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Chapter 1
 
              In a time distant beyond the memory of memories there existed a great island Kingdom whose lands were as fabulously beautiful as its people were rich and powerful. Brave and resourceful in war were they, noble and forgiving in peace, and wise in the subtler arts of maintaining the peace they had won. And the wisest among them, an Adept most highly respected in a land where great wizards abounded, was their enlightened, well-beloved and truly Great but greatly unhappy King.
 
              The Commander of a vast army and of a myriad ships of war and trade was he, and he felt neither pride nor pleasure in them. Gold and precious stones filled to overflowing the coffers of his Royal Treasury, and he thought himself poor. Countless wives were his, all of them chosen from among the fairest of the fair and of the dark, and they brought him no lasting pleasure. Many times had he exchanged his jewelled crown and silken raiment for the drab garments of a street vendor, and coarsened his speech to suit, in an attempt to find one person from among the lowly and untutored who might be able to help him, but in vain. It seemed that there was no man or woman in the Kingdom who could satisfy the terrible longing that was in him because, no matter how hard or often he tried, he himself could not describe his need in words that they could understand.
 
              Nowhere was there another person who thought and dreamed as he did; nobody who could look up at the night sky without wondering if the stars and planets and changing moon were more than a needlessly complicated clock for the farmers or guiding beacons for mariners at sea, or whose mind could share the other strange fancies that filled his own and talk with him about them.
 
              Sorrowfully he assembled his family and principal advisors and announced that, there being nobody who could satisfy his need in the here and now, he must search elsewhen. Then, having first ordered his affairs lest the uncertain project resulted in his death, he began the weaving of a mighty but hitherto untried spell which was designed to hurl him far into the future to a time and place where there lived the kind of people he sought.
 
              If such a time and place existed.
 
              With the pronunciation of the final, many-syllabled word of the spell, the Throne Room around him vanished and he found himself seated instead in a small chair that was one of many hundreds laid out in rows within a vastly larger chamber. But there was a great fatigue and confusion afflicting his body and mind, as if he was recovering from an ague, and he felt surprise, fear, and great mystification because the hand he lifted to his brow was that of an old, old man and he was uncertain of who he was or his reason for being here. But for another reason that he could not understand he felt at ease among these strangers.
 
              Beside him sat a person wearing faded blue, patched and frayed garments that a beggar would have scorned and with hair hidden under a peaked cap of the same harsh-textured material. Despite the condition of the apparel it had the smell of cleanliness about it. The delicacy of the features and the manner in which the garments had shrunk to hug tightly the contours of the body and limbs made it plain that she was a comely young woman. She noticed his presence with evident surprise and spoke words that he could not understand.
 
              Closing his eyes he searched through the confusion of his mind until he found that which was needed, a simple Spell of Translation used routinely by wizard officers on trading ships visiting far countries. It could be cast silently and did not require a supply of desiccated animal organs or odourous herbs, and would ensure that henceforth she and the other natives of this strange place would understand him and he them.
 
              "Your pardon, my lady," he said, remembering that politeness was never wasted even upon a poorly-clad beggar, "I fear that your words reached my ears but did not gain entrance to my mind. Would it please you to speak them again?"
 
              She laughed at him in a manner that was surprised and friendly rather than scornful and said, "Where the blazes did you come from? I could have sworn that chair was empty. Then I thought they were playing tricks on us by filling the empty seat with a holo. But you're solid enough if a bit, well, fragile. Are those wrinkles and that scar on your forehead real? Are you feeling well, old man? You don't look it."
 
              "I must confess to feelings of fatigue and confusion of mind," he replied. "This place, these proceedings and many of your words are strange to me."
 
              "Oh, you mean this is your first con!" she exclaimed, and her smile grew wider. "Well, you are a bit long in the tooth for it, but you certainly picked a good one. This next item is state of the art, the tri-di premiere of an education video to be issued next year, but why should school-kids have all the fun? Your costume is excellent and it sounds as if you have the period language down pat but, well, the fancy dress party isn't until this evening. Oh, you've forgotten your program book, too. See, there, at the bottom of page nine?"
 
              In one hand she was holding out a large but very slim book the like of which he had never seen before. Reverently and with trembling hands he took it from her, marvelling at the look and feel of the smooth, polished parchment that was white as swan's down; at the lines of tiny, black marks that were surrendering their meaning to him, and at the miniature paintings scattered throughout which must surely have been the work of a master artist and magician, for so finely executed and delicately tinted were they that they had the aspect of tiny windows into reality. Before such elegant wizardry as this he felt like the lowliest of apprentices.
 
              It was strange that he should feel thus, he thought, because the clearing fog in his mind had not yet revealed who or what he was.
 
              He was still grasping the book tightly and trying in vain to guess at the cost of producing such a priceless and incredibly beautiful volume when the room around him darkened and a great fanfare pealed out. Suddenly there were gigantic words forming in the air above him, each character seeming to be made of solid gold. They hung suspended for a moment proclaiming the arcane legend "131st WORLD SCIENCE FICTION CONVENTION MINNEAPOLIS 2073" before fading into nothingness. A mighty sound like the endless rolling of thunder, so deep that it seemed to shake his very bones, was all about him and he gasped in sudden terror.
 
-
 



Chapter 2
 
              The walls of the room had disappeared to be replaced by a strange, continuous panorama of fields made of flat stone and white, undecorated buildings rendered tiny by distance. Beyond them lay a glittering expanse of sea and, to landward, the uneven, dark-green line of distant trees. By some tremendous act of sorcery the ceiling had changed into the cloudless vault of a sky in which the mid-day sun blazed down with a complete absence of heat.
 
              The people seated all about him were showing no signs of fear or even surprise, so he tried to compose his mind to the enjoyment and appreciation of this truly awesome spell.
 
