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CHAPTER

/\/\1/\/\

Roger thought he should be able to deal with anything. He worked in public relations,
after all. He prided himself on facing crises.

"l told you not to move," the man in the trench coat reiterated. The man's voice was
almost theatrically gruff. Roger might have found this whole thing funny if the man
had not been waving such a large gun in Roger's direction. And he had been waving
that gun for an awfully long time. Some crises, Roger reflected, were worse than
others.

Perhaps if he worked in public relations out in the business world, rather than in a
cloistered university setting, he might be better able to cope with a gun. Still, he didn't
think guns showed up in the world of business public relations either. At least, not
very often.

The whole thing had, of course, begun with Delores. Ah, Delores! Just thinking of her
slim form and long, blond hair, her full lips, her eyes as blue as the Caribbean, Roger
wanted to swoon.

He stopped himself immediately. Swooning, as far as Roger knew, was a form of
moving. The man with the gun was not too keen on moving. He had mentioned this to
Roger, many times. Could something go on this long and still be considered a crisis?

"Oh, Roger," Delores had said in her husky voice, as distinctive in its way as the
voice of the man with the trench coat. Then Delores had kissed him—the kind of kiss
that starts on the lips but somehow manages to work its way down to the toes. "My
Roger," she had said as she tousled his sandy brown hair, and with those words, he
had known his fate was sealed. He was "her Roger," and he knew what happened
when Delores really wanted something. After all, if she hadn't attacked that vending
machine, he never would have met her in the first place.

What really surprised Roger, however, was the equal certainty that he considered this
woman "his Delores." After what had happened to him with Susan, he had never
thought he could feel this way about a woman again. Heaven knows, he never felt the
same way when he walked into a supermarket. But somehow, supermarkets no longer
seemed important. They were "her Roger" and "his Delores"; that was what was
important. And that was it, no matter what.

"No moving,"” the man in the trench coat said again. He paused. "Well, | suppose you
can smile. I mean, we all have to move some, don't we? You can't help but blink your
eyes. That sort of thing. But no big movements. | think that's what the guys meant. |
wonder what's taking them so long?"

"Guys?" Roger asked. Somehow, this was all beginning to seem like some
particularly bad film noir.

"No talking now!" The man in the trench coat waved the gun even more in Roger's
direction than he had before. "Smiling's okay, but talking's definitely out. Talking is
moving, and then some! | know my orders. You tell Big Louie to do something, he



does it!"

Big Louie? The guy with the gun wasn't any more than five foot four, and one time
when the floor-length trench coat swung open, Roger could have sworn he glimpsed
elevator shoes. Just what was going on here?

"Just what's going on here?" the little man in the trench coat whined as if he had read
Roger's mind. "Those guys should be here by now. | mean, this is where Delores
lives, isn't it?"

Roger cleared his throat. "Well—" he began.
Roger found the gun pressed against his nose.

"What did | say about talking?" Big Louie hissed. He frowned and removed the gun
from Roger's nostril. "Well, | suppose you can talk if you're answering a question.
That's only fair, isn't it?" The gunman shrugged. "I'm a little new at this. I hope it isn't
too obvious."

The gunman lapsed into silence, and Roger once again thought about Delores. So
beautiful, so witty, so full of life. There had to be a catch. That's one thing Roger had
learned in his thirty-two years upon this Earth. There was always a catch.

"There's always a catch,” Big Louie mumbled, more to himself than to Roger. "Hey,
they say to me, you want a chance at the big time? Sure, | says. Okay, they say, we
got a job for you, a piece of cake. I'll do it, I says, but | have to have a gang-type
name. What's wrong with Seymour? they ask. Hey, I says, if I'm gonna do gang
things, I gotta fit the part. What's wrong with Seymour? they ask. Seymour, they
continue, is a perfectly good name. You know the type. They never understand the
important things!" Louie came out of his slouch to stand as tall as he was able. Yes,
he was definitely wearing elevator shoes. "I want to be called Big Something, | says.
Like Big Seymour? they ask.” Big Louie sighed. "You know the type. They never
understand." The gunman slouched again, lapsing into gloomy silence.

Roger wondered if he could risk saying something. He had given up trying to
overcome the short gunman—nheck, he had even given up thinking about it—
approximately ten seconds after Big Louie had arrived. The short fellow was too
quick, and, even worse, too nervous. Plus, this gangster had caught Roger in his
jogging suit.

There was something about wearing a set of navy blue sweats, even the fancy kind
with the white stripes down the pants. Whether it was that he was caught without a
belt, or that—he had to admit it—his stomach wasn't quite as flat as it should be,
being in a jogging suit made Roger feel somehow—how should he put it?—
particularly vulnerable. Especially when he was looking into the barrel of a gun.
Roger had to face it: He was a runner, not a fighter.

He paused for a long moment, waiting for the man in the trench coat to make a move,
but Big Louie did nothing but sigh and stare moodily at his gun.

"Did you want me to answer a question?" Roger asked at last.



"What?" Big Louie started, gun at the ready. "What did | tell you—oh, that's right—I
did. Yeah. I guess so. | mean, with the guys not showing up and all, I guess we have
to change the rules a little." He lowered his weapon. "So, let me ask you. Just where
is Delores?"

Roger told him she had left half an hour before.

"What?" The little guy shook his gun in disbelief. "You mean she's already gone?
That would be just like those guys. A piece of cake, they say.” The small man shook
with fury. He pointed his revolver straight at Roger's stomach. His knuckles were
white where he held his gun.

"There's only one thing | want to know," Big Louie whispered between clenched
teeth. "What am | waiting around here for?"

The gunman vanished in a puff of blue smoke.
Roger blinked.

Did this mean the crisis was over?

The first thing Roger was aware of was lips. And what lips! Only one woman in the
world kissed like that.

"Delores!" Roger gasped when she let him come up for air. At least she was safe! He
had been so worried about her after the short gunman had shown up. It was only natu-
ral, after all, especially since that incident between Roger and Dierdre—although in
that case it had been a rifle, not a revolver. And there had been that overripe avocado,
too. But he had promised himself he wasn't going to think about Dierdre anymore, or
Susan, or Wanda, or—well, he especially wasn't going to think about Phyllis! All that
sort of thing was over, now that he'd met Delores.

