THE SHAPE CHANGER by Keith Laumer.

Chapter One

The moon shone bright .on the palace gardens as Sir Lafayette O'Leary stepped stedthily forth from the
scullery entrance. Silently, hetiptoed along the graveled path which led benesth arhododendron hedge,
skirting the roya Artesian vegetable garden and winding past the chicken yard, where adeepy hen
clucked irritably at his passing. At the street gate he paused to glance back at the dark towerslooming
againg the cloud-bright sky. A faint light shone behind the windows of histhird floor apartment. Up there
Daphne was curled between slken sheets, wait-ing for him. He had sent her off to bed done, telling her
he'd join her as soon as held perused another chapter of his newest book on mesmeric science; instead,
here he was, cregping out like athief in the night, on hisway to a stedlthy ren-dezvous with a person or
persons unknown—all because of that ridiculous note held found tucked under the napkin accompanying
his after-dinner drink.

He pulled the grubby scrap of paper from his pocket, reread it by the dim glow from alamp in a bracket
onthewall.

"Dear Sir Laffeyet,

| doant seayou in kwiteawile, but you bin on my mind plenty. Thereezin| rite you thisletter is, | got
holt of aitem witch itstwo big to handle doan. | cant sano more now, wich somefink mite get holt of it
and stedd amarch on us. But meat me at midnite at Ye Axe and Draggin, an | will fill youin. X (His
mark)"

"It must be from the Red Bull," Lafayette told himsdlf. "Nobody else could spell as cregtively asthis. But
why the cloak-and-poniard gpproach? Y ou'd think hewas gtill cutting pursesfor aliv-ing, instead of
being alionized hero with the royal pardon and the Order of the Dragon for his serv-icesto the crown.
Which suggeststhat he's up to hisold tricks. It's probably some wild schemefor counterfeiting quarters,
or turning base metd into gold. If | had good sense, 1'd turn around right now and forget the whole thing..

But instead of turning back, he thrust the note into his pocket and let himsdlf out the gate. Herein the
narrow Side street, the wind seemed chiller, bearing with it awhiff from the paace sty, where apair of
prize Chinapigs awaited the next feast day.' Lafayette heard amournful snort as he passed. In thefar
corner of the enclosure, George, the four-hundred-pound boar, huddled against thewall, asif recoiling
from the advances of the scarcely less bulky Jemimah.

"Poor George," Lafayette murmured. "Maybe you've been cursed with too much imagination— like me.”
At that moment, George seemed to catch his eye. With afrantic lunge he e uded the amorous sow,
scrambled toward Lafayette, making piteous gobbling sounds.

"Don't make the same mistake | do, George, of not gppreciating what you've got while you've got it,"

L afayette advised the giant hog asit attempted unsuccessfully to rear up againgt the fence only to fall
back with aloud squelch/ into the mud.

"Go to Jemimah, tell her you're sorry, and forget the inevitable barbecue—" Lafayette broke off as
George hurled himsdlf at the fence, diciting an ominous cresk from the stout boards.

"Shhh!" he hissed. "Y ou'll rouse the palace guards! Be sensible, George. Gather ye rosebudswhileye
may ..." But as he hurried off dong the dark street, the mournful sounds followed him.

Few of the leaded glass windows set in the half-timbered gables overhanging the cobbled street showed
lights; the honest folk of the capital were abed at this hour. Only dubious characters like himsdf—and the
man he was going to meet—were abroad now, L afayette reflected guilt-ily. In the distance he hard the
haloo of acity watchman making hisrounds, the barking of adog, thetinkle of abell. A seam-carriage
rumbled past the intersection ahead, ared lantern swaying at itstailgate, itsiron-shod wheels groaning
againg the paving blocks. Beyond, he saw asignboard bearing afamiliar device: the prow of aViking



ship and atwo-handed battle-ax. Below it was alow, wide, oaken door, iron bound, with

heavy strap hinges. The sight brought back piquant memories. The Axe and Dragon had been the scene
of hisarriva in Artesia some years before—transported instantaneoudy from Colby Corners, USA, by
the Psychic Energies focused by the Hypnotic Art, as described by Professor Dok-tor Hans Joseph
Schimmerkopf in his massive volume on Mesmeric Science. It had also been the scene of hisimmediate
arrest by the King's mus-keteers on a charge of sorcery, brought about by his careless decanting of
severd galons of vin-tage wine from aone-liter bottle. He had managed to quash the indictment only by
the desperate expedient of promising to day adragon. Well, in the end he had dain the dragon—one of
them. The other had become his pet and favorite steed. He had aso eliminated the fearsome two-headed
giant Lod, which was rather a shame in away; one of the heads hadn't been abad sort of chap at dll.

L afayette had gone on to depose the usurper, Go ruble, and restore the throne to Princess Adoranne.
Ever saince, he—and his charming former chambermaid, Daphne—had been hon-ored citizens of the
quaint kingdom of Artesia, occupying a spacious apartment in the West Palace Annex, and on the closest
termswith Adoranne and Prince Alain, her consort.

And now, here hewas, back out in the cold, dark street, again approaching the door that had led him to
such adventures, so long ago.

But thered be no adventuresthistime, hetold himsdlf sternly. He had learned his lesson the last time he
had found himsdlf feding impatient with the peaceful life. His meddling had gotten him involved on amead
assignment from Centrd—the

head office of the Inter-dimensional Monitor Service—which had almost left him stranded in a deserted
parale world. No, thistime he would know better. He had just come as alark, actudly. In away it was
rather jolly shivering in the cold, remembering his early days as a penniless draftsman, holed up in Mrs.
McGlint's Clean Rooms and Board, subsisting on sardines and daydreams—but only because he had a
cozy bed waiting for him back in the paace. Wouldn't it be ghastly, he thought, to redlly be some
homeless gypsy, out on thetiles at this hour, chilled to the bone and hungry, with no relief in sght?
"That's enough gloomy thinking," he told him-sdlf firmly as he reached the tavern door. "In an hour I'll be
snuggled up with Daphne, dl the better for abrisk strall in the night air." He ad-justed alook of amused
complacency on hisface, shook out his cloak, and stepped into the warmth and beery aroma of the Axe
and Dragon.

A bed of codsglowing in the ox-sized fireplace dimly illuminated the long, low room, the plank tables
ranked aong one side, the wine and a e kegs dong the other. But for the silent bartender behind the
trestle bar, the place seemed deserted, until alarge figure rose among the shadows &t the rear.

"Over disway, bub!" ahearty voice growled. "Take aload off duh dogs, an' well hoist afew in membry
0' duh old dayd!"

"Red Bull!" Lafayette exclamed, ducking his

head under the low, age-blackened beams. "I thought it would be you!" He clasped the cal-loused hand
of the big man who beamed at him, hislittle red-rimmed eyes agleam in hislumped, scarred face. There
was alittle gray now, Lafayette noticed, in the bristly red thatch above the cauli-flowered ears. Otherwise
the soft life hadn't changed the former outlaw.

"Where've you been keeping yoursaf?' Lafayette demanded as he took the proffered chair. "1 havent
seenyou in ayear or more.”

"Takeatipfromapd,” the Red Bull said sadly as he poured wine into O'Leary'sglass. "Stay away from
demhick jals"

"Y ou haven't been up to your old tricks?" L afayette demanded in asevere tone. "I thought you'd
reformed, Red Bull."

"Naw—_dey nabs me on account of | was astride anag which it had some udder mug's brand on. But,
geeze, youse know how al dese bay mareslook aike on duh parking lot."

"I warned you about your casua view of prop-erty rights,” Lafayette said. "The first night we met—right
hereat thisvery table."

"Y eah—I picked duh spot for duh sentimenta associations,” the big man acknowledged. He sighed.

"Y ouse had duh right idear, chum: youse give up duh cutpurse racket and went straight, and now—"



"Areyou back on that old idea?' Lafayette said sharply. "'l was never acutpurse. | don't know how you
got that impresson—"

"Dat'sright, pal, don't admit nothing." The Red Bull winked, a grotesque twisting of battered fea-

tures. "It'll be our little secret dat youse used to be duh Phantom Highwayman, duh dread spector o' duh
moors.”

"That'salot of rubbish, Red Bull," Lafayette said, sampling hiswine. "Just because the first time you saw
me | waswearing a coat of claret velvet and breeches of brown doeskin—"

"Yeah, an' dey fitted wit' never awrinkle, right? An' dey come up to your thigh. An' yuh had a French
cocked hat on your forehead, and abunch of lace a your chin—"

"That doesn't mean athing! It just happened to bewhat | conjured up—I mean,” he corrected, seeing
that he was about to complicate matters: the Red Bull would never understand the Focus-ing of the
Psychicd Energies. "I mean, | actualy intended to wear agray suit and aHomburg, but something went a
little awry, and—"

"Sure, sure, | heard al dat sweet jazz before, pal. Anyways, | seen by duh papers dis would be anight
when duh moon would be like a ghostly galleon, and duh wind would be atorrent o' dark-ness, an' al, so
| sez—"

"Will you cometo the point?' Lafayette snapped. "It's actudly long after my bedtime, and—"

"Sure, chum. Drink your winewhilgt | fill yousein. It'slikedis, see?1'm ankling dong duh pike, on my
way back from duh burg where dey hung duh frame on me, an' I'm overtook by night-fall. Sol seeks
shelter in acave an' in duh morning what was my surpriseto find duh rock | was using fer apiller was
ackshully anest little cask like, you know, a safety deposit box."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. So, I'm shaking it around alittle, and duh lids fdls open. And guesswhat'sinsde?"

"Money? Jewels?' Lafayette hazarded, swal-lowing more wine. It was poor stuff, thin and sour. Too bad
Central was keeping that Supressor focused on him; otherwise they could have just as easily been
drinking Chateau Lafite-Rothschild

"Naw," the Red Bull said disgustedly. "Derewas just somekind o' gadget, like acombination can opener
and hot-patch kit. Only it lookslikeit's broke. I'm about to t'row it away, when Inotice duh lettering on
duh bottom."

"What did it say?" Lafayette inquired, yawn-ing. " ‘Made in Japan?"

"Takealook fer yoursdf, pd." The Red Bull dipped asat of scarred knucklesingde hisgrimy leather
jerkin, withdrew asmall gpparatus of the approximate appearance of a Six-inch-high patent coffee
maker—or possibly aminiature jukebox, Lafayette corrected himself. There was around base, painted a
dark red, surmounted by aclear plastic box insde which were visble amaze of wires, wheds, levers,
gears, tiny bits of colored glass and plastic.

"What intheworld isit?' heinquired. "Why, those look like condensers and transistors—but that's silly.
No onesinvented trangstors yet, in Artesa.

"Grest, chum!" the Red Bull exclaimed. "I knowed youse would have duh straight dope!” 1 don't have
any dope, straight or otherwise," O'Leary objected. "lhaven't the faintest ideawhat

thething is"" Heturned it around, frowning &t it. "What doesit do, Red Bull?'

"Huh? Beats me, bub. But what | figger is, it's gottado something nifty—and al we got to do is dope out
what, and we'rein business!”

"Nonsense." Lafayette pushed the gpparatus away. "Red Bull, it was nice seeing you again, but I'm afraid
you're wasting my time with this Rube Goldberg. Are you sure you didn't cobble it up yourself? | never
saw mechanica and eectronic components jumbled together like that—"

"Whom, I?' The Red Bull said indignantly. "Pd, | wouldn't string youse! Likel says, | find duh gimcrack
in duh cave, an—"

"Phooey, Red Bull." Lafayette finished hiswine and pushed the mug back. "I'm going home and to bed,
where| belong. Drop around some evening and well talk over the good old days when | was a poor,
homeless boob, with no friends, no money, and a death sentence hanging over me."

"Hey, wait, pal! Y ou ain't seen what'swrote on duh bottom, which | din't t'row it away when | seenit!”



L afayette grunted impatiently, picked up the gadget and peered at the underside of the base. He
frowned, held it in a better light.

"Well," he exclamed. "Why didn't you say s0? This could be something important. Where did you say
you found it?"

"Buried in duh cave. And as soon as | seen duh royal coat of arms, | glommed | was onto some-thing
big, right, pd?'

"Gorubl€e's persona cartouche," Lafayette mut-

tered. "But it looks asif it were slamped in the metal with ahand-punch. Theré's something se..."
"What doesit say, chum?' The Red Bull leaned forward eagerly.

"Haven't you read it?' Lafayetteinquired in surprise.

"Uh—I din't go in much fer duh scholar bit when | wasanipper,” the big man said abashedly.
"It'sdifficult to read in thislight—but | can make out... PROPERTY OF CENTRAL PROBA-BILITY
LABORATORY." Herubbed afinger at the tarnished surface; more | etters appeared:

FOCAL REFERENT—VARIABLE (FULL RANGE) MARK Il

WARNING—EXPERIMENTAL MODEL

FOR USE BY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

"Ghee," the Red Bull said reverently.

"Why, good lord," Lafayette said, Til bet thisis part of the loot Goruble brought dong to Artesawhen he
defected from the Central Monitor Serv-ice, twenty-five yearsago! | remember that Nico-daeus said
they'd recovered a Traveler-load of stuff from the lab he'd rigged up in the pal ace catacombs, but that the
records seemed to indi-cate there was more that they couldn't find—" He troke off. "Red Bull—that
cave—could you find it again? There might be awhole trove of other itemsthere!™

"Dat'swhat | been trynatell youse, pal," the former second-story man said aggrievedly. "Oncet | seen |
wasonto duh red goods, | dig around and come up wit' awhole bunch o' wild-

looking gear under duh floor! | can't carry al duh stuff, so | bury it again, and come hot-footing to youse
wit' duh whole story."

"Yegods, Red Bull—this stuff isdynamite! If it fell into the wrong hands—"

"Right, bub! Dat'swhy I think of youse! Now, duh way | got duh caper doped, | bring in duh stuff a
couple choiceitems at atime, see, and wit' your old contacts from when youse was in duh game, we
could soon retire on duh take!"

"Takel Areyou out of your mind? This stuff isexperimental equipment from atempora
|aboratory—where they run experimentsin prob-ability, timetrave, interdimensiona relation-ships Start
messing with this, and heaven only knowswhat kind of probability stressesyou'd set up! Y ou might shift
half of Artesainto some other phase of existence—or even worse!"

The Red Bull wasfrowning darkly. "What's duh proposition got to do wit' timetables? And you can skip
duh cracks about my relationships. | been kegping company wit' duh samefrail for five years now, and al
we ever do—"

"Y ou don't understand, Red Bull! We can't sell thisstuff! It belongsto Centrad! Goruble stoleit! We have
to get it back to them at once, before something terrible happend ™

"Ligten, pd," the Red Bull said earnestly. "Duh worst ting | can see happening isfer some udder dob to
latch onto duh gravy, see?'

"Red Bull, try to fix thisthought in your mind," Lafayette said tautly. "Thisthing is potentidly more
dangerous than an atom bomb—not that you know what an atom bomb is. Just take my word for

it that | haveto turnit over to the Centra au-thorities at once—if | can get hold of the au-thorities,” he
added doubtfully.

"Nix, pal.” The Red Bull'simmense hand closed around the device resting on the scarred table. "Turn duh
goods over to duh bulls, and dey pocket duh spoils fer demselves. Nutsto dat. If youse don't want a
dice o' duh action, I'll work duh play solo!"

"No, Red Bull, you ill don't get it! Listen—I promise you therell be afat reward for turning thisin.
Say—ahundred gold pieces.”

"What about duh rest o' duh trove?' the Red Bull inquired suspicioudly, rubbing a calloused hand across



his stubbled chin with asound like frying fat.

