Chapter 1. Lacuna
L

| acuna was sl ogging through a blue funk. It clung to her body, naking her seem prematurely m ddl e-
aged. It infused her clothing, making it dowdy. It smirched her face, naking winkles start to

t hi nk of appearing. It washed through her hair, rinsing it dishwater dull. In fact, it perneated
her whole life, naking her thirty-four years old.

She had been young once; she was sure of it. She and her twin brother, Hi atus, had been genui ne

m schi ef as children. She renmenbered fondly how they had nessed up the weddi ng of Good Magi ci an
Hunfrey and the Gorgon, when they were only three years old. At that time their parents, the
Zonbi e Master and MIlie the ghost, had been sharing the Good Magician's castle, because it dated
fromthe time eight hundred years before when their parents had first lived. It had seened only
natural that the cute twins should carry the end of the bride's long train. But they had done nore
than that. Hi atus had made eyes, ears, and noses sprout fromthings, that being his talent, and
Lacuna had changed the print in the nanual so that instead of saying things like "until death do

you part," it had said "the few nmeasly years before you croak.' * For sonme reason La-
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cuna's nother had not found that very funny. Well, Lacuna was ol der now, and coul d see her

nmother's point. But it only rem nded her how she herself had never married. She would have settled
for the worst of weddings, for the sake of a good nmarriage. O for a nediocre nmarriage, instead of
medi ocre ol d mai denhood.

Later they had noved to New Castle Zonbie in southern Xanth, which had been fine. She and H atus
had had separate roons, and had teased the poor zonbies mercilessly. Sonehow it seenmed that the
best of her life had been used up in childhood. Once she grew up and joined the Adult Conspiracy,
her life had becone a tine of tediumfollowed by a period of nonotony trailed by an age of boredom
working into years of sheer unmitigated blah. Finally the funk had set in, and now she was fed up
to her tired eyeballs with it. So she was doi ng sonething about it: she was visiting the Good

Magi cian with a Question.

Now she canme to the region of the Good Magician's Castle. It was not as she renenbered it, because
it kept changi ng. She understood that, and was not put off. She knew that she would have to brave
three chall enges before she could get in and see the Good Magician. At |east they should be

i nteresting.

A low jungl e surrounded the castle. The magic path she was on led right up to it, then petered out
in a thicket of hands and feet. She recognized the type: palnettos. The palns were on stens, their
fingers splayed, while the toes grew along the ground, covering it up

Wel |, such plants were generally harm ess. The palns could get a bit fresh when buxom young wonen
brushed by them but they would probably just ignore Lacuna. Still, it was best to find a path

t hrough them because dangerous creatures could hide anong them and attack the feet of someone who
pl owed blithely through. So she wal ked to the side, finding a space between pl ants.

In a noment her way was bl ocked again by thickly growi ng pal nettos whose fingers clutched at her
plain cloth skirt and whose toes tried to catch her dull shoed
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feet. She avoided these by turning to the side again. But this wasn't getting her into the castle;
she was actually going away fromit now.

She reversed her course and explored on the other side. But seeningly promsing avenues curl ed
their way into dead ends, preventing her fromgetting any closer to the castle. How strange! How
could the magi c path have been overgrown like this? It was supposed to be enchanted to-Then she
realized that this was the first challenge! She had to find her way through this thicket of hands
and feet, without getting into trouble. It could have been worse; she would really have hated



wal ki ng over a potato patch and having all those eyes peer up under her skirt and wi nk at the dul
color of her panties. Men never quite appreciated why wonmen al ways cut the eyes out of potatoes,
first thing. O maybe they did, because when nen got hold of potatoes they planted those eyes in
the ground, where they would grow into plants with nore potatoes and nore eyes.

Fai r enough. There was always a solution to the challenges, if the person had the wit to find it.
It had been that way in Mgician Hunfrey's day, and remai ned so in Magician Grey Mirphy's day.
Murphy had tried to run the castle without the challenges at first, but had been overwhel med by
folk with Questions, and so had adopted Hunfrey's policy. He also now required a significant
service for his Answer, which could be anything up to a year of nopping floors in the castle. That
tended to di scourage frivol ous Questions.

Wl 1, she was prepared to nmop. It wouldn't be any duller than her prior life. But she doubted she
woul d have to, because she had something she believed G ey Mirphy wanted very nuch: the key to his
freedom from Corn-Pewt er. Com Pewter was an evil machine made of pewter and gl ass and crockery and
wires and things, who sought to rule Xanth. Com Pewter had two and a half great assets in this
quest. First, the evil machine could change reality inits vicinity, nerely by printing
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new situations on its screen. Second, Grey Murphy was bound to serve Corn-Pewter the nonment he
finished his service to Good Magi ci an Hunfrey, who was absent for the tinme being. Second and a
hal f, Corn-Pewter had inaninmate patience. So it could wait a lifetinme if need be, and the nonent
Hunfrey returned, Pewter would have the service of a full Magician and could nore actively set
about taking over Xanth. Lacuna could do sonething about that, and she thought Gey Mirphy woul d
be interested. Certainly his fiancee, the Princess Ivy, should be, because she didn't quite dare
marry Grey until that little business was settled. If not—well, then, Lacuna woul d nop.

Provi ded she could just get into the castle! The nore she tried to make progress toward it, the
nore she seened to nake regress away fromit. The palnettos did not seemto nove, yet sonehow they
were always in her way. Where was the path through?

O was she supposed to get rid of them sonehow? To cut a path through? She didn't have a suitable
knife, and her talent of printing wouldn't do for this. So there had to be sone ot her way.

She paused and pondered. She was fairly well educated, because there wasn't much point in changing
print if a person didn't know what it neant to begin with. She ought to be able to think of
sonet hi ng.

Then it cane to her. She was standing at yet another dead-end pathlet, having just about [ ost
herself ami dst the palmettos. "I think I'Il get out of this stupid patch of hands and feet," she
said loudly. "I"'mtired of these pointing fingers and scuffled toes and pointless paths.” Then she
mar ched resol utely back the way she had cone.

But al nost i mredi ately she encountered nore pal ns and toes, blocking her way out. She had to turn
aside, trying to nove directly away, fromthe castle and not succeedi ng. She nade a snort of

i mpati ence and noved on, | ooking for the outward path. "I know it's here sonewhere,"” she nuttered.
“I came inonit, after all!"
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But sonehow the way continued to elude her. She noved faster, as if trying to find her way out
before the pal ms could change their positions and bl ock her off, but this didn't work either. She
only found herself driven back farther into the thicket. The nore she struggled to get through
the farther back she was driven by the uncooperative paths.

Finally she found the entire circle of palnmetto between her and the magi c path away fromthe Good
Magi ci an's castle. She had only succeeded in passing through the thicket the wong way.

"Well, if that's the way you want it," she said with irritation bordering on nmirth. She turned to
face the castle, having navigated the first chall enge

Behi nd her the palns rustled and the toes scuffled in the dirt. They were chagri ned. They had been



out smarted. They had | abored successfully to foil the route she said she wanted, not being clever
enough to see through her trick. Had they had brains as well as palns and toes, it mght have been
a different matter. But of course that was the nature of these challenges: to find the weaknesses
of them and successfully exploit those weaknesses to win through

Now she stood by the nopat. There was a boy of about ten swimring in it. He | ooked ordinary, except
that his hair was blue. That suggested that there was no npat nonster or other threat in the

wat er. The drawbridge was down, too, so if this wasn't an illusion or trick, she could cross

wi t hout chall enge. That was just as well; she didn't fancy getting wet.

She put a foot cautiously on the end of the drawbridge. It was solid. However, a section of it
m ght be illusion or have a trapdoor or sonething, so she would proceed with excruciating care.
The worst chal |l enges were the ones a person didn't expect.

Sonething flew by just in front of her. It appeared to be a ball of water. It |anded and splatted
on the bank. It was water.

She [ ooked in the direction fromwhich it had cone.
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There was the boy, scooping up anot her handful of water and fornming it into a ball
"Are you going to throw that at ne?" she asked.

"Sure, if you try to cross the moat. |'m supposed to stop you, you know. "

"Ch, so this is a challenge?"

"Sure. Nothing personal. You look like a nice lady."

It had been so |l ong since anyone had said anything |like that to Lacuna that she al nost bl ushed
with pleasure. But this was business. "Alittle ball of water wouldn't stop ne."

"Then how about a big ball?" He scooped up a double arnful, and formed a ball of water as big as a
beach ball.

"You couldn't throw that," she said.

For answer, he heaved the ball over the drawbridge. It just seened to float up without rmuch effort
on his part. Such a nmass coul d i ndeed knock her off the bridge.

"Well, then, I'll just have to wade or swi m across," she said.

The boy swept his hand across the surface of the npat. Suddenly there were waves on the water,
cruising outward and | appi ng the bank. He made another pass, and the waves got |arger. They were
form dabl e enough to nake her hesitate.

"Your talent is water magic," she said. "That is inpressive. Wiat's your nane?"

"Ryver." He scuffled a toe in the water. He seened shy, now that she was getting personal
"So you nust be serving a year, for an Answer."

"Yes. "

"I'f I may ask-why did you conme to the Good Magici an?"

"Ch, sure, you can ask! | asked himhow | could find a good famly to adopt nme, 'cause | want to
be a real boy, and | need a real famly for that."

"You're not real ?" she asked, surprised

"I"'mnot a real boy. Not a flesh one, | nean. |'m nade of water."
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"Made of water?" Now she was really curious. "You can work with water, and control it, but that
doesn't mean you're not human."

"I can work with water because | amwater," he said. "See." Then he dissolved. H's feet flowed
away, and his legs, and the rest of his body, up to the head. "I look |like a boy, but it's al
water. |1'd rather really be a boy, and have water control as ny talent. And | will be, if a fanmly
adopts ne. The Good Magici an says."

She nodded. "So after your termof service is done, you will set out on a search for a good famly
that wants a boy your age."

"Sure! Do you think I'Il find one?"

He seened so eager that she didn't want to dash his hope. But it did seem doubtful. Mst fanilies
preferred to raise their own ten-year-old boys. "Did the Good Magi cian say you would find one?"

"He said his Book of Answers said that | would, if | did my job well and was polite to ny el ders.
So |' mdoi ng those things."

He certainly was! He was effectively stopping her fromcrossing the noat, but he was being
courteous about it, warning her rather than hitting her with water, and answering her questions.
He seened like a nice boy.

"Well, | hope that's right. But meanwhile, you know | have to find a way across despite your
efforts.”

"Yes. | wish you luck, but I have to stop you if | can. If you try to swmand ny waves nake you
start to drown, I'll save you. | wouldn't want to hurt anybody."

"l appreciate that." There was no irony in her statenent; it was clear that this was a chall enge,
not a duel to the death, and Ryver was just doing what he had to do.

She considered for a while, and pondered for a bit, and thought for a noment, while Ryver
di ssolved his head into water, then reforned into a whol e boy, in-
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el uding clothing. He | ooked completely real, and she was sure he was real; he just wasn't nade of
flesh. If adoption into a human fam |y enabled himto be transfornmed into flesh, that would nice
for him She understood that ordi nary people were nostly water anyway; Ryver just took it farther

She got a glimrer of a notion. "Ryver, can you read?"

"Ch, sure. The Sorceress |lvy taught nme to read. She showed ne how to start, and then Enhanced ne
into being conpetent. That's her talent, you know. But you know, nobst of the books they have at
the castle are sort of dry, pardon the term and not nuch fun, if you're not into arcana."

Lacuna had suspected as nuch. "It happens that ny talent is changing print. | can al so nake print
appear where there was none, and | can control what it says. Let nme show you sonething interesting
to read.”

"Ch, no!" he exclainmed. "I won't nake a deal to let you get through! That's not right."
"Dear boy," she said, "I amnot trying to bribe you. I"'mtrying to trick you, which is fair
enough. | amgoing to show you sone print, and if you don't find it interesting, don't read it."

"I't won't work," he said.

She gl anced at the now cal msurface of the noat. Abruptly words appeared on its surface, sliding
across fromright to left, form ng a noving band of words. They di sappeared as they reached the



left margin, so that the whole noat wouldn't get covered with print.

ONCE UPON A TI ME THERE WAS A WATER BOY NAMED RYVER WHO WANTED TO BE A FLESH BOY, the rolling
print said.

"Hey, that's about me!" Ryver excl ai ned.

"Well, actually it's a standard story; | just filled in your name to neke it nore interesting."

"That's okay." He continued readi ng, because otherw se he would | ose sone of the noving words. He
was, as she had suspected, fascinated by references to
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his own nanme. Many folk were, especially if the references were conplimentary. It could work even
better if the references were insulting, but she |acked the gunption to wite trash.

She poured it on. NOW ONE DAY RYVER WAS SI TTI NG

BY THE BANK OF THE MOAT, WATCHI NG THE FI SH, WHEN A STRANGE CREATURE CAME BY. |IT WAS A DRAGON
LOOKI NG FOR A TASTY FLESH MORSEL TO FRY. "HAI"™ SAID THE DRAGON. "I SEE YOU ARE JUST THE KIND OF
PERSON | NEED. COME WTH ME AND | WLL @ VE YOU AN EXPERI ENCE LI KE NONE OTHER. "

"Kuh-uh!" The live (or water-forned) Ryver grunted. "You won't fry me, you vicious aninmal!" He was
evidently getting into it. Lacuna heated up the

Script. "OH |S THAT SO?" THE DRAGON SNORTED, HI S BREATH SCORCHI NG THE PLANTS BY THE BANK. "I'LL
HUFF AND |'LL PUFF AND |'LL FRY YOUR HEAD COFF!"

"Yeah, fire-brain? 1'd like to see you try it!" the real Ryver said.

SO THE DRAGON HUFFED AND | T PUFFED AND | T BLASTED OUT SUCH A BLAST OF FLAME THAT THE GROUND TURNED
BLACK AND SPARKS FLEW FROM THE STONES AND STEAM ROSE FROM THE MOAT. BUT I T COULDN T FRY RYVER,
BECAUSE HE WAS MADE OF WATER THEN RYVER MADE THE WATER RI SE UP AND SMACK THE DRAGON RI GHT IN THE
FACE.

"l guess that doused your furnace, soggy-snoot!" the boy cried happily.

VELL, THAT MADE THE DRAGON ANGRY. SO I T OPENED I TS JAWS AND CHARGED. I T CHOVPED RYVER RI GHT
THROUGH THE CENTER, BUT | TS TEETH HAD NO EFFECT, BECAUSE THEY COULDN T CHEW WATER. AND RYVER
SQUI RTED JETS OF WATER IN I TS EYES AND EARS. THE DRAGON HATED THAT, BECAUSE NOBODY LI KES TO HAVE
H' S EARS WASHED.

The text continued, and the boy kept reading avidly. He didn't even notice that Lacuna had crossed
over the drawbridge. That was all right; she had | eft enough text
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in the queue to hold himfor half an hour. She hadn't known how long it would take for himto be
conpletely distracted, so had put in plenty. Anyway, she was pleased that soneone really |iked her
witing. She had |learned to tell stories to children when she was babysitting, and rather enjoyed
it. Ryver was a perfect audience.

Now she was across the npat but still outside the castle wall. There was a door right before her.
She wal ked up and turned the handle. But it didn't work; the door was |ocked, and she didn't have
the key. Obviously she had to find the key; this was the third chall enge.

She | ooked around. There was a fairly narrow path that circled the castle just inside the noat. It
was |ined by bushes that resenbl ed shelves; their stens were vertical and their branches

hori zontal, with the leaves filling in to conplete the pattern. They had squared-off |arge berries
that | ooked rather |ike books on the shel ves.



A boy was sitting on the bank, picking the berries and eating them He |ooked a |ot |ike Ryver
"Who are you?" she inquired, not really expecting an answer.

"I am Torrent, Ryver's twi n brother."

Coul d she believe that? Wl I, maybe for now.

"What sort of plants are these?" she asked.

"They are library bushes,
fruit.”

he responded. "They have endl ess information, which | get by eating the

This was al nost too good to be true, so she knew it probably wasn't true. But she would find out.
"Then you must know where the key to that door is."

"Sure. Here it is." He handed her a | arge wooden key.

She tried the key in the lock. It wouldn't fit. It was the wong one.

She returned to the boy. "It's not the right key. \Wiere is the right one?"
Question Quest
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"On the other side of the castle."

She doubted it, but proceeded on around. There was a small nmetal key lying on the path. She picked
it up and wal ked back around to the door. It didn't fit.

She | ooked at the boy, who was still eating berries. Twice he had directed her to the wong key.
He was obviously not telling the truth. How could she make himtell the truth?

She decided to experinent. "Torrent, are you part of this challenge for me?"
"Yes. "

"So you are supposed to misdirect ne, and prevent me fromfinding the key.'
"No. "

"And you do that by lying to ne."

He hesitated, and she knew why. If he lied, she would know it, which would make the |ie worthless,
but if he told the truth he wouldn't be msdirecting her. "No."

Whi ch neant that he did. "So you lied about your identity, too. You are Ryver."
"No. "
"Then where is Ryver? He's not out there reading the print on the noat."

He | ooked back there, and winced. He nust have had to tear hinself away fromit with the story
unfini shed. He didn't answer, which was answer enough

"And you're not supposed to be part of this challenge," she said, renenbering that he had answered
yes to that question before, so it was a lie.

"l can be if | want to be!" he said defensively.
"And now you're telling the truth."

He hung his head. "You trapped me into it. Anyway, it doesn't nmatter, because it's only about the
challenge that | really had to lie."



"Way not just refuse to tell ne anything about the keys?"

"Because— He stopped. "I can't tell you."

"Because |lying has sonething to do with the solution!" she said, catching on
12
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"No. "

"Whi ch neans yes. And the berries—do they have anything to do with it too?
"No. "

"So they do. Exactly what kind of berries are they?"

" Poi son. "

"Hardly. You' ve been eating them" Then a light flickered. "You were a truthful boy. Now you're an
untrut hful one. You' ve been eating the berries. You said they are libraries, but I think they are
lie berries. They nake you lie!"

"No! "
"And if | ate one, it would nake ne lie."
"No. "

"But it's hard to lie, if you don't know the truth. So maybe the berries do have a | ot of
i nformati on, so they know howto lie about it. So die person who eats them knows the truth, which
he won't tell."

" ’\b n

She picked a berry and popped it into her nmouth. It was sickly sweet. Then she spoke: "The key
i s— Information coursed through her mind. "Over nere." She pointed to what she knew was the w ong
key, under a bush

But now she knew where the right key was. It was under the water at the edge of the npat, hidden
by nmud. She went there, reached down, and fished it out. It was nade of delicate stone. Then she
took it to the door. It fit, and in a nonent the door was unl ocked.

She | ooked back at Ryver, who was staring sadly after her. Information sifted through her mnd as
she continued to feel the effect of the berry. Now she knew why he had come to join this
chal | enge, changi ng places with the gnome who was supposed to be eating the berries and doing the
lying. He was lonely. He really did want to be part of a fanmily, and she, as a passing hunman
being, was a step closer to die illusion of that than being al one was. He was taking the
opportunity to
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be closer to her, to interact with her, even though it had to be negative. She felt sorry for him

She didn't say anything, because she would be forced to lie until the effect of the berry wore
of f. She turned and opened the door. She had made it through the challenges, and it had been

i nteresting, but she was not conpletely pleased. She saw now that she was not the only one whose
Iife was bl ah.

Chapter 2. Handbasket



Ivy was just inside the doorway, waiting for her. "I knew you would make it through, Lacuna!" she
excl aimed, stepping in for a hug. In the old days she had been one of the children Lacuna had baby-
sat, and they had al ways gotten along well. Ivy was now an attractive young wonan of twenty-one,
and evidently happy in her relationship with Gey Mirphy.

"Well, I"mnot glad to see you," Lacuna said, then paused, disnayed. "Oops, that lie berry |

didn't eat—
"Ch, that's all right; the effect wears off quickly if you don't eat many."
"l ate bushels.”

"Whi ch neans you ate only one, because if you had eaten bushels, you would say the opposite. Cone
on, | think Gey is ready for you. He doesn't |ook satisfied; you nmust have an awkward Question."

Lacuna shrugged, so that no Iie would conme fromher nouth. She followed Ivy to the central chanber
of the castle where the Good Magician awaited them

Grey was now a nondescript young man of twenty-two. He was the son of Evil Magician Mirphy, who
dated fromeight or nine centuries before, but like the

14

Question Quest
15

Zonmbie Master and MIlie the Ghost, he had cone to the present period of Xanth's history. The
seni or Murphy was no |l onger evil, of course; he had renounced that as a condition of being all owed
to settle in this time. He sel domused his power of cursing things so that they would go wong in
any way they could, and only did it for beneficial effect. That nmight seem contradictory, but it
wasn't; if he cursed sonething evil, than that evil person or thing went wong and coul dn't
acconplish its nmalign purpose. Grey had never been evil, of course. But he had the liability of
having to serve Corn-Pewter, because of the deal his parents had made | ong ago, thinking it would
never take effect. His father couldn't curse the evil machine directly, because he had nade his
deal with it to get out of Xanth in the old days, but had been able to curse the evil plot. That
had hel ped save Grey—dntil Good Magi ci an Hunfrey returned.

Grey stepped forward to shake Lacuna's hand. That was one of the quaint Muindane ways he retained
It neant that he was greeting her in a friendly but not assum ng way, and expected the sane
attitude fromher. "I don't suppose | can talk you out of asking your Question?" he inquired
plaintively.

"Magician, nmy life is blah. All | want to knowis where in ny dreary life | went wong."
"You nmean that's it?" lvy asked.

"Yes. Then maybe |'Il know what to do about it."

Ivy turned to Grey. "That seens sinple enough.”

"It isn't," he said. He glanced again at Lacuna. "I would really rather you didn't ask it."

"Well, | don't want to cause you distress, but it seens little enough for nme to ask, considering
that | made ny way through your challenges and am prepared to offer a significant service."

Gey frowned. "I amnot yet conpletely proficient in the nmagic of information. The Good Magi ci an
Hunfrey woul d know how to handle this nmuch better than | do. But there have been runblings, and
t hey suggest
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that your Question is a lot nore conplicated for us both than it seens. In fact, they indicated

that if | Answer it, the situation of Xanth may change significantly. |I don't want to take the
chance. So, with no malice toward you, | mnust decline to Answer."
"Grey!" lvy said, appalled. "I've known Lacuna all ny life! She's a good person. She has such a

sinpl e Question. How can you do this?"

"I know just enough of Hunfrey's magic now to know that this is best," he said unhappily. "Nowif
she cares to ask sonme other Question—

"No, only this one," Lacuna said firmy
"Then |'m sorry, but—=

She fixed himwith an Adult Stare. He was not yet so |ong beyond chil dhood as to be immune to its

effect. He scuffled his feet. "I did not come here to take No for an Answer," she said. She m ght
be dull, but she knew her rights. "I insist: tell ne Wiere Did I Go Wong?"
Grey obviously felt properly mserable, but still he clung somehow to his position. "I won't—

It was time for the carrot. She had | earned howto wield stick and carrot; it was a necessary
secondary talent of all baby-sitters. "I have in mnd a rather special service, to repay you for
your trouble."”

"Well, if | were to use your service, |I'msure you could confuse other applicants by putting
m sl eadi ng printed nessages on the walls. But—=

"Magician, | can free you fromyour obligation to the evil nachine. Even after Magician Hunfrey
returns.”

Both Grey and Ivy junped. "You can do that?" Ivy breathed with sheer faint hope.

"I can go to Corn-Pewter and change the print on its screen to say that Gey Miurphy's obligation
is no longer in force. Since what's on that screen changes reality to conform that will be true
There will be no further obligation."
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Ivy turned to the Good Magician, her eyes shining. "Can she do that, Gey?"

Grey dived for a huge tonme sitting on a table. He leafed rapidly through it, staring into the
depths of its nusty pages. He paused, then |ooked up. "Yes, it is here. She can do it. If she
prints the right words on Pewter's screen. If she has the nerve to broach the evil machine in its
evil den. There is one key word that nust be used at the end or it won't be effective."

"Key word?" Lacuna asked.

' Compi le.'
"You nean to assenbl e sonet hi ng?"

"Conpile. It has a special neaning for Corn-Pewter. It |ocks hi whatever has just been printed on
its evil screen. Corn-Pewter can change anything except itself, and this changes Pewter itself. |
under stand about this, because of nmy experience with sinilar nmachines in Mundania."

"Then— lvy started.

G ey raised his hands in surrender. "That is the one service | cannot refuse. | will have to
Answer Lacuna's Question."

Lacuna smled, vastly relieved. The truth was she wanted to free Grey anyway, because she knew how



happy that would nmake lvy. But it was best to do it this way.

"Very well," Gey said grimy, turning the pages of the Book of Answers again. "I shall have to
Answer, and hope the consequences are not as bad as they could be." He found his place, read the
entry, and | ooked up, perplexed. "This is really of no practical use to you. Are you sure—=2"

"I amsure."

He sighed. "It says that you should have proposed to him"

"That's no answer!" Ivy protested. "It doesn't say whom or when! | nean, of course it's all right
for the girl to propose; | asked Gey to marry nme, and he accepted. But—=
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"It is enough," Lacuna reassured her. "I know what it means. If only | had thought of it!"
"Who—=2"

"I't was twelve years ago, when | was Gey's age now. He was Veraon, and his talent was naking

ot hers experience vertigo. Certainly he made nme feel that way, but that was because | was
infatuated with him He was a handsome nman and a decent one. | would have married him but he
never quite asked me. | think he was too shy. | nmean, in those days | wasn't as dull as | am now.
Later he married a nean woman, who told himhe had better, if he knew what was good for him but
she certainly wasn't good for him She nade his life nmserable. | think that was her talent. The
stork never brought them any children, probably because it knew they woul d have been miserable in
t hat house." Lacuna shook her head sadly. "I can see it so clearly now, now that | have the
Answer: that was indeed where | went wrong. He was hunble, thinking his talent to be of no val ue
| know he woul d have accepted, had | only thought to ask him But | didn't."

"But what good does it do you to know that now, when it's twelve years too |ate?" |vy asked.

"None, except the private satisfaction of knowing ny nmistake. The next tine | nmeet a man | shoul d
marry, I'lIl ask him O course he probably won't accept, since |I'm m ddl e-aged now and not worth
anyone's notice, let alone marriage. But at |east—

Ivy was troubled. "G ey, | knowthat's all she asked, but it just doesn't seem enough, considering
the service she is going to do for us. She will free you fromthe bane of your life. Isn't there
some way to free her fromhers? Maybe to send her back, so she can do it right?"

"I really don't think— he said.

"Look in the Book," she insisted, with That Tone, which only nenbers of the Femal e Conspiracy
could mstress.

He shrugged and turned the pages again. He found
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his place and stared. "lIt—seens to be possible. But-"

"Possi bl e?" Lacuna exclaimed. "For nme to change that bad deci sion?'

"Yes. But the details are so technical | can't understand themat all. This book gets into
progranmm ng | anguage, and it will take me years to figure out even part of it. Only Hunfrey, who
had a century to |learn the nuances, could fathomthis Answer."

"Then | nust go ask Hunfrey!" Lacuna said. "Right after | do ny service for you."

"But Hunfrey is at an inpossible address in the gourd,” Grey protested. "And he doesn't want to be



di sturbed. He nust be doing sonmething extrenely inportant."”
"He will talk to me," Lacuna said confidently. "I was at his wedding."

"Actually, he's in the anteroomto Hell, the awful est region of the dreamrealm You would hardly
care to go there."

"Ch yes | would! If there's a way to change where | went wong and nake it right—why that would do
for my life what | will do for yours! Magician, tell ne howto reach Hunfrey!"

"I really don't think—= But he didn't finish, because Ivy was fixing himw th the Stare, another
aspect of femal e magic.

"You don't need to," Lacuna said. "I nust do it. If | have to give another service for that
Answer, then I'Il gladly do it. Let ne just go to Corn-Pewter and take care of that; then |'lI
return here and—=

G ey sighed. "No, if you feel that strongly about it, I will help you visit Hunfrey w thout
further charge. | will do it now Your service to ne can wait."

"Well, if you're sure—=
"I mnot sure. But it seens it was nused."
"Fated," |vy nmurmured.

"I"'mgetting as bad as what's her nane," he said, flustered.
20
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"Metria," lvy said.

"The Denpness Metria," he agreed. "Getting the wong word." He | ooked at Lacuna. "Anyway, |l
send you to see Hunfrey now. But | warn you, it's not a pleasant trip."

"My life is not a pleasant trip! | could use some excitement."
"Well, then, you can go to Hell."
Lacuna was taken aback. "But—

"I n a handbasket,'
don't bel ong."

he said. "That's where Hunfrey is, and it's the only way to go there, if you

"Ch." For a nonment she had been on the verge of m staking his neaning. Folk from Mindani a coul d
have sone crude Miundani an manners clinging to them

"But you can do that tonorrow," lvy said. "You will want to rest here tonight."

"No, | don't think I do. 1'd rather go straight on and get the second Answer from Magician
Hunfrey."

"As you wish," Gey said. He went to a | ocked cupboard, unlocked it, opened it, and brought out a
seated jar. He unscrewed the Iid and took out a tiny basket, like a thinble nade of w ckerwork, on
a thread. He flipped the thread up toward the ceiling and let go of the basket. It hung there,
suspended from not hi ng.

"This is the basket," lvy said. "lIt's one of the magic devices we found in Hunfrey's collection
He evidently used it and sent it back. You will ride init to Hell."

"But | can't fit in that little thing!" Lacuna protested.

Gey smled. "Your body will rest in a coffin, just as Hunfrey's does. Only your soul goes to



Hell. Don't worry, your body will be quite safe here, until you return to it.”

Ivy wal ked to a low solid bench. She lifted its top—and it came up, nmanifesting as the lid to a
plushly lined coffin. "Lie down in here," Ivy said.

Lacuna was begi nning to have, if not exactly second
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t houghts, first-and-a-half thoughts. Sleep in a coffin? But if it was the way to go, then she had
to do it.

She got into the coffin and |ay on her back. Sonehow this action nade her feel even ol der and
dul l er than she hoped she was. Grey put his finger behind the hanging tiny basket and pushed it
toward her. "Get into this."

Lacuna wanted to protest, but found herself floating up toward the basket, which was rapidly
expandi ng. She caught its edge with her hands and clinbed in. It was now quite anple in size; she
could stand upright within it and peer over the edge and down.

She saw her huge body lying there in the coffin. It |ooked every bit as blah as she had feared.

She turned to face the other way. As she did so, the basket began to nove. It was sw ngi ng al ong
at the end of its rope, which was firmy knotted to the stout handle. The room indeed the entire
Good Magician's castle, seened to have di sappeared. She was on her way.

The basket tilted and noved down. Lacuna clutched the edge with both hands. She was passing
through a region of shadows and cl ouds. Behind the clouds were vague flashes, as of I|ightning,
maki ng the outlines show monentarily. Sone of the clouds resenbled nmonstrous ugly faces, as if
Cumul o Fracto N nmbus, the neanest of clouds, had posed for his portrait.

One of the clouds opened its big nouth, and the basket swung right into it. The scenery changed,;
now there were things floating, ranging fromtiny acorns to huge acorn trees. This was evidently
the dreamrealm nornmally accessed through the peephole of a gourd. It seened there were other
ways to visit it. To Hell in a handbasket! Wio woul d have expected it! At least it was

i nteresting.

But sonme of the scenes through which she was passing were nore than interesting. They were
grotesque. There were human forns in various states of distress, and animals who seened | ost, and
assorted objects that | ooked broken. The stuff of troubled dreans, spare props, perhaps hanging
here in linbo, waiting to be
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fashioned into truly unpl easant episodes for those sleepers who deserved them Lacuna had sel dom
suffered frombad dreans; that was part of the boredom of her being. How could a person rate bad
dreans if a person never did anything of doubtful validity?

Then a vague face forned, neither interesting nor dull of itself. Fromits nouth poured nunbers in
scattered order. These nunbers grew | arger as they noved, beconing individual pictures. They were
odd i ndeed! One was of a man wal king along with two left feet, nmaking himpretty awkward. Anot her
was a blue or purple horse; actually she couldn't quite tell what color it was, because it seened
to keep changi ng, never being fixed. A third was of a man whose head was a pile of aninmal manure

Suddenly Lacuna caught on. "Figures of speech!" she exclainmed. "In the real mof dreans they are
literal! Aman with two left feet, a horse of another color, a dunghead!" These fol k were worse
of f than she was, which nmade her feel both better and guilty. How awful it nmust be to be literal

Then, abruptly, the basket swung into a small chanber. It bunped agai nst the floor, alnost
overturning, and she had to scranble out. She had arrived.



As she caught her bal ance, she saw the basket swi nging up and away. "Ch!" she cried, grabbing for
it, but she was too | ate. She had | ost her transport back

But Grey and |vy knew where she was. Surely they would send the handbasket back when they realized
that it was enpty. She had to believe that!

She | ooked around—and there sat old Good Magician Hunfrey in a hard wooden chair! She recogni zed
himinstantly; there was no nistaking the gnoneli ke features and great age of the little man. He
seenmed to be snoozing.

That was all. The rest of the chanber was bare, except for another chair.

She sat in that chair. There did not seemto be nmuch el se to do. She snoothed out her dingy dress,
noting
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that she wore the same clothing as usual despite being in spirit formnow That was just as well;
she woul d not have liked to go naked to this infernal region, though probably it was not the best
pl ace to keep secrets. This surely was not Hell itself, because there was no fire. It nust be
Hell's waiting room

But why was Hunfrey still waiting here? In fact, what was he doi ng here anyway? Were was his
famly? It had been ten years since the man had di sappeared fromhis castle along with his wife
and son, leaving Xanth in the lurch. Chex Centaur had discovered his absence, wi th her conpanions
Esk Ogre and Vol ney Vol e; the chall enges seened to have been in the process of being set up for
the three, when the occupants of the castle had suddenly departed. It was the great current
nystery of Xanth: what had happened?

Wel |, perhaps that wasn't her business, though she was as curious as the next person. She had just
one Question which was her business with the Mgician. She would just have to stifle her interest
inthe rest of his life.

She did not want to wake himfrom his snooze. But she wasn't sure how | ong she could safely remain
here. If this was Hell's waiting room at any tinme a door could open and a denon coul d appear
saying "Next!" in that bone-chilling tone. Then either Hunfrey woul d be taken, or she herself
woul d. Either way, her chance for her Answer woul d be gone.

"Ahem " she said politely.

One of Hunfrey's eyelids flickered. Then both did. His eyes popped open, fixing on her. "Lacuna!
VWhat are you doi ng here?”

"You recogni ze ne?" she asked, startl ed.

"OfF course | recogni ze you! You baby-sat nme when | had been yout hened by overdosi ng on the water
fromthe Fountain of Youth. You were a rather sweet sixteen at the tine, quite unlike your present
bl ah state."

She had forgotten how sharp he was on information. OF course, he was the Mgician of |nfornmation
Even
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in his youthened state he had been very quick to learn things. So after nost of eighteen years
wi t hout seeing her, he had identified her present nature with dismaying facility.

"I came to ask you a Question," she said.



"I"mnot answering Questions now. Go to the castle. Miurphy's boy is supposed to be minding it."
"He is. He sent ne here. He said that only you could give ne ny Answer.'
"Why? Doesn't he have the Book of Answers there?”

"Yes, but he can't decipher the technical parts, and nmy Answer is there."

He nodded. "It does take nost of a century to nmaster the progranmi ng | anguage. | happen to know. |
did it taster because | had special training. But he'll get there in due course."

"I can't wait a century!" she protested. "I've already gone from sweet sixteen to blah thirty-
four. I'll sink into disnmal anonymity before another decade is out.'

He gl anced at her appraisingly. "Mre |ike six years."
"Six years?"

"A person is only allowed three great m stakes. Your first was in not nmarrying that young nan.
Your second was in turning thirty. Your third will be in turning forty, and that will finish you
as a potentially worthwhile femal e human being. "

He certainly understood her situation! "Magician Gey Mirphy told ne of the first mistake. If |
can change that, |['Il be left with only two strikes against me, and ny |life nay becone wort hwhil e.
The rules aren't the sane for married wonmen. That's why | cane to you."

Hunfrey considered. "I suppose | mght as well do sonething while I'mwaiting here. Suppose | give
you the coding so that you can show Grey Miurphy how to get your Answer fromthe Book?'

"That would be finel" she said.
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"And what service will you do nme in return?"
"What do you need?"

" 'l need to have the Denpon X(A/N)' h take notice of nel" he said. "lI've been cooling ny heels in
this waiting roomfor ten years, waiting for himto ask ne what | want."

"You nean you're not going to Hell?"

"Not exactly. |I'mhere to take sonmeone fromHell. Then | can return with her to Xanth."
"Wth her? Who is she?"

"My wife."

"The Gorgon is in Hell?"

"No. She's waiting for ne to get ny business done here. It's Rose |'mafter."

"Rose is your w fe? But what about the CGorgon?"

"What about her?"

"How can you have a wife in Hell when the Gorgon is your w fe?

"I married Rose before.”

"But then—

"It's a long story,'' he said shortly.



Lacuna realized that Hunfrey nust have done nore than twiddle his thunbs in the century or so he
had |ived before neeting the Gorgon. Rose nust have been a wife who died. "But no nmatter how | ong
it is, if you bring Rose back, you'll have two wives, and that's not allowed in Xanth."

"Who says it isn't?"
"Queen Irene. When Prince Dol ph got betrothed to two girls, she said he could marry only one."

Hunfrey sighed. "That does conplicate things. But the Queen's word is law on matters of social
protocol, however inconvenient it may be. Her son nust have been nobst upset.”

"He was," she agreed. "But he finally worked it out."

"He was young. | amtoo old to adjust to such nonsense. What am| going to do? | can't | eave Rose
in Hell."
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"You are asking nme? But you're the Magician of Information."

"True. | shall have to think about this. | shall reviewny life, and gain the perspective to make
the right decision. Herein lies your service: use your print to record ny biography.’

"But | have nothing to print on," she protested, surprised.
"Print on the wall."

"Yes, | could do that," she agreed. "But what is the point of printing it? Wiy can't you just
review your life in your head?"

"Because ny head isn't that big!" he snapped. "Also, I'mtrying to attract the attention of the
Demon XfA/N)"1, and maybe the story of ny life witten on the wall will do it."

"Way do you want to see the Denmon X(A/N)'h? | thought you were here to rescue your fornmer wfe."
"l am But only the Denon can authorize it."

Lacuna nodded. It was beginning to nake partial sense. "And you have waited here all this tine,
heating your heels, being ignored by the Denbn? Why don't you take a break where it's nore
i nteresting?"

"Because the Denpbn doesn't want to deal with ne."
"But then the Denon may never take note of you!"

"No. It is in the Big Book of Universal Rules: the Denon has to neet with his appointments before
doing anything else. So | shall wait here until he appears.™

"But all this time—surely you can afford sone tine off. He's probably asleep and it won't nake any
di fference."

Hunfrey fixed her with a steely gaze. "You don't understand the psychol ogy of the Denmon X(A/ N)I h.
He will appear here the very instant | step out. Because the rules also say that if the Denon
appears, and there is no person in the waiting room because the person didn't have the interest
to remain, then the appointnent is vacated. Then he won't have to see nme at all."

Lacuna was appal |l ed. "You nean the Denon knows
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you are here and is deliberately ignoring you, hoping to catch you out? And it has been this way
for a decade?"

"Exactly. So | don't dare step out. | was lucky the Denon didn't realize when G ey Mirphy and Ivy
tried to wake ne in the dreamcoffin four years ago. But | know | won't be able to get away with
that again. The Denbn may have been inattentive once, but he never makes the sanme m stake tw ce.”

Now she knew why the Good Magici an had di sappeared and never even left word. He had been unable
to, without risking the loss of his mssion. So he had remained here in this absolutely dul
wai ting room doing nothing. Waiting for the Denon.

"Your recent |life has been a worse blah than mine!" she exclained, suffering a revelation
" "What else is new?" * he inquired sourly.

"But still-—suppose the Denon cane this monment and said it was all right to take Rose out of Hel
and back to Xanth. Wat about the Gorgon?" For Lacuna had known and |iked the Gorgon, whose terror
was all in her face, not in her nature.

"I't's bad enough trying to figure out what to do about Grey Miurphy when | return
grunped. "It isn't right to send himback to Mundania to avoid Corn-Pewer.' *

the Magi ci an
"Ch, that's no problem" she said quickly. "I will free Grey by changing the print on the evi
machi ne's screen.”

He stared at her. "No wonder | overlooked that Answer! It's obvious! Sinply a matter of
overwiting Pewter's directive and using the key conmand ' Save and Conpile.' | could have given
hi mthat Answer before."

She shrugged, not wanting to annoy himfurther

"Well, if you are so good at seeing the obvious, what's your solution to ny problemof two w ves?"

She spread her hands. "Maybe they could take turns?"
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"That's ridiculous!" he exploded. "It just nmight work, if the Queen doesn't interfere."

" 'Well, if one wife is technically dead, while the other is alive, naybe Queen Irene couldn't
obj ect . "

He sighed. "It may not conme to that. The Denmon XCA/N)"1 isn't going to grant ny appeal anyway.'
"But —but then why—

"Because it would be unthinkable not to nake the effort. | was | ess experienced before, and didn't
consi der such an approach, but now it nust be tried."

Lacuna wondered what kind of a woman Rose was to warrant such devotion fromsuch a nornally
truculent man. To sit in Hell's waiting roomfor a decade, expecting a negative response!

She knew better, but she couldn't help arguing a little nore. "Wiy won't the Denpbn grant your
appeal ?"

"For the sane reason he doesn't want to nmeet ne: it's nore conplicated to deal with this matter
than to ignore it. The Denon cares nothing for ny convenience, only for his own."

" '"Wouldn't it be easy for himjust to hear your appeal and turn it down and be done with it?"

"He can't do that. The rules say that he has to be fair. If he is fair, he may have to grant ny
appeal. So he is avoiding ne, hoping | will give up and go without his hearing ne."



The two were really in a contest of wills, she saw. Hunfrey wanted something that the Denon
XfA/'N)1" didn't want to give, so they were | ocked in this endurance contest instead. It was sad.
But it was al so sonewhat |ike Hunfrey's own treatnment of those who pestered himw th Questions at
his castle. He was being served as he served others. Probably he would not appreciate having that
poi nted out, so she stifled whatever remark she mi ght have been tenpted to nake.

"How wi I | he avoid granting your appeal, if he has to play fair?" she asked.

"He will cheat."

" But -~
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"Fairness is as the Denon says it is. He will give me a chance to gain ny objective, if | put ny
own soul on the line. If | win, | take Rose; if | lose | will be confined here with her. Then he
will see that | lose."

"But how can he—

"Very sinmply. He will ask me a Question that | as the Mgician of Information should be able to
answer. It will be about some future event. Then he will see that whatever ny Answer, it wll
happen ot herwi se. Thus | will |ose."

"Then you really have no hope,"” she said, disturbed.
"I have hope. | have no chance."

"You are throwing your life away for nothing! And even if you should win, you'll still have the
probl em of two wives. They won't take turns if they are both alive in Xanth."

"Tell me sonething that isn't obvious."
She shook her head. "This just doesn't make sense.”
"So it would seem"

Then she knew that he had a plan. She couldn't imagine what it was, but she had confidence in his
information. He would find a way through the rigged contest—+f he could only get the Denon's
attention. He couldn't tell her his plan, because the Denpbn night be listening and then woul d know
howto foil it.

Still, she had one nore question. "If the Denmon X(A/Nth knows you are here, and is ignoring you,
why should printing your life story nmake any difference? Wn't he just ignore that too?"

"Only up to a point. My life story is true, though nuch of it is unknown to all others except the

Demon. It nmust be true; | dare not falsify any part of it. Therefore, it will be difficult for me
to relate, in places. Conplete honesty is always pai nful and sel dom advi sable. But at the point it
catches up to the present and starts into the future, its truth will be undefined. | will be able
totell it as | hope it will be."
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"But then you could say that you are going to rescue Rose from Hell by yourself and return to
Xant h! "

"Precisely. | will be able to define ny owmn future. Therefore the Denon nust at that point conme to
meet ne and deal with nmy appeal, lest he lose it by default."

That was a nost sophisticated strategy! It was obvious that the Good Magi ci an was nmuch smarter



than she was. Still she had a niggling confusion. "Wiy didn't you tell your story before, instead
of waiting all this tinme?"

"The spoken word | acks the authority of the witten word. Until you canme, | was unable to
transcri be ny autobi ography to print."

"But why didn't the Denon stop nme from coning here, then?"

"l suspect you were too insignificant a detail for himto bother to keep track of. Had you been
beautiful or smart or highly talented, as nmy wives are, he would have seen you coming. Nowit is
too late; you are here."

"How fortunate that | amso ordinary,"” she said, with a hint of a m xed feeling.

"You are not ordinary, Lacuna, you are dull. You are al nost conpletely uninteresting. How you got
to be a |l eading character in this story is al nost beyond ny significant resources to ascertain.'

Surely it was true. That was why she had cone here.

"Well, we had better get on with it," she said with a certain boring resignation. She focused on
the far wall, and the print began to appear

THE STORY OF THE LI FE H STORY OF THE GOCD MAG Cl AN HUMFREY, THE MAG CI AN OF | NFORMATI ON.
Chapter One.

"Ch, don't be so cunbersone!" Hunfrey snapped. "Just title it Question Quest. And start with
Chapter 3; youVe already wasted two chapters with your own dreary business, may the Mise of
H story forgive you."
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"Yes, of course," she agreed, properly chastened. "Wat should the title of Chapter 3 be?"

"Ch, anything," he said inpatiently. He began to dictate.

Chapter 3. Anything
|

was born of whol esonme parents in the year 933. This cal endar dates from Xanth's First Wave of

human col oni zation. Some few human fol k had settled in Xanth before then, perhaps around the year -
2200, but then Xanth becanme an island; there were not enough of themto nmintain the popul ation
and they faded out by —900. It was probably good riddance. The mai n evidences of their presence
are the crossbreeds they generated: harpies, cowboys, werewolves, nermaids, and simlar ilk. Later
the isthmus was restored and nore humans crossed over, generating the centaurs. But only with the
First Wave did human history beconme continuous, so that was the Year Zero.

Successi ve Waves of human col oni zati on from Min-dani a brought shane to Xanth, until after the
Fourth Wave, in 228, when Magi ci an Roogna assumed power, built Castle Roogna, and ushered in
Xanth's CGol den Age. Castle Roogna was deserted when King G onmden died in 677 and King Yang took
over. The human influence in the peninsula slowy declined, ushering in what was called Xanth's
Dar k Age, had anyone noticed or cared before it was too | ate.

But this sunmati on becones tedi ous. The tabul ar 32
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history of Xanth will be provided in an appendi x for those few who are norbidly curious about the
dead past.



However, one good thing had happened recently: the year before ny birth, Magician-Ki ng Ebnez
adapted the Deathstone into the Shieldstone, protecting Xanth from further Waves. Magi ci an Roogna
had had the power to adapt living magic to his ends, while Magician Ebnez adapted inani mate magic;
both were to have significant effect on human events. This was to usher in a period of historica
calm The Twel fth Wave becanme known as the LastWave, because there were no nore Waves until 1042
when King Trent's Mundane arny settled peacefully in Xanth.

Thus it was ny fortune to live in the nost peaceful part of Xanth's Dark Age. Actually, it was
rather dull. There is a blessing: "May you live in boring times." | would rather have suffered the
curse of interesting tines.

I was the youngest of three children. My ol der brother inherited the farm and ny ol der sister was
i ncurably bossy. It therefore behooved ne to set out alone for far adventures. Unfortunately the
only trade | knew was what | had | earned at hone: tic farmng. We grew tics, which constantly

twi tched, and harvested and bundled them for the clocks of other folk. Once in the clock, the
properly ripened tics measured the time. Wthout them the clocks had nothing but tocks and were
usel ess, but with themthey proceeded in a steady line of tick-tocks and kept good tine. There
were few cl ocks in Xanth, because there were few people in Xanth, and ny famly's farm provi ded
all the tics that were needed. It would have been pointless to start up another such farm M
training was useless in the outside realm

| had one other liability: |I had unmitigated curiosity. That was all. | had no magic talent that |
knew of. I n those days there was no requirenent in that respect; it was the later Storm Ki ng who
idiotically decreed that every citizen of Xanth had to have a nmagic tal ent, however mnor. The
only real rule at this tinme was that only a Magician could be king. That dates fromthe
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Fourth Wave and has generally worked well, because only a Mgician has power to enforce his
edicts. So |, as a talentless young nman, wthout athletic ability, snmall of stature and

unhandsomne, becane one of the nonentities of Xanth. O hers neither knew nor cared what | was
doing, as long as | did not bother them

So | wal ked fromvillage to village, exploring and | ooking around, learning all | could about
everything | could, unobtrusively. Since villages were far apart, nost of ny tinme was spent on the
pat hs between them These paths were unkenpt and often dangerous; this was between the tinmes of
enchant ed paths, other than those set up for special purposes by tangle trees and the like. During
the CGol den Age pat hs abounded, and in the contenporary age they do too; that's the advantage of a
strong ki ngshi p.

I was fifteen years old, and | ooked twelve. Sonetines folk took ne for a gnone. It had al ways been
thus, and I was used to it. In fact it was an advantage at tines, because they didn't consider
gnones to be people, and would speak as freely around them as around animals. | perked nmy ears and
closed ny nouth and |l earned their secrets. As a rule these were not worth know ng: who was naking
a tryst with whose wife, who was stealing fromwhom and who had nost recently been eaten by the

| ocal dragon. But | remenbered their nanes and faces and secrets, because of ny insatiable desire
to know everythi ng knowabl e.

| had, as it turned out, an excellent nenory, which | buttressed by notes | nmade in ny one
possessi on of any value: a notebook. Thus |I would mark "Kelvin-slew gol den dragon," or "Stile—Blue
Adept" or "Zane—Thanatos" or "Darius—€yng of H ahtar," and the entire curious history of each
person woul d be recall ed when | read each note. O course these were all inconsequential folk who
never made any mark in Xanth and were forgotten by all others. But to me they were interesting.
VWho m ght guess what adventures they m ght have had or what success they m ght have
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achieved, if only they could have been delivered into nore advantageous situations? For that



matter, what mght | nyself have acconplished had | lived in a culture where curiosity was val ued?

So it was that | found nyself on the path leading fromthe Gap Village, where | had lived so far,
to the land of the dragons, only | did not know that at the tine. | was nmerely follow ng the path
of least resistance. That was foolish, as | was soon to |earn, because if the path of |east

resi stance does not lead to the nearest tangle tree, it |leads to sone equival ent disaster

| heard a noise ahead. It sounded |like a dragon going after prey: a sort of screaning and hissing,
followed by a dull thunk. | ducked off the path, knowi ng better than to be on the scene when a
dragon was feeding. But then | saw a shadow and a figure just above the trees. It was a flying
dragon, dripping blood. It was evidently done, here.

I resunmed ny trek. The best direction to travel was opposite that of a dragon, and that was the
way | was going anyway. | rounded a turn, entering a gl ade.

Here | encountered two objects on the ground. One was a unicorn, withing froma bad injury,
thrashing its horn about in pain. The other was a girl.

I wasn't sure what to do about either. Unicorns, like all equines except the centaurs, were rare
in Xanth, and | had seen one only twi ce before, and only fleetingly. Grls were not as scarce, but
I had had little nore contact with themoutside nmy fanmly, and indeed my experience with my ol der
sister had rather turned nme off them It was hardly ideal, traveling alone, but it was better than
bei ng constantly bossed around.

The girl spied ne. "Help Horntense!" she cried, gesturing to the animal.
There she was, bossing ne already.

Conditi oned by a decade and a half of conditioning, | had no choice but to obey. | approached the
unicorn. It was a mare who appeared to have broken a foreleg. There was al so bl ood on her horn. |
hesitated, because
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a wounded ani mal can be as dangerous as a whole one. But | saw that it was pain, not threat, which
made her thrash for ny attention; she was hoping | could do sonmething for her.

As it happened, | could. |I had noticed sonme boneset herbs growi ng beside the path a short distance
back. "I shall return," | said, and hurried away.

I broke into a run, zoomng along until | reached the herbs. | had a spare bag in ny knapsack
which | drew forth. | found a good plant, took a stick, and dug carefully around it. | lifted it
fromthe ground with its root and the earth around it, in nuch the manner | would transplant a tic
plant. At |east ny experience as a farmboy was conming in handy. | set it in the bag carefully.

I carried the bagged herb back down the path. Now | could not run, lest |I shake up the plant.
O her plants might not care, but a shaken boneset was not good.

I reached the glade. The unicorn was now quiet. The girl had dragged herself over and was cradling
the animal's head. She spied me. "Ch! | was afraid you were gone!"

"I was just getting this plant,"” | explained, sonewhat |anely, though in truth the two of them
were the | ame ones. The unicorn had a forel eg broken, and the girl seened to have turned an
otherw se serviceable ankle; it was beginning to swell.

"Do you know anyt hi ng about heal i ng?" she asked.

"Not much. But | thought nmaybe this herb might help." Actually |I was quite sure it would help, but
sonet hi ng about being near to the unicorn, or maybe the girl, nade ne | ess assertive.

"A stupid plant?" she denmanded. "Horntense could nake two bites of that!"

"Don't eat it!" | protested, alarmed. "This is bone-set."



"What's that?"

"A magi c herb that sets bones. Let nme plant it here, so it can operate." | felt nore confidence,
havi ng di scovered that | knew sonething she didn't.
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I used nmy stick to dig a hole by the animal's broken foreleg. Then | slid the herb into it, and
packed the earth around firmy

"Now if | can touch the leg—= | said, reaching for the unicorn's injured extrenmty. She did not
shy away, so | put ny two hands on it and drewit slowy toward the plant. | set it right beside
the herb, touching it.

I nmedi ately the boneset's |eaves quivered. Its stens reached out and curled over the broken |eg.
Vines tightened around it. Suddenly they clenched, and there was a nuffled crack. The unicorn
emtted a squeal of agony and jerked her |eg away.

"What happened?" the girl cried.
"It set the bone," | explained. "That's the herb's nmagic."

She | ooked at the unicorn's |eg, which was now unbroken. "It did!'" she breathed, barely believing.
"The leg is better!"

"No, it's just reset. It will take a few days to heal, if | find the right herbs. The anim
shoul dn't put rmuch stress on it, nmeanwhile."

"She's not an animal!" the girl said crossly. "She's a unicorn.”
It was no use arguing with a girl, so |l didn't try. "Aunicorn,1" | agreed.

" 'That plant—do you think it would work on ny ankl e?"

I shrugged. "It should, if it's broken at all."
She turned hersel f around and put her leg out. | caught it and guided it to the boneset plant. The
stems took hold, circling her foot and ankle, tightening. | saw that though her ankle was bruised

and swel ling, her bare |l eg was rather nicely shaped, under the dirt.

"I's it going to hurt?" she asked belatedly. Her arms and face were dirty too; she had really
sprawled in the dirt.

"For a noment," | said.

"Hold ne, then."

I had no experience holding girls, and was awkwar d.
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I sort of kneeled beside her and put my arns around her shoul ders. She turned into ne as she sat
and put her head agai nst ny shoul der and her arnms around ny niddle. There was sonething quite soft
about her chest.

The plant tightened. There was a pop. "Ch!" she gasped, her arms cl enching around ne.

"It's done," | said. "There nmust have been a small break, but nowit's set. But you shouldn't wal k
much on that foot until it heals."

"It feels less worse already,"” she said, lifting her head fromny shoul der and squeezing the



dampness out of her eyes with the bends of her wists. "But | shall have to walk; | need to fetch
food."

"I can fetch food," | said, for no good reason. "I know how to find good things to eat."
"Ch, would you?" she asked eagerly. That nade me feel good, for even |ess reason

I went out and cast about for things a girl would find edible. | could get by on stewed sl ugs,
having verified that they were easy to catch and nutritious, but | suspected she would not. | was
in luck: there was a pie tree nearby and sone m | kweeds. | brought an arnful of pies and pods
back.

The unicorn had clinbed to its feet and was grazing. She had the sense to keep wei ght off her hurt
| eg, and seened to be managi ng well enough on three hoofs. The girl was now sitting with her back
to an ironwood tree, trying to brush herself off. She had ratty brown hair and eyes to nmatch, but
a slender waist and quite full hips. She wore shorts under her skirt; even so her |egs were

i mpressive. She was probably a couple of years older than |, and | ooked five years ol der.

Not that it mattered. | was only just recently noticing such features in girls, and wasn't sure
that the new perspective quite conpensated for their bossiness. Anyway, girls only |laughed at ne,
if they noticed ne at all. So | might as well ignore them back

| brought nmy arnful and set it down before her
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"0Oooo, wonderful!" she exclained, delighted. "This is just perfect!"
Fool i shly nunmbed by this unexpected praise, | said nothing.

"Sit down," she urged. "We nust eat this before it spoils.”

Wy was | so glad to conply?

She started in. The girl had the ability of her kind to eat and tal k sinultaneously. "W've never
been introduced," she said sonehow while chewing a chunk of cherry pie. "My nane is MareAnn. My
talent i s sunmoni ng equi nes and naki ng them m nd. Wat's your nane and tal ent?

“I'"'m Hunfrey. |+ don't seemto have a talent."
"You nmean you haven't discovered it yet?"

* 'That nust be what | nmean.” No one had to have a magic talent, but the great majority of folk
did, and | felt somewhat out of sorts.

"Well, it will surely turn up. I'mfifteen. How old are you?"

| gaped. "You're that young?"

"OF course | am What about you?"

"I'm4+'mfifteen too."

She gl anced hard at nme. "You're that ol d?"

"Of course | am" | echoed weakly in the face of her disbelief.
"Ch, you're a gnone," she said.

"No, |'m human. Just gnonelike."

"Ch. I'msorry." But she didn't seemsorry, she seened doubtful. She didn't want to question mny
word, so she was stuck in an awkward node. | understood exactly how it was.



After a bit, she |ooked around. "Is there any water near here? | nmean a | ake or river, so we can
cl ean up? You have dirt on you, and | nust be a total sight."

"l passed a river a way back. But you wouldn't want to clean up with me there."
"Of course | would!" she said in her enmphatic fe-
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mal e way. "Or have | del ayed your schedul e too rmuch already?

" Schedul e?"

"You are goi ng sonewhere, aren't you? And you'd be just about there now, if it wasn't for ne and
Hor n-tense? '

"Ch. No. | was just going away fromthe Gap Village, nowhere in particular.'’
"The what village?"
"The Gap. You know, the chasm"”

"No, | don't know Wat chasn®"

Then | renenbered: there was a Forget Spell on the Gap Chasm | lived right beside it, so was

i mmune, or so | then believed, but she was from el sewhere, so hadn't heard of it or had forgotten
it if she had. That was the nature of the ancient spell. It was pointless to tell her nmuch about
it, because she would only forget it again. "Just a big crevice. It doesn't matter. My village
doesn't matter either. It's just sort of there. | want to go sonewhere nore interesting."

"Well, where | came fromis just as dull! Qur village in on the bank of the Sane Jaunts River, and
the only interesting things there are the dragons, and they're dangerous. Don't | know That
flying dragon al nost got us. | thought we were beyond their territory, and rel axed, but evidently
not."

"Nowhere in Xanth is beyond their territory," | said. "I thought maybe there would be fewer of

themthe way | was going."

"Are you kidding? It's Dragons Gal ore country!"

I was di smayed. "I guess |'mgoing the wong way, then."

"Well, then, turn about and go with me. |1'mnot going anywhere either, just away from hone."
"You want to travel with ne?" | asked incredul ously.

"Well, you did help nme, and you seem harm ess. | have found that traveling alone isn't nuch fun

and it's sonetines dangerous. |f Horatense hadn't nanaged to
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spear that dragon with her horn before it got us, we could both be dead now. And you seemto know
so much. | nean, you got the boneset plant and the pies and all. You're a real blessing to a girl
in distress!"”

I couldn't help it: | was getting to like MareAnn. | couldn't believe she was only ny age, but why
should she lie? It was true she was bossy, but less so than | was used to, and it really wasn't
bot hering ne nuch now. "Well, if you want to," | agreed, trying to nake it sound somewhat nore

reluctant than it was. In those inexperienced days | cared what others thought of ne.



"I will summon you a unicorn,"” she said brightly. She put her fingers into her nouth and nade a
pi erci ng whistle.

" But —
In a long nonent, there was the sound of gall oping hoofs. Then a unicorn stallion appeared.
"Hel p me stand," MareAnn said.

I put nmy hands on her shoul ders awkwardly and tried to lift her, but it didn't work. Then she
reached up with her arnms and | took her hands and pulled, and she cane up snmoothly. She wi nced as
her bad ankle took weight, and | eaned on ne. She was taller than I, and fuller in the chest and
hi ps, but not actually heavi er because her wai st was small er.

The unicorn slowed to a wal k as he burst into the glade. He approached our party cautiously.

wat ched himwith simlar caution; if a unicorn horn could spear a dragon, it could do the sane to
me. "Uand, this is Hunfrey," MareAnn said. "Hunfrey, this is Uand Unicorn. He will be your steed
for now "

"But | don't know how to ride a unicorn—er anything else!" | protested.
"Ch, you don't need to know how. Unicorns are magic. U and will teach you."

I remmi ned dubious. "The—the river isn't far. Wiy don't we just wal k?" But as | spoke | realized

that that wouldn't do for her. ' 'Or maybe you should ride Uand, and Horntense and | will walk."
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"Yes, | suppose that is better,” MareAnn agreed. "Help ne up, then; he's too tali for nme to nount
readily."

Again | was sonewhat at a | oss. How was | supposed to put her up on the steed? Heave up on her
hi ps?

"Like this, silly," she said. She bent her left leg at the knee. "Lift on this."

Feel i ng hopel ess, | took hold of her leg, avoiding the injured ankle. | |ifted—and she heaved and
suddenly swung up on the unicorn's back. She had sonehow braced agai nst me and done it, and
hadn't quite seen it happen.

She | ooked down at nme and | aughed. "You don't have nuch experience, for sure!"

"Well, | never claimed to," | said, nettled.
She was i mediately contrite. "lI'msorry, Hunfrey. You just |ooked so startled it was com cal
Pl ease, | don't want to offend you. You are helping ne a lot. | like you."

This time | felt nyself blushing. She had apol ogi zed to ne, conplinmented ne, and said she |iked
me. That was a bigger dose of positive expression than | had ever had froma girl before.

She nmust have noticed, but she didn't coment. That was a relief. My sister would have baited ne
unnercifully, trying to nake nme bl ush worse, and probably succeedi ng.

| set off down the path toward the river | had passed. Homtense |inped al ong behind ne.

"I wish | knew where there was a healing spring," | said. "You and Hontense could certainly use
it."

"A what ?" MareAnn asked.

"A healing spring. Qur village elder has a vial of healing elixir which he traded for |ast year

and when soneone is injured, we use a drop of that. But those who know where such springs are keep
it secret.”



"\t 2"
"So they can nmake gouging trade deals with others."
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"That's disgusting!"

| turned to face her. "That's the way it is. But if |I knew where one is, | could get sone elixir
and nake you and Hontense better."

"Say, |'Il bet the unicorns know " MareAnn exclaimed. "They can't te!l us, of course, but naybe
U and woul d take you there."

"But— | said, and at the sane tinme the unicorn stallion snorted.

"Now stop that, both of you!" MareAnn said severely. She had the typically femalish talent for
spot severity. "You don't want to ride, Hunfrey, and U and doesn't want to show you where the
spring is. But we can work this out.'

"He knows where it is?"

"Yes. Didn't you see Uand twitch his ear yes when | mentioned it? But unicorns don't share
secrets with our kind, for which | can't blame them"

| hadn't seen. | would have to | earn the equine signals! "Maybe we could give Uand a bottle,
and— But | saw that it wouldn't work. The unicorn had no way to hold the bottle.

"Look, U and," MareAnn said. "It would really be a big help to Hontense and ne if we could get
some of that healing elixir. W're both in pain, even if we don't nmake a big thing of it. Suppose
Hunfrey swears never to reveal to anyone el se where the spring is; would you take himthen? *

U and flicked his tail

"He wants to know whet her you are to be trusted," she transl ated.

"Well, | don't know," | said. "I nean, yes, | keep ny word, but | don't know how he woul d know
that."
"He can tell. But it's dangerous."

"Danger ous?"

"When a unicorn tests soneone, it's pass or fail. You either pass, or you' re dead."
I was dismayed. "I don't want to die! Suppose he rmakes a m stake?"
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"Uni corns don't make that kind of mistake. So if you agree to be tested—=

| gul ped. "Well, all right. But | hope he knows what he's doing!"

MareAnn slid down off the unicorn's back. She hopped to Horntense and braced agai nst her. "Ckay,
U and. "

The stallion advanced on nme. | stood nmy ground, not at all bravely. He lowered his horn so that it
bore directly on ny chest. Wth one shake of his head he could stab ne through the heart!

"Now make your staterent," MareAnn said.



"My what ?"
"Your agreenent not to reveal the location of the spring to any other person.™

Oh. "I will not tell or show any other person where the healing spring you take nme to is," | said,
somewhat awkwardly.

U and thrust his head forward. The horn plunged through nmy heart.

Then it was out—and | stood there, feeling nothing. Except a burgeoning dose of panic. But it was
too late for that. | was done for so fast | had never felt it.

"Uh— | said, even nmore awkwardly than before. | nmade ready to collapse with whatever dignity I
coul d nuster.

"You're not hurt," MareAnn said.
| stared down at nyself. There was no wound, no blood. "But-"

"You spoke the truth,"” MareAnn said. "If you had lied, that horn would have felt solid to you.
Only truth blunts it."

Now | understood. Weak-kneed, | resolved never to depart fromthe truth in anything.
"Get on Uand," MareAnn said. "He says it isn't far. W'll wait here."

"But | don't know how! " There was another truth.

She hobbl ed over. "Bend your |leg at the knee."

| stood beside the unicorn and bent ny left leg, as
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she had. She took hold of it. "Now throw your right I eg over as | heave."

She heaved, and | lifted my right leg up and over the back of the unicorn. Suddenly | was up
there, precariously perched. Her hold had been like a |ladder, lifting nme up. Now | understood how
she had mounted with ny help. It wasn't magic, but it was so neat a trick that it mght as well
have been. "Uh, thanks," | said.

"You're wel come,"” she said, and smled up at ne.
| felt dizzy. She was so |ovely when she did that!

Then U and was noving. Hastily | grabbed a handful of his mane and hung on. That seenmed to be what
was required.

I was riding, to ny amazenent. The unicorn was running like the wind, and this was no clichel; his
feet seemed to be striking on air, and he was going right through the forest as the w nd does; |
saw | eaves flutter with our passage. Yet it was perfectly snooth on his back; | mght as well have
been on a boat on a fairly cal ml ake.

My fear of riding was quickly beconm ng pleasure. But | suspected that it would not be like this on

a less nagical aninal. "This is fun, thank you," | said.
U and wi ggled an ear. That neant yes. | wasn't guessing; | found that | really did understand his
signals, nowthat | was riding him That was surely magic. | had not realized before just how

wonder ful uni corns were.

Soon we cane to a small pond in another glade. It did not |ook special, but the foliage near it
was quite healthy.



U and stopped, and | dismounted by putting my right |eg back over and sliding off on ny stonach
Mar eAnn had done it nore elegantly on her backside. Well, | was a beginner, and she had a better
backsi de than | did.

| fished two bottles fromny pack, the only ones available. | was sorry they weren't larger; this
wat er woul d be invaluable. But | would not use it to trade
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anyway; all | needed was enough for MareAnn and Hornt ense.

I knelt to dip the first. The bank under ny knee gave way, and | tunbled face-first into the pond.
The bottles flew fromny hand. Realizing what this would nean, | nmde a desperate grab in air and
caught one before | subnerged.

The spring was deep. | sank down, down, taking in a nouthful inadvertently. Then | renenbered to
try to swim and paddl ed ny way back up

My head broke the surface, and | choked and gasped. But | had the bottle, and it was full. |
pul | ed nyself out, dripping, then fished for the stopper

My eye fell on Uand. He was shaking with equine laughter. | had to laugh too. | must have | ooked
pretty foolish. | still did, really, for ny clothing was dripping and nmy hair was natted across ny
face. How clunmsy could a gnone |ike ne get?

| put the sealed bottle into nmy wet knapsack. Then | approached the unicorn. He was still too tal
for me to mount fromthe ground, and MareAnn wasn't here to boost me with her nice little hands.
"Maybe if you noved next to a rock," | suggested.

He hooked his nose in the signal for junp.

| shrugged. Anything was worth a try. | junped—and to ny amazenent sailed right up and onto his
back.