But Delores hadn't told him where she was going. She was like that. Roger really
thought she enjoyed being mysterious. This time, though, her sense of mystery might
have been fatal. Even if he had known whether or not he should warn her about Big
Louie, there was no way he could have gotten in touch with her.

So eventually he had exchanged his jogging suit for a pair of striped pajama pants and
crawled into bed. Even more eventually, he had fallen asleep. None of his real dreams
had come close to Big Louie. That had worried him even more. Just what was Delores
mixed up in?

She put a finger to her lips. His dreams had gone away, replaced by Delores'
magnificent reality.

"Have they been here?" she whispered. Roger always had to be careful not to shiver
when she whispered.



He nodded.

"l was afraid of that." Delores frowned. "I really didn't want to get you mixed up in
this, Roger." She sighed wistfully. Roger loved it when she sighed wistfully. "It's a
little late for that now, though."

She stroked his bare shoulder tentatively. "I think | should tell you everything. But I
will have to hurry. I don't think we have much time."

She looked around the room, as if she expected someone to pop out of nowhere at any
second. Roger remembered Big Louie and the blue smoke. Satisfied that they were
alone for the moment, Delores reached into the pocket of her black vinyl jump suit
and took out a small, shiny object. She pressed the object into Roger's hand.

"This is what they were after,” she said.

Roger studied the strangely familiar object in the bedroom's dim light. He held a
hollow silver-colored oval, made of some lightweight plastic, with an insignia
attached to one end. It looked like nothing so much as a Captain Crusader Decoder
Ring.

Roger remembered Captain Crusader Decoder Rings from his childhood. You got one
whenever you bought a box of Nut Crunchies. You needed them to understand the
messages written in Captain Crusader's secret codes that always appeared on the back
of the box.

He could still remember decoding those messages on his breakfast napkins: "Civic
Responsibility is everybody's business." "Every day starts better with a smile."
"Always look both ways before you cross the street.” Roger had always wondered
what was so special about those messages that they had to be written in code. Still,
anything that came for free in a box of Nut Crunchies was worth saving, and Roger
would always keep the rings. At one time, he had had seven.

He looked back at the object in his hand. "What is it?" he asked, afraid in his heart she
would tell him it was a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring.

"This," Delores intoned solemnly, "is the key to the universe."

"Oh," Roger replied. Actually, he didn't like that answer much more than the one he
had anticipated. This tiny, cheap, plastic thing was the key to the universe? He turned
on his overhead reading light to better study the small, silver-colored band. It still
looked just like a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring.

"Actually,” Delores confessed, "it's a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring." She smiled
one of her dazzling Delores smiles. "But the people at Nut Crunchies never realized
what they had wrought with the invention of this little marvel.” She winked at Roger.
"You see, you can use this little ring to go anywhere you want in the Cineverse, to
any one of those uncounted million worlds—"

"Hold it!" Roger cried. This was all too complicated. After that mess he had gotten in
with Vicki, Roger had sworn off complicated relationships once and for all. At least



he thought he had.

"Whatever is going on here," Roger continued, "you have to start your explanation
from the beginning.” He pointed at the piece of plastic in his other hand. "I do not
believe a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring qualifies as a beginning."

Delores pouted. "Well, it is." Lord, Roger thought, Delores was beautiful when she
pouted! "At least,” she continued, "it is in a way. Well, actually, it's a very
complicated beginning. Maybe there's some other way | can explain.”

Her frown only lasted a few seconds. She snapped her fingers and smiled.
"Roger," she said, "you really like to go to the movies, don't you?"

Roger looked at her in astonishment. That was like asking him if he liked to breathe.
Just the night before, he had taken Delores to see a triple feature of jungle action pic-
tures at the local revival house: Zabana, Prince of the Jungle, Zabana Versus the Nazi
Death Ray, and Zabana Goes to Hollywood. And she asked him if he liked movies!

"Well, yes," he answered after a moment's pause.

With that, Delores once again showed her fabulous smile. "I know you do, darling.
Your love of movies is a big part of why we're involved. That surprises you, doesn't
it? I suppose | should have told you about all this sooner. Still, our romance was so
perfect." Her cool fingers ran across his knuckles. She chuckled ruefully. "It was
almost like a movie."

Her touch sent waves of chill excitement down Roger's spine. Maybe he was being
too hard on Delores. After all, complications had a way of sneaking up on you,
especially in relationships. There was nothing Delores and he couldn't work out
somehow. Especially when they were alone together. Somehow, as Delores spoke,
she seemed closer and closer to him, and Big Louie and the blue smoke seemed
farther and farther in the distance.

"Not now, Roger!" Delores gently pushed him away. "Oh, I want to, too, but we don't
have time when the fate of the universe is at stake!"

Her frown deepened as she continued to speak: "You know quite a bit about movies,
films made thirty, forty, even fifty years ago.” She paused again, and bit her lip.
"Well, what if | were to tell you that those movies were more than just movies?"

"What?" Roger asked. Somehow, the more Delores explained, the more confusing
this became.

Delores took a deep breath. "Let me tell you the whole thing. I think that would be
best. Please don't interrupt. You can ask me questions when I'm done.”

She sat down next to him on the bed. "There are many other worlds, Roger, worlds
not so different from the one that contains this room, this bed, and the two of us.
Actually, Roger, you would find these other worlds strangely familiar. For you have
seen these worlds in the movies!"



"In the movies?" Roger whispered.

"Roger," Delores reprimanded, "your interjections are not helping. Just listen.” She
nodded her head emphatically. "That's right. For a time, Hollywood, U.S.A. had
managed to tap into the universal subconscious, and was showing this world—your
world, Roger, not mine— glimpses of the Cineverse."

"The Cineverse?" Roger queried.

Delores' lovely frown deepened. "Roger. Please. | am trying to use terms that you will
comprehend. I'm talking about the almost infinite number of worlds that occupy this
same space in all the many universes. That was what Hollywood had keyed into, at
least until the Change!"

"The Change?" Roger inquired.

She nodded emphatically. "Yes. The Change. It must have been obvious, especially to
someone with a background like yours. I mean, you must have noticed that movies
aren't as good as they used to be."

Roger paused. She was right. Movies weren't as good as they used to be. He felt a
chill at the pit of his stomach. Maybe there was really some truth to all this stuff she
was spouting!

