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  INTRODUCTION


  There was a time not so long ago, when nearly everyone spoke the N-word, not to insult, but just how people spoke. In historical context, we have Mark Twain’s classic Huckleberry Finn. Later correct terms were debated: Negro, colored or black instead of the N-word. Now, depending on who you ask, it’s black or African-American.


  There was a time not so long ago, when “homosexual” was correct, but sounded clinical and pretentious, and other words were common. “Gay” was used within the gay community, but for straights*, gay meant lightly happy. Terms like pansy, fag, faggot and fairy were common with no insult intended, even though they were understood to be impolite. Now “gay” is accepted. LGBTQ is an awkward mouthful. and “Q” for queer is OK. Who knows what will prevail?


  Point is: TIMES CHANGE. The Man From Pansy, The Daisy Dilemma and The Passion Flower Puzzle were written in the mid-1960s in the language of the time. With that in mind, read on. And as Don Rico intended: HAVE FUN.


  If you want to know what the author really thought and felt about the LGBTQ community, you’ll have to read the book. Go ahead. It ain’t what you expect.


  * Sorry. Straight is now cis-gendered. TIMES CHANGE.
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  REPORT # 1020


  TOP SECRET: VERY HIGHLY CONFIDENTAL, FOR YOUR EYES ONLY, ETC.!


  For: Lawrence V. Griffin


  Chief of Staff


  Special Service Division


  United States Counter-Intelligence Department


  The Pentagon


  Washington, D.C.


  Dear Chief:


  Now listen! Too much is too much and enough is enough! Why the hell don’t you guys just stand me up before a firing squad and let me have it full blast! I’m telling you—and for the hundredth time, fellow!—the first legit offer I get from The Enemy to switch over to the other side, I’m taking it! And when I say legit, I mean just so long as the offer includes girls! You heard me, buster—girls! GIRLS! GIRLS! Those lovely, willowy things with long legs and billowing breasts and narrow waists and sloping behinds, you know?


  Instead, what do you guys offer me? Gays! Homos! Queers! For the love of everything decent, what does a red-blooded American boy have to do to serve his country? Die a thousand deaths?


  This case you sent me on was the last straw. That’s all, brother—that’s it! Here is my report but at the end of it you’ll find my resignation. I’m through! Do you hear me good? I’m going back to the kind of life where men are men and women are damned glad of it. Cut off my severance pay but don’t cut off my life-line to girls!


  Oh, but this is impossible! Can you imagine surrounding me with a bunch of the most beautiful girls ever designed for the pleasure of man, and then telling me that I can’t touch them and that I have to play the sweet Queen of the May? But you can very well imagine it, can’t you, you coldhearted, dried-up prune?


  All right; here is my report. It’s the last one so you might as well call this “Cardigan’s Last Case.”


  I may die a traitor, but I’ll die a man! Do you know what that means, Griffin? That means dying of exhaustion. In bed. With a girl.


  What a way to go!


  Burgess (Buzz) Cardigan


  EX-Special Agent on Assignment


  Special Service Division


  U.S. Counter-Intelligence Department


  CHAPTER ONE


  IN THE SPRING—TRA! LA! LA!


  Monday, April 1, 3:00 p.m.;


  Laguna Beach Hideout


  “Oooooohhhh!”


  That, gentlemen, is the sweetest sound on earth. It is the mating call of the female of the species, the soft cry of a woman carried to the heights of ecstasy. Not only that, the lovely creature from whom this dulcet rhapsody emitted was: (1) Naked, stark and ravishingly so, (2) Lying underneath me.


  Me, I was also in a state of total undress. Me, I’m Buzz Cardigan, secret service agent extraordinare, committed for the rest of my unnatural life to posing as queer for our wonderful government.


  That’s right. Me, ex-playboy of the entire world, all- American lustful guy with the usual hankerings for things female, now undercover man posing as a fag so I could break up spy rings and such undermining our system. But—one moment, please! The lady requires attention. I buried my face in the soft, warm hollow of her neck. I basked in her, gentlemen, in every way possible. The sun was beating on my back but I didn’t feel it. Hell, I was burning all over!


