at last into sleep.


There had been a time, long before, when there had been gardens lit by daffodils fringing acres of lawn. There had been a time when there had been many rooms, large, airy rooms with light falling into them through gauzy curtains in misty colors of dusk and distance. Sometimes, on the verge of waking, Marianne thought of that long-ago place. There had been a plump cook Marianne had called Tooky, even when she was old enough to have learned to say ‘Mrs Johnson.’ There had been an old Japanese man and his two sons who worked in the gardens. Marianne had trotted after them in the autumn, her pockets bulging with tulip bulbs, a bulb in each hand, fascinated by the round, solid promise of them, the polished wood feeling of their skins, the lovely mystery of the little graves the gardener dug – what was his name? Mr Tanaka. And his sons. Not Bob, not Dick. Robert and Richard. Robert digging the round holes, Marianne pitching in the handfuls of powdery bonemeal, Robert mixing it all into a soft bed, then taking the bulbs from her one by one to set them in an array. Then, filling in the hole, the hole so full of promise, knowing the promise would be kept. And then, in the spring, the clumps of green stalks, the buds opening into great goblets of bloom. Marianne standing with Cloud-haired mama to peer into those blooms, into the bottoms of those glorious vases where bees made belligerent little noises of ownership against the yellow bases of the petals, a round sun glowing at the bottom of the flower to echo the great sun burning above them.


Marianne didn’t even remember it, and yet when she had bought the garden supplies last fall, she had stood in the garden shop with her hand deep in the carton of tulip bulbs, not seeing them, unaware of her own silent presence there. When she had paid for the plants there had been tears running down her cheeks, and the sales clerk had stared at her in perplexity, for her voice had been as calm and cheerful as it usually was while the tears ran down her cheeks and dropped off her chin. Later, she looked into the mirror and saw the runnels from eyes to chin and could not think what might have caused them.


Cloud-haired mama had died when Marianne was thirteen. That was when Harvey had … well. No point in thinking about it. After that had been boarding schools, mostly. Papa Zahmani had sold the big house with the gardens. Holidays had been here, in this city, in the town house. Then, only a year later, Papa Zahmani had died. The headmistress had told her in the office at school and had helped her dress and pack and be ready for the car. Two funerals in less than a year, and no reason anyone could give for either one. No reason for Mama to have died. No reason for Papa to have died. Dr Brown acted baffled and strained, with his mouth clamped shut. After that was more school, and more school, and summer camps, and college, and more college. There had not been any home to return to, and the only career which occurred to her was the same one Harvey had entered – ethnology. Which might be another reason for his sniping at her. Harvey didn’t like competition. As though Marianne would be competition – though someday perhaps, when she was decades older, if she became recognized in the field, and … well. She tried not to think about it. It was better not to think about Cloud-haired mama, or Papa Zahmani, or Harvey. It was easier to live if one were not angry, and it was easier not to be angry if she did not think about those things.


She woke in the morning to a world washed clean. Outside the window the white oak had dropped its burden of winter-dried leaves into the wind, littering them across the spring lawns which stretched away between swatches of crocus purple and ruby walls, a syrup of emeralds, deep as an ocean under the morning sun, glittering from every blade. Slate roofs glistened, walls shone, teary windows blinked the sun into her face as she leaned from the window to recite the roll call of the place. Mossy walks, present. Daffodils, granite steps, white columns, ivy slickly wet and tight as thatch, a distant blaze of early rhododendrons. All bright and shiny-faced, pleased and yet dignified, as such a place should be, her own slender windows fronting on it so that she might soak it in, breathe it, count it over like beads. Yew hedge, present. Tulip tree, present. The multi-paned windows of the library across the way; the easy fall of lawn down the slope to the side walk and street at the corner.


The street. Marianne hastily glanced away, too late. A red bus farted away from the curb in pig-stubborn defiance of imminent collision. The shriek of crumpled metal came coincident with the library chimes, and a flurry of McDonalds wrappers lifted from the gutter to skulk into the shrubbery. ‘Damn,’ she murmured, starting her daily scorecard in the endless battle between order and confusion. ‘Confusion, one; order, nothing.’ By her own complex rules, she could not count sameness for order points. There was nothing really new in the order of the campus, the buildings, the gardens – no lawn freshly mowed or tree newly planted. She made a face as she turned back to the room, hands busy unbraiding the thick, black plait which hung halfway down her back. The room, at least, would not contribute to confusion. Except for the Box.


It sat half under the coffee table where she had left it, unable to bear the thought of it lurking in the darkness of some closet or completely under the table where she could not keep an eye on it. Better to have it out where she could see it, know where it was. ‘Damn Harvey,’ she said, starting the day’s tally. If she took the Box to the basement storage room, he might decide to come visit her. She believed, almost superstitiously, that the act of taking the Box out of her apartment and putting it somewhere else, no matter how safe a place that might be, would somehow stimulate a cosmic, reciprocal force. If his presence, more than merely symbolized by the Box, were removed, some galactic accountant might require him to be present in reality.


‘Silly,’ she admonished herself, kicking the Box as she passed it. ‘Silly!’ Still, she left it where it was, decided to ignore it, turned on the television set to drown out any thought of it. Despite the bus crash, the morning was full of favorable portents. No time to waste thinking of Professor Harvey S. Zahmani.


‘…Zahmani,’ the television echoed in its cheerful-pedantic news voice. ‘M. A. Zahmani, Prime Minister of Alphenlicht, guest lecturer at several American universities this spring, prior to his scheduled appearance before the United Nations this week…’


This brought her to crouch before the tube, seeing a face altogether familiar. It was Harvey. No, it wasn’t Harvey. It looked like Harvey, but not around the mouth or eyes. The expression was totally different. Except for that, they could be Siamese twins. Except that Harvey was up in Boston and this man was here at the university to lecture … on what? On Alphenlicht, of course. She had read something about the current controversy over Alphenlicht and – what was that other tiny country? Lubovosk. There was a Newsweek thingy on it, and she burrowed under the table for the latest issue as the television began a breathless account of basketball scores and piggy-backed commercials in endless, morning babble.


‘…Among the world’s oldest principalities, the two tiny nations of Alphenlicht and Lubovosk were joined until the nineteenth century under a single, priestly house which traced its origins back to the semi-mythical Magi. A minor territorial skirmish in the mid-nineteenth century left the northern third of the minuscule country under Russian control. Renamed ‘Lubovosk,’ the separated third now asserts legal rights to the priestly throne of Alphenlicht, a claim stoutly opposed by Prime Minister of Alphenlicht, Makr Avehl Zahmani…’


There was a map showing two sausage-link-shaped territories carved out of the high mountains between Turkey and Iraq and an inset picture of a dark, hawk-eyed woman identified as the hereditary ruler of Lubovosk. Marianne examined the woman with a good deal of interest. The face was very familiar. It was not precisely her own, but there was something about the expression which Marianne had seen in her mirror. The woman might be a cousin, perhaps. ‘Good lord,’ Marianne admonished the pictured face. ‘If you and Russia want it, why doesn’t Russia just invade it the way they did Afghanistan?’ Receiving no reply, she rose to get about the business of breakfast. ‘Zahmani,’ she mused. She had never met anyone with that name except Harvey and herself. In strange cities, she had always looked in the phone book to see whether there might be another Zahmani. Then, too, Alphenlicht was the storybook land which had always been featured in Cloud-haired mama’s bedtime tales. Alphenlicht. Surprising, really. She had known it was a real place, but she had never thought of it as real until this moment. Alphenlicht. Zahmani. ‘This,’ she sang to herself as she scrambled eggs, ‘would be interesting to know more about.’


When she left the apartment, her hair was knotted on her neck, she was dressed in a soft sweater and tweedy skirt, and the place was orderly behind her. She checked to see that she had her key, the Box nudging her foot while she ignored it, refused to see it. Instead, she shut her eyes, turned to face the room, then popped her eyes open. She did this every morning to convince herself that she had not dreamed the place, every morning doubting for a moment that it would be there. Was the paint still the dreamed-on color? Were the drapes still soft around the windows, curtains moving just a little in the breeze? No rain today, so she left the window open an inch to let the spring in and find it there when she returned. ‘I love you, room,’ she whispered to it before leaving it. ‘I will bring you a pot of crocuses tonight.’ Purple ones. In a blue glazed pot. She could see them in her head, as though they were already on the window seat, surrounded by the cushions.


Back in the unremembered time, there had been a window seat with cushions where Marianne had nested like a fledgling bird. Cloud-haired mama had teased Harvey, sometimes, and urged him to sit on the window seat with them and listen to her stories. Marianne had been hiding in the cushions of the window seat the day she had heard Mama speaking to Harvey in the exasperated voice she sometimes used. ‘Harvey, please, my dear, find yourself a nice girl your own age and stop this nonsense. I am deeply in love with your father, and I could not possibly be interested in a boy your age even if I were twenty again.’ Of course, there had only been seven years’ difference in their ages, Marianne reminded herself. Though Papa had been forty-three, Mama had been only twenty-seven and Harvey had been twenty. Harvey had been different then; he had been handsome as a prince, and kind, and they had sometimes gone riding together. She shut down the thought before it started. ‘Begone,’ she muttered to the memory. ‘Be burned, buried, gone.’ It was her own do-it-yourself enchantment, a kind of self-hypnosis, substitute for God knew how many thousand dollars worth of psychotherapy. It worked. The memory ducked its head and was gone, and as she left the room, she was humming.


At the confluence of three sidewalks, the library notice board was always good for one or two order points. The bulletin board was always rigorously correct; there were only current items upon it; matters of more than passing interest were decorously sleeved in plastic, even behind the sheltering glass, to avoid the appearance of having been handled or read. Marianne sometimes envisioned a crew of compulsive, tenured gnomes arriving each night to update the library bulletin board. Though she had worked at the library for five years now, she had never seen anyone prepare anything for the board or post it there. She preferred her own concept to the possible truth and did not ask about it.


‘Order, one; confusion, one. Score, even,’ she said to herself. The bulletin board was in some respects an analogue of her own life as she sought to have it; neatly arranged, efficiently organized, ruthlessly protected. There were no sentimental posters left over from sweeter seasons, no cartoons savoring ephemeral causes, no self-serving announcements by unnecessary committees. There were only statements of facts in the fewest possible, well chosen words. She scrutinized it closely, finding no fault in it except that it was dull – a fact which she ignored. It was, in fact, so dull that she almost missed the announcement.


‘Department of Anthropology: Spring Lecture Series, Journeys in Ethnography. M. A. Zahmani, Magian Survivals in Modern Alphenlicht. April 16, 12.30 p.m. – 2.00 p.m. Granville Lecture Hall.’


She felt an immediate compulsion to call Harvey and tell him that a namesake of theirs was to give a lecture in three hours’ time on a subject dear to Harvey’s heart. Not only a namesake, but a Prime Minister. The impulse gave way at once to sober second thought. Harvey would be in class at the moment. Or, if not in class, he would be in his office persuading some nubile candidate for a postgraduate degree that her thesis would be immeasurably enhanced by experiencing a field trip for the summer in company with ‘Call Me Har’ Zahmani. While he might be interested in learning of the visiting lecturer, he would certainly be annoyed at being interrupted. Whatever Harvey might be doing, he was always annoyed – as well she knew – at being interrupted. On the other hand, if she did not tell him and he read about it, as he would, in some journal or other or even, heaven help her, in the daily paper, then she could expect one of those superior, unpleasant phone calls. ‘One would think, Marianne, that with no more on your mind than your own not very distinguished academic work, you might remember that it is my field…’


No. Far better to call his apartment and leave a light-hearted sounding message on his machine. Then he would have been told and would not have palpable grounds for offense. Which did not mean he would not contrive some such grounds, but she wouldn’t have made it easy for him. She lifted her head in unconscious dismissal. Thinking her way around her half brother often required that kind of dismissal. Meantime, should she or should she not go to the lecture herself? Alphenlicht wasn’t her subject as it was Harvey’s – he had traveled there the same summer Mama had died. He had talked about it since then, mockingly, and about the Cave of Light. Well. Flip mental coin. Rock back and forth on heels and toes. Bite lip. Why not, after all? She’d had a large breakfast; she’d simply skip lunch.


And with that it was back to the wars, the library stacks, the endless supply of books to be found, shelved, located, relocated, repaired, and otherwise dealt with. The work did not pay well, but it was steady and quiet; it did not require an extensive wardrobe or the expense of socializing. There were no men to be avoided, to be wary of, or suspicious of. No office parties. The head librarian did have the habit of indulging in endless, autobiographical monologues, sometimes of astonishing intimacy, in Marianne’s hearing, but with practice they could be ignored. There were no collections for weddings or babies. In the library, Marianne was anonymous, virtually unseen. It was a cheap, calm place to work, and Marianne valued it for what it was.


At a quarter past noon she left her work, smoothing her sleeves over wrists still damp from a quick wash up. Granville was a small lecture hall, which meant they did not expect a crowd. She moved through the clots of people on the steps, dodging clouds of cigarette smoke, to find a place near the front of the hushed hall. The speaker came in with several other people, probably people from the Anthropology Department. His face was turned away, the outline of his head giving Marianne a queer, skittish feeling, as the department spokesman mounted the podium to mumble a few words of introduction, sotto voce, like a troubled bee. Then the speaker turned to mount the platform and she thought in revulsive panic, ‘My God, it is Harvey! They got the initials wrong!’ Only to see that no, it was someone else after all. Her heart began to slow. The choked, suffocated feeling began to fade. The first words assured her that it was someone else. Harvey’s voice was brittle, sharp, full of small cutting edges and sly humors. This man’s voice covered the audience like brocade, rich and glittering.


‘My name is Makr Avehl Zahmani. In my small country, which you Westerners call Alphenlicht because of an innocent mistake made by an eighteenth-century German geographer, I am what you would call a Prime Minister. In a country so small as Alphenlicht, this is no great office, though it is an honorable one which has been hereditary to my family for almost seventeen centuries…’


Hereditary Prime Minister, thought Marianne, and so like my half brother they could have been clones. Look at him. The same hair. The same eyes. If Alphenlicht is indeed the old country from which we came, then you are of the line from which we sprang. Harvey wouldn’t believe this. I don’t think I’ll try to tell him. She looked down at the notes her hand had taken automatically, reading ‘Hereditary for seventeen centuries…’ Ah, surely that was an exaggeration, she thought, looking up to see his eyes upon her, as startled as hers had been to see him first. Then his lips bent upward in interested surprise and went on speaking even as his look fastened her to her seat and told her not to move until there was time to settle this thing, this thing he had recognized.


‘There is possibly only one force in human society which could have bound one family to so lengthy a course of public service. I speak, of course, of religion, and it is of the religion of Alphenlicht, the religion of our people, that I have been asked to speak to you today…’


Marianne’s score between order and chaos was almost even for the week, and Marianne considered this among other things as she went on taking notes without thinking about it. If this man who looked so much like Harvey were like Harvey, then any further attention paid to him would push the confusion scores for the week – for the month – beyond any hope of recouping However. She looked down to see her handwriting and to underline the word. However! The amusement she was hearing was not Harvey’s kind of mockery. This man had a gentler mind, perhaps? He would not delight in tying knots in one just for the fun of it? Flip coin, she told herself, but not just yet. He’s got some time to talk before I have to decide whether to run.


‘Our people serve the god of time and space. Our name for this deity is Zurvan, One-Who-Includes-Everything. My own family name, Zahman, means “space.” In the early centuries, BC, during the height of the Persian Empire, our people were centered in the lands north of Ecbatana, among the Medes. We were known as the Magi…’


So this is a Magus? Black hair, a little long, flowing over his impeccable shirt collar. Narrow face, imperious nose, high arching, very mobile brows. Sensual mouth, she thought, followed at once by the enchantment words, buried, burned, gone. She would not think about sensual mouths. She wrote ‘Magi,’ underlined it twice, then looked up to find his eyes eagerly upon her again. His chin was paler than the rest of his face, as though he had recently shaved a beard. She narrowed her eyes to imagine him with a beard, and a picture flashed – glittering robes, tall hat, beard in oiled ringlets. She shook her head to rid it of this We-Three-Kings stuff. ‘Beard,’ she wrote, question mark. Why did he go on looking at her like that?


Because, said the internal monitor, the one Marianne called old sexless-logical, just as you recognize a family likeness in him, he recognizes one in you. Obviously.


‘Obviously,’ she wrote, listening.


‘Our religion is monotheistic, though not sexist, for Zurvan is both male and female. In our own language, we have pronouns which convey this omni-sexuality (I say “omni” to allow for the possible discovery of some extra terrestrial race which needs more than two)’ – polite laughter from audience – ‘but in your language you must make allowances when I say “from his womb”…’


‘Wombmates,’ she wrote busily, then scratched it out. Allowing for the difference in sex, it was possible he recognized her in the same way she had recognized him. Same eyes, nose, hair, eyebrows. Same mouth.


‘We recognized many attributes of this divine unity, but there was a tendency for this recognition to be corrupted into mere idolatry or a pervasive dualism. This was convenient for kings who needed to incorporate all the little godlets of the conquered into the state religion. There began to be priests and prophets, some even calling themselves Magi, who turned away from the pure, historic religion.’


He’s about forty, she thought. Maybe a few years older than that. The same age as Harvey. Who should have remained an only child. Who would have remained an only child except that Papa Zahmani fell for my Cloud-haired mama and the two of them went off into eternity, unfortunately leaving me behind. From Harvey’s point of view. Not that he had ever actually said anything of the kind.


‘In the third century AD there were widespread charges of heresy brought by one Karder, a priest serving the current Sassanid king. Karder espoused a more liberal faith, one which could incorporate any number of political realities. He and the king found the Zurvanian Magi difficult to … ah, manipulate. The charges of heresy were made first, on the grounds that the king’s religion was the correct one, and the persecutions came after. My people fled north, into the mountains…’


He was turning to the map on the easel, putting on glasses to peer at it a little nearsightedly, taking them off to twiddle them, like Professor Frank in ethno-geography. Like old Williams. Lord, he could be any teacher, any professor. Why did she feel this fascination?


‘The area is now called Kurdistan, near what was Armenia. The borders of many modern nations twist themselves together in this region – Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, the USSR – of which I will have more to say later. In the midst of this tangled, inaccessible region, my people established a theocracy a millennium and three quarters ago. There were no roads into the country then. There is one entering our country now, from the vicinity of Van, in Turkey. There is another, not so good, from the area around Lake Urmia in Iran. We have no airport, though we have improved the road during the last decades, to accommodate those who seek the Cave of Light …’


If he talks about the Cave of Light as endlessly as Harvey talks about the Cave of Light, I will simply get up in a dignified manner and leave, she thought. As though I have to get to class. As though I were late for an appointment with the dean. He went on talking about the Cave of Light, and she didn’t move. Her hand went on taking notes, quietly, automatically, while she sat there and let the words flow through. Harvey called the Cave of Light a kind of historic Ouija board. Makr Avehl Zahmani obviously thought it was more than that – a good deal more than that. I can’t be taking this seriously, she thought. Magi, for God’s sake. Magians, magicians, magic. Lord.


‘Several generations ago the czars of Russia extended their borders in several areas. One such extension cut our small country into two parts. The northern third of it was gobbled up into Russia and renamed Lubovosk. The Magi who live in Lubovosk are still our people, our separated people. They now have their own charges of heresy to contend with. In seventeen hundred years not that much has changed. Now, I have used my allotted time. If any of you have questions, please feel free to come forward and ask them of me.’


She did not move during the light, appreciative applause. He had been a good speaker. The hall emptied. A half-dozen argumentative students went forward to pick at details of his talk. She sat. Even when the arguers went away and the speaker came toward her, she sat as he scanned her face quarter inch by quarter inch, shivering between smile and frown.


‘My dear young woman,’ he said, ‘I believe we must be related.’


She could not afterward remember quite how it happened that she accompanied him to the only good restaurant nearby and found herself drinking a third or fourth glass of wine as she finished her dessert. She seemed to have been listening to him for hours as he sparkled and glittered, telling her marvelous things about marvelous places and people. Something he said made her comment on her game of muddle versus order and her lifetime cumulative score.