"We can't touch it. I'll usethe specia phonein Nicodaeus old lab to put acall through to Centra, and get
an Inspector of Continuain here to take charge—"

"Y ouse was saying about duh reward. What say to ten grand, cash on duh line?"

"I'm sureit can be arranged. What about it, Red Bull? I'll see that your interests are protected.”

"Well—it ain't like duh old days, bub. | il think youse and me would of been agreat team, wit' my
brainsan' your neat tricks, like riding t'rough duh sky an’ turning to smoke under duh very noses o' duh
Johns—"

"Y ou'retalking nonsense, Red Bull. Just trust me: I'll seeto it you don't lose by it. Now tdl me—whereis
this cave, exactly?'

"WEell... | dunno, pa," the Red Bull said doubtfully. ™Y ouse are a square mug, an’ al, but

disisduh biggest career opportunity dat ever come my way." Herose. "I got to go to duh can,” he
confided. "Gimme aminute to consider duh angles." He swaggered off toward the rear of the tavern.

L afayette picked up the Focal Referent, Mark 111, and stared into the complexities of itsinterior. It
resembled no machine he had ever seen before; it was as though the components of an eight-day clock
and aportable TV had been mixed thoroughly and packed into the same re-stricted space. Therewasa
small, flat button on one Sde, near the bottom, glowing with afaint, enticing glow. Lafayette poked at it.

The Universe turned insde out. Lafayette— clinging to theinterior of the vast solid that sur-rounded
the hol Jovv bubble that was the earth— was dimly aware that his body now filled avoid of infinite
extent, while hiseyes, stuated at the exact center of reality, stared directly into each other, probing a
bottomless nothingness that whirled, expanded, and—

Thewalls of the room were sailing pagt, like amerry-go-round running down. Lafayette blinked dizzily,
grabbed for hiswine glass, took a hearty gulp, sat trembling and drawing deep, restorative bresths. He
swallowed alump the approximate size of a hard-boiled egg, edging asfar as possble avay from the
innocent-looking apparatus stting on the table before him.

"Oh, youreagenius, OLeary," he muttered to himsdlf, patting his pocket for a handkerchief with which
to mop the cold sweat from hisbrow. "Y ou give the Red Bull alecture on the danger of meddling with
experimenta tempord lab

equipment, and then you poke a button yourself, and nearly ... nearly ... do whatever | nearly did!"
There was asudden sound of scuffling, emanat-ing from the direction of the dley behind thetavern. The
tapman came around the bar with astout cudgel in his hand. He halted abruptly, star-ing at L afayette.
"We're closed, you," he said roughly. "How'd ye get in here, anyway?"

"Through the door, Tom, asusud," Lafayette snapped. "What about it?'

"Haul yer freight, ye scurvy knave." The bar-man hooked athick thumb over his shoulder. "Out!"
"What's got into you, Tom?' O'Leary said tet-ily. "' Go polish aglass or something—"

"Look, crum-bum—so | open thejoint so me old mate the Red Bull could have a quiet rondy-vooz with
anobleman; that don't mean every varlet on the pavement getsto warm hissdf at mefire—"
"Somefire" Lafayette snapped. "The A & D used to be afairly nice dive, asdivesgo—but | can seeit's
deteriorated—" He broke off with an oof! as Tom rammed the club into his short ribs, grasped him by
the back of the neck, and assisted him from the bench.

"| saysout, rogue, and out iswhat | mean!"

Asthelandlord sent him staggering toward the door, L afayette caught at one of the posts support-ing the
sagging beams, whirled around it, and drove astraight right punch to the barman's chin, sending him
bounding backward to end up on the packed-earth floor with his head under atable.

"l wasjust leaving, thanks" Lafayette said, not-

ing as he seized the Mark 111 from the table that his voice had developed ahoarse, croaking sound. But
no wonder, after the scare held had, followed by the unexpected attack by an old acquaintance.

"| think you'd better lay off sampling the stock, Tom. It does nothing for your personality.” He paused at
the door to straighten his coat, smooth hislapels. The cloth felt unaccountably greasy. He looked down,
stared aghast at grimy breeches, torn stockings, and run-over shoes.



"All that from onelittle scuffle?' he wondered aoud. The landlord was crawling painfully forth from under
thetable.

"Stick around, mister,” he said blurrily. "It'stwo fals out o' three, remember?’ Ashe cameto hisfeet with
alurch, Lafayette dipped out into the dark street. A chill drizzle of rain had started up, driven by the
gusty wind. The Red Bull was nowherein sght.

"Now, where's he gotten to?" L afayette won-dered aoud as he reached to draw his cloak about him,
only to discover that the warm garment was gone.

"Drat!" he said, turning back to the tavern door.

"Tom! | forgot something!" he shouted; but even as he spoke, the light faded inside. He rattled and
pounded in vain. The oak pand waslocked tight.

"Oh, perfect,” he groaned aoud. "Now he's mad at me—and it was my second-best cloak, too, the one
Daphne's Aunt Lardie made for me." He turned up his jacket collar—of iff, coarse wool, he noted
absently; funny, he'd grabbed a coat from the closet in the dark, but he didn't remember owning anything
thisdisreputable.

Maybe it belonged to the man who had cometo clear the swallows nest out of thechimney . ..

"But never mind thet," he reminded himsdf firmly. "Getting thisinfernal machineinto safe handsisthe
important thing. I'll lock it in the palace vault, and then try to get in touch with Centrd, and . . ." Histrain
of thought wasinter-rupted by the clank of heavy boots on the pave-ment of an aley which debouched
from between narrow buildings afew yards ahead. O'Leary shied, reaching intinctively for his
sword-hilt—

But of course he wasn't wearing asword, he redlized as hisfingers closed on nothing. Hadn't worn onein
years, except on galaoccasons, and then just alight, begjeweled mode that was strictly for show. But
then, he hadn't been out in the midnight streets alone for quite awhile. And it had never occurred to him
tonight to do anything as mel odramatic as buckling on the worn blade he'd used in the old days....

Ashe hadtily tucked the Mark 111 away out of sight, three men emerged from the dley mouth, dl in
floppy feathered hats, green-and-ydl low-striped jackets—Adoranne's colors—wide scarl et sashes,
baggy pants above carelessy rolled boots: The Royd City Guard.

"Oh, boy, am | glad to seeyou fellows," Lafayette greeted thetrio. "I thought you were footpads or
worse. Look, | need an escort back to the palace, and—"

"Stay, roguel” the leading musketeer barked. "Up againgt thewall!”

"Turn around and put your hands againgt it, over your head, you know the routing!" a second guardsman
commanded, hand on epee hilt.

"Thisisno timefor jokes,” O'Leary announced in some asperity. "I've got some hot cargo for the roya
vault—high-priority stuff. Shorty"—he ad-dressed the smallest of the trio, a plump sergeant with fiercely
curled mustachios—"you lead the way, and you other two chapsfdl in behind—"

"Don' go caling me by my nickname!" the short cop roared, whipping out his blade. "And we ain't no
chapd"

"What's got into you, Shorty?" L afayette de-manded in astonishment. "Y ou're not mad be-cause | won
two-fifty from you playing at skittlesthe other night—"

The sword legped to prick histhroat. "Jest you button the lip, Clyde, 'fore | pinyou to thewall!" Shorty
motioned curtly. "Y ou boysfrisk him. | got afunny fegling this bozo herés moren a routine vagrant.”
"Areyou dl out of your minds?' O'Leary ydled asthe guardsmen flung him roughly againg thewal,
began patting his pockets none too gently. " Shorty, do you really mean you don't recognize me?”
"Hey—hold it, boys" Shorty said. "Uh—turn around, you," he addressed L afayette in amore uncertain
tone. "You clam | know you, hah?' He frowned at him searchingly. "Well, maybe you went downhill
sncel seenyoulast . . . but | wouldn't want to turn my back on an old pal. What was the name again?'
"O'Leary!" Lafayette yelled. "Lafayette OLeary. Sir Lafayette O'Leary, if you want to get technica!"
"OK," Shorty rasped with areturn to his gravelly voice. ™Y ou picked the wrong pigeon! It

just S0 happensthat me and Sir Lafayette arejust like that!" He held up two fingers, close together, to
indicate the intimacy of the rdationship. "Why, on hisfirst night in town, five yearsago, Sir Lafayette
done meafavor which I'll never forget it—me and Gertrude neither!”



"Right!" Lafayette cried. "That was just before | went all wivery and amost disappeared back to Mrs.
McGlint's—and asafavor to you boys, | stuck around, just so you wouldn't have anything in-explicable
to explain to the desk sergeant, right?'

"Hey," one of the troopers said. "L ookit what | found, Sargel" He held up afat gold watch, shaped like a
ydlow turnip.

"W-where did that comefrom?" Lafayette fa-tered.

"And how about this?" A second man pro-duced ajeweled pendant from O'Leary's other pocket. "And
thisl" Hedisplayed asilver inlaid Elk's tooth, an ornate snuffbox with adiamond-studded crest, afistful of
lesser baubles. "Looks like your old pal has been working, Sarge!™

"I've been framed!" Lafayette cried. "Some-body planted that stuff on me!™

"That cutsit,” the NCO snarled. "Try to make amonkey out 0' me, will you? Y ou'll be on mag-gotty
bread and green water for thirty days before your triad even comes up, wittold!"

"Let'sjust go back to the pdace,”" Lafayette shouted. "WEell ask Daphne—Countess Daphne, to you,
you moron—shell confirmwhat | say! And after thisis straightened out—"

"Put the cuffs on him, Fred," Shorty said. "Hubba hubba. We go off duty in ten minutes."

"Oh, no," Lafayette sad, haf to himsdf. "This

isn't going to turn into one of those idiotic farces where everything goes from bad to worse just because
no one has sense enough to explain mat-ters. All | haveto doisjust speak camly and firmly to these
perfectly reasonable officers of the law, and—"

From the nearby dley there was a sudden rasp of shoe leather on cobbles. Shorty whirled, grab-bing for
his sword-hilt as dark figures loomed. There was adull thunk.' as of aball bat striking asaddle; the
stubby sergeant'sfeathered hat fell off, asits owner sumbled backward and went down. Even astheir
blades cleared their scabbards, the other three musketeers received matching blows to the skull. They
collapsad in aflutter of plumes, aflapping of sk, aclatter of stedl. Threetdl, dark meninthejeweled
leathers and gaudy silks of aWayfarers Tribe closed in about L afayette.

"Let'sget going, Zorro," one of them whispered in avoice that was obvioudy the product of dam-aged
voca chords, substantiating the testimony of the welted scar across his brown throet, only partially
concealed by agreasy scarf knotted there. A second member of the band—a one-eyed Villain with a
massive gold earring—was swiftly going through the pockets of the felled police-men.

"Hey—wait just aminute,” O'Leary blurted, in confusion. "What's going on here? Who are you? Why did
you dug the cops? What—"

"Losing your greep, Zorro?' the leader cut him off brusquely. "Y ou could have knocked me over weeth a
feather wheen | see you in the clutches of the Roumi dogs." He stooped, with a quick dash of afoot-long
knifefreed adagger in an ornately

worked sheath from the belt of the nearest mus-keteer. "Queek, compadres,”" he rasped. "Some-one's
coming theeseway." He caught O'Leary's arm, began hauling him toward the dley mouth from which the
raiders had pounced.

"Hold on, fellows!" Lafayette protested. "L ook, | appreciate the gesture and all that, but it isn't necessary.
I'll just turn mysdlf in and make aclean breast of it, explain that it was al agenerd mis-understanding,
and—"

"Poor Zorro, ablow on the head has meexed up hisweets, Luppo,” ashort, swarthy man with afull
beard grunted.

"Don't you understand?’ L afayette yel ped sharply as he was hustled dong the aley. "I want to go to
court! You'rejust making it worse! And stop calling me Zorro! My names O'Leary!”

The leader of the band swung L afayette around to glare down into hisface from aheight of closeto
seven feet of leather, bone and muscle. "Worse? What does theese mean, Zorro? That you deedn't come
through on your beeg brag, eh?' He gave O'L eary abone-rattling shake. "And so you theenk instead of
facing up to King Shosto, you'll do aleetle time in thefloumi breeg, eesthat eet?"

"No, you big ape!" Lafayette yelled, and landed asolid kick to the bulky Wayfarer's shin. Asthevictim
yelled and bent to massage theinjury, Lafayette jerked free, whirled—and was facing half a dozen bowie
knives gripped in asmany large, brown figts.



"Look, felows, let'stak it over,” Lafayette started. At that moment, there was ayell from the street
where they had |eft the three musketeers.

L afayette opened his mouth to respond, caught only aglimpse of acloak asit whirled a his head; then he
was muffled in its sour-smdling folds, lifted from hisfeet, dung over abony shoulder, and carried, jolting,
from the scene.

Chapter Two

Bundled in the reeking cloak and trussed with ropes, L afayette lay in what he deduced to be the bed of a
wagon, judging from the sounds and odors of horse, the rumble of unshod wheels on cobbles, and the
creak of harness. His attempts to shout for air had netted him painful blows, after which he had subsided
and concentrated his ef-forts on avoiding suffocation. Now helay quietly, his bruises throbbing with
every jolt of the cum-bersome vehicle.

At length the sound of cobbles gave way to the softer texture of an unpaved surface. Leather groaned as
the wagon bed took on atilt that tes-tified to the ascent of agrade. The air grew cooler. At lagt, with a
fina lurch, al motion ceased. Lafayette struggled to Sit up, was promptly seized and pitched over the side
where waiting hands caught him, amid aguttura exchange of ques-tions and answersin astaccato
diaect. Theropes were stripped away, then the muffling cloak. Lafayette sneezed, spat dust from his
mouth, dug

grit from hiseyes and ears, and took a hearty breath of cool, resin-scented air.

Hewas standing in aclearing in the forest. Bright moonlight dazzled down through the high boughs of
lofty pines on patched tents and high-wheeled wagons with once-garish paint jobs now faded to chipped
and pedling pagtel tones. A mot-ley crowd of black-haired, olive-skinned men, women, and children, dl
dressed in soiled gar-ments of bright, mismatched colors, stared sol-emnly a him. From tent flaps and
the dim-lit windows of wagons more curious faces gazed. Except for the soft sgh of wind through the
trees and the clop of a swaybacked horse shifting his hooves, the silence wastotd.

"Well," Lafayette began, but aspasm of cough-ing detracted from the tone of indignation. "1 suppose
(cough) you've kidnapped me (cough-cough) for areason. ..."

"Steeck around, Zorro. Don't get impatient,” the one-eyed man said. "Y ou'll geet the message queeck
enough.”

There was agtir in the ranks; the crowd parted.

An ederly man, still powerful-looking in spite of his grizzled hair and weather-beaten face, came forward.
Hewas dressed in a purple satin shirt with pink armbands, baggy chartreuse pants above short red boots
with curled toes. There were rings on each of histhick fingers, astring of beads hung around his corded
neck. Through hiswide green aligator belt were thrust abulky pistol and a big-bladed knife with glass
emerads and rubies set in the plagtic handle. He planted himsdlf be-fore Lafayette, looking him up and
downwith an

expression of sour disapproval on his not-recently-shaved mahogany-dark face.

"Hal" he said. "So Meester Beeg-mouth Zorro, he not so hot like he theenk, hey!" He grasped along
hair curling from hisnose, yanked it out, held it up, looking at it, let his narrowed eyesdide past it to
Lafayette.

