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The People
 
Hilary Ardri, the Computerized Fish Tycoon and his wife
Jane Chantal Ardri, an artist in all the arts.
Leo Parisi, Boy Wonder and Nuclear Scientist, and his wife
Perpetua Parisi, the daughter of the Panteras.
Gorgonius Pantera, the piano-maker of the German Alps, and his wife
Monika Pantera, who doesn’t have to be anything except Monika.
John Barkley Towntower, the second best mathematician in the world, and the best ventriloquist, and his much too close associate
Solomon Izzersted, the best mathematician in the world and sometimes ventriloquist’s figure.
Denis Lollardy, the most famous forger in the world.
Caesar Oceano, the tycoon of the Strange Cargoes World-Wide Shipping Company, and his partner.
Prince Leonardo, the Great the Golden Panther.
Laughter-Lynn Casement, who was born twice, her births sixteen years apart.
Drusilla Evenrood, an East Sussex Lady.
Mary Brandy Manx, the Mayor of Port Saint Mary on the Isle of Man.
Hieronymous Talking-Crow, a pan-scientist.
These Fifteen persons are known as the Group of Twelve. Some of them are spares.
Atrox Fabulinus, the Roman Rabelais, a Scribbling Giant.
Countess Maude Grogley, mother of Laughter-Lynn Casement.



CHAPTER ONE
 



Are We Dreaming?
 
‘The people of the world have a partly correct idea of the Pillars Who Sustain the World but are in doubt as to the number of the Pillars. The people do feel, however, that when a Pillar fails or dies, the world will stumble a bit until his replacement is found. If two or more Pillars fail at once, the world will stagger and nearly fall. And the people correctly feel that whenever one aeon changes into another the world is in particular peril.
‘But I am one of the Pillars Who Sustain the World, so I am able to say that our full complement of Pillars is twenty-one, and they are in three groups of seven each. There are Seven Saints to insure the rectitude of the world, Seven Technicians to insure the technology of the world, and Seven Scribbling Giants to write the scenarios and histories for the world.
‘The Saints are the easiest to replace; there are always plenty of competent saints in the world. The Technicians are only slightly more difficult to replace; the difficulty is in selecting from an overabundance of them. But the trouble is with Giants. These must often endure in their onerous jobs for very many years, hoping in vain for replacements so that they may be allowed to die. And now there is a particular danger to the world, for we come to the Changing of the Aeons again; and the Giants will be in the ascendancy for the aeon that is now beginning, or (we pray that this is not so) the aeon that is not beginning. In particular will the Head of the Giants be difficult to find, and yet the world will not be able to survive without him.’
 
 — Der Alpenriese.
 
“Atrox Fabulinus, in a very curious new chapter The Web of Validity, gives one-hundred-and-one tests to determine whether one is dreaming or not,” Hilary Ardri said to his wife Jane Chantal Ardri at breakfast one morning. “This may be a major new chapter from Atrox, but all of the recent ones seem to be major.”
“Where are all these new chapters by old Atrox coming from?” Jane Chantal asked. “Did this one also arrive, just before dawn-light, in a plain brown envelope, delivered by somebody known and accepted by our savage dogs, with a covering note signed Concerned Circus for the Distribution of New Atrox Chapters, about which Circus we know neither the location nor the membership?”
“Right, Jane Chantal. For a man who has been dead a little over fifteen hundred years, he has a lively group distribution here. Somehow I feel that this Concerned Circus is connected with the other Concerned Circus which notified our group of twelve that we had been selected to provide extraordinary and onerous service to the world without thought of our own personal comfort.”
“Well, have you put yourself to the one-hundred-and-one tests, Hilary?” the fuzzily beautiful Jane Chantal asked out of her breakfast joy. “Are you dreaming or are you not, according to the tests? To me you always seem to be dreaming, Hilary. I only hope that you won’t wake up, that you won’t wake up from me.”
“So also you always seem to be, Jane Chantal. So I hope that you won’t wake from me to my annihilation. A person who lives only in the dreams of another does not have any enforceable rights of his own. Of the one-hundred-and-one tests, I have put myself to thirty of them, the ones that can be performed easily and mentally. Others of the tests would require materials or devices that are not commonly to be found around the house in the hour before breakfast. Or, in other cases, I do not know the correct translations of the specified materials and devices; or the tests would require rather elaborate set-ups. Some of the tests seem to be spoofs.”
“Yes, Atrox is full of spoofs, mixed in with what seems to be valid matter. Well, what were the results that you were able to give yourself, Hilary? What were the results of the thirty tests? Are you dreaming?”
Hilary Ardri and his wife Jane Chantal Ardri were two persons who sometimes attained moments of almost total clarity (whether in this life or out of this life they did not know); so they had something to set the predominantly unclear moments of the world against. Hilary cherished his fuzzily-beautiful wife because he had several times seen her beauty in total clarity. He loved her fuzzily luminous mind because he had several times seen it in clear luminosity. “We know that there are things beyond,” these two sometimes told each other. “We have several times seen the things beyond.”
And now Hilary said “I’m dreaming, Jane Chantal. By the thirty tests that I have applied to myself, I’m thirty times dreaming. The whole texture of my life is a dream. But will I know reality if I meet it? What if reality comes knocking at my door in the middle of the night? What if it knocks like a great stone hammer and splinters my door in?”
“We had better take up the subject with the whole group then,” murmured Jane Chantal in her fuzzy voice that was like muted music. Was her fuzzy quality an aspect of her husband being always in a dream state and seeing things only as a dream? Or was she objectively fuzzy? “Yes, Hilary, to anticipate what you were about to say (is my so often anticipating what-you-are-about-to-say the result of my being part of your dream, or of you being part of mine?), yes, Hilary, I know that the subject has already been proposed for consideration several times by groups to which we belong. Leo Parisi has proposed that we look into just this matter. So has Monika Pantera and Caesar Oceano and Laughter-Lynn Casement. And possibly several of the others. Somehow I have not taken their suggestions or propositions very seriously. But I take your suggestions seriously, and I take mine seriously. We are two, in the biblical phrase of one flesh. And we are, in some other phrase or context, of one dream. We are the point of departure. When we talk, we had better listen.”
So Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri put the dreaming-condition up as a subject of discussion for a meeting of several of their group for that evening. They would put up The Dreaming Condition in General, and the Hundred-and-One Tests of Atrox to Determine When One is Dreaming. In addition to the are-we-dreaming-or-are-we-not question, they already had set up such subjects of discussion as; The biological evidence for the invalidity of modern life in the world. Well, all biology seemed to be only a series of rough schematics of life, but it did not approach the problem of life itself very closely.
The Group of Twelve had somehow generated at least fifteen shadows, persons, manifestations, or powers. The extra shadows may have been trailing hangers-on of the Twelve, or split person-parts of some of them. But mostly the group ignored their shadows or divisions or plastered over their apprehensions of them.
The rough account of the twelve persons in what was known (to Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri at least) as the Ardri Group were these:
 
1. HILARY ARDRI, a rusty-colored man, red-haired all over his body (an Esau man). He stood an even two meters tall and was very thick in the arms and shoulders and chest. Like an earlier hero, he was blue-eyed when he gazed out over the land, and he was green-eyed when he gazed over the ocean. He was only moderately intelligent, but he had great mental stamina: he could stay with an argument for thirty-six hours and tire out his opposition. He had, for a while, been in politics where this quality of mental stamina was important. His inquiring mind had one restriction on it, and this was his old family motto: When you have a good thing going, don’t ask questions. He had a remarkable memory for details, and this made up for his not quite remarkable intelligence. And he did have one good thing going, and he didn’t ask questions about it. He had stumbled onto it by accident.
Hilary had an enterprise on the shore of a recreational lake in eastern Oklahoma. This was the Computerized Lake-Fish Company. But Hilary did not have a Commercial Fisherman’s License to operate on Lake Tenkiller nor on any other lake, stream, river, pond, or reservoir in Oklahoma. Commercial Fisherman’s Licenses were quite rare and very hard to obtain. The only really good way to get such a license was to be born with it. And why should one bother? Those who did have commercial licenses seldom fished, for there were no longer any fish to be caught in the lakes, streams, rivers, ponds, or reservoirs of Oklahoma. Nevertheless, Hilary Ardri had become quite wealthy from his Computerized Lake-Fish Company. A man from the State Fish and Game Department spied on Hilary constantly to find out how it was all accomplished, but he could find out nothing at all. And the fact was that Hilary himself did not understand how he did it.
“I do not break any of your thousand-and-one regulations,” Hilary always insisted to that man from the State F&G Department. “I do not fish at all, not with hook or line or net or jug or dynamite or gaff or harpoon or fish-line or fish-bane. I do not poison the waters to kill the fish. There is no smell of fish on my shore (my own shoreline is only ten meters long), and there is no debris of fish. I have no factory or processing plant. Where is my fish works if I am accused of engaging in commercial fishing without a license?”
“I dunno, Ardri, where is it? That’s my own question,” said the man from the F&G Department.
“It’s right there, on my table there, taking up only half a square meter of space,” Hilary said in a moment of candor. “That computer, small and efficient and personalized, is all the fish business that I have, is all the business of any sort that I have.”
“You deliver packaged fish (excellent fish they are) to more than three thousand Oklahoma stores every morning,” said the man from the F&G Department (his name was Myron McMasters.) “How and where do you get the fish, and how do you deliver them?”
“My computer there takes care of everything. It gets the fish without hook or crook, and it delivers them by driverless vehicles to the stores. It puts them in stock. It bills them and it collects for them. And it deposits all the profits (the profits are 100%) in my cash accounts and in my security accounts. Hey, these fish are good, are they not, Myron? They’re some of mine. The computer delivers them to me every morning too. And then it prepares and serves them however and whenever my whim desires it. And the driverless vehicle by which it delivers them, well, it isn’t anywhere when it isn’t in use. But I don’t know anything at all about fish.”
“What do you know about then, Hilary Ardri?” Myron McMasters from the State F&G Department asked. He had a touch of irritation in his voice, but not too much irritation, for he loved Ardri’s fish and he also believed that one shouldn’t ask too many questions about a good thing.
“Computers,” Hilary Ardri said. “I know about computers. I am not known as a big brain among the computer people, but I know a few things that the big brain people haven’t learned. One thing I know is that a happy computer can work wonders, and that a computer is most happy when it can indulge itself in a little bit of sociability. But computers don’t find the society of humans all that captivating. Some computer-owners stable a goat with each computer to keep it from getting lonesome. That’s the second best solution to the problem. But the best solution is to let the computer welcome the guest of its choice, and most computers are kept too clean and antiseptic by their owners to appeal to the special visitors. But I was never bothered by the fetish of cleanliness and over-maintenance. My computer has a poltergeist friend that lives in its maw and does not take up any physical space there. And my computer is happy by this circumstance. So it works wonders for me.”
“You’re kidding, of course,” Myron McMasters said. “I’ll solve your mystery yet, Hilary. I’ll solve it yet.”
There wasn’t much of a mystery to solve. Hilary Ardri did know about computers, and he knew about them by hard study as well as by sudden intuition. He studied things that other computer people didn’t bother about. He even studied a humorous chapter in an obscure computer operators’ manual, a chapter named Theoretical Things That Could be Effected by a Computer in the Ambient of an Unreal World.
“Might as well try some of them,” Hilary had said.
To take one example, the one that he did take, he learned that in an unreal world, the amount of fish that may be taken out of a lake has no connection with the amount of fish in the lake. The amount of fish to be taken out is related only to the amount of fish that the computer programs to be taken. It does not matter whether or not there are any fish at all in the lake. In an unreal world, the ambient is never restrictive. The fish will be processed as the computer programs them to be processed. They will be delivered, collected for, and deposited for as the computer programs them to be done. It is a little mental game that one may imagine for a computer. And it is safe, for it will work only in the ambient of an unreal world.
But it worked for Hilary Ardri. That wasn’t the first indication that Hilary had that the world was unreal, but it was one of the most telling indications. So Hilary Ardri learned, quite by accident, that the world in which he lived was unreal. And hardly anybody in the world knew that.
To be real is to be unique. To be unreal is to be common.
And the odds in favor of the world being unreal are prohibitive. There is only one chance in all infinity of it being real. But there are a billion billion and ongoing billions of chances of it being unreal.
And besides that, Hilary’s computer had an alter ego, or at least an inhabitant, who became a pleasant friend of all of them in the household.
2. JANE CHANTAL ARDRI, the second person of the group.
“No, no, I won’t accept that I’m second person of this or any other group,” she protested once. “I won’t accept it that I am the second at anything. Oh well, let’s say that I’m the second-named person of the group then.”
Jane Chantal Ardri was an artist of all the arts. But she denied that her art was completely computerized art. Her personal computer, in the family room of the Ardri home, was invisible, except to the eye of another artist. It was housed in a hunting-horn that hung on a rafter (a computer-hewn hickory rafter) in that pleasant room. But every artist who came there, (and most of Jane’s friends outside of the circle of Twelve were artists) would say at once “Oh, how quaint, Jane Chantal, how cult! How could anybody not put her computer in her hunting-horn! How could anybody not have a hunting-horn! And does it still sound like a hunting-horn?”
And, in her programming voice, Jane Chantal would immediately order, “Sound, horn, sound, and mean it when you sound!” And lively and rousing (though computerized) hunting-horn tunes would immediately tumble out of the rafter-hung horn-computer. Jane was a huntress, of course, always and in everything, but she was a fuzzy and somewhat lazy huntress, one who was seldom in a hurry. She knew that her game would wait for her, that her prey would take only token (though colorful) flight. She was the huntress who was always in charge of the hunt.
But Jane Chantal always maintained “I use the computer only for the tedious and difficult things in art, and in my hunting. Many of the things in art are hot and heavy, or they are cold and clammy, or they are back-breaking and finger-breaking. These things the computer does, but I do all the artistic parts, and all the really avid pursuits.”
Yes, certain aspects of bronze-casting are hot and heavy, as is the carrying-in of a full-grown elk on the shoulders and hanging and drawing it. Certain aspects of massive sculpture in travertine-marble-limestone are rockdust-breathing and arm-breaking and unpleasant. So also are aspects of stalking a prey by the belly-crawl through frozen grass on a winter pre-dawn. And the whole process of writing and regaling of Heavy Drama is nerve-jangling and emotion-wrenching. So let it be the computer whose nerves are jangled and whose emotions are wrenched. And it is the business of the computer to find rimes for unrimeable words and to devise new meters, just as it is the business of the computer to find new Canadian Geese to rise from the lake in the morning and to make their turn-back when a furlong in the air to receive the shot. And the computer can gaze directly into the sun (directly by remote-control) and then record the after-images that result from that encounter. Or the computer can go, not physically itself, but in its probing processes, down into the bottom of the deepest well or aquafer and there record the curious poetry of the blind brooks and the blind fish. And, whenever Jane Chantal returned from one of her frequent trips to other parts of the world, she would find that her artistic production had gone on unabated in her own absence. Her joyous computer (it was named Joyeuse Vice-Reine and it was a female computer) never failed her. Her newest productions were always in the newest style, whether Jane Chantal was physically present at their production or not.
Like the computer of her husband Hilary, that of Jane Chantal Ardri was also inhabited by a sprite that was kindred to a poltergeist, but less obtrusively adolescent. And the two sprites were excellent friends. The two people with their computers and with the two infestations of their computers all lived together in one happy household.
Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri also had five children of their own flesh and blood, good, pleasant, smart children. They will be mentioned without hesitation if ever there is a reason to mention them again. The names of the children (they were named by the computers: neither Hilary nor Jane Chantal was good at naming children) were Hilary Henry, Jane Chanteclaire, Marie Rieuse, Anne Auclaire, and Urban Urchin. Urban Urchin, the squeaking wheel, got a certain amount of attention from them simply because he was the squeaking wheel. And the eldest of them, Hilary Henry, was their ‘man in New York’ and so they maintained a sort of business relationship with him.
‘If you ever meet a happy artist in any of the arts, fall back and regroup,’ a brilliant critic in the late twentieth century has written. ‘Fall back and regroup, or back out of it any way you can, for you will have stumbled into an unreal world.’
But the fuzzily-beautiful and fuzzily-avid Jane Chantal Ardri was a happy artist in all the arts. This wasn’t the first or the second indication the Ardris had that they lived in an unreal world, without difficulty or complication. But it was another of those most telling indications.
3. SOLOMON IZZERSTED. He was the only other one of the intimate Group of Twelve who lived in the middle of North America, right on the same continent with Hilary and Jane Chantal. He lived in Broken Arrow itself, only fifty miles from the Ardris on their lake. And very often he stayed with them in the Ardri house.
“Solomon is very hard to like, but he is easy to love,” Jane Chantal said of him, and it was true. But there were really two persons involved under the legal name of Solomon Izzersted, and there was some doubt whether they occupied one or two bodies.
John’s (and Solomon’s also, we suppose) father being dead and their mother still incarcerated in a Bedlam Hospital, John decided that he must reveal the true state of affairs to some close friend or friends. He revealed it to his friends Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri.
“Gentlemen,” Jane Chantal said a week later, after the shock of the disclosure had worn off her a little, “I just believe that I will be able to dehorn this dilemma and improve the circumstances for all of us. Tune us out now, John, and I will speak privately with Solomon for a while.”
“All right,” said the ventriloquist and world-class mathematician whose stage name was John Barkley Towntower. “But watch him, Jane Chantal. He’s tricky.”
“Solomon,” Jane Chantal said to that ugly and obnoxious and stridently-voiced growth on John Barkley Towntower’s belly. “I realize intuitively that you are a greater mathematician than even world-class John Barkley your primero ego. Why are you modestly hiding this light of yours under a bushel when you are not modestly hiding much else? And how did you learn the mathematics when John never sets the texts where you can read them nor even performs the calculations where you can see them?”
“The fact is, Jane Chantal, that John has many juvenile traits,” Solomon spoke. “Really, he’s still just a big kid. When he is intent in study, he accompanies even his silent reading (and not all his reading is silent; sometimes he shouts and becomes quite excited when he is into something that is thought-provoking), he accompanies even his silent reading with perturbations of his throat and belly muscles, which is to say that he verbalizes silently but tellingly. And so I have learned to interpret everything important that he reads, that he writes, and that he reckons out in his unorthodox equations. So I know all the mathematics that he knows, and all further mathematics that I have developed in the privacy of my own world. I’m the only one I know to whom the phrase ‘he’s all head’ would really apply, but would it be a compliment in my case? So in all truth it is myself and not he who is the world-class mathematician. And yet there are things in his massive and quirky head that I will need if I am to become the most consummate mathematician in the world.”
“What if you two should become working associates, without infringing on the areas of your mutual hatreds, of course? What would be the result?”
“I’d, we’d be the best in the world, Jane Chantal,” said weird Solomon Izzersted. “Oh sure, Jane, we’ll do it. We’ll do it if you can get that stubborn dolt to agree.”
They did it. They became the greatest advocacy mathematician in the world. And they did become working associates. They even became almost-friends. And Solomon, that ugly and miserable bump or growth, revealed himself as a rather big-minded personality. All that had been needed, perhaps, had been for somebody to show Solomon a spot of love. And Jane Chantal Ardri had done that.
No, no that couldn’t possibly have been the way it was! Not with Solomon, not with any of them that’s entirely too sticky to be the way it was. All that bump Solomon Izzersted had really needed was for two more numina to form a tri-numinal equation with him. One of those additional numina was his own personality fragment who was stage-named John Barkley Towntower. And the other of the numina was Jane Chantal Ardri, the all-arts artist and the all-preys hunter.
There are persons who say that mathematics is an abstract affair and as such is independent of circumstance and environment. These persons go so far as to say that if a truly mathematical equation or statement is true at sea-level it will also be true on the mountain-top. And they are wrong to say this. That is like saying that a syllogism in logic is as true on the mountain-top as on the seashore. But if an equation is true at the seashore, then it is either slightly less true or slightly more true on the mountain top.
The ultimate mathematics that Solomon Izzersted worked out with his bulkier personality fragment John Barkley Towntower could not be true in a particular environment. It could only be true in a generalized environment. And every generalized environment would be one in which the World of Record was unreal.
“Oh how many more nails are we going to hammer into that tired old lid to the coffin of a real world!” Jane Chantal Ardri cried out once.
The main or alpha body had been born and baptized as John Barkley Towntower, and this was still his stage name. He was a ventriloquist, though he now performed less often than he once had. But he had had his name legally changed to Solomon Izzersted, this at the insistence of the Solomon Izzersted fragment of him. But Solomon Izzersted was also the name, both the real and the stage name, of the ventriloquist’s figure that John Barkley Towntower operated.
It was, in fact, the ventriloquist’s figure Solomon Izzersted (the stronger-willed of the two persons in the association) who compelled John Barkley Towntower legally to change his name to Solomon Izzersted, though permitting him to keep John Barkley Towntower as his stage name, but not for his name in any non-proscenial context either public or private. Should the John Barkley Towntower name ever be used in any non-theatrical way, the belly voice (Solomon was the belly voice and person) would immediately begin that horrible screaming “My name is Solomon Izzersted! My name is Solomon Izzersted!”
It was as a cover for the Solomon Other-Person that John Barkley Towntower had learned the ventriloquists’ art while still in grammar school, and he had continued it through high school and his brilliant college days, and into his dual professions: for Solomon Izzersted, besides being one of the great stage ventriloquists of North America and the world, was also one of the great (two of the great?) advocacy mathematicians of the world.
Lector Delectus, if you are standing up, sit down for a moment. If you are alone, call somebody to be with you until a strange thing has been narrated to you. People do sometimes faint in the presence of sheer horror, and in doing so they often injure themselves. And people do sometimes come unhinged if they face diabolism uncompanioned.
John Barkley Towntower was born with a dark and sullen growth on his belly. When John was very small, this growth was very, very small, but already it looked like a miniature human head and face. And soon it became clear that the growth was more precocious than was John himself. It learned to talk before John did. At first, for a long time, the only words that it said were “My name is Solomon Izzersted, my name is Solomon Izzersted”, and it spoke this always in a horrible, screaming, rasping voice. This puzzled Mr. and Mrs. Towntower for they had no Solomon and no Izzersted in any of their antecedents.
Mrs. Towntower the mother of little John Barkley Towntower (and apparently of the shocking growth that called itself Solomon Izzersted also) tried to kill the growth with a hatchet, but she came closer to killing John Barkley than Solomon. Mrs. Towntower was then incarcerated in Eastern Oklahoma Hospital, and she is still there thirty-eight years later. John Barkley, soon after he learned to talk with his own voice, also learned to do the Solomon Izzersted voice with his own mouth and throat. And he made, when he was four years old and just starting to grade school, the first of the little Solomon Izzersted mannequins which he wore and manipulated on his hand like a glove. And John Barkley and Solomon Izzersted became an established ventriloquists’ act by the time that John was six years old. They played not only in their own school but also children’s hospital wards about town, and for all sorts of parties. And they were good. People, they were good! And they got better. And whenever, in the midst of an act or at another time and place, the furious and ugly little head of Solomon Izzersted himself would pop out through John’s shirt-front and the furious voice would shout “My name is Solomon Izzersted, my name is Solomon Izzersted”, why, it was thought to be only a part of the act, the best part of it. And the other kids, completely enraptured by the display, would cry out to John “How do you do it, how do you do it?” And John would say self-depreciatingly “Oh, it’s just a little trick that I worked up.”
(Dismiss your companion now if you wish, Lector. If you have survived, then you have survived the most horrible part of the symbiotic account.)
John and Solomon made a sort of truce with each other, though they never felt real fraternal love each for each. John became, by choice, a fat boy (do you remember those early Milky Way candy bars?) and then a fat man; and he kept Solomon pretty well smothered in his rolls of belly fat. But Solomon was a ham, and he loved to act. It was always his live voice now that was central to the act. When John was through college and was established (to the small but intense circle of people who matter) as one of the great mathematicians of the world, Solomon still compelled the arrangement that they should spend six months of each year touring with their fabulous ventriloquist act. People who didn’t understand said that it was a shame that one of the greatest mathematicians in history should have to put on a variety stage act to eke out a living. But that wasn’t the case at all.



CHAPTER TWO
 



Camel’s Nose
 
‘The trouble with giants is not their stealing and eating whole herds of cattle and flocks of sheep and leaving the people destitute. Worse than this is their wanton destruction. They come with their long elephant ears and hear everything. They come with their long moist camel noses that can smell every detail and they learn every private thing about the people of a place. In the time of my grandfather a giant came to a deme in Lydia and spied on all the people with his long ears and nose. Then he wrote all the details about all the people on a piece of clay. After he had dried the clay in the sun, he laughed and then broke the piece of clay into very small pieces with a hammer. And all the people in that place were thereby broken into small pieces, and thus he killed them wantonly.’
 
 — OF WANTON GIANTS, Erasthenos of Patmos.
‘Atrox Fabulinus, the Roman Rabelais, once broke off the account of his hero Raphaelus in the act of opening a giant goose egg to fry it in an iron skillet of six yards’ span. Fabulinus interrupted the action with these words: “Here it becomes necessary to recount to you the history of the world up to this point.”
‘After Fabulinus had given the history of the world up to that point, he took up the action of Raphaelus once more. It happened that the giant goose egg contained a nubile young girl. This revelation would have been startling to a reader who had not just read the history of the world up to that point: which history, being Fabulinian in its treatment, prepared him for the event.’
 
 — THE FALL OF ROME, Auctore.
It is plain by now that Atrox Fabulinus has intruded his slurpy wet Camel’s nose into the tent of this account and soon will own the place.
And now we come to one more person of the Group of Twelve:
4. LAUGHTER-LYNN CASEMENT. Laughter-Lynn has close ties with this episode of the Roman Rabelais Atrox Fabulinus, because she remembers emerging from a giant goose egg. She remembers emerging from it as a nubile young girl, as a nubile young girl who, however, never married.
Laughter-Lynn was a North Sea person. She was born (her birth was sixteen years before her emerging from the giant goose egg, a thing which will be explained by-and-by) in Dublin in the Gaire Castle of her mother. But after there had been trouble and division in her family, she lived half of every year in Gaire Castle in Ireland and half of every year with her father on the Dutch-Friesian Island of Terschelling in the Town of Oosterend which was within the sound of both the Inner Wadden Sea and the Outer Wadden Sea, for Terschelling Island was only a mile and a quarter wide at their place. Her father was Fernand Kabouter Casement, and the Casement family motto was: The Best of Both Worlds.
Laughter-Lynn was given that name because of the infectious laugh that she evinced before she was twelve hours old. And yet Laughter was an old family name in her mother’s line.
The mother of Laughter-Lynn was the Countess Maude Grogley who was born in Dublin, Ireland in the inner suburb of Lastoir de Gaire which might be Englished as East Laughter but more correctly as East of Laughter. This settlement Lastoir de Gaire, according to the daughter Laughter-Lynn Casement, was much older than Dublin which had engulfed it a few centuries ago. The people of this inner suburb were the original Irish who are older than the Irish.
As to the Island-Friesians, according to Laughter-Lynn again and also her father Fernand Kabouter Casement, they had been (ever since the drying of the flood) sea-farers and fishers over all the shores, reefs, and banks of the North Sea. But to them the North Sea had a wider meaning than it has to most people today. To them it was all the North Atlantic from the Equator to the North Pole. These old North Sea People had founded small colonies and fisherman-villages in the Low Countries and the Germanies and Scandinavias of Europe, in England and in Lowland Scotland and Ireland, in the Amorica which is the Brittany of France, and in the America which is the North American Continent and pieces of the South. (The two places Amorica and America were sometimes confused in Ancient documents.) They founded especially in Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, in the Floridas and the Mexicos and the Antilles, and in Hi Brasil. And everywhere that they set up settlements and fishermen’s villages they found that a Kabouter was already there running a store.
“But how shall I explain my emerging from the giant goose egg sixteen years after I was born?” Laughter-Lynn Casement asked once over a video-world-conference involving the Group of Twelve. “Ah, the fact that my father’s middle name was Kabouter was part of the explanation, of course, for I am partly of the Kabouter blood. And let me also read certain outré documents into the video-world-conference record:
“‘The Puka, the Sioga, the Goblins, the Kabouter, the Little People, the Fairies, the Lamiae, they all had their own version of the Eden Legend. A present-day Lamia of Italy (they are quite hard to interview, believe me) has told me that the founding and ornamentation of their own Eden (its name was Gaire) and their being driven out from it, all happened eleven years before the establishment and the exiling from the human Eden. And a Genesis sentence: And Cain went out from the Presence of the Lord and dwelt in the Land of Nod to the East of Eden had its echo in advance of the fact. Eden in Hebrew meant delight and it also meant a cry of delight. And Gaire in Shelta, the language of the Tinkers as well as of the Little People, meant Laughter so they are surely aspects of the same place. On a dingy street corner in Dublin there is a bronze statuette of the Angel with the Flaming Sword which turned every way, but the every-way sword was more like a ring or a hoop; and men, not knowing what the statuette was, used to use it for a hitching post for their horses. And now, after the Automobile Century has come and gone, it is still there. And there is a tram in Dublin that bears the destination sign of Gaire or Laughter. But the only place now owning that name at the tram turn-around is a pub.’
 
OBSERVATIONS OF THINGS BOTH BEFORE AND AFTER THE BEGINNING OF THE WORLD, Countess Maude Grogley Laughter-Liffey.
 
“She was my mother, a very intelligent woman,” Laughter-Lynn explained. “Before she was married, she wrote for the Dublin newspapers and was a foreign correspondent in Italy and Palestine as well as in the Low Countries and the United States. Her word, as they say in Ireland, is as good as clay pennies. And here is another document:
“‘Shog, plural Shoga. Old forms Siog and Sioga. The Shoga themselves were not crackpots. But wherever they appeared they were immediately surrounded by hostile crackpots who, in contrast, made the Shoga seem a little bit better and more intelligent than they really were. The crackpots made such assessments as these:
“‘In the Sioga or Kobald Belt (Iceland, Ireland, Great Britain, the Scandinavias and the Germanies, Moravia, Brittany in France, Transylvania in the Balkans, Huesco in Spain, Epirus in Greece, Esh Sharqi in Syria, Nazanderan in Persia or Iran), in all these places of the belt there are families who renew the rocks so they say, who keep the piles of rocks in their ritual arrangements that compel the Sioga-Kobalds to remain underground. But in reality these families make new arrangements of the rocks which still keep the Sioga-Kobalds underground, but let far worse peoples than the Sioga-Kobalds come to the surface. And in these places also were families of giants who renew the tales so they say, who maintain the giant writing on the cliffs: but in truth they introduce new giant writing which all the people will have to obey.’
 
THE BACK DOOR OF HISTORY, Arpad Arutinov.
“‘“Of course the fairies of Ireland are monkeys,” Shamus McJames mumbled as he tried, unsuccessfully, to light his clay pipe with a smoldering piece of turf. “There is not one word in any description of them that allows them to be something else: little people, much smaller than human, agile, capricious, looking at the same time like old men-and-women and like little boys-and-girls, ugly, chattering, climbing into all sorts of dangerous places, capering, dancing, thieving, outrageous, comical. And for proof positive that fairies and monkeys are of the same species, you may count the chromosomes in the individual cells of a fairy and a monkey and you will find that they number the same in each of them.”
“‘“And what is their chromosome number, Shamus?”
“‘“I forget it, Milligan. Look it up, boy. ’Twill do you good, and then you’ll remember it, as I do not.”’
 
ENNISCORTHY CHRONICLE.
“‘“It’s that they have dug completely through the earth, is it? And now they’ve come out of the ground in both the Americas and the Australias and in all further lands and islands. But I know how to stop them, as they have always been stopped in the Old World. If the mayor will lend me seven good policemen for seven hours beginning at dawn tomorrow, we’ll drive all the local tribe of them back underground. And then I’ll set and renew the little piles of rocks to form a ritual against them and to compel them to remain underground. But my offer is not one that you may sleep upon. Accept it now or you will have lost it forever.”’
 
Townsperson Jane McBane at a City Commission Meeting of the First Thursday of January of This Year.
“‘Larva of Humans, that’s what the Shoga are. They are the tadpoles, the caterpillars, the imagos of humans. And as such they are always of the one-in-a-million cases, for this intermediate stage in the human development is now quite rare. But with the many millions and billions of humans in the world, even one-in-a-million makes quite a few Shoga. Often they are sent by their parents to special places till they have passed through their awkward stage. Boarding schools in several countries are really places where the Shoga, the human larvae, are kept.’
 
THE OTHER SIDE OF STRANGE, Peter Tompkinson.
“‘The days and years spent as a Shog do not count against the allotted days and years of a life. A person will enter the Shoga larva-stage when at the physical age of about ten. He or she will be in the larva-stage for anywhere from a year-and-a-half to two-hundred-and-fifty years. And then he will leave the larva state (if indeed he does leave it, for in ninety percent of the cases the larva-state terminates in death) still at the physical age of about ten, but a much more graceful and accomplished age of ten than at the entrance to the larva-stage. I here set down the rules: every person living through the human-larval state subsequently becomes a genius; and every genius of the human species will have gone through this human-larva state.
“‘The population of humans who enter the larva state (about one in a hundred thousand) is so small as to be precarious, and it cannot be a permanent ratio. Either the ratio of the larvae was much larger in the past or it will be much larger in the future. If it is not larger in the future, then there will be no future, realistically speaking. The human species will have lived in vain. Even so, it will behoove us to recover the past, if the larvae-predominance proves to have been an affair of the past, so that the grandeur of our species may be somewhere recorded.
“‘The very fact that Shoga do sometimes mate and reproduce in this larva state, and that they produce apparently normal human infants, necessitates a complete rewriting of human biology. These human infants (called changelings in the past when they appeared among populations of goblins) are almost certainly of legitimate Shoga-Goblin generation. There is a lot of work to be done on this subject, and it looks as if I will have to be the one to do it if it gets done.’
 
A COMPLETE REWRITING OF HUMAN BIOLOGY, Hieronymous Talking-Crow.
“‘The larvae-state humans were antediluvian. And, apparently, God did not intend them to be postdiluvian. He washed his hands and his world of them, so he thought. But those in the larvae-state went into their caves, for much of their larvae-lives had always been spent in caves; and then they stoppered the entrances to their caves with large and fine-fitting stones. They made these stoppers tight with fiber and they covered them with pitch inside and out. So they made liveable air-bubbles inside the mountains and stocked them with food for seven years. But they needed food for less than one year.
“‘In the whole affair of the ancient larvae, there is the problem of the flow of time, or of the twin flows of time that are called contemporaneousnesses. It seems as if larvae time is of a different nature from world time. The longest life of a larva (about two hundred and fifty years, larva time) might occupy as little as five years world time, or as much as five thousand years of world time. If only we knew which and how many of the ancient patriarchs had larval intervals, we might do a new correlation of ancient chronology. We might do it, that is if we were able to fill seven other gaps in our knowledge.’
 
IN THE CELLARS OF GENESIS, Paul (The Python) Pemmican.
“Isn’t it fun though to have a computer research a subject and throw so many fascinating things together for you! And isn’t it startling when it includes a piece of your own! Here it is:
“‘I was in a Shoga boarding school for fifty-five years. But by the count of the common world I was in there only a single day and night; and I returned to my own home on the second morning. “It is the best bargain ever,” my mother said, “only seven dollars for a day and a night of it, and how you have lost all your awkwardness and ugliness, Laughter-Lynn. Oh, you will be a pretty one when we get you cleaned up!” “That is all very well,” I said, “but finish getting me out of the shell of this big goose egg and then we’ll have some explanations. I’m of two minds about all of this. With one mind I ask: How’d I get into this big goose egg anyhow?”
“‘“Oh, that’s what you slept in at the boarding school,” my mother said. “It is your cocoon, your larva, or perhaps your imago-sheath. You passed all your awkward age in it last night, snug as a worm in your big container hanging on the wall. And this morning we went and got you and threw you, egg cocoon and all, into the hay wagon and brought you here. And we have just now broken the shell on your big goose-egg cocoon, and now you must step the rest of the way out of it. That’s it. Now look at yourself in the big glass. You are the most beautiful girl in the world.”
“‘“Yes, that’s true, mother, I am,” I said. “But I was in that big goose-egg for fifty-five years, not just one night. And during those same fifty-five years I was indeed in my awkward stage, for I lived those fifty-five years in the deep underground as a Goblin, a Kabouter, a Shoga, a Kobald, a Troll, a Fairy, a Monkey-Face.”
“‘“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it,” my mother said, “so long as you have your youth. You’re still just sixteen years old, dear. And your health, and your unique education.”’
 