‘Confusion is winning,’ she admitted. ‘Not so far ahead that one gives up all hope, but far enough to make me very anxious. It uses up a lot of energy.’


‘Ah,’ he said, wiping his lips with his napkin before reaching out to touch her hand. ‘Do your rules allow transfer of points?’


‘I don’t understand. What do you mean, transfer?’


‘Well, my own lifetime cumulative score is somewhat better than yours. I have several thousand points ahead for order. Of course, I have an advantage because of the Cave of Light – no. Don’t say that you don’t believe in it, or that it’s all terribly interesting, but… All that isn’t really relevant. I simply want to know if your rules allow transfer of points, because, if they do, I will transfer a thousand points to you. This will take off the immediate pressure, and perhaps you can strengthen your position sufficiently to mount a counterattack.’


If there had been any hint of amusement in his voice, even of a teasing sort, she would have laughed politely and – what? Accepted? Rejected? Said something about one having to play one’s own hand? The surface Marianne, well educated in the superficial social graces, could have handled that. However, this did not sound like a social offer. The tone was that of an arms control negotiator placing before the assembly the position of his government. It reminded her that she was speaking with a Prime Minister, all too seriously, and yet how wonderful to be ahead for a while. A gift of such magnitude, however, might carry an obligation. Begone, buried, she whispered to herself.


‘It’s too much,’ she whispered to him, completely serious. ‘I might not be able to repay.’


‘Kinswoman,’ he said, laying his hand upon hers, the tingle of that contact moving into her like a small lightning stroke, shocking and intimate. ‘Kinswoman, there is no obligation. Believe me. If you know nothing else of me, if we do not meet again, know this of me. There is no obligation.’


‘But – a thousand. So much?’


‘It is important to me that my kinswoman win her battles, that she be decisively ahead. That she be winning and know herself to be winning.’


‘But it wouldn’t be me who was winning.’


‘Nonsense. If a gunner at the top of a hill uses all his ammunition and an ally rushes ammunition to him at a critical time, it is still the gunner who wins if he keeps his head and uses all his skill. He has merely been reinforced. We are kinsmen, therefore allies. You will forgive me if I do not say “kinspersons.” I learned my English in a more elegant setting, in a more elegant time. However, you need not decide at this moment. Merely remember that it is important to me that you win. There is no obligation beyond that. You would favor me by accepting.’ And he left the subject, to talk instead of Alphenlicht, of his boyhood there, being light and gracious.


When they parted, it was like waking from a dream. Fragments of their conversation fled across her mind only to dissipate. The lecture hall, the restaurant assumed dream scale and color. When she turned to see the restaurant still behind her, solid and ordinary as any other building on the street, it was with a sense of detached unreality. She attended a class, took notes, entered into the discussion, and did not remember it five minutes later. She went to her apartment, stopping on the way to shop for food and milk, and stood inside it holding the paper sack without knowing where she was. It was a square, white envelope on the carpet that brought her to herself at last, her name written on it in a quick, powerful hand. The message read, ‘I have transferred one thousand order points to you. If you do not wish to receive them, you may return them to me. May I have the pleasure of your company at dinner on Thursday night? I will call you tomorrow. Makr Avehl.’


When she touched the envelope, she received the same tingling shock she had felt from his hand, but as she read the words, most of the cloudy confusion vanished.


‘He did give me a thousand points,’ she told herself, knowing with certainty that it was true. ‘I’ve got them, I can tell I have,’ knowing that she not only had them but had accepted them. If she had not had them, she would have been too confused to accept them. Now that she had them, she knew she would keep them. ‘It’s like an anti-depressant,’ she said to herself, caroling, doing a little jig on the carpet so that the groceries ripped their way through the bottom of the brown bag and rolled about on the rug, oranges and lemons and brown-and-serve rolls. ‘Before you take it, you’re too depressed to want it. After you take it, you know it was what you needed.’


There was, of course, one small confusion. Her door had been tightly locked. No one had a key except herself. How, then, had the square white envelope come to rest in the middle of the carpet, where she could not fail to see it but where no one could possibly have put it?


Magus, she hummed. Magi, Magian, Magician.




CHAPTER TWO


There was a knock at the door. Someone turned the knob and Marianne heard Mrs Winesap’s voice.


‘Girl? I heard you coming in. Someone brought you a pretty.’ Mrs Winesap was addicted to slightly regional speech, the region in question varying from day to day so that Marianne was never sure whether the woman was from the South, West, or New England states. On occasion, Mrs Winesap’s speech approached an Elizabethan richness, and Marianne thought the true source of her changing accent might be overdoses of BBC period imports.


‘Mrs Winesap. Come on in. What is it?’


‘Crocuses,’ the woman replied. ‘In a pretty pot. A man brought them. I was out front, and he came along looking lost, so I asked him who he was looking for. After he told me they were for you, we got to talking. I thought at first he might be your brother, there being a family resemblance and my eyes not being that good. Then I knew that was silly, your brother being the kind of person he is and all.’


Marianne had never discussed Harvey with Mrs Winesap that she could recall, and her attention was so fixed on the gift that she completely missed the implications of this statement. Mrs Winesap often seemed to know a great deal about Harvey or, perhaps more accurately, knew a great deal about people and things that affected Marianne.


‘The man who brought these is … he’s a kind of cousin, I guess, Mrs Winesap. I met him today. It was nice of him to be so thoughtful.’ The crocuses were precisely as she had visualized them, purple ones, in a glazed pot of deepest, persian blue.


‘Same name of yours, so I guessed he was some kind of kin,’ commented Mrs Winesap. ‘Anyhow, he left the flowers with me after he made me promise six times I’d see you got them as soon as you got home. Seemed like a very determined sort of person. You got something cold to drink, Marianne? I been moving that dirt out back, and it’s hotter’n Hades for April.’


Marianne hid a smile as she went to the refrigerator. It was true that Mrs Winesap was a bit dirt-smeared, and also true that she was largely responsible for the emerging order in the garden, but it was not even warm for April, much less hot. Mrs Winesap simply wanted to talk.


‘Larken bought an edger at the flea market. Paid a dollar and a half for it. Want to go halfies?’ This was rhetorical. Mr Larken would present Marianne with a written bill for seventy-five cents, which Marianne would pay without demur. Sometimes Marianne believed that the two downstairs tenants suspected Marianne owned the place and were playing a game with her. Other times she was sure they had no idea. Whatever their suspicions or lack thereof, they had decided that garden maintenance was to be their particular responsibility, and that the upstairs tenant should pay what they delighted in calling ‘halfies.’ Since the expenditures never exceeded two or three dollars at a time, Marianne managed to cope.


‘An edger?’ she asked.


‘You know. A flat blade on a handle, to cut the grass straight where it comes along the flower garden. It was all rusty is how come he got it so cheap. You know Larken. Give him something rusty and he’s happy as a clam all day cleaning it up. Does your brother know this cousin of yours?’


As usual with Mrs Winesap’s more personal inquiries, the question caught Marianne completely by surprise and she answered it before she thought. ‘No. I just met him today myself.’


‘Ah,’ said Mrs Winesap with deep satisfaction. ‘So you’ll have to call your brother and tell him about it. About meeting a new relative and all.’


The emotion Marianne felt was the usual one, half laughter, half indignation. Her response was also the usual one: dignified, slightly cool. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, I was just going to call Harvey, Mrs Winesap. Take that soda along with you. I do need to catch him before he leaves for the evening…’ Polite, firmly shutting door behind her visitor, Marianne fought down the urge to peer through the keyhole at the landing in fear she might see Mrs Winesap’s eye peering back at her. Instead she went to the phone, moved both by her assertion and the need to leave some kind of message.


Harvey always considered it an intrusion for Marianne to tell him anything. Nonetheless, he would deeply resent not being told. A quick message on his machine would be the least risky way of informing him, and if she avoided answering the phone for a while after that, he might see Makr Avehl Zahmani’s name on the news and realize that Marianne was, in fact, only telling him the truth. It was part of Harvey’s usual treatment of her to accuse her of making up stories, as though she were still seven years old, and once committed to the assertion that she was fabricating it would be hard for him to back off. She encouraged herself to take a deep breath and do it, managing to make the message sound calm and good-humored. She unplugged the phone with a sense of relief. She didn’t want to hear it ring if he called her back.


‘I am ahead on points,’ she told herself. ‘Well ahead, and I have no intention of ever getting behind again.’ She tried the pot of crocuses in various places, finally putting them on the window seat as she had originally intended, then threw together a few scrappy bites of supper. When she had finished, she started to take the dishes into the kitchen, stumbling unexpectedly over something which was not supposed to be there.


The Box.


It was at the edge of the kitchen counter, where she could not avoid stepping over it, where she must have already stepped over it while preparing her meal without seeing it, without remembering. She stared at it in confusion. That morning – yes, that morning it had been in the living room under the coffee table. Who could have moved it? Mrs Winesap? Perhaps out of some desire to help, some instinct to tidy up? With a grimace of actual pain she lifted it back to the place she last remembered it being, half under the table, possessed in that moment by a completely superstitious awe and fear.


The Box was a symbolic embodiment of Harvey-ness. If she gave him cause for disturbance up in Boston, then the Box would take it out on her down here in Virginia. She knew this was ridiculous but was as firmly convinced of it as she was of her own name. Her mood of valiant contentment destroyed, she went about her evening chores in a mood of dogged irritation. Sounds bothered her. Traffic. Mrs Winesap rattling the trash cans. Doors closing. A phone ringing. Mrs Winesap laboring up the stairs and a repetition of that firm, brook-no-nonsense knock, the knob turning, her voice.


‘Girl, your brother called our phone. Says he’s been trying to reach you and can’t get an answer.’ Broad face poked around the edge of the door, eyes frankly curious as the face was frankly friendly.


‘Oh – shit,’ said Marianne, breaking her own rules concerning language and behaviour.


Mrs Winesap pulled a parody of shock over her face. She had heard Marianne’s lecture on scatology directed more than once at Mr Larken. ‘Got the phone unplugged, haven’t you?’


Marianne nodded in dismal annoyance. ‘How did he know to call you? He’s never been here. He’s never even met you.’


‘Yes, he did. Came by one day about two weeks ago. Told me he was your brother. Introduced himself. Course, I introduced myself back. We talked some.’


‘You … talked some.’


‘I told him it was a nice day,’ she reported with dignity, ‘and I told him you weren’t in your apartment but I’d be glad to take a message. He pumped me all about you, and I let him know I was blind in both eyes and couldn’t hear out of either ear. Did tell him my name, though, and I’m in the book.’


‘You never told me.’


‘No reason to. Why upset you? I didn’t like him, so I figured you probably didn’t either. He was all over sparkle like a merry-go-round horse, expecting anyone with a – with breasts to fall down and play dead.’


‘Oh.’ This was precisely Marianne’s view of Harvey, but she had not thought it generally shared. This explained why Mrs Winesap had at first thought Makr Avehl was her brother. ‘So, he knew your name and looked you up in the book.’


‘Most likely. Anyhow, just now I told him the reason you didn’t answer was you weren’t in and I’d be glad to leave a message for you to call him. Consider message delivered, OK? Seemed best.’


‘Thanks, Mrs Winesap.’


‘One of these days, girl, you’ll get tired of calling me “Mrs Winesap,” and the name “Letitia” will just slip out. I won’t mind, whenever that is.’ She shut the door firmly behind her, leaving Marianne in some limbo between laughter and tears.


The door opened again to allow Mrs Winesap to deliver herself of an utterance.


‘Marianne, whatever it is you don’t like about that man, brother or not, you got a right. Don’t you sit up here feeling guilty because you don’t like him.’


This time tears won.


Oh, yes, she did feel guilty about it. The only family she had left, the only kin, and she frequently wanted him gone. ‘Begone, burned, buried,’ she chanted quietly. If there was any actual guilt, it was Harvey’s, not Marianne’s, but knowing this didn’t seem to make the horrid nagging weight of it any easier. She often tried to reduce the whole conflict to one of disparate personalities. ‘He is domineering,’ she told herself, ‘and authoritarian. He relishes power, and he uses it, but he is not some all-devouring monster.’ Saying this did not convince her this time any more than it had before.


‘So, I’ll return his call,’ she told herself, plugging in the phone and tapping his number with hesitant fingers.


‘Harvey? Returning your call?’ She listened with suppressed, seething warmth as he complained that she had not been in earlier, that she should not leave messages on his machine unless she would be available to take a call, that—


‘Harvey, I am sorry. I didn’t intend that you should have to take the trouble to call me. I just wanted you to know about the Zahmani Prime Minister from Alphenlicht. I thought you’d be interested.’


Oily sweet, the voice she hated. ‘Bitsy? Are you playing one of those infantile “let’s pretend” games again?’


She heard her own voice replying, ‘Harvey, hold on a moment, will you? Someone’s at the door.’ She took a deep breath, strode to the door, opened it, closed it, mumbled to herself, struck the wall with her hand. Her usual response to him under like circumstances would have been something full of self-doubt, something cringing. Harvey, I don’t think so. He really did look as though he was related. He really did say…


She returned to the phone. ‘Harve. Someone has come and I have to go now. If you catch the news tonight or tomorrow, you’ll probably see the Prime Minister on it. He’s here to speak at the UN. Sorry I have to run.’ And hung up on Harvey S. Zahmani without waiting for permission.


He would not want to appear foolish, not even to her. Give him time to find out that what she had told him was the simple truth, and he’d be less likely to take some irrevocably punitive decision about money matters – always his last argument when others failed. She unplugged the phone again, resolving not to connect herself to the world again until morning. ‘One more point for order,’ she sighed. ‘Score for order, for the day, one thousand and one.’


In the morning, she forgot to connect the phone. When she got home, it was ringing. There was no time to think who? How? She knew it was Makr Avehl and answered it without a qualm. ‘Thank you for the flowers,’ she said, her voice slipping sideways into childlike pleasure.


‘You said you intended to shop for some,’ he replied, ‘but I knew you wouldn’t have time yesterday if you were in class. I took most of your afternoon, so it was only proper to repay.’ His voice was enthusiastic, warm. It changed suddenly. ‘I was in New York today, at the UN. I met your brother. He’s very like you in appearance.’


‘Harvey’s in Boston,’ she said. ‘Not at the UN. You can’t have—’


‘Sorry,’ he laughed. ‘I didn’t lead up to it. A woman named Madame Delubovoska and I are on opposite sides of a very small international issue. Madame and I are related. Madame, it turns out, is your half-brother’s aunt, his mother’s much younger sister. Today, in New York, your half-brother was visiting his aunt and I met him. Is that somewhat more clear? I said he much resembled you.’


‘It’s you he resembles, actually. When I first saw you, I thought you were Harvey.’


‘That’s true. You even said so.’ There was a long silence, a calculating silence. ‘Marianne, may I come see you?’


‘You’re in New York.’


‘No. I was in New York. I’m about two blocks from you, in a phone booth.’


‘Well, of course. Yes. Can you find the house – oh, you’ve already been here once.’


‘I’ll find you.’ Dry-voiced, humorous, amused at her confusion. She put her hands against her flaming face. It took practice to behave with calm and poise around men like Makr Avehl – around men at all. Marianne had not practiced, had no intention of practicing, for she had decided not to need such skill. She told herself that just now her concerns were housewifely. She hadn’t dusted, hadn’t vacuumed since the weekend. Well, it didn’t look cluttered, except for the Box. Better leave it, even if he noticed it.


There was nothing in the house to offer him except some sherry and cheese and crackers. Well, he couldn’t complain, dropping in unexpectedly this way. Quick look in the mirror, quick wash up of hands and face. No time for makeup. No need with that hectic flush on lips and cheeks. ‘Lord,’ she thought, ‘one would think I had never had anyone drop in before.’ A moment’s thought would have told her the truth of this. There had been no one to drop in. Except for Mrs Winesap. And the plumber. And the phone man. And people of that ilk. The stairs creaked outside her door.


He stood there in a soft shirt and jeans, not at all like a Prime Minister, perhaps more like her childhood dream of a fairy tale prince.


‘You didn’t bring your horse and lance,’ she said, caught up in the fantasy.


‘The joust isn’t until later,’ he replied, ‘unless you have a dragon you want skewered in the next half hour?’ She was so involved in the story she was telling herself that it did not seem in the least remarkable that he had read her mind. Laughing, she waved him in.


They drank sherry and ate cheese. Makr Avehl sprawled on the window seat and waved his finger in her face as he lectured on the day’s events. ‘I made my speech. Madame made her speech. Neither of us convinced the other. I will now bore you greatly by telling you what the dispute is about?’ There was an interrogative silence, not long, for she was happy to let him carry the burden of their conversation. ‘Madame and I are cousins, of the same lineage, you understand. When our land was cut into two parts in the last century – as the result of some minor Czarist expansion or other, utterly unimportant and long forgotten except to those of us directly involved – Tabiti’s great-grandfather was in the northern piece of the country and my great-grandfather was in the southern part. They were brothers. You heard my little speech the other day, so you know that Alphenlicht is a theocracy.’ He bit a cracker noisily, examining her face. ‘Don’t wrinkle your nose so. There are nice theocracies, and ours is one. We are not reactionary or authoritarian; we do not insist upon conformity or observation of taboos.’ He raised one triangular brow at her, giving her a brilliant smile, and she felt herself turning to hot liquid from her navel to her knees as her face flamed.


She rose, made unnecessary trips with glasses, ran cold water over her wrists in the kitchen.


He went on. ‘At any rate, in the southern half of Alphenlicht, things went on very much as they had for a very long time. We did begin sending some of our young people out of the country to be educated, and we did begin to import some engineers to do modern things like building roads and bridges. We also imported a few motor vehicles, though certain of the Kavi, that is, members of the priesthood, questioned that much innovation.’


‘I thought you said you were not reactionary?’ She managed to sound matter-of-fact rather than sultry, with some effort.


‘Oh, it wasn’t a question of religion. It was a question of aesthetics. Some members of the Council simply felt that cars and trucks smelled very bad. There were long arguments concerning utility versus aesthetics. I’ve read them. Very dull.


‘To continue with my tale: The narrow pass which connected Alphenlicht and Lubovosk was controlled by Russian border guards. Over the past hundred years interaction between the two parts of the country has been very much restricted. Access to the Cave of Light has been almost impossible for people from the north. Since they had been accustomed to using the cave, they evolved their own substitutes. People do find ways to get answers to important questions. Theirs involved a heavy admixture of shamanistic influences.’


‘I thought shamans were from – oh, the far north.’


‘Some are. Some are found in Turkey. The black shamans who came to Lubovosk did happen to be from the far north. Well, at this point we may make a long story short. Four generations after the separation, a group of people in Lubovosk, supported by the USSR for obvious reasons, has decided that Lubovosk, not Alphenlicht, is the true heir to the religious leadership of both countries. They base this on the fact that Madame’s great-grandfather was my great-grandfather’s older brother. They conveniently ignore the fact that after several generations of re-education and shamanistic influences, there’s no one in Lubovosk who even pretends to believe in religion, a prerequisite, one would think, if a theocracy is to work. The US State Department supports us, of course. Russia supports Lubovosk’s ridiculous claim. No one else cares. So we have gone through this charade. When it was all over, some of the delegates woke up and went on with their business. Everyone was very bored. The only two people present who took it seriously were Madame and I. Do you know Tabiti? She is named, by the way, for the fire goddess of our ancestors. Not inappropriately.’


‘Madame Delubovoska? No. I never knew she existed until a few days ago.’


‘As I told you, she is a kind of back side kin of yours. You can imagine how surprised I was when she introduced Professor Zahmani to me. I knew at once who he was, of course, for you had told me about him.’


‘Not too much, I hope,’ she said in astonishment. ‘I certainly never thought you’d meet him…’


‘Ah. Well, it turned out fortuitously. I had just invited Madame to the country place we have taken here when she introduced me to your brother. So I invited him as well, intending that you, also, should be my guest.’