"Now, this is all serious enough, but I haven't told you about the real danger.” Her
frown deepened. Three worry lines creased her lovely forehead. "I know this must be
confusing to you. Maybe it would be better to show you. Roger, could I please have
the ring?"

Roger handed it over in silence.

"Here," she said, squeezing Roger's hand as she took the ring away. "Let me show
you how to open a window to the beyond.” She held the ring under the light. "First,
you turn the Captain Crusader Decoder Dial—"

There was a puff of blue smoke, accompanied by the usual low-key explosion.
Delores leapt to her feet and screamed.

"Heeheeheehahahaha!™

The room was filled with hideous laughter. A voice cried: "We knew you'd have to
activate that thing eventually!

The smoke took some time to clear. When Roger stopped coughing, he saw they had
been joined by four figures. One of them was Big Louie. He and two others were
wearing double-breasted suits straight out of some bad Prohibition era film.

But the other man's costume was something else altogether. He was wearing long
robes—and hat to match—of the deepest black, made more striking still by the bright
red stitching upon the sleeves, stitching that formed shapes that almost—~but not



quite—Ilooked like letters or words. For an instant, Roger wondered if these shapes
might be ancient symbols of some long-dead language. Then again, perhaps they were
only letters and words attempted by someone who wasn't very good at embroidery.

The red squiggles danced around the hat as well, a circular cap that came to a point at
the top, except the point was a bit askew, as if the hat might have been sat on once or
twice. Roger stared at the hat and discovered that if he squinted, the symbols there
looked even more like words. He frowned as he concentrated on the embroidered
scrawl, forming the syllables silently with his lips as he read:

DAD'S... THE... CHEF

"What do you mean, 'Dad's the Chef?" the fellow in black demanded, his frown
accentuated by a severely trimmed mustache. "Unless..."

His frown deepened as he glanced down at his apparel.

And, what, Roger wondered, was the meaning of that apparel? The fellow's
companions were all dressed as 1930's gangsters, but the man in the black costume
came from another era entirely. Roger could swear he had seen that kind of conical
cap before somewhere. Wasn't it the sort of thing schoolchildren were forced to wear
when they sat in corners after they misbehaved? Yes, it did look rather like a dunce
cap. Except the rest of the costume didn't look schoolboyish at all. The robes looked
more like the fellow had stepped out of a low budget King Arthur movie. That was it!
All he needed was a magic wand, and he'd look just like—

Roger shook his head. A wizard? Could it be possible? The fellow had thrown his
hands over his chest, as if he might hide the robes behind them. From this guy's
behavior so far, Roger decided he would vote for the dunce theory over the wizard
any day.

"Oops," the man in the maybe-a-wizard's outfit apologized as he waved distractedly at
his garb. "What am | doing in this? It's totally inappropriate.” The fellow's smile was
the slightest bit sheepish. "They must have made some sort of mistake in Central
Casting. Excuse me, won't you? | shan't be a minute!"

The blue smoke showed up again as the man-who-shouldn't-have-been-a-wizard
disappeared. Unfortunately, Big Louie and the other two chose to stick around,
menacing Delores and Roger with their snub-nosed .38's.

And then there was another of those all-too-frequent explosions. The voice began to
speak even before the blue smoke cleared:

"Sorry for the delay. Now where were we? Oh, yes."
The voice cleared its throat.
"Heeheeheehahahaha!"

The room was once again filled with hideous laughter as the smoke dissipated, and
the formerly-dressed-in-black fellow stood before them again, in a costume Roger



thought looked even stranger than the last one.

The laugher wore a loose green garment, sort of like an oversize smoking jacket made
of some shiny, almost metallic material, with pants to match. The jacket had a large
blood-red D embroidered on the lapel. And the laughter upon his lips was now
replaced by a sardonic smile as he spoke again:

"And now," he began slowly, "we shall get down to what—ahem—really matters."

The man in green removed something from his head that looked vaguely like a space
helmet. Actually, Roger reflected, what it most looked like was a fish bowl with a
television antenna stuck on top.

"De-lor-ess,"” the man in green hissed. "You didn't really think fleeing to Earth would
save you?" His smile broadened as he examined the woman's form, from blond hair to
jump suit to dark black boots. His eyes seemed to glint evilly, but perhaps that was
just the reflection of his metallic green suit. He threw his head back to laugh again.

Delores stared angrily at the man in green. "I had no thought of being saved," she
whispered between clenched teeth. "What is happening to our worlds is more
important than either you or 1"

One of the green man's henchmen spoke up: "What should we do with them, Doctor
Dread?"

The green man's smile grew even wider than before. "We will—heh, heh, heh—deal
with both of them, if you get my meaning."”

The henchman smiled. "Yeah, Doctor Dread. | get your meaning."

Roger was afraid that he got the man in green's meaning as well. Especially since two
of the henchpeople were using this opportunity to brandish their large, nasty-looking
guns in Delores's and his general direction.

A moment later Big Louie glanced at his fellows and hastily began to wave his gun as
well.

It was then that Roger remembered he was only wearing his pajama pants. He felt
even more vulnerable than he had in his jogging suit. He sucked his stomach in. How
could he possibly save Delores if he wasn't dressed for it? He wondered if he should
at least start by getting out of bed. He took another look at the revolvers. He thought
better of it.

"Delores," Doctor Dread murmured. Roger couldn't take his eyes off the man's suit.
When the light hit it just right, it looked like snakeskin. "Pretty, pretty Delores," he
continued. "You will of course be coming with us." His smile broadened again. "But
then, I know how much you like to"—nhe paused meaningfully—"travel."

"Yeah," one of the henchpeople smiled. "Travel!"

"You idiot!" Delores replied. "How can you think of your own petty plans at a time



like this!"

"Hehhehheh," Dread laughed. "My plans are anything but petty. Soon I shall rule,
but—hehheh—perhaps | say too much. We will discuss this when we are in more pri-
vate surroundings. Won't we boys?"

The two henchpeople laughed. Big Louie laughed a second later. The others looked at
him.

"Uh," Big Louie said. "Yeah, private surroundings. Yeah—uh—don't say too much.
Uh—" Big Louie wiped his forehead. "Uh—What do you want to do with the other

guy?”

"I'm glad you brought that up," Doctor Dread remarked. "The other guy, as you so
quaintly put it, will have to be—heeheehee—taken care of."