How had that happened? | had never before been able to junmp like that! My small gnarled | egs were
only good enough for nodest performance. Yet this time they had responded |ike those of an
athl ete, and ny coordination had been perfect.

U and was racing like the wind again. By the tine | stopped being bemused, we were back at the
path where MareAnn and Horntense waited.

| slid down, this tune doing it expertly. ' 'l have it!'' | said.

"You're all wet!" she excl ai ned.

"I fell in," | said, abashed.
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"You fell into the healing spring? You nmust be suprenely healthy now "

And that was it! | had been conpletely doused in the elixir, even swallowi ng a mouthful. | was
healthy all over. My nuscles were working at their full potential. | realized nowthat | could

al so see far nore acutely than before and hear rmuch better. My whole body bristled with sheer
fitness. So | eaps which had been inpossible were now easy. U and had known.

| brought out the bottle. "No, save it," MareAnn said. "Just give ne your shirt."

I got out of ny knapsack and shirt. She took the shirt and wung it out over her extended leg. A
few drops fell on the ankle. "Ch, it's working!" she exclained. Then, standing firmy on both



feet, she turned to Horn-tense. She wung out sone nore elixir on the unicorn's leg. Imrediately
Hor nt ense put down the | eg, standing w thout pain.

MareAnn returned the shirt to ne. "Thank you so nmuch, Hunfrey," she said. "W really appreciate
it." Then she kissed ne.

I was too stunned even to blush. | felt as if | were floating. An entire new view of girls was
dawning on ny limted outl ook

"Now let's go on to the river," she said. "I'll ride Horntense; you ride U and."

Nunbly, | held her leg so she could nount. Then | went and junped onto the stallion. Then we were
at the river. | was still trying to realize how!l felt fromthat Kkiss.

Mar eAnn j unped down and started stripping off her clothes. "But—= | started. My senses were in

perfect health, but my m nd was boggling.

She turned to face nme, her shirt off. "W have cone to know each other well enough in a short
time. And we are not going to do anything | ascivious. W never have, and we won't now. So it's al
right; we can wash together.'

"We—ot 2" | said, finding no straw to grasp.
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"Because the unicorns would go."

Uni corns. Sonething fell into place. The reason npbst people could not approach unicorns was that
only childlike innocence was acceptable. | was old enough to have the first hint of a notion of
what the Adult Conspiracy was concealing, but | had never had occasion to explore the natter.
Until | did, | would be able to approach unicorns. That was the way of their kind and ours.

| disnounted and renoved ny clothing. MareAnn and | swamtogether in the cool clear river, as
naked and innocent as a faun and nynph. But ny ungrateful background mnd wi shed it could have
been ot herw se. MareAnn had been shapely but dirty because of her fall; now she was shapely and
clean, and to ny eye lovely.

"Way are you staring at nme?" she asked naively.
"l never saw anyone so beautiful,” | said before | thought.
It was her turn to blush. "No one ever said that to ne before. Thank you, Hunfrey."

| realized with a pleasant shock that she was indeed ny age. Her body was that of a grown wonan,
while mne was that of a grown gnone, but her experience in life was parallel to mne. It was hard
to imagi ne her being ridiculed for her proportions, but evidently neither had she been praised.
She appreciated a sincere conplinent just as much as | did. That was a great confort to know.

Yet | also realized that it was a special type of interest | was finding in her, and that it could
intine lead to a good deal nore than innocent conplinments. But | had the wit to keep that to
mysel f. This wasn't deceit, it was courtesy. And caution.

So we swam and washed, and then ran around naked while we dried, playing tag and finding fruit
and nuts to eat, and it was about as nice an hour as | could renenber experiencing. If this was
the beginning of the rest of nmy life, | was well satisfied.

Chapter 4. Sur vey
N

low it was near evening. "W had better find a place to sleep," MreAnn said.



I had planned to clanber into a suitable tree for the night. | realized that nore was required
now. She woul d never be mistaken for a gnonme, and a tree was hardly her style. Sonehow this

i nconveni ence did not bother ne. "I saw a house a little farther back. Maybe the person who lives
there will let us sleep on the floor."

"We can get sone pillows and a bl anket," she agreed.

W rode the unicorns, and in a noment the distance which had taken ne hours was covered, and the
house was before us in its small clearing anong the weeds. It was such a perfectly ordinary cabin
that now | was uncertain. "Sonmetimes things aren't what they seem” | said.

"But what else can this be but a house?" she demanded. "Do you think it's going to eat us?"

Shanmed by her unconcern, | disnounted, approached the house, and knocked on the door. It opened on
its own, revealing a fairly nice interior with a table, a chair, and a bed. There was a pile of

bl ankets on the bed and several pillows. That was all. | still did not quite trust
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it; that self-opening door, was magic, and too convenient. Tangle trees namde their approaches
inviting and seened harm ess—dntil the unwary creature was lured within their grasp. This
obvi ously was not such a tree, but its manner was sinilar

"Where is who lives here?" MareAnn asked, coming up behind ne. | |iked having her do that, acting
like a friend, and her friendship was becoming inportant to ne. In fact, ny relationship with her
was as devious and intriguing as ny concern with this house, for different reasons.

"It seens to be enpty,” | said. "There's no snell of occupancy.'
and coul d detect far nore than ever before.

For ny nose was now heal t hy, too,

"Then it nmust be just waiting for someone to live init," she said brightly. "W'l|l be here only a
night, but it's perfect for that." She pushed on past ne and went i nside.

| was not sangui ne about this, but couldn't let her chance it alone, so went in with her. Nothing
happened. Apparently this was indeed a house waiting for an occupant. If it bel onged to soneone,
that person should not mind us using it briefly, if we did no danage. But suppose it did not

bel ong to sonmeone? What then was its purpose? | feared that we could not be sure that its purpose
coi ncided with ours.

MareAnn told the unicorns that we woul dn't need themuntil norning, and they departed. It had to
be nice, having such a magic talent. If only I had sonething simlar

| looked at the bed. "I'Il put sonme pillows on the floor for ne," | said.
"Ch, don't be silly! W'Il share the bed, of course.”

I certainly had no objection. | was gaining a whole nother perspective on girls. | was getting to
i ke being bossed. | was discovering that it depended very much on which girl was doing the
bossing and how | felt about her. MareAnn was bossy in a pleasant and trusting nanner
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So she changed into her nightie, which she had in her purse, which like all such itens was nagica
inits own way. A purse always held nore than was possible. | knew enough to avert my gaze so as
to avoid seeing her panties, as | had when we washed together in the river. It was all right to
see a girl bare, if she didn't mind, but panties were sonething else. At |east, so the Adult
Conspiracy indicated. | used ny undershorts, because nothing el se had dried yet, and we squeezed
onto the bed under the bl ankets.



Then MareAnn had a second thought. "You don't know how to summon the stork, do you?"

“No," | admtted

"Good. Because that's the prine thing unicorns don't like. I"'min no hurry to learn." She settled
back.

I, unfortunately, had ny burden of curiosity. | did want to know about the stork, and about

everything else in Xanth. But it was very nice lying so close and warmw th MareAnn, and if not
| earning the stork-summning ritual was the price of that, then | too was in no hurry. For now

"Tell me about yourself," she said.
I was surprised. "But don't you want to sleep? Aren't you tired?"
"Yes, of course. But | like to know sonething about the person | sleep with."

That seened reasonable. So | told her what little there was to know about ny dull life, and how
hoped to | earn everything there was to know about Xanth, soneday, maybe, if | was |ucky.

The odd thing was, she actually seemed interested. "I think that's very comrendabl e, Hunfrey. I'm
sure you will learn nore about everything than anybody el se does." She snuggl ed agai nst ne,
rel axi ng. She was marvel ously soft and warm and nice to be next to.

"And—s it all right to |learn sonething about you?" | asked hesitantly.
She | aughed. "Wy, of course, Hunfrey, if you're interested. It's not rmuch. | ran away from home."
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"But you seemlike such a nice girl!"

"I ama nice girl! That's ny problem M/ father said | was getting pretty grown up for ny age, and
it was tinme for ne to get married and | earn about the stork. He was going to narry me to the
village bell nmaker. But | didn't like the nan, because his bells nmake people stupid.' *

"Make them stupid?" | asked, feeling that way nyself.

"Yes, real dunmbbells. Maybe they just make fol k unable to speak; | forget. Either way, | wasn't
interested. And if | had | earned about the stork fromhim | would have lost ny friends the
unicorns. O course | can summon ot her equines too, but the unicorns are ny favorites. So | ran
away. "

I was gl ad she had, now.

"Thank you, Hunfrey," she said.

"But | didn't say anything!" | protested.

"Yes, you did. You distinctly twitched your ear. | felt it against nmy cheek."

I had not realized that | was now using the | anguage of the equines. It nust have cone from ny
association with the unicorns and ny inproved health after ny dunking in the healing spring. That
could have given me better control of my ears.

"Yes, |'"'msure that's it,"
uni corn.

she said, kissing the side of my head in the manner she mght kiss a

Magi ¢ coul d be wonderf ul

But as the darkness becane conpl ete, sonething al arnm ng happened. The house abruptly tilted.



"Eeeeek!" MareAnn cried in perfectly femnmi nine fashion, grabbing onto ne.

My first inmpulse was to |leap out of bed and run outside. But |I couldn't, because MareAnn was
clutching me closely. So | got hold of the edge of the bed instead, in that nanner anchoring us
both. My first instinct had been wong, anyway; how could | have deserted the girl beside ne?

The floor tilted back, but that was not the end of it.
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The whol e house was rising! | saw the downward novenent of trees in the noonlight beyond the
window. It was as if a giant were picking up the whol e house.

Then things steadied. "1'd better check," | whispered, drawi ng nyself free of her clutch. | |oved
the cl ose contact, but a deep suspicion was growing in mne.

"You' re so brave!" she whi spered back.

Brave? Not that | knew of! | just was doing what | had to do. | scranbled away from bed and
bl ankets and crossed the floor to the window. As | did, the house began to rock again, al nost
throwing me off ny feet. | lunged to the w ndow and caught hold of the sill, while MareAnn

screaned fromthe bed

| peered out. Sure enough, the house was in the air. But it was not floating or being carried by a
giant. In the dusky deep shadows below | made out an enornous nuscul ar thigh grow ng out-of the
side of the house. | didn't need to see nore; | knew that this was the upper part of a great
powerful leg and that it was a nonstrous bird's leg with giant claws on the foot. | had heard of
this type of thing but never expected to see it, let alone be init.

The house paused nmonmentarily. | took advantage of the nonent to hurl myself back across the | oom
to the bed. The bed, table, and chair were all firmy anchored to the floor; now | understood why.

"What did you see?" MareAnn asked, eagerly grabbing onto me again.
"Chicken legs," | said.
"What ?"

"The house has grown chicken legs and is running around. It's a werehouse. It changes its nature
at night."

"You nean |ike a werewol f?"

"Yes, except that it doesn't eat people. It just runs around. It won't hurt us, as |long as we hang
on."

"But why? | nean, what does it do!"

"I't just runs around, and in the norning it will settle down in a new place. Maybe it gets its
kicks fromgiving rides to folk like us." | hoped; | wasn't sure that it
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was quite as innocent as that, but since | didn't know otherwise it was pointless to alarm her

The house began novi ng again. Now we could feel the pulse as the powerful |egs wal ked. The whol e
house shook as each foot struck the ground. W were |ucky that our knapsacks were firnmy jamred
under the bed, so that they didn't slide around.

"I"mgetting notion sick," MareAnn said bl eakly.



"Un | wouldn't recommend that,” | said. "I'mnot sure the house would Iike having, uh, you know
onits floor.'

"Il stifle it," she agreed hastily.

We clung to each other and the bed. There was nothing else to do, as the werehouse charged on
through the night. Sometines it paused to scratch at the ground; sonetines it |eaped and | anded
jarringly. Mstly it just kept going.

"If this were anywhere else, 1'd really enjoy spending a night like this with you in ny arns," |
said at one point.

"1 wonder if stork-sunmoning can be worse than this?" she nused
"I hope not!" Then we | aughed, somewhat sickly.

I don't know how nuch sl eep either of us got, but we did succeed in not getting sick. In the
nmorni ng the house settled down, and we nmade haste to get out of it, not even dressing. At least it
had not harmed us; | had been right to avoid alarnming MareAnn with my fell suspicion. W carried
our knapsacks and cl ot hes bundl ed in our arns.

We found ourselves in the middle of an unfaniliar village. The folk were just getting up and out.
They stared at us. Evidently they hadn't seen the house settle into place, but they saw us clearly
enough, in underpants and nightie and generally di shevel ed. The unicorns were not present; they
probably had no i dea where the house had gone. Neither did we.
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"Uh, where is this?" | inquired in nmy typically bright fashion

"This is the South Village," the nearest man said. "How did you get your house built so quickly?
It wasn't here last night. And aren't you two rather young to be indulging in that sort of sport?
Are you sure you belong to the Adult Conspiracy?

| exchanged nost of a glance with MareAnn. Then we turned as one and went back into the house. It
would remain fixed in the day; we had been foolish to run out unprepared. | had resol ved always to
tell the truth, but | was discovering that there were occasions where the truth was nobody el se's
business. It was a realization | would renenber later in |life when fol k would pester ne for

i nf ormati on.

I nside, we dressed. | turned my back so as not to see her don her panties. MareAnn brought out a
conb and sorted out her hair, and then mine. Actually, | thought she | ooked intriguing in her wld
style, but this was good too, and | |iked the way she fussed over nme. That was another truth best

| eft unsaid, since it behooved ne not to prejudice her val uabl e i nnocence.
"Do you know anythi ng about the South Village?" she asked ne.

As it happened, | did. "That's where King Ebnez lives."

"The Ki ng?"

"He assumed the throne in the year 909. He has been King for alnost forty years. Hs talent is
adapting magi ¢ things. He adapted the Deathstone to the Shield-stone, to stop the Waves, so we
don't get invaded anynore."

"I knew that! | nean, this is the capital city?"
"There are no cities in Xanth. This is the capital village."
"What are we doi ng here?"

"I't's where the werehouse brought us. Well south of the Gap."



"Sout h of the what?"
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"The—well, | don't exactly renenber." This was ny first experience with the action of the Forget
Spel |, because | had now been far and | ong enough away fromthe Gap to lose ny immnity. "Anyway,

it's in south-em Xanth, and | fear it will be a long, hard trek to return to the north. Can your
uni corns find you here?"

"Not the sanme ones. But nmaybe it doesn't matter. W wanted to travel, to get away from our
situations. Well, we traveled farther and faster than we expected. Let's make sonething of it."

"Something of it?" | asked bl ankly.

"Let's go visit the King. Maybe he will have something for us to do."
"But | don't know how to do anything!"

"Yes, you do. You're very good at finding useful things."

"But that's hardly a profession!”

"And | will keep house for you and hel p keep you warm at night."
Suddenly | found nysel f persuaded.

So we went to visit King Ebnez. As it happened, he was at hone and not busy, so he wel conmed the
conmpany. He was a portly man in his sixties, with inpressive sideburns under his crown. He treated
us to a very nice breakfast of greenberries fromthe greenberry fields and marshmal | ows fresh from
the mal | ow mar shes.

"And what is your business here?" he inquired after we had pretty well stuffed oursel ves.

"Hunfrey would |ike enploynent," MareAnn said i mediately.

"Ch? And what is your talent?"

"Curiosity," she said.

The King turned a bland eye on her. "And what is yours, pretty mss?"
" Sumoni ng equi nes, " | said.

Ebnez nodded. "So you would be able to travel readily."

"Yes,
di d not

Mar eAnn agreed. "And | will travel with him to keep his socks dry." | realized that she
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want to remain in a strange village alone for fear that some man m ght get the notion she was
mar ri ageabl e.

"To be sure,” the King agreed. His gentle gaze returned to ne. "As it happens, | have need of a
surveyor."
"You nean, to find out things about people?" |I asked, hardly believing my |uck

"Yes. That is why | asked the werehouse to bring in good prospects. Your talent of curiosity is a
good reconmmendation, and your wife's talent conplenents it nicely."



"Ch, she's not ny wife!" | said, surprised.

"Not yet," MareAnn said quickly. She was not about to let a good job slip away on a technicality
or to let strangers think,she was unattached. | m ght have objected, but found | had nothing to
whi ch to object. The thought of spending nore tine with her appealed, even if it did seemlikely
to conproni se her innocence

In this manner | becane the Royal Surveyor. It was to be a nore significant position than
realized at first.

It was an excellent job. MareAnn sumoned wi nged horses for us to ride, and that was a marvel ous
experience in itself. W flew up high above the South Village, and the villagers gaped, thinking
nmust be a Magician to conpel the service of a woman who had such power. MareAnn, for her own

reason, did not discourage this inpression; she wanted folk to believe that | had powerful nagic

I didn't like this seeming msrepresentation, for honesty still seemed to ne to be the best
policy, but she pointed out that | was not being dishonest, | was nerely being polite by failing
to di sabuse others of their errors. So we conpronised: if anyone asked, | replied that I was no
Magi cian. |If anyone didn't ask, | didn't volunteer the information. It was nuch the sane with

respect to our nutual status as nonnenbers of the Adult Conspiracy.

| spent some private time pondering the shades-of-gray ethics involved, and concluded that it was
not
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property ny busi ness what others thought. If there was a foible, such as in the manner a village
girl nmade herself seem beautiful by applying charcoal to her eyebrows and redberry juice to her
lips, it was not nmy place to expose it unless | was specifically asked. It was best to | eave folk
with their illusions, of whatever nature, especially if | wanted to get along with them This
devel oping attitude of mine stood me in excellent stead in the course of ny work, because | needed
the cooperation of all whom | encountered.

My job was to survey all the human folk of Xanth and to conpile a list of their nagic talents. The
King was especially interested in the nore powerful talents; in fact he hoped to turn up sone

Magi ci an-cal i ber talents in young fol k who mi ght be potential kings, since only a Mgician could
be king. At present none was known, and Ebnez was getting old. He was sixty-six and not in perfect
health. | offered himsone of the healing elixir I had, but he declined; he did not trust drugs. |
di sagreed, believing that anything beneficial should be used, but it was not ny place to argue
with a King. So | concentrated on doing ny job, and kept my opinion to nyself. That, too, was an
excel l ent discipline.

| started with the southern tip of Xanth and worked ny way north. There were not a great nany
peopl e in the peninsula, but they were scattered across it and were hidden in gl ades and cranni es,
so it was slow work. | knew that if | mssed even one, that one might turn out to be the Mgician
Ebnez was | ooking for, and so | would have failed the major purpose of nmy survey. So | didn't
expect it to be easy, but it turned out to be nore difficult in several ways than | had
anticipated. Let ne describe the first exanple of many.

W flew down past the dread region of nmadness, and | shivered to think that | woul d have to survey
that too, in due course. W passed Lake Ogre-Chobee, as wi de and shallow as an ogre's mind, and
Mount Rushnost where the wi nged nonsters gathered. Then on past
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Mount Parnassus where the fabul ous Tree of Seeds grew. There | had my second qualm would | have
to interview the Maenads, the wild wonmen who roved its slopes? | feared | would, for it was not
safe to assune that they had no nagic other than blood lust. Then we were over the Ever-Qd ades,
whi ch stretched on forever, as it was their intent to | ose anyone who ventured into them It was



Wi se never to underestimate the perversity of the inanimate. Finally we cane to the coast, and
flew beyond it to Centaur Isle.

We | anded in the central square of the main centaur city. An elder of the centaurs trotted out to
meet us. He was a powerful figure of man and horse. "Part-breeds are not wel cone here," he said
gruffly.

"But |'mdoing a survey," | said.

"W don't care what you're doing. Two of you are human and two of you are w nged horses. You are
all partbreeds, and we prefer to keep our isle pure. Please depart at your earliest convenience.'

I was baffled by this attitude. The centaurs | had encountered on the nminland were reasonably
sociable creatures if treated with respect. "I'mdoing it for the King of Xanth," | said. "He
wants to know the magic talent of every person in the peninsula."”

"Centaurs have no magic," the centaur said coldly. | saw that | had inadvertently added insult to
i gnor ance.
Fortunately MareAnn had quicker wits than |I. "W know that, sir. But we thought that there nmay be

anong you sone inferior humans, and if we can survey them quickly, we can soon begone, and the
King will be satisfied and no one will bother you again."

The el der turned an appraising eye on her. MareAnn smiled at him 1 nmentioned illusion: when she
sniled, she seened to becone twice as pretty as she was. It is an effect | have since noticed in
others, too: incidental magic, independent of their particular talents. Seated on the w nged horse
as she was, in that nonent she rather resenbled a fetching | ady centaur. Had | been the object of
that smle, | would have nelted hal fway
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into the ground. The el der was too haughty to go to that extrene, but he couldn't help softening
somewhat at the edges. After all, he was part equine, and she had power over equi nes, making them
want to do her will. "There are a few servants anong us," he conceded. "Very well: | shall assign
Chrissy to guide you during your brief stay here."

Chrissy Centaur trotted up at the elder's signal. She was a |ovely creature of about our own age,
with hair that trailed back fromher head and nerged seanl essly with her mane. Her full bare
breasts were inpressive in the human manner, and her brown hide was nice in the equi ne manner. |
could see that the wi nged horses were admring her flanks in nmuch the sanme manner | was admring
her forepart. Centaurs wore no unfunctional clothing, and they considered nodesty unfunctional
"Hello," she said shyly.

"Hello," MareAnn and | said together

"Show t hem our humans," the elder said, and trotted off.

"Ch, how nice to have soneone visit our humans!" Chrissy said. "I'msure they get |onely sonetines
here. "

Thus my survey commenced. The few nen and wonen on the isle were indeed servants, and their
talents were mninal: what are called the spot-on-a-wal! variety. Sone magic is truly potent, such
as the ability to shatter a big rock into a thousand parts. Sone is next to nothing, such as
maki ng a faint discoloration appear on a wall. Mst human beings have magic, but few have strong
magi ¢, and the folk here were evidently the ones who had nothing better to do than serve centaurs.
They cl eaned out stalls and swept off roofs and did the other things that were beneath the dignity
of centaurs, and seenmed as satisfied as m ght be expected.

But in the way of servants, they knew secret things, and one thing they said gave ne a peculiar
doubt. "You know, the centaurs say they have no magic," a scullery maid confided when Chrissy
Cent aur was of f rounding



Question Quest
61

up another human. ' 'But | think they do; they just won't adnit it. They think that the possession
of a magic talent is obscene.”

That was one of the ironies of the centaur persuasion. Centaurs perfornmed natural functions of al
types freely in public, having no sense of npdesty about them But nagi c was sonething they girt
about with social restrictions. They tolerated it in what they considered to be inferior
creatures, and did use nagic objects, but that was the limt. Any person who wanted to renmain on
an am cable footing with centaurs learned, as | did, to honor this foible scrupul ously.

If the centaurs had magic talents, then | should be listing those too! But if they refused to
admt it, how could I? Was mny survey inpossible to conplete properly?

This ushered in another notion. | had been thinking only of full human bei ngs—but what of the
crosshreeds? Centaurs weren't the only ones. What about the harpies and nerfolk and fauns? In
fact, what about the elves and ogres and goblins? They were all human in their distant fashions,
and m ght have nagic tal ents.

Just how big was this survey likely to beconme?

Well, in a few days we flew back to the South Village and | nade nmy first report to King Ebnez.
"So do you want to to try to question all the part humans too?" | inquired.
The King pondered. "I doubt that the human popul ati on woul d accept a part-human king at this tinme.

So perhaps you should query only the full humans specifically, but nake incidental note of the
others as you cone across them It could be advantageous to know nore thoroughly what other
creatures inhabit Xanth and of what nagic they might be capable."”

That seened |ike an excellent conpromise to nme, and ny respect for King Ebnez's judgnment grew. His
four decades of kingship had evidently taught him sonething.

Still, it was a busy enough tinme. | discovered that
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aski ng questions of people was only the easy part of it. First | had to find them and to protect
myself from problens along the way. | |earned cauti on when we entered the Ever-d ades, thinking
that | had nenorized the pattern of geography there, and pronptly got lost. Only the fact that we
could fly up out of themsaved us, and even that was chancy because an evil cioud noved in and
made a storm forcing us to remain for several cold wet hours on the swanpy ground with
encroachi ng all egories and hypot enuses and other dangerous creatures. | really didn't nind huggi ng
MareAnn for warnth, but the horses were annoyed because their w ng feathers got soaked.

Then there was Mount Parnassus. | concluded that the Maenads were human bei ngs, so should be
surveyed, but | knew it was dangerous to approach them because it was their notion to eat stray
men. How could | safely handle this?

"Maybe if you stay on the horse," MareAnn suggested, "and take off the nmonent they charge?"

"Too risky. | understand they can nove very qui ckly when they' re hungry, and they're al ways
hungry. "

She nodded agreenent. We woul d have to think of something else.

Meanwhi | e we checked a human settl enent near the base of the nountain. It turned out to be the
supply depot for the tenple of the oracle, near a cave or vent from which magi c vapors issued.
Young worman cal |l ed Pythia sniffed these vapors and uttered sheer gibberish, which the priests then
interpreted to answer the questions of visitors. Sonetines the great python forgot hinself so far



as to eat one of the Pythia, and then a replacenent was needed, and so another girl would cone
fromthe village. They really weren't eager for such enploynment, but it was, as they put it, the
only gane in town, and their famlies needed the favor of the fol k of Mount Parnassus. The average
famly of Xanth at this time was peasantly poor, as befitted the latter stage of the Dark Age. Any
way to gain suste-
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nance was grudgi ngly wel cone, especially when the local fruit and berry patches were picked out
and pie trees were between pies.

That gave MareAnn an idea. "Wy don't we go ask the oracle?" she asked. "If the answers are al ways
accurate, when duly interpreted, we can find out how to survey the Maenads."

I wasn't sure about this approach, but she smled at me and as usual | went along with her. She
was | earning to use her innocence effectively. So we flew to the palace of the oracle. It was nice
enough | ooking, though in disrepair, with a nunber of stones fallen. It was actually at the base
of Mount Parnassus, but neither the Maenads nor the python seened to be around at the nonment, to
our relief.

We talked with the head priest. "Certainly we can answer your Question,'' he said confidently. '
"What will you proffer in paynent?"

"Paynent ?" For a nmonent | was bl ank.

"Surely you did not expect to achieve this valuable information for nothing? *'

| had i ndeed had some such notion, but hesitated to adnmit it. "Wat do you nornally charge?"
"What do you have?"

| didn't like the direction this was going, "I don't really have anything. I'mjust trying to do a
survey for the King."

"What manner of survey?"
"l amcataloging all the human talents of Xanth."

"Now that is interesting," he said, stroking his beard. "You will surely pick up nuch incidenta
i nformation."

"Yes, quite a bit. But—

"Suppose we do it on conm ssion?"

"On what ?"

"W shall give you your Answer. In return, you will give us half of what you profit fromit."
"Half of ny information?”

"Exactly. More specifically, you will share what you
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learn with us. That can be interpreted as all your benefit, but also as nothing, because you
retain what you share. It seens fair to call it an equal neasure."

| 1 ooked at MareAnn. "Does this make sense to you?"

"It seens like a big price for one Answer," she said. "But if you keep all you share, then it's



not a painful price. Still, | distrust it. Let's put atine limt onit."
"Atime linmt!" the priest said, shocked.

Sonehow t hat nade ne feel better. "One year," | said.

"Ten years," he responded instantly.

So he would bargain. | knew how to do that. We pulled back and forth, and wound up where we both
knew we woul d: five years. It still seenmed expensive, but at least it wasn't forever. | really
appreci ated MareAnn's caution

So the Pythia, a girl very like the ones we had interviewed in the village, took her perch over

the fum ng crack in the nountain, and | stepped up and asked ny Question: "How can | interview
dangerous fol k wi thout danger?" For it occurred to ne that there m ght be awkward interviews
el sewhere than Parnassus. | figured | might as well get as nuch for ny Answer as | could.

The mai den took a deep breath of funme and ki cked her legs so that her skirt lifted in a manner
that nmade ne that nuch nore eager to get into the Adult Conspiracy. She let out a stream of

i ndeci pherabl e what ever, punctuated by expressions | didn't catch. Maybe | woul d have under st ood
it better if ny attention hadn't been partly distracted by those | egs. The priests then nmade notes
and conferred privately. After a bit they energed to give nme ny interpreted Answer: "Denobn
conquest . "

I had sonehow expected sonething el se. "What do denons have to do with this?"

"W don't know," the priest said. "We nmerely know that this is the Answer you sought. Do not
forget to pay for it."
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For this | had yielded a share of all ny information for the next five years? "I don't even know
whet her |'m supposed to beat a denon, or the denon is supposed to beat me," | conpl ai ned.

"That is a matter of indifference to us,
anot her client on the way."'

the priest said. "Now please clear out; there may be

We nounted our horses and took off. MareAnn was no better pleased than |I. Perhaps she had noticed
me | ooking at the Pythia's legs. MareAnn's own | egs were just as good, of course, but in her
i nnocence she nmade no secret of them so they were | ess exciting.

We returned to the village for the night. "How was it?" the villagers asked.

"They told me 'dermon conquest,' " | said angrily. "For this | have to give themall ny informtion
for five years.™

Heads nodded. "That is the kind of bargain they drive."
"Way didn't you warn ne that their Answer would be no good?"

"But it is good! It is only your understanding that is bad. Once you understand it, it will help
you a lot."

"Well, right now we need a place for the night," | said sourly.

"I have a spare bed for you and your wife," a matron said. "And feed for your horses, if you wll
have them give ny children a ride."

| | ooked at MareAnn. She nodded. "Done."

The children squealed with delight as the horses took themup over the trees and around. But | saw
tears in MareAnn's eyes



Wien we were alone in the bed | asked her about that, for she was normally cheerful. "I would Ilike

to have children like that," she said. "I never realized how appealing they are when they're
having fun."
"But you can have children," | said. "All you have to do is—=
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"Sumon the stork," she finished bleakly. "And | ose nmy unicorns.”

We weren't using the unicorns now, but | appreciated her point. She faced a nbst expensive trade-
off. 1 knew how painful that could be, now

| put ray free armaround her. "I'msorry, Mire Ann."

She wept into ny shoulder, and | felt very protective. The price of innocence was beconi ng
apparent .

Chapter 5. Dana
f % shape | ooned. "Excuse ne, please."

"I think you have the wong room" | said, annoyed by the interruption. "This bed is occupied."
had never really liked cold nights before, but now | delighted in them for they brought Mare Ann
i nnocently close for warmth. A third person in the bed woul d have been too nuch warnth, however.

"You are the one who went to the oracle today?" It was a girl; | could tell by the dul cet voice.
My irritation, surprisingly, began to fade. Perhaps nore warnmth woul d be satisfactory.

Still, | kept my voice reasonably sharp. "Yes. But right now we prefer not to converse with
ot hers. "

"And they told you sonethi ng about denobns?"
Mare Ann tuned in to the proceedi ngs. "Wo are you?"
"I amDana. | nmay be able to help you interpret that Answer."

Suddenly both of us were interested. W sat up in the bed, making room for another. "How so?"
asked.

She sat beside nme. It was nostly dark, but | could tell by the way she shifted her weight and the
touch of her thigh against nmine and her nusky perfune that she
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was an attractive wonan. If only | had a better notion what a grown nman mght do with such a
creature! "I know sonet hing about denons."

"You know what 'denobn conquest' nmeans?" MareAnn asked eagerly.

"No, but | can inquire if you wi sh."

"How can you do that?"

"l know the denons. They will tell ne if they plan to conquer anything soon."

"You know denmons?" | asked. "Aren't they nean fol k?"



"They can be," Dana agreed. "But they can't hurt ne."
"Why not ?" | asked, becom ng quite curious about this strange wonan
"Because | am a denpness nyself."

MareAnn and |junped. "You?" | asked, now trying to edge away from her. A denon or denoness could
assune any form including that of a person, but that did not nean that there was any ot her
resenbl ance to a person. Denbns were conpletely callous to the wel-fere of living folk. "W don't
seek any quarrel with you!"

"Nor | with you," Dana said. "You see, | have a problem and | thought we mght be able to help
each ot her."

"How can a denoness have a problen?" | asked, marveling at how nuch like a living person she
seenmed. Her body was warm not cold, and solid rather than vaporous. This was ny first direct
contact with this species, and it was surprising me in unexpected ways. "You can assume any shape
you desire, and you don't have to eat or sleep unless you want to."

"My problemis that | have a conscience."

"But denobns don't have souls, so they can't have consciences," | protested. "I nean, they are made
of soul material, so maybe it's bodies they lack, but the effect— | broke off, because it was
poi ntl ess to babble
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about the nature of denons to a denpness. She would quickly discover how little | knew about her
ki nd,

"l have a soul."

" But -~

"I don't know how it happened. Maybe a soul got |oose froma nortal, and | got caught in it or it
got caught in nme. | was a nornal carefree fenal e denpon, and then suddenly | wasn't, because | was
concerned about right and wong. | could no | onger play the denbn ganes, because nmany of them

aren't nice. So |l went to the oracle to ask howto get rid of the soul, and the priest nade ne
bring a basket of precious stones fromthe earth in paynent, and then they told me that | would
have to marry the King of Xanth."

"Marry the King!" | exclained. "Ebnez would never marry a denmponess! Denobns have been banned from
associ ation with kings ever since one nessed up King Gronden in the seventh century."”

"Yes, the Answer does not seemto be of much use to nme," Dana said sadly. "I thought if | hel ped
you, you might tell the King I'm not such a bad sort, and maybe he woul d change the rule and—=

| shook ny head. "King Ebnez is a very righteous man. | could tell him but there's really no hope

of =

"That is all | can ask of you: to tell him" she said. "In return | will do anything you want,
provided it does not violate ny conscience."

"How do we know you really have a soul ?" MareAnn denanded. "I nean, denons can't be trusted about
anyt hi ng. "

"Maybe a unicorn could tell if she's innocent," | said.

Dana | aughed. "I'mnot innocent! | was a nornmal denbness for centuries before | got soul ed.

couldn't get near a unicorn."



"Well, we can't afford to trust you w thout proof,"” MareAnn said.

"There's a soul sniffer in the North Village," Dana said. "I will fly there with you, if you

wi sh."
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"Exactly how can you help us?" | asked. The North Village was a | ong way away, and this might just
be a denon ruse to nake us waste our time with a long trip or to lure us into sone trap. "It wll

have to be nmore than just asking the denons whether they plan to attack."
"l understand you are doing a survey."

"Yes. "

"And that you expect trouble trying to talk with the Mienads."

"Yes. That's why we went to the oracle."

"1 could assune your |ikeness and question the Maenads, or anyone el se you wi sh. They can not hurt
me. "

Suddenly she was maki ng sense! "Let's go to that nagic sniffer, tonorrow," MareAnn said. "If Dana
proves out, she can be a big help."

So it was decided. The denobness faded out, and we slept, warmy. Next norning we nounted the
horses and flew swiftly north, and Dana paced us in the formof an extinct reptilian bird, needing
no steed. She resunmed human form when we | anded, so that no one would know her for what she was.

There was indeed a soul sniffer at the North Village, which was in other respects a thoroughly
unremar kabl e ham et. But it wasn't a person or animal, as | had expected; it was a place. "Go down
the path to the west to the Key Stone Copse,"” the village elder told us. "There is a key there
which only a person with a soul can use to open the door.'

"That's all?" | asked. "Just a door?"

"Just a door," the nan agreed.

"What's beyond it?"

"We're not sure.”

"You're not sure?" | found this hard to believe. "Haven't you gone there to see?"

"There used to be a nice valley with wonderful or-angeberry patches; our wonen and chil dren went
often to pick them But the last three who went, two nonths
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ago, did not return. We fear that the door has becone one-way, so we are now staying cl ear of
it."

"But maybe those folk are in trouble!" | said. "Someone should go and see!"

He nerely shrugged and turned away. So nuch for conmunity spirit.

"Sonetines | wonder whether souls are as positive as they are supposed to be," MareAnn nuttered.

"Maybe his has gotten old and worn."

We rode the horses along the path to the west. Soon we came to a dense thicket whose trees and
thorny branches were so tangled that we could not see through, and certainly could not pass. The



only possible way through was a stone door- set in it. On a hook on the door hung a | arge wooden
key.

I lifted the key fromits hook, and paused. "Suppose they only think this is linmted to folk with
soul s? Maybe anyone can use it, and it's no real test."

"Ch, it's valid," Dana said. "All the denons know of it."

"But you're a denon, and you could be |Iying—o offense,” | said.
"No offense,"” she agreed. "I could bring a friend to test it—another dempness.”
| wasn't sure about this, but had nothing better to offer. | replaced the key. "Do it."

She di sappeared. In a nonment she reappeared. Beside her was another denpness, who was just as
shapely in her human form Male denons, | understood, delighted in horrendous fearsone forns,
whil e fermal e denons preferred vol uptuous partly clothed forns. My experience was confirm ng the
latter case. "This is nmy friend Metria," Dana said.

"I"'mnot your friend!" Metria protested. "Denons don't have friends!"

"Dermons wi t hout souls don't have friends," Dana said. "Perhaps | should say that | amyour friend,
because | will not betray you, but you are not ny friend,
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because you will betray ne in the normal denon fashion."

"That's right," Metria agreed. "How can you | ook at your cat in the nmirror, talking |like that?"
"Look at ny what?"

"Your feline, tiger, torn, kitty—=

"My puss?”

"Whatever. You aren't talking like a denon at all!"

"Yes. But I'mtrying to get rid of ny soul by hel ping these good hunan fol k. | appreciate your
com ng here to—=

"I came only because there's a chance to nmake fools of you and these nortal idiots. | |love a good
| augh at soneone el se's expense."

Dana turned to ne. "I chose D. Metria because she always tells the truth, as you can see.”
"But how can she be truthful, when she has no soul ?" Tasked.

"A soul does not necessarily nake one truthful," Dana said. "Many human folk are liars. It nerely
gi ves them a consci ence, so that they suffer when they do wong."

"Yes, | find that the truth is the sharpest knife with which to cut people," Metria said. "Nothing
shakes fol ks' values like the truth!"

I | ooked at MareAnn. She spread her hands. It was evident that our values were being shaken
"Well, let's get on with it," | said. | reached for the key again.

"Wait, we should have the denons try it first," MareAnn said. "It's Dana who is being tested, not
us."

Dana reached for the key. "No, Metria should try it first," | said.



"Fine with me," Metria said. She reached for the key. Her fingers closed on it, but passed right
through it. "I can't seemto get a tentacle on this thing," she said, disconcerted

"A what?" | asked.
"Appendage, extremty, linb, mtt, paw—
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"Ch, a hand," | said.

"Whatever. This key is an illusion; | can't touch it at all."
"That's the way it works," Dana said. "l thought you understood."

Metria glared at her. "You may be an old bag of a century or two, but | appeared only a decade or
two ago. | never heard of a phantom key."

Dana gl anced at us. "She tells the truth about everything except her age. That's not consi dered
lying, in females.™

"Of course it isn't!" Metria agreed. "Wonen have a right to be any age they want."
"That's true," MareAnn said.
I kept nmy nouth shut, not wanting to admt to having been ignorant about this fenale privilege.

"Well, you try it," Metria said, glaring at Dana.

Dana reached for the key. Her fingers closed on it. She lifted it fromthe hook. She brought it
down to the | ock.

"Wait," | said. "Let ne make sure that really is the key." | held out ny hand.

Dana gave it to me. | brought it to the lock, inserted it, and turned it. It resisted, seeming to
want to come back out of the I ock w thout conpleting its action, as if there were a spring behind
it. I pushed it in farther, and mai ntai ned pressure, so as to conplete the turn

The door noved without noving. That is, it fogged out, and | stunbl ed through, because | had been
pushi ng agai nst the key. In a nonent | was through, yet the door remained in place.

| caught my bal ance and turned back. There was the door. | put ny hand against it, and found it
solid. The key was gone from ny hand.

But there it was, hung up on the hook on this side of the door. It had magically returned after
bei ng used.

But if it was now on this side, then what was on the other side? Coula only one person be on this
side at a time?
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I reached for the key—and had to junp back, because Dana Denpbness suddenly popped through
colliding with ne. It was a painless collision, because she was marvel ously well padded in front.

"Qops," she said, and turned to snmoke. | snelled her pleasant essence as it brushed by ny nose.
Then she reforned a bit away. "It changed so fast!"”

| knew the feeling. But | had another question. "The key—how could you use it, when it was on this
si de?"



"I't was back on its hook on the other side," she said. "There nust be two keys."
"MareAnn's alone with Denetria," | said, starting to be al arned.

"Metria doesn't hurt folk physically. She does it ail verbally or with illusion. She's probably
tired of this game now." Dana | ooked around. "Odd that we can't get through that thicket wall.
Nornal Iy, solid things are no barrier to denons. There nust be special magic here, naking it a
denon- proof gl ade."

Then MareAnn stunbl ed through. | caught her before she fell. "It was so— she started.
"I know," 1 finished.

Then the three of us turned to | ook at where we were. The thicket arched up high overhead, formng
a done that bl ocked the direct rays of the sun without cutting off the light; brilliance wafted
down to touch the ground. On the ground orangeberry bushes grew, covered with fat berries.

"What a lovely place!" MareAnn exclained. "Let's eat sonme berries before we depart."”

We wal ked to the bushes and started picking and eating. Dana did too. "I never realized what fun
eating could be," she said. "OF course the food does me no good, so | shouldn't waste it."

"What happens to what you eat?" | asked, ny curiosity manifesting again

"I just hold it inside ne as long as I'msolid. Wen | turn vaporous— She fogged. "It drops out."
Sure enough, a pile of chewed berries plopped to the ground.
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We picked and ate with a will. The berries were delicious. Then MareAnn screaned.
"What ?" | asked, hurrying over to join her

She pointed. There, lying half hidden under the bushes, was a collection of bones.

Dana came across. "QOops," she said. "Those are human bones. Now we know what happened to those
last three villagers: they died here.”

"Are the berries poisonous?" | asked, abruptly horrified for nore than one reason

"Not that | know of," Dana said. "W denons are pretty good with poisons, and | didn't taste any."
"Then what nade them di e?" MareAnn asked, shudderi ng.

"Maybe there's an ogre in here," | said, |ooking around much nore nervously than before.

"Let's get out of here," MareAnn said.

W started back toward the door. But there, between it and ourselves, was a pack of ferocious
ani mal s. They had the heads of wolves and the bodi es of spiders, and were about half man height.

"Wl f spiders!" Dana exclainmed. "They can't hurt nme, but they are surely dangerous to you."

"Now we know how the villagers died," | said grimy, feeling for ny knife. But it seemed quite
i nadequate to the defense.

Fi ve spiders advanced in the line. One remained behind to guard the stone door. Evidently they
were experienced in trapping prey. Their technique and the bones indicated mat.

MareAnn clung to ne. "Ch, Hunfrey, what can we do? | can't sunmon the horses here; they can't get
int"

| drew nmy knife. It seened even | ess adequate than before. For one thing, | was no fighter, and



for another, the blade was only as |long as one of the enenmy fangs. Even if | got in a letha
strike, that would stop only one spider

Could we flee? No, the glade was entirely encl osed. This was an ideal hunting ground for the wolf
spi ders.
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We would just have to fight and die, as the villagers had before us. "Stay behind nme," | said.
"Maybe 1'lIl be able to occupy them | ong enough for you to sneak to the door." It was an al npbst
futile hope, but the best that offered.

"Ch, Hunfrey, | love you," she said
"You two are acting as if I'mnot here," Dana said. "Both of you get behind ne."

Nunbly, we did so. She assuned the formof a fierce fire-breathing dragon. She swung her head
toward the nearest spider and fired out a jet of flane.

But the spider nerely | eaped aside, and the flane nissed. Meanwhile the others closed in fromthe
sides. It was obvious that not even a dragon could stop themall. A dragon could not guard al
si des at once.

"A basilisk!" | whispered. "Can you do that?"

"Shield your eyes," the dragon whi spered back. Then it becane a tiny lizard wi th wi ngs.

Mare Ann and | clapped our hands to our eyes. It was death to neet the gaze of a bask

But coul d the denoness actually kill with her glance? Fire was essentially nonmagi cal, and she
could generate that by form ng the innards of a dragon, but the death gl ance was magi cal, and
denons didn't possess that type of magic. |If the spiders caught on—

The basilisk hissed and swung its little head toward the spiders. The spiders did several double
takes, then scranbled out of the way. The bl uff was worKking!

Then one spider, perhaps a snidgen smarter than the rest, bal ked. He had seen the denpness, and
then the dragon, and then the bask. He was catching on that it might be illusion. If he called the
bluff, we would be in trouble again.

Dana- bask glared at him He nmet her gaze. He did not die. He opened his wolf nmouth to sound the
char ge.

| took the ganble of nmy life. |I hurled ny knife at the creature. | had never been good at
throwi ng, either, but what el se was there?

The knife whistled straight and true. It plunged right
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into the opened wol f nouth and stuck in the throat beyond. | was anazed. How could | have
performed such a feat? | was neither a knife fighter nor a thrower. | had nmade ny effort from
unwi tting desperation. Then | renenbered ny dunking in the healing spring. | was su-perhealthy
now, my body worked perfectly, as it never had before. It did exactly what | wanted it to—and
had wanted it to throw that knife hard and fast into the wolf nouth, striking with the point. |
had underestimated ny physical capacity.

The spider gave a whine of agony and col | apsed.

The others turned to | ook. They saw their packmate dropping dead.



The basilisk's tiny grimhead swng toward the spiders.

They spooked. They al nost scranbl ed over each other in their eagerness to flee. They ran for the
thicket wall and jamed into a niche in it.

We followed. There was a tw sted passage anidst the thicket, partly between tree trunks and partly
between stray stones, that led through to the other side. This was how the wol f spiders had gotten
in, bypassing the thorns and the magi ¢ door. Once inside, they had nade of the protected refuge a
hunti ng ground.

We gat hered stray branches and pulled thorny vines into the aperture. W made it tight again, so
that no creature could get through. O course it would be possible for the wolf spiders to clear
it out again, but | doubted that they would, because they believed that this was now t he hunting
ground of a basilisk. The pack would surely hunt el sewhere in the future.

I went to the fallen spider and reached into its terrible nouth and pulled out nmy gory knife. |
wiped it as clean as | could on the ground. Then we went to the door and used the key to exit, one
at a tine.

"l think you are a pretty brave nortal,"” Dana said to nme. "That was an excellent shot with the
knife and exactly what | needed to foster the illusion."
"I think you do have a soul," | replied. "If the key
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didn't prove it, the way you defended us did. An ordinary demon woul d have | aughed and let the
wol f spiders tear us apart.”

"True. But | wasn't thinking about the proof of ny soul at the tine."
"Neither was |."

We snmiled at each other. Then MareAnn summoned the wi nged horses, and we took off for Munt
Par nassus.

We proceeded with the survey. Dana didn't even have to assume my form she nerely used the one she
was confortable with, which was an ethereally beautiful young wonan, and intervi ewed the Maenads
while we waited at the village. W would not have been able to fly to the Maenads anyway; it
turned out that the oracle was as close to the nountain as we could go by air, because the

Si nurgh, the huge ancient bird who guarded the nountain and especially the great Tree of Seeds,
did not permt other flyers there.

The Maenads had only one talent: vicious beauty. That did seemto nake sense.

We surveyed the others in the region, and went on. In the foll owi ng weeks Dana was i ncreasingly
hel pful, both as interviewer and as guard; things we had feared before were no | onger a threat,
because it seened that we had a dragon guarding us. O worse.

In due course we returned to the South Village, and | made ny first substantial report to King
Ebnez. "So while there is much of interest in this region of southern Xanth," | concluded, "as yet
I have found no Magician-caliber talents.”

He nodded gravely. "There is nuch of Xanth remaining. Wite up your report and save it, for the
information will surely be useful in the future. Keep doing the survey until all of Xanth has been
recorded. You are doing excellent work.'

"Thank you, Your Majesty. There is one other thing."
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"By all means. You wish riches or power?"

"No, nothing like that! | amgetting the only thing | truly crave, which is information. | do have
to share it with the oracle, but that turns out to be sinple enough, though their Answer was
useless to nme. No, | have a plea to nmake for another person, which | fear you will not receive
well."

"I will nmake the effort,"” he said with a gentle snile

"A demoness is hel ping us. She has facilitated ny effort greatly, and she saved ny life at one
poi nt. She has a soul and wi shes to be rid of it so that she can revert to the normal nature of
her kind. But to do that, she nust marry you."

Ebnez had been listening patiently and tolerantly, but at this point his jaw went slack. He
coughed. After a nonent he recovered hinself. "I amafraid that is out of the question. Not only
am| disinclined to marry this late in life, there is a proscription against the association of
denons with kings, dating from—

"l told her that, Your Majesty. But | pronmised to nmake her plea if she hel ped nme, and she has
hel ped ne. She really seens to be a very nice creature.”

"Perhaps sonme day there will be a King who has the confidence to vacate the proscription. It is
within the kingly authority. But I amnot that one."

"I shall tell her," | said unsurprised.

"Hold," he said in his kingly fashion. "You say she is truly helping you in the survey?"
"Yes. | fear | could not conplete it w thout her."

"And if she receives an absolute refusal, she will have no reason to continue the work?'
"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Then it would not be expedient to turn her down absolutely. | will lift the proscription to the
extent of allow ng her to appear in ny presence, but I will not marry her. Tell her only that | am
considering the matter."

"But is that honest, Your Mjesty? | nean, if you have no intent—=
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"Perhaps she will change ny mind. W can not be certain what the future holds."

| realized that this was a good conpronmi se. The King had no intention of marrying Dana now, but
per haps next year he would see it another way. Dana was certainly w nsome enough and had a nice
personality. "Thank you," | said. "I shall tell her." | had | earned another |esson about diplomacy
and the ways of getting things done.

| told her. Dana was heartened, if that termcould apply to a creature who had no heart. "This is
nore progress than | feared possible,” she said. "I shall continue to help you, and perhaps | can
nmeet the King when you next report to him | know he has no interest in marrying a stranger."”

So it was. We interviewed the fauns and nynphs, and the curse fiends of Lake QOgre-Chobee (I was
later to forget about their existence, but that comes later in this narrative), and we penetrated
the regi on of nmadness and interviewed the folk of the Magic Dust Village. W discovered a truly
unusual creature there: a centaurpede, like a centaur but with a hundred pairs of |egs. Her name
was Margaret, and she was without price when the Dust Villagers had to travel sonewhere; they
could all ride a single steed. The wi nged horses were a great help, and the unicorns, and
sonetimes the sea horses of the ocean, and | |oved and needed Mare Ann both for the survey and as



a man. But of course she valued her innocence, and | understood about that.

But Dana was a great help also, and | liked her too, and she had no conpunctions about innocence
"I'f it weren't for ny conscience and the practical matter of unicorns, | would seduce you in a
monent, " she told ne candidly. "I know all about the Adult Conspiracy and could initiate you into
it in approximtely ninety seconds. But as |long as you | ove MareAnn and she | oves you, | will not
doit."

"Thank you," | said, sonewhat awkwardly. | was
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getting really curious about the secrets that the adults guarded so rigorously, and such easy
access to themwas quite tenpting. But not if it ruined ny relationship with MareAnn.

Meanwhi | e, we nade periodic reports to King Eb-nez. | found many interesting things, but no

Magi ci an-cal i ber talents, to our nutual regret. Dana net the King, and was very polite to him and
he was increasingly nice to her. It was possible that he was slowy changing his mnd about the
prospect of marriage. It was said that a denpness could nmake a man deliriously happy, if she
chose, and Dana was eager to do just that for him But he worried about appearances and propriety
and just what she would do if she succeeded in getting rid of her soul, and remai ned cauti ous.

Three years went by, and | aged fromlate fifteen to early nineteen, and MareAnn di d sonet hi ng
simlar. Dana did not change; denbns are pretty nuch eternal. W tracked down the human fol k
living near the dragons, and near the centaurs of central Xanth, and near the five great El enents
of northern Xanth. We also interviewed elves and goblins, for it turned out that they were of
human derivation and had souls, and sone did have individual magic talents. My notes were becorm ng
vol um nous, and also my collection of useful artifacts. My bottle of healing elixir was only the
first of a multitude; I was filling a roomwith bottles, each containing sonething nmagi cal and
noder at el y wonderful. Wenever King Ebnez needed an itemor specialized bit of information, he
asked me, and | was increasingly likely to have a vial of sonmething that answered his need. Folk
were calling me the Magician of Information, and both MareAnn and King Ebnez prevailed on nme to
hurt no feelings by disabusing themof this status.

W were in the final stage of the survey, going through the isthnus of northwestern Xanth, when we
received a nmessage: return to the South Village at once. Alarned, we did so.

Qur worst fear was realized: King Ebnez was dying.
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Dana was stricken as much as we were, for she had nmade a significant inpression on him and it
seened likely that in another year or so he would relent and nmarry her and all ow her to make him
deliriously happy after all. That feet that his |ife was nearing its end didn't matter; it only
meant that he had less to lose if he was not satisfied with her delirium Now it seemed he had
wai ted too long, and her long effort would be wasted.

He insisted on talking to ne alone. He sniled when he sawne, and | tried to smle back, but the
signs of his denmise were on him and dark vultures perched on the roof of his house. "Please, Your
Maj esty, let nme give you sone healing elixir," | urged him "Then I can go fetch sone water from
the Fountain of Youth, which | discovered serendipitously in the course of ny survey, and that

wi Il make you young again."

He shook his head feebly no. "You must not give the water of youth to any other person not of your
imedi ate fam ly," he said. "Use it for yourself only. It is not right to interfere with the
nat ural process."

| had to promise. O course it would be a long tine before | had any need of such water nyself,
consi dering ny excellent health, though | had hoped that Mare Ann woul d take some when she got



old. But the word of a King nmust be obeyed, and besides, he was probably naking sense. | woul d not
give either youth elixir or information about the location of the fountain to any person not of ny
famly.

But worse was com ng. "Have you found a Magici an?”
"No. Not even any talent close to it. You are the only one in Xanth, | think, Your Mjesty."

"Then a desperate neasure is called for. | shall be dead within the hour, and Xanth nust have a
king. More particularly, it nust have a king who will carry on the proper traditions of the role,
and who will continue the good works | have tried to do. W have the potential to bring Xanth out
of the Dark Age, if continuity is maintained."
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"Yes, it nust be maintained," | agreed. The survey was only one of this King' s endeavors; he was
trying to see that every hunan being had a reasonable Iivelihood and was secure fromthe
depredations of trolls and dragons. He was causi ng enchanted paths to be nade, al ong which folk
could wal k in peace without nolestation. Already it was possible to travel north and south from
the South Village a considerable distance safely, and houses were bei ng nade al ong these paths, so
that folk could come in to trade in the village without fear. The King hoped that such a network
woul d be extended throughout Xanth eventually, and | liked the idea too. "There is so nuch good to
be done! So you nust live to do it, Your Majesty, and just a few drops of elixir—=

"No!" he said, showi ng uncharacteristic anger. "No, ny time is done. Since we have no Magician to
assume the throne, we shall sinply have to make one. As king, | amthe final authority on who is

and is not a Magician. In due course we shall have to set up a conmittee or council of elders for
this purpose; that is one of the refornms you shall see to."

"I don't understand, Your Mjesty." Indeed, | was perplexed and feared he was becom ng incoherent.

"1 hereby declare— he said, and coughed again, worse than before, sounding really bad, "that you
are the Magician of Information, and as such the only person qualified to assune the crown."

"But, Your Majesty!" | protested, stunned. "I am not—

H s rheuny eye fixed me with its fading glare. "Do you charge ne with |ying, Hunfrey?"
"No, of course not! The King's word is |aw But—

"Then take the crown. Use it well, until you find another Magician to whomto pass it along."
"But— | said hel plessly.

"Take it!" he said. H s withered hand clutched mne. "Prom se!"
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I was stuck for it. His glare would not let ne go. "I promse,” | whispered.

Only then did his eyes close and his grip relax. He was dead.

Chapter 6. Ki ng

I

energed fromthe death chanber carrying the crown in ny hands. MareAnn and Dana and the King's
attendants stared.

"The King is dead," | said. "I amthe new King."



"The Magician of Information. OF course!" an attendant said. "He was groom ng you for it
t hroughout . "

| 1 ooked m serably at MareAnn and Dana. They knew the truth. They could spare ne this awful thing
by speaki ng out.

But both bowed their heads. "Your Majesty," MareAnn said. Dana did not disagree. | was indeed
stuck for it.

The burial arrangenments were routine. In a day good King Ebnez was buried, and his house was m ne
But ny travail had only begun

Mar eAnn approached nme. "You nust marry," she said. "It is a requirenment for kings."
"That is true," | agreed. "And | want to many you."
There were tears in her eyes. "King Hunfrey, | can not. | |ove you, but |I love ny innocence nore.

I must depart, to free you to nmarry another.'
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"No!" | cried. "I need you!"

"You need ny talent with equines," she said, with nmuch accuracy. "But if you will marry another
quickly, then | will stay and serve you."

| realized that to keep her near nme, | would have to do as she said. "But who else can | marry?" |
asked plaintively.

"Ahem" | | ooked. It was Dana Denpbness.

Suddenly the neaning of the oracle's nmessage came clear. "You have to marry a king! And | had to
meke a denon conquest. Wy did you help nme so |oyally, Dana?"

"Because | love you, Hunfrey," she said. "You did i ndeed make a conquest of ne."
"But you had no idea | would becone king! You had nothing to gain by loving ne."

"Indeed | did not," she agreed. "And ny conscience prevented ne from naking ny sentinment known to
you, because | would not want to disrupt your relationship with MareAnn. So | focused on King
Ebnez, and | woul d have married himhad he wi shed and nmade hi mdeliriously happy, but ny true |ove
was al ways yours. So | had nore patience with his slow progress than otherw se, because it gave ne
a pretext to continue working closely with you."

I had never suspected. MareAnn had been the only wonman on ny mind; ny heart was nunmb with the

shock of her refusal to marry nme. | had really appreciated Dana's hel p, and perhaps had not
questi oned her-notive because | did not want to disrupt the arrangenent. | had willfully blinded
mysel f to the obvious, and that, | realized, was dangerous. | would have to guard against that in

the future, especially now that | was king.

" 'l suppose your soul enables you to love, as normal denpbns can not," | said, continuing to work
it out. I was al so postponing the question of marriage to a denoness, for the nonent.

"Yes, friendship and | ove becane possible for ne,
conpen-

she agreed. "And | nust say, they have their
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sations. | was frankly bored nuch of the tine before | got the soul, and sad after | had it, but



| oving you has nade me happy."

I still found this hard to accept. | was of small stature and not handsone, despite my excell ent
health. | had hel ped MareAnn when she was injured, and | understood about her need to preserve her
i nnocence, so the | ove between us seened natural. But the denpness was a creature as spectacul ar
as she chose to be, capable of inpressing even a king. Wiy should she care about ne? "Wen did—+
nmean, there nust have been sone event which—

"When we worked together to fight the wolf spiders,” she said. "W perforned so well jointly! You
understood how to do it, being very intelligent, and hel ped ne to choose the right form and then
you supported ne to nake it effective, showi ng your courage. | felt really good about that, and it

was wonderful, because | had never felt either good or bad before. Then at the end you said you
t hought | did have a soul, though we had both forgotten about that in the heat of the battle, and

we smiled at each other. | never snmiled at a man without ulterior reason before, or had one smle
at ne who wasn't | ooking at nmy body. W had true understandi ng and canaraderie, and it was such a
thrill, and after that | had a simlar thrill whenever | was near you. Maybe that's not |ove; |

haven't had enough experience to know "

She was hi her fashion innocent. She was old in the ways of the world, but young in the ways of
|l ove. That reassured ne. | did need a wife. "Very well. | will many you." | was as yet not
conpletely certain that this was w se, renmining cogni zant of the business about kings and
denmonesses, but she had certainly done her part and seermed wort hy.

"Ch, thank you, Hunfrey!" she exclainmed, delighted. "Is it all right for ne to kiss you now?"
"Go ahead," MareAnn said, wi thout conplete grace. She had told me to marry soneone el se, but
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evidently retained feeling for me. That gratified me in a shanmeful way. "You're betrothed now "

Dana approached ne and put her arns around nme. She was taller than | was, but so was MareAnn. She
brought her face down and put her lips to nmine and kissed nme. It was quite an experience! | had

ki ssed MareAnn and really liked it, but | realized now that our kisses had been properly innocent.
Dana's kiss was inproperly experienced. Love might be new to her, but the ways of physica

expression were highly famliar. | discovered that not only did she have remarkably soft and
pliable lips, she had a tongue, and | had never inagined using a tongue that way. Meanwhil e her
body was pressing close to ne, and her—her front was nmaking ny front tingle. I was beginning to

get a hint of the kind of delight she was capable of giving a king. My doubt was fading.

| settled into the kingship with perhaps no nore than the usual conplications. There was a
cerenony which the regular attendants got ne through, and folk cane fromw de and far to pay
honage and take ny neasure, and a new wardrobe was nmade for ne. The crown was adjusted to fit ny
head. No one challenged ny credentials as a Magi cian; apparently they accepted King Eb-nez's

j udgrment. Maybe they knew, as he had, that sonmebody had to be king, and that if there was no
Magi cian, it had to be faked. But this aspect bothered ne.

It was MareAnn who brought ne to reality on this score. She was al ways near, because as Kking
needed to ride in state, and her ability with all equine creatures remined inval uable. So as she
i ntroduced me to one of the few regular horses in Xanth, we talked privately.

"I feel guilty—= | began

"About ne? Don't; you asked nme to marry you and | declined. The denpness is a good secondary
choice. "'

That, too. "Thank you. But al so about the nmatter of
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qualification. You know | amno Magician. In fact, | may not have a talent at all."

"King Ebnez said you were the Magician of Information. The King's word is Xanth's law. So that's
what you are. You can't change it just because he's dead."

"Yes, but he needed sonmeone to carry on his good work.'
"Aren't you going to do that?"

"Yes, to the best of nmy ability. But it smacks so nmuch of convenience! | believe in the truth, and
the truth is—

"The truth is that you don't know what your talent is. You are smart, and you are curious about
everything, and in the course of the survey you have collected nore informati on and nore

i ncidental bottles of magic things than anybody el se ever had before, and as a result you have
nore actual power than King Ebnez hinmself had. |If you need to tally up the nunber of apples

avail able to feed hungry folk, you have only to | et your adder out of his bottle and that reptile
will add up the total in an instant, and it will be exactly correct. If one of the Mnsters Under
the Bed outgrows the bed, and even starlight at night is too bright to allowit to come out, you
can use the darklight you found in north-em Xanth to flash darkness for it to travel to a larger
bed. No one else recognized its potential as you did. If a maid | oves a nan who doesn't | ove her
you can give her a few drops of |ove potion fromthe bottle you had the wit to collect fromthat
| ove spring we al nost stunbled into. Not that it would have nade any difference to us; we were
already in love." Here she paused, perhaps westling once nore with her problem of innocence. |
knew the feeling. "AH this is because you have been constantly in search of know edge, and have
achi eved nmuch. Who is to say that this is not your nagic talent?"

"But anyone can |l ook for things!" | protested weakly.
"But few can find them Not only do you seemto
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find what you |l ook for, you find what you aren't |ooking for, and recognize it for its potentia
i medi ately. So naybe that's a subtle talent—so who says a talent has to be obvious? Maybe you
weren't a Magician before but now you are. And so you will continue, as |long as others believe
it."

She was nmaki ng anazi ng sense, for an innocent. "Still—= | ventured with one |ast effort.
"Can you prove you are not a Magician?" she denmanded.

| surrendered. | could not. Fromthis tinme forward, | was the Magician of Information, and ny
qual ns woul d sinply have to find another hone. | mounted the spirited horse, and Mare Ann told it
to make me | ook good before other folk. It was amazi ng what being mounted did for ny appearance; |
actual ly seened ki ngly!

Dana brought ne to another type of reality. We were narried with due ponp, and she was beautifu

as only an infernal fermale can be. | still [oved MareAnn and wi shed she was the one in the wedding
gown, but the know edge of Dana's |ove was a considerabl e conpensation, and | was truly curious
about the supposed delights hidden by the Adult Conspiracy. In short, | was not exactly suffering.

The first night of our marriage, Dana initiated nme into the whole of the Conspiracy, right through
the Dread Ellipsis. | had m xed reactions. In one sense, | thought is that it? There just didn't
seemto be anything worth concealing fromanyone. Mainly, it was the rather straightforward act of
signaling the stork, and it seenmed to nme that there ought to be an easier way to do it. But in
anot her sense, it was like entering a | and of perpetual wonder. | wanted her to show nme the secret
agai n and again, and she did so, and | knew that she had not been bl uffing when she spoke of her
ability to make a king deliriously happy.

But after that there was a barrier between MareAnn and ne, for | was a nenber of the Conspiracy



and she
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remai ned i nnocent. W pretended that nothing had changed, but it had. The |Iove we had for each
ot her becane strained and began to cool, and there was nothing we could do about it.

After a time, when | was well established as king and was no | onger dependent on her hel p, MreAnn
asked to go to another village to live, and of course | agreed. It was the quiet end of our
romance, and it hurt us both. That was the first of my several heartbreaks.

Dana did her best to console nme, and she was very good at it, but the underlying sadness renai ned.
| was paying a penalty for being king, and it was not one that others would understand. | had
everyt hing except what | had wanted nost: a relationship with the woman | | oved.

The busi ness of being king was about |ike the Adult Conspiracy: clothed with i Mmense nystery,
grandeur, and aura but rather ordinary in its private realization. It consisted mainly of making
| ong-term deci si ons about things nost folk neither understood nor cared about, |ike crop rotation
so that the underlying soil was not depleted. "I've grown ny cherry pie trees here for a
generation!" the old peasant fanner would protest. "Wiy should | break in a new field from
scratch? All | want is a better crop right here." No use to try to explain that there was only so
much magi c dust in the soil, which the pie trees drew on, and that it was beconing exhausted and
needed tune to repl enish. That was not the kind of concept he could handle. So it had to be an

i nperious dictate: he would shift |ocations because it was the will of the King. That sort of
nonsense he under st ood.

It was also largely cerenonial. The King was expected to officiate at celebrations, to cut the
tape-worm at the opening of a new magic path and to express regrets when soneone died. He al so had
to maintain a snmall force of soldiers, in case another Wave should wash in from Mindani a, though
the Shield guaranteed that there would be no such thing. In practice, it was a
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system for naki ng enpl oynent for young nmen who were unwilling to forage for thensel ves. They got
to don uniforns and | ook nice, and they were useful for harassing stray dragons that started
bothering villagers. OF course the dragons soon realized that the soldiers were nore show than
substance, at which point | would have to go there with dragonbane and sprinkle it on the dragon's
tail so that he would go away. Dragonbane was such vile-smelling stuff that | had to hold my nose
as | uncorked the bottle, but it was worse for die dragon, who would go into uncontrollable fits
of sneezing as long as he snelled it. He snelled it as long as any renmmined on his tail, which
meant he would finally fry his own tail to get rid of it, and then he had to retire for a nonth or
two of healing. Experienced dragons fled the nonent they saw the bottle. So it was pretty routine,
usual ly. The villagers took it as proof of ny power as a Mgician, but | knew better.

The truth is, | was soon just about bored into a gourd. Dana Denpness could distract ne only so
nmuch, delightful as her distractions were. Thus, in the guise of inspecting the kingdom |
traveled. Actually | was resum ng ny quest for know edge, searching out oddnents al ong the way,
adding to ny growing collection. This had the effect of enhancing my power as the Magician of
Information, so was a good thing. | listened to the conplaints of villagers throughout the

ki ngdom and did what | could to alleviate them | was surprised when Dana, who liked to turn
invisible and float surreptitiously through villages and eavesdrop on conversations, inforned ne
that | was becom ng known as "Good King Hunfrey." | really wasn't acconplishing nuch, but | was
listening and responding, and apparently that was nore than the fol k were accustoned to.

In one village | encountered a young nman who was quite smart. Like me, he had a passion for
know edge, but unlike me, he didn't care unduly about magic. The information he craved was
historical: he wanted to know everything that had happened through the ages of
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Xanth. But no one else cared. Wll, /cared! "I appoint you Royal Hi storian," |I said. "Question the
peopl e about past events, and nake a conpilation of what you learn for the royal records." For
this was what King Ebnez had done for ne, with ny survey of talents, and it had been a great

enpl oyment. Too bad it hadn't enabled me to find a true Magician to inherit the throne!
"I'ncidental ly, what is your name?"

"E. Tinmber Bram" he said.