              At that moment the scene around him changed subtly. Distant buildings and trees that had been on the horizon were slipping slowly below it, and it was as if he were climbing faster than an eagle until he was higher than the tallest of mountain peaks. More and more of the land opened out around him, some of it obscured by great, billowing masses of whiteness that he realised were clouds seen from above. While he was still recovering from the wonderment of that, the whole room rotated slowly until the misted blue horizon was directly above him, dividing a great stretch of sunlit land and sea from a sky that had become so dark that the stars were coming out.
 
              Every few moments the thunder was stilled so that he could hear the voices of the wizards who were maintaining this marvelous Spell of Visions reciting their strange litanies to each other. Powerful indeed were their words because the straight line between land and sky was changing into a curve and the curving land closed itself into a blue and brown and white-flecked globe that continued to shrink until it swung aside to be replaced by the rapidly expanding orb of the full moon. Many times had he gazed at the tiny, indistinct patches of grey on that shining face and imagined the indistinct shapes of strange beings there. But now there was no room for imagination because the smooth, bright surface that he knew was expanding into a landscape of a harshness that had its own terrible beauty, for suddenly there was rushing past and around him a land of mighty mountains and ravines and of endless deserts on which nothing grew or lived. A vast multitude of craters ranging in size from the diameter of his outstretched arms to the size of a large kingdom covered the surface, so that it seemed as if the whole cracked and desiccated world was the long-dead victim of some monstrous pox. He was pleased when the moon shrank once again to the size and aspect he had known.
 
              It continued to shrink until it was shown circling the world he had left, and the world and moon were shown moving in greater circles with the other planets around the Sun. Four of these worlds he had not known existed, one very close to the Sun and three too distant for resolution by his hitherto unaided eye. But the positions and circular motions of these heavenly bodies gave a simple and elegant answer to the question of why, from his earthly point of vantage, they had seemed to move in such inexplicable fashion. Then the room and its watchers swept in again to show the surfaces of each planet and its moons—worlds that were surrounded by unbelievably beautiful and far-reaching rings, or perpetually lashed by storms of unimaginable ferocity, and others that were still and beautiful and covered in ice. One was dark and cold and lit by a Sun so distant that it was naught but a bright star, one among a countless multitude of other suns that might hold their own planetary families about them.
 
              Another voice had replaced those of the two great wizards, Houston and Probe Commander. It spoke in the quiet, sure tones of a learned tutor instructing adult minds, unlike his own mind which now seemed to him to be that of a backward child. But slowly he was beginning to understand that the wonderful images produced by this truly magnificent spell were illusion, but that they were designed to illuminate and explain an even more wonderful reality.
 
              The sorcery reached its tremendous climax and ended with the confining walls and ceiling once again replacing the immensities of space and eternity between the stars. He closed his eyes so that he could examine those incredible images with the eye of his mind and bind them more tightly to his memory. Beside him the young woman rose to her feet and began to leave, murmuring quietly to her companion that he had fallen asleep. He did not speak to correct her error, and soon he returned his attention to the fabulous book.
 
              Time passed without him noticing its passing until a small group of people entered the hall and began clearing the middle of the floor of its chairs. People were entering the hall again and walking among them were beasts that were scarcely human, creatures out of direst nightmare or the most fanciful of dreams. Fanged and clawed and scaled were they, with gigantic, misshapen heads or forked tails or with webbed feet and sea-fronds trailing from slimy green bodies. Some were helmed and armoured and hung with weapons, or crowned and richly cloaked and one, who could have been a slim and delightfully-proportioned human female had not her face and body been covered by a thin coat of many-coloured fur and whose wide-spread arms supported a pair of enormous but delicately-structured iridescent wings. She was the most beautiful creature that he had ever seen or even imagined.
 
              As every creature entered the hall they made their way along the aisle beside him towards the cleared area of floor to collect in a group at its center, but even those of the most fearsome aspect offered no violence to the audience and at times exchanged greetings with them. He was still feeling vastly relieved by this when one of the creatures stopped beside him, grasped his arm and lifted him to his feet.
 
              It, she, had the body and head of a well-formed human female but with the features, spotted fur and tail of a jungle cat. A cloak flowed over her shoulders and back like a golden waterfall to the floor and she wore a golden coronet and sandals that were thickly encrusted with gems.
 
              "You haven't moved an inch!" said a well-remembered voice. "Don't magicians go out to eat where you come from?"
 
              "My—my lady," he stammered, "is it you? And no, I was reading and thinking and ...  and to my shame I omitted to return your valuable book."
 
              She made a dismissive gesture with one daintily clawed and furry hand and said, "No sweat. There wasn't room for pockets in this outfit, in fact there's hardly room for me, so you hang onto it for now. But let's go, old man, it's showtime."
 
              She was supporting his arm and pushing him gently towards the group of creatures at the center of the room, and he could not resist without committing the impoliteness of striking her with his staff or using a spell that might have caused her physical inconvenience. She seemed to sense his reluctance.
 
              "This is your first fancy dress competition," she said reassuringly, "but there's no reason to worry. Just give George your name when he arrives and don't be shy. After all, this is why you're here ..."
 
              When they joined the others on the floor he was greatly relieved to discover that they were not creatures but human beings like the friendly cat woman, and that they were wearing elaborate masks and constructs over their natural bodies. While he was helping to support one of the winged woman's arms—the continuing effort of holding her wings outstretched combined with the late arrival of George was causing distress to her arm muscles—he learned from her that she was, as were many of the other competitors around them, a representation of an unreal being who had life only in the books of great story-tellers some of whom were seated among the onlookers. He was still delighting in the strangeness of this practice when the tardy George arrived.
 