"Look, | don't know what this Zorro businessis," O'Leary said, "but if you'rein charge of this menagerie,
how about detailing someone to take 'me back to town before matters get entirely out of hand?1 can
square things by saying aword to a chap in the records department and have the whole thing scratched
off the blotter, and—"

"Hal" the oldster cut L afayette's speech short. ™Y ou theenk you weegle out of the seetuation by
preteending you got bats een the belfry! But eet's no use, Zorro! Theeseis not the way the ancient Law
of the Tribe, she works!"

A mutter of agreement rose from the bystand-ers. There were afew snickers; a single muffled sob came
from adark-eyed young creature in the front rank.

"What's your triba law got to do with me?* Lafayette said hotly. "'l was going quietly about my business
when your gang of thugs grabbed me—"



"OK, | streeng dong weeth the gag,” the fierce-eyed old man interrupted with an ominous grin. "Last
night, you dreenk afew bottles of Old Sul-phuric, and you geet beeg ideas. you have the nerveto makea
pass at the niece of the King! By the rule of the Tribe, theese offer, she cannot be ignored—even froma
seemple-minded nobody like you! So—poor old King Shosto—he geeves

you your chance!l" The swarthy man smote him-self on the chest.

"L ook, you've got me mixed up with somebody else" Lafayette said. "My nameis O'Leary, and—"
"But naturally, before you can have the preevilege of wooing Gizelle, you got to breeng home atrophy to
qualify. For theese reason, you deep eento the ceety under cover of darkness. | seend Luppo and afew
of the boys along to keep an eye on you. And—the first theeng—the Roumi cops peek you up. Beeg
ded! Hal"

"This seemsto be a case of mistaken identity,” L afayette said reasonably. "I've never seen you beforein
my life. My nameisO'Leary, and | livein the palace with my wife, Countess Daphne, and | don't know
what you're talking about!"

"Oh?" the old chieftain said with ady amile. "O'Leary, en?Y ou got any ideentification?"

"Certainly,” Lafayette said promptly, patting his pockets. "I have any number of... documents. . . only. . .
" With asinking fedling, he surveyed the soiled red bandanna his hip pocket had pro-duced. "Only |
seem to have left my wallet in my other suit.”

"Oh, too bad." King Shosto wagged hishead, grinning at his lieutenants. "He left eet een hees other suit.”
His amile disappeared. "Wdll, let's see what you've got een theese suit to show for anight'swork! Show
usthetrophy that proves your skedl weeth your feengerd!™

With dl eyeson him, Lafayette rummaged dubioudy, came up with acrumpled pack of
poisonous-looking black cigarettes, an imitation pearl-handled penknife, aworn set of brass

knuckles, a second soiled handkerchief of aviru-lent shade of green, and agnawed ivory tooth-pick.

"I, er, seem to have gotten hold of someone else's coat,” he ad-libbed.

"And somebody elsg's pants,” King Shosto grated. " And that somebody ees Zorro!™ Sud-denly the giant
knife wasin the old man's hand, being brandished under O'Leary'snose. "Now | cut your heart out!" he
roared. "Only eet would be too queek!"

"Just aminute!" Lafayette back-pedal ed, was grabbed and held in arigid grip by eager volun-teers.
"The peendlty for failure to breeng home the bacon ees the Degth of the Thousand Hooks!" Shosto
announced loudly. "I decree anight of loafing and dreenking to get eento the mood, so we do the job
right!"

"Zorro! What about your treeck pockets?' atearful feminine voice cried. The girl who had been showing
sgnsof distressever since Lafay-ettes arriva rushed forward and seized hisarm asif to tug him from the
grip of the men. "Show them, Zorito! Show them you are as beeg athief asany of them!”

"Gizelle, go bake apizzal" the old man roared. "Theeseis none of your beeznessl Theese cow-ardly
peeg, hedies!”

"Eet eestoo!" shewaliled defiantly. "Theese ees the cowardly peeg | love!”

"Zut dord" Shosto yelled. "Y ou... and theese four-flusher! Theese viper een my bosom! Theese upstart!
Never wed he haveyou!"

"Zorito!" shewalled. "Don't you remeember

how | steetched al those secret pockets for you, and how you were going to feel theem weeth goodies?
Don't you have one leetle souvenir of your tregp to show theem?"

"Secret pockets?' Shosto rumbled. "What's theese nonsense?!

"Een hisdeeved" Gizdle seized Lafayette's cuff, turned it back, explored with her brown fin-gers. With a
yelp of ddight she drew forth adim, slvery watch dangling from aglittering chain.

"Y ou see? Zorito, my hero!™ Asshe flung her arms around L afayette's neck, Shosto grabbed the watch,
Stared at it.

"Hey!" the man cdled Luppo blurted. ™Y ou can stuff mefor an owl eef that eesn't the solid platinum
watch of the Lord Mayor of Artesia Ceety!"

"Where deed you get theese?' Shosto de-manded.

"Why, |, ah ..." Lafayette fatered.



"He stole e<t, you brute," Gizelle cried. "What do you theenk, he bought eet een a pawnshop?”

"Wdl, Shosto, eet lookslike Zorro fooled you theese time," someone spoke up.

"Henot only leefted the Lord Mayor's watch— but what an actor!” another said admiringly. "I would
have sworn he deedn't have the proverbia weendow to throw eet out of—and dl the while he had the
beegest heist of the decade stashed een hees coat lining!”

"Come on, Shosto—be a sport!™ another chal-lenged. "Admeet he has made the team!”

"Well—maybe | geev heem another chance." Shosto dedlt himsdlf ablow on the chest that would have
staggered alesser man, grinned a

sudden, flashing grin. " Ten thousand thunder-ing devils on ateen roof!" heroared. "Theese eesan
occasion for celebration! We proceed weeth the loafing and dreenking as planned! Too bad we have to
do weethout the diversion of the Death of the Thousand Hooks," he added, with aregretful glance at
Lafayette. "But | can dways reschedule egt, eef he doesn't treat my leetle Gizdleright!" He gestured
grandly and the men holding L afayette released him.

The Wayfarers gathered around him, dapping him on the back and pumping his hand. Someone stiruck
up atune on a concertina; others joined in. Jugs appeared, to be passed from hand to hand. As soon as
he could, Lafayette disengaged himsdlf, used the green handkerchief to wipe the sweeat from hisforehead.
"Thanks very much,” he said to Gizdlle. "I, uh, appreciate your spesking up for me, miss.”

She hugged hisarm, looked up a him with .aflashing smile. Her eyeswereimmense, glisten-ing dark, her
nose delightfully retrousse, her lips sweetly curved, her cheeks dimpled.

"Theenk nothing of it, Zorito. After dl, | couldn't let theem cut you in beets, could 17"

"I'm glad somebody around here feelsthat way. But | till have the problem of getting home. Could |
arrange to borrow a horse—just overnight, of course—"

A burst of laughter from the gallery greeted this request. Gizelle compressed her lips, took Lafayette's
am possessvely.

"Y ou are abeeg joker, Zorito," she said sternly; then she smiled. "But eet ees no matter; | love you
anyway! Now—on weeth the festeevitied" She

seized his hand and whirled him away toward the sound of music.

It was three hours later. The twenty-gallon punch-tank contained only haf aninch of pulpy dregs, the
roast ox had been stripped to the bones. The musicians had long since did, snoring, under their benches.
Only afew determined drinkers till raised raucous voicesin old Wayfarer songs. Gizdlle had
disappeared momentarily on some personal errand. It was now or never.

L afayette put down the leathern cup he had been nursing, eased silently back into the shadows. No one
caled after him. He crossed a moonlit strip of grassy meadow, waited again in the shelter of the trees.
The drunken song con-tinued undisturbed. He turned and dipped away between the trees.

A hundred feet up thetrail, with the sounds and smells of the celebration aready lost in the spicy scent of
pine and the soughing of wind through the heavy boughs, Lafayette halted, peering back down-trail for
sgnsof followers. Seeing no' one, hetiptoed off thetrail, setting adirect course for the capital—about
ten miles due south, he esti-mated. A long hike, but well worth it to get clear of this bunch of maniacs.
Little Gizelle was the only sane person in camp—and even she had some serious hang-ups. Well, hed
send her anice memento once he was safely back in town; a string of beads say, or possibly a party
dress. It would be nice to see her dolled up. He pictured her garbed

informa court wear, with jewelsin her hair and her fingernails polished, and just atouch of per-fume
back of the ear.

"I might even invite her down to arout or bal," he mused. " Sheld be a sensation, cleaned up alittle; she
might even meet some nice young fel-low who'd put aring on her finger, and—"

Ducking under alow-gpreading branch, Lafayette hated, frowning a alarge pair of bootsvisible under a
bush. His gaze traveled upward adong amatching pair of legs, surmounted by the torso and unfriendly
features of Luppo, standing fists on hips, smiling crookedly down at him.

"Looking for sometheeng, Zorro?" the big man growled in his husky voice.

"I wasjudt taking alittle condtitutional," Lafayette said, getting to hisfeet with as much dignity as he could
muger.



"Eef | was the suspeecioustype,” Luppo growled, "I might theenk you were trying to sneak out on my
seedter like afedthy double-crossing rat.”

With amuttered "Hmphff," Lafayette turned and made his way back down the path, followed by the big
tribesman’s sardonic chuckle. Judging that he had put sufficient distance between him-self and Luppo, he
picked aspot where the under-growth thinned, again left the path, striking off to the left. A dense stand
of brambles barred his path; he angled uphill to avoid it, crawled under aclump of thorn, scaled an
outcropping of rock, turned to take his bearings, and saw alarge man named Borako leaning against a
tree, casualy whittling astick. The Wayfarer looked up, spat.

"Another shortcut?' heinquired withady amile.

"Actudly," Lafayette said haughtily, "1 thought | spotted arare variety of coot over thisway."

"Not acoot,” Borako said. "A wild goose, | theenk.”

"Wel, | can't gand here nattering,” Lafayette said loftily. "Gizelle will be wondering where | am.”

He made hisway back down into camp. Borako's boots clumping behind him. Gizelle met him ashe
reached the clearing.

"Zorito! Come! Eet'stimeto get ready for the wedding.”

"Oh, issomeone getting married?’ Lafayette said. "Wdll, I'm sureit will beajolly occason, and |
gppreciate the invitati‘on, but—" His remon-strances were cut short as Gizelle threw her arms around his
neck.

"Uh—Gizdle'" he garted, "theré's something | should tell you—"

"Zorito! Stop talking! How can | keessyou?”

"Areyou sure you know mewel enough?' He temporized as she clung to him.

"Eet eesan old tribal custom,” she murmured, nibbling his ear, "to snesk aleetle sample of the goods
before buying ..."

"Buying?' Lafayette sdled. "Y ou mean sed-ing, don't you?"

Gizdlegiggled. "Sure—you get theidea. Come on." She caught his hand and pulled him toward her
wagon. Asthey gpproached it, alarge man stepped forth from the shadows.

"Well—what do you want, you beeg bum?' Gizdlle said spiritedly, with atoss of her head.

"The Ancient Law don't say notheeng about geeving the veectim a beeg smooch before the wedding,” the
man said sullenly.

"So—what's eet to you, Borako?"

"Y ou know | got the hotsfor you, Gizelle!™

"Get logt, you," Lafayette spoke up. "Can't you see you're disturbing the lady?"

"Y ou want to come out een the dley and say that?' Borako demanded, stepping forward truculently.
"No!" Gizelecried, hurling hersdf a him; he knocked her roughly aside.

"Herel" Lafayette exclamed. "Y ou can't do that!"

"Let's see you stop me!" Borako yanked the broad knife from his belt, advanced on Lafayettein a
crouch. As he dashed out with the blade, L afayette |eaned aside, clamped a complicated two-handed
grip on the man'swrist and with aheave, levered him over his hip. Borako executed aflip and landed
heavily on hisjaw and lay ill, while the knife went skittering across the grass.

"Zorito! My hero!" Gizdlle squedled, throwing her arms around L afayette's neck. "For ameenute therel
theenk eet eesall over! But you protected me, at the reesk of your life! Y ou do love me, my hero!™
"You did the samefor me," Lafayette mumbled, hisvoca apparatus somewhat encumbered by the kisses
of the grateful girl. "That was queek theenking—I mean, quick thinking—"

"Aha—you deeped' Y ou forgot your phony ac-

cent!" Gizelle hugged him tighter. "Frankly, | was begeening to wonder aleetle...”

"Look here," Lafayette said, holding her at arm'slength. "Look a me! Do | redlly look likethis Zorro
character?'

"Zorito, you are abeeg comeec!" Gizelle grabbed his ears, nibbled his cheek. "Of course you look like
yoursdlf, sedy! Why shouldn't you?"

"Because I'm not mysdlf! | mean, I'm not any-one named Zorito! I'm Lafayette O'Leary! I'm a peaceful
Roumi, who just happened to be skulk-ing around in the dark and got picked up by the City Guard, and



rescued by mistake by Luppo and histhugs! And now everybody seemsto think 1'm somebody I'm not!"
Gizellelooked a him doubtfully. "Nobody could look theese much like my Zorito and not be Zorito..
.unless you got maybe a tween brother?’

"No, I'm not twins" Lafayette said firmly. "At least," he started, "not unless you want to count certain
characterslike Lorenzo and Lothario O'Leary, and of course Lohengrin O'Leary, and Lafcadio and
Lancelot—" he caught himself. "But I'm just obfuscating theissue. They don't redly exis—at least not in
this continuum.”

"Y ou sure talk abunch of nonseense, Zorito," Gizelle said. "Hey—I know! Take off your clothes!"
"Er—do you think we have time?' Lafayette hedged. "I mean—"

"Y ou got aleetle birthmark on your heep," Gizdlle explained. "Let me see, queek!™

"Just aminute, somebody might comeaong

and get thewrong ideal" Lafayette protested; but the girl had aready grabbed his shirt, yanked thetails
clear of hisbelt, dragged hiswaistband down to expose his hipbone.

"See? Judt like | remeember!” He pointed in triumph to the butterfly-shaped blemish on the olive skin. "I
knew you were keeding al aong, Zorito!"

"That'simpossible,” Lafayette said, staring at the mark. He poked at it experimentaly. "l never had a
birthmark in my life! 1..." hisvoicefdtered as his gaze focused on hisfingertip. It was along, dender
finger, with agrimy, well-chewed nal.

"That" O'Leary sad, swalowing hard, "isnot my finger!"

"I'm perfectly fine" Lafayette said calmly, ad-dressing the backs of hiseyelids. "Pulse sixty, blood
pressure normal, temperature 98.6°F., sen-sory impressions coming in loud and clear, mem-ory
excdlent—"

"Zorito," Gizdlle sad, "why are you standeeng there weeth your eyes closed, talking to your-salf?"

"I'm not talking to mysdlf, my dear. I'm talking to whoever I've turned into—whomever, | should
say—object of the preposition, you know—"

"Zorito—you don't turn into eenybody—you are sed you!"

"| can seewere going to have alittle trouble with definitions” Lafayette said, feding thefine

edge of hysteria cregping higher, ready to legp. With an effort, he pulled himsdlf together.

"But as| tried to tdl your uncle, | have impor-tant businessin the capita—"

"Moreimportant than your wedding night?"

"My wedding night?" Lafayette repested, dumbfounded.

"Yours—and mine," Gizdlesad grimly.

"Wait aminute," Lafayette said, "this has gone far enough. Inthefirst place, | don't even know you, and
in the second place I've dready got awife, and—" Helegped back just intime asadim bladeflashed in
thegirl'shand.