  “Oooooh?” I asked, basking away as hard as I could. “Oh, yes!” she cried. “Ooooh, indeed!”


  Ah, but she is soft, this lady known as CheeChee Brown! I mean, all over! And cooperative! She gave as well as she took and then some. And some more. When I tell you that CheeChee is one of the most accomplished and well-endowed topless dancers in the entire state of California, that has to give you some idea of what she was like. Unbelievably beautiful, what with bright red flowing hair, green eyes—usually sparkling but soft and dreamy now—a large and sensuous mouth, skilled to the nth degree; good, broad shoulders; a bosom that was made for worshipping, full and soft and hard at the same time; a healthy torso; graceful hips that flowed into a pair of thighs, a—


  Wait another minute, please.


  She was hanging on. So was I. Now I knew what rock-and-roll meant. Her hands were on my back, the long nails tearing through my sunburn. She writhed and she wiggled, she shimmied and she shook. Her body was one volcanic spasm from head to toe, with all the points in between erupting mightily.


  I had to rush to catch up with her or I would lose her. Your boy didn’t fail, either. I caught up and we shot over the finish line together, out of breath and out of mind. Not to mention out of this world …


  I fell away from her after a long while. Small explosions were still taking place in my head to replace the larger ones. The sun burned through my closed eyelids. There was a vast satisfaction overflowing me. If I had to die, let it be now. There was nothing else I ever wanted to do, no ambition I yearned for, no other heights I wanted to scale.


  CheeChee Brown was height enough for anyone.


  Where was I? Oh, yes—I was outlining who and what I am.


  It all started when United States Counter-Intelligence, for which organization I work, decided on two matters. The first was that it had to work on various enemy activities in Southern California having to do with homosexual proclivities; the second was that I was to be their number one agent in delving into these aforementioned proclivities.


  And why was I chosen? Because I’m one beautiful son of a bitch is why. The queers of this world have always made goo-goo eyes at me and I’ve fought them off all my life. Not that I’m agin ’em, understand. To each his own, I always say: but mine own is the female of the species, thank you. Anyhow, when the time came to pick the agent to work among the nances, I was the fall guy.


  So there I am, folks: a guy who likes chicks but having to mix in with the queers and not have anything to do with dames! If that isn’t enough to curdle your whey!


  Get the picture?


  Now get this picture—


  What am I doing on a private beach at Laguna, having a high time (or a low time, depending on your attitude in these matters) with a naked chick?


  I, my friends, was on vacation. I was also incognito. And my idea of a vacation is to shack up with the cutest, most willing, and most talented chick I can find. So here I was, happy as a lark, passing as one Ben Carter, boy accountant, on holiday at Laguna Beach, land of tanned bodies and healthy and willing dispositions. Mainly girls’ bodies and dispositions, that is.


  CheeChee Brown? Oh, I picked her up one night about a week before. I’d dropped into this club in Hollywood, saw her cavort about with all that lush toplessness, caught her eye, and hung around to meet her after she got through her luscious labors. After one fast round and one slow one at her pad, we talked a little business. She agreed to take two weeks off work and share my vacation.


  Ah, but she’s an agreeable one. She’s got more than one way of entertaining men and I liked them all. No brain, that one, but what a body, what a face, and what a talent.


  Excuse me.


  She turned toward me, moaning and pouting with that delicious mouth. “Benny, I’m cold, lover.”


  “But we’re under the hot sun.”


  “You’re hotter. Do me.”


  “Er—ah—You’ll have to let up a little, honey. I’m not the man I used to be, I’m afraid.”


  “Ooooh!” Her hand reached out and did strange tickling little gestures. “You’re all the man any girl would want. Besides, it’s been only three times …”


  “Four, but who’s counting. Listen, I’ve got a wonderful idea.”


  “What?” Her hand was still doing its nefarious work.


  “Let’s save some for later, huh? What do you say, CheeChee baby, huh? We’ll have a snack and then we’ll watch some television and then later—much later, huh?—we’ll have at it again, huh?”


