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The Goblin Reservation

Cifford D. Si mak

I nspector Drayton sat, solidly planted behind the desk, and waited. He was a rawboned nan with
a face that |looked as if it mght have been hacked, by a dull hatchet, out of a block of gnarled
wood. His eyes were points of flint and at times they seemed to glitter, and he was angry and
upset. But such a man, Peter Maxwell| knew, woul d never give way to any kind of anger. There was,
behi nd that anger, a bulldog quality that would go plodding on, undisturbed by anger.

And this was just the situation, Maxwell told hinmself, that he had hoped woul d not cone about.
Al t hough, as now was evident, it had been too nuch to hope. He had known, of course, that his
failure to arrive at his proper destination, sone six weeks before, woul d have created sone
consternation back here on the Earth; the thought that he might be able to slip honme unobserved
had not been realistic. And now here he was, facing this nman across the desk and he'd have to take
it easy.

He said to the man behind the desk: "I don't believe | entirely understand why ny return to
Earth should be a matter for Security. My nane is Peter Maxwell and |I'm a nenber of the faculty of
the Col | ege of Supernatural Phenomena on W sconsin Canpus. You have seen ny papers..

"I amquite satisfied," said Drayton, "as to who you are. Puzzled, perhaps, but entirely
satisfied. It's sonething el se that bothers me. Wuld you mind, Professor Maxwell, telling ne
exactly where you' ve been?"

"There's not very nmuch that | can tell you," Peter Maxwell said. "I was on a planet, but |
don't know its name or its coordinates. It may be closer than a |ight-year or out beyond the Ri n?

"In any event,'
travel ticket."

said Drayton, "you did not arrive at the destination you indicated on your

"I did not," said Maxwel .
"Can you expl ai n what happened?"

"I can only guess. | had thought that perhaps ny wave pattern was diverted, perhaps
intercepted and diverted. At first | thought there had been transmitter error, but that seens
i mpossi ble. The transmtters have been in use for hundreds of years. Al the bugs shoul d have been
i roned out of them by now. "

"You mean that you were ki dnaped?"

"I'f you want to put it that way."
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"And still will tell me nothing?"
"I have explained there's not nuch to tell."
"Could this planet have anything to do with the Weel ers?"

Maxwel | shook his head "I couldn't say for sure, but | don't believe it did. Certainly there
were none of them around. There was no indication they had anything to do with it."

"Professor Maxwel |, have you ever seen a Weel er?"

"Once. Several years ago. One of themspent a nonth or two at Time. | caught sight of it one

day.
"So you woul d know a \Weeler, if you saw one?"
"Yes, indeed," said Maxwell.
"l see you started out for one of the planets in the Coonskin system"™

"There was the rumor of a dragon,” Maxwell told him "Not substantiated. In fact, the evidence
was quite sketchy. But | decided it might be worth investigating..."

Drayton cocked an eyebrow. "A dragon?" he denanded.

"I suppose,” said Maxwell, "that it nmay be hard for soneone outside ny field to grasp the
i mportance of a dragon. But the fact of the matter is that there is no scrap of evidence to
suggest such a creature at any tinme existed. This despite the fact that the dragon legend is
solidly enbedded in the folklore of the Earth and some of the other planets. Fairies, goblins,
trolls, banshees-we have all of these, in the actual flesh, but no trace of a dragon. The funny
thing about it is that the legend here on Earth is not basically a human | egend. The Little Fol k
as well, have the dragon legend. | sonetines think they may have been the ones who transmitted it
to us. But the legend only. There is no evidence..."

He stopped, feeling a little silly. Wat could this stolid policeman who sat across the desk
care about the dragon | egend?

"I'"'msorry, Inspector,” he said. "I let ny enthusiasmfor a favorite subject run away wth

nme.

"I have heard it said that the dragon | egend might have risen from ancestral nenories of the
di nosaur. "

"I have heard it, too," said Maxwell, "but it seens inpossible. The dinosaurs were extinct
| ong before mankind had evol ved. "

"Then the Little Folk..."

"Possibly," said Maxwell, "but it seens unlikely. I know the Little Folk and have tal ked with
them about it. They are ancient, certainly much nore ancient than we humans, but there is no
i ndi cation they go back that far. O if they do, they have no nenory of it. And I would think that
their legends and folk tales would easily carry over some millions of years. They are extrenely
| ong-lived, not quite inmmortal, but alnost, and in a situation such as that, nouth-to-nouth
tradition would be npbst persistent.”

Drayton gestured, brushing away the dragons and the Little Folk. "You started for the
Coonskin," he said, "and you didn't get there."

"That is right. There was this other planet. A roofed-in, crystal planet."
"Crystal ?"

"Sonme sort of stone. Quartz, perhaps. Although | can't be sure. It could be netal. There was
sonme netal there."
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Drayt on asked snmoothly. "You wouldn't have known, when you started out, that you'd wind up on
this planet?"

"If it's collusion you have in mind," said Maxwell, "you're very far afield. | was quite
surprised. But it seens you aren't. You were waiting here for ne."

"Not particularly surprised," said Drayton. "It has happened twi ce before."
"Then you probably know about the planet."

"Not hing about it," said Drayton. "Sinply that there's a planet out there somewhere, operating
an unregistered transmtter and receiver, and comrunicating by an unlisted signal. Wen the
operator here at Wsconsin Station picked up their signal for transmttal, he signaled themto
wait, that the receivers all were busy. Then got in touch with me."

"The ot her two?"
"Both of themright here. Both tabbed for Wsconsin Station."
"But if they got back..."

"That's the thing," said Drayton. "They didn't. Ch, | guess you could say they did, but we
couldn't talk with them The wave pattern turned out faulty. They were put back together wong.
They were all nessed up. Both of themwere aliens, but so tangled up we had a hard tine | earning
who they nmight have been. We're still not positive."

" Dead?"
"Dead? Certainly. A rather frightful business. You' re a |ucky nman."
Maxwel |, with sonme difficulty, suppressed a shudder. "Yes, | suppose | am" he said.

"You' d think," said Drayton, "that anyone who nessed around with natter transm ssion would
make sure they knew how it was done. There's no telling how nany they may have picked up who cane
out wong in their receiving station."

"But you would know," Maxwell pointed out. "You' d know if there had been any | osses. A station
woul d report back imediately if a traveler failed to arrive on schedule."

"That's the funny thing about it," Drayton told him "There have been no | osses. W're pretty
sure the two aliens who cane back dead to us got where they were going, for there's no one
m ssing. "

"But | started out for Coonskin. Surely they reported..."
Then he stopped as the thought struck him strai ght between the eyes.

Drayt on nodded slowy. "I thought you would catch on. Peter Maxwell got to the Coonskin system
and canme back to Earth al nbst a nonth ago."

"There nust be some m stake," Maxwell protested weakly.

For it was unthinkable that there should be two of him that another Peter NMaxwell, identical
in all details, existed on the Earth.

"No m stake," said Drayton. "Not the way we have it figured. This other planet doesn't divert
the pattern. What it does is copy it."

"Then there could be two of ne! There could be..."

"Not any nore," said Drayton. "You're the only one. About a week after he returned, there was
an accident. Peter Maxwell's dead."
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Around the corner fromthe tiny roomwhere he'd net with Drayton, Maxwell found a vacant row
of seats and sat down in one of them rather carefully, placing his single piece of |uggage on the
fl oor beside him

It was incredible, he told hinmself. Incredible that there should have been two Pete Maxwells
and now one of those Maxwells dead. Incredible that the crystal planet could have had equi prent
that woul d reach out and copy a wave pattern traveling faster than the speed of |ight- nmuch faster
than the speed of light, for at no point in the galaxy so far linked by the nmatter transnmitters
was there any noticeable | ag between the tinme of transnmittal and arrival. Diversion-yes, perhaps
there could be diversion, a reaching out and a snatching of the pattern, but the task of copying
such a pattern would be sonething else entirely.

Two incredibles, he thought. Two things that should not have happened. Although if one of them
had happened, the other surely followed. If the pattern had been copied, there would, quite
necessarily, have been two of him the one who went to the Coonskin system and the other who'd
gone to the crystal planet. But if this other Peter Maxwell had really gone to Coonskin, he should
still be there or only now returning. He had planned a six weeks' stay at |east, longer if nore
time seened necessary to run down the dragon business.

He found that his hands were shaking and, ashamed of this, he clasped them hard together and
held themin his |lap

He couldn't go to pieces, he told hinself. No nmatter what m ght be facing him he had to see
it through. And there was no evidence, no solid evidence. Al that he had was what a nmenber of
Security had told himand he couldn't count on that. It could be no nore than a clunmsy piece of
police trickery designed to shake himinto talking. A though it could have happened. It just could
have happened!

But even if it had happened, he still had to see it through. For he had a job to do and one he
must not bungl e.

Now the job mght be nmade the harder by soneone watching him although he could not be sure
there'd be sonmeone watching. It might not, he told hinself, make any difference. H s hardest job,
he realized, would be to get an appointnment with Andrew Arnol d. The president of a planetary
uni versity would not be an easy man to see. He would have nmore with which to concern hinself than
listening to what an associ ate professor had to say. Especially when that professor could not
spel |l out in advance detail what he wi shed to tal k about.

H s hands had stopped the trenbling, but he still kept themtightly clasped. In just a little
while he'd get out of here and go down to the roadway, where he'd find hinself a seat on one of
the inner, faster belts. In an hour or so he'd be back on the old home canpus and then he'd soon
find out if what Drayton said was true. And he'd be back with friends again-with Alley OCop and
Ghost, with Harlow Sharp and Allen Preston and all the rest of them There'd be rowdy ni dnight
drinking bouts at the Pig and Wi stle and | ong, slow wal ks al ong the shaded mall s and canoei ng on
the | ake. There'd be discussion and argunent and the telling of old tales, and the leisurely
academ c routine that gave one tine to live.

He found hinself |ooking forward to the trip, for the roadway ran along the hills of Goblin
Reservation. Not that there were only goblins there; there were nmany other of the Little Folk and
they all were friends of his-or at |east nost of themwere friends. Trolls at tines could be
exasperating and it was rough to build up any real and lasting friendship with a creature like a
banshee.

This time of year, he thought, the hills would be beautiful. It had been | ate sumrer when he'd
|l eft for the Coonskin systemand the hills still had worn their nmantle of dark green, but now, in
the middl e of Cctober, they would have burst into the full color of their autum dress. There'd be
the winy red of oak and the brilliant red and yell ow of the maples and here and there the flam ng
scarl et of creeping vines would run like a thread through all the other colors. And the air would

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cli...%20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (4 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:32 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

smel |l like cider, that strange, intoxicating scent that came upon the woods only with the dying of
t he | eaves.

He sat there, thinking of the tinme, just two sunmers past, when he and M. O Tool e had gone on
a canoe trip up the river, into the northern wilderness, hoping that somewhere al ong the way they
m ght make sone sort of contact with the spirits recorded in the old Gibway | egends. They had
floated on the glass-clear waters and built their fires at night on the edges of the dark pine
forests; they had caught their fish for supper and hunted down the wild flowers hidden in the
forest glades and spied on nmany aninmals and birds and had a good vacation. But they had seen no
spirits, which was not surprising. Very few contacts had been nade with the Little Folk of North
Anerica, for they were truly creatures of the wilds, unlike the semcivilized, human-accustoned
sprites of Europe.

The chair in which he sat faced the west and through the towering walls of glass he could see
across the river to the bluffs that rose along the border of the ancient state of |owa-great, dark
purpl e masses rinmed by a pale blue autum sky. Atop one of the bluffs he could nmake out the
Iighter bulk of the College of Thaumaturgy, staffed in large part by the octopoid creatures from
Centaurus. Looking at those faint outlines of the buildings, he recalled that he had often
promi sed hinself he'd attend one of their sumrer seminars, but had never got around to doing it.

He reached out and shifted his luggage, preparing to get up, but he stayed on sitting there.
He still was a little short of breath and his | egs seened weak. Wat Drayton had told him he
realized, had hit himharder than he'd thought, and still was hitting himin a series of del ayed
reactions. He'd have to take it easy, he told hinself. He couldn't get the wind up. It night not
be true; it probably wasn't true. There was no sense in getting too concerned about it until he'd
had the chance to find out for hinself.

Slowy he got to his feet and reached down to pick up his luggage, but hesitated for a nonent
to plunge into the hurried confusion of the waiting room People-alien and human-were hurrying
purposefully or stood about in little knots and clusters. An old, white-bearded man, dressed in
stately bl ack-a professor by the | ooks of him thought Maxwel|-was surrounded by a group of
students who had to come to see himoff. Afamly of reptilians sprawed in a group of |oungers
set aside for people such as they, not equipped for sitting. The two adults lay quietly, facing
one anot her and tal king softly, with nuch of the hissing overtones that marked reptilian speech
whil e the youngsters craw ed over and under the | oungers and spraw ed on the floor in play. In one
corner of a tiny alcove a beer-barrel creature, lying on its side, rolled gently back and forth,
fromone wall to the other, rolling back and forth in the sanme spirit, and perhaps for the same
pur pose, a man woul d pace the floor. Two spidery creatures, their bodies nore |ike grotesque
mat chstick creations than honest flesh and bl ood, squatted faci ng one another. They had marked off
upon the floor, with a piece of chalk, sonme sort of crude ganeboard and had pl aced about upon it a
nunber of strangely shaped pieces, which they were noving rapidly about, squeaking in excitenent
as the gane devel oped.

Wheel ers? Drayton had asked. Was there any tie-up with the crystal planet and the Weel ers?

It always was the Weel ers, thought Maxwell. An obsession with the Weelers. And perhaps with
reason, although one could not be sure. For there was little known of them They |oomed darkly,
far in space, another great cultural group pushing out across the gal axy, coning into ragged
contact along a far-flung frontier line with the pushing human cul ture.

Standing there, he recalled that first and only time he had ever seen a Weel er-a student who
had cone fromthe Coll ege of Conparative Anatony in Rio de Janeiro for a two-week semnar at Tine
Col | ege. W sconsin Canpus, he renenbered, had been quietly agog and there had been a lot of talk
about it, but very little opportunity, apparently, to gain a glinpse of the fabled creature since
it stayed closely within the sem nar confines. He had net it, trundling along a corridor, when
he'd gone across the mall to have lunch with Harlow Sharp, and he recalled that he'd been shocked.

It had been the wheels, he told hinmself. No other creature in the known gal axy canme equi pped
with wheels. It had been a pudgy creature, a roly-poly suspended between two wheels, the hubs of
whi ch projected fromits body somewhere near its mnmiddle. The wheels were encased in fur and the
rins of them he saw, were horny calluses. The downward bul ge of the roly-poly body sagged beneath
the axle of the wheels like a bulging sack. But the worst of it, he saw when he cane nearer, was
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that this sagging portion of the body was transparent and filled with a nass of withing things
whi ch nade one think of a pail of gaily col ored worns.

And those withing objects in that obscene and obese belly, Maxwell knew, were, if not worms,
at | east sone kind of insect, or a formof |ife which could equate with that formof life on Earth
whi ch nen knew as insects. For the Weelers were a hive nechanism a culture made up of many such
hi ve mechani sns, a popul ati on of colonies of insects, or at |east the equival ent of insects.

And with a population of that sort, the tales of terror which cane fromthe far and rough
frontier about the Weelers were not hard to understand. And if these horror tales were true, then
man here faced, for the first tine since his drive out into space, that hypothetical eneny which
it always had been presunmed woul d be net sonewhere in space

Throughout the galaxy man had net many other strange and, at tines, fearsome creatures, but
none, thought Maxwell, could match fearsoneness with a creature that was a wheel -driven hive of
i nsects. There was sonething about the whole idea that nade one want to gag.

Today outl andi sh creatures flocked to the Earth in thousands, to attend the many colleges, to
staff the faculties that made up that great galactic university which had taken over Earth. And in
time, perhaps, thought Maxwel |, the \Weelers mght be added to this galactic popul ati on which
swarned the colleges of Earth-if only there could be sone kind of understanding contact. But so
far there hadn't been.

Wiy was it, Maxwell wondered, that the very idea of the \Weelers went agai nst the grain, when
man and all the other creatures in the galaxy contacted by the humans had learned to live with one
anot her ?

Here, in this waiting room one could see a cross section of themthe hoppers, the creepers,
the crawmers, the wigglers, and rollers that cane fromthe many planets, fromso many stars.
Earth was the galactic nelting pot, he thought, a place where beings fromthe thousand stars met
and mngled to share their thoughts and cul tures.

"Nunber Five-six-nine-two," shrilled the | oudspeaker

"Passenger Nunber Five-six-nine-two, your departure tine is only five mnutes from now
Cubi cal Thirty-seven. Passenger Five-six-nine-two, please report imrediately to Cubical Thirty-
seven. "

And where, Maxwell wondered, mght No. 5692 be bound? To the jungles of Headache No. 2, to the
grim wi ndswept glacial cities of Msery IV, to the desert planets of the Slaughter Suns, or to
any of the other of the thousands of planets, all less than a heartbeat away fromthis very spot
where he stood, now |linked by the transmitter system but representing in the past |ong years of
exploratory effort as discovery ships beat through the dark of everlasting space. As they were
beating out there even now, slowy and painfully expanding the perinmeter of man's known universe

The sound of the waiting room boonmed and muttered, with the frantic paging of late or missing
passengers, with the hollow buzz of a hundred different tongues spoken in a thousand different
throats, with the shuffling or the clicking or the clop of feet across the floor

He reached down, picked up his luggage, and turned toward the entrance.

After no nore than three steps, he was halted to make way for a truck carrying a tank filled
with a murky liquid. Through the cloudiness of the Iliquid, be caught a suggestion of the
outrageous shape that lurked within the tank- some creature fromone of the liquid planets,
per haps, and one where the liquid was not water. Here, nore than likely, as a visiting professor
perhaps to one of the coll eges of philosophy, or naybe one of the science institutes.

The truck and its tank out of the way, he went on and reached the entrance, stepped through
the opening onto the beautifully paved and terraced espl anade, al ong the bottom of which ran the
roadway belts. He was gratified to notice that there were no waiting lines, as often was the case.

He drew a deep breath of air into his lungs-clean, pure air with the sharp tang of frosty
autum in it. It was a welcone thing after the weeks of dead and nusty air up on the crysta
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He turned to go down the steps and as he did he saw the signboard just beyond the gate to the
roadway belts. The sign was large and the lettering was in Od English, screaning with solid
dignity:

W LLI AM SHAKESPEARE, ESQ

O Stratford-on-Avon, England

"How It Happened | Did Not Wite The Pl ays"
Under the sponsorship of Tinme College

Cct 22, 8 P.M Ti me Museum Audi torium

Ti ckets available at all agencies

"Maxwel | ," soneone shouted and he swung around. A man was running fromthe entrance, toward
hi m

Maxwel | put down his luggage, half-raised his hand in greeting and acknow edgnent, then slowy
dropped it, for he realized that he did not recognize the man

The man slowed to a trot, then a rapid wal k.
"Professor Maxwell, isn't it?" he asked as he cane up. "I'msure |I'mnot m staken."
Maxwel | nodded stiffly, just a bit enbarrassed.

"Monty Churchill,"” said the man, thrusting out his hand. "W net, a year or so ago. At one of
Nancy C ayton's bashes."

"How are you, Churchill?" Maxwell asked, a little frostily.

For now he did recognize the man, the name at least if not the face. A lawer, he supposed,
but he wasn't sure. Doing business, if he recalled correctly, as a public relations man, a fixer.
One of that tribe that handled things for clients, for anyone who could put up a fee.

"Way, I'mfine," said Churchill happily. "Just back froma trip. A short one. But it's good to
be back again. There's nothing quite like home. That's why | yelled out at you. First famliar
face |'ve seen for several weeks."

"I"'mglad you did," said Maxwell. "You going back to the canmpus?"
"Yes. | was heading for the roadway."
"No need of that,"” said Churchill. "I have ny flier here. Parked on the strip out back

There's roomfor both of us. Get there a good deal faster."

Maxwel | hesitated. He didn't like the man, but what Churchill said was true; they would get
there faster. And he was anxious to get back as quickly as he could, for there were things that
needed checki ng out.

"That's very kind of you," he said. "If you' re sure you have the room"
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The notor sputtered and went dead. The jets hummed for a second and then fell silent. The air
sighed shrilly against the nmetal hide.

Maxwel | glanced swiftly at the man beside him Churchill sat stiff-perhaps in fear, perhaps
only in astonishment. For even Maxwell realized that a thing like this should not have happened-
was, in fact, unthinkable. Fliers such as the one in which they rode were regarded as fool proof.

Bel ow them | ay the jagged rocks of the craggy cliffs, the spearlike, upthrusting branches of
the forest covering the hills, clinging to the rocks. To the left the river ran, a silver ribbon
t hrough t he wooded bottom | ands.

Time seened to drag, to lengthen out, as if by sonme strange nmgi c each second had becone a
mnute. And with the | engthening of tine cane a qui et awareness of what was about to happen, as if
it might be happening to sonmeone el se, Maxwell told hinmself, and not to him a factual and
di spassi onate assessnment of the situation by an observer who was not involved. And even as he knew
this, he also knew, in a dim far corner of his mnd, panic would cone |ater and when that cane
time would take up its usual pace again as the flier rushed down to neet the forest and the rock

Leani ng forward, he scanned the terrain that stretched ahead, and as he did he caught sight of
the tiny opening in the forest, arift in the dark ranks of the trees and the hint of green
beneat h.

He nudged Churchill, pointing. Churchill, |ooking where he pointed, nodded and noved the
wheel, slowy, carefully, tentatively, as if he were feeling for sonme response of the craft,
trying to determne if it would respond.

The flier tilted slightly, wheeled and swing, still falling slowy, but jockeying for
position. For a nonent it seened to balk at the controls, then slid sidew se, losing altitude nore
rapidly, but gliding down toward the rift between the trees.

Now the trees rushed upward at them and, close above them Maxwell could see the autumm col or
of themno longer sinply dark, but a nass of red and gold and brown. Long, slender spears of red
reached up to stab them clawike hands of gold grasped at themw th an angry clutch

The pl ane brushed the topnost branches of an oak, seened to hesitate, alnost to hang there in
mdair, then was gliding in, nushing toward a | anding on the small greensward that lay within the
forest.

A fairy green, Maxwell told hinself-a dancing place for fairies, but now a | anding field.

He switched his head sidew se for a second, saw Churchill crouched at the controls, then
swi tched back again and watched the green come up

It should be snoboth, he told hinmself. There should be no bunps or hol es or humobcks, for at
the tine the green had been laid down, the blueprints would have called for snoothness.

The craft hit and bounced and for a terrifying nonment teetered in the air. Then it was down
again and running snoothly on the green. The trees at the far end of the grass were rushing at
them coming up too fast.

"Hang on!" Churchill shouted and even as he shouted, the plane swung and pivoted, skidding. It
came to rest a dozen feet fromthe woods that rimed the green.

They sat in deadly silence, a silence that seened to be closing in on themfromthe col ored
forest and the rocky bl uffs.

Churchill spoke out of the silence. "That was close," he said.
He reached up and slid back the canopy and got out Maxwell followed him

"I can't understand what happened,” Churchill said. "This job has nore fail-safe circuitry
built into it than you can well imagine. Ht by lightning, sure; run into a mountain, yes, you can
do that; get caught in turbulence and bounced around, all of this could happen, but the notor
never quits. The only way to stop it is to turnit off."
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He lifted his armand nopped his browwith his shirt sleeve.
"Did you know about this place?" he asked.

Maxwel | shook his head. "Not this particular place. | knew there were such places. Wen the
reservation was laid out and | andscaped, the planning called for greens. Places where the fairies
dance, you know. | wasn't |ooking for anything, exactly, but when | saw the opening in the trees,
I could guess what m ght be down here."

"When you showed it to ne," said Churchill, "I just hoped you knew what you were doing. There
seened to be no place else to go, so | did sone ganbling..."

Maxwel | raised his hand to silence him "Wat was that?" he asked.

"Sounds like a horse," said Churchill. "Who in the world would be out here with a horse? It
conmes fromup that way."

The clattering and the cl oppi ng was coni ng cl oser

They stepped around the flier and when they did, they saw the trail that led up to a sharp and
narrow ridge, with the massive bul k of a ruined castle perched atop the ridge.

The horse was coming down the trail at a sloppy gallop. Bestriding it was a small and dumpy
figure that bounced nost anazingly with each notion of its nmount. It was a far fromgracefu
rider, with its elbows thrust out on either side of it, flapping like a pair of w ngs.

The horse cane tearing down the slope and swung out on the green. It was no nore graceful than
its rider, but a shaggy plow horse, and its mighty hoofs, beating |ike great hamers, tore up
clods of turf and flung themfar behind it. It cane straight at the flier, alnbst as if intent on
running over it, then at the |ast noment wheeled clunsily and cane to a shuddering halt, to stand
with its sides heaving in and out |ike bellows, and snorting through its flabby nostrils.

Its rider slid awkwardly off its back and when he hit the ground, exploded in a gust of wrath.

"It is them no-good bunmmers!" he shouted. "It is themlousy trolls. I've told themand |'ve
told themto | eave them broonsticks be. But no, they will not listen. They al ways make the joke.
They put enchantnent on them™

"M. O Toole," Mxwell shouted. "You renmenber ne?"
The goblin swung around and squinted at himwith red-filned, nearsighted eyes.

"The professor!"” he screanmed. "The good friend of all of us. Ch, what an awful shane! | tel
you, Professor, the hides of themtrolls I shall nail upon the door and pin their ears on trees."”

"Enchant ment ?" Churchill asked. "Do you say enchant nent?"

"What other would it be?" M. O Toole funed. "Wat else would bring a broonstick down out of
t he sky?"

He anbl ed closer to Maxwel |l and peered anxiously at him "Can it be really you?" he asked,
with some solicitude. "In the honest flesh? W had word that you had died. W sent the weath of
nmstletoe and holly to express our deepest grief."

"It is 1, nost truly,"’
heard runmor only."

said Maxwel |, slipping easily into the idiomof the Little Folk. "You

"Then for sheer joy," cried M. O Toole, "we three shall down great tankards of October ale.
The new batch is ready for the running off and | invite you gentlenen nost cordially to share the
first of it with nme."

O her goblins, a half dozen of them were running down the path and M. O Tool e waved lustily
to hurry them al ong.
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"Always late," he |anmented. "Never on the ball. Al ways show ng up, but always sonewhat
slightly late. Good boys, all of them wth hearts correctly placed, but |acking the alertness
that is the hallmark of true goblins such as I.,

The goblins cane | oping and panting down onto the green, ranged thensel ves expectantly in
front of M. O Toole.

"I have jobs for you," he told them "First you go down to the bridge and you tell themtrolls
no nore enchantnents they shall make. They are to cease and desist entirely. Tell themthis is
their one last chance. If they do such things again that bridge we shall tear apart, stone by
nmossy stone, and those stones we shall scatter far and wide, so there never is a chance of
upbui I ding that bridge yet again. And they are to uplift the enchantnent fromthis fallen
broonstick so it flies as good as new.

"And sone others of you | want to seek the fairies out and explain to themthe defacenent of
their green, being sure to lay all blanme for such upon themdirty trolls and promi sing the turf
shall be all fixed snooth and lovely for their next dancing when the nmoon be full.

"And yet another of you nust take care of Dobbin, making sure his clunsy self does no nore
damage to the green, but letting himcrop, perchance, a nouthful or two of the longer grass if it
can be found. The poor beast does not often get the chance to regale hinmself with pasturage such
as this."

He turned back to Maxwell and Churchill, dusting his hands together in synmbolismof a job well
done.

"And now, gentlemen," be said, "you please to clinb the hill with me and we will essay what
can be done with sweet Cctober ale. | beg you, however, to go slowmy in very pity of ne, since

this paunch of nine seens grown large of late and | suffer nobst exceedingly fromthe shortness of
the breath."

"Lead on, old friend," said Maxwell. "W shall nmatch our steps with yours nost willingly. It
has been too |ong since we have quaffed COctober ale together."

"Yes, by all neans,"” said Churchill, somewhat weakly. They started up the path. Before them
| ooming on the ridge, the ruined castle stood gaunt agai nst the pal eness of the sky.

"I must beforehand apol ogize," said M. O Toole, "for the condition of the castle. It is a
very drafty place, conducive to colds and sinus infections and other varied m series. The w nds
bl ow through it wickedly and it snmells of danmp and nold. | do not understand in fullness why you
humans, once you build the castles for us, do not make them weathertight and confortabl e. Because
we, beforetines, dwelt in ruins, does not necessarily nmean that we have forsook all confort and
conveni ence. We dwelt in them forsooth, because they were the best poor Europe had to offer."

He paused to gulp for breath, then went on again. "I can well recall, two thousand years ago
or nmore, we dwelt in brand-new castles, poor enough, of course, for the rude hunans of that tine
could not build the better, being all thunbs and w thout proper tools and no nachinery at all and
being, in general, a slabsided race of people. And us forced to hide in the nooks and crannies of
the castles since the benighted hunans of that day feared and detested us in all their ignorance,
and sought, in their ignorance, to erect great spells against us.

"Al t hough," he said, with some satisfaction, "nere humans were not proficient with the spells.
We, with no raising of the sweat, could afford them spades and cl ubs and beat their spells, hands
down. "

"Two thousand years?" asked Churchill. "You don't nmean to say-"
Maxwel | made a quick nmotion of his head in an attenpt to silence him
M. O Toole stopped in the mddle of the path and threw Churchill a w thering gl ance.

"I can recall," he said, "when the barbarians first cane, nost rudely, fromthat fenny forest
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you now call Central Europe to knock with the hilts of their crude iron swords upon the very gates
of Rome. We heard of it in the forest depths where we nmade our hones and there were others then
but dead | ong since, who had heard the news, sone weeks after its transpirance, from Thernopyl ae."

"I amsorry," Maxwell said. "Not every one is as well acquainted with the Little Folk..."
"Please," said M. O Toole, "you acquaint him then."

"It's the truth,"” Maxwell said to Churchill, "or, at least, it could be. Not imortal, for
they eventually do die. But long-lived beyond anything we know. Births are fewvery few, indeed,
for if they weren't there'd not be roomfor themon Earth. But they live to an extrenely ripe old
age. "

"It is,"” said M. O Toole, "because we burrow deep to the heart of nature and do not waste
precious vitality of spirit upon those petty concerns which nake weckage of the |lives and hopes
of humans."

"But these," he said, "are dolorous topics on which to waste so glorious an autum afternoon
So let us fasten our thoughts, rather, with great steadfastness, upon the foaning ale that awaits
us on the hilltop."

He | apsed into silence and started up the path again at a nore rapid pace than he had set
bef ore.

Scuttling down the path toward themcanme a tiny goblin, his nmulticolored, too-large shirt
whi pping in the wind of his headl ong running.

"The ale!" he screaned. "The ale!"

He skidded to a halt in front of the three toiling up the path.

"What of the ale?" panted M. O Toole. "Do you nean to confess to me that you have been the
sanpling of it?"

"I't has gone sour," wailed the little goblin. "The whol e bewi tched nmess of it is sour."

"But ale can't go sour,'
pl ace.

protested Maxwel |, grasping sone sense of the tragedy that had taken

M. O Tool e bounced upon the path in devastating anger. His face turned frombrown to red to
purple. His breath cane gushing out in wheezing gasps.

"It can, bedammed," he shouted, "with a spell of w zardry!"
He turned around and started rapidly down the path, trailed by the little goblin.

"Leave ne at themfilthy trolls!" shouted M. O Tool e

"Leave ne wap ny paws around their guzzles. | will dig themout with these two hands and hang
themin the sun to dry. | will skin themall entire. I will teach them]lessons they never wl|
unl earn..."

Hi s bellowing dwindled with distance to unintelligible runbling as he scranbled swiftly down
the path, heading for the bridge beneath which the trolls hung out.

The two humans stood watching, filled with admiration and wonder at such ponderous, towering
wr at h.

"Well," said Churchill, "there goes our chance at sweet Cctober ale."
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The clock in Music Hall began striking the hour of six as Maxwell reached the outskirts of the
canmpus, riding fromthe airport on one of the slower, outer belts of the roadway. Churchill had
taken anot her roadway and Maxwel | had been glad of that. Not only that he felt a faint distaste
for the man, but fromthe wish to be alone. He wanted to ride slowy, with the wi ndshield down, in
silence, without the need of conversation, to soak up the sight and feel of those few square niles
of buildings and of malls-com ng hone again to the one place that he | oved.

Dusk sifted through the canmpus like a m st of benediction, softening the outlines of the
buildings, turning the malls into areas that could have been ronmantic etchings out of storybooks.

Knots of students stood about the malls, talking quietly, carrying their satchels or with
books tucked beneath their arns. A white-haired man sat on a bench, watching a pair of squirrels
playing on the lawn. Two reptilian aliens hunched al ong one of the misty wal ks, nmoving slowy and
engrossed in talk. A human student strode smartly along the sidewal k, whistling as he went, the
whi stl e waki ng echoes in the quiet angles of the buildings. Meeting and passing the reptiles, be
lifted an armin grave salute. And everywhere the trees, great and ancient elns that had stood
since time forgotten, the sturdy sentinels of many generations.

Then the great clock started the ringing of the hour, the bronze clangor of it beating far
across the land, and it seened to Maxwell that in the clock the canpus was bidding himhello. The
clock was a friend, he thought-not to himalone, but to all within the hearing of it, the voice of
the canpus. Lying in bed, before he went to sleep, he had listened, night after night, to its
chimng, its ringing out of tinme. And nore, perhaps, than the ringing out of time. Rather a
wat chman in the night crying all was well.

Ahead of himthe mighty conplex of Tinme College | oomed out of the dusk-looming up to dwarf the
roadway and the nmall, great blocks of plastic and of glass, with lights burning in many of its
wi ndows. Squatted at the base of the conplex crouched the nuseum and across its front Maxwel |l saw
the wind-fluttered whiteness of a sign painted on white fabric. In the dusk and di stance he coul d
meke out only one word: SHAKESPEARE

He grinned to himself, thinking of it. English Lit would be beside itself. A d Chenery and al
the rest of them had never quite forgiven Time for establishing, two or three years ago, that the
Earl of Oxford, not Shakespeare, had been the author of the plays. And this personal appearance of
the man from Stratford-on-Avon woul d be rubbing salt into wounds that were far from heal ed.

Far ahead, sitting on its bill at the west end of the canmpus, Maxwell coul d rmake out the great
hul kK of the administration section, etched darkly against the last faint brushing of red in the
west ern sky.

The belt noved on, past Tine College and its squatting museumwith the sign fluttering in the
wi nd. The clock ended its telling of the time, the last notes of the chines fading far into the
di st ance.

Six o' clock. In another few minutes he would be getting off the belt and heading for the
W nston Arms, which had been his home for the last four-no, the last five years. He put his hand
into the right-hand pocket of his jacket and his fingers traced the hard outlines of the smal
ring of keys tucked into the small key pocket inside the jacket pocket.

Now, for the first time since he'd left Wsconsin Station, the story of that other Peter
Maxwel | forged to the forefront of his thoughts. It could be true, of course-although it didn't
seemtoo likely. It would be very nuch the kind of trick Security mght play to crack a man wi de
open. But if it were not true, why had there been no report from Coonskin of his failure to
arrive? Although, he realized, that piece of information also had cone from I nspector Drayton, as
well as the further information that the same thing had happened twi ce before. |If Drayton could be
suspect on one story, be also was suspect on the other two. If there had been ot her beings picked
up by the crystal planet, he had certainly not been told of themwhen he had been there. But that
al so, Maxwell rem nded hinself, was no trustworthy evidence. Undoubtedly the creatures on the
crystal planet had told himonly those things they wanted himto know.