‘Oh. With … Harvey? I don’t…’ She did not know what to say. The thought stunned and horrified her, and her voice betrayed the emotions. There was a strained silence.


‘I see I have made a mistake,’ he said with obvious discomfort and an expression almost of dismay. ‘There is something awkward? You do not like him?’


‘I – I’m probably very childish. It’s just – he’s quite a bit older than I. He was left rather in charge of my affairs when Papa Zahmani died. He is not…’


‘Not sympathetic.’


‘No. No, you may truthfully say that he is not sympathetic. Not where his little sister is concerned.’


‘But it’s more than that? Even when I said I had met him, there was a certain quality in your silence. It is something which makes you reluctant to meet him at all?’


‘It is awkward,’ she admitted. ‘Sometimes I interpret things he does and says as – threatening. He may not intend them in that way. And yet…’


He was looking at her in a curiously intent way, not intimately, more as though he found her a fascinating item of study. The perusal did not make her feel insulted or invaded, as men’s thoughtful glances sometimes did, but she felt the questing pressure of his gaze as an urgent interest, impossible to ignore. It was suddenly important that he know how she felt … and why. Particularly why.


She reached down and tugged the Box from beneath the table, pushing it toward him so that it rested against his well polished shoes. ‘Look in that. Everything in there is something Harvey has given me over the last several years. Presents. Together with suggestions as to where to display them. I couldn’t … couldn’t bring myself to put them out, not here, so I’ve kept them in this box.’


He put down his glass. She had not sealed the Box, but had merely closed the cardboard carton by folding the top together. He opened it and drew out the two framed prints which lay on top, setting them side by side against the table and regarding them with the same intent gaze he had focused on her.


To the right was a cheaply framed print of an Escher lithograph, an endless ribbon of black fishes and white birds swimming in space, at one end the black figures emerging, at the other the white, coming forward from two dimensions into three, from shadow shapes into breathing reality, one white bird flying free of the pattern only to be cruelly killed by the devilish fangs of the metallic black fish.


‘It bothered me when he gave it to me. So, one day at the library, I looked it up,’ she said, trying to be unemotional. Everything in her screamed anger at the black fish, but she was so long experienced in swallowing her anger that she believed it did not show. ‘The artist wrote that the bird was all innocence, doomed to destruction. Not exactly cheerful, but by itself it shouldn’t have made me feel as unpleasant as I did. Then I got the other one…’


He turned his attention to the other print, this one of a painting. ‘Paul Delvaux,’ murmured Makr Avehl. ‘Titled Chrysis. Well.’


A naked girl stood on a lonely platform at the edge of an abandoned town, a blonde, her scanty pubic hair scarcely shadowing her crotch, eyes downcast, lacy robe draped behind her as though just fallen from her shoulders, right hand holding a lighted candle. To the left of the picture a flood-light threw hard shadows against a dark building. On a distant siding, a freight car crouched, red lights on it gleaming like hungry, feral eyes in the dark.


‘She’s like the white bird in the other picture,’ Marianne said. ‘All alone. Totally vulnerable. She has no protection at all. Nothing. Someone horrible is coming. You can tell she knows it. She is trying to pretend that she is dreaming, but she isn’t.’


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Is there more?’


She reached into the bottom of the Box to pull out the little carvings of ivory, basalt, soapstone. Eskimo and Bantu and old, old oriental. Strange, hulked shapes, little demons. Another black fish. A white skull-faced ghost. An ebony devil. A small ornamented bag made of stained and tattered skin with some dry, whispery material inside. ‘I don’t know what’s in it,’ she said, apologetically. ‘I didn’t want to open it. Harvey said it was a witch bag. Something from Siberia? I think his card said it belonged to a shaman.’


‘Yes,’ said Makr Avehl soberly. ‘I should think it probably did. And should never have left Siberia. It is black shamans from there who have come to Lubovosk.’


‘All these things are interesting, in a way. Even the little bag, colored and patterned the way it is. I feel a little guilty to be so ungrateful for them. It’s just – Harvey had never given me gifts before. Not even cards on my birthday. And then, suddenly, to give me such strange things, which make me feel so odd…’


‘What did he suggest you do with them?’ Makr Avehl’s voice had a curious flatness, almost a repressed distaste, as though he smelled something rotten but was too polite to say anything about it.


‘When he gave me the picture of the fish and the birds, he told me to hang it on the wall in my bedroom – he hadn’t been here, but I told him I had a one bedroom apartment. Then, later, when he gave me the other one, he said to hang it in the living room. The other things were to be put on my desk or bookshelves. Of course, since he hadn’t been here, he didn’t really know what it’s like…’


‘It’s a very pleasant apartment,’ he commented, looking about him as he packed the things back into the Box. ‘You’ve done most of it yourself, haven’t you?’


‘How did you know? Does it look that amateurish?’


‘Not in that sense. Amateur in the sense of one who loves something, yes. I was a student in this country for a while, and I know what the usual kind of apartments available to students are like. They are not like this.’


She flushed. ‘I guess I do love it. I hadn’t had any place of my own since Clou – since Mother died. It was important to me.’


‘You started to call her something else.’


‘Just – a kind of fairy tale name.’ Ordinarily, Marianne did not confide in people, certainly not on short acquaintance, but the focused, intent quality in his interest wiped away her reticence. ‘I always called her Cloud-haired mama, and she called me Mist Princess. It was only a kind of story telling, role playing, I guess. We were alone a lot of the time. Papa was away. Harvey was at school, mostly. Lately I have remembered that she was only four or five years older than I am now, and yet I still feel like such a child most of the time. So – she wasn’t too old for fairy tales, even then.’


‘Ah. But despite your enjoyment of fairy tales, you do not like the pictures and these little carvings.’


‘I don’t. They make me feel – oh, slimy. Does that make sense to you? I felt it, but didn’t understand it.’


‘Oh, yes.’ Flat voice. ‘It makes sense. Of a kind. Would you mind terribly if I took these away with me? I’ll return them, or something like them. Something you’ll be more comfortable with. Since your brother does not visit you, he is unlikely to care. The sense of his gifts will be maintained.’ He closed the Box firmly on its contents. ‘Now, what are we going to do about the weekend?’


She smiled, made a little, helpless gesture. ‘I don’t want to seem stubborn or childish, really, but I think it might be better if I didn’t accept your invitation.’


‘That makes me sad. It’s obvious to me that I’ve made a miscalculation. Tabiti and I are old adversaries, and her I invited out of bravado. My own sister, Ellat, will be peeved with me. She often tells me my desire for bravura effect will get me in trouble, and she is often right. Whenever I am full of pride, I am brought low. What is your proverb – Pride goeth before a fall? Well, so I am fallen upon grievous times. Because I had invited her, I invited him, because I wanted you. I will now have a guest I did not much want in the place of one I had very much wanted, for I know you would enjoy it. Can I beg you? Importune you?’


Curiosity and apprehension were strangely mingled, and yet her habitual caution could not be so easily overcome. The thought of spending a weekend in Harvey’s company, among strangers. Strangers. She reminded herself firmly that the man sitting so intimately opposite her was a stranger. Charming, yes. So could Harvey be. Seemingly interested in her as a reality, not merely as an adjunct to himself – but then, how could one tell? ‘I – I’d like to think about it. Perhaps I could give you an answer later in the week?’


He had the courtesy to look disappointed but not accusing and to convey by a tilted smile that he knew the difference. ‘Of course you may. And you must not feel any pressure of courtesy to agree if it will make you more uncomfortable than the pleasure the visit might afford you. Everything is a balance, isn’t that so?’ He stood up, shifted his shoulders as though readying them for some weighty burden, toed the Box at his feet.


‘Now, there are things I must do. We do have a dinner date tomorrow, and I will return your belongings then. Someone told me of a place nearby where there is a native delicacy served. Something called a soft crab?’


‘Soft-shelled crabs,’ she laughed. ‘You must mean Willard’s. It’s famous all up and down the coast.’


‘I shall find them very strange and quite edible,’ he announced. ‘Until tomorrow.’ At the door he touched her cheek with his lips, no more than an avuncular caress, a kind of parent to child kiss. Her skin flinched away from him, her face flamed, and she gave thanks for the darkness of the hall and for the fact that he picked up the Box and left, not turning to look back at her as she shut the door between them.


She did not see him set the Box down on the stair and wipe his hands fastidiously on his handkerchief. Sweat beaded his upper lip, and he shook his head, mouth working, as though to spit away some foul taste. For a moment, when he had opened the Box, he had felt as though astray in a nightmare. One did not expect to smell such corruption in the pleasant apartment of an innocent – oh, yes, make no mistake about that – innocent young woman. Yet he had smelled it, tasted it. Makr Avehl Zahmani had some experience with wickedness. As a leader of his people, it was part of his duty to diagnose evil and protect against it. What he felt rising from the Box had a skulking obscenity of purpose, a stench of decay. His face sheened with sweat at the self-control it took to lift the Box and carry it. He drew a pen from his pocket, used it to jot a quick shorthand of symbols and letters on each side of the six faces of the Box. Then he picked it up once more, a bit more easily, throwing a quick glance over his shoulder at the door at the top of the stairs.


Behind that door, Marianne was conscious of nothing but shame and fear, shame at the feel of hard nipples pressing against her blouse, shame at the brooding, liquid heat in her groin, fear at the greedy demands of a desire which had ambushed her out of nowhere and was swallowing her into some endless gut of hungry sensation.


She clung to the door, cringing under a lash of memory. There had been Cloud-haired mama dead in the next room, cold and white and forever gone. How did she die, Marianne had demanded, over and over. She was young! She wasn’t sick! How could she have died? There had been no answers, not from Papa Zahmani, not from Harvey who had only looked at her strangely, expressionlessly, as though he did not know her. There had been whispering, shouts from behind closed doors, Dr Brown saying, ‘I would have said she died of suffocation, Haurvatat. I can’t explain it. I don’t know why. Sometimes hearts just fail.’ And Marianne crying, crying endlessly, finally seeking Harvey out and throwing herself into his arms in the late, dark night… And then had come the frightening thing. And after the housekeeper had come in and interrupted him, he had hissed at her, ‘Bitch princess. You’re as soft and usable as your mad Mama was…’


She leaned against the door, digging her nails into her palms. ‘I’m not like that!’ she screamed at herself silently. ‘I’m not like that at all.’ Demon voices in her mind hissed, ‘Soft, usable, bitch!’ An obscene heat enveloped her, and she was back in the old house, returned to Harvey’s holding her, touching her, starting to undress her with fingers busy under her clothes, and herself responding to him in a kind of dazed frenzy which had no thought in it, no perception except of a hoped-for forgetfulness, a much desired unconsciousness. And then he had been interrupted, and the shame had come, the shame of his using Mama’s name, defiling her death, defiling her child – and Mama’s child involved in the defilement, cooperating in it. ‘No, no, no,’ she screamed now as she had then. ‘I am not like that. Mama wasn’t like that. I won’t, won’t, won’t!’


Somewhere inside herself she found the calmer voices. ‘This man is not Harvey. This man is someone else. He has Harvey’s face, but he has not Harvey’s sins. He is attractive, you are attracted, but this hot shame is only memory, Marianne. It is not now, not real, only memory. And you, Marianne, you are well enough alone. So. Stay alone, Marianne, and do not remember that time. And perhaps, someday, you will find it is forgotten.’


She took her chastened self into the shower and then out for a long, exhausting walk to weary even her tireless brain, a brain which kept trying by an exercise of pure persistence to make her wounds heal by cutting them deeper. For, of course, among all the other monsters was the monster of guilt, guilt which said that she herself had been responsible, not the grown man but herself, the child, the woman who should have known better, for are not women supposed to know better? And if the twelve-year-old Marianne did not know better, then best for the twenty-five-year-old Marianne to work in the quiet library and attend the endless classes and have no male friends at all, for she, too, might not know better if put to the test. She would not go for the weekend, would not allow this feeling to take hold of her, would not allow her calm to be destroyed.


‘Of course,’ her internal self reminded her, ‘you are not always so calm, Marianne. Sometimes in the deep night, you waken. Sometimes when the sheets are sensuously soft against your newly bathed skin. Sometimes in the midst of a TV show, when the young man and the young woman look at each other in that way – that way – then you are not so calm.’


‘Begone,’ she said wearily. ‘Burned, buried, begone.’ Usually the litany or the long walk let her sleep, but tonight she lay wakeful, dozing from time to time only to start awake again, until she gave up at last and took two of the little red pills Dr Brown had given her. Her sleep was dark, dreamless, empty, and when morning came she was able to convince herself that the night’s turmoil had been unreal and that she had not been mired in it at all.


She could not feel anticipation for the evening. Each time she thought of it, it loomed at the end of her day like a road marker, pointing to some unknown destination, evoking an apprehension not so much for the destination itself as for the unfamiliar and possibly tedious journey it would take to reach it. She was familiar with the feeling, one which had served in the past to limit her society to the few, the necessary, and she felt ashamed of it without in any way being able to defeat it. Only when she came into her apartment at the end of the day to see the pot of crocuses on the window seat and feel the absence of the Box did she begin to feel a slight warming, a willingness to be graceful within the confines of her apprehension – perhaps even a willingness to move outside it toward pleasure if she could find a way.


‘So, Marianne,’ she instructed herself, ‘you will not give him a dinner partner to shame him. He has done nothing at all to deserve that.’ It was a sense of pride which took her through the routines of bath and makeup, hairdress and clothing, and finally to the examination of self in the mirror. The dress had belonged to her mother, a simple, timeless gather of flowing silk, jade green in one light, twilight blue in another, utterly plain. The only dressy clothes she had were things salvaged from among Cloud-haired mama’s things, trunks Papa had put in storage in her name, ‘Because you may want them someday, or may simply want to have them to remember her by.’ Some had been too fashionable then to be useful now, but there were a few things like this – blouses and shirts, ageless skirts, a topcoat which might have been illustrated in the morning paper, a wonderful sweep of lacy wool stole which would serve as a wrap. The only clothes Marianne had purchased in the last four years had been underwear and two pairs of shoes. Everything else was left over from undergraduate days or made over from Mama’s trunks. If it came to a choice between clothing and the tiles for the kitchen… She smiled. There was no choice.


She looked good, she decided. Not marvelous or glorious or glamorous, but good. Clean, neat, attractive, and by no means shabby. So.


Turning then from the mirror, she saw the line of light run down the silk from the curve of her breast, the flush of red mounting to her cheeks. Her hands trembled as she tugged the softly rounded neckline a little higher on her shoulders. She hadn’t chosen this dress to be … hadn’t … had. ‘Didn’t,’ she said defiantly. ‘Did not.’ She reached for the closet door to pick something thicker, less clinging, less…


Too late. She heard him coming up the stairs, the firm knock on the door. Put the best face on it possible.


He made it no easier for her. He stood back, obviously admiring her, his eyes lighting up. ‘You look wonderful, a water nymph – what is it? A naiad. The color suits you. It makes you glow as though you had candles lit inside.’ He smiled, not knowing that the emotion he had roused in her was a quiet anger, at him, at herself. ‘I’ve brought your box back.’


Her mood of acceptance was waning, but he gave her no time to fret, placing the box on the table and opening it as he talked. ‘One Escher print,’ he said, busy unpacking. ‘One print of a Delvaux painting. One Eskimo carving, one Bantu carving, one bit of oriental charmery. One medicine pouch.’ He set them out for her as she stared.


The Escher print was of a fish rising to the top of still water where leaves rested on the ripples and bare trees laid their shattered reflections. The Delvaux painting was of two young women walking in a well-lit street, clothed in high-necked white dresses, lamps all about, a nearby house streaming with light from windows and doors. The Eskimo carving was of a bird, a confluence of curving lines which said nest, rest, peace. The ebony carving was of a happy frog, and the oriental bit was of two mice chewing their way through a nut. He laid a medicine pouch beside the pot of crocuses, a bit of fluffy ermine skin, eagle feathers tied to it with turquoise beads and bits of coral. ‘American Indian,’ he said. ‘How does this collection of things suit you?’


She considered them. Each of them separately was pleasant, unremarkable. Together – together they seemed to reach toward her with welcoming arms. ‘Safe,’ she offered at last. ‘Everything seems very natural and contented.’


‘I like the young woman in the Delvaux painting.’ He made a vast, smoothing gesture, as though wiping away the darkness. ‘Busy at lighting up their world. Light is a very powerful symbol in our religion, of course.’ He stood back from the picture and admired it. ‘Ah! I meant to hang them for you, but it will have to be when we return. Our reservation is for eight o’clock, and if we make a careful hurry, we will get there on time. The maître d’ to whom I spoke was most forthright. We must be on time or our table will be given away to those less foresighted but more prompt. Nothing would sway him, not even appeals to justice and the American Way. So. Your wrap? Lovely. Your purse? That is all you are carrying? Well, the young are the only ones who may travel so unencumbered. We go.’


She had no opportunity to tell him he need not hang the pictures, no opportunity to change her dress, no time to remember she had wanted to change it. She was swept down the stairs – past Mrs Winesap in the entry way, pretending to be much involved with her mailbox – and into the car before she could think of anything, already laughing somewhat helplessly at his nonsense.


‘Most cars available for rent,’ he announced, shutting her door, ‘are too large to be amusing or too small to be safe. I will not, however, join nine-tenths of your countrymen in the daily game they play with their lives. To meet my sense of prudence, you are required to ride in some ostentatious luxury, though I know you would prefer simplicity, being the kind of person you obviously are.’


She sank back into the seat, surrounded by velvet surfaces and leather smell. ‘I didn’t know one could rent cars like this.’


‘One cannot,’ he said with some satisfaction. ‘However, one can appear to be a potential buyer, with unimpeachable references, of course, thus gaining the temporary ownership of such a vehicle. One may even be a potential buyer, though I am uncertain whether the roads of Alphenlicht are wide enough for such extravagance.’


‘You do have roads?’ she asked in wide-eyed innocence.


‘You mock. Quite rightly. You will remember, however, that I told you we are beginning to build such things. We have even recently completed a hydroelectric plant, and there is an Alphenlicht radio station by which means the people may be informed of matters of mutual interest. Avalanche warnings. Things of that kind.’ He negotiated a tricky turn at the avenue with casual mastery, darting up the entrance ramp to fit them between two hurtling truck behemoths without seeming to notice he had done so. Marianne, who had braked in reflex, leaned back and relaxed. He was not going to kill them both. So much was obvious. ‘I rather like it,’ he purred, patting the dashboard with proprietary interest. ‘Do you think it appropriate for a Prime Minister?’


She considered this judiciously. ‘Well, it is a little ostentatious. But a Prime Minister should be, at least a little.’


‘It will acquire importance when Aghrehond drives it. Aghrehond does my driving; he is also my friend, first factotum of the republic, and the guardian Nestor of my youth. He will be enormously pleased with this machine. It will contribute to his already overpowering dignity.’


‘You’re going to buy it, then?’


He cocked his head, considering. ‘If it continues to behave well. Have you noticed the tendency of some things to behave well at first, as though knowing they are on trial, only to turn recalcitrant and balky when they believe they have been accepted?’


Marianne flushed in the darkness. He had not been speaking of her, but she applied his words to her own case. She had behaved well when they had first met, an interesting experience, a previously unknown relative, no troubling overtones, and she had felt free to be herself. Now she knew she was turning balky, for good reason, but he would not know that. Well, one could be balky without letting it appear on the surface. She commanded herself to be charming. He would find her charming. Her citadel might keep its portcullis down, but she would not be obvious about it. So she seduced herself with promises and turned her attention back to him with a newly kindled radiance.


‘I had a typewriter like that once,’ she said. ‘The only time it ever worked was in the repair shop where I bought it, and in the repair shop when I took it back – every time I took it back.’


