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Out of the world, away and beyond

Borne on the wings of the magic song …

—Chant of the Thallathlonians


Chapter One

1

The moon shone bright on the palace gardens as Sir Lafayette O’Leary stepped stealthily forth from the scullery entrance. Silently, he tiptoed along the graveled path which led beneath a rhododendron hedge, skirting the royal Artesian vegetable garden and winding past the chicken yard, where a sleepy hen clucked irritably at his passing. At the street gate he paused to glance back at the dark towers looming against the cloud-bright sky. A faint light shone behind the windows of his third floor apartment. Up there Daphne was curled between silken sheets, waiting for him. He had sent her off to bed alone, telling her he’d join her as soon as he’d perused another chapter of his newest book on mesmeric science; instead, here he was, creeping out like a thief in the night, on his way to a stealthy rendezvous with a person or persons unknown—all because of that ridiculous note he’d 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 a lamp in a bracket on the wall.


“Dear Sir Laffeyet,

I doant sea you in kwite a wile, but you bin on my mind plenty. The reezin I rite you this letter is, I got holt of a item witch its two big to handle aloan. I cant sa no more now, wich some fink mite get holt of it and steel a march on us. But meat me at midnite at Ye Axe and Draggin, an I will fill you in.

X (His mark)”



“It must be from the Red Bull,” Lafayette told himself. “Nobody else could spell as creatively as this. But why the cloak-and-poniard approach? You’d think he was still cutting purses for a living, instead of being a lionized hero with the royal pardon and the Order of the Dragon for his services to the crown. Which suggests that he’s up to his old tricks. It’s probably some wild scheme for counterfeiting quarters, or turning base metal into gold. If I had good sense, I’d turn around right now and forget the whole thing …”

But instead of turning back, he thrust the note into his pocket and let himself out the gate. Here in the narrow side street, the wind seemed chiller, bearing with it a whiff from the palace sty, where a pair of prize China pigs awaited the next feast day. Lafayette heard a mournful snort as he passed. In the far corner of the enclosure, George, the four-hundred-pound boar, huddled against the wall, as if 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 a frantic lunge he eluded the amorous sow, scrambled toward Lafayette, making piteous gobbling sounds.

“Don’t make the same mistake I do, George, of not appreciating what you’ve got while you’ve got it,” Lafayette advised the giant hog as it attempted unsuccessfully to rear up against the fence only to fall back with a loud squelch! into the mud.

“Go to Jemimah, tell her you’re sorry, and forget the inevitable barbecue—” Lafayette broke off as George hurled himself at the fence, eliciting an ominous creak from the stout boards.

“Shhh!” he hissed. “You’ll rouse the palace guards! Be sensible, George. Gather ye rosebuds while ye may …” But as he hurried off along 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 himself—and the man he was going to meet—were abroad now, Lafayette reflected guiltily. In the distance he hard the haloo of a city watchman making his rounds, the barking of a dog, the tinkle of a bell. A steam-carriage rumbled past the intersection ahead, a red lantern swaying at its tailgate, its iron-shod wheels groaning against the paving blocks. Beyond, he saw a signboard bearing a familiar device: the prow of a Viking ship and a two-handed battle-ax. Below it was a low, wide, oaken door, iron bound, with heavy strap hinges. The sight brought back piquant memories. The Axe and Dragon had been the scene of his arrival in Artesia some years before—transported instantaneously from Colby Corners, USA, by the Psychic Energies focused by the Hypnotic Art, as described by Professor Doktor Hans Joseph Schimmerkopf in his massive volume on Mesmeric Science. It had also been the scene of his immediate arrest by the King’s musketeers on a charge of sorcery, brought about by his careless decanting of several gallons of vintage wine from a one-liter bottle. He had managed to quash the indictment only by the desperate expedient of promising to slay a dragon. Well, in the end he had slain the dragon—one of them. The other had become his pet and favorite steed. He had also eliminated the fearsome two-headed giant Lod, which was rather a shame in a way; one of the heads hadn’t been a bad sort of chap at all. Lafayette had gone on to depose the usurper, Goruble, and restore the throne to Princess Adoranne. Ever since, he—and his charming former chambermaid, Daphne—had been honored citizens of the quaint kingdom of Artesia, occupying a spacious apartment in the West Palace Annex, and on the closest terms with Adoranne and Prince Alain, her consort.