              It soon became apparent that George's duties fell somewhere between those of jester and master of protocol, but the jests were difficult to understand and the introductions were so hurried that he did not excel in either capacity. Try as he would to hold back and avoid the other's eye, his turn came to go forward and be introduced.
 
              "Name?" George whispered and, when he hesitated, the whisper became more impatient. "The name of your character, old man. Come on, we haven't got all night."
 
              The last wisps of the fog that had clouded his memory were dissipating and suddenly he knew who and what he was, and he remembered his reasons for casting the spell that had found this strange and exciting time and place for him. He took a deep breath and spoke with authority.
 
              "I am Merlin."
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 
              "In that get-up I should have guessed," George whispered, then turning to the audience he said in a declamatory voice, "Merlin the Magician."
 
              "I have many other and more important titles than Magician ..." Merlin began.
 
              "Sure you have," said George quietly, "but the program is running late enough already. You've got two minutes, old man. Go out and do your thing."
 
              The first thing that Merlin was tempted to do was to turn this impolite young man into a toad, but he stayed the spell unspoken. George had given offence through ignorance rather than by design. Further delay would be caused if he had to be captured and placed in ajar and another jester found to replace him and, besides, Merlin had always considered the spell to be a cruel one since it usually required a very long time and the presence of a maiden possessing the uncommon combination of attributes of great beauty, an overly affectionate nature, and gravely impaired vision to apply the counter-spell. He sighed with regret and moved out to stand in the cone of light that had its apex on the ceiling.
 
              He did not speak because there was no need to explain visible magic. Instead he raised his staff high, regarded it gravely as it lengthened, thickened and the carved, brown handle became a large, white knob that changed into a white dove that cooed and fluttered its wings before flying out of the light and low over the audience. When it returned to its perch it had become a brown owl that swivelled its head in disdainful fashion before it and the staff resumed their original shape.
 
              "Neat, oh, neat!" said George, slapping an open hand against his back with such force that he nearly overbalanced. "You didn't tell me you were a professional magician! That was really excellent work, and the off-hand way you ...  Oh, man! I'd give you first prize myself but, well, don't expect too much. The costumes are being judged, not the legerdemain. Who's on next? Name?"
 
              He was pleased at the complimentary words, and even more pleased at his own forebearance in allowing George to remain in human form and in a condition to speak them. But the greatest pleasure came with the announcement that he had placed third in the competition after the beautiful winged woman and the character with four eyes whose body was seemingly composed of rancid seaweed. For the judges had said that his garments had a strange appearance of realism in spite of their differences from the wizard costumes they had all come to accept, and that his character possessed the bemused look of the legendary Merlin who had to travel backwards in time, and he had been given a small piece of stiff parchment that entitled him to attend a banquet on the morrow.
 
              When the onlookers applauded him, he felt especially pleased and not a little perplexed because they seemed to know all about him and he was being rewarded for being himself.
 
              Another reward was to follow. Tables had been brought into the hall and without being told all those present rearranged their chairs around them. Suddenly George appeared and placed before him a small platter containing long, meat-filled buns smelling strongly of condiments on a bed of raw vegetables followed by four shiny, cylindrical objects.
 
              "Freebies," said George obscurely. "Hot dogs and beer for the fancy dress contestants, compliments of the con committee. If you want more you'll have to pay at the bar like the rest of the peasants. Enjoy."
 
              The hot dog was hot and appetizing but bore a closer resemblance to a thick, short eel while the beer, once he had been shown the strange method of opening it, was pleasantly cool in a mouth ravaged by the fiery mustard of the dog. There were no crystal goblets in evidence and the light, transparent beakers which could be dropped on the floor without shattering were being ignored because the most favoured way of consuming the beer was to throw the head back, open the mouth and direct a thin stream of the golden liquid straight down the gullet. As the night went on he became used to this unusual method of drinking although more than the four original cans were required before he became proficient.
 
              People joined their table to stay or converse briefly before moving on. They talked of many things that were strange, serious, fanciful or completely ridiculous, and often the most ridiculous matters were debated with the utmost solemnity, and at all times it seemed that his imagination was being stretched to its limits.
 
              The Time Spell had been successful, Merlin thought happily, because these were the kind of people he had always wanted to have around him.
 
              "You're fading," said the man beside him suddenly. He was clad to the neck in leathery armour but had removed his frightful horned and tusked head-piece to facilitate the drinking of beer. "Look at him, you two. He is fuzzy 'round the edges."
 
              At the other side of the table the friendly cat woman was sitting on the knee of her companion, trying to kiss him through her mask or deliberately tickling his ears with her cat's whiskers. She had introduced him as her spouse of a few days and it was fitting that they had attention only for each other.
 
              "You, also, are becoming indistinct," said Merlin, tapping an empty beer can to emphasise his words, which seemed to be making a slow and difficult journey between his mind and his lips. "Our two enamoured friends, the table, the whole room, have become fuzzy 'round the edges. Could it be that this container with its proud blazon of arms and golden contents is so ensorcelling our minds that the reality of the world around us is altering as we watch? The sensation is not unpleasant, nor is it a matter for deep concern. Perhaps understanding will come with another beer."
 
              "I'll drink to that," said the other man, He rapped the table top with one knuckle and gestured loosely around the room. Then speaking as slowly and carefully as had Merlin, he went on, "But your theory is untenable, friend. This table has sharp edges, the contours of our love-birds, one of them in particular, are rounder but distinct, and this whole party is, clearly, dying on its feet. Only you are becoming indistinct and the fault must therefore be yours."
 
              "Your logic," said Merlin, "is unassailable."
 
              "But you're still doing it," the other protested. "Don't disappear on us, dammit, it's your turn to buy the beer ...!"
 