The two other henchpeople laughed. Big Louie tried to join them but the noise died in
his throat.

"Taken care of?" Big Louie asked.

"Yes, taken care of." Doctor Dread ran a perfectly manicured hand through his close-
cropped hair. "You know." He frowned, and looked at Roger. "What is your name?"

Roger told him.

"Very good.” The Doctor's smile returned. "Roger, here, then, must be taken care of.
Roger must be"—nhe paused to chortle—"dealt with. Roger must be—hahahaha—
removed from active consideration.” Doctor Dread sighed. "I ask you: How can | be
any plainer?"

Big Louie swallowed hard. "Removed from active consideration?"

Doctor Dread nodded. "You want to be called Big Louie, you've got to act Big Louie.
When you're finished, we'll meet you back"—Dread paused to look suspiciously
about the room—"at the usual place.

"Heh, heh, heh. Grab the girl!" Dread ordered a henchman. "And get the ring. And
may | say, Roger, that | enjoyed my"—he paused again, his smile a mixture of
supreme triumph and ultimate evil—"final visit?"

Doctor Dread placed the antennaed goldfish bowl over his head as his henchmen
dragged the struggling Delores to his side. His laughter echoed in the room until the
blue smoke cleared.

Roger stared at Big Louie. More specifically, Roger stared at the gun shaking along
with Louie's right hand. What was this guy going to do with him?

"What am | going to do with you?" Big Louie asked. He gripped the shaking gun with
his left hand as well, and pointed it straight at Roger's forehead.



"Sorry," Louie said. "You heard those guys. This is a part of my job."

Roger yelled and tried to leap for the small man's gun. He might have made it, too, if
he had not been so tangled up in his bedclothes. It was very difficult to be a hero
when you had a blanket wrapped around your legs.

"You're not making this any easier, are you?" Louie wailed. He pushed Roger back on
the bed. "A minute ago, | was looking for a way out of this. But I'm afraid you don't
give me any choice!"

Roger felt the cold muzzle of the gun on his too warm forehead.

"Buddy," the other man whispered hoarsely, "you just made Big Louie everything he
knew he had to be."



CHAPTER

/\/\2/\/\

"Everything | knew | had to be," Louie added. "Like a complete failure.”
Roger felt the gun leave his forehead.

"l just can't do it." Louie stuck the handgun back in his shoulder holster. "Heaven
knows I tried. All these years, working in comedy relief. | wanted a break, you know?
I thought I could be a henchman." He laughed bitterly as he rebuttoned his coat. "I
guess | just wasn't meant to hench."

"Does this mean—" Roger asked cautiously, "that you're not going to kill me?"

"I'm afraid so," Louie said glumly. "Don't spread it around, okay?" The small man
paused, a half smile struggling to overcome his frown.

"Wait a second! While I'm bouncing around from world to world with my ring, you're
stuck back here on Earth! There's no way anyone will know if I killed you or not!" He
giggled. "Fool around with Big Louie, will you?" he pointed a finger at Roger. "Bang,
bang, you're dead. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a date with an evil genius.” Big
Louie reached in his right-hand pants pocket and frowned.

"Wait!" Roger cried. He couldn't let Big Louie go. Not yet! No matter what nonsense
this fellow was spouting, Louie had a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring. Even though
Roger still wasn't quite sure what those rings did, he did know one thing: He must get
hold of one if he were to ever see Delores again!

"I'll make a deal with you," Roger said hurriedly.
"A deal?" Big Louie pulled his hand from his pocket. The frown was still there.

"Yeah, a deal!" Roger tried to think fast. He had to do it, for Delores! "Let's see. What
would someone like you want?" Roger glanced feverishly around his bedroom. There
were his color TV, his stereo, his clock radio. Somehow none of this seemed
appropriate. "Give me a second! I'll come up with something!"

Louie sighed. "This is what happens when you let somebody live. You want me to
make a decision? Henchpeople aren't supposed to make decisions. They're just
supposed to blindly enact the plans of the evil genius.” He pulled something from his
breast pocket. Louie allowed himself a little smile. It was a Decoder Ring! "It's my
own fault, I suppose. If I had killed you, | wouldn't have to listen to any of this."

"Wait a moment!" Roger blurted. "You haven't heard my offer!" What would a five-
foot-high man in double-breasted blue serge want? There certainly wasn't anything
here. Roger thought about those golf clubs he had stored at his mother's, the ones
Fiona had given him and he had never used. Then there was his old guitar. Sure, the
neck was a little warped, but did Big Louie need to know?

"Sorry," the henchman said. "Deals are out. | couldn't do it, no matter how good it
was. Let me explain.” He held the gray piece of plastic under Roger's nose. "This ring



belongs to Doctor Dread. If | should lose it—" Louie made an unpleasant noise deep
in his throat as his little finger slashed the air in front of his Adam's apple. "In other
words," he continued, a slight harshness in his voice, "I would be taken care of."

Roger thought of Doctor Dread. He swallowed hard. "You mean you'd be dealt with?"
"Yeah." Big Louie nodded. "That's it. Dealt with."
"So they're that valuable?" Roger asked, a hint of wonder in his voice.

Louie nodded. "I only know of three of these things in working order. They break all
the time. What do you expect? They're only made out of cheap plastic!™

Roger shook his head. "And these really are the key to the universe?"

"Sure are." Louie placed the ring on his finger. "Really says something about the
nature of our universe, doesn't it? Well, it's been a lot of fun shooting the breeze, but
you'll have to excuse me. I'm expected at the hideout."”

Big Louie squinted at the ring, ready to make some fine adjustment with his free
hand. The truth sank into Roger's brain at last: This small henchman was going back
to Delores, and leaving Roger behind!

"Urn—uh—" Roger tried to think of something to say.

"Hemming and hawing won't do you any good," Louie remarked. "No, no. Clearing
the throat and coughing isn't any better. I'm leaving, and you're staying here. The only
reason you're not dead is that you don't have a ring. Without one of these Captain
Crusader numbers, you're not going anyplace!"

Big Louie carefully twisted the dial halfway around. "See you in the funny papers!"
he cried. And with that, he was gone.

By now, Roger had gotten quite tired of all this blue smoke. Still coughing, he opened
a window to clear the room.

Roger sat back on the bed, atop the blankets that had almost been his undoing. He
couldn't give in to despair. There had to be some way he could still reach his beloved.

