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CENTAUR Al SLE
BY Pl ERS ANTHONY
Synopsi s:

A Xanth fantasy. Prince Dor nust rescue King Trent fromof all places.
Mundani a! The only way he can do this is to travel to Centaur Isle and
find the magician calliber centaur, no easy task since centaurs abhorr
magi ¢ and woul d never adnit to possessing it. Poor prince Dor could
have saved hinself a ot of trouble if he could have | ooked at the title
of the book cent aur ai s | e but then Prince Dor has a terrible
time with spelling at the best of times and certainly could be forgiven
for ai sl eandi s | e. WII Mindania as we all know and despise it
survive this nmagical group?

A Del Rey Book
Publ i shed by Bal | anti ne Books
Copyright 1981 by Piers Anthony

Al'l rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyri ght
Conventions. Published in the United States by Ball anti ne Books, a

di vi sion of Random House, Inc., New York, and sinultaneously in Canada
by Random House of Canada, Limted, Toronto, Canada.

Manuf actured in the United States of Anerica

The aut hor thanks Jerone Brown for the notion of the "Spelling Bee" used
inthe first chapter, and the nany other fans whose letters of

encour agenent have caused the Xanth trilogy to be expanded. My those
who feel Xanth is sexist have pleasure in this novel, wherein Mindani a
is shown to be worse

Dor was trying to wite an essay, because the King had decreed that any

future nonarchs of Xanth should be literate. It was an awful chore. He
knew how to read, but his imagination tended to go bl ank when chal | enged
to produce an essay, and he had never mastered conventional spelling.

"The Land of Xanth," he nuttered with deep disgust.
"What ?" the tabl e asked.

"The title of ny awmful old essay," Dor explained dispiritedly. "M
tutor Cherie, on whom be a nuted anonympous curse, assignhed nme a

one- hundred-word essay telling all about Xanth. | don't think it's
possible. There isn't that nuch to tell. After twenty-five words 1'11I
probably have to start repeating. How can | ever stretch it to a whole
hundred? |'mnot even sure there are that many words in the |anguage.))
"Who wants to know about Xanth?" the table asked. "I'm bored already."
"I know you're a board. | guess Cherie, may a hundred curseburrs tangle
in her tail, wants to know. "

"She nmust be pretty dunb."”
Dor considered. "No, she's infernally smart. All centaurs are.

That's why they're the historians and poets and tutors of Xanth. My
all their high-1Q feet founder."

"How come they don't rule Xanth, then?"
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"Well, most of themdon't do magic, and only a Magician can rul e Xanth.
Brai ns have nothing to do with it-and neither do essays."
Dor scowl ed at his blank paper

"Only a Magician can rule any land," the table said snugly. "But what
about you? You're a Magician, aren't you? Wy aren't you King?)$

"Wll, I will be King, sonme day," Dor said defensively, aware that he
was talking with the table only to postpone a little |onger the
inevitable struggle with the essay. "Wen King Trent, uh, steps down.

That's why | have to be educated, he says." He w shed all kinds of
mal edi cti ons on Cherie Centaur, but never on King Trent.

He resuned his norose stare at the paper, where he had now printed THU
LANNED WV ZANTH. Sonehow it didn't |look right, though he was sure he
had put the TUs in the right places.

Sonething tittered. Dor glanced up and discovered that the hanging
picture of Queen Iris was smirking. That was one probl em about worKking
in Castle Roogna; he was al ways under the bal eful eye of the Queen
whose principal business was snooping. Wth special effort, Dor
refrained fromsticking out his tongue at the picture.

Seei ng hersel f observed, the Queen spoke, the nouth of the image moving.
Her talent was illusion, and she could nake the illusion of sound when
she wanted to. "You rmay be a Magician, but you aren't a schol ar.
viously spelling is not your forte."

"Never claimed it was," Dor retorted. He did not know what the word
"forte" meant-perhaps it was a kind of small castle-but whatever it
meant, spelling was not there. He did not nuch like the Queen, and the
feeling was nutual, but both of themwere constrained by order of the
King to be reasonably polite to one another

"Surely a wonman of your extraordinary talents has nore interesting
things to do than peek at ny stupid essay," he said. Then, grudgingly,
he added: "Your Mjesty."

"Indeed | do," the picture agreed, its background clouding. She had of
course noted the pause before he gave her title; it was not technically
an insult, but the nessage was cl ear enough. The cloud *mthe picture
had becone a veritable thunderstorm wth jags of Ughtning shooting out
i ke sparks. She woul d get back at hi m somehow.

"But you woul d never get your honmework done If not supervised."

Dor grimaced into the surface of the table. She was right on target
t her e!

Then he saw that ink had snmeared all across his essay-paper, ruining it.
Wth an angry grunt he picked it up-and the ink slid off, pooled on the
surface of the table, bunched together, sprouted |legs, and scurried
away. It leaped off the table like a gross bug and puffed into
monentary vapor. It had been an Miusion. The Queen had gotten back at
himal ready. She could be extraordinarily clever in ugly Ettle ways.
Dor could not admit being angry about being fool ed-and that nade him
angrier than ever.

"l don't see why anyone has to be male to rule Xanth," the picture said.
That was of course a chronic sore point with the Queen. She was a
Sorceress fully as talented as any Magician, but by Xanth | aw custom no
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woman coul d be King.

"I live in the Land of Xanth," Dor said slowy, voicing his essay as he
wote, ignoring the Queen with what he hoped was insulting politeness.
"Which is distinct fromMmndania in that there is magic in Xanth and
none in Miundania." It was amazing how creative he becane when there was
a negative aspect to it. He had twenty-three words al ready!

Dor cracked an eyelid, sneaking a peek at the picture. It had reverted
to neutral. Good; the Queen had tuned out. |If she couldn't bug him
with crawling illusions, she wasn't interested.

But now his inspiration dehydrated. He had an inpossi bl e one hundred
whol e words to dO, Ei X tines his present total. Mybe five times; he
was not particularly apt at higher mathematics either. Four nore words,
if he counted the title. A significant fraction of the way through, but
only a fraction. What a dreary chore!

Irene wandered in. She was King Trent and Queen Iris's daughter, the
pal ace brat, often a nuisance-but sonetimes not. It griped Dor to adm't
it, but Irene was an extremely pretty girl, getting nore so, and that
exerted an increasing | everage upon him It made fighting with her
awkward. "Hi, Dor," she said, bouncing experinmentally.

"What are you doing.?"

Dor, distracted nonentarily by the bounce, |ost track of the sharp

response he had planned. "Ch, cone on," he grunped. "You know your

nmot her got tired of snooping on nme, so she assigned you to do it

i nstead. "

Irene did not deny it. "Well, sonebody has to snoop on you, dumry. 1|'d

rat her be out playing with Zilch."

Zilch was a young sea cow that had been conjured for her fifteenth
bkffiday. |Irene had set her up in the npat and used her nagic to
pronote the growth of sturdy wallflowers to wall off a section of water
protecting Zilch fromthe npat-nonsters while she grazed. Dor regarded
Zilch as a great blubbery slob of an aninmal, but anything that
distracted Irene was to sone extent worthwhile. She took after her

not her in certain annoyi ng ways.

"CGo ahead and play with the cow, " Dor suggested di sparagingly.

"I won't ten."

"No, a Princess has to do her duty." Irene never spoke of duty unless it
was sonet hing she wanted to do anyway. She picked up his essay-paper

"Hey, give that backl" Dor protested, reaching for it
"You heard him snit!" the paper agreed. "G ve ne backl"

That only nade Irene onery. She backed away, hanging on to the paper,
her eyes scanning the witing. Her bosom heaved with barely suppressed
| aughter. "Ch, say, this is something! | didn't think anybody could

m sspel|l 'Mundani a' that badly!"

Dor |eaped for her, his face hot, but she danced back again, putting the
paper behind her. This was her notion of entertainnentteasing him
maki ng hi mreact one way or another. He tried to reach around her-and
found himsel f enbracing her, unintentionally.
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Irene had al ways been a cute girl and socially precocious. In recent
years nature had rushed to endow her generously, and this was quite

evi dent at close range. Now she was a green-eyed,
green-tinthaired-occurring naturally; she did not color her hair-buxom
beauty. What was worse, she knew it, and constantly sought new ways to
use it to her advantage. Today she was dressed in a green bl ouse and
skirt that accentuated her figure and wore green slippers that enhanced
her fine legs and feet. |In short, she had prepared well for this
encounter and had no intention of letting himwite his essay in peace.

She took a deep breath, inflating herself against him "I1'll scream"”
she breathed in his ear, taunting him

But Dor knew how to handle her. "I'Il tickle," he breathed back

"That's not fair!" For she could not screamrealistically while
giggling, and she was hyperticklish, perhaps because she thought it was
fashi onabl e for young | adies to be so. She had heard sonewhere that
ticklishness nade girls nore appealing.

Irene's hand noved swiftly, trying to tuck the paper into her bosom
where she knew he woul dn't dare go for it. But Dor had encountered this
pl oy before, too, and he caught her wist en route. He finally got his
fingers on the essay-paper, for he was stronger than she, and she al so

deened it unladylike to fight too hard. |mage was al nost as imnportant
to her as mischief. She let the paper go, but tried yet another ploy.
She put her arms around him "I'll kiss."

But he was ready even for that. Her kisses could change to bites

wi t hout notice, depending on her nercurial nmobod. She was not to be
trusted, though in truth the close struggle had whetted his appetite for
some such diversion. She was scoring on himbetter than she knew. "Your
nmot her' s wat chi ng. "

Irene turned himloose instantly. She was a constant tease; but in her
mot her' s presence she al ways behaved angelically. Dor wasn't sure why
this was so, but suspected that the Queen's desire to see Irene becone
Queen after her had something to do with it. Irene didn't want to
oblige her nother any nore than she wanted to oblige anyone el se, and
expressing overt interest in Dor would constitute a conprom sing
attitude. The Queen resented Dor because he was a full Magician while
her daughter was not, but she was not about to | et himmake anyone

el se's daughter Queen. Irene, ironically, did want to be Queen, but

al so wanted to spite her nmother, so she always tried to make it seem
that Dor was chasing her while she resisted.

The various facets of this cynical ganme becanme conpl ex on occasion

Dor hinmself wasn't sure how he felt about it all. Four years ago, when
he was twelve, he had gone on an extraordi nary adventure into Xanth's
past and had occupi ed the body of a grown, nuscular, and highly

coordi nated barbarian. He had | earned sonet hi ng about the ways of mnen
and wonen. Since he had had an opportunity to play with adult equi prent
before getting there hinself, he had an inkling that the little ganes

I rene played were nore chancy than she knew.

So he stayed sonewhat clear, rejecting her teasing advances, though this
was not al ways easy. Sonetimes he had strange, w cked dreans, wherein
he call ed one of her bluffs, and it wasn't exactly a bluff, and then the
hand of an anonynmous censor blotted out a scene of inpending

fasci nati on.
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"Dumbo! " Irene exclaimed irately, staring at the still picture on the
wall. "My nother isn't watching us!"

"Got you off ny case, though, didn't it?" Dor said snmugly. "You want to
make like MIlie the Ghost, and you don't have the stuff."

That was a doubl e-barreled insult, for MIIlie-who had stopped being a
ghost before Dor was born, but retained the identification-was gifted

wi th magi cal sex appeal, which she had used to snare one of the few
Magi ci ans of Xanth, the sonber Zombie Master. Dor himself had hel ped
bring that Magician back to |life for her, and now they had
three-year-old twins. So Dor was suggesting to Irene that she | acked
sex appeal and wonanliness, the very things she was so assi duously
striving for. But it was a hard charge to make stick, because Irene was
really not far off the mark. |f he ever forgot she was the pal ace brat,
he woul d be in trouble, for what hidden censor would blot out a
dreamturned-real? Irene could be awmfully nice when she tried. O
maybe it was when she stopped trying; he wasn't sure.

"Wl l, you better get that dumb essay done, or Cherie Centaur will step
on you," Ilrene said, putting on a new nmood. "I1'll help you spell the
words If you want."

Dor didn't trust that either. "l1'd better struggle through on ny
oy,,n."
"You'll flunk. Cherie doesn't put up with your kind of ignorance."

"I know," he agreed glumy. The centaur was a harsh taskm stress -which
was of course why she had been given the job. Had her nmate Chester done
the tutoring, Dor would have | earned nuch about archery, swordplay, and
bar e- knuckl e boxi ng, but his spelling woul d have sunk to amazi ng new
depths. King Trent had a sure hand in del egating authority.

"I know what!" Irene exclainmed. "You need a spelling bee!"
"A what ?"

"I''"l'l fetch one," she said eagerly. Now she was in her hel pful guise,
and this was especially hard to resist, since he did need help.

"They are attracted by letter plants. Let ne get one fromny
collection.” She was off in a swirl of sweet scent; it seened she had
started wearing perfune.

Dor, by dint of phenonenal effort, squeezed out another sentence.

"Everyone in Xanth has his one magic talent; no two are the sane," he
said as he wote. Thirteen more words. What a deadly chore!

"That's not true,
things talk."

the table said. "M talent is talking. Lots of

"You're not a person, you're a thing," Dor infornmed it brusquely.
"Talking isn't your talent, it's mne. | make inanimate things talk."
"Aw . . ." the table said sullenly.

Irene breezed back in with a seed fromher collection and an
earth-filled flowerpot. "Here it is." In a noment she had the seed
planted-it was in the shape of the letter Land had given it the magic
command: "Grow." It sprouted and grew at a rate nature could not
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duplicate. For that was her talent-the green thunb. She could grow a
giant acorn tree froma tiny seed in mnutes, when she concentrated, or
cause an existing plant to swell into nonstrous proportions. Because
she could not transforma plant into a totally

different creature, as could her father, or give aninmation to |lifeless
things, as Dor and the Zonbie Master could, she was deenmed to be | ess

than a Sorceress, and this had been her |ifelong annoyance. But what

she coul d do, she could do well, and that was to grow pl ants.

The letter plant sent its main stalk up the breadth of a hand. Then it
branched and fl owered, each blossomin the formof a letter of the

al phabet, all the letters haphazardly represented. The flowers enmitted
a faint, odd odor a bit like ink and a bit |ike nusty old tones.

Sure enough, a big bee in a checkered furry jacket arrived to service
the plant. It buzzed fromletter to letter, harvesting each and tucking
it intolittle baskets onits six legs. In a fewmnutes it had
collected themall and was ready to fly away.

But Irene had closed the door and all the windows. "That was ny letter
pl ant," she inforned the bee. "You' R have to pay for those letters."

"BBBBBB, " the bee buzzed angrily, but acceded. It knew the rules. Soon
she had it spelling for Dor. All he had to do was say a word, and the
bee would lay down its flower-letters to spell it out.

There was nothing a spelling bee couldn't spell.

"Al'l right, 1've done ny good deed for the day," Irene said. "I'm going
out and swmwith Zilch. Don't let the bee out until you've finished
your essay, and don't tell my nother | stopped buggi ng you, and check
with nme when you're done."

"Why should | check with you?" he demanded. "You're not my tutor!"”

"Because | have to be able to say | nagged you until you got your stupid
homewor k done, idiot," she said sensibly. "Once you clear with ne,
we're both safe for the day. Got it straight now, knothead?"

Essentially, she was proffering a deal; she would | eave himal one if he
didn't turn her in for doing it. It behooved himto acquiesce.

"Straight, greernose," he agreed.
"And watch that bee," she warned as she slipped out the door

"It's got to spell each word right, but it won't tell you if you have
the, wong word." The bee zooned for the aperture, but she closed it
qui ckly behi nd her.

"Al'l right, spelling bee," Dor said. "I don't enjoy this any nore than
you do. The faster we get through, the faster we both get out of here."

The bee was not satisfied, but buzzed with resignation. It was
accustonmed to nonoring rules, for there were no rules nore finicky and
sensel ess than those for spelling words.

Dor read aloud his first two sentences, pausing after every word to get
the spelling. He did not trust the bee, but knew it was incapabl e of
m sspelling a word, however nuch it nmight wish to, to spite him

"Some can conjure things," he continued slowy, "and others can nake a
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hole, or illusions, or can soar through the air. But in Mindania no one
does magic, so it's very dull. There are not any dragons there. |nstead
there are bear and horse and a great nany other nonsters."

He stopped to count the words. All the way up to eighty-two!
Only eight nore to go-no, nore than that; his fingers had run out.
Twenty-eight to go. But he had already covered the subject. Wat now?

Vel |, maybe some specifics. "Qur ruler is King Trent, who has reigned
for seventeen years. He transforns people into other creatures." There
wer e anot her seventeen words, bringing the total tosay, it was

ni nety-ni ne words! He nust have m scal cul at ed before.

One nore word and he'd be done!

But what one word would finish it? He couldn't think of one. Finally
he made a special effort and squeezed out another whol e sentence: "No
one gets chased here; we fare in peace." But that was nine nore

wor ds-ei ght nore than he needed. It really hurt himto waste energy
l'i ke that!

Sigh. There was no help for it. He would have to use the words, now
that he had ground themout. He wote them down as the bee spelled
them pronouncing each carefully so the bee would get it right. He was
sure the bee had little or no sense of continuity; it merely spelled on
an individual basis.

In a fit of foolish generosity, he fired off four nore val uabl e words:
"My tale is done." That nmade the essay one hundred and twel ve words
Cherie Centaur should give hima top grade for thatl "Ckay, spelling

bee," he said. "You' ve done your part. You're free, with your
letters.” He opened the wi ndow and the bee buzzed out with a happy
" BBBBBB! "

"Now | need to deliver it to ny beloved fenmal e tutor, nay Reas gnaw her
coat," he said to hinself. "How can | do that w thout her catching ne
for nore homework?" For he knew, as all students did, that the basic

pur pose of instruction was not so nmuch to teach young peopl e good things
as to fiu up all their tinme unpleasantly. Adults

had the notion that juveniles needed to suffer. Only when they had
suffered enough to wi pe out nmost of their naturally joyous spirits and

i nnocence were they staid enough to be considered mature,. An adult was
essentially a broken-down child.

"Are you asking nme?" the floor asked.

I nani mate things sel dom had nuch wit, which was why he hadn't

asked any for help in his spelling. "No, I"'mjust talking to nyself."
"Good. Then | don't have to tell you to get a paper wasp."

"I couldn't catch a paper wasp anyway. |'d get stung."

"You woul dn't have to catch it. It's trapped under nme. The foo
dered in during the night and can't find the way out; it's dark

down there."

This was a positive break. "Ten it 1'll take it safely out if it'l
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deli ver one paper for ne.

There was a nmunble as the floor conversed with the wasp. Then the fl oor
spoke to Dor again. "It's a fair sting, it says."

"Very well. Tell it where there's a crack big enough to let it through
to this room™"

Soon the wasp appeared. It was large, with a narrow wai st and fine
reddi sh-brown color: an attractive fermale of her species, nmarred only by
shreds of dust on her wi ngs. "WWWWW¥\" she buzzed, making the dust fly
off so that she was conpletely pretty again.

Dor gave her the paper and opened the w ndow again. "Take this to the
| ady centaur Cherie. After that you' re on your own."

She perched nonentarily on the sill, holding the paper
"WNWWNWWP" she asked agai n.

Dor did not understand wasp | anguage, and his friend Gundy the Gol em
who did, was not around. But he had a fair notion what the wasp was
thinking of. "No, | wouldn't advise trying to sting Cherie.

She can crack her tail about like a whip, and she never misses a fly."

O the seat of soneone's pants, he added nentally, when soneone was
foolish enough to backtal k about an assignment. Dor had | earned the
hard way.

The wasp carried the paper out the window with a satisfied hum

Dor knew it would deliver; like the spelling bee, it had to be true to
its nature. A paper wasp could not m shandl e a paper

Dor went out to report to Irene. He found her on the south side of the
castle in a bathing suit, swiming with a contented sea cow and feedi ng
the cow handful s of sea oats she was nmgically growi ng on the bank
Zi |l ch nooed when she saw Dor, alerting Irene

"H, Dor-cone in sndrng!" Irene call ed.
"In the npat with the nonsters?" he retorted

"I grew a row of blackjack oaks across it to buttress th,, wallflowers,"
she said. "The nonsters can't pass."

Dor | ooked. Sure enough, a noat-nonster was pacing the line,
staY 9 just ¢ e of the blac a s
and' ngot taggledar ki ek . It nudged too close at one point

those trees! by a well-swng bl ackjack. There was no passing Still,
Dor decided to stay clear. He didn't trust what Zilch nmight have done
in the water. "I nmeant the nonsters on this side,” he said.

"I just canme to report that the paper is finished and off to the tutor."
"Monsters on this side!" Irene repeated, glancing down at herself.
"Sic him Wedles!"

A tendril reached out of the water and caught his ankle. Another one of
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her playful plants! "Cut that out!" Dor cried, windmlling as the vine
yanked at his leg. It was no good; he lost his balance and fell into
the noat with a great splash.

"Ho, ho, ho!" the water |aughed. "Quess that doused your fire!"
Dor struck at the surface furiously with his fist, but it did no good.
Like it or not, he was swinming in all his clothes.

"Hey, | just thought of something," Irene called. "That spelling
bee-did you define the words for it?"

"No, of course not," Dor spluttered, trying to scranble out of the water
but getting tangled in the tendrils of the plant that had pulled himin.
Pride prevented himfromasking Irene for help, though one word from her
woul d tane the plant.

She saw the need, however. "Easy, Wedl ess" she said, and the

pl ant eased off. Then she returned to her subject. "There may be
trouble. If you used any hononyns-"

"No, | couldn't have. | never heard of them" Wedies was no | onger

attacking, but each tine Dor tried to swmto the bank, the plant noved
to intercept him He had antagoni zed Irene by his nonsters crack, and
she was getting back at himnercilessly. She was |like her nother in
that respect. Sonmetines Dor felt the world would be better off If the
entire species of femal e were aboli shed.

"Different words that sound the sane, duncel" she said with maidenly
arrogance. "Different spellings. The spelling bee isn't that smart; if
you don't tell it exactly which word-2

"Different spellings?" he asked, experiencing a prenonitory chill.
"Li ke wood and woul d," she said, showi ng off her vocabulary in
the annoying way girls had. "Wod-tree, would-could. O isle and

aisle, meaning a bit of land in a |lake or a cl eared space between ob
jects. No connection between the two except they happen to sound

the sane. Did you use any of those?"

Dor concentrated on the essay, already half forgotten. "I think
mentioned a bear. You know, the fantastic Mindane nonster.”

"I'tll come out bare-naked!" she excl ai med, |aughing. "That bee
may not be smart, but it wasn't happy about having to work for its
letters. ©Ch, are you ever in trouble, Dor! Wait'll Cherie Centaur
reads that paper!”

"Ch, forget it!" he snapped, disgruntled. How many hononyns

had he used?

"Bear, bare!" she cried, swinmmng close and tugging at his cloth ing.
The material, not intended for water, tore readily, exposing half

hi s chest.
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"Bare, bare, bare!" he retorted furiously, hooking two fingers into
the top of her suit and ripping it down. This material, too, came

apart with surprising ease, showi ng that her body was fully as deve
oped as suggested by the contours of her clothing. Her nother the

Queen often nade herself pretty through illusion; Irene needed no
such enhancenent.
"Eeeeek!" she screaned enthusiastically. "I1'll get you!" And she

ri pped nore of his clothing off, not stopping at his shirt. Dor reta
iated, his anger mtigated by his intrigue with the flashes of her that

showed between splashes. |In a nonment they were both thoroughly

bare and laughing. It was as if they had done in anger sonething they
had not dared to do by agreenent, but had neverthel ess wanted to

do.

At this point Cherie Centaur trotted up. She had the forepart of a
remarkably full-figured woman, and the rear-part of a beautiful

horse. 1t was said that Mindania was the | and of beautiful wonen

and fast horses, or maybe vice versa on the adjectives; Xanth was the
| and where the two were one. Cherie's brown human hair trailed

back to rest against her brown equine coat, with her |ovely tai

mat ching. She wore no clothing, as centaurs did not believe in such

af fectations, and she was ol d, despite her appearance, of Doris fa
ther's generation. Such things nade her far less interesting than

Irene. "About this paper, Dor-" Cherie began

Dar and Irene froze in place, both suddenly conscious of their
condition. They were naked, half enbraced in the water. Wedles

was idly playing with fragnents of their clothing. This was definitely
not proper behavior, and was bound to be m sunderstood.

But Cherie was intent on the paper. She shook her head, so that her
hair fell down along her breasts-a manneri smthat indicated sonething
serious. "If you can interrupt your sexplay a nonment," she said, "I
would Iike to review the spelling in this essay." Centaurs did not
really care what human beings did with each other in the water; to them
such interaction was natural. But If Cherie reported it to the
Queen"Uh, well-" Dor said, wi shing he could sink under the water

"But before | go into detailed analysis, let's obtain another opinion."
Cherie held the paper down so Irene could see it.

Irene was fully as enbarrassed by her condition as Dor was about his.

She exhal ed to decrease her buoyancy and | ower herself in the water, but
in a nonent she was gasping and had to breathe agai nwhich caused her to
rise once nore, especially since her nost promnent attributes tended to
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fl oat anyway. But as her eyes scanned the paper, her nood changed. "Onh,
no!" she exclained. "What a disaster!" she chortled. "You' ve outdone
yourself this tine, Dor!" she tittered. "Ch, this is the worst that
ever was!" she cried gleefully.

"What's so funny?" the water asked, and its curiosity was echoed by the
rocks, sand, and other inanimate things within range of Doris talent.

Cheri e di sapproved of magic in centaurs-she was of the ol df ashi oned,
conservative school that considered magi c obscene in the civilized
speci es of Xanth-but appreciated its uses in human bei ngs.

"I will read the essay to you, attenpting to present the nords as they
are spelled," she said. She did-and somehow t he new neani ngs cane

t hrough even though the actual pronunciation of the words had not
changed. Dor quailed; it was even worse than he had feared.

TBB LAND OF XANTH

buy door Eye live inn the Land of Xanth, witch is disstinked from
Mundania inn that their is magic inn Xanth and nun i nn Mundani a. Every
won i nn Xanth has his own magic talent; knowto are the sane. Sum khan

conjure things, and others khan nake a whole ore illusions ore khan sore
threw the heir. Butt inn Mindania know won does nmagic, sewits very
dull. They're are knot any dragons their. Instead their are bare and

hoarse and a grate
many ot her nonsters. Hour ruler is King Trent, whoo has

rai ned four seventeen years. He transforns people two other creatures.
Know won gets chaste hear; oui fair inn piece. M

tail is dun.

By the end of it Irene was in tears from hel pl ess | aughter, the sea
cow was bellowi ng bovine nmrth, the water, beach, and stones

were chortling, the blackjack oaks were zappi ng each other on the

branches, and the noat-nonsters were guffawi ng. Even Cherie Cen taur
was barely controlling a rebellious snirk. Dor was the only one

who was unable to appreciate the excruciatingly funny nature of it;
he w shed he could tunnel through the bottomof the earth.
"O doesn't that beet awl!" Irene gasped. "Lets go two Miundani a

and sea a hoarse bare ore whatever!" And the creatures and | and scape
rel apsed into a cacophony of fresh laughter. The stones them selves
wer e squeezing out helpless tears of hilarity.

Cherie controlled her levity enough to forma proper frown. "Now
I fliffik you had better report to the King, Dor."

Oh, no! How much trouble could he get into in one afternoon?
He'd be lucky if King Trent didn't transformhiminto a slug and
drop himback in the noat. As if flunking his essay wasn't bad

enough, getting caught naked with the King' s daughter Dor w apped his
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tatters of clothing about his midsection and
scranbl ed out of the water. He would sinply have to go and take his
medi ci ne.
He stopped off at honme to get quickly into fresh clothing. He
hoped hi s not her woul d be el sewhere, but she was cl eani ng house.
Fortunately, she was in her nynph state, looking like a |lovely doll

though in fact she was in the vicinity of forty. There was no one pret
tier than Chanel eon when she was up, and no one uglier when she

was down. But her intelligence varied inversely, so right now she was
quite stupid. Thus she lacked the wit to inquire why he was wearing

his clothing tied about his mddle, sopping wet, while the objects in
his path sniggered. But she was sensitive to the water. "Don't drip on

the floor, dear," she warned.

“I''l'l be dry in a nonent,’
Irene. "

he called reassuringly. "I was swim 9 with

"'lbat's nice," she said.

Soon he was on his way to the King, who always interviewed him
inthe library. Doris heart was beating as he hurried up the stairs.
Cherie Centaur nust have shown King Trent the paper before she

came for Dor; maybe the King didn't know about the disaster in the
noat .

King Trent was awaiting him The King was a solid, graying, handsone
man nearing sixty. \W.en he died, Dor would probably assUve the cr oW of
Xanth. Sone

how he was not eager for the post.

"Hell o, Dor," the King said, shaking his hand warmy, as he al ways did.
"You | ook fresh and cl ean today."

Because of the episode in the noat. That was one way to take a bath!
Was the King teasing hin? No, that was not Trent's way. "Yes, sir,"
Dor said unconfortably.

"l have serious news for you."
Dor fidgeted. "Yes, sir. |I'msorry."

Trent smled. "Ch, it has nothing to do with that essay. The truth is,
I was none too apt in spelling in ny own youth. That sort of thing is
mastered in time." H s face turned grave, and Dor quailed, knowing it
had to be the other thing that perturbed the |I<-ing.

Dor considered offering an explanation, but realized it would sound too
much i ke an excuse. Kings and potential |ungs, he understood, did not
excuse thenselves; it was bad for the inmage. So he waited in dreading
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si |l ence.

"Pl ease, Dor, be at ease," the King said. "This is inportant."”

"It was an accident!" Dor blurted, his guilt overriding his resolve.
It was so difficult to be Kingly!
"Are you by chance referring to that fall into the noat?"

Confirmation was as bad as suspicion! "Yes, sir." Dor realized that
anything nore he said could only put the blame on Irene, and that
woul dn't be wise

"Funni est splash |'ve seen in years!" King Trent said, smling gravely.
"I sawit all fromthe enbrasure. She pulled you in, of

course, and then tore into your clothes. This is ever the way of the
distaff."

"You're not angry?"

"Dor, | trust you. You tend to conme to grief in mnor particulars, but
you are generally sound in the major ones. And | have to admit nmny
daughter is a provocative brat at times. But mainly, it is good to get
into mschief while you're still young enough to profit fromthe
experience. Once you are King, you are unlikely to have that |uxury."

"ilen that's not why you sunmmoned ne?" Dor asked, relieved.

"If 1 had the tinme and privacy, | would be splashing in that npat, too."
Then the King's snile faded as he turned to business. "Dor, the Queen
and | are nmaking an official trip to Mundania. The excursion is
schedul ed to | ast one week. W have to go through a bl ack body of
water, up a great river, up to a bel eaguered Kingdomin the nountains
surrounded by hostile A's, B's, and IVs. Nornmal trade has been largely
cut off; they can't get out-or so ny scout inforns me. They have sent a
message of wel cone for our offer of trade.. But the details remain
obscure; | will have to work themout personally. | amthe only one in
authority here who has had sufficient experience in Mindania to cope. It
is a small beginning, a cautious one-but if we establish a liraited,
viable, continuing trade with a section of Mundania, it will prove well
worthwhile, if only for the experience. So we're investing this tine
now, while there is no crisis in Xanth. You will have to be King in
that period of nmy absence, and rain-ah, reign over Xanth."

This caught Dor conpletely by surprise. "Me? King?"

"Comenci ng one week fromtoday. | thought it best to give you
war ni ng. "
"But | can't be King! | don't know anything about-2

"I would say this is an excellent tinme to learn, Dor. The Kingdomis at
peace, and you are well regarded, and there are two other Magicians

avai l abl e to advise you." He winked solemly. "The Queen offered to
remai n here to advise you, but | insisted | wanted the pleasure of her
conpani onship nyself. It is essential that you be prepared, in case the

duty should cone on you suddenly."

Despite his shock at this abnpt onset of responsibility, Dor appredated
the logic. |If the Queen remained in Xanth, she would run the whol e show
and Dor woul d get no experience. The two remaining Magicians, Hunfrey
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and the Zonbie Master, would not interfere at all; neither participated
voluntarily in the routine matters of Xanth.

So Dor woul d have a free hand-which was exactly what King Trent wanted

But the other reference-the duty comi ng on himsuddenly? Was this a
suggestion that sonething was amiss with King Trent? Dor was appall ed
at the thought. "But it'll be a long tine before-I nean-"

"Do not be unduly concerned," King Trent said, conprehendi ng Doj ?s
poorly expressed notion, as he always did. "I wn not yet sixty;
daresay you will be thirty before the onus falls on you. | remain in

good health. But we nust al ways be ready for the unexpected. Now
is there anything you will need to prepare yoursel f?"

"Uh-" Dor renmined nunbed. "Can it be secret?"

"Kingship is hardly secret, Dor."

"l mean-does everyone have to know you're gone? From Xanth,

I nean. |f they thought you were near, that it was just a trial run
King Trent frowned. "You do not feel up to it?"

"Yes, sir. | don't."

The King sighed. "Dor, | am disappointed but not surprised. | believe

you underestimate yourself, but you are young yet, and it is not ny
purpose to cause you unnecessary difficulties. W shall announce that
the Queen and | are taking a week's vacation-a working vacation-and are
allowing you to practice your future craft. | do not believe that is
too great a deviation fromthe truth. W shall be working, and for ne a
visit to Mundania is a vacation. The Queen has never been there; it

will be a novel experience for her. But you will know, privately, that
we shall not be available to help you if there is any problem Only the
Council| of Elders and the other Magicians will know where | am"

Doris knees felt weak. "Thank you, Sir. 1'll try not to mess up."

"Do tzy that. See that you do not fall into the nmpat," King Trent said,
smling. "And don't let ny daughter boss you around; it ill befits a
King." He shook his head. "Hasn't she becone a vixen, though? When you
pul I ed her suit down-"

"Unh-" Dor said, blushing. He had hoped they were safely beyond this
subj ect .

"She certainly asked for it! The Queen and | are entirely too |enient
with her. | had to threaten to turn Iris into a cactus to keep her

frominterfering. And | proved correct; you two worked it out
satisfactorily to yourselves."

Actual ly, Cherie Centaur had interrupted the struggle; otherw se there
was no guessing where it might have led. For one of the fewtines in
his life, Dor was thankful, in retrospect, for Cherie's intervention
Per haps the King knew that, too

"Unh, thanks, | mean, yes, sir," Dor agreed weakly. This was al nost too
much under st andi ng; the Queen would certainly have dealt with himnore
harshly than this. Yet he knew the King had not been joking about the
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cactus; easygoing as he seened, he tolerated absolutely no
i nsubordi nati on from anyone-whi ch was of course one of his prine
qualities of Kingship.

Unfortunately, Doris own talent was not that forceful. He could
not transformthose who opposed him |If he gave an order, and

sonmeone refused to obey, what would he do? He had no idea.

"At any rate, you will work it out,” King Trent said. "I am de pending
on you to carry through despite whatever hazards my daugh ter

i nt erposes. "

"Yes, sir," Dor agreed without enthusiasm "Do you really have to
go?),

"W do have to go, Dor. | feel this can be an excellent opportu nity

for continuing trade. Mindania has vast and | argely unexploited
resources that would do us a great deal of good, while we have nmmgic
abilities that could help themequivalently. To date, our trade with
Mundani a has been sporadic, owing to difficulties of conmunication.

We require a reliable, private connection. But we mnmust exercise ex
trenme caution, for we do not want the Mundanes invadi ng Xanth

again. So we are deliberately dealing with a small Ki ngdom one un
likely to be able to nount such an offensive, should it ever choose

to.73

Dor could appreciate that. Xanth had a |ong history of being in vaded
by waves of Mindanes, until preventive nmeasures had been

taken. Actually, there was no firmroute from Mindania to Xanth;

Mundani an time seened to be different, so that contacts were bap hazard
Ay Xanth citizen, in contrast, could go to Mindania nerely

by stepping beyond the region of magic. |If he kept close track of his
route, he could theoretically find his way back. That was academ c,
however; no one wanted to | eave Xanth, for he would | eave his

magi ¢ tal ent behi nd.

No, Dor had to qualify that thought. Hi s nother Chanel eon had

once sought to | eave Xanth, before she nmet his father Bink, to elim
nat e her changes of phase. Also, the Gorgon had spent sone years in

Mundani a, where her face did not turn people to stone. Perhaps

there had been others. But that was a strategy of desperation. Xanth
was so obviously the best place to be that very few would | eave it
voluntarily.

"Uh, suppose you get |ost, Your Mjesty?" Dor asked worriedly.
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"You forget, Dor, | have been to Mundania before. | know the
route.)*

"But Mundani a changes! You can't go back to where you were!"
"Probably true. Certainly | would not take the Queen to the site of

my first marriage." The King was silent a nonent, and Dor knew THERE WAS
A SECRET SIDE TO TRENT WHO ONCE

had a wife and child WHOM HE Preferred not to di scuss.
LI VING I n Mundani a, but they had died, so he had

returned to Xanth and become King. Had hlS famly lived, Trent

woul d never have cone back to Xanth. "But | believe | can
manage. "
Yet Dor was nervous. "Mindania is a dangerous place, with bears

and horses and t hings.
"So your essay advised me. | do not pretend this trip is entirely

wi thout risk, Dor, but | believe the potential benefits nmake the risk
worthwhile. | aman "cellent swordsman and did have twenty years

to perfect survival techniques, based on other things than magic. But
I nmust confess that | do miss Mindani a sonewhat; perhaps that is

the underlying notive for this excursion."The Kin pondered again,

then broached a new aspect. "More tricky is the nagture of the inter
face. You see, when we step through to Mundania, we may find our selves
at any point inits history. Until very recently, we could not se |ect
the point; this nuch has been chance. The Queen believes she

has found a way to alle

viate this problem That is one reason | mnust

negoti ate a trade agreenent personally. | can trust no one else to
handl e the vagaries of the transition. W may fail to reach our taRGet

Ki ngdom or may reach it and return enpty-handed; in that case

wi Il have no one to bl ame except nyself."
"But if you don't know where you'll arrive in Miundani a, how do
you know there's an o.p.portunity? | mean, you raight |and sonmewhere

el se entirely."
"As | said, | do have a hint. | believe the time is now propitious to

enter Miundani a's nedi eval age, and the Queen has studied the mat ter and
beli eves she can, as it were, fine-tune our entry to match the
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particul ar placetime our scout scouted. This spot should have co pious
natural resources |ike wood and cloth that we can work by

magi ¢ into carvings and clothing they can't match. Perhaps sone thing
else will offer. Perhaps nothing. | believe a week will suffice to

explore the situation. W cannot afford to stand still; we nust keep
working to inprove our situation. Magic is not enough to keep
Xanth prosperous; the land also requires alert administration."”

"l guess so," Dor agreed. But it seened to himhe woul d never be
able to do the job King Trent was doing. Xanth was indeed doing
wel |l now, and the inprovenent had been steady fromthe tine of
Trent's ascension to power. The Kingdomwas well disciplined and
wel | ordered; even the dragons no | onger dared to nmaraud where

men had staked their territory. Dor had a norbid fear that at such
time as he, Dor, becane King, the golden age would deteriorate. "I
wi sh you well in Miundania, sir."

"I know you do, Dor," King Trent said affably. "I ask you to bear
in mnd this before all el se-honesty."

"Honesty?"

"When you are in doubt, honesty is generally the best course.

What ever may happen, you will not have cause for shanme If you ad here
scrupulously to that."

“I''l'l remenber," Dor said. "Honesty."
"Honesty," King Trent repeated with peculiar enphasis. "That's
it."

In an instant, it seened, the dread day canme. Dor found hinself huddl ed
on the throne, feeling terribly alone. King Trent and Queen Iris had
announced their vacation and di sappeared into a cloud.

When the cl oud dissipated, they were gone; Iris' power of illusion had
made theminvisible. She had always |iked dramatic entrances and exits.

Dor gritted his teeth and got into it. Actually, the business of
governing was nostly routine. There was a trained palace staff, quite
conpet ent, whose nenbers Dor had al ways known; they did whatever he
asked and answered any questions he had. But they did not nmake

i mportant deci sions-and Dor discovered that every decision, no matter
how m nor, seened vitally inportant to the people it concerned. So he
let the routine handle itself and concentrated on those areas that
demanded t he decision of the King, hoping his volum nous royal robe
woul d conceal any trenor of his knees.

The first case concerned two peasants who had a difference about a
pl antation of light bulbs. Each clainmed to be entitled to the brightest
bul bs of the current crop. Dor questioned their wooden belt buckles and
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got the straight story, while both peasants stood anazed at this nmgic.
Dor did this deliberately so they could see that he was, indeed, a
Magi ci an; they respected that caliber ofinagic and would be nore |ikely
to pay attention to himnow. qr

Peasant A had fanned the field for many years with indifferent success;
it belonged to him Peasant B had been hired to help this season-and
the field had brightened into the best crop in years, so that it never
saw darkness. To whom then, did the first choice of bul bs bel ong?

Dor saw that sone diplonmacy was called for here. He could of course
make an arbitrary decision, but that would surely | eave one party
unsatisfied. That could lead to future trouble. He didn't want any of
hi s deci sions com ng back to haunt King Trent in future nonths. "Peasant
B obvi ously has the special touch that nade this crop of bul bs gl ow so
well,"” he said. "So he should be given his choice of the best, as many
as he wants. After all, without himthe crop would not be worth ruch."
Peasant B | ooked pl eased. "However, Peasant A does own the field. He
can hire whonever he wants next year, so he can get to keep nore of his
crop." Peasant A nodded grim agreement. "OF course," Dor continued
blithely, "Peasant A won't have rmuch of a crop, and Peasant B won't have
a job. The bulbs won't grow el sewhere, and won't brighten as well for
anyone el se, so both peasants will lose. Too bad. It would have been
so sinple to share the best bulbs equally, taking turns sel ecting each
bul b, sharing the profit of the joint effort, and setting up for an even
better future season . " Dor shrugged sadly.

The two peasants | ooked at each other, a notion dawning. Wsn't it,
after all, nore inportant to share nany future harvests than run off
with the best of only one? Maybe they could work this out thensel ves.

They departed, discussing the prospects with aninmation. Dor rel axed,
hi s rmuscl es unknotting. Had he done it the right way? He knew he could
not make everyone happy in every case, but he did want to come as cl ose
as possi bl e.

Dor woke next norning to discover a ghost standing beside the royal bed.
It was Doreen, the kitchen maid. There had been half a dozen

recogni zabl e ghosts on the prem ses, each with his or her sad story, but
nmost were cl ose-nout hed about their living pasts. Dor had al ways |iked
Dor een because of the coincidence of nanes-Dor, Doreen-though apart from
that they had little in common. Mybe he had been naned after her,
since she was a friend of MIlie the Chost, who had been his nursenaid
during his early years. No one had seen fit to tell him and the |oca
furniture didn't know. There were many noderate little nysteries |ike
that around this castle; it was part of its atmosphere. At any rate,
Doreen was mi ddl e-aged and portly and often snappi sh, not having nmuch to
do with the Bving. Thus it was a surprise to find her here. "What can
I do for you, Doreen?" he asked.

"Sir, Your Majesty King Dor," she said diffidently.
Dor smiled. Doreen always found it hard to pinpoint the point.

"Qut with it, blithe spirit."

"Well, we, you know we haven't really quite seen very nuch of
Afillie since she passed on-"
To the ghosts, MIlie's return to life was passing on. She had been

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%?20Aisle.txt (18 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:45 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt
one of their number for several centuries, and now was nortal again.
"You m ss her?"
"Yes, certainly, in a way we do, Your Mjesty. She used to cone
see us every day, right after she, you know, but since she got herself
in the matrinonial way she hasn't-she-2
MIllie had married the Zonbi e Master and gone to share the castle
now possessed by Good Magician Hunfrey. It had been the Zonbie
Master's castle, eight hundred years before. "You' d like to see her
again," Dor finished.
"Yes, sir, Your Majesty. You were her friend in Efe, and now t hat
you're in the way of being the Royal King-"

"She hardly needs the I1Cing's approval to visit her old conpan ions."
Dor smled. "Not that such approval would ever be withheld,

but even if it were, how could anyone stop a ghost from going any
wher e?"

"Ch, sir, we can't go anywhere!" Doreen protested. "W are for ever
bound by the site of our cruel dem se, until our, you m ght say,

to put it politely, our onuses are abated.”

"Well, If you' d tell me your onuses, maybe | could hel p," Dor
suggest ed.
It was the first tinme he had ever seen a ghost blush. "OCh, no, no,

rmever!" she stamrered

Evidently he had struck a sensitive area. "Well, MR e can cer tainly
cone to see you."

'Sut she never, she doesn't, she won't seemto cone," Doreen

wai |l ed. "W have heard, had information, we believe she becane a
nmot her-"
"OF twins," Dor agreed. "A boy and a girl. It was bound to hap pen

considering her talent."

Prtidish Doreen let that pass. "So of course, naturally she's busy.
But If the lung suggested, intimted, asked her to visit-2

Dor smled. "MIlie was nmy governess for a dozen years. | had a
crush on her. She never took orders fromne; it was the other way
around. Nobody who knows ne takes ne seriously." As he spoke,

Dor feared he had just said sonething significant and damagi ng or

dammi ng; he woul d have to think about that in private.
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"But now that you're King-" Doreen said, not debating his point.

Dor smled again. "Very well. | will invite MIlie and her famly
here for a visit so you can neet the children. | can't guarantee
they' Il

cone, but | will extend the invitation."

"Ch, thank you, Your Majesty, sir!" Doreen faded gratefully out.

Dor shook his head. He hadn't realized the ghosts liked children

But of course one of themwas a child, Button, so that could account

for it. MIllie' s babies were only three years old, while Button was six
-but of course in time the twins would grow to his age, while the

ghost woul d not change. He had been six for six hundred years. Chi
dren were children. Dor had not met MIlie' s twins hinmself; a visit

shoul d be interesting. He wondered whether MIlie retai ned her
talent of sex appeal, now that she was happily married. Did any wife
keep up with that sort of thing? He feared that by the tinme he found
out, it would be too late.

Later that day, perhaps by no coincidence, Dor was approached

by a zonbie. The decrepit creatures normally remai ned confortably
buried in their graveyard near the castle, but any threat to the castle
woul d bring them charging gruesonely forth. This one dropped
stinking clods of earth and goo as it wal ked, and its face was a nass
of pus and rot, but sonehow it managed to tal k. "Yhoor WMajustee-"
it pleaded | oathsonely, spitting out a decayed tooth.

Dor had known the zonbies well in his day, including zonbie ani mals and
a zonbi e ogre named Egor, so they no |onger repul sed him

as badly as they night have done. "Yes?" he said politely. The best
way to deal with a zonbie was to give it what it wanted, since it
could not be killed or discouraged. Theoretically, it was possible to
di smenber one and bury the pieces separately, but that was hardly
worth the trouble and still was not guaranteed effective. Besides,
zonbies were all right, in their place.

"Chur Masssteff-2'

Dor caught on. "You have not seen the Zonbie Master in sone

time. | will ask himto visit here so you can get together and rehash
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old tines. Must be many a graveyard you've patronized with him |
can't prom se he'll cone-he does like his privacy-but 1'll nake the
effort."”
"Thaaanks," the zonbie whistled, losing part of its noldy tongue.
around. Nobody who knows ne takes ne seriously." As he spoke,
Dor feared he had just said sonething significant and damagi ng or
dami ng; he woul d have to think about that in private.

"But now that you're King-" Doreen said, not debating his point.

Dor smled again. "Very well. | will invite MIlie and her famly
here for a visit so you can neet the children. | can't guarantee
they' Il

come, but I will extend the invitation."

"Ch, thank you, Your Majesty, sir!" Doreen faded gratefully out.

Dor shook his head. He hadn't realized the ghosts liked children

But of course one of themwas a child, Button, so that could account

for it. MIllie's babies were only three years old, while Button was six
-but of course in tinme the twins would grow to his age, while the

ghost woul d not change. He had been six for six hundred years. Chi
dren were children. Dor had not met MIlie' s twins hinmself; a visit

should be interesting. He wondered whether MIlie retained her
talent of sex appeal, now that she was happily married. Did any wife
keep up with that sort of thing? He feared that by the time he found
out, it would be too |ate.

Later that day, perhaps by no coincidence, Dor was approached

by a zonbie. The decrepit creatures normally remained confortably
buried in their graveyard near the castle, but any threat to the castle
woul d bring them charging gruesonely forth. This one dropped
stinking clods of earth and goo as it wal ked, and its face was a mass
of pus and rot, but sonehow it nmanaged to talk. "Yhoor Majustee-"
it pleaded | oathsonely, spitting out a decayed tooth.

Dor had known the zonbies well in his day, including zonbie ani mals and
a zonbi e ogre named Egor, so they no |onger repul sed him

as badly as they nmight have done. "Yes?" he said politely. The best
way to deal with a zonbie was to give it what it wanted, since it

could not be killed or discouraged. Theoretically, it was possible to
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di smenber one and bury the pieces separately, but that was hardly
worth the trouble and still was not guaranteed effective. Besides,
zonbies were all right, in their place.

"Chur Masssteff-"

Dor caught on. "You have not seen the Zonbie Master in sone

time. | will ask himto visit here so you can get together and rehash
old tines. Mist be many a graveyard you' ve patronized with him

can't promise he'll cone-he does like his privacy-but 1'll nake the
effort.”

"Thaaanks," the zonmbie whistled, losing part of its noldy tongue.

"Uhs remenber-he has a fanmly now Two little children. You mght find
t hem scoopi ng sand out of graves, playing with stray bones-2

]But the zonbie didn't seemconcerned. |ie maggots squirnmed

alertly inits sunken eyes as it turned to depart. Maybe it was fun to
have children play with one's bones.

Meanwhil e, the daily chores continued. Another case concerned a

sea nonster invading a river and terrorizing the fish there, which
caused a slack harvest. Dor had to travel there and nake the ground

inthe vicinity runble as if shaken by the passage of a giant. The in
ani mate objects went to it with a will; they liked conspiring to

frighten a nonster. And the sea nonster, none too smart and not re ally
| ooking for trouble, decided it was nore at hone in the deep sea,

i nnocently gobbling down shi pwecked sailors and flashing at
voyeuristic Mundane investigators of the supernatural. It nade a
"You'll be sorry when you don't have C. Monster to kick around any
nore! " honk and depart ed.

Again Dor relaxed weakly. This device would not work against a

smart nonster; he had been |ucky. He was highly conscious of the
potential for sone col ossal foulup, and felt it was only a matter of
time before it occurred. He knew he didn't have any special talent for
gover ni ng.

At ni ght he had nightmares, not the usual kind wherein black fe male
Mundane-type horses chased him but the worse kind wherein

he thought he was awake and nade sone disastrous decision and al

Xanth went up in magic flanmes, was overrun by w ggl e-worns, or, worst of
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all, lost its nmagic and becanme |ike drear Mundania. Al
somehow his fault. He had heard it said that the head that wore the

crown was uneasy. In truth, not only was that crown wearing a blis ter
into his scalp, makin himquite uneasy; that head was terrified b

9 y the responsibility of governing Xanth.
Anot her day there was a serious theft in a northern village, Dor
had hinsel f conjured there; naturally Castle Roognha had a resident

conjurer. The problemvillage was in central Xanth, near the Incog nito
territory largely unexplored by nan, where dragons renai ned

unchast ened, and that made Dor nervous. There were many devasta

ing nonsters in Xanth; but as a class, the dragons were the worst be- t
cause there were nany varieties and sizes of them and their nunbers

were large. But actually, it turned out to be a pleasant region, wth
most of the nodern magi ¢ conveni ences |ike soda-water springs and
scent ed soapstones for laundry. This was fur-harvesting country, and

this year there had been a fine harvest fromthe |ocal stand of ever
green far trees. The green furs had been seasoning in the sun and

curing in the noon and sparkling in the stars, until one norning they
were gone without trace.

Dor questioned the platformon which the furs had been piled, and

| earned that a contingent from another village had sneaked in and
stolen them This was one tinme his nmagic talent was superior to that
of King Trent-the gathering of information. He then arranged to

have the furs conjured back. No action was taken agai nst the other
vill age; those people would know their deed had been di scovered,

and woul d probably lie low for some tine.

Through all this Irene was a constant nag. She resented Doris as
cension to the throne, though she knew it was tenporary, and she

kept hoping he would foul up. "M father could have done it better,"
she nuttered darkly when Dor solved a problem and was hardly
mol 1'i fied when he agreed. "You should have puni shed that thieving

village." And Dor wondered whether he had in fact been wi shy washy
there, taking the expedient route instead of the proper one.

Yet what could he do, except whatever seened best at the tine of de
cision? The crushing responsibility for error made hi m pai nstakingly

cautious. Only experience, he suspected, could provide the necessary
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confidence to nake excell ent decisions under pressure. And that was

exactly what King Trent, in his own experienced wi sdom had ar ranged
for Dor to obtain here.

Dor, to his surprise, did not quite foul up. But the variety of prob
| ens he encountered strained his ingenuity, and the foreboding grew

that his luck had to turn. He counted the passing days, praying that
no serious problemwould arise before King Trent returned. Maybe

when Dor was Trent's age he'd be conmpetent to run a kingdom full tine;
right nowit was such nervous business it was driving himto

di straction.
Irene, at length perceiving this, flipflopped in girlish fashion and
started offering support. "After all," she said consolingly, "it's not

forever, even though it seens like it. Only two nore days before the

danger's over. Then we can all faint with relief."” Dor appreciated the

support, though he m ght have preferred a | ess pointed summation of
hi s i nadequacy.

He made it. The day of King Trent's return canme, to Doris imnense
relief and Irene's mxed gratification and subdued di smay. She

want ed her father back, but had expected Dor to nmake nore of a ness of
fliffigs. Dor had escaped nore or |ess unscratched, which she felt was
not quite fair.

Both of them dressed carefully and nade sure the Castl e Roogna grounds
were clean. They were ready to greet the returning royalty m proper
style.

The expectant hours passed, but the King and Queen did not appear. Dor
quel I ed his nervousness; of course it took time to travel, especially If
a quantity of Mindane trade goods was bei ng noved.

Irene joined Dor for a lunch of nunber noodles and m |k shakes; they
tried to divert thenselves by spelling words with nunbers, but the mlk
kept shaking so violently that nothing held together. That fitted their
nood.

"Where are they?" Irene demanded as the afternoon wore on. She was
really getting worried. Now that she had a genui ne concern, so that she
wasn't concentrating her energy to enbarrass Dor, she manerested as the
infemally pretty girl she could be. Even the green tint of her hair was
attractive; it did match her eyes, and after all, there was nothing
wong with plants.

"Probably they had stuff to carry, so had to go slow," Dor said, not for
the first time. But a qualmwas gnawing at him He cuffed it away, but
it kept returding, as was the nature of its kind.

Irene did not argue, but the green was spreading to her face, and that
was | ess pretty.

Eveni ng cane, and night, without Trent and Iris's return. Now Irene
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turned to Dor in genuine apprehension. "Ch, Dor, |'m scared!
What's happened to thenf"

He coul d bluff neither her nor hinmself. He put his arm about her
shoulders. "I don't know. |'mscared, too."

She clung to himfor a nonent, all soft and sweet in her anxiety.

Then she drew away and ran to her own apartnent. "I don't want you to
see ne cry," she explained as she di sappear ed.

Dor was touched. |If only she could be |Iike that when things were going
well!  There was a good deal nore to her than mischief and sexua
suggestion, if she ever let it show.

He retired and sl ept uneasily. The real nightmares cane this tinme, not
the sleek and rather pretty equines he had sonetinmes befriended, but
huge, nebul ous, m sshapen creatures with gl eanmi ng white eyes and
glinting teeth; he had to shake hinself violently awake to nmake them

| eave. He used the royal chanbers, for he was Ki ng now but

since his week was over, he felt nore than ever |like an inposter. He
stared norosely at the dark hoofprints on the floor, know ng the mares
were waiting only for himto sleep again. He was defensel ess; he had
geared hinself emotionally for relief when the week expired, and now
that relief had been negated. |If the King and Queen did not return
today, what woul d he do?

They did not return. Dor continued to settle differences and sol ve
problenms in the Kingly routine; what else could he do? But a

restl essness was growing in the palace, and his own dread intensified as
each hour dragged by. Everyone knew King Trent's vacation had been
schedul ed for one week. Wy hadn't he returned?

In the evening Irene approached Dor privately. There was no nischief
about her now. She was conservatively garbed in a vol um nous green
robe, and her hair was in disorder, as if overrun by weeds. Her eyes
were pretematurally bright, as if she had been crying nore than was good
for her and had used vani shing creamto nake the signs of it disappear
"Sonet hi ng' s happened," she said. "I knowit. W must go check on

t hem "

"W can't do that," Dor said mserably.

"Can't? That concept is not in ny lexicon." She had grown so used to
usi ng fancy words, she now did it even when distracted. Dor hoped he
never deteriorated to that extent. "I can do anything | want, except-"

"Except rule Xanth," Dor said. "And fnd your parents."
"VWhere are they?" she demanded.
She didn't know, of course. She had not been part of the secret.

He saw no way to avoid telling her now, for she was, after all, King
Trent's daughter, and the situation had becone serious. She did have
the right to know. "In Mindania."

"Mundani a!" she cried, horrified.

"A trade mission," he explained quickly. "To nmake a deal so Xanth can
benefit. For progress."
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"Ch, this is twice as awmful as | feared. ©OCh, we! Mindania! The
awful | est of places! They can't do magic there! They're hel pless!"

That was an exaggeration, but she was prone to it when excited.

Neither Trent nor Iris was hel pless in nonmagical terms. The King was
an expert swordsman, and the Queen had a wonderful |y devi ous m nd.
"Remenber, he spent twenty years there, before he was King.

He knows his way around."

"But he didn't cone back!"

Dor could not refute that. "I don!t know what to do," he confessed.
"We'll have to go find them" she said. "Don't tell ne no again."

And there was such a ghut in her bright eyes that Dor dared not defy
her .

Actually, it seemed so sinp

le. Anything was better than the present
doubt. "AIl right. But "Il

have to tell the Council of Elders."

For the Elders were responsible for the Kingdomduring the absence of
the King. They took care of routine admnistrative chores and had to
sel ect a new King if anything happened to the old one. They had chosen
Trent, back when the prior nonarch, the StormKing, had died. Doris

gr andf at her Rol and was a | eadi ng El der.

"First thing in the norning," she said, her gaze daring himto denur.

"First thing in the norning," he agreed. She had forced this action
upon him but he was glad for the decision

"Shall | stay with you tonight? | saw the hoofprints."

Dor considered. The surest way to bani sh nightnmares was to have
conpati bl e conpany while sleeping. But Irene was too pretty now and too
acconmodating; if he kissed her this night, she wouldn't bite. That
made hi m cauti ous. Once Good Magi cian Hunfrey had suggested to hi mthat
it mght be nore manly to decline a woman's offer than to accept it; Dor
had not quite understood that suggestion, but now he had a better
inkling of its neaning. "No," he said regretfully. "I fear the

ni ght mares, but | fear you nore."

"Cee," she said, pleased. Then she kissed himw thout biting and | eft
in her swirl of perfune.

Dor sat for some time, wishing Irene were that way all the time. No
tantrums, no artful flashes of torso, no pretended m sunderstandi ngs,
just a sincere and fairly mature caring. But of course her niceness
came only in phases, always w ped out by other phases.

Hi s deci sion had one beneficial effect: the nightmares foraged el sewhere
that night, letting himsleep in peace.

"Cover for ne," he told Irene in the norning. "I would rather people
didn't know where | am except for the conjurer."

"Certainly," she agreed. |f people knew he was consulting privately
with an El der, they woul d know sonet hi ng was wrong.

He went to see his grandfather Roland, who lived in the North Vill age,
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several days' wal k beyond the Gap Chasm Kings of Xanth

had once resided here, before Trent restored Castle Roognha. He marched
up the neat wal k and knocked on the hunbl e door.

"Ch, grandfatherl"™ Dor cried the nonent the strong old man appear ed.
" Sonet hi ng has happened to King Trent, and | nust go look for him"

"I nmpossi ble," Roland said sternly. "The King nmay not |eave Castle
Roogna for nmore than a day w t hout appointing another Mgician as
successor. At the nonment there are no other Mgicians who woul d assune
the crown, so you nmust remain there until Trent returns. That is the

| aw of Xanth."

"But King Trent and Queen Iris went to Mundanial "

"Mundani a! " Rol and was as surprised as Irene had been. "No wonder he
did not consult with usl W woul d never have permtted that."

So there had been nethod in the manner King Trent had set Dor up for
this practice week. Trent had bypassed the Council of El ders!

But that was not Doris imrediate concern. "I'mnot fit to govern,
grandfather. |I'mtoo young. 1've got to get King Trent back!"
"Absolutely not! | amonly one nenber of the Council, but | know their

reaction. You nmust remmin here until Trent returns.”
"But then how can | rescue hinP"

"From Mundani a? You can't. He will have to extricate hinself from
what ever situation he is in, assumng he lives."

"He lives!" Dor repeated enphatically. He had to believe that!

The alternative was unthinkable. "But |I don't know how |l ong | can keep
governing Xanth. The people know I'mnot really King. They think King
Trent is nearby, just giving me nore practice. They won't obey ne nuch
| onger. "

"Per haps you should get help," Roland suggested. "I disapprove on
principle of deception, but | think it best in this case that the people
not know the gravity of the situation. Perhaps it is not grave at abB;
Trent may return in good order at any tine. Meanwhile, the Kingdom need
not be governed solely by one young man."

"I could get help, | guess,
Trent ?"

Dor said uncertainly. "But what about King

"He nust return by hinmself-or fail to. None of us can locate himin
Mundania, let alone help him This is the obvious consequence of his
neglect in obtaining the prior advice of the Council of Elders. W nust
sinply wait. He is a resourceful man who will surely prevau if that is
humanl y possible."

Wth that Dor had to be satisfied. He was King, but he could not go
against the Elders. He realized nowthat this was not nerely a matter
of law or custom but of common sense. Any situation in Mindani a that
was too nuch for King Trent to handl e would be several tines too nuch
for Dor.

Irene was nore positive than he had expected, when he gave her the news
on his return. "O course the Elders would say that.
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They're old and conservative. And right, | guess. W'IIl just have to
make do until ny father gets back."

Dor didn't quite trust her change of heart, but knew better than to
inquire. "Wo can we get to hel p?" He knew it would be inpossible to
exclude Irene fromany such activity. King Trent was, after all, her
father, the one person to whom her loyalty was unfailing.

"Ch, all the kids. Chet, Smash, Guntly-"

"To run a Ki ngdon?" he asked dubi ously.

"Wbul d you rather leave it to the El ders?"

She had a point. "I hope the situation doesn't last long," he said.

"You certainly don't hope it nmore than | do!" she agreed, and he knew
that was straight fromher heart.

Irene went off to | ocate the people nentioned so that Dor woul d not
arouse suspicion by doing it hinself. The first she found was G undy
the Golem Grundy was ol der than the others and different in severa
respects. He had been created as a golem ani mated wood and clay and
string, and later converted to full-person status. He was only a
handspan tall, and spoke all the |anguages of all Iiving things which
was the useful talent for which he had been created. Gundy could
certainly help in solving the routine problens of Xanth. But he tended
to speak too often and intenperately. In other words, he was nouthy.
That coul d be troubl e.

"Now this is a secret," Dor explained. "King Trent is |lost in Mindania,
and | nust run the Kingdomuntil he returns."

"Xanth is in trouble!" Gundy excl ai nmed.

"That's why | need your help. | don't know how nmuch |onger |I'H have to
be King, and | don't want things to get out of control. You generally
have good information-"

"I snoop a lot," Gundy agreed. "Very well; I'Il snoop for you

First thing | have to tell you is that the whole palace is sniggering
about a certain essay sonmeone wote for a certain female tutor-2' "That
news | can dispense with," Dor said.

"ilen there's the gossip about how a certain girl went sw mm ng

in her birthday suit, which suit seenms to have stretched sone since her
birth, along wth-2'

"That, too," Dor said, smUmng. "l'msure you conprehend ny needs."
"What's in it for me?"

"Your head."

"He's King, aB right," the golemmnuttered. One of the walls chuckl ed.

Irene brought in Chet. He was a centaur a little older than Dor, but he
seened younger because centaurs matured nore slowy. He was Cherie's
son, which neant he was highly educated but very cautious about show ng
any nmagic talent. For a long tine centaurs had believed they |acked
magi cal talents, because npbst creatures of Xanth either had magic or
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were magi c. Mdern information had dissipated such superstitions. Chet
did have a magic talent; he could nmake large things snmall. It was a
perfectly decent ability, and nmany people had fine mniatures he had
reduced for them but it had one drawback; he could not reverse the
process. His father was Chester Centaur, which nmeant Chet tended to be
onery when chal | enged, and was unhandsone in his hunan portion. Wen he
reached his full stature, which would not be for sone years yet, he
woul d be a pretty solid animal. Dor, despite the mal edictions he heaped
on the race of centaurs while sweating over one of Cherie's assignnents,
did Iike Chet, and had al ways gotten along with him

Dor explained the situation. "Certainly I will help,"” Chet said. He

al ways spoke in an educated manner, partly because he was unconsci onably
smart, but nostly because his nother insisted. Technically, Cherie was
Chet's dam but Dor refrained fromusing that termfor fear Cherie would
perceive the "n" he nentally added to it. Dor had synpathy for Chet; it
was probably al nost as hard being Cherie's son as it was trying to be
King. Chet would not dare n-Asspell any words

"But | amuncertain how | mght assist."

stl've just barely figured out decent answers to the problens |'ve
already dealt with," Dor said earnestly. "I'mbound to foul up before
long. | need good advice."

"Then you should apply to ny nmother. Her advice is irrefutable.
"l know. That's too authoritative."

Chet smiled. "I suspect | understand." That was as close as he would
come to criticizing his dam

Later in the day Irene nanaged to bring in Snash. He was the

of fspring of Crunch the Ogre, and also not yet at full growth-but he was
al ready about twice Doris nmass and strong in proportion. Like al

ogres, he was ugly and not smart; his snile would spook a gargoyle, and
he coul d barely pronounce nbost words, |let alone spen them That quality
endeared himto Dor. But the ogres association with human bei ngs had
made himnore intelligible and sociable than others of his kind, and he
was | oyal to his friends. Dor had been his friend for years.

Dor approached this neeting diplomatically. "Snash, | need your help."

The gross mouth cracked open like caked nud in a dehydrated pond. "Sure
me help! Wo nme pulp to kel p?"

"No one, yet," Dor said quickly. Again |like all ogres, Smash was prone
to rhynmes and violence. "But if you could sort of stay within call, in
case soneone tries to pulp ne-"

"Pulp ne? Who he?"

Dor realized he had presented too convoluted a thought. "Wen | yell
you cone hel p. Ckay?"

"Hel p whel p!'" Smash agreed, finally getting it straight.

Dori s choice of hel pers proved fortuitous. Because they were all his
peers and friends, they understood his situation better than adults
woul d have and kept his confidences. It was a kind of gane-run this
Kingdomas if King Trent were nerely dallying out of sight, watching
them grading them It was inportant not to foul up
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A basilisk wandered into a village, terrorizing the people, because its
stare caused themto turn to stone. Dor wasn't sure he could scare it
away as he had the sea nonster, though it was surely a stupid creature,
for basilisks had exceedingly omery personalities. He couldn't have a
boul der conjured to squish it, for King Trent decreed the basilisk to be
an endangered species. This was an alien concept the King had brought
with himfrom Mindani a-the notion that rare creatures, however horrible,
shoul d be protected. Dor did not quite understand this, but he was
trying to preserve the Kingdomfor Trent's return, so did it Trent's
way. He needed sonme harm ess way to persuade the creature to | eave
human vill ages al one-and he couldn't even talk its |anguage.

But Grundy the Golemcould. G undy used a hehnet and periscope-that was
a magi ¢ device that bent vision around a corner-to ook indirectly at
the little nonster, and told it about the nost bale fid she-bask he had
ever heard of, who was |urldng sonewhere in the

Dead Forest southeast of Castle Roogna. Since the one G undy

addressed happened to be a cockatrice, the notion of such a hena trice
appealed to it. It was no lie; there was a pal ace guard named

Cronbi ¢ who had the abuity to point to things and he had pointed
toward that forest when asked where the nobst bal eful femal e basilisk
resided. O course, sex was nostly illusion anbng basilisks, since
each was generated fromthe egg of a rooster laid in a dungheap
under the Dog Star and hatched by a toad. That was why this was an
endanger ed species, since very fewroosters laid eggs in dungheaps
under the Dog Star-they tended to get confused and do it under the
Cat Star-and nost toads had little patience with the seven years it

normally required to hatch the egg. But |ike human beings, the bas
i sks pursued such illusions avidly. So this cock-bask took off in al

haste -. e., a fast snail's pace-for the Dead Forest, where the |one
sone hen basked, and the problem had been sol ved.