The thing that bothered himthe nost, cone to think of it, was not what Drayton had said, but
what M. O Toole had told him W sent the weath of mistletoe and holly to express our deepest
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grief. If events had turned out differently, he would have talked with his goblin friend about it,
but the way things went, there had been no chance to talk of anything at all

It all could wait, he told hinself. In just alittle while, once he had gotten home, he'd pick
up a phone and nmake a call-to any one of nmany people-and then he'd know the truth. Who shoul d he
call ? he wondered. There was Harlow Sharp, at Tinme, or Dallas Gegg, chairman of his own
department, or naybe Xi gmu Maon Tyre, the old Eridanean with the snowwhite fur and the brooding
viol et eyes who had spent a long lifetine in his tiny cubbyhole of an office working out an
anal ysis of the structuring of nyths. O maybe Allen Preston, friend and attorney. Preston
probably, he told hinmself, for if what Drayton had told himshoul d happen to be true, there m ght
be sone nasty | egal questions stemmng out of it.

I mpatiently, he snarled at hinself. He was believing it, he was beginning to believe it; if he
kept on like this, he could argue hinmself into thinking that it m ght be true.

The Wnston Arms was just down the street and he got up fromhis seat, picked up his bag, and
stepped to the barely noving outer belt. Standing there, he waited, and in front of the Wnston
Arns got off.

No one was in sight as he clinbed the broad stone stairs and went into the foyer. Funbling in
hi s pocket, he took out the key ring and found the key that unlocked the outer door. An el evator
stood waiting and he got into it and pressed the button for the seventh fl oor

The key slid snoothly into the | ock of his apartment and when he twisted it the door came
open. He stepped into the darkened room Behind himthe door swng shut automatically, with a
sni cking of the | ock, and he reached out his hand toward the panel to snap on the |ight.

But with his hand poised to press, he stopped. For there was sonething wong. A feeling, a
sense of sonething, a certain snell, perhaps. That was it-a snell. The faint, delicate odor of a
strange perfune.

He smashed his hand agai nst the panel and the |ights canme up.

The room was not the sane. The furniture was different and the scream ng paintings on the wall -
he had never had, he woul d never have paintings such as that!

Behi nd himthe | ock snicked again and he spun around. The door swung open and a saber-tooth
stal ked in.

At the sight of Maxwell, the big cat dropped into a crouch and snarl ed, exposing six-inch
st abbi ng fangs.

G ngerly, Maxwell backed away. The cat crept closer by a foot, still snarling. Maxwell took
anot her backward step, felt the sudden bl ow above the ankle, tried to tw st away, but was unable
to, and knew that he was falling. He had seen the hassock, he should have renmenbered it was there-
but he hadn't. He'd backed into it and tripped hinself and now he was goi ng over flat upon his
back. He tried to force his body to relax against striking on the floor-but he didn't hit the
floor. H's back smashed down into a yielding softness and he knew he'd | anded on the couch that
st ood behi nd the hassock

The cat was sailing through the air in a graceful leap, its ears laid back, its nouth half
open, its massive paws outstretched to forma battering ram Maxwell raised his arnms in a swift
def ensi ve gesture, but they were brushed aside as if they'd not been there and the paws snashed
down into his chest, pinning himagainst the couch. The great cat's head, with its gl eam ng fangs,
hung just above his face. Slowy, alnpst gently, the cat lowered its head and a | ong pink tongue
came out and sl athered, raspingly, across Maxwell's face.

The cat began to purr.
"Sylvester!" cried a voice fromthe doorway. "Sylvester, cut that out!"

The cat raked Maxwel|'s face once again with its noist and rasping tongue, then sat back upon
its haunches, with a half-grin on its face and its ears tipped forward, regarding Maxwell with a
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friendly and enthusiastic interest.

Maxwel | struggled to a half-sitting posture, with the small of his back resting on the seat
cushions and his shoul ders propped agai nst the couch's back

"And who nmight you be?" asked the girl standing in the doorway.
"Wy, I..."

"You' ve got your nerve," she said.

Syl vester purred |oudly.

"I"'msorry, mss,
one?"

said Maxwel . "But | live here. O at least, | did. Isn't this Seven-twenty-

"It is, indeed," she said. "I rented it just a week ago."

Maxwel | shook his head. "l should have known," he said. "The furniture was wong."
"I had the landlord throw out the stuff," she said. "It was sinply atrocious."
"Let me guess," said Maxwell. "An old green | ounger, sonmewhat the worse for wear-"

"And a wal nut liquor cabinet," said the girl, "and a nonstrous seascape and-"

Maxwel | lifted his head wearily. "That's enough," he said. "That was ny stuff that you had
thrown out."

"I don't understand," said the girl. "The landlord said the former occupant was dead. An
accident, | think."

Maxwel | got slowy to his feet. The big cat stood up, noved closer, rubbed affectionately
agai nst his |egs.

"Stop that, Sylvester,"” said the girl

Syl vester went on rubbi ng.

"You mustn't mind him" she said. "He's just a great big baby."
"A bi o- mech?"

She nodded. "The cutest thing alive. He goes everywhere with nme. He seldomis a bother. |
don't know what's got into him It seenms that he nust |ike you."

She had been | ooking at the cat, but now she gl anced up sharply.
"I's there sonething wong with you?" she asked.

Maxwel | shook hi s head.

"You're sort of frosty around the gills."

"A bit of shock," he told her. "I suppose that's it. What | told you was the truth. | did, at
one time, live here. Up until a few weeks ago. There was a mi x-up somehow..."

"Sit down," she said. "Could you use a drink?"

"I suspect | could,"” he said. "My nane is Peter Maxwell and |I'm a nmenber of the faculty-"
"Wait a noment. You said Maxwel|l? Peter Maxwell. | renmenber now. That's the nanme..."
"Yes, | know, " said Maxwell. "OF the nan who died."

He sat down carefully on the couch
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"I"ll get the drink," the girl said.

Sylvester slid closer and gently laid his massive head in Maxwel|l's | ap. Maxwel |l scratched him
behi nd an ear and, purring loudly, Sylvester turned his head a bit to show Maxwel |l where it
i tched.

The girl canme with the drink and sat down beside him "I still don't understand," she told
him "If you're the man who..."

"The whol e thing," Maxwell told her, "becones sonewhat conplicated."

"I must say you're taking it rather well. Shaken up a bit, perhaps, but not stricken in a
heap. "

"Well, the fact of the matter is," said Maxwell, "that | halfway knewit. 1'd been told, you
see, but | didn't quite believe it. | suppose the truth is that I wouldn't let myself believe it."

He raised the glass. "You' re not drinking?"

"If you're all right,” she said. "If you feel OK, I'Il get one for nyself."
"Ch, I'mall right,"” said Maxwell. "I'Il nanage to survive."

He | ooked at her and for the first tinme really saw her-sleek and trim with bobbed bl ack hair,
| ong eyel ashes, hi gh cheekbones, and eyes that smiled at him

"What's your nane?" he asked.
"I am Carol Hanpton. A historian at Tine."

"M ss Hanpton," he said, "I apologize for the situation. | have been away-off planet. Just
returned. And | had a key and it fit the door and when I'd left it had been ny place..."

"No need to explain," she said.
"We' || have the drink," he said. "Then I'Il get up and go. Unless..."
"Unl ess what ?"

"Unless you'd be willing to have dinner with ne. Let's call it a way for ne to repay your
under st andi ng. You coul d have run out shrieking."

"If this was all a pitch!" she said. "If you-"

"I't couldn't be," he said. "I'd be too stupid to get it figured out. And, besides, how cone |
had t he key?"

She | ooked at himfor a nonent, then said, "It was silly of nme. But Sylvester will have to go
with us. He won't be left alone."

"Why, " said Maxwell, "I wouldn't think of leaving him He and | are pals."”

"I't"ll cost you a steak," she warned. "He is always hungry and he eats nothing but good
steaks. Big ones- raw. "

The Pig and Wi stle was dark and cl anorous and snoky. The tables were janmed together, with
narrow | anes between them Candles burned with flickering flanmes. The murnurous din of nmany
voi ces, seemingly talking all at once, filled the | owceilinged room
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Maxwel | stopped and peered, trying to locate a table that m ght be vacant. Perhaps, he
t hought, they shoul d have gone sonmewhere el se, but he had wanted to eat here, for the place, a
hangout of students and sone nenbers of the faculty, spelled the canmpus to him

"Perhaps,” he said to Carol Hanpton, "we should go sonewhere else.”

"There'll be soneone along in just a mnute," she said, "to show us to a table. Everyone seens
so busy. There nust have been a rush-Sylvester, cut that out!"”

She spoke appealingly to the people at the table beside which they stood. "You'll excuse him
pl ease. He has no manners, none at all. Especially table manners. He snatches everything in
sight."

Syl vester |icked his chops, |ooking satisfied.

"Think nothing of it, miss," said the man with the bushy beard. "I really didn't want it. To
order steak is just conpulsive with ne."

Soneone shouted across the room "Pete! Pete Maxwel [ !'"

Maxwel | peered into the gloom At a far table, inserted in a corner, sonmeone had risen and was
waving his arms. Maxwel|l finally made himout. It was Alley OQop and beside himsat the white-
shrouded figure of Ghost.

"Friends of yours?" asked Carol

"Yes. Apparently they want us to join them Do you m nd?"

"The Neanderthal er?" she asked.

"You know hi n®"

"No. | just see himaround at times. But I'd like to neet him And that is the Ghost?"
"The two are inseparable,"” said Maxwel .

"Well, let's go over, then."

"W can say hello and go sonewhere else.”

"Not on your life," she said. "This place | ooks interesting."
"You' ve never been here before?"

"I'"ve never dared," she said.

"I'"ll break the path," he told her

He forged slowy anong the tables, trailed by the girl and cat.

Al'ley Oop lunged out into the aisle to neet him flung his arns around him hugged him then
grasped himby the shoulders and thrust himout at armis length to stare into his face.

"You are O d Pete?" he asked. "You aren't fooling us?"
"I amPete," said Maxwell. "Who do you think I anf"

"Well, what | want to know then," said Oop, "is who it was we buried three weeks ago | ast
Thursday. Both nme and Ghost were there. And you owe us twenty bucks refund on the flowers we sent.
That is what they cost us.”

"Let us sit down," said NMaxwell.

"Afraid of creating a scene," said OCop. "This place is nmade for scenes. There are fist fights
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every hour on schedul e and there's always someone junping up on a table and naki ng a speech.”

"Qop," said Maxwell, "there is a lady present and | want you to tame down and get civilized.
M ss Carol Hanpton, and this great oaf is Alley Cop."

"I amdelighted to neet you, Mss Hanpton," said Alley Cop. "And what is that you have there

with you? As | live and breathe, a saber-toother! I'lIl have to tell you about the time, during a
blizzard, | sought shelter in a cave and this big cat was there and ne with nothing but a dul
stone knife. | had lost my club, you see, when | net the bear, and-"

"Sonme other tine," said Maxwell. "At least, let us sit down. W are hungry. W don't want to

get thrown out."

"Pete," said Alley Qop, "it is a natter of sone large distinction to be heaved out of this
joint. You ain't arrived socially until you've been thrown out of here."

But, muttering under his breath, he led the way back to the table and held a chair for Carol
Syl vester planted hinsel f between Maxwel | and Carol, propped his chin on the table and gl ared
bal eful ly at Oop.

"That cat don't like ne," Oop declared. "Probably he knows how many of his ancestors | wi ped
out back in the A d Stone Age."

"He's only a bio-mech," said Carol. "He couldn't possibly."

"I don't believe a word of it," said Oop. "That critter is no bio-nmech. He's got the dirty
meanness in his eyes all saber-toothers have."

"Pl ease, Qop," said Maxwell. "Just a nonent, please. Mss Hanpton, this gentleman is Ghost. A
long-tine friend of mne."”

"I am pl eased to neet you, M. Chost," said Carol

"Not Mster," said Chost. "Just plain Ghost. That is all | am And the terrible thing about it
is that | don't know who | amthe ghost of. |I'mnost pleased to neet you. It is so confortable
with four around the table. There is sonething nice and bal anced in the nunber four."

"Well," said Oop, "now that we know one another, |eave us proceed to business. Let us do sone
drinking. It's lonesone for a man to drink all by hinself. |I |love Ghost, of course, for his nany
sterling qualities, but I hate a man who doesn't drink."

"You know | can't drink," said CGhost. "Nor eat, either. O snobke. There's not much a ghost can
do. But | wish you wouldn't keep pointing it out to everyone we neet."

Qop said to Carol, "You seemto be surprised that a barbaric Neanderthaler can sling the
| anguage around with the facility | conmand. "

"Not surprised,” said Carol. "Astounded."

"OQop," Maxwell told her, "has soaked up nore education in the |ast twelve years than nost
ordinary nmen. Started out virtually in kindergarten and now is working on his doctorate. And the
thing about it is that he intends to keep right on. He is, you might say, one of our nost notable
prof essi onal students."”

Qop raised his armand waved it, bellowing at a waiter. "Over here," he shouted. "There are

peopl e here who wi sh to patronize you. Al dying of slowthirst."
"The thing," said Ghost, "I have always admired about himis his shy, retiring nature."

"I keep on studying,"” said Oop, "not so rmuch that | hunger after know edge as for the
enjoynent | get fromthe incredul ous astoni shnent on the faces of those stuffed-shirt professors
and those goofy students. Not," he said to Maxwell, "that | maintain all professors are stuffed
shirts. "
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"Thank you," Maxwell said.

"There are those who seemto think," said Oop, "that Honpb sapi ens neanderthal ensis can be
not hi ng other than a stupid brute. After all, he becane extinct, he couldn't hold his own-which in
itself is prime evidence that he was very second-rate. I'mafraid that |'Il continue to devote ny
life to proving-"

The waiter appeared at Oop's elbow. "It's you again," he said. "I mght have known when you
yelled at ne. You have no breeding, Oop."

"W have a nman here,"” Qop told him ignoring the insult, "who has come back fromthe dead.
think it would be fitting that we should celebrate his resurrection with a flourish of good
fell owship."

"You want sonething to drink, | take it."

"Why, " said Oop, "don't you sinmply bring a bottle of good booze, a bucket of ice and four-no,
three gl asses. CGhost doesn't drink, you know. "

"I know," the waiter said.

"That is," said Oop, "unless Mss Hanpton wants one of these fancy drinks?"
"Who am | ," asked Carol, "to gumup the works? What is it you are drinking?"
"Bourbon," said OCop. "Pete and | have a lousy taste in liquor."

"Bourbon let it be," said Carol

"I take it," said the waiter, "that when | lug the bottle over here, you'll have the cash to
pay for it. | renenber the tine-"

"Whatever | may lack," said Oop, "will be forthcomng fromdd Pete."
"Pete?" the waiter glanced at Maxwell. "Professor!" he exclainmed. "I had heard that you..."

"That's what | been trying to tell you," said OCop. "That's what we're cel ebrating. He cane
back fromthe dead."

"But | don't understand."”
"You don't need to," said Oop. "Just rustle up the booze."
The waiter scurried off.

"And now," said Ghost to Maxwell, "please tell us what you are. You are no ghost, apparently,
or if you are, there's been a vast inprovement in procedure since the man | represent shuffled off
his nmortal coil."

"It seens," Maxwell told them "that I'ma split personality. One of nme, | understand, got in
an acci dent and died."

"But that's inpossible," said Carol. "Split personality in the mental sense-sure, that can be
under st ood. But physically..."

"There's nothing in heaven or earth,” said Ghost, "that is inpossible.”
"That's a bad quotation," said Oop, "and, besides, you misquoted it."

He put a hand to his hairy chest and scratched vigorously with blunt fingers.

"You needn't | ook so horrified,”" he said to Carol. "I itch. I'"ma brute creature of nature,
therefore | scratch. And |I'mnot naked, either. | have a pair of shorts on."
"He's housebroken," said Maxwell, "but just barely."
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"To get back to this split personality,” said the girl, "can you tell us what actually did
happen?"

"I set out for one of the Coonskin planets," said Maxwell, "and al ong the way somehow ny wave
pattern duplicated itself and I wound up in tw places.”

"You nean there were two Pete Maxwel | s?"
"That's the way of it."

"If I were you," said Oop, "I'd sue them These Transportation people get away w th nurder
You coul d shake them down for plenty. Me and Ghost could testify for you. W went to your funeral

"As a matter of fact," he said, "I think Grost and | should sue as well. For mental angui sh.
Qur best friend cold and rigid in his casket and us prostrate with grief."

"W really were, you know," said Ghost.
"I have no doubt of it," said Maxwell.

"I must say," said Carol, "that all three of you take it rather lightly. Here one good friend
of three-"

"What do you want of us?" demanded OCop. "Sing hallelujahs, perhaps? O bug out our eyes and be
filled with the wonder of it? W lost a pal and now he's back agai n and-"

"But one of himis dead!"

"Well," said OCop, "as far as we were concerned, there was never nore than one of him And
maybe this is better. Inmagine the enbarrassing situations that could develop if there were two of
him™"

Carol turned to Maxwell. "And you?" she asked.
He shook his head. "In a day or two, |I'lIl take some serious thought of it. Right now, | guess
I"mputting off thinking about it. To tell you the truth, when |I do think about it, | get alittle

nunb. But tonight a pretty girl and two old friends and a great big pussy cat and a bottle of
liquor to get rid of and |l ater on some food."

He grinned at her. She shrugged.
"I never saw such a crazy bunch," she said. "I believe |l like it."

"I like it, too," said Cop. "Say whatever you will of it, this civilization of yours is a vast
i mprovenent over the days of yore. It was the |uckiest day of ny life when a Tine team snatched ne
hence just at the point when sone of ny |loving brother tribesnmen were about to nake a neal of ne.
Not that | blanme them particularly, you understand. It had been a |long, hard winter and the snow
was deep and the game had been very scarce. And there were certain nenbers of the tribe who felt
they had a score or two to settle with ne-and I'Il not kid you; they may have had a score. | was
about to be knocked upon the head and, so to speak, dunped into the pot."

"Canni balism" Carol said, horrified.

"Way, naturally,"” he told her. "In those rough and ready days, it was quite acceptable. But,
of course, you wouldn't understand. You' ve never been really hungry, | take it. Gut hungry. So
shrivel ed up with hunger-"

He halted his tal k and | ooked around.

"The thing that is nmost conforting about this culture,” he declared, "is the abundance of the
food. Back in the old days we had our ups and downs. W'd bag a nastodon and we'd eat until we
vonited and then we'd eat sone nore and-"
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"I doubt," Ghost said warningly, "that this is a proper subject for dinner conversation."
Qop gl anced at Carol

"You nust say this nuch for me," he insisted. "I'mhonest. Wien | nmean vonit, | say vomt and
not regurgitate.™

The waiter brought the liquor, thunping the bottle and the ice bucket down upon the table.
"You want to order now?" he asked.

"We ain't decided yet," said Cop, "if we're going to eat in this crumy joint. It's all right
to get liquored up in, but-"

"Then, sir," the waiter said, and | aid down the check.

Qop dug into his pockets and canme up with cash. Maxwel| pulled the bucket and the bottle close
and began fixing drinks.

"We're going to eat here, aren't we?" asked Carol. "If Sylvester doesn't get that steak you
promi sed him | don't know what will happen. He's been so patient and so good, with the snell of
all the food..."

"He's al ready had one steak," Maxwell pointed out. "How nuch can he eat?"

"An unlimted anpunt," said Oop. "In the old days one of them nonsters would polish off an elk
inasingle sitting. Did I ever tell you-"

"I am sure you have," said Ghost.

"But that was a cooked steak," protested Carol, "and he likes themraw. Besides, it was a
smal | one."
"Qop," said Maxwell, "get that waiter back here. You are good at it. You have the voice for

it."

Qop signaled with a brawny arm and bel | owed. He waited for a nonent, then bell owed once again,
without results.

"He won't pay attention to nme," Cop grow ed. "Maybe it's not our waiter. | never amable to
tell them nonkeys apart. They all ook alike to ne."
"I don't like the crowd tonight," said Giost. "I have been watching it. There's trouble in the

"What is wong with it?" asked Maxwel | .

"There are an awful lot of creeps fromEnglish Lit. This is not their hangout. Mstly the
crowd here are Tine and Supernatural .”

"You mean this Shakespeare busi ness?"
"That might be it," said Ghost.
Maxwel | handed Carol her drink, pushed another across the table to Oop.

"It seens a shane," Carol said to CGhost, "not to give you one. Couldn't you even sniff it,
just a little?"

"Don't let it bother you," said Cop. "The guy gets drunk on noonbeans. He can dance on
rai nbows. He has a | ot of advantages you and | don't have. For one thing, he's imortal. What
could kill a ghost?"

"I"'mnot sure of that," said Ghost.
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"There's one thing that bothers ne," said Carol. "You don't mind, do you?"
“"Not at all," said Ghost.

"It's this business of your not knowi ng who you are the ghost of. Is that true or is it just a
j oke?"

"It is true," said Giost. "And | don't mind telling you, it's enbarrassing and confusing. But
I'"ve just plain forgotten. From Engl and-that much, at least, | know But the nanme | can't recall.
I woul d suspect npbst ot her ghosts-"

"We have no other ghosts," said Maxwel . "Contacts with other ghosts, of course, and
conversations and interviews with them But no other ghost has ever cone to live with us. Wy did
you do it, CGhost-come to live with us.”

"He's a natural chiseler,"” said OCop. "Always figuring out the angles."
"You're wong there," Maxwell said. "It's dammed little we can do for Chost."
"You give ne," said Chost, "a sense of reality."”

"Well, no matter what the reason," said Maxwell, "I amglad you did it."

"The three of you," said Carol, "have been friends for a long, long tine."
"And it seems strange to you?" asked Oop.

"Well, yes, maybe it does," she said. "I don't know really what | nean."

Sounds of scuffling came fromthe front of the place. Carol and Maxwel |l turned around in their
chairs to look in the direction fromwhich the scuffling cane, but there wasn't nuch that one
coul d see

A man suddenly | ooned on top of the table and began to sing:
Hurrah for Add Bill Shakespeare;

He never wrote them plays;

He stayed at home, and chasing girls,

Sang dirty rondel ays

Jeers and catcalls broke out fromover the room and sonmeone threw sonet hing that went sailing
past the singer. Part of the crowmd took up the song:

Hurrah for A d Bill Shakespeare;
He never wrote them ..
Soneone with a bull voice howed: "To hell with AOd Bill Shakespeare!"

The room expl oded into action. Chairs went over. There were other people on top of tables.
Shouts reverberated and there was shovi ng and pushing. Fists began to fly. Various itens went
sailing through the air.

Maxwel | sprang to his feet, reached out an arm and swept it back, shoving Carol behind him
Qop came charging across the tabletop with a wild war whoop. H's foot caught the bucket and sent
the ice cubes flying.

"Il mow 'emdown,"” he yelled at Maxwell. "You pile "emto one side!"

Maxwel | saw a fist coming at himout of nowhere and ducked to one side, bringing his own fist
up in a vicious jab, hitting out at nothing, but ainmng in the direction fromwhich the fist had
conme. Over his shoul der cane Qop's brawny arm with a massive fist attached. It snacked into a
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face with a splattering sound and out beyond the table a figure went slunping to the floor

Sonet hi ng heavy and traveling fast caught Maxwel| behind the ear and he went down. Feet surged
all around him Soneone stepped on his hand. Someone fell on top of him Above him seeningly from
a long ways off, he heard Qop's wild whooping.

Twi sting around, he shoved off the body that had fallen across himand staggered to his feet.
A hand grabbed himby the el bow and tw sted hi m around.
"Let's get out of here," said Oop. "Soneone will get hurt."

Carol was backed against the table, bent over, with her hands clutching the scruff of
Syl vester's neck. Sylvester was standing on his hind legs and pawing the air with his forel egs.
Snarls were runbling in his throat and his |ong fangs gl eaned.

"I'f we don't get himout of here,"” said OCop "that cat will get his steak."

He swooped down and wrapped an arm around the cat, lifting himby the mddle, hugging him
tight against his chest.

"Take care of the girl," Cop told Maxwell. "There's a back door around here sonewhere. And
don't leave that bottle behind. We'll need it later on."

Maxwel | reached out and grabbed the bottle.

There was no sign of Ghost.

"I"'ma coward," Ghost confessed. "I admt that | turn chicken at the sight of violence."
"And you," said Oop, "the one guy in the world no one can lay a mtt on."

They sat at the rude, square, rickety table that Oop once, in a monment of housekeepi ng energy,
had knocked toget her fromrough boards. Carol pushed away her plate. "I was starved," she said,
"but not any nore."

"You're not the only one," said OCop. "Look at our putty cat."

Syl vester was curled up in front of the fireplace, his bobbed tail clanped down tight against
his runp, his furry paws covering his nose. His whiskers stirred gently as his breath went in and
out .

"That's the first time inny life," said Qop, "I ever saw a saber-toother have nore than he
could eat."

He reached out for the bottle and shook it. It had an enpty sound. He lunbered to his feet and
went across the floor, knelt and raised a small door set into the floor, reaching down with his
arm and searching in the space underneath the door. He brought up a glass fruit jar and set it to
one side. He brought up a second fruit jar and set it beside the first. Finally he came up
triunmphantly with a bottle.

He put the fruit jars back and cl osed the door. Back at the table, he snapped the seal er off
the bottle and reached out to pour drinks.

"You guys don't want ice," he said. "It just dilutes the booze. Besides, | haven't any."

He jerked a thunb back toward the door hidden in the floor. "My cache," he said. "I keep a jug
or two hid out. Sone day | might break a |l eg or sonmething and the doc would say | coul dn't
drink..."
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"Not with a broken leg," said Ghost. "No one would object to your drinking with a broken leg."
"Well, then, sonething else," said Oop

They sat contentedly with their drinks, Ghost staring at the fire. Qutside a rising w nd
worried at the shack

"I'"ve never had a better neal," said Carol. "First time | ever cooked ny own steak stuck on a
stick above an open fire."

Qop bel ched contentedly. "That's the way we did it back in the O d Stone Age. That, or eat it

raw, |ike the saber-toother. W didn't have no stoves or ovens or fancy things |ike that."
"I have the feeling," said Maxwell, "that it would be better not to ask, but where did you get
that rack of ribs? | imagine all the butcher shops were cl osed.™

"Well, they were," adnitted Qop, "but there was this one and on the back door it had this itty
bitty padlock...."

"Soneday, " said Ghost, "you'll get into trouble."

Qop shook his head. "I don't think so. Not this time. Prinmal necessity-no, | guess that's not
the phrase. When a man is hungry he has a right to food anywhere he finds it. That was the | aw
back in prehistoric days. | imagine you still mght nake a case of it in a court of |aw Besides,
tomorrow I'1 1 go back and expl ai n what happened. By the way," he said to Maxwell, "have you any
nmoney?"

"I"'ml oaded,"” Maxwell told him "I carried expense noney for the Coonskin trip and | never
spent a cent of it."

"On this other planet you were a guest,"” said Carol. "l suppose | was,"” said Maxwell. "I never
did figure out our exact relationship.”

"They were nice people?"
"Well, yes, nice-but people, | don't know "
He turned to Oop. "How much will you need?"

"I figure a hundred ought to settle it. There is the meat and the busted door, not to nmention
the bruised feelings of our friend, the butcher."”

Maxwel | took his billfold fromhis pocket and, counting out some bills, handed themto Qop.
"Thanks," said Oop. "Soneday |I'll pay you back."

"No," said Maxwell. "The party is on ne. | started out to take Carol to dinner and things got
somewhat upset.”

On the hearth, Sylvester stretched and yawned, then went back to sleep, lying on his back now,
with his legs sticking in the air.

Ghost asked, "You're on a visit here, Mss Hanpton?"

"No," said Carol, surprised. "I work here. Wat gave you that idea?"
"The tiger," said Ghost. "A bio-nech, you said. |I thought, naturally, you were with Bi o-mech."
"I see," said Carol. "Vienna or New York."

"There is a center also," said Ghost, "sonewhere in Asia. Uan Bator, if nmy nmenory is.
correct."”

"You' ve been there?"
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"No," said Ghost. "I only heard of it."

"But he could," said Cop. "He can go anywhere. In the blinking of an eyelash. That's why the
fol ks at Supernatural continue to put up with him They hope that someday they can cone up with
what ever he has got. But O d Chost is cagey. He's not telling them"

"The real reason for his silence," said Maxwell, "is that he's on Transport's payroll. It's
worth their while to keep himquiet. If he revealed his traveling techniques, Transport would go
broke. No nmore need of them People could just up and go anywhere they wi shed, on their own-a mle
or amllion light-years."

"And he's the soul of tact," said Oop. "What he was getting at back there was that unless you
are in Bio-nech and can cook up sonmething for yourself, it costs noney to have sonething |like that
saber -t oot her."

"Ch, | see," said Carol. "I guess there's truth in that. They do cost a |ot of nobney. But |
haven't got that kind of noney. My father, before he retired, was in Bio-nech. New York. Sylvester
was a joint project of a sem nar he headed. The students gave himto ny dad."

"I still don't believe," said Oop, "that cat's a bio-mech. He's got that dirty glitter in his
eyes when he | ooks at ne."

"As a matter of fact," Carol told him "there is a lot nore bio than nech in all of them
today. The nane origi nated when what anounted to a highly sophisticated el ectronic brain and
nervous system was housed in specific protoplasnms. But today about the only nechanical things
about them are those organs that are likely to wear out if they were nade of tissue-the heart, the
ki dneys, the lungs, things like that. Wat is being done at Bi o-nech today is the actual creations
of specific life fornms-but you all know that, of course."

"There are sone strange stories,” Maxwell said. "A group of supernen, kept under |ock and key.
You have heard of that?"

"Yes, heard of it," she said. "There are always runors."

"The best one that |'ve heard in recent days," said Qop, "really is a lulu. Soneone told ne
Super natural has nmade contact with the Devil. How about that, Pete?"

"I wouldn't know," said Maxwell. "I suppose soneone has tried. |I'm al nbst sure soneone nust
have tried. It's such an obvious thing for one to have a go at."

"You nean," asked Carol, "that there might really be a Devil ?"

"Two centuries ago," said Maxwell, "people asked, in exactly the sane tone of voice you are
using now, if there actually were such things as trolls and goblins."

"And ghosts," said Ghost.
"You're serious!" Carol cried.

"Not serious," said Maxwell. "Just not ready to foreclose even on the Devil."

"This is a marvel ous age," declared CQop, "as | amsure you've heard ne indicate before. You've
done away with superstition and the old wives' tales. You search in themfor truth. But nmy people
knew there were trolls and goblins and all the rest of them The stories of them you understand,
were al ways based on fact. Except that |ater on, when he outgrew his savage sinplicity, if you can
call it that, man denied the fact; could not allow hinself to believe these things that he knew
were true. So he varni shed themover and hid themsafe away in the | egend and the nmyth and when
t he human popul ati on kept on increasing, these creatures went into deep hiding. As well they m ght
have, for there was a tine when they were not the engaging creatures you seemto think they are
t oday. "

Chost asked: "And the Devil ?"
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"I'"'mnot sure," said Cop. "Maybe. But | can't be sure. There were all these things you have
| ured out and redi scovered and sent to live on their reservations. But there were nany nore. Sone
of themfearful, all of them a nuisance."

"You don't seemto have liked themvery well," Carol observed.
"Mss," said Qop, "I didn"t."

"It would seemto ne," said CGhost, "that this would be a fertile field for sone Tine
i nvestigation. Apparently there were many different kinds of these-would you call them primates?”

"I think you mght," said Maxwell.

"Primates of a different stripe than the apes and man."

"Of a very different stripe," said Cop. "Vicious little stinkers."

"Someday, |'msure," said Carol, "Tinme will get around to it. They know it, of course?"
"They should,"” said OCop. "I've told them often enough, wth appropriate description."

"Time has too nmuch to do," Maxwell rem nded them "Too many areas of interest. And the entire
past to cover."

"And no noney to do it with," said Carol
"There," declared Maxwel |, "speaks a |oyal Tine staff nenber."

"But it's true,"” she cried. "The other disciplines could | earn so much by Tine investigation.
You can't rely on witten history. It turns out, in many cases, to be different than it actually
was. A matter of enphasis or bias or of just poor interpretation, enbalnmed forever in the witten
form But do these other departnents provide any funds for Tine investigation? |I'll answer that.
They don't. A few of them of course. The Col |l ege of Law has cooperated splendidly, but not nany
of the others. They're afraid. They don't want their confortable little worlds upset. Take this
matter of Shakespeare, for exanple. You'd think English Lit would be grateful to find that Oxford
wrote the plays. After all, it had been a question that had been tal ked about for nmany years-who
really wote the plays? But, after all of that, they resented it when Tine found out who really
wote the plays."

"And now," said Maxwell, "Time is bringing Shakespeare forward to | ecture about how he didn't
wite the plays. Don't you think that's rubbing it in just a bit too nuch?"

"That's not the point of it, at all,"” said Carol. "The point is that Time is forced to nake a
si deshow out of history to earn a little noney. That's the way it is all the tinme. Al sorts of
schenes for raising noney. Earning a |ousy reputation as a bunch of clowns. You can't believe Dean
Sharp enjoys-"

"I know Harl ow Sharp," said Maxwell. "Believe nme, he enjoys every mnute of it."

"That is blaspheny,
bl abbi ng of f |i ke that?"

Qop said in nock horror. "Don't you know that you can be crucified for
"You're making fun of ne," said Carol. "You nake fun of everyone, of everything. You, too,
Peter Maxwel | ."

"I apol ogize for them" said Ghost, "since neither one of themcould sunmon up the grace to
apol ogi ze, thenselves. You have to live with themfor ten or fifteen years to understand they
really nean no harm"

"But the day will cone," said Carol, "when Tine will have the funds to do whatever it may
want. All their pet projects and to heck with all the other colleges. Wen the deal goes-"

She stopped abruptly. She sat frozen, not noving. One could sense that she wanted to put her
hand up to her nouth and was refraining fromit only by iron will.
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"What deal ?" asked Maxwel |

"I think I know," said Oop. "I heard a rumor, just a tiny little runor, and | paid no
attention to it. Although, cone to think of it, these dirty little runors are the ones that turn
out to be true. The great big, ugly, noisy ones-"

"Qop, not a speech," said Ghost. "Just tell us what you heard."
"It's incredible," said OCop. "You never would believe it. Not in all your born days."

"Ch, stop it!" Carol exclained.

They all | ooked at her and waited.

"I made a slip," she said. "I got all worked up and made a slip. Can | ask the three of you
just please to forget it. I'mnot even sure it's true."

"Certainly," said Maxwell. "You' ve been exposed this evening to rough conpany and ill rmanners

and. ..

She shook her head. "No," she said. "No, it's not any good to ask. | have no right to ask.
I"I'l sinmply have to tell you and trust to your discretion. And |'mpretty sure it's true. Tine has
been made an offer for the Artifact."

Sil ence reverberated in the roomas the other three sat notionless, scarcely breathing. She
| ooked fromone to the other of them not quite understanding.

Finally Chost stirred slightly and there was a rustling in the silence of the room as if his
white sheet had been an actual sheet that rustled when he noved.

"You do not conprehend," he said, "the attachnent that we three hold to the Artifact."
"You struck us in a heap," said Oop.

"The Artifact," said Maxwell softly. "The Artifact, the one great nystery, the one thing in
the world that has baffled everyone..."

"A funny stone," said Qop.
"Not a stone,"” said Ghost.
"Then, perhaps," said Carol, "you'll tell me what it is.”

And that was the one thing, Maxwell told hinself, that neither Ghost nor any one else could
do. Discovered ten years or so ago by Tine investigators on a hilltop in the Jurassic Age, it had
been brought back to the present at a great expenditure of funds and ingenuity. Its weight had
demanded energy far beyond anything so far encountered to kick it forward into time, an energy
requi renent whi ch had nmade necessary the projection backward into time of a portabl e nuclear
generator, transported in nmany pieces and assenbled on the site. And then the further task of
bringi ng back the generator, since nothing of that sort, as a matter of sinple ethics, could be
abandoned in the past-even in the past of the far Jurassic.

"I cannot tell you," said Ghost. "There is no one who can tell you."

