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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







… CONTINUUM


A constellation of persons or events will have precedent. It will not appear out of nothing; it’s a converging of previous trails and persons. Before one set of adventures, there was always another set; and before those, still another set, back to the beginning of the world.


We pass from one set to another now, from the Green-Flame adventure to the Half-Sky adventure. We are still in the middle of the nineteenth century, that most unreal of centuries, looking for reality under stodgy and ridiculous surface.


The bridge between the two sets is crossed on the first day of the year 1849. The bridge is actually a shallow flat-boat canal in Amsterdam, and Dana Coscuin crossed it by—but no, not now: at a later time it will be told how he crossed it.


Some of the continuing persons out of the Green-Flame adventure are these:




Dana Coscuin, the green-shirted curadh or Irish hero.


Kemper Gruenland, the Germanish giant.


Charley Oceaan, the black man from Basse-Terre.


Tancredi Cima, the tall Sardinian.


Mariella Cima, the mountain wife of Tancredi.


Count Cyril Prasinos, the timeless and invisible instigator and employer.


Ifreann Chortovitch, the Son of the Devil.


Aileen Dinneen, Dana’s Irish cousin.


Elena Prado y Bosca, Countess and Doxie, who was also Muerte de Bosacaje, and who may or may not be dead.


Elaine Kingsberry, the English Lady.


Jane Blaye of Hendaye, and her daughter, Sainte Erma.


The Black Pope of the high Carlist Hills.


Malandrino Brume, a rough man.


Magdelena Brume, the holy panther who is Malandrino’s wife.


Judas Revanche, the Carbonarist who’d burn the whole world down.


Catherine Dembinska, Dana’s wife; dead, but still of influence.





Some of these persons will not be seen again in the Adventures; they have done their work before God and are gone, but they remain in the Constellation. Most of them we will have with us again on the Half-Sky Adventure, or on further adventures. And the list of the involved ones will be added to till there is a whole bright multitude of them.


Watch them and wonder.




I


AMSTERDAM AND OCEAN WEST




Con el Sol, el Mar, el Viento y la Luna


Voy a amasar una loca Fortune.


With the Sun and the Wind and the Moon and the Sea


A lunatic fortune I fashion for me.


—Martinez, Ballad of the Crazy Fortune





Who ever met a stolid Dutchman? I never did, and I’m older than you are. It was the Spanish, back when there was war and rebellion between the peoples, who hung that lie on the Dutch. The Dutch, and their English underlings, had first hung the Black Legend on the Spanish, making them out to be dark-hearted and treacherous people. The Spanish, in revenge, hung the Stolid Lie on the Dutch. The latter was the more damaging and the less fair.


The Dutch, in fact, are a remarkably light-hearted and skittish people. And Dutch Amsterdam was (is, and will forever be) a city of gay, chuckling, and bright (but hidden) treasure. Amsterdam is, moreover, the Baghdad of the Nights, and all its episodes are stories out of the Nights. The treasures of this Amsterdam-Baghdad are in rich caskets or coffins: some of them are named Goud, Diamant, and Geest, which are Gold, Diamond, and Ghost—by Ghost the Dutchmen mean the mind or intellect.


Dana Coscuin opened and reveled in two of the latter sort of treasure caskets in his first night and morning in Amsterdam. The first night was the eve of the new year, though the Dutch call it Oudejaarsavond or Old Year’s Evening. More precisely, one of the caskets was named Geest, Mind, and the other one was named Geest en Lichaam, Mind and Body; though it was loaded full of the Count’s own gold.


Fittingly this was in the street named Doodkiststraat which ran back from the waterfront north of the Ij River (the Nordseck Canal which later obliterated this street was as yet undigged). Coffin Street it was named, and Dana came there in joyful weariness just a little after dark on the last night of the year 1848. He had walked from Utrecht that day.


A gay madwoman was singing, and Dana had been following the sound. Dana could hear such things at a great distance, picking them out from other sounds, finding the direction of the source. There were flickering oil lamps in front of the rakish buildings of these streets back from the waterfront; only a small portion of Amsterdam had gas lights as yet.


One could not tell the houses from the business buildings there. Most of them were a combination of both. But the door was ajar on the house of the source (it was a cold night, but the singer would not have noticed such a thing as cold), and Dana walked right in. The singing girl-woman winked at him and went on with her singing. She sang in Dutch, and Dana understood the message but not the words. The singing woman was engaged in the pleasant occupation of drawing a corpse.


“My name is Dana Coscuin and I’m Ireland’s gift to Ij,” Dana joined in the song with rousing voice, for its tune was very like his own tune, or he imagined it to be. His unmusical ears and voice set everything to that one tune.


“Mijn namm is Scheherazade Jokkebrok,” the singing girl tried to match her words to the tune also, but it broke the tune to pieces, and she fell to laughing.


“Lie you down on that slab there,” she laughed in French then, knowing that Dana (tow-haired and fair though he was) hadn’t much of a Dutch tongue in him, “and I’ll blood and draw you just as soon as I’m through with this other fellow here.”