Then there was an altercation in the Barracks-the village set up
by the old soldiers of Trent's erstwhile Mindane arny, dismantled

when he canme to power. Each had a farnstead, and nmany had Mun dane
wi ves inported to balance the sexual ratio. They could not do

magi ¢, but their children had talents, just like the real citizens of

Xanth. The old soldiers entertained thenselves by setting up a war
games spectacul ar, using wooden swords and engagi ng i n conpl ex

maneuvers. King Trent allowed this sort of exercise, so |long as no
one was hurt; soldiers unable to stifle their murderous propensities
wer e issued genui ne bayonets from bayonet plants cultured for the

pur pose and were assigned to dragon-hunting duty. They went after
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those dragons who insisted on raiding human settlenents. This

tended to elimnate some of the dragons and nost of the violent so
diers. It all worked out. But this tine there was a difference of opin
ion concerning a score nmade by the Red teamon the G een team

The Reds had set up a catapult and fired off a puffball that puffed

into lovely snmoke at the apex of its flight. |In the games, soldiers
wer e

not permtted to hurl actual rocks or other dangerous things at each
other, to their frustration. The Reds clained a direct score on the

Greens' headquarters tent, w ping out the Green Bean and his Fl oo zie of
the Day. The Geens insisted that the Reds' aimhad been off,

so that they had not, after all, puffed Bean and Fl oozie. Since the

Fl oozi e was the brains of the outfit, this was a significant
di stinction.

The Reds countered that they had surveyed in the positions of their

catapult and the target tent, allowed for wi ndage, humdity, air
pressure, and stray nmagic, double-checked the azinuth, elevation, and
charge with their Red Pepper and his Doll of the Day, and fired off the
nmock-shot in excellent faith. The victory should be theirs.

Dor had no idea howto verify the accuracy of the shot. But Chet
Centaur did. Lower, niddle, and higher math had been pounded into his
skull by the flick of a horsewhip at his tail. He reviewed all the
figures of the survey, including the Floozie and Doll figures, spoke
with the mlitary experts about corrected azinuths and trigononetric
functions-whi ch made Dor nervous; it wasn't nice to talk dirty in
publ i c-and concluded that the shot had been off-target by seven point
three I engths of the Red Pepper's left foot. Presented with fornal
protests, he engaged in a brief debate in which obscure mathematica
spells radiated like little whirlpools and nebulae fromhis head to
clash with those of the Reds. A purple tangent spun into a yell ow
vector, breaking it in two; an orange cosine ground up a dangling cube
root. The Red surveyors, inpressed by Chet's conpetence, conceded the
point. However, since the target tent had been twel ve Pepper-foots in
diameter, it was recogni zed that the probability of a glancing strike
was high, even with due nmargin for error. The Geens were adjudged to
have | ost the services of the Floozie, and therefore to be at a serious
di sadvantage in the engagenent. The maneuvers resuned, and Chet
returned to Castl e Roogna, problem solved

Then a huge old rock-maple tree fell across one of the magic paths
|l eading to Castle Roogna. This was a well-traveled path, and it was not
safe to leave it, for beyond its protection the nickel pedes | urked.

No one would risk setting foot into a nickel pede nest, for the vicious
little creatures, five tines the size and ferocity of centipedes, would
instantly gouge out nickels of flesh. The tree had to be cl eared-but
the rock was far too heavy for any ordi nary person to nove.

Smash the Ogre took a hammer, marched down the path, and bl asted away at
the fallen trunk. He was as yet a child ogre, not nore than hall again
as tall as Dor, so possessed of only a fraction of his eventua
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strength, but an ogre was an ogre at any age. The hamrer cl anged
resoundi ngly, the wel kin rang, the stone cracked asunder, dust flew up
in clouds that fornmed a small dust storm wherein dust devils played, and
fragments of maple shot out |ike shrapnel. Soon the little ogre had
hewn a pat h-sized section through the trunk, so that people could pass
again. The job had been sinple enough for him though as an adult, he
woul d not have needed the hammer. He

woul d nerely have picked up the whole trunk and heaved it far away.

So it went. Another week passed-and still King Trent and Queen Iris did
not return. Ilrene's nervousness was contagious. "You've got to do
sonet hing, Dorl" she screaned, and several ornanental plants in the
vicinity swelled up and burst, responding to her frustration

"The Elders won't let ne go after him" he said, as nervous as she.

"You do something right now, Dor, or I'll make your life completely
m serabl el

Dor quailed anew. This was no enpty bluff. She could make him
m serabl e on her good days; how bad would it be when she really tried?
"Il consult with Cronbie," he said.

"What good will that do?" she demanded. "My father is in Mindani a;
Cronbie can't point out his location beyond the real mof nmagic."

"l have a feeble notion," Dor said.

When Cronbie arrived, Dor put it to him how about pointing out

sonet hing that would help themlocate King Trent? Cronbie could point
to anything, even an idea; if there were sonme device or sone person with
special information Cronbie closed his eyes, spuia about, flung out one
arm and poi nted south.

Dor was alnost afraid to believe it. "There really is something that
will help?"

"l never point wong," Cronbie said with certainty. He was a stout,
graying soldier of the old school, who had a wife named Jewel who |ived
in the nether caves of Xanth, and a daughter named Tandy of whom no one
knew anyt hing. Jewel had been a nynph of the rock; it was her job to
salt the earth with all the di anonds, eneral ds, sapphires, rubies,

opal s, spinels, and other genstones that prospectors were destined
eventually to find. She was said to be a lovely, sweet, and tol erant
worman now, satisfied to see Cronmbie on those irregul ar occasi ons when he
got around to visiting her. Dor understood that Jewel had once |oved
his father Bink, or vice versa-that had never been made quite cl ear-but
that Cronbie had captured her heart with a wish-spell. Love had
transforned her from nynph to wonan; that process, too, was not quite
within Doris conprehension.

What was the distinction between a nynph and a girl like Irene?

"Sonetinmes people interpret it wong, but the point is always right,"
Cronbi ¢ finished.

"Uh, do you have any idea how far it is?"

"Can't really tell, but pretty far, | think. 1 could triangulate for
you, maybe." He went to another room of the castle and tried again.

The point remained due south. "Too far to get a proper fix. Down
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beyond Lake Ogre-Chobee, |I'd say."

Dor knew about that |ake; it had been part of the geography Cherie
Centaur had drilled into him A tribe of fiends |lived beneath it, who
hurl ed curses at anyone who bothered them they had driven off npbst of
the ogres who had once resided on its shores. A nunber of those

di spl aced ogres had migrated north, settling in the Ogre-fenQgre Fen;
woe betide the curse-fiend who tried to follow themthere

He didn't want to go to that | ake; anything that could drive away a
tribe of ogres was certainly too nmuch for himto handl e.

"But you're sure it will help us?" Dor asked nervously. "Not curse us?"

"You hard of hearing, Your Majesty? | said so before." Cronbie was a
friend of Doris father and of King Trent; he did not put up with nuch
nonsense from youngsters who had not even existed when he was sowi ng his
wild oats. Al he sowed now were tane oats; Jewel saw to that.

"How will it help us?" Irene asked.

"How shoul d | know?" Cronbie demanded. He was also a wonman hater; this
was anot her aspect of his personality whose consistency eluded Dor. How
could a tanely marri ed man hate wonen? Evidently Irene had changed, in
Cronbie's eyes, fromchild to woman; indeed, there was sonething in the
way the ol d soldier |ooked at her now that nmade Irene tend to fade back
She played little ganes of suggestion with a harm ess person |ike Dor,
but | ost her nerve when confronted by a real man, albeit an old one |ike
Cronbie. "I don't define policy; |I only point the way."

"Yes, of course, and we do appreciate it," Dor said diplomatically.

"Uh, while you're here-would you point out the direction of any special
thing | should be taking care of while |I'm Ki ng?"

"Why not?" Cronbie whirl ed agai n-and poi nted south again.

"Ha!" Dor exclaimed. "I hoped that would be the case. |'m supposed to
go find whatever it is that will help us locate King Trent."
Irene's eyes lighted. "Sonetinmes you border on genius!" she breathed,

gratified at this chance to search for her parents.
"OfF course | do," Cronbie agreed, though the remark had not

been directed at him He marched off on his rounds, guarding the
castle.

Dor pronptly visited Elder Roland again, this tinme having Irene conjured
along with him She had never before been to the North Village, and
found it quaint. "VZhat's that funny-looking tree in the center court?"
she inquired

"‘Ibat's Justin Tree," Dor replied, surprised she didn't know about it.
"Your father transformed himto that formfroma nman, about forty years
ago, before he went to Mundania the first tinme."

She was taken aback. "Wy didn't he transform hi mback, once he was
Ki ng?"

"Justin likes being a tree," Dor explained. "He has becone a sort of
synbol to the North Village. People bring himfresh water and dirt and
fertui zer when he wants them and couples enbrace in his shade."
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"Ch, let's try that!" she said

Was she serious? Dor decided not to risk it. "W're here on business,
rescui ng your father. W don't want to delay."

"Of course," she agreed instantly. They hurried on to Roland' s house,
where Doris grandnother Bianca let themin, surprised at Doris return

"Grandf ather," Dor said when Roland appeared. "I have to nake a trip
south, according to Cronmbie. He points out a duty | have there, way
down beyond Lake Ogre-Chobee. So the Elders can't say no to that, can

t hey?"

Rol and frowned. "W can try, Your Majesty." He glanced at Irene. "Wuld
this relate to the absence of Magician Trent?"

"King Trent!" Irene snapped.

Rol and sniled indulgently. "W Elders are just as concerned about this
matter as you are," he said. He spoke firmy and softly; no one woul d
know from his demeanor that he had the magic power to freeze any person

in his tracks. "W are eager to ascertain TrenCs present state. But we
cannot allow our present King-that's you, Dor -to risk hinself
foolishly. I'mafraid a long trip, particularly to the vicinity of

Qgr e- Chobee, is out of the question at this tine."
"But it's a matter |'m supposed to attend to!" Dor protested.

"And it's not exactly the lake; it's south of it. So | don't have to go
near the fiends. |If a King doesn't do what he's supposed to do, he's
not fit to be King!"

"One could wish King Trent had kept that nmore firmy in mnd,"

Rol and said, and Irene flushed. "Yet at tinmes there are conflicts of
duty. Part of the art of governing is the choosing of the best route
through seenming conflicts. You have done well so far, Dor; | think
you'll be a good King. You nust not act irresponsibly now "

"King Trent said much the sanme," Dor said, remenbering. "Just

before he left, he told nme that when | was in doubt, to concentrate on
honesty. "

"That is certainly true. How strange that he did not do the honest
fling hinself, and consult with the El ders before he departed."”

That was bot hering Dor increasingly, and he could see that Irene was fit
to explode. She hated denigration of her father-yet Roland' s pique
seened justified. Had King Trent had sone deeper notive than nmere trade
wi th Mundani a? Had he, incredibly, actually planned not to return? "I'd
like just to go to bed and hide nmy head under the bl anket," Dor said.

"That is no longer a luxury you can afford. | think the nightmares
woul d seek you out."

"They already have," Dor agreed ruefully. "The castle maids are
conpl ai ni ng about the hoofpnts in the rugs."

"I would like to verify your findings, if | may," Roland said.
There was a break while Dor arranged to have Cronbie conjured to the

North Village. G andnother Bianca served pi nwheel cookies she had
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harvested from her pi nwheel bush. Irene begged a pi nwheel seed from
her; Irene had a collection of seeds she could grow into useful plants.

"My, how you've grown!" Bianca said, observing |Irene.
I rene dropped her cookie-but then had it back unbroken

Bi anco's nmagic talent was the replay; she could nmake tinme drop back a
few seconds, so that sonme recent error could be harm essly corrected
"Thank you," |rene nmurnured, recovering.

Cronmbie arrived. "I would like to verify your findings, if | may,"

Rol and repeated to the soldier. Dor noted how the old nan was polite to
everyone; sonehow that made Rol and seem magnified in the eyes of others.
"WIIl you point out to me, please, the greatest present threat to the

Ki ngdom of Xant h?"

Cronbic obligingly went through his act agai n-and poi nted south again.
"That is what | suspected," Roland said. "It seens sonething is
developing in that region that you do indeed have to attend to, Dor. But
this is a serious matter, no pl easure excursion."

"What can | do?" Dor asked plaintively. The horror of King
Trent's unexpl ai ned absence was closing in on him threatening to
overwhel m hi s tenuous equilibrium

"You can get sonme good advice."

Dor considered. "You nmean Good Magi ci an Hunfrey?"

"l do. He can tell you which course is best, and If you nust make
this trip, he can serve in your stead as King."

"I don't think he'll agree to that," Dor said.

"I"'msure he won't," Irene agreed.
"There must be a Magician on the throne of Xanth. Ask Hunfrey

to arrange it, should he approve your excursion."

That was putting the Good Magician on the spotl "I wll." Dor
| ooked around, trying to organize himself. "l'd better get started.
It's

a long wal k. "
"You're the King, Dor. You don't have to wal k there any nore

than you had to wal k here. Have yourself conjured there."

"Ch. Yes. | forgot." Dor felt quite foolish
"But first get the rest of us safely back to Castle Roogna," Irene
told him nibbling on another cookie. "I don't want to have to cross

over the Gap Chasmon the invisible bridge' and have the Gap

Dragon | ooking up ny skirt." She held the cookie up by the pin while
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she chewed around the wheel, delicately.

Dor did not arrive inside Magician Hunfrey's castle. He found hinself
standing just outside the noat. Sonething had gone w ong!

No, he realized. He had been conjured correctly-but the Good Mgici an,
who didn't like intrusions, had placed a barrier-spell in the way, to
divert anyone to this place outside. Hunfrey didn't like to talk to
anyone who didn't get into the castle the hard way. O course he wasn't
supposed to nmake the King run the gauntlet-but obviously the old w zard
was not paying attention at the nonent. Dor should have called himon a
magi ¢ mrror; he hadn't thought of it, in his eagerness to get going.

Whi ch neant he deserved what he had gotten-the consequence of his own

| ack of planning.

O course, he could probably yell |oud enough to attract the attention
of soneone inside the castle so he could get admitted w thout trouble.
But Dor had a slightly omery streak. He had nade a m stake; he wanted
to work his way out of it hinself. Rather, into it. He had forced his
way into this castle once, four years ago; he should be able to do it
now. That would prove he could recover his own funbles-the way a King
shoul d.

He took a good | ook at the castle environs. The nobat was not clear and
sparkling as it had been the last time he was here; it was dull and

noi some. The shape of the castle wall was now curved and sl anted back,
like a steep conical mountain. |t was suprenely uninpressive-and

t her ef ore suspect.

Dor squatted and dipped a finger in the water. It came up feslooned
with slinme. He sniffed it. Ugh! Yet there was a certain famliarity
about it he could not quite place. Were had he snelled that snell

bef ore?

One thing was certain: he was not about to wade or swimthrough that
water without first ascertaining exactly what lurked in it. Mag& clan
Hunfrey's castle defenses were intended to bal k and di scourage, rather
than to destroy-but they were always forni dabl e enough

CGenerally it took courage and ingenuity to navigate the several hazards.
There woul d be sonething in the noat a good deal nore unpleasant than
slime.

Not hi ng showed. The di ngy green gook covered the whol e surface,
unbr oken by any other horror. Dor was not encouraged.

"Water, are there any living creatures lurking in your depths?" he
i nqui red.

"None at all," the water replied, its voice slurred by the goop. Yet
there was a tittery overtone; it seemed to find sonething funny in the
quest i on.

"Any inanimate traps?"

"None." Now little ripples of mirth tripped across the glutinous
surface.

"What's so funny?" Dor denanded.

The water nmade little el ongated splashes, |ike dribbles of spoiled
mucus. "You'll find out."
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The trouble with the inanimate was that it had very shall ow notions of
hunor and responsibility. But it could usually be coaxed or cowed. Dor

pi cked up a rock and hefted it nmenacingly. "Tell nme what you know," he
said to the water, "or I'll strike you with this stone."
"Don't do that!" the water cried, cowed. "I1'll squeal! 1'Il spil

everything | know, which isn't rmuch."

"Ugh!" the rock said at the sane tine. "Don't throw ne in that feculent
sl udge! "

Dor remenbered how he had pl ayed the Magi ci an's own def enses agai nst
each other, last time. There had been a warning sign, TRESPASSERS W LL
BE PERSECUTED- and sure enough, when he trespassed he had been presented
with a button with the word TRESPASSER on one side, and PERSECUTED on
the other. The livinghistory tone that had recorded the epi sode had
suffered a typo, renderi ng PERSECUTED i nto PROSECUTED for the sign, but
not for the button, spoiling the effect of these quite different words.
These things happened; few people seened to know the distinction, and
Dori s spelling had not been good enough to correct it. But this tine

there was no sign. He had to generate his own persecution. "Get on
withit," he told the water, still holding the rock.

"It's a zonbie," the water said. "A zonbie sea serpent.”

Now Dor understood. Zonbies were dead, so it was true there were no
living creatures in the moat. But zonbies were &rmate, so there were no
inanimate traps either. It nade sudden sense-for Dor renenbered

bel atedly that the Zonbie Master was still here. When the Zonbie Mster
appeared in the present Xanth, there had been a problem since Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey now occupi ed the castle the Zonbie Master had used

ei ght hundred years ago. The one had the claimof prior tenancy, the
other the claimof present possession

Neit her wanted trouble. So the two Mgicians had agreed to share the
prem ses until sonething better was offered. Evidently the Zonbie
Mast er had found nothing better. Naturally he helped out with the
castl e defenses; he was not any nore sociable than Hunfrey was.

As it happened, Dor had had experience with zonbies. Some of his best
friends had been zonbhies. He still was not too keen on the way they
snell ed, or on the way they dropped cl ods of dank gl op and maggots
wherever they went, but they were not bad creatures their place. Mre
important, they were hardly smarter than the *nmani nate objects Doris
magi ¢ ani mat ed, because their brains were literally rotten. He was
confident he could fool a zonbie.

"There should be a boat around here," he said to the rock
"Where is it?"

"Over there, chunmp," the rock said. "Noww Il you |let ne go?"

Dor saw the boat. Satisfied, he let the rock go. It dropped with a
satisfied thunk to the ground and renained there in blissful repose.

Rocks were basically lazy; they hardly ever did anything on their own.

He went to the boat. It was a dingy canoe with a battered doubl e
paddl e-exact|ly what he needed. Dor wal ked away.

"Hey, aren't you going to use ne?" the canoe demanded. jects weren't
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supposed to talk unless Dor willed it, but they tended to get sl oppy
about the rules.

"No. I'mgoing to fetch ny friend the zonbie."
"Ch, sure. We see lots of that kind here. They nake good fertilizer."

When Dor was out of sight of the castle, he stopped and stooped to grub
inthe dirt. He snmeared dirt on his face and arnms and over his roya
robes. Naturally he should have changed to nore suitable

clothing for this trip, but of course that was part of his overal
carel essness. He had not planned ahead at all

Next, he found a sharp stone and used it to rip into the cloth of the
robe. "ooooh, ouch!" the robe groaned. "Wat did | ever do to you that
you shoul d slay ne thus?" But the sharp stone only chuckled. It Iiked
ripping of f clothing.

Before long, Dor was a tattered figure of a nman. He scooped severa
doubl e handfuls of dirt into a fold of his robe and wal ked back to the
castle. As he approached the noat, he shuffled in the manner of a
zonbi e and dropped small clods to the ground.

He got into the canoe. "oooooh," he groaned soulfully. "I hope |I can
make it hone before | go all to pieces." And he used the paddle to push
off into the scumof the nmobat. He was deliberately clumsy, though in
truth he was not well experienced with canoes and woul d have been
awkward anyway. The water slurped and sucked as the paddl e dipped into
t he ooze.

Now there was a stirring as the zonbie sea nonster noved. The sline
parted and the huge, nottled, decaying head lifted clear of the viscous
surface. d obules of slush dangl ed and dripped, plopping sickly into
the water. The huge, sloppy nouth peel ed open, revealing scores of

| oose brownish teeth set in a jaw al nbst stripped of flesh

"H, friend!" Dor called windily. "Can you direct ne to my Master?" As
he spoke he slipped forth a noist clod of dirt, so that it |ooked as if
his lip were falling off.

The nonster hesitated. |Its grotesque head swung close to inspect Dor.
Its left eyeball came |oose, dangling by a gleaning string.

"So00?" the zonbie inquired, its breath redol ent of spoiled Linberger

Dor waved his arns, |osing sone nore earth. One choice clod struck the
nmonster on the nose with a dank squish. He was sorry he hadn't been
able to fnd anything really putrid, |like a naggoty rat corpse, but that
was the luck of the game. "Whe-eere?" he denanded, every bit as stupid
as a zonbie. The big advantage to playing stupid was that it didn't
take nmuch intelligence. He knocked at his right ear and let fal

another clod, as if a piece of his brain had been di sl odged.

At | ast the serpent caught on. "Theeere," it breathed, spraying out
several |oose fragnments of teeth and bone with the effort. [Its snout
seenmed to be afflicted with advanced gangrene, and the remaining teeth
were crunbling around their canes.

"Thaaanks," Dor replied, dropping another clod into the water.

He took up the paddl e again and scraped on toward the castle.
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"Hope | don't fall apart before | get there."

He, had won the first round. The sea serpent was in poor condition, as
nmost zonbi es were, but coul d have capsized the boat and drowned Dor in
slime without difficulty. Had its brain been a better grade of pudding,
it mght have done just that. But zonbies did not attack their own
kind; that was too nmessy. Even the conpl eteness of Doris own body,
conspi cuously healthy under the tatters and dirt, did not count too ruch
against him fresh zonbies were conplete. It took tine for nost of the
flesh to fall off.

He docked at the inner edge of the npat, where the castle wall energed
at its steep angle. Now Dor splashed a hole in the sline and cleared a
section of halfway clean water he could wash in. Hs zonbie ploy was
over; he didn't want to enter the castle in this condition

The rents in his robe could not be repaired, but at |east he would | ook
human.

He got out of the canoe, but found it hard to stand on the sloping wall.
The surface was not brick or stone, as he had supposed, but gl ass-solid,
transl ucent, seam ess, cold hard glass. A nmountain of glass.

@ ass. Now he grasped the nature of the second chall enge. The sl ope
becane steeper near the top, until the wall was al nbost verti cal

How coul d he scale that?

Dor tried. He placed each foot carefully and found that he coul d stand

and wal k, slowy. He had to remain straight upright, for the nmonent he

| eaned into the mountain, as was his natural inclination, his feet began
to skid. He could quickly get dunped into the awful noat If he let his

feet slide out fromunder him Fortunately, there was no wi nd; he could
stand erect and step slowy up.

He noticed, however, a small cloud in the sky. As he watched, it seened
to extend rapidly. oops-that surely neant rain, which would wash him
out. That was surely no coincidence; probably the touch of his foot on
the gl ass had summoned the storm He had to hike to the top of the
mountain before the cloud arrived. Well, the distance was not far. Wth
care and good foot-friction, he could probably make it.

Then somet hi ng canme gal |l oping around the mountain. |t had four legs, a
tail, and a funny honed head. But its chief oddity It was heading right
for Dor, those horns |owered. The creature was no taller than he, and
the horns were small and blunt, but the

body was far more massive. Dor had to junp to get out of its wayand
lost his footing and slid down to the brink of the water before
stoppi ng, his nose barely clear of the sline.

He stabilized hnself while the zonbie sea serpent watched with a certain
al oof amusenent. Dor wi ped a dangle of goo fromhis nose.

"V, hat was that?"
"The Sidehill Hoofer," the gl ass responded.
"Sonet hi ng funny about that creature. The |egs-"

"Ch, sure," the glass said. "The two left legs are shorter than the two
rights. That's so she can charge around the nountain in confort.
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It's natural selection; |ots of the better nountains have them"

Shorter left |egs-so the Hoofer could stay |evel while running on a
slope. It did make a certain kind of sense. "How cone | never heard of
this creature before?" Dor demanded

"Probably because your education has been negl ected."”

"I was tutored by a centaur!" Dor said defensively.

"The centaur surely told you of the Sidehill Hoofer," the glass agreed.
"But did you listen? Education is only as good as the mnd of the
student . "

"What are you inplying.?" Dor demanded.

"I rather thought you were too dense to grasp the inplication," the
glass said with snug condescensi on

"You're a nmountain of glass!" Dor said irately. "How bright can you
be?"
"Thought you'd never ask. |I'mthe brightest thing on the horizon."

And a beam of sunlight slanted down, avoiding the |oonm ng cloud, causing
the mountain to glow brilliantly.

Dor had wal ked into that one! Wth the lifetime experience he had had,
he still fell into the trap of arguing with the inanimate. He changed
the subject. "lIs the Hoofer dangerous?”

"Not if you have the wit to stay out of her way.'

"I'"ve got to clinb to the top of this slope."

"Extraordinary fortune," the glass said brightly.

et s&M at ?py The gl ass sighed. "I keep forgetting that animate creatures
cannot match ny brilliance. Recognizing your handicap, | shal
translate: Lots of luck."

"Ch, thank you," Dor said sarcastically.

"That's irony," the glass said.

"I rony-not gl assy?"

"Spare me your feeble efforts at repartee. |f you do not get noving
before that cloud arrives, you will be washed right into the sea."

"That's an exaggeration," Dor grunped, starting back up the sl ope.

"That is hyperbole." The glass began humming a tinkly little tune.

Dor made better progress than before. He was getting the hang of it. He
had to put his feet down flat and softly and will hinself not to skid.
But the Sidehill Hoofer canme charging around the cone agai n, spooking
himwith a | oud "Mooo!" and Dor slid down the slope again. He was no
nmore partial to this bovine than he had been to Irene's sea cow.

The cloud was definitely closer, and playful little gusts of w nd
emanated fromit. "Onh, get lost!"” Dor told it.
"Fat chance!" it blew back, runming his hair with an aggravating
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i ntimcy.

Dor went up the slope a third time, by dint of incautious effort getting
beyond the slight gouge in the mountain worn by the Hoofer's poundi ng
hooves. The gl ass hunmed | ouder and finally broke into song: "She'll be
com ng 'round the nountain when she comes.”

Sure enough, the Sidehill Hoofer cane gal unphi ng around again, spied
Dor, and corrected course slightly to charge straight at him

Her uneven | egs pounded evenly on the incline, so that her two short
horns were dead-level as they bore on him Blunt those horns m ght be,
but they were form dable enough in this situation

Ch, no! It was no accident that brought this creature around so
i nconveniently; she was trying to prevent himfrom passing. Naturally
this was the third barrier to his entry into the castle.

Dor junped out of the way and slid down to the brink again, disgruntled.
The Hoof er thundered by, disappearing around the curve.

Dor wi ped another dribble of sline off his nose. He wasn't naking much
progress! This was annoyi ng, because he had passed his first challenge
without difficulty and faced only two conparatively sinple and harni ess
ones-to avoi d the Hoofer and scale the slippery sl ope.

Ei ther al one was feasible; together they baffled him Now he had
perhaps ten mnutes to acconplish both before the onery raincl oud w ped
himout. A ready the forward edge of the cloud had cut off the sunbeam

Dor didn't like leaning on his nagic talent too nmuch, but decided that
pride was a foolish baggage at this point. He had to get inside

the castle any way he coul d and get Good Magician Hunfrey's advice-for
t he good of Xanth.

"d ass, since yoxfre so bright-teer me how | can get past the Hoofer and
up your slope before the cloud strikes."

"Don't tell him" the cloud thundered.

"Well, rmnot so bright any nore, now that |I'min your shadow, " the

gl ass dermurred. This was true; the sparkle was gone, and the nmountain
was a sonber dark mass, |ike the quiet depths of an ocean

"But you renmenber the answer," Dor said. "Gve."

"Take!" the storm bl ew.

"I've got to tell him" the glass said dolefully. "Though I'd much
rather watch himfall on his as-2'

"Wat ch your | anguage!" Dor snapped.

"-mne posterior again and dip his nose in the gunk. But he's a
Magi cian and I'monly silicon." The glass sighed. "Very well. Cogitate
and nasticate on-"

"What ?"

"Gve ne strength to survive the nmonunental idiocy of the animate," the
gl ass prayed obnoxi ously. The cloud had let a gl eam of sunlight
through, making it bright again. "Think and chew on this: who can nost
readily mount the sl ope?”
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"The SidehiH Hoofer," Dor said. "But that's no help. Fmthe one who-',
"Think and chew," the gl ass repeated with enphasis.

That rem nded Dor of the way King Trent had stressed the inportance of
honesty, and that annoyed Dor. This mountain was no King!

What business did it have nmaking oblique allusions, as if Dor were a
dunce who needed special handling? "Look, glass-1 asked you a direct
question-"

"An indirect question, technically. M response reflects your approach
But surely you realize that | amunder interdiction by another
Magi ci an. "

Dor didn't know what "interdiction" neant, but could guess.

Hunfrey had told the nountain not to blab the secret. But the cloud was
| oomi ng cl ose and | arge and dense with water, and he was inpatient.
"Hey, | insist that you tell m

""Ibat is of course the answer."

Dor paused. This too-bright object was making a fool of him He
reviewed his words. Hey, | insist that you tell me-how was that the
answer? Yet it seenmed it was.

"You' R never get it," the glass said disparagingly.

"Hey, now2' Dor started angruy.

"'lbere you go again."

Hey, now?

Suddenly Dor got it. Hey-spelled HAY. "Hay-now" he cried
It was a honmonym

The zonbi e sea serpent, taking that for an order, swam across the noat
and reached out to take a clumsy bite of dry grass fromthe outer bank
It brought this back to Dor.

"Thank you, serpent," Dor said, accepting the arnful. He shook out the
residual slime and dottle, and several nore of the nonster's teeth
bounced on the glass. Zonbies had an inexhaustible supply of fragnents
of thenselves to drop; it was part of their nature.

He started up the slope yet again, but this time he wanted to neet the
Hoofer. He stood there with his hay, facing her

The creature came' round the mountai n-and paused as she sighted him Her
ears perked forward and her tongue ran over her |ips.

"ilat's right, you beautiful bovine," Dor said. "This hay is for you
Ilink and chewto chew on while you think. | noticed that there isn't
much forage al ong your beat. You nust use a |ot of energy, pounding
around, and work up quite an appetite. Surely you could use a |lunch
break before the rain spoils everything."

The Hoofer's eyes becane larger. They were beautiful and soul ful

Her square nose quivered as she sniffed in the odor of the fresh hay.
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Her pink tongue ran around her nuzzle again. She was certainly hungry.

"OfF course, if | set it down, it'll just slide down the slope and into
the noat," Dor said reasonably. "I guess you could fish it out, but
slime-coated hay doesn't taste very good, does it?" As he spoke, a
stronger gust of wind fromthe eager stormswrled through, tugging at
the hay and waiting a few strands down to the goo of the noat.

The Hoofer fidgeted with alarm

"Tell you what 1'Il do," Dor said. "I'Il just get on your back and
carry the hay, and feed it to you while you wal k. That way you'll be
able to eat it all, without | osing a wisp, and no one can accuse you of
being derelict in your duty. You'll be covering your beat all the
time."

"Mmpoo, " the Hoofer agreed, salivating. She mght not be bright, but
she knew a good deal when she snelled it.

Dor approached, gave her a good mout hful of hay, then scranbled onto her
back fromthe uphill side. |Is left foot dragged, while his

right foot dangled well above the surface of the glass, but he was
sitting level. He |leaned forward and extended his left hand to present
anot her norsel of hay.

The Hoofer took it and chewed blissfully, wafldng forward. Wen she
finished masticaling that-Dor realized he had | earned a new word, though
he woul d never be able to spell it-he gave her nore, again

| eft-handedly. She had to turn her head left to take it, and her trave
veered slightly that way, uphill.

They continued in this manner for a full circuit of the nountain.

Sure enough, they were higher on the slope than they had been. His
constant presentation of hay on the upward side caused the Hoofer to
spiral upward. That was where he wanted to go

The stormwas al nost upon them It had not been fooled! Dor |eaned
forward, squeezing with his knees, and the Hoof er unconsciously speeded
up. The second circuit of the nmountain was nuch faster, because of the
accel erated pace and the narrower dianeter at this elevation, and the
third was faster yet. But Doris luck, already overextended, was running
out. His supply of hay, he saw, would not last until the top-and the
rain woul d catch them anyway.

He made a bold try to turn liabilities into assets. "I'mrunning out of
hav-and the stormis conmng," he told the Hoofer. "You'd better set ne
down before it gets slippery; no sense having ny wei ght burden you."

She hesitated, thinking this through. Dor hel ped the process.

"Anywhere will do. You don't have to take ne a
the nmountain. Maybe there at the top, where |
it's certainly closer.”

Il the way to the base of
Il be out of your way;
That made good cowsense to her. She trotted in a rapidly tightening
spiral to the pinnacle, unbothered by the nearly vertical slope, where
Dor stepped off. "Thanks, Hoofer," he said. "You do have pretty eyes."

Hi s experience with Irene had inpressed upon himthe advantage of
complinenting fermal es; they all were vain about their appearance.
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Pl eased, the Hoofer began spiraling down. At that point, the storm
struck. The cloud crashed into the pinnacle; the cloud substance tore
asunder and water sluiced out of the rent. Rain pelted down, convetting
the glass surface instantly to sonething like slick ice. Wnd buffeted
him whistling past the needl e-poi nted apex of the mountain that had
wounded the cl oud, naking dire screans.

Doris feet slipped out, and he had to fling his arms around the narrow
spire to keep fromsliding rapidly down. The Hoofer had trouble, too;
she braced all four feet-but still skidded grandly downward, until the

| essening pitch of the slope enabled her to achieve stability. Then she
ducked her head, flipped her tail over her nose, and went to sleep
standing. The stormcould not really hurt her. She had nowhere to go
anyway. She was secure as |long as she never tried to face the other
way. He knew that when the rain abated, the Sidehill Hoofer would be
contentedly chewi ng her cud.

So Dor had nmade it to the top, conquering the |ast of the hurdles.

Onl y-what was he to do now? The nountai n peaked snoothly, and there was
no entrance. Had he gone through all this to reach the wong spot? |If
so, he had outsmarted hinself.

The water sluicing fromthe cloud was cold. Hi s tattered clothing was
soaked through, and his fingers were turning numb. Soon he would | ose
his grip and slide down, probably plunking all the way into the gook of
the mpat. That was a fate al nbst worse than freezing

"There nmust be a way in fromhere!" he gasped.

"Of course there is, dunmbbell,"” the spire replied. "You' re not nearly
as sharp as | am Wiy el se did you schene your way up here?

To wash of f your grimy body? | trust |I'mnot being too pointed."

Wiy el se indeed! He had just assuned this was the correct route,
because it was the nost difficult one. "Ckay, brilliant glass-your mnd
has nore of a cutting edge than mne. Were is it?"

"Now | don't have to tell you that," the glass said, chortling. "Any
idiot, even one as dull as you, could figure that out for hinself."

"I"'mnot just any idiot!" Dor cried, the disconfort of the rain and
chill giving hima terrible tenper

"You certainly aren't! You're a prize idiot."

"Thank you," Dor said, nmollified. Then he realized that he was being as
gullible as the average inanimate. Furious, Dor bashed his forehead
agai nst the glass-and sonething clicked. oops-had he cracked his skull?

No, he had only a m|ld bruise. Sonething else had made the noi se.
He nudged the surface again and got another click

Cho! He hit the glass a third tine-and suddenly the top of the nmountain
sprang open, a cap whose catch had been rel eased. 1t hung down one side
on stout hinges, and inside was the start of a spiral staircase. Victory
at | ast!

"That's using your head," the glass renmarked.

Dor scranmbled into the hole. He entered headfirst, then westled
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hi nsel f around to get his feet on the steps. Then he haul ed the

poi nted cap of the nmountain up and over, at last closing off the blast
of the rain. "Cursest" the cloud storned as he shut it out.

He emerged into Hunfrey's crowded study. There were battered

| eat her-bound tones of spells, magic mrrors, papers, and a genera
litter of indecipherable artifacts. Amidst it all, allnbst lost in the
shuf Ue, stood Good Magician Hunfrey.

Hunfrey was snall, alnbst tiny, and grossly winkled. H s head

and feet were alnost as large as those of a goblin, and nost of his
hair had gone the way of his youth. Dor had no idea how old he was
and was afraid to ask; Hunfrey was an al nbst ageless institution. He
was the Magician of Information; everything that needed to be

known in Xanth, he knew and he woul d answer any question for the
paynent of one year's service by the asker. It was amazi ng how

many peopl e and creatures were not di scouraged by that exorbitant

fee; it seened information was the nmost precious thing there was.

"About tine you got here," the little man grunped, not even no ticing
Doris condition. "There's a problemin Centaur Isle you'l

have to attend to. A new Magici an has devel oped. "

This was news indeed! New Magici ans appeared in Xanth at the
rate of about one per generation; Dor had been the | ast one born
"Who is he? What tal ent does he have?"

"He seens to be a centaur."

"A centaur! But nobst of themdon't believe in nmagic!"

"They're very intelligent," Hunfrey agreed.

Since centaurs did have magic talents-those who admitted it there was no
reason why there could not be a centaur Magician, Dor

realized. But the conplications were horrendous. Only a Mgician

coul d govern Xanth; suppose one day there were no human Magi cian, only
a centaur one? Wuld the human peopl e accept a centaur

King? Could a centaur King even govern his own kind? Dor doubted

that Cherie Centaur would take orders from any magi c-working cen taur
she had very strict notions about obscenity, and that was the ul timate.
"You didn't tell me his talent."

"l don't know his talent!" Hunfrey snapped. "I've been burning
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the mi dnight magic and cracking mirrors trying to ascertain it-but
there seens to be nothing he does."
"Then how can he be a Magici an?"
"That is for you to find out!"viously the Good Magici an was

not at all pleased to adnmit his inabuity to ascertain the facts in this
case. "W can't have an unidentified Magician-caliber talent running
| oose; it might be dangerous."”

Dangerous? Sonething connected. "Uh-would Centaur Isle be to the
sout h?"

"Sout hern tip of Xanth. \Were else would it be?"

Dor didn't want to adnit that he had neglected that part of his
geography. Cherie had made nonhuman history and social studies
optional, since Dor was human; therefore he hadn't studied them He had
| earned about the ogre migration only because Smash had been curi ous.
Hs friend Chet lived in a village not far north of the Gap Chasm in
easy gal l opi ng range of Castle Roogha via one of the magic bridges. O
course Dor knew that there were other colonies of centaurs; they were
scattered around Xanth just as the human settlements were. He just
hadn't paid attention to the specific sites.

"Cronbie the soldier pointed out the greatest threat to Xanth there.

Also a job | need to attend to. And a way to get help to rescue King
Trent. So it all seenms to fit."

"OfF course it fits. Everything in Xanth makes sense, for those with the
wit to fathomit. You're going to Centaur Isle. Wy else did you come
her e?"

"I thought it was for advice."

"Ch, that. The Elders' face-saving device. Very well. Gather your
juvenile friends. You'll be traveling incognito; no conjuring or other
royal affectations. You can't roust out this hidden Magician if he
knows you're conming. So the trip will take a week or so-"

"A week! The Elders won't let nme be away nore than a day!"

"Ri diculous! Iley nmade no trouble about King Trent going to Mindani a
for a week, did they?"

"Because they didn't know," Dor said. "He didn't tell them"

"Of course he told theml He consulted with me, and for the sake of
necessary privacy | agreed to consult with the Elders and |l et hi mknow
if they raised any objections-and they didn't."

"But ny grandfather Roland says he was never told," Dor insisted. "The
truth is, he is somewhat annoyed."

"I told himnyself. Here, verify it with the mrror." He gestured to a
magic mirror on the wall. |Its surface was finely crazed; evidently this
was one of the ones that had suffered in the course of Hunfrey's recent

i nvestigation of the centaur Magician.

"When did Magician Hunfrey tell Elder Rol and about King
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Trent's trip to Mundani a?" Dor asked it carefally. One had to specify
things exactly, for mirrors' actual depth was nmuch |less than their
apparent depth, and they were not snmart at all despite their ability to
answer questions. "Garbage in, garbage out," King Trent had once

remar ked cryptically, apparently meaning that a stupid question was
likely to get a stupid answer.

The tail of a centaur appeared in the marred surface. Dor knew that
meant NO "It says you didn't," he said

"Well, maybe | forgot,"
every triffing detail.'’
young fenal e.

Hunfrey nuttered. "I'mtoo busy to keep up with
And the front of the centaur appeareda fetching

No wonder there had been no protest fromthe Elders! Hunfrey,
di stracted by other things, had never gotten around to informng them

King Trent, believing the Mgician's silence meant approval fromthe

El ders, had departed as planned. Trent had not intentionally deceived
them That gratified Dor; it had been difficult to think of the King as
practicing deliberate deception. Trent had meant his words about
honesty.

"I believe the Elders will veto ny trip," Dor said. "Especially after-"
"The El ders can go-"

"Hunfrey!" a voice called warningly fromthe doorway. "Don't you dare
use such | anguage on this day. You' ve already cracked one mrror that
way! "

So that was how the mirror had suffered! Hunfrey had uttered too
caustic a word when bal ked on news of the new Magi ci an.

Dor | ooked to the voice. It cane fromthe nothingness that was the face
of the Gorgon, an absolutely vol uptuous, statuesque, shapely, and buxom
figure of a lovely wonan whose face no one could ook at. Hunifrey had
put a tenporary spell onit, ten or fifteen years ago, to protect
society fromthe Gorgon's involuntary nagi ¢ while he worked out a better
way to solve the problem It seened he had never gotten around to that
solution either. He was known to be a bit absent-ni nded.

Hunfrey's brow winkled as if bothered by a pink nosquito.
"What's special about this day?"

She seened to snile. At least, the little serpents that were her hair
withed in a nore harnonious manner. "It will come to you in due

course, Magician. Now you get into your suit. The good one that you
haven't used for the past century or so. Make the noth unball it for

you." Her facel essness turned to Dor. "Cone with ne, Your Myjesty.))

Per pl exed, Dor followed her out of the room "Uh, am| intruding or
sonet hi ng?"

She | aughed, sending jiggles through her flesh. Dor squinted, to

prevent his eyeballs frompopping. "Hardly! You have to performthe
cerenony. "
Doris bafflement intensified. "Cerenony?"

She turned and | eaned toward him [t enbarrassed himto | ook into her
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enpty head, so he gl anced down-and found hinself peering through the
awesone crevice of her burgeoning cl eavage. Dor closed his eyes,

bl ushi ng.

"The cerenony of marriage," the Gorgon murmured. "Didn't you get the
wor d?"

"l guess not," Dor said. "Alot of words seemto get mslaid around
here."

"True, true. But you arrived on schedule anyway, so it's all right.

Only the King of Xanth can make it properly binding on that old
curmudgeon. It has taken nme a good many years to land hitn, and | nean
to have that knot tied chokingly tight."

"But |'ve never-l know nothing about-" Dor opened his eyes again, and
goggl ed at the nmountains and valley of her bosom and at the enpty face,
and retreated hastily back into darkness. Too little and too nuch, in
such proximty!

"Do not be alarmed," the Gorgon said. "ile sight of ne will not petrify
you. "
That was what she thought. It occurred to himthat it was not nerely

the CGorgon's face that turned a man to stone. Oher parts of her could
do it to other parts of him But he forced his eyes open and up, from
the fullness to the enptiness, nmeeting her invisible gaze.

"Uh, when does it happen?"

"Not long after the nuptials," she said. "It will be a natter of pride
with ne to handle it without recourse to any potency spell."

Dor found hinmsel f blushing ferociously. "The-lI meant the cerenony.”
She pinched his cheek gently with her thunb and forefinger. "I know you
did, Dor. You are so delightfully pristine. Irene will have quite a

time abating your naYvet6."

So his future, too, had been mapped out by a woman-and it seened al
ot her women knew it. No doubt there was a female con spiracy that
continued fromgeneration to generation. He could only

be thankful that Irene had neither the experience nor the body of the
Gorgon. Quite. Yet.
They energed into what appeared to be a bedroom "You' R have

to change out of those soaking things," the Gorgon said. "Really,
you young peopl e should be nore careful. Wre you playing tag with
a bayonet plant? Let ne just get these tatters off you-j'

"Nol " Dor cried, though he was shivering in the wet and ragged

r obe.
She | aughed again, her bosomvibrating. "I understand. You are
such a darling boy! 1'll send in the Zonbie Master. You nust be
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ready in hall an hour; it's all schedul ed." She turned and swept out,
| eaving Dor relieved, bermused, and guiltily di sappointed. A woman
like that could play a man |like a nusical instrunent!

In a moment the gaunt but hal fviay handsome Zonbie Mster ar rived. He
shook hands formally with Dor. "I win never forget what |

owe you, Magician," he said.

"You paid of f any debt when you made M1 1lie the Ghost happy,"”

Dor said, gratified. He had been instrunental in getting the Zonbie
Master here, knowing MIlie loved him but Dor hinself had profited
greatly fromthe experience. He had, in a very real sense, |earned
how to be a man. O course, it seened that he had forgotten nmuch of
that in the ensuing years-the Gorgon had certainly set himin his

pl ace! -but he was sure the nmenory would help him

"That debt can never be paid," the Zonbie Master said gravely.

Dor was not inclined to argue. He was glad he had hel ped this

Magi cian and MIlie to get together. He renenbered that he had

promsed to invite themboth to visit Castle Roogna so that the . ghosts
and zonbi es coul d renew acquai nt ance.

"Unh-2' Dor began, trying to figure out how to phrase the invita tion.
The Zonbi e Master produced an el egant suit of clothing tailored

to Doris size, and set about getting himchanged and arranged. "Now

we nust review the, cerenony," he said. He brought out a book.

"MIllie and I will organize nost of it; we have been through this
foolishness before. You just read this service when | give the signal."
Dor opened the book. The title page advised hhu that this text
contained a sanple service for the unification of Age-A d Magici ans

and Vol uptuous Young Mui dens. Evidently the Gorgon had crafted

this one herself. The service was plain enough; Doris Enes were witten
in black, the grooms in blue, the bride's in pink.

Do you, Good Magician Hunfrey, take this lovely creature to be your
bride, to love and cherish as long as you shall live? Well, it did nmake
sense; the chances of himoutliving her were renote. But this sort of
contract nmade Dor nervous.

Dor | ooked up. "It seens sinple enough, | guess. Uh, If we have a
nonent - "

"Ch, we have two or three nobnents, but not four," the Zonmbie Mster
assured him al most smling.
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Dor broke into a full smle. This Mgician had been cadaverously gaunt
and sober when Dor had first known him now he was better fleshed and
better tenpered. Marriage had evidently been good for him "I prom sed
the ghosts and zombi es of Castle Roogna that your famly would visit
soon. | know you don't like to mx with ordinary people too nuch, but
if you could see your way clear to-"

The Magician frowned. "I did profess a deep debt to you. | suppose if
you insist-"

"Only if you want to go," Dor said quickly. nese creatures-it

woul dn't be the same if it wasn't voluntary."
"I will consider. | daresay ny wife will have a sentinent."

On cue, MIlie appeared. She was as |lovely as ever, despite her eight
hundred and thirty-odd years of age. She was |ess vol uptuous than the

Gorgon, but still did have her talent. Dor becanme unconfortabl e again;
he had once had a crush on MIlie. "O course we shall go," Mllie
said. "We'll be glad to, won't we, Jonathan?"

The Zonbie Master could only acqui esce solemmly. The deci sion had been
made.

"It's time," MIlie said. "The bride and groom are ready."
"The bride, perhaps," the Zonbie Master said wyly. "I suspect | wll
have to coerce the groom" He turned to Dor. "You go down to the main

chanber; the weddi ng guests are assenbling now. They will take their
pl aces when you appear."

"Uh, sure," Dor agreed. He took the book and made his way down a
winding stair. The castle layout differed fromwhat it had been the
last tine he was here, but that was only to be expected. The outside
def enses changed constantly, so it nmade sense that the inner schematic
fol | owed.

But when he reached the main chanmber, Dor stood amazed. It was a grand
and sonber cathedral, seenmingly larger than the whol e of the castle,
with stately colums andornate arches supporting the doned

glass ceiling. At one end was a dais whose floor appeared to be solid
silver. 1t was surrounded by huge stained-glass w ndows, evidently

anot her inner aspect of the exterior glass nountain. A jewel ed chan
deher supported the sun, which was a brilliantly golden ball, bor rowed
for this occasion. Dor had al ways wondered what happened to

the sun when clouds blocked it off; perhaps now he knew. What

woul d happen if they didn't finish the cerenony before the storm
out si de abated and the sun needed to be returned?

The guests were even nore spectacular. There were hundreds of

them of all types. Some were human, some humanoi d, and nost

were nmonsters. Dor spied a griffin, a dragon, a small sphinx, severa

merfolk in a tub of sea water, a manticora, a number of elves, gob ]ins,
harpi es, and sprites; a score of nickel pedes, a swarmof fruitflies,
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and a needle cactus. The far door was dwarfed by its guardi an Crunch
the Ogre, Smash's father, as horrendous a figure of a nonster
as anyone cared to inmagine.
"what is this?" Dor asked, astonished.

"AH t he creatures who ever obtained answers fromthe Good Ma gician, or
interacted significantly with himduring the past century,"”

t he nearest w ndow expl ai ned.
"But - but why. ?"

A grotesque bespectacl ed denon detached hinself from conver sation with
a nynph. "Your Myjesty, | am Beauregard, of the Nether

Contingent. W are assenbled here, in peace, not because we neces
sarily | ove the Good Magician, but because not one of us would pass

up the chance to see himfinally get inpressed into bondage hinself and
to the nost fearsonme creature known to magic. Cone; you nust

take your place." And the denon gui ded Dor down the center aisle
toward the dais, past as diversified an assortnent of creatures as Dor
had ever encountered. One he thought he recogni zed- G undy the

Col em sonehow spirited here for the uni que occasion. How had all
these creatures gotten past the castle defenses? No one had been

around when Dor hinself had braved them

"Ch, you nust be King Dor!" soneone cried. Dor turned to dis cover a
handsome woman whose gown was bedecked with a fantastic

array of gens.

"You nust be Jewel!" he exclained, as a dianond in her hair al nost
blinded him It was the size of his fist, and cut in what seened

like a nu]lion facets. "'lhe one with the barrel of gens-Cronbie's
Vie; $

"How did you ever guess?" she agreed, flashing sapphires, garnets, and
giant opals. "You favor your father, Dor. So good of you to cone in
his stead."

Dor remenbered that this woman had | oved his father. Perhaps that
expl ai ned why Bink wasn't here; a neeting, even after all these years,
could be awkward. "Uh, | guess so. N ce to nmeet you, Jewel."

"I"'msorry ny daughter Tandy couldn't neet you," Jewel said. "It would
be so nice-" She broke off, and again Dor suspected he understood why.
Jewel had | oved Bink; Dor was Bink's son; Tandy was Jewel's daughter. It
was al nost as if Dor and Tandy were rel ated.

But how coul d that be said?
Jewel pressed a stone into his hand. "I was going to give this to Bink,

but I think you deserve it. You will always have light."
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Dor gl anced down at the gift. It shone like a nufflature sun, al nost
too bright to gaze at directly. It was a m dni ght sunstone, the rarest
of all gens. "Unh, thanks," he said lanely. He didn't know how to dea

with this sort of thing. He tucked the geminto a pocket and rejoi ned
Beauregard, who was urging himon. As he reached the dais and nounted
it, the hubbub di m nished. The cerenpbny was incipient.

The nusic started, the famliar thene played only at nuptials. 1t gave
Dor stage fright. He had never officiated at an affair like this
before; the opportunities for blundering seemed linmtless. The
assenbl ed creatures becane absolutely quiet, waiting expectantly for the
dread denouenent. The Good Magician Hunfrey was finally going to get

hi s!

There was a scuffle to the side. The groom appeared in a dark suit that
| ooked slightly notheaten; perhaps the guardian noth had not balled it
properly. He was sonewhat dishevel ed, and obliquely conpalled by the
Zombi e Master. "I survived it; so can you!" the best nman whi spered,
audi bl e throughout the chanber. Somewhere in the Stygian depth of the
audi ence, a nonster chuckled. The expression on Hunfrey's face
suggested that he was in serious doubt about survival

More nenbers of the audience grinlied, showi ng assorted cani ne teeth;
they liked this.

The nusic got |ouder. Dor glanced across and saw that the organi st was
a small tangle tree, its tentacles withing expertly over the keys. No
wonder there was a certain predatory intensity to the nusic!

The Zonbie Master, dourly handsone in his funereal-tailed suit,
strai ghtened Hunfrey's details, actually brushing himoff with a little

whi sk broom Then he put Hunfrey in a kind of arm ock and marched him
forward. The nusic surged vengefully.

One denmon in the front rowtwitched its tail and | eaned toward anot her
"A creature doesn't know what happiness is," he said, "until he gets
married."

"And then it's too late!" half a dozen others responded fromthe next
row back. There was a smattering of appl ause.

Magi ci an Hunfrey quailed, but the best man's grip was as firmas death
itself. At |east he had not brought his zonbies to this cerenmonyl The
presence of the wal ki ng dead woul d have been too nuch even for such a
weddi ng.

Now the nusic swelled to sublinme urgency, and the bridal procession
appeared. First cane MIlie the Ghost, radiant in her maid-of honor
gown, her sex appeal making the nonsters drool. Dor had sonehow t hought
that an unmarried person was supposed to fill this office, but of course
MIllie had been unnarried for eight centuries, so it nust be all right.

Then the bride herself stepped out-and if the Gorgon had seermed buxom
bef ore, she was anmazing now. She wore a veil that shrouded the

not hi ngness of her face, so that there was no way to tell by | ooking
that she was not sinply a ravishingly vol uptuous worman. Nevert hel ess,
few creatures | ooked directly at her, wary of her inherent power. Not
even the bol dest dragon or tangle tree would care to stare the Gorgon in
the face.

Behi nd her trooped two cherubs, a tiny boy and girl. Dor thought at
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first they were elves, but realized they were children-the threeyear-old
twins that MIlie and the Zonbi e Master had generat ed.

They certainly | ooked cute as they carried the trailing end of the
bride's long train. Dor wondered whether these angelic tots had

mani fested their magic talents yet. Sonetimes a talent showed at birth,
as had Doris own; sonetinmes it never showed, as had Doris fatheisthough
he knew his father did have some sort of magic that King Trent hinself
respected. Mst talents were in between, showing up in the course of
chi | dhood, some major, some m nor.

Slowy the Gorgon swept forward, in the renewed hush of dread and
expectation. Dor sawwith a snall start that she had donned dark

gl asses, a Mundane inport, so that even her eyes behind the gauzy vei
seened real

Now at |ast Hunfrey and the Gorgon stood together. She was taller than
he- but everyone was taller than Hunfrey, so it didn't

matter. |ke music faded to the deceptive cal mof the center of a storm

The Zonbie Master nodded to Dor. It was tine for the King to read the
service, finally tying the knot.

Dor opened the book with trenbling fingers. Now he was glad that Cherie
Centaur had drilled himwell in reading; he had the text to | ean on, so
that his blank mnd couldn't betray him Al he had to do was read the
words and follow the directions and everything would be all right. He
knew t hat Good Magi cian Hunfrey really did want to marry the Gorgon; it
was just the cerenpny that put himoff, as it did all nmen. Wddings
were for wonmen and their nothers. Dor would navigate this additiona
Kingly chore and doubtless be better off for the experience. But his

knees still felt like linp noodles. Wy did experience have to be so
difficult?
He found the place and began to read. "W are gathered here to hogtie

this poor idiot-"

There was a stir in the audience. The weeping matrons paused in

m d-tear, while nales of every type smirked. Dor blinked. Had he read
that right? Yes, there it was, printed quite clearly. He m ght have
troubl e spelling, but he could read well enough. "To this conniving
wench-"

The denons sniggered. A snake stuck its head out over the Gorgon's vei
and hissed. Something was definitely wong.

"But it says right here," Dor protested, tapping the book with one
forefinger. "The gride and broom shall-"

There was a raucous creaking sound that cut through the chanber.

Then the Zonbie Master's whisk broomflew out of his pocket and hovered
bef ore Dor.

Ast oni shed, Dor asked it: "Wat are you doing here?"

"I'"'mthe broom" it replied. "You invoked the gride and broom didn't
you?"

"What's a gride?"

"You heard it. Awful noise."
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So a gride was an awful noise. Doris vocabularly was expanding rapidly
today! "That was supposed to be a bride and groom" Dor said. "GCet
back where you bel ong."

"Aw. | thought | was going to get nmarried." But the broomflew back to
t he pocket.
Now M | he spoke. "Lacunal" she said.

One of the children junped. It was the little girl, MIhe's daughter.
"Did you change the print?" MIlie demanded.

Now Dor caught on. The child's talent-changing printed text! No
wonder the service was foul ed up[

The Zonbie Master grimaced. "Kids will be kids," he said dourly.

"W shoul d have used zonbies to carry the train, but MIIlie wouldn't
have it. Let's try it again."

Zonbies to attend the bride! Dor had to agree with MIlie, pri vately;
the stench and rot of the grave did not belong in a cerenobny

like this.

"Lacuna, put the text back the way it was," MIhe said severely.
"Aw," the child said, exactly the way the whi sk broom had.

Dor lifted the book. But now there was an eye in the mddle of the
page. It winked at him "Wat now?" he asked.

"Eh?" the book asked. An ear sprouted beside the eye.

"H atus!" MIlie snapped, and the little boy junped. "Stop that

ri ght now "

"Aw. " But the eye and ear shrank and di sappeared, |eaving the

book clear. Now Dor knew the nature and talent of the other twin.

He read the text carefully before reading it aloud. It was titled A

Manual of Sinple Burial. He frowned at Lacuna, and the print re verted
to the proper text: A Manual of Sanple Wddi ng Services.

This time he got nost of the way through the service without dis
ruption, ignoring ears and noses that sprouted fromunlikely surfaces.

At one point an entire face appeared on the sun-ball, but no one el se
was | ooking at it, so there was no di sturbance.

"Do you, Good Magician Hunfrey," he concluded, "take this |us cious,
facel ess fenale Gorgon to be your-" He hesitated, for the text

now read ball and chain. Sone interpolation was necessary. "Your

|awful |y wedded wife, to have and to hold, to squeeze till she-uh, in
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heal th and sickness, for the few nmeasly years you hang on before you
croak-uh, until you both becone rotten zonbi es-uh, until death do
you part?" He was losing track of the real text.

The Good Magi cian considered. "Well, there are positive and neg ative
aspects-"

The Zonbie Master el bowed him "Stick to the format,"” he nut tered.
Hunfrey | ooked rebellious, but finally got it out. "l suppose so."
Dor turned to the Gorgon. "And do you, you petrifying creature,
take this gnarled old gnone-uh-" The m schi evous text had caught

himagain. A nonster in the audi ence guffawed. "Take Good Magi ci an
Hunfrey-"

"l do!" she said.

Dor checked his text. C ose enough, he decided. "Uh, the manacles-"
Ch, nol

Gravely the Zonbie Master brought forth the ring. An eye opened on its
edge. The Zonbie Master frowned at |fiatus, and the eye di sappeared. He
gave the ring to Hunfrey.

The Gorgon lifted her fair hand. A snakelet hissed. "Hey, | don't want
to go on that finger!" the ring protested. "It's dangerous!”

"Whul d you rather be fed to the zonbi e sea serpent?" Dor snapped at it.
The ring was silent. Hunfrey fanbled it onto the Gorgon's finger
Naturally he got the wwong finger, but she corrected himgently.

Dor returned to the nmanual. "I now pronounce you gnome and nonst-uh, by
the authority vested in ne as King of Thieves-uh, of Xanth, | now
pronounce you Magician and Wfe." Feeling weak with relief at having
gotten this far through despite the treacherous text, Dor read the fina
words. "You may now mss the gride." There was the awful banshee noi se.
"Uh, goose the tide." There was a sloppy swish, as of water reacting to
an indignity. "Un-"

The Gorgon took hold of Hunfrey, threw back her veil, and kissed him
soundly. There was appl ause fromthe audi ence, and a nmournful hoot from
the di stance. The sea nonster was signaling its sorrow over the Good
Magi ci an' s | oss of innocence.

MIllie was furious. "Wen | catch you, I|E and Lacity-2' But the Ettle
imps were already beating a retreat.

The wedding party adjourned to the reception area, where refreshnents
were served. There was a scream Mllie | ooked and

pal ed, for a monent resenbling her ghostly state. "Jonathan! You
didn't!"

"Wel |, sonebody had to serve the cake and punch,"” the Zonbie Mster said
defensively. "Everyone el se was busy, and we couldn't ask the guests."

Dor peered. Sure enough, zonbies in tuxedos and fornmal gowns were
serving the delicacies. Gobbets of rot were mxing with the cake, and
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yel l owi sh drool was dripping in the punch. The appetite of the guests
seemed to be dim ni shing.

The assenbl ed nonsters, noting that Hunfrey had not been turned to stone
despite being petrified, were now eager to kiss the

bride. They were in no hurry to raid the refreshnments. A long Ene
f or med.
hEl Ue caught Doris el bow. "That was very good, Your Myjesty. |

understand that my husband is to substitute for you during your jour ney
to Centaur Isle."

"He is?" But immediately the beauty and sinplicity of it cane
clear. "He's a Magician! He would do just fine! But | know he
doesn't like to indulge in politics."

"Well, since we are going there for a visit anyway, to see the zom bies
and ghosts, it's not really political."

Dor realized that MIlie had really hel ped himout. Only she could

have persuaded the Zonbie Master to take the office of King even

tenmporarily. "Uh, thanks. | think the ghosts will like the twins."
She smled. "'Ibe walls will have ears.”
That was H's talent. "They sure will!"

"Let's go join the nonsters," she said, taking his arm Her touch
still sent a rippling thrill through him perhaps not just because of

her magic talent. "Howis Irene? | understand she will one day do s
with you what we wonen have al ways done with Magicians."

"Did it ever occur to any of you schem ng conspirators that |

m ght have other plans?" Dor asked, nettled despite the effect she

had on him Perhaps he was reacting in order to counter his illicit
liking for her. She certainly didn't seemlike eight hundred years ol d!

"No, that never occurred to any of us," she said. "Do you think
you have a chance to escape?"

"l doubt it," he said. "But first we have to deal with this nysteri ous
Magi ci an of Centaur Isle. And | hope King Trent cones back

soon. "

"I hope so, too," MIlie said. "And Queen Iris. She was the one
who hel ped bring ne back to life. She and your father. |'mforever
grateful to them And to you, too, Dor, for returning Jonathan to

ne.),
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She always referred to the Zombie Master by his given name. "I

was glad to do it," Dor said.

Then a m shmash of creatures closed in on them and Dor gave

hinsel f up to socializing, perforce. Everyone had a word for the
King. Dor wasn't good at this; in fact, he felt alnbst as awkward as
Good Magi ci an Hunfrey | ooked. What was it really like, getting
married?

"You'l | fnd out!" the book he still carried said, chuckling evilly.
They had surveyed prospective routes and decided to travel down the

coast of Xanth. Doris father Bink had once traveled into the south
center region, down to the great interior Lake Ogre-Chobee, where

the curse-fiends Eved, and he recomended agai nst that route. Drag ons,
chasns, nickel pedes, and other horrors abounded, and there

was a nassive growh of branmbles that nmade passing difficult, as well
as a region of magic-dust that could be hazardous to one's nenta
heal t h.

On the other hand, the open sea was Ettle better. There the huge

sea nonsters rul ed, preying on everything available. |If dragons ruled
the wilderness |and, serpents ruled the deep water. Were the nagic
anbi ence of Xanth faded, the Mundane nonsters comenced, and

these were worse yet. Dor knew themonly through his inattentive ge
ography studies-toothy alligators, white sharks, and blue whales. He

didn't want any part of those!
But the coastal shallows excluded the |larger sea creatures and the
solid-land nonsters. Chances were that with a strong youth like the

ogre Smash al ong, they could nove safely through this region with out
rai sing too nmuch commotion. Had that not been the case, the

El ders woul d never have pernmitted this excursion, regardl ess of the
need. As it was, they insisted that Dor take al ong sone preventive
magi ¢ fromthe Royal Arsenal-a magic sword, a flying carpet, and

an escape hoop. Irene carried a selected bag of seeds that she could
use to grow particular plants at need-fruits, nuts, and vegetables for
the food, and waternelons and m | kweed If they had no safe supply

of Iiquid.

They used a magi c boat that would sail itself swiftly and quietly
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down any channel that was deep enough, yet was |ight enough to be
portaged across sand bars. The craft was indefatigable; all they had to
do was guide it, and in one full day and night it would bring themto
Centaur Isle. This would certainly be faster and easier than wal ki ng.
Chet, whose geographi c education had not been neglected, had a clear
notion of the coastal outline and would steer the boat past the
treacherous shoal s and deeps. Everything was as routine as the nervous
El ders could make it.

They started in mdnorning fromthe beach nearest Castle Roognha that had
been cl eared of nonsters. The day was clear, the sea calm

Here there was a brief bay between the nainland and a | ong chain of
barrier islands, the nost secure of all waters, theoretically. This
trip should not only be safe, but also dull. O course nothing in Xanth
coul d be taken for granted.

For an hour they travel ed south along the bay channel. Dor grewtired
of watching the passing islands, but remained too keyed up to rest.
After all, it was a centaur Magician they were going to spy outsomnething
never before known in Xanth, unless one counted Herman the Hermt
Centaur, who hadn't really been a Magician, just a strongly talented

i ndi vidual who related to the WIIl-0"-Wsps.

Smash, too, was restive; he was a creature of physical action, and this
free ride irked him Dor would have challenged himto a gane of
tic-tac-toe, an anusenent he had | earned fromthe child of one of the
sol dier settlers, but knew he would win every gane; ogres were not mnuch
on intellect.

G undy the Golementertai ned hinself by chatting with passing fish and
sea creatures. It was amazing, the gossip he cane up with. A sneaky
sawfish was cutting in on the tine of the dansel fish of a hamerhead,
and t he hammerhead was getting suspicious. Pretty soon he woul d pound
the teeth out of the sawfish. A sea squirt was shoring hinmself up with
the flow from an undersea fresh-water spring, getting tipsy on the rare
liquid. A certain little oyster was getting out of bed at m dni ght and
ganbling with the sand dollars; he was building up quite an alluvia
deposit at the central bank of sand.

But when his fol ks found out, he would be ganboling to a different tune.

Irene, nmeanwhile, struck up a dialogue with the centaur. "You're so
intelligent, Chet. Howis it that your magic is so, well, sinple?"

"No one is blessed with the selection of his personal talent," Chet said
phi l osophically. He was lying "'mthe middle of the boat, so as to

keep the center of gravity |low, and seemed confortabl e enough. "W
centaurs |l ess than nost, since only recently has our nagic been
recogni zed. My nother-"

"I know. Cherie thinks magic is obscene."

"Ch, she is broad-ninded about its presence in | esser creatures."
"Li ke human bei ngs?" Irene asked dangerously.

"No need to be sensitive about it. W do not discrimnate against

your Kkind, and your negic does to a considerabl e extent conpensate."
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"How come we rul e Xanth, then?" she denanded. Dor found hinmself getting
interested; this was better than fish gossip anyway.

"There is sone question whether humans are actually dom nant in Xanth,"
Chet said. "The dragons of the northern reaches m ght have a different
opinion. At any rate, we centaurs pernit you humans your foibles. |If
you wi sh to point to one of your nunmber and say, 'That individual rules
Xanth,' we have no objection so |long as that person doesn't interfere
with inportant things."

"What's so inportant?"

"You woul d not be in a position to understand the nuances of centaur
society."

Irene bridled. "Oh, yeah? Tell me a nuance."
"I'"'mafraid that is privileged information."

Dor knew Chet was asking for trouble. Already, stray wild seeds in
Irene's vicinity were popping open and sendi ng out shoots and roots, a
sure sign of her ire. But like many girls, she concealed it well. "Yet
humans have the best magic."

"Certainly-if you value magic."

"What woul d you centaurs say if ny father started changing you into
fruitflies?"

"Fruit neat," Smash said, overhearing. "Let's eat!"

"Don't be a dunce," Gundy said. "It's two hours yet till lunch."

"Here, 1'll start a breadfruit plant,” Irene said. "You can watch it
grow." She picked a seed fromher collection and set it in one of the
earth-filled pots she had brought along. "G ow, " she conmanded, and the
seed sprouted. The ogre watched its growh avidly, waiting for it to
mat ure and produce the first succul ent | oaf of bread.

"Ying Trent woul d not do anything as irresponsible as that," Chet said,
pi cking up on the question. "W centaurs have generally gotten

along well with him™"
"Because he can destroy you. You'd better get along!"

"Not so. We centaurs are archers. No one can get close enough to harm
us unless we pernmit him W get al ong because we choose to."

Irene adroitly changed the subject. "You never told me how you felt
about your own magic. An your brains, but all you can do is shrink
rocks."

"Well, it does relate. | render a stone into a calx. A calx is a snan

stone, a pebble used for calculating. Such calculus can grow conpl ex,
and it has inportant ramfications. So | feel ny magic tal ent
contri but es-2'

"Monster comng," Gundy announced. "Alittle fish told nme."
"There aren't supposed to be nonsters in these waters,"” Dor objected.

Grundy consulted with the fish. "It's a sea dragon. It heard the
commotion of our passage, so it's coming in to investigate. The
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channel's deep enough for it here."
"We'd better get out of the channel, then," Dor said.

"This is not the best place,"” Chet objected.