Ghost was right. No one had been able to make any sense of it at all. A massive block of some
sort of material that now appeared to be neither stone nor netal, although at one tine it had been
thought to be a stone, and later on, a netal, it had defied all investigation. Six feet |ong, four
feet on each side, it was a nass of blackness that absorbed no energy and em tted none, that
bounced all light and other radiation fromits surface, that could not be cut or dented, stopping
a | aser beamas neatly as if the beam had not existed. There was nothing that could scratch it,
not hing that could probe it-it gave up no information of any sort at all. It rested on its raised

base in the forecourt of Tinme Museum the one thing in the world about which no one could even
meke a valid guess.
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"Then," asked Carol, "why the consternation?"

"Because," said Oop, "Pete here has the hunch it may, at one time, have been the god of the
Little Folk. That is, if the lousy little stinkers had the capacity to recognize a god."

"I''msorry," Carol said. "I amtruly sorry. | didn't know Perhaps if Tine knew ..'

"There's not enough data," Maxwell said, "to nmake any talk about it. Just a hunch is all. Just
a feeling fromcertain things |I've heard anong the Little Fol k. But even they don't know. It was
so long ago."

So long ago, he thought. For the |Iove of God, alnpbst two hundred nillion years ago!

7
"This Oop," said Carol. "I can't get over him That funny house he has out at the end of
nowhere. "
"He'd be offended,"” said Maxwell, "if he heard you calling it a house. It's a shack and he's

proud of it-as a shack. The junp from cave to house woul d have been too great for him He'd have
felt unconfortable."

"A cave? He really lived in a cave?”

"Let nme tell you sonething about old friend Cop," said Maxwell. "He is an awful liar. You
t believe all the stories that he tells. The cannibalism for instance..."

can
"That makes ne feel a little better. People eating one another!"

"Ch, there was cannibalism all right. There is no doubt of that. But whether Oop hinself was
headed for the pot is another natter. On itens of general information, he is reliable enough. It's
only when he gets to yarning about his personal experiences that you should begin to doubt him™"

"It's funny,"” said Carol. "I've seen himaround and have wondered a bit about him but | never
thought I'd meet him Never really wanted to, in fact. Certain people | can draw a |ine at, and he
was one of them | inagined he would be uncouth..."

"Ch, he's uncouth," said Maxwel | .
"But charming, too," said Carol

Cl ear autunn stars shone frostily deep in the darkened sky. The roadway, al nmbst unoccupi ed,
wound its way along the ridge. Far bel ow gl eaned the far-spreadi ng campus |ights. The w nd,
bl owing up the ridge, carried the faint snmell of burning | eaves.

"The fire was nice," said Carol. "Wiy is it, Peter, that we don't have fires? It would be so
simple. A fireplace wouldn't be so hard to build."

"There was a tine, several hundred years ago," said Maxwell, "when every house, or al npst
every house, had at |east one fireplace. Sonetines several. The whol e thing, the whol e business of
having fires, was a throwback, of course. Back to the days when fire was a protection and a
warnth., But, finally, we outgrewit."

"I don't think we did," she said. "W just wal ked away, is all. Turned our back upon this one
segrment of our past. W still have need of fire. A psychol ogi cal need, perhaps. | found that out
tonight. It was so exciting and so confortable. Primal, nmaybe, but there still nust be sone of the

primal in us."

"Qop," he told her, "couldn't live without a fire. The lack of a fire was the thing that
bugged hi m nost when Tinme brought him back. He had to be held captive for a tinme, of course, when
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he first was brought here-closely watched over, if not actually confined. But when be becane his
own naster, so to speak, he got hold of a piece of land out at the edge of the canpus and built

hi msel f the shack. Rough, the way he wanted it. And, of course, a fireplace. And a garden. You
shoul d see his garden. The idea of growing food was sonething new to him Sonething that no one
back in his day had ever thought about. Nails and saws and hammers, and even |unber, also were new
to him as was everything. But he was highly adaptable. He took to the new tools and ideas without
a single hitch. Nothing astonished him He used hammer and saw and | unber and all the rest of it
to build the shack. But | think it was the garden that seened the nost wonderful to himto grow
one's food and not hunt for it. | suppose you noticed-even now he is inpressed with the sheer bul k
and the easy availability of food."

"And of liquor," said Carol

Maxwel | | aughed. "Another new i dea that he took to. A hobby of his, you m ght al nbst say. He
makes his own. He's got a still out in the back of his woodshed and be runs off sone of the worst
moonshi ne that ever trickled down your throat. Pretty vile stuff."

"But not to guests,"” said Carol. "That was whi skey tonight."

"You have to be a friend of his,"” said Maxwell, "before he'll allow you to drink his noon.
Those fruit jars he set out..."

"I wondered about those. They seened to have nothing in them"
"Cl ear, rotgut noonshine, that was what was in them"
"You said he was a captive once. And now? Just how closely is he tied to Ti ne?"

"A ward of the college. Not really tied at all. But you couldn't drive himoff. He's a nore
| oyal partisan of Time than you are."”

"And Gnhost? He lives here at Supernatural ? He's a ward of Supernatural ?"

"Hardly. Ghost is a stray cat. He goes anywhere he wi shes. He's got friends all over the
pl anet. He's big stuff, | understand, at the Coll ege of Conparative Religions on the Hi nal ayan
Canpus. But he manages to drop in here on a fairly regular basis. He and QGop hit it off fromthe
monent Supernatural made its first contact with Ghost."

"Pete, you call him Chost. Wat is he, really?"
"Why, he is a ghost."

"But what's a ghost?"

"I don't know. | don't think anybody does."
"But you're with Supernatural."

"Ch, sure, but all nmy work has been with the Little Folk, with enphasis on goblins, although
have an interest in every one of them Even banshees and there's nothing that conmes neaner or nore
unr easonabl e than a banshee. "

"There nust be specialists in ghosts, then. Wiat do they have to say about it?"

"I"d guess they mght have a few ideas. There are tons of literature on spookery, but |'ve
never had the tine to go into it. | know that back in the early ages it was believed that
everyone, when they died, turned into a ghost, but now, | understand, that no |onger is believed.
There are certain special circunstances that give rise to ghosts, but | don't know what they are."

"That face of his,"” said Carol. "Alittle spooky, maybe, but sonehow fascinating. | had a hard
time to keep fromstaring at him Just a dark bl ankness fol ded inside his sheet which, | suppose,
is not a sheet. And at times a hint of eyes. Little lights that could be eyes. O was
i magi ni ng?"
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"No. |'ve inmagined them nyself."

"WIIl you," asked Carol, "grab hold of that fool cat and pull himin a foot or so. He's
slipping out onto the faster belt. He has no sense whatever. He'll go to sleep any tine, at any
pl ace. Eat and sleep is all he thinks about."

Maxwel | reached down and tugged Syl vester back into his original position. Sylvester grow ed
and munbl ed in his sleep.

Maxwel | strai ghtened and | eaned back into his chair, |looking up into the sky.

"Look at the stars,
again."

" he said. "There is nothing like the skies of Earth. I'mglad to be back

"And now that you're back?"

"After | see you safely hone and pick up nmy luggage, |'m going back to Cop's. He'll have one
of those fruit jars all unscrewed and we'll do some drinking and sit and talk till dawn, then |'I
get into the bed he has for guests, and he'll curl up on his pile of |eaves .

"l saw those | eaves over in the corner and was consurmed with curiosity. But | didn't ask."

"He sleeps there all the tinme. Not confortable in a bed. After all, when for nany years a pile
of | eaves has been the height of |uxury..."

"You're trying to nake a fool of ne again."

"No, I'mnot," said Maxwell. "I'mtelling you the truth."

"I didn't nean what will you do tonight. | nean what will you do? You are dead, renenber?"

"Il explain," said Maxwell. "I'Il continually explain. Everywhere | go there'll be people
who' Il want to know what happened. There m ght even be an investigation of sone sort. | sincerely

hope there won't, but | suppose there may have to be."

"I"'msorry," Carol said, "but, then, I'malso glad. How fortunate it was that there were two
of you."

"If Transport could work it out," said Maxwell, "they m ght have sonething they could sell.
Al'l of us could keep a second one of us stashed away sonewhere agai nst energency."”

"But it wouldn't work," Carol pointed out. "Not personally. This other Peter Maxwell was a
second person and-oh, | don't know what | nmean. It's too late at night to get it figured out, but
I"'msure it wouldn't work."

"No," said Maxwell. "No, | guess it wouldn't. It was a bad idea."
"It was a nice evening," said Carol. "I thank you so much for it. | had a lot of fun."
"And Syl vester had a | ot of steak."

"Yes, he did. He'll not forget you. He |loves folks who give himsteak. He's nothing but a
glutton.”

"There is just one thing," said Maxwell. "One thing you didn't tell us. Wo was it that nade
the offer for the Artifact?"

"I don't know. Just that there was an offer. Good enough, | gather, for Tine to consider it. |
sinmply overheard a snatch of conversation | was not supposed to hear. Does it make a difference?"

"It could,” said Maxwel |

"I remenber now," she said. "There was another nane. Not the one who nmeant to buy it, or
don't think it was. Just soneone who was involved. It had slipped ny nmind till now Somrmeone by the
nane of Churchill. Does that nmean anything to you?"
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Qop was sitting in front of the fireplace, paring his toenails with a |arge jackknife, when
Maxwel | returned, carrying his bag.

Qop gestured with his knife toward the bed. "Sling it over there and then conme and sit down
with me. 1've just put a couple of newlogs on the fire and | have a jug half finished and a
couple nore hid out."

"Where's Ghost?" asked Maxwel | .

"Ch, he disappeared. | don't know where he went; he never tells me. But he'll be back again
He never is gone long."

Maxwel | put the bag on the bed, went over to the fireplace and sat down, |eaning against its
rough stone face.

"You played the clown tonight," he said, "somewhat better than you usually manage. Wat was

the big idea?"

"Those big eyes of hers,"” said Oop, grinning. "And just begging to be shocked. | am sorry,
Pete. | sinply couldn't help it."

"Al'l that tal k about cannibalismand vomiting," said Maxwell. "That was pretty |ow "

"Well," said Oop, "I guess | just got carried away. That's the way fol ks expect a crummy
Neanderthal to act."

"The girl's no fool," said Maxwell. "She planted that story about the Artifact as neatly as
have ever seen it done."

"Planted it?"

"Sure, planted it. You don't think it just slipped out, do you, the way she pretended that it
di d?"

"I hadn't thought of that," said CQop. "Maybe she did. But if she did, why do you think she did
it?"

"I woul d guess she doesn't want it sold. Figured that if she told it to a blabbernouth |ike
you it would be all over the canpus before noon tonorrow. A lot of talk about it, she m ght
figure, would help to kill the deal."

"But you know, Pete, that |'mno bl abbernouth."
"I know it. But you acted |like one tonight."

Qop cl osed the jackknife and slid it in his pocket, picked up the half-enpty fruit jar and
handed it to Maxwell. Maxwell put it to his mouth and drank. The fiery liquid slashed like a knife
al ong his throat and he choked. He wi shed, he thought, that for once he could drink the stuff
wi t hout choking on it. He took it down and sat there, gasping for breath, shivering just a little.

"Potent stuff," said Cop. "Best batch I've run off for quite a while. Did you see the bead on
it?"

Maxwel |, unabl e to speak, nodded.

Qop reached out and took the jar, tilted it up, lowered its level by an inch or nore. He took
it down and held it lovingly against his hairy chest. He |let out his breath in a whoosh that nade
the flames in the fireplace dance. He patted the bottle with his free hand.
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"First-rate stuff,"” he said.

He wi ped his mouth with the back of his hand and sat, staring at the fire.

"She couldn't, certainly, have taken you for a bl abber-nouth," he finally said. "I notice that
you did sonme fancy skating of your own tonight. Al around the truth."

"Maybe because | don't entirely know the truth nyself,"” said Maxwell. "Or what to do about it.

You set to do sone |istening?"

"Any tine," said Cop. "If that is what you want. Although you don't need to tell ne. Not out
of friendship. You know we'll still be friends if you tell ne nothing. W don't even need to talk
about it. There are a lot of other things we could tal k about."

Maxwel | shook his head. "I have to tell you, Oop. | have to tell someone and you're the only
one | would dare to tell. There's too nuch of it for me to go on carrying it alone."

Qop handed himthe fruit jar. "Take another slug of that, then start any time you want. \Wat |
can't figure out is the goof by Transport. | don't believe it happened. | would make a guess that
it was sonething else.”

"And you'd be right," said Maxwell. "There's a planet out there somewhere. Fairly close, 1'd
guess. A freewheeling planet, not tied to any sun, although | gather that it could insert itself
into a solar systemany tine it w shes."”

"That woul d take sonme doing. It would nmess up the orbits of all the other planets.”

"Not necessarily," said Maxwell. "It wouldn't have to take an orbit in the sane plane as the
ot her planets. That would hold down the effect of its being there."

He lifted the fruit jar, shut his eyes, and took a healthy gulp. The top of his head canme off
and his stomach bounced. He |lowered the jar and | eaned back agai nst the roughness of the nmasonry.
A wind was newing in the chimey-a lonely sound, but a sound shut outside by the rough board
walls. Alog fell in the fireplace and sent up a shower of sparks. The flanmes danced high and
i fickering shadows chased one another all about the room

Qop reached out and took the jar out of Maxwell's hands, but did not drink inmediately. He
held it, cuddled, in his |ap.

"So this other planet reached out and copi ed your wave pattern,” he said, "and there were two

of you."
"How did you know t hat ?"

"Deduction. It was the nost logical way for it to happen. | know there were two of you. There
was this other one who cane back before you did. | talked with himand he was you-he was as nuch
Pete Maxwel|l as you are, sitting there. He said there was no dragon, that the Coonskin business
had been a wi |l d-goose chase, and so he cane home ahead of his schedule.”

"So that was it," said Maxwell. "I had wondered why he canme back early."

"I"'mhard put toit," said OQop, "to decide if | should rejoice or nourn. Perhaps a bit of
both, |eaving sone roomfor wondernent at the strange workings of human destiny. This other man
was you and now he's dead and | have lost a friend-for he was a hunman bei ng and a personality and
that humanity and personality came to an end with death. But now there's you and if, before, 1'd
lost a friend, now | have regained that lost friend, for you are as truly Peter Maxwel|l as that
ot her one."

"l was told an accident."

"I"'mnot sure," said OCop. "lI've been doing sone thinking about it. Since you cane back, |'m
not so sure at all. He was getting off a roadway and he tripped and fell, hit his head..."
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"You don't trip when you're getting off a roadway. Unless you're drunk or crippled up or
awkward. That outside belt is barely crawing."

"I know," said Oop. "That's what the police thought, too. But there was no other explanation
and the police, as you well know, require some sort of explanation, so they can close the file. It
was in a lonely place. About hal fway between here and Goblin Reservation. No one saw it. Mist have
happened when there was al nost no one traveling. Maybe at night. He was found about ten o'clock in
the norning. There woul d have been people traveling fromsix o' clock on, but probably they'd have
been on the inner, faster belts. They wouldn't have seen too nuch on the outside of the belt. The
body coul d have been lying there for a long tine before it was found."

"You think it wasn't an accident? That it may have been a nurder?"

"l don't know. The thought has occurred to me. There was one funny thing about it-.sonething
that never was expl ai ned. There was a funny snell about the body and the area. A strange sort of
odor, like nothing anyone had ever snelled before. Maybe soneone found out that there were two of
you. For sone reason, soneone may not have wanted two of you."

"But who could have known there were two of ne?"
"The people on that other planet. If there were people..."
"There were people,” Maxwell said. "It was a nbst anmazing place...."

It all came back as he sat there talking, alnost as if he were there again. A crystal place-or
that had been what it had | ooked to be when he first had seen it. An extensive crystal plain that
ran on and on and a crystal sky with crystal pillars reaching fromthe plain and upward,
apparently to the sky, although the tops of themwere lost in the mlkiness of sky-pillars soaring
upward to hold the sky in place. An enpty place, to nake one think of a deserted ballroom of

extensi ve size, all cleaned and polished for a ball, waiting for the nmusic and the dancers who had
never cone and now woul d never cone, |eaving the ballroomenpty through all eternity, shining in
all its polished glitter and its wasted graci ousness.

A ballroom but a ballroomwi thout any walls, running on and on, not to a horizon, for there
seened to be no horizon, but to a point where the sky-that strange, nilk-glass sky-cane down to
meet the crystal floor

He stood astounded in the vast imensity, an imensity not of boundl ess sky, for the sky was
far from boundl ess, nor fromgreat distances, for the distances were not great, but imensity that
was neasured as a roomwuld be, as if one were in a giant's house and | ost and were | ooking for a
door, and without a clue as to where a door might be. A place with no distinguishing features,
with each pillar like the next, with no cloud in the sky (if it were a sky), with each foot, each
mle |ike every other foot and mile, level and paved with a crystal paving that stretched out in
all directions.

He wanted to cry out, to ask if anyone were there, but was afraid to cry out-perhaps in the
fear, although he did not realize it then and only thought it later, that a single sound would
send all this cold and shining splendor shinmering into a cloud of frosty dust. For the place was
silent, with no slightest whisper of a sound. Silent and cold and lonely, all its splendor and its
whi teness |l ost in the |oneliness.

Slowy, carefully, fearing that the scuff of his nmoving feet might bring this whole world into
dust, he pivoted and out of the corner of his eye he caught a glinpse-not of notion, but the
flickering sense of nmotion, as if sonething had been there, but had noved so fast that his eye had
failed to catch it. He halted, the short hairs prickling on the back of his neck, engulfed by the
sense of utter strangeness rather than of actual danger, apprehensive of a strangeness so
di storted and so twi sted out of the normal human context that a man gazing at it mght go nad
before he had a chance to jerk his eyes away.

Not hi ng happened and he noved again, pivoting inch by cautious inch, and now he saw t hat he
had been standing with his back turned on what appeared to be an assenbl age of sonme sort-an
engi ne? an instrunment? a machi ne?
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And all at once he knew. Here was the strange contraption that had brought himhere, this
crazy crystal world' s equivalent of a matter transmitter and receiver.

But this, he knew at once, was not the Coonskin system It was no place he had ever heard of.
Nowhere in the known universe was there a place like this. Sonething had gone wong and he had
been hurled, not to the Coonskin planet which had been his destination, but to some far, forgotten
corner of the universe, to sone area, perhaps, where man woul d not penetrate for another million
years, so far away from Earth that the distances involved becane uni magi nabl e.

Now again there were flickering notions, as if living shadows noved agai nst the crysta
background. As he watched, the flickering flowed into shifting shape and form and he coul d see
that there were many noving shapes, all of them strangely, separate entities that seened to hold,
within the flicker of them individual personalities. As if, he thought in horror, they were
things that had once been people-as if they might be alien ghosts.

"And | accepted them" he said to Oop. "I accepted themon faith, perhaps. It was either that
or reject themand be left there, standing all alone upon that crystal plain. A man of a century
ago, perhaps, would not have accepted them He would have been inclined to sweep them out of his
m nd as pure imagi nation. But | had spent too many hours with Ghost to gag at the thought of
ghosts. | had worked too long with supernatural phenonena to quibble at the idea of creatures and
of circumstances beyond the human pal e.

"And the strange thing about it, the conforting thing about it, is that they sensed that |
accepted them"

"And that is it?" asked Oop. "A planet full of ghosts?" Maxwell| nodded, "Perhaps that's one
way of |ooking at it. But let me ask you-what really is a ghost?"

"A spook," said Cop. "Aspirit."

"But what do you mean by spook? Define a spirit for nme.

"I know," said Oop regretfully. "I was being a bit facetious and there was no excuse for it.
W don't know what a ghost is. Even Ghost doesn't know exactly what he is. He sinply knows that he
exi sts-and if anyone should know, he should. He has nmulled over it a lot. He's thought about it
deeply. He has comuned with fell ow ghosts and there is no evidence. So you fall back upon the
supernatural ..."

"Which is not understood," said Maxwell.

"A mutation of sonme sort," suggested Oop.

"Col lins thought so," said Maxwell. "But he stood alone. | know |l didn't agree with him but
that was before I was on the crystal planet. Now I'm not so sure. \Wat happens when a race reaches
an end, when, as a race, it has passed through chil dhood and mi ddl e age and now has reached ol d
age? A race dying as a nan does, dying of old age. Wat does it do, then? It could die, of course.
That's what one woul d expect of it. But suppose there was a reason that it couldn't die, suppose
it had to hang on, had to stay alive for sone overriding reason, that it could not allowitself to
di e?"

"If ghostliness really is a mutation," said Qop, "if they knewit was a nutation, if they were
so far advanced they could control mnutation-"

He stopped and | ooked at Maxwell. "You think that's what m ght have happened?"
"I think it mght," said Maxwell. "I am beginning to think very much it mght."

Oop handed across the fruit jar. "You need a drink," he said. "And when you're through with
it, 1'l'l have one, nyself."

Maxwel | took the jar, holding it, not drinking right away. Qop reached out to the stack of
wood, lifted a chunk in one nassive fist and threwit on the fire. A spray of sparks gushed up the
chimey. CQutside the night wind nopaned al ong the eaves.
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Maxwel | lifted the jar and drank. The splash of liquid ran down his gullet Iike a torrent of
| ava. He choked, w shing that he could drink the stuff, just once, w thout choking on it. He
handed the jar back to Cop. Cop lifted it, then took it down again wthout drinking. He squinted
across its rimat Maxwel |

"You said sonething to live for. Sone reason that they couldn't die-that they had to keep on
exi sting, any way they could."

"That's right,"” said Maxwel|l. "Information. Know edge. A planet cranmed with know edge. A
st orehouse of know edge-and | woul d doubt that a tenth of it duplicates our own. The rest of it is
new, unknown. Sone of it material we have never dreaned of. Know edge that we nmay not ferret out
short of a mllion years, if we ever ferret it. It is stored, electronically | suppose-arranging
atoms in such a manner that each atomcarries a bit of information. Stored in metal sheets, like
the pages of a book, stacked in great heaps and piles and each | ayer of atons-yes, they are
arranged in layers-carries separate infornmation. You read the first layer and then go down to the

second | ayer. Again, |ike pages in a book, each |ayer of atons a page, one stacked atop the other
Each sheet of netal-don't ask ne, | can't even guess, how nany |ayers of atoms in each netal
sheet. Hundreds of thousands, | would suspect."

CQop lifted the jar hastily, took a tremendous gulp, part of the liquor spraying out across his
wool Iy chest. He let out his breath in a lusty belch

"They can't abandon this know edge," said Maxwell. "They have to pass it on to soneone who can
use it. They have to stay alive, sonehow, until they pass it on. And that, for the love of God, is
where | cone in. They conmissioned ne to sell it for them"

"Sell it for them A bunch of ghosts, hanging on by their very toenails! Wat would they want?
VWhat's the price they ask?”

Maxwel | put up his hand and wi ped his forehead, which had sprouted a sudden mist of sweat. "I
don't know," he said.

"Don't know? How can you sell a thing if you don't know what it's worth, if you don't have an
asking price?"

"They said they would tell me later. They said to get soneone interested and they'd get word
to ne on what the price would be."

"That," said Oop, disgusted, "is a hell of a way to make a busi ness deal ."
"Yes, | know," said Maxwell.

"You have no hint of price?"

"Not the faintest. | tried to explain to them and they couldn't understand, maybe they refused
to understand. And since then | have gone over it and over it and there's no way | can know It
all boils down, of course, to what a gang |like that might want. And for the Iife of ne, | can't

think of a thing they'd want."

"Well," said Oop, "they picked the right place to make their sales pitch. How do you plan to
go about it?"

"I'"ll go up and talk to Arnold."
"You pick themtough," said Oop.

"Look, | have to talk with Arnold and to no one else. This can't go up through channels. There
can't a word of it leak out. On the surface, it sounds harebrained. |If the conmunications nedia or
t he gossi p-nongers got hold of it, the university wouldn't dare to touch it. If it were known and
they did consider it and the deal fell through-and, believe me, working in the dark, as | have to
work, the deal could well fall through-there'd be just one loud guffaw all the way from here clear
out tothe RRm It would be Arnold s neck and ny neck and..."
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"Pete, Arnold is nothing but a big stuffed shirt. You know that as well as | do. He's an
adm ni strator. He's running the business end of this university. | don't care if he has the title
of president or not, he's just the nanager. He doesn't give a dam about the academ c end of it.
He won't stick out his neck for three planets full of know edge."

"The president of the university has to be an administrator....

"I'f it could have cone at any other tine," nourned Oop, "you nmight have had a chance. But as
it stands right now, Arnold is wal king on a crate of eggs. Myving the administration from New York
to this jerkwater canpus..."

"A canpus," put in Maxwell, "with a great liberal tradition and-"

"University politics,
of traditions."

decl ared OCop, "doesn't care about liberal traditions or any other kind

"l suppose not," said Maxwell, "but Arnold's the man | have to see. | could wish it were
soneone else. | have no admiration for the man, but he's the one | have to work with."

"You could have turned it down."

"The job of negotiator? No, | couldn't, Oop. No nman coul d have. They'd have had to find
sonmeone el se and they might get soneone who'd bungle it. Not that I'msure | won't bungle it, but
at least I'Il try. And it's not only for us, it's for themas well."

"You got to |like these peopl e?"

"I"'mnot sure just how nuch | liked them Admired them maybe. Felt sorry for them naybe.
They' re doing what they can. They hunted for so long to find sonmeone they could pass the know edge
onto."

"Pass it on? You said it was for sale.”

"Only because there is sonething that they want or need. | wish | could figure out what it is.
It woul d make everything easier for everyone concerned."

"M nor question-you talked with them How did you go about it?"

"The tablets," said Maxwell. "I told you about the tablets. The sheets of netal that carried
information. They talked with me with tablets and | talked with themthe sane way."

"But how could you read..."

"They gave ne a contraption, like a pair of glasses, a pair of goggles, really, but bigger
than a pair of goggles. It was a sort of bulky thing. | suppose it had a | ot of nechanisns in it.
I'"d put it on and then | could read the tablets. No script, just little jiggles in the nmetal. It's
hard to explain. But you | ooked at the jiggles through the contraption that you wore and you knew
what the jiggles said. It was adjustable, | found out later, so you could read the different
atomc layers. But to start with, they only wote ne nessages, if wote is the word to use. Like
kids witing back and forth to one another on slates. | wote back to themby thinking into

anot her contraption that was tied into the pair of goggles that | wore."
"Atranslator,"” said Gop
"l suppose that's what it was. A two-way translator."”

"We've tried to work one out," said Cop. "By we | nean the conbined ingenuity not only of the
Earth, but of what we laughingly call the known gal axy."

"Yes, | know, " said Maxwell.
"And these fol ks had one. These ghosts of yours."

"They have a whole lot nore," said Maxwell. "I don't know what they have. | sanpled sonme of
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what they had. At random Just enough to convince nyself they had what they said."

"One thing still bugs ne," said OCop. "You said a planet. \Wat about the star."
"The planet is roofed over. There was a star, | gather, but you couldn't see it, not fromthe
surface. The point is, of course, that there needn't be a star. You are acquainted, | think, with

the concept of the oscillating universe."
"The yo-yo universe," said Oop. "The one that goes bang, and then bang, bang again."

"That's right," said Maxwell. "And now we can quit wondering about it. It happens to be true
The crystal planet conmes fromthe universe that existed before the present universe was forned.
They had it figured out, you see. They knew the tine would cone when all the energy would be gone
and all the dead nmatter would start noving slowy back to form another cosm c egg, so that the egg
coul d expl ode again and give birth to yet another universe. They knew they were approaching the
death of the universe and that unless sonething were done, it would be death for themas well. So
they launched a project. A planetary project. They sucked in energy and stored it-don't ask nme how
they extracted it fromwherever they extracted it or how they stored it. Stored sonmehow in the
very material of the planet, so that when the rest of the universe went black and dead, they stil
had energy. They roofed the planet in, they made a house of it. They worked out propul sion
mechani sns so they could nove their planet, so that they would be an independent body noving
i ndependently through space. And before the inward drifting of the dead matter of the universe
began, they left their star, a dead and bl ackened cinder by this time, and set out on their own.
That's the way they have been since then, a hol dover population riding on a planetary spaceship
They saw the ol d universe die, the one before this one. They were left alone in space, in space
that had no hint of life, no glint of light, no quiver of energy. It may be-I don't knowthat they
saw the formation of the brand-new cosm c egg. They could have been very far fromit and seen it.
And if they saw it, they saw the expl osion that narked the begi nning of this universe we live in
the blinding flash, far off, that sent the energy streaking into space. They saw the first stars
glow red, they saw the gal axi es take shape. And when the gal axi es had forned, they joined this new
uni verse. They could go to any gal axy they chose, set up an orbit about any star they w shed. They
could nmove anytinme they wanted to. They were universal gypsies. But the end is nearing now. The
pl anet, | suppose, could keep on and on, for the energy machinery nust still be operative. |
i magi ne there mght even be a limt to the planet, but they' re not even close to that. But the
race is dying out and they have stored in their records the knowl edge of two universes."

"Fifty billion years,"” said Oop. "Fifty billion years of |earning."”
"At |least that nuch," said Maxwell. "It could be a great deal nore."

They sat, silent, thinking of those fifty billion years. The fire munbled in the chimey's
throat. Fromfar off cane the chimng of the clock in Misic Hall, counting off the tine.

Maxwel | awoke.
Qop was shaking him "Soneone here to see you."

Maxwel | threw back the covers, hoisted his feet out on the floor, groped blindly for his
trousers. Oop handed themto him

"Who is it?"

"Said his nane was Longfellow Nasty, high-nosed gent. He's waiting outside for you. You could
see he wouldn't risk contam nation by stepping in the shack."

"Then to hell with him" said Maxwell, starting to crawl back into bed.

"No, no," protested Cop. "I don't mind at all. |I'mabove insult. There is nothing that can
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faze me."
Maxwel | struggled into his trousers, slid his feet into his shoes and ki cked them on
"Any idea who this fellowis?"
"None at all," said Oop.

Maxwel | stunbl ed across the roomto the bench set against the wall, spilled water fromthe
bucket standing there into a washbasin, bent and sl oshed water on his face.

"What tinme is it?" he asked.

"Alittle after seven.”

"M . Longfell ow nmust have been in a hurry to see ne."

"He's out there now, pacing up and down. Inpatient."

Longfel | ow was inpatient.

As Maxwel | cane out of the door, he hurried up to himand held out a hand.

"Professor Maxwell," he said, "I'mso glad | found you. It was quite a job. Soneone told ne
you m ght be here,” he glanced at the shack and his long nose crinkled just a trifle, "so | took
t he chance. ™"

"Qop," said Maxwell, quietly, "is an old and valued friend."

"Coul d we, perhaps, take a stroll," suggested Longfellow. "It is an unusually fine norning.
Have you breakfasted yet? No, | don't suppose you have."

"It mght help," said Maxwell, "if you told ne who you are."

"I"'min Adninistration. Stephen Longfellow is the name. Appointnments secretary to the
presi dent."

"Then you're just the man | want to see," said Maxwell. "I need an appointnment with the
presi dent as soon as possible."

Longfel | ow shook his bead. "I would say offhand that is quite inpossible."

They fell into step and wal ked along the path that | ed down toward the roadway. Leaves of
wondr ous, shining yellow fell slowy through the air froma thick-branched wal nut tree that stood
besi de the path. Down by the roadway a nmaple tree was a bl aze of scarlet against the bl ueness of
the nmorning sky. And far in that sky streamed a V-shaped flock of ducks headi ng sout hward.

"I npossible," said Maxwell. "You nake it sound final. As if you'd thought about it and cone to
your decision."

"I'f you wish to communicate with Dr. Arnold," Longfellowtold himcoldly, "there are proper
channel s. You nust understand the president is a busy man and-"

"I understand all that," said Maxwell, "and | understand as well about the channels.
I nnurer abl e del ays, a request passed on fromhand to hand and the know edge of one's communi cation
spread anong so many people-"

"Professor Maxwell," Longfellow said, "there is no use, it seens, to beat about the bush.
You're a persistent man and, | suspect, a rather stubborn one, and with a man of that bent it is
often best to lay it on the line. The president won't see you. He can't afford to see you."

"Because there seens to have been two of ne? Because one of ne is dead?"
"The press will be full of it this norning. Al the headlines shouting about a nan cone back

fromthe dead. Have you heard the radi o, perhaps, or watched television?"
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"No," Maxwell said, "I haven't."

"Well, when you got around to it you'll find that you' ve been made a three-ring circus. |
don't mind telling you that it is enbarrassing.”

"You nean a scandal ?"

"l suppose you could call it that. And adm nistration has troubl e enough wi thout identifying
itself with a situation such as yours. There is this matter of Shakespeare, for exanple. W can't
duck that one, but we can duck you."

"But surely," said Maxwell, "admi nistration can't be too concerned wi th Shakespeare and nysel f
as conpared to all the other problens that it faces. There is the uproar over the revival of
dueling at Hei del berg and the dispute over the ethics of enploying certain alien students on the
football squads and-"

"But can't you see," walled Longfellow, "that what happens on this particul ar canpus are the
things that natter."

"Because admi nistration was transferred here? Wen Oxford and California and Harvard and hal f
a dozen ot hers-"

"I'f you ask ne," Longfellow declared stiffly, "it was a piece of poor judgnent on the part of
the board of regents. It has nmade things very difficult for adm nistration."

"What woul d happen,” asked Maxwell, "if | just walked up the hill and into adm nistration and
started poundi ng desks?"

"You know wel I enough. You'd be thrown out."

"But if I brought along a corps of the newspaper and tel evision boys and they were outside
wat chi ng?"

"l suppose then you wouldn't be thrown out. You m ght even get to see the president. But | can
assure you that under circunstances such as those you'd not get whatever it may be you want."

"So," said Maxwell, "1'd lose, no matter how | went about it."
"As a matter of fact," Longfellowtold him "I had come this norning on quite a different
nm ssion. | was bringi ng happy news."
"I can imagine that you were," said Maxwell. "What kind of sop are you prepared to throw ne to

make ne di sappear ?"

"Not a sop,"” said Longfellow, much aggrieved. "I was told to offer you the post of dean at the
experimental college the university is establishing out on Gothic IV."

"You nmean that planet with all the witches and the warl ocks?"

"I't would be a splendid opportunity for a man in your field," Longfellow insisted. "A planet
where wi zardry devel oped wi thout the intervention of other intelligences, as is the case on
Earth."

"A hundred and fifty light-years distant,"” said Maxwel|l. "Somewhat renote and | would think it
m ght be dreary. But | suppose the salary would be good."

"Very good indeed. "
"No, thanks," said Maxwell. "I'msatisfied with nmy job, right here.”
"Job?" asked Longfell ow.

"Why, yes. In case you have forgotten, I'mon the faculty."
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Longfel l ow shook his head. "Not any |onger," he said. "Have you, by any chance, forgotten? You
died, nmore than three weeks ago. W can't |et vacancies go unfilled."

"You mean |'ve been repl aced?"

"Why, nost certainly,” Longfellow told himnastily. "As it stands right now, you are
unenpl oyed. "

10

The waiter brought the scranbl ed eggs and bacon, poured the coffee, then went away and | eft
Maxwel | at the table. Through the w de expanse of w ndow, Lake Mendota stretched away, a sheet of
gl assy blue, with the faint suggestion of purple hills on the other shore. A squirrel ran down the
bol e of the gnarled oak tree that stood just outside the wi ndow and halted, head downward, to
stare with beady eyes at the man sitting at the table. A brown and red oak | eaf planed down
del i berately, frombranch to ground, wobbling in the tiny thernmal currents of air. On the rocky
shore a boy and girl wal ked slowy, hand in hand, through the | akeshore's norning hush

It would have been civilized and graci ous, Maxwell told hinself, to have accepted Longfellow s
invitation to eat breakfast with him but by that time he had had all that he could take of the
appoi ntnents secretary and all that he wanted, at the nonent, was to be alone, to gain a little
time to sort out the situation and to do some thinking-although probably he could not afford the
time for thinking.