"So—eet's like theese, en?" she hissed, advanc-ing. "Y ou theenk you can play games weeth the heart of
Gizdle? Y ou theenk you can keess and run away, hey?I'll feex you so you never bregk apoor girl's
heart again, you worm-in-the-grass" She leaped, L afayette bumped against the side of awagon; the
blade came up—

But instead of gtriking, Gizdlle hestated. Sud-den tears spilled from her long-lashed eyes. Shelet the
dtiletto fal from her fingers, covered her face with her hands.

"I can't do eet,” she sobbed."Now they wed all speet on me, b-b-but | don't care. | weel ked my-sdf
instead . .." She groped for the knife; L af-ayette grabbed her hands.

"No!" heblurted. "Gizdle! Stop! Listentome! I... I—"

"You ... you do carefor metheen?' Gizelle said in aquavering tone, blinking away the tears.

"Of course| carefor you! | mean.. ."He paused at the succession of expressions that crossed the girl's
piquant face.

"Y ou remeember now how much you love me?' she demanded eagerly.

"No—I mean—I don't remember, but..."

"Y ou poor darleeng!" Sudden contrition trans-formed Gizellesfeaturesinto those of an angd of mercy.
"Luppo said you got heet on the head! Theese geeves you amnesia, no? That's why you don't remeember



our greet lovel”

"That ... that must beit," L afayette tem-porized.

"My Zorito," Gizelle cooed. "It was for me you got knocked on the head; come, we go eenside; soon et
wed al come back to you." She turned him toward the wagon door.

"But—what if your uncle seesus—"

"Let heem et heesheart out," Gizelle said ca-loudy.

"Fine—but what if he decidesto cut my heart out instead?"

"Y ou don't have to play cheecken any longer, Zorito; you made your point. Now you get your reward.”
She lifted aheavy latch and pushed open the door; acandle on atable shed aromantic light on
tapestries, icons, rugs, abeaded hanging beyond which was visible a high-sded bed with ared and black
satin coverlet and a scattering of pink and green cushions, atarnished ova mirror. Lafayette stared in
fascination at the narrow, swarthy, black-eyed face reflected there. Glossy blue-black hair grew to a
widow's pegk above high-arched brows. The nose was|ong and aguiline, the mouth well-molded if a
trifle wesk, the teeth china-white except for agold filling in the upper left incisor. It wasn't a bad-looking
face,

Lafayette thought numbly, if you liked them flashy and heavy on the hair ail.

Hesitantly, he fingered an ear, poked at his cheek, writhed hislips. The mirrored face aped every action.
"Zorito, why are you weegling your leeps?' Gizdleinquired anxioudy. "Y ou aren't goeeing to have afest,
areyou?'

"Who knows?" he said, with ahollow laugh, fingering alean but tough biceps. "I seem to be stuck with
someone elsg's body; it might have anything from paresis to angina pectoris. | sup-pose I'll find out as
soon asthefirg attack strikes.”

"Y ou are anaughty boy, Zorito, not to tell me you are aseek man,” Gizdlle said reproachfully. "But eet's
OK—I'll marry you eenyway. Eet wed befunwhileyoulast." She kissed himwarmly. "l won't bea
meenute,” she breathed as she did through into the next room with a soft clash of beads.

Dimly through the curtain he saw her toss agarment aside with adeft motion; saw the soft ivory glow of
her skinin the colored light.

"Why don't you get comfortable?’ she called softly. "And pour us aglass of blackberry wine. Eet's een
the cupboard over the Ouija board.”

"I've got to get out of here," Lafayette mumbled, averting his eyes from the dluring vison. "Daphnewould
never understand the Law of the Tribe." He tiptoed to the door, had his hand on the knob when Gizelle's
soft voice spoke behind him:

" Seely—that's not the cupboard. The door be-side eet!” He turned; she stood in the doorway, clad in an
invigblenegligee

"Oh, of course. My amnesia, you know," hejerked his hand back.

"Amnesig, nothing," she snapped. "Y ou don't theenk | eve let eeny man eento my bedroom be-fore, do
you?'

"No offense,”" Lafayette said quickly, forcing his gaze from her figure to the corner of the room.

Gizedlle giggled. "Oh, boy, what a surprise eef you'd stepped out there and run eento Borako. The sight of
you would drive heem mad weeth jesloudy.”

"Maybe I'd better just go out and have aword with him," Lafayette suggested.

"Don't overdo the hero routine, my Zorito. Borako ees sted thetribal champ weeth aknife, even eef you
deed accidentally treep heem up. Better geev heem timeto cool off...." She cameto him, dipped her
arms around his neck. "Now you better kees me, before | coal off, my lover!™

"Ah...mmnnn," Lafayette said astheir lipsmet. "l just remembered something | have to do—"

Gizdle made a swift movement; the knife glit-tered under Lafayette's nose.

"| theenk you remember the wrong theengs at the wrong time, beeg boy," she said inatonelikeatorn
metdl. "Better geet weeth the program!”

"Doyou. .. cary tha knifeal thetime?' O'Leary inquired, edging away fromit.

"Aslong as| have onelegtlewigp on to hide eet een,” she said sweetly.

"Oh," Lafayette said. "In that case—I mean, ah..."



"Y ou forgot the wine," Gizelle said. She brushed past him, took out a purple bottle and two
long-stemmed glasses, poured them full.

"To our wedded blees," she murmured and sipped. "What's the matter, you don't dreenk?' she asked
sharply as L afayette hesitated.

"Uh—to wedded bliss," he said, and drank. "And now, why don't we, ah, repair to the, er, nuptia
couch?'

Gizdlegiggled.

"I'll turn off thelight," Lafayette said, and quickly snuffed the candle.

"What's the matter, you don't like to look a me?' Gizdlle pouted. ™Y ou theenk I'm ugly?"

"I'm afraid of aheart atack,” Lafayette said. "Can |, ah, help you with your, er, garment?’

"Asyou weesh, carissmo,” she breathed. L afayette's fingers brushed satin skin; then he was holding the
wispy negligee. Something heavier than sheer silk thumped againgt hisknee; the knife, in athin lesther
sheath.

"Now—take me, my Zorito—| am yours!"

"Uh, I'd better make sure the door'slocked,” Lafayette said, backing away from the sound of her voice.
"Don't worry about trifles at atime like theese!" she whispered urgently. "Where are you, Zorito?"

"How about the back door?" Lafayette per-sisted, groping in the dark for the doorknob.

"There ees no back door!"

"I'll just make onelast check," Lafayette said as hisfingers found the latch. He jerked the door open, did
through into bright moonlight, dammed the door and shot home the bolt. From beyond the pand,
Gizellésvoice caled hisnamein apuzzled tone. As L afayette hastily descended

the three steep steps, the bulky figure of Borako separated itsalf from the shadow of agiant treefifty feet
away.

"Hal" he growled; in the moonlight histeeth flashed white in awide and unfriendly grin. "Threw you out,
deed she? Eet feegures. And now | feex you, permanently.” Borako jerked the knife from his belt,
whetted it on ahairy forearm, ad-vancing toward L afayette.

"Look here, Borako," Lafayette said, edging sideways. "'l bounced you on your head once to-day; am |
going to haveto do it again?'

"Last time you treecked me," Borako snarled. "Theesetime I've got afew freendsaong to ref-eree” As
he spoke, three large men materialized from the deep shadows behind him.

"Well, now that you have afoursome, you can play afew holes of golf,” Lafayette snapped. Ashe
spoke, the door of the wagon rattled; a sharp, furious shriek sounded, followed by the pound-ing of irate
femininefists on the pands.

"Hey—what deed you do to her?' Borako grunted.

"Nothing," Lafayette said. "That'swhat she's mad about.”

As his cohorts rushed to the locked door, Borako uttered aroar and charged. L afayette feinted, ducked
aside and thrust out afoot, hooked Borako's ankle. The Wayfarer plunged headfirst into awagon whed,
wedging his head firmly between the big wooden spokes.

The other three men were fully occupied in impeding each other's efforts to unbar the door. Lafayette
faded back between wagons, turned, and sprinted for the shelter of the deep forest.

Chapter Three

For half an hour, the sounds of men besating the brush waxed and waned around O'Leary where he lay
facedown in the concealment of what he had belatedly realized was a patch of berry bram-ble. At length
the activity dwindled, alast voice called afind curse. Silencefell. Lafayette crawled forth, dusted himsalf
off, wincing at theimpres-gve variety of aches and pains he had acquired thusfar in the night's
adventures. He groped in-side his coat; the Mark [11 was ill in place. He scanned the dark dope below.
Terraced forma-tions of crumbling rock strataled precarioudy downward.

He started down, keeping his eyes carefully averted from the vista of black treetops beneath him. It was
adiff twenty-minute climb to awide ledge where he flopped down to rest.

"Out of condition,” hetold himsdlf disgusted-ly. "Lying around the paace with no more exer-cisethan a



st of lawn tennis now and then is making an old man of me. When | get back, I'll

haveto start aregimen of dieting and regular workouts. I'll jog early in the morning—say ten lgps around
the gardens while the dew is till on the roses—then anice light breakfast—no cham-pagne for a
while—then alight workout on the weights before lunch . . ." He paused, hearing afaint sound in the
underbrush. A hunting cat? Or Borako and hismen, still on the prow....

Lafayette got to hisfeet, resumed his cautious descent. The moon went behind acloud. In pitch
darkness, hisfeet groped for purchase. A rock moved underfoot; he did, caught at wiry roots, dithered
down a sudden steep declivity, fetched up with apainful thump while small stonesrat-tled down around
him.

For amoment helay 4ill, listening for darums and excursons from above. Except for ahigh, faint
humming as of atrapped insect, the night silence was unbroken.

Lafayette got cautioudy to hisfeet. Inches from the spot where he had falen, the ledge dropped verticdly
away; ayard or so on ether sde of him it curved back in to meet the cliff face.

"Nice going, O'Leary; you've got yourself trapped like amouse in awastebasket.”

His eyes, accustoming themselves to the dark-ness, were caught by afaint hint of light emanting froma
vertica cleft in the rockface, two feet to the right of the ledge. He leaned out, peered into anarrow,
shadowy passage cutting back into the rock, bardly visible in the pale glow from an un-seen source.
There might be room to squeeze through, he decided. "And maybe ther€lll be arear entrance. It'seither
that, or spend the rest of the night wait-

ing for Borako and L uppo to find me when the sun comes up.”

Without further debate, he svung himsdlf out, found afoothold, and squeezed through the nar-row
opening. A narrow passage led inward ten feet, turned sharply to theright, and debouched into awide,
cool cave bathed in aghostly bluelight.

Therock chamber in which Lafayette found himsalf was high-vaulted, smooth-floored, with rough-hewn
walls. The eerie glow came from an object resting on apair of trestlesin the center of the room—an
object that bore an uncomfortable resemblance to a coffin. It was seven feet long, afoot deep, tapering
toward each end from the three-foot breadth of its widest point. A remark-able assemblage of wires and
pipes led from the foot of the sarcophagus—if it was a sarcopha-gus—down to a heavy baseplate where
an aray of didsglowed abilious ydlow from their own inner illumination.

"Judt tekeit easy,” Lafayette soothed himsalf. "There's nothing spooky about it. It'sal perfectly naturd.
Outside the sun will soon be shining. It just happensto be acavewith abox init, that'sdl...."

O'Leary circled the coffin—if it was a coffin, he reminded himsalf doggedly, suppressing aten-dency for
the hairs on the nape of his neck to stand erect. Trjere was nothing else in the chamber; no other passage
led from it; there was no sound but

the soft hum, like that of aheavy-duty freezer, L afayette thought.

"A coffin-shaped freezer? Why would anyone want a coffin-shaped freezer?' heinquired doudina
breezy tone; but the hollow, echoic quality of hiswords robbed them of the cheeriness he had intended.
In silence he approached the box; it was covered by athick lid, sealed with astrip of sponge rubber. At
closerange he saw that a layer of dust overlay the smooth, gray-green plastic. Lafayette drew afinger
acrossthe surface, leaving adistinct mark that glowed more brightly than the surrounding area.

"The accumulation of afew days—or afew weeks," he assessed. "So whatever thisis, it hasn't been here
long..."

There was asmal nameplate attached to the side of the box. Lafayette could barely make out the
lettering in the wesk light:

STASISPOD, MARK XXIV 220v., 50 amp, 12 HP

Below thisterse legend, other words had been carefully defaced, the metal scraped bare. Lafayette felt a
deeper excitement gir within him.

"More Centrd equipment,” he murmured. "First the Foca Referent—plus rumors of more of the samein
acave; then this—in another cave. There hasto be a connection—and the connection hasto tiein with
me being somebody I'm not..."

Hefdt over the plagtic case for further cluesto its nature; under his hands he could fed aminute



vibration, plus abarely perceptible sensation as of

electricd current flowing over the surface. Hisfinger encountered asmall depression; ashe exploredit, a
soft click." sounded from deep insde the container.

At once, the humming sound took on a degper tone. Lafayette stepped back, startled. Further clickings
and snickings as of closing relays came from the box. A sound remarkably like that of ablower motor
gtarted up. Lights winked on the pandl. Needles stirred and jumped on dials, mov-ing toward red lines.

L afayette grabbed for the switch he had tripped, poked and prodded at it franticdly; but the proc-ess he
had set in motion proceeded serendly. He searched for another switch; there wasn't one. On dl fours, he
peered at the instrument faces, but their readings were cryptic:

97.1 SET; BM176... 77 ... 78; NF 1.02; 1AP15 kpsc.

"Now I'vedoneit," he muttered. Scrambling to hisfeet, he cracked his head adizzying blow on the
underside of the container. Through the momentary haze, it seemed that the top of the case was dowly
diding back, reveding an interior lined with padded red satin.

"It looks like Draculas coffin,” he mumbled, holding his head in both hands. "It even has...." Hisvoice
fatered asthe retracting cover reveadled apair of feet clad in pointed black shoes. "It even hasfeet like
Dracula...and..."

Now apair of purple-clad legswerevisible. A long cloak swathed the knees and upper legs. Therewas
aheavy gold chain at thewaist. A pair of long-fingered, knuckly hands were folded on

the broad chest. From them, rings winked in the gloom. A white beard appeared, clothing an age-lined
but powerful chin. A great hawk nose came into view, closed eyes under bushy black eye-brows, a
noble sweep of forehead, a purple velvet skullcap atop backswept white locks.

"Not Dracula after dl,” O'Leary managed. "It'sMerlin ..." He, watched in total fascination asthe deeper's
chest roseand fell. A finger stirred. The lips parted, uttered a sigh. The eydids fluttered, opened.
Lafayette stared into apair of immense, violet-pale eyeswhich fixed on himin apiercing sare.

"I, ah, I'm sorry, sir," O'Leary said hadtily. "'l just happened dong, and |, ah, accidentally seem to have,
er, interfered with your arrangements. | hope | haven't caused you any seriousinconveni-ence..." Ashe
spoke he backed away, followed by those hypnotic eyes.

"I'll go for help," he said, edging toward the exit, "and before you know it . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off asthe
garing eyes bored fixedly into his. The old man sat up suddenly, an expression of ferocity contorting his
noble features. He drew a deep breath, uttered a snorting roar, and lunged—

Asif rdeased from pardyss, O'Leary gained the entry in a bound, squeezed into the narrow passage,
lost skin thrusting through the cleft. Hisfoot trod air. He grabbed, dlipped, yelled—

And was fdling through space. For along mo-ment he was aware of the rush of wind, of the sarry
canopy wheding above him—

Then aslent exploson filled the world with Roman candles.

How lovely, Lafayette thought dreamily, to belying in abig, soft bed, warm and cozy and without a
problem in the world.