"No place is best to get eaten, dumy!" Irene snapped. "W can't handl e
a water dragon. W'Il have to get out of its way. Shallow water is al
we need."

"There are groupies in these shallows," Chet said. "Not a threat, so

Il ong as we sail beyond their depth, but not fun to encounter. If we can

get farther down before diverging-"

But now t hey saw the head of the dragon to the south, gliding above the
water. Its neck cut a wake; the nonster was traveling fast.

It was far too big for themto fight.
Smash, however, was game. Ogres were too stupid to know fear.

He stood, nmaking the craft rock crazily. "For ne's to squeeze!" he
sai d, gesturing with his meathooks.

"Al'l you could do is gouge out handfuls of scales," Irene said.

"Meanwhile, it would be chonping the rest of us. You know an ogre has
to have firmfooting on land to tackle a dragon of any type."

Wthout further argunent, Chet swerved toward the nainland beach. But

al nrost i medi ately the sand began to withe. "Oh, no!"

Dor exclained. "A sand dune has taken over that beach. W can't go
there. "

"Agreed," Chet said. "That dune wasn't on ny map. It nust have noved

in the past few days." He swerved back the other way.

That was the problem about Xanth; very little was permanent. 1In the
course of a day, the validity of a given map could be conpronised; in a
week it could be destroyed. That was one reason so nuch of Xanth

remai ned unexplored. It had been travel ed, but the details were not
fixed.

The dune, noting their departure, reared up in a great sandy hunp, its
nmost typical form Had they been so foolish as to step on that beach,

it would have rolled right over them buried them and consuned them at
| ei sure

But now t he water dragon was nmuch closer. They cut across its path
unconfortably close and approached the island s inner shore.

The dragon halted, turning its body to pursue thembut in a nonment its
net her | oops ran aground in the shallows, and it halted. Jets of steam
plunmed fromits nostrils; it was frustrated

A flipper slapped at the side of the boat. "It's a groupies" G undy
cried. "Knock it off!"

Smash reached out a gnarled mtt to grasp the flipper and haul the thing
up in the air. The creature was a fattish fish with large, soft
extremties.

"That's a groupi e?" Irene asked. "V,;hat's so bad about it?"

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%?20Aisle.txt (60 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:46 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt

The fish curled about, got its flippers on the ogre's arm and drew

itself up. Its wide mouth touched Snash's armin a seem ng kiss.
"Don't let it do that!" Chet warned. "It's trying to siphon out your
soul . "

The ogre understood that. He flung the groupie far over the water where
it landed with a spl ash.

But now several nore were slapping at the boat, trying to scranble
inside. Irene shrieked. "Just knock them away," Chet said. "They
can't take your soul unless you let them But they'll keep trying."

"iley're coming in all over!" Dor cried. "How can we get away from
t henP"

Chet smiled grimy. "W can nove into the deep channel. Goupies are
shal | ow creatures; they don't stir deep waters."

"But the dragon's waiting there!"

"Of course. Dragons eat groupies. 'lbat's why groupies don't venture
there. "
"Dragons al so eat people," Irene protested.

"That m ght be considered a di sadvantage,"” the centaur agreed.

"If you have a better solution, | amanenable to it."
I rene opened her bag of seeds and peered in. "I have watercress.
That m ght help.”

"Try it!" Dor exclaimed, sweeping three sets of flippers off the side of
the boat. "They're overwhenning usl"”

"That is the manner of the species," Chet agreed, sweeping several nore
off. "They come not single spy, but in battalions."”

She picked out a tiny seed. "G ow " she commanded, and dropped it in
the water. The others paused monentarily in their |labors to watch. How
could such a little seed abate such a pressing nenace?

Al nost imredi ately there was a kind of withing and bubbling where the
seed had di sappeared. Tiny tendrils withed outward |ike wiggling
worns. Bubbl es rose and popped effervescently. "Cress!"

the mass hissed as it expanded.

The groupi es hesitated, taken aback by this phenomenon. Then they
pounced on it, sucking in nouthfuls.

"They're eating it up!" Dor said.

"Yes," lrene agreed, sniling.

In monents the groupi es began swelling up Iike balloons. The cress had
not stopped growi ng or gassing, and was now inflating the fish. Soon
the groupies rose out of the water, inpossibly distended, and fl oated
through the air. The dragon snapped at those who drifted withinits
range.
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"Good job, | nust adnmit," Chet said, and Irene flushed with
satisfaction. Dor experienced a twi nge of jeal ousy and a tw nge of
guilt for that feeling. There was nothing between Chet and Irene, of
course; they were of two different species. Not that that necessarily
meant much, in Xanth. New conposites were constantly energing, and the
chimera was evidently descended fromthree or four other species. Irene
merely argued with Chet to try to bolster her own i mage and was
flattered when the centaur bolstered it for her. And if there were
sonet hi ng between them why should he, Dor, care? But he did care.

They could not return to the main channel, for the dragon paced them
alertly. It knew it had them boxed. Chet steered cautiously south,
searching out the deepest subchannels of the bay, avoiding anything
suspicious. But the island they were skirting was comng to an end;
soon they woul d be upon the ocean channel the water dragon had entered
by. How could they cross that while the dragon | urked?

Chet halted the boat and stared ahead. The dragon took a stance in

m d- channel, due south, and stared back. It knew they had to pass here.
Slowy, deliberately, it ran its long fl oppy tongue over its gl ean-dng
chops.

"What now?" Dor asked. He was King; he should be | eader, but his mnd
was bl ank.

"I believe we shall have to wait until nightfall,"” Chet said.
"But we're supposed to nake the trip in a day and nightl" Irene
protested. "That'll waste half the day!"

"Better waste tinme than Iffe, greernose," Gundy renarked.

"Listen, stringbrain-" she retorted. These two had never gotten al ong
wel | together.

"We'd better wait," Dor said reluctantly. "Then we can sneak by the
dragon while it's sleeping and be safely on our way."

"How soundly do dragons sl eep?" Irene asked suspiciously.

"Not deeply," Chet said. "They nerely snooze with their nostrils just
above the water. But it will be better if there is fog."
"Much better," Irene agreed weakly.

"Meanwhil e, we would do well to sleep in the daytinme," Chet said.

"W will need to post one of our nunber as a guard, to be sure the boat
doesn't drift. He can sleep at night, while the others are active."

"What do you nean, he?" Irene demanded. "There's too nmuch sexismin
Xanth. You think a girl can't guard?”

Chet shrugged with his foresection and flicked his handsone tail about
negligently. "l spoke generically, of course. There is no sexua
di scrimnation anong centaurs."

"That's what you think," Gundy put in. "Who's the boss in your
fam |y-Chester or Cherie? Does she let himdo anything he wants?"

"Well, my nother is strong-willed," Chet adnmitted.

"1l bet the fillies run the whol e show at Centaur Isle,
"Same as they do at Castle Roogna."

Grundy sai d.
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"Ha. Ha. Ha," lrene said, pouting.
"You may guard if you wi sh," Chet said.

"You think I won't? Well, | will. Gve nme that paddle." She grabbed
the energency paddl e, which would now be needed to keep the boat from
drifting.

The others settled down confortably, using pads and buoyant cushi ons.
Chet's equine portion was admrably suited for |ying down, but his human
portion was nore awkward. He | eaned against the side of the boat, head
agai nst | ooped arns.

"Say-how will | sleep when we're nudgi ng past that dragon?”
Irene asked. "My sleeping turn will cone then."
There was a stiffed chuckle from Grundy's direction. "Quess one

sexi st brought that on herself. Just don't snore too | oud when we're
passing under its tail. Mght scare it into-"

She hurled a cushion at the golem then settled resolutely into her
pard position, watching the dragon.

Dor tried to sleep, but found hinself too wound up. After a while

he sat upright. "It's no use; nmaybe I'll sleep tonorrow," he said.

Irene was pl eased to have his company. She sat cross-|egged oppo site
him and Dor tried not to be aware that in that position her green

skirt did not fully cover her legs. She had excellent ones; in that |im
ited respect she had already matched the Gorgon. Dor liked legs; in

fact, he liked anything he wasn't supposed to see.

She sprouted a buttercup plant while Dor plucked a | oaf fromthe
breadfruit, and they feasted on fresh bread and butter in silence. The
dragon wat ched, and finally, mschievously, Dor rolled some bread
into a conpact wad and threw it at the monster. The dragon caught

it neatly and gul ped it down. Maybe it wasn't such a bad nonster;
maybe Grundy could talk to it and arrange for safe passage.

No- such a predator could not be trusted. |If the dragon wanted to

|l et thempass, it would go away. Better strategy would be to keep it
awake and alert aB day, so that it would be tired at night.

"Do you think this new centaur Magician will try to take over

Xant h?" Irene asked quietly when it seened the others were asl eep

Dor coul d appreciate her concern. Chet, who was a friend, was ar rogant
enough about centaur-human rel ations; what would be the at titude of a
grown centaur with the power of a Magician? O course
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the Magici an woul d not be grown right now, it must be new- birt hed.
But intinme it could becone adult, and then it could be an ornery
creature, like Chet's sire Chester, but wi thout Chester's redeem ng
qualities. Dor knew that some centaurs did not |ike human bei ngs;
those tended to stay well clear of Castle Roogna. But Centaur Isle
was well clear, and that was where this nenace was. "We're on our
way to investigate this matter," he rem nded her. "There is help for
King Trent there, too, according to Cronbie's pointing. WMaybe we
just need to figure out howto turn this situation positive instead of
negative."

She shifted her position slightly, unconsciously showing a little
nmore of her legs, including a tantahzing flash of inner thigh. "You
are going to try to help ny father, aren't you?"

"COfF course I'"'mgoing to try!" Dor said indignantly, hoping that if
there was any flush on his face, she would assunme it was because of

his reaction to her words, rather than her flesh. Dor had in the past
seen some quite lovely nynphs in quite scanty attire-but nynphs didn't
really count. They were all well formed and scantily attired, so were
not remarkable. Irene was a real girl, and that type ranged fromlovely
to ugly-in fact, his nother Chanel eon covered that range 'mthe course
of each nmonth-and Irene did not nornally display a great deal of her
body at a tine. Thus each glinpse, beyond a certain pereneter, was

special. But nore special when the display was unintentional
"I know If ny father doesn't cone back, you'll stay King."
"I"'mnot ready to stay King. 1In twenty years, maybe, |1'Il be able to

handle it. Right now ! just want King Trent back. He's your father;
think he's ny friend."

"What about ny not her ?"

Dor grimaced. "Even Queen Iris," he said. "lI'd rather face a lifelike
illusion of a dragon than the real thing."

"You know, | never had any real privacy till she left,"” Irene said.

"She was al ways watching ne, always telling on ne. | hardly dared even
to think for nyself, because | was afraid she'd slip one of her
illusions into ny mnd and snitch on ne. | used to w sh sonething would
happen to her-not anything bad, just sonething to get her out of ny hair
for a while. Only nowthat it has-"

"You didn't really want her gone," Dor said. "Not like this."
"Not like this," she agreed. "She's a bitch, but she is ny nother.

Now | can do anything | want-and | don't know what | want." She shifted
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position again. This time the hemof her skirt dropped to cover nore of

her legs. It was alnost as If her reference to pn' vacy from her

nmot her' s snoopi ng around her mi nd had brought about pn"vacy from Doris
surreptitious snooping around her body. "Except to have them back
again."

Dor found he liked Irene much better this way. Perhaps her prior
sharpness of tongue, back when her parents had been in Xanth, had been
because of that constant feeling of being watched. Anything real m ght
have been demeaned or ridicul ed, so she never expressed anything real

"You know, |'ve had the opposite problem | have privacy -but no one
around me does. Because there's not much anybody does that | can't find
out about. Al | have to do is ask their furniture, or their clothing.

So th--y avoid ne, and | can't blame them

That's why |'ve found it easier to have friends |ike Smash. He wears
not hi ng but his hair, and he thinks hnture is for bonfires, and he
has no enbarrassi ng secrets anyway."

"That's right!" she said. "I have no nore privacy with you than |

do with ny mother. How cone | don't feel threatened with you?"

"Because |'mharmess,"” Dor said with a wy chuckle. "Not by

choice, it's just the way | am The Gorgon says you have ne al

wr apped up anyway."

She sm | ed-a genuine, warmsnile he liked a lot. "She snatched.

She would. She naturally sees all nmen as creatures to be dazzled and
petrified. Good Magician Hunfrey never had a chance. But | don't

know if | even want you. That way, | nean. M nother figures |'ve

got to marry you so | can be Queen-but that's her desire, not neces
sarily mne. | nmean, why would | want to grow up just like her, with

no real power and a lot of time on ny hands? Wy nake ny own
daughter as niserabl e as she made nme?"

"Maybe you will have a son," Dor offered. This was an intriguing
new avenue of exploration

"You're right. You're harmess. You don't know a thing." She
finished her bread and tossed the crunbs on the water. They floated
about, formi ng evanescent picture patterns before drifting away.
Sonehow t he afternoon had passed; the sun was dropping into the

wat er beyond the barrier island. There was a distant sizzle as it
touched the liquid, and a cloud of steam then it was extinguished.

The others woke and ate. Then Chet guided the boat to the island shore.
"Anyt hi ng dangerous to peopl e here?" Dor asked it.
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"Only boredom" the island replied. "Nothing interesting ever
happens here, except nmaybe a seasonal stormor two."
That was what they wanted: a dull locale. They took turns |eaving
the boat in order to attend to sanitary needs. Irene also took tinme to
grow a forgetnme fl ower.
As the darkness cl osed, Dor reviewed the situation. "W're going

to sneak by that dragon in the night. |Irene will harvest sone for getne
flowers to di scourage nmenory of our passage; that way the re actions of
fish in the area will not betray us. But that won't help us if

the dragon sees us or hears us or snells us directly. W don't have

any sight- or sound-blanking plants; we didn't anticipate this particu
| ar squeeze. So we nust go extrenely carefully.”

"I wish | were string and clay again," Gundy said. "Then |

couldn't be killed."
"Now we do have sone ot her resources,”" Dor said. "The magic

sword will make any person expert the nonent he takes it in hir, hand.
It won't help nmuch agai nst a pouncing dragon, but any |esser creature
will be balked. If we get in serious trouble, we can clinb through the
escape hoop. The problemwith that is that it |leads to the permanent
storage vat of the Brain Coral, deep under the earth, and the Cora
doesn't like to release creatures. It happens to be ny friend, but |I'd
rather not strain that friendship unless absolutely necessary. And
there is the flying carpet-but that can only take one person at a tine,
plus Grundy. | think it could support Smash, but not Chet, so that's
not ideal."

"I wouldn't fit through the hoop either," Chet said.

"Yes. So you, Chet, are the npst vulnerable one in this situation,
because of your nmass. So we need to plan for another defense." Dor
paused, for Irene was |looking at himstrangely. "Wat's the matter?"

"You're glowi ng," she said.

Startled, Dor checked hinself. Light was stream ng fromone of his

pockets. "Oh-that's the m dnight sunstone Jewel gave ne so |I'll always
have light. | had forgotten about it."

"W don't want |ight at the nonent," she pointed out. "Wap it up." She
handed hi m a pi ece of cloth.

Dor wrapped the gemcarefully, until its glow was so nmuted as to be

i nconsequential, and put it back in his pocket. "Now, " he continued.

"Irene has sonme seeds that will grow devastating plants-she really is
Magi ci an | evel, regardl ess of what the El ders say-but nost of those

pl ants woul d be as dangerous to us as to the eneny. W'd have to plant
and run."

"Any that would block off the water so the dragon coul dn't pursue?" Chet
asked.

"Ch, yes," Irene said, glowing at Doris conplinment about her talent.
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"The kraken weed-"

"l see what Dor nmeans," the centaur said quickly. "I don't want to be
swiming in the same ocean with a kraken!"

"Or | could start a stunflower on the island here, but it would be

likely to stun us, too." She considered. "Aha! | do have sonme popcorn
That's harml ess, but it nmakes an awful racket. 'That m ght distract the
dragon for a while."

"Grow ne sone of that," Chet said. "I'Il throwit behind ne if

have to swim"

"Only one problem" she said. "I can't grow that at night. It's a

daypl ant . "
"I could unwap the sunstone,” Dor offered.

"That's too small, | think. W'd need a lot of light, radiating al
about, not gleamng fromtiny facets."

"What can you grow naturally at night?" Chet asked gdmy
"Wl |, hypno-gourds do well; they generate their own |ight, inside.
But you wouldn't want to | ook in the peephole, because-"

"Because |'d be instantly hypnotized," Chet fifthed. "G ow ne one
anyway; it mght help."

"As you wi sh," she agreed dubiously. She |eaned over the side of the
boat to drop a seed on the shore. "G ow " she murnmnured.

"Now if there is trouble,"” Dor said, "you, Irene, get on the flying
carpet. You can drop a kraken seed near the dragon, while the rest of

us use the hoop or swmfor it. But we'll do our best to escape the
notice of the dragon. "Then we can proceed south w thout further
trouble."

There was no objection. They waited until the hypno-gourd had fruited,
produci ng one fine specinmen. Chet wapped it in cloth and tucked it in
the boat. The craft started noving, nudging silently south toward the
channel while the occupants hardly dared breathe. Chet guided it in an
eastward curve, to intersect the main channel first, so that he could
avoid the nonster that was presumably waiting due south. In this silent
darkness, they could not see it any nore than it could see them

But the dragon had outsmarted them It had placed a sunfish in this
channel, that operated on a sinilar principle to the sunstone, but it
was thousands of tinmes as large. When they canme near, the fish suddenly
glowed like the sun itself, blindingly. The rounded fin projected above
the surface of the water, and its light turned night to day.

"Ch, no!" Dor cried. He had so carefully wapped his sunstoneand now
this was infinitely worse

There was a gl eeful honk fromthe dragon. They saw its eyes glowi ng as
it forged toward them Water dragons did not have internal fire; the
eyes were nerely reflecting the blaze of the sunfish

"Plant the kraken!" Dor cri ed.
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"No!" Chet countered. "W can nake it to the mainland shal |l ows!"

Sure enough, the boat glided snoothly across the channel before the
dragon arrived. The nonster was sil houetted before the sunfish,

wathing in frustration. It had planned so well, and just nissed
victory. It honked. "Curses!" Gundy translated. "Foiled againl"

"What about the sand dune?" Irene asked worriedly.
"They are usually quiescent by night," Chet said.

"But this isn't night any nore," she rem nded him her voice taking on a
pi nk tinge of hysteria.

I ndeed, the dark nmound was rippling, sending a strand of itself toward
the water. The sand had enough nass, and the water was so shallow, that
it was possible for the dune to fill it in. The ravenous shoreline was
com ng toward them

"If we retreat fromthe dune, we'll cone within reach of the dragon,"”
Chet sai d.

"Feed goon to dune," Snmash suggest ed.
"Goon? Do you nean the dragon?" Dor asked. The ogre nodded.

"Say, yes!" Irene said. "Talk to the dune, Dor. Tell it we'll lure the
dragon within its range If it lets us go."

Dor considered. "I don't know. |'d hate to send any creature to such a
fate-and I'mnot sure the dune can be trusted."

"Well, string it out as long as you can. Once the dune tackles the
dragon, it won't have tinme to worry about snmall fry like us."

Dor eyed the surging dune on one side, the chop-slurping dragon on the
ot her, and noted how the regi on between themwas dimnishing. "Try
reasoning with the dragon first," he told G undy.

The golemenmitted a series of honks, grunts, whistles, and

toot hgnashings. It was anmmzing how versatile he was w th sounds-but of
course this was his magic. In a nonent the dragon |unged forward,
trying to catch the entire boat in its huge jaws, but falling short. The
wat er washed up in a small tsunam. "I asked it if it wouldn't like to
|l et a nice group of people on the King's business like us go on in
peace," Grundy said. "It replied-"

"We can see what it replied," Dor said. "Very well; we'll go the other

route." He faced the shore and called: "Hey, dune!"

Thus hail ed, the dune was touched by Doris nmagic. "You calling ne,
tidbit?"

"I want to nmake a deal with you."

"Ha! You're going to be consuned anyway. What kind of deal can you
of fer?"

"This whole boatload is a small norsel for the likes of you. But we
m ght arrange for you to get a real neal, If you let us go in peace."

"l don't eat, really," the dune said. "I preserve. | clean and secure
the bones of assorted creatures so that they can be admred mllennia
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hence. M treasures are called foss. Us."

So this monster, like so many of its ilk, thought itself a benefactor to
Xanth. \WAs there any creature or thing, no matter how awful, that
didn't rationalize its existence and actions in simlar fashion? But
Dor wasn't here to argue with it. "Wuldn't you rather fossilize a
dragon than a sniveling little collection of scraps |ike us?"

"Ch, | don't know. Snivelers are commpn, but so are dragons. Size is
not as inportant for the fossil record as quality and conpl et eness. "

"Wl |, do you have a water dragon in your record yet?"

"No, nost of themfall to ny cousin the deepsea nuck, just as nost birds
are harvested by ny other cousin, the tarpit. | would dearly like to
have a specinmen like that."

"W offer you that water dragon there," Dor said. "AH you need to do is
make a channel deep enough for the dragon to pass. Then we'll lure it
in-and then you can cl ose the channel and secure your specinen for
fossilization."

"Say, that would work!" the dune agreed. "It's a deal."

"Start your channel, then. We'll sail down it first, |eading the
dragon. Make sure you |l et us go, though."

"Sure. You go, the dragon stays."

"I don't trust this," Irene nuttered.

"Neither do I," Dor agreed. "But we're in a bind. Chet, can you apply
your cal cul us?"

"The small est of stones can be considered calculi," Chet said.

"That is to say, sarid. Now sand has certain properties . . ." He
trailed off, then brightened. "You have seagrass seed?" he asked |rene.
"Lots of it. But | don't see how" Then her eyes glowed. "OCh, | do
seel Yes, I'll be ready, Chet!"

The sand began to hunp itself into twin nobunds, opening a narrow channel
of water between them Chet guided the boat directly down that channel
The dragon, perceiving their seem ng escape, honked wathfully and
gnashed its teeth.

"Express hope the dragon doesn't realize how deep this channel is," Dor
told Gundy. "In dragon talk."

G undy smued grimy. "1 know ny business!" He emitted dragon noi ses.
I medi ately the dragon explored the end of the channel, plunging

its head intoit. Wth a glad honk it withed on into the inviting

passage
Soon the dragon was close on their wake. Its entire body was now wthin
the separation in the dune. "Nowclose it upl" Dor cried to the dune.

The dune did so. Suddenly the channel was narrowi ng and di sappearing as
sand heaped into it. Too late the dragon realized its peril; it tried
to turn, to retreat, but the way out was blocked. It honked and
thrashed, but was in deep trouble in shallow water.
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However, the channel ahead of the boat was also filling in. "Hey, let
us out!" Dor cried.

"Way should | let perfectly good fossil material go?" the dune asked
reasonably. "This way |'ve got both you and the dragon. It's the hau
of the century!"”

"But you pronised!'" Dor said plaintively. "W nade a deal!"

"Prom ses and deals aren't worth the breath it takes to utter them -and
| don't even breathe."

"I knewit," Chet said. "Betrayal."
"Do your stuff, lrene," Dor said.

I rene brought out two handfuls of seeds. "Gow" she yelled, seatteting
themw dely. On either side the grass sprouted rapidly, sending its
deep roots into the sand, grabbing, hol ding.

"Hey!" the dune yelled, nuch as Dor had, as it tripped over itself where
the grass anchored it.

"You reneged on our agreenent," Dor called back. "Now you pay the
penalty." For the sand in this region was no | onger able to nove; the
grass had converted it to ordinary ground.

Enraged, the dune nade one final effort. 1t hunped up hoffendously in
the regi on beyond the growi ng grass, then rolled forward with such
impetus that it spilled into the channel, filling it.

"I't's swanping the boat!" Dor cried. "Abandon ship!"

"Some gratitude!" the boat conplained. "I carry you loyally all over
Xanth, risking my keel, and the nonment things get rough, you abandon
mel "

The boat had a case, but they couldn't afford to argue it. Heedl ess of
its objection, they all piled out as the sand piled in. They ran across
the remai ni ng section of grass-anchorage while the boat di sappeared into
the dune. The sand was unable to follow themhere; its Mnt had been
reached, and already the bl ades of grass were creeping up through the
new nound, nailing it down. The nmain body of the

"dune had to retreat and concentrate on the thrashing dragon that bid
fair to escape by coiling out of the vanished channel and wrathing back
toward the sea

The party stood at the edge of the bay. "W lost our boat," Irene said.
"And the flying carpet, and escape hoop, and food."
"And ny bow and arrows," Chet said nournfully. "AH | salvaged was the

gourd. W played it too close; those nonsters are stronger and smarter
than we thought. W |learn from experience."

Dor was silent. He was the nomnal |eader of this party; the
responsibility was his. |If he could not nanage a single trip south

wi t hout disaster, how could he hope to handl e the situati on when he got
to Centaur Isle? How could he handle the job of being King, if it cane
to that?

But they couldn't remain here |ong, whether in thought or in despair.
Al ready the natives of the regi on were becom ng aware of them
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Cami vorous grass picked up where the freshly planted sea grass left off,
and the fornmer was sending its hungry shoots toward them Vines
trenbl ed, bright droplets of sap-saliva oozing fromtheir surfaces.
There was a buzzing of w ngs; sonething airborne would soon show up.

But now at | ast the sunfish dimed out, and ni ght returned; the day
creatures retreated in confusion, and the night creatures stirred.

"If there's one thing worse than day in the wlderness," Irene said,
shivering, "it's night. Wat do we do now?"

Dor w shed he had an answer.

"Your plants have saved us once," Chet told her. "Do you have another

pl ant that could protect us or transport us?"

"Let me see." In the dark she put her hand in her bag of seeds and felt

around. "Mostly food plants, and special effects . . . a beerbarre
tree-how did that get in here? . . . water locust . . . bulrush-"
"Bul rushest” Chet said. "Aren't those the Tieds that are always in a
hurry?"

"They rush everywhere," she agreed.
"Suppose we wove theminto a boat or raft-could we control its notion?"

"Yes, | suppose, if you put aring in the craft's nose. But-2' "Let's
do it," the centaur said. "Anything will be better than waiting here
for whatever is creeping up on us.")

"I''l'l start the buh-ushes growi ng," she agreed. "W can weave
them before they're mature. But you'll have to find a ring before we
can fidsh."

"Dor and Grundy-pl ease question your contacts and see If you

can locate a ring," the centuar said.

"bey started in, Dor questioning the nonhving, Gundy the living.
Neither could find a ring in the vicinity. The weaving of the grow ng
bul rushes proceeded apace; it seened Chet and Irene were famliar

with the techni que and worked well together. But already the rushes
were thrashing about, trying to free thenselves to travel. The mass of
the mat-raft was burgeoning; soon it would be too strong to restrain.

"Bring ring," Smash said

"We're trying to!" Dor snapped, clinging to a corner of the strug gling
mat. 2be thing was hideously strong.

"Germworm" the ogre said insistently. H's huge hairy paw
pushed sonething at Dor. The object seened to be a | oop of fur
Aloop? "Aring!" Dor "clainmed. "Were did you get it?"

"Me grow on toe," Smash explained. "Which itch."
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"You grew the ring on your toe-and it itched?" Dor was having
trouble assimlating this.

"Let me check," Gundy said. He made a funny sizzle, talking

wi th somet hing, then | aughed. "You know what that is? A ring worm"
"Aringworm " Dor cried in dismay, dropping the hideous thing.

"If it's aring, we need it," Chet said. "Before this mat gets away.
Chagrined, Dor felt on the ground and picked up the ringworm

He passed it gingerly to the centaur. "Here."

Chet wove it into the nose of the craft, then jerked several |ong
hairs fromhis beautiful tail and twined theminto a string that he
passed through the ring. Suddenly the bulrush craft settled down.

"The nose is sensitive," Chet explained. "lIbe ring makes it hurt
when jerked, so even this powerful entity can be controlled.”

"Some cone!" Smash warned

Rat her than wait to discover what it was that could nake an ogre
nervous, the others hastened to | ead the now docile bul rush boat to
the water. Once it was floating, they boarded carefully and pushed
off fromthe shore. The craft was not watertight, but the individua

rushes were buoyant, so the whol e busi ness fl oat ed.

Sonething growed in the dark on the shore-a deep, |ow, throb bing,
powerful, and ugly sound. Then, frustrated, it noved away, the

ground shuddering. A blast of odor passed them dank and choki ng.
No one inquired what it mght be.

Now Chet gave the bulrushes sone play. The raft surged forward,
churning up a faintly phosphorescent wake. Wnd rushed past their
faces.

"Can you see where we're going?" Irene asked, her voice thin.
"No,". Chet said. "But the bulrushes travel best in open water.
They won't run aground or crash into any nonsters."

"You trust themnore than | do," she said. "And | grew them"

"El enentary cal cul ati on of vegetable nature,” the centaur said.

"May | | ean against your side?" she asked. "I didn't sleep today, and
your coat is so soft-"

"Go ahead," Chet said graciously. He was |ying down again, as the woven
fabric of the raft could not support his weight afoot. The rushes had
swelled in the water, and Dor had succeeded in bailing it out; they were
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no longer sitting in sea water. Dor had not slept eitheir, but he
didn't feel like |eaning against Chet's furry side.

The stars noved by. Dor lay on his back and determined the direction of
travel of the raft by the stars' apparent travel. It wasn't even; the
bul rushes were naneuvering to find the course al ong which they could
rush nmost freely. They did seemto know where they were going, and that
sufficed for now.

Gradual ly the constell ati ons appeared, patterns in the sky, formations
of stars that shifted fromrandomess to the suggestion of significance.
There seened to be pictures shaping, representations of creatures and
obj ects and notions. Sonme resenbled faces; he thought he saw King Trent
peering down at him giving hima straight, intelligent |ook

Where are you now? Dor asked wordl essly.

The face frowned. | ambeing held captive in a nedieval Muindane caytl e,
it said. | have no magic power here. You nust bring me magic.

But | can't do thatl Dor protested. Magic isn't something a person can
carry, especially not into Mindani a

You nmust use the aisle to rescue ne.
What aisle? Dor asked, excited.
The centaur aisle, Trent answered.

Then a wait of ocean spray struck Doris face, and he woke. The stellar
face was gone; it had been a dream

Yet the nessage remained with him Center Isle? H s spelling

di sability made hi muncertain, now, of the meaning. How could he use an
island to seek King Trent? The center of what? |If it was centaur, did
that nmean Chet had sonething essential to do withit? If it was an
aisle, an aisle between what and what? |If this were really a nessage, a
prophecy, how could he apply it? |If it were nmerely a random dream or

vi sion, a construct of his overtired and neandering n2i nd, he should
ignore it. But such things were sel domrandomin Xanth.

Troubl ed, Dor drifted to sleep again. What he had experienced coul d not
have been a nightmare, for it hadn't scared him and of course the mares
could not run across the water. Maybe it would return and clarify
itsell

But the dreamdid not repeat, and he could not evoke it by | ooking at
the stars. Couds had sifted across the night sky.

Dor woke again as dawn canme. The sun had sonehow gotten around to the
east, where the land was, and dried off so that it could shine again.
Dor wondered what perilous route it enployed. Mybe it had a tunnel to
roll along. |If it ever figured out a way to get down without taking a
dunking in the ocean, it would really have it nade!

Maybe he shoul d suggest that to it sometine. After all, sonme nornings
the sun was up several hours before drying out enough to shine with ful
brilliance; obviously some nights were worse than ot hers.

But he woul d not nmake the suggestion right now, he didn't want the sun
headi ng off to explore new routes, |leaving Xanth dark for days at a
time. Dor needed the fight to see his way to Centaur Isle. Jewel's

m dni ght sunstone was not enough.
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Centaur |sle-was that where he was supposed to find King Trent?

No, the centaurs wouldn't inprison the King, and anyway, Trent was in
Mundani a. But maybe sonething at Centaur Isle related. If only he
could figure out how

Dor sat up. "Wiere are we now, Chet?" he inquired.

There was no answer. The centaur had fallen asleep, too, Irene in
repose against his side. Smash and G andy snored at the rear of the
raft.

Everyone had slept! No one was guiding the craft or watching the
course! The bul rushes had rushed wherever they wanted to go, which
coul d be anywher e!

The raft was in the niddl e of the ocean. Bare sea lay on all sides.

It was sheer luck that no sea nonster had spied them and gobbl ed t hem
down while they slept. |In fact, there was one now

But as the nonster forged hungrily toward the craft, Dor saw that

the velocity of the rushes was such that the serpent could not overtake
the craft. They were safe because of their speed. Since they were,
headi ng south, they should be near Centaur |sle now

No, that did not necessarily follow. Dor had done better in Cherie's
logic classes than in spelling. He always |ooked for altematives to the
obvious. The craft could have been doing |loops all night, or traveling
north, and then turned south coincidentally as dawn cane. They could be
anywhere at all.

"Where are we?" Dor asked the nearest water.

"Longi tude 83, Latitude 26, or vise versa,
confuse parallels with neridians."

the water said. "I always

"That doesn't tell ne anything!" Dor snapped.
"It tells nme, though," Chet said, waking. "W are well out to sea,

but also well on the way to our destination. W should be there
toitight."

"But suppose a monster catches us way out here in the sea?" Irene asked,
al so waking. "l'd rather be near |land."

Chet shrugged. "W can veer in to land. Meanwhile, why don't
you grow us sone food and fresh-water plants so we can eat and drink?"

"And a parasol plant, to shield us fromthe sun," she said. "And a
privacy hedge, for you-know. "

She got on it. Soon they were drinking scented water from a pitcher

pl ant and eating bunlike masses from puffball plants. The new hedge
closed off the rear of the craft, where the expended pitchers were used
for another purpose. Several parasols shaded themnicely. It was al
becom ng quite confortable.

The bul rush craft, responsive to Chet's tug on the string tied to the
ring inits nose, veered toward the east, where the distant |and was
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supposed to be.
Smash the Ogre sniffed the air and peered about. Then he pointed.
"Me see the formof a nean ol' storm" be announced.

Ch, no! Dor spied the roiling clouds comng up over the southern
hori zon. Smash's keen ogre senses had detected it first, but in nonents
it was all too readily apparent to themall.

"We're in trouble,” Gundy said. "I'lIl see what | can do."
"What can you do?" Irene asked witheringly. "Are you going to wave your
tiny Ettle dunb hand and conjure us all instantly to safety?"

Grundy ignored her. He spoke to the ocean in whatever |anguage

its creatures used. In a noment he said: "I think | have it. The fish
are taking word to an eclectic eel."

"A what?" Irene demanded. "Do you nean one of those shocl dng
creatures?”

"An eclectic eel, dumry. It chooses things fromall over. It does
nothing original; it puts it all together in bits and pieces that others
have made."

"How can sonething |like that possibly help us?"

"Better ask it why it will help us."

"Al'l right, woodenhead. Wy?"

"Because | promsed it half your seeds."

"Hal f ny seeds!" she exploded. "You can't do that!"
"If 1 don't, the stormw |l send us all to the depths."

"He's right, Irene," Chet said. "W're over a barrel, figuratively
speaki ng. "

"I'"ll put the confounded golemin a barrel and glue the cork in!"

she cried. "A barrel of white-hot sneeze-pepper! He has no right to
promi se nmy property."

"Ckay," Gundy said. "Tell the eel no. Gve it a shock."

A narrow snout poked out of the roughening water. A cold gust of w nd
ruffled Irene's hair and flattened her clothing agai nst her body, naking
her | ook extraordinarily pretty. The sky darkened.

"It says, figuratively speaking, your figure isn't bad," Gundy reported
with a smrk.

Thi s i ncongruous conpliment put her off her pace. It was hard to tel
of f soneone who made a remark like that. "Ch, all right," she said,
sul king. "Hoff the seeds. But | choose which half."

"Well, toss themin, stupid,” Gundy said, clinging to the side of the
craft as it pitched in the swells.

"But they'll sprout!"
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"That's the idea. Mke themall grow. Use your magic. The eclectic
eel denmands paynent in advance."

I rene | ooked rebellious, but the first drop of rain struck her on the

nose and she decided to carry through. "This will come out of your
string hide, golem" she nuttered. She tossed the seeds into the
heavi ng water one by one, invoking each in turn. "Gow, |ike a golens
ego. Gow, like Gundy's swelled head. Gow, |ike the vengeance | owe
the twerp . "

Strange things developed in the water. Pink-|eaved turnips sprouted,
fumng in place, and tan tomatoes, and yel |l ow cabbages

and bl ue beets. Snap beans snapped nerrily and artichokes choked.

Then the flowers started, as she cane to another section of her supply.
VWi te bl ossonms sprang up in great clusters, decorating the entire ocean
near the raft. Then they noved away in herds, making faint baa-aa-aas.

"What's that?" Grundy asked.
"Phl ox, ninny," Irene said.

Oh, flocks, Dor thought. O course. The white sheep of flowers.

Firecracker flowers popped redly, tiger lilies snarled, honeybells
tinkl ed, and bl eeding hearts stained the water with their sad life
essence. lIrises that Irene's nother had given her flowered prettily in

blue and purple. d adiolas stretched up happily; begoni as bl ooned and
departed even before they could be ordered to begone. Periw nkles
opened their orbs to wink; crocuses parted their white lips to utter
scandal ous i nprecations.

G undy | eaned over the edge of the raft to sniff sone pretty
multicolored little flowers that were vining upward. Then sonet hi ng
happened. "Hey!" he cried suddenly, outraged, w ping gol den noisture
off his head. "What did they do that for?"

I rene gl anced across. "Dunmy," she said with satisfaction, "what do you
expect sweet peas to do? You better stay away fromthe pansies."

On Doris side there was an especially rapid devel opnent, the red,
orange, and white flowers bursting forth al nost before the buds forned.
"My, these are in a hurry," he commented.

"They're inpatiens," |Irene expl ai ned.

The display finished off with a dazzling enmergence of golden balls

-marigolds. "That's half. Take it or leave it," Irene said.

"The eel takes it," Gundy said, still shaking pea out of his hair.
"Now the eclectic eel will lead us through the stormto shore, inits
fashi on."

"About tine," Chet said. "Everyone hang on. W have a rough sai

com ng. "

The eel wiggled forward. The craft followed. The stormstruck with
its noist fury. "Wat do you have agai nst us?" Dor asked it as the w nd
tore at his body.

"Not hi ng personal ," it blew back. "It's my job to clear the seas of
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riffraff. Can't have flotsamand jetsamcluttering up the surface,
after

all."
"l don't know those people," Dor said. The raft was rocking and

twisting as it followed the elusive eet but they were sonmehow avoi di ng
the worst of the violence.

A piece of planking floated by. "I'mflotsam" it said. ,rmpart of
the ship that wecked here last nonth, still floating."

A barrel floated by on the other side, the battered trunk of a harvested
jellybaffel tree. "I'mjetsam" it blewfromits hung. "I was thrown
overboard to lighten the ship."

"Nice to know you both," Dor said politely.

"The eel uses themfor markers," Gundy said. "It uses anything it
finds."
"Where's the riffraff?" Irene asked. "If the stormis here to clear it

fromthe seas, there should be sone to clear."

"I'"'mthe raf',
chuckl ed.

the raft explained. "You nust be the rff'." And it

Now the rain pelted down full-stre-figth. Al of them were soaked in an
instant. "Bail! Bail!" Chet screamed thinly through the w nd.

Dor grabbed his bucket-actually, it was a bouquet Irene had grown, which
his spelling had fouled up so that its nature had conpl etely changed-and
scooped out water. Smash the Ogre worked sinmilarly on the other side,
using a pitcher. By dint of colossal effort they managed to stay
margi nal |y ahead of the rain that poured in.

"Get low" Gundy cried through the weather. "Don't |et her rol over!"
"She's not rolling," Irene said. "Araft can't-"
Then the craft pitched horribly and started to turn over. |Irene threw

herself flat in the bottomof the center depression, joining Dor and
Smash. The raft listed sickeningly to right, then to left, first
throwing Irene bodily into Dor, then hurling himinto her. She was
mar vel ously soft.

"what are you doing.?" Dor cried as his wind was all nost knocked from
hi m despite his soft |andings.

, myawi ng," the raft said.
"Seens nore like a roll to ne," Chet grunbled fromthe rear.
Irene fetched up agai nst Dor again, hip to hip and nose to nose.

"Dear, we've got to stop neeting this way," she gasped, attenpting to
smle,

In other circunstances Dor woul d have appreci ated the neetings nore.
I rene was padded in appropriate places, so that the shocks of contact
were pleasantly cushioned. But at the nonent he was afraid

for his life and hers. Meanwhile, she |ooked as if she were getting

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%?20Aisle.txt (77 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:46 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt
seasi ck.
The craft lurched forward and down, as if sliding over a waterfall.
Doris own gorge rose. "Now what are you doi ng?" he heaved
"I"'mpitching," the raft responded.

"We're out of the waterl” Chet cried. H s head remained higher despite
his prone position. "There's something beneath us! That's why we're
rolling so rmuch!"

"That's the behenoth," Gandy said
"The what?" Dor asked.

"The behenoth. A huge wallow ng creature that floats about doing
not hing. The eclectic eel led us up toit, to help weather the storm"

I rene unglued herself fromDor, and all of themcraw ed cautiously up
and | ooked over the edge of the raft. The stormcontinued, but now it
beat on the glistening blubbery back of the trenmendous animal. The
craft's perch seened insecure because of the way it rolled and slid on
the slick surface, but the enornmous bul k of the nonster provided
security fromthe heaving ocean.

"But | thought behenbths were fresh-water creatures," Dor said.

"My father encountered one bel ow Lake Ogre- Chobee, he said."

"OfF course he did. | was there," Gundy said superciliously. "Behenoths
are where you find them They're too big to worry about what ki nd of
water it is."

"The eel just happened to find this creature and led us to it?" Chet
asked. He also | ooked sonewhat seasick

"That's the eclectic way," Gundy agreed. "To use anything handy."

"Aw, you cheated," the stormhowed. "I can't sink that tub." A
whirling eye focused on Dor. "That's twi ce you have escaped ne,
man-thing. But we shall neet again." Disgruntled, it blewitself away
to the west.

So that had been the sane storm he had encountered at Good Magi ci an
Hunfrey's castle. It certainly travel ed about!

The behenoth, discovering that its pleasant shower had abated, exhaled a
dusty cloud of gas and descended to the depths. There was no point in
staying on the surface when the stormdidn't want to play any nmore. The
raft was left floating in a cal mng sea.

Now t hat he was no | onger in danger of drowning, Dor alnbst regretted
the passing of the storm Irene was a good deal nore confortable to
brace against than the reeds of the raft. But he )nmew he was foolish
al ways to be nost interested in what he couldn!t have, instead of being
satisfied with what he did have.

A nonster showed on the horizon. "Get this thing novingl" Irene cried,
alarmed. "W aren't out of the weather yetl"
"Fol l ow the eel!" G undy warned.

"But the eel's headed straight for the nonster!" Chet protested.
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"That nust be the way, then." But even G undy | ooked doubtful

They forged toward the nonster. It was reveal ed now as extrenely | ong
and flat, as if a sea serpent had been squeezed under a rolling boul der.
"What is it?" Dor asked, anmazed.

"A ribbonfish, dolt," Gundy said.

"How can that help us?" For the storm had taken up nore of the day than
it had seened to; the sun was now at zenith, and they remained far from
shor e.

"All I knowis the eel agreed to get us to land by nightfall," G undy
sai d.

"They forged on. But now the pace was slow ng; the bulrushes were
losing their power. Dor realized that some of the material of the boat
was dead now, that was why it had been able to speak to him since his
power related only to the inanimate. Soon the rushes woul d becone
inert, stranding the craft in md-sea. They had no paddle; that had
been lost with the first boat.

The ribbonfish brought its preposterously flat head down as the bul rush
craft sputtered close. Then the head dipped into the water and slid
beneath them In a nonment it enmerged behind them and the neck came up
under the boat, heaving it right out of the water.

"Ch, no!" Irene screaned as they were carried high into the air.

She flung her arms about Dor in terror. Again, he wished this could
have happened when he wasn't terrified hinself.

But the body of the ribbonfish was slightly concave; the raft remained
centered, not falling off. As the head el evated to an appal ling hei ght,
the boat began to slide down al ong the body, which was slick with

moi sture. "They watched, horrified, as the craft tilted forward, then
accel erated down the creature's neck. Irene screaned again and clung
snotheringly to Dor as their bodies turned weightless.

Down they zooned. But the ribbonfish was undul ating, so that a new hunp
kept fommg just behind themwhile a new dip formed ahead of them They
zooned at frightening velocity along the creature, never getting down to
the water.

"We're traveling toward |l and,"” Dor said, awed. "The nonstees noving us
therel "

"That's how it gets its jollies," Gundy said. "Scooping up things and
sliding themalong its length. The eel just made use of this for our
benefit."

Perceiving that they were not, after all, in danger, Irene regained
confidence. "Let go of ne!" she snapped at Dor, as If he had been the
one doi ng the grabbing.

The ribbonfish seened interm nably long; the raft slid and sHd.

Then Dor realized that the nonster's head had | ooked down under the
wat er and come up to followits tail; the creature was running them
through again. The |and was com ng cl oser.

At last the land arrived. The ribbonfish tired of the gane and dunped
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themoff with a jarring splash. The rushes had just enough power |eft
to propel themto the beach; then they expired, and the raft began to
si nk.

The sun was well down toward the horizon, racing to cut off their day
before they could travel anywhere further. Soon the gol den orb would be

quenched again. "Fromhere we go by foot, | think," Chet remarked. "W
wi Il not achieve Centaur Isle this day."
"W can get closer, though,” Dor said. "I've had enough of boats for

now anyway." The ot hers agreed.

First they paused to forage for sone food. WId fruitcakes were ripe
and a water chestnut provided potable water; Irene did not have to
expend any of her dimnnished store of seeds. 1In fact, she found a few
new ones here.

Suddenl y somnet hing junmped from behind a tree and charged directly at
Dor. He whipped out his magic sword without thinkingand the creature
stopped short, spun about, and ran away. It was all hair and | egs and
gl ower.

"What was that?" Dor asked, shal dng.

"That's a junp-at-a-body," the nearest stone said.

"What's a junp-at-a-body?" Irene asked.

"I don't have to answer you," the stone retorted. "You can't take ne
for granite."

"Answer her," Dor told it.

"Aw, okay. It's what you just saw. "

"That's not much help," Irene said.

"You aren't nuch yourself, doll," it said. "I've seen a better

conpl exi on on nottled serpentine.”

Bedr aggl ed and di shevel ed fromthe ocean run, Irene was hardly at her
best. But her vanity had been pricked. "I can choke you with weeds,
m neral . "

"Yeah, greenie? Just try it!"

"Weeds-grow " she directed, pointing to the rock. |Immediately the weeds
around it sprouted vigorously.

"Wed's the best that ever was!" the weeds exclaimed. Startled, Dor
| ooked closely, for his talent did not extend to living things. He
found that sone sand caught in the plants had actually done the talking.

"Ch, for schist sake!" the rock said. "She's doing it!"

"Tell nme what a junp-at-a-body is," Irene insisted.

The rock was al nost hidden by vegetation. "AlIl right, all right, doll
Just clear these junky plants out of ny face."

"Stop growing," Irene told the weeds, and they stopped with a frustrated
rustle. She tranped them down around the rock

"You do have pretty legs," the rock said. "And that's not all."
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Irene, straddling the rock, |eaped away. "Just answer ny question.”

"They just junp out and scare people and run away," the rock said.
"They're harm ess. They cane across from Mindani a not |ong ago, when
the Mundanes stopped believing in them and don't have the courage to do
anyt hi ng bad."

"'lIbank you," Irene said, gratified by her victory over the ornery
st one.

"I think the grass needs nore tranping down," the rock suggested.

"Not while I"'mwearing a skirt."
&#A

They finished their repast and trekked on south. Very little remained
of the day, but they wanted to find a decent place to canp for the
night. Dor questioned other rocks to nake sure nothi ng dangerous
remained in the vicinity; this did seemto be a safe island. Perhaps
their luck had turned, and they would reach their destination wthout
further ill event.

But as dusk closed, they cane to the southern border of the island.

There was a narrow channel separating it fromthe next island in the
chai n.

"Maybe we'd better camp here for the night," Dor said. "This island
seens safe; we don't know what's on the next one."

"Also, I"'mtired," lrene said.

They settled in for the night, protected by a pahsade forned of
asparagus spears grown for the occasion. The junp-at-a-bocues kept
charging the stockade and fleeing it harm essly.

Chet and Smash, being the npost massive individuals, lay at the outside
edges of the small enclosure. Gundy needed so little roomhe didn't
matter. Dor and Irene were squeezed into the center. But now she had
room enough and tinme to settle herself without quite touching him Ah,
wel | .

"You know, that rock was right," Dor said. "You do have nice legs. And
that's not all."

"Go to sleep," she said, not displeased.

In the norning a | arge roundi sh object floated in the channel. Dor
didn't like the look of it. They would have to swmpast it to reach
the next island. "Is it animal or plant?" he asked.

"No plant,"” Irene said. She had a feel for this sort of thing, since it

related to her nagic.
“I'l'l talk toit," Gundy said. His talent applied to anything |iving.
He made a conpl ex series of whistles and al nost inaudi ble grunts.

Much of his communicati on was opaque to others, since sone animls and

nmost plants used i nhuman nechani sns. In a nonment he announced: "It's a
sea nettle. A plantlike animal. This channel is its territory, and it
will sting to death anyone who intrudes."
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"How fast can it swi n?" Irene asked.

"Fast enough, Gundy said. "It doesn't look |ike much, but it can
certainly perform W could separate, crossing in two parties; that way
it could only get half of us, maybe."

"Per haps you had better |eave the thinking to those better equi pped for
it," Chet said.

"W have to get it out of there or nullify it," Dor said. "I'll try to
lead it away, using ny talent.”

"Meanwhile, I'll start my stunflower,” Irene said.

"Thanks for the vote of confidence." But Dor couldn't blame her; he had
had success before in tricking nonsters with his talent, but it depended
on the nature and intelligence of the nonster. He hadn't tried it on
the water dragon, knowi ng that effort woul d be wasted.

This sea nettle was a | argely unknown quantity. It certainly didn't
| ook smart.
He concentrated on the water near the nettle. "Can you do imtations?"

he asked it. The inanimate often thought it had talent of this

nature, and the less talent it had, the nore vain it was about it. Once,
years ago, he had caused water to initate his own voice, |leading a
triton a nmerry chase.

"No," the water said.

Oh. "Well, repeat after ne: 'Sea nettle, you are a big blob of
bl ubber. "’

"Huh?" the water asked.

He woul d have to encounter a stupid quantity of water! Some water was
volatile inits wit, with cleverness flowing freely; sone just lay there
in puddles. "Blob of blubber!" he repeated.

"You' re anotherl" the water retorted.

"Now say it to the sea nettle."

"You're another!" the water said to the sea nettle.

The others of Doris party smled. |Irene's plant was grow ng nicely.
"No!" Dor snapped, his tenper shortening. "Blob of blubber."

"No bl ob of Dblubber!" the water snapped.

The sea nettle's spines wiggled. "It says thank you," Gundy reported.
This was hopel ess. |n bad tenper, Dor desisted.

"The flower is alnost ready,"” Irene said. "It's a bit like the Gorgon;
it can't stun you if you don't look at it. So we'd better an line up
with our backs to it-and don't | ook back. There'll be no returning this
way; once a plant like this matures, | can't stop it."

They lined up. Dor heard the rustle of rapidly expanding | eaves behind
him This was nervous business!
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"It's blossonmng," Gundy said. "It's beginning to feel its power.

Ch, it's a bad one!"

"Sure it's a bad one," Irene agreed. "I picked the best seed. Start
wadi ng into the channel. The flower wig strike before we reach the sea

nettle, and we want the nettle's attention directed this way."

They waded out. Dor suddenly realized how constrictive his clothing
would be in the water. He didn't want anythi ng hanpering himas he swam
by the nettle. He started renoving his apparel. Irene, apparently
struck by the same thought, quickly pulled off her skirt and bl ouse.

"Does right," Gundy remarked. He was riding Chet's back. "You do have
nice legs. And that's not all."

"If your gaze should stray too far fromforward," Irene sdd evenly, "it
coul d encounter the anbi ence of the stunflower."

Guntly's gaze snapped forward. So did Chet's, Smash's, and

Doris. But Dor was sure there was a grimsmirk on Irenes face. At
times she was very |ike her nother.

"Hey, the flower's bursting | oosel” Gundy cried. "I can tell by what
it says; it has a bold self-inmage. Wat a head on that thingl"

I ndeed, Dor could feel a kind of heat on his bare back. The power of
the fl ower was now bei ng exerted.

But the sea nettle seened unaffected. It quivered, noving toward them
Its headpart was gilled |ike a toadstool all around. ©Driblets of droo
formed on its surface.

"The nettle says it will sting us all so hard-oooh, that's obscene!"
Gundy said. "Let ne see If | can render a properly effective
transl ation-"

"Keep noving," lrene said. "The flower's incipient."

"Now the flower's singing its song of conquest," Gundy reported, and
broke into the song: "I'mthe one flower, |I'mthe STUNfI ower!"

At the word "stun" there was a burst of radiation that blistered their
backs. Dor and the others fell forward into the channel, letting the
wat er cool their burning flesh

The sea nettle, facing the flower, stiffened. |Its surface glazed. The
drool crystallized. The antennae faded and turned brittle. It had been
st unned.

They swam by the nettle. There was no reaction fromthe nonster

Dor saw its mass extending down into the depths of the channel w th huge
stinging tentacles. That thing certainly could have destroyed them all
had it renai ned ani nate.

They completed their swmin good order, Chet and Gundy in the |ead,
then Dor, Smash, and finally Irene. He knew she could swi mwell enough;
she was staying back so the others would not view her nakedness. She
wasn't actually all that shy about it; it was mainly her sense of
propriety, devel oping apace with her body, and her instinct for
preserving the value of what she had by keeping it reasonably scarce. It
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was wor king nicely; Dor was now several tines as curious about her body
as he woul d have been had he seen it freely. But he dared not |ook; the

stunning radi ati on of the stunflower still beat upon the back of his
head.

They found the shallows and tranpled out of the water. "Keep going
until shaded fromthe flower," Irene called. "Don't | ook back, whatever
you do!"

Dor needed no warning. He felt the heat of stun travel down his back,
buttocks, and legs as he enmerged fromthe water. Wat a nonster Irene
had unl eashed! But it had done its job, when his own talent had fail ed;
it had gotten them safely across the channel and past the sea nettle.

"They found a tangle of purple-green bushes and naneuvered to put them
bet ween their bodies and the stunflower. Now Dor could put his clothing
back on; he had kept it nostly dry by carrying it clenched in his teeth,
the magi ¢ sword strapped to his body.

"You have nice |egs, too,
that's not all."

Irene said behind him naking himjunp. "And

Dor found hinmself blushing. Well, he had it coming to him Irene was
al ready dressed; girls could change clothing very quickly when they
wanted to.

They nmoved on south, but it was a long time before Dor lost his
nervousness about | ooking back. That stunfl ower

Chet halted. "Wat's this?" he asked.
The others | ooked. There was a flat wooden sign set in the ground.
On it was neatly printed NO LAWFOR THE LA N.

It was obvious that no one quite understood this nessage, but no one
wanted to speculate on its neaning. At |ast Dor asked the sign: "Is
there any threat to us nearby?"

"No," the sign said.

They went on, each nusing his private nusings. They had cone to this

i sl and naked; could that relate? But obviously that sign had been there
I ong before their coming. Could it be a misspelling? he wondered. But
his own spelling was so poor, he hesitated to draw that concl usion

Now they came to a densely wooded marsh. The trees were small but
closely set; Dor and Irene could squeeze between them but Smash coul d
not, and it was out of the question for Chet.

"Me nake a | ake," Smash said, readying his huge hanfist. Wth the trees
gone, this would be a nore or |ess open body of nurky water.

"No, let's see if we can find a way through," Dor said. "lung Trent
never Eked to have wi |l derness areas wantonly destroyed, for sone reason
And if we make a big comotion, it could attract whatever nonsters there
are. "

They skirted the thicket and soon came across another sign: THE LO N
WALKS WHERE | T WLL. Near it was a neat, dry path through the forest,
el evated slightly above the swnp.

"Any danger here?" Dor inquired.
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"Not rmuch," the sign said.

They used the path. As they penetrated the thicket, there were
rustlings in the trees and slurpings in the nuck below. "Wat's that
noi se?" Dor asked, but received no answer. This forest was so dense
there was nothing inanimate in it; the water was covered with green
growt h, and the path itself was forned of living roots.

"Il try," Gundy said. He spoke in tree |anguage, and after a nonent
reported: "They are cog rats and skug worns; nothing to worry about as
Il ong as you don't turn your back on them™"

The rustlings and sl urpings becane |ouder. "But they are all around
us!" Irene protested. "How can we avoid fum ng our backs?"
"We can face in all directions," Chet said. "I'll go forward;

Grundy can ride nme facing backward. The rest of you can look to eitheir
side."

They did so, Smash on the left, Dor and Irene on the right. The noises
stayed just out of sight. "But let's get on out of this place!"

Irene said.

"I wonder how the loin nmakes out, since this seens to be its path," Dor
sai d.

As if in answer to his question, they cane upon another sign: THE LO N
IS LORD OF THE JUNGLE. viously the cog rats and skug worns didn't dare
bot her the | oin.

"I amgetting nore curious about this thing," Irene said. "Does it
hunt, does it eat, does it play with others of its kind? Wat is it?"

Dor wondered, too, but still hesitated to state his conjectures. Suppose
it wasn't a misspelling? How, then, would it hunt, eat, and play?

They hurried on and finally emerged fromthe thicket-only to encounter
another sign. THE LON SHALL LIE WTH THE LAMB

"What's a | anb?" Irene asked.

"A Mundane creature," Chet said. "Said to be harm ess, soft, and
cuddly, but stupid.”

"That's the kind the loin would like," she nuttered darkly.

Still no one openly expressed conjectures about the nature of this
creature. They traveled on down to the southern tip of this |ong
island. The entire coastline of Xanth, Chet explained, was bordered by
barrier reefs that had devel oped into island chains; this was as good
and safe a route as they could ask for, since they no | onger had a boat.
There shoul d be very few large predators on the islands, since there was
insufficient hunting area for them and the sea creatures could not
quite reach the interiors of the isles. But no part of Xanth

was wholly safe. Al of themwere ready to depart this Isle of the
Loi n.

As they canme to the beach, they encountered yet another sign: A PRI]DE
OF LONS. And a roaring erupted behind them back along the path in the
thicket. Something was com ng-and who coul d doubt what it was?
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"Do we want to meet a pride of |o0ins?" Chet asked rhetorically.
"But do we want to swi mthrough that?" G undy asked.

They | ooked. A fleet of tiger sharks had sailed in while Doris party
stood on the beach. Each had a sailfin and the head of a tiger. They
crowded in as close to the shore as they could reach, snarling hungry
wel cone.

"I think we're between the dragon and the dune again," G undy said.

"I can stop the tiger sharks," Irene said. "I have a kraken seaweed
seed. "

"And | still have the hypno-gourd; that should stop a loin," Chet said.

"Assuming it's a case of nmisspelling. There is a Mundane nonster |ike
the front half of a tiger shark, called a-"

"But there nust be several loins in a pride,’
just one loin standing m ghty proud.”

Gundy said. "Unless it's

"Me fight the fright," Smash said

"A pride might contain twenty individuals,” Chet said. "You m ght
occupy half a dozen, Snash-but the remai ning dozen or so would have
opportunity to eat up the rest of us. |If that is what they do."

"But we don't know there are that many," Irene protested uncertainly.

"We've got to get out of here!"™ Gundy cried. "Ch, | never worried
about ny flesh when | was a real golem"”

"Maybe you weren't as obnoxious then," Irene suggested. "Besides which,
you didn't have any flesh then."

But the only way to go was al ong the beach-and the tiger sharks paced
themin the water. "W can't escape either nmenace this way," lrene
said. "lI'mplanting nmy kraken." She tossed a seed into the water.
"Grow, weedl"

Chet held forward the hypno-gourd that he had retained through all their
m shaps, one pal mcovering the peephole. "I'Il showthis to the first
| oin, regardless.”

Smash joined him "M reckon the secon's" he said, his hanfists at the
ready. "An' nerd the third."

"You're the Magician," Gundy told Dor. "Do something."
Dor made a wild attenpt. "Anything-is there ay way out of here?"

"Thought you' d never ask," the sand at his feet said. "O course
there's a way out."

"You know a way?" Dor asked, gratified.
"No. "
"For goodness' sake!" Irene exclainmed. "Wat an idiot!"

"You'd be stupid, too,’
fragmented mineral ."

the sand retorted, "If your brains were
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"I was referring to him" she said, indicating Dor. "To think they cal
hima Magician! Al he can do is play ventriloquist with junk |ike
you. "

"That's telling him" the sand agreed. "lbat's a real load of sand in
his eyes."

"Way did you say there was a way out if you don't know it?" Dor
demanded.

"Because ny nei ghbor the bone knows it."
Dor spotted the bone and addressed it. "What's the way out?"
"The tunnel, idiot," the bone said.

The sound of the pride of |loins was | oonming |ouder. The tiger sharks
were snarling as the growi ng kraken weed nenaced them

"Where's the tunnel ?" Dor asked.

"Ri ght behind you, at the shore,"” the bone said. "I sealed it off, took
three steps, and fell prey to the loins."

"l don't see it," Dor said.

"Of course not; the high tide washes sand over it. Last week soneone
goosed the tide and it dunped a lot nmore sand. |'mthe only one who can
| ocate the tunnel now "

Dor picked up the bone. It resenbled the thighbone of a man.

"Locate the tunnel for ne.

"Right there, where the water laps. Scrape the sand away." It angl ed
slightly in his hand, pointing.

Dor scraped, and soon uncovered a boulder. "This seals it?" he asked.

"Yes," the bone said. "I hid ny pirate treasure under the next island
and tunnel ed here so no one woul d know. But the |oins-2' "Hey, Snhash,"
Dor called. "W have a boulder for you to nove."

"Ch, | wouldn't,"” the bone cautioned. "lIbafs delicately placed so the
thieves can't force it. The tunnel will collapse,."

"Well, how do we get in, then?"

"You have to use a sky hook to lift the boul der out without jarring the
sides. "'

"W don't have a sky hookl" Dor exclained angrily.

"OfF course you doift. That was ny talent, when | was alive. No one but
me could safely renove that boulder. | had everything figured, except
the loin."

As the bone spoke, the Icraken weed, having driven back the tiger
shar ks, was questing toward the shore. Soon it would be nore of a
menace to themthan the tiger sharks had been

"Any progress?" Chet asked. "I do not want to rush you, but | calculate
we have thirty seconds before the |oins, whatever they are, burst out of
the forest."
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"Chet!" Dor exclaimed. "Mke this boulder into a pebbler But don't jar
anyt hi ng. "

The centaur touched the boulder, and inmediately it shrank. Soon it was
a pebble that fell into the hole beneath it. The passage was open.

"Junp in!" Dor cried.
Irene was startled. "Wo, nme?"

"Cl ose enough," Grundy said. "Want to stand there and show of f your
|l egs to the | oins?"

Irene junped in. "Say, this is neat!" she called from bel ow, her voice
echoing hollowy. "Let nme just grow sonething to illumnate it-,
"You next," Dor said to Chet. "Try not to shake the tunnel; it's not

secure." Chet junmped in with surprising delicacy, Gundy with him
"Ckay, Smash," Dor said.

"No go," the ogre said, bracing to face the land nenace. "M join the
loin." And he slammed one huge fist into a hamtmmy palmwi th a sound |ike
a crack of thunder.

Smash wanted to guard the rear. Probably that was best. Oherw se the
| oi ns mght pursue theminto the tunnel. "Stand next to the opening,"”
Dor said. "When you're ready, junp in and foll ow us.

Don't wait too long. Soon the kraken will reach here; that will stop
the loins, | think. Don't tangle with the kraken; we need it to stand
guard after you rejoin us."

| ke ogre nodded. The bellow of the |oins becane |oud. Dor

junped in the hole.

He found hinself in a man-sized passage, |eading south, under the
channel. The light fromthe entrance faded rapidly. But Irene had
thoughtfully planted starflowers al ong the way, and their pinpoint
lights nmarked the progress of the tunnel. Dor paused to unwap his
m dni ght sunstone; its beam hel ped consi derably.

As Dor wal ked, he heard the approach of the pride of |oins out side.
Smash made a grunt of surprise. Then there was the sound of

contact. "What's going on?" Dor cried, worried.
"The ogre just threw a dandyloin to the kraken," the pebble in the
mouth of the tunnel said. "Now he's facing up to their |eader, Sir

Loin Stake. He's tough and juicy."

"Smash, cone on!" Dor cried. "Don't push your |uck!"
The ogre's reply was muffled. Al Dor heard was ". . . luck!"
"0000, what you said!" the pebble exclained. "Wsh out your
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mout h with soapstone!"
In a noment Smash canme | unbering down the tunnel, head bowed
to clear the ceiling. A string of kraken weed was strewn across his
hairy shoulder. Evidently he had held off the loins until the kraken

took over the vicinity. "Horde explored, adored the gourd,"” he an
nounced, cracking a smle like a smoking cleft in a Iightning-struck

tree. Those who believed ogres had no sense of hunor were obviously
m st aken; Smash could | augh with the best, provided the joke was

sui tably fundanent al

"What did the |oins | ook Iike?" Dor asked, overcone by norbid
curiosity.

Smash paused, considering, then uttered one of his rare nonrhyming
utterances. "Ho ho ho ho ho!" he bell owed-and the fragile tun nel began
to crunbl e around them Rocks dislodged fromthe ceiling

and the wal |l s oozed nbi sture.

Dor and the ogre fled that section. Dor was no |onger very curious
about the nature of the loins; he just wanted to get out of this tunnel
alive. They were bel ow the ocean; they could be crushed i nexorably If
the tunnel support collapsed. A partial collapse, leading to a sub.Iji
stantial |eak, would flood the tunnel. Even an ogre could not be ex
pected to hold up an ocean

They caught up to the others. "There was no crash behind them
the tunnel had not coll apsed. Yet.

"This place nmakes nme nervous," |rene said.
"No way out but forward," Chet said. "Quickly."

The passage seened intermnable, but it did trend south. It nust have
been quite a job for the pirate to excavate this, even with his sky hook
to help haul out the refuse. Howironic that the loin should be his
downfall, after he had finished the tunnel! They hurried onward and
downwar d, becom ng nore nervous as the depth deepened.

To heighten their apprehension, the bottomof the tunnel becane cl amy,
then slick. A thin streamof water was flowing in it-and soon it was
clear that this water was increasing.

Had the ogre's laugh triggered a |leak, after all? |If so, they were
doonmed. Dor was afraid even to nention the possibility.

"The tide!" Chet said. "The tide is coming in-and high tide covers the
entrance. This passage is filling with water!"

"Ch, good!" Dor said, relieved
Four pairs of eyes focused on him perpl exed.
"Uh, | was afraid the tunnel was collapsing," Dor said |anely.

"Ibe tide-that's not so bad."
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"In the sense that a slow demse is better than a fast one," the centaur

sai d.
Dor thought about that. Hi s apprehensi on becane gall opi ng dread.

How coul d they escape this? "How nuch longer is this tunnel?" Dor
asked.

"You' re hal fway through," the tunnel said. "But you'll have trouble
getting past the cave-in ahead."

"Cave-in!" Irene squeal ed. She tended to panic in a crisis.

"Ch, sure," the tunnel said. "No way around."

In a noment, with the water ankl e-deep and rising, they encountered it-a
mass of rubble that seal ed the passage.

"Me bash this trash,"” Smash said hel pfully.

"Un, wait," Dor cautioned. "W don't want to bring the whole ocean in
on us in one swoop. Mybe if Chet reduces the pieces to pebbles, while
Smash supports the ceiling-"

"Still won't hold," Chet said. "The dynanics are wong. W need an
arch.”

"Me shape escape," Smash offered. He started to fashion an arch from
stray chunks of stone. But nore chunks rolled down to splash in the
deepeni ng water as he took each one.

"Maybe | can stabilize it,"'
in the water. "Gow."

Irene said. She found a seed and dropped it

The plant tried, but there was not enough light. Dor shone his sunstone
onit; then the plant prospered. That was all it needed; Jewers gift
was proving usefull

Soon there was a | eafy kudzu taking form Tendrils dug into the sand;
vi nes encl osed the rocks, and green | eaves covered the watt of the anel.
Now Smash coul d not readily dislodge the stones he needed to conplete
his arch w thout hurting the plant.

"I believe we can nmake it without the arch,"” Chet said. "The plant has
secured the debris." He touched a stone, reducing it to a pebble, then

touched others. Soon the tunnel was restored, the passage clear to the
end.

But the delay had been costly. The water was now knee-deep. They
spl ashed onward.

Fortunately, they were at the nadir. As they marched up the far sl ope,
the water's depth dimnished. But they knew this was a tenporary
respite; before long the entire tunnel would be filled.

Now they came to the end of it-a chanber in which there stood a sinple
wooden tabl e whose objects were covered by a cloth.

They stood around it, for the nonent hesitant. "I don't know what
treasure can help us now," Dor said, and whi pped off the cloth.