“I am not dead,” Dana said cheerfully, but he lay down to rest on the slab next to the corpse that the girl had under consideration.


“Nor was this one when I began on him,” she whooped out of powerful throat and breast. “But, no, that is a lie, or a joke. He was quite dead. So will you be if you remain. I make no exceptions when I am busy at work.”


“Nobody is named Scheherazade Jokkebrok,” Dana accused. “What do you do with the entrails?”


“It is not by coincidence that I have the best gardens in Amsterdam,” the girl said with pride. “They are the life of my gardens.” She was taking the viscera out of the corpse in great loops and lumps. It was pleasantly strenuous work and she made it seem enjoyable.


“There is coffee going in the inner room,” Dana suggested with some hope. “The smell of it comes through stronger smells than I can interpret.”


“Yes, go get it and bring it here with the cups,” she said. “If you haven’t eaten, bring bread and cheese and sausage too. Take that basin there and bring it to me full of hot water. And bring my blue towel.”


This was a young, strong girl. She had robust fleshy arms and shoulders and breast, and small feet. She was dark Dutch; though Dana recognized Spanish veins in the throat of the girl (he’d always recognize such Spanish veins), perhaps a Jewish curl to the ears, French-gray eyes. She had a round Dutch belly.


In the kitchen there were four coffins with a prepared corpse in each of them, and four more coffins that were empty.


“Business is good?” Dana called half-mocking.


“Business has been good,” the girl said seriously. “It slacks off a little now, and I am glad that it does. I believe that people should postpone dying till after the holy season, and many of them are doing that.”


The girl came into the kitchen carrying the corpse above her head on her two hands, and it was that of a heavy man. She had finished up with it quickly and clothed it in its best Sunday suit. She lay it in one of the empty coffins, disposed it neatly, and fluffed out the velvet lining a bit. She was deft. She had the right touch for these things. She washed her hands in the basin and dried them on her blue towel. She and Dana began to set food on a table for supper then.


“If you wonder why we are so easily and quickly in accord, it is because I made you up,” she said. Dana didn’t quite understand her. “You are Dana Coscuin and you believe you have a commitment to change the world,” she continued. “You do have that commitment now; I just gave it to you; you hadn’t it before, but you believe that you had.”


“Have you this establishment by yourself?” Dana asked her.


“Oh no. There is my father. He’ll come very soon to supper. I made him up too.”


“Have you a mother?”


“No. I was never very good at making up mothers. I will do it soon though.”


This girl was mad—pleasantly, logically mad. She had the beautifully cracked look in her eyes. One other girl had had the same cracked look, but she’d had it more emptily: a girl in Hendaye, who people called Sainte Erma.


The girl poured fresh milk and black beer together for a drink that was better than it deserved to be. She had hot barley bread there, and butter. There were beef ribs and pork sausage and apple-butter and honey. Eggs, and more eggs. Coffee with brandy and whipped cream. Sea-salt, white pepper, black pepper, and nutmeg in four shakers there. Blue cheese, hard cheese, cream cheese, curry powder, little peppers, little onions, praling-eels, shellfish named mossel. Sea-bird, woodcock, Moscovy duck, lobster.


“I knew you would be hungry when you arrived after your long walk,” the girl said. Haddock out of the salt ocean. White wine laced with gin. Red wine laced with whisky. “I made your eyes too pale,” the girl said. “I will darken them.” Tapioca and shredded coconut from the south seas. Applesauce from Flanders apples, with cloves from the Moluccas. Brown sugar from Guayaquil. Pies with almond and cinnamon crusted on them. Walnuts from Persia. Mutton chops baked with brown rice. So also did they eat in Baghdad between the rivers.


“We will not begin to eat the big roast till my father comes,” the girl said. “When I first made him up I made him preposterous and over-bearing and flamboyant. Then I developed an affection for him, so I made him deeper and more mellow. I aged him somewhat also. When I first made him up he was not really old enough to be my father. At that time I had not yet decided upon what role he should fill. But now he is modified and filled with real affection, and we get on well together.”


Dana Coscuin was the pride of Ireland and the scourge of all unnatural things. He was weary and resplendent in bright green shirt, he was tow-headed and stocky, green-eyed and grinning. He was young and vigorous.


“I first made you a little bit too young and inexperienced,” the mad girl said. “I will mellow you also, and put new brains in your head. I will fill you out in detail. And if you really wish to change the world, why then I will have you change it. I had about decided to have somebody change it anyhow.”


And what was Dana Coscuin doing here, sitting in the kitchen of a death’s-house in Amsterdam anyhow? Well, Dana had been appointed (he didn’t know by whom) to be adventurer and proctor-at-large to the world. The wide world was his province, and that part of the world which has only half a sky over it was to be his next adventure. Amsterdam was one of the swinging dutch-doors to the whole wide world, and especially to the world of the narrow sky. Besides, Dana had appointment in this Amsterdam for the first day of the New Year. He had this appointment with a peculiar and discrete set of folks. All had pledged that they would keep this appointment, dead or alive. One at least was, to Dana’s knowledge, dead; and Dana waited this one’s coming with special interest and desire.