ENTRY IN MY DIARY IMMEDIATELY AFTER BREAKING OUT OF MY GOOSE EGG, Laughter-Lynn Casement.
“So that is it, Group of Twelve,” Laughter-Lynn had told her associates on a private video-world-conference. “I am now one of the most respected marine biologists and under-earth biologists, and under-mind biologists in the world. I am a person of great beauty and high humor. I have my head on straight (a Kabouter phrase), and at the same time I am a person who spent fifty-five years underground as a Goblin or Shoga. And again I am a person who spent the same fifty-five years in a giant goose-egg that served me through my larval-or-imago period, my caterpillar-in-a-cocoon period. And I can say that those fifty-five years (which occupied only a day and night of ordinary time) were a great learning experience, and they have served me well during the seven years and seven quarantines of my life that have passed since then.”
Such was Laughter-Lynn’s own explanation of a quirky experience in her life.
As an artist, Laughter-Lynn was best known for her great paintings, (Earth and Ocean and Sunshine, Earth and Ocean and Mist, Earth and Ocean and Sea-and-Storm-Wrack, Earth and Ocean and People, Earth and Ocean and Drowned People and a hundred others of the Earth and Ocean sequence). And she was known for her astonishing fantasy series, The World on the Inside of a Goose-Egg, those beautiful psychological and fabulistic works.
Laughter-Lynn Casement is a person of present competence verging on the fantastic, as well as being a person of great beauty and high humor. But one question about her still remains: Just how high is her humor anyhow? What is the real significance of her given name Laughter?
And then we come to:
5. LEO PARISI. He is a nuclear scientist who knows that the atoms are no more than empty boxes. “It is this damned ‘child labor’ that gives our Group of Twelve its reputation for immaturity,” Caesar Oceano had growled once, and he was referring to Leo Parisi when he made that comment. For Leo was still a teenager, and one could only guess how many more years he would be a teenager. His wife Perpetua was surely older, but it’s possible that she also was a teenager, though barely. But in her case, as her name Perpetua indicates, she was also a forever person. Oh, she was the daughter of Gorgonius and Monika Pantera, and they were still a youngish couple.
Leo wasn’t old enough to have legitimately become a nuclear scientist unless he had begun to learn the subject before he was born. Well, he had been in on an in utero experiment, a learning experiment, but it had been only a for-fun-experiment that his parents had subjected him to. From it, he hadn’t learned enough to make much difference. But in truth he hadn’t been one who learned that intricate stuff but one who had been born knowing it. He did give Intimations of Transcendent Intellect in Early Childhood. He did come into the world trailing clouds of glory when he came.
He was one of those who remembered where he had been. And all his life he lived but a short day’s travel from that wonderful place, to the East. Well, in the hot light of day he lived at Sora on the eastern slopes of the Apennine Mountains, sixty miles or ninety-nine kilometers east of Rome in Italy. He had been born there.
As well as years may be made to relate to him, Leo Parisi was sixteen years old and his wife Perpetua was nineteen when the last series of video-world-conferences and then the in-the-flesh-conferences began among the Group of Twelve.
The main frustration of the strange youth (in that part of Italy they called them twice-born youths), Leo Parisi the nuclear scientist, was that the atoms of which the universe and its furniture were made were empty boxes. (This bothered several of the Group of Twelve.) Leo’s had been the thought-provoking paper The Problem of the Flimsiness of the Atoms of the World.
“Yes, to all appearances, the atoms are empty boxes,” he would rant. “They lack detail. They contain only such scribbles as a three-dimensional cartoonist might make. They contain only rough schematics of even rougher schematics. It’s as though a person would spend thirty million lira for a new Tuono Automobile and receive for his money a child’s drawing of a car with an informative line below it. It looks a little bit like this, not much, but a little bit. The buyer of that would feel himself shortchanged. And I feel myself short-changed whenever I consider the interior of an atom.
“But this isn’t the way that I remember them! I remember them as totally detailed. I remember every atom as having a totality of interior detail equal to the total detail of the universe exterior to it. Someone has short-changed me. Great God of the Atoms, You have short-changed me! Mend your ways, Oh mend your ways! The atoms of the apparent universe are completely unworthy of you.”
And now there had come another obsession into the mind and life of Wonder Boy Leo Parisi. A wet camel’s nose had nudged him in the dark of night and sent a shudder of giantism through him. And in the morning he went out on the low mountain top and found it. He immediately transmitted the information to the others of the Group of Twelve. “Atrox is near. I have found a feather that is three meters or nine feet long.”
This message puzzled the other members of the Group of Twelve when they received it, and it had puzzled Leo when he sent it. What had Atrox Fabulinus, a man dead at least fifteen-hundred years, if indeed he had ever lived at all, to do with a feather that was nine feet long?
Yes, Leo Parisi had really found a feather that was nine feet long. He brought it into his house, and his wife Perpetua pealed like bells in her glee. “Leo,” she chortled, “you always brag about the big one that got away. Leo, Leo, this time you have proof!” But then she paled.
“Oh, Oh, Oh!” she cried. “It has blood and gore on the quill end of it, and it’s splashed on the shaft and the aftershaft and on many of the lower barbs. Somebody has been speared with this, clear through the body. Somebody has been murdered with this.”
“Yes, Perpetua, somebody has been speared entirely through the body with this, if he was an ordinary-sized person. And murdered, yes. But I know that the feather belonged to Atrox Fabulinus. Somehow I never thought of him as a murderer. I’m sure there were circumstances to explain it.”
Leo put the long feather up on a tall wall in his kitchen, but he didn’t examine it carefully. He knew for certain what he would find if he did examine it, and his surety was so strong that he was able to tell his curiosity “Go to sleep.”
He knew that the atoms of every cell and molecule of that big feather would be finely detailed, as the atoms of the whole universe are supposed to be, and commonly aren’t. He knew that this grotesque thing was a shaft of reality.
And then there was Leo’s wife Perpetua:
6. PERPETUA PARISI. Perpetua would in no way be overshadowed by her boy-husband who barely came to her middle-breast. Perpetua was a logician. And Leo had no belief at all in logic, and especially he had none in the Behavioristic Logic of his wife. “There is no sense to it at all,” Leo would insist. “Oh, but it works, it works most amazingly!” Perpetua would counter.
“So does the basest peasant work, amazingly and drudgingly, but there is no sense in him either,” Leo would try to have the last word; but there is no way that one can have the last word with a behavioristic logician.
By what she set out for Leo’s breakfast, and the little ornaments and thought-jogs and flowers and French journals that she strewed about the breakfast table, Perpetua could predict well what Leo would do all day long. She could even predict the sharp cry that would break from him at three seconds after thirteen-fifteen in the afternoon, and the five things he would grab first when he came breathless into his laboratory to put his new and sudden idea to a test. Oh, that was just from her starting a dozen trains of thought in him and letting them interplay and uncoil in their perfect logic. At least she said that she could do these things. Behavioristic logicians lie a lot.
She even said that she would make Atrox Fabulinus, he who had been dead for at least fifteen hundred years, if indeed he had ever lived at all, reveal what he was up to.
Well, Atrox certainly seemed to have his nose into every household around there now. The old giant would either have to state his case, or he would have to be a little bit more quiet about his being dead. Why had Leo and Perpetua both come to believe that Atrox Fabulinus had been a giant?
Perpetua even believed that she could make God do pretty much what she wished him to, just by her behavioristic logic, by her setting out strips of brightly colored silk in symbolic patterns in the hills in the mornings where he could see them on his very first flight over. And she did get exceptionally good results in influencing God in his conduct every day.
And the next-named member of the Group of Twelve is:
7. GORGONIUS PANTERA. He was the father of Perpetua Parisi, of course, but he was not especially influenced by his female cub. He was a piano-maker who lived high in the German Alps. He made huge, powerful pianos. He gave a very few of them away. He had given thirteen of them to his daughter Perpetua Parisi, for thirteen is the minimum number for a piano orchestra. But he kept most of them, and now he had nearly seven hundred of them. This required that he should have a large house, and he did have a very large house. It also required that he should have a money-producing business, and he had that too. He was the richest man in the German Alps and was becoming richer. But if the secret of his wealth should be commonly known, everybody would get into that business and the wealth would vanish.
All of his pianos were player pianos, and he could set them all to playing at once, or as many as he wished, for as long as he wished. He himself was his own composer, with three assistants. He now had about a hundred of his player pianos playing his ongoing Giant Suite which was based on newly-discovered chapters of Atrox Fabulinus the Roman Rabelais who was dead at least fifteen hundred years.
Gorgonius built his pianos from Klavierholtz and from nothing else, and this had become a problem. It was a slow-growing wood, and he had already plundered much of the German Alps for it. He had to find some way to extend his own length of life, or to make the Klavierholtz to be faster-growing, or to discover new stands of this great and resounding wood; or else he could never bring his plan to full music before his death. Already his crest of the German Alps had lost some of its great sound, the resounding music of the free-standing Klavier-trees in the howling crest-winds. The trees must not be thinned further, and they would not grow faster, and he had Klavier-wood for only about twenty more pianos. The neatest solution, of course, was that he should extend his own length of life, by a thousand years at least.
Gorgonius always said that the whole world might be seen from his high house in the German Alps. He was working on that also, to make his vaunt true. He was a great man in glass-grinding and glass-casting, and he was the foremost man in the world in curved light. He could already see the whole world from his high house, but not yet in good resolution or detail.
Though a vigorous and capricious and even boyish man of always youthful appearance, Gorgonius Pantera had already lived in three different centuries and soon would live in his fourth. He had already buried six wives under the floor-stones of his ornate Wife Room in his big house, and six of his daughters had already returned to the earth in foreign lands of the world. Monika Pantera was his seventh wife, and Perpetua Parisi was his seventh daughter, and both of them were special. To the Two-of-Them he had dedicated his ongoing Seventh Woman Suite for Three Hundred and Five Pianos. This, after his Archangel Suite and his Making the World Suite and his presently emerging Giant Suite was his favorite.
Gorgonius was a strong member of the Group of Twelve which had no weak members. And as for his wife:
8. MONIKA PANTERA. She commonly had charge of one thousand and one keys to the one thousand and one rooms of Klavierschloss or Piano Castle in which they lived. The keys were not usually needed, for Monika’s husband Gorgonius was in love with open doors banging in the wind. He thought that their big house should be fully open to the Alpine winds on all eight sides of it and that those winds should be permitted to sweep all the way through the house by whatever ways they could find. But Monika had found that it sometimes became very cold in the big house especially in the high winter months (Gorgonius would never have noticed a thing like that), so she kept a few hundred of the rooms closed and locked for her own comfort.
There were several more rooms than the canonical one-thousand-and-one in Piano Castle, however, and these did not have conventional keys. When Monika wished to open one in particular of these special rooms (she didn’t open it often), she would first have to catch an Alpenadler (an Alpine Eagle) and then tear from its corpus its sinistral wing-bone. She would then go to the Wife Room, remove several of the stones from the floor, wake Wife Number Three from her death: and this old wife would fashion a key from the wing-bone to open the special room. But the key could be used only once.
Whenever, in three or four years, Monika wished to go into the special room again, she must kill and unbone another Eagle, wake Wife Number Three from death again, and request a key be made of the sinistral wing-bone.
There was still another room that could be opened only by reciting a rimed verse. Monika could relearn this verse only by waking from death Wife Number One, the first and only previous Monika, and hearing it again from her dead lips. The verse was — 
‘Allerdings, allerdings, allerdings, all!
Machen die Pforte auf immer fur mich!
Weil sie aufmachen nicht, breche ich mal,
Breche das Zimmer und breche ich dich!’
 
But care must be taken in using this verse at any other door except that one door to that one room. Persons who try to open other stubborn doors with that key-verse will usually sicken and die soon afterwards. For your own health, put it out of your mind at once!
Monika knew many things that her all-knowing husband did not know. Especially did she know the room in which Atrox Fabulinus the Old Giant sat and wrote his ever-new chapters. Oh, he had other rooms in other places where he wrote his chapters, but he did use this one room in Piano Castle also.
Monika Pantera was remarkable in so many ways that it would take more than seven hundred pianos playing all at one time to describe all of them.



CHAPTER THREE
 



Strange Cargo
 
‘In the Epistle of Paul to the Hebrews are the words ‘Forget not to entertain strangers, for some have thus entertained angels unaware’. But I have an early Greek text in which the wording was ‘Forget not to entertain strangers whether men or giants or waifs or even dogs or wilder beasts — ’ but the words ‘or even dogs or wilder beasts’ are stricken out as though the idea that a dog or wilder beast might be an angel unaware was repugnant to some redactor. And yet I believe that the dogs or wilder beasts text is the original one. Angels coming in their own forms are invisible to us. But if they came in human form why could they not also come in the form of lion or bear or wolf or dog? For we owe compassion to all the beasts who are in pain and need as well as to all humans.
‘Philip the Arab who was the first Christian Roman Emperor had a lion at his court that was famous for its discourses and its rectitude and judgement. Philip himself believed that the lion was an angel unaware, and its manner of going from him gives some evidence of this. For it happened that, after one year at the court of Philip, the lion romped up a little hill and thence leaped into the air and disappeared and was seen no more. I myself believe that Philip’s lion was an angel; and I believe that angels can and often do come among us in the forms of giants and waifs and bears and wolves and dogs. So entertain them and feed them if they come to you, but do not entertain them uncritically. I believe that angels come to us under these forms, but I believe that devils come to us under these forms much more often.’
 
Atrox Fabulinus, from NEW CHAPTERS FOUND AT SORA.
It is in the light of this new passage from Atrox that we might ponder Caesar Oceano and his strange companion and partner. For the next member of the Group of Twelve (the Group of Twelve had recently been notified by a strange Concerned Circus that it had been selected to provide extraordinary and onerous service to the world without thought of personal comfort) that will be introduced is:
9. CAESAR OCEANO. Caesar himself had an elegant beast, a seagoing Golden Panther with a black bar on his brow, which Panther he believed was an angel come to visit him for a while. The animal was delivered to Caesar’s doorstep one morning in a large crate. And the tag on the crate said: To Caesar Oceano, on his name day, from Gorgonius and Monika Pantera. Caesar immediately called Gorgonius and Monika to thank them for the gift, but Gorgonius denied having sent it, and Monika could be heard giggling in the background. “Oh, Oh,” Caesar cried. “What kind of birthday gift have they given me? It is not always an advantage to have friends to whom money is no object.” He looked into the crate, and the big golden cat looked back at him.
“Big Golden Cat, I wonder where you do come from?” Caesar asked doubtfully. “By what carrier and for what purpose? And how will I get you out without losing life or limb?”
“I come from the Exterior Darkness,” the Golden Panther spoke in a pleasant voice, “and the carrier was the Strange Cargoes Worldwide Shippers. It may be providential that I come by them, for they are in financial straits and they could be taken over by a strong-willed man (you) who had an astute advisor (me). Oh, the big crate is no trouble. Stand back a moment.” Caesar Oceano stood back, and the Golden Panther caused the crate to collapse from about himself. Thereupon the Golden Panther (“For this particular manifestation of mine, Caesar, I am to be called by the name Leonardo the Great”) became a sort of partner of Caesar Oceano, a very astute partner. And together they took over the Strange Cargoes Worldwide Shippers Limited. That had been six months ago, and together they had made a good thing out of the shipping company. Especially did the new success and independence delight Caesar Oceano. His computerized ships (sky-ships, ocean-ships, every kind of ships) arrived with their computerized cargoes: but where did they arrive from? Caesar Oceano did not understand his own business very well, but he understood almost everyone else’s business. Success worked well in him, and he became cosmopolitan, gracious, big-minded, and outgoing. Caesar was at peace with himself, more than most men are. But his new partner, Leonardo the Great, the strangely indwelt Golden Panther, became moody and unsettled. “I want to do something for mankind,” Leonardo said, “but there is so little time.” Leonardo set up the Green Pasture Counselling Service. He arranged it so that he would be a soothing voice speaking out of the soft darkness to the sound of gently falling waters. And he did ease many tired and troubled souls, but he seemed not to ease his own.
Leonardo the Great denied that he was a Golden Panther. “I am a Black Panther who happens to have a golden mark on me everywhere except this one bar on my forehead,” he said. “The distinction is important, for I am the titular ruler of all the Black Panthers in the world.”
Caesar Oceano and his partner Leonardo the Great were a double question-mark in the Group of Twelve. Caesar had formerly been a merchandizer who advertised himself as Caesar Oceano, Pirate, the Price-Cut-Throat of the Seven Seas. I will not be undersold on any item in the world.
But now he was rich and leisurely and he had time to speculate on the ultimate things. (And his partner already knew the ultimate things and found them wanting.) What? Should an indwelling angel (as Caesar believed Leonardo to be) be ill at peace and jumpy and unsatisfied?
But the Golden Panther Leonardo the Great had his own shadow now, as had all the members of the Group of Twelve, as have all really important people. Skulking shadows follow them and report on their activities to the father of skulkers. Leonardo’s shadow was a scraggly black panther, a rough and slightly runty beast, a hard-luck cat. This shadow was always in trouble with the authorities. There would be news flashes: Black Panther Seen, apparently escaped from zoo, and that black one would have to fight for his life and freedom from posse and police. Nevertheless it was an astute and deadly shadow. Deadly, deadly, deadly! Be careful, Leonardo.
Then, in the tour of the Group of Twelve (which began to have a certain fame now and its name just beyond the tip of every one’s tongue) we now come to:
10. DRUSILLA EVENROOD. “There is too much posturing in the Group of Twelve,” Drusilla said several times. “We are a bunch of posturing pea-fowl. Well, this pea-hen has come to the end of her strutting. I am really only a shrill-voiced guinea-hen, the only fowl of all of them with a voice worse than that of the pea-fowl. But we may not all of us be show-birds. Some of us must really do the spectacular work of the world, and do it without gain or spectacle. This work can only be done by our laborious plain toil.” Drusilla did have a shrill and carrying voice, yes, but it was not to be compared with the abominable voice of the guinea-hen. Her voice always had enough edge to it to cut through other voices, even those of other members of the voicey Group of Twelve. And yet it was pleasant and rather juicy, with a sharp-fruit flavor. And she herself was pleasant and at least a little bit juicy. She was a British person. She was a biologist in a wider sense than were several of the Group of Twelve. “In its widest sense, biology is everything that has life, or has either the hope of the memory of life.”
“What if,” another member of the Group of Twelve asked her just today, “there is no life at all, but only a dream of life? What if (and the evidence for it becomes more and more overwhelming as this day goes on), what if we are all dreaming in accord with the one-hundred-and-one tests of Atrox for it, and there is nothing at all beyond the dreaming, no wakeful state, no reality yet discerned or invented?”
“Oh then, in its widest sense, we will call it para-biology instead of biology,” Drusilla Evenrood said. “No other change or adjustment is needed. We will put a ‘para’ in front of everything and then go ahead just as well as if the world were real …”
Drusilla had grey-green eyes. And every day she looked out over the grey-green, South-of-England Ocean. She had red-and-russet-colored hair, and she walked every day over the red-and-russet-colored hills of East Sussex in England. And in the season when there was green mixed in with the red-and-russet hills (and it was that mix-of-green season now), she also had green mixed in with her red-and-russet hair, an artifice that was somewhere between the charming and the para-charming.
“Hilary,” Jane Chantal called out when the hour was noon (mid-America time). “It’s closing in on us. It’s becoming horribly verified. Ninety-eight of the one-hundred-and-one tests of Atrox Fabulinus have been completed by one-or-another member of our Group. We’re trapped, we’re nullified, we really are dreaming. We are living totally in a dream. What will we do?”
“We’ll dream up some response to it, I suppose, Jane Chantal.”
“But we don’t even know whether there is anything for us to wake up to.”
“No, we don’t. And Solomon Izzersted (both of his persons being of one mind, for a change, in this case) calculate the odds against there being anything for us to wake up to (if indeed all of us in the world are dreaming) as the number of persons in the world against one. And the Izzersted-Towntower combination is the greatest advocacy mathematician in the world.”
“I know,” Jane Chantal said. “It’s glum. But how can we give up if there is no one out there awake for us to give up to?”
“There’s a ray of light at the bottom of the well, Jane Chantal. The fourteen or fifteen entities that are shadowing our Group of Twelve are alien to us and are surely organized. So there is organization out there. And there is alienism outside of our dream.”
“That’s all very illogical, Hilary, and yet it encourages me. But we will never give up to our shadows. We’ll fight them. And maybe we’ll wake to fight another day.”
And now we’re coming near the bottom of the barrel. No, no, this barrel doesn’t become worse near its bottom. It becomes better.
11. DENIS LOLLARDY is named the eleventh member of the Group of Twelve. Laughter-Lynn Casement, the greatest genealogist of the group of twelve, said that the surname of Denis should be Lombardy instead of Lollardy. It is the Lombardy Poplar that he has on his coat-of-arms, and it’s the Lombardy motto: Awaken to Laughter.
And indeed Denis did live in Lombardy in Italy, in the town of Lecco where the river Adda flows out of Lake Como. Lollardy was an all-purpose forger. And besides meaning a mumbler, the word Lollard had once meant a forger. But the work of Denis Lollardy was neither mumbled nor generally in the cheap-jack manner of a forger. All of his work was illuminating and surpassing, masterful, be-geniused, shining stuff. He was a master even if a besmirched master.
Denis Lollardy was a forger of old manuscripts in Latin, Low Latin, Tuscan, Old French, Old Italian, Spanish, Cataline, Old High Dutch, Icelandic, Demotic Greek, Coptic, Arabic, Ladino (the tongue of the Jews of Constantinople), Ghees, Amharic, Middle Armenian. It was he who forged (without original) the Armenian Gospel of the Childhood of Jesus Christ. He also forged in marble, bronze, terra cotta, mosaic, gold, and chased silver. He forged tombs and monuments, and he forged the very bones to go in them. He forged etchings and oil paintings and water-color paintings. He forged astonishing works to fit every niche and century. He forged music masterworks and operas of all the great Germans and Italians. And the cut-glass and Waterbury Crystal that he forged! And the Elizabethan Dramas and Dostoyevsky Novels. Aye, and the forged checks, big ones, resounding ones. He understood a principle that many forgers never learn, that when a check is large enough the borderline between the genuine and the forged disappears. All seven figure checks are good. They are beyond challenge, so they are never challenged.
“I just believe that Denis is forging some of the new Atrox Fabulinus chapters,” Jane Chantal Ardri said to her husband Hilary. “Oh, the vellum could pass for fifteen-hundred years old and so could the ink. But they are too good to be from the hand of Atrox himself.”
“That is the fault of Denis in all of his forgeries,” Hilary said. “He’s too good. When a Raphael Sancho painting is discovered and presented to the arty world for verification, if it is something just a little bit beyond the genius of Old Raphael, then I suspect that it’s from the hand of young Denis Lollardy. When a new symphony is discovered in the flawless and sustained Beethoven manner, then I know that the fine hand and ear of Denis is involved. Beethoven himself could never sustain the flawless Beethoven manner for more than a dozen bars. When Mandrake the Magician, purported to be by William Shakespeare, appears, then I know that it has to be Denis. Old Shakes could never have attained such competence. The Mandrake, which is probably the greatest drama ever written could only have been crafted by Denis Lollardy, the greatest playwright who ever lived, as he is the greatest-who-ever-lived at so many of the arts. Did you hear the Pope’s quip at Denis yesterday? ‘Denis, my friend,’ he said, ‘this new Second Book of Leviticus, though the archeo-Hebrew and the camel-kid vellum are flawless, just has to be done by you. God just does not have the ability to author anything that good. If you ever forge an encyclical of mine, I may just hand you the tiara and call it quits.’”
“Denis may have forged encyclicals of the current Pope. What do you make of such writings as In Illo Tempore or Vir Autem Quidem or Et Compelle ut Intrare? Everybody thinks that the Pope wrote them. I think that Denis wrote them.”
“Since we live in a Forgers’ World, maybe we should make a King of that master forger Denis.”
“Why do you say that we live in a Forgers’ World, Denis?”
“I honestly don’t know, Jane Chantal. It was as if somebody else said those words out of my mouth.”
And what sort of shadow did the master forger Denis Lollardy have?
Oh, it was his brother who was no brother of his and yet looked remarkably like him. It was the Forger of the Forger. His brother forger used to hawk forgeries on the streets of Lecco at night. How different from his primary Denis Lollardy who always hawked his remarkable forgeries on the streets of Lecco in broad daylight.
“Why are we special?” Jane Chantal Ardri asked her husband Hilary. “Seven of our magic Group of Twelve have received gunshot wounds (none of them fatal) within the last hour. What was that sound, dear? The seven who were shot all believe that they were shot by their shadows. Oh, we are not spared, are we? You are shot, are you not? Hilary, the shot came from the window. Whyever do we have such an anachronistic thing as a window in our house? Oh, because we love it, of course, I remember. Well, the none of them fatal phrase still holds. But it looks as though it might be painful. Did it break your shoulder bone?”
“I don’t believe that it did, Jane Chantal. I can still raise my arm, but I’m not going to do it again, it hurts so hellishly. Perhaps I should get a doctor. Oh, I forgot, you are a doctor. That is one of the arts in which you are an artist.”
“Yes, Hilary. It is so lucky that you have me in moments like this.”
Perhaps the greatest of the forgeries of Denis Lollardy was his Laughing Christ of Creophylus which he had done only short months ago. The original Laughing Christ had disappeared from a villa North-by-East of Rome in the year of the Lord 453. And this one had been dug out of the storied Italian marl-and-loam very near to that place. Was this indeed the original Laughing Christ? people asked.
This was better than the original. Howin was it better? It worked miracles, and there was no tradition of the original statue working them.
What miracles did it work? It cured the melancholy of people who gazed on it. But miracles of that sort are only subjective miracles. It changed the horrible nose of a Roman lady and made it a thing of joy instead of a thing of horror. But really, it had changed the configuration less than a millimeter. And it happened that such was enough to make it into a good-natured and pleasant member instead of a horrible member. It was still not a beautiful nose, but the lady accepted it with pleasure and glee.
Thunderation! The statue did work genuine miracles. And it terrified one man. Denis Lollardy had never been a pious man. He had only been a borderline believing man. But he knew miracles when he saw them, and he was terrified (Oh, but there was joy mixed with the terror also) by the miracles worked by the Laughing Christ that he himself had carved.
“I don’t know how to get into communication with Mary Brandy Manx,” Jane Chantal Ardri said. “She is strolling on the sea of her silly island somewhere, I suppose. She is on an island of her own in more ways than one. But we do want the Group of Twelve to be together this evening on a private video-world-conference at least. We have got to find out what has gone wrong with the world, why it has become so vague and unsubstantial, why (by all one-hundred-and-one of the tests for it) we are all dreaming and in doubt of there being anything else beyond our dream. Oh dammit, Mary Brandy, hear me and answer me!”
“Yes, yes, yes,” Mary Brandy Manx answered in her brandy voice. She had gotten her middle name because of her brandy voice. She wasn’t a drinking woman. She had got that mellow and slightly strained voice from shouting at the gulls, terns, loons, and other sea-and-shore birds on her own island shore. Those birds will not answer you, you know, unless you shout at them.
We come to Mary Brandy now.
12. MARY BRANDY MANX. She lived on the Isle of Man. She here is numbered twelfth in the Group of Twelve. The Isle of Man on which she lives is twenty-nine miles from Ireland, thirty-one miles from England, and twenty-one miles from Scotland. But the miles to Scotland are very long miles because of the treacherous currents and the howling winds. What the winds howl, and they howl in the Manx language, is Why would anybody want to go to Scotland? So, in sympathetic miles, the Isle of Man is nearest to Ireland.
Books will tell you that the Isle of Man had its own language, Manx, which is still understood by one person in three on the Island. And the books will tell you that it is related to Irish and Scotch-Gaelic. As a matter of fact the Manx language is identical to the Irish language. It is only Irish spoken in a brandy voice.
“The ocean itself speaks in a brandy voice,” Mary Brandy said once, and it’s true. Listen to it sometime. Oh, listen to it! It is the mellow and slightly strained voice that the ocean got from shouting at the birds, the flying and leaping fish, and whales. None of them will pay attention to you unless you shout.
“What time, Jane Chantal, what time?” Mary Brandy asked now. “Oh, I’m talking to you by the old-fashioned voxo that I hung on your wall the last time I visited you. What time?”
“Eveningish, Mary Brandy. Eveningish by Oklahoma Time, this evening. Have you been shot today, Mary Brandy?”
“Oh, of course I’ve been shot today! Does that pertain to my being a member of the Group of Twelve? I thought that possibly it was some local political malcontent who had shot me, but all of them say that if they’d shot me I wouldn’t be walking around and asking about it. No, it isn’t bad at all. Some of the local gulls who are personal friends of mine have regurgitated a dram-and-a-half of gull-oil for me, and that will heal anything. Yes, I will join all of you this evening on a private video-world-conference; and then I will meet all of you anywhere in the world you choose after that. I suspect that the video-conference will not be enough, and you will decide on an In-the-Flesh-World-Conference after that. Why are your eyes red, Jane Chantal? Why have you been crying? Oh, you’ve been shot too, have you? Through the window, was it? Oh, I love windows! I’m so glad that you insisted on one in your house. Ninety percent of the people in the world now live in houses without windows and I’m so sorry for them! Goodbye now.”
Mary Brandy Manx was Mayor of the town-city of Port Saint Mary on the southern part of the Island known as Spanish Head. Mayor, hell, she was Meara of the town! And there were political malcontents in Port Saint Mary, persons who sometimes became wrathy against that she-outcast on the hill. Of course Mary Brandy Manx was an outcast. How else could she guarantee that at least one town in this world shall be well-run and well-administered. Mary Brandy was the oldest member of the Group of Twelve (Gorgonius Pantera, though he had lived in three centuries, was still quite a young man by every test); she was on the sunny side of sixty by only two years. But sometimes, in two special cases, she was only sixteen years old. And in both of the cases, at least at the start of her antic, she wore her ‘balloon dress’.
She wore it when she went up in her balloon. (Of course she had a balloon. Doesn’t the mayor of your town have a balloon?), and she wore it when she went swimming. Seven yards of linen and of wool cloth went into it. Yes, she grew her own flax, and she raised her own sheep. And she did look like a balloon when she swam in that dress. It was only when she had swum seven miles out and was over the Spanish Depths that she submerged, hung that dress on a rock hob five fathoms down, and became a sea goddess as she reveled in the further depths. And all sea goddesses, of whatever seas anywhere in the world, are exactly sixteen years old, never a day older.
And whenever Mary Brandy went higher than a mile in her balloon, she took off her balloon dress, put it in the bottom of the wicker gondola, and put five sand-bag ballasts on it (less than five wouldn’t do it, for it loved to fill itself with air and sail independently of Mary Brandy), and thus Mary Brandy would become a low-sky goddess, and they also are always exactly sixteen years old.
But at whatever age she might be at the moment, Mary Brandy Manx was a handsome woman with brandy-colored hair and eyes the color of those of a Manx cat.
“Jane Chantal, I want Hieronymous Talking-Crow to attend the meeting of the Group of Twelve tonight, whether it is a video-world-conference or an In-The-Flesh-World-Conference,” Leo Parisi said.
“But you are Hieronymous Talking-Crow, Leo,” Jane Chantal Ardri argued with him. “Everybody knows that is only a pen-name of yours. It’s the pen-name under which you write your better things.”
“Wrong, Jane Chantal, wrong. We are different persons, and we have met only once. But he belongs with the Group of Twelve.”
“Nobody except the Group of Twelve belongs with the Group of Twelve,” Jane argued. “However we were selected, we were well selected. As with the Prototypical Group of Twelve, there may not be a thirteenth.”
“But with the Prototypical Group of Twelve, there was a second twelfth, to replace Judas, remember, who dropped from the twelve.”
“Oh, will we have a Judas, do you suppose, Leo my little lad?”
“I believe it nearly certain. Symmetry or floating justice or ultimate compensation or something almost requires that we should have a Judas in our group.”
“Does Hieronymous Talking-Crow have a shadow?”
“Yes, he does, Jane Chantal. He worried about it till I told him that every member of the Group of Twelve has one.”
“Well, Boy Wonder, did it or something shoot him today?”
“Yes it did, but not fatally. I don’t yet understand the shootings. Does symmetry or floating justice or ultimate compensation require these shootings, do you suppose?”
“I don’t know. Why should it require bad shooting? Where does this Hieronymous Talking-Crow live?”
“Oh, right there in your United States. Do the individual states have names? He knows about communications. He will be able to communicate with us if we accept him. And, as you know, acceptance is the first requirement for acceptance.”
“We are all equal in the Twelve; and we don’t have anything so vulgar as officers or officials or votes. If he is accepted, then he will be accepted. If he is not accepted, then he will go out and hang himself on a carob tree and burst asunder.”
“That bear is going to eat itself to death, Leo,” Perpetua Parisi said. “He has gobbled up thirty-six large salmon that he slapped out of the river. And now he has eaten more than a hundred of those giant eels. I don’t know how he catches them. They seem to rise right out of the water and look him right in the eye. He whistles to them, and they come up in answer to his whistle. Is that possible?”
“He is wheezing out of his bursting belly,” Leo said, “and the eels do come up in answer to the sound, yes. What he has jammed into his maw has surely doubled his weight, and of course he’ll die.”
“I bet he’d be good roasted whole,” Perpetua drooled, “and the several hundred pounds of trout and eels roasted inside him just as they are! Oh, I think I’ll rig up a long spit and a couple of stanchions and haul in a couple of wagon-loads of hard wood for the fire.”
What? Are there wild bears walking around in middle Italy? Are there giant trout in the rivers, and big eels by the hundreds?
Yes, in one place all three of them can be found. Near the town of Sora, in the Liri River, in the foothills of the Apennine Mountains. Those big bears are good and strong and flavorsome when they stuff themselves full of acorns and one of them is roasted whole. Think how much better one would be when stuffed full of trout and eels!
“Leonardo the Great has been wounded, Hilary,” Jane Chantal said. “No, he hasn’t been shot. He’s been terribly bitten and mauled. It was a sneak attack by that other panther, the black one. Oh, what a day for assaults this has been! All of the ‘Group of Twelve’ have been assaulted, and several of their associates.”
“There’s a mind behind this,” said Hilary, “and not a dreaming mind. That’s reassuring.”
“Would it be reassuring if the mind-behind-it got us all killed tomorrow, Hilary?”
“Sure it would. That would mean that we had been alive to be killed, a thing presently in doubt.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 