The pirate's treasure was reveal ed: a pile of Mundane gol d coi nst hey had
to be Mundane, since Xanth did not use comage-a keg of dianbnds, and a
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tiny sealed jar.

"Too bad," Irene said. "Nothing useful. And this is the end of the
tunnel ; the pirate nust have filled it in as he went, up to this point,
so there would be only the one way in. |1'll have to plant a big tuber
and hope it runs a strong tube to the surface, and that there is no

wat er above us here. The tuber isn't watertight. |If that fails, Smash
can try to bash a hole in the ceiling, and Chet can shrink the boul ders
as they fall. W just may get out alive."

Dor was relieved. At least Irene wasn't collapsing in hysterics. She
did have some backbone when it was needed.

Grundy was on the table, struggling with the cap of the jar. "If gold
is precious, and gens are precious, naybe this is the nost pre cious of
all."

But when the cap came off, the content of the jar was reveal ed as
si npl e sal ve.
"This is your treasure?" Dor asked the bone.

"Ch, yes, it's the preciousest treasure of all," the bone assured him
"I'n what way?"

"Well, | don't know But the fellow | pirated it fromfought liter any
to the death to retain it. He bribed me with the gold, hid the dia
monds, and refused to part with the salve at all. He died without teU
ing me what it was for. | tried it on wounds and buns, but it did

not hing. Maybe If I'd known its nature, | could have used it to de
stroy the loins.”

Dor found he had little synpathy for the pirate, who had died as

he had |ived, ignoniniously. But the salve intrigued himincreasingly,
and not nerely because he was now standi ng knee-deep in water.

"Sal ve, what is your property?" he asked.

"I am a magi ¢ condi nent that enables people to wal k on snoke

and vapor," it replied proudly. "Merely smear me on the bottons of

your feet or boots, and you can tread any trail in the sky you can see.
O course, the effect only lasts a day at a tine; | get scuffed off, you
know. But repeated applications-" a  "Thank you," Dor cut in. "That

is very fine magi c indeed. But can you help us get out of this tunnel?"

"No. | make mist seemsolid, not rock seemmsty. You need anot her
salve for that."

"I'f 1 had known your property," the bone said wistfully, "I could
have escaped the loins. |If only I had-"

"Serves you right, you infernal pirate," the salve said. "You got
exactly what you deserved. | hope you |oined your |esson.”
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"Li sten, greasepot-" the bone retorted.
"Enough," Dor said. "If neither of you have any suggestions to
get us out of here, keep quiet."

"l am suspicious of this," Chet said. "The pirate took this trea sure,
but never lived to enjoy it. Ask it if there is a curse associated."

"I's there, salve?" Dor asked, surprised by the notion

"Ch, sure," the salve said. "Didn't | tell you?"

"You did not," Dor said. How nuch mischief had Chet's al ertness
saved then? "What is it?"

"Whoever uses nme will perform sone dastardly deed before the

next full noon," the salve said proudly. "The pirate did."
"But | never used you!" the bone protested. "I never knew your
power!"

"You put ne on your wounds. That was a m suse-but it counted.
Those wounds coul d have wal ked on clouds. Then you killed your
partner and took all the treasure for yourself."

"That was a dastardly deed indeedl" Irene agreed. "You certainly
deserved your fate."

"Yeah, he was purloined,” Gundy said.
The bone di d not argue.

"oops," Chet said. He reached down and ripped sonething fromhis

foreleg, just under the rising waterline. It was a tentacle fromthe
kr aken.

"I was afraid of that," Irene said. "That weed is way beyond mny
control. It won't stop growing if I tell it to."

Dor drew his sword. "I1'Il cut off any nore tentacles," he said

"They can't cone at nme too thickly here at the end of the tunnel. o

ahead and start your tuber, Irene."

She di pped into her seedbag. "Oh-oh. That seed nustve fallen out
somewhere along the way. 1It's not here.”

They had had a violent trip on the raft; the seed could have worked

| oose anywhere. "Chet and Snmash," Dor said wthout pause, "go ahead and
make us a way out of here, If you can. Irene, if you have anot her
stabilization plant-"

She checked. "That | have."

They got busy. Dor faced back down the dark tunnel as the water rose to
thigh level, spearing at the dark liquid with his sword, shining the
sunstone here and there. The sounds of the ogre's work grew | oud.
"Water, tell me when a tentacle's comng," he directed. But there was
so much crashi ng behind himas Smash pul verized the rock of the ceiling
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that he could not hear the warnings of the water. A tentacle caught his
ankl e and jerked himoff his feet. He choked on water as anot her
tentacl e caught his sword arm The kraken had him-and he couldn't cal
for hel p!

"What's goi ng on here?" G undy demanded. "Are you going swimmng while
the rest of us work?" Then the golemrealized that Dor was in trouble.
"Hey, why didn't you say sonething? Don't you know the kraken's got
you?"

The kraken seaweed certainly had himl The tentacles were draggi ng him
back down the tunnel, half drowning.

"Wel |, sonebody's got to do sonething!" Gundy said, as though bothered
by an annoying detail. "Here, kraken-want a cookie?" He held out a gold
coin, which seenmed to wei gh al nbst as nuch as he did.

A tentacl e snatched the coin away, but in a nmoment discovered it to be
enedi bl e and dropped it.

Grundy grabbed a handful of dianmobnds. "Try this rock candy," he
suggested. The tentacle w apped around the gens-and got sliced by their
sharp edges. Ichor welled into the water as the tentacle thrashed m
pam

"Now there's a notion," Gundy said. He swamto where Dor was stil
bei ng dragged al ong, and sliced with another dianmond, cutting into the
tentacles. They let go, stung, though the golemwas only able to
scratch them and Dor finally gasped his way back to his feet,

wai st-deep in coloring water

"l have to go help the others,"
trouble.”

Gundy said. "YeRif you get in nore

Dor fished in the water and recovered his nagi ¢ sword and the shining

sunstone. He was nore than di shevel ed and disgruntled. He had had to
be bailed out by a creature no taller than the span of his hand. Sone
hero he was!

But the others had had better success. A hole now opened upward, and
daylight glinted down. "Cone on, Dor!" Gundy called. "W're getting
out of here at last!"

Dor cramed coi ns and di anonds into one pocket with the sunstone, and
the jar of salve into another. Smash and Chet were al ready scranbling
out the top, having had to nount the new passage as they extended it.
The centaur was actually pretty good at this sort of clinbing because he
had six extremties; four or five were firnmy braced in crevices while
one or two were searching for new hol ds.

Grundy had no trouble; his small weight allowed himto scranble freely.
Only Dor and Irene remmi ned bel ow.

"Hurry up, slowpoke!" she called. "I can't wait forever!"
"Start up first," he called. "lI'mstashing the treasure."
"Ch, no!" she retorted. "You just want to see up ny skirt!"

"I'f I do, that's ny profit," he said. "I don't want this hole

col l apsing on you." For, indeed, gravel and rocks were falling down as
Chet's efforts dislodged them The whole situation seenmed precarious,
despite the effort of the plant Irene had grown to help stabilize the
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"There is that," she agreed nervously. She started to clinb, while Dor
compl eted his stashing.

The kraken's tentacles, given respite fromthe attacks of sword and

di anond, quested forward again. The water was now chest-high on Dor,
providing the weed anple play. "There's one!" the water said, and Dor
stabbed into the nurky fluid. He was rewarded by a jerk on

his sword that indicated he had speared sonething that flinched away.
For a creature as bloodthirsty as the kraken, it certainly was finicky
about pi npri cksl

"There's another!" the water cried, enjoying this game. Dor stabbed
again. But it was hard to do nuch damage, despite the magic skill the
sword gave him since he couldn't slash effectively through water.

St abbi ng only hurt the tentacles w thout doing serious damage.

Al so, the weed was | earningto take evasive action. It wasn't very
smart, but it did learn a certain mninumunder the constant proddi ng of
pai n.

Dor started to clinb, at last. But to do this he had to put away his

sword, and that gave the tentacles a better chance at him Also, the

gold was very solid for its size and wei ghed hi mdown. As he drew

hi nsel f out of the water, a tentacle wapped around his right knee and
dragged hi m down agai n.

Doris grip slipped, and he fell back into the water. Now three nore
tentacl es wapped thensel ves around his | egs and wai st. That kraken had
succeeded in infiltrating this tunnel far nore thoroughly than Dor had

t hought possible! The weed nust be an enornmpus nonster now, since this
must be only a fraction of its activity.

Dor clenched his teeth, knowi ng that no one else could help himif he
got dragged under this tinme, and drew his sword again. He set the edge
carefully against a tentacle and sawed. The magically sharp edge sliced
through the tender flesh of the kraken, cutting off the extremty. The
tentacle couldn't flinch away because it was wapped around Dor; its own
greed anchored it. Dor repeated the process with the other tentacles
until he was free in a mlKky, viscous pool of kraken blood. Then he
sheat hed the sword again and cli nbed.

"Hey, Dor-what's keeping you?" Irene called from hal fway up

"I'"'mon ny way," he answered, glancing up. But as he did, severa

| arger chunks of rock became di sl odged, perhaps by the sound of their
voices, and rattled down. Dor stood chest-deep in the water, shielding
his head with his arns.

"Are you all right?" she called

"Just stop yelling!" he yelled. "It's collapsing the passage!" And he
shi el ded his head again fromthe falling rocks. This was hellishl "Ch,"
she said faintly, and was quiet.

Anot her tentacle had taken hold during this distraction. The weed was
getting bol der despite its losses. Dor sliced it away, then once nore
began his clinmb. But now ichor fromthe nonster was on his

hands, making his hold treacherous. He tried to rinse off his hands,
but the stuff was all through the water. Wth his extra weight, he
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coul d not nake it.

Dor stood there, fending off tentacles, while Irene scranbled to the
surface. "What am | going to do?" he asked, frustrated.

"Ditch the coins, idiot," the wall said.

"But | mght need them" Dor protested, unwilling to give up the

treasure.
"Men are such fools about us,"” a coin said fromhis pocket. "This foo
will die for us-and we have no value in Xanth."

It did make Dor wonder. Wiy was he burdening hinself with this junk?
Weal th that was neani ngl ess, and a magi ¢ salve that was cursed. He
could not answer-yet neither could he relinquish the treasure. Just as
the kraken was | osing tentacles by anchoring themto his body, he was in
danger of losing his life by anchoring it to wealth-and he was no
smarter about it than was the weed.

Then a tentacl e dangl ed down from above. Dor shied away; had the weed
found anot her avenue of attack? He whipped up his sword; in air it was

far nore effective. "You can't nab ne that way, greedyweedy!" he said.
"Hey, watch your |anguage,"” the tentacle protested. "lI'ma rope."

Dor was startled. "Rope? Wat for?"

"To pull you up, dunbbell,"” it said. "Wat do you think a rescue rope
is for?"

A rescue rope! "Are you anchored?"

"OF course |I'manchored!" it said indignantly. "Think | don't know ny
busi ness? Tie ne about you and I'Il rescue you fromthis foul hole."
Dor did so, and soon he was on his way, treasure and all. "Aw, you

| ucked out," the coin in his pocket said.

"VWhat do you care?"
"Wealth destroys nen. It is our rite of passage: destroy a man.

We were about to destroy you, and you escaped through no nerit of your
own. "

"WR, I'mtaking you with nme, so you'll have another chance."
"There is that," the coin agreed, brightening.

Soon Dor enmerged fromthe hole. Chet and Snash were hauling on the
rope, drawing himup, while Gundy called directions so that no snag
occurred. "Wat were you doing down there?" Irene demanded. "I thought
you' d never cone up!"

"l had sone trouble with the kraken," Dor said, showing off a fragnent
of tentacle that remai ned hooked to his |eg.

It was now | atening afternoon. "Any danger here?" Dor asked the ground.

"There's a nest of wyvens on the south beach of this island," the ground
replied. "But they hunt only by day. It's quite a nest, though."

"So If we canp here at the north end we'll be safe?"
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"Shoul d be," the ground agreed grudgingly.

"If the wvens hunt by day, maybe we should trek on past themtonight,"
I rene said.

Smash smiled. "W nmake trek, me wing neck," he said, his brute nitts
suggesti ng what he would do to an unfortunate wvem The ogre seened
| arger now, taller and nore nassive than he had been, and Dor realized
that he probably was |arger; ogres put on growh rapidly in their teen
years.

But Dor was too tired to do it. "l've got to rest," he said.

I rene was unexpectedly solicitous. "O course you do. You stood
rearguard, fighting off the kraken, while we escaped. 1'Il bet you
woul dn't have made it out at all if Chet hadn't found that vine-rope."

Dor didn't want to adnit that the weight of the gold had prevented him
fromclinbing as he should have done. "QGuess | just got tired," he
sai d.

"The fool insisted on bringing us gold coins along," the coin bl abbed
loudly from his pocket.

Irene frowed. "You brought the coins? W don't need them and they're
awf ul heavy."

Dor sat down heavily on the beach, the coins jangling. "I know. "
"What about the di anonds?"

"Them too," he said, patting the other pocket, though he wasn't sure
whi ch pocket he had put themin.

"I do like dianonds," she said. "I regard themas friends." She hel ped
himget his jacket off, then his wet shirt. He had avoided the Kingly
robes for this trip, but his garden-variety clothing seened hardly

better now "Dor! Your arns are all scraped!"
"That's the work of the kraken," Gundy said matter-of-factly. "It
hooked his Iinbs and dragged hhu under. | had to carve it with di anonds

to nake it let go."

"You didn't tell ne it was that bad!" she exclained to Dor. "Krakens
are dangerous up close!"

"You were busy meking the escape," Dor said. Now the abrasions on his
arns and | egs were stinging.

"CGet the rest of this clothing oil" she said, working at it herself.

"Grundy, go find sone healing elixir; we forgot to bring any, but a
nunber of plants manufacture it."

G undy went into the forest. "Any of you plants have healing juice?" he
cal | ed.
Dor was now too tired to resist. |Irene tugged at his trousers. Then

she paused. "Ch, ny-1 forgot about that," she said.
"What ?" Dor asked, not sure how enbarrassed he shoul d be.

"I"'mcertainly glad you brought that along!" she said. "Hey, Chet -1ook
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at this!"

"l he centaur cane over and | ooked. "The salve!" he said. "Yes, that
could be quite useful."

Dor relaxed. For a nonent he had thought-but of course she had been
tal ki ng about the salve.

Soon Irene had himstripped. "Your skin's abraded all over!" she
scolded. "It's a wonder you didn't faint down there!"
"@uess I'll do it now," Dor said, and did.

Dor woke fairly well refreshed. Evidently Grundy had | ocated a suitable
balm for the scraped skin was largely healed. H's head was pillowed on
sonet hing soft; after a nonment he realized it was Irene's lap. Irene
was asleep with her back against an ash tree, and a fine coating of
ashes now powdered her hair. She was lovely in that unconsci ous pose.

He seenmed to be wearing new clothing, too. They nust have |ocated a
flannel plant, or maybe Irene had grown one fromseed. As he considered
that, he heard a faint bleat in the distance and was sure; newy shorn
flannel plants did protest for a while. He decided not to dwell on how
she night have measured or fitted himfor the clothing she had made.

viously she was not entirely na7ve about such things. |In fact, Irene
was shaping up as a pretty conpetent girl Dor sat up. Immediately Irene
woke. "Well, soneone had to keep you fromthrashing about in the sand

until you heal ed," she said, enbaffassed.

He had liked her better wi thout the explanation. "Thank you. 1'm
better now. "

Chet and Smash had gathered red and bl ue berries from col orberry bushes
and tapped a winekeg tree for liquid. They got pleasantly high on
breakfast while they di scussed the exigencies of the day. "I don't
think we had better try to walk by that wyverns' nest," Chet said. "But
our nost feasible alternative carries a penalty.”

"The curse," Gundy said.

"Beware the air," Smash agreed

Dor scratched his head. "Wat are you tal king about?"
"The salve," Chet explained. "To walk on clouds."
"I don't want to perform sone dastardly deed,"” Irene said. "But | don't

want to get chewed up by wyvens either.”

Now a shape | ooned on the ocean horizon. "Wat's that?" Dor asked the
sea.

"A big sea serpent," the water answered. "She conmes by here every
morning to clean off the beaches.”

Now Dor noticed how clean this beach was. The sand gl eamed as whitely
as bone.

"I think our decision has just been nade for us," Chet said. "Let's
risk the curse and wal k the vapors."

"But the clouds are way out of reach," Irene protested.

"Light a fire," Gundy said. "W can walk up the snoke."
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"That ought to work," Chet agreed.

Hurriedly they gathered dry wood fromthe interior of the island while
Irene grew a flame-vine. Soon the vine was bl azing, and they set the
wood about it, forming a bonfire. Several fine bons puffed into the
sky, looking like burning bones; then snoke billowed up, roiling its way

slantwise to the west. It seened thick enough; but was it high enough?
The sea nonster was | oonming close, attracted by the fire. "Let's nove
it!" Gundy cried. "Were's the salve?"

Dor produced the salve, and the golemsneared it on his little feet.

Then he made a running | eap for the snoke-and flipped over and rolled on
the ground. "Lift ne up to the top of it," he cried, unhurt.

"I need to get it firmy under ne, | think."

Smash lifted himup. Yes, the ogre was definitely taller than he had
been at the start of their trip.

Now t he golem found his footing. "Hey-it's hot!" he cried, dancing. He
ran up the columm-but the snoke was noving, making his footing
uncertain, and in a nonent he stunbled, fell-and plumreted through the
snoke toward the ground.

Smash caught him before he struck. The gol em di sappeared entirely
inside the ogre's brute hand. "Snall fall," Shash coment ed.

"How about putting it on his hands, too?" Irene asked.
Dor did so, dabbing it on the golemwith the tip of his little finger

They put Grundy up again. This tine when the gol em stunbl ed, he was
able to catch hinmself by grabbing handfuls of snoke. "Cone on up," he
cried. "The vapor's finel"

The sea nonster was al nbost upon them The others put salve on their
hands and feet and scranbled onto the snoke. Chet, with four

feet, balanced on the shifting surface fairly handily, but Smash, Irene,
and Dor had trouble. FinaRy they scranbled on hands and feet, getting
fromthe hot | ower snoke to the cool er higher snoke.

This was | ess dense, but the footing renai ned adequate.

The surface was spongy, to Doris sensation, |like a soft balloon that was
constantly changing its shape. The snoke seened solid to their soles
and pal ms, but it remained gaseous in nature, with its own whorls and
eddi es. They could not stand still on it. Dor had to keep shifting his
wei ght to maintain balance. It was a chall enge-and became fun

Now t he sea nonster arrived. She sniffed the beach, then foll owed her
nose up to the snoke and the creatures on it. The wi nd was extendi ng
the snoke on an al nost |evel course at this elevation, not quite beyond
reach of the nonster. The creature spied Irene up there, did a double
take, then snapped at the girl-who screamed and junped off the snoke.

For an instant Dor saw her there in nmdair, as if she were frozen, her
shri ek descending with her. He knew he could not reach her or help her
The fool girl!

Then a | oop of rope snagged her and drew her back to the snoke.
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Chet had saved his rope, the one used to draw Dor up fromthe hole,

and now had used it to rescue Irene fromher folly. Doris heart dropped
back into place.

The sea nonster, deprived of her norsel, emtted an angry honk and

| unged again. But this tine Irene had the wit to scranble away, and the
huge snout bit into the snoke and passed through it harmessly. The
teeth made an audi bl e clash as they closed on not hi ng.

However, the passage of the nonster's head through the smoke di sturbed
the colum, and Dor and Smash were caught on the side nearer the fire.
They could not rejoin the others until the colum mended itself.

Now t he nonster concentrated on the two of them since they were cl osest
to the ground. They could not nove off the snpbke, so she had a good
shot at them Her huge ugly snout oriented on Dor and |unged forward.

Dor had had enough of nonsters. He danced asi de and whi pped out his
magi ¢ sword. The weapon noved dazzlingly in his hand, slicing through
the soft tissue of the nonster's left nostril. The creature honked with
pai n and rage.

"o0000, that's not ladylikel" Gundy called from upsnoke.

"Depends on the lady," Irene renarked.

Now t he sea nonster opened her ponderous and notlied jaws and advanced
agape. Dor had to retreat, for the mouth was too big for himto handl e;
it could take himin with one chonp. The nonsters of the ocean grew

| arger than those of the |akes!

But, stepping back, he stunbled over a fresh roil of snoke and sat down
hard-on nothing solid. H's seat passed right through, and he had to
snatch madly with both hands to save hinself. He was caught as if in a
tub, supported only by his feet and hands.

The nonster hissed in glee and noved in to take himin, bottonfirst. But
Smash stepped into her nouth, hanfists bashing into the giant teeth with
| oud cl ashi ng sounds, knocking chips fromthem

Startled, the nonster paused, nouth still open. The ogre stonped on her
tongue and junped back to the snoke.

By the time Dor had regained his feet, the nonster had retreated, and
Smash was bell owi ng sone rhynming inprecation at her. But the nonster
was not one of the shy little creatures of the inland | akes that gobbl ed
carel ess swimers; she was a deni zen of the larger puddle. She had been
bal ked, not defeated; she was really angry now.

The nonster honked. "I have not yet begun to bite!" Gundy transl ated.
She cast about for some better way to get at the snokehone norsel s-and
spied the fire on the beach

The nonster was not stupid for her kind. The tiny wheels rotated
al rost visibly in her huge ugly head as she contenpl ated the bl aze.

Then she dropped her head down, gathered herself, and with her flippers
swept a huge wash of water onto the beach.

The fire hissed and sent up a violent protest of steam then
i gnom niously capitul ated and died. The snoke stopped billow ng up
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Dor and his friends were left standing on dissipating snmoke. Soon they
woul d be left with no visible nmeans of support.

The remai ni ng cl oud of snoke coal esced sonmewhat as it shrank

Dor and Smash rejoined the other three. Now all were bal ancing on a
di f fusing mass; soon they would fall into the ocean, where the sea
nmonster sl avered eagerly.

"Well, do sonething!" Irene screaned at Dor.

Dori s performance under pressure had been spotty. Now his brain
percol ated nore efficiently. "W nust nake nore snoke," he said.

"Irene, do you have any nore flammabl e plants in your bag?"

"Just some torchflowers,” she replied. "I lost so many good seeds

to the eclectic eell But where can | grow then? They need solid
ground. "

"Snear magic salve on the roots,"” Dor told her. "Let a torch growin
this snmoke."

Her mouth opened in a cute 0O of surprise. "That just mght work!" She
took out a seed, sneared it in the salve Dor held out, and ordered it to
gr ow.

It worked. The torch devel oped and matured, guttering into flane and
smoke. The wind carried the snoke west in a thin, dark brown stream

Irene | ooked at it with dismay. "I expected it to spread out nore.
It will take a balancing act to walk on that!"

"In addition to which," Chet said, "the snmoke in which the torch is
rooted is rapidly dwindling. Wen it falls into the ocean-"

"We'll have to root it in its own snoke," Dor said. "Then it will never
fall."
"Can't," she protested. "The snoke won't curl down, and anyway it's

al ways moving; the thing would go into a tailspin.”

"I't also smacks of paradox," Chet said. "This is a problematica
concept when magic is involved; neverthel ess-"

"Better do sonething," Gundy warned. "That sea nonster's waiting
open- nout hed beneath this cloud."

"Have you anot her torch-seed?" Dor asked.

"Yes, one nore," lrene said. "But | don't see-"

"Gowit in smoke fromthis one. Then we'll play |eapfrog."
"Are you sure that nakes sense?"

"No. "

She proceeded. Soon the second torch was bl azing, rooted in the snoke
of the first, and its own trail of snoke ran above and parallel to the
first. "But we still can't balance on those thin lines," Chet said.
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"Yes, we can. Put one foot on each."

Dubi ously, Chet tried it. It worked; he was able to brace agai nst the
two colums, careful not to fall between them and wal k slowy forward.
Irene foll owed, nore awkwardly, for the twin colums were at slightly

different elevations and varied in separation.

There was a honki ng chuckle frombelow. Irene colored. "That nonster
is looking up nmy skirt!" she exclainmed, furious.

"Don't worry," Gundy said. "It's a female nonster."
"You can be sure your legs are the first it will chonmp If it gets the
chance," Dor snapped. He had little patience with her vanity at this

nmoment .

Smash went out on the colums next, bal ancing easily; the ogre was not
nearly as clunmsy as he | ooked.

"Go on, Gundy," Dor said. "I'Il nmove the first torch.”
"How can you nove it?" the gol em denanded. "You can't bal ance on one
colum. "

"I'"l'l manage somehow," Dor said, though this was a conplication he
hadn't worked out. Once the first torch was noved, there would be no
snmoke fromit for himto wal k on.

"You're so busy trying to be a hero, you're going to wi nd up nonster
food," Grundy said. "Wuere is Xanth, If you go the way of King Trent?"

"I don't know," Dor admitted. "Maybe the Zonbie Master WJ discover he
likes politics after all."

"That dourpuss? Ha!"
"But those torches have to be noved."

"I''l'l nove them" Gundy said. "I'msnall enough to wal k on one col um.
You go ahead."

Dor hesitated, but saw no better alternative. "Very well. But be
careful . "

Dor straddled the two colums. This felt nore precarious than it had

| ooked, but was far better than dropping to the water and nonster bel ow
When he had progressed a fair distance, he braced hinsel f and | ooked
back.

Grundy was laboring at the first torch. But the thing was about as big
as the golem and was firnmly rooted in the remaining cloud of snoke from
the erstwhile beach fire; the tiny man could not get it |oose. The sea
nmonster, perceiving the problem was bracing herself for one good snap
at the whole situation.

"Grundy, get out of there!" Dor cried. "Leave the torch!"

Too late. The monster's head | aunched forward as her flippers thrust
the body out of the water. Gundy cried out with terror and | eaped
straight up as the snout intersected the cloud.

The nonster's teeth closed on the torch-and the golem | anded on the
massi ve snout. The saucer-eyes peered cross-eyed at Grundy, who was no
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bigger than a note that nmight irritate one of those orbs, while snoke
fromthe torch drifted fromthe great nostrils. The effect was
anomal ous, since no sea nonster had natural fire. Fire was the
perqui site of dragons.

Then the sea nonster's body sank back into the ocean. Gundy scranbled
up along the wispy trail of smoke fromthe nostrils and managed to
recover his perch on the original snmoke cloud. But the torch was gone.

"Run up the other columm!" Dor shouted. "Save yourself!"

For a monent Grundy stood | ooking down at the nonster. "I blewit," he
said. "I ruined it all."

"We'l'l figure out sonmething!" Dor cried, realizing that everything could

fall apart right here if every person did not keep scranbling.
"Get over here now. "

Nunbl y the gol em obeyed, wal ki ng al ong the wi dening but thinning columm.
Dor saw that their problems were still nounting, for the snoke that
supported the second torch was now di ssipating. Soon the second col um,
too, would be |ost.

"Chet!" Dor called. "Smear salve on your rope and hook it over one
snoke colum. Tie yourself to the ends and grab the others!"”

"You have the salve,"” the centaur rem nded him

"Catch it!" Dor cried. He hefted the small jar in his right hand, nade
a mental prayer to the guiding spirit of Xanth, and hurled the jar
toward the centaur.

The tiny missile arched through the air. Had his ai mbeen good?

At first its course seened too high; then it seenmed to drop too rapidly;
then it becane clear the mssile was off to the side. He had indeed

m ssed; the jar was passing well beyond Chet's reach. Dor, too, had

bl own his chance

Then Chet's rope flung out, and the | oop closed neatly about the jar.
The centaur, expert in the manner of his kind, had |assoed it.

Doris relief was so great he al nbst sat down-which woul d have been
sui ci dal

"But this rope's not |ong enough,"” Chet said, analyzing the job he had
to do with it.

"Have Irene grow it |onger," Dor call ed.

"I can only grow live plants," she protested.

"Those vine-ropes live a long tine," Dor replied. "They can root after
mont hs of separation fromtheir parent-plants, even when they | ook dead.
Try it." But as he spoke, he renenbered that the rope had spoken to him
when it came for himdown the hole. That nmeant that it was indeed dead.

Dubi ously, Irene tried it. "Gow " she called.
They all waited tensely. Then the rope grew. One end of it had

been dormant; it nust have been the other end that had been dead.
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Once nore Doris relief was overwhel ming. They were skirting about as
close to the brink of disaster as they could without falling in.

Once the rope started, it grew beautifully. Not only did it |engthen,

it branched, becoming a full-fledged rope-vine. Soon Chet had enough to
weave into a | arge basket. He sneared magic salve all over it and
suspended it fromthe smoke colum. Chet hinmself got into it, and Irene
joined him then Smash. It was a big basket, and strong; it had to be,
to support both centaur and ogre. The two massive creatures clapped
each other's hands together in victory; they liked each other.

Now t he second torch lost footing and started to fall. Dor charged back
al ong the two col ums, dived down, reached out, and grabbed it. But his
bal ance on one colum was precarious. He windmlled his arns, but could
not quite regain equilibrium

Then anot her | oop of rope flung out. Dor was caught under the arnms just
as he slipped off the col um.

Chet hauled himin as he feil, so that he described an are toward the
water. The sea nonster pursued himeagerly. Doris feet barely brushed
the waves; then he swung up on the far side of the are.

"Sword!" Grundy cried, perched on snoke far above.

Dazedly, Dor transferred the torch to his left hand and drew his sword.
Now he swung back toward the grinning head of the nonster

Chet heaved, lifting Dor up a body length. As a result, instead of

swi nging into the opening nouth, he smacked into the upper lip, just
bel ow the flaring nostrils. Dor shoved his feet forward, mashing that
Hp agai nst the upper teeth. Then he stabbed forward with the sword,
spearing the tender left nostril. "How s that feel, garlic-snoot?" he
asked.

The snoot bl asted out an angry gale of breath that was indeed redol ent
of garlic and worse. Creatures with the npbst objectionable qualities
were often the ones with the nost sensitive feelings about them Dor
was bl own back out over the ocean, stmrising as Chet haul ed himup

But now t he snpke supporting the rope and basket was dissipating. Soon
they would all fall-and the nonster was well aware of this fact. Al
the pinpricks and taps on teeth and snout she had suffered woul d be
avenged. She hung back for the nonent, avoiding Doris sword, awaiting
the inevitable with hungry eagerness.

"The snoke!" Gundy cried.

Dor realized that the torch he held was pouring its snoke up slantingly.
The breeze had dininished ' allowing a steeper angle. "Yesl Use this
snoke to support the ropel"” he ordered.

Chet, catching on, rocked the rope-basket and set it swinging. As the
snoke angl ed up, the basket swung across to intersect it. But that
caused Dor to swing also, noving his torch and its snoke

"Grow a beanpole!" he told Irene

"Gotcha," Irene said. Soon another seed was sprouting: a bean in the
formof a pole. Smash wedged this into the basket and bent it down so
that Dor could reach the far tip. Dor grabbed it and hung on. Now the
pole held himat an angle bel ow the basket. Chet and Snmash nmanaged to
rotate the whol e contraption so that Dor was upwind fromthem The
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snoke poured up and across, passing just under the basket, buoying it
up, each winkle in the snoke snaggi ng on the woven vines. The rising
snoke sinply carried the basket up with it.

The sea nonster caught on that the situation had changed. 1t charged
forward, snapping at Dor-but Dor was now just out of its reach. Slowy
and uncertainly the whole party slid upward, buoyed by the snmoke from
the torch. The arrangenment seened too fantastic and tenuous to operate
even with magic, but somehow it did.

The sea nonster, seeing her hard-won neal escape, vented one terrible
honk of outrage that caused the snmoke to waver. This shook their entire
apparatus. The sound reverberated about the welkin, startling pink,
green, and blue birds fromtheir island perches and sending sea urchins
fleeing in childish tears.

"I can't even translate that," Gundy said, awed.

The honk had one other effect. It attracted the attention of the nest
of wyvenms. The enpty nest flew up, a huge nmass of sticks and vines and
feathers and scal es and bones. "Wat's this noise?" it demanded.

Ch, no! Doris talent had to be responsible for this. He had been under
such pressure, his magic was manifesting erratically. "The sea nonster
didit!"™ he cried, truthfully enough

"That ani mated worn?" the nest demanded. "I1'Il teach it to disturb ny
repose. |'Il squash it!" And it flew fiercely toward the nonster

The sea nonster, justifiably astonished, ducked her head and dive A u
under the water. Xanth was the place of nmany incredible things, but
this was beyond incredibility. The nest, pursuing the nonster, |anded

with a great splash, becane waterlogged, and sanl "I'mall washed

upl" it wailed despairingly as it di sappeared.
Dor and the others stared. They had never imagined an event |ike
this. "But where are the wyvens?" Chet asked.

"Probably out hunting," Gundy answered. "W'd better be well

away from here when they return and fnd their nest gone."

They had by this devious route nade their escape fromthe sea
monster. As tine passed, they left the nonster far below Dor began
to relax again-and his torch guttered out. These plants did not burn
forever, and this one had expended all its snoke.

"Snmoke alert!" Dor cried, waving the defunct torch. They were

now so high in the air that a fall would be disastrous even w thout an
angry nonster bel ow.

"So close to the clouds!" Chet |anmented, pointing to a | oom ng

cl oudbank. They had al nost made it.

"Grow the rope sone nore," Gundy said. "Mke it reach up to
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those clouds.”
Irene conplied. A new vine grew up, anchored in the basket. It

penetrated the | owest cloud.

"But it has no salve," Chet said. "It can't hold on there."
"Gve ne the salve," Gundy said. "I'll chnb up there."
He did so. N nbly he nounted the rope-vine. |In nmonments he

di sappeared into the cloud, a blob of salve stuck to his back

The supportive snoke columm di ssipated. The basket sagged, and

Dor swung about below it, horrified. But it descended only a little;
the rope-vine had been successfully anchored in the cloud, and they
wer e safe.

There was no way the rest of themcould clinb that rope, though

They had to wait suspended until a vagary of the weather caused a

new | ayer of clouds to forin beneath them hiding the ocean. The new
clouds were traveling south, in contrast to the westward-noving

hi gher ones.

When the positioning was right, they stepped out and trod the

billow white masses, junping over the occasional gaps, until they
were safely ensconced in a |arge cloudbank. 1n due course this
cleared away fromthe higher clouds, letting the sky open. The w nds
at different levels of the sky were traveling in different directions,
carrying their burdens with them this wind was bearing south. Since

the basket was firmy anchored to the higher cloudbank, they had to
unload it quickly so they would not |ose their renaining possessions.

TheY watched it depart wh m xed enptions; it had served them
wel | .
| beY sprouted a grapefnjit tree and ate the grapes as they ripened.

‘"t was sunny and warm here atop the clouds; since this wind was car
rying themsouth, there was no need for the travelers to walk. Their

difficult journey had beconme an easy one.

"Only one thing bothers ne," Chet nmurnmured. "Wen we reach
Centaur |sle-how do we get down?"
"Maybe we'll think of something by then," Dor said. He was tired

again, nmentally as well as physically; he was unable to concentrate
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on a problemof the future right now, however critical that problem

m ght be.

They sneared salve on their bodies so they could |lie down and

rest. The cloud surface was resilient and cool, and the travelers were
tired; soon they were sl eeping.

Dor dreaned pleasantly of exploring in a friendly forest; the ac tion
was i nconsequential, but the feeling was wonderful. He had half

expected nore nightmares, but realized they could not reach himup
here in the sky. Not unless they got hold of some nmgic salve for
their hooves.

Then in his dream he | ooked into a deep, dark pool of water, and

inits reflection saw the face of Igng Trent. "Renenber the Isle," the
King told him "It is the only way you can reach me. W need your
hel p, Dor."

Dor woke abruptly, to find Irene staring into his face. "For a no nent

you al nost | ooked like-" she said, perplexed.

"Your father," he finished. "Don't worry; it's only his nessage,
guess. | must use the Isle to find him"

"How do you spell that?"

Dor scratched his head. "I don't know. | thought-but |I'm not
sure. Island. Does aisle nake sense?"

"Al S L E?" she spelled. "Not nuch.”

"l guess I'mnot any better at visions than | am at adventure," he
said with resignation.

Her expression changed, becomi ng softer. "Dor, | just wanted to
tell you-you were great with the snoke and everything."

"Me?" he asked, unbelieving. "I barely scranbled through! You
and Chet and Grundy did all the-"

"You guided us," she said. "Every time there was a crisis and we
froze or fouled up, you called out an order and that got us novny
again. You were a |eader, Dor. You had what it took when we really

had to have it. | guess you don't know it yourself, but you are a
| eader, Dor. You' R nake a decent King, sone day."

"I don't want to be Kingl" he protested.
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She | eaned down and kissed himon the Ups. "I just had to tel
you. Ibat's all."
Dor lay there after she noved away, his enotions m xed. The kiss
had been excruciatingly sweet, but the words sweeter yet. He tried to
review the recent action, to fathom where he m ght have been heroic,

but it was all a nightmare junble, despite the absence of the night
mares. He had sinply done what had to be done on the spur of the

nmonent, sonetimes on the very jagged edge of the nonent, and had
been | ucky.

He didn't |ike depending on luck. It was not to be trusted. Even
now, sone horrendous unluck could be pursuing them He al nost

t hought he heard it through the cloudbank, a kind of |eathery sw sh ing
in the air Then a minor kind of hell broke |oose. The head of a dragon

poked through the cloud, uttering a raucous scream

Suddenly the entire party was awake and on its feet. "The wy verns!"
Chet cried. "The ones whose nest we swanped! They have
found us!"

There was no question of avoiding trouble. The wyvens attacked

the nmonent they appeared. 1In this first contact, it was every person
for hinself.

Doris magic sword flashed in his hand, stabbing expertly at the

vul nerabl e spots of the wyvern nearest him The wvemwas a snall

dragon, with a barbed tail and only two legs, but it was agile and vi
cious. The sword went unerringly for the beast's heart, but glanced

off the scales of its breast. The dragon was past in a nonent; it was
flying, while Dor was stationary, and contact was fl eeting.

There were a number of the wyvens, and they were expert flyers.

Smash was standing his own, as one ogre was nore than a match for

a dragon of this size, but Chet had to gallop and dodge nadly to

avoid trouble. He whirled his lasso, trying to snare the wvem but
so far w thout success.

Irene was in the nost trouble. Dor charged across to her. "Gow a
plant!" he cried. "I'Il protect you!"

A wvem oriented on themand zooned in, its narrow |lance of fire

shooting out ahead. Coud evaporated in the path of the flanme, |eav ing
a trench; they had to scranbl e aside.
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"Some Protectionl” Irene snarled. Her conpl exion
was turning green; she was afraid.

But Doris magic sword slashed with the uncanny accuracy inher ent in it
and | opped off the tiP of a dragon's wing. The nyem

squawked in pain and rage and wobbl ed, partly out of control, and
finally disappeared into the cloud. There were sputtering sounds and
a trail of snoke fusing with the cloud vapor where the dragon went
down.

It was a strange business, with Doris party standing on the puffy

white surface, the dragons passing through it as If it were vapor which
of course it was. The dragons had the advantage of maneu verability and
conceal ment, while the people had the | everage of a

firmanchorage. But Dor knew the wyvens coul d undercut the peo ple's
footing by burning out the clouds beneath them all the dragons

needed to do was think of it. Fortunately, wyverns were not very

smart; their brains were small, since any expendabl e wei ght was sac
rificed in the interest of better flight, and what brains they had were

kept too hot by the fire to function well. Wvens were designed for
fighting, not thinking.

Irene was growing a plant; evidently she had saved sonme sal ve for

it. It was a tangler, as fearsonme a growmh as the kraken seaweed, but
one that operated on solid |and-or cloud. In nonents it was big
enough to be a threat to all inits vicinity. "Try to get the tree be
tween you and the dragon,"” Irene advi sed, stepping back fromthe

veget abl e nonster.
Dor did so. Wen the next wvem came at him he scooted

around behind the tangler. The dragon, hardly expecting to encoun ter
such a plant in the clouds, did a double take and banked off. But

the tangler shot out a tentacle and hooked a wing. It drew the

wyvem in, wapping nore tentacles about it, like a spider with a fly The
dragon screaned, biting and clawi ng at the plant, but the

tangl er was too strong for it. The other wvens heeded the call
They zooned in toward the tangler. Chet |assoed one as it passed
him the dragon turned ferociously on him biting into his shoul der,

then went on to the plant. Three wyvens swooped at the tangler, jet
ting their fires at it. There was a |loud hissing; foul-snelling steam
ex panded outward. But a tentacle caught a second dragon and drew it
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in. No one tangled with a tangler wi thout risk

"We'd better get out of here,” Irene said. "Woever wins this bat tle
w be after us next."

Dor agreed. He called to Gundy and Smash, and they went to join Chet.

The centaur was in trouble. Bright red bl ood streaned down his |eft

side, and his arm hung uselessly. "Leave nme," he said. "I amnow a
liability."

"We're all liabilities," Dor said. "lrene, grow sone nore healing

pl ants. "

"I don't have any," she said. "W have to get down to ground and fnd

one; then | can nmake it grow "

"W can't get down," Chet said. "Not until night, when perhaps fog wll
formin the | ower reaches, and we can wal k down that."

"You'll bleed to death by night!" Dor protested. He took off his shirt,

the new one Irene had made for him "I'Il try to bandage your wound.
Then-we' Il see.”
"Here, 1'll doit," Irene said. "You nen aren't any good at this sort

of thing. Dor, you question the cloud about a fast way down."

Dor agreed. Wile she worked on the centaur, he interrogated the cloud
they stood on. "Wuere are we, in relation to the [and of Xanth?"

"W have drifted south of the land," the cloud reported.
"South of the land! What about Centaur |sle?"

"South of that, too," the cloud said snugly.

"W've got to get back there!"

"Sorry, |'mgoing on south. You should have di senbarked an hour ago.
You nust talk to the wind; if it changed-"

Dor knew it was useless to talk to the wind; he had tried that as a
child. The wind al ways went where it wanted and did what it pleased

wi t hout nmuch regard for the preferences of others. "How can we get down
to earth in a hurry?"

"Jump off me. I'mtired of your weight anyway. You'll nake a big
spl ash when you get there."

"I mean safely!” It was pointless to get nad at the inaninmate, but Dor
was doing it.

"What do you need for safely?"
"Atilting ranmp of clouds, going to solid land."

"No, none of that here. Closest we have is a stormworking up to the
east. Its turbulence reaches down to the water."

Dor | ooked east and saw a | ooning thunderhead. It |ooked famliar. He
was about to have his third brush with that particular storm

"That wll have to do."
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"You'll be sor-ree!" the cloud sang. "Those T-heads are nean ones, and
that one has a grudge agai nst you. |'ma curmulus hum us nyself, the
nmost hunbl e of fleecy clouds, but that one-2

"Enough," Dor said shortly. He was already nervous enough about their
situation. The storm had evidently exercised and worked up new vapor ous
muscle for this occasion. This would be bad-but what choice did they
have? They had to get Chet down to | and-and to Centaur |sle-quickly.

"Il he party hurried across the cloud surface toward the storm The

t hunder head | ooned | arger and ugher as they approached; its huge danp
vortex eyes glared at them and its nose dangled downward in the forin
of a whirling cone. New nuscle indeed! But the slanting sunlight
caught the fringe, turning it bright silver on the near side.

"Asilver lining!" Irene exclaimed. "I'd like to have sone of that!"

"Maybe you can catch some on the way down," Dor said gruffly.

She had criticized himfor saving the gold, after all; now she wanted
silver.

A wvem det ached itself fromthe battle with the tangler and w nged
toward them "Look out behind; enemnmy at six o'clock!"

Grundy cri ed.

Dor turned, wearily drawing his sword. But this dragon was no | onger

| ooking for trouble. It was flying weakly, seem ng dazed. Before it
reached themit sank down under the cloud surface and di sappeared. "The
tangl er nmust have squeezed it," Gundy said.

"The tangl er | ooks none too healthy itself," Irene pointed out. She was

probably the only person hi Xanth who woul d have synpathy for such a
grow h. Dor | ooked back; sure enough, the tentacles were wilting. "That
was quite a fight!" she concl uded.

"But if the tangler is on its last roots," Dor asked, "why did the wyvem
fly away fromit? 1t's not |like any dragon to quit a fight unfinished."

They had no answer. Then, ahead of them the wyvem punped itself above
the cloud again, struggling to clear the thunderstorm ahead. But it
failed; it could not attain sufficient elevation. |t blundered on into
the storm

The storm grabbed the dragon, tossed it about, and caught it in the
whirling cone. The wvemrotated around and around, scales flying out,
and got sucked into the inpenetrable center of the cloud.

"I hate to see a stormfeeding," Gundy nuttered.

"That thing's worse than the tangler!" Irene breathed. "It gobbl ed that
dragon just like that!"

"W nust try to avoid that cone," Dor said. "There's a |lot of vapor
outside it; if we can clinb down that, near the silver Iffng-"

"My hooves are sinking in the cloud,"” Chet said, alarned.

Now t hey found that the sane was happening to all their feet. The
formerly bouncy surface had becone nmucky. "What's happeni ng?"

I rene denmanded, her tone rising warningly toward hysteri a.
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"Vkat's happeni ng?" Dor asked the cl oud.

"Your salve is losing its effect, dolt," the thunderhead gusted,
soundi ng bl uf f ed.

The salve did have a tine Emt of a day or so. Quickly they applied

nore. ‘' That hel ped-but still the cloud surface was tacky. "I don't
like this," Gundy said. "Muybe our old salve was wearing off, but the
new application isn't nmuch better. | wonder if there's any connection

with the wilting tangler and the fleeing wvern?"

"That's it!" Chet exclained, wincing as his own animati on shot pain
through his shoulder. "W're drifting out of the amnbi ence of nmagic!
That's why magic things are in trouble!"

"That has to be it!" Dor agreed, dismayed. "The clouds are south of
Xant h-and beyond Xanth the nagic fades. We're on the verge of
Mundani a! "

For a nonent they were silent, shocked. The worst had befallen them

"We'l'l fall through the cloud!" Irene cried. "W R fall into the sea!
The horri bl e Mundane sea!"

"Let's run north," Gundy urged. "Back into magic!"

"We'll only cone to the edge of the cloud and fall off," Irene wail ed.
"Dor, do sonething!"

How he hated to be put on the spot like that! But he already knew his
course. "The storm" he said. "W've got to go through it, getting
down, before we're out of magic."

"But that storm hates us!"
"That stormw || have problens of its owm as the magic fades," Dor said.

They ran toward the thunderhead, who glared at themand tried to
organi ze for a devastating strike. But it was indeed |osing cohesion as
the magi ¢ diminished, and could not concentrate properly on them

As they stepped onto its swirling satellite vapors, their feet sank
right through, as if the surface were slush. The magic was certainly
f adi ng,

and very little tinme renmmi ned before they lost all support and
pl ummet ed.

Yet as they encountered the silver lining, Dor realized there was an
unanti ci pated benefit here. This slow sinking caused by the | oss of
effect of the salve was allowing themto descend in noderate fashion
and just might bring themsafely to ground. They didn't have to depend
on the anbi ence of the storm

They caught hol d of each other's hands, so that no one would be |ost as
the thickening winds buffeted them Smash put one arm around Chet's
barrel, holding himfirmdespite the centaur's useless arm They sank
into the swirling fog, feeling it about themlike stew.

Dor was afraid he woul d be snothered, but found he could breathe well
enough. There was no salve on his nouth; cloud was nere vapor to his
head.

"Al'l that silver lining," Irene said. "And | can't have any of it!"
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The swirl of wind grew stronger. They were thrown about by the buffets
and drawn into the central vortex-but it now had only a fraction of its
fornmer strength and could not fling them about as it had the wyvern
They spiral ed down through it as the magic continued to dissipate. Dor
hung on to the others, hoping the nagic would hold out [ong enough to
enable themto land softly. But If they splashed into deep water After
an intermnably brief descent, they did indeed splash into deep water.
The rain pelted down on them and nonstrous waves surged around them Dor
had to let go of the hands he held, in order to swmand |let the others
swim He held his breath, stroked for the surface of the current wave
and, when his head broke into the troubled air, he cried, "Help! Spread
the word!"

Did any magic remain? Yes-a trifle. "Help!" the wave echoed faintly.
"Hel p!'" the next wave repeated. "Help! Help! Help!" the other waves
chor used.

A raft appeared. "Soneone's drowning!" a voice cried. "Were are you?"

"Here!" Dor gasped. "Five of us-" Then a cruel wash of water smacked
into his face, and he was choking. After that, all his waning energies
were taken trying to stay afloat in the turbul ence, and he was not quite
succeedi ng.

Then strong hands caught himand haul ed himonto a broad wooden raft.
"The others!" Dor gasped. "Four others-"

"We've got them King Dor," his rescuer said. "Water-logged but safe."”
"Chet-ny friend the centaur-he's wounded-needs healing el W-j'

The rescuer smiled. "He has it, of course. Do you suppose we would
negl ect our own?"

Doris vision cleared enough to take in the tuff nature of his rescuer
It was an adult centaur! "We-we made it-"

"Wl cone to the waters of the coast of Centaur Isle, Your Mje,sty.3
"But-" Dor spluttered. "You aren't supposed to know who | am"

"The Good Magician Hunfrey ascertained that you were in trouble and
woul d require assistance when you touched water. The Zonbi e Master
asked us to establish a watch for you in this |ocale.

You are a nost inportant person in your own land, King Dor! It is
fortunate we honored their request; we do not ordinarily put to sea
during a funnel-storm™

"Ch." Dor was abashed. "Uh, did they tell you what my m ssion was?"

"Only that you were traveling the Land of Xanth and neking a survey of
the magic therein. |s there sonething el se we shoul d know?"

"Uh, no, thanks," Dor said. At least that nmuch had been sal vaged.

The centaurs woul d not have taken kindly to the notion of a Magician
anong thema centaur Magician. Dor did not |ike deceit, but felt this
much was necessary.

I rene appeared, soaked through, bedraggled, and unkenpt, but still quite
pretty. Sonehow she al ways seened prettiest to himwhen she was nessed
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up; perhaps it was because then the artifice was gone. "I guess you did
it again, Dor," she said, taking his hand. "You got us down alive."

"But you didn't get your silver lining," he rem nded her.
She | aughed. "Sone other tine! After the way that stormtreated us, |
don't want any of its substance anyway."

Then the centaurs led theminto the dry cabin of the raft. Irene
continued to hold his hand, and that pleased Dor

It was dark by the tinme the centaurs' raft reached port. Chet was taken
to a vet for treatment, as the wvenlis bite seemed to be resisting the
healing elixir. Dor and his conpani ons were given a good meal of bl ues
and oranges and greens and conducted to a handsone stable for the night.
It commanded a fine view of a succul ent pasture, was adequately
ventilated, and was well stocked with a water trough, hay, and a bl ock
of salt.

They stared at the accommpdations for a nonent; then Smash stepped
inside. "Say, hay!" he exclainmed, and plunked hinself down into it with
a crash that shook the building.

"Cood idea," Gundy said, and did Iikewi se, only the shaking of the
bui I di ng was sonewhat |ess. After another nonment, Dor and Irene settled
down, too. The hay was confortable and sweetly scented, conducive to
rel axation and t houghts of pleasant outdoors.

Irene held Doris hand, and they slept well.

In the norning a stately elder centaur nale entered the stable. He
seened oddly diffident. "I am Gerone, the Elder of the Isle. King Dor,
I am here to apologize for the error. You were not supposed to be
bedded here."

Dor got hastily to his feet, brushing hay off his crunpled clothing
while Irene straightened out her skirt and brushed brown hay out of her
green hair. "Elder, we're so glad to be rescued fromthe ocean, and fed
and housed, that these accommopdati ons seem wonder f ul

We' || be happy to conpl ete our business and go home; this was never
i ntended as an official occasion. The stable was just fine."

The centaur relaxed. "You are gracious, Your Majesty. We ma'ntain
assorted types of housing for assorted types of guests. | fear a

ghtch got %o the program we try to fence themout, but they keep
sneaking in."

"They infest Castle Roognha al so," Dor said. "W catch themin humane
glitch traps and deport themto the far forests, but they breed faster
than we can catch them"

"Cone," the centaur said. "W have attire and food for you." He paused.
"One other thing. Sonme of our nunber attended the Good Magician's
weddi ng. They report you perforned splendidly in trying circunstances.
Magi ci an Hunfrey had intended to give you an item it seens the

di stractions of the occasion caused it to slip his mnd."

The centaur al nbst snil ed.

"He does tend to be forgetful," Dor said, remenbering the | apse about
notifying the human El ders about King Trent's excursion to Mindani a.
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"Accordi ngly, the Gorgon asked one of our representatives to convey the
itemto you here." Gerone held out a small object.

Dor accepted it. "Thank you, Elder. Uh, what is it?"

"I believe it is a magic conpass. Note that the indicator points
directly to you-the one Magician on the Isle."

Dor studied the conpass. It was a disk within which a needle of |ight
showed. "This isn't pointing to me."

Gerone | ooked. "Wy, so it isn't. But I'msure it was until a nonent
ago; that is how!l was certain it had reached its proper destination.
Perhaps | m sunderstood its application; it nay have pointed to you only
to guide us to you. Certainly it assisted our search for you yesterday
aft ernoon. "

"That nust be it!" Dor agreed. The Good Magi ci an mi ght have anti ci pated
the problemwith the stormand sent down the one thing that would bring
help to himunerringly. Hunfrey was funny that way, doing things
anachronistically. Dor tucked the conpass in a pocket with the di anonds
and sunstone and changed t he subject.

"Chet-how i s he doing this norning?"
Gerone frowned. "I regret to report that he is not fully recovered.

Apparently he was bitten near the fringe of magic-2' "He was," Dor
agr eed.

"And a Mundane infection got in. This is resistive to magic healing.
Per haps, on the other hand, it was nerely the delay in applying the
elixir. W cannot be certain. Odd things do happen at the fringe of
magic. He is in no danger of demise, but | fear it will be sone tine
before his armis again at full strength."

"Maybe we can hel p himback at Castle Roogna," Dor said, unconfortable.
"He is our friend; without him we could not have nade it down here.
feel responsible'

"He nust not indulge in any further violence until he recovers
conpletely," CGerone said gravely. "It is not at all wise to take a
magi c-resistive illness lightly. Cone-he awaits you at breakfast."

On the way there, Gerone insisted they pause at the centaur clothier.
Dor was outfitted with bright new trousers, shirt, and jacket, all
intricately woven and confortable. Irene got a dress set that set her
off quite fetchingly, though it was not her normal shade of green

Even Smash and Grundy got handsonme jackets. The ogre had never worn
clothing before, but his jacket was so nice he accepted it with pride.

"This material," Irene said. "There's sonething nmagic about it."

Gerone smiled. "As you know, we centaurs frown on personal magic
talents. But we do work with magic. The apparel is woven by our
artisans fromiron curtain thread, and is strongly resistant to
penetration by foreign objects. W use it for vests during conbat, to
mnimze injuries."

"But this nust be very precious stuff!"™ Dor said.

"Your welfare is inportant to us, Your Majesty. Had you and Chet been
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wearing this clothing, the wvern's teeth woul d not have penetrated his
shoul der."

Dor appreciated the rationale. It would be a big enbarrassnment to the
centaurs if anything happened to the tenporary King of Xanth or his
friends during their stay here. "Thank you very nuch."

They entered a | arger room whose tall ceiling was supported by

ornate white columms. Huge windows let in the slanting norning
sunlight, lending a pleasant warnth and brilliance. On an enornous
banquet table in the center were goblets of striped sardonyx and white
al abaster, doubly pretty in the sun. The plates were of green jadeite.
"A King's ransom" Irene whispered. "I think they trotted out the roya
crockery for you, Dor."

"I wish they hadn't,"'
br oken?"

he whi spered back. "Suppose sonething gets

"Keep an eye on Smash," she said. That nade Dor nore nervous than ever.
How woul d the ogre handl e the delicate tabl eware?

They were given high chairs, for the table was too tall for them
Several nore centaurs joined them male and fenale, introduced as

the other Elders of the Isle. They stood at the table; centaurs had no
way to use chairs, and the table was crafted to their height.

The food was excellent. Dor had been hal fway fearful that it would be
whol e oats and cracked corn with silage on the side, but the ghtch of
the stabl e-housi ng was not repeated. There was a course of yell ow
corraneal mush, from cornneal bushes, and fine chocolate ............

m |k fromcocoa-nuts. For sweetening there was an unusual delicacy

caged honey, said to be manufactured by a rare species of bees n ported
from Mundani a. Dor had encountered sneeze-bees and the

spelling bee, but it was odd indeed to think of honey-bees!

Smash, to Doris surprise and relief, turned out to be a connoi sseur
of delicate stone. H's kind, he informed them happily in rhyne, had
devel oped their power by smashing and shaping different kinds of

m nerals. They could not turn out goblets as nice as these, but did
produce pretty fair marble and granite blocks for walls and buil dings.
"Indeed," Gerone agreed. "Sone fine cornerstones here were

traded fromogres. Those corners stand up to anything."

Smash tossed down anot her couple nmugs of mlk, pleased. Few

other creatures recognized the artistic propensities of ogres.

Chet was there, |ooking somewhat wan and eating very little,

whi ch showed that his injury was paining himsonewhat. There was

not hing Dor could do except politely ignore it, as his friend obvi ously
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wanted no attention drawn to his weakness. Chet would not be
traveling with themagain for sone tine.

After the meal they were treated to a guided tour of the Isle. Dor
was conscious of King Trent's reference to isle or aisle in the vision
If it were the only way Dor could reach him he nust be alert for the
mechani sm  Somewhere here, perhaps, was the key he needed.

The outside streets were broad, paved with packed dirt suitable for

hooves, and were banked on the curves for greatest galloping comfort.
At intervals were | ow wooden props that the centaurs could use

to knock the dottle fromtheir feet. The buildings were m xed; sone

were stables, while others were nore |i ke human resi dences.

"l see you are perplexed by our prenises," Geronme said. "Qur ar
chitecture derives fromour origin; in due course you shall see our

hi storical nmuseum where this will be nmade clear."”

During their walk, Dor surreptitiously |ooked at the magi c com pass Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey had sent him He had believed he had

figured out its application. "Conpass-do you point to the nearest

and strongest Magician who is not actually using you?" he asked.

"Sure." the conpass replied. "Any fool knows that."

So it was now pointing to the centaur Mgician. Once Dor got free of
these formalities, he would follow that needle to the object of his
guest .

"They stopped at the extensive netal working section of towmn. Here were
bl acksmi ths and silversniths and coppersmiths, fashioning the strange
shoes that inportant centaurs used, and the unusual instrunents they
enpl oyed for eating, and the beautiful pots they cooked with. "They had
no troubl e harvesting plenty of silver linings," Irene conmented

envi ousl y.

"Ah-you appreciate a silver lining?" Gerome inquired. He showed the way
to anot her craftshop, where hundreds of silver |inings were being

fashi oned as the fringes of jackets and such. "This is for you." And
the centaur gave her a fresh fur with a fine silver lining sewn in,

whi ch gl eamed with the splendor of sunlight after storm

"ooooh," Irene breathed, nelting intoit. "It's soft as cloud!" Dor had
to admit, privately, that the decorative apparel did enhance her
appear ance.

One centaur was working with a new Muindane inport, a strong light nmeta
called aluminum "King Trent's encouragenent of trade with Mindani a has
benefited us," GCerone remarked. "W have no natural alwninumin Xanth.
But the supply is erratic, because we never seemto be able to trade
with the sane aspect of Mindania twi ce in succession. |If that problem
could be aneliorated, it would be a great new day for conmerce."”

"He's working on it," Irene said. But she had to stop there; they had
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agreed not to spread the word about King Trent's situation.

They saw t he weavi ng section, where great |oons integrated the threads
garnered from assorted sources. The centaurs were expert spinners and
weavers, and their products varied fromsilkenly fine cloth to heavy
ruglike mats. Dor was amazed; it had never occurred to himthat the
products of blanket trees could be duplicated artificially. How
wonderful it would be to be able to make anythi ng one needed, instead of
having to wait for a plant to grow itl

Anot her section was devoted to weapons. Centaurs were superlative
bownren and spearnen, and here the fine bows and spears were fashioned,
along with swords, clubs, and ropes. A subsection was devoted to arnor,
whi ch included woven netal clodftg as well as

hel mets, greaves, and gauntlets. Snmash tried on a huge gauntlet and
flexed it into a nassive fist. "M see?" he inquired hopefully.

"By all means," Cerome said. "'lhere is a boulder of quartz we nean to
grind into sand. Practice on it."

Smash marched to the boulder, lifted his fist high, and snashed it down
upon the boulder. There was a crack of sound |ike thunder, and a cl oud
of dust and sand erupted fromthe point of contact, enveloping him Wen
it settled, they saw the ogre standi ng knee-deep in a nound of sand, a
blissful smle cracking his ugly face. "Love glove," he grunted,
reluctantly renmoving it. Wsps of snoke rose fromits fingertips.

"Then it is yours, together with its mate," Gerone said. "You have
saved us nuch | abor, reducing that boul der so efficiently."”

Smash was thrilled with the gift, but Dor was silent. He knew ogres
were strong, but Smash was not yet grown. The netal gauntlet must have
enhanced his power by protecting his hand. As an adult, Smash woul d be
a truly form dable creature, with alnmst too much power. That coul d get
himexiled fromthe vicinity of Castle Roogna.

But nore than that, Dor was disquieted by sonething nore subtle.

The centaurs were evidently giving choice gifts to each nenber of Doris
party-fine protective clothing, plus whatever el se offered, such as
Irene's silver lining and Smash's gauntlets. This might be a fine
gesture of friendship-but Dor distrusted such | argesse. Wat was the
purpose in it? King Trent had warned himonce to beware strangers
bearing gifts. Did the centaurs suspect Dofs m ssion, and were they
trying to affect the manner he pursued it? Wwy? He had no ready
answer .

They vi ewed the centaur comunal kitchen, where foodstuffs froma w de
area were cl eaned and prepared. viously the centaurs ate very well. In
fact, in nmost respects they seened to be nore advanced and to have nore
creature conforts than the human fol k of the Castle Roogha area. Dor
found this unsettling; he had sonehow expected to find Centaur Isle

i nhabited by a few primtives galloping around and fighting each ot her
with clubs. Now that he was here, Centaur Isle seenmed nore |ike the
center of culture, whue Castl e Roogna appeared to be the hinterl and.

The power of magic was surely weaker here near the fringe, which hel ped
expl ain why nost centaurs seened to lack talents, whi'ie those farther
toward the center of Xanth were showing them How was it, then, that
these deficient centaurs were doing so well? It was al nost

as if the lack of nmagic was an advantage, causing themto devel op other
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skills that in the end brought nore success than the nmagi c woul d have.
Thi s was nonsense, of course; but as he viewed the things of the Isle,
he al nbst believed it. Suppose, just suppose, that there way a

correl ation between success and the lack of magic. Did it then follow
that Mundania, the land conpletely devoid of nagic, was likely to becone
a better place to Hve than Xanth?

That brought a puff of laughter. He had followed his thought to its

| ogical extremity and found it ludicrous. Therefore the thought was
false. It was ridiculous on the face of it to think of drear Miundani a
as a better place than Xanth!

The others were | ooki ng askance at hi m because of his pointless

| aughter. "Uh, just a chain of thought that snapped in a funny place,"
Dor expl ained. Then, fearing that wasn't enough to alleviate their
curiosity, he changed the subject. "Uh, if | may inquire-since you

centaurs seemto be so well organized here-certainly better than we
humans are-how is it that you accept human government? You don't seem
to need us, and if it ever cane to war, you could destroy us."

"Dor!" Irene protested. "Wiat a thing to say!"

"You are too nodest, Your Majesty," Gerone said, smling.

"T'bere are several conpelling reasons. First, we are not interested in
enpire; we prefer to | eave decisions of state to others, while we
forward our arts, crafts, skills, and satisfaction. Since you humans
seemto like the tedi ous process of government, we gladly leave it to
you, much as we | eave the shaping of granite stones to the ogres and the
collection of dianpbnds to the dragons. It is far sinpler to acquire
what we need through trade."

"Well, | suppose so," Dor agreed dubiously.

"Second, you humans have one phenonenal asset that we generally |ack,"
Gerone continued, evidently enbarked on a favorite subject. "You can do
magic. We utilize magic, but generally cannot performit ourselves, nor
would we wish to. W prefer to borrowit as a tool. Can you inagine
one of us prevailing over King Trent in an altercation? He would
convert us all to inchworms!"

"If he could get close enough," Dor said. He renenbered that this
matter had been di scussed before; Chet had pointed out how the centaurs
skill with the bow and arrow nullified Trent's magic. WAs there an
answer to that? Dor would nuch prefer to believe that magic was the
suprenme force in Xanth.

"Who can govern froma di stance?" Gerone inquired rhetorically.
"Armies in the field are one thing; governing people is another. King
Trent's magi ¢ enables himto govern, as does your own. Even your

| esser talents are far beyond our capacities."”

Was the centaur now gifting himwith flattery? "But centaurs can

do magic!" Dor protested. "Qur friend Chet-"

"Pl ease," Gerone said. "You humans perform natural functions,

too, but we do not speak pubhcly of such things, in deference to your
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particular sensitivities. It is a fact that we centaurs were not aware
of

any personal magic talents through nost of our history, and even

now suspect manifestations are an aberration. So we have never con
sidered personal nagic as being available for our use and would pre fer
that no further nention of this be nmade."

"Uh, sure," Dor agreed awkwardly. It seemed the other centaurs
were just as sensitive and unreasonabl e about this as Doris tutor

Cherie was. Hunmans were indeed finicky about certain natural func
tions, as the centaur Elder had remin. ded him while centaurs were

not; while humans were not finicky about the notion of persona
magi ¢ the way the centaurs were. Probably one attitude rmade as
much nonsense as the ot her.

But how would the citizens of Centaur Isle react to the news that a
full Mgician of their species was anong then? Eventually Dor
woul d have to tell them This mission could be awkward i ndeed!
"Third, we honor an understanding dating fromthe dawn of our

species," Gerone continued, |eaving the distasteful subject of magic

behind like a clod of manure. "W shall not indulge in politics, and
wi Il never conpete with our human brethren for power. So even If

we desired enmpire and had the ability to acquire it, we would not do

so. We would never renege on that binding commtnent."” And the

centaur | ooked so serious that Dor dared not pursue the nmatter fur
their.

At last they came to the historical museum This was an inpres sive
edifice of red brick, several stories high, with small w ndows and

a forbidding external aspect. But it was quite interesting inside,
bei ng

crowded with all manner of artifacts. There were sanples of all the
centaurs' products, going back decade by decade to before the First

Wave of human conquest. Dor could see how the earlier itens were
cruder; the craftsmen were still inproving their skills. Everything was
identified by neat plaques providing dates, places, and details of

manuf acture. The centaurs had a keen sense of historyl

During the tour, Dor had continued to sneak gl ances at the magic
conpass. He was gratified to see that it pointed toward the nuseum
maybe the Magi ci an was here!
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"And this is our keeper of records," Cerome said, introducing a
m ddl e- aged, bespectacl ed centaur. "He knows where all the bodies are
hi dden. Anol de the Archivist."

"Precisely,"” Anolde agreed dourly, peering over his glasses. The denon
Beauregard was the only other creature Dor had seen wearing such
devices. "So nice to encounter you and your party, King Dor.

Now i f you will excuse ne, | have a new shipnent of artifacts to
catalogue."” He retreated to his cubby, where objects and papers were

pi | ed hi gh.

"Amol de is dedicated to his profession," Gerone explained. "He's ,Ute
intelligent, even by our standards, but not sociable. | doubt there is
very much about Xanth natural history he doesn't know.

Recently he has been picking up items fromthe fringe of magic; he made
one trip to an island to the south that may have taken himentirely out
of magic, though he denies this. Prior to the time King Trent dropped

the shield that enclosed Xanth, such expeditions were inpossible.”

Dor renenbered the shield, for his tutor had drilled himon it.

Cherie Centaur was particularly strong on social history. The Waves of
human conquerors had become so bad that one King of Xanth had finally
put a stop to further invasion by setting up a magic shield that killed
any living thing that passed through it. But that had al so kept the

i nhabitants of Xanth in. The Miundanes, it seemed, canme to believe that
Xanth did not exist at all and that magi ¢ was i npossible, since none of
it |eaked out any nore. There had, it seemed, been many recorded cases
of magi c that Mundanes had witnessed or experienced; all these were now
witten off as superstition. Perhaps that was the Mundanes' way of
reconciling thenselves to the | oss of sonething as wonderful as
enchantment, to pretend it did not exist and never bad existed.

But Xanth had suffered, too. In time it had becone apparent that
manki nd i n Xanth needed those periodic infusions of new bl ood, however
violently they came, for without the Waves there was a steady attrition
of pure human beings. First, people devel oped magic talents; |ater
gener ati ons became magic thensel ves, either mating with animals to form
various conposite species |like harpies or fauns or nmerfolk, or sinply
evol ving into gnones or giants or nynmphs. So

King Trent had | owered the shield and brought in a nunber of settlers
from Mundania, with the understanding that these new people woul d be
& wn on as warriors to repel any future violent invasion that m ght
conme. So far there had been none-but the Waves had been a pattern of
centuries, not of decades, so that neant little. Immgration was an
uncertain business, as it was far easier to go from Xanth to Mindani a
than the other way around, at |east for individual people. But the
human situation in Xanth did seemto be inproving now Dor could
appreciate how an intelligent, inquisitive centaur would be eager to
begi n catal ogui ng the wonders of Mindania, which | ong had been a great
mystery. It was still hard to accept the notion that here was a region
where magi ¢ was i noperative, and where peopl e survived.