Qop had been right; it was apparent now that to see the university president woul d be no easy
task, not only because of that official's busy schedule and his staff's obsession of doing things
t hrough channel s, but because for sone reason, not entirely understood, this matter of twi n Peter
Maxwel | s had assuned the proportions of a scandal from which Arnold had the fervent wish to be
di sassoci ated. Maxwel | wondered, sitting there and gazing out the wi ndow at the popeyed, staring
squirrel, whether this attitude of the adm nistration night go back to the interview with Drayton
Had Security zeroed in on Arnold? It didn't seemtoo likely, but it was, Maxwell adnitted, a
possibility. But be that as it may, the depth of Arnold's jittery attitude was enphasi zed by the
hurried offer of the post on Gothic IV. Not only did adninistration want nothing to do with this
second Peter Maxwell, it wanted himoff the Earth as well, buried on a planet where in the space
of alittle time he would be forgotten

It was understandabl e that his post at Supernatural had been filled after the death of the
other Peter Maxwell. After all, classes nust go on. Gaps could not be left in the faculty. But
even so, there were other positions that could have been found for him The fact that this had not
been done, that the Gothic IV position had been so quickly offered, was evidence enough that he
was not wanted on the Earth.

Yet, it all was strange. Administration could not have known until sometine yesterday that two
Pet er Maxwel | s had exi sted. There could not have been a problem there'd have been no basis for a
problem until that word had been received. Wich neant, Maxwell told hinself, that soneone had
gotten to admi nistration fast-soneone who wanted to get rid of him soneone who was afraid that he
would interfere. But interfere in what? And the answer to that seenmed so glib and easy that he
felt, instinctively, that it nmust be wwong. But search as he might, there was one answer only-that
sonmeone el se knew of the hoard of know edge on the crystal planet and was working to get hold of
it.

There was one nanme to go on. Carol had said Churchill-that Churchill sonmehow was involved in
the offer that had been nmade to Tine for the Artifact. WAs it possible that the Artifact was the
price of the crystal planet's know edge? One couldn't count on that, of course, although it m ght
be so, for no one knew what the Artifact m ght be.

That Churchill was working on the deal was no surprise at all. Not for hinself, of course, but
for soneone else. For sonmeone who could not afford to have his identity revealed. It was in deals
such as this that Churchill mght prove useful. The man was a professional fixer and knew his way
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around. He had contacts and through | ong years of operation undoubtedly had |aid out various
pi pelines of information into nmany strange and powerful places.

And if such were the case, Maxwell realized, his job became nuch harder. Not only nust he
guard agai nst the runornongering that was inplicit in adm nistration channels, he nmust now be
doubly sure that none of his information fell into other hands where it m ght be used agai nst him

The squirrel had gone on down the tree trunk and now was busily scrounging on the sl ope of
|l awn that ran down to the lake, rustling through the fallen | eaves in search of an acorn he nmnight
sonehow have ni ssed before. The boy and girl had wal ked out of sight and now a hesitant breeze was
softly runpling the surface of the I|ake.

There were only a few others at breakfast in the room nobst of those who had been there when
Maxwel | entered had finished now and left. Fromthe floor above canme the distant nurmnuring of
voi ces, the scuffling of feet as the daily flow of students began to fill the Union, the off-hours
gat hering place of undergraduates.

It was one of the oldest structures on the canpus and one of the finest, Maxwell told hinself.
For over five hundred years it had been the neeting place, the refuge, the study hall of nmany
generations and in the course of all these generations it had settled easily and confortably into
the functional tradition that made it a second hone for nany thousand students. Here could be
found a quietness for reflection or for study, here the cozy corners needed for good talk, here
the gane roons for billiards or for chess, here the eating places, here the neeting halls, and
tucked off in odd corners little reading rooms with their shel ves of books.

Maxwel | pushed back his chair, but stayed sitting, finding hinself sonehow reluctant to get up
and | eave-for once he left this place, he knew, he'd plunge into the problens he nust face.
Qut side the wi ndow |l ay a gol den autum day, warming as the sun rose in the sky-a day for showers
of gol den | eaves, for blue haze on the distant hills, for the solem glory of chrysanthemuns
bedded in the garden, for the quiet glow of goldenrod and aster in the fields and vacant |ots.

From behi nd hi m he heard the scurrying of many hard-shod feet and when he swung around in his
chair, he saw the owner of the feet advancing rapidly across the squared red tiles toward him

It |ooked like an outsize, |land-going shrinp, with its jointed legs, its strangely canted body
with long, weird rods-apparently sensory organs-extending outward fromits tiny head. Its color
was an unhealthy white and its three gl obul ar bl ack eyes bobbed on the ends of |ong antennae.

It cane to a halt beside the table and the three antennae swiveled to aimthe three eyes
straight at Maxwel .

It said in a high, piping voice, the skin of its throat fluttering rapidly beneath the
seem ngly inadequate head, "Informed | amthat you be Professor Peter Maxwell."

"The information happens to be right,” said Maxwell. "I am Peter Maxwell."

"I be a creature out of the world you woul d nane Spearhead Twenty-seven. Nanme | have is of no
interest to you. | appear before you in carrying out conmi ssion by my enpl oyer. Perhaps you know
it by designation of Mss Nancy C ayton."

"Indeed | do," said Maxwell, thinking that it was very much |ike Nancy Clayton to enpl oy an
outl andi sh creature such as this for an errand boy.

"I work mysel f through education,"” explained the Shrinmp, "doing anything I find."
"That's comnmendabl e,” said Maxwel |

"I train in mathematics of tine," declared the Shrinp. "I concentrate on world-Iine
configurations. | amin tizzy over it."

The Shrinp didn't look as if it were in any sort of tizzy.

"Why all the interest?" Maxwel|l asked "Sonething in your background? Sonething in your
cul tural heritage?"
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"Ch, very nuch indeed. Is conpletely newidea. On ny world, no thought of tine, no
appreciation such a thing as tine. Am nmuch shocked to learn of it. And excited, too. But | digress
too greatly. | cone here on an errand. Mss Cayton desires to know can you attend a party the
evening of this day. Her place, eight by the clock."

"I believe | can," said Maxwell. "Tell her | always nmake a point of being at her parties."
"Overjoyed," said the Shrinp. "She so much wants you there. You are tal ked concerning."

"l see," said Maxwel |

"You hard to find. | run hard and fast. | ask in many places. Finally victorious."

"I amsorry," Maxwell said, "I put you to such trouble."

He reached into his pocket and took out a bill. The creature extended one of its forward | egs
and grasped the bill in a pair of pincers, folded it and refolded it and tucked it into a smal

pouch that extruded fromits chest.

"You kind beyond expectation,” it piped. "There is one further information. Cccasion for party
is unveiling of painting, recently acquired. Painting |ost and gone for very long. By Al bert
Lanbert, Esquire. Great triunph for Mss dayton."

"I just bet it is,"” said Maxwell. "M ss Clayton is a specialist in triunphs."

"She, as enployer, is gracious," said the Shrinp reprovingly.

"I amsure of that," said Maxwel |

The creature shifted swiftly and galloped fromthe room

Listening to its departure, Maxwell heard it clatter up the stairs to the street |evel of the
bui | di ng.

Maxwel | got up and headed for the stairs hinself. If he were going to witness the unveiling of
a painting, he told hinself, he'd better bone up on the artist. Which was exactly, he thought with
a grin, what alnpst every other person invited to Nancy's party woul d be doi ng before the day was
out.

Lambert? The nanme held a slight ring of recognition. He had read somewhere about him probably
Il ong ago. An article in a magazi ne, perhaps, to help pass an idle hour

11

Maxwel | opened the book.

"Al bert Lanbert," said the opening page of text, "was born in Chicago, Illinois, January 11
1973. Faned as a portrayer of grotesque synmbolism his early years gave no pronmi se of his great
acconpl i shments. His initial work, while it was conpetent and showed a skillful craftsmanship and
a deep insight into his subject matter, was not particularly outstanding. Hs grotesque period
cane after his fiftieth year and, rather than devel oping, burst into full flower alnobst overnight,
as if the artist had developed it secretly and did not show his canvasses of this period until he
was satisfied with this new phase of his work. But there is no evidence that this actually was the
case; rather, there seens to be some evidence that it was not..."

Maxwel | flipped over the text pages to reach the color plates and | eafed quickly through
exanpl es of the artist's early work. And there, in the space of one page to the next, the
pai ntings changed-the artistic concept, the color, even, it seened to Maxwell, the very
craft smanshi p.
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As if the work had been that of two different artists, the first tied intellectually to sone
i nner need of orderly expression, the second engul fed, obsessed, ridden by sone soul - shaki ng
experience of which he tried to cleanse hinself by spreading it on canvas.

Stark, dark, terrible beauty beat out of the page and in the dusky silence of the library
reading roomit seened to Maxwell that he could hear the | eathery whisper of black w ngs.
Qut rageous creatures capered across the outrageous | andscape, and yet the |andscape and the
creatures, Maxwell sensed at once, were not nere fantasy, were no whinsical product of a willfu
unhi nging of the mnd, but seened to be solidly based upon sone outré geonetry predicated upon a
I ogic and an outlook alien to anything he had ever seen. The form the color, the approach and the
attitude were not nmerely twi sted hunman val ues; one had the instant feeling that they m ght be,
instead, the prosaic representation of a situation in an area entirely outside any human val ue.
G otesque synbolism the text had said, and it m ght be there, of course, but if so, Maxwell told
hi nsel f, a synbolismthat could only be arrived at nost tortuously after painful study.

He turned the page and there it was again, that conplete divergence from hunmanity-a different
scene with different creatures against a different |andscape, but carrying, as had that first
plate, the shattering inpact of actuality, no figment of the artist's mind, but the representation
of a scene he once had gazed upon and sought now to expurgate frommnd and nenory. As a nman m ght
wash his hands, Maxwell thought, lathering themfiercely with a bar of strong, harsh soap
scrubbi ng them again and yet again, endlessly, in a desperate attenpt to renove by physical means
a psychic stain that he had incurred. A scene that he had gazed upon, perhaps, not through human
eyes, but through the alien optics of a | ost and unguessed race.

Maxwel | sat fascinated, staring at the page, wanting to pull his eyes away, but unable to,
trapped by the weird and awful beauty, by some terrible, hidden purpose that he coul d not
understand. Tinme, the Shrinp had said, was sonething that his race had never thought of, a
uni versal factor that had not inpinged upon his culture, and here, captured in these col or plates,
was sonet hing that man had never thought of, had never even dreaned.

He reached out his hand to grasp the book and close it, but he hesitated as if there were sone
reason he should not close the book, some conpelling reason to continue staring at the plate.

And in that hesitancy, he becane aware of a certain strangeness that m ght keep himstaring at
the page-a puzzling factor that he had not recogni zed consciously, but that had been naggi ng at
hi m

He took his hands away and sat staring at the plate, then slowy turned the page and as he
glanced at that third plate, the strangeness |eaped out at hima brushed-in flickering, an
artistic technique that nade an apparent shimmer, as if sonething of substance were there and
twi nkling, seen one nmonent, not quite seen the next.

He sat, slack-jawed, and watched the flickering-a trick of the eye, nost likely, a trick of
the eye encouraged by the nmastery of the artist over paint and brush. But trick of the eye or not,
easy of recognition by anyone who had seen the ghostly race of the crystal planet.

And through the hushed sil ence of the dusky room one question hanmrered at him How coul d
Al bert Lanbert have known about the people of the crystal planet?

12

"I had heard about you," Allen Preston said, "and it seemed incredible, of course. But the

source of ny information seened uni npeachable and | made an effort to get in touch with you. I'ma
bit worried over this situation, Pete. As an attorney, |'d say you were in trouble."
Maxwel | sat down in the chair in front of Preston's desk. "I suppose | am" he said. "For one

thing, it appears |I've lost ny job. Is there such a thing as tenure in a case |ike mne?"

"A case |like yours?" the attorney asked. "Just what is the situation? No one seens to know.
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Everyone is tal king about it, but no one seens to know. |, myself..."

Maxwel | grinned wyly. "Sure. You' d |ike to know. You're puzzled and confused and not quite
sure you're sane. You sit there wondering if I'mreally Peter Maxwell."

"Well, are you?" Preston asked.

"I amsure | am | wouldn't blanme you, or anyone, if you doubted it. There were two of us.
Sonet hi ng happened to the wave pattern. One of us went to the Coonskin system the other sonmewhere
el se. The one who went to Coonskin cane back to Earth and died. | came back yesterday."

"And found that you were dead."

Maxwel | nodded. "My apartment had been rented, ny possessions all are gone. The university
tells nme ny position has been filled and I'mw thout a job. That's why | asked about the tenure
situation.”

Preston | eaned back in his chair and squinted thoughtfully at Maxwell. "Legally," he said, "I
think we'd find that the university stands on solid ground. You are dead, you see. You have no
tenure now. Not, at l|east, until it can be reestablished."

"Through a | ong process at |aw?"

"Yes, | would suspect so. | can't give you an honest answer. There is no precedent. Ch, sure
there are precedents in the case of m staken identity-someone who is dead being nistakenly
identified as soneone who is still alive. But with you, there's no m stake. A man who undeni ably
was Peter Maxwell is undeniably dead, and there is no precedent for reestablishing identity in a
situation such as that. W'd have to set our own precedent as we went along, a very |aborious
beating through the thickets of legal argunent. It might take years. To tell you the truth, I'm

not sure where or howto start. Ch, it could be developed, it could be carried forward, but it
woul d take a lot of work and thought. First, of course, we'd have to establish, legally, who you
are. "

"Who | really an? For God's sake, A, we know who | am"

"But the |aw doesn't. The |l aw woul dn't recognize you as you are today. You have no | ega
bei ng. Absolutely none. Al your identification cards have been turned in to Records and have been
filed by now"

"But | have those cards,” said Maxwell quietly. "Right here in ny pocket."
Preston stared at him "Yes, cone to think of it, | suppose you have. Ch Lord, what a nmess!"

He got up and wal ked across the room shaking his head. At the wall, he turned around and cane
back. He sat down agai n.

"Let ne think about it," he said. "Gve ne alittle time. | can dig up sonething. W have to
dig up sonething. And there's a lot to do. There's the matter of your will..."

"My will? 1'd forgot about the will. Never thought of it."
"It's in probate. But | can get a stay of some sort."

"I willed everything to ny brother, who's with the Exploratory Service. | could get in touch
with him although it might be quite a chore. He's usually out with the fleet. But the point is
that there'll be no trouble there. As soon as he knows what happened..."

"Not with him" said Preston, "but the court's a different, matter. It can be done, of course,
but it my take tine. Until it's cleared, you'll have no claimto your estate. You own nothing
except the clothes you stand in and what is in your pockets."

"The university offered nme a post on Gothic IV. Dean of a research unit. But at the nonent,
I''mnot about to take it."
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"How are you fixed for cash?"

"I"'mall right. For the present. Qop took nme in and | have sone nmoney. If | had to, | could
pi ck up sonme sort of job. Harlow Sharp would help me out if | needed sonething. Go on one of his
field trips, if nothing else. | think | nmight like that."

"But don't you have to have some sort of Tine degree?"

"Not if you go as a working nmenber of the expedition. To hold a supervisory post of some sort,
it would take one, | suppose.”

"Before | start noving,
happened. "

Preston said, "I'll have to know the details. Everything that

"Il wite out a statenent for you. Have it notarized. Anything you want."

"Seens to ne," said Preston, "we might file action against Transportation. They put you in
this ness."

Maxwel | hedged. "Not right now," he said. "W can think of it later on."

"You get that statement put together," Preston told him "And in the neantinme, 1'll do sone
t hi nki ng and | ook up sone | aw. Then we can make a start. Have you seen the papers or |ooked at
tel evi si on?"

Maxwel | shook his head. "I haven't had the tine."

"They're going wild," said Preston. "It's a wonder they haven't cornered you. They nust be
| ooking for you. Al they have as yet is conjecture. You were seen last night at the Pig and
Whistle. Alot of people apparently spotted you there |ast night, or thought they did. The line
right nowis that you' ve cone back fromthe dead. If | were you, I'd keep out of their way. If
they should catch up with you, tell them absolutely nothing."

"I have no intention to," said Maxwel|l.
They sat in the quiet office, looking silently at one another."”

"What a mess!" said Preston, finally. "Wiat a lovely nmess! | believe, Pete, | mght just enjoy
this."

"By the way," said Maxwell, "Nancy Clayton invited ne to a party tonight. |'ve been wondering
if there might be some connection-although there needn't be. Nancy used to invite ne on occasion."

Preston grinned. "Wy, you're a celebrity. You'd be quite a catch for Nancy."

"I"'mnot too sure of that,"” said Maxwell. "She nust have heard I had shown up. She'd be
curious, of course.”

"Yes," said Preston dryly, "she would be curious."

13

Maxwel | expected that he might find newsmen lying in wait for himat Oop's shack, but there
was no one there. Apparently the word hadn't spread that he was staying there.

The shack stood in the drowsiness of late afternoon, with the autumm sunlight pouring like
mol ten gol d over the weatherbeaten | unber scraps of which it had been built. A few bees buzzed
lazily in a bed of asters that grew outside the door, and down the stretch of hillside above the
roadway a few yellow butterflies drifted in the hazy afternoon

Maxwel | opened the door and stuck in his head. There was no one there. Qop was off prow ing
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sonewhere and there was no sign of Ghost. A banked fire glowed redly in the fireplace. Maxwel |
shut the door and sat down on the bench that stood before the shack

Far to the west one of the canpus four |akes shone as a thin blue |ens. The countrysi de was
pai nted brown and yell ow by dead sedges and dying grasses. Here and there little islands of color
flared in scattered groups of trees.

Warm and soft, thought Maxwell. A land that one could dreamin. Unlike those violent, gloony
| andscapes that Lanbert had painted so nmany years ago.

He sat wondering why those | andscapes should stick so tightly, like a bur against his mnd
Wondering, too, how the artist could have known how the ghostly inhabitants of the crystal planet
flickered. It could not be nerely happenstance; it was not the sort of thing a man might readily
i magi ne. Reason said that Lanbert must have known about those ghostly people, reason just as
plainly said it was inpossible.

And what about all those other creatures, all those other grotesque nonstrosities Lanbert had
spread with an insane, vicious brush across the canvasses? VWere did they fit in? Were might they
have cone fron? O were they sinply mad fignents of inmagination, torn raw and bl eeding froma
strangely tortured m nd? Were the people of the crystal planet the only authentic creatures
Lanbert had depicted? It did not seemtoo |ikely. Sonewhere or other, sonehow or other, Lanbert
must have seen these other creatures, too. And was the | andscape pure inagination, brushed in to
mai ntain the nood established by the creatures, or might it have been the | andscape of the crysta
pl anet at sonme other time, before it had been fixed forever in the floor and roof that shut it in
agai nst the universe? But that, he told hinself, was inpossible, for the planet had been encl osed

before the present universe was born. Ten billion years at |east, perhaps as nuch as fifty
billion.
Maxwel | stirred uneasily. It nmade no sense at all. None of it nmade any sort of sense. He had

troubl e enough, he told hinself, wthout worrying about Lanbert's paintings. He had |ost his job,
his estate was | ocked in probate, be didn't have a | egal standing as a hunan bei ng.

But none of that mattered too nuch, not right now, anyhow First came the matter of the hoard
of know edge on the crystal planet. It was a knowl edge the university nust have-a body of
knowl edge that nost certainly was greater than the total of all know edge in the known gal axy.
Sone of it would duplicate what was al ready known, of course, but there would be, he was certain
ot her huge areas of understandi ng which were yet unthought of. The little that he had had the tine
to see bol stered that belief.

Once again, it seened, he was hunkered down before the table, alnost like a coffee table, on
which he'd piled the nmetal sheets he had taken fromthe shelves, and with the contraption that was
a reader, an interpreter, call it what one nmight, fastened to his head.

There had been the sheet of netal that tal ked about the m nd, not in nmetaphysical or
phil osophic ternms, but as a nechanism enploying terns and concepts that he could not grasp. He
had struggled with the terninol ogy, he remenbered, for he knew that here was a treatise on an area
of understandi ng no one yet had touched, but after a time had put it to one side, for it was
beyond him And there was that other piece of netal, that other book, which appeared to be a basic
text on the application of certain mathematical principles to the social sciences, although sone
of the social sciences that were nentioned he could only guess at, groping after the concepts as a
blind man m ght grope after flitting butterflies. There had been histories, he recalled, not of
one universe, but two, and natural history which had told of life fornms so fantastic in their
basic principles and their functions that they seemed unbelievable, and a very thin sheet of
metal, so thin it bent and twi sted, |ike a sheet of paper, when he handled it, that had been so
far beyond his understanding that he could not quite be sure what it was about. And a thicker
pi ece of netal, a much thicker piece, wherein he read the thoughts and phil osophi es of creatures
and of cultures |long since gone to dust that had sent himreeling back, frightened, disgusted,
outraged and di smayed, but still full of a fearful wonder, at the utter inhumanity expressed m
t hose phil osophi es.

Al'l that and nore, rmuch nore, a trillion tinmes nore, was waiting out there on the crysta
pl anet.
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It was inportant, he rem nded hinself, that he carry out the assignment that he had been
given. It was vital that the library of the crystal planet be attai ned and, probably, although no
time limt had been placed, that it be done quickly. For if he failed there was, he felt sure, a
good possibility that the planet would go el sewhere to seek another market, to offer what it had,
out into another sector of the gal axy, perhaps out of the galaxy entirely.

The Artifact, he told hinself, could be the price, although he could not be sure of that. The
fact that an offer had been nade for it, and that Churchill sonehow was involved in it, nade that
seem reasonabl e. But at the nmoment he could not be sure. The Artifact m ght be wanted by someone
for sone other purpose, perhaps by sonmeone who might finally have figured out exactly what it was.
He tried to imagi ne exactly what they m ght have found, but he had no facts to go on, and he
failed.

A flight of blackbirds cane swirling down out of the sky, skinmng just above the roof of the
shack, sailing over the roadway. Maxwel|l watched them settle into the dying vegetation of a
stretch of marsh, bal ancing their bodies delicately on the bending stens of rank-grow ng weeds,
conme there to feed for an hour or so before flying off to roost in sone secluded woodl and t hey had
pi cked as a bivouac on their migration southward.

Maxwel | got up and stretched. The peace and the quiet of the tawny afternoon had soaked into
his body. He'd like a nap, he thought. After a tine Cop would cone back hone and wake hi m and
they'd have sonething to eat and talk for a while before he went off to Nancy's.

He opened the door and went into the shack, crossing the floor to sit upon the bed. Maybe, he
t hought, he ought to see if he still had a clean shirt and an extra pair of socks to don before
the party. He reached out and haul ed his bag off the floor and dunped it on the bed.

Opening the catches, he threw back the Iid and took out a pair of trousers to get at the
shirts that were packed beneath them The shirts were there and so was sonething el se, a
contraption with a headband and two eyepi eces fol ded up against it.

He stared at it in wonder, recognizing it. It was the translator which he had used on the
crystal planet to read the netal tablets. He lifted it out and let it dangle in his hand. Here was
the band to clanp around the head, with the power pack in the back, and the two eyepi eces one
flipped down into position once the device was fastened on the head.

He nust have packed it by m stake, he thought, although be could not, for the Iife of him
renenber packing it. But there it was and perhaps no harmwas done. It mght even be used at sone
future time to help substantiate his claimhe had been on the planet. Al though, he realized, it
was not good evidence. It was just a gadget that had an ordinary | ook about it, although it night
not, he rem nded hinself, seemso ordinary if someone poked around in the nechanismof it.

A l'ight tapping came from sonewhere and Maxwel I, surprised by so small a noise, stiffened and
held hinself rigid, listening. Perhaps a w ndbl own branch, he thought, tapping on the roof,
although it had a slightly different sound than a branch agai nst the roof.

The tapping stopped and then began again, this tinme not a steady rapping, but rather like a
code. Three quick taps and then a pause, followed by two rapid taps and then another pause, with
the pattern of the tapping repeated once again.

It was soneone at the door

Maxwel | got up fromthe bed and stood undecided. It nmight be newsmen who had finally tracked
hi m down, or thought they'd tracked hi mdown, and if that should be the case, it mght be best to
| eave the door unanswered. But the tapping at the door, it seened to him was not boisterous
enough, not demandi ng enough, for a newsnan, or several newsmen, who had finally run himto his
lair. The taps were soft, alnost tentative, the kind of tapping that m ght be done by soneone who
did not want to advertise their presence, or who, for one reason or another, was not quite sure of
purpose. And if it were newsnen, Maxwell realized, it would do no good not to let themin, for in
alittle while they'd try the door and find it open and then cone bursting in.

The tappi ng, which had stopped for a nonent, took up again. Maxwell trudged to the door and
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threw it open. Qutside stood the Shrinp, a ghostly, gleaming white in the wash of sunlight.
Beneath one of his |inbs, which now served as an armrather than a | eg, he clutched a paper-
wr apped bundl e tight against his body.

"For the love of God, cone in," said Maxwell sharply, "before sonmeone sees you here."

The Shrinmp cane in and Maxwel |l cl osed the door, wondering what it was that had caused himto
urge it in.

"You need no apprehension,” said the Shrinp, "about news harvesters. | was careful and
noti ced. No one followed ne. I'msuch a foolish-1o00king creature no one ever follows ne. No one
ever accords to nme any purpose what soever."

"That is a fortunate thing to have," said Maxwell. "I think that it is called protective
coloration."

"I appear again," said Shrinp, "on behalf of Mss Nancy d ayton. She knows you carried little
on your trip, have had no chance to shop or have | aundry done. No wi sh to enbarrass-charging ne to
say this with goodly enphasis-but wish to send you clothes to wear."

He took the bundl e fromunderneath his arm and handed it to Maxwell.

"That is nice of Nancy."

"She is thoughtful person. She conmi ssioned nme to say further."

"Go ahead," said Maxwell.

"There will be wheel ed vehicle to take you to the house."

"There is no need of that,"” said Maxwell. "The roadway runs right past her place.”

"Once again apology," said the Shrinp, with firmess, "but she thinks it best. There is much
hithering and thithering, by many types of creatures, to | earn your whereabouts."

"Can you tell ne," asked Maxwel |, "how M ss O ayton knows ny whereabouts?"

Said the Shrinp, "I truly do not know. "

"Al right, then. You'll thank Mss Clayton for nme?"

"Wth gl adness," said the Shrinp.

14

"I'"ll take you around to the back," the driver said. "There is a swarm of newsnen hangi ng
around out front. They'll be gone later on, but nowthey're there in droves. Mss Cayton
suggested you might not want to neet them"

"Thank you," Maxwell said. "It is thoughtful of you." Nancy, he told hinself, had taken over,
as was her usual practice, viewing it as her prerogative to order people's lives.

Her house stood on the |l ow bluff that hemmed in the western edge of the lake. Of to the left
the water gleaned softly in the early noonlight. The front of the house was ablaze with |ight, but
t he back was dark

The car turned off the highway and clinbed slowy along a narrow driveway |ined by massive
oaks. A startled bird flew, squawking, across the roadway, a flurry of desperately beating w ngs
caught for a nonent in the headlights. A pair of dogs cane ragi ng down the hollow tunnel of the
drive, split and swung on either side of the car
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The driver chuckled. "If you were wal king, they'd eat you alive."
"But why?" asked Maxwell. "Wy, all at once, nust Nancy be guarded by a dog pack?"
"Not Mss Clayton," the driver said. "It is sonmeone else."

The question cane to Maxwell's tongue, but he choked it back

The driver swung the car into a curved driveway that ran beneath an open portico, and pulled
up to a halt.

"I'n the back door,"” the driver said. "You don't need to knock. Then strai ght down the hal
past the curved staircase. The party's up in front."

Maxwel | started to open the car door, then hesitated.

"You need not mind the dogs," the driver told him "They recogni ze the car. Anyone who steps
out of it is OKwith them"

There was, in fact, no sign of the dogs, and Maxwel |l went swiftly up the three steps of the
stoop, opened the back door, and stepped into the hall

The hall was dark, Alittle light filtered down the wi nding staircase-soneone apparently had
left on a light on the second story. But that was all; there were no other lights. From sonewhere
in the front of the house cane the nuffled sound of revelry.

He stood for a nmoment without noving and as his eyes becane accustomed to the darkness, he
could see that the hall ran for sone distance toward the center of the house, past the foot of the
wi ndi ng stairs and beyond. There was a door back there, or perhaps an abrupt turn in the hall,
that woul d take him party-ward

It was strange, he told hinself. If Nancy had instructed the driver to bring himto the back
she woul d have had soneone there to greet him or at |east she would have seen that there was a
light so he could find his way.

Strange, and very awkward, to arrive this way, to grope his way along the hall in search of
the others who were there. For a nonent he considered turning about and | eaving, naking his way
back to Oop's place. Then he renenbered the dogs. They woul d be out there and waiting and they
| ooked |i ke vicious brutes.

Thi s whol e business, he told hinself, was not at all |ike Nancy. Nancy wouldn't do a thing
like this. There was sonething very wong and he did not like it.

He nmoved cautiously down the hall, alert for chair or table that mght be there to trip him
up. He could see a little better now, but the hall was still a tunnel wi thout any details.

He passed the stairs, skirting around their base, and now, with the light fromthe stairway
partially cut off, the hall becane darker than it was before.

A voi ce asked, "Professor Maxwell? Is that you, Professor?"

Maxwel | stopped in md-stride, balancing on one leg, then carefully put his lifted foot down
agai nst the floor and stood, not stirring, while goose bunps prickled on his skin.

"Professor Maxwel|l," said the voice, "I know that you are out there."
It was not a voice, actually, or it didn't seemto be. There had been no sound, Maxwell could
have sworn, yet he had heard the words, not so much, perhaps, in his ear, as sonewhere in his

br ai n.

He felt the terror mounting in himand he tried to fight it off, but it didn't go away. It
stayed, crouched somewhere out there in the dark, ready to rush in.

He tried to speak and gul ped i nstead. The voice said, "I've waited here for you, Professor. |

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (48 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20T he%20Goblin%%20Reservati on.txt
want to conmunicate with you. It is to your interest as nuch as it is to nmine."
"Where are you?" Maxwel |l asked
"Through the door just to your left."
"l do not see a door."

Good common sense hammered hard at Maxwel|. Break and run, it said. Get out of here as fast as
you can go.

But he couldn't break and run. He couldn't bring hinmself to do it. And if he ran, which way
shoul d he run? Not back to the door, for the dogs were waiting out there. Not clattering down the
darkened hall, nore than likely to bunp into sonething and raise a terrible clatter, to alert the
guests up there in front and to be found, when they investigated, disheveled and bruised and
sweating with his fear. For if he ran, he knew, fear woul d pounce upon himand he'd give way to
it.

It was bad enough sneaking in fromthe back door on a party without being found in a condition
such as that.

If it had been just a voice, any kind of voice, it would not have been so frightening, but it
was a strange kind of voice-there was no intonation to it and there was about it a certain raw,
mechani cal, al nost rasping quality. It was not a. hunan voice, Maxwell told hinmself. There was an
alien in that room

"There is a door," the flat, hard voice said. "Step slightly to your left and push agai nst
it."

The whol e thing was beconing ridicul ous, Maxwell told hinself. Either he went through the door
or he broke and ran. He might try to sinply wal k away, but he knew that the ninute he turned his
back upon that hidden door, he would run-not because he wanted to, but because he had to, running
fromthe fear he had turned his back upon

He stepped to the left, found the door, and pushed. The roomwas dark, but froma |anp
sonewhere in the yard outside, sone light filtered through the wi ndows, falling on a roly-poly
creature that stood in the center of the room its pudgy belly gleanming with a withing
phosphorescence, as if a group of |um nescent sea-dwellers had been inprisoned in a bow .

"Yes," the creature said, "you are quite right. I amone of those beings that you call a
Wheel er. For ny visit here | have given nmyself a designation that falls easy on your mind. You may
call be M. Mrnaduke. For convenience only, | suspect you understand, for it's not ny nane. In

fact, none of us have nanes. They are unnecessary. Qur personal identity is achieved in another
way. "

"I am pl eased to neet you, M. Marmaduke," said Maxwel |, speaking slowy, the only way he
could, since his lips had beconme, like the rest of him slightly stiff and frozen.

"And | you, Professor."

"How did you know who | was?" asked Maxwell. "You seened to have no doubt at all. You knew, of
course, |'d be coming down the hall."
"OfF course,"” the Wheel er said.

Now Maxwel | coul d see the creature a bit nore clearly, the bloated body supported on two
wheel s, the lower part of the body gleaming and twisting |ike a pail of worns.

"You are Nancy's guest?" he asked.

"Yes," said M. Marnaduke, "certainly | am The guest of honor, | believe, at this gathering
she has."

"Then, perhaps, you should be out with the other guests.”
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"I pleaded tiredness," said M. Mrnaduke. "A slight prevarication, | nust admt, since | am
never tired. So | went to rest a while-"

"And to wait for me?"
"Precisely," said M. Marmaduke.

Nancy, Maxwel |l thought. No, Nancy, he was sure, wasn't in on it. She had a frothy brain and
all she cared about were her everlasting parties and she'd be incapable of any kind of intrigue.

"There is a subject we can tal k about,"” said M. Marmaduke, "with some profit, | presune, to
the both of us. You are looking for a buyer, | believe, for a large commodity. | night have sone
passing interest in that comodity."

Maxwel | noved back a step and tried to find an answer. But there was no ready answer. Although
he shoul d have known, he told hinself, or at |east have suspected.

"You say nothing," said M. Marmaduke. "I cannot be m staken. You are, without fail, the agent
for the sale?"

"Yes," said Maxwell. "Yes, | amthe agent."

There was no use denying it, he knew. Sonehow or other, this creature in the room knew about
the other planet and the hoard of know edge. And he might know the price as well. Could it have
been the Wheel er, he wondered, who had nade the offer for the Artifact?

"Well, then," said M. Marnmaduke, "let us proceed i medi ately to business and a di scussi on of
the ternms. Not forgetting, in the course of it, to nmention the commission that will be conming to
you. "

"I amafraid,” said Maxwell, "that is inpossible at the nonment. | do not know the terns. You
see, | was first to find a potential buyer and then-"
"No trouble whatsoever," said M. Mrnmaduke, "for | have the know edge that you lack. | am

acquainted with the terns."
"And you will pay the price?"

"Ch, without any question," said the Wweeler. "It will take just a little tine. There are
certain negotiations which nmust be term nated. Once those are done, you and | can conplete all
busi ness and the matter will be done, without any fuss or trouble. The only thing, it would appear
to ne, is a determ nation of the comm ssion which you will have earned so richly."

"I would inagine," said Maxwell bleakly, "that it nmight be a good conm ssion."

"We had in nmnd," said M. Marmaduke, "of nam ng you-shall we say librarian?-of the comodity
we purchase. There will be nuch to do working out the various commodities and codifying them For
work of this sort we will need a creature such as you, and | inmagine that you might find the work
highly interesting. And the sal ary-Professor Maxwell, we pray you nane the salary and the
condi tions of enploynent."

"l would have to think about it.

"By all neans," said M. Marmaduke. "In a procedure such as this, a little thought is good.
You will find us nost disposed to generosity."

"That's not what | neant," said Maxwell. "I'll have to think about the deal. Wiether |'d be
willing to arrange a sale for you."

"You doubt, perhaps, our worthiness to purchase the comodity?"

"That might be it," said Maxwell.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (50 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

"Professor Maxwell," said the Weeler, "it would be advisable for you to | ay aside your
doubts. It is for the best that you entertain no doubt of us at all. For we are nost determ ned
that we shall obtain what you have to offer. So, in the best of grace, you should deal with us."

"Whet her | want to or not?" asked NMaxwel | .

"I," said M. Marmaduke, "would have not put it quite so bluntly. But you state it nost
correctly.”

"You are not in the best position,” Maxwell told him "to speak in that tone of voice."

"You are not aware of the position that we hold," the Weeler said. "Your know edge goes out
to only a certain point in space. You cannot know what |ies beyond that point."

There was sonething in the words, sonmething in the way that they were said, that sent a chill
t hrough Maxwel |, as if from some unknown quarter of the universe a sharp, frigid blast of w nd had
bl own through the room

Your know edge goes only to a certain point in space, M. Mirmaduke had said, and what |ay
beyond that point? No one could know, of course, except that in certain areas beyond t he shadowy
frontier of man's probing it was known the Weel ers had staked out an enpire. And seeping across
that frontier came horror stories, such tales as any frontier mght inspire, stemng fromman's
wonder concerning that unknown which lay just a little way ahead.