Monday at Sora
 
The group hook-up was held as a private video-world-conference that evening (evening for Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri on their lakeside in Oklahoma). One of the objections made by some people to private video-world-conferences was that they were easily tapped. Anybody in the world might look in and listen in on these Poor-Man-Conferences. But the objection did not apply to the Group of Twelve, the group to which the Ardris belonged. All of their groups (which would now be reduced to a single group) were Open Covenant Groups. They didn’t care who might listen to them or watch them. In fact, there were several thousand persons around the world who habitually dropped everything for a listen-in and look-at on the Group of Twelve. What droll subjects that group did take up!
This conference generated thrills and it generated panic. When the one-hundred-and-one tests of Atrox Fabulinus to determine whether one was dreaming were discussed, thousands of the observers put the easiest of them to the test. And the pop conclusion “We’re dreaming, we’re dreaming, and we can’t wake up” ran like wildfire through the crowing crowds. “We can’t wake up because there is nothing to wake up to” was the further chilling conclusion, and the thousands of observers turned into the tens of millions as the word went around and all rushed to get in on the panic. “We are only a dream and the world is only a dream: there isn’t any real world” became the voice of the panic.
But it wasn’t the Universal Voice of Panic. Strangely enough there were those in the audience for whom the Tests of Atrox showed that they were not dreaming, not by any of the tests, that they were wide-awake in a wide-awake world. That boy-genius and Prince of Gadgetry, Leo Parisi was able to run an instant monitor on any audience tuned in on his group. And the Solomon Izzersted/John Barkley Towntower person could do it also. Strangely, strangely, the wide-awakes amounted to eighty percent of the audience. They did not panic, they were not impressed, they lost interest and left the conference. But quality sampling showed that the wide-awakers were those of inferior minds. “They are the canaille, they are the lumpenproletariat,” said Jane Chantal Ardri. “But try to get along without them,” said Mary Brandy Manx the Mayor of Port Saint Mary. “They are the solid ones. We rarified ones are those filled with air.”
“Really, they almost spoil the panic,” said Hilary Ardri, “but I never respected the opinion of crowds.”
Ah those low ones, those majority ones, how would they know? How would they be affected even by death? How could there be any difference between dreaming and waking to such as they?
But the panic prevailed as it selected its audience. And the official monitory authorities would be forced to scrub this private world conference off the airways.
“Group of Twelve, Group of Twelve, we’re going to be jammed off the air instantly by the Panic Marshals,” came the calm brandy voice of Mary Brandy Manx. “Let us close the conference now and meet in the flesh somewhere tomorrow. Mine is a good place.”
“No. Meet here,” Perpetua Parisi cut in. “Can all of you be here in sixty minutes? I have a big bear full of trout and eels being roasted whole, and it will be done in sixty minutes. And in sixty minutes it will be tomorrow here. Everybody be here.”
“Yes,” came the jovial voice of Hilary Ardri. “Bad as it is, modern transportation can get anybody in the world to any place in the world within sixty minutes and with a lot to spare. Shall I program some good Oklahoma-lake fish to be there?”
“Oh, maybe a ton of them, Hilary,” Perpetua said. “They are so good. And some of the people may not like whole roasted bear filled with trout and eels. It hasn’t been tried yet. And possibly some of the needy rich will drop by and we’ll have to feed them.”
So the conference popped like a bubble and went off the air, leaving the tens of millions of observers howling “Where is here, where is here, where are you going? We want to go too. We can be anywhere in sixty minutes if only we know where that anywhere is. We want some of that big bear roasted whole full of trout and eels.”
But the place of Leo and Perpetua Parisi near Sora in Italy was a place that had purposely been made hard to find.
“Here, whenever we eat or drink, we also set a plate and a cup for Atrox Fabulinus,” Leo Parisi said. “And the food on the plate is always eaten, and the drink in the cup is always drunk. Perpetua accuses me of the eating and drinking in moments when she is not watching closely, and I accuse her. Notice how wonderfully full-bodied she’s become. I love it on her, but I believe it’s evidence that she’s cheating. We really do believe though that the giant Atrox (be he alive or be he dead) is in the neighborhood. We believe that he has a scriptorium in one of the caves nearby, or even in some obscure room of our own house. One of our house ghosts (we have three house ghosts) assures us that Atrox is not a ghost, or not one of their sort of ghosts at least. ‘That sloppy giant,’ she says, ‘that damnable camel’s nose, no, he’s not one of our party. He is not of our party at all’.”
Midnight had struck while the first of the Group of Twelve or the Group of Twelve Slightly Expanded were arriving at the well-hidden plush home of Leo and Perpetua Parisi. So now it was Monday at Sora. Perpetua had set all thirteen of her player pianos to playing Monday at Sora, and they would play it for twenty-four hours. No, they would play it for much longer than that. It was a piece of Perpetua’s own composition. Had she had the unapparent age of her father and the experience (had she lived in three different centuries and carried on an affair with the piano in all three of them as he had) she might have been as great a composer as he was. And the talents of such a genuine seventh daughter as Perpetua are always to be honored. The enchanting Monday at Sora was really a bit slight, and yet it was perfect for thirteen pianos. But it would not have sustained three hundred and five pianos as her father’s Seventh Woman Suite, and it surely would not have sustained near seven hundred pianos as did her father’s Giant Suite.
The bear? Oh, the bear had probably weighed five hundred pounds (fur and head and feet and bones and all), and the trout and eels in his distended stomach had probably weighed another five hundred pounds (no wonder the feast had killed him); and Leo had added two hundred pounds of chestnuts for flavor. But weights and measures all had an unreal quality about them at this middle of the night feast.
A lady of the neighborhood came to them. “The Atrocious Giant will no longer be satisfied with a little drinking cup like that,” the old lady said. “He has already come to consider you as stingy and miserly people and he repents that he has made you. He likes to drink out of a cup that is a cup.”
“Do you have a cup that is a cup, Gioia di Sotto La Montagna?” Perpetua Parisi, that tall and pleasant person, asked the old lady.
“Yes, I will go get it. When the Atrocious Giant is angry you may not feel it in your big house, but his anger cracks the walls and ceilings of my little house under the mountain. We must all keep the Atrocious Giant happy.” What Gioia called him Il atroce gigante could be either Atrox the Giant or The Atrocious Giant.
An old man of the neighborhood came to them. “The good-natured giant will no longer be satisfied with a little eating plate like that,” he said. “He has already come to consider you as pinchfist and flintstone people, and he says that he can unmake you as easily as he made you. He likes to eat out of a plate that is a plate.”
“Do you have a plate that is a plate, Timore?” Leo Parisi, that short and pleasant person, asked him.
“Yes. I’ll go get it. And also an imbuto to eat the eels with. And also a rail-splitter to split the bear’s bones. The good-natured giant is old and has only one tooth left, and he can no longer split bear bones as he once could.”
“Can you do a giant voice, John Barkley Towntower?” Denis Lollardy asked mischievously. “I believe there will be need of a great giant voice in our masquerade. If you can’t do one, I suppose that I can forge one.”
“I can’t do the giant voice well,” the John Barkley Towntower part of the person said, “but Solomon Izzersted is wonderful at it.”
“Yes, I am wonderful at it,” said that ugly growth Solomon Izzersted, sticking his head out of the shirt-front of John Barkley Towntower. “I love to do a giant voice.”
“I wonder if you people know,” said Denis Lollardy the forger, “that Atrox Fabulinus, the scribbling giant, who is reputed to have one of his scribbletoriums in this neighborhood, is called by those of his group The Least of the Seven Giants? He is not called the smallest. In fact it is believed that he is the largest and most brutish of them. But he is called the least of them in some other meaning.”
“But Atrox is the eldest of the Scribbling Giants,” Mary Brandy stated as if she knew what she was talking about, “and he is the titular head of the seven. The others only call him the least behind his broad back.”
“Do we have any good illusionist here, besides myself?” Denis Lollardy asked. “It would be a good show to project at least the outline of The Atrocious Giant.”
“Yes, I am a good illusionist,” said another member of the Group of Twelve.
Leo Parisi, wonder boy and nuclear scientist, had put his head together with the new person Hieronymous Talking-Crow, the barely-esteemed author of the exploratory essay A Complete Rewriting of Human Biology, and had also put his head together with Solomon Izzersted and John Barkley Towntower. These were the ones who were most worried about the Unreal and Disgracefully Undetailed Modern World, though the whole group was worried about their own and the group’s unreality.
Meanwhile, Gioia di Sotto La Montagna, the old lady of the neighborhood, had returned with the cup that was a cup. “Oh, that’ll hold nine gallons at least,” Perpetua Parisi cried. “Thirty-six liters. Leo, go get cheese and hazel-nuts and wine, lots of wine. Oh, Leo is talking, and can’t be disturbed. Papa, will you get the things, and be sure there is enough wine to fill the giant’s cup several times.”
“I go, Seventh Daughter, I go,” said Gorgonius Pantera.
The outline of the giant began to form at the biggest of the tables. And it was at the same time that the outline of the discourse began to form at the same table between Leo Parisi and Hieronymous Talking-Crow and Solomon Izzersted/John Barkley Towntower.
The giant’s outline sat ponderously, and the old lady Gioia di Sotto La Montagna set the nine-gallon cup which was quickly filled with wine by the wine-waiters. The giant outline raised the huge cup and drank from it, which proved that there was substance and strength to it.
The old man Timore brought a plate that was a plate, and also an imbuto (that was a sort of funnel to eat the eels through) and a rail-splitter to split the bear’s bones. An eel-waiter placed a dozen of the big eels in the big funnel, and the fuzzy giant outline began to slurp and eat them from the bottom of the funnel.
“When the last eel is gone, then the last giant must go too,” the giant outline spoke in an amazingly giant-like voice. “Eels, and the blood of Englishmen, they are breath and life to us giants.”
There was a sort of giggle in the air, almost in the same giant tone.
“And do you also drink the blood of English women?” Drusilla Evenrood asked.
“We do,” the giant’s outline said. “We do. We love it.”
“Oh be quiet, Solomon Izzersted,” the giant’s outline now spoke in an entirely different voice. It was a wheezing voice, and yet entirely giantlike. “I never drank the blood of an English man nor woman. Properly speaking, the English came after my proper time. Solomon Izzersted, I almost repent of having made you, and I surely repent of having made you so voicey. Speak no more this night and day.”
“But I am in a serious scientific discussion, and the world would be poorer for it if I didn’t speak,” Solomon spoke in his own, nasty voice.
“Then speak in your own voice, and not in a burlesque of mine,” Atrox wheezed. “And number your words carefully. If you speak even one word in excess, your life will be required of you. Denis Lollardy, you stole my Laughing Christ out of the holy ground where I had buried him. Bring him back today.”
Atrox Fabulinus (if indeed the giant outline were he) seemed now to be more substantial than previously, now that the declining moon shone full upon him. He ate steadily and fillingly of the eels from the funnel.
“You are mistaken, good-natured giant,” Denis protested. “I myself forged the Laughing Christ and buried him in the ground for fifteen months to give him the patina of age. I have never seen the original and I have always considered it to be a fable. This was one of my cases of creative forgery when the forgery was an original. Then I dug it up quite recently and displayed the grand discovery.”
“Not fifteen months but fifteen hundred years it was in the holy ground where I hid it,” the good-natured atrocious giant wheezed. “Tell us how you did this creative forgery, Denis Lollardy. Tell us how you did all your creative forgeries.”
It had been a mistake a moment ago, or trick of the moonlight. Atrox had not become more substantial by the light of the declining moon. He was still transparent and of poor definition. And he was still of testy temper. “Who is intruding on my invisibility?” he demanded. “Who is mocking me? You are mocking me with this outline to your death. Go on, Denis, tell us.”
“It is not really myself but the Demiourgikos Pneuma Apatelos, the Spirit of Creative Fraud, who does my creative forging,” Denis tried to explain as though he had never analyzed his techniques before. “I am always seized by this rapture, and then I create. But sometimes I am entirely surprised by the fraudulent (but better than the original – sometimes having no original) creatures that come from my mind. I apparently do them in seconds when they would have rationally required days and weeks. I do not understand my Spirit of Creative Fraud.”
“No, nor shall you,” the giant Atrox wheezed. “I myself am the Spirit of Creative Fraud, as well as the Spirit of Creative Truth. Sometimes I am the one and sometimes the other. If you understood me, then you would be as spacious as I am. For I am your animating spirit entirely.”
“Stop right there, both of you, or all three or four or five of you!” Mary Brandy Manx cried out with all the joy and zest of a bloodhound on the trail of the blood of a felon. “One of our extended Group of Twelve admitted tonight to being able to cast illusions, and this person has been causing the Atrox illusion now. I smell fraud all over the place. And Solomon and possibly another one of us can create voices. Solomon, could you do that giant wheezing voice? Solomon, are you doing it?”
“I could do it. I am not doing it,” the ugly belly-growth that was Solomon Izzersted said in his own ordinary and nasty voice. “I am afraid of the Giant Atrox. I am afraid either to mime or mock him.”
“Mary Brandy Manx,” Giant Atrox wheezed, “you would not smell fraud if I hadn’t given you the nose to smell it with. You would not do or have anything if I had not given them to you.”
And the Giant Atrox Fabulinus, if it were he, now spoke in a third giant voice, one of tired and ragged strength and patience. “Woman,” he said, and he was not now talking to Mary Brandy, “you mock me and you burlesque me at your peril. Persist in this and you will have seen your last midnight.”
“I, Atrox, I?” Mary Brandy asked in incomprehension.
“No, not you, island woman. Another of your Group. She knows who she is. Her string comes to its end if she persists.”
Then Atrox Fabulinus (or the transparent appearance of a sloppy giant), having finished his wine and eels and trout and flesh and bones of bear, faded out completely and was seen no more that night. His transparent outline was gone. His wheezy voice and his other voices were gone. He was gone, and all of them laughed in relief.
“I still smell fraud, whoever it was who gave me my nose,” Mary Brandy still insisted. “And the smell of fraud comes strongest from the group of Solomon Izzersted/John Barkley Towntower, and Denis Lollardy and Hieronymous Talking-Crow and Leo Parisi. How many hoaxers are there in our group?”
“Can there be a fraud and I not a part of it, Mary Brandy?” Laughter-Lynn Casement asked archly. “Suspect me too! Oh, please suspect me too, Mary Brandy.”
“Yes, I suspect you too,” Mary Brandy said in her sunny brandy voice. “There are two and maybe three prime hoaxers in our group. Why are you so quiet, Jane Chantal Ardri?”
“I don’t want this to be my last midnight, so I will not persist.”
Did you know that bear meat and trout meat and eel meat are three of the best brain-foods ever? Oh, they start the brains to working, but sometimes they work a little bit roughly on this diet as if they were over-fueled.
“What we are smelling is cosmic fraud,” Leo Parisi said. “Everything is composed of ninety percent of nothingness, and when we come down to the smallest units of it it is composed of more than ninety-nine percent of nothingness. I seem to remember old physics texts in which more than fifty sorts of subatomic particles were mentioned. But nobody remembers such texts or particles now. There is something wrong. The whole world should not have forgotten things so pertinent and so fulfilling.”
“I don’t remember them, Leo, and I’m much older than you are,” Hieronymous Talking-Crow said. “I believe that you only intuit the need for such particles, and the intuition comes to you as a memory of them in old physics textbooks. I myself intuit the need of thirty, at least, of them.”
“And we intuit the need for fifty, at least, of them,” Solomon Izzersted said with real wonder in his ugly little voice. “Why aren’t the particles there? – for they aren’t.”
“It’s the same with musical notes,” Perpetua Parisi said sadly.
Monday at Sora still played its blended immediacy on the thirteen player pianos. “Open up a musical note and you’ll find that it’s ninety-nine percent empty,” Perpetua said. “I still don’t understand how they’re so pretty when they’re so empty.”
“There is something else,” said Solomon Izzersted. “Both myself and my alter ego John Barkley Towntower, as well as Jane Chantal and Hilary Ardri and Hieronymous Talking-Crow have noticed it and been spooked by it. We feel that we do not really live in the United States, we the only supposed Americans in this group. We feel that instead of really living in the United States, we are living in somebody’s very sketchy and imperfect idea of what the United States is like.”
“And there’s another thing again,” said Hilary Ardri, “and it concerns you, Leonardo the Great. You are not satisfactory as panther, leopard, puma, tiger, lion, nor as any of the big cats at all. You simply have no reality as one of the big cats. You are only somebody’s very sketchy and imperfect idea of what one of the big cats, the panther (itself an uncertain description) should look like. You have been done by somebody who never saw any of the big cats, nor any good description of them. So it would almost have to be somebody who had not seen the last thousand or fifteen-hundred years either. You yourself, Leonardo, told Caesar Oceano that you came to him from the ‘Exterior Darkness’, did you not, Leonardo? And you were delivered to him by the Strange Cargoes Worldwide Shippers Company which you two now own and operate (without, apparently, understanding very much about it) and now reap rich profits from. Can you tell us anything more about your origin? About what you are?”
“No, I cannot,” the Golden Panther said. “I never examined my mind on the subject of myself till just this minute, but there doesn’t seem to be any valid information at all about me in my own head. I seem to have only a very sketchy and imperfect idea of the big cats myself. I believe that I have a man’s mind in a cat’s body, I am in terror of that black panther who shadows me, and yet I am at least as well-muscled and toothed and clawed as he is. Not he, you say, Caesar? No, I never noticed that he was a female. As a cat there’s surely something lacking in me. Myself am one of the most bewildering questions here.”
They had assembled to seek answers to certain absolutely crucial questions, and yet they could not even formulate those questions except in most absurd phrases. And they were enticed away from the seriousness of their questions by their magical surroundings.
“It is wonderful, it is enchanting, it is magic here, it is haunted,” Laughter-Lynn Casement declared with passion. “There is so much here that it is almost enough.”
“It’s haunted in a sinister way also,” Jane Chantal spoke in her beautifully fuzzy voice. “It worries me. The whole environ is a haunted house, a murder house out of a police romance or a mystery novel. Let us all stay together whatever happens, or the killer will pick us off one by one.” Jane Chantal was the hoaxer who had projected the outline of the Giant Atrox, and had voiced him also, and she had done it in a spirit of mockery. She very much feared she would have to die for that Lese Geant, and it made her nervous.
“Oh, do you feel intimations of a killer on our estate?” Perpetua asked. “So do I, a little bit, since Leo found the big feather, the nine-foot-long feather. It was gory, you know. Oh, the safest and most central suite will be the libraries then. And there also (here also for we enter them now) are to be found the right answers if only we can phrase the right questions. Leo and I have assembled, and somehow inherited, the best reference library in the world here. We use it a lot, and so does a bigger someone.”
“It seems to me that it is a little bit like the catacombs of Rome,” Solomon Izzersted, that distasteful belly-being, said with apprehension. “The shelves are so deep, you know, and some of them at least are plainly hewn out of the earth and rocks themselves. We are underground here, are we not? Some of those long, patina-weathered stone boxes that are interposed with the tomes on the shelves, I have the sudden feeling that they may contain dead bodies.”
“Have you that feeling, Solomon?” Perpetua asked. “But Leo and I, somehow we never feel that they are dead, not completely dead. Only a few of them have disintegrated down to the bare and crumbling bones. Quite a few of them are completely incorrupt. We call the two sorts The Saints and The Sinners. Some of them give off the odor of sanctity, and some of them give off the odor of Hell. It is to counteract the latter that we always have aromatic and disguising candles burning in here, but they don’t disguise the hell-stenches well enough. Oh, the bodies, both the dead and the quick among them, are an intricate part of our great reference library here. A reference library is supposed to answer questions; and these spirits (we call them spirits though they are more overwhelmingly bodily in their deaths than they could have been in their lives) do answer questions. They answer them with great good will, or with great bad will. Oh, I never noticed before that our libraries might be considered weird. And now I wonder for the first time about their origins. Leo and I had this house built here, half underground and half above, with great care and planning. All except the libraries. They seemed just to happen. They grew and expanded bit by bit, or they were discovered or manifested bit by bit. And the invaluable books and scrolls just happened to be manifested here in this place. And the bodies, it is historically improbable that the majority of them should have been buried here at Sora in middle Italy.” “You know, Perpetua, Atrox does a much better job on you Italians than on us Americans. He does have a good idea of what Italians should look like. He does you well, he does you well, and it’s unfair,” Hieronymous Talking-Crow cut in. “Oh, it’s not unfair at all, Hieronymous,” Perpetua smiled. “Oh my, we are a pretty people, aren’t we, and we do have a pretty country and pretty buildings.”
“Yes you do, Perpetua, and it is unfair,” Hieronymous still insisted. “He has a centuries old love for Italy and all its little towns. But he had never even been in beautiful Down-Town Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, and he represents us as sketchy and silly. Oh, that’s only a subjective feeling, of course. How would a fabulous giant really have anything to do with it?”
“But your libraries here are very subjective.” Hieronymous had spread out thirteen of the tomes from the library shelves and seemed to be consulting all thirteen of them at one time. “Here is a book of my own, and it contains passages that I tried to add to the text, but the printing was too far advanced to allow the additions. But here the additions are allowed. And here is one which I have been intending to write but have not yet written. Ah, what genius, what genius I show, a subjective opinion, of course. But your libraries are entirely too subjective for reality.”
“So is the wine here very subjective,” said Gorgonius Pantera, the only one of them who had lived in three different centuries – for all his youthful appearance. “The roundish stone kegs of wine make a nice pattern on the shelves with the squarish stone sarcophays that hold the old bodies, and they contain spirits at least as well-bodied. And whatever wine one thinks of, that is the wine that appears in one’s cup, whatever cask is tapped.”
“Yes, wine and miracles go together,” said Perpetua the Seventh Daughter of Gorgonius. “There are one-hundred-and-thirty different wine-miracles to be found in the Golden Legend.”
“I love the Falernum,” said Gorgonius, “the Vina Horna, Fugacia, Surrentine, Aminean. And, Oh, the great black sweet Greek wine the Maronean, the wonderful red Pramnian, the Clazomenian, the Chian, the Lesbos which Horace called Innocent Wine but he lied when he so called it, this Thasian. I wonder what would happen if I thought of some of the modern wines of Hungary or France or California?”
“You would become drunk, Gorgonius,” Monika said.
“But only subjectively drunk, for it is only subjective wine.”
“My husband, you would become subjectively drunk, and you would fall down subjectively on this subjective stone floor,” said Monica. “That is sixteen of those little cups you have had, and objectively they are not so little.”
“It almost seems that we are no more than characters in a big sprawling novel that Atrox and perhaps some of his friends are writing,” Gorgonius hazarded. “It’s an idea that I try to chase away by throwing rocks at it, and it squawks and flies right back to me.”
“It is more likely that we are all no more than characters in a big sprawling novel that God is writing,” Mary Brandy said, “and perhaps Atrox and some of his friends are permitted to write a phrase or two in it now and then.”
“I believe that we should split up,” Solomon Izzersted croaked. “I would like to take soil samples here (this is one of those neighborhoods where I always expect a sky-voice to speak ‘Take off your shoes for you are standing on holy ground’) and examine those soil samples in what I am sure are Leo Parisi’s excellent laboratories. And I should like to put certain mathematical equations to test here to see how much they vary from what their forms were in the beautiful rolling hills around Broken Arrow. Other self, John Barkley Towntower, why don’t you take the soil samples while I am occupied at – oh no, that won’t work. I always forget that we two are so far inseparable.”
“So must our group be inseparable,” Jane Chantal Ardri insisted. “We must not split up at all. We are in a haunted house, in a malevolent house, in a murder house, and we must stick together or we will be murdered one by one.”
But they laughed her to scorn.
“Well, for what they are worth, we may have three sources of getting answers here,” Hieronymous Talking-Crow said. “We have the books, any book that can be thought of, catalogued under the perfect system: Reach Your Hand For It And It Is There, sometimes known as the RYHFIAIIT system. We have the wine; and the question Is there really veritas in vino? can be answered Very often there is. And we have the imperfectly dead people on the catacomb-like shelves here. Leo Parisi, this is your place, though you don’t seem to know very much more about it than the rest of us do. Which one of these doubtful dead would you recommend that we address our questions to?”
“Alexander Megas, or Alexander the Great. He is very intelligent. It’s common knowledge that he was much more intelligent than his tutor Aristotle. And he’s one of the most cheerful and accommodating dead men whom I’ve ever known,” Leo Parisi said. “You do speak and understand the demotic Greek of the Alexandrine period?”
“Oh certainly, it’s much easier than the Classical which is the reason it became the universal language in the Hellenistic World where the Classical couldn’t make a dent. This is his stone sarcophay, is it? I’m fascinated by how handy everything is in your libraries. I always thought that Alexander was buried in deep Asia. Ah, the coffin rolls out easily. And the lid. Ah Yes, it’s counterweighted and it opens easily in spite of its great weight. Alexander, will you talk to me? Oh, my name is Hieronymous Talking-Crow. You don’t know me.”
“Why not,” said the man in the stone box. “I wasn’t going anywhere anyhow. What is your question, Talking-Crow? How did you get a name like that? I had a real talking crow once. I used it to gather information. The chiefs of the people I was invading would hold their councils in the deep forests, believing that nobody could slip up and listen in on them there. They believed that the sound of trampled leaves and broken twigs would give any spy away. But my crow could slide in on silent wings and listen quietly. Besides, even if they saw him, the chiefs would not consider it unusual for a crow to be there. After he had heard all that there was to hear he would fly back to me and tell me everything. Such at least was the theory.”
“And what was the practice?”
“I had to have the crow executed. He was a traitor. He listened to all my councils with my own chiefs, and I thought nothing of it. And then he spilled everything to my enemies. But it was all false information that he gave to me.”
“My first question, Alexander, is have you ever come onto any places or times where the world seemed unreal?”
“Oh yes, places and times where the world seemed and was unreal. Unreality is more the rule than the exception. Beyond the ‘ecume’, the old civilized core of the world, it was mostly unreality. In Europe everything across the Danube North of Thrace was unreal. In Africa, everything beyond three days march south of Thebes in Egypt was unreal. (All deserts are unreal.) In nearer Asia, everything south of the Cedraei region of Arabia was unreal. And here again we run into the unreality of the deserts. And everything north of the Armenian Mountains is unreal. In middle Asia, everything north of the Chorasmii and Massagetae regions was unreal (the desert border and limit again). And everything beyond sight of land in the Arabian Ocean was unreal. An Ocean that has no further shore becomes unreal beyond sight of its primary shore. And everything to the east of the Indus River complex, and that includes most of India itself, is unreal. There are further plush regions in Asia (Cathay and Chipangu) that are impressive but unreal. I suspect that the whole Roman thing was unreal, but I never visited it before my death so I cannot make a judgement on it. But in life I could always tell, by the wind in my face coming out of a country, whether that land was real. Even in my own day, Greeks and Phoenicians sailed to the Americas. They landed there. They carried on traffic there. And they knew that the countries were unreal.
“I was listening to some of you talking before you opened my stone box. You worried about the detailed unreality of small units. But it is in these smallest units that these unrealities begin, and then they spread to the larger units. One adage for you then: reality is not something that one has the right and title to. It is something that must be earned. And I never spent much time in unreal lands. If you conquer one such land, what have you conquered? And if you die there of the unreality disease, you are really dead.”
“Alexander,” asked Hieronymous Talking-Crow, “can a land that was once unreal later become real?”
“I don’t know, Hieronymous, I just don’t know. You are talking about your America, I suppose. I just don’t know.”
“Well, are giants real, Alexander, and are they to be trusted?”
“Are you talking about giants in general or about the local giant Atrox Fabulinus? I do know something about giants. I used always to keep a company of one hundred and twenty giants. I would send them into the forefront of battles and they would terrify the enemies. But I lost a lot of giants too. They were vulnerable in many ways, and I had to recruit them constantly wherever I went. Oh, the giants are sometimes mental prodigies, but they are rather uneven at the prodigy business. Among them are outright wanwits who nevertheless may be adept at rapid mathematical calculations or at memorizing whole encyclopedias. Atrox Fabulinus seems to belong to the latter class. I never knew him when I was alive, but I often hear him now. He talks to himself, and he putters around in the libraries very much. He has a very great bulk of things in his head, and he pours it out indiscriminately onto vellum or parchment. But he has no talent at all, though he reckons himself as one of the giants of literature. In particular, he lacks the talent for creating characters. Oh, his folks are a grubby lot! He has staying power, but that’s all. His mind is altogether second class. But we can’t all be Alexanders, can we?”
“Does he live here and work here?”
“For one day of the week, I believe. He is a compulsive traveler, as are all giants. And sometimes he gets mixed up and out of place. But he’s a multi-locus, and travel is no problem to him. Usually he is here on Monday, and he has a different place for each of the nine days of the week.”
“Then he’s unimportant?”
“Totally unimportant, except in the bulk of his giant-like production. No elegance, no excellence, no real reality. And he has a petty temper.”
Several of them were like pigs in clover all that Monday. Oh, how they did pack it in! They were gluttons for all the facts and pseudofacts that could be found in the catacombs and libraries and the storied countryside of the Parisi villa near Sora in the middle mountains of Italy. They wined and dined, and they exuberated in the wonderful air that was itself like wine, specifically like the wonderful red Pramnian wine.
But they did receive several warnings during the day that all was not right.
“Atrox is sulky, Atrox is furious,” said an old lady of the neighborhood, Gioia di Sotto La Montagna, “and when Atrox is both sulky and furious, somebody always dies in a bloody scandal.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it, Gioia,” Perpetua Parisi said.
“I would and I do worry about it,” moaned Jane Chantal Ardri, she who was an artist in every art including satire. “This place is a haunted house; it is a murder house. We must all stay together or we will be killed one by one.”
“Have all of you seen the feather that killed the last one here?” Gioia asked, “a very huge feather with the whole shaft stained with blood and gore.”
“Those who have not seen it do not need to see it now,” said Perpetua Parisi the mistress of the house sadly. “But we have not hidden it. It hangs on the tall wall of our third largest kitchen. But it is only a prodigy, an enigma. It lacks reality. Oh, these are not bright Monday thoughts at all! They are gloomy thoughts of the eighth or ninth day.”
“Atrox is caught up in a paroxysm of anger all this day,” said Timore, an old man of the region. “He will boil over with blood murder, and then he will cover over his black murder with terremoti and sdruccioli so that this villa will be buried under the earth and no more be seen until judgement day morning when the earth shall open up again and give up its secrets.”
“No, no, none of this will happen, Timore,” Leo Parisi protested in his beautiful boy’s voice. “These things may happen only in the darkness, and we have an enchantment against darkness in our villa. It is because you belong to the Folletti people, to the Magi people, Timore, that you have these superstitions. But we are members of the strangest of all races, the human, and so we have a specific against superstitions.” Then Leo explained it to the members of the Group of Twelve who had been listening, “Timore here, and also the old lady Gioia whose name means Joy Under The Mountain, they both belong to the hobgoblin people, to the gnomes, the eldritch-elves, the puka people. They believe all sorts of strange things. They have no grasp on reality.”
But the extended Group of Twelve did begin to get a grasp on reality that afternoon and night. They learned, from sources not completely suspect, that the world is indeed built on a substratum of reality, that there is a genuine and ringing reality beneath all things, that there are favored places and circumstances where everything is endowed with detailed reality, even the interiors of atoms. They also learned that they themselves were outside of reality, that they had never touched it at even one point, but that sometimes they came close. They were imbrued, all through their happy suppertime and into the night hours, with an almost-happy philosophy. They hadn’t yet come to the centrality of the philosophy, but they found themselves more and more on the near fringes of it as they discussed and reveled and studied. They learned that a quest for reality is possible.
The twenty-third hour had long since struck when Jane Chantal Ardri was heard to complain in the far reaches of their room: “Oh, why is it so dark! Why can’t we have light here! Why is there nobody with me in this horrible ghost house of death? We should all stay together in this horrible place lest we be picked off and killed one by one.”
Then Jane Chantal began to scream in a way that would move the very stones to compassion. Several of the party rose to go to her, but Mary Brandy Manx laughed.
“Oh, don’t you recognize it? It is the wonderful screaming scene in Ludendorf’s End of the World Agony. Listen, her screaming tumbles over four full octaves. What an artist Jane Chantal is!”



CHAPTER FIVE
 



Tuesday at Gaire Castle
 
The wonderful screaming of Jane Chantal Ardri rose like an arrow. And then it turned into something else. That strange creature, Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther, appeared from somewhere, grimacing in pain and putting his great cat-paws over his ears, those paws that had been designed by somebody who had never seen a great cat. The screaming had not been cut off yet, but it had risen beyond the ken of human ears, but not beyond the ears of Leonardo the Great. Then the scream died indeed, and the difference was felt even by those who hadn’t been able to hear the higher reaches of it. All rushed to Jane Chantal, but she was obscured for a moment by something coming down from the higher reaches of the room, from beyond candle-reach. “It’s the hazy hand of the Giant,” Perpetua Parisi said. Then the obscuring thing was cleared away, and Jane Chantal was dead on the stone floor.
“Everybody out of the villa,” Gorgonius Pantera called loudly. “It’s an earthquake and a land-slide, and the villa will be buried!”
Jane Chantal had been speared clear through –
“There will be terremoti and sdruccioli,” whimpered the old man Timore who belonged to the folletto or hobgoblin people, “and the whole villa and everybody in it will be buried in the earth.” – had been speared by a feather nine feet long –
“Out, out!” Perpetua Parisi was crying. “Our earthquake-warners are screaming, but they are pale sounds against the dead scream of Jane Chantal. Oh no, it isn’t the same feather that killed somebody else recently. That one is still hanging on the wall of our third largest kitchen. This killer has plenty of killer feathers. Oh, the whole villa is reeling as if it were drunk, and the rocks are already falling on the roofs of our villa and breaking them. Who is this that even the Earthquakes and the Land-Slides obey him? Out, out, or we’ll be trapped to our deaths!”
– nine feet long, driven into her mouth that was now a mouth no longer, and speared through her entire body and coming out below, while the everywhere blood –
They left her there in her bloody death and rushed into the starlit outdoors. They climbed slidingly from no-longer-safe places to crumbling places that were a little bit safer. They saw the entire villa covered with sliding earth and rocks, and the stars were darkened from the dust of it.
The thirteen perpetual player pianos were still playing the wonderfully orchestrated Monday at Sora melody in the buried villa; and people-to-come would sometimes hear that buried underground music forever, for the perpetual player pianos would play it until the end of the world.
But now it was no longer Monday at Sora. The twenty-fourth hour was likewise heard to strike in the buried villa, and it was Tuesday.
“We will go to my mother at Gaire Castle, at Laughter Castle,” Laughter-Lynn Casement (sometimes they called her the goose-egg girl from an anecdote from her past) spoke in a frightened but reasonable voice. “Oh, but the correct name of it is East of Laughter Castle. There is nowhere else we can go without a modern world terminal, and that is buried. There is nowhere else we can go so suddenly.”
“But Gaire Castle is only a legend,” Monika Pantera protested, “and besides it is in Ireland. And it won’t have any sort of terminal.”
“Whether it’s a legend or not, I was born in it,” Laughter-Lynn insisted. “Trust me, Monika, trust me. Gaire Castle has the oldest world terminal in the world. It dates from the eighth century. Everybody stand very close together.”
“Then the terminal is twelve hundred years too old to be a terminal at all,” Hieronymous Talking-Crow protested, “and moreover –”
“Everybody stand very close together,” Laughter-Lynn said again.
“There is only one town like this,” Hilary Ardri moaned as he picked himself up from the paving stones. “And it has all happened so fast! My world is gone! My wife is gone! Oh, Jane Chantal and her lovely fuzziness! You are dead and I’ll never see you again. I’d rather be dead with you than here alone in this gathering of disreputable people.”
“There’s no doubt that we’re in a disreputable and bruised and torn state,” Gorgonius Pantera laughed a painful laugh. “Never trust a modern world terminal that is twelve hundred years too old. Their mechanism is so jerky!”
“I remember this town,” Solomon Izzersted spoke in a voice not quite so nasty as it used to be, peering out of the shirt-front of John Barkley Towntower. “John Barkley here and myself did our ventriloquism act in the music halls around this square in five different years. They loved us here in Ireland. Oh Baile Atha Cliath of the Irish! Oh Dublin of the Danes! Laughter-Lynn, the modern world terminal in your mother’s castle, if it dates from the eighth century, precedes both the Danish and the English invasions.”
“Oh yes, it is older than either of those vulgarities,” Laughter-Lynn said. “Oh, I will have to get myself oriented. I was but sixteen years old when I left here to see the world (‘twas the year I hatched out of the giant goose egg) and that was some years ago. We’re an hour earlier here than at my home in Oosterend, so we are two hours earlier than at Sora in Italy. And it was a slow and old, preter-historical really, shuttle that brought us here, not instantaneous like the shuttles they have now. But I forget how long the trips take, that brought us here and dropped us so rudely into the street. The street must be six or seven feet lower than it was twelve hundred years ago. And the ancient shuttle didn’t move through instant space as do the modern ones. Oh, it may still be Monday here, for a few moments yet. The Gaire Tramway there is still running, and it stops at midnight. And the Archangel? Does anybody see the Archangel?”
“I believe that this is it, Laughter-Lynn,” came the cheerful and boyish voice of Leo Parisi. Like all the others, he was somewhat bloodied and battered from being dropped into the street from no more than a camel’s-eye height from the shuttle coming into a modern world terminal that was more than twelve hundred years old. Yes, there was an Archangel on the street corner.
“Oh, Isradel, it is so good to see you again,” Laughter-Lynn said to the Archangel. “Now I’m oriented and at home. Yes, he’s an Archangel. The museum catalog that perpetually offers him for sale says he is a Bronze Statuette of an Angel with a Flaming Sword, Property of the City of Dublin. But he is not bronze. He is of Archangel flesh. And he is alive. Angels commonly move so slowly that people don’t realize that they’re alive. A photographic reporter once took pictures of him, in timed sequences, and his eyes blink every seventeen minutes. And that is his Flaming Sword That Turned Every Way. But it turns so many ways that it seems to be a loop. And people used to tie their horses to him for a hitching post, back when horses were more ridden in the city than they are now. And if this is the Archangel, then there is the pub named Gaire, or perhaps misnamed so. Let us go in. Quickly, quickly. ’Twill soon be closing time.”
The Group of Twelve which now always either numbered more or less than twelve, entered the pub named Gaire or Laughter, and instantly a voice that sounded like a saw going through tinne or holly-wood assailed them.
“Laughter-Lynn Grogley, you are too young to come into this place,” the saw-sounding voice sang. “I’ve thrown you out by the nape of the neck a thousand times and still you come back in. You are but sixteen years old and you may not come into a drinking place.”
“No, no, I was sixteen years old when I left this street to seek my future in the world, but that was twenty years ago,” Laughter-Lynn tried to explain to the buzz-saw.
“Should I be updating persons every twenty years?” the man demanded. “Sixteen years old you were, and sixteen years old you are yet. Begone, Grogley girl. You are too young to be in a place like this.”
“A prophetess is not without honor save in her own home town and in her own home neighborhood,” Laughter-Lynn quoted with two fingers of bitterness in her voice.
“What?” the saw-voiced groggery-owner cried. “You are a prophetess, Laughter-Lynn? I should have known it. Your family was always loaded with talent, filled up with prophets and prophetesses for the last twelve hundred years. You are welcome forever, now that I know you are a prophetess. You are welcome with your friends. That big yellow cat, though, it may not be safe for him to come in here. My dog is rough on cats of all sizes. He doesn’t care how big they are. My dog doesn’t have good sense.”
“I am a pretty big cat,” said Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther. “And if necessary I can be rough on dogs of all sizes.”
“A talking cat, is it?” asked the saw-voiced grogshop-man (his name was Donohoe). “And now I begin to put seven and nine together. I remember John Barkley Towntower there and his talking belly-button. They did their act at the Caladium Music Hall up the street. Let me make a guess, Laughter-Lynn. With the ventriloquist and with the big talking cat and with yourself as a prophetess doing a mental act, you have a traveling carnival and you are going to put it on the boards at one of the music halls or orpheums around here on Show-House Lane. But tonight you are going to give an advance performance in your mother’s castle.”
“Thou art very near to the truth, thou art very near to the kingdom,” Laughter-Lynn said. “How long is it till Tuesday?”
“Twenty-two minutes,” Donohoe said, “and worth every penny of it.”
“Then give us a round of the biggest twenty-two minute drinks in the house,” Gorgonius Pantera ordered. “Where is Gaire Castle, Laughter-Lynn? I see neither horns nor hooves of the Castle around here.”
“We are in the built-over castle-keep now,” Laughter-Lynn said. “Castle Gaire cannot be seen from any of the five streets that encircle it, nor from the air above it. It is a large pentagon-shaped building which has been mistaken for a large pentagon-shaped hill for the last several centuries. Nobody knows it is here, except everybody. There are one hundred shops facing onto the five streets that surround the Castle, and these shops back right into the Castle itself. This grog-shop is one of them, of course. And there are further shops on the five lanes that climb up the castle’s slopes and roofs, thinking that it is a hill. But the Castle still sits where it always has. Oh, I feel my mother coming. She has a presence. She is still wonderful. Why should she not be? Her mind is still as clear as a cucumber and as sharp as a hammer, and yet she’s a little bit dotty. She is so used to being with wonderful people that she may not realize how wonderful all of you are. Tell her, every chance you get.”
Countess Maude Grogley, the mother of Laughter-Lynn Casement, came into the grog-house by its back door, one of the hundred doors that came out of the Castle to the one hundred shops that surrounded it. Indeed the Castle lived by the one hundred shops, for it had a shilling rent each day from each of them, and any castle can live on a hundred shillings a day.
“Daughter of my bosom, who have never been altogether out of it, I rejoice to have you home,” Countess Maude said. “And you will come into the Castle of your Birth, along with all your friends, in just one minute.”
“Why should we wait even one minute, mother pride-of-my-eyes?”
“So that yours can be a Tuesday Visit, and Tuesday does not begin for one minute yet in this place. I intuit that Monday has had unhappy aspects for at least one of your company. So whatever unhappy Monday remnants may cling to you, you will shed them here in Donohoe’s Groggery. You will not carry them into the Castle. Donohoe has specifics against all unhappy aspects. Oh, there is the midnight bell in the bell-tower. We can go into the Castle now.”
They went out of the back door of the groggery and across a little stream. “It is the Castle Moat yet,” the Countess Maude Grogley said, “and like true castle moats everywhere it flows round and round the castle, always running swiftly down hill. But always it returns to its starting place. Like everything else in the Castle it is now much encroached upon by things of the world and the town, and it is so narrow now that a good leaper could leap across it.” Nevertheless they all crossed that flowing moat by a little foot bridge.
In the Castle, a great flight of bats swooped down one of the cross-corridors with a merry chortling giggling sound and in incredible numbers.
“Oh, how many of them do you suppose there are?” Mary Brandy asked.
“Six-thousand-and-five,” that belly-button seer Solomon Izzersted answered immediately. “How do I know? Because I am a mathematician and it is my business to know.”
“Mother Maude,” Laughter-Lynn said when they were in the Castle, “at yesterday’s caravansary, there were thirteen perpetual player pianos that played the wonderfully orchestrated melody Monday at Sora. And now, though they are buried in the earth in their pleasure palace, they will continue to play that melody until the world ends.”
“I know about it,” Maude Grogley the Countess said. “I wish I could think of clever arrangements like that. My Castle is already buried in the earth of the town and the neighborhood, of course. But I know all that has happened to you. When I have you in my bosom and my mind, then I hear and see and feel everything about you. Monday at Sora is a catchy tune, yes, but would you like to be shut up with the sound of it until the world ends? Myself, I have only three perpetual player harps in my Castle, but I will set them to playing Tuesday at Gaire Castle. I will set them to playing it as soon as one of you talented persons shall compose it. But I will not set them to playing the blessed aria until the world ends. That would be sinful pride to give such an order. Rather will I set them to playing till the world ends, less one day.”
“You always were one to hedge all bets, mother,” Laughter-Lynn said. “You know so much mother, do you know what quest we are on?”
“Yes. All of you are marooned East of Reality, and you are questing to find your way back to Reality. So you have come to the Castle originally named East of Laughter though now the name has generated simply to Gaire or Laughter. And yet we are still somewhat to the East of the thing itself. I myself love to play Quests. On winter nights especially, when I am able to entice a good group of people to my Castle, we often play Quests all the long night through. Often we go on quests seeking such places as Bangabout and Roughhouse and Cliobach. Myself, daughter, have always been blessed with total reality. It puzzles me that you, my so talented daughter, should have missed it so far. It’s probably due to your having a Dutch father. Oh, the Castle is yours, good people. Whatever your experiments and researches, you can carry them out here. We do have facilities for everything. Every cupboard in the Castle is full of facilities.
“I have about the same arrangements here that they had at the Villa Parisi at Sora in Italy. Any vessel of knowledge or information that you wish, whether of book-scroll or truth-in-wine or spirit-of-the-dead, will come immediately to your hand in this place if only you reach for it. And the only trickery in this arrangement is such trickery as you yourself may bring to it. All genuine castles in the world have this arrangement, though all do not advertise it.
“But, as to the books and scrolls, though we have as many as you may wish, yet I am no great friend of them. To disregard life and to turn to books is to walk from light into darkness. When good people may converse daily, brilliantly and freely, with Angels and with other Good People, and with Giants and with Sioga, what need have they for such inferior things as books? There will be plenty of time for you to read after you are dead. What have you there, good Gorgonius Pantera?”
“It is the new aria, Tuesday at Gaire Castle. It is good, Countess Maude, and perhaps it is immortal.”
“Do you know how to cut the rolls for the perpetual player harps to play it?”
“Oh certainly. I will cut and orchestrate the melody. And harps have not the defects of some other instruments. Three harps are sufficient for a full orchestration.”
The Countess was a sometimes-drinking lady. In the big room there, against a prominent wall, there was a life-sized, life-like, framed and unhung picture My Mother on a Bang painted by the daughter Laughter-Lynn Casement. It was a good picture. They are just starting to paint them that way now.
“There are two things that I try to foster above all others in my Castle,” the Countess Maude said. “One of them is rowdiness and the other one of them is politeness. I love rowdy fun games above all, and I love politeness above all things. There was a perfect gentleman who was gunned down, for business reasons, in one of the streets that surround my Castle just yesterday. So he lay in the gutter spouting little fountains of blood. A man came by and looked at him there. ‘How’re you doing?’ the man questioned him. ‘Dying,’ said the perfect gentleman, raising his hat from his head in salute, ‘but it was kind of you to ask.’
“That is what I call politeness.”
“And what do you call rowdiness, Countess?” Leo Parisi asked her.
“Oh, that’s a different anecdote. I’ll tell it later. One of the original names of this Castle (Oh, it has a lot of original names!) was Caislean Sciotail or Giggle Castle. But, as you know, the old anatomists always placed the giggle center just East of the laughter center in the brain. The original name of the human home in this world was Laughter Castle, and Giggle Castle was but a short distance East of it. I named my daughter here by the name of Laughter-Lynn because of her infectious laugh, and I have inherited it from her.
“In this Castle, both the mice and the bats giggle a lot. The bats fly down the corridors in units of a legion, six thousand of them in each flight, supposedly. But sometimes in this castle we are undermanned and underbatted. Well, the little beasts are funny, and they make me giggle too.
“With dawn, my visitors will begin to arrive, Angels and Men and Giants and Sioga. All of them are very friendly. The Morning Giant will come, and the Morning Angel, and the Ogre-Sioga. Perhaps others.”
“I rather fancy the idea of friendly giants myself,” Mary Brandy Manx said. “The Giants on the Isle of Man are very shy, but maybe those here are more open. I am angry at one giant though, at our Yesterday’s Giant.”
“I believe that your Yesterday’s Giant is also my regular Tuesday’s Giant in this Castle,” the Countess said. “The surly Giant Atrox. We have a variety of giants in this Castle. And we also have a visiting giant for every day of the week. The Atrox is probably here already, but he is afraid to cross running water to enter this central part of the Castle. Some lady will have to go out and bring him in later.”
“The Atrox killed my wife, Jane Chantal,” Hilary Ardri shouted in hot anger. “And I will kill him! I’ll kill him!”
“If everybody who says he will kill Atrox would really kill him, he would be, well, he would be dead. I know, I know. It was thoughtless of him. It was crude. He abuses his creatures in his anger. He lacks the spaciousness of mind and temper that a good giant should have. Well, if he killed Jane Chantal your wife, then he will just have to un-kill her. He’ll have to bring her back to life.”
“Is that possible?” Hilary cried. “Do not fill me up with hopeless hopes! What do you mean, Countess Maude?”
“Ho, we’ll see what he can do when he comes. He had better have a care. One of these days God will say to him ‘Because you have been a careless giant, now you can be a giant no longer.’ Then what would Atrox do for a living? The giant trade is the only trade that he knows. But if he enlivened Jane Chantal once, he can do it again.”
“How could he have enlivened her once, Countess? What do you mean, Countess Maude?”
“Come very close to me here, Hilary, and I will whisper what I mean,” the Countess said.
From a nearby hall, enchanting harp music broke out from the vibrating throats of three harps. It was the wonderful aria Tuesday in Gaire Castle. Its composer and orchestrator Gorgonius Pantera had set it to playing on the three perpetual player harps, and now it would play until the end of the world less one day. Then the talented Gorgonius came back into the room.
“Oh what wonderful music it is!” cried his wife Monika Pantera. “Oh, what a wonderful man you are, Gorgonius.” Gorgonius and his wife Monika had always been very good friends.
The Morning Giant came in. No, not Atrox. He was a much better giant than Atrox.
“Which is the lady who fancies friendly giants?” he asked.
“I am the lady,” Mary Brandy said. So the Morning Giant joined her.
“What wonderful music,” the Morning Giant said. “Take me away to your island, Mary Brandy, and let us raise a brood of giants.”
“Tell me more, good Giant. Convince me. I want to be convinced.”
“Mary Brandy, there is the story that, after the rest of the world ends, Ireland will remain, floating alone in the World Ocean. Less well known is the story that, after Ireland herself sinks in the Ocean and perishes, the Isle of Man will be floating yet, the only thing afloat in the entire world. Take me to your island, Mary Brandy. The last days of the world are upon us, and yours will be the only safe place left.”
“I will think about it, Morning Giant.”
The Morning Angel came in and found pleasant accommodation with Laughter-Lynn.
The Morning Ogre-Sioga came in and found pleasant accompaniment with Perpetua Parisi.
Saint Brandon came in and found pleasant accommodation with Drusilla Evenrood. Saint Brandon also was a giant, a thing that is seldom mentioned of him.
“Saint Brandon,” said Hieronymous Talking-Crow, “in the United States you have become the patron saint of the Flat Earth Society. That doesn’t seem fair. You who have travelled so far, you never believed in the Flat Earth, did you?”
“Not exactly, Hieronymous. I believed in the lens-shaped earth, and I still do. The lens-shaped earth is the real earth, and the spherical earth on which it floats is the less real earth. I once sailed to the very edge of the lens-shaped earth and was able to look down over the edge of it and into the foggy void. Part of the fog in the void is the spherical earth which is less than cloud-thin when seen correctly. The lens-shaped earth is about eighteen hundred miles in diameter, about a hundred miles thick at its center, and no more than a hundred feet thick at its edge. This includes its water, of course. It does not always occupy the same place on the less-than-real spherical world. Lands and mountains and oceans of the spherical world will sometimes drop out of reality after being real for a few centuries, and other regions will become real in their places. At present, the Circle of Reality marked by the lens-shaped world on the spherical world includes parts of Europe, a small portion of Africa, Holy Ireland of course, and part of the North Atlantic Ocean. When I sailed to the edge of the lens-shaped world, I tied my boat with a double-jib knot (I am the inventor of the double-jib knot) to the last island in the Ocean before the edge of the lens is reached. Then I let out cable to the length of one mile which brought my boat very near the edge of the world. I then attached a plank one hundred feet long to the bow of my boat, and let out rope till the plank was sixty feet of it still on the water and forty feet of it extending out over the void. Then I crawled out to the end of the plank and lay on my belly and gazed down into the void that is beyond the world. I could see the faint outline of the spherical world below me; but it was no more than wispy clouds and gouts of mist. The spherical world (I learned it for certain then) is completely unreal, except for that part of it that corresponds to the lens-shaped world. Oh, it will cast a spherical shadow on the moon and little tricks like that to give the impression that it is real. But its artifice is easy to see through, literally. It is not real.
“But many parts of the spherical world have been intersected by the lens world as the compilation drifts and changes through the centuries. The unreal regions and the presently unreal people in them sometimes have legends and memories of the time when we were real.”
“When was this that you sailed to the very edge of the lens-shaped or real world, Saint Brandon?” Hilary Ardri asked. Hilary had been doing some powerful thinking.
“It was in the Year of Restored Salvation Five Hundred and Fifty-Three,” Saint Brandon said.
“Are we persons real who are here?”
“Some of you are, Hilary, and some of you aren’t. I won’t go any further than that. We don’t want to hurt any feelings. Being in the real lens-shaped world doesn’t automatically confer personal reality. That Giant, Atrox Fabulinus, he who is called the Roman Rabelais, has devised one-hundred-and-one tests for a person to determine whether he is dreaming or not, whether he is real or not.”
“Oh, damn Atrox and his idiot tests!” Hilary howled. “He’s murdered my wife Jane Chantal and I intend to murder him.”
“That won’t bring your wife back, Hilary. But if you persuade Atrox to un-murder Jane Chantal, that will bring her back.”
“Well, dammit Saint Brandon, will she be real after he, ah, unmurders her?”
“If she was real before, then she will be real again. If she was not real before, then she will not be real afterwards. But, even so, you will have her back, if you and Atrox can come into some kind of accord. Reality-Unreality is only one of the eleven aspects of things, and we should not give more than one-eleventh importance to it. Did any of you people take the one-hundred-and-one tests of Atrox to determine whether you and your world are real?”
“Yes, old salt-water Saint, we did,” Hilary Ardri admitted, “and by all the tests we are unreal. And by my own tests, that rotten and usually invisible giant is unreal. Saint Brandon, is it possible for an unreal person to become real?”
“On this we have no revelation. I would guess that it is possible but not common.”
“There is a giant shadow or giant person skulking at the little foot-bridge that crosses the floating moat,” said Denis Lollardy who returned from rambling about. “I have the feeling that it is our disreputable Giant Atrox Fabulinus.”
“Yes, it is he,” said the Countess Maude Grogley. “He is terrified of crossing running water. He has to have a girl or woman bring him across it. Most giants have strange phobias. But I’ll leave him there for a while. Everybody is angry at Atrox for his killing people and for his other sillinesses. It would be a breach of etiquette to leave a Tuesday’s Guest out there past noon on Tuesday, but we’ll leave him there for a while yet. Or maybe one of you ladies should get him now. After all, he is my guest. Bring him across the little foot-bridge over the flowing moat. He’s afraid to cross by himself.”
“I’ll go get Atrox,” Perpetua Parisi said. “What does one do, simply lead him over the bridge by the hand?”
“Nothing so simple as that. No, the lady carries him across the bridge on her back, and he weighs a hundred stone or more. I usually do it, but right now I’m a little bit broken from playing Unbreakable Dolls at a rowdy Castle party yesterday.”
“I could not do it,” said Perpetua. “Not a hundred stone.”
“I will go and get Atrox,” Drusilla Evenrood said. “It will be the fulfillment of a legend for me. In my own shire of Sussex we have the legend of the little girl who used to carry the giant on her back every morning. And every morning the giant would pay her a sixpence for the ride. The mother of the little girl found out about it and went to give the giant a ride for sixpence. But the giant was too heavy for the mother and he broke her back. Three other women, greedy for gain, found out about it and went out to give the giant a ride for sixpence. And the giant was too heavy for each of them, and each of them got her back broken. The little girl was the only one who could carry the giant on her back without having her back broken, for carrying giants is the opposite of what one might expect. And when the little girl grew bigger and was afraid that the giant’s weight would break her back, she got her smaller sister to take her place and give the giant a ride every morning.
“When I was six years old, I wanted to be that little girl, and I went out every morning to look for the giant and offer him a ride. I never met him, though I did give rides to several of the gentlemen of the neighborhood. When I was seven years old, I knew that I was too big for it, so I turned it over to my four year old sister. And, would you believe it?, the very first morning she went out and found the giant and gave him a ride. At least she said that she did. My little sister told lots of lies when she was four.
“I am not a little girl now, but I am the smallest of all the ladies here except the Countess so I should be able to do it. Will Atrox give me a sixpence for the ride, Countess Grogley?”
“I believe that he will pay you a Roman silver sestertius, Drusilla.”
The Ogre-Siog, a very intelligent person, began to give them his own views on the reality of the world. “There are two sides to the world, the inside and the outside,” he said. “The inside is real and the outside is less than real. Mostly we Sioga live on the inside or real side of the world. We only come onto the outside of the world to steal apples or, in my case, to visit with the Countess Maude Grogley whom I love. Usually when we come up on the outside of the world, we come to what Saint Brandon calls the lens-shaped world, but sometimes we come up onto what he calls the spherical world in places out of correspondence with the lens-world. Yes, there is a slight difference in them, but not as much as he makes out. The apples are better on the surface of the lens-world, and the Countess lives on the surface of the lens-world. I have lived for twenty-two lifetimes, and this is the wisdom I have learned in those twenty-two lifetimes.”
Drusilla Evenrood came back into the room with the giant Atrox Fabulinus. She was flipping a Roman silver sestertius coin in the air. That’s worth a hundred times more than a sixpence. Atrox was clearly visible now, a huge and lumpish giant. He had a large bundle, nine feet long. That alone must have weighed three hundred pounds.
“Another time, Drusilla?” Atrox asked.
“Perhaps, Atrox, perhaps. Yes, I believe so. It’s the only one of my little girl dreams that ever came true.”
“Atrox, I want my wife Jane Chantal back!” Hilary cried angrily.
“I will try to bring her back, Hilary, but I honestly don’t remember killing her. I remember reaching down to her in the room and finding that she was already dead. However, my memory has become a little bit sketchy in these last several centuries. Maybe I did it and maybe I didn’t. I will try to animate her again. I will try to remember the words I used to animate her the first time, or words very like them. I will put my mind to it right now, and soon I will be able to put quill to parchment to see what I am able to do.”
“The Ogre-Siog is correct that there is not very much difference between the real and the unreal, between the inside and the outside of the world,” the Morning Angel said. The Morning Angel, who never slept, was about at all hours, but he was somewhat brighter in the morning, and now it had slipped into afternoon. “And Saint Brandon is right that the real-unreal question is only one of eleven aspects of things and of no more than one-eleventh importance. And myself am of the opinion that the life-death opposition is entirely overblown. Death is but a minor episode in life. I surely wouldn’t count it among the ten great turning-points of my life. And there are very many items which we account as natural or universal which are no such thing. Many of them are only accidents or illnesses and should be subject to easy cures.”
“How’d you ever get to be a Morning Angel anyhow?” Hilary Ardri asked sourly. He had been in a bad temper ever since the murder of his wife Jane Chantal the evening before.
“I just don’t know, Hilary. I just don’t remember. Nor do you remember how you got to be Hilary Ardri. I’d be tempted to regard myself as the randomized product of a randomized universe except that my Faith constrains me to believe that everything in the created universe has a purpose, and that includes me. I’m called the Morning Angel because I’m bright in the morning and I dim out after the morning is gone. And now it is afternoon, possibly verging onto evening. But I am trying to say that such widespread things as gravity, for instance, may be only contagious illnesses. And they may pass away.”
The Scribbling Giant Atrox Fabulinus was also in a sour mood. He sat at a huge table with a huge roll of parchment before him. All the rolls of Atrox were huge. And he scribbled with a nine-foot-long quill pen. All of the Group of Twelve had shuddered when Atrox had unsheathed that murderously-long pen, for it was one of the long feathers such as had speared Jane Chantal and perhaps others to their deaths.
Several times, transparent figures in the shape of Jane Chantal had appeared near where Atrox was working. But then the bumbling giant would mutter “Not right, just not right” and he would jab his big pen angrily into the parchment, and each transparent Jane Chantal would collapse in turn like a punctured balloon. And the hope of Hilary Ardri went up and down. The observers noticed, however, that each successive Jane-figure had been a little bit more Jane-like. And a little more solid. So the hours went by, and it was night.
And when night came, they all dined on gored ox and Castle cheese.
“You all glare at me today as if I were a malefactor,” Atrox complained, “but perhaps I am not the only malefactor in this group. Denis Lollardy, besides you being a common forger, you are an uncommon thief. You stole from me the thing I most prized in my life, the thing that has authorized my strange continued life. That was the statue or figure of eidolon The Laughing Christ. Well, it has been mistaken for a statue or an eidolon, but I believe that it is the Christ himself in the train of his second sepulture. I buried him, as he had instructed me to do, in the ground of Italy. And after three quinque-centums of years he was to rise out of that ground again and renew the world. But you, you thief and forger, you came and dug him out of the ground betimes, and then you represented him as one of your own forgeries.”
“No, Atrox, you are wrong,” Denis Lollardy said firmly. “You did not bury him in the ground, you buried him in your mind. And I found him there, for all of us can raid into your mind as you can raid into ours. And then I carved him out of fine travertine marble. He was one of my greatest forgeries, forgeries for which there was no physical original. Then I buried my magnificent statue in the ground to age it, and afterwards I dug it up again.
“Atrox, we will be at my own place one of the latter days of this week, I believe. Then we will ask the Laughing Christ just what he is and how many authors he had. I believe that you yourself were Creophylus, and that you only imagined you had carved the statue.”
“No. I am no Creophylus, no sculptor,” Atrox said. “The Christ was alive when I buried him, at his request.”
“Yes, I am convinced that gravity is a mere contagion,” the Morning Angel was saying. (No, he wasn’t still on that subject: he had come back to that subject.) “Some of you here of limited experience and limited travel may believe that gravity and its effects are everywhere, but this is not so. Once it was of a very limited extent, a slight sickness, like a cold in the cosmic head, that afflicted only a very narrow corner of the universe. But then it spread, it spread, it was one of those quick contagions. It was like the three-day flu. And it was everywhere; in one slightly less narrow corner of the universe it was everywhere. But I believe that it has peaked and that it is now perhaps declining. I feel that it will decline rapidly and then disappear. So then, in all likelihood, it will prove to be much less than a three-day influenza. It may prove to have been a mere one day cold.”
Atrox made an impatient sound and stabbed his parchment with his big quill pen. And the Morning Angel fell asleep in his chair. What, was the Morning Angel no more than another figure from the long quill of Atrox?
“Perhaps you could write better on my word-processor, Atrox,” said the Countess Maude Grogley. “You will have to make a change to something one of these centuries. When the last bird with nine-foot-long distal wing-feathers is dead, what will you do? There’s only nine of them left in the world, you know.”
“Mother,” Laughter-Lynn Casement said. “I’ve wondered about your word-processor over there. There’s no way it can work.”
“But it does work. I write all my thank-you notes on it.”
“But, mother, you still do not have electricity in this cranky old Castle. What do you use instead of electricity to run your word-processor?”
“Candles,” said Countess Maude Grogley.
“I believe that we should continue on our Quest,” said Solomon Izzersted. “We have made some progress here, but I believe that we have nearly exhausted this source for now.”
“I will not leave,” Hilary Ardri stated stubbornly. “I will haunt Atrox here until he gives my beloved Jane Chantal back to me.”
“Fear not, little flock,” Atrox said. “Wherever you are, I am of necessity quite near by.”
“It is an hour till midnight,” Mary Brandy Manx said. “I wish you would all come to my place for a day at Port Saint Mary.”
“It is already midnight some places,” Laughter-Lynn Casement said. “I wish you would all come to my place at Oosterend for a day.”
“We wish that all of you would come and spend a day or a forever with us at our wonderful Klavierschloss,” said Gorgonius Pantera.
“Oh, we both wish it,” his wonderful wife Monika said.
“Who will decide where we should go next?” the Strange Cargoes’ man Caesar Oceano asked. “Who will decide?”
With his big quill pen, Atrox Fabulinus the Roman Rabelais wrote one word ‘Oosterend’ on his parchment.
And immediately all the loose membership of the Group of Twelve was on its way to Oosterend.