According to Louie, without a ring, Roger was stuck on Earth forever, Delores
eternally beyond his grasp. But, in a moment of panic, Roger had thought of his
mother. More specifically, he had thought of his mother's basement.

If things were as he remembered them, Roger did have a ring. In fact, at one point, he
had had seven.

Roger looked at the middle of the room, where he had seen Big Louie and Doctor
Dread and Delores all disappear. He jumped out of bed, grabbing the jogging suit he
had thrown over a chair the night before.

There was no time to lose!



"Why, Roger, what a surprise!" His mother's smile vanished as he rushed past her and
headed for the basement.

"Is my old stuff where 1 left it?" he called over his shoulder.

"Well—" his mother considered, "I guess so. At least what's left of it."
What's left of it? Roger didn't like the sound of that in the least.

"Aren't you even going to stop and say hello?" his mother called after him.

"Don't have time now, Mom!" Roger shouted as he took the basement steps three at a
time. "This is something of an emergency!"

His mother followed him down the steps.

"Where is it?" Roger screamed. Nothing was where it should be! He opened the door
on what should have been a fruit cellar and one hundred square feet of boxed storage.
Instead, he saw a brightly lit recreation room.

"There's no need to shout, dear.” His mother smiled cordially. Roger noticed through
his panic that her hair had changed to blond again. "If you'd make yourself clearer, |
might be able to answer you. Where is what?"

"All the storage space!" Roger shouted. No, he thought, it didn't do any good to raise
your voice when you were around Mother. In a more controlled voice he added: "All
those boxes full of stuff from my childhood."”

"Oh," his mother said brightly, "those old things? We moved those things out months
ago to make room for this new den here. Mr. Mengeles, the nice man next door, has
been helping me with home improvements.”

She giggled coquettishly. "I hope Mr. Mengeles will help me with everything, pretty
soon. Still, dear, if you came over to the house more often, you'd probably notice
when | made major changes.” She lightly touched Roger's elbow. "Not that I'm
criticizing you, dear."

"l don't care if you criticize me or not," Roger replied, doing his best not to shout.
"What have you done with my things?"

"You didn't want those old things anymore, did you, dear? As | used to say to Vicki,
'If you let Roger have his way, he'll clutter the house up with all manner of junk!"
She patted her son gently on the shoulder. "Of course, dear, we let you do it because
we love you, although heaven knows what value you place in a lot of those things you
collect!"

"Mother!" Roger counted silently to ten before he continued. His mother waited
patiently for him to finish. Not only had she redone her hair, Roger realized, but she



was wearing very stylish clothes in the middle of the day. What was going on here?
"Is Mr. Mengeles coming over?" Roger asked.

His mother blushed. "How did you know?" She smoothed imaginary wrinkles out of
her cotton print dress. "You know, dear, I'm always glad to see you, although | wish
sometimes that you'd call me before you came here. That's of course assuming that
you still know how to use the telephone. Not that I'm criticizing you, dear, but you
used to be so much better about keeping in touch when you were married to Susan."

"Mother," Roger interrupted, trying to stop the inevitable. "I do not wish to talk about
Susan!™

"And why not?" she chided. "She was always such a nice girl. I don't understand why
you ever broke up with Susan, anyway. She let you keep just about anything in that
house of yours. Heaven knows it looked like it, with all the clutter everywhere—"

"Mother!" Roger had started to shout again. This was all too much. "I didn't dump
Susan, she dumped me! Remember? Susan ran away with the guy who ran the meat
counter at the Superette."”

"Oh, that's right.” A little half smile lit his mother's countenance. "I remember that
fellow.” She sighed. "The way he used to say, in that great deep voice of his, ‘And
would you like that wrapped, madam?' Susan was such a romantic. You didn't deserve
her, Roger."

"No, mother, I didn't. Now, what happened to all the boxes?"

"Oh, don't worry, dear, they're around here somewhere. | think Mr. Mengeles put
most of them back in this closet.” She fluttered across the room in her high heels.
"Mr. Mengeles is so handy to have around, dear, and so considerate!"

She reached a door at the back of the room. "I think you'll find almost everything in
here," she said as she opened the door. "Oh, of course, | gave all your old comic
books to Mr. Mengeles. He has this grand-nephew, Ralph, who just loves comic
books. And | must admit that | used most of the stamps from your collection to mail
letters. And there's one or two things that | gave away to rummage sales. But, besides
that, everything's just as you left it!"

Roger wanted to scream, but he didn't have time. His mother had given away half his
childhood!

He looked inside the closet. There were only half a dozen boxes left, out of the thirty
or forty he had put here for safekeeping. But so what if his Tom Corbett, Space Cadet
books were gone forever. Roger had to remain calm. There could still be a Captain
Crusader Decoder Ring in those boxes that remained!

"Is there a light in here?" he asked.

"There's a pull string overhead,"” his mother replied. "Mr. Mengeles put that in too.
He's so handy to have around."



Roger pulled the string and got to work. The first box was filled with books, the
second with old school papers and projects. He took a second to shuffle between his
kindergarten drawings and his second-grade science project: "Colors in Nature." He
was eating Nut Crunchies in the second grade, wasn't he?

Somewhere, in the distance, a bell rang.

"Oh, dear," his mother said. "It's been awfully nice seeing you, dear, but I'm afraid
you'll have to go. That would be Mr. Mengeles. Not to criticize you, dear, but the two
of us have plans, and you didn't call ahead, now, did you?"

"Just a minute, Mother!" Roger cried, shrugging off her insistent hands on his
shoulders. He dug his fingers into a box full of tissue paper, burrowing past baseball
gloves and a pair of broken binoculars. There had to be a ring in here somewhere!

"Roger!" his mother cried in her most commanding voice. "You have to leave right
now!"

Roger knew what would happen next. He grabbed a nearby shoebox to fend off his
mother's hands when they grabbed his hair to drag him away.

The bell rang again, stopping his mother in mid-grab. The shoebox fell to the floor
with a thump, followed by an odd little ping.

"I have to go up there right now!" His mother gave him one of her sternest looks,
reserved for those occasions when you had done something slightly worse than
blowing up the high school.

"If you are not right behind me when I open the front door,"” she yelled from halfway
up the stairs, "you will be in trouble!"