There had been little contact with the \Weel ers and there was al nost not hing known of them and
that in itself was bad. There was no thrusting out of hands, no gestures of goodwill, either from
the Weelers or fromthe humans and their friends and allies. The frontier lay there, in that one
great sector out in space, a silent, sullen line that neither side had crossed.

"I would be better able to cone to sone decision,"” Maxwell said, "if my know edge did extend,
if we could know nore about you."

"You know that we are bugs," said M. Marmaduke, and the words fairly dripped with scorn. "You
are intolerant-"

"Not intolerant," said Maxwell angrily, "and we do not think of you as bugs. W know you are
what we woul d call hive mechani sns. W know each of you is a colony of creatures simlar to the
life forms that here on Earth we think of as insects, and that sets us apart from you, of course,
but no nore distant fromus than many other creatures frommany other stars. | do not like the
word "intolerant,' M. Marnaduke, because it inplies that there is ground for tol erance and there
is no such thing-not for you, nor nme, nor any other creature in the universe."

He found that he was shaking with his anger and he wondered why he shoul d suddenly become so
angry at a single word. He could remain calmat the thought of the Weel er buying the know edge of
the crystal planet, then flare with sudden anger at one specific word. Perhaps because, he told
himsel f, with so many different races who nust |ive together, both tolerance and intol erance had
beconme dirty words.

"You argue well and ami ably," said M. Marmaduke, "and you may not be intol erant-"

"Even were there such a thing as intolerance,” said Maxwell, "I cannot understand why you'd
resent it so. It would be a reflection upon the one who had exhibited it rather than upon the one
toward whomit was directed. Not only a reflection upon good nmanners, but upon one's basic
know edge. There can be nothing quite so stupid as intol erance."

"Then if not intolerance,"” asked the \Weel er, "what makes you hesitate?"

"I woul d have to know how you meant to use the commodity. | would want to know your purpose.
woul d need to know a great deal nore about you."

"So that you coul d judge?"

"I don't know," said Maxwell|l bitterly. "How can one judge a situation such as this?"
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"We talk too nmuch," said M. Mrmaduke. "And the talk is meaningless. | perceive you have no
intention to nake a deal with us."

"At the nmonent," Maxwell told him "I would say that you were right."

"Then," said M. Marmaduke, "we nust find another way. You will cause us, by your refusal, a
great deal of tinme and trouble and we'll be nost ungrateful to you."

"I have a feeling," Maxwell said, "that | can bear up under your ingratitude."

"There is a certain advantage, sir," warned M. Mrnmaduke, "in being on the w nning side."

Sonet hing big and noving swiftly brushed past Maxwell and out of the corner of his eye he
caught the sudden flash of gleaming teeth and the streak of tawny body.

"No, Sylvester!" Maxwell|l shouted. "Leave him al one, Sylvester!"

M. Marmaduke noved swiftly. Hs wheels blurred as he spun and swept in a quick half-circle,
skirting Sylvester's rushing charge and headi ng for the door. Sylvester's claws screeched as he
turned, swapping end for end. Maxwell, seeing the \Weel er bearing down upon him ducked out of the
way, but a wheel grazed his shoul der and brushed himroughly to one side. Wth a swi sh, M.

Mar nraduke went streaking out the door. Behind himcane Sylvester, long and lithe, a tawny shape
that seenmed to flow snoothly through the air.

"No Sylvester!" Maxwell screaned, flinging hinself through the door and making a quick turn in
the hall, his legs punping rapidly as he skidded on the turn

Ahead of himthe Weeler was rolling smothly down the hall, with Syl vester close behind him
Maxwel | wasted no nore breath in yelling at the cat, but drove his body forward in pursuit.

At the far end of the hall, M. Marmduke swng snmoothly to the left and Syl vester, alnpst on
top of him Ilost precious seconds as he fought, and failed, to make as snooth a turn. \Warned of
the turning in the hall, Maxwell took it in his stride and ahead of himhe saw a |ighted corridor

that led to a short narble staircase and beyond the staircase a crowd of people standi ng about in
little knots, with glasses in their hands.

M. Marnmaduke was heading for the staircase, going very fast. Sylvester was one | eap ahead of
Maxwel |, perhaps three | eaps behind the \Weel er.

Maxwel | tried to yell a warning, but he didn't have the breath and, in any case, events were
nmovi ng much too fast.

The Wheeler hit the top step of the staircase and Maxwel |l |aunched his body through the air
arns outstretched. He cane down on top of the saber-tooth and wapped his arns around its neck
The two of themsprawled to the floor and out of the corner of his eye, as he and Syl vester
cartwheel ed down the corridor, Maxwell saw the Weel er bouncing high on the second step and
beginning to tip over.

And then, suddenly, there was the screaning of frightened wonmen and the yells of startled nmen
and the crash of breaking glasses. For once, thought Maxwell grimy, Nancy was getting a bigger
boot out of her party than she had bargai ned for

He piled up against a wall, at the far edge of the staircase, and sonehow or other, Sylvester
was perched on top of himand reaching down to lap fondly at his face.

"Sylvester," he said, "this was the tinme you did it. You got us in a ness."
Syl vester went on |apping and a rasping purr runbled in his chest.
Maxwel | pushed the cat away and rmanaged to slide up the wall to a sitting position

Qut on the floor of the roombeyond the staircase, M. Marnmaduke |ay upon his side, both
wheel s spinning crazily, the friction of the wheel that was bottom nost making himrotate
| opsi dedl y.
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Carol came running up the steps and stopped, with fists firmy on her hips, to stare down at
Maxwel | and the cat.
"The two of you!" she cried, then choked with anger
"W're sorry," Maxwel | said.

"The guest of honor," she screaned at them al nost weeping. "The guest of honor and you two
hunting himdown the halls as if he were a npbose."

"Apparently we didn't hurt himnuch,"” said Maxwell. "I see he is intact. | wouldn't have been
surprised if his belly broke and all those bugs of his were scattered on the floor

"What will Nancy think?" Carol asked accusingly.

"I imagine," Maxwell told her, "that she'll be delighted. There hasn't been this nuch ruckus
at one of her parties since the tine the fire-breathing anphi bian out of the Nettle systemset the
Christmas tree on fire."

"You make those things up," said Carol, "I don't believe it happened."
"Cross ny heart,"” said Maxwell. "I was here and saw it. Hel ped put out the fire."

Qut on the floor some of the guests had laid hold of M. Marnaduke and were pulling himover
to stand upright on his wheels. Little serving robotics were scurrying about, picking up the
broken gl ass and nopping up the floor where the drinks had spill ed.

Maxwel | got to his feet and Syl vester noved over close beside him rubbing against his |egs
and purring.

Nancy had arrived from sonewhere and was talking with M. Mrnaduke. A large circle of guests
stood around and listened to the talk.

"I'f I were you," suggested Carol, "I'd skin out of here the best way that | could. | can't
i magi ne that you'll be wel cone here."
"On the contrary,” Maxwell told her, "I'm always wel comre here."

He started wal ki ng down the staircase, with Sylvester pacing regally beside him Nancy turned
and saw him broke through the circle and came across the floor to neet him

"Pete!" she cried. "Then it's really true. You are back again."
"Why, of course,” said Maxwel|l.

"I saw it in the papers, but | didn't quite believe it. | thought it was a hoax or a gag of
sonme sort."

"But you invited ne," said Maxwell.

"Invited you?”"

She wasn't kidding him He could see she wasn't ki ddi ng.
"You nmean you didn't send the Shrinp..." "The Shrinp?"
"Well, a thing that |ooked |ike an overgrown shrinp."

She shook her head and, watching her face, Maxwell saw, with sonething of a shock, that she
was growi ng old. There were nmany tiny winkles around the corners of her eyes that cosnetics
failed to hide.

"Athing that |ooked Iike a shrinp," he said. "Said it was running errands for you. It said I
was invited to the party. It said a car would be sent to fetch nme. It even brought ne cl ot hes,
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because it said-"

"Pete," said Nancy, "please believe ne. | did none of this. | did not invite you, but I'mglad
you're here."

She noved closer and |ay a hand upon his arm Her face crinkled in a giggle. "And 1'1l be
interested in hearing about what happened between you and M. Marnaduke."

"That |'m sorry about,"” said Maxwell.

"No need to be. He's ny guest, of course, and one nust be considerate of guests, but he's a
really terrible person. Pete, he's basically a bore and a snob and-"

"Not now," Maxwel | warned her softly.

M. Marmaduke had di sengaged hinself fromthe circle of guests and was wheeling across the
floor toward them Nancy turned to face him

"You're all right?" she asked. "You really are all right?"
"Very right," said M. Marnmaduke.

He wheel ed close to Maxwell and an armextruded fromthe top of his roly-poly body-a ropelike,
flexible armnore like a tentacle than arm with three clawlike fingers on the end of it. He
reached out with it and draped it around Maxwel|'s shoul ders. At the pressure of it, Muxwell had

the instinct to shrink away, but with an exercise of conscious will, forced hinself not to stir
"I thank you, sir," said M. Mrnaduke. "I amnbst grateful to you. You saved ny |ife perhaps.
Just as | fell | saw you | eap upon the beast. It was nobst heroic."

Pressed tight against Maxwell's side, Sylvester lifted his head, dropped his |ower jaw,
exhibiting his fangs in a silent snarl

"He would not have hurt you, sir," said Carol. "He's as gentle as a kitten. If you had not
run, he'd not have chased you. He had the fool idea that you were playing with him Sylvester
likes to play."

Syl vester yawned, with a fine display of teeth.
"This play," said M. Marnmaduke, "I do not care about."

"When | saw you fall," said Maxwell, "I was fearful for you. | thought for a nonent you woul d
burst w de open.™

"Ch, no need of fear," said M. Marmaduke. "I amextrenely resilient. The body is made of
excellent material. It is strong and has a bouncing quality."

He renoved his armfrom Maxwel|'s shoulder and it ran like an oily rope, withing in the air
to plop back into his body. There was no nmark on the body surface, Maxwell noticed, to indicate
where it mght have di sappeared.

"You'll excuse ne, please," said M. Mrnmaduke. "There's soneone | mnmust see." He wheel ed about
and rolled rapidly away.

Nancy shuddered. "He gives nme the creeps,” she said. "Although | nust adnmit he is a great
attraction. It isn't every hostess who can snag a Weeler. | don't mnd telling you, Pete, that |
pulled a lot of wires to get himfor a house guest and now | wish | hadn't. There's a sliny fee
about him™

"Do you know why he'd be here-here on Earth, | nean?"

"No, | don't. | get the inpression that he's a sinple tourist. Although | don't inagine such a
creature could be a sinple tourist."
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"I think you're right,"” said Maxwell
"Pete," she said, "tell ne about yourself. The papers say-"
He grinned. "I know. That | cane back fromthe dead."

"But you didn't, really. | know that's not possible. Wwo was that we buried? Everyone, you
must understand, sinply everyone, was at the funeral and we all thought it was you. But it
couldn't have been you. Watever could have-"

"Nancy," said Maxwell, "I came back only yesterday. | found that | was dead and that ny
apartment had been rented and that | had |lost ny job and-"

"I't seens inpossible," said Nancy. "Such things just don't happen. | don't see how this
happened. "

"I"'mnot entirely clear about it all nyself,” Maxwell told her. "Later, | suppose, I'Il find
out nore about it."

"Anyway, " said Nancy, "you are here and everything's all right and if you don't want to talk
about it, I'Il circulate the word that you would rather not."

"That's kind of you," said Maxwell, "but it wouldn't work."

"You don't need to worry about newspapernen,"” said Nancy. "There are no newspaper people here.
| used to let them conme. A handpicked few, ones | thought that | could trust. But you can't trust
any of them | found that out the hard way. So you won't be bothered with them"

"I understand you have a painting..."

"You know about the painting, then. Let's go and look at it. It's the proudest thing | have.
Imagine it, a Lanbert! And one that had dropped entirely out of sight. I'Il tell you later how it
happened to be found, but | won't tell you what it cost me. | won't tell anyone. |'m ashanmed of
what it cost nme."

"Much or little?"

"Much," said Nancy, "and you have to be so careful. It's so easy to be swindled. | wouldn't
even talk of buying it until | had it exam ned by an expert. In fact, two experts. One to check
agai nst the other, although | suppose that was unnecessary."

"But there's no doubt it is a Lanbert?"

"No doubt at all. |I was alnpbst sure, nyself. No one else ever painted quite |ike Lanbert. But
he coul d be copied, of course, and | had to be sure."

"What do you know about Lanbert?" Maxwell asked. "Something nore than the rest of us?
Sonething that's not found its way into books?"

"No. Really not a great deal. Not about the man hinmsel f. Wiy do you ask?"
"Because you are so excited."

"Well, really! Just finding an unknown Lanbert is enough, of course. | have two ot her
pai ntings of his, but this one is sonmething special because it had been lost. Well, actually I
don't know if lost is the word or not. Never known, perhaps, would be better. No record of his
ever painting it. No record that survived, at least. And it is one of his so-called grotesques.
You woul d hardly think one of themcould be |ost or mislaid or whatever happened to it. One of his
earlier ones, that m ght be understandable."

They worked their way across the floor, skirting the little clustered groups of guests.

"Here it is," said Nancy.
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They had pushed their way through a crowd that had been grouped in front of the wall on which
the painting hung. Maxwell tilted his head to stare up at it.

It was sonehow different than the color plates he had seen in the library that norning. This
was because, he told hinself, of the larger size of the painting, the brilliance and the clarity
of color, sone of which had been lost in the color plates. But this, he realized, was not all of
it. The | andscape was different and the creatures init. A nore Earth-like | andscape-the sweet of
gray hills and the brown of the shrubby vegetation that |lay upon the |land, the squatty fernlike
trees. A troop of creatures that could be gnones wended their way across a distant hill; a
goblinlike creature sitting at the base of a tree | eaned back agai nst the bole, apparently asleep
with some sort of hat pulled down across his eyes. And others-fearsome, leering creatures, with
obscene bodi es and faces that nmade the blood run cold.

On the crest of a distant, flat-topped hill, about the base of which clustered a | arge crowd
of many kinds of creatures, a small black blob stood outlined agai nst the grayness of the sky.

Maxwel | drew in his breath in a startled gasp, took a quick step closer, then halted and stood
stiff and straight, afraid to give hinself away.

It seened inpossible that no one el se could have noticed it, he told hinmself. Although
per haps, soneone had and had not thought it worth the nention, or had been unsure and thus
reluctant to say anything about it.

But for Maxwell there could be no doubt. He was sure of what he saw. That snall black bl ob on
the distant hilltop was the Artifact!

15

Maxwel | found a secluded corner, a couple of chairs screened by a huge flowering plant of sone
sort, planted in a nmarble tub of generous proportions. There was no one there and he sat down.

Qut beyond the corner where he sat, the party was drawing to its close, beginning to dw ndle
down. Sone people had left and those who still were there seened to be |l ess noisy. And if one nore
person asked hi mwhat had happened to him Mxwell told hinself, he'd belt themin the jaw

I"I'l explain, he had told Carol when she had asked the night before-I1'll explain over and over
again. And that was what he'd done, not entirely truthfully, and no one had believed him They'd
| ooked at himw th glassy eyes and they had figured that either he was drunk or was maki ng fools
of them

And he, he realized, had really been the one who had been nmade a fool. He had been invited to
the party, but not by Nancy d ayton. Nancy had not sent himclothes to wear and had not sent the
car that had let himout at the back door to wal k down the hall, past the door where the Wheeler
wai ted. And ten to one, the dogs had not been Nancy's either, although he had not thought to ask
her.

Soneone, he realized, had gone to a lot of trouble in a very awkward and invol ved manner to
make sure the Wheel er had a chance to talk with him It was all so nelodramatic, stinking so of
cl oak and dagger, that it was ridicul ous. Except that, sonmehow, he couldn't quite bring hinself to
think of it as ridicul ous.

He coddl ed his drink with both his hands and listened to the clatter of the dying party.

He peered out around the greenery of the plant roosting in the tub and he could not see the
Wheel er, al though the Wheel er had been around for a good part of the evening.

He passed the drink, absentm ndedly, fromone hand to the other, and he knew he didn't want
it, that he'd had a touch too nuch to drink-not so nuch, perhaps, too much to drink, as the wong
place to be drinking it, not with a warm tight group of friends in a friendly room but with too
many peopl e who were either strangers or only slightly known, and in a roomthat was too |arge and
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too inpersonal. He was tired, nore weary than he'd known. In just a little while, he'd get up on
his feet and say good night to Nancy, if she were around, and stunble back to Qop's shack, the
best way that he coul d.

And tonorrow? he asked hinself. Tonorrow there were things that he should do. But he'd not
think of themtonight; he'd wait until tonorrow

He lifted the drink over the rimof the marble tub and poured it on the soil.

"Cheers,"” he told the plant.

Carefully, bending slowmy so as not to | oose his bal ance, he set the glass upon the floor

"Sylvester," asked a voice, "do you see what we have here?"

He twi sted around and there, on the reverse side of the plant, stood Carol, Sylvester close
besi de her.

"Come on in," he invited them "It's a hideaway | found. If the two of you stay very quiet..."

"I'"ve been trying to get you by yourself all evening," Carol told him "but there never was a
chance. | want to know what was this routine of you and Syl vester hunting down the Weel er?"

She cane farther back into the corner and stood waiting for his answer.

"You were no nore surprised than | was,’
gasping. | had no idea-"

he said. "Sylvester's showing up fairly left ne

"I get invited around a lot," said Carol coldly. "Not for nyself, of course, since | suppose
you' re wondering, but because of Sylvester. He makes a good conversation piece."”

"Well, good for you," said Maxwell. "You're one up on ne. | was not invited."
"But you got here just the sane.”
"But don't ask ne how | would be somewhat pressed for an explanation."

"Sylvester has always been a decent cat,
sonetimes, but a gentlenan.”

she said accusingly. "Perhaps a little greedy

"Ch, | know," said Maxwell. "I'ma bad influence on al nost everyone."

She canme all the way around the plant and sat down in the other chair. "Are you going to tell
me what | asked?"

He shook his head. "I don't knowif | can. It was sonewhat confusing."

"I don't know," she said, "that |'ve net a nore exasperating nman. | don't think you're being
fair."

"By the way," he said, "you saw the painting, didn't you?"

"Why, of course | did. That was what the party was all about. The painting and that funny
Wheel er. "

"Did you notice anything unusual ?"
"Unusual ?"

"Yes, about the painting."

"I don't think I did."

"Up on the hill there was a tiny cube. Black, sitting on the hill. It |ooked |like the
Artifact."
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"I mssed it. | didn't look that closely at it."
"You saw t he gnomes, | presune.”
"Yes, | noticed them O, at |east, they | ooked |ike gnones."

"And t hose other creatures,” Maxwell said. "They | ooked different, sonehow. "
"Different from what?"
"Different fromthe other creatures Lanbert usually painted."”

"I didn't know," she said, "you were a Lambert expert."

"I"'mnot," he said. "I went to the library this norning, after | |earned about this party and
the painting Nancy had and hunted up a book that had plates of his paintings."

"But what if they were different?" Carol asked. "A painter surely has a right to paint
anyt hi ng he wants to."

"OfF course he has," said Maxwell. "There's no question of that. But this painting was of
Earth. O, at least, if that was the Artifact, and | think it was, then it was of Earth. But not
this Earth, not the Earth we know Perhaps the Jurassic Earth."

"And you don't think his other paintings were of Earth? They'd have to be of Earth. When
Lanbert lived, there was no other place to paint. There wasn't any space travel -not any real space
travel, just out to the Mon and Mars."

"There was the space travel of imagination,"” Maxwell told her. "Space travel and tine trave
of the mind. No painter ever has been circunscribed by the here and now And that's what everyone
had t hought, of course-that Lanbert painted in the real mof imagination. But after tonight I
wonder if he night not have been painting actual scenes and actual creatures-places where he'd
been. "

"You may be right," said Carol, "but how could he have gotten there? This business of the
Artifact is exciting, of course, but-"

"It's something that Cop is always tal king about,"” he expl ained. "He renenbers the goblins and
the trolls and all the rest of the Little Fol k from Neanderthal er days. But there were others
then, he said. Others that were worse. They were nore nalicious and mischi evous and the
Neandert hal people were scared to death of them"

"And you think some of these things in the painting may be the creatures OQop renenbers.”

"It was in nmy mnd," he admtted. "I wonder if Nancy would mind if | brought Cop here tonorrow
so he could see the painting."

"I don't inagine that she would," said Carol, "but, actually, it's not necessary. | took
pi ctures of the painting."

"But you..."

"I know, of course,"” she said, "that it's not the proper thing to do. But | asked Nancy and
she said she didn't mind. Wat else could she say? | didn't take the pictures to sell or anything
like that. | just took themto have themfor nmy own, for ny personal enjoynent. A sort of pay,
per haps, for bringing Sylvester with me so people could have a | ook at him Nancy knows what the
score is and there wasn't anything that she could do about the picturetaking. If you want QGop to
have a | ook at them.."

"You mean you woul d?" he asked.

"Way, of course | would. And don't blame nme, please, for taking the pictures. It's a way of
getting even."”
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"CGetting even? Wth Nancy?"

"Not with her, particularly, but with all these other people who invite nme to their parties.
Wth everyone who does. For they don't want ne, really. It's Sylvester they invite. As if he were
a trained bear or a clown of sone sort. And, of course, to get himto their parties, they nust
invite ne, too. But | know why they're inviting ne and they know that | know and they keep on
inviting me."

"I think I understand,” he said.
"I think," she said, "it's very patronizing of them"
"So do I," he said.

"If we're going to show Qop the pictures,"” she said, "perhaps we'd best get going. This party
is dying on its feet. You are positive you won't tell ne what happened with the Weeler."

"Later on," he said. "Not right now Mybe later on." They left their place behind the potted
pl ant and wal ked across the floor, heading for the door, threading their way through the thinning
clusters of guests.

"We shoul d hunt up Nancy," Carol suggested, "and say good-bye to her."

"Sonme other tine," said Maxwell. "W can wite her a note or phone her to say we couldn't find
her and thank her for the evening, say how nuch we enjoyed it, how her parties are the ones we try
to never miss, how nuch we |iked the painting and how clever it was of her to get hold of it and-"

"Cut out the clowning," Carol said. "You are forcing it too nuch. You're not very good at it."

"I know it," Maxwell said, "but |I always try."

They came to the door and started down the long flight of wi de, curving stone stairs which |ed
down to the roadway.

"Professor MaxwelI!" cried a voice

Maxwel | turned. Conming down the stairs was Churchill.
"Just a monent, Maxwell, if you please," he said.
"Yes, what is it, Churchill?"

"A wrd. Alone, if the lady doesn't mnd."

"Il wait for you at the road," Carol said to Maxwell. "Don't bother," Maxwell said. "I'IlI
settle himreal fast."

"No," said Carol, "I'Il wait. | don't want any trouble."

Maxwel | waited while Churchill came swiftly down the stairs. The man was slightly out of
breath and he reached out a hand to grab Maxwel|l by the arm

"I"ve been trying to get to you all evening long," he said, "but you were always with a
crowd. "

"What is it that you want?" Maxwel| asked hi m sharply.

"The Wheel er," Churchill said. "You nust pay no attention to him He doesn't know our ways. |
didn't know what he intended to do. In fact, |I told himnot to-"

"You nean you knew t he Weel er nmight be laying for ne?"

"I told himnot to," Churchill protested. "I told himto | eave you alone. |I'mvery sorry,
Prof essor Maxwell. Believe me, | did my very best."
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Maxwel | 's hand shot out and grabbed Churchill by the shirt front, twisting the fabric and
pulling the man close to him

"So you're the Weeler's nan!" he shouted. "You're fronting for him It was you who rmade the
offer for the Artifact and you nade it for the Weeler."

"What | did," declared Churchill angrily, "was my own business. | make ny living representing
peopl e.”

"The Wheeler isn't people,” Maxwell said. "God knows what a Weeler is. A hive full of
i nsects, for one thing. What else we do not know. "

"He has his rights," said Churchill. "He's entitled to do business."

"And you're entitled to help him" Maxwell said. "Entitled to take his wages. But be carefu
how you earn them And don't get in ny way."

He straightened his armand flung Churchill fromhim The nan staggered, |ost his bal ance,
fell and rolled down several steps before he could catch hinself. He lay there, spraw ed, not
trying to get up.

"By rights," said Maxwell, "I should have thrown you down the stairs and broken your filthy
neck. "

He gl anced up toward the house and saw that a small crowd of people had collected at the door
and were staring down at him Staring and nuttering anong thensel ves.

He turned on his heel and went stal king down the stairs.

At the bottom Carol was clinging desperately to a frantic cat.

"I thought he was going to get away and go up there and tear that man to pieces," she gasped.

She | ooked at Maxwel|l with disgust witten on her face.

"Can't you get along with anyone?" she asked.

16

Maxwel | got off the roadway at the point where it crossed the nouth of Hound Dog Hol | ow and
stood for a nonment, staring at the rocky cliffs and bold headl ands of the autum bluffs. A short
di stance up the hollow, he caught a glinpse, through the red and yellow of the tinted | eaves, of
the bare rock face of Cat Den Point and up there, high against the sky, standing just back of the
nost prom nent of the headl ands, he knew he'd find the castle of the goblins, with one O Toole in
resi dence. And somewhere in that w |l derness lay the nossy bridge that served as a den for trolls.

It was still early in the norning, since he had started out well before the dawn. A frosty dew
| ay upon the grass and twi nkled on clunps of weeds the sun had not yet found. The air had a w ny
flavor to it and the sky was so faint and delicate a blue that it seemed to have no col or and over
all of it, over the entire | andscape, hung a sense of strange expectancy.

Maxwel | wal ked across the high-arched foot bridge that spanned the double roadway and on the
ot her side he found a path that |ed himup the holl ow

The trees closed in around himand he wal ked through a fairy land that held its breath. He
found hinmself noving slowy and very carefully so that no quick novement or noi se woul d break the
forest hush. Leaves cane planing down fromthe canopy above, fluttering wings of color falling
gently to earth. Ahead of hima nouse ran, hunping in its haste, noving through and over the
fallen | eaves, but meking scarcely a rustle in its fleeing. Far up the hollow a bl uejay screeched,
but anbng the trees the screech was nmuted and robbed of its customary harshness.
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The path forked, with the I eft-hand fork continuing up the hollow, while the right-hand fork
angled up the bluff. Maxwell took the right-hand path. Ahead of himlay a |ong and wearying clinb,
but he would take it easy and stop to rest at frequent intervals. It would be a shane on a day
like this, he told hinself, not to stop to rest as often as he could, begrudging the tine that
eventual ly woul d take himout of this place of color and of silence.

The path was steep, with many turnings to dodge the massive boul ders crouched upon the ground,

anchored in the soil, gray-bearded with their crops of lichens. The tree trunks crowded cl ose, the
rough, dark bark of ancient oak, the satin whiteness of the birches, showing little tan bl otches
where the thin bark had peeled off but still clung, fluttering in the wind. In the cluttered trash

of the surface rose the fat red pyramd of the jack-in-the-pulpit fruit, the shriveled hood
drooping like a tittered purple robe.

Maxwel I clinbed slowy, saving his breath, stopping often to | ook around, to soak in the fee
of autumm that lay all about. He reached, finally, the fairy green where Churchill's flier, with
hi nsel f as passenger, had conme crashing down under the spell of the trolls' enchantment. Just up
the hill a ways lay the goblin castle.

He stood for a monent on the green, resting, then took up the clinb again. Dobbin, or another
horse very simlar to him was cropping at the scanty grass which grew in ragged bunches in a pole-
fenced pasture. A few doves fluttered about the castle's turrets, but there were no other signs of
life.

Sudden shouts shattered the norning' s peace and out of the open castle gate cane a gang of
trolls, moving rapidly and in curious formation. They were in three lines and each |ine had a rope
across its shoulders, exactly, Maxwell told hinmself, Iike the old painting he had seen of the
Vol ga boat nen. They charged out onto the drawbridge and now Maxwel | could see that the three ropes
were attached to a bl ock of hewn stone which bounced al ong behind them raising a hollow, boom ng
racket when it hit the drawbridge.

A d Dobbin was neighing wildly, kicking up his heels and gall oping madly around the inside
perineter of the fence.

The trolls, their fangs gl eam ng agai nst the brown, winkled viciousness of their faces, their
roached hair seening to bristle nore stiffly than was the usual case, came poundi ng down the path,
with the nassive stone bouncing al ong behind them raising puffs of dust as it gouged into the
ground.

Boi ling out of the gate behind themcane a cloud of goblins, armed with clubs, with hoes, with
pitchforks, apparently with anything they could lay their hands upon

Maxwel | | eaped out of the path as the trolls bore down upon him They were running silently
and with vast determ nation, their weight bent against the ropes, while the goblin horde pursued
themwi th wild war whoops and shrieks. In the forefront of the goblin band, M. O Toole ran
heavily, his face and neck violet with his anger, a two-by-four brandished in his fist.

At the point where Maxwel|l had | eaped out of the way, the path took a sudden dip, toboganning
downward in a rocky slide to the fairy green. At the top of the dip the block of stone took a
mghty leap as its forward edge struck a rocky | edge. The ropes hung slack and the bl ock cane down
and bounced and then, with the ropes flying, started pinwheeling down the hill.

One of the trolls | ooked behind himand shouted a frantic warning. The trolls dropped the
ropes and scattered. The bl ock of stone went tearing down the slope, gaining speed with every
revolution. It struck the fairy green and gashed a great hole in it, nade one | ast bounce into the
air, mushed down into the grass and skidded, ripping up the sod, tearing an ugly gash across the
pl ace of dancing. Crashing into a large white oak at the far end of the green, it finally came to
rest.

The goblins went roaring down the hill in pursuit of the trolls, scattering out into the trees

to hunt down the stealers of the stone. Hoots of fear and yelps of rage floated up the hill,
interm ngled with the sound of many bodi es thrashing through the underbrush
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Maxwel | crossed the path and wal ked over to the pole fence. A d Dobbin now had qui eted down
and stood with his |lower jaw resting on one of the topnost poles, as if he needed it to prop him
up. He was staring down the hill

Maxwel | reached out a hand and stroked Dobbin's neck, pulled gently at one ear. Dobbin sl anted
a gentle eye toward himand whuffled his upper lip.

"I hope," Maxwell said to him "that they won't expect you to drag back that stone. It's a
| ong, steep pull."

Dobbin flicked one ear |anguidly.

"I'f I know O Toole," Maxwell said, "I don't expect you'll have to. If he can round up the
trolls, they'Il be the ones who'll do it."

The uproar down the hill had quieted now and in a little while M. O Tool e canme puffing up the
path, carrying the two-by-four across one shoulder. He still was purple of face, but apparently
from exhaustion rather than fromrage. He hurried fromthe path toward the fence and Maxwel |
wal ked out to neet him

"My great apology," said M. O Toole, in as stately a voice as he could manage with the
shortness of his breath. "I glinpsed you and was happy of your presence, but engaged nost
earnestly and very urgently. You w tnessed, | suspect, the | ow down happening."”

Maxwel | nodded.
"My nounting stone they took," raged M. O Toole, "with malicious intent of putting ne afoot."
" Af oot ?" asked Maxwel | .

"You conprehend nost feebly, | see. My nounting stone, up which | must scranble to get astride
A d Dobbin. Wthout a nounting stone there gets no horseback riding and | must trudge afoot
unhappily, with much pain and puffing."”

"I see," said Maxwell. "As you say, at first |I did not conprehend."

"Themdirty trolls,” said M. O Toole, grinding his teeth in fury, "at nothing will they stop
After the nounting stone it would have conme the castle, piece by piece, stone by stone, unti
there be no nore than the bareness of the rock upon which it once had roosted. It is necessary, in
such circunstance, the bud to nip with quick determnation."

Maxwel | jerked his head in a downhill direction. "How did it come out?" he asked.

"We root themout," said the goblin with sone satisfaction. "They scatter like the quail. W
dig themout from under rocks and fromhiding in the thickets and then we harness them |ike so
many nul es, of which, indeed, they bear a striking likeness, and they drag the nounting stone,
nost | aboriously, | think, back to where they found it."

"They're getting back at you," said Maxwell, "for tearing down their bridge."

M. O Toole jigged in exasperation. "You are wong!" he cried. "Qut of great and mi spl aced
conmpassion, we refrained fromthe tearing of it down. Just two little stones is all-two tiny
little stones, and nuch effective roaring at them And then they betook the enchantnents off the
broonstick and also off the sweet COctober ale and, being sinple souls rmuch given to good nature,
we let it go at that."

"They took the enchantnment off the ale? | would have thought that inpossible once certain
chem cal changes...'

M. O Toole fixed Maxwell with a | ook of contenpt. "You prate,” he said, "in scientific |ingo,
whi ch brings no nore than errant nonsense. | fail to fathom your engagement in this science when
magi ¢ you could have for the asking fromus and the willingness to |learn. Although |I nust confess
the di senchantnent of the ale left something for desire. It has a faintly nusty touch about the
tasting of it.
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"Al though," he said, "it is a notch or two inproved upon no ale at all. If you would only join
me, we could do a sanple of it."

"There has been nothing all day long," said Maxwell, "that sounds as good as that."

"Then |l eave us retire," cried M. O Toole, "to the drafty halls built so inexpertly by you
crazy humans who t hought we doted upon ruins and regal e ourselves with foam ng nugs of cheer."

In the drafty great hall of the castle, M. O Toole drew the foam ng nugs froma mighty cask
set upon two sawhorses and carried themto the rough-hewn table before the large stone fireplace
in which a snoldering and reluctant fire was snoking rather badly.

"The bl aspheny of it," said M. O Toole, as he lifted his nug, "is that this preposterous
outrage of the nounting stone was committed at a tine when we goblins were enbarked upon a wake."

"I"'msorry," Maxwell said. "A wake, you say. | had not been aware..."

"Ch, not one of us," M. O Toole said quickly. "Wth the possible exception of nyself, in
di sgusting good health is all the goblin tribe. W were in observance of it for the Banshee."

"But the Banshee is not dead."”

"Not dead," said M. O Toole, "but dying. And, oh, the pity of it. He be the |l ast of a great
and noble race in this reservation and the ones still left el sewhere in the world can be counted
upon |l ess than the fingers of one hand."

He Iifted the nug and buried his nuzzle in it, drinking deep and gustily. Wen he put it down
there was foam upon his whiskers and he left it there, not bothering to wipe it off.

"We die out nost notably,"” he said, in sonber tones. "The planet has been changed. Al of us
Little Fol ks and sonme who are not so little walk down into the valley, where shadows hang so

densely, and we are gone fromthe ken of all living things and that is the end of us. And the very
shame of it nakes one trenbl e when he thinks upon it, for we were a goodly people despite our many
faults. Even the trolls, before degradation fell upon them still had a few weak virtues al

intact, although | would proclaimthat, at the monent, they are destitute of virtue. For surely
the stealing of a mounting stone is a very |lowdown trick and one which clearly denonstrates they
are bereft of all nobility of spirit.”

He put the nug to his nouth again and enptied it in several lusty gulps. He slamed it down on
the tabl e and | ooked at Maxwel|'s nug, still full.

"Drink up," he urged. "Drink up, then | fill themyet again for a further wetting of the
whi stle."

"You go ahead," Maxwell told him "It's a shame to drink ale the way you do. It should be
tasted and appreciated."

M. O Toole shrugged. "A pig | am no doubt. But this be disenchanted ale and not one to
i nger over."

Nevert hel ess he got to his feet and shuffled over to the cask to refill his rmug. Maxwell
lifted his nug and took a drink. There was a nustiness, as M. O Toole had said, in the flavor of
the ale-a tang that tasted not unlike the way that | eaf snoke snell ed.

"Well?" the goblin asked.
"I't has a strange taste to it, but it is palatable."