CHAPTER SIX
 



Wednesday at Oosterend
 
Oh, they came down as soft as the breast of a goose! It was nothing like their landing of the previous midnight. Those Irish morning games are so rough! But this was gentle.
“Gentle, but something is backwards,” Laughter-Lynn Casement said in a puzzled voice. “My modern world terminal should be on the other side of my house where I left it, where it’s always been. And other things are awry. Preternatural persons shouldn’t meddle unless they have perfect memories for such details. Maybe preternatural persons should not meddle at all. And yet our reality, what we have of it, may derive from such as them.”
“We come to the third morning of our quest for reality,” Perpetua Parisi said. “Oh, we are gaining on it, aren’t we? Or are we gaining on it at all? Who has been here before us this morning? It seems as if we are running in sand and making hardly any progress at all. What is that strange creature running up the beach to us? It’s somebody who should be of our party, and yet isn’t even a person yet.”
“I believe it is only gulls,” Caesar Oceano said. “Gulls become very grumpy when they must work at night, but when the fish are running at night, what choice do they have? And it’s plain that the fish have been running all night. This is a bountiful shore, Laughter-Lynn. No, one thing moving there is taller than a gull and more graceful.”
“I haven’t any Castle as my mother has,” said Laughter-Lynn, “but I have a commodious house. I have a woman servant and a man servant and a child servant. I’ll just go up the hill to my fine house and wake all three of them and set them to rustling a big Dutch-Friesian breakfast for all of us. There’s a saying around here, you know ‘Eat a banging-big Dutch breakfast early in the morning, and be soggy all day.’ Oh, Hilary, it could almost be Jane Chantal. It could almost be. I’ll have them set a plate for her too in any case. Does everybody want beer for breakfast?”
Yes, the strange creature running up the beach to them was taller than a gull and less harshly voiced. It was more girlish than even a girl gull. It was at the same time curiously graceful and yet moving with a comical clumsiness often shown by newly-hatched shore-birds. The starlight and sea-shine were glimmering through it, and yet it was not transparent, only very slightly translucent.
“Who am I? Who am I?” it was singing in a voice that needed practice.
“Who am I? Who am I?” it was indeed saying when it came still closer to them. “That’s the game we are playing now,” it sang. “We are playing ‘Who am I?’ I ask ‘Who am I’ and one of you says ‘Give me a clue’.”
Hilary Ardri was shaking as though he would unjoint himself, and his face was ashen in the starlight and sea-shine. There was joy and horror and wonder mixed in his expression, and he had begun to cry. But he spoke in a soft, clear voice “Give me a clue, Jane Chantal.” She wasn’t woman-sized. She was nine-year-old girl-sized.
“Oh, you got my name half-right,” the creature said. It now seemed to be more of a land-creature than a sea-creature. “My name is Jane Galatea. I love ‘Who am I?’ for a morning game. I loved those Irish morning games yesterday morning too, and I could only hear them and not see them, and the games couldn’t hear me or see me either. He says that he always writes the ears first, that something has to be first, and that there is a magic about new-made ears that he understands better than any of the other giants do. So I could hear all sorts of things before I could see them or move in them. I felt out of it when I couldn’t take part in all that Irish morning visiting, but maybe I can go back there some other time. Funny man, say ‘Give me another clue, Jane Galatea.’”
“Give me another clue, Jane Chantal my wife,” Hilary Ardri said.
“How could I be your wife yet? Part of the ‘Who am I?’ game is that I get to choose whose wife I want to be. Ask me a question, funny man.”
“How old are you, Jane Chantal?” Hilary Ardri asked. He was still ashen-faced and he was still shaking, but now he was shaking more with delight than with horror.
“I am nine years old, and I am Jane Galatea, not Jane the-other-name.”
“How would you be only nine years old, and you the mother of five children-in-the-flesh, Jane Chantal?”
“No, no, they are not kids-in-the-flesh yet. You mean Hilary Henry and Jane Chanterelle and Marie Rieuse and Anne Auclaire and Urban Urchin? Oh, those are only day-dream children of mine. I have them very easily. If I were more than nine years old I’d be bigger than this.”
“Yes, you would be, but I’ll take you any way I can get you. And the names you have said are quite close to the names of our five real children-in-the-flesh. Why have we had such a shallow contact with them? Is it because they are real and we perhaps are not? But you still have your fuzzily-luminous mind, Jane Chantal. All things else will be added to this.”
“She really is only nine years old,” Drusilla Evenrood said. “So that’s what Jane looked like when she was nine years old. In a side-show at a carnival I once saw the skull of Napoleon when he was nine -years old. But there was something tricky about that, and there’s something tricky about this.”
“Play fair, funny people,” the morning apparition protested. “You’re not asking questions or looking for clues. You’re only saying things. Let us all stay close together in this murder house of a place. If we drift apart we will be picked off and killed one by one. I keep, forgetting to say that, so we all get killed one by one. You, my old friend with the talking belly-button, Who Am I?”
“You are Jane Hunting-Horn,” said the talking belly-button Solomon Izzersted himself. “And you have your hunting-horn hanging around your neck now. I don’t know whether you still have your computer in it or not. You have the horn now, but did you have it when you first ran to us, or did somebody add it?”
“I don’t know,” said the strange creature who was perhaps named Jane Galatea and perhaps Jane Chantal Ardri.
“No. She didn’t have it at first, and she has it now,” Monika Pantera said. “Don’t be discouraged, Hilary. She is growing and developing. She is being added to. Atrox isn’t nearly finished with her yet. He will finally have her restored the way she was before, perhaps.”
“I don’t want to be the way I was before. I want to be better than I was before,” the Jane insisted.
“Her mouth is all wrong,” Mary Brandy insisted. “Where it was torn and spread by the quill-spear going in, it will never be right again. It is twice as big as it should be.”
“It should be twice as big as it should be,” Whats-my-name Jane insisted. “He says that he always writes the mouth second-of-all, but he wrote my mouth wrong before, too little. He says that he made it only a little bit bigger than an ordinary lady’s mouth before, whereas it should have been twice as big to express me properly. That’s why he killed me probably, that and because I mocked him with my projections of him. But he says he doesn’t remember killing me. Girls who are blessed with really big mouths have no need of much else, he says. He says that to be a true artist of all the arts requires a mouth as big as mine now.”
“I believe that you can be very hopeful about this, Hilary,” Drusilla Evenrood told him. “Atrox will continue to shape her.”
“And so will I,” Hilary Ardri said, “and probably with a surer instinct than Atrox has.”
“I have cellars in my house here with passages into the Ocean,” Laughter-Lynn said when they were at breakfast. “Row-boats come into them all the time and ship-boats often. The name of one of my cellars is Drowned Ghost Cellar, and all of the ghosts of my house are drowned-man ghosts. I do not have such impressive visitors to my house as my mother has to her Castle. No Angels come here, except one sometimes. No Giants, except one very small one. No Sioga, except Ocean-Goblins. The three ghosts of my house I love the most are my three drowned husbands.”
“I want seaweed to eat for breakfast,” the Jane said. “I don’t want this other stuff.”
“I’ll get you some,” said the child servant. “I’m Katie.”
“Will these sea-castings further our Quest for Reality?” Hieronymous Talking-Crow asked.
“Oh, I think so,” Laughter-Lynn said. “Judgement Day Morning, when we shall all of us understand every secret and every reality, comes when the land shall give up its dead. But the sea gives up its dead every morning in my big cellars, and there are a lot of secrets revealed and shocking realities come to port. Oh, here’s one of my house ghosts now. He is my second drowned husband, Ship Captain Cornelius.
“Charmed,” said the ghostly Sea Captain in his ghostly Sea Captain’s weeds, and he bowed to all of them. “Have you seen our Great Circular Stairway that possibly was not built by living hands? It is one of the Three Wonders of our house and one of the Seven Wonders of the World. It runs from the Monsters’ Den which is two levels below the booming ocean itself to the Sky Studio that is unsupported save by the winding stairway.”
“The Stairway was built during the tenure-in-life of Sea Captain Cornelius here,” Laughter-Lynn said proudly. “He was at-land for a month then and was in the house. I came home one evening and there was the beautiful Circular Stairway completed. And there was the Sky Studio new in the sky like a large head on the end of a long corkscrew neck. The whole thing would have taken a crew of five carpenters five weeks to do, except for the portions of it that would have been quite impossible to do at all.”
“It was Saint Joseph who did it,” said Sea Captain Cornelius. “I knew him by the pipe that he had in his mouth. It was made with a Gouging Tool out of the very tag-end of a board. Those Galilean carpenters will not waste a thing. I also knew him by the tobacco that he was smoking in his pipe. Those frugal Galilean carpenters smoke a mixture of nine parts aromatic redwood sawdust and one part of strong shag tobacco. It has a pleasant smell. ‘I will work for a noon meal,’ he said (he was a tall-straight man), ‘I can repair anything, anything.’ ‘There is a step on the stairway that needs fixing,’ I said, ‘but I don’t have a board at hand to repair it or I’d do it myself.’ ‘I have everything I’ll need,’ he said, and he opened a very small package that he had. It contained a small saw, a small hammer, three nails, a very small board of wood, and two little panes of glass, one of them clear and one of them clouded. I noticed the name on his small package, Joseph Jacobson, so then I knew for sure that he was Saint Joseph; for the father of Saint Joseph was named Jacob. I gave him a noon meal of Dutch bread and ewe-milk cheese and codfish, and a cup of light medlar wine. Then I went to take my afternoon nap which I always take whether on sea or on land, whether in life or death. And in my sleep I heard a hammer with a melodious ring to it, very pleasant. But even in my sleep I wondered ‘He has only three nails, and how can he be doing so much melodious hammering with them?’ Then when my nap was finished (it’s always finished within half an hour) I found the Galilean carpenter Joseph Jacobson. ‘The step is fixed,’ he said. ‘Really I did a little bit more than fix the step. I built a new stairway. That was the least I could do for you when the codfish and the medlar wine were so good. And now I will give you a gift of a new pipe already filled and lighted.’ I took the pipe from him and puffed it. It was wonderful. There is nothing like that mixture of aromatic redwood sawdust and strong shag tobacco. It is the same pipe that I am smoking right now. It has never needed to be refilled nor relit. I saw the Circular Stairway then and was delighted almost out of my skin. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I went up to the floor above me and I went down to the floor below me. I did not notice then that it went very much further up and down. ‘I believe that you are the best carpenter who ever lived,’ I said. ‘No,’ he told me, ‘my son was a much better carpenter.’’
“We will take a tour of the Circular Stairway now,” Laughter-Lynn Casement said. “Upstairs and downstairs and to the Sky Chamber.”
Downstairs and downstairs and downstairs again, all the loosely numbered company of Twelve went. The Circular Stairway seemed to be made of wood petrified into red-grained marble. The group went down to the lower floor, down from that to the sea-level floor, down to the floor that was one level under the sea, down to the cellar floor that was two levels under the sea, down to the floor that was named Drowned Man Shoal that was perhaps three levels below the booming sea.
“How is it that there is a sea landing on each of these levels that are one below the other?” Hilary Ardri asked.
“Oh, the Ocean knows its categories,” Laughter-Lynn explained. “There are various categories of sea-level.”
“Stay and talk with us for a while,” called all the drowned men and women on Drowned Man Shoal. “Nobody ever stops to talk with us anymore. Even Laughter-Lynn has been gone from us for seven years and has left nobody here to take her place, and we have been all alone.”
“No, no, I have only been gone from you for two days and three nights,” Laughter-Lynn laughed. “You are not nearly as deprived as you make out. How could people be lonely in a crowd? Why don’t you talk to each other?”
“But we don’t like each other. Who could like old dead drowned and smelly people like ourselves? Who would want to talk to sea-wracked dead people who have pieces falling off of them and who smell funny and are untidy? We can’t stand each other. Talk to us, Laughter-Lynn.”
“Oh, I’ll be back in an hour or two and talk to you some more,” she said.
“Back in an hour or two, she says, but she will really not be back for seven years,” a drowned sea-wracked lady complained. “Last week she was gone for seven years every single day of the week.”
The loosely-numbered company of Twelve came up the Circular Stairway again. Who could estimate the dimensions of it? Six wagons parallel could drive up its windings at the same time and hardly feel a jolt, so perfectly was it fitted. At the floor that was only two levels below the sounding sea, they were surrounded by Okeanoids and Nereids, Ocean Nymphs, as well as Okeanogigantoi, Ocean-Giants. Oh, those were a ragged bunch!
There were ocean-goblins of a more tattered flesh even than earth-goblins. But they had a certain rough friendliness, and they liked to talk.
“We live in a rough place, the depths of the Ocean,” one of the sea-giants said. “The Philosopher Polycarp was of the opinion that reality did not extend more than nine fathoms deep into the ocean, and he was right. But we often live at a thousand fathoms deep or even deeper. That is an obscure region and we perhaps should be content to remain an obscure people, but we disdain that. We do have our vanity and our vaunts. We want to be known. Laughter-Lynn tells us that you people in your group worry about your own unreality. People, you don’t know what unreality is! You of the surface world can’t know of the ten thousand genera of sea monsters who never reach the surface and who can’t be taken by any sort of nets or dredges. We do have some strange neighbors down there. We would like to keep and publish the annals of our own feats, but it isn’t easy to do. Until the present century, when pens that would write under water were finally invented by you surface folks, we hadn’t anything to write with at all. And we still haven’t anything very good to write on. The stomach muscles of the giant squid probably make the best writing surface, but you try to get a giant squid to give up his stomach muscles and you’ve got a fight on your hands.”
“Our music isn’t very good,” said one of the Okeanoids or Ocean-Nymphs. “It sounds like – well, it sounds like music played under water. Our buildings aren’t very good. It is hard to saw or hammer very well underwater. It is hard to set and mortar stones. It is hard to live civilized lives, and that’s why we often try to contact you. For a long while we thought that the drowned surface people who drifted down to us were typical of you. We didn’t know about that species of you that you call Live, so we found you pretty dull. So the difference between the drowned and undrowned of you isn’t a species difference at all; it’s only an attitudinal difference.”
“I’m sure that we do have a lot of unreality down in our homeland,” said one of the sea monsters. Not a sea-goblin, no. A sea monster. “Of the ten thousand species of sea monsters that are usually reported, most of them are dreamed. Likely there are no more than five hundred valid species of us, and the rest are dreamed by us five hundred. What we would like to get from you people is a good non-water-soluble copy of the Hundred-and-One Tests of Atrox to Determine Whether One is Dreaming or Not. I believe that Atrox is a friend of your group.”
“We will try to get an ocean-resistant copy of it for you, Salt-Knob,” Laughter-Lynn Casement said.
“Our philosophy though, our philosophy, we’re really solid there,” said a young lady of the sea-nymphs. “What you humans should do is come sit at our feet in our mansions and learn true philosophy. But the breathing apparatus that you need for that introduces a grotesque element that inhibits the free flow of true philosophy.”
“Maybe we will think of something,” said Solomon Izzersted. “I myself breathe salt water as a natural right, but my secondary manifestation, John Barkley Towntower here, has trouble with it.”
The Group ascended the Circular Stairway to the landing that was just one level below the Sounding Sea. And here, Caesar Oceano, to his immeasurable delight, found three ships of the Strange Cargoes Worldwide Shippers which ocean enterprise he himself operated in conjunction with that Golden Panther, Leonardo the Great. The Captains of the three ships addressed the two as Prince Leonardo and Caesar Oceano, and from the way they pronounced ‘Caesar’ you would know that it was an imperial title rather than a personal name. And now those who had known him earlier recalled that the original name had been Cedric Oceano rather than Caesar Oceano. The names of the three ships were The Holy Mary, The Little Girl, and The Painted Woman, the same names that belonged to the three ships of our Ocean Father Cristobol Colon.
Then all of the group had afternoon tea-and-rum on the salon deck of The Holy Mary.
‘The churning World Ocean has only one purpose: to transmute billions of tons of ocean dross into billions of tons of gold or other wealth. This is accomplished by the turning of the Mighty Ocean Mill which is powered by the tidal and deep-current engine of the miles-deep Waters of the Earth. The Ocean does what it is supposed to do, but most of the gold piles up in the depths. There are not nearly enough persons who reach out their hands to take a share of it, and the mere reaching out of the hands is all that is required. The gold is picked up, by those willing and wise enough to take it, by the back-and-forth traffic across the oceans, and this is the only real reason for the traffic. There is not that much difference between the shores of the ocean that one should go from one to another of them for any other reason.’
 
MERRY MARINERS’ BIG BOOK OF THE OCEAN.
‘There is a lottery in the middle depths of the ocean. Persons who own tickets in this lottery are chosen at random, and they do not even know that they are chosen, nor do they guess what has happened even after the wealth has begun to roll in to them. A few short years ago, the Nine Hundred Governors of the Ocean, meeting in deep Domdaniel Castle whence the Ocean is ruled, decided to use a lottery to distribute somehow the scandalous unclaimed wealth of the Ocean. To make the selections ‘Modified Random’ it was decided that one thousand persons in the world should be selected on the basis of their names alone to receive modicums of the festering accumulated gold of the ocean. A Computer with perhaps a touch of drollery picked out such names as Mediterranean Susie Swing, China Seas Charley Wong, Caesar Oceano, Thousand-Fathom Thiessen, Hank ‘Great’ Banks, South-Seas Crispin O’Toole, Blue-Fish Harry Miller, Coconut-Island Pat Silber, Dead-Calm Doremus Pacifica, and nine hundred and ninety-one other names. These persons all became instant billionaires from the bounty of the Great Ocean.
‘But the Ocean wealth still grows for lack of hands to reach out and take it. Other lotteries will be necessary, the first of them perhaps as early as next year.’
 
JOSH LANTERN’S SECRETS OF THE SEAS MONTHLY.
“Ocean Captains, Ocean Captains, I had already guessed the secret of Caesar Oceano who never even knew what hit him,” Drusilla Evenrood said. “What we want is for somebody to tell us the secret of Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther, the partner of Caesar. Sea Captains who are in the employ of these two, tell us the secret of the Big Cat.”
“Why do you not ask Prince Leonardo the Great himself to tell you his secret?” one of the Sea Captains asked. “Or ask Gorgonius and Monika Pantera there of your own company. They shipped Prince Leonardo, in a large wooden crate, from their Castle in the German Alps to Caesar Oceano who was quite surprised to find the huge cat in the crate. He hasn’t gotten over his surprise yet.”
“Oh, Leonardo and myself and my wife are all kindred, and we all share the same family name and clan of Pantera or Panther,” said Gorgonius. “Leonardo, though we had never met him before that visit of his to our Castle in the German Alps, is a fifth cousin of myself and of my wife Monika. Monika and myself are third cousins of each other. We have always had good relations with the cat branch of our family, though not so close as with our human branch. Indeed, there was no hard line separating the two branches.
“Myself, who have lived in three centuries and soon will be living in my fourth, have nine times in my life waked up in the cat form, which form has always ebbed away in from one hour to ninety-six hours. My wife Monika, who is much younger than I am though you couldn’t tell it by looking at us, has had the same waking-up-as-a-big-cat experience. And Prince Leonardo has told us that three times he has had the experience of waking up as a human. Probably a quarter of the families in the world have the were characteristic, but those who wake up as rats or snakes or pole-cats or hyenas or wolverines are not too keen to advertise the fact. Other families have their own skeletons in the cupboards, and we have ours.
“We are very strong on intuition-coincidences. When Prince Leonardo came to visit us in the German Alps, after we had reveled and wined and dined for three days, he got to the purpose of his visit. ‘I am commissioned to find a man of whom I know only the name and nothing else,’ he said. ‘And even the name was recently changed legally. I am one of the Nine Hundred Governors of the Ocean, and it is on Ocean business that I must find this man. I feel from my coincidence-intuition sensing that you know him. If that is not so, then I will lose faith in my coincidence heritage. His name is Caesar Oceano.’ ‘Oh, of course we know him,’ Monika said, ‘and what do you want with him?’ ‘I want to go to him and make him rich beyond his fondest wishes,’ Prince Leonardo said. ‘I will be his genie coming out of a bottle, in this case a big golden panther coming out of a crate. I could simply give him the billion dollars or so when I found him, but instead of that I will give him a multi-billion dollar business. I now intuit the name of the business to be the Strange Cargoes Worldwide Shippers. It not only will earn him a new fortune every day of the year but also will delight all the billions of the people of the earth with all the pleasant strange cargoes it will bring to them.’ So he told it to us.”
“Yes, that is the story as far as Gorgonius Pantera knows it,” said Leonardo the Great. “I am a true Prince, yes, and I am entitled to use The Great with my name. What my cousins here are too modest to tell you is that they also are Prince and Princess, and they are entitled to use The Great with their own given names. Gorgonius believes that people would find the name Gorgonius The Great somewhat overblown and musical-comedyish. Monika does indeed sign her letters Monika The Great, but only to very close personal friends, less than two of them in the world.”
Among the strange cargoes which the Strange Cargoes ships had brought to their rendezvous were seven steam calliopes. The manifest was for shipment to Laughter-Lynn Casement at Oosterend. And they were stenciled: FROM A SECRET ADMIRER.
“I am nine parts enchanted with the anonymous gifts, but one part in wonder what I should do with them,” Laughter-Lynn said. “If only they were player steam calliopes I would know what to do with them.”
“Maybe we could find some skilled craftsman able to convert the machines,” Hieronymous Talking-Crow said. “But if you’re thinking of setting them to play Wednesday at Oosterend before Wednesday is gone, that skilled craftsman had better come along pretty soon.”
After the Group had finished their tea-and-rum with the sea captains of the Strange Cargoes ships, they ascended the wonderful circular stairway again, past the sea-level landing where only prosaic boats and ships came, up through the living levels of the big house, and to the studio level, the highest level except one.
Here in the studios, several of the persons began to paint. And the model for their paintings was the panoramic Earth and Ocean series of their hostess Laughter-Lynn Casement. Wonderful forgeries were done in quick time by Denis Lollardy. And Jane Chantal Ardri began to do incredible burlesques of them, which she may not even have intended to be burlesques. After all, Jane Chantal in what might be called her primary life had been an Artist of All the Arts. And now, when she acted very young and believed herself to be so also (though now she said that she was ten years old going on eleven, whereas she had earlier said that she was nine years old) her artistic power was still with her, but it took strange flights. And the speed, the speed with which she finished or half-finished those pictures! She painted Earth and Ocean and Jane Galatea After She Has Been Born Again; she did Earth and Ocean and the Murder-House Where We Must All Stay Very Close Together; she did Earth and Ocean and the Sea-Goblins; she did Earth and Ocean and Those Strange Cargoes That Even Caesar Oceano Doesn’t Know About.
“Oh, it is Saint Joseph, the carpenter from Galilee arriving,” Laughter-Lynn cried out. “We are so glad to see you, Joseph Jacobson. You have not been here since you built our wonderful wooden staircase. I was just showing it off to my friends.”
“I will work for my evening meal,” Saint Joseph said. He was a tall, straight man. “I can repair anything or modify anything.”
“Can you adapt ordinary steam calliopes to be player steam calliopes? There are seven of them. Could you do it as soon as you have supper? We want to set them to play Wednesday at Oosterend before Wednesday is gone.”
“Oh, surely, surely.”
“Gorgonius, get with it and write Wednesday at Oosterend, and then go down with Saint Joseph and show him where the steam calliopes are. And orchestrate Wednesday at Oosterend for seven calliopes and play it as soon as Saint Joseph gets them modified.”
They set out a good supper of French bread and camel-milk cheese and sword-fish and roast goose and crab-apple wine. Then Saint Joseph went with Gorgonius down where the calliopes were, Gorgonius still writing Wednesday at Oosterend as he walked.
“Let us go up and see the incredible Sky Studio at the top of the magic staircase,” Laughter-Lynn said to the rest of them. “There is nothing like it anywhere.”
“Oh, Oh, Oh, let’s all stay close together,” Jane What’s-her-name howled. “Let’s all stay close together in this murder house so we don’t get separated and killed one by one. If the rest of you go up to the Sky Studio, I’ll have to go too.”
“Of course, Jane,” Laughter-Lynn said. “Come with us. You can always return to your paintings.”
They went up higher by the incredible Circular Staircase that was one of the Three Wonders of the big Casement House at Oosterend and one of the Seven Wonders of the World. They went up to the Sky Studio that was unsupported save by the stairway itself, that was like a large head atop a long corkscrew neck. The Sky Studio was clear glass in its sides and clouded glass in the skylights that formed its roof. All this glass work had been done from the two little panes of glass, one of them clear, one of them clouded, that Saint Joseph the Carpenter carried in his small package. And all the glasswork had not diminished those two small panes of glass a whit. It was a prodigy.
And there was another prodigy inside the Sky Studio. It was Atrox Fabulinus the Giant, the Roman Rabelais, sitting at a huge table and writing on a huge parchment roll with a nine-foot-long quill pen.
“We are surprised to see you here, Atrox,” Laughter-Lynn said.
“Why are you surprised to see me here? Did I not tell you that I would go before you? Go before you into Galilee, is the phrase, and already I hear the Galilean carpenter Joseph altering the ambulatory music boxes down below. Why didn’t you tell me, and I’d have fixed them any way you wanted them with a few strokes of my pen.”
“Who are you, Atrox, and what do you do?” Leo Parisi asked.
“I am the voice of one writing in the wilderness, Make ready the future world of the Lord, make straight its paths.”
Almost more prodigious than Atrox was the music that then filled the whole Casement house, the intricate, the superb, the very loud, the beautiful Wednesday at Oosterend for Seven Calliopes, composed and orchestrated by Gorgonius Pantera and several sustaining Angels of the Arts. “Will it play forever less two days, Laughter-Lynn?” Mary Brandy asked. “Oh, I hope so, I hope so,” Laughter-Lynn said.
“What year are you living in, Atrox?” Hilary Ardri suddenly asked.
“I live yet in the year of restored salvation four hundred and fifty-three, the last year I may live in, since I die on the evening of the last day of that same year. The world exterior to me, however, is now about twelve years beyond me, possibly in the year four hundred and sixty-five. Things have rolled for a dozen years into the world I wrote, and the going is easier for the world because I wrote the way. I, the writer of the future, have now written the world to about the year two thousand, though the world itself has not yet moved into my scenario of it all the way. Well, I love doing it, and somebody has to do it.”
“Who are we then, Atrox?” asked the great composer Gorgonius Pantera as he came into the Sky Studio after his labor of writing and orchestrating Wednesday at Oosterend. “Who are we then who live just short of the year two thousand? Who are we who live fifteen-hundred years and more after your death? What traffic is there between us and thee?”
Oh, what a room full of living masterpieces was there! Masterworks of art, yes. And were they also masterworks of life? They were dazzling people, Gorgonius and Monika, Leo and Perpetua, Drusilla and Laughter-Lynn and Mary Brandy, Hilary and Jane of-the-strange-situation, Caesar Oceano and Prince Leonardo the Great, John Barkley Towntower and Solomon Izzersted, Denis Lollardy, Hieronymous Talking-Crow! Whoever made them, they were well made!
“You are a dozen or more from among the six thousand characters I have written to represent the six-billion persons who will have lived in the world after my death. You are sketches that I did not quite fill out, you are people in my still quite sketchy world of the future. And yet I did all of you as well as I was able to.”
“If you can create characters who live and move in the world, then you should create a few writing characters to lighten your load,” Caesar Oceano said archly. “Who would know whether such characters were primary or secondary?”
“Oh, I have done what you mention a few times, Caesar. The results, well, the results were pretty mixed. But my primary results have also been rather mixed.”
“Tell us about a few of your scribbling characters, Atrox Fabulinus.”
“Oh, I was called the Roman Rabelais by my contemporaries, and I never knew the meaning of the jibe. So after the last of my joking contemporaries was dead, I did create a character named Rabelais and I did set him to writing in Future France in the sixteenth century. But this Rabelais was perverse. Instead of writing about his own day, he turned backwards to me and wrote about myself and my father and our family of giants. Mostly he got us pretty accurate, but that was no help in illuminating the future. Then I made Balzac and set him to writing in Paris of France in the nineteenth century. He was by far the best of my writing characters. I myself could never have written of that latterday Paris. I have a prejudice against Paris. I was there only once in my life, in my youth, and I was jailed and almost hanged for stealing chickens. But Balzac did what was beyond my power. And in the twentieth century I projected Charles Fort in America (I projected America from Amorica in France) to do my skies of the future. I had more trouble doing the skies of the future than any other thing. But I believe that Fort has done a good job on them for me.”
“I suppose that you feel a towering pride in creating the whole future,” Denis Lollardy said rather bitterly.
“Denis, you stole my Laughing Christ!” Atrox charged once more. “I want him back. No, Denis, what I feel is a towering humility for what I have been doing. Nor did I ever claim to be creating the whole future. I’m but one of seven scribbling giants who do the future. Denis, being a master forger, you are a judge of such things. Study the things that I have made and that the other six have made. You will be stumbling over their work now that you know it exists. You will find, I believe, that I am the best of the whole sorry lot. Did any person ever have so many things to be humble over as myself? And it’s been a weary, weary way.” And the weary Giant Atrox fell asleep.
“Let us leave him to his sleep and go down to the studios for it is now our creative hour,” Laughter-Lynn said. “It is time for us to extend our studies into the present and the future. There is a time to follow and a time to lead. We must have the brightness to lead the world in this hour.”
“We must take the Giant with us,” Jane cried. “He is one of us, and we must all be close together in this house of murder.”
“No, he isn’t exactly one of us, Jane. And my house isn’t exactly a House of Murder,” Laughter-Lynn said. “But we will stay together if you wish it that way. Up to midnight at least we’ll stay together.”
And they did stay together, in deep talk and shallow, in deep creation and shallow, right up till the midnight hour, while the delightful Wednesday at Oosterend For Seven Steam Calliopes sounded from the depths of the house.
And right at midnight there came a horrible screaming from the Sky Studio above their heads. It recalled a little bit the wonderful screaming of Jane Chantal when she was being done to death by the nine-foot-long spear. But it was that screaming giantized. Somebody was dying in a much more violent way than would have been possible for Jane Chantal. And then the screaming broke up in a resounding gurgle that shook the house.
“Atrox has killed somebody else!” Leo Parisi cried out in his hot boyish voice. “Atrox has speared somebody else to death with one of his nine-foot-long quill spears. Let us see who the hellhound has killed this time.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 



Thursday at East Sussex
 
‘It appears, therefore, that life cannot be completely identified with the physical world around it.’