They noved on down the narrow hall. Dor checked the conpass agai n-and
found that it pointed directly toward Anol de the Archivist.

Coul d he be the centaur Magician, the threat to the welfare of Xanth,
the i nmportant business Dor had to attend to? That didn't seemto nake
much sense. For one thing, Anmolde showed no sign of magic ability. For
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anot her, he was hardly the type to threaten the existing order; he was
dedicated to recording it. For yet another, he was a settled,

m ddl e- aged person, of a species that |ived | onger than man. Magic
talents m ght not be discovered early, but the evidence was that they
existed frombirth on. Wy should this talent becone an issue now,
perhaps a century into Anolde's life? So it nust be a mstake; Doris
target had to be a young centaur, perhaps a newborn one.

Yet as Dor noved about the building, only half listening to the
presentation, the conpass pointed unerringly toward Anol de's cubby.

Maybe Anpl de was married, Dor thought with exasperated inspiration
Maybe he had a baby centaur, hidden there anong the papers. The conpass
could be pointing to the foal, not to Anol de.

Yes, that nmde sense.

"If you don't get that glazed | ook off your face, the El der wll
notice," Irene nurnmured, jolting Doris attention

After that he concentrated and nmanaged to assimlate nore of the
material. After all, there was nothing he could do about the Magician
at the noment.

At length they conpleted the tour. "Is there anything el se you woul d
like to see, King Dor?" CGerone inquired

"No, thank you, Elder," Dor replied. "I think |I've seen enough."
"Shall we arrange to transport your party back to your capital ?
W can contact your conjurer."

This was awkward. Dor had to conplete his investigation of the centaur
Magi ci an, so he was not ready to leave this Isle. But it was obvious
that his mssion and di scovery would not be well received here. He
could not sinply tell the centaur Elders the situation and beg their
assistance; to themthat woul d be obscenity, and their warm hospitahty
woul d abruptly chill. A person's concept of obscenity was not subject
to reasonabl e di scussion, for of course the concepts of obscenity and
reason were contradictory.

In fact, that might be the root of the centaurs' accommodati on and
generosity. Maybe they suspected his mssion, so were keeping him
reined at all tines, in the guise of hospitality. How could he decune
to go hone promptly, after they had seemingly catered to his needs so
conscientiously? They wanted himoff the Isle, and he had little chance
to balk their w sh.

"Uh, could | talk with Chet before | decide anything?" Dor asked.

"Of course. He is your friend." Again CGerone was the soul of
acconmodati on. That rmade Dor nore nervous, ironically. He was al nost
sure, now, that he was bei ng managed.

"And ny other friends," Dor added. "W need to decide things together."

It was arranged. |In the afternoon the five got together in a lovely
little garden site of guaranteed privacy. "You all know our mssion,"
Dor said. "It is to locate a centaur Magician and identffy his

tal entand perhaps bring himback to Castle Roognha. But the centaurs
don't nuch like magic in thenselves; to themit's obscene. They react
to it sonewhat the way we do to-well, like people |ooking up Irene's
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skirt."

"Don't start on that!" she said, coloring slightly. "I think the whole
wor |l d has been | ooking up ny skirt recentlyl”

"Your fault for having good | egs,"” Gundy said. She kicked at him but
the gol em scooted away. Dor noted that she hadn't tried very hard to
tag Grundy; she was not really as displeased as she indicated.

"l happen to be in a position to understand both views," Chet said. Iris
left armwas nowin a sling, and he wore a packing of antipain potions.
Hi s outl ook seened inproved, but not his inmedi ate physical condition

"I admit that both centaur and human foibles are foolish. Centaurs do
have nmagic talents and should be proud to display them and |Irene does
have excellent linbs for her kind and should be proud to display them
And thafs not all-2'

"Al'l rightf' Irene snapped, her col or deepening. "Point made. W can't
go bl abbing our mssion to everyone on Centaur Isle. They just wouldn't
under st and. "

"Yes," Dor said, glad to have this confirmation of his own anal ysis of
the situation. "So now | need sone group input. You see, | believe
have | ocated the centaur Magician. It has to be the of fspring of

Arnol de the Archivist."

"Anol de?" Chet asked. "I know of him He's been at his job for fifty
years; ny nother speaks of him He's a bachelor. He has no offspring.
He's nmore interested in figures of the nwnerical persuasion than in
figures of fillies."

"No offspring? Then it nmust be Anol de hinself," Dor said. "The magic
compass points directly to him | don't know how it is possible, since
I"msure no such Magici an was known in Xanth before, but | don't believe
Good Magi ci an Hunfrey would give ne a bad signal on this."

"What's his talent?" Irene asked.
"l don't know. | didn't have a chance to find out."

"I could ask around," Grundy offered. "If there are any plants or
animals around his stall, they should know. "

"I can ask around nyself," Dor said. "There are bound to be inanimate
objects around his stall. That's not the problem The El ders are ready
to ship us hone now, and | have no suitable pretext to stay. Even one
ni ght mght be enough. But what do | ten themw thout |ying or
alienating then? King Trent told nme that when in doubt, honesty is the
best policy, but in this case I'min doubt even about honesty."

"Again | perceive both sides,"” Chet said. "Honesty is best-except
perhaps in this case. M kind can beconme exceedingly onmery when faced
with an inconpatible concept. While | would not wish to inply any
criticismof ny sire-"

The ot hers knew what he neant. Chester Centaur's way to handl e

somet hing he didn't like was to pick it up in a chokehold and shake the
stuffing fromit. The centaurs of Centaur Isle were nore civilized, but
just as ornery underneat h.

"Tel | them your business is unfinished and you need anot her day," Irene

suggested. "That's the literal truth."
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"That, sinplistic as it sounds, is an excellent answer," Chet said.

"Then go out at night and spy out Anpblde's talent. Have G undy scout
the route first, so you don't arouse suspicion. That way you can
compl ete the mssion wthout giving offense and go hone tonorrow. "

"But suppose we need to take himwith us? A full Mgician should cone
to Castle Roogna."

"No problemat all," Chet said. "I can tell you right now he won't
cone, and no Magician can be compelled. 'lIbere's hardly a thing that
coul d di sl odge the archivist fromhis accustoned rounds."

"Knowi ng his talent should be enough,” Irene said. "Qur own Council of
El ders can deci de what to do about it, once they have the information."

Dor was relieved. "Yes, of course. Tonight, then. The rest of you can
sl eep.”
"Fat chance," Irene said, and Smash grunted agreement. "We're in this

mess together. You're certain to foul it up by yourself."

"l appreciate your vote of confidence, as always," Dor said wyly.

But he also appreciated their support. He was afraid he would indeed
foul it up by hinself, but hadn't wanted to ask themto participate in
what m ght be a nasty busi ness.

That night they put their plot into execution. Gundy went out first,
his tiny dark body conceal ed by the darkness. There was no trouble, and
soon all of themleft their confortable human-styl e beds -Chet excepted,
as he was separately housed and could not readily | eave his stal
unobserved- and noved into the noonlit evening.

They had no difficulty seeing, because the npbon was nearing fuu and gave
pl enty of Iight.

They found the museum wi thout trouble. Dor had assuned it woul d be
closed for the night, but to his dismay it was lighted. "Wwo is in
there?" he asked the ground.

"Anmol de the Archivist," the ground replied. "You have to be pretty
stupid not to know he's been working late all week, catal oguing those
new Mundane artifacts, though what he finds so interesting

about such junk-"
"What's his magic tal ent?"
"H s what?" the ground asked, bewi | dered.

"You know of no magi c associated with hinP" Dor asked, surprised.
Normal |y people were very free about what they did around only inanimate
things, and it was hard to avoid the inanimate. That was what nade
Doris own talent so insidious; the conmplete privacy people thought they
had becane conpl ete disclosure in his presence.

He tried not to pry into what did not rightly concern him but nost
people, including his own parents, normally stayed clear of him wthout
maki ng any issue of it. The people who had traveled with himwere
different, for their separate reasons; when he thought about it, he
appreciated it i mensely. Even Irene, who professed to val ue her
privacy, was not truly unconfortable in Doris presence. She really
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didn't have to make any great play for him gratitude would haul him
into her orbit any tinme she wished. He knew she was accustonmed to | ack
of privacy because of the way her nother was, but still found it easier
to get along with her than with other girls. Ohers got unduly upset
when their clothing started telling Dor their secrets.

Dor gl anced at the | arge round noon again. It was anmazing how that orb
stimul ated his thoughts al ong such |ines!

Meanwhi | e, the ground had answered: "None at all. Centaurs don't do
magi c. "
Dor sighed. "I guess we'll have to go in and brace himdirectly."

They went in. Anolde had artifacts spread out all over a main table and
was attaching tags to them and making notes. There were fragments of
stone and crockery and rusted netal. "l w sh the archaeol ogi sts woul d
get these classified sooner,"” he grunbled. "This table is not avail able
by day, so | have to tag themat night." Then he did a startled double
take. "What are you doing here? The guest tour is over."

Dor considered nmaking a bald statenent of purpose and deci ded agai nst
it. He needed to get to know the centaur a little better before

broaching so delicate a subject. "I have an inportant matter to di scuss
with you. A, uh, private matter. So | didn't bring it up during the
tour."

Anol de shrugged. "I have no inkling what the King of Xanth woul d want
with me. Just keep your hands off the artifacts, and | will listen to

what you have to inpart. Mindane itens are difficult to cone by."

"I"'msure they are," Dor agreed. "W cane here by air, riding the
cl ouds, and al nost went beyond the limt of magic. We were |ucky we
didn't fag. Mindania is no place for the creatures of Xanth."

"Ch?" the centaur said without nuch interest. "Did you see the southern
i sl and?"

"No. W weren't that far south. W cane down in sight of Centaur
Isle."

"There shoul d have been plenty of magic. M raft was powered by a
propul sion spell, and it never failed. | was needl essly concerned;
evidently that island was Miundane historically, but is now magic."

The centaur's hands were busy affixing each tag neatly and naki ng
careful entries in a ledger. He evidently liked his work, tedious as it
seenmed, and was consci enti ous.

"I think we were north of it, but we certainly had trouble," Dor said.
"But there was a storm that could have disrupted the magic."

"Quite possible,” Anolde agreed. "Stornms do seemto affect it."

The centaur seened soci abl e enough, now that they were not taking him
away from his bel oved work. But Dor still did not feel easy.

"Uh, the El der Gerone nentioned a-sone kind of pact the centaurs nade
with ny kind, back at the beginning. Do you have artffacts fromthat
tine?"

"Indeed | do," Amplde said, grow ng animated. "Bones, affowheads, the
hilt of an iron sword-the record is fragnmentary, but docunents the
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| egend. The full truth nmay never be known, sadly, but we do have a fair
notion."

"Uh, if you're interested-1'ma Mgician. | make things talk. If you'd
like to question one of those old artifacts-"

Now Anol de grew excited. "I had not thought of that! Magic is al
right for you, of course. You're only human. | pride nyself on being
reasonably realistic. Yes, | would |ike to question an artifact.

Are you familiar with the | egend of centaur origin?"

"No, not really,"” Dor said, growing interested himself. "It would help
me If | did knowit; then | could ask the artifact nore specific
questions."

"Back CBP 1800-that's Circa Before Present one thousand, eight hundred
years," the archivist intoned reverently, "the first nan and

first horse-you are aware of the nature of that animal ? Front of a sea
horse nmerged with the rear of a centaur-:'

"Yes, like a nightmare, only in the day," Dor said.

"Exactly. These two, the first of each kind we know of, reached Xanth
frominundania. Xanth was already magic then; its magi c seens to have
exi sted for many thousands of years. The plants were already well

evol ved-you do | uiow what | mean by evol ution?"

"How ni ckel pedes devel oped from centi pedes. "

"Urn, yes. The way individual species change with the times. Ah, yes,
the King always has a centaur tutor, so you woul d have been exposed to
such material. Back then the dragons dom nated the | andone m ght term
it the Age of Reptiles-and there were no human hybrids and no dwarves,
trolls, goblins, or elves. This man saw that the | and was good. He was
abl e and cl ever enough to stay clear of the nore predatory plants and to
bal k the dragons; he was a warrior, with a bow, sword, spear, club, and
the ability to use them and a valiant spirit.

"But though he found Xanth delightful, he was lonely. He had, it

seenmed, fled his home tribe-we Iike to think he was an honorabl e man who
had run afoul of an evil King-such things do happen in Miundania, we
under st and-and coul d not safely return there. Indeed, intine a

det achnent of other warriors came after him intent on his nurder. There
is an opacity about the manner Mundanes may enter Xanth; normally people
fromthe sane Mundane subsociety may enter Xanth only If they are
grouped together, not separately, but it seens these ones were, after
all, able to followl don't pretend to understand this, but perhaps it
is a mere distortion of the | egend-at any rate, they were | ess able than
he and fell prey to the natural hazards of Xanth. Al but two of them
di ed-and these two, severely wounded, survived only because this first
good man-we call him Al pha, for what reason the record does not

di vul ge-rescued themfromperil and put healing bal mon their wounds.
After that they declined to attack himany nore; they owed life-debts to
him and swore friendship instead. There was a kind of honor in those
days, and we have nmmintained it since.

"Now they were three men, with three fine nmares they had sal vaged. None
of themcould | eave Xanth, for news of their betrayal had sonmehow
spread, and enem es lurked just beyond the real mof magic. O perhaps

t he Mundane cul ture had somehow becone alien, one variant of the |egend
has reference to their attenpt to return, and discovery of Babel -that
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they could no | onger speak the | anguage or conprehend the culture of the
Mundani ans. One of them had been a nercenary, a paid soldier, who it
seened spoke a di fferent Mundani an di al ect, but he spoke the sane

| anguage as the others when they net in Xanth. W knowthis is a
property of the magic of Xanth; all cultures and | anguages becone one,
including the witten | anguage; there is no | anguage barrier between
creatures of the same

species. For whatever reason-1 mght wish that the | egend was
absolutely firmand clear, but nust deal with a story line that
fragments into nmutually inconpatible aspects, each of which has el enents
that are necessary to the continuation of the whole-a nost intriguing
riddle!-the three nen and their nounts were safe, as long as they
remained within the real mof magic they had cone to understand and use
so wel |l -but they longed for the conpani onship of wonen of their kind.
They wi shed to colonize the land, but could only live on

((Then, exploring deep in new territory, they came upon a spring on a

| ovely offshore island, and all three drank deeply and watered their
horses. They did not know it was a spring of |love that woul d conpe
instant love with the first creature of the opposite sex spied after
drinking. And so it happened that each man, in that critical nonent,
saw first his good mare-and each mare saw her master. And so it was
that the species of the centaur began. This is another of the

per pl exi ng di stinctions between Xanth and Mundania; in the latter

Ki ngdom representatives of different species are unable to interbreed to
produce offspring, while in Xanth it is a matter of course, though
normal Iy individuals are nost attracted to their own species. The

of fspring of these unions, perceiving that their parents differed from
thensel ves and that the nasters were human bei ngs who were possessed of
the greater part of the intellect while the mares possessed the greater
part of the strength, learned to respect each species for its specia
properties. The nen taught their offspring all the skills they knew so
wel |, both nental and physical, and commanded in return the right to
govern this land of Xanth. 1In time the nares died, after foaling many
times, and eventually the nmen died, too, |leaving only the continuing
species of centaur on the island. But the tradition rereaned, and when,
centuries later, other men cane, and women, too, the centaurs accorded
them t he domi nance of the Kingdom So it continues to the present day."

"That's beautfful,"” Irene said. "Now | know why you centaurs have
al ways supported us, even when our kind was unworthy, and why you served
as our mentors. You have been nore consistent than we have been."

"W have the advantage of cultural continuity. Yet it is a legend,"
Anol de rem nded her. "W believe it, but we have no detail ed proof."

"Bring me an artifact," Dor said, noved by the story. He had no

desire to mate with a creature of another species, but could not deny
that | ove matches of many types existed in Xanth. The harpies, the
merfol k, the manticora, the werewol ves and vanpire-bats-all had obvious
human and ani nal |ineage, and there were al so many conbi nations of
different animals, like the chinmera and griffin. It would be

unt hinkable to deny the validity of these mixed species; Xanth woul d not
be the sane at all without them "I'Il get you the proof."

But now the centaur hesitated. "I thought |I wanted the proof-but now I
amafraid it would be other than the | egend. There night be ugly
elenments in lieu of the beautiful ones. Perhaps our ancestors were not
nice creatures. | sheer away; for the first time | discover alint to
my eagerness for knowl edge. Perhaps it is best that the |eg.
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end remai n unchal | enged. "

"Perhaps it is," Dor agreed. Now at last he felt the tine had conme to
express his real concern. "Since centaurs derive fromnmen, and nen have
magi ¢ talents-"

"Ch, | suppose sone centaurs do have sone magic," Anpblde said in the
manner of an open-m nded person skirting a close-mnded issue. "But it
has no bearing on our society. W |leave the magic, |ike the governing,

to you humans."
"But some centaurs do-even Magician |evel-"

"Ch, you nean Herman the Hermt Centaur," Anolde said. "The one who
could sumon the WIIl-0'-Wsps. He was wonged, | think; he used his
power to save Xanth fromthe ravage of w ggles, and gave his life in
that effort, eighteen years ago. But of course, though sone magi c has
perforce been accepted recently in our society, if another centaur
Magi ci an appeared, he, too, would be outcast. W centaurs have a deep
cultural aversion to obscenity."

Dor found his task increasingly unpleasant. He knew Cherie Centaur
considered magic in her species to be obscene, though her mate Chester,
Chet's father, had a magical talent. Cherie had adjusted to that
situation with extraordinary difficulty. "There is one, though."

"A centaur Magician?' Anolde's brow winkled over his spectacles. "Are
you certain?"

"Al nmost certain. W have had a nunber of portents at Castle Roogna and
el sewhere. "

"I pity that centaur. Vlho is it?"
Now Dor was unable to answer.

Amol de | ooked at him the inport dawning. "Surely you do not nean to
i mply-you believe it is I?" At Doris mserable nod, the cen taur |aughed
uncertainly. "lbat's inpossible. Wat magic do you think I have?"

"l don't know," Dor sai d.

"Then how can you nmake such a preposterous allegation?" The centaur's
tail was sw shing nervously.

Dor produced the compass. "Have you seen one of these?"

Anol de took the conpass. "Yes, this is a magic conpass. It is
poi nting at you, since you are a Mgician."

"But when | hold it, it points to you."

"l cannot believe that!" Anolde protested. "Here, take it back, and
stand by that mirror so | can see its face."

Dor did as bid, and Anol de saw the needl e pointing to hinself.

Hi s face turned a shade of gray. "But it cannot be! | cannot be a
Magi cian! It would mean the end of ny career! | have no magic."
"It doesn't nake sense to ne," Dor agreed. "But Good Magician Hunfrey's

alarns point to a Magician on Centaur Isle; that's what brought ne
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here. "

"Yes, our Elders feared you had some such mschief in nind," Arnol de
agreed, staring at the conpass. Then, abruptly, he noved.

"No!" he cried, and gall oped fromthe room
"What now?" |rene asked.

"W follow " Dor said. "W've got to find out what his talent isand
convince him W can't |eave the job half done.”

"Sonmehow I'mlosing nmy taste for this job," she nuttered.

Dor felt the same. Going after an anonynous Magi ci an was one thing;
tormenting a dedicated archivist was another. But they were caught in
the situation.

They followed. The centaur, though hardly in his prine, easily

out di stanced them But Dor had no trouble picking up the trail, for al
he had to do was ask the surrounding terrain. The path led south to the
ocean.

"He took his raft with the magic notor,"” Irene said. "W'Ill have to
take another. He nust be going to that Mindane island."

They preenpted another raft, after Dor had questioned several to |ocate
one with a suitable propul sion-spell. Dor hoped this would not be
construed as theft; he had every intention of returning the raft, but
had to catch up with Anolde and talk to himbefore the centaur did
sonet hing nore foolish than nerely fleeing.

The storm had | ong since passed, and the sea was gl assy calmmthe

bright noonlight. 'lhe centaur's raft was not in sight, but the

water reported its passage. "He's going for the fornerly Mindane
island," Grundy said. "Good thing it is nmagic now, since we're magica
creatures.”

"Did you suffer when the magi c faded near the storn?P" Irene asked.
"No, | felt the sanme-scared,” Gundy admitted. "How about you, Smash?"

"This freak feel weak," the ogre said.

"In the knees," Irene said. "W all did."

"She's knees please me's," Smash agreed.
Irene's face ran a peculiar ganut from anger to enbarrassnent.

She decided the ogre was not trying to tease her. He really wasn't that
smart. "Thank you, Smash. Your own knees are like the holes on twi sted
i ronwood trunks."

The ogre went into a small bellow of delight that churned up waves
behi nd them and shoved the raft forward at a faster pace. She had found
the right complinent.

The spell propelled themsw ftly, and soon the island cane into sight.
Then progress slowed. "Sonething's the matter," Dor said.

"We' re hangi ng up on sonething."
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But there was nothing; the raft was free in the water, unbothered by
waves or sea creatures. It continued to slow, until it was hardly
moving at all.

"W woul d get one with a defective go-spell,"” Irene conpl ai ned.

"What's the matter with you?" Dor asked it.
"l -ugnh-" the raft whispered hoarsely, then was silent.

"The magic!" lrene cried. "W're beyond the magic! Just as we were
during the storm™

"Let's check this out," Dor said, worried. At least they were not in

danger of falling froma cloud, this tine! "lIrene, grow a plant."
She took a bottleneck seed. "G ow " she ordered.
The seed began to sprout, hesitated, then fell linp.

"I's there anything you can talk to, Gundy?" Dor asked.

The gol em spied sone kelp in the water. He nmade strange sounds at it.
There was no response.

"Smash, try a feat of strength," Dor said

The ogre picked up one of his feet. "Unh, no," Dor said quickly. "I
mean do sonething strong. Stand on one finger, or squeeze juice froma
| og."

Smash put one paw on the end of one of the raft's | og-supports.

He squeezed. Nothing happened. "M unprepared, ne awhd scared," he
sai d.

Dor brought out his mdnight sunstone. Now it possessed only the
faintest internal glimmer-and in a nonent that, too, faded out.

"So that answers two questions," Dor said, trying to sound confident,
though, in fact, he was deeply alarnmed. "First, we are passing out of
the region of magic; the propul sion-spell is defunct. | can't talk to
the inanimate, and Irene can't grow plants magically.

Second, it's only our magic that fades, not our bodies. Gundy can't
translate the talk of other creatures, and Smash has | ost his superhuman

strength-but both are alive and healthy. Irene's plants won't grow, but
she-!" He paused, |ooking at her. "Wat happened to your hair?"

"Hair?" She took a strand and pulled it before her face. "Eeek, it's
faded!"

"Aw, just the green's gone," Gundy said. "Looks better this way."

Irene, stunned, did not even try to kick at him She, |ike Dor, had
never realized that her hair tint was nagical in nature

"So Mundani a doesn't hurt us," Dor continued quickly. "It just
i nconveni ences us. W'Il sinply have to paddle the rest of the way to
the island."

They checked the raft's supplies. The centaurs were a practica
species; the raft was equi pped with several paddles and a pole. Dor and
Irene took the forner and Smash the latter, and Grundy steadied the
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tiller. 1t was hard work, but they resuned progress toward the island.
"How di d Ampl de ever get so far ahead al one?" |rene gasped.
"He woul d have had an awful tinme paddling and steering."

Finally they reached the beach. There was Anplde's raft, drawn up just
out of the water. "He nmoved it along, all right," Gundy remarked. "He
must be stronger than he | ooks."

"TUs is a fairly small island,"” Dor said. "He can't be far away.

We' Il corner him Smash, you stand guard by the rafts and bellow If he
conmes back here; the rest of us will try to run himdown."

They spread out and crossed the island. It had a distinctly Mindani an
aspect; there was green grass growing that did not grab at their feet,
and leafy trees that nerely stood in place and rustled only in the w nd.
The sand was fine w thout being sugar, and the only vines they saw nmade
no attenpt to withe toward them How coul d

the centaur have mistaken this for a spot within the real mof magic?

They di scovered Anol de at his refuge-a neat excavation exposi ng Mindane
artifacts: the scholar's place of personal identification. Apparently
he was nore than a nmere conpiler or recorder of information; he did sone
field work, too.

Anol de saw them He had a magic lantern that illum nated the area as
the nmoon sank into the sea. "No, | realize | cannot flee the
situation," he said sadly. "The truth is the truth, whatever it is, and

| am dedicated to the truth. But | cannot believe what you say. Never
inm life have | evinced the slightest degree of magic talent, and
certainly have none now. Perhaps sone of the magic of the artifacts
with which | associate has rubbed off on ne, giving the illusion of-"

"How can you use a magic lantern here in Miundani a?" |rene asked.

"This is not Mundania," Anolde said. "I told you that before.

The Iimts of nagic appear to have extended, reaching out far enough to
include this island recently."

"But our nmgic ceased," Dor said. "W had to paddle here."

"Inmpossible. M raft spelled forward without interm ssion, and there is
no stormto disrupt the nmagi ¢ anbience. Try your talent now, King Dor;
I"l'l warrant you will discover it operative as always."

"Speak, ground," Dor said, wondering what woul d happen

"Ckay, chump," the ground answered. "Wat's on your slow m nd?"

Dor exchanged gl ances with Irene and G undy, astonished-and saw t hat
Irene's hair in the light of the lantern was green again. "It's back!"
he said. "The magic's back! Yet | don't see how2' Irene threw down a
seed. "Gow" she ordered.

A plant sprouted, rising rapidly into a lively raspberry bush
"Bffrppp!" the plant sounded, nmaking obscene sounds at them all

"Is this really a magic island?" G undy asked the nearest tree,
translating into its |anguage. The tree nmade a rustling response. "It
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says it is-now" he reported.
Dor brought out the sunstone again. It was shining brightly.

"How could the magic return so quickly?" Irene asked. "M fatheir
al ways said the limt of magic was pretty constant; in fact, he wasn't
sure it varied at all."

"I be magi c never left this island,"” Anpolde said. "You must have passed
through a flux, an aberration, perhaps after all a lingering consequence
of yesterday's storm"

"Maybe so," Dor agreed. "Magic is funny stuff. ours certainly
failed-for a while."

The centaur had a bright idea. &Maybe the nagi ¢ conpass was

affected by a s'nffar flux alad throwm out of kiter, so it pointed to
t he wong person.”

Doubt nagged Dor. "I guess that's possible. Something' s certainly
wong. |If that's so, | nust apologize for causing you such grief. It
did seem strange to nme that you should so suddenly nanifest as a
Magi cl an when such power remains with a person frombirth to death.”

"Yes indeed!" Anpl de agreed enthusiastically. "An error in the
instrument-that is certainly the nost facile explanation. O course
could not manifest as a Magician, after ninety years of pristine
nonnegi c. "

So they had guessed correctly about one thing: the centaur was close to
a century old. "l guess we might as well go back now," Dor said. "W
had to borrow a raft to follow you, and its owner will be upset if it
stays out too |long."

"Feel no concern," Amolde said, growing alnmost affable in his relief.
"The rafts are conmunal property, available to anyone at need.

However, there would be concern if one were |ost or damaged."

They wal ked back across the island, the nmagic lantern brightening the
vicinity steadily. As they neared the two rafts they saw Smash.

He was holding a rock in both hands, squeezing as hard as he could, a
gri mace of concentration and disgust making his face even uglier than
usual .

Suddenly the rock began to conpress. "At length, ny strength!"
the ogre exclainmed as the stone crunbled into sand.

"You coul d never have done it, you big boob, If the magic hadn't come
back, " the sand grunbl ed.

"The magi ¢ returned-just now?" Dor asked, sonething percolating in the
back of his m nd.

"Sure," the sand said. "You should have seen this nuscl ebrai ned brute
straining. | thought |I had himbeat. Then the nagic cane back just as
you did, nore's the pity."

"The magi c-canme with us?" Dor asked.

"Are you dimnitted or nerely stupid, nitbrain?" the sand asked with a
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gravelly edge. "I just said that."
"When was the nagi c here before?" Dor asked.

"Only a Ettle while ago. Hoiserear here can tell you; he was here when
it happened.”

"You nmean this is normally a Mindane island?"
"Sure, it's always been Miundane, except when oll hooffeg!s around.”

"I think were on to sonetlftg," Gundy said.
Anol de | ooked stricken. "But-but how can-this is preposterousl

"W owe it to you and ourselves to verify this, one way or an other,"

Dor said. "If the power of magic travels with you-?"
"Ch, horriblel" the centaur noaned. "It nust not bel"
"Let's take another wal k around the island," Dor said. "Gundy, you go

with Anol de and talk to the plants and creatures you encounter; ask them
how | ong magi ¢ has been here. The rest of us win spread out and wait

for Anmolde to approach. |f our nagic fades out during his absence, and
returns when he comes near-2

Grudgi ngly the centaur cooperated. He set out on a trot around the
island, pretty spry for his age, the golem perching on his back

No sooner were they on their way than Doris magi c ceased. FEg sunstone
no | onger shone, and he could no longer talk to the inaninate. It was
evident that Irene and Smash were sinmlarly di scormpded.

In a few mnutes the circuit was conpl ete. They conpared notes

"The magic was with us all along,"” Gundy reported. "But all the plants
and shellfish said it had come only when we were there."

"When he go, ne not rhyne,
dine."

Smash said angrily. "Not even worth a

That was extrene distress for the ogre. Dor had not realized that his
rhym ng was magic-rel ated. Maybe frustration had flustered hi nor naybe
magi ¢ had shaped the lives of the creatures of Xanth far nore than had
been supposed. Irene's hair, Smash's rhynes .

"My potted petunia would not grow at all,"” Irene said. "But when the
centaur came near, it grew and got roaring drunk."

"And ny talent operated only when Anol de was near," Dor said.

"So ny talent seens to be dependent on his presence here, as with the
rest of you. Since |l ama tuff Mgician, what does that nmake |WPly

"A Magician's Magician," Irene said. "A catalyst for magic."

"But | never perfornmed any magic in nmy lifel" Anol de protested, stil
sonmewhat in shock. "Never!"

"You don't perfom it, you pronote it," Dor said. "You represent an
i sland of magic, an extension of Xanth into Mundania. Werever you go,
magic is there. This is certainly a Magiciaifs talent."

"How coul d that be true, when there was no indication of it in all my
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prior life? | cannot have changedl |

But now Dor had an answer. "You left Xanth only recently, you said. You
came to this Miundane island for research. Good Magician Hunfrey's nmagic
i ndi cators never oriented on YOU before because YOu are conpletely
camoufl aged in Xanth proper; you are like a section of mst in the

m ddl e of a cloud. But when you left Xanth, your power nanifested,
triggering the alarns. Once the indicators had oriented on you, they
continued to point you out; maybe your presence nakes magic slightly

more effective, since Centaur Isle is near the fringe of magic. 1It's
like a bug on a distant |eaf; once you know exactly where it is, you can
see it. But you can't locate it when it sits still and you don't even

know it exists."
Anol de' s shoul ders sl unped and his coat seenmed to | ose |uster

He was an appal oosa centaur, with white spots on his brown Bank, a
natural bl anket that nmade him quite handsone. Now the spots were fading
out. "I fear you, are correct. M associates always considered this to
be a Mundane island; | thought them nmi staken. But oh, what havoc this
w eaks on ny career! The profession of a |lifetinme ruined!

I can never return to the nuseum”

"Do the other centaurs have to know?" G undy asked.

"I may be contam -nated by obscene nagic," Axnolde said gravely.
"But it is beneath ne to prevaricate.”

Dor considered the attitude of the various centaurs he had known.

He realized Anolde was right. The archivist could not conceal the
truth, and the other centaurs would not tolerate a centaur Magician in
their society. They had exiled Herman the Hernit in the past
generation, then termed hima hero after he was dead. Some reward

Dori s quest -had gai ned hi mnothing and had destroyed the livelihood and
pride of a decent centaur. He felt responsible; he had never wanted to
hurt anyone this way.

The noon had been descending into the ocean. Now, just before it got
soaked, it seened to have swelled. Geat and round and greenish, its
cheese was tantaffiffigly close. Dor gazed at it, pondering its maplike
surface. Could a colum of snoke lead all the way up to the noon, and
could they use the salve sone day toThen he suffered an awf ul
realization. "The curse!" he cried.

The centaur glanced dourly at him "You have certainly cursed me, King
Dor . "

"The magi c salve we used to tread the clouds-it had a curse atteched.
VWhoever used it would do sonme dastardly deed before the next full noon
This is our deed; we have forced you out of your satisfied existence and
made you into something you abhor. The curse nmade us do it."

"Such curses are a readily avoidabl e nuisance,"” the centaur renarked.
"AH that is required is an el enentary curse-counterspeff.

There are dozens in our archives; we don't even file themcarefully.

Ironic that this ignorance on your part should have such a serious
consequence for me."
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"Do sonething, Dor," lrene said.

"What is there to be done?" Anpl de asked di sconsol ately. "amrendered
at one fell stroke into an exile."

But Dor, cudgeling his brain under pressure, had a sudden expl osi on of
genius. "You take nmagic with you anywhere you go," he said.

"Right into Mundania. This relates in all the three ways we were
warned. It is certainly a matter | nust attend to, for the existence of
any new Magician in Xanth is the King's business. It also could pose a
threat to Xanth, for If you go out into Miundania on your own, taking
that magic with you, bad people could capture you and sonehow use your
magic for evil. But npbst inportant, somewhere in Miundania i s sonmeone we
fear is trapped or in trouble, who perhaps needs this magic to escape.
Now if | were to take you into Mundani a proper-2

"We could rescue ny father!" Irene exclainmed, junping up and down and
cl appi ng her hands in the manner of her kind. She bounced phenonenally,
so that even the centaur paused to |ook, as if regretting his species

and his age. "Onh, Dor, | could kiss you!"™ And without waiting for his
reaction, she grabbed him and kissed himw th joyful savagery on the
mouth. I n that noment of hyperani mati on she becane very special,

radi ant and conpelling in the best sort of way; but by the tinme he
realized it, she was already away and tal king to the centaur

"Amol de, if you have to be exiled anyway, you might as well conme with
us. We don't care about your nmgic-not negatively, | nean-we all of us
have talents. And think of the artifacts you can collect deep in
Mundani a; you can start your own nmuseum And if you hel p rescue ny
father, King Trent-2'

The centaur was visibly wavering. viously he did not Iike the notion of
exile, but could not return to his job on Centaur Isle. "And the
centaurs around Castle Roogha are used to magic," Irene continued apace.
"Chester Centaur plays a magic sffver flute, and his uncle was Hernman
the Hermt. He would be glad for your conpany, and-"

"I believe | have little alternative," Anolde said heavily.

"You will help us? Onh, thank youl" Irene cried, and she flung her arms
about the centaur's forepart and kissed him too. Anplde was visibly
startled, but not entirely displeased; his white spots wavered.

Dor suffered a wash of jeal ousy, thinking of the | egend of the origin of
the centaurs. Kisses between different species were not necessarily

i nnocent, as that |egend showed. But it seened Irene had convinced the
centaur Magician to help, and that was certainly worthwhile.

Then Dor renenbered another conplication. "W can't just |eave for
Mundani a. The Council of Elders would never permt it."

"How can they prevent it?" Irene asked, glancing neaningfully at him
"But we rmust at least tell them"”

"Chet can tell them He has to go honme anyway."

Dor tried to dissenble. "I don't know -? '

Then Irene focused her stare on himfull-force, daring himto attenpt to
bal k her; she was extrenely pretty in her chall enge, and Dor knew their
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course was set. She intended to rescue her father, no nat ter what.

They sailed the two rafts back to Centaur Isle that night. |In the
process they di scovered that Anpl de's anbi ence of magi c ext ended
farthest toward the front, perhaps fifteen paces, and half that distance
to the rear. It was |east potent to the sides, going hardly beyond the
centaur's reach. It was, in fact, less an isle of magic than an aisle,
al ways preceding the centaur's march. Thus the second raft was able to
precede Anpolde's raft confortably, or to followit closely, but not to
travel beside it. They had verified that the hard way, having the magic
propul sion fail, until Anolde turned to face them

Once they re-entered the main magi c of Xanth, Anolde's power was
subnerged. It seened to make no difference how cl ose he was or which
way he faced; there was no enhancenent of enchantnment near him But of
course they had no way to neasure the intensity of nagic in his vicinity
accurately.

Grundy sneaked in to wake Chet and explain the situation, while Aol de
researched in his old tomes for the best and swiftest route to Mindani a.
He reported that there was the tunnel the sun used to return fromthe
ocean east to its position of rising, drying out and recharging al ong
the way. This tunnel would be suitable by day, when the sun wasnit
using it; they could trot right along it.

"But that would take us west,'
to the north."

Irene protested. "My father left Xanth

Dor had to agree. "The standard route to Miundania is across the
northwest isthrmus. W nust go there and hope to pick up traces of his
passage. W can't use the sun's tunnel. But it's a long way to the

i sthmus, and | don?t think we want to nake another trip |like the one

down the coast; we mght never get there. Are there any other good

notions?"

"Well, tonorrow is destined to have intermttent showers,, Arnol de said.
"*lbere should be a rainbow. There is a spell in the archives for
traveling the rainbow. It is very fast, for rainbows do not endure

long. There is some risk-2

"Speed is what we need,"” Dor said, renenbering his dreanvisions, where
there had been a sensation of urgency. "I think Ki]19 Trent is in
troubl e and needs to be rescued soon. Maybe not in the next day, but I
don't think we can afford to wait a nonth."

"There is al so the problem of nounting the rainbow, " Anpl de said. Now
that he had accepted the distasteful notion of his own magic, his mnd
was relating to the situation very readily. Perhaps it was because he
was trained in the handling of information and knew how to organize it.
"Part of the rainbow s magic, as you know, is that it appears equally
distant fromall observers, with its two ends touching the ground
equally far fromthem north and south. W nust ascend to its top, then
slide down quickly before it fades."

"The salve!" Grundy said. "W can nount snmoke to a cloud, and

run across the cloud to the top of the rainbow, if we start early, be
fore the rai nbow forms."

"You just don't understand," the centaur said. "It will seemjust

as far fromus when we board the cloud. Catching a rainbow is one

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisle.txt (135 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:47 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt

of the hardest things to do."

"l can see why," Dor nmuttered. "How can we catch one If it al ways
retreats?"

"Excise the eyes," Smash suggested, covering his own gross orbs
with his gauntleted mtts.

"Of course the nonster is right," Anolde said, not |ooking at

Smash, whom he seenmed to find objectionable. "That is the obvious
solution."”
It was hardly obvious to Dor. "How can covering our eyes get us

to the rai nbow?"

"It can hardly appear distant If you don't look at it," Anolde

sai d.
"Yes, but-"
"I get it," Gundy said. 'Ve spot it, then close our eyes and go to

where we saw it, and it can't get away because we aren't |ookag at it.
Sinple."
"But somebody has to look at it, or it isn!t there," Irene protested.
(sis it?"
"Chet can look at it," Gundy said. "He's not going on it any" way."

Dor distrusted this, but the others seened satisfied. "Let's get sone
sl eep tonight and see what happens tonorrow," he said, hoping it al
made sense

They slept late, but that was all right because the intermttent rain
wasn't due until mdnorning. Anmplde dutifully acquainted the centaur
Elders with his situation; as expected, they encouraged himto depart
the Isle forever at his very earliest convenience, without directly
referring to the reason for his loss of status in their community. A
Magi ci an was not wanted here; they could not be confortable with him
They would let it be known that Anolde was retiring for reasons of
health, so as to preserve his reputation, and they would arrange to
break in a new a.-chivist. No one would know his shane.

To facilitate his pronpt departure they provided himwi th a usefu
assortnent of spells and counterspe.Us for his journey, and wi shed him
wel | .

"The hypocrites!" Irene exclained. "For fifty years Amol de serves them
wel |, and now, suddenly, just because-i

"l said you woul d not conprehend the nuances of centaur society," Chet
rem nded her, though he did not | ook confortable hinself.

Irene shut up rebelliously. Dor liked her better for her feeling,
however. It was tinme to |leave Centaur Isle, and not just because they
had a new m ssi on.
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"Ilhe intermttent clouds forned and nade ready to shower. Dor set up a

snmudge pot and got a column of snudge angling up to intersect the cloud

level. They applied the salve to their feet and hands, invoked the

cur se-count er spehs Anol de di stributed, and narched up the colum. Anol de
adjusted to this odd clinb remarkably well for his age; he had evidently
kept hinself in traveling shape by naking archaeol ogical field trips.

For a monent they paused to turn back to face Chet, who was standing on
the beach, watching for the rainbow. Dor found hinself choking up, and
could only wave. "I hope to see you again, cousin," Anolde called. Chet
was not related to him what he referred to was the unity of their magic
talents. "And nmeet your sire." And Chet snmiled, appreciating the

t hought .

When they reached the cloud |ayer, they donned bli ndfol ds.

"Clouds," Dor said, "tell us where the best path to the top of the
rainbowis. Don't let any of us step too near the edge of you."

"What rai nbow?" the nearest cloud asked.

"*lhe one that is about to fozm that nmy friend Chet Centaur will see
fromthe ground.”

"Ch, that rainbow. It isn't here yet. It hasn't finished its business
on the eastern coast of Xanth."

"Well, guide us to where it's going to be."

"Way don't you open your eyes and see it for yourself?" the canny cloud
asked. The inaninmate was often perverse, and the many fol ds and
convol utions of clouds nade them smarter than average.

"Just guide us," Dor said.
"Aw." But the cloud had to do it.

There was a poppi ng sound behind them down on the ground.

"'‘Ibat's the popcorn | gave Chet," Irene said. "I told himto set it
of f when he saw the rainbow. Now that rainbowis fixed in place, as
long as he looks at it and we don't; we must be al npst upon it."

"Are we?" Dor asked the cl oud.

"Yeah," the cloud conceded grudgingly. "It's right ahead, though it has
no head. That's cunul us hunor."

"Rai nbow " Dor called. "Sing out If you hear me!"

Back cane the rainbow s song: "Tra-la-la-fol-de-rol!" It sounded
beautiful and multicol ored.

They hurried over to it. Once they felt its snmooth surface projecting
above the cloud and clinbed upon it, they renoved their blindfolds; the
rai nbow could no longer work its deceptive magic.

"l he rainbow was fully as lovely as it sounded. Bands of red and
yel l ow, blue and green, extended |engthw se, and sandw ched between
them where ground observers couldn't see them were the secret riches
of the wel ki n: bands of pol ka-dot, plaid, and checkerboard. Sone

i nternal bands were translucent, and sone blazed with col ors sel dom

i magi ned by man, like fortissino, charm phon, and torque. It would
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have been easy to becone lost in their wonders, and |Irene seened
inclined to do just that, but the rai nbow would not remam here long. It
seened rai nbows had tight schedules, and this one was due for a show ng
sonewhere in Mundania in half an hour

Some magic, it seenmed, did extend to Mundani a; Dor wondered briefly
whet her the Mundanes woul d have the same trouble actually

catching up to a rainbow, or whether there it would stay &W in place
regardl ess how t he viewers noved.

Anol de brought out his rai nbowtravel span, which was sealed in a paper
packet. He tore it open-and abruptly they began to slide.

"I he speed was phenonenal. They zooned past the clouds, then down into
the faintly rainy region below, plunging horrendously toward the sea to
the north.

Bel ow them was the | and of Xanth, a |long peninsula girt by thin islands
al ong the coastlines. Across the center of it was the jagged chasm of
the Gap that separated the northern half of Xanth fromthe southern. It
appeared on no maps because no one renenbered it, but this was no map.
It was reality, as viewed fromthe rai nbow. There were a nunber of

| akes, such as QOgre-Chobee in the south, but no sign of the hunman
settlenents Dor knew were there. Man had sinply not nade nuch of an

i mpression on Xanth, physically.

"Fun begunl" Smash cried joyfully.

"Eeek-ny skirt!" ][rene squeal ed a,, the m schievous gusts whipped it

up, displaying her legs to the whole world. Dor wondered why she
insisted on wearing a skirt despite such constant inconveni ences; pants
of sonme kind woul d have sol ved the probl ens dedsavely. Then it occurred
to himthat she m ght not want that particul ar probl emsolved. She was
wel | aware that her legs were the finest features of a generally
excel l ent body and perhaps was not averse to letting the world know it

al so. If she constantly protested any inadvertent exposures that
occurred, how could anyone bl ane her for showi ng herself off? She had a
pretty good system goi ng.

Dor and Gundy and Anpl de, |ess sangui ne about violence than the ogre
and | ess nodest (?) than Irene, hung on to the sliding are of the
rai nbow and stared ahead and down with increasing m sgiving.

How were they to stop, once the end cane? The descent was draw ng cl ose
at an alarmng velocity. The northern shoreline of Xanth | ooned rapidly
| arger, the curlicues of beaches nmagnifying. The ocean in this region
seened oddly reddish; Dor hoped that wasn't fromthe bl ood of prior
travelers of the rainbow. O course it wasn't; how could he think such
a thought?

Then the travel -spell reversed, and they skEd rapidly slower until, as
they reached the water at the end of the rainbow, they were noving at no
nmore than a running pace. They plunged into the crinson water and swam
for the shore to the north. The color was not blood; it was
translucently thin, up close. Dor was relieved.

Now t hat he could no longer see it fromthe air, Dor renenbered other
details of Xanth. The length of it was north-south, with the narrowest
portion near where his grandfather Elder Roland' s village was, in the
m ddl e north on the western side. At the top, Xanth extended west,
linking to Mundani a by the isthnmus they were headed for-and sonehow
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Mundani a beyond that isthrmus seemed huge, nuch | arger than Xanth. Dor
deci ded that nust be a misinpression; surely Mindani a was about the sane
size as Xanth, or somewhat smaller. How could a region of so little

i nportance be larger, especially wthout nmagic?

Now t hey came to the shallows and waded through the dark red water to
the beach. That crimson bothered himas the color intensified near the
tideline; how could the normally blue water change color here, in the
Mundane quadrant? Wat magic could affect it here, where no magic

exi st ed?
"Maybe sone color |eaked fromthe rainbow," Irene said, followi ng his
t hought .
Vel |, maybe. O course there was the centaur aisle of nmagic now, so

that wherever they were was no |longer strictly Mindane. Yet the red
wat er extended well beyond the area of tenporary enchant nent.

It seemed to be a regular feature of the region

They gathered on the beach, dripping pink water. Gundy and Smash
didn't mnd, but Dor felt unconfortable, and Irene's blouse and skirt
were plastered to her body. "I'mnot wal king around this way, and |'m
not taking off ny clothes,"” she expostulated. She felt in her seedbag,
whi ch she had refilled at Centaur Isle, and brought out a purple seed.
It seened the bag was waterproof, for the seed was dry. "Gow, " she
ordered it as she dropped it on the sand.

The thing sprouted into a hehotrope. Custers of snall purple flowers
burst open aromatically. Warmdry air waited outward. This plant did
not really travel toward the sun; it enulated the sun's heat,

dehydrating things in the vicinity. Soon their clothing was dry again.

Even Smash and G undy appreciated this, since both now wore the specia
jackets given themby the centaurs. Smash al so shook out his gauntlets
and dried them and Irene spread her silver-lined fur out nearby.

"Do we know where we go from here?" Irene asked once she had her skirt
and bl ouse properly fluffed out.

"Did King Trent pass this way?" Dor inquired of the |andscape.
"When?" the beach-sand asked.

"Vithin the past nonth.",

"I don't think so."

"they noved a short distance north, and Dor tried again. Again the
response was negative. As the day wore into afternoon and on into
eveni ng, they conpleted their traverse of the isthnus-w thout positive
result. 'lhe land had not seen the King.

"Maybe the Queen stiff had an illusion of invisibility enchantnent,"
Grundy suggested. "So nothing could see them"

"Her illusion wouldn't work here in Mundania, dunmy," lrene retorted.
She was still miffed at the gol em because of the way Grundy had caused
her to lose half her seeds to the eclectic eel. She carried alittle

grudge a long tine.

"I am not properly conversant with King Trent's excursion," Arnol de
said. "Perhaps he departed Xanth by another route."
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"But | know he cane this way!" Irene said.

"You didn't even know he was | eaving Xanth," Gundy rem nded her. "You
t hought he was inside Xanth on vacation."

She shrugged that off as irrelevant. "But this is the only route out of
Xanth!" Her voice was starting its hysterical trenor.

"Unl ess he went by sea," Dor said.

"Yes, he could have done that," she agreed quickly. "But he would have
cone ashore sonewhere. M nother gets seasick when she's in a boat too
long. Al we have to do is wal k al ong the beach and ask the stones and
pl ants. "

"And watch for Mundane npbnsters,
they can't | ook up your-"

Grundy said, still needling her. "So

"I aminclined to doubt that countermagi cal species will present very
much of a problem™"™ Amplde said in his scholarly nmanner.

"What he know, he hoofed schnoe?" Snash demanded.

"BEvidently nore than you, you noronic oaf," the centaur snapped back. "I
have been studyi ng Mundani a sonmewhat, recently, ganering information
frominmgrants, and by nobst reports nbst Miundane plants and aninmals are
conparatively shy. O course there is a certain margin for error, as in
al | phenonena."

"What dray, he say?" Snash asked, perplexed by the centaur's vocabul ary.

"Dray!" Anpl de repeated, freshly affronted. "A dray is a low cart, not
a creature, you ignorant nonster. | shag thank you to address nme by ny
proper appellation."

"What's the poop fromthe goop?" SnEi sh asked.
Dor stifled a laugh, fumng it into a choking cough. |In this hour

of frustration, tenpers were fraying, and they could not afford to have
things get too negative.

Grundy opened his big mouth, but Dor nmanaged to cover it in tine. The
gol em coul d only aggravate the situation with his natural penchant for
insults.

It was Irene who retained enough poise to alleviate the crisis.

"You just don't understand a person of education, Smash. He says the
Mundane nonsters won't dare bother us while you're on guard."

"Ch. So," the ogre said, nollified.
"l gnorant troglodyte," the centaur nuttered.

That set it off again. "M know he get the place of Chet!" Snmash said
angrily, formng his gauntlets into horrendous fists.

So that was the root of the ogre's irel He felt Anpl de had usurped the
position of his younger centaur friend. "No, that's not so," Dor
started, seeking some way to alleviate his resentment. |f their party
started fracturing now, before they were fairly clear of Xanth, what
woul d happen once they got deep into Miundani a?
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"And he called you a cavernan, Smash," Gundy put in hel pfully.

"Conpliments no good; ne head |ike wood," the ogre grow ed, evidently
meani ng that he refused to be swayed by soft talk.

"I ndubitably," Anmol de agreed.

Dor decided to leave it at that; a nore perfect understandi ng between
ogre and centaur woul d only exacerbate things.

They wal ked al ong the beach. Sure enough, nothing attacked them The
trees were strange oval -l eafed things with brownish inert bark and no
tentacles. Small birds flitted anong the branches, and gray aninals
scurried al ong the ground.

Anmol de had brought along a tone of natural history, and he consuited it
eagerly as each thing turned up. "An oak tree!" he exclainmed. "Probably
the root stock of the silver oak, the blackjack oak, the turkey oak, and
the acorn trees!”

"But there's no silver, blackjacks, or acorns," G undy protested.

"Or turkeys," Irene added.

"Certainly there are, in rudinmentary forns," the centaur said.

"serve a certain silvery aspect to some | eaves, and the typical shape of
others, primtively suggestive of other, eventual divergencies. And
suspect there are al so acons, in season. The deficiency of magic
prevents proper mauffestation, but to the trained perception-j'

"Maybe so,' the golem agreed, shrugging. |Wwas evidently

nore than he cared to know about oak trees.

Dor continued to query the objects along the beach, and the water

of the sea, but with negative results. Al denied seeing King Trent or
Queen Iris.

"This is ridiculousl" Irene expostulated. "I know he cane this

wayl |,

Anol de stroked his chin thoughtfully. "There does appear to be a
significant discontinuity."

"Sonet hing doesn't fit," Gundy agreed.
As the sun set, they nade canp high on the beach. Rather than
post watches, they decided to trust in magic. Dor told the sand in

their vicinity to make an exclamation |If anythi ng dangerous or ob
noxi ous i ntruded, and the sand pronmised to do so. |Irene grew a bl an ket
bush for their beds and set a chokecherry hedge around them for

additional protection. They ate beefsteak tomatoes that they butch ered
and roasted on flane-vines, and drank the product of wi ne and-rain
lilies.

"Young | ady, your talent contributes enormously to our confort,"”
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Anmol de conpl i nented her, and Irene flushed nodestly.

"Aw, he's just saying that 'cause she's pretty," G undy grunbl ed.

That only nmade Irene flush with greater pleasure. Dor was not

pl eased, but could not isolate the cause of his reaction. The hangups

of others were easier for himto perceive than his own.

"Especially when her skirt hikes up over her knees," the gol em

continued. Irene quickly tugged down her hem her flush becom ng

| ess attractive.

"Actually, there are few enough rewards to a mssion like this,"

Amol de said. "Had | ny choice, | would instantly abolish ny own
magi ¢ and return to ny sinecure at the museum ny shane extir pated."

And there was the centaues fundanental disturbance, Dor real ized. He
resented their dastardly deed that had ripped himfrom his contented
exi stence and nade himan exile fromhis kind. Dor could

hardly blane him Anolde's agreenent to travel with themto Min dani a
to help rescue King Trent did not nean he was satisfied with

his lot; he was nerely naking the best of what was for himan awful
situation.

"Me help he go, with big heave-ho!" Smash offered

"But we need his nagic," Irene said, verbally interposing herself

to prevent further trouble. "Just as we need your strength, Smash." And
she laid her hand on the ogre's ponderous arm pacifying him

Dor found himself resenting this, too, though he understood her notive.
The peace had to be kept.

They settled down for the night-and the sand gave alarm The nonsters
it warned of turned out to be sand fleas-bugs so small they could hardly
even be seen. Anplde dug a verm n-repul sor spen out of his collection,
and that took care of the matter. "They settled down again and this
time slept. Once nore the nightnares were unable to reach them since
the magi ¢ horses were bound to the magic real mof Xanth and coul d not
cross the Mundane territory intervening. Dor alnobst felt synpathy for
the mares; they had been bal ked fromdoing their duty to trouble

peopl e's sleep for several nights now, and nust be very frustrated.

They resuned their march in the norning. But as the new day wore on,
the gl oom of failure becane nore pervasive. "Something certainly
appears to be am ss," Anpl de observed. "From what we understand, King
Trent had to have passed this vicinity-yet the objects here deny it.
Perhaps it is not entirely premature to entertain conjectures.”

Smash winkled his hairy brow, trying to figure out whether this was
another rarefied insult. "Say what's on your mind, horsetail,"” G undy
said with his custonmary dipl omacy.
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"W have ascertained that the Queen could not have enpl oyed her power to
deceive the | ocal objects," Anplde said didactically.

"Not without magic," Dor agreed. "The two of themwere strictly
Mundane-type people here, as far as we know "

"Could they have failed to cone in fromthe sea?"

"No!" Irene cried enotionally.
"l have queried the sea,"” Dor said. "It says nothing like that is in
it." lrene rel axed.

"Coul d they have enpl oyed a conpletely different route? Perhaps crossed
to the eastern coast of Xanth and sailed north fromthere to intercept
anot her regi on of Mundani a?"

"They didn't," Irene said firmy. "They had it all planned, to cone out
here. Sonmeone had found a good trade deal, and they were following his
map. | sawit, and the route passed here."

"But if you don't know -" Dor protested.

"I didn't know they were going to travel the route, then," she said.

"But | did see the map when their scout brought it in, with the line on
it Now | know what it neant. 'That's all | saw, but | am absolutely
certain this was the way they headed."

Dor was disinclined to argue the point further. This did seemto be the
only practical route. He had told the others all he knew about King
Trenfs destination, and this route certainly did not conflict with that

i nformation.

"Coul d they have been intercepted before | eaving Xanth?" Arnol de
continued, evidently with an intellectual conclusion in nmnd.

"Wayl ai d, perhaps?"

"My father would have turned any wayl ayer into a toad," she said
defiantly. "Anyway, inside Xanth, ny nother's illusion wuld have made
theminpossible to identify."

"Then it seens we have eMvated the likely," Anplde said. "W are thus
obliged to contenplate the unlikely."

"What do you nean?" Irene asked.

"As | intimated, it is an unlikely supposition that | entertain, quite
possi bly erroneous-2

"Spit it out, brownfur,"” Gundy said.

"My dear vociferous construct, a civilized centaur does not expectorate
And my color is appal oosa, not nere brown."

Irene was catching on to her power over the centaur, and over males in
general. "Please, Amlde," she pleaded sweetly. "It's so inportant to
me to know anything that m ght help find ny |ost father-"

"OfF course, dear child,"” Anolde agreed quickly, adopting an avuncul ar
pose. "It is sinply this: perhaps King Trent did not pass this region
when we suppose he did."
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"It had to be wiffid this past nonth," she said.

"Not necessar.ily. That is the extraordinary aspect of this
supposition. He may have passed here a cenma ago."

Now Dor, Irene, and Grundy peered at the centaur intently to see whether
he was joking. Smash, less interested in intellectual conjectares, idly
formed sandstone by squeezing handfuls of sand until the mneral fused.
Hi s new gauntlets evidently enabled himto apply his power in ways that
were beyond hir, nataral fliffits before, since even ogre's flesh was
margi nal ly softer than stone. A nbdest sandstone castle was devel opi ng.

"You happen to sleep with your head underwater |ast night?" the golem
i nquired solicitously.

"I have, as | have clarified previously, engaged in a nodi cum of

research into the phenonena of Mundania," Anolde said. "I confess
know only the nerest fraction of what nay be avail abl e, and nust be
constantly alert for error, but certain conclusions are becom ng nore
credi ble. Through history, certain anonalies have nanifested in the
rel ati onship between continuuns. There is of course the matter of
linguistics-it appears that there exist multiple | anguages in Mindani a,
yet all becone intelligible in Xanth. | wonder if you properly

appreci ate the significance of -2

Irene was growi ng inpatient. She tapped her snmall foot on the ground.
"How coul d he have passed a century ago, when he wasn't even born then?"

"It is this matter of discontinuity, as | was saying. Tinme seens to
differ; there may be no constant ratio. There is evidence that the
several Waves of human col oni zation of Xanth originated fromw dely

di vergent subcultures within Mindania, and, in fact, some may be
anachronistic. That is to say, the | ast Wave of people nmay have orig; &
nated froma period in Mindani a preceding that of the prior \Wave."

"Now wait!" Dor exclained. "I visited Xanth of eight hundred years ago,
and | guess that was a kind of time travel, but that was a special case.
Since there's no magic in Mundani a, how coul d people get reversed |like
that? Are their tinmes mxed up?"

"No, | believe their framework is consistent in their world. Yet If the
tenporal sequence were reversed with respect to ours-"

"I just want to know where ny father is!" Irene snapped.

"He may be in Mindania's past-or its future," the centaur said.

"W sinply do not know what | aw governs transfer across the barTier of
magi ¢, but it seens to be governed from Xanth's side. That is, we nmay
be able to deternine into what age of Mindania we travel, whereas the
access of Mundania to Xanth is random and perhaps in sone cases
impossible. It is a nobst intriguing interface. It is as if Xanth were
a boat sailing along a river; the passengers may di senbark anywhere they
choose, nerely by picking their port, or a specific tinme on the
triptych, so to speak, but the natives along the shores can take only
that craft that happens to pass within their range. This is an

i nadequat e anal ogy, | realize, that does not properly account for
certain-"

"'1be King can be anywhen in Mindani a?" |rene denmanded skeptically.

"Marvel ously succinct summation," Anolde admitted.
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"But he told nme 'nedieval,"' Dor protested.

"That does narrow it," the centaur agreed. "But it covers an
extraordinary range, and if he was speaking figuratively"?

"Then how can we ever fnd hi n?" |rene demanded.

"' That becones problematical. | hasten to remind you that thi,. is
merely a theory, undocunented, perhaps fallacious. | would not have
introduced it for consideration, except-2

"Except nothing else fits,
we do now?"

Irene said. "Suppose it's right. Wat do

"Well, | believe it would expedite things if we |ocated research
faeflities in Mundania. Sone institution where detailed records exist,
archi ves-"

"And you're an archivist!" Dor exclained.

"Precisely. This should enable ne to determine at what period in
Mundani a's history we have intruded. Since, as King Dor says, King
Trent referred to a nedieval period, that would provide a frane of
reference.”

"If we're in the wong Mundane century," Irene said, "how do we get to
hi n"

"W should be required to return to Xanth and undertake a new mssion to
that century. As | nmentioned, it seens feasible to determ ne the
tenmporal |ocale from Xanth, and once in that aspect of Mindania, we
would be fixed in it until returning to Xanth. However, this procedure
is fraught with uncertainties and potential conplications."

"l should think so," Dor said. "If we figured it wong, we mght get
there before he did."

"Ch, | doubt that would happen, other than on the macroscopic scal e, of
course. "

"The what ?" Dor asked.
"I believe the tines are consistent in particular circunstances.

That is to say, within a given age, we could enter Mindania only with an
el apsed period consonant with that of Xanth. Therefore-2' "W m ght

m ss by a century, but not by a day," G undy said.

"*That is the essence, golem 'Ihe particular channels appear to be
fixed-"

"So let's go find the centuryl" Irene said, brightening. "Then all we'n

need is the place."

"Wth appropriate research, the specific geography should al so be
evident."-'

""Then let's go find your archives," she said.

"Unf odwat el y, we have no know edge of this period," Anolde rem nded her
"We are hardly likely to locate a suitable facility randomy."

"I can help there," Dor said. "It should be where there are a | ot of
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peopl e, right?"
"Correct, Yang Dor."

"Uh, better not call me King here. |I'mnot, really, and people night
find it strange."” Then Dor addressed the sand. "Which way to where nost
people |ive?"

"How should | know?" the sand asked.

"You know whi ch direction nost of themcome from and where they
return.”

"Ch, that. They nobstly go north."
"North it is," Dor ageed.

They marched north, and in due course encountered a Miundane path that
debouched into a road that becanme a paved hi ghway. No such hi ghway

exi sted in Xanth, and Dor had to question this one closely to ascertain
its nature. It seened it served to facilitate the travel of nmetal and
rubber vehicles that propelled thensel ves with sonme sort of magic or
what ever it was that Mindanes used to acconplish such wonders. These
wagons were called "cars," and they noved very rapidly.

"l saw sonething |ike that bel owground,” Gundy said. "'lhe denpns rode
in them™"

Soon the party saw a car. The thing zoonmed along |like a racing dragon,
bel ching faint snoke fromits posterior. They stared after it, anazed.
"Fire it send fromwong end," Snash said.

"Are you sure there's no magi c i n Mundani a?" G undy asked.
"Even the denons didn't have firebreathers."

"I amnot at all certain," Anolde adnitted. "Perhaps they nmerely have a
di fferent name and application for their magic. | doubt it would
operate for us. Perhaps this is the reason we believe there is no nagic
in Muindania-it is not applicable to our needs."

"l don't want any part of that car," Irene said. "Any dragon shooting
out snmoke fromits rear is either crazy or has one awful case of

i ndi gestionl How could it fight? Let's find our archives and get out of
here. ™"

The others agreed. This aspect of Mindania was certainly inverted. They
avoi ded the hi ghway, making their way al ong assorted paths that
paralleled it. Dor continued to query the ground, and by

nightfall they were approaching a city. It was a strange sort of
settlenent, with roads that crisscrossed to formlarge squares, and
buildings all lined up with their fronts right on the edges of the
roads, so that there was hardly roomfor any forest there, jamed in

cl ose togather. Some were so tall it was a wonder they didift fall over
when the w nd bl ew.

Doris party canmped at the edge of the city, under a large unbrella tree
Irene grew to shelter them The tree's canopy dipped alnost to the

ground, concealing them and this seened just as well. They were not
sure how t he Mundanes woul d react to the sight of an ogre, golem or
centaur.
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"W have gone as far as we can as a group," Dor said. "'lbere are nmany
peopl e here, and few trees; we can't avoid being seen any nore. | think
Irene and | had better go in and find a nuseum"

"Alibrary," Anolde corrected him "I would love to delve eternally in
a Mundane museum but the information is probably nost readily
accessible in a hbrary."

"Alibrary," Dor agreed. He knew what that was, because King Trent had
many books in his library-office in Castle Roogna.

"However, that is academic, no pun intended," the centaur continued.
"You cannot go there without ne."

"I know I'1l step out of magic," Dor said. "But | won't need to do
anything special. Nothing nagical. Once | find the library for you-"

"You have no certainty you can even speak their | anguage,"” Arnol de said
curtly. "In the nmagi c anbience, you can; beyond it, this is
probl ematical . "

"I"'mnot sure we speak the sane | anguage in our own group, sonetines,"
Irene said with a smle. "Wrds |like 'anbience, and 'problenmatical!-"

"l can speak their |anguage,"
made to translate.”

Gundy said. "That's ny talent. | was

"A magical talent," Anolde said

"oooops," Grundy said, chagrined. "Wn't work outside the ,aisle."

"But you can't just walk in to the city!" Dor said. "lI'msure they
aren't used to centaurs.”

"woul d have to walk in to use the Ebrary,"” Anol de pointed out.

"Fortunately, | anticipated such an inpedinent, so obtained a few
hel pful spells fromour repository. W centaurs do not nor-inally
practice inherent magic, but we do utilize particular enchantnments on

an ad hoc basis. | have found theminval uable when on field trips to
the wilder regions of Xanth." He checked through his bag of spells, nuch
the way Irene checked through her seeds. "I have with ne assorted

spells for invisibility, inaudibility, untouchability, and so forth.
The golemand | can traverse the city unperceived."

"What about the ogre?" Dor asked. "He can't exactly nerge with the
| ocal popul ation either."

Amol de frowned. "Him too, | suppose,” he agreed distastefully.
"However, there is one attendant Habitity inherent in this process-"
"I won't be able to detect you either," Dor finished.

"Precisely. Some one of our number must exist openly, for these spells
make the handling of books awkward; our hands woul d pass right through

the pages. My anbi ence of magi ¢ shoul d be unnpaired, of course, and we
could remain with you-but you would have to do all the research

unassi sted. "

"He'll never make it," Irene said.
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"She's right,"” Dor said. "l'mjust not nuch of a scholar. 1'd nmess it
UP. vy

"Allow me to cogitate," Anolde said. He closed his eyes and stroked his
chin reflectively. For a worried noment Dor thought the centaur was
going to be sick, then realized that he had the wong word in mnd.
Cogitate actually referred to thinking.

"Perhaps | have an alternative,"” Anolde said. "You could obtain the
assi stance of a Mundane scholar, a qualified researcher, perhaps an
archivist. You could pay himone of the gold coins you have hoarded, or
perhaps a dianond; | believe either would have value in any frane of
Mundani a. "

"Uh, | guess so," Dor said doubtfully.

"I tell you, even with help, he'll foul it up,"” Irene said. She seened
to have forgotten her earlier conpliments on Doris performance. That
was one of the little things about her-selective nmenory.

"You' re the one who should do the research, Anolde."
"I can only, as it were, |ook over his shoulder," the centaur said.

"I't would certainly help If | could direct the manner he selects
references and turns the pages, as | ama gifted reader with a fine
menory. He would not have to conprehend the material. But unless

were to abort the inperceptibility spells, which | doubt very rmuch woul d
be wi se since | have no duplicates-"

"There's a way, maybe," Gundy said. "I could step outside the

magi ¢ aisle. Then he could see nme and hear ne, and | could tell himto
turn the page, or whatever."

"And any Mundanes in the area would pop their eyeballs, |ooeng at the
living doll," Irene said. "If anyone does it, |I'mthe one.”

"So they can pop their eyes | ooking up your skirt," the golemretorted,
mffed.

"That may indeed be the solution," Anolde said.
"Now wait a minuter" lrene cried.

"He neans the nessenger service," Dor told her gently.

"Of course," the centaur said. "Since we have ascertained that the
aisle is narrow, it would be feasible to stand quite close while Dor
rereans well within the forward extension."”

Dor considered, and it did seemto be the best course. He had somehow

t hought he could just go into Mundania, follow King Trent's trail by
querying the terrain, and Teach the King w thout much trouble. This
tenmporal discontinuity, as the centaur put it, was hard to understand
and harder to deal with, and the vicarious research the centaur proposed
seenmed fraught with hangups. But what other way was there? "We'll try
it," he agreed. "In the norning."

They settled down for the night, their second in Mundania. Snash and
Grundy slept instantly; Dor and Irene had nore trouble, and Arnol de
seened unconfortably wi de awake. "W are approaching direct contact
with Mundane civilization," the centaur said. "In a certain sense this
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represents the cubnination of an inpossible dreamfor ne, al nost
justifying the personal dammation ny magic talent represents. Yet |
have had so nmany confusing intimations, | hardly know what to expect.
This city could be too prinmitive to have a proper hbrary. The denizens
could for all we know practice cannibalism

There are so many inponderabilities."”