“It is only accidental that you are Irish,” the girl Scheherazade Jokkebrok said. “At one time I had decided to make you up as Polish. I don’t know whether I should change you back or not.”


“It has been done; I’m already riven,” Dana told her, “I was cleft wide open, and a bit of flat Polish field and of high Polish lady was set into my breast. Then I was closed up again, badly.”


“I remember it now,” Scheherazade said. “I will examine you again after a bit. If I closed you badly, then I will fix the botch. I seldom do bad work. Here comes my father now. Admire him! I’m proud of him; he is one of the best things that I have ever done. And you too are one of the best, Dana Coscuin.”


Nehemias Jokkebrok came through the doors and into the kitchen room; he came preposterously, incredibly, flamboyantly. How must he have been before Scheherazade had mellowed and aged him? Oh, he was mellow, but there was new growth out of the old growth of him like an untrimmed grape vine. He was aged, but he hadn’t left off being young also. He was a timeless creature out of some sea; he was even encrusted with salt, and perhaps with barnacles. Or it may have been the glittering snow on him that gave that impression.


“Good Old Year’s Evening, my holy daughter,” he boomed like melodious church bells. “Good Old Year’s Evening to you, Dana of the legend, you who would change the world and do not know that it is changed a hundred times every day. We will sit down to dinner now, the three of us, the three most important persons now in Amsterdam as it happens, perhaps the three most important persons in Europe.”


“I’ve often taken a high view of my own importance,” Dana said, “but the times I have done so have been the times when I was most wrong about everything. What if it is the same thing with mad Scheherazade, and with you old Prophet?”


Nehemias Jokkebrok was bearded like one of the prophets, or black-bearded like one of the still-young prophets, and he had a surety about him which even the greatest of them lacked for all their anger.


“Yes, we are often wrong, but we are always important, Dana,” Nehemias said with a haunting bit of old authority that Dana had heard in but one voice before—in the voice of the Third Man whom Dana and Brume had visited with on one puzzling night. “The reason that we are important is that there are no duplicates of any of us. It was intended by God that there should never be a duplicate of any person, but the great majority of people make themselves into weak duplicates of others. This is to go against God, and to go against God is to lose importance.”


One of the dead men groaned in his coffin. Dana arched a brow at this and grinned with an almost-nervousness.


“It is nothing at all,” Nehemias said. “Many of our pieces here are imperfectly dead. There is a certain windiness in them for several hours, and sometimes they so sound. Resurrecting them is alway disappointing, though, except in one case who is very close to me.”


“Was it from the child’s coffin?” Dana asked, for there was a smaller coffin among the others. “There is something a little wrong about the child’s coffin.”


“No. What you see wrong about the child’s coffin is that it has had to be under-braced, for it is quite the heaviest in the room. You will see, in fact you will receive, that smallest coffin in the morning. Be not curious about it till then. It was conveyed here by orders of a friend of yours.”


Now that her father had come, Scheherazade brought the big roast to the table and they began to devour it with a gusto that was not entirely holy. It was as if Dana and Scheherazade had not already been feasting on other things. Important persons often show this seasonable gluttony and they are to be blamed for it.


“I will tell you about us, Dana,” Nehemias said, “since what my daughter may have told you is probably from her own fancy. She is not my daughter by birth or by original blood, though she is my daughter by saving blood. Know you that a man who draws and dresses dead people will sometimes have experiences such as will not come to a tobacconist or a draper or even a cobbler.


“On one evening, just four years ago, I had two such unusual experiences. It was in the quiet part of the night, one hour before midnight, and I had finished with all except two corpses on my slabs. One of these was that of an enemy of mine who had died naturally but passionately, of a stroke of the over-dramatic sort, as everything he did was over-dramatic. The other was of a poor girl of the streets, known to my but slightly and only by sight. She had died by a bloody attack, whether by her own or by another hand had not been determined.


“I worked on the man, my enemy, first. I began my incisions, and I made a discovery which I had made only seven times before in my life at this trade. The weirdness of that night would bring it to nine times, and it still remains so four years later. There was something beyond the windiness and sounding which you heard a moment ago from one of the boxes. I discovered that the man I was working on was not really dead. ‘Tis sometimes said that this happens often. Is nine times out of the more than thirty thousand cases in my life what you would call often?


“I am, was, a doctor and surgeon before I was unlicensed long ago in one of those movements when papers and prerogatives were taken away from people of my belief. With my doctor’s knowledge, I gave my old enemy an injection directly into the heart. He revived a little, with a purplish trembling and passionate effort on him.


“He rattled his chest. I poured a little brandy down his throat. He shuddered, he gasped, he spoke. ‘I am alive, Nehemias,’ he said, ‘I have been conscious but incapable of movement or sound for all this time that I have been here and you have been whistling over your work.’ ‘We are enemies,’ I reminded him. ‘We are enemies,’ he croaked in his awful voice. ‘Do not let me die.’