 
 — Tocquet.
 
‘Day and night, aloft, from the high towers

And terraces, the Earth and Ocean seem

To sleep in one another’s arms, and dream

Of waves, flowers, clouds, woods, rocks, and all that we

Read in their smiles and call reality.’

 
 — Shelley.
 
‘Humankind cannot bear very much reality.’

 
 — T.S. Eliot.
 
Hilary Ardri was the first of them into the Sky Studio. And yet he faced immediately a man who was strange to him, a young, handsome, fair, smiling, incredibly urbane man, bright of feature, open of soul, and covered with blood. The outstanding things about him were that he was smiling and covered with blood.
“Who are you?” Hilary demanded, with a touch of deference first, and then of anger when he saw that the Giant Atrox was dead in his own blood. “Who are you, man! Caesar Oceano, Denis Lollardy, seize this man! It is all wrong about him! Leo, block the door to this Sky Room and be sure that nobody goes out!”
“It’s blocked, Hilary. Nobody gets out!” the boyish Leo Parisi swore.
“The man is like quicksilver, Hilary,” Caesar complained as they skirried and grappled and fought. “But we have him here now like a rat in a corner. We will –”
The lights in the Sky Studio went out, and for a moment the starlight through the skylights and sides was not able to pick up the slack. One, two, three seconds. Then the lights came on again, and Mary Brandy had her hand on the switch. Caesar Oceano and Denis Lollardy were both stretched on the floor dazed, and the strange man was not in the room. But Caesar Oceano, in his hustling days when he was still Cedric Oceano, had been called the Muscle Man of the Seven Seas. And Denis had the impressive musculature of a hard-material forger who had shaped thousands of tons of marble-stone with hammer and chisel.
“Something strange has happened in here,” Mary Brandy said. “I mean even beyond the murder.”
“It’s been a switcheroo,” cried that talking belly-button Solomon Izzersted. “I missed it, I missed it. But I bet I figure it out. I wasn’t in vaudeville all those years with John Barkley Towntower without learning about switcheroos. They were a hobby of mine.”
“The strange man, the hauntingly strange man, is certainly gone,” Hilary said. “And there is only one door in and out of the Sky Studio that is atop the circular stairway.”
“He didn’t go out by the one way out, not by the door,” Leo Parisi averred. “I’d swear that on a stack of new Atrox chapters.”
“Are we all here, and nobody else?” Gorgonius Pantera asked as he checked them off with his long, strong, artistic fingers.
Yes, they were all there, they and nobody else, Leo and Perpetua Parisi, Hilary and Jane – perhaps Ardri, Gorgonius and Monika Pantera, John Barkley Towntower and his talking belly-button Solomon Izzersted, Denis Lollardy, Caesar Oceano and his associate Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther, Laughter-Lynn Casement, Drusilla Evenrood, Mary Brandy Manx, Hieronymous Talking-Crow. They were all there, and the mysterious smiling man with blood on him was not among them. And the Sky Studio, that room like a big head atop the neck that was the circular stairway, really hadn’t any way out except that door which Leo Parisi had occupied.
But the Giant Thing among them was bloody murder. It was no longer the question of whom that hell-hound Atrox had murdered now. Atrox Fabulinus was the murdered one. He was a murdered man unsurpassed in bloodiness and bulk, and in enigma. He had been murdered by one of his own nine-foot-long spear-like quill pens, one of the huge pens by which he created and wrote the future. He had been speared by it through the back of his neck as he slumped over in his sleep, and the big quill came out through his mouth. They hadn’t realized before just how big Atrox was. More than half of that nine-foot-length of spear-and-quill was in his neck and head.
“Oh, somebody will pay for this!” Mary Brandy Manx swore. “I will find the murderer and I will see him hanged on the gallows in my own town. We have a fine gibbet-gallows there. It has been inspected every year and its readiness certified, though it hasn’t been used in more than three hundred years. But it will be used this year, it will be used this week. We will try the smiling stranger in absentia, the group of us here, and we will find him guilty of murder. And we will hang him when we catch him. And I already know that it will be at Port Saint Mary on the Isle of Man.”
“We are going to my place in East Sussex on the new day today, Mary Brandy,” Drusilla Evenrood said. “Thursday at East Sussex.” She was crying.
“I know it. And Friday at Port Saint Mary,” Mary Brandy said, and she also was crying.
“The Giant Atrox is dead,” Jane Galatea Chantal spoke sorrowfully. “But if he is dead, then why aren’t we all dead too, if we are only characters in his mind? I don’t understand it.”
“It’s an interesting point,” Denis Lollardy said. “For a moment there this evening, I really did entertain the possibility that we were indeed no more than characters from the mind and pen of this Giant Scrivener Atrox. Oh, I knew for a fact that I was nothing more than that! But now he is massively dead. What does it mean, other than that we are ourselves independent of Atrox, whether we are real or not. And what was he? His own reality must be examined now. We will put his own flesh to the test, and his own pouring blood. Maybe his blood is just a little bit overdone. It will require an examination in a laboratory. Can real blood possibly be that red? This is almost a milestone. But of what, I wonder?”
“Oh, it is a memorial. The Fifth Century is finally over with. The last man who was still living in the Fifth Century is dead now, so that era is finally finished. I wonder whether any other century can now dispute the twentieth its reality?” That was Gorgonius giving those words.
“I will call the servants and the authorities,” Laughter-Lynn said. “And I will consult with my dead husband Ship Captain Cornelius. I always admired his judgement. There is a queer geological formation here near Oosterend. It is a slab of granite that sticks out of the beach and it is called the GIANT’S TOMB. But there’s an entrance into that granite slab in my cellars, three levels below the booming sea. A very large tomb has been hollowed out there. The sea goblins have always called it Tuama no Fathach. Yes, that does mean Giant’s Tomb in sea goblin language. We will give Atrox to them to dispose of. They love to bury people and to sing over them. I believe that they will want to give him a five keg funeral at least. Yes, I’ll have five kegs of the best Holland beer brought down to the sea goblins to consecrate the burial.
“Then we will be on our way. Here are black chaplets for all of us to wear as wreaths on our heads. We will mourn Atrox till the end of the week, till ninth day midnight. Well, he thought that we were characters of his own creation and he was proud of us. Has anyone else anything to do before we go to East Sussex to the Estate of Drusilla?”
“I have to go paint a picture,” said Jane-Still-Artist-of-All-The-Arts, “but I will do it quickly, quickly.”
Jane went down to the studios and painted Earth and Ocean, and Atrox is Dead. It was one of the finest works of the entire Earth and Ocean series.
“Denis Lollardy,” Laughter-Lynn said, “if you did steal the Laughing Christ of Creophylus from Atrox, bring it here, and I will have it buried with him.”
“I did not steal it from him. I carved it out of the best Travertine Marble myself. I buried it in the earth to weather it, and then I dug it out again. It was one of my Forgeries to which there was no Original. Perhaps though, Atrox did create it, in the same way that he created us, as part of his fictions. I don’t know. We will look at it when we spend Saturday at Lecco, and we will decide about it then.”
“Oh, I made the Laughing Christ, but who made Atrox? There were some amazing mechanisms made at the End of Rome, in the murky days of the fifth century, such things as have not been made since then even till today. The strange makers of them were called Magicians, but I believe that they were only transcendent forgers, forgers in the same line as myself.”
Various things were done in Laughter-Lynn’s big ocean-house at Oosterend. The authorities came in to pass judgement on the dead Giant Atrox Fabulinus. And they were very angry at what they found.
“This is an artifact and no person at all,” they said. “This is a damnable hoax. What is this grewsome play-acting of the bunch of you anyhow? Why had you got us out of our beds to see a badly-made papier-mache giant transfixed with a big feather? Laughter-Lynn Casement, if you weren’t the biggest taxpayer in Oosterend this would be intolerable. What kind of blood is this that you have spilled all around here anyhow? Pigs’ blood?”
“I believe that it is Englishmen’s blood,” Laughter-Lynn said in a subdued voice.
“How, how could it be Englishmen’s blood?” one of the officials asked.
“Oh, sometimes blood is owed, and midnight is a usual hour to pay it,” Laughter-Lynn said. “Then there won’t have to be a report on the death?”
“Neen, neen, gekke dame!” they cried out, and they stamped out of there.
“How strange,” said Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther. “Atrox was a shape-changer and a materials-changer himself, even in his death. When they examined him, he really was a figure made out of papier-mache. But now he is made out of giant’s flesh again, and it is hardly to be distinguished from human flesh. Well, when we were characters of Atrox, we were something at least. And now we are nothing.”
Yes, Atrox was made out of flesh and blood again, lots of flesh, lots of blood. Cooling and dead flesh, but not quite cold yet. Strange.
‘A leafy land of brown and red,
A pounding ocean that enthralls,
And friendly quick, and friendly dead,
And naught but giants here are False.’
 
EAST SUSSEX SONG.
 
They all went to the Country Estate of Drusilla Evenrood in East Sussex. The Thursday dawn was just beginning to whiten the eastern sky.
“Oh Sacred Stars!” Myrtle Mobley cried as Drusilla Evenrood led her own group through her own front door of her country house in East Sussex. “You gave me a horrible start, Miss Evenrood. I had just received the report that you had died on one of the Dutch reef-islands, so I called the diggers to begin to open your grave at eight o’clock so as to have it ready for you. And now I’m not sure of your status. You do look strange, Miss Drusilla, even for you. Shall I tell the diggers not to open your grave this morning? Shall I ask them to wait until things are clarified?”
“Yes, Myrtle, tell them not to open my grave quite yet, not till things have been – ah – clarified a bit. Now then, Myrtle, set the table for fifteen places for a rousing East Sussex breakfast.”
“Breakfast will be at seven o’clock and not a minute before, Miss Drusilla. And how do you count fifteen places? Does the talking belly-button count for breakfast? And the big cat?”
“Yes, both of them are in the breakfast count. And seven o’clock is several hours away yet. Do bend the rule a little, Myrtle.”
“There’ll be no rules bent here, Miss Drusilla. Breakfast is at seven. I’ll serve fifteen breakfasts, and I’ll set a place at table for the talking belly-button. But not for the cat. The cat will eat on the floor.”
“The cat will eat at table,” Drusilla insisted. “The cat is a prince, as well as a personal friend of all of us.”
“The cat is a cat and will eat on the floor. And breakfast is at seven and not a whit earlier.”
Oh, then they all went out onto the rolling hills.
“How far is the ocean, Drusilla?” Hilary Ardri asked.
“Three miles, but it’s all downhill.”
“Perfect!” cried Jane Galatea Chantal Ardri. “We’ll run to the sea and we’ll walk back. And then it will be time for breakfast.” So about half of them went for a jog down to the ocean.
A little girl who belonged somehow to Drusilla’s kindred came to her on the rolling hills. The little girl had been crying.
“The giant is dead,” she said, “and he was the best friend I had anywhere. And now I suppose you will be dead too. I have flowers here to put on your grave, and some to put on the giant’s grave too. But I don’t know where the giant’s grave is.”
“Oh, but surely you know the verses about the giant’s graves,
‘The Giant, safe from beasts and knaves,
But always near the sound of waves,
Lies quiet in his seven graves.’
 
But I’m not sure which giant you mean, Audrey,” Drusilla said to the girl. “The East Sussex Giant was rumored to have died when I was a little girl, but I believe I remember the spot we decided was his grave. Another giant also died in the night past, and he is, or will be, buried three levels below the sounding sea at the town of Oosterend in the Frisian Island of Terschelling.”
“There’s only one giant, Aunt Drusilla. He says he uses different names when he goes to different towns, but there’s only one of him. He has a brother who’s bigger than he is, but the brother isn’t a giant. It takes more than being big to be a giant. Did you ever see two giants together?”
“No, Audrey, I never did. Possibly there is only one of them then.”
“Are you wearing the black chaplet on your head because you’re in mourning for the dead giant?”
“Yes I am, Audrey.” Drusilla and her little kinswoman Audrey went to Drusilla’s grave site. Four spadefuls of earth had been turned there, one at each corner of the grave site, to mark it clearly. And there was also a peg driven in the ground there, and a tag attached to the peg had lettering in the looping hand of Myrtle Mobley the servant in Drusilla’s house: Open grave here at eight o’clock this morning, Thursday morning. And then below this there was another message. No, don’t open the grave yet. There’s been a complication. Mistress Drusilla is not as dead as was earlier believed.
Audrey Evenrood, the little girl, put a bunch of rue and forget-me-nots and rosemary-mint on Drusilla’s grave. “I’ll miss you,” Audrey said, “though you’re hardly ever here. Mama says you’re always traipsing somewhere around the world.”
“That’s true, Audrey, and so shall you traipse one of these days. Here is the Giant’s Grave on this ridge.”
“Are you sure, Aunt Drusilla. That has always been the Wolf Den, but nobody uses it now. All the wolves in Sussex are dead for a long time.”
“So are all the giants, I’m afraid, Audrey. Yes, put your flowers here. Wolves often dig graves for giants, and then they direct the people away from them so the giants won’t be disturbed.”
“Yes, I suppose so, Aunt Drusilla.” Audrey put her flowers, nettle, vetch, bramble, furze, heather-rose, on a little ledge just inside the wolf den.
A Chinese seaman came to them. He looked as if he had been walking for several hours, possibly from Brighton.
“We have heard that the Atrox Giant is dead,” the Chinaman said. “And now the Hsiang Giant says that he is weary and wishes to die also as soon as he can find a replacement. He said to ask you if you would be his replacement.”
“Oh, I don’t know anything at all about the gianting business,” Drusilla said. “I wouldn’t be able to write with one of those long pens. I wouldn’t know how to replace a giant.”
“Take the job, Aunt Drusilla,” Audrey said. “I’ll tell you what to do if you get stuck. Those long pens move over that kid-skin paper by themselves and carry your hand right along with them. And you can write things any way you want them and they’ll be that way.”
“The Hsiang Giant said to tell you to think about it,” the Chinaman said. “He says that there is really nobody else if you won’t do it.” The Chinaman walked away from them then, over the hills, to the west.
Two ancient fiddlers came to Drusilla. Ancient Fiddlers was the name of a local group, but they were not all ancient in years. One of them was a man about thirty-five years old and the other one was his daughter about fifteen years old.
“Now that you will soon be dying, Miss Drusilla, for indeed four spadefuls of dirt have already been turned at your graveside, we wondered whether you might want to institute a living memorial to yourself,” the man fiddler said, “and at the same time foster the arts in this shire and bring happiness and a measure of ease to a dozen persons?”
“It sounds like a winner,” Drusilla said. “How does it go?”
“You commission us ancient fiddlers, and our group is now twelve in number, to play, three fiddles at a time, a tune of your choosing or ours, until the very end of the world,” the girl fiddler said. “This will be in remembrance of you. We will each play eight hours out of twenty-four, nine of us for each week-day, and the three extras will play on Saturday and Sunday, the strict scheduling of the fiddlers to be set by ourselves. And you will pay each of us eleven quid a shift, which is quite cheap considering that we are the best fiddlers in all England.”
“All right, go ahead. You can start at eight o’clock. That is an hour and a half from now. And you will not play until the very end of the world. You will play until the end of the world, less three days.”
“Well, will we get paid for the three last days of the world then? Or is it really only a metaphor about our playing till the end of the world. What tune would you like?”
“It hadn’t better be a metaphor about your playing till the end of the world less three days. Certainly you’ll be paid for the final three days. But I want the extended playing to be a literal fact. Raise up other generations of fiddlers, or recruit and train them. There will be ample funds for that also. Oh Thursday at East Sussex will be the tune.”
“Yes, Miss Drusilla, today is Thursday, and this is East Sussex,” the man fiddler said patiently. “But what will the tune be?”
“The tune will be Thursday at East Sussex,” Drusilla said. “Knit not your brows at me, Fiddlers. I will have it composed and orchestrated first. The first of these handsome men coming over the ridge is Gorgonius Pantera, probably the finest composer of fiddle music in the world. Confer with him at once, and he will write Thursday at East Sussex for Three Fiddles.”
The casual English Intellectuals had begun to gather. Each of them had just happened to be strolling on the hills of East Sussex in the dawn hours, and each of them just thought that he might drop by the Evenrood Manor House. Each of them knocked the fire out of his-or-her pipe and then filled it again with aromatic shag. The men and the lady casual English Intellectuals used a slightly different set of gestures in knocking out and refilling their pipes, but that is a job for the sociological-behaviorists, not for ourselves.
Myrtle Mobley was a simple woman easily impressed by casual English Intellectuals, so she quickly set forty-two more places at breakfast and said that the people need not wait till seven o’clock to begin their breakfasts, that the seven o’clock rule was a silly one anyhow. She served them all hock, or perhaps some cheaper Rhine wine, and asked them how they wanted their eggs.
These casual English Intellectuals came from the Royal Observatory at Edinburgh, Dunsink Observatory in Dublin, the University Observatory at Oxford, the Cambridge University Observatory, the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, from Peterhouse and Corpus Christi and Magdalene of Cambridge, from Balliol and Merton and All Souls and Somerville of Oxford, and from Manchester University of the Arts. They came from all the literary circles and from all the technology circles, and from the all-powerful Futuristic Institute.
“We have heard that the fabled giant Atrox Fabulinus has died or been murdered during the night,” one of those casual English Intellectuals said, “and that the other six scribbling giants are all weary of the long life and are willing to die if only replacements can be found for them. Now, of course we are not so naive as to believe that seven scribbling giants are really writing the history of the world and that the world is following that future. But what I want to know is simply: Are there sinecures available, and whom should one see to get in on them? We believe that the future is too important to leave to amateurs.”
“We believe that we are the most important group of futurologists who have ever lived,” another of those casual Intellectuals, a lady, said, “and we believe that the future deserves the best that the past and present can give it.”
“We would not take a kind view of being passed over,” said a third of them, a person of indeterminate sex. “We are the most gifted people imaginable. Whom should we see about this?”
“If you are really the most gifted people imaginable, then you will know intuitively whom you should see about this,” Gorgonius Pantera said. “Gifted people are always long on intuition. But I believe that the whole thing is a fable.”
“Exactly,” still another of the casual English Intellectuals said, “and we are the most gifted fabulists ever as well as the most gifted futurologists ever. And we are long on intuition. Our intuition told us that your group had somehow been in contact with the scribbling giants. Well, we will be the new scribbling giants, and you must take special care to be accommodating to us if you wish to be in contact hereafter.”
“How did that big cat on the floor get the blood on him,” still another of the English Intellectuals asked sharply. “That is a panthera panthera and they’re dangerous. Where did he get the blood on him?”
“Likely Myrtle Mobley the maid of all functions spilled some of the Sussex Blood Pudding on him when she served him,” Denis Lollardy gave the considered opinion. “She doesn’t like the big cat, and she served out the blood pudding very roughly.”
“But Sussex Blood Pudding never has real blood in it in these latter years,” the English Intellectual took exception. “If that cat could talk, I bet I’d have the answer from him.”
“This cat can talk,” growled Prince Leonardo the Great the Big Cat on the floor, “and the answer is that Myrtle Mobley does use real blood in her Sussex Blood Pudding. Taste yours and see.”
“I taste it. I see,” said the English Intellectual. “Yes, it is real blood she uses in it. I’m sorry I mistrusted you, big cat. What are you called?”
“Prince Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther and Knight of Malta.”
“The same Prince Leonardo the Great who wrote that provoking essay On Hybridizing The Future, And The Pitfalls of It in the spring Futuristic Review?”
“The same, Roderick Outreach, the same.”
“A well-written piece. Nevertheless, a cat is a cat, and it’s on the floor there that you belong, or else outdoors.”
But one should have known, by the way he twitched his ears, that Prince Leonardo was very sulky about this.
Violin music swelled over them then. It was the Ancient Fiddlers playing Thursday At East Sussex For Three Fiddles.
“By George the Seventh, that’s good!” one of the Britishers admitted.
But a discussion at least as important as the pentaglossal (fifty-tongued) breakfast conversation was taking place just outside the Evenrood Manor House on the yew-shaded lawn.
“I bet we could bring Atrox back if we tried, Janie,” Audrey Evenrood was saying, “just the way he brought you back after he killed you that first time. I’d have killed you too if I’d been a giant and you’d mocked me or burlesqued me. But he started you to coming back just by describing you, and I bet we could do the same thing with him.”
“I’m not real hot on it, Audrey,” Jane said. “I’ve felt awful funny and queasy ever since I’ve come back. I don’t much want to fool with things like that.”
“I bet every person who comes back from the dead feels awful funny and queasy about it for a while. But Aunt Drusilla says that you were the best projector in the whole bunch, which was why you were able to project Atrox and make everybody see him, in outline anyhow, even if it was all the wrong outline. But you know what he looks like now so you’ll be able to get him in the right outline. I’ll get a paper and pencil for me and describe him in some of those animating words. And I’ll get a canvas and brush and paints for you and let you paint him in those animating appearances. And we’ll have him here in pretty good shape in just a little while. I know you are on my side because you slipped away from the breakfast and came out to me when I made monkey faces at you through the window. What will be the name of the picture, Janie?”
“It will be Earth and Ocean and the Return of Atrox the Giant From the Dead.”
“You can hardly see the ocean from here.”
“I’ll make it closer in the picture. And I’ll make Atrox pulling some of those big distal wing-feathers out of a big bird to make quill pens out of them. And at the same time I’ll project for all I’m worth. And I’ll mock him a little bit to make him mad. Getting mad brings more people back to life than anything.”
“I’m describing him as perfectly as words can describe him,” Audrey said. “And I’m projecting fit to bust myself. Oh, there’s the outline of him hovering in the air. Talk to us, Atrox, talk to us.”
“Giant back from die and dee / Tell us, tell how old you be?” Jane Chantal rimed the question.
“Back from outer cloud and cold / Day today I’m nine years old,” the Atrox outline rimed.
“He fits the pattern,” Jane said. “When I first came back from the dead I thought I was only nine years old. Now I’ve improved till I think I’m eleven going on twelve. When giants are in trouble like that, Audrey, you have to talk to them in rime.”
“Oh I know it. I always do it. Giant, giant, we are friend / Make you well and make you mend. I’m six, Atrox, and Jane is a little bit older. We’re happy to have you back even if you’re only an outline yet.”
“We at the Futuristic Institute have been monitoring your group, of course,” said Anthony, an especially casual English Intellectual. “We’ve been monitoring you especially for the last three or four days, and to a lesser extent for several years. Your general flamboyance (the talking belly-button there, the talking panther on the floor, I don’t know which is the more garish or goofier) convinced us that you were a group of incurable amateurs. And yet you seemed to have entree to the Atrox mythos. Our own idea was that extraterrestrial aliens were writing detailed scenarios for a few million earth persons to follow, and were compelling the people to follow them.”
“We at the London Poly have devised one-hundred-and-one tests by which we might know the true Atrox from all imitators, just as Atrox devised one-hundred-and-one tests by which one might know whether one was in a dream or in reality. The number one-hundred-and-one is important in the Atrox myth,” said a casual English lady Intellectual named Sandra Ott. “The mythos itself can be traced back to the beginning of the sixth century. At that time, when fallen Rome had become squalid and ruined and overgrown, many of the people believed that the memory of a Grand Rome was not based on any reality, that it was based entirely on a fable that the Giant Atrox wrote in a huge book named The History of Rome the Great. This is one of the great Lost Books of Atrox, but it now seems that very much of the legend of Rome’s greatness stems from that book. Several centuries later, during the palmy days and life of Charlemagne, many of the people of Europe believed that the whole Charlemagne Cycle was only a tall tale written by the Giant Atrox (who was now in some sort of timeless neither-alive-nor-dead state). And now we come onto eerie corroboration that the old people of Europe were right. The Charlemagne Episode fits illy into European history. Its texture is just not the same at all. The supposed contemporaries of Charlemagne never heard of him. Tear the whole Charlemagne Episode out of European history and it leaves no hole at all.”
Leo Parisi stared at one of the doorways of the room. He had that do-I-see-it-or-do-I-not look on his face.
“Sandra Ott, Dame of the Realm and possessor of other honors and titles,” he said, “would you recognize Atrox the Giant if he walked through that door right now?”
“Yes, one-hundred times yes, I would recognize him if he walked through that door right now.”
“Well, he did walk through that door right now.”
“What, what?” it was Roderick Outreach taking notice. “Do you mean that flimsy outline who just came in with the two little girls? No, no, that is not Atrox. It fails in all of the one hundred-and-one tests, or on the half-a-dozen that I’ve run through my mind in half an instant. That’s just a little bit of grave-reek or wrack that the little girls picked up. It’s no more than some trivial dead walking thing. Little girls, you shouldn’t be playing with such rotting trash out of graves.”
“I be the Giant Fabulous.
“I be the True Atroculus,” the Atrox outline mumbled.
“No, no, little girls shouldn’t throw their voices nor make up gibberish,” Roderick Outreach stated heatedly. “Take the dirty grave-wrack outline outdoors and throw it away, little girls.”
Audrey and Jane (really they were one little girl and one big girl) took the Atrox outline outdoors again but they didn’t throw it away. And something about the lowering Atrox outline as it went indicated that it was angry as well as deeply hurt.
Then Jane stood in the doorway again.
“This house becomes a murder house now,” she said. “All of you people must stay very close together or you will be picked off and killed one by one.”
“Oh, this is intolerable!” that casual English Intellectual Roderick Outreach shouted. “Little girls should be neither seen nor heard.”
The Group of Twelve came to feel themselves somewhat inferior to the casual English Intellectuals as the day wore on. Well, none of the Group of Twelve smoked, and all of the casual English Intellectuals gave their main intention to their pipes. “Their brains are in their pipes,” Monika said of them, “and they suck their brain thoughts out puff by puff from them.” Did the pipes make the casual English superior? No, it just made them smell funnier. But the English held themselves to be so superior that some of that impression rubbed off on the Group of Twelve. And there was a clash of theories and speculations.
The speculations of the English and of the Twelve were so far at variance that one group or the other had to be abysmally wrong in every respect. And their difference in reaction became more manifest when a man came to Drusilla Evenrood.
“It is one of those giant geese, you know which ones, the very scarce ones with the long wing feathers. It is dead on the beach. What should we do with it?”
“Bury it, of course,” Drusilla said. “Very large birds become smelly when they are left unburied.”
But all of the casual English Intellectuals started for the south ocean at a furious run. “Seven Sinecures!” each of them howled. “Seven Sinecures, and I must have one of them. The genuine quills are the genuine scepters of office.” And they disappeared over the south edge of the Earth running towards the ocean shore.
“What an odd reaction,” Denis Lollardy cried.
“Odd”, “Odd”, “Odd”, all the other members of the Group of Twelve echoed him.
‘An Englishman will lounge about and stare and smoke his pipe for a thousand years with apparently no thought in his mind at all. Then he will get an idea in his mind and he will strike in an instant, and the whole world will reel from the force of his blow. And the idea that galvanized him to sudden action will always be a mistaken idea.’

 
THE BACK DOOR OF HISTORY, Arpad Arutinov.
 
It was just about sundown of that day that the casual English Intellectuals returned to Evenrood Manor. All of them were rumpled up for they had been fighting with each other. They were bruised and bloody, but all still had their pipes in their mouths. Seven of them (four ladies and three gentlemen) carried nine-foot-long distal wing feathers from the dead giant goose on the beach. And the others of them who had been defeated in the battles, they had nothing.
“We are the Seven Giants who will henceforth write the world!” Roderick Outreach proclaimed, and he seemed to be making himself First Giant, the New Atrox. “Atrox is dead, and the other six giants are tired and wishing for death. Well, we write them dead now. The world turns over, and this becomes the Era of the Seven New Giants who are ourselves.”
“I don’t think it’ll work,” Hilary Ardri grumbled.
“The Feathers are no good no use / Unless they come from living Goose,” rimed the outline of the nine-year-old Atrox as he drifted in and out again.
“It’s going to be pretty unhandy for anybody to write with one of those nine-foot-long feathers unless he’s a giant,” Mary Brandy said.
“We are giants,” Roderick Outreach edicted. “We are the Seven New Giants of the New World Era. If somebody doesn’t like it, we will write that somebody clear out of the living world. I will take this biggest room. Let six large rooms be provided for the other six giants. And all you lesser persons around here, whether Britons or Twelvers, you had better be quiet and stay out of the way. There is nothing easier for us than to write you out of the world.”
“The world may now move again,” said the English lady Intellectual Sandra Ott, one of the new giantesses. “It has been napping for a few hours, but now we will move it ahead. Whatever we write will be fulfilled. We will, of course, write wealth and power unlimited for ourselves, and then we will loose our creative abilities upon the earth. Stay out of our way, lesser people.”
Penelope Evenrood, the sister of Drusilla, came and got Audrey and took her back to her cottage. “I do not like some of the things that are happening at your manor, Drusilla,” she said.
“Let us all stay very close together, people,” Jane Whatever was cautioning again. “This is a murder house, though I’m sure that Drusilla doesn’t intend it to be one. We must all stay together or we will be picked off and killed one by one.”
Most of the ungianted English persons did drift off one by one, ambling out into the dark, still smoking their dottle pipes. They had missed it, they had missed it. Each of them had missed it by a feather. But when there are only seven prizes, not everybody can get one.
“There really is the smell of murder about the house, the smell of murder waiting to happen,” said Hilary Ardri. “Atrox is dead in all except his giant outline, but the strange man named Murder still lives. Everybody be looking for the strange man.”
“In a world that has gone strange, even one’s closest neighbor and friend becomes a stranger,” Prince Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther said.
“We must all stay together,” Jane What-is-her-name began again.
“Oh, be quiet, Jane,” Drusilla told her. “We are all together, all of us of the Group of the Flexible Number Twelve. We are all alert and aware as the murder hour comes. I have sent all the servants home to their cottages across the moor. There is nobody at all in the house except ourselves and the six newly-emerged English giants. And three fiddlers in the music room. Or perhaps six of them, for they change shifts at midnight. Nor will we be trapped in the dark as we were for a moment last night. I have given all of us lighted candles which we will hold in our hands. There is no way either the Strange Man nor the ambushing hour may slip up on us.”
“There is one way,” said Prince Leonardo the Great the Golden Panther. “There is one moment, just before midnight, when everybody, even God, dozes for between two and four seconds.”
“I will not doze,” Hilary Ardri said.
“Nor I,” Gorgonius Pantera assured the world.
But apparently, just before midnight, they did doze for between two and four seconds. Then they heard the screaming and the midnight bell of the Manor at the same time. The screaming was plainly that of the First New Giant, Roderick Outreach, which scream was cut off in much less than two seconds.
Hilary Ardri was the first of them into the room of New Giant Roderick, and yet he was immediately face-on with the strange man of the night before, young, handsome, fair, smiling, incredibly urbane, bright of feature, open of soul, and covered with blood. He was again smiling and covered with blood.
“Caesar, Gorgonius, Denis, seize him!” Hilary called. “He’s broken loose from me.”
“He’s like quicksilver,” Gorgonius swore. “Somebody block the door.”
“The door is blocked,” Leonardo the Great called, and that Prince of Panthers was rampant on hind legs filling the doorway. “He has not gone out by this doorway, and yet he is gone.”
Yes, the strange man was gone, disappeared completely.
Roderick Outreach, the New Giant (but he had not lived long enough to become physically very giantlike) was speared to death with his nine-foot-long spear-quill driven into his mouth and emerging from the left lumbar region of his lower back. He was quite dead, and his bright red blood was everywhere.
And the other six New Giants arrived into the room.
“Call the Constabulary, call the Police, call the Yard,” Sandra Ott, New Giantess, howled.
“Oh, write in your journal that they are already called and already here,” Drusilla Evenrood said crossly.
“Oh yes, I will have to get used to my new powers,” Sandra said. In nine steps she was into her room. Then she scribbled three lines (she had to use two hands to hold that big feather-quill); and the Constabulary, Police, and Yard were all there in great numbers.
“Let us all stay very close together,” Janie said.
“Yes, all stand very close together, all of the Extended Group of Twelve. We go to my place now,” Mary Brandy said. “There may be a touch of confusion here, and we’d better miss it.”
They went instantly to Mary Brandy’s place, leaving a Manor House full of confusion behind them, and the Ancient Fiddlers playing Thursday at East Sussex, a haunting tune.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 



Friday at Port Saint Mary
 
‘To sum up, I think that all suggested accounts of the origin of the Solar System are subject to serious objections. The conclusion in the present state of the subject would be that the system cannot exist.’

 
 — Harold Jeffres, 1970.
 