"I don't care what they practice,
my father."

Irene said. "Just solong as | find

"Per haps we should query the surroundings in the norning,' Arnol de said
thoughtfully, "to ascertain whether suitable facilities exist here,
before we venture any farther. Certainly we do not wi sh to chance

di scovery by the Mundanes unl ess we have excellent reason.”

"And we shoul d ask where the best Miundane archivist is," Irene agreed.

Dor drew a word in the dirt with one finger: ONESN. He contenplated it
nor osel y.

"This is relevant?" the centaur inquired, glancing at the word.

"It's what King Trent told ne,' Dor said. "If ever | was in doubt, to
proceed with honesty."

"Honesty?" Anobl de asked, his brow g at the dirt.

"I think about that a ot when |'min doubt," Dor said. "I don't |ike
decei vi ng peopl e, even Mundanes."

Irene smled tiredly. "Anmolde, it's the way Dor spens the word.
He is the world's chanpion poor speller. O NE S T I: Honesty."

"ONESTI," the centaur repeated, renoving his spectacles to rub his eyes.
"I believe | perceive it now A fitfing signature for a King."

"King Trent's a great King,'
t hrough sonmehow. "

Dor agreed. "I know his advice will pun us

Anol de seened alnost to snmile, as if finding Doris attitude peculiar. "I
will sleep on that," the centaur said. And he did, |lying down on the
dirt-scratched word

In the norning, after some problenms with food and natural functions in
this sempublic |ocale, they set it up. The centaur dug out his
collection of spells, each one sealed in a glassy Ettle gl obe, and Dor
stepped outside the aisle of magic while the spells were invoked. First
the party became inaudible, then invisible; it |ooked as if the spot
were enpty. Dor gave themtine to get through the unfeeling spell, then
wal ked back onto the lot. He heard, saw, and felt nothing.

"But | can snell you," he remarked. "Anolde has a slight equine odor,
and Smash snells like a nonster, and Irene is wearing perfume. Better
cl ean yourselves up before we get into a building."

Soon the snells faded, and after a nonment Irene appeared, a short
di stance away. "Can you see ne now?"

"l see you and hear you," Dor said.
"Ch, good. | didn't know how far out the magic went. |'mstill the

same to nme." She stepped toward hi m and vani shed.
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"You?ve gone again," Dor said, hastening to the spot where she had been
"Can you perceive me?"

"Hey, you're overlapping nel" she protested, appearing right up against
him so that he al nbst stunbl ed.

"Well, | can't perceive you," he said. "I nean, now | can, but |
couldn't before. Can you see the others when you?re outside the aisle?"

She | ooked. "They're gone! W can see and hear you all the tinme,
but now2' "So,you'll know when | can see you by when you can't see
them ™"

She | eaned forward, and her face di sappeared, rem nding himof the
Gorgon. Then she drew back. "I could see themthen. I'mreally in the
enchantment, aren't |?"

"You' re enchanting," he agreed.

She smled and | eaned forward to kiss himbut her face di sappeared and
he felt nothing.

"Now | have to go find a library and a good archivist," he said,
di sgruntl ed, as she reappeared. "If you're with nme, stay away fromne."
She | aughed. "I'mwth you. Just don't try to catch ne outside the

aisle.” And of course that was what he should have done, if he really
wanted to kiss her. And he did want to-but he didn't want to admit it.

She wal ked well to the side of him staying clear of the enchantnent.
"No sense you getting lost."

They wal ked on into the city. There were many cars in the streets, al
zoonming rapidly to the intersections, where they screeched to stops,
waited a mnute with irate grow s and constant ejections of snmoke from
their posteriors, then zooned in packs to the next intersections. They
seened to have only two speeds: zoom and stop

There were people inside the cars, exactly the way G undy had descri bed
with the denobn vehicles, but they never got out. It was as if the
peopl e had been swal | owed whol e and were now bei ng di gest ed.

Because the cars were as large as centaurs and noved at a constant
gal | op when not stopped, Dor was wary of themand tried to avoid them
But it was inpossible; he had to cross the road sonetine. He renenbered
how t he nefarious Gap Dragon of Xanth lurked for those foolish enough to
cross the bottomof the Gap; these cars seened all too simlar. Maybe
there were sone that had not yet consumed people and were traveling
hungry, waiting to catch soneone |like Dor. He saw one car stopped by
the side of the street with its nouth wi de open |like that of a dragon;
he avoi ded it nervously.

"I he strangest thing about it was that its guts seened to be all in that
huge nout h-steam ng tubes and tendons and a di sk-shaped t ongue.

(ddest of all, it had no teeth. Maybe that was why it took so long to
di gest the peopl e.

He ewne to a corner. "How do | get across?" he asked.

"You wait for a light to stop the traffic," the street informed himwth
a contenmptuous air of dust and car funmes. "Then you run-don't walk
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across before they clip you, If you' re lucky. Were have you been all
your |ife?"

"In another realm'' Dor said. He saw one of the lights the street
described. It hung above the intersection and wore several little

vi sors pointing each way. AH sorts of colors flashed nal evolently from
it, inall sorts of directions. Dor couldn't understand how it made the
car stop. Mybe the lights had sonme kind of stun-spell, or whatever it
was called here. He played it safe by asking the fight to tell himwhen
it was proper to cross.

"Now," the light said, flashing green fromone face and red from
anot her.

Dor started across. A car honked |ike a sea nonster and squealed |like a
sea-nonster victim alnobst running over Doris |eading foot.

"Not that way, idiotl" the Eght exclained, flashing an angry red.

"The other way! Wth the green, not the red! Haven't you ever crossed
a street before?"

"Never," Dor admtted. |Irene had di sappeared; she nust have reentered
the magic aisle to consult with the others. Maybe she found it safer
within the spell zone; apparently the cars were unable to threaten her
t here.

"Wait till | tell you, then cross the way | tell you," the light said,
blinking erratically. "I don't want any blood in ny intersection!"

Dor waited hunbly. "Now, " the light said. "Walk straight ahead,
keepi ng an even pace. Fast. You don't have all day, only fifteen
seconds. "

"But there's a car charging ne!" Dor protested.

"I't will stop,” the light assured him "I shall change to red at the
| ast possi ble monment and force it to scorch rubber. | get a deep
pl easure fromthat sort of thing."

Nervously, Dor stepped out onto the street again. The car zooned
terffftgly close, then squealed to a stop a handspan's distance from
Dori s shaking body. "Shook you up that tinme, you dammed pedestrian,"
the car gloated through its cloud of scorched rubber. "If it hadn't
been for that blinking light, I'd a had you. You creeps shouldn't be
all owed on the road."

"But how can | cross the street if I'mnot allowed on the road?"
Dor asked.
"That's your problem" the car huffed.

"See, | can tinme themperfectly," the light said with satisfaction. "I

get hundreds of them each day. No one gets through ny intersection
wi t hout paying his tax in gas and rubber."

"Go blow a bulbl' the car grow ed at the Eght.
"Go soak your homl' the light flashed back

'Sonme day we cars will have a revolution and establish a new axle," the
car said darkly. "W'Ill smash all you restrictive lights and have a
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genui ne free-enterprise system"

"You really crack ne up," the light said disdainfully. "Wthout ne,
you' d have no discipline at all."

Dor wal ked on. Another car zooned up, and Dor lost his nerve and | eaped

out of the way. "M ssed him" the car conplained. "I haven't scored in
a weekl "
"Get out of ny intersection!"” the light screaned. "You never stopped!

You never burned rubber! You're supposed to waste gas for the ful
pause before you go tluough! How do you expect nme to maintain a decent
| evel of pollution here If you don't cooperate?"

"Ch, go jamyour circuits!" the car roared, noving on through

"Police! Police!"™ the Eght flashed. "That criminal car just ran the
light! Rogue car! Rogue car!"”

But now the other cars, perceiving that one was getting away with open
defiance, hastened to do |likewise. The intersection filled with
snarling vehicles that crashed nerrily into each other. There was the
crackl e of beginning fire.

Then the nagic aisle noved out of the light's range, and it was silent.
Dor was relieved; he didn't want to attract attention

I rene reappeared. "You alnost did it that time, Dor! Wy don't you
quit fooling with lights and get on to the library?"

"I'"'mtrying tol" Dor snapped. "Where is the Ebrary?" he asked the
si dewal k.

"You don't need a library, you clunmsy oaf," the walk said. "You need a

bodyguard. "

"Just answer mny question." The perversity of the inanimte seemed worse
than ever, here in Miundania. Perhaps it was because the objects here
had never been tamed by magic.

"Three bl ocks south, two east," the wal k said grudgingly.
"What's a bl ock?"
"Is this twerp real ?" the wal k asked rhetorically.

"Answer|" Dor snapped. And in due course he obtained the necessary
definition. A block was one of the big squares forned by the
crisscrossing roads. "ls there an archivist there?"

"A what ?"

"A researcher, soneone who knows a lot."

"Ch, sure. The best in the state. He walks here all the tine.
Strange old coot."

"That sidewal k sure understands you," Irene remarked smugly.

Dor was silent. |Irene was safe fromany remarks the sidewal k m ght nake
about her |egs because she was outside the nagic aisle.

Dor knew Anol de was keeping up with him because his magi c was
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operating. |If lrene stepped within that region of magic, she would
vani sh. So she had the advantage and could snipe with inmpunity, for
now.

A small group of Miundanes wal ked toward them three nen and two wonen.
Their attire was strange. The nmen wore knots of sonething about their
necks, al nost choking them and their shoes shone like mirrors. The
worren seemed to be wal king on stilts. |Irene contissued blithely al ong,
passing them Dor hung back, curious about Miundane reactions to a
citizen of Xanth.

The two fenml es seened to pay no attention, but all three nmal es paused
to | ook back at Irene. "Look at that creature!"™ one murmured. "What
world is she fronP"

"Whatever world it is, | want to go there!" another said. "Mist be a
foreign student. | haven't seen legs like that in three years."

"Her clothing is three centuries out of fashion, If it ever was in
fashion," one of the wonmen renmarked, her nose elevated. Evidently she
had after all paid attention. It was anmazi ng what women coul d notice
whil e seem ng not to. Her own | egs were unrenmarkabl e, though it
occurred to Dor that the stilt-shoes m ght be responsible for deform ng
t hem

"Men have no taste," the other woman said. "They prefer haremgirls.,)

"Yeah the third nan said with a slowsmle. "lI'd |like to have her
nunber. "

"Over ny dead body!" the second woman sai d.

The M ndanes went on, their strange conversation fading fromDoris
hearing. Dor proceeded thoughtfully. If Irene were that different from
Mundanes, what about hinself? No one had reacted to him yet he was
dressed as differently fromthe nales as Irene was fromthe females. He
pondered that as he and Irene continued along the streets. Maybe the
Mundanes had been so distracted by Irene's |legs that they had ski pped
over Dor. That was understandabl e.

"Ilhe library was a palatial echfice with an exceedi ngly strange
entrance. 'lhe door went round and round w thout ever quite opening.

Dor stood near it, uncertain howto proceed. Mindane peopl e passed him
not noticing himat all despite his evident difference.

That was part of the magic, he realized suddenly, his contenpl ations
finally fitting an aspect of the Miundane nystery together. He seened to
share their culture. Should he step outside the magic aisle, he would
stand out as a conplete foreigner, as Irene had. Fortunately, she was a
pretty girl, so she could get away with it; he would not have that

advant age.

At the nonment, lIrene was not in view, perhaps she had been nore aware of
t he Mundane reaction, and preferred to avoid repetition

But as the Mundanes cleared the vicinity, she reappeared. "Anolde

believes that is a revolving door," she said. "There are a few obscure
references to themin the texts on Mundania. Probably all you have to
do is-j' She saw anot her Mundane approachi ng, and hastily stepped into

invisibility.

"I he Mundane wal ked to the door, put forth a hand, and pushed on a pane
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of the door. A chanber swung i nward, and the man foll owed the
conpartment around. So sinple, once Dor saw it in action

He wal ked boldly up to the door and pushed through. It worked like a
charmthat is, alnobst |ike a natural phenomenon of Xanthpassing himinto
the building. He was nowin a large roomin which there were many
couches and tables, and the walls were lined with [evels of books. This
was a library, all right. Now all he needed to do was |ocate the
excel l ent researcher who was supposed to be here.

Maybe in the history section.

Dor wal ked across the room toward a wall of books. He could check
those and see if any related. It shouldn't be too hard to He paused,
aware that people were staring at him \Wat was the matter?

An ol der wonman approached him her face formed into stern |ines.

"Xf ibwf b esftt-dpef ifsf," she said severely, her gaze traveling
di sapprovingly fromhis unkenpt hair to his dust-scuffed sandal ed feet.

It seenmed she di sapproved of his attire.

After a noment of confusion, Dor realized he had stepped beyond the
magi ¢ ai sl e and was now bei ng seen without the cushion of enchantnent.
Amol de had been correct; Dor could not acconplish anything by hinself.

What had happened to the centaur? Dor |ooked back toward the

door-and saw |Irene beckoning himfrantically. He hurried back to her,
the Mundane wonman followi ng. "Xf pqfsbuf a respectable library here,"
the Mundane was saying. "W expect a suitable, deneanor-Y

Dor turned to face her. "Yes?"

The worman stopped, nonplused. "Ch-I see you are properly

dressed. | nust have m staken you for soneone el se." She retreated,

enbarr assed.

Dori s clothing had not changed. Only the wongn's perception of it had,
thanks to the magic.

"Anmpol de can't get through the spinning door," Irene said.

So that was why Dor had left the aisle! He had wal ked well beyond the
door. O course those small chanbers could not accommbdate the namss of
t he centaur!

"Maybe there's another door,"
bui | di ng-"

Dor suggested. "W could wal k around the

I rene vani shed, then reappeared. "Yes, Anmplde says the spell fuzzes the
boundari es of things sonewhat, so his hands pass through Miundane

obj ects, but his whole body mass is just too nuch to push through a
solid Mundane wall. He mght nmake it through a w ndow,

t hough. "

Dor went back out the rotating door, then wal ked around the building. In
the back was a doubl e door that opened wi de enough to

admt a car. Dor wal ked through this and past sone nmen who were
stacking crates of books. "Hey, kid, you |lost?" one call ed.
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It had not taken himlong to progress from"King" to "kid"! "I am
| ooking for the archives," Dor said nervously.

"Ch, sure. The stacks. Third door on your left."

"Thank you." Dor went to the door and opened it wide, taking his tinme to
pass through so that the others could get clear. He snelled the centaur
and ogre, faintly, so knew they were with him

Now they were in a region of |ong narrow passages between shel ves | oaded
with boxes. Dor had no idea how to proceed, and wasn't certain the
centaur could fit within these passages, but in a nmonment |rene appeared
and inforned himthat Amolde was right at ti

honme here. "But it would be better to consult with a conpetent
archivist, he says," she concl uded.

"There is one here," he said. "I asked." Then anot her thought cane.
"But suppose he sics the Mundane authorities on us? He may not
under st and our need."

"Ampol de says academics aren't like that. |If there is a good one here,
his scientific curiosity-1 think that's what they call magic herew ||

keep himinterested. Check in that little office; that |ooks like an
archivist's cubby."

Rel uctantly, Dor |ooked. He was in |luck, of what kind he was not sure.
There was a m ddl e- aged, bespectacl ed nan poring over a pile of papers.
"Excuse nme, sir-would you like to do sone research?"

Dor asked.
The man | ooked up, blinking. "O what nature?"

"Uh, it's along story. I'mtrying to find a King, and | don't know
where or when he is."

The man renoved his spectacl es and rubbed his tired eyes. "That woul d
seemto be sonething of a challenge. Wat is the nane of the King, and
of his Ki ngdon?"

"King Trent of Xanth."

The man stood up and squeezed out of his cubby. He was fairly snall and
stooped, with fading hair, and he noved slowy. He rem nded Dor of

Anol de in obscure ways. He located a large old tone, took it down,
dusted it off, set it on a small table, and turned the brittle pages.
"That designation does not seemto be listed."

I rene appeared. "He would not be a King in Mindania."

The schol ar squinted at her with mld surprise. "M dear, | cannot
comprehend a word you are saying."

"Uh, she's fromanother land," Dor said quickly. Since Irene had to
stand outside the nmagic aisle in order to be seen and heard, the nmagic
transl ation effect was not operative for her. Since Dor had been raised
in the sane culture, he had no troubl e understandi ng her

It was an interesting distinction. He, Dor, could understand both the
others, and both seenmed to be speaking the sane | anguage, but the two
coul d not understand each other. Magic kept coming up with new winkl es
that perpl exed him
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The schol ar pondered. "OCh-she is associated with a notion picture
conmpany? This is research for a historical re-creation?"

"Not exactly," Dor said. "She's King Trent's daughter."”
"Ch, it is a contenporary Kingdom | nust get a nore recent text."

"No, it is a nedieval one," Dor said. "Uh, that is-well, King Trent is
in another tine, we think."

The schol ar paused thoughtfully. "The Kingdomyou are re-creating, of
course. | believe |I inderstand.” He | ooked again at Irene.

"Fermal es certainly have adequate linbs in that realm"”
"What' s he saying.?" |Irene demanded.

"That you have nice legs," Dor told her with a certain mld malice.

She ignored that. "Wat about ny father?"
"Not listed in this book. | think we'll have to try another tack."
The scholar's eyes shifted fromlrene's legs to Doris face. "This is

very odd. You address her in English, and she seens to understand, but
she replies in an ahen tongue."

"It's corn licated to explain," Dor said.
p
"I'"d better check with Amol de,"” Irene said, and vani shed.

The Mundane schol ar renpbved his spectacles and cl eaned themcarefully
with a bit of tissue paper. He returned themto his face just in tine

to see lIrene reappear. "Yes, that's defiffitel better," he nur y
mur ed.
"Amol de says we'll have to use sonme salient identifying trait to |locate

my father or nother,
reference. "

Irene said. "There may be a historica

"Exactly what | anguage is that?" the schol ar asked, again fixing on
Irene's legs. He mght be old and academ c, but he evidently had not
forgotten what was what in fenal e appearance

"Xant hi an, | guess," Dor said. "She says we should | ook for some

hi storical reference to her parents, because of special traits they
have. "

"And what would these traits be?"

"Well, King Trent transforns people, and Queen Iris is mistress of
illusion."

"Idiot!" Irene snapped. "Don't tell him about the magic!"

"I don't quite understand," the scholar said. "Wat nmnanner of
transformation, what node of illusion?"

"Well, it doesn't work in Mundania," Dor said awkwardly.
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"Surely you realize that the laws of physics are identical the world
over," the scholar said. "Anything that works in the young |ady's
country will work el sewhere."

"Not magic," Dor said, and realized he was just confusing things nore.
"How dunb can you get?" Irene demanded. "I'm checking with

Anol de. " She vani shed agai n.

This tne the scholar blinked nore enphatically. "Strange girll"”

"Shel's flmy that way,' Dor agreed weakly.

"I he scholar wal ked to the spot Irene had vacated. "Tabhf jmmwtjpo?" he
i nqui red.

Oh, nol He was outside the magic aisle now, so the magic no | onger nade
his | anguage align with Doris. Dor could not do anything about this;
the centaur would have to nove

| erene reappeared right next to the scholar. Evidently she hadn't been
payi ng attention, for she should have been able to see himwhile within

the magi ¢ anbi ence. "Oh-you?re here!" she excl ai ned.

"Bnbaj ohl" the scholar said. "J wtu jorvjsf-"

Then the centaur noved. Irene vani shed and the schol ar becane
comprehensi ble. " exactly how you performthat trick' He
paused. "oops, you!re gone again."

I rene reappeared farther down the hall. "Anolde says we'll have to tel
him" she announced. "About the magic and everything.

Thanks to your bungling."

"Really, this is amazing!" the schol ar said.

"Well, I'll have to teer you sonething you may find hard to believe,"”
Dor said.
"At this stage, I'miffclined to believe in magic itselfl"

"Yes. Xanth is a land of magic."

"I'n which peopl e disappear and reappear at will? | think | would prefer
to believe that than to conclude | amlosing ny sight."

"WeR, sone do disappear. That's not Irene's talent, though."
"That's not the young lady's ability? Then why is she doing it?"
"She's actually stepping in and out of a magic aisle.”

"A magi c aisle?"

"CGenerated by a centaur.”

The scholar smled wanly. "I fear you have the advantage of ne.
You can inagi ne nonsense faster than | can assimlate it."

Dor saw that the scholar did not believe him ,r show you ny own mnegic,
if you like," he said. He pointed to the open tone on the table. "Book,
speak to the man."
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"Why shoul d | bother?" the book demanded.

"Ventril oqui sm
good at it."

the schol ar exclainmed. "I nust confess you are very

"What did you call ne?" the book denanded.
"Whul d you do that again-with your nouth closed?" the schol ar asked Dor.

Dor closed his nouth. The book renained silent. "I rather thought so,"
the schol ar sai d.

"Thought what, four-eyes?" the book asked.

Startled, the scholar | ooked down at it, then back at Dor. "But your
mout h was cl osed, |'msure.”
"It's magic," Dor said. "I can nake any inani mate object talk."

"Let's accept for the nonent that this is true. You are telling ne that
this King you are searching for can also work nagi c?"

"Right. Only he can't do it in Mindania, so | guess it doesn't count."
"Because he has no magic centaur with hinP"

"Yes."

"I would like to see this centaur."

"He's protected by an invisibility spell. So the Mindanes won't bother
us."

"This centaur is a scholar?"
"Yes. An archivist, like yoursell"

"Then he is the one to whom | should talk."

"But the spell-"

"Abate the spell! Bring your centaur scholar forth. Oherwi se | cannot
hel p you."

"I don't think he'd want to do that. It would be hard to get safely out

of here without that enchantnment, and we have no duplicate invisibility
spel | ."

The schol ar wal ked back to his cubby. "Mnd you, | believe in magic no
more than in the revelations of a hallucination, but | amwilling to
help you if you neet me hallway. Desist your parlor tricks, show ne
your scholar, and | will work with himto fathomthe information you
desire. | don't care how fanciful his outward form may be, provided he
has a genuine nmind. The fact that you find it necessary to dazzle ne
with ventriloquism a lovely costuned girl who vani shes, and a

myt hol ogi cal narrative suggests that there is very Ritle substance to
your claim and you are wasting ny tine. | ask you to produce your
schol ar or depart ny presence."

"Unh, Anolde," Dor said. "I knowit'll be awful hard to get out of here
wi t hout the spells, but naybe we could wait till night. W really need
the information, and-2'
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Abruptly the centaur appeared, facing the scholar's cubby. The ogre and

gol em stood behind him "I agree," Anpl de said.
"l he schol ar turned about. He bnfed. ""These are rare costunes, |
adndt . 7'

Anol de strode forward, his barrel barely clearing the shelves on
either side, extending his hand. "I certainly do not blame you for

being inpatient with the uninitiate," he said. "You have excellent fa
cihties here, and | know your tine is valuable."

The schol ar shook the hand, seening nore reassured by Anol de's
spect acl es and deneaner than confused by his form

"What is your specially?"

"Alien archaeol ogy-but of course there is a great deal of routine
wor k and overl appi ng of chores.”

"There certainly isl" the scholar agreed. "The nuisances | have to
endure here-"

The two fell into a technical dialogue that soon | eft Dor behind.
They becane nore ani mated as they sized up each other's m nds and
i nformati on. There was now no doubt they were sinilar types.
Irene, bored, grew a cocoa plant in the hall, and shared the hot

cups of liquid with Dor, Smash, and Grundy. They knew it was n portant
that Anol de establish a good rapport so that they could gain

the schol ar's cooperati on and nmake progress on their request.

Ti me passed. The two scholars delved into ancient tones, debated
excruciatingly fine points, questioned Dor closely about the hints
King Trent had given himin both person and vision, and finally
wound down to an animated close. The Mundane schol ar accepted a

mug of cocoa, relaxing at last. "I believe we have it," he said. "WII
I

see you agai n, centaur?"

"Surely so, sir! | amable to travel in Mindania, am fascinated by
your conprehensive history, and ampresently, as it were, between
positions."

"Your conpatriots found your magic as intolerable in you as mne

would find a simlar propensity in nme! | shall not be able to tel
an3f"
one what | have learned this day, lest |, too, |ose ny position and
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possi bly even be institutionalized. |nagine conversing with a centaur,
ogre, and tiny golem How | should Iove to do a research paper on

your fantastic Land of Xanth, but it would hardly be believable."

"You could wite a book and call it a story," G undy suggested.

"And Anol de could wite one about Mindani a."

Bot h schol ars | ooked pl eased. Neither had thought of such a sim ple
expedi ent .

"But do you know where my father is?" |Irene denanded.

"Yes, | believe we do,"' Anolde said. "Ying Trent left a message for
us, we believe."

"How coul d he | eave a nessage?" she denanded.

"He left it with Dor. That, and the other hints we had, such as the
fact that he was going to a nedieval region, in the nountains near a

bl ack body of water. There are, ny friend informs ne, nmany places in
Mundani a that fit the description. So we assune it is literal; either
the water itself is black, or it is called black. As it happens, there
is in Mindania a |large body of water called the Black Sea. Many great
rivers enpty into it; great nountain ranges surround it. But that is
not sufficient to identify this as the specific locale we seek; it
merely nakes it one possibility anbng nmany." Anpblde smiled. "W spent a
good deal of time on geography. As it happens, there was historically a
confluence of A B, and K people in that vicinity in medieval tinmes-at

| east that is so when their nanes are rendered into Xanth dialect. The
Avars, the Bulgars, and the ]Khazars. So it does seemto fit.

Everyt hing you have told us seens to fit."

"But that isn't enough!" Dor cried. "How can you be sure you have the
pl ace, the time?"

"Honesty," Anblde said. "ONE ST I." He pointed to a spot on an open
book. "This, we believe, is the unique special hint King Trent gave
you, to enable you and only you to locate himin an energency."

Dor |ooked. It was an atlas, with a map of sonme strange Mundane | and.
On the map was a place | abel ed Onesti .

"There is only one such place in the world," Al de said. "It has to be
King Trent's nessage to you. No one else would grasp the significance
of that uni que nonencl ature."

Dor recaped the intensity with which King Trent had spoken of honesty,
as if there had been a separate neaning there. He renemhered how wel |
aware the King had been of Does kind of spenwg. It seened no one el se
spelled it the obvious way, onesti.

"But If that's been there-that nane, there in your maps and things -for
centuries-that nmeans King Trent never cane backl W can't rescue him
because then the nanme would go."

"Not necessarily,"” Amolde said. "The place-nane does not depend on his
presence. W should be able to rescue himw thout disturbing it. At
any rate, we are never certain of the paradoxes of tine.
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We shall sinply have to go to that location and that time, circa AD 650,
and try to find him™"

"But suppose it's wong?" Irene asked worriedly. "Suppose he isn't
t here?"

"Then we shall return here and do nore research,” Anvol de said.

"I intend to visit here again anyway, and ny friend |chabod would |ike
to visit Xanth. There will be no trouble about that, | assure

you.

"Yes. You will be welcone here," the Mundane schol ar agreed.

"You have a fine and arcane m nd."

"For the first tine," Amplde continued, "I |ook upon ny exile from
Centaur Isle and ny assunption of an obscene talent with a certain
equanimty. | have not, it seens, been excluded frommy calling; ny

hori zons have been inordinately expanded."”

"And mne," Ichabod agreed. "I nust confess ny contenporaneous
exi stence was beconming tiresone, though I did not recognize this unti
this day." Now the schol ar sounded just |ike Anolde.

Per haps sone obscure winkle of fate had operated to bring these two
together. Did luck or fate really operate in Mindani a? Perhaps they
did, when the nagic aisle was present. "The prospect of researching in
a conpletely new and nystical terrain is inmensely appealing; it
renovates ny outl ook." He paused. "Ah, would there by any chance be

i ndividuals of the fenmal e persuasion remptely resenbling . . . ?" Hs
glance ticked guiltily to Irene's |egs.

"Nynmphs galore,” Gundy said. "A dinme a dozen."

"Ch, you enpl oy contenporaneous currency?" the schol ar asked, surprised.
"Currency.?" Dor asked bl ankly.
"Adime is a coin of snall denom nation here."

Dor smled. "No, adine is a tiny object that causes things passing
over it to cone to a sudden stop. Wien it has functioned this way
twelve tinmes, its enchantnent wears out. Hence our saying-2

"How marvel ous. | wonder whether one of ny own di nes woul d perform
simlarly there."

"That's the idea," Gundy said. "Toss it in front of a troupe of
ganbol i ng nynphs, and grab the first one it stops. Nynmphs don't have
much brains, but they sure have legs." He moved farther away fromlrene,
who showed signs of ki cking.

"Ch, | can hardly wait to comrence research in Xanth!" the schol ar
exclainmed. "As it happens, | have a dine ready." He brought out a tiny
silver coin, his gaze once again touching on Irene's |inbs.

"1 wonder
Irene frowed. "Sometines | wonder just how badly | really want to
rescue ny folks. 1'll be lucky if nmy legs don't get blistered from al

the attention." But as usual, she did not seem conpletely displeased.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisle.txt (161 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:47 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt

"Let's be on our way; | don't care what, you do, once ny father is back
in Xanth."

Amol de and | chabod shook hands, two very simlar creatures. On inpul se,
Dor brought out one of the gold coins he had so carefully saved fromthe
pirate's treasure. "Please accept this, sir, as a token of our
appreciation for your help." He pressed it on the schol ar.

"I he man hefted the coin. "That's solid goldl" he exclained. "I
believe it is a genuine Spanish doubloonl | cannot accept it."
The centaur interceded. "Please do accept it, lIchabod. Dor is

tenporary King of Xanth; to decline would be construed as an offense to
the crown."

"But the val ue-?

"Let's trade coins," Dor said, discovering a way through. "Your dine
for my doubloon. Then it is an even exchange."

"An even exchange!" the scholar exclained. "In no way can this be
consi der ed- 2’

"Dimes are very precious in Xanth," Anmplde said. "Gold has little
speci al value. Please acquiesce."

"Maybe a nynph would stop on a doubl oon, too," Gundy suggest ed.

"She certainly would!" Ichabod agreed. "But not because of any magic.
Wnmen here are nuch attracted to wealth.”

"Please," lrene put in, snmling beguilingly. Dor knew she only wanted
to get noving on the search for her father, but her intercession was

effective.
"In that case, | will exchange with you, with pleasure, King Dor," the
schol ar agreed, giving Dor his dime. "I only meant to protest that your

coin was far too valuable for whatever service | mght have pro.

vided, when in fact it was a pleasure providing it anyway."

"Nothing's too valuable to get nmy father back," Irene said. She |eaned
forward and ki ssed | chabod on the cheek. The man froze as If he had
glinpsed the Gorgon, an astonished smile on his face. It was obvious he

had not been kissed by many pretty girls in his secluded lifetine.

It was now early evening. |chabod delved into assorted cubbies and
produced shrouds to conceal the bodies of the centaur and ogre.

Then Anol de and Smash wal ked out of the library in tandem |ook ing Iike
two big worknmen in togas, noving a covered crate between

them It turned out to be al nbst as good conceal ment as the in
visibility spell; no one paid attention to them "They were on their

way back to Xanth.

They did not go all the way back hone. They trekked only to the
northwest tip of Xanth, where the isthnus connected it to Mindani a.

Once they were back in magic territory, Irene set about repl enishing her
stock of seeds. Smash knocked down a jellybarrel tree, consuned the
jelly, and fashioned the swllen trunk into a passable boat. Arnol de
wat ched the terrain, naking periodic forays into Mindani a,

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisle.txt (162 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:47 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt

hi just far enough to see whether it had changed. Dor acconpani ed m
questioning the sand. By the description of people the sand had
recently seen, they were able to guess at the general place and tinme in
Mundani a.

For the change was continuous. Once a person from Xanth entered
Mundani a, his framework was fixed until he returned; but anyone who
followed himmght enter a different aspect of Mindani a.

This was |i ke m ssing one boat and boardi ng the next, Anpl de expl ai ned;
the person on the first boat could return, but the person on land could
not catch a particular boat that had al ready departed.

"Thus King Trent had gone, they believed, to a place caned "Europe," in
atinme called "Medieval." Doris party had gone to a place called
"America," in atime called "Mdern." The shifting of places and tines

seemed random probably there was a pattern to the changes that they
were unabl e to conmprehend. They simply had to | ocate the conbination
they wanted and pass through that "wi ndow' before it changed. Anolde
concluded, fromtheir observations, that any given w ndow | asted from
five mnutes to an hour, and that it was possible to hold a wi ndow open
| onger by having a person stand at the border; it seemed the w ndow
couldn't quite close while it was in use. Perhaps it was like the
revol ving door in the Mindanian ]Jibrary, whose turning could be
tenmporarily stopped by a person in ituntil sone other person needed to
use it.

On the third day it becane tedious. |Irene's seed collection was

conpl ete and she was restive; Smash had finished his boat and stocked it
with supplies. Gundy had made hinself a nest in the bow, from which he
eavesdropped on the gossip of passing nmarine life. Arnolde and Dor

wal ked down the beach. "Wat have you seen lately?" Dor inquired
routinely of the sanme-yet-different patch of sand

"A man in a spacesuit," the sand repeed. "He had little antennae
sprouting fromhis head, Iike an ant, and he could talk to his friends
wi t hout naking a sound."

That didn't sound |ike anyone Dor was | ooking for. Some evil Magician
must have enchanted the man, perhaps trying to create a new

composi te-species. They turned about and returned to Xanth. This
surely was not their w ndow.

The sea changed color frequently. It had been reddish the lint tine
they cane here, and reddi sh when they returned, for they had been | ocked
into that particular aspect of Mundania. But thereafter it had shifted
to blue, yellow, green, and white. Now it was orange, changing to
purple. Wien it was solid purple, they wal ked west again. "Wat have
you seen | atel y?" Dor asked once nore.

"A cavegirl swinmming," the sand said. "She was sort of fat, but oooh,
didn't she have-"

They wal ked east again, depressed. "I wish there were a nmore direct way
to do this,"” Amolde said. "l have been striving to anal yze the pattern

but it has eluded ne, perhaps because of insufficient data.”

"I know it's not nuch of a life we have brought you into," Dor said. "I
wi sh there had been sonme ot her way-2'

"On the contrary, it is a fascinating lie and a challenging puzzle," the
centaur denurred. "It is akin to the riddles of archaeol ogy, where one
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must have patience and fortune in equal neasure. W nerely mnust gather
nore data, whether it takes a day or a year."

"A year!" Dor cried, horrified.

"Surely it will be shorter,"” Anpolde said reassuringly. It was obvious
that he had a far greater store of patience than Dor did.

As they re-entered Xanth, the sea turned black. "Blackl" Dor exclained.
"Coul d that be-?"

"It is possible," Anolde agreed, reffng his own excitenment with

the caution of experience. "W had better alert the remainder of our
conpany. "

"Grundy, get Smash and Irene to the boat,"” Dor called. "W just mght
be cl ose."

"More likely another false alarm" the golem grunbled. But he scanpered
off to fetch the other two.

When they reached their usual spot of questioning, Dor noticed that
there was a large old broad-|leaved tree that hadn't been there before.
This was certainly a different locale. But that in itself did not nean
much; the | andscape did shift with the Mundane aspects, sonetines
dramatically. It was not just tinme but geography that changed; sone
aspects were flat and barren, while others were raggedly nountai nous.
The only thing all had in common was the beach line, with the sea to the
south and the terrain to the north. Anpolde was constantly intrigued by
the assorted significances of this, but Dor did not pay much attention
"What have you seen | atel y?" he asked the sand.

"Not hi ng nuch since the King and his noll wal ked by," the sand said.
"Ch." Dor turned to trek back to the magic section
The centaur paused. "Did it say-?"

Then it sank in. Excitenent raced along Doris nerves. "King Trent and
Queen Iris?"

"l suppose. They were sort of old."

"l believe we have our wi ndow at |ast!" Anplde said. "Go back and al ert
the others; | shall hold the w ndow open."

Dor ran back east, his heart pounding harder than warranted by the
exertion. Did he dare believe? "W've found itl" he cried. "Mve out
now "

They dived into the boat. Smash poled it violently forward. Then the
ogre's effort dinminished. Dor |ooked, and saw that Smash was striving
hard but accomplishing little.

"Ch-we're out of the magic of Xanth, and not yet in the nagic aisle," he
said. "Come on-we've all got to help."

Dor and Irene | eaned over the boat on either side and paddl ed
desperately with their hands, and slowy the boat noved onward.

"They crawl ed up parallel to the centaur. "AIl aboardl" Dor cried,
exhi | ar at ed.
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Anol de trotted out through the shallow water and clinbed aboard with
difficulty, rocking the boat. Sone sea water slopped in. The craft was
sturdy, as anything crafted by an ogre was bound to be, but

stU reeked of Eme jelly, especially where it had been wet down.

"Il he centaur stood in the center, facing forward; lrene sat in the
front, her fair green hair traihng back in the breeze. It had faded
monentarily when they were between magi cs, just now, perhaps that had
hel ped give Dor the hint of the problem It renmained the easiest way to
tell the state of the world around them

Dor settled near the rear of the boat, and Smash pol ed vigorously from
the stern. Now that they were within the nagic aisle, the ogre's
strength was full, and the boat was lively. The black waves coursed
rapi dly past

"I wish I had known this was all we had to do to |ocate King Trent," Dor
said. "W could have saved ourselves the trip into Modem Miundani a. "

"By no nmeans," Anplde protested, swishing his tail. "W mght have

di scovered this wi ndow, true; but each w ndow opens onto an entire
Mundane world. W should soon have lost the trail and ourselves and
been unable to rescue anyone. As it is, we know we are | ooking for
Onesti and we know where it is; this will greatly facilitate our
operation." The centaur paused. "Besides which, | amnost gratified to
have met |chabod."

So their initial excursion did nmake sense, after aB. "Wat sort of
peopl e do you see here?" Dor asked the water

"Tough people with baggy clothes and swords and bows," the water said.
"They're not rmuch on the water, though; not the way the G eeks were."

"Those are probably the Bulgers," Anolde said. "They should have passed
this way in the past few decades, according to Ichab;od." "W are the
Bul gers?" Irene asked. Now that they were actually on the trail of her

| ost father, she was nuch nore interested in details.

"This is conplex to explain. Ichabod gave ne sone detail on it, but |
may not have the whole story."

"If they're people ny father nmet-and if we have to neet them too-I want
to know all about them" Her face assumed her determ ned | ook

"I he boat was nmoving well, for the ogre's strength was form dable.

The shoreline stretched ahead, curving in and out, with inlets and bays.
"W do have a journey of several days ahead of us," the centaur said.
"Time will doubtless weigh somewhat ponderously on our hands." He took a
di dactic breath and started in on his historical

narrative, while the ogre scow ed, uninterested, and Grandy settled down
in his nest to sleep. But Dor and Irene paid close attention

In essence it was this: about three centuries before this period, there
had been a huge Mundane enpire in this region, called-as Dor understood
i t- Roaxn, perhaps because it spread so far. But after along tine this
enpire had grown corrupt and weak. Then fromthe great inland nmass to

the east had thrust a fornerly quiescent tribe, the Huns, perhaps short
for Hungries because of their appetite for power, pushing other tribes

before them These tribes had overrun the Roami ng Enpire, destroying a
|large part of it. But when the Hungry chief, Attaboy, died of
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i ndi gestion, they were defeated and driven partway back east, to the
shore of this Black Sea, the very color of their nood. They fought
anong thenselves for a tine, as people in a black nmood do, then reunited
and call ed thenselves the Bulgers. But the Buls were driven out of
their new country by another savage tribe of Turks-no relation to the
turkey oaks-called the Khazars. Some Buls fled north and sone fled
west-and this was the region the western ones had settled, here at the
western edge of the Black Sea. They couldn't go any farther because
anot her savage tribe was there, the Avars. The Avars had a huge enpire
in eastern Europe, but now it was declining, especially under the

onsl aught of the Khazars. At the nonent, circa Mundane AD 650-the
nunber referred to some Mundane religion to which none of these parties
bel onged-there was an uneasy balance in this regi on between the three
powers, the Avars, Bulgars, and Khazars, with the Khazars domni nant.

Sonehow this was too conplex for Dor to follow. All these strange

tri bes and happeni ngs and nunbers-the intricaci es of Mindania were far
more conplicated than the sinple nagic events of Xanth! Easier to face
down griffins and dragons than Avars and Y. hazars; at |east the dragons
were sensi bl e creatures.

"But what has this to do with ny father?" Irene demanded.

"Which tribe did he go to trade with?"

"None of the above," the centaur said. "This is merely background. It
woul d be too dangerous for us to deal with such savages.

But we believe there is a small Kingdom maybe a Gothic rerinmant, or
sonme ol der indi genous people, who have retained nom nal independance in
the Carpathian Muntains, with a separate | anguage and culture. They
happen to be at the boundary between the Avars, Bulgars, and Khazars,
protected to a degree because no one enpire can

make a nove there wi thout antagonizing the other two, and al so protected
by the rougimess of the terrain. Hence the A, B, K conplex King Trent
referenced-a valuable clue for us. = separate region is the Ki ngdom of
OnestL It is ensconced in the mountains, difficult to invade, and has
very little that others would want to take, which nmay hel p account for
its independence. But it surely is eager for peaceful and profitable
trade, and |chabod's Mundane reference suggests that it did have a trade
route that has been lost to history, which enabled the Kingdomto
prosper for a century when their normal channel s appeared to be bl ocked.
That could be the trade route to Xanth that King Trent sought to
establish."

"Yes, that does make sense," Irene agreed. "But suppose one of those
other tribes caught my father, and that's why he never returned?"

"W shall trace himdown," the centaur said reassuringly. "W have an
enornous asset King Trent |lacked-magic. Al we need to do is go to
Onesti and query the people, plants, aninmals, and objects.

There win surely be news of him"

Irene was silent. Dor shared her concern. Now that they were on the
verge of finding King Trent-how could they be certain they would find
himalive? |If he were dead, what then?

"Are we going to have to fight all those Ais, B's, and |Vs?"

Grundy asked. Apparently he had not been entirely asleep
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"l doubt it," Anmolde replied. "Actual states of war are rarer than they
seemin historical perspective. The great najority of the tine, life
goes on as usual; the fishernmen fish, the blacksnmiths hanmer iron, the
farmers farm the wonen bear chudren. Oherw se there woul d be constant
deprivation. However, | have stocked a friendship-spefl for energency
use." He patted his bag of spells.

They went on, the ogre poling indefatigably. Gadually the shoroline
curved southward, and they followed it. Wen dusk cane they pulled
ashore briefly to make a fire and prepare supper; then they returned to
the boat for the night, so as not to brave the Mindane threats of the
darkness. There were few fish and no nonsters in the Black Sea, G undy
reported; it was safe as long as a stormdid not cone up

Now Anpl de expended one of his precious spens. He opened a w nd
capsule, orienting it carefully. The wi nd bl ew sout hwest, catching the
smal | squat sat they raised for the purpose. Now the ogre could rest,
whil e the boat coursed on toward their destination. They

took turns steering it, Gundy asking the fish and water plants for
directions, Dor asking the water, and Irene growi ng a conpass plant that
poi nted toward the great river they wanted.

That rem nded Dor of the magic compass. He brought it out and | ooked,
hoping it would point to King Trent. But it pointed straight at Anol de,
and when Anolde held it, it pointed to Dor. It was useless in this

si tuati on.

Sl eep was not confortable on the water, but it was possible. Dor |ay
down and stared at the stars, w de awake; then the stars abruptly
shifted position, and he realized he had slept; now he was w de awake.
They shifted again. Then he was w de awake agai n-when G undy woke him
to take his turn at the helm He had, it seened, been dreaning he was
wi de awake. That was a frustrating node; he would al nost have preferred
t he ni ght mar es

In the norning they were at the nonstrous river delta-a series of bars,
channel s, and islands, through which the slow current coursed.

Now Smash had to unship the two great oars he had nade, face back, and
row against the current. Still the boat noved alertly enough. Irene
grew pastry plants and fed their pastry-flower fruits to the ogre so he
woul d not suffer the attrition of hunger. Smash gul ped them down entire
wi t hout pausing in his efforts; Dor was al nost jeal ous of the creature's
sheer zest for food and effort.

No, he realized upon reflection. He was jealous of the attention Irene
was paying Smash. For all that he, Dor, did not want to be consi dered
the property of any girl, especially not this one, he still becane
resentful when Irene's attention went el sewhere. This was unreasonabl e,
he knew, Smash needed lots of food in order to continue the enornous
effort he was nmaking. 'This was the big thing the ogre was contributing
to their mssion-his abundant strength. Yet still it gnawed at Dor; he
wi shed he had enornmous nuscles and endl ess endurance, and that Irene was
poppi ng whole pies and tarts into his nouth.

Once, Dor renenbered, he had been big-or at |east had borrowed the body
of a powerful barbarian-mybe an Avar or a Bul gar or a Khazar-and had
di scovered that strength did not solve all problenms or bring a person
aut omati ¢ happiness. But at the nmonent, his selfish feelings didn't go
along with the sensible thinking of his mnd.
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"Sonmetimes | wish | were an ogre," G undy mnuttered.

Suddenly Dor felt better.

Al'l day they heaved up the river, |eaving the |argest channel for a
smal l er one, and leaving that for another and still snmaller one. There
were sone fishernen, but they didn't look |like A?s, B's, or 3W, and
they took a |l ook at the size and power of the ogre and |eft the boat

al one. Arnolds had been correct; the ordinary Mindane tinmes were pretty
duff, without ranpaging arm es everywhere. |In this respect Mundani a was
simlar to Xanth.

Wel | upstream they drew upon the shore and canped for the night. Dor
told the ground to yell an alarmif anything approachedanyt hi ng
substantially |arger than ants-and they settled down under another
unbrella tree Irene grew. It was just as well, for during the night it
rai ned.

On the third day they forged up a fast-flowing tributary stream
ascendi ng the great Carpath range. Sone places they had to portage;
Smash nmerely picked up the entire boat, upright, balanced it on his
corrugated head, steadied it with his gauntl eted hanmhands, and trudged
up through the rapids.

"If you don't have your tuff strength yet," Dor comented, "you nust be

close to it."
"Ungh," Snash agreed, for once not having the leisure to rhyne.

Qgres were the strongest creatures of Xanth, size for size-but some
monsters were much |larger, and others nore intelligent, so ogres did not
rule the jungle. Smash and his parents were the only ogres Dor had net,
if he didn't count his adventure into Xantifs past, where he had known
Egor the zombie ogre; they were not comon creatures today. Perhaps
that was just as well; if ogres were as common as dragons, who woul d
stand agai nst then?

At last, on the afternoon of the third day, they cane to the Ki ngdom of
Onesti, or at least its main fortress, Castle Onesti. Dor narvel ed that
King Trent and Queen Iris, traveling alone without magic, could have
been able to get here in simlar tinme. Mybe they underestimated the
arduousness of the journey. WB, it would soon be known.

Dor tried to question the stones and water of the river, but the water
wasn't the sane from nonment to nonent and so could not renenber, and the
stones clainmed that no one had portaged up here in the past nonth.
viously the King had taken another route, probably an easier one.

Per haps the King of Onesti had sent an escort, and they had ridden
Mundane horses up a horse trail. Yes, that was probably it.

They drew up just in sight of the inposing castle. Huge stones forned
great walls, leading up to the front entrance. There was no noat; this
was a nmountain fastness. "Do we knock on the door, or what?" Irene
asked nervously.

"Your father told ne honesty is the best policy," Dor said, nmasking his
own uncertainty. "lassune that wasn't just a riddle to suggest where he
went. W can approach openly. W can tell themwe' re from Xanth and
are looking for King Trent. WMaybe they have no connection to whatever
happened-if anythi ng happened. But let's not go out of our way to tel
them about our magic. Just in case."

"Just in case," she agreed tightly.
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They marched up to the front entrance. That seened to be the only
accessible part of the edifice anyway; the wall passed through a forest
on the south to nmerge cleverly with the clifflike sides of the nmountain
to the west and north. They were at the east face, where the approach
was nerely steep. "No wonder no one has conquered this little Kingdom™"
I rene murnur ed.

"I agree," Arnolde said. "No siege machinery could get close, and a
catapult would have to operate fromthe valley below. Perhaps it could
be taken, but it hardly seenms worth the likely cost."

Dor knocked. They waited. He knocked again. Still no response.
Then Snmash tapped the door with one finger, nmaking it shudder

Now a wi ndow creaked open in the mddle of the door. A face showed
behi nd bars. "Wo are you?" the guard denanded.

"I am Dor of Xanth. | have cone to see King Trent of Xanth, who,
believe, is here."

"Who?"

"King Trent, inbecile!" one of the bars snapped.
The guard's head jerked back, startled. "What?"
"You got a potato in your ear?" the bar demanded

"Stop it," Dor munbled at the bars. The last thing he wanted was the
premat ure exposure of his talent! Then, quickly, louder: "W wsh to
see King Trent."

"Wait," the guard said. The wi ndow sl amed cl osed.

But Shash, tired fromhis two days' l|abors, was irritable. "No wait,
ingrate!" he grow ed, and before Dor knew what was happeni ng, the ogre
smashed one sl edgehanmer fist into the door. The heavy wood splintered.
He punched right through, then caught the far side of the door with his
thick gauntleted fingers and haul ed violently back. The entire door
ripped free of its bolts and hinges. He

put his other hand on the little barred wi ndow and hefted the door up
and over his head, while the other people ducked hastily.

"Now see what you!ve- done, you noronic brute," Anplde said

But sonmehow the centaur did not seem conpletely displeased. He, too,
was tired and irritable fromthe journey, and the wel cone at Castle
Onesti had not been polite.

The guard stood inside, staring, as the ogre hurled the great door down

the mount ai nside. "Take us to your |eader," Dor said calmy, as if this
were routine. Al he could do, after all, was make the best of the
situation, and poise counted for a lot. "W don't want ny friend to get
i mpatient."

The guard turned about sonmewhat dazedly and led the way to the interior
of the castle. Qher guards cane charging up, attracted by the
commotion, swords drawn. Snash glared at them and they hastily faded
back, swords sheat hed

Soon they cane to the main banquet hall, where the King of Onesti held
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sway. The King sat at the bead of an i mMmense wooden table piled with
puddi ngs. He stood angrily as Dor approached, his huge belly bul ging
out over the table. "H edlzme sn jmmy sgd | dzmhnf tinmesghr hnsqtrhnm ?"
he denmanded, his fat face reddening inpressively.

Then Arnol de's magi ¢ ai sl e caught up, and the King becane intelligible.
" before | have you all thrown in the dungeonl™

"Hello," Dor said. "I amDor, tenporary King of Xanth while King Trent
is away." O course, the Zonbie Master was tenporarytenporary King now,
whil e Dor hinself was away, but that was too conplicated to explain at
the monent. "He cane here on a trading nmission, | believe, less than a
mont h ago, and has not returned. So | have cone to | ook for him What?s
the story?"

The King scow ed. Suddenly Dor knew this approach had been an wong,
that King Trent had not cone here, that the people of Onesti knew
not hi ng about him This was aU a m st ake.

"I amKing Cary of Onesti," the lung said fromout of his glower, "and
never saw this King Trench of yours. Get out of ny Kingdom™"

Despair struck Dor-but behind him Anmol de murnured: "Ibat person is
prevaricating, | believe."

"On top of that, he's lying," Irene nuttered.

"dib fib," Smash said. He set one hanmhand down on the banquet table
gently. The, bow s of pudding junped and quivered nervously.

King Cary considered the ogre. Hs ruddy face paled. His righteous

anger dissolved into something like guffty cunning. "However, | may
have news of him" he said with less bellicosity. "Join ny feast, and
will query ny ninions."

Dor didn't like this. King Cary did not inpress himfavorably, and he
did not feel like eating with the man. But the puddi ngs | ooked good,
and he did want QCary's cooperation. He nodded reluctant assent.

"Il he servants hurried up with nore chairs for Dor, Irene, and Snash.
Grundy, too small for a chair, perched instead on the edge of the table.
Arnol de nerely stood. More puddi ngs were brought in, together with

fl agons of beverage, and they all pitched in.

The pudding was thick, with fruit enbedded, and surprisingly tasty. Dor
soon found hinself thirsty, for the pudding was highly spiced, so he
drank-and found the beverage a cross between sweet beer and sharp wi ne
fromindifferent beerbaffel and w nekeg trees.

He hadn't realized that such trees grew in Mindania; certainly they did
not grow as well. But the stuff was heady and good once he got

used to it.

The others were eating as happily. They had all devel oped quite an
appetite in the course of their trek up the mountain river, and had not
paused to grow a neal of their own before approaching the castle. Snash,
especially, tossed down puddi ngs and flagons of drink wth an abandon
that set the castle servants gaping.

But the drink was stronger than what they were accustoned to.

Dor soon found his awareness spinning pleasantly. Gundy began a little
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dance on the table, a routine he had picked up froma Miundane i mi grant
to Xanth. He called it the Drunken Sailor's Hornpipe, and it did indeed
| ook drunken. King Cary liked it, applauding with his fat hands.

Arnol de and Irene ate nore diffidently, but the centaur's nass required
pl enty of sustenance, and he was naki ng good progress.

Irene, it seened, |oved puddings, so she could not hold back | ong.
"Zrne vgn I hfgs w ad, ezhqg czlrdk?" King Cary asked Irene pleasantly.
oops-they were seated along the table, with the King at the end.

The King was beyond the aisle of magic. But Anol de grasped the problem
qui ckly, and angled his body so that he now faced the King.

That woul d extend the nagic far enough
Irene, too, caught on. "Wre you addressing me, Your Majesty?"

she asked denmurely. Dor had to admt she was very good at puffing on
mai denl y ways.

"OF course. What other fair dansels are in this hall?"

She colored slightly, |ooking about as if to spy other girls. She was
getting nore practiced at this sort of dissenblance. "'Thank you so
much, Your Majesty."

"What is your |ineage?"
"Ch, I'mKing Trenfs daughter."
The King nodded sagely. "lI'msure you are prettier than your nother."

Did that nean sonething? Dor continued eating, |listening, hoping Irene
could get some useful information fromthe obese nobnarch

There was sonet hing odd here, but Dor did not know how to act until he
had nore definite infornation.

"Have you any news of ny parents?" Irene inquired, having the wit and
art to smle fetchingly at the King. Yet again Dor had to suppress his
unreasoni ng jealousy. "lI'mso worried about them" And she pouted
cutely. Dor hadn't seen her use that expression before; it nust be a
new one.

"My henchnen are spying out information now,"'
"Soon we should have what news there is."

the King reassured her.

Anol de gl anced at Dor, a fleeting frown on his face. He still did not
trust Qary.
"Tell nme about Onesd,"” Irene said brightly. "It seens |like such a nice

little Kingdom™"

"Ch, it is, it is," the King agreed, his eyes focusing on what showed of
her legs. "Two fine castles and several villages, and sone very pretty
mountains. For centuries we have fought off the savages; two thousand
years ago, this was the heartland of the battl e-axe people, the

C nmerians. Then the Scyths cane on their horses, driving the footbound
C nmerians south. Horses had not been seen in this country before; they
seened |i ke nonsters fromsonme fantasy |and."
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The King paused to chew up anot her pudding. Mnsters froma fantasy
| and-coul d that refer to Xanth? Dor wondered. Mybe sonme ni ght mares
found a way out, and turned Miundane, and that was the origin of day
horses. It was an intriguing speculation

"But here at the nountains," the King resumed, w ping pudding crust from
hi s whi skers, "the old enmpire held. Many hundreds of years later the
Sarmatians drove out the Scyths, but did not penetrate this fastness.”
He bel ched contentedly. "Then canme the Goths-but

sfiff we held the border. 'then fromthe south cane the horrible
civfflmRomans, and fromthe east the Huns

"Ah, the Huns," Irene agreed, as If she knew soneffng about them
"But still Onesti survived, here in the nountains, unconquered though
beset by barbarians,' the King concluded. "O course we had to pay

tribute sometimes, a necessary evff. Yet our trade is inhibited.

If we interact too freely with the barbarians, there wig surely be
m schief. Yet we nust have trade If we are to survive."

"My father canme to trade," Irene said

"Perhaps he got sidetracked by the dread | (hazars, or their Magyar

m nions," King Cary suggested. "I have had sone dealings with those;
they are savage, canning brutes, always alert for spoils. | happen to
speak their | anguage, so | know "

Dor deci ded he woul d have to do sone searching on his own, questioning
the objects in this vicinity. But not right now, while the King was
wat ching. He was sure the King was hiding sonething.

"Have you been King of Onesti for a long tine?" Irene inquired
i nnocently.

"Not long," Cary admtted. "M nephew Onen was to be King, but he was
under age, so | becane regent when my brother died.

Then Omen went out hunting-and did not return. W fear he strayed too
far and was anbushed by the Khazars or Magyars. So | amKing, until we
can declare Oren officially dead. There is no hope of his survival, of
course, but the old council noves very slowy on such matters."

So King CGary was in fact regent during the true King' s absencenuch as
Dor was, in Xanth. But this King was eager to retain the throne. Had
there been foul play by other than the Khazars?

Dor found his head on the table, contesting for space with a puddi ng. He
must have gotten quite sleepy? "What's going on?" he nunbl ed.

"You' ve been dragged, you fool, that's what,"” the table whispered in his
ear. "There's nore in that rotgut than booze, I'Il tell youl"

Dor reacted with shock, but sonehow his head chd not nse.
"Drugged? VWhy?"

"' Cause the Inposter King doesn't like you, that's why," the table said.
"He always drugs his enemies. That's how he got rid of King Oren, and
then that fake Magician King."

Magi ci an Kingl It was funny, whispering with his head on the
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table, but fairly private. Doi's nose was al nbpst under the pudding.
"WAs that King Trent?"

"That's what he called hinself. But he couldn't do nmagic. He drank the
drink, all-trusting the way they all are, the fools, and went to sl eep
just like you. Yoifre all such suckers."

"Smash! Grtndy!" Dor cried as loudly as he could, his head still glued
to the table. "W've been betrayed! Drugged! Break out of here!"

But now many guards charged into the hall. "Renpve this carrion," King
Cary conmanded. "Throw themin the dungeon. Don't danmage the girl;
she's too pretty to waste. Put the freak horse in the stable.”

Smash, who had gul ped huge quantities of the drugged drink, neverthel ess
had strength to rouse hinself and fight. Dor heard the noise, but was
facing the wong way. GQuards charged, and screaned, and retreated.

"Gve it tothem ogre!" Gundy cried, dancing on the table. "Tear them
up!"
But then the violence abated. "Hey, don't slow down now "

Gundy called. "What's the nmatter with you?"

Dor knew what had happened. Smash had wandered outside the magic aisle,
and | ost his supernatural strength. Now the nagons of drugged drink
took their toll, as they would on any nornmal creature.

"Me sleep a peep," Smash said, the last of his nmagic expended in the

rhyne.
Dor knew this fight was lost. "Get out of here, Gundy," he said with a
special effort. "Before you sleep, too. Don't let themcatch you."

"1 he unconsci ousness over cane Dor.

Dor woke with a headache. He was |ying on sour-snelling hay in a dark
cell. As he noved, sonething skittered away. He suspected it was a
rat; he understood they abounded in Miundania. Maybe that was a

bl essing; the magic creatures of the night could be horrible in Xanth.

There was the sound of nuted sobbing. Dor held his breath a nonent to
make certain it wasn't hinself.

He sat up, peering through the gloomto find sone vestige of light.

There was a Ettle, which grew brighter as his eyes acclimatized; it
seened to be a candle in the distance. But there was a wall in the way;
the light filtered through the cracks.

He oriented on the sobbing. It was from an adjacent chanber, separated
fromhis own by nassive stone pilings and huge wood ti nbers.

This nmust be the | ower region of the castle, these cells hollowed out
fromaround the foundations. There were gaps between the supports, big
enough for himto pass his armthrough but not his body.

"lrene?" he asked.

"Ch, Dorl" she answered inmediately, tearfully. "I thought | was al one!
What has becone of us?"

"W were drugged and thrown in the dungeon,"” he said. "King GCary nust
have done the same to your parents, before." He couldn't quite renenber
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where he had gotten that notion, or how he hinself had been drugged; his
menory was foggy on recent details.

"But why? M father came only to trade!"”

"I don't know. But | think King Gary is a usurper. Mybe he nurdered
the rightful King, and your folks found out. Qary knew he couldn't foo
us long, so he practiced his treachery on us, too."

"What do we do now?" she denanded hysterically. "OCh, Dor, rye never
felt so horribler"

"I think it's the drug," he said. "I feel bad, too. 'that should wear
off. If we have our magic, we may be able to get free. Do you have
your bag of seeds?”

She checked. "No. Only ny clothing. Do you have your gold and gens?,)

Dor checked. "No. They must have searched us and taken everything they
t hought was val uabl e or dangerous. | don't have ny sword either." But
then his questing fingers found something small. "I do have the jar of
salve, not that it's rmuch good here. And ny m dni ght sunstone; it fel
into the jacket lining. Let me s' He brought it out. "No, | guess not.
This has no light."

"Where are the others?"
"I''"ll check," he said. "Floor, where are ny conpani ons?"

There was no answer. "That means we have no magic. Anplde nmust be in
the stable." He seened to renenber soneffng about that, foggily.

"What about Smash and G undy?"
"Me here," the ogre said fromthe opposite cell. "Head hurt.
Strength gone."

Now Dor had no further doubt; the magic was gone. The ogre wasn't
rhym ng, and no doubt Irene's hair had lost its color. Magic had
strange little bypaths and side effects, where | oss was somehow nore
poi gnant than that of the mmjor aspects. But those mmjor ones were
vital; w thout his magic strength, Smash could probably not break free
of the dungeon.

"Grundy?" Dor called inquiringly.
There was no answer. Gundy, it seened, had escaped capture.

' That was about the extent of their good fortune.

"Me got gauntlets," Smash said

I nclude one nore itemof fortune. |If the ogre should get his strength
back, those gauntlets would be a big help. Probably the castle guards
had not realized the gauntlets were not part of the ogre, since Snash
had used them for eating. The ogreish |ack of nmanners had paid off in
this respect.

Doris head was slowy clearing. He tried the door to his cell. It was
of solid Mundane wood, worn but far too tough to break. Too tough, too,
for Smash, in his present condition; the ogre tried and

couldn't budge his own door. Unless the centaur cane wiffid range, none
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of them had any sigafficant |ever for freedom

The doors seenmed to be barred by sone unreachabl e mechani sm out si de
inside, the sliny stone floor was interrupted only by a disposal sunp-a
smal | but deep hole that reeked of old excrement. Chviously no one
woul d be rel eased for sanitary purposes either.

Smash banged a fist against a wall. "OM" he exclained. "Now nme mss
centaurl"

"He does have his uses," Dor agreed. "You know, Smash, Arnolde didn't
really usurp Chet's place. Chet couldn't conme with us anyway, because
of his injury, and Anrolde didn't want to. W pretty ¢

much forced himinto it, by reveahng his magic talent."
"Ungh," the ogre agreed. "M want out of here. No like be weak."

"I think we'll have to wait for whatever King Gary plans for us," Dor
said grimy. "If he planned to kill us, he wouldn't have bothered to
lock us in here."”

"Dor, I'"'mscared, really scared,"” Irene said. "l've never been a
prisoner before."

Dor peered out through the cracks in his door. Had the flickering
candl e shadow noved? The guard nust be coming in to eavesdrop

Naturally King Cary would want to know their secrets-and Irene just

m ght let out their big one before she realized. He had to warn
her-wi thout the guard catching on. They just might turn this to their
advant age.

He went to the wall that separated them "It win be a good idea to plan
our course of action," he said. "If they question us, tell them what
they want to know. Therd's no point in concealing anything, since we're
i nnocent." He managed to reach his armthrough the crevice in the wall
nearest her. "But we don't want themto force us into any fal se
statenents.”

| Es hand touched soneffng soft. It was Irene. She nade a s6fled
"Eeek!" then grasped his hand.

"Let me review our situation," Dor said. "I am Yang during |G ng
Trent's absence." He squeezed her hand once. "You are King Trent's
daughter." He squeezed again, once. "Anolde the Centaur is also a

Prince anong his people.” This time he squeezed twi ce.

"VWhat are you tal king about?" she demanded. "Anolde's not-" She broke
of f as he squeezed several times, hard. Then she began to

catch on; she was a bright enough girl. "Not with us now," she
concl uded, and squeezed his hand once.

"If the centaur does not return to his people on schedule, they wll
probably conme after himwith an army," Dor said, squeezing tw ce

"A big arny," she agreed, returning the two squeezes. "Wth nmany fine
archers and spear throwers, thirsty for blood, and a big catapult to

| oft huge stones against the castle." She was getting into it now They
had their signals set; one squeeze for truth, tw for fal sehood. That
way they could talk privately, even if someone were eavesdroppi ng.
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"I"'mglad we?re alone," he said, squeezing twice. "So we can talk
freely."

"Al one," she agreed, with the double squeeze. Yes, now she knew why he
was doing this. She was a smart girl, and he liked that; nynphlike
proportions did not have to indicate nynphlike stupidity.

"W have no chance to break out of here ourselves," Dor said, squeezing
twice. "W have no resources they don't already know about." Two.

"W don't have mmgi cal powers or anything," she agreed with an enphatic
doubl e squeeze.

"But maybe it would be better to let themthink we have nagic," Dor
sai d, not squeezing. "That mght make themtreat us better."

"There is that," she agreed. "If the guards thought we could zap them
through the walls, they mght let us out."

"Maybe we should figure out sonething to fool themw th," he said, this
ti me squeezing once. "Sonmething to distract themwhile the centaur
army- is nmassing. Like growing plants very fast. |If they thought you
could grow a tree and burst out the ceiling and naybe nmake this castle
col | apse- 2

"They woul d take ne out of this cell and keep me away from seeds," she
said. "Then maybe | coul d escape and set out sone markers so the
centaurs can find us nore quickly."

"Yes. But you can't just tell the Mundanes about growi ng things; it has
to seemthat they forced it out of you. And you'll need sone good
excuse in case they challenge you to grow sonething. You could say the
time of the nonth is wong, or-2

"Or that | have to do it in a stable," she said. "That would get ne out
of the heavily guarded area. By the time they realize it's a fake, and
that | can't grow anything, | may have escaped."”

"Yes." But had they set this up correctly? Wuld it trick the

guards into taking Irene to the stable where Anol de might be, or would
they not bother? This business of deception was nore difficult than he
had t hought.

Then she signaled alarm "Wat about Smash? TheyR want to know how he
tore off the front gate, when he can't do a thing now "

Dor thought fast. "W have to hide fromthemthe fact that the ogre is
strong only when he's angry. The guard at the gate insulted Smash, so
naturally he tore off the gate. But King OCary gave hima good neal, so
he wasn't really angry despite getting drugged. Maybe we can trick a
guard into saying somet hing mean to Smash, or depriving himof food or
water. Wen Smash gets hungry, he gets nmean. And he has a big
appetite. If they try starving him watch outl He'll blow his top and
tear this cellar apart!”

"Yes," she agreed. "That's really our best hope. U -treatnent. W
don't even need to trick anybody. Al we have to do is wait. By m dday
tomorrow Smash will be storming. W'Ill all escape over the dead bodies

of the guards who get in the way. W may not need the centaurs at all!"

Sonet hi ng caught Doris eye. He squeezed Irene's hand to call her
attention to it. The guard was quietly noving. No doubt a hot report
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was goi ng upstairs.

"You're an idiot," Irene murmured, squeezing his hand twi ce.

"You get these fool notions to fool our captors, and they'll never work.
I don't know why | even talk to you."

"Because it's better than tafling to the rats," he said w thout

squeezi ng.
"Rats!" she cried, horrified. "Were?"
"I thought | saw one when | woke. Maybe | was wong."

"No, this is the kind of place they like." She squeezed his hand, not
with any signal. "Oh, Dor-we've got to get out of here!"

"They may take you out pretty soon, to verify that you can't grow
pl ants. "

She squeezed his hand seamingly. "They already know. " Actually, the

pur pose of the fake dial ogue had been to convince their captors that Dor
and Irene had no nagic. Then if they sonehow got the chance to use
magi ¢, the guards woul d be caught conpletely by surprise. In addition,
they had probably guaranteed good treatnent for Smash-1f their ruse had
been effective.

Soon a wan crack of dawn flltered in through the ceiling near what they
took to be the east wall. But the angle was wong, and Dor

finally concluded that they were incarcerated agai nst the west wan,
above the cliff, vnth the Eght enteting only by ende reffeedon; it would
have been nuch b:dghter on the other side. No chance to tunnel out,
even |f they had the strength; what use to step off the chE

Guards brought Smash a huge basket of bread and a barrel of water.

"Foodl" the ogre exclainmed happily, and crunched up entire | oaves in
single mouthfuls, as was his wont. Then, perceiving that neither Dor
nor Irene had been served, he hurled several |oaves through to them Dor
squeezed one through the crevice to Irene.

The water was harder to manage. No cups had been provi ded, but Doi?s
thirst abruptly intensified, perhaps in reaction to the wine of the day
before. He finally borrowed and fLUed one of the ogre's gauntlets and
jamred that through to Irene.