He laughed. ‘I had a Jaguar XKE – you know the one? It has twelve cylinders and a complexity of electrical system beside which the space probes are models of simplicity. Whenever it went more than fifty kilometers from the garage where its mechanic waited, it had an electrical tantrum and stopped running. It was so very pretty, even standing still – which is what it mostly did – that I left it for a very long time in the garage, simply to look at it now and then. However, since it had not been purchased as sculpture, it seemed unwise to continue giving it house room. I then put a curse upon the engineers who had designed it, and British Leyland went bankrupt soon thereafter.’


‘You claim responsibility for that?’ she asked, uncertain whether he was serious or not.


‘Absolutely.’ His voice was utterly serious. Then he turned and she saw his eyes. ‘Marianne, you are a good audience for my silliness. You are young enough almost to believe me.’


‘No,’ she protested. ‘I didn’t, really.’


‘No,’ he echoed, ‘you almost did.’ Then his voice changed. ‘I could have done it, Marianne. A Magus could do such a thing. But it would be self-indulgent, and a Magus does not build his powers – or even retain them – by being self-indulgent. Those who do so go by other names.’


She was surprised at this abrupt change of tone, evidence that something was on his mind other than the evening. However, he gave her no time to brood over it, but reached across to the glove compartment to tug out a map, which he dropped into her lap, stroking her knee with his hand. ‘Here, see if you can find where we are, and then tell me the exit number. I looked it up this afternoon, but I have forgotten it.’ His voice was a caress, as his touch had been, and she drew her stole around her, over her knees and thighs, all too aware of the place his hand had touched. Face flaming, she bent over the map, not noticing he had leaned to one side to see her face in the rear view mirror. He smiled, a smile of pleasure, but with something hungry and predatory in it.


She searched the map for some time, calming herself with it. When she could trace their route, she found the exit number for him. ‘I’ve only been there once before,’ she said. ‘An old friend of my father’s invited me to dinner there with his wife and daughter.’


‘Were they good people? Did you enjoy it?’


‘I did. Yes. They had known my parents, and that was nice. My parents were wonderful people, and I like to remember them…’


‘Happily,’ he suggested. ‘You like to remember them happily.’


‘That’s it. I usually have to remember them in some context of money or property because of Harvey, you know. And that isn’t the same. It’s certainly not happy.’


‘Your affairs were left in his hands, you said.’


‘I was only a schoolgirl. My mother’s estate – rather a big one, from her father – was in Papa’s hands during his lifetime, but then it came to me. Except Harvey was executor. Oh, there’s some man in a bank in Boston, and an attorney I’ve never seen, but Harvey is really the one who says yes or no. The others simply do what he tells them.’


‘Ah,’ said Makr Avehl, in a strange voice. ‘They simply … give consent.’


‘Yes. And whenever Harvey says anything, he always says it is what Papa would have wanted. Which means it is what Harvey wants.’ She fell silent, flushing. ‘I feel very disloyal, talking about him this way.’


Makr Avehl, thinking of the contents of the box he had taken from her apartment, contented himself with silence. At that moment the hungry, predatory part of him withdrew, and a more thoughtful self examined Marianne’s face with a quick, sideways look. ‘Blood is not always thicker than water, Marianne. Only when the ties of blood are equally strong on both sides is there any true kinship. Kinship can never be a one-way thing.’


‘That’s what Mrs Winesap says. She says if I don’t like him, I simply don’t like him, and I shouldn’t feel guilty about that.’


‘I couldn’t agree more. Mrs Winesap is an eminently sensible woman. Also, she has your welfare at heart, and that makes her kin to you in a real way.’ He swung the car onto the exit ramp, then beneath the highway, and onto a shore-bound road between budding trees fretted against the dusk. Lights faded around them, dwindling from hectic commercial to amber residential, soft among the knotted branches. It was quiet in the car, all traffic left behind them. Reflected in the waters of a little bay was the discreet sign in pink neon, ‘Willard’s.’ He parked the car and looked quickly at his watch. ‘On time. There will be no excuse to have given our table to anyone else.’


He took her from the car and into the place by her elbow, gently held. Their table was waiting, and Marianne gained the impression it would have been waiting had they not arrived until midnight. Makr Avehl waved the maître d’ away and seated her himself, his hands lingering on her shoulders as he arranged the stole on the back of her chair. She resolutely focused herself on the reflections in the water, on the candlelit interior, on anything else.


When he had seated himself across from her, he said, ‘Shall we dispense with the usually obligatory cocktail? Do you know the origin of the word? It dates, I am told, from the early years of the nineteenth century in New Orleans where cognac was mixed with bitters using an old-style egg cup – called a coquetier – to measure the ingredients. From cah-cuh-tyay to cock-tay to cock-tail would have required only the slovenly enunciation of a half generation. Does that interest you? Not greatly.’ He grinned at her and pretended an interest in the menu. The meal had already been arranged for.


When he had ordered for both of them, he leaned back and stared around him, a little arrogantly. ‘This ordering for one’s guest is no longer an American custom, I know. But it is a custom I enjoy. So I command outrageous viands from kitchens across the breadth of the world if only to see how my companions will approach them. If what I have ordered does not appeal to you, now is the time to chastise me.’


‘It sounds delicious,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind at all. It’s precisely what Papa always did.’


‘And Harvey?’


‘I’ve never eaten in public with Harvey,’ she said stiffly. ‘I imagine he would be more… more showy about it.’


‘I can hear him now,’ said Makr Avehl, putting on a pompous expression. ‘“The lady will have breaded cocks-comb with the sauce of infant eel.” Then an aside to his companion: “You’ll love it, Juliet. I remember having it in Paris, during the International Conference of the Institute of Anthropology.” Like that?’


‘Like that,’ she agreed. ‘And then he’d watch her like a hawk to be sure she pretended to enjoy it.’


‘Which she would do?’ He nodded at the hovering wine steward.


‘Which they seem to do,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve never been able to figure out why.’


Across the table from her, he glittered with gentle laughter. The explosion of light seemed so real that Marianne actually blinked to avoid being blinded, then opened her eyes wide, astonished at her own childishness. It was only the blaze of something flambé behind him, being made a great show of in a chafing dish. An obsequious waiter slipped behind her chair to place two additional wine glasses beside her plate, while the wine steward poured an inch of ruby light into Makr Avehl’s glass. He sipped it, nodded, and Marianne’s own glass dropped red jewels of light onto the table cloth.


She sipped, smiled, sipped again. It had been a long time since she had had good wine. She had drunk it as a child, at Papa’s side, learning to taste. Then she had gone away to school, and there had been no wine then or since. Her slender budget would not stretch to such indulgence, and she sipped again, lost in a haze of happy memory. A plate of pâté appeared before her, almost magically, smelling succulently of herbs and shallots. She began to eat hungrily, not noticing his expression as he watched her. It was the expression of a lion about to pounce.


But behind that expression a dialogue had begun, a familiar dialogue to Makr Avehl, one between the man and the Magus, with a word or two from that entity he called ‘the intruder.’ It began with the man saying, ‘I want this woman!’ He said it impatiently. The man did not equivocate. He did not apologize.


‘You will conduct yourself appropriately,’ replied the Magus. ‘This is a kinswoman. Even if she were not, there are indulgences inappropriate to a Magus!’


And another voice, sibilant, hissing, ‘This is a complication we do not need at this time. This is foolishness, kinswoman or not. Be done.’


‘She is fair,’ sang the man to himself, not listening to the voices. The wine was diluting their message, blurring their advice. ‘Fair. Lithe and lovely, dark of hair and pale of skin, curved as a warrior’s bow is curved, straight as his arrow is straight. A warrior’s trophy! A warrior’s prize!’


‘A brigand’s booty. A robber’s spoils,’ threatened the Magus.


‘A poacher’s trap,’ hissed the voice of dissent.


‘A lover’s prize,’ the man amended, bending over his plate in a sudden access of warmth. He had not meant to say that. He had not used the word to himself for almost twenty years, not since he was nineteen and thought himself dying because someone else had died, died untimely, unforgivably. He shut down the voices, apprehensive of the end of their colloquy. The food gave him something else to think about, but it led him into the trap once more. He looked up to see Marianne’s lips curved to accept the edge of the glass, curved as though in a kiss, and his hands trembled.


‘Come now, Makr Avehl,’ he said to himself. ‘You are not a schoolboy any longer. You are not a lascivious youth, carried willy-nilly on naïve curiosity’s back, like Europa on the bull, tormented by lust into abandonment of all sense. Come, come. Let us talk of something else.’


‘Did you really like the pictures I brought you?’ he asked, seeing a well-trained hand slip the empty plate away from before him to replace it with another, noticing also that Marianne’s glass was being refilled. His own was almost untouched.


She did not answer at once, being occupied with napkin and glass. ‘That was duck,’ she said happily. ‘Lovely duck. All bits and pieces with swadges of truffle. I didn’t know Willard’s was capable of that…’


He did not tell her that the pâté had been provided earlier, that Willard’s was not capable of that, that no restaurant within five hundred miles was capable of that except the one which had provided the pâté to his order. ‘The pictures?’ he prompted.


‘The pictures. Well, the one of the fish is marvelous. One has a sense of the fish rising, and because the air above and the water below are all one, it is almost as though it could go on rising upward, forever. Like a balloon.’


Makr Avehl, who had not thought of this, was much taken with the feeling. ‘Exaltation?’


‘Yes. The feeling that one could go on up and up forever, but one would not need to. The surface is very nice, too. Well, I liked that one. The other one was more difficult. The young women are in the street, alone, but they are not threatened at all. There are lights around, in the house – which must be the house they live in – where people are waiting for them. Nothing horrible is coming. It’s a special evening, and the girls are setting lights along the streets. They do that in Mexico, don’t they? Set lights along the streets? Candles, in bags of sand? A kind of ritual in which the safe, lighted way is shown, I think. And that’s the way it feels, a safe, lighted way.’


‘Luminous,’ he suggested.


She considered this over a spoonful of lobster bisque, turning the idea with the other flavors on her tongue. ‘Not so much luminous as illuminated. Things which could be threatening or frightening are lighted up, made harmless, perhaps even shown to be attractive. That’s what one wants, after all, to have the monsters shown to be nothing but paper cut-outs, or shadows, or humped bushes which the light will show to be full of flowers.’


He nodded. ‘It’s unfortunate the other group of things had such an unpleasant feel to it. Certain groupings can have that quality of foreboding or threat. I remember a particular place in the forest of Alphenlicht, trees, stones, some large leafed plants with waxy blooms. Taken individually, the trees are only trees. The stones are interesting shapes, taken each by each, and the plants are found in many boggy parts of the mountains. Taken as a whole, however, this particular clearing among the stones with the trees brooding above has a quality of menace.’


He shook his head, keeping to himself the question as to what kind of knowledge or study would have stimulated a person – any person – to have chosen the particular group of things he had found in the box. The knowledge was one matter but, in addition, what motivation would one have had? These questions were not merely interesting but compelling. He was most curious about the sly vileness in which he had given her the things one at a time, singly, so that her spirit would be led to accept them individually rather than take warning at the cumulative effect.


Nonetheless, she had taken warning. Which told him something more about her to make his lustful self pause. There was heritage here, the heritage of the Magi. ‘With whom,’ advised the Magus within, ‘it is wise not to trifle.’


He pursued this question. ‘You didn’t like the things Harvey gave you. Did you tell me why?’


She shrugged, spooning up the last of her bisque, sorry there was not more of it, so relaxed by the wine that she did not mind answering. ‘They made me feel slimy. Dirty. Not clean dirt, but sewer dirt. I’ve never been in a sewer, but I can imagine.’ She put her spoon down with regret. ‘The naked girl was the worst. That one made me angry. She was so … sacrificial.’


‘Anger,’ he mused, nodding once more to the hovering waiter. ‘I have often wondered why anger is considered by some Western religions to be a sin. It is such a marvelous protection against evil.’ He examined her face, thinking of an old proverb of his people, often used to define perspicacity of a certain type: He can recognize the devil by his breathing. He thought it interesting that Marianne could recognize the devil by its breathing, and he wondered who the devil was. Well, he should not be too quick to identify.


‘The reason you found them unpleasant probably doesn’t matter. We’ve taken care of it. It’s likely that your brother would not even know the difference between the things he gave you and the substitutions I have made. He would undoubtedly be distressed to learn he had caused you a moment’s apprehension. There is certainly no reason to mention it to him.’


Marianne had had no intention of mentioning it. ‘You think I felt as I did about the things merely because Harvey gave them to me? That seems a little simplistic.’


‘It’s probably as good an explanation as we are going to get.’ He laughed with a good pretense of humor, watching as the second set of wine glasses were refilled. They would continue with the Trockenbeerenauslese until dessert. He had chosen it for her, thinking she would prefer it, and was now regretful that he had not realized she would appreciate something better. Still, it was a very fine wine, if not a preeminent one, and her glass was being refilled for the third time. Her face was flushed and happy, and she played idly with her fork, waiting for the salad. He went on, putting an end to the subject, ‘I suggest any further presents from your half brother be put in storage somewhere. Often we wish to be exorcised of demons we ourselves have allowed house room. That is an Alphenlicht saying, one my sister is very fond of.’


‘I suppose she means demons of memory,’ said Marianne in an untroubled voice. ‘Of guilt, of vengeance. Things we dwell on instead of forgetting.’ In that moment, she felt she would not be bothered by such things again.


He cursed at himself, not letting it show. The Box had been no minor assault. She should be warned. Who was he to give her these platitudes instead of the harsh warning which was probably required? If he were to be true to his own conscience, he would explore the root of that corruption, find the cause, help her arrange a defense against it rather than deal her a few proverbs to placate her sense of danger. However, there was no way to do that without frightening her, and tonight was not the time, not the place, not with her glowing face across from him, candlelit, soft and accepting. When he knew her a little better – when he found out who was responsible. He did not believe it was her brother. The shallow, puffed-up ego which had looked at him out of Harvey S. Zahmani’s eyes would not have been capable of the single-minded study necessary to select those individual gifts to make up such a synergistic power of evil. Well. It would wait. He would not destroy her pleasure tonight.


Neither would he destroy his own planned pleasure for the weekend. He returned to his purpose.


‘Do you ride, Marianne?’


‘It was my passion once, if twelve-year-old girls may be allowed to have passions. I had a wonderful horse, Rustam. I loved him above all things. When he was sold, after Papa died, I cried for days. I never could tell if it was for Papa, or for Rustam. I think it was for Rustam, though. I had already cried for Papa.’


‘That was at your home?’


‘Yes.’ She picked at the edges of her salad, a spiraling rosette of unfamiliar vegetables, intricately arranged. ‘I was just learning to jump. Rustam already knew how, of course, and he took great care to keep me on his back. I was always afraid I was in his way, hindering him.’


‘Is it something you want to do again someday?’


‘Something I dream about. I would love to ride again, if I haven’t forgotten how.’


‘There is some particular affinity, I am told, between adolescent girls and horses. Some girls, I should say.’


‘Some, yes. I was very conscious of being … well, what can one say? Not weaker, exactly, but less able to force myself upon the unimpressionable world. Less able, that is, than Papa, or Harvey. Mama didn’t seem to care. There were things the men did which I simply couldn’t understand. And yet, when I rode Rustam, the barriers were gone. I felt I could go anywhere, through anything, over anything. That I would be carried, as on wings.’


The look she turned on him was full of such adoring memory that he clenched both fists in his lap, fighting down the urge to make some poetic outburst: ‘Oh, I would be your steed, lady. I would carry you to such places you have not dreamed of…’ Instead, he hid his face behind his napkin, managed to say something in a half-choked voice about Pegasus, leaving the poetry unsaid though the words sang in him like the after-sound of a plucked string, reverberating, summoning sympathetic vibrations from his loins.


‘I asked,’ he said in a voice deliberately dry, ‘because the house which we have leased while we are in the country has attached to it an excellent stable. The people who own it are vacationing in the Far East, and they left us in complete possession of their own riding horses – that is, once they learned that we are not barbarians.’ He choked back a laugh, remembering the oblique correspondence which had finally established this fact to the satisfaction of the Van Horsts. ‘I do not want you to miss the opportunity to ride with us this weekend, Marianne. I do not want to miss the opportunity to ride with you. I have invited other people, good friends, people you would enjoy. You would not need to be in the company of your brother at all. I will beg you, importune you, please. Be my guest.’


She could not refuse him. Whether it was the wine, or the thought of the horses, or the candlelight, or his own face, so full of an expression which she refused to read but could not deny, she murmured, ‘If you’re quite sure it won’t be awkward for you if Harvey behaves oddly toward me. Perhaps he won’t. I know I’m a little silly about him, sometimes.’


‘Do you think he will be unpleasant company for my other guests?’


‘He can be charming,’ she said offhandedly. ‘I think he is only really unpleasant to me.’


‘Do you know why?’


She flushed, a quick flowing of red from brow to chin which suffused her face with tension. He saw it, snarled at himself for walking with such heavy feet where he did not know the way, did not give her time to reply.


‘Ah, here come the crabs. Now we shall see if this is indeed a delicacy or merely one of those regional eccentricities which litter the pathways of a true gourmet.’


‘Gourmand,’ she said, relieved that the subject had been changed. ‘I think a gourmet would not eat soft-shelled crab. They are supposed to be an addictive indulgence, like popcorn.’


‘I wasn’t warned,’ he said in mock horror.


‘Be warned. I will fight you for them.’


Makr Avehl could not have said whether he liked the dish or not. He ate it. More of it than he would have eaten if alone. He drank little wine, afraid of it for the first time in his life, of what he might say unwarily, having already said the wrong thing several times over, afraid of what he might do that would frighten his quarry.


‘Quarry?’ boomed the Magus, deep inside. ‘I warn you again, Makr Avehl. Kinswoman.’ He heard it as an echo of her own voice, ‘Be warned.’


Marianne had not expected the wine, was not guarded against it, did not notice as it flowed around the controls she had set upon herself, washed away the little dikes and walls of the resolutions she had made, let her forget it was to have been an evening of politeness only, without future, without overtones. She felt herself beginning to glitter, did nothing at all to stop it, simply let it go on as though she were twelve once more, at the dinner table with Cloud-haired mama and Papa and their guests, full of happy questions and reasonably polite behavior, ready to be charmed and charming. ‘Tell me about Alphenlicht,’ she demanded. ‘All about it. Not the politics, but how it smells and tastes. What it is like to live there.’


‘Shall I be scholarly and give you the history? Or do you want a travelogue?’ Gods but she is beautiful. In this light, her skin is like pearl.


‘Don’t tell me how it got that way. Just tell me how it is.’ She licked her lips un-self-consciously, and he felt them on his own. He turned to look out the window and summon his wits.


‘Well, then. Alphenlicht is a small country. You know that. It is a mountainous one. There is no capital, as such. Instead, there are many small towns and villages gathered around the fortresses built by our ancestors, many of them on the sites of older fortresses built by the Urartians centuries before. Hilltop fortresses, mostly, with high stone walls topped by ragged battlements. They march along the flanks and edges of the mountains as though they had been built by nature rather than by man, gray and lichened, looking as old as forever.


‘Outside the walls, the towns straggle down the hillsides, narrow streets winding among clumps of walled buildings, half stable, part barn, part dwelling. We came from Median stock, remember. The Medes could never do without horses, and their houses were always surrounded by stable yards.’


‘Flies,’ commented Marianne. ‘There would be lots of flies.’


‘No,’ he objected. ‘We are not primitive. The litter from our stables enriches our farmland. Then, too, there is a constant smoky wind in Alphenlicht. We say it is possible to stand on the southern border of our country and know what is being cooked for supper on the northern edge. You asked what the country smells like, and that is it. Woodsmoke, as I have smelled here in autumn when the leaves are being burned; a smell as nostalgic among men as any I know of. A primitive smell, evoking the campfires of our most ancient ancestors.’ He thought about this, knowing it for a new-old truth.


‘Our houses are of stone, for the most part. We are self-consciously protective about our traditions, so we have a fondness still for glazed tile and many wooden pillars supporting ornate, carved capitals, often in the shapes of horses or bulls or mythical beasts. There is plaster over the stone, making the rooms white. The walls are thick, both for winter warmth and for summer cool, so windows are set deep and covered with wood screens which break the light, throwing a lace of shadow into our rooms. Floors are of stone for summer cool, but in winter we cover them with rugs, mostly from Turkey or Iran. Our people have never been great rug makers.