-
 



Chapter 4
 
              He awoke with a hand gently but insistently shaking his shoulder. It belonged to a young man who was standing in the aisle beside a tall table which supported a complicated device of glittering metal and glass surmounted by two large wheels. He was saying, "Wake up, friend, you snore like a demented elephant. We're ready to start and I don't think the audience would appreciate the additional sound effects."
 
              "I am awake," said Merlin. This was a much smaller hall, he saw at once, filled with people who appeared to be more prosperous than the previous crowd because the majority of them were dressed in long, brightly coloured gowns even though in most cases their feet were bare. They wore their hair long so that it was difficult, from where he was seated at the back, to tell the men and women apart. In this place his own long hair and robe would pass unnoticed. A large panel of glittering whiteness was mounted high on the wall facing him, but his curiosity about its purpose was tempered by feelings of uncertainty and disappointment.
 
              It seemed that his time spell was seriously flawed in that its effects were temporary. Considering the laws of nature that he must be violating, was it returning him towards his time and place of origin? But this was not the time to worry about such matters. His first visit to the future had been all too brief so that he must not waste time during this one. Besides, he wanted to practice some of the strange new words he had learned then.
 
              "Pray tell me," he said, "is that the tri-di projector for your holograph movies?"
 
              "Geez, friend, what have you been smoking?" the young man replied obscurely. "Naw, we just dream about things like that. You're looking, as if you didn't know, at an antiquated thirty-five millimeter projector with a mind of its own. But this is the main event, a re-release showing of Forbidden Planet, no less, so keep your fingers crossed. Lights, somebody!"
 
              As the lights dimmed into darkness the two wheels on top of the device began to turn at different speeds and it sent out a narrow, flickering cone of brightness to illuminate the white screen attached to the opposite wall. Loud music burst suddenly from a box beside the screen which was showing what seemed to be the names of the many wizards concerned with the spell.
 
              It was interesting even though the beautifully proportioned circular spaceship was too simple of construction to be real, he was somehow aware, and the starfields were likewise unrealistic. The projectionist spoke obscurely about what he called the special effects, and said that the whole plot had been pinched from Shakespeare. He discussed the original play in detail until suddenly the actors' voices were stilled and the images slipped off the screen to leave only a glaring whiteness.
 
              "Bloody hell and damnation!" said the young man at the projector. "Lights!"
 
              The audience was stamping its unshod feet and making noises that were scornful rather than appreciative, and it was evident that the embarrassment of the young man was increasing. Merlin rose from his seat to stand beside him.
 
              "Is there aught that I can do to help you?" he asked.
 
              "No!" said the other with great vehemence, then more quietly, "Well, maybe. Do you know anything about this model, I hope?"
 
              He knew less than nothing about it, Merlin thought as he stared into the intricacies of the device and at the broken length of what the young man called film, but the operating principles were clear. Tiny pictures, each slightly different from the preceding one, had been painted onto that flexible transparent strip so that, when light was shone through it onto the distant screen and viewed in rapid succession, the pictures appeared to move. It was a most elegant piece of wizardry.
 
              "No," he said, "but I may be able to advise."
 
              "Right now," said the young man, using another strange word, "all I need is a kibbitzer."
 
              "You have told me that the device is old and tired," said Merlin. "I, myself, have found that with mechanisms and people in that condition it is often possible to achieve good results by the application of methods immaterial. That is, a spell spoken in gentle tones comprising only words of praise, support and encouragement. The effect of such a spell would not be long-lasting, but in an emergency ..."
 
              "I would make mad, passionate love to the thing if I thought it would do any good," the young man broke in. "But look there, it broke and chewed up about two yards of film!"
 
              "For that," said Merlin, bringing up his staff, "a simple joining and restoration spell should suffice. Try it again now."
 
              The film show resumed, accompanied by a monologue of encouraging words to the projector from the anxious projectionist that verged on outright flattery, and continued to its conclusion without further mishap. The young man did not speak to him until the enthusiastic applause had died away and the hall was emptying.
 
              "I don't know what you did or how the hell you did it," he said with great feeling, "but you saved my life. I owe you, friend."
 
              Merlin smiled and made a deprecating gesture, and the other said, "No, really. Surely there's something ...  Can I buy you a beer?"
 
              "Thank you, yes," said Merlin. "But if I have truly saved your life it is the custom in my land that you grant me three wishes. Two beers and one hot dog would amply fulfill the obligation."
 
              "The bar," said the young man, laughing, "is that way."
 
              It was a different con than the one he had first attended, but that might have been because he was seeing more of this one. There were fewer of the people called "fans" and many who regarded the fans with disdain. Once he was accosted by a lovely young woman who gave him a flower, then gently grasped his beard and led him to a crowded, noisy room. When he had recovered from his surprise he was of a mind to remonstrate with her, but after his first experience of a room party, which seemed to contain the quintessence of everything his mmd had been seeking, he proffered her his deepest thanks. One unpleasant difference to the previous con was the small number of fans who behaved like undisciplined children, and who sprang out of unexpected places to soak passers-by with devices which they called zapguns. The differences did little to spoil his enjoyment.
 
              But there were a small number of unhappy people, the dark-liveried and ill-mannered servants of the hotel, who did not attend the room parties and the program items, nor did they show any sign of enjoying the company or anything else about the convention. He was curious about these unfortunates and resolved to ask the young projectionist about them when next they met.
 
              Merlin found him alone in the main lounge, half-asleep in one of its deep, comfortable chairs, and when he replied the edges of his words were softened by beer.
 
              "They don't approve of our bare feet," the young man said. "Or our clothing or way of thinking or anything else about us. They aren't bad people, it's just that they are very serious about everything and their minds are closed and ...  Well, they are a pretty stodgy lot."
 