Y es, indeed, awhispery voice said soothingly. Now, just relax and let your mind rove back over the
events of thelast few weeks. Back to your first meeting with him. That was. . . where—

With who? Lafayette inquired offhandedly. Or with whom? He wasn't grestly interested. It was so much
nicer just to let it al dide away on a seaof black whipped cream .. .

Tell me.' the voice perssted, more urgently. Whereis he now? And whereisit? Speak.'

Sorry, Lafayette replied. I'm not in the mood for riddles right now. Why not go find someone e seto play
with?| just want to doze alittle longer, and then Daphne will bring me acup of coffee and tell me about
al the nice things planned for the day, starting with breakfast on the balcony. . . .

He paused for amoment in these pleasant re-flections to wonder what day it was. Sunday?
Possibly—but it didn't seem like Sunday, some-how. And there was something €lse nagging at the corner
of hismind, now that he thought about it. Something he was supposed to do—

Hetried to ignore the intruding thought and snuggle back into the dream; but the damage had been done.
Hewaswaking up in spite of himself, in spite of a subconsciousingtinct that told him that the longer he
dept the better held likeit...



He opened his eyes, was|ooking up at a canopy of what appeared to be woven grass and leaves.

"Ah, awake so soon?' abrisk, cheery voicein-quired at close range. "What about a spot of bresk-fast,
then?'

L afayette turned his head; around, wizened face beamed down at him.

"Who—" Lafayette croaked, and cleared histhroat, occasioning a sharp throb at the back of his skull.
"Who areyou?'

"1? Wl asto that—you may call me Lorn. Quite. Good aname as any, what? And what do you say to
Bavarian ham, eggs Benedict, oatmea bread—Iightly toasted—with unsalted Danish butter and a spot of
lime marmalade; and coffee, of course. It's New Orleans style: | hope you don't mind abit of chicory?"
"Don't tell me," Lafayette whispered, sdivat-ing profusely. "I've died and gone to wherever
well-intentioned Snnersgo.”

"Not at dl, my dear sir." Lafayette's host chuck-led gently. ™Y ou've taken abit of atumble, but well soon
haveyouright asran."

"Fine—but ... wheream |?" Lafayette raised his head, saw the rough walls of alean-to made of sticks,
and beyond the doorway the bright sun-shine of a spring morning.

"Why, you're sharing my humble quarters” Lom said. "l gpologize for the somewhat primi-tive
accommodations, but one does the best one can with the resources at hand, en?”’

"Haven't we met before? Y our voice seemsfamiliar.”

"I doubt it—though one can never be sure, en?' Lom looked quizzically at O'Leary.

"Thelagt tiling | remember,” Lafayette said,

"wasfaling off acliff.. .." He made amoveto St up; pain lanced through hisright arm.

"Oh, best you don't move about,” the old fellow said quickly. ™Y ou've had anasty fal, you know. But
you were fortunate in descending through the tops of anumber of trees before coming to rest in adense
fern thicket."

"What timeisit?' O'Leary asked. "What day isit?"

"Oh, | should say it'shaf past ten,” Lorn said cheerfully. "Asfor theday ... ummm. | fear I'velost count.
But it wasjugt last night—or more properly, early thismorning that | found you. My, what adin you
mede!”

"Ten thirty. Yegods, I'm wasting time—" O'Leary made another move to St up; but Lorn pressed him
back.

"My dear chap, you mustn't think of venturing out yet! The consequences, | fear, would be most serious!”
"Not haf as serious asthey'll beif | don't get on my way," O'Leary protested; but he sank back, and
Lornturned, lifted aladen tray onto hislap.

"There now. A bite or two and you'll fee much better.”

"Yes but," Lafayette said, and took amouthful of softly steaming egg. "M mnnn hnngg mrrlinggg.”
"That'sagood chap. Now abit of the ham, en?"

"Délicious,”" Lafayette said, chewing. "But you don't understand, Mr. Lorn. I'm not actualy what | seem. |
mesan, things of vast importance are wait-ing for me to do them." He took alarge bite of the hot buttered
toadt.

"You seg, | haveto—" he paused; under the mild gaze of the amiable old man, the disclosure he had
been about to make sounded too fantastic to voice.

"... 10, ah, attend to certain matters," he said. "After which, | haveto, uh, attend to certain other matters.”
"Of course," the old man nodded in sympathy. "A bit of the marmalade?’

"I don't mean to be mysterious,” Lafayette said, accepting the pae-green jely. "But it'shighly classfied,
you see.”

"Ah. Quite candidly, | wondered abit asto just why you were abroad on the heights; but if you're on
officid business..." Lorn smiled understand-ingly.

"Exactly. Now, how far from town am 17" Lafayette craned to look out through the gapsin thewall. The
Setting seemed to be one of wild-growing foliage.

"Not far—asthe crow flies" Lorn said. "But the country between here and the city is somewhat difficult
to negotiate, | must confess.”



"If you don't mind my asking," Lafayette said, taking a hearty gulp of coffee, "how do you hap-pento live
heredl aone?’

The old man sighed. "True, it'slondly here. But peaceful. The contemplative life has its compen-sations.”
"What do you do when it rains?' Lafayette per-sisted, noting the gaps in the fronded roof through which
patches of bright-blue sky werevisible.

"Oh, | take gppropriate measures.” Lorn dis-missed the problem with an airy wave of his hand.

"Y ou seem to do very well," Lafayette agreed.

"One becomes accustomed to certain small comforts,”" Lorn said amost apologeticaly.

"Certainly—I don't mean to pry, Mr. Lom—"

"Just Lom—no Migter. | make no pretensionsto worldly titles”

"Oh. Well, Lom, | certainly enjoyed my break-fast, but now | really have to be getting started.”
"Nonsense, my boy. You cant gtir for at least aweek."

"You still don't get the Big Picture, Lom. The future of the kingdom depends on my getting the word
through at once."

"Ihave anidea,” Lom said brightly. "Suppose | carry the message for you?”

"That's very kind of you, Lom, but thisis much too important to entrust to anyone ese.”" L afayette lifted
thetray aside, sat up, ignoring aswarm of little bright lights that swam into view before him. He swung his
legs over the Sde of the narrow pallet on which helay, and watched with de-tached interest asthe floor
tilted up and struck him aghastly blow on the head.

".... redly mustn't!" Lom'svoice faded back in. Lafayette was back on the cot, blinking away the
obscuring haze. "'l can't be respongblefor the resultd”

"GuessI'm... littlewesker. . . than | thought,” L afayette panted.

"Indeed, yes. Now about the message: what did you wish meto say?"

"Thisisnoble of you, Lom," Lafayette said weakly. "But you won't regret it. Go directly to Princess
Adoranne—ar, no, better if you see Daphnefirgt. That's Countess Daphne O'Leary. The poor girl will be
frantic. Tdl her wherel am,

and that—" O'Leary paused. "That, ah, there are certain artifacts—"

"What sort of artifacts?' Lorn murmured.

"Sorry, | can't tell you. But anyway, there are these artifacts; tell her they're items Nicodaeus would be
especidly interested in. And they're hidden ..."

"Yes?' Lorn prompted.

"Well, | can"t tell you where. It's sengitive in-formation, you understand. But if shelll get intouch witha...
acertain party, he can show her where."

"May | ask the name of the certain party?'

"Classfied,” O'Leary said. "That's about it. Can you remember dl that?"

"l think s0," Lorn said. " Something's hidden somewhere, and someone can tell her whereto find it.”
"Hmmm. When you put it that way, it doesn't sound like much.”

"My boy, face thefacts: it soundslike gib-berish.”

"Inthat case—I'll haveto go mysdf, ready or not.”

"If youd just be atrifle more explicit...”

"Impossble”

"It'sequaly impossiblefor you to set out on ajourney until you've regained your strength.”

"Nevertheless, I'm going.”

Lom stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Hmmm. See here, my boy—if you're determined ... and | seeyou are
... of course| wouldn't dream of standing in your way. Now, why don't you give yoursdf another few
minutes res—time for your

breskfast to digest, can't have you getting stomach cramps—and then I'll speed you on your way."

"All right. | admit | fed alittlerocky ..." Lafayette leaned back and closed hiseyes.

"Cant afford to go to deep,” hetold himsdlf. "The dizziness will passas soon as| get on my feet and Sart
moving. Can't be fa—should reach afarmhouse in an hour or two—get aride—be at the paace by
early afternoon . . . put acal through. . . ."



"Yes?' said the operator. " Centra here. Y our report, please.”

"Thisis Lafayette O'Leary. I'mcdling from Artesa—L ocus Alpha Nine-three—"

"I'm sorry, Sr. No such locusislisted in the Centrd Directory. Kindly re-did—"

"Wait aminute. Dont ring off! 1t might take me yearsto get through to you again! There's an emergency
here/ 1t involves a cache of illegd equipment, solen from Central—"

"No report of missing equipment has been filed, sr. | must now ask you to hang up; the circuits are
needed—"

"I'veseenit.’ Thereésathing called a Focal Referent—and something ese, labeled Stasis Pod.' And |
have areport of a whole cave full of more of the same”

"Highly unlikdy, Sr. Y ou must have made amistake—"

"I tel you | saw it! In/act, | havethe Mark 111 tucked in asecret pocket inside my coat right now! |
know what I'm talking about! I'm an ac-credited part-time agent of Central! If you don't

believe me, talk to Nicodaeus! HeJl tell you.™

"Our recordsindicate no one of that namein the service”

"Then your records are wrong! He's the one who helped me uncover Gorubl€'s plot to take over the
country!"

"Indeed, Sr? And what isyour name?'

"OLeary! Lafayette O'Leary! Sr Lafayette OLearyf"

"Ah, yes. | have arecord of that name. . . . But your voice does not agree with the coded pattern listed
for Mr. O'Leary—and avisua scan indi-catesthat your face doesn't match the photo of Mr. O'Leary in
our files. | must there/ore conclude that you are an impostor. The penaty—"

"I'm not an impostor! | just ook likeone! | can explain!™

"Vey wdl. Explan."

"Well—I cant actualy explain, but—"

"If you have nothing further to add, sir, | must conclude this conversation now. Thank you for caling ..."
"No! Wait! Y ou haveto get the information into the right hands before it's too late! Hello! Hdllo?
Centrd ?'

Lafayette struggled up from the dream, his shouts echoing in hisears. "Must have dozed off," he
mumbled, looking around the hut. Lorn was nowhere to be seen. Outside, the light seemed to have taken
on adifferent quality: alate-afternoon quality.

"How long did | degp?' O'Leary mumbled. He struggled up; he was light-headed, but hislegs supported
hisweight.

"Lorn! Where areyou—" he called. Therewas

no answer. He stepped outside. The hut—a flimsy shack of sticks and leaves, he saswv—uwas sur-rounded
by aflat clearing no more than adozen yardsin diameter, ringed in by high bushes, beyond which distant
peaks rose high into the dusk-tinged sky.

"Yegods—it'samost dark. | must have dept for hours." Lafayette thrust through the encircling
shrubbery—and stopped short. At hisfeet, averti-ca cliff dropped away into dizzying depths. He
backed off, checked at another point. In five min-utes he knew the worgt:

"Marooned,” he groaned. " Stuck on top of amesa. | should have known better than to trust anyone who
livesin agrass hut and subssts on Bavarian ham.”

Far below, the valey spread, green and orderly, apattern of tilled fields and winding roads. In the
distance, the towers of the palace sparkled, ruddy in the late sun. The nearest of the peakslooming
beyond the airy gulf surrounding his eyrie were at least five miles away, he estimated.

"| fdl here, en? From where? And how did that frail little old man carry my one-hundred and seventy-five
pounds into his hut unassisted? | must have been crazy not to have smelled treachery.” At asudden
thought, L afayette clutched at his coat.

The Mark I11 was gone.

"Beautifully handled, O'Leary," he congratu-lated himsdlf half an hour later, after afruitless

search of the haf-acre mesa. "Y ou redly came on like achamp every inch of theway. From the minute
you got that idiotic note, you've been shrewdness personified. Y ou couldn't have worked yoursdlf into a



tighter pocket if it had been planned that way ..."

He paused to listen to the echo of his own words.

"Planned that way? Of courseit was planned that way—»but not by you, you dumbbell! The Red Bull
must have been in on it; probably someone paid him to con me, and then ..." histrain of thought faltered.
"And then—what? Why hijack me, give me somebody else's face, and strand me on amountaintop?’

"l don't know," he answered. "But let's skip that for now. Theimportant thing isto get off this peak. Lorn
managed it. | ought to be able to do the same.”

"Maybe he used ropes.”

"And maybe I'm akangaroo!"

"Possibly. Have you looked lately?*

Lafayette examined hishands, felt of hisfea-tures.

"I'm till Zorro," he concluded. "Worse luck."

"And down there, someoneis till on theloose with enough Probability gear to shift Artesainto the next
continuum. And whét are you going to do about it?"

Asif in answer to his question, the sky seemed to flicker—like abad splice in amovie film—and darken;
not gradually, but with an abrupt transi-tion from gathering twilight to deep dusk. Some smdll, fluffy-pink
cloudsthat had been cruising near the adjacent peak were gone, whisked out of

sght like dust under arug. And that wasn't al, O'Leary redized in that same dizzying ingtant: the pesk
itself was gone—as were the neighbor-ing pesks. He saw that much before the last of the light drained
away, leaving him in total darkness. He took a step back, felt the ground softening under hisfet. He
was sinking down—dropping faster—then falling through black emptiness.

Chapter Four

Thewind shrieked past L afayette's face, buf-feted hisbody. Ingtinctively, he spread hisarms asif to dow
his headlong fal. The streaming air tugged tentetively, then with a powerful surge that made the bones
creak in his shoulders. In automatic response, he stroked, angling his handsto cup the air. Hefdt thetug
of gravity, the answering lift of giant pinions, sensed the sure, clean speed with which he soared out over
dark-ness.

"Good lord!" he burst out. Tin flying!"

The moon came out, reveding aforested land-scape far below. For an ingtant, Lafayette felt afrantic
impulseto grab for support; but the in-stincts he had acquired adong with the wings checked his
convulsive motion with no more than asudden, heart-stopping dip in hisglide.

"Keep cdm,” asemi-hysterica voice screamed slently at him from the back of his head. "Aslong asyou
keep cdm, you'l bedl right."

"Fine—but how do | land?’

"Worry about thet |ater."

A lone bird—an owl, L afayette thought—sailed close, looked him over with cold avian eyes, drifted of f
on owl business.

"Maybe| can stretch my glide," he thought. "If | can makeit back to the capital and reach Daphne..." He
scanned the horizon in vain for the city lights. Cautioudy, he tried to turn, executed agraceful orbit to the
left. The dark land below spread to the horizon, unrelieved by so much asaglimmer.

"I'mlogt," O'Leary muttered. "Nobody has ever been aslost asthidl”

Hetried atentative Stroke of hisarms, ingtantly stalled, fdll off in aflat spin. He fought for balance,
gradudly spirded out into Sraight and leve glid-ing.

"It'strickier than it looks," he gasped, feding his heart hammering at high speed under his sternum—or
wasit just therush of air? 1t was hard to tell. Hard to tell anything, drifting around up herein darkness.
Haveto get down, get my feet on theground . . .

He angled hiswings; the horizon dowly rose; the note of thewind in his earsrose to ahigher pitch; the
buffeting of theair increased.

"Sofar, so good," he congratulated himsdlf. "I'll just hold my course until 1've built up speed, then pull out
and..." The horizon, he noted, had risen sill higher. In fact, he had to bend his neck



to seeit—and even as herolled his eyes upward, it receded till further.