‘Ceilings are often vaulted, with wind scoops at the ends, to bring in the summer winds. In winter we cover them with stout shutters which seldom fit as well as they should. We say of an oddly assorted couple that they fit like scoop shutters, meaning that they do not…’ He fell silent, musing, seeing his homeland through her eyes and his own words, as though newly.


‘What do you eat?’ she asked, taking the last bite of her final crab. ‘I am not hungry any longer, but I love to hear about food.’


‘Lamb and mutton. Chicken. Wild game. I have a particular fondness for wild fowl. Then, let me see, there are all the usual vegetables and grains. There are sheltered orchards along the foot of the snows where we grow apricots and peaches. We have berries and apples. There are lemon and orange trees in the conservatory at the Residence, but most citrus fruits are imported. We are able to import what we need, buying with the gems from our mines.’


‘But no soft-shelled crab,’ she mourned. ‘No fish.’


‘Indeed, fish. Trout from our streams and pools. For heaven’s sake, Marianne. How can you talk about food?’


‘What did you order for dessert?’ she asked, finishing her wine.


He nodded to the waiter once more. ‘Crêpes, into which will be put slivers of miraculously creamy cheese from the Alphenlicht mountains, served with a sauce of fresh raspberries flamed in Himbeergeist and doused with raspberry syrup.’


‘That sounds lovely.’ She sighed in anticipation.


‘It is lovely.’ He made a wry mouth, mimed exasperation. ‘Also unavailable here. We’ve having an orange soufflé which is available here, which has been recommended by several people with ordinary, people-type appetites. Try a little of this sweet wine. It has a smell of mangoes, or so they say. I like the aroma, but I confess that the similarity escapes me.’


They finished the meal with inconsequential talk, together with more wine, with brandy. They had been at the table for almost four hours when they left, coming out into a chilly, clear evening with a gibbous moon rising above the bay to send long, broken ladders of light across the water.


‘I am at the middle of the whole world,’ Marianne hummed. ‘See how all the lights come to me.’


They stood at the center of the radiating lights, town lights on the point stretching to the north and east, island lights from small, clustered prominences to the east and south, the light of the moon.


‘If you can pull yourself out of the center of things,’ he said tenderly, ‘I’ll take you home.’


The drive back was almost silent. Marianne was deeply content, more than a little drunk without knowing it, warmed by the wine, unsuspecting of danger. As for him, he was no less moved than he had been hours earlier, but that early impetuous anticipation had turned to something deeper and more bittersweet, something like the pain of a mortal wound gained in honorable battle by a fanatical warrior. Heaven was guaranteed to such a sufferer, but a kind of death was the only gateway. ‘Death of what?’ he fretted, ‘of what? I have never been one to attach great esoteric significance to such matters!’ He refused to answer his own question. Such metaphors were merely the results of wine-loquacity, a kind of symbolic babble. He concentrated on driving.


When they arrived, he took her to the door and entered after her, saying, ‘I’ll hang those pictures before I leave you. No! Don’t object, Marianne. I want to do it,’ riding over her weak protests to come close to her, making a long business of the stick-on hangers, standing back to see whether the pictures were straight, putting them where those others had been meant to go, one in her living room, the other by her bed. And she there, watching, bemused, almost unconscious, eyes fixed on the picture of the maidens setting out their lights, stroking her own face with the fluffy eagle feather tassel of the medicine bag he had brought her, as a child might stroke its face with the corner of a loved blanket, her whole expression dreamy and remote as though she merely looked in on this present place from some distant and infinitely superior existence. Then she turned to him, and her eyes were aware, and desirous, and soft…


He groaned, the man part breaking through his self-imposed barriers, groaned and took her into his arms, putting his mouth on hers, feeling her half-surprise, then the glorious liquid warmth of her pressed against him in all that silken flow as she returned the kiss. He dropped his lips to the hollow of her throat, heard her gasp as he pressed the silk away with his mouth to follow the swelling curve of her breast…


And heard her cry as from some great distance, ‘Oh… not that way… chaos will win… all my battles lost… Oh, tomorrow I will want to die.’


The words fell like ice, immediately chilling, making a crystalline shell into which he recoiled, immobilized, the Magus within him seeing her face, the mouth drawn up into a rictus which could equally have been passion or pain, so evenly and indiscriminately mixed that he could not foretell the consequence of the feeling it represented.


So then it was Magus, cold, drawing upon all his powers of voice and command, who took the feathers from her hand and drew them across her eyes, forcing the lids closed, chanting in his hypnotic voice, ‘Sleep, sleep. Dream. It is only a dream. A little, lustful dream. It will be forgotten in the morning. Order rules. Your battles will all be won. Makr Avehl is your friend, your champion, your warrior to fight your battles beside you. Sleep…’ All the time afraid that the voice would fail him, that his man self had so undermined his Magus self as to make his powers impotent.


But they were not. She slumped toward him, and he caught her as she fell, placing her upon her bed. When he left her a few moments later it was with a feeling of baffled frustration and disoriented anger, not at her, not even much at himself, but at whatever it was, whoever it was who set this barrier between them. He mouthed words he seldom used, castigated himself. ‘Fool. You knew there was something troubling her, something you have no knowledge of, but you tramp about with your great bullock’s feet, treading out her very heart’s blood…’ For there had been that quality in her voice which had in it nothing of coquetry but only anguish. ‘Idiot. Get out of here before you do any more damage.’


But he could not leave until he had written her a note, folding it carefully. When he shut the door behind him, he turned to push it under the door, as though he had returned after leaving her. She would not remember anything of his – of his importunate assault. He had never felt so like a rapist for so little reason, and his sense of humor began to reassert itself as he went down the stairs. She might accuse herself in the morning, but it would only be of drinking a bit too much. She could accuse herself, or him, of nothing else.


‘And I will find out, will find out what it is that makes her act like this.’


A voice hissed deep within. ‘Of course, it may be she simply does not find you attractive.’


‘Be still. It isn’t that. It isn’t that at all. What it is is a threat. Desire – sex – a threat. Not merely the usual kind of threat which any intimacy makes to one’s individuality, to one’s integrity, no. More than that. Something real is threatening her, and I am walking around the edges of it.’


He sat for a long time with his head resting on the wheel, continuing the mood of part castigation, part determination. At last, when he was more calm, he drove away. Behind him in the lower window of the house, Mrs Winesap twitched the curtain back into place, an expression of sadness on her face. She had been sure that this man would not have stayed so short a time.




CHAPTER THREE


If it had not been a working day, she would have slept until noon. Since it was a working day, she struggled awake at the sound of the alarm, conscientiously set before she left her room the evening before. There was something hazy, misty in her mind, the lost feeling one sometimes gets when a recent dream departs, leaving a vacancy. She shook her head, trying to remember. There had been a good deal of amusement and laughter the night before, a good many soft-shelled crabs, pâté, wine … oh yes, wine. Her head ached a little, not badly, as though she might have slept with her neck twisted. She rubbed at it, noticing for the first time that she was naked among the sheets. Good lord, there must have been a lot of wine. Her clothing was laid across the chair. At least she had had the wits to undress. She couldn’t remember anything about it. Wrapping herself in a robe, ignoring the protest of bare feet on the cold bathroom floor, she brushed her teeth, drenched her face in a hot towel, pulled a brush through her hair. Thus fortified, she had the courage to look at herself in trepidation. The feared bleary eyes and reddened nose were not in evidence. Well then, perhaps she had only been what Cloud-haired mama was wont to call ‘being a little tiddly.’


She was still half asleep when she went to the front window to begin her daily monitoring of conditions of order and disruption. The white square on the carpet brought her fully awake.


Marianne, my dear: I forgot to tell you that my driver, Aghrehond, will pick you up on Saturday morning, about 9.00. My sister, Ellat, conveys her delight that you will be with us. She will be your chaperone and constant companion. No one will be given any excuse to criticize. All will be very proper. If you do not have riding clothes, Ellat can provide them. I look forward to the weekend with much pleasure. Thank you for a lovely evening.


She read this twice, confused. So she had agreed to spend the weekend in Wanderly after all. How could his sister have known, if he had left this note just last night? Last night? She shook her head again, so confused that she did not see the last word on his note. He had thought long before adding it, not truly sure that he meant it. He would have been much discomfited to know she did not even see it. She crumpled the note. Lord. Riding clothes. Of course, she did have Mama’s. And riding clothes didn’t change from generation to generation. She would have to do some washing – and then there would be dinner. They would undoubtedly dress for dinner – if not formally, at least up. Could she wear the silk again? She stood, lost in thought, only reluctantly realizing that the phone was ringing.


‘Marianne?’ Harvey at his most charming. Everything within her leapt up and assumed a posture of defense. ‘I wanted to thank you for telling me about Zahmani. I knew my aunt, that is, Madame Delubovoska, was in the States, but I had no idea that anyone would be here from Alphenlicht. I went down to New York to see her yesterday, and I met him. Evidently he’s taken a country place not far from you while he’s here in the US. I’ve been invited for the weekend.’ The voice was gloating a little, oleaginous.


‘Yes,’ she stumbled slightly. ‘I know.’


Silence. Then, ‘Oh? How did you know?’


‘I’ve been invited as well. Did you accept the invitation?’ Dangerous ground. She could feel his attention hardening as he fixed it on her. Until this conversation she had never heard him mention his aunt from Lubovosk. The silence stretched, almost twanging with strain. ‘I’m going, of course,’ she said, more to break the silence than for any other reason.


‘Marianne, you’re obviously not awake. I dislike it when you sound muddled. I think you should take a few minutes to discuss this.’


She was honestly dumbfounded. ‘What is there to discuss? I’ve already accepted the invitation. It was very nice of him to ask me.’


‘We have to discuss,’ he said in a voice of ice, ‘whether it’s appropriate for you to go at all.’


Ordinarily, I would come unhinged at this point, she thought, but this is not ordinarily. I am 1001 points ahead. I had a lovely evening. The girls in the picture on my wall are setting lights in the street. I have a real medicine bag full of good influences protecting my home. ‘I’m sorry you have any concern about it,’ she said in a voice that sounded unflustered. ‘I’ve accepted. Please don’t be disturbed on my account, Harvey. His sister is staying with him, and he assures me that it will be quite proper.’


Silence.


Silence.


Oh, Lord, she thought. I’ve really done it. He will be so angry he’ll cut off my allowance altogether and tell me to give up school entirely. Whoops, there goes the graduate degree.


Ice voice. ‘I’m sure it will be quite proper. I’ll look forward to seeing you there, Marianne. Try to dress appropriately. I hate it when you embarrass me.’ Gentle return of the phone to the cradle, buzz on the line, Marianne sitting up in bed, staring at the wall.


‘Harvey, if you do anything mean about my money, I’ll go directly to the head of your department at the university and tell him you tried to rape me when I was thirteen.’ She said this to the wall, almost meaning it. She did not know where the idea had come from. She had not thought of any such reprisal before. ‘Blackmail Harvey?’ she wondered at herself. ‘I suppose I could try it. Would he tell the world it was all my fault?’


Well, let him tell the world it was all the fault of a thirteen-year-old girl. Ten years ago people might have believed that. Ten years ago people actually wrote that fathers and older brothers weren’t to blame for sexually abusing six-year-olds because the little girls were ‘seductive.’ Public opinion on the subject of rape and child abuse and incest had changed a lot in the last ten years. She considered. One could make quite a case. His succession of Cheryls and Randis were very, very young. An occasional one might be under eighteen. The question could be asked. It would stir up quite a storm. On the other hand, Harvey would probably devote all his resources to proving that she, Marianne, was a maladjusted, possibly neurotic spinster with an overactive imagination.


‘Oh, Lord,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to do that.’


‘You don’t want to drop out of school, either,’ her inner self replied. ‘One more semester, and the doctorate is yours, Mist Princess. One more semester, and you can go hunting for a teaching job somewhere. Out in public. With people.’


As always, when she reached that point in her rumination, she stopped thinking about it entirely. It was one thing to get the degree; it was something else to figure out what she was going to do with it. That was what Harvey always meant when he said she was not a serious student. She didn’t really want to teach, or write, or do research. What she really wanted to do was work with horses, or maybe with animals in general. When she had been twelve, she had been sure that she would be a veterinarian. It had been all she could talk about, all she planned for.


‘What am I going to do with a degree in ethnology?’ There was no answer. ‘One day at a time,’ she said. ‘Just take it one day at a time.’ This day, for example. A Friday. Which passed, as such days do, interminably but inevitably.


When Makr Avehl’s driver, a pleasantly round man, arrived on Saturday morning, she gave him her suitcase and followed him to the big car somewhat apprehensively. She had repudiated the blackmail idea, reflecting that she was almost certainly not strong enough to see it through, and she was feeling the lack of any effective strategy to protect herself against Harvey during the weekend. On the other hand, driven by his nastiness on the phone, she had taken most of the money carefully saved for the new kitchen tile and blown it on the two new outfits in her suitcase, both extremely becoming. After all, Makr Avehl had said there would be a lot of other people around, and Harvey might not be able to do to her in public what he invariably did in private. She did not have long to dwell on these various concerns before she was distracted from her worries by the man named Aghrehond.


‘You may sit in the back in lonely privacy, miss,’ he said to her gravely. ‘Or you may sit in front with me. I shall ask you very many impertinent questions to improve my English, which as you can tell is already very good, and you shall reprove me.’


She was amused, as he had intended. ‘Why should I reprove you?’


‘I have a curiosity unbecoming a person of lower rank. Here in America they pretend there is no rank, so I can indulge myself with – what is the word I want? – impunity. Faultlessness. Correct? It will give me bad habits, however, when I return to the land of the Kavi. Where you call Alphenlicht.’ He looked at her hopefully, and Marianne gestured at the front seat, indicating she would share it with him.


When they had reached the highway and were headed south at a conservative speed, he said, ‘You may call me Green. This is what part of my name means, and it is much easier to say than Ah-Gray-Hond. Green sounds almost English. Just as Makr Avehl sounds very Scottish when it is said quickly. Macravail. That is a good name for a chieftain, isn’t it? Green is a good name for a butler. I am also a butler and secretary and man who does a little of everything. What you would call…’


‘A handyman,’ she suggested.


He shook his head. ‘No. That is one who does repairing of things. I mean something else. I am not good at repairing things. If this car should stop itself, we would be quite forsaken until someone came to help us. A tiny nail, even, I will hit my thumb instead.’


‘Me, too,’ she confessed. ‘I’m always stopping up my garbage disposer. I can’t make staplers work for any length of time. They always jam.’


‘Ah. That surprises me. I think perhaps you have been victim of an adverse enchantment, a small annoyance spell perhaps, nothing very dangerous. For me, mechanical things work well, always, it is only I am clumsy with my hands. You, now, will not have such trouble in future. I am sure our Varuna will take care of this.’


‘Your – who?’


‘Ah. Makr Avehl. The – Prime Minister, they say. Mister-Zah-man-ee. In the land of Kavi we say “Sir” or “the Zahmani.” “Varuna” is like – oh, a powerful priest. Very mighty, and a great man. Good to listen to. But I beat him playing cribbage. He is what you would call a very lousy cribbage player.’


‘I don’t play cribbage,’ Marianne admitted.


‘I will teach you,’ he said with enormous satisfaction, turning off the highway as he did so. They were traveling between tree-lined fields, white-fenced, velvet green and decorated with horses. ‘When you come to Alphenlicht, there are long winter times with nothing to do. Then we will play cribbage.’


‘Am I to come to Alphenlicht?’


‘Most assuredly. You are one of the Kavi. One has only to look in your face to see that. Do not all the Kavi come to their own land? Most certainly. Makr Avehl will see to it.’


She was still amused. ‘What if I don’t want to go?’


‘You will want to go. The Kavi always want to go.’


‘Is that woman – Madame Delubovoska – is she one of the Kavi?’ she asked, unprepared for his response to this more or less innocent question.


He screeched the car to a halt, wiped his face repeatedly with a handkerchief. ‘Listen,’ he said at last, ‘the Varuna has asked her to come to him for the weekend. This is a very dangerous thing. He knows this, now, maybe too late. That woman, she is … there is a word. Someone who does not care about anyone? Who takes other people and … uses them up? There is a word?’


‘A psychopath? A sociopath?’ offered Marianne, doubting that this was what he meant. It evidently was exactly what he meant, for he nodded repeatedly, still mopping his face and neck.


‘That is it. Listen to me. Makr Avehl is wise, oh, very wise and great. Truly a Varuna for his people. So wise. But not smart sometimes, I think. Sometimes I think I am smarter. He says so, too. When I win at cribbage, he says so. So, it may be this woman is a Kavi. One time certainly her people were so. Now, is she? Or has she done forbidden things so not to be called Kavi anymore? Makr Avehl, he must know, he says. So, he asks her to come spend the weekend, so he can talk to her, listen to her, find out. Now, listen. I do not think it is smart to have you come at the same time. Not a smart move. So, you be careful. Do not ask any questions where she can hear you. Be a simple, pretty little kinswoman except when you are alone with Makr Avehl. Or me, of course.’


He had frightened her rather badly, and she huddled in her corner of the front seat while he pulled the car back onto the road and continued their journey. They had entered a forest, and the light splashed through the windshield at them, broken by leaf lace into glimmering spatters. ‘What do you mean, forbidden things?’ she asked at last.


He shook his head. ‘Do you know Zurvan?’


She told him what she had heard at the lecture. ‘That’s all I know. Zurvan is your god.’


‘More than that. Both male and female is Zurvan. Both dark and light. Both pain and joy. One who includes all. In balance. Now, if somebody tried to upset the balance, to make more dark than light, that would be forbidden. That person would not be Kavi. When you are alone with Makr Avehl, you ask about the shamans. You know that word?’


She nodded, amazed at this tack and scarcely believing that she was listening to this odd talk.


‘Russia has lots of black shamans,’ he said. ‘In places where the government does not go. There are places like that, even in Russia. Forests, deep chasms in wooded places. So, now Lubovosk has shamans, too. They say they don’t need any religion there, you know. Not in Russia, no.’ He laughed as though this were very funny. ‘But still, they brought those black shamans to Lubovosk. To learn, do you suppose? Or to teach. Or, maybe, just to make a great confusion. Anyhow, you be a quiet inconspicuous person and don’t make that woman pay much attention to you.’ They drove on for a time in silence.


‘Can the Kavi – can Makr Avehl do tricks? I mean,’ she said hastily, seeing his expression of disapproval, ‘can he do – supernatural things?’


‘What sort of things? Kavi can do many very wonderful things, certainly.’


‘Could he – oh, could he deliver a letter into a locked room? Could he make a phone hook itself up so that he could call someone?’


Aghrehond laughed. ‘Oh, these are only little things. Of course. Any Kavi could do simple things like these. What is it, after all, but moving something very small?’ He went on chuckling to himself, and she could not tell if he were teasing her or not. He drove for a few miles in silence, then pointed away to the right. ‘There is the house we have rented for this season. Not so beautiful as the Residence in Alphenlicht, but very nice.’


It glowed gently in the morning sun, white-columned over its rose brick, gentled with ivy, stretching along the curve of the hill in wide, welcoming wings. Makr Avehl had not yet returned from his business in New York, she was told, but she felt no lack of welcome as Aghrehond introduced her to Ellat Zahmani, Makr Avehl’s sister, a stout middle-aged woman with a charming smile who offered her a second breakfast, a sun-drenched library, a brief expedition on horseback, or a walk around the gardens. Laughing, Marianne accepted the second breakfast and a walk in the gardens. It was there that Makr Avehl found them.


He kissed Ellat on the cheek, then Marianne, in precisely the same way, so quickly that she could not take alarm. ‘Aghrehond has gone to the train to meet your brother,’ he said. ‘Tabiti will arrive later this afternoon. I think we will not call her Tabiti, however. We will be very dignified, very political, very correct. We will all say Madame Delubovoska.’