Roger nodded his head as his mother disappeared upstairs. Why had the shoebox gone
"ping"? He looked down at his feet. Actually, it hadn't been the shoebox, but a small
wad of tissue paper that had fallen out and hit a pipe that led to the hot water heater.
Heart in his throat, Roger tore the paper in two.

It was a Captain Crusader Decoder Ring.

Roger whispered a silent prayer to whatever god was in charge of putting free prizes
in cereal boxes and ran up the stairs after his mother.

She opened the front door as he approached. "Oh, Mr. M!" she cried. "What a
surprise!™

A balding gentleman sporting a pencil-thin mustache stood on the front steps. When
he smiled, Roger saw he had a gold tooth.

"It was such a nice day, Mrs. G," the newcomer bubbled, "that | thought I might come
for a visit."



"Oh, Mr. M!" Roger's mother gushed. "You're always so thoughtful! I'd like you to
meet my son, Roger. You were just leaving, weren't you, Roger?"

Roger quickly stuffed the decoder ring in his pocket and shook the balding
gentleman’s hand. He had the oddest feeling that he had met this fellow before.
Perhaps it was something about that pencil-thin mustache.

"Any son of Mrs. G," Mengeles was saying, "must be quite a son indeed!"

"Oh, yes," his mother interjected. "Roger is a sweet boy, if a trifle absent-minded. It
really is a shame that he has to leave the house this very minute, isn't it, Roger?"

"Urn," Roger replied as he let the gentle but firm pressure of his mother's hands push
him past the older man. "Yes, Mother. Can't stay. Have to go. Awfully nice meeting
you, sir—"

"Won't you come in, Mr. M?" His mother's voice cut through Roger's pleasantries as
she ushered the older man through the door. "It was awfully nice to see you, dear," his
mother called to Roger over Mr. Mengeles' shoulder. "Do plan to stay longer next
time you're—"

His mother's voice was cut off by the slamming of the front door.

Roger shrugged. This had worked out to his advantage as well. He had been able to
get in and out of his mother's house without having to provide a single explanation.
Roger laughed out loud. He could almost kiss Mr. Mengeles' balding pate. But there
was no time for that now. He had a decoder ring to decipher. Somewhere out there, in
something called the "Cineverse," Delores was in danger.

Roger resisted an urge to throw the decoder ring across the room. Big Louie had said
they were extremely breakable. Big Louie had also left without giving Roger the
slightest clue as to how these rings worked.

Roger had returned to his apartment in good spirits, full of the best intentions. He had
folded his bed back into a sofa, and drawn the blinds so he wouldn't be distracted. He
sat back on the couch, determined to discover the ring's secret, and found himself
becoming distracted anyway.

The problem wasn't that he didn't know how to work the Captain Crusader Decoder
Ring. The problem was that he knew the decoder ring too well. The more he looked at
the tiny gray dial the more secret messages returned from his childhood: "Always
listen to what your teacher says." "Brush your teeth after every meal.” "The
policeman is your friend." How many messages just like that had he decoded so many
years ago, perhaps with this very ring? They filled his head, making it difficult to
concentrate on anything else, as if his thoughts had been taken over by some deranged
social studies teacher.

How could this be the key to the universe?



Roger swallowed hard. Whatever his personal feelings, if he were to believe
Delores—indeed, if he were to save Delores from whatever horrible fate awaited
her—this cheap plastic ring was central to the problem.

If only he could get it to work!

He had to concentrate. Delores hadn't really even begun her demonstration when they
were interrupted by Doctor Dread and his double-breasted minions. And he had been
too upset to even watch Dread as the snakeskin-suited villain had spirited Delores
away. The only time he had really seen the ring in use was in Big Louie's somewhat
clumsy exit.

He had thought, initially, that he could simply reproduce the diminutive henchman's
actions. First off, he was pretty sure Big Louie had turned the dial on his ring halfway
around. He could only hope the ring had originally been set on "zero." If so, Roger
could set his ring for the same destination.

But he had turned the ring every which way innumerable times. The only thing that
happened were those civic messages constantly filling Roger's head. What had Big
Louie done that Roger had forgotten?

Unless—

No, Roger thought, that was stupider than stupid. Then again, what did he have to
lose? He was alone in his own home, the curtains drawn against the outside world. He
could say and do whatever he wanted to.

Roger twisted the ring again.

"See you in the funny papers,” he whispered in a voice he hoped was as gruff as Big
Louie's.

The room was filled with blue smoke.

Roger clasped the ring in his right hand. He was on his way.



CHAPTER

/\/\3/\/\

Roger coughed. Somehow, the blue smoke had turned to brown.
"Who's that?" a voice called out.
"I say we kill 'im!" another voice replied.

The first voice laughed gruffly. "Just hold your horses there, and wait for the dust to
clear."

So it wasn't smoke after all. At least, not anymore. Now it was dust. Well, no matter
what it was, it still made Roger cough. He could barely make out two figures through
the brown haze.

Roger forgot all about his cough as the haze cleared.
"l say we kill 'im!" the second man repeated.
"Don't look familiar," the first man observed. "Think he's a Cavendish?"

Roger's throat felt much too dry. The two men staring at him looked disturbingly
familiar. He recognized the boots, the spurs, the chaps, and the ten-gallon hats from a
thousand B-Westerns. He recognized the rocks, sagebrush, cactus, and scraggly trees
that now surrounded them from those same movies—the perfect place for an ambush
or a chase on horseback. He wished he didn't recognize the shiny silver six-shooters
each man had pointed at Roger's chest.

"Hey," said the first man, who wore a bright red bandanna over his embroidered
yellow shirt. "You a Cavendish?"

"What?" Roger asked.

"Watch out!" warned the second man, who was dressed all in black except for an
ornate silver belt buckle and a smaller, but no less ornate, band of silver around his
hat. "Those Cavendish vermin are tricky!"

"What's a Cavendish?" Roger asked.

"See, what'd | tell you?" Black-and-Silver cried. "I say we Kill 'im!" He smiled as he
cocked his gun.

"Wait a second, Bart," Red-and-Yellow drawled easily. "You've gotta give him a
chance to answer. That's one of the Laws of the West."

"You think the Cavendish pigs obey those laws?" Bart reluctantly eased the hammer
down on his six-shooter. "But you're right. Otherwise we're no better than those
Cavendish curs.” He waved his gun in Roger's direction. "Okay, stranger. Thanks to
Bret here, you got a minute to explain yourself before you start saying your prayers!"