“I tell you, Dana, I was fascinated by this thing. Might this not be the perfect murder case? This would be the murder that could never be proved or tracked. Think of another case so death-tight. All I had to do was let him die, and I would have murdered my enemy free and with no suspicion ever to attach to me. No one would ever know. Even God dozes for a brief moment just before midnight, and it was that time exactly. After all, my enemy had been certified as dead when he was dumped on my slab. Relish it, Dana. Is it not a rich dilemma? It is quite likely that I could have saved him then, that I could have had his passionate enmity continued for years.


“‘Do not let me die, Nehemias,’ he croaked again. ‘The God who you worship falsely and I truly will be revenged if you do this thing.’ ‘I am preparing something which I may or may not give you in a moment,’ I said. ‘We will see.’ ‘You are preparing nothing,’ he growled. ‘You are only rattling glasses and bottles. You are letting me die.’ ‘Not so,’ I said, ‘or not certainly so yet. I work rapidly, but it will be sixty seconds before I save you or do not save you. Ponder the drama of this in the meanwhile, enemy. Did you ever imagine such an encounter?’ But he groaned blackly. ‘Who gave you the power to decide whether I should live or die?’ he rattled then. ‘Are you God?’


“‘He isn’t. I am,’ the street girl said.


“I dropped the beaker. I dropped the bottle. And both of them shattered. I was shaken, and I am usually a man of steady nerves. To have two of my corpses return to life on one night was shocking.


“I believe that I would have saved the life of my enemy except for this intervention, but I’m not sure that I would have done it. I had shattered the potion that I must give my enemy; I must fix another one for him. And the girl—I must see to the girl. Most of the blood had been spilled out of her before she was brought to my slab. She needed blood instantly if she were to live, and my enemy needed the potion. Could I save both?


“Besides, the blood of one person will sometimes save another person, but at least as often it will kill that other person. Could I in conscience hesitate? I could not. Hesitation would condemn both of them to death. I was into my own arm with a needle and with the tube that went to the small pump. I drew three full quarts out of my arm. This alone would have killed any other man, and it left me dizzy and sick. I injected the blood into the girl. She sighed deeply and went off to sleep. Whether she died again or not I did not know. This had taken me several minutes. I mixed another potion for my enemy then, but real death had closed his teeth tightly against it when I came to give it to him. He had died.


“I turned back to the girl then, but my own loss of blood was almost my loss of life. I collapsed across her. I did not die, but I had an experience such as comes seldom to any except the dead. For my sins, I spent a long hour in the steep flames of Purgatory. When I returned to the world, the girl was rocking me in her arms. The girl had lived. There had never been anyone as alive as she. She is my daughter here, and we say that in a peculiar way she is now my daughter by blood.


“Did any other dead-dauber man ever have such an experience? Before God, that is the true story of it.”


Oh that was a big and rich roast that they were devouring there! Nehemias ate with passion, almost with such passion as he had ascribed to his enemy. Whether that was the true story or not, Nehemias still was not easy with it after four years.


“There are those who say that my daughter here is unnatural. That she is not truly live or truly dead. And I say that, odd as she is in her beautiful and talented head, there is nobody else in the world as alive as she is. Yet some insist that she is the female of what the Negroes call Zombie and Jews Golem.”


“Are you Jews?” Dana asked them.


“No. Catholics,” Nehemias said. “Though in former years I must admit that I sometimes let it be believed that I was a Jew; thus to make it easier for myself. But in this very year of 1848 the New Constitution has now given us freedom of our religion and (supposedly) freedom from harassment. In all Europe this freedom is now lacking only in parts of the Russias and the Turkeys, and of course in enslaved Ireland; and even in those dark places the disabilities for our religion are seldom death ones. We are Dutch of the Dutch, we are Catholics of the Kerk.


“My daughter does have a curious look about her, though. I do not know, and she does not remember, what was her blood and creed before I brought her back from death and created her as my daughter. She has a brilliant mind, whether she had that before her pseudo-death I do not know. You will notice one detail though, Dana, if you have talked to her at any length, and you have—she is insane. It doesn’t matter to me, and it doesn’t seem to matter to her.”


“My holy father, your story of the two prematurely dead persons did not happen quite as you told it,” Scheherazade commented with that wonderful purring out of her round belly. The French-gray eyes of the girl had gold flecks in them, or at least lion-tawny flecks. Her heavy hair had a brindled roughness to it; there are black-maned lions in Africa, and perhaps lionesses also, that bear resemblance to Scheherazade in this. The Spanish veins in her throat could as well have been Arabian (but would not Dana know such Spanish veins anywhere?); the Jewish curl to the ears might almost have been Polynesian; the dark Dutch look could have come from Goa or Java. The round Dutch belly, however, was of Holland and no place else. Dana put his hand on its fullness to see if he could feel a quickening inside, but there was no quickening except her own.