There were bonfires burning at Spanish Head when the Group of Twelve arrived. All three of the south shore port towns, Port Erin, Port Saint Mary, and Castletown, were awake and out doors. There was a hubbub, a forru of people, and the forru was divided roughly into three groups.
To the West was a group of citizens of Port Erin howling behind their chief howler Honorable Meara Timothy Haggerty. “It’s about time you were getting home, joy-traveling woman!” Timothy railed, “or we’d have sent and got you wherever in the world you were wasting your time.”
“Why does the gallows-gibbet have a new rope?” demanded Mary Brandy Manx herself, for she had a quick eye for everything.
“For the hangings this day!” came the wrathy voice from the East, and it was the Honorable Sean McEnglish, the Meara of Castletown. “Should we hang persons with an old rope and perhaps the whole world looking on? And, to anticipate your questions that big panther of a hell-cat who calls himself Prince Leonardo the Great. Why has he plunged into the Ocean now? Does he believe that he can wash his sins away in a tide that is already on the ebb? Or perhaps, Dame Meara, we will hang you also just to let you be an example to yourself.”
“There will be no hangings till I say so,” Mary Brandy spoke.
“You forget that this gallows was set up anciently to serve all three towns, not just your Port Saint Mary,” said Mayor Haggerty of Port Erin. “Speak for yourself, gadabout lady with your pack of fanach eccentrics. Speak for yourself.”
“A gracious good morning to all you people of all the three towns,” said Mary Brandy. “Have you been running Port Saint Mary well in my absence, Mary MacWattin?”
“No, no, not running it at all, Mary Brandy. I’m only your housemaid and no apprentice mayor at all. Still it is better that I run it than to let the power fall into the hands of the political opposition in the form of Gregory O’Growley.”
“It has been well run, Mary Brandy,” all the citizens of Port Saint Mary howled in chorus. “Mary MacWattin is the best woman in the whole show, save only yourself.”
“What is this all about?” Denis Lollardy called out in a voice so loud that it made everybody jump. “Why is there all this witless tumult? Why have three townsfull of people turned out before dawn this morning, and why are they all acting like a pack of Stage Irishmen?”
“Oh, just for the everlasting fun of it, Denis the Forger,” Mayor Haggerty of Port Erin laughed. “Coming from the stoney-faced people of Italy, you could never understand this. We have to make a noise in the morning. Have you never heard of Fun in the Morning? An abundant morning to you, Miss Drusilla and to Miss Laughter-Lynn and to all the other ladies and gentlemen.”
“How do you know our names?” Laughter-Lynn asked with a half-Irish glint.
“And beyond the everlasting fun of raising a forru before the sun is up in the morning is the fun of building bonfires whenever the spirit moves us,” spoke Mayor McEnglish of Castletown. “I say that a people is dead and uncivilized within if it doesn’t burst out of its houses in the dark at least one morning a week and light bonfires all up and down the shore. It’s a proof that the people is alive and well.”
“So it is,” Gorgonius Pantera agreed. “It is the one-hundred-and-second test for reality, and this place has passed the test.”
“But the main thing, Mr. Gorgonius, is that we are all worried about the sorry state that the world is in,” said Mary MacWattin the housemaid who had served as Mayor of Port Saint Mary in the absence of Mary Brandy.
“How do you people know all our names?” Laughter-Lynn asked again.
“Oh, you people have been in the funny papers of the Port
Saint Mary Banner for the last three days,” Mary MacWattin said. “You have been some of the best funny-paper characters ever to appear in the Banner. We like Solomon the Talking Belly-Button the best.”
“We want to know what we can do about the sorry situation of the world,” said the political opposition in Port Saint Mary, the lowering Gregory O’Growley. “The world is dying of anemia, you know, for lack of input. The world-input has been very low since the midnight before the one just past, and it is slated to go even lower today. The world will die in either a day or a week or a month if its input can’t be restored.”
“Is that your assessment of the situation, O’Growley?” Mary Brandy asked.
“Oh, he’s right, Mary Brandy,” Mayor Haggerty of Port Erin chimed in. “All the scientists are saying so. The world is doomed unless it can find new input to revivify its bloodstream.”
“Well, why did you wash in the ocean, Leonardo?” Solomon Izzersted the talking belly-button demanded hotly.
“Because I was dirty,” Prince Leonardo the Golden Panther gave the answer. His voice, if it had come from anybody except the Prince, would have to be described as furtive.
“Is your conscience bothering you, Leonardo?” Solomon Izzersted asked.
“Yes, hyper-active and over-voiced belly-button, it is,” Prince Leonardo snarled. “That’s what a conscience is for.”
There were three huge kettles of Old Cow Stew bubbling on the shore. It would be a gala breakfast. You don’t have Old Cow Stew every day.
A jolly-boat with only one man in it pulled into shore, but whether it came from Ireland or Scotland or England nobody knew. The lone man from the jolly-boat came to Mary Brandy Manx.
“We have heard that the Atrox Giant is dead, of course,” he said. “And we have word just this morning that the Hsiang Giant died in his sleep during the night. Now the Illacrove Giant, whom I serve, says that he is weary and wishes to die also as soon as he can get a replacement. He said to ask whether you would be his replacement.”
“Oh, I don’t know anything at all about the gianting business,” Mary Brandy said. “I wouldn’t know how to replace a scribbling giant.”
“The Illacrove Giant said that you would say that. He said to tell you that you were the only possible person. He said to tell you to think about it. Oh, here is the Dublin Morning Docket. It has several pieces in it by leading Irish Scientists about the dire situation of the world. The world is dying, you know, from diminished input.”
“Thank you,” Mary Brandy said. “The regular boat that usually brings the Dublin Morning Docket won’t be here for three hours yet.”
“My jolly boat is very fast,” the lone man said. “And you really are the only possible person for the job.” He got into his jolly-boat and sped across the bumpy ocean without touching oar to water at all.
Two mules pulled a skid with the Port Erin giant kettle of Old Cow Stew up beside the Port Saint Mary kettle of Old Cow Stew. Then two other mules pulled a skid with the Castletown kettle of Old Cow Stew up on the other side of the Port Saint Mary kettle. And then the two sets of mules nickered and gnashed their teeth at each other, but they were kept a short distance apart. There was eternal enmity between the two black mules of Port Erin and the two white mules of Castletown. Port Saint Mary itself hadn’t any mules.
The people of the three towns began to fill their bowls from the three stew kettles. They liked to eat together, all three towns of them, now and then.
“There are three articles by three leading Irish scientists in the Dublin Docket this morning,” Mary Brandy Manx called out to everybody. “All of them are about the present situation of the world sickening because of the declining input, or else just sickening for the sheer perversity of it. I will read the article by renowned scientist Hennessee out loud. Then Mayor Haggerty of Port Erin will read the article by renowned scientist Delany out loud. Then Mayor McEnglish of Castletown will read the article by renowned scientist Monroney out loud. Listen everybody!”
This is the article by Mr. Hennessee from the Dublin Docket that Mary Brandy Manx read out loud:
“‘The World is being strangled to death by lack of input. It’s as simple as that. It’s an unscientific assessment, and the only reason for giving it is that it’s a true assessment. One danger in these direful days is that the people will turn to unscientific remedies. There is talk now that every town and city should strangle a scape-goat (whether it is a goat or a cat or a dog) so that the strangulation will go out of the world and into the scape-goat. I suggest that the towns and cities of the world should not do this today nor tomorrow either. But if the world is still worse strangled by the day after tomorrow, then it is a remedy to be considered, unsuccessful though it will likely be.
“‘It is the business of science to answer the question What?, but it is not the business of science to answer the questions How? and Why? The detailed what of the world’s condition is this:
“‘There has been a clear decrease in local gravity (gravity was once thought to be a universal), and in the magnetic field of the world, and in the coriolis force of the world. There has been a clear decline in the rate of influx of radiocarbon to the earth system, influx of meteoric dust from space, influx of juvenile water to the oceans, influx of magma from mantle to form crust, efflux of Helium-4 into the atmosphere, erosion of sediment from the continents, leaching of sodium, chlorine and calcium from the continents, influx of carbonate, sulfate and uranium to the ocean, efflux of oil from traps by fluid pressure, formation of radiogenic lead by neutron capture, formation of radiogenic strontium by neutron capture, decay of natural remnant paleomagnetism, decay of C-14 in pre-Cambrian wood, decay of uranium with initial ‘radiogenic’ lead, decay of potassium with entrapped argon, and this is all within a twenty-four hour period as caught by routine instrument scan. There’s been a decrease in the bonding of the earth’s pelt. I could go on and on.
“‘There has been a clear decline in the rate of decay of natural plutonium, decay of short-period comets, influx of small particles to the sun, accumulation of dust on the moon, deceleration of earth by tidal friction, accumulation of calcareous ooze on the sea floor, influx of sodium, nickel, magnesium, silicon, potassium, copper, gold, silver, mercury, lead, tin, aluminum, lithium, titanium, chromium, and twelve other metals into the ocean by rivers. And this is only a very few ways in which the inanimate materials and forces of the world are being slowed down, strangled down, by the dearth of creative input into the world.
“‘As to the way the functions of animate things of the world are being slowed down, that is even more direful. We can only hope that the dawning day, Friday, will be less direful than was the day just passed, Thursday. Anyone with an intelligence above that of followers of alchemy, astrology, or evolution knows that something must be done, immediately, Friday. But what?’”
This is an article by Mr. Delaney in the Dublin Docket that the Mayor of Port Erin read out loud to the citizens of the three towns as they breakfasted on Old Cow Stew.
“‘The world is being strangled to death by the lack of input. It’s as simple as that. The silliest (but at the same time the only) explanation for the world being in such straits is that the input, till the last day or two, was funneled by a group of mythological creatures (Seven Scribbling Giants), and that now it is failing. The silliest (but at the same time the only) seriously proposed remedy so far, is that we should provide surrogate mythological figures (neo-scribbling giants, perhaps) to begin generating input again.
“‘It has been stated (falsely) that it is the business of science to get answers to the static question What?, but this is not correct. It is the business of science to answer the kinetic question: What seems to be going on anyhow? This requires science carefully to analyze the several subjective wrappers that enclose every what in the world. If the subjective wrapper is a mythological one, why should we take exception to it? If a giant named Atrox Fabulinus and six fellow giants are felt to have been writing the world heretofore, then let us at least examine the Atrox legend.
“‘Atrox Fabulinus was a fifth century Irish Giant who sailed with pirates in his youth. He was captured by Roman-Goths in a salt-water scuffle off the coast of Spain, and he was handed on from slave market to slave market. Then a Pannonian Gothic Kinglet (Flavius Placidius Valentinianus) sent out his seneschal to buy two specified slaves for him, the sweetest-tempered giant who could be found, and the most imaginative scribe who could be found. The seneschal was surprised to find, at the very first slave-market, not only a giant who could write, but also one who was both sweet-tempered and outstandingly imaginative. The Gothic Kinglet was delighted, and he told Atrox to sit down and write the history of the world. ‘It has already been done several times,’ Atrox said. ‘I didn’t know that,’ the Kinglet answered, ‘the history of the world from its beginning until doomsday has already been written?’ ‘Not so,’ Atrox admitted, ‘only from the beginning of the world until now.’ ‘Then sit down and write the history of the world from now until doomsday,’ the Kinglet said, ‘and how long will it take you?’ ‘Till doomsday,’ Atrox answered. So then the world began to receive futuristic input. And now it cannot get along without it.
“‘Why am I, the renowned Daniel Delany, top scientist and scholar, jabbering such nonsense as this in print? For this reason: When we wade into the treacherous waters of reality, science serves us remarkably well at first. When we wade out where the waters of survival are ankle-deep, science is our staunch friend. When we wade out where the waters of survival are more than arse-deep, forget your science! Latch onto something more aerated, something with more flotation to it. And we are suddenly, without knowing how it happened, chin-deep in the waters of survival, and the cross-currents are quite tricky. We must find New Giants, or we must drown.’”
“In all truth, that Daniel Delany was never really a top scientist,” Leo Parisi said.
This is the article by Mr. Monroney in the Dublin Docket that Mayor McEnglish of Castletown read out loud to the citizens of the three towns as they breakfasted on Old Cow Stew.
“‘There comes a time now, in what is perhaps the last week of our world, when the most courageous thing we can do is Do Nothing. When the whole world has turned irrational, when it puts its hands to its throat and turns blue in the face and croaks that it is suffocating, it is hard to find the courage to Do Nothing. But when the world has found itself in a situation that is so irrational that no rational act is possible, then we must refrain from any act at all lest we contribute to a further irrationality. The world will barely live until the end of this week unless something is done, such is the general scientific opinion here. Ah, but if something is done, it may not even endure that long. In this horrifying emergency, I can only advise, as a scientist and man-of-letters: Be brave, be hopeful, and Do Nothing.’”
“The entire attitude of the Dublin Docket is rather discouraging,” Leo Parisi said. “Could we not get other opinions elsewhere?”
“After all, the Dublin Docket is only one paper, and an Irish one at that,” Solomon Izzersted said. “I wonder what the Broken Arrow Daily Ledger has to say this day?”
“The Broken Arrow Daily Ledger Overseas Edition will not arrive here till several hours after noon, Solomon,” Mary Brandy said.
John Barkley Towntower, the other ego of Solomon Izzersted, said a strange thing that day. “I know that this is my death-day,” he said, “and I’m concerned about you, Solomon. Do you suppose that there is any way that you can survive without me?”
“Yes, I can survive without you, John,” the strange belly-button Solomon said. “It’s true that without you I’ll be only half of the greatest advocacy mathematician in the world, but in other ways I will be a total and free-moving man. Ah, John Barkley, it being the case that this really is your death-day, I’ll want you to sign a few papers before you die. Is there a lawyer here?”
“Myself,” said Gregory O’Growley who was the Political Opposition to Mary Brandy Manx in Port Saint Mary. “Come to my office, gentleman or gentlemen as the case may be, and we will draw up and sign and register any document that your fancy turns to.” So John Barkely Towntower signed everything over to his appendage Solomon Izzersted.
“Atrox, in his outline, didn’t come with you, did he, Jane Chantal?” Mary Brandy asked her. “What happened to his outline?”
“I left it with Audrey. She’s going to bury it in the Giant’s Grave at Evenrood Manor, back in East Sussex. It wasn’t really viable, you know.”
“Janie, how old are you now, and what is your full name, now that you are using such words as viable?” Mary Brandy asked her.
“I am Jane Chantal Ardri and I am sixteen years old, going on seventeen. And I am almost well.”
Men came to Mary Brandy Manx’s Mayor’s Residence in Port Saint Mary late that afternoon with alarming news. “There is a horrible double murder going on right now,” they said. “The hell-cat Leonardo the Great has murdered the man John Barkley Towntower, and now he is murdering the belly-button Solomon Izzersted also. You can see it all right out of your window there. Mary Brandy Manx, Madam the Mayor.”
“God and Mary help us! Is no one there? Can nothing be done?” Mary Brandy cried out in alarm.
“As you see if you look out the window, Mary Brandy, almost everybody in the town is there, and they are doing almost everything about it. They have the new rope from the gallows around the neck of the hell-cat Leonardo and they are strangling him to make him drop Solomon out of his mouth. Now, as you see, they have the rope over the sheave of the gallows-head and are hanging the hell-cat by the neck with the new rope. And still he will not let Solomon out of his mouth.”
But Prince Leonardo did drop Solomon Izzersted out of his mouth when the members of the party of Twelve were still a hundred yards from the gallows. And when they got to the gallows, Leonardo the Panther was rigid in death, hanging by the neck.
But Solomon Izzersted was not dead. He was hopping, lively and in good voice. When separated from John Barkley Towntower, Solomon Izzersted, on his own at last, was about the size of a baseball, and two-thirds of that was head. He had arms and legs, both quite short. He had everything he needed.
“At last, at last I’m free!” he chortled. “I loved John Barkley, of course, though he was pretty tedious. But in any case he couldn’t have lived after Leonardo had bitten the whole stomach out of him. Now I am all brains and bounce! Like a flea, I can jump more than twenty times my own height. I can jump as high as the head of any of you and I can holler louder than the loudest of you!”
Oh pavor, grainc, horror! Leonard the Cat had bitten the whole and entire stomach out of John Barkley Towntower to get Solomon, that noisy growth on John Barkley’s belly. John Barkley Towntower had always been a rather quiet and unaggressive man, centered around his own mathematical genius, and in all other things dominated by the brash Solomon-thing that grew out of him. John Barkley himself had never done a mean thing in his life. And now he was dead.
“How could Leonardo have done such a thing?” Perpetua Parisi asked in white anger. “He was my cousin. Have I hell-cats for cousins? What was he anyhow?”
“Look, look!” Caesar Oceano cried. “He was my partner in so many things, but I never realized what a Strange Cargo he was. Look, look! He changes quite quickly, even in death, when he changes.”
For the person hanging from the gallows-gibbet was no longer the Golden Panther. It was a man, a strange man, a young, handsome, fair, smiling (even in death), incredibly urbane man, bright of feature, open of soul to all appearances, and covered with blood.
“He killed Atrox, he killed Roderick Outreach (but that was no great loss), and I believe that he killed Jane Chantal, but not forever. It was out of his power to kill Jane forever.” Leo Parisi was saying. “But I believe that he did kill her. Atrox was puzzled and frustrated over that episode. He was angry with her, but he truly didn’t remember killing her. And the smiling strange man would do his disappearances by reverting instantly to his Leonardo the Panther form in the confusion. Leonardo had blood on him at the Evenrood Manor in East Sussex and we thought that Myrtle the housemaid had sloshed Sussex Blood Pudding on him. Leonardo had blood on him this morning, and he went in the darkness and washed himself in the ocean.”
“Every Group of Twelve has its Judas,” Denis Lollardy said, “except that Leonardo stood a little bit outside of our strict count of twelve. And he had the Mark of Cain on him.”
“The black bar on his forehead, you mean?” Hieronymous Talking-Crow asked.
“No, no, the very opposite of that. I mean the golden mark everywhere except that one place on his brow. He was a black panther on his brow. He was a black panther with the golden Mark of Cain all over him. How many bad men have been spared because they bore the beautiful golden Mark of Cain! Then the Lord gave Cain a mark so that no one finding him should kill him. If the mark had been a black blotch instead of a golden mantle, the people would have killed all of them seven times over.”
“Should we cut him down?” Hilary Ardri asked.
“No, never!” swore McEnglish the Mayor of Castletown. “The murders were performed within the precincts of Castletown, on that deserted strip of shore as it was. And the pennant of Castletown flies on the gallows in symbol of Castletown justice.”
“No, never!” swore Haggerty the Mayor of Port Erin, “not till the end of the world or the end of the week, whichever one comes first. He will be a good show in these latter days. Be patient and watch.”
“Oh, he changes back into his panther form, slowly, slowly,” Denis Lollardy realized it.
“Yes, and then he will change slowly, slowly into the young, handsome, fair, smiling-even-in-death, incredibly urbane, bright of feature, open of soul, covered with blood man. Sometimes he will change slowly from one form to another, and sometimes he will change instantly. Night and day he will hang there and change, until the end of the week or the world.”
“It is just one hundred hours till the end of the week,” Mary Brandy said. “I don’t know how long it is till the end of the world. Let him hang there, let him hang – But we will have the priest and the mass for John Barkley Towntower immediately. In all ways he was a good man, and he was always patient with his affliction.”
“And his affliction was always patient with him, in my own way, in my own way,” Solomon Izzersted said.
The Shadow of Prince Leonardo the Great was there at the foot of the gallows, the female black panther. She was not gloating, she was grieving. Nobody has yet guessed the real role, or even the real species, of that other black panther.
“Mary Brandy Manx, I wish you would found the Penny-Whistlers’ College,” the Political Opponent Gregory O’Growley suggested. “You are the only one here who is rich enough to found a Penny-Whistlers’ College. To avoid rivalry between the three towns, you could call it the Spanish Head College of Royal Penny-Whistlers.”
“It’s my experience that if a boy learns one tune on the penny-whistle, then he is forever spoiled for all other tunes,” Mary Brandy said. “He will be able to play one tune well and others not at all.”
“True, true,” agreed Gregory O’Growley, “and the one tune will be Friday at Port Saint Mary for Three Penny-Whistles.”
“And you just happen to have three little nephews with you ready to play their three penny-whistles. And you just happen to have with you the Articles of Incorporation for the Spanish Head College of Royal Penny-Whistlers. Oh all right, I’ll sign it.”
And Mary Brandy Manx was wise to sign the Articles of Incorporation. Friday at Port Saint Mary for Three Penny-Whistles was to become one of the great penny-whistle tunes of the world.
Father Joseph Kirkpatrick (he came originally from the nearby Scottish Coast) drank brandy with Mary Brandy and the rest of them at dusk, after the burial of John Barkley Towntower.
“These Apprehensions, which are sometimes known as the Nine Day Wonders, are frequent in history or at least in shadow-history,” he said. “Scarcely a century has been so poor that it has not had one or several of them. They are characterized by Pnigmophobia, both for the individual person and the world. I suppose that it’s really the contagion of a viral sickness. That being so, it will pass, and its dead will be buried, and the world will continue on its way. The fifth night of the sickness (that will be tonight, Friday night) is usually the worst, or that was the case in the epidemics of 1017, 1126, 1344, 1453, 1562, 1671, 1780, and 1889.”
“What happened to 1235?” Jane Hunting-Horn Chantal Ardri asked.
“The Thirteenth, the Holiest of Centuries, was spared the apprehensive sickness,” Father said. “But Friday night, the fifth night, is usually the worst for the victims. That is the night of the nightmares, of the deliriums, and of the deaths. The people have nightmares that they are choking to death, and so they do choke to death, a few millions of them, in their violent sleep. On the Friday night of the Strangle-Death of the year 1344, thirteen million died in Europe alone. The failure of worldwide input is only the failure of grace. But you people here, being intellectually active, do not sleep much at night anyhow. Oh, one or two or three of you may die tonight (after you make your midnight jump I believe), but the rest of you should survive with minimal impairment. Bonfires are good to keep off the nightmares. And yes, young girl, hunting-horns. I see that you have yours about your neck.”
“Do you believe in giants?” Jane Hunting-Horn Chantal asked.
“Of course I believe in giants. My own great-grandfather was a giant. And I myself am quite tall, six feet and five inches.”
“I mean the Writing Giants who write the world?”
“They would have no power if it were not given to them from above. Locally, in the Islands and the Scandinavias and all shores of the North Sea, a Friday Night feature of the disease is the Infestation of the Sussex Wraiths. It is said that they take their bat-flights from the ancient Evenrood Manor in England. But they are not world-wide, or perhaps they are known by other names in other parts of the world. Good night all. I must go to an early bed. I anticipate a number of funerals tomorrow. Oh, it will probably take the remaining four days of the week to bury all of those who die on this Night of the Strangulation. Be cheerful all, and walk in the Faith and the Light.”
On the evening packet-boat (it was late) there came a lady with golden skin and very black hair. She went out and stood under the gallows-gibbet where Prince Leonardo the Great hung, and Mary Brandy went out to talk to her. And Mary Brandy called somebody to have a chair brought for the lady.
“I want his body,” the golden-dark lady said.
“He must hang there till the end of the week,” Mary Brandy said.
“I’ll wait. It’s less than a hundred hours.” The female black panther put its head in the lap of the golden-dark lady as soon as she was seated in the chair. “She is my sister,” the lady said. “We were born twins. We are of the changing cat-clan. Each of us was brided to him, I in the human and she in his cat form. But the Mystery of Evil was on him and we could do nothing. After this week is over we will claim his body and bury him here. No, we will not need anything. Neither of us will eat or drink till the week is finished. It’s less than a hundred hours.”
Mary Brandy told the people to have bonfires burning all that night. “You don’t have to tell us that. This is Friday night,” said Mayor Haggerty of Port Erin. “Bonfires indeed,” agreed Mayor McEnglish of Castletown, “and hunting horns.”
“Yes, and penny-whistles,” said Gregory O’Growley who was the political opposition in Port Saint Mary. “The new tune Friday at Port Saint Mary for Three Penny-Whistles will help keep the strangulation away.”
“Oh well, the Night of the Strangle-Deaths might as well be a fun night,” Monika Pantera said. “How many hunting horns do you have in your house, Mary Brandy?”
“Oh, five or six, surely. But several of them may be out of tune.”
“I want one out of tune,” said Drusilla Evenrood. “I’ll show those Sussex Wraiths who are giving my Manor a bad name! I’ll split their ears!”
“You’ll not be able to do that,” said Solomon Izzersted who had become a know-it-all since he was an unattached man. “They are bat-wings and they will have bat ears. When you hit the highest note that the hunting horn has, you’re just getting to the edge of their country. They are at home with the really high and ear-splitting frequencies. But they are no more than comic characters if you are able to take them as such, small pipe-smoking, squeaking bats, who claim that they are giants, such are the Sussex Wraiths, in legend at least.”
There is not much difference between the tunes Friday at Port Saint Mary for Three Penny-Whistles and Friday at Port Saint Mary for Three Hundred Hunting-Horns. They enlivened the air, and the bonfires illuminated the night. Prince Leonardo the Great, hanging on his gibbet-gallows and turning slowly from one of his forms to the other, had three black crows perched on the gallows-arm to keep him company. Some of the people thought that they heard Prince Leonardo talking to the crows.
“Oh, you know that is not true,” Mary Brandy told those people crossly. “All my life, those same three crows have roosted on that same gallows-arm every night. They don’t even know that it’s a gallows-arm. It is just something for them to roost on.”
The Sussex Wraiths began to come. Bat-wings indeed! Many of them had the pipe-smoking faces of those neo-giants, the dead Roderick Outreach and the live Sandra Ott. “We are not wraiths, we are not bats,” the wraiths said. “We are angels or messengers sent out to effect the writs of the New Giants. We are the motivation of the world. We are the future of the world.”
Nah, they lied. They were bats.
Hunting-horn blowing takes a lot of breath, and some of the people, with the strangulation fear upon them, had to abandon it. And some of the people did begin to have the delirium-nightmares while still walking about. They passed into fevered sleep-walking. They had nightmares that they were choking to death, and so they did choke to death in their violent walking sleep. But this did not happen to many of them, only thirteen in the whole three towns that whole night. It would have been much worse if they hadn’t had the bonfires and penny-whistles and hunting horns.
But one of their group, Hieronymous Talking-Crow, did die. He died in a shouting and strangling nightmare. It would tear your heart out of your breast to see it! Mary Brandy gave his body to Mortimers’ Undertakers at Port Saint Mary with instructions to ship it back to the United States. Hieronymous had specified when he joined the group that he wanted his body shipped back. “I will not survive,” he had said. “I will be the scapegoat. That is my role.”
The Group of Twelve had now lost to death at Port Saint Mary three persons, John Barkley Towntower, Prince Leonardo the Great, and Hieronymous Talking-Crow. And still there were twelve of them in the Group of Twelve.
“Midnight has already struck at my home in Lecco,” the master forger Denis Lollardy said. “It is Saturday at Lecco so there are still four more days in this week. We are destined to make our rounds till the end of the week or the end of the world.”
“Everybody stay very close together,” Jane Chantal Ardri said. “If we scatter, we will be picked off one by one and killed.”
They stood very close together.
They went to Lecco in Italy.



CHAPTER NINE
 



Saturday at Lecco
 
‘Whether toward the time of the Judgement the Sun and Moon will be darkened in very truth?’

 
SECOND ARTICLE OF QUESTION 73 ON SUPPLEMENT TO THE SUMMA THEOLOGICA, Aquinas.
 
Saint Thomas decides that toward the time of the Judgement the Sun and Moon will in truth be darkened. But when the Judgement Itself arrives, the light of the moon shall be as the light of the sun, and the light of the sun shall be sevenfold, as Isaiah says. But how long is that darkened interval toward the time of the Judgement? Is it a short day, a short year, a short century, a short millennium?

 
“There is no doubt that the stars, the moon, the sun have been darkened by as much as twelve percent,” Gorgonius Pantera said, “and that is after applying every correction, coefficient, and adjustment. And the boys on Mont Blanc have just told me that this confirms their readings for this morning too.”
Gorgonius had just spent five hours, before and after dawn, in the fascinating observatory of Denis Lollardy at Lecco.
“That doesn’t seem like much, around twelve percent,” said Leo Parisi, “but it’s enough to extinguish life on Earth if continued as long as three years. Do the boys on Mont Blanc consider it a sport or a permanent thing?”
“The stars, moon, and sun have been darkening for six nights and five days, but the rate of decrease of light declined slightly last night. The decrease might have crested, but that doesn’t guarantee that the trend will be reversed.”
“How would you go about increasing the light of the stars and the moon and the sun?” Laughter-Lynn Casement asked.
“Easy,” said Jane Chantal. “I’d get New Giants installed and get them to writing brighter stars and moon and sun.”
“The New Giants in my Manor in Sussex give me no satisfaction at all this morning,” Drusilla said. “They tell me that they have rejected my nominal suzerainty. They say that they may write the stars out of existence completely in the interest of simplicity, and they may write out our present moon and write in seven smaller moons to be named for each of them. I don’t know who their seventh giant is now, since Roderick Outreach is dead. They say they will write in a thermostat for the sun so it will lighten or darken or heat or cool instantly as desired. And they are writing out the nine minute or so delay that has been elapsing while the heat and light comes from the sun.”
“There will always be trouble when professionals are able to take over jobs like that,” Laughter-Lynn said.
The Twelve were now reduced to Eleven indeed. After they arrived at Lecco, in the middle of the Strangulation Night, Hilary Ardri had died in a strangulation nightmare, and his death had shocked them all. What an odd man he was! The things that he could do with a computer, and he not even known as an expert in the field! Consider the thousands of tons of computerized fish that he was able to get out of ponds and streams and lakes and seas and oceans, when in fact those fish hadn’t been in those waters at all!
An Arabian sort of man came up to Jane Chantal as she walked in her new sorrow in the French Garden of the wonderful estate of Denis Lollardy at Lecco.
“The El-Khatar Giant, whom I serve, says that he is weary and wishes to die as Atrox has died, as the Hsiang Giant has died, and as the Illacrove Giant died during the night just past. Now the El-Khatar Giant wishes to die just as soon as he can get a replacement.”
“Yes, all right, I will, I’ll be glad to be his replacement,” Jane Chantal said.
“That wasn’t what you were expected to say,” the Arabian man puzzled. “It was expected that you would say ‘Oh, I don’t know anything about the gianting business, and I wouldn’t know how to replace a scribbling giant.’ That’s what you were expected to say.”
“Why should I say such a silly thing as that? I know almost everything about the gianting business and I know exactly how to replace a scribbling giant. I’m born for the job. I’m a camel’s nose just like Atrox was. I like to slip under every tent flap and know all about everything.”
“Your name is Jane Chantal Ardri, isn’t it?” the Arabian asked.
“Well, it was. But now that my husband has died of the perishing strangulation, I think I’ll change my surname from Ardri to Ard-ban-rion. Get it? Ard-Ri meant High King, specifically the High King of Ireland in the old days. But I shall change my name to Ard-ban-rion or High Queen. I was born to be named ‘Queen’. Isn’t everything working out perfectly!”
An unemployed musician of his acquaintance came up to Denis Lollardy as he walked in the English Gardens of his wonderful estate at Lecco.
“Which instrument, Cipriano?” Denis asked. “And how many?”
“Flutes,” said the man, “and seven of them. My surname, as you know, is Settiflauti or Seven Flutes.”
“Gorgonius!” Denis called to the great composer who was walking in the Italian Gardens of the wonderful Lollardy Estate, “Gorgonius!” Denis called across that half mile interval in that soft but carrying voice that only the Italians around Lecco have, “how long would it take you to compose Saturday at Lecco For Seven Flutes?”
“I have just composed it. How strange that you should ask!” Gorgonius answered in that solid carrying voice that only the Alpine Germans have, and he began to whistle the new tune in a powerful whistle.
“Have you six other flutists for friends, six who are as unemployed as yourself, Cipriano? And do you suppose that we could strike a bargain?”
“I have six such friends. I suppose such a bargain. Was there ever a day when things were so exactly right!”
Lecco was a beautiful foot-of-the-mountain town in Lombardy where the river Adda flows out of Lake Como. The great trees and breath-taking boscage and grass were so deep a green that they looked blue. And the blue at Lecco was so deep a blue that it looked purple. The rising countryside was an explosion of ten thousand different blooms of orange, yellow, red, and super-red. Olives, grapes, dates, figs, and melons were all ripe at the same time. The limbs of the walnut trees touched the ground with their load of nuts; and the apple, cherry, and citrus trees were all in fruit. Shoulder-high clovers were grazed by cattle, sheep, goats, and deer. The woods were full of peafowl and gamecocks. There were a dozen kinds of brightly-feathered warblers giving a tonal background to the exquisite Saturday at Lecco for Seven Flutes. There were a hundred estates around Lecco, and the fairest of all of them was that of Denis Lollardy.
“It’s most funny that I don’t remember it being quite so wonderful here,” this Denis said now, “and I’ve been gone for less than a week.”
On the wonderful estate of Denis Lollardy was his French Garden, English Garden, Italian Garden, Moravian Garden, Aragonese Garden, Armenian Garden, Persian Garden, Arabian Garden, and Japanese Garden all in high style.
“It’s funny that I don’t remember some of them, and they are surely of memorable appearance,” Denis considered the matter. “In all my life I never saw such beauty of design. But I don’t remember the Moravian Garden at all. And the Armenian Garden! I wonder how one says de trop in Armenian?”
So he went to seek the source of his new blessings, and he found Jane Chantal High-Queen painting and writing at a slab table that beggared description.
“I have had a wonderful estate for a long time, Janie,” he said, “but it has not been this wonderful until just this morning. Have you a finger in this matter, dear? Is it, in fact, a form of your finger painting?”
“Yes, I have ten fingers into it, Denis, clear up to my navel. I thought I would write you the most beautiful estate possible because you have such a beautiful personality. Well, not quite everything that I paint and write today takes flesh, but almost everything does. It’s easier at close range, of course. These twelve incredibly-colored birds here, for instance, six males and six females, were not at all difficult to write. I just wrote ‘Make them on the inside just like any other big tropical birds, but on the outside feather them as follows –’ And then I described the breath-taking plumage they should have. And there they are! Then I wrote that they should go out and populate Morotai, an Indonesian Island on the other side of the globe. But they fly off a little ways and then they come back. They don’t seem to have any idea how to get to Morotai Island. I’ll get them there yet though. I believe I’ll have to learn to phrase things a little bit better. I’ll have to learn to describe the flightways that the birds are supposed to have an instinct to follow. Do you have a geography book in your house, Denis?”
“Yes, but why don’t you write your own geography, Janie?”
“I don’t think I’m supposed to innovate on such a big scale, not in my first day on the job as New Giantess. I experiment a little bit yet. I write that the men working in the field over there should be happy, and they laugh and giggle as if they’d rupture themselves. Then I write ‘not that damned happy’, and they are as they were to begin with.”
“I don’t understand how you came by your special competence for writing the world.”
“I’ve been dead, and now I live again. That hasn’t happened to most people. And then I’m an artist in all the arts, and hardly anyone else is, except possibly you.”
“What are you working on now, Janie?”
“I’m going to fix those false, pipe-smoking neo-giants back in Drusilla’s Manor house in Sussex, England. I’m giving them boils now, and turning their drinking water into blood. I’m going to give them all the ten plagues of Egypt if they don’t get out of the world-writing business. They aren’t very effective at it, but their ideas are so dark that they’d ruin the world if they were effective. And I can feel lots of points of contact between their trashiness and my valid work. I read somewhere about an eleventh plague of Egypt. If I can remember what it was, I’ll write that they’ll get it too. They’ll have to give up pretty soon. I tell them ‘My writing will eclipse your writing, and my snakes will eat up your snakes’.”
“Where did you get this wonderful slab table, Janie. It must be twelve feet in diameter.”
“Yes, twelve feet in diameter. That’s what I wrote that it should be. I wrote that there should grow a mahogany tree twelve feet in diameter and a thousand years old on that hillock there.”
“Mahogany trees don’t grow in this part of Italy.”
“This one did. Go and look at the rest of it on the ground up on that hillock. Then I wrote that they should saw a slab from the middle of the tree and give it a high polish and set it here.”
“Isn’t that pen a little bit long to write with, Janie?”
“Not for me. I like a long pen.”
No, of course Jane Chantal High-Queen wasn’t writing with one of those nine-foot-long giant goose feathers. She was writing with a four-foot-long tail feather from a King-of-Bavaria Bird-of-Paradise. And now she had written that ten thousand song birds should add their warbles to Saturday at Lecco for Seven Flutes, and they went over the sound threshold to a new thing in music.
Jane painted at intervals in her writing. She painted the world and wrote the world at the same time.
“I bet I could forge some of your forgeries just as good as your original forgeries were, Denis,” she said.
“Of course you could, Jane. Any Master-Forger could.”
Denis Lollardy was quite proud of his art treasures. Only Leo and Perpetua Parisi and her parents the Panteras had seen any of them before, and even they hadn’t seen all of them. Denis called all the reduced Group of Twelve together to look at them now, for they were somehow important in their Quest for Reality.
The Major Paintings were so good and so numerous that they almost destroyed their own effect. There were the Durer Pinakothek-Munich Self-Portrait; the Goya Third of May 1808; the Copley Watson and the Shark; the Gainsborough Robert Andrews and His Wife; the Boucher Shepherd and Shepherdess; the Ruisdael The Jewish Graveyard; Caravaggio’s The Cardsharps; Brueghel’s The Land of Cockayne; Bosch’s The Ship of Fools; Honore’s David and Goliath; Beckman’s The Dream; Chagall’s I And The Village; Klee’s Twittering Machine; Miro’s The Harlequin’s Carnival; Bouguereau’s Youth; Courbet’s The Stone Breakers; so many of the better-than-the-originals forgeries of the top world’s masterpieces that they really reached critical mass and established a world of their own!
Oh, the exquisite fakeries of Count Finnegan’s Orange Period Oranges of Mockman’s splintering Cigar Store Indian; of Randall’s mysterious It Isn’t What You Think; of Mary Morehouse’s Nine Ducks, and also of her Seven Ducks; of Ewigman’s murky The Sun At Midnight; of Esterhazy’s Ikes Chilli Parlor; of Jonquil’s The Face At The Bottom of The Well. And there was Denis’s own Pine Tree, a forgery from life.
“I bet God is jealous of that one, Denis,” Caesar Oceano said.
“Of course he’s jealous of it,” Denis rejoined, “and yet it’s unfair. Pine trees are among the few things, among the very few things, that God does badly.”
There were nine pair of matched originals-and-forgeries of totem poles. The originals were from British Columbia of Canada of North America. The forgeries were from the talented buck-bladed knife of Denis Lollardy.
“Your forgeries can always be recognized by their being slightly better than the originals, Denis,” Gorgonius Pantera said. “It’s a failing of yours. But in the case of these, though your technical ingenuity which you can never disguise is here more manifest than in most of your forgeries, yet the original wooden grotesqueries have something that yours lack. What is it, what is it?”
“The spirits, the jailed spirits,” Denis said. “There are spirits imprisoned in the originals, suffering spirits. Why is it that I am the only non-Pacific-Coast Indian who noticed just what totem poles are. They’re jails, you know.”
“Jails? How would they be jails, Denis?” Laughter-Lynn asked.
“They are wooden jails in which humans, spirits, genie, friends as well as enemies were imprisoned. I don’t know how they were imprisoned into the wood, but they are in there, alive, and usually angry at being imprisoned. They have one advantage: they outlived their jailors who locked them up in the wood, for all these totem poles are more than one hundred years old. And they have one disadvantage: they are not comfortable in there, piled atop one another and unable to move. See this White Woman in the first original of the series! She was the wife of an English sea captain who explored that western Canadian coast and traded with the Indians. She left her husband and ran away into the woods with one of the Indians under the impression that Indians are passionate lovers. But he tired of her quickly, so he locked her into the wooden jail of that totem pole along with half a dozen other friends and enemies. She is alive and awake in there. She is ugly with hate and pop-eyed with fury, and she hears every word we say and becomes more and more furious about it all. I captured her rather well in my forgery, and yet the original has her as a living and hating person and my forgery has her only as a piece of angry art.”
Denis Lollardy had one table a hundred-and-twenty feet long, and on it were ten thousand artifacts, some in both originals and forgeries, some in forgeries only.
“I want that pair of dingy lamps,” Monika Pantera told Denis. “Nobody else would ever want them, but I want them unaccountably. They have a yearning, wishing quality. You have tried to hide them, haven’t you? – making them into the two least interesting artifacts on the long table, by having one of them at one end of the table and the other one at the other end. And ten thousand other glittering artifacts are in between them. One of the lamps would hardly catch a person’s eye. But the two of them, even when so widely separated, do catch it, barely. Don’t tell me what they are. Their story is probably as dingy as their appearance. Just give them to me.”
“You don’t know what you ask, Monika-of-the-Pianocastle. Can you drink the cup I drink from and quell the spirits that I quell? Can you play tag with the elementals and pull the beards of the roughest giants in deep earth?”
“Of course I can, all that and more. Please have the two lamps sent to our castle this very day. You haven’t given me any gift since the last one.”
“The microscope on the table by itself, is it a forgery or is it not?” Solomon Izzersted interrupted.
“Of course it’s a forgery, Solomon, and much better than the original, though I have not been able to steal the original. But this one is full of miracles and revelations without end.”
“In the context of the empty-box-atoms-revisited, does it contribute anything new?” Solomon asked. “Can one, by using it, see anything in the hearts of the atoms besides those silly little scraps of meaningless trash?”
“One can’t see anything else, Solomon. But one can pick intimations of something else, of whole invisible empires. Try the microscope for a few hours today.”
Denis had two non-distinguished tables there. Each of them had twelve places and twelve chairs. The original was an unimaginative factory-made table, probably from Milano. And the forgery was somewhat better.
“Why, Denis, why?” Caesar Oceano asked. “Is there –?”
“Is there more to it than is apparent, Caesar? No, I don’t think so. They are plain seance tables, and seance tables have never been known for their artistry or craftsmanship, being used in the dark most of the time anyhow. Oh yes, like about one in ten of all seance tables, they can be used to evoke spirits from the vasty deeps. I use them here sometimes because this place (in the midst of my treasures and masterworks) gives me ideas of the persons and spirits that I might take a fancy to evoke.”
“Let’s evoke the shabbiest spirit we can think of,” Solomon said. “At every seance I’ve every attended (though this will be the first one without my erstwhile host John Barkley Towntower) the persons evoked have been the grandfathers of persons present, or the husbands of some of them, or historical personages, kings and Napoleons and drivel. Who is the most casual, the most non-noteworthy spirit we can think of, and the one who (in spite of being non-noteworthy) is likely to give us unusual information or pseudo-information? Who is so ridiculous that it won’t matter that he is ridiculous?”
“I’m thinking of one of the three persons that Atrox mentioned as being secondary creators of his,” Laughter-Lynn said. “He mentioned Rabelais whom he had made because his contemporaries called him the Roman Rabelais and laughed when they said it, and he couldn’t discover the meaning of the word ‘rabelais’. He mentioned Balzac who would create a massive and intricate nineteenth century Paris that never really existed. Atrox, he confesses, had an old anger against Paris because of being abused there for stealing chickens, so he could not write the city rationally. And for a third of them, Atrox mentioned a grubby North American of only a few years ago, but I forget his name.”
“Charles Fort,” said Caesar Oceano, “the driveler of sky drivel.”
“Sure,” Denis agreed. “Let’s sit down in eleven of the chairs, and perhaps that Charles will come and sit down in the twelfth.”
They sat down.
“Abra dabra ookie ort,
“Come and visit, Charley Fort,” Jane Chantal High-Queen intoned, and she also wrote it down on a piece of paper that the person Charles Fort should appear.
There were several slight changes in the ambient. They were indoors in a high-vaulted room, but now the sky came indoors also, right through the high vaulting of the room, and came down so low that a tall man could have reached up and touched it. Oh, it was the sky all right. The sky is easily recognized. But it was the sky caught in the net of an odd circumstance. And Charles Fort was there. Non, no, he did not do anything so extraordinary as appear. He was just there, dully and comfortably, as though he had been going through Lollardy’s remarkable collection of old newspapers for countless years.
Charles Fort, or his evocation or ghost, reached up and scratched a match on the sky. He lit a half-smoked cigar with the burning match, and then he sat down in the twelfth chair. He seemed the most materialistic of all of them there. “A sky that I can’t scratch matches on is no sky at all,” he said. “Do you have Ruppert beer?”
“No, that beer has not been made for a long time. Colonel Ruppert has been dead for a long time,” said Caesar Oceano who knew beer.
“Yes, I see the Colonel now and then,” Fort said, “and he always explains that he’s dead. And he doesn’t know whether his New York Yankees team is still in existence or not. He’s got one rule of existence to go by though. ‘If the Yankees are in the second division,’ he often says, ‘then they’ve dropped out of it. They aren’t.’ Oh, any sort of beer will do.”
“Charles,” Gorgonius Pantera said, “you wrote some of the easiest-to-ignore works in all the history of disreputable literature. Did you really have anything to go on at all? You created a whole universe of your own, but did you use anything at all that was material in that creation?”
“No, Gorgolanza, I didn’t create a universe, I discovered one. I named it the Fortean Universe when I found that it was unnamed. I don’t know why many persons didn’t discover it before I did. They just weren’t paying attention, I guess. A tall man could crack his head on it on an especially low-sky day. Yes, I discovered that the sky could be as high as twenty-seven miles and as low as seven feet, that the moon was about the size of an Iowa hay-barn, which is to say large, but not exceedingly large. I pointed out that not only do large and small rocks fall out of the sky, but also spiders (sometimes in clusters of more than a million of them), frogs, toads, worms, snakes, fish (including supposedly long-extinct fish), tar or tar-like substance by the ton, pieces of fresh meat weighing as much as three hundred pounds, pieces of ice weighing as much as eight hundred pounds, horse-saddles, pieces of sea-weed more than a hundred feet long, rusted chassis of automobiles of unknown manufacture, row-boats which fell to earth so slowly that they were not broken, sea-anchors weighing as much as nine tons.”
“Where is all this leading, Charley?” Laughter-Lynn asked him.
“I have no idea. That’s a leading question, and I won’t be led.”
“You once wrote: Traceries of ice, millions of years old, forming on the surface of a pond – later, with different materials, these same forms will express botanically. What did you mean by that?” Leo asked.
“I meant by that to write what I did write, and I meant nothing else.”
“You once wrote: There are giants who will walk by, though sound asleep. There are things that are theorems, and things that are rags … Here and there will flit the little harlots. Many are clowns. How many giants, Charles? And don’t you think yours is a pretty odd universe?” That was Drusilla Evenrood questioning him.
“Seven giants in general, and one in particular. Of course I never said that my Fortean Universe was the only universe. It coexisted with other universes in the same parts of space.”
“Coexisted with other universes?” Mary Brandy asked. “How?”
“In the same way the universes of the Jews, Irish, Italians, Blacks, and Germans coexisted with each other in that part of space named Bronx New York, my native town. The different universes seem to mingle with each other, but in reality they have hardly any parts in contact. Like the lemon juice and the coconut milk in the Trader Horn Hookers we used to get at the Seven Seas Bar and Grill in the Bronx, and the rum in the drink didn’t have any real point of contact with either the lemon juice nor the coconut milk. I use that as a metaphor, of course.”
“You’ve been dead sixty-six years, Charles, and yet there’s a slight smelly solidity to you,” Leo Parisi said. “Do you know Atrox the Giant?”
“He’s one of those markets you write for and never get paid. I do know him, but you won’t get me to admit it. With my reputation for nuttiness, I just couldn’t get away with knowing Atrox. What would people think if I told them that I was associated with a giant who was writing the world, and that he sub-let part of the job to me for many years? People would think I was some kind of loony.”
“Charles, being dead for sixty-six years, do you still stay current with your particular universe? And with the other universes in general?” Gorgonius asked.
“Oh sure. Dying was one of the least important things in my life anyhow. The only difference is that I know more people now. I know the living and the dead. I’ve been alive and I’ve been dead, but dead’s a little bit better. It’s more spacious.”
“Do you fool with atoms and with the interiors of atoms in your Fortean Universe?” Solomon Izzersted asked.
“Oh yes. But the difference of size isn’t nearly as great in the Fortean Universe. In the Fortean Universe, people are almost small enough and the atoms are almost big enough. It’s the only universe that comes anywhere near to accommodating both of them. In my universe, people are sometimes able to make personal visits to the interiors of atoms. The atoms sure are not empty-box wastelands as some modern scientists say. I’ve visited the interiors of atoms myself, but it sure has been close. I simply pick a place inside my own body or outside of it (it doesn’t make much difference, so long as it’s living, living animal or living plant). Then I think small till I’m wandering around in a cell there. Then I think still smaller till I’m wandering around inside a protean cluster. Then I think still smaller till I’m wandering around inside a single molecule, and then a single atom. It’s like a circus or carnival inside an atom, ferris wheels and giddy-go-rounds and slambangos and sky-rides all over the place. The reason you can’t see all that activity through our ultra-microscopes is that the spinning particles move so fast that they’re invisible. But if you get down to their size, then you get down to their speed and time also. The last time I was able to crack the size barrier and go all the way in, I was in there for thirty-one days. I kept a journal of it. Oh, the things moved fast enough to be dazzling, but not so fast that I couldn’t keep track of them. And it was a circus in every way. I never had so much fun in my life. And when I came out again, do you know how much time had elapsed? A little less than one thousandth of a second. And I really had spent thirty-one days in there, by subatomic time. I’d filled up a thousand pages in my journal, and I brought it out with me. I tried to sell it to Colliers Magazine, but they wouldn’t touch it. They said that my reputation was against me. Oh sure, since I’m dead I do it often. My size isn’t any impediment to me when I’m dead.”
“Just how much of an impediment is it when you’re not dead?” Solomon Izzersted asked apprehensively. “And how small would a fellow have to be so it wouldn’t be any impediment at all?”
“I’d say, if a fellow was about the size of a baseball, he’d be perfect for the trip,” Charles Fort said. “And if he were somewhat the shape of a baseball too, why it would be perfection sphered for him. Say, I hadn’t noticed it before, but you’re about that size and shape.”
“I sure am,” Solomon grinned his spherical grin. “I sure am.”
“Charles, either in the context of the Special Fortean Universe, or in the larger General Universe, do you know what has gone wrong that the stars and moon and sun have all been dimming for several days, that all the vital functions of the world and the universe have slowed down or weakened?” Leo Parisi asked. “Do you know why there has been a clear decrease in gravity, and in the magnetic field of the world, and in the coriolis force of the world, and in the rate of influx of radio-carbon to the earth system, in the efflux of helium-4 into the atmosphere, in the bonding of the earth’s pelt, in the –”
“Spare me the cataloging,” said Charles Fort. “For every item you name, I can name you ten. And the most serious of the changes, of course, is the Suffocating Nightmares that kill so many thousands of the people world-wide every night. I could put it down to the summer doldrums, and it is partly that. But the main answer is that the troubles are caused by the hundred-and-nine-year locusts. They call them that because they come every hundred-and-nine years. They’re invisible. And moreover they’re decapods and so are not true locusts at all. But they feed on the daily-life-elixir and diminish it so much that the world and its peoples suffer from the deprivation. That’s the Fortean answer.”
“And what can the world and its peoples do about the fearful hundred-and-nine year locusts, Charles Fort?” Gorgonius Pantera asked.
“The world and its peoples can give thanks that the hundred-and-nine year locusts come only once every hundred-and-nine years. But the locust plague and the other plagues are a mortal danger to the world only if they carry over into the second week, so it is written in the Book of Jasher. Thanks for calling me up, people, but I’ve been here almost twenty minutes by your time, and that’s more than a millionth of a second out of the time after I’m dead. Call me up again tomorrow if you wish, and I’ll come.”
“We will likely be in a different place tomorrow,” Monika said.
“That’s all right. I’m no respecter of places. If that girl-woman will evoke me with that same rime tomorrow, I’ll come wherever you are. Say, girl-woman, you don’t look like the type, but I have the feeling that you’ve become one of the new scribbling giants who write the world. Are you?”
“Yes, I said I’d be one. And I think I’m becoming one of them, Charles,” Jane Chantal High-Queen said. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”
‘O Christ, the plough, O Christ, the laughter
Of holy white birds flying after.’
Masefield.
 