Roger thought fast. What would you say to somebody in a Western who had a gun
pointed at you?

"Uh—" he began. "I come in peace."

The two cowpokes frowned. Roger could see why— that didn't sound at all right.
That was the sort of thing you said to Indians just before Geronimo or some two-
faced white trader with a wagonload of guns and firewater showed up, and everybody
ended up circling the wagons so they could be shot by the hero.

"Uh—" he tried again. "The name's Roger. I'm just driftin'. No particular place to go."”

That went over a little better. The two cowboys looked a little more interested and a
little less threatening. Roger hoped he was on the right track.

"No place to hang my hat that I'd call home," he added.

The cowboys frowned at that all over again.

"Of course," he added hurriedly, "I lost my hat."

Under the scrutiny of this pair from some all-too-distant cinematic past, Roger had
become painfully aware of exactly what he was wearing. It was no wonder that these
cowboys were suspicious. Before this, they'd probably never even seen a blue jogging
outfit with white stripes down the side and matching running shoes. He wondered if
there might be any way he could put their suspicions to rest. He hastily pulled out the
pockets of his running pants.

"Look." he added. "I even lost my gun."

Bart turned to Bret. "Should we believe him?"

Bret squinted behind his revolver, as if he were taking better aim. This didn't seem to
be working at all. Roger decided he'd better come up with another story, fast.

"'Course," he added, "I never did tell you fellows about why I left home, and my dear
little sweetheart, Emmy Lou—"

Bret shook his head. "I don't know. Something's wrong with him. Maybe he's a little
slow in the head."”

Both guns were now pointing straight for Roger's head. There had to be some way out
of this! Roger cleared his throat. "'Course," he added, "that was before I got jumped
by Apaches—"

Bart and Bret glanced at each other as they simultaneously pulled back the hammers
on their six-shooters.

"Uh—er," Roger added hurriedly. "Then there was that lynch mob who mistook
me—"



Bart gently released the gun hammer as he spat in the dust. "He seems a little loony if
you ask me.” The man in black strode up to Roger, his spurs a'jangling. He poked his
six-shooter at Roger's chin. "Mister, you came to the wrong town when you came to
Sagebrush. We already got a town drunk."

Bret strode to his fellow cowboy's side to wave his gun at Roger's nose. "Yeah, and

we're right proud of him, too. So don't get any ideas in that loony head of yours. We
like Old Doc just the way he is." A smile cracked his weathered face. "Why, | can't

think of anybody I'd rather see fishing quarters out of a spittoon."

"Yeah," Bart agreed. "Doc sure as heck does do a good grovel.” He chuckled. "The
way he crawls across the floor, lapping whiskey out of the sawdust—"

"And how about when he gets the shakes?" Bret twirled his six-gun merrily a few
inches from Roger's forehead. "I'll tell you, when Doc needs whiskey, he does a mean
square dance."

The two of them laughed together. "And how about his visions?" Bart poked his gun
cheerfully into Roger's ribs. "Heck, he don't see no snakes or rats or spiders. Nobody
sees visions as good as Doc. When he's comin' down off a drunk, he sees camels!"

"Yeah!" Bret chimed in. "And dromedaries!"
Bart frowned. "What's a dromedary?"

Bret frowned in turn. "Well, I'm not too sure myself. Doc's the one who saw it. | think
it's some kind of special camel with extra humps. Either that, or some kind of pitted
date.” Bret shook his head in wonder. "That's our Doc. Imagine, having drunken
visions of dried fruit."

"Whoo-ee!" Bart whistled. "All this talkin' about Doc has made me thirsty. | guess
we're not going to Kill you after all." He thrust his six-gun back in its holster. "You
should be plumb grateful, stranger. The least you could do is buy us a drink."

He put a comradely hand around Roger's shoulder, gently but firmly turning Roger
around, and began to guide him toward a distant group of buildings. As they ap-
proached what Roger realized must be the local town, he could hear the faint sounds
of gunfire and the almost inaudible tinkling of a player piano.

"Yeah," Bret said, pushing Roger along from the other side. "You should buy us a
couple at least. Out of sheer gratitude.”

Roger let himself be eased into town by the two cowboys. What else could he do? He
listened to two sets of spurs a'jangle as their owners led him towards what passed for
civilization in this place. Their walk through the sagebrush gave him his first chance

to think since he'd shown up here.

Why had the ring brought him to the Old West? Was this where he was supposed to
end up? Somehow, this didn't seem to be the sort of place one would expect to find
someone like Big Louie. Maybe he could pull out the Captain Crusader Decoder Ring
and try it again. But try for where? Only now—walking between two Tom Mix



rejects toward a saloon where there was bound to be trouble (there was always trouble
in B-Western saloons)—only now did Roger realize the true difficulty of his situation.
It was one thing to be all noble and heroic when your beloved was in hideous danger.
It was another thing to try and be all noble and heroic when the key to the universe
looked suspiciously like a cheap and easily breakable plastic ring; a ring which,
incidentally, he hadn't the slightest clue how to operate.

But he had more immediate problems than learning to use his decoder ring. His two
trigger-happy companions expected Roger to buy them a drink. With what? Roger
hadn't thought to stick his wallet in his jogging suit. Regular old Earth-type money
wouldn't be any good here anyway, would it? He did feel a flat piece of plastic in his
jacket pocket, but still—unless B-Western saloons took Mastercard—Roger was in a
lot of trouble.

Maybe, he thought, he could use the ring to get out of here. Of course, the next place
he ended up might be even worse than this. Roger suppressed thoughts of suddenly
appearing in a pit full of lions in some Roman epic, or perhaps materializing in the
cockpit of a World War Il fighter bomber just before it is hit by the enemy and bursts
into flames. He'd have to examine the ring more carefully before he used it again.

Roger felt some added pressure at his back.

"Can't you move a little faster?" Bart snickered. "At the speed we're goin’, we're all
gonna die of thirst."

"Yeah," Bret added. "What kind of a town drunk are you if you can't even make it to
the saloon?"

The cowboys laughed as if that was the funniest thing they had ever heard.

Roger clenched the Captain Crusader Decoder Ring even more tightly in his hand.
Whatever he did, he had to wait until he was alone. If someone got curious about that
little plastic ring, and broke it or took it away at gunpoint, he would be stuck in
Sagebrush for the rest of his life.