“There is nothing inside my belly except the universe,” Scheherazade smiled. “I keep it there for use, but I don’t keep it in the form of particulars.”


“It is in this that my daughter is gek,” Nehemias explained.


“My holy father, on that old night you had already let your enemy die,” said this cheerfully mad girl. “You had let him die there on the slab. This was imperfect of you, and it was then that I knew that I must renew and perfect you. I hadn’t done you well the first time. I didn’t, in fact, remember doing you at all. And then you said ‘Nobody will ever know. Even God has dozed for the moment.’ And you were quite satisfied with your omission. ‘I had not dozed,’ I said then. ‘I had not looked away. I never doze or fail to see. I have eyes that you do not know of.’ So it was that I had to renew you. You are now a much better man than you were when I spoke to you from the slab.”


“That is true,” Nehemias said, “and I owe it to you. You were the second making of me.”


“And the first,” the girl insisted. “Do you understand it, Dana? I make up fables, then I animate them. My father is one such fable of mine. You are another.”


“My daughter has these fancies, Dana,” Nehemias explained. “She believes that the World and its Persons are nothing but her own fictions, and that the people move and act as she fables them to do it. I will say this, however, her doings have always been beneficent; and they work. There was a woman here a month ago whose whole world had collapsed. I tell you that my daughter made up a new and better world for her to live in, and that new world stood and delivered for the woman. She lives in it yet. My daughter has made up new fates and worlds for countless persons, and they all stand the test. This, my daughter here, has building and healing hands and voice and belly. She will change your own fate, always for the better.”


Dana pressed his hand deeply in the girl’s belly again. There was much more quickening there than he had first suspected. It was quite true that the whole universe was inside, Pisa and Turin and Rome and Hendaye, Paris and Rome and London and Krakow, all the towns and countries of Europe, all the lands beyond the ocean that have only half a sky above them, all the islands, all the images (including the images that walk like people), all the intricacies of the Two Revolutions, all.


“I might wish, Scheherazade, that you had made one of the things a little less strong, and my own thing a little stronger,” Dana said.


“Well of course I will then,” she answered. “I have no real way of knowing what you wish except by the pressure of your hand. Whatever you want, I will make it.”


“You used a phrase, Nehemias, ‘The World and its Persons,’” Dana said. “I believe it has another meaning than you intended to give it. I’m a little-lettered man myself, but I once traveled with a man named Brume and he taught me the meaning and power of words. Now a person is really a mask, an antique mask such as an old actor might have held before his face and spoken through. The word personare would mean ‘to sound through’ in Brume’s own Roman. It is by half a accident that person is sometimes used to mean a human individual. But what your daughter really made up for you to say was not ‘The World and its Persons,’ but ‘The World and its Masks.’ We have always known that we lived in a masked world. We haven’t seen the true face of it ever. We aren’t sure that it has a face of its own. I have always wondered who makes the masks that the world wears. My employer, whom I have never seen, makes some of these masks of the world, I believe. Your daughter, I know it now, makes others of them. These two may account for a large portion of the masks that the world wears.”


“I worry a little about my daughter here,” Nehemias said. “She is a very good girl. She helps people beyond all measure. She goes to communion daily, and goes with a shattering humility. But she thinks she is God.”


“I am not so sure of that as I once was,” Scheherazade whispered softly with that shattering humility, and now she looked much younger than she had before, a girl and not a woman. “Now and then, and more and more lately, I have the most curious feeling that there is another mind than mine in the universe. But it must be that I am, in Dana’s sense, one of the persons of God, which is to say one of the masks of God. I do create people and incidents. I made my father here. And I made you, Dana.”


“Will you make it up that I meet my four friends here in this town tomorrow?” Dana asked with a smile.


“I had already made it up that you would meet six at least, friends (and several enemies) in this town tomorrow. But how did you know that? How can the unsuspecting pot know what the potter has designed for it?”


“This pot that is me is not completely unsuspecting, girl. Will you make up a good westering voyage for me to the world under half a sky?”


“I will, Dana, but there will be things going wrong with it as fast as I can right them. I see that another has already made this up for you, but he’s made it badly and dangerously, for all that he meant it well. You wouldn’t have survived his voyage; you will barely survive mine. But I will make it better and richer for you. Why, he left for you no more than a heavy purse such as one might hold in two hands. But I have remade it into the child’s coffin. I cannot make your voyage any less dangerous, but I will make you keener and bolder for all the encounters. I will draw all your years and the instructions for them out of my belly tonight. I will set them into your loins as you ride the whirling world tonight, and I will set them into your head when you lie in your coffin.”


“Coffin?” Dana protested. “I do not intend to lie in a coffin for many years yet.”


“We sleep in coffins in this house,” Nehemias explained, “myself and my daughter and such guests as we have here. My coffins are luxurious and comfortable. You will sleep on lavender and scarlet and cream-colored satin to the smell of sandalwood and cedar. You’ll not willingly go back to sleeping in a bed after the luxury of a coffin.”