  But I wasn’t getting through to CheeChee baby. Some girls, bless ’em, just don’t understand that there is a slight biological difference between the sexes. All a girl’s got to do is lie there and take it, while a man—hell, he’s got to get some rest and some revival of the spirits, as it were.


  She raised her lovely head and began running her mouth over my chest. It’s a good thing there is a high fence on both sides of this Laguna Beach property. The owner is one of CheeChee’s boyfriends, and he likes to give these nudie-cutie parties while he films the goings-on for “art” houses. He was in Europe at the time to arrange for foreign distribution and she had the key to the pad.


  She also had the key to me.


  I’m telling you that mouth wasn’t made only for talking. It was what I’d call an educated mouth. And it spoke a language of its own: no words but lots of action.


  In a little while I didn’t give a damn if every Peeping Tom in the world had his head over that fence. I heard a sound that I thought was the distant cooing of gulls. After a bit I discovered that I was doing the cooing. Just a pigeon, that’s me.


  CheeChee, her eyes smoldering, looked up at me.


  “You’re very tired, lover. Just lie there, sweets. I’ll do it all.”


  Well, hell! I had a lot of making up to do. Besides, I was too weak to fight off that healthy Amazon. She kept herself in great shape, what with all that topless watusi-ing and bumping and grinding.


  “Son,” I told myself, “just lie back, relax and enjoy it.”


  Which I did, and she did what she did, and diddley-doo to the whole wide world, brotherl Let the spies come! Let the secret enemy charge our shoresl Who cared at a moment like that?


  “Ooooooohl” I exclaimed.


  She didn’t let out a sound. Neither did I, and after a couple more “Oooh’s!” I fell sound asleep. After all, that sun was just too much. How much of it can a man endure in the spring of the year?


  Ah, the deep dream of peace! Ah, to get away from the rat race, from the Department and its assignments, from Griffin, my chief, who didn’t even know where I was. That’s right. When I took my vacation I didn’t let anyone know where I was going. Griffin has a way of waking me up in the middle of the night to chase some impossible assignment, and if something came up while I was on holiday, he would be certain to call on me. And he has a way of calling on me that makes me come to heel.


  So the only thing I could do was hide out. Especially if I wanted to get a year’s worth of sex into two weeks. The way CheeChee was going, however, I’d already used myself up. I’d need a year’s rest after her! But who’s complaining?


  “Honey baby …”


  It was CheeChee, purring away again. I could feel her hot breath against my cheek. I kept my eyes closed and breathed evenly, pretending I was still asleep. I just wasn’t up to a rematch, that’s all. Not without a rest of a few hours, anyway.


  “Benny bunny …”


  Now she was cuddling against me, all five feet eight of her. Me, I’m a sliade over six feet and we fitted perfectly.


  Her convexes fitted into my concaves and vice versa. Except that she had more convexes than I had concaves, and also vice versa. And that, friends, ain’t bad. But all the time?


  “Sugar, I’m so-o-o-o hungry. And were out of cigarettes, too.”


  I pretended to bestir myself. She said “Ahhh!” and fastened that ravishing mouth on mine. Her tongue did a little work also, prodding me awake, as it were. It was small, tasty and alive. What do the fags see in each other?!?!


  She pulled away at last, leaving me weaker than ever. I did a thing about rubbing my eyes and coming fully awake. “Huh?” I said. She looked dazzling. She had a tan all over which made her flesh appear healthy and sun-worshipped. When she moved, even ever so slightly, areas of her body rippled and undulated in a most provocative way. I won’t say anything about her breasts. Except that they were bare, they were large, and they were ripe. Ah, how many hours I had spent with my face nestled in their warmth!


  They sort of hung over me now, bare inches from my face, as she sat leaning over me. She toyed with a strand of my hair.


  “You look so cute when you’re asleep!” she exclaimed. “I fell asleep too, but I woke up hungry and wanting a cigarette.”


  I sat up and put an arm around her. Notice I said an arm. One. If I’d put both around her there was no telling what would have resulted. It was bad enough as it was. That flesh was hot and smooth under my bare arm.