"Soneday that troll bridge | will take down," said M. O Toole, with a surge of sudden wrath.
"Stone by stone, with the nboss nost carefully scraped off to rob the stones of nagic, and with a
hamer break themin many smallish bits, and transport the bits to sone high cliff and there fling
themfar and wide so that in all eternity there can be no harvesting of them Except," he said,
letting his shoulders droop, "so much hard labor it would be. But one is tenpted. This be the
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snmoot hest and sweetest ale that was ever brewed and now | ook at it-scarcely fit for hogs. But it
be a terrible sin to waste even such foul-tasting slop if it should be ale.”

He grabbed the nmug and jerked it to his face. His Adam s appl e bobbed and he did not take down
the nmug until all the ale was gone.

"And if | weak too great a damage to that nobst foul bridge," he said, "and shoul d those
craven trolls go sniveling to authority, you humans will jerk me on the rug to explain nmy thinking
and that is not the way it should be. There is no dignity in the living by the rule and no j oy,
either, and it was a rotten day when the human race arose."

"My friend," said Maxwel |, shaken, "you have not said anything like this to ne before."

"Nor to any other human,"” said the goblin, "and to all the humans in the world, only to you
could | display nmy feeling. But |, perchance, have run off at the nouth exceedingly."

"You know wel I enough,"” said Maxwell, "that 1'Il not breathe a word of it."

"Of course not," said M. O Toole. "That | did not worry on. You be al nost one of us. You're
the closest to a goblin that a human can approach.”

"1 am honored,"” Maxwell told him

"W are ancient," said M. O Toole, "npbre ancient, | nust think, than the human m nd can
wonder. You're sure you don't want to polish off that nost foul and terrible drink and start
anot her one afresh?”

Maxwel | shook his head. "You go ahead and fill your nug up again. I'll sit here and enjoy mne
instead of gulping it."

M. O Tool e nmade another trip to the cask and cane back with a brinming nmug, slapped it on the
table, and settled hinmself elaborately and confortably.

"Long years gone," he said, shaking his head in sadness, "so awful |long ago and then a filthy
little primate conmes along and spoils it all for us."

"Long ago," said Maxwell. "As |long as the Jurassic?"

"You speak conundrums. | do not catch the term But there were many of us and many different
ki nds and today there be few of us and not all the different kinds. W die out very slowy, but
i nexorably. A further day will dawn to find no one of us. Then you hunmans will have it to
your sel ves. "

"You are overw ought,"'
to much effort..."

" Maxwel | cautioned him "You know that's not what we want. W have gone

"Loving effort?" asked the goblin.
"Yes, |'d even say to nuch loving effort."

Weak tears ran down the goblin's cheeks and he lifted a hairy, calloused hand to w pe them
awnay.

"You must pay ne slight attention,” he told Maxwell. "I deep amin the dunps. It's this
busi ness of the Banshee.”

"The Banshee is your friend?" Maxwell asked in some surprise.

"No friend of mne," said M. O Toole. "He stands on one side the pale and | upon the other
An anci ent eneny, but still one of us. One of the really old ones. He hung on better than the
others. He dies nore stubbornly. The others all are dead. And in days like this, old differences
go swiftly down the drain. We could not sit a wake with him as consci ence would decree, but in
the absence of this we pay himthe small honor of a wake for him And then these | owcrawing
trolls without a flake of honor in them™

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (64 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

"You nmean no one, no one here on the reservation, could sit the deathwatch with the Banshee?"

M. O Tool e shook his head wearily. "No single one of us. It is to the law contrary, to the
old customin violation. | cannot make you understand-he is outside the pale."

"But he is all alone.”

"In a thorn bush," said the goblin, "close beside the hut that was his domcile."

"A thorn bush?"

"In the thorns," the goblin said, "dwell magic, in the tree itself..."

He choked and grabbed hastily at the nug and raised it to his nouth. H s Adanmi s appl e bobbed.

Maxwel | reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out the photo of the |ost Lanbert
that hung on Nancy C ayton's wall

"M. O Toole," he said, "there's sonething | nust show you."
The goblin set down the nug.

"Let ne see it, then,’
that you had."

he said. "All this beating anongst the bushes, when there was sonet hing

He reached for the photo, bending his head to puzzle over it.

"The trolls," he said, "of course. But these others | do not recognize. As if | should, but
fail. There be stories, old, old stories..."

"Qop saw the picture. You know of CQop, of course.” "The great barbarian who clains to be your
friend."
"He is ny friend," said Maxwell. "And Oop recalls these things. They are old ones fromthe

anci ent days."
"But what nagic is called upon to get a picture of then®"
"That | don't know. That's a picture of a painting, painted by a nan nany years ago."
"By what neans...
"l do not know," said Maxwell. "I think that he was there."

M. O Toole picked up his nmug and saw that it was enpty. He tottered to the cask and filled
it. He came back with his drink and picked up the photo, looking at it carefully, although
sonewhat bl earily.

"I know not," he finally said. "There were others of us. Many different ones no | onger
present. We here are the tail end of a noble population.”

He pushed the photo back across the table. "Mayhaps the Banshee," he suggested. "The Banshee's
years are beyond all telling.™

"But the Banshee's dying."

"That he is," said M. O Toole, "and an evil day it is and a bitter day for him with no one
to keep the deat hwatch."

He lifted his nug. "Drink up,” he said. "Drink up. Can one drink enough, it nay not be so
bad. "
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17

Maxwel | cane around the corner of the tunbl e-down shack and saw the thorn tree standing to one
side of it. There was sonething strange about the tree. It |ooked as if a cloud of darkness had
settled along its vertical axis, making it appear to have a nmassive bole, out of which emerged
short and slender, thorn-armed twigs. And if what O Toole had said was true, Maxwell told hinself,
that dark cloud clustered in the tree nust be the dyi ng Banshee.

He wal ked sl owy across the intervening space and stopped a few feet fromthe tree. The bl ack
cloud noved restlessly, like a cloud of slowy roiling snoke.

"You are the Banshee?" Maxwel|l asked the tree.

"You' ve conme too |late," the Banshee said, "if you wish to talk with nme."
"I did not cone to talk," said Maxwell. "I came to sit with you."
"Sit then," the Banshee said. "It will not be for long."

Maxwel | sat down upon the ground and pulled his knees up close against his chest. He put his
hands down beside him palns flat against the mat of dry and browni ng grass. Bel ow hi mthe autum
vall ey stretched to the far horizon of the hills north of the river-unlike the hills of this
sout hern shore, but gentle, rolling hills that went up toward the sky in slanted, staircase
fashi on.

A flurry of wings swept across the ridge behind himand a flock of blackbirds went careening
t hrough the blue haze that hung agai nst the steep ravine that went plunging downward fromthe
ridge. But except for that single instant of wings beating in the air, there was a soft and gentle
silence that held no violence and no threat, a dreaming silence in which the hills stood quiet.

"The others did not cone," the Banshee said. "I thought, at first, they might. For a nonent |
t hought they might forget and cone. There need be no distinction anong us now. W stand as one,
all beaten to the selfsame level. But the old conventions are not broken yet. The old-tinme custons
hol d. "

"I talked with the goblins,"” Maxwell told him "They hold a wake for you. The O Toole is
grieving and drinking to blunt the edge of grief.”

"You are not of mny people," the Banshee said. "You intrude upon nme. Yet you say you cone to
sit with ne. How does it happen that you do this?"

Maxwel | |ied. He could do nothing else. He could not, he told hinself, tell this dying thing
he had come for information

"I have worked with your people,” he said, "and |I've becone much concerned with them"

"You are the Maxwell," said the Banshee. "I have heard of you."

"How do you feel ?" asked Maxwell. "Is there anything I can do for you? Sonething that you
need?"

"No," the Banshee said. "I am beyond all needing. | feel alnost nothing. That is the trouble,

that | feel nothing. My dying is different than your dying. It is scarcely physical. Energy drains
out fromne and there's finally nothing left. Like a flickering light that finally gutters out."

"I amsorry,"” Maxwell said. "If tal king hastens-"
"Tal king might hasten it a little, but | no longer mind. And | amnot sorry. | have no regret.
| am al nost the last of us. There are three of us still left, if you count me, and | amnot worth

the counting. Qut of the thousands of us, only two are left."

"But there are the goblins and the trolls and fairies..." "You do not understand," the Banshee
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said. "No one has ever told you. And you never thought to ask. Those you nane are the |ater ones,
the ones that cane after us when the planet was no | onger young. We were col onists, surely you
know t hat."

"l had thought so," Maxwell said. "In just the last few hours."

"You shoul d have known," the Banshee said. "You were on the elder planet."

Maxwel | gasped. "How did you know t hat ?"

"How do you breathe air?" the Banshee asked. "How do you see? Wth ne, conmunicating with that
ancient planet is as natural as is breath and sight with you. I amnot told; | know "

So that was it, thought Maxwel|l. The Banshee had been the source of the Wieeler's know edge
and it nust have been Churchill who had tipped the Weeler to the fact that the Banshee had the
i nformati on, who had guessed the Banshee ni ght have know edge no one el se suspect ed.

"And the others-the trolls, the..."

"No," the Banshee said. "The Banshees were the only ones to whomthe road was open. That was
our job, that was our only purpose. W were the links with the elder planet. W were
communi cators. Wen the el der planet sent out colonies, it was necessary that sone neans of
communi cati ng shoul d be established. W all were specialists, although the specialties have little
nmeani ng now and nearly all of the specialists are gone. The first ones were the specialists. The
ones who cane later sinply were settlers nmeant to fill the land."

"You mean the trolls and goblins?"

"The trolls and goblins and the rest of them Wth abilities, of course, but not specialized
We were the engineers, they the workers. There was a gulf between us. That is why they will not
come to sit with me. The old gulf still exists."

"You tire yourself," said Maxwell. "You should conserve your strength."

"It does not matter. Energy drains out of me and when the energy is gone, life is gone as
well. This dying I am doing has no concern with matter or with body, for | never really had a
body. | was all energy. And it does not matter. For the elder planet dies as well; you have seen
my planet and you know. "

"Yes, | know, " said Maxwell .

"It would have been so different if there had been no humans. When we first came here there
were scarcely any manmal s, let alone a prinate. W could have prevented it-this rising of the
primates. We coul d have pinched themin the bud. There was some discussion of it, for this planet
had proved promi sing and we were reluctant at the thought that we nust give it up. But there was
the ancient rule. Intelligence is too seldomfound for one to stand in the way of its devel opnment.
It is a precious thing-even when we stepped aside for it nost reluctantly, we still had to
recogni ze that it was a precious thing."

"But you stayed on," said Maxwell. "You may have stepped aside, but you still stayed on."

"It was too late," the Banshee told him "There was no place for us to go. The el der planet
was dying even then. There was no point in going back. And this planet, strange as it nay seem
had becone hone for us."

"You nmust hate us humans."

"At one tine, we did. | suppose there still is hatred. But hate can burn out in time. Burn
| ow, perhaps, but never entirely di sappear. Although, perhaps, even in our hatred, we held sone
pride in you. O herw se, why should the el der planet have offered you its know edge?"

"But you offered it to the Weeler, too.

"The Wheel er-oh, yes, | know who you nean. But we did not really offer it. The \Weel er had
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heard about the el der planet, apparently from some runor heard far in space. And that the planet
had something that it wished to sell. It cane to ne and asked one question only-what was the price
of this comobdity. | don't know if it knew what might be for sale. It only said comodity."

"And you told it the price was the Artifact."

"OF course | told it that. For at the tine | had not been told of you. It was only later | was
told I should, after a suitable time, comunicate the price to you."

"And, of course,” said Maxwell, "you were about to do this?"

"Yes," said the Banshee, "I was about to do it. And now |'ve done it and the natter's cl osed."

"You can tell me one thing nore. What is the Artifact?"
"That," the Banshee said, "I cannot do."

"Can't, or won't?"

"Wn't," the Banshee said.

Sold out, Maxwell told hinmself. The human race sold out by this dying thing which, despite
what it m ght say, had never nmeant to conmunicate the price to him This thing which through |ong
m |1 ennia had nursed cold hatred agai nst the human race. And now that it was gone beyond al
reaching, telling himand nocking himso that he night know how t he humans had been sold out, so
that the human race might know, now that it was too late, exactly what had happened.

"And you told the Weel er about ne as well," he said. "That's how Churchill happened to be
waiting at the station when | returned to Earth. He said he'd been on a trip, but there had been
no trip."

He surged angrily to his feet. "And what about the one of ne who died?”

He swung upon the tree and the tree was enpty. The dark cloud that had seethed around its
trunk was gone. The branches stood out in sharp and natural relief against the western sky.

CGone, Maxwel | thought. Not dead, but gone. The substance of an elemental creature gone back to
the el ements, the unimagi nabl e bonds that had held it together in strange senblance of life,
finally weakening to let the last of it slip away, blowing off into the air and sunlight like a
pi nch of thrown dust.

Alive, the Banshee had been a hard thing to get along with. Dead, it was no easier. For a
short space of time he had felt conpassion for it, as a man must feel for anything that dies. But
the conpassi on, he knew, had been wasted, for the Banshee nust have died in silent |aughter at the
human race

There was just one hope, to persuade Tine to hold up the sale of the Artifact so he could have
the tine to contact Arnold and tell his story to him persuade him sonehow, that what he told was
true. A story, Maxwell realized, that now becane even nore fantastic than it had been before.

He turned about and started down the ravine. Before he reached the woods, he stopped and
| ooked back up the slope. The thorn tree stood squat agai nst the sky, sturdy and solid, braced
solid in the soil.

When he passed the fairy dancing green a gang of trolls were grunpily at work, raking and

snoot hi ng out the ground, |aying new sod to replace that which had been gouged out by the bouncing
stone. O the stone there was no sign

18

Maxwel | was hal fway back to W sconsin Canpus when Ghost materialized and took the seat next to
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"I have a nmessage from Qop," he said, ignoring any prelimnary approach to conversation. "You
are not to return to the shack. The newspaper people seemto have sniffed you out. Wien they cane

to inquire, Cop went into action, without, | would guess, too nuch thought or judgment. He put the
bum's rush on them but they're still hanging around, on the |ookout for you."
"Thanks,"” said Maxwell. "I appreciate being told. Athough as a matter of fact, | don't

i magi ne it makes too nuch difference now "
"Events," asked Chost, "do not nmarch too well?"

"They barely march at all," Maxwell told him He hesitated, then said, "I suppose Cop has told
you what is going on."

"Qop and | are as one," said Ghost. "Yes, of course he's told ne. He seened to take it for
granted that you knew he woul d. But you nmay rest assured..."

"It's not that,” said Maxwell. "I was only wondering if | had to recite it all again for you
You know, then, that | went to the reservation to check on the Lanbert painting."

"Yes," said Chost. "The one that Nancy C ayton has."

"I have a feeling," Maxwell told him "that | nay have found out nore than | had expected to.
| did find out one thing that doesn't help at all. It was the Banshee who tipped of f the Weeler
about the price the crystal planet wanted. The Banshee was supposed to tell ne, but he told the
VWheel er instead. He clains he told the \Weel er before he knew about nme, but | have sonme doubt of
that. The Banshee was dyi ng when he told me, but that doesn't mean that he told the truth. He
al ways was a slippery custoner."

"The Banshee dyi ng?"

"He's dead now. | sat with himuntil he died. | didn't show himthe photo of the painting. |
didn't have the heart to intrude upon him"

"But despite this he told you about the \Weeler."

"Only to et ne know that he had hated the hunan race since it first began its evol utionary
climb. And to let ne know that he was finally getting even. He would have liked to have said that
the goblins and the rest of the Little Folk hated us as well, but he never quite got around to
that. Knowi ng, perhaps, that | would not believe it. Al though something that the O Tool e had said
earlier made nme realize that there probably is some ancestral resentnent. Resentnent, but probably
not any real hatred. But the Banshee did confirmthat a deal is being made for the Artifact and
that the Artifact actually is the price for the crystal planet. |I thought so fromthe first, of
course. And what the Weeler said last night made it alnobst a certainty. Although | couldn't be
absolutely sure, for it doesn't seemthat the Weeler hinself is actually sure of the situation
If he were, what woul d have been the point of waylaying me and offering ne a job? It sounded to ne
as if he were trying to buy ne off, as if he were afraid that there was sonmething | could do to
| ouse up his deal."

"I't looks fairly hopel ess, then," Chost observed. "My good friend, | amvery sorry for this.
Is there anything that we can do to hel p-Oop and nme and perhaps even that girl who drank with you
and Oop so staunchly. The one who has the cat."

"I't | ooks hopeless,” Maxwell told him "but there are a couple of things that | still can do-
go to Harlow Sharp at Time and try to convince himto hold up the deal, then crash in a door or
two up at Adninistration and back Arnold into a corner. If | can talk Arnold into duplicating the
Wheeler's offer in funding for Harlow s Tine projects, | amsure that Harlow will turn down the
Wheeler's offer.”

"You will make a noble effort, | amsure," said Giost, "but | fear for the results. Not from
Harl ow Sharp, for he's a friend of yours, but President Arnold is a friend of no one. And he will
not relish the breaki ng dowmn of doors.™
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"You know what | think," said Maxwell. "I think that you are right. But you can't tell unti
you try. It may be that Arnold will have a | apse of noral fiber and will, for once, set prejudice
and stuff-shirtedness aside."

"I nmust warn you," said CGhost. "Harlow Sharp nay have little tinme for you or for anyone. He
has worries. Shakespeare arrived this norning-"

"Shakespeare!" yelled Maxwell. "For the |ove of God, |'d forgotten about himconming. But | do
remenber he speaks tonorrow night. O all the | ousy breaks. It would have to be at a tine |ike
this."

"I't would seem " said Ghost, "that WIIiam Shakespeare is not any easy nan to handle. He
wanted at once to go out and have a |l ook at this new age of which he'd been told so nuch. Tinme had
a rough time persuading himto change his Elizabethan dress for what we wear today, but they
positively refused to et himgo until he agreed to it. And now Tinme is sweating out what m ght
happen to him They have to keep himin tow, but they can't do anything that will get his back up
They have sold the hall down to the last inch of standing roomand they can't take the chance that
anything will happen."

"How di d you hear all this?" asked Maxwell. "Seens to ne you nmanage to cone up with campus
gossi p ahead of anyone."

CGhost said nodestly, "I get around a lot."
"Well, it's not good," said Maxwell, "but | have to take the chance. Tinme is running out for
me. Harlow will see me if he'll see anyone.”

"It seens incredible," said Ghost sadly, "that such a dire conbination of circunstances shoul d
have arisen to block what you try to do. Inpossible that through sheer stupidity, the university
and Earth should fail to obtain the know edge of two universes.™

"It was the Weeler," Maxwell|l said. "H s offer puts the pressure on, sets up a tinme limt. If
I only had nore time, | could work it out. | could talk to Harlow, could finally get a hearing
fromArnold. And if nothing else, |I probably could talk Harlow into a deal, Tine, rather than the
university, buying the planet's library. But there isn't any tine. Ghost, what do you know about
the Wheel ers? Anything the rest of us don't know?"

"I doubt it. Just that they could be that hypothetical eneny we've always figured we woul d
finally neet in space. Their actions argue that they, at |east potentially, are that eneny. And
their notives, their nores, their ethics, their entire outlook on life, must be different than
ours. W probably have less in conmmon with themthan a nan would with a spider or a wasp. Although
they are clever-and that is the worst of it. They have absorbed enough of our viewoints and
manners that they can mx with us, can pass with us, can do business with us-and they have
denmonstrated that in the deal they are trying to make for the Artifact. My friend, it is this
cleverness of theirs, this flexibility, that | fear above all. | doubt if the positions were
reversed that man could do as well."

"You are right, | think," said Maxwell. "And that is why we can't afford to | et them have what
the crystal planet has to offer. God knows what's to be found in that library. I had a whack at
it, but I could do no nore than sanple it, could barely touch the edge of it. And there was
material that | couldn't cone within ten Iight-years of understandi ng. Wiich doesn't nean that
given time and skills that | haven't got, that perhaps I've not even heard of, man woul dn't be
able to understand it. | think man could. | think the Weelers can. Vast areas of new know edge
that we haven't any inkling of. That know edge m ght just be the margi n between us and the
Wheel ers. If man and the Weel ers ever conme into collision, the crystal planet's know edge just
possi bly could be the difference between our victory or defeat. And it m ght nean as well that the
Wheel ers, knowi ng that we had this know edge, might never allow that collision to happen. It m ght
spell the difference between peace and war."

He sat crouched in the seat and through the warnth of the autumm afternoon felt a chill that
bl ew from somewhere other than the colorful |and and the sky of China-silk that enclosed this
portion of the earth.
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"You tal ked with the Banshee," said Ghost. "Just before he died. He nentioned the Artifact.
Did he give you any clue as to what it really is? If we knew what it really was..."

"No, Gnhost. Not in so many words. But | got the inpression-no, you' d better call that a hunch
Not strong enough to be an inpression. And not at the tine, but afterward. A funny feeling and no
basis for the belief-if it is a belief. But | think that the Artifact is sonething fromthat other
uni verse, the one before this one, fromthe earlier universe in which the crystal planet was
formed. A precious thing, perhaps, preserved through all the aeons since that other universe. And
sonmet hing el se as well-that the Banshee and the other O d Ones that Oop remenbers are natives of

that other universe as well, related sonehow to the creatures on the crystal planet. Life forms
that rose and devel oped and evolved in that past universe and cane here, and to other planets as
well, as colonists, in an attenpt to establish a new civilization which could followin the

crystal planet's tracks. But sonething happened. Al of those colonization attenpts failed. Here
on earth because man devel oped. For other reasons, perhaps, on the other planets. And | think that
I know why some of those other attenpts failed. Maybe races do die out. Quite naturally and for no
other reason than that they nust die out to make room for sonmething else. A natural |aw of sone
sort that we don't understand. Maybe a race can only live so | ong. Maybe ancient creatures carry
their death warrants with them Sone principle that we have never thought about because we are so
young, a natural process that clears the way for evolution, so that no race can live forever and
stand in the way of evolution."

"It sounds reasonable," said Ghost. "That all the colonies died out, | nmean. |If there had been
a successful colony anywhere in the universe, it would seemlikely the crystal planet woul d pass
on its heritage to it instead of offering it to us or the Weelers, to sone race that had no
connection with the crystal planet."

"What bothers ne," said Maxwell, "is why the people of the crystal planet, so close to death
that they are no nore than shadows, should want the Artifact. Wat good will it do then? Wat use
can they nmake of it?"

"Maybe if we knew what it was,"” said Ghost. "You're sure that you have no idea? Nothing that
you heard or saw or..."

"No," said Maxwell. "Not the |east idea."”

19

Har |l ow Sharp had a harried | ook about him

"Sorry you had to wait so long," he told Maxwell. "This is a hectic day."

"I was glad to get in any way at all,"’
was not about to let nme."

said Maxwel | . "That watchdog of yours out at the desk

"I've been expecting you," said Sharp. "Figured you'd turn up soon or |ate. Been hearing sone
strange stories."”

"And nost of themare true," said Maxwell. "But that's not what |'"'mhere for. This is a
busi ness matter, not a social visit. | won't take nuch tine."

"OK, then," said Sharp, "what can | do for you?"
"You're selling the Artifact," said Maxwel|.

Sharp nodded. "I'm sorry about that, Pete. | know you and a few others had an interest in it.
But it's been out there in the museum for years and, except as a curiosity to be stared at by
visitors and tourists, it's done no one any good. And Tine needs noney. Surely you know that. The
uni versity holds the purse strings fast and the other colleges feed us tiny driblets for specific
programs and-"
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"Harlow, | know all that. | suppose it's yours to sell. | recall the university, at the tine
you brought it forward, would have no part of it. The cost of noving it was yours and-"

"We've had to scrape and beg and borrow," said Sharp. "We' ve worked up project after project-
good sound, solid projects that would pay off in know edge and new dat a-and submtted them and no
one's buying them Can you imagine it! Wth all the past to dig around in and no one interested.
Afraid, perhaps, that we'll upset sone of their pet theories they have worked out so nicely. But
we have to get noney sonehow to carry on our work. Do you think I've liked some of the things
we' ve done to get sone extra money? Like this Shakespeare circus we are putting on-and a | ot of

other stunts as well. It's done us no good, | tell you. It's degraded our image, and the trouble-
Pete, you can't imagine the trouble that we have. Take this Shakespeare, for exanple. He's out
there somewhere, like a tourist, casing the joint, and me sitting back here with ny nails chewed

down to the el bow, inmagining all the things that could happen to him Can you envision the ruckus
there would be if a man |ike Shakespeare should not be returned to his proper age-a nan who-"

Maxwel | broke in to head himoff. "I'mnot arguing with you, Harlow. | didn't cone to-"

"And then, suddenly," said Sharp, interrupting him "there was this chance to sell the
Artifact. For nore noney than we'll ever get fromthis crumry university in a hundred years. You
nmust realize what this sale neant to us. A chance to do the job we've not been able to do because
of the lack of finance. Sure, | know about the Weelers. When Churchill came sucking around to
sound us out, | knew he was working for soneone behind the scenes, but | wasn't dealing with
anyone behind the scenes. | nailed Churchill hard and refused to tal k business until | knew who it
was he was fronting for. And when he told ne, | gagged a bit, but | went ahead, because | knew it
was our only chance to set up a decent fund. |1'd have done business with the Devil, Pete, to get
that kind of noney."

"Harlow, all | want to ask," said Maxwell, "is for you to hold up the deal, to give ne a
little time..."

"Time? Tinme for what?"
"l need the Artifact."
"You need the Artifact! \Whatever for?"

"I can trade it," Maxwell told him "for a planet-for a planet crammed with know edge, wth
recorded know edge, not from one universe, but fromtwo, know edge that may span fifty billion
years."

Sharp | eaned forward, then sank back into his chair.

"You nean this, Pete? You aren't kidding ne? There are sone funny stories that |1've heard.
There were two of you and one of you was killed. And you've been ducki ng the newsnen, perhaps the
cops as well. You've gotten into sone sort of hassle with the administration.”

"Harlow, | could tell you all of it, but it wouldn't help. You probably wouldn't believe ne.
But what | say is true. | can buy a planet..."

"You? For yourself, you nean?"
"No, not nyself. The university. That's why | need tine. To get in to see Arnold..."

"And sell himon it? Pete, you haven't got a chance. You had a row of sonme sort with
Longfellow, and Longfellow runs the joint. Even if you had a legitimte proposition..."

"It is legitimte. | tell youit's legitimate. | talked to the people on the planet, | saw
sone of the records.”

Sharp shook his head. "W've been friends for a long, long tinme," he said. "I'd do al nost
anything for you. But | can't go along with this. | can't throw away this opportunity for Tine.
Besides, I'mafraid you cane too late."
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"Too | ate?"

"The purchase price was paid this afternoon. The Weel er takes possession of the Artifact
tonorrow norning. He wanted to inmediately, but there was a hitch or two in arrangi ng
transportation."”

Maxwel | sat silent, stunned by what he'd heard.

"So | guess that's it," said Sharp. "There's not much | can do about it."

Maxwel | started to get up, then sat back in the chair.

"Harlow, if | could see Arnold tonight. If | could talk himinto duplicating the price..."
"Don't be ridiculous," said Sharp. "He'd faint when you nmentioned the price."

"It was that rmuch?"

"It was that nuch,” said Sharp

Maxwel | got slowy to his feet.

"One thing | will say, however," Sharp told him "you nust, sonehow or other, have thrown a
scare into the Weeler. Churchill was here this norning, nervous as a cat, frothing at the nouth,
to close the deal at once. | w sh you could have seen ne earlier. W night have been able to work
sonet hi ng out, although | can't imagine what it m ght have been."

About to turn away, Maxwell hesitated, turned back to the desk behind which Sharp was sitting.
"One thing nore. About tine travel. Nancy C ayton has a Lanbert painting..."
"I heard she had," said Sharp

"In the background there's a hill and a stone upon it. | could swear that stone is the
Artifact. Qop says the creatures in the painting are |ike the ones he renenbers from Neandert ha
days. And you did find the Artifact on a Jurassic hilltop. How could Lanmbert have known about it
being on that hilltop? The Artifact wasn't found until centuries after he had died. | think
Lanbert saw the Artifact and the creatures that he painted. | think he travel ed back to the
Mesozoic. There is an argunent, isn't there, about a man naned Sinonson?"

"I see what you're getting at," said Sharp. "It's just barely possible. Sinobnson did sone
tenporal investigation back in the twenty-first century and cl ai nred some measure of success, but
admtted he had problenms in control. There is a legend that he lost a man or two in tine-sent them
back and couldn't get themout. But there always has been a question as to whether he had any
actual success. H s notes, the ones we have, aren't too revealing, and he never published. He
carried the work on secretly because he seened to have the idea that time travel would turn out to
be a gold mne, that he could rent it out to scientific expeditions, transport hunters back to the
bi g-game fields-stuff like that, you know. One idea that he seened to have was goi ng back in tine
to South Africa and clean out the Kinberley dianond fields. So he kept it secret; no one ever knew
too much about what he really did."

"But it could have been possible,” Maxwell insisted. "The tinme is right. Sinonson and Lanbert
were contenporaries and there's an abrupt break in Lanbert's style-as if somethi ng had happened.
That sonet hing coul d have been going into tine."

"Sure it's possible,” said Sharp. "But | wouldn't bet on it."

20

When Maxwel | came out of the Time building, the stars were conming out and the night w nd had
an edge of chill. The great elns were clunped nasses of a deeper darkness, blotting out the lights

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (73 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

of the windows in the buildings across the mall.

Maxwel | shivered and turned up the collar of his jacket close about his throat, and went
qui ckly down the stairs to the sidewal k which flanked the mall. There were few people out.

He realized that he was hungry. He had not eaten since early norning. And that he shoul d think
of hunger when the |ast hope he had held had been shattered seemed to be amusing. Not only hungry,
he thought, but roofless as well, for if he hoped to dodge the newsnen he could not go back to
Qop's. Although, he rem nded hinself, there was no | onger any reason he should shun the newsnen.
Now there'd be nothing gained or lost in the telling of his story. But he shrank fromthe thought
of it, fromthe thought of the incredul ous expressions their faces would assune, fromthe
questions they would ask, and then, nore than |likely, the tongue-in-cheek style they woul d enpl oy
inthe witing of the story.

He reached the sidewal k and stood for a nonment, undecided as to which direction he should go
He tried, vainly, to remenber where he might find a café or restaurant which would not be
frequented by any of the faculty who night recognize him Tonight, of all nights, he had an
aversion to facing the kind of questions they would ask.

Sonet hi ng rustl ed behind himand he turned quickly to come face to face with Ghost.
"Ch, it's you," he said.

"I"ve been waiting for you," Ghost said. "You were a long tinme in there."

"I had to wait. Then we got to talking."

"Do you any good?"

"None at all. The Artifact is sold and paid for. The Weeler hauls it away tomorrow. |'m
afraid that's the end of it. | could go up and try to see Arnold tonight, but there's no point to
it. Not any nore, there isn't."”

"Qop is holding down a table for us. | inagine you are hungry."
"I am starved," said Maxwel |
"Then | lead the way."

They turned off the mall and with Ghost | eading, wound their way for what seemed to Maxwell an
unusual ly long time, through back streets and all eys.

"A place," Chost explained, "where we won't be seen. But where the food is edible and the
whi skey' s cheap. Oop made a point of that."

They finally reached the place, wal king down an iron staircase to reach the basenent |evel
Maxwel | pushed open the door. The interior was dim From sonmewhere in the back came the snell of
cooki ng.

"They serve famly style here," said Ghost. "Plank it down upon the table and everyone hel ps
himself. Oop is delighted with that way of serving."

Qop's massive figure noved out fromone of the tables in the rear. He waved an arm at them
There were, Maxwell saw, only a half dozen or so other people in the place.

"Over here!" yelled Oop. "Someone for you to neet." Followed by Chost, Maxwell nade his way
across the room Fromthe table, Carol's face | ooked up at him And another face, a bearded,
shadowed face-the face of soneone that Maxwell felt he should renenber.

"Qur guest tonight," said OCop. "Master WIIiam Shakespeare."

Shakespeare got up and held out his hand to Maxwell. A white-toothed snile flashed above the
beard.
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"I deemme fortunate," he said, "to have fallen in with such rough and rowdy fellows."
"The Bard is thinking of staying here," said OCop. "OfF settling down anpong us."

"Nay, not the Bard," said Shakespeare. "I will not have you call ne it. | be no nore than an
honest butcher and a dealer in the wool."

"A nmere slip of the tongue," Oop assured him "W have grown so accustoned..."

"Aye, aye, | know," said Shakespeare. "One nistake treads hard upon the footsteps of the one
it follows."
"But stay here," said Maxwell. He shot a swift glance at Cop. "Does Harl ow know he's here?"

"I think not," said OCop. "W took sonme pains he wouldn't."

"I slipped the |eash," said Shakespeare, grinning, pleased with hinmself. "But with assistance,
for which | acknow edge gratitude."

"Assi stance,” said Maxwell. "I just bet there was. WII| you clowns ever learn..."

"Pete, don't carry on," said Carol. "I think it very noble of Oop. Here was this poor fellow
fromanother tinme and all he wanted was to see how the people lived and-"

"Let's sit down," said Chost to Maxwell. "You have the | ook of a man who could stand a good
stiff drink."

Maxwel | sat down, next to Shakespeare, Ghost taking the chair on the other side of him OQop
pi cked up a bottle and handed it across the table to him

"Go ahead," he urged. "Don't stand on cerenpony. Don't bother with a glass. W' re infornmal
here. "

Maxwel | tilted the bottle to his nmouth and let it gurgle. Shakespeare watched himwth
adm ration. Wien he took it down, Shakespeare said, "I cannot but admire your fortitude. | essayed
a drink of it and it fair to shriveled ne."

"After a tine you get used to it," said Maxwell

"But this ale," said Shakespeare, touching with a finger a half-filled bottle of beer. "Now,
there is stuff soft to the palate and pleasing to the stomach.”

Syl vester worned his way behi nd Shakespeare's chair, squeezed in beside Maxwell and laid his
head in Maxwell's |lap. Maxwel | scratched behind his ears.

"I's that cat bothering you agai n?" asked Carol

"Sylvester and | are conrades,"” Maxwell told her. "W' ve been through wars together. W took
on the Weeler last night, you nust renenber, and we vanqui shed him"

"You bear a cheerful countenance," Shakespeare said to Maxwell. "I would presunme that the
busi ness you have been about, and whi ch had detained you until now, has gone favorably."

"The business did not go at all,"’
is because | amin such good company."

said Maxwell. "The only reason | have a cheerful countenance

"You mean Harl ow turned you down!" expl oded Cop. "That he wouldn't give you a day or two of
tinme."

"There was nothing else for himto do," Maxwell explained. "He's already been paid and the
Wieel er carts off the Artifact tonmorrow "

"W have the neans," Oop declared darkly, "to make hi mchange his mind."

"Not any longer," said Maxwell. "He can't pull out now. The deal is done. He won't give back
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t he noney, be won't break his word. And if what you have in nmind is what | think it is, all he
needs to do is call off the lecture and refund the noney for the tickets."

"I suppose you're right," Oop agreed. "W hadn't known the deal had gone so far. W figured we
nmght pick up a little bargaining strength."”

"You did the best you could," said Maxwell, "and | thank you for it."

"We had figured," said OGop, "that if we could buy a day or two, then all of us could go
mar ching up the hill and bust in on Arnold and explain things to himby hand. But it's all over
now, | guess-so have another drink and pass it over to ne."

Maxwel | had anot her drink and passed the bottle to him Shakespeare finished off his beer and
thunped the bottle back onto the table. Carol took the bottle from Qop and poured a coupl e of
inches into her gl ass.

"I don't care how the rest of you conduct yourselves,
barbaric. | insist on drinking froma glass."

she said. "I will not go utterly

"Beer!" yelled Oop. "More beer for our distinguished guest."

"I thank you, sir," said Shakespeare.

"How did you ever find this dump?" asked Maxwell. "I know," said Oop, "nmany of the backwaters
of this canpus.™

"It was exactly what we wanted," said Ghost. "Tinme will be beating the bushes for our friend.
Did Harlow tell you he had di sappeared?"