But the greatest of Denis Lollardy’s forgeries, of course, was his Laughing Christ of Creopas or Creophylus.
“The Christ, where do you have him on display, Denis?” Gorgonius asked. “He raises so many questions. Where do you have him?”
“Nowhere. He’s temperamental. He won’t stay on display. He’s back in the hole where I buried him and later dug him up. But I can bring him up by a rope-pull, and he’s usually very pleasant after he’s up.”
They went to a cut in the verdant hillside, just up the slope from the Irish Gardens. Denis Lollardy pulled the rope-pull, and the statue came up to the light of day standing on a pallet. And all eleven of them (including Denis who had carved the statue) drew their breaths in sharply at the sheer beauty and joy and friendliness of the masterwork.
Well, this was the most pleasant piece of statuary that any of them had ever seen, slightly larger than life-sized, and wrapped in the colored cleanliness of its own laughter.
The Laughing Christ! But who was he really?
“No, he is not Christ. He is creature,” Laughter-Lynn said. “and he is alive. Oh, the wonderful eeriness!”
“I think so,” Denis said in a sort of rapture. “Though I cut him out of pinkish marble, yet there is more than that to him now. More and less, for I’m often disappointed in him. He becomes more trivial than I made him, now and then. A sylvan spirit comes into the statue sometimes. I have seen him, but only when I’m half asleep.
“Come out of the marble! Come out of it! I command you. We are the most excellent company in the world here. Come out and share your laughter with us!”
But the spirit or creature that stepped out of the stone statue was not quite in the spirit of the statue. Its laughter was lesser and otherwise.
“Oh, the stone pillar, I use it as sort of a change-station,” the emerging darker creature laughed. Well yes, he did look a little bit like the wonderful statue, in his pleasantness anyhow, but he was no more than half the size of it and hadn’t a quarter of its vitality.
“I use it as Superman uses a telephone booth to change into his Superman costume,” the Sylvan Spirit said. “I used to duck into any hollow tree around here until Denis carved this wonderful statue. I have two states, and I love to change from one of them to the other.”
“Just who are you?” Gorgonius asked. “What species, please?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Memory is a tricky thing and so is classification. I remember being born of a she-goat and living as a faun for a thousand years. Well yes, I do remember it. If that is not exactly what I was, well I was something for that thousand years. I was overwhelmed with my love for the earth, and I still am. When all the other fauns aged and died and were not replaced, I still lived on, still lived on as little more than a boy. Gioioso Lecco, Merry Lecco, was the name given to this region then, and I was a part of the merriment. Well, there was never a happier earth spirit than I was.
“Then I died. And the real fun began. I was canonized by the Church as Saint Faunus the patron of merriment, and I am still honored that way on the local calendar. In the Laughter of the Saints, before the Day Star, I begot thee is the beginning passage of the Introit of my mass of Saint Faunus.
“Solomon Izzersted, beloved baseball of a man, you just blinked. Everybody blinks, but not everybody blinks that special thousandth-of-a-second blink. You went on a journey during that short interval. Yes, tell us about that journey, Solomon.”
“Yes, it was like a carnival or circus, like twenty carnivals and circuses,” Solomon Izzersted said, seeming still to be in a sort of rapture, “and I have peculiar entree into the world of carnivals and circuses. When I had the ventriloquist act with John Barkley Towntower we traveled with lots of circuses. Some of the Impresarios and Mentalists and Side-Show Producers are amazing fellows. I sat up and talked all night with those fellows, for thirty-one nights, and I’ve got enough tall tales for a lifetime. And I can go back in there as often as I wish, into the interior of a different atom every time, and there are billions and billions of them waiting for me. And I will not have made the circuit of them all until my days will be manifest. And I’ll use less than a thousandth of a second on my life-clock every time I go.”
“In your own way you will have the best of many worlds now,” the Sylvan Spirit said. “Smallest man in the world, you have become enlarged. But as to my own history: In my dying it was discovered that I was an immortal. But I still did not have to give back the thousand years. Fauns, as you may not know, live a thousand years in joy, and then they are finished. For they are mortal. But humans usually live less than a hundred years in very mixed joy-and-sorrow, and then they die. And after that, for better or worse, for much better or much worse, they live forever. But I could have it both ways. And in another way also I have it both ways.
“I loved the earth so much that I was allowed to divide my time between the earth and the after-earth for my second thousand years. My second thousand years ran out several decades ago, but nobody said anything about it so I’ll not say anything either. I love the deep green joy of the earth! Of course I love the after-earth also, but I’m still a bit timorous about that.
“Oh certainly I know the Scribbling Giants, girl-woman Jane. And you ask me, Caesar Oceano, why don’t the scribbling giants leave this world alone? Why don’t they leave it just as it is?
“The world is never just as it is,” Faunus declared. “The world lives its blessed life with the aid of the extraordinary effort of a small group of extraordinary people added to the ordinary effort of the ordinary people. Why should the extraordinary ones be excluded? The world would never make it without its extraordinary citizens. When the numbers of the Extraordinaries is diminished only by several of them, and only for several days, the difference is manifest.
“The giants, like the fauns, live one thousand years, and they live much more in sorrow than in joy. The world has never understood the deep melancholy of the giants. Their melancholy makes them creative, in a rumpled way, but is it worth it to them? If they cry out at the idea of being extinguished at the end of one thousand years, they are given a second thousand years. But for their second thousand years, the balance is tilted still more to sorrow and less to joy, and their melancholy deepens. There is nothing like the black melancholy of giants in their second or even third millennium. And yet they work hard and try to write the world cheerfully. Perhaps somewhere, some day, they will have their compensation. But nobody would want to be a giant, from free choice.”
“I want to be a giant, whether from free choice or not,” Laughter-Lynn stated. “Drusilla and Mary Brandy and Jane Chantal have all been offered giants’ mantles, but only Jane Chantal High-Queen has picked hers up for certain yet. I’d surely pick mine up if it were offered to me. Maybe it will be offered to me tomorrow.”
“No, Laughter-Lynn, there will be no laughter for you tonight and there will be no tomorrow for you tomorrow,” Saint Faunus said.
“Oh, I’ll make a tomorrow for myself, no matter what happens to me tonight,” Laughter-Lynn smiled. “But how does one who is not born a giant obtain a giant rating?”
“Sometimes by being untimely born. Jane Chantal was untimely born a second time by the Giant’s compassion, after she had been murdered. You were untimely born a second time, out of a giant goose egg, and probably you would be offered a giant’s commission tomorrow, except that you will die tonight. Solomon Izzersted was untimely born the second time, out of the belly-button of his brother, and nothing except his small size prevents him from becoming a giant.”
“You are fortunate in all ways, Saint Faunus, and nothing untoward can happen to you now,” Gorgonius smiled.
“Not quite. In one form I am safely dead and enjoying the beatific vision, but in my faun form I could be terminated and be no more, as is the usual fate of fauns. I have been told to be very careful while in my faun form, but if I were careful I would cease to be a faun. But it’s been fun entirely. Who wants to go with me up the mountain side to strike new springs of mountain water out of new-splitting rocks?”
“Oh, I’ll go with you, Faunus,” Laughter-Lynn agreed.
“And I,” said Leo Parisi the Wonder-Boy.
“All three of you should be very careful about striking new springs of water on the mountainside,” Gorgonius Pantera warned them. “One of the results of the lack of earth-input, or of the depredations of the hundred-and-nine-year locusts (according to Charles Fort), is that the bonding of the earth pelt has been loosened.”
“That is like telling fleas ‘You should be very careful when you ramble about in the pelt of that dog; an engineering report shows that several of the dog’s hairs are loose,’” Laughter-Lynn laughed. “We are agile fleas, and we will meet few catastrophes among the dog hairs.” And Laughter-Lynn and Leo Parisi started up the mountainside in the company of Saint Faunus the faun.
“What do you make of Faunus, Gorgonius?” Caesar Oceano asked.
“A little bit pompous. He needs a touch of sorrow and fear. He needs an oceanful of sorrow and fear. And it cannot happen to him. The worst thing that can happen to him is extinction, and he will still never have known a moment’s sorrow. He’s a character that stopped growing, ah, at least a thousand years ago.”
But the wonderful statue, the Laughing Christ of Creophylus still remained a thing of overwhelming joy. Denis Lollardy let it down again by the pull-rope into its enchanted burial cave.
Among the many fountains and sources and springs and wells in the Irish Gardens of the Lollardy Estate was one very small-throated fountain.
“The name of that one is Foinse na n’Og,” Jane Chantal High-Queen said. Jane seemed to know very much about the Irish Gardens, and there was a suspicion that she had written additions to them that very day.
“Foinse na n’Og is the Fountain of Youth,” Gorgonius Pantera said, “but for one to receive its gift one must be totally immersed in its full depths. But no person could possibly be immersed into the depths of that small-throated fountain, no person who was not as small as a – Oh, Oh –”
“It will be tight, but I believe I can do it,” Solomon Izzersted said as he weighed the implications. Then he plunged into the fountain head-first. Well, any way he plunged into it would be very nearly head-first, since he was mostly head. He stayed in the depths of the fountain for quite a few minutes. “If it has gone wrong with him, there is no way to get him out,” Gorgonius said. “One could scarcely push a hand down into the narrow throat of the fountain. But he has been submerged too long a time.”
Then Solomon Izzersted bounced out of the throat of the fountain again. He banged about in the water, and he came out of the Fountain of Youth onto solid land. “And now I really have eternal youth!” he announced. “Envy me, everybody, envy me!”
“No, but we will rejoice with you, Solomon,” Mary Brandy said.
“Among other things that have diminished in the world in this peculiar week of attrition, this week of the failure of extraordinary input, this week of the hundred-and-nine-year locusts, is mental balance,” Gorgonius Pantera was saying. “I notice it diminishing in myself and in you eight. And when mental balance is lost, everything is lost.”
It was near dark where they sat in the big-treed Welsh Gardens of the Denis Lollardy estate, but the upper reaches of the little mountain opposite of them were still twilit. And from the middle heights of that little mountain, two silvery phenomena expressed themselves. One of them was the infectious laugh of Laughter-Lynn Casement. The other was the silvery flashes and gushes of new-born springs and fountains. The Intrepid Three, Laughter-Lynn Casement, Leo Parisi, and Saint Faunus the faun, were striking new springs of mountain water out of new-splitting rocks.
“Oh, the rocks are squeaking and splitting more than they should,” Jane Chantal cried out, and she began to blow her hunting-horn. She blew Bloody Saturday Night over and above the evening sound level of Saturday at Lecco for Seven Flutes.
“The world takes advantage of us when it realizes that our mental balance is diminished,” Gorgonius spoke with a touch of fear in his voice. “And there’s the fact that the bonding of the earth’s pelt has really weakened. Bloody Saturday Night indeed! And after it there will still be three days and nights left of this bloody week.”
“It’s a rock-slide, it’s a rock-tumble!” Caesar Oceano cried out.
The terrified scream of Saint Faunus the faun was heard on the little mountain. The scream was cut off sharply. Well, he’d had at least one brief moment of fear and sorrow before he was terminated. He was saved from living his lives in completely unmitigated joy.
The infectious laughter of Laughter-Lynn Casement was heard. It would take more than a rock-slide, than a rock-tumble to kill all the laughter in her.
“From laughter plowed into the earth
“Will grow a thousand years of mirth,” Jane Chantal recited. “Oh Laughter-Lynn, we want you back, come back, come back!” But the openly infectious laughter of Laughter-Lynn was changed into deep-buried laughter, and then the sound of it was far-away and very deep.
And the carrying voice of the boyish Leo Parisi was heard “Goodbye, Perpetua; every minute of it was fun.” Then the voice of the rock-tumble turned into thunder, and the Intrepid Three were buried.



CHAPTER TEN
 



Sunday at Klavierschloss
 
‘He who is throned in Heaven laughs’

 
Psalms
 
‘Oh we buried Laughing Kelly in a box without a top.

“You are dead now, man,” we told him, “and that laughing’s got to stop.”’
 
Irish Song
 
Was it possible that the Countess Maude Grogley was whistling that latter tune when she came to them where they had set up the torches and flood-lights at the clattering bottom edge of the rock tumble? Or more likely she was whistling From the Darkness into Glory. It is really the same tune.
“How have you come from Gaire Castle so quickly, Countess Maude?” Gorgonius Pantera asked her.
“It has not been quickly. It has been twenty minutes. My Modern World Terminal dates from the eighth century. And, while it is not instantaneous, neither is it obsolete. It gets me places. Ah, daughter of mine, that’s quite a rock-slide you’re buried under.”
“Her worries are over with now, Countess Maude. She is with the Saints in Heaven now,” said Monika Pantera. (Did you know that Monika had purple eyes?)
“That brat never had any worries, Monika, though it’s true that I’ve come onto her weeping unaccountably a few times. No, she is now with the deferred saints in the iron meadows of Purgatory. It will be good to have somebody with an infectious laugh like hers in that blessed-bleak place for a while. Maybe she’ll teach them to play Black Dog there. There’s a lot of fun to be had from that game. Of course it’s iron playing-cards that they use in Purgatory and they’re pretty hot. It doesn’t take very long to play a hand there. All the players like to get rid of their cards in a hurry.
“Denis Lollardy, you must deed me eleven acres of your estate, right here where the rock-slide has come down on your Irish Gardens. Oh, it will be beautiful when ten thousand flowered green creepers cover-over the rocks again. I’ll set up a little modern world terminal right here, and I can come here without leaving my Castle, and eat my breakfast here some mornings.”
“All right,” Denis Lollardy said, “I’ll deed you my Irish Gardens and the rock-slide that’s intruded on them.”
The estate-engineer of Denis Lollardy said that there were fifty thousand tons of rocks there and that it would take several years to clear them.
“I don’t want them cleared if you don’t, Perpetua,” the Countess said.
“No, I don’t want them cleared either,” Perpetua Parisi said listlessly. “I suppose it’s best to leave them. Leo wasn’t meant to grow up. Now he can be a Boy Genius forever. And so can the faun, I suppose.”
The priest of the estate said a brief grave-top mass for the three dead. And then he talked a while with the Nine and with the Countess Maude.
“The faun was not really Saint Faunus,” he said. “The canonization a few hundred years ago was no more than a folk-joke canonization. No, he was never a human, only a faun. And his death leaves only three genuine fauns in all Italy. Since the moment of Christ’s birth, not even one female goat has given birth to a faun, but only to kid goats. So all the fauns left are quite old, though they all keep a boyish appearance. And they are the last of the manifestations from the old pagan days. As a priest I say that it will probably be better when they’re finally gone. As an antiquarian, I’ll miss them”
“The stones, if they shift but a little, will cover forever the hole where the Laughing Christ has been buried and unburied,” Denis Lollardy said. “I’d better have the wonderful thing up above ground again. We will take him to your Alpine Castle, Gorgonius. Your mountains deserve to know him, if only for a day.”
Denis brought the statue up by the rope-pull. The flickering torch-light made it seem as if it were a live man laughing. And all ten of them (the priest had gone) were again stunned by the sheer beauty and joy and friendliness of the masterwork.
“Maybe some other cheerful spirit will come and live in him,” Mary Brandy said.
Monika Pantera had a pair of dingy lamps with her.
“Denis conveniently forgot to have them sent to our Castle today,” she said. “I knew he would. But I will not be denied these two dingy lamps.”
Jane Chantal High-Queen blew her hunting-horn loudly with the exuberant breeziness of her own breast. That burst of high horn-music sent the tune Saturday at Lecco for Seven Flutes scampering over the hills for a while. But as soon as Jane and her hunting-horn and her friends had gone, the Saturday at Lecco tune would come back again. It was the official tune of the place almost forever.
“Everybody stand very close,” Jane Chantal called them. “We are in a haunted murder-world and all who stray from the group will be picked off and killed one by one.”
The nine members of the Group of Twelve, Jane Chantal High-Queen, Perpetua Parisi, Gorgonius and Monika Pantera, Solomon Izzersted, Denis Lollardy, Caesar Oceano, Drusilla Evenrood, Mary Brandy Manx, along with the Countess Maude Grogley and the transcendent marble statue named The Laughing Christ of Creophylus, stood very close together. Then they were in the great hall of Klavierschloss, the Piano Castle of Gorgonius and Monika Pantera in the high German Alps. It was very early Sunday Morning, only a little bit after midnight, of June Twenty-First or Midsummer Night, of one of the very final years of the twentieth century.
There were garments of a sort there. There was a disreputable urn there. And none of them was so gauche as to have to ask what the things were for. They all put on the sack-cloth, and they poured the ashes over their heads. There was even a garment of sack-cloth trimmed to the small size of Solomon Izzersted. Solomon at least would wear these penance weeds for the rest of his very long life. And one of those present put a sack-cloth garment around the statue of the Laughing Christ and poured ashes over the Laughing Head.
And when, three hours later, the priest of the Castle came to say the Mass Before Dawn it was not the designated Mass of Sunday of the Twelfth Week of Ordinary Time but was instead the Mass for the World Mortally Sick and Perhaps Dying.
But after that they breakfasted well as the hundreds of pianos in the Castle began to play Lift Up Your Eyes and Mountains in the Morning. The Gorgonius art had cut and programmed these with a new blend of songs of the general name Sunday at Klavierschloss for Three-Hundred-and-Ninety-Nine Player Pianos. One who knew him would never have considered Gorgonius Pantera to be a selfish man, but in this one thing he was selfish. This great blended group of songs, by far the best he had ever done, he had kept for himself. And from now until the end of the world (less five or six days perhaps) they would memorialize his own place. They were better than the songs with which he had memorialized Sora and Gaire Castle and Oosterend Sea-House, and Evenrood Manor in East Sussex and the Mayoral Residence at Port Saint Mary and the great Estate House at Lecco. They were the very best of the songs that he had hoarded in his mind and his genius for parts of the three centuries in which he had lived.
In the state of rapture that his best work had put him into, Gorgonius was not too surprised when a strange man (a strange man whom he had known for many decades) came to him with a half-strange message.
“What is it, Otto?” Gorgonius asked that man who lived still higher up on the mountain than himself. “What is the message?”
“The Alpenriese, the Alpine Giant, whom I serve, says that he is weary and wishes to die, as Atrox has died, as the Hsiang Giant has died, as the Illacrove Giant has died, as the El-Khatar Giant has died in the night just past.”
“What, Otto? Is the Alpine Giant, he who lives in the strange cave on the top of this very mountain, one of the Scribbling Giants who write the world? Well, no Giant is a hero on his own Mountain, but I wouldn’t have suspected it of him.”
“Yes, Prince Gorgonius, he is one of the Giants who write the world. And he wishes to die as soon as he can find a replacement. He said to ask whether you would be his replacement?”
“I can hardly refuse it, Otto. I’ll take the position mainly to keep out the incompetents. The phenomenon of the Sussex Wraiths, that bunch who reached for giantism and hadn’t the ability for it, must not happen again. But I’d really rather be the replacement for Atrox, except that I wasn’t asked.”
“No, the replacement for Atrox will be a greater person than yourself, one who will nominate himself and will not be denied either on earth or above. You will be the replacement of the Alpenriese. You will still be one of the Seven Giants who write the world, but you will not be the replacement for the First Giant, for the Atrox.”
“All right. I’ll do it, Otto. Tell the Alpenriese that he can die immediately if he wishes it. The replacement for Atrox will be a greater person than myself, you say? I don’t know of any talent or gift, except holy modesty, in which I might be outdone, but so be it! How strange! How unexpected! I wonder who he could possibly be?”
Monika Pantera was trying to clean one of the two old and dingy lamps which she had compelled Denis Lollardy to give to her.
“Monika, Monika, do you know what you are doing?” her daughter Perpetua Parisi asked her. “Do you realize just how corny a thing you are walking into?”
“I half realize it, daughter, I suppose. But how would a person of my sensibilities walk into something corny? I just believe that there may be a bit of beauty under the dinginess and commonness of this old lamp. I’ll use this brass-polish and rub as hard as I can, and I may uncover something.”
“Yes, rub very hard, mama. He won’t come unless you rub very hard. Oh corny, corny!”
“Oh, I’ll clean it a while,” Monika smiled, and she rubbed it still harder. “Lamps are like people. You never know just what brightness is hidden in them until you search for it. Oh, who is this large and strange man standing here!” Monika looked a little bit startled, and it wasn’t one of her regular looks. There was indeed a large and strange man standing there. “Who are you?” Monika asked.
“Oh, corny, corny!” Perpetua and Jane Chantal and all of them railed.
“I am an Ifrit from the Jinns of our Lord Solomon the King,” the big creature said. “You have called me up by rubbing the ancient talismanic lamp. Now I will grant you anything that you want, anything at all in the world. Wish, and be gratified.”
Then the laughing Solomon Izzersted (he had become a laughing person quite recently, since his liberation) quoted a Chestertonian talismanic verse:
“Multiplex of wing and eye

Whose strong obedience broke the sky

When Solomon was King.”

 
Well yes, the large and strange man was indeed multiplex of wing and eye, but you’d hardly have noticed it of him if Izzersted hadn’t called attention to the fact.
“What is your greatest wish, Princess Monika?” the strange Ifrit asked. “What is your greatest need?”
“Oh, I don’t need anything at all, not one thing in the world,” Monika said. “No, no, I simply don’t need anything at all.”
“But there must be something you need or desire!” the Ifrit of the Jinns cried. “There has to be something you need, or I have lived in vain. I have crossed ten thousand years and a hundred million miles to serve you. And you don’t want anything! Why are all those lesser persons laughing and giggling?”
“Oh, just because they are lesser persons. They’re just giddy. Sometimes I wish they weren’t.”
“Then that’s a wish. I’ll destroy them. I’ll smash the giddiness out of them. I’ll smash everything out of them. I’ll obliterate them!”
“No, no, harm them not. I wouldn’t have even one of their giddy heads smashed. I love them all.”
“But I must give you something!” the Ifrit cried. “I can’t go back to the vasty deeps full-handed.”
“Do not be cruel, mother,” Perpetua giggled. “Let him grant you some one wish.”
“Oh very well. I’ll let you grant me one wish, Ifrit. I wish that you would bide with us for a while here and tell us all about Ifrits and Jinns and Genii and other principalities and powers.”
“Oh yes, yes, we love to talk about ourselves,” the Ifrit said.
“It bounces back to you, Denis Lollardy,” Solomon Izzersted giggled. “You are the King of Corn now, for having the lamps, and Monika has acquitted herself well. How could you do anything so corny as to own Aladdin’s Original Lamp, and even make a forgery to accompany it?”
“It’s the boy in me,” Denis said.
“Whose original lamp?” the Ifrit asked. “Oh yes, Aladdin. Yes, he was one of the ten thousand owners through whose hands the storied lamp has passed. And now if I am to bide with you for a while and tell you about myself and my various peoples, may I have set a mid-morning banquet for you all, with all the wonderful foods we eat back home?”
“Go ahead, Ifrit,” Monika agreed. “But take it easy with the almonds.”
“I believe there’s a friend who’d like to be in on this,” Jane Chantal High-Queen said: “Abra dabra ookie ort / Come and visit, Charley Fort.”
And of course the strange Charles Fort was immediately among them. “Ifrits, Jinns, Genies, denizens of the Ancient Arabian Empire of the low skies, sea stallions, flying horses, birds that can gulp down elephants in a single gulp, diamonds falling by the ton out of a sunlit sky, talking fish rising from the deeps, persons turned into stone by enchantment, Genies imprisoned in bottles for thousands of years, animals of unknown species howling in the streets, old sail-ships sailing in the sky with their sails billowing in the wind, fish-faced people, donkey-faced people, my kind of people!” Yes, Charles Fort was among them.
“Sit down with us, Charles,” Monika said. “This genuine Ifrit is going to tell us all about the Arabian Things.”
“Arabian Oceans in the low sky, unknown fish larger than whales falling out of the sky onto earth, a man seen walking on clouds overhead and trembling when the clouds begin to break up under his feet, then he disappears in clear air. Completely blue people, speaking the ancient Amharic language, appearing suddenly in the streets of one hundred cities of the earth. Scorpions the size of horses. Ah, I love them. My kind of people, my kind of people!” Thus Charles Fort spoke, and then he sat down quietly with the rest of them. “Ah, Ifrit, could I have Rupperts beer at the mid-morning banquet.”
“Certainly. Rupperts is a favorite of mine also. Yours is a hard act to follow, Fort,” the Ifrit said. “Ifrits are bound to admire humans for their glibness. Usually we have a thousand years or so to think about what we’re going to say, and then we usually bust it. And you talk right off the tops of your heads, and you come out with all sorts of perfect colloquies.
“Humans, when they speak of us at all, will usually refer to us as ancient. But we are ancient only in a very limited way. We are just one hour older than human people, and yet we were present to see some things that human people have never seen. But the monkeys and apes, bears, elephants, camels, whales and dolphins (those are the only intelligent animal species there are) are an hour older than are we ourselves, and two hours older than humans are. These animals have seen things that even we Jinns have not seen. But to some degree we Jinns know what all these animals think, and also what you humans think. Let me explain how we know these things.
“We have the most acute hearing of any species. We can hear everything spoken or whispered anywhere on earth or in the heavens or in any of the four limbos or the seven hells. We cannot hear pure thoughts, but most thoughts are slightly sounded, especially those of bears and camels and monkeys and apes, and whales and people also. If they sound their thoughts at all, we can hear them.
“The Darwinians have for a long time been searching for missing links between monkey-apes and humans, which they believe will prove their notions true. We Ifrits are the real ‘missing links’ between monkey-apes and humans, and we prove the strange notions false. We are not perceived as missing links because we are almost always invisible to humans. And when we are seen by humans we are usually seen in low resolution, in brief moments, and clothed in flowing robes. No human has ever seen the true shape of our ankles, for instance.”
“But what about your fossil bones?” Solomon Izzersted asked. Solomon had been bouncing up and down like the baseball he resembled, bouncing up to human eye-level as he often did when he was avidly interested in what was being said. “Every creature that has ever lived has left fossil bones somewhere. Why have yours not been identified?”
“You are wrong, Solomon,” the Ifrit said. “And it always hurts me to say that about a human, if you are a human. Ah, if you are a human! No, not every creature who ever lived has left fossil bones behind him. Only some of the creatures who have died have left bones. None of us has ever died, neither has any one of us ever been born. We were created in the same numbers that we now number. None of us has died of sickness, though we do sometimes suffer sickness. None of us has died of violence. Nor did any of us drown in the flood, for we breathe water as readily as we breathe air or fire. Only in shape and design do we appear to be missing-links between monkeys-apes and humans. But we are not such links because we do not generate.
“Our purpose is to think certain sets of thoughts which creatures of other species either do not think at all or think badly. That, I believe, is also the purpose of the intelligent animals. We Ifrits have at least a brushing acquaintance with the thoughts of bears (what a mess of truly central speculations they do manipulate!), and of camels (who would suspect that such ungainly creatures have such elegant thoughts?), of apes (what inexorable logic ungoverned by common sense!), of whales (massive, oceanic, but lacking in crispness), and elephants (Oh the questions they ask, and the answers they fail to comprehend!).
“The thoughts that we ourselves are supposed to think are such things as ‘How did God get to be God?’, ‘How did matter happen to be?’ ‘Is being easier than non-being?’ – and apparently it is, ‘Why should there be anything at all?’, and ‘Who would know it if there was nothing?’ We are supposed to meditate such things as ‘Are those last nine billion galaxy groups really essential to the punch-line of the anecdote of existence?’, ‘Is such a large universe really necessary?’, ‘Are you sure that there is not any duplication anywhere in the universe?’, ‘Is the smallness of the atoms necessary, or is their smallness an illusion?’”
“The panoramic and rich smallness of the atoms is not an illusion,” Solomon Izzersted said as he bounced up and down. “If it is not necessary, then it is a bonus at least, a revel, a triumphant pageant.” Solomon had become a strong partisan of atoms.
“We wonder also whether God was perfect in his beginning, or in his un-beginning,” the Ifrit continued to speculate. “We wonder how he passed his time before he created time. We wonder whether there were awkwardness in his first fashioning of creatures, and whether he found it politic to extinguish certain species who might have remembered the awkwardnesses. We wonder whether a person who is at the same time everywhere-present, all-wise, all-powerful, all-good, and without either a beginning or an end might not have rigged some of those concepts? And we wonder what the odds were against all those once-in-infinity excellences all happening to one person.
“We wonder also about the inevitability of certain geometrical forms and consensus categories. And we wonder about the narrowness of numbers. Would there not be advantage in leaving all numbers of less than a million uncreated and incapable-of-being-thought-of, as non-existent? Then we could live in a universe of really meaningful and spacious numbers. But what if that has really happened? What if all numbers under a million are already excluded, and one is really a-million-and-one? But if we were really spacious, then such small-concept things as triangles simply would not exist. There would be no squares, and probably no circles.”
“Do Jinns think a lot about such subjects during the thousands of years they’re pent up in bottles?” Jane Chantal asked.
“Sure we do. We’d be bored to distraction if we didn’t. But I believe that circles are only a spin-off of small-minded concepts chained to small-number concepts. There were early perfections in number and ratio which have since been destroyed. We know that originally the circumference of a circle was exactly three times as long as the diameter of the circle. There were such conceptual perfections in all the ratios at the time when basic matter and space and time were made. This perfection of ratio and proportion was not marred or abandoned until the time of the fall of the angels and the subsequent fall of man. But it is marred now, and we are unable in our fallen state to reestablish the early perfection. Oh the questions, the questions that are appointed to us to consider!
“Are there only a few dozen categorical opposites to choose from, or are there billions of such pairs. High-low, hot-cold, in-out, live-dead, good-bad, yes-no, big-little, true-false, material-immaterial, mortal-immortal, oneness-division, repulsion-attraction, light-dark, dimension-micronity, love-hate, plus-minus, rich-poor, euphonic-cacophonic, how few of these pairs there are in the common conception of apes and bears and humans. If there are really billions of these opposites, and some of them billion-choice as well as two-choice, why do we come so hardly to them?”
“Have you any special thoughts about unborn spirits or wraiths that sometimes pass for living persons, sometimes pass for very many years as living persons, and then melt away like the dew?” Gorgonius asked.
“In most cases that is ourselves,” the Ifrit said, “for we are technically unborn and we are mistaken for cases of unborn humans. But there are real cases of yet-to-be-born humans getting a sort of pre-training. It used to be that nearly every large human family had one of these invisible children with whom they would become quite familiar and involved. Now that there are no longer any large human families, I don’t know how frequent the manifestations are. But when many human children and even adults seem to remember previous lives, they do indeed remember pre-birth episodes. Though invisible, they are not eyeless nor earless nor noiseless, and they are able to identify persons and places in amazing details. We can follow their processes pretty well.”
Then Gorgonius Pantera and Jane Chantal High-Queen both asked a question at exactly the same time.
“A recent article in a Swiss magazine says that nine of the twenty greatest fortunes in the world are controlled by unknown practioneers and prestidigitators. Somehow I feel that you know something about this? Do you?” Gorgonius asked.
“Some of the wishes that the Ifrits fulfill will require either a great back-up of magic or a great back-up of money, for they certainly smell expensive. Somehow I feel that you know something about this? Do you?” Jane Chantal High-Queen asked. And the last eleven words of the two of them were uttered in total concert.
“The two questions are really the same questions,” the Ifrit said. “Yes, some of the wishes that we fill for people are quite expensive. Humans, being half-way intelligent, only half-way believe in magic. We, being somewhat more than half-way intelligent, believe in magic somewhat more than humans do. But we use it only in conditions of absolute necessity, seldom in the little game of granting wishes. Yes, quite a number of the great fortunes of the world are in Ifrit rather than in human hands. When Drexler wrote: The absolute anonymity, irresponsibility, and ruthlessness of a near majority of the great fortunes is as shocking as anything that can be imagined, he wrote correctly from the human viewpoint. When Jimmy the Greek Tuttleburg wrote: Some of the very largest fortunes in the world have owners whom I can only describe as ‘Lords of Smoke’, he wrote of us.
“Monika, has my bide-a-while with you people been sufficient and satisfactory? In any case, it will not count as a wish against you. Some other day, but not today, rub the selfsame lamp again, and I will once more come to you to grant a wish. Maybe, by that time, you will have thought of something that you do need or wish. You are all such pleasant people that it almost seems as if you should all be Ifrits.”
And then the Ifrit disappeared back whence he had come.
“Well, was he or wasn’t he?” Solomon Izzersted demanded of all of them as he bounced up and down like a ball in his excitement. “He has a nimble mind, and he has certainly had at least a brushing acquaintance with deep thoughts.”
“Oh, he was real enough, for an Ifrit,” Monika said, “which is to say that he was a real Ifrit. The standards of reality are lower for Ifrits than for people.”
“Monika, Monika,” Denis chided her. “That was my forgery of the Aladdin’s Lamp that you rubbed. That was my forgery of an Ifrit who came on your cue. Oh yes, he had a nimble mind, my own. And certainly I do have at least a brushing acquaintance with deep thoughts.”
“If this lamp that I rubbed is a forgery, I still have the other lamp of the pair,” Monika said, “and it will be the true Aladdin’s Lamp then. If this Ifrit that came on my cue is a forgery of yours, then a real Ifrit will come on my rubbing of the real lamp. And it may be that I’ll get a wish granted from each of them.”
“Do not try to call up the real Ifrit by rubbing the real lamp today, Monika,” Denis said. “This is Sunday the Christian Day of the Right Hand of God, but all Ifrits are Muslims of the Left Hand of God. No real Ifrit will come on Sunday. Try it tomorrow or the following day, if there is a following day. The eighth and the ninth days of the week are the best days for calling up Ifrits.”
The rather strange man named Otto who lived higher up on the mountain came to Gorgonius Pantera again.
“The Alpenriese, the Alpine Giant says that it takes twelve hours for a giant to die,” Otto said. “And he says that he is beginning to die now. He says that a Scribbling Giant dies best with an audience. He says that somebody will have to be digging the grave on the first terrace just below the mountain crest, and that the grave must be eighteen feet long, and quite wide and deep. He says that it will take quite a bit of dynamite because it is so rocky.”
“We will come at once, Otto,” Gorgonius Pantera said.
It was noon of June 21, Midsummer’s Eve, the last time that June 21 would fall on Sunday in that century. There was still snow on the mountain shoulder where the giant lived, for it was a high mountain. There had even been an inch of new snow that morning. The Midsummer Eve snow was proverbially the last snow of the season on that mountain.
“Ah, Gorgonius Pantera, you are small for a giant, even for one of these latterday giants,” the Alpine Giant said. “But you will yet grow. I have known you in all the three centuries that you have lived in. And there is your sixth (or possibly your seventh) wife Monika who has been up to see me before. And there is your sixth (or is she your seventh) daughter Perpetua. She climbed up here to see me one summer when she was yet a young girl. And your friends, I know some of them by their fame and repute. I have already begun my long process of dying, so I will ramble a little bit in my mind and my tongue. And yet I’ll pass on to you true kernels of wisdom.
“But what is that little antic Kricketball of a boy? Oh, it’s a bouncing comic Zappelphilipp, and Ewigerjude-Tand, a jumping toy to amuse the old giant in his dying hours. Thank you, Gorgonius. How is it wound up? Where is its wind-up key?”
“Before the morning stars sang together I was already wound up,” Solomon Izzersted croaked in a loud voice that had as much new frost on it as had the Midsummer Eve mountain top. “I am no bouncing toy! Know it, giant, I am a man, a man!”
“A stroke of genius to put such a rough, loud, man’s voice in the little bouncing toy,” the giant admired, and the twinkle in his eye was as big as a dinner plate. He saw that Solomon was indeed a living man, but he still had his giant’s dying humor. “Which one of you made it?” he asked. “You Gorgonius, great craftsman? You Denis Lollardy, master-craftsman and forger?”
“Yes, I made the little bugger,” Denis joshed. “Out of walnut wood I made him. And then he bit a piece out of the buzz saw when I was finishing him off. His bite is worse than his bark.”
“I will go through the formula that should always be given to an incoming giant,” the Alpine Giant said. “When all else is told about the impetus and direction of the world, the world is still supported by a number of lonely, devoted, and austere persons, the Pillars of Wisdom. There is a numbers game concerning the count of the Pillars of Wisdom who support the world, but I know that our full complement is twenty-one Pillars, three sevens of them. One third of the Pillars of Wisdom are the Seven Scribbling Giants who literally write the on-going future and scenario of the world. When even one of the Pillars of Wisdom who support the world dies, the whole world staggers until that Pillar is replaced. When the number of the pillars is reduced by two or more, then there is catastrophe. Somewhere in Scripture such a time is described as when the heavens themselves were closed for three years and forty days. The present week may yet turn into such a time of disaster. I myself will be replaced by Gorgonius here, but who will replace Atrox Fabulinus the greatest of our seven? Oh, he was a dolt, he was intemperate, he was senile. But he was the oldest of us all. He was the Roman Connection, the last citizen of the Old Roman Empire still active in the world. I hate to see the Roman Connection broken. Where is there a giant big enough to fill the gap that the Great Atrox has left?”
“I’ll find the man for that job, I’ll find a giant to take his place!” bouncing, baseball-sized Solomon Izzersted howled in his louder-than-usual and more-abrasive-than-usual voice. “The man for any job in the world can be found on the job markets of the world. One only needs to know where to look. I’ll find him!”
“I do not laugh at you now, Bouncer, I do not laugh at you,” the Alpine Giant said. “In one case a crane-bird led the searchers to the cave where the reluctant giant was hiding, afraid to become one of the pillars of the world. And yet he became one of the finest Scribbling Giants ever, and he served extraordinarily well for several centuries. And in another case a black dog came to a covenant of searchers. ‘There are seven boy giants who are brothers,’ the black dog said. ‘Follow me to their cave. I will bite each of them savagely in the leg. Six of them will say ‘It does not hurt at all’, but the seventh will scream in pain. Seize on that seventh one then and make him a Scribbling Giant, for he will be the honest one and his six brothers will be liars.’ And once a flight of bees discovered a new Pillar of Wisdom. They formed themselves in the air to spell out the words: HERE IS A PILLAR OF RIGHTEOUSNESS TO BE ONE OF THE SUSTAINERS OF THE WORLD. Little toy who is not a toy, do you have in mind somebody in particular who will be giant enough to replace the Giant Atrox?”
“I barely begin to have such a giant in mind,” Solomon said. “Perhaps he will be a Patagonian Giant.”
“Perhaps there are giants in Patagonia, Solomon, the Alpine Giant said. “Patagonia is the Land of Attending Marvels, as the whale Moby Dick has written: All the attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds helped to sway me to my wish. I like that passage.”
“But it was not the whale who wrote that, Alpine Giant,” Mary Brandy corrected. “It was the human author.”
“Advise me not so, woman, for you are mistaken,” the dying giant said. “I am a Scribbling Giant and I know something about the scribblers’ trade, of sources and of authorship, of true hands and of false. I say that it was the whale who wrote the book.”
Perpetua Parisi took a pack of cards out of her sweater pocket. “Now, Old Giant, we will play Alte Jungfer, Old Maid, as I played it with you when I was a little girl. I could beat you then and I can beat you now, but I’ll let you think you can beat me. When I was a little girl, my mother there, the lady with the purple eyes, wouldn’t let me go up to the top of the mountain while it was snowing. ‘But the giant will be lonesome if I don’t go up and play Old Maid with him,’ I’d say. ‘Not on snowy days he won’t be lonesome,’ my mother would tell me. ‘On snowy days the snow plays Old Maid with the Giant and keeps him from getting lonesome.’ ‘How in the world would the giant and the snow play Old Maid?’ I’d ask. ‘With snow cards,’ my mother said. Did you and the snow really play Old Maid with snow cards, Giant, and did it keep you from getting lonesome?”
“We did play with snow cards, yes. But that didn’t completely keep me from getting lonesome. Only you could do that,” the gracious Giant said. Denis Lollardy was seasoning clay to make a death mask for the Giant when the hour should come. “There is a museum which already has four such death masks,” Denis said, “and in a thousand years it may have a dozen or more of them.”
“And if the one you take of me doesn’t come out well, you can always forge one,” the Giant said. “I want to be buried with my great hunting horn in my mouth, and the end of it sticking out from the covering earth. If world-wide menaces approach, then I will blow it if I am able to do it. And if I’m not able to do it, then I won’t.”
“It’s sure to become a legend,” Mary Brandy said. “Like the old dead Emperor Barbarossa buried in a cavern sitting at a table with his red beard grown clear through that table. He also has a hunting-horn to blow, and sometimes people hear it, or believe that they do.”
“You call that a hunting-horn that old Barbarossa is sealed in with?” the Giant demanded. “It’s no such thing. It’s a French horn.”
“Is there any canonical height required for a giant?” Solomon asked.
“I doubt whether really small giants will ever become the fashion,” the Alpine Giant said. “Oh, seven or eight or nine feet tall should be enough when he’s first declared a giant. And most of them grow another foot or two after taking office.”
“But it isn’t a canonical requirement?” Solomon persisted.
“There is no canonical requirement, no, Solomon. Only that the people should gaze up at him in awe and say ‘Now there is a Giant.’”
Meanwhile the digging of the grave went well. Gorgonius and Denis and Caesar were all strong diggers. The grave eighteen feet long and nine feet wide went down and down. Only at the six foot depth and the nine foot depth did they have to blast through a stratum of hard rock.
Solomon Izzersted had borrowed from somebody a palm-of-the-hand voxo which was exactly as large as he was. He seemed to be transacting world-wide business with this.
“What are you doing, Solomon, and whom are you talking to?” Perpetua asked him. “Now that I no longer have my boy-man Leo to worry about, I may start worrying about baseball-sized-man you.”
“I’m talking to my New York Agent,” Solomon said. “Buy it, Charleroi, buy it!”
“Who is Charleroi, Solomon, and what are you having him buy? Why do you need a New York Agent? Are you going back to vaudeville, and how will you do both parts of the vaudeville act by yourself?”
“I am not going back into vaudeville, but I will use good old-fashioned vaudeville ballyhoo techniques in all my new businesses. And I will latch onto a giant I knew in vaudeville (I haven’t decided on which of three giants yet) to be the replacement of Atrox. Oh, do you people know that the Sustaining Pillars of the World have been working free all these centuries. This must stop. They should be billion-dollar-a-year persons out of common decency. I wonder how many of them I would be able to represent after I got well set up? But the Atrox replacement will be first. I will give him worldwide hype and hoke when I have chosen him. Oh, it’s a bankrupt New York publishing company that I’m having Charleroi buy right now. What bankrupted that New York publishing company was building too lavish a building for themselves, and furbishing much too lavish suites in it. But things can’t get too lavish for me! We will have the leading Giant of the world for our first client, and we’ll spread him all over the world.”
“Are all three of the giants above the non-canonical height for giants, Solomon?” Gorgonius asked him.
“One of them is. The second one can make it by stretching his neck. He is very good at that. He used to substitute for Ruben the Rubberneck in vaudeville whenever Ruben had too sore a neck to go on. He was better than Ruben at neck-stretching: he was better than most people at most things. And the third possible giant, he is such a tall personality that ordinary measurements can’t apply to him in any category.”
“Play fair, play fair, Solomon,” Caesar warned. “You must not use shoddy material in the Pillars that Sustain the World. None of them sounds like a sound Atrox substitute to me. Alpine Giant, did you know that when Solomon was in the stage act with John Barkley Towntower, he had a new account of his origin at every performance? He never repeated his patter. Tell the Alpine Giant a new account of your origin, Solomon.”
“Yes, Giant, I was born a twin, the furthest from an identical twin that it is possible to be. When I was born they believed that I was only a bump or growth on my twin brother’s navel, for I sure didn’t look human, and I still don’t. We were twins, apparently, of the same mother but of two different fathers. My twin John Barkley Towntower was baptized a Christian but I was not. They did not pour water on my head. They didn’t know that I had a head, or even an identity. Nevertheless, they did put salt and oil on my head, intending to put it on the body of my twin. I believe that I am a Jew born and bred and ingrained forever.”
“How do you arrive at that conclusion, Solomon?” asked the tired and dying, but amused, Alpine Giant.
“I believe that my father was Iofel, sometimes known as the Trickster Angel. He used to impregnate women of the goyim quite unknown to them, just for the laughs everybody would have when such women bore indubitably Jewish children. Iofel is the only angel known for certain to be Jewish. He is the most ethnic of the angels. You don’t like it, Alpine Giant?”
“I’m sorry, Solomon, but when you’ve been around as long as I have, you’ve heard them all,” the Giant smiled. “People, there is the rumor that several of your group besides Gorgonius have become Scribbling Giants. It is good to have a close-knit group like that. There is also the rumor that one of the women for sure, and probably two more, have become Scribbling Giants. The three of you are extraordinary.”
“We think so too,” Jane Chantal High-Queen said. “Shall I write it, Alpine Giant, that just before you die you will fill your stomach and chest with an extraordinary amount of air? And that you will die with this great pressure of air in you? Then, just after we have put your big hunting-horn in your mouth and covered you up completely, just after we have asked God to have mercy on your inflated ego, the hunting-horn will give such a huge blast of sound that it will shake the whole mountain and startle the whole world? Shall I write all that to happen to you?”
“Yes, write it so, Jane High-Queen. It’s a nice grewsome touch to have the dead giant blow his hunting-horn like that. Write it of me, and I’ll try to conform to it.”
“Do you want me to put this deck of cards in your hand, Alpine Giant?” Perpetua Parisi asked. “On this weird old mountain, you never know who might drop by to visit you in your grave. And after the conversations begin to languish (and it often happens that two dead people can’t find much to talk about) then you can whip out the deck of cards and challenge the other person to a game of Old Maid.”
“Yes, put the cards in my hands and let me be buried holding them,” the Giant said. “Everybody here is full of good ideas. I can feel the world stabilize already, just from the effect of you people and your wonderful ideas. Don’t overextend yourself, Solomon, nor set your mind too completely on high profits. Most of the Scribbling Giants are content to work their very hearts and brains out for very modest stipends.”
“Not the giant that I shall select and promote,” Solomon insisted. “As ox-that-tramples-out-the-corn, he not only will not be muzzled, but he will be stuffed so full that he will have corn coming out of his ears and every other body aperture. Ah, our style is a little bit different, Alpine Giant, but I’m kind of starting to like you.”
And just before the Giant died, just before midnight, just after they had laid him in the earth but before they had gotten him well covered up with dirt and rocks, the giant did fill up his belly and lungs with huge drafts of air. And he died so and was buried so. And there was no sound from him till a hundred seconds had gone by.
Then the hunting-horn did sound in the mouth of the dead giant, but weakly, not at all loud. And that witticism required that it should sound loudly.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 