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

But there’d be no adventures this time, he told himself sternly. He had learned his lesson the last time he had found himself feeling impatient with the peaceful life. His meddling had gotten him involved on a mad assignment from Central—the head office of the Inter-dimensional Monitor Service—which had almost left him stranded in a deserted parallel world. No, this time he would know better. He had just come as a lark, actually. In a way 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 palace. Wouldn’t it be ghastly, he thought, to really be some homeless gypsy, out on the tiles at this hour, chilled to the bone and hungry, with no relief in sight?

“That’s enough gloomy thinking,” he told himself firmly as he reached the tavern door. “In an hour I’ll be snuggled up with Daphne, all the better for a brisk stroll in the night air.” He adjusted a look of amused complacency on his face, shook out his cloak, and stepped into the warmth and beery aroma of the Axe and Dragon.

2

A bed of coals glowing in the ox-sized fireplace dimly illuminated the long, low room, the plank tables ranked along one side, the wine and ale kegs along the other. But for the silent bartender behind the trestle bar, the place seemed deserted, until a large figure rose among the shadows at the rear.

“Over dis way, bub!” a hearty voice growled. “Take a load off duh dogs, an’ we’ll hoist a few in membry o’ duh old days!”

“Red Bull!” Lafayette exclaimed, ducking his head under the low, age-blackened beams. “I thought it would be you!” He clasped the calloused hand of the big man who beamed at him, his little red-rimmed eyes agleam in his lumped, scarred face. There was a little gray now, Lafayette noticed, in the bristly red thatch above the cauliflowered ears. Otherwise the soft life hadn’t changed the former outlaw.

“Where’ve you been keeping yourself?” Lafayette demanded as he took the proffered chair. “I haven’t seen you in a year or more.”

“Take a tip from a pal,” the Red Bull said sadly as he poured wine into O’Leary’s glass. “Stay away from dem hick jails.”

“You haven’t been up to your old tricks?” Lafayette demanded in a severe tone. “I thought you’d reformed, Red Bull.”

“Naw—dey nabs me on account of I was astride a nag which it had some udder mug’s brand on. But, geeze, youse know how all dese bay mares look alike on duh parking lot.”

“I warned you about your casual view of property rights,” Lafayette said. “The first night we met—right here at this very table.”

“Yeah—I picked duh spot for duh sentimental associations,” the big man acknowledged. He sighed. “Youse had duh right idear, chum: youse give up duh cutpurse racket and went straight, and now—”

“Are you back on that old idea?” Lafayette said sharply. “I was never a cutpurse. I don’t know how you got that impression—”

“Dat’s right, pal, don’t admit nothing.” The Red Bull winked, a grotesque twisting of battered features. “It’ll be our little secret dat youse used to be duh Phantom Highwayman, duh dread spector o’ duh moors.”

“That’s a lot of rubbish, Red Bull,” Lafayette said, sampling his wine. “Just because the first time you saw me I was wearing a coat of claret velvet and breeches of brown doeskin—”

“Yeah, an’ dey fitted wit’ never a wrinkle, right? An’ dey come up to your thigh. An’ yuh had a French cocked hat on your forehead, and a bunch of lace at your chin—”

“That doesn’t mean a thing! It just happened to be what I conjured up—I mean,” he corrected, seeing that he was about to complicate matters: the Red Bull would never understand the Focusing of the Psychical Energies. “I mean, I actually intended to wear a gray suit and a Homburg, but something went a little awry, and—”

“Sure, sure, I heard all dat sweet jazz before, pal. Anyways, I seen by duh papers dis would be a night when duh moon would be like a ghostly galleon, and duh wind would be a torrent o’ darkness, an’ all, so I sez—”

“Will you come to the point?” Lafayette snapped. “It’s actually long after my bedtime, and—”

“Sure, chum. Drink your wine whilst I fill youse in. It’s like dis, see? I’m ankling along duh pike, on my way back from duh burg where dey hung duh frame on me, an’ I’m overtook by nightfall. So I seeks shelter in a cave an’ in duh morning what was my surprise to find duh rock I was using fer a piller was ackshully a neat little cask like, you know, a safety deposit box.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. So, I’m shaking it around a little, and duh lids falls open. And guess what’s inside?”