  “Are we all out of stuff?” I said.


  “Everything. We’re out of everything except love, lover. While you were asleep I went into the house to see what was in the ice box and it was bare. As bare as you and me, Benny bunny. In fact, we’ve been so busy with—er, other things, you know?—” heaven help me, her fingers were running slowly up and down my thigh! “—that we even forgot to stock up on booze. And I need my booze, honey baby.”


  I pushed her away gently and got up. She followed me up but she had an odd way of doing it. She sort of crawled up my body, if you please, slowly and making stops along the way with her mouth and hands.


  “Listen—rakkkkhi” I choked, coughed, swallowed and tried once more. “Listen, CheeChee, if you want me to get started, don’t you get started!”


  “Ooooh, you! You’re so delicious! How come some girl hasn’t grabbed you up for her very own?” She was standing now and that wasn’t much help to my steadfastness, either. That girl is formidable in any position! “If I wasn’t against the custom, I’d marry you, Benny honey.”


  “Why don’t we stay friends, CheeChee? And why don’t we go inside, shower and get into some clothes and then we’ll go out to dinner.”


  “Nope.” CheeChee raised her arms and stretched lazily. You’ll have to use your own imagination about that. I don’t have the words or the strength. Enough said that everything—but everything—was brought into sharper focus than ever. Breasts, torso—everything. “I feel lazy,” she went on, still stretching, still blinding me. “I don’t feel like doing anything except sit around the house with no clothes on and wait on you hand and foot and anything else I can think up.”


  “Think up? Honey, you can think up a lot!”


  “Oooh, thank you! You’re so chivalrous, Benny darling. Now why don’t you hop down to the corner store and pick up whatever we need, huh?” She sighed and leaned on me, her head on my chest, the rest of her body all over me. “And hurry back.”


  “Like this? Shouldn’t I put some clothes on?”


  She pulled back and looked me up and down. “You’d better. These teeny-boppers around here would eat you alive if they saw you like this. And I’ve got too big an appetite to share you with anyone else.” She put both hands on my hips. “And, Benny?”


  “Yes?” I replied weakly. She was getting to me again. I told you she was talented.


  “When you come back …”


  “Yeah?”


  “And after we eat and after we have a few drinks …”


  “Yes, yes! Go on!”


  “I’ll have something else to show you. A new trick.”


  “Another one? CheeChee, I thought you’ve already shown me everything known to woman—and unknown.”


  “You,” she purred, “ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  Well, the way she looked, the way she talked, the way she held me, I was ready to forget everything else and let her show me right then and there. It’s amazing the reserves she could bring out in a guy. But I wrenched myself away from her and from the temptation. After all, I’m a highly trained special agent I’ve been trained to take care of the inner man in so far as feeding myself was concerned. So the food was important. So were the cigarettes and the booze. After all, I thought, looking at CheeChee in that blazing sunlight man does not live by bread alone—or something like that.


  “I’ll get the stuff,” I said, taking her hand and walking to the house.


  She helped me get dressed. She pulled a pair of shorts onto me and then some slacks, taking her time all the way. Then she tucked a light sport shirt onto me. Then she knelt at my feet and slipped me into my sandals.


  We were in the bedroom. When I was dressed, she threw herself onto the bed, all stretched out, legs and arms outflung, breasts upthrust, torso taut, head thrown back.


  “I’ll be waiting,” she whispered hoarsely.


  I blinked, shook my head violently to try to recover my senses, failed miserably, turned quickly on my heels, and shot out of the place before it was too late.


  I didn’t know it then and she didn’t know it then, but CheeChee Brown had a long, long wait. Because, outside on the peaceful streets of the sun-kissed little township of Laguna Beach, the best laid plans of mice and men were being made for me.


  


  Monday, April 1, 4:30 p.m.;


  Laguna Beach, the street


  I stepped jauntily out of the house, which fronted on the street. The back yard was the fenced-in private beach and the Pacific Ocean. My mind danced merrily with images conjured up by thoughts of another week with CheeChee Brown and all her talents. The day was light and merry, the streets clogged with lads and lassies in happy disarray, as is the wont in places like Laguna. They all wore just barely enough to keep them out of the pokey, these beautiful free spirits. And they looked so healthy, too. After all, you had to be healthy, if keeping up with CheeChee was any criterion.