So it was that Bram comrenced what was to prove a significant effort. He was the one who defined

the dates of Xanth that | have used here. By his reckoning, | becane king in the year 952, when
was ni neteen years of age. Very well; | would note the dates of the subsequent events of ny life.
It provided a kind of franmework that hadn't been there before. | was proud of instituting this,

but | knew that no one el se would care. People were so uninterested in dates that the task of
keepi ng the holiday cal endar had finally fallen on the ogres, who were too stupid to get out of
it. Fortunately no one cared to argue about errors with ogres, so there were few conpl aints.

About two years into my kingship, Dana had news for ne. "I tried to prevent it, Hunfrey, but you
were sinmply too healthy."

"Of course I'mhealthy," | said. "I fell in the healing spring. If there is anything | have done
whi ch you regret, tell me and | will undo it."

She shook her head, smling. "You can not undo this. W have succeeded in sumoni ng a baby boy
fromthe stork.'

"Well, we sent several hundred signals,"” | said. "One of themwas bound to reach the stork."
"Denons can danpen out those signals," she inforned me. "This | tried to do."

"\ 2"

"Because | wanted to remain |longer with you."

"You may renmain with me as long as you like! You
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have been excellent conpany, and | |ook forward to nmany nore signals/."

"But | fear that a delivery fromthe stork will conplicate things."
"I will be a father and you a nother. That is wonderful news!"

She did not argue, but | could see that she was pensive. Fool that | was, | did not think to ask
her why. | was too pleased with the notion of having a son. Even one who was half denon. The
storks are very firmon this: they will not deliver a fully human baby to a ni xed coupl e.

I had villages to visit, so this time | went alone, |eaving Dana hone to await the stork. The
stork wasn't due for nonths, but delivery dates were never quite certain, and it would be a

di saster if the stork cane while the nother was absent. W didn't have any cabbage | eaves grow ng
around our house, so the baby might be set down anywhere. Unfortunately this left Dana with
not hi ng much to occupy her attention, and she took to eating. OF course she had to eat sone and
remain solid, so as to build up enough mlk to nurse the baby; nmil|kweed pods were avail abl e, but
it was considered better to do it personally. But she ate a |ot and becanme quite fat. | didn't say
anyt hing, not wanting to have a bad scene before the stork arrived and perhaps scare it away, but

I intended to put her on a diet once the baby was safely with us.

Then the stork did cone, with a beautiful human/ denon boy, and | discovered disaster. W had not
under st ood the whole of the oracle's answer; we had forgotten Dana's original Question. She had



wanted to rid herself of her soul. Now that soul went to the baby, and Dana was free of it.

She was abruptly also free of her conscience and her love for ne. "Well, it's been fun, Hunfrey,
can't think why," she said. "Maybe sone year |'Il return for one |last good ****; paybe not." She
used a term which caused the curtains to blush, and which I think only an
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angry harpy would understand. It seenmed to relate in a derogatory way to the process of stork
sumoni ng. Then she fogged into snoke and drifted away.

I was left with ny hal f-breed baby, and no wife. Now | understood somewhat better than before why
men were not supposed to associate with denons. It was a hard | esson, and ny second significant
di sappoi nt nent .

I needed a new wi fe, because the King was supposed to be married and because what | knew about
caring for a baby could be tallied on the fingers of one foot. As it happened there was a girl
recently come of age who was snmitten with the trappings of the kingship. She always sniled at me
when | wal ked through the South Village, and lifted her hemin a manner that indicated that she
woul d | ove to | earn sonething of stork sumoning fromne. | was somewhat soured on storks at the
nmorment, but | needed a woman in a hurry.

"Would you be willing to adopt ny son, if | married you?'' | asked her
"I woul d adopt an ogret if that was the price of marrying you, Your Majesty," she replied.

So | narried the Maiden Taiwan, and she took care of ny son, Dafrey. She was really very good

about it, and | canme to |like her well enough, though it would not be proper to say that | |oved
her. In due course | did do sone stork signaling with her, but the stork, perhaps annoyed by the
busi ness with Dana, refused to acknow edge. | can't say | was unduly upset about it; perhaps | was

afraid that she too would take off if she got a baby of her own.

| continued to travel, because | kept absentm ndedly wal king into hanging diapers at hone. My wife
was happy to have nme travel; that left nore roomin the house.

In the North Village | discovered sonething truly significant: a six-year-old boy who could
generate thunderstornms. | exam ned himcarefully, asking himto make small storns and big ones,
and he was glad to
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oblige. H's nother didn't |ike himmaking stornms inside the house, but was surprised and pl eased
to see the King taking such an interest in him

Soon | was satisfied: this was a Magician-caliber magic talent. | had found nmy successor as king
of Xanth. O course he would need training, and it would be sone tine before he was ready, but it
was a great relief to know that I would not be stuck with this chore forever.

Then a peculiar disaster struck. It related, ironically, to nmy own hone village and to nmy fanly's
farm | had to hurry back to the Gap Village to get the story fromny ol der brother

"The tics have nutated,” Hunboldt said. "They no | onger wait peacefully for harvesting and for
their own cl ocks; now they scoot off on their own and nake m schief el sewhere. W don't know what
to do. But you're the Mugician-King; you will know what to do."

| saw that | was stuck with an awful chore.

As it turned out, awful was far too slight a word for it. Perhaps a variant of the word the
denmoness had used woul d adequately describe my sentinment, but of course a king could never utter
such an atrocity. You see, there were not just several nutated tics; there were several major



famlies of them each with nany nenbers, reproducing wherever they found fertile soil. That was
all over Xanth. What had started in the Gap Village quickly spread to each cranny and nook. They
di srupted every type of hunman activity and were extrenely annoyi ng.

We started by burning the field. Humboldt hated to do it, but it was the only way to be sure of
eradicating the source of the mutant tics. The other farmers of the Gap Village had to do the
sanme, to their extrene annoyance; | was not called Good King Hunfrey in that region thereafter
Unfortunately, this was ineffective; the nutant tics only sprouted again. W had not realized that
they had al ready escaped the nei ghborhood
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and were now sprouting in the inaccessible jungles all around. W had a major infestation.

| returned to the South Village and pondered the matter. | had a thinking cap | had found in ny
prior travels; | donned this and cogitated considerably. This produced an answer, but a difficult
one: | would have to concentrate on each variety of tic separately and devise a way to eradicate

it. The process night require years, but | was the king, so it was nmy responsibility.

| decided to capture one of the wild tics, so | could bring it home and study it and di scover how
to deal with its variety. | got a net of the type used on the tic farmand a collection of

bottles, and nounted ny trusty w nged horse, Peggy. That was a | egacy of MareAnn's associ ation

she had told Peggy to stay with ne as long as | needed her, and she was doing so, and we got al ong
well. Perhaps the feeling | retained for MareAnn communi cated itself to the mare, and so she was
satisfied to be with ne. O maybe she was just a nice creature. She was technically a w nged
nmonster, but all that is technical is not necessarily true.

We flew back to the farm because | thought nost of the tics should be close by there. First |
picked up a regular tic to use for conparison. Then | scoured the region, watching for wild tics,
and nanaged to spy one. | chased it down and netted it. It junped around madly. It turned out to
be a fran-tic, always rushing around. Anyone it happened to | and on would assune its
characteristics and becone sinmlarly frantic. This one certainly needed to be elim nated.

| squeezed it into a bottle and put it in ny pack. | flew hone. | had a chanber | had set up as a
magi ¢ lab; my main collection of itenms was there. This was where | could work w thout being
di st urbed.

I brought out the bottle. The fran-tic was a nmere blur of activity buzzing around inside. Well, |

had a cure for that: | brought out ny vial of slowsand and sprinkled sone on the bottle. The fran-
tic slowed right down, because nothing noves rapidly around sl owsand. | had
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to be careful not to get any on nme, because it would sl ow whatever part of ne it touched. There
had been a tine with the Maiden Tai wan when sone of it had gotten on the bed, and it took us two
days and nights to get an hour's sleep. | had had to cancel the effect with sone qui cksand,
because it had gotten into the mattress and couldn't be removed. Now | was nore careful with it;
experience was a solid teacher. So now | used tongs to unstopper the bottle and slide the fran-tic
out onto the table, where | had a little circle of slowsand. | was at nornmal speed, but the tic
was sl ow.

It Iooked like an ordinary tic, with a round body and little | egs. The only thing different about
it was that it was dashing madly around, in slow notion.

| brought out the regular tic. It sat there and twitched in the normal fashion. Once it got into a
cl ock and encountered the locks it would turn to sound, beconing invisible.

What was the difference between then? What | needed to do was to find out how to change the
troubl esome one back into the normal one. | had thought that one mi ght have | onger |egs or shorter



ant ennae, but they | ooked the sanme. Only their actions distinguished them

Actually, | realized, it wouldn't do any good to fix this one tic. There m ght be dozens of this
variety out there, reproducing their kind, spreading out across Xanth. | couldn't catch them all
| needed a way to nullify every one of them w thout having to bring themin to ny |ab. That neant
finding a way to change themback in the field. So | had a greater challenge than |I had thought.

| struggled with this problemfor days. | analyzed those two tics every which way but |oose. Their
only real difference seemed to be in personality. Neither of them spoke ny |anguage, so | could
not reason with the fran-tic and try to get it to change its ways and to persuade others of its
kind to do |ikew se.

Then | started experimenting with elixirs, and this
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finally gave me the key. | nixed sonme healing elixir with some nute powder and doused the fran-tic
with it. This slowed it down, and it becane like the normal tic. | added sone nultiplier potion,
so that it would keep increasing, making nore of itself. Then | let the nmuted fran-tic go. It
woul d associate with its own kind, and each tine it did so, the other tic would be simlarly nuted
by the multiplying potion. | hoped. It would take tine, but in due course all the fran-tics should
be qui et .

I went out again. This time | netted a cri-tic. This one was a real trial

"So you're the nitwit who thinks he's a king," it said. | wished this hadn't been the one to speak
my | anguage! "You have been doing a despicabl e job! Watever gave you the idea you could govern
Xanth?! / could do a better job than you, with three I egs and one feeler tied behind me. In fact |
don't see why they didn't nake nme king, as | am so obviously superior to you, you poor excuse for
a gnone. "

This one really needed stifling! But the forner mx of elixirs, powders, and potions had little

effect onit. It criticized the mix with disdain. "I could make a better concoction than that!" it
sai d.

"Very well, you do it," | said, giving it the ingredients.

But it refused. "I shall not soil ny feet with common labor. In fact, | decline to do anything
useful. It is my business to tell all others what inconpetents they are, you first anmong them™"

| could get to dislike this creature, if | concentrated. It had an attitude problem Naturally, it
thought it was the rest of Xanth with the problem and was not about to listen to any contrary
view. The only contrary views it tolerated were its own.

| feared | would pop a blood vessel or two before | was able to figure out a formula that would

mute this cri-tic. For days it berated nme for every evil its devious little mind could inagine. If
I hadn't already known that tics are bugs, | would have realized it after being
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bugged by this one. But | finally fashioned a de-bug potion that turned it froma cri-tic into an
an-tic, and that was the best | could do. | let it go, know ng that once the conversion had spread
to all its cousins and they encountered people, the would-be cri-tics would performan-tics

i nstead. That was not ideal, but this had been one hard nut to crack

Incidentally, | learned years later that some cri-tics had drifted i nto Mundani a before being
overtaken by an-tics. There they spread recklessly, and soon the whol e of Mindani a was i nfested
with them They had no natural enemes, you see, but they did their best to convert the rest of
Mundani a to eneni es. They were having sone success in this effort, the last | heard.



The next tic | caught was a roman-tic. | considered the matter, and finally let it go untreated.
Xanth woul d not be harmed by its influence.

So it went, fromtic to tic. There was the poli-tic, who infected those with anbition and the |una-
tic, who nade fol k crazy. The hera-tic, who was concerned with matters of faith, and the dras-tic
with its desperate nmeasures. They woul d none of them be m ssed! Sone were interesting and nore or
|l ess harnmess, like the aqua-tic and elas-tic. The gymmas-tic was one of the ninblest, but the
acroba-tic was simlar. The hardest one to figure out was the enignma-tic, the nost difficult was
the problema-tic, and the wildest was the orgias-tic. | was annoyed by the bonbas-tic and bored by
the pedan-tic. It was useless to argue with the dogma-tic or to try to calmthe empha-tic.

managed to turn the spas-tic into a sta-tic. The largest was the gigan-tic, and the nost
interesting the fantas-tic. Some were nui sances mainly to children, like the arithme-tic and
gramma-tic. The op-tic actually enabled folk to see better, so | let it go untreated. | had
troubl e di stinguishing between the clima-tic and the climac-tic, but there was neverthel ess a
significant difference. | finally had to catch a characteris-tic to help ne get themstraight. It
turned out that one affected the weather and the other affected
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great events. Sonetines these were sinilar, but not always.

The nore tics | treated, the harder it becanme to locate and catch the remaining ones. It took ne
nont hs roaning the countryside to catch up to the rus-tic, and then | didn't treat it, as it was
pl easantly harm ess. | had to search the upper floors of several houses before netting the at-tic.
and that too was wasted effort, as it needed no cure. It nmerely liked to seek out the highest

pl ace of a house and stay there, getting pleasantly hot and dusty and forgotten

When finally | had dealt with the last one, | danced nadly for joy. "Gotcha!" a little voice said.
"What ?"
"You mssed ne. | landed on you instead. | amthe ecsta-tic."

| was satisfied to concede that tic's victory.

I checked into the routine of things, and discovered that sixteen years had passed. My son
Dafrey, was now seventeen and was serving as an assistant to ET. Bram MW wi fe, Taiwan, had
filled out considerably; the trinkets she made in her spare tine were now to be found all over
Xanth. The Storm Magi ci an was now twenty-two, with his powers at full strength.

It was time to retire. | had never nmuch |iked being king, and now there was a |l egitimte Mgici an
to succeed ne.

| went to see the Storm Magician. "You're it," | told him "I quit!"

He accepted this with excellent grace. Arrangenents for the orderly transfer of power were nade.
He preferred to remain in the North Village, and | had no objection; the only reason | had
remained in the South Village was that had | noved home to the Gap Village, no one woul d have
renmenbered ny edicts, because of the—well, | forget why, but I'msure | had good reason

| assumed that the Matron Taiwan woul d acconpany ne to anonymity, but discovered otherw se. "But
al |
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my friends are here!" she protested. "I couldn't possibly | eave them'

| yielded to the persuasion of her logic, and we severed our narriage. | can't say | was

heart br oken; we had gotten al ong well enough, but we shared few interests, and I no |longer had a
baby to be cared for.



So it was that | was uncrowned and went ny way alone. Well, not quite; Peggy, nmy w nged horse,
concluded that | still needed soneone to | ook after nme, so she went along. | sincerely appreciated
her loyalty; it nade traveling so nuch easier

Chapter 7. Roogna
A

It first | was exhilarated by ny freedomfromthe responsibility of the kingship. This |asted
about seven minutes. | was al so depressed by ny freedomfrommarriage, for | had become accustoned
to the attentions of a woman. This |asted about nine minutes. Then | was bored.

| decided to do sonething interesting that | had never had tine for before: |ocate the fabul ous

| ost Castle Roogna. It had di sappeared fromhistory after King G onden died and Ki ng Yang noved
away fromit because of his denmon |ove. | now understood rather better than | |iked how that sort
of m schief happened. The plain fact was that the average man's brain dulled when he saw t he
average wonman, and turned off conpletely when he saw a beautiful one. He hardly cared what was in
her m nd, except that he preferred it nostly enpty. A denoness could present the nost |uscious
body and enptiest mind of all. | had thought King G onden to have been a fool, but now | knew that
he was nmerely a man

It was odd how Castl e Roogna had di sappeared, after being so promnent. It was alnpst as if sone
power didn't want it to be known. But who would object to
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the know edge of a castle? Unless there was a concern that it would be pillaged in the absence of
an occupying king. Well, | would not pillage it; | nerely wanted to see it.

It was somewhere south of the—+the—sonewhere south of the center of Xanth. Not too far fromthe
West Stockade, as | understood it, because that was where King Yang had gone, and it was said that
he had not gone far. But Yang had been the Magician of Spell-crafting, who could have nmade a spel
to jump himall the way across Xanth, so that was not certain.

Sonet hi ng about this chain of thought bothered ne, and it was nmy nature to seek out any such
bot her because it could be a signal of sonething interesting. Yang? No, that wasn't it. Far side
of Xanth? No. South Xanth? Maybe. South of what? | couldn't renenber.

And that was it. | had surveyed all of Xanth. How was it that part of it was blank in ny nind?
had no nenory of ever being in the center of Xanth, yet surely | had been there many tines. In
fact | had lived there as a child. How could | have forgotten? Yet it renmained blank: | could not

renenber where | had lived as a child.
"Peggy, fly north,” | said to nmy w nged steed.

She turned gracefully in the air and bore north. | continued to ponder, as was my wont. Could ny
forgetting about the center of Xanth have anything to do with the general forgetting of Castle
Roogna?

Soon we cane to a huge fissure in the ground. Amazi ng! How could such a thing be here and | not
know it? The thing was hardly new, trees grew at its edge and down in its depths. Wy, it would be
virtually inpossible to travel across Xanth lengthwi se with this enormous natural barrier in the
way! "Peggy, do you renenber this chasn?" | asked.

She snorted no.

But now | was beginning to remenber. My horme village was on its north side. This was the—the—the
Gap Chasml It had been here forever, or sonething
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simlar, and it—Ao one who didn't live here could—there was a Forget Spell on it! Now that | was
here, | was recovering ny |ost know edge, but when | left it | would forget it again.

Well, | could deal with that. | brought out ny notepad and pencil and nade a note: Gap Chasm

across central Xanth, Forget Spell on. Next time | thought about what | couldn't renenber, that
note woul d hel p.

But now that | renmenbered, | knew that this was not associated with the di sappearance of Castle
Roogna. The Gap Chasm nminded its own business. | added a note: Castle Roogna not in Gap Chasm
"Turn south again, Peggy," | said, and the horse obligingly did so. Peggy was ny only | egacy of
Mar eAnn, but a handsonme one. | had never sought information about MareAnn after she left nme, and

that kept ny nmenory of her clean: |lovely and i nnocent. Probably, nineteen years |ater, she was no
| onger lovely, and her innocence was sonewhat strained. An innocent worman of thirty-eight was not
nearly as attractive as one of nineteen, for reasons that nost nen understood and npbst wonen
didn't. But |I had |oved her, and |l oved her yet, in dimnished degree. Had things been otherw se

Wiere woul d Castl e Roogna nost likely be? Well, if it was unknown, it was probably hidden fromthe
air or inaccessible. If Peggy and | canvassed southern Xanth, we should either run across it or

di scover a region we could not explore. Indeed, sonething |ike that nust have happened when
surveyed Xanth before. | nust have skipped by a region without realizing it. That was the place to
investigate in nore detail.

We canvassed. Peggy rather enjoyed it, |I believe, for she lived for flying. | found it |ess
delightful, for my posterior was getting sore fromall the riding, and nost of the territory we
covered was already famliar

Peggy curved in flight. Odinarily | would not have noticed, for | trusted her judgnent. But ny
recent experience with the—the—sonething or other had alerted
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me to unnoticeable things, and ny attention focused. Wiy had she curved, when our nornal pattern
shoul d have carried us straight forward? I saw no storm cloud or dangerous mountain, and no dragon
was al oft near by.

| was about to tell her to straighten out and fly right. But | really didn't feel |ike arguing the
case; there was nothing interesting ahead.

Anot her warning nag bothered me. | was interested in everything; how could I find any unknown
thing uninteresting? My talent was curiosity. This just did not figure.

"Peggy, fly over that boring jungle to the side," | said. She turned with an equi ne sigh and
headed into it—enly to turn away agai n soon

There was now no doubt: there was an aversion spell here, just as there was a Forget Spel
(according to ny note) on the Gap Chasm | had no nenory of such a chasm but trusted ny note. An
aversion spell would have simlar effect: passing folk would not renenber the region, because they
never entered it.

I tried to have Peggy fly into it again, but she began to sweat and her ears turned back, and
knew she was beconi ng nost unconfortable. She did not have nmy ornery nature; she was a relatively
i nnocent creature of the wild who stayed out of trouble by avoiding aversive things. It would not
be kind to push her further.

"Land, and | will go on alone,” | said. "If | do not return, you are free to do as you will. |
thank you for your years of |oyal assistance.' *



She cocked an eye at ne, not liking this, but descended and | et ne dismount. She fol ded her w ngs
and wait ed.

| assenbl ed nmy pack, which Peggy had been carrying. | did not relish the notion of proceedi ng
al one on foot into an aversive jungle, but | hoped that dragons and other nonsters would al so be
avoiding it. "Happy grazing," | told the nare.

She pondered the nmatter, then | owered her head to the grass, which was rich here at the edge of
the jungle.

Question Quest
107

She had plenty to eat. That wasn't her concern. She knew | was being foolish, and she felt guilty
for letting me do this. But she knew that she would have to let nme get ny own scrapes and |l earn ny
own hard | essons. She was a very maternal mare.

| turned and plunged into the jungle. | knew where to go, because it was where | felt | east
inclined to go. It had been a long time since | had done anything | |less wanted to do. Yet,
perversely, that was why | wanted to do it

My orneriness paid off, because after a while the aversion eased. It was like diving into cold

water: the first shock was the worst. | still did not Iike what | was doing, but | could tolerate
it. | took things easy and kept going.

Then | saw sonething interesting. It was a snail. It was racing across a glade. Then | saw

anot her, noving al nbst as quickly. This was remarkable; | had never seen snails nove so rapidly. |

realized that this was that rarest of all sports events, a cross-country snail race. Normally folk
did not watch one of these fromstart to finish unless obliged to for some reason, such as

puni shment. But these swift snails would conplete the course in a fraction of the time regul ar
snai | s woul d.

The regi on darkened, and in a nonent it was as black as night. There were even stars overhead,
sailing along in their courses. They reached the other side of the welkin and came to rest. Then
the sun cane up again

Somet hi ng nagged ny m nd.
Slowy it came to ne: why was everything noving so fast?
And slowy the answer came: because | had sl owed down.

| 1 ooked down, in the time it took the sun to travel fromquarter sky to half sky. Sure enough, |
was standing on a patch of sand. That woul d be sl owsand.

The worl d was proceeding at its nornmal pace. It
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seened rapid to nme only because ny perspective had changed.

The aversion spell was not stopping ne. Now | was encountering another type of magic. Soneone had
strewn patches of slowsand around, and | had foolishly stepped into one. | could step out of it,
of course, but | would be a long time doing it. Meanwhile any other kind of nischief could be
appr oachi ng.

| could try to step backward out of it or forward. There was three times as nuch sand in front.
That would delay ne a long time. But if | retreated, | mght still have this barrier to traverse

Fortunately | had the remedy. | had collected many useful things during ny survey of Xanth and



during ny tenure as king. | had a fair assortnent of themhere in ny pack

| reached over mny shoul der and fished for a bottle. | wasted no tine, but the | and darkened and
brightened twice nore while | did this. | found nmy qui cksand and sprinkled sone on nmy feet. It
counteracted the slowsand, and | was able to step forward out of the patch

But | had lost three days. Fortunately |I wasn't on a schedule, as far as | knew, and | wasn't
hungry, because ny internal processes had been slowed too. Still, | would have to be nore careful

I now had little doubt that | was in the vicinity of Castle Roogna. | renmenbered that King Roogna
whose tal ent was adapting magic to his purpose had adapted many things to the defense of the
castle. His talent was sinilar to that of the later King Ebnez, except that Roogna dealt with
living magi c whil e Ebnez adapted inanimate magic. O course sand needed no adaptation; all it
needed was to be there, and it had its eifect. How the King had nmanaged to nove it here, far from
its natural habitat, | hesitated to guess. But it had just about stopped ny advance.

Well, onward. Tinme was not of the essence, but Peggy mght be getting inpatient for nmy return.
renenbered how, so | ong ago, MareAnn and | had spent

Question Quest
109

the night in the werehouse and been taken far afield. In fact, all the way across the-—the—across
somewhere, to the South Village. The poor unicorns nust have dutifully returned to discover only a
bare patch of ground where the house had been. Had they nei ghed soul fully, thinking us forever

| ost? Was Peggy now fretting simlarly, having hoped for ny return well within three days?
regretted putting her through that.

I brushed by a nondescript bush. There was a faint calling sound—and suddenly ny gut boiled up. |
grabbed for ny trousers and yanked them down barely in time to let ne squat. My nether innards
bl ew out their contents.

Then | felt at ease, and | realized what had happened. | had touched a nature bush and been call ed
by it. This was its way of getting fertilizer. A harm ess ploy—but had | not reacted quickly, I
woul d have soiled ny trousers and been in a rather awkward situation. | had been carel ess again

I reassenbl ed nyself and stepped forward again. There were ot her bushes, but not of the sane type.
Still, they were unfamliar, and | preferred to avoid them There was no telling what kind of
magi ¢ they m ght have.

But there was a halfway solid Iine of them the | eaves of one touching the |leaves of its
nei ghbors. | could not pass w thout touching them

So | took a running junmp and sailed over them My excellent health had never abated, and | could
clear hurdles that woul d have been insurnountable in nmy youth before | fell in the healing spring.

The tip of one stemtouched ny foot. Suddenly | was spinning in the air, tunbling out of control
| cane down turning like a wheel, rolling down a grassy slope toward a nmuddy pond. | had touched a
t unbl eweed!

I managed to stop my roll just before plunging into the mud. | lifted nmy face—and there was
soneone's bottom huge and snelly. | winkled ny nose against the odor of rotting cheese.
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Then | got a better view, and realized that this wasn't a nan's bare posterior, but a rounded
stone with a vertical crevice. In fact it was a chink of noon rock, evidently fallen fromthe noon
some tinme ago, because the green cheese was far fromfresh. It had nooned nme, as was its nature.

| got up and turned my back on the noonstone. | discovered that | had tunbled farther than |I had
supposed; | was not only near mud, | was surrounded by it, and beyond it was a ring of open water



In fact I was on an island in a pond! How could | have gotten here w thout getting wet?

Then | realized that this was another obstacle on the way to the castle. There was an enchant nent
of some sort that was trying to stop ne or turn ne back. Now it had dunped me on this island,
possi bly by flipping ne through the air. It wasn't trying to hurt ne, just to prevent me from
going forward. Probably if | decided to give it up as a bad job, | would have little trouble
maki ng ny way out.

That expl ai ned why the castle had been forgotten: someone wanted it |eft alone. But who? There
weren't any Magi ci ans or Sorceresses in Xanth, except for the Storm King, and no ot her person
woul d have either the desire for such privacy or the power of magic to enforce it

I had been nore or less bulling through, and nore or | ess not getting anywhere much. It was tine
to start using my mnd, which was a good one when | gave it three quarters of a chance. How could

| learn nore about this situation so as not to blunder worse? After all, |I didn't want to have to
face Peggy's "I told you so!" snort.

I sat down on the noon rock, which emtted nore strong cheese snell in protest. | took off ny pack
and rumaged through it for ny small magic mrror. | gazed at it for a nonent, considering whether
to use it. | renmenbered the probl em associated with it.

This was an excellent mrror | had found in a de-
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serted graveyard. Mst graveyards were deserted, of course; for some reason living folk did not
care to spend nmuch tinme in them But this one was really deserted: even the ghosts were gone. |
wasn't sure what could frighten off a ghost, and had hesitated to pursue the nmatter despite ny
curiosity; there was probably excellent reason for the fright. So | had picked up this little
nmrror.

"What is your nature?" | had asked it first.
"I ama magic mirror who can answer any question put."

Well, this was an excellent find! But | was suspicious of the circunstance under which | had found
it, so |l questioned it again. "Wat are the counterindications of your use?"

"1 answer each question |less accurately than the last, for each possessor.”

That gave me pause. | could see that a living person night have used this mirror repeatedly, not
thinking to inquire about its liabilities, and had his good fortune becone bad fortune as the
mrror gradually shaded fromtruth to lies. Finally it nust have given himan answer that killed
him such as perhaps telling himthat there was a fortune here when in fact there had been a ghou
lurking inits favorite place. That woul d account for the mrror being left in the graveyard.

But could this also account for the vani shed ghosts? Yes, because they could have addressed the
mrror as it lay on the ground near their graves, and they could have entertai ned t hensel ves by
asking it many questions—and finally it could have told them a ghost story which led themto a
ghost town, fromwhich they had been unable to escape.

So | had asked this mirror no nore questions. But | had saved it, because it was probably stil
fairly accurate for ne. Wen it becane hopel essly inaccurate | could give it to soneone else, with
due war ni ng

I had asked it only two questions. How fast did its accuracy decline? If | asked it how to get
safely to
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Castl e Roogna, and it gave ne an answer that was nostly good, but omtted news of one deadly
threat, what then?

| decided to wait for a situation where the accuracy of the answer would be nore evident. There
were too nmany inponderables at the monent. So perhaps | had wasted ny tinme. But that was ny
nature: to pause every so often and reassess ny situation. It would be better if I did ny pausing
before getting into trouble so that | could assess instead of reassess, but such w sdom and
caution cane only with hard experience. | was not yet nearly as conservative as | would becone in
ny maturity.

It had been better, actually, when | was married or with a fenal e conpani on. MareAnn had sort of
nudged ne in right directions, and Dana had al ways given ne good advice while she had her soul
and Mai den Taiwan had put things together for me very well. Even Peggy, ny wi nged horse, had

gui ded ne by significant wi ggles of her ears when | threatened to do somet hing of nore than
ordinary stupidity. It had been a long tune since | had been truly on ny own, and by an odd

coi nci dence the same tine since | had been unusually thoughtless. It was evident that | needed
managenent. In fact, | probably needed another wife. But after one love and two marriages, | was
not eager to do it again. Not unless | could have both together. | really w shed, in retrospect,
t hat MareAnn had been willing to forgo her innocence and marry ne. But she had preserved it, and
the last | had heard of her she was in the business of providing mares for villages. She would
summon a suitable femal e horse for a settlenent, who would handle its affairs with such extrene
di scretion that they seemed nonexistent. Unicorns were able to serve only children's settlenents,
but any other mare could kick things off welt enough. It seened that every village wanted a
conpetent mare. The mare of the West Stockade was said to have real horse sense.

But how could | have that? \Wiere was the woman
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whom | could both | ove and marry? Soneone who was | ovely w thout being determ nedly innocent or of
dermon origin or dedicated to status rather than the man? Where was the potential great |ove of ny
life?

I lifted the mirror, putting it away. | caught the flash of an inmage in it: the face of a
beautiful young woman with a bright red rose in her hair. | quickly straightened out the mrror
and | ooked nore closely, but the i mage was gone. The thing had been teasing ne.

Yet this was a question-answering mrror, and it could not do other than answer a question

correctly or incorrectly. |I had asked it no question. So how had it flashed ne a picture?
| cogitated a bit, realizing that there was a nmissing elenent here. By and by | ran it down: | had
been thinking of ny ideal worman. | had been holding the magic mirror in ny hand. The thing nust

have flashed ne a picture of that woman.

What the mirror wanted, of course, was to tenpt me into asking a question. The nore questions it
coul d nake ne ask, the less accurate it woul d becone, until it becane useless to ne. This was its
way of getting rid of me, either by giving me bad answers or by getting given away.

"I't won't work," | said. "I won't fritter away what accuracy remains in you by asking an
irrelevant question. Once | |ocate Castle Roogna and am satisfied, then | can | ook for that wonan.
I don't want to know about her now, when the information may be at the expense of something | nmay
need to know to save ny life. So stop trying to distract ne, you too-bright piece of glass.”

Bold words. But in fact that glinmpse had struck through to nmy heart, and | wanted to know who that
woman was. Would | really nmeet her at sone tine in the future, or was this a false inage? | was
tenpted to give up this foolish quest for Castle Roogna and go in search of the woman. What

m schi ef that m schievous mrror had done to ny fancy!
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Wl 1, on. Thinking was not doing me nuch good after all. |I fished out a repul sive spell that would
protect nme fromattack by serpents, allegories, basilisks, dragons, and anything el se of the
reptilian persuasion, | found another that guarded agai nst insects of every type. Another that
made fish |ose their appetite. And one to wilt plants, frominnocent poke berries to the huge
deadly kraken weed. One nore that would cause mammal s bel ow the humanoid level to retreat in

di sgust. That would spare ne the awkwardness of bunping into a hypotenuse or worse. Finally, a
spell to spook birds, fromthe cutest little humm ngbirds through the ugliest big roc. The thing
was, | could not know what threats lurked in the deep nud and water and did not care to find out
the hard way. So | guarded against themall. It was a shame to expend so many spells at once when
per haps none were necessary, but it would be foolish to ganmble with ny life.

I took off ny clothes, wadded theminto ny pack, held it high, and waded into the nud. | was
prepared for any creature that might wish to nolest me in the water. O course el ves, gnones,
trolls, ghouls, and ogres were humanoid, but | hadn't seen any of these in this vicinity, and
did have other spells that would be effective against them This was the advantage of coll ecting
magi ¢ things. It had occurred to nme that sone of them m ght eventually be useful

The mud sucked up around ny feet and ankles, and then pulled back with a disgusted sizzle. The
repul sive spells were affecting the small creatures lurking within it and the reaching roots of
plants. | continued slowy, giving the whole nud puddle time to spread the word, satisfied that
nost creatures would prefer to get out of nmy way before | got to them

My | eading foot came down into a sudden hole, and suddenly | was wai st deep in nmud. Yes, that was
a standard ploy of nmud puddles; they tried to | ook shallow, then they would snare soneone who
believed it.
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But it did this wallow no good, because nothing would touch ne.

I forged on through the mud until it thinned and becane nmuddy water. | was now chest deep, and ny
toes were sliding along the bottom Wth luck I wouldn't encounter another hole; | hoped this nuck
had | earned the futility of that device. So | could slowy forge through and out and finally
scranble onto the far bank and be on ny way toward the castle, which probably wasn't very far away
now.

For sonewhere in the course of ny pondering a background throught had been percolating, and now it
was rising slowy to the surface of ny mind where it could be seen. It was this: it nmight be the
castle itself that was trying to keep folk out. King Roogna had adapted a lot of living magic
around the castle, and in the course of several centuries that magi c could have coal esced into a
hal fway unified effort. Wthout King Roogna to tell it no, it had decided that any person who was
not himwas to be kept out. It had gotten quite effective, and | mght be the first person to
overcome it. That would be very nice

Then somet hi ng caught ny ankle and pulled. Wat was this? My assorted spells should keep al
enem es at bay!

| | ooked down, but could see nothing in the swirling opacity. This water was clear as nud, by no
coi nci dence.

Now sonet hi ng was tugging on nmy other ankle. It did not feel like a tentacle. It was nore like a
webbed foot.

Then | realized what it was. My spells had not included the anphi bians. This was an under-toad! A
wat er-dwel ling toad that crept along the bottom and haul ed waders under. Here | was with ny hands
occupi ed hol ding up ny packful of clothes and spells which | didn't want to get wet, and this
thing was out to draw ne down and drown ne!

| tried to get away, but when |I lifted one foot, the
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other was jerked out and | plopped down. | held the pack straight aloft and kicked ny feet
violently, managing to get one down onto reasonably firm nuck. My head broke the brown surface,
matted with bits of seeweed that must have gotten lost in this pond. Normally seeweed kept a sharp
eye out for the sea, and draped itself over seeshells.

"Hel p!'" | gasped involuntarily as there was another tug on ny foot. The under-toad was only
playing with me; soon it would get serious and drag nme down for |onger man a nere dunk. A | ot
| onger.

A man appeared at the bank. He was purple. He caught an overhangi ng branch with one hand and
extended the other to nme. He caught ne by a wist and drew ne toward him Just in tine, for ny
feet were going out again.

The toad haul ed harder, not understanding why | wasn't going down. The purple nan continued to
pull ne to the shore. In a nonent he was joined by a green man, and the two of them got ne up and
out of the water, forcing the toad to let go lest it be brought to the surface. | had escaped with
my pack undunked, ny collection of spells conplete.

"Thank you!" | gasped. "lI needed that."

"Anything to hel p anot her col ored person," the purple man said.

There | realized who nmy benefactors were. There were some fol k whose colors were different from
others, and those of the rarer hues tended to seek their own conpany, because the mpjority

soneti mes made fun of them They had evidently m staken ne for one of them because |I was now nud
and seeweed col ored. How would they react when they learned that I wasn't? That | was not one of
the guardians of this region but soneone trying to sneak in?

I thought about it for a third of a nonent and concluded as usual that honesty was best, though

they woul d probably throw ne back in the pond. "I'm not-"
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"Look! There's a beach head!" G een excl ai ned

Purple and | | ooked to the side. There indeed was a head forming in the sand. This mght be little
more than a rmud puddle, but it seemed to have a nunber of oceanic attributes.

"Qui ck! Fetch a beach conber!" Purple cried

They charged into the jungle, foraging for conbers. | had to adnmt that the beach head' s hair was
rather nessy, so it was appropriate to conb it out. It was just ny luck that the head had
mani fested right at this tine.

| decided that three would be a crowd, as far as beach head conbi ng was concerned. | marched on in
the direction | hoped the castle was.

Interesting that there were human beings here. For col ored people were human, despite the clains
of some; they differed only in their hues. Apparently these ones had had trouble getting al ong
el sewhere, so had accepted work here hi the region that other folk avoided. It was too bad that
they were not given the equal chance they deserved.

| squeezed through sonme foliage—and was abruptly facing a young blue woman. | renenbered that |
remai ned naked; mny clothes remained in ny pack. Fauns mi ght run unclothed, but I was no faun, and
this was no nynph. She was fully cl ot hed.

| opened my stupid nouth. "I, uh—=



"Where is the beach head?" she inquired. "I have conbs!"
"That way," | said, pointing to ny rear. Let ne rephrase that: | pointed back the way | had cone.
"Thank you, Brown," she said, and dashed on

| started to breathe a sigh of relief. But | had gotten no further than si before Bl ue paused,
gl anci ng back. Her gaze flicked to nmy mdsection. She opened her pretty nouth.

"By the pond," | clarified. "Purple and Green are already there."

She nodded and ran on. | breathed nmy gh, conpleting ny sigh
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Then | | ooked down at nyself. | was not as exposed as | had thought. Several thick strands of
seeweed were hanging fromthe regi on the wonan had been | ooking at, |ike a codpiece.

Perhaps | should get dressed now. But ny body remained caked with nud, and that would ruin ny

clothes. There seemed to be no suit-able trees nearby, so | could not get a new suit. | decided to
conprom se by fashioning the seeweed (I wondered just what it was |ooking at) into a mni num

| oi npi ece. That would have to do until | found water in which to wash.

But now night was closing in around ne, and soon it would catch ne. I would have to find a pl ace
to sleep. | was too tired to struggle on through darkness. My repul sive spells would protect ne
through the night, but | still needed sonewhere confortable to |ie down.

I was in luck again: | spied bedrock. A nice big section of it, projecting fromthe ground. | went
and touched it with one hand. It was genuine, no illusion, and wondrously soft. It was perfect.

There was even a bl anket tree nearby, with a fine heavy blanket just waiting to be harvested. That
woul d ward away the chill of evening nicely.

| fished in nmy pack for a neal ticket, as | had not eaten all day. | tore the ticket in half, and
the pieces forned into a fine |loaf of bread and a flask of drink. | popped the cork and lifted the
flask to my nmouth. It turned out to be soft drink, which was fine; | did not care to tackle hard

drink right now, because that had the side effect of making it hard for a person to keep his
bal ance.

| conpleted ny nmeal and lay on the bedrock. | bounced a little, enjoying the feel of the inner
springs. Probably they contained nore soft drink, but |I preferred to let thembe. If | bounced too
hard, they might squirt out, and the bedrock would | ose some of its softness. | rel axed.

Then the inmage of that face in the mirror returned to me. | knew that the nmirror had no certain

obligation to
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show the truth, especially since | had not actually asked it a question. It m ght have been the
i mmge of the nost beautiful wonman the nmirror had seen in the past fifty years, and she could now

be buried in that cute little graveyard where | had found the mirror. | suspected that the mrror
didn't like ne, so this mght be its cruel joke. It was probably just trying to bug ne, to deprive
me of my peace of mind until | had to play its gane and ask about the woman. | had known that ai

along. But if that was its gane, it was working.

But | refused to give the mirror the satisfaction of knowi ng how effective its ploy had been. |
sinply let that inmage be in ny mnd, enjoying it. | knew that there was a whole lot nore to know
about a woman than just her face, and | hated being so noved so foolishly, but in this respect |
was a typical man. So | would conplete ny present nission, |ocate Castle Roogna, then see what to
do about that wonman, assuning she existed. Then | slept.



In the norning | got up, used another neal ticket—they were quite handy when canpi ng out —+ooked
for water again, but only blundered into another nature bush. Thus | did not conplete the
particular function | had sought. | would just have to get clean when the opportunity cane.

Before me was a dense forest of large trees. Now at last | was in famliar territory, as it were,
for I knew that Castle Roogna was surrounded by just such trees. If these noved their branches to
intercept an intruder—

| stepped forward. The trees on either side of the avenue | was going toward swing their branches
around to bar the way. There was no doubt of it now this was what | was | ooking for.

Excellent. | had come prepared for this. | had not known that there were other defenses around the
castle, but the orchard was part of the history that E. Tinber Bramhad witten up. In fact it was
his history that had
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rem nded nme of this missing aspect of Xanth and aroused ny ever-ready curiosity.

| retreated, renoving ny pack. | brought out a vial of elixir and anocinted nyself with it. This
was a fanmiliar potion: it made the wearer snell fanmiliar. Since trees neither saw nor heard very
well as a rule, they depended on anbi ence: the general odor and attitude of the creature who
approached. |If they snelled cold iron in the possession of an evil-snelling man, they becane

def ensi ve, because the thing they hated nbst was the axe.

| approached again, whistling. This tine the branches gave way before nme. | acted and snell ed
famliar. Wien it cane right down to it, trees were generally not the smartest creatures in Xanth.
But they did excellent service protecting the grounds.

| came to the inner orchard, where there were all manner of fruit, nut, pie, and other useful
trees, surely the greatest collection of themin Xanth, because they had been assenbl ed by King
Roogna. It was a lovely place, and | ooked surprisingly well kept considering that it had been
negl ected for al nost three centuries. Technically, from 677 when Mgician Yang assuned the throne
and left the castle, until now, 971. It |ooked just as if someone had been tending this orchard
yesterday. Roogna had certainly been a conpetent Magician

Now | cane to the grand old castle itself. Wiat a sight! It was roughly square, with mghty square
turrets at each corner and substantial round ones m dway along the walls. It was surrounded by a
form dabl e noat. To ny anmazenent | saw that the water was clear, not scumry with neglect, and
there was a noat nonster there

Could it be that Castle Roogna was occupi ed? This was astoni shing. How could it be occupied, yet
forgotten?

I wal ked up to the edge of the noat. A nonster serpent lifted its head out of the water and hissed
at ne.
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My serpent repellent had worn nostly off by this tinme, but I had nore if | needed it.

Then the drawbri dge cranked down and | anded with a clank. The portcullis lifted. The gate opened.
A woman appeared, |ooking tiny am dst the huge fortifications. She was evidently a princess, for
she wore a small gold crown set with tiny pink pearls and pink dianmonds. There was a rather |arge
square shaped pink crystal at her bosom Her hair was |ike dew bedazzl ed rose petals. Her skin was
so creany it seenmed al nost possible to drink it, and her eyes were shades of |eafy green. She was
attired in a | ownecked gown nade of translucent full silk gauze in wi de stripes of deep rose and
stripes of creamsilk and cloth of gold. Her slippers and pantal oons were cloth of gold too, and
seenmed to be fastened together with delicate thorns. Her |ong cape and hood were of dated design



but excellent quality heavy watered silk of deepest rose color, enbroidered in seed pods nade of
pearls, musical shards of pink crystals, and small pieces of rose-colored jade carved in the shape
of rose buds. There was a frog closure of shimering gold in the shape of a living frog prince.
These were all pretty good signs of royalty.

It was the woman of the mirror, every bit as lovely in life as in imge, and the rest of her was
as aesthetic as her face. "Don't hurt him Souffle"," she said to the npbat nonster. "I know you
can't let himin, but I'll go out to neet him" The huge serpent nodded and sank sl owly back out
of sight. It was evident that he regarded her as the mistress of the castle. That was another
excel l ent recommendati on, because mpat nonsters generally made very sure of their enployers. It
just would not do to nake an error and swallow the proprietor instead of an intruder. It was
agai nst the code of guardi anship.

Then she wal ked across the bridge toward ne. | renenbered that | was garbed in nmud and a seeweed
loin covering. | had had no idea that | would thus abruptly encounter the woman of ny fancy. |
tried to back away,
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but came up against a nearby gallan-tree that prevented me fromw thdrawing fromthe princess*
exqui site presence.

"Uh, hello," | said, feeling very little of the intelligence | was supposed to have.
"Hell o, Hunfrey," she said. "I amthe Princess Rose."
Sonehow | had known that would be her nane. But how had she known m ne? "Uh—=

"I think I love you," she continued blithely. "And that presents a problem | amhere to marry a
Magi ci an who will becone king, while you are the reverse: a king who will becone a Mgician.
Castl e Roogna is nost upset. But | think we can make it work, if you are willing."

How di d she know so nuch about ne, even that | wasn't a true Magician but had been king? How could
she speak of |ove, when we had only just nmet? "Uh-"

Then she snmiled at me, and all ny doubt wafted away. | was in |ove.
Chapter 8. Rose
|

It was a bleak hour in the history of Xanth. Things had started to decline during the reign of
Ki ng Gronden, who had been seduced by a denpness and sired a hal f-breed naned Threnody, who was
banned from Castl e Roogna lest it fall asunder. She married G onden's successor, King Yang.
Therefore, King Yang set up residence away from Castl e Roogna, to the castle's chagrin. He
governed Xanth fromthe West Stockade. Four years later Threnody suicided and becane a ghost,
Renee. In |ife she had been banned from Castl e Roogna, but in death she was able to enter it, and
she kept conpany with her true |ove, Jordan the Ghost.

Ki ng Yang, not one to bermpan spilled nmilk pods, remarried, and two years later sired a son. The
son | acked Magici an-class magic, so could never be king. He was established at a separate estate,
becom ng Lord Bliss, He grew up and married the Lady Ashley Rose, and their child was Princess
Rose Pax of Bliss. Her grandfather was an evil king, and her father an indifferent nan, and Xanth
was sinking further into its Dark Age, but Rose was a really sweet child. She had a talent for
growi ng roses, and they were everywhere around
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her. A rose by another name did not snell as sweet as the rose that Rose grew

When Rose was just fourteen, her grandfather Yang died. He had been evil but healthy; his sudden
deni se was a shock. Another Magician, Mierte A Fid, took the throne. There was a suspicion that
this Fid had poisoned Yang, for his talent related to al cheny, and he coul d nmake potions do
sinister things. He was the nost evil man known in Xanth. But there was no proof-—-and who woul d
dare accuse the King? So those who had m sgivings kept themnostly to thensel ves and nuddl ed on
They really didn't expect nmuch better froma Dark Age. Good kings limted their tenures to bright
ages.

Lord Bliss, being the son of the forner King and a hal fway decent nman with a wholly decent wife,
did grunble a bit. That was perhaps his mstake. A grunble or two escaped the house and may have
managed to reach the ear of the King. It was an evil ear, covered over by skin so that it did not
project fromhis head, and nost of what it heard was bad. The King's malicious nmind may have
started to percolate, and the results of such percolations were inevitably foul. The |onger that
brain oozed, the worse it festered, until at last the awfulness had to find its nefarious
expressi on.

When Rose was si xteen, her father received a poison-pen letter. The poisoned thorn fell out of the
envel ope and pricked his hand when he opened it. Gotcha! the text of the letter said. It was

unsi gned, but only the King knew how to make such poi son. So Rose had a notion who m ght have sent
it, but no proof. There just never seened to be proof for what nost of Xanth knew was true.

The poi son was slow but sure. At first Lord Bliss nerely slowed down a bit, while his hand turned
deepeni ng shades of purple; but then he slowed down a bit nore, and the pain of it showed around
the edges of his face despite his effort to conceal it. Rose dedicated
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herself to helping him for her nother was busy trying to maintain the househol d.

As autumn waned in a burst of rose-scented air and waxy white orange bl ossons, Rose knew that her
father did not have nuch tinme left. Each day the ruby and garnet colored sands of tine slipped

|l ower in the grandfather clock. That clock would stop entirely, never to run again, on the day he
di ed.

Lord Bliss was resigned to his fate. If he had any regrets at all, it was that he was | eaving

behi nd one royal descendent, his daughter, the Princess Rose. She could never be king, because she
was fenmal e and | acked sufficient magic, but she deserved better than what she faced. Even now as
she sat beside his sickly bedside she was a great confort to himand to the Monster Under the Bed.
The nonster was a chil dhood friend who had returned to keep hi m conpany during his |ast hours. The
young and the old were sinmlarly close to the ends of their lives, going in different directions,
and nonsters related well to that.

Hi s dear and |oving daughter kept her ninble fingers ever busy with her needle, working with the
yarns and threads and needl epoint. He took her silence as a subtle reproach to the selfishness of
his deep and abiding | ove for her, for Rose should have been married | ong ago. A beautifu
Princess could readily find a natch by the time she was seventeen, but she had remained single to
better dedicate herself to his welfare. Now she was twenty, the blush of her youth past. Yet he
had been unable to part with her, this child he |oved above all people, and it was evident that
she returned the sentinment.

But he could not forestall death further. "M daughter,” he rasped with what was left of his dying
breath. "You nust marry. But | fear that narriage. The Ki ng—

Rose was appall ed. "The King wouldn't marry ne!" she protested.
"Yes he woul d—+o0 secure his seeming |legitimcy.
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You are of the blood of the genuine King. Your grandfather was an evil man, but he had a good
side. King Fid has none. He may seek to stifle objections to his terrible reign by requiring the
support of the nobst beautiful, nice, and innocent Princess available."

"Father!" she protested, blushing in a beautiful, nice, and innocent fashion

"You nust hide fromthe King," he continued. "Only ny life can protect you, and it is al nost done.
The nonent | am gone, you nust go too—+to where the King can not find you."

"Yes, of course, dear Father," she agreed, chill ed.

Then Lord Bliss expired. Rose knew it was so, because the big clock stopped ticking. She covered
his face with the sheet and went to tell her nother about this and her need to hide. But as she
did so, two royal soldiers walked up to the door. They had evidently been listening for the
clock's final tick and | ock. "No!" Rose cried, but Lady Rose was al ready opening the door, not
realizing

"W have conme for the Princess Rose Pax of Bliss," the men said.

"But she has done nothing bad in her life!" the Lady Rose protested.

"Precisely. The King wi shes to see her

So it was that Rose had to go with the King's three horsenen of hate, fraught with trepidation
She had had no idea the King would act so swiftly. In fact, before the past hour, she had had no
i dea he even knew of her as other than nothing.

Al'l too soon she was brought before King Mierte A Fid. H's presence was as ugly as his name. He
was known as a bl ack-hearted creature who delighted in giving pain. He woul d have oozed evil from
hi s pores, had he had any pores. He derived his energy fromthe chaos that war and simlar

m schi ef brought.

H's mouth was a cruel slit. He normally opened it only to lie, belittle, or harshly criticize. It
was said that when he lost control and began to rant, bellow, and
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scream his eyes would turn yellow and sparks would fly fromthem while noxious fumes issued from
his nostril slits. The prevailing theory was that he was the unnatural bastard son of a priestess
who was into a lewd stage act with well-trained reptiles. It was quietly bruited about that no
stork had brought him all of thembeing too revolted by his aspect; he had been delivered by a
large basilisk with a clothespin on its nose. Rose had not believed any of that, of course, but
now, gazing into his cold black double-Iidded eyes, she began to believe. She felt her innocent
girlish heart thudding in her throat, and feared there would be an echo fromthe walls.

The King was naked to the waist. On his head, below a cap of greasy black curls, he wore a thin
spi ked crown of sone unnatural netal, perhaps because gold would have eroded fromthe contact of
that flesh. His skin gl eaned everywhere with shades of purple, matching the hues of Lord Bliss's
thorn-pricked hand. G owing crystals were fastened to his feet, his chest, his neck, his face, and
his tail. On his curls nore crystals glimered |ike bal eful eyes: dianonds and purpl e dragon
seeds.

He smiled, and this was worse. "W shall be nmarried next week, when the preparations have been
made, " he said. "Too bad your father will not be able to attend.™

Her worst fear had been realized. Marriage to this nonster would be worse than death.

That realization gave her a perverted kind of courage. "It is custonary to ask the lady first,"
she said, her voice sounding narvelously false: i.e., cool and controll ed.



H s eyes narrowed for an instant into snakelike slits. "Oh, did | forget that technicality? Rose
Pax of Bliss, will you consent to marry your King?

She nerved herself for her ultimate act of defiance. She opened her nouth and forced out the dread
word. "No,"
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H s lack of surprise was chilling. "You will return for the night to your honme to reconsider your
response. In the norning you will have your personal bel ongi ngs packed and ready for transport
here.” He turned and swept away, literally: his tail nade a sweep of the floor, stirring up an

irritated cloud of dust.

"Ch, Mother, what is to become of ne?" Rose wailed when they were al one at hone. She had hardly
been conscious of her trip back; doubt, indecision, msgiving, and uncertainty swrled around her
pretty person, drawing it inexorably down into a gl oony quandary where broodi ng nonsters of
despair lurked. To have to marry the King—surely death woul d be kinder than this!

"Your father and | had thought to dress you as a farnmer's daughter and place you in a distant
village," the Lady Ashley Rose said. "But now that is inmpossible, for the King with ruthless
cunning will have the paths watched. W may trick himfor an hour or even a day, but not for
longer. He will know if any farmer acquires a sudden grown daughter. No, we can not hide you anpbng
the people, and you would not like the life of a peasant maid anyway. The |ocal yokels would treat
you exactly as the King proposes to treat you. There is only one recourse: | will take you to the
singl e place where the King can not go."

"Where is that, Mdther?" It had not occurred to Rose that there m ght be sone escape other than
death, but the idea appealed to her.

"Castl e Roogna."
"But that has been | ost since G andfather deserted it!"

"No, only largely forgotten. Your father and | have kept the menory. But we did not want to send
you there, because there is a problem”

"A problem Mther? Wrse dian the one we face with the King?" It did not seemthat such a thing
coul d be possible, but Rose's confidence in goodness had been
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severely shaken, and she feared that there night indeed be a worse horror, whose very nention
nm ght further pollute her maidenly innocence.

"No, hardly worse than that! It is that | can not acconpany you there, and you can not |eave it of
your own volition."

"But that would be a prison!" Yet she was heartened, for to be inprisoned al one would be better
than to be inprisoned with the King. At |east her tender body woul d not be savaged by his
constantly evil gaze.

"Of a sort, dear. You will be excellently cared for, for you derive fromthe blood of the |ast
legitimate King, as | do not. But you will be alone, until a good Magician cones to claimyou and
make you his queen of Xanth. That may be sone tinme, unfortunately."

"Ti me? How | ong?" Rose was continuing to brighten, faintly. Good care? A good Magician to marry?
That should be worth waiting for

Her not her shrugged. "Perhaps ten years. Perhaps |longer. W do not know. It depends on the
Magi ci an. "



"But if | growold, he will not want ne to be his queen!'' She suffered a distressing nental
picture of a tall, handsome, robust young Magician striding up to the castle to discover a w zened
ol d ancient hag of a maid. She could hardly blame her fantasy man for his reaction; it was wel
known that a woman's quality depended on her youth. Ten years would nake her thirty, and at that
monment her prospects would brutally decline. No woman had a right to pass thirty unl ess she was
already nmarried, and even then it was chancy. Sone survived it with a certain grace, as had her
not her, but they never spoke of it.

"You will not grow old, ny dear. Now dress like the |lowiest peasant, for we nmust sneak you
rapi dly out of here.' *

Rose was unabl e to question her nother further, understanding the need for haste. She dressed in
the nost ragged and dirty clothing she could find, but she still |ooked too pretty for her own
good. Her face shone
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with muted beauty, her body pushed the shirt out here and here and the skirt out there, and they
had to stuff her mdriff with material to nmake her slender waist |ook ordinary. Finally her nother
brought out the scissors and threatened her glorious swirling rose-petal-hued hair

Rose screaned. "No, Mdther, anything but that!" For it would hurt her physically to cut her hair.
She knew, because she had severed a |l ock of it once as a child, and the cut end had oozed pai ned
sap and the rest of the hair had darkened to brown for a day in distress.

Her not her sighed. "It would be a terrible shame, | agree. | shall do what else |I can." She

brai ded her daughter's long tresses, and bound the braids in a circle around her head, and poured
ashes over them This succeeded nainly in making the ashes pretty. Finally she applied a battered
old man's hat, jamring it down over the works. She snudged sonme dirt on Rose's sweet red cheeks.

Rose |l ooked in the mrror. She |ooked al nbst nmerely ordinary now, if not inspected too closely. It
woul d have to do. Maybe she could hunch over to enhance the effect.

They | ooked out the wi ndow. There was a soldier watching the house. It seemed that the King was
alert for attenpted escape; that was of course the way his sinister mnd worked.

"Your father, bless his bones, anticipated this," Lady Ashley said. "In an hour the nen will cone
to carry himaway in his coffin. You nmust be brave."

"Brave?"

Her nother led her to the roomwhere the coffin had been set. Lord Bliss lay there in state. He
seenmed al nost to be sleeping, but the ravages of the poison renmained on him and the atnosphere of
death hung close. Rose felt her tears coning; for a brief time the dawning horror of her own
situation had eclipsed that of his, but now she knew how terrible it was to | ose
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the one who had | oved her nost. Al because her dear father had grunbled legitinmtely about the
terrible King, and a grunble had escaped to reach the evil royal ear and delve into the dire roya
m nd.

Rose gl anced at the clock, but of course it no | onger operated. Her world now seened tineless, in
an awful way.

Lady Ashl ey touched the base of the coffin. A panel slid aside. There was a shal | ow chanber
beneath the main conpartnment.

"I'n there?" Rose asked, appall ed.



"It is the one place they will not |ook," her nother said grimy

Rose knew it was true. She nerved herself and squeezed into the chanber, and the Lady Ashley slid
t he panel back, shutting her in. There was a snmall pillow for her head, and a wan bit of |ight
filtered in froma crevice; those were the only conforts she had.

Do not despair, ny daughter

Rose woul d have junped, had there been room It was no voice which had spoken; rather it was just
a thought squeezing down fromthe corpse i mediately above her.

It was a grisly business, but the thought did reassure her. Even in his death, her father had a
care for her welfare. He would help her to escape the King. In fact, instead of feeling worse, she
was feeling better, because of this realization.

She must have slept, for suddenly she woke to the jolting of the coffin. It was being picked up
and carried away. Her nother nust have had the bearers conme in for it, one to each corner and two
nore for the sides. Strong nmen, who would not notice the extra weight. O perhaps trustworthy nen,
who woul d not say anything if they did notice.

She heard the hard breathing of the nmen as they bore the burden and the voice of the Lady Ashley
giving theminstructions. The coffin lurched out of the house
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and into the village. It passed a soldier, who | aughed call ously.

"What, your fair daughter is not attending the burial? Maybe I'Il go into that house and keep her
some conpany. Haw, haw "

"Do that," the Lady Ashley responded evenly. "And in the norning when the King learns ..

The soldier's laughter cut off so suddenly it was as if a sword had been run through his gut. That
was of course a far kinder fate than what the King would arrange if the soldier interfered in any
way with the King' s pleasure. No one would go near that house, not even to verify Rose's presence
there, for fear of being put under suspicion. The King's suspicion was deadly too.

There is a one-tine enchanted path fromhere to Castle Roogna, her father's thought cane. Foll ow
it without fear, for though there are nonsters along it, none will harmyou. Wen you are
chal | enged, state your nane and business, and you will be allowed to pass. Do not turn back, for
then the spell will be broken and you wilt be | ost indeed.

"Thank you, ny dear father," Rose said wi thout voice. She had first thought he was hel ping her
even in death; now she knew that he had planned this in life, and set up his death so as to enable
her to be saved. The | ove she bore himwas returned, and death had becone an instrunent of help
rather than a cruel separation. Still, she wi shed there had been sonme other way. Had she known the
nature of the poison-pen letter in time, she would have stolen it and buried it unopened.

Thank you, bel oved daughter

They came to the burial place. "The spades!" the Lady Ashley said, sounding irritated. "Did no one
bring the spades?”

"We shall fetch them" one of the men replied. He seemed sonehow unsurprised that such a vita
detail had been neglected, and of course it did not require all six nmen to fetch the spades.
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Then the panel slid open. "Quickly, before they return," the Lady Ashl ey said.



Rose scranbled out. Farewell, ny darling. In this manner | repay a bit of the care you so
generously lavished on ne. | know you go to great love, a long tine hence.

"Farewel |, bel oved Father," Rose whispered, a tear in her eye again.

The Lady Ashley hugged her. "I nust remain here for the burial. But you—=

"I know, Mdther." And what of this wonderful worman, |eft bereft of husband and daughter, dooned to
live out her declining life alone? Rose's other eye flowed a tear

"Down that trail! It |eads around the village. Wen you see an unfamliar path with a slight glow,
follow it wthout hesitation. Go, before the nmen return!”

"Farewel |, bel oved Moner.'
back.

Rose di sengaged and set off down the trail, not daring even to | ook

Already a man was returning with a shovel. She recognized him but hoped he woul d not recognize
her, masked as she was in dirt. She hunched her shoulders and tried to walk in the manner of a
boy, crudely, instead of keeping her natural delicate gait. It seened to work, for he did not give
her a second gl ance.

Then she saw a bit of a glimer on the ground. She was about to pass it by, before realizing what
it was. She turned quickly onto the magi c path, which headed directly away fromthe vill age.

The trees of the forest closed in about her, and in an instant the Iight shaded into gloom It had
been dusk, but this was nore than that. The path ahead gl owed ever so faintly, w nding deviously
through the jungle. Rose wal ked along it as fast as she could, fear of inmnent pursuit |ending
her strength. But there was no sound from behind, and finally she sl owed and gl anced back—and saw
not hi ng but trees and vines and foliage.

She al nost paused, but renenbered the warning. This was a one-way path, and if she took even one
step
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backward it woul d di sappear and she would be stranded in the wilderness, unable to fend for
herself. So she settled for peeking back w thout stopping her wal king. There was no doubt: there
was no path behind. She | ooked down at her noving feet, and saw that the path faded out as her
slippers left it behind.

How had her parents obtained this one-tine path? The magi ¢ nust have cost them dearly! They had
not said a word to her about it until the time of its use. They had suspected that sonmething |ike
this would be required and had prepared. How fortunate she was for their |oving foresight!

She settled into a steadier wal k, not knowi ng how far she woul d have to go. The West Stockade was
not very far fromthe ancient Castle Roogna, but neither was it very close. She woul d probably
have to walk all night, and she really was not structured for that sort of thing.

A grotesque shape | ooned ahead of her, blocking the path. He was huge, hairy, and unbearably ugly.
He was an ogre!

"Me see a she!" the ogre boonmed in stupid verse, because ugliness was his first nature and
stupidity was his second nature. He lifted an armin surprise. H's ham hand accidentally brushed
against a small tree. The tree snapped off and crashed to the ground, terrified. Strength was an
ogre's third nature. O maybe she had the order reversed. At any rate, she knew nmat ogres were
justifiably proud of all three.

Rose renmenbered what she had been told. She stood straight and addressed the nonster. "l am Rose,
granddaughter of King Yang, and | amon ny way to Castle Roogna to await a Magician to narry." She
was afraid that if the nonster reached for her, she would step back involuntarily and | ose the
pat h.



The ogre considered that. It was evident that a thought or two was forging through his brain,
because steamrose fromhis head and fleas with hot feet were junping off. At last the thought
reached its destination
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just before the hair caught on fire, and the nonster stepped off the path. "So go," he grow ed,
di sappointed. It was evident that he would have | oved to crunch bones as shapely as hers.

Rel i eved, Rose resumed notion. She hurried by, winkling her nose where the air was fraught with
the odor of boiled fleas and toasted bugs and the remmants of a scorched thought, and in a nonent
was wel |l beyond. She gl anced back and saw the hulk in the middle of the thickest possible tangle
of trees. She wasn't sure that even such a nonster could get through that!

Then she heard bashi ng, and her next glance showed splinters of wood flying up. The ogre coul d get
t hrough well enough, it seemed. She pitied the next person that ogre encountered and was sorry it
was unlikely to be the King. But perhaps the creature would not care to crunch the King's fou
bones; there were limts even to ogres.

She continued her wal k. After a time, or perhaps slightly nore, she snelled snoke. She hoped there
wasn't a forest fire ahead! But it turned out to be worse: a dragon. A huge fierce snoker, |ying
athwart the path. If it even breathed on her, she would go into a choking fit.

She canme about two steps closer than she dared and stopped. "I am Rose, on ny way to Castle
Roogna, and—=

The dragon's head turned to orient on her. The holes of its nose were enmitting curlicues of dark
snoke which drifted up to frighten the | eaves of an overhangi ng branch. Rose al nbst stepped back
but caught herself. "And | will wait there for a Magician to cone and marry ne," she concl uded.

The dragon sighed somewhat steanmily. Then it hefted up its bulk and noved on. It would have no
snoked naiden to gnaw this day. It was evidently sonewhat disappointed. O perhaps it was for sone
other reason that it turned its head and fired such a blast of snoke at a nearby tangle tree that
the tree went into a coughing
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fit and its tentacles turned black with soot. Rose suspected that that particular tangler would
not treat the next dragon it encountered very kindly. But perhaps she was being unfair to the
tree; she really did not know it very well. She chided herself for possibly thinking ill of it or
the dragon without proper cause.

She hurried on. She was glad that the magic of the path was in good order! It was now full night
in the forest, but the glow of the path seened to have brightened in conpensation so that she
coul d see her way.

Perhaps a time and a half later, her |egs becom ng deadly tired, Rose encountered another
obstacle. ThE trees had grown | arger, and now crowded the path unnercifully and extended their
massi ve | ower branches across it. She would have to scranbl e around and under and over those
branches. This would not be very | adylike, but perhaps no one would notice.

But when she tried to pass the first one, it moved. Surprised, she stopped, not quite stepped
back. How could a tree nove its branch?

Then she renenbered sonethi ng she had heard. There was an orchard around Castle Roogna, and its
outernmost ring of trees were active guardi ans. She was getting near her destination!

She stopped again. "I am Rose, granddaughter of-"



The branches noved. They lifted and twisted |like the tentacles of a kraken weed, clearing the
path. It seenmed that the trees had been expecting her. Maybe they knew that only she could foll ow
this particular path.

It was a relief, for she was about ready to coll apse. She had sneared on dirt to make hersel f | ook
ugly; now she felt just as bad. She tranped on. In her nore innocent tinme she would never have
tranped, for it was conpletely unmaidenly, but right now she felt nore like tranp than nmaiden

The path wound on through the orchard, and the nmassive gnarled guardian trees gave way to fruiting
trees of every type. In the darkness it was hard to see,
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but she saw a shoe al nost overhanging the path, so knew there was a shoe tree here, and spied
anot her extrenely pretty branch arching over the path, which was probably part of an artis-tree.
She was definitely approaching the castle.

Now at last it loomed into view, its inposing stonework sil houetted agai nst the background stars.
The castle was so tall she wondered whether any stars got snagged on the turrets. It was
surrounded by a nmurky npat, but the path led to a drawbridge that was down. She kept novi ng,
afraid that if she stopped she woul d collapse in fatigue and dirt where she was. That would
definitely be out of character for a naiden princess.

The wooden pl anks of the drawbridge vibrated with her footsteps. Then she came to the front gate

and found that it was open. This castle hadn't even been properly closed by the | ast person here!
But as she entered, she heard squealing behind her and saw that the drawbridge was lifting itself.
Then the gate closed, sealing her in. It was the castle opening and closing itself!

"Thank you, Castle Roognha," she said. Then, safe at last, she did collapse in what was probably
not a properly maidenly swoon. Fortunately no one was wat chi ng.

She woke to sunlight. She was in a bed! It had wonderfully clean sheets and a truly pleasant soft
pillow

"But I'ma grinmy mess!" she exclainmed, realizing how she nust be soiling the sheets.
Sonet hing flickered nearby. "Nooooo," it npaned.
"Eeeeek!" Rose screaned in proper maidenly fashion. "A ghost!"

The ghost, frightened by her eeeeek, vani shed. Rose realized that she had been inpolite. "I'm
sorry, ghost; | didn't nean to scream at you," Rose called apologetically. It just wasn't proper
for a princessly nmaiden to be rude to anyone, even a ghost.

The shape reappeared. It was m styish and anor phous, floating sonewhat above the floor. It concen-
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trated and becanme nore like a human figure, fermale. "Noooo messs,"” it breathed.