Old powerful Nehemias (himself a black-gray-grizzled lion of immensely talented paws) had taken out a sort of lap-harp which he held flat on his knees and began to play. Scheherazade again poured (or made up) white wine laced with gin and red wine laced with whiskey. And they celebrated the Old Year Evening.


Dana was one of the select men who had drunk the devil himself under the table (it happened in Paris in that same old year of 1848), but Scheherazade seemed to be taking an unfair advantage of him. She was making up, she was fabulizing an inebriation for him. He went out of his wits; the whole scene became fragmented. Nehemias orchestrated on the lap-harp, bringing impossibly varied winds and beats out of its strings, and there was also an orchestration of events. Three or four things were happening at the same time; three or four different Dana Coscuins were doing different things at the same time, but doing them all in the one symphony.


“Do not be alarmed, Dana,” Scheherazade was saying. “I am considering these different roles for you. Do they not go in good harmony together? But some of them will not do singly, some of them will not do at all.”


“I must meet my friends somewhere in this city tomorrow,” Dana was saying out of several of his mouths, out of several of the sets he was involved in.


“You will meet your friends tomorrow in any case,” Scheherazade orchestrated. “I have decided to keep that part in. The only question is with what momentum and with what setting I will put your instructions and direction into your loins and head tonight.”


In one scene, Nehemias played the lap-harp very softly, using it only as adjunct to his own voice. Great voices in their conversation should always be supported unobtrusively by lute music, and the lap-harp was essentially a lute. Nehemias talked as few men had ever talked to Dana before: as the Black Pope had sometimes talked to him in the high Carlist Hills of Spain; as rough Malandrino Brume had talked as they prowled the nightscapes of Europe; as the Third Man had talked to both Dana and Brume in the house in Paris. There was a great feeling of profundity here (with actual words, as in all the previous cases, unremembered); there was an absolute aura of wisdom—but there was something else.


There was a phoniness to Nehemias, though Dana declined to give it that name. There was no deceit in that phoniness, no malice, only an incompleteness beneath the illusion. It was as though Scheherazade had really made her father up and had not bothered to fill him in completely. Dana had noticed this incompleteness in other men who had the aura and front of greatness.


There had been King Charles Albert when Dana had heard him talk in Turin. There had been the Citizen King Louis Philippe when Dana had heard him talk in Paris. There had been Ifreann Chortovitch when Dana had listened and savored him during the days and nights of their orgy, and Ifreann was the certified Son of the Devil. Dana had doubted that even these were real people; and Dana had also felt this same incompleteness and unreality in himself. More real was the Count Cyril whom Dana had never seen. More real was Christian Blaye whom Dana had known in his bare skull only.


But Nehemias Jokkebrok was well contrived, whoever had contrived him.


In another simultaneous scene, in another part of the orchestration of events, Nehemias played the lap-harp very loudly and goatishly, and Dana danced and whirled with Scheherazade and seemingly with a crowd of others. The malesonitus of the instrument now reminded Dana of the strong piping of the evil hornpiper of Hendaye, and the dancing reenacted some of those rowdy dances. This surely was not Mountain Bridges played over again, not the Dance of the Unbreakable Dolls, not Ride the Wild Mares. Perhaps, though, it was the whirl-around dance named Toton in which the strong Hendaye girls had whirled their men. Dana, in this scene or setting at least, was riding astraddle the round belly of Scheherazade, and she spun around and around with him. And around and around yet. Had she not said that he would ride the whirling world that night? Had she not also said that the whirling world, the whole universe, was in her belly? But this was not a thing of itself; it was all part of a skillful orchestration. The girl was making it all up as she went along.


There was another scene in that melange. A multitude of men were stretched out on a multitude of slabs, and Scheherazade went down their ranks and opened the throat of each of them with a knife. From the gullets of some she took green stones. From others red stones. By this could be known the true from the false. But Mariella Cima had opened Dana’s throat with a knife and taken out a green stone back in Spain. Was the fabulating Scheherazade guilty of plagiarism?


Then there was Ocean. Ocean is one of the authentic masks of the world, and Dana was in Ocean with all persons whatsoever, with all masked beings whatsoever. They ascended and descended, and this did not matter. Ocean contains time and space and countless other categories; it is not, however, contained in any of them. Amsterdam was a city of peculiar assonance with the ocean mask of the world; now, though, the entire world was in that rapport. This was not necessarily a watery sea, as the name imperfectly suggests; it was equally Transfiguration on the Mountains. It was an intermingling of people so closely that they all inhabited each other. Dana’s dead wife Catherine Dembinska was there and winked at him roguishly. The skull of Christian Blaye was there and in a talkative mood. The Count Cyril Prasinos was there, though Dana could not see his face; he was behind Dana, touching him on the shoulder, laughing at him with green young laughter that was several centuries old.