"Yegods, I'minaverticd divel" he pressed with his outspread fingers—but it was like thrust-ing a hand
into NiagaraFalls.

"There was nothing in How to SoJo Solo about this," he mumbled, gritting histeeth with the effort. "Why
intheworld didn't I sprout inher-ently stablewingswhilel wasat it—"

A tree-covered ridge was rushing toward him with unbelievable swiftness, Lafayette put dl hisstrengthin
alagt-ditch effort. His overstrained wings creaked and fluttered. A dark mass of foliage reared up before
him—

With a shattering crash, he plunged into awall of leaves, felt branches snapping—or were they bones?
Something struck him abooming blow on the head, tumbled him down into bottomless sillence.

How lovely, L afayette thought dreamily, to belying in asnow bank, dreaming you'rein abig, soft bed,
warm and cozy, with an aromaof ham and eggs and coffee drifting in from the middle distance. ...

He paused for amoment in these pleasant re-flections to wonder why it al seemed so familiar. Something
was nagging at the corner of hismind: avague feding that hed been through dl thisbefore—

Oh, no, you don't, he cut the train of thought short. I know when I'm well off. Thisisaswel
halucination, and I'm not giving it up without astruggle. . .

"Y ou've had that thought before, too,” the flat voice of experiencetold him. "It didn't work last

time, and it won't work now. Y ou've got prob-lems, O'Leary. Wake up and get started solving them.”
Well, there's one consolation, he countered. Whatever my problems are, they're not assilly aswhat |
was dreaming. Wings, already. And agang of Wayfarers on my trail. And amummy that cameto life,
and—"

"Don't look now, O'Leary ... but you've got a shock coming.”

L afayette pried an eye open. He was |ooking out through a screen of oversized leaves at avista of
treetops—treetops the size of circus tents, spread-ing on and on—

He clutched convulsively for support as hiseyefdl on the curving expanses of rough-textured
chocolate-brown bark on which helay.

"Oh, no," hesaid. "You've got to bekidding. | didn't really crash-land in atreetop after turning into a
birdmen . ."

He started to scramble to hisfeet, felt astab of pain that Started at |east ten feet beyond hisfinger-tip and
shot like ahot wire dl the way up to his neck. Turning his head, he saw agrest, sorrdl-feasthered pinion
spread along the wide bough on which helay, its feathers bedraggled and in disar-ray. He twitched his
shoulder blades tentatively, saw a corresponding twitch of the unfamiliar members, accompanied by
another sharp jab of pain—reminiscent of that occasioned by biting down on a bone-chip with asengtive
tooth.

"It'sred," he said wonderingly. He sat up care-fully, leaned 'over, looked down through level after leve
of foot-wide leaves. The ground was down there, somewhere.

"And I'm up here. With abroken wing, Zorp only knows how highin the air. Which means| haveto get
down the hard way." He studied the two-yard-wide branch under him, saw how it led back among lesfy
caverns to the shadow-obscured pillar of the trunk.

"It must befifty feet in diameter. And that'simpossible. There are no treesthat big in Artesa—or
anywhere dsg, for that matter, espe-cialy with leaves|like an overgrown sycamore.”

"Right," hereplied promptly. "Nicdy reasoned. The treesimpossible, your wings are impossible, the
whole thing'simpossible. So what do we do now?

"Sart dimbing.”

"Dragging a broken wing?'

"Unlessyou have a better idea”

"Takeyour choice, OLeary," he muttered. "Try it, and fall to your death, or stay hereand diein
comparative comfort.”

"Correction," hereminded himself. "Y ou can't afford to be dead—not while the Red Bull isitch-ing to sl
Goruble's hoard to any unsavory character with the price of achicken dinner.”

"Besideswhich,” he agreed, "I have afew chicken dinnersto est yet mysdif.”



"That'sthe spirit. Up and a 'em. | sayeand | doe.”

Painfully, Lafayette got to hisfeet, favoring theinjured member. The wings, he saw by craning his neck,
gprouted from his back between hisnormal shoulders and the base of his neck. His chest was puffed out
likethat of apigeon; hard muscle, hefound, prodding himself with the long, lean fingers he now
possessed. Hisface—

insofar as he could determine by fedling it over—was narrow, high cheek-boned, with small, close-set
eyes and awidow's peak of bushy hair. Somehow, without amirror, he knew that it was glossy black,
that his eyes were alambent green, histeeth snowy white in a sun-dark face.

"Good-bye, Zorro," he muttered. "It was amixed pleasure being you. | wonder who | am now? Or
what?'

There was aflutter among the leaves, asharp kwee, kweef A small white bird swooped on him.
Lafayette batted at it in surprise, dmost lost his balance, yelped doud at the stab from hiswing as he
grabbed for sup'port. The bird hovered, kwee.'ing in a puzzled way. A moment later two more joined in.
Lafayette put his back to abranch, fended off their repested attemptsto dart in close.

"Get away, blagt you!" hehelped. "Don't | have enough trouble without being pecked by meat-eating
cockatoos?'

More birds arrived; squawking indignantly, they circled L afayette's head. He backed a ong the branch;,
they followed. He reached the giant bole. A dozen or more of the birds fluttered around him now.

"At least wait till I'm dead!" heyelled.

There was asudden, shrill whistle from near a hand.

Abruptly, the birds flew up, scattering. The branch trembled minutely under Lafayette'sfeet. Leaves
dtirred; asmall, dender figure stepped into view, swathed in acloak of feathers—

No, not acloak, O'Leary corrected hisfirst star-tled impression.

Wings.

It was another flying man who stood facing him from ten feet away.

The man was narrow-shouldered, narrow-faced, with along, pointed nose, tight lips, peaked eyebrows
above pale, glistening eyes. He was dressed in close-fitting green trousers, aloose tunic of scarlet
decorated with gold loops at the cuffs. Hisfeet were bare; hislong, dim, toes clutched the rough bark.
"Itik ikik;rizizit tiz tizzik ik?' the newcomer said in areedy, musica voice.

"Sorry," Lafayette said, and felt the awkward-ness of the word on hislips. "I don't, uh, savvy your lingo

"Thib, itik ikik;rizizit tiz tizzik ik, izyik." Theflying man'stone wasimpatient—but L afayette hardly
noticed that. With one part of hismind he had registered only a series of whistling, staccato sounds—but
with another, he had heard words:

"| said, what's the matter? Been eating snik berries?"

"No," Lafayette said, and felt his mouth shape the sound: " Nif."

"| thought maybe the zik-zik's had spotted a zazz-worm," the message came clearly through the buzzing
and dicking.

"| thought they weretrying to eat medive," O'Leary said—and heard himsalf mouthing the same
twittering sounds.

"Doyoufed dl right, Haz?" The flying man came forward, moving quickly, with aprecise,

mincing gait. "Y ou sound asif you had amouth-ful of mush.”

"Asameatter of fact,” OLeary said. "l don't fed too well. I'm afraid heights make me dizzy. Could you,
ah, show me the quickest way down?"

"Over the sde, what dse?' Theflying man stared curioudy at Lafayette; hiseyes strayed to O'Leary's
wing, which he had propped against the bole for support.

"Hey—it looks like—good night, fella, why didn't you say s0? That's abroken freeble-bone, or I'ma
landlubber!"

"l guess," Lafayette said, hearing hisvoice echo from far away. "l guess... itis... a that. .."

Hewasonly dimly aware of handsthat caught him, voicesthat shirped and whistled around him, of being
assisted dong the rough-textured path, of being lifted, pulled, of twingesfrom hisinjury, faint and far



away; and then of amoment of pressure—pressure insgde his bones, insgde hismind, an ingtant of a
curious vertigo, of theworld turned ingde ot ...

Then hewasin cool darkness and an odor of camphor, sinking down on a soft couch amid murmurings
that faded into a soft green deep.

"That'sthree times," he was saying as he awoke. "My skull can't take much more of it."

"Of what, Tazlo darling?' asoft, sweet voice whispered.

"Of being hit with ablunt insgrument,” O'Leary said. Heforced hiseyes open, gazed up a a

piquant feminine face that |ooked down at him with an expression of tender concern.

"Poor Tazlo. How did it happen?Y ou were dways such askillful flier ..."

"Areyou redly here?' Lafayette asked. "Or are you part of the dream?"

"l am here, my Tazlo." A soft, dim-fingered hand touched L afayette's cheek gently. "Areyou in much
pan?'

"A reasonable amount, considering what 1've been through. Strange. | go dong for monthsat a
time—even years—without so much asamild concuss on—and then bam—dam—bash! They sart
using my head for a practice dummy. That'show | cantell I'm having an adventure. But | redly can't take
much more of it."

"But you're safe now, Tazlo dear.”

"Ummmnn." He amiled lazily up a the girl. "That's one of the compensations of an activelife: these
delightful fantasies| havewhile I'm waking up.”

He looked around the room: it was circular, with vertical-grained wood-paneled walls, adark, polished
floor; alofty celling, lost in shadows, through which asingle shaft of sunlight struck. The bed on which he
lay had a carved footboard, a downy mattress, comfortable as a cloud.

"I supposeinaminute I'll discover I'm impaled on a sharp branch ahundred yards over agorgefilled
with cacti or crocodiles,” he said resigned-ly, "but at the moment, | have no complaints whatever."
"Tazlo—please. .." Therewasadtifled sob in her voice. " Speak sengbly; tell me you know me—your
ownlittleSdi Armn."

"AreyouaSidi Firn, my dear?'

"I'm Sidi Firn, your Intended! Y ou don't reemember me!™ The dfin face pucked tearfully; but with an
effort, she checked the flood, managed asmall smile. "But you can't help that, | know. It's the bump on
your head that makes you so strange.”

"Me, drange?’ Lafayette smiled indulgently. "I'm the only normd thing in thiswhole silly dream—not that
youreslly, er, Sidi. You're quite adorable—"

"Do you redly think s0?" She smiled enchant-ingly. In thedim light L afayette thought her hair looked like
feathery plumes, pae violet, around her heart-shaped face.

"| certainly do. But everything dseistypica of thesefantases| have when I'm waking up. Likethis
dleged language I'm speaking: it's just some-thing my subconscious made up, to fit in with the
surroundings—just gibberish, but a the moment it ssemsto make perfectly good sense. Too bad | can't
get ataperecording of it. It would be in-teresting to know if it's actualy asalf-consstent system, or just a
bunch of random sounds."

"Tazlo—please don't! Y ou frighten me! Y ou. . . you don't even sound like yourself!"

"Actudly, I'mnot,” O'Leary said. I'm actualy afellow named Lafayette O'Leary. But don't be frightened,
I'm harmless™

"Tazlo—you musin't!" Sidi whispered. "What if Wizner Hiz hearsyou?'

"Whao'she?'

"Tazlo—Wizner Hizisthe Visoner of Tha-lathlone!l He might not understand that you'rejust raving
because of ablow on the head! He might

take thistalk of being someone dse serioudy! Remember what happened to Fufli Hun!”

"I'm afraid it's dipped my mind. What did happen to poor old Fufli?’

"They ... Sang him Out.”

L afayette chuckled. "Sidi, anyone who's sat through a concert of the Roya Artesian Philhar-monicisn't
afraid of any mere chord group.” Lafayette sat up, felt asharp paininthe small of hisback—apain that



seemed to originate from apoint in midair, two feet above and to the left of his shoulder blade. He
twisted his head, saw abale of white bandages from which rather bedrag-gled russet feathers protruded.
"What—are you il here?"

"Who?' Sdi saidindarm. "Tazlo, you're not seeing invisble enemies, areyou?"

"I'm talking about these inferna wings," Lafayette said. "I dreamed | flew through the air with the greatest
of eese—until | crash-landed in atreetop. Then there was something about being attacked by
meat-eating pigeons—and” then abirdman arrived, and ... and that's al | reemember.” He rubbed his
head. ""Funny—by now | should be waking up and having agood laugh about the wholething ..."
"Tazlo—you are awake! Can't you tell?'Y ou're here—in Thallathlone, with me!™

"And before the flying sequence," Lafayette went on, frowning in deep thought, “there was the business of
being marooned on amountain-top. A pretty obvious symbolism, reflecting my fedling of isolation with
my problem. Y ou see, I'd found this Focal Referent—some kind of probabil-

ity gadget, | think, stolen from Centra—and | was having aterrible timetrying to get word to the
authorities—"

"Tazlo—forget dl that! It wasjust anightmare! Now you're awake! Y ou're going to be fine—just as
soon asyour wing hedd™

" | find that if you run over adream in your mind as soon as you wake up, you can fix it in your conscious
memory. Now, let's see: there was the man in the cave—that was spooky! He was under an
enchantment, | suppose—except that the logi-cal part of my mind cooked up something called a Stasis
Pod to rationalize things. He represents Wisdom, | suppose—but the way he attacked me suggeststhat |
must have a suppressed fear of knowledge.”

"Tazlo—why don't we step outside and get alittle sunlight, maybe that will dispel these mor-bid
fancies—"

"Just aminute; thisis pretty interesting. | never knew you could psychoanalyze yoursdlf just by dissecting
your dreams. | aways thought | ap-proved of Science—but apparently it's a secret bugaboo of mine.
Now, let's see—there was alittle old man, too—a cherubic type, he found me after | fell over the cliff,
and brought me home and gave me amarvelous breskfast.” Lafayette smiled at the recollection. "At the
timeit didn't even seem strange that someoneliving in agrass hut would have arefrigerator full of
gourmet items—"

"Areyou hungry, Tazlo? | have alovely big boolfruit, just picked.”

"Sure, why not?" Lafayette grinned indul-gently at thegirl. "I may aswell sample every-

thing this dream provides—including you . . ." He caught her hand, pulled her to him, kissed her warmly
on the mouth.

"Tazlo!" She gtared into his eyeswith alook of amazed ddight. At close range he could seethe
velvety-smooth texture of her cheek, the long lashes that adorned her pale-green eyes, the downy
feathersthat curled on her smooth forehead .. . "'Y ou mean—you realy mean—"

"Mean what?' Lafayette said absently, noting for the first time the graceful white pinions which enfolded
Sdi likeagligening feather cloak.

"That—you want to marry mel"

"Wait aminute," Lafayette said, smiling. "Where did you get that idea?’

"Why, you. . . you kissed me, didn't you?"

"Wdll, certainly, who wouldn't? But—"

"Oh, Tazlo—thisisthe most wonderful mo-ment of my life! | must tell Father a oncel™ She jumped up, a
dim, dfin creature aglow with hap-piness.

"Wait aminute—let's not bring anyone dseinto thisdream. | likeit just theway itigl"

"Father will be so happy! He's dways hoped for this day! Good-bye for amoment, my dearest—I'll be
right back!" Sidi turned, was gone. L afayette tottered to hisfeet, grunted at apang from his bandaged
wing, stumbled after her—and dammed into asolid wall.

He backed off, groped over the rough-hewn wood surface, looking for the door through which Sidi had
|eft.

"It'sgot to be here," he muttered. "1 saw her with my own eyes—or at least with the eyes| happen to be



using a the moment ..." But five

minutes search disclosed no opening whatever in the seamlesswalls.

"My boy!" awhistling nasal voice exclaimed behind him; he whirled; agnarled, wizened an-cient stood in
the center of the room, hisface beaming in atoothless smile. "My little girl has just given me the happy
tidings! Congratulations! | give my consent, of course, dear lad! Cometo my arms!” The old boy rushed
forward to embrace Lafayette, who stared in bewilderment over the old fellow's featherless skull & apair
of muscular youths who had appeared silently and stood with folded arms and expressions of dightly
bored in-dulgence, flanking Sidi Airn.