"No," said Maxwell, "but he seenmed sonewhat on edge. He nentioned that he was worried, but you
couldn't tell it on him He's the kind who can sit on the edge of an expl odi ng vol cano and never
turn a hair."

"How about the newsnmen?" Maxwel | asked. "Still covering the shack?"

Qop shook his head. "But they'll be back. We'll have to find sone other place for you to
bunk. "

"I suppose | night as well face them" Maxwell said. "The story will have to be told soneday."

"They'l|l tear you apart," warned Carol. "And OQop tells nme you are without a job and
Longfellow s sore at you. You can't stand bad publicity right now "

"None of it really matters," Maxwell told her. "The only problemis how nmuch of it | should
tell them"

"All of it," said Oop. "Tear the thing wi de open. Let the gal axy know exactly what was |ost."
"No," said Maxwell. "Harlowis nmy friend. | can't do anything to hurt him"

A waiter brought a bottle of beer and put it down. "One bottle!" raged Qop. "Wiat do you nean,
one bottle? Go back and get an armload of it. Qur friend here has a dry on."

"You didn't say,"” the waiter said. "How was | to know?"
He shuffled off to gather up nore beer

"Your hospitality," said Shakespeare, "is beyond reproach. But | fear | amintruding in a tine
of trouble."

"Trouble, yes," Ghost told him "But you are not intruding. We are glad to have you."
"What was this Oop said about your staying here?" asked Maxwel|. "About your settling down."

"My teeth are bad," said Shakespeare. "They hang | oosely in the jaw and at tinmes pain
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exceedingly. | have intelligence that hereabout are marvel ous nechani cs who can extract themwth
no pain and fabricate a set to replace the ones | have."

"That can be done, indeed," said Ghost.

"I left at hone," said Shakespeare, "a wife with a nagging tongue and | would be rather |oath
to return to her. Likewi se, the ale that you call beer is wondrous above any | have drunk and
hear tell that you have arrived at understanding with goblins and with fairies, which is a
marvel ous thing. And to sit at nmeat with a ghost is past all understanding, although one has the
feeling here he nmust dig close at the root of truth."

The waiter arrived with an arm oad of beer bottles and dunped them on the table.
"There!" he said, disgusted. "That'll hold you for a while. Cook says the food is com ng up."”
"You don't intend," Maxwell asked Shakespeare, "to appear for your |ecture?"

"Forsooth, and if | did," said Shakespeare, "they would forthwith, once that | had finished
whi sk ne hone again."

"And they would, too," said Oop. "If they ever get their paws on him they' |l never let him

go.

"But how will you earn a living?" Maxwell asked. "You have no skills to fit this world."

"I," said Shakespeare, "will surely devise sonmething. A man's wits, driven to it, will come up
with answers."

The waiter arrived with a cart, |laden with food. He began putting it on the table.
"Sylvester!" Carol cried.

Sylvester had risen swiftly, put his two paws on the table and reached to grab two sl abs of
rare roast beef which had been carved off a standing roast of ribs.

Syl vester di sappeared beneath the table, with the neat hanging fromhis jaws.

"The pussy cat is hungry," Shakespeare said. "He harvests what he can."

"In the matter of food," Carol conplained, "he has no nanners what soever."

From beneath the table cane the sound of crunching bones.

"Mast er Shakespeare," said Grost, "you came from Engl and. From a town upon the Avon."

"A goodly country to the eye," said Shakespeare, "but filled with human riffraff. There be
poachers, thieves, nurderers, footpads, and all sort of |oathsone folk..."

"But | recall," said Ghost, "the swans upon the river and the willows growi ng on its banks and-

"You what?" how ed Cop. "How can you recall?" Chost rose slowy to his feet and there was
sonet hi ng about his rising that nade all of themfix their eyes upon him He raised a hand,
al t hough there was no hand, just the sleeves of his robe, if robe it was.

H s voice, when it canme, was hollow, as if it might have conme froman enpty place far distant.

"But | do recall," he told them "After all these years, | do recall. | either had forgotten
or | had never known. But now | do..."

"Master Ghost," said Shakespeare, "you act exceedi ng strange. \Wat queer distenper could have
sei zed upon you?"

"I know now who | am" said Chost triunmphantly. "I know who |I amthe ghost of."
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"Well, thank God for that," said Cop. "It will put an end to all this maundering of yours
about your heritage."

"And who, pray," asked Shakespeare, "m ght you be the ghost of?"
"OF you," Chost keened. "I know now 1| know now | am W/II|iam Shakespeare's ghost!"

For an instant they all sat silent, stricken, and then from Shakespeare's throat cane a
strangl ed sound of mpaning fright. Wth a sudden surge, he came out of his chair and | eaped to the
tabl etop, heading for the door. The table went over with a crash. Maxwel|l's chair tipped back and
he went sprawling with it. The edge of the tipping table pinned himto the floor and a bow of
gravy, skating off its edge, caught himin the face.

He put up both his hands and tried to wi pe the gravy off his face. From sonewhere above hi m he
heard Qop's ragi ng bel | ows.

Able to see again, but with his face and hair still dripping gravy, Maxwell managed to craw
frombeneath the table and stagger to his feet.

Carol sat flat upon the floor anmid the litter of the food. Beer bottles were rolling back and
forth across the floor. Framed in the kitchen door stood the cook, a mighty wonan w th chubby arnmns
and tousled hair, and her hands upon her hips. Sylvester was crouched above the roast, ripping it
apart and rapidly swallowi ng great nouthfuls of neat before anyone could stop him

Qop cane |inping back fromthe door.

"No sign of them" he said. "No sign of either one of them"

He reached down a hand to haul Carol to her feet.

"That rotten Ghost," he said bitterly. "Wy couldn't he keep still? Even if he knew .."

"But he didn't know," said Carol. "Not until just now It took this confrontation to jar it
out of him Sonething Shakespeare said, perhaps. It's sonething he's been wonderi ng about al
t hese years and when suddenly it hit him.."

"This tears it," Oop declared. "Shakespeare never will quit running. There'll be no finding
him™"

"Maybe that is what Chost is doing now," said Maxwell. "That is where he went. To foll ow
Shakespeare and stop himand bring himback to us."

"Stop him how?", asked OQop. "If Shakespeare sees himfollowing he'll set new records
runni ng. "

21

They sat dejectedly about Oop's rough-lunber table. Sylvester lay on his back on the
heart hstone, with his front paws fol ded neatly on his chest, his back feet thrust up into the air.
He wore a silly grin of satisfaction pasted on his face.

Qop shoved the fruit jar along the boards to Carol. She picked it up and sniffed. "It snells
i ke kerosene," she said, "and, as | renenber it, it tastes |like kerosene." She lifted the jar
with both her hands and drank, then pushed it across to Maxwell.

"I do believe," she said, "that after a time one could becone accustoned to drinking
ker osene. "

"That is good booze," said Oop defensively. "Although," he admitted, "it could do with just a
touch nore aging. Seenms that it gets drunk up quicker than I can get it nmade."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (78 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

Maxwel | lifted the jar and drank noodily. The hooch burned its way fiercely down his gullet
and exploded in his stomach, but the explosion did no good. He still stayed nobody and aware. There
were times, he told hinself, when there was no such thing as getting drunk. Pour it in two-fisted
and you still stayed sober. And right now, he thought, he would dearly | ove to get sodden drunk
and stay that way for a day or so. Maybe when he sobered up, life wouldn't seem so bad.

"What | can't understand,"” said Oop, "is why Ad Bill should take this business of his ghost
so bad. He did, of course. He was scared pink with purple spots. But the thing that bothers ne is
that he wasn't upset with Giost. Ch, a little jittery at first, as one m ght expect of a sixteenth-
century man. But once we had explained it to him he seened rather pleased with it. He accepted
Ghost much nore readily than woul d have been the case, say, with a twentieth-century man. In the
si xteenth century they believed in ghosts and ghosts were sonething that could be accepted. He
never got the wind up until he found that CGhost was his ghost and then..."

"He was quite intrigued," said Carol, "by our relations with the Little Fol k. He nade us
promi se we'd take himdown to the reservation so he could get acquainted with them As was the
case with ghosts, he believed in theminplicitly."

Maxwel |t ook anot her hooker out of the jar and slid it across to Oop. He w ped his nouth on
the back of his hand. "Being free and easy with a ghost, with just any ghost," he said, "would
conme under a different heading than neeting up with one particul ar ghost that turned out to be
your ghost. It is inmpossible for a man to accept, to actually accept and believe in, his own
death. Even knowi ng what a ghost is..."

"Ch, don't please start that up again," said Carol

Qop grinned. "He sure went out of there |like a shot," he said. "Like you'd tied a firecracker
to his tail. He went through that door wi thout even touching the latch. He just busted through
it."

"I didn't see," said Maxwell. "I had a bow of gravy in ny face."

"There wasn't anyone got anything out of the whole ness,"” said Oop, "except that saber-toother
over there. He got a haunch of beef. Rare, the way he likes it."

"The cat's an opportunist,” Carol observed. "He always cones out smelling pretty.”

Maxwel | stared at her. "l've been meaning to ask you. How do you come to be mixed up with us?
I thought you washed your hands of us last night after the affair with the Weeler."

Qop chuckl ed. "She was worried about you. Also, she is nosy."

"There's sonething else as well,"” said Maxwell. "How come you are mixed up init at all? Let's
take it fromthe first. You were the one who tipped us off about the Artifact-about it being
sold."

"I didn't tip you off. | misspoke. It just-"

"You tipped us off," Maxwell declared. "I think you nmeant to do it. Wat do you know about the
Artifact? You nust have known sonething to not have wanted it sold."

"Yeah, that is right," said Oop. "Sister, you better start telling us what it is all about."

"A couple of bullies...”

"No," said Maxwell, "let's not turn it to a joke. This is sonething that's inportant."

"Well, | had heard about it being sold, as | told you. | wasn't supposed to know. And | was
worried about it and | didn't like the sound of it. Not that there was anything really wong with
the sale of it, legally, | nmean. | understood that Tine had title to it and could sell it if it
wi shed. But it didn't seemto ne that a thing like the Artifact should be sold, even for unpteen
billion dollars. Because | did know sonethi ng about it-sonething that no one el se knew about it
and | was afraid to try to tell anyone what | knew. And when | nentioned how i nportant the
Artifact was to other people, | could see that they couldn't care |ess. Then, that night, when you
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two tal ked about it and were so interested-"
"You t hought naybe we could help."

"Well, | don't know what | thought. But you were the first ones who had shown any interest in
it. Although I couldn't tell you. | couldn't come right out and tell you, because, you see, |
wasn't supposed to know it and there was a matter of being loyal to Tine and | was all mnixed up."

"Were you working with the Artifact? Is that how. .."

"Well, no," she said, "not working with it. But one day when | stopped to look at it-like any
tourist, you understand, just walking through the inner court of the nuseum and stopping to have a
|l ook at it, because it was an interesting object and a nysterious one as well-and | saw sonet hi ng
or thought | saw sonething. | don't know now. | can't be sure. Although at the tine, | renenbered
I was sure, | was absolutely certain that | saw this thing about it no one had ever noticed, or if
they had noticed..."

She stopped and | ooked fromone to the other of them Neither spoke. They sat silent, waiting
for her to go on.

"l can't be sure," she said. "Not now Now | can't be sure."
"Go ahead,"” said Cop. "Tell us the best you can."”

She nodded soberly. "It was just for an instant. So quick, so fast, and yet at the tine there
was no doubt | had really seen it. The sun was shining through the wi ndows and the sunlight was
falling on the Artifact. Maybe no one had ever | ooked at the Artifact before when the sunlight had
been shining on it at precisely the angle it shone on it that day. | don't know. That could be the
expl anation, | suppose. But it seened to ne | saw sonething inside the Artifact. Well, really not
inside of it, either. Rather, as if the Artifact was sonmething that had been pressed or shaped
into an obl ong bl ock, but you couldn't know this except when the sun shone just right upon it. It
seenmed to ne that | could see an eye, and for just an instant, when | saw that eye, | knew that it
was alive and that it was watching ne and-"

"But that can't be!" yelled OQop. "The Artifact is like a stone. Like a piece of netal ."

"A funny piece of netal,"” said Maxwell. "Sonething that you can't pry into, sonething that-"

"It"'s only fair to say,"” Carol rem nded them "that now | can't be sure. It m ght have been
only ny inmagination."

"We'l|l never know," said Maxwell. "The Weeler will haul off the Artifact tonorrow "

"And buy the crystal planet with it," said Cop. "It seens to ne we shouldn't just be sitting
here. If we could have held onto Shakespeare..."

"It wouldn't have done a bit of good," Maxwell told him "This business of kidnaping
Shakespeare-"

"W never kidnaped him" said Qop, outraged at the thought. "He came along with us very
peaceably. He was glad to cone. He'd been figuring all the tine how he could |ose this escort that
Tinme had sent along. It was really his own idea. W only helped a little."

"Li ke clunking the escort on the head?"

"No, never,'
mld diversion."

declared OCop. "We were genteel about it. We created what you night have called a

"Well, anyhow," said Maxwell, "it was a bumidea. There was too nmuch noney invol ved. You could
have ki dnaped a dozen Shakespeares and you'd never got Harl ow Sharp to give up his deal for the
Artifact."

"But even so," said Carol, "there should be sonething that we could be doing. Like rousting
Arnol d out of bed."
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"The only way," said Maxwell, "that Arnold could help us is by giving Tine the kind of nobney
the Wheeler is paying Sharp. | can't see that, can you?"

"No, | can't," said Qop.

He picked up the jar, put it to his nouth and drained it, got up and went to the hideout in
the floor and got another jar. Ponderously, he unscrewed the |lid and handed the jar to Carol

"Leave us settle down," he suggested, "to building up a hangover. The newsnen will be here by
morning and | got to build up the strength for throwing themall out."

"Now, wait a second," said Maxwell. "I feel an idea com ng on."
They sat and waited for the idea to conme on.

"The transl ator,
found it in ny bag."

said Maxwel . "The one | used to read the records on the crystal planet.

"Yes?" asked Qop.
"What if the Artifact were sinply another record?"
"But Carol says..."

"I know what Carol says. But she can't be sure. She only thinks she saw that eye staring out
at her. And it seens inprobable."

"That's right," said Carol. "I can't be absolutely sure. And what Pete says does nake a
crooked sort of sense. If he's right, it would have to be a very inportant record-and a rather
massi ve one. Perhaps a whole new worl d of know edge. Maybe sonething the crystal planet left here
on Earth, believing that no one would ever think of looking for it here. A sort of hidden record.

"Even if that should be the case,” said Oop, "what good will it do us. The nuseumis | ocked
and Harlow Sharp is not about to open it for us."

"I could get us in," said Carol. "I could phone the guard and say | had to get in and do some
work. Or that | had left sonmething there and wanted to pick it up. | have clearance for that sort
of thing."

"And | ose your job," suggested Oop.

She shrugged. "There are other jobs. And if we worked it right..."

"But there's so little point to it," protested Maxwell. "It's no better than a mllion-to-one
shot. Maybe less than that. | don't deny I'd like to have a try at it, but-"
"What if you found that it was really sonething inportant?" asked Carol. "Then we coul d get

hold of Sharp and explain it to himand maybe..."

"I don't know," said Maxwell. "I would doubt that we could find anything so inportant that
Har | ow woul d renege upon the deal ."

"Well," said Oop, "let's not waste tine sitting here and tal king about it. Let us be about
it."

Maxwel | | ooked at Carol. "I think so, Pete," she said. "I think it's worth the chance."

Qop reached out and took the jar of nmoonshine fromin front of her and screwed on the cap

22
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The past surrounded them the cabineted and cased and pedestal ed past, the |ost and forgotten
and unknown snatched out of tinme by the far-ranging field expeditions that had probed into the
hi dden corners of mankind's history. Art and fol klore objects that had been undreaned of until nen
went back and found them still new pottery that had heretofore been known only as scattered
shards, if even that; bottles out of ancient Egypt with the salves and ointments still inprisoned,
fresh, within them ancient iron weapons newtaken fromthe forge; the scrolls fromthe
Al exandrian library which should have burned, but didn't, because nmen had been sent back in tine
to snatch themfromthe flanes at the noment before they would have been destroyed; the faned
tapestry of Ely that had di sappeared fromthe ken of nman in a | ong-gone age-all these and nmany
more, a treasure trove of articles, many of themno treasures in thenselves, snatched fromthe
bowel s of tine.

The place was mi snaned, Maxwel | thought. Not Time Museum but rather the Museum of No Tinme, a
pl ace where all ages cane together, where there was no tine distinction, a building where all the
acconpl i shnents and dreanms of manki nd m ght eventually be gathered, not aged things, but all fresh
and new and shiny, fashioned only yesterday. And here one would not have to guess fromold and
scattered evidence what it had been |ike back there, but could pick up and hold and mani pul ate the
tools and instrunents and gadgets that had been nade and used through all the days of his
devel opnent .

St andi ng besi de the pedestal which held the Artifact he listened to the footsteps of the guard
as he tranped away again on his regular rounds.

Carol had managed it, and there had been a tine he had doubted she would be able to. But
everyt hi ng had gone OK. She'd phoned the guard and told himshe and a couple of friends had wanted
one last look at the Artifact before it was carted off and he had been waiting to let themin at
the little entryway set into one of the | arge doors that were opened when the nuseum was open to
the public.

"Don't take too long," he grunbled. "I"mnot sure | should let you do this."

"It's all right," she'd told him "There is no need for you to worry."

He had shuffled off, munbling to hinself.

A bank of overhead spotlights shone down on the black bl ock that was the Artifact.

Maxwel | ducked beneath the vel vet rope that guarded the pedestal and cl anbered up beside the
Artifact, crouching down beside it, funbling in his pocket for the interpreting apparatus.

It was a crazy hunch, he told hinself. It was no hunch at all. It sinply was an idea born of
desperation and he was wasting his tine, nore than likely making hinmself somewhat ridicul ous. And
even if this wild venture should prove to have some point, there was nothing that he could do, at
this late hour, about it. Tonorrow the \Weel er would take possession of the Artifact and of the
knowl edge stored on the crystal planet and so far as the human race m ght be concerned that would
be the end of fifty billion years of know edge dredged nost | aboriously and devotedly fromtwo
uni ver ses- knowl edge that shoul d have bel onged to the University of Earth, that could have bel onged
to the university, but that now would be [ost forever to an enigmatic cultural bloc which mght,
in turn, prove to be that potential cosnmic eneny Earth had al ways feared would be found in space

His start had been too late, he knew Gven a bit nmore tine and he could have turned the deal
coul d have found the people who would have listened to him could have gai ned sone backing. But
everyt hing had worked agai nst himand now it was too |ate.

He slid the interpreter onto his head and funbled with it, for sonehow it didn't want to fit.

"Let me help,"” said Carol. He felt her fingers manipulating it deftly, straightening out the
straps, sliding theminto place.

d anci ng down, he saw Syl vester, seated on the floor beside the pedestal, sneering up at Oop.

Qop caught Maxwel |'s look. "That cat doesn't like me," said the Neanderthal er. "He senses that
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I"mhis natural enemny. Some day he'll work up his nerve to have a go at ne."

"That's ridicul ous," snapped Carol. "He's just a little putty cat"

"Not the way | see it," said Oop.
Maxwel | reached up and pulled the assenbl age of the interpreter down across his eyes.
And | ooked down at the Artifact.

There was sonething there, something in that block of black. Lines, fornms, a strangeness. No
| onger just a block of uninmaginabl e bl ackness, rejecting all influence fromoutside, tolerating
not hing and giving up nothing, as if it mght be a thing that stood apart, sufficient to itself
within the universe

He twisted his head to try to catch the angle fromwhich it night be possible to untangle what
he saw. No lines of witing, surely-it was sonething el se. He reached up to the headpi ece and
pushed over the wheel that increased the power, fiddled for a nonent with the adjustnent for the
sensor.

"What is it?" Carol asked.

"I don't..." Then, suddenly, he did know. Then he saw. Inprisoned in one corner of the bl ock
was a talon, with iridescent flesh or hide or scale and gleanmng claws that |ooked as if they had
been carved from di anonds. A talon that noved and struggled to be free so it could reach out for
hi m

He flinched away, noving back to get out of reach, and he | ost his balance. He felt hinself
falling and tried to twist to one side so he wouldn't |land flat upon his back. One shoul der struck
the velvet rope and the standards that held the rope in place went over with a clatter. The fl oor
came up and smacked himhard. Striking the rope had served to twist himto one side and he cane
down heavily on one shoul der, but his head was protected fromthe floor. He struck at his forehead
with an open hand, knocking the interpreter off to one side to free his eyes.

And there, above him the Artifact was changing. Qut of it sonething was rising-rearing up out
of the oblong of blackness, jerking itself free. Something that was alive, a-throb with vitality
and glittering in its beauty.

A sl ender, dainty head, with an elongated snout, and a sharp serrated crest that ran fromthe
forepart of the head along the length of neck. A barrel-like chest and body, with a pair of wings
hal f-f ol ded, and shapely forelegs, armed with the dianmond claws. It glittered blindingly in the
spotlights that pointed at the Artifact, or, rather, where the Artifact had been, each gl eam ng
scale a point of hard white light striking off the bronze and gold, the yellow and the bl ue.

A dragon! Maxwel |l thought. A dragon rising fromthe bl ackness of the Artifact! A dragon
finally risen, after |long aeons of being inprisoned in that block of blackness.

A dragon! After all the years he'd hunted one, after all the years of wonder, here finally was
a dragon. But not as he'd pictured it in his mnd-no prosaic thing of flesh and scale, but a thing
of glorious synmbolism A synmbol of the heyday of the crystal planet, perhaps of the universe that
had died so that this present universe could be born anew anci ent and fabulous, a fellow of those
strange tribes of beings of which the trolls and goblins, the fairies and the banshees were the
stunted and pitiful survivors. A thing the nane of which had been handed down through generations
that nunbered into thousands, but never seen by any menber of hunmanity until this very nonent.

Qop stood out on the floor, beyond one of the tunbled standards that had held the vel vet cord,
his |l egs nore bowed than ever, as if he'd started to sink into a crouch and had frozen there, with
his hanl i ke hands hanging at his side, his fingers hooked |ike claws, while he stared upward at
the terror and the wonder on the pedestal. In front of him Sylvester crouched cl ose agai nst the
floor, knotted muscles standing out along his furry legs, his great nouth agape, with the fangs
exposed and ready for attack

Maxwel | felt a hand upon his shoul der and tw sted around.
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"A dragon?" Carol asked.

Her words were strange, as if she had been afraid to ask them as if she'd forced them from
her throat. She was not |ooking at him but upward at the dragon, which now seened to be conplete.

The dragon switched its tail, which was | ong and sinuous, and out on the floor Qop tunbled
down ungracefully to duck the sweep of it.

Syl vester squawl ed in anger and crept forward a foot or so.
"Cut it out, Sylvester," Maxwell said sharply to the cat.

Oop scranbl ed forward hastily on his hands and knees and grabbed Syl vester by one of his hind
| egs.

"Talk to him" Maxwell said to Carol. "If that fool cat tackles him there' Il be the devil to

pay.
"Qop, you nean. He wouldn't tackle Cop."
"Not Oop," said Maxwell. "The dragon. If he takes off on the dragon-"
A bell ow of rage cane thundering out of the darkness, and the thunp of running feet.
"What is going on in here?" how ed the watchman, charging fromthe shadows.

The dragon spun upon the pedestal and came swiftly off it, switching around to face the
runni ng wat chman.

"Look out," Oop yelled, still with a tight grip upon Sylvester's |eg.

The dragon noved forward carefully, alnobst mncingly, its head canted at a questioning angle.
It flourished its tail and the tail swept across the top of a display table, brushing off a half
dozen bow s and jugs. The pottery thudded and gl eam ng shards went skating across the floor

"Hey, you cut that out!" the watchman yel ped and then, apparently for the first tinme, saw the
dragon. The yelp turned into a how of fear. The watchnan turned and fled. The dragon trotted
after him not in any hurry, but very interested. His progress was nmarked by a series of thudding
and splintering crashes.

"I'f we don't get himout of here," said Maxwell, "there'll be nothing left. At the rate he's
going, there won't be a thing intact in less than fifteen mnutes. He'll have the place w ped out.
And, Qop, for the Iove of God, hang onto that cat. W don't want a full-fl edged brawl breaki ng out
in here."

Maxwel | got to his feet, grabbed the interpreter off his head and stuffed it in his pocket.

"I could open the doors,"” Carol offered, "and we could shoo himout of here. The big doors,
mean. | think that | know how. "

"How are you, COop," Maxwell| asked, "at dragon-herdi ng?"

The dragon had blundered to the rear of the building and now had turned around and was com ng
back.

"Qop," said Carol, "help nme with these doors. | need a man with nuscle.”
"What about this cat?"
"Leave himto ne," said Maxwell. "He may behave hinself. Maybe he'll mnd ne."

A long chain of crashes nmarked the progress of the dragon. Listening to them Maxwell npaned.
Sharp woul d have his scalp for this. Friend or not, he would be plenty sore. The whol e nmuseum
wrecked and the Artifact transformed into ranmpagi ng tons of flesh
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He took a few tentative steps across the floor toward the crashing sounds. Syl vester slunk
cl ose against his heels. In the dimess, Maxwell could nake out the dimoutlines of the
fl ounderi ng dragon.

"Ni ce dragon,” Maxwell|l said. "Take it easy, fellow "

It sounded rather silly and sonehow i nadequate. How in the world, he wondered, should one talk
to a dragon?

Syl vester let out a hacking grow .
"You stay out of it," said Maxwell sharply. "Things are bad enough wi thout you nmessing in."

He wondered what had happened to the watchman. Mre than |ikely phoning the police and
building up a storm

Behi nd hi m he heard the creaking of the doors as they came open. |If the dragon would only wait
until those doors were open, then he could be shagged outdoors. And once the dragon had been
gotten out, what woul d happen then? Maxwel | shuddered, thinking of it-of the great beast
bl undering down the streets and across the malls. Maybe it would be better, after all, to keep him
penned in here.

He stood indecisively for a nonent, weighing the disadvantages of a dragon caged with a dragon
on the | oose. The nmuseum was nore or |ess wecked now and perhaps the conplete wecking of it
woul d be preferable to turning this creature | oose upon the canpus.

The doors still were creaking, slowy opening. The dragon had been anbling al ong, but now he
burst into a gallop, heading for the opening portal

Maxwel I spun around. "Cd ose those doors!" he shouted, then ducked quickly to one side as the
gal | opi ng dragon came chargi ng down upon him

The doors were partly open and they stayed partly open. OCop and Carol were racing off in
different directions, intent on |leaving plenty of roomfor the |unbering tons of flesh that were
headi ng for the open.

Syl vester's thunderous roars boomed and echoed in the nmuseum as he took off in pursuit of the
runni ng creature.

Of to one side, Carol was shrieking at him "Cut it out, Sylvester! No, Sylvester, no!"

The dragon's sinuous tail flicked nervously fromside to side as it ran. Cabinets and tables
crashed, statues were sent spinning-a path of destruction marked the dragon's flight for freedom

Groani ng, Maxwell ran, follow ng Sylvester and the dragon, although, for the Ilife of him he
didn't know exactly why he should be running. He didn't, he was certain, want to catch the dragon.

The dragon reached the opening and went through it in a single leap, high into the air, and as
it |eaped, the wings unfol ded and swept downward in a thrumm ng beat.

At the doorway Maxwel | skidded to a stop. On the steps bel ow the entrance, Sylvester al so had
spun to a sliding halt and now was straining upward, raging loudly at the flying dragon

It was a sight to nake one catch his breath. Monlight on the beating wi ngs, reflecting off
the burni shed scales of red and gold and blue, made a flashing rai nbow that quivered in the sky.

Qop and Carol burst out of the door and stopped to stare into the sky.
"Beautiful!" said Carol
"Yes, isn't it," said Maxwell.

And now, for the first tine, he realized in full exactly what had happened here. There was no
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| onger any Artifact and the Weel er deal was dead. And, |ikew se, any deal that he could nmake in
behal f of the crystal planet. The chain of events that had been started with the copying of his
wave pattern when he had been | aunched for Coonskin had been cancel ed out. Now, except for that
flashing rainbowin the sky, it was as if nothing at all had happened.

The dragon was hi gher now, wheeling in the sky, no | onger anything nore than the flashing of
t he rai nbow col ors.

"This tears it," OQop declared. "Wat do we do now?"

"It was ny fault," said Carol

"It was no one's fault," said Qop. "It's just the way things happen."

"Well, anyhow," said Maxwell, "we |oused up Harlow s deal ."

"I"ll say you did," a voice said behind them "WII| soneone please tell ne what is going on?"
They turned around.

Har |l ow Sharp stood in the doorway. Someone had turned on all the nmuseum|lights and he stood
out sharply against the |ighted oblong of the doors.

"The museumis wecked," he said, "and the Artifact is gone and here are the two of you and |
m ght have known. M ss Hanpton, |'m astonished. | thought you had better sense than to becone
entangl ed in such | ow conpany. Although that crazy cat of yours-"

"You | eave Sylvester out of this," she said. "He never had a thing to do with it."
"Well, Pete?" asked Sharp
Maxwel | shook his head. "I find it a bit hard to explain."

"I would think so," said Sharp. "Did you have all this in mnd when you talked with nme this
eveni ng?"

"No," said Maxwell. "It was a sort of accident."

"An expensive accident," said Sharp. "It mght interest you to know that you've set Tine's
work back a century or nore. Unless, of course, you sonmehow noved the Artifact and have it hi dden
out somewhere. In which case, nmy friend, | give you a flat five seconds to hand it back to nme."

Maxwel | gul ped. "I didn't nove it, Harlow In fact, | barely touched it. |I'mnot sure what
happened. It turned into a dragon."

"It turned into a what?"
"A dragon. | tell you, Harlow"

"I remenber now," said Sharp. "You always were bl athering around about a dragon. You started

out for Coonskin to find yourself a dragon. And now it seens you've found one. | hope that it's a
good one."
"It's a pretty one," said Carol. "Al'l gold and shi mery."

"Ch, fine," said Sharp. "lIsn't that just bully. W can probably make a fortune, taking it
around on exhi bition. W can whonp up a circus and give top billing to the dragon. | can see it
now in great big letters: THE ONLY DRAGON I N EXI STENCE. "

"But it isn't here," said Carol. "It up and flew away."

"Qop," said Sharp, "you haven't said a word. What is going on? You are ordinarily fairly
mout hy. Wat is goi ng on?"

"I"'mnmnortified," said Qop.
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Sharp turned away from himand | ooked at Maxwel | .

"Pete," he said, "you probably realize what you have done. The watchman phoned ne and wanted

to call the police. But | told himto hold up on calling the police and I'd cone right down. | had
no idea it would turn out as bad as it did turn out to be. The Artifact is gone and | can't
deliver it and that neans |'ll have to hand back all that cash, and a |l ot of the exhibits have

been smashed to smithereens-"
"The dragon did that," Maxwell said, "before we let himout."
"So you let himout? He didn't actually get away. You just let himout."
"Well, he was snmashing all that stuff. | guess we weren't thinking."
"Tell me honest, Pete. Was there actually a dragon?"

"Yes, there was one. He was immobilized inside the Artifact. Perhaps he was the Artifact.
Don't ask me how he got there. Enchantnent, | would guess."

" Enchant nent ?"

"Enchantment really happens, Harlow. | don't know how. |'ve spent years trying to find out and
| don't know nuch nore about it now than when | started out."

"It seens to ne," said Sharp, "that there is someone missing. Wen all hell breaks |oose,
there usually is someone else who is tied into it. Can you tell ne, Cop, where Chost, that great,
good friend of yours, mght be?"

Qop shook his head. "He's a hard one to keep track of. Always slipping off."

"That isn't all of it," said Sharp. "There is still another situation that we should pay sone
heed to. Shakespeare has cone up missing. | wonder if any of you could shed sonme light on his
di sappear ance. "

"He was with us for a while," said Cop. "W were just setting down to eat when he becane quite
frightened and Iit out of there. It happened when CGhost renenbered that he was Shakespeare's
ghost. He's been wondering all these years, you know, who he is the ghost of."

Slowy, lowering hinself one section at a tinme, Sharp sat down on the top step and | ooked
slowy fromone to the other of them

"Not a thing," he said. "You didn't miss a thing when you started out to ruin Harl ow Sharp
You nade a job of it."

"We didn't start out to ruin you," said OCop. "W never had a thing against you. It seened
sonmehow, that things started going wong and they never stopped.”

"By rights," said Sharp, "I should sue every one of you for every cent you have. | should ask
a judgrment-and don't fool yourself, |1'd get it-that woul d keep all of you working for Time the
rest of your natural lives. But the three of you together couldn't offset by a fraction, during
your collective lifetinmes, what you cost Tinme tonight. So there's no sense in doing it. Al though
suppose the police will have to get into this ruckus. | don't see how they can be kept out of it.
The three of you, I'mafraid, will have to answer a lot of questions."

"If someone would only listen to ne," said Maxwell, "I could explain it all. That's what [|'ve
been trying to do ever since | got back-to find soneone who would listen to ne. | tried to talk to
you this afternoon..."

"Then," said Sharp, "suppose you start right now by explaining it to ne. 1'Il own to a slight
curiosity. Let's go across the street to ny office, where we can settle down and have a talk. O
m ght that inconveni ence you? There's probably a thing or two you still have to do to finish up

the job of bankrupting Tine."
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"No, | guess there isn't," said Cop. "I'd say, offhand, that we've done about everything we

can.

23

I nspector Drayton rose heavily fromthe chair in which he had been sitting in Sharp's outer
of fice.

"I"'mglad you finally arrived, Dr. Sharp," he said. "Something has arisen-"

The inspector cut short his speech when he caught sight of Maxwell. "So it's you," said the
inspector. "I amglad to see you. You've led nme a |long, hard chase."
Maxwel | made a face. "I'mnot sure, Inspector, that | can reciprocate your gladness."

If there was anyone he could get along wi thout right now, he told hinself, it was |nspector
Drayt on.

"And who mi ght you be?" Sharp asked shortly. "Wat do you mean by busting in here."

"I"'mlnspector Drayton, of Security. | had a short talk with Professor Maxwel| the other day,
on the occasion of his return to Earth, but |'mafraid that there are still some questions..."
"I'n that case,"” said Sharp, "please take your place in line. | have business with Dr. Maxwell

and I'mafraid that mne takes precedence over yours."

"You don't understand," said Drayton. "I had not cone here to apprehend your friend. H's
turning up with you is a piece of good fortune I had not expected. There is another natter in
whi ch | thought you m ght be helpful, a matter which came up rather unexpectedly. You see, | had
heard that Professor Maxwel|l had been a guest at Mss Cayton's recent party and so | went to see
her-"

"Tal k sense, nman," said Sharp. "Wat has Nancy C ayton got to do with all of this?"

"I don't know, Harlow," said Nancy Cl ayton, appearing at the doorway of the inner office. "I
never intended to get involved in anything. All | ever try to do is entertain my Mends and | can't
see how there's anything so wong in that."

"Nancy, please," said Sharp. "First tell ne what is going on. Wiy are you here and why is
I nspect or Drayton here and-"

"I't's Lambert," Nancy said.

"You nmean the man who painted the picture that you have."
"I have three of them" said Nancy proudly.

"But Lanbert has been dead nore than five hundred years."

"That's what | thought, too," said Nancy, "but he turned up tonight. He said that he was
| ost."

A man stepped fromthe inner room urging Nancy to one side-a tall and rugged nan w th sandy
hair and deep lines in his face.

"It appears, gentlenmen," he said, "that you are discussing ne. Would you mind if |I spoke up

for mysel f?"

There was a strange twang to the way he spoke his words and he stood there, beam ng at them
in a good-natured manner, and there was not much that one could find in himto nake one dislike
t he nman.
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"You are Al bert Lanbert?" Maxwel| asked.
"Indeed | am" said Lanbert, "and | hope | don't intrude, but |I have a problem"™
"And you're the only one?" asked Sharp

"I"'msure that | don't know," said Lanbert. "l suppose there are nmany ot her persons who are
faced with probl ens. Wien you have a problem however, the question is of where to go to have it
sol ved. "

"Mster," said Sharp, "I amin the sane position and | am seeki ng answers just the sane as you

are.