All of the inner company were there: Tancredi and Mariella Cima, and Kemper Gruenland, Charley Oceaan (who had the name of the phenomenon), Magdelena and Malandrino Brume, Jane Blaye, Eileen Dinneen the Irish cousin, Elaine Kingsberry (how could she have known of the appointment at all, unless she had been informed by the dead Catherine’s spirit?) Blind Judas Revanche was there (how had he come?); as was the deformed, demonic, indomitable Elena Prado (how had she?) This was rhapsody dream. No, no, it was communion of souls. The soul is the substance that is behind the person as mask. So all the friends and enemies were already in town, whether in the flesh or out of it.


All but one. Only one of the strong people was not in Ocean. This was Ifreann the Son of the Devil. He was near, but he was not with the others. He howled in a voice to terrify mountains and crack and craze them; he boomed and rattled at the heavy doors, but he could not break in. At what doors? At the doors of Ocean itself. The damned howl outside it and they cannot come in.


“Begone, Ifreann,” Dana said softly, for they had been almost-friends. “You are not in rapport here. Break your great voice and hands on the door in vain. You’ll not get in.”


Dana knew now that he was lying in a rich coffin that had been given him for guest bed, that he had been lying in it for some time. Just as well he knew that he was not dreaming, though he was slightly drunk. He knew that he had caught the world in one of its more authentic masks, and in a special form of it that is known to esoterics as Ocean West. This was the mask where eels flew overhead like birds and all good people sat down to dine with God and his saints forever, to commune with them in their diverse forms, and some of those forms were pleasantly fevered. Tancredi Cima, for instance, was a scarlet and black devilfish, and yet he was a friend forever. Dead Catherine was an undead dolphin. Elena was a Portuguese man-of-war. But the ocean was holy and Ifreann could not come in, for all that he rattled its doors and cursed and fulminated.


The coffin scene was the most logical and the latter. Nehemias, Dana knew, had put away his lap-harp and gone to bed in his own coffin. It was simply that Dana had drunk very deeply after eating hugely, after having walked to weariness all the day, all the month. And he had gone to sleep in the rich coffin there as his hosts had invited him to.


That was the most logical, the most likely, the most simple of the happenings; Dana had gone to sleep simply there, and wakened simply in the morning. The only thing left without explanation is that Dana did not waken so simply as that. He wakened with informed loins and informed head; his coming years and his instruction had been reoriented and deepened. A new universe had been spun for him, and it might very well have been spun out of the cosmic belly of Scheherazade Jokkebrok.


He also wakened to voices, to living voices in the living morning. “This is the house,” came the voice of Mariella Cima. “Would I lead you four hundred miles and lead you to the wrong house? This is the house, I tell you.”


“In here, in here you the people! The one you are looking for is inside. Dana is here,” sounded a second voice, that of Scheherazade.


Dana wakened in a coffin, that is true. And the insane young woman named Scheherazade was bending over him. She had, however, a great cleaver in her hand, one that would take off his head in a single chop. Her cheerfully mad eyes showed that she intended to use it, and with rapid flicks of her powerful wrists she did use it. She didn’t cut off Dana’s head with it, though it was sharp enough for that. She was cutting off his whiskers, and it is a very sharp cleaver that one can shave a man with. She had always used it to shave dead men, and to shave her live father, Nehemias.


The room was brimful of sound now. All the friends had come in, whooping at Dana’s situation. They were roiling and boiling and in the happy confusion of being together again. Mariella Cima the largest and most handsome woman that you will ever encounter; Tancredi her somber husband who was a mountainous Sardinian, lean and fiery as the Sardinian cliffs; Charley Oceaan the dapper black man with the spooky eyes who came from Basse-Terre which is called French Guadeloupe; Kemper Gruenland from the Germanies, a giant man in body, who might also become a giant in brain if all its empty places were ever filled up; Elaine Kingsberry the English lady (what was she doing here?—she had a right to be here, to be one of the pact, she had been the best friend of Dana’s dead wife Catherine Dembinska). They did make a lot of noise when they were all together whooping in that room.


“I am confused,” Scheherazade confessed. “The five of you here so suddenly and so solidly, and the other four here so strangely. I do know you. You are mine.”


“We are yours forever,” Mariella said. “I knew you, I knew you better every mile that we came closer to you. We are yours, Scheherazade.”


“Out and bare yourself and lie on that slab, Dana,” the insane Scheherazade ordered (never laugh at her; perhaps she did make them all up, and yourself also), “I know of only one way to wash a man and that is to wash him on the slab as a dead man. And you are filthy from your travel.”


“So are we all,” Kemper boomed. “Will you wash us all on the dead-man slabs?”


“Yes, yes, all, all.”


“We’ll go to another cleansing first,” Dana said, “and we will all go there together now. The mere washing can come any time.”


They all went out the front door like a tide going out. Five streets came together there before the dead-man shop on the street named Doodkiststraat, and the appointed company had arrived simultaneously by several different streets. Catherine Dembinska, the dead wife, had come over the roofs and not by any street at all. Even in life she had liked to travel over the roofs.