  There they were, swinging and swaying along the street, the girls with their long, often blonde hair; their lithe near nudity, tanned, glowing with animal sensuousness, striding along with their guys, long legs pushing ahead, breasts jiggling, bottoms swaying, all of this making me damned glad I was alive … and on vacation.


  The Secret Service was a million miles away; Lawrence Griffin was in limbo, and The Enemy, straight or queer, was out of sight.


  I had no assignment other than buying a sack of groceries, a carton of cigarettes, and a couple of bottles of booze.


  Now I’m a trained operator, as I’ve said. My senses are keen and alert. Without any special effort, my mind registers objects and people about me all the time. And I did register the big black car parked ahead at the curb. It was out of place among the little sports cars and the salt-wrecked heaps of the beach bums. It was, to be exact, a limousine.


  But I was on vacation, remember? So when my mind registered the car, I said, “Shut up, mind. I’m here on a holiday. You’re on a holiday, too. Go back to thinking about CheeChee and her new trick, whatever it is.”


  Having said that, I sighed in relief and strode past the black limousine without a backward glance or thought.


  That was my first mistake of the day.


  Somebody said, “Oh, Mr. Cardigan!”


  I froze. Only for an instant, mind you, but long enough for several thoughts to click into place. Thought number one: Who the hell knew me by my right name? Number Two: The voice spoke in a strange foreign accent. Number Three: The voice had come out of the car.


  It wouldn’t have done any good pretending not to have heard. I was spotted, but good. I turned slowly to face my questioner.


  That, gentlemen, was my second mistake. I should have run; I should have screamed; I should have gone back to bed with CheeChee. Instead, like a big dope, I turned. And there he was, a big fellow, leaning toward me through the open back door of the car.


  His hand was out. And it was a big hand. So big, in fact, that it grabbed mine and made me instantly helpless. I took a karate chop at his wrist with my free hand but the guy had never heard of that particular science. He was invulnerable to it.


  In that one instant I got a look at his face. It was also big; the guy must have had a size-twelve head, for God’s sakel And he looked for all the world like a Turkish wrestler. A very big Turkish wrestler. His head was square, his jaw was square, his nose was square—hell, even his eyes were square!


  “Hey!” I yelled with my usual brightness. “What’s going on!”


  “You are,” he replied, rolling his Y like a bass drum. “You are going on in here!”


  And the next thing I knew I was yanked bodily into the darkness of the limousine. The next thing I knew after that was the feeling of the sky falling and landing on my head.


  And the thing I knew after that was … nothing.


  One hell of a way to spend a vacation, I say.


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHICH WAY IS MECCA?


  Monday, April 1, 5:00 p.m.;


  God Only Knows Where!


  Corny, right?


  A big, tough, experienced secret agent walks into a silly trap, gets zonked on the back of the skull by a blunt instrument and passes out, only to come to later in strange surroundings! How many times have you read that scene in hack stories?


  But truth, dear friends, can be stranger than fiction, and cornier. Because that’s exactly what happened to me. And where did it happen? In broad daylight, that’s where. Also in the midst of a thriving beach-and-art community crowded with teeny-boppers, surf-and-beach kids, artists, tourists, camera bugs, floaters and the like.


  If people did see what happened to me, they must have thought it one of the colorful little pranks always being played in such exotic communities. Or they were folk who liked to mind their own business and not get involved in strange goings on.


  Me, I had neither capacity nor inclination to wonder about anything. As far as the world and I were concerned, I was a dead man. Oblivion can be the sweetest thing in the world, especially when you’ve made a boo-boo like getting caught with your pants down.


  And I can think of many other ways of getting caught in such a condition other than the situation I was now in!


  Well, enough ruminating, corny or otherwise. This is a report, not a dissertation on the futility of the life of a secret agent named Buzz Cardigan, the poor frustrated bastard!