"Father sayswe can have the ceremony thisvery evening, Tazlo!" she cried. "Isn't that mar-velous?
"Thingsare going too fast," Lafayette said. "Y ou're legping to conclusons,” he paused, not-ing the sudden
hostility in the expressions of the two young fellows—probably her brothers, O'Leary decided.

"About what?' one of them demanded.

"l mean—I'm very fond of Sidi, of course— but—"

"But what?" the other youth snapped.

"But | can't—I| mean—wael, confound it, | can't marry her—or anyone elsa!"

"Eh? What'sthis?" the oldster chirped, rearing back to gaze up at L afayette with eyes as sharp astaons.
"Can't marry my doughter?' Sidi Pirn ut-tered awailing cry. The two brothers stepped forward
threateningly.

"What | mean is—I'm not digible!" Lafayette blurted, backing a step.

"Not digible—how?" the old man inquired, hisgazeimpaing OLeary.

"Y ou own the requisite number of acorns, right?' one of the young men demanded.

"And you have an adequate nest, right?"' the other pressed.

"And you did kiss her," thefirg pointed out.

"And shedidn't knifeyou," said his compan-ion. "Which means she accepts you, right?

"So what could possibly stand in your way?"' the old man crowed, asif the problem were solved.
"It'sjust that... thet..."

"Tazlo—you haven't ... haven't ... you didnt—"

"Y ou don't mean, | suppose, that you've con-tracted an understanding with some other maid of
Thalathlone?' the larger brother asked in an ominoustone.

"Certainly not! But | can't ask Sidi Pirnto marry me," Lafayette said flatly. "I'm sorry | kissed her. | didn't
meanit."

There was a sudden movement, awhistle of sted on leather, and aknife was poking Lafay-ette's throat,
gripped in the hard, brown fist of the smaler of the brothers.

"Sorry you kissed my sgter, eh?' he hissed.

"No—asamatter of fact I'm not sorry," Lafayette snapped, and stamped down hard on the
knife-wielder'singtep, at the same time chop-ping outward &t the offending wrist, while ram-ming afist
into the youth'sribs. The lad doubled over, coughing and hopping on one foot.

"Asamatter of-fact | enjoyedit alot,” OLeary

sad defiantly. "But thefact is, | never saw Sidi in my life before ten minutes ago. How can you want her
to marry astranger?"

"Never saswv—" the old man quavered, waving back the other brother. "What can you mean? Y ou were
raised together! Y ou've seen each other al-most daily for the past twenty-one years!™

"Father—I think | understand,” Sidi cried, thrusting herself between Lafayette and her maerelatives.
"Poor Tazlo fedsit wouldn't befair to marry me, in his condition!™

"Condition? What condition?' Father said queruloudly.

"In the fall—when he broke hiswing—he suf-fered a blow on the head, and he'slost his mem-ory!"

"A likely tale," the elder brother growled.

"How did he hgppen ... uhh ... to fdl in thefirst place?" the younger brother grunted, mas-saging his
somach, wrist and shin Smultane-oudy.

"Y es—how did you happen to fall, Tazlo—you of al people?’ the old man asked. "An expert wingsman
likeyou."



"Itsalong gory," Lafayette said shortly. ™Y ou wouldn't understand—"

"Please—how can hetdl you?' Sidi protested. "He remembers nothing.”

"He remembered how to kiss unsuspecting young females," the younger brother growled.

"L ook, felows—why don't you just forget that? It was amigtake, | admit it. I'm sorry if | caused any
misunderganding—"

"Misunderstanding? This slly goose came

rushing up to us, blurted out the glad tidings where haf the eyrie heard her! Well al bea
laughingstock—especidly if we go off and leave you herein her chamber, unchaperoned!”

"Well, then, I'll go elsawhere. I'm not looking for trouble. Just direct meto the nearest telephone—"
"Nearest what?' three voices chimed as one.

"Well, telegraph station, then. Or police sta-tion. Or bus station. | have to get amessage through—"
"What's he talking about?"

"Hemust beraving."

"I think Wizner Hiz ought to know about this."

"No! Tazlo hasn't done anything!" Sidi spoke up. "Hell be fine—just as soon as you go away and leave
usdond"

"Not likely," Y ounger Brother said grimly. "Y ou comewith us, girl—and I'll seeto it Hazismovedto a
bachelor net—"

"He needs me! Now get out—both of you—and Father, if you sde with them—"

"I never take Sdes," the old man said quickly. "Camly, my child. Well take the matter under advisement.
Something will have to be done. In the meantime—suppose we Smply keep the en-tire matter, ah,
confidentia, en? No need to give sharp tongues fodder to gnaw on.”

"Thenyoull haveto leave Tazlo here" Sidi said flatly. "If he leaves, everyone will know that .. . that
something'samiss™

"Bah, thechitisright,” Y ounger Brother said.

"Tazlo-T-hadn't you best liedown?' Sidi said, taking Lafayette's hand.

"I'mfine" Lafayette said. "But they'reright. | can't stay here” He turned to the three male members of the
family—except for himsdf and Sidi, the room was empty.

"Where did they go?"

"Umm." Sidi looked thoughtful . "Father's hur-rying dong to hisuncle Timro's perch, probably to discuss
the situation over a cup or two of bool cider; and Vugli and Hinky are standing about twenty feet away,
talking. | don't think they're too well pleased. But you know that aswell asl, Tazlo."

"How did they get out?'

"They just ... went, of course. What do you mean?"

"I looked for a... door," Lafayette stumbled over theword. "I can't find one.”

"What's adooor, Tazlo?'

"Y ou know: the part of the wall that moves— swings out, or dides Sdeways. | can't seem to think of the
word for it in Thdlathlonian.”

Sidi looked interested. "What'sit for, Tazlo? Just decoration, | suppose—"

"It'sto get in and out by. Y ou know A door.™

"Tazlo—you don't need adooor—whatever that is—to go out. | think that bump on your heed—"

"All right then: how do you go out without a door?"

"Why—likethis..." Sidi turned to the wall, and stepped to it—through it. Lafayette saw her advancing
foot sink into the solid wood, followed by her body, the tips of her trailing wings disap-pearing ladt,
leaving the wall as unbroken as be-

fore. He jumped after her, ran his hands over the grainy wood. It was solid, dightly warm to touch—
Sidi regppeared just under his chin, bumped him lightly as he jumped back. She laughed, rather
uncertainly.

"How—nhow in the world did you do that?" he gasped.

"TazZlo—you arejud playing agame, aren't you—"

"Game? The game of going out of my mind—" Lafayette caught himslf, drew abreath, managed a shaky



laugh of hisown.

"I keep forgetting. I'd just about decided thiswas dl red ingtead of adream. Then you walk through a
wall and spail theilluson. But it'sredly timel woke up." He dapped his cheekslightly. "Comeon,
O'Leary—wake up! Wake up!*

"Tazlo!" Sdi caught hiswrists. "Please—stop acting like onewho'slogt hiswitd If Wizner Hiz should see
you—terrible things would happen!”

"I've dways had thistrouble with too-vivid dreams," Lafayette said. "And it's been worse since | read all
those books on mesmerism and hypnogogia. If Central didn't have a Suppressor focused on me, 1'd be
tempted to think 1'd been transferred into another probability con-tinuum—"

"Please, Tazlo," Sidi wailed. "Why don't you lie down and have another nice ngp—"

"That'sjust the trouble, Sdi: I'm adegp now, and dreaming you. | have to wake up and get busy saving
the kingdom—"

"Save what kingdom? Thallathlone isn't akingdom—it'salimited mythocracy!"

"I'm talking about Artesia. It'sabit old-fashioned in someways, but dl in al avery nice place. | used to
be aking there—at least | wasfor afew days, until | could abdicate in favor of Prin-cess Adoranne. That
was after | killed Lod, the two-headed giant, and his pet dragon. It wasn't really adragon, of course, just
an dlosaurus Goruble had transferred in from a primitive locus—and—"

"Tazlo—liedown, just close your eyesand dl thesewild fancieswill evaporate!”

"They'renot wild fancies. Thisisthewild fancy. Don't you see how ridiculousit dl is? People with wings,
who walk through walls? Typica dream-images, probably reflecting a sub-conscious wish on my part to
befreed of dl restraints—"

"Tazlo—think.' Of course we have wings! Otherwise how could we fly? And of course we walk through
walls; how else would we get out-side?

"That'sjust it—it has dl theillogical internd logic of awell-organized dream.”

"All that talk about giants and dragons—that's the fantasy, Tazlo—don't you see that? They're symbols of
the obstacles you fed you have to overcome; and that bit about being aking—a transparent
wigh-fulfillment. By imagining you abdicated, you have dl the prestige of roydty without the
responghilities”

"Say—you know the jargon pretty well your-self. But | suppose that's to be expected, if yourea
cregtion of my subconscious.”

Sidi stamped her foot. "Y our subconscious! Tazlo Haz, I'll have you know that I'm ared, live,

three-D, living-color female, and your subcon-scious has nothing to do with it!" Shethrew her arms
around L afayette's neck, kissed him long and warmly.

"Therel" she gasped. "Now tell me I'm your imagination!”

"But—Dbut if youreredl," Lafayette sammered, "then . . . what about Artesia—and the Red Bull and the
cavefull of gimmicks, and the old man in the coffin, and Lom, and—"

"Just something you dreamed, Tazlo dear,” Sidi murmured. "Now lie down and let me feed you some
cold boolfruit, and well talk about our future.”

"Well ..." Lafayette hesitated. "There'sjust onething." He eyed the blank wallsthat encircled him. "It'sal
very well for you to walk through solid wood—and your pop and brothers, too, it seems. But what about
me?How do | get out-side?’

"Tazlo, Tazlo—you've been waking through walls snce you were ayear and haf old!"

"l guessthat's about when | learned to walk— but not through teek panding.”

"Silly boy. Come.. . I'll show you." Shetook his hand, led himto thewall, did into it. L afayette watched
asthe wqod engulfed her flesh, her body merging with the wall asif she were sinking into opague water.
Only her arm protruded, holding his hand. It withdrew swiftly, the wood closing about her forearm, her
wrig—

Lafayette's fingers rammed the wood with apainful impact, Sidi's hand till gripped his; she tugged again.
He pulled away, was rubbing his

skinned knuckles as she regppeared, aworried expression in her wide yes.

"Tazlo—what's the matter?”



"l toldyou | couldn't walk through walld™

"But—but, Tazlo—you haveto be able to!"

"Fectsarefacts, Sidi."

"But—if you can't walk through thewall ..." Her expression was frightened.

"Then | guess!'ll haveto chop my way out. Can you get me an axe?"'

"An axe?'

He described an axe.

"Theré's nothing like that in Thallathlone. And if there were—how long would it take you to cut through
gx feet of solid kreewood? It's harder than iron!”

L afayette sank down on the bed. " Grest. I'm trapped here. But—how did they get meinsde—"
Before Sidi could answer, Vugli—the younger brothe—stepped through the wall.

"I'vejust had achat with Wizner Hiz," he said. "Now, don't get upset with me," he added as Sidi whirled
on him. "He sought me out, asked me how Haz was. | told him hewasadl right. So... hewantsto see
him."

"V ugli—how could you?' Sidi wailed.

"Hell have to face him sooner or later. And the sooner the better. If Haz does anything to rouse the old
devil's suspicions—well, you know how Wizner is"

"How... how soon does he want to see him?"

"He said right now; tonight.”

"No!"

"But | galed him off—until tomorrow morn-

ing. | said he had aheadache." VVugdo gave Lafayette asour look. "I didn't tell him his headacheis
nothing compared with the headache I've got.”

After Vugli had left. Sidi looked at Lafayette with wide, fearful eyes.

"Tazlo—what can we do?'

"I don't know, kid," Lafayette said grimly. "But we'd better get busy doing it."

Chapter Five

"Let'sstart at the beginning and seeif we can make some sense out of this" Lafayettesaid inacam,
reasonable tone. "Now, | was safe at home, perfectly contented, when | got the note from the Red
Bul—"

"Wrong," Sidi said with a shake of her head that made the violet plumeswave adorably. ™Y ou were off
on one of your hunting expeditions, de-termined to bring home a pair of gold-crested wiwi-birdsto be
our hearth-companions after we've set up our nest.”

"Very well—if you say 0. So | dreamed | wasin Artesia, getting anote from the Red Bull. And on
impulse | did as he asked; went out alone, in the middle of the, night, for amysterious rendezvous at the
Axeand Dragon."

"If you were so content—in thisdream,” Sidi said, "who did you do anything assilly asthat?'

Lafayette Sghed. "l guess|'ve always had aromantic stresk,” he confessed. " Just when every-

thingisat itsbed, | get thisrestless urge to adven-ture. And | suppose the idea of going back to the Axe
and Dragon had something to do with it. That'swhereit al started, you know—"

"No—I don't know. Tell me."

"Well—where should | begin? Back in Colby Corners, USA, | suppose. | was adraftsman. | worked at
the foundry. It wasn't very chalenging work. But | used to do alot of reading. | read up on hypnotism.
One evening | wastrying out afew of the techniques I'd picked up from Professor Shimmerkopf s book,
and...wdl, therel was, in Artesia, walking down a cobbled street in the twilight, with the smell of roast
goose and out de coming from this tavern—the Axe and Dra-gon."

"In other words—you admit Artesawas imag-inary!" Sidi said triumphantly.

"Wl ... | supposein termsof Colby Cornersand the foundry and Mrs. McGlint's Clean Rooms and
Board it was adream—Dbut once | was there, it was as red as Colby Corners had ever been— redler! |
was having adventures, doing al the things I'd dways dreamed of doing, having the kind of adventures|'d



awayswanted—"

"WidhHulfillment—"

"Please—stop saying ‘wish-fulfillment.’ | can't remember wishing | was accused of kidnapping the
Princess and thrown in jail—or lost in the desert—or locked in atorture cage by Lod."

"But you escaped from al these dilemmas?

"Well—certainly. If | hadn't, | wouldn't be here. In fact, I'm not sure | am here. How can | be sure? A
dream seemsred while you're dreaming it. Y ou can pinch yourself—but you can dream you

pinched yourself—and even dream you woke up, and—"

"Tazlo—please—don't let yourself get so ex-cited. Y ou were telling me about your dream-world of
Artesa. ..."

"Yes. Well, | ended up living in the palace as a sort of permanent guest of Princess Adoranne—"

"This Princess—was she pretty ?*

"Incredible. Golden hair, big blue eyes—"

"Blue eyes? How grotesque.”

"Not at dl; on the contrary. And afigure like an angel—"

"Y ou—you werein love with this creature?"

"Well—I thought | wasfor awhile—but..."

"But? But what?'

"But," Lafayette temporized, suddenly noting the edge Sidi's voice had acquired, "but of coursein the end
| redized | wasn't redly in love with her—s0 she married Count Alain and lived hap-pily ever after—at
least for awnhile”

"While you occupied luxury quartersin her paace. How cozy."

"Believeme, sheand | were good friends, that'sall. And Count Alain was rated the top swordsman in the
kingdom, by the way—"

"So—it was only fear of this redoubtable war-rior that kept you from her?"

"Who, Alain? Nonsense. | fought adud with him once and won—uwith alittle help from Daphne, of
course—"

"Who," Sdi sad coldly, "is Daphne?!

"Why, Daphneis... isthe former upstairs maid,” Lafayette amended his statement. "But | mustn't get
digtracted from trying to figure out what's real and what isn't," he hurried on. "Any-

way, there | wasin Artesia, meeting the Red Bull. | thought—well, | thought it would be like old times,
but somehow it wasn't. Even the Red Bull seemed different, somehow—he didn't seem to have any
conscience anymore—"

"Things are dways changed around in dreams, Tazlo."