Now Rose understood. "But |I'mall covered i n—and the sheets— She | ooked down at hersel f, and her
nmout h dropped delicately open. For both she and the sheets were quite clean. "How=2" she asked,
her chagrin changing type.

The ghost coal esced further, becom ng shapely to the eye of those who mght |ike that type.
"Ffrienndss ccaaane," she said. "Yoou weere oon fl ooor—

Now Rose renenbered: she had col |l apsed on the stone floor just inside the door. Her legs stil
felt sore* Now she was not only in what was evidently an upstairs bed, she was clean and in a
clean and fully princessly nightie. Sonmeone nust have—nust have—



"What friends?" she asked, perhaps a fraction nore sharply than was polite.

"Thhe zzonbi eees,” the ghost repli ed.

"Zonbi es!" Rose exclainmed, horrified anew. But she realized that zonbi es, being dead, had very
little human enmoti on and woul d not have cared a great deal about the exposure of her |iving body.
They had not hurt her. So perhaps she would be best advised sinply to forget that aspect.

Sel ective nenory was another maidenly trait, for it hel ped protect innocence. She had been dirty
and now was cl ean, and the mechanismof it was no one's business.

"Perhaps we shoul d i ntroduce ourselves," she said, renmenbering her manners. "I am Rose, daughter
of Lord Bliss and Lady Ashl ey Rose, granddaughter of King Yang and his second wi fe whose nane
escapes ne at the nonment.' *

The ghost made a floating curtsy. "I aamMIIliee the Gioosst, oonce a ssiinple mmid, betrothed
to the Zzonbie Mmster."” Her speech was getting better as she practiced. So was her form she was
now about as shapely an apparition as Rose had seen outside of the mrror
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"So thrilled to neet you, MIlie," Rose said, extending her hand.

The ghost extended hers. The contact was hardly tangible, just the feel of cool vapor. But it was
enough for the formal introduction

Rose inquired further and learned that MIlie hi life had had the talent of sex appeal and had
expired by the nmagic of a jealous rival for the hand of the Zonbie Master. After MIlie's den se,
the Zonbi e Master had zonbied hinmself, so as to join her as well as he was able. It wasn't nuch of
a romance at the nonent, MIlie confessed petitely, because he was rotten and she was

i nsubstantial, but they hoped for inprovenent in the future. Meanwhile, MIlie would be happy to
serve Rose as she had served living fol k when she had been a naid. She had a fair notion of the
expectations of royalty.

Rose was hungry. MIllie offered to have her friend the Zonbie Master get a zonbie chef in the

ki tchen, but Rose decided graciously that the zonbi es had done nore than enough al ready, and she
woul d not rouse themfromtheir graves for sonething she could handle herself. She got up and
followed MIlie to the kitchen, where she found a collection of fruits and cookies with only a
little zonbie rot on them She washed them wi thout comment, realizing that it was not her place to
be finicky, and had a good neal.

Thus commenced her life at Castle Roogna. She was free to roamthe castle and the grounds, picking
her own fruit and nuts, but not to | eave: the outer ring of trees was woodenly firmabout that. It
was, she understood, protective custody; she was safe as |long as she renai ned here, and no hostile
party could get in. It was a pleasant life, with all the best of everything, except for the fact
that she had no living conpany. Fortunately there seened to be a sanity spell on the prenises, so
that she did not go crazy; she sinply regretted that she was nostly al one, and conforted herself
with the realization that conpany was as one defined it. MIlie was
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excel | ent conpany, and so were the other ghosts: sultry Renee and her nale friend Jordan the

Bar bari an, Do-reen, the child Button, and one whose name she didn't quite catch. Even the zonbies
were tol erable from upwi nd, once she got to know them She learned to play cards with the |ady
ghosts, though she had to deal the cards and hold theirs up facing away fromher for themto see
But nostly she just napped, to wile away the boredom

After a year, even napping becane sonewhat dull. "I need sonething to do\" she excl ai ned.

"Per haps sone cross-stitching," MIlie suggested. "It is dull for us ghosts too, and we can't do



anyt hi ng physical, but you can."

So Rose took up cross-stitching, starting with the inmage of a cross face, as it seemed
appropriate. It seemed inadequate by itself, so she pondered a few days and devised a bit of verse
to gowithit. She would give it to the Magician who finally cane to marry her and be Kking.

These little stitches that were nmine
Had to be taken in tine

And so they grew cross

For they counted it |oss

And deci ded they wanted to be thine.

She went on to do a great deal of fine needl epoint and tapestry, and this pursuit wled away

anot her year or two. But even this becane dull wi thout conpany; normally she nmade such things for
others, and there were no others to give these to. She had offered to nake things for the ghosts,
but they declined, as they were unable to wear them

"But do you know, you might like to see Jonathan's Tapestry,” MIlie said.
"Who is Jonat han?"

"The Zonbie Master. He—eh, | can't talk about it!"

But MIlie did show Rose the Tapestry, where it had
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been carefully folded and put away in a drawer. Rose brought it out and hung it on a wall and
gazed at it, and was amazed. For the pictures stitched into it noved.

In fact it was a historical presentation. It responded to her conmand, for she was a princess, and
showed any pictures she desired. It had been made by the wonderful Sorceress Tapis, given to the

Zonbi e Master hi the formof a jigsaw puzzle, and hung on a wall of Castle Roogna after his death.
It showed the history of Xanth. Fromit she | earned exactly what had happened to MIlie, a tragedy
i ndeed, and even what had happened to Rose herself, for it covered everything through the present.

Rose |l ost track of the tine she spent enraptured by the Tapestry. She | earned everything about
Xanth. But eventually even this palled. The one thing she refused to watch was her nother; she did
not want to confirmher nother's |oneliness and decline. Again she was up against the ultimte
limt: she had no one to share this with. Doing things alone, no matter how interesting they m ght
be, was inconplete.

She tal ked to the ghosts, but they spent nost of their tine fading out entirely. She sang and read
poetry to the plants in the castle and garden. She nmade fancy neals for herself and an i nagi nary
conpani on; since she had to eat the conpanion's food too, she nade sure it was good, and because
it was unprincessly to get fat, she nmade themsnmall. She even forced herself to make and eat her
nmost disliked food, sour kraut soup. A steady diet of that would nake her thin as a ghost!

But nmainly she planted and tended her beloved roses in the courtyard of the castle. This was her
talent, and her roses were very special. They would live | ong after she was gone, and their
precious magi c woul d be avail able to anyone who requested it. The one thing that was forbidden was
to cut any of themfromtheir living stems. These roses had to be appreciated alive. They were a
great confort to her. Yet they could not nake up for her |ack of hunman conpany.
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Then M11lie had anot her suggestion. "The |ibrary—=

Rose checked out the nusty castle library. There were volumes collected by King Roogna and his
successors. They related to everything in Xanth, its history and magi c and peopl e. She had never
been strong on readi ng, but now she got into it and spent a long tinme |earning aspects of things
the Tapestry hadn't covered. Miuch of the material was beyond her understandi ng, but of course it
was not intended for her; it was intended for the edification of Mgician-Kings. But she would be
able to show it to the Magician who cane to marry her and give hima good head start finding

what ever type of information he might desire or need. In short, she was Mking Herself Useful
before the fact.

One day when she was out picking new pillows for the beds, as she did every nonth to keep t hem
fresh for the Magician—what a horror if he arrived and was turned of f by inperfect castle-
keepi ng! —Rose spied a nonstrous serpent.

"Eeeeeek!" she screaned, affrighted.

But the creature made no hostile nove. Instead it bowed its head as if penitent. She realized that
only appropriate folk were allowed through the defensive trees, so perhaps she had nmi sjudged this
one. She hurried inside and fetched a translation book she had found in the library;
Human/ Ser pent. She wasn't sure how to use it, but hoped that she would figure it out. She brought
it out and canme hesitantly toward the huge snake.

"What do you want?" she inquired, prined to flee at the nere drop of a bit of saliva froma fang.

The creature hissed, nodding toward the book. She opened the volunme and | ooked at the printing in
it.

"Fear not, lusscious nmaiden," the print said. "I undersstand that this casstle hass no npat
nmonsster currently, sso | have come to apply for the possi-. tion."

Rose was amazed and pleased. "This is true," she said. "The position is open. But you have to
proni se
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not to eat me or the Magician who cones to nmarry nme and be king."

The serpent hissed again. "O coursse,” the print in the book said, replacing the prior print.
"Thi ss iss SSOP. *"

Rose | ooked at the foot of the page. There was another asterisk with a supplenentary statenent:
*SOP = STANDARD OPERATI NG PROCEDURE, SUCH
AS IN THE CASE OF MOAT MONSTERS NOT MOLESTI NG LEG TI MATE DENI ZENS OF THE CASTLE THEY GUARD.

"Right this way!" Rose said, thrilled. She wal ked toward the castle, and the serpent slithered
after her. * "By the way, what is your nane?

There was another hiss, and the book printed ' 'Ssouf-fld Sserpent at your sservice, ssisster."
"Souf fl~? Ch, what a lovely nane!" she exclainmed with naidenly delight.

The serpent seened taken aback. Later it occurred to her that it mght have encountered |ess
positive reactions to its nanme. But Rose |oved souffle', and sonetines splurged on souffl6 pie
when she felt naughty, for it was horribly fattening.

Souffl 6 took up residence in the moat, and thereafter Rose did feel safer. Al so, the serpent was
good conpany when she felt particularly lonely, because he had cone from outside nore recently
than she had and had oddnents of news. O course she could get the news fromthe Tapestry, but it
was ni cer when personal



In such manner passed the first century.

Rose ceased to wonder when the Magician woul d cone. She knew what was happeni ng in Xanm because
the Tapestry and a couple of magic mirrors kept her current, but it was now another world for her
She sinply maintained herself fromday to day, never aging or losing her wits. And she | onged for
the day it would end and she would be able to give all her love to the Mgician. Soneday.

The second century passed. Al the fol k Rose had known were gone. But Castle Roogna, forgotten by
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Xant h, renmi ned, keeping itself in repair, waiting for the Magician who would be king and restore
the former splendor of King Roogna's magnificent edifice.

After 246 years the Magician cane—and Rose had a problem For he was no Magician. She knew t hat,
because the Tapestry showed his history. He was the forner King Hunfrey, twice narried and tw ce
deserted by his unfeeling or selfish wives. Also by his one true | ove, who had declined to marry
him This was a nan thrice rejected. Not exactly ideal. But she was so desperate for conpany that
she longed for his success. In fact, she might even have cheated just a tiny bit, to enable himto
win through. After all, he was a good nman, and by the time she had viewed his life history she
loved him It wasn't as if it mattered whether one nore beach head appeared just in tinme to
distract the colored nen; it was their job to keep those heads conbed regardl ess, as well as to
question any intruders. So she had tried the spell she had found in one of the tones and used the
magic mirror to picture the place she wanted it to grow. Surely that was no evil thing, was it?

But now here he was, and she wasn't going to send himaway and wait perhaps another two hundred
and forty-six years for her Magician.

There was only one thing to do: she would have to see that Hunfrey becane a Magician. She had
| earned of a way fromone of the tones in the library. Then it would be all right.

She slipped on any old thing and went out to neet her hero.

Chapter 9. Magician

"S

wo you see," Rose concluded, "I can't nmarry you if you aren't a true Magician. But if you go to
the University of Magic, you can get a degree in nmagic, and then you will be a real Magician and
Castl e Roogna will have to let me go." She glanced obliquely at nme. "Unless you are willing to be

ki ng again. Then you could live here."

"I don't want to be king again!" | protested. But if that was the price of marrying her, then |

nmi ght have to do it. She was certainly ny dreamworman. It had taken time to | ove MareAnn—per haps
all of a day—and then it hadn't worked out. Rose had becone my second love in all of a minute, and
there was every sign it would work out if | cooperated. "Anyway, the StormKing is young yet, so
Xanth won't have an opening for another king for perhaps forty years. Do you want to wait that

| ong?'

"No!" she exclainmed with nmaidenly enphasis, her precious bosomheaving. "I want to marry you right
now. "'

It was one of the oddities of our encounter that there had been no courtship or proposal; we had
met and were in love, and we wanted to narry and renain with
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each other indefinitely. Neither of us questioned that. She had told me her story, and she already
knew m ne. So our only present concern was how to manage our associ ation, when Castle Roogna woul d
|l et her marry only a proper Magician and woul d not |et her |eave before she did. The castle had
not anticipated the approach of a non-Mgici an who knew enough of magic to get through. It had
tried to balk ne and had failed, perhaps in part because it attuned to the kingly experience | had
had and could not be quite certain that | wasn't a Magician, But it would not |et Rose go. She was
Rose of Roogna now, and the castle was in effect her parent. | really could not question that; it
had taken good care of her for (alnpbst) two and a half centuries. Had it not done so, | would not
have nmet her, and that woul d have been disaster.

"Where is this University of Magic?" | asked. "I have | earned of nbst magical things of Xanth, but
not that."
"That's because it isn't of the human realmin Xanth," she said. "I read about it in an Arcane

Text. It is a denonic institution. Mdst denons |live under the ground somewhere; only a few bother
to explore the surface, and then they aren't very serious about it."

"I know," | murnured, thinking of Dana. She had been caught with a conscience, so had had to
endure the indignity of human fallibilities of conscience and | ove. She had been a wonderful wife
in every respect, until she succeeded in getting rid of her conscience. Qur son, Dafrey, was a
good person too; | hoped he didn't | ose the conscience when he narried and sired offspring. Norna
denons just didn't care very nuch about human bei ngs.

"Yes, you do," she agreed, touching ny hand. She had reviewed ny rel ationship with Dana and did
not hold it against me. Rose was ny second true | ove, and would be ny first married true | ove,
because of MareAnn's determ ned i nnocence. "So you nust go anong the denons, and enroll in their
uni versity, and
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pass their courses and get your degree, and be a Magician, and then we can marry and be happy
t oget her. "

"But | don't have a way to contact the denons,” | protested. "And if | did, | can't think what
woul d persuade themto let ne enroll in their school."

"There is a spell for summoni ng denons in one of the tomes in the castle library," she said.

| realized that that library was something | had to see. | could probably spend years there,

I earning the things | had not been able to learn el sewhere. If | got to be a true Mgician and
married Rose, the castle would let ne do that, even if it didn't let ne stay overnight. "Maybe
could make sone sort of deal,"” | said. | suspected that | would not enjoy whatever the denons
demanded, but | was quite sure | would not enjoy life apart from Rose, so this was the | esser of
di sconforts.

"I shall go in and find that volume and learn that spell,’
will let you bathe in the noat."

Rose said. "Meanwhil e, perhaps Soufflel

The nonster serpent hissed angrily at the notion, not wanting its nice noat dirtied by nmy grine.
But Rose turned her head and | ooked at it with just a tiny hint of reproach, and the creature
melted out of sight. | knew how that was.

So she wal ked gracefully inside, and | set ny pack down on the bank and waded into the water. Soon
I was dean and the noat was filthy. Souffle" retreated around to the back of the castle, but I
coul d hear the nonster sneezing.

Then | energed and wal ked toward a linen tree to harvest a towel. At that nmonent Rose energed and
caught a full view of me. Oops!

But she smiled. "I have seen your healthy body in every state," she murnmured. "The Tapestry
conceal s not hing."



That was true. | had known about the Tapestry only through history and hoped to get to see and use
it when | became a Magician. O course | had no physical secrets from Rose!
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By the time | had gotten dried and dressed, Rose had set up the spell. It was an odd one,

requiring a pentacle (a five-pointed star), a candle, and spoken words. "The words combine with
the flame to summon the denon,'' Rose explained. "The diagramis to prevent the demon from
reaching out to squish you, being angry about being summoned. It can't |eave the pentacle unti
you let it go, and you won't let it go until it nakes a binding deal with you."

"This is an interesting device," | remarked. | had thought | knew sonethi ng about denons, but |
had not known they coul d be sunmoned, and Dana had not told ne. Even during her souled state, she
had evidently had some caution. "Wat are the words of the spell?”

"There seemto be a nunber of variations," she said. "Some use ternms which |, as a maiden,
naturally do not understand. | suppose denobns, being creatures of the nether regions, have a nore
explicit node of expression. As nearly as | could tell, you can say what you want and it shoul d

work, as long as it rhynes. The nore specific words are to isolate particular denmons."

That gave me a notion. "Maybe Dana, the one to whom| was nmarried, would be good to call. She
woul d not pretend to m sunderstand ne."

"Perhaps so," Rose said, seeming not entirely pleased. That nade ne wonder just how explicit the
Tapestry was about matters relating to the Adult Conspiracy. Since it evidently knew whether its
wat cher was of royal blood, it m ght also know whet her the watcher was ol d enough. WAs Rose
considered to be twenty or two hundred and sixty-six? What did it consider to be the fabled Age of
Consent? | could not safely assune that she renained i nnocent, despite her reference to naidenly
nodesty. She coul d be jeal ous of Dana, for good reason. Yet | did not know any ot her denon by
namne.

W |lit the candle and set it in the mddle of the pentacle. Then | stepped out and said: "Dana
Denon, passing by—onme to ne and don't be shy." The idea

Question Quest
149
of a denobn being shy was | aughabl e, but the point was the rhyne.

The flame flickered. Then snoke curled out of it, loomng larger until it alnost filled the
pentacle. Blazing eyes fornmed in the snoke and squirmnmy tentacles. What nonster had we caught?

"I had understood your forner wife to be beautiful,’
person m ght have been taken as irony.

Rose nurnmured, with what in a | ess gentle

The snoke di ssipated, leaving a firmer outline. The tentacl es becanme arns and | egs. The body
shaped down into a roughly fenale figure with a head in the formof a swirling stormcloud. "Wat
idiot put this firetrap here?" a voice reniniscent of a harpy's screeched.

Sonewhat cowed, | neverthel ess stood ny ground. "Is that you, Dana? This is Hunfrey, whom you have
known." | wasn't conpletely satisfied with that phrasing; it was subject to interpretation. But
this was the first time | had done this, and | was feeling ny way.

The figure shaped up sone nore, becom ng sonmewhat attractive. "Hunfrey? | have heard that nane

before. But | amnot Dana; | took her watch this nonth. Now | et nme go, dance, before | bl ow you
away. "

"Dance?" | asked. "Don't you nean dunce?"

"What ever." The figure becane quite appealing. "I think |I recognize that voice. About a quarter



century ago."

"Denoness Metria!" | exclainmed, remenbering Dana's friend. The one with the slight problem of
vocabul ary, who liked to see what hunman fol k did.

The figure turned |uscious, and the face forned. "Well, now You were good for a bit of
entertainment, as | recall. Wat do you want this tinme?"
"I want to enroll in the University of Mgic."

Metria's jaw dropped. But al nbst i mredi ately she recovered her conposure and squatted to pick up
the fallen jaw. She set it back in place, where it worked as well as ever. "Are you crazy? Even
for a man, | nean?"
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"No. I'min |love."

"Same thing. Wiy would you want to get into anything as deadly dull as the university?"
"I want to get ny degree and be a |egitinate Mgician."
"Well, you can't. Only denons can attend or fol k sponsored by denons."

| had a bright idea. "Well, you're a denpbn. You can sponsor ne.

She | aughed, her torso shaking in interesting ways, while Rose frowned for sone reason. "Wy
should | do a planetary thing |ike that?"

"What ki nd of thing?"

"Starry, solarian, conetary, noonish, cheesy—

"Lunatic?"

"\What ever. Answer the question.”

| pondered feverishly. "Because it would be amusing to watch ne struggl e through that system'

She consi dered. Her gaze focused disturbingly on ne, then on Rose, who was standi ng back a way.
"This is the creature you | ove?"

"Leave Rose out of it!" | snapped.

"I intend to. I'll nmake you this deal: | will enroll with you and be your conpani on. W shal
share a room If | can't distract you fromyour purpose before you get the degree, then you wll
have it."

"Li sten, denoness," | said angrily. "If you think I'"'mgoing to ness with you as | did with Dana,
forget it! Al | want is an education.”

"Then you have nothing to fear fromne," she pointed out. "Safe in your desire for the degree and
your love for Thorn, here—=

"Rose!" Rose said with an al nost unprincessly sharpness.
"What ever. So do we deal ?"

I knew there was little | could do except deal or quit. | |ooked at Rose. "My marriage to Dana
Denmoness showed ne that denons can be constant, when they have reason,"” | said.
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"l know. But she had a soul."

"And the nmonment she divested herself of that soul, she took off. But she told ne that Metria,
here, always told the truth, except about her age. So maybe—

"So |'ma snidgen over seventeen,"” Metria said, adopting the aspect of a teenage girl. "So does it
mat t er ?"
It had been twenty-two years since | had net Metria at the Key Stone Copse. | decided not to

comment. But Rose did.

"Actually, | ama bit over seventeen too," she said. "I was born two hundred and sixty-six years
ago. But the last two hundred and forty-six have been at Castle Roogna, and | haven't aged."

"Hey, | like this wonman!" Metria nuttered. "She knows about being agel ess.
"Well, Hunfrey, what is it to wasp?''

She gl anced at ne.

"To what ?" | asked.

"Hornet, yellow jacket, buzz, sting, to exist or not to exist—=
"To bee?"

"What ever. Are you in or out?"

| |l ooked at Rose again. "I fear it is the only way, ny |love."

"I fear it is, beloved," she agreed. "Accept her sponsorship. | will wait for you. | know you
don't have any future with a denobness."

"Ah, but what a past he has had with one," Metria said, "and what a present com ng up."
"A what?" | asked.

"G ft, token, bonus, gratuity, alms—

"You had the right word,” | said. "I nmean what are you going to give nme?"
"You have a past and a future; | will make your present interesting. In fact, so interesting that
you will be distracted fromyour studies and will flunk out of the Uof M Then your future wll

be without Rose of Roognha, here, and she will be tragically disappointed in you. That wfll be
extrenely entertaining.”
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I | ooked once nore at Rose. "lI'mnot sure this is a good idea.”

"It is a distinctly nediocre idea," Rose agreed. "But the best that offers. Prove her wong, ny
|l ove, and return to me with your degree."

Enbol dened by that expression of confidence, | did it. "Sponsor nme for the University of Magic," |
told Metria. "I will succeed despite your distractions."

"Well, then, let's get it on," she agreed. "Snudge a hole in the pentacle and I'I| take you
there."

| scuffed a hole in the Iine with nmy foot. Metria becane snoke and curled out through that gap
reforming as a flying dragon. The dragon's huge jaws snapped nme up. Fortunately the teeth were
nore apparent than real and did not crunch ne.

"l shall return!™ | cried boldly back to Rose as the dragon | aunched into the air and bore ne



away.

"Il be watching!" she called back. |I thought she neant to say "waiting," but realized that she
had the Tapestry, so could watch ne as she had before. That would surely steel mny resolve, should
it ever waver.

The dragon wi nged southeast until it reached a |arge |ake. That was Ogre-Chobee, where the ogres
had once lived, until they set out for the Ogre-Fen-Ogre Fen. Then the dragon dived. It zooned
into the water, plunging through it, and finally a new worl d opened out. This was the real mof the
denons; the dive into the water nmust have been nerely to nask its |ocation, since denons could
dematerialize and reappear far distant in a nonment. Did that nmean | had done the sane? That was an
intriguing notion. But it could be that there really was an entrance to the denon real munder the
wat er .

Metria had resuned her usual human form | know it was no nore natural to her than the dragon form
was; all forns were unnatural for denons. But | preferred this one.

We were standing before a large desk piled high wth neani ngl ess papers. A denon with receding
hai r and
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heavy spectacles sat there. This was odd, because denons coul d assune any formthey chose and did
not suffer fromthe nmal adies of nortals. Evidently this one just happened to prefer this
unpr epossessi ng aspect. Beside himwas a nane plaque: BUREAUCRAT. "Next!" he said.

Metria nudged ne. "Enroll, pull.”

"What ?"

"Yank, tug, wench, |ug—

"Jerk?"

"Whatever. Do it."

| faced the desk denmon. "I want to jerk. | mean enroll."

The denobn yawned, showing a gullet that extended, literally, to his feet; he was hollow He
materialized a pencil and conplicated form "Name?"

"Hunfrey."

He nade a note on the form "Species?"

"Human. "

One bored eye oriented on nme, while the other remained on the paper. "Sponsor?"

"The Denoness Metria."

Now t he other eye left the paper and oriented on Metria. "Having fun again, femnale?"
"Well, it does get boring up there in man's | and," she said defensively.

"To be sure.” Now both eyes focused on ne. "You understand that she has no interest in your
wel fare, Hunfrey? That your candidacy will be a joke anbng denons? That there are sinpler ways to
arrange to be huniliated?"

"Yes," | said, ny nouth getting dry.

The eyes returned to the paper. "Mjor?"



n mgi C. n
"Are you sure?"

Suddenly | was uncertain. "I want to be a legitimte Magician anong ny kind. | understand that a
degree isi magic fromthis university will qualify me."

"Correct. Specialty?"
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"I nformation."

Once nore an eye ainmed at ne. "There are easier specialties, which are nore dramatic."
"Information is power," | said.

"Motivation?"

"I want to becone a true Magician so that | can narry the wonman | |ove."

The Denon Bureaucrat's hand cane down bearing a stanp. It pounded the form "Proceed to your
dormtory chanber. Next!"

"But—=I said.
One eye swiveled to cover nme. "You wish to w thdraw al ready?"

"No. But don't | have to pay for this? Denpons don't do anything for nothing."

"You will pay." The eye left ne.
"But how will | pay? | nean—
Now bot h eyes returned, nonentarily. "In the normal fashion. You will be entertaining us by your

folly and failure. Did you expect otherw se?"

I realized that his candor was because he cared not even half a whit for nmy sensibilities.
Everything | did here would be watched by the denpbns, whose greatest joy was the confoundi ng of

nmortal folk. | suppose | mght feel the same, if |I lived for thousands of years with power to do
anything | wanted and no need to eat or sleep. No, | should not have expected anything el se.
"Thank you," | said with what little dignity I was able to scrape up

"Right this way, fool," Metria said, taking nme by the hand.
"But don't you need to register too?" | asked belatedly. "You said you were enrolling."

"I enrolled five hundred— She paused. "Hours ago. Now |'Il get around to taking classes." She
dragged ne on.

We canme to a bare stone chanber. | gazed at it, not pleased. The prospect of |ying down on stone
that was not bedrock did not appeal. Then Metria snapped her
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fingers, and abruptly the chanber had furnishings. There were curtains on the w ndow that had not
been t here before—neither wi ndow nor curtai ns—and a plush rug on the wooden floor that had been
stone, and rugs hanging on the walls, and sunlight slanting through the glass panel that was now
the ceiling. In the center was a huge round bed.

"Well, let's get it on," she said, making a flying leap for the bed as her clothing nisted away.



She bounced, and her bare flesh bounced approximately in unison

"CGet what on?" | asked with greater naivete than | felt.
"Get your clothing off, and I'Il show you."
Just as | had suspected. "Forget it, denopness! I'll sleep on the floor."

"No, you won't. You get denerits for acting uncouth.

This was new to ne, but I had no reason to question her accuracy. "Denerits are bad for ne?"

"Too many of themw Il wash you out.''
"Then I'Il sleep on the bed. But I'll ignore you."

"Ha!" she said confidently. But there was a tiny hint of uncertainty hovering in her vicinity. |
knew what such hints were like; they hovered until they had the chance to nmagnify thensel ves
enornously. It was good to see that the denons could be afflicted by themtoo.

I made it worse for her by distributing nmy few possessions appropriately through the roomwhile
rigorously ignoring her. | could see fromthe edges of ny vision that she was meki ng sci ssor
notions with her bare legs, but |I never |ooked directly. Legs that were bare up to the waist could
be a distraction, and | wanted her to know that | was having none of it. "Were do | eat?"

asked.

Denons didn't need to eat, but | did, so Metria took ne to the ness hall. | wondered why it was
called that, until | sawthat it was the site of what m ght have been the worst food fight in
contenporary Xanth. So that's what denons did with food! Mashed potato was caked
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on the walls, jamdrooled fromthe ceiling, and puddings lay |ike nmundane cow flops on the floor
bet ween pools of milk and beer.

"Serve yourself," Metria said, indicating the ness.

My reaction must have shown too plainly, because she dissolved into |aughter. She nelted right
down into the biggest, brownest cow flop of themall, and | heard an echoing "Ho-ho-ho!" fromthe
walls. It seened that | was not di sappointing the denons who wanted entertainnment.

But | had a notion how such things were set up, because in my tinme of marriage to Dana Denpness
she had let slip sone hints. She had really been a good wife, while she had her soul. The funny
thing was that the reason denons didn't have souls was that they were souls. It seened that when a
| oose soul served as a body, it lost sone of its finer properties, such as consci ence and | ove.
Evidently these were not properly things of the body, so the process of forning a body was hard on
them But when a soul occupied a body, even a body that was a corrupt soul, those qualities
returned.

I wal ked to the counter across the chanber. There were tall stools there. | perched on one. Sure
enough, a waitress appeared. She was anot her denoness, of course, playing a role, but roles were
t he perpetual delight of the denobn species. "One slice of apple pie, please/11 said. " And a

pi tcher of purple tsodapopka." | had discovered Lake Tsoda Popka near the North Village during ny
years of surveying and had devel oped a taste for the fizzy stuff.

She reached under the counter and produced these things. "Thank you," | said, and she sniled at
me. The only problemwas that denons did not feel pleasure the sane way nortals did, so her snmle
was artificial

| ate nmy nmeal, and it was a good one. Apparently the denons intended to play it straight as |ong
as | did. | was here to try for nmy degree, and Metria was the
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one privileged to distract me fromthat effort. The others only served as supporting players.
Per haps they woul d get denerits if they failed to performtheir roles aptly.

I finished in due course and stood. "Don't | get a tip?" the waitress asked.

Dana had not nentioned that detail. Very well. "Wen you snile at a custoner, get your eyes into
it as well as your nmouth,” | said. "Then it |ooks |ike genuine feeling."

"Ch, thank you!" she said, snmiling with genuine feeling.

| returned to ny room Metria was there, in a stunning see-through bl ouse and skirt. She was very
good with her enulations, and | m ght have been tenpted despite knowi ng better. There was
sonet hi ng about this kind of partial clothing that was nore tenpting than outright nakedness,

per haps because it gave the illusion that something hidden was being glinpsed. But | renenbered
three things. (1) She had no interest in nme except ny failure. (2) Qher denons were watching,
hopi ng that | would do something hilarious, such as trying to summon the stork with her. And (3)
Rose was probably watching too, via the Tapestry. Suddenly | felt extrenely Straight and Narrow.

Anyway, | had sonmething else to do, after nmy neal. | |ooked around, but saw no place to wash or
other. "Were is—2" | asked.

"Ch, that's right—sortals have natural functions!" Mtria said. She gestured, and a door appeared
in the wall.

I went to it and put nmy hand on the knob. | turned it, and the door opened. Beyond was a smaller
chamber with the devices | required. | used nmem

Then | heard the walls chortling. "Ho, ho, ho!"

Vel |, perhaps in tine they would get tired of such entertainment. | was not about to suspend ny
natural functions for the sake of avoiding their ridicule.

I found paj amas hangi ng on a hook. | changed into
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them They fit me perfectly. Denpns could do things well when they chose.

I emerged and went to the bed. Metria was there, of course, wearing a clinging negligee. She
rolled into ne as | lay down, showi ng the deep cl eavage of her bosom "Show ne what you did with
Dana, " she said.

I closed ny eyes and breathed evenly. It was a significant effort, but | knew | had to succeed.
"That's what you did?" she asked, knowi ng considerably better

"I associated with her for several years before we narried,” | reninded her. "Then | nerely sl ept
with her, as | did with MareAnn. Storks do not respond to nere sleeping. | amnot married to you,
so | amtreating you simlarly."

"Ch, fudge!" she swore, and a puffball of snpbke flew fromher pretty nouth.
"Ho, ho, ho!" the walls chortled. This time | knew that | was not the object of their |aughter

Next norning we went to the first class. There were a nunber of denons there, nale and fenale, and
they | ooked al nost as nervous as | felt. It seenmed this really was a university; the only unusua
thing about it was that I, a nortal, was attending. | sat in the front row, at the next desk to ny
left was Metria, |ooking bored. At the next desk to ny right was a demon wearing gl asses;



apparently some denons did need themfor reading. This one's horns were vestigial, and his tai
was a soft tuft. Taken as a whole, not one of the nore ferocious specinens.

| decided to be positive. "Hello," | said to the denon. "I am Hunfrey, here to learn to be a
Magi ci an. "

"Hello," the denon replied. "I am Beauregard, here to study the liabilities of the living state."
He blinked behind his glasses. "I say! Are you nortal ?"

"That | am" | confessed.

"Why, you would be an excellent subject! May | observe you?"
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"You might as well,"” | said. "Other denons are, and finding it hunorous."

"We have our discourteous nmenbers, as do the nortal folk. |I would never—

I was coming to appreciate that all denons were not alike. | was getting to like this one, if he

wasn't just pretending to be hal fway decent. "Maybe you should insult me too, so you won't get in
trouble with other denons."

"But that would be—= He paused, reconsidering. "You nean you won't mi nd?"

| smiled. "Not as long as you don't mean it. We can exchange friendly insults.”
"Excel l ent, fathead!" he exclai nmed, delighted.

"Think nothing of it, inconpetent,” | responded.

That was the way of it; thereafter we always greeted each other with insults, and we were friends.
W were to nave a |l ong association. | was feeling better already.

The professor swept into the room There was a sudden hush. He was an inposing figure of a denon,
with gnarled horns and sw shing tail, and his fangs made his nouth into a perpetual grinace.

"I am Prof essor GrosscloutJ" he announced. "W shall now proceed to an exploration of the
fundanental s of nmetamagic. Wiat is a feasible definition of this concept?" he paused, glaring
about. "Beauregard!"

Beauregard junped. "I, uh, amnot exactly sure, sir," he stunbled, |ooking ashaned.
"Metrial"
"Who cares?" she asked, shrugging. "lI'mjust auditing this class anyway."

The dread professorial eye spiked ne next. "Hunfrey!"

"I, uh, think that would be sonething al ongside of or beyond magic," | said, terrified of being
shown up as an ignoranus. "Maybe sonething that—=

"I nadequate!" he roared, cutting nme off. He glared around the classroom "You nunbskulls conme here
with heads full of mush"—he gl anced significantly at Beau-
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regard, who cowered in his chair—and bad attitudes"—he glanced at Metria, who was doi ng her
nai |l s—but maybe, if you survive, you will eventually |earn something about magic." He gl anced at
me, and | was electrified: | had found faint favor!



We listened, fascinated and terrified. Wat a creature!

"Sinmply put, metamagic is that magic which affects, or is defined in terms of, magic itself,'' the
prof essor continued, edifying our rmushy brains. "The one-time king of the human aspect of Xanth,
Roogna, adapted living magic to suit his purpose. The other-time king, Ebnez, adapted inaninmate
megic simlarly. Those are exanpl es of netamagi c. Soneone who coul d enul ate or otherw se affect
the magic talents of others would be indulging in netamagic." The professor continued, and | was
rapt; he knew nore about magic than | had dreaned exi sted!

Hours | ater, dazed by the day's classes, | found nyself back in my roomwth Metria and
Beauregard. "What a nonster!" Beauregard excl ai ned.

"What boredom " Metria added.
"What genius!" | concl uded.
The other two | ooked at ne. "I can see why Gross-clout |ikes you," Beauregard said

"I can see | have ny work cut out for me," Metria said, dropping into a chair.
"What work is that?" Beauregard inquired naively.

She spread her |egs, giving hima good view under her short skirt so that he could see her
panties. "To distract this tree-blood fromhis studies."

| had thought denons had seen it all, but evidently Beauregard hadn't. Hi s glasses turned pink—the
exact shade of the panties. There certainly was a difference between denons! "What?"

"I gnoranus, nunbskull, bl ockhead, dunce, sinpleton, ninconpoop, fool, bunmpkin—=
"Sap?" he asked, catching on at |ast.
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"Whatever. | win if he doesn't get his degree."” She closed her |egs.
Beauregard's | enses began to clear. "I, uh, had better go," he nunbl ed.

"The toilet's there," she said, and the door to that chanber appeared.

"No, | mean—+ don't know what | nmean." He stunbled out. There was a "ho, ho" froma wall;
apparently | wasn't the only entertaining figure here.

"That wasn't nice, Metria," | said reprovingly.
"Ch? What's wong with it?" She opened her legs toward ne. Now her panties were bl ue.

"What's wong is that you' re supposed to be tornenting ne, not himand | care a whole |lot nore
about nmetamagic than | do about your faked-up underwear."

For once she was silent, but she | ooked ready to explode into a fireball. "Ho, ho, ho!" a wall

| aughed.

When, tired but exhilarated by learning at the end of the day, | cane to bed, there was Rose of
Roogna under the sheet. | froze, amazed. "H how=2"

"Ch, ny love, | just couldn't wait," she said breathlessly. "I had to cone to you."

I got into the bed with her, hardly believing ny fortune. "But how did you find your way here,
Rose?"

She ki ssed nme passionately on the nouth. "I |ooked in a tome for a period."



"A what ?"

"Epoch, age, duration, era, term tinme—

" Spel | ?"

"What ever. C asp nme close, nmy |ovel Make that stork junp!"
"Sorry, Metria. | have a hard course of study ahead."

She ki ssed ne again. "Really goose that stork! I'mready— She broke off, realizing that |I had
seen through her little charade. "Peaches and cream " she swore, turning into a fair enulation of
the stork she had descri bed.
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"Ho, ho, and ho!" a pillow chortled, before getting smashed by a w ng.

| did seemto be holding ny owmn. | hoped Metria never caught on to how near she had cone to
fooling ne.

The year passed in days, | nmean a daze. | progressed rapidly, because | had already studied
everything magical | could find and | was absolutely fascinated by the subject. Metria, unable to
admt how badly she had m sjudged the situation, settled into a pol ka-dot funk and finally drifted
away, bored furious. | spent a lot of tine with Beau regard; we did honmework together. He was

bright enough, just young for a denmon. He would surely get his degree in tine.

Before | knewit, | was enbroiled in ny dissertation: "Lost Human Castles with Mgica
Inmplications.*" | had a head start, because | had already found Castle Roogna, but now | had to
run down the other great |ost castle, that of the Zonbie Master. It wasn't all that far from
Castl e Roogna, as the dragon flies, but it was a devious and nmessy di stance as the magi ¢ student
wal ked. | finally located it, and discovered that it was a rather nice place, now that the zonbies
were gone. In fact—

A light blinked over ny head. This would be a fine place to live with Rose after we were narri ed!
| couldn't live in Castle Roogna, because | would not be king and was not of royal |ineage. The
castle, as | understood it, was quite strict about that. But once | married her, | could take her
away with ne. Castle Zonbie was a fine and private place, ideal as a reclusive retreat for those
Wi t hout pretensions.

At last the grueling course was through. | knew nore about magic than any living nman before ne,
yet my thirst for nore remai ned. Professor Grossclout was al nost approving: "lIn another century
you may be a credit to your species,” he remarked gruffly.

| defended ny thesis successfully, though the denon
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interrogators nmade ne sweat. "Wat you have here is conpetent. But why haven't you covered all the
| ost human castles with nagical inplications? ' one asked sharply.

"But there are only two," | protested, suddenly uncertain.

"What of the Ivory Tower?" he demanded. "Wat of New Castle Zonbie?"

Prof essor Grosscl out nudged him "Those have not yet been constructed,” he nurmnured.
"Oh. Well, what of the Nanel ess Castle?"

G osscl out nodded. "He did mss that. However, two out of three isn't bad."



Nanel ess Castle? | had never dreaned of such a thing. Wiere and what could it be?

So | made a C minus, but | passed, thanks to Goss-clout's favor. It seemed that he appreciated
havi ng a student who was genuinely interested in the subject, even if some nush remained hi his
head.

I had ny degree. | was now a true Magician of Information. | could marry Rose at |ast.
Chapter 10. Hel

I o her great surprise, Rose found herself awakened by the delicious snmell of hot coffee, though
she had harvested no hot coffee nmugs recently. Wat was happeni ng?

MIlie the Chost floated in. "Good norning, sweet lady!" she cried, excited. "You | ooked so
peaceful sleeping there that | hated to wake you, but it's past dawn and the wedding party starts
by midnorning at the |latest. Magpie is bringing you a drink to nake you alert.'

"Who?" Rose asked dazedly.

"Magpi e. She's here to help get you through this day."

"But there's no other living person in Castle Roogna except ne!" Rose protested.
"Yes. She's one of Hunfrey's classmates.”

Now Rose understood. A denpness. She had |l earned a | ot about denons in the past year, and no
| onger feared them She understood their nature reasonably well and was careful, but knew that
denmons were nerely another of the form dable species of Xanth, |ike the dragons and basili sks.

Magpi e came in then, carrying the coffee, which she 164
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nmust have inported fromfar away. She |ooked just like a bustling matron, with her gray hair under
a white |lace bonnet, and a black wool and feather dress. She set the mug down on the table beside
Rose's bed, then went to poke her finger at the fireplace. A fire burst into being there, casting
its warnth into the chill room For Rose had chosen not to use any of the nain bedroons of the
castle, feeling unworthy; she had taken a little attic chanber, and up here it did get cold at

ni ght.

Rose drank her brew while Magpie busily fetched the clothing. Actually it was nore than the mug;
the denoness had thoughtfully laid out a small breakfast of orange (or perhaps dark yellow) juice,
fresh toasted breadfruit slices, and rose-hip preserves. This dainty neal would do until the
weddi ng feast. "Thank you, Magpie; | amstarving!'"

"Call me Mag," the wonman said, and continued her business. Rose realized that the woman's nanme was
probably ironic; a magpie was a garrulous bird, but this one spoke only briefly.

Rose got up, wincing at the cold stone floor her tender warm feet encountered. She hugged her
ni ght dress cl ose about her and sat in the chair at the table. The day would warmin time; it
al ways did. Meanwhile, the blazing fire certainly hel ped; that was an unaccus toined | uxury!

Wil e Rose ate, the realization washed over her. She was getting married! She could still hardly
believe it. But Hunfrey had conpleted the university program and now had his degree, which neant
he was officially a Magician and eligible to marry her. She had seen it all in the Tapestry, and

gotten the words froma magic mrror. Castle Roogna knew it too, and would not try to prevent the
wedding. It believed that at sone tine in the future Hunfrey would return and be king; a new
prophecy had appeared in the Book of Prophecies to that effect. So it was half a loaf for the
castle, but not even magic castles had everything their own way. The technicalities of the
situation had been net.
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Rose woul d have preferred to have the Wedding of the Century. But that would have attracted the
attention of the Storm King, and there was another prophecy warning against that. "If the Storm
Ki ng di scovers activity at Castle Roogna, he will destroy it in a firestorm for his successor

will reside here," that prophecy said. It seened that the Storm Ki ng was young and i nperious, and
resentful of anything that night conceivably threaten his authority. H's correct action would have
been to bring his retinue and live at Castle Roogha, but he was a honmebody and preferred to remain
in the North Village. Thus the very existence of Castle Roogna was an inplied rebuke, and activity
there woul d have suggested that a new King was being cultivated to replace him So the weddi ng had
to be quiet, and the castle had to remain anonynous. But in time there would cone a new King, and
it seemed likely that it would be Hunfrey. After all, if the StormKing died and there was no
other Magician in Xanth, Hunfrey would have to take it. So Rose would settle for the quiet

weddi ng, and wait on events. It wasn't as if she were inexperienced at waiting.

She finished eating and stood | ooking about. She di scovered to her great delight that Mag had
antici pated her desire for a bath, on this Day of all Days. To one side of the brick firepl ace,
aromatically burning crabap-ple shells and | ogs, the | arge wooden tub had been brought in and
filled. Steamredolent with rose petals perfumed the room

Soon Rose was settled in her tub, her curly rose-colored hair pinned atop her head. She settled
herself deeply into the hot water. She could feel her dry skin soaking up the rose mlk and
becom ng dewy and npi st again. It was the beginning of the magic transformation that any weddi ng
wrought: a pretty young naive girl would becone a beautiful and conpetent woman. She had seen this
transformati on occur any nunber of times in the Tapestry history; nowit was her turn

"What a pity," Rose said, and burst out | aughing.
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Mag junped, and little Button Ghost, who had drifted in to watch the activity, spooked away in
fright. There was a scranble as the Minster Under the Bed retreated farther into the darkness, and
arattle as the Skeleton in the Coset did the sane.

"I only meant that it will be too bad to | ose another innocent," Rose said contritely. "Marriage
does that, you know, it sacrifices innocence."” Actually, she had | ong since fathoned the key

el ements of the Adult Conspiracy; she had after all been twenty years old before com ng here, and
there were things she had seen in .the Tapestry that—well, it had been an education. She had al so
noted the little tricks the Denpbness Metria had tried with Hunfrey; those had not been successful
but their general inport had been plain enough. So in her case it would be nore synbolic than
actual; still, she was experiencing the mxed thrill and tragedy of it.

Rose washed her long, silky hair, pouring out warmwater froma pewter pitcher. Little did she
know that one day in the far future that pitcher would be stolen fromthe castle by a denon and
used as the basis for a dreadful malignant nechanical thing called Corn-Pewter that would be a
constant nenace to all things hal fway decent in Xanth. This was just not the sort of thing

i nnocent nmi dens were capabl e of know ng. Mag presented her with a cake of soapstone; it snelled
of her natural attar of roses fragrance. Wen she finished, Mag offered her a huge fresh
cottonwood towel .

Now t hat she and her hair were clean, Rose was ready to be Attired in one of several glorious
dresses she had harvested fromthe dress tree in the orchard for the occasion. One by one Mg
handed her gossaner silken panties, pink creany cheni se-teddy, snooth stockings of gold thread,
and a | ong whispering silken underskirt. Next came the overskirt and bodice of the gown. The
central panels of the dress were enbroidered in tiny seed pearls, crystals, and snoky topazes in a
field of yellow roses upon the rich gold-colored silk. Wien she noved about the dress gave off a
faintly rosy reddish
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gold glow. Her golden living frog sat in the nmddle of the rosette on her sleeve. The skirt of the
gown cane to the floor. The neckline was so |l ow that Mag drew in her breath in a matronly gasp of
di sapproval. Rose's eyes wi dened to see her breasts exposed alnbst to the rosy nipples. She had
not realized that the de~colletage was quite that daring! The gown was sinply wonderful! Wth that
deliciously | ow neckline Rose might even stand up to the conpetition offered by those bare-
breasted nmermai ds and all the other alluring maidens the Tapestry had shown her. Not to nention
that horrible Denoness Metria!

Suddenly (it seened) it was tine for the wedding. It was held in the main ballroomof the castle,
and if it was not the Event of the Century, it was hard for her to know the difference. The denons
had turned out in force, for this was rare entertainment for them Normally they were not wanted
at weddi ngs, for sone reason. They were all solid, and behaved neticulously, with all the nales
being in tails and the females in floating gowns. Beauregard was best man and MIlie the Ghost was
mai d of honor, and Button Chost carried ghost flowers, and Professor G ossclout conducted the
cerenmony, having authority that no man or denon had ever dared question. Metria was there too, of
course; she couldn't be kept out. She played the role of Former Grlfriend of the G oom and was
really quite effective in portraying resentnent about the proceedings. One mi ght al nbst suspect
that there was just a bit of human feeling in that denon cal |l ousness.

But about all Rose noticed was that Hunfrey, despite pushing forty, was clean and al nost handsone
in his owmn formal suit. He seened truly glad to be there, which was a relief. It wasn't
necessarily so with groons, no matter how ardent they m ght be at other tines.

They rmust have said their vows, because now there was an expectant hush. Hunfrey faced her. "Take
of f your wedding cap and veil, Rose," he said.
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She bl ushed neekly, made abruptly shy by his request. "You do it," she whispered.

He stepped forward and gently drew the heart-shaped spiderweb |ace cap and di aphanous bridal veil
from her head. Then his conpetent hands noved to undo the dianmond and |iving golden frog hairpins
that held her tresses in place. To his evident surprise the hair fell in a silken waterfall down,
down to bel ow her hips.

"It is alovely lass you are," he murnured softly in her ear. "Your hair is indeed |ike rose
petals." H's hands slid through the perfuned mass of it. "I think it is tine, Rose of Roogna, that
we seal our marriage with a kiss."

He tangl ed his hands in her hair and drew her face forward. In his eyes she could have sworn she
saw the i mages of flying storks, and she knew she was seeing through theminto his mind. Then he
cl osed his eyes and ki ssed her

At once Rose felt as if the blood in her veins had turned to gl owi ng golden | ava froma vol cano of
| ove. She could not nove. She never wanted to nove again. She |oved her husband, Hunfrey. She
woul d | ove him forever.

There was a sound as of the rippling of wavel ets on a sandy beach. It grew to resenbl e the splash
of the surf on firmrocks. Then it becane the roar of the stormdriven sea against a stony cliff.
No, it was not her heart, it was the applause of the audience. The marriage had been seal ed.

Then it was done, and the denbns were gone, and it was the Morning After. Standing on the ranparts
of Castle Roogna, gazing down at the ruins of the gardens, Rose decided that she did not regret
any particle of the prior day's proceedings. Not the wedding, certainly, and not the reception,
and not the banquet. Not even the dancing under the New Baby Mbon. And not the night of I|ove,
wherein they had tried so ardently to sunmon a phal anx of storks. That was only partially
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effective, as it turned out; only one stork canme, in due course, bearing Rosetta Bliss Hunfrey, or
Roy for short, whose power was to aninmate inaninmate things for a while. But that was in the
noderately near future; right nowit was a beautiful day. The sky was spreading itself like a
peacock's tail, turquoise blue, gold, and copper, luninous and brilliant. A spicy warm breeze was
blowing in straight off the Hi gh C and Lost Keys. Everything was ideal

She | ooked at her reflection in h« maiden's mrror. Her romantic heart shinmmered and softened. She
did not | ook Iike an experienced worman who had been thoroughly indoctrinated into the practice of
the Adult Conspiracy! She |ooked nmore |ike a nmaiden who had just begun to wonder about such
things. Perhaps it took practice to devel op the proper expression

She went to her rose garden. She hated to leave it, but knew it would endure as she had, here at
the castle, living without aging. Rose herself had to | eave, of course, to be with her husband,
and the spell would be off. But that was all right; how could a person truly live life, if she did
not age? She wanted to grow old with Hunfrey.

She sifted through the rose petals, ashes, and dust of the garden. There were pebbles, thorns,
tiny genms, a small |eather scroll docunmenting the nmarriage, and—UGH —a | ong nmany-| egged pennypede
bug. It was harm ess, unlike the | arger nickel pedes, so she left it alone; it preyed on things
that m ght otherw se attack her roses.

A shadow dimed the light. It was Hunfrey. "I have brought a nagic carpet to the front," he said.
"W can go, now, mnmy precious wfe."

She gl anced at the roses, whose power was to test true |love. That test had never been necessary,
with Hunfrey. "The scroll—+ had it here with ny darting roses. But if | amnot to remain here—=

"Bring it along," he said, smling. "The roses need no docunent.'
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So she tucked it into a pocket in her skirt. Then she went with her husband to the carpet.

They sat on it, she in front, he behind. The nmagic of the weave woul d keep them safe on it. "To
Castl e Zonbie," Hunfrey said.

The rug lifted smoothly and circled up. In a nonent it was above Castle Roogna. Rose felt tears
stream ng down her face as she gazed down at the castle which had been her honme for al nost two and
a half centuries. It had taken perfect care of her! But now she had her true life to live.
"Farewel |, dear castle!" she cried, waving to it. "Thank you so nuch for everything!"

A pennant waved, which was odd, because there was no wind.

It was not far, as the carpet flew, to Castle Zonbie. The thing was relatively horrible, with a
muck-filled nmoat and decayi ng vegetation around it. But the zonbies were gone or safely buried,
and she knew it was a serviceable estate. The Zonbie Master had died nore than seven centuries
before, so this castle had been deserted even | onger than Castle Roogna. But it had been soundly
constructed, despite its seem ng decrepitude, and she knew it could be cleaned up

Hunfrey brought the carpet down in the rear of the castle. They got up and wal ked to a fence. He
pushed open the garden gate made of driftwood and led the way into a small secret garden. Rose
followed slowy down the narrow stone path. Tiny spiders had decorated every weed with their webs
and mce rustled under the | eaves. Overall, there was a lingering snmell of decay. "I thought you
m ght have your rose garden here," Hunfrey said.

Suddenly she was gl ad he had shown her this first. "Yes, | shall!" she exclained, delighted. She
woul d make anot her rose garden! Roses would brighten this dreary region right up

Then he led her to the front portcullis. Hunfrey picked her up and carried her gallantly across



the threshol d, and set her down inside. Rose quailed; there
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was not a stick of furniture inside. Then he brought her to what she thought of as the captain's
cabin: a large alnbost oval roomso richly appointed that it was obvious that no human agency had
done it. It had a fireplace with a malachite stone nantel with green ivy carved on it and great

gol den-wi nged lions holding the nantel shelf on their heads. Above it was a nmagic silvered mrror
On the nantel was a pair of magi c pewer candel abra that burned wi thout ever consuming their fine
none- of - your - bees-wax candl es. At the head of the bed was a rose w ndow facing west that all owed
the cabin to be flooded with light. The walls were hung with three well-worked nmoving crewel
tapestries. The denbns must have set this up during the night, and Humfrey had surprised her with
it. What a delight!

Hunfrey stood in the mddle of their bed chanber, which had a pricel ess antique thick carpet on
its wide wooden floor. The fireplace was Iit with fireweed, and the air was fragrant wi th incense.
"We can be very happy here, ny wife,'' Hunfrey said.

Rose was sure of it.

They settled into married Iife. Hunfrey, nagged by the things he had not yet |earned, enbarked on
his nost anbitious project yet: he was conpiling a Book of Answers. In it would be the Answer to

every possi bl e Question anyone might ask. He started by listing everything he had |learned in his

early survey of talents, which was considerable, and added whatever he could learn fromthe texts
in the Castle Roogna library, which the castle allowed himto check out one at a tine. He

suppl emented this with field trips, nmaking copious notes. He kept hinself so busy that sone days

Rose hardly saw himat all. But she wasn't concerned; she had lived alone for so long that it was
not nmuch of a burden, and she could contact himat any time by using a magic mrror, and he would
al ways cone i nmmedi ately when she asked him

In fact there was a certain delight to these brief sep-
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arations, because every tine she saw himagain Rose experienced the intense jolt of feelings that
seei ng hi mal ways gave her. Love nmade hi m handsone to her, though she knew that this was not an
obj ective judgnment. She hei ghtened the effect by dressing himwell. She would send hi mout one day
with shades of blue in his shirt, trousers, and cl oak, conplenented by sandy tan desert boots.
Anot her day it woul d be shades of brown or gray. He always carried a battered bul ging sack full of
books, tones, and spells over his shoul der; she could not do nuch about that, but she did tie

mat ching ribbons to it. Sonetines he got caught out in the rain, and silvery rain drops sparkled
like gens in his hair and on his driftwod staff. Then she would take himin and dry himoff and
confort himw th kisses, restoring his hunor.

Meanwhi | e, she set the castle in order, elimnating the | ast vestiges of zonbie occupancy. She
started the rose garden; how could she endure wi thout roses! She kept the kitchen filled with
homenade soup and | ove. Sonetines she acconpanied Hunfrey on his field trips, delighting in the
carpet rides and the picnic |unches.

But soon she had to stop this and stay hone, because she was expecting the stork and it just

woul dn't do to be away when it arrived. She had a horror of arriving home and di scovering the baby
deposited in the fireplace or sonewhere, all dirty. Storks were notorious about their schedul es;

if the nother was not waiting for the stork's arrival, it dropped the baby off anyway, ready or
not .

Fortunately she was present and alert when their daughter arrived, and after that she had little

time for anything else. Roy did her best to live up to her masculine nicknane fromthe start—Rose
wondered in those harried nonents she could squeeze in for thinking whether they would have been

better advised to choose another nane—and constantly nade the stones of the floor and bricks of



the fireplaces cone to life and squirmvigorously. Fortunately they remained ani mate
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only while the baby focused on them and Roy's attention span was brief. But it was hectic.

Hunfrey's tonme of Answers and Roy grew apace. Then, sonehow, it seenmed, in a few days Roy was
grown into pretty chil dhood, and thence to girlhood, and thence to nai denhood, and suddenly she
was marrying the son of a local forester named Stone, becomi ng Rosetta Stone, and nmoving away to
start her own famly. "But she's just a child!"™ Rose wailed through her tears of joy at her
daughter's fortune. Stone was good at interpreting things and maki ng sense of them and that was
bound to help their marriage.

"She's twenty-one," Hunfrey pointed out gruffly. "O der man your physical age when you nmarried ne.
That's ol d enough.”

"But yesterday she was el even!" Rose cried.
"And only one, the day before," he agreed. "Were's ny soup?"

Rose m ght have been tenpted to nake a remark about insensitivity had she been | ess good-natured,
but she was too princessly to deign. She fetched himhis soup. She would not of course admt it,
but he had grown twenty years ol der and grunpier in the past two decades, and | ooked nore |ike a
ghorre than ever. It was a good thing she | oved him

But that was the thing about love in Xanth. Wwen it was true, it was forever. In drear Mindani a,
she understood, love lasted only for a few years, and then nmarri ages started breaking up. Hunfrey
had al nost | oved Ma re Ann, and mat feeling had remained until he did | ove Rose. He had not |oved
Dana Denoness or Mi den Taiwan, though he had treated them courteously. It had been his nisfortune
to lack true love in his early life, but once they had found it together, they would keep it as

I ong as they both should live.

That was good, because things were very quiet now with Roy gone. Rosetta and Stone had di scovered
that they could ani mate stones and make themtell what they knew, interpreting their confusing
remar ks, and sone-
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times they knew interesting or useful things. But that was there; things were dull here. Rose took
a nore active interest in her husband' s work, and in the next six years his great Book of Answers
progressed rapidly. Hunfrey was excellent at discovering things, but not at classifying them or
putting themin proper order. He couldn't even find his socks wi thout help! Rose did that

organi zing of facts and cross-referenced them so that it was possible to | ocate al nost anything
in the vol um nous col | ection

Little did she know that this would | ead to considerable m schief. She had assuned that if she
m nded her own busi ness and hel ped her husband | oyally and was courteous to others, everything
woul d be all right. It had never occurred to her that she could be the victimof outright
deception and malice. That naivete was to cost her dearly.

It started innocently enough. Hunfrey was catal ogi ng seeshells, so she was gathering nore of them
whi | e he was doi ng the paperwork. She would return later and properly index and cross-reference
his notes, but he had to do the actual definitions. Peggy, the flying horse, had returned after a
snit when Hunfrey first got married and used the magi c carpet; Rose had expl ai ned about tilings,
and Peggy decided to forgive the transgression. Then Hunfrey had used the carpet again, and the
horse had got her feathers hi an uproar. By the time Rose snoothed those feathers down, Peggy

deci ded that she would give Rose rides instead of the fickle Mgician. The two had been friends
ever since. Hunfrey, a typical man, had never noti ced.



So today Peggy carried Rose to the Gold Coast of southeastern Xanth, where the sands and many of
the plants were golden. It had been sone tinme since Rose had been here. She had visited the region
once as a child and played in the sand, and had retained a certain taste-for the pretty stuff. Now
she was di smayed to see a new devel opnent: there was a tower being built fromivory just offshore.
Apparently it was to be a |ight
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house, and white ivory was lighter than gold. Rose would have preferred to | eave the shore
pristine, but realized that she could not stand in the way of progress. Perhaps if she ignored it,
it would go away.

She told Peggy to go and graze where she wi shed, and the horse wal ked into the jungle, |ooking for
tasty | eaves and grass. Rose wal ked al ong the shore, picking up new varieties of gold seeshells.
Their eyes were bright orange yellow, and sone were very pretty. Humtrey didn't care nuch about
that; to himan ugly shell was as good as a pretty one. But Rose preferred beauty w thout actually
di sparagi ng other conditions. It wasn't as if she would be beautiful forever; she was now forty-

ei ght years old, in away-from Castl e-Roogna tine. She had worked to keep her body in reasonabl e
shape, and she still brushed out her hair each day to keep it |uxurious, but on occasion a mrror
was unki nd enough to show a wrinkle. Rose had |ost her taste for mirrors, coincidentally, and no

| onger carried one with her.

She canme to a village of fishnen and fishw ves. They had the heads of fish and human | egs. Their
village was in the water, but they cane ashore to forage for food. Rose saw them using their upper
fins to hold |l ong poles fromwhich descended lines, and on the ends of the lines were hooks which
snagged on things of the beach. Sonetinmes small aninmals bit at the bits of candy around the hooks,
and the hooks caught in their mouths, and the fishnmen hauled themin by the lines and poles until
they were dragged down into the water. It seened like a cruel way to make a living to Rose, but
she was cautious about criticizing the ways of other folk.

Then she saw a decrepit old wonan hobbling al ong. The fishnen goggled at her and retreated into
the water, evidently detesting her conpany. This disturbed Rose, who never |iked to see any person
excluded fromthings. She went to the wonan, who was hunched over, carrying a heavy bag. "My |
hel p you?" Rose inquired.

The woman gazed up at her. Her aspect was even
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nmore frightful fromclose up, and she snelled of sonething other than roses. Her clothing
consi sted of whatever rags and tatters she had picked up fromtrash heaps. "Wl | yes, lady," she
wheezed. "If you would carry nmy heavy burden to ny hone, that would help me a lot."

"I shall be glad to," Rose said. She took the bag, which she was surprised to discover was filled
with ivory horns and tusks. The wonman evidently collected ivory! "If | may inquire, what is your
nane? My nane is Rose."

The beady eyes flicked at her. "My given name is Peril, but the fishfaces call me the Sea Hag."
Rose was properly appalled. "How unkind of them | shall certainly call you Pearl."

"That's Peril, rose-hips!" the wonman corrected her snappi shly. Perhaps Rose night have had a hint
about her nature then, had she not been so trusting.

Rose apol ogi zed for her error. It was very enbarrassing to get a person's nane wong, for nanes
were inportant indications to character. Everyone knew t hat.

The old woman set off at a brisk hobble, and Rose was constrained to keep abreast of her, because
the odor behind her was barely to be endured. They proceeded downbeach to a spot directly opposite



the hal f-conpleted ivory tower. "Ch, they have ruined my house again!" she excl ai ned, her voice
suggestive of a harpy's screech

Rose saw a pile of driftwood, flotsam jetsam and seeweed. It was hard to inmagine that this could
ever have been a house. But of course it would be inpolite to question the word of her conpani on.
"Do you have any other place to stay?”

"There is one the fishfaces can't reach," Peril said. She hobbled to the edge of the forest. There
was a huge dead tree trunk, rising above the height of Rose's head. Peril scranbled up it,
remarkably agile for one in her condition, and squeezed into a hole in it. She disap-

178
Question Quest

peared inside the trunk. Then her face reappeared. "Well, cone on, stupid!" she screeched
i nperiously.

Rose struggled to clinmb the trunk with the heavy bag of ivory. She was not good at this, because
princesses were not supposed to clinb trees, but somehow she managed. She wedged into the hole and
haul ed the bag after her.

She found hersel f squeezing down inside the tree, the bag pressing her down from above. Her nice
dress was getting severely mussed. Then her feet |ost purchase entirely, and she fell, scream ng
in an enbarrassingly unl adyli ke fashion

She splashed into water. The bag spl ashed beside her. She flailed, and in a nonment her feet found
a sloping rock. She scranmbled up it, out of the water. She was in absol ute darkness.

Her first thought was for the old woman. "Peril!" she cried. "Are you all right?"

She was answered by a resoundi ng cackle. "I'"mhorrible, but I will be rmuch better soon,"” the voice

of the hag came from above
"Soon?" Rose asked, bewi | dered.
"Soon as | kill nyself."

"l don't understand!"”

There was anot her awful cackle. "Who cares! Rest easy, fool, until | come for you." Then the voice

f aded.

Rose | ooked up. Far above she saw a disk of light. It blinked out for a nmonent, men reappeared.
She realized that it was the hole in the tree trunk. Peril had clinbed back up and squeezed out of
it, and was gone.

Rose realized that she was in trouble. It seemed to be a npbst unkind notion, and one she hesitated
to entertain, but it alnost seened that the old wonan had intended to trap her in here. There was
no way she could clinb up inside that trunk and escape; there was no purchase for her hands, and
in any event she | acked the strength for such an effort. She was trapped in this awful dark pit.

She knew what to do: she had to call Hunfrey, who
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woul d i mredi ately cone on the carpet and rescue her. Except that she no |onger carried her magic
mrror. What a problem her foolish vanity had made for her

She heard a nei gh. Peggy! The wi nged horse had found her! "Peggy!" she cried. "Get nme out of
here!" But even as she called, she knew it was inpossible. The horse could not get in here and
could not do anything to help fromoutside. So she did the next best thing. "Peggy, go fetch



Hunfrey! Bring himhere! Quickly!"

The horse nei ghed acknow edgnent. Rose heard the beat of her great wings. She would fly to
wherever Hunfrey was and alert himto Rose's problem He could then use a mirror of his own and
i nvestigate, and he would take care of it inmediately.

Then she renenbered that she hadn't told Peggy where Hunfrey was. He was checking references in
the Castle Roogna |ibrary and woul d not be back until evening. Peggy woul d not be able to find him
until then, for she could not go to Castle Roogna because of the aversion spell. Rose was stuck
here for the full day.

She hunched herself with her back to the edge of this cave. There seemed to be just the pool and
the sloping edge and the wall. The water was brine, so must connect to the sea, but Rose could not
escape that way either. She was not that good a swinmmer, and for aU she knew it was too far for
her to hold her breath. This place was sone distance in fromthe shore, and any tunnel woul d have
to connect under the surface of the sea. At |east she had not been hurt in the fall; how | ucky
that there had been water therel

She thought about Peril. Now she realized the significance of the name. The worman was a peril to
anyone who tried to befriend her! No wonder the fishfolk didn't |ike her. But why had she sought
to snare Rose here? What could she gain by doing this to one who neant her no harnf®

Rose renmenbered the Sea Hag's (for it seenmed now that the name the fishfolk used for her was apt)
parting
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words: she was horrible, but would be nuch better as soon as she killed herself. \Watever could
that nmean? Was the wonman deranged? Way woul d anyone want to kill herself, and how woul d that nake
her feel better? Wiy would she want to trap another wonman just before then?

There was a sob. Rose thought it was her own, then realized that it wasn't. It had conme from
across the pool. There nust be another |edge there.

"Who is there?" she call ed.
"Me," a voice replied

That was not phenonenal ly hel pful. She realized that the other person could be young, and
therefore thoughtless. "Please tell ne your nanme."

"Dread, *' the answer cane.
"Dred? Are you a boy?"
"Dread Redhead, because | have red hair and | dread the darkness. |'ma ten-year-old boy."

Rose was much relieved to discover that she had conpany, yet horrified to | earn that another

person was simlarly trapped. "Did Peril lure you in here too?" she asked.
"Sure she did," the boy replied. "Yesterday. But now she's got you, | guess she'll just let ne
die."

"What does she want with me?" Rose asked.
""You mean you don't know?"

"I have no idea. | was only trying to help her carry her bag of ivory, and she led nme here and
left me. She said something peculiar as she left."

"You sure don't know " Dread said. "Well, let me tell you: the Sea Hag is a Sorceress who |ives
forever, because every tine her body gets old, she kills it and her spirit takes over another



body. Usually she takes a young worman, but if she can't find one, she'll take a boy. That's why
she trapped ne. But she'd rather have a worman, even an ol der one |ike you; that gives her a few

nore years to find a young one. So now she's got you, and in an hour or two she'll take it."
Question Quest
181

Rose was appalled. "But | don't want nmy body to be taken! How can she do that?"

"She traps a wonan so she can't flee, and then her spirit just cones in. That's her magic. You
can't stop her. You have to get for away, so her spirit can't catch you. That's the only way to
escape. "

Rose realized that she was in twice as nuch trouble as she had thought. But rather than dwell on
that aw- ful ness, she focused on the boy. "Wat is your talent?" she asked, hoping that it was
sonmet hing that could help them

"l pipe open doors. Even when there aren't doors."

"You nmean you can nake doors to places that don't have then?"

"Sure. Wth ny hornpipe. It's fun, usually. | can get in or out of anything."

"But then why didn't you open a door out of here?"

"Because ny doors open on the level, not up or down, and there's no |ight down here."
"No |ight? Way shoul d that stop you?"

"I'mafraid of the dark."

"But it's already dark here!"

"Yes, and that terrifies me. But there's a spot of light fromthe hole in the tree, and | can
watch that. But if | opened a door, it would be to an underground tunnel, and it would be dark. I
can't leave the light!"