“Money? Jewels?” Lafayette hazarded, swallowing more wine. It was poor stuff, thin and sour. Too bad Central was keeping that Suppressor focused on him; otherwise they could have just as easily been drinking Château Lafite-Rothschild …

“Naw,” the Red Bull said disgustedly. “Dere was just some kind o’ gadget, like a combination can opener and hot-patch kit. Only it looks like it’s broke. I’m about to t’row it away, when I notice duh lettering on duh bottom.”

“What did it say?” Lafayette inquired, yawning. “‘Made in Japan’?”

“Take a look fer yourself, pal.” The Red Bull dipped a set of scarred knuckles inside his grimy leather jerkin, withdrew a small apparatus of the approximate appearance of a six-inch-high patent coffee maker—or possibly a miniature jukebox, Lafayette corrected himself. There was a round base, painted a dark red, surmounted by a clear plastic box inside which were visible a maze of wires, wheels, levers, gears, tiny bits of colored glass and plastic.

“What in the world is it?” he inquired. “Why, those look like condensers and transistors—but that’s silly. No one’s invented transistors yet, in Artesia.”

“Great, chum!” the Red Bull exclaimed. “I knowed youse would have duh straight dope!”

“I don’t have any dope, straight or otherwise,” O’Leary objected. “I haven’t the faintest idea what the thing is.” He turned it around, frowning at it. “What does it do, Red Bull?”

“Huh? Beats me, bub. But what I figger is, it’s gotta do something nifty—and all we got to do is dope out what, and we’re in business!”

“Nonsense.” Lafayette pushed the apparatus 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? I never saw mechanical and electronic components jumbled together like that—”

“Whom, I?” The Red Bull said indignantly. “Pal, I wouldn’t string youse! Like I says, I find duh gimcrack in duh cave, an’—”

“Phooey, Red Bull.” Lafayette finished his wine and pushed the mug back. “I’m going home and to bed, where I belong. Drop around some evening and we’ll talk over the good old days when I was a poor, homeless boob, with no friends, no money, and a death sentence hanging over me.”

“Hey, wait, pal! You ain’t seen what’s wrote on duh bottom, which I din’t t’row it away when I seen it!”

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

“Well,” he exclaimed. “Why didn’t you say so? This could be something important. Where did you say you found it?”

“Buried in duh cave. And as soon as I seen duh royal coat of arms, I glommed I was onto something big, right, pal?”

“Goruble’s personal cartouche,” Lafayette muttered. “But it looks as if it were stamped in the metal with a hand-punch. There’s something else …”

“What does it say, churn?” The Red Bull leaned forward eagerly.

“Haven’t you read it?” Lafayette inquired in surprise.

“Uh—I din’t go in much fer duh scholar bit when I was a nipper,” the big man said abashedly.

“It’s difficult to read in this light—but I can make out … PROPERTY OF CENTRAL PROBABILITY LABORATORY.” He rubbed a finger at the tarnished surface; more letters appeared:

FOCAL REFERENT—VARIABLE (FULL RANGE) MARK III

WARNING—EXPERIMENTAL MODEL FOR USE BY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

“Chee,” the Red Bull said reverently.

“Why, good lord,” Lafayette said, ‘I’ll bet this is part of the loot Goruble brought along to Artesia when he defected from the Central Monitor Service, twenty-five years ago! I remember that Nicodaeus said they’d recovered a Traveler-load of stuff from the lab he’d rigged up in the palace catacombs, but that the records seemed to indicate there was more that they couldn’t find—” He broke off. “Red Bull—that cave—could you find it again? There might be a whole trove of other items there!”

“Dat’s what I been tryna tell youse, pal,” the former second-story man said aggrievedly. “Oncet I seen I was onto duh real goods, I dig around and come up wit’ a whole bunch o’ wild-looking gear under duh floor! I can’t carry all duh stuff, so I bury it again, and come hot-footing to youse wit’ duh whole story.”

“Ye gods, Red Bull—this stuff is dynamite! If it fell into the wrong hands—”

“Right, bub! Dat’s why I think of youse! Now, duh way I got duh caper doped, I bring in duh stuff a couple choice items at a time, see, and wit’ your old contacts from when youse was in duh game, we could soon retire on duh take!”