Catherine was one of the four who were there so strangely and yet were known by Scheherazade. There would always be a penumbra of ghosts in this company of the pact: Catherine herself; the contortedly beautiful Elena Prado (nobody knew whether she was still in the flesh or out of it); Judas Revanche who had been blinded by Dana’s hand and knife before he had been murdered by others; Ifreann Chortovitch the Son of the Devil (Dana knew that he had slain this man, for all that the winter raven had croaked ‘he is not dead, he is not dead’). It’s a dull group that doesn’t have its corona of ghosts.


The people of the appointment all trooped into another building nearby. It appeared to be another private house or shop, but Mariella Cima led the way and Mariella was unfailing in her sense of direction. The building was really named Dood-Christus-Kerk, Dead-Christ-Church, and was located there in Doodkist Street. All the Churches of Holland still looked like private homes, for the reason that they had been hidden and secret churches for several centuries until this very year. Except the Churches of the Reformed Sects which all looked like public barns—big, generous and with no particular style to them.


Dead Christ Church had been one of the secret churches for a long while, but it blossomed out now; it had even added clanging bells. This was a holy day, the first day of the year, the Feast of the Circumcision.


Then, a simple and profound miracle, one that all the people of the appointment had seen a thousand times, one that never became old or stale for any of them.


‘Kai ho Logis Sarx egeneto kai eskenosen en hemin,’ so the writer John had described it near eighteen centuries before, and John is the patron of all writers whether they know it or not. He was a stylist! And he had known the Person personally. ‘And the Word was made Flesh and dwelt amongst us’—who else could write a sentence like that?


An hour later they were all at breakfast in another establishment in the same street. There was talk which might have seemed presumptuous talk, for the persons of the appointment were dividing the world up among themselves.


“It is back to the Germanies with me,” big Kemper was saying. “There is so much that will go wrong there; there are so many twisted and contrary seeds. There should be ten thousand men to have any effect at all, and I am only one. But I am called to fight it out there until I am killed there. I haven’t received any instructions; I haven’t received counsel or coin from the Count, but I will do what I can.”


“I will give you your instructions, my big man,” Scheherazade told Kemper, “but I become more and more confused. It is surely the case that there are other minds than mine in the world, strong minds, and how can that be?”


“We will always be of one mind with you, Scheherazade,” Mariella was saying, “and we will always receive instruction from you, for I understand this thing about you, and I will make my man understand it. Tancredi and I will go back to Sardinia. Our miserable little island has been chosen to set the world on fire, and my man and I are among those who will have something to do with the quality of the flame. Spain in this century was only prelude to Sardinia, and France is only a bad-tasting burlesque of it. We will not be modest about our part. Someone may well say of us after we are gone—’But for these two, the world would have been different and worse.’”


“If nobody else wants me, if nobody wants me to go with them, then I will return to England,” Elaine Kingsberry was saying with some difficulty. “If nobody else has a mission for me, well my father will stand successfully for Parliament this season. He has no brains of his own. He will have to depend on mine. I will do what I can do there, if nobody wants me elsewhere.”


“Shall I make up some brains for your father?” Scheherazade asked. “I made up some for my own father and they work wonderfully.”


“Even you would not be capable of helping my father in this,” Elaine said sadly.


“Dana and myself will go to Basse-Terre,” the black man Charley Oceaan was saying. “We will go there directly or indirectly, but we will find our crooked way into the world it represents. Till this sick man is healed nobody can be hale. We will splinter our brains on those lazy reefs. The colors of the thing are more rampant there than anywhere, even than in Sardinia of the charcoal-burners. God will have to outdo all His past performances if any of you are to see us alive again.”


“You puzzle me more than any of the others, Charley Oceaan,” Scheherazade moaned out of her burning throat and her generating belly. “I remember all the others after I think about them a bit. I don’t remember you nearly so clearly. Did I make you up?”


“Why of course you did, Scheherazade,” the black man said cheerfully (Charley wasn’t a completely black man: he was Irish and English and Spanish and French and Dutch and Carib Indian and East-Indiaman as well as Negro. He was an all-color man, but he was commonly called black). “I’m a fiction, anyone could tell that I’m a fiction, and what lady was it who made all the fictions that matter?”


“Oh yes. Myself. I remember it all now.”


“Can you make it up, though, that we get a berth as deck hands this day on some Dutch or other ship that is going Ocean West?” Charley Oceaan asked. “I particularly want this for myself and Dana. The sick world gets sicker, and fate refuses to hurry for us.”


“I’ll not do that,” Scheherazade swore. “I’ll not do that at all. You will sail like gentlemen, even like the royal gentlemen you are. I may even make it up that you sail like kings. Come along, in any case, and we will give Dana what has been made for him.”


Amsterdam, which has more canals than Venice and more bridges than Paris, twinkled in the bright sun and bright snow of the first day of the year!


“Has Count Cyril left something for Dana?” Tancredi asked Nehemias (for that mountainous man was spooked by Scheherazade). “Do you know of the Count Cyril?”

OEBPS/images/9781473213500.jpg
-
R. A.
LAFFERTY
Half a Sky






OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