"Tastes |ike sour sweat," she conplained. But she drank it, then shoved
the gauntl et back. Dor drank the rest of it, agreeing with her analysis
of the taste, and returned the gauntlet to Smash w th due thanks.
Sweat - fl avored water was nuch better than thirst.

"G ve ne your hand again," Irene said.

Thi nki ng she had nore strategy to discuss, Dor passed his right arm
through the crack, gnawing on a loaf held in his left. "'lbat was a
mean thing you did, getting ne food," she murnured, squeezing tw ce.

"Well, you know | don't like you," Dor told her, returning the double
squeeze. He wasn't sure this mattered to their eavesdropper, but the
reversal s were easy enough to do.

"I never liked you," she returned in kind. "In fact, | think |I hate
YOU.
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what was she saying? The doubl e squeeze suggested reversal, the
opposite of what she said. Reverse hate? "Wat would | want with an
ugly girl like you anyway?" he denanded.

There was a | ong pause. Dor stared through the crack, seeing a strand
of her hair, and, as he had expected, it had lost its green tint.

Then he reahud he had forgotten to squeeze. Belatedly he did so, tw ce.

"Ugly, huh?" She squirned about, bringing sonething soft into contact
with his palm "Is that ugly?"

"I"'mnot sure what it is," Dor said. He squeezed experinentally.
"Eeeki" she yiped, and swatted his hand.

"Ugly as sin," he said, trying to Picture fenmale anatonmy so as to
ascertain what he had pinched. It certainly had been interestingl "I'lI
bite your hand," she threatened, in their old gane.

"There are teeth there?" he inquired, surprised.

For an instant she choked, whether on mirth or anger he could not quite
tell. "Wth ny nouth, I'Il bite," she clarified. But only her lips
touched his fingers.

"You woul dn't dare."
She ki ssed his hand tw ce nore.
"Quch!" Dor cried.

Now she bit him lightly, twice. He wasn't sure what nood this
signified.

It was a new variant of an old game, perhaps no nore, but it caused Dor
to think about his relationship with Irene. He had known her since

chil dhood. She had al ways been jeal ous of his status as magici an and
had al ways taunted hi mand sicked her plants on himyet always, too, had
been the underlying knowl edge that they were destined for each other. He
had resisted that as violently as she-but as they grew ol der, the sexua
el ement had begun to manifest, at first in supposedly innocent games and
acci dental exposures, then nore deviously but seriously. Wen he had
been twel ve and she el even, they had kissed for the first time with
feeling, and the experience had shaken them both. Since then their
quarreling had been tenpered by the know edge that each could give a new
kind of joy to the other, potentially, when conditions were right.
Irene's recent devel opment of body had intensified that awareness, and
their spats had had a voyeuristic el enent, such as when they had torn
the clothes off each other in the npat. Now, when they could not be
sure of their fate, and in the absence of anything else to do, this

rel ati onshi p had become nmuch nore inportant. For the nonent, al nost
literally, all he had was Irene. Wy should they quarrel in what m ght
be their |ast hours?

"Yes, | definitely hate you," Irene said, nipping delicately at the tip
of one of his fingers twice, as if testing it for digestibility.

"I hate you, too," Dor said, trying to squeeze but only succeeding in
poking his finger into her nouth. H's whole being seened to concentrate
on that hand and whatever it touched, and the caress of her |ips was
excruci atingly exciting.
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"I wish I could never see you again," she said, hugging his hand to her
bosom

This was getting pretty seriousl Yet he found that he felt the sane.

He never wanted to | eave her. They weren!t even squeezi ng now, playing
the gane of reversal with increasing intensity and conprehension. Ws
this nerely a reaction to the fear of extinction? He could not be
sure-but was unable to resist the current of enotion. "I wish | ce>uld
. hurt you," he said, having trouble fornulating a properly
negative concept.

"I'"d hurt you backl' She hugged his hand nmore tightly.
"I'd like to grab you and-" Again the problem

"And what ?" she denmanded, and once nore he found his hand encountering
strange anatony, or sonething. |Es inability to identify it was driving
himcrazyl Was it linb or torso, above or bel ow the waist-and which did
he want it to be?

"And squeeze you to pieces," he said, giving a good squeeze. That
nmoat - scene had been not hing, conpared with this.

This time she did not nake any sound of protest. "I wouldn't marry you
if you were the last man alive," she whi spered

She had upped the ante again! She was taling of marriage! Dor was
stunned, unable to respond.

She caressed his hand intimately. "Wuld you?" she pronpted.

Dor had not thought nmuch about narriage, despite his involvenent in Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey's weddi ng. He sonehow thought of marriage as the

perqui site of old people, like his parents, and King Trent, and Hunfrey.
He, Dor, was only sixteen! Yet in Xanth the age of consent coi ncided
with the age of desire. |f a person thought he was old enough to marry,

and wi shed to do so, and had a willing bride, he could nmake the
alliance. Thus a marriage could be contracted at age twelve, or at age
one hun&ed; Magi dw Hunfrey had hardly seenmed ready even at that exuenel

Did he want to marry? Wen he thought of the next few hours, perhaps
his last, he wanted to, for he had known he would have to marry before
his Efe was out. It was a requirenent of Kingship, |ike being a
Magi ci an. But when he thought of a Iffetime in Xanth, he wasin't sure.
"There was a lot of tine, and so much could happen in a lifetinmer As
Hunfrey had said: there were positive and negative upects. "I don't
know, " he sai d.

"You don't knowl " she flared. "OCh, | hate youl" And she bit his hand,
once, and her sharp teeth cut the flesh painfully. Oh, yes, this was
getting seriousl

Dor tried to jerk his hand away, but she clung to it. "You oaft

You ingrate!" she exclained. "YOU nanl- And her face pressed agai nst
hi s hand, noistly.

Moi stly? Yes, she was crying. Perhaps there was art to it;
neverthel ess this unnerved Dor. |If she felt that strongly, could he
afford to feel less? Did he feel |ess?
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Then a tidal swell of enmption flooded him Wat did it natter how much
time there was, or how old he was, or where they were? He did |ove her

"I- would not," he said, and tweaked her slick nose tw ce.

She continued crying into his hand, but now there was a gentler feeling
toit. She was no longer angry with him these were tears of

JOv.
It seemed they were engaged.
"Hey, Dor," a whisper cane. It was fromhis own cell

"Grundy!" Dor whispered back. He tried to signal Irene, but she seened
to have fallen asleep against his hand.

"Sorry I was so long," the golemsaid. "It took tine to sleep off that
knockout juice, and nore time to find a good secret route here w thout
rlming afoul of the rats. | talked to themrat |anguage seens to be

much the same all over, so | didn't need the magic-but they' re mean. |
finally made nyself a sword out of this big ol' hatpin, and after |
struck a few they decided to cooperate."” He brandi shed the weapon, a
bent iron sliver; it did | ook deadly. Poked at a rat's eye, it would be
devast at i ng.

"Irene and | are engaged," Dor said.

The golem squinted at himto determ ne whether this was a joke and
concluded it was not. "You are? O all things! Wy did you propose to
her now?"

"I didn't," Dor confessed. "She proposed to ne, | think."
"But you can't even touch her!"

"l can touch her," Dor said, renenbering.

"Not where it counts.”

"Yes, where it counts-1 think."

The gol em shrugged this off as fantasy. "Well, it won't make any
difference, if we don't get out of here. | tried to talk to the animals
and plants around here, but nost of them| can't understand w t hout
magic. | don't think they know anything about King Trent and Queen Iris

anyway. But |'msure old King Cary's up to sonet hing.
How can | spring you?"
"Get Anolde into range," Dor said.

"'‘Ibat's not easy, Dor. They've got himin a stable, with a bar-1Iock
setup like this, too heavy for ne to force, and out of his reach. Crude
but effective. |If | could spring him 1 could spring you."

"But we've got to get together," Dor whispered. "W need nagic, and
that's the only way."

"They aren't going to let himout," Gundy said. "They've got this foo
notion that an arny of warrior centaurs is marching here, and they don't
want anyone to know there's a centaur in the castle.”

Irene woke. "Are you talking to nme, dear?" she asked.
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"Dear!" Grundy chortled. "Hoo, has she | assoed youl"

"Quietl" Dor whispered fiercely. "The guard is listening." But he
wonder ed whether that was really his concern

"I's that the gol en?" Irene asked.
"WAnt to hold hands with ne, dear?" G Lndy call ed.
"Go unravel your string!" she snapped back

"Anyt hing but that," Gundy said, smling mschievously. "I want to
stick around and watch the nuptials. How are you going to nmake it
through the wal | ?"

"Let me get at that big-nmouthed inp!" Irene said. "I'Il jam himdown
the sunp headfirst."

"How did you get the poor sucker to accept the knot?" the golem
persisted. "Did you screamat him show himsonme forbidden flesh, and
cry big green tears?"

"The sunp is too good for him" she gritted.

"If you both don't be quiet, the eavesdropping guard will |earn
everything," Dor warned, ravaged by worry and enbarrassnent.

Grundy | ooked at him "Qutside the nagi c anbience, they can't
understand a word we say. How can they eavesdrop?"

Dor was stunned. "I never thought of thatl" Had his entire ruse been
for nothing?

"How come they fed Smash, then?" Irene demanded, forgetting her fury
with the golemas she cane to grips with this new question.

"How come they heard about the centaur arny? Seens to ne you said-or
did | dreamthat?"

"I saidit, and it's true," Gundy said. "You nmean you started that
story? | overheard it when | was visiting Anolde; then | could
under st and t he Mundane speech.”

"We started it," Dor agreed. "And we gave themthe notion that Smash
only has super strength when he's angry, and he gets angry

when he's hungry. They brought himfood very soon. So they nust have
under stood. But how?"

"l think we're about to find out,"
" Someone' s coning. "

Grundy said, fading into the shadow.

Irene finally let go of Doris hand, and he drew it back through the
wall. H's armwas cranmped fromthe hours in the awkward position, but
Dor hardly regretted the experience. It was all right being engaged to
Irene. He knew her well enough to know she would nmake a pretty good
wife. She would quarrel a lot, but he was used to that, because that
was the way his nother Chanel eon was when she was in her smart phase.
Actually, a smart woman who quarrel ed was not smart at all, but no one
could tell her that. |Irene, |like her obnoxious nmother, had a sense of
the proprieties of the office. Queen Iris' mschief was never directed
openly at the King. |If Dor ever became King in fact as well as in nane,
Irene woul d never seek to underm ne his power. That was perhaps a nore
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important quality than her physical appearance. But he had to admt

that she had acquired a nost interesting body. Those touches she had
used to tantalize himthat Gundy had so acutely noted-they had been

marvel ously effective.

viously she had been attenpting to seduce himinto acqui escenceand she
had succeeded. As the Gorgon had intimated, Irene had himpretty well
contai ned. What the Gorgon had not hinted was the fact that such

captivity was quite confortable to the captive, like a warm jacket on a
cold day. Good Magician Hunfrey was undoubtedly a happy man ri ght now,
despite his protestations. |In fact, a man's objections to marri age were

rather like Irene's objections to people |ooking at her |egs-nore show
t han subst ance.

Doris attention was jerked back to the imedi ate situation by the
arrival of the Mundanes. There were three guards, one carrying a crude
iron bar. They stopped before Irene's cell and used the bar to pry up
the wedged plank that barred it. Wthout that tool, evidently, the door
coul d not be opened.

One of the guards went in and grabbed Irene. She did not resist; she
knew as well as Dor did that this was the expected questioni ngShe woul d
try to answer in such a way that they would take her to the stable where
Anol de was confined, If only to prove she was Iying. Then she could pry

up the bar on the centaur's stall, or start sone devastating pl ant
growi ng Except that she had no seeds. "G undy!" he whispered. "Find
Irene's seeds! She'll need them™

"I''ll try." The gol em scranbl ed through a crevice and was gone.

Now King Cary entered the dungeon. "Rn wfqd sgd Jhnfr cztfgsdq,' he
said. "Vgzs hr wtqg herb?"

"I don't understand you," I|rene said.

"H's Higiness King Cary asks what is your magic," one of the guards
said. H's speech was heavily accented, but he was intel hgible.

"You know Xanth speech?" she asked, surprised. "How can that be?"
"You have no need to know," the gaard said. "Just answer the question,
wench. "

So one of the Miundanes here spoke the | anguage of Xanth! Doris m nd
started clicidng over. This explained the eavesdroppi ng-but how coul d
the man have teaned it, however poorly? He had to have been in contact
wi th peopl e from Xant h.

"Go soak your snoot in the sunp," Irene retorted.

Dor winced. She might be playing her role too boldlyl "The King wll

use force," the man warned. "Better answer, slut." Irene | ooked
daunt ed, as perhaps she was, but those insulting references to her
supposed status made her angry. "You answer first, toady," she said,

conpr om si ng

"l he guard deci ded negotiation was the best course. "I nmet a spy from
your country, tart. | amquick with | anguages; he taught ne.

Then he went back to Xanth."

"To report to ny father, King Trent!" Irene exclainmed. "You pronised
hima trade agreenent,, didn't you, rogue, |If he would cone hinself to
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negotiate it?"

"It is your turn to answer, hussy," the nan said.

"Ch, all right, wetch. M mmgic is growing plants. | can nake
anything grow fromseed to tree in nonents."

Dor, peering out, could not see the nman's face clearly, but was sure
there was a knowi ng expression on it. 'Ihe eavesdropper thought he knew
better, but didn't want to betray his own secret snooping, so had to
translate for the King. "Rgd fzud sgd khd," he said.

"H vzms sgd sqtsgl"” Gary snapped.

"I Es Maj esty suspects you are deceiving us,
your real magic?"

" the guard said. "what is

"What does ol' fatso care? |'mnot doing any nagic now. "

"You had nmagi c when you cane, trollop. The ogre used unnatural strength
to destroy our front gate, and you all spoke our | anguage.

Now the ogre is weak and you speak your own | anguage. What happened to
the magi c?"

The | anguage! Dor cursed hinmself for overlooking that detail. O
course that had given away their secret! King Trent would have used an
interpreter-probably this sane man-and the ability of Doris party to
converse directly would have alerted cunning King Cary i medi ately. He
had known they had operative magi c and now wanted to di scover the
mechani smof it.

"Well, if you bring me sonme seeds, thug, maybe | can find out,"” Irene
said. "lI'msure | can grow plants, if | just find the right place."

Bl ess her! She was still trying to get to the stable, where she really
coul d perform

But the Mundanes thought they knew better. "If the King says you lie,
you lie, strunpet," the guard said. "Again | ask: what is your rea

magi c? Can you speak in tongues, and cause others to do the sai ne?"

"Of course not, villain!" she said. "Orherwise we wouldn't need you to
translate to Hi s Lowness King Puddi ngbelly here, would we?

Plants are all | can enchant.™
"Rgd vhkk mms sdkk," the guard said to the King.

"Vd rgzkk 1zjd ghl sdkk," the King responded. "Snqgstqd gdq hm egnns
ti meghl . "

The other two guards grabbed Irene's arns and haul ed her a few steps
down the hall until they were directly in front of Doris cell

"Prince Dor," the translator caued. "You w g answer our questions or
see what we shall do."

Dor was silent, uncertain what to do.

"Gho nee gdq bknsgdr," the King ordered.

The two guards westled Irene's jacket and silver-lined fur off her
body, while she struggled and cursed themroundly. Then the translator
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put his hand on her neckline and brutally ripped dowward. The bl ouse
tore down the front, exposing her fine bosom Irene, shocked at this
sudden physical violence, heaved with her arns, but the two nen held her
securely.

"Vdkk, knnj zs sgzs!" the King exclaimed admringly. "H sgntfgs innkx
gdg kdfr vdqd fnne!"

Dor could not understand a word of the | anguage, but he grasped the
essence readily enough. King, translator, and both guards were al
ga, % king at Irene's reveal ed body. So was Dor. He had thought Irene
did not match the Gorgon in general architecture, but Irene

had iffed out sonmewhat since he had | ast | ooked. He had had the chance
to see during the quarrel in the noat, but there had been other
distractions then. During the journey south to Centaur Isle, ][rene had
kept herself fairly private, and perhaps her excellent legs had |led his
attention away fromher other attributes. Now he saw that she was no

| onger reaching for bodily maturity; she had achieved it.

At the same tinme, he was furious with the King and his henchnen for
exposing Irene in this involuntary manner. He determined not to tel
t hem anyt hi ng. ,

"Gd khjdr gdg, knt snke Id," the King said. "H bzmrdd vgx!
Sgqdzsdm gdq znme gd' kk szkj."

The King was plotting sonmething dastardly! Dor hardly dared i magi ne
what he mght do to Irene. He couldn't stand to have her hurt!

The translator stood in front of Irene and fornmed a fist. He drew back
his arm aimng at her belly.

"Stop!" Dor cried. "I'Il tell-2
"Shut up!" Irene snapped at him One of her knees jerked up, catching
the translator in the groin. 'Ilhe man doubl ed over, and the surprised

guards allowed Irene to tear herself free, leaving shreds of cloth in
their hands. Bare-breasted as any nynph, she ran a few steps, stooped
to pick up the door-opening bar, and whirled to apply it to Doris door.

"Run!" Dor cried. "Don't waste tinme on ne!"

But it was already too |ate. Both guards had drawn their flat swords
and were closing on Irene. She turned, raising the bar defensively,
determined to fight.

"No!" Dor screamed, his voice breaking. "lbey'Il kill you!"

But now there was a new di straction. Snmash, snoozing before, had becone
aware of the situation. He rattled his door angrily. "KiU" he
bel | owed.

Bot h guards and the King blanched. They believed the ogre?s fantastic
strength stemmed fromhis anger. |f they hurt Irene while Smash wat ched
The transl ator was beginning to recover fromhis injury; it probably had
been a glancing blow "Gdgc gdq hnmsn gdgq bdkk," he gasped to the other
two guards. Then, to Irene: "Grl-go quickly to your cell and they
won't hurt you."

Irene, realizing that she could not hope to escape the two swordsnen and
knowi ng that the bluff of Smaslfs strength shoul d not be
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call ed, edged toward her cell. The two guards followed cautiously.
Smash wat ched, still angry, but with the sense not to protest as |ong as
the guards were holding off. Then Irene stepped into her cell, the

guards sl ammed the door shut and barred it, and the crisis was over
"You shoul d have run out of the dungeonl" Dor said with angry relief.

"I couldn't |eave you," she replied. "Were would I find another |ike
you?" Dor wasn't certain quite howto take that; was it a conplinment or
a deprecation?

King Gary hinmsel f seened shaken. "Sgzs fhgkr ms tnnkx adztshetk, rgd
gzr ehfgshnf rohghs,"” he said. "Own's gtgs gdg; HIltrs ehne z trd enq
gdg. " He turned about and marched out of the dungeon, followed by his
henchnmen. The translator, though still unconfortable, had to remain
where he thought he was just out of sight, to eavesdrop sone nore. The
dungeon settled back into its normal gl oom

They were plotting sonething worse, Dor knew, but at |east Irene had
escaped unhurt, and the secret of their nagic had been pr& served, at

| east in part. The Mundanes knew the prisoners had nagic, but still had
not fathoned its nechanism It was a tenporary respite, but rmuch better
t han not hi ng.

"I think we'd better get out of here soon," Irene said as the Miundanes
departed. "G ve ne your hand."

What was she contenplating this tinme? Dor passed his hand through the
crevice.

She took it in her own and kissed it. That was nice enough, though he
found hinself obscurely disappointed. She had |ost her jacket and
bl ouse She took his wist in her hand and had him spread his fingers.

Then she put something into his hand. Dor al nost exclained with
surprise, for it was hard and col d and heavy.

It was the iron bar.

O coursel In their confusion, the guards had foreoften that Irene
retained the bar she had picked up. Now Dor had this useful tool or
weapon. Maybe he could | ever open his door fromthe inside.

But a guard was in the hall, probably the translator, though there could
have been a change. Dor didn't dare try the door now, he would have to
wait. |In fact, he could not risk prying at any other part of the cell

for the noise would alert the guard and call attention to his possession
of the bar. So, for now, they had to wait-and there were things he
wanted to tell Irene.

"You were awfully brave," he said. "You faced up to those thugs-2' "I
was scared al nost speechless," she confessed. That was surely an
overstatenent; she had traded jibes with the translator quite neatly.
"But | knew they'd hurt you if-2'

"Hurt ne! It was you they-"

"Well, | worry about you, Dor. You wouldn't be able to nanage wit hout
me. "

She was teasing himnmaybe. "I |ike your new outfit," he said
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"But maybe you'd better take mnmy jacket."
"Maybe so," she agreed. "It's cool here."

Dor rempoved his centaur jacket and squeezed it through the creyice. She
donned it, and was quite fetching init, though it tended to fall open
in front. O perhaps that was why he found it so fetching.

At | east the jacket would protect her fromthe cold and fromthe attack
of instrunents |ike swords or spears, because it was designed to resist
penetration. And it wouldn't hurt to have her body concealed fromthe
| echerous eyes of the King and his henchmen; Doris jeal ousy of such
things remained in force

Grundy reappeared. "I got a seed,"” he said. "The bag's in the King's
chanber, along with the magic sword. | knewit was safe to sneak in
there, because the King was down here. But | couldn't carry the whole
bag. Couldn't find the magic conpass at all; they nust have thrown that

away. So | picked out what | ooked |ike a good seed."

"Gve it here," Irene said eagerly. "Yes-this is a tangler. If | could
start it and drop it in the hall-2'

"But you can't," Dor said. "Not without-" He caught hinself, for the
eavesdropper was surely eavesdroppi ng.

"I have an idea," Dor said. "Suppose we brought a part of youknow -who
here-would it have a little magic, enough to start one seed?"

Irene considered. "A piece of hoof, maybe. | don't know It's worth a
try. "

"I'"'mon ny way," Gundy said.

"l always thought girls were supposed to be timd and sweet and to
scream hel plessly at the nere sight of trouble," Dor said. "But
you-those guards-2'

"You saw too rmuch of MIlie the Ghost. Real girls aren?t like that,
except when they want to be."

"You certainly aren't! But | never thought you'd risk your life like
that."

"Are you di sappoi nted?"

Dor considered. "No. You're a lot nore girl-.nmore woman than |
thought. | guess | do need you. |If | didn?t |ove you before, | do now.
And not because of your |ooks though when it cones to that'

"Real | y?" she asked, sounding |like an excited chud.

"Well, | could be overreacting because of our inprisornent."

"I liked it better unqualified," she said.

"Ch, sure. Unh, | think you're beautiful. But-j'

"Then we'd better check again after we get out of this, to see if we
feel the sane. No sense being hasty."
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Dor was shaken. "You have doubts?"

"Well, | mght nmeet a handsonmer many'

"Uh, yes," Dor said unhappily.

She | aughed. "lI'mteasing you. Grls are snarter about appearances
than boys are. W go for quality rather than packaging. | have no
doubt at all. | love you, Dor. | never intended to marry anyone el se.

But | refuse to take advantage of you when you're unsettl ed.
Maybe when you get ol der you'll change your mnd."

"You're younger than | am"

"Grls mature faster. Hadn't you noticed?"

Now Dor | aughed. "Just today, | noticed!"

She ki ssed his hand again. "Well, it's all yours, when."

When. Dor Considered the ranmification of that, and felt warmall over
She had a body, true-but what pleased himnost was the lovalty inplied.
She would be with him she would support him whatever happened. Dor
realized he needed that support; he really would foul up on his own.
Irene was strong, when not jarred by an acute crisis; she had nerve he

| acked. Her personality conplenented his, shoring up his weakness. She
was the one who had gotten them going on this rescue m ssion; her
determination to rescue her father had never relented. Wth her at his
side, he could indeed be King.

H's reflections were interrupted by the return of the golem "I got
three hairs fromhis tail,"” he whispered. "He's very vain about his
tail, like all his breed; it's his best feature. Maybe they'l|l be

enough. "

Did sonme nmagi ¢ adhere to portions of the centaur that were renpved from
his body? Dor brought out his m dni ght sunstone gemand held it cl ose
to the hairs. Al npbst, he thought, he saw a gleamof light, deep within
the crystal. But maybe that was a reflection fromthe wan illum nation
of the cell.

"Take themin to Irene," Dor said, hardly allow ng hinself to hope.

Grandy did so. Irene set the seed down on the tail hairs and | eaned
close. "Gow " she breathed.

They were di sappointed. The seed seened to try, to swell expectantly,
but could not grow. "There was not enough nagic.

"Maybe if | took it back to Anplde," G undy said.

Irene was silent, and Dor reaund she was sffldg her tears. She had
really hoped her magi c woul d wor k.

"Yes, try that,"” Dor told the golem "Maybe the seed has been started.
Maybe it just needs nore magi ¢ now. "

Grundy took the seed and the tail hairs and departed again. Dor reached
through the crevice to pat Irene on the shoulder. "It was worth the
try," he said.

She clutched his hand. "I need you, Dor. \When | collapse, you just
keep on going."
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There was that conpl ementary aspect again. She would soon recover her
determ nati on and nerve, but in the interimshe needed to be steadied.

They remained that way for what seened like a long tine, and despite the
despair they both felt, Dor would not have traded it. Sonehow this
privation enhanced their personal |iaison, making their |ove bum nore
fiercely and reach deeper. What woul d happen after this day he could
not know, but he was certain he had been changed by this experience of
enotion. H's age of innocence, in a fundanmental and positive sense, had
passed.

Then a commption began in the distance. The sound electrified them Was
it possible-?

Gundy burst in on them "It worked!" he cried. "That seed started
growing. The noment | got it in the magic aisle, it heaved right out of
its shell. It nust have been prined by your command, in that bit of
magic with the tall hairs. | had to throwit down outside the stall-2

"I't worked!" Irene cried jubilantly. "I always knew it wouldl’

"I told Anpl de Where we are, just in case," Grundy continued excitedly.
"‘Ibat tangler will rip apart his stalll"

"But can he get through all the | ocked doors?" Irene asked, turning
worried. Her nmobods were swi nging back and forth now. "He can't do
magi ¢ hinmsel f, and there's no one with himto-2

"I''"'mway ahead of you, doll,"” the golemsaid. "I scouted all around. He
can't get through those doors, but he can get out the gate that Smash
ripped off, 'cause they haven't fixed that yet,

and theres a snall channel outside the castle wall, and these cells are
against the wall. Unless the outside wall is over his aisle-depth-2
"And if it is?" she pronpted, as if uncertain whether to go into a
scream of jubilation or of despair.

"I"'msure the wall isn't," Gundy said. "It's not nore than six of your
paces thick, and his aisle reaches twice that far forward. But we'l]l
soon find out, because he'll soon be on his way."

The clanmor continued. "I hope Anpl de doesn't get hurt,"” Dor said. "King

Qary took our supply of healing elixir, too."

"Probably dunped it down a sunp,
maggots heal thy. "

Grundy said. '2dake all the sick

"St"(l- by the outer wall," Irene told him "Wen you can talk to it,
Dor, we'll know the centaues here."

"I'"l'l go check on his progress,” Gundy said, and scurried away agai n.

"That tangler should be alnost full-growm now," Irene said. "I hope
Anol de has the sense to stay away fromits tentacles." Then she
reconsidered. "But not so far away the lack of magic kills the tree.

He's got to keep it in the aisle untu it does its job. Once he |eaves,
it will die."

"Speak to me, wall," Dor said, touching the stone. There was no
response.

"What's up?" Smash inquired fromthe next cell
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"Grundy took a sprouted tangler seed to Amol de," Dor expl ahi ed.
"W hope the centaur's on his way here."

"At length, me strength,"” the ogre said, conprehending.
"Hey-you rhynmed!" Dor cried. "He nust be here!"

"Me see," Smash said. He punched his fist through the wall near Dor

"You've got it!" Dor said. "Go rip open your doorl Then you can free
Irene and nel"

‘"Il he ogre tramped to the front of his cell and gleefully smashed at his
front door. "oo0o, that hurt!" he grunted, shaking his gauntleted fist.
The door had not given way.

"I- Es strength is gone againl" Irene said. "Sonething's wongl"

Dor cudgeled his brain. Wat could account for this partial recovery?

"Where is the centaur now?" he asked his back wall, fearing it would not
answer .
"Right outside Irene's cell,"” it replied. "CEnging to a narrow track

above a chasm terrified."

Dor visualized the centaur's position. "Then he can't face directly
into the castle?"

"He can only turn a little," the wall agreed. "Any nore and hen fal
off. Soldiers are getting ready to put arrows in his tail, too."
"So his magic aisle slants in obliquely," Dor concluded. "It covers
this wall, but not the front of our cells.”

"Anybody can see that, idiot," the wall agreed snugly.

Dor used his sunstone to verify the edge of the aisle. The gemflashed
and darkened as it passed outside the nagic. The line was only a few
handspans inside Doris wall, projecting farther into Smash's cell.

"Hey, Smash!" Dor cried. "The magic's only at this end. Bash out the
outer wall to let Amlde in."

"Right site," Smash agreed. He ainmed his huge, horny, gauntleted

hanfi st.

"Don't hit ne!" the wall cried. "I support the whole castle!" But it
was too |late; the fist powered through the brick and stone. "o0ooo0, that
smarts!"”

The wall turned out to be double: two sections of stone, with a filling
of rubble between. Smash ripped out the | oose core, then pulverized the
outer barrier, gaining enthusiasmas he went. |u nmoments bright

dayl i ght shone through the cl oud of dust.

The ogre ripped out nore chunks, w dening the aperture. Beyond was the
back of the nountain, falling awesonely away into a heavily wooded
val | ey.

"Good to see you, brute!" Anpblde's voice cane. "Cear an entrance for
me before these savages attack!"
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Smash | eaned out. He grabbed a stone. "Duck, cluck," he warned, and
hurled his mssile.

There was a thud and scream as soneone was knocked off the | edge. "What
did you do?" Irene cried, appalled.

Then Anolde's front end appeared in the gap in the wall. Centaur and
ogre enbraced joyously. "I think he knocked off an eneny'" Dor said.
Irene sounded weak with relief. "Oh. | guess they're friends now "

"W need both nagic and power," Dor agreed. "Each is hel pl ess without
the other. They have cone to understand that."

"W have all come to understand a | ot of things,
obscurely.

she agreed, snmiling

Now Anol de faced the front door, putting it within the aisle, and

Smash marched up and lucked it off its moorings. Then he took hold of
the front wall and tore it out of the floor. Debris crashed down from
the ceiling. "Don't bring the whole castle down on usl" Dor warned,
whil e Irene choked on the vol um nous dust.

"Me westle this castle,” the ogre said, unworried. He hoisted one paw
to the ceiling, and the coll apse abat ed.

There was a stray guard in the hall. The nan watched the progress of
the ogre a few nonments in silence, then fainted.

G undy reappeared. "Troops com ng," he reported. "W'd better nove.")

They noved. Doors and gates were | ocked, but Smash snmashed them cl ear
like so nmuch tissue. When they encountered a wall, he burst right
through it. They energed into an inner court, where flowers grew.
"Gow Gow Gow" JLrene ordered, and the plants expl oded upward and
out war d.

"Where is our safest retreat?" Dor asked the next wan
"The other side of ne, dolt,"” it replied.

Smash opened another hole and they trooped out into a section of forest.
Soon they had hidden thensel ves well away fromthe castle.

They were together again and free, and it felt wonderful

They paused, catching their breaths, assessing their situation
"Eyerybody all right?" Dor asked around. "No serious injuries?" There
seenmed to be none.

"So have you reconsidered?" Irene inquired. "You know how | abhor you."

He | ooked at her. She was still wearing his jacket over her bare upper
torso, her hair was tangled, and dirt snudged her face. She seened
pretematurally lovely. "Yes," he said. "And the answer cones out the
same. | still hate you." He took her in his arms and ki ssed her, and
she was all eager and yielding in the manner of her kind-when her Kkind
chose to be.

"If that be hate,' Amolde remarked, "I would be interested in w tnessing
their love."

"The idiots are engaged to each other," Gundy explained to the others.
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"It seens they saw the Eght in the darkness, or sonething."

"Or soneffng," the centaur agreed dubiously.

"Now we have arrived," Dor said, taking charge after reluctantly

di sengaging fromlrene. "But we have not acconplished our nission

| believe this is the place King Trent and Queen Iris canme to. | think

the table told nme they were here, just before | passed out from King
Cary's drug. But | might have dreaned that; the nmenory is very foggy.
Have we any solid proof?"

"Apart fromthe henchman who speaks the | anguage of Xanth?"

Grundy asked.

"Ibat's circunstantial," Irene said. "It only proves he had contact
with the Xanth scout, not that King Trent actually cane here. W have
to be sure."

"My evidence is rather tenuous,"” Anolde offered. "It seenms that the
stabl e hands had difficulty thinking of ne as a person of intellect, and
spoke nore freely in nmy vicinity than they m ght otherw se have done. |
declined to speak to them in what | confess m ght be construed as a fit
of pique-"

"Chic pique,' Smash chuckl ed.

"And so they did not realize that the magic in your vicinity caused
their language to be intelligible to you, or that you had the wit to
conprehend it," Dor put in, pleased. "W could not communicate with
themwi thout an interpreter, so it was natural for themto assune you
couldn't either. That, conbined with their tending to think of you as
an ani nal - 2'

"Precisely. My pique may have been fortuitous. So | found mnyself
overhearing certain things that were perhaps not entirely nmy affair."”

He smiled. "In one case, literally. It seens one of the cooks has a
continuing liaison with a scullery nmaid- He broke off, grimacing.

"Right beside ny stall! It was instructive; they are lusty folk. At
any rate, there was at one point a reference to a certain alien King
who, it seens, had clainmed to be able to performnmagic."

"King Trentl" Dor exclainmed. "My menory was right, then, not a dream
The table did say King Trent was here!"

"I think we always knew it!" Irene agreed, gjowering in nenory of the
betrayal associated with that table.

"I be transl ator knew about the nmagic of Xanth," Dor continued.

"But of course no one could do magic here in Mindania, until we
di scovered you, Anplde. King Trent would have said he could do nagic in
Xanth, and the qualification got dropped in translation."

"Certainly," the centaur agreed. "It seens that King Qary sonehow
anticipated magi ¢ that he thought mght greatly enhance his power and
was very angry when that magic did not materialize. So he arrested the
alien King treacherously and | ocked hi maway, hoping to coerce himinto
performng, or into revealing the secret of his power."

"\Where?" Irene denanded. "Were is ny father?"
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"I regret | did not overhear nore than | have told you. The alien King
was not named. | do not believe the people of the stables knew his
identity, or believe in his power, or know where he may be confi ned.
They nerely gossip. The apparent magic of Smash's initial display of
strength, and the manner we conmuni cated with King CGary, caused a
considerable ripple of interest around the castle, and indeed in the
entire Kingdom of Onesti, which accounts for the gossip about simlar
cases. But already this interest is waning, since both strength and
conmuni cati on appeared to have been illusion. It is very easy to
attribute phenonmena to illusion or fal se menory when practica

expl anations are | acking, and Miundanes do this often.” He sanded grimy.
"l daresay a new round of specul ation has comanenced, considering the
events of the past hour. Your tangle plant, Irene, was gratifyingly

i mpressive."

"It sure was!" Grundy agreed enthusiastically. "It was grabbing people
right and left, and it ripped the stall apart. But when Anol de |eft,
the tangl er sank down dead."

"Magi ¢ plants can't function wi thout magic, dummy,” Irene said.

"Fortunately," Anplde agreed. "On occasion it reached for nme; then
angl ed away fromit, depriving it of magic, and it desi sted.

After atinme it ceased to bother me.
"Even a tangler isn't totally stupid!'" Irene |aughed.

"At |least we have nore to go on,' Dor said. "W can be pretty sure King
Qary inprisoned King Trent and Queen his, and that they renain alive.
Qary's experience with us must have enhanced his conviction that anyone
fromXanth is hiding magic fromhim since we really did have magic,
then stopped showing it when he inprisoned us. He probably intended to
force us to teer himthe secret of magic so he could do it, too, or at

| east conpel the rest of us to performfor ]".,I

"King Cary strikes ne as a pretty cunning old rascal,” Irene said.

"W ongheaded but cunning."

"Indeed," Anol de agreed. "From ny observation, he runs this Kingdom
reasonably well, but unscrupul ously. Perhaps that is what is required

to maintain the precarious independence fromthe |larger enpires on three
sides."

"W still need to locate King Trent," Dor said. "Amolde, did you hear
anything else that m ght renotely connect?"

"I amnot sure, Dor. "There was a reference to King Oren, Qary's
predecessor who di sappeared. It seens the comon folk |iked himand
were sorry to lose him"

"He was King?" Dor asked. "I understood he was underage, so Cary was
regent, and Oren never actually becane King."

"I gather in contrast that he was indeed King, for about a year, before
he di sappeared,” the centaur said. "They called him Good Oren, and
bel i eve the Kingdom of Onesti woul d have prospered under his gui dance."

"Surely it would have," Dor agreed. He realized that King Gary night
have preferred to mniml7.e King Oren's stature in order to nake his own
position nore secure. |If the Kingdom of Onesti was weer run, it could
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have been nostly King Oren's doing. "A trade agreement with Xanth coul d
hel p both Ki ngdons. Maybe Ying Oren was arrangi ng that, then got
deposed before King Trent arrived. Ying Qary's greed has cost himthat
chance. "

"The peasants suspect that Y-ing Oren was illicitly removed," the
centaur continued. "Some even choose to believe that he still I|ives,
that King Cary inprisoned himby subterfuge and usurped power.

This may of course be nere wi sh fument-2

"And just may be the truth," Irene put in. "If King Cary deceived and
i mprisoned us and did the sane with ny parents, why not also with Good
Ying Onen? It certainly fits his pattern.”

"We are indulging in a great deal of supposition,” Anol de said

seamingly. "W could encounter disappointment. Yet if | may extend the
rationale-it occurs to ne that If King Trent and King Oren both survive,
they may be confined together. W have already seen that the dungeons
of Castle Onesti are not extensive. |If there is another castle, and we
find one confined there-2-

"We find the other!" Irene finished. "And if we rescued them both, Good
Oren woul d be King of Onesti again and all would be well. [|'d sure |ike
to depose hoary King Caryl"

"That was the extrapol ation of nmy conjectures," Anmpl de agreed.
"Yet | reiterate, it is highly speculative."

"It's worth a try," Dor said. "Now let's plan our strategy. Probably
only King GCary knows where King Trent and/or King QOren are incarcerated,

and he won't tell. | could question the stones of the castle, but
probably the Kings aren't here at all, and the stones wouldn't know
anyt hi ng about other places. |If the local servants don't know anything

about it, it probably isn't knowmn. So the question is, how can we get
himto tell ?"

"He ought to have a guilty conscience," Irene said. "Maybe we could
play on that."
"distrust this,"” Dor said. "I encountered sone bad people and creatures

in anot her adventure, and | don't think their consciences troubled them
because they sinply didn't believe they were doi ng anything wong.
Gobl i ns and har pi es-2'

"Of course they don't have consciences,"” Irene snapped. "But Cary is a
person. "

"Human beings can be worst of all, especially Mindanes," Dor said. "Many
of them have ravaged Xanth over the centuries, and King GCary nmay
contenpl ate sonething simlar. | just don't have much confidence in any
appeal to his conscience."

"l perceive your point," Anolde said. "But | think 'appeal' is not the

appropriate term A guilty conscience nore typically manifests in the
perception of nocturnal specters

"Not many speciers running around this far from Xanth," Grandy pointed
out.

"W could scare himinto giving it away!" Irene excl ai ned.
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"Tonight," Dor decided. "W nust rest and feed ourselves firstand hide
fromKing Cary's troops."

They had no trouble avoiding the troops. It took Cary's forces sone
ti-me to organi ze, after the devastation Smash had caused during the
breakout, and only now, after the | ong discussion, was any

real activity manifesting at the castle. Irene made vines grow,
bristling with thorns; in their natural state these had been a nuisance,
but now they were a nenace. Wen the nagic noved away, the vines died,
for they had been extended far beyond their natural |imts-but the
tangle of thorns renmained as a formidable barrier. That, coupled with
the Mundanes' know edge that the ogre lurked in the forest, kept the
guards close to the castle even after they energed. They were not eager
for contact with the creature who had bashed all those holes in the
massi ve wal | s.

At night, rested, Doris party made its play. G andy had scouted the
castle, so they knew whi ch tower contained the royal suite. King Gary
was married, but slept alone; his wife couldn't stand him He ate well
and conl, ; med nuch al coholic beverage; this facilitated his sl eep

They had fashioned a platformthat Smash carried to the base of the
outer wall nearest the royal tower, which happened to be on the forest
side. Anplde nounted this, bringing his magic aisle within range of the
Ki ng.

Irene had scouted for useful Mundane seeds and had assenbled a snmall
collection. Now she planted several clinbing vines, and in the anbi ence
of magic they assunmed sonewhat mmgi cal properties. They nounted wall
and platformvigorously, sending their little anchortendrils into any
solid substance they found, quickly binding the platformfirmy in

pl ace. Anmolde had to keep noving his legs to avoid tendrils that sw ped
at his feet, until the growi ng stage passed that level. The plants
ascended to the enbrasure that nmarked the King' s residence, then halted;
the magi c aisle extended nore i nward than upward.

Grundy used the sturdy vines to nount to that enmbrasure. He scranbl ed

over, found hinself a shrouded corner, and called quietly down: "I can
see inside some, but | don't dare get close enough to cover the whole
room"

"Talk to the plant,"” Irene said in her don't-be-dunb tone. She no

| onger used that on Dor, nmute recognition of their changed situation,
but obviously she retained the experti se.

"Say, yes," the golemagreed. "There's a vine that reaches inside."

He paused, talking to the plant. "It says Cary's not alone. He's got a
doxy in his bed.”

"He would,"” Irene grunped. "Men like that will do anything."

It occurred to Dor that this could be the reason the transl ator had

persisted in addressing Irene as "slut" and "strunpet." This was the
type of woman King Gary nomi nally associated with. But Dor deci ded not
to nention this to Irene; she already had reason enough to hate Cary.

Dor clinmbed the vines, finding a | odging against the watt just beneath
the enbrasure. "Describe the room" he nurnmured to G undy.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisle.txt (194 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:47 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt
"I'"ve got to know exactly what's in it, and where."

The golem consulted with the plant. "There is this big feather bed to
the right, two of your paces in fromthis wall. A wooden bench strai ght
in fromthe enbrasure, six paces, with her dress strewn on it.

A wooden table to its left, one pace-and there's your sword on it, and
Anol de' s bag of spells.”

"Ha!" Dor exclainmed quietly. "I need that sword. Too bad it's not the
variety that wields itself; | could call it right to ne."

The gol em conti nued describing the room until Dor was satisfied he had
the details properly fixed in his mnd. He was able to picture it

now everything just so. "I hope ny nmind doesn't go blank," he called
down.
"Don't you dare!" Irene snapped. "Save your fouling up for sone other

time. Do | have to come up there and pronpt you?"

"That m ght help," Dor confessed. "You see, | can't nake things say
specific things. They only answer questions, or talk in response to ny
words. Usually. And the inanimate is not too bright, and sonetines
perverse. So | may indeed foul it up."

"For pity's sake!" Irene took hold of the vines and began clinbing. "And
don't look up ny skirt!" she said to Anol de.

"I wouldn't think of it," the centaur said equably. "I prefer to view
equine linbs, and never did see the nerit in pink panties.”

"They' re not pink!" she said.
"They're not? | nust be colorblind. Let ne see-"

"Forget it!" She joined Dor, gave hima quick kiss, wapped her skirt

cl osely about her legs, and settled in for the duration. Dor had
worried about the strength of the vines, with all this weight on them
but realized she would have a better notion than he how rmuch they could
hol d.

"Well, start," she whispered.
"But if I talk | oud enough for the things to hear nme, so will King

Qary. 13 She sighed. "You are a dunbbell at tines, dear. You don't have
to talk aloud to objects; just direct your attention to them That's
t he

way your magic works. As for King Cary-if that snippet with himknows
her trade, he woift be paying any attention to whats outside the
castle.”

She was right. Dor concentrated, but stul couldn't quite get it
together. He was used to spealdng aloud to objects. "Are they really
not pi nk?" he asked irrelevantly.

#&, Mat ?"
"Your - you- knows. "
She | aughed. "My panties? You mean you never | ooked?"

Dor, enbarrassed, admtted that he had not.
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"You're entitled now, you know. "
"But | wasn't, back when | had a chance to see."

She rel eased her grip on the vine with one hand and reached over to

tweak his cheek, in much the nmanner the Gorgon had. "You're sonething
sort of rare and special, Dor. Well, you get this job done right, and
I"1l show you."

"WIIl you get on with it?" Gundy demanded from above.
"But she says not till after this job's done," Dor said.

"I was referring to the job!" the golemsnapped. "I1'll tell you what
col or her-2'

"I will wing your rag body into a tight little knot!" Irene threatened,
and the gol emwas silent.

Prompted by this, Dor concentrated on the nagic sword on the King's
table. G oan, he ordered it nentally.

ediently, the sword groaned. Naturally it hamed it up

"Groooaanl" it singsonged in an awful key.

"The doxy just sat up straight," Gundy reported gleefully as the vine
rustled the news to him "Ch, she shouldn't have done that.

She's stark, bare, nude nakedl"

"Skip the pornography, you little voyeurl" Irene snapped. "It's the
King we want to rouse." She nudged Dor. "You know the script we worked
out. ‘'Let me free, let me free."

Dor concentrated again. Sword, | have a gane for you. |f you play your
part well, you can scare the pants off bad King Cary.

"Hey, great!" the sword exclained. "Only they're already off him
Boy, is he fat!"

No. Don't talk to me! Talk to the King. Goan again and say, "Let ne
free, let me freel" The idea is you' re the ghost of Good King Omren,
com ng back to haunt him Can you handle that, or are you too stupid?

"I''"l'l show youl" the sword exclainmed. |t groaned again, wth hideous
feeling. It was definitely a ham

"There's soneone here!" the doxy screaned.

"There can't be," the King nuttered. "lbe guards prevent anyone from
getting through. They know | don't want to be disturbed when I'm
conducting affairs of state.”

"Affairs of state!" Irene hissed furiously.

"Affair, anyway," Dor said, trying to cal mher.

"Let nme free, let ne free," the sword groaned enthusiastically.

""Then who's that?" the doxy demanded, hiding under the feathers.

"I am the ghooost of Goood King ooonen," the sword answered.
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Dor no | onger needed to pronpt it.

The doxy enmitted a half-stiffed squeak and di sappeared entirely into the
feathers, according to Guntly's gleeful play-by-play report.

The King clutched a feather quilt about him causing part of the doxy to
reappear, to her disnay.

"You can't be!" Cary retorted shakily, trying to see where the voice
came from The lone candle illum nating the room cast many waveri ng
shadows, the plant reported, making such detection difficult.

"Comi ng back fromthe graaave to haaunt you!" the sword conti nued,
really getting into it.

"I nmpossi ble!'" But the King | ooked nervous, G undy reported.

"He's a tough one,"” Irene murrmured. "He should be terrified, and he's
only worried. We're only scaring the doxy, who doesn't matter.

Grls can be such foolish creatures!" Then she reconsidered. "Wen they
want to be."

Dor nodded, worried hinself. |If this ruse didn't work "Yooou killed
nme," the sword said.

"I did not!" Cary shouted. "lonly |locked you up untu I figured out what
to do with you. | never killed you."

The doxy's face reappeared, replacing the rounder portion of her that
had showed before. "You |ocked up Good Oren?" she asked, surprised.

"I had to, or |I never would have gotten the throne," the King said
absently. "I thought he would foul up as King, but he didn't, so there
was no way to renbve himlegitimtely." As he tal ked, he hoisted his
porcine torso fromthe bed, wapped the quilt about it, and stal ked the
voice he heard. "But | didn't kill him | amtoo cautious for that.

It is too hard to undo a kimg, if anything goes wong. So this cant be
his ghost."-"'

"Then whose ghost is it?" the doxy demanded.

"No ghost at all," the King said. ""Theres no one there." He picked up
the sword. "Just this sword | took fromthe Xanth Prince.
I thought it was magic, but it isn't. | tried it out, and there's

not hi ng remarkabl e about it except a fine edge."
"Thafs not true!" the sword cried. "Unhand ne, varlet!"

Unnerved at last, the King hurled it out the enmbrasure. "The thing
tal ks!'" he cri ed.

"Well, that's one way to recover ny weapon," Dor murmured.

"Try for ny bag of seeds,
genui ne magic plants.”

I rene suggested. "I can do a lot wth

G undy had | ocated the seeds, carelessly throwm in a corner; no doubt
Qary had been di sappoi nted when he discovered the bag did not contain
treasure, though he should have been satisfied with the gold and

di amonds Dor had carried. G eed knew no restraint! "You can't get rid
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of me that way," the seedbag said as Dor nentally pronpted it. "M
ghost will haunt you forever."

"I tell you, | didn't kill you!" Qary said, |ooking for the new voice
that sounded seedy. "You're just making that up."

"Well, | mght as well be dead," the seedbag said. "Locked up here
alone-it's awful . "

"What do you nean, alone?" Qary demanded. "The Xanth King is in the
next cell, and the sharp-tongued Xanth Queen in the third.

They wanted to know what had happened to you, and wouldn't deal with ne,
so now t hey know. "

Irene's free hand clutched Doris shoulder. "Confirmation!" she
whi spered, thrilled.

Dor was equally gratified. The talking objects had hardly terrorized
Qary, but they had evoked his confession neverthel ess. Dor continued to
concentrate. But you're way out in nowhere, he thought to the bag.

"But we're way out in nowhere," the bag dutifully repeated. Dor was
getting better at this as he went. He had never before used his talent
in quite this way; it was a new aspect.

"Nowher e?" The King pounced on the bag and shook it. "You're in the
Ccna dungeon! The second biggest castle of the Kingdom Plenty of
conpany there! |'d be proud to be in that dungeon nyself | CQut, you

ungrateful bag!" And he hurled it out the enbrasure.

"What ?" flie doxy demanded. She had evidently heard only the | ast few
wor ds.

"Qut, you ungrateful bag," the table repeated helpfully. "'mat's what
he said."

"Well, | neverl" the doxy said, flushing wathfully.

"Don't tell me you neverill the feather quilt she had retained said.

"I was right here when you-"

The doxy sl apped the quilt, silencing it, then wapped it about her and
stalked out. "Help!il the quilt cried. "I'mbeing |ddnapped by a
nmonster?" Then it was beyond the nmagic aisle and said no nore.

"CQuardsl" the King bellowed. "Search the prensesl Report anything
remar kabl e. "

There was a screamfromthe hall, and the sound of soneone being

sl apped. "He said prem ses, not mstressest” the doxy's voice cried.
There was a guttural laugh. "But we do have soneffng remarkable to
report."

"He's seen it before!" she retorted. Her footfalls noved on away.

Guards charged into the room Quickly they ascertained that no one
except the King was in the tower. Then they spied the tip of the vine
that had grown into the enbrasure. They investigated it-while Dor and
Irene scranbled down the wall. Gundy |eaped from above them dropping
to the centaur's back. "Take off!" he cried.
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Anol de in turn launched hinmself fromthe platform |anding with heavy

i mpact on the dark ground and gal | oping off. The platformwas shoved
violently by the back thrust of his hooves, so that the vines holding it
in place were wenched fromthe wall. Suddenly Irene was failing, her
support gone, while Dor dangl ed tenuously fromhis vine, his grip

sl i ppi ng.

But Smash the Ogre was there below. He snatched Irene out of the air
and whirled her around, absorbing the shock of her fall. Her skirt flew
out and up-and now at | ast Dor saw her panties. "They were green. Then
Smash deposited her gently on the ground while Dor slid down as quickly
as he could, weak with relief. "lI'mglad you were there!" Dor gasped.

"Me glad centaur was still near," Smash said. "He out of range now. "

Wi ch neant that the ogre's magic strength was gone again. |Irene had
fallen in those few seconds that the rear extension of the aisle

remai ned. Now Smashs nonrhym ng showed that the Mundane environment had
cl osed in.

"Sonmeone's out there!" King Qary cried fromthe enbrasure.

"After himl" But the guards had no good |light for the purpose, and
seemed | oath to pursue a magic eneny in the nmoonlight.

"You sword," Shash said, pressing it into Doris hand. "You seeds," he
said to Irene, giving her the bag he had rescued.

"Thanks oodl es, Snash," she said. "Now let's get away fromhere."

But as they noved out, a snall gate opened in the castle wan and troops
poured forth bearing torches. "Qary nust have caught on that it was our
magi c," Dor said as they scranbled away.

Soon they caught up to the centaur, who had stopped as soon as he
realized what was happening. Dor felt no different as they re-entered
the magic aisle, but Smash's panting alleviated; his strength had
returned.

Quickly Dor summarized their situation. "W're together; we have our
magi ¢ things, except for Anolde's spells, and we know King Trent, Queen
Iris, and King Oren are alive in Castle Ccna. Qary's troops are on our
trail. W had better hurry on to rescue the three, before the troops
catch us. But we don't know the way."

"Every plant and rock nust know the way to Ccna,"” G undy said.

"W can ask as we go along."
The guards were spreadi ng out and conbi ng through the forest.

What ever virtues King Qary | acked, he evidently conpelled obedi ence when
he really wanted it. Doris party had to retreat before them But there
were two problens: this section of forest was small, so that they could
not remai n conceal ed |1 ong; and they were being herded the wong way. For
it turned out that Ccna was half a day's wal k nort hwest of Onesti, while
this forest was southeast. They were actually noving toward the vill age
settlenent, where the peasants who served the castle dwelt. That
village would, in the course of centuries, expand into the town of
Onesti, whose designation on the nap had given themthe hint where to
find King Trent. They didn't want to interfere with that!
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"We've got to get on a path," Irene said. "W'n never nmake it to Ccna
tonight traveling cross-country. But the soldiers will be patrolling
the paths."

"Maybe there's a magic seed for this,” Gundy suggested.

" Udaybe, " Irene agreed. "Another tangler would do-except | don't have
one. | do have a cherry seed-2

"The kind that grows cherry bonbs? That would do it!"
"No," Anmol de sai d.
"What's the matter, horsetail ?" the gol em demanded nastily.

"You'd rather get your runp riddled with arrows than throw a few
cherries at the enemy?"

"Setting aside the ethical and aesthetic considerations-which process
find objectionable-there remain practical ones,"” the centaur said.
"First, we don't want a pitched battle; we do want to el ude these
people, If possible, leaving themhere in a fruitless search while we
proceed unchallenged to Ccna. |If we fight them we shall be tied down
indefinitely, until their superior nunbers overwhel mus."

"There is that," Dor agreed. Centaurs did have fine m nds.

"Second, we nust keep noving If we are to reach Gcna before dawn. A

hal f-day's march for seasoned travelers by day, famliar with the route,
will be twice that for us at night. A cherry tree can't travel; it nust
be rooted in soil. And since it is magic-2

"We'd have to stay with it," Irene finished. "It'd die the nmoment we
left. Anything magic will be no good away fromthe magic aisle.”

"However," the centaur said after a nonent, "it mght be possible to
grow a plant that would distract them even If it were dead. Especially
if it were dead."

"Cherry bonbs won't work," Gundy said. "They don't exist in Miundania
They woul dn't expl ode outside the aisle.”

"Ch, | don't know," Irene said defensively. "Once they are mature and
ready to detonate, it seens to nme they should be able to expl ode
anywhere. |1'd be willing to try them certainly."

"Possibly so," the centaur said. "However, | was thinking of
resurrection fem whose inpact woul d extend beyond the dem se of the
plant itself."

"l do have sone,
sol diers."

Irene said. "But | don't see howit can stop

"Primtives tend to be superstitious,” the centaur expl ai ned.

"Especially, | understand, Mindanes, who profess not to believe in
ghosts. "

"That's ridiculous!" Dor protested. "Only a fool would not believe in
ghosts. Sone of ny best friends are-2' "I'mnot certain all Mndanes
are fools,"” Anolde said in his cautious way. "But these particular ones

may be. So if they encountered resurrection fem?"

"I't could be quite sonething, for people who didn!t know about it,"
I rene agreed.
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"And surely these Mundanes don!t," Anolde said. "I admit it is a bit of
a dastardly deed, but our situation is desperate.”

"Dastardly deed,” Dor said. "Are you sure that counterspell we used
with the salve worked?"

The centaur smiled. "Certainly |"'msure! W do not have to do such a
deed, but we certainly can if we choose to."

Irene dug out the seed. "I can growit, but you'll have to coordinate
it. The wong suggestion can ruin it."

"These primtives are bound to have suffered lost relatives," the
centaur said. "'lIlbey will have repressed urgings. Al we shall have to
do is establish pseudo-identities."

"I never talked with resurrection fem" G undy conpl ai ned.

"What's so special about it? Vihat's this business about | ost
relatives?"

"Let's find a place on a road," Amlde said. "W want to intercept the
Mundanes, but have easy travel to Ccna. They will pursue us when they
penetrate the deception."”

"Right," Irene agreed. "I1'll need time to get the femestablished so it
can include all of us."

"I'nclude us all in what?- the gol em denanded.

"Resurrection fem has the peculiar property of-" the centaur began
"Near herel" Smash called, pointing. Oges had excellent night vision

Sure enough, they had found a path, a nt worn by the tread of peasants'
feet and horses' hooves.

"Do you go to Ccna?" Dor asked the path.
"No. | nmerely show the way," it answered.

"Which way is it?"

"That way," the section of path to their west said. "But yoxf.U have
trouble traveling there tonight."

Itimy?")

"Because there is something wong with ne. | feel nunb, ever3m

where but here. Maybe there's been a bad stormthat washed ne out.)$

"Could the path be aware of itself beyond the region of magi c?" Irene

asked Dor.

"I'"'mnot sure. | don't think so-but then, it does know it goes to Ccna,
so maybe it does have sone awareness. |'mnot used to dealing with
things that straddl e nagi ¢ and nonmagic; | don't know all the rules.”

"I believe it is reasonably safe to assune the path is animate only

within the aisle,” Anolde said. "In any event, this is probably as good
a place for our purpose as any. The soldiers are surely using this
path, and will circle around here. It is better to nmeet themin a

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisle.txt (201 of 235) [1/19/03 8:44:47 PM]



file://1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2004%20-%20Centaur%20Aisl e.txt

manner of our choosing than to risk an accidental encounter. Let us
begi n our preparations."

"Right," Irene said. "Nowthe femw Il growin the dark, but needs Eght
to activate its nmagic. The soldiers will have torches, so it should be
all right."

"l have the sunstone," Dor rem nded her. "That can trigger the fem If

necessary. O we could clear out sone trees to let the noonlight in."
"Good enough," she agreed. She planted several seeds. "Gow"

"But what does it do?" Gundy asked plaintively.

"Well, it relates to the psychol ogy of the ignorant spectator,"” Arnol de
expl ai ned. "Anyone who conprehends its properties soon penetrates the
illusion. 'that is why | feel it will be nore effective against

Mundanes than against citizens of Xanth. Thus we should be able to
deceive themand nullify the pursuit wi thout violence, a distinct
advantage. AH we have to do is respond appropriately to their
overtures, keeping our own expectations out of it."

"What expectations?" the gol em denanded, frustrated.
Dor took a hand. "You see, resurrection fem makes figures seemlike-'

"Refrainl" Smash whi spered thunderingly. "Mndanel" Ogres' hearing was
al so excel l ent.

They waited by the growing fem In a nonment three Onesti soldiers cane
into view, their torches flashing between the trees, casting nonstrous
shadows. They were peering to either side, alert for their quarry.

Then the three spied the five. The soldiers halted, staring, just
within the magic aisle. "G andfather!" one excl ai ned, aghast, stan'ng
at Smash.

The ogre knew what to do. He roared and nade a threatening ges

ture with one hanfist. The soldier dropped his torch and lied in

terror.

One of the remmining soldiers was | ooking at Irene. "You livel" he
gasped. "The fever spared you after all!"

I rene shook her head sadly. "No, friend. | died."

"But | see you!" the man cried, in an agony of doubtful hope."
hear you! Now we can marry-"

"I am dead, love," she said with mournful fimmess. "I return only to
warn you not to support the usurper."”

"But you never cared for politics," the soldier said, bewldered.

"You did not even like my profession-"

"I still don't,"” Irene said. "But at |east you worked for Good King
Oren. Death has given ne pause for thought. Now you work for his
betrayer. | will never respect you, even fromthe grave, if you work

for the bad King who seeks to send Good King Oren to his grave."

"I''l'l renounce King Cary!" the soldier cried eagerly. "I don't like him
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anyway. | thought Good Onen dead!"
"He lives," Irene said. "He is in the dungeon at Castle Ccna."
"Il tell everyone! Only return to ne!"

"l cannot return, love," she said. "I amresurrected only for this
monent, only to tell you why | cannot rest in peace. | am dead; King
Oren lives. Go help the living." She noved back to hide behind the
centaur, disappearing fromthe soldier's view.

"Beautiful,” Anol de whispered.
"1 feel unclean,” she nuttered.

The third man focused on Gundy. "M baby son-returned fromthe
Khazars!" he exclainmed. "I knew they could not hold you |ong!"

The golem had finally caught on to the nature of resurrection fem it
resurrected the menories of inportant figures in the viewers' |ives.

"Only ny spirit escaped,” he said. "I had to warn you. The Khazars are
comng! They will besiege Onesti, slay the nen, rape the wonen, and
carry the children away i nto bondage, as they did ne. Warn the King
Fetch all troops into the castle! Barricade the access roadsl Don't |et
nmore famlies be ravaged. Don't let ny sacrifice be in vainl Fight to
the last-2'

Dor nudged the golemwith his foot. "Don't overdo it," he murnured.
"Mundanes are ignorant; they aren't necessarily stupid."”

"Let's move out," lrene whispered. "This should hold themfor a while."

They noved out cautiously. The two soldiers renained by the

fem absorbed by their thoughts. Before rounding a curve in ne path,

Dor gl anced back-and saw a giant, pretty spider, of the kind that ranged
about rather than forming a web. The decorations on its body resenbl ed
a greenish face, and it had eight eyes of different sizes.

"Junperl " he exclained-then stifled hinself. Junper had died of old age
years ago. He had been Doris closest friend, when the two had seened to
be the sane size within the historical tapestry of Castle Roognha, but
their worlds were different. The spider's descendants remnai ned by the
tapestry, and Dor could talk to themIf he arranged for translation, but
it wasn't the same. They seenmed |like interlopers, taking the place of
his marvel ous friend. Now he saw Junper hinself.

But of course it was only a resurrection, not the real friend. As Dor
rem nded hinself of that, the image reduced to the standi ng sol dier.
How Dor wished it could have been genuine! This new separation, albeit
froma phantom was painfully poignhant.

"So the fern resurrects precious nmenories," Grundy said as they got
clear. "The person | ooking sees what is deepest-etched in his perience.
He really shoul d know better."

"Ch, what do you know about it?" Irene said irritably. "It's an awful
thing to do to a person, even a Mindane."

"You | ooked back, too?" Dor asked.

"I saw ny father. | krow he isn't dead, but | saw him" She sounded
choked. "Mrhat a tornment it would have been if that were all | would
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ever see of him"

"We'll soon frnd him" Dor said encouragingly. This, too, he found he
i ked about her-her human feeling and |loyalty to her fatheir, who had
al ways been a large figure in Doris own life.

She flashed hima grateful snmile in the moonlight. Dor understood her
mood; his vision of his |ong-gone friend had wenched his enotion. How
much worse had it been for the Mundanes, who | acked know edge of the
mechani sn? It was indeed a dastardly thing they had done; perhaps the
vi ol ence of ogre and sword woul d have been gentler.

Soon, however, they heard the commotion of pursuit. The resurrection
fem had perished, or at |east had becone inactive after the magic aisle
left it; there would be no nore visions there. The stories of the three
af fected soldiers would spread alarm but there would al so be many who
still followed their orders to capture Doris party.

They stepped fromthe path, hiding in the brush-and the troops rushed on
past. A snatch of their dial ogue Rung out: " Khazars com ng
It seenmed the golems informati on had been taken to heartl

"I think they' ve forgotten us," Irene said as they stepped back on the
path. "The resurrections gave them other things to think about.

Now they aren't even looking for us. So maybe we can travel to Ccna
safely."

"I't was a good nove we nade, strategically," Dor said. "A dirty one,
perhaps, and | wouldn't want to do it again, but effective."

"First we nmust pass Castle Onesti," Anplde rem nded them
They got past Onesti by followi ng the directions the path gave.

There was a detour around that castle, for peasants had fields to attend
to, wood to fetch, and hunting to do well beyond the castle, and the
i medi at e environs were forbidding.

This path angl ed down below the clifflike western face of the peak the
castle stood on, wending its way curvaceously through pastures and
forest and slope. Several parties of soldiers passed them but were
easily avoided. 1t seemed these people took the Khazars seriously!

Beyond the castle the way grew nore difficult. This was truly
nmount ai nous country, and there was a high pass between the two redoubts.
Dor and the ethers were not yet fully rested fromtheir arduous clinb to
Onesti of a day or so ago; now the stiffness of muscles was aggravat ed.
But the path assured themthere was no better route. Perhaps that was
its conceit-but they had no ready altemative. So they haul ed t hensel ves
up and up, untu near mdnight they cane to the highest pass. It was a
narrow gap between jags

It was guarded by a sel ect detachnment of soldiers. They could not
conveniently circle around it, and knew the soldiers would not |et them
t hr ough unchal | enged.

"What now?" Irene asked, too tired even to be properly irritable.

"Maybe | can distract them" Dor said. "If | succeed, the rest of you
hurry through the pass."”

They worked their way as close to the pass as they could w thout being
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di scovered. Anolde oriented hinself so that the nmagic aisle was where
they needed it. Then Dor concentrated, causing the objects to break
i nto speech.

"Ready, Khazars?" an outcroppin, of rock cried.
"Readyl " cane a chorused response from several |oose rocks.

"Sneak up close before firing your arrows," the outcropping directed.
"W want to get themall on the first volley."

"Save sorme for our boulder!" the upper face of the cleft called.
"W have a perfect drop here!"

The Onesti soldiers, at first uneasy, abruptly vacated the cleft,

gl ancing nervously up at the crags. It seened inpossible for anyone to
have a boul der up there, but the voice had certainly been convinging.
They charged the rocks, swords drawn. "Mve out!" Dor cried.

Amol de and Grandy charged for the pass. Shash and Irene hesitated. "CGo
on!" Dor snapped. "Get through before the nagic ends!"

"But what about you?" Irene asked.

Dor concentrated. "Retreat, men!" the outcropping cried.

"They're on to us!" There was the sound of scranbling fromthe rocks.
"I"'mnot going wthout you!" Irene said.

"I've got to keep themdistracted until the rest of you safely clear the
pass!" Dor cried, exasperated.

"You can't keep on after-2
Then the voi ces stopped. The nmagic aisle had passed.
"After Anpl de gets out of range," she finished |anely.

The soldiers, baffled by the di sappearance of the eneny, were turning
about. In a noment they would spy the two; the noonlight rereaned too
bright for effective conceal nent in the open.

"I grew a pineapple while we waited,"” Irene said. "I hate to use it on
peopl e, even Mundanes, but they'll kill us If-2

"How can a magi ¢ pi neappl e operate outside the aisle?" he demanded,
knowi ng this argunment was foolish, but afraid If they noved that the
sol diers woul d spy them

She | ooked chagrined. "For once you're right! |[If cherry bonbs are
uncertain, so is this!"

Smash was standing in the cleft. "Run!" he cried

But the soldiers were closing in. Dor knew they couldn't make it
through in tine. He drew his sword. Wthout its magic, it felt heavy
and clumsy, but it was the best weapon he had. He would be overwhel med,

of course, but he would die fighting. It wasn't the end he woul d have
chosen, had he a reasonable choice, but it was better than nothing. "Run
to Smash," he said. "I1'Il block themoff."

"You come, too!" she insisted. "I |love you!"
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"Now she tells me," he muttered, watching the soldiers close in.
Irene threw the pineapple at them "Maybe ifn scare them" she said.
"It can't. "They don't know what-"

The pi neappl e expl oded, sending yellow juice everywhere. "It
detonatedl " Dor excl ai ned, amazed.

"Conme onl' Anolde called, appearing behind the ogre. Suddenly it nade
sense; the centaur had turned about and cone back when they hadn't
followed. That had returned the magic to the vicinity, just in tine.

They ran to the cleft. The Mundanes were pawi ng at their eyes, blinded
by pineapple juice. There was no trouble.

"You were so busy trying to be heroes, you forgot comon sense,” Anvol de
reproved them "All you needed to do was follow ne while the Mindanes
backs were turned. They would never have known of our passage."”

"l never was strong on conmon sense,” Dor admtted.

"That's for sure," Irene agreed. "'lbat juice won't hold them forever
We'll have to nove far and fast."

"They did just that, their fatigue dissipated by the excitenent. Now
the path led downhill, facilitating progress somewhat. But it was
treacherous in the darkness at this speed, for the nountain crags and
trees shadowed it, and it curved and dropped wi thout fair warning.

Soon the soldiers were in pursuit.

But Dor used his talent, making the path call out warnings of hazards,
so that they could proceed nore rapidly than other strangers mght. His
m dni ght sunstone hel ped, too, casting just enough |light to make
pitfalls alnost visible. But he knew they couldn't remain on the path

| ong, because the soldiers were nore fanmliar with it, and had their
torches, and would surely catch up. They would have to pun off and

hi de-and that night not be enough, this tinme. There was too little room
for conceal nent, and the soldiers would be too wary.