Rose began to get an idea. "Many children are afraid of the dark. But only when they are al one.
They are never afraid when they are with their nmothers."

"My nother isn't here," he pointed out with a certain accuracy.

"But Vm here! And I'mold enough to be your nother. | ama nother of another child. If | went with
you, you wouldn't have to be afraid, no matter how dark it is."

"Say, maybe so," he said.

Her heart beat faster. He was accepting her logic! "Can you open a door in your wall?"
"Sure. Come over here and I'll doit."
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Rose did not waste tinme. She slid into the water and swam across. She found a similar sloping
| edge on the other side and clinbed out. "Do it," she said breathlessly.

Musi ¢ sounded. How | ucky that Dread had his hornpipe with him There was a creaking, as of a door
openi ng.

Rose felt in die darkness. Sure enough, there was a door, with a dark passage beyond. "Cone on!"
she said. "Maybe this tunnel intersects a cave, and we can follow it to the surface where it's
light." The tunnel was heading directly away fromthe sea, but that was fine; that was al so away



fromthe Sea Hag.
"You first," Dread said.

She didn't argue. She knew he would follow, rather than be left alone. She felt her way into the
tunnel , proceedi ng on hands and knees. She heard the scuffle of the redheaded boy foll ow ng.

The tunnel went straight ahead, on the level. She was afraid it went nowhere, but then it cane to
a faintly glow ng underground stream Her eyes had becone adjusted to the gloom and now this
feint light was quite bright enough to see the path of the river

It was breathtakingly beautiful. The rock surrounding it was crystalline, and each small stone at
the bottomwas a rough-cut gem and above it hung stalactites of gl ossy sardonyx. Now there was
sound, too: the streamsang as it wended its way through and around these crystals. At the bottom
of the streamsnall plants were growing, and these plants produced tiny fruits, and there were
fish eating the fruits.

But they could not linger to enjoy the scene. "W nust nove on," Rose said. "There seens to be no
way out from here. Open another door."

Dread raised his pipe to his mouth and played. A new door opened in the wall. They entered the new
tunnel, leaving the lovely river behind. This tunnel was tall enough for themto wal k upright,
which was a relief, but soon it narrowed so that they had to go single
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file. The darkness becane conplete again; Rose could not see anything in front of her. She had to
stop, yielding to the prinitive fear of banging her face into sonething disfiguring.

Now t he boy squeezed ahead of her and began cursing. His curses |it up the dark and di m pockets of
the cave. Rose, about to object to such | anguage, realized that it was better to stifle her

| adyl i ke sensibility for the nonce; they needed this bit of light. Yet howwas it that the boy had
not thought to do this before and so escape before she arrived?

"We're alnost there," Dread said confidently.

"Al nost where?" Rose asked. But before she could inquire further, she heard a screech echoi ng down
the tunnel. The Sea Hag!

As one, they charged down the tunnel. Now there was a gl ow from another wall. Dread whi pped out
hi s hornpi pe and pl ayed anot her brief nelody, and another door opened.

But if the Sea Hag had killed herself so that her spirit was conming after them how could there be
a screech? That was the Hag's living voice!

"Hurry!" the boy cried urgently, taking her arm He junped through the door, hauling her after
hi m

They were on a water slide. It carried them down and around through nore darkness. Then they

| anded in sone kind of—well, it felt like a basket. A huge w cker basket, with a high arching
handle. It was swinging froma rope tied to that handle. As they landed in it, it started noving,
swi ngi ng down into yet further deep depths.

"What is this?" Rose cried, alarmed. "Were are we goi ng?"
"This is a handbasket," the boy replied. "W are going to Hell."

"Pl ease don't swear anynore," she reproved him "It offends ny matronly sensibilities. Were are
we really going?"

"To Hell," he repeated. "I ama denon fromthere.
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It is a dull place, so we deci ded we needed sone pretty flowers, but they won't grow. Your talent
is making roses grow, and they are nice flowers, so we are bringing you there."

Rose was upset and bewi | dered. "But the Sea Hag! What about her?"

"Ch, she was going to take your body, all right. That's why we had to act quickly. Some talents go
with the souls, and sone with the bodies. Yours goes with your body, so your soul would have been
no good to us, and anyway, it is far too good for us. So we had to have your body, and get it
before the Sea Hag did. W had only a few hours before she killed herself and came for you."

"But it took only mnutes to flee her cave!"

"Yes, we couldn't let you stop to think too long, or you m ght have found a way to escape. But now
you are in the handbasket to Hell, and we have you."

She stared at himin the growing Iight of the flanes that were appearing outside the basket.
"You're no nore an innocent boy than the Sea Hag is an i nnocent wonman! You were out to trap ne
too!"

"And succeeded," he agreed, well satisfied.

She peered down over the side of the big basket. There was nothing but licking flanes and roiling
snoke there. She coul d not escape.

Rose sighed. This was just not a good day!
Chapter 11» Let he
I

returned |late from Castl e Roogna. Qur own reconditioned castle was quiet. Rose was not there.
Where was she?

Then | saw a parchment on the table. It was in ny wife's hand. It was a letter from Rose! | read
it won-deringly.

Dear est Husband Hunfrey,

Where are you, ny beloved? |If you do not rescue nme soon fromthis Hell, | fear for the
consequences. Each day | walk the Castle Walk, in the lonely Silver Rain, fromthe Sand Castle Inn
to the Castle in the Sky, but you do not appear. | told the denon in charge of this Hell that at
long last | amprepared to give anything to see you and | ove you one nore tine. | have mked to

the trees here and they whisper that ny bani shnent from Xanth will not be one times nine years, or
two tines nine years, but ten tines nine years, unless you rescue ne i mediately. Wiy have you not
come? | have only one nore Day of Gace, and then | amlocked here for the full term

Oh ny |l ove, everywhere | wal k Forget-Me-Nots in thyne spring up to cover ny footprints of blood
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in the white snowsand. My soul is being tugged fromne; it will be encased in rose quartz in the
rose garden of Castle Roogna unless you rescue ne today! It shanes ne to confess it, but | have
bribed a denon with a kiss to deliver this tetter to our hone. | beg you, if you love ne as | |ove

you, conme take me away fromall this before it is too late

Rose of Roogna



As soon as | finished reading it, the letter burst into flane. It was a mssive fromHell, al
right! It was gone.

I glanced at the cal endar an ogre had left. |I renenbered the date on Rose's letter. | had
evidently gotten nore deeply enbroiled in the research at Castle Roogna nman | had realized. Four
days had passed.

I was one day past Rose's deadline. | had already nissed ny chance to rescue her. | could not
redeem her fromHell. | was the Mgician of Information, not of Power, and | knew | |acked the
power to bring her fromthat infernal region. Maybe if | had been able to | earn nore—but she had
been helping ne to learn, and wi thout her | knew | could not research well enough to find out how
to free her, assum ng that there was a way. So she was | ost.

I could not live with that. | would have to kill nyself and join her in Hell. I knew | would not
mind it nuch, in her conpany.

| started to put the castle in order for ny departure. My vials of potions, ny collected spells,
my al nost - conpl et e Book of Answers—t would not do for these to be left out for any passerby to
take! Suppose they fell into evil hands? But where could | put them where they would be safe?

Castl e Roogna, of course. So | carried the flying carpet out to the |anding place beside the npat
and began loading it.

Souffle' lifted his head fromthe water. He had noved here from Castl e Rooghna when we did, because
it was
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pointless to defend an enpty castle that needed no additional defense, he clainmed. Actually, it
was because he |iked Rose. She | ooked good enough to eat.

| gazed into the nonster's eyes. How could | fc ' M that Rose was gone and that | would be too?

rt~u. ". that | had commitnments here that | could not sinpi desert. For one thing, | had to be
ready in case | wa needed as king again, nuch as | |oathed the thought. The arrogant Storm Ki ng
had put in a law that all human citizens of Xanth had to denonstrate a n - _, *; jl-ent by age

twenty-five or be exiled. That was oppiessh -and unfair. If | didn't want to be ki ng again nyself,
1 had at least to keep | ooking for another Mgician and train him so that when he becane king he
woul d abolish that | aw.

No, | could not desert my post, even for Rose. Yet | could not endure wi thout her. |I couldn't even
find my socks, alone! I would need a wonan for that—and how could I marry again, |oving Rose as
did? The answer was that | couldn't. Not as long as | renenbered ny | ove for her

There was only one thing renmaining to do. | stepped to the cupboard and fetched ny vial of Lethe
elixir. There was enough in here to make a nman forget sonething for eighty years. By that tine |
shoul d be safely dead and with Rose in Hell. For this potion affected only the living nind, not

the dead mnd. It was ideal

"Rose!" | cried, naming the thing | had to forget, and lifted the vial to ny mouth. | drank down
the whole of it.

| | ooked around, bewi |l dered. Wiat was | doing here? | stood in the mddle of an arcane study with
a vial in ny hand. The last thing | renenbered was di scovering Castle Roogna. | had been
approaching the ranparts, and | had seen a npat nonster. Then—not hi ng.

Was | inside the castle, having hit ny head during the entry? No, | had no bruise, and anyway,
this wasn't Castle Roogna; the snell of it was different. This was
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somewhere el se. More nust have happened than sinple entry; sonehow | had been transported
el sewhere.

Maybe that was the castle's last defense: it used nagic to nove anyone who entered to a different
castle. Maybe the—a nenory glimered fromthe fog—the Nanel ess Castle. The castle of which | had
not heard, which ignorance had cost me a good grade. Sonmewhere, sonetime. But | could not renmenber
nore of that matter. | seemed to have forgotten a | ot.

| peered nore closely at the vial. Now | saw a | abel on it: LETHE
I had just drunk the elixir of forgetfiilness! \Watever had possessed me to do that?

Slowy | figured it out: there was a period of ny life missing. | nust have entered Castl e Roogna,
then travel ed here and set things up to suit nyself, and then taken a drink of potion to forget it
all. wWy?

I didn't know but was sure that if | had done it voluntarily there had to have been excell ent
reason. So nmy best course was not to inquire into the matter. In due course the elixir would wear
of fthere was no telling how nuch had been in the bottle—and then | would renmenber. Meanwhile, |
shoul d go about ny business, awaiting that revel ation

Just how nuch tinme had been wi ped out by the elixir? |I |ooked at the cal endar again, this tine
checking the year. My nouth fell open. It was the Year 1000! It had been 971 before. | had | ost
twenty-nine years of nmy lifel Instead of being thirty-eight years old and fresh fromny stint as
king of Xanth, | was now sixty-seven years old and not fresh at all. Indeed, the weight of those
extra decades now cane down on ny shoulders, and | felt stooped.

But there was no sense groani ng over squished mlk pods. | would sinply have to nake the best of
it, hoping that it wasn't unbearably bad. It had obvi ously been bad enough to nmake ne take Lethe,
t hough.

| explored the castle, which turned out to be not the Nanel ess Castle, but the ancient Castle
Zonbie. | nust
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have di scovered this in ny travels, after |eaving Castle Roogna, and decided to patch it up and
liveinit. But it was too well kept; there seened to be a wonman's hand in this. | nust have had a
servant nmmi d. What had happened to her? She was certainly not here now Woever she was, she had
been hi ghly conpetent, because everything was in far better order than | was capabl e of nanagi ng.

I located the bed chanber, and found therein only one bed, |arge enough for two. On one side were
my things, such as a |ost sock; on the other were a wonman's, such as the perfune of roses.
OQobvi ously we had been cl ose.

| spied a magic mrror on the wall. "Wat wonan was here?" | demanded of it.
"You told ne not to answer mat, Magician, before you took the Lethe elixir," it replied.
"Well, now|l'mtelling you to answer," | said shortly. | tended to be shorter now than before

bei ng shortened by those extra twenty-nine years.

"But then you were in command of your faculties,” it responded with a sneer. "None of die magic
itens here will answer you now. "

| realized that it was true. | would not have taken Lethe if | had wanted to renenmber what | was
trying to forget.

| also discovered in a closet a fat tone | abel ed BOOK OF ANSWERS. Now this was interesting. Were
had | gotten this? But as | turned the pages, | recognized the handwiting: it was my.own, wth
cross-references by sonme other party, evidently an assistant.



Well, maybe this would help ne. | needed a wonan to find ny socks; where was she? | tried to use
it to ascertain what woman had been here, but it bal ked ne, as | had expected. | had been

routi nely thorough, before, as befitted nme. But | should be able to use nms and the other nagic
items in other ways so that | could get on with ny life.

| thunbed through the pages. Soon | |ocated WOVAN
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There were pages of types, but there was no SOCKS subheadi ng. Too bad. So | checked for the next
best thing, and there it was: WFE

| discovered that this was a spelled entry: it changed as | watched it, listing nanmes and
descriptions of nmarriageable females. | could fix it on any one who interested nme by touching the
entry with nmy finger; when | renmoved ny finger, the entries started rotating again

But | didn't want to choose randomy. So | tested its resources. "I want the best sock finder
available," | said, and stabbed ny finger down wi thout |looking. If this worked the way it shoul d,
that name woul d be the one.

And there it was: SOFI A SOCK SORTER Her description was ordinary, and she lived i n—
Qops! This was a problem She lived in Mindani a.

Well, either | wanted tbe best or | didn't. O what nettle was | nade, today? | decided to go
fetch Sofia, regardless.

| packed those spells | recognized fromny early days of collecting. | found a magi c carpet |
seermed to have acquired in nmy missing years. | carried it outside, looking for a suitable place to
I aunch it.

There was the noat nonster, whose nane, | had | earned, was Souffig Serpent. No doubt because that
was what he woul d make of any intruder. "I amgoing to find a wonan," | announced. *'l| shal

return. Guard the prem ses well.'
Souf fl e* nodded and settled back into the water.

I unrolled the carpet, set ny things on it, sat on it nyself, and gave it the standard takeoff"
command. It lifted smoothly; it was a good piece of work.

I flew north and slightly west—and soon di scovered bel ow a nonstrous chasm Were had that come

fron? | remenbered nothing of the sort in Xanth! | fetched up my notepad—and there was a note: GAP
CHASMF FORGET SPELL ON. Oh. That explained it. | admired the scenery, continuing ny flight across
the varied | andscape of Xanth until | reached the isthnus. There
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| anded and hid the carpet away in a tree, putting a routine invisibility spell on it fromny
collection. Then | used a tenporary neutrality spell on the Shield that enclosed Xanth, and wal ked
safely through it. It was evident that ny hiatus of |ost nmenory had not inpaired ny routine
skills; | seenmed to be about as good as ever, apart from being ol der

There was a peculiar thing |I remenbered about Mundania: it had little if any magi c. However, | had
found a vial of magic dust | had gotten from sonewhere, and that woul d enable ne to do such magic
as | required, if | didn't waste it.

| set out on foot across drear Mundania. It would be pointless to recount ny experience there; no
one cares to learn any nore about that boring and backward place than the absolute mninum |
shal | just say that | found Sofia the sock sorter at the nundane conpany she worked for. She was



about thirty years old and plain, but her hands sorted socks of all types w th marvel ous
dexterity.

| sprinkled sonme nmagi c dust and then used certain other spells, to set up the interview This nmade
me i nperceptible to other Mundanes and nmade my words intelligible to Sofia. Take my word: such
steps are necessary when operating in such a region, silly as they nay seemto ordinary folKk.

"I have cone to take you away fromall this to a realmof nmagic," | told her
She considered a nonent. "Okay," she agreed in the Mindane way.

So we wal ked back to Xanth, chatting as we went, and got to know each other as well as was
necessary. W passed back through the Shield and | fetched the carpet. W sat onit, and it
lifted.

Sof i a screamed and al nost junped off. "Wat's the matter, wonman?" | demanded with justified
irritation.

"I't's magic!" she cri ed.

"OfF course it is. | told you this was a | and of nagic."
"But | didn't believe you."
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"Then why did you cone with ne?"

* ' Because anything is better than being an old nmaid in Mindania."

She had a point. "Well, you will just have to learn to live with magic, because | am a Magician."
| had found a scroll attesting to nmy degree fromthe denon's University of Magic, so knew that in
my missing years | had becone a certified Magician. In feet, when | saw mat, | renmenbered an

entire year-long episode with Professor Gossclout, Beau regard, and Metria. The denoness had for
sonme reason wanted to seduce ne, but had railed (which was even | ess explicable), and | had
conmpl eted ny studies. That was good.

Sofia decided that she would live with it. But she seemed quite nervous about the height and

exposure of the carpet, until | uncorked a relaxation spell and she rel axed.
We cane to the castle. "Oh, it's beautiful!" she exclainmed. "Just like a fairy tale!"
"No fairies here," | corrected her. "They live el sewhere in the forest."

She gl anced at me, then | aughed, though | wasn't sure what she found funny.

She seened sonewhat in awe of the castle, especially its appurtenances |ike the npat nonster
until she saw ny nound of unsorted socks. "Now that | understand!" she exclained. "There's enough
here to keep ne busy for years!"

Preci sel y.

We settled into what she terned a conmmon-| aw marri age. She was good in the kitchen, once she

| earned how to use sinple spells and how to harvest ripe pies fromthe garden. She was good with
cl ot hi ng, once she | earned about shoe trees and such. She discovered a rose garden in back, and
tended to it carefully, for the flowers were sinilar to those she knew at her hone. Actually, that
rose garden seened to be magic, flourishing with no care, but the roses bl ooned nore readily when
soneone paid attention to them
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But she did have one problem It seened that she felt | should at sone point break off mnmy study of
the fascinating Book of Magic and do something with her on the bed. It seened to be sonme sort of
customin her |and.

Perplexed, | went to a magic mirror, one which gave straight answers. It showed a flying stork
"Ch, you want to sunmon the stork!" | excl ai med.
She | aughed, again finding sonething nysteriously funny.

So | put a place nmarker in the book and went to nmake this sacrifice. She was in sone kind of
nightie, and actually | ooked somewhat fetching; | hadn't really | ooked at her before. It nust have
been sone tinme since | had indulged in this activity, because | becane quite interested in it once
I got started and wound up spend-big the rest of the night with Sofia on the bed. Apparently she
had | earned to be dextrous with nore than nmere socks during her prior dull life.

The next tine she was interested in this activity, | was quicker to catch on. | was in nmy seventh
decade, but ny dunking in the healing spring kept ne healthy, and | felt more like thirty-nine,
whi ch was the age | was when | got mny degree in Magic, and ny last nenmory until my junp into the
present. So, in my experience, | was that age, and perhaps that counted for something.

The foll owing year our son was delivered. Sofia named him Cronbie, after an obscure relative of
hers who had been a soldier, once she got over the shock of seeing the stork land with the bundle.
Apparently she had expected another nmanner of delivery. There's no accounting for the expectations
of Mundanes. Then she shrugged. "Wen in fairyland, do as the fairies do," she said. | didn't
bother to try to understand what she neant by that. Just so |long as she was satisfied with the
baby. He did seemto have a certain Miundani sh cast, but this sort of thing happened when one
married a Mundane.
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Meanwhile, | was getting involved in sonething new. | did not recognize its inplications at the
time. A former approached the castle. "I hear tell you are a Magician," he said.

"So?" | agreed nonconmttally.

"Do you have a spell 1| could use to make the nost beautiful girl in my village fall nmadly in | ove
with me?"

I looked at him He was a rare bunpkin, snelling of manure. Only a cow flop could | ove that kind.
But as it happened, | had found a nunber of bottles and vials on ny shelf, and one was | abel ed
LOVE, so | presuned it contained elixir froma love spring. | did not know how long it had been
there or whether the potency of such water faded with tinme, so it would be good to test it.

| poured a few drops of it into a smaller container. "Put this in her drink or sinmply sprinkle it
on her," | said. "Make sure that you are the first man she sees thereafter.”

"Hokay," he said. "Whatcha want for it?"

It hadn't occurred to ne that this was a trade, but | realized that it did make sense. | didn't
want the whole village conming to get free |ove potion! "W do have a garden plot to dig," | said,
renenbering that Sofia had expressed the desire to try growi ng sone Mindane plants here. Wy she
shoul d want to do such a thing was beyond nme, but | attributed it to the nysteriousness of wonen.
I knew frommy limted experience with her mat it was best to hunmor her whinms. O herw se she m ght
m smat ch ny socks.

So the farner took his spade and did what he did best, and in a day had a nice garden pl ot dug.
Sofia was thrilled, and not only were ny socks extra sweet for the next week, so was she. Good
deeds had then-rewards. The fanner went back to his village, and |l ater we heard the vill age
weddi ng gong soundi ng, and | knew that the potion had been effective.



After that nore villagers did come. Sone wanted healing, which ny supply of healing elixir did,
and
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others wanted curse spells for their neighbors, and sundry others had sundry other requests. | was
able to accomobdate themall, for the needs of rustics were elenmentary, but in an effort to

di scourage such business | gradually increased ny demands for trades. This process continued for
years, and finally it reached to the point of equilibrium there would be three form dable
chal | enges for each person just to gain admittance to the castle, and then he would have to give
me a year's service or something equivalent, before | would answer his Question. Then the flow of
folk finally dimnished, and I had no nore calls than | wanted, which was on the order of one a
month. Sofia agreed with this policy; as a Mindane she did not feel entirely at hone in Xanth and
preferred seclusion for the raising of her son

That turned out to be nmore conplicated than anticipated. Renenber, Sofia was Mindane; she was

| earni ng about magic but it wasn't natural to her, and she had no magic talent of her own. She did
not understand the pitfalls of it. | was busy with ny own pursuits and did not think to inquire,
and in any event Sofia would not have been able to tell ne what was happeni ng, because she had no
basis for suspicion. The consequence of this was to be unfortunate. Had | the chance to play that
portion of my life over, | would pay better attention and spare nmy son grief and alienation. But
all I can do nowis tell what happened, with ny regrets.

When Cronbie was three years old, an eight-year-old boy cane for an Answer. | knew instantly that
he was a Magician, and in the guise of making himserve ne a year, | trained himin certain
necessary things. | was quite excited, and ny enthusiasm spread to Sofia, who had never seen magic
like this before. In fact it was about at this point that she becane a believer. Thus we were both
di stracted and did not think of the effect on our son. That was ny error, one of a nunber whose
menory forever plagues nme. Sonetines | am al nost tenpted to take Lethe again, to abolish such
enbar -
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rassments. | will discuss the business with the other boy in the next chapter; this one is for
Cr onbi e.

When Cronbi e saw our attention taken by the other boy, who was resident at the castle for that
time, he was jealous and resentful. He had an excellent talent of his own, but it was not close to
Magi ci an level, while the other boy's was. Cronbie was sonewhat annoyed with nme for being
distracted, but he had little contact with me in the best of tines, so that was not the problem

It was when Sofia al so got involved that Cronbie *s hel pl ess rage overfl owed. She was his nother
how coul d she be neglecting himin favor of this stranger? A few words coul d have eased his
passion, but we were not alert, and they went unsaid.

So Cronbie did what nmade sense to him he sought another nother. A better one. One who woul d pay
himfull attention, to the exclusion of all other children. OCh, the subtle nmischief of that quest!

Hs talent was to find things. All he had to do was fix a thing in his mnd, close his eyes, turn
hi nsel f around, and point, and his finger would be pointing in the direction that thing was to be
found. It had been interesting discovering this; at first he had been a baby, too small to point,
but once he started wal king Sofia kept finding himinto the cookie jar, no matter where she hid

it, and finally discovered that he was Finding it He could find anything, even intangible things,
but could not be sure how far away they were. He was sure only of the direction. Since he wasn't

al l owed out of the castle alone, he didn't have nuch opportunity to use it for nore than cooki es.

But this tine, in his rage, he broke the rule. He spun around, pointed, and opened his eyes. Then
he wal ked in the direction he was pointing.

Into a wall. Hi s Finding sense took no note of intervening obstacles, it nerely pointed the way.



So he wal ked t hrough the doors and out of the castle and tried it again. This tune he was pointing
across the noat.

He knew he shouldn't cross it, but his rage pushed
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himon. If he got out into the jungle and got lost, it would serve his nother right. Maybe he
woul d never return home; it would serve her right. But of course he could find honme by using bis
talent, if he changed his nind

So he crossed the drawbridge. Souffle' lifted his head fromthe water and hissed warningly; he
knew di e boy was not supposed to go out alone. But Cronbie ran on across, and the nonster couldn't
stop him for he certainly wasn't going to bite ny son

Cronbie did bis Find routine again, and followed his finger into the jungle. Souffle", alarned,
slid out of the npat and into the castle, conming to warn us. But Sofia would have none if it.
"You're getting my carpet wet!" she screamed. "Get out of here this instant!" AndSouf-fle~, cowed,
slithered hastily back out. There are rare tinmes when it is a disadvantage to be unable to speak
the human way, and this is one of the few exanples | can nuster

The serpent then crossed the nmpat and slid after Cronbie. But it was slow, sniffing out the lad's
bail, and soon he lost it in the welter of odors around the castle. Defeated, he returned to the
noat and sank down under the water, m serable. He could only hope that the boy returned safely of
hi s own accord.

Crombi e, undaunted by the big outside world, fid-lowed his finger. It led himthrough forest and
dale, until he cane to a big pot of honey. There was candy around its rim Well, now He wal ked up
and ri pped of f a gundrop.

The gundrop clung to the pot. Cronbie pulled, and it canme off, connected to the rimby a thinning
string of gum He yanked harder, and the connection stretched and thinned further

Then he put it in his nmouth and chonped down on it.

The honeypot exploded into snoke. "Yow !" The gundrop becane snoke too, and curled back into the
mai n cl oud.

198
Question Quest

Somewhat daunted, Cronbie neverthel ess stood his ground. He was a fighter, even at the age of
three. It wasn't as if he had never seen nagic before.

The snoke coal esced into the figure of a wonan. "Whio t he abyss are you?" she denmanded.
"Who the what?" Cronbie asked, confused.

"Shed, Hades, inferno, blazes, hot underworld—= She broke off, exam ning himnore closely. "Wiit
an instant! You're underage! | can't use that word around you."

"What wor d?"

"The word | can't renenber. What's a little tyke like you doing out here al one? Were's your
not her ?"

"She's too busy for me. So I'mfinding a better nother, and you're it."
The denpness considered. "Wo is your busy nother?"

"Sofia. She's Mundane."



The denpness considered again. It had been a |ong tune since she had considered anything twice. In
fact it hadn't happened since she tried to seduce me. For this was indeed that denpness, who was
sonehow al ways near when there was mnischief about to break | oose. Perhaps denons do have talents,
and this was hers.

"And who is your rather?"

"The Magi cian Hunfrey."

"Now this is abruptly interesting. You are Hunfrey's son?" She evidently wanted to be quite sure
"Yes. Only he's busy too.**

"I ndeed. | renenber when he was too busy for ne. And what is your name?"

"I''m Cronbi e. "

"And |'m Metria. What nmakes you think I'ma better nother for you?"

"I pointed to you."

"You bit me, too, right on the—ever nind." She rubbed the farthest out spot on her bosom "This
i s your magic?"

"Yes. | Find things. So | Found a better nother."
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The denpness nodded. "That is an interesting way to put it. That certainly is a nice talent. You
recogni zed me despite my deceptive configuration."

"Your what ?"
"The way | | ooked. You weren't fooled."

"Nothing fools ny talent," he said proudly.
"Why are your folks too busy for you?"
"There's an ol der boy there now. They |like himbetter."

Metria considered. "You know, | used to know your father, but he treated nme as shabbily as he is
treating you. | even showed himny panties."

Cronbi e was young and i nnocent, but not that innocent. "You were his wfe?"

"Not exactly. That was the Denoness Dana, who sensibly departed after having her way with him |
wanted to sunmon the stork with himtoo, but he didn't cooperate. He was just too damdh, darned
busy for ne." She frowned, aggravated in retrospect.

"Yes," Cronbie said, understanding perfectly.
"Wel |, your talent nust be right. Tell, ne, what is your idea of the perfect nother?"

"She'll pay all her attention to me and nobody el se," he replied, for he had done sone thinking on
this subject. "She'll give ne candy, and never meke ne take a bath, and never nake me sl eep al one.
And she won't |ike any other children, not even a little bit.' *

Metria nodded. "I can do that."

"Sure. My talent Found you."



" "It certainly did. Well, Cronbie, this should be nost entertaining."
"What ?"

"Let's find sone candy."

It was obvious they were going to get al ong.

Metria picked Cronbie up and carried himswiftly through the air to the bank of the Wth-a- Cookee
Ri ver, where cookies of all types grew in abundance. Cronbie was delighted. He picked cookies
galore and stuffed theminto his nmouth. Then she took himto Lake Tsoda
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Popka, and he sanpled the fizz. He didn't like the first taste, but she showed himhow to put sone
in a bottle she found, and shake it until it squirted all over everything, and then it was tane
enough to drink.

But after a bit she becane nore serious. "Cronbie, this stuff is very good, but if you eat too
much right away it can give you a tummy ache. You have to get used to it. | would not be a perfect
mother if | did not warn you of this. So | will take you hone now, but tonorrow you can come out
again, and you will be able to eat nore without getting sick. Eventually you will be able to stuff
yourself with inpunity, and that is the ideal state."

"But | don't want to go hone!"

She frowned.' 'I| understand your position. But if you don't return, they will know how you sneaked
out, and then there will be censored to pay.' *

"What to pay?"

"Worse than seeing panties.”

That set him back. "I don't want to be censored!"
"Just what is so bad about spending the ni ght hone?"

"I"'mstuck in this dark roomall to nyself, while they do fun things somewhere el se. There are
spooks just waiting to grab me if | even peek out fromunder the covers. And | have to have castor
oil, because it is Good For Me."

Metria made a face. "You're right. That's a fete worse than whatever. But | have an idea. | can't
go in that castle, because your father has spirit levels out that flatten any spirit. But maybe if
I make myself very small, you can sneak ne in. Then | will keep you conpany and hel p you avoid the
bad t hi ngs."

"Great!"

The denpness becane as snall as a gundrop, and he put her in his nmouth. "Now don't swallow ne,"
she warned, a little nouth form ng on the drop. "Because then | would have to turn crepuscular to
come out, and you wouldn't |ike where | cane out."
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"Turn what ?"

"Hazy, indistinct, inpalpable, vague, snoky, gaseous—
" Poopy?"

"C ose enough."



He was careful not to swallow her or even to bite on her, though she tasted very good. Hi s tummy
was al ready feeling just enough queasy fromthe cookies and tsoda popka so that he didn't want any
ill wind in there.

Souffli Serpent was greatly relieved to see himreturn safely. Cronbie knew that the creature
woul d not tell on him now Mat nonsters never told, when it would only get themin trouble too.

No alarnms went off. It seened that the nagic of the castle couldn't detect an evil spirit when it
was inside a good person

Cronbi e hadn't even been missed. That certainty seened to justify his attitude.

Soon it was time for supper. He wasn't hungry. But Metria curled out of his nouth, an invisible
vapor, and made the food di sappear. She did the sane for the oil fromthe castors, and that was an
even greater relief.

When he went up to his lonely room she was with him He had conpany. She formed herself into the
ni cest pillow he could imagine, with two extrenely soft nounds, and he rested his head on her and
felt wonderful

Then in the dark, a spook cane. It |eaned over the bed. "Look!" it exclainmed. "He forgot to hide
under the covers! Now we'll get him"
Suddenly the pillow opened a big |ong nouth with one-and-a-half squintillion teeth. "Ch, yeah?" it

breat hed with suprene nmenace and snapped at the spook's nose. The spook was so surprised it
dropped to the floor, where Mssile-Toe, Cronbie's Mnster Under the Bed, fired a spike into its

foot. "Owmoooh!" the spook cried, and shot out of there so fast a piece of it tore on a nail in the
wal | . After that no nore
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spooks cane. Cronbie |aughed until he al nost cried, sheerly happy.

Then the pillow formed arns, and they hugged Cronbie and stroked his hair, and there was a soft
sweet humming until he drifted to sleep. Metria was the perfect nother, all right.

After a year, the other boy went away. But Metria stayed. Usually she assuned the form of

Cronbi e's jacket, and he wore her around the house, but she could be anything he wanted. |ndeed,
she was all he wanted; he hardly cared about anything el se. Wen Sofia nmade hi mstudy things he
Qught to Know, he paid no attention, knowing that Metria woul d provide the answers for hi mwhen
they were required. And often they sneaked out to the Wth-a-Cookee River and gorged. His

m serable |ife had becone totally happy.

What none of us knew, then, was that Metria was learning all ny secrets, for she was an eneny in
our mdst. A nunber of ny spells went wong, causing great inconveni ence and annoyance, and we
didn't know why. What a joke the denpbness was having at our expense!

Then Cronbie turned thirteen. The nonent he was a teenager, he becane aware of the fenale of the
species. He was still too young to join the Adult Conspiracy, but he had notions about it, and
chafed at being kept in ignorance. In short, he was a typical teenager

Here he ran afoul of Metria herself. She was a creature of mischief, but she knew there was nore
m schief in maintaining the Adult Conspiracy than in abolishing it, so she maintained it. So when
Cronbi e sought to put his hands on her in an aware way, she told himno. He had never been bal ked
by her before and was at first incredul ous, then furious. He grabbed her—and she dissipated into
snoke and floated away. Wiile it disturbs me to agree with that confounded denoness, | have to say
that she acted correctly in that instance. Any wonman who gets grabbed in a nanner she doesn't want
shoul d depart with sinilar swftness.
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After that she was no longer with Cronbie. He had to sleep alone. He was now too big for the
spooks to harm but he hated I osing his womanl y-soft pillow Now his al nbst conplete ignorance of
the things Sofia had been teaching himnanifested. He was a spoiled-rotten teenager, and that was
a condition not even he could live with. Metria had done himthe worst of favors by enabling him
to escape any discipline in childhood. He was so angry he had to keep blinking to keep the red
glare of rage fromburning his eyes. He cursed all ol der wonen, for of course he was incapabl e of
bl am ng hi nsel f.

He stormed out of the castle, now having nore freedom because we were under the inpression he was
worthy of it. He whirled and pointed, uttering the syllable "Grl!"

He followed his finger—and came across a girl his age, sitting in the very gl ade where he had
first found the honeypot. She was exquisitely pretty, and he fell in love with her right away.
This, too, is the manner of teenagers. Since he hadn't grabbed her, she was responsive. The two of
them had a marvel ous tune danci ng and ki ssing and sharing secrets. Then he becane too denandi ng:
"Show ne your panties."

She | aughed. Annoyed, he grabbed at her—and she dissolved into snoke and floated away. Only then
did he realize that she had been nerely anot her aspect of the Denpbness Metria, having her fun with
hi s i nnocence.

That was when he swore never to trust another woman. Any age, any type. They say there is no fury
like that of a woman scorned, and Metria is a perfect exanple, but surely the fury of a teenager
bal ked conies close. (I have, of course, long since forgotten that | was ever a teenager, not that
this is relevant.)

By the time | discovered what had happened, it was way too late. My son was hopel essly enbittered.
There was nothing to do but send himaway to be a sol dier
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for hate is an asset to that profession. | had in effect lost ny son. Sofia was not particularly

pl eased, either

I revised the castle defenses, to nmake sure that never again could a denon sneak in unobserved. It
was not that | was prejudiced agai nst denons; some of ny best friends were denons. But Metria was
sheer naughtiness. She never acted with outright malice, and indeed sonetinmes seened to act
decently, but there was no telling what the final cost of her m schief would be. Cbviously she
remai ned annoyed by her failure to corrupt nme, so had corrupted my son instead. Corrupted hun,
ironically, with kindness: she had enabled himto avoid the necessary disciplines of grow ng up
That |ack of discipline mght be typical for denons, but was disaster for hunmans.

Yet it was ny fault too. | should have been alert. |I should have taken a hand in the upbringing of
my son. |, too, had been spoiled, for the M den Taiwan had brought up ny first son. | resolved
that if | ever had another son to raise, | would be a true father to him not |eaving his

upbringing to others. To that resolution | was true.

But let ne nowreturn to the matter that so preoccupied me at the time ny son was going astray. It
was not, as will be seen, a thing of little consequence. Let's nmake that a separate chapter.

Chapter 12. Trent

%'ne day Sofia came to ne, surprised. "There's an eight-year-old boy approaching the castle!" she
excl ai med. She, in common with nost nothers, could tell a child' s age and state of health at a
gl ance.

| pulled my nose fromthe Book of Answers. | had been studying it for five years now, and was
begi nning to understand its use. It was evident that | had made the original entries and soneone
el se had organi zed and cross-referenced them There were so many entries that w thout such



organi zation the tome woul d have been usel ess, but even with themit could be a job to di scover
exactly what | wanted. Now | could generally get a desired Answer in a few mnutes, and with
further practice m ght nake that even faster. Miuch of the tinme | had sinply read through the
entries in whatever order they cane. Wat a trenendous anount of information | had accunulated in
t hose missing twenty-eight years!

"Wel |, doubtless he has a Question," | said. "There is no age barrier. Let nme see what chall enges
are best.''

"You will make a child do the chall enges?" she asked, appalled. She was odd in certain ways, but
of course that was her Miundane heritage. 205
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"l don't want to be overrun by children any nore than | want to be overrun by bunpkins," | said
reasonabl y.

I looked in the book—and was surprised. It said NO CHALLENGES. So | researched for the reason, and
it said POLICY. Gowing frustrated, as often happened when dealing with this book, | investigated
t hat. BECAUSE

QUERENT 1S A MAG CI AN.
| stared. Then | |ooked up at Sofia. "Let himin," | said gruffly. "He's a Magician."

Del i ghted, she hurried off. Meanwhile, | did further research in the book, but it couldn't tell ne
what the Magician's talent was. This was because its Answers had all been researched years ago; it
was not a predictor of the future. It was attuned to the signals of Magician-class magic, because
that had always been a prinme matter with me, but that was the linit.

| closed the book. A Magician! In all ny years of searching, | had found only one Magici an before,
and now he was the Storm King. The nore | saw of the StormKing's reign, the less | liked it; the
man was a Magician, true, but an inconpetent administrator, and Xanth was sliding back into the

Dark Age instead of clinmbing out of it. W needed a better king: one who would bring vigor back to
the throne and who woul d restore Castle Roogna to proninence. Maybe this boy was that future king.

Soon the |lad was ushered into ny presence. "Good Magician," Sofia said formally, "this is Trent."

I concealed ny excitenment, | needed to know a | ot nore about this boy before I let himknow his
i mportance. "A greeting, Trent. Wy are you here?"

"I"ma Mgician," he said. "I should be king. But Momsays the StormKing will kill ne if I go and
ask himfor the throne.”

"She's right," | said.

Sofia made a stifled exclamation. The very notion of harmto a child upset her. "Go fetch this
young man a
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cookie," | said, to get her out of the roomfor a while. She disappeared.
"But | don't need a cookie," Trent protested. "I can nake ny own."

"By means of your magic," | said, trying to ascertain what his nagic was.

"Sure. Want to see?"

Yes! "If you wish.”



He | ooked around. There was a speck of dust on the table that had somehow nanaged to escape
Sofia's destructive attention, and in that dust was a flea. He pointed to it. "Cookie," he said.

Instantly there was a plant. A fine fresh chicolate chop cookie plant, by the | ook and snell of
it. He had transforned the flea into this. That was certainly Mgician-class magic, if he could do
it across the board.

But it mght be illusion. | had to be sure. "May |?" | asked, reaching for a cookie.
"Sure. It's your dust."

| took the cookie and bit intoit. It was perfect.

"Want a different kind?" Trent asked. "I can neke it any kind | know. "

| held the bitten-into cookie. "Wat about a glass of mlk?"

He pointed. Suddenly the plant was a nmil kweed, with several full ripe pods. "I can't nake
gl asses,"” he said. "Only living things."

"That is good enough,” | said, suitably inpressed. | was satisfied that he was a Magi ci an of
Transformation of living creatures. "So you have conme to find out how to becone king w thout
getting killed first.' *

"Ri ght . "

| heard Sofia returning. "Spot lesson in diplomacy," | said. "Don't nmention cookies; just accept
hers. ™"

"Ckay. "

Sof i a had brought a plateful of cookies. Trent thanked her and took one. He was evidently a quick
| earner. That was good.
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"I do not have an easy Answer for you," | said. "There are only two ways you can safely becone

king. One is to wait until the Storm King di es—
"But that'll be forever!" he protested.

"And the other is to prepare yourself so that you can take power, displacing him But you wl]l
have to be well trained, and adult, because such displacenent is not a gentle matter."

"Ch." He | ooked di sappointed. "You nean | have to pay a year's service to you, for that?"

"In the course of that service, you will | eamhow to prepare yourself,” | said. "I would not, of
course, advise you to bother the legitimate king, but I will teach you howto be alert and defend
yoursel f.""

"Ch." His disappointment was fading. As | said, he was a bright boy.

So it was that Trent did a year's service for ne, nmoving into a spare roomin the castle, and
taught hi m how best to use his power. The strategy was sinple: to transform any nenace to
somet hi ng that was not a nenace. Wien a nosquito cane to suck his blood, he changed it into a
harm ess purple fly. Wen a dragon reared up before him he transformed it to a dragonfly. Wen a
tangle tree grabbed at him he transforned it to an acorn tree. The key was to rehearse things so
that he could handl e any living thing and not be surprised. Some creatures could hurt himfroma
di stance, while he had to be within arms reach to transformthem so he had to figure ways to
nullify themfromafar. Usually it was possible to transform sone nearby creature into one which
was a natural eneny of the attacking creature. But sone natural enem es were al so enenies of man



So if a dragon were about to blast out a Iong tongue of flame, he wouldn't transform a nearby worm
into a nonstrous fireproof serpent, because that serpent would find himeasier prey than the
dragon. But he could transformthat worminto a huge sphinx, which wouldn't care about a nman but
woul d obj ect strenuously to having its hide scorched by the dragon

Question Quest
209

| also showed himhow to sleep safely by transform ng sonmething into a nock tangle tree. Then he
could sleep in the branches of that tree, while other creatures did not know it was harni ess.
Because he had to be on guard at all tinmes, if he wanted to tackle a resentful king. Even so, |
urged himnot to do it—knowi ng that he would not follow this advice. W understood each ot her

Bet ween sessi ons, we discussed phil osophical matters. "It has occurred to ne that the Shield is a
ni xed bl essing,” | remarked.

"I's it? But doesn't it protect us frominvasion by the Mundanes? It stopped the Waves!

"It stopped the Waves," | agreed. W were referring to the series of wavelike invasions nmade by

t he Mundanes, which had w ought nmuch havoc until halted by the deadly Shield King Ebnez had
adapted. "But it also stopped colonization from Mindani a. There are actually nore human people in
Mundani a than in Xanth, and the Waves served to renew the human stock here. Wthout that irregular
renewal , our species has been dwindling in Xanth. Today the villages are smaller and farther
apart, and there are fewer mmgi ¢ paths between them making travel nore hazardous. W need nore
peopl e—and we can only get themif that Shield cones down."

"But the Mundanes are terrible folk!" he said, repeating the standard lore. Children were
frightened into good behavior by threats that the Mindanes woul d get them

"Is Sofia terrible?" | asked.

Sof i a had been very nice to himthroughout. She had cone to understand as well as | the inportance
of a potential future king of Xanth, and had treated himroyally. "No. But—=

"She is from Mundani a. "

He gaped at ne. This subject had not cone up before. This was the beginning of a change in his
attitude.
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Never again did he speak ill of Mundanes. In feet, the tine would come when he would marry one, as
| had. But | made one mistake in training him | did not sufficiently stress the inportance of
integrity. | assumed that he already understood it, and | was preoccupi ed by practical matters.

That error, as with the one I made by neglecting ny son, was to cost us all dearly. How |l ate we
| earn w sdoni

Anot her visit was froma harried womran. The Book of Answers cut short the chall enges agai n, though
she was no Sorceress. Wiy? | had to interview the woman to find out.

"I't's nmy daughter," she said. "She's six years old, and it's inpossible to discipline her or
anyt hing. She's out of control! I"'mat nmy wit's end!"

I could see that. Normally folk were right in the niddle of their wits, but she was off to the end
of hers. "She tal ks back?" | asked.

"No, she doesn't have to. She just uses her illusion. ' *
"She has illusions? Many girls do."

"Not like this! Iris has illusions that—eh, how can | describe then? They're so real!"



| began to get a glimrer. The Book of Answers knew sonething about this, and it warned ne only
when there was Magi ci an-cl ass magi c i nvolved. "Do you nmean she nmekes illusions you can't
penetrate?"

"Well, not exactly. But it's so difficult, we just can't—t's so easy to be fool ed—

Gradually | got the story fromher, and | understood what was happeni ng. Her daughter Iris was
Sorceress of Illusion. A Sorceress was the sane as a Magician, only female. There was this foolish
distinction, making it allowable only for a Magician (and therefore a nan) to be king. That was
one of the things about Xanth that needed changi ng, and that the current King wasn't changing.

I knew what | had to do. "Send her here to do your
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year's service for you. W shall teach her how to use her power beneficially and return her to you
with better manners."

"Ch thank you, Good Magician!" she exclainmed tearfully.

So it was that six-year-old Iris cane to spend a year with us, a year after Trent left. Cronbie
was a year younger than Iris, but kept nostly to hinself; we did not knew then how he had found
confort with the denpness, and he and Metria were careful never to let us find out. So there was
not much interaction between the two children. Iris discovered early that Cronbie had ways of

getting back at her if she teased himwith her realistic illusions, and she left himalone. |
bel i eve she crafted an illusion of a dragon comng to eat himup, and that night she clinbed into
bed only to discover a gushy neringue pie there first. It was no illusion. She had to wash the

stuff off her feet and change the sheets. She didn't even tell the adults, sharing the Juvenile
Conspiracy. So only now, in distant retrospect, can | say that probably it was Metria who placed
that pie. Wio says the denoness never did anyone a favor? It taught Iris manners in a hurry.

Iris did have a wondrous talent. She could nmake anythi ng appear and be believably realistic,
conplete with sound and snell. Only touch was missing; if you wal ked into the illusion, you went
right through it. But who would just walk into a fire-breathing dragon, on the chance that it
wasn't real? Wio would do it if the chances were only one in ten it was real? But for those who

liked to play the odds, she could nmake a counter trap: by placing the illusion of a dragon over a
deep pit. Thus if soneone wal ked into it, he would fall in the pit and be in as much trouble as
ever. In fact, she could cover the pit with the illusion of innocent |evel ground. O she could
cover a real dragon with that illusion of level ground. So a person could not be safe by avoiding
the apparent illusions. Anything could be
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an illusion, and that nmeant that anything could be dangerous in an unexpected way.

But we did not have trouble with Iris, for two powerful reasons. First, we were delighted with her
talent. This was the second Magician-class talent | had encountered in two years; was a trend
conmenci ng? Even if she could never be king, she could be a power in Xanth. So while her fanmly
had been driven to distraction by the illusions, we delighted in them and Iris was flattered by
the attention. Flattered girls are generally not difficult girls. Second, | knew a good deal about
magi ¢ nysel f, having studied at the University of Magic and collected spells all my life. I could
not be fooled the way others could. | could tell illusion fromreality imediately. | proved this
early: Iris made illusion duplicates of herself, and little girls ran all around the castle,
screanming. But | always spoke only to the true one. She did not know that | had had to take a
potion to enable me to do this. She was inpressed. Children respect adults they can't fool

So | taught her new ways to use her talent, and howto craft ever nore glorious illusions. Wen
she came, she could make a realistic dollhouse; when she left, she could craft a realistic castle.



At the start she could nake a miniature stormcloud that seemed to rain on the rug, to Sofia's
distress. At the end she could nake a stormthat wailed all around the castle. And perhaps npst

i mportant, she learned to make real food that was dull ook and taste |like the nost el egant neal.
The feel of a glass of water was cool liquid; so was the feel of exotic wine. So she could get
around her limtation, deceiving even herself. She could drink nothing but green and orange tsoda
popka, and share it with the rest of us—yet it was only water. She could eat spicy dragon steak
yet it might be nmere fruit froma stake plant. Best of all, she could forget to brush her hair,
yet have it | ook eloquently coifed.

| explained to her how she could do even nore than that, when she grew up. She could be as
sl ovenly as
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she wi shed in person, yet always appear beautiful and well dressed to others. Then she showed ne
how wel|l she was |earning, for she becanme a beautiful adult woman with a | ow decol | et age. Then her
dress dissolved, and she was bare breasted. "Am | sexy now, Good Magi ci an?" she inquired coyly.

"No," | inforned her

She pouted. "Way not? Aren't ny bosons big enough?''

"The termyou intend is breast,"” | said. "You are showing two breasts. Only one bosom" This
di scussi on woul d have been chancy for a boy, but not for a girl, as it covered Necessary
Information and so was partially exenpt fromthe Adult Conspiracy. There was a portion of male
anatony that was sinmilarly proscribed for girls.

"What ever," she said. That gave nme pause for just a nmonment, but of course this was not the wily
Metria. It was a coincidental use of the term "How big do they have to be?"

"There is no actual correct size," | said. "The problemis that yours |lack nipples.” This tine the
air clouded and there was a distant runble, for that word was really pushing the linmt of what the
Conspiracy allowed. But again | was able to plead Necessity. Things can be uttered in the guise of
Educati on which can not be even thought of el sewhere.

Iris looked down at her illusion. "Ch." Two ni pples abruptly sprouted.
Then there was the sound of footsteps in the hall, and the entire illusion vanished, |eaving the
girl in her ordinary dress. "Tell ne nore about the illusion of beauty, Good Magician,'' Iris said

brightly as Sofia entered with sandwi ches. By that token |I knew that she understood well enough
the limts of the Conspiracy. Sofia, despite being Mundane, would have called a foul instantly,
had she seen what | had seen. The Adult Conspiracy extends wide and far, and few truly conpre-
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So in due course we sent Iris hone, and she was by then a perfectly behaved little girl of seven.

I had inpressed on her that there was nore to be gained by pleasing others than by teasing them
Instead of putting up walls of illusion to avoid taking her castor oil, she could thank her nother
and nake it taste like vanilla syrup. | knew that her fam |y would be nobst pleased with her

i nproved attitude.

Sofia decided to visit her folks in Mundania, so | gave her a Shield-passing spell and took her to
the border. | expected her to return with a new appreciation of Xanth, having been rem nded just
how dreary Mundania is. But she surprised nme by returning alnbost inmediately, excited.

"lIt's gone!" she exclai ned.

"Mundania? It can't be."



"Yes it is! There's just a nothingness there."

So I had to go | ook. She was right; where Miundani a had been, across the isthrmus, there was a nere
voi d. Miundani a had di sappear ed.

Now of course this could not be considered much of a | oss. Nobody |ikes Miundani a anyway,
especially the Mundanes who have to stewin it all the tine. Depression is rife anong them which
they seek to aneliorate by taking all manner of mnd-zonking drugs. But Sofia was adamant: her
honel and had been lost, and | would have to find it. So | sighed and got to work on the problem

It turned out that the various parts of the geography of Mindania were defined by peculiar nunbers
called "zip codes." Every year or so a new directory of zip codes was made. This year soneone in
their arcane Post Oifice, whose mascot was a fierce big snail, had forgotten. Thus there was no

| onger any way to find anywhere, and Miundani a had di sappeared into formess glop. No one in Xanth
had noticed the difference
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in the neighboring realm of course, assuming mere was one.

| had to wite a letter and powder it with magic dust and send it to the nmain office, which the
| etter could reach only because there was nowhere else for it to go. In it | explained the
problem and urged that the forgotten directory be remenbered and i ssued.

The snail noved as slowy as ever, but in a year ny advice was heeded, and Miundani a cane back into
find-ability. Sofia was finally able to make her visit honme. The odd thing was, she reported on
her return, that nobody in Mindania seened to have been aware of the missing tine. Apparently that
wor| d had been suspended, and resuned only with the appearance of the new directory. Wat a
strange busi ness!

Iris had |l eft at age seven, in the year 1008. Wen she was the nmai denly age of seventeen, she
returned. This tine she was ready to do service for an Answer on her own behal f. She wanted to
know where she could go to have everything her own way. That was, for a teenage girl, a reasonable
wi sh.

| looked it up in the Book of Answers. There was such a place. It was an isle off the east coast

of Xanth, about half way down, just beyond the place where thene—waell, | forget what, but anyway,
where it intersected the ocean. Few folk ever went there, yet it was a nice enough place. Al it
needed was sone fixing up—which Iris could readily do, by nmeans of her illusion

So she went there, and naned it the Isle of Illusion. She crafted the entire island into one big

i llusion, which she changed at her whim Everything there was indeed all her own way. There she
remai ned for some tinme, gradually discovering that what a person nost desires is not necessarily
what she really wants.

In 1021, at the age of twenty-four, Magician Trent grew tired of waiting for the aging Storm King
to bl ow
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out, and started organizing to take over the throne directly. | was in favor of this effort, but
could not say so; | had to mamintain overt support of the existing regine. Trent did not consult
me, which | appreciated; | remained aloof fromthe politics of the day. But | used ny spells to

wat ch events cl osely.

Trent decided that he needed to have a nmjor constituency, so as to have a base fromwhich to nove
agai nst the King and force his abdication. He chose the centaur comunity of central Xanth. (The
centaurs of Centaur Isle were out of the question; they would not touch human politics,
considering it alnmpst as dirty as hunman nagic. They had a point.) But they refused to join him



He made a denonstration of power: he went to Fish River and changed all its fish into |ightning
bugs. This was an amazing feat, because that was a magic river which guarded its waters and sought
to nullify any threat against it. Only an extrenely powerful and versatile Magician could have
overcomnme that river.

But centaurs are ornery fol k—sone say stubborn—and do not yield readily to denonstrations. So
Trent proceeded to the second part of his program He sent those |ightning bugs to harass the
centaurs. He did this by changing gnats to huge rocs, and requiring the birds to anchor thensel ves
to the ground and flap their wings, generating a wind to blow the lightning bugs into the centaur
village. The birds did it because it was the only way they could get changed back to gnats; after
they blew the |ightning bugs, Trent did change them back

The lightning bugs, irritable at finding thenselves flying in air instead of swinmng in the
river, descended on the centaurs in a raging mass. They hurled their little lightning bolts at any
flesh they found. Wen the centaurs tried to swat them they nade a flanking attack, and really
zapped those flanks. The centaurs smashed at themwi th their tails, but there were so many cl ouds
of bugs that it did little good. Trent no doubt figured that the centaurs would yield, then, but
he had
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m sjudged them Instead they came to me, asking for sonme way to get rid of this scourge. Their
| eader, Al pha Centauri, made his way through ny castle challenges and put their Question

Now | did not want to get involved in this, because of the political background, so | set a price
I thought woul d make them bal k: one year's service for each centaur ny advice rid of the scourge
That woul d be three hundred centaur years, an uninagined total. But they amazed me by agreeing!

So | told Alpha to go to the hate spring in north Xanth, dip out a single drop if it, dilute it
with a thousand parts of regular water, and spray the nmix on the herd. Hate elixir is dangerous to
the user, but highly diluted it merely nakes the user detestable for a while. The |ightning bugs
couldn't stand the sprayed flesh, and could neither shock it into subm ssion nor feed on it, and
soon died out.

Now | had three hundred centaurs committed to work for ne one year. What was | going to have them
do?

Well, | found things. | had one crew build sone bridges across the—the—well, anyway, sone usefu
bri dges. One was one-way and another was invisible so not just anyone could use them They

requi red fine design, craftsmanship, and workmanshi p, and these were centaur strong points. This
was a real service to the community, though no one renenbered it.

The main crew worked on renovating my castle. There had al ways been a certain rotten odor about
it, dating fromthe zonmbie tine, and that distressed Sofia. So we replaced nuch of it, and
converted it to a very special design: a sinple command coul d cause the roons and walls to shift
position, and the noat to change its shape and depth (Souffle" alnost sailed into the air in
alarm the first tinme that happened), and the trees around it to assune new positions. The access
pat hs coul d change and change again, and the entire aspect of the castle could alter. In short, it
was |ike having a conpletely different castle, outside and in, in
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about two and a half moments. That nmade spring cleaning a delight for Sofia; she could change
everything to be al nost unrecognizable. It was a wonan's dream cone true.

The centaurs conpleted their |abors exactly on schedule, one year after the deal had been nmde,
and departed. | nmade a note: not to try to bluff out a centaur next tine.



Meanwhi l e Trent, now called the Evil Magician, had lost his ploy to enlist the support of the
centaurs. But he was stubborn too. He plowed ahead anyway. He marched on the North Vill age,

enpl oyi ng the sinple expedient | had taught him he transformed anyone who tried to interfere into
sonmet hing that couldn't interfere. If soneone tried to kill him he transforned that man into a
fish and let himflop in the ground until he found water or died. Mere nuisances he changed to
harm ess animals or plants. A man named Justin got in Trent's way, and was converted to a tree hi
the mddle of the village. Sonme fol k becane odd creatures: pink dragons, two-headed wol ves, | and
octopi, or noneypedes. One girl tried to give himwong directions; he transforned her into a

wi nged centaur filly. She was an attractive specinen of her kind—but the only one of her kind.
Chagrined, she fled to the Brain Coral and begged for sanctuary in its pool. It was granted, of
course, and she was soon forgotten. thers saw the way of it, and decided to join the Evi
Magi ci an. There was a revol uti on devel opi ng and gai ni ng force.

The Storm King had to use his talent in his own defense. He summoned a phenonenal storm But he
was now seventy-three years old, and his powers were failing. The stormturned out to be hardly
nmore than wind and rain and a few hail stones.

It looked as if nothing could stop the Evil Magician fromcornering the Storm King and turning him
into a rooster roach. But the king was cunning. He bribed one of Trent's trusted associates to
cast a sleep spel! on him
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This was effective, and Trent fell asleep in the nmidst of his final advance.

H's friends hastily bore the body away. Now the supporters of the King becane bold in a way they
had not been before, and pursued. The only way to save the sl eeping Mgician was to get himout of
Xant h. The keeper of the gate at the Shield decided to et himthrough; it was, after all, one way
to be quite sure he would never return

I ndeed, it seened that he would not. The affairs of Mindania are largely opaque to ordinary folk
and it was only twenty years later that we were to learn his fate there. He settled, narried, had
a son—and then lost both to an evil Mndane plague. This was to have a significant consequence for
Xanth, which is why | nmention it. OQtherwise | wouldn't have bothered.

So the revolution was ended, and the Storm King was victorious. | know | was not the only one who
regretted that. Xanth was destined to continue its nediocrity.

Things continued in their petty pace another dozen years or so. Then Sofia, now about sixty-five
years ol d, decided she preferred to return to Mundania to die. | tried to dissuade her, pointing
out that | was a hundred and two, but that did not change her mind. So | had to |let her go, after
thirty-five years of marriage, with regret. She had been a very fine sock sorter, and it really
wasn't her fault that our son went w ong.

Thereafter things were pretty quiet at the castle. My son was | ong gone, ny wife was gone, and
was even nore grunpy alone man hi limted conpany. | had thought that all | wanted was to be |eft
alone with ny studies in magic, but | found, that this was too much of a good thing. And ny socks
were piling up horren-dously.

A young wonan cane. Her name was Starr, because she twinkled |ike a double star; that seemed to be
her magic. At this tine | was lonely enough so that | was glad to see anyone, even soneone with a
Question, so
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I let her mwith only token challenges. Her Question was what could she do with three hunm ngbirds
she had befriended? Her famly objected to the constant nmusic as the birds hunmed in chorus, so
she had to get rid of nem But she couldn't just cast themout into the jungle. For one thing,
they always flew back to her. Where could she | eave them where they woul d be happy and not foll ow



Her hone?

For this she was willing to undertake a year's service? Yes, it seenmed she was. She really cared
about those birds.

I took Starr and the birds to the little rose garden in the back. The roses were magi c, dating
fromnmy bl anked-out period, and were always red and sweet. Near themwere other flowers, nore

seasonal but still nice. The hunmmi ngbirds were delighted; they hovered near the roses, hunming a
very pretty nelody. "They will like it here," | said. "There is plenty to keep them fed and
happy. "

"Ch, thank you!" the young wonan said. "Now what is my service?"
"How are you at sorting socks?"

Starr wasn't great at that, but she |l earned, and the nountain of socks began to be reduced. She
also fixed ne neals, which was just as well, because | had forgotten to eat for several days and
needed rem nding. Good health could go only so far, at ny age.

The three hunmi ngbirds turned out to be good conpany thensel ves. Their nanmes were Herman, Hel en,
and Hector, and they delighted in humring in three-part harnony for any person willing to listen
The flowers seened to like themtoo. | felt alnost guilty, making Stair do a year's service,
because she had really done ne a favor by bringing those birds. But | had no one else to sort ny
socks, so | said nothing.

I had been answering Questions as a kind of burden, because they distracted ne fromny studies.
But now | |ooked forward to visits, because they distracted ne
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frommy loneliness. The greater the problem the nore interesting it was for ne.

One case al nost stunped nme. This was a centaur who felt somewhat anbivalent. He called hinself
Ambi Gus. He said he felt as if his personality wanted to split. | checked everything about him
and he seened normal. It would be bad formnot to provide an Answer; | had a reputation to

mai ntain, for what little it was worth. What was wong with this creature? Was it a nere conpl ex
of the type that Mundanes experienced?

Mundanes. | tried one nore thing. | took Gus to the border and spelled us through the Shield. Sure
enough, when he wal ked away fromthe nmagi c anbi ence of Xanth, he separated into the basic centaur
conponents: a man and a horse. That was why he felt like splitting: his talent was to split, in

t he absence of magic.

Unfortunately he could not do it in Xanth. So his choice was either to reside apart in Mindania or
together in Xanth. He thought about it while perforning his year's service for ne.

One case was interesting for another reason: who it was. It was Trojan, the Horse of Another

Col or, otherwi se known as the Night Stallion. He governed the real mof bad dreans, which was
accessi ble only through a hypnogourd. He cane to ne in a dream as he was not confortabl e outside
the gourd. But he had a legitimate Question: what was a suitable bad dreamfor witers who wote
about the dreamreal n? Such fol k were alnost inmune to ordinary bad dreans, because they were
constantly devising bad stories thensel ves and were jaded. But they could not be allowed to ness
with the dreamrealm because that could dilute the potency of the dreans.

| sweated over that one, partly because our dialogue was in the formof a bad dream But finally I
came up with a satisfactory fornula: the guilty witer would be taken into a dream whi ch seened
like reality, so that he did not know he was dream ng. In that dream he
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would be led into the Night Stallion's very own study and shown a lion. This was not a fearsome
lion, for witers wote about that kind all the tinme, seeming to enjoy the crunch of bones and
splatter of blood. No, this was an old ill lion, its pride gone. Its teeth were so worn and weak
that it could survive only on a diet of soggy puns. The witer was required to produce such puns,
to the satisfaction of a grimperson called Eddie Tor, lest he be guilty of letting the lion die.
If the lion died, there would be a real stink. But if he failed to make Eddie Tor's unreasonabl e
standards, Eddie would do beastly things to his prose, putting himfarther behind. There was al so
a cursed block on his desk, which constantly interfered with his vision so that he could not
concentrate. Sonehow he had to get around that witer's bl ock before he was faced with the dead
I'ion.

The Night Stallion was pleased. He was sure this would tornent any witers enough to prevent them
frommessing with any nore dreamstories. In fact, it mght drive sone of themout of the trade
entirely. It was an excellent punishnent. He repaid ne by granting ne a bye on future bad dreans
for myself, no matter how nmueh | m ght deserve them After that | did sleep easier

Sony life went in its petty pace for about seven years. Then the Miuses of Parnassus started
witing volunmes of history of Xanth, apparently just as a matter of record, and ny |life becane
infernally conplicated.

Chapter 13. Bi nk

I rouble cane in the formof a seem ngly innocent young man of about twenty-five. He trudged up to
the castle, having somehow managed to cross the—the—+to get through a difficult section of Xanth
and avoid the inherent dangers of the countryside. He evidently had a Question, so | had Anbi Gus
spread the word and retire. | really didn't want to be bothered at this tine.

But the man was determ ned. He rode the hippocanpus through the noat, refusing to be bucked off by
the water horse or to |ose his nerve and quit. The hi ppocanpus had not been trying too hard, of
course, and had he succeeded in throwing the man, he would have arranged to not-quite trap himin
the water, allowing himto beat a hasty escape. But the nan had prevailed. That spoke for his

st ani na.

Then the nan expl ored the huge facade door and found the little door set withinit, and clinbed in
through that. Anmbi Gus had carefully crafted the inner door to be invisible but to yield readily to
a push, its panel falling out. The man located it quickly. That spoke for his intelligence.

Finally he encountered the manticora, which was a creature the size of a horse with the head of a
man,

223
224

Questi on Quest

body of a lion, wings of a dragon, and a huge scorpion's tail. The nonster had come to ne to ask
whether it, being only partly human (there nmust have been quite a gathering at a | ove spring when
he cane to be!), had a soul. | told himthat only those who had souls were concerned about them

Satisfied with that obvious Answer, he was now serving his termof service, his instructions being
to scare visitors without actually hurting them If he could scare themoff, good enough; if he
could not, he had to arrange sone un-obvious way of letting them pass. The visitor passed, which
spoke for his courage.

Well, | would have to see what he wanted. Sonetinmes | knew well ahead of tine, but this one was
curiously opaque, with no reference in the Book of Answers; | would just have to ask him But |
wasn't pleased at the prospect. | had produced too many | ove potions for country hicks and beauty

potions for girls who hardly needed them and this certainly seemed to be nore of the sane. How I
wi shed a real challenge woul d appear, instead of these nothings!

The oaf yanked on the bell cord. DONG DONG, DONG DONG As if | wasn't already on nmy way. And
still didn'"t know his name. | didn't want to ask it; | didn't want to admit that |, the Magician
of Information, had not found it listed in ny references. "W shall | say is calling?"



i nqui red.
"Bink of the North Village."

Ha! Name and origin in one breath, both about as unheroic as it was possible to be. Naturally
soneone this dull wouldn't be naned Arthur or Roland or Charl emagne! But | remai ned annoyed, so |
pretended to m shear. "Drink of what?"

"Bink!" he said, getting annoyed hinself. Good. "B-1-N-K. "

I looked up at him for this disgustingly healthy young man stood about tw ce nmy century-gnarled
height. | was healthy too, but the years had gradually tw sted ne, and | never had been tall or
handsome in the way
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he was. Wat concei vabl e probl em coul d he have that might aneliorate the dull ness of ny existence
for a nonent?

"What shall | say is the business of your master Bink?" | asked, still needling the hayseed.

He clarified that he was Bink, and was looking for a nmagical talent. He was ready to deliver a
year's service. "It's robbery, but I'mstuck for it," he confided, not yet catching on to ny
identity; he assumed | was a servant. This was getting better as it went! "Your master gouges the
public horrendously."’

This was actually beginning to be fun. | played it for another |augh. "The Mgician is occupied at
the nmonent; can you cone back tonorrow?"

"Tomorrow " he exploded in a nanner that warnmed ny heart. "Does the old bugger want ny business or
doesn't he?"

He had dug hinself in deep enough. It was tine to wap it up. | led himup to ny cluttered study
and seated nyself at ny desk. "What nekes you think your service is worth the old gougi ng bugger's
whi | e?"

I watched with deep satisfaction as the realization slowy percolated through his thick head. At
| ast he knew to whom he was tal king! He | ooked suitably crestfallen. "I'mstrong," he finally
said. "I can work."

I couldn't resist turning the screw just a bit nore. "You are oi nk-headed and doubt| ess have a
grotesque appetite. You' d cost nme nore in board than |'d ever get fromyou." Probably true, but it
m ght be fun having such a naive | unk around.

He only shrugged. At least he had the wit to know how uni nportant he was.

"Can you read?"

Sone," he said doubtfully.

So he wasn't nuch at that. Good; that neant he wouldn't be prying into ny precious tones. "You
seema fair hand at insult, too; maybe you could get rid of intruders with their petty problens."
Woul d he catch
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the inplication: that his own problemwas as petty as any? | could readily ascertain his talent;

it was probably the ability to nmake a stal k of hay change color or sonething simlarly banal. The
Storm King required every person to have a talent, but nost of themwere so slight as to be barely
worth it. That | aw was barely worth it, too.



"Maybe, " he agreed, evidently determ ned not to aggravate nme further

I had had enough of this. "Well, come on; we don't have all day,'' | said, getting down from ny
chair. Actually we did have all day, if that was what it took. One advantage of boredomis that
al | -day distractions can be wel cone, especially if they happen to becone interesting.

| decided to try Beauregard on this one. The denon was still working on his paper, "Fallibilities
of Oher Intelligent Life," after several decades, and had finally conme to ne to ask for sone kind
of help. | had suggested that if he spent a decade or two in the bottle, hel ping ne answer the

Questions of living creatures, he should have a rich lode of fallibilities to analyze. He had
agreed, merging service with research and snoozi ng between tinmes. He pretended to be confined to
the bottle and to the pentacle, though by our agreement neither was tight; it was for show so that
the visitors wouldn't be terrified by the nmanifestation of a genui ne denon. Wy di sabuse t henf?
Denons were not nearly as horrendous as represented, and sone, |like Metria or ny ex-w fe Dana,
could be surprisingly winsonme at times. But it could be tricky to deal with them even

unknowi ngly, as ny son Cronbie had | earned the hard way.