              "I like that word, 'stodgy'," said Merlin, smiling. "It describes well my own people at home."
 
              "Home?" said the young man, his voice becoming agitated. "I live at the other side of the city, an eight-mile hike away, and the last bus has gone and it's raining. Usually Dermot let's me crash out on his floor, but this time he brought his wife and new baby. That was inconsiderate of him."
 
              Merlin settled more deeply into the softness of his chair. He said, "It is comfortable here."
 
              "Yes, but we're not residents," the other said. "When the night manager sees us here we'll be chucked out. In fact, this is him coming now."
 
              Gently Merlin raised his staff and the approaching man, who wore his stodginess with an air of authority, stopped and looked all about him in the manner of one who is surveying an empty room before departing again.
 
              "Rest your mind," said Merlin. "We will not be seen."
 
              "How did you do that?" said the young man. "And how did you splice that film, and fix the projector, without even touching them? No, don't answer. In the morning I'll tell myself I was drunk and won't believe any of it. I am drunk, so that means ..." His mouth opened suddenly in a yawn so wide that tears of tiredness were forced from his eyes "... Just ignore me, friend; I'll see you at breakfast."
 
              But his face was becoming misty as was the chair and furniture of the room around them. It was happening again and he was leaving this place. Merlin sighed.
 
              Softly and sadly he said, "I think not."
 
-
 



Chapter 5
 
              The alehouse was low-ceilinged and lit by smoking oil lamps that cast an unsteady light upon the hard-packed, earthen floor, the crudely fashioned tables and the quiet or loud-voiced people who sat around all but one of them. Since his arrival that one had been occupied only by Merlin.
 
              He had to wait only a moment before five men entered and walked towards him. They were clad in waist-length, velvet jackets and very short trousers, with sleeves and trouser legs thickly pleated and puffed out before being fastened at the wrists and above the knees. Floppy caps of similar material covered their heads and their legs were encased in long, tight hose. Their cloaks were thrown back to reveal the daggers at their waists. The expressions they wore as they moved closer to surround the table showed a mixture of curiosity and displeasure, with the displeasure predominating.
 
              One of them pulled off his cap and slapped it onto the table, revealing a head thickly covered at the sides and back but completely bald on top. He had the kind of voice that could carry clearly without being raised.
 
              "Old man," he said, "has not our good landlord told you that this, the table you have joined uninvited, is the sole preserve for this evening of we, the Friday Street Club, or that you sit in the chair of Walter Raleigh? Fortune smiles on you for, had he not been presently on another voyage to the Americas, by now your backside would be smarting under the flat of his sword, for he has scant patience with trespassers be they old or young or as strangely appareled as thee. Thy name and business here, sirrah? Speak now, and suddenly, then begone."
 
              "Your pardon, gentle sirs," said Merlin, looking at each face in turn and making no attempt to rise. "First I ask a boon, for my mind is weary and in some turmoil from my long journey and my curiosity is great. In what place do I find myself, who and what are you that I should be drawn to your company, and what times are these?"
 
              " 'S wounds, he pretends not to know us," said the other man, shaking his head. "You pique the curiosity but sorely try our patience, but we will play thy game for the nonce. You find yourself in The Mermaid Tavern, on the corner of Bread Street and Friday Street. We are named ..." He inclined his head towards the others in turn before placing a finger upon his own chest. "... Donne, Beaumont, Fletcher, Jonson, Shakespeare, playwrights or players all. It is the time of Good Queen Bess and, methinks, time that you took thyself hence."
 
              "And I," he said simply, "am Merlin."
 
              "Ah, Merlin!" said the man Fletcher, seating himself as within a moment did the others. "So you play the part of the fabled Magician to the Court of Arthur at Camelot? But you err in the costume and accoutrements. The robe is colourful and might pass, but a shapeless cap sits atop your head instead of the pointed hat speckled with moons and stars that we expect, and thy magic wand is but a walking stick thick-knobbed for the discouragement of thieves and cutthroats. You are ill-prepared for the part, Merlin."
 
              "In dress, indeed," said Shakespeare, joining in, "but what of your lines? Tell us of Camelot, Merlin. Flesh out the bare bones of fable. Speak of Arthur and of a time of chivalry and compassion, of his edict that right took precedence over might. Speak to us of Lancelot and the faithless Guinevere, whose ill-starred love brought down in bloody ruin the greatest King this turbulent isle has ever known ..."
 
              "Second only to our own dear Sovereign," said Donne loudly, with a furtive glance over his shoulder. "God's Wounds, Will, guard thy tongue."
 
              "... And turned his bright dreams of order and justice to dark and bloody chaos," Shakespeare went on, ignoring alike the interruption and the advice. "Recount to us, oh player of a misdressed Merlin, the how and why of this tragedy so steeped in blood and tears and dash'd hopes, and why it was that Arthur's great magician did naught to stop it?"
 
              "Alas," said Merlin, bowing his head, "nothing do I know of this save a few words spoken in a distant future when these matters are but a sad and glorious legend misted o'er by time. I have yet to meet Arthur and needs must seek knowledge of him from your goodselves, for t'is plain that in my future and your past I will and have met him."
 
              The man Donne laughed and slapped the table with his open palm. "Let us think again about this ill-costumed and, methinks, not so ignorant player. He has presence and wears sincerity close-fitted and without seam, and be it remembered that the real or unreal Merlin was said to have wits addled by traveling backwards through time, from future to past. He must tell us only of the wonders he has seen in the future, for the part he plays allows of no knowledge of our past.
 
              "It may be that this player is touched with the true madness," he ended, smiling, "because to the madness that afflicted Merlin he remains true."
 
              They were all smiling and there was no longer any mention of him leaving their presence.
 