“Take! Are you out of your mind? This stuff is experimental equipment from a temporal laboratory—where they run experiments in probability, time travel, interdimensional relationships! Start messing with this, and heaven only knows what kind of probability stresses you’d set up! You might shift half of Artesia into some other phase of existence—or even worse!”

The Red Bull was frowning darkly. “What’s duh proposition got to do wit’ timetables? And you can skip duh cracks about my relationships. I been keeping company wit’ duh same frail for five years now, and all we ever do—”

“You don’t understand, Red Bull! We can’t sell this stuff! It belongs to Central! Goruble stole it! We have to get it back to them at once, before something terrible happens!”

“Listen, pal,” the Red Bull said earnestly. “Duh worst t’ing I can see happening is fer some udder slob to latch onto duh gravy, see?”

“Red Bull, try to fix this thought in your mind,” Lafayette said tautly. “This thing is potentially more dangerous than an atom bomb—not that you know what an atom bomb is. Just take my word for it that I have to turn it over to the Central authorities at once—if I can get hold of the authorities,” he added doubtfully.

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

“No, Red Bull, you still don’t get it! Listen—I promise you there’ll be a fat reward for turning this in. Say—a hundred gold pieces.”

“What about duh rest o’ duh trove?” the Red Bull inquired suspiciously, rubbing a calloused hand across his stubbled chin with a sound like frying fat.

“We can’t touch it. I’ll use the special phone in Nicodaeus’ old lab to put a call through to Central, and get an Inspector of Continua in here to take charge—”

“Youse was saying about duh reward. What say to ten grand, cash on duh line?”

“I’m sure it 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. I still think youse and me would of been a great team, wit’ my brains an’ your neat tricks, like riding t’rough duh sky an’ turning to smoke under duh very noses o’ duh Johns—”

“You’re talking nonsense, Red Bull. Just trust me: I’ll see to it you don’t lose by it. Now tell me—where is this cave, exactly?”

“Well … I dunno, pal,” the Red Bull said doubtfully. “Youse are a square mug, an’ all, but dis is duh biggest career opportunity dat ever come my way.” He rose. “I got to go to duh can,” he confided. “Gimme a minute to consider duh angles.” He swaggered off toward the rear of the tavern. Lafayette picked up the Focal Referent, Mark III, and stared into the complexities of its interior. It resembled no machine he had ever seen before; it was as though the components of an eight-day clock and a portable TV had been mixed thoroughly and packed into the same restricted space. There was a small, flat button on one side, near the bottom, glowing with a faint, enticing glow. Lafayette poked at it …

The Universe turned inside out. Lafayette—clinging to the interior of the vast solid that surrounded the hollow bubble that was the earth—was dimly aware that his body now filled a void of infinite extent, while his eyes, situated at the exact center of reality, stared directly into each other, probing a bottomless nothingness that whirled, expanded, and—

The walls of the room were sailing past, like a merry-go-round running down. Lafayette blinked dizzily, grabbed for his wine glass, took a hearty gulp, sat trembling and drawing deep, restorative breaths. He swallowed a lump the approximate size of a hard-boiled egg, edging as far as possible away from the innocent-looking apparatus sitting on the table before him.

“Oh, you’re a genius, O’Leary,” he muttered to himself, patting his pocket for a handkerchief with which to mop the cold sweat from his brow. “You give the Red Bull a lecture on the danger of meddling with experimental temporal lab equipment, and then you poke a button yourself, and nearly … nearly … do whatever I nearly did!”

There was a sudden sound of scuffling, emanating from the direction of the alley behind the tavern. The tapman came around the bar with a stout cudgel in his hand. He halted abruptly, staring at Lafayette.

“We’re closed, you,” he said roughly. “How’d ye get in here, anyway?”

“Through the door, Tom, as usual,” Lafayette snapped. “What about it?”

“Haul ye’r freight, ye scurvy knave.” The barman hooked a thick thumb over his shoulder. “Out!”

“What’s got into you, Tom?” O’Leary said testily. “Go polish a glass or something—”

“Look, crum-bum—so I open the joint so me old mate the Red Bull could have a quiet rondy-vooz with a nobleman; that don’t mean every varlet on the pavement gets to warm hisself at me fire—”

“Some fire,” Lafayette snapped. “The A & D used to be a fairly nice dive, as dives go—but I can see it’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.