I lifted the bottle fromthe shelf and shook it to alert the denon that a show was coming up. It
woul dn't do to uncork himand have himgo right on sleeping. | set it in the mddle of the five-
poi nted star painted on the floor. | gestured grandiloquently and stepped back out of the figure
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The denon put on the show. The bottle's |id popped off and snoke issued inpressively. Fromthe
resulting cloud the figure coal esced. About the only thing that detracted fromthe effect was the
pai r of spectacles perched on the denon's nose. But the fact was that denmons varied in tenperanent
as men did, and this one felt nore confortable using spectacles to read snall print, just as |
did.

"O Beauregard," | intoned dramatically. "I conjure thee by the authority vested in nme by the
Conpact," which was nonsense; the only conpact was our deal to observe dull visitors wthout
frightening themoff. "Tell ne what magic talent this lad, Bink of the North Village, possesses."”
I could see that the hayseed was suitably inpressed by the rignarole.

Beauregard played it like a pro. He oriented inpressively on the nan. "Step into ny denesnes,
mortal, that | may inspect you properly.”

"Nuh-wA!" Bi nk excl ai nred, drawi ng back. He was accepting it all at face val ue

Beaur egard shook his head as if regretting the loss of a tasty norsel. O course denbns don't eat
peopl e; they don't eat anything except in rare situations when they have to pass the food al ong,
such as when nursing hal f-human babi es. The Denpbness Dana had not even done that; she had | ost her
soul, and bbrrupst! she was gone, "You're a tough nut."

My turn. "I didn't ask you for his personality profile! Wat's his nmagi c?" For Beauregard was good
at fathom ng such things with cursory inspection.

Now t he denpn concentrated—and evinced surprise. "He has magi c—strong magi c—but | amunable to
fathomit." He frowned at ne, and proffered our usual insult. "Sorry, fathead."

"Then get ye gone, inconpetent!” | snarled just as if neaning it, clapping nmy hands. The truth was
this was getting considerably nore interesting. If Beauregard couldn't fathomthe talent, it had
to be well beyond the mninumlevel

228
Question Quest

The denon dissolved into snoke and returned to his bottle to resune his nap. No, this tine he was
readi ng a book; | could see himin mniature in there, turning a page. Bink, evidently quite
i npressed, stared at the bottle.



Now | got serious. | questioned Bink, but he was ignorant, of course. So | tried another device:

the pointer and wall chart. | asked questions, and the pointer pointed to either a cherub, meaning
yes, or a devil, neaning no. This only confirned what Beaure-gard had said: strong magic,
undef i ned.

I was really getting interested now This was indeed turning out to be a challenge and was
bri ght eni ng nmy day.

| tried a truth spell on him It wasn't that | thought he was bei ng di shonest—-he | acked the
wit—but that this device addressed the magic within him requiring it to clarify itself. But when
| asked himhis talent, the manticora abruptly roared. It was his feeding time. | had been at this
chore longer than | had realized; time was passing.

So | went down to feed the manticora, who turned out not to be that hungry. "I don't know what
cane over ne," he said. "Suddenly | just had to roar as loud as | could."

Curious. | returned to Bi nk—who had, l|ike the sinpleton he was, broken a magic mrror during ny
brief absence by asking it a question beyond its conpetence. | was disgusted. "You're a lot nore

trouble than you're worth."

| restored the truth spell and started to ask himabout his talent, again. Just nen the cracked
glass fell out of the mirror behind ne, breaking nmy concentration. What a nui sance!

I tried athird tine. And the whole castle shook. An invisible giant was passing close by, his
tread naking the earth shudder.

I realized that nore than coinci dence was operating here. Sone extrenely powerful enchantnment was
pre-
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venting nme fromgetting the answer. That had to be Magician-caliber nagic! "I had thought there
were only three persons alive today of that rank, but it seens there is a fourth." And, indeed,
the joke had turned out to be on ne, for | had assuned that this was a nothing situation. Wy had
my Book of Answers failed to warn nme of the approach of this odd Mgician?

"Three?" he asked stupidly.

"Me, Iris, Trent." | did not count the Storm King; he had been a Mgician, but his tal ent had
dwi ndl ed with age. He was way overdue for replacenment. But Iris was a worman, and Trent exiled
these past twenty years, and | certainly didn't want to be stuck with the chore again. But if we
had here a genui ne new Magi ci an—this was now fascinating in its inplications!

"Trent!" he exclained. "The Evil Magician?"

| explained that Trent had not really been evil, any nore than | was good; it was just a popul ar
ni sconception. But | doubted that Bink was getting it. He still thought in stereotypes.

And so | had to turn Bink away wi thout an Answer, for it was not safe to probe further. It was
unsati sfactory in one sense, but exciting in another. A new Mgician—with undefined magi c!
Sonet hing interesting woul d surely conme of this!

At this point | suffered a coincidental realization: now | understood why a creature like the
Denmoness Metria was always alert for new mschief. If |, as a man hardly over a century in age
was so eager for something interesting to pep up nmy boredom how much worse it nust be for a
denon, who existed for many centuries w thout any responsibilities or vulnerabilities. That didn't
mean that | liked Metria, but | could hardly blame her for her incidental nischief. |I had been
acting a bit like a demon when | tornmented the | outish young Bink of the North Vill age.

After that | watched that young man. At first he was a severe di sappointnent. Al he did was go
strai ght
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back to the North Village, crossing on the invisible oneway bridge | had told himabout. There he
was exiled by the Storm King, who refused to heed the paper | had sent with Bink attesting to his
undefined magic. The StormKing didn't like me any better than | liked him ny note was probably
slightly worse than nothing. Maybe the notion that there night be significant magic here
frightened the King, who was now, with the fading of his magic, technically an inpostor. Bink was
deened to have no magi ¢ and was exiled and sent out of Xanth, beyond the Shield. That irritated ne
sonmet hing awful, but all | could do was watch. Had | realized that the Storm Ki ng woul d be that
petty, | would have | ooked for some way to bypass him That was a Magi cian the idiot had exiled!

O had he suspected the truth, and that was why he had exiled Bink—-as a possible rival? My
irritation progressed into sonething like anger. What a fool | had been to give up the throne to
t hat broken w nd!

Meanwhi l e, | had another client. This was a young wonman who cal |l ed hersel f Chanel eon. She was

pl ain, bordering on ugly. Her talent was intriguing, because it was involuntary: in the course of
each nonth she changed gradually from average appearance to beautiful, and back through average to
ugly. The magic mirror showed her physical phases: she was truly sublime when on, and truly

hi deous when off. Her intelligence and personality shifted in the opposite direction, coun-
terpoi nti ng her appearance. Thus she was snartest when she was ugliest, and stupi dest when she was
beautiful. | verified this with ny sources, and | ooked again at pictures of her extremes in the
magic mrror. At her best she was a creature to make any nman, even an old grouch |ike nme, stop and
stare, as | was doing now. At her worst she was a young crone, with a caustic tongue, whom no man
woul d tol erate.

She wanted, of course, to be rid of her talent, as it was doing her no good. She was in constant
danger of being seduced in her stupid-lovely stage or stoned in
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her snmart-ugly stage. Only her neutral central stage was suitable. She also wanted to win the man
she |i ked—who, coincidentally, was Bink. It seened that she had encountered himtw ce recently,
once i n the—the—sonmewhere dangerous, when she was in her |ovely phase, and they had been

separ ated because of his heroism The other tine was in her neutral stage, and he had been in the
conmpany of a wonan-hating nan naned Cronbie. So she had foll owed Bi nk here, and now was beggi ng nme
for help. For a spell for Chanel eon

| did not tell her of ny relation to Cronbie, but | felt responsible. For Bink had Iiked her al
right, in her neutral stage, but Crombie's aninosity had driven her away. Cronbie had made up sone
story about how his nmother had been able to read nminds, and had driven his father [oco. He
probably believed that nonsense, by now. O maybe that was his interpretation of his famly life:
conceal i ng the shane of the Mundane nother and a crotchety Magician father

| had bad news for Chanel eon: her magic was inherent, and couid not be elimnated without
elimnating her. But | did have an Answer, for which | accepted no paynent, because it was
probably worse than the nal ady: she could go to Miundania. There she would revert to her neutra
state and remain there, being neither lovely nor ugly, smart nor stupid.

"Where is Bink going?" she asked.
"Probably to Mundania," | said heavily.
"Then that's where | want to be."

| stared at her, but it did nake sense. She could have her neutral state and her man, together, by
that grimexpedient. So | told her of the magic path available, and the magic bridge, and warned
her about not trying to turn back on either, and sent her on her way after Bink. Perhaps it was



for the best. She could gain on him if she hurried, and perhaps catch himbefore he left Xanth.
O, better, right after, because by then she would be into her awful -smart phase and would need to
get out of the nagic before showing herself to him
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It would be nice for themif they could be happy together in Mindania. It was not a conpletely
dreadful place, | knew, when properly understood. After all, | had had thirty-five years of
satisfaction with a Mundane wife. But | still hated the idea of the |oss of that Mgician-caliber
talent Bink had; it was such a col ossal waste.

So | watched Bink go, glumy. | think I was glumer than he was.

But when he passed beyond the Shield, it suddenly becane nore interesting. For there was a Mindane
arnmy—and Magician Trent was leading it! My magic mrror could show ne scenes as far as the nmmgic
went, and that was for a certain distance beyond the Shield. Xanth did not end at the Shield; it
was nerely circunscribed there. Trent had returned, and in that limted section between Mindani a
and the Shield, his nagic talent was operative.

Thi ngs got conplicated after that. Trent captured both Bink and Chanel eon and tried to coerce them
into joining his effort to invade Xanth from Mundani a, but they refused. They tried to escape, but
Trent pursued them and an inprobabl e coincidence got them under the Shield where it was danped
out by deep water, and further coincidences got themthrough assorted hazards. Then—

I was amazed. The three, now reluctant allies because of the adversity of the Xanth jungle, nade
their way to Castle Roogna itself! The castle accepted them even encouraged their
progress—because two of themwere Magicians. It didn't care about the legal structure of Xanth; it
just wanted a Magician to be king and renovate the structure and the status of the castle so that
it would once nore be the center of Xanth. And that was no bad thing.

Then the three went on from Castl e Roognha, renaining together under a truce though Bink and

Chamel eon still opposed Magician Trent. The two remmined fool -
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ishly loyal to the existing order. | shook ny head, watching themin the mrror

It becane even stranger. The two factions agreed to settle their differences by dueling. It was,
in effect, Mugician against Mugician, and that was dangerous. But in the course of the al nost
unbel i evabl e coi nci dences that kept Trent fromtransformng Bink into something harm ess, Sink's
tal ent becane evident. He could not be harned by magic! Not even Magician-class magic. That
expl ai ned why magi cal threats had al ways sonehow m ssed him That was perhaps the npst devious and
wonder ful talent in Xanth.

But Trent, realizing this, was undeterred. He sinply changed to the use of his sword. Bink's
talent did not protect himagainst purely physical attack. But he was saved by the intercession of
Chanel eon, who took the strike intended for Bink, because she |oved him

At that point Trent had had enough. He concluded that he did not want the throne at the price of
these two young lives. He helped Bink come to me, to fetch healing elixir for Chaneleon. This is a
sinplification, but it will do. The full story has been duly recorded by the Miuse of History.

Then the Storm King di ed, and suddenly the entire conpl exion of things changed. The el ders
naturally asked ne to assume the throne, and | naturally pointed out that there was now an
al ternative.

So it was that Magician Trent becane king after all, and Castl e Roogha was indeed restored to its
former glory. Trent married the Sorceress Iris and nmade her queen, to keep her out of m schief,
and Cronbie took up service as a soldier for the King. Bink married Chanel eon, being satisfied



with her as she was, changes and all. He was nade Oficial Researcher of Xanth, so he could
explore whatever interested him especially things magical. It was in fact a happy ending.

But things had hardly settled down for ne, before Bink was getting into nore conplications. His
wi fe,
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Chamnel eon, was expecting the stork, but her phases of beauty and ugliness continued as before. She
was not pleased, having discovered she didn't really want a baby, nowthat it was too |late, and
she conpensated by eating a great deal and growi ng unreasonably fat in the tumy. Many wonen did
that. Nornally the arrival of the baby thinned such wonen down in a hurry, because they were kept
so busy taking care of it. But Chaneleon in her ugly-snart stage was surely no joy to be near

That was why Bink elected to go in search of the source of magic. He set off on the adventure with
two other dissatisfied nales. One was Chester Centaur, whose ugly nose was farther out of joint
because the arrival of his foal, Chet, had conpletely distracted his mare, Cherie. The ot her was
Cronbi e the Sol dier, ny now unacknow edged son, who was fed up with the inperial femal e ways of
Queen Iris. Actually, | really couldn't condemm himfor that; even a normal nan woul d have found
her burdensone if constantly exposed. His talent for finding things was being put to excellent

use, pointing the direction they had to go to find that source. King Trent transforned himinto a
griffin, however, so that he could fly and fight and guard the party. They were on their way, Bink
riding the centaur.

They pronptly ran afoul of a dragon and a nest of nickel pedes. Unfortunately, those did not turn
them aside, and all too soon they arrived at ny castle. They wanted advice for their quest, and I
knew what they nmeant. This was no innocent jaunt; they were seeking the source of nmgic, and that
meant they woul d have to have a fully functional Mgician along. O herw se they woul d have no
chance of success and woul d probably just get themselves killed. Even Bink hinself; he could not
be harmed by nagic, but there were plenty of nonmagi cal dangers in Xanth too.

| hoped to discourage them but Bink fought his way into ny castle and | had to talk with him
When | ex-
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pl ai ned that he would have to take a Magician along, he nisinterpreted it conpletely.

"You old rogue!" he exclained. "You want to cone!"”

"I hardly nmade that claim" | said with restraint. "The fact is, this quest is entirely too
inmportant to allowit to be bungled by an amateur, as well Trent knew when he sent you here. Since
there is no one else of suitable expertise available, | amforced to make the sacrifice. There is

no necessity, however, that | be gracious about it."

So it was that | nothballed the castle and joined the quest. | brought along a nunber of mny magics-
folklore claimed I had a hundred spells, but that was an understatenment—and G undy Golem who was
doing his service for ne. Hs talent was translation, and the obnoxious little string man was good

at it. | should know, | had animated himfour years before for this purpose, only to have the
ungrateful twerp run away. He had returned when he discovered that he wasn't real, and asked me
how to become real. Like many ignorant folk, he hadn't cared for ny Answer: "Care." It would take

himtime to fathomit, of course.

Unfortunately G undy took pleasure in doing msleading translations of the griffin Cronbie's
words, stirring up trouble between himand Chester, who was a pretty ornery centaur to begin wth.
For exanple, he translated "centaur" as "horse-rear" and "ass," and professed confusion as to

whi ch end of the centaur it applied to. | stayed out of it; as far as | was concerned, Cronbie was
a stranger to ne until he chose to be otherw se



We did not reach our destination by nightfall, and sought shelter. Cronbie's talent indicated the
house of an ogre as a suitable place. Distrusting this, | invoked Beauregard. W exchanged the
usual friendly insults, to the probable anazenent of the others. "Of course it's safe," he assured
me. "It's your mission that's unsafe." He explained that the ogre was a vegetarian, so
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woul d not crunch our bones. This ridicul ous assertion turned out to be accurate; Crunch was a
veritabl e pacifist anbng ogres.

So we enjoyed the hospitality of Crunch Cgre, after a bit of repartee, and he served us a good
meal of purple bouillon with green nutwood. Then he told us his story, rendered into crude rhym ng
couplets by the golem He had nmet and |l oved a curse fiend actress who was playing the part of an
ogress, and was therefore exquisitely ugly. He had snatched her and hi dden fromthe other curse
fiends, avoiding their massive destructive curse by beconing a vegetarian. The curse had oriented
on a bone cruncher. It was a surprisingly neat ploy, for an ogre; probably the actress had thought
of it. For one thing, that would prevent himfrom ever crunching her bones.

But the nock ogress now lay stunned in a dead forest. Crunch wanted to know whether to fetch her
fromthere. Cronbie, Chester, and Bink recommended that he do so (Cronbie had thought he was doi ng
the opposite, not realizing that ogres |liked being made m serable by their femnal es). Beauregard,
participating in their dialogue, |earned the rest of what he needed about the fallibilities of
intelligent life on the surface of Xanth, and returned to his realmto wite his dissertation

Next day we continued on along a magic path to the Magic Dust Village, which was inhabited
excl usi vely by wonen of many humanoi d speci es. This was because their nen had been |ured away by
the nelody of the Siren. There were trolls, harpies, wood nynphs, sprites, fairies, elves, centaur
fillies, griffin cows, and even a fenmale golemto keep Grundy conpany. That |ast startled ne;
soneone must have nmade that one recently, because there had been no femal es of his species before.
Now t he worren were eager for mal e conpany. |ndeed, they just about buried us in their eager
softness. The mal es were of m xed feelings about this, sonme of them being otherw se comrtted, and
one being a worman hater
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Then the Siren sang—and all of us were lured to go to her, losing our volition. The wonen tried to
hol d us back, but could not. Until Cronbie the wonan-hater rebelled and pecked in his griffin form
at a tangle tree we were passing. That got us into a fight with the tree. Its tentacles wapped
around us. Cronbie fought his way free, flew away—but then returned with the wonen of the vill age,
who attacked the tree with torches. Fifty of themwent after its tentacles, under the direction of
the wonan hater. They were grimy determ ned and courageous. | think that was the begi nning of the
end of Cronmbie's problemw th wormen, though it would take tinme for the end of the end to cone.

But before that battle had been concluded, the song of the Siren came again. It nesnerized us; we
mal es could not resist its spell, though it had no effect on the wonen.

But an incident with a battering ram caused a pineapple to explode by Chester's head, deafening
him As a result, he could no longer hear the Siren, and was freed fromher spell. He fired an
arrow t hrough her heart, and her rmnusic stopped.

We approached her. She was not yet dead. She lay on her little isle in a |lake. She was the
loveliest mermaid | had seen in a century, with hair like flowi ng sunshine and tail |ike flow ng
wat er and bare breasts that the Adult Conspiracy prevents ne from describing, just in case a
juvenile mal e shoul d happen soneday to see these words. She was soaked in blood from her wound,
yet she pl eaded only | ove.

Perpl exed by this, | consulted ny portable magic mirror. It confirmed that she intended us no
harm So | brought out ny vial of healing elixir and heal ed her. She was instantly healthy again;
that type of magic is beautiful to see.



We | earned that though the Siren summoned nen, they inevitably were drawn on to her sister the
Gorgon at the next isle. The Gorgon's gaze turned nmen to stone, but had no effect on wonen. Later
as the Gorgon na-
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tured, that changed, and she stoned nen and wonmen and even ani nals. Perhaps she shoul d have been
recogni zed as a Sorceress for that phenonenal power. But for a reason | shall get to in due
course, | am not objective about that.

Meanwhi l e the Siren was good conpany. She was a nmernaid, but she was able to nake | egs so that she
could wal k on land. A certain nunber of nerfolk can do that, though they sel dom bot her. She made
us a dinner of fish and sea cucunber, and a bed of soft dry sponges, and we spent the night there.

Next norning we went on to brace the Gorgon. The others had to be blindfol ded, and | used the
nmrror, because the stoning spell could not reflect fromit, while the rest of her did. This was
special magic called polarization.

The Gorgon turned out to be as lovely as her sister. She was fully human in the sense that she had
no fish tail, but her hair consisted of little serpents. It was surprising how prettily they
franed her sweet face. She was al so as innocent as the Siren, having no notion of the m schief her
magi ¢ was doing. Al around her island statues of men stood; she thought these were gifts, not
realizing that they were what renmai ned of the nen thensel ves

| tried to explain this to her, but was handi capped because her loveliness in the mrror
distracted ne. | wanted to turn and face her directly, and did not dare. "Men nust not cone here
anynore," | said. "They nust stay hone, with their famlies."

"Coul dn't just one man come—and stay awhil e?" she asked plaintively.

"I"'mafraid not. Men aren't, er, right for you." What a tragedy! Any man would | ove this |lovely
worman, if not turned to stone before he had the chance.

"But | have so nuch love to give—+f only a nan would stay! Even a little one. | would cherish him
for ever and ever, and nake himso happy—

The nore | talked with her, the worse | was feeling.
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"You must go into exile," |I said. "In Mundania your nmagic will dissipate."

But she woul d have none of it. "I can not depart Xanth. | love nmen, but | |ove ny hone nore. If
this is my only choice, | beg of you to slay ne now and end ny msery."

| was appalled. "Slay you? | would not do that! You are the nost attractive creature | have ever
seen, even through a mrror! In ny youth | would have—=

"Why, you are not old, sir," she protested, and her smle seened genuine. "You are a handsone

man.

The three blindfol ded mal es squawked, coughed, and choked. That irritated me for sone reason. "You
flatter ne," | said, being flattered. "But | have other business.” | knew | had better get on with
it quickly, because | was in danger of being smtten by this devastating wonman in two respects: ny
body turned to stone, ny heart turned to nush.

" 'O all the nmen who had cone here, you al one have stayed to talk with me," the Gorgon conti nued
passionately. Even the little snakes of her hair |ooked at nme beseechingly in the mrror. "I am so
| onely! | beg, of you, stay with nme and let ne | ove you al ways."



| started to turn nmy face toward her, charnmed by this naidenly appeal, but ny conpani ons warned ne
intine. | denurred, though the idea of being |oved by such a woman was becomi ng i ncreasingly
attractive. | had been alone too long. "Corgon, if |I were to look at you directly—=

"Come, close your eyes if you nust," she said urgently, not yet conprehendi ng the danger she
represented to nmen. "Kiss nme. Let nme show you how nmuch I ove | have for you. Your least word is ny
conmand, if you will only stay!"

Oh, ny, what tenptation! Suddenly | realized how intense ny own |oneliness had becone, these eight
years since ny fourth wife had departed for Mundania. (Fourth wi fe? Then why could |I renmenber only
three?) Young wonen had approached me in this time, but |
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knew it was ny power as a Magician that appealed to them not ny body, which was w zened and
ghomi sh, or ny personality, which was grunmpy. Certainly not for nmy mountain of used socks! So how
could I trust their notives? But the Gorgon knew not hi ng of my background. She asked only ny
presence.

"My dear, | think not," | said with real regret. ' 'Such a course would have its rewards—+ hardly
deny it!—and | mght normally be inclined to dally with you a day or three, though |Iove be
bli ndf ol ded. But only a Magician could safely associate with you, and—=

"Then dally a day or three!" she exclaimed, her bosom (containing two breasts, | was sure) heaving
in a way that made ne feel forty years younger. "Be blindfolded! | know no Magici an woul d have
interest in me, but even such a Magician could not be nore wonderful than you, sir!"

She really didn't know She was trying to flatter me one way, and succeeding in another. "How old
are you, Gorgon?" | asked, w ckedly tenpted.

"l am eighteen! | amold enough!"

And | was a hundred and ten. Wiat was | thinking of? This was the sort of gane Metria liked to
play with nen. That healing elixir had preserved ne remarkably, but how could | think of any
dalliance with this virtual child? "I amtoo old," | said with deep regret. "Not all your flattery
can change what | know to be true.'

Her | ovely face clouded over in the mirror. The snakes hung linply down as if conpletely
suppressed. Tears overflowed her eyes and trailed down her cheeks. "Ch, sir, | beg of you—

| sighed, yielding to an inpulse | might later regret. "Perhaps, after ny present quest is over,
if you haven't changed your mind, if you would care to visit at my castle—=

"Yes, yes!" she cried eagerly. "Were is your castle?"

"Just ask for Hunfrey. Sonmeone will direct you. But
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you wi |l have to wear a veil-nAo, even that would not suffice, for it is your eyes that—
"Do not cover ny eyes!" she protested. "I must see!"

"Let me consult." | rumaged t hrough ny collection of spells. | found one that m ght do the job:
i nvisible makeup. "This is not ideal, but it will have to do. Hold this vial before your face and
open it." | held it over ny shoul der.

She did so. There was a pop as the cork cane out, and then the hiss of the expanding vapor. It
shrouded her face and di sappeared—and her face went with it. There sinply wasn't anything show ng



where it had been

I lowered my mirror and turned to her. "But you sai d— she protested, not realizing how she had
changed.

| held the mirror up, facing her. She took it and held it up, gazing at her reflection. She nade a
little gasp.

Then she returned the mirror and stepped into ne. She ki ssed ne. How sweet it was! Her face was
there, touchable, just not seeable.

"How long | have longed to do that, with soneone,” she nurrmured. "How | thank you, narvel ous nan!"

Then she stepped away, and | recovered as nuch of ny equilibriumas was feasible. "Conpanions, you
may now renove your blindfolds," | said. "The Gorgon has been nullified." That was a highly
m sl eadi ng statenent; she had a greater effect on nme than ever now.

The others cleared their blindfolds and gazed at the Gorgon for the first time. They were
obviously inpressed. | felt a certain suppressed pride.

| used my magic mirror to contact Castle Roogna and report on progress. Queen Iris answered, using
her power of illusion to nake her voice heard directly fromthe mirror. Her talent had certainly
mat ured, but she showed scant appreciation for the training | had given her in her girlhood. That
was the problemw th power: it corrupted.
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The Gorgon, hearing the Queen call me Good Magician, finally caught on to ny status. It danpened
her ardor not half a whit. She flung her arns around nme and pl anted anot her invisible kiss on mny
mout h. Her hair-serpents, caught by surprise, hissed and snapped at my ear |obes. Fortunately they
were too small to do nmuch harm and they weren't poi sonous.

We made our way back to the Magic Dust Village and assured the wonmen that no nmore nmen woul d be
taken. Unfortunately | |acked the power to revert the stone nen to life. The Gorgon might not be a
full Sorceress, but her power was strong enough to withstand any spell | knew. That, perhaps, was
part of her appeal. Certainly | remrmai ned sonewhat distracted, after so unexpectedly encountering
so intriguing a creature.

The | adies provided us with a griffiness as a guide. W were going on through the regi on of
madness, where thick magi c dust nmade things strange. This was the way Cronbie's tal ent pointed. On
the way we passed a nar-vel ous region of bugs, and | discovered a new species: a Crayon-Draw ng
Picture-Wnged Beetle. | was thrilled, and nade careful note of it.

Unfortunately, this region of intense nmagic had mischief for us. A mdas fly buzzed us, getting
set to land on ne. Know ng the danger, | ducked so low | fell off Cronbie. The fly was about to
I and on himinstead, when the fermale griffin knocked himaside and intercepted the fly.

They touched—and suddenly she was a solid gold statue. She had saved us by sacrificing herself.
Cronbi e was evidently shaken; how was the woman hater to react to a female who had given up her
life for hin? Her action was surely a considerable enigna to him O course she night not have
done it had she realized that he was not the griffin he appeared, but | did not see fit to point
mat out.

Now we were w t hout our guide, and we all understood the danger of our situation. It was late, so
we had to canp for the night. W found the bones of an ancient
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sphi nx, and made canp within their protection. Cronbie's talent indicated that this was the safest
pl ace for us to be.



But our travails had hardly begun. Looking for food, Bink brought ne sonmething to check. | nade an
effort to freak out; probably only my age prevented ne. "That's Blue Agony fungus!" | excl ai ned.
"Cet rid of it!" For one bite of that would turn a person's whol e body blue, and he would nelt
into a puddle that killed the surrounding vegetation. Yet Cronmbie's nmagic had indicated it was the
best possible thing to eat. A second check caused himto indicate that it was the worst possible
thing to eat, which was nore accurate. Wat was goi ng on?

After some confusion, we discovered that we were being confused by a chip of what was to becomne
known as reverse-wood, that reversed the magi ¢ of the person who touched it. Wat a deadly effect
that could be! | nade a note. This variety of magic nmust have evolved after | did ny survey of
talents, as | had passed through this region w thout encountering it before.

Then, in the night, things becanme nore interesting. The constellations of the sky cane to life.
Chester got into a duel with a centaur constellation. Soon we were all clinbing into the sky—unti
G undy brought the reverse-wood and nullified some of the illusion. W were actually clinbing a
tree! This was certainly the regi on of nadness!

Seeing our retreat, the constellations cane down to the ground to attack us. Wen we fought them
of f, they dunped a sky river on us, trying to drown us. This was probably a thunderstormin rea
life, but the effect was the sane: we were drenched and m serabl e.

W were saved in the end, perhaps, by that same reverse-wood, because it caused Gundy Golemto
reverse his selfish nature and care about us and hel p us nake our way out. There was a certain
irony in that,

but we were beyond cari ng.

* * %
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We proceeded on toward Lake Ogre-Chobee, where the curse fiends dwelt. | wanted to save a bit of
that reverse-wood, because it could be useful, but when | tried to conjure it into a bottle, it
reversed the spell and put ne in the bottle instead. The others found that very funny. But after
several tries | did manage to secure the wood. Then | investigated the source of the nysterious
nmounds of dirt that kept popping up near us. These turned out to be the work of squiggles, one of
the branches of the great famly of voles. The creatures zipped along just under the ground,

|l eaving the dirt behind. Was it spying on us? If so, why? My magic mirror was not providing a

cl ear answer. Perhaps the underground habitat of the creature obscured the inage.

To safely approach the curse fiends, who it seened were on our route to the source of nmagic, we

had to dimnish our nunber. | conjured Cronbie and G undy and ne into a bottle, which Bink and
Chester would carry. They woul d take water-breathing pills | had provided, so as to be able to
wal kK on the bottom of the lake. | was not entirely sanguine about this arrangenent, but we had to
chance it.

Thus we found ourselves in a nicely carpeted chanber. The outside world seened far renoved. "Say,
we're traveling in style!" Gundy remarked.

The griffin squawked. "Well, you'd think so if you were in manform beak-brain!" the gol em
retorted, understanding Cronbie perfectly.

I liked the magic mrror, which | had simlarly shrunk. It showed what was happeni ng outside the
bottle better than the glass wall did, because the mirror |acked distortion and was not confined
to Dink's pocket.

Bi nk and Chester wal ked under the | ake and encountered the curse fiends. Wuldn't you know it:
they managed to aggravate the fiends and had to plunge into the central whirlpool which traversed
the underwater city. The bottle we were in-was flung free and went rushing
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out of control in the fierce current. We were in for it now

It was a horrendous ride. | was trying to watch the outside realmin the mirror so that |I could
keep track of where we were, assum ng we survived. But the violence of the water nade our chanber
whirl around dozens of tines. It banged into a wall or stone, and | went banging into the floor of
our chanber. The mirror flew fromny hand and shattered agai nst the wall

Then the notion ceased. | picked nyself up, and G undy and Cronbi e picked thensel ves up. W were
shaken but not hurt. It could have been another story, had the bottle we were in smashed. As it
was, the furniture was scattered and overturned, and part of the carpet had been wrenched askew.

"Next time, let's not let idiots carry us,’
woul d have been hard put to disagree.

Grundy said, and the griffin squawked agreenent. |

| picked up the largest fragment of the mirror. It remained operative; the magic was in the gl ass,
not the shape or frame. | held it carefully. It remained oriented on Bink

Bi nk was at this noment rousing fromhis strewn condition at the edge of the |ake our bottle
floated in. He dragged hinmself up, and found Chester Centaur. He picked up a shard of glass—and it
was fromthe magic mrror! It rmust have flown right out fromthe bottle, though the bottle

remai ned sealed. | wasn't sure exactly how that was possible; | would have to investigate the
phenonenon when | had | ei sure.

Bink saw ne in the shard. He waved. | waved back. W had established contact.

But al ready our bottle was being carried along in the current, and the | ake was beconming a river.
W had not been all that close to Bink and Chester to begin with, and now we were novi ng away from
t hem

"Well, we don't need to hide anynore,
worl d, before we get worse lost."

Grundy said. "Let's pop the cork and conme out into the rea
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"Not applicable," | said, now tuning the fragnent to the water around us.

"Why not ?" he demanded in that obnoxi ous way of his.

"Several reasons. One is that | can't, as you so quaintly put it, pop the cork frominside. This
bottle is designed to contain what is in it, whether it be hate elixir or a denon. The spell on
the cork makes it inmpervious to pressure frominside. Another is that if we did get out, we would
abruptly resunme our full size, and quite possibly be stuck in a channel that is less than that
size." | showed hima flash of the outside, where the river boundaries had constricted
considerably. "A third is that the water nay be poisonous. A fourth—=

The griffin squawked. "I agree," Gundy said dourly. "Three's enough."

There was nothing to do but ride along, hoping that Bink would in due course find us. Since he had
the other shard fromthe magic mrror, this was possible. Then he could open the battle, and we
woul d be reunited.

"What's the idiot doing now?" Gundy asked, evidently suffering a simlar thought.

| reoriented the shard. Bink was now scranbling through a hole in the cavern wall. He cane to a
stream et, and was about to wangle a drink fromit.

"The fool!'" | exclai ned.



"Aw, he must be thirsty,” Gundy said

"That's the flow froma love spring,”" | said. | recognized the glint of the water, fromlong
practice.

Hel pl essly we wat ched Bi nk drink, then encounter a nynph who was typical of her species: |ong of
| eg, pert of bottom slender of waist, full of bosom and |arge-eyed of face. She was sorting
through a keg of jewels which represented enornmous wealth, for those who cared for that sort of
thing. There were di anonds, pearls, eneralds, rubies, opals, and other precious stones of many
col ors and si zes.
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"Hoo!" Grundy exclaimed. "What | wouldn't give for that nynph and that tub of gens!"”

Precisely. And Bink had just taken a love potion. His talent protected himfrom nagic harm but
didn't define love as harm It didn't care that he was married. His talent was happy to let him
have a little un-innocent fun with an innocent nynph.

I checked a reference, for |I had reduced ny collection of tones and had themw th ne in
nmniaturized bottles. This was Jewel the Nynph, perhaps the nost inportant rock nynph in Xanth,
for she it was who placed the precious stones for others to find. Her barrel was never ending; no
matter how many she renoved, it remained full. She probably had a soul, unlike the usel ess nynphs
whose sol e purpose was to run around barel egged and tease nmen. Jewel even had a talent: she
snell ed the way she felt, whether this was of fresh pine needl es or burning garbage. Many wonen
did snmell, but they had to apply perfume; Jewel did it naturally. O all the folk for Bink to
encounter, she was perhaps the worst, because she was a nice person with a necessary job who
shoul d be neither hurt nor distracted. She was bound to suffer both fates, now

Jewel hel ped Bink and Chester travel. She sumpned a giant of the vole fanmly of creatures, a

di ggl e, who worked for a song. Chester's magic talent had manifested by this tinme: he could
conjure a silver flute, which played beautiful rmusic by itself. This flute now charmed the diggle,
so that it was happy to carry themthrough the solid stone.

Then they encountered the denbns. There was Beau-regard! Suddenly | knew what | was in for. Sure
enough, he just couldn't resist conjuring ne out of the bottle. Fortunately he didn't nake me do
anyt hi ng bad; we had Cronbie point out the direction of our bottle fromwhere Bink was, so he
could find it.

Meanwhi l e the bottle was floating down to the deepest subterranean | ake. My references could not
get a
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line on where it was going; there was powerful evil magic here. | did not like this at all
"You know, sonething's been spying on us as we travel," Gundy renarked. "I've got the feeling
we're floating into its clutches.”

That was ny own inpression. | had not discussed it because it seened pointless to alarmthe

ot hers.

"But maybe | could get out of the bottle, and then pull it to safety and wedge the cork off,"’
G undy conti nued.

"No living thing or inanimate thing can pass the cork frominside," | renminded himgrimy

"Yes, but that shard of glass got out, maybe because it's a nonliving yet aninmate thing: it
ani mat es whatever picture you want to see. |I'mnot exactly living or dead; | mnmight be able to get
out too."



I was amazed. He could be right! "See if you can pass," | agreed.

He went to the neck of the bottle and pushed against the cork. It didn't budge, but he went on
through it. In a noment he was out. He resuned his normal size, which wasn't nmuch | arger than the
bottl e.

But the bottle was floating hi the dark pool, and the golemcould not get to solid land. H s body
was made of bits of wood and cloth and string; he would not be able to swimwell enough. So we
woul d still have to wait for the bottle to get close enough to land for Gundy to do anyt hi ng.

Bi nk and Chester and Jewel the Nynph arrived, riding the diggle. They spied the bottle and headed
for it. W were about to be rescued!

Then the trap sprang. Gundy's little nmind was taken over by a hostile power. Now he w apped his
string arms around the cork, braced his feet against the neck of the battle, and haul ed out the
cork. "By the power of the Brain Coral, energe!" he gasped.

Oh, no! He was Summoni ng me and Cronbi e—n the name of the eneny. For suddenly that hostile force
overwhel med ny nmind, and | knew that this was the
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thing that had opposed us and spied on us. It was the Brain Coral, a creature that could not nove,
because it was |locked in its subterranean pool, but had tremendous magic and intelligence. It
correctly regarded Bink's magic as a threat to its interests, so had done everything it could to
elimnate himas a threat. It had to act through other agencies, but was quite facile in that
respect. It had sent a magic sword to kill Bink, and the dragon, and had caused the Siren to lure
himto the Gorgon, but Bink's talent had foiled all these threats, seemingly coincidentally. The
m das fly had been intended for him and the great curse of the curse fiends, but only with the
spell of the I ove potion had it been able to conpronise himat all. That he had actually turned to
hi s advant age, because instead of dissipating his energy chasing the nynph, he had enlisted her
hel p.

But now it had found a way to accomplish its purpose. It had taken over the golem and caused the
golemto invoke Cronbie and nme fromthe bottle. W now had to serve the Brain Coral. That neant
that all ny magi c and knowl edge and intelligence were ranged agai nst Bink, and that was the nost
form dabl e chal |l enge he had faced since his duel with Mgician Trent.

Q her facts canme into ny nmind as | assinilated the tremendous infornmation of the Brain Coral. The
cork had been partly dislodged fromour bottle before, a seem ng coi ncidence that woul d have
enabled nme to rejoin Bink, but the Coral's nagic had arranged to have it jamed back. G undy had
escaped then, and clung to the bottle, but the Coral had nade it seemthat he renmi ned inside.
shoul d have realized that if one shard of glass could get out, so could other things. The rea
battl e had been over control of this bottle, and Bink had al nost recovered it, but the Coral had
just managed to take it as it floated into the center of the Coral's region of power.

Now ny resources were at the disposal of the Brain Coral. | had to try nmy best to nake Bink give
up his quest for the source of magic and go away. For that was
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the Coral's objective: to prevent Bink fromacconplishing his mssion. This | told Bink, urging
himto depart i mediately.

| had to adnmire his stubbornness. He refused to quit, though it meant open conbat between us.
opposed himdirectly, while Crombie-Giffin would nullify Chester Centaur

It did come to conbat, unfortunately. After a horrendous fight, Cronbie succeeded in knocking
Chester into the pool, where the Coral quickly took himunder and in. Meanwhile Bi nk had been abl e



tonullify or avoid ny nyriad spells; that talent of his was truly anmazing! Perhaps it was the
strongest talent in Xanth, for all its subtlety.

But now it was two against one, and the griffin could attack himphysically. Still he did not
yield. He had once been relatively clunsy with the sword, but CGrombie hinself, in human form had
trained him and now that sword was deadly. Bink nmanaged to injure the griffin and hurl himinto a
crevice where he could fight no nore. This, despite the distraction of the spells | was hurling
agai nst him That was too inpressive for confort.

And, in the end, Bink actually won. | think the Brain Coral was as surprised as | was. | had to
yield to him He had the nynph sprinkle healing elixir on the sadly wounded griffin, who junped up
as if to attack Bink again. The nynph junped between the two. "Don't you dare!" she cried with the
odor of burning paper. That was an extraordinary act for a nynph, as the breed is generally pretty
enpty-headed. It was, in retrospect, a significant event, yet another aspect of Bink's extrenely
power ful and subtle talent.

The Brain Coral reconsidered. It agreed to show Bink the source of magic, now believing that if he
knew the truth, he would cone to agree with the Coral's position

The source of magic was the Denon X(A/N) I h, who resided in the nethernpost cave and whose thoughts
wer e
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in the formof fluxes through the cave. He was one of a number of such extrenely powerful
entities. The very rock near himwas charged with magi c, because of the trace | eakage of it from
his body. Wien this rock welled out to the surface it becanme the magi ¢ dust, which spread the
magic to the rest of Xanth. He did not like to be disturbed.

The Denon was playing a gane with others of his kind, which was the only way to alleviate the
boredom that canme to otherwi se omipotent creatures. Its rules were obscure to those of us with
merely nortal conprehension. One aspect of this game was that a nortal such as Bink could by a
single word free the Denon fromhis self-inposed captivity.

Now it was clear why the Brain Coral, one of tlie nost powerful entities of Xanth because it was
closest to the source of magic, had | abored to keep Bink away. Corai was afraid Bink would do
somet hing unutterably stupid, such as releasing the Demon XCA/N)*, who would then depart, |eaving
Xanth wi thout magi c. That woul d be disaster.

Sure enough, Bink westled with his concept of honor, and did the npbst stupid innaginable thing: he
freed the Denon.

Instantly X(A/N)th was gone, and with himthe magic of Xanth. There followed the npbst unpl easant
few hours in the history of Xanth, for it was a sorry place w thout magic.

Yet, sonehow, it all worked out, for the Denpbn returned. After certain incidental conplications,
he made Grundy Golem fully real and gave Bink a special gift: all his descendants woul d have
Magi ci an-class magic. In return, it was agreed that the ordinary creatures of Xanth, including
man, woul d be barred from access to the Denon, so as not to bother himfurther

So Bink had conme out ahead after all, just as if his talent had planned it that way. Which was
i mpossi bl e—yet naybe not.

And ny son Cronbie, as a result of his experience
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with Jewel the Nynph, who had sprinkled the healing elixir on himand stood up to hi mwhen he
threatened to attack Bink again, because she |oved Bi nk—he had realized that if only such a



creature were to love him Cronbie, she would be worth marrying. So he set aside his hatred of
wonen and took a | ove potion to use on her, and they were in due course nmarried. Thus ny nost
significant failure was abated; ny son had becone a fam |y nan. Al because of Bink

I shook ny head, reflecting on that. How phenonenally | had m sjudged that young man, the first
time | encountered him He had enabl ed Magician Trent to return and becone king, and he had

di scovered the true source of the magic of Xanth, and he had restored ny son to a proper life.
And, as it turned out, he had virtually single-handedly ended the dearth of Magicians and
Sorceresses in Xanth, thus helping to usher in what night prove to be the Bright Age, so soon
after the Dark Age.

Yet even then | had underestinated Bink's inpact, for he had also affected ny own |ife nost
significantly. It nerely took another sixteen years for that to becone fully apparent.

Chapter 14. Gorgon
I

returned to nmy conparatively dull existence at the castle. Somehow it no longer satisfied ne as it
had before. Something was missing fromny life, but | wasn't sure what.

Meanwhi | e the chain of supplicants continued, at the rate of about one a nonth. Mst were routine;
| solved their problenms, nade them serve their year, and sent themon their way. But one nynph
surprised me. She had cone to ask me for a spell to turn off a faun who was pursuing her. She
lived outside the main encanpnent of her kind and did not forget each day as it passed, though
nmost nynphs did. Every day this faun came after her, renenbering nothing, and she was tired of it.
So | dug in nmy collection of spells and found a faun repellent. She could use this on himearly in
the day, each day, and be free for the rest of it. That was ideal, she said; she was quite
satisfied with this renedy.

But as it happenecj, there was no useful service she could do for ne for a day, let alone a year.

I had soneone to fix nmy neals, and soneone else to sort nmy socks, and soneone else to figure out a
sui tabl e set of challenges for the next person who cane with a Question. | didn't want to let the
nynph go without service, be-
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cause that would set a bad precedent, but neither did | want her hangi ng around the castl e doing
not hi ng. What was | to do?

| asked the magic mrror. | now had several of these, having long since gotten rid of the one that
became unreliable with time. This one nerely showed a cherub felling over with | aughter. No help
there. The problemw th conpetent mirrors was that they also tended to be too bright, and found
ways to express thenselves that | did not necessarily appreciate. But even so, a bright mirror was
better than a dull one.

So |l did what | didn't like: I told the nynph that | had no use for her, and she was free to
depart. | asked her not to bruit the news about, |est others be dissatisfied by unequal treatnent.
But to nmy surprise she refused; she had her Answer, and she intended to pay for it. She woul dn't

| eave until her year was done.

That was exactly what | didn't want. But there wasn't much | could do about it. So | assigned her
a room and hoped sonething would turn up

That night, when | finished ny researches and went to ny hard cold lonely pallet to sleep,

di scovered it occupi ed. The nynph was there. "I think | have found sonething | can do for you
Good Magi ci an," she said. Then she cl asped ne and ki ssed ne and lay down with ne. And sonehow ny
pall et was no | onger hard, cold, or |onely.



| had forgotten what nynphs were for, but in the course of that year | renmenbered. A nman could not
sumon the stork with an ordinary nynph, for they were not subject to that call, but he could do a
heroic job of imtation. Jewel the Nynph had not been ordinary; she had a soul, and could do
anything a normal wonman coul d. But regul ar nynphs were nmade for pleasure wthout responsibility,
so the storks ignored them How could a person take proper care of a baby, if she did not renenber
her activity fromone day to the next? This one wasn't interested in marriage, just in conpleting
her service. | had to agree that | was satisfied.
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In fact, when her year was done, | was sorry to see her go.
After that, when a sinilar creature elected to serve in that manner, | did not protest. | now knew

what was missing fromny life. It was a wonan. But who would want to marry a century-plus old
gnhorme of a man?

Then in 1054, eleven years after our neeting, the Gorgon cane with a Question. She was now a
mar vel - ously devel oped woman of twenty-nine, and to ny eye the nost ravishing creature inaginable.
But of course | couldn't tell her that; this was business.

W had set chall enges, of course. Wien | can, | tune themto the individual person, but sometines
they are all-purpose for whoever conies. W had a foghorn guarding the noat, and it was lovely to
see it operate. When the Gorgon tried to cross in the boat provided, the horn blasted out such
colums of fog that she couldn't see or hear anything. In that obscurity her boat turned around
and canme back to the outer shore. That was the boat's magic; it had to be steered, or it returned
to its dock. One of ny prior querents had built it for me during his service. Wen the fog
cleared, the Gorgon was a sight; her snake-hair was hissing with frustration, and her dress was
pl astered to her body. | had thought that body to be vol uptuous; now | knew | had underestinmated
its case. | remenbered our dial ogue and how she had seenmed to dote on me in the brief time of our
encounter. Naturally she would have forgotten that, but it was a fond rem ni scence. |If only—but
why be foolish?

The CGorgon was no dummy. She pondered a noment, then set out again. This tine she steered the boat
directly toward the foghorn, the one thing she could hear. Since it was inside the noat, she soon
conmpl eted the crossing. | think I would have been di sappoi nted had she not figured this out.

She navi gated the other two chall enges successfully and entered the castle. | braced nyself and
met her. She was even nore inpressive fromacl ose than she had
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been fromafar. Her face was heavily veiled, including her deadly eyes, but the rest of her was
nevert hel ess stunning. | was now a hundred and twenty-one years old, but in her presence | felt
more |ike eighty-one. | renmenbered the surprising delight of our first encounter, when I had nade
her iace invisible so that she would no | onger stone any man who net her gaze. That spell would
have been aborted at the Tune of No Magic, of course; all the nen she had stoned had returned to
life then, and of course she had | et them go.

I knew | should tackle her Question and give her an Answer, but | was reluctant to term nate our
second contact quickly. So | dallied sonmewhat. "Wat have you been up to, Gorgon?" | inquired in
as close an approximation to sociability as | could manage. It was an effort, but |ess of one for
her than for others, because | didn't care about others.

"After the Time of No Magic ny face was restored, and since | didn't want to nake any nore

m schief in Xanth, | went to Mundania, where there is no nagic, as you recommended. | hated to do
it, for I love Xanth, but because | love Xanth | had to leave it, so as not to do it any harm"
Her face went wry behind the veil; | could see the outline of the expression. "Mindania was
colossally dreary. But what you had told me was true: | was normal there, and ny face did not stun
anyone. So | bore with it, and found enploynent as an exotic dancer, for it seens that Miundane nen



enj oy the appearance of ny body.'

| tried to wench ny eyes fromthat sanme body, enbarrassed. "Mindanes are odd," | rmunbled, feeling
like the hypocrite | was.

" 'But intine | got to miss Xanth too nuch to bear,'' she continued blithely, taking a breath
that threatened to pop a button on her decolletage or a lens on ny spectacles. "The magic, the
magi cal creatures—even the ogres and tangle trees had beconme fond nenories. | realized that | had
been born to magic; it was part of ny being, and | just couldn't endure without it. But I
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al so did not want to do harm So | have returned and conme to the man | nost respect, and that is
you. "

"Un" | said, foolishly flattered.

"But when | returned to Xanth after several years, | discovered that nmy talent had matured al ong
with my body," she continued, sighing. It was sone sigh; my old eyeballs threatened to overheat.
"Originally |I stoned only nen; now | stone nen and wonen, and ani nals, and even insects. It's much
worse than it was!"

Qbvi ously she wanted another invisibility spell for her face. | could readily give her that. Then
she woul d perform sone service and be gone. And | would be twice as lonely as before. But | had to
do it. "Evidently your talent is not far short of Sorceress class," | said. ' '"Ordinarily that

woul d be an asset.'

"Perhaps when |'ma nean old woman, |'Il enjoy stoning folk," she said. "But now | amin ny prine,
and | don't."

She was certainly in her prine! "Wat is your Question?" | asked, knowing too well what it was.
"Wuld you marry nme?"

"I do have another vial of invisible makeup," | said. Then sonething registered. "Wat?"

"Wuld you narry ne?"

"That is your Question?" | asked, dunbfounded.

"It is."”

"This is not a joke?"

"This is not a joke," she assured ne. "Understand, |'mnot asking you to marry ne; | merely want
to know whet her you would, if that were my desire. In this manner | seek to spare us both the
unpl easant ness of rejection.”

Oh. | had to stall, because suddenly ny heart was beating at a rate sonewhat beyond ny age. "If
you really want my Answer, you will have to give nme a year's service."

"OF course."

"I n advance. "

"OF course."
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| was anmazed at the readiness of her agreenment. It was evident that she had thought this out, and
preferred a considered Answer to an extenporaneous one. Perhaps she believed that | would be nore



likely to be affirmative if she associated with me for a while. In that she was grossly nistaken
I was locked into affirmation the nonent | saw her approach the castle. The reason for ny delay in
answering was other than ny private preference.

So the Gorgon worked for me a year. | nade her face invisible again, of course, because otherw se
her veil m ght have slipped sonetime and nmade a nui sance. Now she could go around unveil ed, which
was easier.

The first thing she did was tackle ny nountain of socks. She was good with them which was an
excel l ent sign. Next she tackled the castle, getting it organi zed and cl eaned up. She went through
my study and put all ny papers and vials in order. When ny neal -fixing naid conpl eted her service
and departed, the Gorgon took over that too. She even tended the roses in back. She was good at
everything she tried, and | was better off than | had been in decades. | no | onger needed other
assi stance around the castle; the Gorgon was running it.

| treated her in a cursory nmanner. In fact | was downright grunpy. | called her "girl" and | was
never quite satisfied with what she did.

Now you mi ght wonder about this. My reason was sinple: | had been intrigued by her when she was a
mai den of eighteen, and fascinated by her as a wonan of twenty-nine. Her nmere proximty caused ny
pul ses to pul se. There was, it has been said, no fool like an old fool, and the Gorgon's

conpet ence, appearance, and power of nagic had nmade a conquest of nme in a matter of noments. | had
| oved MareAnn, | had | oved Rose of Roogna; now | |oved the Gorgon

She was considering marrying ne? Then she deserved to see what narriage to such a gnone was |ike
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I was showi ng her the worst of me, deliberately. If that didn't alienate her, nothing would.

Surely it would alienate her! But it had to be done, in fairness. The Gorgon, with her face
masked, was sinply nore of a woman than | deserved.

Yet she survived even that challenge of nistreatnment, and when her year of service concluded

gave her ny Answer: "Yes, | would marry you, if you asked." | would go to Hell for her, if she
asked.
She considered that. "There is one other thing. | shall want a fanmly. | have too nuch | ove for

just a man; it nust overflow for a child."

"I"'mtoo old to summon the stork," | said.

"There is a vial of water fromthe Fountain of Youth on your shelf," she said. "You can take sone

of that and be young enough."
"There is? Fountain of Youth elixir? | didn't know that!"
"That's why you need a woman around the castle. You can't even keep track of your socks."

She had ne there. "Still, | would have to be a great deal younger to— For the truth was that,

pl easant as it had been to have the conpany of certain nynphs in the past, | had seldomgotten to
that stage with them knowing that it nmade no difference. If | should have to do it for real
would | be able? | had realistic doubt.

" "Way don't we find out? | will spend the night with you, and you can take drops of elixir until
you are young enough." She was nothing if not practical, which was yet another trait | |iked.

The notion intrigued me. It mght require nore elixir than | had, but | could go fetch nore
tonorrow, | of course knew where the Fountain of Youth was. So that night she came to ne with the
vial, and she wore a translucent nightdress. Suddenly | felt forty years younger, and wi shed it
were eighty.



She kissed nme. Her face was invisible, but solid; | could feel her lips on mine. My feeling of age

reduced another twenty years. | hadn't yet taken a drop of elixir.
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O course feeling is not the sane as being, and ny body did | ag somewhat behind. | mght have the

aspirations of a younger man, but | acked the capacity.

Rat her than go into tedious detail, | will say that each drop of youth elixir took ten years off
my age, and that two drops turned out to suffice. At a physical age of a hundred and two, with
close proximty to that gorgeous creature, | discovered | was young enough. Health, youth, and
|l ove carried the night. | knew it would have taken several nore drops with any other wonan,
however .

And so we were betrothed, though we did not rush to narriage, and thereafter every decade or so |
took another drop of youth elixir so as to keep ny physical age at about a hundred. Wth one
exception | will cover in due course. The happiest period of ny later |ife was upon ne. | hope
this was true for the Gorgon, too

Meanwhi l e, | ess interesting events continued. Sink's son, Dor, was of course a Magician, thanks to
the Denon's largess. He could talk to the inanimate and nmake it respond. But he was dissatisfied,
because he | acked the physical stature of his father and was bullied by other boys. So he went on
a Quest to the past of eight hundred years before, to fetch the elixir of restoration that would
enable MIlie the Maid (formerly a ghost) to restore her zonbie friend Jonathan to life. Dor was
now twel ve years ol d, which was young, but he was a bright boy, and of course his status as
Magi ci an enor nously expanded his capabilities.

Naturally much of this had to be explained to him and he came here to inquire. Because he was a
Magi ci an and probable future king of Xanth, | did not charge hima year's service; instead | made
a deal with him | would enable himto undertake his Quest, and he would bring ne information on a
period in the history of Xanth whose details were sonewhat obscure.

But | did set up challenges, as a matter of form Dor came with Gundy CGolem who was now a rea
live
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person, but still small and with a nouth |arger than the rest of him They cane to the noat and
found it guarded by a triton: a merman with a triple-tipped spear

Dor used his talent to make the water of the mpat talk in his voice, leading the triton astray
whil e he swam under the surface. By the tine the triton caught on, Dor was safely inside. That had
been an el enentary chall enge, and an el enentary response.

The next chall enge was a needl e cactus, ready to shoot its needles into anyone who passed by. But
Dor pretended he was a fireman, who would burn anything that touched him and cowed the cactus
into letting himpass unneedl ed. That denonstrated the |ad' s cl everness.

The third chall enge was one of courage. The CGorgon stood where he had to pass. Dor was terrified,
but barged ahead blindly, literally: he kept his eyes closed, so that he could not nmeet her gaze
and be stoned. And that was his victory: he had gone forward i nstead of back. Courage, as
understand it, relates not to fear but to how a person handles the fear he has, and Dor handled it
as well as could be expected for a boy his age.

So | hel ped Dor nmeke a deal with the Brain Coral, who was no | onger our eneny. The Coral used
Dor's body during Dor's absence, and Dor went back to occupy the body of a grown barbarian hero,
or so it seened. This is an aspect that few understand: Dor was visiting the imge in the
Tapestry, rather than the original setting, so the setting was nmuch smaller than it seemed. He was
not man-sized, and neither were the other folk; he was tiny. But this had no affect on his



activity, which was independent of size, with one exception.

Dor had quite an adventure; the Gorgon and | kept track of it all. He encountered what he took to
be a giant spider, Junper, who in our realmis a tiny arachnid, and they were great conpanions.
That was the exception: Dor's interaction with the spider on an even
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basi s. Junper had gotten snagged by the adaptation spell and been brought into the adventure life-
size. To Junper it had seened as if he had entered a real mwhere human fol k were his size.

Dor encountered MIlie the Maid in her seventeen-year-old youth, and of course was sonewhat
smtten by her. Her talent, remenber, is sex appeal, and even at the age of twelve he felt its
potency. He hel ped King Roogna save his castle from encroachnent by the goblins and harpies, who
were at war with each other. He net Evil Magician Miurphy and Neo- Sorceress Vadne, who in a fit of
jealousy rendered MIlie into a book. That was why MIlie becane a ghost; when the book was found
and restored in contenporary tines, MIlie becane a naid again. In the end Dor |earned sonething
about manhood, and brought back the elixir of restoration, and used it to restore Jonathan the
Zonbi e, who turned out to be the Zonbie Master who had first occupied this very castle.

Thus Dor had an effect on ny life too, for Jonathan and MIlie married and noved in with us. There
was nothing to do but share the castle, as the Zonbie Master did have a prior claimon it. Later
he built a new Castle Zonbie and noved there with his famly, so we were no |onger so crowded.

You nmay wonder how all this canme to pass, when Dor had entered only the Magi c Tapestry of History,
rather than the real period of Xanth's history. The answer is that there are intricate connections
between the two, and the nagic worked to nmake what Dor did have real effect. He might not have
been there physically in the way he thought, but what he did was real. A fuller understanding is

i npossi bl e for anyone not well versed hi esoteric nagic.

MIllie's talent was sex appeal, renenmber, and she was certainly the sexiest creature
encountered. Naturally it took alnmost no tine for her and Jonathan to sumon the stork, and the
effort was so effective that the stork brought two babies. Those were Hi atus and
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Lacuna, with the talents of growing eyes, ears, and noses on things, and of changing print. They
were cute tykes, but capable of enornous mischief. In feet they perforned remarkably when the
Gorgon and | got nmarried four years later, in 1059. Prince Dor was then sixteen and serving as
tenporary king while King Trent was visiting Mindania, so it fell on himto performthe cerenony
of marriage for us. The Zonbie Master and MIlie handled the details. For all that, it was
acconpl i shed, and thereafter the Gorgon and | settled down to narried life. She was ny fifth wfe,
though at that tine | suspected she was the fourth, because of the period bl anked fromny nenory
by the Lethe elixir.

In 1064 the stork brought our son Hugo, named after the conbination of the first syllables of our
nanes. W waited until we determi ned Hugo's tal ent before announcing his arrival, and that took a
while, and then it was an inperfect talent, so word was slow to get around. Hugo coul d conjure
fruit—ut because his magic was flawed, the fruit was often of poor quality, or even rotting. That
was an enbarrassment. Neverthel ess, the Gorgon | avi shed her | ove on nun, and he had a gentle
character. | nmade it a point to pay sonme attention to him because of what had happened to nmy son
Cronbie, and tried to involve himin ny activities when possible. Later the Princess Sorceress |vy
was to associate with him and in her presence he becane all that any fanmily could w sh for
Unfortunately, he relapsed to nornmal in her absence.

Meanwhi | e, things were proceeding el sewhere. Cronbie and Jewel the Nynph's daughter, Tandy, grew
up to the age of nineteen, suffered the attentions of the Denon Fiant, and managed to flee on a
night mare. She cane to this castle in the year 1062, asking how she could be free of the denon,
and served as a house maid for a year awaiting ny Answer. | did not nmention the fact that she was



my granddaughter to her; that was not relevant to the issue. Presumably Cronbie would inform her
when he deened it appropriate. But | must
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admt that | rather liked her spunk. She was a pretty girl, with brown hair and bl ue-green eyes,
and her personality was pleasant. | wanted to do right by her, so that she would not think ill of
me, at such tinme as she learned. X nust adnmit it: | was proud of her

Now sonme Answers are nore conplicated than others. Those invol ving denons can be troubl esoneg,
because denons are nore or less immortal and are difficult to bar fromany place. My castle was
specifically spelled to exclude them but when Tandy departed it she would be subject to the
attentions of her denon lover again. | did not have any spell which would adapt to a particul ar
person to di scourage denons. What could | tell her?

Then the following year, just as Tandy's termof service finished, Crunch Qgre's son, Snash
arrived with a Question he had forgotten. Ogres are not the brightest creatures. Fortunately I
knew what was bothering him he was dissatisfied with his life.

You see, Smash was not an ordinary ogre. Hs nother was a curse fiend, which is a euphem sm for
human stock. So he was hal f human. Regul ar ogres, renenber, were justly proud of three things:
their outrageous strength, their grotesque ugliness, and their horrendous stupidity. Deep down

i nside, where it was so well hidden that even Snash was not aware of it, he had a certain human
weakness, human handsonmeness, and human intelligence. He woul d have been so enbarrassed to |learn
of these qualities that his blush would have fried all the fleas on his hairy body. But these
subterranean qualities neverthel ess were having their nuted effect, polluting his pristine ogre
nature and maki ng hi mvaguely dissatisfied. He wanted to know how to restore his satisfaction as
an ogre, and | had no good Answer, because | knew that this half ogre could never be satisfied
unl ess he recogni zed his true heritage and cane to ternms with it.

Smash had grown up near Castle Roogha, and was a friend of Prince Dor and Princess Irene. (Dor was
con-
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sidered a prince because he had Magi ci an-caliber magi ¢ which qualified himto be king in due
course; lrene was a princess because she was the daughter of the King and Queen. Definitions are
sonmewhat | oose in Xanth.) Thus he had picked up certain human sensibilities which further
conprom sed his ogrehood. No ordinary ogre would have thought to cone to ne for an Answer.

So there | was, stuck for two Answers sinmultaneously. How could | free Tandy of the attentions of
a demon, and how could |I make Smash satisfied to be what he was?

And the solution came to ne with such a flash that the edges of ny assorted tones tfirned brown
and the magic mirror winced. | had to blink for several monments before ny sight was fully
restored. These two probl ens cancel ed each other out! If Tandy kept company with an ogre, even a
demon woul d think two and a half tinmes before nolesting her, and if Smash got to know a

human/ nynph girl well, he would discover the rewards of being partly human. She woul d be protected
and he woul d be satisfied.

So | gave them both ny Answer, which of course neither understood: they were to travel together
In Smash's case it was both Answer and service; he was to protect Tandy.

Smash was too stupid to fornmulate his protest well, but it was obvious that keeping conpany with a
human girl was sonewhere near the top of his limted Ilist of things not to do. Tandy was nore
specific: "If he gobbles me up, I'll never speak to you again!" she told the Gorgon.

They had what | found to be an instructive adventure, because Smash did something so stupid only
an ogre could have managed it: he | ooked into the peephole of a hypnogourd. He got |ocked into the



real m of the bad dreans, but renained too stupid to be afraid, and did significant damage to the
dream settings. He terrorized the wal ki ng skel etons, who were not accustoned to having their
tables turned in this manner. One of them
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by the nanme of Marrow Bones, got lost at this time. Finally the Night Stallion hinmself had a
showdown with him and Smash lost half his soul. He al so encountered a nunber of fenales of other
species, and in his funbling way managed to help them fi nd husbands. Notabl e anong these were

Bl yt he Brassie, of the realmof the gourd, and Chem Centaur, Chester and Cherie's filly. Maybe
that was later; no matter.

But in the end Smash did protect Tandy, and she did inpress on himcertain advantages of being a
man. They married, and when Tandy was twenty-one the stork brought themtheir son Esk, ny great
grandson. They called himan ogre, but technically he was only a quarter ogre, and | ooked hunan
except when he got really angry. He was to grow up to nmarry Blythe Brassie's daughter, Bria, who
li ke nost of her kind was as hard as brass but could be surprisingly soft when she wanted to be.
was sorry | never got to neet Esk in person, because there were aspects of himthat m ght have
favored me. But | was ot herw se occupied at the tune when a neeting woul d have been conveni ent.

However, the fermale who had nore direct inpact on nmy life was Night Mare Inbrium She was an
ancient creature; a sea of the nmoon had been naned after her. But she | ooked just |ike a snal

bl ack horse. In the confusion surrounding Snmash Ogre's dealing with the real mof the gourd, she
got half of Chem Centaur's soul and did not turn it in. As a result she was corrupted by it, and
becanme too softhearted to remain effective in delivering bad dreans. Finally she was allowed to go
out into the regular world of Xanth to do two things: to bear a nessage to King Trent, "Beware the
Horseman, " and to see the rainbow.

But things seldomgo right when minor characters of this drama beconme nmj or ones. The Horsenan was
a creature who coul d assune the aspects of both man and horse, not in the manner of a centaur, but
as one or the other separately. His talent was the naking of a line of sight that could not be
broken between a person's eye
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and the peephole of a gourd. He used it to connect King Trent to the gourd, making himunable to
function. This occurred just as the NextWave cane, for the Shield no |onger protected Xanth; the
Hor seman was working with the NextWavers. It was a bad tinme for Xanth.

When Dor assuned the crown of Xanth, the Horseman did the same to him Then the Zonbi e Master
assuned the role, and he too was taken. Then it was ny turn. | had to do the thing | detested and
be king again. Al because Mare Inbri had not been able to deliver the warning nessage in time to
avert disaster. | was properly disgusted.

It was Grundy Gol em who rode the night mare to bring nme ny bad dream | was not exenpt fromthis
one, because it was real. My castle defenses were usel ess against Mare Inbri, of course; she
gal l oped right through the walls and stepped out of my bookshel f.

| looked up fromny tone. "So it has cone at last to this,"” | grunped. "For a century | have
avoi ded the onerous aspect of politics, and now you fol k have bungled ne into a corner.'
Technically it was only ninety-six years since | had quit the throne of Xanth, but | had not
meddl ed in politics for the |ast decade of ny kingship, leaving that to the Miden Taiwan.

"Yes, sir," Gundy said with seening humlity. "You have to bite the bullet and be king."

"Xanth has no bullets. That's a Mundane anachronism"™ But that wasn't quite accurate, because
there before me on the shelf was a row of nagic bullets. "I'"mnot the |ast Mgician of Xanth, you
know. "



But they woul d have none of it. They did not realize that Bink was a Magician, and Arnol de Centaur
wasn't human, and Iris and Irene were female. So | was stuck with it. The worst of it was that |
knew | would fail, because | was destined to do sonething calamtously stupid. That's what really
bot hered ne: naking that m stake.

For it was witten in the Book of Answers: |IT is NOT
FOR THE GOOD MAG Cl AN TO BREAK THE CHAIN. The
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chain of tost kings, obviously. | had prepared by renoving the spell fromthe Gorgon's face; now
she was heavily veiled, so that her aspect would not stone any creature who gazed upon it. But if
she encountered the eneny, she would whip that veil aside.

Wel|l she knew the danger. "Ch, ny lord," she said with unaccustoned nmeekness. "Mist you go into
this thing? Can't you rule fromhere?" She had packed my Iunch and a change of socks, know ng ny
answer. | had already told her to fetch her sister the Siren for this encounter, and | had
restored the Siren's broken dul cimer so that she could sunmon Miundanes to their doom But | knew
that | would not be the king for whomthey served; it would be one of ny successors.

| told Gundy to watch my castle while |I was gone. The Gorgon woul d use ny magic carpet to fetch
her sister and reunite her with her dulcinmer. Meanwhile, | nounted Mare Inbri, who was solid by
dayl i ght now, and we headed for Castle Roogna. How | hated all this! | was too old for such
adventure, but it had been thrust upon ne.

Mare Inmbri, being female, was naturally curious about what was none of her business. She formed a
dream et which showed her as a bl ack-gowned and rather attractive human worman, her hair in a | ong
po-nytail. "Wiy didn't you let the Gorgon be with you?" this dream wonman asked ne. "She really
seens to care for you."

"Of course she cares for ne, the idiot!" | snapped. "She's a better wife than | deserve. Al ways
was. Always will be."