The three of them passed the blacksmith's shop, the first of half a dozen weathered
buildings huddled together at the desert's edge. A bullet whizzed past Roger's ear.

Now that Roger thought of it, the rest of his life might not be all that long.

Two men appeared on opposite sides of the dusty street, one from behind a barber
pole, the other from behind a rain barrel. Roger noticed with some distress that their
guns were drawn.

"Whoa!" Bart called to the newcomers. "This fellow's with us."

"So he's not one of those Cavendish scum?" one of the other men called. They were
both dressed more or less alike, in faded browns and blues, as if they wanted their
clothes to blend in with the windswept desert and town. The two slowly approached
Roger and his companions. They made no move to holster their guns.



"If he's a Cavendish, they've really lowered the entrance requirements."” Bart pointed
at Roger. "I mean, take a look at him."

Both newcomers paused to squint at Roger. They glanced at each other and holstered
their weapons.

"That's more like it," Bart drawled. "Let me introduce you to the boys. I'd like you to
meet Slim and Sam." Both Slim and Sam nodded in turn. Roger wasn't quite sure
which one was which. "Slim, Sam—Roger here is gonna buy us all a drink."

"Really?" Slim (or it might have been Sam) slapped Roger's left shoulder. "Right
neighborly of you."

"Yeah," Sam (or possibly Slim) chimed in as he jostled Roger's right side. "You
should mention this sort of thing when you come into town. Saves a lot of shooting.”

Roger found himself propelled by four pairs of hands through the swinging doors of
the saloon.

The most disheveled man Roger had ever seen fell off a chair in front of him. He
groaned, turning his bloodshot eyes to stare at the new arrivals. He uttered a
tremendous belch, then began to drag himself across the sawdust-strewn floor,
heading straight toward Roger.

"A shtranger!" the incredibly filthy fellow called as he approached. "Hey, shtranger—
how'sh about buying—a drink for a—guy who'sh down on hish—" The remainder of
the man's sentence was lost in a coughing fit.

"This here is Doc," Bart remarked, nudging the rag-clad man crawling by his feet.

"Yeah." Bret chuckled. "Now you see what we mean. Is Doc a town drunk or is he a
town drunk? How could you even hope to compete?"

Doc's hand shook as he reached for Roger's foot.
Roger had to admit this crawling, belching fellow was really into his role.

"Yeah," Bart mused. "It's hard to look at this disgusting shell of a man and think that
once, not so many years ago, he was a great doctor."

"One of the best in the territory,” Slim added. Unless it was Sam. Roger wasn't too
sure.

Doc clawed weakly at Roger's sneaker. He made a retching sound deep in his throat.

"And he was one of the fastest guns around here, too," Bret added. "He was the best
there was, northwest of the Pecos.”

"Well, 1 don't know about that,”" Sam (or conceivably Slim) argued. "What about
Dakota Jim Grady?"



Bret nodded solemnly. "Forget about Grady." He paused to reconsider. "Well, Doc
was the fastest, west northwest of the Pecos.”

This time the others nodded in agreement. Doc moaned by Roger's feet. The retching
sound was a lot louder this time, as if it were guiding something upwards from deep
inside Doc's throat. Roger carefully pulled his sneaker out of the way.

"Course, you fellows forget,” Sam (then again, it could have been Slim) remarked,
"about what a mean violin player Doc was."

"Jush—down on my—Iluck." Doc pulled weakly at Roger's pant leg before he began
to cough again.

"Yeah, and a crackerjack accountant too,” Slim (still, it might be Sam) replied.

The four men again nodded solemnly. Doc seemed to have passed out on the floor.
Bart laughed whimsically. "Yeah, and how about the way he could juggle flaming
hoops while making assorted bird calls of the American West?—nbut all this talking
has made me thirsty." He kicked Doc's prostrate form out of the way. "Wasn't there
somebody here that was going to buy us a drink?"

Roger found himself pushed to the bar. The old, one-eyed grizzled barkeep looked up
from behind the far end of the polished wooden plank, where he busied himself pol-
ishing shot glasses with his apron.

"Four whiskeys," Bart demanded. He looked at the others. "Unless somebody besides
me wants a drink, too?"

"Give us a bottle.” Bret smiled. "And five glasses. We want Roger to join us, don't
we, boys?"

"Wait a second.” The bartender hobbled toward his new customers, his one good eye
darting back and forth between Roger and the others. Roger noticed he had placed
one hand on a shotgun he kept at the back of the bar. "Who's going to pay for these?"
Roger looked at his four drinking companions. They all smiled at him, their
respective hands resting lightly on their respective gun handles. Well, this was it,
then. He silently said a last farewell to Delores.

Bart frowned. "You do have money, don't you, Roger?"

"Hey," Bret said. "That's right. There wasn't nothing in his pockets!"

"You got something to pay for this, don't you?" Bart glanced meaningfully at the
other cowboys. "Maybe | should have killed 'im after all." He grabbed Roger's wrist.
"What are you holding so tightly in your hand?"

They were after his ring! Roger pulled away, punching the cowboy in the belly.

His actions only startled Roger for a second. After all, death was one thing. His



Captain Crusader Decoder Ring was something else again!

The four cowboys stared at Roger in disbelief.

"Wait a minute, fellows," Roger began, hoping against hope he might be able to talk
his way out of this thing after all. "Even in lawless towns like this, you don't shoot un-

armed men. That's one of the Laws of the West."

The four paused a long moment, considering, Roger was sure, just what laws they
were ready to break.

There was a commotion on the street outside—gunshots, shouts, the sound of running
feet.

"Mr. Bret! Mr. Bart!" A youngster came bursting through the swinging saloon doors.
"Mr. Slim! Mr. Sam!"

Bart turned to the out-of-breath youth. "What is it, Jimmy?"

The boy could only manage one word:

"Cavendish!"

""So those maggots have finally come to town!" Bart smiled grimly. "Somebody get
this Roger fellow a gun. It looks like he might have some backbone after all. And he's
gonna need it against the Cavendishes!"

Bart and Bret and Slim and Sam (or possibly Sam and Slim) ran out into the street.
Roger stared out after them, temporarily overcome by this sudden turn of events. How
terrible were these Cavendishes, anyway?

The enormity of the situation h