              "We will strike a bargain, then," said Fletcher. "You will recount all the wonders of the future, we shall tell you of our past. But first we must occupy our mouths with food and drink. Landlord! Your pleasure, Merlin?"
 
              A great wave of laughter burst from them when he tried to give his order, and it was Jonson who was first to recover his voice.
 
              "The ale here is passable," he said, "and the pie of venison is well worth your attention. But, hah-hah-hah, surely the future holds more pleasures of the table for us than a diet of dogs in heat, with or without mustard?"
 
              "Ben," said Shakespeare, "cannot you see that he wears the sad face of the true clown? Merlin, enough of this buffoonery. Tell us more pleasing tales of our future times. Are we still remembered there? Do they hold our works in disfavour or high regard? Speak. Let your praise be unstinting, if praise there be, for we are not modest men."
 
              Merlin smiled and said, "You are all well-remembered, and the inner thoughts and feelings of the characters to whom you gave substance are still debated with much heat. 'Twas only a few hours ago, as time flows for me, that I watched one of your plays. It was called Forbidden Planet and in it—"
 
              "I penned no play of that name," Shakespeare broke in.
 
              "Your idea was stolen by another," said Merlin, "and changed in subtle ways so that the untutored among the audience would not know of it."
 
              "Alas," said Beaumont. "Little has changed."
 
              "The play," Merlin went on, "was called by you The Tempest, and concerned a great magician who—"
 
              "I did not write the play," said Shakespeare. "Damme, who better than I should know it?"
 
              "The play," said Merlin again, "was written by you, and held by many to be your greatest work, for t'is said that you put much of yourself into the principal character, Prospero, so write it you will, Shakespeare."
 
              "Thy flattery overwhelms me," the other replied with a smile, "and the play upon words deserves only pity. But for this night alone, good Merlin, we will cast doubting aside and believe thy every word. So speak more of this Tempest that I must write ...  Landlord, a quill and paper! ... and of the other wonders that await us."
 
              Long and seriously did they talk but more often laugh uproariously at some future marvel misunderstood. Around them the alehouse emptied, and at the windows a grey morning tapped with wet and angry fingers and made the lamplight pale to the threat of day. In a corner the dozing landlord awaited their pleasure in vain, for drunk they were already on a great, continuing flow of conversation, both sublime and ridiculous, that opened and stretched and filled their minds as no dulling wine could ever do. But even that glorious, insubstantial structure of ideas began to weaken and collapse slowly into reality ...
 
              " 'Tis untrue that I first titled it the Idiots of March," they said, and "I like your plan for exploring the stars in moments of leisure" and "If you cannot understand me, how can I?" and "Should you forget knowledge once learned you are twice as ignorant" and "In the morning we will not remember where we were, only that it was somewhere wonderous and ...  Damme, it is morning. Good Beaumont, what verses dost thou pen with such zeal?"
 
              "A few words only," said Beaumont without looking up, "that place us, perchance, among those lofty and lively intellects who Merlin names so strangely as fans. I speak them now:
 
-
"What things have we seen done at the Mermaid!
Heard words that have been
So nimble and so full of subtle flame,
As if that everyone from whence they came
Had meant to put his whole wit in a jest
And had resolved to live a fool
The rest of his dull life."
-
 
              There followed the special silence that was more than applause, then Jonson said, "Merlin, what is't that you truly want of us? A part? Some gainful, thespian employ so that you may tread the boards, and fill your belly by day and cover it with warm sheets by night? Tis thine, and right gladly will we arrange it, for with thy arts you have so tricked and tickled our jaded minds, aye, and caused us to debate with lively wit and imagination untrammeled matters so wild, so fanciful and so irreverent that were they to be o'rheard by the holy spies of the Church, our farewell performances as warlocks cooking atop an ecclesiastical bonfire would be assured. But you, good Merlin, remain a mystery. Truly, what brought you here?"
 
              "Truly," said Merlin sadly, "I want no player's part, for I cannot tarry long among you. And again truly, t'was to this company I was drawn, by a great and powerful spell that first cast me far into the future, and now drags me back, in search of minds and spirits the like of those I find here and will, perchance, find anon in my future that is past to you ..."
 
              They listened grave and silent, and .nothing did he hide from them, for in wit and understanding their minds were truly akin to his.
 
              "... And so t'was a combination of discontent and pride in my own magical powers that drove me to attempt this sorcerous venture," said Merlin, coming to his sad conclusion. "I succeeded in finding, in the far future and here presently, the minds I sought. But now I must devise a way to take control of this powerful but flawed spell, to drop anchor on this backwards-flowing river of time so that I may stay among these special people I have found, and most surely lose—"
 
              "Merlin, are you leaving us?" said Shakespeare in an unsteady voice. "In truth, you are! The burnished pewter of thy tankard shows through fingers that are without substance, and you grow wraith-like o'er all. In time we will forget you or remember you only as a figment made of the fumes of strong ale. But for the moment pray tarry, for we have words of comfort for thy journey."
 
              Quickly he went on, "You will gain, have gained, some mastery over your errant time-spell, for 'tis said that you spent many years with Arthur, boy and man. Knowing now of thine own past and royal lineage, methinks that history is in error and it is you who are the true King of past and future ...  But you fade, you fade ..."
 
              "Merlin, true Magi, fare thee well."
 
              Around the table the tankards were raised high to the empty chair, and all said, "Fare well."
 
-
 



Chapter 6
 
              It was not as the other arrivals had been. Instead of another crowded room he found himself in the open and surrounded by a thick mist, red-stained by a setting sun, through which trees and folds of grassy earth loomed dark and indistinct as in a landscape made for ghosts. Lying under the trees like some dreadful windfall were the tumbled shapes of dead and dying men. This was not the kind of place nor these the manner of company he sought, and he wondered fearfully if his hurried tinkering with the time-spell while The Mermaid tavern had been fading around him had destroyed it utterly and he had been marooned forever in a time of savagery. "Merlin."
 