"But then—

"Because | don't want her to see my ignom nious doom My wife will performbetter if not
handi capped by hope."

"That is a cruel nmechanism" the dream wonan said as the mare carried ne into the eye of a gourd
for rapid transit.

"No nmore cruel than the dreans of night mares,”
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retorted. But of course Inbri herself had | ost that neanness; that was why she was no | onger a
ni ght nmare by profession

We arrived at Castle Roognha. | nade clear to Queen Iris that Bink was to be the next king after
me. His talent of not being harmed by nagic might be usel ess agai nst the Mindanes, but he was a
full Magician, and that was what counted. After that, | informed her, it would be Arnol de Centaur

"And after hinP" Iris asked tightly.

"If the full chain of future kings were known," | pointed out, "our hidden eneny mght nullify
themin advance."

"What can | do to hel p save Xanth?" she asked. She evidently thought | was getting senile.



"Bide your time, woman. In due course you will have your reward: the single thing you nost
desire."” For so that too was witten, though | had forgotten what it was she npbst desired.

Then | took a nap. and Mare Inbri trotted out to the zonmbie graveyard to graze.

Later we went to the place of ny ignoniny: the baobab tree. There | nmet Inbri's friend the Day
Horse, a handsome white stallion. And there it was | performed my nost col ossal act of folly: |
failed to recogni ze nmy eneny when | saw him For the Day Horse was the equine aspect of the

Hor seman, and he connected ny vision to the gourd, and | was gone.

I found nyself locked in the real mof bad dreans, instead of passing through it as | had when
riding Mare Inbri. | was in a castle chanber, which was pleasantly appointed with tables, chairs,
and beds. There were Kings Trent, Dor, and Jonathan the Zonbie Master.

"So good to see you again, Hunfrey," Trent said. "What's the news?"

I was taken aback. How could he be so casual ? Then he | aughed, and | knew he was teasing nme in his
fashion. | shook hands with himand Jonathan, and then
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with Dor, who was no longer a child at age twenty-four and had served honorably as king. He seened
slightly taken aback, which gratified nme. W were all now recent kings, with a certain norbid
camar aderi e.

"The wives are nourning,"” | reported. Dor had just been married to Irene, after a betrothal of

ei ght years duration; they had not seen fit to rush things. Irene had finally taken a hand and
tricked himinto the cerenony. But she had played it too close; the sudden duties of the kingship
had occupied himin the crisis, and they had had no wedding night. "I told Iris that Bink and
Arnol de Centaur were to follow ne as king. Meanwhile, | failed to recognize the Horseman when

met him™" Actually I'"mnot quite certain now exactly when | figured out the identity of the
Horserman; it was some tine ago. But the scene was sonething |ike that, |I'm sure.

"Didn't we all!" Jonathan agreed.

| caught themup on the recent events of the battle against the LastWave, and they nodded. Al of
us were wise too late

Then we settled down to a gane of poker, a game Trent had picked up in Mundania. One m ght think
that this consisted of poking a nynph, but this was not the case. It consisted of dealing out
cards and bl uffing about the values of our holdings. It was a fitting occupation for kings. Dor,
bei ng of a younger generation, merely watched. W used our closest approximations to Mindane

val ue, as this was a Mundane gane: |lettuce, clanms, and bucksaws, all provided by the dreamreal m
We were of course, all sharing a sustained dream our bodies were lying in their various places,
comat ose, being tended by our assorted wonen. W knew that if we were not rescued in a few days,
our bodies would die, and then we woul d have no escape fromthis realm except perhaps into the
nei ghboring reamof Hell. It seemed best not to dwell on that; the decision was out of our hands.

W were confortabl e enough, aside fromthe bore-
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dom We did not feel the disconforts of our bodies. Qur bodies seened solid here, because we were
all spirits, none of us having any nore solidity than the others. The Night Stallion checked in on
us every so often and provi ded anything we wanted within reason. But he could not provide us with
our freedom

I n due course Bink showed up. We welconed him especially his son, Dor, acquainted himwth our
situation, and learned the |atest details of the battle of Xanth. Bink had nmet the eneny | eader
Hasbi nbad in single conbat, and was getting the better of it, but they had had to break off



because of darkness. So they had nade a truce for the night and retired. Then Hasbi nbad had
treacherously attacked in the darkness, but Bink had been ready for him avoiding the trap, then
pursued himto the brink of the Gap Chasm W were all able to remenber that cleft, now, because
the Forget Spell worked on our physical bodies, not our souls. He had been wounded, but had forced
Hasbi nbad into the Gap, where he had fallen to his death. Then a white horse had cone, and the

Hor seman had | ocked Bink into the gourd.

"But you cannot be harnmed by nagic!" Trent protested.

"I wasn't harnmed by magic," Bink pointed out.

"But if we all die here— Dor said, worried.

"We are unlikely to," | said. "If Sink's talent allowed himto join us, we nust be safe.”
The others nodded agreenent. W were all conforted.

Then Mare Inbri showed up. The Night Stallion gave her a tail-lashing for her tardiness and
brought her in to us. She projected her communication dreanmiet, and the pretty young woman in

bl ack i nformed us how King Arnol de had perforned a truly centaurian series of interpretations of
Xanth human | aw, concluding that the distinction between Mgicians and Sorceresses was purely
cosnmetic, and that the definition of king did not necessarily indicate nmale. Thus he was able to
desi g-
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nate Queen Iris and her daughter, Princess Irene, as the next two kings in the |line of succession
Queen Iris had been sonmewhat antagonistic to the centaur, but for sone reason had suffered a swft
change of sentinent. And now it was clear to ne what ny reference had witten: what Iris desired
most was to rule Xanth, and now she was very likely to have her chance.

Then Mare Inbri departed—but returned later with a visitor. It was Irene. "You can't skip out on
me this tine!" she told Dor. "W started our marriage in a graveyard, and we'll consunmate it in a
graveyard. "

"The skeletons won't like that," he demurred, perhaps awed by the prospect, as has sonetines been
the case with nen.

"The skel etons don't have to participate,” she assured him

But the Night Stallion had prepared for them a separate chanmber filled with pillows. Wen | ast
seen, before the door closed, they had a full-scale pillow fight going. | had a suspicion that it
woul dn't last the night. Indeed, there came a silence for a time, and | suspect a stork took
notice, if the signal was able to get out of the real mof the gourd. Then later still they
energed, both | ooking satisfied, and started throwing pillows at the rest of us. Soon we were all
init: the Pillow Fight of Kings. | had forgotten, in the course of the last hundred and twenty
years or so, what fun pillow fights could be. Too bad the Gorgon wasn't here; | was sure she could
handle a pillow well.

Then Arnol de joined us. He had sent out a contingent of fifty centaurs from Centaur Isle to fight
t he Mundanes, and they had fought a great battle and greatly reduced the strength of the Wave, and
then the Horseman had taken himout too. Iris was now King of Xanth

But all too soon King Iris herself showed up. She had crafted a horrendous arny of nobnsters and
tricked the Mundanes into wal king into the Gap Chasm decimating their nunber again, and taunted
t he Hor seman
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via her illusion i mage—and he had nade a gesture at that illusion and taken her out. "Wat a foo



| was!" she said.

"Join the throng," her husband, Trent, said.
I rene was now ki ng.

"How | ong can this continue?" Iris asked.

"Through ten kings," | said, renenbering what | had read. "The chain is to be ten kings long."

"And | was nunber seven," Iris said ruefully. "lrene is nunber eight. But who next? W are out of
Magi ci ans and Sorceresses. "

Then King Irene arrived, having tried to lull the Horseman while her plants encircled Castle
Roogna and sealed himin. But he had caught on too soon and bani shed her to the gourd. She had
desi gnat ed Chanel eon as her successor—but in only two minutes nore, King Chanel eon arrived too.
She was in her smart-ugly phase, and had planned a course of action to destroy the Horseman. She
had designated as the final king-Mare Inbri.

And the King Mare killed the Horseman and destroyed his nmagic ring of power by throwing it into
the Void. That freed us all. But she I ost her body in the process, for the Void took her too.
Fortunately she retained the half soul she had gotten from Chem Centaur, and that maintai ned her
exi stence. She becane a day mare, bringing pleasant daydreans to fol k.

After that King Trent retired, turning over the throne to King Dor. The rest of us faded back into
our quiet existences. | returned to ny castle and to the Gorgon, who had perfornmed well in battle,
stoning a nunber of Miundanes. It was good to revert to nornal.

Chapter 15. I vy

| he stork brought Ivy to King Dor and Queen Irene in 1069, two years after their narriage and
their assunption of the throne. She was a Sorceress, thanks to the continuing |argess of the Denon
XCA/NM's gift to Bink, and therefore in |ine to become king of Xanth someday. | made a note in ny
references, for it behooved me to keep track of all Magician-class magic. As it happened, Ivy was
to have an inpact on nmy quiet life alnost fromthe start of her career

Her tal ent was Enhancenent. She could increase the power of the magic of any creature. But that
was only part of it. The creature itself tended to becone what Ivy chose to believe it was. If she
thought an ogre was gentle, that ogre would be gentle; if she thought a nobuse was vicious, beware
of that mouse! Thus she had an insidious effect on those around her. |ndeed, her nother, I|rene,
had been cl assified as Neo-Sorceress, her talent of growing plants not being of Magician caliber.
But after lvy arrived, (or perhaps before; | lose track) Irene was recognized as a full Sorceress,
by no coincidence; her daughter perceived her that way, and so she was.

It occurred to ne that Ivy's magic could be useful in 274
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my busi ness. Suppose she Enhanced all ny spells? Suppose she nmet ny son Hugo, and perceived his
talent as strong instead of narginal? He mght then be able to conjure fresh fruit instead of
rotten fruit. That would do wonders for the snell of our castle. Hugo was also a bit sl owsone
said retarded—and if little Ivy happened to see himas smart, that too would be nice. So |I | ooked
for a pretext to neet her, w thout being obvious. She was a cute, bright child, by her perception
and therefore in reality, so that even at the age of three was inpressive.

So it was that | elected to make a personal appearance at a function to which lvy was invited.

That was the debut of the Zonbie Master's twins, Hi atus and Lacuna, then just sixteen. Actually
there was busi ness too, because the dread Gap Dragon, the terror of the chasm had sonmehow found a
way out of the Gap and was nenaci ng the nei ghborhood of southern Xanth. Perhaps this was a result
of the fragnentation of the Forget Spell on the chasm That spell had been detonated by Dor in his
yout h, when he visited King Roogna, to nake the goblins and harpies forget their war and not



overrun Castle Roogna. It had been permanent—dntil the Tinme of No Magic. That had shaken the
spell, and indeed had abolished nost of it. But it had been soaking into the chasm for eight
hundred years, and now that residual forgetting was sifting out and drifting away in whorls and
eddi es, causing any creatures who wal ked through themto suffer anmmesia. This represented nore

m schief. And my tones suggested that a wi ggle swarmwas about due. Wggles were al ways trouble,
because they zapped through anything in their path, |eaving w ggle-sized holes. Actually there was
evi dence that we m sunderstood the nature of the wi ggles, but | had not yet gotten around to
researching that. In addition, I had run out of youth elixir, and the Gorgon had hinted that it
was tine to get nore. So | planned to nake a side trip to the Fountain of Youth, which was in easy
carpet distance fromthe new Castle
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Zonbi e, and refresh ny stock. | think, all in all, there was enough business to justify a few

hours away fromny tones, though |I renmin uncertain about that.

Thus it was that nmy wife stayed hone to tend the castle, and | took Hugo, then eight years old, on
the carpet to New Castle Zonbie. Little did | know the mschief that would result fromthat
excur si on!

Sonmehow it is inpossible to start any trip on time; there seens to be a hostile spell which
prevents it. Thus we were an hour late taking off. W were flying sonewhat slow and uncertain,
because | was trying to teach Hugo how to operate the carpet. Then we encountered sonme unfriendly

cl ouds and an adverse wind, and were further delayed in the air. | picked up a suitable eddy
current near the ground and zooned along it. But there was a dragon obstructing the current, and
had to slow until it got out of the way. Always sonme idiot making a left turn when you're in a

hurry! So we were well behind schedule by the tinme we reached New Castl e Zonbi e.

Well, | would just have to condense things. So we flew into the wi ndow where Dor, |rene, the
Zonbi e Master, and Arnol de Centaur were gathered. "W have another chore,” | told them Then |
spelled out the problenms: the Gap Dragon had to be contained but not hurt, for it was necessary to
the welfare of the Gap; and the forget whorls had to be sprayed with fixative and noved out to
Mundani a where they woul d do | ess danage. "Take it up, Hugo," | said. And, narrowly nissing the
wall, we lurched up and sailed out of the w ndow.

In retrospect, | fear | was too brief with them The Gap Dragon bore down on the castle, and in
the resultant confusion little Ivy got lost in the jungle beyond the castle. | should have warned
them about the proximty of the dragon, but forgot. It's hard to keep every detail in mnd when
you're in a hurry.

We flew on to the Fountain of Youth, landing a short distance fromit. It had once been a ful
fountain, but
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had worn down into a nore ordinary spring over the course of centuries, or perhaps the rocks
around it had youthened into sand. The Zonbi e Master had known its |location and informed ne, and |
had found it useful. But naturally | did not tell others about it. What would Xanth cone to, if
everyone used this elixir to stave off old age, and so no one ever died? | had never used it
mysel f, until the Gorgon suggested it, and gave nme reason to want to be younger

I left Hugo and the carpet a safe distance away, because it wouldn't do to have himreduced in
age, or it accidentally youthened into a doily. | brought out a disk, freed a catch, and it sprang
out into a ten-foot pole suitable for touching unpl easant things. Wiy anyone should want to touch
ten feet 1'"'mnot sure, but | did need a good |Iong shaft.

| tranped to the edge of the spring. It wasn't actually a fountain in the sense of water sailing
up; the water merely welled out continuously, always young and fresh. The vegetation at the verge
of the pool was of course very small, nmere seedlings, becomng older only with distance. Any



ani mal who came to drink here departed considerably younger than it cane. Mdst were smart enough
to sip; those who drank deeply had to start their |ives over

| fixed a bottle to the end of the pole, and extended it, dipping carefully fromthe spring. Wen

it was full, |I twitched it so that its flip-top lid snapped into place. | shook it dry, then
brought it in and wapped it in cloth. |I retreated fromthe spring. Someone watching ne m ght have
t hought nmy exaggerated care foolish, but youth elixir is dangerous. | returned to the carpet and

handed the wrapped bottle to Hugo, with an adrmonition, so that | could condense ny pole to
packabl e length. It resisted in the manner of the inanimate, but finally | got it back into
cylinder formand then into its original disk, and put it in my pocket.

There was a sudden roar, and the ground shook. | |ooked up—and there was the Gap Dragon steam ng
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toward us. It nust have continued to run after visiting Castle Zonbie. My spells were on the
carpet with Hugo. | would have to get my portable dragon net and fling it over the nonster,
subduing it. ' "Hugo!'' | cried. "Toss nme ny bag of spells!"

But Hugo fluffed it. He grabbed at the fringe of the carpet instead, and it m stook the gesture as
a command and took off. Hugo, unbraced, rolled off. The carpet sailed into the air, carrying ny
bag of spells with it. | was suddenly w thout ny nagic, except for the conpressed ten-foot pole,
and the dragon was still bearing down on us. That pole was too clunsy to serve as a weapon, and
the dragon coul d probably steamus from beyond its | ength anyway.

Then | saw the wrapped bottle of elixir. It had fallen beside Hugo. "Hugo!" | called. "I'II

di stract the dragon. You unwap that bottle, lift the cap, and sprinkle some elixir onits tail."
For the youth elixir did not have to be inbibed; it would work on any body it touched, in the
manner of the healing elixir. W could nake the dragon young enough to be harm ess. No younger
than necessary, of course, because it was needed in the Gap Chasm Perhaps even trace youthening
woul d confuse it, so it would | eave us al one.

Hugo, never clever with his hands, struggled to get the bottle unwapped and the Iid off, while I
dodged about as briskly as | could, avoiding the steamsnorts of the dragon. There were | arger
dragons than this one, and there were flying dragons, while this one had only vestigial w ngs, and
there were fire breathers and snokers who were frightening to see in action. But this was
neverthel ess one of the nost ornery and fearsome creatures of Xanth, because it normally hunted in
the Gap Chasmand its prey could not escape it. That steam could cook prey where it stood. Wrse,
this dragon could not be spooked or frightened; it pursued its prey relentlessly until catching

it. I had to neutralize it in sonme fashion or, it would steam and eat us both.

I glanced back at the fountain. Could |I lead the
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dragon to that? No, it was between nme and the pool. It had to be the elixir fromthe bottle.
"Hurry, Hugo!" | yelled. | was in excellent health for my age, but ny age was ol d.

The boy finally funbled the bottle out and the lid open. But in his haste he did not pour a few
drops on the dragon's tail; he held the bottle and nade a throwi ng notion that sent an arc of
elixir flying toward the dragon and ne.

"No!" I.cried, too late. The elixir scored all too well. It wet down the dragon solidly, and sone
of it also splattered against my skin.

Di saster! The dragon yout hened rapidly, becomng snaller, with brighter green scales. But so did
I. W were both overdosed, and were losing a century or nore of age. As it happened, we were both
over a century old; otherwi se we might have dwindled all the way into pre-delivery. But it was bad
enough. The dragon becane a baby dragon, and | becane a baby man.



| saw us both changing rapidly, and | saw Hugo gaping at the sight. | tried to call out sonething
to him but nmy youthening prevented ne from maki ng nmuch sense, even to nyself. Perhaps | was even
speaki ng backwar ds.

Hugo, di smayed and confused, began to cry. The baby dragon shook itself, then scooted away,
evidently as alarmed as |I. But | could do nothing, for I was now too young to talk

Then abruptly | was back at the castle. The Gorgon had evidently been watching us in the nagic

mrror, seen the disaster, and used the energency conjure spell to bring ne honme. Unfortunately
it, like the mirror, was tuned to nme only, and she did not know how to retune them That neant

that Hugo remmi ned out in the w | derness, alone

The followi ng years are a bit vague for nme. | aged at the nornmal rate, except when Zora Zonbie,
whose tal ent was accel erated agi ng, canme to baby-sit ne. My
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wi f e managed sonehow, and worked with Queen Irene to keep things in order. But it was three-year-
old Ivy who did the nost. It seens that she, lost in that region of the jungle, encountered the
Gap Dragon and used her talent to tame it. Then she net Hugo, and her talent nmade hima virtua
night in shiny arnor, as she put it. The three had a great adventure, and in the end even nanaged
to help Aory Goblin, the youngest, prettiest, and sweetest of Gorbage Goblin's daughters, unite
with her lover Hardy Harpy, and also to defuse a w ggle swarn ng.

Then, when Ivy was five, she cane to ask me a Question. She had, she felt, been Grounded, for no
reason at all. Actually she had gotten into such nischief that the entire chapter of that vol ume
of the Muse of History's record had been censored out. The missing chapter turned up years |ater
in a Visual CQuide to Xanth, where no one would notice it. These things happen, in Xanth. Al
children got into mischief, but Ivy could Enhance mischief to an excitingly new | evel. Now she was
compoundi ng it by sneaking out to visit ne.

I had managed to age rapidly, and was now about seven years old, physically, and the sane actua
size as she was. |lvy had had considerable effect on me, because she Enhanced Zora's aging tal ent,
enabling me to age nuch faster than otherw se. However, | was now old enough to remenber ny
principles, so | made her go through the chall enges.

I vy used stepping stones to step across the noat. She used a dark lantern to get through a region
of intolerable brightness. She nullified a flying kitty hawk by intensifying its hawk and kitty
aspects until the two got into a fight with each other, and the fur and feathers really flew. Then
she encountered a headstone who sounded the alarm so that she would get the brush-off, and that
huge flying brush really terrified her. But she buried a dead noth by the headstone, so that it
becone silent like a noth, and could not alert the brush. So she won through, as | had known she
woul d. | couldn't
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turn her in, of course; that woul d have been in violation of the Juvenile Conspiracy, to which
technically belonged until | got old enough to rejoin the Adult Conspiracy.

"Ckay, okay, what's your Question?" | inquired graciously.

"I need sonething to clean up the Magic Tapestry so Jordan the Ghost can renenber.'

Anot her person mght have had difficulty grasping this, but | was the Mgician of |Information.
knew t hat she referred to a ghost of Castle Roogna who had died in the year 677, and been dead for
397 years, approximately, and who was now trying to tell her the story of his life to alleviate
her boredom whil e she was Grounded. They were using the Tapestry to show pictures and refresh his
menory, but the Tapestry was somewhat dirty after 838 years, approximately, and its crewel



stitchery needed cleaning by caustic lye. So | gave her the recipe for the crewel Iye, and she
took it back to use the caustic on the yarn. The Tapestry brightened i medi ately, and Jordan the
Ghost was at last able to tell his sad tale of an unkind untruth. It was replete with Swords and
Sorceries and Goods and Evils and Treacheries and Thud and Bl under, and lvy of course loved it,
even though sonme of the juicier parts got censored out. After she heard it, Ivy managed to get
Jordan restored to life, and then his girlfriend Threnody, who was hal f denon (I knew the type).
Everyone was happy, except maybe for Stanley Steaner, her pet little Gap Dragon, who had gotten
accidental |y bani shed by a m sinvoked spell.

So naturally that led to nmore nischief. vy was going to send her shape-changing little brother
Dol ph, out to find the dragon. But Dol ph was only three years old when she decided this. To stave
this off, Gundy CGolemdid sonething unusually caring, and volunteered to go on this search
hinsel f. And of course the first thing he did was cone to ne for an Answer.

| told himto ride the Monster under the Bed to the
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Ivory Tower. | had of course already researched it. Little did he know, then, that the Ivory Tower
cont ai ned the mai den Rapunzel, Ivy's pun pal, who was the distant descendent of Jordan the CGhost

back in his Barbarian years and Bl uebell EIf, who had used an accommopdati on spell to have a rather
special tryst with him As a result, Rapunzel could change sizes, being of elf stature or hunan
stature or anything between or around. But her nmagic was in her hair, which was mar-vel ously | ong.
Rapunzel was to become the love of Gundy's life, as there were not many suitable fenal e gol ens,
and anyway he was no longer a true golem having been rendered real. | did not bother to tel! him
all this, of course; he hadn't inquired. Suffice to say that he did rescue Stanley Steaner froma
fate considerably better than death, and brought the dragon back to Ivy.

Incidentally, Gundy said something that changed ny |life again. He suggested that | use reverse-
wood in conjunction with youth elixir to age nyself instantly to any level | w shed. Now why
hadn't | thought of that? As a result, | was able to restore nyself to the physical age of a
hundred, or perhaps a bit less, to the pleasure of the Gorgon. W |ived happily ever after—for
three years

Then it was 1080, and the Lethe elixir I had taken in 1000 abruptly wore off, and | renenbered
Rose of Roogna. Naturally | departed inmmediately. My wife and son insisted on comng with nme, so
the castle was deserted.

But this chapter is about Ivy and the ways her-life related to mne, so | shall conplete that
di scussion before getting into ny nore private continuation

My great grandson, Eskil Ogre, encountered that nost nischievous of denons, the Denpness Metria.
It seened that she was seeking a convenient and confortable place to relax away fromthe humers
whi ch infested her home region, and so she intended to take
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over Esk's private retreat. Perhaps she had an affinity for his famly, having been a surrogate
nmot her for his grandfather two generations before. Esk decided to come and ask ne for a solution
to this probl em

Meanwhi | e Chex Centaur, the wi nged offspring of Chem and Xap Hi ppogryph, was unable to fly, so was
comng to ask me howto do it. She was only seven or eight years old at the tune, but had matured

rapi dly because of her aninmal parent, and was now a young adult. It hel ped that she was a centaur

for even the youngest of centaurs is uncomonly intelligent, educated, and poi sed. So she net Esk

on the path leading to ny castle.

Finally, Volney Vole was conming fromthe region of the Kiss-Mee River, to ask how the once
curvaceous and friendly river could be restored to its natural state, because the Angry Corps of



Denmoneers had pulled it straight. Now it was known as the Kill-Mee River, and was hostile to
normal |ife. Vol ney encountered the other two on the path.

So it was that the three of themtravel ed together, getting to know each other and overconing the

hazards of the route. | had seen themcoming in ny mrror, of course, and was readying a series of
chal l enges cal cul ated to di ssuade themfromentry to the castle. Because the truth was that each
of their Questions represented a problemfor ne. | did not want to tangle with the Denpbness Metria

again, knowing that she would find a way to nake nme regret it, such as telling the Gorgon too much
about ny prior wives, and that Esk was ny great grandson. Esk was al so scheduled to neet Bria
Brassie, the love of his life, in the course of his search for Volney's answer, and | did not want
to deny himthat. | did not want to tell Chex howto fly—+t was sinply a matter of flicking
herself with her magic tail, which nade what it touched get |ight—-because centaur pride was such
that she woul d never forgive herself for not figuring it out on her own. She was destined to play
a part in sonething truly significant for Xanth, and to
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meet Cheiron the winged Centaur, the love of her life in the course of this quest, so it was best
for me not to interfere at all. And the solution to Vol ney's problemwas el enentary: the humers
who were bot hering the denons would go away if the denobns restored the curves of the Kiss-Me
River. All he had to do was tell the denpbns that. But nmy tomes indicated that Vol ney could find

| asting happiness if he solved his problemthe hard way—a happi ness he would lack if | nmade it
easy for him This was because in the course of searching for the answer, he would encounter WIda
Wggl e, who was both to educate Xanth on the true nature of w ggles and to becone the |ove of

Vol ney's life (w ggles being another branch of the great famly of voles in Xanth). So | had
excellent reason to avoid giving the Answers. But how was | to acconplish this, if they made it
into the castle and insisted on asking their Questions and agreed to pay their year's services, to
their nutual |oss? The sound of tearing hair reverberated through the castle, and I hadn't even
started doing that yet.

But somet hing suspiciously like fate solved ny problem because about a day before the dread trio
arrived, the Lethe wore off and | renmenbered Rose. So | was gone and the castle was vacant. In our
rush to depart we forgot to shut down various ongoi ng activities, which was a nui sance. One of
them was an ammesi a anbrosia, ironically, that | was brewing in the cellar. That stuff could be
extrenmely awkward to handl e.

The trio arrived and navigated the reduced hazards of the defunct castle. They were perpl exed, but
of course unable to ask their Questions or get their Answers. So they went on to Castle Roognha to
informthe King of the nystery of ny disappearance. There they net Princess Ivy, now just about

el even years old, and the growi ng Stanley Steaner, her pet Gap Dragon. lvy insisted on hel ping
themin their quest, for they had decided to work with Volney to save the Kiss-Mee River. Thus lvy
got involved in this adventure. Because
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her tal ent of Enhancenent can be devious, it is not possible to say to what extent she changed
things. But by the time their adventure was done, they had expl ored new aspects of the gourd, and
brought out Marrow Bones, one of the wal ki ng skel etons, who was to renmain as one of the solid (or
at | east bony) citizens of Xanth. Renenber, he had gotten-lost when Smash Ogre bashed up the dream
real m

But they did not figure out what had happened to nme. So three years later Prince Dol ph, then nine
years old, decided to go on his owmn Quest to find the Good Magician. It was Ivy's fault, really,
because at age fourteen she was an insufferable nuisance to her little brother, and he felt he had
to Prove hinself. H's nother, Irene, insisted that he be acconpani ed by an adult—sothers are funny
about things like that—so he took Marrow Bones. First they checked ny deserted castle. There they
found a message | had set up for another purpose and put in storage until needed: SKELETON KEY TO
HEAVEN CENT. It was for Dol ph, actually, but only when he cane of age and had to go rescue a



sl eepi ng princess. Unfortunately he found it early, and that conplicated things.

In fact, by the tine he was through his adventure, not only had Prince Dol ph failed to find ne, he
had gotten hinself betrothed to two nice girls: the wong one and the right one. They canme to live
at Castle Roogna for several years, while he tried to nmake up his mnd which one to marry, because
hi s nother was bei ng unreasonabl e again and said he couldn't nmarry both. They becane fast friends
of lvy. Thus her insufferabil-ity to her little brother had resulted in her gaining two excellent
conpani ons, which was surely a miscarriage of justice. And Dol ph's m sadventure had resulted in
Queen Irene's Dictum One Wfe at a Time. This was to conplicate things for ne in yet another way,
because it meant that | could not bring Rose of Roogna back to life while married to the Corgon
But that conplication nust wait for the end of this narration
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Three years later, at age seventeen, lvy got into it with both feet. She decided to | ook for ne.
She i nvoked the Heaven Cent, which was a nagical device that sent the user where nost needed,
assum ng that that was where | would be. That was specious |ogic, of course, but one does not
expect commobn sense in a princess.

The Cent sent her to Mundania, where lived the one who really did need her nost: Gey Mirphy. He
was the son of Evil Magician Miurphy and neo- Sorceress Vadne, who had escaped the Brain Coral's
pool in the Time of No Magic and fled to Miundania. It took the Brain Coral so long to conplete its

inventory after that shake-up that it never knew they were gone and was still claimng to have
both of themin storage decades later. Grey and Ivy nade their way back to Xanth and | ooked up ny
tenporary address in the gourd. That was a real nuisance. You see, | was down here in the anteroom

of Hell, waiting to see the Demon XCA/N)1", and | did not want to be disturbed. My body was
resting peacefully in a coffin at the address on Silly Goose Lane where no sensible person woul d
ever think to |l ook, and protected by a spell of illusion. But G ey Mirphy's talent was the
nullification of magic. H's parents had signaled the stork before | eaving Xanth, so he had magic
despite being delivered in Mundania. In fact he was a Magician, and as a result was able to
penetrate the illusion hiding ny coffin. Thus Ivy had finally succeeded in disturbing my peace by
the devi ous route of causing her brother to find the Heaven Cent and then using it to bring G ey
Mur phy to Xant h.

So they braced nme at ny physical body, and | had to risk a monent away from Hell's antechanber to
talk to them Gey lifted the lid. "Hey, Magician Hunfrey!" he said boldly. What a brash young
man!

| opened an eye. "CGo away," | said politely.

"But | need an Answer," he said.

"I amno longer giving Answers." | had to get rid of him quickly.
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But he persisted. "How can | void the service | owe to Corn-Pewer?" he denanded.

Suppose the Denon chose this noment to check the anteroon? | had to get back! "I'll give your
Answer when |'m done here."

"How l ong will that be?"

"I'f you want an Answer," | said with enornous patience, "serve nme until | return.”
"But | nust serve Corn-Pewter!" he protested.

"After you conplete your service to nme." | pointed out the obvious.

"But how can | serve you if you're asleep?"



Woul d he never give over? "Go to ny castle. You will find a way."

Finally he lowered the lid, and | zipped back to the antechanber. Wat a relief: there was no
trace of the Denpbn's recent presence. | had not mssed him

| had, of course, given G ey Mirphy his Answer. It was his destiny to be ny apprentice. Hs magic

was the nullification of magic, which was not at all the same as information, but ny own status as
Magi ci an derived from sonething other than inherent talent too. He could do the job, if he put his
mnd to it and bl undered through. He would have Ivy to Enhance him and that counted for a lot. So

he woul d be the Good Magician pro-tern, until | finished nmy business here. He did not have to
worry about the service Corn-Pewter demanded of him because his service to me took precedence.
Thus he could remain in Xanth until | returned, whereupon | would tell himhow to vacate his

comiitment to ComPewer. It was sinple enough

He did go to ny castle, and finally did manage to catch on, thanks in large part to the effect of
his father's curse. His father bad returned to Xanth after renouncing any claimto the Xanth
throne, and his talent was to make anything go wong that could go wong. He cursed Corn-Pewter's
effort, with the result that it did go wong in the nost devious way, and G ey Mirphy escaped the
onus of having to serve an entity hostile to
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the welfare of Xanth. That also, incidentally, nmade |vy happy, for she had every intention of
marryi ng Gey.

So it was that Ivy brought ny replacenent, and occupied ny castle herself. That was her greatest
i npact on my existence, and actually it was not a bad one.

The history of Xanth continued apace. Three years later Prince Dol ph married El ectra and gave

Pri ncess Nada Naga her freedom which was the decent thing to do. At the sanme tine a new character
came to Xanth: twelve-year-old Jenny EIf, fromthe Wrld of Two Moons. She hel ped rescue Che
Centaur, the winged foal of Cheiron and Chex, and joined that fanmly as a guest child, along with
Gnendol yn Goblin. Great things were getting ready to happen in the goblin realm and | realized
that it would really be better if | returned to take a hand. G ey Mirphy nmeant well, but was
relatively inexperienced and might bungle it. So | hoped the Demon XtA/N)"1 woul d conme soon, so |
could settle with him But that belongs in the next chapter

Chapter 16. Menory

N"o at last | come to nmy departure fromthe normal realmof Xanth in 1080. | confess it was a
surprise, for | had conpletely forgotten a section of ny life, by no coincidence.

The day started normally, which was to say, all fouled up. There is an endem c curse on househol ds
call ed snafu that accounts for this; one sinply learns to live with it.

I was working in ny study, of course, poring over mny treasured tones. The Gorgon was in the

ki t chen maki ng gorgon-zol a cheese by staring at mlk through her veil. | had not rendered her face
i nvisible again, after the action of the NextWve invasion; we had decided that a heavy veil
spelled to remain in place, sufficed. Hugo, now sixteen years old, was supervising the placenent
of a cage of little dragons on the drawbridge over the npat. There was an el f doing his service,
today setting up a holy snoke generator. | would use that snoke in a future challenge; the querent
woul d have to figure out that he could get through it only by stepping through one of the holes in
it. The holes could | ead anywhere, but in this case would lead to the inside of the castle. The
person who fled the snoke woul d not 289
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get inside, and that would save ne the burden of yet another Answer.



| had the magic mirror tuned to Hugo, knowi ng that he would foul up at some point. Only when he
was with Ivy did he becone truly conpetent, because |vy had never quite |ost her inmage of himas a
night in shiny arnor. How | w shed we could borrow a bit of her talent and pernmanently Enhance our
son, so that he would be all that he sonmetines was with her. My tones said that Hugo had a good
destiny and that he would find special happiness and do sonething really nice for another person

we just had to wait for that to occur. | knew that sonetines the nost prom sing of children went
astray, and that at other times the |least promsing turned out well. Tinme and hope woul d show t he
way.

But it wasn't Hugo who fouled up this tine. It was the elf. | nmissed it because | wasn't watching

him Hugo finished with the dragons and retired to his roomto practice conjuring his fruits, and
the mrror renmained on him The CGorgon finished maki ng her cheese and started on a petrified
cheese sal ad which al so used sonme of Hugo's fruits. Because the fruits were of all types but
tended to be overripe, a bit of petrifaction inproved them Al was reasonably well, there, as it
was Wi th assorted other creatures working around the prem ses. But not with the elf.

Holy smoke is tricky to handle. It is best nade in snall quantities and bottled; then the bottles
can be opened separately, keeping the amount neasured. Wen it is actually bei ng manufactured,
there has to be a strict containment spell, simlar to those used to confine sumoned denons. The
elf forgot that. He sinply set a chunk of knothole wood in the brazier and ignited it with a
lightning bug. He assumed it would bumslowy, allowing himto siphon the snoke into the bottles.

Instead, the entire chunk of wood burst into flame. Suddenly there was a rapidly expanding billow
of snmoke. The elf should have doused it inmediately with
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a bucket of unholy water, but he panicked and retreated, coughing. He was afraid the snoke woul d
surround himand send himthrough a hole, and the holes were not yet defined. He could wind up
anywhere in Xanth!

The snoke expanded, filling the chanmber. It was enjoying this. The inanimate is al ways perverse,
but holy snoke is nore perverse than nost, with nore power of mschief than nost. It was out to
catch the elf and send himthrough that hol e regardl ess.

The snell of the snmoke reached the Gorgon's sensitive nose. She perked up, sniffing. She
recogni zed the snell and screamed warning to ne.

Now | reoriented the mirror and saw what was happening. | hurried down to deal with it. Hugo cane
down, bearing a bunch of bl ue-speckl ed bananas he had just conjured.

The snoke did not wait on our convenience. It doubled its effort and coursed from chanber to
chamber, filling themall, hot on the trail of the fleeing el k. W converged, neeting the elf, who
gesticulated wildly as he explained. "The wood—t all caught fire at once—the snoke chased ne

out —

"Cease babbling, elf!" | snapped, justifiably annoyed. | searched through nmy nmenory for a snoke
contai nnent spell, but naturally couldn't remenber the formula at the nmonent.
Meanwhi | e, the snoke, with inanimte cunning, circled around to fill the chanmber behind us. |

couldn't renmenber ny free-breathing tunneling spell either. A curse on my aging mnd! There was
nothing to do but step into the one renaining clear chanber, to give ne a breather while
cudgel ed ny nenory for the spell | knew was at the tip of mny brain.

We clustered in the center of the chanber. The snoke, knowing it had us trapped, encircled us hi a
smiling weath. Then it expanded inward, filling the room | focused on the errant spell, about to
renember it. | did a brief exercise to enhance ny nmenory. In a
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nonent | would have us free and the snpke under control

That was when the Lethe wore off. It had been wearing thin anyway, and ny effort of nenory
bani shed the last of it. "Rose!" | cried, stricken

"l have a banana, not a rose," Hugo replied.
"The Love of ny Life!l™

The Gorgon turned to ne. "Wat?" she inquired with sonewhat nore than ordinary interest as the
smoke swirled up to enclose us in a constricting bubble of air.

"My third wife. She's in Hell!"

"Don't you nmean your first wife, the denoness?"

"No. Rose was human. A princess. | nust go to her!"

"If you go, | go too," the Gorgon said firmy. | can't think why she was interested.
"Hey, don't |eave ne behind!" Hugo protested.

Now t he snmoke was filling in the last of the air around us. But that was no problem | uttered a
spell to orient the nearest hole. Then | took hold of ny wife's hand and ny son's hand, and we
stepped through. What was to be one of the great tenporary nysteries of Xanth was commenci ng: our
abrupt di sappearance fromthe scene.

We stood on a nearly barren terrain. Nearby we heard the surge of ocean breakers. There were a few
trees and a great many weeds. Ahead was a tunbl edown shack

The Gorgon peered around. Her vision was not good, because she had to | ook through her thick veil
"Where are we?"

"The Isle of Illusion,” | said. "It is fallow, since the Sorceress Iris left to becone queen
"Her fabul ous residence? No nore than this?"

"No nore than this, when stripped of its illusion. | sent her here |ong ago, and she used her
talent to nmake it a region of wonder."
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"But you were going to see your third wife! |Is she here?"

"I have cone here to have a suitable place for ny body," | explained. "It has to be well hidden
so that I will not be disturbed while I'"'min Hell."

"I don't want to go to Hell!" Hugo protested.

"Nobody asked you to, son," | pointed out. "You are free to return to the castle or to go anywhere
el se you choose. "

He | ooked di sgruntl ed.

"Let me make sure | have this straight,’
here and send your soul to Hell?"

the CGorgon said. "You are going to sequester your body

"Precisely."

"To be reunited with your third wife, who died sone tine ago?"



"Rose didn't die. She went to Hell in a handbasket in the year 1000. | |acked the means to rescue
her fromHell, so | took ny full supply of Lethe, which happened to be eighty years' worth. |
assunmed | woul d be dead before it wore off."

"It seens you miscal culated,”" she noted. "Do you have the means to rescue Rose now?"

That set ne back. "Not exactly. But | have nore experience now, and should be able to figure out a
V\B_y_ n

"And if you bring her back to life, and she is your w fe again, what of ne?"

| began to get her drift. "Wiy, you are ny wife too! | wouldn't give you up."
"That's nice to learn," she remarked to no one in particul ar.

"The two of you can divide the tasks. One can cook while the other sorts the socks.
"A fair division," she agreed, but she seemed to | ack conviction

"But that can be settled at the tine," | said. "First | nust recover Rose."
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"Perhaps Hugo and | will wait for you el sewhere," she said. "W do not care particularly for
Hell . "

"It's too hot," Hugo agreed. "Fruit must spoil very quickly there."

He had a point. "Perhaps we can make a deal with the Night Stallion to fashion a nice dream for
you, until rmy return.”

"Perhaps," the Gorgon agreed doubtfully. | realized that she nmight not consider the dreanms of the
gourd to be very pleasant. "How | ong do you expect to be?"

| hadn't considered that. "Perhaps a day," | opined.

"We can survive a bad dream for a day," she said. She |ooked around. "W shall have to find a
sheltered place. Then we shall have to devise a strategy."

"A strategy?"

"Dear est husband, dealing with the Night Stallion is one thing; he does owe you a favor or two.
But Hell is not strictly part of the dreamrealm It is, | understand, administered directly by
the Denobn XCA/N)*. He owes you no favors."

She had another point. "I shall just have to reason with him Surely we can nake a deal ."

"What kind of a deal ? You know he isn't much interested in the affairs of |esser creatures |ike
us."

"Don't pester me, woman!" | snapped with righteous ire. "I will figure that out on the way down
there. "

She knew better than to argue with me. "Very well. Let's find a place to sleep, and then we shall
see the Night Stallion. Once Hugo and | are confortable, you will be free to proceed wi thout

worryi ng about us."
"Exactly." She had al ways been a bit quicker to fornulate nmy thoughts than | was.

So we cast about on the isle, and to our surprise found a sheltered place with a collection of
cof fins. Evidently the Sorceress Iris had used themto formthe walls of her residence when she
lived here before becom ng queen. Her power of illusion would have made the structure seemlike a
pal ace or anything el se she
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wi shed; it didn't matter what she used in the real world, as long as it was solid enough to | ast.
"Way all the boxes?" Hugo asked.

I had never thought to do a survey of this island, or any other, so | didn't know But | could

conjecture. "Evidently I amnot the only one to regard this as a suitably private spot. Soneone
must be storing coffins here." |Indeed, they seenmed quite solid and were evidently resistant to

weat heri ng, because they remained in good condition

Hugo tried to Iift the lid of one, but it was nailed on. "There nay be soneone in it," the Gorgon
said, with her veil suggesting a smle. Her facial expressions were evident when one |earned to
interpret the configurations of the veil; she could even wink. She had been able to do that while
her face was invisible, too, though | can't be quite certain how it showed.

Hugo hastily left the coffin alone. He was no nore eager than others to peer into the face of a
dead person.

"There should be sone enpty ones," | said.

We found several, together with their lids. W dragged themto a separate spot, packed themw th
pillows froma pillow bush, and tried themout for size. They were suitable. "Now the two of you
don't have to do this," | reminded them "I expect to take only a day or so. You may wait here or
return to the castle—=

"While you go to Hell to fetch your former wife," the Gorgon said. Somehow | could tell she was
goi ng to be unreasonabl e about this. "I shall go along, at |east as far as the dreamrealm' *

"Me too," Hugo said.

"Then | shall put you both to sleep with a spell, and take it nyself," | said. "It will endure
until | invoke the antidote spell. But | really doubt it is necessary, for such a brief tinme. This
is a very powerful spell, and | dislike wasting such magi c when—

The Gorgon only stared at ne through her veil, and | felt the tingle of her power. Sure enough

she was
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bei ng unreasonable. | ceased arguing. It was better than getting slowy stoned.

They got into their coffins and made t hensel ves confortable. | invoked the sleep spell, and they

sank down in it. Not only would it keep themasleep, it would maintain themat the same age as
now, no matter how long it endured, w thout the need of food or water. It suspended their
animation, leaving only their nmnds free to dream | used this spell because | knew it would
enable ne to go as far in the dreamrealmas required, and there was no sense in using a different
one on them

| set the lids on their coffins, so that they would be protected in case it rained. They woul d not
need to breathe either, so it was fine if the lids were tight.

Then | clinbed into ny own. Just before I invoked the spell on nyself, | had a thought. | got out
and traced a nessage in the dust on the outside of ny coffin: DO NOT DI STURB. | nmuttered a spel
whi ch caused the words to sink into the hard wood, becom ng permanent. Then | clinbed in again,
hauled up the lid, let it settle down into place, and uttered the sleep spell

I found nyself standing in a pavilion. My wife and son were waiting for ne. "If this is the dream
realm it is nuch the sane as the waki ng one," the Gorgon renarked.



"Only superficially," | said. "There should be a path |eading to the other aspects."

As | spoke, it appeared: a gold brick road. I could have w shed that the dream real m have
sonet hing nore innovative than that, but of course | did not run the dreamrealm | suppose nost
fol k who spent a lot of time here were not interested in working very hard.

W set off down it. But it wound around interm nably, extending far beyond where the island had
originally been; we were no longer on an island. "I wish | had nmy nmagic carpet along," | said
i mpatiently.

The carpet appeared before us. W were all startled. Then Hugo caught on. "You can do anything you
want
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toin adream” he said. "I wish | could conjure a perfect fruit."

Suddenly there appeared in his hand a perfect apple. He bit intoit. It was evidently good. But
when his attention went el sewhere, the apple faded out. Dreans had only seem ng substance. It
m ght not be safe to ride this carpet.

"I wish we were already there," the CGorgon said.
Suddenly we were there. Her practicality had sinplified things again.

Where we were was at the edge of a rather pleasant village. The road went through the center, and
the houses were pretty colors with nice little gardens around them wth flowers and fruits and
decorative shrubs. There were people, too, and in a nonent they spied us.

"Ch, newconers!" a girl exclainmed happily. She hurried up to neet us. She was about ten years old,
with pigtails and freckles. "Hello, I'mElectra. Wio are you?"

"l am Good Magician Hunfrey," | said, surprised that she did not know of nme. | night be a recl use,
but | understood that everyone in Xanth knew about the w zened ol d gnhome who gouged the public
horren-dously. "And this is my wife the Gorgon, and ny son Hugo."

"I's he a prince?" Electra asked.

"No, nerely a boy," | said.

She studied Hugo. "You nust be close to ny age."

Hugo was startled. "lI'molder than | look," he said gruffly. "I'msixteen."

"Ch, | thought you were thirteen. I"molder than I look, too; I"'mtwelve, in real tine. I know how
it is. Wra's sixteen. Wuld you like to neet her?"

"I"'mlooking for Hell," | said. "Tell me where that is, then introduce himto Wra."

"Ckay," the girl said brightly. "You have to take the handbasket." She pointed, and there was a
huge basket swi nging along on the end of a rope which faded out
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somewher e above. "But usually only dead folk go down there; it's really not part of the dream
realm™

I wal ked to intercept the basket, which dropped low forne. | clinbed in. "I shall return," | said
as it lifted and bore nme away. Hugo and El ectra and the Gorgon waved.



The basket bore nme swiftly down through the various dreamsets and into the nethernost regions,
bringing nme finally to Hell's anteroom | got out, wal ked to the door, and knocked. The door did
not open; instead a sign flashed on it: NO ADM TTANCE

"But | have business here," | protested.
THEN SEE THE DEMON X(A/N) TH t he sign printed.
"Where is the Denon?"

HE WLL STOP BY SQOVETI ME

Several questions and prints later | understood the situation: The Denon would neet with anyone
here in Hell's waiting roomwhen he stopped by. It was in the rules of the Denbn's gane. But if a
person happened to be out when the Denon cane, he lost his chance forever. So it was best to
remain right here, no matter what. Because | was in the dreamstate, this was possible; | had
nowhere | needed to go and did not need food.

So | settled down to wait. The chanber was small and bare, absolutely uninteresting, as if
designed to di scourage anyone fromwaiting. But | was not anyone; | was the Good Magician, and
had a wife to rescue fromHell. | focused on the problem pondering ways to get the rel ease of
Rose fromthis unpl easant confinenent.

Ti me passed. After a while | wished for my magic mirror, and it appeared in nmy hand, and
oriented it on the innocent dreamreal mabove, where Hugo and the Gorgon waited. As it turned out,
they were doi ng sonething interesting.

The Gorgon had always felt that Hugo needed femral e conpani onshi p. She had encouraged little Ivy to
visit,
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but vy was into everything in Xanth, Enhancing it to her heart's content. Right now (my mirror
showed in an inset view) Ivy was neeting Chex Centaur, Esk Ogre, and Vol ney Vol e, doing her best
to help them She was sinmilar in her girlish way to Electra, who was now | eadi ng Hugo to neet
Wra. So the Gorgon (I knew how her m nd worked) was hoping that Wra would be a Nice Grl who
woul d interest Hugo, even if this was only a group dream

Wra turned out to be in the Deer Abbey, petting the deer. They were pretty little things,
friendly but shy.

"Hey, Wra, here are new dreaners!" Electra called

Wra was a reasonably pretty young wonman in a nice pink dress and brown slippers. She | ooked up
and her eyes matched her dress, which was nmildly startling. "Hello," she said, seeming as friendly
and shy as the deer. But the deer did not stay for the visitors; they trusted Wra but not
strangers.

"This is Hugo," Electra said eagerly. "He's sixteen too."

"How nice," Wra said, smling sadly. She extended her hand. "Are you here | ong, Hugo?"

"Not |ong," Hugo said, taking her hand. It was evident that he liked the | ook and feel of her. But
of course no girl took him seriously when she realized how gnom sh he | ooked and that his magic
talent wasn't very effective. That was his tragedy. Then, of course, he said sonething stupid:
"I'd sure like to nmeet you by a |ove spring!"

I winced, but Wra was not disturbed. "It wouldn't have any effect on nme," she said. Wiich was an
odd statenment. "I am i mune."

"Ch, that's your talent?"



"No, my talent is sensitivity. | can sort of tell how things are, when they' re close. That's why I
can pet the deer. They're sort of |onely, because there isn't nmuch for themto do here. Bad dreans
seldomneed little deer.'

Hugo nodded. He had forgotten that this was the
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real mof dreans. "But they aren't all bad, are they? | nean, this isn't the gourd."

"But nost of the interesting things are in the bad dreans,” she said. "Those are the ones that
have the nost careful settings so as to nmake folk feel worst. So when the Night Stallion cones
recruiting, lots of the people here volunteer for bit parts. It relieves the boredom But the
little deer don't get the chance. So even in their sleep, they aren't very happy. | try to help
them but I'mnot very interesting either, so there's not nmuch I can do."

"/ think you're interesting," Hugo said.

"You do?" Wra blushed, turning alnost the color of her eyes, and they both were silent. |
remenber how t he Denon Beaur egard had bl ushed the color of Me-tria's pink panties, |long ago. It
was an interesting effect.

"And this is his mother, the Gorgon," Electra said.

The CGorgon stepped forward as Wra turned toward her. But Hugo, stepping back at the same tinme in
typically clunmsy fashion, brushed agai nst her, and his jacket snagged agai nst her veil. The veil

| ess secure in this dream was pulled down, exposing her eyes—ust in tinme to neet Wra's gaze.
The Gorgon froze with horror, for her face was no |onger invisible. Any person or creature who net
her direct gaze was inmediately stoned.

"So pl eased to neet you, Mdther Gorgon," Wra said, extending her hand.

The Gorgon hastily drew up her veil before anyone el se could see her face. As it was, two
butterflies directly behind Wra plumeted |like the little stones they now were, striking the
ground with separate plinks. "You—you're alive!" the Gorgon excl ai ned.

"Asl eep but alive," Wra agreed. "lIs sonething wong?"

"You | ooked into nmy face—and didn't turn into stone!"
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Wra blinked. "I"'msorry, | didn't nean to oifend you. | didn't see you."

"You what?" the Gorgon asked, confused.

"Ch, | guess | forget to tell you," Electra cut in. "She's blind. She can't see you at ail; she
goes by your voice."

"Blind!" the Gorgon exclained. Now it was conming clear why the girl's eyes were pink: it was the
al bi no hue, the blood vessels showing their color through the colorless |enses. That could be a
factor in her lack of sight. This also explained why a |love spring wouldn't affect her: it would
make her love the first nan she saw after touching its water, but she would never see a man. She
woul d be simlarly inmune to a hate spring

"I"'msorry," Wra said. "I did not nmean to nislead you. | understand why you're upset."

The Gorgon recovered nost of her sonewhat scattered wits. "My dear, |'mnot upset! |'m astonished!
Your |ack of sight just saved your life!"



Wra shrugged. "It wouldn't have made very much difference, | think. I amof no use to anyone.
That's why ny fol ks had ne put to sleep.”

The Corgon was taken aback again. She had the npbst fearsonme power in Xanth and the gentlest heart;
| happen to know. She was becom ng increasingly interested in this young woman. "Do you nean to
say it wasn't an accident or bad fortune? Your famly wanted to get rid of you? Because you are

bl i nd?"

"They didn't exactly say that. But | knew. They were tired of always having to take care of ne,
and they knew | would never be able to take care of them They saw how t he boys avoi ded nme, so
probably wouldn't get married. So they decided to have nme put to sleep until they could find a
better situation for ne. |I'msure they |ooked for one."

"Of course they did!'" the Gorgon said righteously. "Surely they will find it any tine now and cone
to wake you up. You are one of the folk in the coffins on the Isle of Illusion?"
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"Yes. W are all here because we have a problemin the real world of Xanth. Electra's been here
| onger than any of us."

The Gorgon turned to Electra. "Is this true? How | ong have you been sl eepi ng?'
"About eight hundred and fifty years, | think/' Electra said. "I tend to | ose count, there are so
many of them |'mwaiting for a prince to come and kiss me awake."

"A prince!" Then the Gorgon stifled that |line of reaction, remenbering that Xanth was short of
princes at the nmonent. The only one was six years old. She turned back to Wra. "And how | ong have
you been sl eeping, dear?"

"Twel ve years."
Hugo gaped, chagrined. He had thought she was his age, and she was actually twelve years ol der

The Gorgon understood her son's thoughts al nost as well as she understood mine. "But you don't age
while you' re sleeping,” she said quickly to the girl.

"Yes, | do age," Wra said. "My folks could afford only a cheap potion. It nmakes ne sleep, and
stops ny body fromwasting away, but it doesn't stop aging. So if | woke now, | would be twenty-
eight. I"'mafraid ny folks didn't find—=

"I't doesn't matter," the Gorgon said firnly

"But, Modther— Hugo began, appalled. He had evidently liked this girl, but a twenty-eight-year-old
wonman woul d be quite another matter.

"Remenber that potion your father OD d on?" the Gorgon asked him H s face brightened; she was
referring to the Fountain of Youth elixir, which could take years off any person in a hurry. Wra
could be sixteen again, if she woke. If Hugo wanted her to be. "Wy don't you go and tour the
garden with this young wonman? Perhaps you will have sonething in comon."

Hugo's thoughts were not the fastest in Xanth, except when Princess Ivy wanted themto be. But he
was be-

ginning to picture the presence of a pretty young woman in our castle, who would have no concern
about catching an accidental glinpse of the Gorgon's face, and who just mght find him
interesting. "Yes, let's see the garden," he agreed. Then he realized that he had bl undered again.
"Uh, not see—+ nean—



"I't's all right, Hugo," Wra said. "You certainly see, and | also see, in nmy own way."

"You do see? But—=
"By touch," she said. "Gve nme your arm"

Awkwar dly, he put out his arm She heard the cloth nove, and put her hand on it. She guided him
down the path through the abbey. They wal ked on through the ferns and fl owers.

"Do you think maybe | could pet a deer?" he asked.

"Certainly, Hugo, if you want to. | will introduce you. But you have to be patient, for they are
very cautious."

The Gorgon watched them depart. "My, don't they nmake a nice couple," she mnurmnured.

"Yes, she's a nice girl," Electra agreed beside her. The Gorgon junped, having forgotten her
pr esence.

Now t he Gorgon focused on Electra. "You say you nust sleep until a prince comes. Are you a
pri ncess?”

"No! "'mnore |ike an accident."

"Tell me about it.

So Electra told her story, which was a conplicated one involving a curse by Magician Mirphy that
caused her to take the long sleep instead of the princess who was supposed to. Electra's coffin
was the other side of Xanth, on the Isle of View She had cone here to join the others, in her
dream because it was pretty dull being al one. Now she had to nmarry the prince who kissed her
awake or die. That was awkward because she was only twelve years old and | ooked ten, and wasn't a
princess. But she hoped to do her best.

Meanwhi | e Hugo was getting to know Wra. She showed hi m how she could see himwi th her hands, by
lightly touching his face and body. Then he nanaged
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to do sonething stupid again, when she was close: he kissed her. But it turned out not to be as
stupid as it might have been, because she rather |iked having soneone |ike her

Time passed, while | waited for the appearance of the Denon X(A/N)th. | realized that this was not
a daily matter, with him but | didn't dare depart even for a nonment lest | mss him In fact |
realized that he was probably aware of nmy presence and waiting for the nonent | did step out, so
he could step in and mss me. The Denmon hated being bothered even nore than | did. So it was a war
of endurance, and | intended to endure.

Three years later Electra was abruptly called away: her prince had come. It was really too soon
because he was still only nine years old and already had a be-throthee. But eventually that did
work out, in its devious fashion

The CGorgon answered one of the Night Stallion's casting calls, and landed a nice role in a bad

dream i ntended for someone who had been nean to snakes. "Ssso," she hissed in sinister fashion

whil e her snake-hair withed enthusiastically. "You have assssked for it." Then she started to

renmove her veil. That was where the dream cut off; the purpose was to scare the dreamer, not to
actually turn himto stone.

After that she was able to obtain a nunber of nice roles and devel oped a fair career as an actress
in the dreamrealm She was actually enjoying it. That was just as well, considering how the years
were passing. | had thought we would be here only for a day or so, but this business was running a
trifle overtine.



Hugo and Wra becane great friends. It turned out that she could sense when he was goi ng w ong,
and correct himwith a word or nudge so that he went right instead. When he conjured fruit she
guided himso that it was good fruit. O course it was dreamfruit, of no |lasting substance, but

it was evident that the principle would apply in waking life as well. He told her of the
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youth elixir, so that she could remain sweet sixteen when they woke, if she wanted to, and she
said that if he woke her, she would want to be any age he wanted her to be. Meanwhile, it hardly
matt ered whether they were awake or asleep, or sleeping in the dreamrealm They enjoyed each

ot her's conpany.

Ivy and Gey Murphy cane to disturb ne, and | managed to get through w thout |osing mny

appoi ntnent, as nentioned before. The years continued, and | continued to watch what was goi ng on
both within and without the dreamrealm | knew that the tine woul d come when the Denon cane, and
then he woul d have to let me take Rose out of Hell, because she really didn't belong there. If he
could admt to naking a mistake, which of course he couldn't. However, | had used ny long tinme in
the waiting roomto devise a plan

Then, ten years after the start of nmy vigil, you arrived, Lacuna. You brought ne news | had

over| ooked, which conplicates nmy situation: Xanth law no | onger allows a nan to have two wives. |
have mentioned that conplication here as a result of your information. But perhaps that plays into
my hands.

Now | shall proceed to tell nmy future history, if the Denon does not cone. So put a dash on the
end of this sentence, Lacuna, and we shall start the next chapter, which we shall tide—

Chapter 17. Bargain

cuna | ooked at the wall, where the final words remained printed: "And we shall start the next
chapter, which we shall title—= foll owed by "Chapter 17: Bargain.' Then she | ooked inquiringly

at the Good Magi ci an.

"Keep witing," he told her. "But make it third person. You're in it too, now, but it would be
confusing to have the T switch fromne to you."

"But your story is finished," she protested. "I nean it's all caught up to the present."

"And going on into the future, exactly as | said it would. So the Denpbn will have to cone or
| ose by forfeit."''

"Of course,"” she agreed with such doubt that it sounded |like a denial. But she kept the print
printing on the wall. Already the |last words of the prior chapter were di sappearing into the
ceiling. But they could be recovered at any time; all she had to do was reverse the scroll,
scroll.

Qops! In her distraction she had reversed the scroll, and the bottomline had noved down to bunp
the floor, where it had bounced and duplicated itself. She re-306
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reversed the scroll, but it was too late to erase the repeat line; it was stuck as a flawin the
text.

Meanwhi | e, the Hell-bent handbasket swung into the anteroom and two children scranbl ed out. They
appeared to be twi ns, about six years old, a boy and a girl.

"Don't let go of the basket!" Lacuna cried. But she was too |late. They | anded on the floor, and
t he hand- basket swung away. Now the children, too, were stranded here.



They | ooked at the adults, turning shy. "H, folks," the little boy said. He wore blue shorts and
an of f-white jacket and socks.

"Who' re you?" the girl inquired. She wore a pink dress and off-white hair ribbon and socks.

Hunf rey shrugged, so Lacuna had to do the introduction. "This is the Good Magi cian Hunfrey, and I
am Lacuna. Who are you?"

"I'"'mJot," the boy said.
"I'mTittle," the girl said.

"We're twins," Jot added.

"We're going to Hell," Tittle added.

Then they both ran to the door to Hell, keeping in step with each other. They stopped before it,
side by side, and pounded on the door. "Let nme in!" they cried together

WAIT FOR THE DEMON x (A/N)I h the sign on the door printed. It |ooked |like Lacuna's print, but was
nmore authoritative.

"Ch, pooh!" Jot exclaimed, disgusted.

"Oooo0, what you said!" Tittle reproved him

"l didn't say 'poop,* | said 'pooh,’ dummy!" he snapped.
"Well, you shouldn't have!"

Jot tried the doorknob, but it turned in his hand without effect. Tittle tried it next, with no
better effect.

Frustrated, they turned to the adults. "Hey, when's the Denpn com ng?" Jot asked.
"Yeah, when?" Tittle echoed.
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"I don't know," Lacuna said. "The Good Magician's been waiting for himfor ten years. But we think
he will arrive soon."

"Well, we can't wait,"” Jot said.

"We're too tittle to wait,” Tittle agreed.
They wal ked in step away from the door.
"Stay," Hunfrey said suddenly.

Lacuna and the children were startled. "Surely you don't want to keep them here!" Lacuna said.
"They should get on honme to their nother.'

"I canme here to talk to you," Hunfrey said firmy to the children. "And now | shall, Denon
X(A/'N)th. You can not depart until you have settled with ne."

The two children | ooked resigned. "You have nanmed ne," Jot said.
"What gave ne away?" Tittle asked.
"Two things. First, | knew that you had to appear very soon, if you were going to, so any arriva

was suspect. Second, you used a termonly a menber of the Adult Conspiracy can use. You said the



word "Hell.' "
"But this is Hell," Jot protested.
"I'ts waiting room anyway," Tittle added.

"That doesn't matter. Only an adult can use the term Therefore it was obvious that you were not a
child, or children. Not of our culture, anyway, and since you are speaking the human | anguage, you
nmust be pretending to be hunman."

"l shall be nore careful, next tune,"” Jot said.

"Well, out with it," Tittle added. "Wat do you want?"

"l want to free ny wife fromHell," Hunfrey said. "The woman | | ove. She does not belong there and
nmust be rel eased. "
"You have a wife who is not in Hell," Jot pointed out.

"And you can only have one wife," Tittle rem nded him
"1 shall have to choose between them" Hunfrey
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said. "If Prince Dol ph was able to choose between his two loves, | can do the same. But first
things first: release ny wife."

"I have to listen to your plea," Jot stated.
"But | don't have to do your bidding," Tittle finished.

"But you do have to deal with nme," Hunfrey said. "You have to satisfy me that you have given ny
pl ea fair consideration."

"Why do | have to do that?" Jot asked
"Yes, who says | have to?" Tittle added.

"You said it,"
those rules.”

Hunfrey said. "You laid down the rules of your gane, and this is a footnote to

Jot sighed. "I said too nuch."
"You' ve done your hormework," Tittle said.

"Well, | amthe Magician of Information, and | have had sonme intercourse with denons. | have a
noti on of their nature."

"You can't say a word like that to a child!'"™ Jot cried.
"You have violated the Adult Conspiracy!" Tittle added.

Lacuna kept her nouth shut, but found that she was rather enjoying this dialogue. She knew that
t he busi ness at hand was deadly serious, but the children were little darlings, even if they
weren't what they seened.

"There are no children here," Hunfrey renminded them "Only facsimles. Anyway, that denpness was
nmy wfe."

The twins considered. "I will nake you a deal," Jot said

"Yes, a fair deal," Tittle said.



"But if it is not fair, | don't have to nake it," Hunfrey said sternly.
"I will conplete your Question Quest," Jot said.
"I will ask you the one Question you can't answer," Tittle added.

"There is no honest Question | can't answer."

"I'f you answer it correctly, you will win," Jot said.
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"And if you don't, you will lose," Tittle said.

""But it nmust be a fair Question," Hunfrey said.

"It's an easy Question," Jot said.

"Anybody could answer it," Tittle agreed.

Lacuna knew that it would be nothing of the sort; Hunfrey had expl ained that at the begi nning. How
did he plan to handle it?

"Let nme be the judge of that,"'
to answer it."

Hunfrey said. "Tell ne what the Question will be, should I choose

Lacuna knew that trick wouldn't work. The Denon would require himto agree to answer it before he
gave the actual Question. But she was surprised.

Jot said, "It will be this—
"What is the color of Mela Merwonan's panties?" Tittle asked.

"Objection,"” Hunfrey said. "If you ask ne that one, | will be unable to answer it because she
doesn't wear any panties. So that is a Question with no Answer, and therefore unfair.""'

"But she will wear panties,"” Jot argued.

"When she nakes legs to walk on Xanth," Tittle continued.

"Why woul d she ever wal k on | and?" Hunfrey demanded. "She prefers to swimhi water."
"I'n search of a husband," Jot said.

"I'n the next volunme of the History of Xanth," Tittle finished.

Hunfrey nodded, as if persuaded. "So you will ask nme to nane the col or, when she does don them

"Yes," Jot said.

"When," Tittle agreed.

"And the correctness of nmy Answer will determi ne whether ny wife is released fromHell."
"Right."

"True."

Lacuna knew that Hunfrey knew that the Denpbn woul d see that Mela chose panties of a different
color than Hunfrey predicted. So how could he possibly w n?
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"That seens fair," Hunfrey said after a bit. "But it would be tedious to have to wait for her
before recovering ny wife. It will be a year before she wal ks on land."

What was he doi ng? How could he agree to the fairness of a manifestly unfair Question?

"You will just have to wait," Jot said.

"Not that it makes any difference," Tittle added.

Hunfrey arched a winkled eyebrow. "I was not speaking only of ne. | was speaking of you. It wll
be tedious for you to have to keep this matter in your mnd for that year, when it would be
preferable to dispose of it imediately."

"l have denobnic patience," Jot said.

"I can wait forever," Tittle agreed.

"Unless there is a shift in the fortunes of your gane, and you are called away from Xanth in the
interim" Hunfrey said. "Then you would not be able to attend the panting."”

Lacuna was perplexed, then realized that he neant the donning of the nerwonman's panties. Wich
meant the Denon could not dictate their color, and Hunfrey would win. O course in that event the
magi ¢ woul d be gone from Xanth, because of the absence of the Denon, changing everything. But the
Demon still would have | ost, which would probably gripe hi msonmewhat.

"You have a point," Jot said.

"But only one point," Tittle said.

"I should think you would prefer to avoid both the inconvenience of keeping the matter in nmind and
the chance of missing the event,"” Hunfrey said. "Considering that there is an easy way to
acconpl i sh that avoi dance."

"What ?" Jot said, caught by surprise.
"How?" Tittle asked.

"By plea-bargaining,” Hunfrey said. "It is obvious that if | answer the Question, we shall both
have to wait a year before verifying its validity, to mutual inconveni ence and annoyance, despite
know ng t he outcone.
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But if we conpronise now, we can each get part of our desire without further nuisance. W can skip
the Question and Answer.'

"You are beginning to make sense,” Jot said.

"For a human being," Tittle anended.

He was? Lacuna could not quite see how. But she was neither a Magician nor a Denon.

"Let me reside in Hell for a nonth," Hunfrey said. "Then | et Rose out for a nonth. The average
attendance will be the sane. Naturally | would rather have Rose out w thout penalty, and you woul d
rather keep her in, but this my be a feasible alternative.”

"No, you're too smart to live in Hell," Jot said.

"You woul d get the denizens all worked up," Tittle agreed.

"But who else would be willing to fill inin Hell?" Hunfrey asked. "It has to be ne."



"There is another.'

"Yes, another."

"WWho?"

"The Gorgon," Jot said.

"Your other wife," Tittle clarified.

"But | wouldn't ask her to do such a thing!" Hunfrey protested.
"But | would," Jot said.

"Yes, | would," Tittle agreed.

The two of themgestured with their four little hands. Suddenly the Gorgon stood in the chamber,

regal in a black dress and veil. "Hunfrey!" she exclaimed. "Are you finished here yet?"
"I am pl ea-bargaining with the Denon X(A/NIh," he said, "to mitigate the sentence on Rose. | have
offered to spend tine in Hell equivalent to the tune she is released fromHell, but—

The Gorgon's veiled eyes narrowed. "So you can spend time with her both in and out of Hell?" she
asked. "Neither of you nuch noticing where you are? "

"Yes, that's it," Jot said.