  “Hello-o-o-o …” moaned a voice in an echo chamber.


  I wanted to laugh. Who’d be saying hello in the void I was in? I say a void; actually it was a place with a million small explosions going on all over, comets shooting here and there and everywhere, needles of sharp pain throbbing throughout the universe, things like that. Nevertheless, there was this damned persistent Hello-o-o-ing.


  Now, my mother always taught me to reply politely when I’m greeted. But not when greeted by strangers. Strangers do strange things. They can clonk you on the head. They can even do you in, especially if they’re spies working for the other side.


  So I just smiled secretly to myself, determined that I was not about to respond.


  “Hello there, Mr. Cardigan!” the voice went on.


  It was the same voice that had greeted me on the street a thousand years before. It had that same charming accent, smooth as oil and with the O rolling like distant drums again. Very charming, I thought, but I’m not going to fall for that gag again. This time I’m going to keep quiet and mind my own business.


  But there was a sudden change in the course of events. Somewhere, someone opened the floodgates and I was inundated with about a million gallons of ice-cold water. This, I thought, is what it must be like to be caught at the foot of Niagara Falls. I like to have drowned, I tell you, and froze to death, too.


  Being the kind of smart operator I was, I decided then and there—quick as a flash, mind you—to open my eyes and see what the hell was going on.


  And what was going on was that I was sitting in a chair, my head and face soaking wet, with three very big, very powerful gentlemen standing over me. One of them held a water pitcher in his massive hands. I don’t have to tell you the pitcher was empty. The contents had just been spilled upon my bowed head.


  “Hello,” said the voice once more.


  It came from the guy right in front of me, the one with the pitcher. He was something, all right. It was the squarely built chap that looked like a Turkish wrestler. He was no man, that one; he was a wall! I looked at his wrists. They were as thick as the hitting end of a baseball bat. And those were the wrists I had tried to karate- chop!


  I opened my mouth to say hello or something equally bright but the effort hurt the back of my head. It seems there is a tendon or something that goes from the jaw to the base of the skull. That was what hurt.


  Leaving my mouth in its gaping position, I said “Aragh,” hoping it would pass as “Hello.” My mother also taught me to be polite to strangers who have you in their power. Very polite. After all, she used to say, what choice do you have?


  The wall nodded at me. It also smiled. Egadl His teeth were also square! “We hope you are not too severely injured, dear Mr. Cardigan,” it said.


  We, huh? Oh yes—there were those two other individuals with him. And they both looked exactly like him! I thought that when the first one was made, the process had to cause the mold to crack. But no. There were two others, also as big, also as square.


  I blinked my eyes, refocused them and stared again. But they were still there. That blow on the back of my head must have been a lulu. I was seeing things in triplicate. There they were, three bad guys, all looking exactly alike, each as burly and as strong as the next, each dressed in a black suit, each with handlebar mustaches, each with hair as black as coal and as oily as Texas gold.


  What I was seeing, good people, was a set of triplets.


  More than that, they were triplets out of the Arabian Nights, in spite of their modem clothes. More than even that, these were not the personages who would have played the good guys in that collection of merry tales of the erotica; what they would have been was the bad guys, the ugly guards, the—and I shuddered at the thought—the executioners!


  “Ahh” said executioner number one. “I see your color has returned. Good! Allow me to introduce myself and my brothers. I—” and he indicated himself with a thumb that was as thick as my neck “—am Chano. This is my brother Kolino, and his is my other brother Boreo. I am the only one of the three to speak in your language, Mr. Cardigan.”


  “Then please to inform me,” I said, the pain easing up enough for me to articulate, “what in hell I am doing here!”


  Chano smiled. Well, it wasn’t a smile, exactly. Let’s call it a grimace. Whatever it was, it was ugly. “You will be informed as to that shortly. It was our duty only to seek you out and bring you here.”


  “Here?” I looked around. What I saw was a plush room, ornate with Oriental decor, pillows on the floor, carved furniture, huge draperies covering the walls, no windows showing, lighting coming only from a very splendid chandelier. “And where is here?”