‘I will keep very quiet,’ Marianne said. ‘Your cribbage partner suggested it.’


‘You see!’ Ellat’s voice was serious. She shook her head. ‘Makr Avehl, I’m not alone in thinking this is a mistake. Bad enough to invite her, but to have the child here – forgive me, Marianne, I know you’re not a child, but anyone younger than I am gets called a child when I am feeling motherly – to have the child here may stir her up. She’s not likely to enjoy the idea of reinforcements. An American Kavi? She’ll hate the idea.’


‘What is a Kavi?’ demanded Marianne. ‘Green used that word. Am I one? How did I get to be one?’


‘Ah, well,’ Makr Avehl drew them together. ‘Your father, dear Marianne, was a Kavi. Almost certainly. I’m not absolutely sure, can’t be until I check the library at home, but I think he was a cousin whose family left Alphenlicht some fifty years ago. They came to America with a few relatives. There may have been some intermarriage. Now, I am sure who your mother was. She was the daughter of an official in the Alphenlicht embassy in Washington. All of these people were – or could have been – Kavi, which is simply our name for the hereditary family which governs Alphenlicht. Some consider it a kind of dynasty, others a kind of priesthood, but it means no more than you wish it to in your case. It was what I had in mind when I called you a kinswoman. Do you mind?’


‘Is Harvey one?’


Makr Avehl shook his head. ‘We generally think of lineage as coming through the mother. When we use the word Kavi, we don’t only mean bloodlines, we mean other things, too – matters of belief and behavior. No; I much doubt your half brother could be Kavi.’


Ellat obviously thought this might have upset Marianne, and she started to explain. ‘In Lubovosk, after the separation, there was a good deal of racial mixing with another line.’


‘Shamans?’ nodded Marianne.


‘There,’ exclaimed Ellat. ‘Aghrehond talks too much, Makr Avehl. He can’t learn to keep his mouth shut.’


‘I think I’m the culprit, Ellat. Marianne and I had occasion to discuss shamans in another context. Yes. Black shamans, devil worshipers. We don’t use the word “Kavi” for any of that line. I suppose Aghrehond told you to be prudently quiet about all this with Tabiti here?’


‘Yes, he told me. The problem is, I don’t know how you’re going to avoid the subject. Devil worship, shamanism and similar things happen to be Harvey’s favorite professional topic, and he’ll be after it like a cat after a mouse.’


‘Is that so? I hadn’t considered that. I knew, of course, that he has written on the subject of Alphenlicht – I’ve read some of it. But I hadn’t thought that his interest extended to Lubovoskan cultural attributes… Well, of course it would. His kinfolk are there! I wonder how old he was when he first met them? When he first learned of them? How old was he when his mother died?’


‘It seems to me he was ten or eleven. Old enough to resent Papa Zahmani marrying again so soon, only a year later. I know Harvey went to Lubovosk or somewhere over there when he was twenty-one or -two.’ He had been back only briefly when Mama had died. She would not forget that. ‘The trip was a graduation present from Papa. Then, I know he went again, that same year, just before Papa died.’


‘Well then, he will be well up on the subject, and we may expect him to raise issues which we would prefer not to discuss in the company we will have. I’ll take him in hand at lunch. Ellat, you’ll have to manage him tonight. Divert him.’


‘If you have any very pretty guests,’ suggested Marianne, ‘that might do it.’


Ellat shook her head, frowning. ‘The Winston-Forbeses are coming to dinner tonight. Their daughter is very attractive, but very young.’


‘He’ll like that,’ said Marianne, without thinking and without seeing the odd, distracted look which Makr Avehl fixed on her. ‘The younger, the better.’


It seemed for a time that she might have been concerned about nothing. Harvey arrived in the big car, chatting with Aghrehond as though they were old friends. He greeted Makr Avehl with courtesy, Ellat with gallantry, Marianne with a proper peck on the cheek and a smile which only she could have recognized as ominous.


Marianne took a deep breath and put herself out to be pleasant. ‘How was the trip down, Harvey? Is there a station near?’


‘About half an hour away. It was a very pleasant trip. Very kind of you to have asked me and my little sister down, sir. As a sometime student, Marianne does not often get this kind of treat.’ Charming smile. Guileless voice. Sometime student. Marianne fumed impotently.


‘You’re most welcome, Professor Zahmani.’ Ellat being equally charming. ‘Your sister honors our home, and you we welcome because of your interest in our part of the world. Do come in. You have just time to erase the stains of travel before lunch.’


‘I’ll show him in, Ellat. Professor, I wanted to talk with you about that paper you did in the Journal of Archaeology – last June was it? – comparing the Cave of Light with the barsom prophecies of the Medes…’ And Makr Avehl led Harvey away into the upper reaches of the house, still talking.


Ellat squeezed her arm. ‘Don’t worry. We have two other couples as luncheon guests.’


‘Tabiti?’


‘Not until much later this afternoon. She is driving down. Now we will enjoy our lunch. Makr Avehl has told me his impulsive invitation to your brother – no, it is a half brother, only, isn’t it? – well, that this invitation brings us a guest who turns out to be unwelcome. I am glad you overcame your dislike of him enough to come. We will stay well apart from him, and Makr Avehl will keep him occupied.’


And he did keep him occupied all during lunch, Harvey so far forgetting himself at times as to let his voice rise in temperamental disagreement. Makr Avehl received these expostulations gravely, nodding, commenting, smiling. Harvey was certainly not getting the better of the argument, but the sound of his sharp-edged voice made Marianne shift uncomfortably in her chair.


Ellat nudged her knee. ‘Don’t worry about it. So far they haven’t gotten past the fifth century AD. They’re still talking about King Khosrow’s persecution of the heretics.’


‘How can you tell?’


‘It’s what Makr Avehl always talks about when he doesn’t want to talk about something else,’ she smiled. ‘Even Prime Ministers and High Priests are men, and men are somewhat predictable, you know. Besides, he lectures. He has this dreadful habit of pontificating at great length about things others don’t care about. Hadn’t you noticed?’


‘He does a little,’ Marianne admitted, ‘but I don’t really mind. The things he has to say are interesting.’


‘Even if you were not interested, he would still wave his finger at you and tell you all about it. I tell him, “Makr Avehl, try to listen sometimes. When you cease talking and there is only silence, it is because you have ended all conversation.” He only laughs at me. Sometimes, I think, he tries to do better, but he forgets. I tell myself it is because he is shy.’


‘Shy? The Prime Minister? Shy?’


Ellat gave her a conspiratorial look. ‘Yes. Shy. He talks at such great length about impersonal things to avoid worrying about people. Oh, I have seen him spend great hours thinking up tortuous reasons why people behave as they do, all because he will not admit they are simply ignorant, or silly, or tired. He is a great one for explanations, Makr Avehl, but only when he must. Most times he would rather not think about people. They confuse him.’


This was a new thought for Marianne, and she glanced at Makr Avehl, catching the brilliant three-cornered smile he threw her way and feeling her face flushing as it seemed to do each time she looked at him. Shy. Well. It was an explanation, though not one she was sure she believed. Perhaps Ellat was only teasing her.


She turned to the guest on her other side and smiled monosyllabic responses to a long, one-sided conversation about politics, turning back to Ellat in relief a little while later. ‘That poor woman on Makr Avehl’s other side isn’t getting into the conversation much.’ She was watching the woman covertly, a quiet woman with a quiet, impressionable face.


‘That poor woman is the LaPlante Professor of Archaeology at the University of Ankara. I wouldn’t worry about her. She will probably write some paper in one of the journals taking issue with your half brother on some abstruse academic subject.’


‘Good Lord! Does Harvey know who she is?’


‘I doubt it. Makr Avehl introduced her as Madame Andami. That’s her husband across the table from you. He’s very deaf and makes no attempt at conversation, but he enjoys food very much. I like them a good deal. She is interesting and he is restful. However, Madame Andami is not the name she uses professionally.’


‘So Harvey has been set up to make a fool of himself. Do I get the impression you all do not like my brother much?’


Ellat looked shocked. ‘What would make you say such a thing? I think Makr Avehl knows that you do not like him very much. He knows this so well that he spent most of an hour on the phone with me yesterday, talking of you, and of your half brother. Very serious talk. So I cannot tell you not to take him seriously, as I might tell some other young thing. A gentle warning, you know the kind of thing? No, to you I say something else again. He may seem to be invulnerable and very strong. Sometimes he is very strong indeed, but he is not invulnerable.’ She gave Marianne a meaningful look which confused her enormously, then giggled, unexpectedly, an almost shocking sound coming from that dignified person. ‘So, even if we are sympathetic to your side of whatever problem brews, we have done nothing Professor Zahmani could complain of. If he is not civil enough to converse across the table and find out what his luncheon partner does – well, what occurs thereafter must be his fault, no?’


Marianne, being human, found the thought of Harvey’s discomfiture very pleasant indeed.


After lunch, Makr Avehl suggested that they all go riding. Harvey had not brought riding clothes. He demurred, explaining that he would be happy spending a few quiet hours in the library. The others left him there with Ellat while they went into the afternoon sun and the freshness of spring. Madame Andami cast aside her quiet, listening pose and rode like a centaur, laughing when Marianne complimented her on her seat. ‘I have ridden donkeys, mules, camels, even elephants. You have not a bad seat yourself, young woman.’


‘I haven’t really ridden in years. Before my mother died we lived in the country, and I had my own horse. I still miss him.’


‘Ah, horses are a very great love to many girls of that age. I have been told it is something very Freudian.’


‘I don’t think so,’ laughed Marianne. ‘I think it is at that age that boys begin to grow so much bigger and stronger, and we girls feel left out. On the back of a horse, one ignores the fact that one is female.’


‘You dislike being female?’


‘Not really. It just makes … complications.’


In midafternoon they were met at the end of a curving lane by Aghrehond, splendid in a plaid waistcoat, who offered them champagne and fruit from the tailgate of a station wagon before they returned by a more direct route, Makr Avehl riding at Marianne’s side.


‘I did not wish to appear to monopolize your attentions earlier,’ he said. ‘But now, we have only a little way back to the house, and I can have you all to myself while the others go on ahead in such impatience. You got on very well with Madame Andami.’


‘I like her. She was telling me about her work in Iran, before everything there went up in smoke. The places have such wonderful names. Persepolis. Ecbatana. Susa. I read about them in school, of course, though it’s not an area of the world I have done any reading on recently.’


‘They have about them something of the fictional, isn’t that so? They were real, nonetheless. To us it does not seem that long ago, possibly because our children hear stories told around the fire of things which happened fifteen centuries back. Such stories carry an immediacy one does not get from books…’


‘Which is why some countries carry such old grudges,’ offered Marianne. ‘What children learn at their grandmas’ knees, they act upon as though it happened yesterday.’


He nodded gravely, even sadly. ‘Perhaps that is true. Those who have an oral tradition full of old wrongs and old revenge do seem to fight the same battles forever. If the Irish were not forever singing of their ancient wrongs – or writing poetry about it … well, we see the result in every morning’s newspapers.’


‘Is that the kind of thing between Alphenlicht and Lubovosk? Or would you rather not talk about it?’


‘Stories told at my grandma’s knee? Oh, yes, Marianne. For my grandma remembered it happening. The country was always like the two halves of an hourglass, connected with a narrow waist, a high mountain pass which was difficult in the best of times. To separate us, Russia had only to take that pass. Then the northern bit became a “protectorate.” The general’s name was Lubovosk – thus the name of the country. Later, of course, it became a “people’s republic.” Under either name it was high, and remote, and difficult to reach. Grandmother told me that at first we paid no attention. We continued to go back and forth from north and south, but we had to go over the mountain instead of across the pass. Then there began to be changes in Lubovosk. The visitors who came from there came to stay. Visitors from Alphenlicht who went there didn’t return. There were whispers, rumors of evil.’


‘Aghrehond said I could ask you about shamans, but not when others were about.’


The expression on his face was one of embarrassment, almost shame. ‘Yes. I am ashamed to say it. Black shamans, from the land of the Tungus. Dealers in necromancy. People who would trifle with the great arts. Dealers in sorcery. Ah. You don’t believe in any of this, do you?’


‘It’s not … it’s not anything I’ve ever thought about except as … as …’


‘As a part of the superstitions of primitive peoples? Perhaps as survivals in the modern world? Little unquestioned things we learn as children? Fairy tales? No, you needn’t apologize. Let me explain it to you in a way you will understand.


‘Let us say a woman is driving a car. There is an accident, and her child is pinned beneath that car. She is a little woman, but she lifts that car and frees her child. You know of such things happening, yes? Well, let us suppose that before she lifted the car, she danced widdershins around the spare tire and called upon the spirits of the internal combustion engine, then raised up the car to rescue her child. Do you follow what I say?’


‘You mean the first thing is unusual, but natural. The second thing we would call magic?’


He beamed at her. ‘Precisely. The same thing happened in both cases, but only in one would we call it magic. There is much of which man is capable, much he is unaware of, all very natural. The worshipers of Zurvan, the Magi, are scholars of this knowledge. The shamans, too, are scholars, but they use the knowledge in a different way. They teach that the power comes through the ritual, through dancing around the spare tire. They teach, when they teach at all – which is not often, for they prefer to be mysterious – that the power comes through demons, godlings, devils. They teach that in order to obtain the power, it is necessary to propitiate these devils. Followers of Zurvan teach that the power is simply there. We may use rituals to help us focus our thoughts, but we know they are simply devices, not necessary functions. Am I making any sense to you at all?’


‘You mean that their demons and devils don’t really exist…’


He shook his head, reached over to touch her hands where they lay loosely gripping the reins, his face dappled with sunlight as he leaned toward her. ‘Would not exist, Marianne, except for them. The act of worship, of invocation, can bring things into being which did not exist of their own volition – temporary demons, momentary gods.’


His intensity made her uncomfortable. ‘Isn’t it all more or less harmless?’ she said, trying to minimize the whole matter. ‘Mere superstition? Regrettable, but not … not…’


‘Not dangerous? When the ritual demands blood, or maiming, or death, or binding forever?’ His voice had become austere, his expression forbidding and remote. ‘The difference between a true religion – and there are many which share aspects of truth – and a dangerous cult is only this: In the one the individual is freed to grow and live and learn; in the other the individual is subordinated to the will of a hierarchy, enslaved to the purposes of that hierarchy, forbidden to learn except what the cult would teach. You have only to look at the rules which govern the servants of a religion to know whether its god is God indeed, or devil!’ He passed his hand across his face, then laughed unsteadily. ‘Listen how I preach. Aghrehond should not have told you to question me about this. My anxiety is too close to my skin. Come, we will ride up to the others and think no more of it.’


But when they rode into the gravel courtyard near the stables, Marianne thought of it again, for a long black car stood there, the black and red diplomatic flag of Lubovosk fluttering over its hood.


‘I had not expected her for several hours yet,’ said Makr Avehl. Then, as he sat there, looking at the flag, he was struck with a comprehension so violent that he swayed in the saddle. Tabiti. Madame Delubovoska. Harvey’s aunt, his kinswoman. Why had he not made this simple connection before? If Harvey had not had the wit to pick out the things he had given to Marianne, if someone else had done so, someone sly, vile, deeply schooled in all the black arts – why, it would have been Tabiti.


‘Lord of Light,’ he thought, terrified. ‘Of course it would have been Tabiti, and I have brought Marianne here, like bringing a lamb into a cave of wolverines.’ They had been so casual with one another when he’d met them in New York, he hadn’t realized that they were not merely related, not merely acquaintances, but actually akin, sympathetic. He turned to Marianne with some urgency, knuckles white where they gripped the reins. ‘Wait,’ he warned himself. ‘Do not jump too quickly. You are not sure that this is true.’ But he was sure, so sure that his face was ten years older, drawn with concentration, when he turned to take Marianne’s hand.


‘Kinswoman, I will ask you in advance to forgive me if I pay you little attention for the next several hours. Now that I have learned a bit more about your half brother and his relationship to Lubovosk, I think it was a foolish mistake to invite him into my house, a foolish mistake to invite Tabiti here. The dimensions of my foolhardiness were unclear. I could not be more sorry. Will you forgive me?’


She managed to create a smile, eager to give him whatever help she could. ‘I’ll pay no attention at all.’


‘Stay with Ellat,’ he counseled. ‘Stick to her like a leech.’


‘Ellat may get rather bored with that.’


‘Ellat will prefer it,’ he grated.


They went into the house, to all appearances a cheerful, chattering group, through the open doors of the library where Ellat awaited them, her face slightly drawn with strain. As Marianne entered the room, she saw nothing but the two figures across it, Harvey and the Madame, faces alike as twins, eager with some strange avidity she could not identify, eyes hungry and glittering. They were staring only at Marianne, and she felt their eyes like a blow.


Harvey came to take her by the hand, his own palm wet and sticky as though he had been working in the sun. ‘Well, little sister. Back from the ride? Come meet a relative of ours.’ She nodded, murmuring ‘of course’ as he drew her from Makr Avehl’s side across the room into a cold, threatening space where it was all she could do to smile between tight lips in acknowledgment of the introduction. Madame’s eyes were like those of a bird of prey; they seemed to whirl like wheels of fire, and her voice had serrated edges to it, a kind of velvet file rasping in her head.


‘I’m so pleased to get to meet you at last, my dear. My nephew has mentioned you so often, told me so much about you. How is the school going? Did I understand you had had some academic difficulties?’


Marianne tried to deny this, tried to say that she had had no difficulty, except in carrying a heavy load of course work in addition to working full time, but the words stuck in her throat.


She heard Harvey’s voice as though through a pool of thick water, thick, cold water, gelid, about to crystallize into ice making a thunder in her ears. ‘Oh, I don’t think Marianne lets that worry her. She isn’t that serious about her work.’


Again Marianne tried to protest, realizing in panic that she could not breathe. She was suffocating. Then Ellat was beside her, saying something about Marianne’s having promised to look at the orchids in the conservatory, and she was drawn away from them and was in another room, leaning against a wall, gasping for breath.


‘What … how…’ she gasped. ‘What happened?’


‘It is an amusement for her,’ said Ellat angrily. ‘It’s something she does. For fun, I think. She tried it on me, but Makr Avehl had warned me. I will show you how to prevent its happening again. Also, I’ve had your things moved out of the guest wing and into my room. It’s a large room with two beds, and we will share it. I think it will be safer if you are not alone. We’ll go there now.’ And the two of them sneaked away upstairs like naughty children, though Ellat continued her angry muttering the while. Once behind the closed door, Ellat washed Marianne’s face with a cool washcloth, as though she had, indeed, been a child.


‘It’s frightening, isn’t it? I could see your face turning red, as though you couldn’t get your breath.’


‘What did you mean, it’s something she does? I don’t understand what’s going on.’


‘Have you ever heard of telepathy?’


‘I’ve heard of it. I don’t believe in it.’


‘Well, then don’t believe in it if you don’t want to, Marianne, but listen to me anyhow. That woman down there, that – Lubovoskan,’ she spat the word as though it had been a curse. ‘That woman made a very strong telepathic suggestion to you that you could not breathe, that you were suffocating. As I said, she tried it on me earlier, but Makr Avehl had warned me. Now, if you aren’t comfortable with the idea of telepathy, that’s fine. Call it subliminal suggestion or something. Or pretend she has a transmitter in her pocket that blocks your brain waves. Whatever. She can do it, and you felt it.’


‘I don’t believe this,’ Marianne protested. Things like this aren’t possible.’


‘Well,’ said Ellat, ‘you felt it. Was it false? A result of riding too long, perhaps? Coming into a warm room out of the air? Dizziness? Perhaps something to do with the menstrual cycle – that’s always a good explanation for such things. Hysteria?’ She waited angrily for Marianne’s denial, which did not come. ‘No. It was none of these things. It was an unworthy exercise of certain abilities which should never be used in such a way. It is a kind of seduction, one of several kinds they use. Well, we knew she could do such things. We did not know she would do them; particularly, we did not think of her doing them here or to you. So you must either run or confound her. Which is it to be?’