"He's a cunning one," Tittle said.
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The Gorgon's veiled gaze focused on them "Children?"

"They are the present form of the Denon," Lacuna expl ai ned.
The Gorgon refocused on Hunfrey. "Well, I'll have none of this. /'// visit Hell instead."

Hunfrey | ooked surprised, but Lacuna was catching on to his ways. He had anticipated this, too,
and was maneuvering both the Gorgon and the Denpbn into agreenment with his conpronise. "I would not
ask you to—=

The Gorgon | ooked at the children. "If | resided in Hell, would I be allowed to pursue ny career
in dream pi ctures?

"If the Night Stallion asked for you," Jot said.

"Hell is a bad dream after all,"” Tittle agreed.
"But— Hunfrey said.

"Then I'Il do it," the Gorgon said.

"I agree," Jot said.

"She can sub for you," Tittle agreed.

Hunfrey | ooked amazed. "If that is the way you feel-"
"I will nmake the bargain," Jot said firmy

"The Gorgon can sub for your wife in Hell,"” Tittle added, nailing it down.

"Then | amconstrained to agree," Hunfrey said, spreading his hands as if outfl anked.



Lacuna saw that Hunfrey's plan had worked. He had avoi ded the rigged contest and obtained the
rel ease of Rose half tinme, w thout running afoul of the problemof having two live wives in Xanth
at the sanme tinme. He had outsnarted the all-powerful Denon.

Jot turned toward her. "I wouldn't say that," he said.
Tittle also turned toward her. "I would say he just nakes sense," she said.

Lacuna was aghast. The Denon knew what was in their mnds! So Hunfrey had not prevail ed by
trickery but by offering the Denbn a good conpronise.
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Jot extended his hand, and a rolled scroll appeared init. "Here is the Agreenent," he said.
Tittl e extended her hand, and a huge feathered quill appeared init. "Signit," she said.

Jot unrolled the scroll and held it against the wall, covering part of Lacuna's ongoing printed
narrative. Tittle gave Hunfrey the feather

Lacuna peered over Hunfrey's shoulder to read the scroll. It said, in script nore el aborate than

she coul d render:

It is hereby Agreed that Good Magician Hunfrey shall be allowed to exchange one wife for another
in Hell, et cetera and so forth,

There was a decorative |ine below, separating the text fromthe space for signature. Hunfrey
squinted at it through his spectacles, then shrugged and signed.

Then Jot took the quill and signed: Denon
Tittle took it and signed Xarf*1. Then she handed the quill to Lacuna.
"But I'mnot part of this!" Lacuna protested.

"You have to witness it," the Gorgon explained. "I can't; I'ma relative."

Ch. Lacuna brought the quill to the paper. But sonething nagged her. "I'mnot sure that—=
"Signit," Hunfrey said shortly.

So, doubtfully, Lacuna signed it too.

"Well, that's that," Jot said.

"Yes, that's that," Tittle agreed.

"So let's get on with the exchange," Hunfrey said.

"What exchange?" Jot asked.

"Yes, what?" Tittle added.

"The exchange of wives," Hunfrey said. "As agreed."

Jot and Tittle exchanged one glance. "I think he didn't read the small print," Jot said.
"Yes, | think he didn't,"” Tittle agreed.
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"Smal | print?" the Gorgon asked, her veil twi sting in perplexity.
Jot extended his hand, and a big magnifying glass appeared in it. "Use this," he said.
"Yes, read the small print," Tittle said.

Hunfrey took the glass and held it over the decorative line. The line expanded, and turned out to
be two lines of very small print, now | egible:

But only in the Changes of Mon On days beginning with Letter N

" '"But only in the Changes of Moon, on days beginning with Letter N,
it right for her own text. "But when does the nmoon change?"

Lacuna read al oud, getting

"And what day of the week begins with the letter JV?" the Gorgon asked. She | ooked at Hunfrey.
"Dear, this is nonsense."

"Tough udder," Jot said smugly.
"You signed," Tittle said snmugly.

Hunfrey shrugged. "Did you suppose | got to be the Magician of Information w thout understandi ng
the concept of small print?" he asked. "It can nerely nodify, not reverse the contract; that's
according to the rules denons follow. W have only to interpret it."

"Well, go honme and interpret it," Jot said.
"Yes, and stop bothering me," Tittle added.

Hunfrey waggled a finger at them "Not until | have conpleted ny mission. If | |eave beforehand,
will default." He turned to the Gorgon. "You interpret the Changes of Mwon." Then he turned to
Lacuna. "You find the days beginning with N. "

Lacuna exchanged two gl ances with the Gorgon. Then both fell to concentrating. Lacuna thought
about the days of the week, and found none that began with N. There were two beginning with 5, two
with T, and one each with F, Mand W There was a nonth beginning with N, NoRenenber, but no day.
Yet it seened that there had to be a day. What could it be?
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Then she suffered a blinding inspiration. There were" N days—f the days of the nonth were
nunber ed al phabetically! The ninth and the nineteenth.

"Lacuna has gotten her notion," Hunfrey remarked, blinking as the flash of |ight faded.

Then a flashbul b went off just above the Gorgon's head, naking Lacuna blink. The other part of it
had been sol ved.

"The moon changes every nonth, just like a woman," the CGorgon said. "So it's every nonth."
"On the ninth or nineteenth," Lacuna added.

"And what is today?" Hunfrey inquired as if bored.

"The ninth of CctQgre," Lacuna said.

"Then what in Hell's annex are we waiting for?" Hunfrey demanded irritably.

Jot and Tittle exchanged half a glance and half a shrug. It was evident that the Denon's little
trick had been found out. He had tried to out wait Hunfrey and not succeeded; so he had tried to
fool himwith the appearance of the little twins, and not succeeded; so he had tried to pose an
unanswer abl e questi on and not succeeded. This contract was the fourth trick which had fail ed,
thanks to Hunfrey's determination and insight. Wuld there be another trick? If so, what would it



be?

Lacuna | ooked up. The others were | ooking at her. Oh, no—she had been autonatically transcribing
her thoughts, and they were-now being printed on the wall. There were no secrets here!

"There will be one nore trick," Hunfrey said. "But it will be possible to navigate it, if we are
sensi bl e. The Denon can not actually cheat. There nust al ways be a way through, however devious,
or he defaults."

Only one nore trick. That was a relief! Lacuna turned away fromthe wall, preferring not to see
her thoughts displayed. Fortunately she was such a dull person that no one el se was really
interested in her thoughts anyway.

"Ri ght you are," Hunfrey agreed absently.

"Don't mind him dear," the Gorgon nurmnured.
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"He only speaks when he's interested, even if only to grunp.”

That made Lacuna feel better. But she tried to cut off her thoughts, w thout nmuch success.
"Well, let's go," Jot said, walking toward Hell"'s door

"Yes, let's nake the exchange," Tittle agreed, pacing him

And the Denon, she realized: he nmust have wanted this al so. Perhaps because the Gorgon was in her
way as great a prize as Rose in her way. Rose could grow flowers in Hell; the Gorgon was now a
successful actress. The Denbn nmust want to keep her, but could not unless he nmade the deal. What a
cyni cal bargai n!

The two children paused at the door. As one, they glanced back at Lacuna, knowi ng her thoughts. So
did Hunfrey. She felt a chill, not of danger but of understanding. These fol k were frighteningly
intelligent and cynical. How could any ordi nary person conpete?

"W don't try, dear," the Gorgon nurnured, wal king beside her. Then Lacuna realized that the
Gorgon, too, was getting sonmething she wanted: instead of waking and returning to her life as a
housewi fe, she would get to continue her dreamcareer, at least half the tinme. Hell, it seened,
was not much of a specter to one who was making a career in bad dreans.

The twi ns pushed open the door. "Cone on," Jot said.
"Al'l of you," Tittle said.

They wal ked t hrough the door: the twins, Hunfrey, and the Gorgon and Lacuna. The print foll owed
al ong on the wall and when necessary the floor, recording the scene.

Hel | turned out to be a barren, snoky, w ndy place. Everything was soiled gray: the ground, the
wal | s, the sky. Lacuna coughed as she breathed the bad air, but the Gorgon's thick veil seemed to
protect her.

The path | ed upward. Then abruptly it was too hot and dry, with a blazing sun and w thered trees.
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They followed the path on around and down into a gul ch—and here it was clamy wet, with greasy
dirty water formng on the skin.

Farther along, it was cold, with griny snow on the ground and a storm approachi ng. But when the
stormarrived it was nostly just violence, threatening to blow them off the path.



Lacuna was begi nning to understand the nature of Hell: the weather was always w ong.

Then they cane to a garden, and there were roses. The air becane sweet with their fragrance, and
the climate was al nost nice. Red, yellow, and blue: the rarest roses known. This had to be the
magi ¢ of Princess Rose, naking even Hell becone pleasant in this one linited region

An there she was, a woman of mddl e years, kept at the age she had been when brought here in the
hand- basket: Rose. Now she was somewhat plunp, her hair becom ng ash gray, but even so, nore
attractive than Lacuna hersel f, because she was interesting rather than dull. She was in work
clothes, but these were well tailored and well cared for. She did not see the approaching party,
being intent on her work.

(' Hey, Rose-hips!" Jot called.
"Soneone to see you, petal-ears,” Tittle added.

Rose | ooked up fromthe orange-striped rose bush she was tending. Her nouth curved into a rose-
petal bow of surprise as she peered past the twins to fix on Hunfrey. "My husband! You have cone
at last!" Then she saddened. "Or did you die?"

"I did not die," he said, walking up to her. "But | had to conpronise. | can free you only part
tinme."

She brushed herself off and enbraced him "Part tinme is better than no tine. But howis it that
you have cone now, after ninety years? You don't |ook ninety years ol der."

"I've been using youth elixir. | could not rescue you before, so | took Lethe elixir. Wien it wore
off, | came here. However, there is a conplication."”
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"There always is," Rose said w sely.
"I remarried.”

"I know. Sofia is here too."

"But she was Mundane!"

"Yes, she was surprised to find herself here when she died, but not unduly dismyed. She said it
wasn't much worse than Mundania in bad weather. Taiwan is here too, and even MareAnn."

"MareAnn!" Hunfrey echoed.

"Sofia is your wife too," Jot said.

"And the Maiden Taiwan," Tittle added.

Lacuna began to see the trap being sprung on Hunfrey. He had nade a deal to get his wife out for a
limted tinme—but there were three wives here. How could he rescue one and not the others?

"And who are your friends?" Rose inquired, becom ng aware of the renaining two wonen.

"This is Lacuna, who is recording ny history,
wfe."

Hunfrey said. "And this is the Gorgon, ny fifth

Rose frowned. It was alnmpst as if she were beconing aware of a problem But she kept it to
herself. "So nice to neet you, Gorgon. Are you alive or dead?"

"I amalive," the Gorgon said. "I have agreed to take the place of a wife here, so that that wife
can return to life for a tine."



Rose snmiled, and it was like the bl ossoning of a new rose. "Then you are generous! | knew ny
husband would marry only a good woman. "

Surprised, the Gorgon smiled too, under her veil. "Yes, that is true." Lacuna knew they were
conmpli menting each other, not thenselves.

Just then another figure approached. It was a nmuch younger wonman, quite shapely in her revealing
dress. "Are you collecting wives, Hunfrey?" she inquired.

Hunfrey | ooked at her, and was chagrined. "Ch, no!" he nuttered.
"And who is this?" the Gorgon asked.

"The Denpness Dana—ny first wife," Hunfrey said.
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"I'f you are now dating your wives, | qualify," Dana said.

"But you left nme when you lost your soul!"

"True. But on reflection, |I realized that | was happier when | was with you. You nust admit that I
was a good wife, while it lasted. | can be so again."

Meanwhil e three nore wonen were approaching. "Ah, here are MareAnn, Miiden Taiwan, and Sofia,"
Rose said, spying them "W have all becone great friends, having one interest in comon."

Hunfrey | ooked somewhat befuddl ed. Perhaps he had reason

Al the wonen were beyond youth, but none was unattractive. There was a circle of greetings. Then
the Gorgon asked the obvious question: "Howis it that you are here with the wi ves, MareAnn?"

"Because | always did |love Hunfrey," MareAnn said sinply. "I would have married him had | not
feared it would cost me ny innocence. Now, in Hell, | have had rmuch of my innocence taken from ne
so there is no further barrier between us except that of death. | would be happy to marry him
now. "

"So which wife are you going to take?" Jot inquired
smugly.

"Or will you marry MareAnn and take her?" Tittle
asked.

So it was to be a choice anong six. No wonder the Denon had decided to conpronise; he had of
course known that this was coning. Denbns of any kind had little care for the affairs of man, but
great interest in conplications. This was a rare conplication! Lacuna did not see how Hunfrey was
going to find his way out of this one.

"Let's consult,"” the Gorgon said in a businesslike manner. "Since |'mthe one who is nmaking it
possible, | think I should have sone say in the decision."

"Yes, maybe you wi |l change your mind," Jot said.
"Maybe you won't let any of themout," Tittle added.
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So that Hunfrey, having made his conprom se, would be denied the benefit of it, Lacuna realized.
The Denon X(A/N)lI h must have seen to it that all of them appeared here, including Dana Denoness.



What a great joke, for the denpns!

Jot gestured, and a round table appeared with ten chairs. Tittle gestured, and ten place settings

appeared. Then Rose fetched a decanter of rose wine and a key line pie with rose petals decorating
each piece; evidently the petals made the pie good despite its origin in Hell. The wi ne turned out
to have rose petals floating in it too.

When they were all served, the discussion began. Jot and Tittle gobbled their pie slices and

gul ped their wine as if it were nmlk, in exactly the manner of children. The others sanpled theirs
nmore cautiously. Lacuna found both the wine and pie to be very good; Rose evidently had a tal ent
for preparing such things. Probably this was a trait shared by all his wives and girlfriend.

"AH five of you wish to share nmonents of Hunfrey's life?" the Gorgon inquired. She was eating
especially carefully, lifting her veil aside w thout uncovering her eyes.

The ot her nodded. "Perhaps we wish also to experience |life again," Rose said. She glanced at Dana
Demoness. "Or to sinulate it." She glanced at MareAnn. "Or to indulge in a manner not possible
before.”

"But | can take only one," Hunfrey protested. "And the only one | want is—
"I's it?" MareAnn inquired.

That evidently set him back. Lacuna knew fromhis life history that he had | oved only three tines:
Mar eAnn, Rose, and the Gorgon. The other three had been essentially business relationships,
however well they had fulfilled them

"l have discovered things of interest in the dreamrealm" the Gorgon said. "I have no objection
to spending nore time in it. Suppose we give each wife
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or love a nonth, in turn, before | take ny turn? In six nonths the cycle would be conplete, and we
could start again."

The wonen exchanged fifteen gl ances. Lacuna thought that there should be twenty-five glances as
each wonman net the eyes of the five others, but some magic nade fifteen enough

"Hey, don't | have any say in the matter?" Hunfrey inquired grunpily.

"Of course not," the Gorgon said, and the others nodded agreenment. "It took you ten years to get
this far; do you think we want to wait another ten for you to figure it out?"

"What, no big fight?" Jot asked, disappointed.
"No screeching and hair pulling?" Tittle added.

"This may be Hell," the Gorgon said, "but we aren't hellions. So it seens we are agreed. \Wat
shoul d be the order of visitation to Xanth?"

"Al phabetic," Dana said. That would put her first.

"Age at death," Sofia said. That would put her first, because three had not died and so couldn't
conmpete, and the other two had evidently died younger. "That's when our assets were frozen, as it
were."

"Chronol ogic," MareAnn said. That put her first.

The ot hers considered. They nodded. Chronologic did seemto nake sense.

"So it seens we are agreed," the Gorgon said. "MareAnn will go first. Nowif you will excuse ne, |
have a curtain call by prior appointment." She glanced at the twins. "You are honoring the deal, |



presune. "
Jot grimaced. "I have to."
Tittle scomed. "Mire's the pity."

"Let's do it, then," the CGorgon said as she faded out. This was, for her, only a dream so she had
dreany powers, and evidently enjoyed them

"But | think we owe a vote of thanks to Rose, who nmade this possible by bringing Hunfrey here,"
Mar eAnn sai d.
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The ot her appl auded. Rose blushed rose red. "Have sone candi ed rose petals," she said.
Hunfrey | ooked at MareAnn. "I suppose you're going to want a cerenony,"” he grunped.
"Alittle one will do," MareAnn said shyly.

Try as he would, Hunfrey did not manage to | ook entirely displeased. She had, after all, been his
first |ove.

"Fun's over," Jot said.
"Until the panties,” Tittle agreed.

Lacuna gl anced at the twins as she followed Hunfrey and MareAnn down the path toward the exit. "I
realize that you are nerely figments of the Denon's inmagination, but you are cute and |I'm al nost
sorry | won't be seeing you again.”

At that they both burst into wild |laughter and dissolved into smoke. That bothered her. Wat was
so funny?

The handbasket was waiting in the waiting room The three of themclinbed in. "Wn't you be sorry
to |l ose your unicorns?" Hunfrey inquired.

"There are no unicorns in Hell," she replied. "I haven't seen themin ages anyway. | will still be
able to sumon ot her equines."

They continued to talk as the basket swung up and away, oblivious of Lacuna. She was glad for
them but what of her own |ife? Wuld she really be able to change it?

The basket slowed. Lacuna saw that it was not proceeding straight back the way she had cone. Now
anot her type of dream real mwas opening out, with a yellow brick path bel ow. Hunfrey had descri bed
t hat .

They reached a pl easant comunity. There was a handsone young coupl e standing on the path,
evidently waiting for them It was Hugo with Wra, his blind | ove.

"This is where we get off,"’
com ng. "

Hunfrey said. "Lacuna, you ride back to the castle. Tell themwe're

"Yes, of course,"” Lacuna said, surprised. But now
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she realized that her body was at the castle, while the other bodies were at the Isle of Illusion

They woul d have to take turns riding the nagic carpet back after waki ng up

The others got out. Introductions were proceeding as the basket bore Lacuna away. MareAnn had



never met either Hugo or Wra, of course; now she would be a tenporary stepnother for Hugo. It
shoul d be all right.

Then the castle cane into sight. Lacuna had a lot to tell Gey and |vy!
Chapter 18. Change
L

| acuna saw her body lying within the tenporary coffin. She clinbed out of the handbasket and | et
go. She dropped to the coffin, through its Iid, and on down into her body. She was back

Suddenly she felt stifled. She lifted a hand to pound on the closed lid. In a monment it lifted,
and there was Magi ci an Grey Mirphy peering down. "You're back!" he said. "We didn't see you."

Lacuna sat up, feeling a bit disoriented. "I've been to Hell and back in the handbasket," she
said. "I have a whole lot to tell you. But first I have to warn you that Good Magician Hunfrey is
com ng back; he's on his way now with his girlfriend, MireAnn, and—=

"What ?" vy asked.

Lacuna saw that this was not going to be a sinple explanation. So she plunged in. She just had
time to cover the main gist and part of the mnor gist (gist was the sort of stuff that needed to
be covered quickly) before Hunfrey's magic carpet arrived. He had evidently used a |ightening
spel |, because all four were on it together

Then Lacuna had to performthe introductions, because she was the only one present who had had per-
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sonal contact with everyone, though sonme of it only through her printing of Hunfrey's history.
Wra was now a wonan not a | ot younger than Lacuna herself, but Hunfrey located his youth elixir
and gave her a dose; then she becane her real age of sixteen. Lacuna wi shed she could do that! But
of course yout hening woul dn't do her any good; it was her whole life that was bl ah, not just her
physi cal age.

She felt awkward now, for she was not really part of this group. "I should go do ny service for
Magi ci an Grey now, " she nurnured. "And—=

G ey took note. "But it will take tinme to research your Answer.'

Hunfrey snorted. "Ch, I'll doit. | don't |like reunions nmuch anyway." He stal ked off toward the
study, and Lacuna fol | owed.

Hunfrey squinted at the old pages. "Ah, here it is. You must take the Key to Success and go to the
Mount ai n of Change before the Statue of Limtations runs out.” He went to a shelf and picked up a
| arge wooden key. "Bring this back when you are finished with it." He handed it to her

"But— Lacuna sai d bl ankly.

"Nonsense. The nmagic carpet will take you there after you deal with Corn-Pewter. Be sure to return
it, too." He wal ked out of the study.

"But— Lacuna sai d, follow ng hel pl essly.
"Ch, by the way," he said, pausing. "Thank you."
"You' re wel cone. But—

"Here's the carpet. Get on it."



She did so, benused. Then it took off.

"But— she protested one nore tine, despairingly, to no better avail than before. She was on her
way.

The carpet seened to know where it was going. It flew out a wi ndow and | ooped around the castle
bef ore heading north. It soon went out over the awesone Gap Chasm but instead of crossing it, it
turned to fly west along it. Then it flew south a short distance to a small mountain and | ooped
down to a cave in the base. It
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entered this cave, flying unerringly in the sudden darkness until reaching a |large, bright
chanmber. It | anded.

Bef ore Lacuna was a rather junky netallic box with knobs on the front and a pane of glass sticking
up at the top. Part of it was fashioned froma pewer pitcher, which Lacuna now realized the
Denmoness Metria had sneaked from Hunfrey's castle to bring here. It was amazi ng how thi ngs

i ntegrated, now that she knew Hunfrey's life story. This was Corn-Pewter, the dread nenesis of
Xant h.

A GREETI NG, the pane printed.

"I think you don't know who | am" Lacuna said, nerving herself for her effort. She had spoken
blithely of changing its print, but she knew that the evil nachine had a |ot of power, and a doubt
was starting to nag at the edge of her mind, with a qualm a twi nge, and even a compunction
waiting in line behind. ComPewer's power was to change reality in its vicinity by printing the
reality it preferred on its screen. She could change its print—ut would it remai n changed? Wy
hadn't she thought of this probl em before?

I DON' T EVEN CARE WHO YQU ARE. YOU ARE OBVI QUSLY SUPREMELY DULL. | WLL USE YOU AS A SERVANT.

"I don't think so," she said, and concentrated on the nagic fornula she had rehearsed to dom nate
t he devi ce.

The print on the screen changed. Now it said: COV

PEWER | S REPROGRAMVED TO BE A NICE MACHINE. I T HAS NO USE FOR THE SERVI CES OF GREY MJRPHY, AND
RENCUNCES THEM SAVE AND COWVPI LE. The last Word

was the key; that constituted a special spell that woul d change Corn-Pewter's nature.

The pane of glass blinked. HUH? it printed, with sonmething | ess than machi nelike precision

Lacuna had had the sense not to get off the nagic carpet. "Well, 1'Il be going now, " she said
Print rolled across the screen. WOVAN DECI DES TO REMAI N LONGER. And Lacuna found that she coul dn't
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tell the carpet to go; she had indeed changed her m nd. The evil machine was fighting back. In a
monent it woul d decree that she decided to reverse the reprogramm ng she had just acconplished,
and she feared she would not be able to deny it.

But she could fight back too. Even as the print appeared, she changed it: WOMAN i s SENT ON HER WAY
BY COM PEWTER, WHO PREFERS TI ME ALONE TO MEDI TATE ON | TS NEW NI CENESS.

It worked! The carpet lifted and sailed down the cave tunnel, out of the nmountain. Not only did
ComPewter's print change the local reality, it changed the evil nachine's mnd. Once it was



printed, it was so, even if the machine didn't like it. And it seened that Com Pewter could not
reprogramitself. It was stuck with her new prine directive: to be nice and to renounce the
services of G ey Mirphy.

Lacuna had acconplished her nission. Now she had only to get her reward. She stared at the wooden
key she still held in her hand. What had Magician Hunfrey sai d? She had to take this Key to
Success to the Mountain of Change before—before what? Sonething was going to happen, but she
didn't remenber what.

She | ooked around. The carpet was noving over unfamliar territory. Lacuna had not been paying
attention and was now lost. It didn't matter, because the carpet knew where it was goi ng, but she
woul d have preferred to know al so. Was this north or south of the Gap Chasn?

The carpet circled down by a curious walled park. Sonehow Lacuna couldn't quite see what was
inside the park; it was obscured by trees and bits of mst. This nust be where the Muntain of
Change was. But what was she supposed to do there? It was all so unclear. She wi shed it had been
Grey Murphy who had researched her Answer, because he was young and inexperienced, so tended to
explain things carefully. Hunfrey just assumed that everyone knew things, and had no patience. But
of course he had lived a long tine
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and experienced nmany things, as she well knew after printing his life history. He had a right to
be short with ignorant folk.

She got up and stepped off the carpet. It rolled up behind her, but did not fly away. That was a
relief. She did not want to be stranded in this strange place. It wasn't that the |oss of such a
dull person as she was would harm Xanth in any way, but she preferred to be dull in her own home
rather than to bore folk she didn't know

She approached the | arge wooden door to the park. She lifted her wooden key and fitted it into the
keyhole. She turned it. The | ock resisted. She turned harder, but it was no use; the key would not
wor K.

Lacuna stepped back and | ooked at the park. Wat little she could see was not attractive. The wal
was worn and the nearby trees were wilting. She saw a word printed along the wall: FAILURE. Oh,
no! She had come to the wong pl ace!

But the carpet wouldn't have done that. This must be the right place—er naybe it could becone the
right place.

She focused on the word, and changed it: SUCCESS
The wal | brightened. The foliage of the trees hanging over it becane greener

She approached the door again. She tried the key. This tine the lock clicked. Now this was the
right place, thanks to her talent.

She tried to close the door after her, but the hinges tightened up and it no | onger budged. It
remai ned firmy open. Curious, she stepped back outside the park to see if anything el se was
approaching, waiting for this opportunity, but no one was.

Then the door slamrmed shut behind her, naking a bang. She junped. Was she | ocked out?

She tried her key once nore. It turned, and the door opened. But again it refused to cl ose—unti
she stepped outside. Now she understood: it would not close until the one who had opened it and
entered the park went
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back out. That was a fairly neat magi cal device—but to what purpose? Wiy should the door care
whet her she was inside or outside? She shrugged; it was a harm ess nmystery. If it should cl ose
whil e she was inside, she could use the key to unlock it again.

She gazed around the park. Inside she saw a statue of a naked running man. He was a fine-I ooking
speci nen in every respect—uscul ar, handsonme, and well endowed in a fashion a mai den was not
supposed to understand. But of course it was only a statue; they were always idealized. She really
didn't care about that particular detail; her desire was for a man who was good in his head and
heart, and for good children. One of the problens with men was that they put nore store by a
worman' s anatony than by her head and heart. Fortunately, wonen had nore sense, so used their mnds
to choose the nore sensible nen. But it did help if the nen were handsone.

Then she becanme aware of sonething el se. The statue was changing. Ever so slowy, it was noving.
The forefoot was com ng down and the body was shifting forward, and the hair was bl owi ng back as
if he were racing through the wi nd. Maybe on her scale he was barely making progress, but on his
scal e he was sprinting.

Where coul d he be going? She | ooked the way he was | ooking, and saw that it was the open door. Oh.
Evi dently he hoped to get out before it closed again. How lucky for himthat she had happened to
corme long just before he reached it.

Lucky? Lacuna had |l earned to distrust coincidence. Maybe in Mindani a chance governed, but this was
Xanth. There might be nore to this than appeared.

She pondered, then tried an experinent. She scuffed a mark by the man's | eading foot, so she had a
record of exactly where he was. Then she stepped out of the park again. The door slamred shut
behi nd her.

She took a wal k around, exploring the region. After a few m nutes she returned, and used her key
to open
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the door again. She entered, and as usual it froze in the open position. She wal ked to the statue.

Sure enough, he had not passed her scuff mark, though he had had tine to do so. In fact, he was
even a bit behind it. He had retreated during her absence, or perhaps been reset to his origina
position. He raced for the door only when it was open, and he had to start a certain distance from
it.

But what was the point? Coincidence was not the only thing Lacuna distrusted. Pointlessness was
suspi cious too, especially in a nagical place.

She peered nore closely at the statue. Now she saw what she had overl ooked before: it was on a | ow
pedestal . Evidently the man started there, and ran off it to the door. On the pedestal was the
| egend: STATUE OF

LI M TATI ONS

That was the other thing Hunfrey had mentioned! She had to go to the Muntain of Change before the
Statue of Limtations ran out. Before he ran out the door, obviously. If he got there first, the
door m ght close behind hi mand then perhaps her key would no | onger work, and she woul d be
confined in the park. Perhaps she would have to strip naked and get on the pedestal, ready to run
out when the next person entered. And she might have to nove as slowy as the man did, being
render ed statuesque.

What an awful fate! But now she knew. she woul d have to conpl ete her business at the Muntain of
Change qui ckly, because the man was not all that far fromthe door. If she took too |ong, she
woul d surely be |ost.

So where was the Muntain of Change? It had to be here sonewhere.



She spied a path behind the statue, and quickly followed it. The park was not all that |arge, so
this had a fair chance of |eadi ng where she wanted.

She was right. Soon the nountain hove into view. It was not |arge as ordinary nountains went, but
it glistened oddly. As she cane cl oser, she saw that its sl opes
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were rough with shiny little stones. Then she canme cl oser yet, and di scovered that those weren't
stones, they were disks. In fact, they were Mindane coins, gold and silver and copper and brass.
What was called small change.

The Mountai n of Change! She had assuned that it would be a nountain where things changed, and
perhaps her life would change too, so that she could sonehow be fulfilled instead of deadly dul
bl ah. She shoul d have known better

Still, this was supposed to represent the solution to her problem so maybe it was both ki nds of
change. What was she supposed to do here?

Well, what did anyone do with a nountain? Anyone clinbed it, sinply because it was there. Everyone
knew that. So she would clinmb it.

She started clinmbing it, but the nonent her feet got on the coins, they | ost purchase. Her |egs
did not exactly sink into the surface; it was just that she could not clinb. Instead, the coins
gave way below, so that she remained pretty rmuch where she was.

But she had to clinmb, or the Statue of Limtations would run out before she got where she was
goi ng. She surely couldn't afford that.

She st epped back and pondered the situation. Wiat would freeze these | oose coins in place, so she
could clinb then?

She renenbered sonet hing Hunfrey's Mindane wife, Sofia, had said in passing. Frozen assets. It
seenmed irrelevant, yet she al nbst had a notion

Her notion clarified. It turned out to be a naughty one. But she was pressed for tinme; that statue
m ght reach the door at any nonent. She had to try whatever night work, and quickly.

She stepped back onto the change, held her skirt tight about her |egs, and sat down. The surface
of the nountain was surprisingly cold; she was chilled right through the hips. Then she touched
the coins around her. Sure
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enough: they did not budge. They were frozen in place. They could not handle this particular type
of contact.

She knew she could not afford to stand up again. It was not her feet which froze the change. So
she pushed with hands and feet and scooted as well as she could up the slope. It was unconfortable
and tiring, but she made decent (or perhaps indecent) progress, and the nountain was snall. She
was glad it hadn't been conposed of |arge change!

Finally, somewhat soiled of skirt—she hadn't realized that Mundane change was such dirty noney—and
nunb of rear, she reached the top of the Muntain of Change. She got to her feet and stood in the
| ooseni ng coins. Wiat now? Hunfrey had not told her what to do once she got here.

Wel I, maybe she sinply had to nake her wi sh. That nmight be so obvious to Magician Hunfrey that he
thought it was unnecessary to nmention. So she would try it.



"I wish | had married Vernon twelve years ago," she said.

She wai ted. Nothing happened. Her excursion had, it seemed, been for nothing. She nust have gotten
here after the Statue of Linitations ran out. Her effort had not been enough, because she was no
heroi ne, just a drab woman.

Lacuna sighed. It had at |east been worth a try. She had, for alittle while, had a gli mer of
hope.

She sl ogged down the nountain, her feet half sliding on the nassed coins. She wal ked forlornly
back the way she had cone. There was nothing to do but fly back to the Good Magician's castle and
return the magi c carpet and the Key to Success.

But when she reached the door, she discovered it closed—and the statue still inside. Wat had
happened? That door had been wedged open; had soneone el se come and nanaged to close it?

She saw that the statue had al nost reached the exit;

334

Question Quest

he nmust have had the door slamin his face. She knew how that felt. But there was no other person

Lacuna shrugged and used the wooden key to unlock the door frominside. It opened, and she stepped
t hrough. The door closed i nmedi ately behind her.

“"H, Mom*"

She junped, surprised. There was a blue-haired boy with a water ball in his hand. It was Ryver,
the guardian of the npat, who had al nost prevented her fromentering Hunfrey's castle at the
outset of this story. Wat was he doing here?

"Did you get your wi sh, MnP" Ryver asked politely.

"I"'mafraid it just wasn't— She broke of f. "What

did you call nme?"

"What's the matter, Mn? You | ook spooked! Di d sonething bad happen in there?"

She stared at him He had wanted to be adopted into a human family. But she wasn't a famly, she
was just a mddl e-aged nmaid. "Something odd may have occurred, yes," she agreed cautiously. She
preferred not to speak further on the subject until she had a better notion what had happened
outside the park

"Well, we'd better get back before Dad misses us," Ryver said. "I got the carpet; let's go." He
i ndi cated the magi c carpet, which was now spread out on the ground.

They got on. Ryver sat in front, to direct it. He handed her his water ball, which she accepted as
if used to this. It did not break in her hand, to her faint surprise.

She sat behind the boy on the carpet. It took off. Soon they were sailing over the | andscape.
"Your father—he's worried?" she inquired, hoping to elicit further information

"No, it's not that," he said cheerfully. "He just isn't nuch of a hand at taking care of the kids.
Al so, he's curious what you were wishing for. He says it isn't as if you had a bad life or
anyt hi ng. "
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Lacuna stared into the ball of water as if it were a nagic crystal, wondering just how good or bad



her life was supposed to be.

In due course the carpet descended. It cane to rest just outside the npat of the Good Magician's
castle.

Two blurs of notion cane charging across the |owered drawbridge. In two nonents they flung
t hensel ves into Lacuna's enbrace, causing her to drop the water ball, which splattered on the
ground. They were Jot and Tittle, whom she had encountered in Hell's annex.

"Great to see you again, Mnm" Jot exclained, planting a sonewhat sl obbery kiss on her left cheek

"Yes, great to have you back, Monml" Tittle agreed, planting a slightly nore dainty kiss on her
ri ght cheek.

These were now her chil dren?

Then a man crossed the drawbridge at a nore sedate pace. He was oddly familiar. In fact he was the
statue—that perfect specinen for running. No—Aow she saw that he was older, but still in
excel l ent physique. It was Vernon, who had grown considerably nmore handsonme in the past decade or
so, as if a good woman had seen to his health and happiness. "Did you have a good trip, dear?"

Lacuna tried not to stare at him Could it be that he really was her husband, now? "I may have,"
she answer ed.

He reached down to help her get off the carpet and out of the entangl enent of children. He brought
her to her feet and drew her in for a kiss. Then she began to believe. The Muntain of Change had
changed her life! Yet why was she the only one who realized it?

Vernon rolled up the carpet and carried it back across the drawbridge. Lacuna and the children
foll owed. She noticed that there was now a regul ar noat nonster in the water, who |let them pass
wi t hout chal | enge.

She paused, |ooking nore carefully at the creature. It seemed sonehow fanmiliar, though she was
sure she had never seen it before. Had she heard of it? Then she nade the connection: she had
heard of it! "Aren't you

336
Question Quest
Souffl e Serpent?" she asked it. "Wo guarded the noat for Princess Rose of Roogha?

The nonster nodded his head in agreenent. Evidently nore had changed around here than her |ifel!

When Ryver stopped being the nmpat guardi an, Souffl€nust have resuned the post. |If her change of
life had made Ryver's life change, then this had been necessary. How many other ripples had this
thing set in notion?

MareAnn net them at the castle entrance. She stepped forward to enbrace Lacuna. "I see that you
did get your wish," she murmured. She, at |east, recogni zed the change which had occurred, perhaps
because she had been in Hell with Lacuna, and therefore apart from normal Xanth.

"What wi sh?" Vernon asked.

Mar eAnn answered for her. "Hers was the sane as mne: nerely to return to her loving famly."
"But you were away fromyours,"” Vernon said.

MareAnn nerely smiled. "W wonen have our little ways. They conme with our |oss of innocence."
Venon shook his head, perplexed. Lacuna decided that it would be best to let himremain that way.

They returned the carpet and key to Magician Humfrey. He was already deep in his bel oved Book of
Answers. "That confounded foreign elf," he was nuttering. "Now she wants to find her way back to
the Wrld of Two Moons, and she's going to arrive here right at the worst tine."



"Worst tine?" Lacuna asked, curious though she was sure it was none of her business—er perhaps
because it was none of her business.

"Portrait Day," he grunbled. "All ny wives will be given passes fromHell to attend, because such
a nelee will amuse the Demon X(A/N)lh, and I'll have to have ny portrait done too, and if there's
one thing I hate worse than a gaggle of wonen, it's posing for a portrait.'

"Maybe Jenny Elf's appearance will give you a pre-
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text to get away fromit all for a nonment by addressing her Question,” Lacuna suggested.

Hunfrey brightened. "Maybe it will." Then he realized that soneone was actually in the roomwth
him There was the key beside his tome. "Ch. You're back."

"Yes, thank you. Your Answer worked. But—

"Of course it worked," he snapped. "How could it be otherw se?"

"But there is one thing— Lacuna began.
"I's that another Question?" Hunfrey inquired.

For another service? She would have to let it go. "No. Thank you for the use of the carpet and
key."

He gl owered at her. "I hate it when dull folk are too nice. Very well, | will make an incidenta
remark: certain people are not directly affected by certain events, when they are the focus of
those actions. They are, as it were, the novers rather than the noved. But in time you will pick
up your intervening history by listening to the comments of others, and you will gradually cone to
accept this as your own nenory. Your present life is as it seens."

"Thank you, Magician," she said gratefully. Now she knew why she, al nost al one, renmenbered her
other life. She was the one who had changed it. Sone few others who had interacted with her before
that change, and who had had their own |ives changed by her actions, also renmenbered. But the rest
of Xanth woul d not realize what had happened; to them the present situation was the one which had
al ways been true.

Hunfrey nodded. Then he did an extrenely rare thing: he smiled. Lacuna returned the snmile, while
Vernon | ooked confused.

"I't's nothing to worry about, dear," Lacuna told him taking his arm "Let's go hone and find
sonething interesting to do." She nudged himin a way that suggested all nmanner of wild creatures,
such as | ovebirds and storks. She had dreaned for years of doing that, but had never before had
the opportunity or courage. VWat a joy it was!
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H s eye glinted. "You have al ways been the nost interesting person in mnmy life,
i ntended to remain so.

he said. Lacuna

Hi story of Xanth
(sinplified) by
E. Ti nber Brant

—4000 Presuned arrival of the Denon X(A/N)*, plus or mnus ten thousand years or nultiple
t hereof, causing nmagic to slowy infuse the region fromthe trace | eakage of his essence.



— 2200 Around this time, a colony of human folk arrives from Mundania. It grows for a while until
Magi ci ans and Sorceresses nanifest. One of the early Sorceresses is the Sea Hag, npbstly unknown to
ot hers because of her frequent change of bodies. She survives until 1077, when she is banished to
Brain Coral storage. The Hag apparently forgot her history, renenbering only that she is thousands
of years old.

—2100 About this time, Xanth is cut off from Mindania, becom ng a true island.
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— 1900 The human colony fails, with the humans beconi ng assorted nmagi c species through

i nterbreeding or change by nmagic. Harpies, nerfol k, naga, sphinxes, ogres, goblins, elves, fauns,
nynphs, fairies, and other crossbreeds and variants nmay derive fromthis; they tend to be

cl osenput hed about it, evidently preferring not to admt the debasenent of their |ineage by human
stock. Thus this colony is unknown to history, except by the nute evidence of the surviving

speci es.

—000 The isthnmus is restored and l[imted contact with Mindania is resuned.

—800 Cent aur speci es begins around this tine.

-85 Prince Harol d Harpy delivered.

—+3 Prince Harold Harpy exiled to Brain Coral storage.

0 Fi rst Wave of human col oni zation arrives in Xanth, establishing current permanent

settl| ement.

1 Cvilized voles leave their nmain canp near the Gap Chasm

35 Second Wave occurs, killing nmen and children of First Wave.

200 Third Wave occurs several generations |ater.

202 Magi ci an Roogha delivered to Third Waver.

204 Fourth WAave occurs. Wonen surviving the Third Wave kill their rapist husbands and bring in
better men.

216 The Princess is delivered to the King precedi ng Roogna.

219 MIlie the Maid delivered in Wst Stockade.

224/ 225 El ectra delivered to Wst Stockade.

228 Roogna crowns hinsel f ki ng.

233 El ectra goes to the Isle of Viewto help the Sorceress Tapis by nmaking the Heaven Cent.
236 The Princess goes to Tapis to have a coverlet nmade for her sleep
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341

237

* 286

367

378



591
623
657
658
659
677

Al tercation between Mgician Miurphy and Sorceress Tapis at the Isle of View Mirphy's curse causes
El ectra to bite the apple and start the 1,000 year sleep scheduled for the Princess.

Fifth Wave advance scouts enter Xanth. Dor's adventure in Fourth Wave Xanth, wherein he detonates
the Forget Spell in the Gap Chasm

The great CGoblin/Harpy War occurs. Prince Harold Harpy rel eased fromBrain Coral storage, and the
spell on goblin females is revoked.

Topol ogi cal transfornmation of MIlie the Maid into a book titled The Skeleton in the O oset. Neo-
Sorceress Vadne exiled to Brain Coral storage. The Zonmbi e Master zonbies hinself.

Tapis and the Princess go to Castle Roogna, and the Princess marries King Roogna. Magician Mirphy
retires to Brain Coral storage.

Fifth Wave proper begins. King Roogna dies in battle with the Sixth Wave.
Zonbi e Jonat han encounters a phantom at Specter Lake. Seventh \Wave.

Stork brings Magician G onden. Magician G onden assunes the throne. Stork brings Mgician Yin-
Yang. Stork brings Threnody as the result of the mischief of a denpbness with King G onden.

Stork brings Jordan the Barbarian to Fen Vill age.

Jordan conmences his adventure in nedieval Xanth. Jordan has a tryst with Bluebell Elf.
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* King Gronden dies; Castle Roogna deserted
* Magi ci an Yang assunes the throne.

* Jordan becones a ghost.

* Threnody nmarries King Yang.

681 Thr enody beconmes a ghost.

682 King Yang renarries.

684 Stork brings Lord Bliss, son of Yang.

689 Stork hol ds nose and brings Evil Magician
Mierte A Fid. 698 Ei ght h Wave.

704 Lord Bliss marries Lady Ashl ey Rose.

705 Stork brings Rose of Roogna to Lord Bliss
and Lady Rose. 719 Ki ng Yang assassi nated by poi soni ng.

* Mierte A Fid, Magician of Al cheny, assumes the throne.



721 Lord Bliss receives poison-pen letter.

725 Lord Bliss dies. Rose sent to Castle Roogna for safety.

753 N nth Wave.

797 Tenth Wave.

866 El event h Wave.

883 Stork brings Magician Ebnez.

897 Mare | nbrium foal ed as night nare.

909 Magi ci an Ebnez takes the throne.

917 Last Wave (Twel fth).

932 Ki ng Ebnez adapts the Deathstone into the Shieldstone to protect Xanth from Muindane \Waves.
933 Stork brings Hunfrey.

* Stork brings MareAnn.

949 Stork brings Storm Magi ci an.

* Hunfrey hired by King Ebnez to do a Xanth

census of talents, as Royal Surveyor. 952 Ki ng Ebnez di es.

* Hunfrey decl ared Magi ci an and assumnes throne.

Question Quest
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* King Hunfrey marries Dana Denpness: wife 1.

953 E. Tinber Bram appointed Hi storian of Xanth.

954 Dafrey delivered to King Hunfrey and Dana Denoness; Dana takes off.
* Hunfrey nmarries Maiden Taiwan: wfe 2.

955 Tics nutate.

971 Hunfrey abdi cates throne. Matron Tai wan abdi cates their marriage.

* St orm Magi ci an assunes the throne.

* Hunfrey redi scovers Castle Roogna.

972 Hunf rey achi eves degree from University of Magic and becomes a true Magici an of

| nf or mat i on.

972 Magi ci an Hunfrey marri es Rose of Roogna: wife 3.

973 Rosetta Bliss Hunfrey—Roy"—delivered to Magician Hunfrey and Princess Rose.

975 Storm Ki ng decrees that any resident without a magic talent will be exiled from Xanth.
994 Rosetta narries Stone.

* Cherie Centaur foaled south of North Village.



997 Stork brings Magician Trent to North Vill age.

1000 Rose goes to Hell in a handbasket.

* Magi ci an Hunfrey takes eighty years' worth of Lethe elixir.
* Magi ci an Hunfrey marries Sofia Miundane: wife 4.

1001 Stork brings Sorceress Iris to an unwary fanily.

1002 Cronbie the Soldier delivered to Magician

Hunfrey and Sofi a.

1005 Magi ci an Hunfrey trains Magician Trent. 1007 Magi ci an Hunfrey trains
Sorceress lris. 1017 (Magi cian) Bink delivered to North Village

to Rol and and Bi anca.
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Magi ci an Trent transfornms the fish in Fish River into lightning bugs; also others, including a
wi nged centaur filiy who flees to Brain Coral's pool.

Evil Magician Trent attenpts a coup d' etat. Transforns Justin into a tree. |Is betrayed and exil ed
to Mundani a.

Stork brings Gorgon and Siren, twin sisters. Bink loses the mddle finger of his left hand in a
nonmagi cal accident. Herman Centaur exiled fromthe herd for having magic.

Sofia (wife 4) returns to Muindania. Sea Hag takes over her |last body. G undy Gol em ani mat ed by
Good Magi ci an Hunfrey.

Donal d becones a shade. Bink travels to the Good Magician to | earn whether he has a magic talent.
Encounters an aspect of Chanel eon, Donal d Shade, Sorceress Iris, Mgician Hunfrey, has m ssing
finger restored by healing spring, and is exiled to drear Midani a. Bi nk, Chanel eon, and Magi ci an
Trent return to Xanth and find Castle Roogna. Wggle swarm Herman the Hermt Centaur dies.

St orm Ki ng di es.
Magi ci an Trent becones king and deactivates Shiel dstone.

Magi cian Trent marries Sorceress Iris. Bink marries Chanel eon. Chester Centaur marries Cherie



Centaur. Thirteenth Wave: Trent's former arny settles peacefully.

Chet Centaur foaled near North Village to Chester and Cherie Centaur. G undy Gol em goes to
Magi ci an Hunfrey to |l earn how to becone real.

Question Quest
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*

1044
1046
1047
1051
1052
1054
1055
MIlie the Chost restored to life. Time of No Magic.

Magi ci an Murphy and Neo- Sorceress Vadne escape from Brain Coral storage and nake deal with Corn-
Pewter: get themsafely to Mundania and their child will serve the evil machine, if he ever cones
to Xanth. Brain Coral starts inventory of stock in pool. This requires two or three decades to
conpl ete, so Murphy and Vadne are not yet m ssed.

Crunch Ogre marries curse fiend ogress. Denmon X(A/N)Lh nmakes Grundy Golem alive.
Magi ci an Dor delivered to Bink and Chanel eon.
Crombie marries Jewel Nynph. Princess Irene delivered to King Trent and Queen Iris.

Smash Ogre whel ped north of Magic Dust Village to Crunch Ogre and pseudo ogress. Tandy delivered
to Cronbie and Jewel. Goldy Goblin delivered to Gorbage Goblin. Chem Centaur foaled to Chester and
Cherie Centaur.

Stork brings Xavier in South Xanth to the witch Xanthi ppe.

Stork delivers Wra into an undi stingui shed and probably undeserving famly. Gorgon returns to
Xant h and asks Good Magician Hunfrey a Question: "Wuld you marry ne?"

Dor goes to Fourth WAave Xanth to get the zonmbie restorative forrmula fromthe Zonmbie Master. Uses
it to restore Zonbhie Jonathan to life as the Zonbie Master. Zonbie Master narries MIlie the Mid.
Hardy Harpy hatched in South Xanth.
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Gorgon, having served a year, gets her Answer: Magician Hunfrey would marry her. She's not
surprised.

H at us and Lacuna, twins, delivered to Zonbie Master and MIlie. Stork brings ory Goblin to
CGor bage Gobl i n.

Zora dies of grief for her false true love, and is zonbi ed.

Stork brings Rapunzel. She is raised in the Ivory Tower by the Sea Hag. A centaur and w nged horse
happen to drink at a |ove spring.

Cheiron Centaur foal ed: a wi nged centaur. Dor becones king during King Trent's trip to Mindani a.
Gorgon marries Good Magician Hunfrey: wife 5.

Zonbi e Master assunmes the throne . . . . . . while Dor, Irene, Araolde Centaur, Snmash Ogre, and
Gundy go to Mundania to rescue King Trent and Queen Iris. |chabod Mindane | earns of Xanth. Tandy
rides a night mare to Hunfrey's castle.

Chem Centaur naps central Xanth. John Fairy and Joan Fairy married. Siren nmarries Mrris Merman.
Smash Ogre marries Tandy. Goldy Goblin marries nonentitous goblin chief.

Stork brings Cyrus Merchild to Water Wng to Morris Merman and the Siren. Eskil (Esk) Qgre
delivered to Smash Ogre and Tandy.

Hugo delivered to Magician Hunfrey and the Gorgon.

Zonbi e Master and MIlie the Ghost nove south and build New Castle Zonbie.
Question Quest
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1069

1072

Prince Nal do Naga delivered to King Nabob
in Mount Etamn.

Next wave (Fourteenth).

Princess Irene narries Magician Dor.
Chai n of kings during the NextWave:
Tr ent

Dor

Zonbi e Master

Hunf r ey

Bi nk

Arnol de Cent aur.

Iris

I rene

Chanel eon

Mare | nmbrium

Mare | nbrium becones a Day Mare. King Trent abdicates and retires with Iris to North Village. Dor
assunmes throne. Wra put to sleep at age sixteen. Stork manages to bring Magician G ey to Mgician
Mur phy and Sorceress Vadne in Mindani a.

Sorceress-Princess Ivy found under cabbage | eaf by King Dor and Queen Irene. (Sonetimes the stork

can't get into a castle and can't wait for it to open.) Princess Nada Naga delivered to King Nabob
in Mount Etamin. Gap Chasm Forget Spell, shaken by the Time of No Magic, fragments, spinning off

forget whorls.

Magi ci an Hunfrey and the Gap Dragon (Stanley Steaner) youthened to infancy in a slight mshap.
Chem Centaur has an informal |iaison with Xap Hi ppogryph.
Lady Gap Dragon, Stacey Steaner, takes over post.
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Wggl e swarm

Hardy Harpy marries Gory Goblin. Xavier marries Zora Zonmbie. Chex, a wi nged centaur filly,

foal ed by Chem Centaur. Because her sire is of the animl kingdom she grows and matures quite
rapidly for a centaur. Magician-Prince Dol ph found under cabbage |eaf by King Dor and Queen Irene.
Jordan the Ghost and Threnody (Renee) restored to life and married. Stanley Steaner accidentally
bani shed by a | eftover spell.

G undy goes with Snortimer, the Monster Under Ivy's bed, on a Quest to find Stanley Steaner.

St acey Steamer changes her nane to Stella. Gundy rescues Rapunzel fromthe Sea Hag, with the aid
of the Monster of the Sea. Snortiner remains to protect the fauns and nynphs, in lieu of Stanley
St eamer, who returns to lvy.

Grundy Gol em bests the Sea Hag, who is banished to the Brain Coral storage. G undy shows the Denon
X(AN I h howto play to wn.

Godi va Goblin marries Chief Gouty Goblin. Grundy narries Rapunzel. Gaendolyn Goblin delivered to
Gouty and Godi va Goblin.

Jenny EIf bora in the Wrld of Two Moons. Lacuna marries Vernon, retroactively. Gobble Goblin
sneaked to Gouty Goblin and a tart.

Good Magi ci an Hunfrey's dose of Lethe elixir wears off, and he renenbers Rose of Roognha and goes

to rescue her fromHell. The Gorgon and Hugo join himin the dreamreal m
Question Quest
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Latia Curse Fiend | eaves Gateway Castle in Lake Ogre-Chobee to help Esk Ogre and the vol es.

Esk finds Marrow Bones and Bria Brassie on th* Lost Path in the gourd. Vale of the Voles and the
Ki ss- Mee River restored. (Unfortunately the Kissimmee River in Florida, Mundani a, renains
hostage to the will of the Armed Corps of Engines, so is not affectionate.) Esk Ogre narries Bria
Brassie. Ryver retroactively delivered to Lacuna and Vernon.

Prince Dol ph undertakes a Quest to find Good Magician Hunfrey, acconpani ed by Marrow Bones.

Vida Vila wishes to marry Prince Dol ph, but he is too young.



Marrow and Dol ph find Gacile (G ace'1l) Gssein on the Isle of Illusion. Ml antha (Mel a) Mer
wonman captures Dol ph. To win free, Dol ph undertakes to recover the firewater opal from Draco
Dragon. Cheiron Centaur marries Chex Centaur in a cerenmony performed by the Sinurgh before the

wi nged nonsters. Al present swear to protect the foal of this union, whose Iife will change the
course of the history of Xanth. The goblins of Muwunt Etamin raid Draco's nest and abduct Narrow
Bones. King Nabob Naga betroths his daughter, Princess Nada, to Prince Dol ph, maki ng a naga- hunan
al liance. The naga rescue Marrow and the dragon's treasure. Marrow and Dol ph return two firewater
opals to Ml a.

Dol ph and Nada enter Miundani a through the gourd and neet Turn Key, who provides a way to | ocate
the Heaven Cent.
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Marrow, Grace'l, and Dol ph use a hypno-gourd to enter the real mof dreanms and find the sl eeping
Princess. Only it turns out to be Electra, awakened after 847 years; she got time off for good
behavi or. The Night Stallion puts Gace'l Ossein on trial, with Dol ph as defense attorney. Dol ph
succeeds, barely, in vindicating her, and gains the respect of the Stallion. Jot and Tittle,
twins, delivered retroactively to Lacuna and Vernon. Che Centaur foaled to Cheiron and Chex

Cent aur.

Com Pewter acquires a Castle Roogna magic mirror froma traveler. Princess Ivy, Princess Nada,
and El ectra recover the magic mrror fromthe evil machine.

Ivy invokes the Heaven Cent and is transported to Mundani a, where she neets Grey Murphy and brings
himto Xanth. Grey and |Ivy encounter the Coblinate of the Golden Horde led by G otesk Goblin, and
rescue Donkey Centaur. lvy affiances Gey.

G ey learns his talent at Mount Parnassus: he is a Magician of Nullification. ComPewer's plot to
take over Xanth using Gey Miurphy is reveal ed. Mgician Mirphy and Sorceress Vadne return to
Xant h, and Murphy lays his curse on the geis on G ey to serve ComPewter. The geis is thus foul ed
up, and Grey is freed to work for Magician Hunfrey. Che Centaur is foal napped by the goblins of
Gobl i n Mount ai n.

Jenny EIf and Sammy Cat cone to Xanth fromthe Wrld of Two Mbons and give confort to Che.
1090
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Si ege of Goblin Muntain, resolved when Che agrees to be Gmenny Goblin's conpani on, and Grenny and
Jenny go to live with Che's famly.

Prince Dol ph marries Electra as she turns eighteen in normal-living tine. Hunfrey rescues five and
a half wives fromHell, in a fashion. Lacuna's change of I|ife.

Aut hor's Note
|

try to discourage ny readers fromsending in puns and notions, because | have an adequate
i magi nati on of nmy own and the letters piling in take tinme to answer. | answered 553 in the first



three nonths of 1990, and that slowed the start of this novel. But because the story of Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey covered over a century of Xanth's history—+to be precise, 157 years, fromhis
delivery in 933 to his return in 1090—and because he is the Magician of Information, there was
occasi on to see nore aspects of Xanth than usual. So this time | used nore reader notions, and
have a bundle of credits to give. Just bear in mnd that | amunlikely to be this free with reader
notions again and that | amturned off by fans who pester me with ideas or puns in the hope of
getting their names in print. Indeed, | tend to favor notions by folk who are not seeking that

ki nd of recognition.

Here are the nanmes of the contributors, roughly in the order of the appearance of their notions:

Jessica Timns—tal ent of naking others experience vertigo. Tyler Stevenson—Ryver the water boy.
Eileen Kelly—the lie berry. Colette Bezio—tacuna's ability to free G ey Mirphy by changi ng Corn-
Pewter's print.
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Karen Tsai —+iteral figures of speech. Mles T. Gant-tics to tell time; nmarshmall ows, wolf

spi ders, adder, tunbl eweeds, beach heads, bedrock. Cheryl Eisler—NMareAnn, who sumMmobns equi nes.
Frank Shaskus—dunbbel |. Chris Swanson—wer ehouse. Anonynous—Chrissy Centaur. (Yes, it is you
Chrissy, but he won't admit to sending in your nane. Ask himand he'll deny it. See? Proof!) Asia
Lynn—Bana, the denpness with a soul. Theresa M Brown—Key Stone Copse. Amanda \Wagner —dar Kkl i ght.
Eva Pi cci ni nni —Mai den Tai wan, Deer Abbey. Margaret T. Price—the centaurpede. Margaret is gone from
Mundani a, but her nice drawing of this creature remains for Xanth.

Whi | e Barbara Hay Hunmel sat in her wheelchair and waited for her pain medication to take effect,
she diverted her mind with fancies of Xanth. Fromthis diversion cane al nost the whol e of Rose of
Roogna and her tines: her description, her clothing, her nenesis, Mierte A Fid, her wedding, her
di stracti on by Dread Redhead, and her sad letter fromHell. Thus it was that | discovered why
Hunfrey so suddenly di sappeared from Xanth and who had planted the enchanted roses of Castle
Roogna.

Phillip Mangum-eross-country snail race. David Davi s—Apon rock. Stephanie Erb's father—the
under | oad. (Stephanie's own suggestion, the talent of Erasure, is slated for Xanth 16, Denons
Don't Dream) Margaret Love—the Cross-face stitch and related poem Mark A Mandel —pet anagi c.

St ephen " Bi gf oot" Hasanbuhl er—+the talent of animating a thing briefly. Beth Stackpol e—+ealized
that magi c makes love last in Xanth; it has a harder time in Mindania. Chris Pro-gar—+ealized that
magi ¢ dust can bring magi ¢ to Mundani a. Yes, that accounts for a |ot. Stephen Neal —asked for the
background of Cronbie the Soldier. That turned out to be a surprise. Colette Bezi o—the probl em
Iris' parents had raising the Sorceress of Illusion. W G Bliss—Mndania's zip-code directory
snafu. Starr Treurni et—the hunm ngbirds Hernan, Helen, and
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Hect or. Tonya Espedel —eentaur who splits. Susan Tei-tel baumthe Night Stallion's dream for
witers. | wonder how she knew about that? It has hitherto been part of the Literary Conspiracy,

hi dden fromnonwiters, who think that witing is fun. Amy Pierce—Hugo's blind girlfriend, imune
to love and hate spring. J. D. Norris—Key to Success. Ken \Weel er—Statue of Linmitations. Chris and
Nat al i e—Mbunt ai n of Change.

Meanwhil e, E. Tinber Bram figuring out obscure dates and events,, conpiled the Hi story of Xanth,
a digested portion of which is included in this volume. The conplete edition contains a |list of
the dates for all the novels, spot biographies of the known kings of Xanth, a chart of the eras
and ages of Xanth, a table of the Mundane Waves of col oni zati on, and geneal ogi es of significant
characters, as well as the main history with authoritative footnotes. He sent it to ne via his
Mundane alias, who is too undistinguished to nmention here.



There were a few other suggestions which | meant to use but which got squeezed out. |I'msorry to
di sappoint the folk who sent themin, but they will surely appear in a |ater novel.

M chael Stasco was one of a nunber of readers who sent conplicated |lists of questions. | hate it

when readers prove they are smarter than | am So |I'mgetting even by running the main part of mny
response to him If any of you have simlar questions, stifle them | mght not manage to figure

out the answers next tinme.

Dear M chael,

Si gh; you have excellent questions. Ckay, | will answer them here, and naybe run these answers in
the Author's Note to Question Quest, which | am now witing.

Why didn *t Electra awaken during the Time of No Magic? She did, but realized that there was no
prince handy to kiss her, so she went back to sleep, and in a few hours the spell resuned.

When El ectra went to Miundani a she aged phys-
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ically, but she should have remmi ned childlike, because maturity cones with experience. No, not

necessarily; some grown folk are i muature, and sone children are mature in outlook. But it is the
nature of hunorous magi c that age does bring maturity; this may be unscientific, but we're not
tal ki ng sci ence here, but magic.

If sex is just a natural function for centaurs, why do they take part in the Adult Conspiracy?
Because they honor the foibles of those with whomthey associate; centaur tutors, for exanple,
must set good exanples for the human children they tutor

Since Grey Murphy was raised in Mundania's sexual realities, is it possible that he may begin a
sl ow corruption of the Adult Conspiracy? Possible, but unlikely, because Ivy is bound to Enhance
his Xanth norality.

Wiy can't centaurs assune the three forms of their crossbhreed? Probably because they never thought
totry it, and believe it to be uncentauriy to assune any other form (Three forms? Only for the
wi nged centaurs!)

Wiy didn't MIlie the CGhost change from book to human formduring the Tinme of No Magi c? Because
she had been restored to living form before then

Why didn't zonbies cease to exist during the Tune of No Magic? They did; who saw a zonbie then?
But they resuned when the nmagic returned, just as did tangle trees and such

Why didn't Murphy and Vadne age rapidly when they went to Mundani a? Because the Brain Coral's poo
had kept themin suspended animation, in contrast to Electra's nagic sleep

If wiggle swarns aren't as bad as they are thought to be, then why did the Sinurgh panic? | don't
recall the Sinurgh ever panicking; are you sure this isn't soneone's slanderous story?

Coul d Xavi er use reverse-wood to fill the holes
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made by wi ggl es? Wiy shoul d he want to? Few folk would care to be patched together with reverse-
wood slivers!

If Ivy touches reverse-wood, would her reversed talent then | essen the effect of the wood? Yes—so
she has little to fear.



Wyul d a combi nation of Ivy, Arnolde Centaur, and reverse-wood in Mundani a make a Mundane nmgical ?
No. The reverse-wood woul d make Ar-nolde's magic aisle into a Mundane ai sle, and not hi ng woul d
change.

Wul d trace anounts of Xanthian magic in Mindani a account for people like Vri Getter, whose power
is to bend spoons, and the Amazi ng Randi, whose power is to prove that Vri Getter cannot bend
spoons with magic? No; fakery and the exposure of it require no magic.

If Htler had rel eased a couple on the condition that their son cone and run Auschwitz, would it
be di shonorabl e and unethical for the son to tell Hitler to go to hell and not run Auschwitz?
Technically the answer nmay be yes, but the reality of the situation says that dishonor is okay if
honor causes nore evil to occur. So why couldn't Gey just tell ComPewer to go to Hell? Because
Grey Murphy has a better sense of honor than you do. Just as an honorable son will pay off his
father's debts left when the father dies, he will honor his father's other |ingering conmmitnents.
The idea that an existing conmtment can be renounced just because you decide you don't want to do
it is sheer mischief. Try telling the IRS that you won't pay your income tax, because the incomne
tax | aw was passed before you were born. Try telling the governnment that you refuse to obey its

| aws, because you don't |ike the way it spends noney on missiles designed to kill people. The fact
is, it is not your province to decide what prior deals you will honor unless you are prepared to
pay the consequence of breaking the law. That is a decision
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that some folk do nmake, and they do pay the price. The ends do not justify the nmeans; the end of
maki ng your own |ife better does not justify the violation of solem prior commtrments. |If you run
for president and win, then naybe you can see about changi ng things.

As | was conpleting the novel, canme a fan letter-actually | answered several hundred letters in
the course of the novel, but this was one of the last—fromthe West Indies. Wat | noticed was the
stationery: hand-pasted pictures of roses on each sheet. Rose of Roogna had sent ne a fan letter!
Well, alnost; it was a nice Xanth fen letter froman exotic place, but the lady's nane was
Sharm |l a Ransingh. Still, she nay be rel ated, because of those roses.

And of course we have a Jenny update. Jenny EIf appeared in Isle of View and has only a bit part
in the present novel, but she will play a larger role in The Color of Her Panties. No, they aren't
her panties in question; what kind of a series do you think this is? But it's Jenny of Mundania
I"mconcerned with at the nonent, and her life is not as pleasant as that of Jenny Elf. For those
who did not see the Note in the | ast novel, Jenny was struck by a reckless driver when she was
twel ve and al nost killed. She was three nonths in a coma, until ny first letter to her brought her
out of it. | have witten to her regularly since, and net her and her famly in NoRenenber 1989 at
Sci - Con 11, a convention in Virginia, when she was thirteen. Richard Pini of Elfquest who
attended, and his graphic (that is, in comc form edition of Isle of View was nmade and publi shed.
Jenny | ooks like Jenny EIf, only with nore fingers and | ess pointed ears.

Jenny is slowy making progress. She is now home after about a year in the hospital, and going to
a special school that caters to those with disabilities such as hers. There was a newspaper
article about her, and that resulted in nany calls and offers of help. A clown cane to entertain
Jenny and her friends, and she was given
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tickets and an anbul ance ride to see a programby The New Kids on the Bl ock. She is working to
nmove both arns instead of just one, and to nove her |egs when she is held upright. She is |earning
to speak words, one by one. She understands words, you see, but the connections between her brain
and her mouth are scranbled so she can't just say them In short, Jenny has not given up on the
recovery of the use of her body, and intends somehow, soneday, to wal k again. She will be a young
|l ady of fifteen when this novel is published.

Al so, during the course of this novel, |I attended ny one convention of the year 1990— don't I|ike



to travel —whi ch was Phoeni xCon in Atlanta, Ceorgia, Mindania. | went only because of friendship
with Bill Ritch, who was one of the convention organi zers. He had hel ped nme get conputerized in
1984. | was on several panels, read a selection frommny nminstream historical novel, fathom Mound,
and met with business associates, deciding howto handle the Xanth cal endars. By the time this
novel is published, you may have seen ne on TV, hawking cal endars. Thus the convention was both
busi ness and fun. Then disaster: | had to attend two nore conventions that year

Back in Florida, ny elder daughter, Penny, graduated from college, achieving her BA in Human
Resources (social work). No honors, no awards; she takes after me, being scholastically
indifferent. The educational establishnent has yet to recognize whatever special talents folk |ike
Penny and me possess. (| once applied for a position as a college teacher of witing; | had ny
teaching certificate and a teacher's test score in the ninety-ninth percen-tile, but | |earned
that they weren't interested in having a real witer teach that subject. They wanted a Ph.D. So
am now t he subject of papers on witing, not a teacher of the subject.) But Penny did seemto have
the I ongest hair in her class, which nade her easy to spot across the crowded auditorium

Meanwhi |l e a problemthat developed as | wote the prior novel nmay have carried through to its
concl usi on

Question Quest
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in this one. My tongue hurt. | thought it was getting scratched on a tooth, so | saw the dentist,
and sure enough, two of my onlays—those are like inlays, but nore so—were wearing thin and
devel opi ng edges that ny tongue touched. The dentist tried snoothing them down, but the problem
continued, so reluctantly he replaced the two onlays with two gold crowns. And—y tongue was stil

sore. | had to use bubblegumto protect ny tongue. (Regular gumfalls apart too readily.) Could it
be that roughness on the |ower teeth was responsi bl e? He nade ne an appliance to cover the .| ower
teeth—and still ny tongue hurt. But we were catching on to the pattern of it. My tongue gets nost

abraded when |'mtal ki ng—and when |'mediting novels, such as this one, because | read them al oud
to nyself, getting the sonic feel of them Maybe ny tongue was hitting a rough spot when | talked,
then settling back to an innocent spot when | relaxed—and so | felt it in the innocent position
That could account for a lot. So the dentist nade an appliance to cover ny upper jaw, trying to

nail down the problemonce and for all. And as this novel finished, my tongue was on the way to
recovery—we hope. And yes, | hear those nuttered renarks fromreaders about how | should tone
down the tenper of nmy remarks so that | won't nelt any nore onlays and burn ny tongue. | would

answer you—+f my answer weren't apt to prove your point.
That was about it for excitenent. Mindania, as you know, isn't rmuch.
Pi ers Ant hony, Mayhem 1990

PS: Yes, ny troll-free nunmber remains in operation. W have the Xanth Cal endar, Ogre video
interview, Xanth T-shirts, an ongoing newsletter, and a stock of every Anthony novel in print,
including this one. Call 1-800 H PIERS to be possessed by our mailing |ist.