At the Eighth Day of the Week
 
‘Very early in the History of Mankind it was discovered that God, while he finished the world in seven days counting a holiday, had nevertheless left room for one or more extra days in the week. These days would not be counted in the ordinary times, nor would they be for everybody (unfair as that might seem); but they could be enjoyed in a pleasant place, or in an ‘anthology of pleasant places’, a little bit outside of ordinary time, by all good people who had the wits to reach out to extraordinary time and take them.
‘When various ancient peoples employed the nine-day week they did it because they had heard the report of the extra bonus days; but these bonus days did not avail themselves to the commonalty of those ancients. It was simply that fewer nine-day weeks than seven-day weeks could be fitted into the year, so there was no gain. And yet the thing is done, and more and more in these latter days of the world. People (about a million of them out of the six billion people in the world) really are enjoying, in pleasant places east of the place of pleasure, days that are extra and bonus to their lives.’
 
THE BACK-DOOR OF HISTORY, Arpad Arutinov.
‘Eighth Day of the Week – this has been described as a Computerized State of Mind. It is both a time and a place and a condition, but it does not impinge on ordinary time or ordinary place, nor is it an ordinary condition. It is an experience, a celebration, a recollection, a reassessment. The ideal, still far from being realized, is that at least one percent of the people should live the eighth day of the week every week. But it is completely unrealistic to describe it as one of the days between Sunday and Monday, for it is not on the same linearity at all.
‘Ninth Day of the Week – a much more rarified computerized state of mind than is the Eighth Day of the Week.

‘There are only about a million people in the world who know about and enjoy the Eighth Day of the Week.

‘There are only about a thousand people in the world who know about and enjoy the Ninth Day of the Week.

‘That is the main difference between them.’

 
INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY IN EARLY COMPUTER SCIENCE, Diogenes Pontifex.
 
“I’m going to New York at once, to be about my father’s business,” Solomon Izzersted said, “to be about the business of my father Iofel who is sometimes known as the Trickster Angel. The world is now in such a state that I believe only myself, the son of the Trickster Angel Iofel, can get it out of. I go.”
“Stand not upon the order of your going but go at once,” Jane High-Queen laughed. “Oh, the poor Alpine Giant! It was my failing more than his. I didn’t write the hunting-horn episode with sufficient power. Nevertheless, this is not the end of it. I will write it with greater power. People will hear the hunting-horn at nights for many miles around. And they will know that it is the old dead Giant still blowing a lively thunder-tune from the peaks. Gorgonius, you are the Alpine Giant now. Compose the great thunder-tune that he will play.”
“Oh ye of little ears, where is your faith? It’s already sounding and being heard for miles around. Right here it is not heard at all loud, for this is a dead-sound place here beside the dead. Denis, the death-mask of the Giant came out well. Solomon Izzersted, I thought you were in New York.”
“I am in New York. Do you still not understand?”
“It is midnight,” Mary Brandy said. “What day will it be now, and where shall we go next?”
“We must all go together,” Jane Chantal said. “Between the days, it’s a murder house, so we must avoid the trap between. We must all go to the Eighth Day of the Week for long enough to dispel our vertigo and reestablish the balance of the world. The world is suffering from gid, a sheep disease; that is my medical analysis. Well, we know that the Eighth Day of the Week is East of Joy Garden, and there is the warden of Joy Garden now!”
The Warden was the same Archangel who had stood in the street of Dublin six nights earlier.
“Oh, Isradel, it is good to see you again,” Perpetua Parisi said. “Now I’m oriented and at home in the place called The Eighth Day of The Week. You all remember Isradel. The museum catalog that perpetually offers him for sale says that he is a Bronze Statue of an Angel with a Flaming Sword. Property of the City of the Eighth Day. But he is not bronze. He is of Archangel flesh, and he is alive. Angels sometimes move so slowly that people don’t realize that they’re alive. And that is his flaming sword that turned every way, but it turns so many ways that it seems to be a loop. People used to tie up their onagers to him for a hitching post, back when onagers were ridden in the city more than they are now. This is home.”
Oh, of course it was home. The City of the Eighth Day was a ‘cool and pleasant place where it is always afternoon’.
“The world is throwing off its vertigo,” Caesar Oceano said. “Several of us have gone into the Pillars of the World business, myself within the last five minutes. The second and the third of our weird and spacious women have accepted the mantle. Now there are only two of the pillars missing.
“You can feel it. The world is almost well. It is bouncing and jouncing all over the place, apparently filled with boundless energy. Oh, it is moving with real energy!”
“Yes, like a chicken with its head cut off,” Gorgonius Pantera chuckled. “It does show a burst of new energy. But the headless chicken must be fitted with a new head immediately.”
“Oh? What will the new head be?” Monika asked.
“New Atrox. A Scribbling Giant who can take charge now. The Scribbling Giants become the dominant seven now, of the aeon of the world that is beginning, or possibly is not beginning. Yes, yes, the headless chicken must be fitted with a new head, or all the new energy is in vain.”
Oh, a slant-eyed man came to Caesar Oceano then and said that the Sanrio Giant was weary of the world and its ways and wished to die as soon as he could find a replacement. He had sent to ask whether Caesar would be his replacement.
“Yes, at once,” Caesar said, “but in fact it has already happened while you were on the way. It was mind-to-mind between myself and the Sanrio Giant as he died, for his death came on him a little earlier than he had expected. May it be well with you, messenger.”
But was not the Sanrio Giant a slant-eyed giant from the other side of the world? Yes. But have you ever looked at the eyes of Caesar Strange Cargo Oceano?
A man came to Denis Lollardy and said that the Timbuktu Giant was weary of the world and its ways and wished to die as soon as he could find a replacement. The Timbuktu Giant had sent to ask whether Denis would be his replacement.
“Why has he sent to me?” Denis asked. “How has he even heard of me?”
“He’s a great admirer of yours,” the man said. “He admires you as the greatest forger in the world. You may not realize this, but the seven giants who write the world have a lot of sticky situations. One of the seven has always been in charge of forgeries, when they are absolutely necessary. For the last four hundred years, the Timbuktu Giant has been in charge of necessary forgeries in writing the world. Now that he wishes to lay down his load and die, and now that investigation has shown you to be qualified as a giant in all other ways, he believes that you will be the best possible replacement for him, just as you are the best possible forger in the world.”
“Yes, all right,” Denis Lollardy said. “I’ll be a Scribbling Giant, but only because I feel it to be my duty. Who would wish to carry such a twenty-four-hour-a-day load and not be able to lay it down for several centuries?”
Monika Pantera rubbed the genuine Aladdin’s Lamp, and a genuine Ifrit appeared.
“One wish granted, lady, and one only,” the Ifrit said crisply. And then he went into a sort of confusion. “Oh, Oh, Oh, why do you have to look like that? Only once in a thousand years do I draw a lady with purple eyes, and every time it’s sheer catastrophe! The last such wish was so difficult that I had to draw all the energy out of three galaxies to effect it.”
“Draw it out of three far-away galaxies this time, if you have to draw it from outside at all,” Monika said. “But mine is a very simple request. Of the twenty-one Pillars of Righteousness that support the world, one of them is still missing. Replace it before the world itself collapses. This world, energetic and lively at the moment, but behaving like a chicken with its head cut off (the metaphor is that of my noble spouse Gorgonius) must not die. Put another chicken head on it so it won’t die. That is my wish, Ifrit, that you replace the Twenty-First Pillar of Righteousness, the chicken-head of all the pillars, so that the world may not fall down to its destruction. Ah, Ifrit, I really believe that the world will collapse if this isn’t done in a very few hours. Do it quickly, Ifrit.”
“But you are asking me to find the replacement for the Great Giant Atrox Fabulinus! Rather ask me to replace whole galaxies. There is no way, no way!”
“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic, Ifrit. I knew Atrox personally and he wasn’t so much.”
“But his replacement must fit. You can’t just put any head on a chicken and restore it to health and life. You have to find the head that will fit the chicken. It isn’t so important that a good fit is gotten for the other twenty Pillars of Righteousness. But for the aeon that begins now, the Seven Scribbling Giants will be the stress seven, the leading seven pillars. And everything depends on the head member of the leading or stress seven. Everything depends on finding the impossible replacement for Atrox. How much time do I have, dire purple-eyed lady?”
“You have as much time as the world has, less than twenty-four hours, I believe.”
“I will try it, I will try it,” the Ifrit cried, and he himself was running around like a chicken with his head off.
Then there happened an incident that could only happen on an Eighth Day, and it concerned the Countess Maude Grogley. “Oh!” she cried, “is that not the Foinse na n’Og, the Fountain of Youth there in the Irish Gardens. I will just plunge into it and renew my youth.”
The Eighth Day, being a sort of anthology of pleasant places, had ready-to-hand most of the Wonderful Gardens of the enchanting Lollardy Estate at Lecco in Italy, and the Irish Garden was prominent in them.
“Yes, that is the fountain, Countess,” Gorgonius Pantera smiled, “but the fountain is very narrow-throated, and one must plunge to the very depths of it to have youth renewed. You have kept your figure well, but there is no way you could plunge into the depths of that fountain.”
“Of course there’s a way,” the Countess Maude insisted. “How to explain it to you? Oh, if one must explain things to friends, then they’re not true friends. And I don’t have my daughter Laughter-Lynn here to remonstrate with me ‘Oh mother, don’t let them see you like that!’
“The fact is that the Patrick did not expel quite all the snakes from Ireland. He’s often around in pleasant places on the eighth day, and if you happen to see him you might ask him to verify this. He banished all the snakes who were snakes indeed at that moment. But he didn’t banish the members of the were-snake families. I come from such a family. I am a member of one of the most exclusive societies in the world, The One Hundred Holy Snakes of Ireland. Oh well, there’s nothing to do but change, and then plunge right in.”
The Countess Maude Grogley changed into a snake, a large and rather attractive gold-and-green snake. Then she plunged into the Foinse na n’Og Fountain. Even in her snake form, it was rather straited for her through the narrow throat of the fountain but she made it. It seemed that she was quite a while in the depths of the fountain, but passage of time on Eighth Day is hard to estimate. Then she emerged from the narrow waters, quickly changed back into her Countess Form, and by the sparkle on her she left no doubt that her youth had been renewed.
Where did that infectious laughter come from? Oh yes, the daughter, Laughter-Lynn, was buried under the rock-slide right adjacent to this wonderful Irish Garden. And her infectious buried laughter welled up like silver music at this antic of her mother.
The Countess Maude Grogley was full of surprises, but this shape-change and renewal was one of the five or six most surprising tricks she ever pulled.
Hilary Henry Ardri, the eldest son of Hilary and Jane Chantal Ardri (now Jane Chantal High-Queen), often gave reports from New York to his mother Jane, and to all of them. Mostly he used voxo, but today was Eighth Day and Hilary Henry was an Eighth Day person so he did not need to use anything at all. All Eighth Day persons are able to talk to each other without equipment on Eighth Day.
“Solomon has become very busy in New York,” he said. “The problem of the world is now understood by the common people here, and Solomon is being looked to for a solution. It is absolutely expected that he will unveil a world-saver, the Giant Successor to Giant Atrox. And all the professionals in the field of high promotion are asking ‘Where has this guy been all this time?’ about Solomon. Nobody here is sure just how a giant becomes Top Giant of the Scribbling Giants, but the betting is that it will be through the promotions of Solomon Izzersted.”
And also Solomon was constantly bouncing up in the middle of the reduced Group of Twelve all through the long Eighth Day. He already had multi-local tendencies (it seemed as if he could be several places at once), and on Eighth Day everything was multi-local. Solomon bounced up and down in the middle of them, and at the same time he was bounding up and down in New York and Rio and Singapore and Tunis and Prague and Barcelona and Dublin and other centers of world opinion.
“Gorgonius!” Solomon cried once as he bounced into the scene. “I’d like to use the first nine-hundred-and-twelve bars of your Giant Suite. I really believe that it is the finest music in the world.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere, Solomon, but plain old-fashioned flim-flam will. Sure you can use them. Will it be the Giant Suite for Nine Hundred Pianos?”
“No, Gorgonius, it will be the Giant Suite for Ten Thousand Trumpets. I know that’s a lot of trumpets, but I intend it to be a resounding triumph. Did you know, Gorgonius, that trumpet and triumph are etymologically the same word?”
“So is trump. Don’t get trumped, Solomon.”
“Never, Gorgonius, never. I’ll hold all the trumps.”
And in another turn of that Eighth Day, Solomon came to Denis Lollardy. “Denis, you are the foremost authority on three-dimensional pantographic projection,” he said. “I want you to advise me on a set-up. This will not exactly be a private confab, people, for how could there be walls of privacy among us of the Group of Twelve? It’s only that the rest of you couldn’t possibly be interested in it.”
“Oh, but we are interested, Solomon,” Jane Chantal insisted. “What are you going to project, Solomon? Why do you need a pantograph? With a pantograph, you can make a mouse seem as big as a mountain or as small as an atom. What are you going to project, Solomon?”
“My Giant!” Solomon cried. “Oh, am I ever going to project my Giant!” And he grinned that spherical grin of his. And then he did have a long (nobody can correctly estimate a length of time on Eighth Day) conference with Denis Lollardy, after which he bounced away again in a happy mood.
Monika Pantera was both shocked and amused to notice that the genuine Ifrit whom she had evoked by rubbing the genuine Aladdin’s Lamp, a creature who had been into everything and nothing since his arrival, was now wearing a huge button of the political sort. And the words on the button were: I unreservedly Support the Solomon Izzersted Non-Partisan ‘Find The Giant’ Movement and Congress and I urge that it be Universally Supported.
“I am not sure that an Ifrit should be wearing a button like that,” Monika said. “It seems somehow political.”
“There’s one good thing about these big buttons put out by the bunch at the Solomon Izzersted Institute,” the Ifrit grinned, “and they’ve already put out more than a hundred different sorts of buttons. All of them are too big for Solomon himself to wear. All of them have too many words to be made smaller. Why don’t you order a complete set of the buttons for yourself, Princess Monika?”
On the subject of giant-finding, there was an interesting Editorial-Article in the Broken Arrow Daily Ledger Special Eighth Day Overseas Edition. The Broken Arrow Ledger was one of the very few papers in the world that actually published an Eighth Day paper. The Editorial-Article was entitled They Will Not Serve and was subtitled More in Sorrow Than In Anger. And this was the text of it: –
‘For the most important position in the world (which is at the same time non-appointive and non-elective) there has not been even one serious candidate. Possibly (though we would rather not believe this) this is because there is no remuneration or prerequisites attached to the job. Possibly it is for the requirement of ‘Giants Only’ for the position, though this has always been a loosely-construed requirement. It is true that several of the recent recruits to the ranks of the Scribbling Giants have been less than seven feet tall; but it is still popularly (and perhaps correctly) felt that the Top Giant should top that mark. And out of the six billion persons on this world there are hundreds of thousands (perhaps as many as a million) persons at least seven feet tall. It is true that all the recent ex-Scribbling-Giants had begged to be replaced so that they could die in peace.
‘But there should be volunteers. The health of the world depends on this high position being filled. The bleak refusal We will not serve is not the right answer. And Giant Despair who lives in Doubting Castle is not the right answer.
‘It has been said, by Samuel Butler, that although God cannot alter the past, historians can. So the historians’ is no mean calling.
‘It has been said further that the two most illustrious vocations are to be a giant, and to be an historian. How could anybody not be attracted to the possibility of being both of them at once?
‘What heart should not throb at the prospect of becoming the Foremost of the Giants who Write the World? Why are all the giants or quasi-giants in the world not shouting “Here I am, here I am”?
‘But paradoxically there is one bright spot in this picture. Solomon Izzersted, a Broken Arrow native who is known as The Smallest Man in the World, has sworn that he will deliver a true giant who will become Top Pillar of the World. Solomon Izzersted is a man of integrity and trust. We hope, for our own sake and for that of the world, that he is able to fulfil his promise.’
 
“It’s a planted story, of course,” Caesar Oceano said. “Broken Arrow is his home town. And his cousin (or at least the cousin of the late John Barkley Towntower) is the owner-editor of the Ledger.”
“What does it matter if it’s a planted story,” Denis asked. “An unplanted story will not grow.”
And then there was an article in the Wall Street Journal Special Eighth Day Overseas Edition. The Journal was another of the very few papers in the world that actually published an Eighth Day paper. And the Wall Street Journal text was: –
‘It was once said that with the coming of the World of Computers –, the World of Mythology would disappear completely and the World of Fact would have arrived. Was ever any notion more mistaken? The clear fact is that the World of Computers is entirely a world of Metaphor and Mythology. That is the whole purpose of it. We already had the World of Fact. Oh, the poor, dingy, hopeless, small-minded World of Fact! It didn’t deserve much, but it deserved at least to have its nakedness clothed with metaphor and mythology. The World of Computers is bearable. The old World of Fact was ceasing to be.
‘Even the Quest for Reality of the talented but diminishing Group of Twelve has now changed (without their knowing it) into the Quest for Acceptable World Metaphor.’
 
One of the blessings of the Eighth Day is that the dead and the living mingle there on easy terms of friendliness and familiarity. The dead seem a little more talented, but there is no wall between the two groups, and the individuals hardly notice which is which. The dead remember life as a minor early experience, and they believe that they received more than it was worth when they relinquished it. “Why worry about life,” they tell the living. “It’s only temporary.”
But for this particular Eighth Day, there was quite a bit of interest shown by the dead in the living because of the events of the week that was coming to an end. “It’s quite a good show,” some of the dead said. “Not really top drama, perhaps, but it’s almost top as suspense drama.”
And another gracious dead person said “Living people often wonder whether their world dramas are actually happening, whether they are indeed real. Well, the apprehensions caused by those dramas are certainly real, and that is the reason those apprehensions must be removed. In recent days, some fastidious people have questioned the very existence of the Institution of Scribbling Giants Who Write the World. And they have questioned whether the world failures have been due to the Giants’ failures in writing the world. But it doesn’t matter whether the Giants are real or not. What does matter is that they are important. There is good evidence that the Aeon which is just beginning will be the Aeon of the Scribbling Giants and of the flow and movement and direction that they give to the world.
“The first Seven Pillars of Righteousness, the first of the Pillars that Sustain the World, those of the Seven Sustaining Saints, are of waning importance. Certainly there is plenty of holiness in the present world. The second Seven Pillars of Righteousness, those of the Seven Sustaining Technicians, are not presently of overwhelming importance. Certainly there is plenty of technology and gadgetry in the world. But Oh, the third Seven Pillars of Righteousness, the Seven Scribbling Giants who write the scenarios of the world, never has the world needed them so much as today. For the world is aimless and arrant when it has no narrative flow or way or direction or impetus to move it. The world is goofy when it has no such direction.
“If I were alive again, I would wish to fill the most important and the most self-sacrificing job in the world, that of Top Scribbling Giant. Oh, why is there not more animation in living people! How can they leave such things undone!”
It was when the Eighth Day was coming to its close that a sudden wave of reassurance passed through all the living people. And a feeling of satisfaction at the solution of the world drama passed through the dead. What had happened? What had broken the world fever and brought a feeling of peace and hope to all?
“Habemus Gigantem,” said the true Ifrit who had been evoked that day by Monika Pantera in rubbing the true lamp. “Habemus Gigantem,” he said, “We have a Giant.”
And everything from the magnetism and gravitation of the world to the efflux of Helium-4 was once more right with the world.
“Who is it, Ifrit? Who is the new Giant?” Monika asked. “Do you know who he is?”
“His demotic name will be the Riant Giant or the Laughing Giant. And his hieratic name must remain secret. No, I don’t know who he really is. But I know that it drew all the energy from two galaxies, quite distant galaxies, to find him and complete your gift.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 



On the Ninth Day of the Week
 
‘He’s taller than the wind or rain,

And like the lightning bold.

A joyful monster comes again

As monsters came of old.

 
‘The sponsors loom from far and fey,

And brassy trumpets blow,

A Giant’s born to us today.

O let the people know!’

 
IN A GREEN TREE, Auctore.
 
After Sunday in the regular sequence, the next day is Monday. But in special cases for special persons, Sunday is followed by the Eighth Day of the Week, which does not intrude on ordinary time. And then Monday follows on the Eighth Day of the Week.
The Ninth Day of the Week, however, is somewhat different. Its twenty-four hours are represented by twenty-four seconds of regular time, and these may be used up on any of the seven days of the regular week. So if a special person, a very special person (for there are only about a thousand of the Ninth Day People in the entire world) should blink for a full second (a full second is about the equivalent of three-and-a-third ordinary blinks) he may be living an hour in the Ninth Day of the Week. Or it may be merely that his eyes are a little tired.
But all the reduced remnant of the Group of Twelve were Ninth Day People, as was the Countess Maude Grogley. Most of them had only just now realized that they were Ninth Day People.
Some of them went to find the New Giant, the New Top Giant of them all, wherever he might be. They went to New York where the soothsayers had said that he might be found.
“What is that wooden cudgel that you have in your hand, Caesar?” Gorgonius Pantera asked him.
“It’s a baseball bat of a special kind called a fungo bat. The wood is so lively and resilient that it will drive a baseball an extraordinary and unaccountable distance, for which reason the fungo may not be used in scheduled games but only in practice. Though I no longer have the time to play baseball (we have to give up so much when we advance into our ‘age of leisure’) yet I am one of the Summertime Boys forever. I love to get out on the early days of summer and hit fungos. Today I feel that I could hit a baseball a mile if I should have the opportunity.”
“I have never seen a baseball,” Gorgonius Pantera said sadly.
“But you have been seeing something the exact size and shape and appearance and weight as a baseball for several days now. The head of Solomon Izzersted, I mean, and he’s almost all head. Pow, pow, I bet I could hit it a mile.”
“Not without good reason, I hope,” Jane Chantal High-Queen laughed.
“Oh the devil with the reasons! I’d just like to see how far I could hit it. I used to play on a Seamans sand-lot team in San Francisco and every year in early summer I get lonesome for the game and want to go out and hit a few long fungos at least.”
“You’re full of deception in this, Caesar,” Gorgonius puzzled. “I hear distant trumpets now. Yes, there’s about ten thousand of them. We had better zoom in for a nearer look at whatever’s happening. Isn’t that an odd place for the full moon to be, when the sun is already up, and there shouldn’t be more than a half-moon in the sky anyhow, and it isn’t in the sky. Oh, it isn’t the moon at all, it’s somebody else. They’re playing the Coronation Day of the Giant Sequence from my great Giant Suite now. In all modesty, I love it! Well, what is that which looks so much like a full moon on the dais or bandstand in the park?”
“I believe it is the Giant,” Mary Brandy said, “and he looks like somebody we know. Like somebody we know, but on a different scale entirely. Oh, he can’t be the Giant! But I’d know that spherical grin of his anywhere!”
“It is the Riant Giant, the Eighth Wonder of the World,” cooed one of the lady spectators to them. “Oh blessed are my eyes that I should live to see this!”
“We’d better duck behind the scenes somewhere and find the perpetrator of this,” Drusilla said. “Denis Lollardy, since you are the world’s greatest authority on three-dimensional pantographic projection, cannot we find where this giant is being projected from?”
“Of course I can,” said Denis who was laughing “but let me enjoy this marvelous projection for a few moments first. It’s a real circus, you know. And I’m a little boy again whenever there’s a circus in town.”
Oh, of course the Riant Giant, the Laughing Giant, was wonderful. It was a hundred feet high, and as round and ruddy as the full moon itself. With that grand spherical smile; with that multi-depth face that he had to have from his natural father Iofel, sometimes known as the Trickster Angel, the most ethnic of the angels; with that para-theatrical confidence-inspiring voice, the Laughing Giant was perfect in the role. It had been known that he could imitate a thousand different voices; but now it was the thousand-and-first voice, of some fortunate recent encounter, that he was imitating. He was perfect.
But possibly not perfect enough.
It’s true that the Laughing Giant wasn’t the only one who was laughing now, but there is laughter and laughter. A few hundred thousand of the people were laughing now, most of them in good natural tone, but some of them in sharp derision.
And some of the trumpets were openly laughing too. Oh, not a lot of them, maybe seven hundred of them out of the ten thousand. Not every hasty trumpeteer is adept at doing the ‘jackass laugh’ on the trumpet. But Jane Hunting-Horn Chantal was adept at doing that jackass laugh without using an instrument at all. She was truly the artist of all the arts.
“Has he lost them?” Gorgonius asked. “It’s close.”
“Not entirely lost them, no,” Denis Lollardy said with his own intricate laugh. “There is no way that he could ever lose a crowd entirely. He’ll always be good at what he’s good at.”
“And now I must leave you, but only for a short time,” the Laughing Giant laughed. “But I will never again be far from you. You will see me again and again, individually and by your millions of eyes. I must now be about my business of writing the scenarios of the world, with some help from my six assistants. I will write the futures. I am the futures. You have a Giant again now, and all’s right with the world.”
Then the Riant Giant disappeared from the three million persons who had been watching him live (they live, not he) and from the three billion persons who had been watching him on several sorts of videos.
“After him, Denis, lead us to him!” Gorgonius cried out. “There are irregularities about all of this that must be regularized immediately. And he doesn’t hold the position that he thinks he holds.”
“He’s slipped to a new covert!” Denis Lollardy yowled in a voice that had happy hunting-horn tones in it, “but he’s still in the same plush warren. Tally-Ho! We’ll have him. We’re onto his scent!”
They were into a large and astonishingly beautiful building, which flashed its name, on a pardonably garish huge new sign East of Laughter World-Wide Publications Building, and they were ascending a great sweeping stairway (“Oh No, Oh No!” Denis cried, “it’s a wonderful forgery of one of my own forgeries!”) and up and into the Solomon Izzersted Testimonial Memorial Ballroom. And their prey was there.
“I knew that you would have to come to my spring to drink,” their prey said. “There was nowhere else for you to come to. I hold all the trumps and all the aces. And now I greet you as a father greets his sons and daughters. Gorgonius Pantera, successor to the Alpine Giant; Drusilla Evenrood, successor to the Hsiang Giant; Jane Chantal High-Queen, successor to the El-Khatar Giant; Caesar Oceano, successor to the Sanrio Giant; Denis Lollardy, successor to the Timbuktu Giant; Mary Brandy Manx, successor to the Illacrove Giant: meet me now, here where I have entered into my glory! I am King Solomon Izzersted, successor to the Top Giant Atrox Fabulinus and new Top Giant of the World!”
“There are irregularities about all of this that must be regularized right now, Solomon,” Gorgonius said ponderously.
“Set them aside for twenty years or so, Gorgonius, and perhaps they will regularize themselves,” Solomon said in his royal-purple voice. “Really, there was never any doubt about who my choice would be. It had to be myself, from the very first. What do you have there, Caesar?”
“You know what it is, Solomon. It’s a fungo baseball bat.”
“I am perfect for this highest job,” Solomon ecstasized. “Was there ever such a delightful paradox, the smallest man in the world becoming the biggest giant in the world! Consider the litany of my attributes! I am the son of Iofel the Trickster Angel. I was born twice, in a way, the second time when I was torn from the navel of John Barkley Towntower by the ravening teeth of Prince Leonardo; so I am truly born From the Panther’s Teeth. If there isn’t a prophecy-and-legend connected with that, there will be. I renewed my youth in the fountain Foinse na n’Og, and I can go back to it every century or so and renew my youth again. But what one of you can penetrate that narrow-throated fountain to its depths? And who else but me will be able to conduct Think-Small Tours into the interiors of atoms? Who else caused the genuine Ifrit from the Vasty Deeps to cry out ‘Habemus Gigantem, We Have a Giant.’ That was at the exact moment when the sudden Wave of Reassurance passed through all the living people. Who else had figured out the way to make this set-up pay at least a billion dollars a year so that we will become the seven highest-paid persons in the world? Who else –?”
“How far is it from here to the back of this Solomon Izzersted Testimonial Memorial Ballroom?” Caesar Oceano asked. “How far, Solomon?”
“It’s the largest ballroom in New York City, of course. If there was a larger one I’d have it. It’s four-hundred-and-fifteen feet from where we stand to the back of this hall. Why are you swinging that fungo baseball bat, Caesar Oceano?”
“I’m just wondering whether I could hit a baseball from here to that back wall. I never hit very high for average, but I sure was a long-ball hitter! I might as well give it a try –”
“There isn’t any baseball here, Caesar,” Solomon Izzersted said in puzzlement. “Oh, no, no, no, no, not what you’re thinking, Caesar. You’re joking! But you don’t joke with the Top Giant of the World.”
“Whatever gave you the idea that you were the Top Giant of the World, Solomon?” Gorgonius asked. “Even if you were the replacement of Atrox (and that confused old dead giant still refuses to approve you or anybody), you wouldn’t be Top Giant. The position rotates. The successor to the Top Giant is never the new Top Giant: he’s the new Bottom Giant. Everybody misunderstood the situation there, and I neglected to correct the misunderstanding. The successor to the Timbuktu Giant is the Top Giant now. And that successor is, yes, Denis Lollardy. And now that I remember it, Denis was the last one to accept giantship, in his case Top-Giantship. And of course it was when, just after the Sanrio Giant had slipped over the line to death and Caesar Oceano had succeeded to his giantship, that the Timbuktu Giant was felt to have died and Denis succeeded him to Top-Giantship, it was then that the Wave of Reassurance passed through all the people, reassurance and hope and relief.”
“No, no,” Solomon refused to surrender. “The Ifrit cried out ‘We Have a Giant’, and then he identified the giant to Monika as the Riant Giant, and that is an attribute to myself, not of Denis Lollardy.”
“Yes, but you bribed the Ifrit to make the identification, Solomon,” Mary Brandy charged. “And shall I tell the rest of them here how small that bribe was? Shall I tell them, Solomon, what a cheap-skate you were to take advantage of a poor Ifrit who didn’t know one coin from another?”
“Oh, no, no, not that, Mary Brandy. But I always say that it is the spirit of the bribe, and not the amount, that counts. Caesar, stop swinging that fungo bat so close to me! Oh, I’m dashed down completely now. And I’ve already had all these business cards printed up, three-score different sorts of them.”
“Let me see them, Solomon,” Drusilla offered. “Let me see whether there’s one that doesn’t identify you as Top Giant.”
“Oh, but if Atrox doesn’t approve me, then I’m no giant at all.”
“Let’s just settle this right now,” Jane Chantal stated firmly.
“Holy hookey, holy cow,
Holy Atrox, judge this now!”
 
And there was heard a sigh so weary that it would almost have melted a stone. “How is a poor dead giant to get any sleep in his miserable earth with that girl-woman Jane evoking me?” the flimsy outline of the evoked Atrox demanded. “But even the lowliest place must be filled, I suppose. Let the small pipsqueak Solomon be my replacement then and become the lowest and least of the seven scribbling giants. Let it be done! And don’t wake me from death again or I’ll get nasty!”
And then the flimsy outline of Atrox disappeared forever.
“It’s something, it’s something, but it’s not quite what I’d planned,” Solomon began to shine again.
“And here’s one pile of business cards you can keep, Solomon,” Drusilla said. “These make no claim to your being Top Giant. I rather like these. I’ll take one of them with me. But the other fifty-nine piles of business cards, oh how pretentious they are! I’d better destroy them out of hand.” And Drusilla destroyed all the other cards with fire coming out of her finger-tips. (All East Sussex ladies can make fire come out of their finger-tips, but most of them conceal this talent.)
“And how do we divide the boodle?” Solomon asked, getting his confidence back a little bit. “I originally intended that the Top Giant should take two-thirds of it and the other six of you should divide the last third, but that was when I thought that I was the Top Giant. I know that I’m the lowest of the Seven Giants now, but I suggest that we divide the boodle in seven even parts now and not leave me out. I did devise the plan to make a money-maker out of it.”
“I say that we should let Solomon keep all the money, since he has so little else going for him,” Gorgonius suggested. “I surely don’t want any money for my simple duty as a Scribbling Giant. Do any of you five others want a share?”
“No.” “No.” “No.” “No.” “Never.” the other five refused it.
“Then keep such boodle as may accrue to you, Solomon,” Gorgonius said, “and keep such baubles as this plush building also.”
“And try to rehabilitate yourself a bit, Solomon,” Mary Brandy suggested. “And after a year or two we may include you in our visits. After all, you do belong to our group.”
The other six giants left Solomon there then, Caesar Oceano taking a last near swing at his head with the fungo bat as he went out.
And Solomon Izzersted was alone.
“But only for as long as I want to be alone,” Solomon said. “A man with my kind of money can have all the friends he wants,” and his spherical grin began to spread over his baseball-sized face and head again. “If I didn’t know different I’d think that I did have the Top Job. A billion dollars a year isn’t bad, and I’ll find ways to up that. And I can still go and renew my youth again and again in that close-throated fountain. And I still love the irony of being the smallest man in the world and a certified giant at the same time.”
He still had the bauble, the fabulous “East of Laughter World-Wide Publications Building. And what else?
He lifted a business card from the one stack of them that Drusilla Evenrood had spared. He read the modest words on it:
SOLOMON IZZERSTED THE PATAGONIAN GIANT.
I DO FUTURES.
And his spherical grin spread until it included all of him.
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