"l suppose so. But that wasn't the biggest change. The Red Bull stepped out back for amo-ment, and
suddenly—well, this part is very hard to explain. But suddenly—I was somebody else.”

"It hgppensdl thetimein dreams" Sdi said sympathetically. "But now you're awake, and yourself, the
same dear Tazlo Haz you've aways been—"

"But | haven't dways been Tazlo Haz! | was Zorro the Wayfarer!™

"| thought you said you were Lafayette Some-thing, ex-king of Artesa Y ou see, Tazlo, how these
different hallucinations keegp shifting around?’

"You don't understand. It'sal perfectly smple. First | was Lafayette O'Leary—then | was Zorro—and
now I'm Tazlo Haz—only I'm il Lafayette O'Leary, if you know what | mean.”

"No," Sidi sighed. "I don't. And thisisn't help-ing our problem, Tazlo. Y ou ill have to re-member how
towak."

Lafayette sat on the edge of the bed, gripping his head in both hands, ignoring the curious fedl of short,
curled feathers where his hair should have been.

"l haveto cometo gripswith this" hetold himsdf firmly. "Either I'm awake, and thisisredl, and | have
amnesia—in which case I've dways

been able to walk through walls—or I'm adegp and dreaming—and if I'm dreaming, | ought to be ableto
dream anything | want to—such as the ability to walk through walls" He looked up with a pleased



expression.

"Ergo—either way, | candoit." He stood, eyed the wall defiantly, strode to it—and banged his nose
hard enough to bring out a shower of little bright lights.

"Oh, Tazlo—not likethat!" Sidi wailed. She clung to him, making soothing sounds. "Isit my itty bitty boy,
can't even walk, poor Taz, there, there, Auntie Sissy will help ... ."

"I canwalk through wallgl" Lafayette snapped. "It'sa perfectly natura thing to do in this crazy mixed-up
place! All | haveto doishold my mouth right, and—" As he spoke, he had disengaged himsalf from the
girl, advanced on the wall—and thumped it hard enough to stagger him.

"Tazlo—you're going about it al wrong!" Sidi cried. "Theresredly nothing difficult about it, once you get
thefed of merging.”

"Merging, en?" Lafayette said grimly. "All right, Sidi—you want to help—teach me how to merge. . .!"

L afayette had lost count of the hours. Twice Sidi had gone out for food—birdseed cakes and cups of
sweet juiceswhich in spite of their insub-stantidity seemed to satisfy the inner man—or the inner
whatever-he-was, Lafayette thought sourly. Once Vugli had appeared, ready to lay down the

law, but Sidi had driven him off with aflash of temper that surprised O'Leary. But he was no nearer to
pushing his body through six feet of kreewood than he had been at the sart.

"Now, Tazlo," the girl said with agentle pa-tience that L afayette found touching evenin hisfrudration,
"relax, and welll try again. Re-member, it's not difficult. It's not anything that requires atremendous
effort, or any specid ill. It'sdl... dl just amaiter of thinking about it hi the right way."

"Sure" Lafayette said dully. "Like describing the difference between mauve and puceto ablind man.”

"I can remember—just bardy—thefirs timel did it," she said, musingly. Lafayette could sensethe
bone-deep fatigue in her, seeit in the degp shadows under her eyes, the dump of her dim shoulders. But
inthe soft light from the glow-jar on thetable, she fill smiled lovingly at him.

"l was dmost two. Father and Mother had planned atreetop picnic. They'd told me so many times how
it would be to see the outdoors for the first time—"

"Thefirg time? At agetwo?"

"Of course, my Tazlo. Aninfant can't leave the nest in which it's born until it learnsto merge.”

"Yegods. What if the kid can't learn—like me?"

"Then—then it remains a prisoner for life. But that won't happen, Tazlo—it can't happen to you—to ug!”
Her voice broke into a sob.

"Now, now, takeit easy, kid," Lafayette soothed, holding her frail, feather-like figure close to him and
patting her back. "I'll catch on after a while—"

"Of... of course you will. I'm being silly.” She brushed atear away and smiled up at him. "Now, let's start
agan...."

Thegray light of dawn wasfiltering through the light-gperture high in the wooden wall against which

L afayette dumped, fingering the newest bruise on hisjaw.

"l guess maybe | wasn't meant for merging,” he said wearily. "I'm sorry, Sidi. | tried. And you tried. You
tried as hard as anyone could try— but—"

"Tazlo—if you don't appear for your gppoint-ment with Wizner Hiz, hell know something iswrong. Hell
come here—hell question you—and when he learns you remember nothing of your life—that you have
these strange delusions of other worlds—then helll—hell—" Her voice broke.

"Maybe not. Maybe | can convince him I'm just anut case. That my brains are scrambled. Maybe helll
givememoretime—"

"Never! Y ou know how heis about anything that even hints at a Possession!™

"No—how ishe?'

"Tazlo—you can't have forgotten everything!" Sidi sat beside him, caught his hands, clagped them tightly.
"In hisVisioning, if he sees anything—just the faintest hint that a Mind-gobbler has gotten afoothold in
someone—Out he goes!”

"Out where?"

"Out—outsde. Into the Emptiness. Y ou know."

"Sidi, could we accept it asaworking hypothesisthat | don't know? Y ou tell me.”



"Well... it ssems so silly to be tdlling you what everyone knows—but—once, many years ago,
Thallathlone was invaded by creatures too horri-ble to describe. They took peopl€'s minds— grabbed
them when they had |owered the Barriers so they could merge—and possessed them. At firgt, thevictim
would smply seem alittle strange—asif hed. . . lost hismemory. Bt little by little, they beganto ...
change. Fird, they'd sart to lose their feathers; their boneswould begin to grow; their plumage fell out,
and wiry, thin hairsgrew inits place. Findly, their wings would—would wither away, and . .. and drop
offl"

"It sounds awful,” Lafayette said. "But surely that'sjust amyth. People don't just turn into other
people—" he broke off abruptly at the import of what he was saying. "1 mean—not usudly . .."
"Exactly," Sidi sad. "'l know you're sill redly you, Tazlo dear—buit.. .but it doeslook rather... rather
strange—and to Wizner Hiz, it will look more than strarige! HEll be sure you're a Mind-gobbler—and
hell . .. hell Sing you Through! And then you'l belogt... goneforever ..." She burst into tears.

"There, there, Sdi, don't cry," Lafayette soothed, holding her in hisarms. "Things aren't dl that bad. We
dill have alittletime. Maybe I'll get the knack of it yet—or maybe he won't come after all—or—"

"I'll... I'll try to be brave." Sidi brushed away her tears and smiled up at Lafayette. "Y ou'reright. There's
gill time. We can't give up. Now try again: close your eyes, think of thewall asbeing woven of little lines
of light. And the lines of light are only tiny specksthat move very fast—so fast they aren't redlly
there—and you reach out . . . you fed them, you match the pattern of your mind to them, and—"

"All right,” Vugli's blunt voice spoke sud-denly beside them. "Wizner Hiziswaiting. Let'sgo, Haz."

The glowering youth stood just inside the im-pervious wall—imperviousto O'Leary, at least, he thought
disgustedly. Around here, every man, woman, and child over eighteen months had freedom to come and
go—dl but him!

"He'snot reedy,” Sidi had jumped up, stood facing her brother. "Hiz will haveto wait."

"Y ou know better than that.”

"Go away! Y ou're spoiling everything! If you'd just give us moretime—"

"It's not me—it'sWizner Hiz—"

"Yes, indeed it isWizner Hiz," anew voice spoke, asharp, thin-edged voice that seemed to dice
between L afayette's bones. He turned to see alean, leathery-faced old Wingman, with afew gray plumes
il clinging to hiswithered scap, anose like an eagle's beak, eyeslike bits of glowing cod.

"And | am here," Wizner Hiz said in an omi-nous hiss, "to discover the truth of this curious maiter!”
"There's nothing to discover,” Sidi spoke up

defiantly, facing the Visioner. "Tazlo had afdl; he hit hishead. Naturaly, he was abit confused. But now
... he remembers everything—don't you, Tazlo?" She turned to face him, her eyes bright with fear, and
with determination.

"Well—there may be afew details | haven't quite remembered yet," he temporized.

"So? That isgood newsindeed,” Wizner snapped. "But of course the matter is not one which can be
settled so casudly. Theinterest of al Thalathlone are concerned. People are afraid of theworst. They
require resssurance. I'm sure you'll willingly join with mein laying dl fearsat rest.”

"Of course hewill," Sidi spoke up quickly. "But he needs more rest. He hasn't recovered—"

"I have no intention of overgtraining an honest invaid," Wizner cut in harshly. "A few ques-tions, afew
tests, publicly given—nothing more. Then honest Tazlo—if indeed the subject is Tazlo—can return to his
sickbed—if—heistill in need of specid attention.”

"Tomorrow! Hell fed much better tomor-row—"

"Tomorrow may betoo late, girl!"

"He might have aredlapse if he hasto go out now—"

"Suppose—" Wizner pointed ataoned finger at Sidi. " Suppose thisman we call Tazlo Hazisin truth
Invaded by a parasite from the dark spaces between the worlds! Would you nurture him here, assst him
to prepare a place for others of hisfell breed?

"Heignt! | know heisn't!”

"Sidi—hehasto be put to thetest," Hinky interrupted. "Fighting it will only makeit look worsefor him. If
heisTazlo, it will dl be over in afew minutes! It can't hurt to answer afew ques-tions, evenif heisill a



little weak—and he looks strong enough to me," he added, giving L afayette alook that was far from
cordid.

"Hell comewith you now,” Vugli sated flat-ly. "Won't you, Tazlo?'

L afayette looked at the wingman. He looked a Wizner Hiz. He looked a Sidi. He drew a breath.

"No," hesad. "I'mafraid | can't oblige, fel-lows."

"No, you say?" the Visoner gilled. "But | say yes' Vugli—Hinky—take him!”

"Comeon you—" Vugli caught Lafayette'sarm; Hinky seized hisinjured wing in asecure grip, twisted as
Lafayette held back. Sidi screamed. Her father made distressed sounds. Lafayette braced his feet, but
the pain in the bro-ken member was like a hot sword under his shoulder blade. They hustled him
forward, dammed him againgt the unyielding wall with sunning force.

"What'sthat?" said Vugli, who stood haf in, half out of thewall, gaping at O'Leary. "Merge, man!
Merge! Thisresstanceisfoolish!”

"Sorry," Lafayette said. "No can do. | seem to have forgotten how."

"Ahal" Wizner crowed. "Y ou see? Proof! Proof positivel That was how we dedlt with them last time,
how we trapped them in the end! The Mind-gobblers had not our skill in merging! A wall of kreewood
trapped them like weeki birds

inacage! And so we caged them, starved them—"

"No! It'snot true!" Sidi walled. "He's smply forgotten!™”

"Silence, foolish chit! Would you shield the mongter in our midst?”

"Heé'snot amongter!”

"So? How can you be sure?”

"Because. . . because I've looked into his eyes—and he's good!”

"Then let him step forth—and prove himsdf a Wingman!"

"Itsnouse, Sdi," Lafayette said. "1 can't, and that'sthat.”

"Then you admit you're aMind-gobbler!" Wizner Hiz screeched, backing away. Vugli and Hinky
retreated, saring a him. Only Sidi gtill clung to hisarm, until her father dragged her away.

"No," Lafayette said. "I don't admit anything of the sort.”

"Come, let him prove himsdf,” Wizner Hiz snarled. "WEell withdraw and leave him to him-sdf. If hesa
true man and not possessed, helll emerge. If not—then let him be sedled up forever asawarning to
othersof hisdread kind!"

In silence, except for Sidi's sobbing, Sidi's father and brothers trooped out through the wall asthrough a
vell of dark-brown smoke. Wizner Hiz took the girl'sarm, dragged her with him, still protesting.

L afayette was alone in the sealed room.

Therewasalittle of thefruit juice left in the cups, O'Leary drank hdf, preserving therest for later. He
circled the room, vainly prodding and poking in search of some overlooked egress.

"Don't waste your time," he advised himsdf, dumping on the bed. "There's no way out— except through
thewall. You'retrapped. You've hadit. Thisiswhereit al ends.... trapped by asilly superstition ..."
"But," histhoughts ran on, "maybeit's not a superdtition at that. In away Wizner'sright: | am an Invader.
Apparently, thisfelow Tazlo Haz isarea person—at least asred asany of thisworld. | haven't smply
gprouted wings—I've taken over someone ese's body. And it was the same when | was Zorro!" He
rose, pacing the cell.

"Zorro redly existed; hewas aWayfarer, with agirlfriend named Gizelle, and abig career ahead asa
pickpocket. Until | came along and swiped hisidentity. And then . . ." O'Leary paused, rub-bing hischin
throughtfully. "Then | switched identities again—with Tazlo Haz. And thistime, | switched worldsaong
with bodies. Why not? I've done it before, more than once. The USA— Artesa—then half adozen
continue that Goruble dumped me into when he was trying to get rid of me—then Meange. And now
Thdlathlone"

He sat on the bed again. "But why? At first | thought it was the Foca Referent. | pushed the button, and
the next thing | knew no one recog-nized me. But thistime | didn't havethe Mark 111. | wasjust standing
there. And another thing: d-

way's before the parallel worlds I've sscumbled into had the same geography as Colby Corners. There



were afew variables—such as the desert in Ar-tesawhere the bay was back home—»but that was
relatively minor. But here—nothing'sthe same. It'satotdly different setup, with avaley wherethe
mountain was. And the people aren't analogs of the ones | knew—Iike Swinehild being Adoranne's
double, and Hulk, Count Alain's.

Herose again, paced restlesdy. "I have to make afew assumptions: one, thet | redlly did get anote from
the Red Bull, | redlly did meet him at the A & D, and that somehow | changed placeswith Zorro—" He
stopped dead. "Whichimplies. . . that Zorro changed places with me!™

"Oh, boy," Lafayette was still muttering haf an hour later. "This changes everything. Nobody will be out
looking for me. Or if they do, they'll find me wandering in adazed condition, claiming I'm somebody
named Zorro the Pig. Or they've dready found me. I'm probably back home now, with Daphne fussing
over me, feeding me soup. Or feeding Zorro soup!" He threw himself down on the bunk. "Just wait till |
get my hands on that dimy character! Posing as me, insinuating him-sdlf into Daphne'sgood graces. . ."
He paused while a startled expression fixed itsdf on hisface. "Why, that dirty, underhanded, sneaking
louse! Taking advantage of poor Daphne that way! I've

got to get out of here! | haveto get home!™ He sprang up, hammered on the wall, shouted.
Theslencewastotd. Lafayette dumped againgt thewadll. "Gresat," he muttered. "Pound some more. Y|
alot. All that will do is convince Wizner Hiz you're just what he claims—if anyone can hear you, whichis
doubtful. That wood's as hard as armor plate.” He sat on the bed, rubbing hisbruised fists. "And he's
probably right. Tha-lathlone is obvioudy some kind of offbeat plane of existence, not aregular parale
continuum. Maybe it's on some kind of diagond with the seria universes Centra controls. Maybe people
like me have accidentally wound up here before, just theway | did; maybe there's some kind of
probability fault line you can dip through...."

Helay back with asigh. Theray of sunlight from above made abright spot on the dark, polished floor.
The perfumeof Sdi il lingered intheair.

"Maybealot of things," he murmured. "