              One of the still figures lying with back propped against a tree-trunk had raised a gauntleted hand in recognition. Where it was not burst open by sharp-edged or bludgeoning weapons or stained with thick, congealing blood, the man's armour shone brighter and seemed better crafted than that worn by the others who lay about. The man knew his name and appearance, Merlin thought as he knelt beside him, so this must be the Great King he had come to find.
 
              "Arthur," he said softly, half in question.
 
              "Never did you call me Arthur, 'til now," said the other in a voice that barely carried the few short inches to his ears. "You called me Wart as a boy and, as a man, Sire. Do not concern yourself, old friend, for I feel neither the pain of wounds nor anger at an unmeant lapse in protocol, and your familiarity warms my heart when all else grows cold. But pray tell me, Merlin, why did you leave us when I most needed the advice of my wisest counsellor, when the great tapestry of peace and justice and chivalry we had woven together began to fray and unravel?"
 
              "It was time, Sire," said Merlin.
 
              "And now all is undone," the King went on, not understanding and perhaps not hearing his reply. "Bright Excalibur that I drew from the stone lies now in the lake, a shining fish amid the mud and weeds, to await a hand more worthy than mine to wield power ... 
 
              "You are worthy, Sire," said Merlin quickly, "for that which you wrought shines across time like a beacon for a thousand years, aye, and farther. You are greatly loved, Your Majesty, and forgotten never."
 
              The dying King shook his head, but so gentle was the motion that his broken helm did not move. He said, "Always you have spoken in riddles, Merlin, but never have you flattered me nor told aught but the truth, and so I take comfort from your words. But I remember the mud of another lake bottom, and the air under my wings when you changed me into a lowly creature, first a fish and then—"
 
              "I changed you?" said Merlin. "Had you gravely offended me, Sire?"
 
              "They were lessons," said the King, "to teach young Wart how animals, a fish and a bird and a squirrel, saw and felt and thought, and why we as men should see farther and feel and think more deeply than animals. 'Twas an exciting, fearful and happy time that remains fresh in my memory. Surely you have not forgotten, Merlin?"
 
              "I must remember to do that for you," he replied, but too softly for the other to hear.
 
              He had not forgotten because to him those events had not yet happened. In changing the time spell so that it would allow him to spend many months or years with a single person rather than take part briefly in a meeting among pleasant company, he had succeeded. But rare indeed was the person whose life had a pleasant end. Travelling backwards in time as he was, it was the end that he was encountering first.
 
              A strange sadness filled his mind at the imminent death of this longtime friend who was still a stranger to him, and a grief over the loss of he knew not what. Gently he removed a gauntlet and took the cold hand in his. The King smiled.
 
              "It grows darker, Merlin," he said in a whisper. "You are fading away. Don't leave me ..."
 
              The cold, damp ground, the tree-trunk against which Arthur lay and the blood-stained metal of the armour retained their solidity, and Merlin knew that it was not himself who was leaving.
 
-
 



Chapter 7
 
              The great banqueting hall of Camelot was bathed in the warm unsteady light that shone from the massive candelabra set about its high, stone walls and from the logs in the great fireplace whose smoke, blown down the chimney by a gusting wind, softened the blazons of arms that decorated the hanging banners of the visiting nobility and knights of the household. Arthur and his young Queen, separated by many places from each other, sat among them. There was much eating and drinking and voices raised in laughter that was loud and long where Guinevere was sat but, as had happened more often in recent months, the talk from those around the King was more subdued.
 
              Even in those wonderful conventions of the far future, Merlin remembered, there had been periods of serious discussion. But nowadays there was little else.
 
              As the days marched past and formed themselves into columns of months and an army of years the times of laughter grew fewer, but it was the procession of nights that brought a strange and growing confusion to Merlin's mind. It was confusion caused by dreams that all too often had the hard-textured feel of reality. He was sure that he had not experienced the events, at times pleasant and exciting and at others terrifying and full of pain, that came to him in these dreams, and he wondered if the great time spell which he was constantly modifying so as to hold him to this place was beginning to destroy his mind.
 
              Or might it be that the mental confusion and memory loss that had troubled him after every time-journey was clearing, as now, because he was anchored in the present for an extended period? But if that were so then the clearing fog was revealing an even greater confusion.
 
              He knew with certainty that the spell had taken him briefly to two gatherings in the far future, to the Mermaid Tavern in Elizabethan times, and it was now allowing him to remain for several years at Camelot. But he did not know why his sleeping mind should surprise him with brief, bright pictures and sounds of places, conversations and conventions that he was certain he had never seen, heard or attended.
 
              There were clear, brief glimpses of the Court of the Sixth Ptolemy, and of a vast library of scrolls in a place called Alexandria, and of one scholar there named Hero who had demonstrated a strange device that hissed and turned and covered itself in steam. Another brief and pleasant dream-memory was of time spent in Athens, and of learned and lively debates among men wiser by far than Merlin himself; and another talking and drinking with young students of the Sorbonne in a place called the Left Bank.
 
              Yet another strange and baseless memory was of a land both barbaric and cultured, where bards and druids played harps and sang and told stories with wit and imagination of their present or of times long past. One of these tales, more fanciful and tragic than the others, had been of an enlightened Kingdom called variously the Westland, or Tir na nOg, or Atlantis, that had suffered a great cataclysm and been swallowed up in its entirety by the western ocean.
 
              By questioning Arthur and some of the more well-travelled knights, Merlin discovered that many of these memories were of periods in Camelot's far past, which he had yet to visit, and others that were still in its future which he should have remembered visiting.
 