‘I will confound her,’ pledged Marianne, repulsed by the memory of Harvey’s hungry, prurient eyes. It had been Ellat’s use of the word “seduction” which had decided her. Of course it was a kind of seduction. A kind very like the one Harvey had been trying on her for years, a seduction of power, of oppression, of dominance. ‘I will confound her if I can, but she makes me feel like Harvey does. I can feel her peeling me, taking my skin off to look inside, layer by layer. I feel flayed when she looks at me. She scares me.’


‘That one scares Makr Avehl himself, girl. But I think we can manage to get through the evening.’ She began to clear the top of her dressing table, beckoning Marianne to a place before the mirror where she could see her own frightened face above Ellat’s busy hands.


‘This,’ said Ellat, making a specific shape with her left hand, ‘we call the “tower of iron.” Make this shape with your hand. No. Look at it more closely. That’s right. Now this we call the “wall which cannot be moved.” I will tell you about these…’ So the lesson began.


Hours later Marianne sat before the mirror once more, dressed in one of the new outfits, a glittering silver sheath, hair piled high in a simple, dramatic style which one of Ellat’s maids had done for her. She breathed deeply, setting her own center of being high and balanced. ‘You will not get me again, Harvey,’ she said. ‘Not you or your aunt.’ The woman in the mirror could be afraid of nothing. I am a tower of iron, she sang quietly to herself in the litany Ellat had taught her, moving her hand in the proper sign. I am a fortress of strength, a wall which cannot be moved.


Ellat was running a brush across her shining head, patting the full knot which she wore low upon her neck. ‘Remember to think reflection. Visualize lightning striking a mirror and being reflected back. Remember.’


Marianne shut her eyes, fastened her sparkling necklace with its shining pendants. She glittered all over, a gemmy wand, bending and swaying, the necklace flashing. ‘I remember, Ellat. I’m trying to remember everything you’ve said.’


‘I’ll be right beside you. There’s the dinner gong. Shall we go down?’


Marianne took a deep breath, nodded, began to breathe slowly, calmly, focusing her thought upon strength and will. They went into the library as though for a stroll in the gardens, setting themselves like adamant against the will of Madame, against the hot curiosity in Harvey’s avid eyes. Was it only her imagination, thought Marianne, or did he seem disappointed? What did that questioning look to Madame mean? Perhaps they had not expected her to be able to come down to dinner at all. She gritted mental teeth and smiled, visualizing lightning with every fiber in her brain. I am a tower of iron.


Madame came toward her at once, Harvey trailing behind, making Marianne think irreverently of a mother goose with one gosling, Madame’s expression being very much a looking-down-the-beak one. She laid a hand on Marianne’s shoulder and Marianne stepped back, out of her reach. Madame’s eyes glittered at this and she said, ‘Harvey and I were just discussing what you might enjoy seeing when you come to Lubovosk with your brother.’


I am a fire which cannot be put out, she thought. ‘Really?’ she said aloud. ‘I have not contemplated such a trip, and it’s unlikely I could travel so far any time soon.’


‘Oh, Bitsy, anything is possible,’ said Harvey, smiling, sipping at his cocktail, lips wet and avid in the soft light of the room, sucking lips, vampire lips.


‘Not for me, I’m afraid,’ she said, smiling in return. I am a tower of iron. ‘Besides,’ she turned a spiteful riposte, ‘if I traveled to that part of the world, it would be to my mother’s people – to Alphenlicht.’ Had she put that slight emphasis on my, my mother’s people? Yes. The air boiled around her and she felt Madame’s fury like a blow.


‘There is really very little there to interest you, my child,’ the woman said. ‘Very little of interest to anyone. It is a country of peasants and priests.’


‘Do I hear my name being taken in vain?’ asked Makr Avehl, offering Marianne a glass and taking her elbow in his hand to turn her away toward other guests. ‘What is this about peasants and priests? Are you talking shop again, Tabiti?’ Marianne felt his fingers tremble on her arm, knew that he was almost as sunk in rage as Marianne herself, felt herself adrift in these vicious currents which spun around her. I am a fortress of strength, she told herself, moving away to be introduced to other guests, Ellat close behind her.


At dinner, she was at the far end of a long table from Harvey and Madame, and she was able to ignore them for moments at a time. After dinner, they came close to her again, the thrust of their intention as clear as though they had struck at her with a blade. Makr Avehl spoke to her only casually, as to any other guest. Ellat stayed close.


I am a fortress of diamond, Marianne told herself, concentrating upon reflecting their intentions back upon themselves. She moved her hand into the configurations Ellat had shown her, then thought about them, internalized them. A mountain of stone. Making a hard fist with her right hand. I cannot be moved or changed. I am the fire which cannot be put out. Flicker of first and second finger of the right hand, a trill of movement, secretive.


‘Hey, Bitsy,’ Harvey called. ‘How are you getting back to town tomorrow?’


I am diamond, Marianne told herself. ‘I hadn’t thought about it, Harvey.’ Quietly asserting the while, I am iron. Left forefinger raised, pressed against cheek.


‘Then you must let me drive you back.’ Madame, gaily importunate. ‘Your brother has already consented to accompany me, and your home is on our way.’


‘Marianne.’ Makr Avehl, laughing. ‘I am crushed! Had you forgotten so soon that you promised I could drive you back? I have those papers to pick up which your librarian so kindly offered to lend to me.’


I am iron. I am adamant. Smiling, turning to him with a little moue of forgetfulness. ‘I did promise. Of course. I’m sorry, Madame. Another time, perhaps.’ I am the fire which cannot be put out.


‘Oh, I am disappointed. Yes, we will certainly make another occasion. I have not had opportunity to get to know you nearly as well as I should like.’ Gentle, caressing, infinitely threatening.


We are like Siamese fighting fish, thought Marianne. We circle, our fins engorged with blood, ready to die if need be, caught up in our dance. She flinched nervously as Ellat touched her on the arm.


‘Would you like to go up? You said you wanted to ride early in the morning.’


Taking this lead, Marianne nodded gratefully. ‘Thank you, Ellat. Yes. I am a little tired. The ride this afternoon was a longer one than I’ve had in years. Good night, Madame, Harvey. Madame Andami, I enjoyed your company today. Mr Williams, Betty. I enjoyed our discussion at dinner. Mrs Williams. Mr Winston-Forbes, Harriet, Stephany. Good night, Your Excellency. It has been a very pleasant day.’ To walk away, back straight, face calm, up the stairs. I am a tower of adamant, I cannot be moved. Down the hall with Ellat, into the room, to collapse across the bed, bent tight around a stomach which heaved and squirmed within her.


‘You did very well,’ said Ellat, giving her a glass of something sweet and powerful which melted warmth through her and stopped the heaving.


‘Nothing happened,’ Marianne whispered. ‘If you’d taken a movie of it, you wouldn’t have seen anything. Nothing happened at all. But I kept feeling them.’


‘Nothing seemed to happen; very much was happening. Your half brother has made an alliance. He has done it very suddenly it seems. Did he know her before?’


‘I never heard him mention her name until a day or so ago. I didn’t know he had relatives in Lubovosk.’


‘He writes mockingly of the Cave of Light. That is a typical Lubovoskan attitude.’


‘I only know what I told you earlier. I think he went there twice. Once shortly before Mama died. Once, later, before Papa Zahmani died. When each of them died, Harvey had … had…’


‘Had only recently returned?’


‘Had only recently returned,’ she agreed in a dead voice, remembering Dr Brown’s words, heard through a closed door when she had been only twelve: ‘I would have said she died of suffocation, Haurvatat.’ Suffocation. Not being able to breathe. A thing Madame did to people for fun. Had Madame been able to teach that skill to Harvey? Harvey, who had been rejected by Cloud-haired mama and told to go find a nice girl his own age? Or had Madame herself come to confront Cloud-haired mama when no one else was there to see, to remember?


‘There may be no connection at all,’ said Ellat firmly, undoing the tiny buttons at the back of Marianne’s gown. ‘Go in there and have a nice, hot shower and put on your robe. Makr Avehl will come up here before he goes to bed. After a good night’s sleep, nothing will look so ominous.’


‘I’m afraid I won’t sleep,’ she confessed, the vision of Mama and Madame in intimate confrontation still oppressing her.


‘Another glass of what I gave you before, and you will sleep.’


Makr Avehl’s light tap at the door came late, when the party downstairs had broken up and the sound of voices calling goodnight to one another had fallen into silence, when lights had begun to go out in upstairs windows that Marianne could see in the opposite wing. He entered quietly, embraced Ellat, then sat on the edge of Marianne’s bed. ‘Isn’t this ridiculous?’ he asked. ‘I invite a lovely young woman for a weekend’s visit, all quite properly chaperoned by my sister. I invite her brother, too, because I am curious, and an old antagonist of mine, because I am proud, and suddenly all turns to slime and wickedness. You find it difficult to believe, don’t you? Well, so do I, and I have less excuse than you do. Marianne, my dear, will you rise at dawn, please, and go down to the stables where Aghrehond will meet you and take you away from here. Leave your bags. I will bring them when I meet you later in the day to drive you home, as promised. There are too many currents here, too many eddies of greed and passion. Tell me, Marianne, would … would your half brother benefit in any material way if harm came to you?’


Her throat went dry, harsh as sandpaper. She had had those thoughts, had banished them, had put them down, ‘buried, begone’ in her own litany, but they lunged upward now like corpses long drowned and broken free of some weight to rise hideously through slimed water to the surface. She cried out at the horror of it, all at once weeping in a steady flow. Ellat took her into her arms and held her, saying ‘Shh, shh. He shouldn’t have asked it so abruptly like that. But you don’t protest, Marianne. You don’t protest?’


‘No,’ she cried. ‘I can’t protest, Ellat. I’ve thought it too many times. I thought I was wicked to think such a thing, only a wicked, angry child. But, oh, if I died, he would get all that Mama left me – it’s all tied up in Papa Zahmani’s estate, and my share of Papa’s estate, too. It’s a lot. More than I ever wanted or expected. More than anyone could need.’


‘Ah,’ said Makr Avehl. ‘So he has a reason. Now, what is her reason?’


Ellat shushed him and gave Marianne something which sent her into sleep, all at once, like falling into velvet darkness. She was still fuzzy at the edges of her mind when they put her into Aghrehond’s care at dawn in the stable yard, among the horses clattering out of the place for exercise and the grooms chattering as they headed for the wooded roads.


‘Come, pretty lady,’ said Aghrehond. ‘We must be away from here.’


‘Won’t they think I’m terribly rude,’ she asked, ‘leaving the party unannounced this way?’


He made a conspiratorial face with much scrunching of eyebrows and mouth. ‘Ellat will say you have gone for an early ride. This is strictly true. She will not say “horseback,” though they may think so. Others may also desire to ride. So, that is fine, and Makr Avehl will go with them. It is a large place, is it not? There are many miles of pleasant roads around it. Who is to wonder if you are not seen by anyone until noon? By then, you will be elsewhere. Tsk. Stop frowning. You make your face all frilled, like a cabbage leaf.’


She stopped frilling her face and let the day happen. They stopped for breakfast in a small, seaside town. They shopped for antiques along the winding streets. They drove through a national monument. They returned to the small town a little after noon to find Makr Avehl waiting for them with Marianne’s bags in his car.


‘There is a buffet luncheon going on back at the house,’ he said to Aghrehond. ‘Some are eating now, others will have luncheon when they return from riding. Some friends of Ellat’s will come in to swell the numbers. We will not be missed for some time, which is fortunate.’ His face was set, grim, and he made a covert sign to Aghrehond which Marianne saw from the corner of one eye. ‘When someone asks – and not until then – you may say to Ellat in the hearing of the rest that I have driven Marianne back early in order to go on to Washington for an early meeting at the State Department.’


‘What happened?’ she demanded. ‘Something happened. What was it?’


He barked a short expletive, chopped off, as a curse half spoken. ‘A pack of feral dogs,’ he said, ‘came out of nowhere, according to the grooms. Madame Andami was bitten on the leg. Superb rider, of course, and she stayed up. We’ve sent her to a physician up in Charlottesville. One of the horses is cut up a bit. The vet is there now. Someone riding alone – someone not as fine a rider as Madame Andami, someone out of practice, for example – might have been seriously injured.’ They stood for a moment considering this. ‘The head groom works for the people who own the place, of course, as do all the servants except for Ellat’s maids and my secretary. He says he has never known it to happen before. It’s horse country. A pack of feral dogs that would attack horses? It wouldn’t be tolerated for a day! They would have been hunted down.’


Marianne did not ask the questions which tumbled into her mind. Did someone think the dogs were set upon the riders? Was it an accident? Makr Avehl’s face had the look of one who did not wish to talk, to guess, to theorize, the look of a man rigidly but barely under control. He waved Aghrehond back to the big car as he ushered her into the smaller one. Over her shoulder, she saw the large car turn back toward Wanderly and the house. She remained quiet, let time and miles pass, watched his face until it began to relax slightly, then asked, ‘You think they were after me?’


‘I’m sorry, Marianne. I do think so. Yes.’


‘You think that’s possible? To stir up dogs that way? Make them attack horses?’


He made an odd, aborted stroking motion toward his chin. ‘I could do it. It wouldn’t even be difficult. I know that she can do it, because I can, and whatever I may think about Tabiti, she’s strong. Lord, she’s strong. And I am weakened by being angry at myself. No – don’t shush me. I am angry at myself. Before I invited you here, I never thought to ask about your true relationship with your brother. I knew you didn’t like him, I knew things were not good between you, but I never tried to get at the bottom of it. I should have considered it more fully. Instead I lulled you. I lulled myself.


‘Marianne, he means you ill. Not merely in the slightly jealous way one sibling may cordially detest another – which, Lord help me, was what I had considered. No, he means you real destruction as surely as this road leads to your home. He means you ill and he has made some kind of alliance with Madame to that end – if, indeed, she is not a primary mover in this matter. And I, who foolishly exposed you to this, must find a way to protect you.’


Marianne laughed bitterly, and when he turned an astonished face on her, she laughed again. ‘Makr Avehl, you don’t know how relieved I was last night to hear you say that. For years, I’ve thought that Harvey hated me, or resented me. For years I’ve fought against his patronizing me, destroying me. Whenever I got my head up, he’d do his best to knock it down. The only things I could be sure of succeeding at were things he didn’t find out about. Always with that hating face, that superior smile. But nothing I could prove. Nothing anyone else could see. So I felt guilty, wicked. I felt I didn’t have the right to hate him. After all, Papa left him in charge, left him to take care of me. Now you say he’s trying to harm me – really. For money. For Papa Zahmani’s money. I suppose it’s true. Harvey likes money. He never has enough, though what he inherited should have been enough for anyone. But I get more, of course, when I’m thirty, because a lot of it was my mother’s. My mother’s, not Harvey’s mother’s. But Papa was old country, through and through. Couldn’t see leaving it to me until I was a matron. Girls had no real status with Papa. He loved me, but that was different.’


‘That may be true, but I think it more likely he saw you as a little girl and he saw Harvey as a grown man. Perhaps he only wanted to protect you. How old was Harvey?’


‘Oh, twenty-five or -six. That may have been it. I was only thirteen. I wish I could feel that was it.’


‘Your Papa had no reason to mistrust his son?’


‘No. Harvey was never … he was never strange until Mama died. When I was a little girl, I thought he was Prince Charming. Really. He was so handsome, so gallant. He brought little presents. He … he courted us, Mama and me. Then, when Mama died, he changed, all at once. He became something … something horrible.’


‘I think it possible that he did not understand the reality of the property division between your parents. I don’t think he realized quite what part of the family fortunes were yours, Marianne. Perhaps he began to be a bit strange when he visited Lubovosk. I’m sure that he was given weapons there he should not have had, and now I must defend you against them. You must be very brave, and very strong. There are certain things black shamans can do – and certain things people trained by them can do. You’ve seen a sample already…


‘There are worse things: transport into the false worlds, into the dream borders, binding forever in places which exist within the mind and have virtually no exits to the outside world…’


‘But to do any of these things, the shaman believes that his ritual demands consent. Listen to me, Marianne.’


‘I’m listening. You said the ritual demands consent.’


‘Remember it. The shamans believe the ritual is necessary to the effect, and they believe that consent is necessary to the ritual. The shaman says to his victim, “Will you have some tea?” And the victim says, “Yes, thank you.” That is consent. In my own library, your brother said to you, “Come, let me introduce you to…” and you nodded yes. That was consent. So she then struck at you.’


‘Did the people who went riding consent? If so, to what?’


‘More likely, Madame went down to the stables before going to bed last night, taking a few lumps of sugar with her. “Here, old boy, have a lump of sugar,” and the horse nods his head, taking the sugar. He has consented then, and they can use him. So also with dogs, with birds, with anything they can get to take food from their hands. The true victim was to be the horse, whatever horse you might be riding or anyone else might be riding. They are not over scrupulous.’


‘What are you trying to tell me?’


‘I am saying, for a time, do not consent to anything your brother proposes. If he says on the phone “isn’t it a nice day,” say “no, it is not.” If he says “wouldn’t you like to go to Mexico for your vacation,” say “no, I’d rather go somewhere else.” Be disagreeable. Better yet, do not talk to him at all.’


‘Forever? That may be difficult.’


‘Only for a few days, until I can get a few of the Kavi together to make a protection for you. Until we can teach you to protect yourself. I don’t even want to take you home, to leave you there alone, except that anything else would make them more determined, more dangerous. As it is, they may not know we suspect them.’


‘The thing Ellat taught me won’t work?’


‘You’re not schooled enough in its use. You haven’t the discipline. I hate to leave you, even for tonight.’


‘They can’t be in that much of a hurry,’ she said nervously, disturbed by his intensity. ‘I don’t inherit for another four years, for heaven’s sake. Harvey isn’t going to do anything precipitous.’


‘I suppose you’re right. Once one begins to feel this menace, this gathering force, it is like hearing a thunderstorm in one’s head. Space and time are lost in it. One is at the center of fury.’ He reached to take her hand in his, utterly unprepared for the reaction his words would bring. ‘Marianne, I could stay with you tonight.’


Her hand whipped away from him, without volition. Her mouth bent into an oval of rejection, horror. ‘I’m not like that,’ she said, the words coming from deep within, words she did not usually say aloud but were now aloud, between them, harsh and ugly. ‘Not like that.’ She shuddered once, again, muttered words under her breath, like a litany, got control of herself, tried to make light of it, did not succeed. His face was white, blank.


‘I’ve offended you,’ he said at last. ‘I meant nothing dishonorable. Please. It was only to offer protection. You’re probably right. There is not that much hurry. They aren’t mind readers, after all. They cannot know how thoroughly I am alerted to the danger they pose. We will comfort ourselves with that thought. If your brother calls, you will be light, and cheerful, and contrary. Please remember to be contrary, Marianne.’


She agreed to do so, not hearing him, too caught up in the internal maelstrom he had unleashed, wanting only to be out of the car and behind a door, her own door, shut against the world. ‘Not like that,’ the hissing demon voices inside kept saying. ‘Harvey was wrong. I’m not like that.’


He left her at the door, seeing on her face that he should not offer to come in. She went in to disconnect the phone, to sit for an hour in her window while the sun went down and the stars began to peek over the roofs and chimneys. The buds of the oak outside her window had begun to unfurl into tiny, curled hands of innocent pink, and her mind squirmed in guilt and confusion at the fact that now, even now, she lusted after him, wanted him, and all the years of not wanting did not seem to have immunized her at all.


At last she set to work building mental towers of adamant and walls of iron. She put herself to sleep with the litany Ellat had taught her. She awakened to her clock radio, news of combat and death, so ordinary and distant as to be undisturbing. She was almost ready for class when the doorbell rang, and she saw the delivery man’s hat through the peephole, knew that it must be some little gift from Makr Avehl, felt again that combined guilt, lust and self-loathing. She opened the door to receive the package, accept the proffered pencil.


‘You have to sign for it. Where the X is on the line.’