"But don't you see," Maxwell said to Sharp, "that Lambert has the right idea. He has cone to
the one place where his problem can be solved."

"I'f I were you, young fellow, " Drayton said, "I wouldn't be so sure. You were pretty foxy the
other day, but now |'monto you. There are a |lot of things-"

"I nspector, will you please keep out of this," said Sharp. "Things are bad enough w thout you
conplicating them The Artifact is gone and the nuseumis wecked and Shakespeare has
di sappeared. "

"But all | want," said Lanbert reasonably, "is to get back home again. Back to 2023."

"Now, wait a minute," Sharp commanded. "You are out of line. | don't-"

"Harl ow," Maxwel|l said, "I explained it all to you. Just this afternoon. And | asked you about
Si nonson. Surely you recall.’

"Si nonson? Yes, | renenber now. " Sharp | ooked at Lanbert. "You are the man who painted the
canvas that shows the Artifact."

"Artifact?"
"A big block of black stone set atop a hill."

Lanmbert shook his head. "No, | haven't painted it. A though | suppose | will. In fact, it
seens | must, for Mss Cayton showed it to me and it's undeni ably something that | would have
done. And | nust say, who shouldn't, that it is not so bad."

"Then you actually saw the Artifact back in Jurassic days?"
"Jurassic?"
"Two hundred nillion years ago."

Lambert | ooked surprised. "So it was that long ago. | knew it was pretty far. There were
di nosaurs. "

"But you nust have known. You were traveling in tinme."

"The trouble is," said Lanbert, "the time unit has gone haywire. | never seemto be able to go
to the tine | want."

Sharp put up his hands and held his head between them Then he took them away and said: "Now,
let's go at this slowy. One thing at a tinme. First one step and then another, till we get to the
bottomof it."

"I explained to you," said Lanbert, "that there's just one thing that | want. It's very sinple
really, all I want is to get home again."

"Where is your tinme machi ne?" asked Sharp. "Were did you leave it. W can have a look at it.
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"I didn't leave it anywhere. There's no place | could leave it. It goes everywhere with me.
It's inside my head."

"I'n your head!" yelled Sharp. "A tinme unit in your head. But that's inpossible."

Maxwel | grinned at Sharp. "When we were talking this afternoon,” he said, "you told ne that
Si nonson reveal ed very little about his tinme nmachine. Now it appears-"

"I did tell you that," Sharp agreed, "but who in their right mnd would suspect that a tine
unit could be installed in a subject's brain. It nust a new principle. Sonething that we m ssed
entirely." He said to Lanbert, "Do you have any idea how it works."

"Not the slightest," Lanbert said. "The only thing I know is that when it was put into ny head-

a rather nmjor surgical operation, | can assure you-l gained the ability to travel in tinme. |
sinmply have to think of where | want to go, using certain rather sinple coordinates, and | am
there. But somet hing has gone wong. No matter what | think, |I go banging back and forth, like a

yo-yo, fromone time to yet another, none of which are the tines | want to be."

"I't would have advantages," said Sharp, speaking nmusingly and nore to hinmself than to the rest
of them "It would admt of independent action and it would be snall, nuch snaller than the
mechani smthat we have to use. It would have to be to go inside the brain and... | don't suppose,
Lanbert, that you know too nuch about it?"

"I told you," Lanmbert said. "Not a thing. | wasn't really interested in how it worked.
Si nonson happens to be a friend of mine..."

"But why here? Why did you cone here? To this particular place and tine?"

"An accident, that's all. And once | arrived it |ooked a ot nore civilized than a | ot of
pl aces | had been and | started inquiring around to orient nyself. Apparently | had never been so
far into the future before, for one of the first things I |earned was that you did have tine

travel and that there was a Tinme College. Then | heard that Mss Clayton had a painting of mne
and thinking that if she had a painting | had done she mi ght be disposed favorably toward ne, |
sought her out. In hope, you see, of finding out howto contact the people who night be able to
use their good offices to send me hone again. And it was while | was there that Inspector Drayton
arrived."

"Now, M. Lanbert," Nancy said, "before you go any further, there is sonething that | want to
ask you. Wiy didn't you, when you were back in the Jurassic or wherever it was that Harlow said
you were, and you painted this picture-"

"You forget," Lanmbert told her. "I haven't painted it yet. | have sone sketches and soneday |
expect -"

"Well, then, when you get around to painting that picture, why don't you put in dinosaurs.
There aren't any dinosaurs in it and you just said you knew you were a long way in the past
because there were di nosaurs."

"I put no dinosaurs in the painting," said Lanbert, "for a very sinple reason. There were no
di nosaurs. "

"But you said...'

"You must realize," Lanbert explained patiently, "that | paint only what | see. | never
subtract anything. | never add anything. And there were no di nosaurs because the creatures in the
pai nting had chased themall away. So | put in no dinosaurs, nor any of the others."

"Any of the others?" asked Maxwell. "What are you tal ki ng about now? What were these ot hers?"
"Way, " said Lanbert, "the ones with wheels."
He stopped and | ooked around himat their stricken faces.

"Did | say sonething wong?" he asked.
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"Ch, not at all," Carol said sweetly. "Go right ahead, M. Lanbert, and tell us all about the
ones with wheels."

"You probably won't believe nme," Lanbert said, "and | can't tell you what they were. The
sl aves, perhaps. The work horses. The bearers of the burdens. The serfs. They were life forns,
apparently-they were alive, but they went on wheels instead of feet and they were not one thing
al one. Each one of themwas a hive of insects, |like bees or ants. Social insects, apparently. You
understand, | don't expect that you'll believe a word | say, but | swear..."

From sonewhere far away canme a runble, the |Iow, thudding runble of rapidly advanci ng wheels.
And as they stood, transfixed and |istening, they knew that the wheels were com ng down the
corridor. Nearer canme the runble, growing |louder as it advanced. Suddenly it was just outside the
door and slowing down to turn and all at once a \Weel er stood inside the door.

"That's one of theml" screamed Lanbert. "What is it doing here?"
"M . Marmaduke," said Maxwell, "it is good to see you once again."

"No," the Wheeler told him "Not M. Mirmaduke. The so-called M. Mirmaduke will not be seen
by you again. He is in very bad di sgrace. He made a vast mi stake."

Syl vester had started forward, but OCop had reached down and grabbed himby the | oose skin of
the neck and was holding himtightly while he struggled to break free.

"There was a contract nmde," the Wueeler said, "by a hunmanoid that went by the nane of Harl ow
Sharp. Which one of you would be Harl ow Sharp?"

"I"'myour man," said Sharp
"Then, sir, | nust ask you what you intend to do about the fulfillment of the contract."

"There is nothing I can do," said Sharp. "The Artifact is gone and cannot be delivered. Your
paynent, of course, will be refunded pronptly."

"That, M. Sharp," the Weeler said, "will not be sufficient. It will fall far short of
satisfaction. W shall bring the trial of |aw against you. W shall bust you, mster, with
everything we can. W shall do our best to poverty you and-"

"Why, you m serable go-cart,"” Sharp yelled, "there is no law for you. Galactic | aw does not
apply with a creature such as you. If you think you can cone here and threaten ne..."

Ghost appeared, out of thin air, just inside the doorway.

"I't's about tine,
Shakespear e?"

Qop yelled angrily. "Were've you been all night? Wiat did you do with

"The Bard is safe," said Ghost, "but there is other news." The arm of the robe raised and
gestured at the Wheeler. "Ohers of his kind swarmin Goblin Reservation to try to trap the
dragon. "

So, thought Maxwel |, sonmewhat illogically, it had been the dragon they had wanted, after all.
Coul d the Weel ers have known all al ong, he wondered, that there had been a dragon? And the answer
was that, of course, they would have known, for it had been they or their far ancestors who had
done the work back in Jurassic days.

In Jurassic days on Earth, and how many others times on how many ot her planets? The serfs,
Lanmbert had said, the horses, the bearers of the burdens. Were they now, or had they been
inferior menbers of that ancient tribe of beings, or had they been, perhaps, sinply donesticated
ani mal s, harnessed bi ol ogically by genetic engineering, for the jobs they were assi gned?

And now these forner slaves, having established an enpire of their own, reached out their
hands for something that they may have reason to believe should be their heritage. Theirs, since
nowhere el se in the universe, except, perhaps, in scattered, dying pockets, was there left any
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trace of the great col onization project dreamed by the crystal planet.

And perhaps, thought Maxwell-perhaps it should be theirs. For theirs had been the |abor that
had engi neered the project. And had the dyi ng Banshee, | aden with an ancient guilt, sought to
right a wong when he had doubl ecrossed the crystal planet, when he had sought to hel p these
fornmer slaves? O had he, perhaps, believed that it was better that the heritage should go, not to
some outsider, but to a race of beings who had played a part, however nenial, however snmall, in
the great project that had crunbled into failure?

"You mean," Sharp said to the Weeler, "that the very noment you were standing here and
threatening ne, you had your bandits out..."

"He works all the angles that there are," said Oop.

"The dragon went hone," said Ghost, "to the only hone that he could recogni ze upon this
pl anet. To where the Little Folk reside, so that he could see his fellows once again, flying in
the cl ear noonlight above the river valley. And then the Weelers attacked himin the air, trying
to force himto the ground, so that he could be captured, and the dragon is fighting back nost
magni ficently, but-"

"Wheel ers can't fly," protested Sharp. "And you say there were a lot of them O you inplied
there were a lot of them There can't be. M. Mrnaduke was the only..."

"Perhaps," said Ghost, "they are not believed to fly, but they are truly flying. And as for
the nunber of them | amnystified. Perhaps here all the time, hiding fromthe view Perhaps nany
com ng in through the transport stations."

"W can put a stop to that,’
can..."

said Maxwell. "We can send word to Transportation Central. W

Sharp shook his head. "No, we can't do that. Transportation is intergalactic, not of Earth
al one. W cannot interfere."

"M . Marmaduke," said I nspector Drayton, speaking in his best official voice, "or whoever you
may be, | think 1'd better run you in."

"Leave off this blathering," said CGhost. "The Little Folk need help."

Maxwel | reached out and picked up the chair. "It's tine we put an end to fooling," he
declared. He raised the chair and said to the Weeler. "It's tine for you to start talking,
friend. And if you don't, I'Il cave you in."

A circle of jets suddenly protruded from Weeler's chest and there was a hissing sound. A
stench hit themin the face, a terrible fetor that struck like a clenched and savage fist, that
made t he stomach sonersault and set the throat to gaggi ng.

Maxwel | felt hinself falling to the floor, unable to control his body, which seened tied up in
knots fromthe fearful stink that exuded fromthe Wieeler. He hit the floor and rolled and his
hands went to his throat and tore at it, as if torip it open to allow hinmself nore air-although
there seened to be no air, there was nothing but the foul ness of the Weel er

Above him he heard a fearful scream ng and when he rolled around so he could | ook up, he saw
Syl vest er suspended above him his front claws hooked around the upper portions of the Weeler's
body, his rear legs clawing and striking at the bulging and transparent belly in which withed the
di sgusting mass of roiling insects. The Weeler's wheels were spinning frantically, but sonething
had gone wong with them One wheel spun in one direction and the second in another, so that the
VWheel er whirled about in a giddy dance, with Sylvester clinging desperately and his back |egs
working like driving pistons at the Weeler's belly. It |ooked for all the world, thought Maxwell,
as if the two of themwere engaged in a rapid and unw el dy waltz.

An unseen hand reached out and grasped Maxwel |l by the arm and haul ed hi m uncer enoni ously
across the floor. H's body thunped across the threshold and sone of the foul ness dim nished and
there now was a breath of air.
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Maxwel | roll ed over and got on his hands and knees and fought his way erect. He reached up
with his fists and rubbed at his streaning eyes. The air still was heavy with the stench, but one
no | onger gagged.

Sharp sat propped against the wall, gasping and rubbing at his eyes. Carol was sl unped upon
the floor. Oop, crouched in the doorway, was tugging Nancy out of the fetid room fromwhich still
came the screamnming of the saber-tooth at work.

Maxwel | staggered forward and reachi ng down, picked up Carol and slung her, like a sack
across one shoul der. Turning, he beat an unsteady retreat down the corridor.

Thirty feet away he stopped and turned around and as he did, the Weeler burst out of the
doorway, finally free of Sylvester and with both wheels spinning in unison. He cane down the hall
wheel ing crazily and | opsidedl y-staggering blindly, if a thing with wheels could be said to
stagger, slamring into one wall and caroning off it to smash into the other. Froma great rent in
his belly small whitish objects dropped and scattered all across the floor

Ten feet fromwhere Maxwel |l stood, the Weeler finally coll apsed when one wheel hit the wal
and caved in. Slowy, with what seenmed to be a rather strange sort of dignity, the Weeler tipped
over and out of the torn belly gushed a bushel or so of insects that piled up on the floor

Syl vester cane slinking down the hail, crouched low, his nuzzle extended in curiosity, taking
one sl ow step and then another as he crept upon his handi work. Behind OCop and Syl vester cane the
rest of them

"You can let nme down now," said Carol
Maxwel | | et her down, stood her on her feet. She | eaned against the wall.

"I never saw a nore undignified way to be carried," she declared. "You haven't got a spark of
chivalry to pack a girl around in a manner such as that."

"It was all a mstake," said Maxwell. "I should have left you there, laid out on the floor."

Syl vester had stopped now and reaching out his neck, sniffed at the Weeler, all the while
with winkles of disgust and wonder etched upon his face. There was no sign of life in the
Wheel er. Satisfied, Sylvester pulled back and squatted on his haunches, began to wash his face. On
the floor beside the fallen Weeler, the nmound of bugs were seething. A few of themstarted
crawing fromthe pile, heading out into the hall.

Sharp swung out past the Weeler.

"Come on," he said. "Let's get out of here." The corridor still was sour with the terrible

st ench.
"But what is it all about?" wailed Nancy. "Wy did M. Marnaduke..."

"Not hi ng but stink bugs,” Oop told her. "Can you imagi ne that? A galactic race of stink bugs!
And they had us scared!"

I nspector Drayton lunbered forward inportantly. "I'mafraid it will be necessary for you al
to come with nme,” he said. "I will need your statenents.”

"Staterments," Sharp said viciously. "You must be out of your nmind. Statenments, at a tinme like
this, with a dragon | oose and..."

"But an alien has been killed," protested Drayton. "And not just an ordinary alien. A nmenber
of a race that could be our enenies. This could have repercussions.”

"Just wite down," said Oop, "killed by a savage beast."

"Qop, " snapped Carol, "you know better than to say a thing like that. Sylvester isn't savage
He's gentle as a kitten. And he is not a beast.”

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cl...20Simak%20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reservation.txt (93 of 101) [10/31/2004 11:58:33 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Clifford%20D.%20%20Si mak %20-%20The%20Goblin%20Reser vation.txt

Maxwel | | ooked around. "Where is Ghost?" he asked. "He took it on the lam" said Cop. "He
al ways does when trouble starts. He's nothing but a coward."

"But he said..."

"That he did," said Cop. "And we are wasting tinme. O Toole could do with help."

24

M. O Toole was waiting for themwhen they got off the roadway.

"I knew coning you woul d be," he greeted them "GChost, he said he woul d get you yet. And badly
do we need soneone who will talk sense to the trolls, who hide and gibber in their bridge and wll
listen to no reason.”

"What have the trolls got to do with it?" asked Maxwell. "For once in your life, can't you
| eave the trolls al one?"

"The trolls,” M. O Toole explained, "filthy as they are, may be our one salvation. They be
the only ones who, fromlack of any civilization whatsoever, or any niceties, remain proficient in
the enchantnents of old tinmes, and they specialize in the really dirty kinds of work, the nopst
vi ci ous of enchantments. The fairies, naturally, also cling to the old abilities, but all of their
enchantnents are of the gentle sort and gentleness is sonething of which we do not stand in need.”

"Can you tell us,
much of it to us.'

Sharp asked, "exactly what is going on. Chost didn't hang around to explain

"dadly," said the goblin, "but |eave us start to walking, and walking, I'Il relate to you all
t he happenstance. W have but little time to waste and the trolls are stubborn souls and vast
persuasion they will need to do a job for us. They lurk within the nossy stones of that sensel ess
bridge of theirs and they titter like things which have lost their minds. Al though, bitter truth
to tell, themstinking trolls have little ninds to | ose."

They trudged in single file up the rocky ravine which lay in the notch between the hills and
in the east the dawn-Ilight had begun to show, but the path, buried in the trees and fl anked by
bushes, was dark. Here and there birds woke fromsleep and twittered and somewhere up the hill a
raccoon was whi ckeri ng.

"The dragon canme home to us," O Toole told themas they wal ked, "the one place on Earth |eft
for himto go, to be with his own kind again, and the Weel ers which, in ancient times had anot her
nane t han Weel ers, have attacked him 1|ike broonsticks flying in formation. They nust not force
himto the ground, for then they have hi m caught and can whi sk hi m hence very rapidly. And,
forsooth, he has nade a noble fight of it, the fending of themoff, but he is growing tired and we
must hurry rapidly and with nuch dispatch if we are to give himaid."

"And you're counting,” Maxwell said, "on the trolls being able to bring the Wheel ers down |ike
t hey brought down the flier."

"You apprehend nost easily, nmy friend. That's what lingers in ny mnd. But these befoul ed
trolls make a bargain of it."

"I never knew," said Sharp, "that the Weelers could fly. Al I've seen themdo was trundle."

"OfF abilities they have nany," said O Toole. "Fromtheir bodies they can grow devi ces w t hout
nunber and beyond i nagi nation. Nozzles for the spreading of their nasty gas, guns to shoot the
I ethal bolt, jets to nake them broonsticks that nove with amazi ng speed. And never are they up to
any good. Full of anger and resentnent after all the ages, lying out there, deep in the gal axy,
with rancor eating like a cancer into their putrid mnds, waiting for a chance to be what they
never can be-for no nore than nenials they are or ever will be.”
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"But why bother with the trolls?" asked Drayton, out of sorts. "I could have guns and
pl anes..."

"Don't try to be any nore of a fool than you already are," said Sharp. "W can't lay a finger
on them W can't create an incident. The humans can take no part in this. This is sonething
between the Little Folk and their former slaves."

"But the cat already killed-"

"The cat. Not a human. W can-"

"Sylvester," Carol said, "was only trying to protect us."

"Do we have to go so fast?" protested Nancy. "lI'mnot used to this."
"Here," said Lanbert, "take my arm The path does seemslightly rough.”

"Do you know, Pete," said Nancy, bubbling, "that M. Lanbert has agreed to be ny house guest
for a year or so and paint some pictures for ne. Isn't that a lovely thing for himto do?"

"Yes," said Maxwell. "I amsure it is

The path had been clinbing the hillside for the last hundred feet or so and now it dipped down
toward the ravine, which was clogged with tunbl ed boul ders which, in the first faint |ight of
nmor ni ng, | ooked |ike crouched, hunped beasts. And spanning the ravine was the ancient bridge, a
structure jerked raw froman ol d nedi eval road. Looking at it, Maxwell found it hard to believe
that it had been built only a few decades ago when the reservation had been laid out.

Two days, he thought-had it been only two days since he had returned to Earth to find
I nspector Drayton waiting? So nuch had happened that it seemed nuch | onger than just two days ago.
So many things had happened that were unbelievable, and still were happening and stil
unbel i evabl e, but on the outcone of these happenings, he knew, night depend the future of al
manki nd and the federation that nan had built anmpbng the other stars.

He tried to sunmon up a hatred of the Weelers, but he found there was no hatred. They were
too alien, too far renoved from mankind, to inspire a hatred. They were abstracti ons of evi
rather than actual evil beings, although that distinction, he realized, nade themno | ess
dangerous. There had been that other Peter Maxwell and surely he had been murdered by the
Wheel ers, for when he had been found there had been a curious, repulsive odor lingering, and now,
since that nmonment in Sharp's office, Maxwell knew what that odor was. Mirdered because the
Wheel ers had believed that the first Maxwell to return had conme fromthe crystal planet and nurder
had been a way to stop himfrominterfering with the deal with Tine for the Artifact. But when the
second Maxwel | had appeared, the Weel ers nust have been afraid of a second nurder. That was why,
Maxwel | told hinmself, M. Mrmaduke had tried to buy himoff.

And there was the matter of a certain Monty Churchill, Maxwell rem nded hinself. Wen this al
was finished, no matter how it mght cone out, he would hunt up Churchill and nake certain that
the score he owed himwas all evened out.

They came up to the bridge and wal ked under it and halted.

"Al'l right, you trashy trolls,” M. O Toole yelled at the silent stone, "there is a group of
us out here to hold conversation with you."

"You hush up," Maxwell told the goblin. "You keep out of this. You and the trolls do not get
al ong. "

"Who," the O Tool e demanded, "along can get with them OCbstinate things they are and without a
shred of honor and of common sense bereft..."

"Just keep still," said Maxwell. "Don't say another word."

They stood, all of them in the silence of the conming dawn, and finally a squeaky voi ce spoke
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to themfromthe area underneath the far end of the bridge

"Who is there?" the voice asked. "If you cone to bully us, bullied we'll not be. The
| oudmout hed O Tool e, for all these years, has bullied us and nagged us and no nore we'll have of
it."

"My narme is Maxwel | ,"
hel p. "

Maxwel | told the speaker. "I do not cone to bully you. | cone to beg for

"Maxwel | ? The good friend of O Tool e?”

"The good friend of all of you. O every one of you. | sat with the dying Banshee, taking the
pl ace of those who would not come to see out his final nonents.”

"But drink with O Toole, you do. And talk with him oh, yes. And give credence to his lies."
The O Tool e strode forward, bouncing with wath.

"That down your throats I'll stuff," he screamed. "Let me get ny paws but once upon their
filthy guzzles-"

Hi s words broke of f abruptly as Sharp reached out and, grabbing himby the slack of his
trouser-seat, lifted himand held him gurgling and choking in his rage.

"You go ahead," Sharp said to Maxwell. "If this little pipsqueak so nuch as parts his lips,
"1l find a pool and dunk him"

Syl vester sidled over to Sharp, thrust out his head and sniffed delicately at the dangling
O Toole. O Toole batted at the cat with windmlling arns. "Get himout of here,"” he shrieked.

"He thinks you're a nmouse,” said Qop. "He's trying to nake up his mind if you are worth the
trouble."

Sharp haul ed off and kicked Sylvester in the ribs. Sylvester shied off, snarling.

"Harl ow Sharp," said Carol, starting forward, "don't you ever dare to do a thing like that
again. If you do, I'II-"

"Shut up!" Maxwel | yelled, exasperated. "Shut up, all of you. The dragon is up there fighting
for his life and you stand here, wangling."

They all fell silent. Some of them stepped back. Maxwell waited for a nonment, then spoke to
the trolls. "I don't know what's gone on before,” he said. "I don't know what the trouble is. But
we need your help and we're about to get it. | promse you fair dealing, but | also pronise that
if you aren't reasonable we're about to see what a couple of sticks of high explosives will do to
this bridge of yours."

A feeble, squeaky voice issued fromthe bridge. "But all we ever wanted, all we ever asked,
was for that bignmouthed O Toole to nake for us a cask of sweet Cctober ale."

Maxwel | turned around. "Is that right?" he asked.
Sharp set O Tool e back upon his feet so that he could answer.

"I't's the breaking of a precedent,” howed O Toole. "That is what it is. Fromtime i menoria
us goblins are the only ones who ever brewed the gladsonme ale. And drink it by ourselves. Mke we
cannot nore than we can drink. And nmake it for the trolls, then the fairies will be wanting-"

"You know," said Oop, "that the fairies would never drink the ale. All they drink is nilk, and
t he brownies, too."

"Athirst you would have us all," screanmed the goblin. "Hard labor it is for us to make only
what we need and nuch tine and t hought and effort."
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"If it's a sinple matter of production," suggested Sharp, "we certainly could help you."

M. O Tool e bounded up and down in wath. "And the bugs!" he shouted. "Wiat about the bugs?
Exclude themfromthe ale | know you would when it was brewing. Al nasty sanitary. To nake
Cct ober ale, bugs you nust have falling into it and all other matters of great uncleanliness or
the flavor you will nmiss.”

"We' || put in bugs," said OCop. "We'lIl go out and catch a bucket full of them and dunp them
intoit."

The O Tool e was beside hinself with anger, his face a flam ng purple. "Understand you do not,"
he screanmed at them "Bugs you do not go dunping into it. Bugs fall into it wi th wondrous
selectivity and-"

H's words cut off in a gurgling shriek and Carol called out sharply, "Sylvester, cut that
out!"

The O Tool e dangled, wailing and flailing his arnms, from Sylvester's nouth. Sylvester held his
head high so that M. O Toole's feet could not reach the ground.

Qop was rolling on the ground in laughter, beating his hands upon the earth. "He thinks
O Tool e's a nouse!" Qop yelled. "Look at that putty cat! He caught hisself a mpuse!"”

Syl vester was being gentle about it. He was not hurting O Toole, except his dignhity. He was
holding himlightly in his nouth, with the two fangs in his upper jaw closing neatly about his
m ddl e.

Sharp haul ed off to kick the cat.
"No," Carol yelled, "don't you dare do that!"
Sharp hesitated.

"It's all right, Harlow " Maxwell said. "Let himkeep O Toole. Surely he deserves sonething
for what he did for us back there in the office."

"W'll do it," OToole yelled frantically. "We'll make themtheir cask of ale. We'll nake two
casks of it."

"Three," said the squeaky voice comng fromthe bridge.

"All right, three," agreed the goblin.

"No weaseling out of it later on?" asked Maxwell .

"Us goblins never weasel," said O Tool e.

"Al'l right, Harlow " said Maxwell. "Go ahead and belt him"

Sharp squared off to kick. Sylvester dropped O Toole and slunk off a pace or two.

The trolls came pouring fromthe bridge and went scurrying up the hillside, yelping with
excitenent.

The humans began scrambling up the slope, following the trolls.

Ahead of Maxwell, Carol tripped and fell. Maxwell stopped and lifted her. She jerked away from
himand turned to hima face flam ng with anger. "Don't you ever touch ne!" she said. "Don't even
speak to ne. You told Harlow to go ahead and kick Sylvester. You yelled at me. You told nme to shut

up. n
She turned then and went scranbling up the hill, noving quickly out of sight.

Maxwel | stood befuddled for a nonent, then began the clinb, skirting boul ders, grabbing at
bushes to pull hinself al ong.
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Up on the top of the hill he heard wild cheering and off to his right a great black gl obe,
with its wheels spinning madly, plumeted out of the sky and crashed into the woods. He stopped
and | ooked up and saw, through the treetops, two gl obes streaking through the sky on collision
courses. They did not swerve or slacken speed. They cane together and expl oded on inpact. He stood
and watched the shattered pieces flying. In a few seconds there were pattering sounds anong the
| eaves as the debris cane raining down.

The cheering still was going on atop the bluff and far off, near the top of the hill that rose
beyond the ravine, sonething that he heard, but did not see, came plunging to the earth.

There was no one else in sight as he began the clinb again.

It was all over now, he told hinself. The trolls had done their work and now t he dragon could
come down. He grinned wyly to hinmself. For years he'd hunted dragons and here finally was the
dragon, but sonething nore, perhaps, than he had i mgi ned. What coul d the dragon be, he wondered,
and why had it been enclosed within the Artifact, or nade into the Artifact, or whatever m ght
have been done with it?

Funny thing about the Artifact, he thought-resisting everything, rejecting everything unti
that nmoment when he had fastened the interpreting nechanismon his head to exanine it. Wat had
happened to rel ease the dragon fromthe Artifact? Cearly the nmechanismhad had a part to play in
the doing of it, but there still was no way of know ng what night have happened. Although the
peopl e on the crystal planet certainly would know, one of the many things they knew, one of the
many arts they held which still lay outside the know edge of others in the gal axy. Had the
interpreter turned up in his |luggage by design rather than by accident? Had it been planted there
for the very purpose for which it had been used? Was it an interpreter, at all, or was it
sonet hing el se fashioned in a manner that resenbled an interpreter?

He recalled that at one time he had wondered if the Artifact night not once have served as a
god for the Little Folk, or for those strange creatures which early in the history of the Earth
had been associated with the Little Fol k? And had he been right, he wondered. Was the dragon a god
fromsone ol den tine?

He began the clinb again, but went slower now, for there was no need to hurry. It was the
first time since he had returned fromthe crystal planet that there was no urgency.

He was sonmewhat nmore than hal fway up the hill when he heard the nusic, so faint at first, so
nmut ed, that be could not be sure he heard it.

He stopped to listen and it was surely nusic.

The sun had just noved the top part of its disk over the horizon and a sheet of blinding |ight
struck the treetops on the hill above him so that they blazed with autum color. But the hillside
that he clinbed still lay in nmorning shadow.

He |istened and the nusic was |ike the sound of silver water running over happy stones.
Unearthly music. Fairy music. And that was what it was. On the dancing green off to his left a
fairy orchestra was playing.

A fairy orchestra and fairies dancing on the green! It was sonething that he had never seen
and here was a chance to see it. He turned to his left and nade his way, as silently as he coul d,
toward the dancing green.

Pl ease, he whispered to hinself, please don't go away. Don't be frightened by ne. Please stay
and | et ne see you.

He was cl ose now. Just beyond that boulder. And the music kept on playing.
He crawl ed by inches around the boul der, on guard agai nst naki ng any sound.

And then he saw.
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The orchestra sat in a row upon a log at the edge of the green and played away, the norning
light flashing off the iridescent wings and the shiny instrunents.

But there were no fairies dancing on the green. Instead there were two ot hers he never woul d
have guessed. Two such sinple souls as nmight dance to fairy nusic.

Faci ng one anot her, dancing to the nmusic of the fairy orchestra, were Ghost and WIIiam
Shakespear e.

25

The dragon perched upon the castle wall, its nulticolored body glittering in the sun. Far
below, inits valley, the Wsconsin River, blue as a forgotten sumer sky, flowed between the
shores of flamng forests. Fromthe castle yard canme sounds of revelry as the goblins and the
trolls, for the nonent with aninosity |aid aside, drank great tankards of Cctober ale, banging the
tankards on the tables that had been carried fromthe great hall, and singing ancient songs that
had been conposed | ong before there had been such a thing as Man

Maxwel | sat upon a deep-buried boul der and gazed out across the valley. A dozen feet away the
edge of the bluff cut off above a hundred feet of cliff and on the edge of the cliff grew a
twisted cedar tree, twisted by the winds that had how ed across the valley for uncounted years,
its bark a powdery silver, its foliage a Iight and fragrant green. Even from where he sat, Maxwel
could catch the sharp tang of the foliage.

It all had come out right, he told hinself. There was no Artifact to trade for the know edge
of the crystal planet, although there was the dragon and the dragon, after all, probably had been
what the people on that planet wanted. But even if this should not prove to be the truth, the
Wheel ers had lost out, and this, in the long run, mght be nore inportant than the acquiring of
the know edge.

It all had worked out OK. Better than he could have hoped. Except that now everyone was sore
at him Carol was angry at hi mbecause he'd told Harlow to go ahead and kick Sylvester and because
he'd told her to shut up. O Toole was sore at hi mbecause he'd abandoned himto Syl vester and
thereby forced himto give in to the trolls. Harlow nore than likely still was plenty burned up
because he had nessed up the deal for the Artifact and because of all the busted pieces in the
museum But rmaybe the fact that he'd got Shakespeare back might nmake up for sone of that. And
there was Drayton, of course, who still might want to question him and Longfellow, at
Admi ni stration, who wouldn't |ike himany better no matter what had happened.

Sonetimes, he told hinself, it didn't pay to care too much about anything or to fight for
anyt hi ng. Maybe it was the ones Iike Nancy Clayton who really had it made - feather-headed Nancy
with her fanmous house guests and her fabul ous parties.

Sonet hi ng brushed agai nst himand he turned to see what it might be. Sylvester reached out a
rough and raspi ng tongue and began to wash his face.

"Cut it out,"” said Maxwell. "That tongue of yours takes off hide.

Sylvester purred contentedly and settled down beside him |eaning hard against him The two of
them sat and gazed across the valley.

"You got an easy life," Maxwell told the cat. "You don't have any problens. You don't have to
worry."

A foot crunched on sonme stones. A voice said, "You' ve kidnaped ny cat. Can | sit down and
share hi n?"

"Sure, sit down," said Maxwell. "I'Il nove over for you. | thought you never wanted to speak
to ne again."
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"You were a nasty person down there," said Carol, "and | didn't like you nuch. But | suppose
you had to be."

A black cloud cane to rest inside the cedar tree.

Carol gasped and shrank agai nst Maxwell. He put out an arm and held her close against him
"It's all right," he said. "It is just a banshee."

"But he hasn't any body. He hasn't any face. He is just a cloud."

"That is not remarkable,” the Banshee told her. "That is what we are, the two of us that are
left. Great dirty dish-cloths flapping in the sky. And you need not be frightened, for this other
human is a friend of ours.™

"I wasn't a friend of the third one," said Maxwell. "Nor was the hunan race. He sold out to
t he Wheel ers. ™

"And yet, you sat with him when no one else would do it."

"Yes, | did that. Even your worst eneny could demand that you do that."

"Then, | think," the Banshee said, "that you can understand a little. The Weelers, after all
were us, still are us, perhaps. And ancient ties die hard."

"I think | do understand,"” said Maxwell. "What can | do for you?"

"I only cane," the Banshee told him "to tell you that the place you call the crystal planet
has been notified."

"And they want the dragon?" Maxwell asked. "You'll have to give us the coordinates."”

"The coordinates," said the Banshee, "will be given to Transportation Central. You wll want
to go there, you and many others, to transfer the data. But the dragon stays on Earth, here on
Goblin Reservation."

"I don't understand," said Maxwell. "They wanted..."

"The Artifact," the Banshee said, "to set the dragon free. He had been caged too long."

"Since the Jurassic,"” said Maxwell. "I agree. That is far too long."

"But we did not plan so long," the Banshee said. "You noved himbefore we could set himfree
and we thought that we had |l ost him The Artifact was only to preserve and hide himuntil the
colony on Earth could becone established, until it could protect him™"

"But protect hinP Wiy did he need protection?”

"Because," the Banshee said, "he is the last of his race and therefore very precious. He is
the last of the-l1 find it hard to say-you have creatures you call dogs and cats?"

"Yes," said Carol. "W have one of themright here."

"Pets," the Banshee said. "And yet nuch nore than pets. Creatures that have wal ked the Earth
with you fromthe very early days. The dragon is the pet, the |l ast pet, of the people of the
crystal planet. They grow old, they will soon be gone. They cannot |eave their pet behind uncared
for; he nmust be delivered into | oving hands."

"The goblins will take care of him" said Carol. "And the trolls and fairies and all the rest
of them They will be proud of him They will spoil himrotten."

"And the humans, too?"

"And the humans, too," she said.
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They did not see himgo. But he was no |onger there. There was not even a dirty dishcloth
flapping in the sky. The tree stood enpty.

A pet, thought Maxwell. Not a god, but a sinple pet. And yet, perhaps, not so sinple as it
sounded. When nen had first made the bi o-nmechs, what had they created? Not other nen, at |east at
first, not livestock, not freaks engineered to specific purposes. They had created pets.

Carol stirred against his arm "What are you thinking, Pete?"

"About a date," he said. "Yes, | guess | was thinking of a dinner date with you. W had one
once, but it never quite came off. Wuld you like to try agai n?"

"At the Pig and Wi stle?"

"I'f that is what you want."

"Wthout Oop and CGhost. Wthout any troubl enakers."

"But with Sylvester, of course.”

"No," she said. "Just the two of us. Sylvester stays at hone. It is tine he |earned."
They got up fromthe boul der and started back toward the castle.

Syl vester | ooked up at the dragon perching on the castle wall and snarl ed.

The dragon lowered its head on its sinuous neck and | ooked himin the eye. It stuck out at him

a long and forked tongue.
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