              Otherwise the situation was exactly as Will Shakespeare had recounted. Slowly the glory that had been Camelot was fading and growing tarnished. It began with the arrival from a far land of Lancelot, a knight brave and chivalrous in battle, gentle and witty at Court, and loyal beyond question to his King. To Guinevere's delight he was appointed Queen's Champion and Arthur, who loved her with all the strength possible to a simple and faithful man, was too burdened with affairs of state to pay her the attentions she deserved or to realise what was happening. And so the irresistible alchemy that worked between man and woman left too long in each other's company took its course, with everyone knowing of the betrayal save the King.
 
              But more and more often he was being awakened sweating and shaking by dreams of pain and terror. One of them was of a fall sustained during a night pursuit on horseback, with himself the pursued, and of a long, remembered stay among kindly people who bound up his broken arm and cared for him as best they could. In another he was lying alone on a heap of straw moaning and tossing in fever while great, suppurating sores covered his body. But worst was the dream about the attempt on his life at the many-splendoured Florentine Court of the Medicis in Renaissance Italy, where the intrigues and assassinations seemed so stupid and wasteful of the lives of the great artists and thinkers it contained. It was an attack that his protective magic had been unable to ward off because it had come from a man he had considered a trusted friend. Many times that dream awakened him screaming and with deeply-scarred, empty hands clenched around the blade of a dream sword that was trying to sever his head.
 
              But the terror did not cease with his awakening, for while bathing he could clearly see a left arm that had been crookedly mended, and a chest and belly still marked by the dried-up eruptions of a long-dead pox. And the long, deep scar that lay across his forehead and cheek was plain for all to see.
 
              He grew more confused and fearful by the day, and sought comfort by recalling the pleasures and excitement of his many other dreams.
 
              They were dreams of conventions small and large, with fans numbering scarcely a hundred and those thronged by many thousands, all of them different but with people whose minds were uniquely the same. Strange indeed were the names they bore, Coroncon, Seacon, Lunacon, Chicon, Octocon, Novacon, Nicon and many, many others. One dream that he liked to recall often was the one called MagiCon where, as well as enjoying the events and conversations and company of the convention itself, he had been given the opportunity to visit, and actually lay his trembling hands upon, one of the great, white, man-made birds that flew in the space beyond the sky.
 
              But he could not spend his every waking moment remembering dreams, no matter how pleasurable and exciting some of them had been, because the increasingly King and the knights and ladies of the Court were making remarks about his obvious confusion and absences of mind.
 
              Gone from the hunts and joustings and banquetings in the great hall was all the wit and friendliness that enabled the time spell to hold him to this place. From his own experience with the dying Arthur, he knew how bloodily it must end. Soon fabled Camelot would fade from around him and he would be gone again into a time long past.
 
              But first there would be the short journey and pleasant interlude with the boy nicknamed Wart, to teach and counsel and turn him for a time into a bird and a fish and a squirrel, and to watch him draw the sword that had been driven into a great stone, and see him crowned King of England. After that Merlin knew not what pleasures or terrors the past would hold for him.
 
-
 



Chapter 8
 
              The throne room where he arrived seemed familiar to him, but he had learned to wait until his mind had cleared before trusting his memory. It seemed that only the most important counsellors, wizards and Court functionaries were present, and one who he recognised at once as his eldest son. It was the Heir Apparent, an expression composed of concern, affection and irritation on his young face, who was first to speak.
 
              "Father," he said, "you have aged another ten years! Have you suffered further sickness or injury? We implore you, cease these continual journeyings through time. You have done more than enough for your people. Now you must rest your aging body, and your mind."
 
              When Merlin did not respond, one of the counsellors went on in sympathetic tones, "Sire, always your memory and mentality have been clouded each time you return to us. On previous occasions we have discovered that these clouds are quickly dissipated by a short explanation which, if you will allow it, I shall now give.
 
              "Many times," he continued before Merlin could speak, "you have left us to return within the instant of departure, but having yourself lived for many months or years in the future. On your return you spend weeks or months telling of your adventures in the distant future and during your return backwards through time to our present. When you recover your wits you remember every single journey in its entirety, but the events of previous journeys which you have already recounted to us in full, return only to pleasure or trouble your dreams. Sometimes you arrive ill or wounded, but always you grow restless to resume your time-travels. Again and again you return to your strange and wonderful gatherings of philosophers, or fans or tellers of stories of things that have never happened, but to a different one each time because you cannot go to places where you already have existence. And the tales you have told us fire the imagination of our young and old alike so that throughout the Kingdom our minds have grown to think as does your own and those of the future fans.
 
              "You tell," he went on, "of great ships of metal that sail the skies above us and the airless spaces beyond, and of many other marvels both of substance and of the advancements of the mind. You also gave dire warnings of a great doom that will overtake us tomorrow, or a decade or perhaps a century hence, so that the young have begun moving with their families to safer lands leaving a Kingdom peopled more and more by the old. But already we are becoming a land of legend, a bright paradise of the mentality that will never age or die because the young take with them the tales of your bright future, and they will keep these dreams alive through the dark ages that lie ahead until in the far future they come true.
 
              "Sire," he continued, "you have garnered or seeded, we know not which, much of future history with these ideas you have gathered, for it may be that the seeds of the future which you have planted among us here and now are those which will grow and ripen to glorious maturity there and then. Many years of your life have you spent travelling the future and a great good have you done, not least in ensuring the survival of your people, but now it is time to rest and enjoy the fruit of your labors. In the state banqueting hall another convention is even now in progress, and your loyal fan subjects are anxious to welcome you ...  Sire! Your eyes are bright, the fog in your mind is clearing, and again you are remembering us!
 
              "Great Merlin, the now and future King, welcome home."
 
 
 
The End
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