“I says out, rogue, and out is what I mean!”

As the landlord sent him staggering toward the door, Lafayette caught at one of the posts supporting the sagging beams, whirled around it, and drove a straight right punch to the barman’s chin, sending him bounding backward to end up on the packed-earth floor with his head under a table.

“I was just leaving, thanks,” Lafayette said, noting as he seized the Mark III from the table that his voice had developed a hoarse, croaking sound. But no wonder, after the scare he’d had, followed by the unexpected attack by an old acquaintance.

“I 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 his lapels. The cloth felt unaccountably greasy. He looked down, stared aghast at grimy breeches, torn stockings, and run-over shoes.

“All that from one little scuffle?” he wondered aloud. The landlord was crawling painfully forth from under the table.

“Stick around, mister,” he said blurrily. “It’s two falls out o’ three, remember?” As he came to his feet with a lurch, Lafayette slipped out into the dark street. A chill drizzle of rain had started up, driven by the gusty wind. The Red Bull was nowhere in sight.

“Now, where’s he gotten to?” Lafayette wondered aloud 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! I forgot something!” he shouted; but even as he spoke, the light faded inside. He rattled and pounded in vain. The oak panel was locked tight.

“Oh, perfect,” he groaned aloud. “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 stiff, coarse wool, he noted absently; funny, he’d grabbed a coat from the closet in the dark, but he didn’t remember owning anything this disreputable. Maybe it belonged to the man who had come to clear the swallows’ nest out of the chimney …

“But never mind that,” he reminded himself firmly. “Getting this infernal machine into safe hands is the important thing. I’ll lock it in the palace vault, and then try to get in touch with Central, and …” His train of thought was interrupted by the clank of heavy boots on the pavement of an alley which debouched from between narrow buildings a few yards ahead. O’Leary shied, reaching instinctively for his sword-hilt—

But of course he wasn’t wearing a sword, he realized as his fingers closed on nothing. Hadn’t worn one in years, except on gala occasions, and then just a light, bejeweled model that was strictly for show. But then, he hadn’t been out in the midnight streets alone for quite a while. And it had never occurred to him tonight to do anything as melodramatic as buckling on the worn blade he’d used in the old days …

As he hastily tucked the Mark III away out of sight, three men emerged from the alley mouth, all in floppy feathered hats, green-and-yellow-striped jackets—Adoranne’s colors—wide scarlet sashes, baggy pants above carelessly rolled boots: The Royal City Guard.

“Oh, boy, am I glad to see you fellows,” Lafayette greeted the trio. “I thought you were footpads or worse. Look, I need an escort back to the palace, and—”

“Stay, rogue!” the leading musketeer barked. “Up against the wall!”

“Turn around and put your hands against it, over your head, you know the routine!” a second guardsman commanded, hand on épée hilt.

“This is no time for jokes,” O’Leary announced in some asperity. “I’ve got some hot cargo for the royal vault—high-priority stuff. Shorty”—he addressed the smallest of the trio, a plump sergeant with fiercely curled mustachios—“you lead the way, and you other two chaps fall in behind—”

“Don’t go calling me by my nickname!” the short cop roared, whipping out his blade. “And we ain’t no chaps!”

“What’s got into you, Shorty?” Lafayette demanded in astonishment. “You’re not mad because I won two-fifty from you playing at skittles the other night—”

The sword leaped to prick his throat. “Jest you button the lip, Clyde, ’fore I pin you to the wall!” Shorty motioned curtly. “You boys frisk him. I got a funny feeling this bozo here’s more’n a routine vagrant.”

“Are you all out of your minds?” O’Leary yelled as the guardsmen flung him roughly against the wall, 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 Lafayette in a more uncertain tone. “You claim I know you, hah?” He frowned at him searchingly. “Well, maybe you went downhill since I seen you last … but I wouldn’t want to turn my back on an old pal. What was the name again?”

“O’Leary!” Lafayette yelled. “Lafayette O’Leary. Sir Lafayette O’Leary, if you want to get technical!”