  Chano sighed. It was like the rumbling of a Mack truck through the Holland Tunnel. “Alas, Mr. Cardigan, sir. It is not my function to answer questions. Indeed, I am not permitted to even think. All I do, all we do, is use our strength in the service of our ruler and our country.”


  Well, that was something, at any rate. I had some kind of a hint going for me. So I was in the hands of a foreign power. The Enemy had finally got to me. Well, hell! I’d lived a long time anyway. Thirty years is a long time to live these days. I’d been luckier than a lot of fellows my age.


  But somehow I didn’t like the idea of dying.


  I started to get up. I don’t know what I intended to do, exactly, but I must have had some kind of protest in me that I had to express. But I changed my mind in one flash of an instant. Or let me put it this way: it was changed for me. By a massive hand that stopped my upward progress and sent me hurtling back into the safety of my chair. That hand also knocked the breath out of me.


  It was the hand of another triplet, the one known as Kolino. Whereas Chano was smiling, this guy didn’t even bother. Or maybe he couldn’t even work up a grimace. It was for sure that this ape wasn’t paid to think. Like his brothers, he was all brawn. And all that brawn had been concentrated on my chest.


  I forgot about the pain in the back of my head—I had too much to do thinking about the new anguish in my chest. I took a tentative deep breath. It didn’t go too deep. About halfway down it hit a wall of pain and stopped. Then I tried again. It was better, but not much. I decided that I was going to try no more rash moves. At least not until I got my hands on a sledgehammer or a cannon.


  “Whew!” I said brightly.


  “So sorry,” said Chano. “But you must not make any untoward movements until ordered to do so. Those are our orders, to stop you until—”


  “Yes? Until when?”


  “Until now,” said another voice.


  It was then that, through the blur of pain, I noticed that a massive double door had opened. Standing within its arch was a most magnificent personage. This one was also out of the Arabian Nights, but he could have played the young Caliph, the eternal romantic lover, the dashing, hot-eyed horseman of the desert.


  He was of moderate height, about four inches shorter than I. Slight and graceful, he seemed to be about twenty-five years old. His face was thin and extremely handsome, with a wisp of a black mustache over full lips, dark and glowing eyes under heavy eyebrows, and about twenty-five years old.


  He too was dressed in modern clothes, but far more stylishly than the terrible triplets. The waist of his Paris jacket was pinched, the bottom flaring out to a point close to his knees; his trousers were pencil-tight, his shoes were Italian boots, Cuban-heeled and pointy-toed. He wore a Mod shirt straight out of Carnaby Street, the front emblazoned with flower patterns, the collar plain white and very high and wide-pointed. He was a dandy, that one. Like the others, he had coal-black hair, thick and oily.


  The newcomer bowed to me from the waist.


  “I,” he said with that deightful accent that conjured up images of dancing girls, desert sands and Valentino film festivals, “am … Kazanl”


  He spoke his name in what can best be described as a flourish. Or as if he’d been studying old March of Time broadcasts. Then he straightened himself proudly, every inch the aristocrat. And he went on. “Kazan! Secretary of Imperial State to the Prince of the greatest of Principalities of the Universe! First Advisor to the King of Kingdoms! Right Hand to the Emperor of Empires!”


  Then his black eyes danced at me. He smiled. But with him smiling was second nature. It was for real. It was all dazzling teeth and dimples, all charm, all graciousness, all smooth as silk … or smooth as snakes!


  “Welcome, Mr. Buzz Cardigan,” he said soothingly. “Are you prepared?”


  “For what?” I snapped, keeping a wary eye on Kolino in case he took umbrage. “For an explanation of what this is all about? Yes.”


  “Oh, no, no!” Kazan said chidingly as if he were admonishing a stupid child. He had not moved from his position at the door. “Are you prepared for a visit with the Highest of High?”


  That sounded to me like the king of LSD acid-heads. But if it would help clear the mystery of the bang on the head and my abduction, who was I to say nay?


  “Aye,” I said. “I mean, sure. Name the time and
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