Then disaster |looned. "'lhe bridge is outl" the path warned.
"What bridge?" Dor panted.

"The wooden bridge across the cut, dumyl"

"What happened to it?"

"The Onesti soldiers destroyed it when they heard the ] Khazars were
com ng. "

So Doris party had brought this mschief on itselfl "Can we cross the
cut sone other way?"

"See for yourself. Here it is."
They halted hastily. There, shrouded by darkness and fog, was a

gap in the nountain-a fissure four tines the fumreach of a man, ex
tending fromthe clifflike face of the peak above down to the deep

val | ey bel ow, shrouded in nocturnal fog. Here the nmoonlight blazed
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down, as If eager to show the full extent of the hazard.

"A young, vigorous centaur could hurdle that," Anolde said. "It
is out of the question for ne."
"If we had the rope-" Irene said. But of course Chet had that,

wher ever he was now.
Ascent of the peak seemed virtually inpossible, and there was no

telling what |ay beneath the fog. The bridge had been the only practi
cal crossing-and only fragnments of that remained. This had becone

a form dable natural barrier-surely one reason the Khazars had been
unabl e to conquer this tiny Kingdom Any bridge the eneny built
could readily be hacked out or fired.

But now the torches of the garrison of the upper pass were ap proaching.
That was the other pincer of this trap. A few nmen could

guard that pass, preventing retreat. The slope was steep here, offering
little haven above or below the path. |If the soldiers didn't get them

nat ure woul d.

"The salve," Irene said. "See the fog-we've got to use the salve!"
"But the curse-we've |lost the counterspell!" Dor protested.
"We'Il have to do sonme dastardly deed!"

"Those soldiers will do sone dastardly deed to us if we don't get

away from here fast," she pointed out.

Dor | ooked at her, standing in the noonlight, wearing his jacket,

her fine-formed | egs braced against the nountain. He thought of the

sol diers doing a dastardly deed to her, as they had started to do in

the dungeon. "We'll use the salve," he decided.

Il ey scranbl ed down the steep slope to reach the |evel of the

mst. They had to cling to trees and saplings, lest they slide into the

cleft involuntarily.

Dor felt in his pocket for the jar-and found the dime he had ob tained
fromlchabod in Mbdern Mundania. He had forgotten that; it

must have slipped into another crevice if his pocket and been over
| ooked. It was of course of no use now He funbled farther and

found the jar.
Quickly they applied the salve to their feet. The supply was getting

low, this was just about the last tine they would be able to use it.
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Then they stepped cautiously out onto the fog.

"Stay close to Anplde,' Dor warned. "And in line. Anyone who goes
outside the magic aisle will fall through."

Now t he sol diers reached the cut. They were furious when they

di scovered no victinms there. But alnost inmediately they spied the
fugitives. "Cnvm adknvl" one cried. "Sgdx'qd rimsgd bknto." Then he
did a doubl e take.

For a monent the soldiers stared. "Sgdx can't do that!" one protested
as the rear of the magic aisle swng around to intersect him

But their |eader found the answer. "They're sorcerersl Spies sent by
t he Khazars. Shoot them downl"

Nunbly responsive.to orders, the soldiers nocked arrows to their
bowstrings. "Run!" Dor cried. "But stay with Anol de!"

"This time I'Il bring up the rear, just to be sure," the centaur said.

"Lead the way, the rest of you."

It made sense. The main part of the nmagic aisle was ahead of the
centaur, and this way Anol de coul d angle his body to keep them al

within it. Dor and Irene and Smash charged forward as the first volley
of arrows cane at them Gundy rode the centaur; it was the best way to
keep himout fromunderfoot. They crossed the fog-filled cut, coning to
the dense forest at the far side.

"Aaahh!" Ampl de screaned

Dor paused to | ook back. An arrow had struck the centaur in the ranp.
Anol de was crippled, trying to nove forward on three | egs.

Smash was | eading the way. He reached out to grab the branch of a tree
that projected through the fog. He ripped that branch out of its trunk
and hurled it uphill and across the cut toward the sol diers.

Hi s ai mwas good; the soldiers screaned and flung thensel ves Rat as the
heavy branch | anded on them and one alnost fell into the chasm

Then Smash charged back across the cloud. He ducked down, grabbed the
centaur by one foreleg and one hindleg, and hefted himto shoul der
height. "Ch, | say!" Anol de exclainmed, amazed despite his pain.

But within the anbience of nmagic, there was no strength to match that of
the ogre. Smash carried Anplde to the slope and set himdown carefully

where the ground rose out of the fog. This place was sheltered fromthe
view of the soldiers; there would be no nore shooting.

"But the arrow," the centaur said bravely. "W nust get it out!"

Smash grabbed the protrudi ng shaft and yanked. Anvol de screaned
agai n-but suddenly the arrow was out. It had not been deeply enbedded,
or the head woul d have broken off.

"Yes, that was the appropriate way to do it," the centaur sai dand

f ai nt ed.

Irene was already sprouting a seed. They had lost their healing elixir
with Anol de's bag of spells, but some plants had curative properties.
She grew a bal mplant and used its substance on the wound. "This won't
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cure it all the way," she said. "But it win deaden the pain and start
the hearing process. He should be able to walk."

Smash paced nervously. "Yet-Chet," he said. "Mindane, the pain-"

Dor caught on to the ogre's concern. "W don't know that a Miundane
wound wi || always beconme infected the way Chet's did. That was probably
Chet's bad luck. Also, he was bitten by a wvem so there m ght have
been poi son, while Anpblde was struck by an arrow.

This is a different situation-1 think." Still, the coincidence of a
second centaur getting wounded bothered Dor. Could it be part of the
salve's curse? The centaurs had had to use twi ce as nuch sal ve, since
they had four feet, and perhaps that nade them nore susceptible to the
cur se.

Amol de soon woke and agreed that the agony of the wound was nuch abat ed.
That was a relief, for at |east two reasons. Ne ertheless, Dor decided
to canp there for the renmainder of the night.

Their chance of approaching Castle Ccnha secretly was gone anyway' and
the recovery of their friend was nore inportant. After all, the
centaur's aisle of magic was essential to their welfare in Mindani a.

In mdday, weary but hopeful, they reached Castle Ocna. This was |ess
i nposi ng than Castle Onesti, but still formidable. The outer wall was
far too high for themto scale, "Me bash to trash," Snash offered
confidently.

"No," Dor said. "That would alert the whole castle and bring a hundred
arrows down on us." He glanced at Anol de, who seenmed to be doing al
right; no infection was in evidence. But they wanted no nore arrows!
"We'll wait until night and operate quietly. They'll be expecting our
attack, but won't know exactly what formit wll take.

If we can bring the magic aisle to cover King Trent, hell be able to
take it fromthere."

"But we don't know where in the castle he is," Irene protested

anxi ousl y.
"That's nmy job," Gandy said. "I'll sneak in and scout about and | et
you know by nightfall. Then we'll wap this up without trouble.”

It seened |ike a good idea. The others settled thenselves for a neal
and a rest, while the goleminsinuated his way into the castle.

Anol de, perhaps nore greatly weakened by his injury than he showed,
slept. Snash al ways conked out when he had nothing physical to do. Dor
and ][rene were awake and al one agai n.

It occurred to Dor that bringing the magic aisle to bear on Ying Trent

m ght not necessarily solve the problem King Trent could change the
jailor to a slug-but the cell would stul be | ocked. Queen Iris mght
make a griffin seemto appear-but that woul d not unlock the cells. Mre
t hi nki ng needed to be done.

They lay on the slope, in the conceal nent of one of the huge ancestra
oaks, and the world was deceptively peaceful. "Do you really think it
will work?" Irene asked worriedly. "The closer | get, the nore | fear
sonet hi ng dreadful wi n happen.™

Dor decided he couldn't afford to agree with her. "W have fought our
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way here," he said. "It can't go for nothing."
"W have had no onens of success-?" She paused. "O have we?
Oren- King Oren-can he have anything to do with it?"

"Anything is possible with magic. And we have brought magic to this

Ki ngdom "

She shook her head. "I swing back and forth, full of hope and doubt.
You just keep going on, never suffering the pangs of uncertainty, and
you do generally get there. W'Il make a good match."

No uncertainty? He was nmade of uncertainty! But again, he didn't want
to underm ne what Ettle confidence Irene was grasping for

"W have to succeed. O herwise | would be King. You wouldn't want
that."

She roll ed over, fetching up next to him shedding | eaves and grass. She
grabbed himby the ears and kissed him "lI'd settle for that, Dor."

He | ooked at her, startled. She was disheveled and |ovely. She had
al ways been the aggressor in their relationship, first in quarreling,
nmore recently in romance. Did he really want it that way?

He grabbed her and pulled her back down to him Kissing her sayagely. At
first she was rigid with surprise; then she nelted. She returned his
ki ss and his enbrace, becom ng sonething very special and exciting.

It woul d have been easy to go on fromthere. But a note of caution
sounded in Doris mind. |In the course of assorted adventures he had cone
to appreciate the value of timng, and this was not the proper tine for
what offered. "First we rescue your father,” he murnured in her ear.

That brought her up short. "Yes, of course. So nice of you to rem nd
me. "

Dor suspected he had nisplayed it, but as usual, all he could do was
bull on. "Now we can sleep, so as to be ready for tonight."

"\WWhat ever you say," she agreed. But she did not rel ease him
" Dear .

Dor considered, and realized he was confortable as he was. A strand of
Irene's green-tinted hair fell across his face, smelling pleasantly of
girl. Her breathing was soft against him He felt that he coul d not
ask for a better node of rel axation.

But she was waiting for sonething. Finally he decided what it was.
"Dear," he said.

She nodded, and cl osed her eyes. Yes, he was |learningl He lay stul, and
soon he sl ept.

"Now aren't we cozy!" G undy remarked.

Dor and Irene woke with a joint start. "W were just sleeping
together," she said.

"And you adnmit it!" the gol em excl ai med.
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"Well, we are engaged, you know. W can do what we |ike together."
Dor realized that she was teasing the golem so he stayed out of it.

What did it matter what other people thought? What passed between
hinsel f and the girl he | oved was their own business.

"I''l'l have to tell your father," Gundy said, nettled.

Suddenly Dor had pause to reconsider. This was the daughter of the
Ki ng!

"Il tell himmyself, you wad of string and clay!" Irene snapped.
"Did you find hinP"

"Maybe | shouldn't tell a bad girl |ike you."

"Maybe | should grow a large flytrap plant and feed you to it," Irene
replied.

That fazed the golem "I found themall. 1In three cells, the way the
three of you were, one in each cell. Queen Iris, King Trent, and King
Oren. "

Irene sat up abruptly, disengaging fromDor. "Are they all right?"
Grundy frowned. "lbe nen are. They have been through privation before.
The Queen is not pleased with her situation."”

"She wouldn't be," Irene agreed. "But are they all right physically?

They haven't been starved, or anything?"

"Well, they were a bit cl ose-nmouthed about that," the gol em said.

"But the Queen seens to have | ost weight. She was getting fat an3m way,
so that's all right, but | guess she hasn't been fed nuch. And | saw a
crust of bread she left. It was noldy. The flies are pretty thick in
there, too; nust be a | ot of nmggots around.”

Irene got angry. "They have no right to treat royalty like that!"

"Somet hing el se | picked up,” Gundy said. "The guard who feeds themit
seenms he eats what he wants first, and gives themthe | eavings.
Sonetimes he spits onit, or rubs dirt init, just to aggravate them
"They have to cat the stuff anyway or stuve. Once he even

urinated in their g water, right where they could see him to

be sure they knew what they were drinidng. He doesn't speak, he just
shows his contenpt by his actions."

"l have heard of this technique," Anolde said. "It is the process of
degradation. |If you can destroy a person's pride, you can do with him
what you will. Pride is the backbone of the spirit. Probably King Gary

is trying to get King Oren to sip a docunment of abdication, just in case
there is ever any challenge to King Cary's legitimacy."

"Way is he keeping the others alive, then?" Dor asked, appalled by both
the nmethod and the rationale. Mindanes played politics in an ugly
f ashi on.

"Well, we have seen how he operates. |If he lets the three spend tine
t oget her and becone friends, then he can use the others as |everage
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agai nst King Onen. Renenber how you told nme he was going to torture
Irene to nmake you tal k?"

"He's going to torture my parents?" Irene demanded, aghast.

"I dislike formulating this notion, but it is a prospect."” Irene was
silent, snoldering. Dor decided, regretfully, to tackle the probl em of
freeing the prisoners. "I hoped King Trent could use his power to break
out, but I'mnot sure how transformation of people can unl ock doors. |If
we can figure out a way-2'

"El enentary," Anplde said. "The King can transformthe Queen to a
mouse. She runs out through a crevice. Then he transforns her back,
and she opens the cells fromthe outside. |If there are guards, he can

transformher to a deadly nonster to dispatch them"
So simple! Why hadn't he, Dor, thought of that?

Irene shifted gears, in the manner of her sex, becoming instantly
practical. "Wwo is in the cell closest to the wall?"

"The Queen." The golem frowned. "You know, | think she's the only one
the magic aisle can reach. The watt's pretty thick in that region."

"So ny father probably can't transform anyone,' Irene said.

Troubl e! Dor considered, trying to cone up with an alternate
suggestion. "The Queen does have powerful nagic. 1t should be possible
for her to free themby neans of illusion. She can make them see the
cells as enpty, or containing dead prisoners, so that the guards open
the gates. Then she can generate a nonster to scare them away."

"There are problens," Anolde said. "The aisle, as you know, is narrow.
The illusion will not operate outside it. Since two cells are beyond-"
"The Queen's illusion will have very limted play," Dor concluded.

"We had better warn her about that. She should be able to manage, if
she has tine to prepare.”

"I"'mon ny way," Gundy said. "I don't know how this expedition would
function w thout ne!"

"There isn't one of us we can do without," Dor said. "Wuve already seen
that. Wen we get separated, we're all in trouble.”

As the night closed, they noved to the castle, trying to reach the spot
nearest the Queen's cell as described by the golem Again there was no
nmoat, just a glacis, so that they had to nount a kind of stone hil

|l eading up to the wall. Dor could appreciate how thick that wall m ght
be, set on a base this nassive.

Castle Ccna was alert, fearing the invasion of the ]Khazars; torches
flickered in the turrets and along the walls. But Doris party was not
usi ng the established paths and remai ned unobserved. People who |ived
in castles tended to be insulated fromevents outside, and to forget the
potential inportance of the exterior environment. It occurred to Dor
that this also applied to the whole |land of Xanth; few of its

i nhabi tants knew anyt hi ng about Miundania, or cared to learn

Trade between the realns, hitherto a matter of erratic chance, should be
established, if only to facilitate a nore cosnopolitan awareness.
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King Cary was evidently not nuch interested in trade, to the detrinent
of his Kingdom he regarded the Xanth visitors as a threat to his
throne. As indeed they were-since he was a usurper

"Now we can't plan exactly howthis will work," Dor said in a fina
review. "l hope the Queen will be able to make an illusion that wll
cause the guards to rel ease her, and then she can free the others.”

"She'd love to vanp a guard,” Irene said. "She'll make herself | ook
Iike the wi nsonmest wench in all Mindania. Then when he cones cl ose,
she'll turn into a dragon and scare himto death. Serve lift right."

Dor chuckled. "I think |I know how t hat works."

She whirled on himin nock fary. "You haven't begun to see how it
wor ks!'" But she couldn't hold her frown. She kissed hi minstead.

"The | ady appears to have given fair wanting," Anol de renarked.
"You won't see the dragon until you are securely married."

"He knows that," Irene said smugly. "But nmen never |earn. Each one
thinks he's different."

Anol de set hinsel f against the watt, changing his orientation by

smal | degrees so that the aisle swng through the castle. "Gundy wll
have to report whether we intercept the Queen," he said. "I cannot
perceive the use of the aisle.”

"If anything goes wong," lIrene said, "Snmash WM have to go into action
and 1'll grow some plant to ness them up."

"They waited. The centaur conpleted a sweep through the castle without

event. He swept back, still acconplishing nothing. "I begin to fear we
are, after all, beyond range," he said.

Smash put one cauliflower ear to the watt. "Gy down for crown."

"Of course!" Dor agreed. "They are in the dungeon! Below ground |evel
Ai m down. "

Wth difficulty, Anpolde bent his forelegs, |eaving his hindlegs
extended, tilting his body down. He commenced anot her sweep. This was
quite awkward for him because of the position and his injury.

Smash joined him Efting himup and setting himdown at a new angl e,
maki ng the sweep easier.

"But if they are too far inside for the aisle to reach-2' Irene nurnured
tensely.

"Grundy will let us know," Dor said, trying to prevent her from becom ng
hysterically nervous. He knew this was the nost trying time for
her-this period when they would either nake contact or fail. "W may

catch Queen Iris, then sweep on past, and it will take a wdle for the
golemto relay the news."

"That could be it," she agreed, noving into the circle of his arm

He turned to kiss her and found her |ips eager to neet his own. Once
she had decl ared her |ove, she made absolutely no secret of it. Dor
realized that even if their mission failed, even if they perished here
in Muindania, it was privately worth it for himin this sense. He had
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di scovered love, and it was a universe whose reaches, pitfalls, and
potential rewards were nore vast than all of Miundania. He held the kiss
for a long tine.

"I's this how you behave when unchaperoned?" a wonan's voi ce demanded
sharply.

Dor and Irene broke with a start. There beside them stood the Queen
"Mother!" Irene cried, half in relief, half in chagrin.

"Shanmeful ly enbracing in public!" Queen Iris continued, frowning. She
had al ways been the guardi an of other people's norals.

"This nmust conme to the attention of-?"

The Queen vani shed. Anplde, tinmng as well as he could to face her
i mage, had thereby shifted the magic aisle away fromlris' cell, so

that the Queen's magic was interrupted. She could no |onger project her
i Il usion-inage.

"Beg pardon," the centaur said. He shifted back
Queen Iris reappeared. Before she could speak again, Irene did so.
"That's nothing, Mother. This afternoon Dor and | slept together."

"You disreputable girl!" Iris exclainmed, aghast

Dor bit his tongue. He had never really |iked Queen his and could
hardly have thought of a better way to prick her bubble.

The centaur tried to reassure her. "Your Majesty, we all slept.
it-11

"You, too?" Iris demanded, her gaze surveying themw th an anmazi ng
chill. "And the ogre?"

"We're a very close group,"” lrene said. "I love themall."

This was going too far. "You m sunderstand,” Dor said. "W only-?"
Irene tronped his toe, cutting himoff. She wanted to continue baiting
her nmother. But Queen Iris, no fool, had caught on. "They only saw up
your skirt, of course. How many times have | cautioned you about that?
You have absolutely no sense of-2

"W bring the King?" Snash inquired.

"‘Ibe King!" Iris exclaimed. "By all neans! You nust march in and free
us all."

"But the noise-" Dor protested. "If we alert the soldiers-"

"You forget ny power," Queen Iris informed him "I can give your party
the illusion of absence. No one will hear you or see you, no matter
what you do."

Such a sinple solution! The Queen's illusion would be nore than enough
to free themall. "Break in the wall, Smash," Dor caged

"W can rescue King Trent ourselves!"

Wth a grunt of glee, the ogre advanced on the wall. Then he
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di sappeared. So did the centaur. Dor found himnself enbracing nothing.
He coul d neither see nor feel Irene, and heard nothing eitherbut there
was resistance where he knew her to be. Experinentally he shoved.

Sonet hi ng shoved himback. 1t was like the force of inertia when he
swung around a corner at a run, a force with no seening origin.

Irene was there, all right! This spell differed fromthe one the
centaur had used; it made the people within it undetectable to each
other as well as to outsiders. He hoped that didn't lead. to trouble.

A gap appeared in the wall. Chunks of stone fell out, silently. The
ogre was at work.

Dor kept his arm around the nothi ngness beside him and it noved with
him Curious about the extent of the illusion, he noved his hand.
Portions of the nothingness were nore resilient than others.

Then he found hinself stunbling; a |ess resilient portion had given him
anot her shove. Then sonething hel ped steady him the nothi ngness was
evidently sorry. He wapped his arns about it and drew it in close for
a kiss, but It didn't feel right. He concluded he was ki ssing the back
of her head. He grabbed a hank of nothingness and gave it a friendly
tug.

Then Irene appeared, |aughing. "Ch, am| going to get even for thatl"
Then she realized she could perceive himin the nmoonlight.

She w apped the jacket about her torso-it had fallen open during their
i nvisible encounter-and drew himforward. "W're getting left b' She
vani shed and sil enced.

They had re-entered the aisle. Dor kept hold of her nothing-hand and
foll owed the other nothings into the hole in the wall.

For a nonent they all becane visible. Anplde was ahead, negotiating a
pile of rubble; Smash had broken through to the |Iower |evel, but the
path he nmade was hardly snoboth. 'lhe centaur, realizing thai the aisle
had shifted away fromthe Queen, hastily corrected his orientation. They
al | vani shed agai n.

Castl e personnel appeared, gaping at the rubble, unable to fathomits
cause. One stepped into the passage-and vani shed. That created anot her
stir. As yet the Mindanes did not seemto associate this oddity with an
i nvasi on.

The ogre's tunnel progressed apace. Soon enough it broke into the
Queen's cell, then into King Trent's and finally King Oren's. At that
point the parties becane visible again. There was anbient |ight,
courtesy of the Queen's illusion. Dor was uncertain at what point
illusion becanme reality, since light was |ight however it was generated,
but he had |l earned not to worry unduly about such distinctions.

Irene lurched forward and flung herself into King Trent's arns.
"Ch, daddyl' she cried with tears of joy.

Now Dor experienced what he knew to be his nobst unreasonabl e surge of
jealousy yet. After all, why should she not |ove her father?

He gl anced about-and saw Queen Iris watching her husband and daughter
with what appeared to be identical enotion. She, too, was jeal ous-and
unable to express it.
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For the first time in his Iffe, Dor felt coluplete sympathy with the
Queen. This was one shane he shared with her.

The Ying set Irene down and | ooked about. Suddenly it was incunmbent on
Dor to make introductions and explanations. He hurried up. "Uh, we've
come to rescue you, King Trent. This is Anmplde the Centaur-he's the one
who nmade the magic aisle-that's his talentand this is Smash the Qgre,
and Irene-j'

King Trent |ooked regal even in rags. "I believe | know that last," he
sai d gravely.

"Unh, yes,"'
"l1- uh-2'

Dor agreed, flustered, knowing he was really fouling it UP

"Do you know what he did, father?" Irene asked King Trent, indicating
Dor .

"I did not!" Dor exclainmed. Teasing the Queen was one thing; teasing
the King was anot her.

"Anyway, Dor and | are-'
pri soner.

Irene's voice broke off as she spied the third

He was a stunningly handsone young man who radi ated charisma, though he,
too, was dressed in rags. "King Omen," King Trent said with his
customary gravity. "M daughter Irene."

For the first time Dor saw Irene girlishly flustered. King Oren strode
forward, picked up her linp hand, and brought it to his Eps.

"Ravi shi ng," he murnured.

Irene tittered. Dor felt a new surge of jealousy. viously the girl, so
ardent toward Dor a nonent ago, was now smtten by the handsone Miundane
King. She was, after all, fifteen years old; constancy was not her
nature. Yet it hurt to be so suddenly forgotten

Dor turned his eyes away-and net the gaze of the Queen. Again there was
a flash of understanding.

"Now we have business to acconplish,” King Trent said. "M/ friend King
Oren nust be restored to his throne. To nmake that secure, we nust
separate the loyal citizens of Onesti fromthe disloyal."

Dor forced his mnd to focus on this problem "How can anyone in this
castle be loyal? "They kept their King prisoner in the dungeon.).,

"By no means," King Oren said resonantly. "Few were aware of ny
presence. W were brought in manacl ed and hooded, and the only one who
sees us is a nmute eunuch who is absolutely loyal to Cary the Usurper. No
doubt the castle personnel were told we were Khazar prisoners of war."

"So only the mute knew your identity?" Dor asked, rememnbering

Gmdy' s description of the man's aedvities. But the gol em sonetines
exaggerated for effect. "At |east he brought you food."

"Foodl " the Queen cried. "That slopi Irene, grow us a pie treel W
haven't had a decent meal since this happened."”

I rene wenched her eyes off King Oren |ong enough to dig out and sprout
a seed. Qickly the plant grew, leafing out in the illusion of daylight
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and devel oping big circular buds that burst into assorted fi-uit pies.

King Oren was amazed. "It's magiel" he exclaimed. "Wat an abilityl"
Irene flushed, pleased. "It's ny talent. Everyone in Xanth does
magi c. "

"But | understood no magi c would work here in the real world.
How is it possible now?"

Evidently Doris introduction of Anpblde had not been sufficient for one

who was conpletely unused to magic. "That's the centaur's talent," he
explained. "He's a full Magician. He brings magic with himin an
aisle. In that aisle, everyone's talent works. That's why we were able

to cone here.”

King Oren faced King Trent as they bit into their pies. "I apol ogize,
sir, for nmy naggi ng doubt about your abilities. | have never believed
in magic, despite the considerable Iore of our superstitious peasants.
Now | have seen the proof. Your lovely wife and | ovely daughter have
mar vel ous tal ents.”

Irene flushed again, inordinately thrilled.

"King Oren is really a fine young man,
gener al

Queen Iris remarked to no one m

Dor felt cold. The Queen's favor was not |ightly gained; she had
extrenely strict and selfish notions of propriety, and these were
focused largely on her daughter. Queen Iris had evidently concl uded
that King Onen was a suitable match for Irene. O course the fina
opinion was King Trent's; |If he decided on King Oren, Dor was |ost.

But King Trent had al ways supported Dor before.

Suddenly a huge fat man burst upon them |-Es eyes rounded with
amazenent as he spied the visitors in the dungeon and the pie tree.

Then he drew his sword. He charged upon King Oren.

Irene screamed as the man passed near her father. Then the Miundane
turned into a purple toad, his sword clattering to the floor. King
Trent had transforned him

"Who was that?" Dor asked, his startlenment subsiding raggedly.

"The mute eunuch gaard," King Oren said, picldng up the fallen sword.
"W bear himno |love." He considered the toad specul atively.

It was covered with green warts. "Yes, your magic is inpressivel WR he
remain that way?"

"Until | transformhimagain," King Trent said. "O until he | eaves the
region of magic. Then, | believe, he will slowy revert to his nornal
state. But that process nay take nonths and be unconfortable and
awkward, if soneone does not take himfor a nonster and kill him before

it is conplete.™

"A fitting punishment,"” King Onen said. "lzt himbeginit." He urged
the toad on out of the magic aisle by pricking it with the point of the
swor d.

"Now |l et's consider prospects,” King Trent said. "W have achieved a
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signi ficant breakt hrough here, regaining our nmagic. But very soon the
usurper's picked private troops, conprised |largely of Avar nercenaries,
will lay siege to us here, and we have no nagic that wt stop a flight of
arrows. W are certain that the general populace will rally gladly to
King Oren, once they realize he is alive; but nost of the people are
outside the cas" It's, and we are in danger of being w ped out before
that realization prevails. W nust plan our strategy carefully.”

"l must advise you that the magic associated with ne is in a fairly

narrow ai sle,"” Anolde said. "It extends perhaps fifteen paces forward,
and hal f that distance back, but only two to either side. Therefore the
Queen's illusion will be fli%ed to that ambience, and any person
outside it will be inmmne."

"But a lot can be done within the aisle," Dor said. "Wen Irene and

| agged outside the aisle, we reappeared-but the rest of you renai ned
invisible to us. W weren't immune to the illusion, just outside it. So
the Queen can keep us all fromthe perception of the Mindanes. 'lbat's a

consi derabl e asset.”

"True." the centaur agreed. "But now that they know about our magic, we
cannot prevent themfrom &\ their arrows into this regionin a
saturation pattern that is bound to wipe us out. | have already had

experience with this tactic." He rubbed his Rank ruefully.
The heal ing had continued nicely, but he still walked slightly stiffly.

"W nust take cover, of course," King Trent agreed. "'lbere is now

pl enty of rubble to shield us fromarrows. But we cannot afford to
remai n confined here. The problemw Il be the elimnation of the eneny
forces. "'

"Maybe we can lure themin here and ambush them " King Oren suggest ed.
"W now have two swords, and | aminpressed with the ogre's strength.”

"No good," Gundy said. He had reappeared during their feast on the

pi es and now took a small pie for hinself. "The Avar commander is a
tough, experienced son of a blizzard who knows you have magic. He is
heating a cauldron of oil. Soon he'll pour it down the dungeon steps.

Anyone hiding here, with or without magic, win be fried in oil."

"Inmpossible to fill this chanber with oil," Queen Iris said. "It would
all leak out."

"But it will cover the whole floor first,"
hotfeet."

Grundy said. "You'll all get

Dor | ooked down at his sandals nervously. He did not |like the notion of
spl ashing through a puddl e of boiling oil.

Trent considered. "And an anbush waits outside the dungeon?"

"Sure thing," Gundy agreed. "You don't think they let you sit here and
gorge on pies just because they |ike you, do you?"

"Turnus all into birds, father," Irene suggested. "We'Ill fly out before
they know it."

"Two probl ens, daughter,” King Trent said. "You will have trouble when
you fly outside the magic aisle. |I'mnot sure how you will function,

but probably poorly, as you won't be able to change back, yet the magic
will be gone. Also, |I cannot transform nyself."
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"Ch-1 forgot." She was chagrined, since the rescue of her father had
been her whol e purpose.

"W have to get you safely out of here, sir," Dor said. "The Land of
Xant h needs you."

"l have every present intention of returning,” King Trent said with a
smle. "I amnow nerely pondering nechanisns. | can deal with the
Avars readily enough, provided | can get close enough to themwith ny
magi ¢ power intact. That means | shag have to remain with Mgician
Anol de. "

"And with nme," Queen Iris said. "To keep you invisible. And the ogre,
to open doors."

"And nme," lrene said |loyally.

"You | want safely out of the way," her father said.

There was a bubbling noise. "The oill" Gundy cried. "W've got to
nove! "

Smash went into action. He started bashing out a new channel

They becane invisible. But Dor had a nental picture of where each
person was; lcing Trent, Anolde, and the Queen were near the ogre, ready
to followin his new tunnel and avoid the spilling on. But Irene and
the golemwere on the far side of the chanber. 'lhe oil was already
flowi ng between them and the ogre. They would be trappedand as the
centaur noved away, they woul d becone visible and vul nerable, even if
they avoided oil.

Dor ran across to pick up a fragment of rubble. He tossed it into the
flowing oil. He grabbed nore chunks and tossed them fornming a dam But
it wasn't enough; he wasn't sure Irene could nmake it through

Then the pieces started flying into place at double the rate he was
throwi ng them Sonmeone el se was hel ping. Dor could not tell who, or
communi cate directly; he sinply continued tossing stones, damm ng off
the hot oil. Soon it formed a reluctant pool. Dor filled in the
crevices of the damw th sand, and the way was clear. 'lhe ofl ploy had
been abated, and Irene could cross to safety.

Now a troop of guards charged down the steps, swords drawn.

They wore heavy boots, evidently to protect themfromthe oil they
t hought woul d be distracting their quarry. It should have been a neat
doubl e trap. They didn't know the quarry had depart ed.

Still, the Avars could use their bows to fire arrows up the new tunnel,
doi ng nuch harm Dor |eaped across to guard the tunnel entrance,
trusting that the others had by now safely passed through it.

An invisible guardian could hold themoff | ong enough, perhaps.
Then he saw his own arns. The nagic aisle had | eft him vul nerabl el
The soldiers spied himin the torchlight. They whirled to attack him

Anot her sword flashed beside him King Orenl He was the ot her person
who had hel ped damthe hot oil

No words were exchanged. They both knew what had to be done; they had
to guard this entrance fromintrusion by the eneny until King Trent
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coul d handl e his task

The ogre's new passage was too narrowto allow themto fight effectively
whi | e standi ng inside, and the dungeon chanber was too broad; soldiers
could stand against the far wall, out of sword range, and fire their
arrows down the length of the tunnel. So Dor and Oren noved out into

t he chanber, standing back to back near the

wilting pie tree, and donminated the entire chanber with their two
swords. Dor hoped King Oren knew how to use his weapon.

The Avars, no cowards, cane at thementhusiastically. They were of a
wild Turk nonmad tribe, according to Anol de's secondhand i nfornmation,
dissatisfied with their nore settled recent ways, and these nercenaries
were the wildest of the bunch. Their swords were |ong, single-edged,
and curved, made for vigorous slashing, in contrast with Doris straight
doubl e-edged sword. Here in the sonewhat confined region of the
dungeon, the advantage lay with the defenders.

Oren cut great arcs with his curved bl ade, keeping the ruffians at bay,
and Dor stabbed and cut, severing an Avar's hand before the soldiers
teaned respect. Doris sword was not nagic now, he had to do it all
hinsel f. But he had been taught the rudi nents of swordplay, and these
now served him wel |

Several bats shot out of the tunnel and flew over the heads of the
Avars, who nostly ignored them One bat, as if resentful of this

ti megl ect, hovered in the face of the Avar | eader, who sliced at it with
his sword. The bat gave up and angl ed out of the chanber.

But swordplay was tiring business, and Dor was not in shape for it. His
arm soon felt | eaden. Onmen, too, was ma poor way, because of his |ong
i mprisonment. The Avars, aware of this, pressed in harder; they knew
they woul d soon have the victory.

One charged Dor, blade sw nging down irresistibly. Dor tried to step
asi de and counter, but slipped on blood or oil and lost his footing; the
bl ade sliced into his left hip. Dor fell helplessly headl ong.

"Oren!" he cried. "Flee into the tunnel! | can no |onger guard your
back!"

"Xnt zqd gtqgs!" Onen exclained, whirling.

The Avars, seeing their chance, charged. Onen's blade flashed in
another circle, for the nonent daunting them while Dor fought off the
pain of his wound and floundered for his lost sword. Hi s questing
fingers only encountered sonething mushy; a spoiled chocolate pie from
the dead pie tree

Two Avars stepped in, one countering King Oren while the other ducked
lowto slice at Onen's legs. Dor hefted the pie and snmashed it into the
Avar's face. It was a perfect shot; the man dropped to his knees,
pawing at his rmud-filled eyes, while the stink of rotten pie flfled the
chamber .

King Oren, granted this reprieve, dispatched the remaining Avar
But al ready anot her was chargi ng, and Dor had no other pie within

reach. Omen hurled his sword at the bold eneny, skewering him then
bent to take hold of Dor and haul himback to the tunnel
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"This is crazyl" Dor cried. Despite the peril of their situation, he
noti ced that Oren, too, had been wounded; a slash on his left shoul der
was dri pping bright blood, and it was nmixing with the gore fromDoris
own wound. "Save yourself [|"

Then the Avars were closing for the final assault, know ng they faced
two unarned and injured nen, taking time to aimtheir cuts.

Even if Oren got themto the tunnel, he would be dooned. He had been a
fool to try to save Dor-but Dor found hinself rather fung the man.

Suddenly a dragon shot out of the tunnel, wings unfurling as it entered
t he dungeon chanber. It snorted fire and hovered in the air, raising
gl eani ng tal ons, seeking prey. The Avars fell back, anmazed and
terrified. One nade a desperate slash at the nonster-and the sword
passed right through the dragon's w ng w thout resistance or danage.

I'llusion, of course! The nagic had returned, and now t he Queen was
fighting in her spectacul ar fashion. But the noment the Avars realized
that the dragon had no substance It worked the opposite way. The Avar,
di scovering that he could not even touch the dragon, screaned and fled
the chanber. He was far nore afraid of a spiritual nenace than of a
physi cal one.

King Oren, too, stared at the dragon. "Were did that cone fron?" he

demanded. "1 don't believe in dragons!"”
Dor smled. "It's an illusion," he explained. They were able to
converse agai n, because of the anbience of nagic. "Queen Iris is quite

an artist in her fashion; she can generate conpletely credible inmages,
with snell and sound and sonetinmes touch. No one in all the history of
Xanth has ever been able to do it better."

The dragon spun to face them "Wy, thank you, Dor," it said,
di ssolving into a wash of color that drifted after the departing Avarg

Now | rene appeared, as the Avars scranbled to escape the dragon. "Oh,
you're hurt!" she cried. Dor wasn't sure whether she was addressing him
or Omen.

"King Oren saved ny life," he said.

"You were the only one with sense enough to damoff the oil to save the
girl,” Oren replied. "Could | do less than hel p?"

"Thanks," Dor said, finding hinself liking this bold young King nore
than ever. Rival he mght be, but he was a good man.

They shook hands. Dor didn't know whether this was a Mun dane custom
but King Trent had evidently explai ned Xanth ways.

"Now our bl ood has m ngled; we are bl ood brothers,” Onen said
gravely.

Irene and Iris were tearing up |lengths of cloth from sonewhere,
fashi oni ng bandages. Irene got to Oren first, |eaving Dor for her

nmot her. "1 suspect | underesti mated you, Dor," the Queen nur nured as
she worked efficiently on his wound, cleaning and bandag ing it after
appl ying sone of the plant healing extract. "But then, |

al so underestimated your father."
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"My father?" Dor asked, bewi | dered.

"That was a long tine ago, before | met Trent," she said. "None
of your business now. But he did have nettle in the crunch, and so
do you."

Dor appreci ated her conplinent, but regretted that her nodifica tion of
attitude had come too late. |Irene had focused on King Oren.

He tried to stop hinself fromglancing across to where Irene was
wor ki ng on the Miundane King, but could not help hinself.

The Queen caught the glance. "You |love her," she said. "You did
not before, but you do now That's nice."

Was she taunting hin? "But you endorse King Oren," Dor said,

his enotion warring within hinself.

"No. Oren is a fine young man, but not right for Irene, nor she
for him | support your suit, Dor; | always did."

"But you said-2

She smled sadly. "Never in her life did nmy daughter do what |

wi shed her to. Sometimes subtlety is necessary."

Dor stared at her. He tried to speak, but the thoughts stunbled

over thensel ves before reaching his tongue. Instead, he | eaned for ward
and ki ssed her on the cheek.

"Let's get you on your feet," the Queen said, helping himup. Dot
found that he could stand, though he felt dizzy; the wound was not as
critical as it had seened, and already was nagi cally healing.

King Trent appeared. "You did good work, men. Thanks to your
diversion, | was able to get close to the majority of the Avar sol diers.
| turned theminto bats."

So that was the origin of the bats Dor had seen! One bat had tried
to warn the remaining Avars, w thout success.

"But the Avars are not the only enenies," King Onen said. "W

need to weed out the other collaborators, |est assassins remain

anong us."

"Magic will help there,” Ying Trent said. "lris and Dor will see to
it.

"W will?" Dor asked, surprised.
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"Of course,"” the Queen said. "Can you wal k?"

"I don't know," Dor said. H s feelings about Irene's nother had

just been severely shaken up, and it would take some tinme for them
to settle into a new pattern. He stepped forward experinmentally, and
she gripped his armand steadied him He half wished it were Irene

| endi ng hi m support.

The Avars, however, had discovered that the dragon did not fol |ow
beyond t he dungeon. They were not yet aware that their backup

contingent had been elimnated. Now they charged back into the
chanber .

"They're catching on to the illusion,” Gundy said. "W'd better
get out of here.”

True enough. The Avars were stopping just outside the magic aisle
and nooking arrows to strings. They had found the way to fight

magi c.

Smash went back into action. He ripped a boul der out of the foun dation
and hurled it at the Avars. His strength existed only within the

ai sl e, but the boulder, once h-arled, was just as effective beyond it as
the arrows were within it. The troops dived out of the way.

The party noved back up the tunnel, Dor linping. Dragons flew

ahead and behind, a ferocious honor guard.

In due course they reached the nain hall of Castle Ccna. A num her of
the castl e personnel were there, huddl ed nervously at one end.

The Avars had spread out and used other routes, and now were

ranged all around the hall. The castle staff were afraid of the Avars,
and did not yet know Yang Omen lived. Thus the castle remamined in
Y.ing Cary's power despite King Oren's rel ease.

"The ogre and | will guard King Oren,' King Trent said. "Irene,

grow a cherry tree; you and the golemwi n be in charge of defensive
artillery. Magician Centaur, if you please, stand in the center of the

hall and turn rapidly in place several times as soon as | give the sig
nal. Iris and Dor, your powers reach farther than mne; you will rout

out the lurldng Avars."

"You see, | know how ny husband's mind works," Queen Iris

murrmured. "He's a genius at tactics."
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"But the Avars are beyond the magic aislel” Dor protested. "And they
know about your illusions. They're pretty smart, in their fashion
We can't fool them nuch |onger."

"W don't need to," Iris said. "All you have to do is have any stones
in the mugic aisle call out the position of any |lurking Avars.

The rest of us will take it fromthere."
"Ready, Irene?" Trent inquired.

Irene's tree had grown rapidly, and now had a nunber of bright red
cherries ripening. "Ready, father," she said griny.

Dor was glad King Trent was a good tactician, for he, Dor, had only the
hazi est noti on what was devel oping. Wen Anol de turned, it night bring
some Avars within the nagic aisle, but nost would remain outside. How
could those others be nuuned before they used their bows?

"Now it gets nervy," King Trent said. "Be ready, ogre. King Oren, it's
your show. "

King Oren nounted a dais in the center of the hall. He was pale from
| oss of blood, and carried his left armawkwardly, but still radiated an
aura of Kingliness. |Irene picked several of the ripe cherries, giving

some to Grundy, who stood beside a pile of them Snash lifted a solid
wooden post to his shoul der

Amol de, in response to Trent's signal, began fum ng hinmself about in

pl ace. Dor concentrated, willing the stones in the hall to cry out if
any Avars were hiding near them Queen Iris fashioned an illusion of
extraordi nary grandeur; the dais becanme a solid gold pedestal, and King
Oren was clothed in splendid royal robes, with a halo of |ight about his
body.

"Hearken to nme, minions of Castle Ccna and |oyal citizens of the Kingdom
of Onesti," the King declained, and his voice resonated throughout the
chanmber. "I am King Onen, your rightful nonarch, betrayed and

i mprisoned by the usurper Cary. Now ny friends fromthe nagi c Land of
Xanth have freed ne, and | call upon you to renounce Cary and resune
your rightful honmage to ne."

"Mknn jkol" the Avar |eader cried in his own |anguage. "Uqqy jko
fayp!”

An arrow flew toward King Oren. Smash batted it out of the air with his
stake. "OM" the arrow conplained. Doris talent was operating too
effectively. "I was only doing ny duty.”

As Anpl de turned, the magic aisle rotated, reaching to the farthest
extent of the hall. "Here's an Avarl" a stone cried as the nmagic
engaged it. "He shot that affow"

"Shut up, you invisible tattletaler" the Avar snapped, sffi% at what he
assuned was there.

Now a wi nged dragon | aunched toward the Avar, belching forth fire. "You,
too, you fake nonsterl"™ the man cried. He drew his sword and sl ashed at
t he dragon.

Irene threw a cherry. It struck the floor at the Avar's feet and
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expl oded. The man was knocked back agai nst the watt, stunned and soaked
with red cherry juice

Amol de had hesitated, facing the action. Now he resunmed his turning.
Anot her stone cried out: "There's one behind ne!" The dragon, flying in
the moving aisle, sent out another colum of flame, rich and red. This
time Irene tinmed her throw to coincide, and the cherry bonb detonated as
the dragon's apparent flame struck. That nade the dragon seemreal, Dor
realized

"Al'l of you-shoot your ettqyu!" the Avar | eader called as the magic
ai sl e passed by him "Vjg ogpuvgtu etg |wy knnwukgpu!"

But his nen hesitated, for two of their nunber had been stunned by
sonething that was nmore than illusion. The cherry bonbs did indeed
detonate outside the anbi ence of magic; maybe there were, after all
such things in Miundani a.

Aol de continued to turn, and the stones continued to betray the Avars.
The lofted cherries commanded respect anong the Avars that King Oren did
not. The ogre's bat prevented their arrows from scorng, and the Queen's
illusions kept them confused. For the flying dragon becane a gi ant
armered man with a flashing sword, and the nan becane a pounci ng sphi nx,
and t he sphinx becane a swarm of green wasps. Thunder sounded about the
dais, the illusion of sound, punctuating King Oren's speech. Soon al
the remai ni ng Avars had been cowed or nullified.

"Now the eneny troops are gone," King Oren said, his size increased
subtly by illusion. "Loyal citizens of the Kingdomof Onesti need have
no fear. Cone before nme; renew your allegiance." Stars and streaners
fl oated down around him

Hesitantly, the castle personnel canme forward. "They're afraid of the
i mges," G undy said.

The Queen nodded. Abnptly the nmonsters vani shed, and the hall becane a
regi on of pastel lighting and gentle nusic-at |least within the rotating
aisle. Heartened, the people stepped up nore boldly. "Is

it rea"Y You, Your MajestY Good Onen?" an old retainer asked.
"W t hought you dead, and when the nonsters cane-:'

"Hol dl " a student voice called fromthe archway nearest the castle's
mai n entrance.

Al'l turned. There stood Kirig Cary, just within the aisle. Dor
realized the man nust have ridden to Castle Ccna by another route,
avoiding the path with the bridge out. QGary had figured out where Doi's
party was headi ng, had known it neant trouble, and hastened to deal wth

the situation before it got out of control. Gary had cunning and
cour age
"There is the usurperl"™ King Onen cried. "Take himcaptiver"

But Cary was backed by anot her contingent of Avar mercenan*es, brought
with himfromthe other castle. The ordinary servitors could not
readily approach him He stood just at the fringe of the magic aisle,
so that his words were translated; he had ascertained its flidt.

He could step out of it at any nonent.

"Fool s!'" Qary cried, his voice resounding throughout the hall. "You are
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bei ng deluded by illusion. Miong to ne and destroy these alien
i ntruders."

"Alien intruders!" King Oren cried, outraged. The stars expl oded around
him and gloriously indignant nmusic swelled in the backgroinmd. "You,
who drugged nme and threw me into the dungeon and usurped ny throne-you
dare call ne this?"

The people of the castle hesitated, |ooking fromone I(ing to another,
uncertain where their loyalty should lie. Each King was inposing; Qary
had taken tinme to garb hinmself in full regaha, his royal cloak, crown,
and sword rendering his fat body elegant. King Oren was enhanced by
Queen Iris' magic to simlar splendor. It was obviously hard for the
ordi nary people to choose between them on the basis of appearance.

"I call you nothing," Cary roared, with the sincerity of conviction that
only a total scoundrel could generate. "You do not even exi st.

You di ed at the hands of Khazar assassins. You-'

The stars around Oren becane blinding, and now they hissed, sputtered,
and roared with the sound of the firmanent being torn asunder. The
noi se drowned out QGary's words.

"Nay, let the villain speak," King Oren said. "It was ever our way to
| et each person present his case."

"He'll destroy you," Queen Iris %aned. "I don't trust hbn. Don't give

hi m a chance. "

"It is Oren's choice," King Trent said gently.

Wth that, the illusion stopped. Not in the slightest way did Queen
Iris ever oppose her will to King Trent's-at |east in pubhe. There was
only the Mundane court, silent and drab, with its huddl ed ser$, ants
facing the knot of Avars.

"You are no nore than an illusion," Qary continued boldly, grasping his
opportunity. "W have seen how the aliens can fashion nonsters and

voi ces from not hing; who doubts they can fashion the |ikeness of our
revered former King?"

Queen Iris | ooked pained. "Master stroke!" she breathed. "I knew we
shoul dn't have |l et that cockatrice talk!"

I ndeed, the castle personnel were swayed. They stared at King Oren as

if trying to fathomthe illusion. The very facility of Queen Iris'
illusions now worked agai nst King Oren. Who could ten reality from
i mge?

"If King Oren sonmehow returned fromthe dead,"” King Cary continued, "I
woul d be the first to welcome himhonme. But woe betide us all If we
proffer loyalty to a false inage!"

King Oren stood stunned by the very audacity of QCary's ploy. |In their
contest of words, the usurper had plainly scored a critical point.

"Destroy the inpersonator!" Qary cried, seizing the nonment. The people
started toward King Onen.

Now Ki ng Onen found his voice. "How can you destroy an illusion?" he
demanded. "If | ambut a construct of air, I will l[augh at your
efforts.”
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The peopl e paused, confused again. But once nore Cary rushed into the
gap. "O course there's a nman there! He nmerely | ooks like King Oren.
He's an inposter, sent here to incite you to rebellion against your rea
King. Then the ogre can rule in ny stead."

The peopl e shuddered. They did not want to be rul ed by an ogre.

"I mposter?" King Oren exclaimed. "Dor, |lend ne your swordl" For in the
confusion Dor had recovered his sword, while King Oren had | ost his.

"That will settle nothing," King Trent said. "lke better swordsman is
not necessarily the rightful King."

"Ch, yes, he is!" Onmen cried. "Only the royalty of Onesti are trained
to fine expertise with the sword. No peasant inposter could match Cary.
But | ama better swordsman than the usurper, so can prove nyself no

i mposter.”

"Not so," CQary protested. "Well | know that is an enchanted

sword your henchman has given you. No one can beat that, for it makes
any duffer skilled.”

The man had learned a lot in a hurry! It had never occurred to Dor that
King Gary would be so agile in debate. Evidently his head was not
filled with pudding.

Oren gl anced at the sword, startled. "Dor did not evince any particul ar
skill with it," he said with unconsci ous di sparagenent of Doris

t echni que.

"It is nevertheless true," King Trent said. "Dor was outside the magic

ai sl e when he used it."

"That's right," Dor agreed reluctantly. "In the aisle, with that sword,
anyone coul d beat anyone. Also, the Queen's illusion could make King
Trent |look |ike you, King Onen-and he is probably a better swordsman
than you are." Dor wondered just after he said it whether he had made
that conparison because he smarted from Oren's di sparagenent of his own

skill. Yet King Trent was the finest swordsman in Xanth, so his point
was vahd.
"You fools!" Queen Iris expostulated. "Victory in your grasp, and you

squander it away on technicalities!"
"It's a matter of honesty," Dor said. "ONESTI."

King Oren | aughed, able to grasp the spelling pun within the centaur's

range. "Yes, | understand. Well, | will fight Cary outside the nagic
aisle."

"Where your wound will weaken you, and you will have the di sadvant age of
usi ng a straight sword when you are trained to a curved one," Queen his
said. "If those aren't enough, the inposter's Avars will put an arrow

in your back. Don't be even nore of a fool than you need to be. Qary's
trying to maneuver you into a position where his treachery can prevail.
| tell you, | know the type."

Dor was silent. The Queen knew the type because she was the type.
That nmade her a good adviser in a situation like this.

"But how can | prove ny identity?" King Oren asked sonewhat plaintively.
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"Let the castle personnel come to you and touch you and talk with you,"
King Trent suggested. "Surely nany of them know you well.

They will be able to tell whether you are an inposter."

Cary tried to protest, but the suggestion nade too much sense to the

castle personnel. King Trent's ability to naneuver had foiled Cary's
stratagenms. Non-Avar guards appeared, reaching for their weapons, and
they were nore nunerous than the Avars. |t seened

that news of this confrontation had spread, and the true Onesti
| oyal i sts were converging.

Seeing hinmself losing position, Cary grudgingly agreed. "I will join
the line nmyselfl" he declared. "After all, | should be the first to
wel come King Oren back, should he actually return, since it is in his
stead | hold the throne of Onesti."

Queen Iris scow ed, but King Trent gestured her to silence. It was as
If this were a gane of noves and counternoves, with [imting rules. QGary
was now going along with King Trent's nove, and had to be accommbdat ed
until he made an open break. Dor noted the process; at such tine as he
hinself had to be King for keeps, this m ght guide him

"Conme, King," King Trent said, takhig Oren by the arm "Let us all set
asi de our weapons and forma receiving line." Gently he took the magic
sword and passed it over to Queen Iris, who set it carefully on the
floor.

Cary had to divest himself of his own weapon, honoring this new nove.
Hi s Avars grunbl ed but stayed back. Smash the Ogre noved nearer them
retaining his post. This encouraged themto keep the peace.

The |ine tonned, the pal ace personnel com ng eagerly forward to verify
the person of King Oren. The first was an old nman, slow to nove but
given the | ead because of the respect of the others.

"Hel l o, Borywog!" King Onen said, grasping the man's frail arm
"Remenber what a torment | was when a child, and you ny tutor?

Worse than ny father was! You thought you'd never teach ne to spell!
Renmenber when | wrote the nane of our Kingdom as HONESTY?"

"My Lord, ny Lord!" the old man cried, fal% to his knees

"Never did | tell that abomination to a soul! It has to be you, Your
Maj estyl "

The others proceeded through the Ene. King Oren knew themall.

The case was beconi ng conclusive. King Trent stood behind him sniling
beni gnly.

Suddenly one of the nen in the Iine drew a dagger and | unged at Onmen.
But before the treacherous strike scored, the man becane a | arge brown
rat, who scurried away, terrified. A palace cat bounded eagerly after
it. "l promised to stand bodyguard," King Trent said mldly. "I have
had a certain experience in such matters."

"Then Cary was at the head of the Ene. "Wy, it is Omenlll he exclained
in seem ng amazenent. "Avars, sheathe your weapons; our PrOPer Y..ing
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has returned fromthe dead. What a mracler"”

"ng Oren, expecting another ad of treachery, stood opennout hed- Again

King Trent stepped in. "So nice to have your confirmation, King CarY-
We al ways knew you had the best interests of the Kingdom of Onesti at
heart. 1t is best to resolve these things with the appearance of

amcability, if possible. Dor, why don't you conduct King Cary to a
more private place and work out the detail s?"

Now Dor was anazed. He stood unspeal dng. G undy appeared, tapping Dor
on the leg. "Take himinto an anteroom,, the golemwhispered. "I'l|
get the others."

Dor conposed hinsell "O course,"” he said with superficial equilibrium
"King OGazy, shall we adjourn to an anteroomfor a private di scussion?"

"By all means,' Cary said, the soul of amcability. He seened to
understand the rules of this ganme better than Dor did.

They wal ked sedately to the anteroom while King Oren continued to greet
old friends and the Avars fidgeted in their isolated nass.

Wthout CarY to command them the Avars were ineffective; they didn't
even speak the | ocal |anguage.

Dori s thoughts were spinning. Wy had GCary wel coned Onen, after trying
to deny him and have hi m assassi nated? Wy did he pretend not to know
where Oren had been? And why did King Trent, hinself a victimof QGary's
treachery and cruelty, go along Wth this?

Wiy, finally, had King Trent turned the matter over to Dor, who was
i nconpetent to understand the situation, let alone deal with it?

I rene, Smash, and Anpl de joined themin the anteroom oary seened
unperturbed. "Shall we speak plainly?" the Mundane i nquired.

"Sure," lrene retorted, drawi ng her jacket close about her."
think you stinkl"

"Do YQu fol k comprehend the situation?" Cary asked blithely.
"No," Dor said. "I don't know why King Trent didn,t turn you

into a worm and step on you."

"King Trent is an experienced nonarch," Qary said. "He deals with
realities, rather than enotions. He goes for the nost profitable

conbi nation, rather than sinple vengeance. Here is reality: | have one
troop of Avars here who could certainly create trouble. | h

ave nore at the other castle. It would take a minor civil war to

di sl odge

those nercenaries, whose captains are loyal to ne-and that woul d weaken
the Kingdom of Onesid at a tine when the Khazar nenace is grovdng. It
woul d be much better to avoid that nuisance and keep t he Ki ngdom strong.
Therefore King Oren nust seek accombdation with ne-for the good of
Onesti . "

"Way not just-2' Irene started, but broke off.

"You are unable to say it," Qary said. "That is the synptom of your
weakness, which you will have to elimnate if you hope to nake as
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effective a Queen as your nother. Wiy not just kill ne and be done with
it? Because your kind | acks the gunption to do what is necessary."

"Yeah?" Gundy demanded. "Wy didn't you kill King Onen, then?"

Qary sighed. "I should have, | suppose. | really should have. But I
i ked the young fool. No one's perfect."”

"But you tried to have himkilled just now " Dor said.

"A desperate nmeasure," OCary said. "l can't say I'mreally sorry it
failed. The nove cane too late; ;.t should have been done at the
outset, so that Onen never had opportijnity to give proof of his
identity.

Then the gane woul d have been nine. But that is the neasure of ny own
i nadequacy. | didn't want to retain my crown enough."

Doris enotions were mxing. He knew Cary to be an unscrupul ous rascal,
but the man's candor and cl everness and adm ssion of civilized weakness

made it hard to dislike himtotally. "And now we have to deal with
you," Dor said. "But | don't see how we can trust you."
"Of course you can't trust ne!" Cary agreed. "Had | the option, | would

have you right back in the dungeon, and your horse-man woul d be touring
the Avar enpire as a circus freak."

"Now see here!" Anpl de said

"I'f we can't kill him and can't trust him what can we do with hinP"
Dor asked the others.

"Throw himin the same cell he threw King Oren," Irene said.
"Have a sadistic nute eunuch feed him™"

"Smash destroyed those cells,” Gundy reninded her. "Anyway, they
aren't safe. One of his secret henchmen mght et himout."

"But we've got to come up with a solution for King Oren!" Dor said. "I
don't know why this was put in my hands, but-2

"Because you will one day be King of Xanth," Qary said. "You nust |learn
to nmake the hard decisions, right or wong. Had | had

nmore experience before attaining power, | would have acted to avoid ny
present predicanent. Had Oren had it, he would never have |ost his
throne. You have to |earn by doing. Your King Trent is one conpatent
individual ; it was nmy misfortune to ms udge hirm since | thought his
tal k about magic indicated a deranged nmind. Usually only ignorant
peasants really believe in sorcery. By the tine you are King, you wl|
know how to handl e the office."

This made brutal sense. "I wish | could trust you," Dor said.

"You'd make an excellent practical tutor in the realities of governing."
"This is your practical tutoring," QGary said.

"There are two customary solutions, historically,” Anol de said.

"One is mutilation-the crimnal is blinded or deprived of his
extremties, so he can do no further harm?2
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"No!" Dor said, and lrene agreed. "W are not barbarians."

"You are not professional either," GCary said. "Still you balk at
expedi ent met hods. "

"ile other is banishment," the centaur continued. "People of your
speci es without magical talents used to be banished from Xanth, just as
peopl e of ny species with such talents are banished. It is a fairly

ef fective device."
"But he could gather an arny and cone back," Dor protested.
"King Trent did, way back when he was bani shed-"

"But he did not conquer Xanth. The situation had changed, and he was
invited back. Perhaps in twenty years the situation will be changed in
Onesti, and Cary will be needed again. At any rate, there are
precautions. A selective, restricted bani shnment shoul d prevent betraya
whi | e keeping himout of local mschief. It would be advisable not to
call it banishnent, of course. That woul d suggest there was sonething
untoward about the transfer of power, instead of an amicable return of a
tenmporarily lost King. He could be assigned as envoy or anbassador to
sone strategic territory-2'

"Il ke Khazars!" Grundy cried.

"Hey, | don't want to go there!" Qary protested. "'Those are rough
people! It would take all my wit just to survive."

"Precisely," the centaur said. "Qary would be sonething of a circus
freak in that society, tolerated but hardly taken seriously. It would

be his difficult job to maintain |iaison and inprove relations with that
enpire, and of course to advise Onesti when any invasion was
contenplated. |If he did a good enough job for a | ong enough period, he
m ght at length be pardoned and allowed to retire in Onesti.

If not-?

"But the ]Khazars are bound to invade Onesti sooner or later," QCary
said. "How could | prevent-2

"I seemto renmenber that at this period the Nordic Magyars were
nom nal ly part of the Khazar enpire," Anplde said. "They renmined,
however, a discrete culture. Qary might be sent to the Magyar court-2

"Where he woul d probably fonent rebel eon agai nst the Khazars!"

Dor said. "Just to keep the action away from Onesti. It would take
constant cunning and vigilance-"

"What a dastardly deed!" Irene exclainmed gleefully.

Surprised, they all exchanged gl ances. "A dastardly deed Dor repeated.

"W were cursed to do it," Irene said. "Before the noon got fulland
it's very nearly fun now. Let's go tell the others how Anbassador Cary
is going to the Magyars."

"Purely in the interest of serving the Kingdom!| |ove so well, to
pronote the interests of ny good friend and restored Eege, King Oren,"
Qary said philosophically. "It could have been worse. | thought you'd

flay me and turn me | oose to beg naked in the village."

"Or feed you to the ogre," Gundy said. "But we're soft-headed, and
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you're too clever to waste."

They trooped out. "Qary has graciously consented to be your anmbassador
to the Magyar court of the Rhazar enmpire," Dor told King onen, who had
finally completed the receiving line. "He wants only what is best for
the Ki ngdom of Onesti."

"Excellent,” King Oren said. He had evidently been briefed in the
interim "And who will be Xanth's anbassador to Onesti ?"

"Anmol de Centaur," King Trent said pronptly. "W reaeze that his
enforced absence fromhis home in Centaur Isle is a personal sacrifice
for him but it is evident we need a certain anount of nmgic here, and
he is uniquely qualified. He can escort specially talented Xanth
citizens, such as ny daughter, when trade m ssions occur."

Anol de nodded, and Dor saw how King Trent was facilitating things for
the centaur, too. Anplde had no future at Centaur |sle anyway; this put
a different and far nore positive face on it. Naturally Anplde would
not spend all his tine here; he would have tinme to visit his friend

| ehabod in the other aspect of Mundania, too. In

fact, he would be able to do all the research he craved. There was
i ndeed an art to governance, and King Trent was dempnstrating it.

"Ah, your daughter,"” King Oren said. "You told ne about her, during our
| ong days of confinenent, but | took it for the fond i nagnmgs of a
parent. Now | think it would be proper to seal the alliance of our two
Ki ngdons by a synbolic personal nerger."

Doris heart sank. King Oren certainly wasn't reticent! He noved boldly
to obtain what he wanted-as a King should. Dor doubted that he hinself
woul d ever be that type of person. The irony was that he could not
oppose King Oren in this; he liked the man and owed himhis life, and
Irene liked him too, and was probably thrilled at the notion. The
alliance did seemto nmake sense, politically and personally.

If there were benefits to being in line for the Kingship, there were
also liabilities; Dor had to give way to what was best. But he hated
t hi s.

King Trent turned to Irene. "How do you feel about it? You do
understand the significance."

"Ch, | understand," Irene agreed, flushing beconmingly. "It nmakes a |ot
of sense. And |'mflattered. But there are two or three little points.
I'"'myoung-"

"Time takes care of that," King Oren said. It was evident that her
youth did not repel him any nore than the youthful ness of the doxy had
repelled King Cary. "In fact, wonen age so quickly, here in Onesti,

that it is best to catch them as young as possible, while they remain
attractive."

Irene paused, as if tracking down an inplication. In Xanth, wonen
remai ned attractive a long tine, with the aid of mnor nmgic.

c "
"And | would have trouble adjusting to a life with no magi - she

continued after a nonent.
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"A Queen does not need magic!" King Oren said persuasively.
"She has power. She has authority over the entire kitchen staff."

I rene paused again. "That nuch,” she murnured. It was evident that nen
dom nated the society of Onesti, while in Xanth the sexes were fairly
even, except for the rule about who could be King.

Dor thought of living the rest of his life in Mindania, unable to
utilize his owmn magic or participate in the magic of others. The notion
appalled him He doubted Irene could stand it |long either

"And I'min love with another man," Irene finished.
"But the girl's love has nothing to do with it!" Yang Oren

protested. "This is a matter of state.
I ength of her |egs.

| Es eyes travel ed al ong the

King Trent considered. "W conduct such matters differently in Xanth,
but of course conpromi se is essential in international relations. |If
you really desire ny daughter-"

"Fatherl" Irene said seam ngly.
"Now don't enbarrass your father," Queen Iris said. |Irene reacted with
a rebellious frown that she quickly concealed. It was the old syndrong;

i f her nother pushed sonething, Irene did the opposite.
Doris secret ally had struck again. Bless the Queen

King Trent's gaze passed across themall, finishing with the Queen, who

made the slightest nod. "However," he continued, "I understand that in

sonme societies there is a certain premiumon the, shall we say, pristine
state-"

"Virginity,'-' Irene said clearly.

"But we never-2' Dor started, just before she stonmped on his toe.

King Oren had caught the notion. "Ah, | did not realize it was you she
| oved, bl ood brotherl You cane all the way here at great personal risk
to help restore ny throne; | cannot-2

"Yet a liaison would certainly be appropriate," King Trent nused.

"Father!" Irene repeated sharply. Queen Iris smled somewhat smugly in
her daughter's direction. It was strange, Dor reflected, how the very
manneri sms that had annoyed himin the past now pleased him Irene

woul d never go with King Oren now.

"Yet there is that matter of pristinity," King Oren said. "A Queen nust
be above-"

"Do you by chance have a sister, King Oren?" King Trent inquired. Dor
recogni zed the tone; Trent already knew the answer to his question. "Dor
m ght-"

"What ?" |rene screeched.
"No, no sister,"” Oren said, evidently disgruntl ed.

"Unfortunate. Perhaps, then, a synbolic gesture,"” King Trent said. "If
Prince Dor, here, is taking sonmething of value to King Oren, or perhaps
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has al ready conprom sed the value-Y "Yes," Irene said.

"Shanel " Queen Iris said, glaring at Dor with only the tiniest quirk of
hunor twitching at one lip.

"But-2' Dor said, unwilling to confess falsely.

"Then sone token of reconpense might be in order," King Trent concl uded.

"W nmight call it a gift, to preserve appearance-2

"*1he m dni ght sunstonel” Dor exclaimed. After an, it was just about

m dni ght now. Wthout waiting for King Trent to take the matter
further, Dor drewit fromhis pocket. "King QOren, as a sincere token of
am ty between the Kingdom of Xanth and the Ki ngdom of Onesti and of ny
appreciation for the manner you saved ny Iffe, allow ne to present you
with this rarest of gems. Note that it shines in the presence of

magi c-but turns dull in the absence of magic.

Thus you will always know when nmagic is near." He gave the gemto King
Oren, who stepped out of the nmamgic aisle, then back in, fascinated by
the manner the gem faded and fl ashed agai n.

"Ch, yes," King Onen agreed. "I shall have this set in ny crown, the
nmost precious of all ny treasures!"”

But now Irene was angry. "I wll not be bought for a gem " she
excl ai ned.

"But-" Dor said helplessly, stepping toward her. Right when he thought
things had fallen into place, they were falling out again.

"Stay away fromnme, you slaver!" she flared, retreating.
"I think I amwell off," King Oren nurnured, sniling

Dor did not want to chase her. It was undignified and hardly suited to
the occasion. Also, he could not nove rapidly; his fresh wound
inhibited him Yet he was in a sense on stage; he could not |et her
wal k out on hi m now.

Then he renenbered the dine. He had a use for it after all! He
clutched it out of his pocket and threw it at her noving feet.

Irene cane to an abrupt stop, windmlling her arms and al nost falling.
"What-" she denmanded

Then Dor caught up to her and took her in his arns.

"The dinme!" she expostulated. "You nade nme stop on a dinel Ilat's
cheating!"

Dor ki ssed her-and found an amazi ngly warm response.

But even am dst the kiss, he realized that Anolde was facing in another
direction. Irene had been outside the nmagic aisle when she stalled on
the dine. "But-" he began, his knees feeling weak.

She bit lightly on his ear. "Did the Gorgon let go of Magician
Hunfrey?" she asked.

Dor | aughed, sonewhat nervously. "Never."

"Anot her dastardly deed perforned in the Iight of the m dnight
sunstone," Gundy said. And Dor had to hold Irene delightfully tight to
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prevent her from kicking the golem
About the Author

Piers Anthony is the nane of a hopel essly Mindane character who has
difficulty taking About-the-Author notes seriously. He was born in

Engl and, noved to Spain, had his sixth birthday aboard the ship that
brought hira and the fornmer King Edward VRl of England to the New Worl d,
and took three years to get through first grade because he coul dn't
learn to read. Naturally he grew up to be a witer whose interest was
in islands, peninsulas, Kings and illiteracy. H's early problens in
math still manifest in his tendency to crowd five or six novels into a
trilogy. He now lives in the backwoods of Florida with his brown-eyed
wi fe, blue-eyed daughters, and brown-eyed horses and dogs. The old
railroad tracks that cut through the hill in sight of their house bear a
suspi ci ous resenbl ance to the Gap Chasm the drooping |ive oaks with
their Spanish Mdss are renminiscent of tangle trees, and if the loca
sugar sand isn't very sweet, at least it is excellent for mring
vehicles. The Land of Xanth is real for those who understand it. Those
who don't believe init are relegated to Mundania: it serves themright.

Pi ers Anthony | ost count of his novels when they approached the nunber
of his years of age. His first was witten in 1956 and was never
published. H s second, Chthon, was published in 1967. Now he turns
themout at the rate of about three a year. The first Xanth revel ation,
A Spell for Chanel eon, won the August Derleth Fantasy Award for best
novel of 1977. But the real success of Xanth is indicated by the fact
that it has generated nore fan mail than any other series by this

aut hor, from people ranging in age fromnine to (censored). Xanth is
spreading; a tangle tree was recently spotted in Col orado, and night

mar es have ranged even farther out.
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