‘Yes,’ said Marianne, ‘I will.’ Only to see the glitter of eyes as the uniformed person’s head came up, dark, hawk-faced, mouth curved in a cry of victory. She had only time to think that she had given consent and to say, ‘Madame Delubovoska,’ before all went dark around her.




CHAPTER FOUR


It was dark by the time Makr Avehl arrived in Washington after miles of driving through country he did not see, traffic he did not consider, in a state of mind best described, he told himself, as unnerved and astonished. While his mouth had been busy saying words which meant, in whatever language he was thinking, ‘Gods in heaven, what ails the wench!’ his center of being was saying in another tone, perhaps another language entirely, ‘Oh, my dear, my very dear.’ This colloquy was over in the moment which it occupied, leaving his political self shaken before the sweet longing of that inner voice: ‘Oh, my very dear.’ And that was when he knew, absolutely and without any remaining doubt. Not earlier, when he had seen her at dinner, a sparkling baton of willow flesh, bending but not breaking before her brother’s assault; not on horseback, face eager as a child’s, with tendrils of hair wet on her forehead from the sun; not as he had seen her in the car, first laughing then crying to know that all her world was arrayed against her but that she was not insane.


So. So what was he to do now? She had rejected him and he had left her, left her there alone, and he could not go back to force himself upon her, for in such forcing might end all that he now in one instant hoped and longed for, without warning or premonition. Well, no matter the reason, if any. If she had rejected him, she had not rejected Ellat, and what Ellat could not find out was not worth the finding. So he drove like a maniac to reach his hotel and a phone so that Ellat might be enlisted in his sudden cause. He was convinced of danger, smelled it, felt it breathing hotly on his neck, a scent of blood and damnation. She must accept help from Ellat.


Oncoming headlights speared toward his eyes, and he came to himself as a horn shrieked beside him, dopplering by and away into darkness with a howl of fury. This sobered him. He would call Ellat as soon as he arrived in Washington. Until then, he would try to behave more sensibly and think of other things.


In which he was only partially successful. Ellat was eager enough to help Marianne. ‘Of course I’ll stay with her. We got along quite nicely. If you really feel…’ But her desire to help did not allay Makr Avehl’s concern.


‘I really feel,’ he said grimly, ‘that there’s something more than merely wicked going on here.’


‘I can’t figure what they’re playing at,’ fussed Ellat. ‘Madame using her cocktail party magic tricks here, in this house, against one of your people.’


‘I think Madame sees Marianne as one of her people, or one of Harvey’s people, which amounts to the same thing. Can you be here by lunch time tomorrow?’


Lunch time, she said, yes. Yes, the guests had all departed. Yes, the horse which had been bitten seemed to be healing and a dog they had captured was being tested for rabies. Yes, he could turn in the little car to the rental agency, they would use the big one. Yes, the servants were packing so that they might leave. ‘I’m tired of all this, Makr Avehl. I want to go home.’


‘Just as soon as we do something about Marianne, Ellat. I promise.’


Something in his voice said more than he had intended, for there was a waiting silence at the other end of the line, a silence which invited him to say more than he was ready to say. When he did not fill it, she said, ‘Take her with us. That’s the sensible thing to do.’


‘It’s called kidnaping, Ellat. The Americans don’t find it socially acceptable. They have laws against it.’


Ellat only snorted. ‘Tomorrow. At lunch time.’


On which note he found himself sitting on the side of his bed, holding the phone in one hand as it buzzed a long, agitated complaint. Should he call Marianne? What could he say? No. Better leave it. Drop in with Ellat tomorrow, about five in the afternoon, when Marianne got home from work. Gritting his teeth, he turned from the phone to his briefcase to spend two dull hours going over the material he would use in his meeting the following morning.


And when that meeting was over, he felt it had all been an exercise in futility, a kind of diplomatic danse macabre in which he and Madame had shaken skeletons at one another like children at a Halloween party. And yet the woman had seemed strangely satisfied, as though she had won whatever game she was playing.


‘The undersecretary of state assures me that we may depend upon the status quo,’ he said to Ellat over the lunch table.


‘Which means precisely what?’ asked Ellat, not interrupting her concentration on a plethora of oysters.


‘Which means exactly nothing,’ he admitted. ‘The US has spoken for us in the UN and that’s it. They don’t take the matter seriously, and I’m beginning to think they’re right. This has all been a charade. Madame is up to something else, and this has all been misdirection, probably for my benefit.’


‘Marianne said that.’


‘She said what?’


‘Marianne said that if the Lubovoskans really intended to take us over, they’d invade.’


‘Well, of course they have tried that,’ he said.


‘She would have no way of knowing that, Makr Avehl. I repeat what I said earlier. If you want to keep the child safe and away from that horrible brother of hers, take her with us.’


He did not reply. The food did not tempt him, and he was waiting impatiently for Ellat’s affair with the oysters to run its course. He dared not agree with her, for she would take it as a promise, but emotionally he had begun to believe only the course she had suggested would satisfy him – to take Marianne with him when he left.


‘Eat your oysters, Ellat,’ he said. ‘It may be your last opportunity to do so. Aghrehond will be here with the car in twenty minutes.’


They approached Marianne’s tall house just at sunset. The door into the front hall stood open and on the tiny turfed area between the steps and the iron fence, Mrs Winesap leaned on a lawn edger, intent upon the clean line separating daffodils from grass. She looked up in frank curiosity, staring at Makr Avehl and Ellat from her broad, open face, mouth a little open, rather gnome-like with her cut-off jeans and baggy shirt. ‘I don’t think Marianne’s here,’ she told them. ‘The door’s open, though, so she must have run out just for a minute.’


Makr Avehl acknowledged this information with a pleasant nod, stood back to let Ellat precede him into the hallway and halfway up the stairs. Then he saw Marianne’s jacket, obviously trodden upon where it lay half on the upper step, then the clipboard of papers with her signature scrawled and running off one edge. The door to her apartment was open. On the window seat the purple crocuses wilted in the close heat, and a fly buzzed in frustration against the closed window.


He stepped back into the hall to pick up the clipboard, knowing as he did so what had happened. It could all be read in the signs; the track of the beast could be seen. The world began to turn red inside his eyes, and he realized he was holding his breath. Released air burst from his lungs, and he sat down abruptly. ‘She’s gone. Oh, damn me for a fool, Ellat. Damn me for an arrogant, irresponsible fool. We’re too late. She’s gone.’


Ellat was already going down the stairs, out into the tiny front yard. ‘You must be Mrs Winesap? I thought so. Marianne has told me all about you. She’s so grateful for your help with the lawn. I wonder, did you happen to notice anyone coming or going this morning? I had sent a package, and I wondered…’


Sympathetic, warm expression saying what a nice woman she was to have sent a package. ‘I saw him leaving. Went out of here like a cat with his tail on fire. Must have left his delivery truck around the corner, because he went off down the block in the time it took me to say “Good morning.” I hate it when people are so bad-tempered they don’t even respond to a simple time of day. I said, “Good morning,” loud and cheerful, and I didn’t even get a grunt from him.’


‘That would have been about what time?’


‘Oh, let me see. What did I come outside for? I’d had breakfast, and Larken was doing the dishes, and I’d written a letter to my sister – that was it – and I’d come out to put it in the mailbox for the postman. So it wasn’t time for “Donahue” yet, or I’d have been watching him. About 8.30, I’d say, give a little take a little.’ She laughed heartily. ‘I always say don’t be too sure, and nobody can call you a liar.’


He was holding onto the banister when Ellat came back up the stairs. ‘I heard,’ he said. ‘Then Marianne wasn’t taken.’ He turned back into the room. On the window seat the Delvaux print of the young women setting lights in the street was broken in two, splintered ends of frame protruding like broken bones. He went through to the bedroom. Nothing. Orderly. She had made the bed. The bathroom was a little messy, towel dropped rather than folded. ‘She was here when the doorbell rang,’ he said to Ellat, turning to make a helpless gesture to Aghrehond who had just come up the stairs. ‘Doorbell rang, she went to the door. The person there said something about signing for a package, and Marianne said “of course” or “sure” or something of the kind – without thinking. She didn’t even have time to be afraid.’ Oh, God, he thought, why did she pull away from me with that revulsion? I should have been here. I should have been the one to answer that door, confront that monster.


‘If it is that Lubovosk woman, she flips her finger at you,’ said Aghrehond. ‘She sneers like a boy in the street, nyaa, nyaa, nyaa. She makes an insult, a provocation. Why?’


‘Perhaps,’ said Ellat, ‘because she has had the wits to see that Makr Avehl cares for the girl. Bait. Bait in a trap.’


With horror, Makr Avehl thought of the white bird and the black, demon fish; thought of the naked girl carrying her little light into the darkness while trying to pretend that she was dreaming. He came to himself staring at his own face in the mirror, haggard and terrified.


‘Why is the picture broken?’


‘I gave it to her,’ he replied woodenly. ‘To replace a very unpleasant one her brother had given her. If Harvey saw it – if Madame saw it, they would know in an instant that someone was intervening in Marianne’s affairs.’


‘But she wasn’t taken,’ said Ellat. ‘Whoever it was didn’t take her.’


‘Sent,’ Makr Avehl growled. ‘Not taken, sent.’ So, wherever she was now, among the false worlds, somewhere in the endless borderlands where no maps existed and the shortest distance between any two points was never a straight line, she was at least together, body and soul. He had seen bodies sundered from their souls. He had experienced souls sundered in that way, too. Better not, far better not. If he had had to choose between two horrors, it would have been this, at least. That she was in one place. One. Somewhere.


‘I must go into Madame’s limbo after her, into whatever borderland place she has been sent.’


‘Makr Avehl! Think of the danger!’ Ellat laid a hand upon his arm. ‘Think!’


‘I am thinking,’ he muttered. ‘You, too. Think of her. Somewhere alone. Lost. Frightened. Perhaps without memory. Certainly without friends. In a dream world, a lost world, a world in which dark is light and evil is good, perhaps. You think, Ellat. What else can we do?’


‘From here?’


‘Yes. From here. Water those flowers, will you? She wouldn’t have left them like that. Open the window. She would have done that.’ Oh, God Zurvan, he prayed, let me undo the harm I have done. I was the one not to tell her what pit of evil I sensed in that Box of hers. I was the one who begged her to come to Wanderly, not valuing her own instincts which bade her stay far from her so-called kin. I was the one who considered the threat not urgent, not imminent. God.


Where would one like Madame send one like Marianne? What kind of world would she construct, of her own soul, of her own being? Where would one like Marianne be sent? Into what place? Into which of the myriad borderlands? How constrained, how held? He lay down upon Marianne’s bed, quietly, quietly, letting what he knew of Tabiti possess him until it became more real than himself. Where? Where? Where?


Ellat came to the door of the room, apparently unsurprised to see him lying there. ‘Can you tell me what you are going to do?’


He reached out a hand to her, clasping her own, begging her trust and indulgence. She released him, sighing.


How could he describe to her the almost instinctive tasting of ambience, the intuitive sorting through of words and ideas and pictures? Marianne had been sent, and that sending had had to be, by its very nature, within the structure of Marianne’s relationship to Madame, within the ambience of their milieu. He had only to feel his way into that vicinage, into what was already there; he had only to seek that faintly diplomatic tinge, the flavor of embassies and foreign places, the sourness of artifice, the stink of deception, the thin, beery scent of solitude and cold rooms, the presence of children – no! The presence of the childlike. The shadow of malevolence hovering. Within that, something being built, constructed, changed, for Marianne’s own persona would demand that. Courage. There would be courage. Stubbornness. A kind of relentless perseverance in survival.


Withal, there would be power, Madame’s power, Madame’s control, hidden, perhaps, or disguised, but there nonetheless. Madame’s colors, ebony and blood. Marianne’s colors, mauve and plum and misty blue found rarely if at all. Would there be anything there of Harvey? Unlikely. Though he might think of himself as an important part of this challenge, in reality he was no more to Madame than was Marianne herself, a part of the bait.


He lay there, breathing his way into the precincts of illusion, finding the border of dream as he would have found the spoor of a deer in the forest of Alphenlicht, slowly, with infinite caution, summoning it, moving breath by breath so as not to shatter the silence or betray his presence, disguising his own form, changing to blend into the place he would find himself, that otherwhere, that hinterland where he would find her, find her, find her…


Ellat, watching, saw him sink into trance, fade before her eyes into an effigy, lifeless as stone, betrayed only by the shallow, infrequent breaths which misted the mirror she held before his lips. A grunt from the doorway made her turn. Aghrehond stood there, eyes wide, mouth open, panting as though he had run for miles. ‘I will go with him,’ he said.


‘Hondi. He did not ask—’


‘Ellat, he does not ask. I will go with him. He may need someone. He may need someone to stay in there when he comes back, for he cannot stay. That is what she wants, that Lubovoskan. She wants him lost in the false worlds, but he is too wise for that. I will go. Shush now.’ And he went back into the living room to lie down there, hands folded on his chest, sinking at once into a sleep both as profound and as disturbing as that which held Makr Avehl.


Deep into the night the light glowed in the upper window as Ellat’s figure passed and passed again and the search went on.




CHAPTER FIVE


Marianne, like the others in the pensione, made daily visits to the embassy. It was only a short walk, through the carnival ground and the phantom zoo, along the city wall to the Gates of Darius – not cleaned yet, though the scaffolding had been rigged against the ruddy stones for several seasons, and teams of dwarves were brought in from time to time to swarm up the ladders and peck away at the archway – then onto the Avenue of Lanterns. She thought that they must keep changing the avenue. When she had first visited the embassy, she remembered the avenue as quite broad and straight, the lanterns honest constructions of amber glass and bronze. Now the way curved to make room for the new tiled pool they were building, and the lights had been replaced with scattered braziers which left much of the roadway in darkness, the footing treacherous among chips of marble, chisels, mallets, and discarded cola cans the masons had left. Of course, reaching the embassy in the morning light was only a matter of watching one’s step, but the return always seemed to occur after darkness had fallen, which made the return trip difficult though not, Marianne reminded herself constantly, impossible. Marianne went to the embassy at least every other day, religiously, in the constant hope that some message would have arrived concerning her, or some quota would have been changed to allow her an exit visa. Everyone at the pensione, of course, existed in the same hope.


The woman who could have come from Lubovosk had pointed out, with laughter, what a vain hope that was. ‘Those of us from Lubovosk already have our visas,’ she had said, fixing Marianne with her cold, imperious eye in which that taint of mad laughter always hung like a pale moon over a cemetery. ‘Those of us who know the rules know the way. Those of us in favor with the ambassador. You, on the other hand, are unlikely to receive permission to leave. You are obviously a native, a borderlander.’ The way she said it was a venomous revelation to Marianne, a metempiric bombshell which seemed to make the matter certain forever. Of course they would not help her at the embassy. Of course the quota would not include her. Of course they would be moved to neither pity nor mercy. Not for a borderlander, a creature of quiet-gray, still-dun ghostness.


She had thought to apologize to the woman who could have come from Lubovosk, but the words caught in her throat, so she had put her glass of Madeira on the harpsichord (worrying later that it might have left a ring) and let herself out of the crowded apartment. Behind her the surf of conversation ebbed and flowed, falling into silence as she climbed the echoing stairs to her own room. It had been a mistake to go to the reception. Probably they had meant to invite someone else, and the invitation had been put under her door by mistake.


Her room was cold, the dirty casements opened wide to a view of the nearer roofs and the farther towers. Sun lay upon the streets, rare as laughter, enough to start a ridiculous upwelling of hope, like a seeping spring under ashes. She snatched up her coat to drag it over her arms as she ran down the clattering stairs of the pensione, past the landing where they had found the old man dead, his pockets stuffed with appeals to the ambassador, past the room where the woman who could have come from Lubovosk and her guests still talked, into the frigid entrance hall with its lofty ceiling and frosty mirrors, and out into the bright, dusty streets where the children from everywhere gathered to play. She wondered, as she had before, why they gathered in this street rather than some other. They broke before her like drops of mercury, only to flow together behind her and go on with their games, a fevered intensity of play. She could feel their impatience, their hot ardor, sizzling in the dust.


She wondered which of them, if any of them, had been born here in the borderland? Surely none. No one remembered being born here. There were no natives to this place, despite what the woman who could have come from Lubovosk had said. They had come, all of them, as Marianne had come, interlopers, strangers, unacclimatized to this place or this time. Marianne knew there must have been somewhere else. ‘Cibola,’ she chanted to herself. ‘Rhees. New York. Camelot. Broceliande. Persepolis. Alphenlicht.’ All of these were places beyond the border. ‘I could have come from there,’ she whispered rebelliously. ‘I could. I know I could.’


Hands thrust deep into her pockets, she started down toward the river wharves, toward a place full of light and the complaint of gulls. If the sun were an omen, if hope were not dead, if there were still reason to go on – well, then Macravail might be there. Perhaps they would go to the phantom zoo, feed dream shreds to the tame ghosts. Perhaps he would give her another present from the flea market, perhaps a book with stories about other places. Perhaps he would not. One never knew with Macravail.


She found him sitting, as he often did, upon a bollard, perched like some ungainly bird, thin to the point of ropiness, every corner of him busy with bones. She gentle-voiced him, knowing his horror of shrillness, and he turned in one flowing motion to stare at her from huge, lightless eyes which seemed to see only shadows where she saw light and light where she saw shadows. ‘Marianne,’ his voice caressed her. ‘Will you share my sun?’


The question she answered was not the one he had just asked. Squatting beside him on the wharf, she said, ‘I don’t think I’ll go to the embassy anymore.’ He had suggested to her again and again that it was a waste of time, gently, persistently. ‘I keep thinking of the old man.’


‘What old man was that?’


‘The old man who died in the place I live. He’d been going to the embassy forever. He never got out. The woman from Lubovosk says I’ll never get out.’


‘But she urges you to go to the embassy.’


‘Yes.’ Marianne was unable to consider the fundamental dilemma this implied. It was true. The woman who could have come from Lubovosk urged everyone to go to the embassy. Always. The thought led her into a gray, fuzzy area which itched at the edges and hurt in the middle. She could not think of it, even though she knew Macravail would be disappointed. She changed the subject. ‘Did you take your dog to the witch wife?’


‘It did no good at all.’ Macravail’s voice was grave and sorrowful, the edges of his mouth under the white moustache turned down. ‘I thought at first it had helped. For a time he seemed better, and we even walked to Leather Street and bought a new leash, but last night while we slept all his hair fell out. He is bald now, like a wineskin.’ He pointed to the shadows where a bloated shape murfled to itself, shiny and hard as a soccer ball.


Marianne sighed. They had spent half their substance for several seasons – surely it had been several seasons – on Macravail’s dog, yet the poor beast seemed no better. She could not bear to see Macravail grieve over him. ‘Why don’t we plant on him?’ she suggested desperately. ‘Mixed grasses. We’ll tie the seeds on with gauze and water him night and morning.’


So that is what they did that day while the sun dribbled into the streets in shiny puddles and processions wound about on the city walls and heralds rode toward the gates making brassy sounds of challenge. When they had planted Macravail’s dog – more complicated than she had thought it would be, for the gauze tended to slip – they went to the phantom zoo, but it was too late to feed the ghosts and they ended up eating the dream shreds themselves.


When he left her at the door, he reminded her of the morning’s resolution. ‘You promised not to consent to go to the embassy anymore.’ She asked him why he cared, knowing he could not, or would not, tell her. He did not, merely sniffed remotely and chewed on the corners of his moustache while the dog snuffled wearily at the end of the gilded leash. ‘I hope your dog will grow grass, Macravail,’ she wished him at last. He had forbidden her to say goodbye to him, which made leave-taking somewhat tenuous. She was never quite sure when he would go or if he would go at all. When she laid her hand upon the door latch, however, he went away, leaving her to climb the four long flights to the cold room and the sagging bed. Evidently the reception was long over, for no sounds came from the woman’s apartment. Sometimes Marianne did not see her for days, many long days, and she felt somehow that the woman had somewhere else to go from time to time, unlike the rest of them.
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