“OK,” Shorty rasped with a return to his gravelly voice. “You picked the wrong pigeon! It just so happens that me and Sir Lafayette are just like that!” He held up two fingers, close together, to indicate the intimacy of the relationship. “Why, on his first night in town, five years ago, Sir Lafayette done me a favor which I’ll never forget it—me and Gertrude neither!”

“Right!” Lafayette cried. “That was just before I went all wivery and almost disappeared back to Mrs. McGlint’s—and as a favor to you boys, I stuck around, just so you wouldn’t have anything inexplicable to explain to the desk sergeant, right?”

“Hey,” one of the troopers said. “Lookit what I found, Sarge!” He held up a fat gold watch, shaped like a yellow turnip.

“W-where did that come from?” Lafayette faltered.

“And how about this?” A second man produced a jeweled pendant from O’Leary’s other pocket. “And this!” He displayed a silver inlaid Elk’s tooth, an ornate snuffbox with a diamond-studded crest, a fistful of lesser baubles. “Looks like your old pal has been working, Sarge!”

“I’ve been framed!” Lafayette cried. “Somebody planted that stuff on me!”

“That cuts it,” the NCO snarled. “Try to make a monkey out o’ me, will you? You’ll be on maggoty bread and green water for thirty days before your trial even comes up, wittold!”

“Let’s just go back to the palace,” Lafayette shouted. “We’ll ask Daphne—Countess Daphne, to you, you moron—she’ll confirm what I say! And after this is straightened out—”

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

“Oh, no,” Lafayette said, half to himself. “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 matters. All I have to do is just speak calmly and firmly to these perfectly reasonable officers of the law, and—”

From the nearby alley there was a sudden rasp of shoe leather on cobbles. Shorty whirled, grabbing for his sword-hilt as dark figures loomed. There was a dull thunk! as of a ball bat striking a saddle; the stubby sergeant’s feathered hat fell off, as its owner stumbled backward and went down. Even as their blades cleared their scabbards, the other three musketeers received matching blows to the skull. They collapsed in a flutter of plumes, a flapping of silk, a clatter of steel. Three tall, dark men in the jeweled leathers and gaudy silks of a Wayfarers Tribe closed in about Lafayette.

“Let’s get going, Zorro,” one of them whispered in a voice that was obviously the product of damaged vocal chords, substantiating the testimony of the welted scar across his brown throat, only partially concealed by a greasy 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 policemen.

“Hey—wait just a minute,” O’Leary blurted, in confusion. “What’s going on here? Who are you? Why did you slug the cops? What—”

“Losing your greep, Zorro?” the leader cut him off brusquely. “You could have knocked me over weeth a feather wheen I see you in the clutches of the Roumi dogs.” He stooped, with a quick slash of a foot-long knife freed a dagger in an ornately worked sheath from the belt of the nearest musketeer. “Queek, compadres,” he rasped. “Someone’s coming theese way.” He caught O’Leary’s arm, began hauling him toward the alley mouth from which the raiders had pounced.

“Hold on, fellows!” Lafayette protested. “Look, I appreciate the gesture and all that, but it isn’t necessary. I’ll just turn myself in and make a clean breast of it, explain that it was all a general misunderstanding, and—”

“Poor Zorro, a blow on the head has meexed up his weets, Luppo,” a short, swarthy man with a full beard grunted.

“Don’t you understand?” Lafayette yelped sharply as he was hustled along the alley. “I want to go to court! You’re just making it worse! And stop calling me Zorro! My name’s O’Leary!”

The leader of the band swung Lafayette around to glare down into his face from a height of close to 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’Leary a bone-rattling shake. “And so you theenk instead of facing up to King Shosto, you’ll do a leetle time in the Roumi breeg, ees that eet?”

“No, you big ape!” Lafayette yelled, and landed a solid kick to the bulky Wayfarer’s shin. As the victim yelled and bent to massage the injury, Lafayette jerked free, whirled—and was facing half a dozen bowie knives gripped in as many large, brown fists.

“Look, fellows, let’s talk it over,” Lafayette started. At that moment, there was a yell from the street where they had left the three musketeers. Lafayette opened his mouth to respond, caught only a glimpse of a cloak as it whirled at his head; then he was muffled in its sour-smelling folds, lifted from his feet, slung over a bony shoulder, and carried, jolting, from the scene.
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